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        Of all people, why him?

      

        

      
        He didn’t EVEN bother to introduce himself, just assumed I knew him from his fame on the court.

      

        

      
        Between his arrogance and the constant interruption from basketball groupies, there’s no way I’ll survive this semester. Sure, he’s hotter than anyone I’ve ever laid eyes on in a science lab, but I can’t afford to pull someone along to maintain the grade I deserve.

      

        

      
        Just when I think my self-control is in check, he does something to remind me that he isn’t the egotistical, self-centered jerk I thought he was.

      

        

      
        With one stupid smile he makes my mind melt, my heart race, and my palms sweat.

      

        

      
        Will my perfectly laid out plans disappear, if I take a chance on Drew?
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      Dammit, I’m late.

      I hate being late.

      Glancing at my watch, I know class hasn’t started yet, and I still have some time, but it’s been ingrained into me since I can remember—always show up early. Being on time is late—and today of all days, I need to be early.

      I inwardly growl and readjust my backpack to pick up my pace.

      From the moment I’ve walked into this building, I’ve been bombarded with fans. Sure, this is a D-1 school. I’m the captain of the basketball team and the lead scorer, so it’s to be expected. But enough is enough. Of course, I’m noticed. It’s not like I can help it. Being nearly six foot five is something I’m using to my advantage. I need to keep this scholarship and graduate with honors to get into med school. I know playing ball will only get me so far, and my dreams are bigger than that.

      I like basketball, and I happen to be great at it. But ever since my sister died of Hodgkin’s when she was twelve, I’ve had my heart set on becoming a doctor. I want to treat kids like her, with hopes of different outcomes. With her illness, my parents were up to their ears in debt. I’ve had to use my height and athleticism to get me where I am today—And I’m not taking any chances.

      I’ve heard to choose my seat wisely on the first day of class. I need to get there to scout out the room. Not wanting another person to stop and discuss my last game, I keep my eyes trained on the floor, until I make it to the door.

      Once inside, I’m relieved there are plenty of vacant seats still available. As I stop to look it over, I immediately notice a guy’s face light with recognition, and I quickly dart my eyes away.

      Nope. Not a chance.

      Unfortunately, I’ve learned the hard way some fans can’t get past my stats when I’m off the court. I need a partner who’s focused. So, without a second’s hesitation, I continue to survey the room for the person least likely to be a distraction.

      Then I spot her.

      From behind, she’s non-descript. Her brown hair is tied into a ponytail, and she wears a plain white t-shirt, jeans, and Chuck Taylors. She isn’t socializing with anyone, and with her large-framed glasses, she fits the bill for being the stereotype of studious.

      As I approach, I find her focus unyielding. With her eyes locked onto the textbook in front of her, I can’t help but smile. I need someone like her. When I pull out my stool and sit beside her, she doesn’t even glance my way. It isn’t until I greet her with, “Hey,” she looks in my direction for the first time.

      I smile and nod in greeting.

      No recognition.

      But her eyes lock with mine, and we stare at one another for a long moment.

      Great. Maybe she does recognize me.

      Should I look for somewhere else to sit? I glance around and find the tables around us are filling up.

      But she grabs my attention when she finally mumbles, “Hey, I’m Abby.”

      I nod and grin in her direction. She clearly already knows my name.

      A flicker of annoyance crosses her features before her expression turns blank, and she quickly returns her focus on her book. The corner of my lips pull up without my consent, but the moment I recognize it, I quickly school my features. She’s just what I need her to be.

      While we sit here, a guy I don’t recognize stops by our table and high-fives me as he gushes, “Great game, man. You had me on the edge of my seat.”

      Not wanting to be rude, I shrug and accept the compliment. “Thanks. We were on fire last night. That’s for sure.” Then I make an exaggerated effort to pull out my notebook from my backpack.

      I exhale heavily as he takes the hint and says, “You sure were. I’ll see ya around.” He looks in the direction of a vacant seat a few tables down, then returns a smile back at me. “Good luck next week.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Abby continues reading her book in silence. But when a string of people stop and congratulate me on our latest win, I notice when she balls her hands into fists a few times. I try to keep my conversations short, but as soon as a person leaves, I’m greeted by another. It’s not like I can help it. I’m not about to be rude to fans, and it’s not like class has started yet.

      When another person approaches, I hear a loud huff from my side. But I do my best to ignore it. She’s obviously annoyed and just as focused as I need her to be. I grin in amusement. My gut has never steered me wrong.

      As this new guy greets me, the professor walks into the room, and relief washes through me. At least with class in session, people will leave me alone, and I can focus on why I’m here.

      The professor stands in the center of the room for just a moment before clearing his throat. Everyone scatters to their seats as the aging man in the tweed jacket gathers some papers to put onto a podium. Once everyone’s settled, the professor stands in front of the room and announces, “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. Look to the person next to you. This is your permanent lab partner. There’s no switching unless you want a ten percent reduction of your grade.”

      Gasps are heard around the room, and a light chuckle escapes from me as I glance to the girl next to me. Her jaw practically lands on the table, and it’s all I can do to contain my amusement.

      I manage to mumble, “It’s a good thing I chose you for a partner then, isn’t it?” as the professor launches into discussing the syllabus as well as his expectations for the semester.

      Somehow, Abby manages to regain her composure, and the two of us spend the remainder of class taking copious notes. Abby’s diligent, and that’s just what I need with the season getting started and my full course load to stay on track for graduation.

      Typically, athletes take fewer credits during the season, but if I’m to graduate on time and get into the school of my dreams, I can’t afford to slow my pace. As it is, I’m already busting my butt and have had to take summer classes to get the extra classes necessary for admissions.

      When class ends, Abby quickly gathers her things and abruptly stands. She won’t even look in my direction as she makes her way out of the room. I can’t help but stare after her and wonder what our next class will bring.
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      When I return to lab the following Tuesday, I’m quickly reminded of how I left. To avoid any conversation with my extremely popular lab partner, I stormed out of the classroom, wondering how I’ll get through this semester.

