

About the Author

Chloe Liese writes romances reflecting her belief that everyone deserves a love story. Her stories pack a punch of heat, heart and humour, and often feature characters who are neurodivergent like herself.

When not dreaming up her next book, Chloe spends her time wandering in nature, playing soccer, and most happily at home with her family and mischievous cats.

Find out more about Chloe on www.chloeliese.com, or if you want to connect, find Chloe on the following platforms:

Twitter [image: ]: Chloe_Liese

TikTok [image: ]: Chloe_Liese

Instagram [image: ]: Chloe_Liese

Facebook [image: ]: Chloe Liese

Goodreads [image: ]: Chloe_Liese




Also by Chloe Liese

The Bergman Brothers Series:

Always Only You

Ever After Always

With You Forever

Everything for You




[image: Only When It’s Us; A BERGMAN BROTHERS NOVEL; Chloe Liese]



For every woman who fought bravely and for those who loved her through it.





“Is not general incivility the very essence of love?”

– Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice






Revised and Expanded 2021 Edition

This title was revised, expanded, and republished in August 2021 to improve representational authenticity and content quality. The audiobook reflecting this version is now sold everywhere, and the previous version has been removed from sale.

Please note, some librarians may retain earlier versions of both print and audiobook. To be sure you have the latest edition, check the year of copyright is 2021.




Content Notes

*INCLUDES SPOILERS*

This is an open-door romance that portrays on-page consensual sexual intimacy. This story includes terminal illness of a parent due to cancer. Parental death occurs but is not portrayed on-page. As someone who has lost loved ones in this way, I know this topic is difficult and tender for many. This story also includes a main character who is late-deafened. As of this book’s revision, expansion, and republication on August 21, 2021, its portrayal has been informed by the consulted experience and critique of a late-deafened authenticity reader. I hope I have given these subjects the respect, care, and sensitivity they deserve.




Playlist Note

At the beginning of each chapter, a song and artist is provided as another optional means of emotional connection to the story. It isn’t a necessity – for some it may be a distraction or for others, inaccessible – nor are the lyrics literally about the chapter. Listen before or while you read for a soundtrack experience. If you enjoy playlists, rather than individually searching each song as you read, you can directly access these songs on a Spotify playlist by logging onto your Spotify account and entering “Only When It’s Us (BB #1)” into the search browser.
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1

Willa

Playlist: “Hurricane,” Bridgit Mendler

I’VE BEEN TOLD I HAVE A TEMPER.

I prefer to be called tempestuous. Big word for a soccer jock, I know, but work in a bookstore as many summers as I have, and you can’t help but broaden your vocabulary.

Tempestuous: “typified by strong, turbulent or conflicting emotion.”

For better or for worse, that’s me, Willa Rose Sutter, to a T.

Is my fuse a little short? Sure. Are my responses occasionally disproportional? Sometimes. I could learn to simmer down here and there, but I refuse to subdue the storm inside myself. Because inextricably knotted with my tempestuousness is the force of nature that is my drive. I’m competitive. And that is an advantageous personality trait. I’m an aspiring professional athlete, set on becoming the world’s best in my sport. To be the best, you need raw skill, but even more so, you have to be hungry. You have to want it more than anybody else. That’s how far-off dreams become reality.

So, yes. Sometimes, I’m a little feisty. I’m scrappy and hardworking, and I like to win. I don’t settle. I won’t give up. Nothing gets in my way.

Which is why I seriously need to get my shit together, because something is about to get in my way. My eligibility for next week’s match against our biggest rival hangs by a thread, thanks to the Business Mathematics course and professor from hell.

I’m late to class, trying not to limp because of how much my muscles ache after a brutal practice. As I scurry down the ramp in the massive lecture hall, it takes everything in me not to say ouch-ouch-ouch-ouch with every single step I take.

The room’s packed, only a few stray seats remaining in the very first row.

A groan leaves me. Great. I get to show up late and make that super obvious by sitting front and center. As quietly as I can manage with muscles that are screaming for ibuprofen and a hot bath, I slip into an empty spot and silently extract my notebook.

Professor MacCormack continues scribbling equations on the board. Maybe my late entrance went undetected.

“Miss Sutter.” He drops the chalk and spins, dusting off his hands. “Good of you to join us.”

Dammit.

“Sorry, Professor.”

“Get caught up from Ryder.” Completely sidestepping my apology, MacCormack spins back to the board and throws a thumb over his shoulder to the right of me. “He has my notes.”

My jaw drops. I’ve asked Mac for notes three times so far this semester when I had to miss for traveling games. He’d shrugged, then said I needed to “problem solve and figure out my priorities.” This Ryder guy just gets them?

That temper of mine turns my cheeks red. The tips of my ears grow hot, and if flames could burst out of my head, they would.

Finally, I turn to where Mac gestured, sickly curious to see this guy that my professor favors with lecture notes while I’m left scrambling to catch up with no help whatsoever. And I really need that help. I’m barely holding a C minus that’s about to become a D, unless God looks with favor on his lowly maiden, Willa Rose Sutter, and does her a solid on our upcoming midterm.

Rage is a whole-body experience for me. My breathing accelerates. From the neck up, I turn into a hot tamale. My heart beats so thunderously, my pulse points bang like drums. I am livid. And it’s with that full-body anger coursing through my veins that I lay my eyes on the favored one. Ryder, Keeper of Notes.

