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Soft Hands: a golf term that refers to a relaxed, light grip on the club that allows for a fluid, controlled swing.
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Chapter 1
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Jimmy Hart’s life was perfect for about six weeks. Which, all in all, was more perfection than he ever expected.

In those six weeks, every dream of his came true. Ray Wilson not only liked him, he wanted the two of them to be together. He went from being an orphan with no family to having an incredible boyfriend with a daughter who wasn’t Jimmy’s daughter, but they felt like a family when they were together. When he was with them on the golf course or having dinner, or sleeping in Ray’s bed, or just holding Ray’s hand under the blanket while they watched a movie, he felt like he belonged somewhere. And not only did he have this wonderful little family, he was also a professional golfer now. On the professional tour. Even if he had a few bad rounds, he would still have exemption status for all the regular tournaments until the end of the year.

Even if he hadn’t made the cut and played the weekend at the GT Championship, his status on the tour wouldn’t change. Of course, if that happened enough times, he wouldn’t have enough points to retain his pro card and return to the tour next season, but that was the worst-case scenario, and nothing he needed to worry about that particular Sunday afternoon. But as he signed his scorecard and turned it in, he could feel his heart breaking. It wasn’t just a bad round of golf. It was a bloodbath.

Jimmy wasn’t sure what happened. The whole tournament had been a bit of a mess, and this was the worst possible place to choke. The GT Championship happened every February in Phoenix, and as a child, it meant everything to Jimmy. It was the one time of the year he could actually attend a professional tournament, and he always managed to get his hands on at least a ticket for Thursday or Friday. When he was a kid, it wasn’t really a big deal, but by the time he was in college, it became one of the bigger stops on the tour, and now tickets sold out almost a year in advance. He dreamed of playing here, of hearing the crowd cheering for him as he walked up to the sixteenth hole, or putted for birdie to close out his victory on Sunday afternoon, and now he felt like he was stuck in a fucking nightmare.

He barely made it to Saturday, sitting right on the cut line with eight other players and three over par. At least making it to the weekend guaranteed enough money to pay Theo something for his time, and he wasn’t walking away completely empty-handed, but he had the feeling he deserved to be sent home after his terrible round on Friday afternoon. Three bogies and a double-bogey put him over par, and made his stomach churn and bile bubble in the back of his throat. He couldn’t even blame the weather. No rain in the forecast, and the wind had died down to basically nothing after midday. The course itself was moderately difficult. It had a few tricky spots, but it wasn’t set up to be particularly challenging. When Jimmy called Ray Friday night, he was encouraging and upbeat, didn’t seem worried in the least. Bad rounds happened to everybody, it wasn’t the end of the world, and Jimmy still made the cut, so there was no reason to be negative.

Saturday had been a bit better than Friday. He had an early tee time due to his shitty score, and he managed to get a few strokes back, but he was still eight behind the leader by the time he walked off the eighteenth. He turned in his card and went into the clubhouse for lunch, but everything tasted like sawdust—even though it all looked amazing. He even snapped a few pictures to send to Chloe and sent a cheerful text to Ray, though he declined the incoming call. He didn’t want to talk to Ray. He didn’t want to talk to anybody. He wanted to figure out what the fuck was wrong with him. He trudged off to the practice range, determined to work it out. His caddy, Theo, found him there after the first bucket of balls.

“Well, there you are! I heard you were out here beating yourself up.”

“Just working out the kinks.”

“You had a bad day. There’s nothing to work out.”

“I’ve had a back week,” Jimmy countered. “You saw me out there today.”

“What are you talking about? You played great today.”

“Not good enough.”

“You turned in a clean card and moved up ten places on the leader’s board. What else could you want?”

Jimmy knew on one level Theo was right. If he was still kicking around whatever local tournaments and opens he could qualify for, even today’s showing would be an absolute disaster. But he wasn’t clawing and fighting for every penny and every point. He earned his place on the tour, which meant he earned the right to have an occasional bad day, bad round, bad week. He understood that, but he didn’t feel it. He felt like he was letting Theo down, who got paid only if Jimmy did well. He felt like he was letting Ray down, who was so endlessly encouraging and supportive and optimistic, like there was no single doubt in his head that Jimmy could have a successful career. He felt like he was letting his mother down, who had worked so hard and sacrificed so much so Jimmy could have the clubs he needed, the coaching, the endless green fees and entrance fees and camp fees.

“I want to be the best,” Jimmy answered.

“From what I hear, you’ve been spending a lot of time with the best. Did he ever tell you he’s never had a round that went south?”

Of course, Ray would never tell him that. Ray was extremely open about the fact that golf was an asshole and sometimes things went to shit for no reason whatsoever.

