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			“Chloe Liese’s writing is soulful, honest, and steamy in that swoonworthy way that made me fall in love with romance novels in the first place! Her work is breathtaking, and I constantly look forward to more from her!”

			—Ali Hazelwood, New York Times bestselling author of Love on the Brain

			“Quirky and delicious romance. I could curl up in Liese’s writing for days, I love it so.”

			—Helen Hoang, New York Times bestselling author of The Heart Principle

			“There’s no warmer hug than a Chloe Liese book.”

			—Rachel Lynn Solomon, New York Times bestselling author of Weather Girl

			“No one pairs sweet and steamy quite like Chloe Liese!”

			—Alison Cochrun, author of The Charm Offensive

			“Chloe Liese consistently writes strong casts brimming with people I want to hang out with in real life, and I’ll happily gobble up anything she writes.”

			—Sarah Hogle, author of You Deserve Each Other

			“Chloe Liese continues to reign as the master of steamy romance!”

			—Sarah Adams, author of The Cheat Sheet
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			For anyone who’s been scared or hurt,

			who’s loved and lost.

			You’re brave.

			You’re enough.

			I believe in you.

		

	
		
			
			
				Dear Reader,

				This story features characters with human realities who I believe deserve to be seen more prominently in romance through positive, authentic representation. As a neurodivergent person living with chronic conditions, I am passionate about writing feel-good romances affirming my belief that every one of us is worthy and capable of happily ever after, if that’s what our hearts desire.

				Specifically, this story portrays a main character who lives with chronic pain and a main character who has anxiety, including two on-page panic attacks. No two people’s experience of any condition or diagnosis will be the same, but through my own experience and the insight of authenticity readers, I have striven to create characters who honor the nuances of those identities. Please be advised that in one scene a queerphobic slur is directed at one of the main characters, but it is not named on page, and it is vehemently condemned by me and in the narrative.

				If any of these are sensitive topics for you, I hope you feel comforted in knowing that loving, affirming relationships—with oneself and others—are championed in this story.

				XO,

				Chloe

			

		

	
		
			
				I have no notion of loving people by halves; it is not my nature.

				—Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey

			

		

	
		
			
				ONE

			

			Oliver

			Playlist: “Capsized,” Andrew Bird

			I will be the first to admit that I am not my best self when intoxicated. A generally upbeat, sociable guy, I don’t seek alcohol for its loose-limbed, easygoing buzz, and after throwing back a few, I don’t get it. I simply turn, for lack of better words, into a highly unfiltered emotional mess.

			Which is why I will not be drinking this weekend. Nope, not a drop. Not when I’ve just started to feel like myself again, months after getting my heart crushed. Not when I’m about to spend spring break celebrating my brother’s marriage alongside my still-very-much-in-love parents and my six siblings, four of whom are also happily partnered.

			Drinking would be a bad choice. Not only because, as I’ve said, I’m no peach when drunk, but because it won’t take much to send me spiraling into the bleak thoughts that have plagued me since my breakup.

			“Oliver.”

			My brother Viggo, so close to me in age and looks that we operate like twins, turns off the rental car’s stereo, bathing us in silence.

			I glance his way from where I’ve been staring out the window. “What?”

			“I’m talking to you.”

			“So keep talking.”

			Viggo sighs and rakes a hand through his unkempt brown hair, our only discernible difference, compared to my dark blond. Same angular jaw and faint cleft chin as our dad, same high cheekbones and pale blue-gray eyes that we inherited from Mom. Same tall, lean bodies, except I’ve started putting on more muscle, thanks to weight training so I can hold my own on a D-I soccer field.

			“I could keep talking.” Viggo throws a concerned glance my way, eyes on me much longer than they should be for how fast he’s driving. “But I don’t think you’ve been listening.”

			“I’m listening,” I tell him so he’ll keep his eyes on the road and not get us killed before we even make it to the party.

			“Uh-huh.” Thankfully, he trains his gaze ahead even as he leans my way, wrinkling his nose.

			“What are you doing?” A smile I can’t help tugs at my mouth. Viggo drives me up the wall, but he’s just about the only person who both indulges my rare foul moods and can pull me out of them.

			“I’m sniffing you,” he says, throwing on his turn signal and passing a slowpoke in front of us.

			“Sniffing me.”

			“Mm-hmm. I smell the angst wafting off of you.”

			“Shut up.” I punch his thigh. He twists my nipple. I yelp in pain. “Dammit, Viggo! That hurt!”

			“Serves you right,” he says. “That’s my gas leg you hit. I could have caused an accident.”

			I slouch down moodily in my seat and stare out the window. Sharp lemon-yellow sunlight slices through the slate-blue sky marbled with clouds. It’s early spring, and—unlike our family’s current home base of Los Angeles—Washington State, where Mom and Dad first lived and started their brood of seven Bergman kids, feels like it fights for every fragile blossom and green shoot that muscles its way through the cold, hard earth. In the Pacific Northwest, there are edges and effort. Here, hope feels hard-won.

			That’s how hope feels inside me, too.

			Lowering the window, I suck in a gulp of midfifties, wet air—petrichor and the promise of full-blown spring just around the corner. God, I love this place.

			“So . . .” Viggo clears his throat, yanking me from my thoughts. “I know you’re dreading seeing everyone in their coupled bliss.”

			“Coupled bliss?” I snort a laugh, trying to deflect how on the mark Viggo is. Annoyingly, this is typical, his confident and freakishly accurate emotional intuition. After reading hundreds of historical romance novels, my brother considers himself an expert on the human heart.

			“I’ll be fine, Viggo. I’m over it.”

			Mostly.

			For once, my brother lets it go and stays quiet, though his skeptical arched eyebrow speaks volumes as he takes the hairpin turn preceding the entrance to our family’s getaway home, a lakeside A-frame nestled in the woods.

			Well, we call it “the A-frame,” but it’s actually been expanded extensively. As Viggo pulls into the drive, the view hits me like a direct kick to the chest. Dark wood and steep roof, tall glass windows across the front, the sprawling addition that made it spacious enough for all of us looming to the left, smoke curling from the chimney. Tiny green leaves and pink buds kiss wet black branches, forming a canopy over us.

