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			Advance praise for Abby Offsides

			“Abby Offsides, the witty debut from Anna McCallie, shines with sparkling banter and charming characters. This slow-burn sports romance is absolutely worth the wait…. Delightful!”

			—Carley Fortune, New York Times bestselling author of One Golden Summer

			“This book made me care about soccer—or football, rather—for the first time since Ted Lasso…. A charming debut romance that will make you want to fall in love with someone who has both a great accent and fabulous thigh muscles.”

			—Emma Straub, New York Times bestselling author of This Time Tomorrow

			“Irresistibly charming, Anna McCallie has written characters you’ll want to befriend, a leading man you’d leave your husband for! Abby Offsides is an addictive, funny love story that’s the sweet escapism we all need in our lives right now.”

			—Fran Littlewood, New York Times bestselling author of Amazing Grace Adams

			“A big-hearted story about finding love and community in unexpected places. A character filled with longing, laughs, and a little healthy competition, Abby is as funny and relatable as the novel itself. I found myself rooting for Abby, Lachlan, and Mersey Football Club from the opening chapter of this sparklingly life-affirming debut.”

			—Ella Berman, author of the Reese’s Book Club pick Before We Were Innocent
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			For all the teams I’ve supported

			and all those who have supported me.

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			Here’s the thing: Saying, “I’ve never really cared about soccer” is not a great way to kick off a job interview, especially when you’re applying for a job with a professional soccer team. Or when you’re in England, where it’s called football. Or when you’ve just been asked, “Why are you interested in working for this team?” And yet, those are the words that come out of my mouth as I wither under the formidable stare of Charlotte Collins, chief communications officer for the Mersey Football Club. Not a great start, even under the most generous interpretation—and something about Ms. Collins’s frosty demeanor makes me think generosity is not foremost among her personality traits.

			“You’ve never really cared about soccer?” It sounds so much worse repeated back to me, the “r” at the end of the offensive word disappearing into a mix of her posh accent and her equally posh disdain.

			To make matters even more uncomfortable, the waistband of my dated polyester pantsuit is digging into my love handles, and I’m mildly concerned it’s cutting off my circulation. The stupid suit fit the last time I was at a job interview, but that was five years and a few more than five pounds ago. Charlotte Collins is immaculate in an outfit I’m pretty sure is actually one of Meryl Streep’s costumes from The Devil Wears Prada. Or maybe I’m projecting, given the very similar ice-cold stare buffeting me from across the desk.

			I can’t tell her the real answer to her question: I’m interested in working here because the club, in Liverpool, is 3,118 miles away from Boston and Steven and misery and heartbreak and the Dunkin’ Donuts where I have recently achieved the ignominy of being on a first-name basis with the cashiers. No. This isn’t a Netflix movie where the heroine makes a passionate but slightly unhinged confession and the older, wiser woman across the desk raises an eyebrow and then, after an excruciating pause, says something like “Honey, I’ve been there” and pulls out a bottle of Malbec. I mean, Charlotte Collins will certainly be driven to drink after this train wreck, but I’ll be gone by then, slipping onto the next flight back to America with a hat pulled low over my face.

			In the absence of an impassioned speech from me—or any speech, period—Charlotte steals a quick glance at her watch. “Well, Ms. McIntyre, unfortunately an interest in soccer is something of a prerequisite for this position. So…” It’s my first exposure to the legendary British talent for conflict avoidance wrapped up in passive-aggression. The subtext is clear: Stop wasting my time, you stupid American.

			I gulp, an impossible swallow as my mouth has gone totally dry. On the plane, I had silently wept over my tinfoil rectangle of chicken tikka masala while watching old rom-coms, which felt like a good decision at the time. Now I’m realizing I probably should have spared a brain cell or two for interview prep. My hand shoots up to brush back the light-brown bangs that wilt across my forehead, a new nervous tic that has come with the new hairstyle (another impulsive decision, though slightly less expensive than buying a flight to Liverpool on three days’ notice). I force a sound from my throat and a thought into my brain. “I completely understand, Ms. Collins. And I meant what I said: I’ve never really cared about soccer. But then I saw your grass.”

			“My grass?” One dark, sculptured, skeptical brow arches.

			I nod and scoot an inch forward on my chair. “The field. It was the first thing I noticed as I arrived. That smell, you know? That unmistakable smell of fresh-cut grass. I stood at the wall, the little part of it there by the main road where it dips down and you can see onto the field. The grass is trampled down to dirt and the bricks have all lost their hard edges, I assume from generations of kids being hoisted up to get a glimpse of their heroes practicing. And I craned my neck over the wall and saw that perfect, meticulous green, and it hit me like a punch to the gut. I’ve been a sports fan all my life: baseball, basketball, American football, you name it. But never soccer. And yet, when I saw that beautiful field, I realized something: Grass is grass is grass. Sports are sports are sports. We love them for what they provoke in us, for the memories they give us, for the fact that something as simple as an aroma can transport you to innumerable places, memories, emotions.” I exhale a deep breath. “So, yeah, I’ve never really cared about soccer—but I think I might love football.”

			She’s quiet for a moment, then: “Well, that’s a pitch.”

			“Thank you.” I blush at the unexpected compliment. Maybe I’m closer to the Netflix movie than I thought.

			“No, the field. It’s called a pitch.”

			“Oh.” My blush slides from the high pink of flattery into the lurid red of embarrassment. Stupid American! “Okay, noted. I guess that’s step one on my journey to becoming a socc—football expert.”

			The tiniest little hint of a smile cracks through Charlotte’s stern facade, but when she looks up at me, it’s gone. She folds her hands on top of my résumé. “Listen, Ms. McIntyre—”

			“Abby, please.”

			“All right, Abby. I’m going to be honest with you: We’ve had hundreds of people apply for this position. Many of them were young women with no interest at all other than the outside chance they’d be able to land a footballer. Are you trying to become a wag?”

			I shake my head, making a mental note to figure out what a “wag” is and hoping I’ve sussed out the context correctly.

			“Others applied because they’re diehard fans of Mersey F.C. and would take any position we advertised, from janitor on up. And that’s clearly not you.”

			“Plus, I’m objectively terrible at scrubbing toilets.”

