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Chapter One
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Underwear or panties?”

My roommate, Meredith, paused with her hand hovering over her gym bag. “You mean to wear?”

“No.” I shook my head and pointed at the mostly blank page on my laptop. “The words. ‘Underwear’ sounds clinical, but ‘panties’ is sort of infantilizing. I struggle with what to use every time. It’s not like I can write, ‘Austin fisted her undergarment and ripped it clean off.’ That doesn’t sound sexy.”

“Um,” Meredith considered it. “Knickers, maybe?”

“Too old-timey.”

“Foundationwear?”

“My heroine is a cook on a ranch in Montana; I doubt she wears Spanx.” I sighed and fell back against the lumpy futon in our living room.

“What’s this one called again?” she asked as she resumed packing. “The Rancher’s Sassy Fake Bride and the Doorstep Baby?”

“Close.” I sighed. “It’s The Montana Cowboy and His Fake Fiancée’s Baby Surprise.”

Meredith zipped her bag and slung it over her shoulder. “And how many words have you written?”

I squinted at the screen. “Let’s see … As of this moment, one hundred seventy-five words.”

She let out a low whistle. “Okay, and when’s it due?”

“Two months. I have sixty days to write sixty-five thousand words.”

Admitting it out loud sent my stomach into a seasick dip. I had never, ever let a deadline get away from me like this. But then again, I’d also never tried to write a steamy happily ever after while nursing a thoroughly fractured heart.

Meredith walked over to my makeshift office and perched on the edge of the chair opposite me, so as not to disturb the notebooks piled there. Our brick-walled apartment was long on charm but short on space, which meant that the shared areas did triple duty. Meredith could’ve easily tapped the Bank of Mom and Dad and moved out on her own ages ago, but she was determined to scrimp and save her way to opening a Pilates studio all on her own. Which meant living like we were still in college even though we were six years past graduation. It worked for me since there was no way I could afford solo rent with my by-the-job lifestyle.

“Okay, that’s easy,” Meredith said. “A thousand or so words a day. You’ve got this.”

Her can-do, problem-solving approach to life was one of the many things I loved about her, but not in this moment.

I shoved my laptop to the side with a groan. “Sure, it sounds totally doable, but I just … ” I flailed my hands around to try to convey my current helpless state.

The corners of her mouth turned down. “I know, and I’m sorry. What can I do to make it better?”

I frowned back at her. “Find my muse?”

Not being able to write was painful for me on a bunch of different levels, the primary one being the credit card bills shoved in the notebooks behind Meredith. But it was more than just the terrifying financial implications of writer’s block. I felt like I’d been born with a pencil in my hand. I had diaries that dated back to when I was ten years old, detailing hot gossip like the weather and how I did on my spelling tests. Writing was a way of making sense of my life and the world around me. I felt lucky to consider it my career, even when my bills forced me to do the less glamorous stuff like write a press release for a new energy drink called Heart Attack in a Can or edit an ebook about corporate HR policies.

My primary writing gig was ghostwriting cowboy romances for Liaison Publishing as Dakota Sinclair, which I’d hoped would eventually transition into me finding the confidence to write under my own name. The drenched-in-family-drama book club read I’d written, Truth and Beauty, had been good enough to score my agent, Celeste, but it had failed to sell, which basically crushed my spirit. In the meantime, I needed to keep churning out books about lovestruck cowboys and their feisty fillies, both equine and human, without her support, since I worked directly with Liaison. The books barely charted on Amazon, but Dakota was huge in Germany.

Meredith tipped her head. “Hold on a sec … You’re talking about ripping panties off, and you’re not even two hundred words in. Does this one start with a sex scene?”

She looked a little scandalized at the thought. Meredith was Grace Kelly with biceps and undoubtedly the most prim and proper bartender-slash-Pilates instructor in all Manhattan. The woman wore a slip if she thought a skirt was too sheer, and she’d perfected her “I’m so disappointed in you” look to deal with the pushy drunks who hit on her at closing time.

“While I would love to open one of my books with hayloft cunnilingus,” I said for maximum shock value, “it doesn’t work in the genre.”

Meredith pretended to be scandalized even though she’d been subjected to plenty of spicy content as my beta reader.

“I was trying to jump-start myself by writing a sex scene,” I continued. “I thought it might help to at least get the first one on the page since that part of the story is mechanics, you know? I can fill in the emotional beats later. His mouth goes here, her hand goes there, sighs, flutters, penetration, orgasm, and scene.” I paused to consider my readership. “Or even sighs, flutters, fingers, mouth, orgasm, THEN penetration. But I can’t write a thing. Have I even had sex? Because so far what I’ve got sounds like an Amish wedding night instruction manual.”