			It’s a view so bittersweetly beautiful, it hurts. A lump forms in my throat.

			“I have a plan to cope, okay?” Viggo slows as we roll over a pothole.

			“A plan.”

			He nods. “So, Axel and Rooney are already married—”

			“I do remember being informed of that last month. Sort of hard to forget, along with the sight of your face when you found out.”

			Viggo scowls. He hasn’t recovered from the devastation that his romance-reading radar didn’t pick up on our brother Axel and Rooney’s covert marriage.

			He mutters darkly, “I’m still salty about that. A secret marriage! An elopement! How did I miss it?”

			“Because they weren’t speeding off in a horse-drawn carriage to Gretna Green?”

			“Shut up.”

			I pat his back to console him as Viggo mutters under his breath about emotionally constipated siblings. “Even if you did read romances postdating the nineteenth century,” I tell him, “you weren’t going to have a clue what was going on until Ax was ready to tell us. That’s just how he is.”

			My oldest brother’s a man of few words. Deeply loving but intensely private and quiet, Axel lives on the family property here, in his own cabin, so we see and hear from him less often, and when we do hear from him, it’s frequently via the written word.

			Axel’s on the autism spectrum and finds writing the easiest way to tell us personal things. Which is why, when he told us how twisted up he was over Rooney this past Christmas—when I saw how long they spent alone on the porch after she showed up, how close they seemed while she spent the next few days with us—I wasn’t terribly surprised to receive a beautiful handwritten note from Axel last month explaining that he and Rooney had been together since the fall and they were now married. The letter also said that he was sorry he hadn’t been able to make us a part of their wedding, but he still very much wanted to celebrate their marriage with us.

			The only thing that made getting that heartfelt letter written in Axel’s tall, sloping scrawl even better was watching Viggo’s dawning horror as he read his letter, too. Not because he disapproved of Axel’s methods but because he’d been clueless about what was going on.

			“As I was saying.” Viggo sniffs, maneuvering around the other vehicles parked in the clearing. “My plan to cope. It’s a low-key party. It’s not like you’ll have to see them get married. Knowing Axel, it’ll be chill. Practical. Relaxed. We’ll pound some delicious food. I’ll get you good and liquored up, tuck you in, and you’ll sleep it off. Tomorrow it’ll be back to the same old family shenanigans, and you can blast me in the face with a soccer ball when we play pickup.”

			“For the hundredth time, it was an accident.”

			He rubs the bridge of his now slightly-less-than-perfectly-straight nose. “Uh-huh. And it had nothing to do with the fake snake I put in your bed the night before.”

			“If it did,” I say testily, throwing my phone, water canteen, and snacks into my carry-on bag between my legs, “it was subliminal. And you deserved it.”

			Wrenching the car into park, Viggo turns and looks at me. “Listen, something I tell myself regularly, as I wait for my one true love—”

			“Here we go.” I slump back in my seat and scrub my face.

			“—is that someone’s romantic gain does not equate to my loss. Most of our siblings are happily paired off, and while I wish I was, too, I can be happy for them while I wait. Our time will come.” He sets a hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. “Until then—well, more like for the next seventy-two hours—let’s be the untethered man cubs and have some fun. Got it?”

			I sigh and throw open my car door. “Fine.”

			

			—

			Well. I’m intoxicated. Thankfully I haven’t veered into shit show territory.

			Though I think I might be on my way.

			Stashed in a shadowy corner of the A-frame’s wide back deck, I’m outside the golden reach of countless twinkly lights strung overhead. A cool late-March breeze weaves through the small gathering, and as I nurse my who-knows-what-number beer, my gaze travels my family.

			Mom and Dad sway to the music, eyes only for each other. Mom slips her hands through Dad’s copper hair, which is threaded with white, and smiles softly up at him. Dad’s eyes crinkle as he grins at her, wrapping his hands tighter around her waist.

			They look so in love, and I love that my parents are still gone for each other, but I don’t need to see them kiss, which they’re about to. So I look away just in time and catch the oldest of us, my sister Freya, with her arms around her husband Aiden’s neck—ack!—kissing him.

			I shut my eyes briefly, and when I open them again, there’s Axel, next in birth order, swaying his wife, Rooney, to the music’s rhythm. He’s the tallest of us, which makes him gigantic, seeing as no one in the family is under six feet. His hair, chocolate brown like Viggo’s, falls over his forehead as he stares at Rooney, her spun-gold waves adorned with a crown of flowers. He kisses her forehead, eyes shut, his world nothing but her.

			Then there’s Ren, so much like Dad, with his broad build and ginger hair, and just a little like Mom, with her pale blue-gray eyes and sharp cheekbones. I try not to watch him make his girlfriend, Frankie, flash a rare wide smile and laugh as he whispers in her ear.

			I was hoping I could count on my grumpy lumberjack-looking brother Ryder—with Dad’s feisty green eyes and penchant for provoking the woman he loves—to cut me a break, but even he’s being romantic. A heated grin plays on his mouth as his girlfriend, Willa, smiles up at him and sinks her hands into his dirty-blond man bun, tugging him down for a deep, hard kiss.

			My sister Ziggy, the only one younger than me, sits happily curled up on a deck chair, a lock of long red hair twirled around her finger, smiling to herself as she reads one of her thick fantasy romances. I know that look, her green eyes darting down the page, a fiery blush heating her pale skin—she’s being swept away by another dark-haired, sardonic villain who’ll somehow be redeemed and turn into a love interest by the end, if the past few stories she’s gushed about are anything to go by.

			Among a few other close friends are Rooney’s parents, too. And though they’re divorced, they share what seems like an amicable dance between friends now, their loving gazes directed at their daughter.

			In short, I’m surrounded by all kinds of happy endings, which is lovely . . . but also terrible.

			“Okay.” Viggo plops beside me and swaps out my beer for a glass of water. “I didn’t know Axel was going to surprise Rooney with renewing their vows in front of their families and closest friends.”

			I rub my chest, where it still aches with the knot of joy and sadness that’s been there since I watched them promise themselves to each other again just a few hours ago. “You told me it was only gonna be a party.”

