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  Dedication


Romcom dedications are usually sweet, slightly funny, or focused on anxiety/love. 
For everyone who overthinks the text message, spirals at 2 AM, and needs a reminder that you are not "too much."
And for the best friends who catch us before we even know we’re falling.
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  Chapter 1: The Pitch That Goes Sideways


POV: Tessa 
I was going to be fine.
Totally, completely, unquestionably fine.
The fact that I'd been standing outside PulsePoint Fitness Studio for three full minutes, giving myself a pep talk while pretending to check my phone, was perfectly normal pre-pitch behavior. Professional, even. Strategic pausing.
Not panic.
My reflection stared back at me from the glass doors—dark hair twisted into a bun that had lasted approximately forty-five minutes before staging a partial escape, blazer over my "lucky" purple workout tank (lucky because I'd worn it to exactly one successful client meeting eight months ago and now I was emotionally dependent on it), leggings that I hoped projected "I understand your brand" rather than "I gave up on real pants in 2023."
The laptop bag cutting into my shoulder contained three weeks of work. Market analysis. Competitor research. A social media strategy that could legitimately save this place, assuming I didn't freeze mid-sentence and forget how to form words in front of other humans.
Again.
My last agency presentation tried to claw its way into my consciousness—twelve executives, one CEO with his arms crossed, and me standing there with my brain short-circuiting like someone had pulled my power cord. The memory came with full sensory detail: the conference room's aggressive air conditioning, the taste of coffee gone sour in my mouth, the horrible stretching silence after I'd stopped talking and couldn't remember how to start again.
"That was over a year ago," I whispered to my reflection. "You're different now. You have control. You have boundaries. You have—"
A stress-induced coffee habit that probably violated several health guidelines and a tendency to give pep talks to inanimate objects, apparently.
"Okay, printer." I patted my laptop bag. "Don't betray me today. We're going in."
The door swung open before I could touch it.
A blast of sound hit me first—voices layered over each other, someone laughing, music playing from somewhere deeper in the building. Then the smell: that specific gym combination of eucalyptus, rubber flooring, and the faint salt-sweet scent of previous effort.
But the space itself stopped me mid-step.
PulsePoint looked like someone had taken an industrial warehouse and decided to make it feel like home. Hardwood floors worn smooth in the center where feet hit most often. Exposed brick walls that had probably been "discovered" during renovation, now strung with string lights that definitely weren't regulation but made everything glow warm. Large windows let in afternoon sun that caught dust motes drifting through the air, turning them into tiny constellations.
The inspirational quotes on the walls weren't the usual corporate nonsense—no "Live Laugh Lift" or "Pain is Weakness Leaving the Body." Instead: "You're already enough, we're just here to help you feel it" and "Healing isn't linear and neither are our class schedules."
I'd seen it during my consultation visit last week, but it still did something to my chest. Made me want this to work.
The front desk sat empty, but voices carried from the main studio space where I could see a cluster of people gathered near the sound system.
"—absolutely not canceling the noon class, Remy. I have six people signed up and I already promised them my heart-opening flow—"
"Jada, I understand, but the AC is making that noise again and if we don't get it looked at before summer—"
"I'm just saying, if we moved the kettlebells to the west wall, the afternoon light wouldn't—"
I approached the edge of the group, trying to catch someone's attention without interrupting what might be a critical operational discussion or possibly a very passionate argument about interior design.
That's when I saw Luke.
He stood apart from the cluster, arms crossed loosely over his chest, weight shifted onto one leg in that way he did when he was listening carefully but hadn't decided his input was necessary yet. He'd clearly just finished a training session—grey t-shirt with dark patches at the collar, joggers, hair sticking up slightly where he'd run his hand through it. His attention was on the conversation, head tilted just enough that I could see him tracking each speaker, probably cataloging who needed what and how he could help.
Of course he was.
My nervous system did its stupid, Pavlovian thing where it immediately decided everything was going to be okay because Luke was here. Like his presence was a shortcut past my anxiety's security system.
He turned, scanning the room, and his eyes found mine.
His whole face changed. The careful observer expression dissolved into something brighter, warmer, relieved in a way that made no sense because he'd known I was coming. We'd texted about it this morning. He'd sent me a gif of a woman power-posing in a suit and the words "that's you today."
"Tess." He said my name like he'd been waiting for me, then crossed the space between us in four long strides.
"Hey." I lifted my hand in what was meant to be a casual wave but came out more like a weird salute, which I regretted the instant my arm moved. "I'm here for my pitch meeting with Remy? I can wait if there's—"
"You're right on time." His voice dropped lower, just for me. "How're you doing?"
It was the real question. Not the polite version. The one that meant: are you spiraling? Do you need a minute? Should I create a distraction so you can breathe?
