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      Jesseca,

      

      I know life has been an utter shitshow, but I love you.

      Deeply.

      I will always be there for you!
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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!

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      A long time ago…

      

      I tongue my mouth guard as my daddy looks into my eyes, fixing my shoulder pads. He may not be my biological father, but he’s my daddy for sure. A man who stepped in to raise me when my own father couldn’t do the job. I love him. I love him so much.

      My uncles were doing a good job helping my mom raise me, but they’re all getting married and stuff. So when Benji Paxton came into our lives, I was thankful my mom didn’t push him away like she had done before. But then, I don’t think Benji gave her the chance to push him away. He was all in from the jump, and now, she loves him just as much as I do.

      And who could blame her? He’s perfect.

      “All right, Paxy—” I nod, smiling around my mouth guard. I haven’t been a Paxton long, but he’s been calling me Paxy since I started playing. That’s what his teammates call him, and him calling me the same makes me feel all kinds of special. I always wanted a dad who put me first, and Benji does that. I wish he would have been my dad since the beginning. “We’re playing with the boys today, like you wanted.”

      He doesn’t seem as confident as I feel. I’ve been begging my dad to let me play with my friends, Shelli and Posey, and the boys. Since Shelli and Posey’s twin brothers play hockey too, their dad always includes his girls in the boys’ practice. Today, I’m included too, and I’m stoked. I’m entirely too good for the group of girls that is currently playing. Hockey isn’t very popular for girls in Nashville, Tennessee, yet. But knowing Shea Adler and my dad, that will change.

      Until then, I want to up my game. I want to be even better. I want to go to college and then, one day, the Olympics. I want to be a gold medalist for my dad. I want my name to be known everywhere. Just like him. Just like my uncles. All incredible hockey players in their own right. I want to be the female version of them.

      Angela Paxton, gold medalist and winner of all the Cups.

      Even though my mouth guard covers most of my teeth, I still smile widely at my dad. “I’m so ready.”

      “It’s gonna be hard.”

      “Which means it’s worth it.”

      He grins proudly at me, tapping my helmet. “Got that right. Go get ’em, Paxy.”

      I tap my blade to his shin as I skate toward Shelli and Posey. Shelli is staring off at Aiden Brooks—one of the helper coaches, and also her “future husband,” as she likes to tell us about a billion times—while Posey is hard-core listening to directions. She always knows what’s going on. Always has a clear picture of what we need to do. I swear, she acts like an adult. While I’m here to make my dreams come true, I also want to have fun.

      Posey thinks too much. As for Shelli, I think she’s only here for Aiden Brooks. I don’t even think she likes hockey anymore, especially since she has been going to more and more auditions for various plays around Nashville. Her mom was a Broadway singer, and I think Shelli’s gonna follow in her footsteps. Posey is following in her dad’s footsteps, for sure.

      Oh…Shea Adler.

      I usually don’t think dads are hot, but Shea Adler could be in a boy band.

      Watch out, One Direction.

      He is so handsome, dark hair, blazing blue eyes, and huge. Massive. He towers over all of us, and when he speaks, everyone listens.

      Shelli even stops staring at Aiden when her dad speaks.

      “All right, boys. We have a new player today. Angie Paxton. Treat her like you would Posey and Shelli. Also, let’s have some fun.” He grins his wide grin at us, and if I weren’t focused on kicking some major butt, I would have swooned like I do over Harry Styles. Instead, I exhale and know I’ve got this.

      But I learn very quickly that Shea and my dad take it easy on us girls. After my ninth lap, I feel as if I’m going to puke my guts up, but I refuse to. I think we’re done—surely we are—when Shea blows the whistle. But nope.

      “All right, everyone throw their sticks in!”

      Sticks? Are we seriously playing a game after that? I’m not going to make it. I look back at my dad, who has nothing but concern on his face, and it’s as if I get another jolt of energy. I’m not letting him down. Thankfully, I get on the team with Posey, so I know we’ll have some killer plays and she’ll set me up well for a goal. The downside? Owen and Evan Adler are on the other team. It’s almost not fair how good they are. Apart, they’re dynamic. Together, they’re lethal. They even have a weird-ass twin handshake.

      Are you kidding me?

      “Paxy, let’s go.”

      I go to the face-off where Shea and, of course, Owen wait. I love doing face-offs, but I have a feeling I’m about to hate this. I don’t know what it is about Owen, but he gets on my nerves. He is so full of himself. For two years, he spoke in the third person! He skates around like he is God’s gift to hockey, and then he has this dimple. Just one. Like, where is the other one? Did Evan steal it?

      I come to the circle, and Owen snickers. I glare, but his blue eyes are just full of trouble. Shea says something, drops the puck, and without any effort on my part, the puck is sent back to Owen’s defensemen before he knocks me on my butt. Hard. I get up, with more effort, but before I can skate after them, Shea grabs my shoulder pad, stopping me.

      “What was that, Pax!”

      I blink up at him. He’s never raised his voice at me. “I don’t know.”

      He comes close, his blue eyes blazing. “The next time you line up with him, you go through him. Right through him. And when he’s on his ass, you look down at him and let him know who the hell you are! You understand me?”

      No. But I’m not going to admit that. “Yes, Coach.”

      “Good. Now, go.”

      He lets me go, and I skate down to catch up with my team. Owen’s shot is caught by the goalie, and once more, we line up. Shea pats my back, hard, and I nod when his eyes meet mine. I’m breathing heavily, my heart is pounding in my chest, and I feel as if I’m about to be sick. I line up, staring Owen down as his eyes tease me. He really thinks he’s better than me.

      He isn’t.

      When the puck is dropped, I almost black out. I throw my hip into his gut, my shoulder into his chest, pushing hard as I kick the puck back to my defensemen. Luckily—because let’s be honest, it’s Owen Adler, he’s had skates on since he was in his mom’s belly—he loses his footing and falls back onto the ice.

      I look down at him, spit my mouth guard into my cage, and with a wide grin, I say, “I’m Angela Paxton, and don’t you forget it.”

      The look on his face makes my day, and as I skate away, I tell myself who I am.

      Angela Paxton.

      The world will know that name one day.

      

      Every time Evan Adler walks into my office, I’m reminded of that memory.

      Oh, how things have changed.

      My freshman year of high school, I shattered my left wrist during a game, and no matter how much physical therapy I did, I could never shoot the way I used to. I had a lethal wrister, which my uncle Jude had taught me, and just like that, I couldn’t do it any longer. It sent me into a nasty depression because I knew my dreams were gone. I would never get that gold medal for my dad, and the world would never know my name like they did my uncles’.

      If it weren’t for gym class in school, I never would have picked up a volleyball. Despite my injury, I was actually really good at volleyball, and soon, I came out of my depression to enjoy my junior and senior years. I even got a scholarship to the University of Bellevue, which was surprising. While it wasn’t hockey, it was still a sport, and of course, my parents were at every home game.

      Until I stopped playing.

      I had every opportunity to play here at the university in South Carolina, but I really wanted to focus on my studies of anxiety in athletes. When I busted my wrist and my depression set in, my goals changed. I don’t know how many athletes I’ve met in my life who suffer from anxiety and/or depression. It’s scary but completely understandable. These kids put so much pressure on themselves to make it to higher levels of their sports, and when they fail, they don’t know how to cope. Or they come from really awful home lives, and they are trying to fight that trauma.

      The newest area of study is ADHD. While having ADHD is essentially a superpower, its main side effect is anxiety. My goal is to do the research into finding out where the anxiety comes from, what meds help, and the patient’s overall progress. The best part? I’m still in the hockey world. My university’s program has linked up with the psychologists for the Carolina IceCats. When I was selected to be in the program, I knew I couldn’t turn it down. I knew I would help someone.

      I just didn’t realize that someone would be Evan Adler.

      While most of my memories are flooded with his twin brother, Evan is in them too. He’s that steady guy. The good one, the one who always looks cautious. He was kind and helpful but quiet. I never knew that, inside, he was battling his brain like no other. His anxiety jump-started in high school when things got real. He was being scouted; his dad was taking him and his brother to meet different owners and coaches. They’d go to camps for hockey all over the place, and their travel team was the best in the USA. When they were selected for the Olympics at sixteen, Evan faked a knee injury so he wouldn’t have to go. Owen went and brought home the silver, scoring two goals in the finals.

      Not surprising, but Evan should have been there.

      Unfortunately, his brain wouldn’t allow him.

      And I don’t know if his brain will allow him to continue in the NHL.

      Of course, he’s as gorgeous as ever. Dark hair, blazing bluish-green eyes, high cheekbones, and full lips. He’s built like an ox and stands a solid 6’4”. He’s a beast—with crippling anxiety.

      After taking his weight and his temp, I ask, “How are the meds?”

      He shakes his head, his eyes so sad. “I stopped taking them. I had suicidal thoughts. Freaked my mom out.”

      “I’m sure,” I say, my stomach dropping. He hasn’t responded well to meds. His therapy is going great, and I feel he’s coping well with a lot of the things outside the rink. But on it is a whole different story. He will literally stop skating and stand there. I’ve seen it; it’s terrifying. “Since stopping the med, have you had any more thoughts?”

      “No, they went away maybe four days after I stopped the pills.”

      “Good,” I say, writing that down. I hand him a questionnaire for our study, and as he gets started on it, I go to the computer to input data. I watch him as he fills out the questionnaire, and my heart breaks for him. “Have you told your brother how bad it’s been?”

      He looks up at me. “Have you answered the phone when your parents call?”

      I press my lips together, knowing the answer to my question. It’s hard having him in the program when we both know each other’s families. When he told his mom I was assigned to his case, his mom told my mom, who then called me ninety-seven times. Since I’m embarrassed about my life right now, I won’t answer the phone. That doesn’t play well with my mom or the rest of my family, but it is what it is. I am focused on my research and my studies. I want to graduate early and be hired on as a lead researcher. Dr. Tembalt already said I’ll be hired as soon as I’m done with school. I gotta get done. I want to help more people. Right now, I only have two players, but I want all of them. I want to really dig into the data to find out what is best for them.

      As I look over the notes in Evan’s file, I’m taken aback by the doctor’s last entry.

      Patient is considering leaving the NHL for college. I suggested this as a good option for him.

      Oh Mylanta.

      I glance over at Evan, and he looks up at the same time. His brows come in. “What?”

      “Are you really considering going back home?”

      His shoulders fall as he lets out a long breath. “I can’t keep making an ass out of myself when I get on the ice. I don’t think I’m made to play pro. I need to look at other options.”

      “But you’re so incredible. We can get you past this.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. We’ll see.”

      In no way, shape, or form does that sound confident. I want to scream at him, remind him who the hell he is. But I have tried all three drug classes on him when it comes to anxiety medications. I have two more things I could try, but I think he feels defeated. I send a message about that, informing Dr. Tembalt of my predicament and asking for his advice.

      “So, what’s the word, Angie? A new med?”

      I don’t look at Evan as I read the doctor’s message back.

      Let’s see how therapy goes first. I’m worried he may very well be done at this point.

      The pain of my own dreams disappearing crashes into me as my eyes meet those of a childhood friend. Within seconds, my stomach drops because I fear his dreams are about to do the same thing as mine.

      Melt away faster than a sheet of ice.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen

      

      I am going to kill D’Artagnan Miklas.

      It is his fault I’m sitting across from a total nutjob.

      “What’s your favorite color?”

      Normal enough question, but Amanda Fills’s behavior is anything but normal. She holds a pen in her hand and taps it to her lip as she awaits my answer.

      “Purple and black.”

      Her brows touch. While she may be hot as hell, with a great set of tits and an even better ass, I am counting down the seconds until this date is over. I’m usually highly attracted to blondes with green eyes, but not today. I should have dodged the setup, but I’ve been sort of lonely. Tired of the same hookup song and dance. Don’t get me wrong, I love a great hookup with no feelings whatsoever. But I don’t know. Lately, it just hasn’t been doing it for me. Maybe it’s the South Carolina women. It seems as if everyone I meet wants to play games. I don’t have time for that. Be honest, be straightforward, and be real. That’s not a hard request.

      But apparently, for that, I have to date women who bring a notebook and pen to our date to take notes on me.

      I’m not even fucking kidding.

      “Purple and black? That’s an odd combination.”

      “Actually, it’s not for me. My dad played for the Nashville Assassins when I was younger, and my mom owns the team, which is how they met. My oldest sister is the general manager, and my second-oldest sister is a special teams coach for them. Their colors are purple and black. It’s said that we Adler kids bleed purple and black.”

      She looks utterly confused. “But you play for the IceCats, I thought?”

      “I do.”

      “Why don’t you play for the Assassins?”

      I shrug. “I was drafted by the IceCats.”

      “Huh.”

      “It’s okay. One day, I’ll play for them,” I say, hopeful. It’s a dream of mine. To play for the team I grew up cheering for. The team everyone I love is involved with. The team my dad retired from. It’s hard on my parents to cheer for the IceCats when they’re so Assassins driven, but it’s cool. We’re making it work.

      We just don’t talk on days we play each other.

      Especially when the Assassins have spanked the IceCats in the Stanley Cup finals twice in a row. My dad and new brothers-in-law, who also play for the Assassins, love to remind me of that. While I wasn’t on the IceCats for either loss, it’s still something they like to tease me about. Now, though, the Assassins are in a rebuilding year since they’ve had a lot of loss the last couple months, with their goalie being diagnosed with a heart issue and their coach’s family dying in a car wreck. My mom is a mess and my sister is stressed, but they’re convinced they’ll get themselves a winning team once more. Just gives the IceCats time to get our shit together. I feel we’re going in the right direction, and I’m excited to see what the future holds.

      But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit my heart is with the Nashville Assassins.

      I’m trying to fix that, though. I’m an IceCat now. I love my teammates, and I was drafted with my twin brother. That’s pretty fucking cool.

      “So, you come from money?”

      Again with the pen, she waits for my response.

      I swallow. “My parents have money and I never wanted for anything growing up, but their money isn’t mine. I have my own.”

      She thinks that over and writes something before looking back at me. “You have a twin, you said?” I nod, and she makes a face. “I don’t know if I want to risk the chance of having twins. I don’t want to ruin my body with a double pregnancy.”

      I blink. “Um. Okay?”

      She doesn’t miss a beat, completely oblivious to my annoyance. “Did you go to college or straight into the NHL?”

      “Straight in.”

      “But what if you get hurt? You have nothing to fall back on.”

      “My dream is the NHL. I know it’s not promised, but I do what I have to do to stay healthy and on top of my game.”

      She nods. “I like that—hard worker.”

      Yay? “So—”

      She cuts me off. “How many children do you want? I know your mom has five, but I’m not having that many.”

      “Is this a date or an inquisition?” I find myself blurting out.

      She purses her lips. “A date is an inquisition. We’re learning about each other.”

      “No, you’re asking me question after question and writing stuff down. I don’t know anything about you,” I retort, but I honestly don’t think she cares.

      “Because I don’t want you to know anything about me until I’ve decided if you’re worth it.” She says that so simply, as if it’s totally normal. “Now, how many children do you want? Or do you not want any with the big family and all? Did you even get attention?”

      Yup, I’m out, and I’m going to kill D’Artagnan once I get home. I clear my throat as I reach into my pocket for my wallet. I fish out some cash. “I don’t know if you actually get guys this way, or if any have ever made it through your questions, but I don’t need this. I am worthy, and I don’t need you to decide if that’s true or not.” I throw the money on the table as I push back my seat.

      She scoffs. “Funny, I only have you at a C rating right now.”

      I gawk at her as I stand. “C?”

      She nods, completely and totally sure of herself. “A twin, no college education, no money from family, a huge family, too many personalities, I’m sure. Oh, only one dimple. It’s a deformity, you know? Not good for my kids.”

      I blink. I have so many things I could say to her. The pettiest shit too, but I remind myself that I wouldn’t want anyone talking to my sisters or my mother the way I want to talk to this extremely entitled dumbass. “I wish you the best of luck in your search for happiness.”

      I turn with that, and I almost make it away from the table, but the petty runs deep. I glance over my shoulder, finding her watching me, and I say, “But just FYI, you’ll never be happy with all the ugly inside of you.”

      Her face fills with a frown, and I head for the door, knowing good and well my mom would be so disappointed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      D’Artagnan’s laughter over my Bluetooth is annoying.

      “A C? Ha, I got a B. Told ya I’m better than you.”

      I roll my eyes. “Apparently my one dimple is a deformity.”

      He pauses. “It is?”

      “Apparently. I haven’t googled it yet.”

      “I doubt it. And don’t let her get to you. She’s a psycho. I was just fucking with you.”

      I make a face of irritation, even though he can’t see me. Surely he’ll hear it in my voice. “Thank you for that. I enjoy having some random girl rate me on all my apparent faults. Being a twin is one of them.”

      He laughs. “No, man. She’s nuts. Thatcher and Audrina thought it would be funny. I’ve been through it. So has Thatcher. Audrina thinks it’s hilarious to mess with all of us.”

      I groan in frustration. I should have known they were all messing with me. Not once has Audrina offered to set me up until now. She’s one of the physical therapy trainers for the IceCats. A damn good one, and we all have a blast together. Thatcher Orlov has played for the IceCats for two years. He’s our age, right around twenty-one, and for the longest time, I thought he and Audrina were together, but actually, they grew up together and are best friends. Brother and sister, as they say. I still think they’re screwing on the side. But all of us, including my brother Evan, get along and do things together a lot.

      “How did Audrina even meet this chick?”

      “I think they’re in book club together.”

      I make a face. “Great, she’ll probably bring my score sheet to book club.”

      “Oh, for sure,” Dart agrees. Thank God for that nickname because his full name is a mouthful. “Don’t worry. Audrina will tell you everything.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      His laughter sets my teeth on edge. “No worries. I think you’re an A++.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fuck off.”

      “Love you too, boo-boo.”

      I hang up and shake my head. Dart is just as much of a nutcase as my date was. He’s a good dude, though. A brother. We get along and like a lot of the same things. Since arriving in South Carolina, Evan hasn’t been adjusting. He spends a lot of time inside, and since I want to explore, I do so with Dart. He’s my partner in crime, along with Audrina and Thatcher.

      I drive past the arena where the IceCats play. I still can’t get over my face on the side of the building. It’s an honor to wear my dad’s number, six, and to follow in his footsteps. I’m making a name for myself, and I know he’s proud. As much as I want to play for the Assassins, I love my life.

      I’m an NHL player on the same team as my brother. My twin. The best person I know. Not many people get that lucky, but I did. I know it hasn’t been easy for him to adjust, but he’s getting there. He’s always suffered from anxiety, but being away from family and in the big leagues has been really hard on him. I worry that he won’t be able to handle it or overcome his apprehension. Doesn’t help that our mom is encouraging him to come home. She worries for him like any mother would, but sometimes I think she doesn’t give him a chance to really feel what he is feeling. She assumes, and it makes him feel what she thinks he feels. I just want my brother to play on the same sheet of ice as me and for us to live our dreams together as the lethal duo we are.

      Once I pass the arena, I head toward the coastline. My grandma and grandpa on my dad’s side own a beach house out here. They were going to sell it to my cousin Amelia, who is actually married to the captain of the IceCats, Chandler Moon, but Amelia and Chandler found a bigger house for their growing family farther up the coast. They just moved a couple weeks ago, which opened it up for Evan and me. Since we have always shared a room, it left a room for Dart. Now the three of us are living our best lives in a killer beach home with no rent because my grandma and grandpa spoil the shit out of us kids.

      Amelia did a lot to the beach house when she was living in it. She painted it a coastal blue with gray shutters. Added an awesome new deck to the back and painted all the rooms fun, beachy colors. I think her plan was to make it an Airbnb. Sorry, cuz. Your baby cousins are taking over. Evan and I share the master, with our two full beds. We’re made fun of, but I don’t think people really think about the fact that we’ve been together since the womb. I hardly go anywhere without Evan. We have the same friends, the same likes, the same taste in everything. We just feel more comfortable together, and for me, it’s not weird.

      It’s normal.

      But if you ask my date from hell, I’m sure she’ll disagree.

      I pull into the driveway on the left, so that if Evan needs to leave, he can. I can’t remember if he has therapy later this evening or if he already went. He tried calling, but I was on my date. Or, sorry, my Spanish inquisition. I get out, locking my doors, and head inside. I find Evan on the couch, watching some sports highlights. I shut the door behind me. “Hey, bro.”

      “Hey,” he answers, reaching for the remote and turning off the TV. “I’m guessing since you’re back, the date didn’t go well?”

      I give him a dry look. “Did you know my one dimple is a deformity?”

      He grins, mirroring me to a tee. Well, except he has two dimples. “Actually, dimples are a genetic mutation. Doesn’t matter if you have one or two.”

      “So, we’re deformed?”

      He smirks. “Yes, but I’ve never been told that. Only that I’m adorable.”

      I roll my eyes. Evan is the model of the two of us. His eyes are a greenish-blue, while mine are blue-blue. We’re both massive in height, with matching dark hair, but I’m stockier. I don’t have the muscle definition he has. Pretty sure I have a thyroid disease like my mom and sister, but I refuse to find out the truth. I just stay a wee bit chubby and use that weight to knock people into the boards. I may not look fit, but I’m fast as hell and know how to use my body to my advantage. I’ve always had a rounder face than Evan. His is more chiseled, but again, I’m not lacking in the good looks department. He may be adorable, but I’ve had girls call me “Daddy” on more than one occasion.

      “Well, that’s good to know,” I say, grabbing a soda out of the fridge. After taking a long pull of it, I look over at Evan and immediately notice that something isn’t right. “What’s wrong?”

      I’m surprised I didn’t notice at first that his shoulders were slack and he has a wrinkle in his brow. He swallows hard, meeting my gaze. “I had therapy today, and it wasn’t good.”

      I come into the living room, sitting on the arm of the couch before putting my feet on the cushions. Dread eats me from within as I ask, “Okay, what happened?”

      He hesitates only for a second because he isn’t talking to someone he doesn’t trust. He’s talking to me. His person. “We can’t find a medication to help with my anxiety. I—” He stops, taking in a deep breath. “I may be done.”

      All the blood drains from my face. “Done?”

      “With pro. It’s too much pressure,” he insists, and I know it is for him. “I don’t even love it anymore, Owen.”

      “No way. You love it.”

      But he shakes his head. “I don’t. I’m struggling, man.”

      My stomach clenches. “Fuck.”

      “I know,” he agrees, the emotion thick in his voice.

      It hurts my heart to hear him say that. “Are you sure?”

      “It’s hard. I know I love it, but I get so overwhelmed before I even hit the ice. I want so badly to be able to go out there and play my game, but I feel like I’m just going to let everyone down.”

      “But you won’t, Ev. You are an incredible player. Everyone is proud of you. I mean, we drafted together.”

      “Because of you, Owen. Come on, they wanted you, and they knew I was attached.”

      “That’s not true. You’re awesome.”

      “I don’t feel like I am. I’ve lost all my confidence, which is something I’ve been working on with the doctor, but I’m struggling, dude.”

      I swallow past the lump in my throat. “So, what’s the plan? Are you going to quit? Go home?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. I have another appointment tomorrow, and my doctor wants you to come with me.”

      I meet his gaze, and I can see the fear in his eyes. He’s terrified. He may not enjoy playing right now, but I truly believe it’s from the anxiety, and if we can get that under control, everything would be fine. “Absolutely. I’m there.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Can you hang in there for another month? See if we can fix this?”

      He doesn’t meet my gaze, which gives me my answer.

      No.

      But he mumbles, “Yes.”

      He says it for me, to help me cope with what’s about to happen.

      Problem is, how am I supposed to cope with my twin quitting our sport?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      As the sun peeks through the leaves of plants I’ve strategically placed to keep unwanted onlookers from seeing inside, I yawn loudly. I stretch my limbs, my fingers, and my toes, taking in deep, lung-filling breaths. I hear movement outside of my door, but I pay it no mind. I never expected to share a living space like the one I’m in. I adore London Cross. I met her the day I joined the program over at the IceCats’ compound. She’s been working for Dr. Tembalt for three years and actually voted for me out of all the applicants. I guess my own struggles with all the fun stuff that plagues me daily won her over.

      Not sure if I should be proud of that or not.

      Either way, London is an incredible person. Extremely smart, beautiful, and perfect in all senses of the word. She’s the hottie in the mental health ward, as I hear her called over and over again. I don’t disagree or even doubt the sentiment. She is, and she’s a great person to boot.

      When I stopped communication with my parents, I knew they were going to freak out. They did, and they even came to see me. I wasn’t as big as I am now, so I didn’t freak out. I explained my issues. They listened, reassured me. I didn’t listen to what they had to say, and I felt like I failed them even more. I got into my head, figured I needed to start doing things on my own, so I decided I didn’t owe them anything. I got more scholarships and even started working. It was all too much, though. And then I started having issues with my dormmate. So, I quit my job at the gas station to focus on my internship and school, but still, my dormmate was an idiot.

      Thankfully, London offered me her enclosed porch. Instead of screens, it has walls and then a wall of glass. I could have put up some curtains, but my love of plants came in handy. With loads of building skills I learned from my dad, I made beautiful plant holders and shelves to block anyone I didn’t want looking in. London’s family’s home sits on six acres, and the porch faces the back, so I’m not too worried, but I did it just to be safe. I know for damn sure my mom and dad would lose their minds if they knew, which is why I’ve never mentioned the setup of my room. I couldn’t pass it up, though. I am able to afford the rent and everything I need, just with the funding from my scholarships. It gives me the freedom to focus on my work at the compound and school, while not having to face the shame I’ve caused my parents.

      Not that they’d ever say I’ve caused them such.

      I reach for my medications first, throwing each of them into my mouth before taking a long drink from my water bottle. I automatically hear my mom in my head. “Make sure you eat with those!” So I open a granola bar and take a bite before I reach for my phone. When I see the email from London’s mom to both of us, I let out a sigh. My grandmother has sent in my part of my rent for the month. I smile, grateful, before sending her a quick text to thank her, even though I suspect my mom is actually the one sending the money. And even though I have it covered. I also have a text from both my mom and dad, each wishing me a good morning and telling me they miss me. That they love me to the moon and back.

      I haven’t spoken to them in almost six months, and every day, I get a text like this. I should just swallow my pride, my doubts, and call my mom, but then I see the pictures they send me of my siblings. Their golden children. Their flesh and blood. The twins, Ryder and Max, are killing it on and off the ice, and in and out of the pool. They’re awesome hockey players but even better divers. There is talk of them qualifying for the motherfucking Olympics for their incredible dives.

      Really? I failed because I didn’t make it there, but they won’t fail.

      Then Charlotte, the baby, she has over two million followers on social media and some gaming site, and she gets paid to play games. Plus, she’s super thin and gorgeous and everything I used to be.

      I’m 5’7”, over two hundred pounds, with no social media.

      It’s hard for me. I don’t want to say I’m jealous; I don’t feel like I am. I’m so proud of my siblings, but since I don’t have my dad’s genes, I feel like I’m not as great as them. Also, I’m off living on my own and starting my adult life. I shouldn’t need Mom and Dad parenting me, yet I miss them so much.

      Maybe I should call.

      I hear London talking animatedly, and then her voice carries to my room. “See you at work, Ang.”

      “Bye,” I call out to her. I exhale in frustration because if she’s leaving, that means the movement in the kitchen is her boyfriend, Leroy Graves. While London is awesome, her taste in men is not. I do not like Leroy. Never have. I felt bad at first, but not lately. I get up, reaching for my bath caddy and my towels to get ready for the day. I have classes this morning and then work this afternoon. Of course, thinking of work makes me think of Evan Adler. I am so worried for him, and I feel awful for him. I want so desperately for him to be successful, but I don’t think he can be as a hockey player.

      Which is highly unfortunate.

      I tuck my phone into my caddy and head out of my room. As soon as the door opens, Leroy looks over at me from the table where he is eating a bowl of something. The same look of disgust I’m welcomed with every morning fills his features. If he weren’t such a jackass, I’d find him attractive. He has dirty-blond hair and deep brown eyes. He’s very athletic and hopes to play for the IceCats once he graduates. I’ve seen him play, and while he may look the part of an incredible hockey player, he is not.

      I don’t say that because I don’t like him.

      He falls far more than skates.

      He looks away, and I don’t say anything as I enter the bathroom, thankfully dodging a conversation with him. Before I can shut the door, though, Leroy’s voice carries back to me.

      “Don’t break the toilet when you sit on it.”

      I close my eyes and remind myself that I shall not choose violence this morning.
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      The thing I dislike most about Leroy is that his voice echoes in my head all day. I was so excited about my new scrub set that was ordered for me by the organization. The scrubs are an insanely awesome red with silver thread. Along the pocket is my name, Angela Paxton, with London’s addition, “Future Mental Health Science Researcher.” I am stoked for when the word “Future” is gone and I’m finally a for-real researcher. I can’t help but not want to be a size sixteen when I order those new scrubs, but I’m struggling to get weight off.

      Since moving to South Carolina, I’ve gained seventy pounds. If I’m honest, I began gaining weight once I started college, but I like to blame the weight gain on my move and all the demons I’ve fought to overcome. I’m not entirely sure how I’ve gained weight. I don’t overeat—only when I’m super stressed. Especially around finals, I’ll stress eat to the fullest. I guess I could move more, but between school and the compound, I really don’t have time. It stresses me to think about, but I’m too concerned with everything else that I don’t focus much on my weight. Well, that is, not until Leroy’s punk ass says something and gets in my head. I hate that dude.

      I try to push him out of my mind as I look over my grades, pleased that I’m maintaining my 4.0. It’s been hard, but I’m dead set on graduating early. I want to start working for real. I want to be done with school so then I can focus on my body. Or possibly even start dating again. Maybe then I wouldn’t feel so lonely. And as if it’s on cue from the good Lord above, the group chat with my family chimes.

      It’s my uncle Jude, with a picture of his son, Harrison, sitting on his wife Claire’s huge belly. Oh, the tears fill my eyes within seconds. They have been trying for a baby for as long as I can remember. When they were blessed with Harrison through adoption, we all thought they were done, but then Claire became pregnant, and the baby is thriving. My God, it’s such a blessing. She looks gorgeous, with her strawberry-blond hair flowing and her bright-blue eyes glowing as Harrison holds her belly tight. He’s the most gorgeous baby I’ve ever seen. Olive skin and dark brown eyes with crazy-curly dark hair. Jude refuses to cut his hair, no matter how much my grandma complains that it’s so hard to comb through. Though, she doesn’t complain much. She is one of those grandmas that loves so damn hard, even after all the heartbreak she experienced with her husband leaving her and all. Though, you’d never know it with how much my grandpa River loves her.

      My family is huge and so full of love. I think that’s why I struggle so much with how I’ve let myself go. Yes, everyone has gained weight, especially the women, but they had kids and they’re happy. I’m a stressed-out college student who was almost raped and has really bad biological daddy issues. I just feel like I should be doing better. I come from greatness, but I’m not even an ounce of great. It’s depressing, and I hate how in the shitter my confidence is.

      Within seconds, everyone in the chat is gushing over them and how excited they are to meet the new baby. Jude and Claire live in Florida, only hours from my other uncle Jace and his wife Avery and their two kids. My uncle Jayden and his wife Baylor live with their kids down the road from my grandma. Jayden is the captain of the Nashville Assassins hockey team, though he’s getting over a really awful injury right now. He broke four ribs, one punctured his lung, and then he got an infection. They’re hoping he’ll be back by next season. I’m just thankful he’s alive. I don’t know who my favorite uncle is, but Jayden is up there. He’s just so supportive and loving.

      I send a heart emoji, and almost automatically, my mom, dad, and grandma all love my comment. Then a text comes in just to me from my mom.

      Mom: Hey, baby. I hope you’re having a nice day. I saw your grades. I’m so over-the-top proud of you. Please let us know when graduation is. I love you. So much.

      Then one from my dad.

      Dad: I love you, Paxy. Great job on those grades. Hope to see you soon.

      I bite my lip and write them both back that I love them too.

      I don’t think I’ll walk for graduation, but before I can even think much about it, my iPad dings with a notification that Evan Adler is here. I take in a deep, long breath, blowing it out in a whoosh. I’ve been dreading this all day. I honestly don’t know what is about to happen, but my heart hurts for him.

      I glance around the room he’ll be in, making sure it’s clean and ready, before heading out to the waiting room. It’s not really a waiting room, though. It’s more of a hanging-out spot. It has cool couches and chairs, a huge TV, and lots of snacks. Even the examination room he’ll be in doesn’t seem like a typical exam room. It, too, has couches but really no medical supplies in it. We have an equipment cart that we bring around when needed so that our patients feel calm. Doctor anxiety is a real thing, and we try to keep the players/patients comfortable.

      I open the door to the waiting room to find not only Evan, but Owen sitting beside him.

      Good God.

      I haven’t seen him in years. I deleted my social media when I moved, so I haven’t even caught a glimpse of him on there. I actually find myself overwhelmed by him. Even sitting down, he’s massive. His legs are so long, and he wears some high-top Converses with high black socks. His thighs are thick, the fabric of his shorts stretching over his skin. He’s wearing an oversized T-shirt, but even so, I can see how thick he is. His shoulders are wide and his arms so strong. His eyes are such a bright blue, brighter than Evan’s, and his face is rounder. His lashes are dark and long, but what really gets my engine revving is his lips. Juicy as hell and copious. I tear my eyes from them, taking in his flowing hair that he’s tucked back under an IceCats ball cap.

      Fucking hell, when did he get so gorgeous?

      Evan looks up at me before I can call his name, and he smiles. He smacks Owen, who looks up as Evan stands. Owen’s eyes fall on me, and I can see that he thinks he knows me, but he isn’t sure. He stands slowly, taking me in, and I feel so self-conscious under his inspection. His gaze is ruthless, staring at me, moving over my body and meeting my eyes head on. His brows rise, and I see him whisper something to Evan. His twin looks back to him with an expression on his face that I don’t understand before he says something that really makes Owen’s eyes widen.

      Probably something along the lines of, “Yeah. Remember Angie Paxton? That’s her. She’s super fat now.”

      Ugh, I hate that I do that to myself.

      I look down at my iPad, alerting the doctor that I’m bringing Evan back. “Hey, Evan.”

      “Hey, Angie. How are you?”

      “Good,” I say, opening the door so they both can enter.

      Evan slings his thumb back to his brother. “You remember my brother Owen?”

      I nod, and like a dumbass, I meet Owen’s gaze. His eyes are so blue, I want to float on them like a cloud. He doesn’t smile, nor does he say anything; he just stares at me. “Oh yeah, I remember Owen. How are you?”

      He nods. “I’m all right. It’s good to see you.”

      I force a polite smile. “Same.”

      He looks away then, dismissing me basically, and I shouldn’t be surprised.

      While I may think Owen Adler is beyond hot, like the hottest man I’ve laid eyes on in a very long time, he would never think the same of me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen

      

      I am a ball of nerves, fear, and anxiety.

      Even after calling my mom, I’m still a mess. I think she knows Evan is about to come home, and she is all for it. She’s always been super attentive to Evan. Always been more in tune with his feelings than the rest of us. I mean, don’t get me wrong—I know my brother inside and out, and I know when he’s struggling. But my mom just knows when he needs extra support or love. I’m consistent in that department, and I know when I need to be there for him more, but I don’t think I’m prepared for what is about to happen. I don’t want to accept that he’s done. I don’t even want to think about it. I spent the night watching him and getting no sleep because I am so wound up over this appointment.

      To my surprise, though, there is a welcome distraction from the shitshow my life is about to become.

      Paxy.

      Being a Nashville Assassins’ kid, especially the owner’s and captain’s kid, I knew everyone. Yes, there are a ton of players and staff, but we really are a family. Even players who moved on due to trades or retirement, I still keep in contact with their kids. We grew up together, cheering on the best team in the NHL. Our box in the arena was always full, and we had a blast.

      Everyone got along, and everyone loved me—except for Angie Paxton. She never liked me. Never talked to me or even acknowledged me. We would be in the same room, on the same couch, and she would completely ignore me. She loved Evan; they hung out, and there were rumors of them dating for a bit there, but they never did.

      It was crazy, but I did everything to not let it bother me. While I found her hot and so damn funny and I wanted to get with her, I wouldn’t waste my time. I had plenty of girls who wanted to date me; it didn’t matter that Paxy didn’t want me. Or at least, that’s what I told myself. In truth, it did bother me. I didn’t get it. She wouldn’t even look at me. Well, I take that back. There was one time. She caught me on a face-off and knocked me on my ass. She looked me right in the eye and told me never to forget her name.

      And I never did.

      But then Paxy fell off the grid. She deleted all her social media, moved, and stopped coming to events for the Assassins. She didn’t even come to my sister’s wedding. The biggest event of the year. I don’t know if Shelli noticed, but I sure did. I remember my mom talking to Lucy, Paxy’s mom, but all she said was Paxy was really focused on work and school. I didn’t even know she was here until Evan told me she was working for the organization. It’s a pretty impressive job to be working on the mental health team of the IceCats facility, but I’m not surprised. She’s always been super smart, and she was a super-talented hockey player. She got hurt, though, and moved on to volleyball. I, for one, enjoyed watching her in those short shorts.

      I watch her as she moves around Evan, taking his vitals and asking questions. I’ve always found her eyes to be so arresting. They’re such an interesting green; they shine but also deepen in color and get wider when she’s deep in thought. Or when she’s telling a story. I would imagine that they’d get richer in color when she comes too. Not that I’ve ever gotten to find out. Her dark hair has a lot of blond running through it and is really curly. She has the top half pulled up, her bangs straight along her brow, and her gold, round-rimmed glasses rest beneath them. Her lashes are so long, kissing the lenses of her glasses every time she blinks. Her cheeks are full and rosy, while her lips are glossy and thick. The only difference now is that she’s gained some weight. When we were younger, she was a stick. No shape whatsoever, not that I didn’t still find her hot. But now… Wow.

      “Okay. Dr. Tembalt and I will be back in a few.”

      She gathers her things, and Evan says, “Thanks, Angie.”

      She smiles sweetly at him and doesn’t even spare me a look before she walks out of the room.

      I shake my head as Evan glances over at me. “What?”

      “She stills hates me.”

      He laughs. “She’s never hated you. She just doesn’t care.”

      “Same thing,” I retort. “Why, though? I’m a joy and a delight.”

      Evan snorts. “The fact that you have to say that means you’re not.”

      I grin, enjoying the ease of us. “Mom says differently.”

      He gives me a blank look. “You could take a shit on the Stanley Cup, and Mom would applaud the shape of your shit.”

      We both snicker at that, knowing damn well it’s true. Mom is awesome. “Whatever. I never did anything to Paxy.”

      He shrugs. “She always thought you were full of yourself. Thinking you’re the best and all.”

      I look over at him. “I am.”

      He scoffs. “Shut up.” We share a grin, and when I look away, he says, “I’m surprised you still have her on your radar.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He grins over at me. “Been through a lot of women, bro. I didn’t think you’d remember someone who ignored you.”

      I scoff. “That’s why I didn’t forget her.” He laughs, and I smile as I admit, “It’s good to see she’s put some weight on. She used to be a stick.”

      “Yeah. She’s actually super self-conscious about it.”

      I scrunch up my face. “What? Why?”

      “I don’t know,” he says, messing with the bottom of his shirt. “When I first came in, she made the comment that she’s so fat now, I probably didn’t recognize her.”

      “What the fuck? I think she looks great.”

      “Aw, do you still have a crush?”

      “Shut up,” I say, punching his thigh playfully. “I’m just saying, she looks good.”

      Evan snickers and nods. “She’s always been a beautiful girl.”

      Always.

      Yet, she never wanted me.

      Sad, really.

      Before we can continue the conversation—and to be honest, I’d rather talk about Paxy than deal with the doctor—unfortunately, I don’t get a choice. Dr. Tembalt and Paxy come back in, and Paxy stands more toward the door with her iPad and iPen. Dr. Tembalt is a cool dude. He conducts our mental assessments every six months because the IceCats are doing everything they can to keep their players healthy. Our team is the only one without drug addiction in the NHL because of how great our mental health program is. Mom is actually trying to do the same for the Assassins. Evan is part of a group that speaks out for mental health in players, and he is fighting the commissioner to make it so that all teams have this program.

      But if he leaves, who will continue the fight?

      It’s in that moment that I know I will.

      I look over at Evan as he speaks to Dr. Tembalt. His eyes look so dull, not the brightness they usually hold. His shoulders are low, and he looks small, even with his over-six-foot frame. Without really thinking, I place my hand on his back, and feeling the breath he lets out breaks my heart. My brother is suffering, and I don’t know how to help him. He moves his hand down his face, wiping his mouth as he clears his throat.

      And then he looks over at me.

      I wasn’t listening closely to what was being said between Dr. Tembalt and him, and when Evan’s eyes meet mine, my stomach drops. I don’t even know how I heard or even comprehended what he said, but suddenly, his words explode in my head.

      “I’m going to go back home. I can’t do this anymore. It’s taking such a physical toll on me, and mentally, I’m dying.”

      I swallow hard, holding his gaze. “Are you sure? Is there anything else you can try?” I find myself asking.

      “We’ve tried all the meds, and even a lot of coping mechanisms, but he isn’t reacting to them. The pressure for success once he hits the ice is paralyzing for him.” I look to Paxy as she speaks. “Evan, tell him about the Winter Olympics.”

      He doesn’t need to; I know the truth.

      “I wasn’t hurt.”

      “I know, but we were young. It’s different now.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not.”

      My heart breaks. “Fuck, Evan,” I mutter, rubbing his back. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      “Because you wanted this for both of us. We wanted to be together. I didn’t want to let you down. I didn’t want to let Dad down, but I’m killing myself trying to do something I’m mentally unable to do.”

      I exhale roughly as I hold his gaze. The pain is so great. I want to cover his body with mine and protect him from the fear and pain he is experiencing. I want to make it all better, but I know I can’t. “I’m proud of you, Evan. I know this isn’t easy.”

      He looks away, shaking his head. “It’s not. I thought you’d be mad.”

      “Never. I don’t want you to leave, but if it’s what’s best for you, I’m for it.”

      Once more, his eyes meet mine. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I nod slowly and whisper, “I love you.”

      Evan’s eyes are full of tears, and I hate that. I hate that he was so scared to tell me this. That he’s been hiding his pain. His voice breaks. “I love you too.”

      That will never change.

      Nothing can ever break the bond we have.

      Not space, not anxiety, depression, or anything.

      He is my brother.
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      “You okay?”

      I don’t look over at Dart because I know if I do, he’ll see the tears in my eyes. My gaze is out at the ocean, watching the waves come in and crash against the shore. I don’t think my heart has slowed since we left the compound. I just hurt. Everywhere. I’m beyond worried about Evan, and even more than that, I can’t stop thinking about the aftermath. It’s been a week since he decided to go home, and while we’ve done well keeping everything under wraps for now, I know it’s all about to hit the fan. I can’t fight everyone who has something bad to say about my brother. The media will have a field day with this.

      He’ll be called a quitter.

      A failure.

      A disgrace to our father’s legacy.

      Of course, Evan will feel all that, if he isn’t already. I suspect he is, which is why it’s taken so long for him to accept the truth. Hell, for me to accept the truth. I knew about the Olympics, I knew about our high school championships when he had the “flu,” and most of all, when the scouts would come, his bone spur in his foot would act up. He isn’t wrong that the only reason he made it was because of me. Everyone we met, I talked him up. I didn’t have to talk about myself; they saw my play. But not Evan’s. There was always something wrong when they were around, and he couldn’t play.

      The pressure was too much.

      And I feel awful for putting him in this position. For ignoring his issues and pushing him when, really, I needed to back off. He says he isn’t mad at me and doesn’t even blame me; he’s just thankful I’m supportive. But I can’t help but blame myself.

      “Not really,” I say, taking a really long pull of my beer. Pretty sure if my mom knew I was drinking, she’d kick my ass. But thankfully, she won’t be here until tomorrow to help Evan move. It’ll be awesome to see her and be spoiled by her, but I wish she were coming for another reason. Not to take my brother away.

      “I’m sorry, dude,” Dart says then, sighing. “It all sucks so bad.”

      “Yeah, it does.” I shake my head, closing my eyes before dropping my head back. “I don’t want to deal with the media once this hits.”

      “When will it?”

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Exactly. I told Evan to throw his phone in the back and not to touch it.”

      “Is he doing the announcement?”

      “No. They are worried it’ll be too overwhelming, so they’re just going to do a press release.”

      “Which will send all the questions to you.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “Yup.”

      “Bro, I’m sorry.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not. I deserve this, and I will fight for him.”

      He cups my shoulder. “You’re a great brother—and friend.”

      We aren’t touchy-feely, but I appreciate Dart’s sentiment. “Thanks, man.”

      The sliding door opens then, and Evan comes out, looking exhausted. “Siblings are aware and all supportive. Shelli and Posey along with my parents are coming to pack me up. Quinn has some kind of test, so he’s staying back while the rest of them come.”

      “That’s a lot of people for six boxes,” Dart teases, and Evan grins over him.

      “Exactly. Our family is so over the top.”

      “Hey, it’s awesome. I only have my mom and baby sister. I wish I had all those people to make a big deal over me.” Usually, Dart isn’t talkative about family stuff. I know he’s trying to be supportive of Evan, and I appreciate it. It’s not that they don’t get along, they do, but Dart and I are way closer. Evan is our homebody…well, he was. “Plus, I’m bummed your sisters aren’t single.”

      I snort as Evan laughs. “You couldn’t handle our sisters.”

      “Sure couldn’t. For one, you’re not rich enough for Shelli.”

      Evan laughs louder. “Or strong enough for Posey. She’s rough.”

      I nod. “And headstrong, which is why we love Boon so much.”

      “You don’t like Shelli’s husband?”

      “Oh yeah, but we grew up with Aiden and knew they’d end up together. Boon came out of nowhere. He’s a good dude,” I say, and Evan nods.

      “That’s cool,” Dart says, stretching his legs. He checks his Apple Watch and then makes a face. “Shit, I gotta go. I got a date tonight.”

      “Not with Amanda Fills, I hope,” I call to him, and he laughs as he reaches the door.

      “No, but that reminds me. Audrina and Thatcher wanna have breakfast tomorrow before you head out,” he says to Evan, and my brother nods.

      “Early, I guess, since we have morning skate.”

      I look over at him. “You’re going?”

      “Yeah, to say goodbye and clean out my locker.”

      I feel like I just got hit in the gut. It’s all becoming super real, super fast.

      Dart nods. “Cool, so we’ll plan for six? Normal spot?”

      Evan nods. “For sure.”

      Dart says bye and then heads out, typing away on his phone. Probably texting Audrina and Thatcher. I haven’t really been anywhere or talked to anyone since everything happened with Evan. I’ve been spending a lot of my time with him. He’s been going to games but not playing. It’s been really weird, but in a way, I think I’ve been playing better since I don’t have to worry about him on the ice. And that makes me feel even worse.

      “Stop blaming yourself, O.”

      I press my lips together and I almost yell at him for taking my beer, but I don’t. I watch as he takes a pull before handing it back to me. “Make sure to throw those beers in the outside trash before Mom gets here.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      He holds my gaze, and I’m overwhelmed by the relief in his eyes. He doesn’t look like he is drowning anymore. He looks free. “This is for the best.”

      I swallow hard. “I’m just gonna miss the shit out of you.”

      He leans his hip into me and slowly exhales a long, hard breath. “Yeah, this is going to be weird.”

      “Really weird.”

      “But you’ll be fine. Probably even better since I won’t be here to drag you down.”

      I look up at him, annoyed. “You don’t drag me down, ever. Shut up.”

      He shrugs. “You’ve always been the star, O. And you’re going to do bigger things now.”

      I shake my head, hating that he thinks that way. “That’s bullshit.”

      “It’s true,” he says in an almost whisper. I know it’s true, but I’d rather not think that way. I’d rather have my brother here with me. “I enrolled at Bellevue for the summer semester.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      “Yeah,” he says, but I feel like he knows it isn’t. Being in the NHL with me is awesome. Going back to school without me is boring. I won’t say that, though. This isn’t about what I would do. He has to do what’s best for his mental health.

      I’d rather have my brother healthy.

      “Don’t replace me with Dart,” he warns me then, and I jeer loudly. Probably a bit more dramatically than I need to.

      “Never.”

      He holds out his fist, and we do our handshake. We’ve been doing it since we were little. I don’t even have to try; muscle memory makes it easy. When Evan’s arm snakes around my neck, I close my eyes as he rests his head on mine. Since I’ve always been the tallest, he would do this when we were kids when I was sitting down. He said it was to show he was strong and could kill me at any time, but I knew it was just the way we hugged. I reach up, holding his wrist in my hand, and swallow hard.

      And we stay like that for longer than we should, but I dare anyone to say something to us.

      It’s our “See ya later.”
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      Angie

      

      For the last week, I’ve dedicated an hour to working out after my shifts.

      I’ve gone every night after work, and I even went on Saturday because I have no life outside of work and school. While I’m late tonight since I went to the café to finish a paper, I feel like a rock star for going, and I’m extremely proud of myself. I’m making time for me, and while I’m sore from my toes to my eyebrows, I am committed to keeping this going. It wasn’t Leroy’s comments or even the fact that I don’t think I can see my parents until I’m a smaller size, but rather, I want to look good enough for someone like Owen Adler to want to stare at. I am well aware that is not a reason to lose weight, that I need to do it for me. I hear this in therapy daily, but if I’m honest, he’s the reason.

