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ALSO BY KATE SPENCER


In a New York Minute


One Last Summer









For anyone who’s ever been too scared to try something new
out of a fear of failing or looking stupid.


I’ve been scared too.
May you and I both always remember
that it’s still worth it.


(And that we all fail or look stupid at some point.)









Author’s Note


Dear Reader,


All’s Fair in Love and Pickleball is a love story with a happy ending, but it also contains some sensitive subject matter, including grief and losing a parent to cancer. I write about these things from a place of personal experience and aim to do so with sensitivity and respect. Please take care of yourself if any of these topics are difficult for you.


Love, Kate









1


Saturday, April 1


I KNOW INSTANTLY that the man rushing into the hospital emergency room ahead of me is an asshole.


Even though he clearly sees me just steps behind him, he does not pause to hold the door. Instead he shoves it open with a grunt, letting it swing shut just as we make direct eye contact. It’s a fraction of a second but long enough to register two swirling dark storm clouds below eyebrows that arch skeptically against his olive skin. He glances down at the bubble I’ve blown between my lips, grimaces for a split second, and then hustles inside as the smudged glass door closes in my face.


I’m not hung up on chivalry or antiquated, sexist gender rules. I’m fully capable of taking care of myself. Hell, I’ve been running the Sunset Springs Racquet Club completely on my own for the last two years, since my mom passed away. I have no problem opening a door for myself.


It’s just the principle of it all. When you’re born with a mom whose life mantra is “How you treat strangers is a direct reflection of who you are as a person,” you learn to pay attention to this stuff. You become acutely aware of who speaks kindly to servers in restaurants and who presses the Open Door button on elevators as people rush toward them, and who does not.


So far, this guy’s scoring a zero on Mom’s scale of “How Not to Be a Jerk,” and he’s only making an already hard day worse. It’s like he somehow knows my car battery just died minutes ago after barely making it to the hospital, and he’s decided to really rub it in.


“Thanks a lot,” I mutter sarcastically under my breath, which is minty-fresh, courtesy of Trident, but short-winded from jogging the entire way from the parking garage. I’ve sped here from Santa Barbara, where I was attempting to do the last thing my mom had written on her “What to Do After I Die” wish list: Sprinkle my ashes somewhere that means a lot to both of us.


Now is not the time to complain about my mom’s lack of specific details when it came to her posthumous requests. The last month of her life had been a dark, miserable blur, and I will be forever honored to carry out these requests. But if I’m being honest—and really, when am I not?—I would have appreciated some details. The last thing I wanted was to get her wishes wrong.


I’d agonized and hyper-fixated on this one and finally landed on Santa Barbara, her home during college and the place she’d met my dad. I was literally about to twist the lid open when a phone call from Deb, the club’s part-time receptionist, interrupted the moment.


“Bex, it’s Deb, calling from the club,” she’d hollered in her thick Long Island accent.


“Deb, I have caller ID. I know it’s you,” I’d replied, trying not to chuckle. Deb is super savvy about social media, but her boomer vibes really come out every time she calls me on the phone.


“Loretta fell on the court playing pickleball,” she said, and my smile dropped. “With one of those snowbirds from Michigan. You know, the guy with the terrible hair plugs?”


“Michael?” I asked, trying to nail down exactly who she was talking about. Sunset Springs is a retirement town; there are a lot of questionable hair plugs.


“I don’t know. Michael, Steve, they’re all the same.” She sounded panicked. “The X-ray shows her wrist is broken in two different places.”


Even as an eternal optimist, it’s hard for me to spin this injury. Deb is Loretta’s best friend, and she said it’s bad, a complicated break. Surgery will be required, followed by months of physical therapy. There is no bright side to be found—except when I hustled off the beach and bumped directly into a police officer cruising along on a Segway, who eyed the plain wooden urn suspiciously.


“You know it’s against the law to scatter ashes on California beaches?” It was a half question, half accusation, and I nodded convincingly.


“Of course,” I lied. Satisfied, he gave me one more skeptical, stern look and then rolled on his merry way.


Once I was inside my car, I hurriedly checked Google on my phone and discovered that Loretta’s injury—and Deb’s phone call—had saved me from incurring a five-hundred-dollar fine and possible jail time. It was the smallest of silver linings, but I’d take it.


The racquet club and its members are my entire world. I’ve always felt this way to some degree; growing up in a family business will do that to you, I think. I worked the front desk long before it was legally permitted, handing out fresh towels and charming members with tales of elementary school shenanigans. I learned to ride my bike on the empty courts and snuck my high school boyfriend in after hours to make out in the upstairs office that is now my apartment.


