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        "The wound is the place where the light enters you."

        (Rumi)
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      It’s been a long day when I finally pull into the gravel driveway in front of the house. Between an early morning at work and classes all afternoon, all I want to do is eat dinner and crawl into bed.

      I look over at the passenger seat, the leftovers from my lunch waiting to be eaten for dinner, and I hate that I still carry over this habit. Growing up poor and then a foster kid, I never knew when my next meal would be. It could literally be just a few hours later or it could be days. I never eat my whole lunch, saving half of it for dinner.

      One of the perks of my job working at the front desk of Orchid Bay Resort is that I get free meals, meals I still stupidly save and make last. I often wonder if this will ever go away. It’s been a year, and I still do it, but I remind myself, this has been a damn good year. A year where it’s just me. No check-ins from a family services worker, no jumping from foster home to foster home, no creepy men, no sleepless nights.

      But as soon as I step out of the car, I see it. There on the front door of the house I share with my best friend Daisy, is that neon orange sticker, one I know all too well, and without warning, my heart rate spikes and I feel the threat of tears sting my nose.

      “No, no, no,” I cry out to the empty area surrounding the house. “Please, no.”

      Begging will do me no good. It’s already there, plastered on the door for anyone to see, and holy shit, is it triggering.

      I’ve been here way too many times in my life, and I really thought after moving in with Alana and Daisy, things would be better. There would be some consistency, some stability and this would be a place I could call home, even if it was just a rental.

      My sadness quickly turns to anger, and I rip the sticker off the door, the word “eviction” stuck to my hand, and I shake, trying to get it to release itself.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, pulling it too, but it sticks to my other hand, and this is something I know too well also. These damn stickers are made with industrial glue, so they don’t blow off the door, letting the tenant use that as an excuse.

      Next to that neon orange sticker is a note from our landlord, and as apologetic as it is, it doesn’t matter. Unless it’s an envelope filled with two grand, I don’t give a fuck what it says.

      “What a fucking coward,” I hiss, snatching the note off the door, crumbling it in my hand along with the orange sticker.

      
        
        Sorry girls.

        Sold the land to a developer.

        I tried to get more than 30 days, but they want you out.

        George Lang

      

      

      Thirty days. We have one month to find a place to live, and while that sounds like a lot of time, it’s not for someone like me who doesn’t even have two pennies to scrape together, who is eating half a lunch for dinner on a regular basis.

      How the hell am I supposed to get a first and last month’s rent for a deposit? How the hell am I supposed to find a place that isn’t six times my paycheck?

      I flop down on the paint-chipped front steps, the note from Mr. Lang and that orange sticker now a little round ball in my palm.

      Pulling my phone from my pocket, I wonder where Daisy is. I figured she’d be home by now, and maybe she has been. She probably isn’t going to have this type of reaction to this. She has her family here; she can go live with her mom or her sister, and if she’s really desperate, she has Miles and Kai. They’ll let her move in with them. They might even let me move in too.

      But then I think about Mochi, my little fluffy baby, the dog that Alana brought home one day, who took a liking to me over all of us. Desperate now for a place to live, I can’t be choosy and demand they let me bring my dog. Even if he is basically my emotional support animal, sleeping with me and greeting me with gusto every time I come home.

      I open the front door, and with that, Mochi comes charging out, running in circles around my legs, waiting for me to pick him up.

      Scooping him up in my arms, I sit back down on the porch steps, Mochi settling into my lap. I text Daisy, willing myself not to start crying.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Daisy: Omw. Be home in five.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      There’s that word.

      Home.

      I swallow hard, pushing back the tears. I’m not going to cry. It’s why I never called this place my home. It’s a house, and again I remind myself of this. Don’t get attached.

      Don’t get attached to a house.

      Don’t get attached to a job.

      Don’t get attached to people.

      The fact that I’ve let Alana and Daisy in is a huge deal for me. I don’t have friends because people leave even when they say they care. I’ve dealt with this over and over again in my life, and it’s because of shit like this.

      I’m still sitting on the steps when Daisy pulls up, hopping out of the car with her perfect smile on display, unaware that we’re about to be homeless.

      It’s obviously not the first time this has happened to me.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” Daisy calls, her smile dropping when she gets close enough to see my face.

      “This,” I reply, holding up the balled-up orange sticker.

      “What’s that?”