He wears a ball cap tugged low over shaggy dark-blond hair. A mangy beard that’s not terribly long still obscures his face enough that I don’t really know what he looks like, not that I care. His eyes are down on the lecture notes, tracking left–right, so I can’t see what they look like. He has a long nose that’s annoyingly perfect and which sniffs absently, as if he’s completely clueless that I’m both watching him and that he’s supposed to be sharing those lecture notes. The notes that I could have used to avoid failing the last two pop quizzes and our first writing assignment.

My eyes flick back up to MacCormack, who has the audacity to smirk at me over his shoulder. I shut my eyes, summoning calm that I don’t have. It’s that or tackle my professor in a blind rage.

Eyes on the prize, Willa.

I need to pass this class to stay eligible to play. I need to stay eligible to play because I need to play every game, both to maximize my team’s chances for success, and because Murphy’s Law states that scouts come to games you miss. Well, really it just states that if something can go wrong when it’s real inconvenient, it will. The scout scenario is my version of it.

The point is I need the damn notes, and in order to get them, I’m going to have to swallow my pride and explicitly petition this jerk who’s ignoring me. I clear my throat. Loudly. Ryder sniffs again and flips the page, his eyes glancing up to the equations on the board, then back down. Does he turn? Acknowledge me? Say, Hi, how can I help you?

Of course not.

MacCormack prattles on, his notes both on the chalkboard and the projector screen, where his words unfurl as captioned text in large, clear font. The next slide pops up before I got it all written down, and I grow angrier by the minute. It’s like Mac wants me to fail.

Taking another steadying breath, I whisper to Ryder, “Excuse me?”

Ryder blinks. His brow furrows. I have the faintest hope he’s heard me and is about to turn my way, but instead, he flicks to a previous page of the printout and scribbles a note.

I sit dumbfounded for minutes before I slowly face the board, fury shaking my limbs. My fingers curl around my pen. My hand whips open my notebook so violently, I almost rip off the cover. I want to scream with frustration, but the fact is that all I have control over is the here and now. So I bite my tongue and start writing madly.

After twenty minutes, MacCormack drops his chalk, then turns and addresses the class. In the haze of my wrath, I vaguely hear him field questions. Students raise their hands and answer, because they’ve actually followed this lecture, because, unlike me, most of them probably don’t have two lives pulling them apart. Athlete and student, woman and daughter.

Because they have leeway, wiggle room, which I don’t. I have to be excellent, and the problem is that this pressure is instead turning me into an absolute failure. Well, except for soccer. Over my dead body will I fail at that. Everything else, though, is going to shit. I’m a scattered friend, an absent daughter, a lackluster student. And if this professor would just cut me a damn break, I’d have a chance of at least scratching one of those failures off my list.

MacCormack must feel my eyes burning holes into him, because after he accepts the last answer, he turns, looks at me again, and smirks.

“Professor MacCormack,” I say between clenched teeth.

“Why, yes, Miss Sutter?”

“Is this some kind of joke?”

“I’m sorry, no, that is not the correct formula for calculating compound interest.” Turning back to everyone, he offers them a smile I have yet to see. “Class dismissed!”

I sit, stupefied that I’ve been swept aside by my professor yet again. It’s the cherry on top when Ryder rises from his seat, slides those precious notes into a worn leather crossbody bag, and throws it over his shoulder. As he secures the flap on his bag, his eyes dart up, then finally meet mine. They widen, then take me in with a quick trail over my body.

Ryder’s eyes are deep green, and damn him, that’s my favorite color, the precise shade of a pristine soccer field. That’s all I have time to notice before my resentment blocks me from appreciating any more of his features. When his gaze returns from my sneakers and sweatpants ensemble, our eyes meet, his narrowing as he processes whatever terrifying expression I wear. I am enraged. I’m sure I look murderous.

Now he acknowledges my existence, after so thoroughly ignoring me?

Rolling his shoulders back, he straightens fully. All I can think is, Wow, that’s not just an asshole. That’s a tall asshole.

I shoot out of my seat, sweeping my notebook off the desk. Jamming my pen into the giant messy bun on top of my head, I give him a death glare. Ryder’s gaze widens as I take a step closer and meet those nauseatingly perfect green eyes.

A long, intense stare-down ensues. Ryder’s eyes narrow. Mine do, too. They water, begging me to blink. I refuse to.

Slowly, the corner of his mouth tugs up. He’s smirking at me, the asshole.

And just like that, my eyes drag down to his mouth, which is hidden under all that gnarly facial hair. I blink.

Shit. I hate losing. I hate losing.

I’m about to open my mouth and ask just what’s so damn funny when Ryder backs away and pivots smoothly, then jogs up the ramp of the lecture hall. I stand, shaking with rage, pissed at this jerk and his odd, dismissive behavior, until the room is virtually empty.

“Cheer up, Miss Sutter.” MacCormack switches off the lights, bathing the lecture hall in gray shadows and faint morning sun that streams through the windows.

“I don’t really know how to be cheery when I’m about to fail your class and I can’t afford to do that, Professor.”

For a moment, his mask of detached amusement slips, but it’s back before I can even be sure it ever left. “You’ll figure out what to do. Have a nice day.”

When the door falls shut and I’m left alone, I sink into my seat once again, the whisper of failure echoing in the room.
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“HE REALLY JUST WALKED OFF?” ROONEY—MY TEAMMATE and roommate—stares at me in disbelief.

