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            Introduction

          

          Before you get started!

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Why don’t you join my newsletter for updates on new releases, sales, deleted scenes, and more? Sign up with confidence. NO SPAM EVER!

      

        

      
        JOIN NOW!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To 2018,

      Thanks for making me stronger.

      I'm ready for my comeback.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      The puck stays at the end of my stick as I move it through my legs, back and forth. I’ve been doing this since I was a kid. It’s almost how I move, in a way. When I was younger, my mom would be scolding me for something—laundry, my room was dirty, hockey shit everywhere—and while she talked, I was moving the puck across the hardwood. There wasn’t a moment when I didn’t have a stick in my hand and a puck at the end of my blade. Dad had to replace the floor four times while I was growing up. I always felt bad for that, so when I was signed to the South Carolina IceCats, I made sure not only to give them new floors, but I also bought them each a new Lexus since my hockey gear had stunk up their cars too.

      I pass the puck up and against my goalie’s pads. My eyes aren’t on my buddy, Nico Merryweather, as he speaks, but he knows I’m listening. He doesn’t even seem to mind that I am using his pads as a bounce board.

      “So she’s going to town on me. My cock is so far down her throat, and I’m almost gone.” I quirk my lip at the side as I lift my eyes to meet his gaze. He’s got this euphoric look on his face, but then it turns to disgust as quickly as my puck comes off his pad. “Then she farts.”

      I miss the puck as I gawk at him. “No way.”

      “Dude, I shit you not. I guess she thought it was going to be silent, but it was loud. Her ass clapped, and I couldn’t help it, I started laughing.”

      I explode with laughter. “Shit, what did she say?”

      “She kept going until the smell hit us.”

      I almost fall on the ice. “You’re lying,” I somehow get out between my laughs.

      “Dude, she left. I don’t even think she wiped her mouth. She just walked out. Worst hookup ever.”

      I lean on my stick and shake my head as our laughter fills the Malcolm Peterson Arena. Yes, our owner named the place after himself. I guess if you throw a couple hundred million into an arena, you have that right. “That’s what you get for using Tinder. I’ve told you a million times, stop swiping right.”

      He chortles as I skate out to get the puck I’d let get by me. As I round it, the crunch of my skates on the ice is welcoming. We’re the only ones here. Practice is over, the guys have hit the showers, but I wanted some extra time on the ice. It’s better than going home and doing a whole lot of nothing. I do need to get Sadie from my parents’ house since I’ll be home for the next four days, but for the time being, I need to unload a bit.

      I go to the blue line, and thankfully, Merry knows to set up. He’s a huge goalie, 6’9” and built like an agile bull. Not sure those exist, but if they did, they’d look like Merry. I use my stick to dump out the bucket of pucks, and then I line them up to shoot. I square up, pull back, and use all my momentum to shoot the hell out of the puck. This is what I’m known for. My hard-as-hell shot that makes it through the defense and, more than once, through the goalie. This is why the scouts wanted me for the IceCats. I’ve been here for five years, and things are good. Real damn good. I love it here, and most of all, I love being a franchise player.

      The pucks come for Merry with no mercy whatsoever. Some go through; some come off his pads. He is like a wall, and I have to find the cracks and holes in it. Fifteen minutes and over fifty pucks later, I feel way better. I reach down for the bucket and start for Merry as he pulls up his mask.

      “So what did she do now?”

      Funny he asks. I try not to roll my eyes as I lean back on the boards, playing with a puck as I meet his concerned gaze. “She feels I should keep paying her rent until she is fully on her feet. She’s apparently between jobs.”

      Merry raises a brow. “What part of prenup doesn’t she get? The fact that you paid for the divorce and let her keep her car and all that sparkling shit you kept buying her, in my opinion, is enough.”

      I shrug. I hate when he reminds me of that. I feel like an idiot. “It was her shit. I didn’t want it.”

      “Still. What did you say?”

      “I told her no. Told her I’m not paying shit, and that’s that. She left me, not the other way around.”

      Merry nods his head. His long blond hair falls from his mask into his face. He pushes it away, annoyed. “Exactly. Good for you. But then, why are you all brooding and butthurt?”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are.”

      “Okay, maybe a little bit.” I groan as I shake my head. “I don’t know. It pisses me off that it’s been over a year since she left me, and she’s still bothering me.”

      “Well, she’s a complete psycho, so what do you expect?” He says it so calmly and with no-holds-barred as he gauges my reaction. “And you know it’s true.”

      I do. Everyone warned me not to marry Lana, that we were too young and didn’t know each other well enough, but I didn’t care. I’m not one of those guys who runs from relationships. Many of those guys play for the IceCats, Merry being one of them, and I don’t hate on them for it. I went to college with a bunch of guys who did the same. But I actually want the wife, the dogs, and the kids. I want a life with someone who loves me and whom I love. I want what my parents gave me. I thought I had it with Lana… Come to find out, I did not.

      Lesson learned.

      “Mom thinks I should block her number.”

      “Mom is a genius,” he says genuinely. “You should listen to her more often.”

      I chuckle a bit as I throw my gloves into the bucket and begin to pick up all the pucks. Merry starts pushing the goal toward the boards so the Zamboni can come through. “You just want my mom to keep cooking for you.”

      “Always.”

      We share a laugh as we head off the ice and into the showers. I squirt some body wash on my puff that is a manly green and start washing myself. From beside me, Merry asks, “You don’t miss her, do you?”

      Even though he can’t see me, I shake my head. “I don’t. That ship sailed when she set my house on fire with my dog in it.”

      Merry snorts before he jokes, “But remember, Moon? It was an electrical fire.”

      I roll my eyes. I still don’t understand how she got away with that. If she hadn’t had my dog in her arms when I pulled up, I probably would have been sent away for murder. My poor Sadie would be parentless. “She’s a crazy person.”

      “I told you not to let her back in.”

      “My parents were out of town, and I needed someone to feed Sadie. I thought she would go in, do the task, and leave. Not try to move back in and freak when I told her no.”

      When he starts humming the music from Psycho, I laugh. “You’re an ass.”

      “I still think you should set that as her ringtone if you don’t block her number.”

      I shake my head as I wash myself free of soap and then turn off the water. After drying myself and getting dressed, I sit down while he finishes up. I lean back into my locker with my Gatorade in hand as I say, “Women are crazy.”

      “Preach, son.”

      “But damn it, if I don’t want me a good one.”

      “Man, I don’t know. If her profile says ‘Comes hard and loud,’ beware. She could mean that she farts hard and loud.”

      Of course he would say that as I’m taking a long pull of my Gatorade. When the yellow liquid comes out my nose, he laughs hard as I flip him off. “I dislike you greatly right now.”

      “In other words, I’m an asshole.”

      “All day. I was trying to be kind.”

      “Such a good guy,” he teases, wrapping his arm around my neck and squeezing it hard. “Want to go get a cup of coffee?”

      “There is that place by my new house I haven’t tried.”

      “Cool, let’s go. And then I can go lie on the beach and see if I can find a sexy little honey.”

      I side-eye him. “You know all women fart, right?”

      He scrunches up his face. “Yeah, but isn’t it supposed to be like fairy dust or something? That chick was rank.”

      I picked a great friend with this one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We get to Perk Me Up about thirty minutes later. Malcolm Peterson Arena is built in the middle of fucking nowhere. Only thing out there is the training facilities. Not even a Walmart. It’s sort of inconvenient. The town I live in, Molten, which is where most of the team lives since it’s the closest city to the arena, has everything I need. After living in Nashville, Tennessee for almost my whole life, I was nervous to come to an area so new. Thankfully, because I might be a mama’s boy, my parents came with me.

      What? I need someone to do my laundry and cook for me. That’s all changed now, especially after my shitshow of a marriage, but they’ve stuck around.

      After only a month of living in South Carolina, we learned Molten was the place to be. Small-town living in a big city. It’s nice. I used to live on the west side so I was the closest I could be to the arena since I am there almost every day. But when Lana burned down our house, I decided I needed a big change, so I moved to the east side. The east side has a beach, and man, is it gorgeous. After moving in to my little bungalow four days ago, I can’t help but think I’d rather have started taking the extra fifteen-minute ride to the arena a while back. The ocean alone is worth the time it takes to get there.

      Since I haven’t been on this side of town long, I haven’t had a chance to hit up Perk Me Up. I love me some coffee, and so does Merry. We head inside, and it’s got a groovy kind of feel to it. Very hippie-dippie.

      “They probably have special brownies.”

      He’s such a dork.

      As we head to the counter, though, something catches my eyes. Better yet, someone. Someone I know. Her long brown hair flows down her back in beautiful, thick curls. Her arms aren’t as toned as I remember, and I need to know if she still has those thighs and ass that do not stop. Her lashes are long, kissing her rosy cheeks, and she speaks quickly into her phone. Her lips are thick and a nice glossy pink color that has me tight in all the right places. She’s in a pair of hip-hugging jeans and a weathered teal Bullies tee. The shirt has seen better days, but it looks awesome on her and brings back crazy memories of my time on the Bellevue Bullies. All that should be enough to stun me in place, but it’s her bright-blue eyes that do just that. My heart starts to race, and shit, my palms are sweating. The memories from college come back tenfold. Almost like taking a puck to the ribs, right where there isn’t any padding.

      Good Lord, it’s Amelia Justice.

      My best friend’s sister.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      I feel, deep in my soul, that I may murder my cousin and best friend, Shelli.

      “I don’t know, Ryan. I wasn’t ready to talk to you.”

      My brother, Ryan, is irate on the other line. “I haven’t spoken to you except through DM, and that’s absolute bullshit. I basically had to steal Shelli’s phone to get your number.”

      Okay, maybe I won’t kill her. Technically, my brother’s phone call is without her knowledge. I’ve been on the down low for a year now; I’m not ready to speak to anyone yet. “I understand, but I’m trying to figure out my life. It’s only been a year. I’m still trying to find my footing.”

      “I am your life. I am your brother.”

      I perk my brow. “Whoa, guy, you’re talking to your sister, Amelia, not your love bug, Sofia.”

      He doesn’t seem amused. “Amelia, listen. I’m sorry about what I said—”

      I know what he is about to say, and that’s a big-ten nope! “Listen, can I call you later? I gotta go. I’m at work.”

      “I don’t care. Knowing you, you’ll go change your number.”

      Not saying I wasn’t thinking that, but it would be a hassle. It’s not that I don’t love my brother. God, do I love him. He was there for me when our dad died in ways no one else could be and then even more as I finished my teenage years. But then I went off and got married, and that went south fast. It’s all still a bit raw; I need a little more time to heal. Figure things out.

      “There are things I wanted to tell you and not through DM.”

      There is something in his voice that makes me pause. “What?”

      “Sofia and I are getting married, and you still haven’t said if you’re coming.”

      My heart soars for them. I always knew they would get married. They’re those rare kind of people that find each other and don’t let go. “And we opened the gym in dad’s name. Sofia has a competitive team and an awesome rec program for gymnasts of all ages. Come home. You can work there. With the wedding coming up, we want you to be a part of it.”

      And be around my mom, Ryan, my aunt, and my uncle? Yeah, hard pass.

      “Listen, that’s wonderful and I’m so happy for you and Sof, but I seriously gotta go. I’ll call you back tonight.”

      He groans loudly. “Promise?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “On Dad.”

      “Son of a bitch,” I mutter, and again, he doesn’t seem amused. I understand his anger. I haven’t been the greatest sister for the last couple years. In my defense, it’s mostly everyone else’s fault. Maybe a bit of mine because I am stubborn. “Fine, yes. I promise.”

      I quickly hang up the phone and take in a deep breath. I haven’t spoken to anyone in my family in four very long years. They weren’t happy when I left to be with my ex, and they sure as hell weren’t happy when I chose him over them. In my defense, they made me choose. I was just trying to follow my heart. It was a bad choice on my end, which is why, when it ended, no one knew. I didn’t want to tell them, and I sure as hell didn’t want this to be the way my first conversation with my brother played out on the phone. Yet, here we are. I can’t dwell on it. I gotta push on. I gotta serve people.

      I turn around as I exhale and say, “Hey! Would you like to try our new… Holy shit!” It all happened so quickly, and I really didn’t mean to curse in front of customers, but holy shit, it’s Chandler Moon.

      Like it did when I was only eighteen and seeing him for the first time, my body starts to quiver and everything goes hot. A little sweat gathers at the small of my back, which used to happen only when I was about to hit beam. My chest gets tight because, hell, I’m not breathing. How can I when he is standing in front of me? If I thought Chandler was beautiful in college, the man standing before me now makes the boy from before seem so small and unmemorable.

      He’s huge, thick with muscle in all the right places. His shoulders are massive, and with the tank he is wearing, I get to enjoy the fact that he is covered in tattoos. I want to inspect them so badly, but since I haven’t seen or talked to him in over five years, I think that might be frowned upon. His dark hair is shaved up the side but long on top. One piece falls right over his eyes, my favorite feature of his. They’re this amazing, stunning topaz color I’ve never seen on anyone else. I’ll never forget the moment I met his eyes for the first time. It was like missing a back handspring on beam and landing with the beam right between my legs.

      He blew my vagina to smithereens.

      But nothing ever happened. He was my brother’s best friend, and I was off-limits. Then I got back with Drew, and off I went. But none of that matters now. What the hell is he doing here?

      “Chandler.”

      His lips quirk a bit. “Amelia. Wow. It’s been a long time,” he says, and then he moves toward me. Across the counter, we embrace, and I swear he swallows me whole in his big arms. Lord, he smells divine. His hair is freshly washed, and I shouldn’t be sniffing him, but I am. I feel his heart beat against mine, and I’d forgotten how great he hugged. He kissed great too, but his hugs were the best. I needed a hug like this; I haven’t had one in so long. Which is probably why I’m still holding on tight longer than I should.

      “So, is the holy shit better than shit, or where are we with that? I’m unsure what I want to get.”

      The voice interrupts our hug, and I pull away. I try to compose myself. I didn’t expect for emotion to take over, but it’s nice to see someone familiar. Someone who doesn’t know a lick of what I’ve been through and can’t judge me. I look back up to the guy standing next to Chandler. The other guy is bigger than Chandler, if that’s possible, with dark-brown eyes and long, surfer-like blond hair. Standing next to Chandler, though, he’s so young, he looks like a baby.

      I clear my throat, and my voice is still thick with emotion. “Sorry, what?”

      “You said the special is holy shit. Just wondering how that is.”

      I blink, a bit confused. Thankfully, Chandler comes to my rescue. “He’s an idiot. Ignore him.” His laughter is music to my ears, though I don’t think his friend thinks he’s funny. “How are you? Man, it’s been forever.”

      I lean on the counter, my eyes trapped by his. “I’m alive, and it has.”

      “You haven’t changed a bit. Still as gorgeous as ever.”

      My cheeks warm as I wave him off. “Stop. I look a mess.”

      “If this is how you look a mess, then I don’t know how I could handle you all done up.”

      A small smile covers my lips. “Well, it’s good to see one thing about you hasn’t changed. You’re still a sweet-talker.”

      He scoffs. “I’m still the same.”

      “No, you’re huge now.”

      “I put on about thirty pounds,” he laughs.

      I gasp. “In muscle, I assume.”

      He smiles shyly, which is so damn cute. “You know how it is.”

      “Please, I lost muscle. I haven’t been in the gym in a while.”

      “Can’t tell at all.” He folds his arms and leans his hip into the counter. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      “I can’t believe you’re here. What are you doing here?” I ask, leaning into the counter and matching his stance.

      “I live here. I play for the IceCats.”

      “Oh, duh!” I laugh, feeling stupid. “I knew that. I’m surprised I haven’t seen you before.”

      “I just moved to this side of town.”

      “Oh, nice,” I say with a smile.

      “Yeah. How long have you been here? Last I heard, you were in Pennsylvania.”

      My heart speeds up a bit, and I swallow around the lump in my throat. “Yeah, I moved here about a year ago.”

      “Well, since Drew isn’t on my team, I’m guessing that’s over?”

      I inhale sharply, letting my breath out in a whoosh. “Very over.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he says, and I know he means it. His eyes are full of such beautiful compassion, and it makes my heart skip a beat. “I thought you’d go back home.”

      So did I, but that wasn’t an option. “I needed some time to myself. You know how my family is.”

      His face lights up. “Yeah, loud and crazy. I actually just had dinner with your family a few weeks ago when we played the Assassins.”

      It is like being hit with a bucket of cold water. He’s still in contact with my family. They can’t know where I am. “Oh, that’s nice,” I say as I reach for the iPad to take their order. He must have taken the hint that talking about my family is forbidden, but before he can ask anything, I say, “So, did you want some coffee?”

      “The holy shit is off the table, right?” When we both look at Chandler’s friend, he holds his hand up. “Sorry, I gotta get in where I fit in. You two apparently have a lot to talk about.”

      “We do,” Chandler says then, meeting my gaze. “I was actually looking forward to seeing you at Ryan and Sofia’s wedding.”

      I take in a quick breath, but I don’t say anything. My eyes stay locked with his. In another time, another world, I would jump at the chance to be excited to see him, but everything is just so messed up.

      “Maybe you can join us. I’d love to catch up.”

      Oh. No. “Um, I don’t know. I’m really busy.”

      Chandler looks around and then laughs. “There is no one here.”

      “No, I know, but I’ve got paperwork and stuff,” I say quickly. I tear my gaze from his and look to the iPad. “So, what can I get you?”

      “Ha, she blew you off,” the friend says, and I pull my brows together.

      “You have no filter, do you?”

      The guy shakes his head with no shame at all. “None.”

      “Good to know.”

      He holds out his hand. “I’m Nico. Wanna go out with me?”

      I laugh when Chandler pulls back and punches Nico in the arm. “Dude.”

      “What? Just ’cause she doesn’t want you doesn’t mean she doesn’t want all this,” he says, running his hands down his body. He then leans on the counter. “I’m the starting goalie for the IceCats. I can show you a great time.”

      “Er…no, thanks.”

      He shrugs like my rejection is nothing to him. “Fine, can I get a mocha latte?”

      “Sure can,” I say, pushing the buttons that need pushing to place the order. I glance at Chandler, but he’s looking at me and not the menu.

      “I’ll take a cup of black coffee, and I’d love for you to join us. You sure?”

      Oh, if only he had asked me that eons ago. Wait, he did. I chose Drew instead.

      “I’m sure,” I say before looking at the total. “That’ll be $8.75.”

      “I got it,” Nico says, handing me his card. “Since I’m loaded and all.”

      He waggles his brows at me, and I laugh as I ring him up. In another world, a guy like Nico would be someone I would go for. I wanted Chandler, God I wanted him, but he was so off-limits. Plus, I always thought he was too good for me. He was too kind, too funny, and too loyal. He is probably still all those things, and I’m nothing but damaged goods. It’s best that I “blow him off,” in Nico’s words.

      Even if I want to run into his arms again for another hug.

      I feel Chandler’s gaze on me as I move around the coffee shop. I do my best to ignore him, but it’s really hard. Our eyes keep meeting, but I look away immediately. I don’t miss the little grin that sits on his face. I’ve missed that grin, and I hadn’t even realized it. The last five years haven’t been the best, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought think of Chandler here and there. Especially when I regretted going back to Drew. I should have stayed, seen what could have happened with Chandler—if Ryan had ever let something happen. Part of me wishes he had. Then I wouldn’t have ended up with Drew. I don’t know. I was just young. Stupid. Thought I knew it all. That was total shit. Even now, at twenty-three, I know I don’t know it all.

      Hell, I know nothing. Adulting is way harder than I thought.

      I reach for the inventory book and lay it out on the counter with my iPad. When I took this job, I was only supposed to serve coffee, but somehow, I’ve become the manager of this place. Not sure how, not sure I like it, but here I am. I should be in a gym—there are two here in Molten—but I can’t bring myself to go. I’ve already failed at so many things, walking into a gym and asking for a job would just turn into another failure. Who wants a college dropout? Especially when that dropout had a full-ride scholarship for gymnastics.

      Yup, I’m a winner.

      When a cup appears by my book, I look up and then up some more to meet Chandler’s gaze.

      “Hey.”

      I stand up, and still my head tips back to look at him. “Hey, need some more?”

      “No, I was bringing it to you.”

      “Oh. I would have cleaned up when you left.”

      “Save you some time so you can give me your number.”

      I can’t help it, I grin. I lean my hip into the counter. “Wow. Just assuming I would give you my number?”

      He shrugs, the gold of his topaz eyes sparkling back at me. “I don’t know about assuming. Maybe hoping?”

      I look away, sliding my fingers along the papers of the inventory book. “I’m not really—”

      “Ha, take a hint, dude. She’s blowing you off again. She doesn’t like you,” Nico calls from the door. When Chandler looks over his shoulder at him, glaring, Nico goes out the door. “Bye, Amelia!”

      When Chandler turns back to me, his face is full of color. “I hate him sometimes.”

      “Having no filter will cause that.” We share a small laugh. “I’m sorry, Chandler. I’m not dating right now.”

      “Who said anything about dating? I just want to know you.”

      His words knock the air out of me. “You do know me.”

      “Not this version of you.” Out of nowhere, he takes my hand, and heat shoots up my arm. He grabs a pen with a huge yellow sunflower on the end and writes his number on my hand. “If you get bored and want to chat, this is my number.”

      When he lets go of my hand, I wish he hadn’t. His eyes move along my face to my lips before meeting my gaze once more. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He starts for the door, and I’m wrong for checking his ass out, but I do before I croak out, “Tomorrow?”

      He grins over his shoulder at me. “Gotta start my day with a cup of joe—and a shot of the most gorgeous girl I’ve ever seen.”

      “Wow, that’s some line.”

      “What? I thought it was brilliant.”

      I giggle. I giggle like a little girl. His eyes light up as he heads out the door, and I realize I’m grinning. For the first time in five years, I’m smiling for real.

      All because of Chandler Moon.
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        * * *

      

      I park my little Kia up against the side of my small house. It’s only a two-bedroom, mostly because that’s all my grandparents need. They only come here once a year, and they don’t need much space. While my grandpa hates how pink the outside of the house is, I love it. I feel like it’s a tiny dollhouse, just for me. When Shelli suggested I move here for a while, I wanted to fight her, but I’m glad I listened. I like it here, but I do miss my family.

      Ryan.

      Damn it, I have to call him. I don’t want to—God, I don’t—but I know I have to. It’s hard, though. I still find myself hurt by how everything went down. I head up the stairs onto the porch that overlooks the amazing ocean before sliding the doors and entering my living room. When I arrived, the house didn’t have much. Grandma wanted to remodel but hadn’t had the time. Somehow, she gave me the task, as rent I guess, and I think I’ve done her justice.

      The walls were a pale green, but I changed them to a robin’s egg blue. I made the décor very nautical-inspired. Anchors, boats, and most of my grandpa’s catches that he had mounted. While the dead fish freak me out, especially the marlin he caught the last time he was here, it ties everything together. On the south wall by my TV hang loads of pictures of my whole family. Really old, black-and-white ones of my great-grandparents, then snapshots of my mom and uncle growing up here, and then modern photos that were taken with our cell phones when we were here for family vacations.

      The kitchen is small and connects to the dining room with only a bar between them. My room is bigger than the living room and painted a nice pale purple. The white wicker bed from the seventies goes great. I had to replace the mattress, but hell, the bed itself was just fine.

      Isn’t like I’m sharing it with anyone.

      Great, now I’m thinking of Chandler.

      I’m so dumb. Nothing could ever happen between us. If things are rocky with my brother now, I can just imagine how bad they would get if we hooked up. Not that we’re hooking up. I glance down at my hand and roll my eyes. This is ridiculous. I am in no place to even consider calling or texting him. I lean against the counter, tracing his number with my finger. I can’t. I won’t.

      I push off the counter and head to the front door where my mail is lying on the floor. I know my mailman probably wants me to get a mailbox, but I like the door slot. It’s charming. As long as my neighbors don’t have one, I won’t get one. As I head back to the counter, I look through my mail, which is mostly bills. When I come to one envelope from my lawyer, my chest goes tight. I glance up at the calendar and see the date.

      “Right on time,” I mutter as I open the envelope to a check.

      My hush money.

      I throw it down on the counter and swallow back the tears. I refuse to think about anything that has to do with Drew. I was actually having an okay day, but now, after getting that, a huge reminder of my shittastic marriage and knowing I have to call Ryan, I can pretty much chalk this day up to shit. Though, I did see Chandler. And he did hug me.

      I exhale loudly as I walk out the open sliding doors onto my porch. I lean on the railing before pulling out my phone and hitting Ryan’s number. He answers on the first ring.

      “Wow. I didn’t expect you to call.”

      “I told you I would.”

      He exhales heavily, and I close my eyes as the ocean air whips my hair around. “How are you?”

      “Alive.”

      “That’s a plus.”

      “Eh, some days.”

      “Am, what’s going on? What’s with the radio silence?” My brother’s voice is so desperate, so full of hurt, and it guts me. Not many can say they’re close to their siblings, but Ryan and I always were. “I miss you. Mom misses you. Sofia, Elli, Shea, everyone… We miss you.”

      I swallow back my sob. “I’m just trying to figure out my life.”

      “Can we not help?”

      They turned their backs on me. “You didn’t want to help, remember?”

      I’m met with silence. “That’s not how it was.”

      “But it was,” I insist. “You stood there as Mom and Shea looked down at me and told me to choose—the family or Drew. You were on their side, not mine.”

      “He was garbage. You gave up everything for him.”

      He only knows the half of it. “Which was my choice. I followed my heart. Was it a mistake? Yes. But it was my mistake. Y’all had no right to do that to me.”

      “But we knew you were making the wrong choice.” I can hear the irritation in his voice.

      “So? If I thought you and Sofia were wrong together, and I told you to leave her or you’d lose me, what would you do? You’d choose her because you love her.”

      “Amelia, Sofia is nowhere even close to what Drew is. He made you give up everything. I never asked Sofia to do that, nor did she ask me. You deserved better. You deserved the world, and he couldn’t give you that. Obviously.”

      “It was my choice,” I reiterate. “No one’s but mine. So when y’all turned your backs on me, I knew you wouldn’t be there for me when I needed you. So I went off on my own.”

      “Amelia, it isn’t like that. I was mad, but if you’d called me and asked me to come get you, I would have. I would do anything for you.”

      Tears well up in my eyes as I look out at the ocean. In the far distance, a family of dolphins swims happily. I wish I were a dolphin and not a human with too many feelings.

      “I’m so sorry, Amelia. I never meant to make you feel like I wouldn’t be there for you. I never meant to make you cut off contact with us. I thought you would change your mind.”

      I scoff. “When has an ultimatum ever worked on me? I’m not nine anymore. I’m an adult, and I made an adult decision. Yes, you were right, it was not the best, but I learned. I’m using this time to find me. If I come home, I’ll sulk, and Mom will baby me. You’ll baby me. Everyone will, ’cause that’s what we do. We care passionately for our family, and I love that. But, Ryan, I need to stand on my own feet. I need to find me again.”

      His voice breaks a bit as he says, “I love you, Amelia.”

      My heart aches. “Ryan, I love you too. I do, and I miss you guys so much.”

      “I’m really sorry. Really.”

      “We can’t dwell in the past. It will only ruin us,” I whisper, my dad’s words rattling my soul. If he were here, he never would have let Ryan or Shea speak to me that way. He would be pissed that I went with Drew, but he would have supported me. I was his princess. I thought I was Drew’s princess, but boy, was I wrong.

      “Right,” Ryan agrees with a deep sigh. “Will you come to the wedding?”

      I don’t even hesitate. “Of course I will.”

      “Sofia wants you to stand up there with her.”

      “I’ll text her and get the details.”

      “She’ll love that. She misses you greatly too.”

      I miss her. My college roommate and best friend. Our first year together was perfect, but I ruined it when I left. We still talked over the years, but when things got really bad with Drew, I started pulling away. She was busy with opening her gym, so I don’t think she noticed much. The only person who did notice was Shelli. She’s my constant hemorrhoid. I love her, though.

      “You should call Mom.”

      “Sure. I will.” Not today. Maybe tomorrow. Too much family drama for one day, and of course, I’m still thinking about that damn check on my counter. I know if Ryan ever found out why I got those checks, he’d kill Drew. Dead.

      “Will you tell me where you are?”

      I don’t want to, but I know Ryan talks with Chandler almost daily, and he’ll find out one way or another. “I’m at Grandma’s beach house.”

      He laughs. “I knew it. I told Mom you were there, but Grandma said you weren’t.”

      “I told her not to tell.”

      He groans loudly. “It didn’t have to be like this.”

      “Maybe, but it is. Now we repair.”

      “Yeah, which will be easy since I’m basically the most important guy in your life now.”

      His words make me smile. “I’m your sister, Ryan. I’m not Sofia.” He laughs, and I chuckle softly. “I miss you.”

      His laughter drops off, and there is so much emotion in his voice as he whispers, “I miss you.”

      We hang up after telling each other we love the other. I hold my phone in my fingertips as I look out at the ocean. I was dreading that call, but it actually went better than I’d thought. Ryan doesn’t apologize easily, so he must have felt bad. It was all avoidable like he said, but we Adler-Justices might be a little stubborn. My phone dings with a text, and it’s from Sofia.

      Sofia: Hey! Thank you! I can’t wait to see you. Pick whatever dress you want as long as it’s red. I love you!

      A small smile sits on my lips. Shit, I’m going home in a matter of months. I haven’t talked to or seen Uncle Shea or my mom in over a year. While mending things with Ryan was easy enough, my mom will be totally different. I need to prepare for that. Before I can even wrap my head around it, Chandler’s number catches my eye. I stare at it for a long time, and then for some odd reason, I input it into my phone.

      Not sure why, but I want to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      At the ding of the bell over the door, Amelia looks my way.

      “You’re so dumb,” Nico says beside me. “She isn’t into you.”

      “Shut it,” I reply as a grin spreads across my lips. I’ve been thinking about her all night. I tossed and turned with memories of Amelia and me in college. They were short and sweet memories, but they were unforgettable for sure. I can still see her in the tight dress she wore to one of our parties. Feel her ass against my groin as she giggled and spoke softly in my ear while Ryan was distracted by his soon-to-be wife. We talked a lot on SnapChat and things like that, but it was always superficial. We never really got to see what could happen between us, and I feel like I have the chance now.

      I gotta jump on that.

      Amelia’s eyes brighten a bit, or at least I think they do, as she meets my gaze. Her hair is down in curls today, and the short flowy red dress she wears gives me a perfect view of her legs. I’ve always loved her legs. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I say as I come to the counter.

      Nico leans over me. “What’s up? Can I get a mocha latte and a Danish? I’ll be over there. I need it to go, please.” He hooks his thumb to the spot we sat yesterday before he steps back.

      She looks offended. “Hello to you too.”

      He scoffs. “You don’t want me. I’m not wasting my time.” Nico looks at me. “You should do the same.”

      I ignore him as he walks away. My gaze moves along her face, and while her eyes seem brighter, she doesn’t look happy to see me. Before I can ask how she’s doing, she says, “He might be right.”

      “He’s not,” I say simply, lacing my fingers together as I rest my elbows on the counter. “You okay?”

      She looks at the iPad, and while I know I haven’t seen her in years, I can tell something is wrong. She inhales deeply and lets it out as a heavy sigh. “Just a rough day.”

      “Any way I can make it better?”

      She shakes her head, her eyes on the iPad. “Nope. I really didn’t think you’d come in.”

      “Why?”

      “Why would you?”

      “’Cause I wanted to see you,” I say, and she looks up. “Remember? I need my cup of joe and my shot of the most gorgeous girl in the world.”

      She doesn’t want to smile, I can see her struggle, but her lips curve a bit. “I didn’t think you meant it.”

      I draw in my brows. “One thing about me, Am, is I mean what I say.”

      Our gazes stay locked, and I swear, staring into her blue eyes is like staring up at the most magnificent clear-sky day. The kind where there’s a nice breeze and birds are chirping. The sun kisses your skin, and you just feel good. She makes me feel good.

      I clear my throat, and she immediately looks away again. Moment over. “So, you look real pretty today. I like that dress.”

      She’s fighting her grin. “Thanks. I didn’t want to put on pants.”

      I chuckle. “That’s totally legit.”

      She looks up at me through her lashes as she moves to the coffee machine. “Do you have practice today?”

      “On my way there.”

      “Nice.”

      “Yeah. If you’d like, I can get you some tickets. Come as my guest.”

      She shrugs as she sets a paper cup of coffee in front of me. The back of her hand brushes mine, and she quickly tucks it into her apron. “I’m really busy.”

      “You love hockey. You can make time.”

      She bites her lip. “Yeah…I don’t know.”

      “I just want to hang out. Catch up. We can be friends, Amelia,” I say, but even I know that’s not true. I want more. What more, I have no clue, but I have to know this girl. I lost the chance so long ago, and I want it back now.

      Her lips quirk as she sets another cup in front of me before she gets a Danish out of the case. “Maybe.”

      “So, you won’t go out with me tonight?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m actually doing inventory tonight.”

      I eye her. “I think you might be lying to me.”

      “Maybe.”

      When she licks her lips, I smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I grab my coffee and then Nico’s, but as I turn, she says, “I like your tattoos.” I look over my shoulder at her, and she shrugs, indifferent. “And the beard suits you.”

      My heart races in my chest as a slow grin spreads over my lips. “I’m supposed to shave today, but I might not now.”

      She scrunches up her face. “Why?”

      “’Cause you like it.” She narrows her eyes, and I tip my chin up at her. “Hope your day gets better.”

      When she doesn’t say anything, I join Nico at the door and walk out as he shakes his head. “Totally wasting your time.”

      “Nope, she’s worth every second.”

      He takes his stuff, unconvinced, just as my phone rings. I reach into my pocket, and a bigger grin covers my face when I see who it is. “Ryan Justice, this must be important if you’re calling me.”

      My best friend laughs. “I call you.”

      “Rarely. Too obsessed with your girl.”

      “Hey, just ’cause you married a crazy one doesn’t mean it isn’t okay to be obsessed with a good one.” I look back at Perk Me Up, and I find Amelia still watching me. Her hip is propped against the counter as she chews on the end of a pen. When she notices that I see her, she looks away. I smile. Ryan isn’t wrong.

      “I hear you. What’s up?” I ask as I get into my truck, starting it up. I glance over at Nico, and he’s already inhaled his Danish. That thing had no chance at all.

      “Listen, I need a best friend favor.”

      I perk my brow as I drive off. “That sounds serious.”

      “Yeah, so, my sister is in Molten. Over on Beach Haven. I think maybe down the street from you.”

      I blink, unsure where this is going. “Oh?” I feign surprise.

      “Yeah, you remember Amelia, don’t you?”

      How could I forget her? “Yeah.”

      “We have a bit of family drama going on, and I just need to know she’s okay. I don’t know where she is working, but I’m going to—”

      “Actually, I just saw her,” I say, and I brace for impact.

      “Where?”

      “At a coffee shop. Perk Me Up.”

      I’m met with silence before he lets out a long sigh. “Hm, that’s odd.”

      “She seems to like it.”

      “Does she look okay?”

      Beautiful. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Okay, that’s good. Listen, do me a favor. Keep an eye on her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. You two were cool. Get her to hang out, make sure she is okay. I’m worried she’s up to something she shouldn’t be, and I don’t like that she won’t come home.”

      Pretty sure his definition of hang out and mine are way different. “Maybe she just wants a new start?”

      “Or she’s hiding something.”

      “What is going on?” I ask, a little surprised by his concern. The Justice family is very close-knit, especially since losing their dad. “This is a little off.”

      “Dude, she’s pissed no one supported her marriage.”

      I nod thoughtfully. “I can see that.”

      “I just need her to give us a chance to apologize, but I also need to know she’s doing all right. Can you keep an eye on her?”

      “Yeah,” I say, but it doesn’t sit right.

      I feel like this might backfire on me.

      But then, it does give me an excuse to keep seeing Amelia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      “I spoke to Ryan.”

      Shelli gasps, and I hear her moving in her bed before she asks, “How’d it go?”

      “Good, actually. He apologized and told me I was right.”

      “Right? You shouldn’t have married Drew or given up everything for him.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, but it was my mistake to make.”

      “Oh, yeah, you’re right on that. Dumb mistake.”

      “Massively dumb,” I agree as I lean into my railing, my hair blowing in the ocean breeze. “I wonder how long I’ll get the checks?”

      “Isn’t it supposed to be for five years?”

      “I don’t know, I need to call my lawyer. I hate them.”

      “So, I feel hating money is something we should discuss. You could always send it to me.”

      I chuckle as I close my eyes, letting my head fall back. I love the ocean; I love the feel of the sea air on my skin. “You know why I hate it, so hush.”

      “Shit, I’d be dancing to the bank and flipping him off while I’m at it.”

      “I guess.” I lean my elbows on the railing and let my hair fall over my face. “I still gotta call my mom. Ryan is pushing for it. She sent me an email last night.”

      “What about?”

      “That she had talked to Ryan, and he told her what I said. She said she wants to talk to me one-on-one. Asked for me to call, of course, but she also wants to come see me.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I haven’t called or written her back.”

      “You know she didn’t mean what she said. She’s guilt-stricken by the way things happened. Mom says she cries whenever anyone brings you up.”

      That should gut me, and it does in a way. But also, I want her to be upset. She broke my heart. “I know she did it from a place of love, but it was uncalled for. In the end, I only had you, when I thought I had the whole Justice/Adler world behind me.”

      “You always have. You’re just stubborn, and you were in a bad place with Drew.”

      “Whatever,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s all done with.”

      “Thank the Lord.”

      I blink back my tears. I need to change the subject. “What are you…oh! The dog is back.”

      A beautiful golden retriever runs along the ocean chasing a ball, and my heart swells. The dog is absolutely stunning, with the most spun-gold-colored fur I have ever seen, and I had a golden retriever growing up. A big grin covers my face as I take off for the kitchen.

      “I’m pretty sure you aren’t supposed to feed stray dogs.”

      “He’s not a stray. She’s perfect.”

      “You used two different sexes there.”

      “I’m unsure what it is,” I say as I run back outside with two hot dogs in hand. I make kissing noises, and its beautiful ears perk up before it comes running for my porch. I’m so high up off the beach that I can only throw the hot dogs down to it. That’s probably better, though, because if I hug her, I might keep him. I really need to know what sex the dog is. I sound like an idiot. “It’s beautiful.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “You’ll see when you come.”

      “We’re still dressing up like llamas and passing out candy, right? I already bought us llama heads at Walmart when I was home.”

      I make a face. Before I can say anything, though, a loud whistle gets the dog’s attention, and it takes off to the left. That must be the owner. “I didn’t agree to llamas.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You didn’t, but you did.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re impossible.”

      “It’s part of my charm.”

      It’s just a simple word, charm, but hearing it reminds me of Chandler. I’ve only seen him for two days, and already he floods my thoughts. He looked so damn good today in a pair of fitted pants and a tee. He had a bit of hair on his jaw yesterday, but today it had grown so thick, and he looked majorly hot. Seeing him made my shitty morning sort of better.

      “So, how’s work?”

      “Work,” I groan. “I have to train two new people tomorrow who can only work in the afternoons. I’d really like to find someone for the mornings so I can get a day to myself and not harass my boss.”

      “Or your boss could work.”

      “That too. You?”

      “Busy as ever. Oh! So, get this. Apparently, Aiden has a penthouse and throws parties.”

      I’m confused. “Who’s Aiden?”

      “Amelia! Really? Aiden Brooks, my lifelong crush who doesn’t know I exist.”

      My whole face scrunches up. “Really, Shelli? You’re still hung up on that guy?”

      “Ugh, duh. But one of the guys in the show, Chris, knows a couple of players for the Rangers, and he went to a party at Aiden’s place. Says he’ll take me if I want.”

      “So you went already?”

      “He hasn’t had one lately,” she admits, and I laugh.

      “You’re just going to stare at him.”

      “Because he’s absolutely gorgeous.”

      “Um, that ponytail is a little ew,” I say, my face still scrunched. Don’t get me wrong, the guy is hot, but I don’t dig man buns. I’m more of a fresh cut, topaz eyes, and thick lips kind of girl.

      “You shut your dirty mouth, you lint licker!”

      I snort. “Stop it.”

      She laughs. “Aiden’s perfect in every way.”

      “Except in the way where he remembers who you are.”

      She blows raspberries at me through the phone. “It isn’t like I’ve thrown myself on him.”

      “Yet.”

      “Exactly,” she agrees, and I smile. Shelli would be absolutely ruthless if Aiden gave her even a second of his time. She has been totally infatuated with him since she was like six. I used to tease her about it, but now I keep forgetting since it’s so silly. He’s off being some all-star hockey player, and she’s on Broadway. Neither of them has time for the other, yet she’s still digging him.

      Why does Chandler come to mind?

      “Do you remember Chandler? Ryan’s best friend from college?”

      Anyone else, I wouldn’t ask. With Shelli, though, I tell her the deepest, darkest shit, and she still loves me.

      With an appreciative moan, she says, “Oh yes, tight ass and beautiful golden eyes. Defensemen for the IceCats, number twenty-three, I think.”

      “You could make a hockey fan jizz in his pants.”

      She snorts. “Yup, but I want a hockey player. Rawr.”

      “You mean a hockey player who plays for the Rangers and has to braid his man bun?”

      “Will you leave his man bun out of this?”

      “How can I? It’s awful!”

      “Amelia!”

      “What?”

      She groans. “What about Mr. Chandler Moon?”

      I hesitate for a moment and then say, “He came into the coffee shop yesterday and today.”

      “Is he still as fine as ever?”

      I groan at the thought of him. “So much more. He has all these tattoos and a beard.”

      “Girl, I don’t run, but I’d power-walk for a guy with tattoos and a beard.”

      “And a man bun.”

      “Shut it!”

      I giggle at her exclamation.

      “Didn’t y’all already hook up, though?”

      I brush my hair out of my face, remembering that one night at a Bullies’ party back in college. Ryan was trying hard to get Sofia to give him a chance, and I was in the corner with Chandler. We talked about school, his major, and then I kissed him. He didn’t expect it, but he sure took over the moment it happened. If I think really hard, I can almost remember the way his lips felt. “We kissed, but it was interrupted by some drunk dude. And then Drew happened.”

      “Stupid Drew,” she says, and I can just see her rolling her pretty blue eyes. I haven’t seen her in months, but I can imagine her in my head, and I miss her terribly. “So you saw him and…”

      “He asked me out.”

      “And you said…”

      “No.”

      “Ugh! I knew it,” she groans, and I roll my eyes.

      “There is no way I can start anything with anyone right now.”

      “Why not? You’ve been divorced over a year. It’s okay to move on.”

      “It’s not that. I’m just damaged, I guess.”

      “Well, that’s to be expected, so maybe find a guy who wouldn’t mind mending you back up.”

      I scoff. “No dude wants that.”

      “Chandler might.”

      “No way. I wouldn’t do that to him. He’s too wonderful. Or he was. I don’t know the guy now, but I’m sure he’s amazing.”

      “Who says you can’t get to know him?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe hook up. It would be good to get out there, get the first relationship after that fucking dickwad out of the way. You know Chandler would be one hell of a juicy rebound.”

      I balk. “Ew. You made that sound so gross.”

      She laughs loudly. “You’re so weird. Juicy and moist are normal words.”

      “No! They’re disgusting!”

      “You’re insane. I bet he has a juicy ass and can make you moist.”

      “I just puked in my mouth. Goodbye.”

      As I hang up on the sound of her laughter, a shiver runs through me. Shelli’s words play over and over in my head, but they mean nothing. There is no way. I’m in no position to even try to be with someone right now. I’m too messed up. No one would understand me. Especially someone as amazing as Chandler.

      When my phone vibrates in my hand, I glance down to see a text from Shelli.

      Shelli: I get it, you don’t want to put yourself out there. But why not? Have some fun, get to know him. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?

      I let my hands drop as I look out at the ocean. What could happen?

      Simple. He could break my heart too.
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      Chandler

      

      I check my phone for the third time before I throw Sadie’s ball down the beach for her to run after. She runs like a jaguar, I swear. She looks so majestic, her golden hair moving with her body as she jumps through the waves, retrieving her ball. I holler out to her, praising her as she runs back to me. I bet if she didn’t have the ball in her mouth, she’d be grinning. Sadie is my girl. We have been through a lot together, and she’ll always be my best friend.

      When I check my phone again, I am convinced I have a problem. Perk Me Up doesn’t open for another thirty minutes, and the fact that I know that might be an issue. For the last four days, I’ve been hitting it up before or after morning skate or practice. The first morning, it was apparent from the look on Amelia’s face that she hadn’t expected to see me. I don’t know why; I told her I was coming. I ordered my coffee to go, and I asked her out.

      Again, she turned me down.

      The last two mornings have been the same. She is always surprised to see me, but then she turns me down. This could dent a dude’s ego, but instead, I feel good about today. I’m not sure if I’m ready to date or even get involved with someone, but there has always been something about Amelia Justice that has me wanting to forget everything and hold her. Her smile gets me; it’s just so big, and I love to see it. Then, those eyes? Lord, they can knock me on my ass. We didn’t spend that much time together in college, but during the few moments we did, she kept me on edge. That is, when I wasn’t looking over my shoulder for her brother.

      Ryan is by far the greatest dude I know. He’s loyal and would do anything for anyone. We were roommates and a defensive pair in college, and I owe a lot of my success to him. We spent countless nights practicing and going over tapes together. We worked out together, we traveled together, and we spent holidays together. The Justices are just good people, which intrigues me even more as to why Amelia didn’t go home after she and Drew split.

      With Ryan’s request to keep an eye on Amelia, I know what he is really asking. I also know that even though we’re now five years older, I’m pretty damn sure his sister is still off-limits to me. If he knew I made out with her at a party back then, he’d probably beat my ass even now. That should derail me, but this time… This time is different. I don’t know. Maybe it’s who I am as a man. I have a failed marriage, and I was so unhappy for so long. I want to be happy again. She could make me happy. We were digging each other back then.

      I still don’t know why she chose Drew over me. Guess they had history, but from what Ryan said, Drew was a douche. It stung for a while, but then the IceCats picked me up, and I left. I figured that meant nothing would happen for Amelia and me, even if I wanted it to. I hadn’t expected to still dig her. I should probably take the hint—she doesn’t dig me—and bugger off. I don’t believe that, though, and honestly, I need to know her. I hadn’t expected to run into her here, where I live. I figured seeing her at the wedding would be one thing. I could admire her from afar while she hung with her husband, and that would be that. But that’s all changed now. She’s here. I’m here. We’re both single; that has to mean something.

      When I look up from my phone, which I have pathetically checked six times in the last three minutes, I see my dog has found a friend. A female friend, which is very rare. Sadie doesn’t like other females, another reason my marriage failed. Lana said I loved my dog more than her. She wasn’t that wrong. In my defense, Sadie isn’t crazy and never tried to kill Lana.

      My dog’s friend is wearing a pair of very short jogging shorts and a sports bra, her hat positioned very low over her eyes. When Sadie jumps on her, knocking her into the sand, I cringe, but then the girl starts laughing. I start to jog toward them, but I stop mid-stride when I see who it is.

      “Amelia?”

      She looks up as Sadie knocks her hat off her head and into the sand from her abundant kisses. Her brown hair falls onto her shoulders as her gaze meets mine. “Chandler?”

      I hold out my hand as I push a very excited Sadie to the side. Amelia takes it, and I haul her up. “Shouldn’t you be at work?”

      She gives me a look that says I’m a total weirdo stalker. “I’m off today.”

      “Oh,” I say, trying to get my dog off her. I push Sadie between my legs, holding her hips with my calves, before I look up to Amelia. “Sorry. She seems to like you.”

      “Is she yours?”

      I nod. “Yup, this is my Sadie girl.”

      Her lips curve. “Every time I see her, I throw her a hot dog.”

      Sadie’s ears perk, and I smile. “Ah, so you’re the one who’s been feeding my dog.”

      “Guilty. Sorry.”

      “It’s cool. I was just hoping she wasn’t being poisoned.”

      Her eyes widen as she holds her hands up. “Oh my goodness, never. We had a golden retriever when I was younger. His name was Sammy, and he loved hot dogs. I bought some just for her the other day.”

      “That’s funny and makes sense why she loves you. Usually she doesn’t like females.”

      She gazes down at Sadie. “Protective over Daddy?”

      Now, I know I shouldn’t find the way she says daddy sexual, but in my defense, she’s standing in a sports bra and short shorts. And I’m a hot-blooded, horny dude. Sadie barks happily, and I ignore my horny dude thoughts. “Running?”

      She shrugs. “Or avoiding responsibilities. Same thing.”

      “They’re so overrated anyway,” I tease, and her lips curve a bit. “Surprised you’re not at the gym.”

      She bites her lip. “I haven’t been in the gym in a really long time.”

      “Well, that sucks.” And it does. I can’t imagine not being on the ice.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you miss it?”

      She looks up at me, and I can see in her eyes that she does. “Yeah, but you know how it is.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She looks down the beach and then reaches over to scratch Sadie behind her ears. “I don’t know, but listen, I’m gonna—”

      “Can I run with you?”

      I know she wants to get away, and I can’t let that happen. I want to spend time with her. Shit, am I a stalker? She looks down at my jeans and raises a brow at me. “In that?”

      I push down my pants, leaving me in a pair of shorts, before kicking off my shoes. “I was planning on running anyway.”

      “You were?”

      “Yup.” Total lie. “I’ll just blow off my workout with Nico.”

      Her face breaks into a grin, but she doesn’t say anything. She starts to jog, and I click my tongue at Sadie. “Come on, girl.”

      We catch up with Amelia in no time. She’s pulled her hat back into place, and her stride is strong, purposeful. I remember going to practice with Ryan to watch Sofia, but my eyes were always only on Amelia. She was so strong, and even though it looked like their conditioning was absolute crap, she always had a smile on her face. She was so committed and worked hard.

      “Always blow off your unfiltered friend?”

      “No, actually,” I say, matching her stride. It’s tough since she is so much smaller than me. “But he’ll understand I’d rather run with two gorgeous girls than him.” She doesn’t pay me any mind, but I see her lips twitching a bit. “So you must live close to me if you’ve been feeding Sadie.”

      She jogs along, her eyes ahead of us as she answers. “I guess so. I’m in the pink house.”

      “I know where that is. I’m in the yellow one with the bright-red door.”

      “So, like four houses down from each other. That’s funny.”

      “And convenient.”

      Why did I say that?

      She gives me a side-eye. “Gonna stalk me at my house, too?”

      I chuckle as sweat starts to gather on my back. “I’m not stalking, just enjoying some coffee and the company.”

      She snorts. “I am nowhere near good company.”

      “I beg to differ,” I say as the water splashes up on our ankles. Sadie is jumping in and out of the ocean but keeping up with us. “So what responsibilities are we running from today?”

      Her face is blank as she speeds up a bit. “You don’t want to hear my problems.”

      “I asked, didn’t I?”

      Amelia glances at me but doesn’t say anything as our feet hit the sand, a squishing sound mixing with the ocean and sea gulls. “I gotta call my mom today.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “I haven’t spoken to her since I moved in with Drew about four years ago.”

      I make a face, mostly full of shock and confusion. “Well, that sucks.”

      “It does, but it is what it is.”

      “Which is?”

      She shrugs, her strides getting longer and harder. “She didn’t want me to marry him.”

      “You were too young?”

      “That was one of the reasons.”