      Because as pathetic and disgusting as it is, I can’t stop thinking about him.

      I was so proud of Evan for opening up and telling Owen what he’s been struggling with. While it sucks it ended the way it did, it was in Evan’s best interest. In no way do I think he is suicidal, but without the proper help and the right environment, unfortunately, he could turn to that, or even to drugs or alcohol. My goal is to stop addiction in athletes. I know this isn’t the outcome for Evan that the Adler family wanted, but I helped save him from a hole he might not have been able to get out of.

      I’m so stoked about assisting him with that, but I can’t enjoy it because my thoughts are flooded with everything Owen. While I was completely taken by his unbelievable gorgeousness, it is actually the fact that he was so damn supportive that keeps me up at night. So protective and, ugh, it was so hot. I assumed he would be a jackass, try to talk Evan out of leaving. I was actually fully expecting him to do that, but that wasn’t the case. He listened, he was attentive, and he openly told his brother how much he loved him and how proud he was of him.

      It was beautiful.

      Which is why I can’t stop thinking of him.

      I always thought of him as such a jackass, someone so obsessed with himself that he wouldn’t have the mental capacity to care for anyone else. It’s no secret that Owen got around in high school. He never kept a girlfriend. Never. Our private school was not small, yet Owen was always the topic of conversation.

      If you wanted a relationship, you got with Evan. If you wanted to fuck, you got with Owen.

      It was common knowledge, and I decided no matter how hot I thought Owen was, I wasn’t going to waste my time or my heart on someone who had the emotional range of a pea. That decision made me keep my distance, and my attraction to him made me dislike him greatly. Now, though, after watching him with Evan, I realize I was wrong. A very displeasing realization, to be honest.

      As I walk on the treadmill at an incline, I watch the TVs above me to keep me going. I lifted weights for thirty minutes after finding a beginner’s guide to weight lifting online. Figured I’d give it a go, and I actually like it. Reminds me of when we would lift for hockey when I was younger. Or maybe I just enjoy the IceCats’ gym. It’s a pretty badass gym with all kinds of machines and equipment. It even has a lap pool, a sauna, and an ice bath area—though, I won’t touch the latter. Best part is, when I come to the gym, it’s usually dead. Either the players have games or they’re done for the day. Tonight, no one is here because of the game they had.

      It’s only me, my thoughts, the equipment, and my desire to get skinny.

      Until Owen Adler is on the TV above me.

      I bring my brows together as I watch him, visibly exasperated, on the screen. It’s a postgame press conference, and he’s all sweaty and annoyingly yummy-looking.

      “Adler, how has it been without your brother on the ice?”

      Oh no.

      Owen sits up in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. “I mean, I don’t know what you want me to say. It sucks. I miss him, but I fully support Evan’s choice.”

      Another reporter stands up. “How do you feel about the support Evan has received?”

      Oh, Owen is about to blow. “Obviously, I’m thankful. It was a huge deal for him to choose his mental health over his love of the game.”

      “With him being the IceCats’ ambassador for mental health, shouldn’t he have recognized his issues before he stepped onto the ice?”

      I grimace. So apparently, that reporter wants to die. With a level of composure I really didn’t see him having, Owen leans forward toward the mic. “He did, but he tried to push past them to play the game he loved. Even knowing his struggles, he still played, and he still raised awareness. I know it’s being said he’s a quitter and all kinds of other bullshit, but I find him to be a hero. He wants to bring awareness within the NHL for all players, and yet, he was fighting his own brain. That’s impressive to me. That makes me proud.”

      I start clapping my hands. “Yes, Owen. Yes.”

      Another reporter stands. “There is talk of you taking on his role as the mental health ambassador for the IceCats. Is that true?”

      Oh. Oh wow.

      “Yes,” Owen says then, his shoulders back, looking so damn confident. “While I don’t suffer from anxiety or depression or even addiction, I don’t want anyone to ever go through what my brother has gone through. There is such pressure for males to be stronger than our mental health. To push through and not admit when we need help. Listen, it’s scary and I struggle when I need help, but my brother’s bravery only proved that I need to take a page from his book and take care of me. I want the same for my teammates and all the players in the league. It’s okay not to be okay, and that is what needs to be normalized.”

      Pretty sure I just came.

      Change the lyrics from “Talk Dirty” to “Talk Mental Health,” and I’m here for it.

      With that, Owen clears his throat. “I am very much still processing playing without my brother for the first time in my life, so unless someone has a hockey-related question, I’m out.”

      When someone tries to say something about Evan once more, Owen gets up and leaves. I watch as the questions are directed to the other players, and like Owen, they’re fully supportive of Evan, which is absolutely inspiring. I wish the whole world would be like this, supportive and ready to break the stigma of mental illness. I don’t think Evan knows how much he has done for this sport and the mental health initiative the IceCats are trying to push throughout the NHL.

      I carry on with my workout, but like he has been, Owen plays in my thoughts. I want nothing more than to give him a huge hug. Thank him for speaking out and tell him how proud I am. How lucky Evan is to have him. How I think he is super sexy and I wouldn’t mind rolling around in his sheets.

      Jesus.

      I wish I wouldn’t do this to myself. It’s obvious that nothing will ever happen between us. I don’t see him on the regular, nor do I hang in his circle. I’m a busy college student, while he’s following right in his daddy’s big ole footsteps. That thought kind of makes me want to watch a game, but I haven’t watched a hockey game since my dad retired.

      But that isn’t even the biggest factor. You don’t see hockey players with thick girls. It’s always supermodels from Sweden or Norway. Blondes with gorgeous lips and perky boobs. Some players may be attracted to thicker girls, but I know good and well Owen wouldn’t be attracted to me. He wasn’t when I was skinny, and he sure as hell wouldn’t be now.

      It’s not productive to even think of him.

      I’m wasting precious thinking time on him.

      I shall use that thinking time on someone even more unattainable—Chris Evans.

      “Because Chris Evans is an ass man,” I say only to myself, which is why I laugh like I told a really great joke.

      When my time is up, I step off the treadmill and sanitize everything before gathering my things. I have two book bags, one for work and one for school, and then there’s my workout bag, so I look like a bag lady as I shut off the lights and head out of the gym. I make sure everything is locked before I tuck my keycard into my pocket. I’m heading toward the exit that leads to the parking lot and my office, where I need to drop off some stuff before heading home, when I notice someone coming down the other hall.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      In a gray tailored suit, a dark-blue shirt underneath with the first three buttons open, Owen is walking, his hair still wet and pushed to the side of his head. He’s on his phone, not paying attention to me or even where he is going. Which is why he runs right into me.

      I squeak like a damn toy as he yells, “Oh shit! Oh fuck, Paxy. My bad. I didn’t see you.” His eyes move along me as his brow rises. “What are you doing here?”

      Unable to point to the gym since I have so many bags on my arms, I say, “I was working out.”

      “This late?”

      “I had a paper due.”

      “A paper due? You’re in school? I thought you worked here?”

      I nod. “I do. I’m an intern, future researcher. I graduate this May.”

      “Oh, cool,” he says with a nod, and I just look up at him.

      I seemed to have forgotten how tall he is.

      And how yummy he looks in a suit.

      When a grin moves across his lips, I’m breathless. “Yeah. So, I’ll see—”

      “I’m proud of you,” I blurt out, and he stops mid-step from where he was trying to go around me.

      He looks at me, confused, before tucking his phone into his pocket and crossing his arms over his chest. “What?”

      I clear my throat of the lump trying to choke me and embarrass me at this moment. “I saw your press conference. Evan is so lucky to have you as a brother.”

      Something moves in his eyes as he looks down at the floor. “Oh. Thanks.”

      “Really, Owen, that was awesome, and you were so supportive when he told you. I know it wasn’t easy to hear, nor deal with. I know how close y’all are.”

      His lips curve, and he nods slowly. “Yeah, he’s my best friend.”

      “I know. But…yeah, just wanted to say that.”

      “Thanks,” he says, meeting my gaze. “You sounded like my mom.”

      I bring my brows in, confused. “Huh?”

      “When you said ‘y’all.’ My mom says it like that.”

      A grin moves over my face, and he smiles just as widely at me. “I love your mom.”

      “She’s perfect.”

      “She is,” I agree. “How are you?”

      He shrugs. “I’m all right. I miss him, and things seem kind of off.”

      “That’s understandable.”

      “But we talk daily. We were actually just texting about the game.”

      “That’s awesome!” I say a little too enthusiastically, which makes me feel like an idiot. I look away, shaking my head as I say, “Yeah. So, I’ll let you go.”

      He jerks his thumb to the exit door. “You leaving?”

      “No. Well, yes, but not yet. I’m going to my office to drop off a few things before I head home.”

      His eyes change, almost in a protective way. Or maybe I’m imagining it. “I can walk with you.”

      I wave him off quickly. “Oh no. You just played a game. I’m sure you’re tired.”

      He shrugs. “I’m fine. I want to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I am,” I promise. “I have pepper spray and a stabbing key chain,” I say, showing him, and he grins.

      I expect him to agree and leave, but neither of us moves. When I look up, his gaze is on me, those blue eyes intoxicating.

      “Why do you have so many bags?” he asks, looking me over once more, and I’m sure he’s enjoying my look. Baggy sweatshirt and sweats, with the bottoms of my pants tucked into my socks and bitching pink Chucks.

      “It’s my school bag, work bag, and workout bag. Oh, and my purse.”

      He grins. “You look like a bag lady.”

      I giggle as I nod. “I know. I thought the same thing when I was gathering everything up.”

      “You know we have lockers, and you don’t even need a lock. It’s safe here.”

      “Oh, I didn’t. I’ll do that.”

      More silence as we stare at each other. I don’t know what is happening or even why we are staring at each other like this. I feel like if I move first, I’m losing, so I don’t move.

      He lifts his chin at me. “You wore all that to work out in?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “Yeah, I wear black so it’s a funeral for my fat.”

      Owen’s eyes light up, grinning from ear to ear. “I say that too, but I work out in just shorts. Oh, and my Chucks. I sweat just the same.”

      I shall act as if I didn’t hear him or even that I’m not imagining him all sweaty and sexy as he works out. Instead, I roll my eyes. “I can’t work out in just shorts. I have boobs.”

      “Which is why there are bras.”

      Wow, this turned dirty. Or maybe that’s how I want it to turn. “So, are you suggesting I work out in a bra and shorts?”

      His lips turn up at the sides, showing that one damn dimple that I swear will haunt me in my sleep tonight. “I am.”

      “Okay,” I say sarcastically as I laugh. “That’s not going to happen.”

      He makes a face. “Well, that’s unfortunate.”

      As he starts to walk backward, I raise a brow at him. “Is it?”

      “Yeah, because then I’d make sure to come work out at the same time you’re here.”

      I am fully taken aback by his comment. But before I can attempt to come back with something even the least bit productive, he goes out the side door. “See ya, Paxy.”

      As the door slams shut, I’m left standing in the hall, downright confused.

      Was Owen Adler hitting on me?

      Oh, I must be dehydrated.
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      Owen

      

      Evan’s been gone for two weeks.

      It’s been three weeks since he told me he was leaving.

      And to say I’m still overwhelmed is an understatement.

      The media has been an absolute train wreck. They come at me from every angle possible. I never know what I am going to get. It’s either really positive and everyone is supportive, or I’m dealing with complete fucking assholes. If one more person asks me if my brother is weak, I may go to jail. My mom is so worried about me, my dad calls me daily to tell me he’s proud of me, and when my sisters and younger brother call, they’re making sure I haven’t gone to jail yet. Evan, well…when he calls, we don’t even talk about it. We ignore the outside world and talk about games and hockey in general. Or whatever. Anything but the media and the fact that he isn’t here.

      I miss him.

      Greatly.

      I’m thankful for my teammates, though. Everyone has been so supportive. The wives have even been spoiling me with food, especially my cousin Amelia. I’m sitting on her couch with Carter and Hannah, her twins, in my lap, and I bounce them as we watch some kids show that I know nothing about. The house is full, especially the dining room, but I’m focused on Hannah and Carter. It’s easier than socializing when all I wanna do is hide in my bed. When Amelia comes waddling toward me with her huge belly and swollen ankles, she flashes me a look.

      I’m unsure if she’s hungry, hurting, or going to hurt me.

      “You’re supposed to be in there with the adults.” She points to the twins. “And they’re supposed to be in bed.”

      I play as if I have no clue what she is speaking of. Yes, I did go get the kids out of bed. No, I didn’t care that they’re supposed to be asleep. They’re my buddies. And, ew, adults. Adults remind me my brother isn’t here. “They aren’t tired.”

      She gives me a dry look as Carter reaches for her. On cue, Hannah yawns loudly.

      “Fine.”

      I follow her back to the kids’ room, helping her lay them down before we head back out into the living room. “Got a pretty great life going here, Amelia.”

      She smiles up at me sweetly. “Thanks. I’m really happy.”

      “Surprising. I don’t like it here.”

      She laughs. “Because you haven’t accepted this as your temporary home. Get out, meet people.”

      Well, that’s the damn truth. I don’t admit that, though, ’cause she’ll tell my mom. “I meet people, and I have yet to meet a decent girl yet. All these girls want to play games.”

      She shrugs. “She’s out there.”

      “Or I need to go back home. Don’t you miss home?”

      She sighs. “I do. I miss Mom and Uncle Shea and Aunt Elli, but then, if I hadn’t left home, I wouldn’t have found Chandler.”

      I nod. “True. Oh, I talked to Ryan yesterday.”

      Amelia’s eyes light up at the mention of her brother. “I talked to him this morning. He’s supposed to come in with the Assassins in the coming weeks.”

      “That’s what he was telling me.”

      “Hopefully I drop this kid by then.”

      I snort. “Are you sure it isn’t two?”

      She gives me a side eye. “No, it’s just one massive one.”

      I wrap my arm around her shoulders, holding her close. “I’m happy I have you here.”

      She kisses my arm, holding me close. “Me too. How you holding up with everything?”

      She rubs my back, but I am really starting to hate that question. “I’m fine,” I say, almost on autopilot.

      She doesn’t believe me at all, but instead of asking more questions, she flashes me a supportive smile. Together we head to where the people are. With Chandler being the captain of the IceCats, he felt he needed a new house with a lot of space for entertaining. They even scored one on the beach, which was one hell of a lucky break and makes for really cool parties. The kitchen leads out to an outdoor patio that leads onto the beach. The glass patio doors are open wide, and the air is refreshing. Dart is holding Celeste, Kirby Litman’s daughter, and is playing with her as Audrina stands beside him, talking his ear off. Thatcher is in one hell of a conversation about sub sandwiches with Aviva, while her husband, Nico Merryweather, our goalie, holds their son Vance close to his chest.

      I have no desire in the world to go out there.

      Before I can retreat and sneak away, Chandler smacks my shoulder and guides me to the patio. I liked Chandler before I even came to the IceCats. He’s really good to Amelia and is the strong, quiet type. He’s a great dad, and he treats my whole family with all the respect in the world. He leans in, concern or maybe confusion in his eyes.

      “So, tell me why Audrina is here?”

      I chuckle quietly as my gaze goes over to the strawberry-blond beauty. Audrina is tall. Like, six feet tall, and thick with muscle. Her eyes are this incredible hazel color, and she’s stunning. For some reason, though, we don’t vibe. I like her as a friend, not as someone I want to bang. Unlike how I was feeling when I saw Paxy at the gym. She was covered head to toe in clothes, but the thought of what was underneath those clothes had my body screaming for hers. Even in that short little time, I felt like we were vibing. Or at least, I wanted us to.

      I think she still hates me. Still makes no sense why.

      I’ve seen her a few times in the gym, and she kills me with all the clothes she wears. I want to see the goods, but she’s keeping them hidden, and I’m pretty sure it’s not out of modesty. I haven’t forgotten what Evan told me about how she thinks she’s so overweight. In my opinion, she’s not, and I won’t miss a chance to tell her that. I may be coming on a little too strong, but I’m dead set on getting her attention.

      It’s the only attention I want.

      Unlike Dart, who wants everyone’s attention and to bang them all. I’m not surprised to see him grinning widely at Audrina and her returning the grin.

      “She’s either in love with Dart or really is just Thatcher’s best friend.”

      He gives me a side eye. “We aren’t supposed to date within the company.”

      “Yes, Captain, I know this, but I don’t know if Dart does.”

      “Or cares.”

      “That either.” It’s in that moment that Thatcher smacks Audrina’s ass. “Or Thatcher doesn’t either.”

      Chandler groans loudly. “You young’uns are gonna drive me out of my mind.”

      I grin over at him, and he smacks me playfully in the chest before walking to the buffet table Amelia has set up with all kinds of meats, cheese, and snacks from all over. I’m usually partial to the cheese, but today, I’m not feeling it. Since I can’t leave, I head to where Dart sits with Celeste. She reaches for me as soon as she sees me. I’ve got a thing with kids; we’re all friends. I take her and kiss her cheek before sitting down. I look around, realizing someone is missing. “Where is Jaylin?”

      Kirby swallows the gulp of beer he just took and nods. “She had to work late. She’s planning on coming by once she’s done.”

      I nod. I love Kirby’s girl Jaylin just as much as I love Celeste. “You knock her up yet? Celeste told me she needs a sister.”

      Unlike some guys who would be running away from relationships, Kirby grins. “Working on it.”

      “Can you marry her first?” Aviva asks, speaking of her best friend.

      “How long did it take y’all to get married? A baby came first, right?” Kirby asks, and she snaps her lips shut.

      “Touché, good sir,” Aviva says as she leans into Nico, both of them laughing. I don’t know them well, and Nico hardly speaks when we’re on ice. When we’re off, he’s usually talking about Aviva or Vance. That’s often when Dart will bring up Aviva’s sister, who Nico has decided is his daughter, I guess, or something like that, and then we all get a good laugh at how angry he gets. Overly protective is putting it mildly. I almost say her name, just to get a rise out of him, but I’m not in the mood.

      Dart looks around. “Did you give Jean the night off?”

      Kirby’s grin falls. “Not funny.”

      “What? Just asking.”

      “No, you’re trying to get in her pants. She’s a good girl, doesn’t need the likes of you.”

      Dart acts as if Kirby shot him in the chest. “Kirb, I thought we were friends.”

      “We are, but stay away from my nanny.”

      “And my…” Nico pauses. “My Callie.”

      Aviva rolls her eyes as we all try to hide our laughter. Meanwhile, Dart is grinning like a fool. “I cannot and will not resist the gorgeous Callie, and I’m waiting for the moment when Jean wants to come nanny me. I’m an equal opportunity man.”

      I snort. This guy. “Do you mean when you shit your pants from having Nico and Kirby kick your ass? Because that’s the only nannying that girl will do for you,” I call to him, and that sends everyone into a fit of laughter.

      He gives me a bored look. “Says the guy who scored a C on his date.”

      I scoff as Audrina and Thatcher light up. “That shit was bogus, and you know it was!” I holler to the three of them.

      Amelia looks up from the baby monitor she’s holding and asks, “You only got a C?”

      “Right?” I ask, and I shake my head.

      “Why were you graded?” Chandler asks.

      Nico points to his best friend in agreement. “Is that how dating is going now? I’d fail.”

      Aviva nods. “You would.”

      “Shit, me too,” Kirby says. “I don’t know how I got Jay.”

      “None of us do,” Dart says, and I snort before shaking my head.

      “No, Audrina set me up on this hellish date with this chick who is trying to find the perfect dude. I was not him.”

      Amelia makes a face. “But you’re a doll.”

      I shake my head at her. “I’m not. I have one dimple. I’m apparently a mutant.”

      Everyone is laughing at this point, and I really do enjoy being the reason for that.

      Not.

      Audrina is full-on guffawing as she comes and wraps her arms around my neck. “You’re not. You’re wonderful and, really, come on. She’s crazy. Dart got a B, when he’s an easy A.”

      “Emphasis on easy,” Nico calls out, to which Dart flips him the bird.

      “And Thatch got a D. Clearly, he is an A too.”

      I give Thatcher a wide-eyed look. “You got a D?”

      My buddy shrugs, his black hair loose in his eyes. “I left before the drinks came.”

      “Smart man.” He nods, and I ask, “So I should have gotten an A too, right?”

      Audrina smiles. “I mean…”

      “I mean, what!” I yell, pushing her away playfully. “I am one good-looking motherfucker.”

      “You have sex with moms? I gotta tell my mom before she gets here,” Dart adds.

      “Problem is, kiddo, you’re not your dad,” Chandler says to me, and I give him a look. “He’s a solid 100+.”

      “Are you saying my dad is hot?”

      Chandler throws his hands up. “He’s Shea Adler. Yeah, he’s not ugly.”

      Nico, Dart, and Kirby all nod in agreement.

      “Yeah, this isn’t weird,” I decide, and then I look back at Audrina.

      “What the hell? What would you give me?”

      “Solid B++.”

      “What? Why?”

      She hesitates. “I mean, I’m not trying to push two kids out of my twat, but really, it’s the dimple. It is weird there is only one.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” I mutter as everyone laughs way too hard for my liking. “I have never been so attacked for only having one dimple.”

      “For real, it’s not his fault. Evan stole the other one! His are so deep and pronounced,” Amelia jokes, her eyes wide and playful. The whole patio full of my teammates laughs and cuts up, and I’m left there, not laughing or even joking with them. I hate that I’m actually looking for Evan. To find him laughing, his dimples showing bright for everyone to tease. He’d know what to say, he’d rib me some more, and he’d give me an F probably. I know he’s not dead. I know I can go to the car and call him right now, but it wouldn’t be the same. Why is this so hard for me?

      Fuck.

      But more importantly, why do I feel so alone when I’m surrounded by so many people?
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      Angie

      

      Without looking at my computer, I type in my notes as I read a report from the doctor. I’ve been at it for hours, and I really need to go. My eyes are crossing, and I’m exhausted. I woke up early to work out at the gym. I hated every second of it since everyone was there. I may have a bit of gym anxiety. Doesn’t matter, though; I’m going to keep pushing. Especially when there was this guy with these thighs… Jesus. I wanted to be trapped between those suckers. He was fun to stare at, even though I couldn’t see his face, though I did see the smallest little tattoo at the back of his knee. But he wasn’t the reason I pushed myself this morning. I have goals. I want to order size-twelve scrubs when I start on as a full-time researcher. When my phone sounds, I glance over at it to see it’s my mom.

      Mom: How was your day?

      I ignore her to finish. I’ll answer, just not right now. But then my phone sounds again.

      Mom: I had lunch with Elli and Evan today. They couldn’t stop talking about how wonderful a job you’re doing for the athletes there.

      Well, that’s nice. I want to know more, I want to know how Evan is doing, but still, I continue to get my work done so I can leave. I’m sure he’s doing great. No pressure from any angle and just enjoying time with his family. I’m sure Elli is spoiling him and helping him heal. I’m excited to see how he does at the University of Bellevue. I know he had plans for joining a different sport, maybe wrestling. Even though I suggested diving like my brothers. He’s apparently not a strong swimmer. I know he has so many plans, and I’m sure he’ll do wonderful. I know he will. He has to. He gave up his dream for his mental health.

      In my mind, he only deserves the best.

      With thoughts of Evan, though, come thoughts of Owen. As I quickly type and enter data, I wonder how he’s doing and if he’s adjusting okay. I can still see the absolute fear on his face and the sadness of knowing his brother was hurting. While I know it’s been almost a month since Evan left, I’m sure Owen’s pain is still there. His play on the ice is superb, but his interviews make me nervous. It’s obvious he misses his brother. I’ve even thought of reaching out to check on him, but since I haven’t talked to or seen him since that night after the gym, I feel that may be weird. I almost suggested to the doctor that we bring Owen in for a check-in just to make sure he’s okay. I didn’t, though, for the simple fact that it isn’t my business. Owen and I aren’t friends, and my job was to help his brother. I did, so I don’t know why I can’t shake the thoughts of Owen. I really want him to come in to see if he’ll flirt with me again because I’m unsure if he did or not. A huge part of me wants to think he did, but the smart part of me is like, there is no way.

      Maybe he got hit in the head on the ice?

      Or I truly was dehydrated.

      I’ve upped my water intake to make sure that doesn’t happen again.

      I’m so engrossed in my work, I don’t hear the door open to the lab or even when London comes up beside me. I jump when I notice her. “Jesus.”

      She grins, her eyes bright and happy. Like always. It has to be nice to never overthink or be worried over anything. To just walk around happy and ready to take on the world.

      “Sorry. How much longer you got?”

      “Maybe an hour? I’ve got two more reports.”

      She makes a face. “I ordered some Chinese, and Leroy ordered a movie. We were going to wait for you.”

      Yup, hard pass. “You’re too sweet. I’ve got so much to do, and I’m exhausted. Don’t wait for me. Enjoy your night.”

      She eyes me. “You haven’t been hanging with Leroy and me lately. Everything okay?”

      No, actually. Your boyfriend is a fat-phobic ass-fuck, and I wish I could suffocate him with my ass cheeks. I wave her off since she is my boss and, basically, my landlord. I really didn’t think this through by putting all my eggs in her basket. But then again, I didn’t know she was dating an asshole. “Just been insanely busy and focusing on me.”

      She moves her hair out of her eyes. “I’ve noticed. You’re working really hard.”

      “I’ve got goals.”

      “Which is why I adore you,” she says, rubbing my arm. “Don’t overwork.”

      “Can’t say I won’t,” I call to her as she retreats from the lab. I let my shoulders fall because now I don’t want to go home. I won’t be able to go to my room without being guilt-tripped into hanging out in the living room with her and Leroy. I feel like I’m between a rock and a hard place, and I’m seriously considering going back to the dorms. Though, I doubt I’ll be able to get anything this late. Ugh, the stress. Maybe I should find my own place. But then I’ll really need to get a job. Or tell my mother I’m fat and beg her to pay for my place. I mean, I wouldn’t have to beg, and she’d insist I’m not fat. She’d probably come here and smack me too.

      Ugh. The. Stress.

      I fall back into my work, but unfortunately, I’m done in twenty minutes. I pack up my stuff as slowly as I can and gather my things. But it still doesn’t take long enough for Leroy to leave the house or fall off the face of the earth. When my stomach growls, I realize that I’m starving and the iced coffee I had this morning wasn’t a sufficient breakfast. I head toward my car and decide to go to a sports pub downtown. They have the best fried pickles. Usually, fried pickles are chips, but these are spears. My favorite. When I put my phone in the holder, my mom’s texts taunt me. I hadn’t even noticed another one had come in.

      Mom: If you don’t start communicating with me more, Angela Lynn, I will come find you.

      That’s not scary at all.

      I roll my eyes as I go to hit her name without much thought, but then I pause. I’m feeling lonely. I don’t really have friends here, and the one I do have is attached to a jackass who fat shames me. If I call my mom, she’ll ask questions I’m not ready for. She’ll want answers I don’t have. And more than likely, she’ll want to see me, and I’m absolutely not ready for that. I blow out a breath, closing my eyes. I know good and well my mom loves me, no matter what. I know that, so why is it so hard to accept that I’m fine the way I am? Why am I putting all this pressure on myself? I sit here and urge players not to do the very thing I’m doing.

      I swallow hard and hit my mom’s name. When she answers, it’s as if she’s out of breath. “Angie! Hey!”

      I smile at the sound of her voice. “Hey, Mom. How are you?”

      “I’m good. Better now. How are you? How was your day?”

      “Busy. I’m working all the time, and school is rough.”

      “Oh, I bet. But it’ll be worth it, won’t it?”

      “For sure. Just gotta get done,” I say, exhaling hard. “I should be done by May.”

      “That’s wonderful! Will there be a graduation?”

      “There is, but I don’t know if I’ll walk.”

      “Why not?”

      I shrug, though she can’t see me. “I don’t know. I just don’t want to.”

      I can tell she’s hesitating. “Well, it’s a huge accomplishment to get done early and have a job waiting for you, Ang. I would love to be there with you to celebrate.”

      “I know. We’ll see what happens.”

      “Okay,” she says slowly. “Well, it’s wonderful to hear your voice.”

      “Yours too, Mom. I miss you.”

      “Aw, my love, I miss you.”

      I smile. “How are things?”

      Of course, she goes into everything from the boys’ new dive scores to Charlotte’s plan to start a clothing line. Pretty impressive for a fifteen-year-old. My dad is still coaching the youth hockey league for girls and helps a little with the boys. He spends a lot of time at the pool with the twins, and Mom, she is always busy with her home design business. She’s decorated the homes of country stars, athletes, and actors all over Tennessee. Our house is basically a showroom. It’s funny that when Mom really hit it big with her business, it was only in a guesthouse at the back of my dad’s property. Now, she has over one hundred employees and a huge office building in Franklin, Tennessee.

      I listen, smiling and feeling so whole. As much as I wish I were doing as great as they all are, I’m thankful they’re thriving. I may be doing great professionally, but physically, not so much.

      “Work and school are good, though? Even if it’s busy?”

      “Yeah,” I say, leaning back in my seat. “It’s just a lot. I’m doing well, and I love it.”

      “That’s awesome.” She pauses. “So, I feel like we need to address the elephant in the room.”

      “We’re not in a room,” I say, trying to keep the elephant locked up.

      “Angie.”

      “Mom,” I say, laughing. “I don’t see a room—or an elephant, for that matter.”

      “You’re a pain,” she teases. “And you know what I mean. If everything is so good, why don’t you call me or FaceTime? Why did you delete all your social media?”

      I swallow hard. “I don’t need social media. It’s not good for mental health.”

      “Understandable, but it’s good for family. We want to see you. We miss you.”

      Yeah, not happening. “I know. I need to get things in order.”

      “Angela, what’s going on? Did you get a tattoo on your face?”

      I laugh. “Yes, Mom.”

      “Angie!”

      “No, really. It’s your face on mine.”

      “I’m going to beat you,” she laughs, and I smile. “Baby, are you okay?”

      The lump in my throat is suffocating me. I want to be honest; I want to tell her my insecurities, but I know she’ll tell me I’m perfect. To her, I am. To me, not so much. Hell, it’s a huge step that I called her right now, but in no way am I ready to admit I’m hiding because of my weight gain. The weight gain that was caused by trauma. Trauma she did everything to keep me safe from and then another kind of trauma she was unable to protect me from. I close my eyes and shake my head. “I’m fine. I’m just figuring things out.”

      She doesn’t believe me in the least, but she doesn’t push. “Okay.”

      “Listen, I gotta go. I’m meeting my roommate for dinner.”

      “Oh? How is that going? Do you like her?”

      I pause. “I do. But that reminds me, are you paying for the rent?”

      She hesitates, and I know she is. “I am.”

      “Mom.”

      “What? I want to help you through school, Angie. We have the means, I’ve worked my ass off, and we love you. We want things to be easier for you.”

      I swallow, the emotion almost too much. I could honestly live by myself, and she’d support me. I just feel that’s so unfair, though. How can I ask that of her if I won’t even visit her? Ugh, I’m such a poor excuse for a daughter. “I know, but I feel bad. I’m the one who chose to come to South Carolina and then move out of the dorm.”

      “Yes, for your mental health and to help people, which is awesome! We fully support that.”

      I love my mom. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Of course, now that you know, I don’t have to deal with Grandma and Venmo.”

      I grin. “She can’t be that bad.”

      “The worst, really. She’s such a pain. We want to have a huge family thing once the season is over. We can celebrate you graduating too since you don’t want to walk.”

      The anxiety of that event freaks me out. My whole family? Seeing me? I need to work out more. Maybe skip some meals. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Claire will have had the new baby by then, and they all want to come up here. You haven’t seen the kids in forever.”

      I haven’t, and I miss them. “Yeah. I can try to make it work. Can you get me the dates?”

      “Absolutely,” she says, so damn happy. If I’m honest, hearing her voice and talking to her is making me feel so much better. “Can you call me tomorrow?”

      “Yeah,” I say more as a promise than a statement.

      “Call your dad too. He misses you.”

      Yeah, no. “Okay.”

      She hesitates. I don’t think she wants to let me off the phone. “I love you.”

      “I love you.”

      Once I hang up, I look down at my lap and exhale. The fabric of my scrubs is tight against my thighs, and I have a little bit of a belly. My breasts are huge from the weight gain, I’m big all over, and I know I look disgusting. How pathetic is it that I won’t see my parents because I’m overweight? They love me. I know they do. They wouldn’t care; they’d be supportive. I know this, but I’m just so embarrassed. In all reality, it doesn’t matter how anyone else feels if I don’t feel good about myself. Until I fix that, no amount of reassurance will help me.

      I need to remember who the fuck I am and embrace her.

      Or I’ll forever be unhappy.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      After parking at my favorite pub, I head inside and go up to the bar. It’s a busy Thursday night. The place is packed since they have amazing drink specials, and of course, the food is awesome. I sit down and tuck my purse in between the stool and foot rail. I feel the guy beside me look me up and down before looking back at his drink. Don’t worry, buddy. You aren’t my type either. I put my phone down and reach for the menu to get an idea of what I want.

      Once I know, I look around the bar for no reason at all but to be nosy and take in my surroundings. There are a lot of men in here and no women at the bar. There must be a game on, because everyone’s focus is on the big TVs above us. I glance up to see the Nashville Assassins are playing the Rangers. I smile at the little reminder of home.

      Sometimes, I miss home. Yeah, it’s where all kinds of crap happened, but I miss it. I miss my friends; I don’t talk to any of them anymore. I miss my family. I miss the Assassins family. I miss Audrey Jane’s cupcakes and the incredible Hattie B’s. Man, I could go for some authentic Nashville Hot Chicken right about now. I miss the Bellevue campus. But I do enjoy it here. I love that there is a beach, and I love that no one knows me here. I just wish I had some friends. Or that London wasn’t attached to a fucking idiot.

      The bartender comes over, and I order a vodka and Sprite Zero before ordering my fried pickles. I lean back in my stool, watching the TV. Around me, everyone is on their phones, and I’m thankful that I deleted my social media. It’s nice not to be concerned with what everyone is posting or what they’re doing. I would obsess over keeping up with my friends. Oh, someone got married? I would feel like I needed to be in a relationship. Since my dating history is a shitshow of fun, I always jumped into relationships with people I didn’t need to be involved with. Just to keep up with the Joneses. I felt like I had to be something I wasn’t, and now that I don’t have that pressure, I can breathe.

      When my drink comes, I sit back, sipping on it as I watch the Assassins fight for the puck. I wish my uncle were on the ice, but it’s fun to watch people I know. Particularly to see Posey Hoenes behind the bench. She is so vocal and loud. The guys all respect her, and I applaud the woman she has become. I can’t believe she’s a mom and married, but man, I’m so proud of her. When her face comes across the TV, though, the announcer mentions Evan, and it bothers the fuck out of me.

      Posey Adler Hoenes, first female NHL special teams coach and elder sister to Evan Adler, who just quit the NHL to focus on his mental health. Those Adlers are pretty legendary. When asked about her brother, she is supportive and loving. Like almost everyone has been.

      I roll my eyes. So frustrating. I realize it’s still raw and new, but come on, let it go. Let everyone live, for fuck’s sake. They stay on her face for another second, and I realize how much Owen and Evan look like Posey. I always thought Posey was the spitting image of Elli, her mom, but her eyes and her jaw remind me of Owen. Her nose is Evan’s. Crazy. Carbon copies of their parents. I should text Evan, check in on him. Ask him about Owen. I have no doubts they talk daily—hell, maybe even hourly.

      I tear my eyes from the TV to down the rest of my drink while once more looking around my surroundings.

      Then I see him.

      I don’t know if thinking of the Adlers willed him into existence, but Owen Adler is across the bar from me. He wears a fitted yellow tee and a red hat that is low on his forehead. He has a bit of hair growing in on his jaw, and wow, he looks so much like his dad. Those blazing blue eyes are lethal, and when they meet mine, I swear, my clothes and panties melt off.

      His eyes burn into mine, and I refuse to look away. His lip turns up at the side, but neither of us waves or acknowledges the other. We just stare at each other. Like two creeps. Thankfully, our intense staring game is broken when the bartender comes over with my pickles and asks if I want another vodka. I agree, and when he moves, Owen is gone. I look to the right and don’t see him, but as I turn my head to the left, he is there. All six-plus feet of him, towering over me. He points to the stool beside me.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      I swallow hard. “Nope.”

      He sits down, one leg coming up on the rail as he uses the other to turn himself to face the bar. He already has a bottle of water, and he leans on the bar, watching the TV. He doesn’t say anything, so I don’t either. I reach for a pickle, eating it as I watch the TV too. When he reaches over and takes one, I side-eye him. But I don’t say anything, and neither does he.

      Yeah, this isn’t weird at all.

      We eat in silence and watch the game. When the bartender brings my drink back, Owen asks me, “Did you order dinner?”

      I nod. “I did.”

      He puts in an order then, and once the bartender walks away, he looks over at me. “I ate at Amelia’s, but I’m still hungry.”

      I don’t know what to say to that, so I stuff my mouth with another pickle, distracting myself so I don’t stare at him. He’s so large and, ugh, yummy. I hate how attracted I am to him. I hate how worried I am about him. As much as I don’t want to, I ask, “How are you?”

      He nods. “I’m all right.”

      “How’s Evan?”

      “He’s good. He’s starting classes at Bellevue this summer.”

      “That’s awesome,” I say, happy for him.

      “Yeah, that’s what everyone says. I think it would be awesome for him to be here.”

      “I know. I’m sure it’s been hard without him.”

      “Yup, sucks ass.” He looks over at me. “I was at Amelia’s with all our friends, and I had to get out of there. Things are off.”

      “It’ll all level out. It’s just a lot right now.”

      He doesn’t seem convinced by that. “I saw your mom last week.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, at Shelli’s gender reveal. She asked about you.”

      I blink. “I just got off the phone with her.”

      “Good. She told me to convince you to answer the phone,” he says, and then he side-eyes me. “What’s that about? You’ve always been close to your mom, so I find it odd you aren’t talking to her.”

      I didn’t realize she was telling people I wasn’t talking to her. Thanks, Mom. “Just dealing with some personal shit.”

      He eyes me. “Like what? ’Cause to me, you look as if you’re doing awesome.”

      “Looks are deceiving,” I throw back at him, and his lip kicks up at the side.

      “Well, I told her you look great, I see you at the gym a lot, and you’re killing it. Then you go to school and work—not that I know much about that.”

      I raise a brow. “You see me at the gym?”

      He nods. “Yeah. I’m usually working out.”

      I bring in my brows. “Wait, what? When?”

      He looks at me then, full force, those blue eyes ready to take me out. “Yeah. I wore a black hoodie this morning when I was squatting.”

      Son of a bitch. No way. There is never anyone there. When there is, I don’t pay them any mind, and they sure as hell don’t pay me any. This morning, though, I was watching Owen’s ass like it was a TV. I couldn’t see his face because of his hoodie and hat. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because if I did,” he says, grinning from ear to ear, “you would have done everything in your power not to look at my butt.”

      Of course, I start to choke on my pickle. His laughter is taunting as I wheeze for breath, trying to get my bearings. “I was not looking at your butt,” I lie, and we both know I was.

      “Okay, Paxy.”

      “I wasn’t!”

      “You were,” he says, so confident and, damn it, adorable. “It’s totally fine. I checked out your biceps.”

      I blink. Any other female would feel like he’s coming on to them, but I know better. Owen Adler doesn’t find girls like me worth coming on to. “Whatever.”

      “You know you can do the thirty-fives.”

      I close my eyes. He was watching me. “Shut up.”

      He chuckles beside me, and I want to push him off his stool. I don’t, though. His grin is too cute. It’s all boyish and charming. I should not be attracted to him. I’m setting myself up for failure, yet I ask, “Not that I was looking, but what is the tattoo behind your knee?”

      He smirks. “It’s a number six, for my dad and me.”

      I don’t react or even seem to care, though, I do. “Cool.”

      “Yeah. So why are you here alone?”

      I glance over at him. “Why are you?”

      Our food comes then, and neither of us answers as we start to eat. His plate looks way different from mine. Since I’d already ordered the fried pickles, I got veggies and chicken. Meanwhile, Owen got pasta with an extra serving of pasta sauce and sirloin and chicken on top. His plate—and him, if I’m honest—looks downright sinful, especially when he drowns everything in Alfredo sauce.

      “Want some?” he asks, offering some of his extra sauce, but I shake my head.

      “I had fried pickles.”

      “And?” he asks, his brow going up into the cap.

      “Too many carbs.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Jesus, who fucking cares? If you’re hungry, eat. You only live once.”

      “Okay, good sir, with your perfect body.”

      He jeers. “I’m fluffy.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly. “Sure you are.”

      “I am, honestly. Pretty sure I have the same thyroid thing my mom and Posey have, but I don’t want that restriction in my life, so I ignore it.”

      “That’s incredibly healthy.”

      “I think so.” He grins. “Are you drinking vodka with Sprite Zero?”

      “I am.”

      “You don’t need to. Do you drink all the time?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Then you can indulge every once in a while.”

      I eye him. “Excuse me, but can you even drink?”

      “Legally, no. But illegally, yes, and I look so cool with a beer.”

      “Oh, I’m sure,” I say sarcastically. “But thanks. You drink your beer, and I’ll drink my vodka Sprite Zero. I know what’s best for my body.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that,” he says quickly, his eyebrows waggling at me. “But I hate to see someone restrict themselves when they don’t have to. Enjoy life. We only get one.” Slowly, my lips curve up as he continues. “Like, my mom made us eat super clean, and I hated life. All I wanted was some fucking chips or a piece of pie, something. But nope, she’s convinced sugar is killing all of us. That is the only good thing about being away. I can eat whatever the hell I want, and I promote it. We should be happy. There is so much shit going on and so much pain that can be caused. So, if I want to drown my pasta in sauce, I will. And if you want to swim in my sauce and pasta, I’d welcome it. Whatever floats your boat, ya know?”

      I want to swim…in all his sauces. Ignore the temptation, Angela! Instead, I focus on his way of thinking, and man, I love it. It’s so freeing but also terrifying. I don’t feel like I got this body by enjoying life; I got it from hating life. Maybe if I change to his thought process, things would be easier?

      Who am I kidding? I’m just horny and not thinking clearly.

      “Not all of us can eat and not gain weight.”

      He shrugs. “But as long as there is balance, then maybe the weight you’ve gained is the weight that you needed?”

      I squint at him. “Can that be up for discussion?”

      “Hell yeah.” Before he digs in, to his food and our discussion, he stops. “Shit, I forgot to wash my hands. Be right back.” He pauses from getting off the stool. “I’ll know if you lick my sauce.”

      I can’t contain the laughter that bubbles out of me, and when his grin grows, my girlie parts cry out for him. He winks and then heads off, like…like… I don’t even know like what, because what in the actual hell is happening here? Why is he being nice to me?

      Damn it, I love it.

      I shake my head, surprised by how hard I’m smiling. I watch the TV as I wait to eat with Owen. I nurse my vodka, thanking it for keeping me calm through all his smiles and quick wit. I’m not sure what is going on, but I’m enjoying myself immensely. I’m struggling waiting for Owen since I’m starving, but when I glance at my veggies, one carrot is looking extra juicy. It’s only one carrot, so I grab my fork, stabbing it, just as someone taps my shoulder. I look over to see a girl, probably my age and gorgeous. She’s tall, blond hair, big boobs, and a rocking body. Behind her is a table of girls who look just like her, and they’re all watching too.

      “Hey,” she says sweetly, and I smile back politely.

      “Hey?”

      “Sorry to bother you, but is that your brother?”

      I blink. I then realize what she is asking and hook my thumb to where Owen was sitting. “Who, the guy sitting here? No, that’s my friend.”

      She doesn’t miss a beat. Very intrusively, she asks, “Boyfriend?”

      I laugh. “No, just a friend. We grew up together.”

      She nods. “Oh, okay. I was just wondering. He looks like Owen Adler from the IceCats.”

      I don’t react. I shrug. Does she really expect me to tell her if it’s him? I’m his friend…ish. Kinda. “Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      She eyes me before she walks back to her table, and I look away, but unfortunately, I have hearing like a barn owl. To her friends, she says, “She wouldn’t admit it’s him, but I knew he wouldn’t be here with someone like her. They’re just old friends.”

      I press my lips together, and I want to get mad. I want to tell her to go suck my ass or worse. Then I want to cry. I was having so much fun. I was enjoying his attention and our banter, but of course, it was short-lived.

      Because like she said, Owen Adler wouldn’t be here with someone like me.

      Someone fat.

      We’re not even friends.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen

      

      After washing my hands, I look up in the mirror to find myself truly grinning for the first time in weeks. Paxy doesn’t want to like me, but she does. I know she does. I don’t know if it’s a good idea to get involved with someone I grew up with, especially since I know her dad is a slight bit overprotective—and she has three huge uncles who are also very overprotective—but I feel good. I feel normal sitting with her. I don’t feel alone or lacking. I’m having fun and enjoying life. I like the way that makes me feel.

      Before I can head out, my phone rings. It’s Evan.

      “Hey, bro. What’s up?”

      “Nothing, just checking in. Where are you?”

      “At the GreenEar Pub,” I say, going out the door. “Getting some second dinner.”

      “Didn’t like the food at Amelia’s?”

      “No, wasn’t good.”

      “Well, GreenEar is the best. I love the pickles there.”

      “Right? They’re so good.” I head to the end of the hall where the bathrooms were and look out into the dining room. My eyes immediately fall on Angie. She has her dark hair up in a messy bun but with braids on the side that lead up into the bun. Her bangs are full, covering parts of her dark-rimmed glasses, giving her a naughty librarian look. She’s wearing her scrubs, and man, red looks fantastic on her. “Bet you’ll never guess who I’m with.”

      “You’re with someone?”

      “Not intentionally, but yes. Paxy.”

      He scoffs. “Paxy is eating dinner with you?”

      “I didn’t really give her a choice. I sat beside her and made her talk to me.”

      He laughs. “I bet she’s loving that.”

      “Um, she is,” I insist.

      “Highly doubtful. She hates you.”

      “Nope, she’s into me.”

      He mocks. “Okay, and you’re into her?”

      “You know I am.”

      “I thought that crush ended a long time ago.”

      “Dude, have you seen her? No way that crush is gone.”

      Evan laughs. “All right. Just don’t play with her feelings.”

      “I won’t. But let me tell you, I want to play with that body,” I say before sucking my teeth, much to his dismay. “She’s all thick and wearing the color of a candy apple. I want to take a bite.”

      “I honestly just gagged. Please stop.”

      I chuckle. “I’m going to get her.”

      “Good luck. It’ll take a lot of work. She’s not a victim of the Owen charm.”

      “I know this,” I announce. “We’re getting along great. Loads of easy talking. I actually told her about how Mom makes everyone eat clean at the house and I’m glad I can eat whatever I want now.”

      Evan taunts. “I’ve gained five pounds. Mom lets me eat whatever.”

      I glare, though he can’t see me. “How does it feel to be the favorite?” His laughter makes me smile and miss him so much. But then I watch as a girl from a table behind where we are sitting comes up to Paxy. She says something, Paxy jerks her thumb behind her, and then the girl says something else. The girl walks away, and I watch as Angie’s shoulders fall. The table of girls starts to laugh, all nodding, and I’m wondering what’s going on.

      “Pretty damn great.”

      “Huh?”

      “You asked how it felt to be the favorite,” he reminds me, and I shake my head.

      “My bad. Hey, let me let you go. Call you tomorrow.”

      “Jesus. Don’t be an idiot.”

      I hang up and tuck my phone into my back pocket as I head to the bar where Angie waits. The girls from the table behind us watch me, and I can tell they recognize me. Pretty sure they’re what my dad would call “child support.” I have yet to meet a good puck bunny who isn’t trying to get knocked up. I sit down and reach for my fork. I notice Paxy hasn’t started eating. “You didn’t need to wait for me.”

      She shrugs. “Just trying to be polite.”

      “Well, thanks. Sorry I took so long. Evan called.”

      She doesn’t touch her fork. “How’s he doing?”

      “Apparently he’s gained five pounds ’cause my mom is allowing him to eat whatever he wants.”

      “Lucky.”

      “That’s what I said,” I joke as I dig in. “So, ready to dive into our discussion?” I can tell something is off, and before she can answer me, I ask, “What’s wrong?”

      She doesn’t look at me. “Nothing. Lost my appetite.”

      I make a face. “I would too if that’s all I had. Here,” I say, taking some of my pasta and putting it on her plate.

      She looks at it and then the plate. “I don’t need pasta.”

      “Oh, you need extra sauce?” I ask, handing her the little bowl of extra I ordered.

      “Owen—”

      “What?” Finally, her eyes meet mine. I can see pain, and I don’t know why it’s there. But I want to make it go away. I reach out, cupping her bicep in my hand. Her skin is so soft, warm. I felt a jolt of desire rush through my body, but concern takes over. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she insists once more, but I know it’s a lie.

      “Eat, then,” I say, tapping her plate. When she doesn’t move to pick up her fork, I say, “Please.”