      I can see the confusion on Daisy’s face, and I’m glad she doesn’t have a clue what it means. I wouldn’t wish this feeling on my worst enemy, and it’s hard for me not to want to push Daisy away, to keep her from having to deal with this.

      “We’re being evicted,” I tell her, the words coming out as a choked cry, and the tears spill over. Mochi lets out a whine, hating that I’m crying. His little pink tongue pokes out, trying to lick away the tears.

      Fuck my life.

      I’m tired of this shit.

      “Evicted?” Daisy screeches, her brow furrowed, confusion blanketing her face. “How? We aren’t behind on rent.”

      “Yeah, I know, but Mr. Lang sold the house, and the developer who bought it wants us out in thirty days.” It all comes out in a rush, the tears making it hard to understand.

      “Thirty days?” Daisy echoes, and I nod. “That’s not so bad.”

      This is where having family to fall back on helps. Thirty days to her isn’t a big deal. She’ll pack up her stuff and go live with her sister or her mother. She can’t comprehend what it feels like to be me, and again, I don’t ever want her to know what that feels like.

      Daisy sits down next to me, slinging an arm around my shoulders, her head resting against mine. She lets out a hard sigh.

      “I can ask my sister if you can move in too,” she says, sweetly. “That’s probably where I’m going to go.”

      “That’s okay. She doesn’t have the room for both of us. I’ll figure something out.”

      I don’t want to rely on anyone. I’m doing this myself, and it’s not out of stubbornness or selfishness, but because I’ve spent all my life relying on other people who just let me down.

      “You sure?” Daisy asks, her words soft, and again I nod.

      “Yeah, I’m good,” I lie, not wanting this to be something she has to carry too. It’s not Daisy’s job to take care of me or make sure I have a place to live.

      I’m nineteen, and while most people my age are still figuring things out, I don’t have that luxury. I have to do it all myself. Between paying rent, working and going to school, it’s all on me.

      And I keep telling myself it won’t always be this way. It’s the reason I’m going to college and working. One day, it will pay off.

      It’s just that today is not that day.

      I swipe at my eyes, shoving away the tears that want to keep falling. But I don’t have time to feel sorry for myself. I need to find a place to live, and I need to come up with money for a deposit, and once again, my life is back to living day by day.

      “I’m gonna go see Alana,” I say, needing to get away from this place.

      “Okay, I’ll be here when you get home.”

      I cringe at the word “home.” I don’t know if there will ever be a place I call home when shit like this can happen.

      I get back in my car, watching Daisy walk in the front door with Mochi, closing it behind her, and all it does is make me want to run.

      It makes me want to never come back here. I want to disappear and start over in a place where no one knows me, where no one knows I have nothing.

      But that isn’t an option.

      I drive over to The Pipe Dream, knowing Alana should be home, living in the little guest house behind the shop. Ever since she and Flynn made things official, she moved in with him, living her happily ever after. She deserves it. She deserves all the love and success that has happened to her.

      The lights are still on in the shop when I pull up out front, parking in the little gravel lot on the side. I exit and head in through the front door.

      As soon as I walk through the door, I’m met with Owen and his stupidly adorable face. He’s always so damn happy, smiling and laughing, all low-key and aloof.

      Must be nice to be him.

      To never have to worry about anything.

      Especially money.

      “Hey, Sloane,” he calls out, practically beaming when he sees me. “What’s going on?”

      “Alana here?” I ask without really acknowledging him.

      “She’s in the back checking in a stock shipment,” he says, tossing a thumb in that direction, but when I look over at him, he narrows his eyes. “You been crying?”

      He sounds concerned, and by the look on his face, he is, but he doesn’t need to know about any of this. He might be all about trying to win me over, pursuing me with sweet little things like flowers left at my house, or asking me to dinner, not that I’ve ever acted on any of it.

      If anything, I keep him at arm’s length. I’m sure as soon as he learns who I really am, he’ll run the other way. Right now, all he sees is a pretty blonde with a cute body who can surf. He has no idea the baggage I carry, baggage he’ll never understand.

      Turning away from him, I head to the back of the shop, pulling back the curtain that hides the stockroom from the sales floor.

      “Hey!” Alana squeals, dropping the clipboard as she comes over to me, giving me a hug. It’s something she’s always done, something that started when I would show up for the after-school surf program. It was how I ended up moving in with Alana when I aged out of foster care. We became friends, and she was the first person I shared my fears about my future with. She took me in and has helped me ever since.