“Yup.” I’d say more, but I’m too angry and winded. We’re doing technical drills, and while I’m in the best shape of my life, ladders always kick my butt.

“Wow.” Rooney, on the other hand, isn’t winded one bit. I’ve decided she’s a mutant, because I have never heard that woman short of breath, and it’s not for lack of trying. Our coach is a clinically verified sadist. “What a dick.”

Rooney looks like a life-size Barbie. Classic SoCal girl—legs for miles, glowing skin and faint freckles, a sheet of platinum-blonde hair that’s forever in a long, smooth ponytail. She stands and drinks her water, looking like a beach model as the sun lowers in the sky. I, on the other hand, look like Dolores Umbridge after the centaurs got her. My wiry hair puffs madly from my ponytail, my cheeks are dark pink with exertion, and my muscular soccer quads are shaking from effort. Rooney and I could not be more opposite, not just when it comes to looks, but also personality, and that’s perhaps what makes us such good friends.

“No doubt, he’s a dick,” I confirm. “But he’s the dick who has what I need: past lecture notes and the ones I’ll miss when I’m gone for two more classes during away games.”

We both jog toward the next section of the field to start one-touch drills. I run backward first, Rooney flicking the ball into the air before she lofts it my way. I head it back, she volleys it to me, I head it back. We’ll do this until we switch directions, then it’s her turn.

Rooney serves me the ball, and I head it down to her feet. “So if that guy won’t give you the notes, what are you going to do?”

“I don’t know what to do. That’s my problem. I see no solution for a guy who downright ignores me. I know I can be a little prickly, but I was polite. Whereas he was just … rude. I don’t get why. And I really need those notes.”

Switching directions, I scoop the ball onto my foot and softly kick it into the air, right to Rooney’s forehead.

“Honestly,” Rooney says as she returns my pass with a header, “I’d say the issue is with your professor. He’s obligated by our student contract to accommodate your schedule, and this behavior is overtly hostile to your efforts as a student athlete. If I were you, I’d print out our agreement, head to office hours, and remind that jerk that he’s ethically and legally bound to support your learning while you earn his college more publicity and money than his pathetic academic papers have ever contributed.”

Yeah. Rooney looks like Barbie, but she’s got stuff between her ears. She’ll make a great lawyer one day.

“Maybe. But this guy’s a hard-ass, Roo. I think he’ll just make my life even more miserable if I do that.”

Rooney frowns, heading the ball back again. “Okay, so show him the contract, but do it nicely. Kill him with kindness. Do whatever it takes to be sure you’re eligible to play next week. We need you, and honestly, Willa, I think if you don’t play, you’ll internally combust.”

As we finish our drill, the ball drops to my feet, and I stare down at its familiar shape. It’s a view I’ve seen a thousand times—that black and white ball set against bright green grass, my cleats on either side of it. Soccer is the one constant in my life when everything else has been unpredictable. I live and breathe this sport, not only because I want to be the best, but because it’s the only thing that’s kept me going sometimes.

Rooney’s right. I can’t miss, I can’t be ineligible. I’m going to have to suck it up and do whatever it takes to pass this class.

“Come on,” she says, throwing an arm over my shoulder. “My turn to cook tonight.”

I fake a dry heave, earning her rough shove that sends me stumbling sideways. “Great. I needed a good cleanse anyway.”




[image: Penguin walking logo]

2

Willa

Playlist: “Might Not Like Me,” Brynn Elliott

MY REPUTATION AS A HOTHEAD IS WELL-KNOWN ACROSS campus. I’ve had a few altercations on the soccer field, as well as one episode freshman year, when some chick went off on Rooney in the cafeteria, accusing her of stealing her boyfriend. I’d already climbed the table with the intent to knock that liar on the ground and finish her off with a good, WWE-style elbow drop, when Rooney thankfully grabbed me by the collar before I could get myself expelled. Nevertheless, the incident earned me a reputation I’ve done nothing to disabuse people of. It’s kept almost everyone either afraid of me or allowing me a healthy distance. That suits me just fine.

But the truth is, as much as I spring to the defense of the people I love, as ready as I am to lean in a shoulder, to shove and struggle for possession every moment I’m on the field, I do not like verbal conflict. I think I’m actually allergic to verbal disagreements and uncomfortable conversations. Every time they happen, I break out in hives.

Which is why angry, itchy spots pop up along my neck and chest as I sit at Professor MacCormack’s desk and watch him read my student athlete agreement.

“Hm.” Flipping over the last page, he spins the document on his desk and slides it back my way. “Listen, Sutter. Believe it or not, I like and respect you.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “Could have fooled me.”

Mac’s smirk is back. I have to sit on my hands so I don’t accidentally slap it off.

“I’m not handing this class to you. You chose to be a student athlete, and with that comes a responsibility to manage your time. You didn’t tell me ahead of the class when you’d be missing, or that you’d need notes. You didn’t communicate until the day of class you missed and then the second time, afterward. That tells me this class isn’t a priority, and frankly, I think it needs to be. This is a foundational course if you want to be prepared for any kind of business management down the line.”

I shift in my seat. I knew I’d be missing classes for games, but asking him ahead of time was daunting. I would have had to meet with him separately, ask for those considerations. It felt … well, it felt uncomfortable, and as I’ve said, I don’t do verbal confrontation well.

“Which leads me to believe,” he continues, “that you’re one of those athletes who thinks she doesn’t need an education, who’s just punching in and out, going through the motions. That doesn’t fly in my class.”

