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            Author’s Note

         
         While I have tried to stay truthful to the realities of college football and college sports in general throughout this book
            when possible, there will be inaccuracies within, both intentional and unintentional. 
         

         
         Please visit my website for full content warnings, as some heavy topics are discussed in this book.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            James

            I’ve just arrived on campus when my phone starts ringing.

            
            My asshole little brothers made their ringtones match, so whenever either one of them calls, vintage Britney Spears blares
               out of the speaker. I’ve got nothing against Britney, obviously, the woman’s a goddess, but nothing about “Baby One More Time”
               screams number one nationally ranked college quarterback.
            

            
            Of course, those fuckers know I don’t know how to change it back to something normal. I may be twenty-one and grew up on my
               phone like everyone else, but technology has never been my strong suit. And I’d rather strangle myself with my jock strap
               than ask either of them to help me with it.
            

            
            And fine, maybe I like it. Just a little. I get out of the car and hum along as I pick up the phone, grateful no one is around.
               It wouldn’t do for McKee University’s new QB to make a first impression as a 2000s pop lover. I have a reputation from Louisiana
               State University to uphold.
            

            
            Cooper’s voice fills my ear, rough and impatient like always, as I walk toward the administrative building. “You here yet?”

            
            “Not near the house. I need to talk to the dean first, remember?”

            
            He makes an agonized noise that sounds akin to a dying animal. “Dude. We’ve been waiting forever. If you don’t hurry up, I’m
               taking the owner’s suite.”
            

            
            “What if I want the owner’s suite?” I hear my other little brother, Sebastian, say in the background.

            
            “That should be for the guy who fucks the most, Sebby,” Coop says. “And you never bring chicks home and James is sworn off
               the V until he’s in the league, so that leaves me.”
            

            
            “Age trumps fuckboy status,” I inform him.

            
            “You’re barely older.”

            
            “Irish twins,” I say with a grin, even though Cooper can’t see me. We’re technically not, since we have about two years between
               us, but our last name’s Callahan and we’re super close, so it’s a joke that’s always stuck around. (Although never in front
               of our mother, who can make balls shrivel up with a single look.) “Right, baby bro?”
            

            
            I pull open the door, flashing the receptionist a smile. On the line, Coop and Seb continue to argue. I have it on good authority
               that my smile makes panties melt away, and this time is no exception. I see the moment the girl—a student worker—flicks her
               gaze down from my face to my groin.
            

            
            “Hey, I gotta go. See you soon.” I hang up before Cooper has a chance to try and keep the conversation going. Despite his
               bluster, I know he won’t pull a move like that without talking to me first. And maybe I will let him have it—he’s right about
               the fact I’m not letting girls into my life right now. Not if I want to win the national championship and get drafted to the
               NFL in the first round.
            

            
            “Hey,” the girl says. “Can I help you?”

            
            “I have an appointment with Dean Lionetti.”

            
            She leans over the appointment book in a way that very obviously lets me see the swell of her tits. She does have a fantastic
               pair of them. Maybe in another universe, I’d ask her out for a drink. Hook up with her. It’s been ages since I’ve seen a pair of tits, much less got to play with them. But that would be the definition of distraction, especially if she turned out to be all drama. 

            
            No distractions. I didn’t come to McKee for any reason except getting my football life back on track . . . and fine, yes,
               to get my degree. Which is why I’m in the Dean of Student Affairs’s office instead of on my new field, scoping out the territory.
            

            
            “Name?” she asks.

            
            “James Callahan.”

            
            Her eyes widen in recognition. Maybe she’s an NFL fan and thinks of my father first. Or maybe she read something about me
               transferring schools. Either way, she looks about ready to climb me like a tree.
            

            
            “Um, you can go on in. She knows you’re coming.”

            
            “Thanks.” I’m proud that I manage to resist winking at her. If I do that, she’ll just find me on campus somehow and insist
               we’re soulmates.
            

            
            I stride down the hallway and into Dean Lionetti’s office, taking stock of the surroundings as I do. I can’t help it; I notice
               everything. I’m used to taking in the other team’s defensive line, looking for subtle shifts in their play calling, figuring
               out where they’re going to try and crush our rush or passing game.
            

            
            Dean Lionetti has a sweet setup. Fancy dark wood desk with a glass case of awards behind it. Books all along one wall, plus
               two velvet-covered chairs in front of the longer part of the desk’s L-shape. Behind the desk sits Dean Lionetti. Her gray
               hair must be natural; it falls at her chin-line in a severe bob. Her eyes are slate gray too, and her ’80s-style power suit?
               You guessed it, gray. She stands when she sees me, holding out her hand for a shake.
            

            
            “Mr. Callahan.”

            
            “Hey,” I say, then wince internally. Not that I seek this out, but usually people—women especially—are a bit warmer to me when they meet me. My mom calls it the Callahan charm, and it’s foolproof . . . except for now. Dean Lionetti is looking at me like she can’t believe I’m standing in her office. She must have some sort of immunity to all things dimples, because her gaze only sharpens as I take a seat. 

            
            “Thank you for coming in on short notice to talk,” she says. “I have some updates about your classes this semester.”

            
            “Are there any problems?”

            
            I only have a couple of major requirements left to fulfill in my senior year. My major is mathematics, so most of the classes
               I take deal in numbers alone, but I have space for an elective or two. This semester I signed up for marine biology, which
               is apparently easy and involves no essays, thank fuck. According to Seb, the professor is ancient and spends most of class
               showing National Geographic documentaries.
            

            
            Dean Lionetti raises a gray eyebrow. “There is an issue with your writing class.”

            
            Fuck. I have a lot of regrets about last year and letting myself fall off the wagon with schoolwork is a major one. I’m terrible
               at writing, but it’s still pathetic that I failed a writing class as a junior that I was supposed to take and pass freshman
               year anyway.
            

            
            “I thought everything transferred.”

            
            “Primarily, yes. But when we reviewed your records more closely, it revealed that you failed the required writing course the
               first time around. Perhaps at your old university they made concessions for athletes”—she says athletes like we’re all a fungal disease—“but here, we hold everyone to the same academic standards. The professor was kind enough
               to open a spot in his class, which you will retake this semester since it’s only offered in the fall.”
            