Still, it feels different today, as the sole owner. The members are the closest thing I have to family, and I always try to be there for them during an injury. But Loretta, who I’ve been teaching for the last four years, has been like a wise, nurturing grandmother figure, especially in the months right after my mom passed away.


I don’t make a habit of playing favorites, but Loretta is undeniably the one I adore the most—not that I’d tell any of my other students that. Anyone who thinks older folks don’t get pissed about trivial stuff has never seen four seventy-year-olds go up against each other in a pickleball match. In my world, the older you are, the fiercer you are—even if your bones and bodies don’t always cooperate.


Just about everyone who frequents the club is sixty or older; hell, the entire town of Sunset Springs is qualified to be in the AARP except for me. I’ve spent just about my entire life there, so I am well versed in the kind of injuries that befall seniors. A broken wrist in your seventies is a massive pain in the ass. And, you know, the arm.


Back inside my beat-up old Prius, I buckled my mom’s urn into the passenger seat and patted the lid affectionately. Grief sure as hell makes you do weird things, and for me, that includes talking to her like she’s still right here, alive and next to me.


“I promise I’ll find somewhere really good to sprinkle you,” I said to that small box. “But I know you’d want me to try to go help Loretta out.”


Mom devoted decades to the club and its members and left it all to me in her will. I’m not just honoring her legacy in this moment, but trying to walk in her footprints all the darn time. She was pure goodness, and she would have immediately loathed this handsome asshole, who was still steps ahead of me inside the hospital.


I watch as his very attractive backside storms the reception desk with a demanding energy, leaning his elbows on the counter without greeting the older man behind it.


“My aunt,” I hear him say, but I miss the rest. I study him as he impatiently taps his long, tanned fingers along the lip of the counter. Deciphering what people are like based on their clothes is one of my innate skills, and this guy is an easy read. He’s giving casual vibes in loose-fitting joggers, a crisp white T-shirt, and spotless sneakers. But each item clings to his body just so, like every thread had been told exactly where to land. The simplicity of it all highlights how impeccably in shape he is. The lines of his body are entirely lean, tight muscle. Even his tousled dark hair seems perfectly in place. The only thing that is even the slightest bit imperfect about him is the very faint hint of a five o’clock shadow on his face.


He rushes off down a corridor to my left, and then it’s my turn to check in with the front desk of the hospital. Every time I come here, my body clenches like a fist about to land a punch. I know this place well because it’s where I got stitches at eight years old after slipping and slicing my forehead open in the dry riverbed behind my house. When I was twelve, I walked out of here with a fractured arm decked out in a neon-pink cast after I hit a curb on Annie Paige’s skateboard and went flying.


But these childhood memories have all been overshadowed by Mom’s cancer.


Now, every time I’m here, I feel the weight of her illness like a boulder against my back. She’s been gone for two years now, but time isn’t the healer we all make it out to be. Even now, the grief—already raw and reignited from this morning’s activities—eats away at me, grating at my skin like a scratchy wool sweater.


“I’m here to see a patient,” I say with a smile, ignoring his confused look as I place Mom’s urn on the counter. “Loretta Karras.”


The silver fox behind the desk checks me in and waves me down the same nondescript hallway as the guy before. I take a quick detour to use the restroom. The drive from Santa Barbara to Sunset Springs is a good five hours with traffic, and I hadn’t stopped once. Lucky for me the vending machine is directly next to the bathroom, and I grab a Diet Coke and some extra-spicy Takis and set off to find Loretta’s hospital room.


After navigating my way through endless hallways, I finally pass the nurses’ station and come to her room. The door’s cracked just so, and I pause, listening to an angry voice inside rant on about something. I make out only a couple of words, like unacceptable and lawsuit.


Something about the low rumble of the person on the other side of the door is familiar, but I can’t place it, and when I hear Loretta’s sharp laugh cut through the air, it makes me grin. She’s the epitome of no-nonsense, and I take that as my cue that it is safe to go inside.


“Knock-knock,” I say in a singsong voice. Just inside the door is Loretta, propped up in her hospital bed, and she shifts her face toward me with a broad smile as I walk in.


“Bex!” she exclaims in that raspy voice I’ve grown to treasure. Her eyes are the color of black coffee, and they sparkle like gemstones. Even though her hair’s a shocking grayish white, her brows are dark and thick, and they match those of the tall man hovering just by her bedside, contorting his handsome face into a scowl. The same one who had so unceremoniously barged into the hospital just before me.


Of all the people in the world who could claim Loretta as their aunt, did it really have to be this guy?
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“AGAPI MOU,” LORETTA says as she reaches out and taps his arm. The words are in Greek, but I can tell just by her voice that it means something affectionate. “This is Bex. She owns the racquet club.”