      And I mean it. I don’t know what happened, but I suspect it has something to do with those girls. I stare at her until she reaches for her fork and begins to pick at her food. It’s a start, I guess. I take a few bites before clearing my throat and continuing our conversation from before. “So, hear me out. We’re told over and over again to be a certain size—”

      “I’m sorry,” she says, meeting my gaze. “Can I take a rain check on this discussion?”

      I bring in my brows, and whatever has changed her demeanor is starting to piss me off. “Okay.”

      She picks up a piece of broccoli and puts it in her mouth. I look at the TV as I eat a few bites, watching her out of the side of my eye. She doesn’t really eat, but she does pick at the pasta. Even dips her veggies and chicken in the sauce. That pleases me more than it should. I clear my throat. “Do you still collect Funko Pops?”

      Her lips curve automatically. “Yeah. Well, no, not here. But my dad and I still have a killer collection at the house.”

      “That’s cool. I remember that every Christmas I would go get you a Pop.”

      She looks confused. “Huh?”

      “Yeah, Mom made me pick because I knew the most about them.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s surprising.”

      “Is it? Why?”

      “I don’t know. I just never saw you shopping for me.”

      “It was fun,” I admit, holding her gaze. “Why don’t you collect here?”

      “It’s my dad’s and my thing. Here, I collect plants.”

      “Plants?”

      Her eyes light up, and it almost feels like it did before I went to the bathroom. “Yeah, they’re awesome and really great for mental health. The oxygen from them is so clean for you.”

      “That’s cool.”

      “Yeah, my room is a glassed-in porch, so I filled it with all kinds of gorgeous plants.”

      “You sleep on a glassed-in porch? I thought you were in the dorms?”

      “No, I moved out of the dorms. I’m actually thinking of moving again.”

      “Why?” I ask, taking a bite of my sirloin. “Need more room for plants?”

      She grins. “I could use the room, but I’m realizing I may have put all my eggs in one basket.”

      As I chew, I’m utterly confused. “Explain?”

      “My boss is my roommate.”

      “Ah,” I say, making a face.

      “Yeah, and I hate her boyfriend.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s such a jackass. Really rude and can’t ever just leave me alone.”

      I give her a dry look. “Want me to beat him up?”

      She snorts. “Please.”

      “No, really. I’ll call my boy Dart, and we’ll put him in his place.”

      “How are you going to just volunteer your friend to fight with you?”

      “Because that’s what we do,” I insist, holding her gaze. “We were actually in this pub when my other buddy, Kirby, decided he was about to whoop this dude’s ass for putting his hands on his now-future wifey. And we all stood up, ready to go. Even Evan was ready.”

      She blinks. “Wow. Hockey players are loyal.”

      “We are,” I agree. “But wouldn’t you do that for your person?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t have a person.”

      “Yes, you do. Ally Titov?” I say, speaking of her bestie from home. “Or wait, Brooks, now that she and Asher got married.”

      Her eyes widen. “They got married?”

      “Yeah,” I say slowly. “Do y’all not talk?”

      “I don’t talk to anyone, really. I just work and go to school.”

      “Well, that’s boring.”

      She agrees with a nod. “Sure, but I chose to come here.”

      I lean on my hand, pointing my fork at her. “Why is that?”

      She chews for a second and then shrugs. “I needed a change of scenery.”

      I can understand that. “So, you like it here?”

      “I do. I love the beach.”

      “Me too. It’s my favorite thing. My place is on the beach.”

      “And you call Evan the favorite.”

      I nod. “He is, but I’m a close second.”

      She grins. “I do miss Nashville food, though.”

      “Yes, and desserts. I demolished so many cupcakes at Shelli’s baby thing.”

      “Were they Audrey Jane’s?”

      “You know it.”

      “Ugh, I bet they were good.”

      “So damn good,” I say, missing those little cakes of happiness. “I bet I can convince Audrey to send us some.”

      She peers over at me. “Us?”

      “Yeah.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t need cupcakes.”

      I roll my eyes. “Can you stop with this, ‘I don’t need’ shit? It’s annoying.”

      “I’m just being truthful,” she says, shrugging.

      “No, you’re saying what you’ve been taught is true. That’s not true. You can have cupcakes.”

      “Sure, but I don’t need them.”

      “No one needs them. We want them. Hell, the only things we need are oxygen and water. Everything else is just an indulgence.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes. Food, indulgence. Entertainment, indulgence. I mean, our phones… Everything.”

      “Sex?” she asks, her eyes darker and way more scrumptious than any cupcake.

      “Hell yeah, sex.”

      She laughs as she looks away. “Okay, Owen.”

      “You know I’m right.”

      “I would say you’re not totally wrong.”

      “Same thing.”

      “It’s not,” she insists, and when the girls behind us laugh loudly, her smile falls away. “I’m going to get the check and head out.”

      I make a face. “What? Why? Are you not having fun?”

      She looks over at me quickly. “No, I am. I’m just so tired, and I need to get out of this space.”

      I hold her gaze, and she stares into mine. Just like before, neither of us says anything or even dares to look away. Everything inside of me is urging me to kiss her. When she licks her lips, my body catches on fire and my cock comes alive. I swallow hard, trying to keep my wits about me. “I saw that girl come over to you. What did she say?”

      Her brows touch, shame comes over her face, and she looks away quickly. “What are you talking about?”

      “The girls behind us. I saw one of them come up to you. What did she say? Because whatever it was upset you, and I want to know.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” she quickly insists. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Tell me,” I say, a little more aggressively than I intended.

      She looks up, surprised, and her eyes narrow as she looks at me.

      “Please.”

      She visibly swallows, and I can tell she doesn’t want to share, but she does anyway. “She asked if you were Owen Adler.”

      “Oh? What did you say?”

      “I said ‘Okay.’”

      “Okay?”

      “Yeah, ’cause I didn’t want to confirm your identity.”

      “Oh. Well, thanks, but that wouldn’t upset you. What else was said?”

      Her eyes burn into mine. She hesitates, and then in a lower voice, she says, “She asked if you were my brother, and I said no. Then asked if we were together. Once more, I said no, that we were friends, and she walked away. When she got back to the table, though, she told her friends, ‘I knew he wouldn’t be here with someone like her.’”

      I’m confused. “Someone like you? What does that mean?”

      She sits up, moving her hand up and down her body. “I’m not sample size.”

      I blink. “Huh?”

      Exasperatedly, she says, “I’m fat.”

      I don’t know why, but none of this makes sense. It’s all absurd to me. I look back at the girls, who keep looking at me and batting their lashes, and then back at Angie. Yes, the girls are beautiful and have super-fit bodies. Some of their pieces may be plastic, but it doesn’t matter; they aren’t who I want. “That’s absolute bullshit. You don’t believe that, do you?”

      Angie’s eyes plead with mine. “Please don’t say anything. I’m already so embarrassed.”

      Oh, the pettiness in me is real, and I want to make them feel embarrassed for doing that to her. But I won’t give them the time of day.

      “Their opinions don’t matter,” I say, and her eyes soften a bit. Before she can disagree with me or tell me they’re right or whatever else she might say, I take her by the back of the neck and bring her toward me, almost pulling her off the stool. Her eyes widen, but I’ve got her with my knee, holding her stool in place as I go for her mouth.

      When I touch my lips to hers, I’m a goner.

      Every fiber of my being explodes. My blood runs like lava, and my cock basically turns to stone. My heart rocks in my chest, but all I want is to taste her. Her lips are so soft and full. I run my tongue along her lips, and to my delight, she opens her mouth and kisses me back. She brings her hand up, cupping my jaw, and I devour her sweet mouth with nothing or no one holding me back. I can feel her pulse where my thumb lays against her throat, and it’s just as out of control as mine. I don’t know if this was a good idea, but one thing is for sure, she wanted to kiss me just as much as I wanted to kiss her.

      When we part, I don’t let her go far as her eyes flutter open to meet mine. Her lips are parted, her eyes are wide with surprise, and I know I match her.

      I never realized how much I wanted to kiss her until now, and I sure as hell don’t want to stop.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      I’m not dehydrated. I’ve drunk almost a gallon of water today.

      Nor am I drunk. Two watered-down vodka Sprite Zeros won’t do that.

      I’m for sure not dreaming because this is way too real for a dream.

      Yet Owen Adler’s lips are on mine.

      I feel completely unsteady, my thighs are quivering, and between them, it’s a flood zone. Even if I could breathe at this moment, I know I wouldn’t be able to. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to kiss him, to taste him, to feel his lips on mine, but not even my wildest dreams could have prepared me for this. He smells like freshly cut wood and spice. With my hand on his jaw, I find he isn’t as hard as I assumed he was. He’s soft. His lips are thick and feel like marshmallows against mine. His hand is rough against my neck, and the way he holds me tells me I’m not the first girl he’s held like this. I knew before that he was someone to stay away from. But now, it’s damn obvious I need to run.

      Once I’m done with this kiss.

      His tongue moves along my lips, and I open for him, because apparently, I don’t have control over my body. Our tongues touch, and I moan ever so softly into his mouth. He slides his hand up my thigh, his thumb moving along the outside, sending pure fire up my leg. Our tongues tangle and play in a slow but needy way. I’ve never in my life wanted to keep kissing a person. Usually, I don’t like kissing for long. I don’t like not being able to breathe, but I could pass out right now and be okay with it.

      He pulls back first, thankfully, because I’m about to have a heart attack. My heart is truly about to come out of my chest, and I realize once my eyes flutter open that he hasn’t moved away from me. Owen’s lips are almost touching mine. His eyes are half-lidded, dark as storm clouds, and his lips are swollen from our kiss. He looks as if he wants more, but I know that can’t be the case. I feel people staring at us, and between the bartender and the women at the table, that was bound to happen. Needless to say, he’s made his point.

      And made me explode in my panties.

      No big deal.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, searching his eyes. He moves in, but I stop him with my hand. “It’s okay. You are incredibly sweet to do that, but you don’t have to do it again.”

      It’s almost as if he doesn’t understand what I’m saying. He stares at me, his eyes slowly narrowing before he asks, “I don’t have to do it again?”

      “No, it’s okay. You showed them, thank you,” I say, leaning back and crossing my legs to put space between us. His arms drop to his sides as he stares at me, his lips parting a bit. The same lips I want to drown in. Fuck me, he can kiss. I force a chuckle as I down the rest of my drink. I side-eye him and laugh. “Stop staring at me.”

      He glares. “What just happened here?”

      I don’t look at him as I pop a cauliflower floret into my mouth. I hate that my heart is still beating out of control. I despise that I want to kiss him again. I’m only setting myself up for failure. “What do you mean?”

      “No, what do you mean?” He’s basically staring a hole in the side of my head.

      “I don’t know what you mean by that, but I was just saying thanks for being nice.”

      “Being nice?”

      “Yeah, to show them that…I don’t know, that I could sit with you or something.” The realization of that hurts me to the pit of my stomach. I wish he hadn’t kissed me; it would have been easier. Now I feel like it was a pity kiss. “We both know they’re right.”

      I chance a glance and regret it instantly. He feels bad. He was trying to help, and instead, he knows I’m embarrassed. “Actually, no. I don’t know that.”

      I bring in my brows, still unable to fully look at him because I don’t want the sympathy. I feel so pathetic as it is. “It’s okay, Owen. You don’t have to keep up the act.”

      “I’m not acting,” he insists, so I laugh to keep from crying. “I kissed you because I’ve wanted to since we were younger.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I jeer.

      “Angie, look at me.”

      “Rather not,” I say, unable to hold in my emotion. I reach for my purse and grab some cash from inside, throwing it down. “I’m gonna go.”

      “Wait,” he says, stopping me.

      But I pull my arm from his grip. “Thanks again.”

      He doesn’t let me go that easy. He’s right on my tail. I don’t think he paid, not that I can care. My goal is to get to my car. ASAP. “Angie.”

      I ignore him, picking up speed, but his one step equates to a slight jog for me. He stops me by standing in front of me. “Come on, Owen. Let me leave with what’s left of my dignity.”

      Now, he’s mad. His eyes are wild as he looks down at me. “I don’t know what’s going on in your head, or even what you believe, but I kissed you because I wanted to. Because it’s all I can think about doing. I would have done it sooner if you hadn’t acted like you hated me.”

      I look down at the gravel, closing my eyes, unable to believe anything he is saying. “Owen, be real. There is no way any of that is true.”

      “Why do you say that? Why is it so hard to believe that I want you?”

      My eyes widen. He wants me? Now that’s comical, but also, it pisses me off. “Look at me!” I yell, gesturing my hand up and down my body.

      “Oh, believe me, I do. A lot.”

      I roll my eyes. “Stop. You don’t have to be nice or even flatter me. I know the truth.”

      “I’m still waiting to learn this ‘truth.’” I glare, and he does the same. “What? Tell me since you apparently know and I don’t.”

      “Whatever,” I say, rolling my eyes and walking around him. “I don’t have time to play games with you.”

      “Play games? I’m not playing games. I kissed you, and you thanked me for being nice. I don’t know about you, but I wasn’t trying to be nice in that kiss. I was trying to devour you.”

      I pause mid-step because my kitty screams. Jesus Christ Superstar. I look over my shoulder at him in shock, but I keep my bearings. He is too damn good-looking to want someone like me. I know it; I’m not stupid. “It’s cool. You don’t have to keep up the ruse.”

      “What the fuck? There is no fucking ruse, Angie!” he yells, his eyes wild. “I don’t know what the fuck is happening here, or what you’ve allowed yourself to think, but I happen to think you’re the sexiest fucking woman I’ve ever met, and I don’t want to ‘nice’ kiss you. Or use a ruse or whatever.”

      Tears start to burn my eyes as I hold his. “People like you don’t like people like me.”

      “I don’t know these people you speak of, because I fucking like you.”

      This makes no sense. “I’m gonna go.”

      “Seriously?”

      I turn then, throwing my arms up. “What, Owen? I don’t know what to say or how to react to that. I don’t believe shit you say because I know the truth. I know what I look like. I see it. I’m not who I was—”

      “Because we grow,” he interjects. “We change, things change, and that’s okay. Listen,” he says, coming close enough to hold me, but thankfully, he doesn’t. “I can sit here and tell you, over and over again, how fucking beautiful I think you are. That I love the color of your eyes and the little dip in your chin. How your glasses give me some naughty scientist vibes. That I love how juicy your ass is, how the size of your breasts and thighs makes my mouth water. I can tell you I have undressed you about a billion times in my head, and I know good and well that how I imagine your body to be is nothing compared to the real thing.”

      Oh good lord, I can’t breathe. I’m lost in his eyes, his words.

      “It doesn’t matter what I say, though. Until you love who you are, you won’t believe me.” He steps back, and soon he’s blurry from my tears. He shrugs as he shakes his head. “Let me know when you see what I see.”

      My lips quiver as I watch him walk backward, his eyes never leaving mine. I’m speechless and, honestly, confused as fuck. Before, when I was younger and seventy pounds lighter, I would have jumped his bones without any regard whatsoever. I would believe he wanted me. I could see it in his eyes, and I would trust my instincts. But now, I don’t even trust my own brain. How can someone so fucking gorgeous want someone like me? He could have anyone and then some. Girls fall at his feet, and he wants me to believe he wants me? I’m frumpy, I’m covered in stretch marks, and I’m riddled with daddy issues and trauma. Not that he knows the latter, but what if he gets past the fat part of me and then sees I’m broken? Yeah, no. I’m not setting myself up for that kind of rejection.

      But why do I want to believe him so badly? More than anything in this world.

      I go to turn to get into my car when he calls out. “Oh. And, Angie?”

      I look over at him, trying to blink back my tears.

      “I don’t sling weight around for nothing. Not only am I built to throw guys into the boards—I’m built to flip you, lift you, and bend you over any surface imaginable.”

      Yup, I came.

      “And not in a ‘nice’ way,” he adds with air quotes before turning and heading inside like he didn’t just turn my fucking world upside down. I watch as he walks away, his ass ever so thick in those shorts. I’ve never wanted to squeeze a man’s ass in my life, but I want to squeeze Owen’s. The realness of his words and his actions plays over and over in my head, leaving me paralyzed in place as he heads inside. Tears fall down my face, not because I’m sad but because I want so desperately to believe him. To trust what he says. His body language told me he was being truthful. So did his eyes. I can ignore words, but those eyes, they’re hard to ignore.

      So what in the living hell am I to think now?

      What am I going to do?

      And more than that, how do I let go of my insecurities so I can be flipped, lifted, and bent over the nearest surface?

      By Owen Adler.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen

      

      I’m fucking pissed.

      Beyond pissed, really.

      I think the last time I was this angry was during my high school championship and I got hit in the mouth with a stick—twice, with no call. Dude almost broke my nose before they finally called him. It was beyond frustrating, but nothing can compare to the frustration I feel right now. I have known Angela Paxton most of my life. I have been attracted to and into her for years, but she wouldn’t give me the time of day. I finally get her to give me some attention, and then I get my mouth on hers, and bam! She slams the brakes on so damn hard, I basically have whiplash.

      Livid. Yes, I am livid.

      She wanted to kiss me; I could see it in her eyes. When I finally got to those lips, I could feel her wanting me. There was no denying it. So how in the hell did she go from being right there with me to feeling like she wasn’t enough? I have half a mind to cuss out the table behind me. Those girls are nothing compared to Paxy. I honestly don’t know how she can’t see that. Has she put on weight? Yes, but so have I! So has anyone who’s aged. We aren’t meant to stay in our child-size bodies. That’s what makes us adults. Some chunk? Fucking hell!

      She’s infuriating, and fuck, I want more. Who has made her feel differently about herself? Is it truly all in her head? Because I know her family. They are like us; you love yourself because you’re a badass. They wouldn’t judge her, only love her and…

      Wait. Is that why she hasn’t spoken to her mom on FaceTime or seen her?

      What in the ever-loving hell is going on with that girl? Did she have a crappy boyfriend? Or a friend who made her feel like she is less than perfect? Don’t get me wrong; I’m not naïve to the fact that the world holds women to a different standard and forces them to think they need to be a size that is acceptable to them, but I was raised by Elli Adler. She’s always been thicker than other moms, but no matter what, everyone knew she was a force to be reckoned with. Everyone knew my mom was more than her size. Even my sister Posey is on the thicker side, and depending on the week, Shelli can be too. I see nothing wrong with this. Our bodies change to adapt.

      Hell, if I don’t take a good shit every day, I look pregnant. I don’t care, because at the end of the day, my body is eventually going to be old and rotten. I refuse to regret anything. As long as I’m able to do my job and stay healthy, then my weight will level out. Why is it that I, a twenty-year-old dude, can realize this, but not a twenty-one-year-old female who has the power to bring me to my knees?

      Why am I sitting here pissed off because a girl I like doesn’t see her worth?

      Damn it.

      I eat angrily until the bartender comes over, and then he points to Angie’s plate. “Did she leave?” I nod, not wanting to answer him. He grimaces. “Sorry, dude.”

      I scoff. “Not because of me but because of the judgmental bitches behind us.”

      He makes a face, looking past me, and I hope they heard me. It may be rude and I’m being petty, but I can’t shake this anger. “Yeah, they’re only in here to find a sugar daddy.”

      “And see, I came for company, found her, and it got ruined.”

      “Sorry, dude,” he says once more, cleaning her place. “She comes in once a week if you want to try to catch her.”

      “I actually grew up with her and she works where I do, so I’ll catch her.”

      He salutes me. “Good luck, dude.”

      “Thanks,” I say, polishing off my food and chasing it with a drink. I throw my card down and lean back. The bartender cleans up my area and then takes my card before I pull out my phone to text Evan.

      Me: Dude, Paxy is on a whole different level.

      Before he can text me back, someone comes up beside me. I look over to find the girl who talked to Angie before. She must be a brave one, because even with my hat low, I’m not the most approachable dude right now.

      “Hi,” she says sweetly. “My name is Rian, and I just wanted to introduce myself.”

      “Why?” I ask bluntly.

      She’s visibly taken aback. “Um, so we can get to know each other?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I know for a fact that you saw me with that girl before she left.”

      “Yeah, but she said you two were just friends.”

      “She may think that, but I think it’s more.”

      Her brows come together. “Oh.”

      I lean in, my eyes holding her blue ones. “Yeah, I like girls like her because they’re not judgmental assholes who make comments about someone’s size when it’s none of their goddamn business.”

      She struggles to find words as I sign the receipt the bartender brought back, leaving him a good tip. Finally, she says, “I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I just didn’t think you were a chubby chaser.”

      I scoff loudly and so obnoxiously, my mom would have slapped me upside the head. “I’m a soul chaser. A girl’s body is maybe ten percent of my concern. Do I like to be attracted to someone? Yup, but when they open their mouths and show that they’re assholes, I’m good.”

      With that, I nod to the bartender and head out of the pub just as my phone rings. It’s Evan.

      “What do you mean? What happened?”

      I shake my head and let out a long breath. I tell him the whole story, even the last part with the females I don’t know from Adam. Gone is my anger, and it’s been replaced not by sadness but disappointment. Angie wasn’t insecure when we were younger. Yes, she was skinnier, but she wasn’t built like the girls we hung out with. She was taller than everyone else. She always had wide hips, wide shoulders, and not thick thighs but super-muscular ones. Always. To me, she looks way better now than she did before. She’s actually filled out with curves that I never want to quit. Her face is fuller, rather than all narrow and sunken-in. I love her glasses and the bangs she has now.

      How does she not look in the mirror and see what I see?

      “Just like you said, she’s got body image issues.”

      “Not good,” Evan says.

      “Nope, but it doesn’t matter. She hasn’t seen the last of me.”

      He groans. “Should I call and warn her?”

      “No, don’t you dare.”

      “Okay, but tread lightly. I don’t know why she feels like she isn’t beautiful anymore, but you can’t forget she did almost get raped. Or attacked—I don’t remember the details, only that it’s the main reason she left Nashville. To start over.”

      I pause. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Oh. You didn’t know that.”

      “I did not.”

      “Well, that’s not good. I didn’t tell you that.”

      “But you did. Spill it, brother.”

      “I don’t know the details, only that some dude Ally was messing with assaulted Paxy or something, and then Asher went after him.”

      “Fucking hell,” I say since I really didn’t know any of this. “Do you think that’s why she doesn’t like who she is?”

      “I mean, it could add into it. You’re gonna have to talk to her.”

      I make a face. “Yeah, ’cause that’s gonna be easy.”

      Evan laughs. “I never once said it was going to be easy, but then Angie once told me, ‘The best things in life are never easy.’”

      I lick my lips, still tasting her, and soon, I’m not even trying to fight back a grin. I’ve never heard a truer statement, and I grew up hearing things along the lines of “The bigger the hair, the closer to Jesus.” So believe me when I say I know good sayings. I also know a good girl when I see her. I wouldn’t have given the girls behind us the time of day. I knew from the jump they weren’t the kinds of girls I would vibe with.

      Even though she wouldn’t speak to me much, Angie and I had always liked the same things. When we’d sit up in the Assassins owners’ suite, we always had nachos with cheese, popcorn, jalapeños, and salsa. She saw me do it and copied me. Though, we never acknowledged it. We also loved a great wrister. She had a sick one, and mine has all the sauce on it. I mean, shit, we vibe. We always have. I get that she ignored me and maybe even hated me, but it’s cool; we’ve grown. Angie has always been a good girl in my eyes. A stunning girl. And I’ve decided it’s my goal to make her see that.

      Since I couldn’t help my brother, maybe I can help her.

      And my reward will be to enjoy that body that makes me weak in the knees.
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      Angie

      

      My thoughts and dreams have been filled with three things.

      Owen. Owen’s lips. Owen’s words.

      Basically, everything and anything that starts and ends with Owen Adler. It’s extremely annoying when I’m supposed to be doing everything I can not to think or dream about him. Instead, I tossed and turned, imagining what it would be like to be flipped, lifted, and bent by him. I’ve thought about what his lips did to mine. But most of all, I’ve thought about how amazing it would be to believe his words. To know he wasn’t just being nice or kind. I’m sure he felt awful about what those girls said and he was taking pity on me. His daily good deed. Be nice to the fat girl he knows.

      He probably went home with one of those girls.

      Surely didn’t go home with me, not that I gave him a chance.

      Like a damn idiot.

      Lord knows I could use a good night of fun. I haven’t had sex since coming to South Carolina. I’ve dated, but I have found no one worth a damn to sleep with. Plus, I have my standards set so high, and then my insecurities are so awful, the thought of being naked in front of a man makes me sick to my stomach. I can’t imagine. Of course, I do imagine Owen naked with me. I wonder if he’d still think I was beautiful when he saw my stretch marks or my little pooch. I doubt it; no one could, which is why the only action I get is the action I provide myself.

      With the help of thoughts of Owen, I outdid myself last night.

      I throw a bunch of spinach in along with almond milk and protein powder for my morning smoothie. My mom would be proud that I’m actually eating something with substance, rather than a sugar-filled granola bar. I pause, our conversation about Owen’s mom coming to mind. I smile at the thought of Evan living his best life with all the love food I’m sure Elli is making him and that Owen doesn’t get to enjoy. It makes me laugh as I send my mom a picture of my smoothie.

      She writes back quickly.

      Mom: Oh, thank God it’s not a granola bar.

      I snort as I put a top on my cup before taking a long pull of it. Tasty. I start to clean up, and I’m almost finished when I hear London coming down the hall. Or so I thought. Leroy comes into the kitchen and makes a face.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Cleaning up my smoothie mess.”

      “A smoothie? It’s going to take more than that to help you lose weight,” he says, and as he moves by me, he acts as if I’m taking up all the space. He slides his body along the counter, gripping it for dear life, and I swear I want to punch him.

      He’s your boss’s boyfriend, I repeat over and over again.

      “Jesus, I thought Lo said you lost weight,” he throws at me, and that’s it. I turn to tell him to fuck off, or something just as mean, but he’s already out the door, his laughter taunting me.

      “Ugh!”

      I lean against the counter, drinking my smoothie and wishing like hell I didn’t have to deal with him. I know I could move out, but I don’t want to ask my mom for that. If I told her why I was moving, though, she’d go completely mama bear. She’d probably kill Leroy. That’s an option, actually. The problem, though, is I’d have to admit that I was fat, as he likes to call me.

      “Morning!”

      I look over as London floats in, her scrubs fitted and her hair down in large curls. She looks like she’s about to be Miss America rather than a senior researcher. She glances over at me and grins. “Do you like the spinach in it?”

      I nod. “I do, actually.”

      “Awesome. Told you! I’m so glad you’re actually eating! Iced coffee is not a meal.”

      “I know,” I say with a smile, but none of this makes sense. How can London be so kind and supportive when Leroy is a dick? I look down at my smoothie as I drink it, and I struggle with what to do. It shouldn’t be like this.

      “You okay? You’re spacing on me.”

      I nod, swallowing hard. “I have a question, actually,” I say without thinking. She looks over, smiling widely with no cares in the world. I clear my throat, and when I feel confident in my choice of words, I ask, “Does Leroy talk about me to you?”

      She is visibly taken aback, her brows crashing together. “What? No? Why?”

      Oh. Well, this is awkward. “Um, he made the comment that you said I’d lost weight.”

      She beams. “Oh, I told him how proud I was of you! You’re doing so wonderful.”

      That’s nice, but it makes no sense. “What did he say?”

      She shrugs. “Nothing. He just listened.” I watch her, and I don’t think she’s lying. Or even hiding the truth. “Why do you ask?”

      She holds my gaze, and I know I should walk away from this. I know I should let it be, but I want it to stop. “He isn’t nice to me. Never has been, really.”

      Once more, she’s taken aback. “What do you mean? Leroy loves you. We both do!”

      Oh, this is so awkward. “London, he is always making fun of my weight and mooing at me.”

      “Mooing?”

      I nod. “Like a cow. He moos at me.”

      She laughs. “Oh, Angie, stop. He’s probably just messing with you. He isn’t like that.”

      I shake my head, and her laughter dies off. “He is. He’s really awful to me.”

      London smiles, coming over to take my hand. “I promise you, he’s only playing around. He would never be mean to someone we care for. You’re family.”

      “I don’t feel—”

      “I’m telling you, he’s only messing around,” she says more forcefully.

      The grin is there, but in her eyes, I can see she’s getting upset. I press my lips together, knowing there is no point in even trying to fight her on this. She doesn’t believe for a second her boyfriend is a fat-phobic asshole. “Can you tell him to stop?”

      She scoffs. “Stop what? He treats you like a sister.”

      “I have two brothers and a sister. We don’t fat shame one another.”

      She side-eyes me. “I thought you don’t talk to them because you’re overweight?”

      My heart drops to my stomach. “I do talk to them, and they might not know, but even so, they wouldn’t fat shame me.”

      “He isn’t doing that,” she says, shaking her head. “I promise you. Don’t be so sensitive. He’s only teasing you.”

      Wow. Okay. “I’m not being sensitive, but good to know that you’ll listen to my concerns.”

      “Angie, stop. I am,” she says, stopping me, but I move my arm from her hand. “I think you’re misunderstanding him.”

      “He just said you were wrong in assuming I had lost weight. Oh, and that it will take more than a smoothie to help me lose weight.”

      Something flashes in her eyes, but she only says, “Maybe you heard him wrong.”

      “Nope. I know what I heard, but now that I know where I stand, thanks.”

      I put my smoothie cup in the dishwasher and head toward my room. Once the door shuts behind me, I sit on my bed and allow the tears to slide down my cheeks. My only friend in this fucking town doesn’t believe me when I tell her about her shitty boyfriend. I have no clue how I am supposed to face her after that, but I knew I had to say something. Now, though, I guess I’ll have to take matters into my own hands. He says anything to me, I’m cussing him out.

      I’ll also start looking for another place.

      I look over at my plants, all thriving with the sun shining on their leaves. I’ll need a room just for them, but at least they don’t call me fat.

      Owen would never call me fat.

      I drop my face into my hands. Why did I think that? He is the last person I need to think about right now, but in my heart, I know he would never say anything like that or even allow someone else to. Nor would my family, but I’m so scared of everyone’s opinion of me. The judgment. Say I give in to Owen, believe him, we go out, and someone makes a comment. Would he realize then that maybe I’m not worth it? Then my family, they’ll love me, of course, but what if they realize that I’m not as good as my siblings? Or even my cousins?

      Fuck, why do I do this to myself?

      Just then, my phone sounds. I furrow my brow since it’s only a number and not a contact. With just the word Hey.

      I write back, asking who it is. And right away, Evan says it’s him.

      Me: Oh! Hey! How are you?

      Evan: Living the dream. How are you?

      Me: Alive and thriving. Are you adjusting to being home?

      Evan: Yeah, I am. I started with a new therapist here, and I’m doing well. They put me on an antidepressant.

      Me: Wow, okay. How do you feel?

      Evan: Okay, but then I have nothing causing me pressure or anxiety.

      Me: This is true. But maybe that’s what you need right now?

      Evan: Maybe. Sorry. Hope it’s okay I texted you.

      Me: Absolutely. I guess I didn’t save your number. I thought I had.

      Evan: No big, but I do need to be honest.

      Me: Honest?

      Evan: Yeah, I’m actually not texting you for me. While I wanted to make sure you’re good, I do have an ulterior motive.

      Me: Um. Okay?

      Evan: Yeah, I’m texting you for my brother. He wants your number, but I told him I wouldn’t give it to him unless you say it’s okay. So, where are you on letting my brother have your number? And I mean Owen, not Quinn, though Quinn has always had a crush on you.

      Whoa. Too much info.

      First, while the fact that an eighteen-year-old has a crush is flattering, I can’t get over the bigger fact that Owen wants my number.

      What for?

      To tease me just like Leroy apparently is?

      Yeah, no thanks.

      I leave Evan on read, and honestly, I don’t have the time to feel bad about it.

      Because I’ve already thought about enough crap to make me feel bad for the day.
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      My day goes from shit to the shitter by the end of my workday.

      School was long, and I’d fought for an A on my medical coding test but was one point from it. It bummed me out, but then I got to work, only to find loads of data that needed to be done last week but was overlooked. By me. So, I spent the afternoon doing that, while also dealing with London giving me the cold shoulder since I arrived at work. It was very much one-word answers, and when she needed something, she messaged me, whereas before, she would come and chitchat while I gathered things for her. So, that’s fucking awesome. Then one of our patients relapsed on his sobriety, and now it’s being discussed that he should go to rehab over the summer. We just have to get him through the rest of the season, and I worry for him. Like I worry for them all.

      The day was draining and exhausting, so the last thing I want to do is work out, but I force myself to do just that. I’m wearing sweats and sweating like a whore in church as I do overhead presses. It’s hot as hell in here, but it’s good for the burn. When I finish my set, I sit back, gasping for breath and draining some water. There are three guys here, players I don’t know. I don’t know why they always wear the shortest shorts with huge hoodies and hats, but then, I’m jealous since I’m dying here. The guys are working on the chest bench and are the farthest from me, not that I’m truly paying them any mind. They haven’t acknowledged me or even looked my way.

      I made sure they weren’t Owen either, because he is the last person I want to see right now. The guy in the middle may be him, but I don’t see the six on the back of his knee. Believe me, I looked. Hard. Because that ass, Jesus. It’s thicker than some girls I’ve seen in here, and then I’m thinking of Owen’s sweet ass. I wonder if he’s mad with how I left last night. Or even because I ignored Evan when he asked for my number. I wonder how his day has gone.

      Fuck, I’m hot, and not in a good, sexy way.

      I check once more at the guys, and again, I don’t think they even know I’m here. I’m so hot, but…there is no way. Yeah, no. You’re fine, I tell myself. I reach for my weight and realize I’m not okay. Once more, I check, and they’re joking around, doing dude things. I doubt they can even see me with the pole that is in the way. I have to go around it to see them.

      They don’t care. Do you, Pax.

      I stand up, pushing my sweatshirt up and over my head, leaving me in a crop top bra. My belly only shows a wee bit since my sweatpants are so high, but when the cool air hits my skin, I feel like a brand-new woman. I look at myself in the mirror, and I can see the line of muscle in my shoulders, which makes me smile, but only a little bit. I still hate how full my hips are and the stretch marks that are all over my stomach. My sweatpants hide my pooch, and even I can’t deny that my boobs look really big in this bra.

      I mean, I don’t look horrible.

      I lift the weights, pressing them above my head and counting to myself, getting lost in the music that plays in the gym. I left my headphones at home, and that almost was the final straw to make me leave, but I pushed through.

      I have goals.

      When I finish the set, I put the weights at my feet and reach for my phone to make sure I don’t have any notifications. I don’t, but I know Evan’s text is sitting there on read. I doubt he cares that I ignored him, probably figured I didn’t want anything to do with Owen. I wish I didn’t, but that isn’t the case. I want everything to do with Owen, but I refuse to be the main source of his pity. His charity case. I didn’t realize he had this nice streak in him, but since I saw him be so incredible with Evan, I’m finding I was wrong. That’s all his mom, I bet, that compassion and kindness. I don’t know when it decided to surface, but it’s surprising for sure. I’d rather not be on the receiving of something fake.

      Something forced.

      But damn if I don’t wish it was all real. I look up into the mirror, and I bet he’d have something slick to say about my bra. He’d probably make a big deal of it since he told me before to wear only a bra to the gym. Wait. Huh. He said that before last night, actually weeks ago. I’d thought he might have been flirting with me, but I wouldn’t allow myself to believe it to be true. Shit, could he be serious?

      Is Owen attracted to me?

      Could he have really wanted to kiss me?

      I have to be dehydrated again.

      I put my phone down, grab my water, and take a nice long pull of it. Some escapes my mouth, running down my chin, throat, and into my bra. I roll my eyes at my clumsiness, but then I’m paralyzed in place when I hear Owen’s voice fill the gym.

      “Excuse me, miss. This is a gym, not a brothel.”

      I whip my head in the direction of his voice, finding him sitting on the bench, his sweatshirt gone and nothing but bare skin and muscles taunting me. His black hat is low on his head, and this grin sits on his lips that is downright fucking corrupt.

      “Shit, I’d pay all day long,” the taller guy says. He looks like a surfer. “Hey, I’m D’Artagnan.”

      The smaller one of the three only smiles. “You guys leave her alone. Sorry, miss.”

      I can’t think, talk, or move. I go to cover my stomach, but then my gaze gets locked with Owen’s, and I know for a fact that he has absolutely no intention at all of leaving me alone. He licks his lips, and with the swagger of Ryan Reynolds, he winks at me.

      He then gets up with no effort and struts toward me. I’m surprised he isn’t as toned as I assumed he was. He is fluffy. He has a little bit of a stomach and even stretch marks, which is totally unexpected. My mouth is dry, and my heart is pounding so hard, I doubt I could hear him if he tried to talk to me.

      But he doesn’t.

      Instead, he goes to the weights, grabbing some thirty-fives and holding them out to me. I put down my water and stare at him. “I can’t do that.”

      “You can,” he insists, and I take them, though he doesn’t give me much choice. He comes behind my bench, crouching down a bit, and I just look at him. “Come on, you can do it. I’m going to spot you.”

      Spot me? As in, touch me? When we’re both a sweaty mess and you look that good?

      Yeah, no big deal.

      I feel as if I’m swallowing sand as I struggle to get the weights up, but then he helps, getting me in the perfect form. His touch is warm and kind. I feel safe as his hands wrap around my wrists, and I know he has me. Owen guides my arms up and down, and it’s hard to focus on what I’m doing when I’m watching him watch me. Somehow, though, I’m lifting it, and I’m proud to say, I’m doing all the work. He is there for reassurance, and I’m so impressed by myself when we get to ten.

      Together.

      He takes the weights from my hands, setting them down beside me.

      I meet his gaze in the mirror when he says, “Told ya.”

      I shrug. “I guess you were right.”

      “Yup,” he says, winking at me again, and I bite down on my lip, squeezing my thighs together. I know he notices it, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “Um… Well, er, thanks?”

      He grins. “No problem. How many sets you got left?”

      “That was the last one.”

      “Awesome. What’s next?”

      “Treadmill.”

      “Don’t do too much cardio,” he advises, putting my weights away.

      I stand up, giving him a look. “Um, cardio burns fat.”

      “Yes, but weight lifting is better for it. It’s slower but more beneficial in the end. I’ll send you an article on it— Oh, wait,” he says, holding my gaze. “I can’t because you wouldn’t give my brother the go-ahead to give me your number.”

      I press my lips together. “Well, I think it’s kinda pathetic you have to get your brother to get my number.”

      His eyes dance with mine. “Well, I wouldn’t have to do that if you hadn’t blown me off last night.”

      “Well, I didn’t blow you off.”

      “Well, you did.”

      “Well, I feel I wasn’t there with you. We just ended up in the same place. So, there is no way I could have blown you off.”

      “Well, I feel we were there together the moment we shared those pickles.”

      My eyes widen. “I never shared with you! You stole my pickles!”

      “And you stole my sauce!”

      I gasp audibly, which makes him chuckle, a low and dirty sound. “You lie! You basically forced me to eat it!”

      When he grins, my heart dances in my chest. “I knew you wanted my sauce.”

      Oh sweet Jesus. “I didn’t want any such thing.”

      He nods slowly. “You did,” he says, leaning in. “But can I tell you what I want?”

      Our eyes lock as I swallow hard. “I don’t think I want to know.”

      His eyes brighten. “Oh, you do.”

      “Doubtful.”

      “You do.” His lips curve, and my kitty cries for him. “I want your number, Pax.”

      I knew I didn’t want to know. My gaze is locked with his, and I know if I give it to him, I’m giving in to whatever game he wants to play. If I don’t give it to him, then I may regret it for the rest of my life.

      “For what?” I ask to give myself more time to figure out what the hell I’m doing.

      He taunts, running his hands down his chest and then to his hips. Not that I watch or that I’m drooling.

      Much.

      I wipe my mouth as he says, “For some texts. Maybe some calls. But definitely FaceTimes.” I fight back a grin as he moves in closer, and I can smell the sweat on his body mixed with that spicy, woodsy smell. He turns his hat to the back, his eyes on full display as he looks down at me, meaning nothing but business.

      And maybe some naughty fun.

      Or maybe I want the fun?

      “Because you’ll need my guidance when you’re lifting, and if I can’t be here, we can FaceTime.”

      “How thoughtful.”

      “Exactly,” he says, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “Also, if I don’t get to see that gorgeous face of yours when I’m on the road, I may play like shit. And you don’t want that on your conscience. Do you?” He moves in even closer, and I can feel the pure heat radiating off his big body. His eyes promise all kinds of things that I am not even the slightest bit ready for. With the most serious and thoughtful look, he asks, “You wouldn’t want me to suck, Paxy? On the ice, I mean.”

      Oh. My. God.

      I’m so screwed.
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      Owen

      

      I made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t kiss Angie again until she knows she’s hot as fuck.

      But as I stand here, grinning at her, my cock is harder than a barbell, and I’m finding that my promise was the dumbest thing I’ve ever decided in my life. And I’ve promised some pretty stupid shit. Like when I promised Evan all my candy from Halloween if he did my chores. That was dumb. Or when I promised Quinn endless rides the summer before I left for the IceCats. Really dumb since the kid only goes to the library. Who still goes to the library? I was bored out of my mind. Or when I promised Posey I wouldn’t tell Shelli that Posey told Aiden that Shelli farted all the time. I did tell him, and then Posey kicked my ass because Shelli kicked hers. In all reality, one would think I’d learned my lesson about making promises.

      I haven’t.

      And I will kiss Angie tonight.

      Not now, though. I’ve got to keep working my magic on her.

      Angie’s lips part as she looks up at me. Even being a taller girl, she’s still shorter than me, and while this may make me sound like a complete asshole pervert—hell, call me whatever—holy shit, her tits look fantastic in that bra. I almost dropped a three-hundred-pound weight on my face when she took off her shirt. No, I shouldn’t have been watching her, and no, I wouldn’t mind dying that way. I am stoked she took my advice. I am proud of her too. She’s way stronger than she realizes, and maybe instead of promising not to kiss her, I can promise to help her learn her strength.

      Shit, if she keeps looking at me through those long lashes and thick-rimmed glasses, I’ll promise her anything.

      “Don’t put that on me,” she says, holding my gaze. “Plus, we both know girls don’t get in the way of hockey. That was drilled into your head since peewees.”

      I chuckle because she’s right. I’m pretty sure my coaches always told us not to let a girl distract you. They’ll ruin your life. But is that truly a bad thing? I mean, hot damn, look at this girl and her curves. Her sweatpants are high on her waist, but her waist dips in before it expands into some full hips and an even thicker ass. I love how she tucks her pants into her socks. It’s weird as fuck, but I like it.

      “You are not wrong, but I will tell you I sucked because you wouldn’t give me your number,” I tease, and she laughs.

      “Whatever. Fine, where is your phone?”

      I hold up a finger. “One second. Let me go get it.”

      I jog toward where Dart and Thatcher are, both giving me knowing grins. I go to my hoodie, getting my phone out of my pocket as Dart says, “If she turns you down, let me know.”

      I give him a blank look. “She’s not.”

      “She’s really pretty. Her glasses are hot,” Thatcher comments, and I nod.

      “So fucking hot.”

      I get up and run back to her to find that she put her shirt back on. Damn it. I groan, holding out my hand toward her, and right away, she brings her brows together. “Why did you put your shirt back on?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Because I’m cold.”

      “Liar!” I accuse. “You just know I can’t resist you, so you’re helping me out, aren’t you?”

      She pauses and then lets out a loud laugh. “Yes, that’s absolutely it. Are you okay, Owen? Need me to put a hat on?”

      I grin, taking mine off and then placing it on her head. She laughs, giving me a wild look, and I’m breathless. Utterly breathless. “Yup, wear the hat. It’s hot.”

      Her sigh makes my body taut. “You’re killing me, Smalls.”

      “Good,” I say with a wink. “So, listen. Before we exchange numbers, my friends think you’re hot.”

      She gawks at me. “Um. Okay?”

      “This is your only chance to blow me off.”

      She looks past me, a grin playing on her lips. “Yeah, right.”

      “No, really,” I say, before yelling to Dart and Thatcher, “Hey, don’t you guys think Angie is hot?”

      Angie smacks me, hard, on my arm, and I laugh as Thatcher nods. “I think you’re beautiful.”

      “Fucking hot, and I’d totally do you,” Dart says, nodding. “And I’m way better in bed than Owen.”

      “Wow,” she says slowly.

      “I think he has ADHD or something because he has absolutely no filter whatsoever.” I shake my head. “Also, he’s lying. I’m way better.”

      Her laughter is intoxicating as she shakes her head. “Stop.”

      “It’s true,” I say, grinning at her. “So, give me the verdict. Me or them?”

      Paxy’s eyes lock with mine as she crosses her arms over her chest. “I’m not sure what I’m choosing here.”

      “To give your number away.”

      She scoffs. “Oh. And none isn’t an option, is it?”

      “Ha! You know you want to give me your number.”

      She purses her lips. “That hasn’t been proven.”

      “It has with the way you’re pursing those lips at me. You basically want me to kiss you.”

      She snorts. “You’re delusional.”

      “Am I, though?”

      Her face turns red as she looks away.

      “Can I have your number now?” She hesitates only for a second before she spits the numbers at me. Once I save her contact, I look back up at her. “I texted you.”

      “Oh. I guess I’ll text you back.”

      “Yeah, do that. And also, you can do me one better.”

      She raises a brow. “Like what?”

      “Let me take you out.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m not. I’m hungry. Are you hungry?”

      Paxy looks down and sighs. It’s like she’s trying to resist me, but we both know she can’t.

      I reach out, running my hand up her arm. She looks up at me. “I know you are.”

      “It’s late.”

      “Yeah. So, we’ll go through a drive-through and then back to my place.”

      She makes a face, taken aback by my comment for some reason. Did she want a fancy dinner? I can do that too. Whatever she wants. “Wow. You assume I’m just going to sleep with you?”

      I blink. “That escalated quickly.” She holds my gaze. “Um. No? I know you like the beach, so I thought we could eat on it.”

      She presses her lips together as a blush fills her cheeks. “Oh.” She closes her eyes, covering them with her hand. “This is so awkward now. I don’t even know why I said that or even assumed that. Like you’d want to sleep with me.”

      I watch as she drops her hand and looks at me, complete embarrassment on her face. I raise my hand, and she looks at me crazy, but I don’t care. “Can we clear something up really fast?”

      She brings in her brows, eyeing me suspiciously. “Um, is it going to make this exchange even more awkward?”

      “I don’t think it’s awkward at all,” I say simply, hold her gaze.

      “It is. I feel stupid.”

      “Don’t. I don’t think that at all.”

      “You’re just being—”

      “If you say ‘nice,’ Angela Paxton, I swear on everything holy, I’ll bend you over my knee and give you a very un-nice, practically naughty, spanking.”

      Her eyes widen as a laugh escapes her lips. “And you say I escalated things! Jesus Christ!”

      “Yes, you will be calling for him.”

      More laughter from her, and I grin widely. “Now, as for clearing that something up. I want you. Hands down. I’d take you right now and fuck you so damn good, you would not walk, you would not think, and you sure as hell would not be asking if I wanted you or not.”

      She swallows hard, pressing her hand to her chest. “Sorry, this is entirely too much information, and I’m having a hard time breathing.”

      I don’t know how my smile grows any more, but it does. I love the color that is filling her cheeks. How her eyes are so wide and glossy. Then those lips, all parted and sweet… I want her. “I have that effect on people.”

      She scoffs. “You’re so full of yourself.”

      I chuckle. “Am I?”

      “Yes, but if I’m honest, I’m actually enjoying it instead of being annoyed by it.”

      “You were annoyed by my confidence?”

      She gives me a look. “Um, yeah. I wanted to be confident like that. And then I wanted your attention, but I never got it.”

      “Because you never gave me the time of day.”

      “Because I thought I was too good for you. I didn’t want some dude who just wanted to fuck me and leave me,” she says, watching me, waiting for my reaction. “Things changed when I saw how wonderful you were with Evan about his mental health.”

      I nod. “Things change. People change.”

      “You’re absolutely right.”

      “And you still are.”

      She scrunches up her face in confusion. “What?”

      “You’re still too good for me,” I say, leaning in and pressing my lips to her cheek. “So, say yes.”

      I pull back, and her lips slowly move up at the side as I take her hand in mine, threading our fingers together. She glances down at our hands and then back up to me. “I’m not dressed for the beach.”

      “We can stop and get you a bikini.”

      She snorts. “No, we cannot.”

      “We can, but I won’t push that. You got on shorts to match that sexy bra of yours?”

      Her eyes sparkle. “I do.”

      “Then you’re good.” She goes to argue, but I squeeze her hand. “Can you drive? I rode with Dart.”

      “Yeah.”

      “All right, let me get my stuff.” I bring her hand up, kissing the back of it before walking away like I just scored one hell of a breakaway goal. I didn’t need a good pass or setup; I had the goal in mind, and I scored.

      And I’m nowhere near done with Angie Paxton.
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      “You honestly drive like a grandma.”

      Angie’s eyes widen as she gasps, “I do not! I drive safely!”

      I snicker. “Who taught you to drive?”

      “My dad.”

      “Exactly. Benji is such a cautious driver.”

      “Yes, because he doesn’t want to die,” she informs me as we kick off our shoes. “Who taught you to drive?”