      “Mine too. My parents told me not to do it. I didn’t listen either.”

      Amelia stops abruptly. “What? You were married?”

      I slide a bit in the sand before I make eye contact with her. Sadie is thankful for the stop in running; she lies down on the shore and looks up at us. “Yeah. For about three years.”

      “Me too.” She eyes me. “How long have you been divorced?”

      “About a year. We split up over two years ago.”

      “So, what? You got married right after you left college?”

      I shrug, a tad bit embarrassed. “Like a month. I knew her for three weeks before we got married. My parents were pissed, but they supported me. In the end, they were right, and I almost lost my dog.”

      Her eyes widen. “What do you mean? I thought Sadie didn’t like females.”

      “My ex set my house on fire and left my dog. She claims it was a grease fire, but I don’t believe her. I think she just didn’t want me to have the house because she wasn’t living there.”

      Her jaw is open, having dropped halfway through my story. “Wow, you married a winner.”

      “Yeah, and the kicker is, she left me. She told me I wasn’t good enough for her anymore. I came home to find everything gone and a note with where I could send her mail and alimony. Joke was on her. She signed a prenup.”

      Wow, aren’t I Chatty Cathy? I’m not usually this open about my divorce. Only Nico, Ryan, and my parents know the details. In my defense, though, Amelia makes me nervous, and when I’m nervous, I start talking. Half the time, I have no clue what I am saying. She makes it so easy, while also making me shake with nerves. I know the sweat dripping down my back now isn’t from running. It’s nice and cool out, and I’m honestly not even going that hard. I’m scared I’ll trip and fall if I did since I’m staring at her so hard. Maybe I’m a bit too eager here? But then, if I had been this enthusiastic back in college, maybe she’d have picked me over Drew, and neither of us would have gone through shitty marriages and divorces. Not saying I want to marry her, but I could have saved us a lot of trouble.

      “Holy moly.” The awe in her voice steals my attention from my insane and unjust thoughts. She doesn’t even seem to like me like that. I really need to remember that. But I can’t shake the feeling that she liked me enough to kiss me back then, and if I haven’t forgotten those feelings, surely she hasn’t.

      “Right?”

      “Do you miss her?”

      “As much as I miss the mole they just removed off my ass.”

      When she lets out a loud cackle, I grin. “Shut up,” she demands through laughter, but I shake my head.

      “Seriously, it was big and nasty. I was self-conscious about it.”

      She’s snorting at this point, bent over, and the smile I wear is genuine and wide. “You’re insane.”

      “For real, it was scary. Thought it was cancerous at one point.”

      “Good Lord.”

      I smile. “But thankfully, it’s gone. Like her.” I shrug as I bend down, petting Sadie behind her ears. “When she left, I was heartbroken. I thought we were meant to be and all that jazz, but she kept demanding money. Like I owed it to her. Then she tried to come back, and when I wouldn’t take her back, she set my house on fire. So now, I couldn’t care less about her. She still calls, though.”

      “She does?”

      “Yeah, but I ignore her mostly.”

      “That’s absolutely crazy.”

      “Yup, that’s what I get for marrying someone I only knew for three weeks. Thankfully, I listened to my dad and had the prenup drawn up.”

      “For sure. We had one too, but it was more to protect me.”

      “Ah, because of your dad’s money and businesses.”

      She nods sullenly. “Yeah. That’s probably the only thing I listened to my uncle about.”

      “Good you did,” I say with a nod. “But ya know, it sucks. I’m divorced, and I never thought that would happen. Though, at the same time, I’m glad it played out the way it did. I wasn’t happy.”

      She looks up at me through her lashes. “You weren’t?”

      “No, it was rough, and she was crazy-controlling. But now that she’s gone, I am happy.” We share a long look, one that only two people coming from the same shit can. With a shrug, I smile. “Wow, sorry for unloading my crazy. I was supposed to be listening to you.”

      “It’s okay, and honestly, you don’t have to listen to mine,” she says, her eyes burning into mine.

      “But I want to. We’re friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      We’re friends.

      I don’t have friends. I only have family.

      “Chandler, we don’t even know each other.”

      “Sure we do. Your brother is my best friend. Even if we haven’t hung out or seen each other in a while, we still know each other. We’re cool,” he insists, and I dig my toe into the sand.

      The way he gazes up at me is breathtaking. His eyes are such a gorgeous topaz color, almost matching Sadie’s hair as he holds her, petting her lovingly. He’s so handsome. He still hasn’t shaved, and I’m so glad for that. He’s so manly, so hot with the dark hair covering his jaw. He’s wearing a thin white tee and some basketball shorts. Through his shirt, I can see more tattoos, and I desperately want to free him of the fabric so I can examine his beautiful body.

      I don’t know what the hell I am doing. I shouldn’t be talking to him. It’s trouble. I am supposed to be running, letting off some steam since I promised I would call my mom today. I know it’s gonna be rough, and I know we’ll argue. We’re both cut from the same cloth, and we tend to be a bit stubborn. I miss her, I do, but I’m still so hurt by how things went down.

      He moves a lock of hair out of his eyes as he looks up at me. “I’m not even mad you blew me off back then.”

      I tilt my head in confusion. “I didn’t blow you off.”

      “You picked Drew over me.”

      “Because you listened to my brother and wouldn’t go forward with things.”

      “Because I respected him.”

      “And I don’t fault you,” I say, folding my arms over my chest. “But when I realized nothing would happen between us and I was still caught up with Drew, I went back to what I knew.”

      He makes a face. “Amelia.”

      “What?”

      “We may have been stupid young adults.”

      A loud laugh leaves my lips. “You think?” He laughs too, his eyes bright in the sun. “So you aren’t worried about my brother now?”

      “I am, but I don’t think I have it in me to stay away.”

      His words hit me hard in the chest as I gaze up at him. “You don’t?”

      “Nope,” he says simply, his eyes burning into mine. “But that doesn’t matter right now. What matters is the fact that you gotta call your mom, and that’s a problem.”

      I blink. “So I’m just supposed to ignore your comment and move on to my problems?”

      He shrugs. “Duh. Keep up, Justice.”

      I can’t help it, I grin. I slowly shake my head as I look out at the ocean. “Like I said, we haven’t spoken since I married Drew.”

      “That sucks,” he says softly. “I know how close you are to your mom.”

      “Yeah, it’s been rough,” I agree, and I hate the emotion that clogs my throat. My eyes tear up as I look down at the shore, ocean water lapping against my skin. “But I felt they should support me instead of dogging Drew and dragging his name through the mud.”

      “Yeah, I wanted the same. It took my mom a solid year to accept Lana, but then everything went to shit. I think she wants to say she told me so, but she’s resisting.”

      “I didn’t even tell my mom I left Drew because I didn’t want to hear all that.” Admitting it is hard. I haven’t even told Shelli that. Mostly because Shelli did tell me she told me so. “The way they found out was when my lawyer sent the paperwork to my old address instead of the one here.”

      “Ugh, that blows.”

      “Yeah, and then to my surprise, the email she sent said she just wanted to talk and see how I was. Unfortunately, I was so hurt, not only by what happened with Drew but also by how my family treated me.”

      I fully expect him to ask what happened with Drew, and I hold my breath because I have no clue what I’ll say. Instead, though, he asks, “You said they didn’t support you, right?”

      “Not only that, they told me I had to choose them or Drew. I chose Drew.”

      He whistles in surprise. “Well, that’s fucked up.”

      I blink. Everyone always takes my family’s side. That’s the problem with such a close-knit family. They all think they’re right. Sometimes, they aren’t. “Exactly!”

      “I bet that was a knife to the heart.”

      “It was, and when I left, I felt like I had no one. I mean, Shelli has always been there for me, but she defended our family. Said they were right.”

      “But they’re not. You don’t say that to someone you love. Even if you think they’re making a mistake. It’s their life. They gotta navigate it.”

      “Exactly!” I exclaim, throwing my hands up. “I know they hated Drew. I get it. I gave up everything for him, but I was in love.”

      “Everything?”

      “I had a full-ride scholarship for gymnastics at Bellevue, and I abandoned it to move to Philly with Drew.”

      He makes a face. “Man, we were really stupid young adults. I marry a girl after a month, and you give up everything for a guy. Not the smart people we are now.”

      “Yeah.” I swallow past the lump in my throat. “They were so mad, but I thought I was doing the right thing. I wanted to be with him.”

      “I hear you. I would have given my life for Lana. Glad I didn’t, though.”

      I quirk my lip at the side. “Yeah, that would have been bad.”

      “While you did give up everything, it was your choice, and all that matters is how you feel about it. Not them. Do you regret it?”

      “All of it,” I admit, and his smile falters.

      “Then, in all honesty, that’s enough to deal with. You don’t need someone telling you how wrong you were. You know it.”

      “But I know she’ll come at me with all of it, which is why I haven’t spoken to her.”

      “I know your mom, and I’m sure she regrets everything she said. I bet she was doing it out of love. Problem with that is that when you do something out of love, the other person doesn’t always see it that way.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t. I do now. But when it ended, I felt so alone.”

      “That sucks ass. They shouldn’t have done that to you. Or let it go that long.”

      I shrug. “You know how we are—a bit stubborn.”

      “A bit? I watched Ryan go at it with your uncle over mashed potatoes. I seriously thought they were gonna fight, and at one point they did with their spoons. When you guys think you are right, you guys are right.”

      My face breaks into a grin as I shake my head. Sounds like my family. “This is true.”

      “But I think, and this is just an outsider’s point of view, that after you talk to your mom, you’ll feel a lot better. I think you’re holding on to all this anger and resentment against her. I know I would. Shit, maybe I’m stubborn?”

      I’m still grinning, even with tears in my eyes. “Could be.”

      His eyes are sparkling as they hold mine. “But once you two clear the air, I think everything will be better. Especially for you, since you’re still so hurt. You might be holding on to the guilt of fighting them so hard but then them being right the whole time. I don’t fault you. I did the same thing, and it took a while to realize maybe I should have listened to people who know how life works better than a young buck in love with some hot ass.”

      My face hurts from smiling. “I thought Drew and I were in love. We dated all through high school.”

      “My mom told me that it’s hard to trust young love. That we’re still growing, and either we grow together or we grow apart. Lana and I grew apart.”

      “Wow, that’s the realest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “My mom is pretty badass, but even I thought she was wrong, and I argued with her. It happens. But now we just gotta be smart, ya know?”

      My heart hurts as I gaze up at him. I don’t know why. I don’t know what I’m feeling. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “I want to relish that comment, but I feel I am never right. So I’ll wait to see how it goes.”

      I giggle softly as I rock back and forth on my heels. “Thanks for listening.”

      “Anytime. Wanna finish our run?”

      “You want to?”

      He nods, a silly grin on his face. “I’m committed to this run. We gotta get the crazy out so you can talk to your mom.”

      Tears threaten to fall again as I gaze up at him. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime. Do you need a hug? I’m told by my mom that I am a wonderful hugger,” he says, that grin still on his face as he holds his arms open. I step into them instantly, wrapping my arms around his torso and hugging him tightly as he envelops me in his embrace.

      “I think your mom is the realest woman ever.”

      “She is,” he says against my hair. “It’s all going to be okay. You’re one strong-ass chick.”

      I close my eyes and squeeze him a little tighter. I want to tell him that I’m not. That I’m a weak, dumb chick who stayed with a man for far too long out of stubbornness and pride. He never asked why I left Drew, and that surprises me. He was honest with me, told me everything about his ex, but he never asked about mine. I don’t know why, but I am thankful for that.

      I pull out of his arms because if I don’t, I’ll stay there. “Ready?”

      “Born ready,” he says, his voice a little rough. “You good?”

      “Yeah,” I lie. I’m not good, haven’t been in a while.

      “Cool, let’s go.”

      As we run, I pray he’s right, that talking to my mom will help.

      But truth is, talking to Chandler actually did wonders for me.

      And that can’t be good.
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        * * *

      

      As I take a long sip of my wine, I stare down at my phone. It’s just lying there, ready to be used, but dialing my mom’s number terrifies me. We’ve only communicated through email. Usually in response to a long and wordy email from her, I would write back that I was fine. That was it, those three words, even if they were so far from the truth. I couldn’t ever tell her how bad it was. I couldn’t admit that she was right, that I was stupid to give up everything for someone who wouldn’t do the same for me. I’d thought he would, but Drew wasn’t that man. I’d really believed he was. He showed so many of my father’s amazing traits when we were dating. He was kind, funny, and he treated me like a princess. That all changed quickly when we got married. I wanted so much to experience the fairy-tale love my mom had, but I got nothing of the sort. Drew wasn’t even half the man my dad was.

      Tears rush to my eyes as I stare at my phone, trying to find the strength to dial my mom’s number. If my dad were still here, none of this would have happened. He may have agreed with my mom, my uncle, and even Ryan, but he would have kept everyone calm. He would have urged me to live my life and let me know they’d be there for me if it ended. He always kept my mom level-headed. Without him, she isn’t.

      I keep trying to remember what Chandler said, that this would be for the best, but I don’t want to face what is coming.

      You’re one strong-ass chick.

      God, I want to be.

      I pick up my phone and dial my mom’s number. She answers before the first ring even pauses for the next one. “Oh, Amelia.”

      My name from her lips guts me. “Hey, Mom.”

      I can hear the emotion in her voice, and tears instantly spring to my eyes. “I miss you so much, baby.”

      “I miss you.”

      “How are you?”

      “I’m okay. You?”

      “I’m so much better hearing your voice.”

      “Same here.”

      “You’re at Grandma’s house?”

      “I am.”

      “Are you working, or are you enjoying the beach every day?”

      I smile through the tears as they roll down my face. “Both, I guess. I’m at a little coffee shop downtown. It’s new. I don’t like it.”

      “Because you belong in the gym.”

      I swallow hard. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Isn’t that one gym you went to, when we stayed the summer there, still open?”

      “I think so. I pass it every morning on my way to work.”

      “You should stop in.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I think it would be wonderful for you. Being in the gym makes you happy.”

      I didn’t expect that from her. I thought she would demand for me to come home. While she’s right—I do belong in a gym with all the apparatus I grew up learning to compete on and win—things have changed. I can’t bring myself to do it.

      “Who would want a college dropout?”

      I honestly don’t know why I said that. It sets her up to tear me apart. “Any coach would die to have you. College dropout or not, you’re talented as all hell. I know Sofia wishes you’d come work for her.”

      “I know. She asks me all the time.”

      “We’d love to have you back home.”

      There it is. “I like it here.”

      “That’s good. Whatever makes you happy.”

      Her words sting. “Where was that four years ago when I first moved in with Drew?”

      She takes in a sharp breath, and I sit up straighter. “Amelia, he was trash. I saw it. No man should ask you to give up everything for him. You had all the pieces in place to be so successful.”

      “But I loved him—”

      “Listen, I get it. I do. But I knew he was going to hurt you, and it’s my job to protect you. You have to understand that, baby.”

      “I have to make my own mistakes.”

      “You’re absolutely right, Amelia. You are. But to me, I knew this was a mistake I could save you from. I am all for you learning from your mistakes, but my love, you weren’t seeing clearly. You were blinded by love—young love, at that—and I knew you deserved better.”

      “It doesn’t matter. It was my choice, and you went as far as to say who I should choose. How dare you make me choose between my family and the guy I loved? It doesn’t matter that you may have been right. I loved him, and when I left him, I was completely alone. I didn’t have you. I didn’t have Ryan. I had to do it on my own.” My tears are rolling fast down my cheeks. My heart hurts, my chest aches, and I feel empty. “That’s not fair to me. And let’s be honest, I couldn’t unload on Shelli the way I wanted. She’s so much younger than me.”

      “You’re right, and I was wrong,” she admits. “If you’d had talked to me sooner, I would have expressed that.” Her words are full of emotion, and when her voice breaks, I close my eyes. “Amelia, I wasn’t seeing clearly either. I wasn’t even thinking when I said it. I was so upset, so mad, and I knew you were making the wrong choice. Ever since your dad died, I have had this pressure on me to love you and protect you enough for both of us. I was scared to death that I couldn’t raise you right because I didn’t have him. When you said you were leaving, the only thing I could see was all the hard work Daddy and I had put into you going to waste. I felt like a failure, and I said something I shouldn’t have.”

      A sob escapes. “I needed you.”

      “I know, sweetheart. I really fucked up, excuse my language, and I’m sorry. Amelia, I’m so sorry. I am.”

      I swallow hard around the lump in my throat.

      “I have been a mess these four years. When you were in Philly, I wanted to go up there and steal you back. When you left Drew, I wanted to search for you, but everyone said to give you space.”

      I don’t know what I would have done if she had come for me at the beginning. I had been so in love with Drew; I really thought it would get better. I know if she’d come and had seen the bruises on my body, the bloody lip, and all the other injuries, she would have freaked. Would I have left him? I don’t know, but I’m glad she didn’t show up when I came here. I needed the space, and I needed to heal.

      “I know you felt alone but, baby, I felt the same. I have been lost without you, and I hate that I hurt you. You’re my baby girl, and the guilt is all-consuming, knowing that I ruined that relationship.”

      “You didn’t ruin it,” I whisper. As much as she hurt me, she is my mom and I love her. Four years of stubbornness on my part and hers doesn’t erase the nineteen years of love and guidance she gave me before. She is the best mom, and she loved me wholeheartedly. I know that now, but back then, I didn’t. “I’m still yours.”

      When a sob leaves her mouth, I cover mine to keep my own in.

      “I love you, Amelia.”

      “I love you.”

      Our sobs mingle together, and I wish she were here. I want my mom.

      “Tell me everything, Amelia Grace. Fill me in on these last four years.”

      My heart clenches in my chest. “You should come visit,” I say instead.

      “I’ll leave now,” she says, and I laugh.

      “Seriously, Mom.”

      “I am serious. I can be on the first flight. You say the word.”

      “Please?”

      “Done. Let me see if I can steal Elli’s plane.”

      I couldn’t be happier, I really couldn’t. But I’m certain what she wants to know, and I have to figure out what I’m going to tell her.

      Because no one can ever find out that Drew laid a hand on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      I haven’t seen or heard from Amelia in three days, and if I’m honest, I’m yearning to see her. I’ve been at the coffee shop every morning and afternoon trying to see if she’s around. Finally, yesterday, I asked, and her manager said he didn’t know when she’d be back. That she has personal things going on. I have no clue what that means, and I’ve had to basically stay at Nico’s to keep myself from going over to her house to check on her.

      I don’t know what she would say. Would it be weird? Would she think I’m crazy? I feel we truly connected the other day on the beach. We shared and talked about both our failed marriages, but then she went radio silent. It’s insane and more than a bit frustrating. I want to see her, I want to talk to her, and God, I want to touch her. Even if it’s only a simple brush of our hands or a hug, I crave it. Her. I crave her. I think I might have it bad for her. But then, I had it bad for her in college, so I don’t know why I’m surprised by my feelings now. They hit me pretty hard. I’m unsure if it’s lust, infatuation, or more, but in a way, I don’t care.

      I just want her.

      I really should be paying attention to what my dad is saying, but my thoughts are completely and utterly stolen by Amelia. Maybe I should text Ryan?

      “I was convinced the shot was going in at that point.”

      When my mom sets a glass of sweet tea in front of me, I smile up at her. “Thanks, Mom.” She cups my face, patting it lightly before I glance back at my dad. “I thought it would too, but Tampa’s goalie is a beast.”

      “But you’re better,” he says with a wink before taking a long drink of his sweet tea. My dad has always been my biggest fan. While my mom is too, she wasn’t as hard on me and didn’t push me to work harder. She spoiled me, loved me, and always made Dad’s harsh words a little kinder. Good cop, bad cop is how they raised me, and I couldn’t be any more grateful.

      “When’s the next game?” Mom asks as she leans back in her chair, laying her legs across my dad’s lap. Even after thirty years of marriage, my parents are completely in love. I want that so badly; I just have to find a girl who wants it too.

      “Tuesday. Then we go on a road trip.”

      “I told you that, Lizzy. We’re going on this one.”

      Mom glances to Dad and then nods. “Oh yeah, West Coast?”

      “Yup. You guys going to hit the beach?”

      “Of course, and shop a lot,” Mom gushes, but my dad rolls his eyes.

      “Always spending my money.”

      “Always,” she says, kissing his cheek in a loud, smacking kiss. She then glances over at me. “How’s the house? Are you all settled?”

      I shrug. “As much as a single dude who doesn’t know how to decorate can be.”

      She sends me an encouraging smile. “As long as you’re happy with it.”

      “I am.” Sadie comes barreling into the living room, coming right for my crotch. I jump as I hold her head in my hands, trying to protect my precious jewels. “You’re going to make it where I can’t give Grandma and Grandpa a human grandchild.”

      Mom tsks. “Come here, furry grandchild.” Sadie comes for her and jumps her big self half across my mom’s lap. Mom kisses her head and runs her hand down Sadie’s back. “I love my girl—yes, I do—but we would like a human grandchild.”

      She looks up at me from under her lashes, and I snort. “Gotta find someone first.”

      “At least you didn’t have any with that ex of yours. Can you imagine? That would have been messier than it was.”

      Mom smacks Dad before glaring at him. “Charles, come on. No need to bring her up.”

      “I know. Chandler, I’m sorry,” Dad says, but I wave him off. “I was just stating a fact, Lizzy.”

      I chuckle lightly. “I agree with both of you, but I don’t want to talk about her.”

      “For sure, better things to talk about. Like your plus/minus is looking mighty good. Record year, maybe?”

      I love my mom. “We’ll see. I feel good this year.”

      “Like a 110-pound weight has been lifted off you. A divorce can do wonders in this case.”

      My dad doesn’t want to stop. “Jesus, Charles, you’re killing me.”

      “I’m just saying,” he says once more, reaching out to love on Sadie. “But you are looking real good this year. I feel good about it. All the IceCats look solid. Nico is killing in goal.”

      “He is. He’s super focused.”

      “He always is,” Mom says fondly. “I love that kid. Such a sweetie.”

      I smile. My mom was a billet mom when I was in high school and college. She loves hockey and loves spoiling kids. My parents come from old money, the kind of money regular folks like them shouldn’t have. They met and got married very quickly. They wanted a huge family to spoil and love. Unfortunately, my mom couldn’t have kids. It was a huge blow, and they were devastated. They continued to try, hoping the doctors were wrong, but they weren’t. So they found and adopted me.

      “We can’t have him,” Dad reminds me, and Mom feigns shock.

      “I’m sure if I asked him, he’d come live with me right now.”

      “For your shepherd’s pie, yes,” I joke, and she grins happily at my dad.

      “See, I’m amazing.”

      He leans over, kissing her nose. “That you are, my love.”

      They share an intimate smile, and my heart swells in my chest. Mom leans her head on Sadie as she looks back to me. “When is Ryan’s wedding?”

      “December 26th. I’ll leave here Christmas afternoon.”

      “We haven’t gotten an invite,” Mom says in a very snooty way. “Tell him no shepherd’s pie for him.”

      “Okay, Shepherd’s Pie Nazi,” I tease as I take out my phone. I send a quick text to Ryan, and thankfully, he answers back.

      Ryan: Asshole, I sent it to your house with yours ’cause I didn’t have your parents’ address.

      Shit. He did.

      “Okay, that’s my fault,” I say, looking up at my parents. “The invite is in my mail basket. I forgot he sent yours to my house.”

      “Oh, he is forgiven. Tell him I’ll bring the shepherd’s pie.”

      I laugh as I tuck my phone into my pocket. “He’ll appreciate that.”

      “It’s sure to be a lovely wedding. In December? Maybe it’ll snow!” Mom gushes, clapping her hands, which scares Sadie and she takes off out of the room.

      Dad snorts. “In Tennessee? Please. It’ll either snow and the whole state will shut down, or it’ll lightly dust and, again, the state will shut down. Or it’ll be sixty degrees.”

      Laughter fills the kitchen. I lean back, propping my chair on its back legs. We lived in Tennessee from the moment I was adopted. I still remember the day they came and got me from Georgia. I was a mess, my clothes were ripped, and I’m pretty sure I smelled. I was terrified to let anyone touch me, but my mom stood there, tears in her eyes and her arms wide. I went right to her. The picture from that moment hangs in the family room. In it, Dad is standing beside her, crying as they both enveloped me in a hug.

      “Chandler, stop please,” Mom scolds, kicking me in the shin.

      I drop my chair and rub my leg. “Great, now I can’t play.”

      She smacks me again, and I laugh as I lean my elbows on the table. She eyes me. “So, will you have a date for the wedding?”

      Amelia. I wish. “Eh, I might go stag.”

      “You haven’t been with anyone since the ex,” Dad says.

      “You don’t know that,” I say with a wink, and he laughs.

      Mom gags. “Not what I wanted to know,” she says dryly. “But you haven’t dated.”

      “Don’t have time.” I shrug as I lay my head on the table, looking up at them. “Guess who lives here?”

      Why did I say that?

      “Who?”

      “Ryan’s sister.”

      She coos, and I really don’t know why I set myself up for that. “Amelia.”

      “The fact that you know her name is concerning.”

      She raises an eyebrow at me, but before she can say anything, Dad chimes in, “You talked about her for a month straight, and then you were bummed when she chose her ex-boyfriend, even though you never made a move. Wasn’t he scared of Ryan or something?” he asks my mom.

      “Terrified, which makes him a good friend, but he ruined his chances at love. If only he’d married her instead of the ex.”

      They both look dreamily at the ceiling, and I roll my eyes. “You guys are ridiculous.”

      “Again, only stating the truth. So, you ask her out yet?” Mom asks, and again, I don’t know what to do with these two.

      “Yes, but she turned me down.” What is wrong with me? I could have lied.

      Mom makes a face. “Why? You’re adorable, minus that thing on your face.”

      I give her a dry look. “My beard?”

      “It’s awful.”

      “Eh, I think it makes him like a man and not a child.”

      “Wow. Thanks, Dad.” I sit up and look out the window. “I think she went through a bad divorce—”

      “With the ex from college?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Told you. Should have picked you and married you,” Mom says matter-of-factly, and Dad nods.

      “Yup, what Mom said.”

      I blink. “But I think she’s hung up on that.”

      “That’s too bad. Have you brought her flowers?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m taking it slow.”

      Like molasses, apparently.

      “Well, that’s boring. You should go declare your love for her,” Dad teases, and I scoff.

      “I’m not in love.”

      “Yet,” Mom sings, and Dad nods.

      “Okay, so I’m going.”

      “To Amelia’s?” Mom asks as I push in my chair.

      “No, I haven’t seen her in a couple days. I think she’s busy or something,” I say, and then I whistle for Sadie. She comes running with one of her toys in her mouth. “Leave that here.”

      Sadie drops it, and I swear she’s cursing me. I put her leash on as my dad says, “So, go see her.”

      “For what?”

      “To check in on her.”

      “Yeah, that’s a great excuse.”

      I look back at my parents, and then I roll my eyes. “I’ll see you two later.”

      As I head out, I wonder if I should go over and check on her. Would it be weird? Sadie’s head hangs out the window as I drive. When I turn onto our road, I find myself creeping along, looking for Amelia’s house. When I reach her cottage, I can see the lights are on, and there are two cars in the driveway. She has company. I shouldn’t stop.

      I stop.

      I get out of the car and look at Sadie. “You stay.”

      She whines, but she’s fine. The air conditioner is on, and PopRocks is playing. It’s her favorite station. My heart is pounding as I head up the walkway to Amelia’s stoop. What if she has a guy over? I should leave. I shouldn’t knock, yet I head right for the door. I have to know. Maybe I am wasting my time, like Nico says.

      I step up onto the first step and then knock on the door before stepping back down. When the door opens, it’s not Amelia. It’s Mrs. Justice.

      “Chandler!” she exclaims before coming out the door and wrapping me up in a big hug. “How are you, honey?”

      I hug her tightly before she pulls away. “I’m great. How are you?”

      “So wonderful,” she says with a smile, and I can tell she is. She looks way better than she did last time I saw her. Happier, like she found the missing piece she so desperately needed to become whole again. I never suspected it could be Amelia. Their family is solid. But then, even the families that look perfect on the outside can have cracks. “What brings you by?”

      The door opens wider, stealing my attention, and there she is. Amelia is wearing a pair of jean shorts and a crop top, and her hair is falling like a curtain over her shoulder. She isn’t wearing makeup, but her face shines. Or maybe it’s her eyes. Man, she’s beautiful.

      I clear my throat and smile. “I, um, uh… I came to check on Amelia. I hadn’t seen her at the coffee shop, and I was worried.”

      A small smile pulls at Amelia’s lips as Mrs. Justice gushes, “Well, that’s so sweet. I’ve stolen all her time! But please, we’re about to eat. Would you like to join us?”

      Uh, fuck yeah. Whoa, slow your roll. Don’t sound too eager. “I have my dog,” I say, hooking my thumb back at Sadie. She barks to confirm her presence.

      Amelia laughs. “She can come too.”

      “Oh well, then yeah, I’d love to have dinner with you guys. Are you sure I’m not imposing?”

      “Not at all. We’d love the company. I’m sure Amelia is sick of me by now.”

      Amelia nods. “I am. Come on, Chandler. Mom made lasagna.”

      Our eyes lock, and a slow smile moves across my lips. “Well, if you insist.”

      She rolls her eyes as she turns and heads inside. As I watch her, I can’t help but think my parents are always right.

      How annoying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      Mom has been here for four days, and it’s everything I’ve been missing. After we got off the phone, she arrived within three hours. When she stepped off the plane, I lost it. I wrapped my arms around my mom and cried. It seemed like we stood there for hours, but it was really only a few minutes. She whispered in my ear that she loved me, and I swear it’s like we’ve been talking every day for the last four years. We may fight, and we may disagree on a lot of things, but at the end of the day, she’s my mom, and I was stupid to think she had abandoned me. She would never do that. Just like my dad would never abandon her. Or Ryan and me. Not by choice, at least.

      Stupid cancer.

      Mom’s voice fills the living room as I try to assemble another place setting for Chandler. I can’t believe he’s here. If I were honest, I would admit I’ve missed seeing him these past few days. I thought maybe I should have texted him and told him I wouldn’t be at the coffee shop, but then I thought, why would he care? Apparently, he had, and that shouldn’t leave me breathless, but it does. When Sadie comes barreling into the kitchen, almost knocking the empty wineglass out of my hand, I giggle.

      “Hello, Sadie girl, how are you?”

      She gives me a happy bark, and I grin. I set the glass down, grabbing a hunk of garlic bread before feeding it to her.

      “Always feeding my dog.”

      Sadie takes off like a bat out of hell. “Wow. Way to hang me out to dry,” I scold her, but she doesn’t care. She has a piece of bread. I look up guiltily, my eyes wide as I hold back my grin. “She asked for it?”

      He doesn’t look mad or even annoyed. He just looks gorgeous. His Under Armour tee is tight over his shoulders and chest, but it flows seamlessly down his torso. His athletic shorts hang low on his hips, and I’m drooling at the little piece of skin that’s showing since he’s folded his arms across that thick chest of his. His hair is wild, like he’s been running his fingers through it over and over again. I wonder what that would feel like. Drew never liked for me to touch his hair, mostly because he loaded it up with gel. Chandler doesn’t do that, though; his hair looks natural and free. He still hasn’t shaved. That usually isn’t my jam. Drew was always so clean-shaven and neat. His hair was never out of place, but Chandler looks as if he has just rolled out of bed. And I like it. A lot.

      Va-va-voom.

      I clear my throat, tearing my gaze from his alluring topaz eyes. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. She loves you.”

      The way he says loves is downright sinful. To be on the receiving end of that word could destroy a woman. A good woman. One who would love him just as much as he loved them. I inhale deeply. “Would you like some wine?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “I have red and white.”

      “Red.”

      His voice is so deep, so sexy, and I honestly don’t remember it being that rich in school. It had to be, though; he was well past puberty when I was crushing on him. He just seems different, more manly, now.

      I try to ignore his overwhelming presence as I get out another wineglass for him.

      “Can I help with anything?”

      “Nope, I’m pretty much done. You can grab your plate, though,” I say, nodding toward his yellow plate that already has silverware and a napkin on top of it.

      He picks it up. “It’s great to see your mom here.”

      I glance up at him for only a moment before I start pouring the second glass. A smile pulls at my lips as I nod. “Yeah, you were right. I needed to speak to her, clear the air. It’s been great.”

      “That’s awesome. I’m really happy for you.”

      Neither of us says anything else as I finish pouring the second glass. When I start the third, I ask, “What have you been up to the last couple days?”

      “Well, I didn’t get my dose of beautiful girl, which really put a damper on my days,” he says softly…and is he closer? I glance up at him as my skin breaks out in gooseflesh.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, it sucked, but—”

      “Amelia, you’re pouring wine all over the counter!”

      At my mom’s voice, I feel wine splash up my legs, and I quickly stop. “Shit!”

      I place the bottle down, and before I realize it, Chandler has a towel and is wiping the wine off my legs. “Oh, I can do that.”

      He looks up at me, his eyes dark and mesmerizing. A slow, dangerous grin moves onto his lips as he shrugs. “It’s no problem at all.” His touch is like fire. Absolutely risky fire. I take in a sharp breath as he looks away, and I can tell he’s grinning. He wipes up the floor as I do the counter, and when he stands, I give him a thankful smile.

      “Thank you.”

      “Anytime.”

      He throws the towel into the sink and grabs his place setting. “Would you like me to take those to the table?”

      “Please, thanks.”

      “Anytime,” he says once more, and the look he gives me is way more suggestive than it needs to be. Or maybe I just think it is. Crap. When he walks away, I look up to see my mom watching me. Her brow is arched, and a wide smile is on her face.

      “What?”

      “Oh, nothing,” she sings as she walks toward the table. “Chandler, I’ve been following the IceCats. You’re kicking some major butt.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Justice. That means a lot.”

      I close my eyes, taking in a deep breath and trying to clear my head. I am in no position to even think about trying to get something started with Chandler. I just got on good terms with my family, something I needed to do. Now I have to work on me. A guy would complicate that, especially someone like Chandler. I need to remember that. As I grab my glass, I take a long sip of it before filling it back up. I look out into the dining room, and all I see is Chandler’s wide shoulders. He’s so big, it looks as if he doesn’t fit in my chair. I want to touch him—so damn bad. But that wouldn’t be smart. I take another gulp of my wine and then empty the bottle into my glass before heading into the dining room. I sit beside my mom and across from Chandler as she serves dinner. Chandler’s eyes move along my face; I think they pause at my lips, but maybe I’m delusional.

      You look really pretty tonight, he mouths, and my heart stops dead in my chest.

      “Do you like it here?” My mom’s question pulls his gaze from mine.

      Thankfully.

      “I do, actually. It’s real nice. I like the weather.”

      “I bet,” she says before taking a sip of her wine. “How are your parents?”

      “They’re great. They moved here too. You knew that?”

      “I did and I didn’t. They didn’t sell their house back home, did they?”

      “No, they have it for when we visit.” He takes a huge bite, basically half the piece of garlic bread, swallowing before he says, “They live on the north side of town.”

      Mom smiles. “That’s funny. They’re gonna follow you everywhere, huh?”

      Chandler nods, not the least bit embarrassed. “I think it’s more me than them. When I first moved here, I didn’t know how to function as an adult, so my mom had to come teach me, and then they stayed. Plus, being the only child, she wants to be here and wherever I go. They own properties everywhere, so we always have a home. It’s nice.”

      “Oh, I’m not teasing. That’s wonderful. I hope to have both my kids near me sooner rather than later.”

      I don’t have to look up to know everyone is staring at me.

      “Must be nice having Ryan and Sofia at home.”

      “It is, but Ryan is gone all the time with the Assassins, and Amelia is here. So all I have in town is my niece and nephews—oh, and Sofia.”

      I don’t know if she meant it as a dig, but I took it as one. I know she wants me to come home, but I feel good here. I don’t want to mess that up.

      “You’re coming to the wedding, right?”

      “Have to. I’m the best man.”

      “Oh, I knew that!” she laughs, shaking her head. “Ryan told me he called you when we learned Amelia was here.”

      I glance up, and Chandler looks a bit guilty. “Yeah, it’s actually funny. He called right after I saw her for the second time.”

      I meet his gaze, my eyes narrowed. “What did you say?”

      He shrugs, looking down at his plate. “He asked if you were okay, and I said I thought you were. Then he asked me to keep an eye on you.”

      I perk my brow. Before I can ask what else was said, Mom says, “You know, Ryan told me the other day you were adopted. I never knew that.”

      I didn’t know that.

      Chandler nods proudly. “Yeah, they adopted me when I was four.”

      “Wow, I never would have suspected that. I always thought you looked like your dad.”

      They share a laugh. “Everyone says that. My mom even teased that maybe he’d knocked up my birth mom.”

      Mom laughs softly. “I love your parents. Such great people.”

      “They are,” he agrees, and I can’t fight my smile anymore. I’ve never met his parents, but given how fondly he and my mom speak of them, I kind of wish I had. A comfortable silence falls over us as we begin to eat. “This is wonderful. Thanks for having me. I was gonna eat cereal.”

      I laugh. “You don’t cook?”

      “Nope, I suck at it.”

      “Amelia is a wonderful cook,” Mom says, and I shoot her a look.

      “I’m all right.”

      “Better than me, I’m sure. I could burn water,” Chandler admits.

      I giggle as I shake my head. “Whatever. I bet you’re better than you think.”

      We share a look, and I swear the room is on fire. “I promise you, I suck.”

      “So, Chandler,” Mom says, and he shifts his gaze to hers. “I have a question.”

      He smiles. “Shoot.”

      “I’ve always wanted to know if you’re named after Chandler Bing from Friends.”

      Booming laughter fills the room, and I can’t help but join in. I’ve always wondered that but never asked. I was always too busy trying to get him to kiss me back in college. Man, I wonder how he kisses now.

      “Yeah, Chandler wasn’t my name when my parents adopted me. I don’t even remember my birth name. My dad said he wanted me to have a new start, so they changed my name. My mom always wanted to name her son that, and my dad went with it.”

      “That’s so sweet,” I say, and Chandler sends me a hot grin.

      Before he can respond to me, though, my mom says, “I have another question.”

      “Jeez, Mom,” I tease, and she laughs.

      “What? I haven’t seen him in months!”

      “It’s fine,” Chandler says with a sweet grin for my mom.

      Her smile is full of warmth as she asks, “Do you have anyone special in your life? I was sorry to hear about your divorce.”

      Chandler shakes his head, a rueful look on his face. “Believe me, that was for the best. And no, I don’t. Haven’t been able to get that someone special to go out with me.” His eyes meet mine for a split second before he reaches for his glass of wine.

      Mom looks at me, her eyes dancing with mischief. “Well, that’s too bad. You’re a catch.”

      Chandler smiles. “Thanks, Mrs. Justice.”

      She’s still grinning, and for the first time since she’s been here, I want to throw something at her. “You know, Amelia is—” When her phone sounds, I almost cry out in relief. I do not need that can of worms opened at dinner. She reaches for it and makes a face. “Darn it, excuse me. It’s work, and I have to answer since I haven’t been there the last few days.”

      Mom gets up and heads into her bedroom, leaving me alone with Chandler.

      Our eyes lock, and I smile. “She’s crazy.”

      “She’s the best,” he says softly, holding his glass between his fingers as he swirls the wine in it. His eyes are so dark, so beautiful as they hold mine. “Miss work?”

      “Not at all,” I laugh as I pick apart a piece of garlic bread. “I’m thinking about quitting.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You should go work at a gym—if you need to work.”

      “Maybe, I don’t know. I feel like they wouldn’t want me.” His brows draw in, and I shrug. “You know, because I dropped out of school and basically threw away a scholarship.”

      “They don’t need to know that,” he says simply. “They’ll look up your scores, and they’ll hire you on the spot.”

      My lip twitches with a grin. “You think so?”

      “I know so. You were one of the best. Anyone would love to have you coach their kids.”

      “Thanks,” I say bashfully, and he tips his glass to me.

      “Anytime.”

      Anytime. Why do I love the way he says that?

      “So, Ryan called you?”

      “Yup,” he says with a nod. “I wasn’t sure if you’d want to know that.”

      “I would have. Makes sense why you’ve been stalking me,” I tease.

      He scoffs. “I’m not trying to be around you because of that. I want to see you for me.”

      “So that’s why you came to check on me?”

      “Yup, I was worried about you.”

      Our gazes stay locked as we both sip our wine. “You don’t have to be.”

      “Well, I am.”

      I am convinced I am on fire. I almost want to check, but I can’t seem to break eye contact even if I wanted to. He has me trapped, and in a way, I’m okay with that. I clear my throat, and I know I need to change the subject. “I didn’t know you were adopted.”

      He nods slowly. “Yeah, my biological dad ran out on my biological mom, and apparently, she was also a crackhead. She didn’t take care of me, and the state took me. She gave up her rights, and then my mom and dad came to the rescue.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing.”

      “Yeah, I’m very lucky. I was really underweight and had a lazy eye. I was sick all the time, but my mom and dad did whatever they could to make it better. They got me into therapy, had my eye fixed, and did everything to help me soar. My dad put me in hockey as a way to get out my aggression because I was a really angry child. I was still so mad at my birth parents that I felt like no one wanted me. I learned quickly that my mom and dad wanted me more than they wanted anything in the world.”

      My heart breaks for the child he was. “My goodness, Chandler, that’s so wonderful.”

      He sends me a wide grin. “I don’t think I would know what love is if it weren’t for my mom and dad. I sure as hell wouldn’t be the man I am today without them. So yeah, they follow me around and they always have something to say, but I don’t mind. I love them, and obviously, they were sent to give me a good life.”

      My eyes water a bit. “You’re very lucky.”

      His eyes are soft as he says, “So are you.”

      I look down at my plate and shrug. “I haven’t felt lucky lately.”

      “That’s ’cause you won’t let yourself. I think if you do, you’ll realize you’re pretty damn lucky and could be happy.”

      We share a long look, and then my mom comes out of the bedroom. “I’m so sorry. What did I miss?”

      “Nothing much. Just chatting.”

      She smiles happily. “Well, include me!”

      The conversation is so easy between us three. Chandler fits in wonderfully, and I find I’m having a great time. I’ve smiled more around him than I have in years. It’s scary yet refreshing. After clearing the table, I offer the bottle of wine to Chandler, but he holds up his hand. “As much as I hate to say this, I gotta go. I have morning skate and then a game. So I can’t be out drinking and partying with you two all night.”

      Mom complains, “Well, darn, I’m heading out tomorrow.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’ll see you at the wedding, right?”

      “Yes,” she says, wrapping her arms around him, and they hug tightly.

      I wipe my hands with a towel before tucking them into my pockets. “I’ll walk you out.”

      His grin tells me he likes my offer. After calling Sadie, we head outside and down the walkway. Sadie runs ahead and jumps up into the truck through the window.

      “Wow.”

      “I really need to put her in the dog Olympics,” Chandler jokes, and I smile.

      “She’d win.”

      “Right?”

      We both look away at the same time, but my body hums for his.

      “Thanks for coming and checking on me.”

      He looks over at me, folding his arms over his chest. “Anytime.” His eyes darken a bit. “If I had your number, I wouldn’t need to make house calls.”

      I laugh softly. “Maybe I wanted you to come over.”

      He licks his lips, sending jolts of heat through my body. “Maybe… Yeah, no maybe about it, I really want your number.”

      I fight back my grin as I look up at him shyly. “You got your phone?”

      He quickly yanks it out of his pocket, and I give him my number. When he’s done programming it, he holds it up to me. With my name, it says, The Most Beautiful Girl in the World.

      “You’re laying it on thick.”

      “You love it,” he teases as he starts walking backward. I want to stop him, ask him for a hug, but I can’t. I shouldn’t. Why did I even give him my number? It’s his fault. His cute grins and dark eyes distracted me from the fact that I shouldn’t be entertaining this. “I’ll text you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Thanks for dinner.”

      “Glad you came over,” I say, and he sends me a grin as he gets into the truck. Before he drives off, he looks over at me one last time. I feel nothing but butterflies in my stomach as he waves.

      “See ya.”

      “Bye.”

      He drives off, and crap, I wish he would come back. I let out a sharp exhale and head inside. At the door, my mom waits.

      “Well?”

      I bring my brows in. “Well, what?”

      “He would be wonderful for you.”

      “He’s just a friend.”

      “He is smitten with you,” she announces as she follows me into the kitchen. “He’d be a great guy to get over Drew with. He would treat you right, and you’d have fun.”

      “Mom, I’m over Drew, believe me.”

      “Well then, maybe it’s time to move on.”

      I shake my head as I finish off my wine. “I’m going to bed. You’re giving me a headache.”

      She scoffs. “You know I’m right.”

      “I don’t. Ryan would flip, and I’m not ready.”

      “Ryan is so obsessed with Sofia, he wouldn’t care. We only want you to be happy,” she insists, but I don’t agree. “Amelia, baby, you are ready. You just won’t let yourself be.” That’s almost the same thing Chandler said.

      “Good night, Mom.” I hug her tightly and kiss her cheek.

      “I worry for you—”

      “I’m great,” I say, backing away.

      “Amelia—”

      “I’ll see you in the morning.” I head to my room.

      When I shut the door, I lean against it. I close my eyes, letting my head fall back. She thinks I’m still hung up on Drew, and I’m honestly not. I’m glad to be away from him, and I’m thankful I made it out. I told her he had cheated because I can’t ever tell her the truth. She’d tell Uncle Shea and then Ryan. They’d skin him alive, and I just don’t need that stress. I need Drew completely out of my life, and rehashing the past won’t achieve that.

      When my phone vibrates in my shorts, I reach for it, lifting it up to see Chandler’s name.

      Chandler: Is it too early to text? Should I have waited three days?

      Don’t answer him. Just ignore it. I know what answering will mean, and I don’t know if I want to do that. A text bubble comes up and then another text.

      Chandler: I can’t wait.

      Chandler: I had a great time tonight. I want to do it again.

      I blink, staring at his words, and then my fingers are moving along the keyboard.

      Well, here we go.

      Me: Do you now?

      Chandler: Yup. And you want to too.

      Me: I do?

      Chandler: Yup and you know it’s true.

      It is. Damn it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      I hate playing the Ducks.

      They’re ruthless and, sometimes, a bit dirty. It’s all for the love, to get the W. I get that. But shit, can they not throw their elbows into my damn jaw? Also, can the refs get some damn glasses or something? Shit. I reach for my bottle of Gatorade and squirt it into my mouth, wanting to press it against my jaw for some cool relief. Fucking asshole. I don’t even know who it was; they got me and skated away.

      As I watch our defensemen fight off their offense, I can’t believe how great Nico is playing. He’s basically a brick wall out there. I don’t know how we got so lucky to snatch him up from the farm team, but thank God for him. Like I said, the Ducks are ruthless, shooting from every angle, at every moment, but between Nico’s goaltending and our defense, we’ve fought them off. Thankfully. I inhale deeply as our offense takes it up the ice. Duncan has the puck, and instead of leaving it at the line, he carries it in. He hits his winger, who passes it back to Clancy, and he shoots. The goalie fights it and then clears out the zone by the Ducks.

      Good for us, bad for them. Our boys come for a change, a new line for offense and defense. I jump over the boards when my pair is called. My buddy Dickie Kurri skates beside me as we get into place.

      “The tendy is weak on the left. Someone needs to get their Twiggy on the rebound.”

      I nod to him and pass the message off to our forwards, Polutin and Meraskic. They both acknowledge me, and when Polutin wins the puck, he passes it to Kurri, who is waiting for the one-timer. He shoots, right where he said he would, and like he said, a rebound is right there. But the Duck clears it.

      Right onto my stick.

      I carry it in as Meraskic comes back, covering me while I move around the defensemen with force. I pass it back to Polutin, who snaps it to Kurri. As before, he is ready for the one-timer and hits the left side once more. The puck comes off the goalie’s left pad, but this time, he’s laid out, giving me one hell of an open net. I lift the puck up with a sick wrister, and when the red light comes on, I throw my hands up in the air.

      The boys wrap me up, and I yell out, “Let’s go!”

      “What a juicy rebound!” Kurri yells.

      “So damn juicy,” I agree as we skate back to the bench, smacking gloves with our teammates. We needed that goal. There was too much back-and-forth going on and no scoring. For the next few minutes, we fight to keep them off the board but also to score another one to put the game away. Or so we hope. With hockey, you never know. You could be up three, and the other team could come back and score. That’s the game. That’s why I love it. It’s such a high. Such a complicated and rewarding sport.

      Almost like Amelia.

      Her smile makes me feel a high I’ve never felt before. Not even being on the ice can come close to that smile of hers. Boy, is she complicated. She’s so hot and cold, I don’t know what I’ll get day to day. She texted me the night I had dinner with her and her mom but then didn’t the next day. To save my pride, I only texted her once, and I plan to text her after the game. We’ll see what happens, but man, I want her.

      When the buzzer signals the end of the game, I’m relieved. A shutout for Nico and a game-winner for me—that’s a damn good night.

      A text from Amelia would make it a billion times better.
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        * * *

      

      The bus ride to the hotel is full of chatter and excitement. We like winning, as does every other team. With this win, though, we’re with the top teams in the league. It’s a good feeling. We’ve never been this high on the leaderboards before. Maybe this year is different. I don’t know, but I’m excited to find out.

      I pull out my phone from my suit jacket and click on Amelia’s name. As I type out a message, Nico asks, “Is the beard a thing now? Are you keeping it?”

      I look over at my friend and laugh. “Yeah, I like it.”

      “It’s odd.”

      I drop my phone into my lap before I’m able to hit Send. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I’m used to you being so clean and crisp. I’m the dirty guy. You’re supposed to be the clean one.”

      I look at him incredulously. “You make absolutely no sense.”

      Nico laughs as I pick my phone back up and hit Send. I feel Nico looking over my shoulder, and before I can hide my phone, he goes, “Jesus, you’re still trying?”

      I roll my eyes. “Shut it before I find someone else to sit next to.”

      He laughs as my phone vibrates in my hand.

      Me: Done ignoring me?

      Amelia: omg. I’m sorry. I suck. I was at work when you texted, and then I forgot to answer you back.

      Me: Nice to know you aren’t thinking about me.

      She sends the eye-rolling emoji, and I smile down at my phone, watching her text bubble.

      Amelia: For your information, the espresso machine exploded on me when I was about to answer you back. I was so caught up in that that I went home and fell face first in the bed.

      Me: So you do think of me?

      Amelia: Maybe.

      I chuckle softly as the bus comes to a stop.

      Me: How was your day?

      As I file out with the guys, I wait for her response.

      Amelia: Dumb. I am really starting to hate the coffee shop, and my boss won’t hire anyone to help out. I get spurts of crazy customers, and then it’s really tedious to tell people left and right we don’t have pot brownies.

      Me: Well, in everyone’s defense, the place does look like a stoner spot.

      Amelia: Exactly! So, put up a sign that says we aren’t. Jeez.

      “Hey, Moon, you coming to the bar?”

      I look up at Kurri as Nico heads to the left with them. “Not tonight. I’ve got something going on.”

      Nico scoffs. “She’s actually talking to you today?”

      “Hey, Nico,” I call, and he grins. “Fuck off.”

      Everyone laughs at that as I head toward the elevators, my fingers moving over the keyboard. All I hear is my mom in my head—don’t text and walk, you can get hurt. But it is what it is. I haven’t spoken to Amelia in two days. I can run into a wall and still be okay as long as she’s talking.