      He might not be that bad, but the string of people who kept stopping by… No, thank you.

      Unfortunately, I remember the professor’s words all too well. I can’t afford a drop in my grade, especially this early in the semester.

      It’s only one semester, Abby. You can do this.

      Of all the places he could sit, why did he choose my table? When he mumbled something about specifically choosing me, what the hell did he mean by that?

      Shit, is he planning on using me like Toby did my sophomore year?

      Christ. I can’t go through that again. There’s no way in hell, I’d survive. I’m already taking twenty credits and working as many hours as I can at the library. I can’t afford to pull someone along to maintain the grade I deserve. Don’t even get me started on how it felt to be used emotionally either.

      Been there, done that. Don’t need the t-shirt.

      When I walk in, I’m relieved to find my table empty. I sit and unpack my things to settle in for class. I’m reviewing this week’s reading assignment to make sure it’s fresh in my mind when the hair on the back of my neck pricks. As if my body knows he’s here before I consciously do, I’m alerted to the scrape of a stool next to me.

      I smile a greeting in his direction.

      Maybe today will be different?

      He nods once, then digs into his backpack, and for the most part, ignores me.

      The smell of his cologne permeates the air, and my stomach does a small involuntary flip. I take a moment to take him in, realizing I might not have given him a fair chance the last time we met.

      Okay, I’ll admit it, the man’s hotter than anyone I’ve ever laid eyes on in a science lab. His dark hair makes his blue eyes pop and smolder. His large frame fills out the black shirt he’s wearing, as if it’s been tailor made for his well-defined chest underneath. His square jaw with just the right amount of scruff and perfect lips are set in a straight line. When my gaze finally returns to his eyes, I find him staring expectantly. Holy hell! Get it together, Abby. He’s just a guy. But why did he choose to sit by me?

      To regain control over my body’s reaction to the mysterious man sitting next to me, I quickly return my attention to my book. Though let’s be honest, I’ve hardly read more than a page since he made his presence known.

      My ability to focus is thwarted by his sexy masculine scent and the unpacking of his materials for class. From the corner of my eye, I can’t help but watch his every move. As he pulls out a notebook, his muscular arms flex, and his elbow slightly brushes my arm, sending shivers down my spine.

      Just like last time, people continue to stop and chat with him before class begins. My mind drifts to our last encounter, and I grimace.

      I’m quickly reminded of how he thought he was too important to be bothered to mention his name… and how my instant crush ended. The man may be hot as hell, but he’s one of the cockiest people I’ve ever met, and that’s a major turnoff. Hell, I don’t have time to date, even if he wasn’t so arrogant, so it’s a moot point.

      As our professor gets lab started, I’m relieved to find the guy next to me may be a jock, but at least he isn’t a dumb jock. He’s able to hold his own when it comes to our chemistry lab. We work solidly together until the professor announces we can take a short break and leave when we’re through.

      “Do you mind if we work through the break? I have someplace I have to be after class,” Mr. No Name asks.

      I’d ask his name but after working with him for the past hour, it’s just beyond weird to ask now. Maybe he’ll get called something other than Dude, or Man and I can figure it out, when the time comes.

      Knowing I have work later, I eagerly agree but keep our extraneous conversation to a minimum. “Sounds great.”

      We work diligently until a steady stream of people flock over to converse again about the latest game. Mr. Socialite is all smiles as he greets them. I try not to let it bother me, but after the fourth interruption, I finally lose it and feel the need to remind him of the commitment he’s made.

      In an attempt to regain control of my emotions and not sound like a complete bitch, I take a deep breath, but it comes out as a huff instead. This immediately gets the attention of Mr. Blue Eyes, who’s now staring in my direction. I almost lose my nerve when I see the smile form on his perfectly shaped lips. Who the hell is this guy?

      “Okay, partner,” I spit out. “Are we doing this, or what?” I look pointedly at the lab in front of us. “You said we needed to get done early because you had places to be. You’re too busy being Mr. Socialite to get anything done.”

      Instead of his smile fading, it grows into a smirk. “I knew you’d keep me on track.” I glance around, and everyone has dispersed. “I just might keep you around.”

      “Keep me around?” There’s no way I heard him correctly. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I made the right choice by sitting here. You won’t let distractions stop us, and you can pull your weight on the labs.” He shrugs his shoulders, as if that should explain everything.

      How should I respond to that?

      Thankfully, my irritated vibe must project throughout the room because we’re no longer bothered by any unwelcome guests. A sense of satisfaction spreads over me as we finally delve back into our project.

      When our work is finished, we make use of the remaining time going over required assignments. Blue Eyes (yes, that’s what I’m calling him since I still don’t know his name) and I decide we’ll need to meet outside of class to get a few things done.

      When I suggest meeting at the library or local coffee shop, he hesitates and looks around.

      “What?” I ask, not understanding his reaction.

      “Well…” His chagrin look surprises me. He glances around the room once again. What is it that makes him think everyone is watching? “Can you think of anywhere less… public?”

      How big of him to not want to be seen with the likes of me. What a cocky-ass! “If you’d rather do this on your own, go ahead. We’ll just split up the work.” After spending time working with him today, I’m confident he’d do the quality of work I expect from myself.

      “Um…” His expression is unreadable for a split second before he continues, “I want to complete it together.”

      “So, you want to collaborate but not be seen with me in public? Exactly how am I supposed to take that?” My defenses are up. If this douche canoe wants my help but doesn’t want to be seen with me, he’s got another thing coming.

      “Ohmigod, no,” he quickly replies. He suddenly looks apologetic, which catches me off guard. “This has nothing to do with being seen with you. It’s just… me…”

      “Oh, so the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech.” I shake my head in disgust. I thought we’d gotten along fine for our lab, but this takes the cake. “Wow. That’s rich.” I pack up my things. I’m not putting up with his crap. I have better things to do this afternoon.

