
 
THE KITCHEN 
Eleven Stories of Pickleball 

 
 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                          1 | P a g e  
 

 



 
THE KITCHEN 
Eleven Stories of Pickleball 

 
 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                          2 | P a g e  
 

 
 
 
 

THE KITCHEN 

 
 

Eleven Stories of Pickleball 
 

in the Sidney Sheldon tradition 
 
 
 
 
 

MANOJ PALWE 

 
May 2026 

  



 
THE KITCHEN 
Eleven Stories of Pickleball 

 
 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                          3 | P a g e  
 

About the Author 

Manoj Palwe knows that the most dangerous deceptions always 
happen inside a closed system. 
 
For over two decades, he has operated at the highest levels of global 
immigration law. As a Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant 
(RCIC R422575), a CAPIC Fellow (R11592), and President of Taurus 
Infotek (Dreamvisas) in Canada and India, his career has been 
defined by reading the fine print, analyzing complex international 
frameworks, and understanding how rules are enforced—and how 
they are broken. 
 
Behind this sharp analytical mind is a man raised on the 
masterpieces of suspense. As an avid, lifelong reader who spent 
decades devouring the works of Sidney Sheldon, Dick Francis, and 
Frederick Forsyth, Manoj became obsessed with the mechanics of 
the perfect plot twist. 
 
He paired this literary obsession with a boundless, high-energy love 
for the arena. A truly energetic sports enthusiast, Manoj has spent 
over fifty years keenly following, analyzing, and actively playing 
almost every single sport featured in his universe—from tennis and 
cricket to hockey and football (gladly leaving the high-speed 
cockpits of motorsport to the professionals). He knows the physical 
toll, the locker-room dynamics, and the psychological grit of these 
games firsthand. 
 
In his groundbreaking 12-book series, Clean Sport, Dirty Games, he 
fuses his professional mastery of institutional systems, his athletic 
background, and classic page-turning thriller structures. The result 
is a premium collection of technical, high-stakes suspense thrillers 
that expose the gritty reality behind the glamorous facade of elite 
sports. When Manoj writes a cliffhanger, he isn't just inventing 
fiction—he's writing from a lifetime of knowing exactly how the 
world, the game, and a great book work. 
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 

Pickleball is the newest sport in the world, and that is exactly why it 

can hide so much. It arrived like a flood — all at once, everywhere, 

the fastest-growing game in the country — and it arrived without 

the things every old sport spent a century building: no settled 

rulebook, no mature governing bodies, no tested equipment 

standards, no integrity units, no safeguarding culture, no 

accumulated apparatus of officials and accountability and hard-

won protection. It has a line painted on a court, a friendly 

informality, an honor system, and a self-image as a game that is 

simply about fun. The millions who have fallen in love with it believe 

that newness and friendliness make it innocent. That belief is one of 

the most dangerous illusions I know of in any sport, and it is 

precisely the wrong way round. 

Because the thing that lets serious wrongs hide in this sport is not 

opacity, as it was in the sealed machines of motorsport, but the 

opposite — the absence of the structures that would catch them. The 

money came faster than the rules; the betting markets came before 

the integrity units; the franchises and the valuations came before 

the players had anyone to represent them; the children came before 

anyone built the safeguarding; the paddle technology came before 

the tests could measure it; the stakes came before the honor system 

was ever upgraded to bear them. That is the territory of this book — 

the new sport still writing its own rules in public. A sport too young 

to have built the thing that would catch the wrong is the easiest 
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possible place to commit it, and the friendly conviction that we are 

all just here to have fun is exactly what holds the door open. 

And pickleball carries something no other sport in this series has 

carried: it is being invented in real time, by people who are mostly 

making it up as they go, while it explodes in money and bodies faster 

than any institution can be built. Its governing bodies barely exist 

and fight each other over who controls the sport; its equipment rules 

are written by the manufacturers they are meant to police; its 

history is only now being written, for the first time. Every story in 

this book turns on that newness — on women trying to make a code 

mean what it says before the code is finished, or to build the thing 

that would enforce it before the harm rather than after. 

The cricket and tennis stories of Suspense in Whites were about the 

gentleman's veneer; the chess and golf stories of The Quiet Game 

were about silence and self-policing; Stoppage Time was about 

football and global money; Negative Split was about the marathon, 

the body and the clock; Garbage Time was about basketball, the 

number and the body's brief value; The Third Period was about 

hockey, the body spent and concealed; The Invisible Margin was 

about table tennis, the decisive thing below the threshold of sight; 

Parc Fermé was about motorsport, the sealed machine; The Touch 

was about swimming, the measured body in clear water. This one 

is about the youngest sport of all, and the things that hide not in its 

secrets but in its missing structures — in everything it has not yet 

built. 

These eleven stories are about the women at the edge of an 

institution that is only half-built. A line judge who sees the sport's 

defining rule going uncalled for a favored player, in a game that 
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never built the thing that holds a referee to account. An equipment 

official who finds the forbidden advantage in the gap the 

manufacturer-written rules leave open. A tour administrator who 

finds an integrity matter falling between two rival authorities at 

war over who owns the sport. A facilities manager who finds the 

gold rush building courts faster than anyone can check them safe. A 

tournament director who finds a strong player suppressing a self-

reported rating to harvest medals from honest amateurs. A 

physiotherapist who will not let the get-good-fast industry sell older 

converts a risk they do not understand. An organizer of a brand-

new adaptive division who must protect a genuine athlete and the 

integrity of a class whose rules are not yet written. An integrity 

analyst who finds a result bought in a sport whose betting markets 

arrived years before the apparatus to police them. A safeguarding 

specialist who insists a young sport build the protections around its 

children before the reckoning rather than after. An operations 

manager who reads the contracts the young players cannot, in a 

franchise gold rush that values everything except them. And a 

founding archivist who finds the truth a beloved origin story 

smoothed over, and decides, at the one moment the choice can still 

be made, what kind of memory a new sport will keep. 

They are women at the edge of the institution — never at its centre, 

and here often trying to build the institution at all — who notice the 

one thing that does not belong, and who decide, each in her own 

way, that the code should mean what it says, even when the code is 

not yet finished. None of them resolves anything with violence. They 

resolve it with attention: by reading the line and the paddle and the 

rating and the contract more honestly than the half-built 

institutions that own them, by separating what they can see from 
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what they fear, by refusing to accept that a clean test means a fair 

paddle or that an honor system means an honest game or that a 

friendly new sport is too nice to need protecting — and, again and 

again, by insisting that the sport build the thing it has not yet built: 

the officiating, the independent equipment authority, the integrity 

unit, the safety apparatus, the rating's verification, the players' 

representation, the safeguarding, the honest first record. 

I have invented every player, every coach, every official, every club, 

every academy, every tour, every league, every franchise, every 

manufacturer, every governing body in these pages. The 

architecture is real. The way the decisive thing in pickleball lives in 

what the new sport has not yet built — the honor system outgrown 

by its own stakes, the equipment rules written by the makers, the 

rival tours too busy fighting to police their own, the rating gamed 

because it is new, the betting that outran the integrity unit, the older 

bodies sold a risk, the children funneled in before the safeguarding, 

the players signed before they had anyone to read for them, and the 

history written, for the first time, now — all of that is real, and I 

have tried to be honest about it. The particular people are mine. 

The games are real. The secrets are mine. 

 

— Manoj Palwe 
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1.  THE KITCHEN 

Her sport was defined by a single line you could not cross. She was the one who 
saw that nobody had yet built the thing that would make the line hold. 

2.  THE PADDLE 

The gold rush in paddle technology was outrunning the rules meant to govern it. 
She found the advantage hiding in the gap the standards had not been written to 

measure yet. 

3.  THE TWO TOURS 

Two rival tours fought a war over who owned the sport. She found the thing that 
fell into the crack between them — and that the crack itself was the hiding place. 

4.  THE OPEN ERA 

The gold-rush money was building courts faster than anyone could check them. 
She found the corner being cut where the players would never think to look. 

5.  THE SANDBAGGER 

The whole fairness of amateur play rested on a number players reported about 
themselves. She found one player keeping that number a lie. 

6.  THE CONVERT 

The sport's great wave of older converts was getting hurt, and the booming game 
did not want to talk about it. She was the one who refused to call the injuries the 

price of the fun. 

7.  THE WHEELCHAIR DIVISION 

The adaptive division was so new the rules were not written yet. She had to 
protect a genuinely disabled athlete and an honest competition at once, with no 

framework to do either. 
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8.  THE EXHIBITION 

The betting markets arrived years before the apparatus that should police them. 
She found the fixed result that the new money had bought, with almost nothing 

built to catch it. 

9.  THE ACADEMY 

Every mature youth sport had spent decades building the protections around its 
children. Hers had built none of them yet, and the children were already arriving. 

10.  THE FRANCHISE 

The gold rush valued everything in the new league except the players whose 
bodies it was built on. She was the one who read the contracts the way the players 

could not. 

11.  THE FIRST RECORD 

Every old sport had inherited its history, true or false, and could only correct it. 
Hers was young enough that she was writing the record for the first time — and a 

sport gets to choose, once, what kind of memory it will keep. 
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STORY 1 
 

THE KITCHEN 

 
Her sport was defined by a single line you could not cross. She was 

the one who saw that nobody had yet built the thing that would 
make the line hold. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Renata Voss judged the line that defined her sport, and she had come 

to understand a thing about pickleball that made it unlike the old 

games: that it was built on a single, simple, sacred rule — the line you 

could not cross — and that nobody had yet built the apparatus that 

would make the line actually hold. 

She was forty-four, a line judge and referee at the top level of 

professional pickleball, a sport so new that the word professional still 

felt provisional when she said it. The defining rule of the whole game 

was the non-volley zone — the kitchen, everyone called it, the seven-

foot stretch on each side of the net where a player could not strike the 

ball out of the air, could not even have a foot touching the line as they 

did. It was the rule that made pickleball pickleball: it stopped the tall 

and the powerful from simply standing at the net and smashing every 

ball down, and forced instead the soft, patient, close game — the 

dinking, the resets, the war of nerves at the kitchen line — that was 

the real heart of the sport. The kitchen was where the game was 

decided. 

And the kitchen fault was the thing Renata watched: the foot that 

touched the line, the toe that crept over, the momentum that carried 

a body into the zone after a volley. In the old, settled sports, a rule 

that decided matches would be policed by a century of accumulated 

apparatus — trained officials, replay, accountability, a governing 

body that held its referees to account. Pickleball had almost none of 

that yet. The sport had exploded faster than the machinery to govern 

it could be built; the officiating was improvised, the standards half-

written, the replay patchy or absent, the accountability for a referee's 
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calls a thing the sport had simply not gotten around to constructing. 

The line that defined the game was being held, if it was held at all, by 

the eyes and the conscience of whoever happened to be judging it. 

And that season Renata had come to a conviction she could not put 

down: that the kitchen fault — the sport's defining violation — was 

being systematically not-called for a favored player. That a top draw, 

a face the young tour needed, was crossing the line again and again 

and not being called for it, the calls quietly going the favored way, in 

a sport that had not yet built the thing that would catch a referee who 

did not hold the line. The rule everyone trusted was not being 

enforced, and the apparatus that should have enforced it did not exist 

yet. 

2 

What Renata saw was not a single missed call — missed calls 

happened, the kitchen fault was genuinely hard to judge in real time 

— but a pattern, the kind that only someone who watched the line for 

a living could see and that the sport's unbuilt accountability was 

designed, by its absence, never to catch. 

It was the favored player whose feet were never quite called — whose 

toe on the line, whose momentum into the zone, whose fault that any 

honest eye would catch on a given point went uncalled across match 

after match, the benefit of every close one flowing the same direction. 

It was the way the officiating clustered around the player the tour was 

building its young story on, the calls that should have gone against a 

marketable face somehow not being made, the line held strictly for 

everyone else and loosely for the one the sport needed to win. It was 
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not the wild, obvious robbery that even a new sport would notice; it 

was the quiet, deniable accumulation of close calls all leaning one 

way, which only a pattern revealed and which the absence of replay 

and review left unprovable in any single instance. 

And Renata understood the mechanism, because she lived inside it. 

In a mature sport, this pattern would run into replay, officiating 

review, a governing body that audited its referees and a culture that 

expected the line to be held regardless of who stood at it. Pickleball 

had built none of that yet, and the newness was not incidental to the 

problem; it was the problem. The line could be quietly unenforced 

precisely because the sport had not yet built the thing that would 

notice it being unenforced. 

It correlated, when she let it, with everything the young tour wanted 

— a marketable champion, a face to sell, a story that needed its hero 

to keep winning. But she could not prove it from any single call, 

because each one was a close kitchen fault of the kind that was 

genuinely missable, and the sport had built no replay or review that 

could show the pattern she was seeing. The proof, such as it was, lived 

in the accumulation, visible only to someone who watched the line 

and counted — and there was no apparatus to count it but her. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to distrust her own eyes, because 

a line judge who decides the calls are being steered on the basis of a 

pattern is one step from the paranoia that sees conspiracy in the 

ordinary difficulty of a hard call. 
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So she held it to a standard. The kitchen fault was genuinely hard to 

judge — a toe on a line, a body's momentum, all of it happening fast 

and low and at the edge of sight; missed calls were not corruption but 

the normal noise of officiating a difficult rule without replay. She 

asked whether she was seeing a pattern because she expected one, 

whether the favored player simply played cleaner than she credited, 

whether her own sympathies were inventing the lean. She did the 

work, because the cost of being wrong was an accusation against 

fellow officials and a player, in a sport small enough that such an 

accusation would echo. 

But the pattern held. The faults that went uncalled for the favored 

player were not the ordinary distribution of a hard call's misses; they 

leaned, consistently, in the one direction that served the one player 

the tour most needed, in a way that honest officiating noise did not 

produce and a quiet steering did. The line was being held strictly for 

the field and loosely for the favorite, and the leniency tracked too 

precisely with the player's value to the young tour to be the random 

scatter of difficult calls. 

It was not proof, and she held that line in herself as firmly as she 

wished the sport held the other one, because the defining feature of 

the problem was that no single call could be proven wrong and the 

sport had built nothing that could show the pattern. She had the 

accumulation and the lean. She could point to exactly what the sport 

lacked — the replay, the review, the audit of officiating — that would 

have turned her pattern into proof. The absence of the apparatus was 

both the cover for the problem and the thing she would have to insist 

be built. 
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4 

She faced, first, the peculiar wall of a sport too new to have the thing 

she needed to appeal to — not a corrupt governing body suppressing 

her, but the simple absence of the accountability structure a 

complaint like hers was supposed to go into. 

Because when she tried to raise it, she found there was barely 

anywhere to raise it to. In a mature sport there would be an officiating 

review board, an integrity unit, a governing body with a process for 

exactly this. In the young tour there was an improvised hierarchy of 

people who were themselves building the sport as they went, who did 

not want to hear that their marketable champion was being favored, 

who pointed out — correctly — that she could prove no single call 

wrong, and who had no process to handle a pattern complaint 

because no one had yet built one. The wall was not malice so much as 

a vacuum: there was no apparatus to receive what she had seen, and 

the absence of the apparatus was exactly what let the problem 

continue. 

And Renata understood the danger in the vacuum, which was the 

more insidious for not being a conspiracy. The young tour needed its 

champion, was disinclined to believe its officiating was steered, and 

— crucially — had not built the structure that would have forced it to 

look. The favoring could continue not because anyone powerful was 

protecting it but because the sport had no mechanism that would 

catch it, and the building of that mechanism was nobody's urgent 

priority while the money poured in and the champion kept winning. 

The wall was made of a thing not yet built, which was harder to push 

against than a thing built wrong. 
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She understood, then, that her task was unusual for the series of 

officials she would never know she belonged to: she could not simply 

route the matter to the integrity apparatus, because the integrity 

apparatus did not yet exist. She would have to insist that it be built — 

to carry what she had seen not to a review board but to the people 

who could create one, and to make the case that a sport whose 

defining rule could be quietly unenforced, with no replay and no 

review and no audit, was a sport that had to build its accountability 

before its credibility was spent. The proper authority was one she 

would have to call into being. 

5 

She lay awake with the strange shape of it, which was the shape of a 

person who had found a problem in an institution that had not yet 

built the part of itself that the problem belonged to. 

If she stayed silent, the favored player would keep crossing the line 

uncalled, the young sport's defining rule quietly hollowed, and the 

credibility of professional pickleball — the thing the whole gold rush 

depended on — would rot from the inside while everyone celebrated 

the champion. If she went public, she would be a line judge alleging 

a pattern she could not prove in any single instance, in a sport that 

loved its champion and had no replay to vindicate her, and she would 

be dismissed as bitter and the problem would continue. If she pushed 

inside a structure that did not exist, she would push against a 

vacuum. The paths all ran into the same wall: the sport had not built 

the thing that would let the truth be established. 
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She thought about what the kitchen line was, in the architecture of 

the sport. It was the rule that made pickleball itself — the line that 

forced the soft, patient, honest game and stopped the contest from 

collapsing into who could smash hardest. To let it be quietly 

unenforced for a favored player was not to bend a technicality; it was 

to hollow the rule that defined the sport, and to teach the young 

game, at its founding, that its lines were negotiable for the right face. 

A sport that learned that lesson early would carry it forever. The line 

had to be made to mean what it said now, while the sport was still 

deciding what kind of sport it would be. 

And she understood that what she had to do was both narrower and 

larger than a single complaint: she had to carry the pattern to the 

people building the tour, frame it not as an accusation she could 

prove but as evidence that the sport urgently needed the apparatus it 

lacked — the replay, the officiating review, the audit, the 

accountability that would hold the line regardless of whose feet were 

on it — and insist that they build it. The remedy for an unenforced 

rule in a half-built sport was to finish building the part of the sport 

that enforced it. 

6 

She did it carefully, and she did it as construction rather than 

accusation, because the thing she most needed was not for one player 

to be punished but for the sport to build the apparatus that would 

hold its defining line. 

She brought the people building the tour the thing only someone who 

watched the line could give: the documented pattern of uncalled 
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kitchen faults clustering around the favored player, the lean that 

tracked the player's value, the precise account of what the sport 

lacked — replay on the defining call, a review process for officiating, 

an audit that could see a pattern no single call revealed — that would 

have turned her pattern into proof or dissolved it into noise. She did 

not demand a verdict on the player, which no single call could 

support; she demanded the machinery that would make verdicts 

possible and the line enforceable. 

And she made the structural case that mattered more than any single 

match: that a sport whose defining rule could be quietly unenforced, 

with nothing built to catch it, was a sport whose credibility was a 

bubble — that the gold rush of money and franchises and television 

rested entirely on the audience believing the contests were honestly 

judged, and that belief could not survive the discovery that the 

kitchen line was held loosely for the faces the tour needed. The 

apparatus was not a cost to the boom; it was the foundation the boom 

stood on, and building it was the most urgent thing the young sport 

was not doing. 

The point throughout was the line itself, and the kind of sport 

pickleball would become. Renata was not the enemy of the young 

tour or its champion; she was the line judge who refused to let the 

sport's newness be the cover for its defining rule going quietly 

unenforced, and who insisted that the half-built institution build the 

part of itself that would hold the line. She carried the pattern to the 

people who could create the apparatus, and made the case that a 

sport had to be able to enforce its own central rule before it asked the 

world to believe in it. 
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7 

It did not resolve cleanly or fast, because building the apparatus a 

sport lacks is slow work and a young tour in a gold rush has a hundred 

other urgencies, and Renata had never imagined it would be quick. 

But the pattern she documented, carried to the people building the 

tour and framed as the sport's own credibility problem rather than 

one player's guilt, did what a single accusation could not: it made the 

absence of the apparatus visible as a risk to the whole enterprise. 

What the tour ultimately built — the replay on the kitchen call, the 

officiating review, the audit that could see a pattern, the 

accountability for the line — belonged to the people who governed 

the young sport, and is not this story's to render in detail, precisely 

because the point was that the remedy was structural and not a single 

punishment. What matters is the shape: that a line judge refused to 

let a half-built sport be the cover for its defining rule going 

unenforced, and insisted the institution build the part of itself that 

would hold the line. 

And the deeper consequence outlasted the favored player and the 

single season. The matter pressed the young sport toward the truth 

Renata had named: that newness was not an excuse for an 

unenforced rule, that a defining line could not be left to the unaided 

eye and conscience of whoever happened to judge it, and that the 

credibility on which the whole boom depended required building the 

accountability the gold rush had outrun. The apparatus, once built, 

would hold the line for every player and not just expose one — which 

was the larger and more durable thing, and the thing a line judge who 

insisted on the line could actually secure. 
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Renata paid the price such people pay; the official who tells a young 

tour its officiating is steered and its apparatus unbuilt is not always 

thanked by the people whose champion she questioned and whose 

unbuilt machinery she exposed. But she had weighed that against the 

alternative — a sport that learned at its founding that its lines were 

negotiable for the right face — and found there was no real choice in 

it at all. 

8 

Renata went on judging the line, the keeper of the rule that defined 

her young sport, and she became a quiet, immovable insistence that 

a sport could not be allowed to grow faster than its ability to hold its 

own central rule. 