      Me: I still think you should quit.

      Amelia: I’m getting there.

      Amelia: How was your day?

      I hit my floor number and then lean back on the elevator wall.

      Me: Good. Did you watch the game? I scored the winning goal.

      Amelia: Awesome! Way to go! But no, I didn’t watch.

      Me: You’re failing me, Justice.

      Amelia: My bad. Did you just get back to the hotel?

      Me: Yup, and I blew off my friends to talk to you.

      Amelia: Well, doesn’t that make a girl feel special?

      Me: Good, ’cause you are.

      As I reach my room, I put my card into the slot and open it as I type with one hand.

      Me: Question.

      My room is small. Two beds, one for me and one for Kurri. All our crap is spread all over the floor, and I know I need to pack since we’re heading out early in the morning, but instead, I lie back in the bed, holding the phone up.

      Amelia: Yes?

      Me: Why did you delete all your social media? How am I supposed to admire you from afar when I can’t even see your gorgeous face?

      Amelia: LOL you’re insane.

      Amelia: You mean stalk, right?

      Amelia: But I deleted it ’cause it became too much, and I also didn’t want any way for anyone to find me.

      Me: Understandable, but what about me?

      Amelia: What about you?

      Me: I want to see that gorgeous face.

      Amelia: Well, that’s an issue since you’re wherever you are and I’m here.

      Me: California. That’s where I am.

      Amelia: Oh, okay.

      I wait for her to say more, but she doesn’t. I don’t know what to do about that. I want so many things, but I also want to respect her space. Her needs. I swallow hard before I type out my next message.

      Me: Can we FaceTime?

      A text bubble comes up then disappears. This happens four more times, basically putting me on edge until, finally, one word appears.

      Amelia: Yes.

      Amelia: But I’m a hot mess.

      I didn’t really even read the last text as I click her name and then the FaceTime button. It rings a few times as I sit up, holding the phone so I don’t have nine chins. While her stunning blue eyes steal every breath I have, a grin spreads over my mouth.

      “Mess? Please. Perfection is more like it.”

      Amelia rolls her eyes, leaning her chin on her hand as she looks back at me. “I just got out of the shower and haven’t even blow-dried my hair.”

      Shower. Naked. Amelia. Fuuuuccckk…

      And my cock is letting it be known that he likes that very much…

      I shift slightly as I say, “Well, I think you look good.”

      “Are you wearing a suit?” she asks, her eyes widening a bit.

      “I am. We have to.”

      “Well, you look very distinguished.”

      “Is that another word for hot?”

      She laughs softly, and all I can see are her wet lips. They’re so kissable. “You’re silly.” She moves back on her couch, and I can just imagine her pulling her knees up underneath her. “Are your parents with you?”

      “Yeah, they’re here, staying at their condo.”

      “You don’t want to stay with them?”

      “I can’t. I stay with the guys, which is good. I went shopping with my mom yesterday, though. She made me buy stuff for my house.”

      She smiles. “Why are you making that face?”

      Am I making a face? “What face?”

      “A face like you didn’t want to.”

      “I didn’t!” I laugh, and she grins. “I like my house plain. She wants it all homey and inviting. I don’t care. I sleep there and hang there. I don’t need all the frills and shit.”

      “I guess, but I would think you’d want it to look nice for company.”

      “Why? No one comes over except guys who don’t care. Unless…you’re trying to come over. If that’s the case, then I need to let my mom go crazy.”

      Her laughter is music to my ears. “You’re killing me.”

      I smile back at her as her hair falls in her face. I want to push it back, wrap it around my fingers, and just hold her. “Is that your way of saying you want to come over?”

      “Not at all. Plus, I don’t have an invite.”

      “You don’t need one. You’re welcome anytime.”

      Her eyes sparkle more as she fights back a smile. She shakes her head and then asks, “So, the game went well?”

      That disappoints me. It was the perfect in for her to ask to come over, but she shut it down. She has a habit of doing that. On an exhale, I confirm, “It did.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      “Yeah, but I wish you’d watched. What if I’d scored for you?”

      Her tongue comes out, running along her bottom lip. “Well, that would be nice, but I haven’t watched a game in a while. Ryan doesn’t play, and I have no desire to watch.”

      “Why not? You used to come to all our games.”

      She shrugs, looking a bit uncomfortable. “I don’t want to accidentally see Drew.”

      I nod. “That’s a good reason.”

      “I think so,” she says softly, her eyes intent on me. “Did Lana work?”

      “Nope, she mooched off me.”

      She giggles. “Really?”

      “Really. She wanted to be a stay-at-home wife and mom. I didn’t care—I just wanted her to be happy.”

      She nods. “I worked for a little bit at a gym in Philly. But then Drew didn’t want me working anymore, so I quit.”

      I make a face. “That seems a bit unfair.”

      “A lot of things about that marriage were unfair.”

      I swallow nervously. I’ve wanted to know this for a long time, but I didn’t want to make her feel like she had to answer me. “Can I ask why you two divorced?”

      Instantly, her face fills with something… Fear? I’m unsure, but she looks down. “I don’t want to talk about that over the phone.”

      “Understandable. So let me take you out.”

      “Take me out?”

      “Yeah, anywhere. Movie, dinner, my house, yours, just let me take you out.”

      “Well, this escalated quickly,” she teases, and I shake my head.

      “You know it didn’t. I’ve wanted to take you out since the moment I saw you.”

      She chews on her lip as she gazes back at me. “I don’t know, Chandler. I’m fine with being your friend—”

      “Oh, come on. Are you friend-zoning me?”

      She lets out a laugh as she shakes her head. “You know it’s not like that.”

      “Then what is it?” I ask in all seriousness.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, I do know.”

      She pulls her brows in. “Know what?”

      “That I want to take you out and that you want to go. But if you want to be difficult, give me a hard time, that’s fine. I’ll break down those walls, and I’ll get you to give me a chance. So, get ready.”

      She takes in a deep breath, letting it out through her nose. “I don’t think I am ready.”

      I playfully narrow my eyes a bit. My voice is deep, serious. I want her. I want her so damn much, it hurts. I want to show her I can give her the world. My eyes burn into hers, and my voice is rough as I say, “You couldn’t be. You have no clue what I am capable of.”

      And I can’t wait to show her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      It’s easy to say I tossed and turned all night. Chandler’s words played over and over in my head.

      “You couldn’t be. You have no clue what I am capable of.”

      I don’t, and I’m not sure I want to find out what he’s capable of. It terrifies me but, at the same time, excites me. That is probably why I’m considered a difficult person. I don’t even understand myself half the darn time. But I want to know what he is talking about. I want to be on the receiving end of him breaking down my walls. For so long, I’ve wanted someone to fight for me, but it hasn’t happened. I basically gave myself to Drew when he asked, and he never did anything to keep me. But I stayed, like an idiot.

      Which is why I don’t know if I am ready to jump into something with another man. What if I make the same mistakes? What if I’m just not good when it comes to love? I want love so badly that I take what is given to me. I want what my parents had. I want a man to look at me and see his world. I want to wake up knowing I am completely safe. I want to be loved. How do I even know if Chandler could do that for me? I was with Drew for so many years, loved him with everything inside of me. I thought it was the same for him, but then it all changed.

      What if men like my father, or even my uncle, don’t exist anymore?

      But what if they do, and I was just stuck with the bottom of the barrel for too long?

      Ugh. Why is life so complicated? There should be a map. It doesn’t need to tell you who you’re supposed to be with, but it leads you to where you are supposed to be. In that spot will be your perfect match, a man who will love you unconditionally. You’ll know when you see him. But no. Instead, I’m left wandering around the world, thinking I’m making a mistake left and right.

      In life and in love.

      As I drive toward Perk Me Up, I let out a long yawn. I want nothing more than to turn around to go back home. Curl up in my bed and try to sleep without thinking of Chandler. As much as I want him, I can’t shake the feeling that it would be a bad idea. He’s too good of a dude. Everyone is all for a nice rebound guy, but I’m not sure Chandler actually is the right kind of guy to use as a rebound. He could be more, but I don’t want to get involved with him, only to find that I’m not ready for more.

      Blah.

      When my phone rings, it comes over the Bluetooth. I glance at the display and see that it’s Shelli.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, you,” she says happily. “Whatcha doin’?”

      “Heading to work.”

      “Boo. I thought you were gonna quit.”

      “I was, but then what the hell would I do with my time? I’d drive myself crazy.”

      “True,” she says. “You got time to talk?”

      “Yeah, about ten minutes.”

      “Fantastic. So get this. I’m on stage and I’m singing, but I don’t notice my skirt gets caught on one of the props.”

      She pauses, and I giggle. “Oh no.”

      “Yup, rips my skirt clean off. So while I was finishing the number, one of the stagehands had to come out and wrap a towel around my bare ass.”

      “The show must go on,” I tease, and she scoffs.

      “Exactly.” We giggle together, and I shake my head. She is one hell of a singer, but she has the worst luck onstage. “I booked my ticket for next week. It’s still cool I come?”

      “You don’t even have to ask. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Great. Since you’re going to work, I assume Aunt Grace already left?”

      “Yeah, yesterday.”

      “Everything went well I guess, since I didn’t get any panicked texts.”

      I smile. “It was wonderful. She apologized, I apologized, and we hardly ever spoke of Drew.”

      “I feel that’s a winning visit.”

      “That’s what I think too.”

      “Did she ask about why you left?”

      My shoulders droop as my heart starts to pound. I hate lying to my mom. I do. But I had no choice. “Yeah, she saw his check on the counter and asked about it since, you know, there was a prenup and all.”

      “So what did you say?”

      “That he cheated.”

      “Amelia, you need to tell her the truth.”

      “Why? It will cause so much shit that I do not want to deal with. I can see Ryan and Uncle Shea going after him. I don’t need that. It’s over.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “It’s been over, and I got out. They already know he’s scum, so in my opinion, I’m just letting it be.”

      She doesn’t seem pleased, but she doesn’t argue. “True. I’m just glad y’all are speaking again.”

      “Me too,” I say softly, and I mean it. When I go home for Ryan’s wedding, it won’t be as bad as it could be.

      “Did you get your dress for the wedding yet?”

      “Not yet, I was waiting for you.”

      “Cool. Oh!” she exclaims, and I almost drive off the road. She’s so spastic. “What’s going on with Chandler Moooonnn?” she sings, drawing out his name.

      I sigh softly.

      “Oh, that sounds good! Give me the deets!”

      Now I roll my eyes. “Nothing is going on. I don’t know. He came over for dinner with Mom, and I gave him my number. We texted all night but then didn’t speak for two days because I’m an asshole and forgot to text back. But then we FaceTimed last night.”

      “Aww! So, what’s going to happen? You going to hook up?”

      “I don’t know. I’m hesitant.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

      “Why again? You’re being weird. You like the guy. I know you do. You talked about him for, like, ever when you were back at Bellevue. And then Drew came along and fudged that all up.”

      “I know, but—”

      “But nothing. Remember, he would be the perfect rebound guy. He’s recently divorced, and so are you. Bang it out and use him to move on.”

      “He’s not the type of guy to be the kind of rebound you want me to have. Like you said, he’s been divorced too. I think he’s looking for a wife.”

      “Okay…?” she says. “So let it happen.”

      My heart actually stops, and everything goes still. I can’t make another mistake like the one I did. “That terrifies me.”

      “Well, you need to stop being such a little baby and do something. I want my Amelia, the one who is happy—”

      “I am happy.”

      “You are not. You’re just going through the motions.”

      “I am not!”

      “Amelia, you are, and you need to find someone to make you—”

      “I need to find my happiness within myself. Not get it from some guy.”

      “I totally agree, and I appreciate that, but I feel you’re holding back. You can be happy. You are happy within—you got away from Drew—”

      “But I’m stuck.”

      “You’re not stuck. I promise you. You’re ten times better off than you were. Be happy, Amelia.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why are you the way you are?”

      “I don’t know. I think it comes from the Justice side of the family.”

      When I pass by GymMasters, I have the urge to stop. I want to go in, ask for a job, but I won’t. I can’t. I refuse to take the chance and be rejected. I can’t set myself up for failure like that. I feel like I can’t win. But then, that’s not true. I have my mom back, which is a huge step in the right direction. I need her. Maybe she’s right, I’m not allowing myself to be happy. For a split second, I think about pulling into the parking lot, but my fear won’t let me. I turn onto the road that leads to Perk Me Up as disappointment washes over me.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I am happy, but I’m not.”

      “Which I feel is because you’re not getting laid.”

      “I feel you are insane.”

      “Well, I feel you’re being irrational and a baby.”

      “Well, I feel I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      “I love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      I hang up as I pull into my parking spot in the back. I get out of the car feeling tired, emotionally and physically. I love Shelli—God, I love her—but she is exhausting. I don’t want to consider that she might be right. She can’t be right. A simple hookup would not make me happy. I need more, and I need to find it. And not from some guy. Even if Chandler is amazing.

      Ugh.

      I hit the lock button on my fob as I head inside, feeling absolutely shitty about myself. The shop is dead, as I expected. It’s good, though, because I need to clean behind the machines today. At the counter is William, my boss’s son. He has been doing mornings since I decided I didn’t want to anymore. He’s a rather large man, in both height and width, but he’s very kind, with light-green eyes. He hit on me my first day. I was so fucked up that I seriously laughed in his face. I’ve felt bad about that since then, so I try to be real nice to him now.

      When he sees me, he smiles before he waves. “Hey, Amelia.”

      “Hey, Will. How are you?”

      “Good, thanks. You got a delivery this morning.”

      I scrunch my brows together as he hooks his thumb to the end of the counter where a bouquet of white flowers sits. They’re surrounded by thick brown paper with a light-blue bow wrapped around the long stems. I walk toward them, my heart pounding in my chest because I know who they’re from. I lift the bouquet, admiring the pops of white roses and then the green foliage that ties the whole bouquet together. Inside is a card, and I want to laugh at how shaky my hand is as I grab it. I lay the bouquet down and open the card quickly.

      Amelia,

      I wanted to brighten your day in the way that you brighten mine. Your smile can knock me on my ass, and I wanted to make you smile today. I thought maybe you’d be available for a walk on the beach when I get back. Or dinner. Or a movie. Basically anything, as long as I get to see you. I hope you have a great day.

      Love,

      Chandler

      I tap my finger on the card and shake my head. I glance at my watch, noting the time and hoping he’s awake. I take out my phone and dial his number. He answers on the second ring.

      “You like them?”

      I bring the bouquet into my chest, smelling the sweet and fresh aroma of the flowers. “I love them.”

      “Great. I wanted to make your day a bit more cheerful.”

      “You did just that,” I say breathlessly. I walk into the back with the flowers to my chest so that William doesn’t hear me on the phone. “I’d like to see you when you get back, but this is complicated, Chandler.”

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready to start dating someone right now. I’m over Drew and all, but I’m still a little wounded.”

      “I get that,” he says simply. “And I can admit I’m about the same, but who says we can’t try to heal our wounds while getting to know each other again?”

      I swallow hard, chewing on my lip.

      “I’m not asking for the rest of your life, Amelia. I just want to take you out.”

      I exhale heavily and shrug, even though he is unable to see me. “You probably won’t take no for an answer, will you?”

      “Of course I will,” he chuckles. “But I’ll keep asking until you say yes.”

      My lips quirk at the side as I lean my head back, looking up at the ceiling. “Can we go as friends?”

      “We are friends. Friends who are getting to know each other to see if there is more. But I can guarantee you, Amelia Justice, there is more. And when you decide to feel it, I’ll be ready.”

      I already do feel it. It just terrifies me because I don’t want to be that girl who needs a guy to make her happy. I want to be with a guy who adds to my happiness.

      Is Chandler that guy?
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      Chandler

      

      “Why am I here?”

      “Will you just shut up?” I ask as I get out of my truck, and Nico does the same. “It’s free food and a case of beer. What more do you want?” I yank at my shirt that’s riding up, and then I open the back door.

      “I want to know why I have to come when this isn’t my date.”

      “It isn’t a date.”

      “It is. This is just a roundabout way of doing it.”

      “No,” I say simply. “She invited me over for dinner with her and her cousin. I don’t want to be the third wheel. Hence, why you’re here.”

      Nico thinks that over for a second. “Can I sleep with the cousin?”

      “No!”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m gonna need to come clean to my best friend that I’m trying to get with his sister, which might go badly. But if he finds out that my other best friend took advantage of his young cousin, he’ll murder me.”

      Nico looks bored. “Do you realize how ridiculous all this is? You won’t sleep with her because y’all are ‘friends’—” he adds in the air quotes, and I roll my eyes “—so you bring me to make this some kind of group dinner date. When, really, me and the cousin are just decoys to keep you two from tearing each other’s clothes off. For what reason? I have no clue.”

      “For one, I haven’t had the chance to sleep with her. And for two, that is probably true, but fucking hell, just go with it.”

      He sighs loudly. Maybe it was a bad idea to bring him. I reach for the bouquet of daisies and red roses I picked out for Amelia before grabbing the bottle of wine lying beside it. Nico grabs his pack of beer and is still grumbling.

      “I could be playing Fortnite and getting drunk.”

      I give him a dry look. “Yes, if you want to be a fourteen-year-old, go do that. But if you’d like to be an adult, let’s go to dinner.”

      “Fuck you,” he says to me as we head up the drive. The lights are on in Amelia’s little bungalow, and I see her moving around the dining room table. I can’t make out what she’s wearing, but I can tell her luscious hair is falling down her stunning back. Her cousin stands before her and looks as if she hasn’t changed. Shelli has always been on the shorter side but thick in the legs and hips. Her long brown hair is wavy along her shoulders. But for some reason, in that dress, she looks way older than I remember her looking.

      My gaze shifts to Amelia’s back, and I go hard everywhere. It’s been a long nine days on the road. We FaceTimed every night, and I am really enjoying getting to know her again. We’ve talked about all the trivial stuff like favorite foods—she’s a pizza girl, and I sure as hell don’t say no to pizza. She only drinks water and wine, which I find very healthy, but she says it’s because she doesn’t like anything else. I told her that Dr. Pepper was life, but she disagreed. I thought she would be one of those girlie-movie girls, but she actually is a huge fan of Lord of the Rings. I belong in the Shire, so it was fun to find we both enjoy the same thing. I told her we needed a movie night, and she didn’t disagree. She was eager, which excited me. Then, I really don’t know why, we decided to play Words with Friends. She sucks, and I’m a winner. But if you ask her, it’s the other way around. So hopefully no one asks her.

      I love talking to her. We talked more than I did with my parents on our trip, but damn it, I’m yearning for something deeper. That stuff will need to be discussed in person. I feel she’s holding back. I get it, I do, but I want more. I was really excited she wanted me to come over tonight, but then I found out her cousin is in town. So while here I thought I was getting somewhere, come to find out, I’m not.

      But I won’t quit.

      I rap my knuckles against the door as Nico says, “The cousin better be hot so I can at least stare at her.”

      I glance back at him. “Okay, weirdo.”

      He snorts in response as the door opens. There she is. Good Lord. FaceTime does not do this girl justice. She’s wearing a short halter top that cuts down low on her breasts and shows a thin line of skin along her stomach. Luckily for her athletic career, she doesn’t have large breasts, but I’m sure there is enough for me. Her pants are high cut, wrapping around her waist and almost like a second skin on her bottom half. She has makeup on, dark over her eyelids, making her eyes pop with color. Her hair is down over her shoulders, bone-straight and dark.

      “Hey,” she says, her lips curving up.

      I move in closer, and when she doesn’t pull away, I lose my train of thought. I wrap my arm around her waist, pulling her in as she wraps her arms around me, hugging me tightly. Not what I want, but I’ll take it. I move my mouth to her ear, and hell, she smells like roses.

      “You leave me absolutely breathless,” I whisper, and I feel her body go still.

      She pulls back, her eyes hesitant but sweet. “Thanks.”

      I hand her the bottle of wine and the flowers, and her grin grows. “Well, aren’t you bringing all the goodies.”

      “All for you.”

      She draws in a deep breath, her cheeks rosy with color. “Come on in.”

      She turns, and I take in that sweet ass of hers as she walks toward the counter that separates the kitchen from the living room.

      Nico leans in, looking up at me. “Dressed like that, it’s easy to say she wants you.” He then passes by me and says, “The party is here!”

      I’m going to kill him.

      I shut the door behind me and turn just as Shelli comes out of her bedroom. “Hey, Chandler.”

      “Hey, Shelli,” I say with a wave. I’ve met her a few times, usually at Ryan’s house. “How’s New York?”

      “Great. Living my best life.”

      “Awesome,” I say with a grin. Nico smacks my hip, and I look over at him with an annoyed expression. He nods toward Shelli, and I roll my eyes. “Shelli, this is my buddy Nico.”

      He holds out his hand, and she takes it as she says, “Nico Merryweather, goalie for the IceCats, save percentage .939 right now. Pretty damn impressive. My dad would be so jealous I got to meet you before him.”

      Nico looks as if he just creamed his pants. “Wow, and you are? And who’s your dad?”

      “Shelli Adler, daughter of Shea Adler.”

      Nico’s mouth drops open. “Marry me?”

      “Nope, sorry,” she says with a wink and then walks off like it’s nothing.

      “Nico, what the hell?”

      “What? Adler is the greatest player of all time!”

      From the bar in the kitchen, Amelia laughs. “That happens a lot.”

      I grin back at her. “What, the proposal?”

      “Yup. All players want Shelli because of my uncle—”

      “Except one,” Shelli complains.

      “I’ll be him,” Nico says, and we all laugh. Well, not Nico. He’s serious.

      I really shouldn’t have brought him.

      I lean on the bar, held up by my elbows as I watch Amelia make a salad. “Need some help?”

      She raises a brow. “Thought you couldn’t cook?”

      “I can open a bottle of wine,” I suggest, and she looks up at me through her lashes.

      “Get to work, then,” she says, and I do just that. The kitchen seems so small with both of us in it. I don’t know if I’m crowding her, but I refuse to move as I open the bottle. Shelli is getting some kind of dish out of the oven as I lean into the sink, pushing the wine opener into the cork. When she leaves, I look over to Amelia and notice that her shirt is backless.

      My mouth goes dry, but I somehow ask, “How was your day?”

      “Good,” she says as she cuts up some tomatoes. “How was yours? Aren’t you tired from traveling all day?”

      “Nope, not at all.”

      She grins over her shoulder at me. “Well, that’s good.”

      I hold her gaze, and I want to kiss her so fucking bad. “Did you get all fancy for me?”

      She makes a face, snorting a bit. “Fancy? Jeans and a top?”

      “Jeans that show off that spectacular ass of yours and a top that’s making it hard to breathe.”

      She giggles softly as she drops the tomatoes into the bowl. She then grabs the bowl and heads toward the dining room. Before she leaves, though, she looks back at me.

      “Maybe.”

      Yup, she’s going to kill me.

      Once we’re all seated around the table, we dig into the amazing chicken parmesan Amelia made. The conversation is easy and fun. Shelli talks about New York, and then we talk about our road trip where the IceCats went 5-1, which is really great in my opinion. The game we lost was bullshit. We were tied, but then we got a shit penalty and they pulled their goalie for the extra man. Risky but rewarding play by their coach. Bullshit for us, though.

      “I thought that one save you had on Ratatin was phenomenal,” Shelli says, and Nico leans on his hand, his eyes burning into hers.

      “I’d save you any day.”

      I scoff as I roll my eyes.

      Shelli grins but then looks at me. “You had two goals, right? You’re on a streak? A point a game?”

      “Yeah,” I say, impressed. “I didn’t realize you followed the game that closely.”

      “Oh yeah, it’s her life. It’s funny… She didn’t want to play hockey, but she loves it. Her sister, Posey, is the one who plays, but she’s still a massive fan like Shelli,” Amelia adds, her eyes meeting mine. “They’re weird.”

      “We grew up with hockey shoved down our throats. We love it, and you’re weird. She doesn’t even watch it now, when she used to be a huge fan,” Shelli gripes at her, and immediately, Amelia becomes visibly uncomfortable.

      “Maybe she just needs to go to a live game. If you two want to go while you’re in town, I can get you tickets.”

      Shelli lights up. “I’d love that.”

      “And I’ll win the game only for you,” Nico says then, looking at Shelli dreamily, but she just laughs.

      “Isn’t going to happen, buddy,” she retorts, but he doesn’t seem derailed.

      When I reach for my glass, I notice Amelia is watching me. I smile. “Did you quit your job yet?”

      She looks shy as Shelli exclaims, “I told her to do that!”

      “I told you I don’t want to be bored,” Amelia reiterates. But she wouldn’t be bored.

      “You could get a job at the gym on Meeker Street.”

      Shelli looks from me to Amelia. “Yeah, do that.”

      But Amelia shakes her head. “I’m good.”

      I don’t want to fight her on this, but apparently, Shelli does. “For real, Am, that would be awesome for you. You’d be so happy. Back in the gym, coaching. Go. Let’s go now.”

      Amelia rolls her eyes. “They’re closed, for starters, and also, they wouldn’t want me.”

      “They would,” I say, and Amelia’s eyes meet mine. “Any sane person who can YouTube would know in three seconds they want you.”

      Shelli holds her hand out to me. “Exactly!”

      Nico smacks his lips together and pushes his plate away. “I think I want to marry Amelia now. That was damn good.”

      Amelia chuckles as Shelli glares. “Not that I want to marry you, but I can cook too.”

      He leans on his hands. “You were always my first choice.”

      “Lies. He hit on me when I sidestepped Chandler,” Amelia teases, and I laugh.

      “Sidestepped?”

      “Yeah, I tried to ignore you. But for some reason, I can’t get rid of you.”

      My eyes burn into hers. “You don’t want to get rid of me.”

      “Gag. If Shelli won’t marry me, I’m not going to sit here and listen to you two flirt all night.”

      “The eye-fucking is what’s getting me,” Shelli complains. “Why did you two even want us here?”

      “What she said,” Nico says, pointing to Shelli. “For real, are you sure you don’t want to marry me?”

      “Really sure. But I will watch highlights with you so these two can figure out what they’re doing.”

      Nico thinks that over. “Will you tell me how great I am?”

      Shelli makes a face. “You know you’re going to have a hard time keeping a woman, right?”

      He nods. “Which is why I’m single.”

      With that, they both get up.

      “I think it’s more her than him.”

      “Oh, totally,” Shelli agrees, which makes Amelia glare.

      I can’t help but laugh. Our eyes meet once more, and Amelia bites her lip. She lifts her glass and drains it. I reach for the bottle, holding it out to her, and she offers me her glass. I fill it and then mine before setting the bottle down.

      Amelia takes a quick breath and lets it out in a whoosh. “Want to go out on the deck?”

      I nod. “Sure.” I get up and come around to her, pulling the chair out for her as she gets up. As she rises, her eyes meet mine, and my heart nearly stops. They’re so blue, so mesmerizing. I step back when I realize I’m crowding her, and she grabs her glass. I open the door for her, and the ocean air blows into us as we step out onto her deck. She walks the short distance to the railing and sets her glass there. I lean my hip against the railing and look out at the ocean as the sounds envelop us.

      I take a sip of my wine before glancing over at her. She’s messing with her nails nervously. When she looks up at me, her eyes are so sad. Gone is the light in them, and it knocks the breath out of me. I want to step forward, take her hand but… Shit. Without wasting any more time thinking about it, I take her hand, lacing my fingers with hers as I meet her gaze. Her eyes widen with surprise, and I squeeze her hand.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Tears well up in her eyes, but she looks away. “My life is a mess, Chandler. I don’t know what I want. I don’t know what I am doing, and I sure as hell don’t want to depend on a man to give me happiness. I did that before. Big fail.” She takes in a deep breath, finally looking up at me. “Listen, I know we’ve got this thing between us. I know it seems like it can be something, but I’m telling you, it’s not a good idea.”

      “I think I can be the judge of that,” I say simply, and then I set down my glass. “I get it. You feel lost, but I think you can find yourself quickly. I know it doesn’t seem that way,” I add when she goes to protest. “But make some changes. The thing is, Amelia, you have already started.”

      “I have?”

      “Yeah, you called your mom, and you fixed that. So, what is it? Your job? You can fix that tomorrow.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “It is,” I insist, and then I cup her beautiful face in my hand. “You can go to the gym tomorrow, get the job, and then you’ll be back in the routine.”

      She blinks as she looks up at me. “I don’t want to string you along. Everyone tells me I just need a rebound relationship, but I don’t want to do that to you. I don’t think you’re that kind of guy.”

      I shrug, and while I want to be bothered by her comment, I’m not. “I get what everyone is saying. Everyone said it to me, so I did it, and I felt nothing. It didn’t heal what Lana did. It didn’t make my life better, because it was just a fuck. You’re right, I’m not that guy—”

      “Which is the problem because I’m not sure I can offer more than that.”

      Doesn’t she see she could if she allowed herself? It’s so frustrating, but it’s a small bump in the road. “I told you, I just want to see what happens.”

      “But I’m so fucked—”

      “You’re perfect,” I insist as I gaze into her sweet eyes. She scoffs, but I shake my head. “I think you are. I know you don’t agree, but I’m sure.”

      “Chandler—”

      “Amelia,” I whisper, and she looks up through her lashes. “Can we try?”

      “Try?”

      “Yeah, just see what happens?”

      “What if it goes to hell in a handbasket?”

      I grin. “Then at least we know.”

      “What about Ryan? He kept us apart before—”

      “But he won’t now,” I insist. Her lips are right there, so wet and lush. I take a deep breath, staring at them. “I have to kiss you.”

      She inhales sharply, her eyes full of shock, but then lust creeps in as she continues to stare at me. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.”

      Before she can answer, I take her plump mouth with mine. My heart is pounding against my ribs, and I worry she can feel the sweat from my hands. Hot damn, she feels good in my arms. Her mouth is moving with mine, and I don’t want to be anywhere else. When I deepen the kiss, a small moan tries to escape, but I won’t let it. I taste the wine but then just her as our tongues tangle together. When we were younger, our kiss was fast and urgent, but this time, it’s slow and inviting. Lust builds in my blood as I hold her closer, drinking from her sweet mouth. My cock strains in my jeans, and I want her so fucking bad. Her hands come up, wrapping around the back of my neck as she steps closer to me. I can’t take it. I turn her, pressing her into the railing a little too hard, but I need her. I want her.

      But then two glasses come shattering down around our feet.

      She pulls away as I mutter a curse. “I’m so sorry,” I say roughly, but I don’t let her go.

      She looks around us and then back to me. “It’s okay. No worries.”

      “I got a little carried away there.”

      “I don’t mind,” she says breathlessly, her hands sliding up and down my biceps. “Can you grab a dustpan? I don’t have shoes on, and—” Before she can finish the sentence, I lift her up into my arms, and she lets out a cry. “Holy crap.”

      I chuckle softly as I slide the door open. “Didn’t expect that, did you?”

      She gazes over at me, her fingers laced behind my neck. “I didn’t expect you at all.”

      I can’t help but grin because we’re just getting started.
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      Amelia

      

      I don’t know if I’m just being silly or what, but I swear I still feel Chandler’s lips on mine. I wondered if he kissed like he did in college, but the moment his mouth dropped to mine, I knew he didn’t. Before, he was so nervous, so unsure of himself. I mean, I took all the control then, and he just held me. But last night, not only did he hold me, he took charge. It was…it was amazing.

      “You’re two seconds from picking one of those daisies off the table and pulling off the petals to see if he loves you or loves you not, huh?”

      I roll my eyes, not looking over at Shelli as she moves around in the kitchen. “Shut it.”

      “What? It’s cute. I know you like him.”

      “I do.” No point in lying, I do. It just seems so unattainable. No one can go through what I went through and then find someone who wants all of me, the good and the bad. It’s unrealistic. I thought I had it all; I thought I had found my soul mate—only to realize I’d found no such thing. I found someone who ruined me. But I don’t want to think of that. Him. I want to think of Chandler.

      I hang my head off the side of the couch, my hair falling, touching the floor. The tingling feeling in my body hasn’t stopped since he kissed me. I never expected him to kiss me, much less in a way that would stun me dumb. I honestly didn’t know what to think or how to act. I just wanted to feel, and boy did I. Everything was trembling, my stomach flip-flopped, and my pussy clenched in a way it hasn’t in years. Shelli is onto something when she says I need to get laid. I do; it’s been so long.

      “You two should go out,” Shelli calls to me just as the water starts running in the sink. “Be nice to be just you two, I think.”

      I’m hesitant, and I really don’t know why. As much as I want this, I know it will fail like everything else in my life has. For some reason, though, all that caution left when he pressed his lips to mine. That’s so naïve of me, but I want to see him—and I sure as hell want to kiss him again. “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t know what? Stop being stubborn. Let it happen.”

      “Let what happen?” I ask, looking over at her. “Let things get serious, and when he’s all in and I’m not, he gets hurt? That’s not fair.”

      “Or you’ll go all in too,” she suggests, cocking her head. “You know he’s not Drew, right?”

      “Well, no shit, Sherlock,” I grumble. “It’s not that. It’s—” I cut myself off, and I shrug as I look down at my bare feet. Emotion is suddenly drowning me as I sit there, blood rushing to my head. I feel Shelli’s gaze on me, but I don’t know what to say.

      “Am…what?”

      I swallow around the lump in my throat. “I just don’t think I’m good enough for someone like him. What if he sees the parts of me that obviously pissed Drew off, and he throws me away? I never thought Drew would lay a hand on—” I don’t even see her moving before she cups my head in her hands. I open my eyes, and she’s upside down as she stares down at me.

      Concern and sympathy fill her blue eyes as she shakes my head. “Let me say this again. Chandler is not even a smidge of Drew. I don’t even know the guy that well, but I know that. One, Ryan adores him. They’ve been best friends for years. And two, he picked you up in his arms like some kind of damn prince and carried you inside so you wouldn’t cut your feet. Tell me, did Drew ever do anything like that for you?”

      “No.”

      “Exactly. Now stop being a stubborn ass and see what happens!”

      I blink twice. “Shelli.”

      “What?”

      “Can you let me go so I can sit up? I can’t breathe, and I’m getting a headache.”

      She rolls her eyes but lets go of me so I can sit up.

      I look up at her and shrug. “I’m just scared.”

      Shelli shrugs back. “I get it, but what was it Uncle James would always say?”

      I furrow my brow. “What?”

      “Always run face first into fear, for it doesn’t control you, you control it.”

      I blink as my heart jumps into my throat. He used to tell me that every time I got on the beam. I hated the beam—it was my kryptonite—but my dad loved watching me on it. He said that was my event and I was born to be on that beam. I was always so scared of it until finally I just threw my flight of three back handsprings on it with no fear whatsoever.

      Well, a bit of fear, but I did it.

      “I don’t know.”

      Shelli is annoyed with me, but she doesn’t understand. She’s younger; she has a great life, doing things in New York with no one to answer to. She hasn’t been hurt—hell, she doesn’t even know what real love is. She’s carefree and has fun. To her, I should let go of the past and move on, and that’s that. But it’s not that easy for me.

      When I hear the sliding door, I look over to see Shelli going outside. “What are you doing?”

      “I need air. You’re annoying me.”

      I scoff. “I’m annoying you?”

      She flips me off as she leans on the railing. I lay my head on the back of my couch and close my eyes when I feel the sea air come rushing in. It relaxes me so. My mom texted earlier, asking when I’d be ready to come home, and it’s put a bit of pressure on me. I don’t know if I want to. I love it here. I feel good here. Would I love to work in Sofia’s gym? Of course, but Nashville doesn’t have the beach.

      It doesn’t have Chandler.

      Jesus, what am I thinking?

      “Dude, you’re a stalker!” I open my eyes to find Shelli throwing her head back as she laughs. “Whatever.”

      “Who are you talking to?” I call to her, and she points down to the beach.

      “Chandler. He’s walking his dog.”

      I go to get up, maybe a tad too quickly because my legs are tangled together, and the next thing I know, I’m falling on the floor. I let out a groan of pain as I scramble to get up.

      “She’s lying on the floor. I think she fell trying to get out here.”

      “Oh my God, I hate you,” I say to her as I get to my feet and head outside. When I lean over the railing with Shelli, Chandler is looking up, his hand shielding his eyes from the sun as Sadie jumps around him.

      “Hey,” I call down, and he grins, his face bright and happy. It’s hard to believe I put that grin on his face, but I think I may have. “What are you up to?”

      “Just walking my dog. I had morning skate, and now I’m just chilling.”

      “You should come with us,” Shelli suggests, and I give her a confused look.

      “Okay,” he answers, but he doesn’t even know where we’re going.

      I shake my head. “You don’t want to go. We’re going dress shopping for Ryan’s wedding.”

      “And we’re getting lunch!”

      With no hesitation whatsoever, Chandler says, “Yeah, I’ll go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I still feel I should have been able to see the final product.”

      I give Chandler a sideways glance as I hold back my grin. “I haven’t gotten the approval from Sofia, so I don’t know if I’ll be wearing it.”

      “So? You could wear it for a date. With me.”

      When he winks, I giggle. “I’d want to surprise you then.”

      He shrugs, and I love the playfulness in his eyes. “Fine. Real question, though.”

      Shelli and I look over at him as we walk down Fourth Street, which is where the best dress shops are. It’s more of a boutique kind of setup, each storefront decorated with Halloween décor and fun fall stuff. It’s almost ninety degrees, so it’s odd but fun nonetheless.

      “Where are we eating?”

      Shelli shrugs as she holds her stomach. “I don’t know if I want to eat.”

      I glance over at her, surprised. She was all about food an hour ago. “What’s wrong?”

      “My gut hurts. I think I’m cramping.”

      “Man, I hate when that happens,” Chandler adds, and I snort with laughter as I look at him. “You want to head back?”

      I want to scream No, I wanted to go to lunch, but that would be rude. Shelli is my cousin. I should want to make sure she feels better instead of wanting to hang with Chandler. I’m such a bad cousin.

      Shelli waves him off. “No, it’s fine. I’ll get an Uber home, and you two go have lunch.”

      “Shelli—”

      “Seriously,” she says, looking at me. “I’m so over being the third wheel and watching you two flirt. I gotta get out of here. You two are probably the reason my gut hurts.”

      She flashes me a grin but then covers it with her phone.

      I glare at her. “You’re fine. You’re just forcing us to go to lunch.”

      She doesn’t answer, and Chandler laughs. “Why don’t you just drive my truck home? We can walk home. It’s only a twenty-minute walk.”

      I’m glad I’m wearing shorts and sneakers today.

      “If that’s okay with you?”

      I look up at him and nod. “That’s fine.”

      Shelli puts her phone down. “Fine with me too.”

      He digs into his pocket for his keys before holding them out to her. “Can you handle my truck?”

      “I can handle bigger,” she says with a wink as she takes the keys. She’s so damn confident. Drives me wild because that used to be me. “Toodle-oo.”

      As she walks off like nothing is wrong with her, I glance at Chandler, feeling stupid. Am I so pathetic that my cousin has to make me go on a date with him? “If you don’t want to—”

      “I’ve been practically begging you for a date for the last couple weeks. Please don’t say I don’t have to take you out. I want to. Really bad.” He wraps an arm around my neck, pulling me into him. “Want to know what else I want to do really bad?”

      I’m breathless as I gaze up into his stunning eyes. “What?”

      He doesn’t say anything as my heart crashes into my chest. He is so big, and with one arm, he nearly smothers me. He brings me in close, lifting me up on my toes before his eyes move from mine to my lips. I take in a deep breath, and he smiles one hell of a devilish grin before he drops his lips to mine. My eyes fall shut as I lean into him, my hand coming up and holding his thick jaw. He sweeps his tongue along my lips, and I open up for him, my whole body catching on fire.

      A catcall comes out of nowhere. “Get a room!”

      I try to pull away, but Chandler just grins against my lips. He lifts only a breath away before he whispers, “How about Shakes and Stuff?”

      I gawk at him. He kisses the shit out of me and then acts as if it’s no big deal?

      His grin grows before he kisses my nose. “I feel burgers are in our future.”

      He loosens his grip on me, and I settle back to my feet as I look up at him. “I like burgers.”

      “Good,” he says, running his hand along my arm, my shoulder, and then my back. He leaves a trail of heat with even the simplest touch. He then slips his hand into mine, lacing our fingers together as his eyes burn into mine. “Have I told you how pretty you are?”

      “Maybe a few times.”

      “But not today, right?”

      “Nope,” I say shyly, my eyes diverting to the sidewalk in front of us.

      I don’t see him move in. His lips are right at my ear as he whispers, “By far the most gorgeous girl I’ve ever seen.”

      I lick my lips as he kisses my ear, and it all feels so intimate. I wasn’t prepared to be okay with it. What happened to resisting him? To trying to heal myself before letting someone in? But then, I am grinning pretty hard.

      What does that even mean?

      We reach Shakes and Stuff within minutes and are seated right away. We order burgers and shakes, and I do a little dance as the waitress walks away.

      “Excited?”

      “I haven’t had a shake in a long time. I haven’t really been exploring since I moved here.”

      “Well, that needs to change. We should do something new every week.”

      “Do you have time for that?”

      “I’ll make time,” he says with a shrug. “Except on away-game weeks. You know how that is.”

      I do; I watched my uncle play in the NHL almost my whole life. “Okay.”

      He leans back in the booth as he watches me. “So, when is Shelli leaving?”

      “She has to leave right after Halloween, but I think she might be coming back two weeks later.”

      “Nice.”

      “Yeah, it’s great. I’ve gotten to see her a lot more this year than I have in the last five. When I was in Philly and New Hampshire, she didn’t come around much, and I couldn’t go see her.”

      He pulls his brows in. “Why not?”

      Well, didn’t I set him up there? “Drew was just really controlling once we got married. It was hard to do anything or go anywhere.”

      A sharp exhale leaves his lips. “Lana was like that. She didn’t want me doing anything without her.”

      Hell, Drew didn’t want me doing anything with or without him. He basically just wanted me to sit there and be at his beck and call. Not that I’d ever admit that to Chandler. I probably already seem weak in his eyes. I need to redirect this conversation. “Do you have another road trip coming up?”

      “We have a few away games here and there, but I think our next long one isn’t until the third week of November.”

      “Will you miss Thanksgiving with your parents?”

      “No, my parents are coming to Florida, and we’ll eat at the house that day. I think a bunch of the guys will be joining us, except for the few who go home for the day. Mom didn’t want me to fly in and out, so they are planning to come.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      “What are you doing?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I don’t think I’m ready to go home yet. It’s one thing dealing with my family in spurts, but all of them at once, I don’t think I can do it.”

      “You should come to Florida. We have a jet. We can fly you in.”

      I narrow my eyes. “You have a jet?”

      “Yeah. Well, my parents do.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know y’all had it like that.”

      He chuckles. “We do. So, you should come.”

      “I don’t know,” I say softly. “Let’s see what happens.”

      “Sounds good to me.” When he shoots me a grin, my heart starts aching in my chest. He isn’t pressuring me or telling me I need to go. He’s asking, which is something I haven’t experienced much lately.

      Soon our food comes, and we dig in. We chat about how great the food is, and then he offers his shake to me and I do the same for him. I’m usually not a peanut butter lover, but I love his shake.

      “There is more to life than strawberry.”

      I give him a disbelieving look. “Um, thank you, but strawberry is the best flavor ever.”

      “No way.”

      “Yes, I love anything strawberry. Starburst, Airhead, oh! The little strawberries in the Runts candies. Those are my favorite.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “They’re good!”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” he laughs as he throws a fry in his mouth.

      I didn’t order fries because I wanted to be more health-conscious, but man, his fries look so good. Or maybe it’s the way he’s eating them. Mmm. When he laughs, I look up at his eyes.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” I say quickly, reaching for my milk shake. “Do you have a favorite candy?”

      “Chocolate. Anything chocolate and peanut butter.”

      “Figures,” I tease, and he grins.

      “Do you want some of my fries?”

      “What?” He holds out a fry, trying to feed it to me, but I laugh. “No, it’s fine.”

      “You’re eyeing my food. Take it.” I go to tell him no, but he pushes it into my mouth, his eyes so bright and beautiful. As I chew, though, I feel dumb. Why was I staring at his food like that? “What? What’s wrong?”

      I look over to him. “Hmm?”

      “You changed completely. Gone was the happy Amelia, replaced by the self-conscious one. What’s wrong? I’m okay sharing my fries. Really.”

      “Are you sure? I’m sorry, I usually don’t ask—”

      “Ask. Please. I don’t mind.” He grabs the rest of his hamburger and then passes the plate toward me. “You can’t have my burger, though.”

      My face breaks into a grin as I reach for a fry. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.”

      My heart flip-flops in my chest. Man, he gets me with that word.

      “So, did Drew not let you have any of his food?”

      I stop mid-chew, but I don’t dare meet his gaze. “Why would you ask that?”

      “It seems that way.”

      I run my tongue along my lips, savoring the bits of salt that fell off my fry. “He didn’t like to share.”

      Actually, he’d lose his shit on me if I even asked for a fry. I did it twice before I learned never to ask again.

      “You don’t like talking about him, do you?”

      I meet his gaze and slowly shake my head. “I don’t.”

      His eyes are soft, caring. He slides his hand across the table, taking mine with his. “I understand. But know this… You don’t have to walk on eggshells with me. You can be you, and I’ll still think you’re amazing.”

      My heart…well, I’m pretty sure it’s stopped in my chest. I blink back the tears that are threatening to fall. Drew never told me to just be myself. He always wanted me to be skinnier, prettier, quieter.

      Chandler’s hand comes up, grabbing my chin and tipping it up. His gaze is so compassionate. Kind and gentle. “Okay?”

      “I’m not—”

      “You are.” His words are like a promise—a promise no one has ever made to me before. “Okay?”

      I don’t know what to say or even do. He runs his thumb along my bottom lip, and I find myself in a trance, trapped in his gaze.

      “Okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      It’s been a couple years since I’ve wanted to physically fight someone, but if I were to be put in a room with this Drew motherfucker, I’d probably rip his head off.

      With one hand.

      And then kick his skull into the ocean like a soccer ball.

      That’s a very vivid thought. I may need to see someone about that. But then, no, this dude has done one hell of a number on Amelia, and that pisses me off. She’s wonderful. Amazing. Beautiful. Funny, when she lets herself be. I feel like she’s holding back, and I don’t want that. She doesn’t have to hold back for me. She can be whoever she wants to be, and I’ll still think she’s spectacular. Why anyone would want to dim her light is beyond me and makes me irate. I’m just hoping I can make her see that she can be all of herself and I’ll still dig her.

      When we leave Shakes and Stuff, it’s still beautiful and sunny. The walk back to our little houses isn’t that long, and I really don’t wish us back there quickly. I want to walk with her, hold her hand, and just be with her. I adore Shelli, she’s a hoot, but I want to be with Amelia. Only Amelia.

      “Have you ever walked back from town before?”

      She shakes her head as she walks beside me, leaning her shoulder into my bicep. “Nope. I didn’t even think to walk. Would be nice on the real pretty days.”

      “True. I like taking Sadie into town. She enjoys it.”

      “Aw, we should have brought her.”

      “Next time.”

      When she looks up at me, an itty-bitty smile on her face, I know there will be a next time. I’ve been a little wary that this might not happen, but I feel good. Really damn good. She smells fucking fantastic. I don’t know how she always smells so damn good, but she does. In just a pair of short shorts and a thin tee, her hair up in a no-nonsense bun, she’s absolutely adorable. She isn’t even wearing makeup. She’s just her, and I can’t get enough.

      “What do you do with Sadie when you’re gone?”

      I let go of her hand, wrapping my arm around her shoulder. When she brings her hand up, lacing her fingers with mine, I find myself grinning like an utter fool. It’s just so natural. “She usually stays with my parents. But if they come on the road trip, then she gets boarded, which she absolutely hates.”

      “I would too. So next time, she can stay with me.”

      “Thanks. She’d love that.”

      “I would too. I get lonely.”

      “I’d let you borrow her, but sorry, if I’m home, she’s with me. So I think I might have to come along.”

      She giggles as she looks up at me. “That might be a problem.”

      “Oh?” I ask as I raise my brows.

      “Yup. We can’t eat hot dogs in peace if you’re there.”

      I chuckle as I shake my head. “Fine. One hot dog.”

      “Four.”

      “Amelia!”

      Her laughter sets my body on fire as she looks up at me innocently. “Fine, two.”

      “Two it is.”

      “They’re organic.”

      “Oh, well, that makes it so much better. Organic can still make you gain weight.”

      “Shut it,” she says, squeezing my hand with the sweetest little defiant look on her face.

      “You’re so cute when you’re annoyed.”

      She glares. Even cuter. “Shut up!”

      She joins in on my laughter as she leans into me, and I swear I haven’t had this much fun walking in a really long time. As we walk, we check out the stores we pass, and we make small talk. With Lana, I always had to talk about something that interested her. Which, honestly, wasn’t that much unless it had to do with money or new cars. When I told her I had a plane, she asked when we could go on a trip. She always wanted something from me, but Amelia hasn’t asked for anything.

      “So, I need to ask you something,” Amelia says tentatively.

      I look down at her, but she isn’t looking at me. “Yeah?”

      “Can we not tell Ryan about this? I don’t even really know what we’re doing, and I don’t want to get him worked up over it if it turns out to be nothing.”

      “I won’t lie to him, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “No, not at all. I doubt he’ll come out and be like ‘Hey, have you kissed my sister lately?’”

      When she looks up at me, I bend my head down to hers, pressing my lips to hers. It’s a soft kiss and a sweet one. One that makes us stop to enjoy it. When I pull back, she’s out of breath, and I smile. “You better hope he doesn’t, ’cause I’d never lie about kissing you. I enjoy it way too much.”

      Her cheeks fill with color, as does her nose. “Seriously, can we not go out of our way to tell him that we’re hanging out?”

      “Dating?”

      “Seeing each other?”

      “Dating?” I repeat, and she scrunches up her face as she tries not to grin.

      “I told you, I’m not ready for that.”

      “Well, sorry for ya, but we’re doing it.”

      “We are?”

      “Yup. So call it what it is, Justice.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re so sure.”

      “Damn right.”

      Her eyes are challenging. “Fine. Moon.”

      I laugh as we start walking, and I pull her close to me. “I won’t tell him.”

      She lets out a long exhale. “Thanks.”

      “But if we start confessing our love for each other and stuff, I’ll need to.”

      She gives me a dry look. “Cool your jets, Moon.”

      “Ooh, nice.”

      She flashes me a grin. “Right? Like a jet that flies to the moon.”

      We dissolve in laughter, and my face hurts from smiling. After a while, our laughs subside, and we just enjoy holding each other as we walk. The sun is beating down on us, and it’s lovely.

      But she’s lovelier than any star in the sky.

      “So Shelli will be here for Halloween, right? Do you guys have plans?”

      She rolls her eyes, and I have a feeling I’m about to laugh. “She wants to pass out candy. She’s making me dress up.”

      “As what?”

      “A llama.”

      I couldn’t hold in my laughter if I tried. “No way.”

      “Yes, she bought these huge llama heads! She’s insane.”

      I can’t breathe, I’m laughing so hard. She doesn’t seem to appreciate my laughter, but there is no way I can stop. I do try, though, and when it tapers off, I clear my throat. “So, I’m going to need to see this.”

      “Hell no.”

      I snort. “No, for real. You have to come to my party as a llama.”

      “You’re having a party?”

      “Yup, the whole team will be there. It’s on the beach and in the house. You guys have to come. I demand it.”