			Oh boy. My words are sloppy. I sound very drunk.

			Focusing on my diction, I try to sound more sober as I tell my brother, “They already got married. It was just supposed to be a party.”

			“I know, bud,” Viggo mutters, cupping my neck, an affectionate, steadying gesture that’s common in our family. Tipping back his beer, he takes a long pull. “But it seems our surly, silent oldest brother turned into a full-fledged romantic somewhere in the past three months and had the swoony idea to invite the most important people in their lives for an intimate gathering so they could share a wedding with us after all.”

			I glance back at Axel, who’s holding Rooney. He kisses her so long, they stop dancing, until their rescue dog, Harry, bounds up and breaks them apart with a cheerful bark.

			I shut my eyes again. “I’m happy for them,” I whisper.

			“I know you are,” Viggo says. “It’s still hard to see, though, and that’s okay. You and me, Ollie, we do nothing by halves. You fell in love, and you fell hard. Healing from heartache takes longer for big hearts like ours.”

			As I open my eyes again, they land on Axel’s close friends, Parker and Bennett, who dance with their daughter, Skyler, nestled between them. That’s what I used to think I’d have with Bryce. What I dreamed about.

			I know I’m young, and I know not everyone finds their forever person when they’re a sophomore in college. But I was so sure I had. We had everything I thought you were supposed to—we talked easily and got along right away. Bryce was all play and fun, which balanced my brutally disciplined work ethic both on the field and in the classroom. It was easy with him, straightforward. Wasn’t it supposed to be easy? When did I miss the signs that my boyfriend was losing interest? That his eyes had started to wander?

			My chest tightens as those unanswered questions, those obsessive worries, shout over each other in my brain until the familiar, anxious noise inside my skull threatens to make me scream.

			I suck in a breath and exhale steadily, coaxing myself to focus on sensations around me—the cool air on my skin, the sound of soft music nearby. A trick my therapist taught me since I realized those “anxious days” I’d been having were every day, that anxiety wasn’t just a by-product of my busy, high-pressure schedule, but a reality of my brain, my body, my life.

			While I was learning to cope, while I started trying antianxiety meds, Bryce was my fun, lighthearted person. My happy place. I thought I knew that so fully, so completely. And then with one sweep of remorseless infidelity, down came the house of cards.

			“I never wanna feel like this,” I mutter. “Never again.”

			Viggo’s quiet for a moment. “I know. I don’t want you to either.”

			I shut my eyes. The world’s starting to spin as I say to Viggo, “Why’s he have to play on the team and be in half my classes? I’d be fine if I could just . . . get away from him.”

			“And to address that, my offer still stands.”

			I snort a drunken laugh, blinking open my eyes. “While I ’preciate your offer to prank Bryce so bad he’d leave UCLA, I’m pretty sure two-thirds of what you have planned is felonious, and I don’t want you to go to jail.”

			Viggo scoffs. “I’m a stealthy guy. I could get away with it.”

			“Or I could say yes to the Galaxy’s offer and get away from it all.”

			His head whips my way. “What?”

			I tuck my lips between my teeth. “Shooot. I said that out loud.”

			Viggo turns to face me fully. “I’m not surprised they want you. I’m surprised you’re considering it. You’ve always said you wanted to complete your degree, no matter what.”

			“I did.” I feel unsteady, so I lean back against the house. The world’s spinning even faster now. I hiccup drunkenly. “I wanted—I want—my premed degree.”

			At least, I think I do.

			Do I?

			My brother’s quiet for a minute. “Why do you do it, Ollie? Work so hard? You know how good you are at soccer, how much you love it. When was becoming a doctor ever a real plan for you, when going pro was inevitable?”

			“It wasn’t inevitable.” I try to sip the water Viggo gave me and mostly miss my mouth.

			Viggo rolls his eyes. “Yes it was. And I’ve never understood why you’ve been busting your ass since freshman year of high school to prepare for something you never really intended to pursue.”

			I laugh emptily. I can tell Viggo almost everything, but not this. How hard it is to be the fifth son, to live in the shadow of a decorated military veteran and physician father and four older brothers who, each in their own way, are profoundly capable and talented and confident. How difficult it’s been to find myself amid all of that, to feel seen and . . . maybe just a little admired?

			Axel’s a brilliant, successful artist. Ren’s a professional hockey player, an NHL darling. Ryder’s fast building an accessible wilderness-experience-and-outfitter-store empire. And Viggo’s so damn good at everything he tries, even if he doesn’t seem to stick with his interests very long, he could literally do anything he wanted.

			Then there are my sisters. Freya, the eldest, a physical therapist who’s already managing her practice, for God’s sake. She’s just barely in her thirties! And Ziggy, who’s always known what she wanted and singularly pursued it: soccer. She’s the beloved baby, the adored and wanted second daughter, the perfect bookend to our family.

			Then there’s me. A hard worker. A diligent student athlete. Someone who got swept up in medicine because it was fascinating but most importantly because it was something Dad and I could always talk about. Someone who aced every test because that was the one thing I did that made Mom smile and hug me hard with relief that I wasn’t getting into trouble again or making mischief with Viggo.

			Being on a premed track, getting good grades, I’ve derived pride and satisfaction from it. I’ve always liked doing well, knowing I’ve exceeded expectations, pleased the people who matter to me in doing so. If soccer weren’t the one place I felt freest, most joyful, most myself, I would like to be a compassionate, competent doctor. But soccer is my heart, and the opportunity I’ve wanted for so long is finally here, begging me to be brave, to give up these familiar, safe places of validation and straightforward reassurance, to take a risk and grab this opportunity with both hands.

			“I think . . .” I lick my lips, which feel tingly, almost numb. “Med school was my backup plan.”

			Viggo snorts. “Only you would have medical school as a backup plan.”

			“Will they be proud of me?” I mumble.

			His amusement dies away. He leans in, his hand slipping down the middle of my back. “Who?”

			“Mom and Dad. All of you.”

			“Ollie, of course. We’re already proud of you. If you did nothing but exist the rest of your life, we’d be proud of you. Because you’re ours and we love you.”

			I hiccup a laugh. “Sure.”

			Viggo frowns. “What’s ever made you doubt that?”