She trained the officials who came up under her in the kitchen — the 

foot fault, the momentum, the impossibly fast and low geometry of 

judging the line that decided matches. But mostly she taught them 

the thing the young sport's newness would test. “Ours is a sport built 

on a single sacred rule,” she would tell them. “The kitchen line — the 

line you cannot cross. It is what makes our game our game: it stops 

the contest from collapsing into who can smash hardest, and forces 

the soft, honest, patient game at the net that is the real heart of 

pickleball. Everything that matters happens at that line, and 

everything depends on that line being held.” 

She would name the danger of the newness. “And here is what our 

youth does to us. The old sports hold their lines with a century of 

apparatus — replay, review, audit, a governing body that answers for 

its officials. We grew faster than we built any of that. So our defining 
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rule can be held strictly for the field and loosely for the face the tour 

needs, and there is nothing built to catch it — no replay, no review, 

no audit, just the eye and the conscience of whoever happens to be 

judging. The newness is not a small thing. It is exactly the hiding 

place.” 

She would end on the duty and the construction. “So when you see 

the line held loosely for the player the sport needs to win — when the 

close calls all lean the way the money leans — do not tell yourself you 

cannot prove a single call, because that is true and beside the point. 

The pattern is real, and the reason you cannot prove it is that we have 

not built the thing that would. Your job in a young sport is larger than 

a single call: it is to insist that we build the apparatus that holds the 

line, before we teach the game, at its founding, that its lines are 

negotiable for the right face. A sport that learns that lesson early 

carries it forever. Hold the line — and if the thing that should hold it 

does not yet exist, make them build it.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 2 
 

THE PADDLE 

 
The gold rush in paddle technology was outrunning the rules 

meant to govern it. She found the advantage hiding in the gap the 
standards had not been written to measure yet. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Marisol Adeyemi tested the paddles that her sport's players struck 

the ball with, and she had come to understand that pickleball's 

explosive newness had created a particular danger: that the 

technology of the paddle was advancing faster than the rules meant 

to govern it could be written, so that the most decisive equipment in 

the sport lived in a gap the standards did not yet measure. 

She was forty, an equipment-certification official for professional 

pickleball — one of the small number of people responsible for testing 

whether the paddles players used met the sport's specifications. 

Pickleball looked, to the casual eye, like a simple game: a paddle, a 

plastic ball, a court. But Marisol knew what the casual eye did not — 

that the paddle was a sophisticated and rapidly evolving instrument, 

that the difference between paddles could be the difference between 

winning and losing, and that an arms race in paddle technology had 

erupted alongside the sport's explosive growth, manufacturers 

pouring money and material science into wringing every legal (and 

sometimes not-quite-legal) advantage out of the thing in a player's 

hand. 

And the trouble was the pace. In a mature sport, the equipment 

standards would have decades of accumulated refinement behind 

them — tests built and rebuilt as the technology moved, a regulator 

that had seen the tricks before. Pickleball's standards were being 

written in real time, improvised and provisional, racing to keep up 

with a technology that was moving faster than the rule-writers could 

test. The specifications defined what they knew to measure; the 

manufacturers, with vastly more resources than the young regulator, 
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were already working in the spaces the specifications had not yet 

thought to define. The most decisive instrument in the sport was 

being engineered in the gap between what the technology could do 

and what the rules had learned to check. 

And that season Marisol had found the thing the gap concealed: a 

paddle — passing every test the young standards defined, certified, 

legal on its face — that delivered a forbidden advantage through 

properties the improvised tests did not yet measure. The 

thermoformed construction, the core that behaved one way under the 

certification test and another way in a real rally, the surface that did 

something the standards had not been written to catch. The paddle 

was legal by every rule the sport had managed to write, and it was 

doing exactly the thing those rules existed to prevent, in the gap the 

sport had not yet caught up to. 

2 

What Marisol found lived in the space between what the young 

standards measured and what the paddle actually did — a paddle 

built to pass every test the sport had written and to deliver, through 

the properties it had not, an advantage the rules were meant to 

forbid. 

The certification tested the paddle by measurable properties — the 

dimensions, the surface roughness, the deflection, the characteristics 

the young standards had managed to define and check. And the 

paddle passed them all: by every property the rules measured, it was 

legal, certified, compliant. But Marisol had not spent her career 

learning only to run the prescribed tests; she had learned how a 
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paddle actually behaved when a player struck a ball with it in a real 

rally, and this paddle was doing something — in the way its core 

compressed and released, in how it behaved at the speeds and 

impacts of real play as opposed to the static certification test, in the 

trampoline of power or the bite of spin it produced — that delivered 

exactly the advantage the rules were meant to limit, achieved through 

a path the young tests did not measure. 

And Marisol understood the mechanism, because she ran the tests 

the paddle had been built to pass. The standards checked the paddle 

in a particular, defined, static way; the manufacturers, with their 

material science and their resources, had learned to build a paddle 

that behaved within the limits where the test looked and beyond 

them where it did not — a core that passed the deflection test and 

then delivered more in the dynamic reality of a struck ball, a surface 

that measured legal and played illegal. It was the oldest structure of 

an equipment cheat, but accelerated by the sport's newness: the rules 

fighting to catch up to a technology that was always one move ahead, 

the advantage living in the gap the young standards had not yet 

learned to close. 

It explained an advantage that the certified paddle should not have 

conferred — a power, a spin, a margin that the legal specification did 

not account for. But she could not prove it from the certification test, 

which the paddle passed by design; the proof lived in the gap between 

the static test and the paddle's dynamic behavior in real play, which 

would require a test the young sport did not yet have — a test she 

could specify but that the regulator had not yet built. 



 
THE KITCHEN 
Eleven Stories of Pickleball 

 
 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                          27 | P a g e  
 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to doubt her own reading, 

because an equipment official who decides a certified paddle is illegal 

on the basis of how she thinks it behaves is one step from the zealotry 

that would strangle the legal innovation a young sport needs. 

So she tested the limits of her certainty. She ran the prescribed 

certification again, and the paddle passed, as she had known it would. 

She considered the innocent explanation: that the paddle was a legal 

piece of brilliant engineering, that the advantage was within the rules 

the sport had chosen to write, that her reading was the bias of an 

official inclined to see a cheat in every advance. She held that 

seriously, because a young sport genuinely needed to allow 

innovation, and an official who saw a violation in every clever paddle 

would choke the development the sport depended on and slander 

honest manufacturers. 

But the reading held. The paddle's behavior in real play resolved, the 

more she studied it, into something engineered for the gap — 

compliant exactly in the static properties the test measured and 

advantageous exactly in the dynamic behavior it did not, in a way that 

legal innovation did not happen to produce. A paddle did not just 

happen to be certified where the test looked and powerful where it 

did not; the precision of the fit to the gap was the signature of a thing 

built for the gap, the manufacturer's resources aimed exactly at the 

spaces the young standards had not yet learned to measure. 

It was not proof, and she held that line, because the defining feature 

of the thing was that it passed every test the sport had written, and 

proving otherwise required a dynamic test the young regulator did 
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not yet have. She had the reading and the signature of the fit to the 

gap. She could point to exactly what the sport needed to build — a 

test of the paddle's behavior in real play, not just its static properties 

— to catch what the certification could not. The gap was both the 

hiding place and the thing the sport would have to learn to close. 

4 

She faced, first, the wall that a young sport's dependence on its 

manufacturers raised — not corruption, but the structural weakness 

of a regulator outgunned by the industry it was supposed to govern, 

and outrun by a technology it could not keep pace with. 

Because when she raised it, she met the resistance of a sport whose 

equipment governance was improvised and under-resourced and 

entangled with the very manufacturers it regulated. The paddle was 

certified; it passed the tests; was Marisol suggesting that the 

standards the sport had managed to write were inadequate, that the 

regulator was being outpaced, that a legal paddle was cheating 

through a gap no one had closed? The young sport's standards were 

a point of pride, hard-won and recent, and the suggestion that they 

were already obsolete — already outrun by the manufacturers' 

material science — was unwelcome, and the regulator had neither the 

resources nor the appetite to keep rebuilding tests as fast as the 

technology moved. 

And Marisol understood the danger, which was specific to the sport's 

youth. The manufacturers had more money, more material science, 

and more speed than the young regulator; the standards would 

always be a step behind a technology that moved this fast; and the 
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sport's dependence on the manufacturers — for paddles, for 

sponsorship, for the equipment ecosystem the whole game ran on — 

made the regulator reluctant to declare its own standards outpaced. 

The gap was not an accident the sport could fix once; it was the 

permanent condition of a young regulator outgunned by its industry, 

and closing it required not a single new test but a commitment to 

keep building tests as fast as the paddles evolved. 

She understood, then, that her task was the now-familiar one of a 

half-built sport: she could not simply route the paddle to a mature 

technical apparatus that would build the test, because the apparatus 

was under-resourced and outpaced. She would have to insist that the 

sport build and keep building the dynamic testing it lacked — to carry 

the paddle and the signature of its fit to the gap to the people who 

could resource the regulator, and make the case that a sport whose 

decisive instrument could be engineered into the gap faster than the 

rules could close it was a sport that had to invest in keeping its 

standards abreast of its technology, or watch its competitive integrity 

quietly bought by whoever had the best material science. 

5 

She lay awake with the permanence of the gap, which was the 

particular weariness of a regulator who understood that she was not 

facing a single cheat but the structural condition of being outrun. 

If she went public, she would be the equipment official alleging that 

the sport's proud young standards were already obsolete and a 

certified paddle was cheating, against a regulator that did not want 

to hear it and manufacturers that would call her reading the paranoia 
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of someone who did not understand legal innovation, and the gap 

would stay open and the advantage would keep playing. If she raised 

it only internally, the under-resourced regulator would absorb it and 

move on. If she did nothing, the decisive instrument in the sport 

would be quietly engineered by whoever had the best material 

science, the contests decided by the gap between the paddle and the 

rules, and the integrity of the young game sold to the manufacturers 

a test at a time. 

She thought about what the equipment standards were for, in the 

architecture of the sport. They existed so that the contest was 

between players and not between manufacturers — so that what 

decided a match was the skill and the body and the nerve at the 

kitchen line, not whose material science had best outrun the rules. 

And the paddle in the gap had quietly undone that: the match 

decided, at the margin, by the equipment, the contest of players 

becoming a contest of who had the paddle built best for the spaces 

the young standards had not closed. The integrity the standards were 

meant to protect was being eroded faster than the standards could be 

written. 

And she understood that what she had to do was point the sport at 

the gap and at the permanence of the gap — to carry the paddle, the 

signature of its fit to the spaces the tests did not measure, the 

specification of the dynamic test that would catch it, to the people 

who could resource the regulator, and make the case that keeping the 

standards abreast of the technology was not a one-time fix but the 

ongoing price of having an honest sport. She had to insist not just on 

one new test but on the commitment to keep building them as fast as 

the paddles evolved. 
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6 

She did it carefully, through the proper channel such as it was, and 

she framed it as construction and investment rather than a single 

accusation: that a certified paddle appeared to deliver, through 

dynamic behavior the static tests did not measure, an advantage the 

rules were meant to forbid, and that the sport had to build — and 

keep building — the testing its decisive instrument required. 

She brought them the thing only an expert in the paddle could give: 

the account of how the paddle passed every static test while 

delivering the forbidden advantage in real play, the signature of the 

fit to the gap, the specification of the dynamic test that would 

measure what the paddle actually did, and the structural argument 

that the gap would keep reopening as the technology moved unless 

the sport committed to keeping its standards abreast. She did not 

claim to have proven the violation under the existing rules; she had 

read it, located it, and specified the test that would catch it, and 

pointed at the investment the young regulator needed. 

And she made the structural case that mattered most: that a sport 

whose decisive instrument could be engineered into the gap faster 

than the rules could close it would have its competitive integrity 

quietly bought by whoever had the best material science, and that the 

credibility of the professional game — the foundation the gold rush 

stood on — required a regulator resourced to keep pace with its 

industry. The specific paddle was one advantage; the vulnerability 

was the permanent condition of a young, outgunned regulator, and 

the remedy was a commitment to keep building tests, not a single fix. 
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The technical apparatus, such as the sport had and such as Marisol 

urged it to build, could do what she alone could not: develop the 

dynamic test, examine the paddle's real behavior, and — most 

importantly — recognize that keeping the standards abreast of the 

technology was the ongoing price of an honest sport. The advantage 

had lived in the gap the young standards had not closed; only a 

regulator resourced and committed to keep closing the gap could 

keep the contest between players rather than paddles. 

7 

It did not resolve at once, because building a dynamic test and 

resourcing a young regulator to keep pace with its industry is slow, 

expensive work, and a sport in a gold rush has a hundred competing 

urgencies; and Marisol had never imagined it would be quick. 

But the paddle she documented, and the structural argument she 

made, did what a single accusation could not: it made the gap — and 

the permanence of the gap — visible as a threat to the competitive 

integrity the whole professional enterprise depended on. What the 

sport ultimately built — the dynamic testing, the resourcing of the 

regulator, the commitment to keep standards abreast of the 

technology — belonged to the people who governed the young game, 

and is not this story's to detail. What matters is the shape: that an 

equipment official refused to accept that a certified paddle was an 

honest one, read the advantage living in the gap the young standards 

had not closed, and insisted the sport build and keep building the 

testing its decisive instrument required. 
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And the deeper consequence outlasted the single paddle. The matter 

pressed the young sport toward the truth Marisol had named: that a 

regulator outgunned by its industry and outrun by its technology 

could not protect the contest with static standards written once, and 

that keeping the testing abreast of the paddles was the ongoing price 

of a sport in which players, and not manufacturers, decided matches. 

The investment in the regulator was the larger and more durable 

thing — and the thing an equipment official who refused to be outrun 

could actually push the sport toward. 

Marisol was not, publicly, the source; the regulator attributed the 

renewed and ongoing testing to the natural evolution of the 

standards, which was nearly true — the standards had evolved, and 

committed to keep evolving, once an official refused to believe that a 

paddle passing the static tests meant the sport had kept pace with its 

own technology. 

8 

Marisol went on testing the paddles, the keeper of the line between 

the player and the technology, understanding better than almost 

anyone that in a young sport the standards were never finished — 

only abreast, and only for as long as someone kept building them. 

She trained the equipment officials who came up under her in the 

certification — the dimensions, the surface, the deflection, the static 

properties the standards measured. But mostly she taught them the 

thing the sport's youth would test. “Our sport grew faster than almost 

any in history,” she would tell them, “and the paddle grew with it. It 

looks simple — a paddle, a plastic ball — but the paddle is a 
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sophisticated instrument, and there is an arms race in it, 

manufacturers with enormous resources pouring material science 

into every advantage they can wring from the thing in a player's 

hand.” 

She would name the gap and its permanence. “And here is what our 

youth does to us. Our standards are young, improvised, written in 

real time, and the manufacturers have more money and more 

material science and more speed than we do. So the paddle gets built 

to behave within the limits where our test looks and beyond them 

where it does not — certified where we measure, advantageous where 

we have not learned to. The gap is not a single cheat you can close 

once. It is the permanent condition of a young regulator outrun by its 

industry, and it reopens every time the technology moves.” 

She would end on the principle. “So when a certified paddle delivers 

an advantage the rules were meant to forbid — when it is legal exactly 

where we test and powerful exactly where we do not — do not tell 

yourself the standards caught it, because they did not, and a paddle 

that passes a test built last year proves only that the test is a year 

behind. The contest is supposed to be between players, not paddles, 

and it stays one only as long as we keep our testing abreast of the 

technology. In a young sport the standards are never finished. Your 

job is to refuse to be outrun — and to keep insisting the sport build 

the tests, again and again, as fast as the paddles evolve.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 3 
 

THE TWO TOURS 

 
Two rival tours fought a war over who owned the sport. She found 
the thing that fell into the crack between them — and that the crack 

itself was the hiding place. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Delphine Okonkwo worked in the gap between two warring tours, 

and she had come to understand a thing about her young sport that 

no mature game would have allowed to exist: that pickleball had no 

single governing body, that two rival professional tours were fighting 

a land-grab war over who owned the sport, and that the crack 

between them — the no-man's-land where neither would claim 

jurisdiction — had become the perfect place for a serious thing to 

hide. 

She was forty-one, an integrity officer — the title was newer than the 

role deserved — working in the contested space of professional 

pickleball, a sport so young and so explosively lucrative that no single 

authority had emerged to govern it. Instead there were rival tours, 

competing leagues, overlapping bodies, each claiming to be the real 

home of the professional game, each fighting the others for players 

and sponsors and television and the right to call itself the sport's true 

governing authority. The war for control was not a sideshow; it was 

the central fact of professional pickleball's existence, the sport's 

institutions still molten, still fighting over their own shape. 

And Delphine knew what the war concealed. In a mature sport there 

was a single governing body, or at least a settled hierarchy, that 

owned the duty of integrity — that policed conduct and eligibility and 

the honesty of the game, and could not pass the responsibility to 

someone else because there was no one else. In pickleball there were 

two tours that each, when an integrity matter touched a player who 

moved between them or a question that spanned their contested 

border, could say that it was the other's jurisdiction — that could each 
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treat the policing of the sport as a cost to be avoided and a weapon to 

be used, more interested in winning the territory war than in holding 

the game accountable. The fracture was not a flaw in the governance; 

in a real sense it was the governance. 

And that season Delphine had come to a matter that fell exactly into 

the crack: an integrity question — a conduct matter, an eligibility 

problem, the kind of thing that in a mature sport a governing body 

would simply own and resolve — that touched a player and a situation 

spanning the contested border between the two tours, and that each 

tour was content to let fall through the gap, because owning it meant 

cost and risk and because each preferred the other to be embarrassed 

by it. The thing was not being hidden by a conspiracy. It was being 

hidden by a vacuum — by two rivals who each found it convenient 

that the other was supposed to handle it, in a sport that had built no 

authority that sat above them both. 

2 

What Delphine saw was a matter that no one would claim, and the 

not-claiming was the whole mechanism — a serious question allowed 

to fall between two stools by two parties who each found the falling 

convenient. 

The matter itself was real and serious — the kind of integrity question 

that the honesty of the sport depended on being resolved. But it lived 

on the contested border: the player moved between the tours, or the 

conduct had occurred in the gap between their events, or the 

eligibility question spanned their rival rulebooks, so that each tour 

could plausibly say it was the other's responsibility. And each did. 
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One tour said the matter belonged to the other, where the player was 

now contracted; the other said it belonged to the first, where the 

conduct had occurred. The matter sat in the crack, unowned, 

unresolved, while each tour quietly preferred that arrangement to the 

cost of claiming it. 

And Delphine understood the mechanism, because she worked in the 

crack. The rivalry meant that owning an integrity matter was not just 

a cost but a competitive disadvantage — the tour that policed itself 

rigorously bore the expense and the embarrassment while its rival, 

declining jurisdiction, did not. So the incentives ran exactly backward 

from what integrity required: each tour was rewarded for not owning 

the problem, for letting it fall into the gap, for treating the policing of 

the sport as the other side's burden. The war for control had created 

a structure in which the honest resolution of an integrity matter was 

nobody's interest and everybody's to avoid. 

It was not that anyone was actively protecting the wrong; it was that 

the structure of the rivalry had made the wrong an orphan, and an 

orphaned integrity matter in a sport with no authority above the 

rivals was a matter that would simply never be resolved. The thing 

hid not behind power but behind the gap, and the gap was the 

deliberate, mutually convenient product of two tours that each found 

it useful that the other was supposed to act. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to be rigorous about whether the 

matter truly required ownership or whether she was inflating a 

jurisdictional muddle into a scandal, because an integrity officer who 
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cried cover-up at every cross-border tangle would be both wrong and 

useless. 

So she tested it. Jurisdictional confusion was genuine in a sport with 

rival authorities; not every matter that fell in the gap was being 

deliberately orphaned, and some questions really were ambiguous as 

to whose rulebook applied. She asked whether the matter was serious 

enough to require resolution or whether she was inflating a 

procedural tangle; whether the tours' competing claims were honest 

confusion or convenient avoidance; whether her own position in the 

crack was making her see deliberate orphaning where there was only 

the ordinary mess of a young, ungoverned sport. 

But the matter held its weight, and the avoidance held its shape. The 

question was serious — the kind the honesty of the sport genuinely 

depended on — and the tours' competing disclaimers of jurisdiction 

were not honest confusion but convenient avoidance, each declining 

to own a costly problem it was content to see fall on the other or into 

the gap. The matter was real, it required resolution, and the structure 

of the rivalry was ensuring it would not get one. That was not a 

procedural muddle; it was a serious thing hiding in a deliberately 

maintained crack. 

It was not that she could compel either tour to act, because neither 

answered to her and each could point to the other; the proof of the 

orphaning was in the mutual, convenient declining, which no single 

tour's refusal made provable. She had the matter and the mechanism. 

She could see exactly what the sport lacked — an authority that sat 

above both tours and could own what the rivals were content to 

orphan — and that the absence of that authority was both the hiding 

place and the thing the sport would have to build. 
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4 

She faced, first, the wall that was not a wall but a gap — the simple 

absence of any authority she could route the matter to that sat above 

the two rivals and could make either of them own it. 

Because when she tried to move the matter, she found there was 

nowhere above the tours to take it. She could press one tour, which 

pointed to the other; she could press the other, which pointed back. 

There was no single governing body, no overarching integrity 

authority, no apparatus that sat above the rivalry and could simply 

own the question and resolve it. The war for control had ensured that 

no such authority existed, because each tour wanted to be that 

authority and neither would submit to the other, and the result was a 

sport in which an orphaned integrity matter had no home and no 

parent and no one obliged to claim it. 

