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Chapter 1

 

“Lexi, are you okay?” Delaney snapped a picture that broke me from my incoherent gaze.

“Yes, I’m fine.” I forced a smile to my roommate and good friend since junior year.

“Just thinking of everything that needs to be done in the next few months.”

“Oh, sweetie. I don’t want you stressing yourself over the details,” Mom said, squeezing a hug from behind. “That’s why we hired Melissa, remember? The wedding planner is there to handle all of that so you don’t have to worry.”

I huffed out a breath. “I know, but it’s still a lot that I have to manage and with school—”

“Lexi, if there is anything you need, just say the word.” My soon to be mother-in-law, Suzanne, gave me a thorough look over. “That dress is absolutely perfect! Collin will be speechless.” She pressed a hand to her chest as her eyes glazed over with tears.

“Oh, I couldn’t agree more.” Mom fluffed the back of the A-line style dress that had lace up to my neck. 

I pulled on the neckline, gasping for air. “I actually like the other one better.” I said, pointing to a strapless ball gown with an organza-ruffled skirt that had a sequined bodice. “This one has too much lace.”

“Oh, but it’s beautiful.” Mom lifted my arms, continuing to admire the dress made for a conservative young female. After all, that was who I was supposed to be. “The other one shows too much skin.” She took my fairytale dress and handed it to the sales lady. “We will pass on this one.”

“But what if I wore a jacket? I’m sure Pastor Clifton would be okay with it.”

“I think my husband would agree that the dress you have on is more suitable. Olivia, what do you think Lexi’s dad would say? I mean…” Suzanne continued to ramble with my mother about the wedding dress they had chosen for me. Yes, that’s correct. The one they chose, not me. 

Sadly, I couldn’t picture myself walking down the aisle in it. Aside from hating it, I had serious reservations about saying ‘I do’. It felt like Collin and I were marrying to appease our parents instead of marrying for love. We had known each other since we were thirteen and had been together for the past four years. Everyone expected us to take that next step. So, when he asked for my hand, I naturally accepted.

“Lex, seriously girl, what’s up with you?” Delaney continued clicking her camera from different angles, demanding my attention. 

“Like I said, I have a lot on my mind. Mid-terms are approaching and so is the wedding.”

She cast a doubtful stare. “Mid-terms are two weeks away. Relax.”

“This is my senior year and I have to stay focused.” 

She lowered the camera. “It’s my senior year too. And I say we should make the most of it.”

“You said that last year,” I said, placing my hands on my hips. Delaney never took anything seriously, including her schoolwork. Luckily for her, she was naturally smart and a gifted photographer. I knew she had a bright future ahead of her.

Her eyes darted to the side, making sure the mothers weren’t listening. “That’s because I can never get you to do anything fun. All you do is study and play the piano. But this,” she pointed at me, circling her finger, “is all about you. Not me. You’re getting married.” She chucked my arm and I rolled my eyes at her. “You’re supposed to be in love and excited. Screw exams and thinking about school.”

Delaney was right. I should have been in la la land, dreaming about marrying my prince charming. But I just didn’t feel it. Something was seriously wrong.

“Easy for you to say. I don’t ace exams like you.”

“Oh, whatever.” She spun around like a hopeless romantic, grabbing a veil from a nearby rack and flinging it over my head. “Bend over so I can fix it.” Robotically, my body leaned forward, allowing her to adjust the sheer material over my face. “Okay, take a look.”

I took a long hard stare in the mirror as the clicks reverberated in my ear. For the past twenty years, I had been shielded and protected by my parents. I was homeschooled and forced to commute to the university my freshman and sophomore year. College should have marked the time of my life, but it didn’t. The veil I wore was so much like the shield I had been wrapped in my entire life. I was ready to tear it down, show the world who I really was, and see what it had to offer. 

“No. I don’t like it.” I yanked the veil out of my hair and tossed it to her.

“Oh, okay.” She leaped forward, barely catching it by the end of the material. “We can find another one—”

“Nope. I’m not wearing a veil.” 

Mom quickly turned in my direction. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

I walked to a counter and picked up a clip decorated in sparkling jewels. “Nothing, I just don’t want to wear a veil.”

“No veil?” Suzanne asked, a light frown emerging from her porcelain smooth skin.

“Sorry, I don’t like the feeling of something hanging in front of my face.” Using a vanity mirror, I pulled my hair back and positioned the comb to the side, allowing my brown hair to cascade forward. I smiled, liking the style much more, but the expression of happiness wasn’t real. It was forced and had fake written all over it. However, no one seemed to notice because this was the Lexi everyone knew. Sweet, agreeable, quiet, and well respected. Deep down that just wasn’t me. 

“Well, I suppose,” Mom said, with a tone that spelled disappointment.

“Ooo, I like that.” Delaney captured another shot while I held the deceptive smile. “I can’t wait for June. It’s going to be one hell of a party.” 

With that comment, Suzanne cast a disapproving look at my crazy roommate. Delaney covered her mouth. “Oops, sorry about that.” 

Delaney didn’t always think before she acted. Instead, she made decisions based on impulse and sometimes regretted them. However, that was who she was and she was the one person I knew that really enjoyed life. 

“I think the comb is very becoming of you, especially if you wear your hair down.” Suzanne placed locks of my hair in front of my chest, trying to cover up my breasts. 

Despite all the lace, they were more noticeable and for once, I didn’t mind. After all, Mom had convinced me to keep them tucked away and hidden because no respectable girl flaunted her breasts for people to see, especially to guys. Her voice echoed in my head, only your husband should have the honor of enjoying them at the appropriate time. If only I could get Collin to enjoy them now before they sagged to my waist.

I eased the comb from my hair and handed it to Suzanne. “I do like it.” 

“I think we should buy it then,” she said, with a gentle smile.

“Mom?”

“I guess,” she sighed.

“Thanks. I’ll change so we can go.” 

Dying to get out of that awful dress, I grabbed Delaney’s hand and pulled her into the dressing room with me. “Unzip me, please.” I held up my hair, waiting to be released from the chastity gown.

“Damn, this zipper’s stuck.” She tugged on it and my body broke out in a sweat.

“Please don’t tell me that,” I sighed.