      “Daisy and I are being evicted, and I have nowhere to go,” I wail, knowing Alana is the only person I’m like this with. “And Mochi, can you keep him till I find someplace to live? Someplace that allows dogs?”

      “Oh no. What happened?”

      “Mr. Lang sold the house, and the developers want us out. Alana, where the fuck am I supposed to go?”

      She knows how triggering this is for me, the idea of being homeless is something I’ve talked to her about before, and how it really fucked me up.

      It’s also how I ended up in foster care. At least that’s how I remember it.

      And just as Alana is about to say something, I hear Owen’s voice, and what he says has Alana and me looking at him like he’s lost his fucking mind.

      “You can move in with me.”
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      The words are out before I even have a chance to think about what they mean, what they might imply and how they are going to be received. But it doesn’t matter anyway because I’m not going to take them back. Even if Sloane is looking at me like she’s trying to decide whether to laugh in my face or punch me in the face.

      “What did you say?” she asks, but from the tone of her voice, I know she heard me loud and clear. Her question is to make a point. Like, are you seriously asking me this?

      My gaze flicks quickly to Alana, who’s smirking, biting her lip like she’s trying not to smile. I know she knows how much I like Sloane. Hell, everyone knows how much I like her because I don’t exactly make it a secret. The only person who doesn’t seem to know, or more likely, doesn’t seem to care, is Sloane.

      I turn back to Sloane now, grinning as I slowly repeat, “I said, you can move in with me.”

      Sloane tilts her head to the side, like she still isn’t quite sure she heard me correctly. “Seriously?” she asks, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

      Chuckling now, I lean against the doorframe, mirroring her pose. “Um, yeah, seriously. I wouldn’t have said it otherwise.”

      “Nope, I can’t move in with you,” she says, shaking her head.

      “And why not?” I ask, brows raised as I hit her with a smile. Behind Sloane, Alana is definitely smiling now, practically laughing, as she watches this all play out.

      “Because…” she starts before trailing off in frustration. “Because I just can’t,” she eventually huffs out.

      I straighten, walking over to where Sloane stands, her body stiffening in that defensive way she has whenever someone, mostly me, gets too close. “Sloane,” I say, my tone softer now as I gently rest my hands on her shoulders. Her gaze drops at my touch, but I don’t take my hands away as I dip my head to meet her eyes. “It’s totally fine, okay? I have the room, and it’s not like we’re strangers. You need a place to live. Come and live with me.”

      She swallows hard, her eyes wide as they dart all over the place, looking anywhere but at me. I know this scares the hell out of her. I’ve heard enough about her background from Nate and Alana to know that Sloane doesn’t really like to rely on anyone.

      “What about your cousin? I thought you lived with him?” she asks.

      I smile, letting out a quick laugh. “Nah, Eli’s over on Oahu, doing his training and shit. Won’t be back for ages.”

      She blows out a breath, and I know she’s running out of reasons not to stay with me. “What’s the rent?”

      With a smirk, I glance over at Alana again, tempted to say it’s free, but I know that will result in a solid no from Sloane because she hates getting handouts or being treated like a charity case. “A hundred a month?”

      “A hundred?” she scoffs, not bothering to hide her disbelief.

      Behind her, Alana points a finger at the ceiling as though telling me to go higher, and I turn back to Sloane and say, “That’s rent, yeah, then another hundred for utilities. Sound good?” It’s way below what I should be charging, but fuck it, it’s Sloane.

      I would do anything to help this girl.

      Alana rolls her eyes at this, but she’s smiling as she gently pokes Sloane’s shoulder and says, “It’s a good deal, Sloane, and at least you know you’ll be safe with Owen. Better than living with some randoms.”

      Safe with Owen.

      I like the sound of that.
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      It takes Sloane another week to commit to the idea of moving in with me, but when she finally does, I am over at her soon-to-be-old place to help make it happen. I don’t even bother going home after the surf lessons I did with Malo, just head straight over there.

      The guys had already given me a solid amount of shit this morning about the whole Sloane moving in with me thing while we were out catching waves. I expected it, and to be honest, I didn’t care one bit.

      I’m excited about the idea of her moving in with me, of sharing her space and getting to see her in ways no one else does. Getting to just hang out with her with no one else around too.

      Although I’m fully expecting a solid wall of resistance with all of this.