“Brooke,” she began gently. “It might help if you stopped being borderline agoraphobic and left the apartment, you know? Maybe you can come to class with me a couple of times a week? It might get the blood flowing back to your brain.”

“I’m sorry but that’s never going to happen,” I replied quickly. “I know you’d make a huge deal out of me being there, and all your regulars would watch me the whole time. Like, ‘Oh, I bet she’s super advanced because her roommate is an instructor. They probably do the hundred every day before breakfast.’”

“And that’s why you’re a writer,” she mused with a smile. “You make up stories for every scenario.”

“Thank you for the offer, but I don’t own anything cute enough to wear to one of your classes,” I replied. “The answer will always be no.”

“Maybe that’s the issue here?” Meredith said as she stood up. “You lead with no. Maybe you should try saying yes for a change?”

I opened my mouth to bicker with her, then snapped it shut. The woman knew how to drop a zinger.

“Is that really how I come across?” I asked tentatively.

“Not always, but ever since Leo … ”

She didn’t have to finish the sentence.

It wasn’t like Leo and I had been together long, and we’d never even come close to admitting how we felt about each other in the four months we’d hung out. But the man had outright wooed me like he’d studied romance novels. Not just the obvious stuff, like flowers and nice dinners. He was creative, like the time he bought me the book about a French seamstress I’d mentioned in passing and tucked in a vintage postcard from Paris as the bookmark. I’d used Google to translate the flowy script message on it and discovered that it was a love note from 1957, addressed to ma moitié, “my other half.”

Four months wasn’t long enough to admit out loud that I was falling in love with him, but the words had been taking root in my heart.

Until he ghosted me.

I thought I was going crazy at first, or he’d died and everyone knew but me. I was still mortified by how stalkerish I’d gotten as I tried to put the pieces of his disappearance together. Finally, a photo on his Insta feed featuring a close-up shot of his hand entwined with delicate, ballet slipper pink–nailed fingers solved the mystery for me.

He was alive and well, and I’d been replaced without an explanation. And now, weeks later, I was still questioning if anything I’d experienced with him was real. Not exactly a great foundation for creating heartwarming HEAs.

“Mere, I don’t have the time to say yes to anything right now,” I protested weakly. “My deadline … ”

“Yeah, but I’ve seen what happens when you’re inspired,” she replied. “You plop down on that futon, go into the drone zone, and the next thing you know you’ve finished a couple billion words. You can do this, Brooke.” Her eyes went soft as she watched me. “You just need to find some sunshine, literal and metaphorical, and then your muse will find you.”

I hated the prickly sensation in my nose at her gentle coaching. Lately, my baseline reaction to anything emotional, from reels with rescue dogs to feedback from my editor, was tears. I blamed Leo for leaving me feeling like the top layer of my skin had been scrubbed off. Everything chafed.

But each day I rotted on my couch was another one lost to him. Leo was out there living his best life with a beautiful girl I’d learned was named Isodora, and I was watching it unfold online while wearing a mayonnaise-stained T-shirt.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I finally admitted, wiping my nose with the back of my hand. “Maybe I’ll take a break and go for a walk?”

“There she is,” Meredith cheered. “How about right now, with me?”

She knew me—that my good intentions would probably flame out into me staring at my laptop screen and stressing about each passing, unproductive minute.

“Okay.” I slapped it closed. “Look at me; I’m saying yes.”

I think we were equally shocked when I stood up.

“Where are you headed?” I asked, finally noticing her pink tank top and short, pleated skort. It was workout wear—no surprise there—but not her usual leggings and sports bra for class.

“Colton convinced me to go to his little pickleball club in Chelsea,” she explained. “Which I guess isn’t so little because the guest fee is sixty bucks.”

Meredith’s boyfriend, Colton, was a certified quilted-vest-and-navy-slacks finance bro who jumped on trends, like moving his dealmaking from the golf course to the pickleball court.

“He finally wore you down?” I asked as I stretched my arms over my head and rolled my neck like I was getting ready for a marathon and not a stroll down the block.

“Yeah, because we made a bet. If I win, he has to come to my 7 a.m. rise and shine class, and if he wins, I have to play again.”

Despite her never having stepped on a court, my money was on Meredith. She was one of those people who could master anything physical, from pole dancing to paddleboarding.

I changed out of my pajamas and into shorts and a stainfree T-shirt, and even shoved my hair into a semi-presentable micro-ponytail.

Leaving my bubble made me feel twitchy before I even crossed the threshold. I had to convince myself that all I’d miss in the thirty minutes I’d be outside was beating myself up for not being productive. And maybe I’d luck into some inspiration?

We stepped outside, and the first few seconds of summer heat on my skin felt like a hug after being in air-conditioning for way too long. Summer in New York was brutal, which meant that little moments of joy like this one needed to be celebrated.