      I stand to leave, but he captures my wrist as I do. There’s a spark of electricity pulsing between us, holding me in place.

      “Abby, let me explain,” he pleads. His blue eyes pierce through me as if he’s searching for the words, as I remain frozen in place.

      “Go for it, Blue Eyes,” I say without any thought.

      “It’s Drew.” His lashes lower as he looks somewhat humble—sort of. The jury’s still out until I hear what he has to say. I shake my head at his statement, wondering what the hell he’s talking about.

      “My name. It’s Drew. There’s no problem being seen with you. Before you jumped to conclusions, I’m trying to explain how public places tend to get hectic. You’ve only seen a glimpse of what it’s like.” He looks around the room as if that’s an explanation. “I think it would be best to meet somewhere out of the public eye, for your sake… So we won’t have as many distractions.”

      “Oh.” What can I say to that?

      “Come to my place. We can avoid groupies,” he suggests with a shrug.

      “You want me… to come to your place?” I stare at him, surprised. Then another thought hits me. “You have… groupies?”

      Drew looks as if he’s unsure of himself. As I look into his eyes, trying to read his expression, I suddenly realize how tall he is. My neck hurts to look up at him. How tall is he? I’m five-eight, and I’m a dwarf to him in comparison.

      He shakes his head, breaking my internal inquiry about the giant before me. “Christ, this is more difficult than it has to be.” He looks around before whispering, “I promise nothing will happen to you at my house. I’m on a tight schedule with practice, and I don’t have time to traipse all over campus trying to find a private place to work.”

      “Well, this is unexpected,” I mumble. A thousand questions come to mind, but not knowing where to start, I just stare.

      He takes my silence as needing further explanation. He spends the next few minutes quickly explaining how his popularity has risen since their championship game last season. He tells me it’s hard for him to blend in as a typical guy on campus. I have no doubts of that because come on… look at him. He may be arrogant as hell, but he’s ultimately a beautiful giant. Though I’d never admit that part to him aloud.

      Drew’s voice is low and deep when I finally concede to his request. “You mentioned having to work tonight. What about tomorrow night? We need to get the first assignment done before I leave Friday morning with the team. It’s due on Monday, and I won’t be back until Sunday afternoon.”

      Shit! Of course, he chooses tomorrow night. It’s my only night off this week, and I already have plans. Though… my plans won’t happen until later. Maybe I can squeeze in a study session to finish this assignment. Knowing it’s our only option, I sigh in defeat. “Okay. Tomorrow will work. Can we make it early because I have plans later?”

      Drew’s blue eyes widen for a fraction of a second, but it’s quickly replaced with relief. “Sure. Give me your phone number, and I’ll text my address. Practice ends at six, would seven work for you?”

      I’ll have to figure out dinner on my own. Not sure my friends will understand, but they’ll get over it—hopefully. We weren’t planning to leave until eight, so it should be fine. I nod in agreement and give him my number. Within seconds, a notification arrives on my phone. Knowing it’s likely him, I keep it in my pocket.

      “Thanks.” Drew sighs with relief as he gathers his things. “I gotta get to practice. But I’ll see you then.”

      I let out a heavy sigh, knowing my friends might kill me for changing our dinner plans. “Sounds good. I’ll have to leave as soon as we finish. My friends will be expecting me.”

      “Hey, Abby?” Drew asks hesitantly. “Would you mind keeping my number between us? I’d rather not share it with everyone.”

      “There go my plans for writing it on the bathroom stall,” I mumble sarcastically. Drew just stares. His dark eyebrows pinched. Apparently, my humor’s lost on him. I quickly put him at ease. “Just kidding,” I assure him, and his perfect lips quirk into a smile. With that, he leaves our table, leaving me to stare after him.
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      When I get to my apartment after work that evening, I throw my backpack onto the couch and plop down beside it. My roommate Chloe looks up from the kitchen table where she’s studying and asks, “That bad?”

      “Yes,” I say in a groan. “I have the worst lab partner this term.”

      “Tell me more,” she prompts. Chloe’s a psychology major and has been one of my best friends since summer camp in seventh grade. She likes to use what she’s learning in class on me, so I stick my tongue out at her to let her know I can see she’s up to her usual antics. She bursts out with laughter. Great. Just what I need. “Seriously, Abs, tell me what’s going on. There must be more to this than a crappy lab partner. This is so unlike you.”

      “Uggh,” I groan in frustration. It would’ve been so simple if only he’d chosen a different seat.

      When I don’t say anything, Chloe merely lifts a perfectly sculpted eyebrow and waits.

      “Well…” I start, not knowing where to begin. Taking a deep breath, I let it all out, knowing I might as well start from the beginning. “It all started on the first day of class. This guy…” I say with disdain, causing Chloe to smirk, but I ignore her. “Plopped down next to me and didn’t say anything but ‘hey.’ Then as if he’s Mr. Popularity himself, he has a constant string of people stopping by to talk about his latest game. It was soooo frustrating. They wouldn’t go away. As soon as one person left, it was like it signaled another to drop by. Just when I think it couldn’t get any worse, the professor walks in and makes an announcement that was like a bomb detonating. The person next to us has just become a permanent partner for the term, unless we want a ten percent reduction in grade… You know I can’t have that. I need straight As or med school’s no longer an option.” I inhale sharply and take a breath. But I can’t help but cringe when I think of what I must tell her next.

      “But that’s not even the worst part. We must finish up a project before Friday, and the only night the almighty Drew is available, is tomorrow night. Can you believe that?”

      “Um…” Chloe puts her index finger on her chin and pretends to think something over. “What part of this is supposed to be bad enough to put you into such a pissy mood?”

      My eyes nearly pop out of my head as it snaps in her direction. “That’s how you’re going to handle clients one day?” I ask in disbelief. Chloe’s known for her zero BS policy, but this is a bit over the top, even for her.

