
[image: Cover Page of Harper Effect]


[image: Half Title of Harper Effect]


[image: Title Page of Harper Effect]


Copyright © 2017 by Taryn Bashford

First published by Pan Macmillan Australia, 2017

First American Edition by Sky Pony Press, 2018

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews and articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are from the authors’ imaginations, and used fictitiously.

Sky Pony Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sky Pony® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyponypress.com.

www.tarynbashford.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available on file.

Cover photo: iStockphoto

Cover design by Kate Gartner

Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-5107-2665-9

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-2670-3

Printed in the United States of America


For my brother, Warwick, who continues to hurl fireballs.


ONE

THE DINING ROOM IS WHERE the ghosts and monsters play. That’s what Jacob said when I was five and he was six, our necks curling around the half-open door, our eyes blurting fright. On a dare, we’d tiptoe into the room, dash around the table then jump through the French windows into the garden, screaming with delighted terror. Nearly twelve years later, it’s still my least favorite room in the house. Maybe that’s because it’s where the recent pep talks have taken place and the grandfather clock seems to count down the seconds to the end of life as I know it.

So when Dad and Coach Kominsky invite me to join them at the dining table, the cream-cushioned chairs imprinted with the bums of Jacob’s make-believe ghosts, I wrap my arms around my chest and respond with a brisk, “I’ll stay standing, thanks.”

“There’s not an easy way to say this, Harper,” says “Killer” Kominsky in his clipped Czech accent. He smooths a hand over his perfectly round shaved head, no freckle or bump daring to blemish it. “So I just speak the words. It is time for me to move on. I do not believe you are good enough to make it to the top.”

The ground falls upward. My chest squeezes.

So this is why we flew home between tournaments.

I contemplate leaping out the window, but after all the sacrifices I’ve made—summers at the beach, friendships that held me together, lost moments with my family—tennis is who I am. I have to change Kominsky’s mind.

I grip a high-backed chair; add some flint to my gaze. “How can you say that?” My voice wobbles. “Maybe some kids turn pro and hit top ten in one season, but I’m only sixteen—”

“Sixteen-and-a-half, Harper,” replies Kominsky, tapping his fingertips together. I glance at the Sydney Morning Herald sports section lying flat in front of him. He’s trained me to become a world-class tennis player for five years, but I’ve never featured on that page. Perhaps he’s right, and I’m not good enough.

“Dad?” I say.

My father startles, flicks the hair out of his eyes, and squints at me as if he’s staring into the sun. His smile looks worn out. He glances toward Kominsky instead. Kominsky has been the sun these past few years, our lives revolving around his every word and action, so that’s no good either. Dad gazes out the windows into the afternoon sky, his eyes glassy behind frameless specs.

I unravel the pair of loose braids I put my hair into this morning. My hands tremble.

Kominsky stands and rolls up his newspaper, ready to walk away from me forever.

There’s a whooshing feeling, a this-is-it, life-changing moment, and I seem to hover near the ceiling with Jacob’s pretend ghosts. The movie of my life so far flashes before my eyes; how, even as a three-year-old I’d trail a too-big racquet around the backyard tennis court and try to copy Dad and his buddies as they played. All of them had, in their youth, hoped to be where I am now. To me they had seemed like gods throwing fireballs at each other. I longed to have their power, their grace, and speed. They were magical. They were heroes.

And for a while my talent was a little magical. For a while, touring the junior circuit, I believed I’d be someone’s hero, too. But turning professional nine months ago had changed everything; the fireballs I’d learned to hurl off my own racquet had transformed into a stupid yellow ball that had it in for me.

Dad said the only thing it changed was that I could win money, “But don’t let that get to you—money’s not important right now.”

It isn’t the money, though. Before, I was living my childhood dream, touring the world, and now I’m fighting to keep my scarily grown-up job. I’ve staked my claim, and everyone is watching.

Kominsky cracks the knuckles on both hands, his elastic lips set in a long straight line. “Physically, you have all the potential you need to be the best. But as a singles player, you are putty, Harper. Hard and tough until the heat turns up. Then soft. Easy to control. Easy to beat.” He points a long finger at his temple, prods hard enough that it must hurt. “Not tough enough up here. I cannot waste my time any longer.”

“Waste?” I collapse into a chair, my arms as floppy as empty sleeves. “I almost got to the second round at Washington this week. I almost broke the first-round jinx—” I look to Dad for backup, but his gaze is trained on the view of the Sydney Harbor Bridge. “Who’s taking me to Cincinnati next week—the US Open? I’m young enough to—”

Kominsky holds up a hand. He’s not into discussion, only commands.

Other players say their coaches are like second fathers to them, but Kominsky’s never been that. Still, how can he abandon me? He’s going on to better things—without me. If mental toughness means being so unfeeling, I will never be strong enough.

“Almost is not enough. I go home now,” Kominsky says, glaring at Dad’s profile. “The body I can train. The mind is for you to train, Harper.” In the sunny room, his whitewashed blue eyes drill down on me from his freakish height. He leans closer and pulls the final thread on my career. “Being at the top is about winning the mind game.” He extends a stiff hand in Dad’s direction.

Each word is a tennis ball being smashed into my chest. If Kominsky doesn’t rate me—where does that leave me? He’s never been wrong. My throat swells with forbidden tears. Kominsky doesn’t tolerate crying.

Dad stands. He runs three fingers through his floppy silver-white hair, and I realize it’s not just me who’s getting dumped.