      Her eyes twinkle playfully. “Demand it?”

      “Yes. Not only am I certain you’ll be the hottest llama ever, but you’re my date.”

      She grins. “Well, goodness. I didn’t even know I had a date for Halloween.”

      “Now you do,” I say confidently as we turn onto Meeker Street. “What do you say?”

      “I guess.”

      “You guess?” I laugh.

      “Yeah. I don’t have anything else to do.”

      “Oh, I’m so grateful.”

      She leans up, kissing my jaw, and my heart skips a beat. But when the big GymMasters sign comes into view, I feel Amelia tense up. I watch as her shoulders fall, and she leans closer into my chest. Almost like she is hiding from the sign. When I said we should walk home, I did so on purpose. I wanted to walk past this gym. I’m not sure how this is going to go, but I think it’s for the best.

      “Confession time.”

      She glances up at me, and I see such melancholy in her eyes. It guts me. She was so happy before, and within seconds, it’s gone. That physically hurts me, but hopefully this will help. “I called this gym the other day and asked if they were hiring.”

      Her eyes widen, and when she stops, I stop too, not letting her go. “Why?”

      “I wanted to know. I’m kind of hurting for money. Figured I could get a second job.” She narrows her eyes, and I realize this probably isn’t something to joke about. “Sorry. I called for you.”

      She blinks twice, and then she opens her mouth. She shuts it but then opens it again, looking like a super-cute little goldfish. “Why?” she asks finally.

      “This is where you belong.”

      “Did you tell them it was for me?”

      “No, I just asked if they were hiring,” I say quickly. I should have said that from the jump.

      She doesn’t say anything. She tears her gaze from mine and starts walking, which in return makes me walk since I refuse to let her go. “They are, by the way. For a team coach and two recreational coaches.”

      She doesn’t say anything. She’s looking straight ahead, and I really don’t know what to say. Did I just mess this up? Shit. When we reach the parking lot, I pause, and so does she. “Do you want to go in?”

      She shakes her head. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I offer. “I’ll stand beside you, behind you, in the corner…anywhere, if it helps.”

      She moves out of my arms then. “You just don’t understand.”

      “I—”

      Her eyes are wide, and they reflect so much hurt as she yells, “Gymnastics was my life!”

      I blink. “I know. Which is why I’m suggesting you go—”

      She throws her hands up, her eyes wild as they fill with tears. “I gave it up for some shithead who ruined my life and me. No one wants me. Why would they? I couldn’t even stay in school or on a great team because I wanted to be with some guy who promised me the world. I’m a failure, Chandler. Don’t you see that?”

      “Amelia—”

      When the tears start to spill over onto her cheeks, my heart shatters into pieces, and I feel them fall into my gut.

      “When people heard what I did, they told me that I was stupid, that I was insane. I didn’t believe it. I wanted to be with someone who loved me. I wanted what my mom had, and I didn’t. I, um, I—”

      When her voice breaks, a sob escaping, I wrap my arms around her, pulling her in close. I kiss the top of her head as she falls apart in my arms. My heart hurts for her and the mistakes she made. It happens, though; we were just kids. I try to calm her as I continue to kiss her head. “Amelia, I know it doesn’t seem okay, but I promise it is.”

      She shakes her head. “How?”

      “You made a mistake, you learned from it, and you’re moving on. Some people dwell on their mistakes, but I don’t think you’re that person.”

      She scoffs. “I’ve been dwelling for a year.”

      “Well, that’s a year too long,” I say, pulling her head back so I can see her face. Her nose is red, as are her eyes. Another tear falls, and I wipe it away quickly. “What do you want?”

      Her lips quiver as more tears roll down her face. “To be happy.”

      “What makes you happy?”

      She pauses, her eyes swimming with tears as she searches mine. I wish she’d say me, but let’s be honest, she isn’t where I am and that’s okay. “Gymnastics,” she whispers, but then she squeezes her eyes shut. “But what if they don’t want me and then I only feel more like a failure?”

      I wipe away her tears with my thumbs. “What if they want you right then and there?” She opens her eyes and gazes up at me. “Only way to find out is to go in there.”

      She looks over at the building that could hold her happiness. A place that could get her back to where she was before that fuckface she married ruined everything for her. I almost think she’s gonna do it, but then she shakes her head.

      “I’m not ready.”

      “Okay, that’s fine,” I say, kissing her nose. “We can try again another day.”

      “We?”

      “Oh yeah, I want to be there. Even if I sit in the car or in the corner like I said, I want to be there with you.” A grin pulls at my lips. “When you get it, I want to see your face light up.”

      She blinks away her tears as she shakes her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “I know you probably think I’m pathetic—”

      “I don’t. I understand, Amelia, and I got you.”

      She looks down at my chest and lets out a long sigh. “I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

      My eyes soften as I run my hands down her face, cupping the back of her neck. My thumbs glide along her jaw as her eyes meet mine. “You’re obviously upset, and I did spring this on you.”

      “But I shouldn’t have yelled. I get so angry or upset, and then it just happens. I’m really sorry—”

      I bend my head down, pressing my lips to hers and stopping her words. It’s a quick kiss, one to shut her up before I pull away, looking deep into her eyes. “I can handle yelling, Amelia. It’s no big deal.”

      Her eyes are watery, and she looks terrified. I don’t get it. She didn’t even really yell at me; she was just upset. Man, she’s killing me. “You sure you still want to date me?”

      “Yeah, baby,” I confirm. “Your yelling won’t scare me away.”

      I don’t think anything will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      Somehow, Chandler still wants to see me. I don’t know how or why, but he does. I really thought when I lost my shit on him outside GymMasters, he would have run the other way. He didn’t. He comforted me, and he talked me through it. I almost didn’t want him to leave when we got to my house because I thought he wouldn’t come back.

      But he did.

      For the last week, when we’re not talking on the phone, we’re hanging out. He has come to have coffee with me during my breaks almost every day. He’s taken Shelli and me to dinner almost every night. We went to a movie yesterday, and we had breakfast on the beach with Shelli and Nico this morning.

      When he kisses me, I feel it in my soul. What really gets me is he doesn’t care where we are or who we’re with. If he can kiss me, he will. Every single time, my heart races and my stomach goes nuts. I haven’t felt like this in years, and it’s amazing. I’ve been out more with him in the last few weeks than I was with Drew the last year of our marriage. Don’t get me wrong, I’m having an absolute blast, but I’m also completely terrified.

      Every day, he learns more about me. I know that’s the point, and when I told this to Shelli, she rolled her eyes at me. But what happens when I do something to piss him off? What happens if he doesn’t like my yelling or my quick wit? It could all go wrong in seconds. It did with Drew. While I know some of it wasn’t my fault, surely there had to be parts that were. I had to do something to make Drew so mad that he’d lay a hand on me. I don’t know, because in my heart, I know it wasn’t my fault. But the irrational fear inside of me says it may have been.

      I swallow hard past the lump of emotion stuck in my throat as I apply my makeup. I French-braided my hair so it wouldn’t get all crazy in the absurd llama head I’m supposed to wear. My jumpsuit is a bright yellow, while Shelli’s is a bright green. I have never seen a green or yellow llama, but Shelli insists they’re whimsical. I think it’s her spin on making us look like complete idiots, but it does make me smile. We’ve been dressing up for Halloween since we were itty-bitty.

      When my phone vibrates with a text, I reach for it to see it’s a picture from Ryan. A slow grin pulls at my lips as the photo of Ryan and Sofia appears. They’re dressed as Nintendo’s Mario and Peach to pass out candy in their new neighborhood. They look absolutely adorable. I send a quick text back saying that and promising to send one of Shelli and me. Though, that may be a lie. I don’t know if I want people seeing me in this fluffy yellow jumpsuit with matching llama head. If that were really the case, though, I wouldn’t be going to Chandler’s Halloween party.

      I can’t wait to see him.

      In the mirror, I see Sadie is sleeping on my bed behind me. Her head is on my pillow, while the rest of her is sprawled out as if she belongs there. When I offered to keep her here during the party, I was worried Chandler would say no, but he agreed almost immediately. He didn’t want her getting lost while we’re having a good time. He’s such a good dog dad.

      A little grin slides across my lips as I apply my mascara. Once I am done with that, I swipe my lip gloss on my lips before nodding my head. I did my eye shadow to match the yellow of my jumpsuit, with a nice nude lip for when I’m not wearing the helmet. I guess I look okay. Satisfied, I get up and head out of my room to the living room where my llama twin awaits. When Shelli sees me, she grins.

      “You make a cute llama.”

      I roll my eyes. “I can’t believe you’re making me wear this.”

      She hands me my head before putting on hers. Her words are muffled as she says, “We’re amazing!”

      So she says.

      After I put my llama head on, we lock up and head down the stairs to the beach. I was surprised by how easy it was to talk Shelli out of passing out candy. I thought for sure she’d fight me, but she was cool going to Chandler’s. Maybe she does like Nico? Or maybe it’s the possibility of hanging out with all the IceCat players. Who knows.

      As we head down the beach, I can already see the bonfire and the group of people that are outside Chandler’s house. It’s rowdy and loud, but from what I heard, Chandler paid off the neighbors so no one would call the cops. He won’t own up to it, but I’m pretty sure that’s a new grill on Mr. Kowalski’s back deck. He’s been saving up for one for months, but he wasn’t sure he would ever have enough. He doesn’t get enough money on social security to buy one. If Chandler did get him the grill, he’s smart because Mr. Kowalski would be the one to call the cops. He yells at me for playing my music too loud when I’m cleaning my car.

      Surly old man.

      When we reach the party, I see Nico first. He’s wearing a pair of extremely short red shorts with socks up to his knees. His white shirt is tight on his body, and he’s wearing a red sweatband around his head. A whistle hangs from his neck, and he has a fake ’stache on. Not sure if he is going for the creepy gym teacher, but if so, he nailed it.

      “Hey! My llama twins!” he exclaims as he comes toward us, two beers in hand. “You guys look fluffy.”

      He reaches out, rubbing Shelli’s arm, and she laughs. As much as I would like to say they’ve started something up, they haven’t. He wants her, but Shelli isn’t having it. She tells me it’s because she’s so busy in New York, but I think it’s because she’s holding out hope that one day, her prince will come. The prince? Aiden Brooks of the Rangers. I don’t actually think it will happen since it hasn’t yet, but who am I to go against fate?

      “Thanks,” I say, even though I don’t think he can hear me. “Where is Chandler?”

      “Moon? He’s upstairs, stocking the fridge with more beer.” He hands Shelli the beer in his other hand. “You don’t drink beer, right?” he asks me.

      “Nope. I’ll be back.” I head up to Chandler’s house. Like in mine, there is a large staircase that leads up from the beach to his even bigger porch. People are everywhere, dressed as all kinds of things. It’s a great turnout. After I make my way through the crowd, I enter the kitchen. When I see Chandler standing in front of the sink, I am thankful for my llama head. Because if he saw the way my tongue was hanging out of my mouth like a damn dog’s, he’d be concerned. In my defense, my reaction is only because he is standing in nothing but a loincloth.

      Hubba-hubba.

      But then I notice the barely dressed women around him. He is laughing, having a grand time, and I feel a sting of jealousy. I’m standing in a fucking llama outfit while these girls are sexy nurses, cops, and…wait, is she a sexy zombie?

      Way to pick a costume, Shelli.

      I almost walk away, but then Chandler sees me. A slow, suggestive grin covers his lips before he pushes off the sink, coming toward me. “Amelia?”

      “Guilty,” I say with a shrug. “Guess I picked the wrong costume.”

      He’s grinning. “I think it’s awesome. You’re so fluffy,” he says, touching my fur. He then reaches for my head, pulling it off to reveal my mortified expression. But it disappears once our eyes meet. “Hey.”

      I smile. “Hey.”

      He leans in, kissing me on the lips tenderly. When he pulls back, I take an obvious step back to check him out. “Loincloth.”

      He grins proudly. “Yup. You like?”

      “I do. But I feel a little overdressed.”

      “Nope, you’re perfect,” he says, kissing my cheek. He then tucks my llama head under his arm and laces our fingers together. “Come here.”

      I walk with him to the scantily dressed girls who are sizing me up. “Amelia, this is Gwen, Melissa, and Ashley. They’re all girlfriends of my teammates. Gwen is my partner, Kurri’s, girl, and Melissa is with Vic, our winger. Ashley is with Joss, one of the other defensemen.”

      Oh.

      They smile sweetly as Chandler brings my hand up, kissing the back of it. “Guys, this is Amelia.”

      Gwen gushes as she holds out her hands. “The Amelia? Wow, she’s prettier than you described.”

      My cheeks fill with color as Ashley says, “He was legit just raving about you before you came in.”

      “Like, the whole time, you were the only thing he would talk about,” Melissa adds, and I find myself grinning from ear to ear.

      I glance up at him, and our eyes meet in a heated exchange. “He’s pretty great.”

      “He is! We adore Chandler,” one of them says, but I’m too lost in his topaz gaze.

      When he winks, I giggle as he turns to look at the ladies. “Excuse me, ladies. I gotta get my lady some wine. You want some, right?” he asks me, but I’m still caught on the “my lady” part.

      Gruffly, I say, “I do.”

      “I got you a red since I know you love red,” he says as he walks around the girls, snagging a bottle of red off the counter. He grabs a red plastic cup and pours some as he nods toward the cabinet. “Open that.”

      “Here?” I ask, grabbing the handle, and he nods. When I open it, I find little baggies of candy. All red.

      I raise my brows, and when I look back at him, he’s grinning. “You said you only like the red candy. I made Nico help me pick out enough to fill ten bags.”

      “For real?” I ask, grabbing a bag of strawberry Runts. “For me?”

      “Only you,” he says, kissing my cheek. “Happy Halloween.”

      It’s honestly the sweetest thing a guy has ever done for me. Before he gets too far, I press my lips to his. And when his hand comes up, cupping my face, I lean into it. His other arm snakes around my waist, pulling me in close as my arms wrap around his neck and our kiss deepens. Even through my fluffy jumpsuit, I can feel the heat of his body, and it turns me on like no other. I press myself into him, but then he pulls away. We’re breathing hard as our eyes meet.

      A grin tugs at his lips as he whispers, “I shouldn’t have worn this loincloth around you.”

      I snicker as I shake my head. “Quit.”

      “Everyone is about to get a show if you don’t stop looking at me like that.”

      My face hurts from trying not to smile, so I stop. His eyes light up at the sight of my grin, and then he’s kissing me again. He nibbles on my bottom lip before pulling away once more. “For real. Stop,” he says, kissing my nose.

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “You exist,” he says then, giving me a side-eye, and my heart feels as if it’s gonna burst out of my chest. “Constant hard-on, and it hurts when you’re wearing a cup.”

      I cock my head to the side. “You’re wearing a cup?”

      “Yes! I can’t run around with my dick hanging out around here. I play on a team of idiots who like smacking each other’s junk. They’re insane.”

      Laughter bubbles inside my throat as he hands me my cup of wine. “They smack your junk?”

      “Yes. Weirdos. Nico is the main one,” he says, rolling his eyes. “Come on, I want to introduce you to everyone.”

      He’s so excited, I can’t bear to tell him I don’t want to. I’d rather hang with just him, but when he laces his fingers through mine, I go with him. For the next hour, we move through the party as he introduces me to his teammates and friends. Everyone is so nice and friendly. He’s animated and funny, but the best part is how special I feel. First thing everyone says is “The Amelia?” I love the color that fills Chandler’s face as he nods, gazing down at me. He isn’t the least bit embarrassed—if anything, he’s proud.

      I’m three glasses in when we’re finally done meeting everyone. I have a great buzz going on as I lean into the railing beside Chandler. “This is nice.”

      “It is,” he answers, taking a long pull of his beer. “I’m glad you’re having a good time. I was nervous.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I thought you’d be weirded out that I talk about you.”

      I shrug as I bite into my lip. “I’m not. I mean, I talk about you.”

      “To who?”

      “Shelli,” I answer with a bold tip of my chin. He laughs in response, and I sort of feel bad. “I’m not hiding you. I really don’t talk to anyone.”

      “I know,” he says, his eyes lively. “I’m not upset.”

      “Okay.” I take a sip of my wine and watch as the party goes on around us. People are laughing, dancing, and making out. “This reminds me of the college parties we’d go to.”

      Chandler nods as he looks around. “Yeah, I guess so.” He glances back to me. “Though, back then, you called me Moon.”

      I laugh softly. “I was a different girl then.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yeah,” I laugh, shaking my head. “I was carefree, having a great time. I was frisky and didn’t hide what I wanted.”

      His lips quirk at the side of his mouth. “You were a bit wild.”

      “Right? Man, I wanted to sleep with you so bad. Still do—”

      He holds up his hand. “Wait, what?”

      “What?”

      “Can we go back to what you just said? The whole ‘still do’ part?”

      I give him a dry look. “Focus.”

      “Oh, I’m focused,” he says, turning his body toward mine. “And there is no way we can move past the part where you just said you still do.”

      I feel my face burning, and I can’t believe I said that. Now I have to distract him with something else. “We can and we will ’cause I gotta tell you this—”

      He doesn’t seem convinced. “You can try to change the subject and act like you didn’t say that all day, Justice, but you did. I heard it.”

      I glare. “Can I talk?”

      “Please.”

      The smug look on his face drives me wild, but I won’t let it sidetrack me. I’m supposed to be distracting him from my impulsive choice of words. “You remember that party at the Bullies house, the night Sofia and Ryan hooked up for the first time?”

      “Yup.”

      I give him an incredulous look. “For real? You do?”

      He nods. “You wore a skintight red dress that showed your whole back and these insanely high heels. Your hair was straight and down over your shoulders. You were stunning, and I remember wondering how I could get you to be mine.”

      I’m breathless. “Stop.”

      He shrugs. “What?”

      “How do you remember that?”

      His eyes are soft as they burn into mine. “It’s hard to forget the one who got away.”

      Oh, my dear heart, we’re in so much trouble.

      I swallow hard as I look away, my face burning while my heart pounds in my chest. “Okay, thank you for dropping that bomb on me.”

      “No problem. Continue, please.”

      I don’t even remember what I was talking about… Oh! “So, we’re making out, right?”

      He nods. “Yup. Remember, keep everything G-rated. Cup really hurts my dick.”

      I snort and, of course, look down at his loincloth. When he chuckles, I roll my eyes. “Anyway… We got interrupted, remember?”

      “Yeah, someone was drunk or something.”

      “Exactly, but I told Sofia we slept together.”

      He arches his brows and purses his lips. “Well, since I’m not dead, I doubt she told Ryan.”

      “She didn’t.”

      “Why’d you tell her that?”

      I shrug, not sure. “I was jealous of her. She was gorgeous and talented. I knew the only leg up I had on her was that I was experienced and she wasn’t. She didn’t get to have a life like I did. She was in the gym twenty-four seven. I liked that, in one thing, I was more experienced than her. Pathetic, I know.”

      He laughs wryly. “A bit.”

      I lean into him, chuckling softly. “More mistakes by a stupid kid.”

      “Ah,” he says, shrugging. “Or, I think, subconsciously, you really wanted to sleep with me.”

      I glance up at him. “You’re probably not wrong.”

      As he waggles his brows at me with this sly grin on his face, laughter overcomes us both. I don’t know how he does it, but he keeps me laughing all the time. His laughs are rough as he shakes his head, but his eyes stay on me. As our amusement subsides, I take a sip of my wine while he takes a long pull of his beer. I feel like the air around us has changed. It’s thicker, and I’m unsure if it’s different because of what I said or what I’m feeling. Or both.

      I haven’t wanted a man in a long time, but I want Chandler Moon.

      “So, you want to sleep with me, huh?”

      I sputter with laughter as I shake my head. “Still thinking about it? That was so ten minutes ago.”

      “Oh, I don’t think I’ll ever stop thinking about it.”

      My cheeks are full of color, I know they are, but they hurt from smiling too. “Don’t make a huge deal of it.”

      He scoffs. “How can I not?”

      “It’s easy. Don’t.”

      “But I want you. I’ve actually always wanted you.”

      I look up at him then. It’s not that I didn’t think he wanted me—I mean, I’m not naïve. He kisses me like he wants to consume me, but hearing him say those words rattles me. I take in a deep breath, and our gazes stay locked. “You do?”

      “Oh, fuck yeah, I do.”

      My heart is trying to come out of my chest, and I’m sure I’m about to pass out. My pussy clenches as I stay trapped in his gaze. My nipples go tight and hard, while my skin burns. Already, I’m ready to go, and he hasn’t even touched me.

      “Do you think it’s a good idea?”

      His eyes darken as he leans in closer. “I think it’s a great idea. What do you think?”

      “I think it can be dangerous.”

      He shrugs. “Good thing I like living on the dangerous side.” I perk my brow at him, and he smiles. “Remember, I married a crazy person.”

      “So, you’re not the best at picking lovers?”

      He grins. “Or I just had to go through some shit ones before I got to the real deal.”

      How does he do that? Make me feel like I’m this amazing, worthy person? Doesn’t he see my flaws? I swallow hard because, man, I want him. I’d love to just say yes, go for it, yet something is holding me back. But why? I’ve lived in complete hell for years. If I want to sleep with him, who am I to hold myself back? I already can’t resist him, so why keep trying?

      Because I don’t want to get hurt.

      Or hurt him.

      He reaches out, cupping my cheek in his hand. “What are you thinking?”

      I swallow hard as I lick my lips. What the hell. “It’s going to be hard to get me out of this jumpsuit.”

      “I’ll manage.” He takes my hip in his hand, pressing me into him. He’s deliciously hard—oh wait, that’s the cup. Is he hard? Shit, I need to know. I think we’re gonna do this. “Good thing for you, this loincloth comes off pretty quick.”

      “What about the cup?”

      “That will take a second.” My lips curve, and his eyes darken as he drops his nose to mine. “Want to get out of here?”

      “Isn’t this your party?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “No?”

      “Nope. I only care about you.”

      Oh boy…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      I slide my hand down Amelia’s arm, lacing our fingers together. The hesitation is all over her face. It isn’t that she doesn’t want me; I can see that she does. No, it’s the future and whatever that asshole Drew did to her. I’m about to make all that go away. Or at least try.

      I bring her hand up to my mouth and kiss it softly. “Even in a llama outfit, you are the most beautiful woman here.”

      She isn’t convinced. “You just want in my jumpsuit.”

      “While that is on the agenda, I’m speaking the truth.”

      “There are half-naked women here,” she throws at me, but I shake my head.

      “But all I see, want, and need is you.”

      She inhales sharply. “Okay, you can get in my jumpsuit.”

      “Yes!” I cheer, and she giggles as I bring her in, catching her laughter with my mouth. She deepens the kiss, and everything goes completely hard. I wrap her arm and mine around her back, pulling her in closer. My cock hurts up against this cup, and I need to let it out. I want to take her to my room, but there is no way I can do what I want with all these people in here. We need to go to hers. Now. We need to go now.

      I pull back and kiss the side of her mouth. Without moving, I whisper, “We’re going to your house.”

      “I figured.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I can’t make you scream here,” she says, her eyes as dark as a night sky as she looks up at me.

      “You’re gonna make me scream?”

      She nods, moving her lips along mine. “Yup, my name. All night.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      She nips at my bottom lip. “I do too.”

      “And we’re out,” I announce, taking her hand and pulling her through the party.

      “I gotta text Shelli. Or find her.”

      I’m desperate to get her out of here, but I understand her concern for her cousin. “Text her.”

      She does so quickly, and then we head out. We reach the beach and she laughs. “You’re going to walk to my house like that?”

      “Yup, gotta go.”

      “What about when you leave?”

      I square my shoulders and puff out my chest. “I’ll proudly walk back to my house.”

      She giggles as we walk along the beach, and everything inside me is on fire. When we reach her stairs, I pull her in front of me, taking her mouth with mine. I slide my hands down her back to her ass, squeezing it as our tongues play.

      She pulls away, and her lips move against mine as she speaks, “You’re making me so hot.”

      “Fucking hell, Amelia. You just looking at me makes me hot. I’m about to die, to be honest.”

      She smiles against my lips as we start up the stairs. She loses her balance as she steps up, so I lift her into my arms, and her legs wrap around my waist. Our mouths join as I step up each stair, bracing my hand on the railing to make sure I don’t drop her. That would ruin the mood for sure. When we reach her porch, I press her into the sliding door as my hands glide up her thighs, to her ass, and then her back. Her fingers tangle in my hair as our kisses turn more and more demanding. I feel the heat between her legs burning against my stomach, and I’m pretty damn sure I’m not going to make it with this girl.

      When Sadie barks, I groan against Amelia’s lips. I open the door and then lift Amelia up and over my shoulder as she cries out. “What are you doing?”

      “I gotta keep you from Sadie, or she’ll make this difficult.”

      Her laughter makes me even harder. Of course, Sadie is jumping around us, trying to get to Amelia as I shut the door behind me, locking it for good measure. “I love you, baby girl, but you gotta go lie down,” I say as I carry Amelia to the bedroom.

      “We’ll be out soon, Sadie. Be a good girl,” she calls, and I scoff.

      “Not anytime soon,” I say, and she giggles as the door shuts. I lock that one too. I don’t want any interruptions. That’s happened to us in the past, and it won’t this time. When I put her on her feet, she’s got the sweetest grin on her face and her eyes are basically lust-filled storm clouds. I shake my head as I wrap my arms around her waist.

      “I’ve wanted this for a really long time.”

      She tips her head back as she gazes up at me. “If I’m honest, I have too.”

      I lick my lips as I reach for the zipper of her jumpsuit. Her eyes burn into mine, and my heart damn near explodes in my chest. As I slide the zipper down, I press my head to hers, inhaling roughly as inches of her skin are exposed. When I hit the bottom of the zipper, I look into her eyes, and fuck, they’re so dark. I reach for the top of her suit and slowly pull it down. Her shoulders are bare, and soon I realize she isn’t wearing a bra. My mouth goes dry when I see her hard nipples and the curve of her beautiful breasts. I drop to my knees, kissing down her sternum as I go, and I am rewarded with a soft moan. I move my nose along the curve of her breast, inhaling her as I run my hands over her silky skin. I push the suit down her hips and find myself unable to breathe when I see her barely there black thong.

      “You wore this to torture me,” I accuse, and she laughs.

      “Nope. I had no clue you’d be seeing me like this. But can I say, I’m glad I picked it?”

      I look up at her as I wink. “Me too.”

      She takes my face in her hand, running her thumbs along my jaw. “You always say how beautiful I am, but Chandler, you’re… you’re… I don’t know, you take my breath away.”

      Yup, my heart is in my throat. I turn my face, kissing her palm. “That’s been my plan all along.”

      “To kill me?”

      I wink, and she grins down at me as I return my mouth to her body. I trail kisses over her stomach before reaching for her thong. My mouth is completely dry as I pull it down too, exposing her glistening pussy. She’s bare, and I want nothing more than to suck that sweet pussy into my mouth. I dip my tongue inside her as her fingers tangle in my hair, a soft moan leaving her lips as I lift each foot, taking the suit completely off her. I kiss her pussy once more before I sit back on my haunches and slowly shake my head. I take in her beautiful naked body, and I swear, it’s better than any image I could have come up with.

      “It’s absolutely unfair how perfect you are.”

      She parts her lips, but I don’t give her time to say anything. I crash my mouth into her pussy, and when she cries out, I can barely handle it. I lift one of her legs over my shoulder and then the other, holding her up as her thighs squeeze my head. When I stand, she cries out, but I’ve got her.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” I mutter against her perfect pussy as I turn her and push her into the wall.

      I take her by the backs of her knees and push them into the wall as I run my tongue up her slick lips. When she stretches her legs against the wall, pointing her toes in a perfect split, I really want to remind her that she needs to be in the gym, but I’m too busy eating the best pussy I’ve ever tasted. Her moans are loud and making it really hard to concentrate. As I swirl my tongue around her clit, she digs her nails into my shoulders, and I love it. Absolutely love it. I flick my tongue ruthlessly over her taut clit. I look up at her as she thrashes against the wall. She arches into the wall, her beautiful breasts jiggling as she grinds her pussy against my lips. When I suck her clit into my mouth, biting it softly, she screams out as she comes undone. I lap up her release as she jerks against my mouth.

      She tastes like heaven.

      I run my tongue up her lips, and when I barely touch her clit, my name falls from her lips in a harsh tone. I slowly slide her down the wall as I trail my mouth along her body, and then she wraps her legs around my waist. I hold her against the wall as I curve my tongue around her breast, sucking on each of her perky nipples in turn. My cock is throbbing in this cup; I should have removed it before I got started, but I wanted her. Fuck, I want her.

      When I join our mouths, she curls her arms around my neck as her thighs squeeze my hips. Our kisses are demanding and wanton. At each sweep of our tongues together, my body hurts from being so tight. She’s making me crazy, but I don’t want it any other way.

      When she pulls her lips away, she whispers, “Can we take the cup off?”

      I chuckle against her breast. “Want me, huh?”

      “Yes, but it hurts.”

      I pull back, laughing roughly. “Hurting me more than you, I can promise you that.”

      She sputters with laughter as I wrap my arms around her waist and carry her to the bed. I set her on the edge, and she scoots back a bit, her eyes tracing along my body.

      “Come here.”

      I step closer as she reaches out, taking my hips in her hands. When she presses her lips to my chest, I drop my head back as I let out a long, deep breath. She trails the smallest, softest kisses down the muscles of my stomach. She takes hold of the string of my loincloth, pulling it before the cloth falls to the ground. Her fingers slide between the band of my cup and my skin before she jerks it down, releasing my cock like a damn spring.

      “Oh.” Her gasp makes me grin. She touches her mouth to my skin, tongue and teeth moving along my body, everywhere but my cock. She’s driving me insane, and I’m pretty sure I’m about to come just from the teasing. But then she takes me by the base of my cock and looks up at me through her lashes. I slide my hand into her hair, tangling my fingers with her lush strands before drawing in a ragged breath.

      With her eyes still on me, she opens her mouth, her tongue slipping out to trail ever so slowly over the head of my cock. A shiver runs through me, and a sneaky grin appears on her mouth. I bite into my lip as my cock slowly disappears into her mouth, her eyes never leaving mine. When I hit the back of her throat, she closes her eyes, sucking me before she slides my cock back out of that sweet mouth so fucking slowly, it’s torture.

      It’s the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.

      Her lashes are kissing her cheeks as she sucks my cock back into her mouth, her tongue licking along me like it was meant to do only that. When she starts to pick up speed, I want nothing more than to explode inside that sinful mouth, but I want her to come with me.

      I take her face in my hand, removing my cock from that wicked mouth and tipping her head back. “I want to be inside you.”

      She licks her lips, a kittenish grin on her face as she lies back on the bed. “Well, come on.”

      She doesn’t have to ask twice. I cover her body with mine and join our mouths as I push her leg up, my cock hard and throbbing against her burning center. I draw the kisses out of her as I cup one of her breasts, tweaking her nipple with my thumb. She moans into my mouth, and that’s it, I have to be inside her. I take her leg with my hand, pushing it back into her bed, and I am very thankful for her flexibility. Just as I’m about to bury myself inside of her, I realize I don’t have a condom on me.

      “Fuck,” I mutter against her mouth.

      “What?”

      “I don’t have a condom.”

      She opens her eyes. “At all?”

      I shake my head, feeling like a horny fifteen-year-old who forgot his wallet at home. “No. Do you?”

      “No, I haven’t had sex in years.”

      “Damn it,” I moan, pressing my nose into hers. I swear my cock is about to cry too. “Years?”

      “Years,” she says, and her voice is rough. Sexy. Her eyes search mine. “I’m on the pill. To keep me regular. Being a gymnast can mess up your body.”

      “Oh,” I say as I take in a deep breath. My heart is pounding so hard I can’t see straight. “I’ve never done it without a condom.”

      Even with Lana, I always wore a condom. Mostly because she wasn’t on the pill and I was always scared of a little surprise without being ready.

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yeah,” she says, and I swear she sounds just as sad as I do. “Do you want to?”

      I pause. Not because I don’t want to, but because if something did happen, if we did have a surprise, could I see myself raising a child with her?

      “I absolutely fucking want to, but I don’t want to pressure you into that.”

      “You’re not,” she whispers.

      I swallow hard. “I’m clean.”

      “I know,” she says, so soft and sweet. “I trust you.”

      “Good.”

      “Good.”

      I honestly don’t know what the hell is happening to me, but all sense is gone as I push into her. And thank God I do. She feels incredible, wet and tight around my cock. She moans loudly, her body arching up against mine as I close my eyes, unable even to fathom how good she feels. I move out of her and thrust back in as flashes go off behind my eyes. Each thrust is harder, deeper, and her pussy welcomes me. Wants me, squeezing me and making it difficult to concentrate on making sure she gets hers. I rise up on my knees, pushing both her knees back into the bed as I lose all awareness. Without realizing it, I’m pounding into her, but she’s just as wild as I am. Her screams are loud, but I crave them.

      When I come, it’s like being slammed into the boards by a 250-pound defensemen. No breath is left in my body, and lights burst behind my eyes as I explode inside her. My body jerks involuntarily as my cock throbs within her warmth. I let go of her legs and fall onto her. She wraps her legs around my waist as I hold myself up by my elbows, not wanting to crush her. We’re both breathing so hard, and my heart feels as if it’s about to come out of my chest as I cup her face in my hands. I move my thumb along her jaw as her fingers trail up and down my back.

      “Sorry.”

      She moves her nose along mine. “Sorry for rocking my world?”

      I chuckle. “No, I won’t apologize for that. I mean for not waiting for you to come.”

      When I open my eyes, hers are heavy-lidded. “I did.”

      “Oh. Well, sorry for not noticing. I was a bit lost there.”

      “So was I.”

      Our noses press together as our mouths meet in a heated embrace. Slowly, I draw the kisses out of her as our bodies tremble together. I kiss the side of her mouth and then her jaw before nuzzling my nose against her neck. She wraps her arms around me, and it feels so perfect. She kisses my ear, running her tongue along my lobe as the air sizzles around us and our heart rates gradually return to normal.

      “So what did you think?” she whispers.

      I smile against her neck. “I think you ruined me for any other women in the world.”

      I feel her smile against my ear. “I meant without the condom.”

      I pull my face out from her shoulder, looking down at her flushed one. “My answer doesn’t change.”

      Her lips tip at the sides as she shakes her head in amusement. “Kiss me.”

      “Done.”

      And as our lips meet, I know one thing is for sure.

      I’m completely and utterly hooked on this girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      When I wake up, the sun shining on my face, a smile covers my lips.

      I feel deliciously spent.

      I stretch out my body, pointing my toes and reaching my arms above my head. I look to my left to find Chandler fast asleep. The blanket hangs low on his hips, leaving his bare chest and stomach on display. Finally, I’m able to examine his tattoos. On his chest is a crescent moon, which I assume is for his last name. On his arm are very intricate feathers from what I think is an angel wing, filled in with big, beautiful roses. They’re all done in a stunning dark blue hue. I’m unable to see his other arm since it’s beneath the pillow. Sadie lies across his chest, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen something so adorable. We let her in at some point when she woke us up with her sad cries. His mouth is open a bit as he sleeps soundly. I turn to my side, reaching out to run my fingers through his growing beard. He’s just so gorgeous.

      Sadie must have noticed my movement because she inches over, cuddling against me. I kiss her muzzle, and she licks my nose. I hold her as I gaze over at Chandler. I don’t know if he meant to stay the night, or if he should have, but in a way, I’m glad he did. It’s nice to wake up to someone so sexy—and also his furry companion. I actually love it.

      Which freaks me the hell out.

      When I kiss Sadie’s head once more, I feel someone looking at me. I look up to find Chandler’s heavy-lidded gaze.

      “Morning, beautiful.”

      A shiver runs down my back as I prop my hands beneath my chin. “Morning.”

      He moves his arm out from beneath Sadie, much to her dismay. She growls softly, but we both know it’s not in an angry way, more a “Don’t stop touching me, Daddy” way.

      I feel you, girl.

      Last night was unbelievable. Chandler was kind, giving, and so damn sexy. I don’t know if I just forgot how great sex can be or if Chandler Moon just rocked my world. Either way, I am thoroughly pleased. We went at it three more times before we both finally passed out. I’ve never in my life done it so much in one night, but I don’t think either of us could get enough. At least, I couldn’t. For the first time in a long time, I felt wanted, desired, and it was one of the most amazing feelings I’ve ever had.

      I rub my eyes, trying to ignore the need for him, but it’s freaking impossible. I’ve gotten a sample, and now I’m craving him even more than I did before.

      “Move, you,” I hear Chandler say, and when I open my eyes, he’s pushing Sadie out of bed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to get to you,” he says simply as he gathers me in his arms. I go willingly, hooking my leg over his hip as our foreheads touch.

      “My breath probably stinks.”

      “It does,” he teases, and I grin wide. “But I don’t care.”

      “Yours isn’t so hot either.”

      “I know.”

      “And I do care,” I say, and he flashes me his own wide smile, one that makes his eyes shine.

      “Want me to move?”

      “No.”

      He squeezes my butt. “That’s what I thought.”

      Our noses slide together before he presses his lips to my top lip. When he pulls back, it’s only to press the tip of his nose to mine. “So.”

      “So.”

      “Last night was really, really, I’m gonna say really again, so don’t judge me.”

      I giggle softly as I thread my fingers through his hair.

      “Really great.”

      “It was all right,” I say, my eyes playfully teasing.

      “You’re gonna make me prove you wrong, aren’t you?”

      My thighs clench. “I wouldn’t be opposed to it.”

      He nibbles on my lips. “I bet you wouldn’t.”

      I giggle again as he kisses down my jaw.

      “I feel we should have done this a long, long time ago.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah, maybe then we wouldn’t both have failed marriages.”

      “You think so?”

      “Know so. I would never leave this bed if you were in it.”

      Oh, my heart is in so much trouble, and I know it. I can’t help but swoon. “So you just want me for sex?”

      “Yup,” he teases as he nibbles on my neck, and I laugh loudly. He nuzzles my neck, kissing it softly. “I don’t want to leave.”

      “You just don’t want to do the walk of shame in that loincloth.”

      He chuckles against my neck before biting it softly. I take in a sharp breath as I arch into him. He inhales me, actually breathes me in as he cuddles me close. “Do you have plans today?”

      “I don’t.” I graze my lips along his temple. “Do you?”

      “No, but I want to make plans with you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” he says lifting his head to gaze at me. “Can I take you out?”

      I shrug. “I guess.”

      He grins as he nips at my nose. “Don’t sound too excited.”

      Oh, if only he knew how excited I really was.
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        * * *

      

      “So, question.”

      I have my heels up under my butt as we drive toward town. I lean on my knees as I look over at Chandler. I’m still giggling, remembering watching him run home with Sadie in a loincloth. It was probably the highlight of my day, even if he was totally embarrassed. Unfortunately, now he’s in some jeans and a pullover, hiding that stunning body. It’s a little chilly but still nothing like Tennessee, so I’m wearing jeans and a tee.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you feel like going by that gymnastics place and getting that job?”

      Why’d he have to bring that up? I look down at my knees, picking at the holes in my jeans. “Nope.”

      “Darn it. I thought I sexed you good enough to make you want to go.”

      I give him a dry look. “It wasn’t that good.” I’m only kidding. It was mind-blowing, but sex with him and going into that gym are on two different spectrums. As much as he made me feel like I was the most important person in the world, I still can’t imagine anyone else would think that.

      He laughs out loud. “Fine. Challenge accepted.”

      A smile pulls at my lips. “Things are actually going well. I don’t want to ruin it with that.”

      “Who says it will be ruined?” I just look at him, and he shrugs. “I’m serious. They’d take you in a heartbeat.” I don’t agree, but I don’t want to argue with him. Not after last night. When he reaches over, taking my hand in his, he brings it into his lap. He squeezes it lightly, and I glance over to see him smiling. “I believe in you.”

      What the hell am I supposed to say to that? I think the last time someone said that was my dad. Tears cloud my eyes as I lean my head on my knees, watching as he drives. His smile remains. I want that. That confidence and belief in myself.

      Why did I allow Drew to steal that from me?

      When “Drive By” by Train starts playing, Chandler reaches over and turns the music up without letting go of my hand. A grin replaces my sullen look as he sings loudly and proudly. When he turns to me, grinning as he sings, I shake my head.

      “You’re insane.”

      “This is my jam,” he says, turning it up a little more. “Sing with me.”

      So I do.

      With the air blowing my hair around and our voices loud and awful, the heaviness on my heart disappears. I feel wild, young, and absolutely free. As our voices combine, he goes off on some falsetto that he should leave alone, and I know there is no way this thing we’ve got going on will be easy to get over. I knew the moment I touched him back in college there would be history between us. I just didn’t know we’d be in a truck together after a night of amazing sex, singing as if we’re back in college. As if we don’t have two failed marriages and plenty of heartbreak.

      No, we’re just happy.

      “I’m such a shy guy,” he says at the end of the song, and I scoff.

      “You are not.”

      “I am!”

      “Chandler, you asked me out the moment after you found out I wasn’t with Drew anymore.”

      He gives me a grin. “Because I wanted you. Seriously, though, I’m shy. You make me nervous, and I start word vomiting on you, and then you somehow still want to kiss me.”

      “What? I never wanted to kiss you.”

      He snorts. “Liar. You wanted me the moment you saw me again too.”

      “You’re insane. My dad was shy. He basically didn’t even talk to my mom on their first date. He was so nervous.”

      “I don’t blame him. It’s hard to think or even speak when you’re in the presence of complete beauty.”

      I laugh. “So you’re crushing on my mom?”

      He shakes his head with a laugh. “I meant that about you.”

      I grin. “See! You’re not shy. You’re the most confident person I’ve ever met.”

      “Because of you.” He kisses my temple.

      What the hell is happening? Damn it. If I thought sleeping with him as a rebound would be only sex, I’m a complete idiot. This guy is no rebound.

      “I wish I had met your dad. Ryan always talks about how awesome he was.”

      Pain tugs at my heart as I nod slowly. “He was the best. He treated me like a princess. Loved me more than himself. Hell, he loved all of us more than himself.”

      Chandler kisses my palm. “He’d be proud of you. Even with the mistakes, Amelia, you’re getting back to you. I know you are.”

      When I look at him, I swear the whole world fades away. No pain, no fear, nothing, just him and me. “I guess I’m gonna have to sleep with you again later.”

      He smiles wryly before leaning over and kissing my jaw. “That was a given.”

      He winks as he pulls back, and then he turns onto a very long road. I am a little confused about where we are. A huge building comes into view, and I see it’s called Malcolm Peterson Arena.

      “Where are we?”

      He tsks at me. “Shelli would know, and she’d know the square footage. Probably the opening date and the owner’s birthday, too.”

      I laugh. “Probably. So I guess this is your arena?”

      “Yup.”

      “And we’re here…?”

      “To make you love hockey again,” he says as he parks right at the front.

      “Make me love hockey?”

      He doesn’t answer me. He just shuts the truck off and then rolls the windows up. After he gets out, I’m about to open my door, but he’s there opening it for me. He gazes up at me before holding his hand out. I take it, and he helps me down as he says, “Yes, because I want to look out in the crowd and see you enjoying the game. But you have to cheer for me.”

      I roll my eyes once my feet hit the ground. “But what if I want to cheer for the other team?”

      “Sorry, you can only cheer for me,” he says with a wink before kissing the side of my mouth. He wraps his arm around my neck, and while I’d rather not go to a hockey rink, I’m glad I am going with him.

      Once inside, he takes me downstairs to show me the locker rooms and players’ room. I grew up in places like these. We were always at the rink with my uncle Shea, which was why Ryan wanted to be a professional player. He didn’t make it, but he’s still a part of the NHL as an awesome trainer. The reason Shelli knows so much is because she cared to know all this. She thrived on it because it connected her with her dad, my uncle. In a family of five kids, she wanted to stand out. She wanted to be my uncle’s favorite, and some would say she succeeded.

      As with my uncle, Ryan, and every other hockey player I know, the excitement of being here is apparent on Chandler’s face. He is basically shaking with eagerness. He talks about everything like it’s the best thing in the world, and I love his enthusiasm. This is his second home, his first love, and I don’t have to be a fan to know that. It’s all over his face, in his demeanor as he shows me around. I didn’t think I’d enjoy being here, but I do. I enjoy seeing him so happy.

      As he reaches for two pairs of skates, two pairs of gloves, and sticks, he looks at me. “You know how to skate?”

      “Can I lie and say I don’t so you’ll hold me out there the whole time?”

      He shrugs. “I was gonna do that anyway.”

      “Awesome.” I take the smaller pair of skates from him and sit down to put them on. “I was wondering why you were looking in my shoes.”

      He gives me a sneaky grin. “Had to make sure to get the right size.”

      While I lace up my skates, a grin is sitting on my lips. The coolness from the rink is rushing into the little tunnel, and I shiver a bit.

      “You cold?”

      “Yeah, I should have grabbed a hoodie.”

      He reaches behind him and hands me an IceCats number twenty-three hoodie.

      I raise a brow. “Really?”

      He tries to hold back his grin. “For when you come to my games.”

      I roll my eyes, even though his actions please me immensely. Once we’re laced up, we hit the ice. We meet at center ice, and he drops the puck.

      “Now, I’m going to win, but it’s okay. For every goal I score, I’ll kiss you.”

      I snort. “You make it seem like a treat for me,” I accuse, and he grins. “And just to inform you, I was taught how to play by Shea Adler. So yeah, we’ll see who wins.”

      The challenge is in his eyes, and I know mine mirror his. Like Ryan and I did when we were kids, Chandler and I tap our sticks to the ice four times then tap each other’s sticks before we fight for the puck. I win it back and skate away as I hold the puck at the end of my stick. The surprised look on his face excites me.

      “Told you.”

      He just laughs as I dig in, going around him, but he’s right there. He’s gentle, but he’s way more skilled than I am, and soon he comes out with the puck. He’s also fast as hell, which is totally unfair.

      “I don’t do cardio!” I yell at him as he scores for the third time.

      He comes toward me, the puck on the edge of his stick as he balances it like it’s nothing. It turns me on watching how talented he is, which is surprising. Instead of loathing this sport like I have for the last couple years, I find myself having fun.

      But I think that’s due to Chandler.

      When he reaches me, he kisses me on the lips. “Up your cardio game, and maybe you, too, can score.”

      I glare, and he just grins as we fight for the puck once more. I’ve been skating since I was a toddler, so this is second nature to me. I dig in, trying to get around him, but he’s right there. I turn, pressing my ass into his groin, which distracts him for a second before I shoot hard toward the net. When it goes in, I throw my hands up. What I didn’t expect was for my stick to come up and catch Chandler right in the nose. I cry out as he holds his nose, groaning while blood spills out.

      “Ack!” I exclaim as I drop my stick, trying to help him. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!”

      We get him to the bench, and I rush to the spot where I know they keep towels for incidents like this. I replace his hands with the towel, stepping between his legs. I hold the towel there, my heart pounding as panic eats me whole. I’m shaking as I hold him. He doesn’t seem mad, but what if he is?

      “I’m fine, Amelia. Calm down.”

      My eyes widen. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Baby, it’s fine. It happens.”

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “I know,” he says, tipping his head back as he slides his hands up the backs of my thighs to my ass. “It was an accident.”

      I swallow hard as his eyes burn into mine. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Are you having fun?”

      My eyes widen more, and I swear my heart is going to come out of my chest. “I was until this.”

      He shakes his head. “This is nothing,” he says, removing the towel so I can see his nose has already stopped bleeding. I was hoping it would be just a bloody nose, but unfortunately, he has a cut too.

      “Oh no, I cut you.”

      He waves me off. “Makes me look like a badass.”

      I can hardly breathe. All I can think about is the time I was throwing shoes behind me, trying to find the pair I was looking for. I accidentally hit Drew in the groin. I don’t like to remember what happened next, but it’s hard not to when I see blood dripping from Chandler’s face.

      “Want to know how to make it up to me?” he asks playfully, but I can’t look at him. “Come to a game. I, hopefully, won’t get hurt.”

      There is a lump in my throat, and all I can do is nod. I know my fear is irrational, but I can’t shake it. His hand comes under my chin, pulling it up, and his eyes fill with worry as he meets my gaze. I know my eyes are swimming in welling tears, but I won’t let them fall. Not for Drew. He doesn’t deserve them.

      Chandler wraps his arms around the back of my neck, pulling me in close. “Really, baby, it’s okay.”

      I bite my lip. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “I know,” he says then wraps his arms around me. I cling to him like he’s a life preserver, needing his hug more than ever. I dig my nose into his chest as he kisses the top of my head. “It’s all right. Don’t get yourself worked up over it.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut so hard they hurt, and as he holds me, I chant. It’s something I shouldn’t be chanting, but I find myself doing so anyway.

      He’s not Drew. He’s not Drew. He’s not Drew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      “It sucks you’re gonna be gone for, like, ever.”

      “It’s only ten days.”

      “Forever.”

      I squeeze Amelia’s hand before bringing it to my lips and kissing her wrist. Against it, I say, “Yeah, but the invitation to have Thanksgiving with my family is still open.”

      She leans her head on the headrest and shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “Think about it,” I say, kissing her wrist once more before I turn onto a back road. We went to dinner on the north side of town at a little spot I like called Jenny Lee’s. It’s a great sushi place, and we both enjoyed it. Between the food and the beautiful company, it’s shaping up to be a great night.

      It’s crazy how our worlds have entangled. When I’m home, we’re together. When she’s at the coffee shop, I go visit. I’ve drunk more coffee in the last three weeks than I have in my whole life. She wonders why I keep her up all night making love to her. I’m not only high on caffeine but on her. I need her. She’s everything I ever could have dreamed of, and man, we’re having a blast. I really want her to come to Florida for Thanksgiving. My mom wants to meet her, but I also just want to be with Amelia. The thought of her being home alone seriously kills me. But my mom would murder me if I didn’t stay in Florida with them for Thanksgiving. I sort of hope Amelia goes home so I know she won’t be alone.

      “Have you talked to your mom lately?”

      “Yeah, we spoke yesterday. She really wants me to come home, but she understands if I don’t want to yet. She’s being very patient with me.”

      Well, crap. “That’s good.”

      “Yeah, and surprising.”

      “Hey, she’s trying.”

      “Yeah,” she says sweetly, and I feel her staring at me.

      “When’s Shelli coming back?”

      “First week of December. Even though she’s still not speaking to me.”

      I squish my brows together. “Still?”

      “Yeah, that girl can hold a grudge like no other. She’s still pissed I left her at the party with only a text.”

      I roll my eyes. “From what I heard, she was just fine.”

      I feel her looking at me. “What does that mean?”

      Shit. She doesn’t know? “Um. Don’t know.”

      “Chandler!”

      I bite my lip. “I think you need to ask her.”

      “What?”

      “What she did.”

      “What!” She reaches for her phone from my center console and then violently texts someone I assume is Shelli. “She said nothing happened.”

      “Then maybe Merry is lying.”

      She gasps loudly before typing once more. “Oh my God! She said, ‘Oh yeah, I may have slept with him.’ Seriously?”

      I snort. “She’s funny.”

      “She’s an asshole! She just said, maybe if I had found her and told her I was leaving, she would have told me. Jesus!”

      “She’s an adult,” I remind her.

      “Well, duh, but she shouldn’t be sleeping with random guys.”

      I shrug. “She’s a big girl and Merry said he’s in love with her, so that’s probably a good thing. She has a male suitor.”