			I shrug off his arm. “You wouldn’t understand.”

			“Then tell me so I will.”

			Drunkenly, I lean my elbows on my knees, burying my face. One elbow slips off. “I’m gonna do it. I’m gonna tell the Los Angeleeees Galaxy yes.”

			There’s a thick pause. “Maybe,” Viggo hazards, “this decision should wait for daylight. And sobriety.”

			“Pff.” I wave a hand and lose my balance so badly, I nearly fall on my face. Viggo wrenches me back up. “Who needs sobriety?”

			“You do, my brother. Now, c’mon, let’s get you to bed—”

			“No way, José.” I stagger as I stand. Viggo wraps an arm around my waist, and I use his steadying influence to reach into my pocket for my phone. “Gonna get on my Gmaaaaails and tell them my answer right now. ‘Yes, please, Galaxy! Signed, sincerely, yours truly, Oliver Abram Bergman.’ ”

			“I’ll just take that.” Viggo plucks the phone from my hand. “You’re not emailing anyone right now.”

			“Goodbyeeee, Bryce,” I sing as Viggo starts us toward the deck stairs, away from the party. He’s going to sneak me around the side of the house, in through the front door, so I don’t embarrass myself around the family, and in some dim, not-as-drunk part of my mind, I’m grateful for it. “Goodbyeeee, collegiate soccer,” I croon. “I was better than you anyway.”

			A quiet laugh rumbles in his chest. “This is my favorite part of your drunkenness. You finally find your ego.”

			“I am fast as a panther,” I sing to the sky. “And excellent at organic chemistry! And I have a great ass! Hear that, incorporeal celestial being, up there? Ooh, I think I see the Little Dipper. He’s my favorite.” I hiccup. “Oh dear. I think I’m very drunk. How did that happen?”

			Viggo laughs again. “You had a lot of beer, Ollie. What did you expect?”

			What did you expect? That sentence. It sends me hurtling back to earth from my stargazing as the world’s spinning worsens, memories blurring across time and space. That’s what Bryce said to me when I walked into his place and caught him with someone on their knees, his dick down their throat, and asked what the hell was going on.

			What did you expect?

			As if we hadn’t been exclusively together for months. As if expecting my boyfriend to be faithful was an absurdity. As if I wasn’t worth his faithfulness. Or his remorse.

			My stomach heaves. I groan, “Gonna puke.”

			Viggo seems to have anticipated that, because he’s ushering me across the lawn, where the light doesn’t reach and there’s a row of hardy rhododendron bushes. Just as we round them, we both stop. My sister Freya’s bent over, doing exactly what I’m about to.

			I open my mouth to ask if she’s okay, but vomit comes out instead.

			Freya takes one look at me, then turns and pukes again.

			“Okay.” Viggo lifts his hands, backing away. “I love you both. Deeply. But I—” He gags. “I do not have your medical-people iron stomachs. Be well. Call for help if you need it, but I’m sending in reinforcements if you do.”

			Then he bolts back up the steps of the deck.

			After another wave of hurling, Freya moans and sinks to the grass, flopping onto her back. I feel one last surge of alcohol churning up my throat, retch it out, then turn and face my older sister. She looks like hell, starfished on the grass, eyes shut.

			I, however, feel eight thousand times better already after having puked up my liquid bad decisions. I have a hankie in my pocket that I use to dab my mouth. Then I crouch and offer Freya my backup from my other pocket. She takes it listlessly, wiping her sweat-beaded brow, then her mouth, before she shoves it in her cleavage and winces.

			“Hit the wine too hard?” I ask.

			She sets a hand over her mouth. “Please don’t talk about alcohol. The thought of it makes me nauseous.”

			“What’s wrong?” I flop down beside her and lie on my back. Side by side, we glance at each other, same pale eyes and Mom’s blond hair, though Freya’s is still white blond, while mine’s darkened, like Ryder’s.

			Sighing, Freya glances up at the dusky sky glittering with silver stars. “My boobs hurt,” she whispers, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “And my period’s late.”

			Discussing this topic isn’t taboo in the Bergman household. When each of the boys got the puberty talk, that included my dad sitting us down and saying, “You don’t turn into a juvenile jerk about your sisters’ periods. You ask them if they need anything, and if they do, you go to the store and get them pads, tampons, pain meds, comfort foods, whatever they need to survive, then thank God your body doesn’t do that to you every twenty-eight days.”

			“Last month’s was light, too,” Freya says, her voice soft. “Almost like . . . not a real one.”

			I push up on one elbow. “Wait. Are you—”

			“Pregnant,” she whispers, smiling so wide up at the sky, tears streaming down her face. “I’ve been so scared. It was too good to be true, after waiting and hoping . . . I couldn’t take a test yet.”

			I clutch her hand because I know her. I know when Freya’s emotional, she doesn’t need you to fix anything for her; she just needs a hand to hold. So I hold it tight.

			“Does Aiden know?”

			She bites her lip. “He knows I’m a few days late and feeling wiped out. I promised him I’d take a test tomorrow morning if I still felt this way when I woke up, but . . .” She shakes her head, wiping away more tears. “I didn’t have high hopes. I didn’t think it could finally—” A half sob, half laugh jumps out of her. “I never puke. And my boobs never feel like this. It has to be a baby, doesn’t it?”

			I laugh softly, but my throat’s tight with emotion. “Yeah, Frey. I think so.”

			My sister’s smile widens. She starts to laugh through happy tears, and then I’m laughing with her, like I haven’t in months. My heart feels full, its cracks and bruises bandaged by hope.

			The clarity of this moment feels surreal. How sure I am, how free I feel having made this decision—albeit under the influence of alcohol, but in vino veritas, the saying goes—to move on, to be brave, to step into this new season, believing in myself and the possibilities awaiting me.

			No more brushing shoulders with Bryce. No more relationships complicating my happiness or risking my joy in soccer. My friends and family, playing the beautiful game, that’ll be enough for me. And soon, there’ll be a tiny Bergman baby to adore and pour my love into.