I open my mouth to tell him that’s really unfair, that I love learning what I need to know for business management. That I truly want to do well in this class and my other major-related courses, because I know I won’t be a professional athlete forever. When I’m retired, I hope to use my platform for philanthropic work, and I want to ensure I run it myself and do a damn good job of it. I should tell him all of that, but nothing comes out. My jaw clamps shut, and my stomach knots sharply.

MacCormack leans in, elbows on his desk. Nerdy black frames obscure ocean-blue eyes. His near-black hair is stylishly messy, he has a constant five-o’clock shadow, and if he weren’t such a giant sabotaging jerkface who was at least ten years older than me, I’d probably think he was cute. Right now, all I can think is that he’s the guy who’s going to ruin my soccer career.

“You look upset,” he says quietly.

I take a jagged inhale as hot tears prick my eyes. No crying, Sutter. Never show them your weak spot.

“I’m sorry,” I manage around the lump in my throat. “I’m not … I don’t talk well when …” Swallowing, I pinch the bridge of my nose and breathe deeply. When I exhale, I’m somewhat together, and I find my courage. “I care about this class. I realize I haven’t shown you that very well. I should have asked you before the semester started, but I’ve never had to do that before. In the past, professors have automatically held notes for me and sent me what I needed.”

Mac sits back in his seat, brow furrowed. “Well, I’m not one of those professors, and if you’re going to make it as a professional female athlete, I’ve got news for you—you have to learn how to start sticking up for yourself.”

I reel. “Yeah, so, I’m aware of the prejudices and double standards female athletes face, and I’m prepared for them. But thanks for the lecture anyway.”

“Fine.” He throws his hands up. “My point is, I’m not impeding your success in this class. I’ve been here, available to you, and there’s a sea of people in that room you could ask for notes. I handed you Ryder on a silver platter—”

“A silver platter?” I slap my hands on his desk and lean in. “He ignored me entirely.”

“Maybe you didn’t do enough to make yourself heard.” Mac shrugs, standing and sweeping a pile of papers and his laptop into his arms. He looks at his wristwatch, then at me. “Either way, your success is not my responsibility. I’ve given you a solution to your problem. I’m not holding your hand to get there. Figure it out. Talk to him. Don’t just whisper once, then give up and throw him a death glare.”

My eyes widen. “Do you have surveillance in that room?”

That damn smirk widens to a grin. “Just eyes in the back of my head. What professor doesn’t? Come on, Sutter. Time for class.”
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THIS TIME I’M NOT THE ONLY ONE WHO’S LATE. MacCormack strides briskly ahead of me, dropping his pile of papers onto the desk with a thwack, hooking up his laptop to the projector and a small microphone to his dress-shirt collar, then immediately jumping into the lecture. Once again, the place is packed, and once again, the only remaining seat is next to the tall asshole, Ryder, Keeper of Notes.

While I was too angry to really process his appearance last time, I recognize in retrospect that he’s wearing essentially the same thing, a uniform of sorts: frayed dark-blue ball cap, another soft-looking flannel loose over his torso, and faded jeans. His long legs stretch out from his seat, and his eyes are down, scanning this class’s lecture notes. Once again, he completely ignores me. I drop into my seat, huffing as I whip open my notebook.

At least this time I’ll be able to follow the lecture in its entirety. No thanks to him.

As MacCormack lectures, I’m sucked into the class material because, like I nearly chickened out on telling him, I really do love learning about business management. My concentration is unflappable. I’m making notes left and right.

I even raise my hand and ask Mac a question that earns his surprised, approving smile. I’m getting back on track. I still have to figure out how to get notes for the remaining course-work I’ll miss, but for today, Willa Rose Sutter is on her game—

My arm’s bumped, and my writing hand flies diagonally, sending a slash of black pen across my notes. I whip to the right, meeting eyes with Ryder. His are annoyingly, startlingly green like last time, and once again they’re wide, as if I surprised him by existing.

I glance down from my page, then back to him. “What the hell was that?” I hiss.

His mouth drops open, and for a second, I’m oddly distracted by that. With his startled expression, that haphazard hair and scraggly beard, the blue-and-green plaid flannel he’s wearing, he looks like a lumberjack interrupted mid-swing. My gaze lowers from his eyes, searching his face. So much is hidden behind that blond scruff. Cheekbones, lips, a jawline.

What does he look like underneath all that?

Snapping myself out of those bizarre thoughts, I lock eyes with him again, my gaze widening with expectation. I’m waiting for an apology, an explanation, anything that accounts for why he just threw an elbow into my arm and made me screw up my notes.

But nothing comes. His jaw clamps shut, his eyes narrow, and then he spins forward, his focus back on the chalkboard. Mac changes the slide on the projector, earning a groan from roughly one-third of the class who wasn’t writing fast enough. That would include me, thanks to the asshole lumberjack, who distracted me from reading and recording the last few minutes.

“You’ll remember,” Mac says to the class, “that the format of this course is the first six weeks are dedicated to drilling into you the foundation of Business Mathematics. I’m teaching you theory, and I’m cramming it down your throat. I realize you’re probably overwhelmed at this point.”

A collective sigh followed by a wave of mumbles and whispers indicates MacCormack might be a formidable instructor, but at least knows his audience.