      I take the stairs up to the front porch two at a time before knocking on the door. Daisy throws it open only moments later, her wet hair all piled on top of her head as she hits me with a smile and says, “Hey, Owen.”

      Chuckling, I pull her in for a hug. “Daze,” I reply.

      “Sloane’s in her room,” she says when I let her go, gesturing toward a half-closed door. “Good luck.”

      Grinning, I give her a quick wink. “Nah, not gonna need luck,” I say, which only makes Daisy laugh. I’ve known Daisy for years, Alana too, and when Sloane became their friend, I made a point to try to get to know her as well.

      Okay, to be fair, I didn’t just want to get to know her; I wanted her too. She’s fucking gorgeous and smart, and even though she’s closed off to almost everyone, every now and then I catch glimpses of the fun girl underneath. I’ve been asking her out on a date for the better part of the past year, but she’s never once said yes. I’m kind of hoping being stuck in close proximity to me might change that.

      Of course, it could also earn me a kick in the balls. Jury’s still out on that one.

      I rap my knuckles on Sloane’s door before sticking my head in to find Sloane throwing her clothes into bags, her back to me. On the small desk beside the bed sits a bunch of textbooks packed in a still-open box, and I walk over to it. “This good to go?” I ask, picking it up.

      Sloane turns, jumping a little at finding me in her room, and it’s only then I realize that she has pods in her ears. “You don’t need to help,” she immediately says, taking them out and looking more shaken than I’d expect.

      “It’s cool, I got this,” I say, walking out of her room before she has a chance to respond.

      In the end, most of her stuff could’ve probably fit in her car, but I make a point of putting some boxes in mine so my trip over here isn’t a complete and obvious bullshit excuse to make sure Sloane really does move in with me.

      “That everything?” I ask, leaning against my truck.

      “Uh huh,” Sloane says, blowing out a breath as she stands beside her car, Daisy next to her.

      “K, you wanna follow me?” I ask, jerking a thumb at the road, even though Sloane has been to my house before.

      She nods before turning to Daisy, the two of them hugging like it’s the last time they’re going to see each other. Laughing, I climb into my truck, resting my arm on the frame as I call out, “She’s moving houses, Daze, not going off to war!”

      Daisy laughs, flipping me off as she says, “Whatever.” We both watch as Sloane now gets in her car, the expression on her face one like maybe she is going off to war. She slams her door shut, and Daisy turns to me, a smile on her face as she says, “Be good!”

      With a grin, I reply, “Aren’t I always?”
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      When we get to my house, Sloane pulls into the drive beside me. Grabbing the box of textbooks, we head inside. “K,” I say, walking over to the dining room where a large table sits. Dumping her box of books, I add, “This is where I study, so you can have the other half of the table.”

      “I can just study in my room,” she says.

      Ignoring her comment, I continue on, showing her around the large three-bedroom house. She’s familiar with the living room, kitchen, and backyard, but she hasn’t seen the bedrooms. Mine, what’s now hers, and the one Eli and I have always used as a gym.

      “And this is you,” I say, opening the door to her room.

      Sloane looks around the space, the large queen bed pushed against the far wall, nightstands on either side of it, the double-door closet and the dresser opposite the bed. Her own bathroom is just down the hall.

      “Everything’s empty, ready for your stuff,” I say, smiling.

      She nods, her eyes moving to the large bay window and the ocean view that fills it. “This…this is great,” she says quietly as she walks over to the window seat.

      “It is, yeah,” I tell her. “We can have breakfast on the back deck, it’s even better.” Sloane looks back at me, an unreadable expression on her face that only makes me laugh. “I do it every morning, Sloane, it doesn’t have to be a thing,” I say, winking at her.

      She rolls her eyes, glancing at the wall where the dresser sits. “And you’re next door?” she asks.

      “Uh huh,” I say, wondering if she’s thinking the same thing I am. Close proximity and none of our friends around. “Make yourself at home, Sloane,” I now say, before I turn and head out to grab more of her stuff.

      We work in silence, neither of us saying anything as we haul all of her stuff inside. I’m constantly stealing glances at her though, trying to get a read on what she thinks about all this. She’s got to be thinking that this place is a huge step up from where she was previously living, and to be fair, it is.

      I’m also pretty certain she knows that two hundred bucks a month is a fucking bargain, but I don’t care how much she argues with me, I’m not taking a single cent more. This place belongs to my family, and it doesn’t have a mortgage, nor did they ever charge me or Eli rent.