			I’ll protect my heart, keep my head down, work my ass off. Those will be my worlds, two distinct ones—the people I love and the game I love. As I glance up, hope burning as bright and hot within me as those stars lighting up the sky, I make a promise to myself: I will never let them be one and the same again.

		

	
		
			
				TWO

			

			Oliver

			Playlist: “Simplify,” Los Coast

			Four years later

			“Tiny terror incoming!” I yell outside the training room.

			The moment she hears the familiar rehearsed screams of fear, my niece, Linnea, slips through the door, a blur of youth Galaxy jersey and soccer socks, a size-two soccer ball glued to her feet.

			“Watch out, folks.” I mime a sportscaster’s voice through hands cupped around my mouth. “She’s three—”

			“And a third!” Linnie yells.

			“Three and a third,” I amend. “Three foot three, and she’s here to make you—”

			“Pee!” she yells.

			Preschoolers are strange. Still speaking inside cupped hands, I tell her, “I was going to say ‘weep.’ ”

			Linnie’s dark hair, which she inherited from Aiden, is braided back, her tongue stuck out in concentration. Those pale Bergman eyes Freya gave her narrow as she runs at Ben, one of our defenders. He stands with legs wide open for her, and she nutmegs him, sending Ben tumbling in exaggerated defeat to the floor.

			“She’s unstoppable,” I boom as she does a step over, which Santi feigns falling for spectacularly, wailing in despair as she beats him. Next, she throws a shoulder into Carlo’s thigh and cuts past him, closing in on Amobi, our goalie. “And she’s going for the—”

			“Kill!” Linnie hollers.

			Amobi lowers into position, blocking off the entrance to the next room, which is filled with treadmills. Linnie does a tiny rainbow, and Amobi lets it sail right through his open hands.

			“Actually,” I tell her, “I was going to say—”

			“Goal!” Linnea screeches, wide-eyed with adrenaline, fists high in the air. The room explodes in celebration.

			Laughing, Amobi rolls the ball back to Linnea and tells me, “I’m scared, man. If I’d had moves like that at three—”

			“And a third,” Linnie says, dribbling off with the ball.

			“She legitimately got me last week,” Carlo says from behind me. “Maradona-ed my a—I mean, butt—straight to the floor.”

			“Yeah, I did!” Linnie yells. Everything she says is at FULL VOLUME. Wiggling her eyebrows, she grins up at me. “I’m gonna score on you, Uncle Ollie.”

			I flick my hands in a give me your best shot gesture. Which Linnea does. She completes a few step overs, pulls back the ball, then cracks it straight into my nuts.

			“Oooh.” A collective groan of sympathy echoes in the room.

			I drop like a sack of flour. “Son of a biscuit.”

			“Sorry, Uncle Ollie!” Linnie hollers, throwing herself on me.

			Yanking her onto my chest, I tell her, “Good thing I know just how to get you back.”

			Linnea shrieks as I tickle her, then quickly climbs off of me, shoves me onto my stomach, and gets my arm pinned behind my back. “No tickles!” she yells.

			I spin, gently rolling her off of me, and give in to our typical wrestling match. As usual, the entire locker room starts cheering on my niece.

			“Linnie! Linnie! Linnie!”

			“Ack!” I’m in a choke hold that’s pretty impressive for someone so tiny when the noise abruptly dies away.

			Slowly I glance over my shoulder. Linnea flops off, scrambling behind me as I sit up.

			Coach stands, arms folded over her very pregnant stomach. And next to her stands Gavin Hayes. World’s best player in recent memory, grumpiest grump, curmudgeonly captain, and once upon a time, my idol.

			After a stunning fifteen-year career playing exclusively for England’s most prestigious clubs, he moved home to the States two years ago to play for the Galaxy. Ever since then, he’s either ignored me or scowled at me, like he does now, eyes dark with disapproval.

			I flash a dimpled smile.

			His scowl deepens.

			This is how it goes. Because the man I once looked up to—whose public coming-out as gay inspired me to come out to more than my friends and family, to be openly bisexual in my professional public life—is an asshole of epic proportions. Life’s too short to be a jerk, especially when the media always has an eye trained on you, and the repercussions of a few harmless Bergman pranks could blow up in my face, so I’ve opted to kill him with kindness instead.

			Linnie gapes at Gavin, looking intimidated. She hides behind my shoulders. To her credit, he’s intimidating. I remember being similarly gape-mouthed when I first saw him in person. I remember my throat working with a rough swallow, my gaze sliding up his body. He looks the same today as he did two years ago when he joined us: towering height, a broad, powerful body. Suntanned skin, coffee-dark eyes, a tight beard, and thick hair—cropped on the sides, a bit longer on top, the same rich, bittersweet chocolate color.

			Gavin looms over us in that aggressive stance that I’ve watched him take before every free and penalty kick since I was in grade school and he was a young hotshot teen who’d ascended to the highest level of soccer before he could even legally drink. His eyes never leaving mine, he flicks Linnea’s ball up into the air with his foot and catches it, palming it in his hand.

			“Bergman,” Coach says, her black box braids swaying as she bends to see past me. “And Linner the Winner, of course.”

			Linnie peeks out from behind my shoulder. “Hi, Coach.”

			“Keeping these boys in check?” Coach asks her.

			She nods.

			“Good. Well—” Coach clears her throat, dabs her forehead and the sheen of sweat glistening on her dark brown skin. Like Freya, Coach seems to be experiencing one of advanced pregnancy’s not-so-pleasant symptoms of being unbearably hot all the time. “I was looking for you, Bergman. Mind escorting Miss Linnie back to her mom so we can have a quick chat?”

			I stand, setting a reassuring hand on Linnea’s shoulder when she wraps her arms around my leg. “Sure thing, Coach.”

			“Uncle Ollie,” Linnie stage-whispers, because she’s incapable of speaking softly. “Can you get my ball from the grump?”

			“Oh shit,” someone mutters.

			Gavin glares down at her. He’s massive. Six four, built like a linebacker. For his size, he defies physics with how fast his feet are, and they aren’t even as fast as they used to be, not that I’d say that to his face—I like my limbs intact, thank you very much.

			As I stare at him, debating the most diplomatic way to tell the crank to give the kid her ball back, his gaze meets mine for just a moment. Then he blinks, drops the ball, spins, and storms out of the room.

