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			Chapter 1

			 

			 

			 

			Early September 

			 

			There were only seconds left. Chris Hamilton raced up the field, keeping the ball secure in the webbing of his stick. Deceptively quick and agile for his size, he spun around one defender and ducked under the forearm of another. A gap opened between him and the opposing goalkeeper. 

			He knows I’m left-handed, so he’ll expect me to shoot right. Seeing two more defenders closing in, Chris whipped a shot toward the upper left corner of the goal.

			The goalkeeper deflected the ball away. 

			“Time,” the referee raised his voice and blew his whistle. Chris’ side lost the hard-fought lacrosse game, nine goals to eight. 

			He pulled off his helmet and jogged toward the sidelines after a brief team meeting on the field. 

			Sculpted muscles of Chris’ six-foot one-inch, two hundred and thirty pound frame bulged under his loose-fitting uniform. Thick wrists and forearms reflected his skill on the baseball diamond as well as the lacrosse field.

			He caught sight of Jill Grayson standing on the sideline with her best friend Amy Davidson. He and Jill started going out three years earlier during their freshman year at Deerfield College.

			Chris took her in his arms and kissed her long and keep. A warm, contented feeling flowed through his body as he held her as close as his shoulder pads would allow. 

			“I can’t believe you didn’t score,” Jill said after they broke apart. 

			“I can’t either.” He thumped his stick into the ground. “Damn, I hate losing like that.”

			“Don’t take it so hard.” She tossed him a towel. “It’s only a pickup game.”

			“Go big or don’t go at all.” He wiped the sweat off his face and neck. “That’s the only way I play it. Doesn’t matter what I’m doing.”

			“There’s Janet,” said Amy, nodding to where Janet Taylor and her boyfriend Jeff Lynch were talking with a couple of players. “Jill’s old friend from way back.”

			Chris’ cock jerked, a sharp reminder of the two years he and Janet were together before Jill caught his eye. 

			“Yeah, my old friend Janet,” Jill muttered. “Let’s get out of here, Chris.” She picked up the folding chairs she and Amy had brought with them.

			“Yes, ma’am.” Same old story between you two.

			The warm Colorado sun beamed down as the trio headed for the intramural parking lot. To the north, the Darkmoor Mountains were already snow-capped above the surrounding forest. Lake McArthur glistened in the distance. 

			“Heckuva game you had, big dude,” said Trent Rodgers, one of Chris’ teammates, coming up behind them. 

			“Except at the end,” Chris said. “I hope I’m not losing my touch.”

			“Can’t win every time, C-man. Hey, some of us are going to Brennan’s for a few beers. You guys interested?”

			“No can do. Jill and I are headed for dinner and a movie, then V-TECH.”

			“One of the hottest clubs in town. That’s cool.” Trent looked at Amy. “You know fans are always welcome.”

			“Can I catch a ride home with you afterward?”

			“Sure. Let’s go.” 

			Amy looked over at Chris and Jill. “See you guys later.”

			“See ya’, Ames,” said Jill. 

			“How about Chinese or Mexican for dinner?” said Chris. “I could go for that.”

			“I feel like Italian tonight,” Jill said. “Capriccio’s sounds good to me.”

			“Italian it is,” Chris said, unlocking the car doors. “Be careful of my baby.”

			Pride surged inside him as he carefully wiped a small spot of dirt off the impeccably clean red Mustang GT fastback. When the car came up for sale online, Chris practically begged his Uncle Mike to make the purchase. He did so on the condition they use the Mustang jointly. Chris would pay for insurance and maintenance from money earned during the summer but his uncle would be the actual owner.

			He pulled into Jill’s driveway just past five o’clock. One quick kiss turned into several of longer duration. The faint flavor of peppermint lingered on his tongue after she got out of the car. How did she always manage to taste so good? 

			“I’ll be back to pick you up at six-thirty. That all right?”

			“Sounds good. See ‘ya soon, big guy.”

			Chris lived with his Aunt Elizabeth and Uncle Mike in their spacious two-story house. They became Chris’ guardians after a drunk driver killed his parents six years earlier. 

			He opened the front door and followed the appetizing smell of dinner cooking. His aunt and uncle looked up from putting the finishing touches on the meal.

			“Hey Chris, how did the game go?” said Uncle Mike.

			“We lost by one lousy goal. I could’ve sent it into overtime but I blew it.”

			“Tough luck,” said Aunt Elizabeth, “but don’t put all the blame on yourself. You’re not the whole team.” 