"Medium-fine," I said. "Fine-adjacent."
His mouth twitched. "Want me to stay for the pitch?"
Yes. Obviously yes. Having Luke in the room was like having subtitles for my own anxiety—he could read my tells, knew when to jump in with a question if I got stuck, understood that sometimes I just needed someone to look at me like I wasn't actively failing.
But I couldn't keep using him as an emotional support human.
"I'll be okay," I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt.
Luke studied me for a beat longer, then nodded. "You're going to be great."
"You don't know that."
"I know you."
Before I could figure out how to respond to that, a man broke away from the group—wire-rimmed glasses, runner's watch, stress radiating off him in visible waves. Remy Chen, owner and operator, whose face I recognized from our video consultation.
"Tessa, hi—sorry, we're just having a minor situation—" He pushed his glasses up his nose, and I noticed his hand was shaking slightly. This man needed a vacation. Or maybe just eight hours of uninterrupted sleep.
"The AC is dying," supplied a tall woman with long braids and neon pink workout gear. She looked at me with undisguised curiosity. "And you're the marketing genius who's going to save us?"
"I don't know about genius—" I started.
"She's great," Luke said, with the kind of casual certainty that did something weird to my chest. Not butterflies. More like my heart tripped over its own rhythm.
"You want to use the office?" Luke asked Remy, already moving like he was going to clear space for us.
"Yes, let's—" Remy started.
A sound interrupted him. Not quite a crash. More like the acoustic announcement that gravity had opinions about someone's life choices.
We all turned.
A toddler—maybe three years old, purple leggings, hair in two pom-pom pigtails, expression of pure chaotic joy—barreled into the main studio at what could only be described as full toddler speed. Which was faster than it had any right to be.
Behind her, like planets following a very small, very determined sun, medicine balls rolled in multiple directions.
"EMMA!" A woman's voice echoed from somewhere in the back hallway. "Emma, sweetie, come back to Mommy's class!"
Emma had discovered freedom. Emma was not coming back.
She reached for another medicine ball on the rack—this one roughly the size of her torso—and grabbed it with both hands.
"Oh no—" Remy lunged forward.
The medicine ball tipped.
Then fell.
Then knocked into three others like the world's least graceful domino setup.
I watched in slow-motion horror as weighted balls scattered across the studio floor—some heading for the mirrors, one making a dedicated break for the front desk, two more rolling with clear intent toward what looked like very expensive sound equipment.
"I'll get the ones by the—" someone started.
Luke was already moving.
He covered the space in three strides, intercepting the sound-system-bound medicine balls with the kind of athletic grace that came from actually understanding how bodies moved through space and time. He redirected them gently toward the wall with his foot, then scooped up Emma in one smooth motion, settling her on his hip like he'd done it a thousand times.
"Hey, tiny human," he said, voice warm and completely unbothered by the chaos. "Those balls are pretty fun, huh?"
Emma stared at him with wide brown eyes, apparently trying to decide if she should cry or continue her chaos campaign.
"But you know what's even more fun?" Luke was already walking toward the hallway where a flustered woman in workout clothes had materialized. "Going back to hang out with your mom. I bet she really misses you."
"Ball," Emma said solemnly, pointing back at the studio with all the gravitas of a judge delivering a verdict.
"The balls will still be here later," Luke promised. "They're not going anywhere. They're terrible at hide-and-seek."
Emma considered this.
"Terrible?" she repeated.
"The worst. Just roll around in plain sight. No strategy."
A tiny giggle escaped her.
I stood frozen by the desk, my pitch meeting temporarily forgotten, watching my best friend charm a toddler with the same steady presence he used when I called him at 2 AM spiraling about whether freelancing was a huge mistake and I should just go back to corporate and accept that I was broken.
The woman—Emma's mom, presumably—rushed forward with an apologetic smile stretched too tight. "I'm so sorry, she's usually not an escape artist, I just turned around for one second—"
"It's totally fine," Luke said, transferring Emma over gently. "Happens all the time."
It absolutely did not happen all the time. But his voice made it sound completely reasonable. Like feral toddlers and rogue medicine balls were just part of a normal Friday afternoon.
The mom mouthed "thank you" and hurried back toward the hallway, Emma waving goodbye over her shoulder.
"Okay." Remy turned to me, pushing his glasses up again. His expression landed somewhere between apologetic and exhausted. "So. Welcome to PulsePoint."
"It's great," I said, because what else could I say? My brain was still trying to process the last ninety seconds. "Very... energetic. Dynamic. Full of life and also physics."
Luke caught my eye across the room, and I could see him fighting a smile. The corner of his mouth twitched.
"Conference room?" Remy suggested, gesturing toward a small glass-walled office space off the main area.
"Perfect." I followed him, very aware of Luke's presence falling into step behind us, and tried to remember my opening line.