			This time, she actually smiles. “Your CV is impressive: I like that you have video editing experience, I like that you’re a competent writer. The Red Sox are obviously a massive team, and I like what you’ve done for their social media presence. Followers up twenty-five percent over the last two years, a consistent and compelling brand message, even a Webby Award. All very impressive. And I believe you when you say you’ve loved sport your whole life, but the fact remains that you have never followed this sport.”

			Maybe by cutting off the blood to my feet, the pantsuit is forcing more of it to my brain, because an idea rushes up. “I actually think that’s an advantage. Social media is the perfect way to bring in the casual fan or the new fan. I’m both, so I’d approach it with exactly the fresh eyes you’re trying to find and hook.”

			“And the American part? The total ignorance about the sport part?”

			“Soccer is the fastest-growing sport in America.” I’m not 100 percent sure that’s true, but it feels right, and who among us hasn’t lied in a job interview? “Especially in cool, young cities, twenty-somethings are really getting into Major League Soccer, and we’re all totally obsessed with Megan Rapinoe and the women’s national team. As more and more Americans become interested, they’ll be looking for teams to support—not only their local teams, but legacy teams in England, with storied histories and strong brands. Manchester United. Arsenal. Why not Mersey?”

			“That’s a fairly compelling point,” she says, like it pains her to admit it.

			“You can’t walk down the street in Seattle or Portland or Nashville without seeing someone wearing a socc— football jersey. I can bring the perspective you need to hook them, because I speak their language. I’ve been in their shoes. And I’ve found my team.”

			Charlotte shuffles the papers on her desk. “We’re interviewing a few more candidates and aiming to make a decision soon so the person can ramp up over the next few weeks and hit the ground running when preseason starts in July. I’d like to give you a shot, but given your lack of knowledge, I need you to prove you can learn quickly.” She scribbles something on a piece of paper and passes it to me across the desk. “These are three players Mersey is considering signing before next season.”

			I glance at the names:

			Aliou Diouf

			Xavier Martínez

			Lachlan Ramsay

			Of course I’ve never heard of any of them, but I make a face like she’s handed me a photo of my beloved college roommates.

			“Your assignment is to come up with a distinct campaign to introduce each player that would get existing fans excited about the new signing and bring along fans from their old clubs. Any questions?”

			“No, ma’am.” I brush back the bangs again.

			“Good. You have two days.”

			“Thank you so much, Ms. Collins. You have no idea how much I need this job. Want this job.”

			“The good news is that if you don’t get it, you’ve already got a passionate speech ready for the open groundskeeper position.” There’s no hint of a joke in any of the dignified lines of her face—either she’s got the world’s best deadpan or she’s genuinely going to pass my CV on to the facilities staff. Either way: 3,118 miles from Boston.

			After arranging the follow-up interview, Charlotte’s assistant walks me back through the labyrinthine halls of the Mersey F.C. training complex and out into the sunny parking lot. No sooner has the door to the building shut behind her than a shiny black Range Rover pulls up and stops a few feet from me. A man steps out, and it’s immediately clear he’s a professional athlete: He’s tall and toned and wearing an outfit that to the untrained eye looks totally casual but actually costs more than my rent. He’s pale—a rosy, healthy pale—underneath a shock of dark blond hair. He looks at me and smiles, and it briefly scrambles my insides, a quick whisk of my viscera.

			“Hiya,” he says. “Sorry, I’m a bit early. Matilda, is it?” His accent is…Irish? Scottish? Unbelievably sexy?

			“Oh, uh, I’m not…I don’t…” I stammer, scrabbling for mental purchase and coming up short. For all I know, I could be talking to the Babe Ruth of soccer, and here I am just flapping my gums like a guppy. It doesn’t help that he’s almost painfully handsome.

			A brief look of confusion flits across his face and he scratches at the scruff of stubble on his jaw—stubble with a perfect little hint of ginger in it. “Do you work here?”

			“No. Or, not yet. Maybe one day, but maybe never.”

			“What is that, a wee riddle?” He snaps his fingers twice and turns his head. “Don’t tell me: It’s time. Or man. Or a river.”

			I laugh as my brain finally shifts into gear. “I’m sorry, we were looking for ‘The doctor was his mother.’ ”

			His smile stretches wide across perfect white teeth. “Damn. Never was much good at riddles.” He takes a step toward me and extends his hand. “I’m—”

			But before he can introduce himself, a harried-looking young woman—presumably Matilda—bursts out of the door and intercepts him. “So sorry to keep you waiting, sir. Come on in, they’re ready for you.”

			As Presumably Matilda ushers him inside, the mystery man looks over his shoulder at me, calling, “Send the fox in the boat with the grain first, then go back for the chicken!”

			I watch him walk away and I’m filled with a strange sense of buoyancy, lightness. It’s a feeling that takes me a minute to identify, but then I realize what it is: excitement. Optimism. Hope. Not just because I’ve had a positive interaction with a man for the first time in months (perhaps years), but also because this job could really be something. It all seemed so ridiculous a few days ago when I drafted my cover letter, mascara running down my cheeks, half-empty wine bottle on the desk next to me. Preposterous as I handed in my resignation to the Red Sox before I’d even heard back about the Mersey interview. Ludicrous, really, as I forked over $800 and squeezed into my middle seat. It was just an escape, just a distraction from everything that had happened to ruin my life. But now? Now I want this job, and not only because it comes complete with handsome, witty men. (Though I cannot lie: That is a tremendous perk.)

			I have a few minutes before I need to catch the bus back into town, so I head over to the bit of wall that will hopefully clinch it for me. I sling my faux-leather attaché case up on the brick wall and rest my chin on top of it. A gentle, early summer breeze catches the scent of the newly shorn blades of grass and wafts it toward me. I feel, deep in my gut, a pang of the most complicated nostalgia. It’s just as I said to Charlotte Collins: a flood of memories. Playing catch in the backyard with my brothers, spreading blankets on the banks of the Charles on a hot summer day, holding hands with Steven as I took him to see a Sox game at Fenway for the first time—and now a new one: trading facetious riddle answers with a mystery man in a city that I’ve never been to but that I might soon call home.

