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PLAY SO HARD YOU LEAVE a mark...

Zoe Carr is screwed—not literally, she’s still a virgin—but the university messed up her residence application and now she’s basically homeless.  When her brother finds out, his roommates offer her a spot in their house, rent-free, if she’s willing to keep the house clean. What turns out to be a hot mess is made sweeter when one of the guys offers to give up his room so she’s got her own bedroom.

It’s her brother, so easy-peasy, right? Plus, living with a couple of hot, athletic- guys might help break her out of her shell. It’s got to be win-win.

All is good until the guys go away for a tournament, and she decides that having the house to herself and doing a little self-care won’t do any harm. That is, until  her brother’s best friend walks in. Turns out a captain can get sent home as punishment. 

Now Zoe, nearly naked in the living room with candles burning, might be the hottest thing Ian Harper’s ever seen. And his offer to help Zoe with the self-care might be the one thing she can’t say no to.

Keeping it from her brother... that’s a whole other story.
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Zoe

I checked my phone as I sat in my car outside the building reserved for sophomores and juniors in campus housing. I felt like such a big girl. I wasn’t stuck in the freshmen tower anymore. The email with my room assignment was still not in. Things like this happened. Instead of waiting for the email, I grabbed my backpack and pillow, leaving my suitcase and boxes in the car, and went inside.

“Do you have your ID?” a guy, maybe around my age, asked me.

“Not yet.” I smiled. “I’m just taking my stuff up. I’ll go get it soon.”

“You’re supposed to have an ID.”

I waved my hand around the busy lobby. “Look around. No one has an ID. Do you really think that dude with a beard is going to be living in the dorm?”

“Fine, but we’re enforcing strict security protocols this year.”

I flashed him a smile. “I have a feeling they say that every year.”

I took the stairs up to the fourth floor. Alexis told me she got her email. We were roommates last year and signed up to room together this year as well. I checked the numbers as I walked down the hall. “Four-twelve.” I smiled and knocked on the door.

Alexis told me she was checking in this morning. I got hung up at home trying to find my laptop charger, and then my mom wanted to make sure I had plenty of snacks, and it was just one thing after another.

Alexis opened the door, and I immediately knew there was something wrong. “What?” I asked.

“I tried calling you,” she said.

“I was in traffic and just, well, it’s been a hell of a day,” I sighed.

When she didn’t immediately open the door, I realized there was something wrong. “Alexis?”

“Hi!” A woman about our age showed up behind Alexis.

“Hello.” I nodded and looked at Alexis. “What’s going on?”

“I’ll be back in a minute, Liv,” Alexis said and stepped out, closing the door behind her.

“Alexis, what the hell?”

“There’s been some kind of screw up,” she whispered. “You have to go to the office and see if they can fix this.”

“Fix what?”

“Liv is my roommate,” she said. “I asked this morning when I was picking up the keys, and they said they don’t have you on the list. You’re not in student housing.”

My heart dropped. “What!”

“I’m sorry. You have to fix this. We had such big plans.”

I sighed. “I’ll go talk to them. Hopefully, they can get this straightened out.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I muttered. “I’ll go down there now. I’ll text and let you know.”

I made my way to the student housing office, but as expected, there was a long line of other people that got their rooms screwed up. I was frustrated by the time it was my turn. After going several rounds with one of the unqualified employees, it was determined that my housing payment wasn’t made. Therefore, I didn’t have a room. And of course, the dorms were full before the end of last school year. I was shit out of luck.

I left the office with tears in my eyes. I had no idea what I was going to do. I couldn’t afford an apartment off campus. I went to the bulletin board and scanned it, looking for rooms for rent. That meant I would need to get a job. I wasn’t about to ask my parents for money. They couldn’t afford to pay my rent, their mortgage, and help out my brother, Jack. I was supposed to have my room and board covered.

As if I needed any more screwups under my belt. I couldn’t get my own place and I had a full course load. Getting a job was doable, but it was going to be difficult to keep my grades up. If I didn’t keep my grades up, I would lose my scholarship. I was just going to have to buckle down and make it happen.