Kominsky pumps Dad’s hand. “I recommend doubles tournaments if she want to continue.”

If I want to continue?

Where would my life lead without tennis? Would I go back to high school instead of being tutored? Would I take up basketball or swimming or piano and make friends—and keep them? Would I allow myself to eat ice cream and hot dogs? Would I have time to hang out with Aria?

Without tennis, what’s the point of me?

The familiar sound of Jacob playing guitar drifts into the room from his house next door, like the closing credits of a movie. Except I’m not ready for anything to end. I take the fastest exit and vault out the French windows.


TWO

THE WOODS TO THE SIDE of our house are the same now as they were when my older sister, Aria, and I played Hansel and Gretel with Jacob a decade ago. We know every rock, fork, rut, and ridge; even at night we can navigate the path to the river. It’s uncultivated land that Dad’s toothpaste company owns, crowded with jacaranda trees, but the three of us have called them the Purple Woods since forever. In spring, the trees become fountains of color, the blue-purple flowers waterfalling from each branch, and when the wind gusts, purple blossoms ride on the breeze. The ground transforms into a violet carpet, and the river is peppered with petals as if a wedding had passed by and everyone had gone crazy with confetti.

It’s because of the woods that childhood is, for me, the color purple.

Today, the woods are sleepy and gaunt. Wispy branches hang on to the last of their yellow foliage and spindly evergreens hunch until spring, or as we call it, Purple Time. Twigs crack and dead leaves crunch under my tennis shoes as I run. Right now, I need to let the woods swallow me.

Running headlong toward the river, I hurtle back into a world where Kominsky doesn’t exist, and collapse under the Mother Tree. Once upon a time, I declared this the mother of all the trees because it took all three of us, fingertips touching, to circle the trunk. Its low, solid branches became home to a zillion childhood games. Being here is traveling back into the past, back to when life was simpler, when nothing was expected of us but to return in time for dinner.

The problem with being a professional player is that everyone judges; coaches, players, the media, even inanimate objects—the hiccuping whir of the air conditioner in my last hotel bedroom seemed to mock my inconsistent serve.

I curl up and hug my knees, afraid that pieces of me might drop away, lost forever. Kominsky has not only been my coach, he has organized my life—I just arrive on time every morning.

Finally, I let the tears come.

The sound of someone scuffing through leaves as they approach makes me scrub at wet cheeks with the inside of my wrists.

“Harps. Wassup? Saw you take off.” Jacob’s lean frame lopes closer, even now gripping a guitar by its neck as though he left home in a hurry and forgot he had hold of it. He’s just washed his hair—long blond waves touch his collarbone, leaving damp patches on his blue T-shirt. When he grins, he morphs into the small boy who became our best friend—we were no longer Aria and Harper, the Hunter sisters, but Aria, Harper, and Jacob, the barefooted, adventure-seeking Ragamuffins, soon shortened to the Raggers.

“Were you eavesdropping again?” I ask, pulling on a smile. Jacob’s music studio is to the side of his home, close enough for him to listen in if he sits on the doorstep.

“Couldn’t hear much. You guys need to shout louder.” He plops to the ground, shoulder-bumping me. “Your dad told me to stay away. He said he needed to talk to you about something important.”

I push Kominsky’s words from my mind. “Never mind that. How’s school?”

“Skipped today. Surf’s pumping.” Beaming cheekily, he nibbles a fingernail on his fretting hand. Cinderella-blue eyes study me. My heart backflips.

I remember the precise moment I fell in love with him. He’d come to support me at a local tournament when I was thirteen. My opponent’s dad was sitting behind me and every time I hit the ball into the net or out, he cheered. Kominsky said I should get used to heckling, but during the changeover Jacob approached the dad, a guy built like a skyscraper, and the mocking stopped for the rest of the game. When I asked Jacob about it he shrugged, saying, “I’ll always protect you from dicks like that.”

Love exploded into my heart and has never left.

But as Kominsky drummed into me year after year, I didn’t have time for boyfriends—or friends, or parties, or shopping. And so that I could play more international tournaments, a tutor replaced school. Jacob became my last remaining friend—another reason to ignore my heart. But I was on the junior tour, often away from home, and the autumn I turned fourteen, I returned from Europe to find Jacob kissing Aria on the back deck. They’ve been joined at the pinkie finger ever since.

I hug my knees and pluck a string on Jacob’s guitar. We watch it hum until it hushes, then survey the river flooding over rocks and gullies. The surge is constant, reassuring—the same as it’s always been.

“Spit it out.” Jacob flings an arm around my shoulders. “What’s happened? How was Washington?”

I twist my hair into a chestnut-brown rope and suck the end. “I’ve beaten Alexia in qualifying like, five times. I was three points away from going through to the second round.”

“First-round jinx strikes again.” Jacob snatches the hair rope and flicks it out of harm’s way. “You’ll do it next time. You’re an amazing player.”

My chin quivers and my lips twist. “But not good enough. Kominsky ditched me.”

“He what? Why?”

“Said I’m a waste of time.” Unable to hold back any longer, I’m shaking and wilting into Jacob, darkening his T-shirt with tears. He’s always been a good listener, and a good hugger.

“He’s the frigging waste of time.” Jacob’s chest vibrates. I cling on, our denim-covered legs interlocked, and though I should let go, I don’t. I can’t. Even though it’s winter, he smells of summer—salty air, surf wax, and vanilla ice cream, and when I breathe him in, I feel the tiniest bit brand new.