Right. Act One: The Problem.
The conference room was small enough that we could probably hear each other's thoughts if we focused. A table, four chairs, a whiteboard with someone's half-erased workout plan, and a window that looked back out at the main studio.
I pulled out my laptop with hands that only shook a little, which felt like a victory.
"So," I started, setting up on the table as Remy settled into a chair and Luke leaned against the doorframe, apparently planning to stay. "I've spent the last few weeks analyzing your current market position, and I have some ideas about how we can turn things around."
Remy leaned forward. Luke went still in that way he did when he was really listening.
I pulled up my first slide.
"PulsePoint: The Studio That Gets It."
"Here's what I think makes you different," I said, clicking forward. "You're not selling transformation. You're not promising anyone they'll look like a fitness model in six weeks if they just drink enough green juice and suffer properly."
Remy's mouth twitched.
"You're selling community," I continued. "Consistency. The feeling that wellness doesn't have to be perfect or Instagram-ready or aesthetically pleasing—it just has to be real. You're saying: come as you are, we'll meet you there."
"That's..." Remy nodded slowly. "Yes. That's exactly what we're trying to do."
"But your marketing doesn't say that." I pulled up screenshots of their current social media—generic gym photos, stock image vibes, captions that could have been copied from literally any fitness studio in a fifty-mile radius. "Your Instagram looks like clip art. Your website copy sounds like every other gym. And your engagement rates suggest that nobody actually cares."
I winced. "Sorry. That came out harsher than I meant it to."
"No, you're right." Remy looked pained but resigned, like he'd been waiting for someone to confirm what he already knew. "I've been trying to manage social media myself, but I don't really know what I'm doing. I keep posting and nothing happens."
"Because you're showing people what you think a fitness studio should look like," I said. "Not what PulsePoint actually is."
I clicked through to my proposed content calendar, and this was the part where I usually started talking too fast, gesturing too much, getting too excited about strategy and data and the way good marketing could make people feel seen.
"What if we showed the real PulsePoint?" The words started coming quicker. "The chaos. The community. Emma escaping from her mom's class and someone like Luke just handling it because that's what you do here—you help. What if we posted the moments that actually make people want to keep coming back?"
I walked them through my ideas. Client testimonials that felt like conversations, not sales pitches. Behind-the-scenes content that showcased the instructors as real humans with personalities and bad jokes and opinions about kettlebell placement. Challenges and promotions that prioritized fun over perfection. A consistent posting schedule. Hashtag research. Community engagement strategies.
I showed them the competitor analysis—all the studios crushing them with their influencer founders and their aesthetic everything and their "wellness as luxury" branding.
"You can't compete with that," I said. "And you shouldn't try. Because the thing is, most people don't actually want that. They just think they're supposed to want it."
Remy was nodding now, really nodding, and I could feel something loosening in my chest.
I was good at this.
I'd forgotten, maybe. In the aftermath of my very public breakdown at my old agency. After three months of barely leaving my apartment. After building myself back up one freelance project at a time, always waiting for the other shoe to drop, for my brain to betray me again.
But I was good at this. At seeing what made a brand special. At finding ways to show it to the world that felt true.
"This is incredible," Remy said when I finished, staring at my final slide like it had personally solved all his problems. "Tessa, this is exactly what we need. This is—I didn't even know this was what we needed, but it is."
"Really?" The word came out too hopeful, too naked, with all my anxiety showing.
"Really." He smiled, and the perpetual worry lines around his eyes softened. "When can you start?"
My brain stuttered. Buffered. Failed to load.
"You... you want to hire me? Like, officially hire me? For the full project?"
"Is that okay? I know we talked about a consultation, but if you're available for ongoing work—"
"Yes." I said it too fast, too loud. "Yes. Absolutely yes. I can start right away. Today. Now. Whenever you need."
"Perfect." Remy stood, offering his hand. "Welcome to the team."
I shook his hand, trying to process the fact that I'd just landed a real contract. A good contract. With a client who understood what I was trying to do, who'd said the word "incredible" about my work, who wasn't looking at me like I might spontaneously combust from stress.
Luke was grinning at me from the doorway, and I felt my face heat up under his gaze.
"Told you," he said simply.
"You did not tell me anything," I argued. "You sent me a gif and used the words 'you got this,' which is not the same as detailed market analysis."
"Didn't need detailed analysis. Already knew you were great."
"Your confidence is annoying."
"My confidence is accurate."
Remy glanced between us, something shifting in his expression that I couldn't quite read. "So you two know each other?"
"Tessa's my best friend," Luke said, like it was the simplest fact in the world. Like it explained everything.
Which maybe it did.