“You were right,” I said, bumping my shoulder against hers as we set off. “Thank you.”

She smiled at me. “Happy to light a fire under my favorite author. You’re going to fly through those words once you get back.”

A car drove by blaring an ancient dance song.

“Of course,” I exclaimed as I listened to the words. “She’s wearing a thong!”

Meredith frowned at me. “Huh?”

“Abby, the heroine in my book, is wearing a thong, not underwear or panties. How did I forget about thongs?” I muttered to myself.

“See? Inspo is all around you,” Meredith said triumphantly.

“You’re right. I’m so mad at myself for staying cooped up. Sometimes all it takes is a single word to trigger—”

“Watch out,” a voice shouted from behind us. “Don’t walk there!”

Meredith squealed and jumped to the side right as I planted my sneaker in a fresh pile of dog poop.

So much for celebrating the moment.

Someone ran up to us while I hunched over and tried to figure out what bit of street trash I could use to clean the mess that stretched from toe to heel.

“I am so sorry. I was about to pick it up, but Brutus got scared by the loud car and darted,” the deep voice was saying. “I have paper towels—hold on.”

I finally glanced up from my ruined shoe to find a Rottweiler, yellow Lab, and Yorkie being held back by a guy wearing a T-shirt that said “Call Me the Houndmaster” across the chest.

He smiled at me as he shifted the three leashes from one hand to the other and slid off his backpack. “Don’t worry. I have a spray bottle with water too,” he said as he dropped to his knee and dug through the bag. “I’ll get you all cleaned up.”

He had the cheerful air of someone who was lucky enough to make a living hanging out with dogs all day and tanned tree-trunk legs that showed off how hard he worked. He was decent looking in that “leading man’s best friend” way. I’m sure moms adored him.

I glanced at Meredith and she gave me an encouraging look. He wasn’t the type I’d normally go for, but there was something very meet-cute about the Prince Charming glass slipper vibes of the scenario.

Minus the poop, of course.

“By the way, these are my clients Brutus, Star, and Bella. Brutus is very sorry for what happened to your shoe.” He smiled up at me and nodded toward the remarkably well-mannered dogs. “And I’m Adam, Houndmaster and shoe fixer. Please hand it over.”

Yup, he was flirting with me. I kicked off my sneaker and hoped that he didn’t have a foot fetish.

Meredith spoke up before I could. “This is Brooke, and I don’t matter because I have to go meet my boyfriend. Bye!”

She jogged backward and, once she was fully behind him, mouthed, “Say yes,” to me.

I considered it while Adam the Houndmaster got to work on my sneaker. Cute, good with animals, Boy Scout level of preparedness … Sure, why not?

I was desperate for inspiration of any sort, so saying yes was about to become a way of life.




Chapter Two
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So far, my “say yes” campaign was turning up mixed results.

The Houndmaster had indeed asked to hang out after our meet-poop, and right as I was starting to think that we were clicking over coffee, he’d mentioned his yearlong, on-again, off-again “situationship.” He’d actually looked surprised when I excused myself, before I was even halfway through my latte.

But there were highlights to saying yes as well, like a front row seat at an experimental theater performance with a group of writer friends (the show was terrible, but we laughed our butts off) and going to a top secret purse sample sale with a woman who literally “psst”-ed me as I was walking by and told me that I could be her plus-one to get in. I’d walked out with a coin purse in the shape of cherries, a little treat that I couldn’t afford.

The inspiration itself so far wasn’t great, but I’d been managing about two hundred not-so-solid words per day since I’d started saying yes to random stuff. My muse hadn’t returned, but at least I’d have something to show once my due date rolled around, even if it was bound to get savaged.

In this moment, I was second-guessing my willingness to be open to new experiences. I headed to Meredith’s room feeling like a fraud in borrowed workout gear after having said yes to what now felt like the worst idea ever.

“Oh my gosh, you look so good,” Meredith exclaimed when I walked in. “Daniel’s going to love you!”

I squinted at her, then down at the white sleeveless shirt and black skort she’d loaned me. “I feel like I’m impersonating you.”

As if anyone could confuse me for the willowy goddess. The skirt that looked cheeky on her was downright Catholic school uniform on me, and not in a sexy Halloween costume way. In an “I was elected hall monitor; I need to see your bathroom pass” kind of way.

It didn’t help that I was still in a growing-out-a-breakup-haircut phase. Hacking off six inches of my chestnut hair had felt like the right move in the moment, but now I was stuck with a lob that was too short for a real ponytail. When I actually put forth a little effort, I could make it look semi-cute, but lately nothing had felt worthy, which meant I was about to subject the world to a ponytail the size of a cocktail weenie.