      “You’re going to miss me next year, and you know it. It’s all your fault, you’re a Brainiac and will graduate earlier than the rest of us.”

      Yeah, I came into CRU with enough credits to graduate a year early, but she’s known that since—forever—so I simply roll my eyes and wait for a real response.

      “Well, since you know me too well, you’ll never be my client, but… I think there’s more than what you’ve just told me at play here. What’s really going on?” Her brown eyes widen as she waits expectantly.

      I shake my head and stare at my feet, now propped up on the coffee table. “I… Uh… have to cancel our dinner plans tomorrow night. I must study with him, at seven. It shouldn’t take long to finish our project, but I won’t be able to meet you until afterward.”

      “Girl, you’re not bailing on us tomorrow night.” Chloe steps up from the table, and her oversized scoop-neck top slips off one shoulder. She comes to stand in front of me at the couch as she eyes me suspiciously. “We all coordinated our schedules to celebrate you. This is a once in a lifetime thing. You can’t ditch us. Syd will be pissed.”

      I shake my head, knowing she’s right but trying to make her see she’s not hearing me correctly. “I’ll be there. There’s no doubt about that. I’ll just have to meet you after dinner. That’s all. I looked over the assignment, and it really shouldn’t take Drew and me too long to complete.”

      As if she doesn’t believe me, Chloe cocks her head to the side and eyes me suspiciously. “Are you sure you’re not trying to ditch us? I know you didn’t want to go out. But this is a big deal. You have to go with us.”

      Internally I groan, though I keep that thought to myself. “Chloe, I won’t miss this. I promise.”

      “If you do, Sydney will kick your ass.” Chloe tries to keep a serious face but completely fails, causing both of us to break into laughter.

      Sydney’s our other roommate. She’s been one of my closest friends since freshman year. She lived across the hall from us in the dorms. She’s taking tomorrow night off, which is rare for her. I know she needs the money. I also know they want to celebrate together. This only comes along once in a lifetime.

      “I know it’s important. I’ll be there,” I promise.
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      Abby’s stubborn. But she’s also tenacious. She remembers facts and numbers like nobody I’ve ever met. It’s almost as if she has a photographic memory. I can only wish my mind worked as well as hers. For the most part, Abby sticks to business, and I get little in terms of reading her personality beyond having an amazing work ethic.

      As I contemplate our conversation in class, I can’t help but smile. It took me a while to explain that I play basketball, and since we won the championship game last season, my popularity’s skyrocketed. I can’t be a random guy on campus anymore. Her feisty attitude and unwillingness to take my shit is quite intriguing. I couldn’t help but laugh when she asked, “How do you expect to blend in as a giant?”

      I’ve been a starter here at Columbia River University since freshman year. I didn’t redshirt because I don’t intend to play in the NBA. I’m here to get my degree. However, the fame that comes with winning is a double-edged sword. It opens doors for me, but being unable to be a regular guy on campus is unnerving.

      I don’t usually date during the season to avoid distractions. The number of trolls who venture into the arena to simply chase jerseys is unbelievable. I distance myself from the social side of being a college athlete by keeping my head in the game and focusing on my studies. Besides, this keeps the girls away who aren’t interested in getting to know the real Drew Jacobs.

      When there’s a knock at my door, promptly at seven, I rush to greet Abby. I’m blown away by how different she looks. Standing before me is a beautiful girl with long, wavy, brown hair and brown eyes I can see. She’s wearing a fitted blue sweater that accentuates her curves and a faded pair of denim jeans that are worn in just the right places. The only resemblance to my nerdy lab partner is her Chuck Taylors.

      “Abby?” I state, but it comes out like a question. So much for not being a distraction. I’m so fucking screwed. Of course, my cock chooses this moment to spring to attention. I’ve never been more thankful for wearing jeans, as my basketball shorts leave little to the imagination.

      “Drew?” She stares for a moment. “Planning on letting me in?”

      “Um… sure.” I step aside as I swing the door open wide to let her pass. I point to the couch where I’ve set up my homework and gesture for her to take a seat. As she walks by, the scent of her coconut shampoo and something that’s entirely her has my senses on overload. Unfortunately, this also leaves me having to inconspicuously adjust myself before I make it to the couch beside her.

      She catches me staring and self-consciously pats down her hair as she asks, “What?”

      “It’s just… you look… nice tonight. Special occasion?”

      “Oh,” she groans, catching me off guard. “It’s my twenty-first birthday, and my friends insist on going out.” She rolls her eyes and shrugs as if it’s not a big deal. Interesting.

      “Why the hell did you agree to study on your birthday?” I ask in disbelief.

      She shrugs… again. “I take my classes seriously. Besides, you said this was the only time you’re available.”

      Holy shit. I’m an ass. I hadn’t given her a choice when I suggested the time, I threw one out there, and she agreed. I have to rectify this. I can’t force her to study tonight of all nights. We only get so many birthdays, and I’m not about to ruin one of hers.

      I may be hardcore when it comes to staying focused for school, but I’m not a complete monster. “Are you busy tomorrow night?”

      “I work in the early evening. Why?” she asks speculatively, apprehension clearly written across her features.

      Realizing she’ll be drinking later, another thought hits me, and I blurt out, “Have you eaten?” With as serious as she is, I’d almost bet my favorite pair of sneakers that she hasn’t had much experience with alcohol. She needs to eat a decent meal.

      “Not yet. I’m picking something up after we finish our assignment.” She sets her backpack down next to the coffee table and sits on the couch next to where I’ve laid out my things.

      “Don’t unpack,” I say as I pick up my notebooks and books. There’s no way I’m making her stick to our plans. I know firsthand just how short life can be.

      “Drew? What’s going on?” She looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind. Hell, maybe I have. But I’m not a complete selfish asshat, and I won’t ruin her birthday.