With another tug, she unzipped the constricting bodice. “There we go.” 

My lungs took in a full breath of air. “Thank God!” 

She helped me step out of the heavy dress and I automatically felt twenty pounds lighter. I slipped on my jeans and shirt and stuffed my feet into my Toms.

“Lexi, I’ll tell the sales lady we’ll take the dress,” Mom’s voice carried over the dressing room door.

Covering my face with my hands, I shook my head.

“Tell her you don’t like it,” Delaney whispered in my ear.

My shoulders dropped. “It’s pointless.” No matter what I wanted, my mother would never agree. I was the result of helicopter parents doused with a thick layer of strict upbringing. My parents feared that I would make the wrong choices and end up pregnant like my mom did in high school with my sister. They did everything in their power to make sure the three of us didn’t embarrass or shame the family. At the rate Collin and I were going, they had nothing to worry about.

To make matters worse, my sister set the bar so high that even with high heels on I doubted I could reach it. She was a successful attorney with two children and a partnering husband who worked alongside her battling court cases. They were a match made for high society, fitting in perfectly with the yuppies in upper Dallas with all the money they rolled in and flaunted. 

Thank God, I didn’t care to wear those high-heels. I was happy working on my degree to be an English teacher. Money didn’t matter to me. In the end, all I really wanted was to help kids succeed. More than that, I wanted to be happy and in love. I hoped that by marrying Collin, he would show me love and give me that fairytale ending that I read in romance books; ones that my mother forbade me to have.

I opened the door and walked past my mom and the sales lady. Delaney followed me, staying close behind.

“Lexi, you could have hung the dress on the hanger,” Mom scolded as she scampered into the dressing room. “I’m so sorry. She’s probably tired. It’s been a long day of…trying on dresses.” 

The sales lady flashed a sardonic smile and said, “We can put the dress on hold for a week, if you are unsure.”

“That would be great,” I quickly announced.

Mom shook her head. “I’m sure that’s the perfect dress for her, she’s tried on so many.” 

“It’s the prettiest one by far,” Suzanne added.

Delaney turned around to face me and stuck her finger down her throat. 

I raised my brows, agreeing. Picking up the skirt of the dress, I gave it one more look over. Before I could answer, my mom spoke up.

“If you can hold the dress, that would be wonderful.”

I breathed another sigh of relief. Maybe I wouldn’t look like a mid-century prude after all. “Thank you, Mom.”

 

***

 

A breeze swept through my hair, kicking up leaves as signs of autumn appeared across the campus. I untied the hoodie from my waist and put it on. In Texas, autumn never lasted more than a few weeks and since Mother Nature was bipolar, you had no idea if it would be a beautiful sunny day or downright frigid. Checking the weather app on my phone had become a daily ritual. 

I crossed the street and opened the door to the quaint burger joint where we ate frequently. The smell of the sizzling grill hit me and my stomach growled. Memorabilia from Park Hill University’s various sports teams hung from the walls, showing off their wins over the last decade. To the right, I spied Delaney sitting next to my brother, Luke, in a booth. They appeared to be in a deep conversation. I couldn’t help but notice the steady gaze they held on one another.

“Hi.” I dropped my backpack on the bench across from them, disrupting their chat.

“Hey, Sis.” Luke turned slowly, as if he didn’t want to break eye contact. 

“I was beginning to wonder if you were coming.” Delaney glanced at her phone. “You sent a text about twenty minutes ago.” 

Uh huh. Are you sure you wanted me to show up? 

For the constant denial of having an interest in each other, claiming they had a friend’s only status, they were sitting really close to each other. “Sorry, I had to call the writing center. They want me to tutor someone and we were trying to coordinate schedules.” I pulled out my wallet. “Did you two already order?”

“Yeah, about five minutes ago.” Luke rubbed his chin and I immediately knew something was up. That something had Delaney’s name written all over it. Being that he was my twin, I could sense things about him. It was weird, but we had similar quirks, no matter how much we didn’t like admitting them. 

“I need to hurry. I have to meet a student in forty-five minutes.” When I turned around, I stumbled into Collin.

“Lexi.” He caught me between his strong arms and I took advantage of the proximity of our bodies. 

“Sorry, I didn’t see you.” I placed my hand on his chest and stared into his pale green eyes, dying to make that connection with him. “Aren’t you supposed to be in class?”

He released my arms and unhooked his backpack, placing it on the floor next to the booth. 

So much for that wish.

“Professor cancelled it. I sent you a text but when you didn’t respond, I figured you might be here. Thought I’d eat lunch with you.”

“Great.” I smiled, glad that he wanted to spend time with me. Between school and his baseball practices and games, I jumped at any opportunity for us to be together. “Unfortunately, I have to be at work in forty-five minutes.” 

“That’s fine.” He shrugged, showing a little too much indifference. “What do you want to eat?”

Collin usually ordered for me and took it upon himself to do things without asking. At first, I liked it, but since the engagement, I seemed like it was more about control than consideration. I was conflicted between longing for discretion and wanting to be closer to him. “Sure. I’ll have the chicken and roasted green Chile burger, no fries, and water with lemon.” 

“Okay. I’ll be right back.” 

I slid into the booth, thinking of the millions of things I had to do and why I agreed to take on another student when I already had two others I was tutoring. I had been working as a student consultant in the writing center since the beginning of my junior year. It was a great way to earn money for expenses and since English was my major, it helped reinforce everything I had learned. I inhaled a deep breath and reminded myself how much I loved helping people and that it would be worth my time.

“You okay, Sis?” Luke placed his hand on mine. 

“Yeah, just a lot going on.”

“She’s stressing about the wedding,” Delaney chimed in.

“And school.” I plucked out a few napkins from the holder as I tried not to think about my upcoming nuptials.

Luke raised a brow. “The ceremony is in June. Of next year. Isn’t it a little early to be worrying?” 

I laid the napkins on the table and folded them neatly. “Yes, but there’s so much to do and—”

“I get it.” Luke held up his hands. “Please, spare me the details.”

Collin sat our drinks on the table and then turned to Luke. “Is she obsessing about the wedding again?”

“What do you think?” Luke smirked. 

“I told her not to worry about anything. We have plenty of time to get things in order. Delaney you’ll be helping as well as the wedding planner, right?” Collin asked.