      “Shelli.”

      She scoffs. “I’m surprised you’re still alive. She’s the worst driver I know.”

      I laugh loudly, the sound mixing with the crashing of the waves as we reach the beach. “Funny, that’s what my mom says.”

      Angie flashes me a bright smile as I spread out a large blanket that I took from the couch. I pull off my hoodie as she lays out the food from Nauti Dogs on the blanket. We ate the fried avocados on the way to my place because she drives so slowly and I couldn’t wait. I sit down, unloading our bag full of every type of hot dog they had as she sits down across from me. She takes a long pull of her Diet Coke, and I open one of the dogs, digging in.

      “God, I’m starving.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re always hungry.”

      I nod. “I’m a growing boy, but I worked out like three times today.”

      Her brow perks. “You did? Why? I struggled to work out once.”

      “We had morning skate and then morning conditioning, and I knew you came at night, so I made the guys go bench with me since this morning was all legs.”

      She flashes me a small grin. “You came because of me?”

      “Uh, yeah. When Evan said you didn’t answer him, I needed to find ya.”

      “That’s not creepy at all.”

      “I didn’t think so,” I say simply as I take another bite. “Why did you have to force yourself to go today? You’ve been going almost every day, haven’t you?”

      She picks at the coleslaw and bacon on her barbecue hot dog. “I have. Been pretty damn consistent, actually, but I had a bad day.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugs. “You don’t want to hear about my bad day.”

      “You’re right. I asked because I was trying to be ‘nice,’” I say with one air quote since I’m stuffing my face with my other hand.

      She fights back a grin and gives me a stern look. “Do I get to spank you since you used the nice word?”

      I pause mid-bite. “God, yes. Do you want me on all fours?”

      She chokes with laughter, and man, I love the sound. It’s throaty and even has a little snort. Super joyful. Especially when her eyes light up like they are right now. Even in the dark, with the light from the moon and from the inside of the house shining on her, I can’t get enough. I want to consume her like I am this hot dog. “Stop.”

      “Fine. Tell me about your day, or I will literally get on all fours and wiggle my ass at you.”

      More laughter around her bite, and I think I might find the way she eats even sexier. She does this cute little thing where she covers her mouth but looks right in my eyes. God forbid there is sauce on her lips, because that tongue comes out, and I’m left fighting for my next thought. “I’m not sure which I’d rather do.”

      “Wow, okay!”

      She laughs, her face so bright and happy. I wish she would take off some clothes. She has to be hot, but she stays in her dark-colored sweats. “I told you how I don’t like my boss slash roommate’s boyfriend, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah, he’s a dick.”

      “Super dick,” she agrees. “He’s just very rude to me, so I told London about it this morning, and she just kind of blew it off. Said I was being sensitive and that he was just messing with me.”

      “The fuck?” I say, making a face. “Do you think he is joking around?”

      “No, not at all,” she says around the bite she just took. “He’s outwardly being mean to me.”

      “What’s he saying?”

      She looks away then, shrugging. “Just calls me names.”

      “What is he, five? What the hell?”

      “Exactly. But according to her, he would never be like that. It’s as if she doesn’t even know him, but what bothered me the most was that she wouldn’t even hear me.”

      “She’s not your friend,” I say simply. “A friend would listen to your concerns and address them, even if she doesn’t think them to be true. It’s validating the person, ya know?”

      “Exactly!” she says, holding out her hand to me. “Man, your parents really did a good job raising y’all.”

      I smile proudly. “It’s true. We’re all amazing,” I joke, and she scoffs.

      “So cocky!”

      “Hey, I’m only cocky about the stuff I know to be true.” She rolls her eyes, but I’m not done with the whole friend thing. “But you should tell her about herself.”

      She shakes her head. “No point. I found out where I stand, so I’ll start looking for another place to live. I just hate to go back there.”

      I waggle my brows at her. “You are welcome here. I have an extra bed in my room.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s Evan’s bed.”

      “Y’all still shared a room?”

      “Yes. He’s my twin.”

      “I can’t with how cute you two are, little best friends.”

      She looks up, and I capture her gaze with mine. “Funny, I was just thinking how I can’t with how gorgeous you are.”

      She squints at me, fighting back a grin. “Did you grab a beer to look cool?”

      “Don’t need one. I’m drunk off the fact that I know you like me,” I retort, and once more, she rolls her eyes.

      “So damn cocky. And you must be drunk, because I look like shit.”

      I don’t allow her to look away, my eyes burning into hers. I know she doesn’t believe me or even see her beauty, but I do, and I’ll continue to tell her the same until she realizes it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      I need Owen Adler to stop looking at me like he wants to eat me whole.

      My first instinct is that he’s drunk, but I know he isn’t. He finds me attractive, and I don’t know why. I can understand his wanting to help me at the gym or tease me, but he is coming on to me like a puppy after a piece of food from a toddler. I don’t get it. He can have anyone. Anyone! But he wants me. I should have chosen his friend Dart. He looks like the kind of guy that I could have had sex with and walk away after.

      There will be no walking away from Owen if we cross that bridge.

      According to him, I won’t be walking at all.

      Jesus, that makes my knees weak and I’m sitting down.

      I finally look away from him since his expression is hitting me square in the stomach. “Stop looking at me like that.”

      “Stop thinking you’re not gorgeously hot,” he retorts. “Maybe if I stare at you like this, you’ll start to realize the same.”

      “Or I’ll think you’re a psycho.”

      He nods. “That is a huge possibility too.”

      I giggle as we continue to eat our food from this fantastic hot dog place. I didn’t even know it existed, but I’m glad he introduced me to it. I haven’t had a good hot dog in a while. Along with the surprising hot dogs, I’m surprised by Owen once more. He’s so silly, so animated, and completely unlike any guy I’ve ever dated. I usually go for the really quiet, stoic kinds of guys. The ones who don’t talk much since I talk so much. With Owen, I find we both run our mouths, and it’s easy.

      Way too easy.

      I am not supposed to be into Owen Adler. I’m letting down teenage Angie. Or I’m fulfilling her deepest desires, and adult Angie is about to embark on something she isn’t ready for.

      I’m not sure which one terrifies me more.

      “I’m going to eat another one,” I say, grabbing my third. “I didn’t eat today.”

      He gives me a look. “You don’t have to explain why you’re eating, Angie. Eat.”

      I press my lips together and wonder why I do that. He’s right. I don’t have to explain my actions to anyone.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      I look up then, eyeing him. “Only if I can ask you something.”

      Our gazes meet in a very challenging way. He nods. “Rock, paper, scissors on who goes first?”

      I nod before I hold my hot dog with my mouth, and he laughs as we set up for the game. He throws rock like I knew he would, so I throw paper. “In your face,” I say around the hot dog, and he jeers.

      “I let you win.”

      “Sure you did, because Owen Adler would never be a sore loser about losing to me,” I tease back, and he grins, his little dimple just downright adorable. I take a huge bite, and once I’m done chewing, I ask, “How are you really doing with Evan being gone?”

      He pauses, sucking in a breath. “Coming at me hard, huh?”

      “Always. I play to win,” I throw back at him, and he nods.

      “Just like I do. I like it.” We share a grin, and he says, “Um, at first, I was devastated. Blamed myself, whole nine yards, but it’s hard to let it bother me when he’s doing so well. He had to start some new meds, but he just sounds better on the phone. Like my brother.” He looks through his lashes at me and grins. “And I’ve had the best distraction for the last two days.”

      I eye him. “So, that’s what this is? Something to distract you?”

      “Um, excuse me,” he says, holding up two fingers. “That was two questions. It’s my turn before you get to go again.”

      “My bad,” I admit, taking a long drink of my Diet Coke. “Please, ask away.”

      “Why didn’t you talk to me when we were younger? You basically acted like I wasn’t in the room.”

      I move the straw between my lips, thinking through my answer. I know his gaze is on me, but I want to be as transparent as I can. He was honest with me; I want to give him the same effort. “I didn’t want to like you, but I did.”

      “Elaborate, please.”

      I inhale, letting my breath out in a whoosh before I meet his gaze. “You were so damn cocky!” His laughter runs down my spine. “You thought you were God’s gift to hockey.”

      “I am. I’m Shea Adler’s son,” he says with the straightest and most believable face.

      “Oh good lord!”

      He grins, believing he’s damn right. “What? I am. And you know I am.”

      I mean, he is pretty damn good, but I’m not helping stroke that ego any more than necessary. “You spoke in the third person for two years.”

      He lets out a loud laugh. “I forgot about that. I was trying to get on Shelli’s and Posey’s nerves.”

      “You got on all of our nerves.”

      He sticks out his bottom lip at me, and with puppy-dog eyes, he says, “Owen is sorry.”

      I let my head fall back, laughing hard, as the sea breeze kisses my face. God, it’s beautiful out here. I look over at him, my head still hanging, and I smile. “I wanted to hate you, and I couldn’t. So, I stayed away.”

      “Well, I wish you hadn’t.”

      “No?”

      “No,” he says with an intense, serious look on his face. “There should have been no reason I had to wait years to kiss you.”

      “Eh, we would have hooked up, and then it would have been over.”

      He nods. “True. Very true. I’m glad I waited.” He holds his hands out, palms up. “Or that you wouldn’t give me the time of day and had me questioning if I was good-looking or not.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, I’m sure you struggled so.”

      “I did. It was a dark time for me.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      Owen beams at me, giving me those baby blues as if he’s looking at me for the first time. “Your turn.”

      I lean back on the blanket since I’ve inhaled my hot dog and exhale loudly. “How many relationships have you had?”

      “Three serious ones.”

      “Did you love them?”

      “Two of them, I did. The last one I knew would never be anything because she lived in Canada and Mom wouldn’t let me go alone, which really ruined my game.”

      “For sure,” I say, though I don’t think I was listening really well. His skin is so shiny in the moonlight, and I’m digging this spot. “You’ve got a badass place.”

      “It’s my grandma and grandpa’s. Amelia was living here, but then she moved in with Chandler, and she had to turn it over to me.”

      “Lucky.”

      “I guess I am lucky—since I live here and I’m sitting on the beach with you.”

      “Man, you lay it on thick,” I complain, and he laughs.

      “Just speaking my truth.”

      “Fine. Ask a question instead.”

      He nods. “Same. Relationships?”

      “Not since I’ve been here,” I admit. “I dated, but no one is worth a damn, in my opinion.”

      “Before here?”

      “A few, but I’ve only been in love once.”

      “William Pence?”

      I laugh as I nod. “Yup. You didn’t like him, did you?”

      “No. Such a dick.”

      “How many times did y’all fight and you were on the same team?”

      “At least ten. It got to the point that Dad finally kicked him off the team,” he says, shaking his head. “You know he was bullying Evan.”

      My smile drops. “No! What a fucker.”

      “Exactly.”

      “He told me y’all fought because you thought he was better than you.”

      He gives me a dry look. “Paxy, no one is better than me.”

      “Good lord,” I say, giggling, but I feel awful. I hate that William did that to Evan. “I want to beat him up myself.”

      Owen waves me off. “He knocked up three different women his rookie year and then got kicked off for performance enhancers. Karma got him.”

      “Karma got him with the size of his dick,” I admit, and Owen hoots with laughter.

      “Damn, you’re cold.”

      I shrug as his laughter subsides. I clear my throat then, and he looks over at me from where he has eaten his fifth hot dog. Dude can eat. “You’re not going to like my next question.”

      He makes a face, eyeing me. “Why?”

      “I just know you won’t.”

      “Oh well. Hit me with it.”

      I hesitate and almost change my question, but then I have to know. “Have you always been into big girls?”

      He raises a brow. “Pax, you’re hardly big.”

      “I’m not small.”

      “Nor have you ever been,” he says with a shrug. “You’ve always been tall and wide, and honestly, I don’t think you ate right when we were younger ’cause you always looked hungry and your cheeks were always sunken in.”

      I gape at him. “Please, don’t spare my feelings.”

      He scoffs. “I’m serious. You look healthy now.”

      “I’m overweight.”

      “So am I. You don’t see me trying to use that as a shield to keep people away from me.”

      “Wow. Please, tell me more,” I say, completely taken aback.

      “Just saying,” he says simply. “You aren’t big or fat. You’re chubby. Chubby sexy, in my opinion.”

      “Chubby. Sexy.”

      “Yes. Like your chub makes me want to get lost in your body and never come out alive.”

      I can’t help but giggle. “You’re such a liar. You never dated thick girls in school. I honestly don’t know what you’re doing with me.”

      He throws me a look and then names them off with his fingers. “Um, Kelly Brown, Jennifer Tavon, and Yasmine Probst.”

      I know all those girls, and they’re actually bigger than me. In their defense, not that they need my defense, they’re built to move mountains. Jennifer and Yasmine play rugby for the Bellevue Bullies, and Kelly is a professional weight lifter. Plus, they’re all insanely gorgeous.

      “So, you are a chubby chaser?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Like I said to that girl at the pub, I’m a soul chaser. If I vibe with you, the only thing that matters to me is who you are. A person’s body only adds to the magic of them.”

      Fuck me sideways. I’m going to fall in love with Owen Adler, aren’t I?

      “Oh,” I mutter as I look away.

      “Now for my question. Who has made you think you’re anything but perfect?”

      I look up at him. “No one.”

      “I can’t fight no one, Pax. Give me a name. I’ll find him.”

      I ridicule, “Society?”

      He thinks that over. “That could take me a bit. Can we narrow it down to one particular asshole?”

      I want to say Leroy, but for a very good reason, I don’t, because I believe Owen would go after him. “It’s mainly me. I mean, come on. Charlotte is a stick—”

      “She’s like fourteen or something. Of course she is.”

      “The boys have strong bodies—”

      “They also swim and dive twenty-four seven.”

      I press my lips together. “I don’t know. I just feel like a failure.”

      “For gaining weight?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How does that make sense? I know for a fact that your parents wouldn’t say anything.”

      “Oh my God, never. They love me so hard, and I think that set me up to never know what failure really is. They always just told me I was the best. And then when my injury to my wrist happened—boom! Hockey career gone.”

      “That happens, though. Life is up and down, Angie.”

      “I know,” I say with a shrug, feeling sorry for myself. “But then I started volleyball, and I was good, doing big things. But then shit happened, and I ran away because I felt like I deserved it.”

      He makes a face. “You deserved to be almost raped? That’s the most unreal thing I’ve ever heard come out of your mouth.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know you knew.”

      “Yeah, Evan told me.”

      Of course he did. I nod slowly. “I don’t believe it anymore after some serious therapy. But at the time, I did. I mean, you remember how horrible my bio dad was, don’t you?”

      He thinks for a second. “I mean, barely. I’ve heard stories, though.”

      “Yeah, he was so abusive. And after William, I had some shitty relationships. Then Taco attacked me, and I felt like I didn’t deserve to be loved.”

      “So, right now, I have William on my list. I need the guys from the shitty relationships and now a fucker named Taco. Who names their kid Taco?”

      I don’t want to laugh, but I do. “That was his nickname, and stop with the list, please.”

      “Oh, okay. I’ll throw out the mental list,” he says with a goofy look on his face that says he’ll do no such thing.

      “You’re absolutely impossible, Owen.”

      “I know, and you’re absolutely gorgeous.”

      I shake my head. “It’s hard for me to believe that… I don’t believe it.”

      “But it’s true.”

      “It’s not, though. I mean, I look at myself, and I don’t see what you see. It’s so frustrating that I allowed myself to get to where I am. I came here and just dove into school and work. I hardly ate because I was homesick, and then when I would, I’d eat everything I saw because I was so hungry. I lived off candy and iced coffees for a year before I realized I was gaining so much weight.”

      “Which is okay,” he insists. “You were healing, Angie. You can’t hate a body for doing what it had to do to help your mind heal.”

      I look away since tears start to fill my eyes. I swallow past the lump in my throat, hating how emotional all this is making me.

      “You have to see that. You were surviving. You can’t hate your body for that. You have to love it for that. There are people whose bodies give up even when they want to fight but can’t.”

      I press my lips together. Why can’t I see it like that? “I miss my family, so much, but I’m so scared they’ll be disappointed in the way I look.”

      He makes a noise of concern. “They won’t give two shits. They’ll just be so happy to see you and love you.”

      I bite into my lip to keep the sob in.

      “You shouldn’t be embarrassed by your appearance, because all I see is a girl who survived some shit and fought for herself and her career. I find that amazing, and I find you incredible.”

      I look up as the tears fall, and he lets out a small sound of distress before reaching for me and pulling me into his lap. I go willingly because I need it. I need the comfort. As I cry, he holds me, kissing my forehead and temple. He whispers that he has me, and I know he does. I nuzzle my nose in his shoulder as the sobs rack my body. I hate that I am letting go like this, but I want so desperately to believe him. To know his statements are true. I want to see things the way he does. I want to love myself. I want to be loved by him, which is absolutely terrifying and I’ll never admit it, but I do.

      As my tears subside, I stay in his lap, holding him as he holds me. “I’m gonna send your mom a fruit basket,” I say then in a whisper.

      He chuckles. “Why?”

      “For raising such a great guy.”

      “Eh, I’m cocky.”

      “You are.”

      “And a showboater.”

      “Oh, absolutely.”

      “I only have one dimple.”

      “I happen to love your one dimple. It’s not your fault Evan took the other one.”

      “That’s what I said,” he agrees, grinning against my temple. “But also, Owen just has to speak in the third person to inform everyone how amazing Owen is.”

      I close my eyes as the laughter takes over, but we don’t let go of each other. We sit on the beach, the waves crashing against the shore, and we laugh from our souls. And I know, damn it, I know I’m in so much trouble.

      But I don’t care.

      Because for once, I actually feel as if I’m worthy of someone like him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      I think I may have fucked up left and right this last week.

      Not in school or work—I’m killing it and doing wonderful. Even in the gym, I’ve been taking Owen’s advice and making some awesome strides. I’m really proud of myself, and I feel as if I’m getting stronger. I love working out with Owen, mainly because he’s so supportive and he doesn’t wear a shirt. He’s got one hell of a chest, and I love the hair around his belly button. But working out with him isn’t where I fucked up.

      I fucked up by going home with him.

      Not only did I bare my soul to him and cry all over him, but I enjoyed being in his arms. It was awesome being held by him, but the way he comforted me? I haven’t experienced that since the last time my dad comforted me. Owen is so kind, so loving. He listened to me, and he was very reassuring. So reassuring, I almost allowed myself to believe him. Problem is, when I got home, the first thing that happened after I opened the door was Leroy looked at me and laughed.

      “Is it hard to find clothes your size? Is that why you only wear sweats?”

      Before I could cuss his ass out, Owen called to make sure I got home all right. I wanted to tell him what Leroy said, but I knew that would be such a bad idea. Owen would go toe-to-toe with Leroy, and he’d catch a charge, and then it’d be my fault. I just wish it would all go away. I wish I hadn’t left the dorms. I wish I had a house on the beach that didn’t have fat-phobic people in it.

      I wish I hadn’t said anything to London.

      She hasn’t spoken much to me all week, and I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t know how to tell her that I feel betrayed by her. I feel like she doesn’t have my back or even care about my feelings. I really thought she was a good friend, but she’s so in love with Leroy, she can’t even consider that he is a fat-phobic asshat and won’t tell him to go fuck himself. I mean, that’s what I’d do if the guy I was dating ever spoke to anyone I cared about the way Leroy speaks to me.

      But like my mom says, “Not everyone was raised the way you were.”

      That’s the least of my issues right now. I’m unsure if letting Owen in was a good idea. I knew from the jump that he was trouble. I’ve always known that. It’s the main reason, along with his cockiness, that I stayed away. I knew he had the ability to make me feel things I was never ready to feel. Though the difference is, back then, I thought he couldn’t live up to my standards.

      Now, I’m terrified I don’t live up to his.

      The pressure to make sure I’m everything he thinks I am is so frustrating. Like, I know I don’t need to do anything more than I am doing. He likes me, I like him, but it’s all going so well that it has to go to shit. It just has to. Daily, I can’t believe he texts me. He works out every morning for games, and he still comes to work out with me in the evening. I feel like I should do my hair or give him a blow job, but even though I don’t, he still shows up. Unfortunately, my mind won’t allow me to accept it for what it is. Instead, I ask myself, does he still like me? Does he still think I’m attractive? Shit, I took too long to text; he’ll be pissed.

      But he never is.

      For the first week of our relationship, if that’s even what we’re calling this, I’m overthinking the shit out of it, and it’s stressing me out. Not that I would ever tell him this. He would get on to my case and reassure me like the sweet guy he is. Oh my God, did I just think Owen Adler is a sweet guy?

      I did.

      He is.

      Wow. This is all so crazy.

      I walk along my plant area, misting and cleaning leaves as I speak lovingly to them. “I’m looking for another home for us. Don’t freak out. It’s okay. We’re all going to be great. We just need to grow somewhere else.”

      When my phone rings on my bed, I jump in surprise. I glance at my clock by my bed, and it’s late-late. I walk over to my bed, worried, to find it’s Owen on FaceTime. My lips curve up first, but then I fix my hair, making sure I don’t look like something that belongs under a bridge. When I answer, I look as if I’m scared, and I instantly feel stupid.

      He, of course, looks dreamy and so damn gorgeous. He’s lying on white sheets, freshly showered. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I draw out, unsure how to act. Do I look okay? Nope, still look like something that lives under a bridge. “It’s late. Aren’t you tired?”

      He nods. “Yeah, but I wanted to call and see that gorgeous face before I go to bed. It was a rough game.”

      “Oh, that stinks. I thought with you scoring, it wouldn’t be as bad.”

      “I did. I hate losing,” he says with a grin. “So, you watched?”

      “Only for you,” I say, and his grin grows. “Detroit was playing hard.”

      “I know. I took a fucking blade in the mouth.”

      “Ouch. You still have teeth?”

      He flashes me his pearly whites. “Sure do.”

      “Good. I like your smile.”

      “I like yours too. Makes me all gooey inside.”

      I snort. “Gooey? You freak.”

      He laughs, turning onto his side. “So, how was your day?”

      “Busy,” I say, going back to my plants. “Lots of classes today. But thankfully, it was just a data and filing day at work, so I got out early and then worked out before coming home.”

      “Cool. How’s school?”

      “Really good. I got a B on a test last week, but I was able to turn in some extra credit to bring it up to A.”

      “Smart girls are hot,” he says, waggling his brows at me. “Especially you in your sexy glasses—wait, are you in the jungle?”

      I laugh out loud, shaking my head. “No. These are my plants!”

      His eyes widen. “I thought you said you had a few.”

      I wave him off. “Oh, I lied so I didn’t sound like a crazy plant lady. But since I cried on you, I figured it’s time to come clean. I love plants.”

      “I see that. Wow. That’s a lot.”

      “Wanna run?” I tease, and he laughs.

      “To you, yes. I miss your face.”

      I grin. “Just my face?”

      “And your ass.”

      I snort at that, shaking my head. “You’re a mess. When do you get in?”

      “Tomorrow morning. I’ve got some stuff to do, and then if you have time, can I steal you away?”

      “Steal me away where?”

      “I don’t know. Anywhere. As long as we’re together.”

      Oh, heart. I smile, nodding. “I would love that.”

      “Groovy. How’s it with the roommate?”

      “Ugh, so bad,” I say on a long sigh. “She hasn’t really been speaking to me.”

      “She’s a bitch.”

      “Jesus, you don’t even know her.”

      “And I don’t like her.”

      I laugh. “You’re so aggressive.”

      “Aggressive? No, I’m passionate. If I care about someone, don’t mess with them.”

      We share a small smile, and I can’t wait to see him tomorrow. “You sound like my uncle Jude.”

      This awestruck look comes over his face. “You mean Uncle Legend Number One? Dude is so awesome.”

      “Okay, calm your tits.”

      His laughter makes my stomach tickle. He lowers the phone so I can see his nipples as he rubs them. “But they’re my party tits.” I fall back on my bed, laughing as he watches me, smiling from ear to ear. “Your uncle is one badass dude.”

      “Yes, he is,” I agree, moving my fingers through my hair. “They want to see me this summer for a family thingy. My dad actually called to try to convince me to walk at graduation.”

      As soon as the words leave my lips, I instantly regret them.

      “Why does he have to convince you?” he asks, as I knew he would.

      I clear my throat, and I decide there is no point in lying. “I don’t want to.”

      “Why?” he asks, staring into my eyes.

      I bite my lip, holding his gaze. “You know why.”

      He makes a face. “Come on, Paxy. Really?”

      I shrug. “I know if I walk, my family will come, and everyone in my school will see how big I am now.”

      He holds up a finger. “For one, you aren’t big. For two, don’t make me fight your brain. I’ll do it. It keeps being mean to my beautiful, gorgeous, perfectly shaped Angela Paxton.”

      “Yours? Wow, that’s a bold claim.”

      “I am a bold man, Angela. Get used to it, and believe me. We will all be so proud of you. No one is going to be like, ‘Oh no, she’s gained some weight. Don’t give her a diploma!’”

      I scoff. “You don’t know that.”

      “I do, and I will physically fight them if they do.”

      I chuckle. “You’re crazy.”

      “About you, I know,” he says with a wink, and I can’t stop myself from grinning.

      When he yawns, I say, “You need to go to bed.”

      “I do, but I want to talk to you.”

      “I’m going to bed. I’m done watering and cleaning my plants, so I can go to bed now.”

      “You clean them?”

      “Yes. I don’t like dust on them.”

      “Huh,” he says, but I don’t think he is really listening. Instead, he asks, “So, where are we on the walking for graduation?”

      I bring my brows together. “Solid I don’t think so.”

      “That’ll change,” he says confidently. “And going home to see your family?”

      I make a face. “Solid maybe.”

      “That’ll change too,” he announces with so much confidence, I’m jealous. “I’ll be at graduation, and I’ll go home with you.”

      “Man, super bold.”

      “It’s true,” he says with a wink. “Don’t fight it.” When I laugh, he smiles. “Okay, last question.”

      “Okay?” I say with a sigh since it really doesn’t matter what my answers are. He’s dead set on changing my mind on everything.

      “Do you miss me?”

      “It’s been a week, and I just saw you Monday,” I jeer.

      “And? I told you I miss you.”

      “You did not! You said you missed my face! Oh, and ass.”

      “Which is attached to you. So, in theory, I miss you.”

      I beam at his silliness. “This theory has holes.”

      “I disagree wholly, but I do miss you.”

      “Yes, I miss you.”

      When he winks, my heart flutters. “A week, Owen. One week.”

      “Hey, all I needed was an hour and I knew I’d miss you.”

      My lips curve even more. “Goodnight, Owen.”

      “Goodnight, Angie.”

      We wave at each other like dorks and then hang up. I lay the phone on my chest and exhale loudly.

      A week. It’s been a fucking week.

      Though, he’s right. I missed him the second I left him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen

      

      “Are you coming home for the summer?”

      I make a face, glancing out to where Dart is looking at some protein bars. “I don’t know. Hold on, Ma. Hey, Dart, you going home for the summer?”

      He looks up, shaking his head. “No. Rumor has it my mom is moving here.”

      When he starts to sing “Rumor Has It” by Adele, I know there is no point in continuing the conversation, but that’s cool. I know he’s been missing his mom. Before I answer my mom, I focus on some protein powders that I have been staring at since she called. I’m at the store looking at supplements for Angie. She has been drinking some crappy protein, and I want to get her some good stuff.

      It’s been about eight days since Angie and I…started talking? I don’t know. In my opinion, we’re dating, but I might need to run that by her. It sure does feel like we’re dating, though. I’m only talking to her, and I’m pretty certain it’s the same for her. One thing is for sure, this all feels pretty damn good.

      “Yeah. I don’t know, Mom. I might, not sure.”

      “Really? I assumed you’d come—oh Jesus, who is she?”

      I grin widely, even though she can’t see me. “What? What are you talking about?”

      “The only thing that would keep you from home is hockey or a girl. Hockey is ending—sadly, for both our teams—so who is she?”

      I hold back my laughter. Leave it to my mom to know me completely. “I’m gonna act like I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

      “You stay a constant pain in my ass. Please wrap up, Owen. You’re so damn busy.”

      I shrug. “I have been on my best behavior while I’ve been here. She even said you and Dad raised a good guy.”

      “Was she drunk?”

      “Damn, Mom,” I say, feigning hurt. “I thought I was your favorite.”

      “You are, very much. But I know you’re hurting, missing Evan, and I worry you’re just out willy-nilly with your dilly all over town.”

      I pause while reaching for another protein. I look over at Dart, who looks back at me.

      “What?”

      “My mom says I’m willy-nilly with my dilly all over town.”

      He snorts. “We should make that a T-shirt.”

      “What in the world!” my mom screeches.

      “We’d be rich,” I decide, holding back my laughter.

      Dart beams, nodding as he humps the air. “Then we’d be really willy-nilly with our dillies ’cause all the women would want us.”

      “I don’t know if I like that guy,” my mom complains then, and I laugh.

      “You’re the one who brought up my dilly.”

      “Okay, fine. I’ll leave your dilly alone, but please consider coming home. I miss you so.”

      “I miss you,” I say automatically, and even though the season is ending in several weeks, I’m not ready to leave. I was before Angie, but not anymore. She could blow me off tomorrow, but it’s unlikely. I think she likes me, a lot, and I sure as hell like her. The only thing I don’t like is how surprised she is every time I call or text. We had two away games this week, so I FaceTimed her when I knew she was working out. She answered, as if she couldn’t believe I called. That was annoying. I even told her I would be FaceTiming her, but she still struggled to believe it.

      “Hey, Mom, I have a question,” I say as I find the powder I want for Angie. I throw it at Dart, and he catches it one-handed before taking the wad of cash I hand him.

      I point to the outside, and he nods as my mom says, “What’s that, my heart?”

      My chest tightens, and man, I miss her. She’s been calling me her heart my whole life, and it’s honestly my favorite. Once I’m outside, I ask, “Did you ever struggle with insecurities about your weight?”

      “Owen Michael, you’d better not be developing something. You’re so damn strong—”

      “Jesus, Mom, not me. I know I’m hot.”

      She pauses. “You know, for a second, I thought I was talking to Evan.” I chuckle, and she laughs softly. “But yes, all women do, honey. We live in a world where your weight defines your worth. I’ve worked very hard to instill in y’all that it doesn’t, but not everyone is taught that.”

      I nod. “How did you deal with it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Did you go to therapy or what?”

      “Well, actually, it was your dad.”

      “Dad? What do you mean?”

      “He reassured me. He loved me, hard, and always made me feel perfect in my skin. It didn’t work all the time, especially at the beginning. I honestly don’t know why he stayed with me. But obviously, he knew we were meant to be together even when I didn’t.”

      I have to smile at that.

      The epic love story of my parents is plastered all over our house and then on YouTube. My parents had broken up for a reason unknown to me; Posey said it has something to do with an aunt we don’t talk to, but I never got the full story. But they broke up, and when my mom showed up with her male coworker to an Assassins’ hockey game, my dad thought the dude was another man in her life. So, he shattered the plate of glass where she was sitting to “scream my love at her,” as he so psychotically puts it. Guess that did it for my mom because she wanted him back, so she sang to him in the middle of a packed arena, and the rest is history.

      Shea and Elli forever.

      I turn my attention from the past back to my mom as she finishes, “…then I would be done being pregnant since I was always so big with all of you melon heads, but no matter what, Shea reassured me.”

      “Evan had the melon head. Mine was normal-sized. Not anymore, I know,” I say, and she laughs.

      “I love all of your melon heads,” she promises. “But why do you ask?”

      I don’t know if I should say anything because when it does come out that Angie and I are together, I don’t want my mom to know Angie is insecure. Or struggling with her looks. “Dart is dating someone who hates her appearance, and I basically told him the same thing you said.”

      “Oh. Well, good. Maybe we did raise y’all right.”

      “Just a bit, but I’m still the best out of everyone.”

      “Of course you are.”

      I press my lips together. “You’re gonna text Posey, Evan, Shelli, and Quinn they’re the best as soon as we get off the phone, aren’t you?”

      She isn’t even ashamed. “You know it. I love you.”

      I smile as I shake my head. She tells us each we’re her favorite, but I really do believe it’s Evan who is the for-real favorite. Then she tells each of us we are the best, and success-wise, Shelli has it, but Quinn is going to be a doctor. Which leaves Posey and me to be normal hockey stars. Oh well, at least I know I’m always loved.

      “I love you too, Mom.”

      We hang up just as Dart comes out. “I bought two. I want to try it.”

      “It’s good, really great vitamins,” I say, taking the bag with Angie’s stuff. “Did you get the protein bars? I’m sure she didn’t eat.”

      “Yeah. Why doesn’t she eat?”

      I shrug. “She tells me she forgets, but I think she taught herself to go without to lose weight.”

      He makes a face. “She doesn’t need to lose weight. That girl is made to have curves like that.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her, and if I was sure she wouldn’t leave me for you, I would have you tell her.”

      Dart grins like a cat. “Dude, she would. Do you see all this?” he says, moving his hand up and down his body. “And my dilly is the size of a hockey stick.”

      I flash him a dark look. “It’s about the girth, my friend,” I retort, not that I’m lacking, but he does have a toddler arm down there. Lucky asshole. He laughs, and I roll my eyes as we head to my truck. Just as I’m getting in, though, I notice a nursery.

      I point to it. “That’s like a nursery for plants, right? Not kids?”

      He looks out at it. It’s a rather large place, and I’m sure it’s too big for kids, but I’m still unsure. “I don’t see any kids. Just green shit.”

      “Cool. Let’s go check it out.”

      “Why?”

      “Angie likes plants.”

      “Why? They don’t do anything,” he complains, and then he chuckles behind me. “You’re gonna buy her a plant?”

      I shrug. “Maybe. I want to make her happy. She’s had a rough week.”

      “Maybe you should just lay it down for her. She’ll be out of that funk.”

      I roll my eyes. “You are the epitome of willy-nilly with your dilly.”

      He grins. “I’m so making that a shirt.”

      “Do it, and we’ll even put my mom’s name on the bottom, quoting her for saying it.”

      He laughs. “Yes, she’ll love that.”

      “Or kill us.”

      “Oh, for sure. Murder us dead.”

      We laugh like two little kids, and I hate the guilt that creeps in. I feel like I’m cheating on Evan when Dart and I hang out. It’s hard, though, when we spend a lot of time together. We’re on the same line. We share a hotel room. Dart is my homey. I know I’m not cheating on Evan. I’d give up Dart to have my brother with me right now, but I do feel kinda bad. Not that Evan would be happy with me for feeling that way. Every time I talk to him, he tells me how happy he is with my play and how he’s doing so well. I worry he’s lying to keep my nerves under control, but Mom says the same thing. So do Dad and my siblings.

      Evan is doing awesome at home, which was the goal.

      Since we are a goal-driven family, we take that as a win. No matter how much I miss him.

      As we enter the nursery, we get some looks from some of the customers since we are two huge dudes looking at plants, but I can see why Angie digs these things. They’re pretty refreshing. Lots to choose from too, like, so much to choose from. Instantly, I’m overwhelmed while we look around. But Dart, well, his mind is blown.

      “This shit is expensive! Who would spend this kind of money on something you could kill? Like, seriously, I would forget to water it, and bam! Dead. And I’m out twenty bucks!”

      I laugh as I look at something green and bushy. Really, everything is green, but I think this is an outdoor plant. Is she into those? “Some people know how to keep them alive.”

      He shakes his head. “I couldn’t risk it. This shit is too expensive for the chance of death.”

      “How do you feel about dogs?”

      He gives me a wide-eyed look. “I want a dog.”

      “But you adopt one, pay the fees, and it dies. Then what?”

      “I cry and die inside.”

      “That’s how people feel about plants,” I explain, looking at this really pretty plant with huge leaves. “Wow, this one is amazing.”

      He makes a face, looking right at the price as I stroke its leaves. They have these awesome openings in them and are huge. “And it’s fifty bucks.”

      “But look at its leaves. They’re all big and cool-looking.”

      He leans in, reading the tag. “It’s a Monstera,” he says, drawing out the syllables of the word.

      “I love it,” I say, running my fingers along the leaves. “I think Angie will too.”

      He shrugs. “Hopefully she keeps it alive for fifty bucks.”

      I scoff and stop a lady as she walks by. “Hey, my girlfriend likes plants. Do you think she’ll like this?”

      She smiles at me; she’s older with shiny gray hair and kind brown eyes. “Everyone loves Monsteras. They’re extremely popular.”

      I nod. “I wonder if she has one.”

      “You can never have too many Monsteras. They’re God’s miracle.”

      “God would literally have to come down and hand me this plant for me to pay fifty bucks,” Dart says then, and I give him a hard look.

      “I will pay you fifty bucks to shut up,” I throw back at him before grinning at the lady. “I’ll take it.”

      She beams happily and takes fifteen minutes to find me the “best-looking one.” When she walks away, Dart says, “Bet your girlfriend will love it.”

      I don’t acknowledge him, but damn, I sure hope she does.
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      I haven’t been in the mental health facility since Evan left.

      I kinda hate it. As I walk through, I carry a protein bar and an iced coffee in my hand for Angie. She doesn’t get off for another three hours, and I wanted to make sure she ate. I might be overstepping and she might think it’s overkill, but in a way, I don’t care. I miss her, but with how skittish she is, I wonder if this was the right move. Well, no backing out now. As I walk through the place, I really do love the look of it. It’s more a hangout than a medical facility, and I appreciate that. I know it makes people feel welcome. It sure makes me feel welcome, and I’m lucky enough not to suffer mental illness.

      When I reach her office, she’s behind her desk, hard at work. Her hair is down today, and I hadn’t realized how long it is. She has naturally curly hair, so it’s all wild and flowing, while her bangs are straight across her forehead. She’s wearing a pair of dark-red glasses today, which intrigues me as to how many pairs she actually has. Her scrubs are black, and damn if she isn’t pretty. She’s losing weight, especially from her face. It’s nowhere near sunken-in like it was when we were younger, but it is narrower.

      Thankfully, her cheeks are still plump and adorable.

      I head toward her, but before I can reach her, Dr. Tembalt stops me. “Evan, I wasn’t expecting you today! How are you?”

      I chuckle. “Hey, I’m not Evan. It’s Owen.”

      He grasps my shoulder. “Oh! Sorry! Now that you say it, I thought maybe you just put on some weight. You’re much bigger than your brother.”

      “I do outweigh him. He’s more the smarts, while I’m the brawn.”

      He grins. “I wouldn’t want to get mixed up with either of you in a dark alley.” We share a laugh, and when I look at Angie, her eyes are wide as this little kitten grin sits on her lips. “What can I help you with?”

      “I’m here to see Angie,” I say, angling my head toward her. “Brought her some fuel.”

      He looks back at Angie, smiling. “Hmm, interesting choice of fuel. I didn’t know you two knew each other like that.”

      “We actually grew up together,” Angie says, standing up.

      Oh, we’re going with that? I agree since I don’t want to embarrass her, and Dr. Tembalt grins at us. “Awesome. Lucky you both have each other with being so far from home.”

      We both agree, and then he is pulled away.

      My lips curve as I close the distance to her. There’s still some space between us, but we’re close enough I can feel the heat coming off her curvy body. Her lips press together, though her eyes are dancing with mine. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “I told you I wanted to see you,” I say, handing her the coffee and protein bar. “These are my favorite protein bars. I hope you like them. I got you Dunkin’ since you’re still boycotting Starbucks.”

      “Starbucks is trash coffee,” she says simply and then smiles at me in thanks. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “I wanted to,” I tell her. “You look super hot today. I like those glasses.”

      Instantly, her cheeks turn the color of the glasses. “Stop.”

      “I will not,” I promise her, and she looks up at me through her lashes. “You think you’ll get out on time?”

      She nods. “Yeah. I planned on skipping my workout.”

      “Cool. I’m gonna have Dart drop me off, and I’ll wait for you by the car.”

      “Really? You sure?”

      I lean in. “Yes, absolutely.”

      She lets out a sigh, but before she can say what she wanted, a very thin, very pretty girl interrupts us. “Angie, did you get that file done on Masters?”

      Angie looks back at her and says, “Yes, I placed it in your Dropbox.”

      The girl looks over at us, and her brows rise. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you had company.”

      Angie clears her throat, gesturing her open palm toward me. I want to grab it and hold it. Maybe lick her fingers. But I refrain. “This is my…” She looks over at me, not sure what to say.

      “Boyfriend. Hi, I’m Owen,” I say, holding out my hand to the girl. “And you are?”

      She takes my hand and says happily, “Oh! Hi! I’m London. We actually live together.”

      I drop her hand then, my eyes narrowing. “Yeah.” London’s eyes move from me to Angie, and when I glance at my newly labeled girlfriend, Angie gives me a very stern look. “It’s nice to meet you,” I add for Angie’s sake.

      London smiles politely. “I didn’t know you were dating, Angie.”

      “It’s new,” she informs her.

      Silence falls between us, and I wish she would disappear. And take her stupid boyfriend with her.

      “Okay. Well, I’ll leave you to it.” London walks away then, and I look down at Angie.

      She looks so worried, and I hate that I may have caused it. She lets out a sigh before glancing up at me. “Thanks for being somewhat cordial.”

      “I wanted to cuss her out.”

      “I’m aware,” she says, shaking her head. She reaches out, taking my hand in hers, and I rub my thumb along the back of her hand. “Thank you for my stuff, but I need to get back to work.”

      “Totally. Anytime,” I say, squeezing her hand. “I hope it brightened your day.”

      She smiles widely at me. “Seeing you did that,” she whispers, and I don’t know why she’s unsure of herself. Can’t she see it’s the same for me?

      “Good,” I say, bringing her hand to my lips and kissing her. “All right, girlfriend. I’ll see you after your shift?”

      She closes her eyes, shaking her head. “I’m admitting to dating Owen Adler.”

      I grin as I lean in, kissing the side of her mouth. “Yup, and you don’t even know what you got yourself into.”

      She sighs happily as I pull away. “I’m very aware of that.”

      “I wish I could really kiss you,” I say as I back away. “But I don’t think I’d stop.”

      Her eyes widen as she looks around to see if anyone is watching us. They’re not, and she whisper-yells, “Owen!”

      “What? It’s true,” I say with a wink. “See you soon.”

      She has a dreamy look on her face as she waves, and I can’t get enough. I may have said she doesn’t know what she just got herself into, but I’m pretty damn sure there is no preparation in the world to get me ready for Angela Paxton.
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      Angie

      

      I don’t know if it’s the iced coffee or the protein that has me feeling on top of the world, but something sure is.

      Or someone.

      As I happily eat the yummy bar, I wash it down with my coffee, and I can’t stop grinning. Like, my whole face hurts, I’m smiling so hard. No one, and I mean no one, has ever done anything like this for me. Not even in high school when guys wanted to impress me, or hell, not even when I was in college at Bellevue. I dated a few guys, but no one ever stopped by my dorm or job to bring me anything. Even my parents never did this. They’d leave me notes in the morning or send me an email, but they never stopped by to make my day better. Not that I would ever ask or feel I need anyone to. Honestly, I’ve never done it either. Though now that it’s happened, I feel special. I feel important, and I want to make Owen feel the same.

      I didn’t even realize how much I missed Owen until I saw him. It’s kind of crazy. Super crazy, actually, that I am feeling things so quickly. Not love, that’s insane, but more like I adore him. I love the companionship, and I enjoy him as a person. I’m still sure he’ll get hit in the head on the ice and realize he’s dating a fatty, but sometimes I forget that. I truly only think that when I’m being super hard on myself. But sometimes, like now, I think that maybe it wouldn’t happen. He did introduce himself as my boyfriend. That was surprising and exhilarating all in one. I wonder if he told his parents? ’Cause I don’t know if I’ll be telling mine.

      Pretty sure my dad will flip his shit at the thought of Owen Adler dating his daughter. He never liked Owen, for the same reasons I didn’t, but while I’ve moved on from my childish, jealous thoughts of him, I don’t know if my dad will. He isn’t a fan of me dating, especially not after I was almost raped. Not that it was my fault, but he doesn’t trust guys with me. I’m not sure I want to find out how he’ll react. I’d rather enjoy what Owen and I have right now. I think we have enough stacked against us—not that he notices; only I do.

      Either way, I’m super happy. I’m typing in so much data so quickly, even I’m impressed by myself. I want to get done with work, and I want to see Owen. I can’t believe he’ll be by the car for me when I get off. I figured I’d meet him at his house or he’d meet me at mine. Though, I don’t know if I want to chance him coming to my place. Maybe after I move, if that ever happens. I haven’t had much luck finding anything in my price range, and I don’t want to ask my parents for more money. I don’t even like that they’re paying for me now. I don’t know. Maybe once I’m hired on, I can find something better.

      Hell, anything will be better than where I am.

      “Hey, Angie. Can I speak to you for a second?”

      I look up to find Dr. Tembalt standing beside my desk. “Oh, hey. Yeah, of course,” I say, putting down the iced coffee I’ve almost finished. I stand even though I don’t know if I should, and that’s when I notice London is standing there too. Well, shit. I bring in my brows. “Did I mess something up?”

      He shakes his head. “Not at all. It’s actually about Owen Adler.”

      I bring in my brows even more, making my forehead hurt. “Sorry?”

      “London brought it to my attention that you two are dating.”

      I divert my gaze to London, and she doesn’t even look sorry. What the hell? When I bring my gaze back to the doctor’s, I stand proudly. “Yes, we are.”

      “Okay. We have a very strict policy against dating patients.”

      “Owen isn’t a patient. His brother was. He came to one, maybe two appointments with Evan, and we never treated him, only Evan. We don’t even have a file on him.”

      Dr. Tembalt looks to London, and he shrugs. “That is true. If we don’t have a file, we can’t enforce the rule.”

      I look to London, and she nods before speaking. “I didn’t think of it that way, but I agree. I wanted to make sure everything was out in the open. I don’t want it to come back to bite her in the butt later.”

      What the ever-loving fuck? What a bitch. Yet I find myself asking, “And if he were a patient, what would have happened?”

      “You would have been written up and ultimately would have had to choose between your internship and your boyfriend,” the doctor says, and I make a face.

      “Wow, that sucks.”

      “It does, but you signed an agreement when you came on as an intern that stated exactly that.”

      “Absolutely. And just to be clear, when I’m hired, will I sign the same?” I ask him, and he nods. “Because I know Owen is going through a lot with his brother being gone, and I don’t want this to become a thing where he has to choose between me or getting help from our facility for his mental health.”

      London holds her hand up. “You would be exempt, of course, due to the relationship preceding your full-time employment. But we’ll deal with that if we get there.”

      Now I could take that comment a billion different ways. One way being, if I’m even hired. And the second being if Owen and I are together when I am hired. I don’t know what the hell her issue is, but I’m pissed. I also don’t like either of those scenarios. I don’t know what her game is, but I’m about to find out.

      Dr. Tembalt taps the back of my hand. “I’m glad this was all cleared up. I’d hate for something like that to cause us to lose you.”

      Doesn’t he make the rules for the program? I don’t ask that, though. Instead, I smile at him. “Same here.”

      “Great,” he says, and then he walks away toward his office.

      I look at London and hold her gaze. “You could have come to me instead of bringing Dr. Tembalt into it.”

      London shrugs. “I didn’t want things to escalate.”

      “They wouldn’t have.”

      “I don’t know that,” she says simply. “We’re good now.”

      When she starts to walk away, I stop her. “Answer me something. What did you mean by your comment about dealing with the issue of Owen and me if we get there?”

      She looks back at me. “If you get hired on.”

      “I thought that was a given. It’s why I’m working so hard to finish school early.”

      She squares her shoulders and turns. “Like I said, we’ll deal with it if we get there.”

      As I watch her retreating back, I want to throw my coffee at her. If Owen hadn’t gotten it for me and it didn’t taste so damn good, I would. Instead, I sit, pissed, scared, and unsure of what will happen with my career.
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      Like he said he would, Owen waits for me by my car.

      He’s leaning up against it when I open the door to the parking garage, looking at something on his phone. I still can’t believe he is waiting for me, and when my heart flutters in my chest, I don’t know how to handle that either. He looks over at me, and my lips quirk at the side as he grins at me.

      “Hey there, gorgeous.”

      I sigh happily. “Hey,” I say, walking straight for him. He takes me in his arms, and I press my lips right to his. He wraps his arms around me tightly, and I hold his waist while our kiss deepens. My heart is wild in my chest as I get lost in his kiss. His lips taste sweet, like cherries, and when his hands slide down my back, squeezing my ass, I lean into him. For the love of God, he’s hard, and everything inside me goes hot. Gone are the issues with London, and gone are my worries about my career being up in the air.

      I want Owen Adler right now.

      I part from his lips, smiling as our eyes meet, and with a husky voice, I ask, “My place or yours?”

      He matches my grin, moving his hands up into my shirt. He holds my back, digging his fingers into my skin, and I freeze.

      Can he feel my stretch marks?

      Oh, fuck me, he’s going to see me naked!

      Did I shave? Can’t have a hairy puss when I’m full of stretch marks.

      His grin falls as he eyes me. “Paxy, what’s wrong?”

      Lie. “I had a rough night at work—”

      “Pax, tell me the truth.”