“Hey,” I say quickly. There’s no way to miss the glowering look the guy’s giving me, like he could laser beam me into space with just the force of his eyes, but I do my best to avoid his death stare and focus all my attention on my friend. “Loretta, I’m so sorry. When Deb called me, I thought she was playing an April Fool’s joke on me.”


“You should be sorry,” he says flatly, and I am irritated to find out that his low, gruff voice is as attractive as his face. “It happened because of your cracked courts.”


“Bex,” Loretta says, and the patience she exudes with just that one word tells me she’s had to take this tone with him before. “This is Nikolaus, my nephew. Can you believe my luck that he just happened to be in Los Angeles this week?”


She focuses her attention back on him, with a sour, exaggerated glare. “And to think you said your trip was too short for you to come visit, and now here you are.”


“It’s almost like you planned this,” he teases, and his face softens up just enough to allow an affectionate smile to appear for a split second.


“I always tell you that family is the most important thing,” Loretta replies before turning to me. “I always tell him that. But does he listen?”


“Theia, you’re extremely important to me,” he assures her, his eyes still gentle. “I just have a tight turnaround this week with training.”


“Niko’s going back out on tour,” Loretta says. “You’ve seen him play before.”


“Wait,” I say, as the pieces fall into place instantly. “This is Niko the tennis player?”


Of course, I should have made the connection, but the chaos and emotion of today has clearly impacted my ability to put two and two together. I’ve watched him play tennis on the TV in Loretta’s living room a few times, and I gasped in horror when he stumbled on the court after losing a point in the first round of the French Open two years ago, shattering his knee.


“Yes, her nephew,” he interjects. Clearly he’s the kind of man who thinks he can speak for a woman, and his elder at that. What an insufferable jerk.


Of course, this behavior totally tracks with what little I know of the guy. He’d been a world-ranked tennis player, somewhere in the top 100 at one point, if I remember Loretta’s past gushing correctly. But one fact has stuck in my brain: The man earned the nickname Karras-hole, not because of how hard he hits the ball—which, from what I’ve seen, is very hard—but how often he tosses his racquet in a toddler-like fit of anger. As far as I can tell, the moniker fits him perfectly.


“And Theia,” he says to Loretta. “I’m not back on tour. Yet. I’m just going to play in a qualifier in Miami Memorial Day weekend. I have to make it through that to even get a draw in the tournament.”


She brushes him off with a frown and a shake of her head. “They should just let you back on the circuit.”


“That would be nice, but that’s not exactly how it works,” he says.


“Nice to meet you.” I stick out one hand, and he shoots me a peeved look, like he’d forgotten I was in the room and then was annoyed that I’d spoken up and reminded him. After a beat, he begrudgingly shakes it with a solid, firm grip.


“Is that. . .” His eyes narrow for a moment, and his face creases with confusion as he lets go. “An urn?”


I hug it against my chest protectively. “Yes.” He deserves only a one-word answer, so that’s all I give him.


“Huh,” he says, brow furrowing as he scours my face for more information. I change the subject instead.


“Your aunt is one of my best students.”


“And friends!” Loretta chirps from the bed.


“And friends,” I repeat. Over the last couple of years, we’d become close, thanks to her daily devotion to pickleball and our book club, of which I am the youngest member by roughly forty-five years.


“You didn’t have to drive all the way back from Santa Barbara for me,” she says, as she tries to adjust her blanket with her one working hand. Loretta and I had delved into grief intensely throughout our friendship, and she knew what my trip was for.


“I know,” I reply. I bend to help her, tugging the thin cotton up to her waist, and folding the edge over neatly like my mom taught me to do as a kid. “I wanted to.”


Niko interjects, oblivious to the unspoken conversation I’m having with his aunt.


“Well, I would hope any friend of my aunt would care about the courts she’s playing on,” he grumbles, the muscles in his neck flexing as he speaks. It’s a true shame he’s this attractive, because his attitude completely spoils his ridiculously good looks.


“Settle down, Nikolaus,” she scolds. “Bex is the only reason I’m not cooped up at an old folks’ home somewhere. Pickleball is why I get out of the house. You should be thanking her, not yelling at her.”


She clucks under her breath and pats my hand apologetically. “He’s very protective of me,” she explains, as if he wasn’t standing inches away from both of us.


“Because you’re hurt,” he says defensively, running a hand across his furrowed brow with a sigh. “You shouldn’t even be playing pickleball at your age.”


“Why?” I shift to stand a little straighter, puffing up my chest. It isn’t easy to make five-foot-two seem tall, but damn it, I try my best. “Pickleball is actually very accessible for people of all ages and abilities.”