“Kominsky’s a dick,” adds Jacob. “What did your dad say?”

“He always agrees with Coach,” I say, still sobbing.

Even when I’m cried out, I don’t move away, and Jacob doesn’t unwrap me. Only when he rests his cheek on the top of my head do I draw back and scramble for the lowest branch of the Mother Tree. Jacob vaults onto the branch beside me and we face each other, riding make-believe horses. But we don’t pretend to whip the branch as we used to, or squish it with our thighs to giddyup the horse, or shout “yeehah” while swishing imaginary reins.

Jacob clears his throat. “Kominsky might change his mind.”

I shake my head. “Apparently, I don’t have what it takes mentally. He’s moving on to someone who does.” With my eyes, I trace the carved letters of our three names in the trunk above Jacob’s head. They’ve been there since before Kominsky. I snuck the knife we used from our kitchen, egging on Jacob and silencing Aria’s protests. Jacob got into trouble when he cut himself, but he never snitched on me. The pale half-moon scar still bisects the heart line on his palm.

“I don’t think I can give up tennis, though. As pressured as the circuit is—as lonely and scary as it is on court—not having tennis anymore …”

If I stop playing, it’d be like denying who I am. It’d be like telling the Mother Tree that nature just ran out of purple and to flip to plan B and grow yellow blossoms instead. Or like demanding the river flow up the hill, or banning the birds in the woods from singing. It’s why I’m on this earth; rivers flow downstream, birds sing, the Mother Tree must blossom and grow—and I must play tennis. Dad once said every racquet is the same until it’s strung. Then it’s unique. My dream is not to be the same as every unstrung racquet in the factory. I want to hurl fireballs. I want to be an inspiration. Someone’s hero.

For a moment, everything blanches, my life wiped out by a nuclear flash.

“Tennis makes me count. I’m someone.”

Tennis is my whole world. I have no plan B.

“You’ll find a better coach,” says Jacob. “Anyone with a brain knows you’ll be a star.”

“If Dad will keep paying.” Dad had sacrificed the day-to-day running of his company to his number two in order to tour with me these last few years, and it’s not like I’m as profitable as his company.

Jacob lies back on the branch, hands clasped behind his head—Mowgli in his jungle. “You’re earning prize money now.”

“But is it enough? It’s not just the coach. It’s the tutor, the travel, the hotels. And Kominsky’s right—I can’t seem to get past the first round. Maybe I’m not good enough.”

And I’m not sure Dad believes in me anymore.

I wait for Jacob’s words of reassurance, but he keeps his gaze in the sky. “Must be the week for big changes,” he says, so softly I barely hear him over the rush of the river.

“What do you mean?”

He straddles the branch again, picks at the bark. “Seen Aria since you got back?”

“No. I think she’s working at Mo’s today.” Mo’s is a local music center, and the owner loves the fact that Aria can play six instruments. His sales spiked after he employed her.

Jacob swings to the ground, sits cross-legged, guitar in his lap. It’s the one he got for his seventeenth birthday earlier this year, and it’s worth thousands. He plays a chord. His hands are soft and smooth. “We broke up.”

“What? Why?” Why hadn’t Aria called me? But I already know the answer. Choosing tennis meant letting the bond with my sister crack.

He moves to form a new chord and strums. Strums again. “Didn’t work out.”

“She okay?” I ask, scratching holy crap on the branch with a piece of bark. What about the Con? I wonder. After graduating from high school last year, Aria took a gap year before applying to the Sydney Conservatorium of Music so that she and Jacob could attend together. But now I feel a sense of something shifting, like a kaleidoscope changing its pattern.

“Guess so. Haven’t seen her since. Buried herself in her music,” he says.

“I bet you’ve done the same, knowing you.”

He chucks a twig at me, and smiles into his lap.

“Who broke it off?” I ask.

Jacob clicks his jaw from side to side. “Me.”

Inside my belly, something sparks and my eyes stick inside his so I can’t look away. Got to get a grip. Even though we’ve been best friends since kindergarten, he can never be mine. Not ever. That would break the sisters’ pledge Aria and I made when I was eleven. We’d sworn an oath, pricked each other’s fingers, and smeared our blood on Aria’s pink guitar picks—one each as a reminder to never steal the other’s boyfriends. Even though we’re not as close as we used to be, oath or not, she’s my sister, and I couldn’t do that to her.

Jacob plucks an intro. While he sings some boy band cover, I climb higher into the tree, away from the desire to stroke his neck as it arcs over the guitar. Away from the need to touch the small cleft in his chin. Away from the temptation to watch his curvy lips as he sings.

Away.

But when he finishes, he leans the guitar on the trunk and scrambles after me, pouncing onto the first branch, then the second, and the next. He’s deeply tanned from surfing, barefooted, and his blond hair, now dry, flies out behind him.

He comes level with me and sticks his tongue out. “Last one to the top’s a stinking cane toad.” His long limbs reach upward, past the branch still spiky with metal nails—all that’s left of a tree house the Raggers built the summer before I went on the junior circuit.

All for friends and friends for all. I chase after him, our childish Musketeer chant repeating in my head. He catches my wrist to help me up the last few branches, even though I’ve done it myself a gazillion times, and we poke our heads through the sparse canopy. A sea of yellow leaves, polka-dotted with spiky branches, sweeps toward the houses at the top of the surrounding hills—an ocean wave and we’re in the trough.