      I bite the inside of my lip as I look at his jugular. I can see it throbbing, and I know he is feeling what I am feeling. Pure heat and desire. He slides his hands along my skin, and my eyes fall shut as he hugs me closer to him. Our bodies line up, and I can’t with how hard he is everywhere. “I want you, bad, and after the night I’ve had, I’d like to forget everything. But I haven’t slept with anyone since I got fat, and it scares me to think of you looking at me and seeing my stretch marks.”

      Without removing his hands, he uses his chin to push my face up so he can look down at me. “I understand, and you know we can take this as slow as you want,” he promises, his eyes so kind and sweet. “You’ve seen mine, so I feel I should get to see yours.”

      My lips curve as I shake my head. “It’s not the same. I find you hot with them.”

      He stares into my eyes. “Exactly. Angie, I know for a fact that I’m gonna enjoy your body—stretch marks, chub, and all. I, for one, am excited to play with the threat of suffocation once I get between your legs.”

      “Stop!” I laugh, smacking him in the chest. “I wouldn’t let you—”

      “Oh God, don’t say that,” he says, nibbling on my bottom lip. “But again, we’re going at your speed.”

      I exhale. “Okay.”

      “Okay,” he says, kissing my nose. “And also, you’re not fat.”

      “Owen, I know the truth.”

      “The truth is, you’re not. You’re thick and delectable and yummy and sexy—” His words fall off as he nibbles at my lips, leaving me utterly breathless and aching for him. “Oh, I got you a present.”

      “A present?” I ask, raising my brow, no longer thinking of his lips between my legs. I love presents. “You already bought me snacks.”

      He smacks my butt and shifts me to the side. “This is way better than snacks.”

      Owen moves past me, walking around my car, and when he comes back, he is holding the most majestic Monstera.

      I cover my mouth. “You bought me a plant!”

      He grins as he holds it out to me.

      “It’s my favorite! I have two!”

      He looks disappointed. “Oh man, I was hoping you didn’t have one.”

      “No, it’s fine! These are the kinds of plants to have more of. They’re so gorgeous!” I gush, hugging the pot. I grin up at him. “You have made my day, seriously. Like, the whole week, really.”

      Owen’s eyes are so bright, so full of life, as he leans in, kissing my top lip. I grab his jaw, kissing him hard on the lips. When he grins against my mouth, I grin at him as he pulls back.

      “Man, I’ll buy you a plant daily for a kiss like that.” I hug my plant as he hugs me to him. “But really, I’m just repaying you.”

      I look up at him, confused. “Wait? Huh? For what?”

      He smiles down at me. “Because since I came to South Carolina, I haven’t been that happy. And then Evan left. But then you came along.” He actually looks shy as he glances down at me. “I know, a week, Owen, relax. But for real, you make me happy, Paxy.”

      Oh man, all these feelings are swirling deep in my gut. I lean up, kissing his bottom lip. “Where are we going? Mine or yours?”

      His lips quirk. “You’re driving.”

      “Oh, then we’re getting food.”

      He presses his hand to his chest. “A girl after my heart.”

      Shit. Am I?

      I am.

      I want Owen Adler’s heart.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen

      

      I always heard of crazy cat people, but apparently there are also crazy plant people.

      And my girlfriend is one.

      “So, I have like six different pothos, all different and so damn beautiful. Then I have all these awesome snake plants, but this one is my favorite. His name is Tom.”

      Yes, she names them.

      “And then these are all my figs.”

      “Figs?” I ask, my brows up in my hairline as I take in her jungle—er, I mean bedroom. She has a cool space, but it’s basically a bed and plants. I don’t even know where she keeps her clothes. “What is a fig? Like a cookie?”

      She laughs as she goes to the part of the room where these huge leaves take up most of the wall. “No, fiddle-leaf figs. They have to be on the west wall with medium light.”

      I blink. “How does a plant know if it’s on the west wall?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. But they know and didn’t grow until I put them here. My bed used to be here.”

      Yeah, this is all completely normal.

      “And these are my Monsteras. This is Rachel, this is Monica, and then this one will be Phoebe!” She happily puts the one I got her beside the other two and then starts to wipe down its leaves. Her eyes are bright, her grin is unstoppable, and she is even bouncing when she walks.

      Now, this is all a bit crazy to me, but then I remind myself that I name every stick I have. I add a little six and even the name on the tape at the top of each stick. My left skate is Herb, while my right is Bob. And hell, if I were guaranteed to score every game, I’d put my sticks on the left side of the area. So, I would never judge her for her cute little obsession, for the main reason that it makes her happy.

      Deliriously happy.

      I’m sort of jealous of the plants for all the attention they’re getting.

      I come up behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist, and she leans into me as she wipes the leaves. “Can I help?”

      “Yes!” she gushes, pointing to the fridge. “There is water in there. Can you grab it?”

      “You chill the plant water?”

      “Oh yes. They like it.”

      I hold in my laughter as I kiss the back of her head and walk over to the fridge. I follow her directions—and there are a ton—before I start to water her crew. “You need more room.”

      She’s now wiping down the fig leaves. “Yeah, I think I’m gonna get a two-bedroom. If I get paid what I was told when I started, then I’ll be able to afford it without my parents’ help. That is, if I get hired.”

      She says the second part really low, but I hear her. “If? I thought it was a given.”

      Angie nods. “As did I.”

      “What changed?”

      She shrugs. “I have no damn clue. I don’t know if it’s because I confronted London about Leroy or what, but she told the doctor you and I are dating. Though when I pointed out that you weren’t a patient, I didn’t get let go like they were implying.”

      “You’re kidding,” I say, gawking at her. “That’s bullshit.”

      “I know,” she agrees. “Then she said we’d cross that bridge later, when I asked what would happen if you wanted to be a patient.”

      “Fuck them. I’ll go somewhere else if I need to.”

      She looks over at me. “It’s good for the program, though. We need all the data, and if you need help, I know Dr. Tembalt is incredible. I would want him for you.”

      “Sure, but I’m not going to be the reason you lose your job. You love it.”

      She gives me a small smile. “I hope it won’t come to that. She is just mad right now. Hopefully, everything evens out.”

      “I don’t understand why she’s still mad.”

      “I don’t either,” she says, going to another plant. “But it’s fine. I’ve got my plants, and I’ve got you.”

      I wink at her. “You got that right, sugar.” She makes a face, and I just grin at her, ignoring how silly it was to call her sugar. It just rolled off my tongue, though, and I like it. “So, is there a plant you’re missing that you really want?”

      Her whole body gets excited. She does a little jump that makes her breasts do a dance for me as her ass jiggles in all the right places. Her eyes are bright, and her grin is so wide, I don’t know how her face isn’t hurting. “God, yes. I want them all,” she gushes, smiling at her plants. “But my newest obsession is a Monstera Albo Variegata. Gah, it’s gorgeous, but oh-so expensive.” She tucks her wipe into her pocket and comes over to me with her phone. She shows me a picture of basically the same plant I got her, but this one has white streaks on it. “It’s insanely awesome. I want it so bad. But then, I also want a pink princess philodendron, but I can’t ever find it. Plus, it’s expensive too. Maybe when I get my real job. But right now, I get secondhand plants. Well, that is until my brand-new one you got me,” she says, kissing my cheek. “Which I love!”

      I wrap my arm around her waist and hold her close. “I’m glad. I knew you’d love it. Dart was talking mad shit, though, about the price and all.”

      She rolls her eyes all dramatically. “Yeah, plants can be pricey.” She stops mid-step. “And don’t go buying me those plants I showed you. You already bought me one.”

      Too bad. I already memorized everything she said, and I will be on a mission. I love how happy she is. “Sure.”

      She eyes me. “Owen, come on. You’ve done enough the last couple days. I’m not used to it.”

      I shrug. “Get used to it,” I inform her. “I’m a giver.”

      “A giver?” she asks as I pull her into my arms. “What in the world is a giver?”

      “I like to make people happy. I like the way it makes me feel. And since I like making you happy, I will shower you with gifts, and you will accept because it makes me happy.”

      She holds my gaze as I cup her sweet ass in my palms. “Please don’t get me those plants. They’re so expensive, and I’ll feel like I owe you something.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t. Or won’t. Just be you.”

      Her eyes darken. “That’s sweet.”

      “It’s my truth.”

      She moves toward me. “So…is the giver thing only outside of the bedroom?”

      My eyes dance with hers. “Not at all. Actually, it would make my day to make you come.”

      I pull her in closer and capture her mouth with ease. Her body turns into mine as I hold her as close as I can. I love the feel of her lips, the taste of her. Jesus, she’s unbelievable. I walk her back to her bed and sit to bring her down onto my lap. We part only for a second when she straddles me, cupping my jaw as she continues to kiss me. I feel the heat coming off her in waves, and I’m dying inside. She feels so good. I slide my hands up her thighs to her ass and then up into her shirt. Her skin is soft and warm as I hold her, kneading my fingers into her. She scoots down my legs, pressing those beautiful breasts into my chest, and I groan softly against her mouth. I’m pretty sure I stay hard around this girl, but when she starts to rock her center against me, I’m a goner. I flip us over, covering her body with mine as I deepen the kiss, pressing myself between her legs. She pulls away, gasping for breath, and I kiss down her chin to her neck, licking and nibbling at her warm skin as she runs her fingers into my hair, knocking my hat off. I take hold of the hem of her shirt, but her hands cover mine as soon as I get the fabric in my fingers.

      “Let me shut the lights off,” she murmurs, rubbing herself against me.

      “Don’t move,” I beg. “The lights are fine. The plants need a show.”

      Her laughter is intoxicating as I dip my tongue along the V of her scrub top.

      I pull at her top again, and she groans my name, “Owen, please.”

      Really loved the part when she moaned my name, but the second part annoys me. I pull back, looking down at her. “Angie, sugar, I want to see you. All of you.” Pure terror fills her eyes, and it’s like cold water splashing on me. We hold each other’s gaze and I wait for her, but I know she won’t say what I know she’s thinking. “I want to see you, Angie.”

      “Can I leave my shirt on?”

      “Come on, Angie,” I beg.

      “Or cut a hole in my scrubs?” I give her a blank look, and she shrugs. “What? Just a suggestion.”

      “No. I want to memorize everything about you. I want to taste every inch of your skin.”

      Her eyes widen as she squeezes my hips with her thighs. “Can we do that in the dark?”

      “Pax, believe me, you’re so beautifully made,” I insist, begging her with my eyes. “I want you—all of you.”

      “And you can have me. In the dark,” she promises. “I’ll even take off my clothes.”

      But that isn’t right to me. “No. You’ll be hiding. I don’t want you to hide yourself from me.”

      “But I’ll be more comfortable and won’t be thinking about what you think of my body the whole time.”

      I nod. I know this isn’t going to work. “Then I’ll wait.”

      Her brows come in. “Wait?”

      “Yeah,” I say with a shrug. “I want you to be comfortable. No matter what.”

      She blows out a breath, frustrated, as she takes ahold of my cock, hard. I gasp, jumping against her. “You want it, and I do too.”

      I cup her hand, holding it as she holds me. “You’re right. I want you so bad I can’t see straight, but when I make love to you, I want to enjoy it. I can’t if I know you’re worried about if I’m looking at this dimple or that fluff or that stretch mark. I probably will be because that’s the place I’ll be licking and biting next.”

      She presses her lips together, and I can see the guilt on her face. “I don’t know when that’ll be.”

      I cup her jaw, running my thumb along her bottom lip. “Good thing I’m good at waiting.”

      Her eyes fall shut, and I kiss her softly. I roll to the side and hold her to me. She lies on my chest, her legs tangling with mine as our breathing starts to slow. I kiss her on the top of the head, and while I’m sexually frustrated beyond belief, I’m good with my decision. I’m aware it’ll be hard, and I’ll be getting myself off daily, but I know it’ll be worth it in the end. She’s worth it.

      I know it, and I just need her to realize it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen

      

      I’m not sure what feels better, the sun on my face or Angie in my arms.

      I blink awake to find the TV on, Netflix asking if we’re still here, and Angie snuggled deeply in my arms. Her legs are tangled with mine, and her hands are tucked up underneath her chin. She looks utterly perfect and safe. I lean in and kiss her forehead just as her alarm sounds. She jumps awake, smacking me in the face.

      “Ow!”

      She cries out as I cover my mouth where she got me. “Oh my God! I’m so sorry!” She moves my hand and kisses my lip. “I’m so sorry. I hate my alarm.”

      I nod. “It’s loud as fuck.”

      “I know it is. I’m sorry,” she says once more, and I can tell she’s trying not to laugh. Soon, it’s too much, and she bubbles with laughter. “I’m sorry. I can’t help it. Your face.”

      I shake my head. “What the hell? You abuse me and then laugh about it?”

      She snorts. “No. It’s just you were so surprised, and I was surprised, and wow, what a way to wake up together, huh?”

      I wrap my arms around her, pulling her in close. “Perfect way, actually. Well, minus the abuse.”

      She snorts loudly, and I kiss her laughing mouth. She leans into me, and I want her even more than I did last night. I love her little sleepy eyes, her rosy cheeks, and her messy hair. Fuck, she’s gorgeous, and my need for her is out of this world. But I am sticking by my word. I will not put it down on this girl until she knows how unbelievably gorgeous she is. Just the way she is. Pretty sure Bruno Mars sang a song about that, but considering it’s my parents’ song, I will not be using it on Angie. Even though it’s a classic and a damn good song.

      “What time is your first class?” I ask once we part.

      “Ten.”

      I make a face. “So, why the hell are we waking up at seven?”

      She laughs. “I’m on a schedule. I like to make sure my plants are okay, I journal, and I work on homework.”

      I blink. “Okay, we took care of the plants last night, so I’m taking you to breakfast.”

      She nuzzles her nose in my chest and says against it, “I’m sure you have something better to do this morning.”

      “Um, even if I did, I’d rather spend it with you.”

      She looks up at me, and I honestly don’t know how she doesn’t realize I want this. I want her. “Really?”

      “Really. Get ready. Let’s go.”

      I use an extra toothbrush she has, and twenty minutes later, we’re getting breakfast from a food truck that does breakfast burritos and churros. After we get the goods, we head back to my place and set up on the back porch because it’s beginning to get really hot. Since I know she loves the ocean, I wanted to give her both worlds without us becoming sweaty messes.

      The only times I want to be sweaty with her are in the gym and in bed.

      “Where is Dart?”

      “Sleeping in. He doesn’t wake before noon on a non-skating day.”

      “Must be nice.”

      “Yeah. I usually wake up around nine, but I’ll take a nap this afternoon so I can meet you at the gym tonight. If you don’t mind,” I add quickly when I realize I invited myself.

      “Absolutely. I’ll be there right at eight.”

      “Awesome. What are you going to do about London?”

      She sighs loudly, letting her shoulders droop. “I don’t know. I guess just let things play out. See what happens.”

      “Sucks. Again, you can move here.”

      She snorts, shaking her head. “No way. I would never impose myself like that. Ruin your bachelor life.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not a bachelor. I’ve got a super-hot girlfriend.”

      “Yeah, okay, but Dart is a bachelor.”

      “And believe me, nothing and no one can interfere with that,” I say, knowing my friend. “What are you doing after the gym?”

      “Not sure. Probably going home and going to bed.”

      “Cool,” I say since I don’t want to sound needy and invite her over or myself to her place.

      “You?”

      “Same, probably, since we have an early morning skate and tape meeting.”

      “How many weeks are left in the season?”

      “Eight, which is right around the time of graduation, right?”

      “Yup,” she says with a nod. “Still don’t know what I am going to do about that.”

      “I do. You’ll walk, and we’ll all be in the audience, cheering you on.” She doesn’t agree or disagree, so I go on. “What are your plans for afterward?”

      She looks over at me after taking a big gulp of her horchata. “Afterward, what?”

      “Graduation.”

      “Hopefully working.”

      “So, you won’t leave for the summer?”

      She shakes her head. “No. I’ll be here,” she says, putting her cup down and then pulling her hair up. “Well, if I get over myself and go home to see my family, and then I’ll be in Nashville for a week.”

      “You should. I know your mom would love it.”

      “She would. Are you going home this summer?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “I guess that depends on this.”

      She pauses in the middle of fixing her hair. “This?”

      “Me and you.”

      “Us…is this?”

      “It is,” I say, holding her gaze. “I won’t want to leave you if we’re still together.”

      She nods slowly, licking her lips. “I wouldn’t want you to go either.”

      I reach out, pinching her chin. “Which is why I told my mom I probably won’t be coming home.”

      Her lips curve. “You told your mom about us? ’Cause I have not told my parents.”

      “No, I haven’t. Just that I’m dating someone incredible.”

      She chuckles. “Don’t set me up for failure, Owen.”

      I give her a look. “I’m not.”

      She pulls her gaze from mine, and we continue eating in silence, just the roar of the waves crashing against the shore. The sun shines on us a bit, and I love how her eyes sparkle. Her makeup is light, and again with the scrubs. I’m unsure if she wears anything else. I’d love to see her in some shorts or maybe even some nice tight pants. Anything to show off her curves.

      When her phone starts to ring, she makes a face. “Oh, my dad is calling. One second,” she says as I take a bite of my burrito. I nod as she answers. “Hey, Dad. Yeah, fine. Actually, in about thirty minutes. Yeah, full day. Then work. Oh, really? That’s awesome. Tell them I’m so proud. I’ll text them both too. It’s super cool. Yeah, for sure,” she says, and her eyes are full of such happiness. I don’t know how she has been so closed off from them, but I’m thankful that’s changing. I know how much she loves her family, and they love her even more.

      When she grins widely and laughs, I smile at her. I reach over, cupping her thigh, and she leans into me, kissing my jaw. I flash her another grin before returning to eat. I love burritos.

      “I’m not sure yet. I don’t know, Dad. I just don’t want everyone to make the trip for it. It’s so pointless. I know. I don’t know. Okay. Yeah, I know. I’ve been talking to Mom about it. I want to see everyone too. Let me figure out my life. I know. I’m sorry I’m so wishy-washy. But, um, Dad, can I call you back? I’m actually out with someone, and I’m being rude on the phone. Yes, the someone is a guy,” she says, grinning at me, and I wink. “No, I will not tell you about said guy. Because! It’s new. I do think you’ll like him. I like him. No, I haven’t told Mom yet. Thanks. Okay. I miss you too. Love you.”

      She hangs up and exhales. “Sorry about that.”

      “Didn’t your dad hate me?”

      She laughs, hard. “He did, but so did I.”

      “Because you wanted me so bad. Totally different.”

      She snorts. “I guess. I’m actually kind of nervous about him finding out about you.”

      I make a face. “Why?”

      “Because he doesn’t like guys, especially after all that crap with Taco.”

      I hate Taco, and I don’t even know the fucker.

      “I know he’s worried something will happen to me.”

      “Not when I’m around,” I promise. “And you can tell him I said that. Or I will, at graduation.”

      “Ruthless,” she says, resting her chin on my shoulder.

      “Yup.” I turn to kiss her just as the door slides open and Dart announces himself.

      “Keep it in your pants. I’m out here now.”

      I kiss her anyway, and when I pull back, she’s grinning. To Dart, I say, “Fuck off. What are you doing up?”

      “You two are loud as hell. Woke me up.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Angie says, giving him an apologetic smile. “Want some churros?”

      He nods. “I do, actually.” He sits down and then points to Angie. “Did you like your plant?”

      She beams. “I did! It’s amazing! I almost didn’t want to leave her.”

      Dart blinks and looks at me. “Wow, you’re dating a crazy plant lady.”

      I nod. “A hot, crazy plant lady.”

      “The best kind of plant lady,” he says and then gets up. “I gotta take a shit.”

      I laugh as Angie shakes her head, and Dart heads inside. “He’s a character.”

      “He’s a mess,” I interject, finishing off my burrito.

      She wipes her hand on a napkin and then makes a face. “I need to wash up.”

      “Come on,” I say, and together we clean up everything and head inside. As she throws our trash away, I put our drinks on the counter and look toward the bathroom to see that Dart’s still in it. “He’s in there. You can use mine.”

      “Okay,” she says, following me through the living room. We walk into my room, and she points to the beds. “You weren’t kidding. You have two beds in here.”

      I nod as I look toward my brother’s bed. It doesn’t have bedding on it, and the whole half of the room looks bare, while mine is all set up with bedding and pictures of my family. “Yeah.”

      “Why don’t you push them together to have a huge bed?”

      I shrug. “Just in case Evan comes back, I want his space to be ready for him.”

      “That’s sweet,” she says, reaching out to hold my bicep. “I don’t think he is, though.”

      “I don’t either,” I agree on an exhale. “But just in case.”

      We share a grin, and I take her hand, putting it in mine and pulling her to the bathroom. Before we can get there, though, she stops me. “You play?”

      I don’t have to look to know she is pointing to my guitars. “I do. I don’t sing, though. Evan is the singer.”

      “I didn’t know that!”

      “Yeah. All of us play guitar. Posey and Quinn play other stuff too.”

      She walks over to the three guitars I have hanging up and runs her fingers along them. “These are beautiful.”

      “Thanks. They are all my dad’s that he’s given me.”

      She looks back at me. “You should play for me.”

      “Maybe I will when you don’t have class in ten minutes.”

      She looks at her watch and makes a face. “I could skip.” But even I don’t believe she’d do that. She makes another face. “I’m lying. I gotta go.”

      “I know you do,” I say, hooking my thumb to the bathroom.

      She heads in there, saying, “But I do want you to play for me.”

      I watch as she starts to wash her hands. “Only to serenade your naked body.”

      She side-eyes me. “That’s unfair.”

      “Is it?” I ask, grinning at her. “You want something from me, and I want you to embrace your incredible body.”

      She shakes her head. “If you think the only thing I want is to hear you play the guitar, you’ve got another thing coming. I want you just as much as you want me, Owen.”

      “Oh, I know you do,” I say to her, and she laughs, shaking her head. “What?”

      “You’re so full of yourself.”

      “Am I? Or did I feel the heat between your legs and hear your vagina screaming my name?”

      She snorts, choking on her laughter. “I can’t stand you!”

      I reach for her, bringing her into my arms and close to my body. “If you couldn’t stand me, you wouldn’t be in my arms, looking into my eyes, and being all mine.”

      She reaches up, cupping my cheeks and running her thumbs along my cheekbones. “Fine, you’re right. But still, you drive me crazy.”

      I kiss her nose. “Good thing you work for a mental health department.”

      We dissolve in laughter until our lips meet.

      Then the laughter is gone, and heat explodes between us. Since I don’t trust myself, I pull back first and kiss her nose once more. “Have a good day at school, gorgeous.”

      She flutters her lashes at me. “I’m not going to make it with you.”

      I nod, blowing out a long, loud breath as I put space between us. Her laughter runs down my spine as I pull her to the front door. Once she’s out of it and I close it, I lean my head into the door. “That makes two of us.”

      I push off the wall, and when I turn, Dart is staring at me. “What is wrong with you?”

      I shake my head. “I told her I wouldn’t have sex with her until she embraces her body, and I’m worried I might die before that happens.”

      He makes a face. “The fuck? Who says that?”

      “I do,” I groan, falling into the couch. “I want so badly for her to realize how perfect she is.”

      “So, tell her. And if she doesn’t believe it, fuck her until she does. Stop being a fucking weirdo.”

      “Thank you for that amazing motivational speech.”

      He salutes me. “Anytime. I’m going back to bed.”

      Thank God, I mutter in my head as I press my face into the pillow. When my phone sounds, I lift my head to see it’s my mom.

      Mom: I enjoy being texted after I go to bed for things I shouldn’t be trying to find when I should be sleeping. Nevertheless, I found them, I bought them, and I picked them up. I’ll bring them when I come to watch a game.

      I don’t care that Angie didn’t want me to get her those plants. I wanted to. She may be annoyed, but I know she wants them. I can’t get over how happy they make her, and I can’t wait to give them to her either. I’m beyond ready to see the excitement on her face. To be on the receiving end of that kiss. It’s gonna be killer.

      Me: LOL, my bad. But awesome. Thanks. You’re the best mom ever.

      Mom: I am, and I hope I get to meet the girl I’m getting these for. Plus, send me money. These were not cheap. But, just in case, I bought myself some too because, obviously, they’re cool.

      Me: WTF, Mom? You don’t even like plants.

      Mom: But these are a must-have, apparently. Maybe I’ll get into them.

      Me: You’re a nut.

      She sends me the total, and I send the money right away before writing her back.

      Mom: Am I? Or am I smart because this will give us something to talk about if she’s nervous when she first meets me?

      I roll my eyes; they’ll get along perfectly. They don’t need something to talk about, but I don’t say that. Also, I’m just like my mom. Some say I get my cockiness from my dad, but my mom is a badass chick.

      Me: We’ll see. She’s being a weirdo.

      Mom: Hey, the best of us are weird.

      She’s got that right. I grin as I lay my phone down and close my eyes before nuzzling my nose into the pillow. I know for a fact that I’m getting in too deep, too quick. That’s usually why I don’t hang with girls; I fuck them and leave them. For one, I’ve never really vibed with anyone the way I have with Angie. And for two, I know myself. I love love. I love the feeling it brings me, and I love spoiling the person I care for. I’m already feeling things for her, and all I want is to further those feelings in the bedroom. I want her, desperately, but I know good and well she can’t love me back until she loves herself.

      The problem is, I don’t know how in the hell I’m supposed to keep my hands, tongue, and dick away from Angela Paxton.

      But I will.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      I think back on all those times I’d watch Owen with girl after girl and think how he must be such a horndog and probably addicted to sex. I mean, he was and still is a walking sex god. He just exudes sexiness. I was actually surprised when we started dating that he didn’t push to get in my pants sooner. He had chances. While I know my opinion of him has changed and I now know he is a nice guy, that doesn’t mean I was convinced when we headed back to my place it wasn’t for sex. I even asked my place or his, and it wasn’t to hang. I wanted to do the deed, but instead of getting it on like Donkey Kong—in the dark, like I had planned—we watched Netflix until we fell asleep.

      It was completely not what I was expecting, but it was nice. I hadn’t fallen asleep with a guy in a very long time, but when I woke up, I decided that Owen was the best to sleep with. He’s so big and warm that I didn’t need a blanket. He also likes to cuddle and I love to cuddle, so it was nice to be held all night. Also, the first thing he said to me?

      Good morning, gorgeous.

      Swoon! But that wasn’t even the best part; he took me to get breakfast before school. It was so nice and fun to be with him before I headed off. When it was time for me to go, he only kissed me goodbye. He didn’t convince me to skip school and go to bed or anything along those lines. He only kissed me. That was it. It was all very surprising for me.

      But now that it’s been three weeks, I’m absolutely dumbfounded. I honestly didn’t believe Owen when he said he wouldn’t take me to bed until I would do it with the lights on or whatever he meant by what he said. But apparently Owen Adler has the patience of a saint. Or he knew he’d be gone for eleven days and wasn’t worried one bit. As for me, I’m dying. When we work out, he’s only in shorts with that ass all thick and yummy. I haven’t stayed at his house—or him at mine since that night—and it’s all becoming too much. I want him. Bad.

      Especially when he’s looking at me on FaceTime in nothing but a pair of boxers as he inhales some pasta and breadsticks. “How’s school?”

      “Good,” I say, eating my own pasta. We decided to have a dinner date over FaceTime. It’s silly, I know, but it’s nice not to eat alone. I miss him. A lot. “Everything is getting a little harder. I’m more overwhelmed by the case load since I feel as if I do nothing but deal with data at work, but then I need data for my papers. It’s insane, but I’m still carrying a 4.0.”

      “’Cause you’re wicked smart,” he says with a wink. “For real, though, that’s awesome. Way to go.”

      “Thanks,” I say with a small smile. “I’ve been watching you play. You look great out there. Even if y’all keep getting your asses handed to you.”

      “Yeah, it’s all shit. New rumor is they’re going to replace our coach.”

      “Ack, that’s not fun.”

      “Nope. I like him. He’s a good guy, but they’re looking at this younger dude.”

      I nod. “Still, that’s frustrating.”

      “It is, but whatever. I’m just gonna keep kicking ass.”

      “That’s all you can do, I guess.”

      “For sure. Dart is irritated, and Thatcher is over it. We’re all trying to stay positive, but we’re so out of play-off position, it isn’t even funny.”

      “I remember when the Assassins didn’t make it out of round one of the play-offs. It was awful. My dad was pissed and felt like shit.”

      “Yeah, I don’t like it at all. Didn’t expect my rookie year to suck.”

      “But aren’t you like third in the league for goals?”

      He nods. “Yeah, but it doesn’t matter when my team isn’t doing well.”

      My heart hurts for him. He wants so badly for everyone to be successful. He’s such a team player, when really, he doesn’t have to be. He is one of the best players on the ice, but you’d never know off the ice with how it’s never I but we. “I’m sorry.”

      “It is what it is. I get to see you in two days, so I have something to look forward to.”

      I beam at him. “I can’t wait.”

      “Me either,” he says, taking a bite of his breadstick. “Have you been following the lifting plan?”

      I nod happily. “I have, and I’m proud to say, I’ve gone up ten pounds on all my lifts, and I’ve lost fourteen pounds!”

      He grins, smacking his leg loudly. “Fuck yes, Pax!” He’s so animated with his hands. “Show me. Get up. I wanna see the bod.”

      “Stop!”

      “No, come on! Show me!”

      I bite my lip, and I kinda wanna show him. I put the phone on my nightstand and stand in front of it, pulling at my scrubs to show how much extra fabric I have now. “And look!” I say, flexing my bicep. “I’m basically stronger than you now.”

      He nods. “Absolutely. So much stronger.”

      We share a grin as I sit back down, putting him back in his place so we can eat.

      “And not to say I told you so, but I told you so.”

      I scoff. “Shut up.”

      “You know I’m right. All you had to do was ease back on the cardio and eat.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      I love his smile and his little dimple. I adore his face. With so much joy in his expression, he says, “So, we’ll celebrate.”

      “Celebrate?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What? Me losing weight? That needed to be done.”

      He gives me a look of exasperation. “You worked hard. I want to celebrate you.”

      “That’s silly and unneeded.”

      “Anyway,” he says, ignoring my comment, “get out your sexiest dress, Ms. Paxton. I’m taking you somewhere special.”

      I scoff though panic sets in. “I have nothing but scrubs and sweats for the gym.”

      I refuse to tell him that all the regular clothes I have do not fit me. I couldn’t even squeeze into something and hope for the best. Everything I used to wear was very revealing, and if I put any of it on now, I’d look like a busted can of biscuits. No way am I subjecting him or myself to that. The thought of it alone is giving me anxiety.

      “Then go shopping.”

      I give him a look. “I’m broke. And, no, I don’t want your money.”

      He laughs. “I can Venmo you right now.”

      “No, sir. Thank you. We can go through a drive-through or go to the pub if you insist on going out.”

      “So you can wear scrubs? No thank you. I want you to get gussied up and go out. Kick your heels up.”

      I make a face. “I haven’t worn heels in over a year.”

      “Which is a shame because your calves are hot as hell.”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “And you’re beautiful,” he throws back with a wink. “Now, I’m Venmoing you.”

      “Owen Michael Adler, don’t you dare.”

      He has nothing but trouble in those blue depths. “Mm, I want to hear you say that while I’m between your legs.”

      A jolt of desire hits me between those very legs. “Jesus Christ!”

      He laughs as my phone dings. “Oh shit, look at the time. I gotta go.”

      I see the banner telling me I have money in my Venmo account. “I swear I’m going to beat you with my new muscles.”

      He winks. “I can’t wait, gorgeous. Make sure you get the sluttiest thing you can find. Lots of boobs and ass, please. Oh, and biceps. I want to lick those.”

      Before I can yell at him, the call drops, and I’m left shaking my head.

      And grinning.

      From ear to ear and feeling it all over.

      I can’t get enough of him.
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      Owen: Send me a pic of what you bought. I don’t want to be surprised.

      I make a face when I read his text. Owen will be home tomorrow, and I haven’t even been shopping. I have no desire, nor do I want to put myself through that. I buy everything online and guess at sizes. I don’t have time to do that before he comes to get me tomorrow at three. He hasn’t told me what we’re doing or even given me any clues, but he’s dead set on me getting something fancy for it. I sent him back the money he sent me on Venmo, and he re-sent it. We did that about four times before I just gave up.

      Now I have to go shopping, and I have no clue where to go. I haven’t gone shopping for this body yet, and I don’t know if I want to. Maybe I can keep working really hard and just get my old body back by tomorrow?

      Why is this so stressful?

      Me: I haven’t gone yet. I don’t even know where to go.

      Owen: What? Stop being difficult. Go.

      Me: I’m not. Really, I only buy sweats and scrubs.

      Owen: That’s ridiculous.

      Me: I’m realizing that now. Thanks.

      When he sends me the gif of Mrs. Doubtfire yelling “Help is on the way!” I make a face. What does that even mean? Before I can ask, though, my patient arrives and I get drawn into work. I don’t even remember to text him back about his message because we’re so jammed today. Thankfully, it’s a short day, and when four o’clock rolls around, my shift is over.

      That’s when I see her.

      I don’t know her from Adam, but I want to know her. She’s looking right at me while she pushes the cutest little baby in a stroller, and I even glance around to make sure there’s no one else she could be looking for. When I turn my gaze back to her, I’m so taken by her. She is on the thicker side, like me, with long, luscious black hair and big brown eyes. They’re so bright and shiny it looks like she’s crying, but she can’t be. She’s grinning from ear to ear. She wears a pair of fitted high-waisted jeans and a crop top that shows her belly. Yes, belly, and she looks fierce. With a pair of Nikes and a baby bag on her back, she looks like she means business, and instantly, I’m intimidated.

      She stops at my desk. “Are you Angie Paxton?”

      I blink, clearing my throat. “Yes?”

      “Hey,” she says, holding out her hand. “I’m Jean Espinoza. And this right here is Celeste Litman. I’m her nanny.”

      Celeste squeals happily, and I smile at her. “Well, hello,” I gush, shaking Jean’s hand. “How can I help y’all?”

      “Actually, we’re here to help you,” Jean corrects. “Well, I am. We’re gonna drop Celeste off to her momma, and then we’re gonna head to the mall.”

      I furrow my brows. “Huh?”

      “Owen sent me.” She says it so simply, and instantly, my heart starts to race.

      “Owen sent you?”

      “He did. Told me you needed help with clothes, that you’ve lost some weight, and we’re gonna celebrate. Which, by the way, holy shit, girl, you are hot.”

      My lips curve. “Thanks. Wow. Okay. Wow, I’m a little overwhelmed.”

      “He said you might be,” she says happily. “So, come on. Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”

      For some insane reason, I get up and follow her out. I even get in her car, and off we go, taking Celeste to her mom’s office. I don’t know what I am doing or even why, but I trust Jean, and I trust Owen completely. Plus, I need help with these clothes issues because I’m pretty sure Owen would have words for me if I cut my scrub bottoms into a skirt and called it a day.

      “So, how do you know Owen?” I ask since I’m sure he’s dated her. She’s beautiful.

      “I work for Kirby Litman. Kirby plays with Owen.”

      “Ah, okay. I haven’t met much of the team outside of the mental health office.”

      She nods. “Yeah, I’m sure you’ll come to the end-of-year team party.”

      Owen hasn’t mentioned it, but I don’t tell her that. I glance down at my phone to see another text from Owen.

      Owen: Is Jean there yet?

      Me: I’m with her.

      Owen: Awesome. Have a blast.

      Me: Um. Okay. This isn’t weird.

      Owen: I didn’t think so.

      He’s insane. I look up just as we stop in front of some office building. A gorgeous woman with wild, curly black hair and ebony skin grins at the car.

      “There’s Jaylin, Celeste’s mom.”

      I have questions, but I don’t ask as Jean gets out and transfers Celeste to her mom. Jaylin waves at me, and I wave back kindly before Jean gets back in the car. “She is the coolest chick I know.”

      “Celeste looks nothing like her.”

      Jean laughs. “Not at all. She’s her adoptive mom, not that it matters. She’s the best.”

      “Oh, absolutely. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to impl—”

      She waves me off. “Not at all. I’m just crazy protective of them. I love those three like they’re mine.”

      I smile. “That’s amazing.”

      She nods, and we head toward the mall. “Owen has told me a lot about you, and I’m excited. So, tell me your style.”

      I raise a brow. “What did he tell you?”

      “That you’re insanely gorgeous, which is right. I love your glasses and curves!”

      I smile, and I’m surprised how her words make me feel. I feel good.

      “That you’re a bit awkward and difficult.”

      “Wow. Thanks, Owen.”

      She laughs. “But no worries, we’re gonna have fun.”

      I don’t expect to. I expect to be full of anxiety, and of course, I give her all the pushback. She tries to get me in something that shows legs, ass, boobs, and arms, and I freak, so she scales back. She’s actually really motivational and hilarious. But soon, I’m having fun.

      “Girl, you’ve got the body. Flaunt it.”

      I make a face. “I have a gut—and cellulite.”

      “And? So do I, and I wear what I want. Let it all hang out. What’s the worst that can happen?”

      I stare at her. “Someone could say something.”

      “So? Fuck them. I love myself. They can’t make me not want to wear what I want. Clothes are an expression of who you are and what you like.”

      I make a face. “I don’t even know what I like anymore.”

      “Anymore?”

      “I’ve gained a lot of weight.”

      “I thought you lost weight?”

      “I lost some of the weight I gained, but I used to be a size four. Now I’m a solid sixteen.”

      She thinks that over. “Okay, what did you like before?”

      “Clothes that showed my thighs and boobs.”

      “Okay, so let’s do that again.”

      “I can’t. I’m too big.”

      “You are not. You’re way skinnier than me.”

      “That’s not true!”

      “You are,” she says, looking me over. “If I had your body, I’d walk around naked.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “I’m serious. Listen to me. You need to trust me. I’ve got you.”

      “I don’t know,” I say, shaking my head. “I don’t want to embarrass myself.”

      Jean takes my hand. “Angie, the only way you can embarrass yourself is by allowing yourself to feel that. Don’t. Feel what you are. Stunning.”

      I gape at her. “How do you do this?”

      “Do what?”

      It’s crazy, because as soon as I ask, I look at her and see a dazzling, curvy, confident woman. She doesn’t have any reason to be embarrassed. She’s gorgeous. So why can’t I see that for myself?

      I shake my head and walk into the dressing room with all the clothes she’s picked out for me. I lick my lips as I take off my scrubs, but I refuse to look at myself in my bra and panties. Quickly, I put on the jeans and shirt she picked out for me. It’s a cute little flowy top, and when I look at myself, I’m not disgusted. I actually love it. I’m still overweight, but I don’t look bad. I look great. I come out, and Jean is so over the top.

      Talk about a hype chick.

      With each outfit, she is so animated and in it to win it. If she doesn’t like something, she tells me. But mostly, she loves everything.

      And I do too.

      When I come out of the dressing room, I look up at her, and I can’t believe what I’m about to say. “I’m gonna get everything.”

      She cheers, and I actually do a little wiggle of excitement. “Yes! Come on. We’ve got dresses to pick out.”

      I nod and head to the front to check out. Once I’m there, I send my mom a text.

      Me: Hey, I’ve gone shopping for clothes. Is it okay if I use my credit card?

      She writes back automatically.

      Mom: Of course. Can’t wait to see what you got!

      I wait for the horror of showing her what I got to overcome me, but it doesn’t.

      Instead, excitement does.

      When I reach the register to pay, I see a mirror on the wall behind the clerk. I look at myself. Really look at myself. My hair is up in a cute little messy bun, my bangs curling over my forehead. My blue glasses are bright against my face, but the most beautiful thing about me is my grin. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. I’m happy. Really happy, and I’m excited to keep shopping.

      To find something to wear on a date with Owen.

      Something sexy.

      For him.

      I look down at my phone and hit his text thread.

      Me: I miss you.

      Owen: I miss you. Are you having fun? Got anything good?

      Me: Yes, a blast. Jean is fun.

      Owen: I thought you’d like her.

      Me: Thank you for this.

      Owen: Anything for you.

      Oh Jesus, I’ve fallen for this guy.

      I just hope he’s falling for me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      Mom: Make sure to send me pictures of you in your dress…and maybe one of you and this guy.

      I exhale as I read my mom’s message over once more. It was easy to send her pictures of my outfits since I was able to make the angles look as if the clothes were smaller than they were. I folded a lot of it to take away the volume of the fabric, but there is no way in hell I can fold my dress to make it look smaller on me. Or to make myself look smaller in it. I bite into my lip and consider getting an app to Photoshop the picture I would take, but if I do go home, it’ll be worse than it already would be.

      I’m unsure what to do.

      To keep Mom at bay, I text back quickly.

      Me: Okay!

      Mom: Remember pictures of the guy! I’m curious, ya know!

      Ha. If only she knew. But then, it would be exciting to show Owen off. I know he’ll be looking mighty dashing when he picks me up. I can’t wait, and as silly as it sounds, I’m nervous.

      Meanwhile, Jean has no clue and is a hoot.

      “Why do you look scared? Do you not like your makeup?”

      I shake my head almost violently, which is bad since she’s got a curling wand in my hair. “No! I love my makeup,” I insist, and I do. She did a sick-ass cat eye with silver glitter lining the black she used on my lid. She contoured my face like a professional, and I’m glowing all over the place. With a dark-red lip, even I find myself gorgeous. “I’m nervous.”

      She laughs. “Nervous? He’s your boyfriend!”

      “I know,” I say, sighing loudly. “I’m just worried he won’t like the dress or the way I look.”

      Jean scoffs. “I promise you, he’s going to have to go change his pants from coming in them.”

      We both explode with laughter, and the thought of Owen doing that pleases me to no end. He’s already home. He got in late last night after his game. I almost went to go see him. I miss him, but I refrained to make this date even more special. It’s trivial, I know, but since he’s excited, I’m excited. It’s all so silly. What am I even doing? I got a dress, a real dress, that shows my legs and arms and boobs, even! I’m getting gussied up like Owen said, and I’m excited.

      This is bound to be a shitshow.

      Thankfully, Jean is here to distract me.

      “God, I love your hair. It’s so thick and beautiful,” she gushes, moving the wand through my hair to curl it. I don’t know how we became friends so fast, but we have. I love being around her. She makes me feel good, and she is funny as all hell. Though, I feel she may have some underlying issues that she doesn’t talk about.

      I’ve become really good at noticing mental illness, and she ticks so many of the boxes for me. She is always moving, she picks at her nails, and she talks like no other. And it’s always a nervous talking. I know because I do it when my meds wear off. Her phone is always vibrating, and I suspect something is going on. At first, I thought it was her nanny job, but why would they call so much? Or maybe she’s a drug dealer or a sex worker. Really, she could do it all. She’s a boss chick, for sure.

      “Thank you,” I say just as her phone rings. She makes a face, and finally, I have to know. “Do you have a boyfriend you haven’t mentioned who keeps calling to make sure you haven’t replaced him?”

      She snorts, her dark hair in a high bun today and painted black lips. She’s wearing black shorts and a shirt with moons on it. She’s giving off a really cool, witchy vibe, and I’m digging it. “I don’t have time for a relationship. I am one busy lady.”

      I smile and nod. “Yeah, you are.”

      “No, actually, it’s my dad. He’s in an assisted living home. He has really bad dementia,” she explains, and my heart falls into my stomach. “He calls when he’s having a bad moment. But I took the first call today, so one of my siblings can take this one.”

      Oh man. “How many siblings do you have?”

      “Eight.”

      “For the love of God!”

      She snorts. “Yeah, I’m smack-dab in the middle, and I also have nine nieces and nephews.”

      “Wow.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t talk to my three older sisters, only my older brother and my younger siblings.” The pain is all over her sweet face. As she moves the curling wand through my hair, her glossy eyes are even shinier. “It’s hard when there are issues within a family. All you want is for everyone to get along and love each other, but sometimes that doesn’t happen.”

      “Yeah, that’s hard,” I say, watching her. “Is it your choice not to talk to them or theirs?”

      “Oh, theirs,” she says, shaking her head. “They blame me for my mom’s death and my dad’s dementia.”

      My eyes widen. “Oh. I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you. It sucks.”

      “I’m assuming it wasn’t your fault?”

      “Not at all. They got hit by a drunk driver on the way to my softball game. Not only did I lose my parents, but I lost my love for the sport and my siblings. They like to accuse me and my ‘stupid sport,’ so I just do my part for my dad and keep it moving.”

      I reach up, holding her hand. “Jean, I’m so incredibly sorry.”

      She waves me off. “Thank you. But one thing I’ve learned is that life changes in an instant. There are people who love me and want to be around me. I love myself, and I love my job. I have a new friend,” she says, squeezing my hand back, and my heart swells. “And at the end of the day, I know my mom is proud of me. And if my dad could remember me, he’d be proud too.”

      Her words hit me like a ton of bricks. I am so very loved by all the members of my family, and I’ve hidden myself away from them. Jean is absolutely right. Life can change in an instant, and if it did and I lost my parents or my siblings, I’d be guilt-ridden that I hadn’t hugged them recently. That I’d spent the last year hating myself. The pain on Jean’s face, her sorrow-filled eyes—I don’t want to ever experience that pain. I know one day I will, but not now. I’m enjoying the excitement and joy I’ve been blessed with lately too much.

      “Well, I’m proud of you.”

      Her face changes to a sweet grin. “Thanks, Ang. I’m done.”

      I look in the mirror, and I see my lips curve up into a wide grin. Instead of the tighter curls I usually have, she’s curled them into wide, luscious waves. My bangs are straight across my forehead, and with my makeup, I look incredible. “Wow, I look really good.”

      “Good? Girl, you look like a queen!” She starts to look in her bag. “Maybe I’ve got a crown in here.” I laugh as she fans out my hair and smiles at me in the mirror. “Okay, now it’s time for the dress.” My stomach drops, and I can tell she knows I’m about to freak. “Come on, Angie. Go change.”

      “Maybe I can wear the pants and stuff.”

      She shakes her head and points to where my dress hangs on the back of the door. “No. I did hair and makeup for that dress.”

      “Shit,” I mutter as I walk over to the door to get the dress despite her laughter. Jean wanted me to get the red one they had, but I felt more comfortable in black. It’s more slimming. I reach for it and search for the confidence I somehow had yesterday.

      I look back at Jean, and she’s watching me. “Yes?”

      I hesitate. “I don’t think I can wear it.”

      She makes a face. “Why? You look insanely hot in it!”

      “I don’t know. I just don’t feel it today.”

      Jean holds my gaze and then gestures with her hands like she’s wanting me to go on. “Talk me through it.”

      I feel a lump forming in my throat, and tears sting my eyes as I glance up at the dress. “I’m too big for it.”

      “You’re not. It fits you like a glove. We got your size, even when I wanted you to go down a size to make those boobies really pop.”

      I know she says it to make me laugh, but I’m freaking out. “I’ve always heard that ‘Just because they make the size, doesn’t mean a bigger person should wear it.’”

      She gawks at me. “Where in the hell did you hear that?”

      “My mom was in this moms group, and they always were down on the women who didn’t lose weight after they had kids. My mom actually left the group because of it.”

      “Yes, because your mom is smart and knows they were idiots. That’s insane, Angie.” She stands up, coming toward me. “Did you know that the average size of a woman right now in the US is a size sixteen to eighteen? You’re a sixteen at your height. You are the wet dream of all men.”

      I look away. “You’re just saying that.”

      “I’m not. Google it. I swear it’s true,” she promises, and when she reaches me, she takes the dress down from the door before looking me in the eye. “We’re the same size, but I’m about a half foot shorter than you. And guess what? I would wear that dress right now. Wanna know why? Because I want to. Because I think this dress is hot, and it’s super hot on you. Do you like the dress?”

      I swallow thickly. “I do.”

      “So, what’s the problem?”

      I press my lips together as I look at the dress. “You don’t think Owen will be embarrassed by me?”

      She snorts. “Honey, the only thing he’s gonna be embarrassed by is the boner he’ll be sporting the whole night being with you.” My face breaks into a grin as she hands me the dress. “Trust me, Angie. Or hell, trust yourself. Trust the part way deep inside you that knows you’re perfect just the way you are because you’re happy.”

      I take the dress without much thought as I hold her gaze. “I am happy.”

      “You are and so damn gorgeous.”

      I swallow hard once more, thankful the lump has disappeared. I slide my fingers over the fabric and force myself to remember how I looked and felt in it yesterday. I felt beautiful, hot, and chubby sexy, as Owen loves to call me.

      But most of all, I loved myself in that dress.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen

      

      I’m ready to see my girl.

      It’s been a long, agonizing eleven days without her. I pretty much miss every single thing possible about her. Name it, and I miss it, because I miss her. Her whole damn gorgeous Angie package. As I head to her place, my dad is giving me details as my mom rambles them to him.

      “Don’t be late,” he says very directly. “It costs money if you keep them waiting. Also, make sure you tip everyone. You got cash?”

      “Yeah, Dad. I do.”

      “Make sure he thanks everyone too,” Mom says in the background, and I roll my eyes.

      “She does know I’m not five and have manners, right?”

      “Apparently not,” Dad says dryly. “Evan is already there setting up and making sure everything is perfect.”

      “Cool. I’ll shoot him a text when we land.”

      “Good. I left my truck there for you. The keys are behind the right rear wheel.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “No problem. Bring her by if you guys have time.”

