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            PROLOGUE - JULIUS RAMON (ZAMBONI DRIVER)

          

          IN HOCKEY, PICKLEBALL COMES FIRST

        

      

    

    
      A truly great hockey coach once told me: “Great opportunities come to those who make the most of small ones.”

      And when it comes to Rock Stevens, Center for the Wilcox Wombats, I feel like he knows what this means. Even if he probably can’t articulate it. The guy is charming, intelligent, and one hell of a center. He’s a star for good reason. But he’s not necessarily the best talker.

      I’ve been watching him on the ice since he came to the Wombats with something to prove. And while it’s not my place to say it, he’s made great strides.

      Now if someone could just rack down that ego a few notches... he wouldn’t just be great. He’d have the potential to be phenomenal.

      But first... pickleball.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            DREA

          

          THE FUTURE IS DRUNK

        

      

    

    
      "I'm telling you, it's the only answer." Paige Whitehead nodded her head emphatically as she put her beer down a little too hard on the tabletop, liquid sloshing over her hand as she fixed me with a penetrating, if slightly glassy, stare.

      "There is no world in which having my future told by a notorious drunk is an answer to anything." I shook my head, glad I'd volunteered to be the designated driver tonight. Paige was listing to one side on her stool.

      April righted her sister-in-law with a gentle shove to her shoulder. "Maybe it's not the actual answer, but it can't hurt, can it? And it could be fun." She grinned and wiggled her eyebrows, her pretty blue eyes gleaming.

      I sighed and felt my shoulders slump. "Why am I so pathetic?" It was hard to sit here with my friends, feeling so completely alone while I knew each of them would go home to the man of their dreams. They were so stinking happy it was hard not to be jealous. But they were my friends, and even if I was a little envious of the happiness they'd found, mostly, I was glad for them. I just wanted the same thing. Was that too much to ask?

      "Drea, she's legendary," Paige said.

      "She's known as the drunken psychic of Center County," I reminded Paige. "I'm not sure that's the kind of legend I need right now."

      "But everyone says she's legit," April shrugged. "Like I said, can't hurt."

      "Okay, let's play it out," I said, taking a second to sip my wine. "We go over to see the drunken psychic. She reads my cards. What in the world can she possibly tell me that will magically solve this for me?"

      Both of my friends gave me blank looks over the tabletop.

      I waited, and when neither answered, I sighed again and cast my gaze around the interior of Straddler's, the bar we hung out at whenever we had a chance. It wasn't a regular occurrence since both April and Paige had gotten married recently, and we all had busy jobs.

      The handsome bartender, Wade, met my eyes and gave me a little salute, so I smiled back at him. "Why couldn't he be single?" I muttered, sending two more sets of eyes toward the bar to stare at Wade.

      "He is hot," April agreed.

      "So hot," Paige said. "But Ronnie's nice too."

      Veronica, or Ronnie, was Wade's fiancée.

      "I'm literally the last single person in Singletree." I was feeling sorry for myself, but I couldn't help it.

      Paige began to giggle. "Single in Singletree."

      "Yes, it's hilarious," I agreed. "You're cut off, by the way."

      "Nooo," she complained. But then she straightened her shoulders and nodded. "Yes. That is very responsible. Good."

      I thought she'd sobered up in a hurry, but then she melted again into a pile of giggles.

      "It's good you don't have to work tomorrow," April told her. "I can only imagine how that would go."

      "I'm a doctor," Paige told me with a serious expression, as if I didn't already know this.

      "Yep, time to go," I said, standing.

      "Okay, but we're seeing the psychic on the way home," April said cheerfully, helping Paige to her feet.

      Paige clapped her hands together and cheered at this.

      "No, we are not." Seeing a drunken psychic could in no way assist me in relieving myself of singletude. The best bet was to keep on carrying on, living vicariously through my happily coupled-up friends. They were married to two very hot brothers, Callan and Cormac. And I wasn't jealous. I wasn't.

      Dammit. I was.

      Paige's legs turned to jelly when I said no, and April staggered, trying to hold her up. "Say yes," Paige said.

      "Are you seriously throwing a tantrum right now?" I asked her.

      "I'll walk if you say yes," she told me, grinning, still doing her best to slump to the ground.

      April was struggling to hold up her sister-in-law. "Could you just say yes until we get to the car, at least?"

      "We have to really go," Paige insisted, nearly pulling April to the floor.

      People were beginning to look our way, and Wade had come around the bar. "You ladies need some help here? Paige, you okay?"

      "It's a sit in," Paige told him.

      "Well, you're about to sit in a puddle of beer, darlin'," he told her, lifting her back to her feet with a strong arm around the opposite side from April.