            
            I feel that marine bio class slipping away by the second. Dean Lionetti’s tone makes it clear she thinks I’m dumber than a sack of rocks. She probably feels the same about all athletes. Which is total bullshit. What happened last fall was the anomaly; I’ve worked hard for my degree. As Dad constantly reminds us, our athletic careers will only last so long. Even if I have a successful NFL career—which I fully intend—most of my life will take place after I retire. 

            
            “I see,” I bite out.

            
            “I’ve updated your schedule accordingly—the class will take your elective spot. If you have any questions, please take it
               up with my office or the registrar.”
            

            
            She stands. She’s dismissing me without a discussion.

            
            I swallow down my embarrassment, although my ears feel hot.

            
            Welcome to McKee University.

            
            I take a deep breath and remind myself why I’m here. Degree, then the NFL.

            
            I just have to find a way to get through this class first.

            
            *  *  *

            When I arrive at the house, Seb is sitting cross-legged on the floor, untangling a ball of wires. I give him a wave as I set
               my keys down on the foyer table, then look around the den. Aside from Seb and his mess, there’s not much going on yet, just
               an L-shaped leather couch, a coffee table, and a TV mounted on the wall. When we decided to rent this place for the year,
               seeing as all three of us would be at the same university, the listing said it wasn’t furnished. I have a sneaking suspicion
               about who made this happen.
            

            
            “Sandra sent it all,” Seb says, gesturing around the room with the ball of wires. “The delivery guys set it up like this,
               but we could move it if we need to.”
            

            
            Mom works scary-fast. I’m sure that the moment she heard her boys, the two she carried and the one she adopted, were sharing a house together, she went to Pottery Barn. Lucky for us she has nice taste. 

            
            There’s a crash overhead, and we both glance up with a wince.

            
            “He’s doing some redecorating,” Seb says. “How was the meeting?”

            
            I wander into the kitchen. I doubt the fridge is stocked yet, but a guy can hope there’s at least beer. I don’t drink much
               during the season, but technically we still have a couple days before everything gets in full swing. Lo and behold, there’s
               a six-pack sitting on one of the shelves next to a container of pineapple and a carton of eggs, and for some reason, a little
               jar of horseradish.
            

            
            Seb appears in the doorway as I bring the heel of my hand down on the bottle cap to loosen it. It comes off with a pop. I
               take a long pull, and I must look as pissed as I feel, because Seb’s brow knits together.
            

            
            “What happened?”

            
            “The dean decided to fuck me, that’s what happened. She’s making me retake that writing class.”

            
            “That sounds dumb.”

            
            “It is dumb,” I grumble. “But they looked at my transcripts and saw I failed it at LSU. Back when . . .”

            
            “Yeah,” Seb says. “I know.”

            
            A twang of hurt runs through me. Last year was a disaster for many reasons, but I miss Sara anyway. I take another sip of
               my beer, looking around the room. There’s a big dining room table, which reminds me of our home in Port Washington, and the
               kitchen isn’t half bad. Plenty of space to cook some meals like the athletic trainers suggest. There’s a door to the backyard,
               which has a firepit and a couple of Adirondack chairs set up around it. And once Seb has the den set up, we should be able
               to play some sweet games.
            

            
            “This is nice,” I say.

            
            “Yeah,” he says. “So, what did you say?”

            
            “I mean, I couldn’t argue it. I did fail the class.”

            
            “But it’s your senior year. You came here to play football.”

            
            “And graduate.”

            
            Seb sighs. “Yeah. There’s that.”

            
            My parents are amazingly supportive of my football ambitions, in part because Dad played. He knows the grind better than anyone.
               It was his dream at first, that one of his boys would follow in his footsteps, but it became mine too long ago. Without a
               shot at playing in the league, my life would feel incomplete. End of story. But we’ve been taught that education is important
               too, so as much as I’m focused on football, I know I need to get my degree. As talented as Cooper is at hockey, Dad didn’t
               even let him enter the NHL draft because he was afraid that he’d leave college for the league and never graduate. Following
               Seb’s dad’s wishes, he entered the MLB draft after high school, but in the end, he committed to playing at McKee and re-entering
               the draft when he’s eligible after junior year. “You can’t ask your new coach to intervene? He practically stole you from
               LSU, he wants you here.”
            

            
            “And be the entitled athlete the dean thinks I am?”

            
            Seb shrugs, running his fingers through the mop of blond hair on his head. “Maybe you won’t fail this time. Maybe it’ll be
               easier. Or you’ll just know more since you’ve been taking college classes for a while now.” He grimaces as we hear another
               crash from upstairs. “And there’s always Cooper.”
            

            
            “The last time I asked him for help with school, I almost stabbed him. He’s impossible.”

            
            “With a pen.”

            
            “I stand by my actions. It was an attempted stabbing and I’m not sorry.”

            
            Seb sighs. “Well, maybe someone else can tutor you. You can’t fail this.”

            
            “No.” I finish the beer in a few gulps and set it in the sink. The panicky feeling I’ve been fighting since the dean’s is
               threatening to make a reappearance. I’m not good at writing. Never have been. Throwing a wrench this big into the year that’s
               supposed to catapult me into a starting quarterback position is almost as bad as an injury. But an injury I could play through.
               Grit it out through the season. This? This is out of my depth.
            

            
            Coop saunters into the kitchen, sweaty and wiping his face with his T-shirt. “Finally got the desk put together. Only took
               four fucking hours.”
            

            
            “Aw, look at you,” Seb says sweetly. “Waylaid by a crappy desk.”

            
            He flips Seb the bird without wasting a beat. “So, I have a proposition.”

            
            He stops as he takes in our expressions. Whatever he’s thinking, it probably involves a party, and I don’t know if I have
               the energy for that right now.
            

            
            Instead of launching into his speech, his eyes narrow. “Okay, who are we fighting?”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Bex

            One of the benefits of being a senior in college is first dibs on the dorms, which is how Laura and I got this awesome two-bedroom
               suite. Kitchenette, living area, private bathroom, bedrooms that aren’t closets . . . it’s almost enough to make a girl forget
               that when this year is over, she’ll be back to living over the family diner and spending her days wading through small business
               hell.
            