      She gives me a dry look. “She doesn’t need one, not when she is completely obsessed with Aiden.”

      “Brooks?”

      “Yeah, she used to have this journal, and it said ‘Shelli and Aiden. Shelli Brooks.’ It was so cute. My aunt used to have to hide it from my uncle ’cause he thinks she’s an innocent little princess. Little does he know she’s sleeping with random guys dressed as creepy gym teachers.”

      I laugh loudly. “You’re silly.”

      “She is impossible! Now she’s saying there is nothing to talk about and that I need to focus on my own sex life rather than hers.”

      I smile. “I happen to enjoy your sex life.”

      She rolls her eyes before throwing her phone back into the console.

      With a grin, I ask, “So you guys will still come to my game?”

      When I glance over at her, she flashes me a grin. “I said I would. I might leave Shelli, though.”

      I don’t care what Amelia does as long as she’s there. “Great. You’ll have a blast.”

      “I have been watching games.”

      “That’s my girl,” I say, kissing her wrist once more. A sweet little grin sits on her lips as her eyes sparkle such a spectacular blue. The insanely needy part of me wants to believe she is happy because of me, but I know a lot of it has to do with the life choices she is making. She is trying so hard to be happy. Fixing things with her mom. She talks with Ryan and Sofia daily. She’s being herself and enjoying life. Plus, we have lots of sex. That can do wonders for a person—I know it does for me. But it’s killing me that she still won’t go to that gym and get a job. I feel like she’s almost there, and I just have to be patient.

      When the acoustic version of James Arthur’s “Say You Won’t Let Go” starts, she squeals, turning it up. “I love this song.”

      “It’s a good song.”

      “It’s the best. Reminds me of my parents. My mom would cry when she heard it because it reminded her of my dad. She said she wished she had been able to dance with him to it.”

      I glance over at her, and she has this unbelievable look on her face that knocks the air out of me. It sucks knowing that Mrs. Justice didn’t get to dance with her husband to this song. That cancer took him before she was given that joy. This need bubbles inside me, and I want only one thing. Without really thinking about it, I pull the truck over.

      Amelia looks at me, confused, before I throw open the door and come around the truck. I open her door as she asks, “What are you doing?”

      I reach over her, turning the music all the way up before I help her out of the truck. “I want to dance with you.”

      I lace our fingers together and pull her in front of the truck. The headlights shine on us as I take her in my arms, and she comes willingly. I wrap my arms around her, pressing my lips into her hair as we sway to the music. The music envelops us as we rock back and forth, almost in a circle. Her hands slide up my back, clasping behind me as she holds me. I kiss the top of her head and then thread my fingers through the back of her hair as she tips her head back, looking up at me. Her eyes are so soft, so wanton, and I don’t think I’ve ever had this intense an ache in my chest.

      Only Amelia does it to me.

      “This is incredibly romantic,” she says. Her presence leaves me breathless.

      “I don’t ever want to regret not doing something with you,” I admit, my eyes burning into hers. “I don’t want to look back on that moment when I was riding with you and realize I had the perfect opportunity to dance with you but didn’t take it.”

      She leans her head into my chin, and I kiss her forehead. I squeeze her in my arms and realize that I don’t want to be anywhere else. She lifts her head to look at me, and I’m not sure of her expression. There is happiness, yet a little sadness too. It confuses me, but then she whispers, “I love when you hold me like this.”

      I nuzzle her nose with mine. “Well, that’s really good since I love holding you.”

      Our mouths meet at that exact second. As we kiss, the song ending and another one starting, I know I don’t want to be just some memory for her. No, I want to be her everything. Someone she can’t leave or get over. Someone she wants all the time because I want her. She fills an empty space I have been ignoring for so long.

      I just hope I’m doing the same for her.

      When her hands slide up under my shirt, I grip the back of hers as our kisses get more demanding. She moves her tongue along mine, licking my bottom lip and nipping with her teeth, driving me absolutely crazy. I arch into her, lifting her off the ground, and immediately, she wraps her legs around my waist. I stay hard around her—it’s a given—but right now, I can’t see straight, my cock is throbbing so hard for her. She moves against me, awakening me even more than I thought she could. I know if I don’t take her in my truck, I’ll strip her down and do her right here on the side of the road.

      Still kissing her, I carry her to my truck and kick the front door shut. I open the back and, unfortunately, have to break the kiss so I don’t bang our heads on the door. Her eyes are hooded as I set her beside me before undoing my pants. “Take off those pants.”

      She does it without question. My cock springs up as I reach for her, pulling off her shirt. She isn’t wearing a bra, and I swear she’s trying to kill me.

      “Do you not like bras?”

      She gives me a sneaky grin. “They get in the way.”

      “Fuck me dumb.”

      She snickers as she climbs onto my lap. “Okay.”

      I pull off my shirt as she lowers that sweet, wet pussy onto my cock. We both groan in appreciation of the connection. I fit inside her in a way I’ve never fit in a girl before. Often, it can be awkward, and I have to figure out how to please someone. With Amelia, it’s not that way. She fits me like a glove, and the simplest of touches gets her going. Hell, she looks at me, and I’m ready to go.

      I grip her thick ass in my hands as she rakes her teeth along my neck and shoulder. She trails kisses up my neck, to the back of my ear, as she slowly rides my cock. My head falls back as she licks up my neck, her pussy squeezing me in the most fantastic fucking way. I capture her lips, searching the inside of her mouth with my tongue as I arch up into her, my cock sliding in to the hilt. She holds on to my shoulders as she bounces on my cock, her breasts so damn jiggly and sexy, they make it real hard not to nip at them.

      Unable to handle it, I press my hand into her back so that her chest presses against my mouth. I lick the curve of her breast, nipping at the spot between her perfect breasts before sucking her nipple into my mouth. She cries out, my name falling from her lips in the most satisfying way. Her nails dig into my shoulders as I suck on her nipples one at a time, running my tongue around her taut buds. She trembles against my mouth as she squeezes me. When a guttural yell leaves her sweet lips, her body jerks, making me go deeper inside her. I bite into her breast as I groan loudly, exploding inside her.

      I pull deep breaths of air into my lungs as I hold her tight. She wraps her arms around my head, kissing the top of it as I throb inside her. Her heart is pounding, and her body vibrates with each beat. I lick my lips, her sternum, and then her neck before our mouths meet. She draws the kisses out of me, her fingers raking through my hair as I gather her even closer into my arms. Our hearts pound together, almost in unison, and I have no idea how I got this lucky.

      Lucky enough to find the girl of my dreams.

      Soon our breathing slows, and she trails kisses from my mouth, down my jaw, over to my ear. Her cheek is hot against mine, but I welcome it. Hell, I crave it. I turn my face, kissing her cheek, and I feel her smile.

      “Chandler.”

      “Yeah, sweetheart?”

      “If that invitation hasn’t expired for me to come to Thanksgiving with you and your family, I’d really like to accept.”

      My heart can’t fucking take it. I kiss her cheek then her jaw and her nose before her top lip. I stare into her glossy blue eyes, and my soul screams for her. “I want you there.”

      A small little smile curves her lips before she nods. “I want to be there.”

      A sigh of completion leaves my lips, and I’m thinking those three little words. Actually, they’re screaming in my head, but I don’t think either of us is ready for them. So instead, I take her mouth with mine and know the only thing I’m truly thankful for this year is her.
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      Amelia

      

      “I won’t be alone.”

      “Amelia, honey, just come home. Elli will send the plane now,” my mom insists. I know she’s getting upset, but I’m not ready. The thought of being around my whole family, having them look at me like I’ve messed up my life completely, is not how I want to spend the holiday. Plus, I know they’ll try to pressure me into moving back home. Sofia will come at me with the perfect job. Ryan will say I need family. My mom will stress that she has a place for me to stay, and then my aunt and uncle will fill in what everyone else hasn’t covered. It’s what my family does. They love until you’re completely suffocated and start to agree with them.

      “Mom, really, I’m good.”

      “We haven’t had a holiday together in years. This was our year.”

      “No, it wasn’t. Not yet. I promise, I’ll come home next year.”

      She lets out an aggravated sigh. “So you’re staying there?”

      Damn, why did I say that? “I don’t know, Mom. I’m trying to figure things out. That is what this year is supposed to do for me.”

      “But it’s been over a year now.”

      I want to slam my head into the dashboard. Chandler must feel my anxiety, because he grabs my hand, kissing my palm. I send him a weak smile as I sigh deeply. “I know, and I’m still working things out. I won’t apologize for wanting to better myself and heal, Mom.”

      She lets out a long breath. “Fine. I understand. I took a solid three years when I lost your dad.”

      “Exactly. Thank you.”

      “But you’re not alone?”

      “No, I promise I’m not.”

      “Who are you with?”

      I look to my left, where Chandler is driving with absolutely no clue that he may be saving me one day at a time. I don’t know how in the world this all happened, but it has. I find myself wanting him all the time. He was only gone for four days, and I’ve been so lonely without him. I fear I’m depending on him, but then I remind myself it’s just my broken confidence that makes me feel that way. I was okay before him, I was finding myself, and I was working. I didn’t just lie in bed, crying over my failed marriage. I was living. But now, I’m living my best life because he’s adding to it in such a beautiful way.

      He makes me happy.

      “I’d rather not say.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ll jump to conclusions.”

      “So it’s a guy?”

      “Mom—”

      “Please, do not let it be Drew.”

      “Ew,” I say quickly, my face scrunched up. “No, never.”

      “Oh. Thank God.” She breathes out a sigh of relief, and I smile. “I sort of hope it’s Chandler, though I’m sure Ryan will have something to say about that.”

      “Okay, so I’m gonna go.”

      “Fine. I love you. Happy Thanksgiving.”

      “Love you. Happy Thanksgiving.”

      I hang up the phone and tuck it into my purse. Chandler looks over at me, and I smile. He’s wearing a nice dress shirt and slacks. His hair is brushed to the side, and he’s had his beard neatly barbered. Mostly because his mom hates it. But I adore it. He looks devilishly handsome.

      “You didn’t tell her you were here?”

      “No,” I say, lacing my fingers with his. “Is that okay?”

      “Yeah,” he says with a shrug. “All that matters is that you’re here.”

      I eye him. I feel like he wants more than what I am giving him. Like maybe he thinks I should have told my mom where I was? I lick my lips. “Are you sure? You seem upset.”

      He raises a brow. “Upset? I’m great. I’ve missed you.”

      I don’t believe him. “Did you want me to tell her?”

      “I mean, it would be cool. But at the same time, I know why you didn’t. You’re not ready to do all that. Also, I’d really like to talk to Ryan first.”

      I want to believe him, but I feel like I’m doing wrong in some way. “Oh.”

      “The thing is, Amelia, I don’t care who knows about us. I’m with you, you’re with me, and that’s that. No one will change that except you or me. It’s that simple.”

      I chew on the inside of my mouth as he pulls into a driveway. He puts the car in park and then looks at me. “Okay?”

      “So, you’re not mad at me?” I find myself asking, and his brows pull together.

      “Did I say I was?” he asks, but before I can even answer, he shakes his head. “Listen, this is the only time I’ll come out and say this. I don’t know what your ex did—you haven’t told me—but if something is wrong, I’ll tell you. I have no problem communicating with you what I am feeling or what I think because I trust you and I feel comfortable with you.”

      He doesn’t ask about Drew at all, so I know he means what he says. “I do trust you.”

      “Okay, then don’t put me in the category he’s in because he didn’t know how to love. Love didn’t hurt you or mess you up. It was his inability to love you right.”

      I know I should be focusing on what he just said and not that fact that he said love twice in one sentence, but it’s hard. Is he telling me that he loves me? That he knows how to love me? Surely not. There is no way he could love me. That’s just insane. I don’t have my shit together, and I can’t even admit that he and I are doing something way more than just dating. I don’t know when it moved past that, maybe after the Halloween party, but it’s definitely become more significant. Maybe it was always more significant.

      “Okay, now come on. My mom has already opened the curtains twice looking out at us.”

      He leans over, kissing my lips before getting out of the car. He gets my bag out of the back seat as I throw open the door. He comes to me, holding his hand out. When I take it, he smiles, bringing my knuckles to his mouth. “My parents are great, but they’re still a little hesitant because of the whole Lana thing.”

      “Understandable.”

      “So I’m not sure how they’re going to react to you, okay?”

      “Okay. They know I’m coming, right?”

      “Yeah, they sent the plane. But still, just a warning.” He sends me a flashy grin before opening the door and leading me into the house with his hand. “Hey, Mom, we’re—” Before he can finish his sentence, his mom is in the foyer, grinning from ear to ear. She’s petite, with long blond hair and dark-green eyes. She has wrinkles by her eyes and around her mouth, but her eyes are so vivid. She’s wearing a pair of brown leggings with an oversize turkey shirt that reads “I’m ready to wobble gobble.” Chandler seems a little taken aback as he says, “Oh. You know we’re here, I see.”

      “Yes. Hello, I’m Elizabeth. But you can call me Lizzy or Mom. Whatever makes you happy!” She is practically bouncing with excitement, and I really don’t understand why.

      “Whoa. Okay, Mom. Cool your jets. You’re scaring her,” Chandler laughs as he puts my suitcase by the door. “This is Amelia.”

      “Hi.”

      “Hello, gosh, you’re just so gorgeous. I didn’t expect her to be so pretty.”

      “Wow, thanks, Mom.”

      I snicker at his offended look.

      “And sweet-looking. She doesn’t look like a bitch.”

      I giggle. “That’s a plus.”

      He gives me a dry look. “Apparently.”

      “Holy crap. You upgraded, Chandler.”

      I look to the doorway of the kitchen to see an older man with a matching wide grin. His eyes are dark brown, and his brown hair is dusted with gray. He has a large nose that doesn’t really fit his face, but his grin is so bright, it’s hard to really notice it. He has a matching shirt to his wife’s, and that fills me with such joy. My mom used to make my dad match her.

      A grin pulls at my lips as I glance up to Chandler. “Do you not date good-looking people?”

      He shrugs with a roll of his eyes. “I thought so, but maybe not.”

      “He didn’t,” they say in unison, and Chandler rolls his eyes.

      “They weren’t awful. But then again, I didn’t know what beauty was until I met you.”

      Air rushes from my lungs as he closes the distance between us, kissing my nose tenderly. As if he doesn’t care that his mom and dad are standing there. As if I’m the only person in the room. When he pulls back, he gazes into my eyes, and everything just fades away. I quirk my lips before taking his chin in my hand and kissing him softly. He squeezes my hip before pulling away slowly.

      When he winks, I grin as he turns to his parents. “So, yeah.”

      Lizzy is beaming, and Charles looks pretty pleased. Before anyone can say a word, the door flies open and a bunch of guys file in. I remember them from the party. Chandler’s teammates.

      “Moon! Football. Now!” Nico says as he tosses the ball up and down. “Let go of your girl and come on.”

      A bunch of the guys agree, razzing him as he rolls his eyes. “You good?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I’ll help your mom in the kitchen, if that’s okay.”

      She almost comes out of her skin with glee. “I’d love that.”

      “Great,” he says, kissing my temple. He looks to his dad. “Listen, you can play, but it’s not my fault if you throw out your hip again.”

      His dad chuckles. “Shut it. Let’s go.”

      “Please be careful,” Lizzy calls after them, but I don’t think they hear her. When she looks at me, I smile. “He’s gonna throw out his hip again.”

      I widen my eyes. “You think so?”

      “Well, I sure hope not.” She grins back at me. “So, did you have a nice ride in?”

      I nod as we head toward the kitchen. “I did. Your plane is almost the same as my aunt’s. Hers is a tad bit bigger, but then, she has five kids.”

      Lizzy grins as she goes behind the counter. The house we’re in is one Chandler’s parents just bought. It’s on the beach and really roomy. When I asked why they bought it, he said his mom wanted a winter home. Not sure what that means, but who am I to judge? It still surprises me how well-off they are. I thought my aunt and uncle were pretty set, or even my mom, but they don’t have multiple homes in different states. Kind of crazy. The best part is that Chandler never acts like their money is his. He’s very humble about it, and I love that about him.

      “I’m so glad you could join us. Chandler talks about you all the time.”

      “Good things, I hope,” I say as I lean into the counter.

      “Always,” she gushes as she hands me a bowl of vegetables. “Cut those for me, please. They’re for the stuffing.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      As I get to work, she says, “You two seem pretty smitten with each other.”

      I smile. “He’s amazing. You’ve raised a great guy.”

      “I think so. He’s my everything.”

      We share a smile, and then she asks, “So, tell me about yourself. I only know what Chandler says, which is that you’re extremely beautiful and very funny. Oh! He told me you were a fantastic collegiate gymnast. Finished eighth in the region your first year, right? That’s exciting.”

      I grin. “He told you that?”

      “Yup. He used to talk about you when he was in college. It’s sweet that you guys reconnected.”

      My heart flutters. “Yeah, what are the chances, huh?”

      “I think it’s fate,” she says sweetly, her eyes so kind and nice. She has to be where Chandler gets his kind eyes from. I know he’s adopted, but I feel like if you’re around someone all the time, you inherit some of their mannerisms. “Do you miss it? He told me you aren’t doing gymnastics anymore.”

      “I do,” I admit. “A lot, actually. I followed my ex-husband to where he was, and I worked for a bit as a coach. But then things changed, and I stayed home.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. Chandler did tell me you were divorced. Again, it’s a one-in-a-million chance you two would get together after all this time—and after both of you divorcing. It’s good, at least, that you both know what a bad marriage feels like.”

      “Yeah,” I say softly.

      “Have you thought about getting back into it?”

      “Marriage?” I ask incredulously, and she laughs.

      “No, honey. Gymnastics.”

      Oh. Thank God. I nod. “I want to, but I’m a bit scared.”

      “Scared?”

      I bite my lip as I cut the carrots into quarters. “Well, I dropped out of school to follow my ex, and I’m worried people will think of me as a failure.”

      She makes a face. “Well, that’s understandable, but I don’t like the word failure.”

      I look up. “You don’t?”

      “No, because I don’t truly feel like someone fails. It’s a state of mind to me. When I do something and I don’t succeed, I look at it as a learning experience. If you allow yourself to feel like a failure, then you won’t try again. You’ll let it define you. So instead, look at it as a teaching moment and try again.”

      Her words knock the air out of me as I stare at her. “Wow.”

      “You see, honey, I don’t know if Chandler told you, but I couldn’t get pregnant. I had fourteen miscarriages in five years.”

      I press my lips together, feeling awful for her, but there is no pain on her face.

      “We were devastated each time. But through it all, I knew I had to work for my goal, and that goal was to have a child to love as much as we loved each other.” She smiles as she leans on her elbows, her eyes locked with mine. “We were going to use a surrogate—my sister would carry the baby for us—but she kept telling me about this little boy who would come into her bar who had these unbelievable topaz eyes. His mom was really deep into drugs and alcohol, and she didn’t take care of him at all. My sister would feed him when his mother would bring him into the bar, drinking and acting a fool, while he sat in the corner, coloring. My sister suspected that was the only time he ate. She called Child Services on the mother over and over again, and finally, they took the child from her. My sister told me about him, and something inside me told me he needed me. I knew Charles and I could show him what love was. So after a load of money in legal fees, we became Chandler’s parents.”

      That poor child. These amazing people. God, he is so lucky. Tears flood my eyes. “That’s amazing.”

      “I could have said I was a failure at becoming a mother over and over again, but I didn’t. Charles wouldn’t let me if I tried. He didn’t have to stay with me—it wasn’t his problem, it was mine—yet he stood by my side.” She reaches over, taking my hands in hers. “A real man looks at your flaws and loves them because they’re a part of you. He doesn’t look at you just as a right now. He looks to the future. Charles knew we would be great parents, one way or another.”

      I’m speechless. My heart is in my throat as I gaze into her eyes. “You are.”

      She gives me a wide smile, patting the back of my hand. “You’re a good girl, Amelia.”

      I grin back. “I try.”

      “Lana,” she says with such distaste, “was the most awful person I’ve ever met.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh yes. I knew she was with him for his money and she would take him down. I just knew it, and I told Chandler that. He didn’t like what I had to say and fought with me about it, but I stood my ground. I tolerated her because of Chandler, but I never cared for her.”

      “My mom hated my ex too.”

      “Well, if someone made my child give up on his dreams for them, I wouldn’t care for them either.”

      I press my lips together as I look down at the cutting boards. “Yeah, dumb mistakes.”

      “True, but we learn from them,” she says with a shrug. “At least no children were involved in either of your mistakes.”

      My heart starts to pound as I nod. “Yeah, true.”

      When tears spring to my eyes, I look back down as I take a shaky breath.

      The back door opens then, and Chandler comes in. I put a smile on my face as he wraps me up from behind. He’s sweaty, but I don’t care. “Feed me a carrot. I need strength.”

      I giggle as I give him a piece of carrot, and he chews it up. “Thank you.” He then turns his mouth to my ear. “You are so hot when you cook.”

      I grin. “You could be too.”

      He scoffs. “Mom, can I cook?”

      She laughs. “I had to move for him so he wouldn’t starve.”

      We all laugh, and then Chandler kisses my jaw. “Okay, I’m out. Just wanted to check on you.”

      As soon as he lets me go, rushing out the door, I miss him. I feel as if he protects me from all the bad decisions I made. I want nothing more than to follow him out there and watch, but I want to spend time with his mom. When I glance up, she’s studying me with a knowing look on her face.

      “Oh yeah, I really like you.”

      I smile. “I like you too.”

      Her grin widens. “Good, because I’m pretty sure that boy is completely taken with you.”

      My smile falters a bit because I want to believe her words. I want to believe he loves all my stupid issues, but it’s so damn hard. So hard.

      And that’s a problem.

      Because I’m completely taken with him.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was perfection. Lizzy cooks like a dream, and everyone enjoyed themselves immensely. A bunch of Chandler’s teammates ate with us—the single ones, mainly—and they were a hoot. Especially Nico, though he wouldn’t look me in the eye. I guess he thinks I’m mad he hooked up with Shelli, but I’m not. She’s a grown woman; she can do what she wants.

      I go up to bed before everyone else. As much as I want to stay up and spend time with Chandler’s family, I know I have the plane ride with them tomorrow to chitchat. I honestly adore both of them. They’re amazing and sweet. So kind. They love everyone and treat everyone as theirs. I’m pretty sure Lizzy told every guy at the table she loved him. She’s incredible, and Charles is hilarious. They remind me so much of my family, and that makes me really happy. We had so much fun. More fun than I’ve had in a really long time.

      I sit down on the edge of the bed with my phone in my hand. There are billions of text messages, and I’ve been ignoring them all afternoon.

      Mom: It was lonely without you. Hope you had a nice day.

      I want to feel awful for not going home, but I don’t. I still need more time, and I don’t regret coming to Chandler’s.

      Ryan: Wish you were here. Miss you, and if you tell me who you’re with, I won’t tell Mom.

      I snort. Liar.

      Sofia: Love you. Miss you. Can’t wait to see you!

      I smile. I miss her too.

      Shelli: Really? You didn’t come? I’m stuck here being questioned on who you’re with and what you’re doing! Jerk!

      I type back quickly.

      Me: Did you tell?

      Shelli: No, asshole. I told them I didn’t know. Are you having fun, at least?

      Relief floods me.

      Me: Yeah, it’s been an amazing day.

      Shelli: Well, that’s all that matters.

      I bite my lip.

      Me: Should I tell Chandler?

      Shelli: About what?

      Me: Drew. The reason we married and divorced?

      Shelli: Do you want to?

      Me: I do, but I don’t. I’m scared he’ll be disgusted with me.

      Shelli: Well, I know for a fact he wouldn’t. He isn’t that way, Amelia.

      I let my phone rest in my lap as I drop my head back. When Chandler told me he trusted me and was comfortable with me, I felt the same way. He’s been completely open with me about his divorce and his ex. I’ve been a closed book, and that’s not fair for him. He has a right to know.

      When the door opens, he comes in, and immediately, his face lights up. “Hey there, gorgeous.”

      I sigh softly. “Hey.”

      His brow perks as he unbuttons his shirt. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” I sigh roughly. “Answering texts from my prodding family.”

      He chuckles. “Well, I’m sure they’re better than mine. If my mom told you one more time that she absolutely loved you, I was gonna lose it. I’m worried she’s scaring you away.”

      I shake my head as my mouth quirks at the side. “Not even kind of.”

      He throws his shirt to the ground as he unfastens his pants. “That’s good,” he says before taking my phone out of my hand and tossing it to the side of the bed. I smile as he covers my body with his, hooking my leg around his hip. He caresses my nose with his before capturing my mouth in a passionate kiss. He makes me wild; my whole body catches on fire as I hook my other leg around him so I can feel all of him. When he pulls back, he cups my face with his hands and kisses my nose. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      I kiss his bottom lip. “So am I.”

      “I don’t want you to leave tomorrow.”

      I nod. “I don’t either.”

      “Just six more days until I see you again.”

      “Thankfully.”

      He kisses me once more, and I sink into the kiss. Into him. I wrap my arms around his neck, holding him closer as he rolls to his side, taking me with him. We kiss and play, our hands roaming over each other’s bodies, cherishing the other. My heart is singing for him, and when he pulls back, needing to catch his breath, my eyes lock with his. I swallow hard, emotion threatening to smother me as I stare into his gaze.

      “I got pregnant.”

      His eyes widen as his brows squish together. “Excuse me?”

      When I realize what I just said, which made no sense and scared the shit out of him, I bark out a laugh. “Whoa, sorry. Let me start over.”

      He just stares at me as I swallow my laughter. I lick my lips before biting them. “Drew and I got married because I got pregnant.” His gaze softens as I look at his nose to avoid his eyes. “Since my mom hated him already, I knew if she knew we were pregnant and not married, she’d hate him more. So I begged him to marry me. He didn’t want to, he wanted to wait, but I nagged him until he did. We didn’t have a real wedding or anything. It was at the courthouse, and I think that pissed off my mom more.” Tears flood my eyes, and when I squeeze them shut, the tears escape to leak down my face. “I lost the baby a month later. While I was completely terrified to be pregnant, I was also excited. I was going to be a mom. I could put the baby in hockey or gymnastics. I had all these plans. I was married to my high school sweetheart, things were perfect…but within moments, it all changed.”

      Chandler lifts my chin so our eyes meet. He strokes his fingers along my cheeks, catching my tears. He doesn’t say anything, but compassion and sympathy are in his eyes. I don’t want to go on, but I know I need to. I bite the inside of my cheek so hard it hurts before I close my eyes. “When I told him I lost the baby, he was so happy. He said we didn’t need a kid, and then he told me he knew he shouldn’t have married me so quickly.” I open my eyes to see such rage in Chandler’s expression. “I think that’s when I knew my marriage was doomed.”

      Within seconds, Chandler smothers me in his arms. He trails kisses along my hairline and forehead before meeting my mouth with his. His kiss is different; it’s comforting instead of hot.

      When he pulls away, his eyes burn into mine. “He didn’t deserve you.”

      A sob bubbles in my throat as I nuzzle my nose into his neck. Chandler is right. I just wish I had realized that before I wasted so many years on Drew. Especially when I could have spent them with Chandler. I know there is more to tell him, and I want to, but this was a step in the right direction. I’m proud of that. But I can’t help worrying what he’ll think when he learns why I left Drew. Will he support me? Or will he be completely and utterly disgusted by me? I’m disgusted by me, so why shouldn’t he be? But why do I have to think that? He isn’t disappointed now or even appalled by me. He is supportive and kind. That’s Chandler. He’s wonderful. That said, I once thought Drew was wonderful too. Why the hell do I have to be so scared to make the same mistake when they’re two different people?

      I know this. I feel this in my heart. But I can’t seem to grasp it in my brain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      Sadie barks angrily beside me as I run a towel down my face.

      The espresso machine is broken again.

      William moves around me, cleaning the floor as I groan loudly. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Sadie agrees with a growl, and I pet her head. “Good girl. That’s right. Tell that stupid machine.” I turn to William, annoyance plain on my face and in my voice. “William, we need a new machine. I’m tired of this. It happens at least twice a week.”

      “I know. I’m working on it.”

      I groan in frustration as Sadie agrees with a growl. Will’s been working on it for six months now! He and his dad are too cheap to hire a new person or get a new machine. I look at my customer and try to smile. “I’m so sorry. Is there something else I can get you, or would you like a refund?”

      The man, who looks just as annoyed as I do, shrugs. “A regular coffee with cream is fine.”

      “Fantastic.” I get him his order and wish him a good day. I’m pretty sure he wants to flip me off, but he refrains. Which is nice since my day is going oh so wonderfully. I untuck my wet shirt and try to dry it, but it’s soaked. I let my head fall back. I hate that I’m so frustrated I’m about to cry. This is so ridiculous. I hate it here. I hate coffee, and I hate machines that don’t work. And I miss Chandler. I miss him so much.

      When Sadie comes over to lie on my foot, calm washes over me. I smile down at her. “Thanks, girl.”

      He’s been gone for seven days, and I still have another three before he returns home. I got to see him for the holiday, but it was only for one night before they flew off to New Jersey. Shelli will be here at the end of the week, a day before Chandler gets back, which is good. I might be going crazy.

      When my phone rings in my apron, I reach for it and smile when I see who’s calling. Even drenched as I am in milk and espresso, Chandler puts a smile on my face.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, where you are?” There is urgency in his voice.

      “Work? Why?”

      “Babe, did you forget about the plumber?”

      Oh. Fuck.

      I close my eyes and squeeze the bridge of my nose. “Yes, oh my God, I’m so sorry. I’m leaving now.”

      “What? You can’t leave,” William says, but I throw my apron on the counter.

      “I wasn’t supposed to work anyway, William. I came in to help this morning, and now I’m drenched. I have to go. I was supposed to be at the house for my boyfriend.” I call for Sadie, and we head out. “I’m so sorry, Chandler.”

      “How long will it take you to get there?”

      “Like, six minutes. I’ll pay the fee if he tries to charge you one. I’m so sorry.” I jump into the truck after Sadie does and start it.

      “Is that my truck?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t want to get dog hair in my car.”

      “You have Sadie?”

      “Yeah, she came to work with me. I didn’t want her alone, so she’s been coming every day I work.”

      “They didn’t care?”

      “William did the first day, and I told him I could leave. But he said fine, Sadie could stay,” I tell Chandler as I drive out of town. “That’s okay, right?”

      “Yeah, it’s great. You just make it really hard to be upset with you.”

      My shoulders droop. “You were upset with me?”

      “Amelia, you forgot about this appointment. You know they only had today to dig out the pipes and replace them.”

      I bite my lip. “I know. I’m really sorry.”

      I expect him to start yelling, to call me stupid or an idiot. “It’s okay. I should have reminded you, though I did write it on your calendar.”

      “You did,” I groan. I think I glanced at it this morning. I obviously didn’t read it. “I didn’t want to go in to work, and then I was in a rush. So I suck. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t suck, and stop apologizing.”

      “You can say I suck.”

      “Why would I? How does that make this situation better? I refuse to belittle you for a mistake. It’s okay. Are you there?”

      I don’t know why tears are filling my eyes as I pull into his driveway. The plumbing crew is in front of the house, all smoking cigarettes. “Yes.”

      “Okay, and you have my credit card for payment, right?”

      “It’s in the drawer, inside.”

      “Great. Call me when it’s done. If I don’t answer, I’m still on the ice, and I’ll call you back.”

      “Okay.”

      “And, Amelia…”

      “Yeah?”

      “I miss you something insane.”

      “I miss you.” My heart flutters in my chest, and the anxiety of forgetting the important appointment subsides. Chandler had asked me twice if he should have his mom fly back to take care of supervising the repair of his busted sewer lines, but I insisted I would. Way to drop the ball, Justice. I get out of the truck and call Sadie with me.

      An older man pushes off the truck and looks down at me. “Amelia?”

      “Yes, I’m—”

      “Man, Mr. Moon wasn’t kidding when he said you were the most gorgeous woman ever. You two married?”

      Swoon. I press my lips together to keep my laughter in. “I am,” I lie so he won’t hit on me.

      “Well, Mr. Moon is one lucky guy.”

      “He sure is.” I clap my hands together as Sadie moves herself through my legs. “So, you’ll get started?”

      “Yup.”

      “Okay, I’ll be in the house.”

      “Don’t use the bathroom, though.”

      “I understand.” I call for Sadie as we head into the house.

      We’ll be here for a while, and that’s fine. I don’t have anything else to do. After getting a snack and a bottle of water, I lie down on the couch with Sadie, putting on Netflix. We’re deep into a Marvel movie when my phone rings. I reach up on the arm of the couch for it and answer without looking at the screen. I know it’s Shelli from her ringtone.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      “Lying on Chandler’s couch, watching Thor do Thor things and looking mighty fine as hell.”

      “Mmm. I love Thor.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      “I’m surprised you remembered the appointment. I was convinced you would forget about that today.”

      “I did,” I say with a dramatic roll of my eyes.

      She laughs. “Knew it. Nico owes me money.”

      A grin spreads across my face. “Huh! Guess you’re glad I didn’t find you the night of the party and make you come home with Chandler and me.”

      She snorts. “It would have been weird if you took both Chandler and me home.”

      “Exactly, which is why I sent the text.”

      “I guess. Whatever.”

      I grin as I harass her. “So you guys are like talking, talking?”

      “No, we’re hooking up. It’s totally casual, and that’s it. Seriously. I don’t have time for a relationship, and I sure as shit ain’t moving to South Carolina,” she says, her voice dry as a piece of toast.

      “You could,” I suggest, but she scoffs.

      “No. I told you. I think I’m gonna go back to school.”

      “You were serious?” I ask, furrowing my brows. “I thought you were just being emotional.”

      “I’m serious. I’m kind of over this Broadway stuff.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes!” she laughs. “I miss my family. I don’t know. I don’t like the vibe here anymore. I feel like I’ll start doing something I’m not supposed to.”

      “Like what?”

      She hesitates. “I don’t know. Drugs and alcohol are everywhere. I don’t want to be one of those people who falls into that stuff.”

      “Shelli, you’re smarter than that.”

      “Seriously, Amelia, my castmates are all into it… I may have already done it.”

      My heart picks up speed at what I’m hearing. “Oh, Shelli. What?”

      “Coke.”

      I close my eyes. “Seriously?”

      “Just two times, and it freaked me out. I went off on my friend Chris for it and said I don’t want to do it again.”

      “Why, though, Shelli?”

      “I sing with a guy in a snowman outfit six days a week. It’s mortifying.”

      I want to laugh, but I can’t. I’m scared. “But you’re not addicted or anything—”

      “God no. I promise you. It wasn’t my jam—at all.”

      Well, that’s a plus. “Shelli, don’t give up something you love because people are dumb and pressure you. You’re almost done with this show. You’ll get another one.”

      “I know that, but I don’t think I love Broadway anymore.”

      “What? Really?”

      “Yeah, I’m tired of singing the same thing over and over again. I want to write and sing what I want to sing. Just…I don’t know. I feel like I jumped into this way too young.”

      I nod in agreement. “I can see that.”

      “I want to enjoy my early adult years. I miss my dad, and…I just want to be home.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Yeah, I support you.”

      “And you’ll go home too?”

      I pause. “You’re not doing this to get me home, are you?”

      “No, Amelia. God, the world doesn’t revolve around you.” I laugh at her exasperation. “I just thought it would be nice if we were both home.”

      “I don’t want to go home.”

      “Because of Chandler?”

      I shrug as I stroke my fingers through Sadie’s hair. When she licks my hand, I smile. “He’s a big part of it.”

      “Well, at least you admit it.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “I don’t know what I want to do. I’m still figuring out my life.”

      “So am I.”

      “Being an adult sucks.”

      “It does, and you aren’t even at the hard parts yet.”

      “Great, thanks for the reminder.”

      “I’ll be here for you, though, because I love you.”

      “Back at ya. I love you too.”

      When we hang up, I have a grin on my face. Shelli has always been my constant supporter, my best friend. As much as I want her to stay in New York and be the star she is, I think I always knew she wouldn’t last. She belongs in Nashville; it’s her home. For a long time, I thought it was mine.

      But I may have been wrong.

      I lay my head on Sadie’s as we continue to watch Thor’s sexy display. I’m pretty sure Sadie likes him too because she hasn’t taken her eyes off the screen since the movie started. Outside, I can hear the guys working and talking loudly, but it’s easy to ignore. Somehow, I fall asleep during the movie, which is unlike me, but I did wake up at six a.m. to go into work. I really need to quit; I hate it there. William and his dad aren’t doing right by that coffee house or me. I want to do something else, but I don’t think what I want to do will ever happen.

      The ringing of my phone is what wakes me up. When I reach for it, again over my head on the armrest, I pull it down to see that it’s Chandler.

      “Hey, you.”

      “Hey. You just wake up?”

      I nod as I sit up, stretching my arms above my head. Sadie stays in her spot across my lap. “Yeah. Catnap.”

      “Nice. I’m a bit jealous.”

      I stand up, going to the window to see them still working. “What are you doing?”

      “Just got done with morning skate and videos. Now about to go to lunch with the guys.”

      “Cool. They’re still here working.”

      “Wow. This is taking a while.”

      “Yeah, but it’s okay. I have nothing else to do since my boyfriend is gone.”

      He chuckles. “You like this boyfriend guy?”

      “Oh, I do. A lot.”

      “Good. He happens to think you’re pretty great.”

      “Even when I forget everything?”

      “That’s his favorite part. He made forty bucks.”

      I laugh as I lean into the window. “That’s very unfair.”

      “Eh, it’s life. Dollars make me holler.”

      I snort. “That’s not the only thing that makes you holler.”

      He groans softly. “Fucking hell, I miss you, Amelia Grace.”

      I pause, unable to swoon back at my sweet boyfriend because I don’t know his middle name. “Chandler…”

      He laughs. Hard. “I don’t have a middle name.”

      “You don’t?”

      “Nope, Mom and Dad couldn’t afford one after all the adoption fees.”

      “Oh my God, shut up,” I giggle, and he laughs.

      “I mean, that lie is better than my middle name, so let’s go with that.”

      “Tell me!”

      “Ugh. Fine.” I keep giggling until a red Camaro pulls up outside. I cock my head in confusion as a very leggy blonde gets out of the car. “It’s Eugene. Chandler Eugene Moon.”

      The blonde walks up to the older man I talked to, and he hooks his thumb toward the house. She looks at the house, an irate look on her face.

      Something isn’t right here.

      “Why aren’t you laughing? My name is so unfortunate.”

      “Hey, Chandler, do you know someone who drives a red Camaro?”

      He pauses. “With black racing stripes?”

      “Yup.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Who is it?” I ask as she walks up the steps in heels so damn high, they make my ankles hurt. Her face is all scrunched up, and she looks pretty upset before she pounds on the door.

      “My ex-wife.”

      Just as he says that, the lady yells very loudly, “Chandler! I know you’re there! Answer the damn door!”

      Well, hell.

      “This should be a blast.”

      “Don’t open the door,” Chandler says quickly, but I’m already reaching for it, pulling it open. “What the hell is she doing there?”

      Lana looks at me as I look back at her. Her eyes widen as I arch one of my brows. She is my total opposite in every way. She’s very tall, about Chandler’s height in those heels, and very skinny. Blond hair, brown eyes, and is slathered in all the makeup from Sephora. She’s wearing the tightest jeans I’ve ever seen, with a crop top that shows the bottoms of her breasts. I’m all for a crop top, but if my mom saw my boobs hanging out, she’d smack the shit out of me.

      Doesn’t matter that I’m twenty-three years old.

      “Who are you?” the woman sneers, which pisses Sadie off.

      Sadie pushes between my legs, growling, so I hold her back by her hips.

      “Who’s asking?”

      “Chandler Moon’s wife.”

      Well. Okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

      I’m five seconds from calling my mom to go over there and kick Lana off my porch, but then I remember she’s here in Houston with me. That would be a problem.

      I hear Amelia laugh through the phone. “Y’all are divorced. Have been for a while.”

      “I’m still part of him.”

      “Actually, you’re not.”

      “What happened?” I glance over at Nico as he sits on my hotel bed.

      I move my phone to put it on speakerphone just as Lana says, “How so?”

      “That paper you signed legally separated you two,” Amelia says, cool as a cucumber.

      I hear Lana make her really annoyed growl that means she isn’t getting what she wants. “Whatever. That plumber guy told me Chandler’s wife was inside.”

      Wife? Nico mouths, and I shrug.

      “That’s me,” Amelia says.

      Nico and I look at each other, him in shock and me totally okay with her statement. I’d marry her now. This second. Because I love her. God, I love her. I think I always knew I had strong feelings for her, but the day we danced outside my truck and then had sex inside was the day I fell for her completely. I just haven’t found the time to tell her, and since I’m on this massively long road trip, I refuse to tell her over the phone. I was going to tell her at Thanksgiving, but then she told me about that fucking asshat Drew, and I knew I couldn’t say the words. They’d be tainted by the memory of that fucker.

      “He married you?”

      “Yup.”

      I can hear the rage in Lana’s voice. “He never spoke of you.”

      “Well, since he doesn’t talk to you, I don’t know how he could have.”

      Nico beams. “I love her,” he whispers, and I nod.

      “I talk to him daily,” Lana insists.

      “No, you don’t. He changed his number.”

      “Well, he gave the new one to me!” she yells, and Sadie barks. “You know he’s selfish, right? Won’t do anything for you.”

      “I know no such thing. Chandler is very selfless and kind.”

      “You’re lying. You’re just trying to save face in front of these people.”

      “I’m not,” Amelia says, her voice smooth but stern. “You know, my dad always said, ‘The person who yells and gets upset is the person who’s more than likely wrong.’”

      “I’m not wrong. Chandler was awful to me. Didn’t do anything for me, and he’ll do the same to you. He doesn’t love you.”

      Now would be the perfect time to say I do, but I refrain. Again, I refuse to have an ex taint what Amelia and I have. “I don’t agree with you.”

      “Well, I’m pregnant.”

      I actually laugh. So does Nico. Amelia scoffs, and poor Sadie is still growling. “Not with Chandler’s child. I know for a fact he’s only had sex without a condom with me.”

      Nico’s eyes widen, and I shrug. “I was cautious,” I whisper, and he chuckles.

      “Loser.”

      “Fuck off,” I throw back at him.

      Another very frustrated noise leaves my ex-wife’s mouth. “How would you know that? We never used condoms.”

      “Yes, you did. He told me, and I believe him. Also, when you feel a man come as hard as Chandler did the first time we were together, you’d know he’s never done it without a condom.”

      Man, my girl is ruthless.

      “But that’s neither here nor there. What did you need?”

      “I wanted to see who was stealing my husband. Just some stupid whore he’ll blow through quick enough.”

      I hate Lana. I do.

      Amelia slowly takes in a deep breath and blows it out just as gradually. “So, nothing important? For someone who left him, you sure are obsessed with him.”

      “I’m not obsessed. I just didn’t believe he’d actually moved on when my girl Gwen told me about you. So I had to see it for myself and warn you.”

      I glare at the bathroom door where Kurri is taking a shower. Asshole.

      Nico shakes his head. “I never did like Gwen.”

      “Me either.”

      With her voice strong and steady, Amelia says, “Well, no thanks. Don’t need your warnings. Chandler is wonderful. So toodle-oo.”

      When I hear the door shut, I take the phone off speaker and stand as I put it to my ear. “Toodle-oo?”

      Amelia laughs. “Pissed me off when Shelli said it. Figured it’d work on her.”

      “I’m really sorry. She’s a fucking crazy person,” I say just as Nico starts singing the Psycho tune. “You know she was lying, right?”

      “Can I call you back?”

      “What? Why? Amelia—”

      “I need to do something. I’ll call you back.”

      When the line goes dead, I look to Nico. “She hung up on me. You think she believes Lana?”

      “Surely not,” Nico says as the bathroom door opens and Kurri comes out.

      He looks at me and then Nico as we glare back at him. “What?”

      “Gwen told Lana about Amelia.”

      He makes a face, his nose wrinkling. “Why’d she do that?”

      “I don’t know!” I yell, holding out my hands. “Lana just went to my house and told Amelia a whole bunch of lies, and now Amelia hung up on me.”

      Kurri lets out a whistle. “Well, that sucks.”

      “It does!” I fall back onto my bed, covering my face. “Ugh. I hate people.”

      Nico pats my chest. “I hear you. Let’s go eat. Food makes everyone happy.”

      “No, I’m gonna stay here and order room service. I gotta clear my head before the game.”

      “You sure? It’s not a big deal. Amelia is a smart girl. She’ll know Lana is an idiot.”

      But will she? My biggest fear with Amelia is that Drew was mentally abusive to her. That kind of shit is hard to recover from, and it’s a huge blow to your confidence. I know. I watched my aunt go through it with her ex-husband. Amelia reminds me so much of my aunt with how she apologizes and gets worried about whether I’m mad. I don’t want that for her; I want her to know that I am with her one hundred percent and that I love her.

      But fucking Lana may have ruined that.

      I hate her.

      I shake my head, covering my face with my hands. “No. I’m good. Go ahead.”

      Nico groans. “Want me to stay?”

      “No. I’m okay.”

      “Fine,” he says, and when the door shuts behind them, I let out a heavy sigh. I’m half tempted to call my mom, but what would she do? There is really nothing I can do but wait for Amelia to call. I can only pray she didn’t believe Lana. But if that were the case, why didn’t she want to speak to me? I consider calling her back, but I don’t want to crowd her. She will call me back.

      Fuck, I hope she calls me back.

      I order a big bowl of pasta and chicken, forcing it down my throat because I need fuel. I don’t want to eat; I want to talk to Amelia, but that’s out of my control. I take a huge forkful of pasta, shoving it into my mouth and chewing as I watch my phone. I feel pathetic, silly even, but I’m worried. I think about calling Lana and telling her she’s an asshole, but that won’t do anything. It won’t fix this. It would only fuel her fire to ruin what Amelia and I have. Amelia already told her off, so there is really nothing more for me to do.

      Except wait.

      I’m stuffed once I finish my pasta and then my two pieces of garlic bread. I usually pass out after my lunch on game days, but I find myself staring at my phone. For the first time in my hockey career, I might be worthless tonight. That can’t happen, so I force myself to close my eyes. I know I need the sleep. I can’t fail my team due to one little miscommunication. Amelia and I are meant to be together. It’s fine. She’s just busy, figuring out whatever she—

      When my phone rings, I sit up and almost drop it as I try to answer it.

      I put it to my ear, but before I can say anything, Amelia asks, “Why am I staring at your ear?”

      I pull my phone away from my head to see her staring back at me with tears streaming down her face. My heart stops in my chest as I stare at her. “Why are you crying? I’m telling you, she’s a fucking liar, Amelia—”

      Before I can finish, though, she moves the phone to show me a sign.

      GymMasters.

      My jaw actually drops as she starts to speak. “I quit the coffee shop and came here to see if they would hire me.” She pauses as a sob escapes her beautiful lips. “They did. I start tonight.”

      “Oh, Amelia,” I say, emotion clogging my throat. “I am so incredibly proud of you.”

      “I am too,” she says, wiping the side of her face. “I was standing there as Lana was spewing all that hate, and I knew they were lies. I knew everything she said was wrong because I know you. I trust you. I believe in you. After I shut the door, I didn’t understand why I could believe in you but not in myself.”

      “I don’t know why either.”

      “Right? So I knew what I had to do. I wasn’t happy at the coffee shop. I hated it. My biggest goal after leaving Drew was to be happy. Now I’m happy.”

      The most gorgeous grin covers her sweet face, and my heart takes flight. “Fucking hell, you’re amazing, Amelia.”

      Tears still stream down her face, but she is grinning from ear to ear. “Thank you.”

      “For what? You did this.”

      “For believing in me when I didn’t.”

      The words are right there. I want to scream them at her, but I want to do it when I am able to wrap my arms around her and kiss the stuffing out of her. “Anytime.”

      She beams at me before doing a little dance. “I gotta go. I need to run Sadie home and pay the plumbers and then get ready for my first night. I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to be napping.”

      “You’re right, but I was waiting for you.”

      “You’re too good to me, Chandler Eugene Moon.”

      I grin. “Because you’re perfect, Amelia Grace Justice.”

      Her lashes touch her cheeks as she laughs. “Call me after the game?”

      “We are getting on a plane right after the game, so I may have to text since it’ll be so late.”

      “Okay. Where are you going?”

      I pause. “You don’t know my schedule?”

      She gives me an exasperated look. “Chandler, come on! All I know is I’m going to your game this weekend.”

      I smile, though I don’t know if I should tell her where we are going next. “Columbus.”

      Shit. I just lied. But I did it for a good reason. If she knew I was going to Nashville and that I would be having drinks and dinner with Ryan, she’d beg me not to tell him about us. The thing is, I need to tell him.

      “Okay, well, text me,” she says then blows me a kiss. Like the dorky, pathetic guy I am, I act like I catch her kiss, and she loves that. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you. Have a great first night, and text me everything.”

      “I will.”

      “Okay, bye.”

      “Bye.”

      Once I hang up, I feel awful for lying. I should have been honest, but I didn’t want her to tell me no. I want to tell my best friend that I am completely head over heels in love with his baby sister.

      I just hope he doesn’t kick my ass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      When I first met Ryan Justice, I was eighteen and he was nineteen. Fresh-faced, young, stupid, girl-crazy dudes who were motivated to make it to the NHL. I remember when I walked into the room we would share in the Bullies House, our hockey fraternity, and he turned around to greet me. He didn’t size me up like the other guys did. He greeted me with a huge smile and a backslapping hug. I had never met the guy before in my life. We had played each other in the travel leagues, and while everyone knew of Ryan Justice, Shea Adler’s nephew who was a shoo-in for the NHL, no one really knew him.

      But I was given that pleasure.

      We became fast friends. It was so easy, and he was funny as hell. We had such a drive to push each other to achieve our dreams. We helped each other in school, on the ice, and we played the field of ladies like champs. He was my wingman, and I was his. I was there for him when he struggled with grief over his dad, and he was there for me when Lana left me. There hasn’t been a time where I didn’t think Ryan had my back. He is just a great guy. When Amelia came to Bellevue on a gymnastics scholarship, I remember how excited Ryan was. His baby sister would be in the same school, and he could keep an eye on her. For his dad. It was sweet, and I was excited to meet her.

      I just didn’t expect to find her totally irresistible.

      Ryan, of course, shut it down quickly. No one could date his sister. I understood where he was coming from, even though I didn’t have a sibling. You always hear of those protective big brothers, and Ryan fit that role perfectly—to the point it drove Amelia insane. But in his defense, most of the guys at Bellevue weren’t the dating kind. Surely, he could see I would be great for her. He didn’t. Couldn’t. He wouldn’t even entertain the idea, and since he was my best friend, I tried to resist her.

      But then she kissed me.

      I was completely hers, ready to give her my life, but then she chose Drew. It saved me from a very uncomfortable conversation with her protective older brother. But at the time, I wanted to have that talk just for the chance to kiss her again. While the conversation I’m about to have is going to be difficult and a bit nerve-racking, there is no way in hell I can give up Amelia now. I can’t. I love her, and nothing will change that. I just hope I don’t lose my friendship with Ryan over her.

      That would make holiday dinners a bit awkward.

