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Chapter One

I ‘: mmett

“Emmett, honey? Is that you?”

I step over the threshold of the back door leading into the
kitchen where it’s nearly dark, the only light coming faintly
from the living room around the corner. The scent of cinnamon
sticks and cloves immediately hits my nostrils and sends a
flood of emotion to my brain.

“Yeah, it’s me, Nana. Sorry I’m late, practice ran over
today. But I have the groceries and your meds.”

I flip on the overhead light in the small and warm kitchen,
setting down the bag of groceries I picked up on my way over
from football practice.

One look at the unkempt kitchen—the unwashed plates
piling up in the sink, and the greasy mucky gunk stuck at the
bottom of the roast pan from Sunday’s dinner—and guilt
washes over me.

It’s been a bad week for her, and I should’ve made time to
visit sooner than today.

“Fuck,” 1T mutter to myself. It’s going to be a long night
ahead of me. This situation is getting worse, nearly
unmanageable for me to keep up with everything I have on my
plate, and I’m at a loss of what to do. I fear [ won’t be able to
keep up anymore.



It’s not going to be my college education or my spot on the
Clearview Falls U football team, that’s for sure. I will do
anything for my grandmother but when push comes to shove,
I’1l find another solution before I drop out of school or lose my
hard-won position as the team’s wide receiver.

The fridge is practically empty when I open it up to put
away the perishables I bought at the market in town. There’s a
leftover casserole that one of Nana’s church friends brought
over earlier in the week that looks like it’s done for, some
wilted salad mix, and a half-eaten apple.

Nana hasn’t been eating much lately. She claims she’s
watching her girlish figure, but I know it’s more than that. At
seventy-two, she has been plagued by a plethora of medical
ailments over the past five years but most notably her MS,
which has progressively worsened, leaving her in considerable
pain and a reduction in mobility.

I drive her to her monthly treatments, but the flare-ups of
chronic muscular pain and temporary paralysis have become
so frequent that they impair her ability to move around on her
own and her quality of life, leaving her alone and in a
wheelchair.

It sucks because Nana is the only person left in my life I
can count on. It’s definitely not my dad, who has proven time
and time again that he’s only out for his own best interests.
Case in point, I’m here and he’s not.

“Honey, come on in and sit for a spell. The groceries can
wait. I want to catch up with you. Tell me how your week is
going.”

I finish with the remaining pantry items and grab two
waters, then round the corner into the living room where the
sight of my grandma gives me a stabbing pain in my heart. It’s
only been four days since I last visited, but I swear she looks
smaller and more frail each time I see her.

It makes me sad and angry all at once. Thank God I can
take it out on the football grid; otherwise, I might just break
down and sob. Or break things. But I know that won’t help.



Despite her issues, Nana’s smile remains big and proud
and gives me an instant dose of happiness.

“There’s my boy!” She opens her arms wide, like she’s
parting the Red Sea from her chair. “Come over here and give
your old Nana a hug.”

I do as she says and place the bottles down on her TV tray
next to her overstuffed lounger, then gently wrap her body into
my arms. [’'m always careful not to embrace her too tightly for
fear of unintentionally breaking a bone or squeezing her
airways closed.

She gives me a light peck on the cheek and I stand back to
move some papers from the chair next to her so I can sit down.

I notice that most of them look like credit card statements
and doctor bills, a reminder that I need to go through her
finances next week and send off her monthly payments.

Ruth Nadine Jackson Hudson is my dad’s mother. My
middle name is Jackson, after her maiden name. The dad who
for all intents and purposes is dead to me. The guy who
siphoned money from his own parents’ accounts after my
granddad’s death and used it in some Ponzi scheme to get rich.

When that didn’t work, he took off to avoid the law and
legal prosecution, leaving me to hold down the fort when I
was fifteen.

My grandma never talks about Dad’s mess with me. But I
know she still loves her son, despite how he’s used her. I’d bet
dollar to dollar that if he called her up asking for help, she’d
give all she could.

That’s the kind of woman she is and the reason I’m here.
To protect the one I love and care for her like she did for me
all these years.

We’re all that we have left in this world and she’s the only
one who’s stuck by my side. I’ve tried to do the same for her,
even though I feel guilty as hell I’'m not doing more. I could
have dropped out of school and found a full-time job to help
with her financial situation but she wouldn’t hear of it.
Wouldn’t listen to reason. She keeps saying it isn’t my burden



to take on and I have to live my own life, which in her book
means finishing school and playing football.

I’ve done what she’s asked but I don’t feel good about it.
Which is why I took on a part-time job off campus at the
hardware store to help pay for necessities. It’s not much and
doesn’t leave me much time for parties or social events, or
even a girlfriend, but it’s what I need to do.

You take care of the ones you love and protect them at all
costs. No matter the personal costs. My asshat dad certainly
didn’t teach me this important life lesson but that doesn’t mean
I don’t know it because Nana instilled that moral in me.

Nana pats my knee in that gentle prodding gesture of hers.
“How did practice go today? Are you all ready for the big
game on Saturday?”

I glance at the time on my phone before silencing it and
shoving it in my pocket. It’s after five right now and I still
have dinner to make, some bills to pay, and laundry to do
before I head back to the house I share with my friends. Then I
have to book it to the library where I have my first required
tutoring session tonight.

Oh, yeah. That’s another thing forced upon me that I don’t
have time for but have no other option but to do.

