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For the Lionesses, who inspired the nation.

And for all the future Lionesses out there, who refuse to give up.

You got this!






CHAPTER ONE

I’m packing up the last of my things when Mum knocks on the door.

‘How’s it all going?’ she asks, strolling into my room and standing next to me to examine the neatly folded contents of my bag. ‘Expertly packed, as usual.’

‘I learnt from the best,’ I say, putting my hands on my hips.

She reaches out to lift the football shirt at the top to check what’s packed beneath. Finding more sports kit, she arches a brow.

‘A long weekend at home and all you brought with you was football kit,’ she remarks.

‘What else would I need?’ I tease.

She sighs. ‘Sadie, I hope you’re going to enjoy the rest of this term. It’s important to have a bit of fun at university. You are in first year, after all.’

‘What are you talking about? I’ve had a great time this term,’ I say, puzzled.

‘It sounds like all you’ve done these first few weeks is spend half your time at lectures and the other half training,’ she says, before hesitating. ‘Actually, let me correct that to one-third of your time studying and two-thirds training.’

‘More like one-eighth studying,’ I correct, grinning at her.

She gives me a look.

‘I’m joking, Mum,’ I insist, rolling my eyes. ‘But, anyway, you’re forgetting that football training isn’t work to me. It’s what I love. It’s… everything.’

‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ she admits. ‘I don’t want you missing out on life because you’re so busy kicking a ball around a field.’

I frown at her turn of phrase diminishing the sport.

‘You know what I mean,’ she says gently. ‘I know how important it is to you – it is to me, too; it has been since I met your father – but university is about the experience and the people. You’re allowed to have fun. Some of the best years of my life were when I was at uni in Manchester, and that’s down to the friends I made there.’

‘The team are my friends,’ I point out defensively. ‘I don’t need anyone else.’

She gives me a wry smile. ‘You sound just like your dad.’

My eyes flicker up to the framed newspaper cutting mounted on the wall above my desk. It’s from 1989 and beneath the headline MCGRATH: THE TARTAN ARMY’S HERO is a picture of my dad on the football pitch with one arm punching the air, his head back and eyes closed in elation, as two of his teammates hug him round the waist, lifting him up off the ground. It captures the moment after he scored the last of his three goals for Scotland, winning the match and securing their place at the World Cup.

‘I want to make him proud of me,’ I admit quietly.

‘He is proud of you – we both are!’ Mum exclaims, her warm hazel eyes widening in horror that I might think otherwise. ‘Sadie, you have been at Durham for just a few weeks and you’ve already made captain of the university women’s team – the youngest in their history, thank you very much.’ She prods my arm with her finger. ‘What was it that your coach called you? Oh yes, their star striker. And to think you only started playing seriously two years ago!’

‘Yeah, don’t think I didn’t hear you telling that to the guy who lives at number twenty-two when he passed you on the street the other day,’ I remark, unable to stop a smile. ‘I appreciate it, but I’m not sure our random neighbours care about stuff like that.’

‘Excuse me, everyone should care about how talented my daughter is,’ she insists, lifting her chin defiantly. ‘And, if anything, that proves just how proud we are! But, Sadie, we’re equally as proud of your achievements off the field as on it.’

‘I know,’ I murmur, nodding. ‘But Durham has been champion of the National League twice in a row, and if we win for a record third time –’ I take a deep breath in, irrationally worried that if I say this out loud, I might somehow jinx it – ‘I might be scouted to play professionally. And for Dad to be there for that, for him to know that I can do it…’ I swallow the lump in my throat, managing to add quietly, ‘That’s all I want.’

Her eyes glistening, Mum reaches out to gently push my hair behind my ear. For as long as I can remember, she’s been encouraging me to stop hiding my face with my long auburn hair. I have the same colour hair as her, but while she has a shoulder-length glossy bob, I hate cutting mine, keeping it long and wavy. A shy, insecure child, I became adept at using it like a shield, keeping my head bowed and allowing my hair to fall forward over my face. The only time I ever have it tied back is when I’m out on the pitch.

That’s the one place I’m not afraid.

‘Dad knows you can do it,’ Mum says, smiling warmly at me. ‘Even if sometimes that slips his mind. In his heart, he knows.’