“Now we are at the point in our course in which you are assigned a collaborative partner for the remainder of the semester. This is for two reasons. One, because of the size of this class,” Mac says. “Unlike many instructors, I’m not passing you off to TAs. You get me, all semester, all office hours, and the trade-off is I halve the number of papers and projects I have to keep up on grading when I pair you up. Two, because anybody who wants a career in business needs to develop core skills of collaboration, negotiation, and compromise. Knowing numbers and economic theory is useless if you can’t talk with your teammates, listen to their ideas, and synthesize your insights into a practical, successful application.

“While the major focus of your teamwork is your final project and test, midterms are right around the corner. I suggest you begin sooner rather than later familiarizing yourself with your partner and supporting each other’s learning. Study together, quiz each other. Get used to each other. Even though we aren’t even halfway through the semester, start working on your project concept as soon as you’re paired off. Your final project and examination account for fifty percent of your grade, so for those of you who are struggling thus far …” His eyes dance across the room, and he makes a point of lifting his eyebrows when he looks at me. “I suggest you take this quite seriously. It can make or break your grade.”

Another collective groan echoes around the lecture hall. Mac smirks, hands in his pockets. “Pairs will be announced next class. Have a great day, everybody!”

Before I can even put the cap on my pen, Ryder’s out of his seat. Tossing his bag over his shoulder, he storms out of the room, weaving and pressing his way through the slowly exiting throng.

I turn back slowly, stunned at this guy’s level of douchery. I mean, it takes work to be that big of a dick.

“But he’s kind of a cute dick,” a voice says.

I jump and spin to my left. “Sorry. I didn’t know I was thinking out loud.”

She shrugs and smiles. “No worries. I could tell. I’m Emily.”

“Willa.” Standing, I fold my notebook shut and stuff it into my bookbag.

Her smile widens. “Oh, I love that name. Like the novelist, Willa Cather?”

I nod as pain pinches my chest and I think of Mama. “Yep.”

I should ask Emily if she takes thorough notes and if I could impose on her to copy them. But once again, my tongue-tied fear of asking anyone for anything—or worse, having my request be rejected—silences me.

“Well, have a nice day!” she says brightly.

I have mountains of schoolwork, practice to prepare for the game against one of our toughest competitors, and I’m heading to the hospital to hear how my mom’s latest biopsy went. Nice isn’t what I expect this day to be.

“Thanks,” I manage. “You too.”
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I’M USED TO THE HOSPITAL ROUTINE BY NOW. THE SMELLS, the sounds. The whoosh and ping of elevators arriving, sneakers squeaking on linoleum. The din of fluorescents and the mixed smell of antiseptic and urine. Oddly enough, I don’t hate it. It’s the place that’s been home to Mama this past month, and wherever she is, that’s where I want to be.

“Willa Rose!” Mama sets down her book and opens her thin arms wide for me.

“Hi, Mama.” I blow her a kiss, then tug off my hoodie and wash my hands diligently. Mama’s immunosuppressed, and college kids are petri dishes, Dr. B said, so I scrub up to my elbows, followed by a few squirts of hand sanitizer for good measure.

Finally, I can lean over and accept her hug. It’s strong and long-lasting. She clasps her fingers together behind my back like always and gives me a good squeeze.

“How was your day, honey?” she asks.

Mama sits back, and her eyes meet mine. When I look at my mother, I’m always grateful for the reminder that, but for my crazy hair, I’m nearly her duplicate. It lets me pretend that I just came from Mama, that I’m all hers.

“Not too bad.” I sit gently on the edge of her bed and eyeball her uneaten tray of food.

She waves her hand. “It tastes like garbage.”

“But, Mama, if you don’t eat, you won’t have energy. And you need your energy.”

Sighing, she clasps my fingers. “I know. Barbara from that church outreach program is bringing me homemade chicken soup later on.”

God bless that church program because it picks up my slack. I should be cooking my mom homemade meals, not some sweet Lutheran lady named Barbara, but I’ll take it. It nourishes Mama, and she usually gets a nice visit with a stranger. Unlike me, my mother doesn’t totally stick her foot in her mouth when she converses with others, and actually enjoys small talk.

Mama and I are all alone, and I don’t see that as a bad thing, just how it is. We’ve traveled too much over the years to pick up any lasting friendships, and we’re both fairly solitary women. My family has only ever been Grandma Rose and Mama. Grandma Rose died when I was in high school, and I still miss her. She was a real firecracker who loved her vegetable and flower gardens, always won at Trivial Pursuit, chain-smoked, and swore like a sailor. Apparently, I inherited her temper.

“Okay.” I pull out an orange and start peeling it. Once I tug all the fine fibers off of the segments, Mama and I will split it. It’s our routine. “What’s the news?” My eyes are on the orange as I tear the peel and send a spray of zest into the air. I’m worried I’m going to see that look in Mama’s eyes when she has to tell me bad news.

“What news?” she asks.

My eyes snap up to her. “Don’t play dumb, Joy Sutter.”

She smiles, and it makes her eyes twinkle. “Biopsy wasn’t great, but Dr. B’s got a game plan for me. He’s my triple threat—brains, balls, and beauty.”

I jerk my head back, making sure no one is at the door.

Mama chuckles. “He knows I’m joking. But I do think the world of him, and he totally uses it to his advantage, getting me to do things like eat my meals and walk around the halls.”

“Smart man,” I mutter. “Tall, ginger, and handsome was always your speed.”

“I like what I like. Gingers don’t get enough love in this world. Now, talk to me about life, school, the team.” Mama shifts in her bed and tries to hide a grimace. “I feel like I have no clue what’s going on these days.”