We grin; bodiless, floating heads above the foliage.

Eventually, Jacob says, “You’ll always have me and Aria. And we’ll love you whether you’re ranked ten or ten thousand.” Our long hair flickers in the wind like lions’ manes.

“Thanks, Jacob.” I peel my gaze away and concentrate on both feet as I climb down. If Kominsky knew how hard it’s been for me to watch Aria and Jacob together, how hard it is now to move away from Jacob, he wouldn’t call me weak.


THREE

“THIS IS JUST PERFECT,” I groan, crossing my arms. “Kominsky’s goodbye gift—an injured doubles partner.” Aria gives my shoulder a sympathetic squeeze. Two weeks later, still coach-less, I inspect the players on several courts as they warm up for round two of the Western and Southern Open in Cincinnati.

“It’s not Kominsky’s fault Saskia twisted her knee,” Dad says, curt. When his gray eyes aren’t sparkling, they appear small and too close together. I hate it when they don’t sparkle, because it’s usually my fault. He made it as far as national level tennis, but once admitted he didn’t have the mental strength to make it professionally. Guess we’re both terrified I inherited that trait. Judging by his pinched expression now, he’s probably wondering whether I’ll ever live up to my name: Jack Harper was an Australian tennis player from the 1940s who still holds the record for the shortest singles match ever—eighteen minutes. The only record I’ll probably ever set is for highest number of first-round knock-outs. “Kominsky’s going to help us,” Dad adds. “He’ll call back after he’s verified the lucky losers. He’ll find someone to pair up with you soon.”

“Great,” I say under my breath. I know I’m being a brat, but when the earth is shifting beneath my feet with every step, it’s hard not to be defensive. Before we left for the airport, Mum advised me to let Dad worry about a new coach so it doesn’t affect my game. “This time next month, you’ll have forgotten all about this problem,” she said as she hugged me goodbye. “I bet you can’t remember what you were worrying about this time last month.”

Aria pokes me. “What’s a lucky loser?” A droopy bow adorns her messy, half-up hairdo.

“Someone who lost in the qualifying round who gets called up to replace dropouts. Great for them, crap for me.” I’ve got a bad feeling about all this—no coach, I lost in the first round of the singles event, again, and an injured doubles partner. Kominsky was right—physically I’ve turned up, but I’ve pressed the self-destruct button on all iron-willed cerebral activity.

Aria nudges me in the ribs as Dominic Sanchez saunters past. He’s number 3 in the world. She pops on a pair of sunglasses so huge I could be staring at a panda in a tartan maxi-dress. “This is so cool. Why haven’t I come with you before?”

Because Kominsky wouldn’t allow the distraction. Because you didn’t want to leave Jacob’s side.

I take a sip of the green smoothie Dad made.

Aria’s not exactly hacking it since the breakup with Jacob. It’s the real reason she’s here with me and Dad. She’d packed herself away like a broken doll, staying after hours at Mo’s to practice, barely seeing the light of day. She’s always been pale, but now she’s translucent. She won’t talk about Jacob, either, and that hurts—sisters are meant to talk about this stuff. Thinking about the bond we’ve lost used to make me want to hit myself over the head with a tennis racquet, but I figure it’s not wrong that I chose to play the junior circuit. After all, she chose to be a musician. She also spends hours alone practicing. Except I suspect it’s not as simple as that; sisterly bonds tend to need more than absence to break them.

Today, though, I need her here with me like it’s my first day of school. I wonder if I can heal us. The thought of becoming close again has only just occurred to me—probably because Kominsky has turned my world upside down. Or is it because she’s no longer with Jacob?

Relieved that a natural smile has replaced her clip-on one, I sling an arm around her. “Glad you’re here, sis. I totally mean it.” She yanks my ponytail, which is the exact same shade of chestnut as hers. Despite her smile, a shadow crosses her features. I poke her, in case her mind is wandering back to Jacob.

We’re waiting in what’s become a thoroughfare and when Aria tickles me back, I jerk away from her. The last of my green smoothie escapes out of the bottle and onto a man’s black T-shirt as he picks his way through the crowd. My eyes go wide.

He’s tall. Given my own height, I figure he’s well over six foot. He also has a solid, athletic build and a chin shadowed with stubble. You wouldn’t want to bump into him in a dark alley. But when he swings around, it’s clear from the deep-set eyes to the arch of his cheekbones that he is someone you’d want to bump into on your first day of college. And he can’t be much older than me, even if he is man-sized.

I throw on my biggest smile. “I’m really sorry—bit crowded here.” My smile falters when he stares back at me, actually into me. His espresso-colored hair is short and spiked at the front, revealing a small widow’s peak, and his skin is a deep tan, similar to mine. He must spend a lot of time outdoors.

I try another smile, stashing the bottle behind my back. “Sorry. We were goofing around.”

“Harper Hunter,” he says, low and smooth—a man’s voice. I’m not sure if he’s asking or telling. I nod. “Another one,” he snaps. “I’ll be sure to avoid you in the future.”

My mouth pops open, but the words, Another what? remain hooked in my throat.

He pivots and strips off the smoothie-gunked T-shirt as he walks away, revealing muscles that didn’t just grow there on their own. And judging by the fact that his right bicep is slightly bigger than the left, he’s a tennis player.

“I’m not sure if he’s amazingly rude or amazingly sexy.” I half laugh. “Who broke his tennis racquet?”

“Is he famous?” asks Aria.