“Yes, and I told her this should be fun. But you know Lexi—”

“She wants everything to be perfect,” Luke added.

“No, I don’t.” I pounded my fist on the table. “And will you stop talking like I’m not here?” 

“I’m sorry.” Collin planted a kiss on my cheek. “I didn’t mean to be rude. I was only trying to be supportive.” 

Collin had a funny way of showing his support. And, although I did like things in order, it was mainly because I worked hard to make my parents happy. I saw myself falling into the same trap with Collin and I didn’t want to. 

“I know. Forget about it,” I said as I touched his hand. The bend in his arm caused a bulge to raise under his sleeves. I focused in on the size of his bicep, running my fingers along the ripples and curves. 

“Lexi, stop.” He brushed my hand off in obvious discomfort. 

The waitress arrived with our food and I took my plate and scooted as close to the wall as possible.

Why didn’t he want me to touch him? I couldn’t understand it. As much as I didn’t want to think about it, I couldn’t stop obsessing over it. Maybe it was because I knew I was making the wrong decision. 

Or was I?

Even though we had agreed to wait until marriage to have sex, I longed for him to hold me and caress me. Instead, he pushed me away. Time after time, he snubbed what little romance we had between us. I needed to feel that soulful connection. I had to know that we were making the right decision and that we were more than just friends. I was dying for more than his sweet terms of endearment.

 “Are you headed to the gym later on?” my brother asked Collin.

“Of course,” Collin replied, waiting to take a bite of his burger. “I can’t slow down even if it’s the off season.”

“Me either. Spring training kicked my butt last year. And coach will be…”

I zoned out as they continued talking about baseball. Luke and Collin had played ball together through a homeschool athletic association during their high school years. That was how we met. Coincidentally, they were recruited to play for Park Hill University and my parents gave me no other option for my education.

 “Lexi?” Delaney waved a hand in front of my face. 

“Huh?” I stopped chewing for a second. 

She shook her head and I knew she thought I was thinking about how perfect I wanted my wedding. I needed to confide in her and then man up and have a serious ‘come to Jesus’ talk with Collin. My head was a convoluted mess of wants, needs, rules, and fears that was sending me quickly to the edge of insanity. 

 “So, do you want to or not?”

I swallowed my food, realizing I hadn’t listened to a word she had said. “Do what?”

“Seriously?” Delaney placed a hand on her forehead. “You didn’t hear me?” 

“Sorry,” I mouthed.

“I asked if you wanted to go to the gym with me.”

“You know I don’t like to work out.” I took another bite of my burger.

“I know, but I thought you’d like to tone up your arms,” she flexed her bicep, “since you’re thinking about buying that strapless wedding dress.” 

I kicked her under the table. 

“Ow!”

I didn’t want Collin to know what type of dress I’d be wearing and now Delaney had ruined it. 

“You bought a strapless dress?” Collin immediately keyed in on our conversation. I smiled, glad that it sprung a reaction from him, regardless of whether it was good or bad.

“Well, I haven’t bought it yet.” Knowing my mom, she wouldn’t allow me to buy it either, but I had to at least push for it.

“Sorry.” Delaney squeezed her eyes shut for a brief moment. “I just didn’t want to go alone.” A spark flickered in her light blue eyes and it became clear to me that she wanted to go because of my brother. 

“Oh, all right. But you and I are going to have a talk.” I pointed my finger at her. She retreated in her chair, knowing I was peeved. Checking my phone, I saw that I had twenty minutes until my meeting. “I gotta go.”

“But you didn’t finish your burger.” Collin glanced at my half-eaten plate of food. 

“I guess I wasn’t that hungry.” I stuffed my phone in the outside pocket of my backpack.

“I’ll call you later.” Collin placed a hand on my arm and leaned forward.

“Okay.” I aligned my head so that my lips targeted his. I closed my eyes in anticipation of his kiss and held my breath to restrain the butterflies threatening to take flight from the pit of my stomach. Instead, Collin’s lips landed on my forehead. I could only imagine how silly I looked with my eyes closed and lips puckered.

Why wouldn’t he kiss me on the lips?

“You’d better go.” He rubbed my arm, giving me a nice warm up as if I were cold. “You don’t want to be late.”

I hitched my backpack over my shoulder and my body caved in from the weight. “See y’all later.” I scooted out of the booth and shuffled through the door. As I headed to the campus, I told myself not to give much thought to what happened. Who was I kidding? Did Collin really want to marry me? He sure didn’t act like it. Then again, neither did I.

 

Σ


Chapter 2

 

“Hi, Lexi.” Sara adjusted her red glasses as I entered the small office located in Ramsey Hall. She was sitting at one of the computers typing in some information as one of the students she tutored gathered their books. 

“Hey, Sara.” I waved back. 

The more I thought about it, the more I really didn’t feel like meeting with this guy. My personal life was more than I could handle and I doubted my ability to give him one-hundred percent of my attention. 

The door to Dr. Raymond Phillips’, director for the writing center, office opened. “Lexi,” he pointed at me, “I need to see you in my office before your appointment.”

Dr. Phillips tended to be high-strung and a little ADD. He functioned like an Energizer bunny on nuclear power, zipping around the office and saying random comments left and right. Just watching him made me tired. Aside from his madness, he was a wonderful boss and mentor. I really enjoyed working for him regardless of the fact that I needed to wear inline skates just to keep up with him.

“Yes, sir.” 

As I passed Kyler, a graduate student and a gifted writer with two non-fiction books published on the wars of Texas, he raised a brow. He didn’t have to say anything because I knew what he was thinking. Better you than me.

“Sit, please.” Dr. Phillips shuffled a stack of papers on his desk and fumbled with a few other things. He seemed awkwardly quiet.

I shut the door behind me. “Is everything okay?” 

“Yes,” he nodded, though the expression on his face was less than convincing. “I thought it might be wise to enlighten you about the student you will be working with.”

“Sara gave me the details, I think I’m good,” I offered as I sat in the chair in front of his desk.

He smirked. “Well, I don’t see how that is possible being that I just got off the phone with Coach Anderson.”