I walked back to my car and sat. I watched all the other students with their parents carrying their boxes and suitcases inside. They all had rooms. I was pissed and jealous. I knew I was partly to blame. I should have followed up weeks ago when I didn’t get the email with my room information. I’d made the mistake of assuming it would get handled.

“Dammit.” I furiously wiped the tears from my cheeks. This was not the end of the world.

There was one option. Not a great one, but it beat living in my car or dropping out of school. I was not a girl who could drive over an hour to school every day. I supposed if I had to, I would, but what a drag. I’d be stuck living at home with them constantly asking if I had homework. It would be like being back in high school.

I wanted my freedom. I wanted to stretch my wings and fly. I was already a late bloomer on so many levels. I felt like I’d been stunted. Living with my brother didn’t exactly promise a free-to-be-me lifestyle, but he was going to be busy with his own classes, and it was soccer season.

I bit the bullet and made the decision to show up unannounced. He could reject me in person. I would turn on the waterworks if necessary. Desperate times called for desperate measures. Jack had lived in the same house for the last two years. He and a few guys shared the rent. Yes, it was a total bachelor pad, and I knew he and his buddies liked to party, but I could deal with that. I was willing to deal with just about anything.

The house was about three miles away from campus. As I navigated the packed streets with all the families eager to drop off their young, hopeful college students, I thought about some of the advantages to living with Jack. I had to look for the silver lining. I could get a bike and get to school that way. I had not originally planned on driving so much. That meant gas, which was another expense.

It was beautiful southern California, so a bike made sense. It would mean I would have to leave earlier, which meant getting up earlier, but I could do it. When I pulled to a stop in front of the house, I cringed. Clearly, the boys had had a back-to-school party recently.

Empty beer cans littered the front lawn, along with what looked like a bra hanging off a bush outside the door. As I climbed out of the car, the smell of stale alcohol wafted in the air. The neighborhood was known for parties. I even managed to attend one last year until Jack ushered me out the door in his usual protective brother stance. Most of the houses were rented by college students, which made it a very busy, loud street. 

As I made my way to the front door, I tried to ignore the loud music blaring from inside. I knocked on the door, and after a few moments, it swung open to reveal Jack, shirtless and with a bottle of water in his hand. He looked like shit. Clearly, he was hungover.

“Hey,” he said, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“I... I need a place to stay,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Go to your dorm.”

“Jack, don’t be an idiot,” I muttered and pushed inside the house. 

I nearly puked at the smell of what actually did smell like vomit. More beer cans, takeout food wrappers, several pizza boxes, and cigarette butts were scattered all over the living room floor. It was a complete disaster zone. My car wasn’t looking so bad. I knew boys could be messy, but holy shit, it was gross. Absolutely disgusting.

But I didn’t have an option. I was sure it wasn’t always this bad. It was just the aftermath of a wild party. It would be okay.

“Seriously, can I stay here?”

“Why?” he asked. 

“Because student housing screwed up,” I muttered. “Or I did. I don’t know, but I don’t have a dorm room. I’m on a list, but you know how that goes. I don’t want to drive back and forth home, that will cost a fortune. I can’t afford an apartment or even a room. Do you know how much people are charging just for a room? Not to mention they are strangers. What if I get in a situation with a crazy stalker person?”

Yes, I was appealing to his protective instincts. I had to. I was desperate. Jack wouldn’t leave me hanging. He always took care of me—sometimes, too much. 

He sighed and ran a hand through his messy hair. “Did you tell Mom and Dad?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I don’t want to worry them.”

“Good point.”

“Jack, hopefully it’ll just be for a semester,” I begged. “You know how it is. People drop out or shack up with someone else. I’ll figure out my financial aid.”

“I live with three other guys,” he said. “There are only four bedrooms in this place.”

“I know,” I sighed. “I’ll crash on the couch. You won’t even know I’m here. I’ll study at the library and just come here to sleep.”

He rolled his eyes. “You can’t do that.”

“Yes, I can. What are my other options? I can’t afford to let my grades slip. I’m doing eighteen credits this semester. I am going to be living and breathing school.”

“Why in the hell would you do that?” he asked as if I had committed a crime. 

“Because I want to have a backup plan.” I shrugged. 

“You’re double majoring?”

