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DEDICATION




For every student who ever sat at a desk,

stared at the gorgeous person in the front of the class,

and dreamed...
















AUTHOR’S NOTE




Grading the Curve was originally published in 2013 by Evernight Publishing. This version has been significantly re-edited and expanded.


CHAPTER ONE



Ellen jabbed the pen down, dotting the last period so hard it left a little divot in the inexpensive laser paper. Done. The last final of the last class of her ridiculously extended college career was officially over, thank God.

Three chairs down, her roommate Amita Santos’s head was still bent over her own paper. Ellen could just make out Amita’s lips moving, undoubtedly dropping silent F-bombs as she worked on her answers. As surreptitiously as possible, Ellen glanced around the classroom. The rest of the students appeared to be in similar states as they slogged through English 314’s torturously long final on the mechanics of technical writing.

Her next glance was at the clock over the classroom door, which said that she still had ten minutes left. Wanting to wait for Amita, she scanned through her paper again for errors. Everything seemed solid, good enough to get a high B. In any other class she could feel confident about getting an A, but Professor Alexander Cord, aka the Brit Bastard, was a notorious hard-ass when it came to A’s. If you got one, it was the academic equivalent of the Second Coming.

At the front of the room, the man himself sat at a battered old metal desk, reading through a stack of papers and checking off mistakes with a fine red marker. That marker was dreaded by most of his students; he wielded it like an academic machete, leaving liberal amounts of crimson ink behind as he pounced on various errors. Ellen grinned as she remembered how her second roommate Keisha Johnson had suffered through Cord’s class the previous semester. The pre-law student had to be physically restrained from burning a voodoo doll of the man over the stove while shouting, “Parse this, motherfucker!”

Then again, I can’t really blame her. In his early forties, intelligent and bitingly sarcastic, Cord had a stringent teaching style that came as a shock to students used to more laissez-faire instructors. From what Ellen had heard, even his colleagues tended to tiptoe around him. The only one who didn’t was the departmental secretary, but Mrs. Tomasek ruled the English department with an iron fist, no velvet glove required, and any professor who wanted their work processed on time treated her with due deference.

Everyone else, however, was fair game. For instance, Cord had a policy of addressing all students by an honorific and expecting the same in return. She remembered one student making the mistake of calling him “Alex” at the beginning of the semester. Cord proceeded to deliver a blistering fifteen minute lecture on propriety and manners towards a professor. The student transferred out the next day, and no one ever repeated his mistake.

Ellen suspected she was the only person in the class, and possibly in the history of Lake Michigan University, who enjoyed Cord’s teaching style. He set down strict rules for how his course would be run and expected everyone to follow them to the letter, and his barbs could draw blood at times. But he didn’t require students to play head games or suck up to him in order to get good grades. After years of classes where she had to regurgitate the instructor’s preferred talking points in order to get an A, she appreciated that. If you worked hard, turned in papers on time, and didn’t act like an asshole in class, you were good.

It also doesn’t hurt that he’s hot. Tall, with sandy blond hair touched by grey at the temples, he had a lean face and the trim, muscled body of someone who balanced desk time with athletic activity. He always wore a jacket and tie to class, but one time when the heaters had been working overtime he’d loosened his tie. A few fine strands of amber chest hair peeped out of his collar, and she’d spent the rest of the class fantasizing about what color the hair was on other parts of his body.

Right now the tie was securely in place, but the May sunlight slanting through the windows whited out his reading glasses and lit his hair with a halo-like glow, giving him the appearance of an annoyed angel. She could imagine Keisha’s outraged howls at the description, while part of her brain didn’t want to think of him as an angel at all. That part wanted him naked, hard, and flat on his back in her bed.

I wonder what he’d do if I asked him out?

She squelched the thought. He treated her with a certain amount of courtesy, even leaving the occasional bit of praise on her papers. But she was a realist. Compliments on her grasp of the English language didn’t translate to a smoldering desire to date a broke 24-year-old who’d spent seven years getting her degree in between crappy side gigs and shared an apartment in Hyde Park with three other women.

Not to mention the other thing. Namely, her virginity. She wasn’t religious and didn’t have any kind of sexual hangups; she simply hadn’t gotten around to having sex yet, mainly due to her insane school and work schedule. The few guys she’d gone out with weren’t interested in someone who had to work nights and weekends when she wasn’t studying. As for casual sex, the idea of going to bed with some random guy just to get it over with didn’t appeal. Sex was one of the things she mentally classed as “would happen eventually,” along with taking a whole weekend off and going food shopping without keeping a running tally in her head.

She glanced at Cord again. Okay, scratch going out with him. What would it be like to go to bed with him? What if she gave him a pass on her “no casual sex” rule? He’d occupied the bulk of her fantasies for the semester, to the point where it was difficult to talk to him directly without blushing. Was there some way she could turn fantasy into reality, even if it was only for one night?

Did she have the nerve to try?

As if hearing her thoughts, Cord’s head came up. “Time’s up, ladies and gentlemen. Please turn in your tests.”

She waited as the other students, a number of them swearing under their breath, got up and deposited their finals on Cord’s desk. Amita caught her eye and mimicked shooting herself in the head. Ellen didn’t take it seriously; Amita’s grades were better than hers and her grasp of the intricacies of technical English was immaculate, thanks to her tech writer mother. If anyone’s going to get an A in this class, it’s her.