“So accessible that she’s broken her wrist in two places and is going to have to get surgery tomorrow?” he huffs. “Cracked courts are dangerous.”


“And I’ve already called a couple of contractors to come review all of them, so I can get an estimate for repairs. They just can’t get here for a couple of weeks.”


Repairs that hopefully won’t cost too much, because I’m not sure I can afford them. But I’ll figure it out. The club is my family’s legacy, my beating heart. Keeping it open will always be my top priority, no matter the cost.


“Or you could tear the whole place down,” he grumbles, a cocky smirk unspooling across his face.


“Excuse me?” I take a step forward and feel the weight of his eyes grazing my body, taking in the cropped pink tank that I’d fashioned out of a thrift store find. His insult might as well be directed at me, my character, my very being, and it stings like it’s personal, because it is.


“Oh, come off it, Niko,” Loretta snaps, ending our standoff. She may be injured, but that doesn’t diminish her air of authority, and we both turn to face her, standing at attention. “You sound like a snob. Maybe I don’t want you staying in my guesthouse after all.”


She says this like a threat, and I watch as Niko pauses and processes her words for a moment before leaning in and planting a kiss on the top of her head.


“Theia, I can’t stay. I just told you I’m flying back to Miami tomorrow.”


“But you could train at the racquet club,” she insists. “Couldn’t he, Bex?”


“Um.” It’s my turn to now be taken aback by the stuff coming out of Loretta’s mouth. Surely this is the pain medication talking. “I don’t think he’d like our courts, based on what he just said.”


Niko nods, relief passing across his face. “Exactly,” he agrees. “The qualifier is in eight weeks. Everyone I train with is in Miami.”


“Is your family there?” she asks, both pointed and polite all at once. I have to give Loretta some credit; I’ve never seen this side of her before, and it turns out she is an expert guilt-tripper. “And you just told me you fired your coach.”


“I did,” he says, and I can hear the patience in his voice waning. “And no, I don’t have any family there anymore, as you know.”


He’s interrupted by Loretta’s phone buzzing on the side table pushed up next to her bed. She gives it a quick glance and then looks back up at Niko. “It’s your father.”


“I’ll get it,” he says, grabbing the phone and pressing the screen to pick up the call. “Ya, Baba.”


He cradles the phone to his ear and wanders off toward the window, muttering quietly in a mix of Greek and English. Loretta relaxes back into the mound of pillows behind her, grimacing as she adjusts her injured arm, which is bound up in a sling.


“He’s not normally this cranky,” she says apologetically. “I think he’s worried about me.”


“Isn’t he the guy who got famous for smashing his racquet in, like, every match?” I ask. “It seems like cranky would be his default, from what little I know.”


“Ah, I hate that that’s his reputation,” she grumbles, like only a doting aunt can. “I’ve wiped his tush more times than I can count. He’ll always be that sweet little boy to me.”


The thought of this prickly, irritable man as a goofy, smiling toddler, being chased around by Loretta, diaper in hand, seems almost impossible to imagine.


Niko finishes up on the phone and comes to stand at the foot of Loretta’s bed.


“How’s my little brother?” she asks.


“Worried,” Niko says, in a tone that tells me this is a common emotion for his dad. “He’s going to call you before he goes to bed.”


She nods.


“He wants me to stay here, with you, for a little bit,” he adds, and Loretta lights up at this. “Until the qualifier, anyway.”


“That’s my boy.” She reaches up and pats his cheek affectionately. “The bed is all made and ready for you in the back house. Now, go ask the nurses if I’m allowed to eat yet. I’m starving.”


“Yes, Theia,” he agrees and then glances up at me, giving me a stern look that obviously signifies that I’m to follow him outside.


“I’ll go call Ed and fill him in,” I offer, and she nods. He’s another one of my students, the club’s oldest member at eighty-one, and Loretta’s other best friend. The two of them lost their spouses in the last ten years and have formed an alliance with Deb and her wife, Maureen. They are their own sort of found family and have welcomed me into the fold with open arms.


Niko moves from the room with purpose and shockingly doesn’t let the door slam in my face this time. Instead he holds it open and then ushers me out into the hallway. I trail behind him and notice how each step he takes down the hall and away from Loretta’s room feels deliberate, like he thinks through every single movement his body makes.


Once we’re out of her hearing distance, he spins around to face me. The yellow overhead lights cast him in a strange, unnatural glow, like he’s some sort of beautiful, melancholy ghost.


“I could sue you, you know.” I shouldn’t be taken aback because he certainly isn’t the first person to threaten litigation against the club in its nearly thirty years of existence. But this isn’t just any man; it’s Loretta’s nephew. She’s one of the warmest people I know, and if they didn’t have the exact same eyebrows and dark fringe of lashes, I’d be shocked that they’re related.