			Coach glances over her shoulder as he whips open the door and disappears, a sigh gusting out of her.

			“Uncle Ollie.” My niece taps my shoulder. “I have to pee.”

			“My office in five,” Coach says. “And don’t forget the goods.”

			I smile. “I got you covered, Coach.”

			“Uncle Olllieeee,” Linnie whines, starting to do the I have to pee dance, hopping from one foot to another, clutching her shorts.

			“Okay, bud. Let’s go find Mommy.”

			As per usual for these Linnie visits, I left Freya talking shop with our physical trainers on staff, Dan and Maria, who’s a friend of hers from her college days. If the past is any indication, Dan and Maria will be in their swivel chairs, sipping the coffees I brought them, Freya with her feet up on a massage table, hands propped on her stomach, which is currently home to Bergman-MacCormack baby number two.

			Crouching, I give Linnie my back, and she hops on, soccer ball clutched in one arm. “Bye, Coach! Bye, guys!” she calls. “See ya next time when I beat your butts!”

			They laugh, saying their goodbyes as we exit the locker room.

			“Hurry, Uncle Ollie!” Linnie yells. “I’m gonna pee my pants!”

			

			—

			After handing off Linnea to Freya, I’m halfway to Coach’s office when I stop and backtrack, remembering what I need. At my cubby in the locker room, I open the cooler and grab the container holding one of Viggo’s homemade semlor. With a quick jog back down the hall, I’m at Coach’s office. The door is cracked, so I step in, then shut it behind me.

			“Oh, thank God,” Coach says, rubbing her hands. “You’re the best.”

			Smiling, I set down the dessert that makes her eyes light up—semla, a cardamom-infused bun bursting with marzipan whipped cream, a sliver of the bun resting on top, dusted with powdered sugar.

			Gavin watches this transaction with his usual unreadable, albeit chilly, expression, but I can imagine what he’s thinking: Kiss-ass. Brownnoser. Suck-up.

			When, really, I just like making people happy. I like that Viggo gets sales for his baking side hustle, and Coach gets the sweets she’s craving. It makes me feel good to give people what they need and put a smile on their faces.

			But I’m long past expecting Gavin to understand where I’m coming from. He’s made it clear since day one that he can’t stand me.

			It stung when he first joined. I’d hoped we could at least be friendly teammates—that is, after I got over being starstruck. And maybe it’s because I looked up to him so much that his disdain cut so badly. He’s not only the world’s greatest player in modern history—he’s one of the first and few openly gay professional soccer players.

			His coming-out, given in that low, authoritative growl at a press conference with so much succinct confidence and poise, inspired me to be out everywhere in my life. It emboldened me to talk openly about being queer with my college and then professional soccer teams, about my hopes for the game to become safer and more accepting—whether players were questioning, out just to themselves, to their families, to their friends, or to the public.

			I hoped as two openly queer guys on the same team, we could have each other’s backs in a sport that has failed me many times over the years. Toxic masculinity. Blatant and subtle homophobia and biphobia. In locker rooms, on the field, at tryouts, in the media.

			But no. Ever since he joined us two years ago, all Gavin has done is act like he sees this career move as a thoroughly unpalatable demotion. All he’s done after scoring each one of those beautiful goals is scowl at the camera, shower off after the game, growl his way through interviews, and walk out.

			“So,” Coach says around a bite, gesturing for me to sit down. “Bergman. I have some good news.”

			Good news sounds promising. I should be excited, but I have no idea what it’s about, so anxiety and my mind’s pervasive tendency to worst-case-scenario everything I don’t have clarity about clouds over the moment. Somehow, my brain twists “good news” to “good news but.”

			I swallow nervously as Coach sets down the semla and dusts off her hands.

			“In your three seasons,” she says, “you have demonstrated true leadership and incredible work ethic.”

			Nerves clench my stomach. “But . . . ?”

			She frowns, swiping her finger through the cream filling and popping it in her mouth. “But nothing. I’m giving you a compliment.”

			“Uh. Okay.” I shift uneasily on the chair. “Well, thank you, Coach.”

			“You’re welcome. And it’s because of that dedication and leadership you’ve demonstrated that you’re our new co-captain.”

			My eyes widen. My gaze snaps toward Gavin, who’s boring holes into Coach’s head with his stare. “What?” I whisper.

			Coach leans in, flashing a wide, bright smile. “You’re. Our. New. Co-captain. Congratulations.”

			“B-but, no. Wait. I—” Clearing my throat, I shift to the edge of my seat and lean in. “I’m not. That is, Hayes is—”

			“An incredible presence on the field,” Coach finishes, smiling at Gavin, whose only tell that he’s two seconds away from flipping the desk she’s leaning on is a vein pulsing furiously in his temple. “Brilliantly skilled. But so are you. You two have . . . complementary technical strengths, leadership styles, and field presence.”

			Now his jaw is twitching.

			Her gaze meets Gavin’s calmly, then slides my way. “Given that, management and I agree our team will be better for both of you leading it, our team’s rising star and our illustrious veteran player. The pressure’s on. We won our first MLS Cup in years this past December. Now we’ve got to keep that momentum, pick up in this preseason right where we left off at the end of last year, and do it all over again. I’m counting on you two to get us there.”

			I’m stunned. And honored. It’s the kind of opportunity I’ve wanted for as long as I can remember. And yet my stomach’s a knot of worry. What if I mess up? What if I get it wrong? What if I fail the team? What if—

			“You don’t look as happy as I thought you’d be.” Concern tightens Coach’s features as her eyes search mine.

			“You kidding?” I sit back in my chair, lacing my hands behind my head and smiling my breeziest smile, hoping I hide my terror well. “Happier than a polar bear after the UN committed to taking concrete action to prevent global warming from exceeding two point seven degrees.”

			“They haven’t done that,” Gavin grumbles, staring resolutely ahead. His voice is gravel, his speech crisp and neat, betraying that while he’s American, up until two years ago he’d been living in England since age seventeen.

			“True,” I tell him. “But what do we have if we don’t have hope!”

			Coach’s mouth quirks. “It’s okay to be nervous, Oliver.”