“Obviously he thinks so.” From his accent he’s American—how does he know my name?

“Those eyes. Perfect for drowning in,” Aria adds. She’s saying the words, but by the far-off look in her eyes, she’s actually talking about Jacob.

Dad’s phone rings. He’s been watching the match on Court 4 and walks away from us, one finger stuck in an ear, his round glasses slipping down his Roman nose in the heat.

Aria and I lean on the railing to inspect the play below. Dad thinks this doubles idea will give me more match play, get my name known, and maybe if I have a partner to buoy me, I won’t choke when the pressure’s on. Maybe I’ll even get past round one. Even though the words are a repeat of something Kominsky would say, I don’t argue because it pleases Dad and might get me a new coach.

“Let’s go.” Dad pulls us into a group huddle. “Kominsky’s come through again. We’re meeting a potential coach in the players’ lounge. You’ve heard of Milo Stein from Germany?”

I hug myself and don’t move. What if this coach is worse than Kominsky? He might also tell Dad I don’t have what it takes. “Dad, I’m on court in three hours. What about a new partner?”

“Partner’s taken care of, but this is important. This is the long term.” He tweaks my nose, then weaves through the crowd, Aria and I trailing behind.

The players’ lounge, normally filled with cliques and gossip, is almost empty. It’s easy to spot the guy I chucked green smoothie on. Still shirtless, he’s talking to an older man with such long silvery-brown hair it could belong to a girl—except he has a beard.

Dad heads for Mr. Shirtless.

“Oh, poop,” says Aria. She winces on my behalf.

While Dad shakes hands with long-haired guy, I hang back and count Mr. Shirtless’s six-pack. I’m used to seeing Jacob without a shirt on, and he’s ripped, too, but he’s wiry and boyish, smooth-chested. This guy’s wide shoulders narrow into his shorts, and his muscled chest is covered in a smattering of dark hair.

Dad beckons us. I slow, twirling my ponytail and sucking the end, and decide Mr. Shirtless was plain rude before. How dare he say he’ll try to avoid me? It was an accident, Mr. Humorless.

The guy Dad’s talking to—my possible new coach, I assume—is wearing flip-flops with jeans, rather than the usual sneakers or tennis shoes. He has the air of someone on the way to a music concert—or a bikers’ reunion.

“Harper,” says Dad, “this is Coach Milo Stein, and say hello to Colt Quinn.”

Even though Aria’s older than me, I’m an inch taller. I pull up to my full 5'8" and extend a hand to the coach, who is younger up close—maybe late thirties. The stress of tennis must’ve turned him prematurely gray. There’s a tattoo on his neck almost covered by the collar of his shirt that reads Train insane or remain the same in black cursive.

Steeling myself against his judgment—this is the girl who never gets past the first round—I’m surprised to find Labrador puppy-dog eyes. But they don’t say hello. They seem to gently look right into me as if leafing through a book. His grin expands as he says, “Well, the rabbit lies in the pepper.”

What? I wrinkle my nose. Great. He is insane. Irritation prickles under my skin.

Switching to Colt, I say, “Sorry you couldn’t manage to avoid me.” I point with my chin toward the black T-shirt he’s left in a heap on the table. “And what did you mean by another one?”

Colt’s handshake is as firm as stone to match his manner, but instead of replying he turns to Aria. “I didn’t know you were a twin,” he says.

“Not twins, I’m nearly two years older,” says Aria, squashing down the annoyance I see flickering in her eyes. “And we’re nothing alike, you know.” Aria’s words speed up, a dead giveaway she’s nervous. “Harper lives for tennis. I live for music. She’s addicted to coffee. I hate even the smell of it—”

I nudge Aria’s calf to stop her prattling. She never could talk to boys—other than Jacob.

Colt keeps inspecting us. “You have green eyes and Harper’s are blue.”

“Impressive,” I say, sarcastic. “You can tell the difference between blue and green.” The words land in an awkward heap in the middle of our circle.

“Harper,” reprimands Dad.

“A smart-ass, I like it,” says Coach Stein, slapping Dad on the back. I’m surprised that his accent sounds mostly Aussie, with a tinge of something foreign in the background.

“A smart-ass with a soft heart that stops her from winning,” adds Colt, pronouncing my death sentence.

“Is that right?” I snap. For the first time, I notice he has a tattoo on his arm—no doubt a naked lady or something equally offensive—but I refuse to show any interest in it.

“Good court speed. Tight footwork. Powerful ground strokes. Takes the ball early, can play defense and offense, double-handed backhand, but you have a wandering ball toss when you serve, thankfully made up for by a strong, consistent return of serve. Singles ranking top hundred-fifty in the world, a position you’ve not improved for several months thanks to a tendency to go soft on your opponent when you start beating them.”

Flames rise through my cheeks and to the tips of my ears. “It seems you know me better than I know myself.” He doesn’t flinch but stares back—no humor, no embarrassment. No nothing. Is he a robot?

“I’ll be watching your doubles game this afternoon, Harper Hunter,” says Milo Stein. He pops on a pair of aviator sunglasses, even though we’re indoors. “I’m told you’re in need of a new coach.”

[image: images]

I lose the doubles game in front of both Coach Stein and Colt. Though I pretend they’re not there, the pressure to perform is sky-high, and as Kominsky predicted, I turn to putty. Plus my doubles partner and I don’t gel; she’s too greedy for the ball. My mood worsens when Dad informs me he’s agreed to help Milo Stein by putting me up as a doubles partner with Colt for a practice match.