I inhale deeply and let out a big sigh. Then I dutifully
begin telling my grandmother all the details about my week.

It’1l be a long night but I’'m not going to rush my time with
Nana. There’s nothing more important than her.

It’s just past eight thirty when I get back to my off-campus
house and walk upstairs to the room I share with Killian,
where I immediately notice Killer’s game-day tie hanging
from the doorknob.

Great. Thanks a lot, bro.



Killian Palmer, aka Killer, is my best friend, teammate,
and roommate. We were paired up as incoming freshmen due
to the football roster and our positions on the team, and have
ended up practically inseparable for the past 3 years.

Except on occasions like this, when he brings some chick
back to the room to smash.

I yank the tie from the knob and grumble. We’d made a
pact earlier this semester that no girls were allowed over on
weeknights. Despite my momentary irritation, it’s not the
worst thing in the world. I just need to grab my backpack and
laptop from my desk before I head to the library for my nine
o’clock appointment with my tutor.

I shoot Killer a quick text, hoping they are almost done
and I can just sneak in and grab my things.

Me: Yo. | need my bag, bro. Can | come in and
get it?

I notice the three dots appearing on my screen and hear his
loud clomping footsteps across the floor, then the door swings
open. There before me stands my ginger-blond roommate, hair
rumpled, feet and chest bare, and hand covering his junk.

Smirking, he holds out the backpack toward me.

“Give me till midnight,” he requests as I snag the bag from
his fingers. Without waiting for an answer, he shuts the door in
my face. I hear his loud stomping feet again, presumably
toward his bed, then a girlish giggle and a yelp of laughter.

“Glad one of us is getting some.”

It’s not like I feel sorry for myself. Okay, maybe a little. I
haven’t been with a girl since this summer, before school
started up again. And it doesn’t look promising with the
commitments | already have in my life.

All T know is that, after the conversation Coach had with
me this afternoon after practice, the details of which I
conveniently left out from my conversation with Nana earlier,
I don’t have any room for even casual hookups right now.
Coach had sat me down, said he received our mid-semester



grade reports from the Admin office, and proceeded to assign
me with a tutor.

Perfect. Now on top of everything else on my plate I need
to find time to squeeze two to three hours a week of tutoring
into my schedule.

But if I don’t get my grades up—especially in
Microbiology, which I’'m on my way to failing—I can kiss
both the field and my scholarships for next year goodbye.

I roll my eyes at the prospect as I leave the house and head
out down the block to the library. I try to keep my head low,
my baseball cap pulled down over my eyes so when I pass
friends and acquaintances along the way, I won’t be noticed.
They’ll want to stop and chat and I don’t have the time.

The only problem with this covert operation is that I don’t
see the oncoming person soon enough to move out of the way.

What a shit-tastic way to end my night.



Chapter Two

L+

I roll the pen’s cap back and forth over my lower lip as I study
the assigned reading for my organic chemistry class. This is
the class that everyone in my major talks about with disdain,
but I love it.

What I don’t love is being stood up for my first tutoring
session by this guy.

I glance at the library clock on the wall and let out a
disgruntled groan. I never should have scheduled a late-night
tutoring session with some jock, but it was a last-minute
request and I needed the extra money, so I took the job.

Now I’'m regretting that choice. I start to pack up my
things from my study cube, angrily stuffing my books into my
backpack and making enough noise to alert someone of my
presence back here.

But the likelihood of that 1s slim; not many people venture
back into this hidden area. Last year, a librarian I’d become
friendly with showed me this spot behind old periodical
shelves on the top floor of the library. If you peer around them,
it just looks like some old desks piled up, but if you manage to
scoot behind, you find yourself in a small enclave with four
built-in desks, a remnant of the library before it was
remodeled.



It’s perfect for tutoring sessions because it’s quiet and
nobody disturbs us.

Considering the location, I suppose there’s always a
chance that my new student may be lost, but I always provide
expert directions.

Still, I consider this possibility as I work my way through
the periodicals, on my way down to the main floor, and feel
my phone buzz in my pocket. I pull it out and see a text
notification from my older brother, Landon. He’s a firefighter
back in our hometown of Rivers Crossing, which is a
whopping forty-five minutes away from school. I wanted some
freedom when I chose a college, but also to be close enough
for family visits.

Landon: Hope your test goes well this week!
Maybe I'll stop by in a few weeks when I’'m out
your way to pick up some new special-ordered
helmets.

I smile. My big brother is the best. Always has been.
Me: Sounds good. And thanks.

Landon was one of the key reasons I chose to study at
Clearview Falls University. That, and the amazing
microbiology program. Plus, CFU gave me the best
scholarship offer, so here I am.

My brother likes to tease me, calling me a homebody
because, other than going to classes and hanging with my
besties Gracie and Kelsie, I’'m not very involved at school. I'm
not much for parties—unless I’m dragged to them, kicking and
screaming, by the girls—or any of the other on-campus social
events.

And team sports? Not in a million years. The noise levels
alone produce an overwhelming feeling of being trapped. Not
my thing. Not to say I don’t admire the talents of athletes or
their dedication to their chosen sport, I just can’t deal with
crowds or screaming.



But when my favorite professor from freshman year asked
me to join his tutoring program, I begrudgingly said yes. At
the very least, it looks good on my resume and gives me extra
spending money.