“Stop, you’re totally owning it! And that’s half the battle,” Meredith said. “Look like you know what you’re doing, and everything else will follow.”

“But I don’t know what I’m doing,” I protested gently, plucking at the skort. “I’m not exactly athletic.”

“Trust me, pickleball is super easy.”

“Says the woman who’s basically ready to go pro after a week of playing.”

As predicted, Meredith had dominated the court and fallen in love with the game, so when Colton had suggested a round of mixed doubles with his buddy Daniel from work, she used my “say yes” campaign to trap me into playing with them.

“Honestly, this is less about pickleball and more about you meeting Daniel,” she assured me. “Colton swears he’s great.”

She’d shown me his photo and he was decent-looking, so I wasn’t totally dreading that part of the pickleball equation. Sandy hair, a square jaw, and a smile that made him look like he’d just told a joke and was waiting for people to laugh. In any other scenario, I would’ve passed, but Meredith had giddily reminded me that I didn’t have much of a choice.

Which was why I found myself on the hallowed grounds of the Chelsea Pickleball Academy, a way fancier place than I’d anticipated. The vibes there felt more upscale coworking space than gym, with a clean black-and-white aesthetic and windows overlooking the skyline. My initial understanding of people who played pickleball was that they skewed boomer and wore visors, Skechers, and “It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere” T-shirts. The people on the courts around us all looked like part-time models, especially Colton and Meredith, with their matching, blinding blondness.

Daniel was cuter in real life than his photos, a surprise plus. After we were introduced, I’d caught his reflection in a window as he pointed at me, then did a victory fist pump, making Colton laugh and me feel better about my outfit. I knew right away that I wasn’t going to be into him, but maybe I’d still enjoy our forced fun?

If I wasn’t so sports averse, I might’ve admitted that a date on the pickleball court was a decent first hang. Rather than dealing with awkward small talk, we’d gotten right to the rules, with all three of them trying to dumb them down for me but making it twice as confusing.

Dinking in the kitchen zone, mandatory double bounce—it was a lot to take in for someone who’d stopped playing organized sports in middle school. What made it worse was that the court we’d been assigned backed up to the club’s juice bar, which meant everyone camped out for a postgame smoothie could watch my carnage.

“Let’s get out there,” Colton had finally suggested after going over the rules twice. “We’ll just have some fun.”

“You’ve got this,” Meredith said to me as she moved into position across the court from me.

“Hey, don’t fraternize with the enemy.” Daniel laughed but sounded a little serious at the same time. He looked at me. “Remember, pickleball is easy to learn but tough to master.”

I gulped as I nodded at him because even the learning part had been hard for me so far. I glanced around as they all got into position and assumed serious, spread-legged stances.

“Yo, keep that paddle up, Brooke,” Daniel coached over his shoulder at me. “If you stay ready, you don’t have to get ready.”

I refrained from rolling my eyes at him. There was a fine line between helping and mansplaining.

“Zero, zero, start,” Colton announced as he got into position for the underhand serve that kicked off the torture.

Of course, the ball came directly to me.

I wasn’t about to fail right out of the gate, so I rushed toward it, swinging the paddle back and forth around my body like it was a flyswatter.

“Brooke, watch the kitchen,” Daniel scolded as my paddle connected with the ball. “Come on!”

I was thrilled that I managed to hit the ball but mortified when it popped straight up and went flying onto the next court over, which was occupied by two very intense players.

I grimaced and hunched my shoulders to my ears when they both froze and turned to glare at me. “Sorry! Sorry!”

The guy closer to me scooped the ball and then served it back in my direction, and when I reached up to try to receive it, the ball ricocheted off my paddle and back to his side. He opted to jog it over to me.

“First time?” he asked, smiling as he handed over the ball.

I tried to answer him and couldn’t find any words, because the slightly sweaty guy grinning at me was jaw-droppingly good-looking. Between the messy hair, black-brown eyes, bright smile, and adorable little mole next to his mouth, I was an instant goner.

“Yup, total virgin here,” I finally managed. I did a stupid little wave with my paddle, making my response that much more mortifying.

He graced me with a half smile. “Hopefully they’ll be gentle with you, then. Good luck out there.”

He dashed back to his court before I could say anything else, and I stood there watching his calves for what felt like a solid five minutes.

“Brooke?” Meredith called. “You okay?”

I snapped back to life. “Yup, all good. What happens now?”

Daniel stalked over to me, and I pretended to pay attention while he explained everything I’d just done wrong, as well as what I needed to do to fix it. I nodded along, but all I kept thinking was WHO IS THE PICKLEBALL GOD ON THE NEXT COURT?