"Well, that's convenient," Remy said. "Luke can help you get oriented, show you where everything is. Actually—" He paused, checking his watch. "Tessa, do you have time today to start familiarizing yourself with our systems? I know it's short notice, but we have a livestream scheduled for this afternoon and it would be great to have you there to observe how we normally handle our social content—"
Livestream.
The word hit me like ice water straight to the spine.
"Wait." My voice came out strange. "What day is it?"
"Friday," Remy said, looking confused by the question.
"Friday the seventeenth?"
"Yes?"
No. No no no no no.
The livestream. The one I'd scheduled three weeks ago, back when I was still in the preliminary consultation phase, trying to drum up interest and engagement for PulsePoint's social media. I'd posted about it. Promoted it across multiple platforms. Got people to RSVP. Built anticipation.
And then I'd completely, utterly, catastrophically forgotten to cancel it when the consultation meeting got rescheduled.
"Tessa?" Luke pushed off the doorframe, his expression shifting immediately to concern. He knew that look on my face. Knew what it meant when I went very still and very quiet. "What's wrong?"
"The livestream," I managed, my voice sounding distant even to my own ears. "From my preliminary outreach campaign. The one I posted about to build buzz. I forgot to cancel it."
"Okay." Luke was already moving closer, his presence solid and grounding. "That's fine. What time is it supposed to start?"
I pulled out my phone with hands that had decided trembling was a lifestyle choice. Opened the social media calendar I'd created. Stared at the event listing.
PulsePoint Fitness: LIVE Studio Tour + Q&A with Special GuestFriday, May 17th3:00 PM ESTJoin us for an exclusive behind-the-scenes look!
I checked the time at the top of my screen.
1:07 PM.
The livestream was in less than two hours.
And I had promoted it to every fitness group, wellness community, and local business network I could find. People were expecting it. People had RSVPed. People were going to show up.
"Oh God," I whispered. "It's in two hours."
Luke's hand landed on my shoulder, warm and steady. "Hey. Breathe. We can figure this out."
But I was already spiraling. Already calculating everything that could go wrong. The comments section when nobody showed up to host it. The damage to PulsePoint's credibility. The fact that I'd just gotten hired and was about to prove, immediately, that I couldn't handle basic calendar management.
Remy was staring at me. "Wait—you scheduled a livestream? For today?"
"I'm so sorry." The words tumbled out. "I set it up weeks ago as part of the preliminary marketing push, and then when we rescheduled the consultation meeting I completely forgot to cancel it, and now there are people expecting it and I don't have anything prepared and—"
"Tessa." Luke's voice cut through my spiral. "Breathe."
I breathed. Sort of.
"How many people RSVPed?" Remy asked.
I checked my phone, dreading the answer.
Forty-seven people.
"Forty-seven," I said weakly.
Remy and Luke exchanged a look.
"That's..." Remy started.
"That's more engagement than we've had in six months," Remy finished, and to my complete shock, he was smiling. "Tessa, that's incredible."
"It's a disaster."
"It's an opportunity." He was already moving toward the door, that manic energy of someone who'd just been handed a problem he could actually solve. "We can do this. We'll just throw together a quick studio tour, answer some questions, introduce the team—Luke, you'll help, right?"
"Of course," Luke said immediately.
"No." I shook my head. "No, you don't understand. I haven't prepared anything. I don't have questions ready. I don't have a script or a plan or—"
"You just gave me a twenty-minute presentation with about fifteen different strategic recommendations," Luke said gently. "You know this studio. You know what makes it special. Just talk about that."
"In front of forty-seven people. Live. Where nothing can be edited or fixed or—"
"Tess." He turned me slightly so I was looking directly at him. His eyes were that blue-grey color that changed depending on the light, and right now they were very steady. Very certain. "You can do this."
"You don't know that."
"I know you," he repeated.
And somehow, even though my heart was trying to escape through my ribcage and my hands wouldn't stop shaking and my brain was helpfully supplying every way this could go catastrophically wrong, I almost believed him.
"Okay," I whispered.
"Okay?"
"Okay." I said it louder, trying to convince myself. "We're doing this."
Luke smiled. "We're doing this."
Remy clapped his hands together. "Great! I'll go tell the team. We'll set up in the main studio. Tessa, you'll want to check the lighting and the camera angles, and we should probably do a sound test, and—"
He was already halfway out the door, leaving Luke and me alone in the conference room.
I looked at my phone again.
1:13 PM.
One hour and forty-seven minutes.
"I can't believe I forgot to cancel it," I said.
"I can't believe you got forty-seven people to RSVP for a studio they've never been to."
"That's not helping."
"It's accurate though." He was still close enough that I could see the small scar on his jawline from when he'd walked into a doorframe in college. "You're brilliant at this, Tess. Even when you're panicking."
"Especially when I'm panicking, apparently."