      It’s just not what they do.

      But I know Sloane needs to feel like this is an agreement, not a favor because if she knew that I was planning to keep her two hundred bucks and give it all back to her the second I thought she’d be open to taking it, she would run a fucking mile.

      “Well, I think it’s beer o’clock,” I eventually say, walking into the kitchen to grab some as Sloane disappears into her room. I take a quick pull of my beer before I follow after her. “Here,” I say, leaving it on the dresser.

      Sloane glances over at it before giving me a quick, almost-there, smile. “Thanks,” she says as she starts to unpack her stuff.

      “Anything I can do to help?” I ask.

      “I’m good, thanks,” she says, shaking her head.
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      A couple of hours later, Sloane wanders into the kitchen. The doors leading to the back deck are open, and the sound of the waves crashing against the beach compete with the low music that’s playing.

      “Hey, all done?” I ask, opening the fridge to grab two more beers.

      “Yeah,” she says, putting her empty bottle in the recycling.

      “Cool, I’m just making us some dinner. Won’t be long.”

      “Owen, you don’t need to make me dinner,” Sloane says, twisting the cap off her beer.

      “I know,” I say with a grin. “But I still am.” She blows out a breath as she wanders over to where I am frying some chicken in a pan. “Chicken fajitas,” I say when she leans against the counter.

      Sloane nods. “I’ll go shopping tomorrow and get my own food and stuff,” she says before taking a sip of her beer.

      Shrugging, I say, “Whatever, you’re welcome to help yourself to anything in the fridge or cabinets. Eli and I were pretty casual about it all.” Sloane raises a brow at this, and I laugh. “What?”

      “Nothing,” she says, shaking her head.

      I turn off the heat and push the pan to the back of the stove before turning to face her. “Sloane, it’s totally okay. Just make yourself at home, eat and drink whatever, I really don’t mind.”

      “I know,” she says, picking at the label on her beer bottle. “That’s the problem.”

      I let out another laugh. “What, it’s a problem when a friend wants to help another friend?” I ask her.

      Now it’s Sloane shrugging as she mumbles, “I don’t know, maybe.”

      I reach out, sliding my fingers under her chin and tipping her face up. Her blue eyes lock with mine, and I can see so many emotions swirling inside them. Fear, confusion, hesitancy, maybe a little bit of anger even.

      “Why?” I ask softly.

      She licks her lips, drawing my attention to her mouth. A mouth I have fantasized about kissing an endless number of times. “Because I’m never going to be able to pay you back,” she says, her words so quiet I barely hear them.

      I smile, stepping closer as my hand now slides to the side of her neck. Sloane blinks up at me, and I can feel the hard beat of her pulse beneath my palm. “I don’t want you to pay me back.”

      She nods, her gaze dropping as she steps away, my hand now falling to my side. Just as she’s about to walk away, though, I grab her hand, stopping her.

      “Sloane,” I say quietly, waiting until she looks up at me. When she does, I smile, squeezing her fingers gently. “I know this is hard for you. I get it. But please, make yourself at home. I want…” I trail off, puffing out a breath of air as I try to find the right words to say to her. Words that won’t make her feel like running. “I want you to feel at home here. So seriously, what’s mine is yours. It’s all good.”

      Sloane nods, licking her lips again, which I’m starting to think is something she does when she’s nervous or doesn’t know what to say. Just when I think she’s going to pull her hand from mine and walk away, she tips her head toward the counter and says, “Anything I can do to help?”

      With a grin, I squeeze her fingers once more before reluctantly letting go. “How are you with a cheese grater?” I ask, giving her a wink.
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      Dinner is amazing, and it’s so hard for me to not keep eating. I’m pretty sure the moan I let out when I took my first bite might have given Owen some dirty thoughts.

      “You want more?” he now asks, a sweet little smirk on his face. “There’s plenty.”

      I look at the plate in front of us, piled with more food than two people could possibly eat, and all I see are dollar signs.

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, trying to clear my head. I don’t need to worry about how much the food costs or how much waste there is. I need to let this go.

      “Would it be okay if I ate the leftovers for lunch tomorrow?” I ask, sounding ridiculous. Owen Sinclair doesn’t do leftovers. He could literally buy the grocery store.

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t it?” he responds, his brow furrowed, confused by my question. “Take whatever you want. I’ll eat whatever is left if there is any.”

      This doesn’t have to be an issue.