      “Can we study tomorrow night?” I ask, giving her an option this time.

      “That shouldn’t be a problem. But what are you doing?” A perfectly arched eyebrow cocks over her beautiful golden-brown eyes. How had I not noticed them earlier? I draw in a deep breath and steady my thoughts.

      “I’m taking you to dinner. Since it’s your twenty-first birthday, there’s no way I’m forcing you to study, let alone go out without a proper meal.” Thinking about my twenty-one-run, I add, “You need food and lots of it.”

      “Why?” she almost stutters. “Why would you do this?”

      “Well…” Why am I doing this? “Birthdays are important. You’re only given so many, so you have to make them count.”
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      I watch in disbelief as Drew gathers his things like his ass is on fire and takes them into what I assume is a bedroom. When he returns a few minutes later, he’s wearing a nice black sweater, dressier jeans, and dress shoes. Compared to the faded jeans and t-shirt he was wearing when I arrived, I can’t help but appreciate his effort. He grabs his wallet, keys from his kitchen counter, and stops to ask, “Are you ready?”

      “For what?”

      “I told you. We’re getting dinner.”

      Cocky much?

      Leaving no room for argument, he places a hand on the small of my back and leads me to his black SUV. He surprises me by opening my door and waiting for me to get in to buckle, before closing it. Maybe he can be a gentleman?

      To my surprise, the ride’s filled with comfortable conversation on the way to God only knows where. He’s yet to fill me in on our where we’re going, but fills the time by making small talk about life on campus. Even though we’ve never met apparently, we lived in the same dorm our freshman year. How could I not notice the likes of him?

      It’s not long until we arrive at the restaurant. That’s when I realize he’s taken me to a nice place. I mentally count my cash on hand, knowing I don’t have a lot to spare in my minuscule bank account. Working for the college as a library assistant, I only get paid twice a month, and payday’s still a week away.

      “Um, Drew? I’m not sure we should go here.” I try to think of a way to suggest a fast food restaurant I can afford.

      “Why not? It’s your birthday. You deserve a special treat.”

      “Yeah… but… um…” How the hell do I say this?

      “Relax, Abby, it’s my treat. It’s your special day.” Does he have special mind-reading abilities?

      “Are you sure?” I feel weird. It’s almost date-like. Not that I go on many of those.

      “Absolutely. Let’s go inside and celebrate.”

      He grabs my hand and walks me to the door. My body trembles with the warmth of his hand in mine. Shivers race up my spine, and butterflies flip in my belly. I’m not sure what to make of Drew. Where did the cocky, self-absorbed jock go?

      When we get inside, the hostess tells us she has a table available. We follow her in and are promptly seated at a cozy table in the back corner. It’s not easily seen from the rest of the restaurant, and I wonder if Drew had anything to do with the choice of seating.

      The hostess hands us our menus and asks if we’d like to have anything to drink while we decide. Drew orders a Coke, and I settle with water for now. My friends and I have plans later, and I don’t want to get ahead of myself. I’ve heard plenty of horror stories of twenty-one-runs, and I have no intentions of being a statistic. Hell, I wouldn’t even be going out if Chloe and Sydney didn’t threaten to drag me out, kicking and screaming. They’ve been planning this for months.

      When Drew immediately sets his menu down, I feel a bit self-conscious. Having never been here before, I’m unsure of what to order. Though he said he’s paying, I want to feel out what he orders, so I can get something similar in price. “Have you already decided?” I ask as I continue perusing the menu with what I hope is nonchalance.

      “Yeah, I’m getting the asparagus-stuffed chicken breast and a baked potato. Do you know what you’d like?”

      I peruse over the menu, and everything looks delicious. But the thought of asparagus has my mouth watering. Hmmm… another thing we have in common, how odd. I didn’t think there would be much after our encounters in class. “I think… I’ll go with that as well.”

      Drew raises an eyebrow but doesn’t say anything.

      As soon as the waitress takes our order and leaves, Drew asks, “So… what made you choose CRU?”

      “Well…” I say as I finish a drink of water. “I’ve wanted to come here since I was little. My parents encouraged me to tour many campuses, but I had my heart set on CRU. When I came to visit my sophomore year in high school, for summer camp, I was determined to make this my college.”

      “You came to summer camp at Columbia River University?”

      “Yeah, it was a science camp. Geared toward girls in math and science. We got to stay in the dorms for a week and see what college life was like. It was inspiring, to say the least.”

      “Wow… I spent my summers in high school focusing on one basketball camp or the next. I knew I had to get a scholarship to get into college, and thankfully, it worked out for me. But you were already focused on your career.” He looks at me with wonder in his eyes and something else I can’t quite describe. As I replay his words in my mind, and I try to figure him out, a thought springs to mind.

      Crap. He’s here on scholarship. There’s no way he should pay for my dinner tonight. Thankfully, I can afford what I’ve ordered, so relief washes through me. But how do I bring it up to him?

      “Everything okay?” Drew asks, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      I shake my head and force my worries away. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      He grimaces for a split second, then his features clear as if he doesn’t believe me. But for now, he lets it go when he asks, “So… what’s the plan for tonight?”

      “I’m meeting my best friends Chloe and Sydney, and I’m sure we’ll end up at Sherman’s, since that’s where Syd works. They know I’m not much of a partier, but they still insist on making sure I have a birthday I’ll never forget.”

      Drew chuckles a deep laugh, and the butterflies are back in my belly.

      “Does that mean you will all be drinking?” Drew asks in curiosity, but there’s something else there, too. Protectiveness? Why would he feel protective over me? We just met.

      “I’m pretty sure one of them will be the DD.” Most likely, it’ll be Sydney. For being a bartender, she mysteriously never drinks. Maybe she sees the effects of alcohol on a regular basis and doesn’t want to live it. Who knows?

      “But you’re not sure?” Drew asks with concern.