“People aren’t talking about us, are they?” Jimmy asked.

“No, nobody’s talking about the fact that golfing superstar Ray Wilson is playing almost daily rounds of golf with local wunderkind Jimmy Hart.”

“Okay, fair. But they’re not about us...doing anything else, are they?”

Theo pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Not that I can recall. Is there anything you would like to talk about?”

Jimmy shook his head. Best not to touch that conversation with a ten-foot pole. Ray was incredibly affectionate with him when they were alone, just the two of them, but he didn’t want anybody to know they were together. Not even Chloe. Jimmy didn’t feel the same way—he didn’t care what a bunch of bigots and assholes thought of him—but he understood Ray was from a different generation and being an openly gay athlete in any sport was not something that was really done in his day. But it wasn’t just that. Jimmy had assumed that Ray had been in relationships and simply kept them very private, but Ray had confessed he’d never been in any relationship. This was all very new to him, and he asked Jimmy if they could take things slow, and Jimmy couldn’t even believe that the Ray Wilson wanted to kiss him at all, so he had no problem agreeing to take things slow. But he did actually want to talk to Theo about it. He knew his caddy could be trusted.

“You’ve got to rest, you know,” Theo said, after Jimmy fetched another bucket of balls from the clubhouse. “Have a proper dinner, go to bed, get ready for tomorrow.”

“Go have dinner if you’re hungry.”

“It’s my job to make sure you take care of yourself.”

“I’ll come back to the hotel when I’m done here.” Even though they were playing in Phoenix, Jimmy took a hotel room near the course. He didn’t want to feel like he was just having another weekend at home, he wanted to be focused. He wanted it to feel real.

“Well, I’ll just keep you company then,” Theo said cheerfully.

“Hey! If it isn’t Jimmy Hart!”

Jimmy froze, his hands clenched around the club shaft so tightly that his fingers ached. He recognized that voice, and he knew he would have to acknowledge his old teammate, but he really didn’t want to.

“Hey, Colin. How you been?”

“Great! You knew Ashley was pregnant, right?”

“Oh, yeah, yeah.” Jimmy wasn’t even sure who Ashley was. Must have been his wife. “How is she?”

“Good, yeah. And now I’m the proud papa of a future golf champion.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket, and Jimmy braced himself for the no-doubt dozens of pictures. He wished he could brag about how he was dating a man who was the father of the most amazing little girl—a natural born talent, funny and smart, with a smile that could light the room. But he couldn’t even brag about his boyfriend. “Isn’t he something?”

“He’s very cute,” Jimmy answered dutifully.

“You should come by some time and meet him!”

“Yeah, I’ll definitely do that. Look, I was in the middle of some practice and—”

“Oh, yeah. Rough day yesterday, huh? You know, when you beat me in Hawaii, I really couldn’t believe it. I was like, him, really? Must have been quite a shock to you, too.”

“I wouldn’t say it was a shock—”

“But I guess that’s how your game has always been. Playing lights out one day and five over the next.”

Jimmy did have a reputation for being hot and cold. Sometimes, he’d catch fire, and it was like everything went his way. He could do no wrong out there. Every drive, every shot, every putt, it all went the way it should. Sometimes, though, he’d freeze, then everything that could go wrong, did go wrong. He heard it often enough—he committed the one cardinal sin of competitive golf. He wasn’t bad, very far from it, but he was inconsistent.

It was the label applied to him on his high school team, and it damned near kept him from getting his scholarship with Arizona State. But the label followed him through college, and he knew that was why everybody thought he dropped out before the end of his junior year. Couldn’t hack it. Couldn’t put together four good rounds so he would never win a tournament or even place in the top ten. Only Theo, and now Ray, knew that he’d been his mother’s only caregiver, and golf was far from his only concern.

“Everybody has a bad day, Colin. Even you sometimes.”

Colin smiled good-naturedly. “Haven’t had a bad day in a while now.”

“Hey, Colin!” A shorter man Jimmy didn’t recognize at first trotted over. “The car’s arrived.”

“Thanks. Jimmy, you know my caddy, Nate, right? He used to work for Ray Wilson.”

Jimmy startled a little bit as he did every time somebody mentioned Ray’s name. “Oh, no...wait. We met in Texas, didn’t we? At the amateur open?”

“We did. Good to see you again, Jimmy. Congratulations on that win in Hawaii. It was quite the sight, you looked like a completely different player.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“We got to run, but say hi to Ray for me, will you?”

“Sure, yeah.” Nathan was right. He looked like a completely different player in Hawaii. He felt like a completely different player.

Doubt started to creep in. Maybe all those times in college when he choked, he hadn’t
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