And Delphine understood the danger in the gap, which was the more 

corrosive for being structural rather than corrupt. The matter would 

not be resolved not because anyone powerful was suppressing it but 

because the architecture of the rivalry had made its resolution 

nobody's interest and its avoidance everybody's convenience. And 

the same gap that orphaned this matter would orphan the next, and 

the one after that — every cross-border integrity question in a sport 

governed by warring rivals falling into the same crack, the honesty of 

the professional game quietly eroding in the space between two tours 

too busy fighting each other to police the sport they were fighting 

over. 

She understood, then, that her task was the hard one of the half-built 

sport: she could not route the matter to an authority above the rivals, 
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because no such authority existed. She would have to insist that one 

be created — to carry the orphaned matter to the people and the 

pressures that could force the rival tours to submit to some 

independent integrity authority that sat above them both, and to 

make the case that a sport whose policing fell into the gap between 

warring owners was a sport whose integrity was an orphan, and that 

the rivals' shared interest in the sport's credibility was the one lever 

that might make them build the thing neither wanted to surrender to. 

5 

She lay awake with the structural cruelty of it, which was that the very 

thing that made the sport exciting and lucrative — the open, 

unsettled, competitive scramble for control — was exactly what left 

its integrity an orphan. 

If she stayed silent, the matter would stay in the crack, unresolved, 

and the next one would too, the honesty of the professional game 

eroding in the gap between two tours that each found the erosion the 

other's problem. If she went public, she would be an integrity officer 

airing a jurisdictional orphan as scandal, easily reframed by each tour 

as the other's responsibility and by both as her overreach, and the gap 

would remain. If she pressed either tour alone, she would be pointed 

at the other. The paths all ran into the same vacuum: there was no 

authority above the rivals, and without one the matter had no home. 

She thought about what an integrity authority was for, in the 

architecture of a sport. It existed so that the honesty of the game was 

someone's undivided duty — so that a serious matter could not be 

orphaned, because there was a parent obliged to claim it. The war for 
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control had produced a sport with no such parent, in which integrity 

was precisely the thing that fell between the rivals because owning it 

was costly and declining it was convenient. A sport that let its 

integrity be an orphan at its founding would learn that integrity was 

optional, a burden to be passed, and it would carry that lesson as it 

grew. 

And she understood that what she had to do was both resolve a single 

orphaned matter and force the building of the thing that would keep 

matters from being orphaned — to carry the question to the pressures 

that could compel the rivals to submit to an independent integrity 

authority above them both: the sponsors and broadcasters and 

players who needed the sport to be credible, the shared interest in the 

professional game's reputation that was the one thing the warring 

tours had in common. The remedy for an orphaned integrity matter 

in an ungoverned sport was to build the parent the sport had refused 

to create. 

6 

She did it by appealing to the one thing the warring rivals shared — a 

stake in the sport being credible enough to be worth fighting over — 

and she framed it as the building of an authority rather than the 

indictment of either tour. 

She brought the matter, and the structural problem it exposed, to the 

pressures that could move the rivals: the sponsors and broadcasters 

and players whose investment depended on the professional game 

being credibly governed, and to whom an integrity matter orphaned 

in the gap between two tours was a warning that the sport they were 
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funding had no one minding its honesty. She documented the 

orphaned question, the mutual convenient avoidance, and the 

precise absence — an authority above both tours — that ensured it 

and every matter like it would fall into the crack. She did not ask one 

tour to defeat the other; she asked the sport to build the parent that 

neither rival would otherwise create. 

And she made the structural case that the rivals could be brought to 

understand even through their war: that a sport whose integrity fell 

into the gap between its warring owners was a sport whose credibility 

— the very thing that made it worth owning — was rotting, and that 

an independent integrity authority above both tours was not a 

surrender by either but the protection of the asset they were both 

fighting for. The orphaned matter was one symptom; the disease was 

the absence of a parent, and the cure was the one thing the rivals' 

shared interest in a credible sport might induce them to build. 

The point throughout was the orphaned integrity of the young game. 

Delphine was not the partisan of either tour; she was the integrity 

officer who refused to let the war for control be the cover for the 

sport's honesty becoming an orphan, and who insisted that the rivals 

build, out of their shared interest in a credible sport, the authority 

that would own what they were each content to let fall into the gap. 

She carried the matter to the pressures that could force the building 

of a parent, and made the case that a sport had to have someone 

whose undivided duty was its honesty. 
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7 

It did not resolve cleanly or fast, because forcing two warring rivals 

to submit to a shared authority is among the hardest things a young 

sport can do, and the war for control did not end because one 

integrity matter exposed its cost; and Delphine had never imagined 

it would be quick. 

But the orphaned matter, carried to the pressures that could move 

the rivals and framed as the symptom of a structural absence, did 

what pressing either tour alone could not: it made the gap — and the 

orphaning the gap produced — visible as a threat to the credibility 

both tours depended on. What the sport ultimately built — the 

independent integrity authority above the rivals, or the shared 

mechanism that could own what neither tour would, or whatever 

form the parent took — belonged to the people and pressures that 

governed the contested game, and is not this story's to detail. What 

matters is the shape: that an integrity officer refused to let the war 

for control be the cover for the sport's honesty becoming an orphan, 

and insisted the rivals build the authority that would claim it. 

And the deeper consequence outlasted the single orphaned matter. 

The matter pressed the young sport toward the truth Delphine had 

named: that a sport governed by warring rivals would let its integrity 

fall into the gap between them unless it built an authority that sat 

above the war, and that the credibility on which the whole lucrative 

scramble depended required someone whose undivided duty was the 

sport's honesty. The parent, once built, would own not just this 

orphan but every future one — which was the larger and more 
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durable thing, and the thing an integrity officer working in the crack 

could actually push the sport toward. 

Delphine paid the price such people pay; the officer who tells two 

warring tours that their war has orphaned the sport's integrity is 

welcomed by neither, and the building of an authority above the 

rivals threatened exactly the autonomy each was fighting to keep. But 

she had weighed that against the alternative — a sport that learned at 

its founding that its honesty was an orphan, a burden to be passed 

into the gap — and found there was no real choice in it. 

8 

Delphine went on working in the contested space, and became a 

quiet, persistent insistence that a sport's integrity could not be 

allowed to be an orphan, however fiercely its owners fought over 

everything else. 

She trained the integrity officers who came up under her in the 

strange governance of a young, ungoverned sport — the overlapping 

jurisdictions, the rival rulebooks, the contested borders. But mostly 

she taught them the thing the war for control would test. “Ours is a 

sport with no single parent,” she would tell them. “Two tours fight a 

war over who owns the professional game, and the war is not a 

sideshow — it is the central fact of our governance. Our institutions 

are still molten, still fighting over their own shape, and that scramble 

is exactly what makes the sport exciting and lucrative and worth 

owning.” 
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She would name what the war conceals. “And here is what it does to 

integrity. In a mature sport, one body owns the duty of honesty and 

cannot pass it, because there is no one to pass it to. In ours, two rivals 

can each say a costly integrity matter is the other's jurisdiction — and 

each is rewarded for declining it, because owning a problem is a cost 

and an embarrassment its rival escapes. So our integrity becomes an 

orphan. The serious matter falls into the crack between the tours, and 

the crack is not an accident. It is the deliberate, mutually convenient 

product of two owners who each find it useful that the other is 

supposed to act.” 

She would end on the duty and the construction. “So when you find 

a serious matter that no one will claim — when each tour points to 

the other and the question falls into the gap — do not tell yourself it 

is merely a jurisdictional muddle, because the muddle is the hiding 

place. Your job in an ungoverned sport is larger than resolving one 

orphan: it is to insist the sport build a parent, an authority above the 

rivals whose undivided duty is the game's honesty, before the sport 

learns at its founding that integrity is optional, a burden to be passed 

into the crack. A sport that learns that lesson early carries it forever. 

Find the orphan — and make them build the parent.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 4 
 

THE OPEN ERA 

 
The gold-rush money was building courts faster than anyone could 

check them. She found the corner being cut where the players 
would never think to look. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Yuki Brennan built and ran the places her sport was played, and she 

had come to understand that pickleball's explosive boom had created 

a particular danger: that the gold-rush money flooding into the sport 

was building courts and clubs and facilities faster than anyone could 

check them, and that the corners being cut in the rush would be paid 

for, eventually, by the bodies of the players who trusted that someone 

had checked. 

She was forty-three, a facility manager and operator in the middle of 

the great build-out — the explosion of new pickleball courts and clubs 

and dedicated venues that the sport's boom had set off, money 

pouring in from investors and developers and entrepreneurs racing 

to plant a flag in the fastest-growing sport in the country. 

Everywhere, courts were going up: conversions of old tennis courts 

and warehouses and parking lots, purpose-built clubs thrown 

together at speed, facilities racing to open and capture the flood of 

players before a competitor did. It was a gold rush in concrete and 

fencing and playing surface, and the speed of it was the whole point. 

And Yuki knew what the speed concealed. The players who came to 

these new courts — many of them older recreational players, many of 

them new to the sport, all of them trusting — assumed, as players 

always do, that the place had been built properly: that the surface was 

safe, the construction sound, the safety considerations met, that 

someone with authority had checked. In a mature sport with 

established facility standards and inspection regimes, that trust 

would have been earned by an apparatus that enforced it. In the 

pickleball build-out, the standards were improvised and the 
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inspection patchy and the speed relentless, and a developer racing to 

open before a rival had every incentive to cut the corner the players 

would never think to look at. 

And that season Yuki had come to a conviction she could not put 

down: that the gold-rush money was cutting a corner that 

endangered players — a court surface that was cheaper and more 

slippery than it should be, a construction shortcut, a safety 

consideration skipped in the race to open, the kind of thing that 

would not announce itself until a body had paid for it. The boom was 

outrunning the safety the players assumed, and the corner was being 

cut precisely where no player would think to check, in a sport that 

had not built the apparatus that would have caught it. 

2 

What Yuki saw was a cut corner of the kind that the build-out's speed 

made invisible — a shortcut in the thing the players stood and moved 

and fell on, hidden beneath a surface that looked finished and a club 

that looked open for business. 

It lived in the construction the players could not see: the surface 

specified cheaper than safety required, more slippery when it was 

damp or dusty than a player lunging for a ball at the kitchen line could 

safely handle; or the sub-base rushed, or the drainage skipped, or the 

run-off space around the court squeezed to fit more courts in, or some 

other corner cut in the race to open, the kind of thing buried beneath 

a playing surface that looked perfectly finished to the player who 

trusted it. The one that frightened Yuki most was the simplest: a 

converted warehouse floor coated in an acrylic sport surface that 
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gripped beautifully when it was new and dry, and turned to glass 

under the thin film of condensation and court dust that an enclosed, 

poorly-ventilated space laid down by mid-morning — the builder 

having skipped the textured top layer and the floor drains that would 

have carried the moisture away, because the texture cost more per 

square foot and the drains meant cutting the slab. The cut corner did 

not show; that was the nature of it. It would show only when a player's 

foot slid where it should have gripped, when a body went down that 

should have stayed up, when the corner the developer had cut was 

finally paid for by someone who had never agreed to the risk. 

And Yuki understood the danger specifically, because she built and 

ran these places. The players were disproportionately older, 

disproportionately new, disproportionately trusting — the 

recreational converts the boom was built on, the very bodies least 

able to absorb a fall, lunging and pivoting on a surface they assumed 

was safe because the club was open and someone surely must have 

checked. A slippery surface or a cut corner in a sport played by aging 

bodies moving fast and low was not an abstract risk; it was a hip, a 

wrist, a head, the kind of injury that ended an older player's active 

life, waiting beneath a finished-looking court for the day the corner 

came due. 

It was not that the developers wanted anyone hurt; it was that the 

gold-rush incentives — open fast, build cheap, beat the rival, capture 

the flood — ran exactly counter to the patient, expensive, invisible 

work of building safely, and the sport had built no apparatus that 

would catch the corner before a body did. The danger hid beneath the 

surface, in the gap between what the players trusted and what the 

rush had actually built. 
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3 

She did the careful thing, which was to be rigorous about the 

difference between a genuinely unsafe corner and the ordinary 

imperfection of any built thing, because a facility manager who cried 

danger at every cosmetic flaw would be useless and would cry wolf 

until no one listened when it mattered. 

So she held herself to a standard. Not every cheap surface was 

dangerous; not every fast build was unsafe; courts had cosmetic flaws 

and minor imperfections that meant nothing, and to confuse 

ordinary wear or a tight budget with a genuine safety hazard would 

be both wrong and the kind of alarmism that discredited real 

warnings. She checked whether what she was seeing was an 

acceptable imperfection or a true danger — whether the surface was 

merely cheaper or actually unsafe, whether the corner cut was 

cosmetic or load-bearing on someone's safety. 

But the corner did not check out as harmless. The thing she was 

seeing was not cosmetic; it was the kind of cut that put a player's body 

at real risk — a surface genuinely unsafe under the conditions of real 

play, a shortcut that genuinely endangered the people who would 

trust it, in a way that the ordinary imperfection of a built thing did 

not and a corner cut for speed and cost did. The danger was real, it 

was hidden beneath a finished surface, and it would be paid for by a 

body unless someone made the developer fix what the rush had cut. 

It was not that she could prove a future injury, because the nature of 

the cut corner was that it would probably be fine for a while — most 

unsafe surfaces, like most cut corners, hurt no one for a time, which 

was exactly what let them be cut. The proof she had was of the cut 
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itself, the surface measured against what safety required, the corner 

identified beneath the finish. And she understood the asymmetry the 

build-out forced: the cost of fixing the corner was money and delay; 

the cost of leaving it was a body, and probably an older one, on a court 

that should have been safe. 

4 

She faced, first, the wall that the gold-rush money raised around an 

inconvenient safety finding — not a conspiracy to injure anyone, but 

the relentless pressure of a build-out racing to open, in a sport with 

no apparatus to make safety a requirement rather than a cost. 

Because when she raised it, she met the resistance of a boom that 

needed to open. The court looked finished; the club was ready; the 

surface had been signed off by whoever signed such things in a sport 

with no real inspection regime; the cost of fixing the corner — the 

delay, the expense, the lost first-mover advantage against a rival 

opening down the road — was enormous, and the risk was, surely, 

manageable. No one said they were willing to risk a player's body. 

They said the court was fine, and meant that the club had to open, 

and let the second thing bend the first, in a sport that had built no 

authority to insist otherwise. 

And Yuki understood the danger in the bending, which was the more 

dangerous for being structural rather than malicious. No one in the 

rush wanted a player hurt; they wanted to open, fast and cheap, 

ahead of the rival, and they had let that imperative quietly bend the 

assessment of whether the place was safe, each shortcut feeling 

reasonable in the pressure of the race. The gold rush had created 
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incentives that ran exactly counter to safety, and the sport had built 

no facility standards, no inspection apparatus, no authority that 

could make safety a requirement the rush had to meet rather than a 

cost the rush could cut. The wall was made of the boom's relentless 

speed and the absence of anyone empowered to slow it for safety's 

sake. 

She understood, then, that her task was the half-built sport's familiar 

one: she could not route the cut corner to a facility-safety authority 

that would compel the fix, because no such authority really existed in 

the young sport. She would have to insist on the standard herself, and 

insist that the sport build the apparatus that should enforce it — to 

refuse to operate or sign off on the unsafe corner, to carry the finding 

to whatever authority could be brought to bear, and to make the case 

that a sport whose build-out outran its safety would pay for the 

corners it cut in the bodies of the players who trusted it. 

5 

She lay awake with the weight of it, which was the particular weight 

of someone who knew the danger was probabilistic — that the cut 

corner would probably be fine for a while — and that this was exactly 

the reasoning that eventually put a body on the floor. 

If she stayed silent or let the corner stand, the court would open and 

would probably be fine for a season, the way most cut corners are; 

and one day, this court or some court built on the same logic, a player 

would go down on a surface that should have held them, and the 

probably-fine reasoning would have cost them a hip or a wrist or 

worse. If she refused and made trouble, she would be the difficult 



 
THE KITCHEN 
Eleven Stories of Pickleball 

 
 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                          54 | P a g e  
 

operator slowing the build, costing the money its first-mover 

advantage, easily replaced by someone who would open the court as 

built. If she went public, she would be an alarmist threatening a 

boom. The paths were hard, but the asymmetry cut through them: 

the cost of fixing the corner was money; the cost of leaving it was a 

body. 

She thought about the players — the older recreational converts the 

boom was built on, lunging and pivoting at the kitchen line on a 

surface they assumed was safe because the club was open and 

someone surely had checked. That trust was the whole basis on which 

they played: the faith that the place had been built properly, that 

someone whose duty was their safety had made sure. And the cut 

corner betrayed exactly that faith — the players moving fast and low 

on a surface the rush had quietly made unsafe, trusting a check that 

the gold rush had never really performed. 

And she understood that what she had to do was refuse to let the 

build-out's speed be the cover for a corner that endangered players — 

to insist on the safety standard before a body paid for its absence, to 

carry the finding to whatever authority could compel the fix, and to 

make the case that the sport had to build the facility-safety apparatus 

its boom had outrun, before the corners it was cutting everywhere 

came due. She had to be, for this court and in her insistence for the 

sport, the check the players had trusted was already there. 

6 

She did it by refusing to let the unsafe corner stand and by carrying 

the finding to the pressures and authorities that could compel the fix, 
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and she framed it as the safety the players had trusted was already 

guaranteed. 

She brought the thing only someone who built these places could 

give: the specific cut corner, the surface or the construction measured 

against what safety actually required, the precise account of the 

hazard hidden beneath the finished-looking court, and the 

asymmetry that governed it — the modest cost of fixing it against the 

catastrophic cost of leaving it for a body to find. She refused, where it 

was hers to refuse, to operate or sign off on the unsafe court; and she 

carried the finding to whatever authority could be brought to bear — 

the standards such as the sport had, the insurers, the liability that 

even an ungoverned sport could not entirely escape, the pressures 

that could make safety a requirement. 

And she made the structural case that mattered beyond the single 

court: that a sport whose build-out outran its safety, with no facility 

standards and no inspection apparatus and no authority empowered 

to make safety a requirement rather than a cost, would pay for the 

corners it was cutting everywhere in the bodies of the players the 

boom was built on — and that those players, disproportionately older 

and trusting, were exactly the ones least able to absorb the fall the cut 

corner would eventually produce. The single court was one cut 

corner; the disease was a boom with no safety apparatus, and the cure 

was building the standards and inspection the sport had outrun. 

The point throughout was the player who trusted the court. Yuki was 

not the enemy of the boom or of the sport's joyful growth; she was 

the operator who refused to let the gold rush's speed be the cover for 

a corner that would be paid for in someone's body, and who insisted 

on the safety the players had assumed and on the building of the 
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apparatus that should have guaranteed it. She was, for this court, the 

check that should have existed — and her insistence pointed the sport 

toward building it for all the courts to come. 

7 

It resolved the way a safety insistence should resolve — before the 

fact, without an injured body to prove it right — at least for the court 

that was hers to refuse; and Yuki had acted precisely so that the 

rightness of the refusal would never have to be measured in a player 

on the floor. 

What ultimately happened to the unsafe corner — whether it was 

fixed, whether the court opened safe or stayed closed until it was, 

what standards the pressures she invoked could bring to bear — 

belonged to the authorities and the liabilities and the pressures she 

had carried it to, and is not this story's to render in detail, precisely 

because the point was that the corner was made to be fixed before a 

body found it. What matters is the shape: that an operator refused to 

let the build-out's speed be the cover for an unsafe court, insisted on 

the safety the players had trusted, and pressed the young sport 

toward building the facility-safety apparatus its boom had outrun. 

And the players were protected before the fact, which was the thing 

that mattered and the thing that, done right, leaves nothing dramatic 

to show — no fall, no injury, no headline, only a court made safe or 

kept closed until it was, and a danger that never got to prove itself on 

an aging body because someone refused to make the bet. The 

probably-fine reasoning was overruled by the cost of the times it is 

not fine; the safety the players assumed was made real; and whatever 
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it cost the boom in money and delay was paid in the only currency 

that is recoverable. 

Yuki paid the price such people pay; the operator who slows the build 

and insists on the corner being fixed is not beloved of the money 

racing to open ahead of its rivals, and the difficult operator in a gold 

rush is easily called an obstacle. But she had weighed that against the 

alternative — a player, probably an older one, going down on a 

surface the rush had quietly made unsafe — and found that money 

weighed against a body was no weight at all. 

8 

Yuki went on building and running the places her sport was played, 

and became a quiet, immovable insistence that the speed of the boom 

could never be allowed to outrun the safety of the players the boom 

was built on. 

She trained the operators and builders who came up under her in the 

facilities — the surfaces, the construction, the drainage, the run-off, 

the whole craft of building a place safe to play. But mostly she taught 

them the thing the gold rush would test. “Ours is a sport in the middle 

of a build-out unlike anything,” she would tell them, “money pouring 

in, courts going up everywhere, everyone racing to open before a rival 

captures the flood of players. The speed is the whole point of a gold 

rush. And the speed is exactly what endangers the people we build 

for.” 