      “Oh, I’m sure. Sydney wouldn’t let us drive home with anyone who wasn’t safe. She’s a stickler about things like that. I’m sure she’s got it all planned out anyway.” I tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear and take a drink of water. “It’s not like her to do anything unplanned.”

      Drew leans forward on the table, resting on his forearms with interest. “What do you mean?”

      We’re interrupted by a waiter bringing our food. As he sets the food down, my mouth waters, and I let out a small moan in appreciation. Glancing at Drew, I say, “This looks amazing. I’m so glad you suggested it.”

      Drew’s perfect lips form a smile, and my breath catches. “Thanks, it’s one of my favorites. I found this place my sophomore year. I try to come back as often as I can.” He takes a bite of asparagus and grins in appreciation, then looks to me questioningly. “You were telling me about your friend…”

      “Oh, right, Sydney…” I laugh at his determination to stay on topic. “Syd and I met our freshman year of college, the day we moved into the dorms. She lived across the hall from me, and we’ve been friends ever since.”

      Drew nods, and an appreciative grin turns up his lips. “I have a few friends like that, though most of them are on the team. It makes it a lot easier when you have people in your corner.”

      I let out a deep sigh in agreement. “No kidding. I don’t know what I’d do without Chloe or Syd in my life. We’ve lived together since sophomore year, in an apartment off campus. Though all of us have great families of our own, we’ve become our own family.” As Drew takes another bite, I continue with, “Chloe and I have been friends since seventh grade. We met at summer camp one year and have been friends ever since.”

      Drew cocks his head to the side and asks, “Did you grow up in the same town?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” I sigh. “But we lived about an hour apart. I lived in the north end of Seattle, and Chloe lived near Tacoma. As soon as we started driving, we saw each other as often as possible. When we found out we were both attending Columbia River University, we knew we had to live together. Once we met Sydney, we’ve been like the Three Musketeers.” I smile at the memory, then change the topic to him. “Where did you grow up?”

      Drew shrugs. “I’m from Spokane. But I spent a lot of time growing up in Seattle.” Something dark crosses his features, but it’s gone before I can figure it out.

      I realize we have another thing in common. “I’ve only been to Spokane a few times as we drove through to meet family in Coeur d'Alene. I loved visiting my cousins in the summer. They had a cabin on the lake. We’d spend hours waterskiing, tubing, and knee boarding as kids.”

      “It’s a great town. That’s for sure,” Drew agrees.

      When we’re nearly done with our meal, Drew excuses himself to use the restroom. I take this time to enjoy what’s left of my delicious meal but mostly ponder over Drew. He sure is a lot different from the guy I met in class. I thought for sure I’d hate this semester, having him as a partner. But I think I might be wrong.

      When he returns, he leans back in his chair, crossing his muscular arms over his chest. “Will there be any guys joining the Three Musketeers tonight?” Drew’s question completely catches me off guard.

      “Uh…” Where did that come from? “Not that I know of.”

      Surprise fills Drew’s features. “So… is it just a girls’ night out thing?”

      I shake my head. “Not intentionally. As far as I know, we’re all single. Chloe and Jeff broke up this summer, and Syd’s… well, she’s a bit picky. I doubt she’s seeing anyone new.”

      “What about you? Are you hoping someone will be there tonight?” Drew’s question rolls off his tongue with ease.

      Laughter erupts from me. “Nope.” I pop the p for emphasis. “I’m definitely not. I don’t have time to date. Between work and school, I have my eye on the prize, and I’m not letting anything get in my way.”

      “Sounds like you have a story to tell…” Drew probes.

      Shaking my head, I reply, “No. Not really. I dated someone most of sophomore year, but he ended up just wanting to use me to get through bio-chem. He was more concerned with the chemistry in our textbook than what we might’ve had together. So… No, thank you. I’m fine being on my own.”

      Drew’s mouth hangs open, and his eyes widen. Before he can say anything, we’re interrupted by what appears to be the entire waitstaff arriving at our table.

      I eye Drew suspiciously. But his focus remains on the waitress.

      “Excuse me… Ladies and Gentlemen…” a girl about my age announces, “can we please have your attention. It seems we have a birthday girl in our midst who wanted to let her birthday skip by. Please join us in wishing Abby a happy twenty-first birthday.” She places a large red-velvet cupcake in front of me with a candle burning bright.

      Hoots and hollers erupt around the restaurant. My eyes dart to Drew, who shrugs sheepishly as a wide grin forms on his perfect lips, then he joins in and sings.

      I want to crawl under the table and die. It’s so embarrassing being the center of attention. My cheeks flush, and it’s all I can do not to cover my face. No one has ever done anything like this for me. When Drew pulls out his phone, I try to glare at him, but it’s useless. He smirks and has a look that says there’s nothing I can do about it, so I break out into laughter. If I can’t beat him, I might as well join him. By the end of the song, we’re both laughing.

      When it’s time to blow out the candle, I regain my composure and make a wish.

      I hope I don’t regret meeting Drew.
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      As I get to know Abby, there’s no way I want her going out tonight without me. First, I’m completely enamored by her. She’s not only smart but the more I get to know her, she’s beautiful from the inside out. I’m just not ready for my time with her to end.

      When she tells me she’s never drank before, or had a serious boyfriend, I suddenly feel protective. Sure, she’s safe going out with her girlfriends, but for some inexplicable reason, I feel like I need to be there, too.

      I know I should probably examine this further, but I’ll save that for another day.

      Tonight, we’re celebrating.

      Hmmm… I wonder what I can say to not look like a complete ass by inserting myself into her evening?

      When inspiration finally hits, I can barely contain the grin spreading across my face. Of course, I’m not able to share this brilliant thought with Abby because we’ve just arrived at her place. So, I let it go for now.

      As we enter her apartment, Chloe and Sydney’s wide eyes and gasps tell me they weren’t expecting me. I smile and do my best to roll with the punches. Sydney and Chloe greet Abby with drinks in hand as they open the door, making me feel even more grateful I forced her to eat first.