      I shake my head. “She’s all kinds of skittish and weird. You’ll have to give me some more time.”

      Dad laughs. “Sounds like someone I once dated and then married and then had you with.”

      “Dad, you could have just said, ‘That sounds like your mom,’” I tease him, and he laughs some more.

      “Sure, but that way is way more fun and gets me a chilly look from your mom.”

      “You two are insane. I’ll talk to you later,” I say as I pull up in front of Angie’s house. “I gotta get my girl.”

      Dad’s chuckle lets me know he knows I’m sprung. “All right, be safe.”

      “Will do. Love you.”

      “Love you,” he says as I hang up and throw my phone onto the passenger seat. I look in the mirror, making sure my hair is in place and my tie is straight. I know it’s not our first date, but it almost feels like it is. It feels new and exciting, though I don’t think that feeling has changed since I met Angie. I push the truck door open and get out, adjusting myself before smoothing out my slacks. I fix my watch on my wrist and shut the door, but I’m not expecting to see her when I look up.

      It’s a moment I know I’ll never forget.

      Because it’s the moment I know I’m fully in love with Angela Paxton.

      I suck in a sharp breath as I take her in. Her hair is down in wide curls, and her bangs are straight across her forehead, resting on her black glasses. Her makeup is done in a way I’ve never seen her wear it, all dramatic, and it makes her eyes pop. But none of that really matters when I get to the dress she’s wearing. I fully expected a dress—I asked for one—but this girl, fucking hell, I think she’s trying to kill me. The black fabric hugs her curves, showing them off in all the right ways. It crosses at the neck, making an upside-down heart shape that exposes the skin between her breasts, and it stops mid-thigh. Her legs are toned, thick, and with her high heels that have ribbons wrapping around her ankles in a bow, I’m left breathless, speechless, and my mouth is dry as fuck.

      Jesus. Christ. Almighty.

      I know I’m gawking at her, and with the way she crosses her ankles, one in front of the other, I feel I’m making her self-conscious. I move toward her, despite the raging hard-on I have, and I shake my head. “Not fair.”

      Her eyes widen as her glossed lips press together before parting. “What?”

      I stand before her, drinking her in as my heart pounds in my chest. It’s the most I’ve ever seen of her, skin-wise, and I honestly forget how to take my next breath. I glance at my watch, and I know I don’t have time. I look back at her and mutter, “So not fair.”

      Her brows come together, and I can tell she’s getting pissed. “What are you talking about? And why haven’t you kissed me yet?”

      “It’s not fair that you look this damn good when I don’t have time to take you back to your jungle and consume you.” Her breath catches, and I shake my head. “And I don’t know if I can kiss you and stop.”

      Her lips perk up at one side, giving me very naughty vibes before she rises up on her toes and presses her lips to mine. I wrap my arms around her and engulf her as I pull her in tightly. Our kiss is sweet but turns very demanding, very quickly. She tastes like mint and feels absolutely incredible in my arms. I reach down, taking a good chunk of her ass in my hand. I press myself into her, letting her know how fucking much I want her. When I break the kiss, it’s only to whisper against her lips as our eyes meet. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life, Angela Lynn Paxton. Hands down. No one, and I mean no one, compares.”

      Her eyes are glassy as she gazes up at me, and slowly, she brings her hand up, cupping my cheek. “You sure we don’t have time?”

      I shake my head sadly. “Not even a second to spare.”

      She leans in, kissing my bottom lip before speaking against it. “Then you’d better get us out of here before I’m the one consuming you, Owen Michael Adler.” She draws out the words, licking my bottom lip, and everything in the world stops.

      Yup, I’m head over ass for this girl.

      I swallow, reaching up and taking her hand. “Just FYI, if my parents hadn’t helped with this date, I would totally blow it off and show you a damn good time in that jungle of yours.”

      She flashes me a grin. “You’d be the king of the jungle?”

      “Prepare yourself for this corniness…but only if you’re my queen,” I say, pulling her along, and I love the giggle I’m rewarded with. I walk her around the truck, opening her door for her. I help her in, and as she crosses her legs, I run my hand up her shin to her thigh. Her eyes meet mine as I reach down, kissing her mid-thigh. Her little intake of breath makes me want to bust. I stop myself and then rush around to get in the cab. I start the truck quickly and pull away just as fast. I don’t know why I’m rushing—I have time—but I think it’s because she has me so keyed up. She hands me my phone, and I toss it in the cupholder so I can take her thigh in my hand. Her skin is warm, and I squeeze her, wanting so badly to take a bite of her. She covers my hand with hers, and when she sighs happily, my heart soars.

      “I know the answer,” she starts, and I look over at her, grinning from ear to ear. She reaches over, poking me in my dimple. “But I look okay? You’re not embarrassed?”

      I almost wreck the car whipping my head in her direction. “The hell I have to be embarrassed of?”

      “It’s tight, and I don’t want you to be embarrassed by what others think.”

      “Thank God it’s tight,” I basically choke out. “Sugar, my love, I’m proud to be with you, and I don’t give two fucks what anyone thinks.”

      “Oh,” she says, and I can tell she’s a little surprised by my answer.

      “They can want you or not, and I don’t care, ’cause I know you’re mine.”

      “Well then,” she says breathlessly as she grins at me. “Yours? Okay.”

      “Yup,” I agree. “Also, just a warning, I went a little overboard.”

      Her eyes dance as she looks at me. “Really? Why do you say that?” I pull into the airport and see my family’s plane. I glance over at her, and her eyes are wide. “What in the world?”

      “Told ya,” I say, parking and getting out. I grab all my stuff and then head around to help her out.

      “We’re going on a plane? For a date?” she asks incredulously.

      “Yes. Some say I’m bougie.”

      She snorts. “I say I agree with some.”

      I take her hand and lead her toward the plane, locking my truck behind me, and she mutters, “Well, shit.”

      I look over at her. She’s looking at the sky. “What?”

      She gives me a sheepish grin. “Never mind.”

      “No. What?”

      “I forgot to put my rainwater catcher out, and it looks like it’s gonna rain. My plants love rainwater.”

      I blink. “Woman, you drive me nuts,” I say, and I quickly text Dart to set out a bucket. “I asked Dart to put something out.”

      She leans into me. “You’re the best.”

      She kisses my jaw as the flight attendant welcomes us. “Mr. Adler and guest, welcome. Sir, we do need her ID.”

      I forgot. “Shit. Sugar, you got your—”

      She’d already pulling it out of her little purse, handing it to the flight attendant. “I’ll bring it back to you.”

      “Sure,” Angie says, and together we walk up the stairs into the plane. “So, where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      Her smile is unstoppable as we take our seats and buckle in. “Is this a new plane?”

      “Yeah, Mom upgraded a few years ago.”

      “Okay. I didn’t think this was the one we took to the championship,” she says, looking around. “This is nice.”

      “You haven’t even seen the back yet. This is just the seating section for takeoff. The back has lounge chairs and couches.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh wow.”

      “We’ll go back as soon as we take off.”

      “Awesome,” she says as the flight crew gets ready for takeoff. “So, how many girls have gotten this kind of Owen Adler treatment?”

      I give her a look. “Um. None.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. How many guys have gotten you in a dress like that?”

      Her lips tip up. “None in the last two years.”

      “Before?”

      She grins. “I used to wear dresses like this to parties.”

      I hold her gaze. “Well, honestly, I think you look way better now.”

      Her eyes light up. “You think so?”

      I bop her on the nose. “I know so.”

      She takes my hand in hers and strokes her fingers along mine. Our fingers play as we wait to take off. I make sure to thank the captain and the copilot before they enter the cockpit. It’s hard to remember I’m supposed to be polite when all I want to do is kiss and touch Angie. She sits all pretty and proper beside me, smiling and being absolutely lovely. I love the way her hair is falling along her shoulders and the curve of her jaw. I find myself reaching out and brushing her hair off her shoulder to kiss her bare skin. Her breath catches as I trail my tongue along her collarbone and up her neck. I find her earlobe and suck it between my lips, biting it softly as she brings her hand up to rest against my cheek.

      Into her ear, I whisper, “I want you so, so bad.”

      She turns into me, moving her other hand up my thigh before she grabs ahold of my ice-hard cock, making me jump in my seat. I bite her below her ear, and I can feel her smiling as she says, “Easy, boy. So many eyes on us.”

      I scoff. “I don’t even care. We’ll give them a hell of a show.”

      Her giggles are strained and full of all things dirty. She takes ahold of my jaw just as the captain announces we’ve been cleared for takeoff, and then she moves my head slightly so our eyes can meet. Such heat and goodness are in her eyes, and I moan with desire. She leans in, and I take her mouth with mine. I don’t know how we miss the damn plane taking off, but then again, maybe I do. Being lost in her kiss would make me forget anything, really.

      I hear a throat clear, and I pull back to find the flight attendant smiling down at me. “I apologize, but you’re able to move to the back for the next hour. We have a cheese and meat tray and champagne arranged for you.”

      “Thank you,” I say roughly, and I stand, guiding Angie up and in front of me. “Right through the curtains, baby.”

      She starts for the back, and I turn to the flight attendant. I jerk my thumb toward Angie and say, “I will give you a hundred bucks not to open those curtains.”

      Her eyes widen. “But I’m supposed to serve you.”

      “Unless you’re putting her on a silver platter for me, no offense, but I don’t need you.”

      She’s completely taken aback, and since I’d rather my mom not know about that comment, I add, “Three hundred if you promise not to tell anyone.”

      Dollar signs flash in her eyes, and she nods eagerly. “That will not be an issue, sir.”

      She hands me Angie’s ID, and I hand her three hundred-dollar bills and nod. “See ya in an hour.”

      I step through the curtains and shut them behind me to find Angie sitting on the couch with cheese in her fingers and a grin on her face.

      “They have Gouda! I love Gouda!”

      I want to grin at her cuteness, but if I don’t get between those legs, I might cry.

      Sob, really.

      I throw my phone and her ID in the chair and slowly take off my jacket. Her brows come together as I pull off my tie and throw it on top of my jacket. “What are you doing?”

      “You,” I say simply, unbuttoning my shirt and taking it off.

      “Me?” she asks, her mouth dropping open.

      “Oh yes. You.”

      “Here?!” she squeaks.

      “Oh, sugar, you’re lucky I even made it this far.”

      I move toward her, undoing my pants to give my cock some room, and I can tell she doesn’t know what to do. Her eyes are so wide, they look as if they’ll fall out of her head, and her hand still holds a slice or three of cheese, but hell, I don’t care.

      She can eat the cheese as I eat her.

      I bend down on one knee, taking her ankle and untying her shoe. I throw it to the side, taking her other ankle as she asks, “What about the flight attendant?”

      I shake my head, throwing her second shoe over with the first. “I paid her to stay out of here.”

      “You did?”

      “Fucking yes, I did. Angie, come on, I can’t handle you.”

      Something moves in her eyes as I push her legs open and reach up her skirt for her barely there thong. She lifts her ass for me, and I pull it off and to the side before kissing her inner thigh. I take ahold of her hips, bringing her to the edge of the couch as I drop to both knees. Her breathing is so fast, and she’s in shock as I push her dress up her body. I think it finally registers what I’m doing, and she stops me with her cheese hand. “Owen—”

      “Please,” I practically beg. “Enjoy your cheese that I picked out for you, and let me enjoy you.”

      “Good God,” she mutters, her eyes crazy. “It’s not that. Just my stomach—”

      “Angie, baby, please. In this moment—and really, all moments, but right now, this second—I want you to think of everything you are, not what you think you aren’t. Because, to me, you’re everything.” I run my thumbs along the insides of her thighs, lightly touching her center. “You are sexy, delectable, fucking gorgeous, and I may die if I don’t get my mouth on you at this very second.”

      Her breathing stops as her eyes hold mine. I beg her with mine—to trust me and to believe me. Then, by the grace of God, she slowly lifts up her foot, setting her heel on the front of the couch before doing the same with the other. I’m practically drooling as I take her by her hips, pushing the fabric of her dress up and then bringing her center to the edge of the couch and toward my lips. I suck her whole into my mouth. Her whole pussy. Everything explodes inside me. I can feel the blood coursing through my veins and throbbing hard within me. I’m answered by the most incoherent sound from her, and I want more. So much more. I slip my tongue between her lips, basically French kissing her pussy as my fingers bite into her bare skin. I can feel the dips and stretch marks in her skin, and I want to lick them, taste them, but first, I want to hear her scream. I find her bundle of nerves between her wanton lips, curving my tongue around it, and lap at her as she starts to rock against my mouth. My name falls from her lips in a way that makes my toes curl in my shoes. I slide my hands along her hips to her thighs before moving them between her legs to open her wider for me. Her pussy is bare, pink and shiny, and I can’t get enough. I hold her lips open and flick my tongue against her clit as she gasps and squirms beneath my mouth. I move my thumb into her entrance, filling her as I continue to demolish her clit with my tongue.

      She comes then, hard, her thighs shaking as she cries out my name, squeezing one of my wrists with one hand and the cheese all to hell in the other hand. I swirl my tongue along her lips, lapping at her release as she gasps for breath. When I have my fill and can no longer wait to be inside her, I sit back and grab a napkin off the table. I watch as she wheezes for breath, and I can practically see her pussy throb. I wipe my hands, drinking her in before reaching for my wallet and getting out a condom. I stand, dropping my pants and sheathing myself as she watches me. She stands up, throwing aside what’s left of the cheese and pushing me down onto the couch.

      I’m blown away by her assertiveness as she straddles me, guiding my cock deep inside her. I’m surprised I fit, to be honest, and that’s not me being cocky. She’s tight and basically closes around me like a vise grip. When her ass hits my thighs, I’m the one hissing out a breath as our eyes meet. “Damn, baby, you’re so fucking tight.”

      Her eyes are heavy-lidded, so dark as she grabs on to the back of the couch. She swallows before leaning in, not kissing me but close enough to do so. “I haven’t let a man have me in a long time.”

      My eyes widen. “No?”

      “No, because they weren’t you.”

      Jesus fucking Christ. Come on! How in the ever-loving hell am I supposed to keep my wits with her?

      I glide my hands up her arms to her jaw, cupping her sweet face. I kiss her lips softly as she squeezes me with her perfect pussy. She pulls back from my mouth and starts to rock against me, my cock sliding in and out of her at a slow, agonizing pace. I reach around her neck, undoing the top of her dress so it falls forward and her breasts are mine for the taking. They’re so full, heavy, and her nipples need my lips on them. I move between the two, sucking and biting them as I mold them in my hands. Her head falls back, her cries becoming louder and more forceful with each slap of her ass against my thighs.

      I can’t take it any longer.

      I grasp her hips in my hands and hold her as I start to jackhammer up into her. My thrusts are demanding, and her tits hit me in the face just like I want them to. When I come, I come so fucking hard, I feel it everywhere. Lights go off behind my eyes, my balls pull up so hard it hurts, and I’m pretty damn sure I busted a toe or two from curling them so much. I bury my face between her boobs as I groan so loudly, I’m thankful it’s muffled by her skin. I’d almost be embarrassed if it weren’t. We still, holding each other as our breathing slows and our hearts beat together. I kiss along her skin, up between her breasts, to her neck, chin, jaw, before finding her mouth. She kisses me as earnestly as I kiss her. We kiss for what seems like hours, but it’s only minutes before our gazes meet. I’m lost in her eyes, and I hope she’s lost in mine.

      All the emotions are swirling deep inside my gut and my head. I’m so confused by them, overwhelmed by them, that I have to voice them. Get them out of me.

      “I’m falling in love with you, Angie. So, you need to let me know if that’s not something you’re down for.”

      She rests her forehead against mine, and her eyes burn into mine. “Owen, honestly, I’ve been falling for you for weeks now.” My heart stops in my chest as she rubs her thumb along my bottom lip. “So, yeah, I’m down.”

      I bite her thumb. “You think we have time for round two?”

      Her eyes sparkle. “Maybe on the way back?” I nip at her bottom lip as she admits, “Because I really wanna eat some of that Gouda.”

      Falling? Shit. I’m totally and fully in love with this girl already.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      I feel brand-new.

      Literally.

      Which may seem insanely ridiculous, but I do.

      Maybe that’s what a couple orgasms from Owen Adler will do for you.

      But I know that’s not the only reason I feel like this. I’ve never, in my life, been looked at the way Owen looked at me when he got out of the truck. I’ve never felt such nerves in my life, but once his eyes settled on mine, those nerves were gone and I felt wanted. Beautiful. It’s an awesome feeling, one I hadn’t realized I craved. Then he laid it down on me like it was the last thing he’ll ever do, and I don’t know how in the world he is supposed to top it. Pretty sure the O in Owen’s name stands for orgasms, and he was relentless. I’ve never come so much in my life, and I spent almost two hundred bucks on my vibrator. I honestly felt like I was going to implode. At one point, when he was deep inside me, feasting on my breasts, I think I did.

      Good. God. Give. Me. More.

      But then the best part? When he said he was falling for me. How? I have no clue, but man, it felt so good. Felt right, and I don’t understand it. I’ve never allowed myself to believe he could love me—or would want to love me. I thought I was a game to him, someone to play with to distract him from losing Evan. I was fine with it. I wanted to be his game, but what I wasn’t expecting was for him to fall for me. I wanted it—God, I did—and now that it’s a reality, I don’t know how to handle what I am feeling. I want to scream in his face that I love him, but I know that’s a little overkill. No, I’ll wait it out. I know he has been very vocal about how much he loves my body, but again, that can change at any moment.

      And that terrifies me.

      I can’t even look the flight attendant in the eyes when we disembark the plane. Owen is shameless, grinning and waving to everyone as we make our way to the truck he has waiting for us. His arm is around my waist, and his body is burning hot beside mine. I keep having flashbacks of him between my legs or the way he looked at me as I rode him, something I was shocked I did. I wanted to please him, though, as he pleased me. After fishing out the keys from under the back tire, he looks up at me, grinning. “You good?”

      I scoff. “Beyond. I feel like I’m floating.”

      He winks as he jingles the keys at me. “I have that effect,” he teases, coming around and helping me into the truck. As he walks around to get in, I peek my head out of the orgasm cloud of Owen to see where I am. I know this airport. I stood at it many times, wishing my dad a good trip and welcoming him home from road trips with the Nashville Assassins.

      “We’re in Nashville?” I say once he gets in.

      That grin of his is unstoppable as he nods. “Yup.”

      Dread fills my gut, and I gawk at him. “Why?”

      He grins at me until he realizes I’m not smiling. “It’s a surprise.”

      “Does it involve my family?”

      Owen’s face crinkles up. “No, why?”

      I let out the breath I was holding in a loud whoosh. “Oh, thank God.”

      His face doesn’t un-crinkle. “Why?”

      I meet his inquisitive gaze. “Because I can’t see my family in this dress. So much is showing. My dad would lose his shit about the length, and then my mom would have words about the top. Like, this dress is for you and only you.”

      He doesn’t move; his eyes stay trained on me. “I’m down for the dress being for me, really. But when you say that about your parents, do you mean because it’s revealing, or do you mean the size of the dress?”

      “Shit. I don’t know,” I admit. “Both options could very well be the reason for the anxiety I’m feeling, but it’s more how revealing the dress is.”

      He nods. “It better be, sugar. ’Cause after seeing that body of yours, you don’t get to talk badly about it anymore.”

      I chuckle. “What? I don’t?”

      He shakes his head, violently almost. “No. Because honestly, Angie, your body should be a temple or a new religion for me because I plan on worshiping you every chance I get.”

      I choke on my laughter. “Stop it.”

      “I’m dead fucking serious,” he says as he reverses and heads out of the parking lot. I fully believe him too.

      “You’re such a nut,” I accuse, and he flashes me a goofy grin.

      “It’s unfair you kept yourself from me that long.”

      I snort. “Okay.”

      “Truthfully,” he promises, and I would never doubt him. Not anymore. Not ever again.

      Oh, what a feeling.

      We drive through downtown, and I force myself to ignore my desire and take in all that Broadway has to offer. I hadn’t realized how much I missed it until now. We talk about our favorite things in Nashville and are in awe of how much the city has grown since we’ve left. South Carolina is awesome and fun, but the Southern charm of Nashville is all-consuming.

      “Do you miss it?” he asks, stroking my thigh, and I flash him a grin.

      “I do. I was actually just sitting here wondering why I left, but then if I hadn’t, we might not have linked up.”

      “And that would be a travesty,” he adds, and I laugh in agreement. “You left because you wanted your career.”

      I smile as I nod. “I do love my career. So much.” He squeezes my hand, and I ask, “Do you wanna come back?”

      “I do, one day. I don’t know if Shelli or my mom will ever get me on the team, but it’s a dream of mine, for sure. I know for a fact I’ll end up back here. To play or retire. How about you?”

      “I’d want to retire here. I want to get a house outside of the city, on some land, but close enough to still enjoy Nashville for what it is.”

      “You want land?” he asks, and I nod. “That’s cool. I want land too.”

      We share a smile, and his fingers move from my thigh to my hand, threading our fingers together. I sigh softly as we leave the city and drive on the highway for a while. The conversation is light and easy, as always. When we arrive at a nursery, I look over at him. “So, if you’re taking me to go plant shopping, I may squeal. But once the excitement wears off, I’m going to be questioning the need for the dress and heels, oh, and plane to go plant shopping.”

      He grins as he pulls in. “It’s all worth it, trust and believe. And the plane, that was definitely a need.” I grin back at him as he leans in, pressing his nose into mine. I love the color of his eyes, the way his dark lashes kiss his cheeks when he blinks, and that damn dimple. I love it; I love him. “I never wanted to be a member of the Mile High Club until I met you.”

      I kiss his top lip. “It will absolutely be a highlight in my life.”

      He kisses me this time. “Well, my sugar baby—”

      “Oh, we’re morphing your little pet names for me?”

      “It felt right,” he says, winking. “Since I am a walking highlight reel, I know how to make them memorable.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “Wow.”

      He winks again. “I know. My cockiness knows no bounds.”

      With that, I laugh as he opens his door and then comes around to do the same for me. Owen takes my hand, and together, after he locks the truck since his dad will kill him if anything happens to it, we head toward the entrance to the nursery. Right away, I see some gorgeous plants that I want to go inspect, but Owen is leading the way.

      “Ooh, Owen, look at the elephant ears! I wish I had an outside to plant in. That’s why I want land, so I can have a greenhouse or even a huge area for plants.” He listens to me, his eyes locked on me as a small smirk sits on his lips. I lean into him. “You think I’m crazy.”

      He chuckles. “I do, but I find it endearing too,” he says as we stop. “Which is why I did this for you.”

      I look away from him to find we’re in a room full of all kinds of plants. Big green ones, small leafy ones, trees, and even some flowering plants. I see all kinds of pothos climbing the wall, snake plants, spider plants, and more. Lights hang around the room, giving it a fairyland feel, and in the middle of the room is a single wrought-iron table and two chairs. On the table are two covered plates with a bottle of wine and a huge bouquet of white lilies.

      To say I’m speechless is an understatement.

      I glance up at Owen, and he grins down at me. Tears burn my eyes, and before I can explode in a happy sob all over him, he leads me to the table just as, out of nowhere, Evan appears.

      “Ms. Paxton,” he says, all proper, while wearing a black suit with a white cloth draped over his forearm. His grin is sweet as he pulls out a chair for me, but I ignore it, wrapping my arms around him and hugging him tightly. I’m met with laughter as he hugs me back. “Hey, you. It’s good to see you.”

      “You too,” I say, tapping his chest. “How are you?”

      “I’m great, really. I’ve been helping at the Assassins compound, really fighting for a mental health unit there. I think we might make it happen.”

      I thought I would cry about all the things Owen has done for me, but nope. It’s gonna be his twin that brings me to a sob. “Oh, Evan, I’m proud of you.”

      He winks, just like his brother would, and cups my shoulder. “Thank you—for everything. Really.” He looks away bashfully as he chuckles. “And thanks for making my brother so happy.”

      “I think it’s the other way around,” I say as I look up into Owen’s eyes again.

      “Not from the way I hear it,” he says, pulling out the chair for me right as Owen winks at me.

      Still unable to process what is happening, I sit down in complete awe. Owen sits across from me as Evan pours us each a glass of wine. “I told Mom this was grape juice.”

      We all laugh at that before I ask, “How much did he pay you to do this?” I tease, grinning at Owen.

      To my surprise, Evan says, “Nothing. I wanted to do this.” I meet his gaze, and he flashes me a smile full of dimples. “You’re stunning tonight, Angie.”

      “All right, Two Dimples, go flash those suckers somewhere else,” Owen says, shooing him away, and I giggle when Evan shoots his brother the bird. When he disappears to parts unknown, I look across the table at Owen as he stands. “Dinner is served.” He then lifts the silver dome covering the plate to reveal all my favorite things. A Hot Chicken Sandwich, fried pickle spears, twice-fried fries, and to the side, a gorgeous cupcake that has O+A on it. I look up at Owen, tears blurring my vision, and as my lip trembles, I say, “I’m so overwhelmed right now.”

      He grins. “That was my intention, to completely blow you away.”

      “You did,” I say, reaching out and cupping his jaw. “I lied on the plane.”

      His face changes as confusion takes over. “About what?”

      To my surprise, I see a bit of worry in his eyes. “I’m not falling in love with you.” Owen looks as if I’ve hit him. So, quickly, I say, “Because I’m already in love with you. I love you, Owen. With my whole heart.”

      His eyes change in an instant, and the most beautiful, dazzling, insanely perfect grin comes across his lips. “I know,” he says with a wink, and I roll my eyes.

      “You’re impossible,” I accuse, and his eyes dance with mischief.

      He laughs as he leans in, almost close enough to kiss me before he whispers, “Well, you better get used to it.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah, sugar, because I love you something insane.”

      My heart explodes in my chest as our lips meet, and I swear, I’ll choose this man over and over again, no matter what.

      He’s mine, and I’m his.
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      Owen

      

      I wasn’t expecting that, but I’m realizing with Angie to expect the unexpected. As clichéd as that sounds, it’s true. She’s mind-blowing—and all mine. As I look across the table at her, seeing the plants that have been used for decoration as her backdrop, I’m beyond in love. I can’t believe I said it to her, but I’m also not surprised. This girl has been important to me for a very long time. Now, though, I get to tell her daily. Hell, I can tell everyone if I wanted. As she takes a long sip of her wine, she gazes off to the side with this grin on her face. I lift my phone for a snap of her. I don’t ever want to forget this moment. The way she looks, the confidence, the sex we had, and the way she told me she loved me.

      I won’t forget it, but I want photo evidence.

      I want all the photos of her.

      “We’ll need to take a photo together.”

      She looks over at me through her lashes and nods. “I’d like that.” We share a smile, and she sighs happily. She’s been doing that a lot since we started eating. “This is probably the best date I’ve ever been on.”

      Proud, I nod. “Same.”

      “You went super overboard, though.”

      “I don’t care. You’re worth it.”

      Her lips quirk, and I fully expect her to fight me on it, but instead, she asks, “So, this is our best. What’s your worst?”

      I cringe at the thought. “That crazy chick who was grading me the whole date. She literally had a notebook and made notes! Gave me a C!” I complain, and she snorts with laughter as she shakes her head.

      “That’s still so bizarre to me,” she says, and I nod. “Though, I can top yours.”

      I eye her. “No way.”

      She nods. “Seriously. I went out with this guy, we had a blast, I was feeling him, so I went back to his place,” she says, and while she may be speaking of another guy, I’m enraptured by her. She’s so happy. Her eyes are so bright and animated. I love it. “We entered through the back, and when I realized he lived downstairs, I was a little put off because I assumed someone lived upstairs. It was his mom who lived upstairs.”

      I let out a chuckle. “She walked in on you two?”

      A rueful look fills her features. “I wish,” she says with a shudder, and I laugh a little harder. “So, whatever, not worried about it. Then we do the do, everything was decent, but I didn’t want to put my jean shorts and crop top back on to sleep in. I ask him for something, fully expecting a tee or a hoodie. Owen, he went and got me one of his mom’s nightdresses.”

      I choose the wrong time to take a drink. I almost spew my wine everywhere, laughing so hard I can’t breathe. “No fucking way.”

      “I shit you not,” she says, laughing along with me. “I was beyond creeped out.”

      “Did you put it on?”

      “Yes! I had no choice!”

      I roar with laughter as she chuckles. “I can’t.”

      “It was insane, I swear,” she insists, shaking her head as her laughter subsides. “People are nuts.”

      “For real. Kind of glad I won’t have to deal with that anymore.”

      Angie’s eyes meet mine, something moving in them as my heart swells. “That’s pretty damn presumptuous.”

      “Presumptuous or confident?”

      Her lips quirk at one side.

      “I told you off the top I wanted a relationship.”

      She nods. “You did, but I assumed it was to get in my pants.”

      “Yes, because that happened so quickly for us,” I deadpan. A heated look moves between us. “I basically had blue balls for you for like eight years.”

      “Eight years?” she asks with a troubled look. “We’ve only been dating for just over a month.”

      “Yes, but I’ve wanted you since I was like twelve,” I admit, and then I wink at her. “Like my fast math?”

      “You’re insane. You wanted a totally different version of me.”

      “No,” I say sternly. “I want you.” Her eyes darken as she leans on her hand, staring at me with desire and sweetness in her green depths. “Do you not want the same? A relationship, I mean?”

      “No, I do,” she insists. “But, of course, I’m scared. It’s easy to admit love and be all in, but it’s hard when you don’t know what the other person is thinking.”

      “I’m thinking the same thing, Pax.”

      “You’re just staring out on your own, though,” she laments, holding my gaze. “You can have years of dating and women. Anyone you want, really.”

      “And I want only you,” I say simply, my heart pounding in my chest. “I’ve always wanted just you.”

      Her eyes soften as she reaches out, taking my hand in hers. I thread our fingers together, and it feels as if time is standing still. “I’m about to admit something super corny and maybe a bit clichéd.”

      I kiss her hand as our knees knock under the table. “I’m ready.”

      I can tell she’s uneasy, but it’s us. It’s easy for us. “I feel brand-new since we started this.” She licks her lips, her eyes never leaving mine. “Like, I sit here and I’m staring into your eyes, and I feel… I feel…” Her words fall off as she takes in a deep breath. “I feel worthy, I feel loved, and I feel safe.”

      “Sugar, that’s—”

      “Sorry, let me get this out,” she says, interrupting me. “Even when I was skinny, I never felt like a man would love me. My sperm donor didn’t want me. No guys ever stuck it out with me, and I felt like they only wanted me for sex. And I know my dad loves me and wants me, but it’s still in the back of my head that I was part of the package with my mom so he forced himself to love me.”

      I shake my head, squeezing her hand. “That’s not true, Pax. Benji loves you, loves you, as if you’re his blood. I’ve heard him talk about you. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. No one would ever know he wasn’t your bio dad.”

      Tears fill her eyes. “You really think so?”

      “Absolutely,” I vow. “And honestly, I think when they come for graduation or you go home, you’re really going to realize it. Because people love you for you. Your beauty and your wicked smarts are just a bonus.”

      A tear falls, and I catch it quickly. She smiles a thanks before clearing her throat. “I just want you to know you’re very special to me. I was convinced I was broken before I met you, but I found out I just wasn’t allowing myself to live.”

      I kiss the back of her hand again. “Pretty sure I’m supposed to be the one with all the sweet words. It’s how I get in your pants,” I tease, needing to lighten the mood, and as I wanted, she laughs, her eyes bright.

      “Just wanted you to know.”

      I sigh roughly, grinning at her. “Well, I need you to know—I’m not done being over the top.”

      She looks confused. “What else could you possibly do to be any more over the top?”

      I flash a toothy grin at her and call out, “You ready, Evan?”

      At my cue, my brother comes out with his guitar. Angie’s eyes widen as she looks back at me. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope,” I say, taking her hand and bringing her into my arms. “Also, I got you the plants you wanted.”

      “What?”

      “The variegated Monstera and the pink princess.”

      Her eyes almost fall out of her head. “No way. Owen, this is insane!”

      I shrug. “Some would say I’m insane for you.”

      Evan nods. “Smooth.”

      “I thought so,” I say with a wink just for my girl. She’s speechless as I pull her in close, and it’s hard to remember there is supposed to be music when I get lost in her eyes. Evan starts the chords to the song, and when he begins to sing, we sway to the music. She looks into my eyes as Evan sings Clinton Kane’s “I Guess I’m in Love,” and I kind of wish Evan weren’t here. I had planned to play this song for her way before I decided that I would tell her I loved her. It’s just a gorgeous song, and when Angie’s head falls to my chest, my heart about flies out of it. Not only am I totally in love, but my brother is providing us the perfect ambiance with his voice being so smooth and deep. The words are there, and I know I chose the right song for Angie.

      “This is really romantic,” she says, holding me close as I lean my head on hers.

      “I know.”

      I can feel her smile as she wraps her arms tighter around me. I slide my hands down her back to her ass, holding her sweet globes as Evan sings from his soul. “When I heard this song, I knew you’d like it.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she says and then tips up her head to see me. “No one has ever gone to this much trouble for me.”

      I grin, cupping her jaw with one hand while the other continues to hold her ass. “I’ll go to all the trouble for you.”

      Her lips curve. “That is a bold statement.”

      “I’m a bold man. You know this.”

      She eyes me. “Bold and cocky aren’t the same.”

      I grin. “Sure they are.”

      Her face breaks into a matching grin before she turns her head and kisses my palm. “We’ll agree to disagree.”

      “Whatever you want as long as you keep those lips moving.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Wait a second. I thought you were supposed to play for me.”

      “I can’t play and hold you, can I?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Nope. And I want to hold you.”

      She sighs, her eyes burning into mine, and I have to kiss her. I drop my head, pressing my lips to hers as we sway and Evan sings. I kinda feel bad that he has to watch me make out and be so in love, but I don’t know why. I know he’s happy for me, and I know he wants the same thing. I just found mine first. I pull away, only enough for us to catch our breath as Evan finishes the song.

      “Do you want me to keep playing?” he asks, and I shrug as I look down at Angie.

      “What do you wanna do?” Her eyes dance with mine, and I know exactly what she’s thinking. The exact opposite of what I want to do. “You wanna see your plants?”

      Her grin is unstoppable. “I do!”

      I laugh as I hug her close to me. “You’re supposed to want to get in my pants.”

      “Oh, I do. After I see the plants.”

      “And eat more Gouda?”

      Her eyes widen. “There’s more Gouda?”

      I roll my eyes playfully as I tuck her into my side. “Come on—”

      But before we can even move, I see my mom standing with her hands on her hips and her eyes narrowed right on us. “Oh shit.”

      Angie freezes beside me, and my mom looks between us. I’m not sure what the look on her face means. She doesn’t look mad, but she does look intrigued. Or maybe surprised. The silence feels menacing, and I don’t know why she’s here. Angie and I hadn’t discussed telling our parents, and I’m sure when Angie plans to come back to Nashville officially, she’ll want to do it on her terms, not mine. This was supposed to be just us and Evan. I mean, my mom knew where this was going down, but I didn’t expect her to show up. She likes to meet the girls I date, but usually not until I’m ready for her to. I’m stunned, and I honestly don’t know what to do or even think. I look to Evan for help just as he looks at me and then her before he starts for the door.

      Wow. Coward.

      I look back at my mom, and she’s staring at Angie. Slowly, she shakes her head and says, “Angela Paxton.”

      That’s it. That’s all she says.

      I don’t know what the hell that means.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      I guess the saying “All good things must come to an end” is true.

      I stand in the middle of a literal fairy garden, getting lost in my own happily ever after, and it’s all ruined by just my name.

      Angela Paxton.

      I feel Owen tuck me in closer to his side, and while I’m appreciative of my big, strong boyfriend, it’s crazy that he feels he needs to protect me. His mom is a walking angel. She wouldn’t hurt a fly, and really, how has this woman not aged? I used to envy how she always wore the most gorgeous and expensive heels, and even now, this late at night, she’s sporting them. Any other mom would be in her PJs with house slippers, but not Elli Adler. Nope, she’s walking perfection. Her dark auburn hair is up in a high bun, and she wears glasses now. She has on a very vintage-looking dress and is ever so beautiful. If she weren’t looking at me as if she’d seen a ghost, I’d be excited to see her.

      But instead, I’m terrified.

      Because not only does she look as if she’s seen a ghost, apparently the ghost doesn’t belong with her son.

      I look up at Owen, and he’s watching his mom, visibly upset. “What are you doing here, Mom?”

      Elli starts for us, shaking her head. “When I saw Angie’s name on the manifest for the plane, I didn’t believe it. I had to see for myself if it was true.”

      “Okay, but you could have called,” he says, annoyed. She walks over, and he lets go of me to hug her.

      “And miss the chance of getting my hands on this beauty? Please,” she teases, and my heart starts once more. She releases Owen and holds out her arms to me. “Come here, you gorgeous girl, you!”

      I hesitate for maybe a second before I wrap my arms around her, hugging her tightly.

      “I haven’t seen you in almost two years. How are you?”

      She lets me go but holds my face. I smile, but it’s forced because I don’t know what to think. Is this real? Or is she putting on a show for Owen so he doesn’t get upset? “I’m good. Just working a lot.”

      “And dating this guy, huh?” she supplies, and I nod, looking up to Owen.

      “Yeah. He’s pretty wonderful.”

      “Wow. I’m stunned. I didn’t even think you two ran in the same circles.”

      “She worked with Evan. That’s how we met up,” Owen says, and I back away, crossing my arms over my chest to hide my breasts from my boyfriend’s mother. “We vibe.”

      “Well, yeah. You two always vibed, but you acted as if you hated each other.”

      “I wasn’t acting,” I admit, and Owen laughs as Elli smiles at me.

      “I was acting because she didn’t like me, and I didn’t like it.”

      Elli nods. “I swear, he’d do something, and you’d do it five minutes later,” she says to me. “And then she’d do something, and you had to do it too. I never understood why y’all just didn’t become friends. Or more.”

      Owen snakes his arm around my waist, pulling me in once again. “Guess we had some growing up to do.”

      I snort. “You still have some growing up to do.” He sticks out his tongue at me, and I grin before looking back at Elli, who is watching us very intently. “I know I don’t loo—”

      “Isn’t she beautiful, Mom? Stunning, actually,” Owen says, cutting me off and staring deep into my eyes. “Perfect just the way she is.”

      “Boy, you took the words right out of my mouth,” she says, and I swallow hard as I look back at her. “Wow, I am stunned. I was expecting to spend my night stalking someone to see if they were good enough for my boy, and now I don’t have to. I know you, I know your family, and I know for sure you’re more than good enough. I like this match. A lot. Though, Benji might have words.”

      I exhale hard. “I know, but I’m happy.”

      “Good. That’s all we want,” she says, waving me off.

      “But I have to admit, I was worried you didn’t approve at first, the way you were looking at me.”

      “She was shocked,” Owen says before his mom can say anything. “Probably didn’t believe I could get you to be mine.”

      Elli flashes me a grin. “I thought I was dreaming,” she says, and I believe her. How could I not? Her face is so kind, so sweet. “And then I had this moment where I felt guilt since I know your mom wants to see you, and here you are, in the flesh before me.”

      It’s as if she stabs me in the chest. Owen must feel me tense, because he barks, “Mom, come on. That’s between her and her mom.”

      Elli holds up her palms. “I know, and I don’t mean to upset you. I was being honest.”

      “Still, come on,” Owen complains, and I squeeze him extra tight.

      He looks down at me, and I shrug. “It’s okay.”

      I can see the fight, the fierce protection in his eyes. We both look at his mom, and she has a very embarrassed smile on her lips. “I hope I didn’t ruin the night.”

      “Well, you didn’t add anything good,” Owen admits, leaning in and kissing her temple. “But I love you, so it’s okay.”

      I swallow thickly as she beams up at him. “I’m sorry. I really didn’t think this through.”

      “You didn’t,” he says, sighing. “It’s cool. We’re gonna get her plants and head on out. She’s got school and work tomorrow, and I’ve got an early skate.”

      “So, you weren’t kidding when you said this would be a turn and burn,” she says, reaching out to hug me.

      I hug her as Owen nods. “Just wanted to surprise her with some food she’s been missing and get her plants. Which, by the way, my mom scored them for you.”

      I beam at her. “Thank you. I’m so excited.”

      “The way Owen explains it, you have a huge collection.”

      “He calls it my jungle.”

      She laughs as Owen nods in agreement. “It is a jungle.”

      I walk with them, arm in arm, with Elli on one side and Owen on the other. The next few moments are almost a blur. I have my plants in hand and I’m stoked, but inside me, Elli’s words play over and over again in my head.

      I know your mom wants to see you.

      I know this too. I’ve known it for a while. Mom isn’t exactly quiet in her desire to see me, and I’ve felt the guilt Elli speaks of. I carry it daily, and I know the answer to fixing it all. I need to see her; I need to accept this body and own it. I need to be who Owen and Jean keep telling me I am. I’ve been wanting to do it and believe in it, but it isn’t that easy for me. I watch Elli, waiting for the disgusted look to fill her features as she looks at me tucked up under her son’s arm, but it doesn’t come. She’s all smiles. All heart. Problem is, I can make excuses for that. She’s doing it for Owen or because she feels bad for crashing our date.

      Why can’t I just be normal and believe she’s saying and doing what she is for the simple fact that she wants to or she means it? That she is the genuine person I know and love?

      “I’ll see you in a few weeks. We’re gonna come when Ryan and Sophia come,” she says, speaking of Owen’s cousin and his wife.

      “Awesome. Everyone or just you and Dad?” Owen asks.

      “Dad, me, and your brothers.”

      Owen nods. “We’ll all go to dinner. I’ll make sure to get you guys a box.”

      She waves him off. “Baby, I’m Elli Adler. I have a box in whatever arena I go to.”

      I pat his chest. “I thought you got the cockiness from your dad,” I tease, and he flashes me a grin, hooking his thumb to his mom.

      “Nope, all her.”

      We all share a laugh, and without warning or even thought, I say, “Maybe my family would like to come, if that’s okay.”

      I feel Owen’s wide eyes on me just as Elli nods eagerly. “Totally okay! Let me know if they want to.”

      “I'm sure they will. I just gotta find the balls to tell them,” I say with a sigh, and I’m surprised when she cups my cheek.

      “Find the balls, honey. They’ll be there.”

      We share a smile because I think we both know I have no earthly idea where they are.

      But I do need to find them.

      Once we’re back in the truck, Owen looks over at me. “I’m sorry if that ruined the night for you.”

      “Nothing could ruin tonight, Owen. It was magical.”

      I don’t think he believes me. “I can tell the plane to wait if you want to go by your mom’s.”

      I shake my head. “No. She’ll kidnap me,” I say to lighten the mood. “But also, we both have early mornings. It’s fine, really.”

      “You sure?”

      “Absolutely. Thank you, though. For being you.”

      He leans in just as I do, and our lips meet. It’s a short kiss but a needed one. As we part, I pinch his chin before leaning back and fixing my plants in my lap. They’re both stunning, and I love them so much. When Owen moves his hand on my knee, stroking it, I feel this sudden urge to cry. I don’t know why. Is it because of this perfect night where I feel so incredibly loved? Is it my own mind tricking me into thinking Elli Adler was judging me for my size? Or is it the reminder of hiding myself from my family? I don’t know, but I’m fighting back tears.

      Maybe I shouldn’t, though. Maybe the tears would be good for my plants.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I feel off.

      “Sorry I’ve been so quiet,” I say as Owen helps me out of the truck. He holds my plants carefully in one hand as I shut the door. “I know you wanted more from me.”

      Owen gives me a dry look. “Don’t feel like that, Angie. I got everything I wanted and more tonight.” He moves me in close, the leaves of my Monstera Albo tickling my neck. “I wanted you to feel like the most gorgeous woman on earth.” He kisses my nose. “I wanted you to feel loved and special.” He kisses the side of my mouth. “I wanted you to freak when you saw these plants.” He kisses my top lip. “And I wanted you to be happy.” He then kisses my mouth softly before he whispers, “I got all that and some fantastic plane sex. Oh! And an I love you. I’m basically the luckiest guy known to man.”

      I lean into him, grinning. “I will not take offense that the fantastic plane sex came before the I love you.”

      He grins back. “In my defense, that’s the order it happened in.”

      I nod. “Very good defense.”

      “Whoo, dodged a bullet there,” he teases, kissing me once more. I lean into the kiss, holding him close. “Want me to help you take these in?”

      I shake my head, kissing his jaw. “No, because we’ll end up in bed and no one will get any sleep and my plants will not get any love.”

      He flashes a smile at me, waggling his brows. “No, but I’ll give you extra love.”

      He’s so goofy! I giggle as we kiss again. “And I want it, but I’m exhausted and I have an early class.”

      “Ugh, you’re so responsible,” he teases, kissing my nose. “But my legs are already weak, and I need them for tomorrow.”

      He hands over the plants, and I hug them tightly. “Lunch tomorrow?”

      “Yes. And maybe dinner?”

      I nod. “Totally. And a workout.”

      He pauses. “Naked or clothed?”

      I give him a sneaky look. “Both.”

      He chuckles. “Well, hot damn. I’ll see your fine ass tomorrow.”

      Owen does leave me with another kiss, making me feel breathless. As I start for the house, he calls my name. I look over my shoulder. “I love you, Angie.”

      God. He’s so sweet. “I feel bad. Want a blow job?”

      He glares. “For one, why? And for two, that’s not fair. I can’t turn down a blow job!”

      But neither of us moves. “Because you gave me this amazing night and it just ends, and then you tell me you love me. Like, come on, I feel like I owe you all the blow jobs.”

      “Sugar, you owe me nothing. I do these things because I love you. That’s all. Not for something. Don’t know who made you think that way, but stop. I just want your love.” He holds my gaze for a second.

      I don’t want to tell him that I’ve always been like this, and I don’t know how to break it. When you had a father who only showed love when it was to get himself something or to get him out of something, you question everyone’s intentions. Even though I’ve grown up with a normal family that never asked for repayment of love, I still gave it to them. I don’t know how to break the cycle, but for Owen, I need to learn. “Okay?”

      I nod. “Okay. Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. We’re growing—together,” he says it so simply, with so much sweetness.

      My face hurts, I’m smiling so hard. “Owen.”

      He stops, looking at me through the open truck windows.

      “I do. I love you. Very much.”

      “I know.” He winks, and as he drives away, my heart soars.

      With a little added pep in my step, I head into the house through the side door that leads into the kitchen. I kick the door shut and set my plants on the counter so I can put the cupcake I brought back into the fridge. After I place it on the top shelf, I reach for a bottle of water and down it before grabbing another one to take to my room. I need to go to the store and get refills for my room, but I haven’t had the time. I move toward my plants and put my phone back in my purse before tucking the bag under my arm. Just as I’m reaching for my plants, a voice I’d rather not hear fills the kitchen.

      “Um, your ass is falling out of your skirt.”

      Damn it. And I’d thought Elli Adler would be the only one with the potential to ruin tonight.

      I pull the back of my skirt down and glare at Leroy. “Fuck off.”

      His eyes are dark, beady as he glares back at me. “Ew. Jesus, you left the house in that? All your fat is hanging out.”

      “What is wrong with you?” I sneer at him. “Are you obsessed with me?”

      “Me obsessed with a cow? I like beef but not your kind.”

      God, he is such a dick! “For real, go fuck yourself and leave me alone.”

      “I wouldn’t have to say or do anything if you didn’t offend me with all that skin. No one wants to see that. You think he does? He’s only using you for easy sex. I bet you’re so disgusted with yourself, you fuck anyone who would give you the time of day.”

      Seconds pass as I glare at him, so upset I don’t trust myself to speak or to move. Finally, with all the control I can muster, I step toward him, anger vibrating in me. But I refuse to allow it out, and I sneer, “Anyone but you, fucker.”

      His laughter is threatening. “You wish—”

      Before he can finish, London appears. “What is going on?” she asks loudly with wide eyes as she looks between us. “Why are you calling my boyfriend a fucker?”

      I point to Leroy, unable to control my tears. I hate when I get so upset I start to cry. The tears fall in rivers as my hand shakes. “He came at me, London. He called me fat, called me a cow, and all kinds of shit. I don’t know what his deal is, but I refuse to be treated like this!”

      Leroy denies it all, pushing off the wall and yelling back at me. “I would never say those things to you! Why are you making stuff up?”

      “Oh my God! London, why would I lie about this? I’ve told you and asked for your help, and you’ve done nothing.”

      “Because he wouldn’t do that!”

      I stare at her, but then Leroy says, “No, I would never disrespect a woman.”

      I laugh through my sob. “Are you serious, you fucking psycho? You have been coming at me since I moved in! I swear, London. Please. It’s like he is obsessed with me or something!”

      London throws up her hands. “Hardly.” I know in this moment, this is not the place for me. I meant what I said in a “he wants to tear me down” way, but by the look on London’s face, the disgusted look, I know she thinks I mean that he wants me. This woman is supposed to be my friend. “I will not allow you to speak to the man I love like that.”

      My heart shatters in my chest, and I know I’ve gotta get out of here. “And I wouldn’t if he didn’t talk to me like that. I have taken enough. I refuse—”

      “You know what, I think it’s time you found another place to stay.”

