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DESCRIPTION
   
Being the nice guy leaves me open to being a rebound romance.
Which I’m not interested in. I’ve got better things to do.
Like taking my spot on the NBA draft picks. It’s all that matters to me.
Love has never been on the radar. I’m too focused for all that fluff.
Then life slows me down. Way down.
An injury at the end of the spring semester has me working my way back to full health all summer long.
And wouldn’t you know it? I’m paired up with the most beautiful and aggravating girl on the women’s basketball team.
She ain’t got a chip on her shoulder. She’s got a family-sized bag.
Her body was built for ballet shoes and tights. All of which I’d give up my dreams to see her in.
But she’s focused on one thing—not being anything like her mom.
The mother that is head of the dance program at our university.
I might need my body to heal, but this pretty woman needs her heart mended.
She’s got some deep wounds from the past that she’s not willing to release just yet.
Where I didn’t think I’d ever say such words, I’m up for the job.
This one is mine. I’m going all in.



Ali’s Introduction
Well hey there! Thank you so much for grabbing one of my books. I sure hope you love it.
I’d hate to part ways once you’re done though. How about we stay in touch? We have a great family of readers on my Insiders Newsletter Group that you just can’t miss out on.
We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas cards, event invites and sneak previews for this amazing group.
And as a HUGE thank you for joining,
you’ll receive a free book on me!








Join Here



Weston’s Introduction
Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.
Where you at?!?
Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.
Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?
See you on the inside…








Get it HERE




DEDICATION
To all of our readers that love a good story no matter the setting. Ali and I love you guys and appreciate you picking up our books. I was an athlete my whole life with a focus far more on sports than love. And Ali was the love bird. We enjoyed taking this story from all angles to delight you whether you’re a lover of college romance or if you just enjoy the heck out of a good love story. Either way, we thank you and hope you enjoy it big time.
Weston Parker




CHAPTER 1



MICAH
“Up next, we have Providence University junior, Miss Emily Campbell,” the announcer’s voice blared over the speakers far above our heads as we sat in the gym all huddled together.
“Come on, Em. You got this.” I sat up tall and scanned the far side of the room, looking for Jacob Wright, my best friend and president of our fraternity at Providence. He and Emily had finally given in and started something that looked like lustful dating. I could only hope that he didn’t fuck things up. I’d hate to have to move from being a good guy to beating his ass endlessly over her. She was like a sister to me. She reminded me too much of Lyndsay, my own sister, not to be.
“Move over.” Jacob bounded up the stairs and dropped down next to me, the smile on his face causing one to lift my lips as well. He was in love. Whether the bastard knew it or not, Emily had him headed toward something long term and lasting. The biggest man-whore at Providence University had met his match. It was almost comical.
“Oh God, I hope this goes well.” Natasha Kelly leaned forward and pressed her hands to her face as she sat on the other side of Jacob. “I can’t look.”
“Come on, Tasha. You know Em has this. Coach Rhodes has been prepping her to be head cheerleader since she got to Providence.” Jacob leaned toward Tasha, pressing his shoulder against her and smiling.
I wanted to respond, but I couldn’t seem to form a single coherent sentence around the girl. Between her short white-blonde hair, petite frame, and beautiful face, I was lost. Like far more lost than I’d ever been over a girl before.
I was grateful for the ability to keep a facade in place at all times like my father had done my whole life. I’d seen the man smile twice—maybe. Where I was a little more relaxed than that, I still had the gift of appearing cool and collected when I wasn’t anything near it.
Emily bounded across the room in the longest flip-flop I’d ever seen. She ended with a back flip, and the stands went wild.
“That’s my girl.” Jacob cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled as a collective giggle rose up from the stands.
Emily’s cheeks turned pink as she moved right into a cheer routine.
I crossed my arms over my chest and watched her, expecting her to kill it. We’d been friends since my freshman year, and the bond had only grown over time. She and Jacob were on the short list of people I would try and keep up with once they graduated. I had one more year after everyone left, but it would go fast, or so I hoped.
Of course, the pretty girl sitting on Jacob’s left was at the top of the list as well. Seeing that we hadn’t spoken more than fifteen words to each other over the last few years, I figured my chances of getting to know her were slim. It was a good thing Emily was trying to set us up. She was the only one that might be capable of talking Natasha out of her shell. I wanted to better understand why the beautiful girl kept to herself in the first place. She had a story to tell and damn if I didn’t want to be front and center when she told it.
“Yes!” Jacob jumped to his feet as the crowd stood up and exploded in accolades for Em. I got up and clapped loudly before whistling through my fingers for her. A louder whistle resounded to my left, and I glanced over to find Tasha smiling over at me.
“Show off,” I mumbled and winked at her before turning back toward Emily.
We sat down, and a few moments later, they announced that Emily would be head cheerleader for our senior season. The place erupted again, and I moved down off the stands and stood near the back of the room as everyone crowded in. I couldn’t have been happier for her or Jacob, but I sure as hell wished I had someone beside me to enjoy the moment with.
“You going to the foam party tonight?” Natasha’s voice was hard, tough, much like her.
I glanced around to find her standing just behind me with her arms crossed over her chest. The look on her face said she could care less if I was going and was just trying to be nice and make conversation.
“Yeah. I figured I would go slide around the floor a little. It’ll give Jacob something to give me hell about later. He needs new subject matter anyway.” I gave her a cheeky grin and turned back to Emily and Jacob.
“I’m surprised she let him talk her into anything.” She moved up beside me and the smell of her shampoo rolled through my senses. I tried hard not to breathe in and make it obvious that I was into her.
“He’s a smooth cat. I’ll give him that.”
“He’s a whore, but I guess everyone deserves a chance. At least one.” She shrugged and walked past me to move up into the crowd.
“That include me?” I slipped my hands into my jean pockets and turned to walk out into the late afternoon. The party would be fun later that night, and hopefully, Emily wouldn’t let her unsocial roommate get away with not coming.
I was looking far too forward to seeing her again.
    
“You did what?” I glanced over at Jacob as we rode back up to the Jolly Fox together later that night. Emily was out celebrating with Aubrey Moore and some of her other friends, from what Jacob said, so us guys were on our own.
“I paid for her cheerleading stuff for the next year.” He shrugged and ran his fingers through his dark brown hair. The five o’clock shadow dusting his face left him looking more like twenty-eight than twenty-two, but it was probably a good thing. He was in charge of the rowdiest fraternity house on campus. How I ended up at Omega was still a mystery, but I helped to maintain order and balance, so it worked.
“What about your own costs for summer soccer league? I love that you helped her out, but what about your stuff?”
“It’s covered. Coach gave me a scholarship to get through it.” He shook his head. “It’s crazy how you set out to help someone you care about and the fucking universe gives you that shit back.”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m not sure how to respond to that.”
“Then don’t.” He pulled into the parking lot of the club just off campus and turned off the engine. “You gonna let your balls drop tonight?”
“Meaning?” I unbuckled and got out of his truck.
“Meaning that you need to man up and ask Natasha out. I saw the way she was hanging around you earlier today. Don’t play coy. That shit isn’t fitting, bro, and you know it.”
“True.” I rolled my shoulders and walked to the door. “If she’s here, I’ll see if she’s up for grabbing a movie sometime.”
“You want me to set you guys up? You know you’re shy. You’ll never ask her to a movie. Don’t play that shit.” He snorted and patted my chest before walking into the loudness of the club.
“Fuck you too.” I walked in behind him and stopped short as the foam machine across the room blew white foam onto the dance floor. It seemed like the whole damn school was already there, laughing and trying to keep their balance in the middle of the madness.
“Jacob! Micah! Over here, guys.” Jayce Moore waved us over and lifted a beer as we reached them. His twin sister Aubrey, her bestie Layla, and Emily sat at a table together with several snacks and two pitchers of beer between them.
“Hey, guys. All that’s missing is the big man, huh?” Jacob glanced over at Aubrey, who let out a sad sigh and finished her beer in two long gulps.
“Nice, jackass.” Layla gave Jacob a crooked smile as he moved in next to Emily and reached over to snag Layla’s beer.
“What? I meant it in a good way. We all miss Lucas. When is he coming back for another visit?”
Aubrey shrugged. “I’m not sure.”
“You joining us?” Jayce gave me a smile and scooted over, making room for me.
“I will in a minute.” I turned and let my eyes scan the room.
“She’s not here.” Emily’s voice caught my attention.
I turned to face her and chuckled. “How do you know I’m looking for someone?”
“Aren’t you?” She moved to the top of Jacob, swatting at him as he fondled her in front of all of us. “Monster.”
“All yours, baby. Keep me locked up?” He chuckled, as did the rest of the table.
“No, I’m not. I just wanted to see if any of the basketball guys were here. It seemed like the whole damn school was there today.” I reached out and brushed her hair behind her ear. “You did great. I’m super proud of you.”
She moved into my arms, and I stiffened for a minute at the fear that Jacob might think something was up with us. He knew that Em had a special place in my heart, but jealous alpha-male bastards were a dime a dozen, and my best friend was no exception to the rule.
“Thanks for your support and for being cool with me and Jacob.” She moved back but kept her lithe arms around my waist.
“Of course. You’ll have to tame him a little, but something tells me that you started doing that a long time ago and none of us noticed.”
She smiled. “Yeah. There’s a story behind all of this.”
“There always is.” I removed her arms from around me and ran my hands down her arms. “How’s your mom and your little sister doing?”
“Good. Mom’s going into rehab and Cally will be staying with my aunt for a while. I’m going to try and get more involved in her life just so she has some type of stable relationship besides my aunt.” She glanced down toward her feet as her long brown hair cascaded over her shoulders. She was breathtaking, and yet the only emotion I could find inside of me where she was concerned was the need to protect her like I would have protected my sister Lyndsay.
“That’s great news. You know I’ll go out there with you anytime, right?”
“Of course.” She glanced up. “You know, Tasha asked about you this afternoon.”
“What about me?” I crossed one arm around my waist and brushed my fingers against my lips with my other hand, trying to act much cooler than I felt.
“She was asking about your degree plan and if the NBA was a stretch goal for you. Just stuff about your future.”
“What did you tell her?” I lifted my eyebrow, interested in hearing what Em thought she knew about me. Our relationship consisted of her talking and me listening, which was fine by me. I wasn’t sure what she knew or thought she did, but it wasn’t much.
“To ask you herself.” She winked before turning back to the table and crawling into Jacob’s arms.
“I’ll be back. I’m going to the restroom.” I waved at the group and turned to walk to the restroom. I stepped onto the floor and tried to avoid the foam, but with the people bouncing all around me, I lost my balance.
“Fuck,” I grumbled as my feet slipped out from beneath me and I launched backward. Pain radiated through my wrist as I smacked it on a chair nearby, but it died as I hit the floor beneath me. My head slammed into the hard marble and the world went dim.
“Micah? Micah?”
I blinked a few times and lifted my good hand, mumbling that I was fine before I passed out.