I tell her about the pad thai that Rooney tried to make the other night, how it made the whole apartment smell like a rotten fish carcass and the noodles were so hard when I took a bite, I was positive I’d cracked a molar.

Mama laughs until it turns into a coughing fit. A nurse stops in, giving my mom some oxygen while giving me a look that says, Simmer down, Sutter.

Deciding I’ll try not to make her laugh like that anymore for the night, I tell Mama about the upcoming match, the strategy we’re taking to be more offensive than usual. We’ve been playing me as the lone striker, so if they’re smart, our opposition will try to double-team me. We’ll set Rooney on top with me as a fellow forward, rather than her typical spot in midfield. If Rooney’s up there, pulling their defense, hopefully she and I can string together a couple of goals.

“That sounds great,” Mama says. She pops an orange segment in her mouth and smiles. “Scouts will be coming around soon, keeping their eye on you, right?”

I throw back an orange segment, too. “Yep,” I say around my bite. “If I can stay eligible.”

Mama’s faint eyebrows shoot up. “I’m sorry, Willa Rose, have I missed something? You are a hardworking, dependable student. Your grades have never been in jeopardy before.”

Groaning, I drop sideways until my head is in her lap. Mama’s hands wander to my hair, trying to make order out of chaos. “Tell me, honey.”

It tumbles out. How I naively expected Professor MacCormack to act like every other instructor I’ve had, and when I realized he wasn’t going to, how nervous I got to ask him for what I needed. I don’t get to tell her about the asshole lumberjack before Mama tsks and shakes her head.

“You never have been good at having the tough conversations.” Mama sighs. “Don’t know where you got that. If someone paid me to argue for a living, I would.”

Her hands are so soothing, I let my eyes slide shut and savor the sensation of her fingers, rhythmically sliding through my hair. Once she’s done, my wild hair won’t be half as tangled, but it will be twice as puffy. I don’t mind, though. “You’d have made a great lawyer, Mama. Between you and Rooney, I’m surrounded by pugnacious personalities—”

“That’s it!” Mom reaches for her crossword puzzle, tongue stuck out as she writes in the letters. “Pug-na-cious. Oh, Willa, thank you. Now I can rub it in Dr. B’s face when he next stops in.”

I pick up my head and meet her eyes. “So it’s Dr. B who put you up to crosswords?” She’s been obsessed with them for a few weeks now, texting me all hours of the day and night, when she wants to see if Rooney or I know a word she’s looking for.

“Well, he said if I ate my meals and didn’t drop any more weight on him, he’d let me out for your championship game.”

“Mama, we have to make it through qualifiers and playoffs—”

“Ah. Ah. Ah.” Mama holds up her hand, commanding silence. “What have I taught you?”

I sigh. “I can do anything I set my heart and mind to.”

“That’s right. You want that championship game, Willa, you’ll get it. As I was saying, if I keep my weight up, I get to come, but if I do the New York Times crossword in one day, he’ll take me himself in his fancy sports car.”

I sit upright, abruptly. “But it’s in San Jose this year. Isn’t that dangerous? I mean, the travel will take it out of you, and the outside world is a germ-fest, and—”

“Willa.” Mama interlaces her fingers with mine and smiles reassuringly. “It’s fine. He’s a doctor, he knows.”

My shoulders are pinched, worry twisting my stomach. I hate that Mama’s sick enough to need to be in the hospital, but I love that here, I know she’s safe and taken care of. As far as I’m concerned, I want her here, getting the care she needs, for as long as necessary. Thankfully, Grandma Rose left us decent life savings, and Mama’s military pension helps. That’s where virtually all of our finances go—her cancer treatment, so she can get better as soon as possible.

Given that, I’m pretty much financially on my own, which I don’t mind. For years each summer, I’ve worked at a local bookstore—that’s where I learn words like tempestuous and pugnacious to add to my vocabulary. An indie bookseller that also serves coffee and baked goods, it experiences a great boost to business during touristy summer months, so I make nice tips, on top of a decent hourly wage. Whatever I earn during the summer is my disposable income for the school year. With my full ride thanks to academic and athletic scholarships, on top of careful budgeting, I squeak by for monthly expenses of groceries and utilities in the apartment I share with Rooney.

The last couple of months, though, Rooney’s “accidentally” paid the rent and full utility bills rather than letting me write a check for half and mailing it off with hers like we used to. I have a nagging suspicion that’s because Rooney’s family is loaded—her dad’s a big-time producer in Hollywood—so it’s nothing to her, and she knows I’m on a shoestring budget. She’d deny it until the day she died, but I’m onto her.

“Willa, you’re getting that far-off look that has no business being on a twenty-one-year-old woman’s face.” Mama’s hand is cold and painfully slim, but I still lean my cheek into her touch. This isn’t her first rodeo with cancer, and I know better than to take any moment with her for granted. Life is fragile, and while I’m hopeful Mama can beat this, I never pass up the chance to slow down and savor that she’s here.

“You don’t need to worry, honey,” she whispers. “I’m taking care. Dr. B’s doing everything he can for me and worries enough for the both of us, okay?” Her hand drops and squeezes mine. “You need to live your life. All you do is exercise, go to class, practice, and play, then sit here in the hospital, watching your mom lose her hair again.”

“Stop it.” Tears prick my eyes. “I love you. I want to be with you.”