Feeling dangerously close to crying, I blink back the hot tears pricking at my eyes and step back from her. I clear my throat and turn my attention to my bag, zipping it closed.

‘Right, I should get going, otherwise I’ll miss the bus and then might miss my train,’ I announce, lifting the bag off the bed and pulling its strap over my shoulder. I pause. ‘Thanks, though, Mum. For the chat.’

She sighs. ‘The house feels so empty when you’re away. I have to keep the door to your bedroom firmly closed otherwise I find myself peering in, hoping you’re secretly lurking in here somewhere.’

I chuckle, glancing round my box room, wondering where on earth I’d be able to hide in here. It may be small, but I love my room. It helps that I’m freakishly neat and tidy, and hate clutter, so it has a minimalist vibe to it and feels bigger than it is.

‘You’ll be home soon, though,’ Mum adds, forcing a smile.

‘Yeah, course. Just a couple of months until Christmas.’

‘Maybe next time you might bring someone with you,’ she says hopefully, leading the way out of my room onto the landing.

I groan. ‘Oh god, Mum, don’t start.’

‘What?’ she asks innocently, gliding down ahead of me. ‘Are you going to tell me that football and dating don’t mix – is that it?’

‘Something like that,’ I mutter.

‘Here she comes!’ Dad announces cheerfully, appearing at the bottom of the stairs and beaming up at me. ‘That bag looks heavy. What have you got in there, Sadie – the kitchen sink?’

‘More like a hundred pairs of football boots,’ Mum quips.

‘Slight exaggeration,’ I counter, setting my bag down in the hallway and finding my coat on one of the hooks by the door before pulling it on. ‘Although I wouldn’t say no to a hundred pairs.’

‘Me neither,’ Dad says, sharing a conspiratorial smile.

‘I was only just telling Sadie that as wonderful as it is to be football obsessed – Lord knows, I married an obsessive – it’s also important for her to enjoy herself,’ Mum emphasises, giving me a stern look. ‘She can’t train with the team every night.’

‘Ah, she’s always been determined,’ Dad says proudly. ‘Once my Sadie puts her mind to something, that’s it. No doubt about it. She was always a natural on the pitch.’ He waggles his finger in my direction. ‘I said you should have started sooner, but you were stubborn. I remember taking you for a kick-around when you were a wee lass and you wouldn’t even try.’

‘Because you took me for a kick-around with your former professional teammates,’ I remind him. ‘It was only slightly intimidating. I was scared of looking like an idiot in front of them! I knew all of them would expect me to be brilliant because I was your daughter. I didn’t want to embarrass you.’

‘Well, no matter, you got there in the end. I’m thrilled you’re taking after your old man. Big shoes to fill, mind you,’ he adds mischievously.

I smile at him. ‘I’ll do my best.’

‘You need to go, Sadie,’ Mum warns, checking the time. ‘We’ll say our goodbyes. We don’t want you to be late.’

‘Late?’ Dad asks, his brow furrowed. ‘She won’t be late!’

‘She will if we stand here huddled in the doorway chatting away for much longer. I want to make sure she gives herself plenty of time and, if she misses this bus, then waiting for the next one will give her very little time before her train.’

‘She doesn’t need to get the bus!’ Dad declares stubbornly, turning to me. ‘I’ll drive you, Sadie. I appreciate you don’t want to walk all that way with your heavy bag, so we can drive. It’s no bother.’

Mum shoots me a concerned look.

‘Harry—’ she begins.

‘The school is just round the corner,’ he continues. ‘It’ll only take five minutes or so. Let me just find my keys.’

‘Dad…’ I say, but he’s not listening, busily patting the pockets of his trousers.

‘Now, where did I leave them?’ he mutters.

‘Harry,’ Mum says gently, reaching out to grasp his arm, ‘Sadie isn’t going to school. She’s at university now. She’s going back to Durham.’

He frowns, the creases on his forehead deepening.

‘She left school in the summer, after her A-levels,’ Mum continues. ‘And now she’s at Durham University, where she’s captain of the women’s football team. She’s just come home to see us for the weekend, and now she’s got to catch her train to go back.’