      I snap my mouth shut, and when the bastard starts to grin, my heart kicks up in speed. I want to scream, I want to cuss, and if Owen hadn’t spent so much on my plant, I’d chuck it at him. I look away, shaking my head. I don’t know how I stay calm or even stop crying, but I do. I close my eyes and say, “Rent has been paid for this month, and per our agreement, you or I have to give the other forty-five-days’ notice.”

      “Then mark this as your forty-five-days’ notice. Half the rent will be expected if you aren’t gone by the first of the month after next.”

      I can’t look up. I don’t want to lose my mind any more than I already have. I can fight her on the rent shit and I almost want to, but I know I need to get the hell out of here. I don’t trust him or her—or hell, myself. I need out of this fucking house. I turn and grab my plants since I will not leave these here. I almost want to go save all my babies, but again, I don’t trust myself to do so right now. I head to the side door and slam it shut, the house vibrating from the force.

      It was childish and didn’t make me look good, but it was better than catching a charge for taking Leroy out.
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      Angie

      

      I hate the tears that fall down my face as I buckle my plants into my car. I throw my purse down on the floorboard as a draft runs up the back of my dress. I consider going back to get another outfit, but I don’t want to face them. I walk around the car and remember I don’t have my scrubs or my shoes for tomorrow. Fuck me. Super frustrated, I grab my phone and head inside quickly. Thankfully, I don’t see London or Leroy as I go to my room and gather my things for tomorrow. A day away will give London and me time to calm down. If I don’t feel good about this when I come back tomorrow after work, I’ll stay at the hotel I plan to go to now. I glance at the phone and check the time, knowing I can’t call my mom. It’s too late.

      I gather a bag with all the things I need and lock my door on the way out. I’m glad I listened to my dad when he told me to install a deadbolt on my room. I walk through the kitchen to the side door, without any run-ins with them, before heading back to my car. I throw my bag in the back and then get in, locking the doors behind me. I take my phone from my pocket and text my mom.

      Me: Some shit went down with my roommate. Don’t send me any money for rent, and I may need to use my credit card again for upcoming stays at a hotel. Not sure yet.

      I consider calling Owen, but he’s probably sleeping by now. I put the key in the ignition, but before I can start the car, my phone is ringing. It’s my mom.

      “Are you okay?”

      I hold back my sob. “I’m so pissed.”

      “What happened?”

      “My roommate’s boyfriend is awful to me, always calling me names. And after I confronted London about it, she brushed me off. So I stood up for myself tonight when he called me a cow—”

      No. I. Did. Not. Say. That.

      Fuck me sideways.

      “A cow? What in the world? What is wrong with him? Who talks to people like that?”

      Oh, thank you, Jesus. “I don’t know.”

      “It doesn’t make sense. Who calls a skinny person a cow? Do you eat a lot of hamburgers?”

      No, I’m the size of a cow. “I don’t know, Mom. He’s so mean to me, and he started saying my boyfriend only wants me for sex and all this other nasty stuff.”

      “I’ll kill him,” she promises, and I shake my head. She’s so violent when it comes to the people she loves. “I’ll have to get help with the body if he’s big. We’ll need to hide it from Dad ’cause he’s a Johnny Do-Gooder. But Jude, Jace, and Jayden will bury a body. Shit, Grandma will help me.”

      I love my mom. I smile, wiping away my tears. “I can’t even tell my boyfriend. He’ll lose his mind.”

      “Sounds like my kind of guy. Protective.”

      I think back to how he tried to protect me from his mom. “So much so. It’s sweet.”

      “Good. I’m sorry, honey. Sounds like it was a bad night.”

      “It was great until all that.”

      “What an asshole. So where are you going?”

      I glance at the time. “I guess a hotel. Owen has early skate in the morning, and I don’t want to disturb him. But I know he’ll be pissed if I don’t call and let him know.” I’m met with silence, so I ask, “I shouldn’t call him, huh?”

      She clears her throat. “Am I to assume that the Owen you speak of is, in fact, Owen Adler, son of Shea and Elli Adler?”

      Wow. Okay, Angie, let’s just keep digging that hole. Jump on in and cover it to hide from the endless bad choices you’re making!

      I blink, feeling like a complete idiot. “Can I choose not to answer that?”

      “You can, but I’ll assume the answer is yes, and since your father heard me, I’m pretty sure he is getting on the phone to call Shea Adler.”

      I hear my dad in the background as he says, “Shea, sorry for calling so late, but are you aware your son is dating my daughter?”

      “Fuck me.”

      “Oh, this is going to be fun,” Mom laughs, but my dad’s voice is anything but fun.

      “I thought we had a pact. I told you to keep that boy away from my daughter!”

      I let my head fall into the steering wheel.

      Can I get a break here?

      “Mom, let me call Owen. I gotta warn him.”

      “Too late, my love. Dad is already calling him.”

      I hear my dad’s rough voice. “Owen Adler? Yeah, hey. Why’s it so loud there? This is Benji Paxton. Yes, Pax’s dad. I got a bone to pick with you, boy.”

      “Fucking hell, Mom. Let me let you go. I’m going to head to his place.”

      “Good idea. Get there before Dad does.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Mom snorts. “He’s putting his shoes on.”

      “For a walk?” I ask, hopeful.

      “Sure, probably to South Carolina.”

      I drop the phone, shaking my head and closing my eyes, hoping to wake up from this nightmare.

      Alas, I don’t.

      And I know for sure, Owen is going to realize I am not worth all this trouble.
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      When I get to Owen’s, the yard is full of cars. I bring in my brows as I park in a spot down the road and grab my things. I look like an idiot with my plants and bag, and honestly, I should have left all this in the car in case Owen breaks it off with me since my dad is a psycho and I’m showing up on his doorstep like an orphaned cow. Still, I head to the door in my Crocs since I took off those heels that were breaking my ankles slowly but surely. I approach the front door and knock, but no one answers. I knock once more, this time with my foot, and I may have kicked the door open.

      May being the operative word.

      The door flies open, and soon all these people are looking at me. When I say people, I mean mainly females. Gorgeous ones, in short dresses and high heels. Blond hair, blue eyes, and all so stunning. I look around the room before I enter, and I don’t see Dart or Owen. I step inside.

      “Are you lost?” someone asks, and then I hear laughter.

      Annoyed, I ask, “Where are the people who live here?”

      A girl points to the kitchen. “D’Artagnan is in there, but some other guy is back in his bedroom.”

      Dread fills my stomach. All these girls… Shit, Owen’s probably back there with one of them. I kick the front door shut and ignore everyone’s laughter and looks as I head through the living room and down the hall to Owen’s room. The TV is super loud, and the door is shut, so I kick it.

      “Go away, you bloodsuckers!”

      I make a face at the door and kick it once more.

      “Jesus Christ!” I hear him roar as the door flies open. Owen is only wearing a pair of tight boxer briefs that hug his thighs and include one hell of a bulge. Confusion fills his features for only a second before he grins, but then his grin drops. If I weren’t so upset, his facial changes would be comical. “What’s wrong?”

      I move past him to enter his room, and he shuts the door behind me. “I told Leroy to go fuck himself because he was making fun of my dress, and London told me I needed to find another place to live. I didn’t want to stay there because I’m so mad and I don’t trust them.”

      Owen makes a face as I set my stuff down on Evan’s bed. “What did he say to you?”

      I can’t tell him the truth. “He was calling me names.” I sit on the edge of the bed, covering my face. “So, I called my mom to tell her I had to use my credit card to get a hotel and let it slip that you’re my boyfriend. Dad freaked out, and I figured I shouldn’t use the card and came here instead to make sure my dad didn’t scare you off.”

      He sits down beside me and wraps his arms around me, bringing me and my plants in close. “Okay, first, your dad can’t scare me off. And second, I’m going over there to kill him.”

      “No, don’t. It’s not worth it, and I’m already worried about my job.”

      “This is insane. He needs his ass kicked.”

      “I know, but please don’t. I can’t handle it. I’m so overwhelmed right now.” I start to cry once more, and his grip on me tightens as he kisses my temple.

      “It’s okay, sugar. I got you.”

      “I’m sorry for showing up—and my dad.”

      “Don’t be. I want you here. You’re safe here.”

      “I know, which is why I came here.” I close my eyes and hold my plants as he holds me.

      He kisses my temple and whispers, “Were you aware there was a pact made between your dad and my dad to keep us apart?”

      I look up at him, confused. “Seriously? That was a real thing?”

      “Apparently my dad forgot about it because he didn’t think we’d ever get together after we grew up.”

      “I’m sorry. My dad is a weirdo.”

      Owen grins. “He loves you,” he says softly. “I would have told him the same if he would have given me a chance, but he did a lot of yelling. I figured I’d let him get it out.”

      I groan loudly. “He’s so ridiculous. What did he even say?”

      “That you’re too good for anyone, no one deserves you, and that I need to stay away.”

      “What did you say?” I ask, gawking at him and feeling so mortified that my dad is insane.

      “That he was absolutely right. No one deserves you and you are way too good for me, but there was no way in hell I was staying away from you.”

      My heart soars, and the tears come faster. How did I get so lucky? And why does he still want me? I’m embarrassed by me.

      He leans in, kissing my nose. “But none of that matters. What are we doing about your living situation? Do you wanna go get your stuff tomorrow?”

      I shake my head before leaning it on him. “No, my mom paid the rent for this month, so I am going to stay there. I just need to calm down, and then I’ll start looking for a place.”

      Owen presses his lips to my temple. “You can live here.”

      I close my eyes, loving his warmth. “I don’t even know. There is so much I need to consider, but I’m so stressed out I can’t even deal.”

      He kisses me again before standing up and grabbing my plants from me. I watch as he carefully puts them on the bookcase by his window. He walks over to his bed and starts to push it toward Evan’s bed without saying anything to me. Before, he offered me Evan’s bed, but I guess that option is gone and he wants to share a bed with me. If I weren’t so stressed and totally overwhelmed, I’d find him completely irresistible. He grabs some sheets out of the drawer and throws them on the bed before pulling me to my feet.

      He reaches for my bag and hands it to me. “Go get a shower. I’ll make up the bed.”

      My lip starts to wobble at his kindness. “Are you sure? I know this is a lot, and I probably should have just sucked it up and gone to a—”

      “Angie,” he says, taking me by the hips and bringing me to him. “I’m sure. It’s not a lot. I want to be there for you and make things easier. Most of all, I want to go crack this dude’s kneecaps with a hockey stick.”

      A tear escapes down my cheek as a distressed laugh leaves my lips. “He isn’t worth it. He’s trash.”

      “I agree, but I don’t want anyone making you sad,” he whispers, kissing my jaw. “Everything is going to be okay. We’ll figure it all out.”

      Between his kindness and all the what-ifs, a sob rips out of me. “But what if I don’t get the job and I gotta go back home or something? It’s all such a mess,” I cry, falling into his chest face-first.

      He slides his hands through my hair, tangling his fingers in it as he holds me close. “Then we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

      “You’ll dump me, and I’ll be heartbroken. There is no way I’m worth the trouble of a long-distance relationship.”

      His chuckle is low as he rubs the back of my neck. “Angie, you’re spiraling. Baby, go take a shower.”

      He’s right. I am. I realize I haven’t taken my meds, so I sit up, setting my bag on the bed and opening it. I pull out the bottle of my meds that I take twice a day and glance at him. “Do you have water?”

      He reaches for his cup on the nightstand. “It’s Coke.”

      I nod as I take the pill, and when I look at him, he asks, “Is that Xanax or something?”

      I shake my head. “As if your girlfriend wasn’t already a walking disaster, this is me unmedicated. I have bad anxiety as a result of the attempted rape. And like you said, I tend to spiral when I get overwhelmed. I take these twice daily.”

      “Angie, stop.”

      I raise a brow. “Stop?”

      “You act as if I should be appalled by you or disgusted. I’m not. I’m proudly in love with you. All of you. The medicated part included.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, and he wraps his arms around me. He kisses my nose, my jaw, my cheek before pressing his lips to mine. “I love you. All of you.”

      I swallow hard and whisper, “I love you.”

      “Good. Now, go take a shower, and I’ll get the bed ready for us.”

      I nod as I turn out of his arms, heading toward the bathroom.

      Before I can shut the door, he says, “Angie, you are worth the trouble. I thought I proved that to you tonight,” he says, his eyes burning into mine as I turn. “I thought we were moving forward.”

      “We are,” I promise. “I’m just freaking out.”

      He holds my gaze. “I know, but remember, Angie, no matter what, we’ll figure it out. Together.”

      “Together?”

      “Oh yeah, sugar. Me and you. Against the world.”

      My lips curve as I get lost in his eyes. They’re so full of promise and hope. I don’t know how he can be so positive when I feel as if my world is falling apart. Especially with my dad calling him and me being a walking train wreck of emotions and roommate issues, but there he is.

      My pillar.

      My everything.

      My Owen.
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      Owen

      

      “She doesn’t even like you!”

      The party in the living room is crazy loud. Why Dart thought it was a good idea to have a little shindig when we have practice in the morning is beyond me. Yeah, it’s an optional skate, but doesn’t he realize how it makes us look if we don’t show up? I plan to show up, but now that I’m on the receiving end of Benji Paxton’s anger, I don’t know if that will still be the case in the morning.

      “Absolutely no disrespect, Benji—”

      “If you think you’re dating my daughter, you’ll call me sir or Mr. Paxton!”

      I grin. This is silly, and Lucy agrees. “Oh Jesus, Benji! Relax! He’s known you almost his whole life!”

      I have, but I also respect him. “My bad. With no disrespect, sir, it seems that Angie does, in fact, like me a lot. We’ve gotten to know each other, we vibe, and she makes me very happy.”

      “Well, no shit. She’s incredible, smart, and gorgeous to boot!” he yells, and I can feel the emotion in his words. “Do you know her past? The shit she’s been through with guys?”

      “Yes, sir,” I answer, cupping my face. “And you know better than I do that I wasn’t raised like that. I would never do that or even think to do that. I want nothing more than to protect her.”

      “Ben, sweetheart, this is Shea and Elli’s kid—”

      “I am aware of who the hell Owen Adler is, Luce, and that’s the issue. He is a showboating, cocky little shit that thinks he is God’s gift to the world. Probably has our daughter kissing his feet at night and rubbing his back!”

      “For the love of God,” Lucy complains. “Are you serious right now?”

      “Can I interject?” I ask, holding back my laughter. “I am all those things, for sure. I’m also a very confident man, which is why I’m so attracted to Angie. She doesn’t take anyone’s shit, especially not mine. We all know—and I include you, Lucy—that it would be a cold day in hell before Angie knowingly did something she didn’t want to.”

      “Exactly,” Lucy scolds. “The shit with that boy, baby… She was drunk and probably high, and yes, it messed our girl up. But she’s coming back. I fully believe Owen has a hand in that.”

      I can’t help but be proud. I know our relationship hasn’t been picture-perfect with every day like how tonight was—minus my mom walking in on us—but it’s been perfect in my heart. “Like I told my mom, I think we’re growing a lot, together, and it’s been awesome.”

      “I don’t want you growing with my daughter!”

      “Benji!”

      “I understand—”

      “Angela is too good for anyone. And no one, and I mean no one, deserves her. And if you have any respect for me, you’ll stay away from her. She doesn’t need the distraction of some boy,” Benji says, his voice low and threatening. “She has goals, and she will get there.”

      “Benji! She’s an adult. She makes her own choices! We are to support them and her.”

      But he isn’t hearing her. “Do you understand, Adler?”

      I clear my throat, keeping myself level. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good—”

      “I understand, and I agree she is absolutely too good for anyone, even me, and I definitely don’t deserve her. She’s a gift. As for staying away, I understand your fears and feel for you, but I will do no such thing. As long as Angie wants me, I’m there.”

      Because I love her something insane.

      I wanted to tell Benji that. Problem was, he wasn’t hearing anything I had to say. I’m the enemy, and I get it. I’ve watched my dad give away his daughters, punch one of the guys because he knocked up his daughter. I understand a father’s love. With Angie and Benji, it’s different. He didn’t get to love her her whole life, and he wants nothing more than to be the father she deserved from the beginning. So, yeah, it’s cool, I’ll be the enemy to him. For now. I’ve been on this playing field before, where I was doubted off the top.

      And I always come out a winner.

      I know for a fact that when he sees us together, he’ll agree we’re good together.

      He’ll have to.

      I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I was scared, but I’m confident in Angie’s and my relationship. We’re in love. I lie with Angie in my arms. She sleeps under my chin as I move my fingers through her hair. She smells like my shampoo and conditioner, along with my body wash. Very woodsy, and it’s causing me confusion, but I know she isn’t trying to hear my joke.

      After a solid hour of trying to figure things out even when I told her not to worry about it until tomorrow, she fell asleep. I want so badly to take on her pain and worry and fight it for her, but I know she’s too proud to allow me to. I’m not sure what will happen with London, her jackass of a boyfriend, or Angie’s living situation or job, but like I told her, we’ll figure it out together.

      I’m not entirely sure what will happen when she finds out her dad doesn’t want us together, but I’m sure as hell not telling her that. Not with everything else going on. We’ll battle everything as it comes. First things first, I’ve got to convince this girl to live with me. Because having her in my arms, with her little snore she makes and the feel of her, I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep alone again. She tightens her grip on my hand, holding me closer, and I close my eyes, feeling whole.

      I was sure of myself when I said, “As long as Angie wants me, I’m there.” But as a smile moves across her lips and she cuddles deeper into me, I fear if she didn’t want me, I’d still be there.

      Doing everything and anything to convince her to want me.
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      I dragged ass at morning skate, but at least I showed up, unlike Dart.

      Not that I would tell him that, or even tell Coach that Dart wasn’t there because he was partying all night with Thatcher and a few of the other guys. Not me, though. I was tucked into bed with my girl. I left before she got up, and when I got back, she had already left for school. She had two classes this morning and then an afternoon shift at the compound since the office shuts down at four today. First, though, we’re gonna meet for lunch.

      I wait outside the restaurant for her in my truck since she’s running late. She had to talk to her professor about a paper. She says she’s okay, but of course I’m worried for her. I hate that all of this is weighing her down. I want to make it better, but I don’t know how, other than to be supportive and be there for her. I have half a mind to go take out the boyfriend, but she asked me not to.

      Unfortunately.

      Instead of going in and filling up on chips and salsa, I decide to play on my phone. I don’t Instagram much—really, only to post my accomplishments and to watch my siblings and friends. But I somehow find myself on the app instead of playing a game. It looks like Posey and Shelli posted together because Posey has posted a picture of her son Zac holding Shelli’s growing belly with the caption “Future BFFs.” And then Shelli has posted the same picture with a different filter and the caption, “My favorite with my favorite.”

      How stinkin’ adorable.

      I comment on both of them with the hashtag #ProudUncle

      I can’t wait to meet my new nephew because I love my current nephew as if he’s mine. I wonder if Angie wants kids? I do. A lot. I want a huge family since mine was so much fun growing up. Angie comes from a big family too. Between her uncles and their kids and then her siblings, I know she could handle a big family. She’d be a great mom too. I know that from watching her with her plants.

      Wow, getting ahead of ourselves, are we?

      I scoff and find myself posting my own life update. I could have used any picture of Angie and me from last night, but I wanted to go in a different direction. It takes me a few minutes, but it’s okay since I’m waiting for her. I want to choose the right words, knowing both our families will see this, and when I hit post, I’m proud of the status. I’m proud of the girl who’s mine. I’m about to text Angie and get a time update, but then my dad calls.

      Here we go, round two, I think as I answer, “Hey, Dad. What’s up?”

      “Nothing much. What are you off doing?”

      “Waiting for Angie to meet me for lunch.”

      “Awesome. You got a second?”

      “For you, always,” I answer, leaning back in the seat. “Calling to yell at me?”

      Dad laughs. “I don’t have anything to yell at you for,” he says, and I nod. “I’m actually calling to tell you how proud I am of you for holding your composure when you were talking to Benji.”

      “He call and tell you that?”

      “No, Lucy did. She was highly impressed and said she thought you would lose it at any moment, but you were very level-headed. Very different from the boy she knew who got into fights on the ice at every turn.”

      I make a face. “In my defense, I was fighting for Evan.”

      “I know,” he agrees. “But nonetheless, she was very complimentary about you.”

      “No surprise. I’m a charming dude, even when I’m being yelled at,” I laugh, and he laughs along with me. “Truthfully, I get it. He loves his daughter.”

      “Absolutely. But you deserve respect too, Owen, which is what I told them.”

      “I appreciate that, Dad,” I answer, my heart swelling. “But I’m not too worried about it. Angie has a lot going on right now. I don’t want to add her dad’s craziness to it.”

      “Everything okay?”

      I explain what happened and how she’s trying to figure things out.

      “Have you approached this guy yet? What kind of man picks on women?”

      My fists clench. “Not yet because Angie is hell-bent on keeping me away. I haven’t even seen the dude yet, but she’s worried her roommate, who is her boss, will make it so she doesn’t get the job when she’s done with school. So, without asking me not to, she’s keeping me away.”

      “I would have already found out where he works and gone to confront him there.”

      “I think he’s a college student.”

      “Hm. I’m sure you can find him.”

      I snort. “Pretty sure Mom would disagree with you.”

      “Oh, for sure. But still, I would do the same for any of you.”

      “Not if it meant losing our jobs or something.”

      “Eh, maybe,” he says. Though, I do feel he would ruin someone for us, no matter what. I have that same desire, and the only thing holding me back is Angie. Her job is extremely important to her, and she has worked so hard for it. I don’t want to ruin that for her.

      “But because she feels they need some space since London is a bitch and isn’t listening to her but they still have to work together, she wants to find somewhere else to live. But she can’t really afford much since she’s interning and not getting paid. She’s relying just on her scholarship money. God forbid I try to pay for her. She’d lose it.”

      He laughs. “Independent, I see?”

      “So independent.”

      “Are Lucy and Benji broke? Pretty sure Lucy just scored decorating Aiden and Shelli’s nursery, and she’s not cheap.”

      I snort. “Angie wants to do it on her own,” I say, instead of going into details. “Which is why I offered my place.” I’m met with silence. “Dad, come on. You lived with Mom before you two were married, and we all know I’ve been having sex for a while.”

      “I could have lived many lifetimes without ever hearing that comment,” he teases, and I laugh. “But yes, all that is true. But you’ve never lived with a girl before. Much less a girlfriend.”

      “No, but it’s fine. I like Angie, we—”

      “Vibe? Yes, I’ve heard this sentiment,” Dad teases more, and man, I miss him. “But my point is, you’re young, you’re living with friends, and you’re a rookie. Enjoy life. Don’t tie yourself down.”

      I pause, making a face. “Funny you say that when both your daughters were married and pregnant in their early twenties.”

      “They’re girls.”

      “So?” I ask, my face twisting even more. “I don’t think that’s fair. So, you’re saying because I’m a man, I need to sow my wild oats?”

      He laughs. “I mean, yeah. Don’t tie yourself down. Girls love love and being in a relationship—”

      “And I do too,” I admit, cutting him off. “You do realize this is your fault.”

      Dad scoffs. “Me? What the hell did I do?”

      “Dad, for real?” I ask, almost shocked he doesn’t know. “I watched you be in love with Mom, married, and just plain happy. It wasn’t like my friends’ parents’ marriages. Y’all’s marriage is like watching a romantic comedy twenty-four seven.”

      “Owen, come on. We have our issues.”

      “Yes. But together, you two always prevail,” I remind him. “You made me believe at a young age that I needed my other half to face life. I’ve always believed I couldn’t be truly happy until I met the person I would spend my life with.”

      “Son, that’s crazy. I didn’t find your mom until later. So, you’re right, we’ve had a great marriage and I love her more than life itself, but I lived my life as a bachelor, and I was happy too. It’s a different kind of happy, but still happy.”

      “Yes, but I think we kids are different.”

      “How so?”

      “We all want what you two have. And all of us grew up a little sooner than others. We were exposed to a lot, with Shelli in New York for her Broadway career, Posey doing Posey things, Evan and me traveling for hockey, and Quinn a genius. We’re different from other people, I believe. We weren’t coddled or babied. We were held to an Adler standard, and in my opinion, we are all pretty damn impressive. Even with Evan’s mental illness.”

      Like me, my dad’s protectiveness rings in his voice. “Evan’s mental illness isn’t an even or a note by his name. The great Robin Lehner said, I’m mentally ill, not mentally weak. And if that doesn’t define your brother, I don’t know what does.”

      “Exactly, Dad. We’re a different breed. So, no, I won’t go sow my oats. I’m gonna chase my happiness, and that path leads to Angela Paxton.”

      At that moment, I see her pull into a spot two in front of me. She gets out of the car in some nice fitted jeans and a flowy green tank. Her hair is up in a no-nonsense bun, and her glasses are blue. I haven’t seen her in anything but scrubs, sweats, or that dress, so it’s easy to say I’m speechless.

      Damn, she looks good.

      My dad clears his throat. “I don’t know when you grew up, but I don’t like it.”

      I grin as I shut off the car. “Sorry. You told me I had to.”

      “I did,” he says as I throw the door open and get out. “I’m proud, Owen. Really.”

      I smile widely, feeling all important and shit. My parents love hard, always have been that way. One would think I would be sick of being told I’m loved and that they’re proud of me, but each time is like the first. They’re special people, and I want a love like theirs.

      That love, in my opinion, leads to Angie Paxton.

      “Thanks, Dad,” I say, shutting my door. “But Angie just got here, so can I let you go?”

      “Yeah. I love you, son.”

      “I love you,” I promise, and we say goodbye just as I reach Angie, grinning from ear to ear at her.

      Her lips curve up in a grin as she eyes me. “What?”

      “You’re gorgeous.”

      She scoffs. “You’re like the ninth person to say that today.” Her eyes dance with mine. “I guess, when you dress in real clothes, people notice.”

      “As long as none of those people were men, we’re good to go,” I say, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and kissing her cheek. “I’m glad I convinced you to go shopping.”

      She beams up at me. “Me too. I feel good, even though my life is a complete mess.”

      I kiss her nose. “Well, good thing I’m here to distract you.”

      She holds me close. “You got that right. You’re the only stable thing in my life.”

      “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” I say, and I realize I say it more as a promise than a statement.

      A promise I have no problem making at every turn.

      As long as it’s only for her.
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      Angie

      

      “Use the card as much as you need, honey. You don’t need to check in with us.”

      I lean my cheek into my phone as I type in the last notes from my check-in with a new patient. I was surprised when I opened the door to Nico Merryweather, the IceCats star goalie. Even more surprised when I learned his diagnosis. Autism. It’s incredible and inspiring to so many, if only he’d tell them. My mind is blown, and I almost told him he could help so many, but I kept it to myself. I didn’t want to scare him away. Not only did I have to sign an additional NDA, but Dr. Tembalt did too. We hadn’t had to do that with a player yet, so it was interesting, to say the least.

      But my goal is to get Nico to come out to the world and help people.

      First, though, I need to help myself.

      “I know, but I feel bad using your money. Especially since I feel like I need to at least cook and clean at Owen’s since I’m staying there for now. He doesn’t have a lick of cleaning supplies, nor anything to cook. They eat out all the time.”

      “Bachelors.”

      I smile since Owen is no such thing. He’s all mine.

      “It’s your card, Angie. Use it.”

      “But it’s not my money. I can’t pay you back right now.”

      “Angela Lynn, I’m not discussing this anymore. Use the card, and let me know if you need to pull more than a thousand for deposits on the new place. I can send you checks if need be.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say softly, feeling a little defeated. It’s all so much. I had mentally prepared to see London today, and when I got here, I discovered she had called out. That tells me not to go home today, but then I got scared that maybe she’s home burning my plants. I had Owen run by to make sure the house wasn’t on fire. He told me he’d go pack up my stuff for me, but I don’t feel right doing that. I need to do it, and I need to have a place to go. Though, Owen is convinced I just need to live with him. “Owen offered me his place,” I say then as I save the file. “It’s a beautiful beach house that he shares with his buddy, Dart, but I don’t know. We’ve only been dating a little over a month.”

      “I like that boy,” Mom says then, and I can hear the smile in her voice. “Daddy was going at him, but he stood his ground and was so respectful.”

      “He’s a pretty amazing guy.” I pause and lean into my hand. “I already told him I love him.”

      She takes in a deep breath. “Oh, so it’s serious.”

      “Yeah,” I admit. “I know it’s new and all, but we’ve—”

      “Angie, you don’t owe me an explanation. I support you, no matter what.”

      And I thought only Owen could make my heart skip a beat. I don’t remember much of my life with just my mom—the memories of my bio dad ruin a lot of it—but one thing is for sure, she’s always been my biggest fan. “Thanks, Mom.” I exhale as I look around our office. It’s dead today, but man, I love it here. “I’m scared, though.”

      Her voice is full of concern as she says, “Oh, honey. Love is terrifying.”

      “I know,” I laugh. “But it’s also because I don’t know what’s going to happen with my job. And I’m scared that I won’t leave for another opportunity because I love Owen and I don’t want to be away from him.”

      “And he can’t go with you.”

      “No, and I know that. I went into the relationship with the knowledge that his career would control where we are. If we stay a we, ya know. I don’t want to give up opportunities for love, but I’m pretty sure I would. For him.”

      “That’s understandable. Have you discussed it with him?”

      “Kinda. He said he’d do long-distance with me.”

      “He’s a peach.”

      “He is,” I agree with a grin. “But I know that’s crazy to even consider.”

      “I mean, baby, you’re stressing over something that isn’t even an issue yet. The issue at hand right now is your living situation.”

      “But it plays into it. Should I move in with Owen until I graduate and hopefully get hired here? Or do I get a place, and then I get stuck in this city for six months at least if I don’t get the job?”

      “Oh…” she draws out. “I see.”

      “Owen says move in.”

      “Of course he does,” she laughs, and I smile at her suggestive tone. “I know this—if you move in with him, you won’t move out unless you two aren’t together.”

      Shit, she’s right. “Yeah.”

      “But I also wouldn’t want you stuck for six months.”

      “Me either,” I agree, and she clicks her tongue.

      “I know you said London is the manager and all, but you said you had a good relationship with the doctor, correct?”

      “I do.”

      “Have you thought about asking him about your future?”

      “I feel like he does what London wants about staffing.”

      “Maybe let him in on the situation. Don’t give details or place blame, but explain your concerns,” she suggests, and I nod as I watch Dr. Tembalt go into his office.

      “I could.”

      “I would,” she says confidently. “I think it would be smart.”

      “Yeah,” I say slowly. “He just went into his office, but I need to ask you something first.”

      “Sure.”

      “Would you, Daddy, Charlotte, and the boys like to come to Owen’s game when the Adlers come? Elli said y’all can fly over with her.”

      “Um, absolutely!”

      The fear is there, my heart is pounding, but I want to see my mom. I miss her.

      “Great. I’ll get you details.”

      “Oh, I’m already texting Elli!”

      I smile. “Okay. Let me let you go. I’m gonna catch the doctor before he leaves.”

      “Okay! Good luck!”

      We say goodbye, and I get up before I misplace those balls of mine I just found. I head to his office and knock on the open door.

      Dr. Tembalt looks up from his desk and then flashes me a welcoming smile. “Hey, what’s up?”

      I clear my throat. “Can I have a moment of your time?”

      “Sure. Come on in. Close the door if it’s private.”

      I do as he asks, and then I sit down across from him. I clear my throat again nervously as I wring my fingers.

      He watches me, concern on his face. “Everything okay, Angela?”

      Nope. Freaking the hell out. “As you know,” I start before clearing my throat once more, “I’ll be done with school in a little over a month. It has always been the plan that I get hired on here.”

      “Yes. We’re very excited to have you. I enjoy your work greatly.”

      Well, that’s good. But it doesn’t ease my anxiety even a bit. “Thank you,” I answer, though I’m not sure I should have. “Well, unfortunately, I’m a bit worried.”

      He looks confused. “About?”

      “My position on the team.” He looks even more confused, so I continue quickly. “I don’t know if you know, but I live with London, and we had a bit of a falling-out. I’m moving out, and without getting into details, I’m worried that our falling-out may come into play with my becoming a permanent employee of yours and the facility.”

      He hisses out a breath as he nods. “I see.”

      “Yes, and I know you can’t give me a guarantee. Anything could happen. I could start sucking tomorrow.”

      He laughs. “Doubtful.”

      I smile at his confidence. “But I’m trying to figure out my next move, and I wanted to see what advice you could give me since my living situation will depend on my future here.”

      He looks away, drawing in a deep breath. Silence fills the room, and I get a sickening feeling when he doesn’t look at me or acknowledge the situation for a good minute. Finally, he looks up at me. “Unfortunately, I don’t control hiring. I’ve delegated that to London.”

      Fucking hell, I’m fucked.

      I swallow back my tears as I nod. “I—”

      He holds up his hand. “But I will bring this up to her, and we will discuss it. You have had only great performance reviews and were handpicked by her for this program. You’re an incredible worker, and I will firmly remind her of that. I know living together can cause problems, so I’m glad you two are putting space between yourselves and setting up boundaries, but honestly, Angela, I don’t think you have anything to worry about. I see you in this facility as my researcher.”

      I want to get up and bust a move. If I could cry without looking like an idiot, I would. I don’t know how that will play out with London, but I trust the doctor. He’s got my back. I thought London did, but I need to move on from that. She isn’t my friend; she’s my boss. Instead of doing a dance of excitement, I smile widely and politely at him. “Thank you. I appreciate you.”

      “Absolutely. Have a great night.”

      “You too,” I say as I get up and head out of his office with a lot more jig to my walk. This is fantastic. It means I can get a place for myself like a normal girl does, instead of mooching off my boyfriend. I know good and well Owen wants me there and would never feel as if I am mooching off him, but until I can contribute, I’d feel that way. Plus, this will give us some space so we don’t get burned out on each other.

      I’m gonna miss him, though. I really enjoy sleeping with him—in both contexts of the word, but more so waking up in his arms. He’s just so warm and safe. I love the feeling he gives me.

      I go to my desk, reaching for my phone to text him the awesome update since he is in some meeting or other this afternoon. We’re supposed to meet up once he’s done, but I can’t wait to tell him the news. Not that he’ll think it’s good news, but he’ll be okay. Maybe in a year, we can discuss us moving in together. I see a text from Jean, but I ignore it for a second to text Owen.

      Me: We’ll be roommates only until I find a place. The doctor confirmed that he wants me as his employee.

      When he sends me back a sad face and then a smiley face, I laugh. He’s so silly. I know he wants me to stay with him. I hit Jean’s name to find a screenshot and then emoji hearts with YOU HIT THE JACKPOT.

      Confused, I hit the screenshot to find it’s Owen’s Instagram with a picture of me. I instantly get in my feelings. What is he thinking? What if my family sees this? But then, I can’t ignore how gorgeous a photo it is of me. I don’t think that often, but oh my God, it’s stunning. I’m looking off to the side—at a plant, probably, plotting how to get it out of there without anyone noticing—with this little smile on my face as I hold a wineglass. Plants are behind me with the fairy lights, and my hair is in curled curtains along my shoulders.

      I look so…happy.

      But that isn’t what brings me to tears.

      Under the picture are Owen’s words.

      theBESTadlertwin: Staring at her is my favorite thing to do. I love to do it more than I love to be on the ice. I may have known her my whole life, but I never got to stare at her the way I have for the last fifty-two days. I stare at her like she is mine because she is. Her laughter is music to my ears. Her smile is the sun in my sky. Her body is the stars at night (sorry, Mom). She is smart, funny, and so damn driven. Her obsession with plants may be borderline crazy, but I don’t care. I’ll continue to feed her obsession by buying her all the plants if they make her happy. That is the goal—to make her happy, because she is all my heart ever talks about. I still get nervous when she looks at me, and honestly, I hope that feeling never ever stops. I look forward to hearing her voice, to feeling her lips, and to seeing that little smile on her face. I love her fully, completely, and with my soul. She is perfection in my eyes. My sugar. Xoxoxo

      I wipe away the tear and close my eyes. Everything he said is the same thing I’m feeling. I feel my love for him deep in my soul. And like my mom said, I don’t have to explain that or even defend it. It is what it is, and I’m proud of my choice.

      Owen.

      All of him.

      Us.

      I go to his text thread and write him quickly.

      Me: Ignore last text.

      Owen: ??? You okay???

      Me: More than okay. I love you.

      Owen: I love you, but what text am I ignoring?

      Me: I don’t want to live anywhere but with you.

      Owen: Really?

      Me: Really.

      “Good. I wasn’t going to let you go.”

      I look up to find him standing only a few short feet from my desk. He has this grin on his face that hits me right in the gut. I get up and head straight for him as he opens his arms for me. He smothers me in them, our lips meeting as my heart soars. I squeeze him hard, and as we part, we start to smile before our lips stop touching.

      “I didn’t think you would.”

      “I was gonna take the plants hostage,” he admits. “Make you stay.”

      I beam up at him. “You know me so well.”

      “I do,” he says, kissing my top lip. “Because this is more than I’ve ever felt in my life, and I never want to lose this feeling.”

      I kiss his bottom lip. “I don’t either.”

      Our lips meet once more. Everything may be up in the air and a mess, but one thing is solid.

      My love for Owen Adler.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      Dart glances around the house, and he looks so confused. “It smells really good in here.”

      I laugh to myself as I move around the kitchen, fixing him and Owen dinner. I love to cook and never did it at London’s for the simple fact that I didn’t want to. Here, though, I want to. I turn off the stove, letting the shrimp pad thai sit as I glance over at Dart as he cocks his head curiously.

      “Did you clean?”

      I nod as I look around. It was my first weekend off from work, and with no papers due and since they had an away game last night, I spent the day cleaning. “I did.”

      He makes a face. “You didn’t have to.”

      I shrug. “I wanted to repay you for letting me stay here.”

      “Angie, this is Owen’s place. He wants you here, and I’m good with it. You don’t have to clean. It’s our mess too,” he says, as if I’m being ridiculous.

      “I don’t mind. Plus, I’m about to start moving all my stuff in. Had to ease the blow when all my plants take over.”

      He laughs. “I heard about these plants and the shelves I have to help put together.”

      I beam at him. Owen bought me all kinds of new shelving units and plant stands for the space between the porch and kitchen. We haven’t moved anything yet, mostly because we’ve all been so busy and I don’t like going to London’s without Owen or Dart. Or even Jean. When the guys are away and I need to get something, she comes too. When Owen has meetings at the mental health compound for some programs they want him to sponsor and volunteer with for the summer, Dart goes with me. I’m so excited for all Owen is planning on doing this summer and the fact that I’ll get to help. I am stoked for the new opportunities my life is giving me, yet I still have so much anxiety.

      The last couple weeks have been almost perfect. It’s so easy living with Owen and Dart. Owen and I spend a lot of time in the bedroom when we’re both home, me doing homework and him playing games. And Dart does Dart things. He is busy playing the ice and the field. He’s hardly ever alone and loves to party. The guys like to work out with me, which has been great. We’re all so competitive, and it makes working out more fun. I love lying on the beach and then the porch when it’s too hot. I really do adore living here, and I’m happy. Especially about everything that involves Owen. Our relationship keeps flourishing.

      But even though my dad hasn’t said a word to me about Owen, I know he’s upset about it. My mom and Owen have both said he is, but neither is worried. My family is coming in this week with the Adlers for Owen’s game. They’re all arriving a day early so we can spend time together. I’m beyond terrified about it all, how they’ll react to our relationship and then the way I look, but it’s hard to worry when Owen is just so wonderful. I just feel good being with him. He is so loving, so kind, and he pleases me like no other. We’ve fallen into an awesome rhythm of life, and I love it. As silly as it sounds, I fall more and more in love with him each day.

      I love being home so much, but I think that’s because things at work are kinda spotty. London is strictly business. She doesn’t speak to me about anything but work, and I’m okay with it. I don’t know if Dr. Tembalt has spoken to her, because she hasn’t said anything to me. I haven’t seen her outside of work, and I hate that we aren’t friends anymore. I miss her—my friend, not Leroy’s girlfriend. Those two can kiss my ass. I don’t want people like that in my life. It’s shitty, but it’s fine. I’ll get through it. Now that I know what it’s like to have real friends and a real man in my life, I won’t ever go back to that kind of relationship.

      “See, I owe you dinners and cleaning just for the plant help.”

      He gives me a look. “Honestly, yes, especially when it’s time to transfer all those plants.”

      I flash him a grin as Owen wraps his arms around me from behind. He kisses my neck as he inhales deeply. “Mmm, this all looks yummy.”

      He takes ahold of my hips, and I laugh. “The food or me?”

      “You. Only you,” he says, kissing me again, and I giggle happily. Though, when he has three plates of the pad thai, I think he may have been lying. He and Dart kill the dinner I made, and it pleases me so. We’re sitting on the porch, eating and carrying on, when I get a text from Jean.

      Jean: Are we still on for tomorrow?

      Me: Yup. See you at noon.

      She sends me a smiling emoji as Dart says, “Texting your other boyfriend?”

      Owen flashes him a dark look as I laugh. “Not even. I’m a one-man kind of gal.” Owen leans in, kissing my jaw. I pinch his chin as I say, “It’s actually Jean. We’re going to lunch tomorrow.”

      “Nice,” Owen says, picking a shrimp off my plate.

      “Man, she’s so hot,” Dart says, shaking his head. “She will not give me the time of day. I think Kirby told her I have herpes.”

      I hold in my laughter. “I didn’t know you had a thing for Jean.”

      He rubbernecks me. “Have you seen her? I want to drown in her ass.”

      Owen snorts as I grin. “Does she know?”

      “Ooh, yeah. She turns me down. All the time.”

      “I thought you were trying to get with Audrina?” Owen asks, and I sit back, crossing my legs. I’ve only met Audrina a few times and I like her, but I’m Team Jean. I’m surprised she hasn’t become a victim of Dart’s charm. He’s a beautiful guy, and I find him very sweet. Maybe Kirby did tell her Dart has herpes. I’ll find out for sure.

      “Dude, I think she’s in love with Thatcher but won’t admit it.”

      Owen laughs. “I said the same thing! They’re weird.”

      “So weird,” he agrees, and I shrug.

      “Maybe after I get moved in and graduate, we can throw a little party, have everyone over. I’ll cook dinner, and we can play games. I’ll invite Jean,” I offer, waggling my brows at Dart, and he’s all for it.

      “I’m there.”

      Owen agrees. “I am too if you’re cooking and you’ll be there,” he says with a wink, and then he nods toward my phone. “Your phone is flashing.”

      I glance down to find a text from London. My heart kicks up as I hit the text to see what she wants.

      London: Did you come by today?

      Me: Yes. I had to grab some things and water my plants.

      Me: Why?

      I feel Owen looking over my shoulder, and I lean into him.

      London: I’m missing some money off the counter.

      “Whatever,” Owen says, his voice laced with annoyance. “Nothing is missing. She’s just a bitch.”

      “What?” Dart asks.

      “Her ex-roommate is claiming money is missing.”

      Dart scrunches up his face. “We didn’t even go near anything of hers. We went right to Angie’s room.”

      He’s right, we did, and plus, I would never steal. I tell London that, and she texts me back automatically.

      London: Okay. When will you be giving back your key?

      “I dislike her greatly,” Owen declares. “She’s asking for her key back.”

      Dart laughs. “When your forty-five days are up!”

      Owen shakes his head. “Tell her we’ll move you this weekend and be out by Monday. We can stay Saturday and pack all day, sleep there. Then Sunday, I have a game. But Monday, Dart and I will move you out.”

      Dart agrees, and my heart skips a beat. “Are you sure?”

      He gives me a look, and I even feel Dart looking at me funny. “Sure about what?”

      “Getting my stuff. I’ll really be moved in.”

      He nods. “I’m aware.”

      I hesitate, and I feel Owen staring at me.

      “Is that not what you want?”

      Dart stands. “I’m going out. Thanks for dinner.”

      He heads inside, and I meet Owen’s gaze. “Of course I do. I’m just saying it’ll be for real, for real.”

      “What have we been doing?”

      I shrug. “No, I know. I’m just saying.”

      He searches my gaze. “Saying what? I’m confused.”

      I don’t look away, and I hate the insecurity I feel. He has given me no reason not to believe he wants me, wants us, yet I find myself asking, “Do you still like me enough to want me to move in?”

      He blinks. “What the ever-loving fuck? Yes, I still like you, Angie. I fucking love you.”

      “Why are you so upset?” I ask, taken aback. “I was just making sure.”

      Owen’s eyes are wild. “Because it’s fucking frustrating when I know we’re good and I think you know too, but then you ask things like that. You make me feel like I’m not doing enough to make you feel secure. What am I doing wrong? What can I do better?”

      “Nothing, Owen. You’re amazing. That’s not it,” I insist. “I just get worried.”

      “Don’t.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “Well, make it that easy because for me, it’s cut-and-dried. I love you. Completely.” He takes me by the back of the neck and pulls me to him. His eyes burn into mine, and my stomach does flips at the pure animal possessiveness that’s in his eyes. “I want you here. I want us. Believe me. Trust me. Know this, Angie, because it’s real.”

      I’m breathless as our lips meet. His kiss is hungry, and I match it, just as desperate for him. He breaks the kiss suddenly, pulling me to my feet. He takes me by my hand and leads me into the house and to his room.

      Or our room.

      Once I’m inside, he pushes me into the door, covering my body with his. Our lips meet in a heated embrace. I love this side of him. The possessive, hungry side. He slides his hands up my thighs into the sundress I’m wearing, and with one tug, my panties are gone. I tear my mouth from his, gasping as he takes my pussy in his hand, squeezing it and dipping his thumb between my lips. He cups my breast through my dress, finding my clit with his thumb, massaging it as we kiss and our tongues play. I love when he’s rough, and I love his touch. It’s all so fucking good. It’s hard to breathe when he has me like this. And when his hand moves from my breast to my neck, I arch into him while he squeezes me with his large hand. His thumb is working overtime, and within seconds, my release comes slamming into me out of nowhere. I cry out his name, and then I collapse against the door, limp. His lips caress my cheek, moaning softly.

      “Someone wanted that,” he whispers against my heated skin. “Or I’m just extraordinarily good at making you come.”

      “Both. It’s both.”

      He chuckles against my temple as I gather my wits. I swallow, my body still pulsating as he tries to kiss me. Instead, though, I turn us so now he’s against the door. His eyes widen, and a slow, naughty grin moves across his lips. “Fuck, you are so hot.”

      I trail my teeth along his jaw to his neck while I pull his athletic shorts over his thighs. As I push them down, I lower to my knees as his cock springs out at me. I look up at him and grip him in my fist, my body burning for him. As slowly as I can, I slide my tongue along the length of him. His breath comes out in spurts and hisses. God, he’s so hot. I wrap my tongue around the head of his cock and squeeze his velvet skin and repeat all the motions over and over again. I’m rewarded with all his yummy sounds. He squeezes the back of my neck with one hand while the other holds on to the doorknob for dear life.

      “Baby, I want to finish inside you.”

      I’ve found he doesn’t like to come in my mouth. He’d rather be inside me, and honestly, I’m not upset by that. I love pleasing him, but who’s really a fan of come in their mouths? Not me. I suck him hard, making a popping noise before I let him go and stand, turning and pressing my ass into him. We usually use condoms, but I’m on the pill—and on a mission to make him come. He growls in my ear as he pushes me forward so that my hands go to my knees. He then guides himself into me from behind with one thrust. He takes my hip in one hand and my ribs in the other before he starts ramming into me with such need. Each thrust is beautiful, deliriously hard, and I’m on cloud nine. I love how he grips me, his fingers biting in my skin, and the sounds we make when we make love.

      His thrusts slow, he makes one final push, my name filling the room with a loud growl, and then he stills as I gasp for breath. My heart is pounding as he throbs inside me. He reaches for me by cupping my neck and bringing me up against his chest. He takes my jaw in his hand and turns my head before kissing me hard on my lips. When we part, we’re both gasping for air as our eyes dance together widely.

      “You think I don’t want this? Look how great we are together. It isn’t just in bed, Angie. We’re great.”

      I nod. “I know. I agree.”

      “Then stop stressing. All I want is your love.”

      “You got it,” I promise, and he kisses me once more. He wraps his arms around my stomach, my dress bunching up a bit, and I have to fight the urge to pull it back down. I’ve gotten really good at hiding my stomach from him, but I know if I try to fix my dress, he’ll realize he hasn’t seen it. I haven’t gotten completely naked for him, and I do everything to distract him from that. It’s the only part of me I can’t allow him to see. It’s so full of stretch marks, and it looks like a lump. Yes, I’ve lost weight, but my stomach just isn’t appealing. With me moving in and us living life, I can’t chance my stomach scaring him off. No matter how confident I am in our love or how intense our lovemaking is or how great our vibe is together, I just can’t love my stomach.

      So why would he?
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      Owen

      

      Fucking hell, I can feel the apprehension rolling off Angie in waves.

      She’s so nervous, I’m nervous, and I have nothing to worry about. Her parents are going to love her like they always have, they’re going to love me, and they’ll love us. I’m not even concerned that it could go bad, because it won’t. Angie’s family is great, but even though she knows this, she’s a ball of nerves. She tried on seven different outfits before she decided on a cute flowy skirt and tank. She pulled up her hair into a sleek ponytail and did her makeup. I had to talk her out of the jean jacket since it’s almost summer, but no matter how much I tell her she’s gorgeous, I don’t think she believes it. It drives me insane how, after all these weeks, she still does not see how perfect she is.