“But you need to live, Willa. To thrive, not just survive. Go out with Rooney. Wear a short dress, show off those killer soccer legs. Kiss a boy, screw him six ways to Sunday—using protection of course—”

“Mother!” My cheeks turn bright red. “You know I don’t date.”

“I didn’t tell you to date. I told you to get laid.”

“Motherrrr,” I groan.

“I’ve been sick off and on for a while now, but you know what, Willa? I don’t feel like I’m missing too much. I lived as a young woman. I went to wild concerts and backpacked. I hung out with weirdo beat poets and read fat novels and hitchhiked. Smoked dope and stared at the sky while I rode in truck beds. I had fun and worked hard, enlisted, traveled the world as a nurse. Got to see new places, have exotic lovers and a few sexy soldiers—”

“Mama.” I shake my head. My mom’s pretty, even with her hair gone and a soft turban around her head. Her eyes are a rich brown like mine and wide set. Her cheekbones pop, and her lips are full. I’ve seen pictures. Mama was a babe when she was younger. I just really don’t like to think about her boinking.

“You know what I’m saying, Willa. Life doesn’t live itself for you, and nothing is promised to us. You have a lot to offer, so much to experience. I don’t want you to miss it because of me.”

I want to tell her that I’d miss everything life had to offer if it meant I got to keep her always. I want to tell her I’m scared she’s sicker than she lets on, that I’ll hate myself for spending nights doing what regular college kids do when I could have been spending those fleeting moments with her.

But I’m me. I don’t talk about uncomfortable things like that. So, instead, I squeeze her hand in reassurance and say, “Okay, Mama. I will.”
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Ryder

Playlist: “Elephant Gun,” Beirut

PRECISELY TWO YEARS AGO, I REALIZED MY LIFE WAS NEVER going to turn out how I thought it would. Denial’s a powerful coping mechanism. After I got sick, my psyche held on to denial as long as it could. But, eventually, the thick pragmatic streak that runs in my family came knocking on my mind’s door and demanded I face reality.

I’m not your stereotypical Cali guy. I don’t hang ten or say gnarly. I grew up in Olympia, Washington, and I wish I still lived there, but Dad got an offer he couldn’t refuse from Ronald Reagan UCLA Medical Center—RRMC, as most people call it—so here we are.

I miss the feeling of fall. I miss wet leaves smashed into a slippery carpet beneath my feet. I miss the cold turning my nose pink and burning my lungs on long, snowy runs. I miss darkness, as weird as that might sound. I miss candles and hearth fires and hunkering down with a book once the sun set at dinnertime.

And I miss soccer. I miss the game I was so sure would direct and fulfill my adult life.

So, of course, on the anniversary of all my dreams going down the shitter, Willa Sutter, women’s soccer’s rising star, dropped herself in the seat next to me in Business Mathematics. It felt like the universe was kicking me right where it counts.

Didn’t help that she seemed to inexplicably hate my guts. As class ended, she gave me the death glare and shoved a pen in her hair like she wished it was a shiv spearing my heart. Rage tinged her amber irises coppery red, and violent energy practically radiated off of her. The woman whose future was once mine looked like she wanted to kill me, then do it again, just for kicks. Sticking around to watch her try to melt me with her eyes when I had no idea what I’d done to earn such hatred might have been entertaining another time, but not that day.

Next class was just as bad. Once again, she dropped into the seat beside me, making me intensely aware of her body nearly brushing against mine. I’m an over-average-sized guy. I have broad shoulders, long legs. I don’t fit in those desks. So, it wasn’t necessarily surprising when I shifted in my seat and accidentally elbowed her, earning her evil eyes again.

What was surprising was that when she glared at me, demanding an explanation, I actually wanted to answer her. And that’s really saying something because I haven’t spoken a word in two years.

“Ry.” I hear it like I’m underwater, faint and warped. That’s what life sounds like with moderate and severe hearing loss, in the right and left ears, respectively. Bacterial meningitis came out of nowhere just a few cruel weeks before preseason at UCLA began. I got horribly sick, fast, and the next time I woke up, I was in the hospital, hearing my mom’s voice as a tinny, garbled sound I barely recognized. Meningitis damaged my inner ear, and the antibiotics did their fair share, too.

There are Deaf soccer players at every level of play. I recognize what’s possible, and I’m happy for those who are Deaf or have hearing loss and who’ve pursued that path. It just doesn’t mean that path is for me. I hung up my cleats, forwent my athletic scholarship, and moved on. Now I’m not Ryder Bergman, solid left-back, freshman starter destined for greatness. Not anymore. I’ll always love the game, and maybe someday I’ll find my way back to it in a setting that I’m comfortable with. I’m just not there yet.

“Ry,” Ren tries again. I mean, maybe he said my nickname. My brother could have just as easily said my full name and I simply failed to catch most of it. I try not to care about details like that anymore, to wonder and worry about what I’m missing. Some days that’s easier than others.

I swivel in my desk chair and face my brother Ren. Like me, he’s tall, broad-shouldered and built, but his blond hair is tinged russet, his eyes, pale blue-gray just like Mom’s.

Ren’s a professional hockey player who was massively anxious about the draft, convinced he’d get shipped away from us to the other side of the country. To his immense relief, he managed to get signed with LA, though despite working and living nearby, he’s rarely home during the season. When he is, he’s usually up my ass.

I tip my head to the side and give him a look he knows by now. Can I help you?