‘Durham, yes, the football team,’ he mumbles so quietly I can barely hear him. ‘Of course. Of course.’

My stomach twists into a knot as I watch him struggle to find his bearings, his initial bewilderment replaced with frustration. After a while, he lifts his head to look at me, repeating the phrase, ‘Of course,’ through a weak smile, his brow still furrowed.

Mum rubs her hand on his shoulder and he reaches up to pat it gratefully with his.

One of the cruelties of dementia is how it comes in waves –one moment, everything is fine and your dad is teasing you affectionately like he always has, and the next moment, he’s struggling to remember that you left for university a few weeks ago. It lulls you into a calm normality that it then shatters mercilessly.

Sometimes, when he’s himself, I almost convince myself that it’s not there; that the diagnosis was wrong and everything is okay. But then it comes back: the memory lapse, the disorientation, the panic and frustration.

As ever, Mum is the one to take charge of the situation while Dad collects himself, and I stand there numbly, plastering on a smile and feeling helpless. Reminding everyone that I’m on a tight schedule in her admirably chirpy tone, Mum encourages the goodbyes and, despite not saying anything out of the ordinary, I hug them a bit longer and a bit tighter than I normally would.

Mum understands.

‘We’ll be okay,’ she whispers in my ear as I hold her.

After bustling me out, I hear her announce to Dad that it’s time for a cup of tea as the door shuts, while I head over to the bus stop.

Marching down the road, I make a promise to myself to train harder than ever before, especially as our first fixtures of the season are looming. I am determined to make my dad proud of me on the football pitch before it’s too late. Ever since he was diagnosed, it’s been my dream to be scouted and signed for a career in pro football. I need him to see me achieve that, and nothing is going to distract me from that dream.

Sorry, Mum, but other life experiences will just have to wait.






CHAPTER TWO

Weaving my way through the crowd at Edinburgh Waverley Station, I feel my phone vibrate several times in my back pocket, but it’s not until I’ve boarded my train and plonked myself down in my seat that I have the chance to check it.
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Amy

Someone please kill me now

I’ve never been so hungover in my life
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Ella

I also feel like death

Who ordered those tequilas?

Alisha

Hayley

It was Hayley

I’m never drinking again

Maya

Hahahaha just remembered Amy dancing on the stripper pole

Amy

OH MY GOD

I’d forgotten about that

I was wondering why my thighs had carpet burn

Maya

Suffering for your art

Amy

They are red raw

Please tell me I at least looked good up there

Maya

You looked GREAT

Amy

Are you lying to me?

Maya

No

Amy

I can tell you’re lying

Alisha

I liked it when you hid your face behind the pole and played peek-a-boo with the people watching you from the dance floor

Amy

What.

What do you mean.

WHAT DO YOU MEAN I PLAYED PEEK-A-BOO?????

Quinn

Morning, bitches

Wait

How is that the time?!

I’m meant to be meeting James for lunch!!

I’m SO LATE!!!

Maya

Quinn is late, everyone

Alisha

That is so new and surprising

Jade

[image: ]

Quinn

Fuck you all

Jade

Sounds like you had a good night! Sad to have missed it

Will be out tonight tho if anyone’s keen

Maya

Sounds good, hair of the dog [image: ]

Amy

WHAT DO YOU MEAN, I PLAYED PEEK-A-BOO?!?!

Hayley

The tequila was a TERRIBLE IDEA

My bad

But if it makes you all feel any better, I promise I’m paying for it now [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

I’ll be out tonight too… [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

Will try to meet up with you lot after [image: ] xxx



I arrive at my dorms after a pretty smooth trip and go straight to my room to get myself sorted. I’m mid unpacking when suddenly the door to my halls bedroom swings open.

‘Is she fucking kidding?!’

I look up from putting my clothes away in a drawer to see Jade standing in the doorway with a thunderous expression, holding her phone in her hand.

‘Who?’ I ask, sliding the drawer closed.

She strides across my room and slumps onto my bed.

‘Oh please, Sadie,’ she says in her clipped London tone. ‘It’s me you’re talking to here. You don’t need to act as though you’re cool with it. I’ve been pissed off about this message for ages and desperate to talk to you, but I was at lunch with my parents and didn’t have anyone to rant to about it. I’m glad you’re back – I really missed you this weekend.’