"We'll make it work." He said it with such casual confidence, like there was no other possible outcome. "Besides, how bad could it possibly go?"
I stared at him.
"Don't," I said. "Don't say things like that. You're going to jinx us."
"I don't believe in jinxes."
"Well I do, and I'm already having a minor cardiac event, so maybe let's not tempt fate."
He laughed, warm and real, and some of the panic in my chest loosened its grip.
"Come on," he said. "Let's go set up before Remy stress-organizes the entire studio."
We headed back out into the main space, where I could already hear Remy explaining the situation to the team in increasingly panicked tones.
One hour and forty-seven minutes.
I was either about to pull off the fastest livestream setup in history, or spectacularly prove that I couldn't handle the most basic aspect of my job.
Probably both.






  
  Chapter 2: We're Going Live—What Could Go Wrong?


POV: Luke 
Tessa was about thirty seconds from a full spiral.
I could tell by the way she kept checking her phone, then her laptop, then her phone again, like the time might have changed between glances. Her left hand twisted the hair tie on her wrist—once, twice, three times. She'd redone her bun four times in the last twenty minutes, and it currently looked exactly the same as it had the first time.
"We should do a sound check," she said, not for the first time. "And test the lighting angles. And maybe run through the intro one more time. What if the Wi-Fi cuts out? Does the studio have a backup? Should we have a backup plan for the backup plan?"
"Tess." I kept my voice level. "Breathe."
"I am breathing. I'm breathing great. Excellent breathing happening over here."
She was breathing like someone had just told her she had to run a marathon in the next five minutes.
We were set up in the main studio space, laptop balanced on a foam roller propped against the wall, ring light borrowed from Jada's "aesthetic yoga content" supplies, phone acting as a backup camera. It looked precarious. It probably was precarious. But Remy had insisted it would work, and honestly, given that we had about forty-five minutes before go-time, precarious was our best option.
"Let me see the outline again," Tessa said, pulling up a document on her phone that she'd already reviewed six times.
I caught her hand gently, stilling the anxious scrolling. Her fingers were cold.
"Hey," I said. "Look at me."
She did, reluctantly. Her eyes were too wide, pupils dilated with adrenaline.
"You know this studio," I reminded her. "You just spent three weeks researching it. You walked Remy through an entire strategy that made him want to hire you on the spot. You know what makes this place special."
"Knowing it and performing it live in front of fifty people are different things."
"Forty-seven people."
"Someone else RSVPed. I checked." She pulled her hand back to twist her hair tie again. "That's forty-eight people watching me potentially forget how to speak English."
"You're not going to forget how to speak English."
"You don't know that. My brain does extremely creative things under pressure. Last month I called my dentist 'Mom' by accident. I haven't called my actual mom 'Mom' since I was twelve. I call her by her first name like a tiny adult."
I fought back a smile. "Your dentist probably understood."
"She patted my head, Luke. She patted my head and said 'it's okay, sweetie' like I was having a breakdown in her chair. Which I was, technically, but that's not the point."
"What is the point?"
"The point is my brain is a chaos agent and we're about to give it a live audience."
"Good thing you're not doing this alone then."
She looked at me, some of the panic flickering into something softer. "You don't have to do this. You probably have clients scheduled—"
"Rescheduled them." I'd sent the texts as soon as Remy had explained the situation. "I'm here. We're doing this together."
"What if I freeze?"
"Then I'll talk until you unfreeze."
"What if you freeze?"
"I won't."
"But what if—"
"Tessa." I waited until she met my eyes again. "I've got you. Okay?"
She nodded slowly, some of the tightness in her shoulders releasing. "Okay."
"Besides," I added, "Remy stress-cleaned the entire front desk area in the last twenty minutes. If this goes badly, at least we'll have a very organized studio."
That got a small laugh out of her. Not a big one, but enough.
"Okay," she said again, this time with more conviction. "Okay. We can do this. It's just a livestream. People do these all the time. Teenagers do these while eating cereal. We're adults. We're professionals. We've got this."
"We've got this," I agreed.
"I'm still terrified."
"I know."
"But I'm doing it anyway."
"That's my favorite version of you."
She blinked at me, something crossing her face that I couldn't quite read. Then Jada burst into the studio space carrying an armful of what appeared to be decorative pillows.
"Ambiance!" she announced. "We need ambiance. The space looks too empty. Too industrial. We need it to say 'welcome to our cozy fitness family' not 'welcome to our concrete box of suffering.'"
"I like the concrete box," I said.
"You like everything. You're not a good judge." Jada started arranging pillows artfully on the bench press. "Tessa, what do you think? More color? Should I get the plants from the office?"
"I think—" Tessa started, but Remy appeared from the back hallway, moving at his characteristic anxiety-walk pace.