“No, you couldn’t.” I say this brightly, with a chomp of my gum, which has lost all its flavor since I popped it in an hour ago. I’ve met my share of men who think they can push me around, and pushing them right back is one of life’s greatest pleasures. “Every client has signed a very detailed waiver. And the club is insured up the ass.”


He scoffs at this, but it shuts him up.


“Look, I love Loretta—” I start, and he cuts me off.


“I love her, too. She’s literally the only relative I have left here in the States now that my parents are back in Greece. She’s practically my entire family.”


Niko crosses his arms and paces away from me, grumbling under his breath. “I can’t believe she hurt herself so badly playing such an idiotic sport.”


He’s loud enough so that I can hear every single word.


“Excuse me.” I grab his arm, forcing him to look directly at me. “Aren’t you the person who cracked his entire knee open a few years ago while literally having a tantrum on a tennis court?”


The look of disbelief he gives me makes me chuckle.


“What, you don’t think I know your whole story? Even if Loretta wasn’t constantly talking about her ‘amazing nephew Nikolaus’”—I make sure he can hear the sarcasm in my voice and make quotation marks with my fingers just to really drive home the point—“it would be pretty hard not to know who you are. She just didn’t mention you were a jerk off the court, too.”


Niko used to be everywhere in the tennis world. He surprised everyone when he qualified for the US Open as a lower-tier player on UCLA’s varsity team. This underdog story rocketed him to micro-stardom, and even though he never made it very far in a Grand Slam tournament, he remained a favorite in the game and moved in and out of the top 100 ranking players in the world. That was until two years ago, when he blew out his knee and his whole career.


“She’s probably the only person who doesn’t think that,” he cracks with a slight twist of his lips, cocking one of those pitch-black brows at me.


I decide there’s no point in bickering with this man, and I say a silent vow to myself that I will avoid him at all costs after today.


“Well, good luck finding a place to train while you’re here.” I give him a polite smile. “It was nice meeting you.”


He quiets for a moment, staring down the hall toward Loretta’s room, and then back at me. “You’re the only private club close to Loretta’s house,” he says finally. “I googled. The next closest one is Starlight.”


“Yeah, I’m well aware,” I snap. Starlight’s remodeled club lounge and state-of-the-art pickleball courts are a big reason membership is down for us. It seems like the perfect place for Niko, who clearly thinks the club and our cracked courts are beneath him. “It’s very fancy. You’ll love it there.”


“I need something close if I’m also taking Loretta to doctor’s appointments,” he says, and a knot materializes in the center of my stomach as it dawns on me what he’s saying and not saying.


“I thought you wouldn’t dare set a foot on my crappy courts,” I counter.


“Yeah, well, it’s not like I have a choice,” he says, and he sounds just as annoyed by this as I am.


“I’ll need my own court every day, from about eight to five.” He says this as if it’s nothing, like he’s ordering a Crunchwrap Supreme at Taco Bell.


“Wait, you’re serious?” I narrow my eyes at him, making sure I’m following what he’s saying. “Oh god, you are serious.”


Niko ignores my groan and glares off over my shoulder.


“I’ll need a ball machine too,” he says finally.


“It’ll cost you,” I reply, and he just nods.


“I have the money. I just need some space to practice for a few weeks while I’m here.”


“Whatever you wish, Tennis Prince.” Today I’m wearing one of the first athletic skirts I’ve ever upcycled—a white Wilson number from the eighties I’ve added patchwork to, and I lift it slightly, giving him a mocking curtsey. “I’ll tell my staff at the club to have your throne installed tomorrow.”


Joke’s on him, I think to myself. I am the staff.


And with that, I spin on my heel and march back down the hallway, away from the most arrogant man I’ve ever met.


I’m almost back at reception when I remember that my car’s dead, stuck on the second floor of the hospital parking garage, and I stopped paying for AAA last year. Deb’s covering the desk at the club, so I can’t call her for a ride, and I’d rather not pay for a taxi if I can help it. I freeze, debating for a moment what the best course of action is, and then realize I have no other choice. I turn around, shoulders sunk in defeat, and walk back toward Loretta’s room to find Niko still lurking, now angrily tapping out a text message on his phone.


Before he can see me, I sneak back around the corner and start mapping a path home on my phone. Two miles walking in the desert sun, clutching the remains of my mother? It will suck, but it is better than groveling at the feet of that jerk.


There’s nothing I hate more than asking for help, though Niko Karras and his perma-frown are now a very close second.
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Friday, April 14


MY MOM HAD a very simple philosophy for winning at pickleball.