She would name the cut corner and who pays for it. “Because the 

players who come to our courts trust, as players always do, that the 
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place was built properly — that someone whose duty was their safety 

checked. And in a mature sport, an apparatus would have earned that 

trust. In our build-out, the standards are improvised and the 

inspection patchy and the speed relentless, and a developer racing to 

open has every incentive to cut the corner the players will never think 

to look at. The cut corner does not show. It shows only when a body 

finds it — and our bodies are disproportionately older, newer, 

trusting, the recreational players the boom is built on, the ones least 

able to absorb the fall.” 

She would end on the asymmetry and the duty. “So when the rush 

cuts a corner where the players will never look — a surface cheaper 

than safety needs, a shortcut buried under a finished court — 

understand the asymmetry, and let it decide. The cut corner will 

probably be fine for a while. That is the reasoning, and it is exactly 

the reasoning that eventually puts a body on the floor. The cost of 

fixing it is money and delay; the cost of leaving it is a player who 

trusted us, probably an older one, who never agreed to the risk. 

Refuse to let the speed be the cover. Be the check the players think is 

already there — and make the sport build the apparatus that should 

have been.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 5 
 

THE SANDBAGGER 

 
The whole fairness of amateur play rested on a number players 
reported about themselves. She found one player keeping that 

number a lie. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Aurelie Tanaka ran the tournaments where her sport's amateurs 

competed for medals and money, and she had come to understand 

that the entire fairness of amateur pickleball rested on a single 

number — a player's skill rating — and that the number was self-

reported, half-built, and gameable, in a sport that had not yet 

constructed the apparatus to verify it. 

She was forty-two, a tournament director in the booming amateur 

pickleball scene — the vast world below the pro tour where the sport 

actually lived, where tens of thousands of recreational players 

competed in age and skill brackets for medals and, increasingly, for 

real amateur prize money. The whole structure of fair amateur 

competition rested on the rating: players were sorted into skill 

divisions by a number that was supposed to reflect how good they 

actually were, so that beginners played beginners and intermediates 

played intermediates and no one was thrown against a player far 

above their level. The rating was the foundation of fairness for the 

amateur game. 

And Aurelie knew what the casual player did not — that the rating 

system was young, improvised, and substantially self-reported, a 

patchwork of self-assessment and limited results-tracking that the 

explosively growing sport had thrown together to sort its flood of 

players and had not yet built the rigor to verify. In a mature sport, a 

rating or ranking would rest on decades of tracked results and an 

apparatus that audited it. In pickleball, the rating was often what a 

player claimed, lightly checked, easy to game — and the sport had not 

built the thing that would catch a player keeping their number a lie. 
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And that season Aurelie had come to a conviction she could not put 

down: that a player was sandbagging — deliberately keeping their 

rating artificially low, staying in a bracket below their true skill, in 

order to win medals and amateur prize money against genuinely 

lower-rated players who had no chance against them. The player was 

good, far better than their reported number, and was using the gap 

between their true skill and their claimed rating to harvest victories 

and prizes from honest amateurs. The number the whole fairness of 

the amateur game rested on had been made a lie, and the sport had 

built almost nothing to catch it. 

2 

What Aurelie saw was the gap between a player's reported rating and 

their actual play — a gap that the rating system's self-reported 

informality made easy to maintain and that only a tournament 

director who watched a lot of pickleball would reliably catch. 

It was the player whose results in the lower bracket did not match the 

bracket — who won too easily, too completely, against opponents who 

should have been their peers if the rating were true; whose skill in 

actual play was visibly, obviously above the number they competed 

under; who managed, somehow, to keep that number low across 

seasons, losing or skipping the matches that would have raised it, 

manipulating the self-reported and lightly-tracked system to stay 

artificially beneath their true level. The sandbagging was not a single 

dishonest entry; it was the sustained maintenance of a false rating, 

the deliberate management of a number to keep harvesting prizes 

from players who could not compete. 
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And Aurelie understood the mechanism, because she ran the 

brackets the sandbagger exploited. The rating system, self-reported 

and lightly verified, could be gamed by anyone willing to manage 

their number — to under-report, to lose strategically, to avoid the 

results that would correct the rating, to exploit the gap between what 

the system tracked and what the player actually was. The sport had 

built no apparatus to catch this: no rigorous results-based rating that 

could not be gamed, no audit of suspicious patterns, no verification 

that a player's number matched their play. The sandbagger hid in 

exactly the space the young, informal rating system left open. 

It defrauded, specifically, the honest amateurs in the bracket — the 

genuinely lower-rated players who entered believing they were 

competing against peers, who lost medals and prize money and the 

simple fairness of a real contest to a player who had no business in 

their division. They mostly had no way to know; they experienced 

themselves as outclassed, beaten by someone better, never 

understanding that the someone better had lied about their level to 

be there. The fraud was invisible to exactly the players it robbed. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to be rigorous about the 

difference between a sandbagger and a genuinely improving player, 

because a tournament director who accused every player on a hot 

streak of cheating would be both wrong and ruinous to the honest 

competitor having a good season. 

So she held it to a standard. Players genuinely improved; a real rise 

in skill could outpace a rating that lagged behind it, so that an 
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honestly-improving player might temporarily, innocently, be better 

than their number; a hot streak or a favorable draw could make an 

honest player look like a sandbagger for a tournament. To accuse a 

genuinely improving or honestly-rated player of sandbagging was a 

real wrong — it called an honest competitor a cheat — and Aurelie 

held that seriously, checking whether the gap she saw was the lag of 

honest improvement or the sustained maintenance of a lie. 

But the pattern held, and it was not honest lag. The player was not 

improving past a lagging rating; they were sustaining, across seasons, 

a number far below their evident skill, managing it through the gaps 

the system left, harvesting prizes from a bracket they had no honest 

business in. The gap was not the temporary innocent lag of 

improvement; it was the deliberate, maintained falsehood of a player 

who kept their rating a lie to keep winning against people who could 

not beat them. That was sandbagging, not improvement, and the 

distinction — the sustained, managed gap versus the honest lag — 

was exactly the one her experience let her draw. 

It was not proof in a form the young system could easily act on, 

because the rating was self-reported and the sport had built no 

rigorous apparatus to verify play against number. She had the pattern 

and the gap and the experienced eye that could tell sandbagging from 

improvement. She could point to exactly what the sport lacked — a 

verified, results-based rating that could not be gamed, an audit of 

suspicious gaps — that would have caught the sandbagger and 

protected the honest improver alike. The absence of that apparatus 

was both the hiding place and the thing the sport needed to build. 
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4 

She faced, first, the wall of a sport too young to have a rating 

apparatus rigorous enough to act on — not a corrupt body protecting 

the sandbagger, but the simple inadequacy of a self-reported system 

that could neither catch the cheat nor clear the honest player with 

any rigor. 

Because when she tried to act, she found the system gave her little to 

act with. The rating was self-reported; the verification was light; 

there was no rigorous results-based apparatus that could 

demonstrate the gap between the sandbagger's number and their 

play, no audit process, no body with both the data and the authority 

to correct a gamed rating. She could see the sandbagging, but the 

young system was not built to prove it or to fix it, and to act on her 

own judgment alone risked wronging an honest player on a 

tournament director's say-so. The wall was the inadequacy of the 

apparatus: it could neither convict the guilty nor protect the innocent 

with the rigor that fairness required. 

And Aurelie understood the danger in the inadequacy. A self-

reported rating system that could be gamed and could not be 

rigorously verified was a system in which sandbagging would be 

endemic — not one cheat but a structural invitation, every honest 

amateur bracket vulnerable to players who managed their numbers 

to harvest prizes, the fairness of the entire amateur game eroding 

wherever the rating could be gamed. The single sandbagger was a 

symptom; the disease was a rating apparatus too young and too 

informal to protect the fairness it was supposed to underwrite. And 
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the players being defrauded — the honest amateurs in the gamed 

brackets — mostly never knew. 

She understood, then, that her task was the half-built sport's familiar 

one: she could not route the sandbagger to a rigorous rating-integrity 

apparatus, because none adequate existed. She would have to act on 

this case as best the young system allowed while insisting that the 

sport build the apparatus its fairness required — a verified, results-

based rating that could not be gamed, an audit that could catch the 

sustained gap, a process that could correct a false rating while 

protecting the honestly-improving player. The remedy for a 

gameable foundation was to build a foundation that could not be 

gamed. 

5 

She lay awake with it, which was its own particular weight, because 

the players being defrauded did not know they were being defrauded, 

and the fairness being eroded was the simple, foundational fairness 

on which the whole amateur game rested. 

If she stayed silent, the sandbagger would keep harvesting medals 

and prize money from honest amateurs, and the next sandbagger 

would too, the fairness of the amateur game quietly eroding wherever 

the self-reported rating could be gamed. If she acted on her own 

judgment alone, without an apparatus to verify it, she risked 

wronging a player on a director's say-so and would have no rigorous 

basis to withstand the challenge. If she did nothing about the system, 

she would fix one bracket and leave the foundation gameable for 

everyone. The paths all ran into the same inadequacy: the sport had 
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not built the thing that could establish the truth rigorously and 

protect the honest player while catching the cheat. 

She thought about the honest amateurs — the genuinely lower-rated 

players who entered the bracket believing they were competing 

against peers, who paid their entry and brought their honest game 

and lost, again and again, to a player who had lied about their level 

to be there. They experienced themselves as simply not good enough, 

never knowing the contest had been rigged by a false number, the 

medals and the prizes and the basic dignity of a fair game taken from 

them by a fraud they could not see. That was what the gameable 

rating stole: not just prizes, but the honest amateur's true measure of 

where they stood and what a fair contest was worth. 

And she understood that what she had to do was both protect this 

bracket and insist on the apparatus that would protect them all — to 

act on the sandbagger through whatever process the young system 

allowed, framed not as a director's personal verdict but as a 

documented gap requiring the kind of rigorous verification the sport 

needed to build, and to carry to the people who governed the rating 

the case that a self-reported, gameable foundation was a structural 

invitation to fraud against exactly the honest players the amateur 

game was for. The remedy was a rating that could not be gamed. 

6 

She acted on the case through the process the young system allowed, 

and — more importantly — she carried to the people who governed 

the rating the structural case for building the apparatus its fairness 
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required, framing it as the protection of the honest amateur rather 

than the indictment of one player. 

She documented the gap with a director's care: the sustained, 

managed distance between the player's reported rating and their 

evident skill, the pattern across seasons that distinguished 

sandbagging from honest improvement, the harvest of prizes from a 

bracket the player had no honest business in. She brought it to 

whatever rating-integrity process the sport had, framed not as her 

personal verdict but as a documented case requiring rigorous 

verification — and she was careful to frame it so as to protect, not 

endanger, the honestly-improving player, because the same 

apparatus that should catch the sandbagger had to clear the honest 

competitor. 

And she made the structural case that mattered beyond the single 

bracket: that a self-reported, gameable rating system was a standing 

invitation to sandbagging, that the fairness of the entire amateur 

game — the thing tens of thousands of honest players were paying 

their entries and bringing their honest games for — rested on a 

foundation the sport had not built rigorously enough to protect, and 

that the remedy was a verified, results-based rating that could not be 

gamed and an audit that could catch the sustained gap. The single 

sandbagger was the symptom; the gameable foundation was the 

disease, and building a sound one was what the honest amateur was 

owed. 

The point throughout was the honest amateur in the gamed bracket. 

Aurelie was not the enemy of the improving player or the competitive 

amateur; she was the tournament director who refused to let the 

rating system's youthful informality be the cover for a sustained fraud 
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against the honest players the amateur game existed to serve, and 

who insisted that the sport build the rating apparatus its fairness 

required. She acted on the case and carried the structural argument 

to the people who could build the foundation — so that the number 

the amateur game rested on might be made true. 

7 

It resolved partly through the case and more through the structure, 

as such things do in a young sport, and Aurelie had acted precisely so 

that the remedy would be a sounder foundation and not merely one 

director's verdict on one player. 

What ultimately happened to the sandbagger — how the young rating 

process handled the documented gap, whether and how the false 

number was corrected — belonged to whatever rating-integrity 

apparatus the sport had and was building, and is not this story's to 

render in detail, precisely because Aurelie had been careful to make 

this a matter for a verifiable process rather than a director's personal 

verdict. What matters is the shape: that a tournament director 

refused to let the rating's informality be the cover for sandbagging, 

acted on the case through the proper process, and pressed the sport 

to build the verified, ungameable rating its fairness required. 

And the deeper consequence outlasted the single sandbagger. The 

matter pressed the young sport toward the truth Aurelie had named: 

that a self-reported, gameable rating was a structural invitation to 

fraud against the honest amateurs the game was built on, and that 

the fairness on which the whole vast amateur scene rested required a 

foundation that could not be gamed. The investment in a rigorous, 
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results-based rating apparatus was the larger and more durable thing 

— it would protect every honest bracket, not just expose one cheat, 

and clear the honestly-improving player as surely as it caught the 

sandbagger — and it was the thing a tournament director who refused 

to accept a gameable foundation could actually push the sport 

toward. 

Aurelie was protected as a director raising a documented concern in 

good faith should be, and she carried the cost such people carry — 

that to question a popular player's rating, or to insist the sport's 

beloved informal system was inadequate, was to disturb both a 

competitor and a sport fond of its own easygoing youth. But she had 

weighed that against the alternative — a foundation of fairness left 

gameable, and the honest amateurs it was built for quietly defrauded 

— and found the insistence the only honest path. 

8 

Aurelie went on running the tournaments, the keeper of the brackets 

the amateur game's fairness depended on, and she became a quiet, 

persistent insistence that the number players reported about 

themselves had to be made true, or the whole game beneath it was a 

lie. 

She trained the tournament directors who came up under her in the 

brackets and the ratings — the sorting, the divisions, the self-

reported system the booming sport had thrown together. But mostly 

she taught them the thing the sport's youth would test. “The entire 

fairness of the amateur game rests on one number,” she would tell 

them. “The rating. It sorts players into divisions so that beginners 
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play beginners and no one is thrown against someone far above them. 

Tens of thousands of honest players pay their entries and bring their 

honest games trusting that number to be true — their own and their 

opponents'.” 

She would name the vulnerability in the young system. “And here is 

what our youth does to us. Our rating is young, improvised, 

substantially self-reported, lightly verified — thrown together to sort 

a flood of players faster than we could build the rigor to check it. 

Which means it can be gamed. A player good enough can keep their 

number a lie, stay in a bracket below their true level, and harvest 

medals and prize money from honest amateurs who have no idea the 

contest is rigged. The sandbagger hides in exactly the space our 

informal system leaves open — and the players being robbed mostly 

never know.” 

She would end on the duty and the care. “So when a player's number 

does not match their play — when the gap is not the honest lag of 

improvement but a sustained, managed lie — do not tell yourself the 

rating is the rating and must be trusted, because the trust is exactly 

what the sandbagger hides behind. But be rigorous: the honestly-

improving player whose rating lags is not a cheat, and you must 

protect them as surely as you catch the sandbagger. Your job in a 

young sport is larger than one bracket: insist that we build a rating 

that cannot be gamed, before the game beneath the number becomes 

a lie. The whole fairness of the amateur game rests on that number. 

Someone has to make it true.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 6 
 

THE CONVERT 

 
The sport's great wave of older converts was getting hurt, and the 
booming game did not want to talk about it. She was the one who 

refused to call the injuries the price of the fun. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Dr. Priya Venkataraman looked after the bodies of the people her 

sport had drawn in by the millions, and she had come to understand 

a thing about pickleball that the booming game did not want to say 

aloud: that its signature demographic — the great wave of older 

recreational converts — was getting hurt, in numbers the sport found 

inconvenient, and that a win-now culture was pushing aging bodies 

past what they could safely bear and calling the cost the price of the 

fun. 

She was forty-six, a physician who worked with recreational clubs 

and players in the explosive heart of the pickleball boom — the rec 

scene, where the sport had drawn in an enormous wave of older 

adults, people in their fifties and sixties and seventies who had found 

in pickleball a joyful, social, accessible game and thrown themselves 

into it with the enthusiasm of new love. It was one of the genuinely 

beautiful things about the sport: it had gotten a whole generation of 

older people moving, competing, connecting, alive in their bodies 

again. Dr. Venkataraman loved that about it, and would not have said 

a word against the joy. 

But she saw what the joy concealed. The same older bodies that the 

sport had so wonderfully drawn in were aging bodies — bodies with 

less margin, slower to heal, more vulnerable to the fall, the tear, the 

sudden injury — and pickleball, for all its accessibility, was a game of 

fast lunges and quick pivots and sudden stops, played hard and 

competitively by people whose enthusiasm often outran what their 

bodies could safely take. And around that mismatch had grown a 

culture: a win-now intensity, an aggressive coaching style, a 
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competitive heat, and the players' own joyful over-eagerness, all 

pushing older bodies harder than aging joints and hearts and balance 

could safely sustain. The injury wave was real, and growing, and the 

booming sport did not want to talk about it. 

And that season Dr. Venkataraman had come to a conviction she 

could not put down: that the sport's win-now culture was driving its 

older converts toward an injury epidemic the boom found 

inconvenient to acknowledge — the torn this, the broken that, the 

cardiac event, the fall that ended an older player's active life, the toll 

of aging bodies pushed past their margin by a culture that treated the 

warning signs as the ordinary price of a great game. The harm was 

real, it fell on the very people the sport was built on, and the booming 

game preferred not to see it. She was the physician. The harm was in 

her care, dressed as enthusiasm, and she was positioned to refuse to 

call it the price of the fun. 

2 

The harm did not announce itself as harm, which was what made it 

so easy for the sport to ignore, because it wore the clothing of joyful 

enthusiasm and competitive spirit, and the culture had taught 

everyone to read the toll as the ordinary cost of a beloved game. 

It lived in the culture's enthusiasm and its intensity: the older convert 

encouraged to play harder, longer, more competitively than their 

body could safely sustain; the win-now heat that pushed aging 

players to lunge and pivot and dive past their margin; the coaching 

that drove intensity without weighing the aging body's limits; the 

players' own joyful over-eagerness, the new-love refusal to ease off, 
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all of it celebrated as commitment and passion. No one was issuing 

harmful instructions; the culture did the work, encouraging older 

bodies toward a level of intensity that for an aging body was the 

doorway to real injury, and calling that doorway enthusiasm. 

And Dr. Venkataraman understood, with a physician's clarity, what 

the culture refused to see: that an aging body had less margin and 

slower healing and greater vulnerability, that the fast, hard, 

competitive intensity the culture celebrated was producing in older 

players a wave of real and sometimes life-altering injury, and that the 

sport's enthusiasm — its joyful, beloved, accessible intensity — was, 

for the aging bodies it had drawn in, being pushed past the point 

where joy became harm. The boom's signature gift — getting older 

people moving and competing — carried a signature danger the boom 

did not want to name, because naming it complicated the joy. 

She did not need to catalog every injury to know what she was looking 

at; the pattern was the harm, and the pattern was a culture pushing 

aging bodies past their margin and treating the resulting toll as the 

ordinary price of a great game. What she needed was the will to refuse 

the culture's framing — to name the injury wave as the harm it was, 

a duty-of-care problem the sport had to address, rather than the 

inevitable and acceptable cost of all that wonderful enthusiasm — 

and to act on it without ever attacking the joy that was genuinely 

good. 

3 

She was on firm medical ground and delicate cultural ground, 

because her duty to the aging body was clear and the culture had a 
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beloved answer for everything she might say — the answer being the 

joy itself. 

Clinically there was no real ambiguity. Aging bodies had less margin; 

the fast, hard, competitive intensity the culture celebrated was 

producing real and sometimes serious injury in older players; the 

duty of care owed to those players was to help them play in a way 

their bodies could sustain, not to push them past it; and the joy of the 

sport, however genuine, did not make an injury wave acceptable or a 

duty of care optional. Her duty ran to the older bodies in her care, 

and the wonderfulness of the sport getting them moving did not 

change what the win-now intensity was doing to them. 

But culturally she was one physician against a beloved boom, and the 

boom had the best possible answer: the joy. The sport was a gift to 

older people; it had transformed lives, gotten a generation moving, 

given the lonely community and the sedentary vigor; and to raise the 

injury wave was, the culture felt, to be a scold against all that joy, to 

medicalize a beautiful thing, to discourage older people from the best 

thing that had happened to their health in years. The culture did not 

need to defend the harm, because it experienced Dr. Venkataraman's 

concern as an attack on the joy — and the joy was real, which made 

the answer so effective. 

And she understood the delicacy of her position precisely because the 

joy was real. She did not want to discourage older people from a sport 

that was genuinely good for them; the answer to an injury wave was 

not to frighten a generation back onto the couch. The duty of care had 

to be held in a way that protected the aging body without attacking 

the joy — that named the win-now culture's harm without 

condemning the sport itself, that made older players safer without 
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making them afraid. It was the hardest kind of advocacy: to address 

a real harm wrapped inside a real good, without damaging the good. 

4 

She tried, first, within the clubs and the rec culture, because her duty 

required advocacy inside the sport before going outside it, and 

because she hoped the culture could be made to weigh the aging body 

without losing the joy. 