‘Same,’ I say, smiling warmly at her. ‘How was your parents’ visit? Nice of them to come all this way.’

‘Yeah, it was fine. They’re big fans of the city. Dad kept lecturing me about the history of the place. You two would really get on, actually. He was disappointed that you weren’t around to join us for lunch – he loves that I’m friends with a fellow history nerd.’

‘I am not a history nerd. I’m just doing a history degree.’ I laugh, shaking my head.

‘And that’s only because they don’t offer a degree in football here,’ Jade mutters, shooting me a knowing smile. ‘Anyway, we had lunch at that tasting-menu restaurant and now they’re on their way back to London.’

‘The Michelin-star one?’

‘Yeah. It was good,’ she says, distracted by her phone.

I smile to myself. For someone like Jade, eating at a Michelin-star restaurant for lunch isn’t that big a deal. An only child to hugely wealthy parents, she grew up in a beautiful townhouse in Knightsbridge, London, with holiday homes in Cornwall and France. With her glossy blonde hair, designer clothes, perfectly manicured nails and plummy accent, she is always impeccably turned out and genuinely intimidating on first impression.

She happened to be the first person I met when I arrived here at Collingwood College last term and I had a minor panic that I was stuck next door to a pompous, entitled posh girl, but I was wrong to judge her so quickly. By the end of our first night, I realised that she was so fun and warm and friendly that there was no way we weren’t going to be best friends. The fact that she plays football too and qualified for the first team with me is an added bonus, and although personalities don’t necessarily reflect position, it didn’t come as a surprise to me that Jade is a talented defender. She’s the most protective person I know.

‘How was your weekend at home?’ she asks. ‘Did you have a wonderful time eating haggis and reciting Burns?’

I snort with laughter. Another reason I like Jade – she shows her affection by teasing. I’ve learnt that sharing emotion isn’t exactly the done thing in her family, just as with mine. Taking the piss out of each other is how we work.

‘Resorting to stereotypes is a very lazy form of humour,’ I remind her.

‘Whatever,’ she sighs, before adding gently, ‘Can we talk about Hayley now?’

Feeling a sharp pang in my chest at just the sound of her name, I lower myself into the chair at my desk.

‘What about her?’ I say glumly.

‘Let’s start with that fucking rogue comment on the WhatsApp group about tonight!’ she exclaims, looking at me wide-eyed.

I shrug. ‘She said she was going out tonight.’

‘Yeah, with some very leading emojis that imply she’s going on a date. Don’t tell me you didn’t think that, too.’

‘Of course I did. I’m sure everyone understood that implication.’

‘No one replied to her because they’re all thinking the same thing: it’s a dick move,’ Jade seethes. ‘She knows you’re in this group. She knew it was going to hurt you. She did it anyway. Which brings me to my first question: Is she fucking kidding?’

Fiddling with the hem of my top, I look down at my hands.

It’s my own fault. I shouldn’t have got involved with someone else on the team. I was asking to get hurt. I noticed Hayley Ashton straight away. It would be impossible not to notice Hayley. She’s tall and strikingly beautiful with her thick, dark curly hair, bright brown eyes and impossibly full lips. A second-year student who played on the team last year, she’s confident and friendly, and she shot me a huge smile when the coach first introduced us. During that first training session, I scored a couple of goals and at the end she came running over to say to Coach, ‘This girl is something special,’ before winking at me. My heart somersaulted and my face flushed with heat. I couldn’t think of anything clever to say.

When I made captain, I was nervous that some of the second-years might be pissed off that they’d been overlooked – there are no third-years in the team this year, so it’s mostly made up of second-years and freshers – but Hayley made sure I was put right at ease, organising a surprise party for me in one of the local bars so that the whole team could celebrate my captaincy together.

‘We all knew it had to be you,’ she’d told me that night, leaning into me so she could be heard over the music, her soft, warm hand sliding down my arm. ‘You’re like no one else, Sadie. And we have every faith that you’re going to lead us to another victory this year.’

She’d been so close, I could hardly breathe.