CHAPTER 2



NATASHA
“I should have gone to the party.” The mantra kept spilling from my lips as I walked around the women’s locker room at the basketball courts on campus. Everyone had gone to the Jolly Fox to help Emily celebrate her win as head cheerleader, and yet I’d taken the coward’s way out and faked a stomachache.
She would have come to a celebration that was held in my honor, but she was a much better friend.
“And far more outgoing.” I let out a long breath and walked through the hallway to the courts. Micah was on my mind, and as much as I hated it, I knew if he asked, I was going to say yes. I wouldn’t be happy about agreeing to go out on a date with him, nor would I lead him to believe anything would become of us because it wouldn’t, but I would still say yes.
For Emily. Because Emily wanted me to go out with him. Yeah. That was it.
“Heads-up.”
I lifted my hands out of instinct and caught the basketball that Coach Murphy launched at me.
“Hey, Coach.” I let the ball roll off my fingers and started to dribble as I moved toward my coach.
“Hey, yourself. How many days were you in here working on your three-pointers last week? I didn’t see you haunt this place once.” The six-foot-eight thin black woman that had my respect put her hand on her hip and cocked her head to the side.
“That’s because you’re old and go to bed at seven at night.” I moved around her as she tried to go for the ball. “I was here every night from nine to midnight without fail.”
I stopped at the three-point line and lifted up on my toes, sinking the ball into the hoop without touching the net.
“Nice.” She moved up beside me. “Now, do that about ten more times and I’ll leave you alone.”
“Why are you wanting me to grow stronger as a shooter? You usually only allow us point guards to take the ball down the court and do the occasional layup.” I jogged after the ball.
“Because we lost Tanya, remember? She was our strongest shooter. We don’t have anyone else coming up that’s going to be able to score as much as she did. You’re the next best thing we have, so I can pull you off your position or have you start working on getting better with your aim.”
“I’ll work on my aim. I’m not sure I’d be any good at playing anything but point guard. I’m too damn short.” I dribbled back toward her and pivoted as I reached the three-point line. I sank another one into the hoop again. “Nothing but net.”
She chuckled and clapped her hands. “Come on. Let me give you a little bit of competition.”
I jogged toward the ball. “You sure about that, Coach? You know that old bum knee of yours—”
“Oh no, you didn’t.” She laughed as she jogged toward me.
I was asking for an ass-whooping, but she was one of my heroes. It was almost an honor to receive one from her.
“I did. I sure did.” I moved around her, juking her once before lifting up for a layup.
“Not in my house.” She smacked the ball away from the hoop and landed on her feet gracefully.
“Tell me again why you’re not playing in the WNBA? You still got it.” I picked up the ball and tossed it to her.
“You think so?” She tucked it under her arm and strutted around the court as I chuckled. “I was the big hit back in my day.”
“I believe it. Stop prancing and let’s play.” I moved up to guard her as she lifted her eyebrow and gave me a look that should have scared me. I’d been playing my heart out for her for three years. If she hadn’t taken me down to the hardwood floor yet, I was pretty sure I was safe.
“You’re going to have to start lifting more in the weight room if you expect the scouts to pay you attention. You’re doing all the right things but missing that one piece.” She moved past me with ease. It had to be her height, or so I told myself.
“I’ll put some more time in there this year. I’m hoping my speed and agility will be the thing that catches their eye, seeing that I’m white and I’m short as shit.” I chuckled as she finished her layup and turned around to eyeball me.
“You’re right about that. You’re a short little thing. Color has nothing to do with it, and you know it. Don’t let your paleness be a crutch.”
We shared a laugh as she launched the ball at me. “Hit the three-pointer this time, if you can.”
Challenge accepted. I moved toward her and faked left before spinning to the right and sinking the ball into the hoop.
“Like that?” I smiled over at her as she reached out and patted my back.
“You’re the best player I’ve got this year. Let’s bring down the house and make your daddy proud of both of us.” She winked at me and walked toward the locker room. “Weight room, Miss Kelly.”
“Got it, Coach.” I jogged toward the ball and scooped it up before moving back to the free-throw line to work on my form. She’d played for my father back in her heyday, and where I hated to admit it, I was jealous that she had. Seeing that I couldn’t measure up to shit in my mother’s eyes, all I had was my dad left to impress.
“Good thing he loves basketball.” I lifted to my toes and sank another one in before moving around the court and doing it over and over and over again.
By the time I was done, I was covered in sweat, panting, and feeling like a million bucks. Maybe going over to the Jolly Fox wasn’t such a bad idea. Emily and Micah were good friends. We could just be friends too. Nothing had to change between us, other than the fact that we barely spoke.
“Because he makes my insides shake.” I wiped my forehead with the back of my arm and walked toward the locker room, thinking about him.
He was a year younger than me but had been playing for the guy’s team at Providence since his freshman year. He was a top pick at his high school and had come to Providence with a heavy load on his shoulders. Everyone expected him to be the best, and he was.
A smile spread across my face as I hit the locker room and pulled my T-shirt over my head. Why he wasn’t dating someone like Emily was a complete mystery. He had to be one of the best guys on campus. Combined with his deep green eyes, tanned skin, and dark hair…
My heart fluttered inside my chest as my stomach tightened.
“Stop it. Stupid.” I pulled my shorts off and sat down on the bench beside me, trying to catch my breath as my mind exploded with possibilities. He might be interested in taking me out to a movie or something, but that was because he didn’t know me. I wasn’t a nice girl like Emily with a sweet smile and loads of love to splash all over the world. I was glad she was the way she was, but I wasn’t anywhere near that type of girl.
There hadn’t been a guy who’d caught my attention over the last three years, and I was a little annoyed at myself for letting Micah do it as of late. The only thing we had in common was basketball, and that wasn’t nearly enough. I was good by myself, where I could avoid heartache or being judged. Someone would eventually find their way into my heart, but it wasn’t happening in school where drama was prevalent and guys were immature.
I’d had my share of fuckups and I wasn’t interested in playing the fool anymore. Micah seemed like a nice guy, but the chance of him actually being that guy were slim, and even if he was, I couldn’t stand feminine men. Guys that acted more like the girl in a relationship and left me feeling like I was supposed to grow balls and a beard. No thanks.
And yet, I hated an alpha male like nobody’s business.
“Screwed. You’re freaking screwed.” I got up and pulled off my bra and panties before walking toward the shower. My phone buzzed and I paused. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, but if Emily needed me, then I would be compelled to help out. She was the closest thing I had to a best friend.
Letting out a short sigh, I walked back toward the phone and glanced down to see that it was Emily.
“What’s up? You guys still at the Fox?” I put the phone to my ear and closed my eyes.
Make it quick. Make it quick.
“No. We’re headed to the hospital. Stupid fucking foam. What a stupid idea to have foam all over the dance floor. How many people have busted their butts on that crap?” Emily sounded far more pissed than scared. Whatever happened must not have been too bad.
“What happened?” I brushed my hair back and picked up my towel to cover myself in case someone walked in.
“Micah slipped and busted his wrist. The fall knocked him out. He’s coming to but is bleeding at the back of his head. I’m scared about his wrist. It’s July and basketball practices start in a few months. He’ll be fine. Right?” The fear I’d been expecting entered her voice.
“Shit. Are you serious?” My pulse spiked as I imagined the worst.
“Yeah. I’ll keep you in the loop. I just didn’t want you going up to the Fox and not finding us.”
“All right. I’m going to shower and then I’ll see where you guys are. I’ll head your way the minute I’m done.”
“Okay. See you soon.”
I dropped the call only to notice a message on my phone. Without checking the number, I pressed play and cringed. There was only one person in the world that left me feeling like a complete and utter disappointment. My mother.
“Natasha, this is your mom. I know you’re busy, but when you have a chance, please come by the house for a short visit. I just need to go over a few things with you. Thanks.”
No I love you or I miss you or Hope you’re doing well.
“Fat chance.” I deleted the message and dropped my phone in my bag before jogging toward the shower. Providence University might love their strict, award-winner Dance Dean, but I hated her. I’d turned eighteen three years ago, and the minute I did, I was out of her house. We’d barely spoken since then, and I didn’t plan on letting that change anytime soon.