1. The game is always played defensively, no matter which team is trying to get the point.


2. You don’t need to move fast; you only need to think fast.


3. You must, at all costs, try to ignore the extremely sexy sounds Niko makes when he’s playing tennis on the court next to you.





Jesus, what? That’s not it at all. Get it together, Bex.


Ahem. The third rule is Think of the paddle as an extension of your arm.


It’s just kinda hard to remember Mom’s coaching advice with Niko grunting aggressively mere feet away, his damp black hair swept back away from his face with a white sweatband as he pounds the tennis ball with his racquet over and over and over again—


“Ten, eight, two!” Deb hollers the score of our lesson scrimmage from the other side of the court and snaps me out of my lusty daze. The neon yellow ball rockets over the net, demanding I pay attention to my actual job of teaching pickleball and not the way Niko’s snow-white collared shirt sticks to his broad shoulders in the sweltering Sunset Springs heat.


“Nice serve!” My paddle connects with the ball with a satisfyingly audible crack, a sound I instinctively know, after two weeks of playing next to him, that Niko can’t stand. He’s constantly whining about how loud pickleball is, and the thought of possibly chipping away at his serial killer focus reinvigorates me. I dash the last few steps toward the net, my bright pink skirt fluttering in the arid wind, as I stop just in front of the white line that marks the part of the court known as the kitchen.


Ed is already up at the net, and he dinks the ball—the pickleball term for a low lob over the net—back at me. It should be an easy shot to return. It’s one I’ve nailed a thousand times since my mom first dragged me out to play back in junior high, right after she herself painted the regulation lines of a pickleball court in almost the exact spot where I’m standing today.


Taking my time, I extend my paddle back behind me confidently, and for a moment, I can’t believe I was ever worried for a second about Niko distracting me today.


Clear eyes, full heart, can’t—


“Uh!” That voice rumbles low and deep somewhere off to my left, a guttural sound that drips with so much raw sex appeal that my whole body twitches in response. Unfortunately for me, this includes my arm, which is, as Mom always said, part of my paddle. It’s almost like she’s here right now shouting it in my ear.


Almost.


I whiff the ball awkwardly and pop it high up in the air, an amateur move. After Loretta, Deb is one of my most seasoned students, and she reminds me of this by smacking the ball with the kind of vigor I did not realize seventysome-things possessed until I started coaching pickleball. It whizzes by me like a bullet, and I miss the return shot completely, handing her and Ed the final point.


“Ugh, you guys win again!” I fall to my knees dramatically, play-acting like the sore loser tennis players I used to watch with Mom on TV as a kid. According to the tennis message boards I’ve picked through over the last two weeks, it’s the exact kind of move Niko was notorious for when he played on the professional circuit. Not that I’m surprised; no one who scowls as much as he does could possibly lose gracefully.


“That’s it, lesson over. I can’t handle this humiliation.” Groaning, I flop onto my back, the ancient, faded court warm with the seasoning of the sun as I blow a giant bubble of gum through my glossed lips. I’m a Trident Wintergreen obsessive, and there’s nothing my dentist can say to get me to stop chomping it constantly.


With a whoop, I fling my giant straw sun hat in the air, splaying my arms wide out by my side in defeat. My outfit has the air of a preschooler’s painting project—lots of color, minimal thought—just how I like it. Cropped vintage Rod Stewart T-shirt and the pink athletic skirt that I sewed specifically to complement the new fuchsia streak lighting up my otherwise bland, straw-colored hair. I’m pretty sure my socks are mismatched too, but luckily they’re low and barely visible from the electric-blue sneakers I scored on super sale at Tennis Warehouse in Riverside.


When I finally swing back around to sit, elbows on my knees, I find Deb packing up her bag and Loretta chuckling from the bench as she watches me, tipping a giant water bottle to her lips. She stayed away from the club immediately after her surgery, but on Monday, she texted me “I’m so bored!” and then next thing I knew, Niko was pulling up in front of the center, unloading her from the passenger seat of his rented Audi.


Niko. He peers at me from the adjacent court, and even though his eyes are unreadable, I can tell from the way his brows furrow downward that he’s judging me, as usual. I’ve diligently studied his movements since he showed up in Sunset Springs, hunting for some glimmer of something in him other than pure, unfiltered arrogance. My research thus far has been fruitless, even though his reputation as a difficult, stubborn a-hole on the court precedes him, especially after the video of his career-ending knee injury went viral online. “Temper-tantruming tennis star trips and busts knee after tossing his racquet, in a sure sign that karma is indeed real,” read one mocking internet headline.