      I’ve never met Chloe, but I know Sydney’s a bartender. I’ve seen her around. My buddies from the team have hit on her, and I’ve watched her shoot them down, one by one. From an outsider, it’s been comical to watch. But I wonder if there will be a guy that turns her head at some point.

      Before Abby can take a second sip of her drink, Sydney asks, “Have you eaten yet?”

      “Yes, Mom,” Abby exaggerates. She looks to me, throwing her index finger in my direction. “Drew here already made sure I had dinner. Apparently, his twenty-one-run was memorable and insists I eat lots tonight.”

      “You play basketball, right, Drew?” Sydney asks with suspicion. Great. Here it comes. There goes just being me for the entire evening.

      “Uh, Yes. I do,” I admit. Because what else am I supposed to say?

      “I thought that was you, but it’s hard to recognize you without your Bears gear on and being close up. I’m a huge fan and have been to every home game since arriving as a freshman.” Her smile is genuine, until she smirks ruefully. “Though, my favorite player is DeShawn Miller. He has a jump shot that can’t be beat from back court.”

      I chuckle. She’s right. “I’ll tell him you said that.”

      “Please don’t. He already has enough ego to fill up the arena. But I truly see why people applaud his skills. He’s a damn fine baller, and I appreciate him—for his skills only.” She shrugs and turns her attention to Chloe. “Chloe, are you ready yet?”

      Interesting. Not what I’d expect from a single coed. But I see her point. DeShawn’s a fantastic baller, but he’s got quite the reputation for playing off the court just as hard. From what I’ve seen about Sydney and my teammates at the bar, she’s not into guys who are full of themselves. Maybe tonight won’t be so bad after all.

      If I can get them to consider my idea.

      I might as well seize this opportunity.

      When Sydney and Chloe appear to be ready, I offer to the room, “Would you like me to be your designated driver? I have plenty of room in my SUV, and I don’t drink during the season.” Sydney looks skeptical, but when I add, “This way, you’d be able to celebrate Abby tonight without having to worry.” When a relief crosses her features for the briefest of seconds, I know I’ve hooked her.

      Chloe’s mouth hangs open, and Sydney just stares. They look back and forth between Abby and me, trying to determine if I mean what I’ve just said and if Abby is okay with my offer.

      Please be okay with my offer.

      Relief washes through me when Abby grabs Syd and Chloe’s hands and comes to my rescue. “Sure, we’d love it. I can’t wait to get with my girls and dance to real music.”

      Dancing. Great. I’d forgotten about that part of the experience. Sherman’s is known to have a DJ as well as live music. I wonder what we’ll be getting ourselves into tonight. The place is usually packed on the weekend, but for a school night, I doubt it’ll be full.

      As I get to know her throughout the evening, I quickly find Sydney’s a great friend to have. I still don’t know Chloe that well, but if she’s hanging with these two, she must be a good person. Thankfully, Abby paces herself, having only one drink before leaving for the bar. We all pile into my SUV, Abby sits up front, and I can’t help but smile with her as she anticipates her evening.

      When we arrive, I spot a booth against one wall of the dance floor and suggest we take it before anyone else steals the prime real estate. For a Wednesday night, the place is hopping, and the DJ keeps a steady beat flowing. Sydney excuses herself, and she makes her way to the bar to order some drinks for the girls. From the short ride, I can tell she has her heart set on sharing some of her favorites with Abby tonight. She offers to get me a soda, and I nod in appreciation. Chloe goes with her to help carry everything back.

      “I’ll need to pick up my car from your place at some point tomorrow,” Abby states as she watches a few couples out on the dance floor.

      “I can make sure it’s there in the morning. I work out at five thirty, but I’m usually done by seven. Will you need it before then?” I ask, wondering how I can make this work for her. She shouldn’t be put out just because I hijacked her evening.

      “Uh, that will be fine. My first class isn’t until nine.”

      Before either of us can say anything, Sydney and Chloe return with some drinks for Abby to sample. After she’s taken a sip of the pink concoction, she moans in appreciation. “Oh… this is so yummy,” Abby cries over the music. “What is it?”

      “Pink vodka lemonade,” Sydney replies. They each take another drink in appreciation. It must taste good if the expressions on their faces are anything to go by. They close their eyes and slowly sip the drink they’ve been handed.

      “You can’t even taste the alcohol,” Abby gushes. “I think I finally found a drink I like.” The smile on her face is infectious, and I find myself grinning at her enthusiasm.

      “That only makes it dangerous,” Chloe teases. “Be sure to pace yourself. I remember one night when these snuck up on me.” The look of disgust tells me there’s quite a story there, that doesn’t have a happy ending.

      The song changes to one the girls must recognize because suddenly, they’re screaming and jumping out of the booth to dance in the center of the floor. I remain in the booth, watching over their drinks. Of course, my attention is focused on my lab partner and her friends as well. Her long, wavy hair flows in rhythm to the music as she dances gracefully. Each sway of her hips, each bop with the beat, has me looking at Abby in a whole new light. Gone is the plain, studious girl I left in the lab the day before. Left in her place is the intriguing woman I want to know better. Here I thought she wouldn’t be a distraction. I am so screwed. Abby’s gorgeous, and there’s nothing plain about her.

      At one point, a slow song comes on, and both Sydney and Chloe are quickly asked to dance by a couple of guys who’d been watching them all night. Before Abby has a chance to be asked, she comes back to the booth and plops down.

      “Whew! This is fun.” Her cheeks are rosy, and her eyes are bright with enthusiasm. “I totally get why people love going out to bars now.”

      “Does that mean you’ll be doing this more often?” I ask teasingly.

      “Every once in a while, sure. But I’m not turning into a barfly or anything. I don’t have that much time on my hands.” She sips the last of her drink as she stares at her friends dancing with their partners.