I chuck stinky socks across the hotel room. “I’m out of the tournament. What’s the point?”

“Colt is, too. Milo asked for a favor, and I’m not about to say no to a coaching legend who’s considering taking you under his wing. And Sebastian Norman is coming. Norman’s high up in one of the sports agencies. He wants to see Colt play, as well as your opponents.”

But not me.

Dad says Colt’s from Florida, but if he’s so good, why’s Milo looking for a new player—especially considering I live in Australia?

When it’s time to leave for the warm-up, Aria’s still got curlers in her hair. “You’re not going to the royal box at a Wimbledon final,” I yell as she pulls free the last curler and scoops her hair into a messy updo.

“And neither are you. I had to practice my flute.”

“But did you have to play the same piece a hundred times over?”

“I have to perform each piece—”

“Twenty-five times. I know. But today?”

Her narrowed eyes inspect me. “You could do with varying your ponytail—I mean, what statement does that make? It’s so clichéd.”

“I’m not trying to make a statement. I’m trying to get to a tennis match on time.”

I wonder what happened to the Aria who’d trail around after me and Jacob, who’d agree to all my suggestions about games and movies to watch and what to wear. Now we can’t even agree on a ponytail.

But remembering that Aria hates to be rushed, Dad has fibbed about the start time so we’re only delayed by five minutes. When we walk onto the practice court, Coach Stein is expertly juggling three racquets. He catches each one by their grips before waving. Colt keeps hitting the ball against the back wall like he’s punching someone in the face. I grasp my racquet tighter and scowl at Dad.

“Sorry I’m late, Coach Stein,” I say.

“Call me Milo—just Milo,” he says, the aviators reflecting the glare. “Colt! Over here.”

Colt switches to backhand and keeps hitting against the wall as though I don’t exist. Just as Milo opens his mouth to say something, Colt takes off for the service line. Milo tuts to himself. I trudge to the opposite end of the court. This is a huge mistake.

Colt’s serve is fast, powerful, dangerous. I stick my racquet out and block it, but the return spins out. What’s he playing at? We’re supposed to warm up, not kill each other. He goes for a second serve and this time aces me.

That’s it. I storm to the net. “What’s your problem?”

Colt strides toward me. “My problem is you’re late.” His eyes flash. “This is my career, not some playdate. You’re selfish, spoiled, and you think you’re too good for me.” He doesn’t shout, but speaks as if reading from a list he prepared earlier.

My brain empties of words like a leaking water bottle. I was late, but I refuse to get into a discussion about hair curlers. As Milo approaches, the best I can come up with is, “I think I’m too good for you?”

Colt spots Milo, ditches his racquet and jogs around the court. Milo and I watch Colt, his arms spinning in circles, doing crossovers, high steps—anything but engaging with us. I slouch at the net and shake my head at Dad.

“Sorry, Harper,” says Milo. “Just give him a moment.” Milo joins Dad on the side of the court, leaving me thinking that Colt must pay Milo heaps. Colt eventually retrieves his racquet and proceeds to his baseline where he hits the ball. It plops over the net next to me. I glare at him. He stuffs two extra balls into his pockets. Dad motions to the baseline with his chin.

I want to hurl the umpire chair at Colt, but somehow I drag my mood under control. We rally hard for twenty minutes without exchanging a word. My body gradually uncoils while we go through our strokes, taking comfort from being in a well-worn groove.

When we depart for the match court, I whisper to Dad, “I don’t think he brings out the best in me.”

Colt stops. I almost walk into him. He sizes me up as he says, “In case you’re interested, my strength is my serve. Solid placement, lots of power. My weakness is net shots.”

He strides away, overtaking Milo, who waits for me. “Don’t mind Colt. He takes things real seriously at tournaments. Great player, though.”

“I’ve never heard of him. What’s his ranking?” I ask.

“His ranking doesn’t reflect his ability. What that boy’s gone through to get here, my little Dampfnudel—let’s just say rankings are not only determined by how good you are.”

Unless he’s killed some dragons, survived shark-infested waters, and solved world hunger, I’m not interested in what Colt’s been through.


FOUR

THE COACHES HAVE PULLED SOME strings to get an umpire and linesmen, giving the match an official, competitive atmosphere. Sebastian Norman is a really important guy.

I have two brains. Or perhaps there are two voices in there. One is the glass half-full type, the other is not. Either way, both are whispering the same thing right now. Holy crap.

Our opponents give us the once over, whispering behind water bottles. Colt stands next to me fiddling with his racquet strings. A small group of spectators take their seats. I scrutinize them, but a sports agent is unlikely to be wearing a flashing name badge.

We win the toss, and Colt declares he’ll serve. We take the first set without dropping a game and without looking at each other. Colt’s a strong player and hits with such power he makes a grunting sound with each shot. It’s low and guttural and, I can’t help thinking, kind of sexy.

As we take a break between sets, sitting next to each other on blue plastic chairs, Colt swigs from a water bottle. “Nice play,” he says.

“You, too.” I make nice back. “Sorry about that net shot at the end.”

“Don’t ever apologize.” He places the bottle on the ground. Nothing I say is ever right.

In the second set, our opponents step up. So I’m meant to step up, too. I make several unforced errors instead, and soon, I’m fighting the negativity in my head. Kominsky’s right. This is me turning to putty; whenever I’m winning a game, the fight to pulverize my opponent dribbles out of me like gas escaping from a slit helium balloon, and next thing I know, the hole’s too big to plug. I lack the killer instinct.