“No, but just in case something goes awry, I want to be prepared for anything.”

He shook his head again. “You’re such a nerd.”

I smiled because I knew I was wearing him down. “I’ll do all the chores. You guys could obviously use a maid. I clean up and maybe even cook a little. In exchange, I live here free of charge.”

Jack let out a deep sigh and rubbed his face with his hands. “Okay, fine. You can stay here. But you have to promise me that you won’t do anything stupid. And if anything weird happens, you tell me right away. Deal?”

“Deal!” I exclaimed, throwing my arms around him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

He chuckled and hugged me back. “You owe me big time for this, sis.”

“I know, I know. I’ll make it up to you somehow.”

We pulled away from each other, and I grinned at him. “So was it a hell of a party?”

He grinned, flashing that boyish smile I knew the ladies loved. “It was.”

“How does a girl leave a party without her bra?” I asked. 

“Probably the same way she leaves without her panties.”

“Gross,” I groaned. 

He laughed and shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “Where’s your stuff?” he asked. 

“In my car, where it will stay for now. I am not bringing my clothes into this cesspool. This is really nasty, Jack. And what is that smell?”

He looked around. “What smell?”

I leaned in close and sniffed him. “Ew, it’s you. You smell like a bar floor.”

“How many bar floors have you smelled?”

“I turned twenty-one last month.” I smiled. 

“You better not be doing anything stupid,” he warned. 

“Oh, you mean like losing my panties and bra?” I joked. 

“Zoe, don’t even.” He shuddered. “You’re going to be living with a bunch of horny assholes. Don’t be running around here in a towel or booty shorts. I’m not going to have my friends lusting after you in my own home.”

I rolled my eyes. “Where are the garbage bags? And gloves. I need gloves. And then I need Lysol. I’m not sleeping on that couch until it’s been disinfected. It should probably be burned, but whatever, it’s better than this nasty floor.”

“Oh good,” he muttered. “Mom just moved in.”
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Ian

I walked into the house with my half-eaten breakfast burrito and a Gatorade to find a very nice ass pointed my way. A woman was bent over, furiously vacuuming the couch and the floor around it. I didn’t remember hiring a maid. I assumed it must have been one of the holdovers from the night before. The ass didn’t look familiar, so I knew it wasn’t my guest for the night. I thought everyone was cleared out when I left to get sustenance to soak up the alcohol I’d consumed the night before.

She must have been crashed with one of the other guys. I watched her work, eating my burrito and enjoying the show. She was wearing tight yoga pants and a shirt that had moved up her body, revealing a swatch of tanned skin.

“Hey!” Jack walked into the room carrying a garbage bag and wearing a glare. “Quit looking at her ass!”

I shrugged my shoulder. “How could I not?”

The vacuum shut off, and the woman stood. She turned around, and I felt like I got hit in the stomach. With the way Jack was looking at me, I was seconds away from actually getting hit in the stomach.

“Oh!” I looked at Jack and shook my head. “I didn’t know your sister was here.”

Little Zoe was a hottie, and everyone knew it. Even Jack, which was why he made it clear we were not allowed to ogle his little sister. But shit, she was freakin’ hot. She pushed a strand of her dark chestnut hair back from her face. Her cheeks were flushed from the energy she was putting into cleaning the place. Almond-shaped green eyes locked on to mine.

I knew she was hot, but damn, this woman was stunning. Gorgeous. The last time I’d seen her was probably around Christmas last year when she’d brought us a plate of Christmas cookies. She grew up. She was slender and had a tight little body. The yoga pants showed off shapely legs. The shirt was loose enough, but the V-neckline flaunted a hint of cleavage being pushed up in a black bra.

She must have noticed me looking at her tits and quickly adjusted the shirt, hiding the bra and the cleavage, to my disappointment. I dodged a beer can that was thrown my way.

“Knock it off,” Jack growled.

“Sorry.” I wasn’t sorry. “What’s going on?”

“It’s called cleaning,” Zoe shot back. “I’m sure it’s a foreign concept to all of you, but typically, when there is trash, it is put into a trash bag, not left on the floor. When something is spilled, you wipe it up. Honestly, did you all just forget you live in a house? Why not pitch a tent and live in the wild? Animals.”