I knew that I had to shake off this crush. It was unprofessional and I couldn’t be distracted on the field by one of my players. I was the captain. I had to be responsible. But I was too drawn to her, and when she made it known that she reciprocated my feelings, the temptation was impossible to resist. At first, we agreed to keep our fling a secret. While I’d made no secret of my bisexuality, she’d never even kissed a girl before and wanted time to process her feelings, and we both knew that it might not be good for team morale. Luckily for me, she didn’t end up needing that much time to process it and the team turned out to be fully supportive – we spent so much time together on nights out, it wasn’t exactly hard for them to work out what was going on.

It turned out to be too good to be true. After just three weeks, things started to cool off. She became distant and cold, and then when I called her out on it, she apologised and said she wanted to be friends. She justified it by saying that it had never been serious.

She was right. It had just been a few weeks and we’d never talked about being exclusive. We were having fun. I wasn’t under any impression that it was anything more than what it was. But I had sometimes let myself believe that it might go somewhere. Dating someone like Hayley was exhilarating: she’s smart and loud and fun – she turns heads wherever she goes. Being dumped by someone like Hayley is excruciating: she is the centre of attention, the life of the party, the glittering light that people are drawn to, while I have to lurk in the shadows, watching her like everyone else.

I know it was awkward for the team, but after our break-up I made sure my behaviour didn’t change on the pitch and was sure to keep smiling and act completely normal around her when we were on nights out. When she flirted with guys in front of me, I laughed off the others’ pitying looks and assured them that I didn’t care. It had just been a fling!

I’ve been too convincing. Hayley happily flaunts her busy romantic life in front of me whenever she wants. If anything, it gives me more motivation to focus on football only.

‘Sadie,’ Jade prompts now, her forehead creasing in concern, ‘are you okay? Her sending that message is really unfair.’

‘I’ve told you I’m fine,’ I emphasise, attempting to sound casual. ‘Me and Hayley are over. She has every right to date other people.’

‘She doesn’t need to put it in the group, though. That’s… mean.’

‘It’s only mean if she thinks it would hurt me, and I’ve told her that I’m over her. Just like she’s over me.’ I swallow the lump in my throat. ‘Come on, Jade, we dated for three weeks. It’s not like it was a big deal.’

‘You were together every night for three weeks and at uni, that’s like a three-year relationship,’ Jade argues haughtily. ‘Look, I get that you want to gloss over it and act all strong in front of the rest of the team, but I want you to know that if you want to talk about it, you can talk to me. Cry over her, rant about her, throw stuff at pictures of her – whatever makes you feel better, I’m here for you.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, smiling at her. ‘But there’s nothing to say. She’s single. I’m single. We’re friends and teammates. That’s it.’

‘I don’t know why you liked her in the first place,’ Jade says, wrinkling her nose. ‘I get that she’s pretty, but she’s so self-obsessed it’s jarring. She makes Narcissus look modest.’

I burst out laughing. ‘What? Jade! That’s not true! You can’t say that.’

‘I can say whatever I like,’ Jade counters, flicking her hair over her shoulder. ‘She is not the big deal that she thinks she is, and you need to stop putting her on a pedestal. You can do so much better.’

‘Sure,’ I say sarcastically.

Jade arches her brow at me. ‘Have you seen you? A flaming-haired Scottish beauty.’

I pick up a pen from my desk and throw it at her. ‘Oh, shut up.’

‘I’ll prove it to you.’ She laughs, dodging the pen and then throwing it back at me. I catch it in my left hand. ‘Come out tonight and witness your fans drool. You can wear the dress I bought last week – it’s a showstopper and will look incredible with your hair and that ridiculously toned body of yours.’

‘I was thinking of doing some practice tonight,’ I admit, glancing at the football in the corner of my room. ‘There’s a lot riding on our team this term. If we win the BUCS League, then we’ll be—’

‘Making history as the first team to top the Women’s Premier North League three years in a row, blah blah blah,’ she cuts in, rolling her eyes. ‘Yes, thank you, Captain McGrath – I’ve been there for the ten million times Coach Hendricks has mentioned that. It’s one night, Sadie. Come on, you’ve deserted me for an entire weekend. You owe me a night out.’

I sigh. ‘Fine. Only for you.’