      It’s already an issue that I’m living here for basically pennies, and now the food. I need to get over it or Owen is going to be evicting me too.

      “Sloane,” Owen now says, my name said with such conviction and honesty that I feel it in my soul. He’s a good person. I know this, but it’s still hard to let him in. “This doesn’t have to be anything but roommates. I have no expectations. I’m not going to try to make you fall in love with me.” He pauses, letting out a soft chuckle. “My house is your house, and I want you to be comfortable. I want you to feel safe.”

      “Thank you,” I reply timidly, wanting the things he said, but it’s going to take me a while to get there. I might not even get there in the time that I live here.

      This isn’t permanent. It’s just until I can get enough money together to get my own place, but I have no idea when that will be.

      Owen drags a hand through his unruly brown hair, smiling at me as he does, and I have to admit, he’s quite handsome, sexy at times even. He doesn’t ever give off the persona of the typical island rich boy. If anything, he’s the total opposite.

      I wet my lips, and Owen’s eyes fall to my mouth, sending a spike of lust through me. The way his deep brown eyes take me in, the way he looks at me like I’m the only girl he’s ever been interested in. And it’s hard not to picture his impressive surfer’s body, all lean muscle and six-pack abs. I shouldn’t find him attractive. He’s now my roommate, and hooking up with him would only complicate things.

      “Seriously though, Owen,” I start, trying to find the right words to thank him. He’s doing me the biggest favor I’ve ever received in my life, and I don’t think he has any idea how much that means.

      “Nah,” he interjects, shaking his head, his brown locks moving in the cutest way. “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing. It’s everything.”

      I swallow back the urge to say more. He doesn’t need my tragic life story. He doesn’t need to hear about my years in foster care or my shitty mother, or that I sleep with my door locked. I’m not here for him to save me.

      I don’t need to be saved.

      I need stability.

      I need a place to live.

      And Owen has given me that.

      “I’m gonna go for a surf in a bit. You wanna come?” Owen now says, changing the subject. He knows the way to get me to come out of my shell already.

      Surfing was the only thing that I could count on when I was in foster care. I would go to the after-school surf program that Mitch Harris ran, and that’s where I met Alana. She was the first real friend I ever had, even if she is a few years older than me. She’s like a mom and a best friend all rolled into one, and for the last six years or so, she’s been the only person I can count on.

      “Yeah, that’d be cool,” I tell him, looking at the table and the kitchen; both need to be cleaned up. “I’ll get the kitchen cleaned up and meet you out there.”

      Owen lets out a deep, throaty laugh, his eyes wrinkling up at the corners, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s trying too hard. But he isn’t. This is just who Owen is.

      “You’re not cleaning up the kitchen alone, Sloane.”
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      Owen and I tackle the kitchen together in companionable silence, and even though it hasn’t even been a full day, he’s made me feel more than welcome.

      A part of me can’t stop thinking about what his motives for letting me move in might be. I know he “likes” me, and “like” is kind of a weak way to describe it. “Lusts after me” would be more accurate, but I’ve kept him at arm’s length. He doesn’t want to deal with all the baggage I have.

      I hate the constant nagging feeling that I’m never going to be able to pay Owen back for his kindness, for letting me move in, and that eventually he’ll grow bored and bothered by me. And I’ll be chucked to the side, like I’ve always been.

      “Meet you outside?” Owen says. I nod, hoping that once I’m out on the water with Owen, I start to relax a bit.

      I head into my room to change, rummaging through the bags I have for a rash guard and bikini bottoms. Finding two mismatched sets, I pull them on, braiding my hair to keep it out of my face. Taking a quick look at myself in the mirror, I then turn and take in the room.

      It’s bigger than any bedroom I’ve ever had, and I’ve never had my own bathroom. Not just my own bathroom; it’s a bathroom that has a huge shower and a soaker tub. Alana, Daisy and I all shared one small bathroom, and there were times that all three of us were in there at the same time. I can’t even fathom what this is going to be like.

      Pretty much a dream.

      I can’t fuck this up.

      Taking a second look around the room, I grab a towel and some surf wax, leaving the room to meet Owen outside.

      The second I step outside, it’s hard not to gasp when I see him. I’ve always had a thing for surfer boys, and Owen is the epitome of one. With his sun-kissed skin and his tousled chocolate-colored hair, he fits the look perfectly.