It was an involuntary full-body reaction that left me incapable of doing anything but sneaking glances at the court beside us. It felt like that tender part of my heart had been cauterized ever since Leo, like the only way for me to continue existing was to cut off the blood supply to a faulty organ. So what was this hopeful sweaty palms feeling?

And more importantly, did my muse just flit back into my life?

Daniel seemed to figure out that playing doubles with me was the equivalent of being on his own, plus I stopped trying after realizing that he kept reaching in front of me any time the ball bounced near my zone. Meredith mouthed, “Sorry,” across the net to me after twenty minutes of trying to stay out of his way.

We wound up losing, no surprise, and the moment the game was over, I focused all my attention on the court beside us, hoping that my new obsession might glance my way. He didn’t, but his opponent, a bigger, burly guy in a black bucket hat that looked completely off-brand for the club, couldn’t stop glancing my way.

Daniel walked over to me, forcing me to tone down my gawking. “Losers buy the winners smoothies. I can put it all on my house account if you don’t have your credit card with you.”

“Oh, uh, I, um,” I stuttered, momentarily stunned that he was implying that I, as the biggest loser of our team, deserved to foot the bill. “It’s in the locker room. I can go get it or … ”

“It’s fine.” He waved his hand at me peevishly. “Let’s go.”

Daniel walked away to join Meredith and Colton in line at the bar, smacking his paddle against his leg with each step. I didn’t know him, but it was clear he was not happy being paired with me, my cuteness notwithstanding.

And we still had two more games to go.

“It’s your grip,” a voice echoed from behind me.

I turned to find the bucket hat player from the next court over holding his paddle in the air in front of him, his eyes burning holes into me.

He looked like he was dressed to clean a garage, in a white Chelsea Pickleball Academy–branded T-shirt and oversized red basketball shorts. I half expected to see Nike slides and gym socks instead of sneakers when I looked down at his feet.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

He stalked closer. “The reason your ball kept flying up was because your grip was off. Instead of doing this”—he mimicked the awkward way I hadn’t realized I’d been holding the paddle—“try this.”

He held the paddle up vertically, placed his right palm on the hitty part, and then slid his hand down to the handle to grip it.

“Like a handshake,” he explained. “It should feel really natural. Try it.”

He nodded to the paddle in my hand and I mimicked his movements.

“There you go.” He nodded approvingly. “Your next game should go a little smoother now. If your partner will actually let you take a shot.”

I spotted the hot guy he’d been playing against heading toward us, freshly showered and in his street clothes. It was summer, so he wasn’t in the Midtown dude uniform of navy slacks and a gray vest, but I could tell he probably worked in finance by the light blue button-down and the massive silver linked watch on his wrist.

My heart sped up as he walked closer to us.

“Oh, my doubles partner?” I replied in an overloud voice, sneaking a glance to see how far away the hot guy was and timing what I was about to say next so he’d be able to hear it. “Just met him today. I barely know him.”

The hot guy paused right next to us as I finished. Perfect. He glanced at me, then at Bucket Hat.

“Good time, bro,” he said, offering Bucket Hat a fist bump. “Thanks.”

“You know it.”

I smiled prettily at my obsession. “Hey, thanks for saving my ball.”

He looked at me like I’d just entered his field of vision. “Oh yeah. No problem. Hope losing your virginity wasn’t too painful.”

I laughed way harder than was necessary as he walked away, until I glanced at Bucket Hat and saw his sour expression.

He was actually sort of cute, in a disheveled way. If he cut the scraggly mullet poking out from beneath the back of the hat and shaved his five-o’clock shadow, I’d even call him handsome, but the guy seemed committed to looking like a janitor.

“Kai,” he yelled after my fake boyfriend.

Of course his name was Kai. It was a quintessential hot guy name, which was why I’d used it for cowboys in three of my books.

“Yeah?”

“You gotta fortify that volley,” Bucket Hat shouted to him. “Drill it, okay?”

It was another language that I was suddenly more interested in mastering.

“Done,” Kai said as he backed away. “See you Thursday.”

And now I knew his schedule. Perfect.

Bucket Hat glanced back at me. “Anyway, good luck. If you keep that grip, I promise you’ll do better on your next game. Don’t be afraid to take your shot, even if your partner gets in your way.”

“He’s not officially my partner,” I reminded him, just in case.

“Right,” Bucket Hat replied with a nod. “You can’t be a real partner until you learn how to play.”

I was about to pretend to be insulted by his implication, but he turned and walked away before I could say anything.

Meredith joined me, holding out a pale yellow smoothie. “Recharge.” She glanced over her shoulder to where Colton and Daniel were practicing various swings. “That was … not great. Sorry. Do you hate it?”

“No, not at all,” I lied. “Because I think I just met my future husband.”