She stomped away, leaving me very confused. I looked at Jack for a little clarity. “What’s going on?” I asked again.

“Zoe’s dorm situation got screwed up,” he explained. “She’s going to be crashing on the couch for a few weeks if she’s lucky. If not, it might be a few months until she can try and get into a place next semester.”

“You’re letting your sister crash on the couch?” I repeated. “That couch?” I gestured to the used sofa that had seen its fair share of action.

“It’s better than nothing,” He shrugged. “She offered to keep the place clean if we let her stay. Do you have a problem with that?”

“No,” I sputtered. My mind was swimming with about a million reasons why it was a terrible idea, but this was Jack’s house. He was the one that let all of us move in. Who was I to tell him I didn’t like it?

“Good.” He nodded. “We’re just trying to get things cleaned up a bit.”

“You’re really going to have her sleep on the couch?” I asked.

“Yeah, why?”

I couldn’t let that happen. I was raised to respect women, and I wouldn’t feel right sleeping in my room while she was suffering on the couch. Zoe came back into the living room with a bottle of cleaner and a sponge.

“I’ve got a better idea,” I said. “You can take my room for the time being. I’ll sleep on the couch. It’s no big deal.”

Zoe’s eyes widened in apparent horror, and she turned to her brother. Jack looked at me with a suspicious glare. Zoe, though surprised, managed to stammer while shaking her head. “Oh, you really don’t have to do that, Ian. I’m fine. You guys pay rent. I’m cool on the couch—as soon as I completely sanitize the thing.”

I shrugged and smiled at her. “It’s no problem, Zoe. I want you to be comfortable while you’re staying here. It’s cool.”

“Ian, you’re a good guy and all, but don’t think you can try anything with my sister. If you so much as look at her the wrong way, I’ll kill you. You don’t need to play the white knight role. It’s not going to get you any closer to her.”

I laughed at his typical protectiveness. But when I saw the cold, unwavering look in his eyes, I realized he was dead serious. “I promise, I have no ulterior motives. I’m just trying to be a gentleman here. You don’t want her out here by herself at night, do you? This place sees a lot of action coming and going.”

Carlos, aka Carl walked downstairs with his hair sticking up in eighteen different directions. He was wearing a pair of shorts and nothing else. “What’s up?” he asked. “Did I hear the vacuum?”

“Yes, you did,” Jack said. “I was just telling Ian my sister is going to be staying here with us for a while.”

Carl rubbed his chest and only then seemed to realize she was standing there. I was just glad he didn’t scratch his balls. Hell, I was glad he had shorts on. Carl tended to be very bold and often walked around in his briefs. That was all going to come to a stop. “Oh,” he said. “Hi.”

“Hi, Carl.” Zoe smiled. “I was vacuuming because your house is a mess.”

“My sister is off-limits,” Jack said firmly. “If you see Alex, pass it along. If any of you get any ideas, you’re going to have to answer to me.”

Zoe sighed and shook her head. “You do know I’m not a child, right?”

“You do know you’re going to be living in a house full of guys that chase women as often as they chase a soccer ball, right?” Jack shot the question back.

“I’ll pack up my stuff,” I said.

“No, you don’t have to do that.” Zoe smiled.

“You’re moving out?” Carl asked.

“No, I’m letting Zoe have my room. She doesn’t need to be out here on the couch. Ladies need privacy.”

Carl looked thoughtful. “Why don’t you crash in my room?”

“Dammit, Carl!” Jack growled.

“Not her, him,” he replied. “Relax, big boy. I’m just trying to help out. I’ve got the futon. I have the biggest room. It’s cool. It just a couple of weeks, right?”

“More likely months,” Jack clarified.

Carl had the biggest room, but it was also the shortest room. It was a converted attic space with sloping ceilings. A guy could only stand up in the middle of the room. My six-two frame was going to be hunched over. But it was better than the couch.

“That would be cool, thanks,” I said.

“I’m going to shower.” Carl yawned. “If you need help moving stuff, holler.”

“Take clothes,” Jack warned him. “Don’t you dare strut around here in your towel or your underwear. My sister is here. She doesn’t need to see that.”