CHAPTER 3



MICAH
“Ugh. This fucking class.” Dillon Coleman dropped his test on my desk and pressed his hands to his face. “I hate school so much. Remind me why I transferred to this shit hole.”
I chuckled and picked it up. The sixty-two on the front of it was in a dark red that screamed failure. I couldn’t help but laugh again as I tossed it back to him.
Dr. Abbott handed me my test and nodded. “Mr. Sanders, best score in the class, as per usual. Congratulations.”
“Thanks.” I glanced down at the 103 on my test and tossed it at Dillon. “You start helping me keep the Omega House clean, and I’ll tutor you in economics.”
He grabbed my test and lifted it to his face before groaning. “You’re such a nerd. I’m jealous. Why do I have to be such a jock all the time?”
“Hey, watch it,” Brody Jackson called from a few rows behind us.
“Or what? You’ll tackle me in Eco class? Meathead. I swear. Ask for grass-fed beef, eh?” Dillon rolled his eyes and tossed my test back toward me. “So define cleaning up the house and I’ll consider your offer.”
I shook my head. “You have to have this class to get your business degree.”
“No shit, Sherlock. I’m feeling the heat right now.”
“And you transferred because our swim program was much better than the podunk shit you were doing in Wyoming. Stop whining and start studying more.” I leaned back in my seat and took a deep breath. If I didn’t love basketball so much, I would truly turn into the nerd half the guys gave me shit over being.
I loved business classes, and much like my father, I would own something of my own eventually and help foster it into becoming a world-class enterprise. That was where I would stop the likenesses with my old man though. I would make sure no matter what that I was home to see my family and help raise my kids. My wife wouldn’t ever have to look for the affection of another man because I would be there—all the fucking time. I’d be there so much, I’d get on everyone’s nerves with my very presence.
“What the hell are you smiling about? I’m drowning over here and our quarterback is in the back of the room threatening to beat us both up. Stop daydreaming and help me out.” Dillon popped me in the chest and gave me a cocky smile. His dark Italian looks gave him an advantage over the girls, from what I could tell, but unlike Jacob the ex-whore, he didn’t seem to care too much about dating or sleeping around. I didn’t know enough about him to figure out why.
“You have nothing to worry about with Brody. I watched Jacob put a hurting on him a few months back. He’s got a big mouth and a fat wallet, but that’s about it.”
“Lucky bastard.” Dillon glanced back and winked.
I chuckled. “Don’t go inviting the asshole to dance with you because he will. You might not be as tough as Jacob. Might get your ass handed to you.”
“I’m on the swim team. I work out.” He brushed his hands down his chest as a naughty look covered his face.
I pretended to gag. “You’re an idiot, and you’re in charge of cleaning up after the next Omega party. I put the schedule together last weekend.” I lifted my wrapped-up hand into the air. “I’m still not able to use this thing yet. You’re helping out.”
“How did you land a housewife position at the house anyway? You’re stockier than most of the guys there and definitely seem to be next in line once Jacob graduates for the president position.”
“It’s just part of who I am. My folks were busy when I was growing up, so I took care of myself and my little sister Lyndsay.” I shrugged and turned to the front of the room. “Stop asking questions and pay attention. This is why you’re failing.”
“No. I’m failing because Economics makes little to no sense. Raise the price when people want too much of the shit you’re selling? Are you crazy?” He scoffed and I had to hold back a sarcastic remark.
“All right, class, let’s get started.” Dr. Abbott turned to face the board as a paper airplane landed in my lap.
I glanced back but couldn’t tell who sent it my way. After unwrapping it, a smile spread across my face. Midnight Madness was next week. I’d been working to heal my wrist as best I could for the last two months after cracking the growth plate at the Jolly Fox, and I was almost there. Whether I would be ready for our kick-off pep rally for the basketball season was a mystery, but I’d done all I could to try and get there. The rest was up to fate as far as I was concerned.
Dillon leaned over and snatched the flyer from my desk. “Hell yes. I love this time of the year. You gonna be able to start up in a few weeks?”
“I think so.” I glanced back up toward the front of the room. I hated that I was a stickler for the rules, but I was. “Shut up and pay attention.”
“Why? It’s not like I’m going to get anything out of this.”
“You might if you listened.” I took the flyer back and tucked it into my bag. “You gonna be able to come see some of the games this fall?”
“Yeah. Swimming already started, but most of the meets will be on Saturdays this fall. Your games are on Thursday?”
“They move around.” My shoulders stiffened as Dr. Abbott glanced around toward me and Dillon. I didn’t have time to warn him to shut up again.
“Awesome. I’m going to—”
Dr. Abbott cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Mr. Coleman. Did you have something you wanted to add to our discussion over the inflation rate?”
“Absolutely.” Dillon turned to face the professor and pressed his forearms to his desk. “It’s important to put your savings in a money market fund or something that garnishes a reasonable rate of interest. Otherwise, inflation will gobble up any hopes of making your money work for you. Kinda like I’m going to gobble up a burger when we get out of here.”
Dillon lifted his fingers to his lips and acted like he was biting into a burger.
The class chuckled, and Dr. Abbott smirked and turned back to the board. “I hate to say it, but our resident water-head is right. Inflation is an unruly mechanism used to keep us poor and the government running.”
I glanced over at Dillon and shook my head. “You just act dumb, don’t you?”
“Nope. I watched the news this morning while Jacob gave everyone the riot act over having a rat in the house. It just happened to be stuck on Money Matters.” He chuckled. “I get lucky from time to time, just not often enough.”
I faced the front and tried to get into the lecture but found myself drifting back to the all-encompassing fear that my basketball career wouldn’t be the same. With my growth plate cracked and pain shooting up my arm every time I’d practiced over the last few weeks, it felt like my chances of catching a scout’s eye over the next year was dim. It was a good damn thing I had one more year after this one, but still, something about not being the best of the best nagged at me.
My phone buzzed and I glanced down to see a text from Jacob that the campus police wanted to meet with us later that afternoon. I let out a short sigh and ignored Dillon as he peppered me with questions over what had me dropping down into a mood.
Dropping down into a mood?
Hell, I felt like most of the time, I was trying to climb up out of one. Loneliness had a way of doing that to a person. At least it did to me.
    
“This is getting so old. You know that?” I glanced over at my best friend as we walked toward the campus police department.
“I realize that. I already told you that we have to get strategic about this. Our best defense is a fucking offense, but we’ve been so busy with school starting and the new recruits and shit, we haven’t had time to really think through how to catch this bastard.”
“Part of the problem is that everything has been fine at the house for the last two months. If there’s a rat at the Omega House, he’s a smart one. He lays low at the right time and rises up about the time we relax from the last strike.” I reached out and held the door open to the police building. “Let me do the talking unless they direct a question your way. You’re a fucking hothead with little respect for anyone.”
“No, I just say it like it is.”
“Right, keep that to yourself today. All right?” I gave him a stern look and was almost surprised when he rolled his eyes and nodded.
“Fine, but when we get out of here, you and I are coming up with a plan.”
“Agreed.” I moved up to the counter as an older woman glanced up and gave me a tight smile.
“Can I help you?”
“Yes, ma’am. We’re from the Omega Fraternity. We were asked to come by to speak to—” I glanced back at Jacob.
“You want me to talk now? The puppet can move his mouth?”
I glared at him. “Keep it up.”
“Sergeant Barker asked us to come by.” He turned and walked toward the waiting room chairs, dropping down.
“He’ll be right with you, boys.” The woman glanced down at her computer as I turned back toward her.
“Great. Thank you.” I walked over to take the seat beside him. “What’s up your ass today?”
“Nothing, man. I’m just sick of this shit. I have no clue what we’re walking into. Between all the drama last month at my final tournament and whatever the hell is going on with Layla, I’m beat, all right?”
I turned a little to really study him. The dark circles under his eyes validated that he was struggling.
“It’s going to be fine. You and Emily are good and all that shit is behind you now. You need to make sure you win MVP next year at the summer tournament and the other guy won’t try and take your girl to bed.”
“I’m not in the mood, Micah,” he growled softly and glanced over at me.
I softened my expression. “I’m just kidding. Everything is fine with you guys. What’s going on with Layla?”
“She’s still showing up with bruises and shit all over her. She’s lying about how she’s getting them and I’m seriously about to start following her ass. She’s missed multiple parties and several of my practices. You know how much she loves hanging out. Something is up.” He ran his hands through his hair.
Layla Roberts was Aubrey Moore’s best friend, but she was something like a little sister to Jacob. They’d been close since I’d met Jacob, and if something was up with Layla, he wouldn’t rest until he figured out what.
“Is she dating anyone? I thought she dumped that piece of shit guy last spring.”
“Seth Mills?” I hadn’t heard anything good about that guy. That he and Layla had dated at all was a surprise to me. “Isn’t he captain of the rugby team?”
“Yep. Bunch of sweaty animals. I hate those fuckers.” Jacob stood up as the door opened and a cop walked out.
“I’m Sergeant Barker. This way, boys.” He nodded, turned on his heel, and walked down the hall.
I caught the door just before it closed and held it for Jacob.
“You talk. I’ll probably just start throwing over tables and headbutting people.” Jacob moved in front of me and let out a long sigh.
“Well, if it’s me or the cop, can you headbutt him first so I have some warning?”
A chuckle reached me as Jacob nodded. “Yep. Anything for you, buddy. Anything for you.”