      He’s smiling at me when I come out, but I watch his face change when he takes me in. My rash guard is cropped, revealing my stomach along with my low-cut boy shorts skimming my hips. And I’m suddenly self-conscious, wanting to cover up, but then my eyes fall to his body.

      Every line and every muscle is on display, and I want to run my fingers over his perfectly sculpted abs. How in the hell can he look this damn good shirtless? It’s not fair to the rest of mankind. Not that I haven’t seen him shirtless a million times, but something about this moment feels different. Like I’m finally noticing what has been in front of me all this time.

      “You ready?” I ask, focusing my attention somewhere other than Owen’s shirtless physique. It’s only going to get harder when we’re out on the water, watching the muscles of his back flex as he paddles out. There’s nothing sexier.

      “Yeah, let’s go,” he replies, and I grab my board, following him down to the water.

      No shocker that his house is literally steps from the beach, giving perfect access to the water and epic surf. I’m going to want to start and end my day out on the water. If only I had the time.

      The sun is just beginning to set, casting a glow on the turquoise water, and with it basically empty, Owen and I have our pick of the waves. I’ve never seen something so perfect, that is until I saw Owen shirtless, now that we live together.

      Even as nervous as I am about living with him, it hasn’t stopped me from dreaming about what he might be like in bed. It’s just a dream though. Something I won’t dare let happen.

      We paddle out together, catching a few small waves, riding them into the shore. It’s calm and no different than if I were out here with Alana or Daisy. It feels strangely comfortable, something I’m not used to happening right away.

      “How are classes going?” Owen asks me when there’s a lull in the waves. Both of us are straddling our boards, our legs hanging over, his foot brushing mine absentmindedly. He sounds genuinely interested, and it shows in the way he listens as I talk.

      “Good. Busy,” I say, realizing I’m being vague, and if he cared enough to ask, then I should answer honestly. “It’s fucking overwhelming with work, but I’m nearly done with my pre-reqs, so that’s good. I’m ready to get into more graphic design classes.”

      “Graphic design, huh?”

      “Yep, I’ve always loved designing and art, so I figured it would be a good option,” I tell Owen, and he nods. “How about you? What are you majoring in?”

      I’ve never run into Owen on campus, but I know he attends the same school. In all the times Daisy and Alana have given me shit about Owen having a crush on me, they’ve mentioned me possibly running into him there.

      “Last year of environmental engineering,” he says proudly, and it really is a big accomplishment, even if he’s had the support and money of his family. I would never take that away from him. I’d give anything to have a family like Owen’s.

      As a kid, I’d dream about what it must be like to have two parents, and a house, and never really having to worry about anything. It felt like something that was so foreign, and more than that, having someone love me unconditionally felt even more unattainable.

      But I try not to dwell on these things, choosing instead to start my life and make these things happen for me. They will happen. I have to be optimistic.

      “That’s a big deal,” I say, letting out a whistle in response to Owen’s major. “Plans for when you finish?”

      I guess I never expected low-key Owen, the guy with family money and a thriving business, to want to branch out on his own.

      “Yeah, it’s been a lot of work, but I love it. I want to help my family with green building. My dad wants to expand Orchid Bay, and while I support that, I want it to have as little impact on the environment as possible.”

      “Wow.” That’s about all I can say. He’s not only gorgeous, but he’s smart and looking to protect the islands. He’s every woman’s dream. How the hell is he still single?

      And how the hell am I still managing to avoid falling for him?

      I let out a yawn, exhausted from the day of moving, and it’s going to be a long night after this. I have a test tomorrow, and I need to get some studying in. Checking my watch, I notice the time, and I tell Owen that I need to head back in.

      “I’ll come with you,” he says, and I shake my head.

      “You don’t have to. I’m good heading back on my own. We’re just roommates, Owen. You don’t have to look after me.”

      As soon as I say it, I notice the change in him, his posture shifts, his jaw tightens.

      “We might just be friends and now roommates, Sloane, but I don’t want you walking back to the house alone,” he says, a possessiveness to his tone.

      I laugh a little. This side of the island is as safe as it gets, avoiding the drunken tourists and the types of things that happen in the busier areas. But I don’t bother telling Owen this, seeing that he’s made up his mind as he paddles back to the shore alongside me.

      I guess I’ll just need to get used to him being around.
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      “You wanna watch a movie or something?” I ask as we prop our boards by the side of the house and head inside.

      “No, I umm, I actually need to study,” Sloane says, offering me a small smile.