			The distant sound of a lawnmower shakes me out of my trance and I step back from the wall. Now is not the time to lose focus. Too much is on the line, and I’ve got work to do. This job is the cornerstone of my plan to reboot my life. I take one last deep breath, the grassy scent mixing with the earthy, rusty smell of the bricks. Then I hike up the pantsuit, brush back the bangs, and head for the bus.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two
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			As she ladles an enormous helping of chickpeas onto my plate, Sabiha Iqbal smiles. “It sounds like it went very well.”

			Amina, her daughter, snorts. “Yeah, except for the part where you said you don’t give a shit about the place where she works.”

			Mrs. Iqbal uses the chickpea spoon to gently rap the back of Amina’s hand. “Language.”

			The Iqbals are family friends from ages ago when my dad studied abroad here. They live closer to Manchester than to Liverpool, but staying with them seemed far preferable to me spending untold days staring at the wall in a drab hotel room, and comes with the added benefit of Mrs. Iqbal’s excellent cooking. Amina is my age, and we’ve kept up a slow but consistent correspondence over the years, progressing from handwritten letters to AOL instant messages to emails and texts interspersed between occasional hops across the pond. Mrs. Iqbal is fighting an uphill battle with the language issue, though, as more than two decades of friendship can attest. Amina is tiny—barely over five feet—but packs an unbelievable amount of personality in that petite body. She’s some kind of lawyer (“one of the boring paperwork ones,” she told me once), and I can only guess how hard it must be for her to censor herself in the briefs she writes.

			“Yeah,” I say. “That probably wasn’t my best move. But I managed to turn it around, and now I basically have two days to learn everything there is to know about soccer. Football. The one with all the kicking.”

			Amina’s younger brother, Hassan, stares into the middle distance, a look of grim determination on his face. “This is my Everest.”

			“Oh God, here we go,” Amina mutters.

			He steeples his fingers under his chin. “Where do I even start? It must be with the Dutch concept of totaalvoetbal.” He looks up at me, eyes aglow. “I assume you’ve heard of Johan Cruyff?”

			I grimace in something like an apology.

			Amina rolls her eyes. “Hassan, we have a day, not a decade.” She turns to me. “You’ve played table football, with the little men on rotisserie spits?”

			“We call it foosball, but yeah.”

			“Great, then you’ve got the gist of it. The big bloke alone in front of the goal? That’s the keeper.”

			“The goalie!” I say with the pride of a three-year-old announcing they’ve just gone potty on their own.

			“Exactly. His job is pretty self-explanatory: Like my mother until my wedding night, keep balls away at all cost.” The chickpea spoon makes another attack, but this time Mrs. Iqbal herself is laughing.

			Amina goes on to explain at a high level all the players on the foosball table. Keeper, defenders, midfielders, and forwards—up until now, I’d merely twirled their pegs with wild abandon, not contemplating the part they each played in the overall strategy.

			Amina continues: “Then clone that set, face them in the other direction, and you’ve got the other team. Everyone is on the pitch at the same time. And none of your horrible American breaks for adverts every ten seconds. You get to have a wee at the half, and you hold it for the rest of the match.”

			“Thanks, because I’m sure optimal bathroom break timing is going to come up in the next interview,” I snort. “But what about the rules? Like, what does offsides mean? Is it the same as American football?”

			“Offside,” Hassan says, hitting the “D” sound like a frustrated German teacher correcting a student’s pronunciation. “Never with an S.”

			“Okay, that’s going to take some getting used to. Offside. Anyway, is it complicated?”

			Amina shakes her head. “There are, like, nine official rules.”

			Hassan is immediate with the correction. “Seventeen.”

			“Fine, seventeen, whatevs. Basically: Don’t touch the ball with your hands, you get in trouble if you intentionally fuck with someone, you get in big trouble if you intentionally fuck with someone when they’re close to scoring, and…I don’t know, that’s it, really.”

			He bites down on his knuckle. “That’s so not it…”

			“Oi, mate, she’s got to tweet about it, not kit up for the national team.”

			“Yeah, sorry Hassan. Your talents will be wasted on me at this point.”

			I let him console himself by giving me a primer on all twenty teams that play in the Premier League, though most of it goes in one ear and out the other, since he doesn’t even bother rating the teams by player hotness, which is about the only thing I’m capable of grasping at this point. I want to describe the man I met in the parking lot, to see if Hassan can identify him, but I can’t get a word in edgewise. In the middle of a stultifying tangent about the change in set-piece tactics by a team called Leicester City, Amina interrupts and actually begs him to put us out of our misery. Chagrined, he wraps up his speech and we all push back from the table, grateful for the reprieve.

			Amina heads back to her flat, where her husband Faizan will soon be returning from his shift at the hospital. They got married a few months ago; Steven and I came to the wedding on what would turn out to be our last vacation together. Hassan goes home as well, leaving me alone with the senior Iqbals, both of whom have gone to bed. But my body’s all wonky from jet lag and keyed up from the interview and aching from the last week of mental torment, so sleep is the furthest thing from my mind. I do some time zone math and realize that my mom will probably be home babysitting two of my nieces; normally I never pass up an opportunity to see their little faces, but something tells me that would just make me sad tonight, here in this place where everything feels so foreign and they’re so far away. For the next two days, I need to keep any non-football-related thoughts out of my mind. When I emerge from my study session as the world’s foremost expert on the sport, talking to my family again will be my reward. Until then, no contact with the outside world.

			I prop myself up in Amina’s childhood bed and open my laptop. Like a mom in 1997 who’s just gotten her first AOL CD in the mail, I start by simply searching for “football.” I have no idea what I’m expecting to find, but the good news is that Google only turns up four billion results, so at least I’ll be able to read it all in two days….

			The information gushes at me like water from an open hydrant, and after disappearing down several Wikipedia rabbit holes, I come up for air. I haven’t crammed this hard since college, but there’s actually something kind of pleasant about it. Every click brings some new avenue, some new insight, some new incredibly attractive man. Holy fuck, these men. I spend a terrific thirty minutes looking at various BuzzFeed iterations of “The 25 Hottest Players at the World Cup,” pleased to see that a couple of them are currently on the Mersey roster.