CHAPTER 4



NATASHA
“Can you believe the leaves are starting to turn already? It’s too early.” Emily dipped a French fry in her ketchup and glanced up at me and Clara Russell.
“The weather has a mind of its own.” I lifted my hands toward the ceiling and bent over a little each way, stretching out my back.
Emily turned as if looking for someone.
Disgust swept across Clara’s pretty face as she scowled. “My chemistry teacher has a mind of his own too. I swear he grades on a curve no matter what. How is anyone supposed to learn anything that way?”
“What do you care? You’re probably the reason the curve is steeper.” I smirked. She was a brain and a half and by far the most proper girl I’d ever met. My mother would love her. She belonged in a ballet class and not swimming her guts out in an Olympic pool, but like me, she fought against society’s expectations and did what she loved.
“This is true.” She shrugged as Emily turned back around.
“Aubrey was going to meet us for lunch.” She let out a short sigh. “I’m worried about her.”
“Why? I saw her yesterday running on the track. She looked great and seemed to be in a good mood.” I reached over and snagged a French fry off Emily’s plate. The school cafeteria wasn’t the best place to grab a bite to eat, but with everyone rushing off to their next class, it would have to do.
“Yeah, but she misses Lucas. Can you blame her?” Emily pushed her plate toward me. “If Jacob left for a year, I’d have to think about going with him.”
“You guys just started dating.” Clara glanced over at Em. “Don’t you think it’s a little too soon to be talking about marriage and babies?”
Emily chuckled softly. “I’ve been falling in love with Jacob Wright since freshman year. If he wants marriage and babies, I’m totally in for the ride.”
“Oh Lord.” I rolled my eyes dramatically. “Let’s just graduate college first and then we can start hanging up plastic silver bells and buying bird seed, all right?”
“I seriously haven’t met anyone here that would even remotely cause me to think about settling down.” Clara glanced around as her scowl appeared again. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and her regal features, combined with her perfect posture, gave off the best bitch look I could imagine possible.
“What about that hot new Italian guy on the swim team? What’s his name?” I glanced over at Emily. “He’s got dark hair and big chest muscles.” I lowered my voice and tucked my chin, trying to sound manly.
Clara’s lip lifted a little, but she seemed to catch herself and pulled it back down in the nick of time. “His name is Dillon Coleman and he’s an idiot.”
“Come on now.” Emily picked up her Coke and took a quick drink. “He’s not an idiot. I met him the other day. He’s a new transfer that joined the house recently. He and Micah seemed to hit it off. I can assure you that Micah wouldn’t hang out with an idiot.”
“Why is it that the conversation always turns to Micah?” I ate another fry and tried to ignore the butterflies dancing in my stomach. As long as they stayed there and left my heart and hormones alone, I was good.
“Micah is a great guy, but he’s just being nice. I’m telling you. Dillon is an idiot. I heard the coach berating him the other day over the grades he transferred into Providence. He’s not going to be on the team long if he can’t pass his classes. It’s really that simple.”
“They’ll put him in tutoring and give him a few more warnings. It’s not that strict, Clara.” Emily gave us both a questioning look.
I added my two cents. “It’s pretty serious, but they will give him every opportunity to get his grades up. Maybe he just needs a little bit of help from the right girl.”
I nudged Clara, only to have her turn her scowl onto me.
“Not happening. Boys are a torrential waste of time. I have a teddy bear, a tub of chocolate, you guys, and a great vibrator that never seems to run out of batteries.”
I almost spit my food from my mouth. Never in the two years of knowing Clara had I heard her talk about anything sexual.
“I’ll need the name brand please.” Aubrey sat down next to us and seemed to force a smile. “Too much?”
Clara laughed. “Nope. I’m happy to share. The brand. Just the brand.”
“Ugh.” I brushed my hand down my face. “You guys are gross.”
“I don’t need one.” Emily danced around in her seat. “My boy is more than ready to—”
“Thank you.” I lifted my hand. “No details needed.”
“I’d love details.” Aubrey pressed her elbows to the table and cupped her face as she leaned toward Emily. The dark-haired dancer was one of my mother’s favorite students, which left me unsure how I felt about her.
Outside of the awkwardness of her loving my mother to death and me hating the old bat, Aubrey was cool. Her boyfriend Lucas White was the All-American favorite on campus—or was before he graduated in the spring. The Washington Capitals swept him up before he could blink twice. It was a dream come true as far as most of us were concerned, but by the dark circles under Aubrey’s eyes, I’d say she didn’t agree with our assessment.
“Let’s grab a candy bar or a brownie and I’ll share.” Emily got up and winked at me, saving me from the details of her love life. I didn’t have one, and hearing about someone else’s was fine—to an extent.
“Are you getting excited about Midnight Madness?” Clara reached up and started to fidget with her hair.
“Yeah. I love this time of year.” I pushed the fries away. “Coach said I need to get into the weight room a little more, but I guess that’s just part of being the strongest player I can.”
“I’ll go with you. I need to work on my arms and stomach.” She glanced down as I scoffed.
“You’re perfect. Why do you need to work on anything?”
“Same as you, I guess. Coach said I need to push a little harder to beat some of the competition this year. Losing isn’t an option, so I’ll be changing my diet up a little and hitting the weight room. Let’s go together though. I wish they had one just for women.”
“Why? I like having all those sweaty hot guys pumping iron around me.”
“Ugh. Gross. I hate the way they stare. Stupid Neanderthals.”
“You’re never going to find a man here unless you go to the accounting building. They have guys in suits with pocket protectors and stuff.”
She tilted her head and gave me a look that made me laugh. I was grateful for her keeping me and Emily balanced for the last few years. It was an odd friendship, but it worked for us.
“I like big sweaty idiots too, but I want a nice guy to go with the aggressive bedroom behavior.”
“Aggressive bedroom behavior?” I let out a loud laugh. “That’s fucking hilarious.”
“What?” She brushed her hand over the top of her head. “It could happen.”
“True. Maybe you need to ask Emily about Micah Sanders. He’s a nice guy from what everyone says, but he’s VP of the Omegas. The guy has to have a wild side that he only shows off to his friends.”
I took a drink of my Coke and tried to act nonchalant about it.
“Please. I’ve seen the way he watches you. Don’t even try and set me up with someone you’re interested in. I’m not falling for your tricks.” She dropped her hands into her lap and gave me a warm smile. “Ask him out. Stop messing around. You’re the ballsiest girl I know.”
“I’ll second that.” Emily dropped down and smirked. “He’s going to ask you out though.”
“How do you know who we’re talking about?” I crossed my arms over my chest as Aubrey sat down to my left.
“Micah, right?” Emily glanced over at Clara. “It’s always Micah.”
“It is not!” I protested weakly before turning to Aubrey. “Save me. What’s going on in your world?”
“You don’t wanna know.” She reached out and squeezed my hand. “You’ve been on my mind the whole time though.”
“What? Why?” I kept my hand on the table under hers, though my first response would have been to jerk it back. Being close to anyone made my skin crawl. The product of my raising.
“Because of your mom being out for a few weeks. I wanna know what’s going on, but I realize it’s a private matter. Just know that I’m here for you or her if you guys need me.” She squeezed my hand one more time and released me.
“Hey. Hey. Hey. If this isn’t the prettiest table of women on campus, I’m not sure which would be.” Jacob walked up and wrapped his arms around Emily, leaning down to press his lips to the top of her head.
My heart almost stopped in my chest as I glanced around, looking for Micah.
Jayce moved up behind Aubrey and gripped her shoulders. “What’s up, sis? You guys save us anything?”
“Nope. We ate it all.” Clara got up and gathered her stuff. “I’ll check in with you guys after a while. I have a chemistry test coming up and there’s no way I’m going to pass it.”
“Liar.” I rolled my eyes and pulled out my phone, checking to see if my mother had left another message. I hadn’t spoken to her in two months, which normally wouldn’t be a problem, but guilt coated my insides. What did she need the last time she texted? Why hadn’t I responded? Surely if it were serious, she would have pushed the issue of me coming by to see her. Right?
Fuck.
“I’m pretty good at science,” Aubrey said. “I can help.”
“I might take you up on it.” Clara waved and walked off.
“I’ll be right back. I need to get a piece of fruit or something. You guys want anything?” I moved away from the table but paused, hoping no one would need anything. No one did.
“We’re going to the football game next time they have a home game. You need to come with us.” Jayce lifted his eyebrow as I crossed my arms over my chest.
“I thought we were protesting the football games because of Brody.” I glanced over at Emily.
“Nope. He’s an asshole, and I’m done with him.” She shrugged. “I think we should go to all the events if we’re able to. It’s a great way for you guys to hang out together without having to spend money.”
“I’m down.” Jacob sat down next to her. “Besides, we have Brody’s little brother at Omega now. The kid is nothing like his asshole brother.”
“Is he a freshman?” Aubrey asked.
“Yeah. His name is Talon.” Jacob glanced up toward Jayce. “We just need Mr. All-Around sports guy to join us.”
“It’s just hockey and baseball. No biggie.” Jayce’s cheeks colored, leaving him close to adorable.
“Are you really going to do both?” Emily asked as I turned and walked back toward the cafeteria line. I’d be there all day listening to their round-robin-style conversation if I let myself. I had a good group of friends. Now to force myself to open up a little more to them and get to know them better.
I pulled out my phone and called my mom, only to have the call go to voicemail. I went for a text instead.
Me: Hey. Aubrey said you’ve been out for two weeks. What’s going on? Cold or something?
Mom: I’m fine.
Me: You sure?
Mom: Yes.
I stared at the phone for a few more minutes before letting out a long sigh and tucking it into my back pocket. If she didn’t want to talk about it, I sure as hell wasn’t going to force her to. If she needed me, she knew where to find me.
The guilt and worry would subside. Time and distance would take care of that. At least it had for most of my life growing up under her staunch disapproval.
Nothing was good enough for my mother. Least of all me.




CHAPTER 5



MICAH
“They found what? When? Ugh. What the fuck?” Jacob paced the floor in front of the refrigerator as I sat at the kitchen table. “Why does this shit keep happening? I swear to God I’m going to strangle whoever the fuck keeps setting us up. Mark my words.”
“Right, and your anger is going to cause us to have to shut the doors. The reason you didn’t get all the details yesterday at the police station is because your happy ass was escorted out. You can’t keep blowing up at everyone.” I brushed my fingers down my face. “We’ll figure this out, but our best bet is to let the cops do whatever they need to do in order to wrap up their investigations. We know that someone called them to come search the house, and whoever did that shit planted the paraphernalia.”
“But why not plant the weed?” He stopped and put his hands on his hips. “This makes no sense to me.”
“Because they’re just fucking with us, Jacob.” I stood up and walked to the fridge to pull out a beer. “Are we still planning on having the party tonight?”
“Yes. Until they shut the fucking door and slam my dick in it, we’re going to live like any Omega brother should. Freely.” He barked the last word and walked out of the kitchen.
I was used to his antics and understood his aggravation more than he realized, but there was no telling him anything. He was in a mood, and something told me until we figured out what the hell was up with Layla, he would stay that way.
I didn’t know the girl well enough to ask her about whatever was happening in her life, and I didn’t know her best friend Aubrey much better, but Em did. Maybe there was a way I could get Emily to look into it for all of us.
I was surprised that Jacob hadn’t asked Emily for help, but maybe there was a reason for that. It could be that he didn’t want his girlfriend thinking he cared for another woman too much. A really hot woman.
I smiled at the thought of Layla and popped the top off my beer. Where she was a beautiful girl with shapely legs and dark blonde hair that brushed by her shoulders, she wasn’t Tasha. I wasn’t sure why, but every girl had been compared to Tasha by me since seeing her tear up the basketball courts my freshman year.
She was a sophomore and was already the starting point guard for the Lady Friars. The way she carried herself, combined with how petite and shapely she was, left me panting, my cock hard, and heart racing. I hated the power she had over me, namely because she didn’t even know to use it. That was my fault.
Emily. Em could help me with Natasha too. I’d played it cool around my closest gal pal, but truth be told, she was more than willing and able to help me score a date with Tasha. I needed to cash in on the conversation and move things along.
I texted her before I could lose my nerve and told her to bring Tasha with her to the party that night. She texted back immediately that she would, which caused my stomach to turn and my nerves to fray.
“Shit, I’m such a freaking pussy,” I mumbled and walked into the living room as I bumped into Darren, a big ugly-ass sophomore that gave Jacob more hell than any of the other guys.
“You said it, bro.” He snorted. “You always talk to yourself?”
“I tried talking to your mom, but she can’t talk around my cock when it’s lodged in her throat. Sad stuff, right?” I lifted my free hand and shrugged. “Good talk.”
“Asshole. I’ll fuck you up for talking—” Darren started as I walked languidly toward the backyard.
“You’ll shut up and sit down, bitch, or I’ll put you out with nothing more than a roll of toilet paper to keep your big ass warm at night,” Jacob barked, and everything went silent. “Back up.”
I ignored all of it and walked out to the backyard as some of the other frat brothers worked to get things ready for another hellacious night.
“Hey, buddy. Just the man I needed to see.” Dillon walked toward me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “I’ve been thinking about your offer, and I’m down. You help me pass Economics and I’ll start picking up shit around the house.”
“Great. Consider it a partnership.” I took one more drink of my beer before sitting down at one of the picnic tables. “It starts tonight. You’re in charge of getting all of the beer and weed out of the house by six tomorrow morning.”
“Deal.” He nodded and slipped his hands into his pockets. “Some of the guys said that Jacob was going to start looking into all of our shit. I guess he thinks someone in the house is fucking with him?”
“He knows someone is. We just visited with the campus police yesterday. Someone is setting us up.”
“And you really think it’s someone in the house? How stupid would that be?”
“Very stupid, but yeah, we do. Things keep happening and it couldn’t be someone out of the house. It’s an insider for sure.” I set my beer down and readjusted the dressing on my hand. “You know anything about it?”
“Hell no. You know I ain’t got no loyalties here. I just got here.” He snorted. “I would say it’s that Darren fucker if I had to guess, but maybe not. He’s loud and always getting up into everyone’s shit. Maybe I should lay a turd in his bed. That might teach him a lesson.”
“Snapchat that shit if you do. I’d like to have a picture of him waking up beside it.” I snorted. “Looks like the party is starting early.”
Some of the cheerleaders and hockey players walked out the back door of the house, lifting their hands in the air and shouting a victory cry.
I laughed and got back up. “Just help us keep an eye on things tonight. It gets wild and people get stupid fast.”
“Will do, boss.” He nodded and walked off toward the crowd.
“That’s usually my line.” I smiled and finished off my beer. The night was going to be long and arduous unless Tasha showed up. “Here’s for hoping.”
    