“The football coach?” My stomach tensed and I was suddenly glad I didn’t finish my lunch. I had heard a few stories about football players who had made their way into college but lacked the ability to write. If professors wouldn’t pass them, they usually ended up in the writing center, relying on tutors to help them learn.

He perched on the edge of his chair, still fumbling through his paperwork. “Yes, the one and only.”

I hesitated, but asked, “Well, what did he say?”

“Ah ha, here it is.” Dr. Phillips wiggled a cream folder from under the mountain-high stack of papers. He opened the folder and his eyes quickly scanned the pages. I heard his leg rock underneath the desk and it made my stomach clench tighter. “I need you to give this student one-hundred percent of your best ability. I can reassign the other two students you have been working with if you are unable to handle the load.”

Great.

“Why me?” I placed a hand over my chest. “I mean, maybe it’s best if he works with a graduate student or one of the other professors in the center. I’m not that qualified.”

“Stop discounting your abilities. You are one of the best undergraduate consultants I have working in the center, and frankly, I don’t know whom else to pair this student with.” 

I leaned back against the chair, feeling the pressure build in my chest. “Thanks for the compliment, but this sounds crucial, especially if the coach called you.”

He pressed his lips together and let out an audible breath. “It is and I am going to be honest with you. I’ve already had him work with two others and it didn’t work out. So, I’m counting on you to help him. Or, I should say, Coach Anderson is counting on you.”

Swallowing the lump that had quickly formed in the back of my throat, I managed to say, “He is?”

“And so are the fans, alumni, students…”

A good reason why I shouldn’t agree to help this guy.

“What exactly do I need to do? I mean, what does he need help with?”

Dr. Phillips handed me the folder. “Here are copies of his papers and reports that Dr. Connor and Lisa Jenkins advised him on. I suggest you review them before he arrives.” He glanced at his watch. “Which doesn’t afford you much time.”

I quickly scanned through the papers, taking note of the red marks and sideline comments. “From what I can tell, he’s in serious need of a lesson in grammar 101.”

“Exactly.” A smile formed across the director’s face. “According to Dr. Connor and Lisa, they worked with him on structure, outline, and formation, but he also needs some help with common punctuation and grammatical errors.”

“Why didn’t they help him with that?” 

“Lisa intended to, but their personalities clashed so she refused to work with him further.”

A laugh escaped. “And that’s our problem?”

The professor winced. “Lexi, I’m surprised you don’t want to help.”

Meet the new Lexi Thompson.

I shrugged. “Sorry, I just don’t see how this is fair.” 

This was exactly what I thought it was — another jock that had paid someone to write his entrance essay. His momma and daddy, who were probably alumni, had more than likely bribed someone of influence so their star-athlete son could play. I loved helping people but not those who cheated their way into school. Helping him was the last thing I wanted to do. This was college, not high school. I didn’t care if he flunked out or got kicked off the team. 

“I know. It shouldn’t be, but unfortunately, Coach Anderson has asked us to help him. Or rather, has said he expects us to help him.”

What? I didn’t sign up for this.

“I can’t make him learn or pass his classes.” I shut the folder. I didn’t have to read any more notes. His type was clear to me. “What makes you think we can work together?”

The director paused, which was rare, and I could tell he was deciding what information to share with me. There was definitely more to this story. “You have a lot of patience and you’re friendly. Not to mention, I think you’re a damn good teacher. I’m positive he will connect with you and take kindly to your assistance.”

“Oh, great.” I threw my hands up in the air. “He doesn’t even want to admit he needs help.”

Crossing his arms, the director raised a brow. “I didn’t say that. He is here on his own accord. The coach has high hopes for him and knows he can get his act together and succeed. He needs a strong tutor and lots of encouragement. PHU also has him in a program and… well, I’ll leave it at that.”

A sour taste formed in the back of my mouth. I knew exactly who this was without even looking at the name on the edge of the file folder. 

Raven Davenport.

 

***

 

I stepped out of the director’s office, entered the main area, and there, standing in all of his six-foot-two glory, was the star quarterback for PHU’s football team. I had never seen him in person and I felt so small looking up at him. Even though I didn’t know him personally, I’d heard and read enough about him to know he was a womanizer with a drug problem. 

Another reason why I shouldn’t help him.

“Hi, I’m Lexi Thompson and I’ve been asked to consult with you.” I made it clear that it wasn’t my choice to help him.

“Lexi. Hmm, I like that name.”

Uh, no you don’t.

His full lips spread, revealing the most charming smile, coupled with a deep dimple on the right. Now I knew why every girl fell for him. I, however, was smarter than that. “I’m Raven.” He stalled for a moment, his eyes giving me a thorough exam to the point that I bet he knew what color my panties were. “Raven Davenport.” He ran a hand over his short buzz cut and looked like the perfect model for an Abercrombie and Fitch ad. 

He was toxic and smelled of sex and drugs. Well, not that I knew what all that smelled like, but his aura beamed bright red, warning me to be careful. 

“Are you ready to get started? We only have an hour.” I held out my hand, motioning to a small table in the corner.

“That’s plenty of time.” He raised his brows.

I rolled my eyes and walked to the table. Taking a seat, I took out the agreement that Dr. Phillips had prepared. I signed my name and moved the papers in front of him. “Please sign this.”

Raven leaned over the table. “I was thinking you might want to do this somewhere more private.” A seductive grin spread across his lips as he pressed his weight against the table, as if testing the durability of the wood.

My jaw dropped. Was he serious? My fiancé didn’t even tease me that way. Although, that would’ve been nice. Then again, we hadn’t even made out on a bed much less on a table. I had to restrain myself from slapping him. 

“Excuse me, Mr. Davenport?” 

He pulled out a chair and sat down. “You can call me Raven.” I guess by the tone in my voice, he knew I meant business. 

“Please read the agreement and let me know if you have any questions. I indicated that we would meet twice a week for an hour, and more if a mutual agreement can be established.”

“Okay. Sounds fair. Do you have a pen?” He held out his hand, his long fingers curled up in a perfect cup. A hand that was made for a football and caressing various female parts. 

Whoa! Where did that come from?

Extending my hand, I gave him my pen. He eased it from my fingertips in a gentle motion. “Thank you, Lexi.”

He signed the paper and handed it back to me.

“Aren’t you going to read it?”