She raised it as the duty-of-care concern it was: that the sport's win-

now intensity was driving its older converts toward a real and 

growing injury wave; that aging bodies needed a culture that helped 

them play sustainably rather than one that pushed them past their 

margin; that the joy of the sport could be preserved — should be 

preserved — while the harm was addressed through warm-up, 

through pacing, through coaching that weighed the aging body, 

through a culture that valued an older player's longevity in the game 

over a win on a Tuesday. She made the case in the language of 

protecting the joy by protecting the bodies that made it possible. 

And she met the response such cultures give to a perceived scold: a 

warm acknowledgment that injuries happen, and the continuation of 

the win-now intensity as before. The sport was wonderful for older 

people; injuries were just part of any sport; players were adults who 

could decide their own risk; Dr. Venkataraman's caution, however 

well-meant, risked discouraging the very people the sport was so 

good for. The concern was heard and absorbed and reframed as a 

threat to the joy, and the win-now culture rolled on, because it could 
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not see the injury wave as anything but the acceptable background of 

a beloved game. 

She understood, then, that the rec culture would not change its win-

now intensity on its own, because it experienced the duty of care as 

an attack on the joy, and that protecting the aging bodies required an 

authority and an apparatus the young sport had not built — the 

player-welfare and medical-education structures, the sustainable-

play culture, the safeguarding of the older body that a sport built on 

older bodies urgently needed and conspicuously lacked. She would 

have to insist that the sport build the body-welfare apparatus its 

signature demographic required, framed always as the protection of 

the joy rather than the policing of it. 

5 

She lay awake with it, because a physician who has seen older people 

hurt by a beloved game cannot unsee it, and because the obvious 

responses all risked either failing the bodies or damaging the joy. 

If she stayed silent, the win-now culture would keep pushing aging 

bodies past their margin, the injury wave growing among exactly the 

people the sport was built on, the toll dressed as the acceptable price 

of a great game. If she became a public scold against the sport, she 

risked frightening older people away from a game that was genuinely 

good for them — doing harm of a different kind, driving a generation 

back to the couch in the name of safety. If she did nothing about the 

apparatus, she would change nothing while the culture rolled on. The 

paths all required threading the same needle: addressing the real 

harm without damaging the real good. 
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She thought about the older converts — not the injury statistics, but 

the people: the man who had found a community at sixty after his 

wife died, the woman who had gotten moving again at seventy, the 

whole joyful wave of older players the sport had given a new lease on 

their bodies, and who were being pushed, by a culture that loved 

them, past what those bodies could safely take. She kept thinking of 

one of them in particular — a retired schoolteacher, sixty-three, who 

had come to the courts grieving and lonely and found, in pickleball, 

the first thing in a year that made him want to leave the house. He 

had thrown himself at it the way the converts did, signed up for the 

four-day “bootcamp” that promised to take him up two rating levels 

in a weekend, and Dr. Venkataraman had seen him afterward, 

beaming, with an Achilles that was already whispering the warning 

he could not hear and the bootcamp had every incentive not to 

mention. He did not want a cautious program; he wanted the thing 

that had given him his life back, as much of it as fast as possible, and 

the industry was delighted to sell him exactly that and nothing about 

the tendon. If it tore — and at his age, pushed like that, it well might 

— he would not be eased back; he would be back on the couch he had 

only just escaped, the joy and the grief-cure both taken by the same 

weekend that had promised to deepen them. They deserved both 

things at once: the joy the sport had given them, and the protection 

their aging bodies needed to keep it. The win-now culture was 

offering them the joy and quietly taking the protection, and the result 

was the very thing that would end their play — the injury that put 

them back on the couch for good. 

And she understood that what she had to do was insist on the body-

welfare apparatus the sport had not built — the sustainable-play 

culture, the medical education, the coaching that weighed the aging 
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body, the warm-up and pacing and longevity-mindedness a sport 

built on older bodies required — and to do it in a way that protected 

the joy, that framed safety not as a scold against the sport but as the 

thing that would let older players keep playing the game they loved 

for years instead of ending it on one bad lunge. The remedy was to 

build the protection the joy required. 

6 

She did it by carrying the duty-of-care case to the people who could 

build the body-welfare apparatus, and she framed it always as the 

protection of the joy — as the thing that would let older players keep 

playing — rather than as a scold against the sport. 

She documented the injury wave with a physician's care and without 

frightening anyone: that the sport's win-now intensity was driving its 

older converts toward real and growing injury; that aging bodies 

needed a culture and an apparatus of sustainable play the young 

sport had not built; and that the duty of care owed to the older players 

the sport was built on required warm-up and pacing and coaching 

that weighed the aging body, medical education, and a longevity-

mindedness that valued an older player's years in the game over a win 

on a Tuesday. She brought the pattern and the professional judgment 

to whatever player-welfare structures the sport had and to the people 

who could build the ones it lacked. 

And she made the framing that mattered: that this was not an attack 

on the joy but its protection — that the answer to the injury wave was 

not to frighten older people off the courts but to build the culture and 

the apparatus that would let their aging bodies keep playing the game 
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they loved for many more years, sustainably, instead of ending their 

play on a single preventable injury. The win-now intensity was not 

the joy; it was the thing endangering the bodies that made the joy 

possible, and protecting those bodies was how the joy would last. 

The point throughout was the older convert who deserved both the 

joy and the protection. Dr. Venkataraman was not the enemy of the 

sport or the scold against its beautiful gift to a generation; she was 

the physician who refused to let a win-now culture push aging bodies 

past their margin and call the toll the price of the fun, and who 

insisted that the sport build the body-welfare apparatus its signature 

demographic required — so that the people the game had given a new 

lease on their bodies could keep that lease, and keep playing, for 

years. 

7 

It resolved as such things must, slowly and through the building of a 

culture and an apparatus rather than a single stroke, and without 

frightening the older players off the courts the sport had so 

wonderfully drawn them to. 

What the sport ultimately built — the sustainable-play culture, the 

medical education, the coaching that weighed the aging body, the 

player-welfare structures a sport built on older bodies required — 

belonged to the people who governed the booming game, and is not 

this story's to detail, precisely because Dr. Venkataraman had been 

careful to make this the protection of the joy through the proper 

channels rather than a public scold. What matters is the shape: that 

a physician refused the culture's framing of the injury wave as the 
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acceptable price of a great game, named it as a duty-of-care problem, 

and pressed the sport to build the body-welfare apparatus its older 

converts required — without ever attacking the joy. 

And the older players were moved, by that work, a degree toward a 

sport that protected the bodies it had drawn in — the win-now 

intensity tempered, where the culture could be reached, by a 

longevity-mindedness; the warm-up and pacing and aging-body-

aware coaching built, slowly, into the rec scene; the injury wave 

named and addressed as a thing the sport had a duty to reduce rather 

than an inconvenience it preferred not to see. The change was partial 

and slow, as cultural change is; but the harm had been named, the 

duty asserted, and the protection begun — which was the durable 

thing a physician who refused to call the injuries the price of the fun 

could secure. 

Dr. Venkataraman paid the price such people pay; the physician who 

tells a beloved booming sport that it is hurting the people it is so good 

for is heard, by some, as the scold against the joy, however carefully 

she protects it. But she had weighed that against the alternative — a 

win-now culture pushing aging bodies past their margin, and the 

older converts the sport was built on paying for the fun with the 

injuries that ended their play — and found that her duty of care left 

her no other choice she could live with. 

8 

Dr. Venkataraman went on caring for the bodies of the players her 

sport had drawn in, and became a quiet, persistent insistence that the 
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joy and the protection of the aging body were not opposed — that the 

second was how the first would last. 

She trained the physicians and coaches and welfare staff who came 

after her in the care of the older player — the aging body's margins, 

the warm-up, the pacing, the sustainable play, the real and joyful 

truths about what the sport could be for an older adult. But mostly 

she taught them to refuse the culture's framing without attacking the 

joy. “Ours is a sport that did something wonderful,” she would tell 

them. “It drew in a whole generation of older people — got them 

moving, competing, connected, alive in their bodies again. Never say 

a word against that joy; it is real, and it is one of the best things any 

sport has ever done.” 

She would name the danger inside the gift. “But the bodies it drew in 

are aging bodies — less margin, slower to heal, more vulnerable to 

the fall and the tear and the sudden event. And our sport is fast, hard, 

full of lunges and pivots, played by people whose enthusiasm outruns 

what their bodies can safely take, inside a win-now culture that 

pushes them harder still and calls the resulting injuries the ordinary 

price of a great game. That injury wave is real, it falls on exactly the 

people the sport is built on, and the boom does not want to talk about 

it, because talking about it complicates the joy.” 

She would end on the delicate duty. “So when the win-now culture 

pushes an aging body past its margin — when the toll is dressed as 

enthusiasm and the injury called the price of the fun — your duty of 

care is to the older body, and it is real, and no amount of joy makes 

an injury wave acceptable. But here is the hard part: do not become 

the scold who frightens older people off the courts, because driving a 

generation back to the couch is harm of another kind. Address the 
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harm without attacking the joy. The win-now intensity is not the joy; 

it is the thing endangering the bodies that make the joy possible. 

Build the protection — the sustainable play, the aging-body-aware 

coaching, the longevity-mindedness — so the people the game gave a 

new lease on their bodies can keep it, and keep playing, for years. The 

protection is not the enemy of the joy. It is how the joy lasts.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 7 
 

THE WHEELCHAIR 
DIVISION 

 
The adaptive division was so new the rules were not written yet. 

She had to protect a genuinely disabled athlete and an honest 
competition at once, with no framework to do either. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Nadia Forsberg organized the newest competition in her young sport, 

and she had come to understand a thing that no mature adaptive 

sport would have faced: that wheelchair and adaptive pickleball had 

grown so fast and so recently that the rules — the eligibility, the 

classification, the framework that made the division fair — were still 

being written, and that she was being asked to keep a competition 

honest before the apparatus that would make it honest had been 

built. 

She was forty-three, an organizer and classifier in the new and 

rapidly growing world of adaptive pickleball — the wheelchair 

division and the broader adaptive scene that the sport's explosive 

accessibility had brought into being. Pickleball had turned out to be 

a wonderful adaptive sport: playable from a chair, accessible to a 

range of bodies, and it had drawn in disabled athletes by the 

thousands, building a competitive adaptive scene almost overnight. 

Nadia loved what the division was — a real, growing, joyful 

competition for athletes who deserved it — and she had given herself 

to building it. 

But she knew what the newness meant. In a mature adaptive sport, 

there would be a developed classification framework — decades of 

refinement, established eligibility criteria, rigorous multi-expert 

review, the whole apparatus that sorted adaptive athletes fairly and 

protected the integrity of the divisions. The adaptive pickleball scene 

had almost none of that yet. The eligibility rules were provisional, the 

classification framework half-built or improvised, the review process 

informal or absent — a brand-new division running real competition 
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for real medals on rules that were still being written as the matches 

happened. The fairness of the division rested on a framework that did 

not yet fully exist. 

And that season Nadia had come to a matter that the missing 

framework made agonizing: an eligibility or classification question — 

a body presented for a division it might not belong in, an athlete 

whose eligibility was genuinely unclear under rules that had not been 

finished — that in a mature adaptive sport a developed apparatus 

would have resolved, but that the young division had no framework 

rigorous enough to settle. She had to protect a genuinely disabled 

athlete from a false accusation and protect the honest adaptive 

competition from being gamed, both at once, with no apparatus built 

to do either — the dual duty of the classifier, in a division too new to 

have the tools the duty required. 

2 

What Nadia faced was the hardest version of the classifier's problem, 

made harder by the absence of a framework: a genuine question of 

eligibility in a division whose rules were not finished, where she could 

neither rigorously confirm nor rigorously clear, and where both 

errors wounded someone who deserved better. 

The question was real. An athlete's eligibility for the division was 

genuinely unclear — a body that might or might not meet criteria that 

had not been fully written, a presentation that the provisional rules 

did not clearly resolve, a question that the missing framework left 

genuinely open. In a mature adaptive sport, a developed 

classification apparatus, with established criteria and multi-expert 
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review and the methods refined over decades, would have settled it 

rigorously and fairly. In the young division, there was no such 

apparatus: only provisional rules, informal judgment, and a question 

that the unbuilt framework could not properly answer. 

And Nadia understood the doubled danger with a classifier's clarity. 

If she wrongly excluded or accused a genuinely disabled athlete — 

treated a real impairment as ineligible, called an honest adaptive 

athlete's eligibility into question on inadequate rules — she would 

inflict the cruelest wrong an adaptive sport could inflict, the doubt 

that disabled athletes already faced too much of, the suggestion that 

their disability or their place was suspect. But if she let the unbuilt 

rules be gamed — allowed a body that did not belong to compete 

against genuinely disabled athletes — she would defraud the honest 

adaptive competitors the division existed to serve, the very people the 

division was for. The dual duty was the same as in any classification, 

but the missing framework meant she had no rigorous tool to 

discharge either side of it. 

It was not that she had proof either way; the whole problem was that 

the framework which would have produced proof did not exist. She 

had a genuine, unresolved question and two ways to wound someone 

who deserved better, and no apparatus to resolve it rigorously. She 

could see exactly what the division lacked — a developed 

classification framework, established eligibility criteria, rigorous 

multi-expert review — that would have answered the question fairly, 

and that the absence of it was the source of the whole agony. 
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3 

She did the careful thing, which was to refuse to resolve the question 

by her own judgment alone, because a single organizer deciding a 

disabled athlete's eligibility on provisional rules was exactly the 

wrong that the missing framework made tempting and dangerous. 

She held both truths with the full seriousness each demanded. She 

knew the cruelty of falsely doubting a genuinely disabled athlete — 

the particular harm of subjecting a disabled person to suspicion 

about their disability or their place, a harm adaptive athletes faced 

too much of already — and she would not inflict it on inadequate 

rules. And she knew the injustice of letting the unbuilt framework be 

gamed — of allowing a body that did not belong to defraud the 

genuinely disabled athletes the division was for — and she would not 

allow that either. She held, as every honest classifier must, that 

protecting the doubted athlete and protecting the honest division 

were the same duty, not opposed ones. 

But she also knew that the young division gave her no rigorous way 

to discharge that duty, and that to resolve the question by her own 

judgment alone — to decide, on provisional rules and informal 

assessment, a matter that should require a developed framework and 

multi-expert review — would be to substitute one organizer's verdict 

for the apparatus that fairness required. That was the error the 

missing framework tempted her toward: to play, herself, the role that 

a rigorous classification apparatus should play, and to risk wronging 

the disabled athlete or the honest division on a single person's 

inadequate judgment. 
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And she understood that the resolution could not be her verdict at all. 

It had to be the building of the framework the division lacked — the 

rigorous, multi-expert classification apparatus, the established 

eligibility criteria, the formal review — so that this question and every 

question like it could be resolved by the kind of process that protected 

the disabled athlete and the honest division alike. The dual duty 

could only be discharged by an apparatus built for it, and the young 

division had to build that apparatus rather than leave its hardest 

questions to a single organizer's judgment on unfinished rules. 

4 

She faced, first, the wall of a division too new to have the framework 

she needed — not a corrupt body, but the simple absence of the 

rigorous classification apparatus that the question demanded and 

that no one had yet built. 

Because when she sought to resolve the matter rigorously, she found 

there was no rigorous apparatus to resolve it with. There was no 

developed classification framework, no established and finished 

eligibility criteria, no multi-expert review process, no body with the 

methods and the authority that a mature adaptive sport would have 

brought to bear. There was a young division running real competition 

on provisional rules, and a hard question the provisional rules could 

not settle, and an organizer being implicitly asked to settle it herself 

because there was nothing built to settle it properly. The wall was the 

absence of the framework, and the absence was exactly what made 

the question agonizing and dangerous. 
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And Nadia understood the danger in the absence. A growing adaptive 

division running real competition without a rigorous classification 

framework was a division in which hard eligibility questions would 

be settled by informal judgment — which meant disabled athletes 

wrongly doubted, or honest divisions quietly gamed, or both, the 

integrity and the dignity of the adaptive scene eroding for want of the 

apparatus that should have protected them. The single question was 

a symptom; the disease was a division built faster than its framework, 

running real stakes on unfinished rules. And the people who would 

pay were the disabled athletes the division existed to serve. 

She understood, then, that her task was the half-built sport's familiar 

one, in its most delicate form: she could not route the question to a 

rigorous classification apparatus, because none existed. She would 

have to refuse to resolve it by her own inadequate judgment, and 

insist instead that the division build the framework the question 

demanded — to carry the matter to the people who governed the 

adaptive scene and make the case that a division running real 

competition for disabled athletes had to build a rigorous 

classification apparatus, with established criteria and multi-expert 

review, before its hardest questions wronged the very athletes it was 

for. The remedy was to build the framework, and to resolve the 

question through it rather than around it. 

5 

She lay awake with the doubled weight of it, which was the particular 

weight of a classifier who knows that protecting one disabled athlete 

from a false doubt and protecting many from a real gaming might be 
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the same act or opposite ones, and who has no framework to tell 

which. 

If she resolved the question by excluding the athlete on inadequate 

rules and was wrong, she would inflict the cruelest doubt an adaptive 

sport could inflict on a genuinely disabled person. If she resolved it 

by admitting the athlete and was wrong, she would let the honest 

disabled competitors be defrauded. If she punted and let the 

unresolved question fester, the division would run its real 

competition on a foundation everyone knew was unsound. And 

whichever way she leaned, she would be one organizer deciding, on 

unfinished rules, a matter that demanded a rigorous apparatus she 

did not have. The paths all ran into the missing framework, and the 

missing framework was the thing she would have to build. 

She thought about the adaptive athletes — all of them, the doubted 

and the honest, the genuinely disabled competitors the division 

existed to serve. The athlete whose eligibility was in question 

deserved not to be wrongly doubted, and to have the question 

handled with rigor and dignity rather than a single organizer's say-

so. And the honest disabled competitors in the division deserved not 

to be silently defrauded by a body that did not belong, and not to have 

their hard-won, joyful new competition built on a foundation that 

could be gamed. Her duty ran to all of them at once, and serving them 

all required the one thing the division did not have: a framework that 

could resolve the question fairly. 

And she understood that what she had to do was refuse the tempting 

wrong of a personal verdict and insist on the framework instead — to 

carry the question and the agony of it to the people who governed the 

adaptive scene, framed as evidence that a division running real 
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competition for disabled athletes urgently needed a rigorous 

classification apparatus, and to insist that this matter be resolved 

through that apparatus, built for the purpose, rather than by an 

organizer guessing on unfinished rules. The remedy for a missing 

framework was to build it, and to make the hard question the reason. 

6 

She did it by refusing to be the lone judge and insisting on the 

framework instead, carrying the question to the people who governed 

the adaptive scene and framing it as the urgent need for a rigorous 

classification apparatus that would protect the disabled athlete and 

the honest division alike. 

She documented the matter with a classifier's doubled care: the 

genuine eligibility question, the inadequacy of the provisional rules 

to settle it, the cruelty of resolving it by excluding a possibly-disabled 

athlete on unfinished criteria, and the injustice of resolving it by 

admitting a possibly-ineligible body against genuinely disabled 

competitors. She brought it to the people who governed the young 

adaptive scene not as a verdict to ratify but as a question that 

demanded a framework — established eligibility criteria, rigorous 

multi-expert review, the apparatus a mature adaptive sport would 

have and this young division did not. 

And she held the doubled duty explicitly, the way the integrity of an 

adaptive sport required: that any framework built must protect the 

disabled athlete from false doubt — assess eligibility with rigor and 

dignity, never treat a disabled person as suspect for being questioned, 

respect the reality of impairment — and at the same time protect the 
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honest disabled competitors from a division gamed on unfinished 

rules. The framework could hold both, as a lone organizer guessing 

could not: the dignity of the doubted athlete and the integrity of the 

division, the same duty discharged through an apparatus built for it. 

The point throughout was the adaptive athlete — every one of them, 

the doubted and the honest — who deserved a fair competition 

resolved by a rigorous framework rather than an organizer's guess. 

Nadia was not the judge of any athlete's eligibility, which a proper 

framework would assess; she was the organizer who refused to let the 

division's newness be the cover for its hardest questions being settled 

by inadequate judgment, and who insisted that the young adaptive 

scene build the classification apparatus its disabled athletes deserved 

— so that the question, and every question like it, could be answered 

with the rigor and the dignity the duty required. 

7 

It resolved through the building of a framework rather than through 

one organizer's verdict, and Nadia had acted precisely so that the 

truth would be established by a rigorous apparatus built for the 

purpose rather than by her own inadequate judgment on unfinished 

rules. 

What the young adaptive scene ultimately built — the classification 

framework, the established eligibility criteria, the multi-expert 

review — and how that apparatus, once built, resolved the question 

Nadia had refused to settle alone, belonged to the people who 

governed the division, and is not this story's to render in detail, 

precisely because the entire meaning of Nadia's conduct was that the 
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question was not hers to decide alone. What matters is the shape: that 

an organizer refused to let a young division's missing framework 

force her into a lone verdict on a disabled athlete's eligibility, and 

insisted instead that the division build the rigorous classification 

apparatus its athletes deserved. 

And whichever way the framework, once built, resolved the question, 

the doubled duty was served. If the athlete was found eligible, a 

genuinely disabled competitor was cleared by a rigorous and 

dignified process rather than wrongly doubted by a lone judgment; if 

not, the honest disabled competitors were protected from a division 

gamed on unfinished rules — and either way, every future question 

would have the apparatus to resolve it fairly. The framework, once 

built, protected the disabled athlete and the honest division alike, for 

this question and all the ones to come — which was the larger and 

more durable thing, and the thing an organizer who refused the lone 

verdict could actually secure. 