They take the next set 7–6.

As I pass Colt a ball, instead of taking it, he wraps strong fingers around mine and the ball.

“We got this,” he says. One side of his mouth quirks up, instantly transforming him from hot guy in tennis whites to a total Adonis. I command myself to stop staring.

We got this. I can’t let Kominsky be right. Because if he is—

I can’t let Colt be right. A smart-ass with a soft heart.

My world narrows to the court, the net, my racquet. I win points with tactical drop shots twice in a row and Colt raises a palm for a high five. He puts a spin on the next return, giving me the chance of a smash, which I execute. He jogs past and fist bumps me. The energy rises on court, and I rise to it. I haven’t felt this confident in ages—I truly want to win—not just for the coach, or Dad, or the ranking points. My competitive streak swings into action, as if it’s a hibernating bear being poked awake. When did it go to sleep? When did I stop playing for myself and start playing for everyone else? But just as I’m getting cocky, I move close to center, and Colt’s racquet cracks me in the face. I clutch my cheek. Tears ambush me.

“Let me see,” commands Colt, peeling away my fingers. “We need ice,” he yells over his shoulder.

He walks me off the court and parks me in a chair. I concentrate on controlling my erratic breathing. Shoulders hunched and the breath pinched inside my throat, there’s a rush of relief as someone places ice on my cheek and cups my jaw. After a minute I open my eyes. It’s Colt doing the holding, his face inches away. In other circumstances, he could almost be about to kiss me.

“Okay?” he asks. I can only nod.

“Can she play on?” I hear someone say.

“Jeez, give her more than a minute,” Colt bellows.

Though my cheek pulses, I push away the ice to test whether I can see straight. “I’ll be okay,” I say. “In a minute.”

I pull the ice back on and watch Colt watch me. He’s kneeling in front of me. My nerves snap and crackle. Maybe I need to relieve the tension because, even though it hurts, a laugh jumps out of my chest. It keeps going. Colt’s expression spins from anxious to confused to amused. And then it happens. He smiles. And his whole face unfastens like a window blowing open in the breeze letting in the fresh air and sunshine. It’s as if I’ve witnessed one of the Seven Wonders of the World; seen something not many people get to see….

We continue the game, my sight somewhat affected, my cheek throbbing, but I’m on a high and playing for the next fist bump. Our winning point comes when I respond to a lob with a tight drop shot. My arms shoot into the air. I whoop and twist to Colt. He’s already there. His hug is brief but strong, a wall of muscle.

“You’re tougher than you look,” he says, then jogs toward Milo, who’s leaning over the barriers. Colt double high-fives him.

Dad races to the edge of the court, Aria following in her own good time.

“Brilliant game, honey. You beat two players ranked 79 and 92.” Dad is beaming and I’ve made his eyes sparkle again.

“That was really exciting to watch,” says Aria, her earbuds still in place.

I trek back to where Colt is packing up, zip shut my bags, and stow the water bottles.

“Sorry,” Colt says. He focuses on the swollen cheek and winces. “Impressive comeback, though.” For a moment, I see that inside Colt Quinn the robot there’s a tiny piece of human.

But he brings out the steel in me. “I thought you said never apologize?”

Stapling a gaze to the ground he smirks. “Touché.” He throws his tennis bag over a shoulder. “Game over.”


FIVE

“NICE HALLOWEEN MASK,” SAYS JACOB, sticking out his tongue when he falls in beside me. Despite my face being yellow and black after the cheek-smashing incident three days ago, I’m determined to continue with my training.

I rotate my arms as we run. “You heard, then?”

“Don’t worry,” he says, picking up the pace to show off. “We’ll still love you, even if you’re ugly and deformed.”

We reach the base of the hill I usually challenge myself to sprint up. Jacob’s tied his hair into a short ponytail, and I tug it and yell, “Last one to the top’s a soggy banana.” Jacob thrusts out an arm to block me, sniggering through heaving breaths. I crease up, pushing at him all the way. At the summit, we slide to our knees on the grass verge, huffing and groaning.

I suck in the salty wind, squinting at the sun setting behind light-gray clouds that are reflected in the ocean below. “You are so childish.”

“Can’t let a girl beat me.”

“We’ll see about that.” I’m up before he can grab me.

When we reach the beach, Jacob bends himself in half. “Jeez, I’m out of shape.” He’s not. He has a hot body. I’m just more fit. “How’d you go, Harps? The tournament?”

I think of Colt and how we won our game, how he held the ice to my cheek, how I glimpsed a different version of Colt behind the intense mask. Was that version just his game face? My own had swelled overnight, and a doctor confirmed a small fracture in my cheekbone. Luckily, there’s no bone displacement, and it’ll heal without surgery.

“I’ve had better tournaments”—I bend to remove my sneakers, plunging sweaty toes into the sand—“given I lost in the first round, my doubles partner got injured, and some guy broke my cheekbone, and then flew home without so much as a see ya later.”

“You’re kidding. He fractures your face and leaves? Jerk!”

First Colt had refused Dad’s invitation to dinner, saying he needed to rest. Even though he was probably being sensible, I felt hurt. We’d had this amazing win, but it seemed to mean nothing to him. And after the doctor confirmed the fracture, only Milo came for lunch the next day. Colt had changed flights and gone home.