      The longing on her face makes me react before I have time to think of the ramifications. I snap to my feet and extend a hand. It’s the first time I’ve moved most of the night, not wanting to draw more attention to myself than necessary, but my intent is clear. I want to dance with her.

      She shakes her head and looks around as if I should be asking someone else. But I assure her she’s the only one on my dance card for the evening when I state, “Come on. Let’s go have some fun!”

      We make our way to the dance floor, and I draw her body close to mine. Taking one hand in mine, I place my other on her hip. Her free arm wraps naturally around my neck. I feel a slight tremble from Abby when my palm reaches the base of her back, but she relaxes when I guide her around the dance floor with ease.

      I take a bit of pride in the fact I don’t allow Abby to just stand and sway to the music, like many of the couples out here on the dance floor. My freshman year, I was among the many men who signed up for American social dance as an elective. It might have started as a joke, but it’s left me with many skills and I have no regrets. I lead her around the dance floor like a pro, guiding her through spins, dips, as I shuffle to the music in sync with the beat. Abby dances effortlessly in my arms and has no problem keeping up. As the song ends, I spin her around once more, and she giggles. I just might have to keep her out here, so I can keep the euphoric grin on her face. I’ve never seen anyone look so free or beautiful for that matter, just by dancing.

      Now that I’m out on the dance floor, Abby, Sydney, and Chloe don’t let me leave. At one point, I excuse myself to use the restroom. Unfortunately, a couple of jersey chasers try to corner me in the hallway on my return. I’m just about to say something to get them to back off when Abby shocks the shit out of me by appearing out of nowhere to rescue me.

      “Excuse me, ladies.” She pushes between us as if she’s done this type of thing before. “Drew’s helping me celebrate my birthday.” Abby wraps an arm around me and gives them a pointed stare, showing their attention is unwelcomed. Then before I can take my next breath, she looks innocently up at me. “Syd and Chloe are waiting for us.”

      I can’t help but be impressed. The jersey chasers back off without another word.

      Abby’s the perfect combination of assertive and innocence wrapped into one.

      As we walk to our table, Abby pulls my head down so she can whisper into my ear. The action alone has me burning with desire. “Are you ever going to tell me what all the fuss is about?”

      What the hell is she talking about? “Fuss?”

      “You know. Why people fawn over you and you can’t go out in public without causing a scene?” She rolls her eyes as if I should already know this.

      “I play basketball.” I shrug.

      She cocks her head, not buying it. “Are you any good?”

      “You could say that.”

      “You seem to be something special,” she whispers. Then she grazes my cheek with a kiss. I’m not usually a touchy-feely guy, but I crave contact with her.

      What is it about this girl that has me wanting to spend more time with her?

      After a few more dances and a couple more drinks, the girls decide to call it quits, and I take everyone home. I make a point to walk Abby to her door. Chloe and Sydney make themselves scarce as soon as we get to their apartment.

      As much as I’m dying to kiss her, I won’t take advantage of her. From the look in her eyes, she wants more, too. Instead of making a move, I whisper the first thing to pop into my mind, “I hope you’ve had a happy birthday.”

      “Thanks for everything.” She looks up into my eyes and rocks from her heels to her toes. I’m not sure if it’s the alcohol or nerves, but that bit of wobble reminds me I need to tread carefully. There’s been an undercurrent of chemistry zinging between us all night.

      “If you give me your keys, I’ll bring your car over in the morning,” I offer, to stay just a moment longer with Abby.

      She digs out her keys from her pocket and hands them over. “Thanks. It’s a blue Honda Accord. I parked right in front of your place.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll see you in the morning.” It takes everything in my power to only kiss her cheek and say goodbye.
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      The next morning, a little after seven, I knock on Abby’s door. Hoping I’m not waking her too early, I rock on my heels as I wait for what seems like forever for her to answer. Eventually, I hear a bit of a commotion from the other side, so I wait patiently, instead of knocking again. When the door opens, Abby sounds as if she’s out of breath as she greets me with a mischievous smile, “Hello.”

      “Hey, Abby.” I grin down at her and ask, “How are ya feeling?”

      “Oddly enough, just fine,” she admits. “Syd and Chloe insisted I drink a full glass of water and eat again when we got home. They also had me take some ibuprofen, just to be safe. I kept a good buzz going last night, but I never tipped over the edge of being drunk… ya know?”

      She looks adorable as she meets my gaze. Her hair’s in one of those messy buns girls do to keep it up and out of their face. She’s wearing an oversized CRU sweatshirt that falls off one of her shoulders and a pair of black yoga pants. She may have just rolled out of bed, but she couldn’t look more gorgeous if she tried. My body instantly tightens, and the electric sparks that flowed between us last night quickly return.

      When my brain catches up to my body’s reaction to Abby, I scold myself. Christ. Get it together, Jacobs. You don’t have time for distractions like this. Even if you did, you’ve kept a strict no-dating during the season policy since freshman year. It’s kept you on a winning streak, and you’re not about to change it up now. Calm the fuck down.

      When I don’t respond to Abby’s comment, her cheeks darken, and she averts her eyes. Shit. Now I’ve embarrassed her. Hell. I can’t win for losing with this situation. I quickly rush to assure her I understand. “I get it…” I swallow, trying to remember what I should be saying, but her golden-brown eyes turn my brain to liquid mush.

      “You do?” she asks in disbelief. “I thought you didn’t drink?” She sucks her bottom lip and chews on it, making my dick go hard and my pants go tight. Why’d she have to go and do a thing like that? Geez, I can’t catch a break here.

      I quickly clear my throat and mentally kick myself for letting my brain drift into the gutter. “I may not drink during the season. But I’ve had my share of booze. Trust me. There’s a fine line between a good buzz and being drunk. I don’t particularly like to lose control of my functions, but I can’t say it’s never happened.” I shrug in defense. I’ve been an athlete for as long as I can remember. Alcohol was always at
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