Of course, the one student I make an exception for and
take on at the last minute is some dumb football player who
clearly doesn’t know how to tell time or respect someone
else’s time. I cringe at my bad luck, hefting up the pile of
books in my hands to readjust so I can press the elevator
button.

It just goes to show that I'm invisible to the football
players. Always have been, especially the one I’ve had a huge
crush on since high school. Joel Henderson would probably
walk right by me on campus and totally not know who I am.

Ugh! I feel my face heat just thinking about him. He was
the captain of our high school football team and every girl’s
secret crush. I hated myself for liking him. I was just the nerdy
science girl with the glasses in the class below him.

While he broke school records and girls’ hearts throughout
high school, I was president of the Science Club, treasurer of
the Math Club, and one of the set builders for the class plays
and school musicals.

Although not many boys noticed me, I still noticed them.
They still had an effect on me. I wasn’t particularly shy or
introverted, just anxious around too many people, and I've
even been told I’'m kind of pretty.

But unfortunately, I get anxious around too many people,

and I felt more comfortable hiding my attributes under big
bulky hoodies.

I even dated a guy from the drama club for six months my
junior year, but then his dad’s work relocated them to Florida
and we broke up. Landon keeps telling me to let loose and live
a little, enjoy my college years. He’s not wrong, but my social
anxiety is still my worst enemy. It’s why I like my safe space
in the back of the library where people can’t see me and vice
versa.



Maybe that’s why this dumb jock didn’t show up. Oh well,
his tough luck.

Reaching the front entrance, I check my watch again and
grow more inpatient and anxious by the second as I glance
down over the stack of books in my hand. In the emails we
exchanged prior to this meet-up, I’d told him exactly where to
meet me and stressed the time. My intent was clear. Be on time
and don t waste my time.

Yet here I am, waiting for him to arrive, me on schedule
and him nowhere to be found.

I tap my foot and, at ten minutes after the hour, I give up.
Is he being intentionally rude and disrespectful, or did
something happen?

Giving him the benefit of the doubt, I open up the last
message exchange, thinking maybe he messaged me that he
was running late. Nope. Nothing. Just his last text:

See you at nine.

Feeling stupidly angry and oddly rejected, I practically
sprint out of the library in my haste to get back to my dorm
room. I hate walking alone at night. Although there’s plenty of
light along the walkways to the dorms, and the campus is
small and safe, my brother has instilled in me the need to
always be cautious of my surroundings, especially when by
myself.

I jog down four steps, careful not to lose my balance or the
grip | have on my books, and keep my gaze plastered to my
feet to avoid tripping.

And then, in the next instant, I’'m colliding straight into a
wall of human.

“Whoa!” A guy’s deep voice surrounds me and large solid
hands clasp around my armes.

My books crash to the ground and scatter at my feet, but
I’'m saved from following them by whoever is currently
holding me upright. I lurch forward, my hands flailing and
seeking purchase with the first thing I can find—ooof.



Holy shit, this guy’s muscles are hard as bricks. My brain
tells me to let go, but something else inside me refuses to
listen.

“You okay?” he asks. I slowly lift my head and stare
straight into two dark eyes surrounded by the type of lashes
girls pay good money to have. I recognize him because he’s
always around Joel Henderson—or Hendy, as everyone calls
him—and the other crew of impossibly large football players.
but I don’t know his name. Is this the guy I’'m supposed to be
tutoring?

I swallow down my embarrassment and slowly pull away.
He immediately kneels down and begins to pick up my books,
one by one, as a few people leaving the library slow down to
see what’s going on. Probably curious—with phones at the
ready, no doubt—to film what happened or why he’s helping
me out.

“Emmett?” My voice sounds hesitant as I too bend over to
assist in the collection of my strewn books.

Our gazes lock and all the anxiety I had earlier now turns
into butterflies in the pit of my stomach. Our faces are so close
I can see a scar on the left side of his eye that looks like a
crescent moon.

Feeling my cheeks heat with the proximity of our bodies, I
quickly stand and take a step back, adjusting the books I’ve
now collected in my hands. As he rises, the muscle in his jaw
clenches tightly and then releases.

“Hey, yeah. Are you Lucy?” he asks quietly, his eyes
darting around wus, assessing our surroundings. Is he
embarrassed to be seen with me?

Sighing, I nod. “Yep. And you’re ten minutes late,” I note,
scanning him up and down with a scolding look. “You’ve
missed your tutoring session and I’m going to leave.”

His baseball cap sits low on his head and a CFU Bears
hoodie disguises his built body, as if he’s trying to be an
undercover spy. I shake my head. Typical. Probably afraid to
be seen at a library.



“Uh, yeah. Sorry about that,” he mutters, removing the hat
and sliding a hand through his light brown hair. “I didn’t mean
to be late.”

I scoff, my voice laced with annoyance. “Whatever. It
doesn’t matter because you’re late and that cuts into my life.
For future reference, please try to be on time from here out.
I’'m sure you’re used to being catered to, but I can’t wait
around for you just because of who you are.”

“Right. Of course.”

While he doesn’t outright glare at me, his mouth pinches
and his facial expression clearly reads he’s not happy about
having to be here or in my presence.

Well, that makes two of us.

I roll my eyes. I should just leave his ass here, but my too
polite and bending need to be liked tells me otherwise.