			“Who, me?” I wave a hand. “Psh. Cooler than a mini cucumber shoved all the way back in the vegetable crisper. You know what I’m talking about? Those little ones that get so cold they’re practically tiny veggie Popsicles. That’s how chill I am. Cucumber Popsicle coo-ool.”

			She smiles, eyes narrowed. “Mm-hmm.”

			For a second, I could swear I feel Gavin’s eyes on me, but as soon as I glance his way, they’re trained over Coach’s shoulder. Bored, annoyed, already beyond this moment, this threshold we’re about to cross.

			Becoming co-captains.

			Taking a slow, deep breath, I force a smile. Then I say, “Coach, I’m honored.”

			She smiles back. “I know you are. One of the many reasons you deserve this. You don’t see yourself as entitled to captaincy. You’ll treasure the opportunity for what it is—an honor. It is an honor to be a leader.”

			Is that somehow meant for Gavin? She throws him a sharp glance and tears off a corner of the bun, then another, topped with marzipan whipped cream, and offers one to each of us. “It’s also a responsibility.”

			Gavin shakes his head. I take the piece of semla and tell her, “I understand.”

			“You don’t know what you’re missing, Hayes,” Coach says as she tosses back the bite he declined.

			As I pop the bun in my mouth, I feel Gavin’s eyes on me again. I glance his way, licking the whipped cream off my thumb, and Gavin stands so abruptly, he sends his chair scraping across the floor.

			“Excuse me,” he says.

			“Excuse you where?” Coach says, arching an eyebrow.

			Gavin clutches his lower back. “Ow,” he deadpans. “Back needs treatment. Common ailment, for an old veteran player,” he snaps, before throwing open the door, then slamming it shut behind him.

			Groaning, Coach shoves another bite of semla in her mouth. “That went well.”

			“Due respect, did you expect it to?”

			She smirks, offering me another bite of semla. “No. But at least there’s the world’s best cream-filled buns.”

			“True. Semlor can fix almost anything.”

			“Except poorly timed due dates,” she mutters.

			“Aw, Coach. It’ll be all right. We get you for the preseason at least. We’ll manage a few regular season games, then you’ll be back here, whipping us into shape again before you know it.”

			“I know. It’s still annoying that I can’t just snap my fingers, pop out a baby, and get back to it. However, I suppose you’re right—it’s just a few games. Not the worst. And I’ve been told this kid’s cuteness will make the professional inconvenience completely worth it.”

			A smile warms my face as I think of how Linnea upended not only Freya and Aiden’s ordered world, but our whole family’s, beyond our wildest dreams. How superhero capes and Play-Doh and miniature soccer nets, tiny sticky handprints and finger-paint pictures and endless photographs of a perfect dark-haired, ice-blue-eyed baby, then toddler, then preschooler, fill our homes, cover our refrigerators and walls. “I don’t believe you’re being misled.”

			Sighing, Coach sits back and sets the semla in its container on her belly. “You and Hayes will work it out,” she says. “I’m confident. And with you two leading the team together, along with Rico and Jas, you’ll be fine without me.”

			Our assistant coaches are solid, good people and excellent at their jobs. I have no doubt we’ll be in good hands until she comes back. The part about Gavin and me leading together, that’s what I’m not so sure about.

			“He barely talks to me, Coach. It’s all grunts and fucks.”

			She laughs. “He does swear like a sailor.”

			“I’m ready to work with him . . .” I rake a hand through my hair. “But he does not seem to share my willingness.”

			“Now, come on,” she says, taking another bite of bun. “Don’t act like you’re entirely innocent.”

			I gape. “Moi?”

			“Uh-huh. Toi. I’m onto you. You put it real sweet, but everything you say to him is like it’s specially designed to get under his skin.”

			I blush. Scrub the back of my neck. “I’m the second youngest of seven kids. It’s in my DNA.”

			“Mm-hmm, well, you may just have to alter that genetically predisposed approach.” After a beat, and another bite of semla, she says, “Hayes has a . . . tough shell. And, yes, he’s intimidating. Stubborn—”

			I laugh quietly. “No kidding.”

			“He’s old and set in his ways,” she concedes. “I mean, old for soccer. Who knows, this may even be his last season.”

			I hadn’t considered that. Gavin’s thirty-four, and he’s been playing world-class soccer since he was seventeen. A lot of players retire by this age, especially after playing as physically and sustaining as many injuries as he has. That said, I can’t imagine Gavin retiring, or that he can imagine retiring either, for that matter. At the end of last season, when a reporter asked him about the possibility, he glared at them so long and viciously, they ran out of the room crying.

			Coach pops the last bite of semla in her mouth and snaps the container closed. “There’s more to Hayes than meets the eye. You just have to . . .” She grimaces, stares up at the ceiling. “Hell, I don’t know. It’s hard to explain. I’ve barely seen that ‘more’ myself, and I’ve known him for over a decade.”

			Coach and Hayes played around the same time, and both made appearances for the US national and Olympic teams, though she was further along in her career than he was and a bit older. I knew this, but it’s funny to think about them as peers. Gavin’s never acted like he’s her equal, never referred to their history. He listens to her, respects her, even if his eye twitches sometimes when she’s barking orders that include him.

			“I know this is hard,” she says. “But you two won’t be co-captains forever. While you are, why not try to . . . give him another chance, make the best of it, right?”

			I contemplate what this is going to look like. The monumental task ahead of me to find a way to share leadership with the man who loathes me to my core.

			Meeting her eyes, I force my widest smile yet. “Right.”

		

	
		
			
				THREE

			

			Gavin

			Playlist: “Lo/Hi,” The Black Keys

			“Damn, you’re playing dirty tonight.” Mitch, my accuser, throws his cards onto the table as I rake in my chips.

			“I’m playing poker, Mitchell. It’s a dirty game.”

			He grumbles under his breath along with the four other men around the table as they toss in their cards. My poker companions are all in their seventies and couldn’t care less that I’m a world-famous professional soccer player. As soon as they figured out that I didn’t play baseball, basketball, or American football, I was chopped liver. More than fine by me after living over a decade in a place where soccer players are royalty, hounded by the paparazzi, constantly under the microscope. Compared to that, the poker guys are a breath of fresh air.