            
            It’s me. I’m the girl.

            
            But currently I’m on the couch, arm dangling almost to the floor, sandals precariously close to falling off. My shift at the
               Purple Kettle, the on-campus coffee shop, ended a little while ago, and after being on my feet for the stampede of students
               back for the semester and ready to arm themselves with lattes and cold brew, I’m beat. I’d prefer to be in bed, but Laura
               insisted on a fashion show. Apparently, the lighting is better in the living room.
            

            
            “Oh, and I got this cute mini dress,” she calls from her bedroom. “I was thinking about it for tonight.”

            
            “What’s tonight?” I say. I already sort of know the answer, because it has to be a party, but the question is where. A frat?
               Sorority? Frat-slash-sorority? An off-campus house that’s full of frat bros anyway?
            

            
            “A party!” Laura crows as she comes out of her room. She’s in high heels that show off her tanned legs to perfection, and her little black dress clings to her curves like tape. For some reason, she has on devil ears and is carrying a little pitchfork. “And before you say you’re not coming, you’re coming.” 

            
            Sometimes I think about the fact we’re best friends and . . . it doesn’t stun me, exactly, but it does leave me wondering.
               Laura is smart as hell, don’t get me wrong, but college has been a series of social functions for her, and as for me, when
               I’m not working on school or at the Purple Kettle, I’m at Abby’s Place, putting out fires and generally trying to contain
               the chaos. Laura’s father is a fancy lawyer, and her mom is an equally fancy doctor, and she spent half the summer in Italy
               and the other half in St. Barts. I spent it nursing a broken heart, arguing with suppliers, and slinging hash browns for locals.
            

            
            I love her, but our lives are totally different. She’s been at McKee since freshman year, and this is only my second since
               I transferred in as a junior. Two years at McKee instead of the local community college is the absolute maximum amount of
               time I can be away from the business, sort of, and the money is the amount of loans, while still astronomical, that I feel
               comfortable taking out. Maybe one day I’ll do something with this business degree and the portfolio of photography that quietly
               keeps growing, but for now, the plan is the same as ever. Home. Diner. Take over the business so my mother can quit pretending
               she’s well enough to do it herself.
            

            
            She hasn’t been anywhere near that since the moment Dad walked out of our lives.

            
            “Earth to Bex,” Laura says. “Do you like it?”

            
            She’s holding out a dress, a shimmery white thing with a thigh slit and a plunging neckline.

            
            “For me?”

            
            “Yeah!” she says. “And don’t worry, I got you angel wings and a halo.”

            
            “Um . . . why?”

            
            “Because the party theme is Angels and Demons,” she says. “Were you even listening?”

            
            I scrub at my face with my palm. “No,” I admit. “Sorry. I’m exhausted.”

            
            Her shoulders droop. “You told me you wanted to have more of a social life this year.”

            
            “A social life, not a spin as a Victoria’s Secret model.”

            
            She rolls her eyes. “Just try it on. It’ll look gorgeous on you and make your tits look fabulous. All the boys will drool
               over you.”
            

            
            I take the dress, knowing from experience that she won’t drop it until I at least try it on. I have a different white dress
               in my closet that will have to do for this party. “And why do I want that?”
            

            
            “Because you need to show everyone you’ve moved on from Darryl! It’s perfect. Find some sexy guy to grind up against! Get
               drunk! Just try and enjoy yourself, Bex, please.”
            

            
            I did tell her, during one of our many FaceTime sessions over the summer, that I wanted to try having a social life before
               I effectively shut that down by moving back home. I don’t think I’m capable of having a boyfriend again, but she’s right,
               I could try to hook up with someone. It’s been a long, lonely summer. I got plenty sweaty, but never for fun reasons.
            

            
            I’ve never been a hookup sort of person, but there’s a first time for everything, right?

            
            “I’ll try it on,” I say as I stand.

            
            She squeals, clapping her hands together.

            
            “But I’m not promising I’m wearing it. Or that I’m going to the party.”

            
            She just smiles serenely. “Don’t forget the halo.”

            
            As I shimmy into the dress in my room—and Laura was totally right, my boobs look amazing—I can’t push away the part of me, however petty, that hopes Darryl is there tonight. Maybe Laura’s right. If he sees me dancing with someone else, he’ll get the message that we’re over. It’s not like anything else I’ve done has worked, even though he’s the one who cheated. 

            
            As if on cue, my phone screen lights up. Darryl again. I can’t believe that at one point in time I thought this was sweet.
               Supportive.
            

            
            Now he makes me want to claw my hair out.

            
            
               
                  
                     You’re coming tonight, right? I miss my angel.

                  

               

            
            For some reason, the most annoying part about the message is the way he knows I’m dressing up as an angel. I’ll never be the
               devil, and maybe that’s part of the problem. He doesn’t believe we’re truly over because he’s used to getting exactly what
               he wants and I’m not forceful enough to get it through his thick skull that we’re not a couple anymore. Just because he’s
               an arrogant football player who believes he’s going to marry his college girlfriend and have her follow him around his whole
               career like half the men in the NFL . . .
            

            
            I put on the wings, looking at myself in the mirror over my bedroom door with a frown. They look ridiculous, big and fluffy
               and not something I’d normally want to wear in front of other people. I grab the halo and put it on too. Somehow, it ties
               everything together. With some winged eyeliner and matte lipstick for edge?
            

            
            Darryl will be drawn to me like a moth to a lantern. But hopefully other guys will too.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            James

            I tug at my collar as I follow my brothers up the drive to the frat house. Every lamp in the house must be on because light
               is spilling out like a jack-o-lantern, and I swear I can feel the bass of the music under my feet. As Cooper puts his hand
               on the door handle, about to pull it open, I stop him. I take a deep breath as I continue to adjust my collar.
            