      As I gawk up at Ryan and his soon-to-be wife’s new house, I can’t help but think how everything has changed. But at the same time, I can’t help but be jealous of the asshole I call my best friend. He bought a damn mansion for his wife. The house is massive. Huge marble steps lead up to dark cherrywood double doors that have two huge Christmas wreaths on them. The gray and white bricks of the house complement the cherrywood in a stunning way. There is a huge window above the doors that shows off an enormous chandelier. This is my first time at their new home…and wow. I blink a few times and then shake my head. All I’ve got is a little bungalow. Amelia likes it, though. I think.

      I pull out my phone and text Amelia.

      Me: Hey, you like my place, right?

      Amelia: Considering it’s the twin to mine, I’d say so.

      Me: You don’t want bigger?

      Amelia: What’s in your pants is big enough.

      When she sends me the winky face emoji, my grin takes up my face.

      Amelia: Gotta go. My TEAM of girls just walked in. Text you in a few.

      She then sends me the kissy face emoji, and my heart aches in my chest. Funny how a simple emoji can make my heart race. She loves the gym. It’s only day two, but she is in heaven. We spent the night going over everything and how excited she was to get started. Pretty sure neither of us slept. She went over lesson plans and how she can’t wait to get on the equipment. Her excitement filled me with such overwhelming emotion that it was killing me not to scream into the phone that I loved her. I can’t wait to see her and tell her those words. I’m not even scared she might not love me back, because she will.

      Once she lets herself.

      Right as I’m about to text her back, the doors open, and Ryan looks down at me. He holds out his arms. “Yes, it’s mine.”

      I roll my eyes. “No shit, asshole. You sent a picture when you bought it,” I say, climbing the steps as I tuck my phone into my jacket pocket. We wrap up in a tight, backslapping, man hug. It’s been a few months since I’ve seen him, and I’ve missed the fucker.

      He pulls back, squeezing my shoulder. “Good to see you. You’ve put on some muscle.”

      I nod. “Four pounds since I saw you last.”

      “You buy that bulking shit Sofia said to get?”

      “Yeah. It works, obviously.”

      He grins. “Yeah, she’s a smart cookie.”

      “She is,” I agree as we head into the foyer. The house reminds me of my parents’ house here in Nashville. Huge, expensive, and show-off worthy. The walls are a nice gray that goes really well with the white brick fireplace. “Man, do you even live here?”

      Ryan’s brow perks. “What do you mean?”

      “This place is fucking clean as hell. You were never this clean.”

      He laughs. “Sofia is a neat freak.”

      Even so, the house is immaculate. It doesn’t even look like the stone-gray couches have been sat on. The barstools around the island in the kitchen don’t appear to have ever been pulled out, and I’m pretty sure no one cooks in here. I glance back at Ryan as he grabs two beers out of the fridge. Which, by the way, is so white, it hurts my eyes.

      “For real, did you rent this house to impress me?”

      Ryan lets out a booming laugh as he hands me a beer. “Fuck you. It’s mine. I can show you the mortgage papers.”

      I raise a brow. “I might need that. This place is insane.”

      He scoffs. “Come on.”

      I follow him through a hall that is a gallery of pictures. Lots of his family, some of Sofia and her mom, and then pictures of both of them in the sports they love. At the end of the hall is a huge photo on canvas of Ryan proposing to Sofia in front of the vault in her new gym. I thought it was kind of weird, but apparently, that’s where he fell in love with her. I guess if it were me, I’d be proposing on the side of the road as James Arthur sings that song Amelia likes. I wait for the fear to settle in my chest or the nervous itch behind my ear, but it doesn’t come. When Lana talked me into marrying her, I got the itch. I should have known, but I ignored it. Shit, I’m in way too deep, but I see no problem with that.

      We climb some stairs, and I follow him into what I assume is his man cave.

      “So you do live here,” I tease as I look around the room that holds everything hockey, along with some clothes on the floor. There are beer cans on the table, and it’s exactly how I remember Ryan being back in college. The walls are covered in wood planks that go up on the ceiling. The floor is carpeted, and I like the look of it. On the walls are photos of Ryan with the Nashville Assassins, the NHL team where he works as a team trainer, and then some of the Bellevue Bullies. I step closer to the one that was my last year. We were sitting right next to each other, both of us grinning, excited for the future. “Man, I had a huge zit on my nose.”

      Ryan snorts. “Remember you wanted to put makeup on it?”

      I look back at him, wide-eyed. “I should have!”

      My face breaks into a grin as I laugh loudly with him. He falls back into a big leather chair as I sit on the leather sofa. “Man, this is nice.”

      “Yeah, Sofia doesn’t clean this room.”

      I scoff. “Good. Looks lived-in.”

      He laughs. “I love it. How was the trip in?”

      “Good. We got in about two hours ago, and when you said you weren’t busy, I figured I’d head over.” I gesture back toward the door. “Where is Sofia?”

      “The gym,” he says with a smile. “Always at the gym. That girl blows me away. My dad always said ‘A working woman is a dangerous woman. She works hard, and she loves harder. When you get her, you won’t let her go.’” A pained look fills his face. I know he was really close with his dad before the cancer took him. It hurts me to see how much he misses his dad. Almost as much as it hurts when I see the pain on Amelia’s face. The difference between Ryan and Amelia? I want to kiss away the pain for Amelia. Ryan might be offended if I tried to kiss him.

      Not that I would. Just saying.

      Jesus, why am I nervous?

      “Your dad should have been a motivational speaker.”

      Ryan laughs. “He would have been awesome.”

      “Yeah,” I agree before taking a pull of my beer. “So, things are good?”

      “Things are great. Work is awesome. Sofia is everything, and I’m happy.”

      “That’s all that matters. Don’t miss the ice?”

      He shakes his head. “Actually, no. I love being behind the bench and helping the guys achieve their goals.”

      “That’s awesome, dude.” I was always worried he would regret not going into the AHL, but he’s one badass trainer.

      “Yeah. How’s life? Lana staying away?”

      I want to tell him how his sister basically told my ex to go to hell, but I’m hesitant. “Yeah, I changed my number after the last time she begged me for money, and I don’t deal with her.”

      “Good. Your plus/minus is amazing right now. I heard them saying they think you’ll take the Norris.”

      I scoff, rolling my eyes. “Please, I’m on no one’s radar.”

      Ryan gives me a serious look. “You always think that, but I’m telling you, you’re on someone’s radar.”

      The funny thing is, I only want to be on Amelia’s radar.

      “When are you flying in for the wedding?”

      “I don’t know. I have to see when—” I stop myself before I say Amelia’s name. “Uh, I gotta check my mom’s schedule.”

      “Cool. I gotta see when Amelia is flying in. I still don’t believe she’ll come.”

      Shit. My heart kicks up. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. She’s being really vague with my mom. She hasn’t really talked to me except through text, but then she seems all in with Sofia. She even sent her a picture of the dress she’s wearing, since Sofia said she could choose anything red. I don’t know. Amelia makes me nervous.”

      “Yeah,” I say since that’s all I can get out.

      “I want to find that bastard and whoop his ass. I know she left him, but I think there was more to it. I feel like he ruined my sister.”

      It kills me. If Ryan knew how great she was doing, he would be just as proud as I am. At first, yes, I knew Drew had damaged her. But now, I think she’s way better.

      When he gives me a grin and then points to me, I hold my breath. “Want to help me bury a body?”

      “Anytime.”

      He nods as he looks over at me, his eyes burning into mine. “Have you seen her lately?”

      Well, yes. Last night. On FaceTime. She showed me her new lingerie, and I whacked off until I couldn’t see straight. My mouth was dry because I wanted her so bad. “Yeah, I have.”

      “When? How’s she doing?”

      “Great, really good.” I lick my lips, leaning on my knees as I dig my nails into the label on my beer bottle. “Um, and I actually saw her on Thanksgiving.”

      I don’t have to look at him to know his face is scrunched up and confused. I hear it in his voice. “Thanksgiving? Weren’t you in Florida?”

      My stomach starts to roll. “Yeah.”

      “Moon.”

      I don’t want to look up, but I have to. When I meet his blazing blue eyes, my heart drops into my stomach. Maybe I was too eager to do this. Maybe I should have waited until I asked Amelia to marry me.

      But I’d have to ask him first.

      Fuck me.

      “Are you saying my sister came to Florida to have Thanksgiving with you?”

      “Yeah,” I say simply. “My parents flew her in.”

      He blinks. “Why?”

      “She didn’t want to be alone.”

      “She could have come home.”

      “Yeah, I asked her if she was going to go home with you guys, but she said she wanted to come to Florida. With me.”

      You could cut the tension in the room with a knife. It’s so thick, it’s suffocating me. His eyes haven’t left mine, and his neck has a redness creeping up it. A heaviness settles in my gut as I brace for impact. I might die here. I didn’t even get to tell Amelia I love her. Damn it.

      “Dude, what are you saying?”

      “What are you thinking?”

      He narrows his eyes. “I feel like you’re telling me my sister chose to spend a holiday with you rather than her family.”

      “Okay, well, I don’t know if she chose me over you guys, but she did spend the holiday with me. She told me she wasn’t ready to face your whole family yet, and she didn’t want the stress that came with going home.”

      “So, there is no stress with you?” he snaps, and I swallow hard.

      “No, you know I don’t do stress. And I figured whatever made her happy was for the best.”

      A tic appears in his jaw. “You care about her happiness?”

      I lick my lips. “I do.”

      “You’re not keeping an eye on my sister in the way I wanted you to, are you?”

      I slowly shake my head. “If you wanted me to keep an eye on her while falling in love with her, then yeah, I’m doing just that.”

      Silence stretches between us as he holds my gaze. He looks like he did the day one of the guys on our team said he wanted to bang Amelia. That insane, I-want-to-rip-your-limbs-off-and-beat-you-with-the-bloody-ends look. Crazy thing is I’ve seen him fight a guy just for saying he was going to hit Amelia from behind. It was right after his dad’s birthday, and I think it was more a freak-out than anything. The dude did hit him first, so in Ryan’s defense, he was standing up for himself.

      If he swings at me, I guess I’ll deserve it, but I won’t stop seeing her.

      I clear my throat as my skin tingles. I want to look away, but I am insane and want to see the punch coming. “That’s actually why I wanted to come by.”

      His face is turning red. Damn it.

      “When you called and asked me to keep an eye on her, I had already asked her out. She turned me down for a solid week before she finally agreed. Since then, we’ve been inseparable.”

      “So, you’re dating my sister?”

      I swallow around the lump in my throat. “It’s more than that. We’re together, and I love her, Ryan. I love her more than I’ve ever loved anything else.”

      He blinks, once, twice, and then a third time. “You love her.”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” I say quickly, and I realize I am starting to ramble. “It isn’t just some run-through, Ryan, I swear it. My intentions from the beginning were pure and real. I wanted to add to her life, but what I didn’t realize was how much she added to mine. She sparks a light inside me, and I can’t ignore that. I won’t ignore that.”

      His eyes narrow further. “So if I said you can’t be with her—”

      “Then I would miss our friendship, but I won’t leave her. I know that might sting—”

      “It doesn’t sting.” I press my lips together as he looks down at the floor. He takes in a deep breath, filling his lungs, before he lets it out slowly.

      “It doesn’t?” I ask, my voice breaking.

      “No. I want the man who is with my sister to be like that, to give up anything for her. And if you’d give up a long-term friendship, then you must be pretty serious about her.”

      My heart stops in my chest. “I am.”

      “Is she happy?”

      “I think so. She seems so. She is finally working at the gym by the house. It’s only her second night, but she’s pretty damn stoked.”

      “A gym,” he says in awe. “Wow.”

      “I’ve been begging her for weeks, but I knew she had to do it at her own pace.”

      He nods. “I meant, is she happy with you?”

      A small grin pulls at the side of my mouth. “I think so. She makes me happy, that’s for sure.”

      “Then she must be happy, because when she isn’t, no one is.”

      I laugh, even though he doesn’t.

      “Drew never did that for her. She was always so sad and defeated. Not at first, but once she left with him, she was.”

      I’m pretty sure he was emotionally abusing her, but I don’t dare say that. I won’t betray Amelia’s trust like that. “We don’t really talk about him.”

      “That’s good. I wish she’d never gone back to him.”

      “Me either.”

      He cocks his head in question. “What do you mean?”

      Apparently, I’m all for spilling my guts today. “She kissed me at that party when you first hooked up with Sofia. Everything changed. I’d thought maybe something would start up, but she chose Drew over me.”

      He inhales and lets out a hard sigh. “Wow, so you’ve liked her for a long time.”

      I nod. “I respected you too much to push for it.”

      “But not anymore?”

      “It’s not that I don’t respect you, man, I do. But I’ve been unhappy for way too long to go back to that feeling. I love where I am. I love her.’”

      He brings his top lip in between his teeth as he nods. “I want you to be happy. I want you to have what I have with Sofia.”

      “I’ve got it,” I say with all the faith in the world. “Amelia’s everything.”

      He meets my gaze, and I find myself holding my breath. “I know you, Moon. I know who you are, what you stand for, and how you love. You were there for me when I got sad about my dad, and even when I was crying my eyes out, you comforted me. You didn’t make fun of me or anything. You cared for me. You loved Lana when she didn’t deserve it at all. Amelia needs to be loved like that. All I want is for my sister to be happy, and if you promise me she is, I’m good.”

      I feel like I’m gonna pass out. “Ryan, I swear to you, I’d never hurt your sister. Not only because I love her but because I respect her. I respect you, your mom, and the memory of your dad. I’d never let any of you down. You remember how you said Sofia was your game changer?”

      A little grin lifts the side of his mouth. “Yeah.”

      “That’s Amelia for me. I thought I knew what an amazing girl was. The One. But she came along and redefined everything I thought ‘The One’ was. She… Fuck, dude, I don’t know. She’s just it. She’s what I see when I see my future.”

      Ryan grins, running his hands through his hair. “You sound like me when Sofia came along.”

      “Game changers.”

      “Game changers,” he agrees.

      With a sheepish grin, I say, “I thought you were gonna kick my ass.”

      “Oh, I should,” he laughs, and I smile. “I don’t like people dating my sister behind my back.”

      “I know, which is why I needed to tell you.”

      He taps his beer to the inside of his knee. “Does she love you?”

      “I don’t know,” I say softly, a little embarrassed. “I haven’t told her yet.”

      He nods his head as he looks away. A silence stretches between us, and when his hand lands on my shoulder, I jump slightly. Our gazes lock, and he smiles. “I hope she does.”

      My stomach clenches at the thought of her loving me, and soon a grin covers my lips. “Me too.”
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      Amelia

      

      I’m shaking with anticipation.

      I stand by the window with my phone to my ear, and Sadie is standing beside me, her paws on the glass as we look out it. We’re waiting for Chandler to come home.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m coming,” he laughs.

      “Not fast enough.”

      “Ha! That’s what she said.” He laughs hard as I make a face.

      “Yes, I did say that.”

      “Amelia, really? Michael Scott?”

      I shake my head, even though he can’t see me. “I don’t get it.”

      “For real? Well, hell, you’ll be lucky if we get to bed since we have to watch all of The Office now.”

      I scoff. “Please, I want you, and I will have you.”

      He chuckles. “Mm, you want me?”

      “Ew, I’m right here!” Nico complains, but I don’t care. I’ve missed Chandler so damn much, and I want him. I want him badly.

      “So badly. I’ve been wet since I knew you landed.”

      “Mm, can I taste?”

      “I think I just threw up in my mouth.”

      It’s like I can’t even hear Nico. I groan loudly. “Yes, if you hurry.”

      “Turning onto our road.”

      Our.

      We’re playing a dangerous game, and I’m throwing all caution to the wind. I bite my lip, and when I see Nico’s red sports car pull up, I throw the phone down and rush to the door. My body is on fire, and I feel my pussy clench as I watch him step out of the car, his eyes landing on me. I run down the steps, Sadie on my heels.

      The biggest grin comes over his lips as he moves his head from side to side in appreciation. “My girls.”

      I get to him first, jumping into his arms. Apparently, Sadie has the same idea. He laughs loudly as he holds both of us in his arms, kissing me as Sadie licks his face eagerly.

      “You guys are disgusting. Like a pathetic Hallmark movie.”

      Chandler feels like a Hallmark movie. He’s someone so unreal that, surely, this can’t be happening, but it is. He’s mine. I was never excited to see Drew when he got home from a road trip, but it’s way different with Chandler. So different. He’s impossible, but I have him in my arms and his mouth on mine. When Sadie wiggles out of his arms and jumps around us, he laughs as he kisses my nose. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I gasp, stroking my fingers along his cheek. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you,” he says softly, his eyes burning into mine. “Want to get inside?”

      “Yes, before I start humping you here.”

      “I wouldn’t mind.”

      “The neighbors would.”

      “Rude,” he says roughly against my lips as he carries me toward the house.

      “You forgot your bag,” Nico calls, but Chandler’s mouth is busy with mine. “Okay, call me when you want to come pick it up.”

      Chandler makes sure Sadie is in the house before he shuts the door and sets me on my feet. Our eyes meet, his dark and hooded, as he presses me into the door, grinding his thick, magnificent body against mine. Our lips meet, the kiss long and drawn-out as I push his jacket off his arms, letting it hit the floor.

      We part for only two seconds to pull his shirt up and over his head before I run my nails down his defined chest. His fingers go to work on the buttons of the shirt I’m wearing as I undo his pants, pushing them and his underwear down his hips, allowing his hard cock to spring up at me. My shirt hits the floor, my bare breasts making him moan loudly. My mouth waters at the sight of him as his fingers caress my taut nipples.

      I take him by his hips as I drop to my knees. I watch him as he presses his palms into the door and I take his cock in my hand. I lick the tip first, and his eyes fall shut as my name rolls ever so softly off his lips. I run my tongue up his shaft slowly, dangerously, as his cock throbs against my mouth.

      “I can’t handle you.”

      A kittenish grin overtakes my lips as I draw him into my mouth, sucking him deep into my throat. I gag a bit when he hits the back, but I refuse to stop. I hold the base of him as I move up and down his cock. His groans are music to my ears—the only sounds I’ve wanted to hear since the last time I saw him. If I’m honest, they’re all I want to hear.

      “Nope, nope, nope,” he chants before he pulls me off his cock. Laughter bubbles out of me as he shakes his head. “If I come, I’ll be worthless. And I have been dreaming of that sweet pussy of yours. I want it in my mouth.”

      I look up at him, my lips curving. “Take it.”

      Something flashes in his eyes before he takes my face in his hands. “You’re so beautiful.”

      A full grin covers my lips before he reaches down, picking me up with ease. My legs wrap around his waist as he kicks his pants all the way off. Our mouths join while he carries me to the bedroom, kicking the door shut so that Sadie can’t get in. After he lays me on the bed, he kisses down my chest as he unbuttons my jeans. His lips move along both my breasts before he licks down my ribs. He pulls at my jeans and then groans loudly.

      “Why you don’t wear a bra but then pour yourself into these tight-ass pants that you know take forever to get off is beyond me.”

      I giggle as he sits up, yanking at my jeans. “I wanted to make you work for it.”

      “So rude.”

      “I knew you’d be so hot seeing my boobs, it would drive you crazy that you can’t get my jeans off.”

      He growls. “Torturous woman.” He yanks my jeans down my legs with such force, it makes me wetter. When he sees my bare center, his eyes narrow as they darken. “And no panties?”

      “Figured after all the work, I’d reward you.”

      He licks his lips as he takes my hips in his hands, his mouth coming down on my wanton center. My toes curl into his comforter as he probes his tongue inside me. I cry out, my body tensing up when he finds my clit.

      But then I’m moving.

      He rolls us over until he’s on his back and I’m sitting on his mouth. My knees land on either side of his head as I look down at him wide-eyed.

      “I want to watch you come against my mouth,” he murmurs against my clit, and the vibrations make me jerk against him. When he begins to open-mouth kiss my pussy, I can’t help it, I have to ride his devilish mouth. He holds me by my hips as I grind my pussy against his mouth, his teeth raking against me he licks me. His fingers dig into my hips as he sucks my clit into his mouth. I jerk against him, my release building fast and hard. I feel it in the pit of my stomach as heat creeps up my belly, my breasts, and my neck. My body starts to seize up as I cry out—so loud, I’m sure the neighbors hear me. I fall forward, which opens me up more so that Chandler can suck my clit farther into his mouth. Sadie is whining outside the door, but I’m so far gone, I can’t even care.

      He kisses my thighs then places a soft kiss to the center of my pussy before I roll off him. He covers my body in the next breath before he pushes into me. His cock completes me as he takes me by the back of my knees, pressing them into the bed as he joins our mouths together. I squeeze my eyes shut, needing his weight and the feel of him. He rises to his knees and starts to pound into me in the most satisfying way. When I open my eyes, he’s watching me as he disappears into me before pulling out and doing it over and over again. His eyes are hooded, dark, but also so beautiful. Something is swirling in them that hits me square in the chest.

      I feel him about to come, so I squeeze him, wanting him to lose himself inside me. He arches up into me, his head falling back as his release fills me. A guttural noise leaves his swollen mouth, and my heart swells in my chest. God, he’s so beautiful. When he falls to my side, he takes me with him, wrapping his arms around me so tight, I can’t breathe. I snake my arms around his neck and hook my leg over his hip as he slides his nose along mine. We’re both breathing so hard, but our mouths are still connected. I’ve missed him so much that if I died right now trying to kiss him, I’d be okay with that.

      Because at least I died doing something I love.

      “Stay.”

      “I wasn’t leaving anyway,” I inform him, and he grins against my lips. “You’re stuck with me.”

      He moves his hands up my body, trapping my face as he kisses my nose. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

      My heart can’t take him as his thumb moves along my jaw, and I arch into him, our lips pressed together. We hold each other, our kisses sweet as our breathing returns to normal. I can’t even remember the last time I just lay with a man and enjoyed his kisses. I don’t know if it’s because we just went at it like rabbits or if it is the intimacy that Chandler provides me. I’m pretty sure it’s the latter. There wasn’t an intimacy with Drew. We went at it because we were young and stupid, and then when we were married, it was because I felt I had to. I thought it was my duty, but I never truly enjoyed it or wanted to lie with him afterward. With Chandler, I could lie here all day and be completely content.

      I tighten my arms around him, needing to be closer. “I’m so glad you’re home.”

      “Me too,” he says against my lips. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you,” I say softly, kissing his top lip. “I don’t want you to leave ever again.”

      He smiles against my lips. “Part of the job, baby, but I’ll always come home.”

      “Fine. I guess I’ll wait for you,” I say offhandedly, and he squeezes my butt cheek in his hand.

      “You’d better.”

      I grin and he does the same, our eyes locked in a heated but sweet embrace. My chest fills with such happiness, such perfection just from being under his gaze. He moves my hair out of my face before resting his hand against my cheek.

      “Hey.”

      “Yeah?” I say with a grin, and I can feel his heart pounding against my chest. Is he nervous? “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing,” he assures me, his thumb gliding along my bottom lip. “I’ve never felt so damn good in my life.”

      My heart skips a beat. “Neither have I.”

      He sighs audibly before he wets his lips. “Amelia…”

      “Yes, Chandler?” I say, a grin pulling at my lips, but he looks terrified.

      “I love you.”

      Everything stops, and my eyes widen as my body goes still. “You do?”

      “I do. So fucking much, it hurts,” he says, his voice rough.

      “But—”

      “No but, Amelia. I love you, and nothing you can say will change that,” he insists, his eyes burning into mine. “I have loved you since the moment we danced outside the truck. I held you in my arms and I looked down into your eyes, and I knew no woman would ever be able to make me feel what you make me feel.”

      I’m sure I look like a deer in headlights. “I’m not good en—”

      “You are, and I can’t get enough of you.”

      I believe him. Wholeheartedly. I do. Holy shit. Tears spring to my eyes as I gaze into his. He opens his mouth again. “It’s okay if you don’t—”

      “I love you,” I say on my next breath. “I love you too, Chandler.”

      He looks almost shocked, but then a slow grin spreads across his beautiful lips. “You do?”

      “I do,” I say with a grin. “I really do.”

      Our mouths join immediately, and everything just seems right.

      Perfect.

      So this is what love really feels like.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      I haven’t been to a hockey game in years. Pretty sure the last one I went to was the one before Drew was sent back down to Philly’s farm team. I stopped going mainly because of what happened afterward. I thought maybe the reason I haven’t wanted to go to a hockey game since was because it reminded me of Drew, but sitting here, watching as Chandler warms up, I don’t care one bit about Drew.

      Only Chandler.

      He looks so big on the ice. He’s a massive guy, but in his gear, he looks bigger, if that’s even possible. The home jersey for the IceCats is a steely shade of silver that has red accents on the shoulders and wrists. It’s laced up to the neck, and on the front is a huge cat slashing through the word IceCats. I have no clue if it’s a kitty cat or a lion or something, but it’s a cat nonetheless.

      “Is that, like, a house cat on the front?”

      Shelli gives me the driest, most disappointed look ever. “It’s a cougar.”

      “Oh,” I say slowly. “I thought it was a tiger or something.”

      She’s still staring at me like I’m an idiot. “Loser,” she mutters, and I giggle.

      I’m on the edge of my seat as I watch Chandler skate around, throwing pucks against Nico’s pads. I’m wearing the jersey Chandler got me with his number on the back. I feel silly since I’m drowning in it, but at the same time, I feel special. Shelli sits beside me in an Assassins jersey with her daddy’s number on the back. I asked if she wanted to get something at the pro shop, but she told me she is only an Assassins fan. I find that hard to believe since she knows every stat for every team and is also in love with someone on the Rangers and sleeping with someone on the IceCats.

      Damn, my cousin is busy.

      “Are you seeing Nico after this?”

      She shrugs noncommittally. “I don’t know. I haven’t asked, and neither has he.”

      “Are you two not talking anymore?”

      “We are,” she says simply. “When are you flying home for Christmas and the wedding?”

      So, apparently, we can’t talk about Nico. “We talked about it last night, and I think I’m gonna fly in with his parents, and Chandler will meet us there from New Jersey.”

      “Flying in with his parents?” She waggles her brows at me, and I shrug since it’s not a big deal. Though, I think she’s trying to make it one.

      “Yeah, they’re going to the wedding too. So they’re going to take me since they want to be there early to set up the tree.”

      “They still have a house there?”

      I nod. “Yeah, they have houses everywhere. It’s weird. Chandler says it’s because they want to be comfortable wherever they go.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “I thought so,” I say, taking a sip of my twenty-four-dollar wine. Ridiculous arena prices.

      “So, are you staying with your mom or Chandler?”

      I bite my lip. “I haven’t decided yet. If I stay with Chandler, I have to tell my mom about him…and Ryan. Ryan is probably going to freak.”

      “Probably.”

      “But with Chandler being gone so much, I don’t want to miss any time with him. But then, I haven’t spent much time with my mom either. Ugh. I don’t know.”

      “Have Chandler stay with you, then.”

      I make a face. “Then I’d really have to tell my mom and Ryan about him.”

      Shelli grins. “Well, once they see y’all together, they’re gonna know. Even if you aren’t touching, they’ll know. He’s always got this dreamy look on his face when you’re around, and you look at him like he’s the Stanley Cup.”

      My face breaks into a grin as I look over at her. “Not a good example since the Stanley Cup means nothing to me.”

      “Blasphemy,” she groans, rolling her eyes.

      I’m still grinning as I shyly admit, “He told me he loved me last night.”

      Shelli rolls her eyes again. “About time.”

      I giggle softly.

      “He’s been in love with you for, like, ever. About time he grew some balls and told you. How’d he take it when you didn’t say it back?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “I did say it back.”

      Her eyes widen as she smacks me, causing my wine to slosh around. I try to keep it from spilling on my jersey as she cries out, “No way! I mean, I always thought you did, but I never thought you’d tell him! Oh, Amelia, you’re finally okay.”

      I give her an exasperated look. “I’ve been okay.”

      “No. Like truly back to amazing, wonderful Amelia. Not fake Amelia. Aww, you love him.” When she wraps her arms around my neck, hugging me tightly, I just blink. I’m not sure what to say, but maybe she is right. Maybe I am finally back to me.

      And it’s all because of Chandler.

      “I’m so proud of you,” she whispers by my ear, and I smile as I lean into her.

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      She scoffs. “Amelia, this is awesome.”

      I shrug. “I haven’t told him about Drew, though. So I’m worried he’ll unlove me when I do.”

      She pulls back, giving me a dark look. “He won’t. He loves all of you, even the chipped-away parts you’ve done a great job rebuilding. Don’t worry about it.”

      “I sort of don’t want to tell him. He always reminds me that the past is the past, but I don’t know. I feel like since he shared his shit with Lana, I should share the clusterfuck that is Drew.”

      She tilts her head in a nod. “Yeah. I mean, I think you should tell him just to make yourself feel better. To get it off your chest.”

      I look out toward the rink. I somehow missed Chandler leaving the ice, and now there is a little pregame show going on. The crowd is into it, and everyone is having a great time. On the other hand, I am wondering how I could even attempt to relive what Drew did to me.

      Especially to the man that I love.

      “Do you think I’m dumb for falling for Chandler? Wasn’t he supposed to be my rebound?” I yell in Shelli’s ear over the noise from the rink.

      Shelli grins knowingly. “Yeah, but sometimes a rebound turns into a goal.”

      I blink. “You’re going to make some hockey-loving dude a real happy guy.”

      Her grin widens. “It gets Nico so hard when I spit off stats.”

      I roll my eyes, knowing I could have lived without that little tidbit. “I don’t know, Shelli. Chandler’s just amazing, and I feel good with him.”

      “Am, you don’t have to convince me. He’s great, and y’all are happy. That’s all that matters.”

      I bite my lip. “What will the family say?”

      She makes a face. “Who cares? I know they’ll be glad it’s not Drew.”

      She is not wrong, and when she waggles her brows at me, we dissolve into laughter as the boys hit the ice to heavy metal rock and the announcer introducing them.

      “And defensemen, number twenty-three, Chandler Mooooooooooooonnnnnnn.”

      When the whole crowd says his name along with the announcer, I grin. “That’s cute.”

      “It is,” she agrees. When the announcer introduces Nico and the crowd loses its shit, she grins over at me. “I hit that.”

      Nerd. But then, I feel the same about Chandler.

      Once the game starts, I’m completely engrossed in it. It’s so fast-paced, and I forgot how much I loved this. I spent most my life either in the gym or at the rink for Ryan. I was a constant presence in my uncle’s box at the Assassins games, and then I moved on to watch Drew play. I lost my love for the sport then, but watching Chandler move with ease up the ice, smack dudes into walls, and shoot like a sniper, I feel my love coming back.

      “This is awesome,” I giggle, but Shelli’s eyes are huge, almost as if she’s seen a ghost. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Shitty calls,” she says quickly, and then she’s on her phone.

      I’m not sure what is wrong with her, but when I look back at the ice, Chandler has the puck. He moves it up the ice, and when he hits the center, he passes it up to one of his forwards, who takes it in. He goes to the blue line right as it’s passed to him, but he redirects it to his partner, who shoots. He misses, though. The puck goes up the side to one of the Wild’s players, who goes to pass it up, but Chandler is there, cutting him off. He shoots, but the goalie bats it away. Another IceCat grabs it, passing it back. It’s passed to another player at the blue line, while Chandler stands in front of the goalie with his massive self.

      The player shoots, and somehow Chandler redirects it into the back of the net.

      “Ah! He scored!” I scream, standing up and cheering.

      But Shelli doesn’t stand.

      I ignore her as I cheer and dance. After the goal song stops, I sit down beside her, adrenaline coursing through my body in excitement for Chandler. I glance over at her and bump my shoulder into hers. “Shell, what’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing. Just had to answer an email. Chandler scored. That’s awesome. Woo-hoo! Go Moon!”

      She’s lying to me. I don’t know why, but she is. For the rest of the game, Shelli sits quietly beside me. It’s so unlike her. She is always the loudest and craziest at games. She takes after my aunt Elli. Shelli’s subdued behavior makes me uneasy, but I figure she’ll tell me later. It’s obvious she doesn’t want to ruin my immense enjoyment of the game.

      The IceCats win 3-1 with an empty-netter as the game winner. As we walk through the crowd toward the elevators where Chandler told me to go, I glance over at Shelli, who looks as if she wants to leave. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” she says, waving me off. “Can we wait for him in the car?”

      I laugh. “No, I want to see him. Plus, he gave us these awesome access stickers with his name on them. We can’t go to the car. That’s crazy.”

      “It might be busy down there.”

      “Shelli, I’m shocked you’re suggesting this. You live to see other arenas. Come on. Did you get into a fight with Nico?”

      “No, it’s not that. I just want to go to the car, and I want you to go with me.”

      “We can go after we see Chandler, okay?”

      She bites her lip, looking extremely nervous. I don’t get it, and it doesn’t seem as if she is going to tell me what’s wrong. “I just don’t think we should go down there.”

      I look over at her as the elevator dings open. “Why?”

      “I just want to go to the car. He’ll understand.”

      I step onto the elevator. “Go. I’ll meet you there.”

      She groans loudly as she gets on. “Whatever.”

      As the doors close, I ask, “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Okay, whatever.”

      The ride down is quick, and after our passes are verified, we head to the spot for family and friends. It’s a roped-off section so that people are out of the way of the crew that is cleaning and putting equipment away, and it’s a little ways down from the locker rooms. The players have to pass by it to get out to their parking lot or to where the opposing team’s bus is waiting. Our plan was to ride with Chandler to my car so Shelli could take it home. I glance over at her, and she’s rocking back and forth nervously.

      “Shelli, what the hell?”

      She looks at me and shakes her head, but before she can utter a word, I hear a voice I never wanted to hear again for the rest of my life.

      “Amelia?”

      Fear explodes in my stomach as I look to my left where his voice came from. His brows are drawn together almost in disbelief.

      Drew.

      Everything goes cold. My heart stops, and I feel light-headed as he asks, “Amelia, is that you? What are you doing here?”

      From beside me, Shelli says, “Fuck. This is why I didn’t want to come down here. Hold my purse.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      The goal I got was lucky as all hell, but I’m excited Amelia got to see it. I didn’t see her in the stands; I couldn’t remember where the seats I got her were, but knowing she was there made me play better. Or at least, that’s what I think—I don’t know. It was a good game. A goal, an assist, and one hell of a hit. It was a great night, and I’m ready to keep that going. Just knowing Amelia is waiting for me has me all giddy inside. When Lana used to wait for me, she was usually bragging to the other girls about whatever she made me buy her. She wouldn’t be excited to see me because I was her husband. No, it was because I would take her out to a fancy dinner or something. I know Amelia won’t be like that. She’ll be happy to see me.

      Because she loves me for me.

      A grin quirks at the corner of my lips as I walk down the hall with Nico to where the families usually wait. The hall is full of photos of the IceCats teams from previous years. The team hasn’t won a Cup yet, but it’s coming. When I walk down the hall, I always make sure to count the photos I’m in on the wall with my teammates.

      Six. The number is six, and I’m proud of that.

      “Get the hell away from her!”

      My brows touch as I look over at Nico. “Didn’t that sound like Shelli?”

      He nods. “Yeah.”

      Unintelligible shouting is carrying down the hallway, and I pick up the pace. I reach the waiting area to find Shelli in some guy’s face, while Amelia stands behind her, a look of pure terror on her face as she clings to a purse. I go into protection mode. Apparently Nico does too because we both start to jog for them.

      “Shelli, please,” Amelia cries, but Shelli is pissed.

      “You won’t ever get near her again.”

      “Get the hell out of the way, Shelli. I just want to talk to her,” the guy says. I don’t know him. He looks like the guy who scored in the game, but other than that, I have no clue who this dude is.

      “She doesn’t want to speak to you!”

      “Can she tell me that?”

      “No!” Shelli yells, her face bright red. For a little thing, she sure is scary when she’s mad. “You aren’t speaking to her, and if you don’t back up, I’m gonna do what I’ve been waiting to do for years.”

      The guy laughs. “What’s that? Nag me to death?”

      “What the hell is going on?” Nico asks.

      “Nothing. Stay out of it, Merryweather,” Shelli sneers, but Nico is already at her side, glaring at the guy. Amelia’s tear-filled eyes meet mine, and relief floods her face. I’m not sure what is happening, but my first instinct is to protect her. She drops the purse before coming toward me. My arms are already open, ready for her as she slams her body into mine. I kiss the top of her head, and I’m about to ask what’s going on. But when I look up, it’s just in time to see Shelli kick the guy hard in the nuts before slamming her palm up his nose.

      “Holy shit,” I gasp, but Amelia buries her face in my chest.

      “Make them stop.”

      Pretty sure Shelli just took care of that, because the guy falls to his knees as she glares down at him. “Exactly what my daddy said to do to assholes who don’t know how to treat women. Don’t you dare come around my cousin again! She left your sorry ass for a reason.”

      Anger courses through my veins in seconds, and I narrow my eyes. “Is that Drew?”

      Amelia is crying as she looks up at me. “Please. Don’t.”

      I press my lips together, and I’m trying really hard to control my anger. “I can rip him limb from limb. Right now.”

      I said I’m trying.

      She shakes her head against me. “Please, Chandler. If you love me, you won’t.”

      Well, that’s unfair.

      “Shelli did it,” I mutter against her hair. “And she’s getting arrested now.”

      Her shoulders droop as the sobs rip through her. She pulls away from me, her eyes narrowed to slits as she looks over to where Drew is on one knee, struggling to take in deep breaths. I wouldn’t mind kicking him again. To the left, Shelli is being held by security, and Nico is trying to reason with them.

      “I want to press charges. She assaulted me.”

      “Oh, that’s rich, you wife-beating fuckface!”

      Excuse me, what?

      I look at Amelia, but she won’t meet my eyes. She is shaking as she glares at him. “For real, Drew. She’s my cousin!”

      There is blood streaming down Drew’s face as he holds out his hands toward Shelli. “She hit me!”

      “Don’t do this,” Amelia pleads. “You know how emotional she gets.”

      He gets to his feet, and when he takes a step forward, toward her, I step between them. “Back up, fucker,” I snarl, and I almost sound like Sadie when a woman comes around. Well, not Amelia. My girl loves her.

      The asshole looks me up and down. I don’t know what the hell Amelia saw in this guy, but it is what it is. He’s almost my height, a touch bigger, but he looks like he fell face first down the ugly tree. His eyes are a weird blue color, and his nose is all sharp angles. Like the penguin from Batman. My parents say I upgraded? Shit, they should see this guy.

      “Chandler,” Amelia pleads, her hand sliding into mine.

      “Not doing anything. Just standing here.”

      “I’m trying to talk to her,” the asshole says, and I scoff.

      “And?”

      Amelia comes to my left. “Please don’t do this to her.”

      “Go to dinner with me, and I won’t. I just want to talk to you. Clear the air.”

      I would have laughed if Shelli’s loud cackle hadn’t filled the space. Everyone is standing around, the Wild players and the IceCats. Oh, look, the state police are here too. Wonderful. “Um, no. I’ll go to jail before she puts herself anywhere near you.”

      “Shelli,” Amelia pleads with her, but Shelli holds her wrists out toward security. “Please be quiet.”

      She shrugs so defiantly that I have no choice but to think Shelli Adler must be the baddest chick I know. “Send someone to bail me out because you left him for a reason. He won’t ever be near you alone again.”

      Amelia sighs loudly while tears stream down her face as she looks at Drew. “I have nothing to say to you.”

      “You haven’t cashed any checks, and you won’t return my calls. We need to talk.”

      “No, we don’t.” Her voice is so meek, it hurts me. “I have nothing to say to you. Stay away from me.” When she turns, I don’t move until she pulls me along. “Chandler, please come on.”

      I meet the asshole’s gaze with my own, and I glare. “Stay away from her.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “The man who will kill for her, so watch it.”

      “Chandler,” Amelia begs, and finally I follow her to where Shelli is being arrested. “I can’t believe you, Shelli.”

      Shelli shrugs. “Eh, like he said, I’d kill for you too. Apparently, since I’m not sleeping with you, it isn’t as romantic.”

      I can’t help but laugh.

      Amelia shakes her head. “You’re insane, but I love you so much.”

      “I love you,” Shelli says simply. “And I won’t let you go back to any situation where Drew has a chance to manipulate you. I won’t allow it to happen, especially not when you have him now.”

      She nods her head toward me, and Amelia’s gaze meets mine. There is such love and appreciation in her eyes. I know she’s trying to ignore Drew, who is running off at the mouth to the cops, but I can see his presence is bothering her. Her lip starts to quiver, so I wrap my arm around her neck and kiss her temple. “It’s okay,” I whisper against her head. Then I look to Shelli, “We’ll get you out.”

      “Cool. But hey, do me a solid,” she says as they start to escort her away. God bless Nico, he’s still trying to convince them to let her go. “Let’s try not to let my parents find out. They’ll be pretty upset.”

      “Baby, I’m coming to get you out!” Nico calls once the cop tells Nico to get out of his face.

      Shelli rolls her eyes. “I've done told you not to get attached. We’re just screwing.”

      It’s hard not to laugh at the expression on Nico’s face. It’s somewhere between shocked and pleased. “But I love you.”

      Shelli laughs. “You love yourself too much to love anyone else.”

      Nico shrugs as he looks back at us. “I’m gonna get her to marry me.”

      I want to tell him he’s an idiot, but then Drew’s words catch my attention. “She’s insane, always has been. She’s the reason my ex-wife left me.”

      I feel Amelia tense up beside me as she buries her nose in my chest. “Can we leave?”

      “Yeah.” I kiss the top of her head. I know I promised not to tear that fucker limb from limb, but it’s really hard to keep my hands off him.

      Especially when I’m pretty sure he put his hands on my future.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia hasn’t said a word since we arrived at the Molten police station. She sits beside me, her head on my shoulder and her hands in mine on my lap. I’m trying to give her the chance to explain to me what the hell happened, but I don’t think she will. I think she’s worried about Shelli, and I understand that. Her phone and Shelli’s have been ringing off the hook since we got here. Pretty sure word got back to their family. Stupid Twitter.

      Nico walks away from the window with some paperwork and falls into the seat beside me. “It’s gonna be about an hour before she is released.”

      “They’re charging her?” Amelia asks, and Nico nods.

      “Assault. But her lawyer thinks it won’t go to court. We’ll see.”

      Amelia bites into her lip, nerves visible on her gorgeous face. “My uncle is gonna flip his shit.” And just like that, her phone starts ringing again. She shakes her head. “I can’t even explain to them what happened.”

      “Yeah, I’d shut my phone off until she’s out, and then she can call them,” Nico says as he leans back in the chair. “I’m gonna take a nap. Wake me when my love is out.”

      I roll my eyes. “I think this love of yours is one-way.”

      Nico grins. “She’ll fall for me. Don’t you worry.”

      Amelia lets go of my hands and leans forward on her knees, cupping her face. “I can’t believe she did this.”

      “She loves you,” I remind her, and she shakes her head.

      “He isn’t worth it.”

      “Eh, I wouldn’t mind taking a swing at him.”

      Nico nods, even though his eyes are closed. “I wouldn’t either. Bastard.”

      Amelia doesn’t agree. A sob shakes her body as she stands and heads toward the door.

      Nico lets out a loud sigh as I get up to follow. “Good luck with that.”

      I ignore him as I go after Amelia. The coolness of the night air hits me in the face as I try to catch up with her. I hear her crying as I chase her onto the bridge that connects to the police station to town. Whoever thought it was a good idea to build a police station in the middle of a lake, I’d have to say was a genius because it’s cool-looking. But it damn sure does make it colder out here. I’ve almost caught her when she whips around, tears streaking her face as she holds her stomach.

      “I was doing so great, and then he had to come along,” she cries before bending down, hugging her knees as she buries her face in them. I squat beside her, but when I try to hug her, she shakes her head. “Please don’t.”

      Wow, that hurts.

      An ache starts in my gut as I watch her cry.

      “He ruined my life, and just when I thought I had gotten out and I was finally happy again, he shows up and is now trying to ruin Shelli’s. I don’t know what his issue is with me. Am I that horrible?”

      I want to hold her, beg her to believe in herself, but she needs her space. “No, you’re not, Amelia. You’re amazing—”

      “If I am so damn amazing, then why does he insist on hurting me? On ruining everything I’ve rebuilt?”

      “Because he’s a piece of shit, and he couldn’t handle how fantastic you are—”

      “Chandler, I’m not. You just don’t understand.”

      Her sobs are loud and ear-shattering. They shake her whole body, and I don’t know what to do. I know what I want to do, but I don’t know if she’ll let me. Unable to debate anymore, I reach for her, pulling her against my chest, her knees bumping into my thighs. I tilt her face up, taking her mouth with mine, and she falls into my kiss. She clings to me, and I do the same to her. I want to make all this pain go away. I want to kill that dude, but I know she wouldn’t like that.

      I pull back to kiss her nose and then her top lip, ignoring the fact that her face is wet. I know what I am about to ask might not go over well, but I have to know. Especially after Shelli’s comment about Drew being a wife-beater. I clear my throat. “Amelia, what happened?”

      She closes her eyes, more tears leaking out the sides as she leans her forehead into my chin.

      “I know you didn’t leave him because of Shelli.”

      “I did,” she whispers, her voice raw. “I called her in a panic. She came over to check on me, and when she saw my face, she convinced me to leave.”

      Rage rushes through me. “Did he put his hands on you?”

      She nods her head against my chest. “Yeah.”

      I go still against her, and I know she feels it. She moves out of my lap, rising to her feet as she rubs her hands down her face. I stand too, my eyes locked on her as she walks to the railing of the bridge, leaning into it. “I wanted so badly to have what my mom and dad had. Drew and I dated through high school, and it was all like a fairy tale. First love and all that jazz. When he broke up with me, I was angry, but I understood. I wasn’t leaving Nashville. I wanted to go to school and compete locally near my family, but the more he started calling, the more I missed him. I missed him so much. I allowed him to talk me into leaving because I really didn’t think I’d find another love like what we had.” She looks over at me and shrugs. “You terrified me in college. Made me feel things I hadn’t felt before, and I got nervous. Drew was comfortable, and I knew what I was getting. You were a mystery. Not to mention, I was scared of what Ryan would do to you. I didn’t think it would work out, and you are such a good person, I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      I’m unable to speak as she looks away. She rubs her hand along her cheek, catching her tears as she lets out a long sigh. “The first year together, everything was fine. He wasn’t how I remembered, but then I figured we had gotten older and we needed to grow together. I wanted so desperately for him to treat me like his princess that I tried everything. I did everything. Anything he asked, I did. But I wasn’t enough. After we got married and then I lost our baby, things started to change.” It’s apparent the pain is still there. Tears roll down her cheeks in rivers, and her voice is raspy from her sobs. “The first time was when he got sent down to the minors. He came home one day, and I dropped a bowl his mom had given us when I was trying to put it up in the cupboard. He loved that bowl, I guess, and he lost it. He pushed me into the wall and then backhanded me across the face. I convinced myself it was my fault, and he promised it wouldn’t happen again.” She closes her eyes as she takes in a deep breath. “But it happened at least once a month for a whole year.”

      I rub my hand roughly along my mouth as I try to control my anger. Everything inside me says to find him—and bury him. How dare he do that to her? She is an angel. My everything.

      “He’d hit me if I didn’t agree. If I didn’t clean to his standard. And damn it, he got so mad if I didn’t want to have sex with him. It was all so unreal. He didn’t use to be like that, but once he lost control of his career, he went after me.”

      “Because he is a worthless son of a bitch,” I spit out, more for myself than her.

      “I didn’t understand for so long. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. Surely, it was my fault. It was all things I’d done that made him angry. But then, the last time he hit me, he really messed up my face. I knew I couldn’t go out because I didn’t want anyone to see me. And that time, he didn’t apologize. He said I deserved it for hitting him with a shoe. I didn’t mean to, though. I was cleaning out the closet, and I hit him by accident.”

      My stomach clenches. “Which is why you freaked out when you hit me.”

      She nods. “I know, Chandler. I know you’d never lay a hand on me. But I was so scared you might.”

      “Never, Amelia. Never.”

      She squeezes her eyes shut, and I almost don’t think she heard my promise. I want to say it again, but she continues. “I called Shelli. I couldn’t call my mom or my uncle because we weren’t speaking. And I knew if they knew what was happening, they’d kill him. Since I didn’t want anyone going to jail for me, I called Shelli, and she came right away. She brought a journal my mom had kept of her and my dad’s life together. I hadn’t seen it before, and apparently, Shelli had told my mom she needed something to convince me that I didn’t have what my mom and dad had. I’ll never forget the way Shelli looked at me. She had such fear and anger in her eyes, but she was so loving. When we finished the book, I knew I wanted more. I wanted to love my life again, and I wanted to be with someone who would treat me like a princess. So, I left. It took almost four years, but I left him.”

      I slip my hand into hers, lacing our fingers together. Pride shakes me to my core as I watch her. Her beautiful face is so tear-stained that it’s killing me, but I am so very proud of her. She is a warrior.

      She looks down at my hands and whispers, “I know you probably think I’m pathetic and disgusting—”

      “I think you are the strongest woman I have ever met,” I say, cutting off her words. Her gaze snaps to mine, her eyes wide and drowning in tears. “It’s not easy to leave a situation like that, especially when you convince yourself it’s your fault. But you did, Amelia. You wanted more, you wanted to be happy, and you’ve done that.”

      “But I was weak.”

      “Was,” I stress. “You’re not weak now. You’re strong, you’re beautiful, and hell, Amelia, you blow me away. Why do you think I fell for you so easily? In the last four months, I’ve watched you find your happiness. I watched you grow from someone who was going through the motions to a woman who is living her life. Yes, it sucks what he did to you—and I’m extremely pissed off that you didn’t let me beat his ass—but baby, you aren’t that girl anymore.”

      Her lips quiver as she looks up at me. “Shelli said the same thing.”

      “Because it’s true, and like Shelli, I would go to jail for you in a heartbeat. You’re special, Amelia. You’re everything. You’re perfect for me.”

      A tear rolls down her face as her gaze stays locked with mine. “I am so embarrassed I allowed someone to do that to me. I thought that you wouldn’t want to be with me after knowing all of it, that you would think I was pathetic and not the woman you deserve, because, really, I’m not.”

      “You are, Amelia. And all this just makes me want to be with you more.” I step closer. “Just makes me want to prove to you that you don’t need a man to treat you like a princess, but instead, like the queen you are. I am going to do that, baby, because I love you. So much.”

      “You still do?”

      “I always will,” I promise, taking her face in my hands. I run my thumb along her jaw and then her lip. “You’re it.”

      A tremulous smile covers her lips. “Why couldn’t you have told me that when we first met?”

      I grin at her, pressing my nose into hers. “Because I was terrified of you.”

      She grins as she kisses my top lip.

      “And the truth is, I still am.”

      Her brows come together. “You are?”

      “Yeah, you’ve changed my life, and I know there is no going back.”

      Her eyes soften as she wraps her arms around my neck, pressing her lips to my chin. “I love you, Chandler.”

      I go to tell her the same, but then Shelli’s voice carries over the water to us. “I’m out, bitches! I’m hungry. Let’s get food!”

      Amelia’s eyes don’t leave mine. “I’m still scared too, but I’m okay with that kind of fear.”

      My lips quirk. “You are?”

      “Yeah, I know you’ve got me.”

      I do. I really do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      “Mom… Mom… Yes, Mom. Yes, I understand that I made a bad choice. Yes, I did learn from it too. When I hit someone, don’t wait for the cops. Run.”