			She poured gravy out of a saucepan into a serving dish. “Are you going to be eating with us?” 

			“No, Jill and I are going to Capriccio’s at seven. Smells great, though. I gotta get going. Jill says hi.” 

			He grabbed a carrot off the counter and bounded up the stairs to his bedroom. Tossing his lacrosse stick and gym bag into a corner, he stripped off his uniform and put on a pair of shorts, finishing the carrot along the way.

			Dropping to the carpet, he began the first of three sets of one hundred pushups, followed by three sets of two hundred sit-ups. Muscles sore from the lacrosse game cried out in protest, but he pushed himself to the end. Pain is temporary. Pain is a thing of the mind. Just ten more…five more.

			Push-ups and sit-ups were only part of the regimen he used to keep himself in peak condition. He got up early and ran three miles, then lifted weights for two hours in the gym he built in his uncle’s garage. Three sets of twenty chin-ups completed his morning session. 

			In the afternoons between classes, Chris put in forty-five minutes of sprint and distance swimming at the campus pool. Sunday was his only day off. 

			He finished the last set of sit-ups, rested for a couple of minutes, then showered and dressed. Checking his look in bathroom mirror, the first two buttons of his snug-fitting, light-blue dress shirt were open, revealing the sharp divide between thick chest muscles. Powerful thighs filled out khaki pants, a black belt circled his narrow waist, and a bulge was evident between his legs. 

			His exceptional physique was a key factor behind his persona, the social ‘mask’ or appearance he presented to the outside world. Chris had become timid, depressed, and withdrawn after his parents’ deaths and eventually decided he wanted to present a whole different appearance to his high school classmates. He created the persona soon after and the results surpassed his wildest dreams. 

			Chris cranked his newly-installed car stereo as he headed over to Jill’s house, rolling down the windows and letting the whole world rock to the classic sounds of Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple.

			He pulled into Jill’s driveway, taking the porch steps in single bound, and rang the doorbell.

			The front door opened and Chris tried not to stare. 

			Could she be any more beautiful? Jill paired a classic, dark grey pleated miniskirt with a white, short-sleeved top. Her hair was softly curled at the bottom, catching golden highlights from the fading sun. The hem of her skirt rose above mid-thigh, providing plenty of room to move on the dance floor. For comfort, she chose flat sandals rather than heels. 

			A ten-minute drive brought them to the restaurant parking lot, filled near to capacity on a Saturday night.

			After a short wait, the couple was seated in a cozy alcove.

			“What’s your pleasure, madam?” said Chris, in his best imitation of an aristocratic gentleman. 

			“A little wine to start out, sir. Then I’ll have chicken Marsala, mashed potatoes, and asparagus. And of course some of that wonderful Italian bread.”

			Chris chose eggplant parmesan, Caesar salad, and steamed vegetables. He didn’t eat pasta, bread, or potatoes, proud there wasn’t an ounce of fat on his 32-inch waistline, but joined Jill in a glass of white wine.

			“This is really good.” He cut another piece of the parmesan. “When you come here you’re never disappointed.”

			“Delicious,” said Jill, “but I bet I could make this dinner and it would be just as good.” 

			“I’ll take you up on that. How about inviting me over, say the middle of next week? I can watch the master chef at work.” 

			“Hardly that, but it’s a good idea in case you ever have to cook for yourself.”

			“I could make do,” Chris said. “But I can always use a few more pointers.” 

			The conversation turned to their senior year at college and the choice of movie. Jill insisted they go to the nine o’clock showing of the latest romantic comedy but Chris flatly refused, telling her he wouldn’t be caught dead watching a ‘chick-flick’. He gave in only after Jill promised he would have the next pick.

			“Dessert or coffee?” asked their waiter. 

			“Just coffee for me,” Chris said. 

			“I’ll have the tiramisu,” said Jill, “and another glass of wine, please.”

			 Chris allowed himself two forkfuls at Jill’s urging, then sat back with a contented sigh. “That was some good dinner. Gonna put on a couple of pounds for sure and I can’t afford that.” 

			“I don’t weigh an ounce more now than I did three years ago,” Jill said. “I always take care of myself and get plenty of exercise.”

			“I know a few exercises that’ll take weight off.” His cock stirred at the thought. 

			Jill leaned over the table. “What would those be?” she whispered. 

			“Be good and you’ll find out,” he said, tasting a hint of wine as he moistened her lips with his tongue. Feeling them part at his touch, Chris put one hand behind Jill’s head and kissed her with a passion at once returned.