      “Cool, sounds good,” I reply with a nod, knowing I could probably do with finishing off an assignment that’s due next week. “I’m just gonna take a quick shower. Meet you back here,” I add, pointing to the dining room table.

      Sloane’s box of books is still sitting unpacked on the table, her laptop beside them, and I already know she’s trying to think of an excuse to go study in her room rather than sit here with me.

      “We can get you a desk if you really wanna study in there, but the table is much more comfortable,” I say, trying to convince her.

      She smirks, glancing toward her bedroom before she turns back to me. “You know I used to always study on my bed when I lived with the girls.”

      “Nah,” I say with a grin. “Beds are only good for two things, Sloane, and neither of them are studying.”

      Sloane lets out a laugh, shaking her head at me. “Is that right?”

      “Yep,” I say, giving her a wink, even as visions of doing either of those things—sleeping or sex, in bed with Sloane flash through my brain. “Gonna take a shower, see you back here,” I repeat, walking off before she has a chance to argue.
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      I’m back in the dining room before she is, and I quickly unpack her books and stuff and then plug in her laptop to charge before heading into the kitchen to grab some drinks and snacks.

      When Sloane wanders out though, I can’t help but wonder if my plan to have her study out here with me isn’t going to completely backfire and bite me in the ass. Mainly because she’s walked out here dressed in a tiny pair of shorts and a fitted T-shirt that has been washed so many times it’s practically see-through.

      Suddenly it’s nothing but sex in a bed with Sloane that I’m thinking of.

      Swallowing hard, I take a seat on the opposite side of the table from her, the snacks between us. “All good?” I ask.

      She huffs out a laugh, taking a seat across from me. “Are you kidding? That bathroom is amazing, Owen. And it’s all mine!”

      Laughing, I push a bottle of water toward her. “Glad you like it,” I say.

      “I do,” she says, her tone serious now. “Thank you, Owen. I really appreciate you helping me out with…well, with somewhere to live.”

      I nod, offering her a small smile. “It’s all good, Sloane,” I tell her. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”

      She nods, giving me another small smile before she blows out a breath, pulling her books closer as she opens her laptop.
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      We spend the next couple of hours or so in relative silence, both of us engrossed in our work. Well, Sloane definitely is. I’m a little bit more distracted, sneaking glances at her across the table every so often. Whatever she’s studying has her riveted, though, her pencil between her teeth every time she stops making notes in her book.

      It’s both adorable and very distracting because holy shit, she is just so damn beautiful. Her long blonde hair, her killer body and that smile of hers; when she lets me see it anyway. I mean, I’ve always known she’s beautiful, but somehow now, seeing her here in my home, she’s only gotten better.

      Standing, I let out a groan, stretching my arms above my head. Sloane looks over at me, a smile on her face that disappears as her gaze drops lower to where I realize my T-shirt has risen up.

      “I think I’m gonna go to bed,” I say, clasping my hands behind my head.

      “Okay,” she says, swallowing hard before smiling up at me. “Goodnight.”

      Chuckling, I head into the kitchen, grabbing the spare keys from the kitchen drawer. “These are for you,” I say as I walk back over and stand beside her. “I’ll lock up before I go to bed. If you want to put the alarm on, that’s cool. Code is triple eight, nine.”

      She looks up at me, an unreadable expression on her face. I smile before heading back to the kitchen to lock the back doors, then making my way to the front door to do the same.

      “Done,” I say as I walk back to the table. “Don’t stay up too late.”

      “I won’t,” she says, smiling.

      I return the smile, leaning down to drop a kiss on the top of her head without thinking. It’s something I do to Daisy and Alana all the time, sometimes even to Sloane too, but never like this. Never when it’s just the two of us, alone.

      It feels kind of intimate, but she doesn’t pull away, doesn’t even flinch, and I take that as a good sign.

      “Sleep well, Sloane,” I say, straightening. “I’m just next door if you need anything.”

      “Night,” she replies, and I swear I feel her eyes on me the whole walk to my bedroom.
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      The next morning, I wake early, the sun streaming in through the blinds I left open overnight. I’ve always been a morning person, enjoying the quietness and the chance to get in a morning surf if I don’t have to work or go to class.

      Today I have some lessons before an afternoon lab at school, though, so there won’t be any surfing until this afternoon. And I’m kind of hoping Sloane is interested in coming with me again. Last night had been fun being out on the waves with her
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                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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