      I snicker against Shelli’s arm as she talks to Aunt Elli. We’re on the bed in my room, and Chandler and Nico are in the kitchen, cleaning up the Chinese we stopped to get on the way home. I didn’t feel like going out, and thankfully, everyone else kind of went with it. This night was supposed to be so much more. We were going to enjoy a nice dinner after the guys’ stellar win, but then Shelli decided to hit my ex-husband and cause a scene. I still don’t know what the hell got into her, but I’m not surprised. She has always hated him and threatened many times to do just what she did.

      Kick him in the dick and try to break his nose.

      We actually took self-defense lessons from my uncle before a One Direction concert. He taught us those moves, and Shelli used them today. But instead of using them on an attacker, she used them on Drew. Her parents aren’t happy. If I’m honest, neither am I. It did more harm than good. I know Drew; he won’t let this go. It didn’t even please me to see his face full of blood. I don’t care about him. I just want him to go away.

      “I hate him. He deserved it. Oh my God. I have money. I can pay my legal fees. Can I talk to Dad? I’m tired of being yelled at.” She rolls her eyes as a long sigh leaves her lips. “You have seriously been yelling at me for twenty minutes, Mom. Yes, I shouldn’t have hit that scumbag, and yes, I am sorry for embarrassing you. No, I didn’t know Bleacher Report had a story about this already. They need to stick to what happens on the ice and not off it. This has nothing to do with y’all! Oh my God, do you want me to call and tell them you guys never laid a hand on me and didn’t cause me to have violent tendencies?”

      What a load of shit. Pretty sure it was trending on Twitter that got the attention of the NHL. I have to admit, #SlapshotShelli sure is catchy. I pull up Bleacher Report, and there it is—a photo of Shelli kicking Drew in the balls. I shake my head. Honestly, all I want to do is forget this ever happened.

      “Oh, thank God. I know, Dad. But seriously, I had no choice. Well, no, he did not hit me first, but I didn’t like his face or his words. Well, I disagree. Violence was the answer today. I really don’t know why y’all are surprised. I got kicked out for fighting girls who wore cages on their helmets. I may not be the sharpest tool in the shed.”

      I chuckle as I lean into her, closing my eyes. She’s been on the phone with her parents for a while, and I don’t think she’s getting anywhere with them. As much as I want to sleep with Chandler tonight, I think I want it to be just Shelli and me. She did go to jail for me; I feel I may owe her some candy and cheesy movies.

      When Shelli slaps her forehead, I glance up at her. “So I feel, in my soul, we’re just going round and round on this. I did what I did. I’m truly sorry for embarrassing y’all. Which, if stupid social media wasn’t involved, no one even would know about. But it’s over. I did it. We all gotta accept it. Yes, we do. It’s over, for the love of Pete. I do love you both, but I gotta go.”

      When she hangs up the phone, she closes her eyes and lets her head fall back. “Why do they insist on informing me that I did something wrong?”

      I shrug. “Some would say you did.”

      “Eh, I don’t agree.”

      She meets my gaze, and I shake my head. “You didn’t have to hit him.”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      She sounds so sure that I think I’m missing something. “Why?”

      “Because when I was nine years old, you got into a fistfight with Janice Kela when she called me fat.”

      My heart swells. “You weren’t fat.”

      “And you didn’t deserve to be hit by some jackass you never should have married or even walked across the street for.” She leans in and kisses my forehead. “Plus, you’re my best friend. I would basically give you my right toe.”

      I give her a small smile. “But I wanted the left.”

      “Sorry, I need that one.” I rest my head on her shoulder as she leans her head on top of my mine. “Man, what a shitshow of a night.”

      “Exactly.”

      “That’s why I got so quiet at the game. I saw him on the ice, and I freaked. I should have just made you leave.”

      “Wasn’t like I was listening,” I remind her, and she nods.

      “Right? Jeez, so caught up in watching your dude.”

      I smile as I shrug. I was.

      “So, I assume you told Chandler?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Kind of had to when you called Drew a ‘wife-beating bastard’ or whatever you said.”

      “Eh, I don’t remember what I said, but it was something along those lines,” she laughs as she shakes her head. “What did Chandler say?”

      “Not much, but he didn’t think I was weak or anything like I was worried he would.”

      “Because everything you convinced yourself he would do was stupid. Chandler is way different.”

      “So different.”

      “And good.”

      “Agreed.”

      She looks over at me. “Seriously, Amelia. He’s wonderful. When we were getting the food, he leaned over to me and thanked me for having your back. He thanked me for getting you out of that situation and for being so supportive. No one has ever thanked me like that. It wasn’t an act. He was genuinely thankful. While I know that Mom or Dad or Aunt Grace would be happy, they wouldn’t pull me aside to tell me so. He’s nice.”

      I swallow past the lump in my throat.

      “He reminds me of Uncle James. That kind of goodness, ya know?”

      I press my lips together as I nod. “Yeah.”

      I already thought of Chandler like that, but the fear of the unknown freaks me out. I don’t want to be hurt again.

      “You always said you wanted someone like your dad.”

      A silence falls over us as I get lost in my thoughts. I am still trying to process the fact that my cousin went to jail for me, and now I need to handle the truth that Chandler does remind me of my dad. My dad was always very kind and supportive. He loved hard and made sure I knew it. I don’t think I can even recall a day when he didn’t tell me he loved me. He worshiped my mom and shaped Ryan into the man he is now. He set some really high standards for me when it comes to men.

      “I don’t want to get so caught up in Chandler, though.”

      She gives me a weird look. “Why not?”

      “I don’t want to make the same mistakes.”

      “You won’t, because he isn’t Drew.”

      She says it so matter-of-factly, and I know it’s true, but it’s hard to grasp. I thought things were so great at first with Drew too, and then it went to shit. These last few months have been a fairy tale in a sense, and it terrifies me that a happily-ever-after might not be in my cards.

      But what if it is?

      “I always dreamed of hitting that bastard, but I never thought I’d do it.”

      I shake my head. “I wish you hadn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it makes it all messy again. We got rid of him, and now we have to deal with him in court.”

      She waves me off. “Eh, it won’t make it to court. We’ll settle, or he’ll drop it. I think he was just embarrassed a girl kicked his ass.”

      “You’re ruthless.”

      “He’s a jackass,” she says simply, and then she sits up. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going home with Nico for mind-numbing sex.”

      I widen my eyes. “Shelli! I thought we’d cuddle.”

      She scoffs. “No, I need sex to get all this frustration out. My parents really got on my case.”

      “The headline on the article is ‘Nashville Assassins Owner’s Daughter Breaks Wild Player’s Nose.’ They have a right to be upset.”

      Shelli rolls her eyes as she gets off the bed. “I hardly broke it. Such fake news. Though, I may add #SlapshotShelli to my Instagram bio.”

      As she grabs her shoes, I ask, “Shelli, what are you doing with Nico?”

      “Having sex, I hope.”

      “He likes you.”

      “I like him, but nothing will come from it. I can promise you that.”

      “Why not?”

      “He’s not someone I’d ever marry.”

      “He’s not Aiden?”

      “That. That exactly.”

      She looks back at me while I’m rolling my eyes. “Maybe give up on that fairy tale and hit it up with Nico instead?”

      “Nope. We both know what we want. Sex—and that’s it.”

      “So did Chandler and I, and now look.”

      She shakes her head. “It was never just about sex with you two, and you know it.” She reaches for the door.

      “I thought it was, though. And now, it’s all so fast and so real, and there are so many feelings.”

      “Yup, no feelings but lust between Nico and me. So, you have fun with that,” she says as she opens the door. “Nico, want to take me back to your place?”

      “Sure the hell do,” I hear him say just as Sadie comes barreling in and jumping on my bed. She heads right for me, laying her head on my chest before the rest of her body settles into the comforter. I slide my fingers through her silky hair as I listen to Nico and Shelli leave. I’m not sure how I feel about the two of them hooking up, but really, why do I care? She’s happy, and that’s all that matters. I watch as the lights are shut off, and I hear the doors being locked. It’s all so natural. So perfect. Like Chandler has been doing this every night of my life.

      When Chandler pushes the bedroom door open, he has a smile on his face. He moves through the room, removing his clothes and then climbing into bed with me. He wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me back into him. He kisses up my shoulder before planting a wet kiss on my neck. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I whisper as I lean my head back into his chin. “You?”

      “I’m great,” he says into my hair. “But I’m not the one who had to stir up the past.”

      “That wasn’t fun, but lying here with you makes it better.”

      I feel his grin against my head. “Shelli is okay?”

      “Shelli is insane.”

      “Seems about right,” he laughs as he kisses my neck. “I do have some questions.”

      “Questions?”

      “When I was cleaning, I found a drawer full of checks from your ex-husband.”

      I close my eyes as I stroke Sadie’s head. “My hush money so I don’t talk about what he did.”

      “You didn’t cash them?”

      “I don’t want them. I feel that if I take the money, it’s giving life to what he did, and I don’t want that. I want it all to go away. Make like it never happened. But each time a check comes, it’s a reminder.”

      He nods. “Maybe we can cash them and donate the money to a women’s shelter?”

      Tears flood my eyes. “I’d really love that.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Anytime,” he whispers before kissing below my ear. “Who else knows? I’m sure if Ryan knew, Drew wouldn’t be alive.”

      I bite into my lip. “Only you and Shelli know. Please keep it that way. With the way Shelli acted, I can only imagine that my family would do worse. Especially Ryan.”

      “I won’t tell them.” He kisses my hair. “Why did you stay, Amelia?”

      “Pride and hope,” I say automatically. “I wanted so badly for it to work out because I thought he was the one. Even when he was punching me in the gut, I would convince myself it was my fault.”

      Chandler’s nose moves through my hair. “But weren’t you unhappy with him? Even when he wasn’t hitting you?”

      “I was.”

      Silence threatens to suffocate me as I wait for more of his questions. I figured he’d have some after enduring my emotional breakdown. When he takes in a deep breath, I tighten my grip on Sadie.

      “Promise me something.” When I don’t answer, he continues. “If you’re ever unhappy with me, tell me so I can fix it.”

      I blink a few times as I bring in breath after breath. “What?”

      I roll onto my back to look up at him.

      His eyes are full of such compassion. “I don’t ever want you to feel like anything we disagree about or that upsets me is your fault. Talk to me. Tell me what you’re feeling, and I’ll do the same. I didn’t with my marriage, and I think that was a big problem. I just let her act like a fool, and I made excuses for her.”

      I nod. “I did the same.”

      “I don’t want to make that mistake with you. I love you too much to lose you.”

      I feel as if I’m flying in the clouds. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” he says, kissing my nose. “I don’t want this to end because we can’t communicate. What we have is real, Amelia, and I don’t ever want you to feel unhappy or unloved when you’re with me. Because when I’m with you, I don’t feel that way.”

      Tears well up in my eyes as I gaze up into his sweet topaz ones. No one has ever said that to me except my dad.

      When I was twelve, I thought about quitting gymnastics because I couldn’t get a flight series on beam. I fell every time. My dad asked me if I was unhappy, and I told him yes, but mostly with myself. He asked if I felt unloved when I was there, and I didn’t. My coaches were wonderful, and so were my teammates. He asked if I still loved the sport, and I did; I loved it so much. So he asked me to believe in myself and the sport. Instead of quitting, I landed my flight series. Though, I think I accomplished it because he went to practice with me for three weeks. That was over thirty hours a week on top of his forty-hour-plus workweek. He would bring work to do in the stands, and when I looked over at him, he would mouth he loved me. When I finally nailed the series, he made such a fuss, screaming and hooting and hollering for me, that I cried. He asked why I was crying, I had done it, and I told him that he’d made me feel so important and so loved that it was overwhelming.

      Chandler is doing just that.

      Before I realize what I’m saying, I whisper, “Will you come home with me?”

      “Come home with you?”

      “Stay at my mom’s with me? As my boyfriend.”

      His hold on me tightens as he presses his nose to mine. “I’d love that very much.”

      “Me too.”

      “You know what my Christmas wish is?”

      “You still have Christmas wishes?” I tease, and he laughs.

      “Hey, my mom spoils me.”

      “No, I did not know that,” I deadpan. “I still don’t know how I feel about her washing and folding the clothes I left at your house.”

      He laughs loudly. “You’re grateful ’cause if I had done it, that white shirt of yours would be pink.”

      I snort as he nuzzles my neck. “Fine, give me your Christmas wish.”

      “To have the hottest date at your brother’s wedding.”

      “So you’re taking Shelli?”

      When he bites my neck, I cry out but laugh at the same time. “While Shelli is one hell of a spitfire, she isn’t the one I want to take.”

      “Then who?”

      He nibbles my neck. “You.”

      “Me?”

      “Only you.”

      His words shake me to my core and stun me. Two simple words completely knock the breath out of me. I know he means them, and they’re a promise.

      A promise he’ll never break.

      “I guess it’s a good thing my dress is backless.”

      “I do love your back.”

      “And I won’t be able to wear a bra.”

      “I love when you free the boobs.”

      I grin huge, laughter bubbling in my throat. “What am I going to do with you?”

      When he takes my jaw in his hand, turning my head to meet his gaze halfway, our eyes lock.

      “Love me.”

      God, he makes me swoon.

      “Done.”

      “Done,” he says back right before he kisses me.

      Nothing else seems to matter. Not the fact that my cousin beat up my ex. Not that I’m about to take my boyfriend home to my insane family. Not that my brother very well may beat up his best friend, the one I have fallen hard for in just a few months—which may mean I am absolutely insane.

      Yeah, none of that matters because Chandler is kissing me.

      And he loves me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      “Don’t be mad.”

      “I’m not mad,” she snaps, but she is slamming the pots on the stove pretty hard. “It’s just very disappointing that I don’t get you for holidays—”

      “Mom, we’re coming to the house for Christmas morning with you guys since Amelia’s family does Christmas on Christmas Eve.”

      She glares. “I wasn’t done talking.”

      I blow out a breath to keep from pulling my hair out. My father is lying back in the easy chair with a shit-eating grin on his face. He probably thinks I’m not the favorite in the house anymore. Little does he know, I’ll always be my mom’s favorite. Even when I want to spend every waking and sleeping moment with Amelia.

      God, I love her.

      My heart honestly can’t handle the way I feel for her. She stuns me with a look. When she laughs, I feel it in my soul. And when her lips touch mine, I feel as if I’ve been sent straight to heaven. It’s absolutely insane. I’d thought I loved Lana, but it doesn’t even come close to what I feel for Amelia. Then again, I always knew she was special.

      My mom points her spoon at me as she goes on. “When you were married to that train wreck, it upset me so much that you wanted to spend the holidays with her and her parents. But now, you’ll be with Amelia and her family, and it’s really hard to be upset because I love all those people. Especially Amelia.”

      “Mom, I know Mrs. Justice would love to have you guys over. I just need to ask, but I have to wait till I’m there.”

      Mom furrows her brow. “Why?”

      I shake my head as I tap my spoon against the table. “She was going to stay with us, but she was worried what her family would say. So now she’s bringing me there, and she’s still worried what they’ll say.”

      My dad sits up from his chair, groaning. His hip is still hurting from Thanksgiving. “Why is she worried?”

      “’Cause of her last marriage. She rushed into it and got stuck.”

      Mom leans on the counter. “How so?”

      I look down at the table as the anger bubbles inside me once more. It wasn’t even my disaster of a marriage, and it still fucks with me. How someone could put their hands on Amelia, not to mention hurt her mentally, is beyond me. She was so outgoing, so comfortable in her skin in college, but now she struggles. With each day that passes, I see more and more of the girl I remember. But knowing she wasn’t comfortable in her own skin for the last five years sucks. She deserves more than that.

      She deserves the world.

      “The bastard was emotionally and physically abusive—” I stop once I realize what I am saying. I’m so comfortable with my parents that it didn’t occur to me not to tell them. But then I realize I am going against my promise not to tell anyone about Amelia’s situation. “Shit, I wasn’t supposed to say that. She doesn’t want people to know, obviously.”

      My mom waves her hand at me as my dad says, “We won’t tell a soul, son. But honestly, when she does speak of her past marriage, it’s easy to tell it wasn’t good. Not in a ‘he cheated’ way, but definitely in a ‘he hurt her’ way.”

      Mom nods. “Absolutely. She brings him up, and there is such fear in her.”

      “I hate him, and I don’t even know him. It annoys me that I can’t kill him and get away with it.”

      Dad scoffs. “Stupid laws.” He shakes his head as he sits down beside me. “Being with someone who has been abused is tough, son. You know that, right?”

      I nod. “She had a little over a year to heal from what he did, and then I came along. I don’t know. She has moments where the memories get to be too much and it hurts her, but I’m there, and I think I’ve helped.”

      Mom cups my shoulder. “Of course you have. We’re just worried you’ll get hurt.”

      My brows come in. “Get hurt? How?”

      “What if she freaks out and runs—”

      “No, she won’t,” I say sharply. “That won’t happen. We have great communication, and we’re doing well.”

      “That’s good,” Dad says slowly. “We’re just worried you’re rushing into this.”

      “What? I am not.”

      “Chandler, honey, it’s only been a couple months—”

      “Four.”

      My mom’s eyes narrow a bit, disbelief swirling in them. “Four months and you’re already ready to kill for her.”

      “So? I love her. What’s wrong with that?”

      “You loved Lana.”

      I let my head fall back, groaning loudly. I lift it and glare back at my father. “Amelia is not Lana, and I’m not the guy I was when I was with Lana. Yes, I rushed into that, but it was because I wanted someone to come home to. I was lonely without you guys, but it isn’t like that anymore. I found that I can live without someone. But now, Amelia has happened, and I can’t live without her. She adds to my life. She makes me happy, and I love her.” I swallow hard. I feel like I’m drowning. I don’t understand what is happening here. “I thought you guys liked her.”

      “Oh, we do,” Mom says, taking my hand. “I love her. She is wonderful, and I love how happy she makes you.”

      “She’s great. But, son, we just don’t want you making that mistake again.”

      I shake my head. “She’s different, though. You both said so yourself. When I brought up that I had seen her again, you both went on and on about how you remember me talking about her all the time. I’ve always thought she was special, and now that I have the chance to be with her, I’m not giving that up.”

      “We’re not asking you to,” Dad says. “We’re just asking you to be smart and not rush into this.”

      I shake my head. “You act like I’m dropping to a knee right now. I’m not.”

      Dad lifts a brow. “You haven’t bought a ring?”

      Mom smiles, but I glare. “No. Really, I haven’t.”

      “That surprises us,” Mom says, and I roll my eyes.

      “I mean…it doesn’t mean I wouldn’t marry her right now.”

      Dad lets out a long sigh as Mom laughs. “This is what we’re talking about, honey. You’re ready to give yourself to her.”

      “I already have!” I yell, getting really pissed off. “I’m hers. Completely. And I’m not sorry. If it’s not okay with you, I don’t care.”

      “We didn’t say it wasn’t—”

      “Chandler, we just worry—”

      I cut them both off, standing up and pushing in my chair with more force than I mean to, but I’m pissed the fuck off. “I was never sure Lana was it. I thought so, and I remember even telling you guys I thought she might be it. I know that should have been a red flag, but I was young and dumb. I’m not saying I’m not still a little dumb, but with Amelia, I can look at you both and tell you she is it. She is the one I am going to marry, have kids with, and love every single day, more and more.”

      “We believe you, son,” Dad says softly, holding up his hands. “We just want you to think this through. She’s damaged—”

      “She’s fucking perfect,” I snap. I don’t understand the emotion that is taking over. My eyes are watery, and my chest hurts. “Yeah, she’s been hurt. That fucker put some dents in her. But even with those dents, which I know hurt her, I want nothing more than to smooth them out and love her. Be the man she needs and wants. Because I can do that. Want to know why?” They don’t answer me; they are both just looking at me like I’ve grown a few heads along the way. “Because I am loved by two of the greatest people on this earth. Two people who have so much love inside of them that it overflowed, and somehow, I was the one on the receiving end. I want to love her like that, I want to love my kids like that, and when I look at what is in my future, all I see is her by my side.”

      My mom combs her fingers through her hair as my dad leans back, crossing his arms over his chest. The air in the room is thick with tension, but I won’t budge. I love Amelia, and I always will. I clear my throat of emotion as I look at the floor. “I know you guys are looking out for me and I appreciate it, but when it comes to Amelia, there is no one else I want to spend the rest of my life with but her. I hope you two can support that.”

      Before I even finish my sentence, my mom is across the room and has me wrapped up in her arms. “Of course we can,” she promises. “We just want you to be happy.”

      “I am.”

      “Then we are,” Dad says, sending me a grin.

      When my mom pulls back, I look down into her beautiful face. “I don’t know how this conversation escalated like it did, but I don’t want you to be mad that I’m going to Amelia’s mom’s house.”

      “It escalated because we’re all so passionate and don’t want to spend time apart,” she says, cupping my face. “But no, I’m not mad. I’m jealous of Amelia.”

      I give her an exasperated look. “Mom—”

      “Because I think you might love her more than me.” Didn’t see that coming. My shoulders fall as I look down at her.

      “No one can come close to the love I have for you and Dad, but Amelia is almost right there.”

      Mom pats my face as her eyes swim with her tears. “Then, Chandler honey, you love that girl. And I’ll pray and hope she loves you just as much.”

      She does. I know she does.
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      Chandler

      

      When I get to the airfield with the team, Amelia is waiting for me. She flew into town with my parents, but she came back with the car I keep here to bring me home. She looks absolutely beautiful, standing beside my car in a long black jacket that goes to her knees with only a little strip of jeans showing before her black boots cover the rest of her legs. Her hair is down, blowing in the wind, and I can’t help but laugh at her bright-pink nose. Leave it to Tennessee to be cold as fuck today, when yesterday, the high was sixty-two.

      As I step off the last stair of the plane’s staircase, a grin pulls at my mouth. Her eyes sparkle as she watches me, waiting for me. We haven’t seen each other in four days, and I swear it feels like nine months.

      “Aw, is that your woman waiting for you, Moon?”

      “Nope, she’s too pretty!”

      “Way too pretty!”

      “Hey, maybe I can get her to give me her number?”

      Nico laughs at our teammates. “Already tried. She’s into Moon, for some reason.”

      Hell, I don’t know all her reasons, but I’m one thankful dude for them.

      I wrap my arms around her, dropping my bag so I can hold her tight, and our lips join in a heated embrace. I don’t even hear the guys anymore; all I hear is my heart pounding in my ears for this girl. The conversation with my parents has weighed heavily on me for the last couple days. A part of me is worried that maybe I am rushing this, but the other part reminds me I’ve never been this happy. She does that for me. Right now, I’m on fire from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. My heart is swelling to ten times its size, just for her. I hate how I feel without her. But now, I feel complete.

      I pull back only a breath, just to kiss her top lip. “Hey, you.”

      She grins up at me, her eyes bright and so full of love. Her lips trail along my chin as she whispers, “Hey, so I have to tell you something.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I missed you.”

      My face breaks into a wide grin. “I missed you more.”

      “Good,” she says before I lift her up on her toes, kissing her hard on the lips. I want to do more, but I can hear my teammates again.

      I place her back on her feet before grabbing my bag with one hand and taking her hand with my other one. “Do we have time for a detour?”

      She giggles. “No, I told my mom I’d be at the house in twenty minutes. And she’s called me nine times since I’m late.”

      I grimace. “So, is she in a good mood or bad?”

      She shrugs. “She’s excited I’m coming home, but she’s annoyed I’m not there yet. She’s complicated.”

      “Like mother, like daughter,” I tease, and she sticks out her tongue at me. I open her door as I laugh, kissing her temple. “What? I adore complicated women.”

      She scoffs. “Well, you got your hands full with me.”

      As she sits down, I nod. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

      I shut the door and head to the trunk to put my bag in. When I get behind the wheel, I notice Amelia’s leg is bouncing. I grab her knee, not only to stop it but also because I want to touch her. “You nervous?”

      “Oh yeah.” She gives me a wry look. “Pretty sure my mom will have a lot to say.”

      I start up the car. “About what?”

      Still with the same expression, she says, “About me being in a relationship.”

      “What’s wrong with that? It’s been over a year since Fuckface,” I comment as I drive away from the airfield.

      She snorts. “Is that what you’re going to call him for now on?”

      I nod. “Yes, I feel it’s satisfactory.”

      She rolls her eyes as she sighs heavily. “I just feel like she’s gonna say I’m not thinking or that I’m rushing into something with you when I shouldn’t. I don’t know. They kind of scorned me with Drew. I don’t want them to try to make me choose between you and them.”

      Now I’m the one showing her my deadpan expression. “I’m the coolest guy ever. Your whole family loves me, and I wouldn’t lay a hand on you. So basically, you’re winning in the boyfriend department.”

      She laughs as she pulls out her notebook with her gymnastics lesson plans. She told me she had to work on them during the break. The gym is closed through the holidays, and we’re both thankful for that. We didn’t want her to miss work, but we weren’t skipping Christmas or Ryan and Sofia’s wedding. “Is that right?”

      “Totally. Watch…your mom is gonna be so damn happy and be speechless because she’s so excited you chose someone so great.”

      “Wow, the confidence is real.”

      “So real,” I say with a wink, and she laughs. What she doesn’t realize is that I’m confident because of her. It’s funny as all hell that, at the beginning of this, I wasn’t. I was nervous, and she made me spew out my guts in a panicky way. I would talk to keep her with me, but now, she stays because she wants to.

      Because she wants me, and I want her.

      I reach for her hand, but she’s already reaching for mine. When our knuckles collide, we glance at each other and start laughing. We lace our fingers, and I kiss the back of her hand when my laughter subsides. As she works, I drive, in love with being with her. The trip to her mom’s isn’t far, about forty minutes through traffic before we hit the open road that leads to her house. The house Amelia grew up in is a little smaller than Ryan’s new house, but what it lacks in size, it makes up for in beauty.

      The three-story gray-brick home has the biggest windows I’ve ever seen. They take up most of the first floor of the house. I remember my first time here. Mrs. Justice told me that, before he died, Mr. Justice had secretly hired someone to take out the old windows because she’d always said she wanted more natural light. It took over two weeks and lots of tarps to replace the small windows with the huge ones. It was a simple gesture but one that she still talks about to this day.

      That’s special.

      I park beside Mrs. Justice’s car, and out of the corner of my eye, I see Amelia taking in deep breaths.

      “We have to go in, huh?”

      “Yup.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to see her. I do. It’s just I don’t want her to automatically judge that I am making the same mistake again.”

      She turns to look at me as I speak. “Are you sure she will?”

      She shakes her head, her bottom lip between her teeth. “No,” she says around it. “But obviously I’m nervous she might.”

      “Do you feel like you’re making the same mistake?”

      She shakes her head more vehemently. “Not at all.”

      I lean over, pressing my nose into hers. “Then who gives two shits what anyone thinks?”

      Her lips slowly form a grin. “Your confidence is intoxicating.”

      “I know what I got, and I know no one can touch it. It’s ours.”

      “It is,” she whispers before I capture her lips with mine. She draws the kisses out of me, and I bring my hand up to thread through her hair as I get lost in her kisses. She feels so damn good against my lips. Tastes like heaven with a tiny bit of mocha mixed in there.

      “So perfect,” I whisper against her lips, and they curve into a smile.

      “Stop,” she says softly, nibbling at my bottom lip.

      “Never,” I insist before capturing her mouth once more. She leans into the kiss, her hand coming up to touch my cheek. She strokes it slowly as our kisses turn more demanding, and I don’t want to stop.

      But of course, her phone starts going off.

      She pulls away and groans loudly when she looks down at her phone. “It’s my mom wondering where I am.”

      I adjust my hard-on and clear my throat. “Well, don’t tell her I’m about to do you in the car.”

      She snorts. “Right? That would go over so well.”

      “I thought so,” I say with a wink before I get out of the car. When the cold air hits me, I’m pretty sure my cock shrivels up into itself. Not a pleasant feeling. I walk around the car and open her door before grabbing her bag out of her lap.

      “I can carry that,” she says as she takes my hand and I help her out.

      “So your mom thinks I’m not a gentleman? Please,” I tsk at her before walking around to the trunk to get the rest of our bags.

      When we get to the sidewalk, she lets go of my hand to look at her phone. I wonder if she did it because she doesn’t want to hold my hand in front of her mom. That doesn’t seem right, though. She sat in my lap and kissed my face in front of my parents. She has no problem with PDA. I should let it go; it shouldn’t bother me.

      But it does.

      “So, you don’t want to hold my hand?”

      She side-eyes me. “I’m typing.”

      “Or you’re nervous.”

      “That too.”

      I can see it all over her face. “You don’t have to be.”

      “But I am.”

      I switch her bag to my other hand and wrap my arm around her neck, pulling her in close. I kiss her jaw and then her nose before her lips. “I got you.”

      She smiles, a true, sweet smile as she gazes up at me. I let go of her to grab the other bag since my hand is about to give out. “If my brother kills you, just know I love you.”

      Oh shit.

      Oh no. No, no, no. She thinks Ryan doesn’t know because I forgot to tell her otherwise. Before I can say anything, the door opens, and Mrs. Justice is there. “You’re home,” she gushes before she wraps her arms around Amelia, pulling her in close. Mrs. Justice has always loved hard. It’s apparent when I see her with her children. Reminds me of my mom. Her chin is deep in Amelia’s shoulder, but then her eyes land on me.

      “Chandler, wow, what a surprise!” she says before kissing Amelia and then letting her go. She looks between me and Amelia, her brows furrowing before she wraps me up in a hug. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “Hope that’s okay,” I say, hugging her tightly.

      “It’s more than okay,” she says quickly before letting me go and grabbing Amelia’s hand. “I’m so glad to have you. I’ll run up and make up the other room. Is your family not in town?”

      Amelia is biting her lip as she holds her mom’s hand. An awkward silence falls over us as Mrs. Justice waits for my answer, but I don’t know what to say. Amelia reaches over, taking my hand in her other one.

      Mrs. Justice’s brows rise as Amelia says, “Actually, he’s here with me.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” Amelia says more confidently than I know she feels. She looks terrified. “We’re together.”

      I swear it’s in slow motion the way Mrs. Justice’s face changes from confused to happy. She’s practically beaming as she says, “That’s wonderful! I knew something was going to happen!”

      “You did?” Amelia asks, her face filling with color. “How did you and I didn’t?”

      “Because you were trying to ignore the fireworks, but I saw them clear as day.”

      Amelia gives me a sneaky grin, and my heart does flips in my chest. “Did you see them?”

      I nod. “Yup, the moment I saw you again for the first time.”

      Amelia sighs deeply as Mrs. Justice cups my jaw. “I just adore him. Now, come on. It’s cold as hell. Let’s get inside.”

      “Mom, you’re cool?”

      Mrs. Justice looks back and shrugs. “Yeah, why?”

      “I’m with Chandler, only a year after my divorce from Drew.”

      I give Amelia an annoyed look. “Are you sure you’re okay with us?”

      “Yes. Hush!”

      Her mom laughs before touching Amelia’s shoulder. “Are you happy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I am. Now, come in.”

      As she ushers us inside, Amelia looks up at me, and I wink. “Told ya.”

      “I guess you are just so amazing.”

      “I am,” I say, kissing her temple.

      Just as the front door shuts, Ryan’s booming voice fills the hall.

      “There she is.”

      Amelia’s eyes go wide, her smile drops, and she looks down the hall in complete horror. She quickly looks back at me, and I think she might push me back out the front door. She whips her head to him and chokes out, “Ryan?”

      “Hey!” he says, walking up and wrapping his arms around her. There are tears in his eyes as he picks her up, shaking her in a loving, brotherly way. I know they’ve missed each other. While I know she is freaking out because I’m here and she thinks her brother might kill me, she holds her brother tightly.

      “I didn’t see your car,” she says, still hugging him.

      “Sophia dropped me off before she went to do a private lesson with one of the girls at the gym. I wanted to be here when you got in,” he says, laying a smacking kiss on her cheek. “You look so great. You’ve put some weight back on. You were getting skinny for a second there.”

      She scoffs. “I don’t look like I used to.”

      “You’ll get there, being back in the gym and all.”

      He puts her on her feet, and I know she is freaking the hell out. “Yeah, true. Thanks, um, but I didn’t know you’d be here.”

      “Surprise,” he says with a laugh before looking at me. “Hey, dude,” he says as we slap hands and bro-hug. I feel Amelia’s gaze on me. “How was the trip in?”

      “Good. It’s cold as hell.”

      “Right?” he says before he wraps his arm around Amelia’s neck. “Man, I missed you.”

      She’s confused. I can see it all over her gorgeous face. “You knew Chandler was going to be here?”

      Ryan shrugs as he gazes down at her lovingly. “I figured.”

      “Figured?”

      “Yeah. Y’all are still together, right?”

      I press my lips together as she looks from him to me. “We are, but how do you know that?”

      Ryan points to me. “He told me.”

      Amelia’s gaze meets mine, her eyes swirling with anger. I’m pretty sure she won’t be kissing me under the mistletoe anytime soon.
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      Amelia

      

      “He told you?”

      I narrow my eyes at Chandler while he looks back at me with an “oh shit” expression on his face.

      Ryan, oblivious, nods. “Yeah, like a month ago, right?”

      Chandler nods his head slowly. “Yeah.”

      “Figured since you went to Florida to have Thanksgiving with him and his parents, it must be pretty serious.”

      My eyes widen, and Chandler grimaces. “Wow, thanks, dude.”

      Ryan is just grinning. “What? I’m not mad. Mom…okay, well, Mom looks a little mad.”

      I direct my gaze to my mom to find she is, in fact, upset. “You spent Thanksgiving with his family?”

      I hold up my palms. “I told you I wasn’t alone.”

      “I figured you were at home with friends, not flying to Florida to celebrate Thanksgiving with someone else’s family.”

      “I told you I wasn’t ready to face our family,” I attempt, but Mom isn’t having it.

      “So you spent it with a totally different family?”

      “With her boyfriend’s family,” Chandler adds. “She wasn’t ready then, but she is now. Can we just be happy we’re all together?”

      Mom glares at Chandler for the first time ever. “You don’t know what it’s like to have your child not be in your life for a painfully long period of time, only to find out she chose a different family over yours.”

      “She didn’t choose them over you, though,” he insists. “She did what was best for her, and you supported her until you knew it was my family. I am not trying to disrespect you, Mrs. Justice, but my family has always been kind to you, and you know she was taken care of.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” Ryan says with a shrug. “He’s right, Mom. She’s home now, and she looks good. Happy, even. Why are we going to start this trip with a fight?”

      Mom looks back at me, and I’m shaking with anger. I can’t believe Chandler told Ryan all that.

      “Fine. There are cookies and milk in the kitchen.”

      When Mom turns to head toward the kitchen, I turn in the direction of my room. Chandler is right on my heels. I throw open my door and toss my purse and gym bag on the bed. I whip around to find Chandler with his palms up.

      “I fucked up.”

      “You sure as hell did!” I yell, my body vibrating with rage. “You promised not to tell him.”

      “That was before, when we thought we were just hanging out,” he defends. “When things became serious, I had no choice but to tell him.”

      “No, you did have a choice. You could have kept your mouth shut! I wanted to tell him.”

      His brow perks. “When? When he walks in and sees me? That would have been a clusterfuck. At least this way, there is no blindside, and he doesn’t want to kill me. Amelia, our talk was really good, and he was very supportive. Things are fine. Great, even.”

      I throw my hands up. “My mom knows I skipped Thanksgiving with them to be with you!”

      “It sucked that she had to find out that way, but who cares? At least you weren’t alone and you were happy. I know that’s what she wants.”

      “You just don’t get it,” I protest, falling onto the bed. “I didn’t want anyone knowing until I was ready to tell them. I mean, hell, did you tell them about Drew?” When he bites his lip, my eyes widen and my heart jackhammers in my chest. “You did!”

      “No, no, I didn’t. But I did tell my parents. By accident.”

      “By accident! What the hell, Chandler?”

      “They didn’t understand why you didn’t want your family knowing about me, and it slipped out. They won’t tell a soul.”

      “You weren’t supposed to tell anyone! No one. About Drew or about us!”

      He comes toward me, but I jump off the bed and step out of his reach. The way his face twists, you would think I’d hit him. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have told them about Drew, and I am very sorry for that. But like I said, when things got serious between us, I knew I had to tell Ryan.”

      “For what? Why?” I yell, striking my hips with my hands. “What in the hell would telling him do?”

      “He’s my best friend.”

      “And? This is our thing, and you went and told the one person I wanted to tell myself. One, so he wouldn’t kill you, and…and two, so no one would judge us.”

      Now he throws his hands up. “Who the fuck cares if they did?”

      “I do. We’re two divorcees, and this is going way too fucking fast, and I don’t want anyone thinking we’re rushing into this.”

      “They already do!” he yells, his eyes burning into mine. “And you know what? I don’t care. I only care about you. About us. About this. I don’t know why you’re so concerned with what everyone thinks, but cut it the fuck out.”

      “No! I was in a shit marriage where everyone doubted me—”

      “For good reason.”

      I glare, my face burning, and he glares right back. “That’s a low blow. Especially coming from someone who married a psycho.”

      “Hey, I know what I did, and I let it go. Have you let yours go?”

      “I’m with you, aren’t I?”

      “Seems to me you’re more concerned with what people think than what I feel.”

      “That’s not true at all,” I insist. “This isn’t about anything but you betraying me.”

      He glares. “I didn’t betray you, Amelia. I told my parents something I shouldn’t have. I apologize. With Ryan, I had to respect my best friend.”

      “And not respect me?”

      “We weren’t serious when you said that to me! Since the day I fell in love with you, it’s been serious. He needed to know this was happening and I wasn’t letting go.”

      I let out a heavy sigh. “Just go. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

      He scoffs. “Fuck that, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I don’t want to talk to you!”

      “I don’t care!” he yells back, just as loud. “I can get loud too, Amelia. And no matter what you say, I’m not leaving this room until we solve this.”

      I shoot daggers at him with my eyes. “What if this can’t be solved?”

      “It can if you’d stop throwing a damn tantrum.”

      I glare. “I am not.”

      “You are,” he says simply, crossing his arms over his chest. “And you know what? It’s adorable.”

      “You are insufferable.”

      “Love you too, honey,” he says, and then he leans back against the door, all sexy and carefree-like.

      I growl as I kick off my shoes. “I can’t believe you told Ryan. What if he’d kicked your ass?”

      “Then I would have taken it like a man for disrespecting his wishes about not dating you. But I wouldn’t regret it, and I’d do it all over again. I’d tell him again, even though you’re so upset.”

      “Chandler! You shouldn’t—”

      “Want to know the reason I told Ryan?” he asks, pushing off the door and coming toward me. “I told him so that when I come to him with a ring in my pocket, he won’t be sidetracked by the fact that I not only love you but that I want to marry you too. I wanted to make sure he knew I was serious. Plus, I honestly didn’t think you were going to tell him anytime soon. I did it for us. So I can ask you to be my forever, and he’d support us.”

      I can only blink. My stomach is doing flips. My heart is pounding, and I can’t see straight. My eyes are so wide they hurt. “Are you insane? We have only been together for a little over four months, and you’re already talking about marriage?”

      He nods unabashedly. Confidently. “I’d knock Ryan and Sofia off that altar so quick if you wanted to marry me too.”

      My eyes feel like they’re about to bulge out of my head. “You’re insane!”

      “I love you.”

      “Chandler, stop! You’re not going to distract me from the part where you broke my trust.”

      His face twists. “I mean, that’s a fucking stretch. Yes, maybe with telling my parents about Drew, but they are my parents. I’m very close with them, and they wouldn’t tell a soul. Also, you wouldn’t have known if I hadn’t told you.”

      “Oh, well hell, let me not be mad anymore,” I snap, and he rolls his eyes. “I can’t believe you.”

      “Amelia—”

      I shake my head, and I have to move on from what he said before I have a panic attack.

      Marry me?

      Why would he want to marry me?

      “They probably think I’m weak.”

      “They don’t,” he insists, coming close but not touching me. “They love you, and they know I love you. They were coming at me like I was rushing into this. I told them maybe I am, but my future doesn’t exist unless you’re in it.” He reaches out, taking my hand in his. He laces our fingers, but I don’t look at him. “I had only good intentions when it came to Ryan. I fucked up when it came to my parents, and I’ll own that. But with Ryan, those motives were pure. I wanted him to know that you were important to me.”

      “I didn’t want anyone to know. I don’t want them to ruin this.”

      He brings my hand up to his lips, kissing the back of my knuckles. “No one can ruin this but us, Am.” I meet his gaze, and his remorse is visible. “Stop worrying about what other people think. Yeah, you’ve had some bad luck, but it’s not like that with me. No matter what anyone says, I’ll only care what you think and say.”

      I swallow hard as our gazes stay locked. “Why are you so good?”

      He quirks his lips. “Because I have someone to be good for.”

      I shake my head. “It’s so hard to stay mad at you.”

      He leans in, snaking his arm around my waist and bringing me in close. “Because you love me, and you know I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.”

      I lean my forehead into his nose, but his words of marriage are still playing over and over again in my head. “I guess all that could be right.”

      “It is,” he whispers before kissing my forehead. “I’m sorry I told my parents about Drew, but I’m not sorry I told Ryan about us.”

      I close my eyes as I slide my hands around his chest to hold him. “They won’t tell anyone?”

      “No one,” he promises, and I let out a sigh.

      “Did you tell them that nonsense about wanting to marry me?”

      He grins against my forehead. “It’s not nonsense.”

      I pull back, looking up at him. “Chandler, we haven’t been together that long.”

      “And yet, I knew the day I pulled you out of the truck and danced with you on the side of the road.”

      My eyes get misty as I shake my head. “I’m not ready for that.”

      He nods, his eyes, so dark and light at the same time, burn down into mine as he cups my cheek. “When you are, know I am.”

      I don’t know why I’m hit with such a wave of emotion as I gaze up into his eyes. “How can you be so confident? We’ve had failed marriages, and we’ve made mistakes—”

      “Because I love you. That alone is all that matters.”

      Before I can say anything or even sigh, he captures my mouth with his. He wraps his arms around me, holding me close as mine wrap around him. I’m lost in his kiss, and all I can think about is how much differently this would have gone if he were Drew. The moment I raised my voice, he would have walked away…or hit me.

      Chandler didn’t leave. Even when he yelled, he reminded me he loved me.

      I have no clue what the hell I’m doing, but I don’t want to do anything ever again unless it involves him.
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        * * *

      

      It’s well past one as I tiptoe through the house, hoping not to wake my mom or Chandler. Ryan and Sofia left around eleven after a wonderful dinner and drinks. I was worried my mom would still be upset with me about going home with Chandler for Thanksgiving, but once everyone was seated around the table, she was all smiles. Everyone got along, and it was great. The conversations were smooth, not forced. Mom was excited to hear about the gym and how wonderful things are between Chandler and me. It was as if time apart wasn’t anything to Ryan and Chandler. They are still the best of friends. Sofia and I fell into chatting like old times, and I didn’t feel out of place or judged.

      I’ve never felt more loved in my life.

      The only thing missing was my dad.

      I head through the kitchen to my dad’s office. No one really comes in here much anymore, and it’s become the home of all our family photo albums. Mom likes to sit in his chair, light a cigar, and look through the albums, feeling like she is with my dad. I’ve caught her doing just that plenty of times.

      I kind of want to get something tonight to take home with me. When I push the door open, the musty cigar smell hits me tenfold. I shut the door behind me as I walk inside. The desk is cluttered, just how my dad left it. There is a large box of cigars, a gift from my uncle when we learned my dad was dying for sure. My uncle told my dad he couldn’t die until he finished them.

      He only smoked one.

      Tears burn my eyes as I fall into the chair. I bring my knees up under my chin and open the book that is lying there. To my surprise, it’s the same journal Shelli brought to me when she came to convince me to leave Drew. A smile pulls at my lips as I go through each page, the evidence of my mom and dad’s love. I have the urge to take this and show it to Chandler, but I know I couldn’t do it without tears. He’d be wonderful—hold me and let me know everything is okay—but it isn’t okay. My dad should be here.

      He would love Chandler.

      I jump at the sound of the door opening, and when my gaze meets my mom’s, she smiles. “I thought I heard you up.”

      I bite my lip. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “I wasn’t sleeping yet.”

      I smile. “Chandler passed out about an hour ago.”

      “Well, he and Ryan were throwing back some tequila shots.”

      We share a grin as she comes toward me in her little housedress. Her long, luscious black hair is up in a high bun, and her blazing blue eyes make her look as young as ever. She’s beautiful, so damn beautiful, and I hate the pain in her eyes. She comes around the desk and inhales sharply when she sees the book I’m looking at.

      “Oh wow, you took it way back.”

      I shrug. “It was lying here.”

      “I think Shelli put it there, and I won’t put it away. I like looking at it.”

      I nod as I flip the pages over, revealing a photo of my mom and dad dancing. “I do too.”

      She leans in, placing her hand on the desk as she looks closer. We smile and laugh at each page. When we reach the page with her and my dad sitting in the hospital bed the day Ryan was born, my throat goes tight. “I really didn’t think I’d marry him.”

      I laugh as I glance up at her. The story of my mom and dad is one for the ages. She truly didn’t believe he was her soul mate. She fought it, and even when he knocked her up, she tried to get away. He wouldn’t let her, though. He wouldn’t give up on her because he loved her. She didn’t even tell him she loved him until after my brother was born. But once she told him, she never stopped. There wasn’t a day in my childhood when I don’t remember them telling each other they loved the other, usually more than once. It was constant.

      Just how Chandler tells me.

      “He was ruthless, though. He believed in us.”

      Emotion is strangling me, and all I can do is nod.

      “I remember your uncle Shea telling us how the girl he was with wasn’t his option two. She was his option one, a temporary fling. His option two would be the girl who stunned him in place. Who could bring him to his knees and cause him never to want another for the rest of his life. Daddy always knew I was his, but it took forever for me to feel the same. Or maybe I did, but I just fought it.”

      I smile. “I want what you guys had.”

      “You have it.”

      “You think so?”

      “Amelia, he looks at you the way Daddy looked at me.” I glance back to her as she smiles down at me. “I love Chandler. I loved him before you two got together. But now that you two are together, Amelia, I totally adore him.”

      “He’s wonderful. I just wish Drew hadn’t happened and tainted the way I look at things. Chandler is brilliant, funny, and oh so gorgeous, yet I worry that I’m not good enough for him because I wasn’t for Drew.”

      “Drew is a scumbag,” Mom says quickly. “Chandler sees in you what you don’t, and then he tells you. I can’t even count how many times I heard him tell you how pretty or beautiful you were. He watches you, he makes sure you are happy, and he loves you. I can’t even be mad that you went to his house for Thanksgiving because it’s apparent how hard it is for you to leave him.”

      So hard.

      “It’s all so overwhelming. I love him, but I don’t want to make the same mistakes again. How can he want me when I failed so badly at my first marriage?”

      She gives me a soft smile. “Who said you failed?”

      I bite my lip. “Drew didn’t want me, but he stayed with me because he could control me.”

      “Darling, what does that mean?”

      I close my eyes, my tears leaking out. “I lost a baby,” I whisper. I didn’t mean to.

      I hear her gasp as she clutches my shoulder, “A baby?”

      “I got pregnant right before we got married, and then things went really bad. He started hitting me and hurting me, not only physically but emotionally too.”

      “Amelia—”

      I choke out a small sob before I continue, opening my eyes again. “I got out, I did, and I’m so much better.”

      “Amelia, how? Why didn’t you tell—” Her words fall off as she stares deep into my eyes. “Because I wasn’t there for you, baby, I’m so—”

      Tears are glistening in her eyes that are so like mine as I slowly shake my head. “Don’t apologize. You didn’t know. Only Shelli knew.”

      “I knew Shelli would always be my favorite.” My lips quirk as our eyes meet once more. She reaches out, wiping my tears away. “You confided in her?”

      I nod. “Yeah, and she was mad I asked her to keep quiet, but she promised not to tell. I didn’t want anyone else to get involved, and I never thought she would hit him for it.”

      “She’s got Adler blood in her—she’s feisty.”

      I smile in agreement. “Please don’t tell anyone?”

      Compassion fills my mother’s face as she nods curtly. “Never. You’re right, no good will come from that. Ryan and Shea will have records next.”

      “Exactly,” I whisper, and I feel her anger vibrating off her in waves. “Mom?”

      She looks at me, moving my hair out of my face. “Yes?”

      “I know Chandler would never lay a hand on me…but I used to think that about Drew. So what if I’m wrong again?”

      I can see in my mother’s face the murderous feelings that are fighting to take over. She cups my cheek, kissing my nose before leaning her head into mine. “Because why would that man hurt the one thing he worships? His option two after a shitty marriage.”

      “You think I’m his option two?” I ask, breathless, and she nods.

      “Oh, darling, that boy won’t ever let you go.”

      Her words remind me of that song Chandler and I danced to. I won’t let go either. I can’t. I love him. Emotion burns in my throat while I gaze up at her. I swallow hard as I blink back the tears. “You’re not mad at me for the whole Drew thing?”

      She shakes her head, and relief floods me. I know she’s not mad at me, but I’m pretty sure even God won’t be able to help Drew if he’s ever in a dark alley with my mom. “How can I be when I am so proud of you, not just for what you have endured but for the woman you have become. I’m pretty sure it has a little to do with Chandler, and I think I might just love him a bit more than I already did.”

      “So you don’t think we’re crazy?”

      “No, my darling, I don’t. You two complete each other. It doesn’t take a genius to see that. You can’t ignore it, Amelia.”

      Tears stream down my face. I gaze into the same eyes I have, and I whisper, “I’ve always wanted my option two. I want what you and Daddy had.”

      “You have it.”

      She’s right. I think I knew that night on the side of the road. Chandler held me so close, cherished me as he sang the lyrics to the song in my ear.

      Chandler is my option two.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      “So, who do we have left?”

      “Your mom and dad,” I read off my list as I lean into Chandler’s side. We’ve spent the morning at the mall, and while my mom thinks it’s a travesty to go to the mall on Christmas Eve, I’m thoroughly enjoying it.

      He leans his head down on mine, reading the list, and then he clears his throat. “And you.”

      A flash of confusion fills my face. “Me?”

      “Yeah, I haven’t gotten your present.”

      “You slacker!” I accuse, pushing him away. “You should already have my gift!”

      “What? You already have mine?”

      “I bought yours in Florida.”

      He narrows his eyes. “What did you get?”

      “I’m not telling!” I laugh as he pulls me in close, wrapping his arm around my neck so that I’m trapped in his grasp.

      “I have everything I want. Right here.” He kisses my mouth, hard, and I don’t care that people are pushing past and around us. I’m lost in his sweet kisses. As we part, I’m grinning, and so is he. His eyes are so gorgeous, such a pretty gold color, as he looks down at me. “So before I take you to the nearest dark space, what are we getting my parents?”

      I’m out of breath as I wrap my arms around his waist, nuzzling into his chest, just wanting him. “I was thinking a bracelet for your mom and a money clip for your dad.”

      “Both sound awesome,” he says, kissing my temple. “But we’re running out of time. We have to be at your uncle’s in an hour.”

      “Okay, so we split up. You go get the clip, and I’ll get the bracelet.”

      But he shakes his head. “Other way around. I need to get you something, remember?”

      I shoot him a playful look. “I’m not one to drip in diamonds.”

      “Because you haven’t been with someone like me,” he says with a wink before he kisses me and then goes off toward the jewelry store. “We’ll meet at Starbucks?”