“Fine, come on. We can get in at least 30 minutes.” I turn
around and trudge back up the stairs, glancing at him over my
shoulder when we reach the doors. “I can take the books.” I
motion to my books he still carries in his hands.

He looks me up and down. “They won’t fit in that giant
bag of yours?”

I bite my lip because my bag is actually filled with lab
samples that I collected for an independent research project. 1
shake my head.

“It’s cool. I can just carry them,” he says, tucking them in
the crook of his arm like he would a football before opening
the door with his free hand. I stare at his giant bear paw and
marvel at its size. This guy is massive and the exact opposite
of microbiology. Everything about him is big, ginormous even.

I walk inside at a clipped pace as he follows behind me. I
wind around the shelves of books and periodicals and lead him
upstairs to my secret study spot. He sets my books down and
stares at me expectantly as he plops down at the table and I
take the seat next to him.



“So...like, what can you help me with?” he asks,
extracting his laptop from his backpack, which is also
emblazoned with the Bears logo. Talk about school spirit. I
wonder if I even own anything with that graphic outside of a
gray hoodie I bought freshman year.

“You’re in Professor Watkins’ class, right?” I ask.

He nods and clicks a few buttons, opening up his class
portal page.

“I took it last year with him. What section are you
currently working on?” I ask, leaning over to get a good look
at the webpage. He points.

“Just to get a baseline for where you stand, are you
familiar with biology? Did you take it in high school?”

He shrugs. “Yeah. Something like that.”

[ want so badly to roll my eyes but keep myself in check. I
know from firsthand experience when I was in high school
that the teachers often allowed student athletes to skate by in
order to remain on the school sport teams.

“Let me guess. This wasn’t your idea to get tutoring, was
1it?” I pin him with a look. “You’re here because you need a
passing grade to stay on the team. Right?”

His eyes dart from the computer screen to my face. For a
microsecond, I swear a look of hurt passes over his face, but it
quickly turns into an icy glare.

“I don’t need your patronizing comments or questions. All
I need is your help. Are you going to give it to me or not? I
don’t have time to waste, either,” he growls.

“Fine. But here are my rules.” I lean forward in the chair,
plunking my elbow on the table and counting off my
expectations one by one with my fingers. “One, you are on
time. Two, you stay for the full hour. Three, if I give you
something to read or learn, you study it and you do it.
Comprende?”

I’m nearly shaking inside because I’ve never been this sure
about myself before. I have no idea where this is coming from



or why. Normally I’d tuck tail and run and hide.

He shakes his head and drops his head back between his
shoulders, his eyes staring up to the ceiling for a moment
before returning his attention to me. “Yes,” he grits out, his
teeth clenched.

“Cool. Then, let’s begin here.” 1 pull out my laptop. “I
have your email, so I’ll just send you this outline I made for
the class. It’s pretty basic, but it should cover everything. Let’s
spend tonight going over the lessons you’ve covered in class
so far this semester. I just want to make sure you understand
the basics.” Like, one plus one is two and the sky is blue.

God, what have I gotten myself into with this guy?
“Well, don’t beat around the bush,” he mumbles.

“I don’t plan on it. I’'m not going to coddle you because
you’re a prized football player. That would be a severe
disservice to everyone and a waste of both our valuable time.”

We glare at each other like two opponents on the field.
Little does he know. I might think football players are
notoriously dumb and arrogant based on my experiences with
them.

I turn my screen toward him. “Shall we begin?”

He takes a breath and nods. I watch as he pulls out an
oversized water bottle and takes a gulp, his throat muscles
working fast. It sends a strange zing down my spine. I might
be frustrated with how things have started out with him, but
there’s no denying he’s very attractive.

For one, he’s the biggest guy I’ve ever seen or been next
to. His body takes up a vast amount of space. My guess is he’s
probably close to six feet two and must weigh over 200
pounds, at least. I’'m an average-size girl, but next to him I feel
petite.

I continue staring as he removes his ball cap, shrugs off his
sweatshirt, then slips the hat back on, this time backwards. He
settles into his chair, his arm muscles bulging from his short-
sleeved T-shirt.



From the side, I notice that his cheeks are rosy, like he’s
either just finished a workout or he ran here and is overly
heated from the strenuous nature of the exercise. The slope of
his nose is proportionate to his face and he has a faint dusting
of freckles at the bridge of his nose. There is a lingering bit of
scruff across his jaw that’s a little darker than the hair peeking
out from underneath his ball cap.

I have a strange magnetic need to stare at his facial
features a while longer, but right now it’s more important to
finish up this tutoring lesson and get the hell back to my dorm.
And away from the alarming appeal of Emmett Hudson.

I shake away my thoughts. Thank God I’ll only have to
deal with him for six more weeks. Six weeks of giving this
gorgeous ogre lessons. Then I can add the required tutoring
sessions to my resume and maybe convince Professor Watkins
to let me take his graduate level class next year, even though
I’1l only be a junior.

As for Emmett, I just hope he takes this seriously and
doesn’t make my life a living hell. Because there is no way
I’m putting up with any shit from this guy, no matter how hot
he is.



Chapter Three

I ‘: mmett

What stick does this chick have up her butt? And what the hell
did I do to make her immediately dislike me?

I’'m a pretty likable guy. At least that’s what my friends
and teachers have always said. I’'m chill, easygoing. Reliable. I
look after those I care about, I don’t intentionally piss people
off for no reason.