‘Yay!’ she cries, scrambling off my bed and coming over to throw her arms round me. ‘Let’s paint the town as red as your luscious locks! You won’t regret it.’






CHAPTER THREE

The night starts out promising. Jade is on a mission – she poured the drinks freely as we got ready in her room with Beyoncé blaring, and the two of us set out tipsily for Osbournes bar in high spirits.

I’d felt apprehensive about wearing Jade’s gorgeous but tiny low-cut black fitted dress, but the drinks had given me the nudge of confidence I needed to put it on and embrace the amount of skin on show, pairing it with my block-heeled black ankle boots and a leather jacket. A few of the football girls were at Osbournes already and, thanks to Jade announcing our plans on the WhatsApp group, they were waiting for us with a fancy bottle of Prosecco. Enjoying our drinks, we sit in our group, chatting and laughing until the music is too good to ignore and we have to dance.

I’m having such a good time that I forget Hayley is currently out on a date, until she shows up with him in tow.

‘Oh my god –’ Amy gasps in disbelief, staring at her as she weaves her way through the crowd in our direction – ‘is that Dylan?’

Dylan Carson. The second-year goalkeeper and captain of the university men’s team, and a renowned arrogant twat. His self-assurance isn’t exactly misplaced – with his swept-back blond hair, piercing blue eyes and sharp cheekbones, he looks like he’s stepped out from an Abercrombie and Fitch photoshoot – but his favourite topic of conversation is himself and he purposefully wears shirts a size too small to show off his muscles.

‘I have to admit that I’d go there,’ Jade once told me, eyeing him up during one of our joint training sessions as he celebrated a goal by whipping off his T-shirt and lassoing it round his head. ‘But I’d hate myself afterwards.’

Their fingers intertwined, Hayley is leading Dylan towards us with a smug smile on her face, her eyelashes fluttering. They let each other go to greet their respective groups, Dylan darting over to a cluster of lads nearby while Hayley eagerly hugs some of the other girls. While she chats to Amy, she looks up and sees me, acknowledging me with a smile before her eyes flicker over to Dylan. He catches her eye and winks, a gesture that is noticed by his friends and prompts a round of merciless teasing.

‘Dylan Carson,’ Jade says in my ear, looking distinctly unimpressed. ‘She’s downgraded, I see.’

‘He’s hot,’ I remark, before knocking back what was left in my glass.

‘He’s a classic rebound,’ she says. ‘She’ll be bored with him by the end of the night.’

Hayley and Dylan don’t seem bored at all; in fact they seem completely infatuated with each other. They spend the whole time whispering, giggling, kissing and dancing. I try to avoid looking at them altogether, but they don’t make it easy, especially when they’re locking lips so passionately that they stumble backwards into me, knocking me into Jade and causing her drink to spill.

‘I’ll get you another,’ I offer quickly, noticing her thunderous expression as the two of them edge away from us, oblivious to the incident. I gesture to my own empty glass. ‘I’m heading to the bar anyway.’

I join the back of the crowded bar, jostled by others trying to push their way to the front, and slowly shuffling forward as the poor bar staff rush around trying to keep up with the constant influx of orders. When I finally reach the front, I do my best to squeeze into a narrow gap and place my elbows firmly on the bar to cement my position, going up on my tip-toes, desperately trying to catch the eye of one of the staff.

After finishing an order, one of the girls behind the bar catches my eye and leans towards me. I’ve opened my mouth to tell her my order when a guy pushes his way into the tiny gap next to me, his elbow nudging mine over.

He shouts his order in an American accent. He winks at her. ‘Thank you!’

I gasp in disbelief as the girl blushes under his gaze and immediately gets to work on his order. I jab his shoulder with my finger.

‘Um, excuse me,’ I say loudly over the thumping bass. ‘I was here first!’

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, looking me up and down and smiling. ‘I have no idea how I didn’t notice you there – a girl like you stands out.’

I narrow my eyes at him.

Okay, so I can see how that kind of unimaginative charm would work on most people. He’s unbelievably hot – tall and muscular with a razor-sharp jaw and intense dark brown eyes. I’m actually going to forgive the bar girl for her miscalculation in serving him first. But I won’t forgive him for cutting in, just because he’s good-looking and knows it. Hayley and Dylan’s PDA tonight, combined with how long I’ve spent queueing, has put me in a less than generous mood.