            
            I’ve had a lot of teammates over the years. It’s important to start off on the right foot, especially with the leaders of
               each group of players. I met most of them through the minicamp earlier this month, but that was formal. Work. They all knew
               where I came from and what I’ve accomplished, so we put our heads down and got started on season prep. But a social situation
               like this? That matters more. They might follow my calls on the field because they want to play a good game of football, but
               for me to actually get to know them and earn their trust, we have to connect socially. I have to get to know each of them,
               both as individuals and in connection to the team. What are they studying? Who’s going to join me in the league next season
               and who has other post-graduation plans? Who’s a rookie, who’s coming off an injury, who has a partner I need to remember
               the name of? I know I can prove myself to them on the field, I’ve been doing that my entire life, but this is a make-or-break
               moment. I don’t do many parties during the season, so this is it.
            

            
            And right now, I feel like an ass in my suit.

            
            “We look like a couple of mafia dons,” I say. “Are you sure this is the theme?”

            
            If I go in there in a black suit with a black silk button-down, the top buttons undone and my hair slicked back, and everyone
               else is in shorts and t-shirts, I will murder my brother. He even convinced me to wear the gold chain I usually only bring
               out for special occasions. The one consolation I have is that he looks just as ridiculous.
            

            
            Coop runs his hand through his hair and hits me with a grin. I have no idea how he manages that shaggy mess. He uses his status
               as McKee’s star defenseman to get away with pretty much everything. “You look good, I promise. What’s more devilish than a
               bunch of hitmen for the mob?”
            

            
            “He’s not lying,” Seb says as he adjusts the heavy watch on his wrist. That clunker looks straight out of the ’80s. “It is
               themed, like every other party this frat throws. It’s mostly to get the girls to dress as skimpily as possible.”
            

            
            Coop claps Seb on the back. “And I for one am ready for some eye candy. Can we go in? Or do you need another moment to angst?”

            
            I stand up straighter. “No, let’s go.”

            
            As the door swings open, I’m hit by a wall of sound. There are people everywhere—and fortunately everyone is dressed as stupidly
               as we are. Beer pong, a dance floor, strip poker, a bunch of couples making out, a threesome getting going in the corner . . .
               seems standard, as far as frat parties go.
            

            
            A bunch of dudes who must be from the baseball team wave to Seb, who heads over to the beer pong match. A girl wearing the tiniest skirt I’ve ever seen makes eyes at Cooper, who is more than happy to follow her onto the dance floor. If I had to bet, she’s a puck bunny who came to this party hoping to hook up with him specifically. Which leaves me standing in the doorway, scanning for anyone I know from the football team. 

            
            The hair on the back of my neck prickles when I realize someone is staring.

            
            Fuck, she’s pretty. An angel in white, complete with feathery wings and a golden halo. She’s leaning against the far wall,
               watching the mob of dancers, a red solo cup dangling from one delicate hand. Her hair, a strawberry blonde, falls in waves
               around her face, framing big, dark eyes. Her heels make her legs look long and supple. I almost take a step forward, magnetized
               by the way she’s looking at me, but then I hear my name.
            

            
            I turn to look for the source of the voice, and out of the corner of my eye, I see the girl shift and head for the dance floor.

            
            “Callahan,” the voice says again. I recognize it now; it belongs to Bo Sanders, one of the offensive tackles and a fellow
               senior heading into the league come fall. He’s so tall he practically towers over the rest of the partygoers. Case in point:
               I’m six foot two, and I have to look up to meet his eyes. I can’t wait until he’s fucking squashing the opponents’ defensive
               lines. With him in my corner, I’ll have days to make my passes.
            

            
            When he reaches me, he presses a beer into my hand and claps me on the back. “Nice to see you, man.”

            
            “Sanders,” I say, clapping him back. “Fuck, you’re rocking the suit better than half the boys here.”

            
            He’s in a deep red suit, complete with a handkerchief folded into his pocket. The color looks great against his deep brown
               complexion.
            

            
            “This is my pregame fit,” he says. “Prime time, baby.”

            
            “Forget pregame, you look draft ready. Everyone else here?”

            
            “We’re in the next room playing poker.”

            
            I groan. “Not strip, I hope.”

            
            “Like you have anything to worry about,” he practically shouts over his shoulder as I follow him through the crowd. The music
               is thrumming inside me, loosening me up.
            

            
            I’d like to say I’m beyond noticing every look we get, but I’m not there yet. It comes with the territory, being the number
               one ranked college quarterback in the country, not to mention the fact I’m good-looking. Most everyone knows my face and my
               skillset. And the female attention isn’t something to complain about. As we squeeze by a large group, a girl sticks a scrap
               of paper with what must be her number on it into my waistband.
            

            
            Tempting, but the bigger part of me wants to go back to the dance floor, find that little strawberry-blonde angel, and ask
               her for a dance.
            

            
            “Callahan!” someone else practically roars as Sanders nudges me forward. I recognize most of the guys in the room, which sets
               me at ease. There’s our kicker Mike Jones, and Demarius Johnson, one of the best receivers in the college game. Darryl Lemieux,
               another key receiver in my weapon arsenal. Jackson Vetch, the rookie who will be my backup QB.
            

            
            Not that I’m planning on giving him a minute of gametime. He can take over next year when I’m in the NFL.

            
            I settle down next to Darryl on the couch. He’s part of the poker game, but he’s not paying attention; he’s grouching about
               his girlfriend. Or wait—ex-girlfriend?
            

            
            “You can’t help if she doesn’t want to be with your ugly ass anymore,” Sanders says, which earns a laugh from the rest of
               the guys. I agree; what’s the point in pining over someone who doesn’t want you anymore?
            

            
            But Darryl is my new teammate, which means I’m on his side.

            
            “I’m sure she’ll come around and realize what she’s missing,” I say, clapping him on the shoulder. “Don’t even worry about it.” I take a long sip of beer, relishing in the crispness. Even if everyone else gets shitfaced, this is the one drink I’m allowing myself tonight. 

            
            “You know what?” Darryl says. “Fuck her. She’s no better than any of the other girls I’ve had.”

            
            “Her tits are nice,” says Fletch, one of the D-men.

            
            “She was stuck-up,” Darryl declares. “Always so fucking busy. It’s like she left me no choice but to look elsewhere.”

            
            I hide my displeasure behind another sip. I don’t want to rock the boat, being the new guy here, but assholes like him raise
               my hackles. Bo catches my eye and shakes his head slightly.
            