So why has Lucy decided upon making me out to be a
villain in this story?

It’s these thoughts that keep me awake most of the night.
Why do I even care what she thinks? I sat at the kitchen table
and finished up my paper for my communication class while
waiting until Killer escorted his hookup out of the room.
Looking all smug and shit, I might add.

After that, we stayed up for another hour playing a video
game and talking about the upcoming Saturday game against
the Titans.

“Have you seen that Miller guy since last season?”” Killian
asks, his thumbs moving rapid-fire over his controller. “The
dude has to be jacked up and juicing some ‘roids or
something. He gained at least fifty pounds since last season.”

I lift a shoulder. “I don’t know. That’s making a big
assumption. I mean, look at you, bro. You put on some serious



muscle this summer, t0o.”

Killian pauses the game and turns with a grin, showing off
his guns with the flex of his biceps before kissing both bulges
like a goddamn idiot. “This, my friend, is 100% all natural
Iowa-bred man meat. And the ladies love it.”

I give him an eye roll, tossing the controller to the side in
favor of shoving him in the chest so he falls sideways like a
giant sack of potatoes. Killer barks out a laugh.

“You’re fucking full of yourself, bro.”

“Meh, i1t’s working for me. I mean, look at that chick I
boned tonight. I wouldn’t have had a chance in hell with her
last year. But now? I’ve got it going on.”

He stands up and struts around the room like he’s Arnold
Schwarzenegger during his bodybuilding days. I’'ll admit,
Killer definitely added some muscle mass since the end of last
school year. He’s not hefty or bulky like a linebacker, and isn’t
as big as NFL tight ends like Rob Gronkowski or Kyle
Rudolphs, but he’s definitely packing it on this year.

I maneuver onto my bed, shifting the books and laptop
over so | have room to stretch out. Rolling to my side, I prop
my head up with my palm, knowing if my head lands on that
pillow, it’s lights out for me.

“What’s your secret then?”

Killian stops his catwalk and looks at me. “Secret for
what? The chicks or my form?”

I laugh when he waggles his eyebrows in a suggestive
manner. If there’s one thing to say about my roommate, it’s
that he’s a goof. Never takes himself or life too seriously. He
loves football, animals, his younger sisters, and his parents’
farm back in Iowa, and he knows he’s going to run the family
business after he graduates with a degree in agricultural
studies. I wish I had the same level of confidence in my future
career aspirations as he does.

“Both, I suppose. Because I hardly have time for the bare
minimum between football practice, games, workouts,



studying, and checking in on my Nana. And now I have to
work with this lame-ass tutor who hates my guts.”

Killian pulls out his desk chair and straddles it backwards,
leaning over the backrest with his elbows pointed outwards.

“Yeah, what’s up with that, man? Coach Brewster
seriously gave you an ultimatum?”

I scowl. “Yep. Said I’d be benched if I didn’t get my
grades up. I mean, I am pretty close to failing my lab science
class. Which is why I have to meet with this stick-up-her-butt
tutor named Lucy.”

Killian grabs the T-shirt hanging over the side of his chair
and whips it at me.

“Bro, I could’ve helped you out there. You know I'm a
motherfucking genius when it comes to the sciences.”

“Nah, bruh. You have enough on your plate as it i1s.” |
shake my head then drop it to my pillow. “Plus, I’d hate to eat
into your hookup time.”

He gives me a cheesy grin. “Good point. The ladies are
lining up for the Killer D.”

Killian makes a lewd gesture toward his crotch and I close
my eyes but smile over his antics.

It’s what I like most about Killian. He’s a big talker Betty
Crocker but has a heart of gold. He’s the best friend I could
have, one I know will always have my back, whether out on
the field or in real life.

“How about you and your supposed Big D shutting the
fuck up now so I can get some sleep?”

The morning team workout session is brutal. Even Killian is
sweating it out as our athletic trainers and coaches push us
hard toward eventual collapse or tossing up our breakfasts. It’s
all to up the ante as we get closer to the end-of-the-season
championships.



This year we are tied with our rivals, the Grand Junction
Titans, who we face off with this coming Saturday. Luckily,
it’s a home game and ,with the ravenous football fans in the
school and the community, we should have a fucking fantastic
game.

I lay with my back on the bench press, getting a spot from
Killian, when Joel “Hendy” Henderson, our team’s
quarterback this year, comes striding by, clutching a towel
wrapped around his neck.

“Hey, guys. How are my two favorite offensive players
doing?”

Hendy snaps Killian in the gut with his towel before he
squats down next to me and eyes the weight rack.

With Killian’s help, we stack the weight bar back in the
cradle and I sit upright, legs straddling the bench, and wipe the
sweat dripping down my arms with my own towel. Hendy
hands me my water bottle sitting at my feet.

“Thanks, man. We’re good. How about you?”

I didn’t know Hendy very well last year when he was still
second-string, but now that he’s moved up after last year’s
starting quarterback graduated and we’ve had more playing
time together, we’ve become better friends. In fact, so much so
that we’re all sharing a house this year.

He’s a good guy, a little arrogant around some people, but
decent enough to me and Killian. And now that he’s starting
QB, he gets more pussy than any other guy on this campus. I
wonder how many times a month he has to get tested for STIs?