Zoe grinned. “I don’t know, Jack. I might.”

“Zoe,” Jack warned.

I couldn’t help but smile at her saucy attitude. She knew exactly how to push her brother’s buttons. “I don’t have much in my room,” I told her. “I’ll move what I can. I can put fresh sheets on the bed.”

“I’ll do it,” she offered. “I don’t want to put you out.”

I smiled. “I’ve got it.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll help clean up out here first,” I said. “You shouldn’t have to clean up this mess.”

Jack thrust the trash bag at me. “Start in the kitchen.”

I smirked, knowing he was running interference. Like I was going to jump on his little sister. “Fine.”

We spent the next few hours cleaning the house. Not even the whole house, just the main living spaces. 

As we worked, I couldn’t help but steal glances at Zoe. I tried to focus on cleaning, but my mind kept wandering to her. Jack would kick my ass if he knew the thoughts crossing my mind. 

“I’ll take care of my bedroom,” I said once the rest of the cleaning was done. 

“Which one is it?” Zoe asked. “Can I see it?”

“Sure.” I led her down the narrow hallway. The house was old, built back in the fifties when I was convinced everyone must have been skinny and short. The house was a little cramped for four big guys, but it worked. 

I opened my bedroom door and gestured for her to go in. It was pretty small compared to bedrooms these days, but again, back then, they kept things tight and cozy. 

“It’s clean!” she exclaimed. 

I laughed. “You’re surprised?”

She shook her head, a smile on her face. “No, it’s just... I was expecting something different.”

I raised my eyebrows. “What were you expecting?”

“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “Something... I don’t know. Messy, I guess.”

I chuckled. “Well, I like to keep things tidy.” I walked over to the bed and pulled the sheets off. “Here, let me change these.”

As I worked on the bed, Zoe watched me. I stopped what I was doing. “Everything okay?”

“Fine. I really do appreciate this. I feel guilty for kicking you out of your room.”

“You’re not kicking me out; I volunteered. I don’t mind. Trust me, you don’t want to be on the couch. I don’t know what kind of schedule you keep, but we’re in and out of here all night and day. We have early practice days, or sometimes we don’t get back from a match until two o’clock in the morning. Then there are the parties. You don’t want to be on the couch.”

Zoe smiled at me as I finished making the bed. “Thanks for the warning,” she said. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.” 

The rest of the day was spent moving things around and getting Zoe situated. That night, I went upstairs and crawled onto the futon. I was going to buy a mattress pad. I could feel all the bars. My feet hung over the edge. It wasn’t comfy, but it was better than the couch. 

I closed my eyes and thought about the hot little number downstairs in my bed. I didn’t know why I was so attracted to her, but I was. It was going to be a long couple of months keeping my hands to myself. 

She was a beautiful woman. 

But off limits. Jack would kick my ass if I crossed the line with her. I wouldn’t jeopardize our friendship, especially since he was also my team captain. I loved playing soccer. If Jack found an excuse to get me kicked off the team, I would lose my scholarship. And I had no doubt Jack would stoop that low if he thought I messed with his sister. 

It wasn’t worth the risk. 
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Zoe
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A WEEK OF LIVING IN Jack’s house led me to develop a rather bleak opinion of the male species. “Men are disgusting” had become my mantra, and I had decided that none of Jack and his friends could even be called men; they were absolute pigs. I was certain pigs kept their pens in better shape. 

They were gross. They stank. Their clothes stank. And their cleats—I couldn’t even describe the aroma that came from their soccer cleats. It was incredible. I had some money in my checking account, but between the air fresheners and sanitizing spray and gloves, I was going to be broke within a month.

As the weekend approached, my anxiety level crept steadily upward. Jack and his buddies had grand plans for a party to celebrate the start of the semester. They would throw a party because a day in ended in Y. They didn’t need an actual reason. I understood they were young, and this is what twenty-two-year olds did in their final year of school, but come on. 

I wasn’t exactly a party animal. I knew people thought I was a nerd. I had always been a nerd. I was probably the only girl that graduated high school with her V-card. I just couldn’t imagine getting naked and vulnerable with any of the guys I went to school with. They were all so—immature. I really thought I would have met one last year. I had such grand
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