"The Wi-Fi is working," he reported. "I tested it three times. Upload speed is good. I also called the internet company to make sure there are no outages scheduled, and they said we're clear, but I have their number ready just in case, and my phone is fully charged as a backup hotspot—"
"Remy." Jada put a hand on his shoulder. "Breathe. You're making Tessa more nervous."
"I am?" Remy looked at Tessa with immediate concern. "I'm sorry. I just want this to go well. This is good marketing. This is exactly what we need. No pressure though. It's fine if it's not perfect. Perfect is overrated. We're going for authentic. Authentic is good. Authentic is—"
"Remy," I said quietly. "Why don't you check the sound system one more time?"
"Yes. Good. I'll do that." He hurried off toward the speakers.
Ava appeared in the doorway, holding a tray with three water bottles and what looked like homemade energy balls. "I brought snacks," she said softly. "In case anyone needs sustenance. Or emotional support. The energy balls have chocolate chips."
"You're an angel," Tessa said, grabbing one immediately.
"Ten minutes," Jada announced, checking her phone. "We're going live in ten minutes. Tessa, do you want to do some vocal warm-ups? I do them before my yoga classes. Really opens up the throat chakra."
"I don't think I have a throat chakra," Tessa said.
"Everyone has a throat chakra."
"Mine's probably blocked."
"Definitely blocked. Here, try this—" Jada launched into what sounded like a combination of humming and the sound a cat makes before it coughs up a hairball.
I caught Tessa's eye. She was fighting back laughter, which was better than panic.
"You know what," Tessa said. "I think I'm good. But thank you. Really."
"Five minutes," Remy called out, returning from his sound check. "Should we do a countdown? Is that too much pressure? Maybe no countdown. Just a gentle time awareness update."
"It's a countdown, Remy," Jada said.
"Right. Yes. Countdown."
I moved closer to Tessa, lowering my voice so only she could hear. "You ready?"
"Absolutely not."
"Perfect. That's exactly where you need to be."
She looked at me like I was insane, which was fair.
"Confidence is overrated," I explained. "Nervous means you care. Means this matters."
"I'd like to care slightly less, actually."
"Too late. You're stuck caring."
"This is your fault. You made me believe I could do this."
"I didn't make you believe anything. You already knew. I just reminded you."
She stared at me for a beat longer, then shook her head with a small smile. "You're annoyingly good at this."
"At what?"
"Making me feel like I'm not actively dying inside."
"It's a gift."
"Two minutes!" Remy announced, his voice climbing half an octave.
Tessa's hand found mine, squeezed once, then let go. "Okay. Let's do this before I change my mind."
We positioned ourselves in front of the camera setup. Tessa in the center, me slightly off to the side where I could still be in frame but not blocking her. Close enough to jump in if needed. Far enough that she had room to breathe.
The studio suddenly felt very quiet. Jada, Remy, and Ava had retreated to the edges of the space, ready to help but trying not to crowd us.
"Thirty seconds," Remy whispered, like speaking too loud might break something.
Tessa closed her eyes briefly, rolled her shoulders back, and when she opened them again, something had shifted. She was still nervous—I could see it in the way her hands stayed very deliberately still—but there was determination there too.
"Remember," I said quietly. "Just talk about what you love about this place. Everything else will follow."
She nodded.
"Ten seconds," Remy breathed.
Tessa glanced at me one more time. I tried to put everything I couldn't say into my expression: You're brilliant. You're capable. I believe in you. I'm right here.
Whatever she saw must have helped, because she smiled.
"Five... four... three..." Remy counted down with his fingers for the last two numbers, then pointed.
We were live.
"Hi everyone!" Tessa's voice came out bright, warm, only slightly higher than normal. "Welcome to PulsePoint Fitness. I'm Tessa, and I'm so excited you're here."
She gestured to me. "This is Luke, one of the incredible trainers here. We're going to give you a behind-the-scenes tour and answer some of your questions about what makes PulsePoint special."
I watched the comment counter on her laptop start to tick up. People were joining. Lots of people.
"So," Tessa continued, some of her natural energy starting to override the nerves, "PulsePoint is a boutique fitness studio, but not in the way you might think. We're not about perfection or aesthetics or looking good for the camera—though, I mean, Luke does that naturally, so..."
She'd meant it as a throwaway joke, but I felt my face heat up.
The comments section immediately responded:
he's blushing omg
okay but he IS really good looking
tell us more about Luke 👀
"Anyway," Tessa said quickly, clearly not reading the comments yet, "what makes this place different is the community. Let me show you around."
She grabbed the laptop, and I steadied the ring light as we started moving through the space. Tessa's natural enthusiasm took over as she talked—pointing out the equipment, explaining the class philosophy, sharing little details about the studio's history that she must have picked up from her research.