			The elegant wood clock at the far side of the restaurant chimed quarter to nine. Jill made a noise in her throat then broke off. 

			“Hate to break up the party, but we’ve got to pay and get going. Can’t be late for the movie.”

			“Oh geez, the movie. I can hardly wait.”

			Chris suffered through two hours of ‘lame story and even lamer action’, leaving the theater more than ready for V-TECH. 

			Though it was still early, a line snaked down the block from the club, a favorite with the younger set in Deerfield. Once past security the couple worked their way through the crowd, a loud, heavy beat pulsing in their ears.

			“Do you want a drink or dance first?” Chris shouted over the music. 

			“Vodka and grapefruit,” Jill shouted back. 

			He motioned her to one side. 

			“Let’s grab a table then I’ll head to the bar.”

			Jill attracted plenty of notice from the men she passed, but one glance at her tall, muscular escort was enough to keep their attention to looks only. 

			Women followed Chris with their eyes, taking in his handsome features and virile body. His ever-present sex drive kicked up another gear, but he paid little attention otherwise. There was only one woman for him and she was walking by his side.

			The bartender didn’t skimp on the liquor and one drink turned into three. Caught up in the pulse-pounding music, Jill grabbed Chris by the arm and led him onto the packed dance floor. 

			He knew all the latest dances, his feet, hips, and shoulders moving with surprising ease for a big man, his body under perfect control. Let’s show them how it’s done, Jill. She matched him move for move, the couple weaving their way through the crowd. Her skirt kept riding up, revealing pink, next-to-nothing panties. Chris watched with growing sexual hunger, cock throbbing with desire. 

			It wasn’t long before the alcohol took effect and Jill moved in close, playing with his belt buckle and brushing her lips against his, then spinning away before he could react. A similar move left his shirt unbuttoned to the navel. She moved sinuously to the beat, gyrating her hips in a way that set Chris’ blood on fire. 

			He caught Jill and set a blistering kiss on her lips as the lights dimmed and music slowed. He reached under her mini-skirt and pushed down her panties, massaging her tight, round ass. Jill threw her arms around him and locked herself against the ridge in his pants, feeling the heat of his hard shaft radiating though the soft material as she ground her hips into him.

			The couple swayed back and forth, moving as one. Lips touched and tongues teased. 

			The lights came up and another set of pulsating rhythms started. 

			Jill nodded toward their table and the couple left the dance floor. Chris made no attempt to hide his sizeable erection.

			“Damn, that was hot,” he said, slumping into his chair, wiping the sweat off his face and chest. He left his shirt unbuttoned. “I was ready to take you right in front of everybody. A little longer and I couldn’t have held back.”

			She smiled seductively, pulling her panties back in place. 

			“Doing it on a dance floor would be fun. Maybe I’ll try it sometime.” 

			“Only if I’m the one doing it with you. If any other dude even thinks about it...”

			“Calm down, tiger. I’m yours, now and forever.”

			“Forever,” he repeated softly, turning to Jill and running one hand gently through her hair. She took his other hand and ran the pad of her thumb across his palm. Gazing into each other’s eyes, kissing and touching and loving, they lost track of time until the bartenders signaled last call. 

			The night was warm and humid for early September as the duo headed for the parking lot. Jill got in the Mustang and cuddled up against Chris, moving her hand inside his shirt. Her probing fingers found an erect nipple and applied gentle pressure with thumb and forefinger. His low hum of pleasure made her snuggle even closer.

			Chris put the car in gear and headed for Jill’s house. The same comfortable, contented feeling from the lacrosse game washed over him, the warmth of her body against his and her fingers caressing his chest muscles. Words seemed inadequate to express his feelings.

			“Babe, life couldn’t get any better.”

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Chapter 2

			 

			 

			 

			“Chris, can I see you for a minute?” Janet said, coming up where he was chowing down on lunch. The food court in the Student Center was crowded with people taking a break before afternoon classes. “I need some help with our math homework.”

			Jill and Amy were eating with him, along with two of his closest friends, Brian Johnson and Dave Morgan, and Dave’s girlfriend Emily Hudson. 

			“Sure. What’cha got?” Chris got up and followed Janet back to her table. 

			She showed Chris one of the review questions in her textbook. “This is it, right here. I’m missing something but I just can’t figure it out. Here are my notes.”

			“I see where you went wrong.” He guided her to the correct answer, pointing out the error in her thinking. 

			“What’re you doing here, Hamilton?” 

			They looked up to see Jeff Lynch sitting down across the table.

			“Chris is helping me with math,” said Janet.