Chapter Three
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I didn’t consider watching the soccer match on my iPad while I “wrote” at Hell’s Coffee true procrastination since it involved family and would dominate the afternoon’s group text. I wasn’t really paying attention since the only player I cared about hadn’t been on the pitch yet. I half listened as Barnham City got wrecked yet again, pretending that I was working when all I could think about was how miserable my brother was probably feeling. He was edging past his prime years playing for a team that was under a perpetual black cloud.

My older brother, Wes, was a nepo hire in the worst possible way—the son of Albert Nelson, a beloved goalkeeper who’d helped take the Chelsea Football Club to victory in the late eighties, then retired to the States, married my mom, had Wesley, and died unexpectedly way too young. The long shadow cast by his late father meant that Wes rarely had a chance to shine in his own right, especially because he’d opted to play for an English team.

I jumped when someone tapped me on my shoulder and tried not to frown as I lifted one of my headphones to see what the stranger wanted.

The old me was fine with occasional interruptions when I was working in public, because so many rom-coms started with coffee shop serendipity. Can I share that outlet with you? Do you like the book you’re reading? Does the French roast taste burnt to you? And then the next thing you know, you’re shutting the place down hours later, thanking your lucky stars that Mr. Blue Eyes had the balls to shoot his shot. After all, it was how Leo and I had met. A crowded café (not this one, of course), with just one open chair left at my little table in the corner. Cue the banter, prolonged eye contact, and butterflies.

Now I knew better. It didn’t matter how cute the meet; it would always end in disaster. Sure, I was still saying yes, thanks to my pact with Meredith, but it didn’t matter because a misanthrope had evicted my tenderhearted romantic soul, which was why I was staring at a blank page on my laptop.

But … Kai. Every time I thought about the run-in with him on the courts, I felt that dormant flutter of possibility. That inexplicable spark of attraction had to mean something, and I was willing to bet my next book to find out.

I narrowed my eyes at the tattooed stranger who was not Kai.

“Come on, you gunners!” The guy pointed at the screen, where Coventry was celebrating yet another goal. “Am I right?”

Technically, he wasn’t right because it was Arsenal’s chant and they weren’t playing, but I didn’t want to get into it.

I bobbed my head, keeping my expression neutral. “Yup.”

He leaned closer to squint at my tablet. “Are you for Barnham City or Coventry?”

“Barnham.”

“Oof, sorry about that.” He flinched dramatically. “Why?”

I wasn’t about to mention Wes, because I didn’t want to get into the inevitable questions about how it was possible that we were related given our different skin tones. After twenty-eight years as siblings, the “half” part didn’t even register to us. We had the same eyes, sense of humor, and love of stupid memes.

“I like their logo,” I replied with a shrug.

I did have more than my fair share of merch featuring the Barnham City owl mascot.

“Good thing it’s an exhibition match,” the guy said. “They still have a chance to get it together before the season starts.”

I glanced back at the screen just as the camera panned to Wes as he got ready to sub in. The family group text lit up right on cue.

“Sorry, I need to respond to this.” I held up my phone and shrugged as it pinged with messages composed of emojis and exclamation points.

“Just when it’s about to get good,” the stranger said, nodding toward my brother’s pensive face filling the screen. “Wesley Nelson is amazing.”

The man had a point. I put my headphones back on and refocused on the messages piling up. My parents, aunts and uncles, cousins, and Wesley’s father’s family in England were all on it, offering their take on every aspect of the game. If positive vibrations and manifesting were a thing, the spirit in the group text should’ve been enough to guarantee a Barnham win.

My mom took advantage of the fact that I was active on it to message me solo.


You okay, sweetheart?



I’d basically gone dark over the past few weeks, chalking it up to my deadline and downplaying the whole broken-heart thing. But she knew better.


Yup, all good. Working





A pause as the group text swelled with pride when Wes appeared on camera again.


So handsome!






Looking fierce and ready!






Choke on it, Coventry!






Here we go, here we go, here we go 🎵🎵🎵🎵



How’s the book coming? my mom texted me. Better I hope?

I scrolled over to my email account before writing back to her, hoping that there was a miracle in the form of a deadline extension waiting for me. The only message from my editor, Piper, was the one from a few days ago that I’d ignored, asking if I was on track for my first ten-thousand-word review. I flipped back to my draft and felt a familiar dread claw at my throat.

I’d written 1,152 words. Crappy ones at that. Hollow, simplistic, high-schooler-trying-to-hit-the-book-report-word-count words that suggested I’d never felt a real human emotion.

Getting there, I texted back to her.

When it came to my mom, less information was always the best course of action. She was a worrier by nature, taking on the stress of her loved ones like she was volunteering as tribute. I knew she was already maxed out helping my dad rehab from his latest training-induced injury, which had the potential to keep him from running in the Philadelphia Marathon with her in the fall.