She fell in at the trailing end of the group, putting her test squarely on top of the others awaiting Cord’s academic filleting. To her surprise he glanced up at her, lips pursing a bit. “You finished a good ten minutes ago, Miss Novak. You didn’t need to stay.”

She was surprised that he’d noticed. “I wanted to double-check my answers and wait for my roommate,” she explained. Well, it isn’t exactly a lie. “Amita always gets stressed after tests, so I thought I’d take her out for a latte.”

“Kind of you, although I don’t know if pouring caffeine into an already stressed system is the best idea.” He scooped up the papers, tapping them neatly against the desk. “You’re graduating this Saturday, aren’t you?”

The golden goal of the last seven years, the thing she’d worked her ass off for—a college degree. “Yes. Took a while, but I finally got there.”

He nodded at that, although she wasn’t sure if it was in agreement or approval. “Perseverance has its benefits. I hope you found the class useful.”

“I did, thank you. I start work at NC Technics in two weeks as a junior tech writer.”

To her surprise he smiled. The rare expression made him look ridiculously handsome and she had to order her knees not to wobble. “Oh, good for you. Of all the people who’ve passed through this class, you’re one of the few I can see succeeding in the field.”

The unexpected compliment caused her face to heat, which was embarrassing. “Thank you,” she muttered. “Let’s hope my new bosses feel the same way.”

“I’m sure they will. Congratulations, and good luck with your career.”

He held out his hand. Bracing herself, she took it, flinching at the sharp tingle that ran through her fingertips at the contact. “Ouch.”

Cord blinked, the dark blue of his irises compressing to a thin ring around his pupils. He didn’t let go of her hand. “Static electricity.”

Her face felt even hotter. “Sorry. I must have dragged my feet on the carpet or something.”

“That’s all right. It’s not often I get a charge out of a student.” He glanced down at their clasped hands and frowned. “What happened here?”

She looked at the raised reddish burn on the back of her wrist. “One of the espresso machines got clogged up and the steam hit me as I was clearing it.”

Now he was holding her hand in both of his as he studied the inflamed skin. “That should be bandaged.”

He’s holding my hand he’s holding my hand he’s holding my hand. “No, it’s all right,” she said, trying to sound calm. “I put some ointment on it right after. Perils of being a barista, I guess.”

His attention was back on her. “Where do you work?”

“The Fragrant Bean down on 55th and Woodlawn. It opened a couple of months ago.”

He nodded. “I keep meaning to stop in there. I don’t suppose they do chai lattes?”

She’d been hoping that he would come in. Now it looked like it would finally happen. “We do, and they’re a lot closer to genuine chai than you can get at That Other Coffee Shop. I work evenings Thursday through Sunday—if you come in then, I’ll make you one myself.”

For a moment his face went blank and she thought she’d pushed it too far. Then the smile returned, more subtle this time. Something about it made her heartbeat speed up, and she wondered if he could feel her pulse in their joined hands. “Marvelous. I’ll have to—”

“Excuse me?”

Both she and Cord flinched at the man’s voice. One of the other English professors stood in the classroom doorway, giving them an odd look. “Sorry to interrupt, but I need to set up for my final,” he explained, holding up a sheaf of printed papers.

Cord let go of her hand and leaned back, expression shuttering again. “And I need to finish grading these tests. I wish you the best of luck, Miss Novak,” he said briskly.

The abrupt transition from private intimacy to public indifference stung a bit. “Um, thank you, Dr. Cord,” she muttered, grabbing her purse and hurrying out past the other man. That was her last chance to talk to the man who had occupied her fantasies for the last five months, unless he took her up on her offer to come in for a chai latte before she quit and started her full-time job at NC Technics. Dammit. Sometimes I hate my life.

****

“Just let me get these packed away and I’ll be out of here.” Alex focused his attention on the stacks of finals, but he could still feel the warmth of Ellen’s hand and the softness of her skin on his palm. He’d been struck by the young woman’s intelligence and loveliness the first week of the semester, automatically pushing the feeling to the back of his mind as he always had. He despised those colleagues who preyed on the naive young students in their classes, and cheered when one of them was hauled before the Board of Regents for inappropriate behavior with a student.

But something about Ellen Novak was different. Despite his best efforts she quickly slipped into his daydreams, and soon enough she was invading his dreams at night as well. Those were both deliciously salacious and embarrassing enough that he did his best to avoid her outside of class, keeping their few required meetings brief and businesslike. The last thing he wanted was to do something as clichéd and ridiculous as fall in love with a student. Even if she is brilliant and has a beautifully curved body and skin I want to caress for hours. Not to mention those whiskey eyes…

“No rush, my friend. My class isn’t here for another fifteen minutes.” Davinder Singh Dhillon, the English department’s speculative fiction expert and one of Alex’s few friends on campus, glanced over his shoulder. “So, any reason why you were holding hands with a student?”

“We were not holding hands,” Alex muttered, shoving papers into his satchel. “I shook her hand as I was saying goodbye and noticed she had a burn on her wrist. I wanted to make sure she was all right, that’s all.”

“I see. It’s just that you were smiling at her.”

“So?”

“You don’t
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