Shaking his head, he said, “No, I trust you.”

“You don’t even know me.”

“Not yet.” His green eyes sparkled. “But my gut tells me we’re going to get to know each other real well.”

It was obvious why Lisa didn’t want to work with him. I made a mental note to call her the second he left. I sucked in a quick breath and let it out to clear my head. “Whatever.” Hastily, I removed my Hodge’s Harbrace Handbook and another pen from my backpack. I opened the folder Dr. Phillips had given me and took out his papers.

“I reviewed your file and—”

“You and everybody else.” His head lowered and his shoulders sank.

I continued, unsure of how to handle his comment. “I have an idea of where you need the most help with your writing.”

His head popped up and a layer of relief removed the downward slope of his lips. “You do?”

“Yes. I think we should start with some grammar basics.” I opened the book to the first chapter and moved it between us. I placed one of his papers below the book, preparing to show him examples so he could relate easily to the concepts. “First, I’ll give you a quick and dirty overview of the parts of speech.”

He moved his chair closer to me and the scent of fresh juniper and bergamot swept over me. The guy smelled like a cologne insert from one of my magazines. I tried not to breathe it in, but the harder I tried, the more I realized I loved the smell. 

Darn, I wish Collin smelled this good.

He flashed me a grin. “I like it quick and dirty.”

I wanted to slap myself. Could I have chosen a worse thing to say? “I’m sure you do, Raven. I mean, you’re a guy and a football player.”

“True,” a half smile formed, “but not every guy likes to do things quickly or get messy while doing them.” 

A rush of heat inundated me. I yanked a hair band off my wrist and pulled my hair up in a messy bun. I raised the sleeves on my shirt and braced myself.

I’ll be damned if I let this jerk get to me.

Ignoring his comment, I pressed forward with my instruction. Raven listened intently and nodded his head while asking relative questions. When the guy wasn’t being a huge flirt, he was actually pleasant to be around. I felt sorry for him because he had gone through school without learning proper grammar rules. No wonder he couldn’t write a proper sentence. Oddly enough, his verbal skills seemed fine; his written skills, on the other hand… well, that was another story. 

Helping him might not be so bad after all.

After forty minutes of reviewing grammar syntax, he began to lose interest. He shifted his weight and yawned a few times, stretching his arms. I scooted to the edge of my chair, praying he wouldn’t rest his elbow behind me. Before he lowered his arms, his phone buzzed. His eyes widened with delight as he looked at the screen.

“Excuse me. I need to take this call.”

“Um, no, you can’t.” I pointed to a sign on the wall. “Policy says—” 

“Hey, baby, what’s up?” He answered the phone, ignoring me. 

He rambled on about his schedule and practice for a minute or so before shifting gears. I contemplated getting up to tell Dr. Phillips. That would mean instant removal from the writing center and I wouldn’t have to help him. Then again, it probably wouldn’t matter because the coach had called in a favor. I started to stand but stopped when the lure of his voice made it too hard to resist listening to his conversation. His smitten words rolled off his tongue and he sounded like Eros himself. Warmth rose from my belly and I turned around to see who else was in the center. Luckily, Sara had already left and Kyler was talking to a student, not paying any attention. 

Raven was having phone sex. Right there in front of me, in the writing center of all places. 

Visions flashed through my mind and my face burned. I covered my ears, trying to block out his words, but it didn’t help. My heart raced and my breath quickened. I shifted in my chair, crossing my legs tightly until my feet went numb.

“Yeah, baby, right there.” He winked at me.

I gasped. “I’ll be right back.” I rushed out of the room and headed straight for the bathroom. 

Closing the door to the lounge located next to the stalls, I paced the small room as I fanned myself. Being a virgin, I had never come close to experiencing anything so dirty yet sensual at the same time. And, the worst part, it wasn’t even directed at me! The guy was blessed with sexual creativity. Why the heck didn’t he gear some of that imagination toward his schoolwork?

Sure, I had read those types of sex scenes in romance books, but it was entirely different hearing them firsthand. Well, secondhand in that case. Nonetheless, I had just become hyperaware of tingles and sensations caused by an actual human being. 

A guy that was sitting next me, not even touching me.

And the saddest part of it all? That guy wasn’t Collin.

I sighed as I collapsed onto the cushioned bench. The situation wasn’t good and every warning light was flashing.

Reason number three: don’t lust over something that isn’t yours.

 

Σ


Chapter 3

 

I crashed on my bed, drained from the tutoring session with Raven. The guy was the epitome of a bad boy filled with lust, temptation, and sin that women dreamed of experiencing. 

Including me.

He had opened my eyes and I knew exactly what I was missing in my relationship with Collin. 

Passion.

Intimacy.

Not to mention, sex.

I had to stop pretending that everything was all right between us because it wasn’t. If we were in love, we sure didn’t act like it. Something was wrong with this picture, but I wasn’t giving up yet. I really did care for Collin. He was a wonderful guy that respected me, honored me, and would never do me wrong. I had to demonstrate the emotions flowing within me in hopes that he would respond willingly to my plea for his affection. I owed this to myself — to us.

Burying my head in my pillow, I prayed for strength. 

“Lexi, wake up.” A nudge woke me from a deep sleep.

“W-what?” I pulled the covers over my head. “Leave me alone.”

“You promised to go to the gym with me,” Delaney pleaded, yanking the blankets off me. A chill spread over my body and I reached for the fleece. “C’mon, Lex.”

When she shortened my name, I knew she was serious. Giving in, I rolled out of bed. “Okay. I’m up.”

As I changed my clothes, I watched Delaney carefully. She looked way too excited to go sweat and torture herself with weights and medicine balls. Although I didn’t care if she and my brother hooked up, I wanted to know the truth. If I asked my brother, I doubt he’d tell me anything. Even though we were close growing up, we had distanced ourselves since being in college. He never shared his thoughts or feelings about girls, and vice versa. He kept it all to himself and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was due to our parent’s strict upbringing or if he was just as inexperienced as I was. Regardless, I’d make one of them spill it.

Delaney reached for the doorknob and I stuck out my hand, stopping her from opening it. “Before we go, I need to ask you something.”

“What?” Her eyes bulged and her chest rose rapidly. “What is it?”

