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  Chapter 1
Old Ties, New Problems


My hands are in a serious, committed relationship with a stranger’s thigh. They’ve been seeing each other for thirty minutes. I think it’s getting serious, but I’m trying not to be clingy. I should have been home an hour ago, but this poor guy showed up with a leg full of tightness and a smile full of hope, and now here I am, massaging until my arms fall off. Or until he proposes, whichever comes first.  
“Feel better yet?” I ask, flashing my most charming I’m-About-to-Die-Of-Exhaustion grin.
The high school quarterback grunts, a sound somewhere between relief and imminent death. “It’s definitely loosening up.”
“That’s what they all say.” I move to finish the last few passes over his hamstring, wondering if he’s feeling this much relief, maybe he’d be willing to come over to my place and massage my aching spirit back to life. I push that daydream away, focusing on the rubber-band leg I’m currently resuscitating.
“All right,” I say, giving the kid a friendly pat. “You’re good to go. Don’t forget to stretch.”
He gets up, wobbling like a newborn deer, but manages to look cheerful about it. “Thanks, Riley! You’re the best!”
I watch him limp out. He has no idea how lucky he is. The only stretching I’m doing tonight is the glorious face-plant onto my mattress. The problem with working in sports therapy is that you’re surrounded by people who always seem to have their lives together. Or at least, better together than mine.
I peel off my gloves and toss them into the trash. My lower back protests as I straighten up, groaning under my breath. I start tidying up, the therapy center still buzzing like someone slipped caffeine pills into the water cooler. The other therapists chat and call out instructions, towels are flying, and it’s all happening under the motivational gaze of at least four massive posters telling us to PUSH IT TO THE LIMIT. I feel my life pushing past its own limit and I’m not sure I’m inspirational-poster-level prepared for what’s next. Especially the Hart Family Reunion: Extended Edition. 
“Riiileeeey.” Megan’s voice cuts through my panic attack in progress. Her head pops up over the partition like a grinning gopher. “Aren’t you excited about this weekend?”
“You mean excited for the long overdue sleep I’m not having?” I give the massage table one last disinfectant-swipe.
She smirks, folding her arms. “I meant your family reunion! It is this weekend, right?”
“Unfortunately.”
“You bringing anyone to fend off the matchmaking mob this time?”
I snort. “I’m going to go with Aunt Lorraine’s gluten-free blind date casserole.”
She laughs, and it’s clear she’s getting too much enjoyment out of my predicament. “You think this is the year you finally bring a boyfriend? Or are you just gonna smuggle out leftovers again?”
I chuckle, but my nerves twitch beneath the sound. I keep moving, pretend-busy, hoping she’ll drop it and I won’t have to think about how Riley Hart, perennial spinster, is going to survive three days with relatives whose hobbies include gossiping match-making. 
Instead, she follows me to the clock-out station, merciless. “C’mon, what happened to that guy from last year? With the receding hairline and the khakis?”
“You mean Mr. ‘Really Likes Long Walks on the Beach’?” 
She hoots, poking my shoulder. “There’s gotta be some eligible bachelor you can drag along. What about that guy from the gym? He was cute.”
“Which one?”
“The one you called a ‘terrible mistake.’” 
“Oh, him. He went pro in passive aggression.”
Megan laughs, but the joke tastes sour on my tongue. I already know how this is going to go: endless rounds of “When are you settling down?” and “Have you met my neighbor’s son?” and “You’re not getting any younger, sweetie.” The thought alone makes me want to crawl under my desk.
The ribbing continues, and I pretend to enjoy it as much as I can when my sense of dread is growing larger than Grandma Jean’s prize-winning petunias. Megan means well, bless her coupled-off heart, but I know she’s secretly fascinated by my perennial singledom. Every reunion gets more embarrassing, more pitying looks from relatives who already think I’m a hopeless case because I prefer muscle rubs to romantic hugs.
I push the glass door open, stepping into the fresh, humiliating night. The conversation has curled itself around my chest, making it hard to breathe or think of anything else. Everyone expects me to show up with a boyfriend, and it’s like being assigned a term paper when you’ve been skipping class all semester. 
I head toward my car, trying not to imagine Aunt Lorraine’s expression when she catches me alone at the dinner table. Her eyes will go wide, mouth already starting to open with disappointment wrapped in cheer, and she’ll pull out that awful surprise-bachelor trap. It’s always someone “adorable” with “good manners” and “excellent earning potential.” And I’m supposed to be thrilled by it all.
I toss my bag into the backseat and collapse into the driver’s seat, which feels like a cotton-candy-cloud compared to the medieval torture device of a massage table. I start the engine, and the dashboard glows back at me like a knowing smirk. 
Everyone will be there, and I can already hear the chorus: “Where’s your special someone, Riley?” It’s practically a family anthem. It’d almost be funny if I weren’t living it. 
The streetlights whip past as I head to the gym. I should be going home, giving my body and brain the nap they’re craving. But there’s this anxious itch just beneath my skin, and I need to sweat it out before the looming Hart Olympics. I make a list in my head: 1) survive relatives. 2) survive everything Cousin Jake. 3) avoid the “married by thirty?” ultimatum for one more year. 
But seriously, maybe I should just find the first willing guy on the street and beg him to be my fake boyfriend. What’s the worst that could happen? I roll my eyes at myself, knowing I’m too much of a chicken to even consider it. Maybe Megan was right. Maybe I should have clung to Mr. Khaki and just gotten it over with. 