How’s Dad?





We paused to briefly celebrate a pass to Wes.


Better! He hates the reduced workout schedule, but he knows it’s the only strategy for his knee. I have to train when he’s not around, otherwise he tries to join me!



Running was the foundation of my parents’ relationship. They’d met when my mom took it up after she lost Albert as a way to channel her grief into something tangible and manageable. She’d told me that every ache she endured as she ran was a reminder that she was still among the living, even though her broken heart made her wonder why she bothered. But she had two-year-old Wes and the hope that maybe the endorphins she got from the Montgomery County Striders Club would be enough to get her out of bed each day.

Then she met my dad during a 6 a.m. fun run (a total oxymoron), which proved that it was possible to have two soulmates.


Ha. Dad’s addicted to exercise. I need to get back to work now. I’m nowhere near my daily word count goal.






Do you want me to read what you’ve got?



My mom had been my beta reader for Truth and Beauty, but there was no way I wanted her reading about my strapping, horny ranchers and the women who preferred riding cowboys over horses. There wasn’t a single romance on her bookshelf lined with literary bestsellers, which was more than enough reason to keep my work from her, plus the fact that my last book, Saddled Up with the Sheriff’s Daughter, had the word “clit” mentioned nine times.

I knew that my ghostwritten books weren’t great works of fiction, but they did have something going for them: guaranteed happily ever afters plus scorching open-door sex scenes. I made sure that there wasn’t one magical penis among my heroes, just hardworking men who put in overtime between the sheets.


I’m okay, thanks, love you!






Hootie hoot, fight blue fight. Hootie hoot!!!!!



She replied with the nonsensical Barnham stadium song.

I glanced back at my tablet as the camera zoomed in on Wes running down the field. He was so damn graceful, like clearing the length of it at top speed took no effort at all.

The athletic genes that defined the rest of my family had hopscotched right over me. I’d made my peace with my two left feet, but now the whole Kai situation made me wish for at least a little hand-eye coordination.

But maybe I could fake it? Meredith was already good enough to teach me the basics, and she’d be thrilled to broker a meetcuter with Kai. And then once he figured out that I wasn’t just goofing around on the courts, that I was serious about the sport with the silly name, then maybe sparks would fly?

And once that happened, I could almost guarantee my muse would be back for good.




Chapter Four

[image: ]

On Thursdays we wore Lululemon.

Or at least on this Thursday, I was decked out in borrowed athleisure once again, crossing my fingers that Kai was consistent and would show up at the Chelsea Pickleball Academy at approximately the same time as the week prior.

Yeah, total stalker vibes, but I was on a mission.

No surprise, Meredith had jumped at the chance to be my wingwoman. Unlike me, her belief in romantic serendipity was unscathed, and she was convinced that we were starting chapter one of a great love story.

I hoped that she was right for so many reasons.

When we walked into the place, the rhythmic pops of gameplay were an instant reminder of what I was attempting. I was not good at sports. Any of them, from softball to bowling, so what made me think that my nonexistent skills could woo someone who obviously took the game seriously?

But that could be yet another in with my inspo. I was a newbie looking for an expert to show me the ropes, and that was a total turn-on. Hell, I’d used the concept in my book The Rancher’s Romantic Rival, where true love bloomed between a shy nanny and her cowboy employer when he taught her how to ride a horse. The lessons had allowed Molly to discover the tenderness hidden beneath Dirk’s gruff exterior, and Dirk had loved being the subject matter expert and showing off his skills.

Of course, I still had some complications to work through, like Kai actually showing up and then me angling to look just the right amount of clueless. A little helpless but still competent.

It was going to require a lot of acting, because once I had a paddle in my hand all bets were off. Ball going straight over the net? Unlikely. Ball zipping over to smack a bystander in the gut? Almost guaranteed.

Meredith and I stood at the counter while the front desk woman chatted with someone in an office behind it. Meredith cleared her throat to signal that we were waiting and then rolled her eyes at me.

“This would never fly at Harmony Pilates,” she whispered out of the corner of her mouth. “Client check-in sets the tone for the rest of the experience.”

I was too busy scanning the courts for a certain dark-haired expert to notice that we were being ignored. There were plenty of beautiful people smacking balls around but no Kai.

I suddenly wanted to abort our mission, but it was too late. The gum-smacking front desk person finally made her way over to us.

“Sorry, I was busy watching our mascot being adorable,” she explained, not sounding sorry at all.

“Hi, I’m a member but my friend has a day pass,” Meredith explained, nodding toward me.

I smiled and held my phone out to her with the QR code I’d discovered online enlarged, so all she had to do was scan it.