Nadia carried the cost such people carry — that to raise an eligibility 

question in an adaptive division at all is to risk being seen as the one 

who doubts disabled athletes, even when the insistence on a 

framework is precisely in service of the disabled athletes the division 

exists to protect. But she had weighed that against the alternative — 

a division running real competition on unfinished rules, its disabled 

athletes wronged by lone judgments in either direction — and found 

that insisting on the framework was the only path that honored them 

all. 
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8 

Nadia went on building and organizing the adaptive scene, the keeper 

of a competition whose framework she had insisted into being, and 

she carried the thing she had learned about the doubled duty in a 

division too new to have the tools for it. 

She trained the organizers and classifiers who came up under her in 

the adaptive game — the eligibility, the classification, the methods, 

the rigorous and dignified assessment of an adaptive athlete. But 

mostly she taught them the thing the division's newness would test. 

“Ours is a wonderful adaptive sport,” she would tell them, “playable 

from a chair, accessible to so many bodies, and it has drawn in 

disabled athletes by the thousands and built a real, joyful competition 

almost overnight. Love what it is. But understand that it grew faster 

than its framework. The rules that make the division fair — the 

eligibility, the classification, the rigorous review — are still being 

written, and we are running real competition for real medals on rules 

that are not finished.” 

She would name the doubled duty and the missing tool. “And that 

will hand you the hardest version of a classifier's problem. A genuine 

eligibility question, in a division with no framework rigorous enough 

to settle it. You must protect a genuinely disabled athlete from a false 

doubt — the cruelest wrong our sport can inflict, the suspicion 

disabled athletes already face too much of — and at the same time 

protect the honest disabled competitors from a division gamed on 

unfinished rules. Both at once. The same duty, never opposed. And 

you will have no apparatus rigorous enough to discharge it.” 
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She would end on the refusal and the construction. “So when the hard 

question comes — and in a young division it will — do not resolve it 

by your own judgment alone, because a lone organizer deciding a 

disabled athlete's eligibility on unfinished rules is exactly the wrong 

our newness tempts us toward. Refuse the lone verdict. Insist instead 

that we build the framework the question demands — the established 

criteria, the rigorous multi-expert review, the apparatus that protects 

the disabled athlete and the honest division alike. Your job in a young 

division is larger than one ruling: it is to build the thing that makes 

rulings fair, before our hardest questions wrong the very athletes we 

exist for. Make them build the framework — and resolve the question 

through it, never around it.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 8 
 

THE EXHIBITION 

 
The betting markets arrived years before the apparatus that 

should police them. She found the fixed result that the new money 
had bought, with almost nothing built to catch it. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Camille Ozdemir watched the integrity of her sport's results for a 

living, in a role barely older than she had held it, and she had come 

to understand a dangerous mismatch at the heart of professional 

pickleball: that the betting markets had arrived years before the 

apparatus that should police them, so that real money was being 

wagered on results in a sport with almost nothing built to catch a 

result that had been bought. 

She was thirty-nine, an integrity analyst for professional pickleball — 

one of the very few people whose job was to watch the honesty of the 

results, a function the explosively growing sport had only just begun 

to staff. And she had watched, with a specialist's unease, a particular 

thing happen: the gambling markets had discovered pickleball. The 

sport's explosive popularity had drawn in the betting industry fast, 

and money was now being wagered — real, serious money — on 

professional matches and on the exhibition and show matches that 

the young tour put on, the lines and the odds and the markets 

arriving with the speed of any gold rush. 

And Camille knew the danger in the sequence. In a mature sport, a 

betting market sat atop a deep apparatus of match integrity — 

monitoring, investigation, an integrity unit, established relationships 

with the betting industry, decades of experience catching the fixed 

result. Pickleball had the opposite: the betting had arrived first, the 

markets racing ahead of a sport that had barely begun to build any 

integrity apparatus at all. The money to be made by fixing a result 

was suddenly real, and the machinery that should catch a fix — the 

monitoring, the investigation, the integrity unit — was years behind, 
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half-built or unbuilt. The opportunity had arrived before the 

deterrent. 

And that season Camille had come to a conviction she could not put 

down: that a match — perhaps a pro match, perhaps one of the 

exhibition or show matches the markets had learned to bet on — had 

been thrown to serve a betting line, a result quietly fixed so that 

someone who knew could collect, in a sport whose betting markets 

had outrun its integrity apparatus so completely that almost nothing 

had been built to catch it. The bet had been placed against a known 

result, the result delivered, the money collected — and the machinery 

that should have caught it did not yet exist. 

2 

What Camille saw was the signature of a result that did not move the 

way an honest result moved — a match whose course, set against the 

betting that surrounded it, fit a fixed outcome far better than an 

honest contest, in a sport that had built almost nothing to see such 

things. 

It lived in the relationship between the match and the money. An 

honest result was the product of the contest; a fixed one was the 

product of the bet, and the two left different signatures if you knew 

how to read them — the betting that moved before it should have, the 

result that arrived too conveniently for the line, the play that did not 

match the players' evident ability in the moments that mattered to 

the wager, the suspicious alignment of an outcome with the money 

that stood to be made from it. Camille, with a specialist's eye and 

what little monitoring the young sport had, could see that the match 
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did not move like an honest one; it moved like one whose result had 

been known in advance to someone who had bet on it. 

And Camille understood the mechanism, and the way the sport's 

youth made it possible. A fix required two things: someone willing to 

throw a result, and a betting market to profit from it. The market had 

arrived; the willingness, in a young sport with modestly-paid players 

and exhibition matches of ambiguous seriousness and no real 

integrity culture, was not hard to find or to cultivate. And the 

exhibition was the perfect soft target, precisely because of that 

ambiguity: the betting markets priced and accepted wagers on it as 

though it were a genuine contest, while the players themselves half-

understood it as a show — a paid appearance, a bit of entertainment, 

not quite a real match. That gap was the whole opportunity. A player 

asked to lose a real ranking match would feel the full weight of 

cheating; a player asked to drop a set in an exhibition could tell 

himself it was barely a competition at all, that no one was truly 

wronged, that he was just giving the crowd a close finish — while a 

market on the other side treated his cooperation as a hard, bettable 

fact and paid out accordingly to whoever had placed the wager that 

knew. The looseness of the event in the players' minds, set against the 

seriousness of the money in the market, was exactly what made the 

exhibition easy to buy. And the thing that should deter and catch a fix 

— the monitoring of betting patterns, the investigation, the integrity 

unit with relationships to the betting industry and the authority to 

act — was years behind the money, barely built. The fix lived in 

exactly the gap the sport's youth had opened: real money to be made, 

and almost nothing built to catch its making. 
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It was not proof, and the young sport's lack of apparatus was exactly 

why. In a mature sport, the betting-pattern monitoring and the 

investigative machinery might have turned Camille's read into a case; 

in pickleball, she had the signature and her specialist's reading and 

almost no apparatus to corroborate it. She could see that the match 

had moved like a fixed one, and she could see precisely what the sport 

lacked — the monitoring, the investigation, the integrity unit — that 

would have turned the signature into proof. The absence was both 

the reason the fix had been attempted and the thing the sport would 

have to build. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to distrust her own read, because 

an integrity analyst who cried fix at every surprising result would be 

both wrong and corrosive, slandering honest players and honest 

upsets on a pattern that might be nothing. 

So she held it to a standard. Upsets happened; favorites lost; an off 

day or a hot opponent or the ordinary variance of sport produced 

surprising results that meant nothing, and to read a fix into every 

inconvenient outcome was both an analytical error and a slander on 

the players who had honestly won or lost. She asked whether the 

match could be explained by honest sport — by variance, by form, by 

the genuine unpredictability of a contest — and whether her read of 

the betting signature was real or the pattern-hunger of an analyst 

primed to see fixes in a sport she knew was vulnerable. 

But the read held. The match did not fit honest variance; it fit, in the 

relationship between its course and the money around it, a result 
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known in advance to someone who had wagered on it — the betting 

that moved wrong, the outcome too convenient for the line, the play 

that did not match the players' ability where it mattered to the bet, in 

a way that honest sport did not produce and a fix did. The signature 

was not the noise of an honest upset; it was the fingerprint of a 

bought result. 

It was not proof, and she held that line hard, because the defining 

feature of the problem was that the young sport had built almost 

nothing that could turn her read into a case. She had the signature 

and the specialist's reading. She could point to exactly what the sport 

lacked — the betting-pattern monitoring, the investigative authority, 

the integrity unit — that would have corroborated or dissolved her 

read, and whose absence had both invited the fix and left it 

unprovable. The remedy was not her verdict but the apparatus the 

sport had failed to build before the money arrived. 

4 

She faced, first, the wall of a sport whose integrity apparatus barely 

existed — not a corrupt unit suppressing her, but the simple absence 

of the monitoring and investigation and authority that a fix was 

supposed to be caught by. 

Because when she tried to act on the read, she found the apparatus 

to act through was barely there. There was no developed betting-

pattern monitoring, no established relationship with the betting 

industry that might have flagged the suspicious wagers, no 

investigative machinery, no integrity unit with the authority and the 

resources to pursue a fix. There was a young sport that had only just 
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begun to staff the integrity function, racing far behind a betting 

market that had arrived with the full speed and sophistication of the 

gambling industry. The wall was the absence of the apparatus: the 

sport had built almost nothing that could catch what Camille had 

seen. 

And Camille understood the danger in the mismatch, which was 

structural and would not fix itself. A sport whose betting markets had 

outrun its integrity apparatus was a sport in which fixing was invited 

and rarely caught — not one fix but a standing opportunity, every 

match and especially every ambiguous exhibition a target for anyone 

who could arrange a result and profit from the bet, the honesty of the 

professional game eroding in the gap between the money and the 

machinery. The single fix was a symptom; the disease was a betting 

market without an integrity apparatus beneath it, and the disease 

would spread as long as the gap stayed open. 

She understood, then, that her task was the half-built sport's familiar 

one: she could not route the fix to a developed integrity apparatus, 

because none adequate existed. She would have to act on what she 

had through whatever channels the young sport offered, and insist 

that the sport urgently build the integrity apparatus the betting 

markets demanded — to carry the signature and the structural 

warning to the people who governed the professional game and make 

the case that a sport with serious betting and no machinery to police 

it was a sport whose results would be quietly bought until it built the 

deterrent the money had outrun. 
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5 

She lay awake with the mismatch, which was the particular dread of 

an analyst who could see the opportunity for corruption fully arrived 

and the deterrent against it barely begun. 

If she stayed silent, results would keep being quietly bought in the 

gap between the betting and the machinery, the honesty of the 

professional game eroding match by match while the markets grew 

and the apparatus lagged. If she went public, she would be an analyst 

alleging a fix she could not prove, in a sport with no apparatus to 

corroborate her, against players and a tour that would call her read 

paranoia, and the gap would stay open. If she did nothing about the 

apparatus, she would chase one fix and leave the sport defenseless 

against the next. The paths all ran into the same absence: the sport 

had built almost nothing that could establish the truth or deter the 

fix. 

She thought about what match integrity was for, in the architecture 

of a professional sport. It existed so that the result was the honest 

product of the contest — so that what happened on the court was real, 

and the audience and the honest players and the betting public could 

trust that the match they watched and wagered on had not been 

decided in advance by someone collecting on a bet. A fix did not just 

steal one result; it poisoned the trust the whole professional 

enterprise rested on, and a sport that let fixing go uncaught at its 

founding — because the money had arrived before the machinery — 

would teach the corrupt that pickleball was where results could be 

bought safely. 
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And she understood that what she had to do was both pursue this fix 

as far as the young sport's channels allowed and insist on the 

apparatus that would catch the next — to carry the signature and the 

structural warning to the people who governed the professional 

game, framed not as an unprovable accusation but as evidence that 

the sport's betting markets had dangerously outrun its integrity 

apparatus, and to insist that they build the monitoring and the 

investigation and the integrity unit the money demanded, before the 

gap between the betting and the machinery became the place where 

the sport's honesty was quietly bought. 

6 

She did it by carrying the signature and the structural warning to the 

people who governed the professional game, and by framing it as the 

urgent need to build the integrity apparatus the betting markets had 

outrun rather than as a single unprovable accusation. 

She brought the thing only a specialist could give: the read of the 

match against the money, the signature of a result that did not move 

like an honest one, the precise account of what the sport lacked — 

betting-pattern monitoring, investigative authority, an integrity unit 

with relationships to the betting industry — that would have turned 

her read into a case and that the sport had to build. She did not claim 

to have proven the fix, which the missing apparatus made impossible; 

she had read it, and she pointed at the machinery whose absence had 

both invited it and left it unprovable. 

And she made the structural case that mattered beyond the single 

match: that a sport whose betting markets had arrived years before 
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its integrity apparatus was a sport in which fixing was invited and 

rarely caught, and that the credibility of the professional game — the 

foundation the whole gold rush and the betting markets themselves 

stood on — required urgently building the monitoring and 

investigation and integrity unit the money had outrun. The single fix 

was the symptom; the dangerous mismatch between the betting and 

the machinery was the disease, and building the apparatus was the 

only cure. 

The point throughout was the honesty of the result and the trust the 

professional game rested on. Camille was not the enemy of the 

players or the betting markets or the booming sport; she was the 

integrity analyst who refused to let the gap between the money and 

the machinery be the place where results were quietly bought, and 

who insisted the sport build the integrity apparatus its betting 

markets demanded. She pursued the fix as far as the young sport 

allowed and carried the structural argument to the people who could 

build the deterrent — so that a sport with serious betting might also 

have the machinery to keep its results honest. 

7 

It did not resolve cleanly, because a fix in a sport with no apparatus 

to prove it does not surrender to a single analyst's read, and building 

an integrity apparatus is slow; and Camille had never imagined it 

would be quick. 

But the signature she documented, and the structural warning she 

carried, did what an unprovable accusation could not: it made the 

dangerous mismatch between the betting and the machinery visible 
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as a threat to the credibility the whole professional enterprise 

depended on. What the sport ultimately built — the betting-pattern 

monitoring, the investigative authority, the integrity unit, the 

relationships with the betting industry — and whether the apparatus, 

once built, could reach the fix Camille had read, belonged to the 

people who governed the professional game, and is not this story's to 

detail. What matters is the shape: that an integrity analyst refused to 

let the sport's youth be the cover for results quietly bought, read the 

fix the new money had purchased, and insisted the sport build the 

integrity apparatus its betting markets had outrun. 

And the deeper consequence outlasted the single match. The matter 

pressed the young sport toward the truth Camille had named: that a 

betting market without an integrity apparatus beneath it was a 

standing invitation to fixing, and that the credibility on which the 

whole professional game and its betting markets depended required 

building the monitoring and investigation the money had outrun. 

The apparatus, once built, would deter and catch not just this fix but 

the ones to come — which was the larger and more durable thing, and 

the thing an analyst who refused to accept a defenseless sport could 

actually push it toward. 

Camille was not, publicly, the source; the young sport's nascent 

integrity function protected her as such roles protect the analyst who 

reads a fix. But she had established something the booming sport 

preferred not to know: that its betting markets had arrived years 

before its capacity to police them, and that a sport with serious money 

on its results and no machinery to keep them honest was a sport 

whose results would be bought until it built the deterrent the money 

had outrun. 
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8 

Camille went on watching the integrity of the results, the keeper of a 

function barely older than her tenure in it, and she carried the thing 

she had learned about the dangerous sequence in which the money 

arrives before the machinery. 

She trained the integrity analysts who came up under her in the 

young apparatus — the monitoring, the betting patterns, the 

signatures of a result that does not move like an honest one. But 

mostly she taught them the thing the sport's youth had created. “Our 

sport drew the betting industry fast,” she would tell them, “the way 

our explosive popularity drew everything fast. There is real, serious 

money wagered now on our matches and our exhibitions. And here is 

the danger in the sequence: in a mature sport, the betting sits atop a 

deep apparatus of integrity — monitoring, investigation, an integrity 

unit, decades of catching the fix. With us, the betting arrived first. 

The money to be made by fixing a result is here, and the machinery 

that should catch it is years behind.” 

She would name the gap and what hides in it. “The opportunity 

arrived before the deterrent. Real money to be made by throwing a 

result, in a sport with modestly-paid players and exhibitions of 

ambiguous seriousness and no integrity culture yet — and almost 

nothing built to catch the result that gets bought. The fix lives in 

exactly that gap: the money fully arrived, the machinery barely 

begun. And a fixed result does not just steal one match; it poisons the 

trust the whole professional game rests on.” 

She would end on the duty and the construction. “So when a match 

does not move like an honest one — when its course fits the money 
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around it better than the contest — be rigorous, because honest 

upsets are real and an analyst who cries fix at every surprise is useless 

and a slander. But when the signature holds, understand that you 

cannot prove it, because we have not built the thing that would. Your 

job in a young sport is larger than one match: it is to insist that we 

build the integrity apparatus our betting markets have already 

outrun — the monitoring, the investigation, the unit — before our 

sport becomes known as the place where results can be bought safely. 

The money is already here. Make them build the machinery to keep 

it honest.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 9 
 

THE ACADEMY 

 
Every mature youth sport had spent decades building the 

protections around its children. Hers had built none of them yet, 
and the children were already arriving. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Sabine Marchetti had spent her life around the safeguarding of 

children in sport, and she had come to a new and booming game to 

find the thing that frightened her most about it: that pickleball's 

junior pipeline was filling with children faster than anyone had built 

a single one of the protections that every mature youth sport had 

spent decades learning it needed. 

She was fifty-two, a child-safeguarding specialist who had come out 

of an older sport's welfare apparatus into the explosively growing 

world of junior pickleball — the academies, the showcases, the junior 

tours and ranking pathways that had sprung up almost overnight as 

the sport's gold rush reached down into the children. Pickleball was 

the fastest-growing sport in the country, and the money and the 

ambition had discovered, as they always did, that there was a 

pathway to be sold to the parents of talented children: the academy 

that would develop them, the showcase that would expose them, the 

scholarship-and-pro-pathway promise that justified the fees and the 

hours and the handing of a child into a stranger's care. 

And Sabine knew, with the specialist's particular dread, what the new 

sport had not built. Every mature youth sport had a safeguarding 

apparatus — vetting and background checks for the adults who 

worked with children, codes of conduct governing the contact 

between coach and child, reporting structures, trained welfare 

officers, the whole hard-won architecture that the older sports had 

built, painfully and usually only after their own scandals, to protect 

children from the predators that any concentration of children and 

trusting parents and powerful adults inevitably attracts. Pickleball 



 
THE KITCHEN 
Eleven Stories of Pickleball 

 
 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                          112 | P a g e  
 

had almost none of it. The sport was too new; it had not had its 

reckonings yet; it had built a junior pipeline and skipped, in the rush, 

the entire safeguarding structure that should have been built first. 

And that season Sabine had come to understand the danger not as a 

hypothetical but as a present, structural fact: that children were being 

funneled into academies and showcases and pathway promises in a 

sport that had built no vetting, no codes, no reporting, no welfare 

apparatus at all — that the safeguarding vacuum was not a gap to be 

filled someday but an open door, right now, around children who 

were arriving in numbers, with trusting parents and dazzling 

promises and no protection whatsoever standing between them and 

whoever the gold rush had drawn into the rooms where the children 

trained. 

2 

What Sabine saw was not, at first, a specific predator — though her 

dread was precisely that the vacuum guaranteed there would be one 

— but the vacuum itself, and the way the gold rush's hunger was 

filling it with exactly the conditions that produce harm to children. 

It was the academies that had sprung up to monetize parents' hopes, 

run by whoever had moved fast enough, employing coaches no one 

had vetted, in a sport with no code governing how an adult should 

and should not be with a child. It was the showcases and pathway 

promises that gave powerful adults access to children and authority 

over their futures, the scholarship-and-pro dreams that made 

parents grateful to hand their children over and reluctant to question 

the adults who held the keys. It was the absence — total, structural — 
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of the things that in a mature sport stood between a child and harm: 

no background checks, so a predator barred from one sport could 

simply walk into this one; no code of conduct, so the boundary 

between coaching and abuse was undrawn; no reporting structure, so 

a child or a worried parent had nowhere to take a concern; no trained 

welfare officer in the building whose job was the child. 

And Sabine understood the terrible arithmetic of it, because she had 

spent a career learning it. Harm to children in sport was not random; 

it was produced, reliably, by a specific set of conditions — 

concentrations of children, trusting and grateful parents, powerful 

adults with authority over a child's dreams, access and isolation, and 

the absence of the apparatus that watches the adults. Every one of 

those conditions was present in junior pickleball, in abundance, and 

the one factor that mature sports had learned to introduce against 

them — the safeguarding structure — was entirely absent. The new 

sport had built, without meaning to, an almost perfect environment 

for the harm it had not yet learned to fear, because it had not yet had 

the reckoning that teaches a sport to fear it. 