I drop my chin down to hide the laughter threatening to
pop free from my chest as Killian starts chatting with Hendy.

“You ready for Saturday’s game?”

Hendy gives him a what do you think, bro side eye. “Dude,
I was born ready. We’re going to crush the Titans. They don’t
stand a chance.” Hendy points an index finger first at Killian
and then at me with a pointed look. “As long as I get the
coverage from my offensive line and my passes are caught by
my receivers. You feel me, EJ? Killer?”



We both nod dutifully, Killian thumping Hendy on the
shoulder.

“We got you, bro.”

Seemingly satisfied with this response, Hendy smiles and
gives us both fist bumps. “That’s what I’'m talking about.
Teamwork and tenacity.” He quotes Coach Brewster’s motto
like the good soldier he is. “And after we win on Saturday
night, it’s gonna be lit at the Delta Kappa house. You both
going?”’

Hendy is a member of the frat, even though he lives in an-
off Greek row house with us. I glance up at Killian who grins
wildly. “Hell yeah, we’re going. It’s our duty to take care of
our female fans who want the winning Ds.”

Hendy laughs, slapping Killian across the back. I shake my
head and take another drink from my water bottle.

“Damn straight, boys,” Hendy chuckles. “It’s our duty to
score on the field and in the frat houses.”

That’s Hendy for you.

I guess I can’t blame the guy. I’d probably be the same if I
were in his shoes. He has girls surrounding him day and night
wanting a piece of him. I’ve never heard anything negative or
creepy about his behavior, which is good, because I’d not
think twice about turning in a douchewad who 1sn’t respectful
of other humans. But he sure does go through girls faster than
I do clean T-shirts in a week.

“Carry on, Killer. EJ. I’ll see you guys later.”

Hendy thumps us both on the back before he heads off
toward the physio room to get work done on his shoulder by
our team therapist.

Killian watches him walk off, a look of awe crossing his
face.

“What 1 wouldn’t give for a day in his life,” he says
dreamily.

I sniff. “I don’t know, man. That’s a lot of pressure on his
shoulders. He’s the face of the team and if he fucks up or the



team does, he’s the one who gets the shaft. I wouldn’t want
that.”

I stand up and stretch out my arms and shoulders, then
move around to the back of the bench, allowing Killian to take
my place.

“You’re up, bro. Let’s see if you can put your muscles
where your mouth is.”



Chapter Four

L+

“You can’t wear that,” Kelsie states, duly mortified at my
ensemble.

I purse my lips and glare at her. “What’s wrong with a
hoodie? It’s cold and we are going to an outdoor football
game.” I’ve barely gotten the sentence out of my mouth when
Kelsie throws open the door to my pathetically small closet
and begins ransacking it, tossing various articles of clothing on
my bed.

“We are going to the Delta Kappa party after the game. We
don’t have time to change. You need to layer,” she huffs as she
holds up a tank top and cocks her head to the side.

“I have a T-shirt on under this. That’s layering,” I state
with a sarcastic lilt, lifting the hem of the sweatshirt to prove
my point.

“Yeah, and that T-shirt is like two sizes too large.” She
waves her hand. “Is it your brother’s?”

I look down at the front of my T-shirt and realize she might
be right.

Gracie steps out of the bathroom just then and gives a little
spin. Gracie is adorable with a capital A. Tiny with sleek black
hair that she has twirled up into two buns at the top of her head
and dark eyes lined with an onyx liner and long inky-colored



lashes. Tonight she has on jeans, a crop top in our school
colors, and cowboy boots.

“You’re gonna be cold,” I point out dutifully, sounding like
a parent and not a friend.

She reaches into her strapless bra and pulls out something
that resembles one of those fake boob things that girls wear to
make them look more well-endowed. Only, it has a little screw
top on the side of it.

“No, I won’t. And neither will you.” She winks, her
eyelashes fluttering expressively. “Look at this flask my
cousin sent me. It’s legit OG!” Gracie squeals as she opens the
silver lid and takes a sip. “Here, we can start tailgating now.”

I groan as Kelsie opens my desk drawer and pulls out
scissors. Before I can even speak, she’s cutting off half of my
tank top.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Improvising. We need to update your wardrobe,” she says
as she continues to mutilate my shirt. I grab for it and she turns
so | can’t reach it.

“Kels! What the hell?” I yell, scrambling to gather clothing
she’s determined to destroy. Unlike her and Grace, I don’t
have the extra money to put towards a new wardrobe. They
both come from wealthy families and are able to buy
everything they need and want.

“There,” she announces proudly as she holds it up to
survey her work before tossing it at me. “Put that on. Let’s
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My roommates both sit down on my bed, waiting
expectantly for me to change. I grumble and yank off my
hoodie and T-shirt.

“Ew, no. That bra will not do,” Kelsie exclaims, brushing
past me to her bureau to open the top drawer. “Use this. Cause
I know you don’t have anything beyond that mom bra.”

“Why do I feel judged?” 1 ask myself out loud, taking it
from her extended hand and examining it like I would a rabid



animal, as if it might strike and bite me at any moment.

“We aren’t judging, Lucy, we’re helping,” Gracie says
proudly, her speech already a little slurred. Then she juts out
her hip and shimmies her shoulders. “Plus, Hendy will be
there.”