			“Oh yeah? If you’ve got a problem come see me or go to somebody else. I don’t want this clown around you any more than he is already.” 

			“I’ll ask whoever I want. Don’t get so uptight, Jeff. ” 

			“That’s all right,” said Chris, getting up from the table. “We’re finished anyway.” The last thing he wanted was to get into an argument with this jerk. 

			“See ‘ya Janet.” 

			“Thanks, Chris.” 

			He rejoined his friends.

			“That was easy enough,” he said, taking a bite of his sandwich. “She caught on pretty fast.”

			“Why does she have to get right in my face?” said Jill. “You should have told her to get lost.” 

			“Janet’s a friend,” Chris said. “I’m always ready to help my friends when things get hard.”

			“Just as long as you don’t get hard. She was more than a friend once.” 

			“They’re both in the same class.” Dave looked at Jill. “It makes sense Janet would ask Chris for help.”

			“Still the same subject,” said Jill, raising her voice a notch. “Janet could have asked anyone else in the class or she could always go to the teacher. But she has to pick Chris, her old boyfriend. I hate it when the two of you are together. It’s not right to stay friends with your ex-. Makes me think there might be something going on.”

			Chris sighed audibly. Would she ever understand what friendship and loyalty meant to him? “There’s nothing going on, Jill.” 

			“Nah, nothing’s going on,” said Brian, half-jokingly. “Janet would ask anyone else for help except Jill. She hates your guts and you know why.” 

			Jill glared at Brian from across the table and Amy punched him in the shoulder. 

			“Shut up Brian,” Amy said. “That wasn’t funny.” She looked over at Jill. “It’s just a math problem. It’s not like she’s asking him out.” 

			Jill stayed silent.

			Chris looked at his watch and got up from his seat. “I’ve gotta get going. History class at one o’clock.”

			He caught up with Janet just outside the Social Sciences building. Her slim body and long, raven-black hair accented deep blue eyes and ‘totally kissable lips’, as Chris put it when they were going out. But her vivacious, attractive personality hid a darker side. A devious, scheming nature and an uncanny ability to sense a person’s wants and needs and take advantage.

			“Before we get started, I want to emphasize the semester projects,” said their teacher, Professor Anderson. “I’ll be making partner assignments on Friday the fifteenth. Presentations will be made during the first two weeks in December, just before the end of classes. The project counts for fifty percent of your grade so don’t wait until the last minute to get started.” 

			“Wouldn’t it be great if we got picked?” said Janet as she and Chris left the Social Sciences building. “We’d make a good team, just like we did back in high school.”

			Chris winced. Imagine what Jill would think about that. “Don’t get your hopes up. It’s the luck of the draw. Or the luck of what Professor Andersen thinks, anyway.”

			They took a turn up the walkway to the center of campus.

			“Where are you headed?” said Janet.

			“To my locker. English next.”

			“One of my favorite subjects,” she said. “But not one of yours, from what I hear.”

			“That would be an understatement.”

			Chris looked up at the crystal-clear sky. 

			“The weather’s perfect. Good day for a ball game. Nothing on the intramural schedule, though.”

			“How about a pick-up game? There’s gotta be some guys around.”

			“Nah, you need to give people advance notice. Too hard to get everybody together in one place.”

			The warm sunlight turned to cool air conditioning as they entered the Student Center.

			“We’d better split up,” said Janet. “I don’t want Jill or Jeff to see us together.”

			“That’s for sure. See you later Janet.”

			Brian joined Chris and Jill at his locker. Available for a nominal fee, the lockers were installed by the college due to the large number of students commuting from home to school and repeated requests from students for a secure place to store valuables on a temporary basis rather than running back and forth to their dormitories.

			“Sorry Jill,” he said. “What I said at lunch wasn’t right.” 

			Chris dug his fingers into Brian’s shoulder. “Damn right it wasn’t.”

			“Never mind, Chris, it was just something stupid.” Jill patted his muscular arm. “Don’t let it bother you.”

			“If you say so,” said Chris, releasing his grip. 

			“Geez, dude,” Brian gave him a rueful look as he massaged his shoulder. 

			“Sorry about that,” Chris said. “I got carried away. Didn’t mean it.” 

			“Just take it easy. You’ve got some grip.” 

			“Comes from baseball and lacrosse,” Chris opened his locker, stowing his history text and taking out his English notebook. Two semesters of English were required for graduation and Chris put it off as long as possible, waiting until his senior year. 

			“You know, I wish every class was like history or chemistry. English is a big-time bore. Puts me right to sleep.” 