She did not have, and prayed she would never have, a specific 

catalogue of a specific harm; what she had was the specialist's certain 

knowledge that the conditions reliably produced it, and that a sport 

which built the conditions and skipped the protections was not safe 

but merely lucky, and that luck around children was not a 

safeguarding strategy. What she needed was not proof of a harm 

already done but the will to build the apparatus before the harm — to 

be, for once, the sport that protected its children in advance rather 

than after the reckoning. 
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3 

She stood on the firmest ground a safeguarding specialist can stand 

on — that the protections existed because they were known to be 

necessary — and the most precarious, because she was asking a sport 

to build expensive, suspicious-feeling structure against a harm it had 

not yet suffered and therefore did not yet believe in. 

The case was, to her, beyond argument. The safeguarding apparatus 

of mature youth sport was not bureaucracy for its own sake; it was 

the accumulated, hard-won, scandal-bought knowledge of exactly 

how children are harmed in sport and exactly what prevents it. To 

run a junior pipeline without vetting, without codes, without 

reporting, without welfare officers was not to be charmingly 

informal; it was to recreate, knowingly now that she had named it, 

the precise conditions that every mature sport had learned produce 

harm. Her duty ran to the children, and the children were arriving, 

and the structure that should protect them did not exist. 

But she was asking a booming, optimistic, self-congratulatory young 

sport to spend money and import suspicion to guard against a thing 

it had never seen happen to it. The resistance she met was not malice; 

it was the disbelief of the unscarred. Pickleball was friendly; its junior 

scene was full of nice people and happy kids; the academies were run 

by enthusiasts who loved the game; to demand background checks 

and codes of conduct and welfare officers was to treat a community 

of good people as suspects, to import the grim machinery of the old 

sports' shame into a sport that had done nothing to deserve it. Surely, 

she was told, that was overcaution; surely nothing like that happened 

here; surely she was solving a problem the sport did not have. 
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And Sabine understood that this — exactly this — was the most 

dangerous sentence in the safeguarding of children: surely nothing 

like that happens here. It was the sentence every sport had said 

before its reckoning, the disbelief that was itself the vulnerability, the 

conviction of safety that guaranteed the apparatus would not be built 

until a child had been harmed badly enough to force it. The new 

sport's innocence was not protecting its children; it was the precise 

condition under which children go unprotected, because a sport that 

cannot imagine the harm will not build the guard against it. Her job 

was to make the sport build the apparatus on the strength of others' 

reckonings, so that it would not have to buy the knowledge with one 

of its own children. 

4 

She tried, first, to build it from inside — to bring the safeguarding 

apparatus to the academies and the junior bodies directly, because 

the children were there now and the structure was needed now, and 

she hoped the sport's good nature could be turned toward protecting 

the children it loved. 

She made the case in the language of care and of evidence: that the 

junior pipeline needed, urgently, the things every mature youth sport 

had — vetting and background checks for everyone who worked with 

children, a clear code governing the contact between adult and child, 

a reporting structure a child or parent could actually use, trained 

welfare officers whose job was the child rather than the development 

of the player. She framed it not as an accusation against anyone but 

as the building of the ordinary, necessary protections that the rush 
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had skipped, the structure that should have been built before the first 

child arrived and now had to be built around children already there. 

And she met the resistance of the unscarred, sincere and immovable. 

The academies and the junior bodies heard her, acknowledged that 

safeguarding was important in the abstract, and largely carried on, 

because the apparatus was expensive and the suspicion it implied was 

unwelcome and the harm it guarded against was, to them, unreal. 

Some did a little — a policy adopted and unenforced, a checkbox 

ticked — the gestures a sport makes when it wants the appearance of 

safeguarding without the cost and the culture of it. The good nature 

she had hoped to turn toward the children was turned instead toward 

not believing they were at risk, and the vacuum, beneath the gestures, 

remained. 

She understood, then, that the apparatus would not be built fast 

enough or real enough from inside a sport that did not yet believe it 

needed it, and that the protection of the children required an 

authority with the mandate and the standing to compel it — the 

sport's governing bodies, the bodies that gated the pathways and 

sanctioned the showcases and could make safeguarding a condition 

of operating, pressed by someone who would not let the disbelief of 

the unscarred stand as the sport's child-protection policy. The 

vacuum had to be filled by mandate, because good nature alone 

would not fill it until a child had been hurt. 
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5 

She lay awake with the specific, unbearable knowledge of her 

profession: that she was trying to win an argument before the 

evidence arrived, and that the evidence, if it arrived, would be a child. 

If she accepted the sport's gestures and disbelief and waited, the 

vacuum would remain around the arriving children until the 

reckoning came, and the reckoning, in the safeguarding of children, 

is always a harmed child — the price a sport pays for the knowledge 

it refused to take secondhand. If she pushed too hard and was cast as 

the hysteric importing the old sports' shame, she would lose the 

standing to build anything. If she simply left, clean and unheard, the 

children would lose the one adult in the sport whose whole expertise 

was their protection. The paths all ran through the same intolerable 

difficulty: she was asking a sport to believe, on her authority and 

others' scars, in a harm it had not yet suffered, and the only proof that 

would fully convince it was the proof she existed to prevent. 

She thought about the children — not the prospects, not the pathway, 

but the children: arriving in numbers into a sport that had built them 

a pipeline and no protection, handed by trusting, grateful, dazzled 

parents into the care of adults no one had vetted, under codes no one 

had written, with no one to tell if something was wrong and no one 

whose job was to notice. They could not protect themselves; that was 

the meaning of the word child. Their parents, grateful and hopeful 

and reluctant to question the keepers of the dream, were not 

protecting them either. The whole structure around them was 

optimized to develop players and monetize hopes, and not one part 
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of it was built to guard the children, and the children did not know 

that, and could not. 

And she understood that what she had to do was refuse the disbelief 

and build the apparatus by mandate, before the harm — to carry to 

the governing bodies, with all the authority of a career spent learning 

how children are hurt in sport, the demand that safeguarding be 

made a condition of every academy and showcase and pathway: 

vetting, codes, reporting, welfare officers, the whole hard-won 

structure, built now, around the children already arriving, on the 

strength of others' reckonings so the new sport need not buy the 

knowledge with one of its own. 

6 

She brought it to the governing bodies with the mandate to compel 

what good nature would not provide, and she framed it as exactly 

what it was: not an accusation that harm had occurred, but the 

building of the protections that the conditions made necessary, 

before they were proven necessary the only other way. 

She laid out the apparatus the sport had to require and enforce, not 

merely adopt on paper: real vetting and background checks for every 

adult with access to children, so that a predator barred elsewhere 

could not simply walk in; a code of conduct that drew the boundary 

between coaching and abuse and governed the contact, the access, 

the isolation; a reporting structure a child or parent could actually 

reach; and trained welfare officers, in the buildings, whose job was 

the child and not the player. She gave the bodies the architecture and 

the authority's own knowledge of why each piece existed — each one 
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bought, in some other sport, with a child's harm — and the demand 

that safeguarding be made a condition of operating, not an optional 

virtue. 

And she made them confront the sentence that was the real 

adversary: surely nothing like that happens here. She named it as 

what it was — the thing every sport had believed before its reckoning, 

the disbelief that was itself the danger, the innocence that guaranteed 

the apparatus would not be built until a child had been hurt enough 

to force it. The new sport's chance, its rare and closing chance, was to 

be the one that built the protections on the strength of others' scars 

rather than its own — to use its newness not as an excuse for the 

vacuum but as the one opportunity a sport ever gets to build its 

safeguarding before the harm instead of after. 

The point throughout was the child who could not protect herself, in 

a sport that had built her a pathway and no guard. Sabine was not the 

enemy of the sport's optimism or its love of its juniors; she was the 

specialist who knew exactly how that love, unprotected, becomes the 

cover for harm, and who insisted that the sport build the apparatus 

by mandate, now, before the reckoning. She carried to the bodies that 

could compel it the demand that pickleball protect its children in 

advance — the one thing no mature sport had managed, and the one 

thing a sport this young still, barely, could. 

7 

It resolved the way the building of a safeguarding culture resolves in 

a sport that does not yet feel its need — partially, slowly, against the 

grain of a sincere disbelief — and Sabine had aimed at the apparatus 
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and the mandate precisely so that what got built would outlast the 

optimism that resisted it. 

What the governing bodies ultimately required, how much of the 

apparatus they built and enforced, how fast the vetting and the codes 

and the reporting and the welfare officers actually reached the 

academies and the showcases, belonged to those bodies and unfolded 

over years, and is not this story's to render in detail, precisely because 

the answer Sabine sought was a structure built rather than a verdict 

delivered. What matters is the shape: that a specialist refused the 

disbelief of the unscarred, named the vacuum as the present danger 

it was, and pushed a young sport to build the protections by mandate 

before the harm rather than after. 

And the children were made safer not by the catching of a predator 

but by the building of the thing that closes the door predators walk 

through — the vetting that bars the barred, the code that draws the 

boundary, the reporting that gives a child somewhere to go, the 

welfare officer whose job is the child. The structure that got built was 

incomplete and slow, as the building of any safeguarding culture is, 

and Sabine knew better than anyone how much further it had to go; 

but the vacuum had been named and the apparatus begun, before the 

reckoning rather than after, which was the rarest and most precious 

thing a safeguarding specialist could ever secure, and the thing 

almost no sport in history had managed. 

Sabine paid the price such people pay; the specialist who tells a happy 

young sport that it has built the conditions for harm to children is not 

thanked, in the moment, by a community that would rather believe 

in its own innocence, and there were those who thought her grim, 

alarmist, a importer of the old sports' shame. But she had weighed 
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that against the alternative — a vacuum left open around arriving 

children until a child paid for the knowledge the sport refused to take 

secondhand — and found that being thought grim was a price 

beneath contempt set beside the thing she was there to prevent. 

8 

Sabine stayed in the young sport, the specialist who had made it 

begin, before its reckoning, to build the protections every other sport 

had built only after, and she trained the welfare officers a maturing 

pickleball was at last beginning to place around its children. 

She taught them the apparatus — the vetting, the codes, the 

reporting, the whole hard-won architecture of keeping children safe 

in sport. But mostly she taught them the thing the new sport's 

innocence would always resist. “Ours is the fastest-growing sport in 

the world,” she would tell them, “and the gold rush reached down into 

the children fast — the academies, the showcases, the pathway 

promises, all the ways a sport learns to monetize a parent's hope for 

a gifted child. And we built the pipeline and skipped the protections, 

because we are new, and we have not had our reckonings yet, and a 

sport that has not had its reckonings does not yet believe it needs the 

guard.” 

She would name the conditions and the disbelief. “Harm to children 

in sport is not random. It is produced, reliably, by a specific set of 

conditions: concentrations of children, trusting and grateful parents, 

powerful adults with authority over a child's dream, access and 

isolation, and the absence of the apparatus that watches the adults. 

We built every one of those conditions and, until now, none of the 
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apparatus. And the sentence you will hear, the one that is the real 

danger, is the one every sport said before its reckoning: surely 

nothing like that happens here. That sentence is not innocence. It is 

the vulnerability itself.” 

She would end on the rarest chance a sport ever gets. “So do not wait 

for the evidence, because in our work the evidence is a child. Build 

the apparatus before the harm, on the strength of every other sport's 

scars, so that ours does not have to buy the knowledge with one of 

our own. Every mature sport built its safeguarding after its 

reckoning, too late for the children who forced it. We are new enough, 

still, barely, to build it first. That is the one gift our newness offers, 

against all the dangers it carries. Do not waste it. Be the sport that 

protected its children in advance — and refuse, with everything you 

have, the comfortable sentence that says we will never need to.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 10 
 

THE FRANCHISE 

 
The gold rush valued everything in the new league except the 

players whose bodies it was built on. She was the one who read the 
contracts the way the players could not. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Imara Velasquez ran the operations of a professional pickleball 

franchise, and she had come to understand the thing the gold rush 

did not say out loud: that the new league was a speculative bubble 

built on the bodies of young athletes, and that of everything being 

valued in the boom — the franchises, the media rights, the celebrity 

ownership, the dazzling projected growth — the one thing valued 

least was the players themselves. 

She was forty-one, the operations manager of a team in one of the 

franchise leagues that had erupted out of pickleball's explosion — the 

celebrity-owned, venture-funded, valuation-chasing professional 

structure that the gold rush had thrown up almost overnight. Money 

had poured into the sport with the speed and the logic of a bubble: 

franchises sold and resold at climbing valuations, celebrity owners 

lending their names, investors buying into a projected future of vast 

growth, the whole apparatus of a professional league assembled in a 

few feverish years on the bet that pickleball would become enormous 

and everyone in early would be rich. 

And Imara, who handled the operations and therefore saw the 

paperwork, understood what the bubble was actually built on. 

Beneath the valuations and the media rights and the celebrity sheen 

were the players — the athletes whose competition was the only thing 

the league actually sold, many of them young, newly professional in 

a sport that had been amateur a few years earlier, unrepresented, 

unprotected, with no players' association, no established minimum 

standards, no accumulated body of protections that mature pro 

sports had spent decades and bitter labor fights building. The players 
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were the product and the foundation, and they were the least 

powerful party in the entire structure, and the gold rush had treated 

them accordingly. 

And that season Imara had come to a conviction she could not put 

down: that the franchise was built on something rotten in exactly that 

place — that the young players had been signed to contracts that 

exploited their inexperience and their powerlessness, terms no 

represented athlete in a mature sport would ever accept, or that the 

league's very valuation was propped on a misrepresentation, the 

bodies of the athletes booked as assets in a speculative bubble that 

valued everything about them except their welfare. The boom was 

real money built on real people, and the people were the line-item the 

gold rush had decided it could underpay and overpromise, because 

they had no one to read the contracts for them. 

2 

What Imara saw lived in the documents — the contracts and the 

valuations and the projections — in the specific gap between how the 

league valued its glittering future and how it valued the athletes that 

future was built on. 

It was the contracts the young players had signed: terms that bound 

them tightly and protected them barely, that claimed their images 

and their futures and their bodies for the league while guaranteeing 

them little, the exploitative clauses that an experienced agent would 

have struck out and that these unrepresented athletes, dazzled to be 

professional at all in a sport that had been a hobby, had signed 

without understanding. One clause she kept returning to was almost 
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elegant in its one-sidedness: a player could be bound to the franchise 

for years and dropped by it on short notice, the commitment running 

only one way — the athlete locked in, the league free to walk — with 

no guaranteed money if an injury ended the season and no protection 

if the franchise simply decided it was done with him. Another signed 

away the player's name, likeness, and image to the league in 

perpetuity, so that even after his short career ended the franchise 

could keep selling him, and he could not. An agent would have struck 

both in an afternoon; a twenty-two-year-old who had been stringing 

nets at a rec center the year before had signed them gratefully, 

because being asked to sign anything at all felt like having made it. It 

was the way the league's economics worked the athletes hard — the 

schedules, the obligations, the bodies deployed as the product — 

while the structure's rewards flowed up to the owners and the 

investors and the valuations. Or it was the valuation itself, propped 

on a number that did not hold, a misrepresentation of the league's 

economics that made the bubble look sounder than it was, the 

speculative edifice resting on a claim that the documents did not 

actually support. 

And Imara understood the mechanism, because she read the 

paperwork the players could not. In a mature professional sport, the 

athletes had a players' association, agents, collective bargaining, 

minimum standards, a hard-won floor of protections beneath which 

no contract could go — all of it built over decades, usually through 

bitter conflict, precisely because the lesson of every pro sport was that 

the athletes, left unprotected, would be treated as the cheapest input 

in the business. Pickleball's pros had none of that yet. They were 

professional in a structure that had skipped the entire history of 

athlete protection, signing contracts with no floor beneath them, in a 
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bubble that had every incentive to value them low and promise them 

high. The exploitation did not require villains; it required only that 

the most powerful parties write the contracts and the least powerful 

sign them, with nothing built to protect the weak. 

It was not, in most of its particulars, illegal — that was the trap; the 

contracts were signed, the terms agreed, the valuations defensible 

enough to survive a glance. But Imara could read what the glance 

missed: the systematic transfer of risk and value away from the 

athletes who were the foundation and toward the owners who were 

the speculation, the bodies of young players mortgaged to a bubble 

on terms they had not understood and had no one to refuse for them. 

The proof was not of a crime but of an exploitation, legible in the 

documents to someone who knew what a fair contract and an honest 

valuation looked like, and who was willing to say that legal was not 

the same as right. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to test whether she was seeing 

exploitation or merely the ordinary hard bargaining of a new 

business, because an operations manager who decides her own 

league is built on a rotten foundation had better be sure she is not 

just describing capitalism. 

So she held it honestly. She asked whether the contracts were simply 

the tough terms any startup offers, the risk any early professional 

accepts, the hard math of a league that might fail and was paying 

what an unproven product could bear. She asked whether the 

valuation was bullish optimism rather than misrepresentation, 
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whether she was reading exploitation into the ordinary asymmetries 

of a new industry where everyone, owners included, was gambling. 

She did the work, because the charge that a league was built on the 

exploitation of its athletes or the misrepresentation of its value was 

grave, and the line between a hard new-business deal and a genuine 

wrong was exactly the line she had to be honest about. 

But the reading held past the honest doubt. This was not merely hard 

bargaining; it was bargaining against a party with no protection at all, 

in which the absence of any floor — no association, no agents, no 

minimum standards — had been used to extract terms no 

represented athlete would accept, the inexperience and 

powerlessness of the young pros not incidental to the deal but the 

source of its terms. And where the valuation was propped on a 

misrepresentation, the number did not merely flatter the future; it 

misstated the present in a way the documents did not support. The 

asymmetry was not the ordinary risk of a startup; it was the 

systematic exploitation of the weakest party by the structure built on 

top of them. 

It was not a matter she could resolve as a verdict of fraud — much of 

it was legal, and the misrepresentation, if it was one, was a question 

for the authorities who governed such things. But she had read, 

clearly, an exploitation that the documents made legible and that 

legality did not excuse: young athletes, the foundation of the whole 

enterprise, treated as its cheapest and least-protected input, 

mortgaged to a bubble on terms they could not read. She had the 

coordinates of the wrong. What she did not have was any structure, 

inside the gold-rush league, that existed to make it right. 
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4 

She faced, first, the wall that a bubble raises around itself — the 

collective interest of everyone with a stake in the rising valuation in 

not looking too hard at what it was built on, least of all the welfare of 

the players who were the cheapest part of it. 

Because when she raised it — the exploitative contracts, the 

unprotected players, the valuation that might not hold — she met the 

logic of the boom. The deals were legal; the players had signed; the 

league was taking real risk and paying what the market bore; the 

valuation was what investors would pay, and who was she to say it 

was wrong. And beneath the reasonable answers was the thing no one 

said: that everyone in the structure with power — the owners, the 

investors, the league — was making money, or hoped to, on exactly 

the terms she was questioning, and that to look hard at the 

foundation was to threaten the valuation that was the whole point. 

The bubble did not want to examine itself, because examination was 

the one thing that could pop it. 

And Imara understood the danger in the collective denial, which was 

the more powerful for being shared by everyone who mattered. The 

exploitation of the players was not the work of a single villain she 

could expose; it was the structural logic of a bubble that valued 

growth above everything and the athletes least of all, sustained by the 

sincere interest of every powerful party in not asking the question. 

The players, the foundation, were the only ones with an interest in 

the truth, and they were the only ones with no power to act on it — 

unrepresented, dazzled, replaceable, signed. The wall was made of 
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everyone's stake in the rising number, and the players were on the 

wrong side of it. 

She understood, then, that the matter could not be fixed by appealing 

to the league, whose every incentive ran the other way, and that the 

players' protection required two things the gold rush had skipped: an 

external authority for the part that touched on misrepresentation — 

the regulators who governed how a business may represent its value 

— and, for the exploitation itself, the beginning of the thing every 

mature sport's athletes had and pickleball's did not: representation, 

a players' association, the collective structure through which the 

weakest party stops being the cheapest input. The players could not 

read their own contracts; they needed someone to read for them, and 

a structure that would let them refuse. 

5 

She lay awake with the conflict of her own position, which was that 

she was an officer of the very structure she had found to be built on a 

wrong, and that doing right by the players meant turning against the 

enterprise that employed her. 

If she stayed silent and kept the operations running smoothly, she 

would be the competent functionary of an exploitation — the one who 

saw the contracts clearly and processed them anyway, who kept the 

bubble inflating on the bodies of players she knew were being used. 

If she blew it up publicly, she might damage the players she meant to 

protect, popping a bubble whose collapse would hurt the athletes as 

much as the owners, and destroy her own standing to do anything. If 

she simply resigned, clean, she would remove the one person inside 
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the structure who could read the documents and saw what they 

meant, leaving the players with no one. The paths all carried the cost 

of her conscience or the players' welfare, and the honest one was the 

hardest: to act, from inside, in a way that protected the players 

without simply detonating the thing they depended on. 

She thought about the players — not the assets, not the product, not 

the line-item, but the young athletes: professional in a sport that had 

been a hobby a few years before, dazzled to be paid to play at all, 

signing contracts they could not read because no one had ever told 

them they should have someone read for them, their bodies and 

images and futures claimed by a structure that valued everything 

about the boom except them. They could not protect themselves; they 

did not even know, most of them, that they needed protecting, that 

the terms they had signed were terms no represented athlete would 

accept. The whole gold rush was built on them and none of it was 

built for them, and the only person positioned to read the documents 

and say so was Imara. 