She was good at this. Really good. The nervousness transformed into genuine excitement as she described Remy's vision, the instructors' different specialties, the way PulsePoint had become a home for people who didn't fit the traditional fitness mold.
"And this is where we keep the medicine balls," she said, gesturing to the rack. "Which are usually very well-behaved. Today was an exception."
"Emma's an outlier," I added. "Most toddlers can't achieve that level of chaos."
Tessa grinned at me. "She was impressive though."
"Extremely impressive. Future Olympic athlete."
The comments were flowing steadily now:
their dynamic is so cute
are they together??
the way he looks at her 🥺
I would 100% join this gym just for them
"Let's answer some questions," Tessa said, settling back in front of the camera. I moved to adjust the ring light—it had started tilting slightly to the left.
what classes do you offer?
do you have childcare?
what's your favorite thing about working here?
Tessa fielded them smoothly, her confidence building with each answer. I jumped in occasionally, adding details about specific training programs, but mostly I just watched her come alive on camera.
This was the Tessa most people didn't get to see. The one who wasn't constantly second-guessing herself. The one who knew exactly what she was talking about and couldn't quite hide how much she loved it.
can you show us some partner exercises?
"Oh," Tessa said, reading the comment. "That's actually a great idea. Luke, want to demonstrate some partner work?"
"Sure."
She set the laptop down, angling it so the camera could capture more of the space. "Partner exercises are great for accountability and form checking. Plus they're more fun than suffering alone."
"The PulsePoint motto," I deadpanned.
She laughed. "That's not our motto."
"Should be."
We moved through a few simple exercises—partner squats, plank high-fives, balance work. Tessa narrated as we went, explaining proper form and modifications. I spotted her during a single-leg deadlift, my hand hovering near her back without quite touching.
The comments were enthusiastic:
okay I'm definitely signing up
they're so in sync
relationship goals tbh
wait are they dating or just coworkers???
"This next one requires a little more trust," Tessa was saying. She demonstrated the starting position—standing back-to-back with me, arms linked. "You're basically using each other's weight as resistance. Luke's going to squat down while I lean back, and then we'll switch."
We'd done this exercise a hundred times in various training contexts. It was basic partner work. Easy.
Except Jada was moving along the perimeter of the space, trying to get a better angle, and she bumped into the equipment shelf.
Not hard. Just enough.
The ring light wobbled.
Then tilted.
Then started to fall.
I saw it happening in slow motion. The light was going to hit the laptop, probably knock the whole setup over, definitely end the livestream in the least professional way possible.
I moved on instinct.
Reached for the light with one hand while my other arm went around Tessa's waist, pulling her back against my chest to get her clear of the falling equipment. The ring light's base caught my forearm—not painful, just awkward—and I managed to steady it before it crashed completely.
For a beat, everything went still.
I was pressed against Tessa's back, one arm wrapped around her waist, my chin basically at her shoulder. I could feel her breathing—quick, startled. Could smell whatever shampoo she used—something citrus and sweet. Could feel the exact moment she registered how close we were.
The laptop camera had jerked during the chaos, but it had landed at an angle that perfectly captured us: me holding her, her hands coming up to grip my forearm, both of us frozen in place.
"Sorry," I said quietly, directly into her ear because that's where my mouth ended up. "You okay?"
She nodded, but she didn't move. Neither did I.
The smart thing would be to step back. Put distance between us. Acknowledge the awkwardness and laugh it off.
But her hand was still on my arm, and I could feel her pulse where my wrist rested against her side, and for one long moment I forgot we were on camera at all.
"Luke," she breathed.
"Yeah?"
"The livestream."
Right. The livestream.
I stepped back carefully, steadying the ring light properly this time. Tessa turned to face me, her cheeks flushed pink, and I knew mine probably matched.
"Well," she said to the camera, voice slightly unsteady. "That was exciting. Everyone okay? No one injured? Great."
She was trying to play it casual, but I could see the rapid flutter of her pulse at her throat.
I glanced at the laptop screen, finally looking at the comments section.
My stomach dropped.
The chat had exploded.
WAIT ARE THEY TOGETHER????
that was SO not a 'just coworkers' moment
DID YOU SEE THE WAY HE HELD HER
I'm sorry but that's a boyfriend move
THE CHEMISTRY
someone check on me I'm not okay
if they're not dating they SHOULD be
petition for them to date immediately
I NEED ANSWERS
that look he just gave her omg
this is better than Netflix
new favorite couple alert
The messages kept coming, faster than I could read them. More people were joining the livestream. The viewer count had jumped from forty-seven to over two hundred.
Because of us.
Because of that moment.
Because apparently everyone watching had decided we were either together or desperately needed to be.
"Um," Tessa said, clearly reading the same comments. Her eyes went wide. "I think... people have questions."