			Something Charlotte Collins said in the interview tugs at the back of my mind and I search for “wag”: “WAGs (or Wags) is an acronym used to refer to wives and girlfriends of high-profile sportsmen.”

			Bingo. WAGs are the beautiful women attached to the beautiful men who play the beautiful game. Posh Spice is a WAG, maybe the Original WAG. This I can handle, this I know. We have WAGs in America, after all, though we lack such a great term for them. At the Sox, I personally fielded dozens of calls from angry baseball WAGs demanding that an unflattering picture of their husbands be removed from Twitter or—more frequently—angling for their own profile to be boosted by our official accounts. Over here, though, it’s on a different level. The tabloids are full of stories about these women, there are dozens of Instagram accounts detailing their exploits, there are TV shows and photo shoots and cover stories—it’s an entire industry. I’m relieved to realize I didn’t lie to Charlotte about my own WAG aspirations: Dating one of these mega-hot multimillionaires is so far beyond the realm of possibility it’s hard to even wrap my head around. And there’s not enough collagen in the world to make me look like these women.

			Feeling that my emotional stability will be improved more by looking at hot men than by doomscrolling WAG Instas, I turn to the list of potential signings Charlotte gave me:

			Aliou Diouf

			Xavier Martínez

			Lachlan Ramsay

			I recognize Aliou Diouf from some of the BuzzFeed listicles. He’s a defender for a club in France, and he deserves every single column inch about his hotness. Tall and thick and sturdy like an oak tree, he has a dazzling smile and the most incredible thighs I’ve ever seen on a man. I wonder how horny I’m allowed to be in my follow-up pitch to Charlotte, because I can think of a couple easy pitches for this Adonis.

			Next up is Xavier Martínez: a compact, powerful midfielder who currently plays for his boyhood club in Spain but is rumored to be looking to move to England. After watching a few videos of him on YouTube, even I—complete novice though I am—can see why. He tears through what I now know to be the midfield, the ball practically glued to his foot, bobbing and weaving through men seemingly twice his height.

			Three paragraphs into Xavier’s Wikipedia page, Steven’s face swims unbidden into my mind. My heart lurches, a ship passing through an unexpected squall. I lean back against Amina’s pink cushioned headboard and close my eyes. My plan to keep nonfootball stuff out of my mind worked for a few hours of the most intensive googling, but he’s broken through my ramshackle defenses and now here he is, looming large before me. It’s the same scene it’s been for the last several days, his pathetic little shrug of goodbye as he left our apartment for the last time. As I breathe deep and wait for my heart palpitations to settle, my right hand finds my left, fingers idly twisting the engagement ring that is no longer there. My finger feels naked without it; I wonder how long that will last.

			I zone out and stare at Amina’s wall, my eyes landing on a faded poster of a boy band called Westlife. They’re the epitome of late ’90s fashion, all frosted tips and center parts and matching white outfits, slightly less handsome versions of their American contemporaries. Looking at them is far more pleasant than picturing Steven’s stupid fucking face, but I can’t seem to shake him. And even though it’s past midnight, I won’t—can’t—let memories of my failed relationship be my last waking thoughts.

			Instead, I type in the final name on the list: Lachlan Ramsay. His Wikipedia page loads, and as I see him, something twists inside me: It’s the guy from the parking lot. The picture is him with one arm raised, pointing at something and yelling. His authority seems to march straight out of the internet and into the bedroom. It makes me want to sit up straight, take out the garbage, help an old lady cross the street. It makes me want to…well, let’s just say it’s the kind of look that makes me want to do anything he says. But despite all that, it doesn’t do him justice. It doesn’t capture the sharp, staggering angles of his cheekbones, or the light eyes that twinkle with mischief right above them. It doesn’t convey the easygoing air or the quick wit. It doesn’t do enough to explain why my mind has drifted back to him time and time again in the eight hours since we sort of met.

			I devour his Wikipedia like it’s my last meal on earth, and I learn the following things: Lachlan Ramsay is from Scotland, hence the delicious accent. He’s thirty-two years old, and unless football is different from the other sports I follow, that means he’s probably past his prime. So I guess we have that in common, as I’m definitely feeling like day-old bread these days. He’s a midfielder at a team in Madrid but actually started his career at Mersey. That’s cool—there might be an angle there, about his homecoming. Over the course of his career, he’s scored a couple dozen goals; something about Ramsay’s gravitas makes me think he’s more of a playmaker than one of the flashy, goal-scoring strikers Amina talked about. Like a general marshaling the troops rather than, I don’t know, the best sniper in the army? I shrug off the analogy, the military being perhaps the one field more opaque to me than professional football.

			I slide my finger over the trackpad and hover over the table of contents, clicking on the Personal Life section—famously the best part of anybody’s Wiki. My stomach clenches again as I read the brief paragraph about his childhood. I won’t let my eyes skip ahead, though I’m certain I saw the word married down there. What are the odds it says, “Lachlan Ramsay is not married but is romantically interested in recently dumped American social media managers in tragic polyester pantsuits”? Because this could be a make-or-break moment for old Abby McIntyre…. As if performing for an audience of Amina’s childhood dolls, I mutter little comments here and there as I inch my way down, reading about the charities he’s involved in, his older sister who’s a nurse, and his parents (Moira and Michael). I actually say out loud, “Oh, that’s interesting!” when I read that his family runs a restaurant in his hometown of Oban, but then I can’t prolong the charade any further. I reach the last line of the section: “In June 2016, Ramsay married Claire Walker, whom he has known since childhood.”

			Well, that’s it, then. My momentary, fantastical, completely unrealistic dreams of marrying Lachlan Ramsay are dashed almost as soon as they’ve arisen. I snap my fingers at the dolls. “Aw, shucks, ladies. So close.” Claire and Lachlan got married right around the time I met Steven; hopefully that whole relationship thing is working out better for them than it did for us. But I’m a masochist, so instead of letting the fantasy completely die, I google Claire, like I need to see what I’m up against. And okay, yeah, she’s gorgeous. But what makes it even worse is that she also seems really normal. It would be one thing if she were some untouchable goddess, but she’s just…a woman. A stunning woman, to be sure, but a woman who probably has stretch marks and acne and bad hair days like the rest of us—though perhaps a little less frequently than some of us. It makes me like him more, seeing her, but it also makes me sad, for reasons I can’t quite pinpoint.