I groan again as I turn to put on the bra, squishing my C-
sized breasts into her barely B-cups. Since Gracie has been my
best friend since 7th grade, she knows all about my super-
secret crush on Joel, who is a year ahead of us. Kelsie is the
only other person that knows about my long-time attraction to
the guy.

Sadly, I'm not sure he even knows who I am or that we
went to the same high school. And I doubt that will ever
change. He’s so far out of my league he practically lives on a
different planet than me. I’m still just some nerdy nobody to
him, and one of the many girls who never stand a chance with
him.

I put on the now very short tank top and turn around,
covering my midriff with my hand when I see how much of
my stomach is exposed.

But it garners a nod from Kelsie, and Gracie whistles in
appreciation.

“Much better. Now, wear these and I think you are set.”

She hands me a pair of her boots—with heels, I might add
—and [ put them on begrudgingly.

I hold my arms out. “Good? Acceptable? Can we get this
party started now?” I take the flask from Grace and chug a
shot’s worth of tequila, coughing a bit after swallowing.

“That’s strong,” I manage to choke out between coughs.

Gracie laughs. “Oh, my little Padawan. You have so much
to learn.” She takes the flask from me and does a shot before
handing it to Kelsie, who downs the rest and then reaches into
her sock drawer to pull out a bottle and refill it.

“I’m going to freeze to death,” I state dryly, but agree with
their opinions as I stare at myself in the mirror.



“But you’ll die looking adorable,” Kelsie assures me a
wink.

I shake my head as Kelsie grabs my hand. “Come on,
Lucy. It’s going to be a fun night. You can’t stay in your tower
all the time. How will the right prince find you?”

“Maybe, I’'m not looking for the prince right now?
Honestly, I just want to focus on school. There will be plenty
of time for boys later. And it’s not a tower, it’s a library,” |
state as I stare at her, deadpan.

“Damn, your parents really brainwashed you into believing
that, didn’t they?” Kelsie says as she grabs my wrist and jerks
me toward the door. “Don’t worry. You’re allowed to have one
night of fun per semester, so let’s go.”

I scowl as I let her drag me out the door, Gracie following
behind us and giggling a drunken chuckle.

“I can’t feel my fingers,” I mutter as I run my hands up and
down my arms for what feels like the thousandth time since
we arrived at the game. I’d never admit it out loud, but it isn’t
all that terrible.

Gracie passes me her boob flask and I take another shot.
It’s the only thing that seems to keep the chill away. It also
makes me feel relaxed for the first time all semester. Maybe
my friends are onto something here. I’ve been so busy
studying and trying to keep up on my grades that I haven’t
been very fun to be around.

“But the nachos...you have to admit these nachos are
killer,” Kelsie says as she stuffs another one in her mouth.

“I mean, it beats the nasty ones from the cafeteria,” I offer,
curling my lips up in disgust.

The crowd moves from a constant chant to an all-out roar.
I look down to see what all the fuss 1s about and notice that
number twenty-eight has just caught the football mid-air and is



running toward the goal post. All the students in our section
are on their feet and cheering his name.

Hudson. Hudson. Hudson.

I knew Emmett played football but never even bothered to
find out what position he played or even thought about him
playing on the field tonight. I might have even missed him out
on the grid with all the other players, since my attention has
been zeroed in and focused on Hendy, but Gracie nudged me,
pointing him out.

And now the buzz of the excitement around me is palpable
and I find myself quietly chanting his name along with
everyone else. So, this is what I missed out on when I hid
beneath the bleachers in high school and calculated stats for
the team.

I close my eyes and listen, the sounds vibrating through me
like an electrical current. When the cheers become even
louder, I open my eyes to find Emmett Hudson in the end zone
surrounded by his teammates who boost him up in the air in
celebration.

“We won!” Gracie screeches, giving high-fives to Kelsie
and everyone else around her, like we had anything to do with
it. Then she holds up her hand to me. I give her the mandatory
high five before other students around us join in on the action
and suddenly we’re being swarmed by celebrating fans as we
make our way down to the bottom of the section.

“Come on, let’s get out of here before we get stuck in the
crowd,” Kelsie suggests as she passes us the last of the nachos
and guides us through the throngs of celebratory students. We
scarf them down and continue onward out of the stadium. It’s
a four-block walk back to Greek Row where we’re headed
tonight. The crowds thin a bit as we move farther from the
stadium toward the tree-lined neighborhood, yet the hum of
the joyful masses can still be overheard. At least our brisk
walk has warmed up my arms. I glance over at my friends,
who seem completely oblivious to the chill in the late fall air.

Gracie grabs my arm and links it with hers and links her
other arm with Kelsie. We walk like this a few more blocks



until we reach the Delta Kappa house.

Loud music 1s already emanating from inside, a deep
thumping bass rhythm rattling the front windows. A dozen or
so people sit on the front porch chatting and laughing, red Solo
cups in hand. This is literally the first frat party I’ve attended
this year, the last one being a homecoming party the girls
dragged me to last year. I felt so awkward the entire time.
Everyone talked about things I knew nothing about—the latest
shows they had binged on Netflix, the last football game, who
was dating who. None of that was on my radar.

After that, I made up so many excuses as to why I couldn’t
go to more parties that eventually Kelsie and Grace gave up,
leaving me to my studying at the library on Friday or Saturday
nights. But when they asked me again this week, | decided I
was tired of being alone and wanted to give it another try.