And there were plenty more like that, an endless supply of Instagram posts, TikTok videos, and news articles that detailed everything from the fast rise of his professional career to one poorly played match he blamed on the quality of his socks. His socks! Almost every single one mentioned his moody, grumpy demeanor both on and off the court. A few even alleged that he planted such items himself in an attempt to craft his own notorious image.


But he was Loretta’s nephew, and I adored her, so how bad could he possibly be?


That bad, it turns out.


“What’s wrong, Nikolaus?” I hop up and offer him my most obnoxious grin before bending over to dust the fine desert sand off my knees. The stuff is everywhere out here. “Not used to seeing someone exhibit pure, unbridled joy before?”


His gaze slides down the length of my body, and a shiver runs through me despite all my better instincts. I would never admit it out loud, but these days, I feel desperate for any sort of hungry glance in my direction, even if it comes from the most miserable man I’ve ever met. My love life since moving back home after college is sadly a lot like Sunset Springs: a literal dry spell. My hometown may be a retiree’s paradise, but it’s a nightmare for a twenty-six-year-old single woman with a healthy sex drive.


Not that I didn’t want to be here. Moving back in with my mom immediately after graduating from college hadn’t exactly been part of my life plan any more than cancer had been a part of hers. But we were all each other had, and there was nowhere else I’d have rather been than by her side throughout the entire journey.


It was never a question of if I would take over the center. During that final summer of her life, before she entered hospice, we’d sit out on court 8—her favorite—in two old lawn chairs, watching the sunset over the jagged mountains. We’d talk about mundane things, club business mostly, but I knew that she was trying to set me up, in her own way, so that I could handle things when she was gone.


I just wish I had known then how much work it was going to be, how in over my head I would feel at times.


“God, your dad and I had no idea what we were doing when we redid the courts with asphalt,” she said to me on one particularly good night, just after the sun had melted into the horizon, leaving behind a trail of orange-pink sky. “We should have thought more about what would last long-term.”


“Yeah, but you guys didn’t have any money when you bought this place. That’s just what made the most sense at the time,” I said defensively, protective of the family lore I’d heard my entire life. “It was either asphalt or concrete.”


“Well, there’s nothing we can do about it right now.” She put on a rosy face, but it looked less like genuine optimism and more like masked panic. “We still don’t have the money.”


“You could always sell pictures of your feet,” I joked, and she recoiled with a horrified laugh.


“You’ve seen my bunions, Bex,” she huffed. “You’re just lucky you didn’t inherit them.”


“I just got your height and humor.” I stood up and slid my chair closer to hers, so that I could wrap an arm around her, my head tucked into her shoulder like a puzzle piece, proving my point. The exact same size, each topping out at a whopping five foot two.


“I like this,” she said, tugging at the strand of blue hair that framed my face. “But then again I like all your colors.”


“How did I end up with a mom who encourages experimenting with hair dye? I thought you were supposed to try to talk me out of such things.”


“Bex, you have always been colorful, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


There was a pause, a brief moment of sad stillness, and then she’d added, “Your dad too, I just know it.”


Sunset Springs Racquet Club was small but mighty, my parents’ pride and joy—and let’s be real, their other child—for almost thirty years. Mom once made a crack about how I was conceived on one of these courts after they celebrated closing on the place with a bottle of champagne, and judging from how in love my mom always described the two of them, I believed it.


My throat clenches ever so slightly as I try to let go of the memory of her, still so tender and raw. Just then Niko saunters over, pointing his racquet at the long crack that zigzags the length of the net, directly under my feet. “The court’s getting worse.”


“Yeah, well, we can’t all have U-C-L-A’s gold-star facilities,” I mug, deliberately dragging out the syllables of his alma mater’s name as slowly as possible. “Some people think it adds charm.”


“You would,” he says with a grimace, as he stretches a long, tanned arm across his chest, muscles flexing, and I feel that surge of frustration that always surfaces whenever I try to talk to him.


“I’m sorry, what’s that supposed to mean?” Sometimes he is such a classic, pompous jock that, if you told me he’d walked directly out of an eighties movie and right into present day, I’d believe you.


“You dress like a fireworks display,” he says with an aloof shrug.


Every time his eyes land on me, I feel the weight of his disgust hit me like an ocean current. It’s been obvious since day one what he thinks about me, the pickleball player stuck in her hometown, always a little too noisy, too bright, and too much. I like this about myself; I’m not ashamed of who I am or how I act. But I was mortified that I’d somehow allowed this random man, a mere stranger to me weeks ago, to have the power to make me feel like I should be.


I retaliate by doing something I know will drive him nuts and blow a bubble in his direction and then pop it loudly, delighting when he winces at the sound.