			There’s no time to wallow in these feelings, though. I need to come up with some ideas for social campaigns for these players, and the best my jet-lagged brain can come up with for Lachlan right now is “Lach be a lady tonight”—an assertion not backed up by his Wikipedia page. Clearly it’s time to call it a day. Maybe my brain will reward my newfound obsession by making Lachlan Ramsay the star of tonight’s dreams, rather than replaying the greatest hits of my breakup. It’s a nice thought to cling to as I fall back onto the pillow and into a deep sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			
				
				[image: ]

			I have an office! This is one of the unexpected bonuses of the job—the job I accepted three days ago from Charlotte Collins. I had just about finished drafting a humiliating email to my old boss begging to come back to the Sox when Charlotte called me with the offer. I can’t quite believe it, and I’m not sure she can either. I swear I heard her mutter “an American” as I signed my contract. But I guess my pitches won her over (good thing I left “Lach Ness Monster” on the cutting-room floor). I spent the longest on Lachlan’s, playing up the homecoming angle. I found a number of photos and videos of him in his tween and teen years, playing first for local teams in Scotland and then for Mersey’s own Academy. I spliced them together into a montage, then thought it would be a nice touch to have a song from a Scottish band playing in the background. After wading into some extremely opinionated Reddit threads about Scottish music, I chose a band called Biffy Clyro, who are apparently pretty big in the U.K. but who I’d never heard of. Absolutely absurd name, but their sound was perfect for the video. For the final clip, I found an interview where Lachlan says, “I’ve always hoped I’d wear the crimson and white again,” which I faded into a black screen displaying a simple message: Welcome Home.

			I replay the video at my desk; I’m pretty pleased with it. Sure, it’s a bit janky because I had to rip low-quality stuff from YouTube, but it makes me kind of emotional. Watching hours of footage of games and interviews has given me a taste of the passion from the Mersey players and their supporters—it’s intense. It’s almost daunting, really, the idea of jumping onto this team’s bandwagon as a thirty-year-old, rather than as a child. With the Sox, I grew up watching games with my family, so working for them was kind of a dream come true. But Mersey F.C.? There’s a storied history here, one I know nothing about. I’m going to have to earn this fandom.

			The first few days in the job have been a blur—filling out paperwork for my work visa, meeting coworkers, getting oriented to the office. But as much work as there’s been, it’s also quiet. Preseason doesn’t start until July, so the building is mostly empty. Charlotte keeps making vague apologies for it, promising more hustle and bustle when the team returns from their summer break. I don’t mind, though; I have more than enough to catch up on.

			This morning, for instance, I’ve scrolled Football Twitter for so long that my thumbs have started to cramp. But as soon as I put down the phone, a pang of loneliness that had been held at bay bursts through. It comes and goes, triggered by the most random things. Like walking around Liverpool yesterday, trying to get my bearings, I saw a sign outside of a coffee bar that had spelled espresso wrong. In an instant, I was thrown back to a bitterly cold day in the dead of a Boston winter, standing in front of a similarly misspelled sign and agreeing with Steven that despite the fact we couldn’t feel our fingertips, we would refuse to go into the store on principle—until we realized it was the only café in the neighborhood, and we traded in our pedantry for piping-hot mochas.

			It’s strange, though: I don’t feel sad when I think about Steven. It’s just a void, like a faint ringing in an empty room. The hollowed-out remnant of a thing that once was and no longer is. A chalk outline of my life, sprawled on a grimy sidewalk. I almost think sadness would be preferable—at least then I could cry over some Ben & Jerry’s and cut his head out of old photos and do all the things the rom-coms of my childhood taught me to do. But I don’t know how to process the emotional vacuum I’m trapped in. Bridget Jones didn’t show me the way.

			Now I’m deep in a funk, and no amount of googling my new favorite footy crushes will put me right. I have to talk to someone from home. It’s a little after seven a.m. on the East Coast; probably too early for my parents, but Josh might already be in his classroom, tutoring kids before first period, supervising bus arrivals, or generally devoting every waking hour to his students. I open my computer and FaceTime him, crossing my fingers that he’ll respond.

			“Cor blimey!” he says, in the most ludicrous British accent this side of Oscar season. “Is that the queen herself ringing me on the telly?”

			“The telly is the TV, you idiot.” But I can’t stop smiling; it’s like my whole body has warmed up five degrees.

			“Ah, right, right. How the hell are you, Abs? When are you headed back stateside?” He’s all smiles underneath his crown of untidy brown curls, the same boyish grin I’ve (platonically) loved since we were seated next to each other in Mrs. Boothby’s second-grade class.

			“I’ve got good news and bad news.”

			The grin slips. “You got the job. That’s the bad news, you know.”

			“I’ll come back to visit so often, I promise.”

			He smirks. “That’s what all my transcontinental best friends say.”

			I can’t look at him while he’s wearing his sad face, so I speechify while staring at the corridor outside my office door. “I don’t know, Josh. Yeah, it’s crazy that six days after calling off my wedding I quit the Sox and flew across an ocean to a place where I don’t know anyone to work in a sport I don’t follow. But I can’t sit around Boston and carry on with my life like nothing happened. I’ve gotta do something to shake myself out of my funk. So I kind of have to do this, right?” I dart my eyes back to him. “It’s the only way. Clean break. Fresh start.”

			His sigh is sad, but somehow supportive. “No, of course. It’s the right move. I’m really, really happy for you. Just devastated for myself.”

			“Devastating you is, as ever, my only goal in life.”

			“And you’re pretty damn good at it these days.” He wobbles in my screen while he repositions his phone. “When are you coming back to pack up your apartment? Or have you decided to leave it to the raccoons?”

			“I shoved everything I wanted into my car and drove it to my parents’ house before I left. I don’t think I can handle Boston at this point. Not with Steven lurking somewhere in the shadows.”

			“Have you told him you’ve up and moved across the pond?”

