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The Tuesday morning recreational co-ed ladder league at the Pinecrest Community Recreation Center was, for all intents and purposes, Claire's church.

It smelled of high-varnish gym flooring, industrial floor cleaner, and the collective liniment of forty-two people over the age of sixty determined to defy gravity. The rhythmic pop-drop-click of plastic balls striking graphite paddles had, for the last fourteen months, replaced the ambient noise of her previous life. Her old life. The one where her opinion required her husband's prior written consent.

"Claire! You're on Court Two for the first rotation," barked Dot, a seventy-two-year-old retired librarian who wore a whistle around her neck like a weapon. Dot clutched the laminated sign-in sheet to her chest, her visor pulled down so low it threatened her peripheral vision. "You're paired with Arthur. Try not to let him run back for deep lobs. His hip is acting up again, and I don't want to fill out another incident report."

"Copy that, Dot," Claire smiled, adjusting the velcro strap on her court shoes. She loved Dot. She loved Arthur's terrible jokes. She loved the cheap fountain coffee that tasted like warm dirt. This gym was her sanctuary.

She walked toward the baseline of Court Two, twirling her paddle by the grip. At sixty-one, Claire had never felt more at home in her own skin. A few silver strands highlighted her blonde bob, her knees occasionally clicked when it rained, but she was fast on her feet, and her third-shot drop was legally categorized as a hazard in the Tri-Cities area.

Then, the heavy double doors of the gymnasium swung open.

The collective pop-pop-pop of the balls stuttered slightly.

Claire turned, her smile freezing.

Walking across the threshold was a ghost clad in blindingly white, unblemished, designer athletic wear. Richard. Her ex-husband. He looked less like he was arriving for a community center rec league and more like he was about to film a commercial for a country club. He carried a custom, neon-trimmed carbon-fiber paddle that probably cost more than Claire's monthly grocery budget, and his silver hair was coiffed to withstand a hurricane.

He spotted her instantly. His eyes crinkled into that familiar, patronizing smirk—the one that used to mean she had bought the wrong brand of almond milk.

"Well, well," Richard called out, his voice cutting through the gym's acoustics as he marched directly toward Court Two. "Look at you, Claire-bear. Roughing it with the locals."

Claire's stomach dropped.

She swallowed hard, forcing her chin up. "Richard. What on earth are you doing here? I thought your knees were too elite for municipal hardwood."

"Oh, a man has to stay active," Richard said, taking a slow look around the gym, his nose wrinkling slightly. "And honestly, Claire, I was worried about you. Fourteen months later and you're still hiding out in rec centers? It must get so lonely in that little townhouse. No one to talk to. No one to cook for."

The familiar cocktail of anger and humiliation bubbled in Claire's chest. He knew exactly which buttons to press. She opened her mouth to respond, but her throat went dry. She needed a shield. An escape hatch.

A shadow fell over them.

"Everything alright here, Claire?"

It was Reed. He was carrying two bottles of water, his silver-and-charcoal beard framing a face that currently looked remarkably stern. Up close, Reed was imposing—the kind of man who looked like he could lift a compact car if it was blocking a fire hydrant.

Claire didn't think. Her brain, flooded with defensive panic, threw her pride into the driver's seat.

"Actually, Richard, I'm not lonely at all," Claire blurted out, her voice louder than intended. She reached out, grabbed Reed's muscular forearm, and pulled him closer. "Meet Reed. He's my... pickleball husband."

Reed froze. Claire's heart stopped. She glanced up at Reed, her eyes practically screaming, *Please don't let me drown here.*

For one agonizing second, the only sound was the distant pop of Court Four. Then, Reed's stern expression melted into something warm and alarmingly convincing.

"Well, 'husband' is just the court terminology, darling," Reed murmured, his voice dropping into a low, smooth baritone. He smoothly shifted the water bottles to one hand and wrapped his free arm around Claire's waist, pulling her against his side. "But I'm working hard on a promotion to the real thing."

Richard's jaw dropped. "Your... what?"

"Reed, this is Richard. My ex," Claire managed to say, her brain struggling to process the sudden, intense heat radiating from Reed's chest through her shirt.

"Ah. The ex," Reed said. He didn't offer his hand to shake. Instead, he pulled Claire closer, his fingers resting firmly on her hip. "Nice to meet you, Dick. Claire talks about you occasionally. Usually when we're discussing things we're glad to leave in the past."

Richard turned a fascinating shade of plum. "It's Richard. And Claire, you can't be serious. This guy?"

"Court Two! Let's go! I'm not paying the city utility bill to watch you three socialize!" Dot's whistle pierced the air.

"Duty calls, sweetheart," Reed said to Claire, his eyes dancing with wicked delight. He looked back at Richard. "You'll have to excuse us. My wife has a wicked third-shot drop, and I hate to keep her waiting."

Before Richard could sputter a response, Reed guided Claire toward the baseline of Court Two, his hand remaining firmly on the small of her back. The moment they stepped over the blue boundary line, Claire exhaled a breath she felt like she'd been holding since her divorce.

"Oh my gosh, Reed," she hissed, her face burning. "I am so, so sorry. I completely panicked. You don't have to—"

"Hey," Reed interrupted softly. He stepped in front of her, blocking Richard from her line of sight. He reached out and gently tapped the edge of her paddle with his. Clink. "We're a team, remember? Besides, seeing the look on that guy's face was worth a month's worth of club dues."

"He thinks we're faking it," Claire whispered, glancing past Reed's shoulder. Richard had taken a seat on the spectator bench directly behind their court, arms crossed, glaring. "He's going to watch us like a hawk."

Reed glanced back at Richard, then looked down at Claire. That slow, charming crinkle returned to the corners of his eyes. "Then I guess we'll just have to be incredibly convincing."

Before Claire could ask what he meant, Reed stepped into her space. He reached up, his thumb gently brushing a stray lock of blonde hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered on her neck, warm and steady, as he leaned down.

He didn't kiss her lips—they weren't there yet—but he pressed a slow, deliberate kiss right against her temple.

Claire's knees went weak. A rush of pure adrenaline slammed into her system. Her heart wasn't just hammering; it was doing a full-on sprint. It was supposed to be a performance for Richard.

So why did she suddenly feel like she was falling off a cliff?

"Zero-zero-two," Reed called out, stepping back to the baseline with a small, knowing smirk. He tossed the yellow ball into the air. "Play!"
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[image: ]

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
PAIGE STERLING

MIXED SIGNAI.S
& MIXED DOUBLE

) ~) AFake Plckleball
\ Husband Romance

e - Sy =
Game, Set, Match: Love.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
PAIGE STERLING

MIXED 8|GNA|.8
L& MIX_ED DOUBLE

AFake P ickle b Il
Husband Romance






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