            
            Okay, so there’s something deeper at play here. I take the cue to back off. “Anyone going to cut me in?”

            
            Darryl grabs the deck of cards and shuffles them sloppily. “She’s a stubborn whore bitch, Fletch. You don’t want to fuck with
               that.”
            

            
            Shit. We’re doing this.

            
            “Hey,” I say. The edge of seriousness in my tone must be evident, because Fletch freezes halfway to reaching for his beer,
               and Demarius looks up from his phone. “I don’t know what things were like around here before me, but on my team, we respect
               women.”
            

            
            Darryl opens his mouth. I put up my hand to stop whatever stupid shit he’s going to say next.

            
            “Even if she’s your ex and you think she did you wrong.” I look him right in the eyes. “You got that?”

            
            Darryl glances around the group, rolling his eyes. “Got what, exactly?”

            
            “Need me to repeat myself?” I set my beer down, deliberately slow, and lean back in my seat. “You should know I don’t like
               saying the same thing twice.”
            

            
            Darryl stands. His shoulders are set, his fair face flushed with anger. On the field, I’m going to have to watch to make sure our competitors don’t bait him with the wrong taunt. He’ll draw penalties with a temper like this. “You got something to say to me, you tell me to my face. Don’t tip-toe around, Callahan, it’s not cute.” 

            
            I stand too. Maybe it’s dumb, but I’m pleased I have at least two inches on the guy. I lean in close, until we’re almost touching.
               “Fine. Call a girl—any girl—a name like whore or bitch again, and I’ll fuck you up.”
            

            
            He scoffs. “Like you’d fight me.”

            
            “I won’t fight you.” I look around at our teammates, who are hanging on every word of this interaction like we’re WWE heavyweights
               in the spotlight. “But I won’t throw to you.”
            

            
            The threat practically echoes around the room. Sure, I won’t punch him, even if he deserves it. But if I make him invisible
               on the field? That’s worse than being sidelined. Darryl knows it, I know it, and so does every guy in this room.
            

            
            “Oh shit,” Demarius says. “He’s serious.”

            
            “You can’t do that,” Darryl says. “I’m one of the best receivers on this team. You need me.”

            
            “You think I can’t?” I tilt my head to the side. “Why do you think Coach recruited me? To be a good little soldier or to be
               a fucking leader?”
            

            
            Darryl’s mouth snaps shut.

            
            I glance around at the rest of the boys. “What do you think? Why am I spending senior year here?”

            
            “To win us a fucking national championship,” Bo says.

            
            “Yeah,” says Fletch. “National champs or bust.”

            
            I snap my fingers as I point over to him. “Exactly. And if you want that, you play by my rules. You got that?”

            
            My demand hangs in the air for a long moment. I can hear the music in the background, thumping the beat into the walls. This is the make-or-break moment. Not what I expected it to be, but here it is, and if I don’t get the boys on board now, this season is going to be hell. 

            
            Then Bo says, “Hell yeah,” and everyone else is nodding and voicing their assent. Someone claps my shoulder, but I don’t tear
               my gaze away from Darryl, who is looking very much like he wishes he could take a swing at me.
            

            
            “Got it,” he says finally. He shoulders past me roughly, heading out of the room.

            
            Christ, I feel bad for the girl that had the misfortune of dating him.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Bex

            I stand in the corner, watching as Laura dances with her boyfriend, Barry. They’re in the honeymoon stage again after yet
               another “maybe we’re done” conversation, and honestly, there’s a real possibility of frottage happening in front of half the
               party. As it is, they’re grinding and making out like they can’t see the other dancers, the spirted beer pong game taking
               place across the dance floor, or the game of strip poker spilling over from the next room.
            

            
            I’m about three seconds from ripping off my stupid halo and bolting out into the humid August night.

            
            Darryl arrived a while ago, accompanied by half of McKee’s football team. He didn’t spot me; fortunately, I was in the corner,
               chatting with some of the girls I’m friends with through Laura. But even though he made his way further into the house, into
               one of the other rooms filled to the brim, I can feel his presence.
            

            
            Last year, feeling his closeness, even when we weren’t right by each other, was one of the best parts of dating. I could look
               across the room and find his eyes on me, even when he was talking to his friends. Whenever I went to one of his games, there
               would be a moment where he looked back into the stands, somehow found me, and winked.
            

            
            His attention set my skin on fire in a good way. Now? My skin is still on fire, but out of annoyance and embarrassment.

            
            I shouldn’t have come tonight.

            
            I don’t know which is worse, dreading the moment his drunken ass will try to sweet-talk me back into bed, or seeing him accept
               the flirtations of some football groupie sorority pledge. I know better than anyone how weak he is for a girl who promises
               him she’s his biggest fan.
            

            
            Across the room, the front door opens and three guys dressed in black suits walk in. Two of them have dark hair; the third’s
               is blond. He heads into the party right away, and soon one of the dark-haired ones, the one with the beard and a roguish grin,
               heads to the dance floor with a girl. That leaves the third guy. The one who has my attention. Unlike the guy I’m assuming
               is his brother, he doesn’t have a beard. I can’t stop staring at his perfect jawline, the way his thick hair curls over his
               forehead. He’s tall and obviously built, and the way he looks around . . . it’s like he notices every detail.
            

            
            Including me.

            
            I swallow, trying to act casual as I feel his gaze on me. Then Bo Sanders, one of Darryl’s teammates, goes over to say hi
               to him. Is he a football guy, then? He must be new, since I don’t recognize him, and I spent a lot of time with the team last
               season.
            

            
            I down the rest of my warm beer and make my way through the dance floor. Someone stomps on my foot, which knocks me back into
               Laura. She giggles, gripping me in a tight hug. “Bex! Aren’t you having the best time!”
            

            
            Barry presses another drink into my hands. “It’s cold!” he shouts unnecessarily.

            
            This beer is blessedly less lukewarm, so I take a gulp. Laura kisses me on the cheek, her arms still wrapped around me, swaying
               us in a circle. I can smell her signature orange blossom perfume along with the beer on her breath.
            

            
            “Hey,” I say. “I’m going to head out.”