			All the warmth from seeing Josh seeps away at the thought of speaking to Steven, and my fingertips go ice cold, like I’ve been plunged into a frozen lake—or a bitter Boston winter, no mochas in sight. “No. We agreed to give up our lease via email and I’m pretty sure I deleted ‘Abby and Steven wedding’ off our shared calendar. If he needs to talk, he knows how to get in touch. Of course, he’s now saved in my phone as ULTIMATE SHITWAD—DO NOT CALL.”

			“I can’t believe you gave him my pet name. You slut.”

			When I laugh, it’s like shrugging off a heavy winter coat on the first day of spring.

			Josh smiles back at me. “Seriously, though, you know Erica can get your stuff and have it packed and shipped to you in ten minutes flat.”

			“With my books arranged in rainbow order to boot.” Erica is Josh’s wife, and I’m not entirely convinced she’s human (I mean that in the best possible way—mostly).

			There’s a tiny pause where Josh looks like he’s deciding whether or not to say something. His smile has gone from rambunctious to sincere, slightly pulled down at the corners. “Hey, Abs, not for nothing, but you sound good. Like you’re almost happy again.”

			His words set off a little tremor in my soul and a burning behind my eyes as I try to fight back tears. “Oof, do I? I don’t feel it.”

			“But this whole new adventure is so exciting.” He’s almost pleading, like he’s trying to convince himself, and, by extension, me.

			“No, I know. It’s great. I am genuinely excited. I just feel…I don’t know.” I wave my hand, hoping to pull my meaning out of the ether. “Putting on my stupid, too-small interview pantsuit last week made me feel really dumpy and sad.”

			Josh’s nostrils flare in annoyance and he purses his lips: It’s his Teacher Look. If I’m not careful, he’ll send me to detention. “I swear, if you start with the whole ‘Flabby Abby’ thing again, I’m hanging up.” Ah, Flabby Abby—a particularly low self-esteem moment from the mid-2010s. “We shoved her in the closet where she was supposed to die a horrible death, remember?”

			“Yes, of course. And I’m not conveying it right.” I fiddle with my bangs. “It’s not about how I look, honestly. My body carried me through some shit, you know? Plus, my boobs look amazing.”

			“Pics or it didn’t happen.” He pumps his eyebrows up and down twice, because despite the fact we’ll always be just friends, he is human.

			“Dream on. But yeah, I don’t know, it’s not Flabby Abby, it’s more like…Shabby Abby. Mentally Drab-by Abby. I feel mired in inertia. Torpid. That’s a word, right?”

			“Yeah, it means ‘lethargic.’ ”

			“It’s very helpful to have an English teacher for a best friend,” I say. “But I spent the last, what, six months? Twelve? However long it was just kind of being a bump on a log, watching my relationship fall apart and not lifting a finger to prevent it because I didn’t want to rock the boat. It’s like I sank into power-save mode. I stopped caring about my job, I was a terrible friend—no, don’t give me that face: I know I was shitty.”

			“You were depressed.”

			“I’m not sure we’re ready to use the past tense there, but yeah. Even if we exempt the whole Steven situation from the conversation, I was just coasting. I mean, do you remember what my mom was like last Thanksgiving? Dropping Jupiter-sized hints about how maybe it was time for a change in my life and maybe wedding planning would be good for me because it would give me something important to focus on and maybe Kyle or Dustin could find me a new job, and on and on and on?”

			“Well, you’re obviously the black sheep of the family, what with your high-pressure, award-winning media job with the most respected baseball team in America.” He rolls his eyes. “Could you be more of a disappointment?”

			I laugh. “I know, right? How do they even deign to sit with me? But, like, despite being about as subtle as a hand grenade, she had a point. I mean, when I told my boss at the Sox I was leaving, she almost seemed relieved. She told me she thought I’d been unhappy for a while but she never knew what to do about it because all the work was still getting done. So yeah, I took this job for a lot of reasons, not all of them related to ULTIMATE SHITWAD—DO NOT CALL. I’m on this new adventure and I feel like I want to do more to shake off the funk. This is my chance to really start over. Figure out what I want. What I really want.”

			“So—tell me what you want, what you really, really want.”

			I smile, even though he’s better than that joke. “Josh, even the Spice Girls knew that self-actualization takes more than a week.”

			“Okay, okay, fair point. So what are you going to do about it?”

			“I don’t know. Take a dance class, maybe. Or meditate. Or find a therapist. Get myself moving in one way or another, physically or mentally or emotionally.”

			I can tell I’m chipping away at Josh’s skepticism. “Okay, I like this. Maybe you could train for a marathon.” He and Erica are both runners and have spent a solid decade trying to persuade me to go for jogs with them, as if my lungs could sustain more than thirty seconds of that torture. This train of thought must be derailed before they send me a care package of blister pads and protein bars and those tiny running shorts that immediately get wedged in your crack.

			“Lower those expectations: I’ll be happy if I can commit to a weekly yoga class.”

			“The team probably has a pretty good gym you can use, at least.”

			“Sure, we’re allowed to use the, like, C-Team Auxiliary Gym Annex after 11:30 p.m., provided there isn’t an actual footballer within a ten-mile radius of the building.”

			“Well, they can’t have your germs getting all over the team’s machines—they might catch your enervation, your indolence, your hebetude.”

			“Stop showing off, Merriam and/or Webster.”

			“Now you’re just being Crabby Abby,” he says with a smirk.

			“How many more you got?”

			“Just ‘Gabby Abby,’ but I’ll save that for when I want to kick you off the phone.” His eyes go out of focus as he looks away from the camera, then back. “Which, conveniently, is right now. Call me later, or even better, come back to Boston for a bit so we can say goodbye—and maybe also so I can slash the tires on the moving truck or call in a bomb threat to the airport or have one of your sainted brothers issue a proclamation declaring you’re forbidden from leaving. Pip pip cheerio, Top of the Pops, tea and biscuits!” He blinks out of view.