      ***The first thing I notice is his shoulders, broad and familiar. I think maybe I’m imagining it, my desperation conjuring up phantoms from gym equipment. But then he turns, and it’s Beckett Cole, looking like a damn magazine cover. He’s tanned, broader in the shoulders, and wearing a baseball cap backward like he always used to when we were teenagers. There’s a healing brace on his knee—probably the reason he’s back in town instead of tearing up the NFL field. And somehow, he still manages to look like trouble wrapped in charm. It’s like he’s stepped right out of my memory, only sharper and hotter and more real than any old daydream could be.
I freeze, dumbfounded, my pulse doing a panicked tap dance. It’s been ages since I last saw him, and seeing him here, in the gym, feels like a hit of nostalgia so strong it’s almost illegal. He looks the same, but more. Taller, cockier, and so magnetic I’m worried my workout session will be just my heart sprinting toward him. 
I’ve got my hand on a towel rack, trying to remember how to breathe like a normal human, when he glances up from the weight bench. There’s a split second where I think he might not recognize me—I’ve seen that kind of thing in movies, but it feels far too cruel for real life—then his face breaks into that signature, lopsided grin. 
“Riley Hart. Shoulda known I’d find you here.”
His voice carries across the room, drowning out the clang of metal and the testosterone-fueled grunting. He stands, all six foot whatever of pure cockiness, and I have to blink twice to make sure I’m not having a heatstroke-induced hallucination.
I raise an eyebrow, channeling calm I don’t actually possess. “Beckett Cole. Don’t you have some cheering crowds to get back to?”
“Still running from your problems in the gym, I see,” he drawls, swaggering over. He gives me the once-over, and it’s like no time has passed at all. Except it has. Enough for him to go from college star to full-on NFL sensation. And me? Enough to remain disappointingly single and too scared to confess what I never could back when he left.
“Still chasing me around, huh?” he teases, that playful light in his steel-blue eyes that used to keep me up at night.
I snort. “Only because you’re so slow with that busted knee.”
He laughs, and the sound wraps around me, pulling me back to easier times, times when family pressure wasn’t a neon sign flashing above my head. 
“Surprised to see you,” he admits, and for a moment I think I catch a flicker of something softer in his eyes. But with Becket, who’s been the ultimate crush since I was old enough to know what a crush was, it’s hard to tell what’s real and what’s my hopeful imagination.
“Ditto,” I say. “I figured you’d be too big-time for this place.”
He grins, shrugging, and even that’s enough to make me weak in the knees. “Trying to get back in shape after the injury,” he explains. “I hear you give a mean hamstring massage.”
The banter’s easy, natural, and it feels like slipping into a favorite hoodie. We talk about my work, his training, dance around why he hasn’t called when he’s been back in town long enough to know about my legendary therapy skills.
“I thought you forgot about us little people,” I say, arms crossed, but I’m smiling like a lovesick teenager who just caught a glimpse of the lead singer at a concert.
“Forget you?” He shakes his head, mock horror on his face. “I could never. Especially not when I’ve got a permanent reminder of you.” 
He pulls a small, plastic football keychain out of his pocket, dangling it like evidence. It’s the one I gave him when we were fifteen, just before the last game of the season. It’s meant as a joke—lucky charm for a guy who had it all. But it turned into more when I could never bring myself to say the words I wanted to say most: I’m crazy about you, Beckett Cole.
I laugh, touched and surprised and maybe a little swoony. “Wow. Thought that thing would’ve disintegrated by now.”
“It’s more durable than you’d think,” he says, the words feeling like they mean something else, but I can’t be sure. This is how it’s always been with him—flirty, funny, but never quite serious enough for me to be sure it’s not all in my head.
“You haven’t changed a bit,” he says.
“Neither have you,” I counter.
The talk turns to easier subjects, like how the last time I saw him was at his draft party and how he probably didn’t even notice I was there among all the admirers. 
“Are you kidding?” His voice lowers a bit, suddenly more earnest. “I always notice you.”
My heart stumbles. I want to believe him. I really do. 
Before I can spiral too deeply into my inner melodrama, he flashes another grin and the moment lightens. We pick up the teasing where we left off, trading jabs and insults and everything I’ve missed. And for a few sweet minutes, it’s like nothing else exists. No family reunion, no fake boyfriend dilemma, just Beckett and me and the world we used to live in, where the biggest worry was whether or not his high school team would make the playoffs.
“Don’t be a stranger, okay?” he says as we part, more earnest now. “I’ve missed this.”
I nod, my throat tight with words I can’t seem to find. “Yeah,” I manage, and it sounds dumb even to me. 
He jogs back to the weight room, but not before flashing one last smile. I feel it like a jolt straight to the heart. I watch him go, my chest tight with things unspoken, my limbs loose with things finally put at ease. 
It’s not until he’s gone that I realize I’m grinning like an idiot. 
The phone screen lights up, and it’s as if Aunt Lorraine is right there, beaming with matrimonial joy and dipping me in overwhelming pressure like chocolate on a strawberry. Her text reads: “Can’t wait to see your special someone!” The mental image of my family’s delighted faces makes me want to pull the fire alarm and skip town. 
I read the message again, each word bigger than the last, just as I hear Megan’s voice calling out to me. My stomach flips, my heart races, and suddenly this gym feels like a vortex of wedding bells and casseroles and relatives I’d rather not face. 
“Hey
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