“What’s up between you and Luke?”

“Your brother?”

I crossed my arms and narrowed my eyes at her. “Yes, my brother.”

“N-nothing. Why?” She pulled the rubber band out of her long, dark hair and moved toward the mirror to redo her ponytail. Her hands worked quickly and she fidgeted, becoming more frustrated with her strands of tangled hair.

“Don’t lie to me, Laney.” 

She flung around, knowing that when I used her nickname, I meant business, too. 

“Why do you think something’s up between us?” She approached me head-on and I noticed that she had on too much makeup for working out. Her lips were a perfect shiny nude and her cheeks had a shimmering rose tint, not to mention the thick layer of eyeliner coupled with lashes maxed out in mascara. 

“Because of the way you two have been acting around each other.”

“And how’s that? We’re not acting differently.”

 “Seriously?” I laughed. Delaney couldn’t hold a poker face to save her life. Then again, neither could I. That’s why I knew I could trust her. She was a genuine, no nonsense kind of girl. An only child brought up on a farm with goats and chickens by her adopted parents, she was the wild, country girl that had basically seen and done everything before arriving at college. Despite her cute Texas twang, she warned me that she wasn’t innocent and knew how to party with the big boys. 

“You two have been talking a lot when I’m not around.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, adjusting her workout-top that made her boobs pop out. “I won’t talk to him again if it bothers you that much.”

“I didn’t say that.” Relaxing my shoulders, I placed my hand on her arm. “If you want to date him, I’m okay with that; I’d just like to know.”

She let out a deep breath. “Well, we’re not dating, so you don’t have anything to worry about.” Giving a quick glance to her phone, she said, “Let’s go. I want to try out this new class called Yogalates. You should try it with me.”

“No thanks. I’m going to work out with Collin.”

“Oh.” She winked as we headed to the rec center.

If I could only be so lucky.

We entered the gym and spotted Collin and Luke at the free weights along with several other guys testing their manhood as they grunted and moaned while pressing the weights. I had to admit, the scene was divine, but I zeroed in on my guy. A thin sheen of sweat covered his face and arms and I couldn’t help but imagine how he would look naked, hovering over my body after a round of hot sex.

Oh my God! Why is that the first thing that pops into my head?

No matter how hard I tried to keep my mind from going there, I couldn’t deny what I wanted and needed from him. My body was crying out for his attention. 

“I’ll meet you in an hour,” Delaney informed me as she went in the opposite direction.

“Okay, see you later.”

I approached Collin from behind and turned on my sexy voice. “Are you working out hard?”

He flinched and nearly dropped the weight. “Lexi,” he said with an exacerbated breath, “I didn’t hear you behind me.”

 “Sorry.” I fingered his sandy blond hair, eager to dive my hands through his thick layers. He tilted his head away from my hand and I got the message. He didn’t want me to touch him. But I wasn’t giving up.

“Don’t ever do that.” He wiped his face with his hand towel. “I could have hurt myself or worse, hurt you.”

“Whatever.” I waved off his exaggerated remark, although it hurt because I wanted him to respond willingly to my teasing. “I thought you could work me out. You know, show me your routine.” I leaned against the arm curl bench, trying to entice him.

“You want me to show you how to work out?” He shifted the dumbbell to his other hand, his eyes darting back and forth between me and the mirror in front of him. 

“Yes, please.” I bit down on my lower lip, trying to pull off an erotic look.

“Why don’t you ask your brother? He’s the trainer.”

“If you want, I can show you a few things,” Luke puffed before pressing a bar up in the air.

Luke was majoring in Exercise Sport Science and worked part-time at the rec center. If he didn’t land a contract with a professional baseball team, his backup plan was to be a trainer. We both knew he was only playing to appease my parents.  In reality, he would be the best one to train me, but I didn’t want that.

“I was hoping to spend some time with you.” I dragged two fingers along the curves of muscles in his forearm, leaving behind a trail of bumps. 

Collin dropped the weight with a loud thud. “Um… we can start with the machines.” He got up from the bench, adjusting his shorts, and then picked up the dumbbell.

Yes!

“Hey, Sis, did you come by yourself?” Luke took a few deep breaths as he moved his head from side to side, popping his bones.

“Stop. I hate when you do that.” I shuddered, trying to displace the visual. I don’t know why the sound gave me the hebegeebees, but it did. “No, I came with Delaney.” 

“Oh, you did?” He looked around, expressing a little too much interest in locating her. 

“Yeah, she’s in some yoga class.”

“Okay. I’ll find her later.” He sat down on a bench and resumed his workout.

I eyed him for a moment, debating if I should ask him what was going on between them, but I was too anxious to work out with Collin. 

“I’m going to show her a few things and then I’ll be back,” Collin informed Luke while nodding at me to follow him.

“Later,” Luke responded.

I latched on to his arm as he led the way to a row of machine weights. He leaned over and I watched him closely as he adjusted the weight and sat down. “So, what you are going to do is bring your arms together in a slow, controlled movement. Like this,” he said, demonstrating the movement. I watched the muscles swell from under his shirt. With each squeeze, they tensed and it teased me. I told myself to take things slow, but my body was humming with desire. I was dying to touch him, feel him, run my hands all over his body.

Something I had never done before.

Something I wanted to do. 

“Then, release it back into position slowly.” He smiled at me with soft, pillowy lips.

“Okay,” I responded, though I wasn’t paying much attention. My head spun as a beckoning call simmered inside of me, urging me to take action. Grabbing his face between my hands, I pressed my lips to his. I thrust my tongue into his mouth, eager to taste him, and released all of the endorphins that had built up over time.

In one swift movement, he pushed me away. “Lexi, what are you doing?” He wiped his lips with the back of his hand, removing my taste from him, as though he didn’t want any trace of me on him. 

My heart sank.

Why didn’t he want me?

“Sorry, I just… I couldn’t resist you.” I bit back the tears, refusing to cry. Maybe that was what I needed to do. Cry and beg him to take me. Prove that we weren’t making the wrong decision. 

Was it a crime for our tongues to cross? Did he not find me attractive? 