      My only hope is that her family will help her realize this.

      The Paxtons got in with my parents around noon. I went to lunch with my parents since I knew we would be going to dinner with hers. Angie has to work until four, so we plan to have another lunch tomorrow as a group, and then my parents want to have breakfast with Angie tomorrow while I’m in a meeting. I expected her to be nervous about that, but she isn’t. She probably has to get through seeing her parents first. My biggest concern is that I’m supportive enough. I feel as if I’m not even helping, with how frantically she’s bouncing her knee.

      “Did you eat with your meds this morning?”

      She nods and gives me a weak smile. “I did and then again after my workout.”

      I kiss the back of her hand. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      “I know,” she says. Though, I don’t think either of us believes her. “Are you sure I look okay? Maybe I should have worn jeans to hide my legs—”

      “Are you talking bad about my favorite body in the world?”

      She gives me a dry look. “I’m not in the mood to play around.”

      “I’m not playing,” I say simply. “You’re perfect, Pax.”

      But her leg doesn’t slow. Jesus.

      As we merge onto the highway to head to the part of town where the arena is and where our families are staying, I decide to try to distract her a bit. “Did you and Jean have a nice lunch date?”

      I love that she and Jean are friends. They’ve started having twice-weekly lunch dates. One with baby Celeste at the park and then one just the two of them.

      “Yeah,” she says, and then she throws up her hands. “I brought up Dart, and she shut me down, like, automatically.”

      I make a face. “So, Kirby did tell her Dart has herpes?”

      She laughs, and boy, I love the sound. “No, he didn’t. She just doesn’t have time for guys. She has a lot going on with her family. Her dad is in an assisted living home.”

      “Oh shit, I didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, so she’s just focusing on him and her siblings. You know she has eight?”

      “And I thought we had big families.”

      “I know, right?” she says, and it almost feels like normal.

      “Do you want a big family?”

      She looks over at me. “As in, with children one day?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know. I know I want kids, but I don’t know how many.”

      I wink at her. “You know, and hopefully this doesn’t ruin my chances since it earned me a C with that crazy chick…” Her laughter makes me grin. “But twins run in my family.”

      “I know, Owen. Mine too now. It doesn’t ruin anything.”

      “They may come out with only one dimple,” I tease, and she laughs once more.

      “See, for me, I would love that. It’d remind me of you.”

      I lean toward her since we’ve stopped in the parking lot, and our lips meet. I kiss her slowly, drawing out the kiss in all its glory. I pull back for a breath. I love the color of her eyes when we kiss. They lighten just a bit with excitement and wonder. “I love you.”

      Her lips brush against mine as she says, “I love you.”

      “I’ll be right there beside you. Nothing to fear.”

      She takes in a really big breath, letting it out in a whoosh as she nods. “Thank you.”

      “Always.”

      We kiss once more, and then I get out, rushing to the other side to help her out. I take her hand, and together we head inside the hotel. It’s a ritzy one with a cool-ass bar and restaurant, so we all decided it would be an easier location instead of the Paxtons having to rent a car. It’s also attached to the arena, so they just can walk over. It’s my mom’s favorite place to stay. We walk into the lobby, and instantly, I see Lucy. She’s standing with her children, but I don’t see Benji. Angie’s brothers, Max and Ryder, are so much taller than I remember, towering over Lucy and their sister Charlotte. They’re so athletically built and look very much like divers, with wide shoulders and trim waists. Charlotte is itty-bitty, but a carbon copy of her mom in looks.

      I think Charlotte is the one to recognize Angie first. Her eyes widen, and she taps her mom’s arm before they all look our way. Angie goes rigid beside me, but I bring her toward them, rubbing my thumb along the back of her hand for support. Soon, she’s engulfed in their arms. I’m pushed to the side as all of them hug and love on her at once. Angie is shocked at first, I can see it on her face, but she holds everyone so tightly.

      “My God, y’all are so tall now!” she gushes at the boys, and they stand proudly, grinning at their sister.

      “Can’t tease us anymore that you’re taller,” Ryder throws at her, and she laughs.

      “Yeah. Now we’re the tall ones, ha,” Max teases, and I smile at Lucy.

      She comes over, hugging me to her side. “How are you?” I ask.

      “I’m great. You?”

      “Wonderful,” I say, watching as Angie jokes with the boys. “She’s stunning, isn’t she?”

      Lucy looks over at her eldest, and I see tears filling her eyes. “Always has been.”

      “She sure has.”

      Angie comes back to me, patting my chest. “Ryder, Char, Max, y’all remember Owen? He’s my boyfriend.”

      Max and Ryder each shake my hand as Charlotte flashes me a grin. “I used to wonder if you two would end up together. He always had a thing for you.”

      I nod. “Yeah, but she played me, making me think she didn’t like me.”

      “I didn’t play. I really didn’t like you,” she teases, and we all laugh. But I know the truth.

      She’s always been mine. We just had some growing up to do.

      Charlotte grins at her sister. “You look way better now. Like, healthy.”

      Angie scoffs, and I almost tell her to watch it, but she doesn’t seem offended. “No way. I’m huge now.”

      Now, I’m offended.

      Max and Ryder make a face, and Ryder says, “You’re not huge. You’re thicc, with two Cs.”

      I grin as she looks back at me. But it’s not for help. It’s with excitement in her eyes. “I call her chubby sexy,” I say with a wink, and her cheeks flush as everyone laughs.

      “Please God, don’t when I’m around.”

      Of course, Benji walks up at that moment. He wraps his daughter in his arms, kissing her hard on the cheek. He picks her up off the floor, and she laughs as she holds him close. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Look at you. So damn beautiful,” he says, holding her. “I missed you. Don’t do this again, okay?”

      She swallows hard. “Okay.”

      Benji sets her on her feet and looks back at me. “Adler.”

      I hold back my laughter. “Mr. Paxton.”

      Lucy rolls her eyes, and Angie’s siblings chuckle to themselves. Benji wraps his arm around Angie and points to the restaurant. “They’re ready for us.”

      Since Benji has taken my girlfriend, I walk with her mom. “How are things? How’s she doing?”

      “Good,” I answer. “We’re moving her out on Monday.”

      “In with you?”

      Has Angie not told her mom yet? Coyly, I say, “Yes, if she told you. No, if not.”

      She chuckles. “She told me a while back, but she hasn’t said anything since.”

      “Yeah, things have been busy for her with school and her internship. Then I’ve been on road trips.”

      “You’re still incredibly awesome, I have to say,” she admits, tapping my arm. Before I can thank her, she goes on, “Yeah, Angie told me y’all have been on the go since the relationship started.”

      “Unfortunately. But I want to plan a vacation once we get her new schedule for the mental health department.”

      “Hopefully it will involve a stop in Nashville.”

      “For sure.”

      She smiles a thanks as I sit down between her and Angie. I glance over to her siblings. “You guys ready for the game tomorrow?” They all nod eagerly as Angie threads her fingers through mine. “I keep trying to get Angie on the ice with me, but I think she hates hockey after her injury and all.”

      Angie nods. “It’s not only that. I just know I can’t beat you anymore. I’m too competitive.”

      We share a grin as Benji says, “You could if you wanted. We all know how resilient you are.”

      I nod. “It’s true.”

      She waves me off, and then we stop to order drinks and appetizers. The conversation turns to Angie’s work at the internship and how great things are going. I enjoy listening to her talk about her work. She’s so damn good at it. So smart, it’s scary.

      Lucy looks at me and asks, “How’s Evan doing? He seemed great on the plane.”

      “He is. And while it sucks he’s not here playing, I’m thankful that Angie was able to help him realize where he needed to be.”

      Angie beams up at me, and I wink at her. Lucy continues, “Elli said something about you getting involved in Angie’s program.”

      “I am. I’m going to host a few seminars this summer and some golf activities, paintball event, stuff to bring awareness to the program. But also, I want my teammates and the rest of the league to know it’s okay not to be okay. That there is help out there.”

      Lucy threads her fingers thru Benji’s. “Incredible, huh, babe?”

      He doesn’t seem impressed in the least. He takes a long drink of his water, and Angie leans in, turning so he can’t see her, and apologizes.

      I shake my head. “It’s fine.” She makes a face of disagreement, and I ask, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she says quickly, but when our appetizers come, everyone digs in but her. If it weren’t fried cheese, I wouldn’t question her, but it is, and my girl loves herself some cheese. I look over at her as she listens intently to Max’s play-by-play of their last diving competition. It’s really interesting, but I’d rather get Angie to eat. I hand her the fried goodness, and she takes it, placing it on the plate in front of her. I watch her, and when Lucy asks Max a question, I lean in.

      “Eat.” She shakes her head, and I give her a look. “Why?”

      She looks the other way so they can’t hear or see her lips moving. “They’ve already made a comment about my weight. I don’t want them to think I’m a fat-ass.” I glare at her, and she gives me a pleading look. “Let it be, and I’ll eat these off you later.”

      A lesser man would have taken that deal, but I want more for Angie. “Angie, they love you the way you are.”

      “I know. I do, I promise, but I don’t want to eat in front of them.”

      To my surprise, Lucy hears her. “What? Why? Eat.”

      “That’s what I told her,” I say, giving her a look, and Angie smiles politely.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “You are,” I say, pushing the cheese toward her. She glares at me, but it’s Lucy’s eyes that have me pausing. Something moves in her gaze, and she looks over at the kids and then back at Angie.

      “Angela.”

      I don’t know what it is about moms, but they’ve got that voice that can send chills down your spine. I’m not even Lucy’s kid, and I straighten up. Hell, everyone does, even Benji.

      “Mom, really—”

      “Answer me this,” she demands, holding her daughter’s gaze. “Did you stop seeing us because of your weight gain?”

      Okay, throwing it out there like that. Here we go.

      I go still, and I notice her siblings are looking anywhere but at Lucy, Benji, or Angie. Not even me. I stroke my thumb along the inside of Angie’s thigh as she holds her mother’s gaze. Is she going to tell the truth? I have to admit, I’d lie if Lucy was looking at me the way she’s looking at Angie. It’s scary as hell.

      “Yes.”

      Oh. Okay.

      I look back at Lucy as she glares. “Angela, you know we don’t care about that kind of stuff. We love you, no matter what.”

      “I know, but I’m not the same. I already embarr—”

      Benji speaks up this time. “Embarrassed us? Please, Paxy, that’s not true, and you know it.”

      Angie scoffs. “I broke my wrist, and poof! There goes my hockey career. I almost got raped and cost y’all so much in legal fees. And then after loads of therapy, I drop out of college in Nashville anyway to come to South Carolina. Still costing you money.”

      Her dad looks as if he is about to blow, and even Lucy is fighting her emotions. I feel as if I should say something, but it’s actually Charlotte who speaks first. “So? We love you, Angie. None of that matters. No one is embarrassed by you. We love you. We are proud of you.”

      Angie scoffs. “Char, you’re a gorgeous YouTuber, and the boys are divers. I’m just a fa—”

      “An outstanding researcher in mental health,” Max says, interrupting her. “Mom raves about your grades all the time.”

      “She tells us to make your grades,” Ryder says, and Charlotte agrees.

      “And you’re helping people, Angie. You’re inspiring.”

      Angie looks at me then, and I smile. “To me, you’re perfect.”

      Angie looks down at her cheese and picks it up. “I’m sorry.”

      Lucy grips her wrist. “You have to stop being so mean to yourself, honey. We love you. Owen loves you. You’ve got to love who you are.”

      Benji holds up a finger. “I’d rather Adler be removed from the picture.”

      I grin over at him. “Not happening, sir. I love her.”

      I feel all the eyes on me as Benji stares me down. “That’s a very bold promise, Owen Adler.”

      “He is a bold, gorgeous man,” Angie says, kissing my cheek. “And I love him too, Dad.”

      I hold Benji’s gaze, and he isn’t the least bit happy, but I don’t care. “I want to be completely transparent with you, sir.” I clear my throat and squeeze Angie’s knee. “I know my dad made a pact with you to keep me away from her, and he failed you. But now I want to make one with you.”

      He wants to cuss me out. But for some reason, he doesn’t, nor does he stop me.

      “I have every intention of marrying this girl when we’re ready. I want to have kids with her and build a life with her. I know that’s hard to hear and even accept, but I need you to know it. And here is my pact.” I swallow hard, surprised by the emotion I feel. “I promise never to hurt her or make her feel anything but completely worthy. I will take a page from your book and love her the way she deserves to be loved. I’ll make sure she eats, takes her meds, and that she’s happy. I’ll buy her a jungle if she wants one. I will bring her home to see you whenever you want, and one thing is for damn sure, she will never, ever feel alone. I will always be beside her, supporting her and loving her. I told you if she wants me, I’m there. But I’m so in love with her, if she didn’t want me, I’d be sending a ton of plants and fried cheese to get her back. But I doubt that’ll ever happen. We’re too good together. We’re happy.”

      I take in a deep breath, impressed by myself, but by the looks I’m getting, I realize I just word vomited all over everyone. Charlotte is looking at me like I belong in a Disney movie, the boys are two seconds from gagging, and Lucy is in awe. Meanwhile, Benji is probably plotting how to hide my body. But then I look over to Angie, and a tear rolls down her cheek. I flash her a strained grin.

      “Too much?”

      She cups my cheek. “So damn much, but I love you.”

      Our lips meet with no concern for who sees. Benji can try to get rid of me, but I’m not going anywhere without her.
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      Angie

      

      With the confidence only Owen has, he looks my father in the eye while holding my hand and says, “So, yeah. I hope you accept my pact.”

      Meanwhile, my dad isn’t amused or impressed. “I trusted one Adler, and I won’t make that mistake again.”

      The table is in an uproar until my mom says, “Oh my God, yes, Owen. I accept it on his behalf. Thank you. We’re so happy for you two.”

      I cannot stop thinking of that exchange between my dad and my boyfriend. It’s been well over twenty-four hours and so much has happened, but all I can think about is how Owen was so sure of himself and honest with my dad. He loves me. I don’t know why it’s so hard for me to wrap my head around that. I really shouldn’t be surprised, for the simple fact of who his parents are. I sat at breakfast with them, and it was like watching Owen with me. Shea Adler is hands-on with his wife and so devoted. Elli eats it up and loves Shea more than life itself. It’s beautiful to watch. I mean, my mom and dad are in love, but Shea and Elli are beyond in love.

      And I want that for Owen and me.

      I sit with my mom and Elli as we watch the second intermission entertainment. All three of us are in Adler number six jerseys, and Elli has her son’s number painted on her face. Shea is wearing an Adler tee, but my dad said I was lucky he even showed up in a red shirt. He’s so frustratingly asinine! Everyone came in IceCats gear but him, thinking he is winning or something. The real winner is Owen because he has me.

      And he’s playing one hell of a game. He’s scored two goals, and I’m sure he’ll get a third by the end of the night. He’s absolutely amazing, and I adore watching him play. It reminds me of when we were younger. I always wanted to trip him, but now, if anyone puts their hands on him, I’m ready to take them out. It’s funny how things change.

      “When are y’all heading back, Elli?” my mom asks.

      “Wednesday. Grace and Sophia will be here tomorrow so we can catch up with Amelia and the kids and Ryan.”

      “Nice. I wish we could stay,” Mom says sadly, but I wave her off.

      “I’ll just be moving. Totally boring.”

      “True, but I’d like to hit people with my car.”

      Elli looks over at us. “Who are we hitting?”

      “Bitches that are mean to my daughter,” Mom says sternly, and Elli makes a face.

      “They’re still alive with Owen around?”

      I snort. “I’ve done well to keep him away.”

      “Good job. Otherwise, Owen wouldn’t stand for it,” Elli says, and I nod.

      “I know,” I say softly, and then I notice that Evan is hitting on my sister. Charlotte is all flirty and cute, but I can also see that Quinn looks annoyed. That’s interesting, but maybe I should warn her that Dad can only handle one Adler in his life. I refuse to bring attention to what’s going on, so I say, “He knows my job is important, though.”

      “I told him I’m surprised too,” Shea says. “I would have strung them up by their toes by now.”

      To my surprise, my dad scoffs. “With the way he acted at dinner, I fully thought he’d be in jail.”

      Shea looks at my dad. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, he came at me with this new pact since you’re a liar,” he elaborates, and Shea laughs along with their wives. “That he loves my daughter, and he’ll travel through Mordor to kill for her and feed her second breakfast and blah, blah, blah. It was unnecessarily dramatic.”

      I turn in my seat. “Well, yeah, the way you tell it. Dad, we don’t live in Middle Earth!”

      Shea laughs as my dad shrugs. “Kid is full of himself.”

      Elli nods. “He is, and he’s absolutely perfect.”

      Dad doesn’t disagree, but he knows better. Mom, though, she beams. “I adore him.”

      I smile happily at my dad as Shea asks, “Did you accept his pact?”

      Dad looks at me. “I don’t trust Adlers anymore.”

      Everyone starts to laugh. I don’t get it; my dad is serious. He’s insane, but it’s fine. I love Owen, and my dad will come around.

      One day.

      When the third period starts, Mom and Elli head to the back for food and drink as I prop up my feet on the seat in front of me. When my dad sits beside me, I’m surprised. He hasn’t really spoken to me since Owen’s newly revised pact. I look over at him, and he’s looking at me.

      “Hey.”

      I smile. “Hey.”

      We watch the game, yelling and cheering as fans do. I didn’t realize how much I missed watching hockey with my dad until now. When Owen gets a breakaway, I stand, and Dad stands with me. Owen dekes to the left, pulling the defensemen and getting around him. He shifts the puck between his legs, taking his stick to his left to shoot from between his skates. But he switches last minute, reaching behind him, and makes a nasty goal with a sick wrister.

      The crowd goes wild. Even my dad is cheering. Owen does his signature celebration dance, where he skates on one knee with his hands out like airplane wings. I sputter with laughter as my dad shakes his head. “Cocky little shit.”

      I snort. “Yeah, but he’s amazing.”

      My dad gives me a look. “Eh, he does score with all the sauce.”

      “He always has. Everything about him is over the top.”

      “That’s the damn truth,” he agrees as we sit down and watch as they clean up the arena. “I want to say something to you.”

      I look over at him. “I do love him—”

      “No, not about him,” he says, shaking his head. His eyes are full of such love as he stares into mine. “You’ve gotta let up, Paxy. You can’t be so hard on yourself. I know you have this image of who you should be, but Angie, you are well beyond it. I know things have been hard, but you continually overcome any obstacle in your way. We love you, and we are so proud of you.”

      “It’s hard, like you said. I want to be this perfect version—”

      “Paxy, baby, you are. You are who you are supposed to be, and we love you for it.”

      I swallow past the lump of emotion in my throat. “I love you too, Dad.”

      “Please let up. Please enjoy your life because you’ve got a good one.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Don’t try. Do,” he says, paraphrasing Yoda, and I smile at his nerdiness. “Now, are you absolutely sure about him?”

      I grin and hold back the laughter that wants to escape. “Yes, Dad, I am. So, so sure. I love him.”

      He lets out a long breath. “Fine.”

      “Fine?”

      “Yeah, fine. That’s all you’re getting out of me.”

      I lean into him, and he kisses the top of my head.

      And I decide that fine is good enough for me from my dad, because at the end of the day, he’s right. He wants me to enjoy life, and for me to do so, Owen has to be in it. So, I’ll take the fine and know, one day, it’ll be more than that. We both know Owen, and we know his word is his bond. Maybe that’s what scares Dad the most.

      Because Owen will be in his life forever.
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      I’m sad, and I don’t understand why.

      I look around at the room that held my life for the last year. I mainly only slept here, and it doesn’t really scream Angie Paxton, but my plants are so beautiful. They are thriving and growing, some even blooming, and just like them, I’m doing the same. I feel so complete, so happy, but I’m still hit by this wave of sadness. It’s unfair, really, to feel like this on moving day. Owen is all grins, ready to move me, but as I look around, I know I’m going to miss this space. Yeah, it’s just an enclosed sun-room, but it was mine, and my plants loved it.

      “Just wait until y’all see the ocean,” I whisper to my plants, moving to each one to check on them.

      From behind me where Owen is assembling boxes, he says, “Dart will make fun of you if he catches you talking to your plants.”

      I grin back at him. “Good thing I have a huge, strong boyfriend to beat him up.”

      He shrugs. “This is true.” He slides a box my way, and I pick it up. “What am I packing?”

      “I guess shoes and clothes. I’ll do this side, so I can make sure all the plant stuff is packed correctly, and then my school things. Are you sure I don’t need a storage unit?”

      “Babe, you have plants and clothes with a few odds and ends. I think I can manage to give you some space. Especially since Evan’s old closet is completely bare.”

      I keep trying to give him an out, but he shoots me down left and right. It’s getting to the point where I don’t even know why I’m trying. “Can I put my desk with my plants?”

      “If you think you can work there with Dart being in the way, then yes.”

      “And how long do we think he’ll live with us?”

      Owen looks up, perking a brow at me. “You don’t want to live with him?”

      I hold up my palms. “It’s not that at all. I love Dart, but he loves to have parties and women over at all hours of the night. I have finals coming up, and I was going to suggest I stay in a hotel so I can study.”

      “Okay, that’s not happening. Dart can quiet down. He’ll understand. And I mean, I guess I can ask him to move out.”

      “No, please don’t. I was just curious.”

      He makes a face. “It’s just, he doesn’t know anyone here, and I’d hate to ask him to go. His mom might be moving here, so maybe he’ll go live with her.”

      My eyes widen. “I can make his room a plant room.”

      “I will not take offense that you’re replacing my best friend with plants.”

      “I can get you some plants…?” He scoffs, and I grin at him. “But really, I’m just joking. And I was only curious.”

      “Sure. You just want me all to yourself,” he accuses, and I agree, fully.

      “You’re onto me.”

      We share a grin as we get to work. I’m done with my part before he’s done with my clothes, so I shift to help him. “What are we going to do with your bed and TV?”

      I look at both. “Donate them?”

      “Cool. I’ll have Dart bring his truck to haul that stuff off, and you can drive mine back to the house and start unloading plants.”

      He has it all figured out, and I appreciate his efficiency. I think he knows I’m nervous and upset about the whole thing because he’s been so great. But that’s Owen. Just sweet and kind. I’ve actually decided it’s no longer Owen Michael Adler; it’s Owen Swoon Adler.

      Ridiculous and silly, but it’s true.

      “After he and I drop off the stuff at the donation spot—I think I’ll try the one for the elderly—we’ll come back and unload everything else. I know you’ll be tending to your plants, so we’ll make sure everything is okay. Hell, if it wasn’t already late, I’d say let’s do it all now.”

      We got started later today because we went out for a late dinner with our families, so we both slept in. Then we went to lunch with my family since they flew out around four. Owen’s parents wanted us to come to dinner with them and his aunt Grace, but we had to do this. I check my phone and realize he’s right. “We could pack up and take everything back to your place.”

      He nods. “True, but I have to admit something.”

      I look around, bringing in my brows, confused. “About what? Did you find a snack and not share?”

      He looks at me, straight-faced and oh-so guilty. “I did eat some Reese’s I found, but it’s not that.”

      “Those were mine!”

      “We’re an us, so they were ours.”

      I throw a pillow at him playfully, and he dodges it with no issue. “We are not an us until we are married, Owen Adler. You owe me a Reese’s.”

      “Fine, jeez. Sharing is caring, you know,” he throws at me, and I stick out my tongue at him. “But as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted.”

      I gape at him. “You ate my Reese’s!”

      He continues, ignoring me. “Ever since the first time I came into this room, I’ve wanted to take you in that bed.”

      Shit, forget the Reese’s. He points to my bed, and I raise a brow as my body turns to lava. “For real, for real?”

      “So for real,” he says, coming toward me. “So, instead of taking everything back right now, why don’t I take you to bed?”

      “Before we donate it to the elderly?”

      He grins. “Yeah, it won’t be getting that kind of use once it gets there, so we kind of owe it to the bed, in all honesty.”

      The hunger in his eyes leaves me breathless. “You may be right.”

      “I am. What do you say to the plan?”

      “I say, I love a man with a plan.”

      He flashes that single dimple at me, making me fall all kinds in love with him once more. He takes me by the hips, and our lips meet instantly. He slides his fingers along the top of my jeans and finds the button to undo them. That’s when I realize I’m super screwed. There is absolutely no way I can hide my stomach from him.

      It’s fine. He loves you. You’ve got this.

      He nibbles at my neck as he pushes my jeans down over my hips before taking ahold of my IceCats T-shirt. He licks up my jaw, nibbling on my lobe before whispering in my ear, “God, you feel so good.”

      I close my eyes, knowing in my soul that he is enjoying me. I squeeze my eyes shut when he pulls up my shirt, but then I know I can’t. I stop him by holding his wrist, and when I open my eyes, he’s looking at me.

      “What's wrong?”

      I’m breathless as I try to come up with something. “Why don’t we wait till we get back to the house?”

      He eyes me, and I feel like time comes to a standstill. “So, you can wear a dress, distract me with a fantastic blow job, and get me so out of my mind that I take you from behind?”

      I press my lips together. Guilty. “Oh, you’re onto me, I see.”

      “Yeah,” he says flatly. “I thought it was all in my head, but now I know for a fact that you’re hiding yourself.”

      “Not hiding myself, just my stomach.”

      He looks at me in disbelief. “Angie, do you know how insane that is? Why?”

      I scrunch up my face, positioning my hands in front of my belly. “Because it’s gross, and I don’t want you to be disgusted by it.”

      His eyes are still full of disbelief. “Let me ask you something,” he says, leaning toward me. “Have I thought any part of you is disgusting?”

      “No, but my stomach is.”

      “Angie! This is madness. So what, we go on in life, and I’m never allowed to see your stomach?”

      I sputter to get the words out. “I’m sure when I lose some weight—”

      “I don’t want you to lose any fucking weight!” he yells, and I pause, holding his gaze. “I love you just the way you are. I love how it feels when I hold you, I love how you look in clothes, and I love every single dimple and mark on your skin because it’s you! You don’t need to lose weight to love yourself, and I don’t know how many times I have to fucking tell you that!”

      I swallow hard. “And you don’t know what it’s like to go from skinny to fat!”

      “You’re not fucking fat!” he shouts, gaping at me. “Fuck, Angie!”

      He kicks a box, shaking his head as he turns from me. The tension is thick, and when he looks back at me, I see the tears in his eyes and they gut me. “How in the hell can you love me when you don’t even love yourself?”

      I pause. “I do love myself.”

      “Then show me your stomach.”

      “Owen, everyone has something they don’t like about themselves. Well, everyone but you.”

      “Sure. But even so, when they love a person, they can share their insecurities because they know that person loves them and would never make them feel bad about those.”

      “It’s not that easy for me. This is the worst part about me.”

      “And that’s an issue because I don’t see it that way. I see your stomach as a place that holds the food I have to force you to eat. My favorite spot to wrap my arm around when we’re sleeping. The part you rub when you get super full and happy. Angie, it’s the place my children will grow one day, and you’re trying to tell me I can’t see that part of you?”

      My lips wobble as I shake my head. I wasn’t expecting any of that. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “With all those things I just said, you still think I’m gonna leave you when I feel that way?”

      I look away, tears spilling over and down my cheeks.

      The air is thick with tension, and soon, he’s walking toward the door. “I need a minute.”

      The door shuts, and I swallow, the emotion taking over. Why is this so hard for me? He’s basically screaming he loves all of me, and I’m fighting him on believing it. It’s not fair. It’s not right, and I do love myself. I do. I’ve fought so hard to do just that, so why can’t I love this piece of myself?

      Especially with how much he loves it and he hasn’t even seen it.

      I hurriedly refasten my jeans as I rush out of my room to chase him down, but before I can get to the back door, Leroy is standing there. I pause, unsure what the hell he is doing here. I told London I was coming, and they’re usually not home when I come.

      His laughter runs down my spine as he shakes his head. “Won’t fuck you because you’re a fat, disgusting cow?”

      I really don’t have time for this, and where the hell is London? “Fuck you, Leroy. Get out of my way.”

      I move past him, but when he grabs me, I go still. I have never been afraid of him; I’ve had no reason to be. He’s a piece of shit, but I never felt in danger. That is until I meet his dark, beady eyes.

      “I’ll fuck your fat ass. Come here.”

      I try to pull my arm from his grip, but all I see is a body move past me like a shadow before Leroy is against the wall and Owen has him by his neck. Leroy’s eyes are wide and full of shock as Owen holds him there, glaring in his face. I don’t even have time to process what Leroy was saying or implying. I’m just stunned.

      “I should kill you, you piece of shit,” Owen sneers. His shoulders are wider than normal, his face red, and his hand shakes at Leroy’s neck. “You do not talk to any woman like that, but sure as hell not the love of my life.”

      “Owen, he isn’t worth it,” I plead, hearing my mom, his mom, and his dad in my head. Owen will catch a charge without even thinking twice. He can’t have a record because then he can’t volunteer for the organization. “Baby, please, we have huge plans this summer, and I don’t want you not to be able to do them because you beat his ass. He doesn’t matter. I know he’s just shit.”

      But I don’t even think Owen hears me. His face is beet red, and his eyes are wild with rage.

      “What in the world? Let him go!” London screams, and I hadn’t even realized she’d entered the room until our gazes meet. “Get your boyfriend, Angie!”

      “I’m trying!” I plead, “Owen, please. He’s not worth it.”

      “Let him go!”

      Owen shakes his head. “No.” He squeezes his hand as Leroy struggles to get free, his eyes full of fear. “First, apologize to Angie.”

      Leroy’s eyes widen to the size of quarters. Owen lets up his grip a little, and Leroy looks at me. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have talked to you that way.”

      But then he’s gagging when Owen tightens his grip again. I cover my mouth, unsure what is about to happen. I see my career going down the drain, along with Owen’s summer plans for helping players with their mental health, all over some asshole. “Please, Owen, it’s done. It’s fine.”

      “Now, admit to your girlfriend that you’ve been calling Angie a cow and fat and other nauseating shit because you are a vile person.”

      He lets up once more, but Leroy doesn’t look at London. “It’s true. I have.”

      London covers her mouth, and Owen loosens his grip, allowing Leroy to fall to the floor. Owen towers over him. “Stay the fuck away from Angie. And if I see you near her, I will kill you.”

      Leroy only nods as he clutches his neck.

      “And if you think you want to turn me in for assault, she will turn you in for attempted rape, and I’ll testify to seeing the whole thing.” London gasps, and Owen sets her with a look. “Your boyfriend is trash. Get a new one, and maybe apologize to Angie for being a bitch to her when all she wanted was your support.”

      He then looks at me before he reaches out and wipes the tear from my cheek. “Let’s get your stuff and get the hell out of here.”

      I only nod and follow him to my old room, knowing that could have been a lot worse and surprised it wasn’t. I don’t know what he’s thinking or what he intends to do, but one thing is for sure, I’m terrified.

      It’s not even going to be my disgusting stomach that scares him away; it’s going to be my insecurities.

      And I truly don’t know which one is worse.
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      Owen

      

      I’m hopping mad, as my mom would say.

      I call Dart to come help, and we load up the trucks in a matter of minutes. The whole time, London is screaming at Leroy and throwing his things out on the lawn. I don’t tell Dart about Leroy because, unlike the summer programs I want to participate in to bring awareness to mental health, Dart has nothing holding him in line. He’ll beat the shit out of Leroy for Angie, and I won’t stop him.

      Hell, I’ll buy him a beer.

      And a stripper.

      London doesn’t say anything to Angie, and Leroy hightails it pretty quickly. I don’t say anything either. I can’t even look at Angie, I’m so pissed at her. I thought she had overcome her body image issues. She was scared about her parents, and they loved her right through that. Our sex is unbelievable, but I’ve been so blinded by her, I didn’t even notice that I never fully got her naked. Like, how pathetic is that? She mesmerized me and hid herself from me, the one person who loves even a pimple on her ass. I’ve made that known, yet she still hid. Angie knew how much I wanted her to feel comfortable and love herself, but I’m left feeling played.

      It’s a really crappy feeling.

      Angie sits in the cab, quiet and looking small as we drive back to my house.

      “I’m sorry about Leroy.”

      I make a face. “It’s not your place to apologize, Angie.”

      “I know, but thank you for not killing him. I really didn’t want you not to be able to do those programs this summer.”

      “I know,” I answer. “That’s why I didn’t kill him.”

      She grimaces. “I can stay at a hotel if you’d like.”

      I don’t even look at her. “I wouldn’t like that at all.”

      “I know you’re mad.”

      “Hopping mad.”

      She frowns. I’m pretty sure the last time she heard that phrase was when Evan and I put a hole in Benji’s trampoline because we wanted to see who could stay out of the hole. My buddy Asher Brooks fell through and broke his arm. Mom was hopping mad then. “I understand if you—”

      “Angie.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Stop. Give me a few.”

      She snaps her mouth shut, and we drive back in silence. As Dart and I unload her boxes, she carefully takes in her plants. The house is so full of tension, I feel like I’m drowning in it.

      Dart isn’t dumb, and when we’re alone in the room, he asks, “Are you two fighting?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s not good on moving day.”

      I shrug. “It happens.”

      “True that. Did you choke out that Leroy guy? It was either you or the chick, ’cause his neck was busted.”

      I raise my hand, owning it. “He called Angie a fat, disgusting cow.”

      Dart blinks and hooks his thumb behind him. “And you let him walk away?”

      I exhale heavily. “I can’t have a record for assault. It will ruin my work with the mental health compound this summer.”

      “Ah, true. Okay. Want me to go back and make sure he can’t walk?”

      I cup my best friend’s shoulder, laughing. “He isn’t worth it.”

      “Shit, it’s more for me than anything. Oh, and Angie’s honor.”

      And this is why Dart is my best friend.

      We share a nod of acknowledgment before we go to get more boxes. Once everything is in the house, I move her desk to the plant area where she is. Very carefully, she rearranges her plants and makes sure none of them are touching. She doesn’t look as happy as she usually is when she does this, and that’s how I know she’s truly upset about our fight. I set up her laptop and then some of her schoolbooks before putting her book bag on the chair.

      When I’m done, I walk toward our room, but I pause to ask, “Do you want me to start putting your clothes away?”

      She shakes her head without looking at me. “I’m coming.”

      I head to the room and start unloading the boxes so the clothes are easier for her to hang. When she comes in, I’ve made piles everywhere, and she gets to work. She doesn’t have many clothes but enough to take her an hour to put away. We do it in silence. We’ve never not talked for this long and it’s killing me, but I’m still so upset. I watch as she hangs things, and she’s just so goddamn magnificent.

      I get up and grab a guitar. I tune it and feel her gaze on me. When I start to play “Just the Way You Are” by Bruno Mars, I see her out of the corner of my eye as she leans against the wall, clutching some clothes to her chest. I start to sing the chorus, badly, but it’s only for her. I finish the song, meeting her gaze, and a small smile sits on her lips. I drop my hands to my sides and then shrug.

      “You know I love every single thing about you.”

      Her eyes are shiny with tears as she meets my gaze. “I know you do.”

      “Surely you understand why I’m so upset, then.”

      “It’s not that I don’t, Owen. It’s that it’s not that easy for me.”

      “But it should be, because I wouldn’t be grossed out or anything of that nature when it comes to you.”

      She looks away and shrugs. “I just feel like sometimes you forget I’m overweight.”

      “Because to me, it doesn’t matter,” I say simply. “And I’ve told you that from the beginning.”

      “I know, but I…” She struggles as her voice fills with emotion. “Not everyone is you.”

      I nod. “You’re right. But I’m yours.”

      Her little lip wobbles, and she hangs the dress she’s holding. When she turns, she looks at me as the tears begin to fall. “I’ve just spent so much time hating myself, and then I started to fall in love with me, enjoy how strong I am and the shape my body is taking. I started working out because it was fun, especially when I’m with you. But my stomach isn’t doing much—it’s all lumpy and full of marks. It’s not pretty.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t seen it,” I throw at her, and she rolls her eyes.

      “You’ll say it’s beautiful because you love all of me—” She stops mid-sentence and swallows. I want to scream in victory at her eureka moment, but I stand silent and I wait. The gears are working in her head, and then without her saying a word, I watch as she kicks off her shoes. I press my tongue up into the roof of my mouth as she undoes her pants and pushes them down those delectable thighs. My mouth is watering when she reaches for her shirt. I can see her hands shaking, but I stay where I am. I want to help, but she has to want to do this.

      Her eyes meet mine, and I smile. “Show me the goods, gorgeous.”

      She hesitates for only another second before she lifts her shirt, revealing the reason for our fight. Honestly, then I get distracted by her perfect boobs, but when I see what she’s been hiding, I’m flabbergasted. The part she hates most about herself isn’t even what she claimed it to be. I’m pretty sure my gut is bigger than hers. I shake my head, and her eyes widen. I hold up my phone and ask, “Can I take a picture to use when I need to get off on my road trips?”

      Her eyes go wild as she covers her stomach. “Owen!”

      “What? Sugar,” I say, shrugging as I walk toward her, “you’re fucking hot.”

      Tears fill her eyes. “You’re just saying that to get in my pants.”

      I glance at the floor where her pants are. “I mean, there aren’t much pants to get into.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “And you bring me to my knees,” I admit, taking her in my arms and kissing the hell out of her. I pick her up and carry her to our bed before laying her down. I cover her body with mine, kissing down her neck to her chest. I pull down the cups of her bra and suck her sweet nipples into my mouth. She squirms beneath me, and my cock hurts from being so hard. I leave her breasts, kissing down her ribs and falling between her legs.

      I run my fingers along the soft skin of her belly, and she asks, “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to find all these imperfections you speak of.”

      She groans. “Owen, I know you see them.”

      I meet her gaze before lowering my lips to her belly button. I kiss it. “Sorry, all I see is the stomach of a really strong, smart, and gorgeous woman. One I love very much.”

      She bites her lip, still unsure. “You promise?”

      “Baby, I swear.”

      She cocks her head. “You’re not just being nice?”

      Angie’s eyes widen as I narrow mine. “Did you just call me nice?”

      She starts to bubble with laughter. “No?”

      I rise up to my knees and turn her over, smacking her ass a little hard but more playfully than anything. Her laughter and passionate cries fill the bedroom, and they set me on fire. When she tries to crawl away, I pull her back by her hips and flip her back over. She grins up at me, her eyes glazed and her lips parted. “I am not being nice.”

      “Hell, I might keep saying it just for a repeat of that,” she teases, and I grin as I cup the back of her neck with one hand and her jaw with the other. I run my thumb along her bottom lip as I look deep into her sweet, beautiful eyes. She licks my thumb and then whispers, “I don’t want to live my life without you.”

      “You don’t have to. I’m here.”

      “I don’t like fighting with you.”

      I scoff. “Baby, it’s gonna happen. We’re not perfect and we’ll make mistakes, but I only  ever want to make up with you.”

      She smiles. “I want that too.”

      “You know why?”

      Mischief plays in her eyes. “Because Owen Adler is such a nice guy?”

      I grin. “No, it’s because Owen Adler is totally in love with Angie Paxton.”

      Angie sighs softly. “Fine, give Angie a kiss, then.”

      “Are we doing the third-person thing for long?” I ask, my lips moving along hers. “’Cause Owen is a pro.”

      “Owen is a pain in my ass! Now kiss me because I’m gonna love you forever,” she demands, and with a grin, I do exactly what she says.

      How can I say no to love from Angie Paxton for the rest of my life?

      I can’t, and I won’t. Because she is a feeling I can’t stop chasing.

      “Thank you,” she whispers against my lips. “For loving me.”

      “Sugar, you don’t have to thank me for that. It’s as easy as breathing.”

      “Still,” she says, her eyes dancing with mine. “I wouldn’t be who I am now without you.”

      I smile. “Angie, you were born for greatness.”

      “I may have been born to be yours.”

      “Oh, that’s a given,” I say, kissing her lips. “Trust and believe, I’ve felt that in my soul for a long time.”

      “And to think, I prolonged fate by hating you for so long.”

      I fight back my laughter as I hold her gaze. “You never hated me! You were totally in love with me!”

      She clicks her tongue at me. “Jeez, you’re so cocky.”

      I laugh as I hold her jaw. “And, don’t forget, all yours.”

      Her lips curve. “I’ll never ever forget that, Owen. Ever.”

      “Or that I love you.”

      “You’d never let me forget that,” she teases, and then with a sweet smile, she presses her nose into mine. “I love you. So much.”

      My heart explodes in my chest, and damn if this feeling isn’t everything my parents made it appear to be. I’ve always wanted their love story, their kind of forever. But now that I’m with Angie—holding her, kissing her, and loving her—I realize it’s not their story I want. I want our story. Our forever.

      And I know it’s going to be the best highlight reel ever.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie

      

      “When do you head to Nashville?”

      I meet Nico’s eyes as I take his blood pressure, but he looks away quickly. “Actually, right after this appointment.”

      “Aviva’s sister lives there.”

      “Yeah? She goes to Bellevue, right? I went there.”

      He nods. He’s always a little nervous when he comes in. I try to talk to him to help him feel at ease. Today, the conversation has been easier than usual. “She does. I didn’t know you went there. But you graduated here, right?”

      “I did,” I say proudly. “Top of my class.”

      “Impressive,” he says, and when he smiles at me, it feels like winning the lottery. “I’m surprised you came in today. I know you’re excited to get home.”

      “I didn’t want to miss our appointment since it could very well be your last,” I say excitedly.

      “I appreciate that. Though, I doubt it’ll be the last we see of each other.”

      I nod in agreement. “Oh, for sure. This is a different scene, and my goal is to help you when we’re here. But in our friend group, it’s about our friendship.”

      “I want to thank you for not saying anything.”

      I wink. “Even though I am legally unable to, I wouldn’t have anyway.” I write down his vitals. “So, how are you feeling?”

      “Really good. I like this dosage and this med. I’m able to focus and feel like myself.”

      I write that down in his chart, so damn happy. We’ve been working with Nico for a little over four months now. It was getting so bad for him there at the end, he actually missed the last three weeks of games for an “upper body injury.” No one questioned him, and they assumed it was a concussion. Not even Owen knew, but I did. Talk about something really hard not to tell your partner. The IceCats came in almost dead last this season, but they’re excited for next season with new additions coming. Owen is ready to hit the ice already, but we have my family gathering to get to and then Aruba before coming back to real life.

      And what a life it’s been.

      Owen and I are so unbelievably happy. Each day is an adventure, and I swear I fall for him more and more with each passing second. He’s so supportive and thoughtful. There is always a new plant waiting at home for me, and he even enjoys going to different nurseries all over South Carolina. We’re also going to stop at a few in Nashville. We still work out daily, and he yells at me for not eating enough. He brings snacks to me at work, and he is always trying to feed me. Things are just fun, and each day, we grow. Together. The biggest thing, though, and probably my favorite, is I’m happy with me.

      Am I running around in a bikini? Not yet, but maybe one day. Am I the skinniest? Nope. Am I even back to my size fours? Not even kinda. I’m a thicc—with two Cs—fourteen, and I’m proud of that. I work hard at work and even harder in the gym, with Owen right by my side. I’m still trying to convince him to get his thyroid checked, but he refuses, and truthfully, I like him thicc too. I love him. He was there when I graduated, front row and the loudest one at the graduation. When I was officially hired here, he threw me a massive party, and I felt so loved.

      That’s probably my favorite thing about him—he just loves, so very much.

      “Oh, Nico. I’m so happy for you.”

      “Me too,” he says, looking away. “Even Aviva has noticed a difference. I’m more involved, and I don’t disassociate as much.”

      “That’s wonderful.” I almost cry as I write down the notes, and since I know this is probably my last chance, I close my tablet and look back at him. He looks at me for a second and then glances away. “Nico, can we talk off the record?”

      He looks back at me, but it’s only for a second before he shrugs. “Sure?”

      I take in a deep breath, and I feel my confidence coursing through my veins. “I don’t know if you know this, but you being this incredible, fantastic goalie while having autism is mind-blowing. You are what every parent of an autistic child wants for their kid. And I think that if people knew their child could have the potential to do what you do, we’d have more people with your superpower.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s hardly a superpower. I obsess over things, and then my anxiety gets in the way. I wouldn’t wish this on anyone.”

      “But you fight it. You overcome it. And look at you, Nico. I’m in awe.” He finally meets my gaze. “I really want to extend an opportunity for you to go public and to bring awareness.”

      Terror is in his eyes. “I don’t want people to treat me differently.”

      “They won’t, but if they do, then they aren’t the people for you,” I promise. “But I don’t think they will. I feel like you’re going to get so much support and we’re gonna help so many people, as well as kids.”

      He looks away once more, and I hold my breath. “Can I think about it?”

      I look like a bobblehead, I’m nodding so quickly. “Absolutely. Also, I have a proposal for how I want this all to happen with the media, and then for the program I’d like to start.”

      I hand him the proposal I’ve worked on for a countless number of hours, and he reads the title. “Ice Hockey and Puzzle Pieces.”

      I beam. “I wanted something more than autism. I wanted to celebrate hockey but also how complex all people with autism are.”

      He looks back down at the proposal and reads for a second. “This is very impressive.”

      “Thank you. I’ve worked very hard on it because I believe in it and you.”

      He doesn’t look up at me, but he nods. “I’ll honestly consider it.”

      “Awesome. And talk to Aviva, see what she thinks.”

      “I will. I’m sure she’ll be supportive.”

      “I know she will,” I agree, and he nods, looking back down at the proposal.

      Before I cry with excitement, I give him a wide smile and head out of the room. I send my notes to Dr. Tembalt with a message wishing him a nice two weeks since I’ll be gone. The pep in my step is over the top, but I’m so excited.

      I want so desperately for my plan to work and to help people. That’s always been my goal. It started with Evan Adler, and I succeeded—for him, even if his hockey career was the sacrifice. I thought that was enough and I was going to be so happy. But really, it took Evan bringing Owen into my life for me to be truly happy.

      I head to my desk and gather my things. As I shut down and lock up my computer, I hear London say, “You heading out?”

      “I am,” I say with a small nod. Things won’t ever be what they were between us. London did apologize, and she even showed up for my graduation, but I think we weren’t meant to be friends. She was just a stepping-stone in my life to get me to the next level—an incredible career, new friends, and Owen. “I’ll see you in two weeks,” I say to her as I throw the strap of my bag onto my shoulder.

      “Have a great trip,” she calls to me, and I wave as I head toward the exit. I text Owen that I’m leaving and I’ll meet him at the house. When he doesn’t answer right away, I figure he’s in the shower or packing. I walk up the stairs to the parking garage, and when I throw open the door, Owen is there. It’s like a flashback of all the times he waited for me by my car when we first started dating.

      A slow grin spreads across his lips as he pushes off the car and comes toward me. “Hey there, gorgeous.”

      I sigh as I meet him halfway, kissing him eagerly. “Hey.”

      “Someone is excited. You ready to go? I’m all packed, and I thought we’d stop for food first.”

      I beam. “I am, but it’s not only the trip. It’s my autistic patient. I think he loved my proposal.”

      Owen’s eyes light up. “Babe! That’s amazing! I know how hard you’ve been working on that.”

      “So hard. And Owen, he might do it! Oh my God, can you imagine what this could do for the autism community?”

      “It’s amazing. God, Paxy, I am so proud of you.”

      He lifts me off the ground, and I drop my bags as he spins me around playfully. Our laughter is intoxicating—at least, to me, it is. When he stops, I cup his face, rubbing his cheeks with my thumbs as I gaze into the eyes of my future. I couldn’t imagine this celebration without him. I couldn’t imagine going home to see our families other than together. I wouldn’t have walked if he hadn’t been out there at my graduation. Owen adds such light to my world.

      “What? You’re looking at me funny. I got a booger in my nose?”

      I snort, shaking my head. “I just love you.”

      He stops trying to blow the nonexistent booger out of his nose, and the most gorgeous look takes over his face. “I love you, Pax.”

      I don’t move, though; I continue to stroke his face.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I am,” I say. “Really, I am.”

      He grins. “You’re creeping me out. Say what you want to say. I see it in your eyes. You’ve got something to say.”

      Man, I do. “Would you want to marry me?”

      His lips part as he chokes on a laugh. “Are you serious?”

      “I know we haven’t really discussed it, but you’re more than a boyfriend to me. You’re everything. My other half. And I…man, I don’t know. I want to marry you.”

      His eyes become watery. And as a tear spills out of mine, I know I mean everything I’m saying.

      “Pretty sure I’m supposed to ask you.”

      I shrug. “Figured since I put you through hell by not liking you for all those years—”

      He groans. “Jesus Christ, yes, Angie. Fuck yes, I want to marry you.”

      I let my breath out in a whoosh, and then we’re both grinning at each other. “This is crazy,” I say, and he nods.

      “It is. Totally nuts.”

      “But we’re going to do it?”

      “Fuck yeah, we are,” he says with a laugh. “Because Owen loves you.”

      And as our lips meet, I’m unsure if we’re laughing or kissing, but I don’t care.

      Because it’s him.

      The one person I not only fell in love with, but who made me fall in love with myself.
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