            
            Her lips, still somehow perfectly black with matte lipstick, curve into a pout. “What? No way! We’re just getting started!”

            
            “Darryl’s here.”

            
            “Darryl?” she says loudly. “Where?”

            
            My stomach pinches in on itself. I pull her away from the dance floor, back into the shadows. “Stop, you’ll summon him.”

            
            She roots her feet in place and refuses to go another step. Even though she’s tipsy, her eyes are clear as she looks at me.
               “Bex, it’s okay. Don’t tip-toe around him, show him you’re fine.”
            

            
            My voice cracks as I respond. “But what if I’m not?”

            
            The pain in my words must register to Laura because she throws Barry an apologetic look and drags me off. We go upstairs,
               past a few different couples in various states of hooking up, and stop in front of one of the doors. Laura pounds on it. Someone
               shouts at us to go away, but she just jiggles the handle until it swings open, revealing a shirtless dude pulling up his pants
               and a girl adjusting her braless, backless dress.
            

            
            “What is your problem?” she shrieks.

            
            “Out!” Laura says with such ferocity they don’t argue. She pulls me inside and makes me sit down on the edge of the tub, locking
               the door and leaning against it. She blows the hair out of her eyes and takes a deep breath.
            

            
            “Do you want to get back together with him?” she says.

            
            “No,” I say immediately.

            
            “Do you still love him?”

            
            “God no.”

            
            “Good. Because he’s a jerk. Hooking up with random cleat-chasing chicks.”

            
            I grimace. Last spring, I stumbled upon all the sexting, and then the story of his side pieces unraveled, and that had been the last blow in a rapidly unwinding relationship. I met Darryl at a party like this my first semester at McKee, and the prospect of having a real boyfriend for the first time since high school was too tempting to resist. During the football season, it was easy to be with him; he was so busy that he didn’t mind me being busy as well, as long as I went to all the home games. But after the season imploded and the spring semester rolled around, he became clingy, overprotective, and downright annoying—while at the same time cheating on me with a couple of football groupies. 

            
            Despite me making it clear that I wanted to break up, he spent the summer texting and calling like he thought there was a
               chance I’d change my mind. Darryl Lemieux is not used to being told no, especially by women.
            

            
            Now all the distance I built up over the summer, with him being home in Massachusetts and me still in New York, has vanished
               in one night, at one crummy party.
            

            
            “I know,” I say. “I’m not . . . I’m just dreading it, you know? He’s going to try to rekindle things, and when he realizes
               I can’t do that, he’ll act like a baby. That’s what he did the entire time we were together. Someone doesn’t give him what
               he wants, he complains. It’s like he thinks that just because he can catch a stupid football, he’s some sort of god.”
            

            
            Laura sits down next to me on the edge of the tub. She glances back and makes a face. “Ugh. Someone needs to clean this bathroom,
               it’s nasty. Nice showerhead though.”
            

            
            I laugh weakly. “Not regretting living with me instead of here, are you?”

            
            “Definitely not. Like I’d choose having to guard my hair iron from vultures instead of living with my bestie.”

            
            I knock our shoulders together. “I’ll go home. Have fun with Barry.”

            
            She frowns. “Are you sure you want to take a cab back alone? It’ll be expensive.”

            
            “I’ll figure it out,” I say, even though inside I curse, because she’s right. An overpriced cab, even only going back to the
               dorms about fifteen minutes away, will pretty much negate what I made from my shift at the Purple Kettle. On the way here,
               I was fortunate enough to tag along in the rideshare Barry paid for.
            

            
            “Okay,” she says, pulling me into a hug. “But call me once you get back to the suite. And maybe go around the back.”

            
            I kiss her cheek and disentangle myself. Winding my way through the crowds, I head to the back room, where there’s an exit
               to the patio.
            

            
            “Bex.”

            
            Like an idiot, I turn—and almost smack right into Darryl.

            
            “Hey,” he says, steadying me with his hands on my shoulders. He squeezes before stepping back. “Finally, I thought maybe you
               wouldn’t show. What’re you drinking, baby?”
            

            
            I close my eyes briefly. The urge to flee is right there, pushing down on me, but I force myself to stay put. “I . . .”

            
            “I know,” he says, snapping his fingers. “Vodka soda.”

            
            That’s not even remotely right—if I’m drinking something other than beer or wine, it’s usually a rum and coke. I try to sidestep
               him, but he wraps his arm around my waist. He strokes the neckline of my dress, his fingers brushing my skin.
            

            
            I grit my teeth. “Darryl.”

            
            “I knew you’d come back around,” he says. “You’re so pretty, baby. So glad you came tonight for me.”

            
            I push his hand away. “I didn’t.”

            
            Out of the corner of my eye, I see him. The guy from before. He has a frown on his face. He takes a step forward.

            
            “I’m here for him, actually.”

            
            I don’t know what possesses me, but I shake myself free of Darryl and walk over, reach up to put my arms around this stranger’s neck . . . and kiss him. 

            
            On the lips.

            
            Holy hell, this is a good kiss.

            
            Maybe I caught him by surprise, but he’s kissing back, his arms coming around my waist to squeeze me, his warm body pressed
               right against mine. He deepens the kiss, his tongue darting out to drag over the seam of my lips, and I open for him, let
               him kiss me until I’m breathless and overheated. He smells woodsy, like his cologne has hints of pine in it, and those hands . . .
               they’re big and set low on my body, almost brushing my ass. After half a second’s breath, I kiss him again. Intending it to
               be a goodbye. To run away. But he tightens his grip, plundering my mouth with his as he steals my very breath.
            

            
            This one kiss—from a stranger—is better than any kiss I shared with Darryl. He’s ridiculously good at this, kissing like it’s
               his job. I could happily stay here the whole night, offering my mouth to his.
            

            
            He shifts a little, bending down to murmur against my ear, “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

            
            The spell shatters. Maybe Laura wants me to be the sort of person who can handle a hookup, but I can’t. I’m not built for
               it. And I’m not letting myself get drawn into another destined-for-doom relationship, even if he kisses like sin and smells
               like a goddamn forest. I step back, untangling myself from him. My body immediately misses his touch. I feel cold, even in
               this crowded room. The music is still pounding, but I can barely hear it.
            