I noticed the other girls in the gym. My lanky body couldn’t compete with their curvy legs and perfect bubble butts. Dressed in their skin-tight yoga pants and push-up exercise bras, I looked like a homeless person in baggy sweats and a worn out PHU T-shirt. No wonder he didn’t want me. I was nothing compared to these girls. Instead of crying and begging for his forgiveness, I let the wrong emotion take over. 

Anger.

“You need to control yourself. We are in public.” He looked around, ensuring no one was paying attention to us.

“Let them watch,” I said boldly, testing my limits. “You’re my fiancé. If I want to kiss you, I will.” I had been patient, respecting his wishes of waiting to have sex until marriage. The least he could do was express how he felt about me, show me how much he loved me.

I needed him to caress me.

Kiss me.

Tease me.

Hell, at least flirt with me.

Do something aside from being kind and respectful. I was tired of waiting for him to take the reins. Unfortunately, my decision to take control failed. I had been deprived my entire life. I had been a good girl for way too long, always doing what my parents asked of me.

Perfect, respectful, honorable Lexi.

I may have landed a damn hot guy, but what did it matter if he resisted showing me his love? 

He ran a hand down his face. “We need to be more respectful—”

“It was just a kiss,” I interrupted, crossing my arms and balling my hands tightly underneath me. I felt the need to defend my actions. To my fiancé. The man I was supposed to marry. The man who was supposed to be my happily ever after. 

He tilted his head to the side. His boyish charm made it difficult to stay mad, but I held my ground. 

“You were sticking your tongue down my throat.”

“And?” I bit back the string of expletive words dying to come out of my mouth.

“That’s not being discrete and it sure isn’t honoring you.”

“Oh, to hell with my honor! I want you to just—”

“Lexi, what’s wrong with you?” He stood up and crossed his arms, as if ready to challenge me. “You’re acting crazy.” 

“No, I’m not.” I stomped my foot.

“Yes, you are,” he sneered. 

I knew I was acting childish and Collin pointing it out only made it worse. “Forget it.” I threw my hands up in the air. “You’re so damn reserved at times… it drives me crazy.” I spun on my heels and headed for the door. 

“Lexi, wait,” he called, but I picked up the pace until I was running. Even though I knew that was the wrong thing to do, I didn’t know how to handle the rejection. I was such a failure. Love really sucked. I thought I could entice Collin. Instead, I only pushed him away.

Hot tears streamed down my face as I ran to Charter Hall. I resisted the urge to turn around to see if Collin was following me, but I had a feeling I was alone. As I ran up the steps, I wiped away the evidence of my pain. After all, I was being stupid. Collin did love me. When it came to expressing his feelings, he just didn’t know how. He was so hung up on honoring me that he failed to realize how much I needed his affection. 

He had to care about me, right?

 Otherwise, why had he asked me to marry him? Confusion clouded my brain and there was only one thing I knew would help.

I passed through the foyer of my dormitory and entered the lounge area. Easing onto the padded bench, I placed my hands on the ivory keys of the large grand piano. I had been playing since I was a child and used it to de-stress on a regular basis. The beautiful sound always relaxed me and I found myself playing for hours at a time. My fingers strummed across the bars, choosing to play, Say Something, a song Delaney had begged me to learn. I had told her it was the most depressing song ever, but it fit my situation perfectly. Recalling the words, I whispered them under my breath. 

The tears reappeared, but I didn’t bother to wipe them away. Big drops fell as I pounded the keyboard, pouring my heart and soul into it. Why was life so painful? Getting married was supposed to be a joyous occasion, not heart wrenching. All the signs were there, I was just avoiding them at all costs. 

If Collin would only love me the way I deserved to be loved. 

“Lexi?” Delaney placed a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

I stopped playing. Unable to look at her, I buried my face in my hands and wept uncontrollably. She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tightly.

“What happened? Collin said you got mad and left.”

“I can’t do this, Delaney,” I mumbled through sobbing gasps.

“Do what? What are you talking about?” She handed me a couple of tissues and I wiped my eyes and nose.

I tried to talk, but the tears wouldn’t stop. Every emotion, every doubt, washed down my cheeks in an uncontrollable stream. 

“Come on. Let’s go.”

She wrapped her arm around my shoulders and led me upstairs to the suite we shared. She sat me on my bed and handed me a bottle of water. I took a few sips, but it didn’t help. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t gain control. These emotions had been tearing me apart on the inside and I had held them back for too long. They wouldn’t be trapped any longer. Pulling my hair to the side, she placed a cool washcloth on the back of my neck.

“Look at me, Lexi.” 

I peeked from behind the wad of tissues. 

“I want you to relax and take a few deep breaths.” She mimicked the action, extending her hands out to the side. I couldn’t help laughing. She must have learned it from her yoga class.

Laughing and crying, I was one hot mess.

“What? What’s so funny?” Confusion tainted her question.

Shaking my head, I leaned against her. “Things are so screwed up between Collin and me.”

She embraced my cheek with her right hand. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Even though we were friends, I had never shared details about our relationship, aside from telling her how wonderful he was and how lucky I was to have him. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that Collin and I were friends, nothing more. Not even friends with benefits.

“Collin refuses to show me any affection.”

With a raised brow, she said, “I’ve noticed he’s not the affectionate type.”

“And it sucks because he won’t have sex with me,” I mumbled.

Her head jerked. “What do you mean? Like tonight or…”

“Ever. Until we’re married,” I clarified.

She grabbed the water bottle from my hand and took a huge gulp. “You mean to tell me y’all have never done it?”

My head fell to my chest. “Nope. We’re virgins.”

“Seriously?”

I nodded, embarrassed to admit why I was crying.

She took a deep breath. “I just thought he was the private type. You know, preferring to keep things between you and him. I figured you two were screwing at his place.”

“Gross.” I cringed and my body shivered. “He lives with my brother and two other guys.”

“So.” She threw her hands up in the air, like it was no big deal. “He has his own room, doesn’t he?”

“Yeah, but my brother would probably tell my parents.”

She threw herself back, hitting the bed. “My God, you are a twenty-year-old woman who’s engaged to be married. Your parents need to get over this, and so does Luke. This isn’t the nineteen-fifties for crying out loud! You two need to test the waters before you say, ‘I do’.”

“Tell me about it,” I sighed.

“And how long have you two been together?”

“Four years.”