			Early in his freshman year, Chris chose chemistry as his major, not a stretch since his father had been a chemical engineer and the Navy SEALs looked favorably on applicants with a science background.

			“Then you’d have a four-oh average and wouldn’t have to worry about SEAL OCS,” said Brian. 

			“I’ll worry about OCS after I become a SEAL,” Chris replied. “I’ve got it all planned out.” Join the Navy on the delayed entry program so he could get his grades up, finish his degree in Chemistry, and have time to study and train for the SEAL assessment tests. Once he earned the right to wear the coveted SEAL trident, apply to Officer Candidate School, or OCS, where only the best of the best were selected. There he would realize his long-held dream of becoming a Navy SEAL Officer and Team Leader. 

			The thought sent shiver of delight through his body. 

			“Hey Brian, you ever check out Amy Davidson?” Chris said, feeling his oats. “She’s hot and you’re both single right now.” 

			“Yeah, but she’s always looking at me like I’m a side of beef.”

			“That’s because you’ve never said ‘boo’ to her. From what I hear, she’s really into you. Janet’s a pipe dream, dude. How long are you gonna wait for her? You’ve been beating your head against that brick wall ever since high school and she still doesn’t know you exist.” 

			Brian dropped his head. “I guess you’re right. Amy is hot, that’s for sure. Maybe I’ll give her a call.”

			Then he looked up and glared at Chris.

			“It wouldn’t have been a pipe dream if you hadn’t come along with your new…” 

			The sudden hubbub of Janet and Jeff arguing interrupted him. She yelled something at him and he pushed her hard, making her fall back against the lockers. 

			“Stay here a minute,” Chris said. 

			He came up to Jeff and took him by the wrist. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

			Jeff tried to pull free. As a champion swimmer he was no weakling, but Chris was more than a match for him.

			Chris twisted his wrist and Jeff gasped in pain. “Let go of me, asshole.”

			Another sharp twist and Chris released him. Jeff rubbed his wrist and gave Chris a look of hatred.

			“You think you’re such a big deal, Hamilton…”

			“Enough to beat the shit outta you for shoving women. Now get lost.”

			Jeff slammed his locker and walked away. 

			“You all right?” Chris turned to Janet. “What was that all about?”

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “More grief about you helping me at lunch. I’m glad you showed up, but I could’ve handled him.”

			Chris smiled. Janet’s spunk was one of the first things that attracted him back in high school. “I know you could,” he said, “but nobody’s going to put their hands on you.” 

			His smile faded. “You should report this to the Dean of Students. That prick shouldn’t get away with what he did.”

			“It’s no big deal,” Janet said, closing her locker. 

			“You sure? Don’t let him push you around.”

			“You know me better than that.” Janet gave Chris a playful punch. “Now get back to Jill before she starts trouble.” 

			Chris walked back to his locker. Brian was gone.

			“Not one of your many admirers?” Jill said.

			“Lynch is a tool and needed a lesson,” said Chris. “A man who touches a woman in anger isn’t a real man and I won’t tolerate it.”

			“Very chivalrous,” Jill said, “but Janet can take care of herself. She doesn’t need your help.” 

			“Stop it, will you?” Chris said, closing his locker a little harder than necessary. “Meet up with you later for cheerleading practice. Don’t forget we start at four today instead of four-thirty.”

			 

			***

			 

			Football season was underway at Deerfield College and the Mustangs ranked highly among smaller, Division III schools. 

			The cheerleaders also performed at a high level, finishing in the top five in nearly every competition the squad entered over the past five years.

			Chris, Jill, and Janet were all veteran members of the sixteen-person team, divided equally between males and females.

			Unlike past years, the cheerleaders’ season started out on a note of rancor. 

			The first order of business was electing the captain and co-captain. Tom Decker, captain for the past two years, was voted back in without opposition. 

			Kathy Giles was unopposed for the co-captain spot until Janet decided to challenge her at the last minute. Squad members were given a day to make their decision and Janet won in a secret ballot. Rumors were rife that the result was eight to seven, with the captain traditionally not voting. Janet’s action split the squad into two factions and resentment was high on both sides. 

			In the days following the election, Chris admired how Tom used his people skills and prestige as a long-time captain to smooth ruffled feathers and get the group acting like a team. But a clear undercurrent of tension remained, particularly among the female members of the squad. 

			Tom sat the squad down at one end of the football field at four o’clock sharp. The football team had started the season with a victory two days earlier over arch-rival Albright College.