The woman’s expression went confused. “Day pass? I’ve been here six months, and I’ve never heard of that. Lemme see.”

She yanked my phone from my hand and zoomed out on the screen.

“There’s no expiration date,” I explained helpfully as she studied my phone. “I checked everywhere.”

“Hold on,” she said with a sigh, then walked back to the office with my phone. “Hey, Grip, do you know anything about a day pass thingy?”

I couldn’t make out what the deep voice said in response, but the woman came back after a few minutes, looking resigned.

“It’s your lucky day; he said he remembers seeing you.” She flipped her hand to point up at the camera mounted in the corner. “We normally wouldn’t allow it because this is from when we first opened, but you’re good this time.” She scanned the code, then tapped on the computer keyboard like she was making reservations for an international flight. “Court thirteen.”

I followed Meredith to the swanky locker room, trying not to be too obvious about the fact that I was scanning every face we passed. She pulled the paddles out of her bag and handed a gray-and-red one that she’d borrowed from Colton to me.

“Don’t be nervous,” she scolded me gently, accurately translating my expression. “This is supposed to be fun. It’s an adventure!”

“It’s a quest,” I corrected. “I need a hit of serotonin or else I’ll be lucky to write fifty words today.”

“Then let’s get out there,” she said with a wink. “I have a good feeling.”

Court thirteen had to be the worst offering in the place for the other players, but I loved the fact that it bordered a wall. That meant only one court would be stuck fielding my crappy shots.

“I’m ready if you are,” I said, taking another glance around the space. No Kai yet, but maybe he’d show up as we were finishing up, so I’d be glowy from exertion and he wouldn’t have a chance to see my lack of skills.

“We’re just goofing around right now, getting a feel for it,” Meredith reminded me. “But first, stretching.”

“Seriously?” I gaped at her. “This is just a bigger version of Ping-Pong; why do I have to warm up?”

She slid her left leg out in front of her and bent over at the waist, bracing her hands on the opposite thigh. “Because I’m going to make you run, girlie. Happy endorphins, coming right up.”

She led me through light Pilates for a few minutes, which I had to admit felt sort of good, then walked to her side of the court. “No pressure to be perfect. We’re just going to have some fun.”

“Trust me, perfection won’t be a problem over here.” I laughed as I got into position and mimicked her stance.

I looked down at my hand and realized that I was doing the same choke-hold grip as the last time I’d attempted to play. I let go and adjusted it the way Bucket Hat had shown me and hoped it would help.

“I’m a big fan of learning by doing,” Meredith explained. “I’m sure if you were taking a real lesson, you’d be going over all sorts of foundation stuff. But today, no score, no rules. Just vibes to start. Ready?”

I looked around the space again and was disappointed he hadn’t arrived but relieved to see that no one was watching. “Yup.”

Meredith dropped the ball and smacked it out of the air and toward me.

With no Daniel jumping in front to claim the ball, all I could do was freeze and stare as the thing whizzed by.

“That’s fine,” Meredith called to me. “But next time maybe try a little?”

I nodded and hunkered down like I was serious about hitting the ball. She swatted it toward me again and “try a little” echoed in my head as I got ready.

Amazingly, my paddle connected with the ball with a thwack, and it careened over the net and headed for the far corner of the court. The luckiest shot ever! I grinned as I watched Meredith dash after it.

But then she let out a high-pitched yip and tumbled to the ground.

“You okay?” I laughed, but Meredith didn’t pop up like I expected. “Mere?”

She was still on the ground, clutching her ankle, when I reached her, her face pinched with pain.

“It really hurts.” She looked up at me as her eyes filled with tears. “Bad.”

I dropped to my knees beside her. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry! Do you want me to get someone?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Give me a sec.” She pursed her lips and blew out a shuddery breath.

I gently moved her hand away from her ankle. “Mere, it’s already swelling.”

“Fuck.”

I looked around the space for help and spotted Bucket Hat heading our way.

“Hey!” I waved my hand. “Excuse me?”

I glanced between him and Meredith as he walked closer. Despite the concern on his face, there was an ease to the way he moved, like he was at home in the space. He sped up to a jog.

“Oh shit, what happened? Are you okay?”

“She tripped,” I offered. “It’s my fault.”

“Stop, I’m the dummy who ran for it. Great shot, by the way.”

Meredith tried to smile, but it crumpled into a grimace of pain almost immediately. I could tell she was trying to play it cool as her ankle blew up.

He knelt down beside us, frowning. “Can I take a peek?”

Meredith nodded and sniffled again, trying to keep from crying.

Bucket Hat gently placed his hand on top of her sneaker as he surveyed the damage. “Wow. Shit. Okay, that’s
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