The smell of weed seemed to be everywhere, which was part of the party scene every Friday night, but fuck if I didn’t hate it. I waved my hand in front of my face as I walked through the kitchen to the living room to check on everyone.
A pretty girl I’d seen a few times was lying on her side in the middle of the floor, her dress hiked up over her ass, showing anyone and everyone her goods.
“Damn,” I mumbled and squatted beside her. “Hey there. You all right?”
“Mmm, you’re so hot. You’re the good boy, right?” She hiccupped and rolled onto her back, running her hands down over her stomach to her legs.
“That’s me.” I reached down and grabbed her hands as she started pulling her skirt up over her thighs.
“Wanna be bad just tonight? Hmm?”
“Absolutely.” I stood up and helped her up before tossing her over my shoulder. She was wobbly on her feet and there was no way in hell she had put herself in a good position being in the Omega House with thirty horny idiots, looking the way she did.
“I like your butt. It’s so squishy.” She giggled as she played with my ass the whole time I was carrying her upstairs. “Are you a virgin?”
“Yep. You want my V-card tonight?” I kept her talking just to make sure she remembered where she was when she woke up. I hated the thought of her barfing in my room, but that was the least of my worries. I pushed the door open and laid her down on my bed as she reached for me.
“Come here and fuck me.” She pulled at my shirt, looking like sin incarnate lying in my white silk sheets.
“Let me grab a condom and I’ll be back.” I pulled her hands from me carefully and covered her up. “What were you drinking, baby?”
“The red punch.” She rolled on her side and giggled loudly. “Hurraaaaaa. I’m tired.”
“Be right back.” I locked the door from the inside and slipped out into the hallway. Someone had spiked the fucking punch again. I walked down to the living room and grabbed the cooler full of it. Several people yelled as if in agony when I dumped the whole fucking thing in the backyard.
“Whoever keeps spiking the punch, fuck you too.” I chucked the cooler toward the yard and walked back into the house, frustrated as shit. It was a date-rape drug and Jacob might not get the chance to fuck up the bastard that kept using it at our house. I might do it before he could. It was a dangerous game he was playing.
“Cameras,” I mumbled and glanced up to see Tasha and Emily walk through the front door. My cock twitched in my jeans at the sight of her. The short white shorts she had on, combined with her light blue top, left her breasts front and center and her slender waist the epicenter of my gaze. Where there was no way I would ever take advantage of the pretty woman in my bed upstairs, the one standing by the door felt like fair game.
“Hey, ladies. Don’t drink anything that you don’t open.” I stopped in front of Emily and gave her a quick hug as she moved into my arms. “Tasha, how are you?”
“I’m good.” She glanced around and let out a soft sigh. “I have no clue what I’m doing here, but whatever.”
“You look amazing.” I kept my eyes on her pretty face. No need to act like the animal I felt like every time I saw her. She didn’t seem the kind of woman that would appreciate that shit.
“I don’t want anything to drink.” Teri’s voice caught my attention and I turned to find her and Geoff talking just beside us.
“I meant water, baby.” He pulled her close and brushed her hair back.
Her belly was big and round with their baby, and where the thought of getting someone pregnant I wasn’t married to scared the shit out of me, there was another part of me that was ready to move past all the college bullshit and get into a long-term relationship. I wanted the things that were hopefully soon to come more than I wanted what we had now. Booze, tits, and sports were great for my friends, but I was growing weary of all of it far too fast.
“Can you believe that? Seven months pregnant and they’re still together. There’s no way I would stay with that whore.” Darren snorted and pushed past me as I turned toward Tasha.
She scowled and walked toward the living room. “Jeez. What a fucking asshole.”
“Which one?” I moved up behind her and stopped by the fridge, pulling out two beers and offering her one of them.
“That big jerk that almost ran us over.” She glanced down at the beer, causing her short blonde hair to cascade around her face. I couldn’t seem to stop staring at her little button nose, her perfect pink lips. My body woke up in ways it hadn’t since high school when I realized girls were more than happy to spread their legs for just about anyone. I’d pulled myself out of the depravity as quickly as possible, but it would seem my hormones had a different view of things.
“Yeah. Everyone hates that guy.” I nodded toward the beer. “You want something besides Budweiser?”
“Got anything that’s lite?”
“Absolutely.” I turned and pulled one out of the fridge. “It’s the last one in the fridge, and they’re Jacob’s. I’ll take the heat and let you have it under one condition.”
“Are you bargaining with me, Micah Sanders?” The smile playing with the side of her mouth had my heart skipping a beat. Fuck, she was pretty.
“Yep. Want the beer?”
“Yes.” She reached for it and I pulled back but pressed my injured hand against her hip and pulled her a little closer.
“Come dance with me. Just one dance.”
“Just a friendly dance. You’re supposed to be the good guy in this house.” She plucked the beer from me and turned, walking back toward the living room where the music was.
My eyes moved down the thick curve of her rear to her shapely legs. The woman had the most beautiful legs I’d ever laid eyes on. I couldn’t stop thinking about how good it would feel to run my hands and lips over them before wrapping them around me.
“Stop it. What the fuck has gotten into you?” I shook my head and glanced down at my beer, wondering if I was at my limit. I needed to be careful. Even good guys melted into a pile of hormones with enough liquor. I usually tried to avoid that shit at all costs.
I moved into the living room and set my beer down before pulling her closer to me. I left a little bit of space but knew I was in trouble. How many beers had I had? Four? Five?
“You smell good.” I leaned down and brushed my nose against her ear. “And look even better.”
“Just friends, mister.” She put her hands in the center of my chest and pushed a little.
Darren barreled past me, laughing loudly as he took the stairs up toward the bedrooms two at a time. Something inside my stomach soured.
“Absolutely. Just a minute, all right?” I released Tasha and turned, half-stumbling myself up the stairs. My bedroom door was open from what I could tell, and the sound of Darren laughing filled up the hallway. “You better not be in my—”
I stopped beside the open door to see the big bastard dry humping the poor girl in my bed, and red bled out my vision. I didn’t come to until Jacob was pulling me off of Darren.
“Come on, buddy. Get up. It’s all right.” Jacob patted my chest and grabbed Darren by his shirt, muscling him out into the hallway.
It was him. It had to be that fucker.
“You all right, man?” I glanced up to find Dillon standing in my open door.
“I think so. Let’s go talk to Jacob. I think you’re right about Darren. We need proof, but I think I might have an idea of how to get it.” I got up, huffing and puffing as I made my way back downstairs. I made sure to look for Tasha, and much to my disappointment, she wasn’t in the house anymore. “Fucking figures.”