			I stare at my reflection in the black screen, somewhat obscured by smudges. I hadn’t expected to go into so much detail about my revitalization plan. When Josh tells Erica, she’ll put together a customized exercise routine, plus find me the best meditation coach in Liverpool and a private knitting tutor and cooking classes with a Michelin-starred chef and all manner of other incredibly kind and helpful things, and I won’t have the heart to tell her to stand down. Her enthusiasm is admirable but in this case misplaced. I love my friends and I love my family—emotional shrapnel notwithstanding—but I need to do this myself. I need to steer my own ship out of murky waters. The years of accumulated stress are weighing on my shoulders, seeping into my very marrow and making everything feel heavy, even my own pathetic bones. Bones that did nothing to prevent their body’s life from falling apart. Bones that couldn’t even be stirred to save a failing engagement.

			I will make a plan. I will. I will reboot my life like a phoenix rising from the ashes, or at the very least like a…chicken emerging from a mound of dirt. But I can’t get started on any rebirth plans quite yet because there’s a knock on my office door. “Excuse me, do you know where I can find Charlotte Collins?” The man’s voice is lyrical and rich, a warm Scottish burr that ever so lightly trills the R in “Charlotte.”

			Lachlan Ramsay is at my door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four
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			“Holy shit, you’re Lachlan Ramsay.” I shoot out of my chair like the president has just walked into the room. And quite frankly, I’m more excited than if he actually had.

			The extremely handsome international superstar in my doorway pulls a ridiculous face that does nothing to diminish his looks. “Damn, did they put my name on all my shirts?” He turns around to look at his back like a dog chasing its tail.

			“No, I’ve just been staring at pictures of you for about seventeen hours straight, so seeing you in three dimensions is kind of disorienting.”

			“Hmm, creepy?”

			My face goes bright red and I smash my bangs down, as if they could conceal my embarrassment. “Sorry, yes, not my best opening line there.” But how could I not be supremely awkward at a time like this? The Lachlan Ramsay is here, in my office. Mersey announced the signing the day I took the job. He’s the man the club paid £30 million to get back, the man who’s going to lead them out of their prolonged slump. The prodigal son returned. He’s here, lithe and toned and just as captivating as he was in the parking lot. He’s here, and he’s not wearing his wedding ring. Not that I’m letting myself get carried away or anything—though it is strange, since I’ve definitely seen pictures of him wearing it during the aforementioned hours of googling.

			He narrows his eyes. “Hang on, you’re the girl from the car park. The Riddlemaster.”

			“Congrats, you finally solved one.”

			He laughs. “You know, I asked Matilda if she knew who you were, but she hadn’t even seen you standing there. Made me start to doubt my sanity, so I’m extremely glad that you exist.”

			It’s a throwaway comment, but it fizzes inside my chest like a pinwheel. I’m extremely glad that you exist. I manage to stop myself from blurting, “You too!”—for some reason, the gods have given me a second chance at a first impression, and I don’t want to squander it.

			“And I’m extremely glad I didn’t know who you were then,” I say. “Because I would have been even more awkward, if you can possibly imagine that.”

			“You’re selling yourself short. ‘Maybe one day, but maybe never’—compelling stuff. Sphinx-like. I turned it over and over in my mind for days.” He leans against my doorframe. “I take it you got the job, then?”

			“No, I broke into this office to google you. Faster internet. And more magazines to cut out the ransom note lettering.”

			“Ah, yes, let’s get back to this.” He taps a finger on his chin. “Explain the extra-firm hold I seem to have on you.”

			“Well, I do actually work here.”

			“So does the geezer who washes the towels, and he’s not stuffing a tiny Lachlan Ramsay voodoo doll with my hair.”

			“Not that you know of.”

			“That’s a good—and terrifying—point.”

			“But really, it’s just that I’m brand-new—to the club and the country and, if I’m being honest, the entire sport—so I’ve been cramming trying to memorize everyone’s faces. You’re my first celebrity sighting.”

			“You’ve set the bar for ‘celebrity’ pretty low there,” he says.

			“Yeah, but it turns out none of the Beatles live in Liverpool anymore.”

			“Sellouts!”

			“I know. So, underwhelming though it may be, that means you’re the best I’ve got. I wish I had something for you to sign so I could frame it and hang it up like bars do with the first dollars they ever earn.”

			He pushes himself off the doorframe and steps into the office, bracing his hands on the back of the chair opposite my desk. “Bars? Dollars? Does the club know they’ve hired a Yank?”

			“As is customary for all Americans, I did fly in to my interview on a bald eagle.”

			His mouth hitches into a wry smile. “Always so subtle, you people.” He rummages in his pocket. “But you want me to sign something, and I can’t disappoint my fans—at least, not until they see me play. Do you have a pen?”

			I toss him a Sharpie.

			“Perfect. Now, I’m fresh out of notes—that first paycheck hasn’t landed yet, you know—but hopefully this will do.” He’s found a pound coin and is pinching it carefully between two fingers. “What’s your name, Riddlemaster?”

			“Abby McIntyre.”

			He flicks his eyes up from the coin. “You Scottish, McIntyre?” he asks, rolling the “r” extra hard.

			“Historically, maybe, but my family came to America a million years ago, so it doesn’t count. But get me drunk and I promise I’ll do a better accent than Mel Gibson in Braveheart.”

			I might be imagining it, but it looks like his cheeks flush pink. There’s definitely an extra little twinkle in his eyes. “Now that I would like to see.” He finishes scribbling and flicks the coin to me.

			I turn it over to see a black scrawl resembling exactly nothing. “Already smeared. Consider me disappointed.”

			“Damn. That’s one less shirt the club sells. Or is it one fewer? I don’t suppose you’re the club’s resident grammarian?”

			“Worse: I’m the new social media manager. But, for the record, it’s ‘fewer.’ ”

			“Ah, fuck, social media? So this whole exchange is going to end up on Twitter?”

			“Not unless you say something interesting.”

			“Damn, a devastating reply from the Yank!”

			He’s still grinning, still sparkling, but all the blood drains from my face and our rapid-fire exchange grinds to a screeching halt. Seriously, what am I doing, talking to this man like this? I’ve gotten so carried away by the banter that I’ve forgotten the cardinal rule of working for a professional sports team: Do not piss off the athletes. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. That just slipped out. I promise, you are the most interesting thing that has happened to me all day. Week. Millennium.”

			“Well now, that’s just sad.”

			“After the Spice Girls broke up, it was always going to be downhill for me.”

			“Preaching to the choir there, my friend.”