            
            I turn on my heel and make a beeline for the door.

            
            “Wait,” I hear the guy say at the same time Darryl calls my name.

            
            Shit. What the hell did I just do?
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         
            Bex

            I can’t believe that out of every person I could have kissed, I chose McKee’s new quarterback.

            
            The so-called savior of our football program.

            
            Darryl’s teammate.

            
            Shit.

            
            Even though I need to get up and make myself presentable for class, I can’t stop thinking about the kiss. Not the ugly expression
               on Darryl’s face or the way half the party was staring as I fled, but the way the kiss felt. I’ve always been self-conscious
               when it comes to kissing, especially in front of others. But this guy . . . he made everyone and everything else disappear.
               The way he put his hands on me to pull me closer, the slight roughness of his lips, the reluctant way he broke it off . . .
               it was a kiss worth fantasizing over. I inch my hand under the waistband of my sleep shorts, just skimming the top of my sex.
               Maybe I can go fast and—
            

            
            No.

            
            I can’t. Even if I can’t stop imagining his lips right between my legs.

            
            I glance at my phone. I have time.

            
            I bite my lip, torn, and then slide my fingers downward. My fingers part my folds, and I bite back a gasp when I nudge my clit. I circle it with the tip of my finger. James had just a bit of stubble; if he put his mouth where my fingers are, it would scratch against my skin deliciously. Would he be gentle? Rough? I may have started the kiss, but he took it over with ease. Quarterbacks are in command of the whole show on the field, right? So, in bed . . . 

            
            “Bex!” Laura says, banging on my door.

            
            My hand flies out of my shorts. I can’t even be mad at her because it’s for the best. No good would come from fantasizing
               about a guy I kissed out of panic, in front of my ex.
            

            
            My face burns suddenly. He might’ve kissed me back, but with a couple days’ distance, I’m sure he realizes I’m a freak. I
               can only hope I don’t accidentally run into him on campus. It’s a good thing we go to a big university. Maybe he’s not much
               of a coffee drinker and he won’t even stop by the Purple Kettle.
            

            
            “Bex,” Laura calls. “We have to go soon if we’re going to grab breakfast before class.”

            
            “I’ll be right there!” I roll out of bed and yank open the closet door. Throw on a pair of jean shorts and a faded Abby’s
               Place T-shirt—when it comes to the diner, that’s the one thing that’s always in supply. I yank a comb through my hair and
               find my sandals. I guess I’m just going to have to forego makeup today.
            

            
            After brushing my teeth and throwing my stuff into my backpack, Laura and I head out. Our dorm has a dining hall attached
               to it, so it’s blessedly easy to get that first cup of coffee and some toast without making it ourselves every time. That’s
               the best part about college and one of the things I’ll miss the most: food on demand. My hashbrowns are way better, though.
            

            
            When we both have a plate, we find a booth in the back. Laura looks a lot more put together than me—full face of makeup, matching
               jewelry. I’ll bet she got up to work out and everything. And what was I doing? Getting off to the thought of some dude’s stubble?
            

            
            Ugh. I just worked my way out of an all-consuming, soul-sucking relationship. I can’t give myself any unnecessary distractions this semester, not with Mom and the diner and everything else I have going on. 

            
            “Are you going to tell me what happened?” she says finally.

            
            I raise an eyebrow as I take a sip of coffee. “You know already.”

            
            “I know because Mackenzie told me, but that’s not the same thing as you telling me.”
            

            
            “You did tell me to get with someone else.”

            
            “Not him!”

            
            I scrub a hand over my face. “I know it was monumentally stupid. I hope Darryl hasn’t been annoying about it to him.”

            
            It would be just like him to try and fight the guy, even though I kissed him and it’s not his business anyway. That’s another reason why I hope we never have to interact again. I would spontaneously
               combust if my body betrayed me in front of him, plus he might’ve had to fend off a pissed-off Darryl, which means he wouldn’t
               be too pleased with me.
            

            
            “You’re blushing.” Laura leans in, delight on her face. “Does that mean he’s a good kisser? He looks like he kisses as a preview
               to what he’s like during the deed.”
            

            
            “Laura!” I screech. I look around, but fortunately we’re out of earshot of anyone else.

            
            She just waves her piece of toast around. “What? He’s hot as fuck.”

            
            I take a bite of my bagel. “It was good.”

            
            “Just good?”

            
            “Really good,” I admit.

            
            She sighs. “It’s too bad he’s Darryl’s teammate. Boys tend to have codes about that shit.”

            
            “I don’t want him anyway,” I say. My traitorous stomach flops as I think about the kiss again. “I’m not getting involved with anyone right now.” 

            
            “So, if he came up to you and asked you on a date, you’d say no?”

            
            “Like he would.”

            
            “You kissed him and ditched him. Guys like the chase.”

            
            “Well, I hope he doesn’t waste his time.” I check my phone. I’m going to have to hustle if I want to get to class on time,
               since the building is across campus, so I stand, grabbing a napkin for the rest of my bagel. “I’ll see you later.”
            

            
            “Are you going to that writing class?”

            
            I roll my eyes. “Unfortunately.”

            
            When I transferred to McKee, some of my credits didn’t transfer over with me, so I’ve been working double-time to finish every
               requirement and graduate on time. This writing class—an introduction to college writing—is the most annoying of all of them.
               Insulting, too—I’m a business major, I’ve written plenty of papers over the course of my college career. I’d have preferred
               to be working on my photography this whole time, but that’s life.
            

            
            “You’ll get through it. Text me what you want to do for dinner later,” she says.

            
            I wave goodbye and head out into the morning. It’s still way more summer than fall in terms of the weather, so after a few
               minutes of fast walking, sweat starts to gather on my forehead and under my arms. I hitch my backpack further onto my shoulder,
               lengthening my stride as I hit one of the many hills on campus. We’re only about an hour outside of New York City, so not
               in the mountains, but I swear it’s like McKee terraformed the place to be extra hilly. I didn’t need to bring my camera with
               me, but I like carrying it just in case I get inspired, and now I’m regretting it, because it keeps slapping against my hip.
            