			“We looked really good on Saturday,” he said. “Especially since it was our first performance of the season. But it’s not too early to start pushing the boundaries. Janet and I came up with a special routine that’s gonna wow the crowd at Homecoming in November, not to mention the judges when competition time rolls around. It’s going to be tough, real tough, but we’re up to it. Since there isn’t a game on Saturday, we’re going to devote the entire week to practicing the new cheer, starting today.”

			The first hour of practice revealed three moves that rattled the squad’s confidence.

			“Let’s do it again,” said Tom. “We’ve got to get these moves down. We can’t replace them without wrecking the whole routine.” 

			On their next try, Sandy Milford, standing at the top of a high pyramid, lost her balance and fell. The spotters did their job and she was shaken but unhurt.

			“That’s the third time this happened,” said Tom. “What’s the problem?”

			Sandy hesitated before speaking up.

			“I didn’t want to say this, but I don’t feel secure with Peter under me. When I’m doing the fight song I feel like I’m wobbling all over the place.”

			“Maybe that’s because you’ve put on a few pounds since last year,” Peter said. “I’ve seen you at a lot of parties. Remember alcohol adds calories.” 

			Sandy marched over and stood nose to nose with him.

			“I’m not the weak one here, ass-wipe.”

			“And I’m not the one gaining weight, thunder-thighs.”

			“Shut up,” said Janet, pushing them apart. “What’s wrong with you? We’ve got major problems here and our reputation is going to be on the line. I don’t care who’s weak or who’s putting on weight. Think about the squad for once.” 

			Chris smiled and folded his arms. Her attitude reminded him of himself. 

			“I’ll fix this right now,” said Tom. “Jill, you go with Peter. I’ll take Sandy. Chris, you partner up with Janet. Maybe you two can provide a little more stability for those at the top. Let’s see how that works.” 

			Tom turned to Sandy and Rich. “Not another word out of you two or you’re both off the squad.” 

			He raised his voice. “Everyone get in your positions and let’s do it again.”

			Janet’s hands moved over Chris’ upper body, turning the routine into a sensual exercise. He struggled to maintain concentration even as his cock stiffened, straining against his shorts. 

			With that change, that part of the routine finally came off without incident. Three additional practice runs yielded the same results. 

			“We’ve still got a long way to go, said Tom, “but that’s it for today. Be here at four-thirty tomorrow and for the rest of the week.” 

			The squad broke up and headed for the locker room. Janet took Tom aside.

			“How about if we leave Chris and me together as partners until after Homecoming? For that matter, why don’t we leave everyone the way they are now? It doesn’t make much sense to have us all be with our regular partners for the next few weeks then suddenly switch off when it’s time to do the new routine. That’s asking for trouble. 

			“Good idea. Let’s do it.” He raised his voice. “Hey everyone, come back here for a minute.”

			 

			 

			Jeff had watched the entire practice from the fence surrounding the field. Janet waved at him on her way back to the showers. He nodded back. 

			“So it’s you and Hamilton again,” said Jeff, gravel crunching under their feet as he and Janet walked toward his car. “Picking up right where you left off three years ago. Looks like you really enjoyed feeling him up. Why didn’t you just fuck him right on the fifty-yard line in front of everybody?”

			“In case you didn’t notice,” Janet said, “cheerleading is a hands-on sport.”

			“Yeah, hands roaming everywhere,” Jeff replied. “What’s going on? First that stunt with the math problem. Now it’s touchy-feely stuff.”

			He unlocked the car and turned to face Janet.

			“I don’t feel like I’m a priority in your life anymore. Didn’t you two get over each other a long time ago?” 

			“We didn’t just ‘get over’ each other,” Janet said, “and it wasn’t that long. You shoved me against my locker, remember? Chris would never have done that.” 

			“I’ve apologized for it a million times. You know I didn’t mean it. I don’t know what more I can do to make it up to you.”

			“You say I have a thing for Chris,” said Janet, “but I’ve seen the way you look at Sherri Martin and Cindy Davis. Makes we wonder where I stand with you.”

			Jeff pulled up into her driveway.

			“I don’t know what happened to us and I’m not sure how to get it back. Or if we can get it back. Especially with what’s been going on lately.”

			“Sounds like your saying we should break up,” said Janet.

			“Maybe we should. What do you think?” 

			I think I’ve had enough of trying to find a substitute for Chris Hamilton. It’s time to go back and get the real thing. 

			“What do we really have in common anymore?” said Janet. “Just sex, and I want a whole lot more than that.”