‘Please,’ I mutter, scowling at him. ‘I was here first – you shouldn’t have pushed in front. It’s called common courtesy.’

‘Whoa. Someone’s having a bad night. We’re out in a bar, having a good time! You should lighten up.’

You know when you’re pissed off and the absolute WORST thing someone can do is tell you to lighten up?

‘I was having a good time until you barged in!’ I snap, knocking his elbow forcefully with mine to reclaim the bar space, causing his arm to slip.

‘Jeez, here I was thinking the English were supposed to be charming,’ he mutters.

I turn slowly to glare at him.

‘I’m not English,’ I say through gritted teeth.

He seems unfazed by my glowering expression and shrugs.

‘Sorry. It’s hard to hear you over the music,’ he says, starting to nod his head to the beat. ‘Don’t you love this song? Ah, here she is.’ He flashes a winning grin at the bar girl as she slides his vodkas over to him and then lines up the shot glasses, pouring the tequilas with flourish. ‘Thanks, sweetheart.’

I grimace. ‘Ugh. Sweetheart.’

He glances at me, raising his eyebrows. ‘You’re not a fan of “sweetheart”.’

‘No one is. It’s condescending, overly familiar and a classic use of linguistic power play to put women in their place.’

The corner of his mouth twitches with amusement.

‘Is that right? Where I’m from, it’s an affectionate term.’

‘Sure, and you know this woman, do you?’ I say, gesturing to the girl behind the bar. ‘She’s someone who you’re affectionate with?’

He catches her eye and grins. ‘Maybe we could be.’

Her cheeks glowing pink, she giggles.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ I mutter under my breath, rolling my eyes.

‘I’ll tell you what, to apologise for my ignorant, sexist behaviour and for being better than you at getting to the front of the queue, let me buy you your round,’ he offers. ‘What would you like?’

‘No, thanks,’ I say, lifting my chin. ‘I don’t need your help getting served.’

‘Come on, you don’t need to be stubborn,’ he says with a sigh, as the girl waits with the card machine, her eyes darting between us. ‘What’s your order?’

‘I said, I don’t need your help,’ I repeat sternly.

‘Fine.’ He gets out his credit card. ‘Have it your way. What’s the damage?’

She passes him the card machine and he does a double-take at the amount.

‘This can’t be right,’ he says, frowning. ‘It’s too little.’

‘The shots are on the house,’ she tells him, fluttering her eyelashes.

‘Well, that is very kind of you,’ he says, pressing his card against the machine and handing it back, before adding pointedly, ‘Nice to know there are some charming people here in England.’

I press my lips together, ignoring him and keeping my eyes fixed on her.

‘Hey, Dylan!’ he calls out over his shoulder. ‘Can you help me with these?’

Of course he’s friends with Dylan Carson. It makes sense that dickheads would enjoy each other’s company. As he passes the drinks back to his friend and then picks up the final few, he turns round and says, ‘Good luck!’ cheerily to me.

‘I don’t need luck,’ I counter haughtily, but he doesn’t hear me.

He’s already weaved his way back through the crowd to the dance floor. The bar girl meanwhile has moved to the other end of the bar and is now busy serving someone else. Grinding my teeth in frustration, everything becomes a hundred times worse when, later on, I happen to catch the eye of The American as he makes his way to the loo. I’m still waiting to be served. He gives me a thumbs-up and then, cackling with laughter, disappears through the door.

I hate that guy.



‘All right, gather round!’ Coach Hendricks calls out, waving us over to the sideline of the football pitch. He’s standing with Coach Nevile, who heads up the men’s team.

It’s the beginning of our first training session of the term and I’ve already been here practising penalties for forty minutes. Coach Hendricks got here just before everyone else and didn’t say anything on arrival, simply standing at the sideline with his arms folded, watching me take the kicks and studying my form. He looked pleased, and as other members of the team began filtering onto the field, he sent them out to join me while we waited for everyone else, instructing our goalie, Maya, to take her position, and asking Amy, a fellow forward, to practise penalties with me. Maya saved two of Amy’s and none of mine.
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