And she understood that what she had to do was give the players what 

the structure had denied them: the truth they could not read, and the 

beginning of the power to act on it. She had to bring the 

misrepresentation, where it existed, to the authority that governed 

such things, and the exploitation to the light — not as a bomb to pop 

the bubble on the players' heads, but in a way that armed the athletes 

with the knowledge and pointed them toward the representation and 

the collective structure through which the weakest party in a sport 

stops being its cheapest input. The players had a right to read the 

contract they had signed with eyes that understood it, and a right to 

the protection every other sport's athletes had bled to build. 
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6 

She did the thing that served the players rather than the bubble, and 

it began, as it had to, with the players themselves — because they 

were the ones being used, and the truth of what they had signed 

belonged first to them. 

She found the way, at real risk to her position, to put the truth where 

the players could reach it: that the contracts they had signed were 

exploitative in specific, nameable ways, that the terms were not the 

unchangeable price of being professional but the product of their 

having had no one to negotiate for them, and that athletes in every 

mature sport had something they did not — representation, an 

association, a floor of protections won precisely so that the youngest 

and least powerful would not be the cheapest input. She did not tell 

them what to do; she gave them what the structure had withheld — 

the ability to read their own contracts with understanding — and 

pointed them toward the collective power through which they could 

begin to refuse. 

And for the part that touched on misrepresentation — a valuation 

propped on a claim the documents did not support — she brought it, 

through the proper channel, to the external authority that governed 

how a business may represent its worth, because that was not a 

matter the bubble would ever correct from within and not a wrong 

she could right by herself. She framed it precisely: not a denunciation 

of the whole enterprise, which would have harmed the players too, 

but a pointing of the appropriate authority at the specific 

misrepresentation, and a pointing of the players toward the specific 

protections they had been denied. 



 
THE KITCHEN 
Eleven Stories of Pickleball 

 
 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                          133 | P a g e  
 

The point throughout was the player, the foundation the gold rush 

had valued least. Imara was not the enemy of a professional league 

or of the athletes' chance to be paid for their sport; she was the 

operations manager who refused to be the competent functionary of 

their exploitation, who read the documents the players could not and 

gave them back the truth and the path to power the structure had 

taken. She served the players first — the truth, the representation, the 

floor every other sport's athletes had built — and pointed the 

regulators at the misrepresentation, which was the only way to do 

right by the foundation without detonating it under the people 

standing on it. 

7 

It did not resolve cleanly, because bubbles and the people invested in 

them do not surrender to a single operations manager's conscience, 

and the building of athlete protection in a sport that has none is the 

slow, contested labor of years; and Imara had never imagined 

otherwise. 

But the essential things were begun. The players were no longer 

signing in the dark; some of them, at least, now understood what they 

had agreed to and that it need not have been so, and the idea that 

pickleball's professionals needed what every other sport's athletes 

had — representation, an association, a floor — had been put where 

it could grow. And the misrepresentation, where it existed, had been 

pointed at the authority that governed such things, taken out of the 

bubble's self-interested silence and put before a body that answered 

to the truth of the documents rather than the valuation they propped. 
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What the regulators ultimately found, whether the league reformed 

or the bubble corrected or the players organized, belonged to those 

processes and unfolded over years, and is not this story's to detail. 

What matters is the shape: that an officer of the structure refused to 

be the functionary of its wrong, read the documents the players could 

not, and acted from inside to give the foundation back its truth and 

its path to power — the beginning, in a sport that had skipped it, of 

the athlete protection that every mature game had been forced to 

build, here pushed toward being built before another generation of 

young players was spent as the cheapest input in someone else's gold 

rush. 

Imara paid the price such people pay; the operations manager who 

turns against the bubble that employs her does not keep the job, and 

the gold rush has no gratitude for the functionary who reads the 

contracts to the people they were written against. But she had 

weighed that against the alternative — a smooth career spent 

processing the exploitation of athletes she knew were being used — 

and found that there was no version of her own competence she could 

respect that was spent in the service of valuing everything in the sport 

except the players it was built on. 

8 

Imara went on running operations, for a structure that deserved her 

in time, and she carried the thing she had learned about a gold rush 

that valued the future more than the people the future was built on. 

She trained the operations people and the early advocates a maturing 

professional sport was beginning to grow — the contracts, the 
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economics, the business of a league. But mostly she taught them to 

read what the boom did not say. “Ours is a professional sport thrown 

up by a gold rush,” she would tell them, “franchises and valuations 

and celebrity owners and dazzling projections, real money pouring in 

on the bet that the sport becomes enormous. And beneath all of it are 

the players — the athletes whose competition is the only thing we 

actually sell, many of them young, newly professional, 

unrepresented, with no association and no floor of protections, 

because we skipped the entire history that mature sports bled to 

build.” 

She would name the place the rot hides. “So the players, the 

foundation, are the least powerful party in the whole structure, and 

the gold rush treats them accordingly — signed to contracts they 

cannot read, their bodies and futures claimed on terms no 

represented athlete would accept, mortgaged to a bubble that values 

everything about them except their welfare. It rarely requires a 

villain. It requires only that the most powerful parties write the 

contracts and the least powerful sign them, with nothing built to 

protect the weak. And everyone with a stake in the rising number has 

an interest in not looking at what it is built on.” 

She would end on the duty and the foundation. “So when the 

documents show you the systematic transfer of risk and value away 

from the athletes and toward the speculation — when legal is being 

used as if it meant right — read the contracts the players cannot, and 

give them back the truth and the path to the power every other sport's 

athletes had to fight for. Point the regulators at the 

misrepresentation; point the players at the representation they were 

denied. Do not be the competent functionary of their exploitation. A 
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sport is built on its athletes, not its valuations. Someone has to insist, 

while ours is young, that the foundation is people — and that you do 

not get to value everything in the sport except them.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 11 
 

THE FIRST RECORD 

 
Every old sport had inherited its history, true or false, and could 
only correct it. Hers was young enough that she was writing the 
record for the first time — and a sport gets to choose, once, what 

kind of memory it will keep. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Wren Halloran was building the memory of a sport that had almost 

none, and she had come to understand that this gave her a 

responsibility no archivist in an older game had ever held: that she 

was not correcting a history handed down across a century but 

writing the first one, deciding, at the very origin, what kind of 

memory a new sport would choose to keep. 

She was fifty-eight, the founding archivist and historian of pickleball 

— a title that had not existed until the sport, exploding into 

prominence, suddenly needed someone to gather and keep its record 

before its short, scattered past was lost. In an old sport, the historian 

inherited a vast inherited memory: the records and the legends and 

the myths accumulated and ossified across generations, true and 

false alike, which the archivist could only study, contest, and at the 

margins correct. Pickleball had nothing of the kind. Its history was a 

few decades long, much of it undocumented, living in the memories 

of people still alive, in fragmentary results and amateur footage and 

the stories the young sport was only now, in its sudden fame, 

beginning to tell about where it had come from. 

And Wren understood the rare and weighty thing that meant. A sport, 

exactly once, at the moment it becomes large enough to need a 

history, gets to decide what kind of history it will build. The legends 

are being chosen now; the origin stories are being set now; the early 

champions are being mythologized now, in real time, as the sport 

invents the memory it will carry forward. An old sport's archivist 

works on a record already hardened into myth. Wren was working on 

the wet clay, before it set — and what she pressed into it, or allowed 
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to be pressed into it, would be the shape of the sport's memory for as 

long as the sport endured. 

And that was why the thing she had found weighed on her as it did. 

In gathering the sport's foundational story — the celebrated early 

moment, the beloved origin, the first champion the young game was 

busy mythologizing — she had come upon a truth the emerging 

legend was smoothing over: that one of the founding stories, the kind 

a sport tells about itself forever, concealed something. And she had 

understood that her task was not the old archivist's task of correcting 

a hardened myth, but the far rarer one of deciding, at the origin, 

whether the new sport's memory would be built honest or built 

flattering — because she was there, uniquely, at the moment the 

choice could still be made. 

2 

What Wren had found she would not reduce to a scandal, because the 

truth behind the founding story was more human and more 

sorrowful than scandalous, and because the whole weight of her 

position was that she was choosing what kind of memory to build, not 

what exposure to detonate. 

The shape of it was the shape such things take. The celebrated origin 

moment — the beloved early triumph, the founding champion, the 

first that the young sport had begun to enshrine — had not been quite 

what the emerging legend said. The story being hardened into myth 

had smoothed something away: a cost paid that the triumph had 

erased, a person wronged or hurt or written out, an early ugliness or 

unfairness or grief that did not fit the clean founding tale the sport 
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wanted, and so was quietly being left out of the memory as it formed. 

The legend was not a lie exactly; it was a selection, the flattering 

version chosen over the true one at the very moment the memory was 

being made. 

And Wren had found it the way only the first archivist could, working 

the wet clay before it set — in the fragmentary records, the living 

memories, the footage and the testimony of people still alive who 

remembered the founding moment as it had actually been and not as 

the legend was making it. She had assembled, from the scattered true 

sources, the fuller and sadder story that the emerging myth was 

smoothing over, and she had recognized it for what it was: not a 

hardened falsehood to be corrected, but a falsehood in the act of 

hardening, a memory choosing, right now, in front of her, to be 

flattering rather than true. 

It was the oldest theme of her whole craft, arriving in its rarest form. 

Every sport's history was, in part, the flattering story it had chosen to 

tell about itself; every old archivist spent a career contesting myths 

that had set like stone generations before she was born. Wren had 

been given the thing none of them ever had: the chance to be present 

while the myth was still soft, to catch the flattering version in the act 

of being chosen, and to decide — or to insist the sport decide — 

whether to let it set that way or to press the truth into the clay instead, 

at the one moment when the truth could still go in without having to 

break the stone to do it. 
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3 

She did the careful thing, which at her age and in her singular 

position meant something deeper than checking her sources, though 

she did that with all the rigor of her craft — it meant asking what the 

truth was for, here, at the origin, and whether insisting on it served 

the sport or only her own conviction that memory must be honest. 

She tested the finding first, exhaustively. She made sure she was 

reading the true sources and not her wish to have found a deeper 

story; she weighed the living memories against each other and 

against the records; she considered that the legend might be 

substantially true and her sorrowful version the distortion. But the 

finding held: the founding story being mythologized had genuinely 

smoothed away something real, and the smoothing was happening 

now, in the making of the memory, not in some hardened 

inheritance. 

And then she asked the question her unique position forced, the one 

no inheriting archivist ever had to face so purely. The sport was 

young, optimistic, in love with its own origin; the flattering legend 

gave it a clean founding myth that comforted and inspired; and to 

press the truth into the memory now would mean denying the young 

sport the simple, happy origin story it wanted, complicating the 

founding tale at the very moment the sport was reaching for it. Was 

insisting on the truth a duty, or the imposition of an old archivist's 

severity on a young sport's joy? She did not assume her instinct for 

honesty was wisdom merely because it was honest; she had seen 

truth told for the teller's sake as often as for the truth's. 
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But she came, in the long consideration, to the thing she believed 

after a life in the craft, sharpened by the rare position she now held: 

that the truth was incorruptible, and that this was exactly why the 

telling of it — the building of it into the memory — was the real work. 

The truth behind the founding story simply was what it was, whether 

the sport's memory included it or not. What required wisdom and 

care was the building: whether the sport, at its one chance to choose, 

would press the truth into the clay or set the flattering version in its 

place. And she had come to believe that a memory built flattering at 

the origin was a memory that would have to be broken, painfully, by 

some later archivist, to get the truth back in — and that the kindest 

and truest thing she could do, the one gift her singular timing offered, 

was to spare the sport that future fracture by building the memory 

honest now, while the clay was still soft. 

4 

She faced, first, the wall that a young sport's love of its own origin 

raises — not corruption, but the hunger of a new game for a clean 

founding myth, which did not want the founding story complicated 

and would experience the truth as a stain on something it had just 

learned to love. 

Because a founding legend was not just a record; it was the story a 

young sport told itself about who it was, the clean origin that gave the 

boom its romance and its meaning. To press the smoothed-away 

truth into that story was to deny the sport the simple founding tale it 

wanted at the exact moment it wanted it most, and Wren knew how 

a young, proud, ascendant game would receive that: not gratefully. 
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The instinct of the sport and its boosters would be to keep the 

flattering version, to call the truth a needless complication, to ask 

what was served by tarnishing a beloved origin in the flush of the 

sport's arrival. The wall was made of a new sport's love for its own 

myth, which was, in its way, harder to push against than an old 

sport's hardened denial, because it was so fresh and so happy and so 

easily wounded. 

And Wren understood the danger and the tenderness in the love 

both. The danger was that the flattering version would set, that the 

sport would harden its memory around the smoothed story and carry 

the falsehood forward forever, until some distant archivist had to 

break the myth to recover what Wren could simply have included 

now. But the tenderness was real too: the love was not nothing, the 

romance of the founding gave the young sport real joy and meaning, 

and a truth pressed into the clay cruelly — as a scandal, a debunking, 

a tarnishing of the origin — would poison the love without honoring 

the truth, and serve neither. The wall of love had to be honored even 

as it was passed. 

She understood, then, that the telling could not be a debunking, 

because a debunking would feed the truth to the wall's worst instinct 

— the public souring of a beloved origin, which would harden the 

sport's love into defensive denial and dishonor the human truth she 

most wanted kept. The truth had to be built into the memory in a way 

that honored what it cost and whom it touched — given first to the 

people it belonged to, and then pressed into the record not as a stain 

on the founding but as the fuller, truer, more human version of it. The 

question was whom the truth belonged to, and how to build it into 

the clay so that the memory set honest without setting bitter. 
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5 

She lay awake with the question her singular position had narrowed 

to, which was not whether the truth was true — it was — but to whom 

it belonged, in what order, and how to build it into a new sport's first 

memory so that the memory set honest rather than flattering, and 

honored rather than wounded. 

She thought about the people who had paid for the truth — the ones 

the founding legend had smoothed away: the person wronged or hurt 

or written out of the clean origin story, or their family, the people for 

whom the beloved founding moment was not romance but a private 

cost the myth had erased. They were still findable, in a sport this 

young; the founding was within living memory, the people who had 

paid still reachable. And the truth belonged to them first — before the 

public, before the record, before the sport's hunger for a clean myth 

— because it was theirs in a way it could never be the young sport's, 

and because to build the memory honest without first honoring them 

would be to repeat, in the correction, the very erasure she was trying 

to undo. 

And she thought about what she owed the memory itself, the first 

record, the clay she had been given to shape before it set. A founding 

memory built flattering was a debt passed to the future — a falsehood 

the sport would carry until some later archivist had to break the 

hardened myth to recover the truth, paying then, with a painful 

fracture, the price Wren could simply decline to incur now. She owed 

the sport's memory the truth not as a scandal but as a building — the 

fuller story pressed into the clay while it was soft, so that the sport's 

first record would be one it never had to break to make honest. The 
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incorruptibility of the truth was a thing she could serve, uniquely, by 

building it in at the origin. 

She came, in the long nights, to the order and the manner her craft 

and her position together demanded. The truth belonged first to the 

people who had paid for it, told to them privately, with care, for their 

sake — the wronged person or their family given the truth and a 

measure of say over how it entered the record, before the sport or the 

public had it. And then it belonged to the memory, built in not as a 

debunking flung at a beloved origin but as the fuller, more human, 

truer version of the founding — pressed into the soft clay so that the 

sport's first record set honest, and the sport was spared the future 

fracture of a myth that had set false. 

6 

She did it in the order her craft and her singular timing demanded, 

and it began not with the record or the public but with the people the 

founding legend had smoothed away — because the truth was theirs 

first, and an archivist who built a memory without honoring them 

would only be erasing them a second time. 

She went to them privately — the person the clean origin had 

wronged or written out, or their family — and told them what she had 

found in the true sources, with the care the matter demanded and for 

their sake rather than the sport's. She gave them the truth that was 

theirs, and with it a measure of say: not the historian's verdict 

imposed on their cost, but the truth laid before the people it most 

belonged to, so that they were not erased a second time by a 

correction made over their heads, and so that the building of the 
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honest memory honored them rather than merely using their pain to 

complicate a legend. What weight the truth should carry, how much 

they could bear to have built into the record, mattered to her, because 

the founding had been their lives before it was the sport's myth. 

And then she built the truth into the memory — not as a debunking 

detonated against a beloved origin, but as the founding archivist's 

pressing of the fuller story into the soft clay. She wrote the smoothed-

away truth into the first record as the truer version of the founding: 

the cost restored, the wronged person returned to the story, the 

human complexity of the origin kept rather than erased, so that the 

sport's first memory held the whole of where it came from instead of 

the flattering fragment. She did not tarnish the founding; she 

completed it, made the young sport's first record honest at the origin, 

honored the people the clean legend had smoothed away. 

The point throughout was that the truth was incorruptible but the 

building of it into the memory was the work — and that her singular 

position let her do that building at the one moment it could be done 

without breaking stone. The finding had been the easy part. The work 

was the telling: to the people who paid for it first, with care and a say; 

and then into the first record, as the fuller founding rather than a 

stain on it. She built the truth into the clay while it was soft, so that 

the new sport's memory would set honest — which was the rarest 

thing a historian could ever do, and the one a founding archivist, 

uniquely, was given the chance to do. 
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7 

It resolved the way the truest things resolve when a founding 

archivist handles them well — quietly, without spectacle, leaving a 

young sport's first memory honest at the origin and a few people's 

erased cost restored — and Wren had spent a life learning to make it 

resolve exactly so. 

What the people who had paid for the truth chose to do with it, what 

say they took over how it entered the record, how the first memory 

finally held the fuller founding — these belonged to them and to the 

clay she had been given to shape, and are not this story's to render 

beyond their shape, because the whole meaning of Wren's conduct 

was that the truth was theirs and the record's before it was anyone 

else's to consume. What matters is that the truth was given first to 

the people it belonged to, with care, and then built into the sport's 

first memory as the truer founding rather than a debunking of it — 

the cost restored, the erased returned, the origin kept honest. 

And the memory was built true at the origin, which was the durable 

thing, the thing that would outlast her keeping and spare the sport a 

future fracture. The first record — the clay that would set and harden 

into the memory the sport carried forward — held the whole of the 

founding, the romance and the cost both, so that no later archivist 

would ever have to break a hardened myth to recover what Wren had 

simply built in while the clay was soft. A founding archivist had done 

the rarest work her craft allowed: not corrected a history, but built 

one honest from the start, in a sport young enough that the choice 

could still be made. 
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Wren did not seek to be known for it; the archivist who builds the 

memory honest does not do it for credit, and the truest version of the 

work kept her own name out of the founding she had quietly kept 

true. But she had done the thing she believed a life in the craft, and 

the singular gift of her timing, was for: she had been present while 

the clay was soft, found the truth the emerging legend was smoothing 

away, given it first to the people who had paid for it, and pressed it 

into the sport's first memory — so that a new sport, exactly once, at 

its origin, chose to keep an honest history. Which was all, and 

everything, a founding archivist could do. 

8 

Wren went on building the memory of the young sport, the first to 

hold the title and the first to face its singular responsibility, and she 

trained the archivist who would follow her, and the thing she taught 

last was the thing her unique position had taught her: that a sport 

gets to choose, once, what kind of history it will keep. 

She taught the successor the craft — the gathering, the sources, the 

records and the living memories, the whole work of building a sport's 

account of itself. But mostly she taught her the rare responsibility of 

building a memory before it sets. “Ours is a young sport,” she would 

tell her, “with almost no history yet — a few decades, much of it 

undocumented, living in people still alive. And that gives us 

something no archivist in an old sport ever had. They inherit a 

memory already hardened into myth, true and false alike, and can 

only contest it at the margins. We are working the wet clay, before it 

sets. The legends are being chosen now. The origin stories are being 
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set now. And what we press into the clay, or allow to be pressed into 

it, will be the shape of the sport's memory for as long as the sport 

endures.” 

She would name the choice and the danger. “Because a founding 

memory built flattering is a debt passed to the future — a falsehood 

the sport carries until some later archivist has to break the hardened 

myth, painfully, to get the truth back in. And the young sport will 

want the flattering version; it will be in love with its own clean origin 

and will not want the founding complicated. That love is real and 

worth honoring — but it is also the wall, because a sport reaching for 

a clean myth does not want the truth that complicates it. When you 

find that a founding story has smoothed something away — a cost, a 

wronged person, an ugliness erased — you are catching the myth in 

the act of hardening, at the one moment the truth can still go in 

without breaking stone.” 

She would end on the work, which was the telling. “So when you find 

it — and in a young sport, building the first record, you will — 

understand that finding it is the easy part. The truth is incorruptible; 

it is what it is whether the memory holds it or not. The work is the 

building. It belongs first to the people who paid for it — the erased, 

the wronged, their families, reachable still in a sport this young — 

told with care and given a say, so the correction does not erase them 

a second time. And then it belongs in the record, built not as a 

debunking flung at a beloved origin but as the fuller, truer founding. 

Do not tarnish. Complete. A sport gets to choose, exactly once, what 

kind of history it will keep. Ours is choosing now. Someone has to be 

there, while the clay is soft, to make sure it chooses the truth.” 
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◆  ◆  ◆ 
 
 
 

END OF THE COLLECTION 
 

The kitchen, you'll have noticed, 
is the line that decides the game 

and the line no one had yet built the means to hold — 
in the newest sport, still writing its own rules. 

 
 
 

— M.P. 
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A Journey of a Thousand Miles Begins 
with the First Step!!!!! 
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