“Damn, that’s a long time to wait.” Leaning on her elbows, she said, “Please tell me you two have at least spent the night together somewhere?”

“When was the last time you saw him stay here with me?”

She tapped a finger to her lips. “Uh... come to think of it, never. What about when I’m gone? Speaking of, I’m going to the farm this weekend. It’s my dad’s birthday, so you’ll have the place to yourself.”

Another tear escaped. “It won’t make a difference if you’re gone or not. He refuses to lay next to me, touch me...”

Her mouth fell open for a quick second. “Now that’s extreme. What’s wrong with that boy?”

I shook my head. “His parents are really hardcore when it comes to their beliefs.”

“Their beliefs in what?”

Taking in a deep breath, I explained, “A while back, when I was at their house, I saw this book lying on the kitchen counter. It caught my attention, so I thumbed through it. It was about teaching your kids to not have sex before marriage.”

“Okay.” She leaned in further, waiting for me to tell her more.

“It also promoted homeschooling, keeping your children safe from the outside world, preparing your daughters to be homemakers, and instilling no dating, no kissing, no touching…”

“What the hell? No one can shelter their kids to that extent, unless they are trying to raise a priest or something.”

I stared at the picture of me with my family on my desk. “Well, that’s what my parents have tried to do to me and Luke. That’s why I’m sick of this. I can’t live like this any longer.” It was clear why they wanted me to be a teacher. They had my life completely planned for me and I hated them for that.

“Shit. I just thought your parents were really overprotective.”

“Yeah, me too. I kind of understand where Collin’s coming from when he tells me he has to abide by his father’s wishes and remain a virgin until marriage.”

“Oh, hell no,” she pulled the band out of her hair, “that wouldn’t work for me.”

I sighed. “I know! It’s not working for me either. I need that level of intimacy with him.” 

“I don’t know how you’ve lasted this long.” She worked the tangles out of her hair. “I have to take a test drive. You know… make sure I can shift his gears and ensure he knows how to put the pedal to the metal.” 

“Laney, TMI!”

“Sorry, but if he can’t make me scream, there’s no point.”

“Lalalala.” I placed my hands over my ears. “I can’t hear you.”

She pulled my hands away. “Stop, you’re acting like a child.”

“Well, I don’t want to know how you like it. It was bad enough that I had to hear you the other night.”

“Oh my God, no you didn’t.” Her face turned beet red.

“Yes, I did.” 

“But my room’s on the other side of the living room,” she reasoned, confusion spreading across her face.

“You’re quite loud and these walls are paper thin,” I reminded her.

“Sorry.” Her voice lilted a plea of forgiveness. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but what did you expect? Collin’s a preacher’s son.” She quickly averted, focusing on my dilemma.

I lifted my feet to the bed, resting my chin against my knees. “I know, but aren’t they supposed to be the worst ones?”

“Well, let me put it this way, the ones I knew back home weren’t virgins. I can tell you from first-hand experience.” 

“Oh, Laney, why couldn’t my life have been more like yours?”

She sprung up. “Wait a minute — you have no idea what you’re wishing for. My life was far from good.”

“Yeah, but it beats being kept under lock and key and deprived of enjoying life.”

“Maybe, but…” She popped the band around her wrist a few times. “Never mind. I don’t want to talk about my life right now. This is about you.” Delaney always avoided sharing details about her childhood. All I knew was that her parents had died when she was young. Her pain and hurt was obvious, even after many years.

I let out another big sigh. “I’m just so confused. I don’t know what to do.”

She raised a brow. “What’s your gut telling you to do?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” My throat tightened, refusing to speak the truth.

She continued popping the rubber band and even though it agitated me, I figured it was a way for her to self soothe, so I didn’t say anything. “Don’t stop, keep going. It’s good to get this out in the open.”

“I-I don’t know if I should marry Collin.”

“Whoa!” The rubber band snapped in half, flying in two separate directions. “Are you sure about that?”

Thoughts ravaged my mind. I wasn’t sure of anything at that point. “I don’t know, I just… ugh! I feel like I need something, anything to prove to me that he loves me.”  

“Just because you two haven’t had sex doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you.”

“I know that.” I roughly wiped another stray tear. “But when I’m with him, I don’t feel anything… God, Laney, I feel like we’re just friends. Like our relationship is strictly platonic.”

“Are you attracted to him?”

“Of course I am. He’s good looking and has a damn hot body.”

If only I could see him naked. 

“And tonight, I actually got brave and tried to come on to him, but he pushed me away.”

“Why do you think he did that, aside from not wanting to have sex?”

Delaney always asked the good questions; too bad she never asked herself those questions before doing stuff she later regretted. 

“He claimed that French kissing wasn’t honoring me and we shouldn’t be doing that in public.” I heaved a deep breath. “Why won’t he make out with me? It’s not like the fires of Hell are going to consume him.” I threw my hands up in the air as the frustration released. “I’m his finance, damn it! That has to stand for something, right?”

Delaney nodded, allowing me to vent all my frustrations. “It should. Y’all do that stuff in private, right?”

“No,” I whined.

“What?” The whites of her eyes bulged. “You’re kidding right?”

“I’m telling you, we’ve only shared sweet kisses and held hands. What if things don’t get better once we’re married? What am I supposed to do then? Marriage is a huge step and I… I just don’t know if I’m ready for that.” I squeezed my arms tighter around my body, convincing myself that it was okay to admit the truth. 

“Look,” she sighed, “I’m going to be honest with you. Regardless of staying on home plate, you should both have a strong attraction toward one another and be in love. Like, visibly in love.”

She stared at me, waiting for an answer. I turned my head, averting her questioning gaze. 

“You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”

Nodding, I said, “Well, yeah. I’ve been with him forever.”

“Just because you two have been together for four years doesn’t mean you should get married.”

“I know, but our parents, family, and friends are expecting us to marry.”

“Lexi, that’s not why people get married.” She latched on to both of my arms, forcing me to look at her. “People agree to marry because they are in love and can’t live without each other. Their feelings run deep and in essence have become one. They know that they can’t live without the other. Do you and Collin have that type of love?”

I pressed my lips together. “Sweet pecks and holding hands isn’t enough for me to know.”

“Then you need to ask yourself a very
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