CHAPTER 6



NATASHA
I moved around the group of giggling cheerleaders that stood in the middle of the living room as Micah turned and walked out the back door. Every nerve ending inside of me was tingling with the desire for more of his attention. He might be a good guy, but he was bad news.
He was too much like Adam. Too nice. Too good. Too everything.
“Hey, Tasha! Thank God.” Clara slipped her arm into mine and pulled me toward the front porch. I was happy to go, seeing that Micah disappeared out the back door moments before.
“What in the world are you doing here?” I glanced around to see if she might have come with someone. Never in a million years did I expect to see Clara at a party. She was far too prissy for that.
“Some of the swim team was talking about it this afternoon, and the girls were betting I wouldn’t come.” She shrugged and pushed her long hair over her shoulder as she released me. “Fuck you very much. I’m here.”
I laughed and snorted. “I like it. Is this a new bolder you, or just a night off from life?”
“A night off. I like being myself.” She moved to the edge of the porch as her nose crinkled in disgust. “Ugh. Look at those idiots.”
I glanced out on the lawn to see a bunch of half-dressed football players carrying girls on their shoulders, playing chicken.
“Oh crap. I’m pretty sure you need water for that.” I jogged down the stairs and patted a young blond on the stomach. “Hey, buddy. Someone is going to get hurt. How about you put the girl down?”
“What? Why?” He smiled and his whole face lit up. He was gorgeous but trouble with a capital T.
“Aren’t you Brody’s little brother?” Clara walked beside me and moved behind him. “Let her fall back and I’ll catch her.”
“You sure?” The guy glanced back at Clara, his eyes running across her in a less than friendly way. “You’re hot. I’m Talon.”
“Be careful.” I moved closer and reached up to help Clara, who grabbed the girl and had no trouble at all pulling her down. “Wow. You’re crazy strong.”
“Swimming builds up arm muscles.” She ignored Talon and flexed for me.
“Why do you think you need to get into the gym?” I reached out and squeezed her arm, quite impressed. She was insanely feminine and yet still had great muscle definition.
“Coach says it will force me to swim faster.” She glanced over at Talon and patted him on the chest. “Not a chance in hell, buddy.”
I turned and walked toward the house beside her, trying not to laugh at the poor kid. He was hot as all get out, but there was no way any of my friends would be interested in an eighteen-year-old hotshot. Especially not when he looked like a younger version of his dickhead brother, Brody. We were too close to the drama between him and Emily not to turn a cold shoulder toward anyone associated with Providence’s star quarterback.
“He’s cute though, right?” I glanced back over my shoulder before wagging my eyebrows at her.
“He’s crazy hot, but Dillon looks better. I’m much more into tall, dark, and handsome.”
“The guy you said you wouldn’t give a second glance because of him being stupid?”
“He’s not stupid from what I can tell. He just doesn’t give a shit. He seems to think he’s going to swim in the Olympics and nothing else matters.” She shrugged and opened the door to the house. “Where that’s a total possibility, don’t you think anyone with sense in their head would be planning for the worst? I mean, you hope to go to the WNBA, but you’re also keeping your grades up just in case. That’s smart.”
“I like the idea of playing basketball for a while, but to be completely honest, I’d like to open up a shelter or a pregnancy-care center. I could use my business degree and do something to give back to the community.” I shrugged, not sure how we got on the subject. I couldn’t remember ever telling anyone what I wanted to do with my life. It suddenly dawned on me how incredibly sad it was that I hadn’t shared myself with anyone. Not even Emily and she had been my roommate for three years.
“I like that idea. I think it’s a great use of your talent and time.” She pushed the back door open and paused. “There’s our group. You don’t mind me calling them mine, right? You’re the only friend I have besides my sister.”
“Nope. I’m glad you’re starting to hang out with us more.” I walked down the stairs. “I figure Jacob might talk Em into moving into the house with him if the other guys allow it. When that happens, I’m going to get a new dorm-mate. I’m a little apprehensive about it.”
“Maybe I could move in with you. My sister and I need some time apart. It’s getting old being in her business all the time. You know she’s the polar opposite of me. Drives me up the fucking wall with her loud music and rowdy friends.” She rolled her eyes.
“What’s her name again? Avery?”
“Yeah. She’s a freshman this year, and my mother wanted me to keep an eye on her. So she got us an apartment together, which was the worst thing in the world she could have done. She had to fight the dean of women on several occasions because Avery should have been in a dorm like every other stinking freshman.”
“Every freshman has to be in a dorm?” I glanced up to find Micah watching me. The remembrance of his hands on my hips, or his good hand and his bandaged-up appendage, blasted through my mind. I smiled and stifled a giggle. His injury was nothing to laugh at, but my desire for him was almost comical. I knew nothing about him, and I planned on keeping it that way. It was easier to live my life by myself. It meant not disappointing anyone else.
“Yeah, they do unless they’re in a fraternity or their parents throw a shitfit.” She stopped by our group of friends and turned to me. “Or their folks live in Providence.”
“Like Talon and Brody’s do.” Jacob wrapped his arm around Emily and kissed the side of her head. “I’m glad you’re done with that asshole.”
“I bet you are. More time for you?” She turned toward him and pressed herself to his chest as he leaned down and kissed her passionately
“Ugh, come on,” I grumbled and moved past them toward the bonfire. The sight of them making out was almost too hot, but letting on that I was getting tired of my three-year relationship strike wasn’t going to happen.
“Don’t like public displays of affection?” Micah moved up beside me and turned to face me. His cheeks were flushed, and I couldn’t help but wonder why.
“Not really. Is there some reason you left me standing on the dance floor alone?” I lifted my eyebrow and tried to look like I cared. I knew that Micah was one of the only responsible guys in the Omega house. Hell, everyone knew it.
“Yeah, just some shit I had to deal with upstairs. I hate fighting, but there’s nothing worse than watching a douchebag disrespect a woman. This one guy in the house drives all of us crazy. We need to kick his ass out, but Jacob isn’t willing to budge until he has proof that he’s the asshole we think he is.” Micah shrugged and glanced back up toward the house.
I reached over and took his beer. There was no reason to push the issue with the troublemaker he was dealing with. It wasn’t any of my business and he would talk about it more if he needed to. “How’s your hand doing? Any news on getting that bandage off?”
“I’m hoping next week, but we’ll see what the doc says.” He shrugged and plucked the beer back from me after I took a quick sip. “I could still whoop you with both hands tied behind my back and my eyes closed.”
“Oh hell no, you didn’t.” I turned to face him and pressed my fingers into his chest, trying not to notice how strong his muscle was beneath my hand.
“I did.” He chuckled and stood his ground as I took a step forward.
“You’ve obviously not seen me play.” I gave him a knowing look.
“Is he threatening to whoop up on you?” Jacob moved up beside me without Emily.
“He is.” I glanced over at Jacob and let my hand fall from Micah’s chest. It felt almost too intimate all of a sudden.
“It’s his way of flirting. Pathetic and all, but you gotta love the guy anyway.” Jacob wrapped his arm around Micah’s broad shoulders and ruffled his hair.
“Really? Shit.” Micah gave me a silly look. “Cut this fucker off. Someone. Please.”
I laughed and watched them for a few more minutes as my desire to move away wore thin. They were too cute playing around with each other, and I could see why Emily was willing to look past all of Jacob’s faults and try life with him. The edges of his eyes crinkled as he smiled, and his laugh was loud and deep.
A girl screamed behind us, and we turned around as Micah took off.
I watched him pick her up off the ground and walk into the house with her, holding her close to his chest like she meant something to him. Typical. He had a girlfriend and hadn’t let any of us know it all this time? Or he was just like every other asshole at the Omega House and we’d all been juked.
“Who was that?” I crossed my arms over my chest and turned back to the fire.
“No clue. He’s always rescuing some girl around here.” Jacob chuckled and let out a long sigh before glancing up toward the stars.
“So he’s just a nice guy when he wants to be?” I glanced up and let my thoughts go. I wasn’t being fair, and in all reality, it didn’t matter what Micah did or didn’t do. He wasn’t mine to begin with.
“What’s that mean?” Jacob shifted to face me a little more.
“That he might have more manners than you guys, but he’s really no different when it comes to women.”
“Oh no. You got it all wrong. He rescues women from themselves. He’s probably taking the poor girl home or putting her in his bed.”
“For some fun later?” Why the hell couldn’t I shut up? It wasn’t like I wanted to know the answer to my shitty questions.
“No.” Jacob glanced over his shoulder and back toward me. “He’s the best guy I’ve ever met. He’s like, pure. I don’t know how to describe it. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were a virgin to be completely honest. He’s very respectful and cleans up after all of us.”
“Sounds like a puss to me. Who are we talking about?” Jayce Moore stumbled up beside me and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “You look hot in those shorts, Tasha. Damn.”
“Behave.” I popped him in the stomach and turned my attention back to Jacob. “Are you being serious or setting me up to believe in something that doesn’t exist?”
“Believe what you want, pretty girl.” Jacob reached out and tugged on a strand of my hair. “He’s a goodie-goodie, and he likes it that way. I doubt you or anyone else could get him to bend.”
“He didn’t seem so goodie-goodie on the dance floor a few minutes ago.” I put my hand on my hip, trying to get a read on Emily’s main squeeze and getting nowhere.
Speaking of Em. I glanced around, looking for the girls.
“It’s the beer talking.” Jacob shrugged. “I’d pay someone a hundred pennies to sleep with Micah. Might help him relax a little more often.”
“That’s a dollar.” Jayce snorted and glanced around the yard. “Where the hell is Layla? I haven’t seen her in forever.”
“I don’t know, dude. I’ll go see if I can get ahold of her.” Jacob reached out and squeezed my arm. “You wanna take my bet?”
“Nope. I’m not interested in sleeping around with anyone, but thank you, Sir Whoredom.” I smiled and walked off to find my friends. As much as I enjoyed the sound of a challenge, where my body went, my heart often followed. I would stick to the basketball courts and let my only love in life be something I could control.
Work harder, get stronger, play better.
It was the opposite of love. Love forced you to work harder, get weaker in the process, and play any and every game imaginable to try and keep up.
It required sacrifice and costs.
I was tired of paying to play, only to end up the loser.