			“You think Chris Hamilton can give it to you?” Jeff said. 

			“Yeah I think he can,” Janet said. “I know he still has feelings for me. Otherwise we wouldn’t have stayed friends this long after we broke up.” 

			“If you two were so much in love, why did you break up in the first place?” 

			“Jill moved to town freshman year and had her eyes on Chris from day one, with her blond hair and blue eyes and cute little ass. Smart and athletic too. She plays soccer like a pro and she’s even starting yoga next week.”

			“You’re pretty darn good-looking yourself,” said Jeff. “And you’ve got plenty of brains and aren’t any slouch when to comes to playing field hockey. I’ve watched you enough times.”

			“That didn’t matter one bit,” said Janet. “Jill got her claws in Chris and he went head over heels and dumped me like a ton of bricks. After we’d been together for two years. Chris and I were tight, Jeff. At least I always thought so.” 

			Janet snorted in disgust. “He’s been under Jill’s thumb ever since. He’ll regret what he did someday, but I blame her for the whole thing. If she hadn’t come around, Chris would still be with me.”

			Jeff nodded. “I can’t compete against a ghost from the past, so I’ll make it easy. If you want to go after Hamilton, do it with my blessing. I don’t want you to be unhappy and this isn’t fair to me either.” 

			Janet got out of the car. He leaned over and looked out the window. “We had some good times, didn’t we?”

			“Yeah, we did. Good-bye, Jeff.” She headed up the driveway toward the front door.

			Jeff watched Janet for a few moments then drove off into the deepening twilight. He shook his head, feeling sorry for her. At least he knew when to quit. Janet’s idea would never work. She wouldn’t get Chris away from Jill no matter how hard she tried. She was just going to get her heart broken again. 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Chapter 3

			 

			 

			 

			“What’s up Ames?” said Jill, sitting with Chris outside the Student Center. “You’re all out of breath.”

			“Did you guys hear? Janet and Jeff broke up,” 

			Jill stiffened. “When?” 

			“Right after cheerleading practice yesterday,” said Amy. 

			“Great. Just what I need.” 

			Chris shrugged. “So they broke up. What’s the big deal? They’ve been fighting anyway. Sounds like it was the right thing to do.”

			He got up and slung the strap of his backpack over his shoulder.

			“Time to crush a Spanish test. See you later, Jill. Later, Amy.”

			Jill watched as Chris walked away. He sure played that cool. It’s almost like he’s glad they broke up.

			She looked at Amy. “He has Spanish with Janet, right?”

			“Yeah, I think so.”

			“That does it.” 

			“Now don’t get all freaked out,” Amy said, joining Jill at the table, shaded by a large oak tree.

			“They’ve shared classes before,” said Amy. “What makes this so different?”

			“Because Janet’s coming after Chris.” Jill saw Amy roll her eyes. “I know, I know, I’ve said it a million times but this time it’s real.” 

			“How do you know?”

			“Look at what’s happened since school started. Janet comes to all his lacrosse games. When they’re over I make sure we get out of there fast so she can’t come over and talk to him. Next came the math problem at lunch. That was just an excuse for her to be with him. Then she breaks up with Jeff right after Chris becomes her new cheerleading partner. Kathy told me Janet had her hands all over him and you could see he had a hard-on the size of Texas when practice was over. And now it’s going to be that way until after Homecoming in November.” 

			“Sounds like a lot of coincidence to me,” Amy said.

			“Why are they still friends three years after they broke up?” said Jill. “Especially after the way they broke up. Chris told me it wasn’t pretty.”

			“It is a little weird,” said Amy. “But is he really out of line? He’s a man, you know. I think you’re looking for trouble that isn’t there. Has he ever actually done anything to make you doubt him?”

			“Not that I’ve seen,” Jill admitted. 

			“Then talk to him and find out what’s going on,” said Amy. “You’re only torturing yourself this way. No texts, either. Face-to-face talk.” 

			“After what’s happened, I’m not sure I want to,” Jill said. “I’m afraid of what he’ll say.”

			Amy got up to leave. “Since when are you afraid of anything? I’ve got to finish some homework. Remember what I said. Do it as soon as you can.” 

			 

			***

			 

			The Mustang’s engine hummed, breaking the mid-morning silence. Instead of their usual greeting--several minutes of deep tongue kissing--Jill’s lips barely touched his.

			“C’mon Jill, spill it,” Chris said. “You’ve been acting funny for the past three days. What’s wrong?”

			Jill turned away from the window and looked at him. 

			“Do you still have feelings for Janet?” 