“Like I said, I’ve had better.” The stretched sensation in my chest springs up my throat, making my voice break.

We stroll along the jetty above the churning breakers. When we reach the end, Jacob throws an arm across my shoulders. “Poor Harper.” My heart whimpers.

“You stink of sweat,” I say, shoving him. He smells of peanut butter today; the last time I saw him, before I left for Cincinnati, he smelled lemony. I sit down and swing my legs above the slapping waves.

He sprawls next to me. “How’s Aria?” he asks, mournful.

“She’s okay. Not quite herself yet.”

“I miss her, Harps.”

My face whips up a frown. He adds, “I miss the three of us hanging out together without me feeling like the bad guy. Being able to come over whenever I please.”

“Whenever you’re hungry, you mean.”

Jacob pokes me. “Wish we could go back in time. We used to hang out every spare second we got. Remember the rock pool search expeditions?” He points to the rocks near the café. “And the summers we hung out with that old radio, and got great tans and surfed and taught your dogs to fetch sticks.”

The smell of burgers and coconut sunscreen and wet dog floods my nostrils. Mum had brought home two sheepdog puppies from her vet practice. I named mine after Venus Williams and Aria named hers Adagio—something to do with music.

Jacob’s eyes still lit with memories, he adds, “Remember how we believed the Purple Woods were magical and somehow joined our souls—” His smile wobbles. “Hasn’t been like that for forever.”

Since you and my sister became joined at the lips.

We track the soaring seagulls testing the thermals. Waves splatter our legs.

I remember how Mum used to say Aria and I were joined at the brain. When we were younger, we’d simultaneously have the same nightmares and even once had an ache in the same tooth. One year, our report cards were so similar our parents swore the teachers had us mixed up—we did look alike. Sometimes, we’d trick people by wearing matching dresses. Now Aria prefers skirts so long she trips on them, and quirky hats, and anything with feathers, while Mum buys jean shorts and tank tops for me in bulk. We used to have the same favorite color, read the same books, share our shoes, write identical Christmas lists. Now I’m not even sure of the name of her best friend—except that it’s no longer me.

“Do you think we can go back there, or is everything messed up now?” asks Jacob.

“Aria postponed her audition for the Con so you could go there together. Now there is no together. I don’t know …”

Jacob scans the thickening clouds blotting out the sun. I figure this has scratched at him for a while.

“Why did you break up?” I ask.

“Aria hasn’t told you?”

I shake my head. After five years, the crack in our sister bond is now a chasm, and I don’t know how to bridge it. “She says she’s not ready to talk about it.”

“I tortured myself to death about us breaking up. There was the Con and also your parents—but Aria’s more of a sister to me now.” His eyes ensnare mine. “I hate not being part of your family. It’s not like I have a real one. I’m like a boarder at home. Without you guys …”

Jacob’s parents, both lawyers, leave the house by seven and don’t return until late. They’ve employed the same efficient housekeeper for ten years as a parent substitute. It was no wonder we’d practically adopted Jacob.

A drop of rain startles me. The cloudy sky has turned pewter in the dimming light. “You’ll always be part of our family. Besides, the dogs would miss you.”

Jacob shoulder-bumps me, and we fall back into silence.

Everything is broken and messed up—I still don’t have a coach, Dad’s casting around for our next step, Aria’s lovesick, Jacob thinks he’s been evicted from my family, and I still don’t know what to do about tennis. Most of the time I feel like turning pro has put me on a pedestal and everyone is trying to knock me off, but I’m not ready to give up even if everyone else thinks I should. The game with Colt proved I’ve still got some fight in me. Maybe my dream isn’t over yet.

When I imagine my future, I’m certain tennis is what I was put on this earth for, because nothing else makes me feel like I’m glowing from the inside out. Nothing else gives me that sense of purpose. Tennis has always called to me and still does. If I stop playing, I may as well carve away a piece of my heart.

As if to prove it, my heart flinches.

Jacob hugs his knees.

I flick his calf. “I’ll talk to Aria.” Maybe this is one part of my life I can fix. “We can try to get back to being the Raggers again.”

“Yeah? Thanks, Harps.” He smacks a kiss on my shoulder as if merely kissing a boo-boo away. A starburst of heat floods into my chest, even though he probably sees me as a sister, too.

When I get home, Aria’s in the kitchen making a snack. Mushroom-colored feather earrings swing below her suede cowboy hat as she sets down a tray of chocolate chip cookies to cool on the countertop. The radio blasts a nameless piano concerto. I can always tell if Aria’s home and which room she’s in, based on which room is filled with classical music.

On the run home, I rehearsed what to say. We should’ve had this talk a long time ago, but she had Jacob, and I always thought it was my problem, not hers. If I can get the three of us back on track, I’ll feel as though life isn’t splitting apart at the seams.

“We need to talk,” I say, switching off the radio and perching on a stool at the island bench. She slaps butter on bread as if it won’t sit still on the plate. Her nose scrunches.

My knee bounces rapidly. “What’s happened to us? Why don’t you talk to me like before? We used to share—”

“You’re hardly ever here, Harper.” Aria’s mouth tightens. She unwraps a block of cheese and slices too-thick chunks.

I slap the counter to get her attention away from the cheese. “And when I am here—”

“It doesn’t work like that.” Ditching the knife, she yanks off her hat and tosses it across the room onto the farmhouse kitchen table, where it skids to the floor. She’s so fired up, I realize she’s been bracing herself for this conversation, too.
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