ARE YOU TWO DATING?
you can't look at each other like that and expect us not to ask
ANSWER THE QUESTION
the tension is PALPABLE
if this is marketing it's working because I'm INVESTED
Tessa's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.
I should say something. Should clarify. Should explain that we were just friends, that the moment was an accident, that there was nothing to see here.
But I couldn't make the words come out.
Because she was looking at me with an expression I couldn't quite read, and the comments kept flooding in, and somewhere in the back of my mind a voice I'd been ignoring for five years was saying: they're not entirely wrong.
"We're—" Tessa started.
"Best friends," I finished, because it was true. Even if it wasn't the complete truth. "We've known each other for years."
best friends who look at each other like THAT???
friends don't hold friends like that sorry
BEST FRIENDS TO LOVERS ARC?????
I ship it
everyone in this comment section ships it
we ALL ship it
"We should probably wrap up," Tessa said, her voice slightly strangled. "Thank you all so much for joining us today. If you're interested in learning more about PulsePoint, check out our website and social media. We have class schedules, membership information, and—"
will you two be teaching classes together?
please tell me there will be more content with both of you
I will join this gym specifically to watch you two
"Maybe?" Tessa said weakly. "We'll see? Definitely stay tuned."
She reached for the laptop to end the stream, and I moved to help her, and our hands brushed.
The comments lost their minds all over again.
Tessa slammed the laptop shut, ending the stream abruptly.
Silence flooded the studio.
Then Jada started slow-clapping.
"That," she said, grinning like she'd just won the lottery, "was incredible."
"That was a disaster," Tessa said.
"That was nearly three hundred viewers by the end," Remy said, staring at his phone in disbelief. "Tessa, that's... we've never had that kind of engagement. People are already commenting on our Instagram. Look."
He turned his phone toward us. The studio's Instagram post about the livestream had accumulated forty new comments in the last ten minutes, all variations on the same theme:
came for the fitness stayed for the ROMANCE
are they together though
I need a ten-part series about these two
this is my new obsession
I looked at Tessa. She looked at me.
"So," she said faintly. "That happened."
"That happened," I agreed.
And judging by the way her phone was already buzzing with notifications, it was only the beginning.






  
  Chapter 3: The Internet Thinks I'm Taken


POV: Tessa 
I made it approximately forty-five minutes before I checked my phone.
That felt like a personal record, honestly. A triumph of self-control and definitely not because I'd been hiding in the studio's tiny bathroom trying to convince myself that what had just happened on the livestream was totally normal and professional and not at all the kind of moment that gets screenshotted and analyzed frame by frame by strangers on the internet.
I was fine.
Completely fine.
The fact that I could still feel the exact shape of Luke's arm around my waist—the warmth of it, the steadiness, the way I'd fit against him like we'd been designed that way—meant absolutely nothing. Muscle memory. Basic physics. Two objects in space finding the most efficient configuration to prevent a ring light from committing suicide.
Very scientific. Very normal.
My phone had other opinions.
The notifications started innocently enough. A few comments on the studio's Instagram. Some new followers. A couple of direct messages asking about class schedules.
Then I scrolled down.
@fitnessfanatic_jess: okay but the WAY he caught her??? 😭😭😭
@yogiwithaside: I'm not saying I joined this gym specifically because of them but I'm not NOT saying that
@kelsey_lifts: find someone who looks at you the way PulsePoint trainer looks at marketing girl
@definitely_not_stalking: I NEED ANSWERS. Are they dating? Are they going to date? SOMEONE TELL ME
There were more. So many more.
Someone had already made a compilation video—not even an hour had passed, how did people work this fast?—set to some indie song about falling in love with your best friend. It had 2,000 views.
Two thousand people had watched a video of me and Luke looking at each other.
I refreshed the page.
Three thousand views.
"Oh no," I whispered to my reflection in the bathroom mirror. "Oh no no no."
My reflection looked appropriately horrified, which was something.
I clicked on the video against my better judgment, which had apparently taken a vacation along with my common sense.
The creator—username @romcomlover444, which felt personally targeted—had edited together every moment from the livestream where Luke and I had looked at each other. Which seemed like it wouldn't be that many moments, except apparently it was MANY moments.
There we were during the studio tour, me gesturing animatedly while he watched with that small smile.
There we were demonstrating the partner squat, his hands steadying my shoulders, my eyes catching his in the mirror.
There we were during the balance exercise, the exact second before the ring light fell, when I'd been laughing at something he'd said and he'd been looking at me like—
I closed the video.
Opened it again.
Watched that last part three more times.
The way he'd looked at me... I'd never seen it from the outside before. Never realized how his whole expression softened when I laughed. How his attention focused on me like I was the only person in the room worth