With a roll of his eyes, Ren yanks his phone out of his pocket and wiggles it side to side in the air, which after two years, is code for, Get your phone out, asshole, and actually talk to me.

Sighing, I pull out my cell and open up our text message thread.

I know what day it is, he writes. Come on, I’m taking you out.

Don’t you have a game to play? I type.

Off day, he writes. Next game’s tomorrow. Now let’s go.

I meet his eyes as I hit send. No.

Ren leans his shoulder against the doorframe, crossing his arms. A stare-down ensues.

Freya threatened to drag you out if you don’t come willingly, he writes.

I throw my hands up, then text, What the fuck?

Ren shrugs as he types, She’s tired of your bullshit. Says she knows a spot with a good burger that’s not loud, so it won’t give you a headache.

A sigh leaves me. And if I don’t?

Ren texts back, She’s your sister, too. You know what will happen.

Freya’s the oldest. She makes my brand of stubborn look like childish willfulness by comparison. It’s better to let her have her way. And maybe I wouldn’t entirely mind hanging in a quiet place with a few of my siblings, having a meal with them after a long, shitty day.

Standing, I yank off my hoodie and run a hand through my hair, looking around for my ball cap. Ren takes my wardrobe change for the sign that it is and whoops in victory, a rare-pitched sound I can still hear, even without my hearing aids. I want to say I’m grateful that I can hear him, but I’d be lying. All I think about when I hear something like that is everything I don’t. The counselor my parents made me see after everything happened told me it takes a while to see life as glass half full again.

Glass half full is a far way off.

[image: ]

TO THE OUTSIDE OBSERVER, WE LOOK LIKE A SADLY ASOCIAL bunch, with our noses buried in our phones, but it’s just the way we can all talk. Our group chat unfurls in conversational texts, Ren beside me, my sister Freya and her husband, Aiden, across from us.

Aiden sips his beer and sets it down, then types, Someone ask Ry about his new friend in my class.

My eyes narrow at him. Yes, Aiden is Professor MacCormack. My brother-in-law is also my instructor, which I was concerned would be a conflict of interest. Business Mathematics is a prerequisite for a class I’m dying to take next semester that only comes around once in a blue moon, and Aiden’s class was the only one with openings. He told me we’d be fine, and I believed him. If anyone’s a big enough asshole to compartmentalize and enjoy making class a nightmare for me, it’s him.

Freya perks up and texts, New friend? Spill.

She’s Mom’s twin, and I have the uncanny feeling of my mother poking me to talk about girlfriends, how she used to back in high school. Freya’s blonde hair is cut in a choppy pixie, her icy-blue eyes sharp as ever, and she has a new piercing I hadn’t noticed.

I make a y with my fingers and bring my thumb to my temple.

Freya’s eyes narrow at me. “What?”

I smirk, typing in group chat, Bull. Your new piercing makes you look like a bull.

Ren snorts and tries to hide it with a cough, while Aiden chokes on his beer. Nobody fucks with Freya. Except me.

You little shit, she types, then she leans across the table and makes a vain attempt to twist my nipple. Settling back into her seat, Freya delicately adjusts her septum piercing, then picks up her phone again. I look distinguished.

More snorts and laughs take up the table. I hide mine behind a fist, letting my shoulders shake.

Suddenly the laughter dies off when I faintly hear Aiden’s voice and watch his lips saying, “Dammit.”

Freya’s head turns in the direction Aiden’s looking, as does Ren’s. Willa Sutter walks in the door, but I have no idea what they’re saying about her. In a rare moment, they forget either to make sure I can read their lips or to use their phones.

I clap my hands twice, earning their attention and three different facial expressions of guilt.

Sorry, Ry, Ren texts.

Aiden writes, Sutter’s here. It’s not going to look good.

Freya types, Who? Why?

I throw up my hands, then point to Aiden. Look at him.

Aiden sighs and writes, Willa Sutter is her name, a student of mine. I might have been a bit hard on her. But entitled D-1 athletes are my Achilles’ heel. I figured I’d make it up to her by telling her to ask Ry for notes.

How would she ask him? Ren texts, Does she know he’s functionally deaf and texts to talk?

Aiden lowers his eyes. Guilty.

A huff of anger leaves my chest. I bang the table, pointing a finger in his face. You asshole.

That must be why she hates me, I type. She probably asked me for notes and I didn’t hear her because she sat on my left side, the ear I can’t hear shit out of. I bet she thought I was being some dick, ignoring her. Now she’s going to see us together and think we’re best friends who are out to ruin her GPA.

Slow down, Freya types. Why would she think you’re best friends?

Because Aiden gives me the notes for lecture. The lecture’s captioned on a projector, but it’s still a lot to keep track of, so I get the full lecture notes to help me follow along in class and to refer to later. My thumbs fly, anger building as I realize what a mess he got us into. Aiden’s not doing me favors—he’s legally required to make the course accessible—but she doesn’t know that’s why I have them.

Ren types, So she thinks he’s doing you a favor and screwing her since you won’t share.

I nod again, throwing down my phone.

Ren gives Aiden a disbelieving look as he types, You’re still not over this campaign?

Aiden scowls into his beer and doesn’t say anything.

Aiden doesn’t want to see me treated differently for my hearing loss, and he’s worried about how much I’ve withdrawn since it happened. So he periodically throws people in my path in the hopes that I’ll magically open up to them, even with my hearing aid frustration and my discomfort with speaking. Keeping to texting only, not always wearing my hearing aids, has made my social circle small, but it
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