			I met them through Mitch, who’s my neighbor—not my immediate neighbor, but he lives in the neighborhood. And I met Mitch when I was seeing a specialist about my forever fucked-up back and he was there for his knee replacement follow-up, both of us sitting in the waiting room. I drove him home after his appointment since he mentioned he’d used public transportation to get there, and when we realized how close we lived, there was no damn sense in him taking a bus when I could drive him. By the time I’d dropped him off, somehow I’d gotten myself roped into not only weekly poker nights with his buddies, but hosting them, too.

			The table’s littered with snacks, sweets, and seltzer cans. You think teenagers eat a lot, watch out for five septuagenarians. They’ll clean out your pantry in one night.

			“I need a drink,” Lou grumbles, his silver Afro swaying as he shakes his head and scowls at Jim.

			Stacking my chips in order, I tell him, “I’d be glad to oblige if the alcohol police here didn’t ban all the fun.”

			“It’s contraindicated for my meds!” Jim snaps. “If I can’t have fun, none of you assholes get to either.”

			Collective grumbles fill the room as Jorge deals.

			Itsuki pokes my bicep. “What’s on your mind? You’re particularly bad-tempered tonight.”

			I glare down at him. He smiles back. He’s not remotely frightened of me. None of them are. It’s strange. Everyone else is scared of me. I’m six four, big-boned; my voice sounds like gravel-laced ice, and my sentences are 85 percent profanity. These guys don’t care. They simply roll with how I am, and tease me along the way.

			I know if anyone would hear what turned my day to shit and not judge me for it, it’s them. I’m just too used to holding my cards close, in every sense of the word.

			“Nothing,” I mutter, sweeping up my cards from the table.

			“Nothing,” they all mock-grumble.

			“Oy.” I glare at them.

			“C’mon,” Jorge croons, rearranging his cards. “Just get it out. You’ll feel better. Less constipated.”

			“I’m not constipated, you pink-haired troll.”

			Jorge pats his rose-gold-dyed hair, which—while annoyingly bright—I will concede complements his warm golden-brown skin rather nicely. “Emotionally, you are.”

			“Am not.”

			Itsuki, Jorge’s partner, gives me a long, serious look. “Oh dear.”

			“What?” Jorge hugs his cards to his chest and leans in. “What is it?”

			Itsuki sets a hand over mine. “I think our boy’s been bitten by the lovebug.”

			The room erupts.

			“Who is he?”

			“Tell us about him!”

			“What’s he like?”

			“Have you kissed?”

			“Oy!” I yell.

			They fall silent.

			“I have not been bitten by the fucking lovebug. I . . .” My voice dies off. Mitch gives me an encouraging nod. I clear my throat roughly, glaring down at my cards. “I . . . may have experienced a . . . professional . . . setback . . . today.”

			Jim wrinkles his nose, feigning thought. “What the hell do you even do again?”

			Mitch tuts disapprovingly. “Go easy on him.”

			“Man, I’m still mad about that,” Lou says. “Mitch reels us in with some shit about you being a big-deal professional athlete. I’m picturing seats behind home plate at Dodger Stadium, a nice, toasty box at the arena. I’m seeing courtside with the Lakers, the fifty-yard line at SoFi Stadium, and what do you do? Kick a bathroom-tile-looking ball around and run so long you make me tired.”

			Itsuki snorts a laugh, then schools his expression. “That wasn’t nice, Louis. Besides, I like soccer. It’s very calming.”

			“You’re watching the wrong kind of soccer, then,” I tell him.

			“Back to the matter at hand,” Mitch says. “What’s going on?” He leans his elbows on the table, offers a nod of encouragement. His hair’s a soft cloud white, his matching mustache neat and trimmed. He reminds me so much of Fred, the one person who ever saw something in me, whose kindness changed my life.

			Maybe that’s what makes me momentarily shed my typical armor as I gruff, “I have to team up with someone at work who I don’t want to team up with at all.”

			A chorus of hmms and oohs echoes around us.

			Itsuki asks, “Why not?”

			“You don’t get along?” Lou offers.

			“I hate sharing air with him,” I snap.

			It sounds vicious, but God help me, it’s true. I hate sharing a team, a field, a practice space, a locker room, meetings, you name it, with Oliver Bergman. Sharing captaining is the straw that broke the camel’s back.

			Jorge frowns at me in curiosity. “Why?”

			I bite my cheek, remembering vividly how it felt the first time I saw him two years ago. Like I’d taken a direct kick to the gut. Tall, fast. All long, lithe limbs and easy smiles. He’s everything I once was and more. Young. Happy. Healthy. The world at his feet. Untold possibility on the pitch.

			It stung like a thousand paper cuts doused in vinegar. It hurt in so many ways. And the last thing I need in my pain-riddled life is one more thing to make me hurt. So I’ve made it abundantly clear to Oliver Bergman that I want nothing to do with him.

			“Dispositional differences,” I mutter. “Now can we play some fucking cards?”

			“Nope.” Jim stands slowly, hands braced on the table. His gaze travels his fellow card sharks. “Gents, you know what we need to do.”

			Mitch sighs, scrubbing his face. “I’m going to have to call in sick tomorrow, aren’t I?”

			“You’re retired, asshole,” Lou grumps. “I’m the one who’s gonna be hating himself in the morning.”

			“Oh dear,” Itsuki says quietly.

			“What?” I bark. “What the hell is going on?”

			Jorge pats my hand and smiles. “It’s best not to ask questions and just go along for the ride.”

			

			—

			My tongue is sandpaper. My head pounds.

			“Fuck.” Groaning, I blink open my eyes, hating the existence of daylight. I’m on my bed, still wearing last night’s clothes, reeking of sweat, fried food, and syrup-sweet tiki drinks.

			A vague memory of the night flashes through my mind. The poker guys piled into my Land Rover, commandeering my sound system, dragging me to some hole-in-the-wall that Mitch promised me “nobody who’s anybody knows about.”

			I groan again as I slowly roll to my side, then sit up. My body screams in protest over how I slept—my sore knee bent off the
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