            
            I make it with a minute to spare, find a seat in the back, and take out my notebook, along with a gel pen. They’re my one
               school-related luxury. Something about writing notes in sparkly purple instead of plain black makes studying business when
               I’d rather have been a visual arts major just a tiny bit more bearable.
            

            
            The professor, who, no surprise, is an old white dude, starts to talk about the importance of taking this class seriously
               because it sets up everything you do in college. It’s not bad advice, but definitely meant for the baby-faced seventeen- and
               eighteen-year-olds around me. Essay structure? Check. The importance of outlining your work? Double check. Peer feedback?
               Got it. The one thing I can say about this class is that it will be an easy A, and considering the five other classes I’m
               taking to stay on track with wrapping up my major requirements, I can’t complain.
            

            
            “Let’s take a closer look at the syllabus,” the professor says. “Make sure you get a copy.”

            
            Someone drops into the seat next to mine. I suppress a snort. Poor baby freshman. I’d bet five bucks it was an alarm malfunction.

            
            Whoever it is, they smell really good. A bit like pine.
            

            
            I look up, and my heart does a little surprised flop in my chest.

            
            “Hey,” says James freakin’ Callahan. “Got an extra copy of that?”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         
            James

            “Yo, Coop! Get your ass up if you want a ride!”

            
            I keep pounding on the door as I shout. I have no idea how my brother manages to always be on time for hockey, but late for
               everything else. He’s like a hurricane, but the eye of the storm is always hockey.
            

            
            Seb walks out of the bathroom at the end of the hallway, a towel wrapped around his waist. He snorts as he takes in the scene.
               “Still not up?”
            

            
            “You heard him last night, right? ‘James, we have class at the same time, let me tag along with you?’”

            
            “Yep.”

            
            “Jesus. Cooper, I’m not going to be late for the first meeting of this stupid-ass class!”

            
            The door flings open, revealing my brother, who looks about ready to skin me alive. His eye is actually twitching. I give
               him a grin and say sweetly, “There’s Sleeping Beauty.”
            

            
            “I hate you.”

            
            “You love me. I don’t know how you’ve survived college without me.”

            
            “He barely has,” Seb pipes up, which causes Coop to give him a death glare. He looks like he’s considering violence, so I step between them swiftly. Seb might’ve been adopted after his parents passed when he was eleven, but he and Coop act like honest-to-god twins. Which means a lot of hitting. 

            
            “You have five minutes,” I tell him. “I’m waiting in the car.”

            
            When Coop retreats to his room, Seb doubles over in laughter, shaking water droplets everywhere. “Hate living with us yet?”

            
            “Nah, you know I love you both. I missed you when I was down in Louisiana.”

            
            In the week or so since I moved in—specifically into the owner’s suite of this house, thank you very much—I’ve made myself
               at home when I haven’t been busy with football practice. I missed living with my brothers. Even though we’ve always been busy
               with our season schedules, living together meant we’d see each other at least some of the time. Sometimes that meant saying
               hi to Coop as I arrived home from practice and he was just heading out to the rink, or catching the end of one of Seb’s games
               after a training session. We’ve had breaks and summers since college began, but the past few years I’ve been lonelier than
               I’d be willing to admit aloud. I had friends at LSU, good teammates, but I’ve always been closest with my family. My parents,
               who are both amazing people. Coop and Seb, even when they’re being terrors. And Izzy, the best little sister a guy could ask
               for. Getting to live with my brothers for one last year before I graduate and go off to some city, who knows which one, to
               play in the NFL, is a gift.
            

            
            Seb smiles. He might not be a Callahan by blood, but he’s got a smile that fits right in. A little bit of the Callahan charm.
               “I missed you too. Good luck today, kick butt with the class.”
            

            
            I scowl as I head downstairs. “If I survive, that is.”

            
            Coop dashes down the stairs, his Nike backpack slung over one shoulder. He shoves his feet into his sandals and follows me
               out the door to my car, rubbing his eyes all the while.
            

            
            “What class do you have again?” I ask as I pull out of the driveway.

            
            He steals a sip of my coffee. I throw him an outraged glance, but he just shrugs and says, “Hey, you didn’t give me time to
               make a cup.”
            

            
            “Which brings me back to my question. Are you late to class every day?”

            
            “Don’t tell the folks. And the class is Russian lit.”

            
            I whistle. “That sounds hard.”

            
            He looks glum. “Tell me about it. I kick myself every day for choosing this stupid major.”

            
            When Dad talked Cooper out of entering the NHL draft at eighteen so he could have a guaranteed four seasons in the NCAA, Cooper
               tried to get back at him by picking the least practical major he could think of—English. He likes to read, so it makes sense,
               but he seriously underestimated all the work that would go into it, a fact that never fails to make Seb burst out laughing
               like a hyena.
            

            
            “Maybe you’ll have something in common with Nikolai, finally.”

            
            Nikolai Volkov is Coop’s nemesis. The son of a Russian hockey powerhouse, he’s the star of McKee hockey’s biggest rival, UMass
               Amherst. Coop hates him, mostly for his dirty style of play, which is hilarious considering Coop spends time in the sin bin
               every game. I don’t know the ins and outs of hockey the way he does, but I’m pretty sure avoiding penalties is a priority
               like it is in football.
            

            
            “Ha ha. I don’t think so.”

            
            Our off-campus house is in Moorbridge, the town that entwines around McKee’s sprawling campus, so fortunately we get where we need to be quickly. I drop Cooper off at his building and make the short drive over to mine. I have five minutes before my butt needs to be in a chair, surrounded by freshmen. 

            
            Ugh.

            
            I park in the nearest student lot and run over to the building. If I’m going to manage to wrangle a Pass out of this class,
               I need to make a good first impression.
            

            
            I find the right room and ease the door open. Crap, this class is way smaller than I was expecting. McKee really does take
               the whole professor-to-student ratio seriously, I guess.
            

            
            I sneak to the back, where a girl sits alone, head bent over what must be the syllabus.

            
            When I’m about a foot from her, I freeze. That’s her. Little Miss Angel. Fucking kissed me better than anyone in my life and
               then left like we hadn’t just sparked like lightning.
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