			Chris’ stomach flip-flopped. “Where’d that come from?” 

			“Just answer my question.”

			”Well…yes, I have feelings for her. Like I’d have for any friend.” 

			“I’m not talking about that.”

			“Jill, you know I’m going to attract a lot of female attention. That’s just part of my persona. Does it mean I might have feelings for other girls? Sure. But it doesn’t necessarily mean they’re romantic feelings or that I’m going to act on them.” 

			Chris pulled onto the shoulder and stopped the car. 

			“Don’t you ever think about old boyfriends?” 

			“Sometimes,” Jill said. “But what’s so special about Janet? Tell me because I can’t figure it out.”

			Chris’ fingers tightened around the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. He stared out the windshield.

			“Right after my parents’ accident, I just wanted to be alone. I was like a scared little rabbit, keeping to myself and not saying a word to anyone. 

			Janet wanted to be friends with me. I pushed her away, just like I did everyone else, but I never forgot how she tried. She helped me change from what I was then to the man I am now. I can’t forget that.” 

			He glanced over at Jill.

			“Janet was there when I needed her and she was my first real girlfriend. We had a lot of fun together and I can’t forget that either. But I’m with you now and nothing’s gonna change that.” 

			Chris looked over at Jill. It was the first time he’d revealed anything to her about what happened after his parents died. But opening up felt good. If anyone could understand, she could. 

			The seconds ticked by, cars whizzing past. Chris grew uneasy. Did she understand? Was there anything more he could say?

			“Okay, Chris, I get it,” Jill said quietly. “Just make sure your friendship with Janet doesn’t become more important than your feelings for me.” 

			He kissed her softly. “That’ll never happen, babe. Trust me when I say that.” 

			Chris kept a close eye on Jill at lunch. She seemed to be okay, laughing and talking as if nothing happened. He wiped his brow with his hand. That crisis seemed to be over.

			The clock in the campus bell tower tolled once and Professor Andersen rapped her knuckles on her desk, bringing the history class to order.

			“Before we get started I’ll give out partner assignments for the semester project.”

			The semester-long history project was a requirement at Deerfield College, originating with the school president’s belief that a hands-on approach was the best way to learn the subject. Students chose the topics. Use of social media and online encyclopedias was strictly forbidden, and the students’ work was closely monitored to make sure that rule was being followed. Other Web resources were permitted and the college boasted a well-stocked library in a four-story building not far from the Student Center.

			Chris and Janet perked up to learn who would be working with them for the next three months. Jill would get a partner from her own class.

			“Tom, you’ll be with Sarah. Richard, you’ll be with Stacy, Janet, you’ll be with Chris…”

			No flip-flops this time, just a hard sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. He walked on eggshells the rest of the day, praying Janet would keep her distance from Jill. He glared at Janet, warning her not say anything during cheerleading practice. Only when he and Jill were on the way home did he broach the subject. 

			“I’ve got something to tell you and you’re not going to like it.”

			Her reaction was immediate.

			“All that stuff you told me about not wanting Janet was bullshit. You’re a lousy liar, you know that? I know that you and she got together and arranged this…partnership, somehow, just like she arranged making you cheerleading partners and you didn’t say a word against it. Oh, and she just happens to break up with her boyfriend. That sure makes things easy, doesn’t it? That…that cheap sleazy skank. If she comes near you one more time I swear I’ll claw her eyes out and beat the shit out of her.” 

			“Jill, I’m not taking up with Janet. And I didn’t lie to you. I didn’t have anything to do with what you’re talking about. It’s all coincidence. Bad coincidence, but that’s all.” 

			“Don’t give me that. You sound like Amy. She said the same thing and was dead wrong. You know what they call a woman who steals a man from his partner? A mate poacher. I looked it up. Sounds too easy, doesn’t it? You know what they call a man who takes up with a mate poacher? A friggin’, lying, dirty scumbag. And you better believe I didn’t need to look that up…”

			Jill kept going and Chris couldn’t get a word in edgewise. The onslaught slowed only when he pulled into her driveway.

			“All right Jill, enough. Be quiet and listen to me for a minute. You’ve got it all out of your system now, so take a break. What I told you was true, but you’re not gonna believe me the way you’re worked up. Now I’m starting to get a little angry and that sure as the hell won’t solve anything. Let’s take a couple of days to cool off, then talk this over like two rational adults. Go to someplace where we can relax, like the Lake. How about Sunday afternoon?”

			Jill opened the car door. She got out, took a few steps then turned around, looking though the open
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