      "She can walk, but is refusing until she gets what she wants," I told him.

      His eyebrows rose, but he didn't ask.

      "I learned from the best," Paige told us. "Maddie can stage one hell of a fit to get her way." Maddie was Cormac's youngest daughter, Paige's stepdaughter.

      "That's some pretty heavy ammo," Wade said. "What's she demanding?"

      "We're going to see the Center County psychic," April told him. "For Drea."

      "And Paige doesn't want to?" Paige was still dangling between Wade and April, looking perfectly content as the interest around the bar in our situation faded.

      "No, she does want to," I explained. "But I don't."

      "I hear she's pretty good," Wade said. "When she's not slurring. And even then, she's usually right. Or she might be. Hard to say when she's unintelligible."

      "It's late. She'll probably be drunk," I pointed out.

      "I heard she quit drinking, actually," Wade said.

      "You are not helping," I told him.

      He shrugged. "Let's get this party outside and maybe we can toss a coin or something to get it all settled."

      "Yay!" Paige called loudly. "Heads, we go. Tails, Drea goes alone."

      "No way," I muttered.

      When Paige was finally settled in the back seat of my car, and we'd waved goodbye to Wade, April turned to me over the center console. I could feel her eyes on me, even as I started up the engine in the dark.

      "How could it hurt?" she asked. "You want to meet someone. Maybe she can just give you a little nudge in the right direction.”

      "Maybe Callan has some single soccer friends?" I asked hopefully.

      "I've asked him, trust me. He can't think of anyone, at least not around here, though if you're up for long distance, there are some guys coming in for that big pickleball thing."

      Paige let out a giggle at the mention of pickleball.

      I let out another mighty sigh. This was one of the downfalls of living in one of the most beautiful, but remote, areas of the country. No one knew we were here, and the pickings were slim unless you happened to meet the right guy in high school, or unless he was imported somehow.

      "Fine. Let's see the drunken psychic," I said.

      "Yay!" Cheered Paige from the back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ROCK

          

          A SLIGHT CHANCE OF TOMFOOLERY

        

      

    

    
      Going home to Singletree wasn't high on the list of things I was dying to do. Life was good in Virginia. My hockey career was on fire, my teammates were my best friends, and the contract I was about to be offered was going to cement my future with the Wilcox Wombats for the foreseeable future.

      "It's an All-Star game," my teammate Sly reminded me as I grumbled about the trip in the locker room after a scrimmage.

      "Yeah," I agreed. "And if it was an all-star hockey game, that'd be one thing. But it's not."

      "True."

      "I mean..." I shook my head. “Pickleball?"

      Sly grinned. “Everyone loves pickleball."

      "Well, I don't even know how to play. And what the hell is the deal with this craze anyway? I swear to you, my dentist's grandma plays pickleball. Isn't it an old people thing?"

      "Is it dark in there?" Sly asked, pulling my confused gaze from the bag I was packing.

      "What? In where?"

      "Just wondering if it's dark up in your ass where your head has clearly been for the past year. Pickleball is sweeping the nation. I'll have you know, it's the fastest growing sport in the country. Especially among the twenty-five to forty crowd."

      I frowned at him. "Have you been reading Wikipedia? Or has some pickleball organization offered you a sponsorship?"

      He shrugged. "It's possible a paddle will soon be coming out emblazoned with my name."

      I sighed and went back to shoving things into my bag. Somehow I always ended up with more of my personal belongings in the Wombat locker room than in my condo. "Congrats."

      “Pickleball is huge. You know LeBron James plays."

      "I did not know this," I assured my friend.

      "You need some tips?" He leaned in and whispered this as if I might be ashamed to admit I had no idea how to play a game that had been named after a phallic picnic condiment.

      "I think I'm good."

      "I'm here if you need me."

      "Thanks, Sly. I better head out. I guess we have pickleball practice tomorrow morning."

      "You'll wanna be fresh." He gave me a knowing wink.

      "Right." I wasn't particularly concerned with being fresh for pickleball practice. I was more concerned with sneaking in and out of Singletree without too many people from my past noticing I was there. The town was nuts, and the last thing I needed was any sort of kerfuffle. Because Singletree, Maryland, was the one place in the country where a grown man should worry about things like kerfuffles and shenanigans, and even tomfoolery.

      As I slung my duffle over my shoulder and gave Sly a salute, he called after me, "You make the Wombats proud, Rock Stevens!"

      "Rock it!" Another of my teammates called from between the lockers a few rows back.

      There were a few other hoots and hollers from my teammates, and some more calls to "Rock it" - the standard chant the crowd liked to use whenever I played
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