“So what you’re saying is that you’d rather I dress like. . .” I trail off, hands on my hips as I pretend to examine his outfit. “A human tablecloth? A virginal bride on her wedding day? A—”


“They’re tennis whites, Bex.” He shuffles on his feet, and when I look back up at his face I notice his brows shifting as he watches me. For a moment he even looks nervous. Good.


“They’re boring.” It’s not the best insult, but it’ll do.


“I think you’re just not used to seeing people in things that match.” He rubs a hand along the edge of his jaw, scratching at the shadow of a beard that somehow makes the angles of his face look even more razor-sharp.


“Rude!” I reply with a roll of my eyes. “Retta, did you hear what your nephew said?”


“Typical tennis player!” Loretta jokes, giving Niko a playful look. She adores him, but I chalk it up to them being blood relatives. No one on earth could voluntarily like Niko otherwise, especially someone as warm as she is.


“It’s almost five o’clock! We better hit the road,” Ed says with a smack of his hands on his thighs, as he slowly rises off the bench next to Loretta. “The grocery store calls.”


“I am expecting a charcuterie board tonight, Ed,” I tease. “You know I can’t play mah-jongg unless I’m stuffed full of cured meats, and I have a ton of emails to get through before I can come over. Expect a ravenous competitor.”


The words come out sounding overeager and excited to be invited, which, honestly, I still kind of am. When Loretta invited me to join their weekly game last winter, it had been my first social interaction since. . .well, forever.


“You know you’re welcome to join us,” he cajoles Niko, who’s still hovering a few feet away, arms across his chest. “I’m sure Bex is dying to beat you.”


Niko shakes his head, and I feel a twinge of embarrassment as he’s reminded of the fact that a group of septuagenarians picked up on my glaring lack of a social life and took pity on me.


“I’ve got conditioning tonight.” He gestures to the basket of tennis balls next to him. Conditioning, as I’ve learned in the two weeks that he’s been here, is something he does most nights, when it’s cool and crisp outside. It involves him doing a bunch of speed drills on the court, and then setting up the automatic ball machine and playing against it for hours, sometimes until the court lights shut off at eleven. “And then I have a call with a reporter who’s doing a story on me for the LA Times.”


This piques my curiosity, but I don’t indulge it, knowing it would almost surely crank up his ego another notch. Instead, I give him an overly pleasant forced smile. “Remind me, how many more weeks do we have the pleasure of you being here?” I ask.


“Six,” he says, giving me a wolfish scowl. “Are you already sad I’m leaving?”


“No, just counting the days and wanted to make sure I mark my calendar accordingly.”


The two of us pause as Loretta, Ed, and Deb leave the court, and it’s quiet for a moment, a silent standoff.


Niko is the first one to break. “Have a great time with your fellow old folks.”


He cracks into a smile that’s anything but warm.


“And you enjoy your hot date with the ball machine,” I quip, turning on my heel with a wave. “I hope you get lucky.”


“At least that’ll be one of us,” he mutters back at me, jogging off before I can get the last word in. I spend the rest of the walk to the front office trying to think of a comeback to put him in his place but come up empty and instead fixate way too long about the sounds he must be making out alone on the court.
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“YOU’RE LOOKING AT four thousand, maybe more, depending.”


Travis, the first contractor to come survey the damaged ancient courts, crouches on his knees, studying the faded asphalt with a toothpick dangling from his mouth. He got here just as Ed and Loretta left, and he’s spent the last hour nailing down an estimate for repairing the courts. I try desperately to ignore the dreaded tightening across my shoulders as he walks me through the cost of everything.


“Total?” I ask, leaning over his shoulder. For a split second, I feel naïvely optimistic. Four thousand dollars is shockingly low, and while it would hurt financially, it wouldn’t totally torpedo our already depleted budget.


He lets out a low chuckle and then tilts his straw sun hat up to get a better look at me through his mirrored, knock-off Ray-Bans. When he slides them down his nose, his eyes—both kind and matter-of-fact—tell me everything I need to know: I sound inexperienced at best and delusional at worst. “Per court, I hate to tell you. And that’s if we don’t need to do extra patching on the crack repair. Four thousand is on the low end, really.”


Four thousand dollars, multiplied by eight courts. The number sinks to the bottom of my stomach like a coin dropped into a well, but there’s no luck to be found here. If only I had something I could wish on right now, some magical, moneymaking genie in a bottle that could swoop in and save the day.


“Oh shit,” I mutter, the panic evident in my voice. Just a few weeks ago, I finally finished paying off Mom’s medical and funeral bills, and that took two years. The club’s membership is down, and we are barely breaking even. I’ve struggled with the learning curve that comes with taking over a small business, on top of doing it while grieving my mom.


There is no way in hell I can scrape up enough money to cover thirty-two thousand dollars’ worth of repairs.
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