CHAPTER 7



MICAH
The noise in the gym as we approached was incredible. It shook the floor beneath my feet and left my heart racing. There was nothing like Midnight Madness. The whole damn school showed up and half the town around us did as well.
The music blaring out of the gym door as Coach opened it caused me to smile. The dance crew on campus was performing for the event. I wasn’t surprised to see Aubrey out front, moving like she was made to do it. Something left me thinking that Natasha would have looked perfect up there beside her.
“Hey, buddy!” Jacob reached for me as I walked in and glanced to my left to see him standing by Jayce and Lucas White.
“Hey, guys.” I reached out and shook everyone’s hand as Coach pulled at the back of my jersey. “I’ll catch up with you guys in a little bit.”
“Yeah you will,” Jacob called after me.
I waved and turned back to walk into the gym with my fellow basketball players. Clayton Miller, one of our posts, patted my back and walked beside me, towering over me.
“Damn, I love this event. Makes you feel like a king or something.” He glanced down at me, his dark eyes filled with excitement.
“Agreed. Too bad we gotta share it with the girls.” I smirked as he wagged his eyebrows.
“I don’t mind so much. That Deja Jones makes my heart flutter a little.” He laughed and moved behind me as I let my eyes scan the crowd. It was comical how many of the basketball guys were dating basketball girls. Almost like the commonality was too much to ignore. I found our group of friends and lifted my hand to wave.
Emily, Clara, and Layla stood in the stands, dancing around and having a great time. Well, everyone but Clara. I would have to ask Em what was up with her. She seemed lost in her own world like she was miserable if anyone was around. Maybe it was her way of getting attention.
The announcer came over the loudspeakers. “Everyone have a seat. We’re going to let the dance team perform and then we’ll bring in our Providence cheerleaders.”
The crowd went wild. Emily moved down out of the stands and waved toward the door, connecting with Jacob no doubt. How badly I wanted a passionate relationship like she and Jacob were sure to have, but I didn’t even know where to begin. I’d long given up on having a deep relationship with anyone. Women were shallow in my opinion, or maybe that was the lie I told myself to keep from caring too much.
“Give it up for the Providence Dance Crew!”
I moved back and pressed my back against the far wall of the gym as Aubrey’s team started their routine. It was the perfect time to relax and find Tasha. I was surprised to lock gazes with her as I leaned forward and smiled.
She shook her head like I was a joker and a half and turned to talk to a pretty black girl beside her.
“That Deja?” I turned back to Clayton.
“Oh yeah. Man, if that girl doesn’t marry me, I might as well hang my hat up. I’m totally lost to her. She transferred in over the summer, like that new cat in your fraternity house.”
I’d never heard any of the guys talk about wanting to hook up with a girl for life. Especially none of the basketball guys.
“You guys dating?” I pressed my back to the wall again and scanned the crowds, enjoying the energy in the room as the dancers finished up and the cheerleaders moved into place.
“Nope. I wish I had the balls to ask her. She’s mean as shit.” He chuckled. “I’ll figure it out eventually.”
“You’re a senior, Clay. Get your ass in gear.” I glanced up at him and popped him in the stomach.
“Yeah, I know.” He shrugged. “My momma brought my granny in here tonight. Look at her up there, dancing like it’s the nineteen-fifties.”
I followed the direction of his finger and laughed loudly when my eyes landed on a little blue-haired African-American woman who was dancing her heart out.
“Oh man, that’s awesome. I sure as hell hope I’m loving life when I’m that old.”
“Right? She’s always been a baller. I need some of her courage to go ask Deja out.” He sighed and leaned back against the wall next to me. “You dating that spunky point guard yet?”
“Who? Tasha?” I tried not to show the shock that pumped through my veins. Had I made it obvious to everyone but her that I was into her?
“Yep.” He glanced down at me. “We all know, dude. You forced us to go to the girl’s games all last year. Don’t think we didn’t know why. Team building. Please.”
“You guys didn’t put up much of a fight, did you?” I straightened my shoulders as the music stopped and the announcer informed the crowd that he would be announcing the women’s basketball team first and then the men’s. We’d do a jog around the outer circle before doing a warm-up routine with some drills to show off a little. The end of our show was me dunking the ball, which no one could believe I was capable of because of being just under six foot, but I could hit it every time.
“Nope. You ready to show these people that white boys can jump too?” He snorted and popped me on the side.
“Yep. Should be fun.” I scanned the crowd, looking for my parents but not putting too much hope into any of it. They hadn’t been at one game since I started playing at seven years old. They sure as fuck weren’t showing up now. “How far did your folks drive?”
“Couple of hours. Why? Yours finally show up for something?”
“Nope.” I rolled my shoulders. “It’s all good. They’re busy making their millions. I’m sure if I had a nanny when I was growing up, then she would be here, but they were too expensive. You know how it goes.”
“That’s fucked up, man.” He patted my back. “You can share my momma and granny with me.”
“Deal. Don’t tell anyone that we’re not brothers though.” I winked at him and turned to watch the girls prance across the floor. Natasha was in the lead, dribbling the ball like a pro. She spun around and dribbled between her legs, behind her back, and showed off in high style. I loved every minute of it. I had a different routine, but I knew without a doubt that I was going to have to mimic hers, just to grab her attention and tease her a little.
Why I wanted to goad her into playing a game with me was beyond me, and probably one of the stupidest things I could have desired, but it gave me a hard-on just thinking about it. Of course, the fantasy always ended with me on my back on the court and her working me with vigor, but it was possible. Anything was possible with enough courage to make it happen.
“You ready?” Clay popped my back once more.
“Yep. You scared?”
“Like a motherfucker. You?”
“Yep. I’m thinking I might shit myself.” I moved out into the front of the group as they called my name over the loudspeakers.
“First up tonight and leading his team for Midnight Madness is Junior, Micah Sanders. Give a big Providence cheer for our Friars Men’s Basketball Captain. Undefeated for the last two years and Micah tells me that he’s going to bring it home again this year.”
The crowd went wild as I lifted my hands and caught the basketball that was launched at me. I chuckled as I locked eyes with Natasha as she stood on the far end of the court with the other girls. They were lined up, hands on their hips as if throwing attitude toward us.
The music cranked up and I moved through Tasha’s routine with efficiency, using my left hand instead of my right just for fun. I’d pulled off the bandages just to keep from having to answer any questions, but I would be using my right hand for the finale. There was no way to dunk and not put pressure on my wrist, but it was testing time. I prayed like hell that I could complete the shot and not have to be worried about the season starting up and me sitting my ass on the bench.
“No, you didn’t,” she called out to me as I got a little closer.
“Of course, I did.” I winked at her and let my eyes drag across her sexy little body. “Come show me up.”
I wasn’t myself on the court, or maybe the cocky bastard I became every time I put on my jersey was the real me and the good boy act was just that. Nah, I was both guys and always would be.
“You asked for it.” She jogged past me and stole the ball as the crowd went nuts.
I turned and lifted my hands, catching another ball as the girls moved to the other side of the court and started to run drills. My team moved through our passes as the announcer read various accolades from our previous season and went through the schedule of who we would be playing against to kick off the fall season.
My eyes moved up to the stands again, scanning in hopes of maybe just missing my folks. I wasn’t sure why I kept hoping that they would show up for something—just once—but I couldn’t help myself. I turned to face my teammates and chucked the ball to Clayton as he moved to the middle of the circle and did a sick-ass routine with the ball and a bit of break dancing. He finished it by shooting a three-pointer as the crowd began to chant his name.
It was the perfect way to start the season. Everyone involved in the basketball organization was there, as well as the support groups. Everyone was honored and pumped up for what was sure to be the best season we would ever have—or so they led us to believe.
I moved back and positioned myself for the pass Clayton would make behind his back. My dunk was coming up, and where I expected to be nervous, I wasn’t. My friends were in the stands, bouncing around and laughing together, living life in a way that made me jealous. Lucas had his arms around Aubrey, and Jacob had his around Em. I wanted a relationship like that.
I glanced back to find Natasha standing with her back almost pressed to mine.
“Hey, baby. What’s your name?”
“You’d like to know.” She bumped my butt with hers and caught the ball thrown to her with ease. “You wanted to show me up. My turn for paybacks.”
“No fucking way.” I caught my ball and took off toward the hoop, turning and passing to Clayton before stepping off of one of the other guys’ locked hands. I caught the ball in the air as Clayton passed it back and spun, gripping the rim and sinking the ball into the net.
I laughed so hard, tears blurred my vision as Natasha hung from the other rim, swinging and laughing. I’d never seen her so relaxed, so full of warmth. It radiated all the way through me and I realized I didn’t need courage. A rejection from her would just be a point to rebound off of and try again. She was the girl for me. Now all I needed to do was convince her of it.
I dropped to the floor as the crowd stood to their feet and the music started up again. People piled from the stands and danced around in the center of the floor as the administration tried to get everyone to hush for a few minutes.
“I know everyone wants to parrrrrrrrrtay, but if we could stop where we are, our President of Providence has a few things to say, and then we’ll crank up the music.”
I moved toward Tasha, not caring much about the party. I wanted to congratulate my counterpart for her sick dunk. She’d been practicing just to show me up. I loved it.




CHAPTER 8



NATASHA
The look on Micah’s face when I lifted up with Deja’s help and dunked the ball was so far beyond priceless. I couldn’t remember too many other times in my life that felt as good as having him lock eyes with me and laugh until he cried. I dropped down to the floor and gave various team members high-fives as the announcer tried to gain control of the crowd and failed miserably.
Why in the world they didn’t have Dr. Barrington start out the festivities with his speech was beyond me. It would have been quiet, and everyone would have been chill, but now, the place was a madhouse.
“Hey. Good job, you tricky thing.” Micah turned to me and smiled down at me as he held onto my forearm.
“How’s the hand?” I glanced down to see that his wrap was gone. “All better?”
“Not yet, but I’m almost there. A little more rehab and I should be good to go.” His eyes moved across my face, leaving me struggling to catch my breath. He was insanely beautiful. His big green eyes were filled with excitement and his dark hair was curled at the edges and wet with sweat.
“And yet you still dunked it like a champ.” I pulled my hand from his slowly and crossed my arms over my chest as Dr. Barrington’s voice filled up the arena.
“You going to the afterparty?” He moved up beside me and pressed his shoulder against mine as we turned our attention toward the podium they’d rolled in.
“I’m not sure yet.” I glanced up at him as butterflies danced around my stomach and lodged themselves in my chest.
“I hope you do.” He pushed at my shoulder with his and smiled before nodding toward Dr. Barrington. “Pay attention. Set the example.”
I snorted. “This coming from the guy that just mimicked the girl’s routine. Great example.”
“Made you smile, didn’t it?”
“Yeah.” I nodded and couldn’t help but cheese it up a little more. “It sure did.”
“Student, faculty, players, family, and friends. It’s with great honor that I get to say an opening prayer over these kiddos and over this opening season. We’re excited here at Providence University, and I know for a fact that this is going to be our best playing season ever. Everyone in the administration is proud of you guys and knows that you’ll not only go on to do great things within your chosen athletic paths but in your career paths as well.”
My heart was racing, and I wasn’t sure if I’d overdone it with my routine or if having Micah so close made it hard to get ahold of myself, but either way, I was struggling to calm down.
“Before we begin, let’s make sure to keep Dr. Delilah McCraven in our prayers and our thoughts. She’s been out for a little less than a month, undergoing some personal things, and I know her dance team misses her. We taped the performance tonight and will make sure she gets a copy of it.”
My stomach turned sour as I shifted to my left and caught a glimpse of Aubrey. The sadness on her face left me questioning what the hell was going on with my mother. Where we didn’t get along in the slightest, I would never have wished ill on her.
“What’s going on with your mom?” Micah leaned down to line up our vision.
“I don’t know. We don’t talk.” I moved past him. “Excuse me.”
“Tasha,” he called after me softly, but I ignored him.
My mother hadn’t been at Providence for a month? What the fuck was going on? Why hadn’t she just been straightforward with me and told me that something was wrong? I didn’t want to deal with her during the summer when she wanted to talk and now I was being punished. This was the way it worked with her. It always had.
Fear turned into anger by the time I reached Aubrey.
“Can we talk?” I stopped in front of her as she gave me a sad smile and nodded toward the locker room.
“You bet. Let’s go in there?”
“Yeah, sure.” I moved through the crowd as the president of the university prayed over the teams and their success. Seemed like a stupid waste of time to pray for a basketball team to bring home the championship, but maybe I was a little jaded. “What’s going on? You know I don’t talk with my mom very often.”
“I wish I knew.” She sat down on the bench beside me and pulled at her tights. “She hasn’t been in class for a month, and the associate professor we have sucks ass. I’ve been going behind her and redoing most of the routines. I wanted to ask you what was going on, but you don’t seem to like the subject very much, and I didn’t want to—”
“You don’t know shit about what my mother put me through.”
“I can only imagine.” Aubrey stood and lifted her hands. “My mother is my worst enemy, so to say I understand would be an understatement.”
“Whatever.” I turned on my heel and walked toward the exit.
“Tasha, I’m not sure why you’re upset with me, but I’m not the bad guy here.”
“Who is?” I turned around as tears filled my eyes. “Me for not wanting to dance my fucking life away? Her for hating my father? You for being her favorite?”
“Natasha. That’s not—”
“Save it.” I turned and walked down the long hall that would lead to the exit. Aubrey didn’t deserve my shit, but I had very little control over my anger at that point. Everything seemed to be closing in around me, and where most people had a friend to reach out to and lean on, I had no one.
“And whose fucking fault is that?” I walked down the short path to the parking lot and got into my car, started it, and pulled out without looking back. I didn’t want anyone to come after me, least of all perfect Aubrey Moore.
    