			“Seriously, though, I’m so sorry I said that, Mr. Ramsay.”

			“If you apologize again, I will tell your boss, just as soon as you help me find her. I’ll not tell you the punishment for calling me Mr. Ramsay again, but it may or may not involve a boat back to the Colonies.”

			All right, good, he’s not actually pissed. “To save you time, let me have a quick look at my contract to see if insulting the players makes it more or less likely I’ll be fired on my third day.”

			“Actually, I think it’s more or fewer likely.”

			I laugh. “Okay, that’s a good one.” We stand there in silence for a minute and I’m not sure what to do. He’s looking at me funny, with a weird sort of gleam in his eyes, and my knees are beginning to feel distinctively gelatinous. I clear my throat and pretend to notice something important on my computer screen, because anything is better than being on the receiving end of that piercing, curious gaze. “So anyway, you were looking for Charlotte?”

			He blinks. “Oh, uh, yeah. We’re supposed to be meeting, but I’m still finding my way around the gaff. It’s all changed from when I was last here.” He moves back to hover in my doorway.

			“You’re close, don’t worry. Just go back down the hall, take your first left, and she’s in the office on the corner. Do you think you can handle that, or do you want me to find you some breadcrumbs to mark a trail?”

			He laughs again, then narrows his eyes and cocks his head. It’s like he’s appraising me, like I’m a shirt he might want to buy. He looks on the verge of saying something but just closes his mouth, nods, and knocks twice on the doorframe before setting off down the hall.

			I go back to Football Twitter with a smile tugging up the corners of my mouth. All of a sudden, I’m a little less hollow.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five
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			The days continue to speed by in a blur, the sensation aided by the fact that I’m still doing my football crash course. It’s like learning a foreign language while also living in the foreign country—and honestly, with how thick some of these accents are in Liverpool, that may as well be the case. But I’m keeping my head above water. For instance, in a meeting with reps from Nike, I learned that what I would call a jersey or a uniform is, in this sport, a shirt, a strip, or a kit, but that kit can also be used for all the accoutrements as a whole (like cleats, which are called boots, and balls, which are thankfully still balls).

			On Friday, after my last meeting of the day, I return to my office to find a large envelope postmarked from Boston waiting for me. When I open it, out falls a piece of paper folded several times over that opens up to display an elaborate, hand-drawn chart entitled “THE REN-AB-SANCE: ABBY’S GUIDE TO RE-FINDING HAPPINESS.” There’s a Post-it stuck underneath the title: “Dearest Abby, All good quests require good maps. We’ve made this one in the hopes it helps you find what you’re looking for. Love you lots, Erica & Josh.”

			The chart has three columns: MOVE BODY, MOVE MIND, and MOVE SOUL. Underneath each is a checklist of fifteen or twenty items, written in Erica’s meticulous hand and annotated with Josh’s doodles. Some of the items are obvious: Walk a mile, make a new friend, meditate for ten minutes. Some are more whimsical: Buy something you never thought you’d wear. Choreograph a dance routine to Duran Duran. Befriend a local rapscallion. Some are aspirational, to put it mildly: Cook a seven-course meal. Go skydiving. Fall in love.

			I run my fingers along the columns of activities and it’s so easy to picture Josh and Erica at their kitchen counter, brainstorming activities to kick-start me out of my funk. I imagine Erica’s initial draft was a series of longer and longer running distances culminating in a full Ironman, whereas Josh’s probably ran more toward the “Make a wish on a falling star” end of the spectrum. But because they are such wonderful complements to each other, the final product is absolutely perfect. I’m seized by a sudden burst of emotion, a short and sharp burning sensation that starts in my chest and escapes in a solitary sob. It’s not exactly sadness—it’s hard to be sad in the face of such thoughtful friends—but I can’t really describe it. Concentrated loneliness mixed with a dash of excitement—what would we call that? Ex-sad-ment?

			I’ve been spending a lot of time thinking about loneliness and the different shapes it takes. This is a new one, and it fits nicely alongside the others I’ve recently added to my collection: the loneliness of being alone in a crowded room, the loneliness of watching two people in love bicker about taking the trash out, the loneliness of Netflix asking if you’re still watching Parks and Recreation (for the hundredth time).

			The loneliness of knowing that everyone who cares about you is an ocean away.

			Josh keeps pressing me to come home for a weekend; I think he and my mom are in cahoots, because every few days I get a text from one of them with a picture of Fenway or Harvard Yard or sailboats on the Charles. My friends from the Sox are also maintaining a persistent pressure: I left in such a hurry that all I could do was go out for one last, rushed cocktail with whoever was around. I know they all mean well and just want to have a proper goodbye, but my mad dash for the exit was kind of intentional. In that hazy, miserable fog after the breakup, momentum was the only thing keeping me going. If I had stopped for one second to think, to explain myself, to say goodbye, the whole effort would have fallen apart. And though I’m perhaps marginally more stable now, I’m still not ready. I can’t stop picturing myself standing in front of the departure gate at Logan, unable to board the flight back to Liverpool. Unable to return to this life I’ve started to build out of Scotch tape and dreams and denial. Was it utter foolishness to start from scratch, away from everything and everyone I’ve ever known and loved? Is this the world’s most unusual game of conflict avoidance? It’s entirely possible, but too late to back out now.

			I check my watch; it’s past seven and my work is done, but all that awaits me outside of these walls is some reheated lamb curry, an uncomfortable twin bed, and the all-too-familiar frosted tips of the Westlife boys. The Iqbals are away for the weekend, so literally the only thing on my calendar is a phone call with my parents—well, that and all the unscheduled bouts of depression that pop up when I think about the state of my life.

			No. I can’t face all that nothingness just yet. I guess that means it’s time to get cracking on the list. The first box under MOVE BODY is simple: Walk a mile. Easy. In a fit of optimism last week, I hauled a gym bag into my office, full of the very best athleisure fashion. I do an aggressively casual stroll through the Comms Department to make sure all my coworkers have left, because the thought of Charlotte Collins seeing me in pink tortoiseshell running tights fills me with existential dread. When I’m sure the coast is clear, I head down to the gym. Like every one I’ve ever been in, it’s full of machines I have no earthly idea how to use
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