      “Yeah,” I call to him as he flashes me one of those life-altering grins. I can’t take him. I shake my head as I head to the little spot in the middle of the mall where I know they have money clips. After picking out a nice one, I have it engraved with Mr. Moon’s initials. They’re coming to my uncle’s for dinner. We are heading to their house after we have Christmas with my family.

      My mom offered for Mr. and Mrs. Moon to stay for our Christmas, but they declined, not wanting to intrude. Mom is convinced she can get them to stay, and I hope they do. I love spending time with them. I’m a little nervous that they know about Drew. I trust that Chandler is right, though. That they don’t think I’m weak and will continue to love me. As I love them.

      And I really love Chandler.

      He’s been absolutely amazing this trip. He belongs with my family. He cooked breakfast with my mom and then went to help Sofia and Ryan with some equipment at her gym. Her gym is breathtaking, and I almost took her up on her offer to come work for her. But where would that leave Chandler and me? I’m not leaving him. I refuse to. I have things too good with him, and after the shitshow I’ve lived through, I’m not willing to let that go.

      Even though I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t let me even if I wanted to.

      A grin tugs at my lips as I head to Starbucks. The thought of him fighting for me makes my blood burn with want. He’s so protective, so confident, and it drives me wild. I want to be self-assured just like him, and I’m working on it. With him beside me. After ordering a hot tea, I take my drink to find a seat where I know Chandler will be able to find me. I’m a little bit nervous about going to my uncle’s after this, but a part of me doesn’t care. It will go well, or it won’t—it doesn’t matter because I’m unbelievably happy, and no one can take that away from me.

      “Amelia.”

      You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

      Drew’s voice sends chills down my spine. Immediately, the flight response in my brain kicks in. I go to get up, but I pause when he holds his hands up as he lowers himself into the chair across from me. Why am I pausing?

      “I just want to talk.”

      I cling to my cup as I meet his eyes. I used to think they were so sexy, so perfect, but not anymore. “What do you want?”

      “I want to talk.”

      “I have nothing to say to you, especially after you pressed charges on Shelli. Yes, she shouldn’t have hit you. But come on, you’ve done worse. You had it coming.”

      He nods. “I did, which is why I dropped the charges against Shelli.”

      I press my lips together. “I didn’t know that.”

      “The paperwork will go through after Christmas. I just asked my lawyer to.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Okay.”

      “Do you want to know why?”

      “I really don’t,” I say sharply. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      It’s as if he doesn’t hear me. “I’ve been watching you with him for the last hour. You love him.”

      Okay, stalker. My heart jumps up into my throat, and I still want to run. But I don’t move. “I do.”

      “More than you ever loved me,” he says as a statement, not a question. “You’re happier. So much happier. It was hard to watch at first. I wanted you back.”

      My jaw drops before I sneer, “Absolutely not.”

      “I knew you’d say that, even before I saw you with him. After, though…I knew I didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of getting you back.”

      “Drew, it won’t happen. No matter what—”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, cutting me off. “I did wrong toward you. I was awful, and I really am sorry.”

      I can only stare at him and try to breathe. My heart is pounding, and my stomach is churning. I swallow back vomit as he goes on.

      “When you left me, I went on a drinking binge, got a DUI, and was sent to rehab. I’m an alcoholic, and at the time, I was also popping pills. I couldn’t handle what I was feeling—”

      “That’s no excuse,” I say, my eyes narrowing to slits. “You hurt me when all I did was try to love you.”

      “You’re extremely right. And again, I’m not trying to make excuses. I’m trying to apologize,” he says softly, and for the first time ever, I see shame in his eyes. “I wanted to tell you all this when Shelli hit me, but I was so embarrassed that I said more than I should have, and I regret that.”

      “You said I left you because of her, and that’s not the case. I left because of what you did—over and over again.”

      He nods. “I know I never should have put my hands on you or say what I did. I regret it all. But now, in the end, I honestly just want you to be happy. I’m not only here for your sake, I’m here for mine. I had to tell you all this to get that guilt off my chest. It’s a step in AA.”

      I want to feel bad for him. I want to tell him it’s okay. But it’s not. In my opinion, his words aren’t as genuine as they should be. He should be apologizing for what he did because he hurt me, not just to get the guilt off his chest. “I appreciate you apologizing to me, and I hope it helped the guilt you feel. But nothing will ever happen between us ever again. I do not love you. I don’t even know if I ever did. Because being with Chandler? That’s love. You…you weren’t love,” I stammer as my eyes fill with tears. “You were pain.”

      “What the fu—” Chandler’s words cut off abruptly when I look up at him.

      “Don’t,” I urge. He looks deep into my eyes, and I shake my head. “Please. I’m handling it.”

      Drew’s eyes stay locked on me. “I understand, and again, I’m sorry.”

      I turn to look into his face, and I realize I don’t know how I stayed for as long as I did. I suspected he had a drinking and a pill problem, but I was always scared to bring it up, thinking he would hurt me. I didn’t realize how bad it was until the end, but by then, it didn’t matter. He wasn’t high or drunk when he hit me. Or at least, I don’t think he was. I think there was a dark monster inside him that he had to defeat. It wasn’t my job, even though I wanted so desperately to help him then.

      Not anymore.

      “I accept your apology—not for your sake but for mine,” I say, using his words against him. “To close this chapter of my life and move on with someone who actually does love me.”

      Drew rises slowly from his chair, his eyes moving to Chandler. I almost think Drew is going to say something, but I’m thankful he doesn’t. Chandler’s body is tense, and his eyes are wild. He wouldn’t need much provocation to slam his fist into Drew’s face.

      “Stay the fuck away from her,” Chandler grits out. “Next time, I’ll rip you apart, piece by piece.”

      “Couldn’t resist?” I ask as Drew ignores him and walks away. It feels like, with each step Drew takes, the weight of our relationship goes with him. I feel so much better.

      “Nope. I hate that fuckface,” Chandler spits as if his words are venom. He looks down at me, and aggravation is all over his face. “I thought I told you I don’t want you near him?”

      “I needed to have that conversation,” I say, standing up beside him.

      “He could have hurt you. Stay away from him.”

      “I can handle myself,” I assert as our eyes lock.

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t. I said I don’t want you near him.”

      I lean into him and rise to my tiptoes as I take his face in my hands. He’s upset, and I can see that all over his handsome features. I press my nose into his and whisper, “I love you.”

      “You can’t distract me with that, Amelia. I’m serious—”

      “I love you,” I repeat, kissing his bottom lip. “I do. So much.”

      His shoulders fall. “You’re mean.”

      I grin. “But you love me too.”

      He wraps his arm around my waist, the bags he’s holding hitting me in the hip. “More than I can ever put into words.”

      My heart sings for him as our lips meet. The kiss is dangerous and beautiful all in one. We part ever so slightly, and I whisper, “I’m strong because of you.”

      He shakes his head, though. “No, you’re strong because that’s who you are.”

      My lips start to wobble as I get lost in his eyes, feeling every emotion imaginable.

      Love, completion, trust, heat, wholeness, lust, need, perfection…everything. I feel everything because of him. He has the power to knock down every one of my defenses. And when he gets inside my soul, I am there, ready to welcome him.

      I want him.

      “I do love you.”

      “Good. That was the master plan all along.”

      We both smile, our gazes locked, and his stunning topaz eyes are like coming home. In this moment, I know something I didn’t before.

      I am back to who I was.

      And no one will ever take that away from me again.
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        * * *

      

      Since we’re running late, we go straight to Uncle Shea’s. His house is over the top in the most wonderful way. Aunt Elli’s favorite time of year is Christmas, and my uncle always says it looks like Santa threw up all over their house. He isn’t lying. The house is lit up with the brightest white lights. A huge inflatable snowman, along with Santa and his reindeer, is out front. By the sidewalk is a nativity scene, and there are wreaths on every window. I know the inside matches the outside. Aunt Elli really loves Christmas.

      “Wow, this is impressive.”

      “It is,” I say as I take Chandler’s hand and get out of the car. I turn back to get the bags of presents for my family, and my stomach aches with nerves. Since we got off the highway and ended up on my aunt and uncle’s street, I have been dreading it. I haven’t spoken to either one of them since I left to be with Drew. Everyone said things they didn’t mean, and it’s awful because I was very close to them. They were like a second set of parents. We grew up as a whole, a unit.

      I shouldn’t be nervous to see them. I should be excited, but I don’t know what they’ll say. Do they hate me? Are they disappointed? I don’t know, and I honestly don’t want to find out, but Chandler missed that memo. He’s pulling me toward the house, looking like a kid who’s about to get the last Christmas cookie.

      “You’re excited,” I say.

      He grins back at me, his nose red from the cold. “It’s Christmas. Plus, food. I’m hungry.” His grin is intoxicating. Almost calms my nerves. “Are you not excited? You’re not still thinking about Fuckface, are you?”

      I laugh. “No, just a bit nervous… I haven’t seen them in a while.”

      He wraps his arm around me, and I lean into him. “It’s gonna be awesome.”

      Or a train wreck.

      I don’t want to ruin his excitement, so I just smile as we head up the walkway. Inside, I can hear my cousins running and screaming. This house is never quiet. Ever. The boys are rough, and the girls are loud. Add in Ryan and me, and no one gets a word in. I’ve missed this house, my family, but still, I’m terrified.

      When we reach the door, I’m unsure if I’m supposed to knock. I look at Chandler as he takes the presents from me. “Figure you need your hands.”

      “For what?”

      “To hug people.”

      I snort. “Doubt anyone will want to hug me.”

      He scoffs before grabbing my body with one arm. “I always want to hug you.” God, he’s perfect. “Do you knock or walk in?”

      I usually walk in. Don’t make this weird. This is your family’s home, I tell myself. I bite my lip, and then I push the door open. Just like the outside, the inside is fully decked out in Christmas joy. The twins, Evan and Owen, are tag-teaming their baby brother, Quinn, on the floor in front of the TV. Those two are always beating up their brother. Posey, Shelli’s only sister, is in the corner on her phone. Ryan is sitting with Sofia in his lap next to Posey, and all of them are laughing at whatever is on her phone. Shelli, in all her beautiful glory, stands in the middle of my aunt, uncle, and Mom, with a look of pure exasperation on her face.

      “Guys, he dropped the charges from what my lawyer is saying,” she explains, but my uncle isn’t having it. Shea Adler is a large man, bigger than Chandler. He’s put on some weight through the years, and his hair is a lot grayer than it was four years ago. My aunt is petite beside him, curvy as all get-out with long, beautiful auburn hair. Uncle Shea has his arm around Elli as they both scold my cousin.

      “You never should have hit him,” my uncle stresses. “You’re lucky this time.”

      “Shelli, honey, you are better than that,” Aunt Elli reminds her, but Shelli doesn’t care.

      When Shelli’s gaze meets mine, she grins. “Oh, thank God you’re here. Look, Amelia’s here!”

      Asshole.

      It’s like that awkward moment in a movie when a person who isn’t supposed to be there arrives at the party. Everyone stops what they’re doing and looks at me. I glance from where my mom is grinning at me to my uncle, who has a stern expression on his face. His blazing blue eyes burn into mine, and then he is moving. I widen my eyes because I don’t know what is happening. He stops before me, looking me over as he slowly shakes his head. I brace for impact, waiting for him to start yelling, but then he pulls me forcefully into his arms. The air is promptly knocked out of me as he holds me tight to his strong chest.

      “Damn it, Amelia, I’ve missed you,” he whispers into my hair. When he pulls back, his eyes are full of tears. “I’m sorry. Really. But don’t you ever leave like that again. I’ve missed you. We need you.”

      I’m bowled over by emotion. My heart seizes in my chest, but before I can say anything, Aunt Elli comes and wraps her arms around us. She kisses my head, her sweet green eyes meeting mine. “I love you, Amelia.”

      My lips curve as my own eyes fill with tears. Shelli comes over next, embracing us, and then Posey. My mom laughs around a sob as she wraps her arms around us. Quinn joins in, along with Evan and Owen. Ryan is the last one to encircle us with his arms, a massively suffocating hug only my family would do. When I hear the snap of a shutter, I know someone has taken our photo. If I still had Facebook, it would be my profile picture. Instantly.

      Because it’s the moment my family is whole again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Chandler

      

      “Merry Christmas.”

      Amelia’s lip curve against mine as my hands move along the small of her back, pulling her closer. “Merry Christmas.”

      Our mouths meet, and I slowly shut my eyes as I kiss her. She feels absolutely amazing. Perfect, even, and she looks damn good tonight. Well, every night. As we stand under the mistletoe in the hall where Sofia and Ryan will be married tomorrow, I can’t help but feel like the luckiest guy on earth. In a tight black dress that hugs her hips and thighs, Amelia is stunning. She has on sky-high silver heels, showing off those incredible legs of hers. Her hair is down, just the way I love it, framing her face with curls, while her makeup is dark and sultry.

      She looks way different than she did this morning when we sat by the tree and opened gifts with my parents. She wore the Christmas onesie my mom got each of us. The pictures are amazing, but even in a fuzzy onesie that had reindeer on it, I thought she was stunning. My girl just exudes beauty. All the time.

      She thought it was cute to get me a Google Home, claiming when I have a tough question about laundry or cooking, I can ask the little machine that holds all the answers. She also got me a really nice watch I’ve wanted to buy, but it kept slipping my mind. When she opened the Tiffany’s box with the gift I got her, her eyes lit up at the sight of the diamond-studded “C” pendant on a beautiful platinum necklace. When I told her it was C for Chandler, she laughed.

      “Well, duh. I love it. I love you,” she gushes, kissing me hard on the lips.

      I know we have plenty of Christmases ahead of us, but I don’t think I’ll ever forget this one. Our first. She’s wearing the necklace now, and I don’t know why it pleases me so greatly to see it. I don’t need her to wear the necklace to know she’s mine; all I have to do is look at her, and her eyes say it all.

      Last night in the Adler household, I got to see the Amelia I remember in full force. She was happy, she was laughing, and she wouldn’t stop smiling. Family does that for you, though—reenergizes you. While I think it was being with her family that woke up the rest of the real Amelia, I have to admit it was also Drew. As much as I hate that fuckface, for her to get closure was huge. I still want to rip the guy’s dick off and shove it down his throat—and I’m not ruling that out—but I know that won’t do anything but upset my love. I don’t want to upset her. I never want to, though I know at some point I will.

      I’m only human.

      I stroke my fingers along her bare back as she gazes up at me. Everyone is moving around us, setting up and talking about the wedding. When Amelia and I found ourselves under the mistletoe, we had no choice but to kiss. Too bad we’ve been standing here for about ten minutes, not helping at all. Though I know I don’t care. I don’t think she does either. She cups my face as our lips meet once more, and everything inside me catches on fire.

      “Jesus, get a room! You’re wearing out the mistletoe!”

      I grin against her mouth at Ryan’s words. She opens her eyes, pressing her face into mine as I hold her close. “Maybe we should help?”

      I shrug. “I like where we are.”

      “I do too,” she says, sliding her hands along my shoulder and cupping the back of my neck. “Though, I doubt everyone wants to watch us make out.”

      “So?”

      She grins as she kisses my bottom lip before her eyes meet mine. Such love and admiration swirl deep in her blue eyes. I swear I’ve never seen more stunning blue eyes than those on this beautiful woman who is all mine. Her thumbs caress my neck as she whispers, “Today has been so magical.”

      I nip at her bottom lip. “I have to say, it’s one of my top three Christmases.”

      Her eyes light up. “What’s your number one?”

      “When Santa brought me a new hockey stick and skates.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Figures.”

      I wrap my arms around her tighter, wanting so desperately for her to become one with me. “But this Christmas, with you, has moved up to number two.”

      She giggles before pressing her lips to mine, and within seconds, our kiss deepens again. I squeeze her ass in my hands, pressing her into me and wanting so much more than just her lips. I’m tempted to find a dark closet or something, but of course, Ryan has more to say.

      “So whenever my sister and my best friend want to stop making out, maybe we can get started.”

      Amelia pulls back, her face deep red as she covers her mouth. “Oops.”

      I don’t let her get far. “No, no oops. Just wow.”

      Her eyes sparkle as she rubs her thumb along my bottom lip. “Lipstick.”

      I shrug. “Does it match my eyes?”

      “Totally,” she giggles as she wipes it off. Once she’s done, I wrap my arm around her waist, and we head to where everyone is waiting. Amelia is carted off to the back so she can walk up the aisle. I head to where Ryan is standing under the stunning altar made up of poinsettias and tiny white lights. Ryan raises his eyebrows as I come to stand beside him.

      “Leave any magic under that mistletoe?”

      I shake my head. “Nope, we used it all.”

      Ryan chuckles ruefully. “I thought it would be weird seeing you two together.”

      I glance at the side of his face. “Is it?”

      “No, not at all. It works. It’s right.”

      I couldn’t agree more. I knew I already had Ryan’s approval, but hearing him say that makes it more real for me. It makes me realize that I can have this girl for the rest of my life, and everyone will support us. When Amelia starts down the aisle, my lip quirks to the side as I let out a happy sigh.

      “She’s absolutely stunning.”

      Ryan chuckles softly. “Man, you got it bad.”

      “So damn bad.”

      Amelia gives me a cheeky grin as she goes to her spot. I probably should have been paying attention, listening as Mrs. Justice went over what we were supposed to do and what would happen when. Instead, I’m completely enraptured by Amelia. Stunning isn’t even a good enough word to describe how gorgeous she is. She knocks me on my ass.

      And she’s all mine.

      The rehearsal goes fast, the upside to having an event planner who has been doing this almost her whole life. I’ve never been in Calderwood Hall, but I can see why Ryan and Sofia picked it for their wedding venue. It’s pretty damn cool, with its warm, vintage-style rooms. The hall where they’ll marry tomorrow is intimate, which is perfect since there are only going to be about a hundred people. The reception will be held outside with heaters on full blast but with the winter sky as a backdrop. They selected a clear tent. I didn’t even know that was a thing until I saw it set up for tomorrow. It’s going to be pretty amazing.

      Plus, there is an open bar.

      We all gather in the dining room for the rehearsal dinner. The conversation is great, Amelia’s family is a hoot, and I’m having a wonderful time. I forgot how much I love spending time with Amelia’s family. I love talking hockey with Shea and his boys. Posey plays in the women’s league, and she’s pretty damn good. Ryan and Sofia are the perfect couple, grinning and totally in love. The only problem, if it even is a problem, is I can’t keep my hands off my girl. I don’t think she minds, though. We’re so close, we might as well be sharing a chair.

      When Amelia taps her fork to her wineglass, everyone looks at her as she stands, giving me a sweet smile. She clears her throat as she looks to the head of the table where Ryan and Sofia sit, hand in hand. “There is a memory that I hold very close to my heart. When I was twelve, which means Ryan would have been fifteen, our dad took us shopping for our mom. He always bought her lavish gifts and loved the look that would come over her face.” I look at Mrs. Justice, and her eyes are full of tears. “This particular time, he bought her these black diamond earrings, and when the price flashed up on the register screen, I almost choked on the gum I was chewing.” Laughter fills the room as Amelia grins. “Ryan was flabbergasted and said, ‘Dad, why in the world would you spend that much?’ Hell, I agreed with him. Seriously, I’m pretty sure those diamonds were more than my first car!”

      More laughter follows, but I notice Mrs. Justice is dabbing her eyes free of tears. It guts me to see her so sad, especially on such a joyous occasion. Amelia swallows hard as she looks to where Ryan and Sofia sit. “Dad just looked at the two of us and said, ‘One day you’ll fall in love with a person who makes you want to spend every moment, every second, and every cent on them. I’m buying these because I know your mom will love them, and I love making her happy. You’ll see. You’ll want to make your soul mate happy.’”

      Amelia inhales shakily, her voice rough as her gaze stays glued to her brother. “If Dad were here, he’d agree with me that you’re marrying your soul mate. That you’re lucky you get to spend every moment, second, and cent on her.”

      Ryan’s eyes are shiny with tears as he holds Sofia in his arms. “I’m thankful I get to watch, and I know he is too.” Amelia presses her lips together, and I reach up, taking her hand in mine. She looks down at me, and I know she’ll always be mine.

      Our souls are meant to be together.

      She tears her gaze from me to look down the table at Sofia. “My dad would be proud to call you his daughter-in-law, Sofia. You complete my brother in a way no one else could ever do. I am thankful, and I am blessed to be able to call you my sister. So, let’s all lift our glasses and wish these two the best. Tomorrow will be one hell of a happy day, and I can’t wait to watch y’all become one.”

      Everyone cheers loudly as they raise their glasses. When Amelia sits down, I pull her in, kissing her cheek. “Not a dry eye in the house.”

      She looks at me, her lips quivering. “I love you.”

      It’s like she’s punched me dead in the chest. Her words are so raw, so full of emotion. “I love you.”

      Her grin lights up her eyes, but then she is being pulled up into a tight hug by her brother and then Sofia. Cameras are going off everywhere, and I know those pictures will be cherished. The conversation sparks back up once dessert is served. I’m halfway through my banana pudding when I notice Ryan get up and head out the back. I draw in my brows, confused, before I get up and follow him. Amelia is chatting with Shelli and Sofia, so I’m sure she won’t notice.

      It’s chilly out, but the heaters make it tolerable. I step out onto the terrace to find Ryan leaning on the railing with a beer in his hand. I walk up beside him, and he looks over at me, his face melancholy. “You all right?” I ask, my heart aching for the dude. I’m pretty sure I know what’s wrong.

      “Yeah, just missing my dad.”

      Just as I thought. “He’s here,” I say, tapping his chest.

      “You’re right, but Amelia gutted me.”

      I nod. “Yeah, that was rough.”

      “She’s right, though. I remember when he said that, and it’s true. I want to give Sofia everything.”

      And I want to give Amelia everything. “That’s great, man.”

      “You and my sister are disgustingly in love, by the way.”

      I snort as I nod my head. “Yeah. She’s incredible.”

      “She is,” he agrees, taking a deep breath. “She’s really happy with you.”

      “I am with her, too.”

      A large grin takes up his face. “Guess you two will be next.”

      He laughs, but I just look at him. I didn’t plan this, nor did I feel this was the time, but I reach into my pocket, pulling out the little blue box. I hand it to him, and he takes it with his brow arched. “What’s this?” he asks as he opens it to see the ring I know Amelia will love. It’s a rope-style band with a large one-and-a-half-carat diamond. “Well hell, you know I can’t marry you. I’m marrying Sofia.”

      I roll my eyes as I take it back from him, tucking it into my pocket. “I bought it yesterday.”

      “It’s great. I think she’ll love it.”

      “Is it okay?” I ask, and he nods.

      “I told you she’ll love it.”

      I shake my head. “No. I mean, is it okay if I ask Amelia to marry me?”

      “Oh,” he says, and he looks away. I don’t know what he is thinking, and my heart nearly falls out of my chest as I wait for the answer. “You think she’ll say yes?”

      “I hope so,” I say, a nervous laugh escaping my lips. “I want her to.”

      “It hasn’t been that long.”

      “I know, but I want to spend the rest of my life with her.”

      He grips my shoulder as his eyes meet mine. Such compassion and love are visible in them as he stares me down. “Man, you’ve awakened that girl. She’s my sister again, and I can’t even think of a better person for her.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. And you know what? I hope she says yes.”

      “You don’t think she will?”

      He shrugs. “I want her to.”

      My heart jumps up into my throat, making it really hard to breathe.

      I hadn’t even considered that she might say no.

      “Me too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      

      Sofia looks like a bohemian princess.

      Her hair is up in a beautiful bun with braids encircling it and white flowers adding to the elegance. Her white chiffon dress is long-sleeved, but it cuts down low, showing a serious gap of skin between her breasts. The curve of her breasts provides the somewhat modest dress a bit of sexiness. The gown drapes down her body, not hugging her but still showing off her figure. The sleeves billow at her wrists as she stands with her hands in Ryan’s.

      From where I am standing, I can only see Ryan, and the look on his face is blissful. Tears gather in his eyes as Sofia speaks. “I’ll never love anyone the way I love you. I found you early. So early, and you were so patient with me. You went at my speed, but you never gave up on me, even when I wanted to get rid of you.”

      Ryan smirks. You were mine, he mouths, and a sob breaks free from Sofia.

      Thank God for waterproof mascara.

      I dab at my eyes as my gaze falls on Chandler. God, he is beautiful. In a fitted black tux, he’s wearing a red tie and vest that match my dress. His hair is brushed to the side, and thankfully, Ryan had a barber come in today to trim Chandler’s beard. His mom has complained every minute for the last two days. She really doesn’t like it, but I adore it. He looks so sexy. So perfect.

      And he’s all mine.

      “You were all my firsts, and I want you to be all my lasts. I love you, Ryan James, and I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      Ryan squeezes her hands as a stray tear runs down his sweet face. His suit matches Chandler’s, but unlike my boyfriend, Ryan’s vest and tie are white. His hair is brushed back, and his face is clean-shaven. He looks so handsome, and together he and Sofia are awe-inspiring. There isn’t a dry eye in the house. Everyone is just as in love with them as they are with each other.

      “I wanted the perfect girl. You vaulted into my life, and I couldn’t get you out of my mind if I tried. You didn’t want to love me at first, but you fell just as hard as I did.” His voice breaks and he looks down, shaking his head. When he looks up again, the tears are falling in rivers, so of course, I’m basically a ball of tears. “My dad would have loved you. He would have known you were the perfect girl just for me. I knew it with one look. My sister loves you, and my mom adores you. Anyone who meets you is drawn to you because you are absolutely incredible. You are my game changer, my perfect ten, and you complete me. I love you, Sofia, and I promise to make you the happiest woman on earth until my last breath.”

      “You have to let me die first,” she says then, and he laughs.

      “What?”

      “I don’t want to live without you. I’m selfish.”

      Ryan’s eyes gloss over before he pulls her in close. “You are, yet I still love you.”

      When he drops his mouth to hers, everyone gushes, but then the preacher throws up his hands. “Guys, I haven’t gotten there yet.”

      They pull apart, both red-faced and full of tears as everyone laughs loudly. My gaze meets Chandler’s, and his lips curve up at the side. As the preacher does his thing, my heart tries to explode in my chest as I hold Chandler’s gaze. All I can hear in my head is Chandler telling me he would knock Ryan and Sofia off the altar and marry me. His eyes are so dark with that shine of gold as they look into mine. I don’t dare look away, not even when Sofia and Ryan share their first kiss as husband and wife.

      Chandler wants me. He loves me, and I absolutely feel the same for him.

      Sofia turns to me, tears streaming down her face, and I hand her bouquet to her. She takes it, the biggest grin on her face, before she clasps Ryan’s hand, and they head down the aisle. Chandler holds out his hand to me, and I step toward him, taking it. He folds it into his arm and covers it with his other hand before we walk together down the aisle, both of us sporting wide grins.

      “Is it bad,” he says in my ear, “that through that whole thing, I was wanting to suck your tits?”

      I’m not shocked. I saw his eyes on them the entire ceremony. “In my defense, it’s cold in here.”

      “They’re so hard.”

      I giggle as I look up at him. “Maybe it’s ’cause I want you to suck them.”

      He leans in, kissing my nose. “I love you.”

      “Right back atcha, stud.” He chuckles as we’re escorted out to the spot where pictures will be taken. Since it is so chilly out, Sofia had thick white Sherpa coats made for the two of us. I’m thankful since my dress is completely backless and thin as all hell. When we get outside, it’s snowing, and I swoon at the thought of the pictures. We take some shots of the wedding party and then some with our family and Sofia’s mom. When it’s time for Ryan and Sophia’s pictures, everyone else heads onto the terrace for the reception.

      It’s absolutely stunning.

      There are bright white lights strung across the top of the clear tent. The tables are adorned with huge red poinsettias and white roses. Everything is decorated in beautiful deep reds, golds, and whites. Up behind the wedding party table are wooden stumps that have gold candles on top of them. Above that is a huge R&S made from poinsettias and white roses. It’s all so breathtaking. I find myself wanting a fairy-tale wedding like this. I didn’t have one with Drew, and now I’m glad.

      I look across the floor to where Chandler is talking with some of the guys from college who flew in for the wedding. He’s laughing and joking, his face so magnificent. In one of his hands is my Sherpa coat, and in the other is my bouquet. I thought he would be embarrassed to carry them around, but he’s not. He still stands tall, manly, and gorgeous.

      When I feel a hand on my back, I turn to find Shelli. “Beautiful wedding.”

      “It was,” I say softly, bringing my wineglass to my lips. “I’m surprised you came alone.”

      She snorts. “Who was I supposed to come with?”

      “Nico would have flown in.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I broke that off.”

      My jaw drops as I look over at her. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. I’m about to go back into show mode, and I don’t have time to entertain him. We had some fun. It’s all good. He isn’t heartbroken, I swear.”

      I shake my head. “You two were good together.”

      “No, we weren’t,” she insists. “We were hot for each other. You and that guy are good together.” She points her beer toward Chandler. “Y’all are the talk of the wedding.”

      I cock my head in confusion. “How so? Ryan and Sofia are gorgeous.”

      “Well, duh. But the way y’all look at each other could set the room on fire.”

      At that moment, Chandler looks over his shoulder and sends me a grin. His eyes sparkle under the lights, and warmth spreads through me. He isn’t looking at anyone else but me.

      “He wants to marry me.”

      She grins. “Clearly. I’m surprised he hasn’t asked.”

      I shrug. “It scares me.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t want to fuck up again.”

      “Then don’t. Follow your heart.”

      “My heart leads to him,” I say, glancing up at her.

      Shelli nods. “Well then, I think you have your answer.”

      Before I can respond, my aunt Elli comes up beside me. “Lord almighty, that boy is totally in love with you.” She wraps her arms around my arm. “Like completely.”

      My mom laughs. “You should have seen them at the house, all over each other. Reminds me of James and me or even you and Shea.”

      Elli grins. “He’s so handsome.”

      “He sure is,” Mom agrees. “And so kind.”

      “Right? He pulled my chair out for me and poured me a glass of wine,” Elli gushes with the widest grin on her face.

      My mom nods, grinning too. “He’s made me breakfast the whole time he’s been here. Yes, he burned the eggs and the toast, but he tried. It’s the thought that counts, and he wasn’t even upset when I remade everything.”

      I snort at that, shaking my head. “He can’t cook for nothing.”

      “But he sure does love you.”

      Elli nods her head. “So much.”

      “He’s basically obsessed,” Shelli adds. “In a good way. Like in a ‘you’re his world’ way.”

      We all sigh at the same time as we watch him laugh with his friends.

      “So, you’re next?” Elli asks, and I laugh.

      “Please, I just got out of a marriage.”

      “Over a year ago,” Shelli says with a dirty look. “He’s long gone. And in all honesty, you should have married Chandler in the first place.”

      I shake my head at her to go with my side-eye. “No, we had to go through all that crap to find each other.”

      “The best kind of love happens that way,” Mom says, kissing my temple. “You look beautiful, Amelia.”

      I grin back at her. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Are you sure you’re not going to move back?”

      I shake my head to my aunt Elli’s question. “Nope, I love it where I am. Plus, Chandler is there.”

      “He’s coming up as a free agent, ya know,” she says, and I laugh.

      “If he wants to go, I’ll follow.”

      Wow, I didn’t even think that through before I said it. I just automatically know I’ll follow him anywhere.

      “It’s a plan, then,” Elli says, and then she and my mom high-five.

      They’re trouble for sure.

      “And here they are, Mr. and Mrs. Ryan James Justice.”

      Everyone turns as Ryan and Sofia enter the reception. They walk to the middle of the floor, and the acoustic version of “There Goes My Everything” by Kane Brown starts. My brother takes his bride in his arms, and they sway slowly to the music, their heads close. The photographer moves around them, snapping pictures as everyone watches, all in awe of their beauty.

      Sofia looks like a princess, and Ryan is her gallant prince. I feel someone watching me, and when I look toward Chandler, I find it’s him. His eyes are soft as he holds my stuff in his hands, watching me instead of Ryan and Sofia. He can’t come to me since he’d have to walk across the dance floor, but I know he wants to. When the song ends, everyone claps, hoots, and hollers as Ryan and Sofia kiss deeply.

      “And now we have a request by Chandler Moon, with the approval of the bride and groom. He said this song was for his queen.”

      My shoulders fall in complete shock as his lips tip up. Of course, my mom and Aunt Elli are gushing, while Shelli acts like she is gagging.

      “Gawd, the love in here is making me sick.”

      Chandler puts my stuff on a table and starts across the floor as I hand my mom my glass. I meet him halfway as I hear the start of “Say You Won’t Let Go.” He takes me in his arms, his hands slipping into the open back of my dress as he holds me close. He drops his forehead to mine as our noses rub against each other.

      “I guess this is our song,” I whisper against his lips, and he smiles.

      “It’s a good song.”

      “It is,” I say, sliding my hands down his chest and folding them behind his back. “How long are we gonna last here?”

      He scoffs. “I’m thinking maybe just through this song.”

      “I love the way you think, Moon.”

      “Well, Justice, with how freaking hot you are in that dress, I have no choice but to take it right off you.”

      We grin at each other as my heart swells in my chest. “Good thing I want the same thing.”

      “Panties?”

      I give him a dry look. “Duh…can’t wear them with this dress.”

      “So, nothing?”

      “Nothing,” I whisper slowly against his lips, and I feel him go completely hard.

      “I think you killed me.”

      I snicker. “You’re fine.”

      “I’m anything but fine with you around.”

      I feel people watching us, but I don’t care. Not when I’m in his beautiful topaz gaze. I move my hands up to his face and stroke a thumb along his beard. “I want to tell you something.”

      His eyes burn into mine. “Okay?”

      “I’m gonna blame my sentimental thoughts on the fact that we’re at a wedding.”

      “I think it’s safe to say those thoughts can happen with this wedding. It’s really nice.”

      “Right?” I ask as my thumb glides along his lips. “But I was thinking, and with everything that has happened on this trip, I’ve come to realize something.”

      He leans his nose into mine. “What’s that?”

      My heart is in my throat as I gaze into his eyes. “I was trying so hard to find myself, and along the way, I found you. At first, that made me nervous. But now, I know you make me better, Chandler. I hope you realize that.”

      His eyes soften as he holds me closer. I love when he does that. I feel like he’s trying to mold our bodies together into one. “You make me better too. I love you, Amelia.”

      My lips curve. “I love you.”

      He captures my mouth with his. Our kiss is deep and meaningful as we sway to the music. I move my hands down his chest and then into his jacket for warmth. On the way, though, I feel something hard in his jacket pocket. I quirk my brow. “What’s that?”

      He pauses. “What?”

      I knock my knuckles on the hard object. I’m guessing it must be his phone. “That.”

      “Oh,” he says softly, and a flush fills his cheeks. “That’s your ring.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “My what?”

      “Your engagement ring.”

      I blink as he stares deep into my eyes. “I thought it was your phone.”

      He grins. “No, that’s in my back pocket.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      My heart has kicked up in speed, and my mouth goes dry as I gaze up at him. “So, what are you doing with it?”

      “Well, right now, nothing.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “Because I’m scared you’ll say no.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah,” he says slowly. “Let’s blame the wedding for my spark of confidence. But I want you to know that when I found you, I knew there was nothing else I wanted in my life other than to make you happy.”

      Emotion clogs my throat as I stay trapped in his gaze. “Really?”

      “Really,” he promises as a grin pulls at his lips. “I wanted to make you smile. I wanted to make you laugh. I wanted to hear you say you love me. Now, all I want is for you to say you’ll marry me and make me the happiest man on earth.”

      I bite my lip. “Really?”

      He laughs. “Totally.”

      Tears fill my eyes as my heart nearly blows up in my chest. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say yes,” he says almost immediately.

      “Yes,” I whisper, and his eyes light up. “But I want a long engagement. I want you to be sure you want me.”

      He scoffs as he shakes his head. “Amelia, I’ve been sure about you since the moment I saw you.”

      “That’s ’cause you saw the tits.”

      He laughs hard as he leans into me. “No, I saw your eyes. They’re the window to the soul I love.”

      “Wow, you aren’t letting up.”

      He shakes his head with a confident grin. “Nope.” He moves his thumb along my bottom lip, pulling it down a bit. “Can I ask you?”

      “Here?”

      “Here.”

      “Now?”

      “Right now.”

      I blink. “Are you going to get down on one knee?”

      “Duh, I’m a gentleman.”

      My lips curve. “Not in bed.”

      “No, not there,” he says, nipping at my lip. He pulls back from me, and slowly, he falls to one knee as he reaches into his pocket. I hear my mom cry out as he opens the box to a stunning diamond. “I bought this for you the other day. I showed it to Ryan last night and asked if I could ask you. He said he hopes you say yes.”

      “You asked Ryan?” I ask around the sob in my throat.

      “I did because I couldn’t ask your dad.”

      And I’m crying. I cover my mouth as the sob bubbles in my throat. “Oh, Chandler.”

      He takes my hand, kissing my palm and then my finger where he wants to put the ring. “Will you marry me, Amelia Grace Justice?”

      “I love you with my whole heart.”

      He grins. “I love you more.”

      I wipe away my tear, and then I nod. “Yes.”

      The room erupts as he slides the ring down my finger, and then he stands, wrapping his arms around my hips to lift me. Our lips meet, and everything else just fades away. I hold his face as we kiss, my heart pounding against his.

      When I pull back, his eyes are watery as he grins at me. “Soon they’ll be announcing Mr. and Mrs. Chandler Eugene Moon.”

      When I cringe, he laughs. “Can we drop the Eugene?”

      “Totally.”
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      Amelia

      

      I stand by the window with Sadie doing the same while we wait for Chandler to get home. He’s been gone for six days on a great four-game winning streak. I tap my foot as I spin my amazing engagement ring around my finger.

      I’m freaking the fuck out.

      I bite the inside of my cheek as I wait. I lift my phone, calling Chandler. “Where are you?” I ask when he answers.

      He laughs. “About ten minutes away.”

      Ugh. I hang up and continue to tap my foot. Sadie whines, and I nod. “I hear you, girl. I’m ready for him to come home too.”

      It’s been a month since Ryan and Sofia’s wedding. A week after we came back to South Carolina, I moved in. My grandma was a little upset with me, but now that she has renters, I don’t think she cares. I sure don’t. I absolutely love living with Chandler. While he can’t cook or clean, and it still freaks me out when his mom comes to help out, I love living with him. I fall for him more and more each day. It’s just so easy. He makes it so easy.

      We’ve fallen into a wonderful rhythm. I go to the gym Monday through Saturday to coach, and when there is downtime, I’m with him. He has a lot of away games this month, but that doesn’t mean he won’t sit on FaceTime when he’s free and watch me coach. The girls at the gym call him Moony. It’s sweet and gives me butterflies. When he is in town and I’m at the gym, he’ll come and hang. Everyone loves him, and it’s so nice.

      I’ve somehow found myself at every home game for the IceCats. I have a seat that is all mine and a jersey that I must wear with my man’s number twenty-three on the back. I absolutely love hockey again. I have so much fun, and last week, the Assassins came into town to play the IceCats. So Sofia flew out and met Ryan here. We had a blast. We hung out on the beach, we played cards, and it was perfect. Apparently, my mom is pressuring them to have kids, but Sofia isn’t ready. Ryan is, but he’s always been really good about going at Sofia’s pace. Meanwhile, Mom is pressuring Chandler and me to have a wedding, but we’re just fine the way we are. We’re happy.

      With my aunt and uncle, everything is going the way I always wanted it to. I talk to them again just as much as I talk to my mom. Chandler and I are supposed to go home in May for Posey’s graduation, and I can’t wait. I miss my family. It’s funny how everything has completely changed. Or is changing. For the best, I hope. I feel like my life is on fast-forward. Or maybe I’m just really freaking out.

      When my phone rings, I jump at Shelli’s ringtone. Her voice fills the line as soon as I answer, “You’ll never guess where I am going!”

      I really don’t have time for this. I need to see Chandler. “I can’t even guess.”

      “Oh, I know, and I’m going to tell you.”

      “Now?”

      “Now!” she gushes. “I am going to a party at Aiden Brooks’s penthouse!”

      “Now?”

      “Now!” she squeals, and my face breaks into a grin.

      “We sound like idiots,” I observe, but she’s too busy squealing.

      “I don’t care! Oh my God, what if he falls for me?”

      “I think he has to talk to you first.”

      “What if we kiss?”

      “Remember to talk to him first.”

      “Ugh. You’re ruining this for me.”

      When the line goes dead, I shrug. I’ll call her tomorrow and make sure she made good life choices. Knowing her, though, she probably won’t. She’ll probably throw up on him when she tries to talk to him. I kind of wish I could be there. But then I remember that I am freaking out.

      “Damn it, where is your dad?” I yell, and Sadie barks happily.

      I swear I’m going to bite a hole in my lip if I have to wait any longer. When Nico pulls up, I cry out in relief. Chandler gets out of the car, and I open the door for him. When he sees me, he’s grinning. This is probably my favorite part of loving him, the way he looks at me after a long road trip. Or hell, anytime. When he looks at me, I know he wants me, he loves me, and it feels so unbelievable.

      “I love when you can’t wait to get me naked,” he says as he climbs the stairs.

      I can’t speak. He comes through the door before kicking it shut with his foot. He then lifts me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist as he holds my ass in his hands. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I whisper before our lips touch. He draws out the kiss before he pulls back, kissing my bottom lip.

      “You look really good,” he says roughly as he rubs my ass. His brow perks, and my heart stops. “What’s that?”

      “What?” I ask, even though I know what he is asking about.

      He taps my back pocket. “That.”

      “The pregnancy test I just took.”

      He goes still as his eyes search mine. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      Time stops. I swear. We just stare into each other’s eyes as he holds me. His breathing has picked up, and my heart is already well past out of control. He reaches into my back pocket and pulls out the test before lowering me to my feet. He looks at it, and I know he sees the plus sign. “It’s positive.”

      “I know,” I say. Everything shifts into in overdrive. I don’t know what he is thinking or what he wants to do. I start to panic. “I don’t know what happened, and I know this isn’t planned. We only got engaged a month ago. I guess I must have fucked up on my birth—” 

      His lips stop my words. He brings his hands up, framing my face as he kisses me, his tongue searching my mouth. When he pulls back, his eyes are watery as he drops to his knees, taking my hips in his hands.

      He looks up at me, and I smile as I cup his face. “Really?”

      I’m breathless. “Really.”

      He lifts my shirt and places a kiss to my stomach. “I am going to love you so damn much,” I hear him whisper, and my heart explodes in my chest, which is nothing new with him. He makes that happen on the daily.

      I bite my lip as he looks up at me again. “I could lose it.”

      He shakes his head. “No, don’t think that way.”

      “I don’t want you to—”

      “We’re good. We’re great, Amelia.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “More than sure,” he says, coming to his feet and wrapping his arms around my waist. “I want this. I want you. Us. A baby.”

      “Really? This is so unexpected—”

      “Amelia, I want this. I do. I really do.”

      “I’m gonna be huge at our wedding.”

      He grins, his eyes still swimming in tears. “Baby, you’ll be the most gorgeous bride ever.”

      My heart skips a beat. “Oh, Chandler, you wreck me.”

      He chuckles. “Right back at you,” he says before pressing his nose to mine. “We are going to have it all.”

      As I gaze into his eyes, I know he’s right. I feel like I have it all now. Only Chandler could do that. He is the one person I know who will never let me go. And I’ll never let him go. He was my juicy rebound, then my option two, and now, he’s my future.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, my lips moving against his. “For completing me.”

      A single tear rolls down Chandler’s face as he gathers me tighter in his arms. “Anytime.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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        You know you don’t want to miss what is coming next! Click here to signup for my newsletter, and never miss another announcement about upcoming works, new releases, exclusive excerpts and giveaways!! So join now!
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        Keep reading for a sneak peek at the next installment of the New York Times and USA Today Bestselling series: The Nashville Assassins Series!

        Dump and Chase

        Nashville Assassins: The Next Generation
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        Coming this Spring…

        Dump and Chase

        Nashville Assassins: The Next Generation

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        “You’re really fucking beautiful.”

        I think I just died. Aiden Brooks just called me, Shelli Adler, really fucking beautiful. And not just beautiful. Fucking beautiful.

        I mean, I am pretty hot.

        But knowing that about myself doesn’t stop my face from warming with color and my lips from curving into the brightest smile. Because it’s him. The guy I’ve crushed on for years. He thinks I’m beautiful when I never thought he saw me. “Thank you.”

      

        

      
        Who’s ready for Shelli & Aiden?

      

        

      
        Keep reading for Chapter One of Anton by Brenda Rothert!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Anton By Brenda Rothert

          

        

      

    

    
      Chapter One

      

      “Whas’ good here, doll? Sides you, a course.” A drunken customer leers at my tits as he slurs his words.

      “The water’s delicious,” I respond.

      He cackles and leans over the bar. “Gimme ‘nother Mich Ultra.”

      “Another pussy beer, comin’ up.” I grin at him.

      He lowers his brows. “What’d you say?”

      “I said coming right up.”

      “Mia, I need that mojito!” yells Lana, a waitress at Lucky Seven, the bar I’m tending singlehandedly on a busy Friday night.

      I ignore her and get the Mich Ultra. I always serve my customers first, because they’re tipping me, not their waitress. Lana’s a bitch, anyway, and mojitos take forever to make.

      After filling two more orders, I start the mojito. I’m crushing the mint when a loud wave of laughter pours into the already loud bar, bringing with it a burst of chilly November air as the door is held open for a dozen women to walk in.

      It’s a bachelorette party, the bride decked out in a crown of bows and a hot pink boa. I can’t help smiling at the look of absolute joy on her face. It reminds me of the way I felt before my own wedding eight years ago. Little did I know then what I huge mistake I was about to make.

      A fresh-faced woman from the party approaches the bar and asks for ten shots of Fireball. When she reaches into her purse, I stop her.

      “First round’s free for bachelorette parties,” I say.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh my God, that’s so nice!”

      I just smile because I can’t tell her the real reason the owner of the bar, Janice, gives the first round free to bachelorette parties. Janice was the seventh wife of Mike McGill, an obnoxious dick who owned a sports bar in the south side of Chicago called The Penalty Box. I never knew him, but from what I’ve heard, he regularly beat the shit out of her. When he dropped dead of a heart attack, Janice burned all his prized sports memorabilia and renamed the bar Lucky Seven. Janice says the least she can do for a woman about to get shackled to a man is give her a free drink. Can’t say I disagree.

      “Hey, can I get some service?” a woman yells from the end of the bar.

      I look up and then walk in the other direction to help someone else, because fuck her. Janice told me on my first day here eight months ago that she wanted me to be salty. Pushover bartenders lose her money, she said. And again—works for me. Nothing turns my stomach like letting someone walk all over me. My husband has done enough of that to leave me feeling ground into the dirt.

      As soon as two people get up from their seats at the bar, a tall man in a suit grabs the back of one and pulls it out. A pretty brunette slides onto the seat and he hangs her coat on the back of her chair before sitting down himself.

      “What can I get you guys?” I ask them.

      “What would you like, babe?” he asks her, his eyes warm.

      As she thinks about what she wants to order, I look at them both during the few seconds of silence. He’s handsome—clean-shaven with short blond hair and crinkles at the corners of his eyes. She sits close to him, her dark hair over one shoulder.

      “I’ll have a margarita, please,” she says. “On the rocks.”

      “Guinness for me,” the man says.

      I nod and as I’m turning to fill the order, she leans over to kiss his cheek. They seem so happy. He seems thoughtful. I’m guessing they haven’t been together very long.

      I’m working from 6:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m. tonight. At ten o’clock on the dot, Janice comes out from her office in the back and joins me behind the bar.

      “Take a break,” she says, pulling up the sleeves of her shirt.

      “You sure? I’m slammed.”

      “I’ve got it.”

      “Damn, girl.” A male voice says from the other side of the bar. “You’re like a fresh Oreo cookie, ain’t ya? Double stuffed.” He eyes my tits and grins.

      Being biracial, I’ve heard all types words meant to denote my skin tone, even if in this case he’s commenting about my breasts more so than my mixed skin tone—a combination of black and white.

      I’m damn proud of my heritage though and as I’m about to tell him to fuck off, my boss beats me to it.

      “The fuck is wrong with you?” Janice demands, eyes narrowed. “Get your ass out of my bar!”

      He draws back, shocked by her reaction. “Hey, I didn’t mean—”

      “Well then you shouldn’t have opened your redneck mouth! You’ve got ten seconds to move your ass before I grab my shotgun.”

      His mouth drops open and he takes off. Janice shakes her head.

      “Prick,” she mutters.

      I know better than to thank her. I have before, and she silenced me with a sharp comment every time.

      “Sure you want me on break?” I say instead.

      “You already wasted your first minute standing here.” She glares at me and then takes an order from one of the waitresses.

      I walk back to the supply room where employees take their breaks. The wood-paneled walls are lined with cases of alcohol, but there’s a space carved out for a small table with three chairs around it. Janice’s late husband didn’t allow breaks, and that was one of her first rule changes when she took over.

      My green canvas backpack hangs from a hook on the wall, my worn, wool winter coat over it. I fish through the bag until I find my macroeconomics textbook and the Ziploc baggie with a peanut butter sandwich inside.

      I’ve got fifteen minutes to read up on how interest rates affect the economy. It’s not remotely interesting, but I have a test tomorrow. I’m twenty-nine, but it’s nights like this I feel nineteen again, holed up in my dorm room studying while others are partying.

      If I could go back, I’d do things much differently. But like my grandma always said, life only has one gear—drive, so I keep moving forward, the only way I can go.

      
        
        Want more!??! I know you do! Get your copy of Anton by my buddy Brenda Rothert now!!!!

        GET ANTON NOW!
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        When I’m not in the gym getting swole, I’m usually writing, trying to make my dreams a reality, or being a taxi for my kids. 

        I’m obsessed with Harry Potter, Supernatural, Disney, and anything that sparkles! I’m pretty sure I was Belle in a past life, and if I could be on any show, it would be Supernatural so I could hunt with Sam and Dean. 

        Also, I did mention I love hockey, right? 

      

        

      
        Also make sure to join the mailing list for up to date news from Toni Aleo:

        JOIN NOW!

      

      

      
        
        www.tonialeo.com

        toni@tonialeo.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: Snapchat] Snapchat

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      I want to thank you for reading Juicy Rebound. Like I’ve said over and over again, this is one of my favorite books that I’ve written. It was really awesome to have this be the book I wrote after months of not being able to write. My best friend said she felt like I never missed a beat.

      

      I felt the same.

      

      Writing Amelia and Chandler was like breathing for me. They’re so organic, so real to me, and it all just flowed beautifully. It’s funny how that works for me. I am proud of this book. I’m ready for this to be the book that leads to my comeback year. Since 2018 was absolute shit, I am glad to start 2019 with what I feel is a winner.

      

      I am thankful for you, for standing beside me through my rough patch. Not only did you continue to support me, but you loved me when I felt I couldn’t be loved. That’s the shitty part of depression. No matter how much I’m told I am loved, I don’t feel it. I am proud to say I am out of that dark place and ready to feel the light. I am ready for a year of writing. For watching my kids grow and loving my husband more than I loved him yesterday.

      

      I am thankful for my friends for always being there. My amazing betas devoured Juicy Rebound, and Lisa made it perfect for you. I am thankful for all of them.

      

      Also to my family, I love you. I appreciate you. And while I can’t promise never to go back to that place, I am sure as hell gonna try.

      

      Here’s to 2019!

      

      Love, Toni
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