I may not have the same level of confidence as Kelsie and
Gracie, but deep down, I still want to fit in. I want to
experience all these fun times with my friends.

I take a deep breath and follow them up the stairs and
inside. The music i1s much louder here, which means
conversation is going to be difficult, if not impossible. There
are a few guys doing a keg stand in the corner of a sparsely
furnished room.

Turning my head around, I notice a makeshift bar set up on
the counter of the kitchen in the back of the house where
people are congregated and filling their cups from a wide
assortment of liquor bottles.

“Come on,” Kelsie beckons in my ear, leading me by the
hand through the kitchen. “Let’s grab beers and head out back.
They have a fire pit back there and it’ll keep you warm. Or...
better yet, maybe we find you a hot hookup to do the trick
tonight.”

When she pulls away she lifts her brows in that very Kelsie
manner that says don t argue with me. 1 smile through gritted
teeth and shake my head.



We inch our way through the kitchen, the stench of stale
beer and pizza remnants wafting around us as we make it to a
keg and fill our cups. I take my first sip and nearly gag. It’s not
very good, but at least it will keep me warm.

I’m in awe at how easily Kelsie mingles with everyone she
meets, waving, smiling, and saying hi to nearly every single
person we pass as we make our way out back. I’d be jealous if
she weren’t one of my best friends. She has it all. Tall and
slender, long blonde hair and blue eyes, and the kind of curves
that make guys always look twice when she passes. And, the
cherry on top is she is smart and knows who she is and exudes
that confidence.

Me, on the other hand? I’'m curvy and on the shorter side.
Very, very curvy. It’s the Parker woman curse. According to
my grandmother, it’s been passed down from generation to
generation and something I’ve always tried to hide, even if my
best friends tell me to flaunt what I got.

We finally make our way outside and find seats along a
stone wall next to the fire pit that’s been blazing hot since we
got here. A few of Kelsie’s friends from one of her classes are
here and we start chatting while warming our hands over the
fire. I have to admit that two hours later, I’'m actually having
fun and feeling like I belong for the first time in a long time.

Until there’s an uproar inside the house and we all turn to
look in time to see several football players making their way
outside, surrounded by what can only be described as fangirls
and fanboys, the whole group heading toward a beer pong
table along the back of the house. My heart nearly jumps out
of my chest, my belly churned like it’s being tossed at sea, and
my palms start to sweat when I see Hendy make his way
through the crowd. Wearing a T-shirt and jeans, his hair still
damp from his post-game shower, he’s graciously accepting
congratulatory greetings from everyone along the way. What I
wouldn’t give to run my fingers through that hair...or down
the ab ripples accentuated from under the tight fit of his shirt.

Ugh.



It’s bad enough when I see Hendy from afar, but up close
and personal? I might just throw up from all my nerves
sloshing around in my stomach with the alcohol I’ve
consumed. What if they come over here and I have to interact
with them? What if I say something stupid and then Hendy
thinks I’m an idiot?

But then my fluttering heart and wild imagination does a
nose dive when I look behind Hendy to see none other than
Emmett.

Great.

What if Emmett teases me in front of Hendy? Would he
even do that? We didn’t exactly start off on the best of terms
and maybe he would make fun of me for being so uptight.

As I run through all these hypothetical scenarios, the worst
and most unexpected happens. Emmett glances my way,
quirks a brow, then raises a beer to his lips. I blush from
having been caught watching him. He nods in my direction but
doesn’t smile, doesn’t attempt to come over to say hello, just
does a slow scan of my body. He then turns away and
promptly forgets about me.

I breathe a sigh of relief and finish sipping my beer.

Feeling uncomfortable now in the midst of this loud group
and worried I’ll make a fool of myself, I glance inside and
notice that the family room is now full of people dancing.
Maybe I’d feel better and less stressed if I'm where I can get
lost in the crowd.

“You girls want to go in and dance?” I ask. Really, I’1l do
anything that will get me a safe distance from potential social
suicide.

“Yeah, let’s do it!” Kelsie agrees, clapping her hands. We
all stand and walk inside, Gracie bumping against my hip as
we pass the group of football players.

Motioning toward Hendy, she leans in to whisper-shout,
“You sure you don’t want to stay out here? You could talk to
him, you know?”



Heat creeps back into my cheeks and I give her the evil
eye. “No way. I’d rather just have fun with you guys.”

She shrugs but doesn’t press further and we make our way
into the middle of the dance floor. The combination of the beer
I’ve consumed, and the beat of the music has my eyes closing,
my body relaxing as I sway my hips to the techno rhythm
while holding my hands in the air.

“Hell yeah, shake that ass, girl,” Kelsie teases me,
smacking me on my butt. I let out a yelp and open my eyes,
my lips turned up into a smile. Before I swing back around, I
catch the gaze of Emmett watching me through the window.
We lock eyes for a brief second and my breath seems to catch
in my throat. But then he quickly turns away to resume his
conversation with Hendy. I spin around to face Gracie and
Kelsie, feeling like the ground just shifted underneath me.

What was that all about? Was he watching me dance?
OMG. Is he going to make fun of me?

I shake off the thoughts, worried that the longer I stay here,
the more of a chance I'll be forced to face Emmett. Or worse,
Hendy.

“You guys want to get out of here?” I yell over the blaring
music.

Gracie gives me a pleading look. “Come on, Luce. Stay a