The large iron gate in front of my mother’s large house opened slowly as I typed in the code she’d let me pick when I was ten and we moved into the nice neighborhood. She’d finally gotten the job at Providence, and our lives were changed for the better, or so it seemed.
Anxiety reared its ugly head deep inside of me, and by the time I parked the car in the circle drive, I was hyperventilating.
“Stop it,” I cried out and closed my eyes, letting my head fall back against the seat and trying to pull myself together. Why was this such a big deal? She was my mom. So we had our differences. So she didn’t appreciate my choice in college to follow in my father’s footsteps and play college ball. So she didn’t understand me in the slightest.
She was still my mother and something was wrong. I’d never known her to ever miss work. She lived for her stupid job, or calling, as she would refer to it.
I got out of the car and took in slow, deep breaths through my nose as I gripped the side of the door. There was nothing she could tell me that I couldn’t handle. If she was sick, I would help out. If something happened to my grandmother, I would help her figure it out. I hated her on so many levels for some of the shit she’d pulled when I needed her most back in high school, but I could move past that. I was reserved and withdrawn, but I wasn’t a cold-hearted bitch. My feelings for Micah reminded me of that if nothing else.
“You got this. Stop being a baby and see what the hell is going on.” I closed the door to the car and walked toward the front door on shaky legs. Glancing down, I let out a growl. I should have changed clothes. Coming to her house still dressed in my basketball outfit was as good as spitting in her face. She hated my father and anything that reminded her of him—namely me.
I knocked a few times and started to pace around the small space in front of the door. After realizing that she wasn’t going to come to the door, I tried the handle to find it locked.
“Why is nothing easy? Fuck.” I grumbled a few more curse words and walked around to the back door, popping the lock on the fence that protected the backyard from God knows what. I moved to the back patio and stopped by the back door as the floodlight illuminated around me and filled up the backyard.
I could barely make out her form as she sat in her favorite chair, the TV light the only light in the room with her. She was slumped over and wrapped up in a blanket that was far too big for the time of year.
“How are you cold?” I tried the handle and found it locked. “Of course.”
After lifting to my toes and getting the key, I carefully unlocked the door, put the key back in the exact spot it was supposed to be in, and crept into the house. The smell of cherry and pine filled my senses and took me back to a childhood I didn’t want to remember.
All we had was each other and yet it was never enough.
I let out a soft sigh and walked into the living room. The chair across from her was empty, but as I made my way to it, I realized something was all over the floor around her? Hair?
“What the fuck?” I whispered and bent down, wondering if she had gotten a dog after I left and just didn’t say anything. I gathered up large clumps of hair and realized quickly whose it was. Hers. “Mom?”
She jerked up and pulled her blanket close as I stood and let the hair fall from my fingers.
“Mom, what the hell is going on?” I moved around to face her and took a step back.
“Go away. I’m fine. I’ll get through this like I get through everything else.” Her voice was nothing more than a hoarse whisper. Fuck me if my eyes didn’t fill with tears.
“What’s going on? I’m not going anywhere until you tell me where you’ve been.” I glanced down at the floor around her. “Did you shave your head? Are you sick?”
“Can you just get me a glass of water?” She coughed softly, and I realized how pale she was. My mother had never been anything but a pillar of strength, an elitist with a scowl on her face and condemnation on her tongue.
“Of course.” I turned and walked to the kitchen, wiping at my eyes and trying to pull myself together. Something was terribly wrong, but I wasn’t sure what. Cancer? Did she have cancer and she hadn’t said anything? Surely not. But what else would cause her hair to fall out?
I poured a quick glass of water and figured I would talk to my grandmother if nothing else. She wasn’t exactly fond of me either, but at least we were still talking.
“Do you need anything else?” I handed her the water and had to help her take a drink due to her fingers not gripping the cup. She had little to no strength.
“No. You can go now. Thanks for the help.” She closed her eyes and let out a sigh that sounded like death had already settled into her chest.
“Mom. I’m not—”
“I don’t need your help. I called you when I did and you didn’t come. Get out.”
“That’s not fair.” Tears blurred my vision again. “I’m here now.”
“And why are you here, Natasha? Come to watch me die? Is that why you’re here? The word finally spread across the school that my tumor was malignant and they can’t operate on it? Is everyone throwing a fucking party over it?” Her voice broke as she pulled the blanket up to hide her face. The sobs coming from her ripped my heart open in ways I didn’t think possible.
“No, Mom. They’re all praying for you. I figured—”
“Well, you figured wrong. Get out!”
I jolted backward at the anger in her voice. I was doing more harm than good standing there upsetting her.
“Call if you need me.” I wiped at my tears as my own voice lost all strength.
“I won’t. Don’t worry.”
I nodded and walked for the door, grateful I made it outside before the first sob left me. I couldn’t remember being more scared in my entire life. My mother was going to die alone because of the choices I’d made in the past. She wouldn’t let me near her.
I wasn’t sure if the roles were reversed that I would have acted any differently.




CHAPTER 9



MICAH
“What’s got your attention today? You’re staring off into space like you didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. What gives, dude?” Dillon tapped the table in front of me, pulling me from my thoughts.
“What? Oh, sorry, man. I slept fine. I’m just worried about Tasha. She was upset last night at the pep rally and she got away before I could check on her.” I shrugged and brushed my hand down my shirt as Jacob walked toward our table with a large pizza.
“You guys save some of this shit for me.” He set it on the table and smiled. “I put extra pepperonis on it for you guys. Don’t tell the old man.”
I laughed. “You work here and you can’t get lunch? What the hell?”
“I could, but I’m trying to appear grown up.” He rolled his shoulders and glanced back toward the kitchen. “Save me a couple of pieces.”
“Fuck that. Just get your own.” I pushed at his chest and reached for a piece. My stomach screamed in anticipation as I lifted it to my lips and burnt the hell out of my mouth. I didn’t let the pain stop me for a second.
“What? Really?” Jacob turned back toward us and smirked. “All right. I’ll get you assholes back for not showing the love.”
“You can have some of my half.” Dillon gave Jacob a nod and turned back to me.
“Pussy,” I mumbled around my pizza and groaned as the delicious flavors rolled over my tongue.
“I love pussy.” Dillon leaned back in his seat and fanned the piece of pizza he had sitting on his plate.
“You and me both.” Jacob grabbed Dillon’s plate and put another piece on it before turning and walking back to the kitchen with it.
“Hey, I need a plate.” Dillon huffed and got up to follow Jacob toward the kitchen.
Goofs. All of them. I pulled out my phone and checked it for the hundredth time. For what? I had no clue. I waved Emily over as she moved back from seating an older couple. How she and Jacob got anything done working at DeAngelo’s together was beyond me. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other any other time, but it seemed like she had him on lockdown at work. I was impressed.
“Hey, you.” I nodded toward the pizza. “You want some?”
“No, I’m on the clock.”
“So is your boyfriend, but he just took half the damn thing to the back with him.”
Dillon slid into the booth across from me and grumbled, “Yeah, part of my half.”
She laughed and glanced over her shoulder. “He’ll do whatever you let him do. That’s for sure.”
“TMI.” I took another bite of my pizza and sat back in my seat. “Have you heard from Tasha? You still staying with her at the Wayland Dorms?”
“I stay with her off and on, but I’ve been out at the house the last week or so. Jacob is struggling with his history class, and I aced it last semester.”
“How is he taking a junior-level history class?” Dillon lifted his pizza toward his mouth and blew on it several times.
“That’s going to be cold if you don’t come on and eat it already.” I smiled as he flipped me off and shoved half the piece of pizza into his mouth.
“Better?” he mumbled around it.
“Much.” I turned my attention back to Em. “How is she? She was upset last night when she left the pep rally.”
“She’s okay. She’s got a lot on her plate right now, and I’m sure you know this, but she’s a really private person. She doesn’t even share much with me.” Emily picked up my soda glass and smiled. “Let me refill this for you. If she calls, I’ll tell her to give you a call.”
“No, that’s all right. Just give me her number and I’ll call her myself.”
“I’ll see if she’s okay with that.” She turned and walked toward the kitchen.
“Why is Tasha so withdrawn? Something happen to her when she was little?” Dillon folded his pizza in half and took another big bite.
“No clue. I wish I knew.” I took the soda from Emily and tilted my head to the side. “It’s me, by the way. You know I wouldn’t do anything with her number but check on her.”
“I know.” She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth and studied me as if trying to decide if I was really the guy she thought me to be.
“We’ve been friends for three years. Hello.”
“Right. Okay. Give me your phone, but if she gets pissed…”
“It’s all on me.” I handed her my phone and glanced back across the table to Dillon.
“Come swimming with me. It’s a great workout, and I think you’ll love it.” He finished his pizza and reached for a napkin as sauce dripped down the side of his face.
“I love to swim.” Emily handed me the phone back. “Not sure Jacob would be good with me joining you guys, so have fun, and don’t hurt my friend. Got it?”
She narrowed her eyes, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her she was far more cute than intimidating.
“Yes, ma’am. Never in a million years. I promise.” I lifted my hand in the Boy Scout sign. “Scout’s honor.”
“Were you a scout?” Dillon piped up.
“Nope.” I winked at Emily as she huffed and walked off, mumbling something about all men being cut from the same cloth.
“Then it doesn’t work. Duh, man.” He rolled his eyes and picked up another piece. “I’m serious about you coming to the pool with me. It’s a great workout.”
“I appreciate the offer, but I’m not interested. Me and water don’t get along too well.” I shrugged and turned my attention up to the TV screen above my head. I was going to call and check on Tasha the minute I got rid of Dillon. I liked the guy, but something told me that the pretty girl who played through my thoughts all the time needed a friend.
I wanted to be that friend.
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Dillon snorted. “You take showers and drink water, right? How do you and water not get along? That’s lame, by the way.”
“My sister drowned while I was watching her at home when she was seven. That’s why I don’t want anything to do with water. All right?”
His eyes grew wide, and I felt like a complete dick for using shock value to slap him in the face. It wasn’t his fault that I was terrified of big bodies of water. Losing Lyndsay and having it be my fault had ruined a large part of my childhood and still tried hard to pull me down into a depression I wasn’t sure I could get out of. If my parents weren’t involved much before my sister’s death, they sure as hell weren’t involved now. It was a punishment of sorts for them to have to see me, or that was how it felt. I hadn’t seen them since Christmas the previous year. Not a card or a phone call. Nothing.
I reminded them too much of her.
“I am so sorry, Micah. I didn’t mean to—”
“No. I’m sorry. I’m just worried about Tasha. I shouldn’t have unleashed that shit on you.”
“Were you lying? Like scout’s honor type shit or—”
“No, my little sister really drowned while I was supposed to be watching her.” I glanced down at my plate and let out a long sigh. “I’d rather not talk about that shit though.”
“Yeah, totally, dude. I’m sorry I even brought it up.”
“It’s all good.” I took a few bites of my pizza, trying to swallow the sadness that always seemed to sit at the edge of my world, waiting for the opportunity to sweep in and pull me down.
“I’m not trying to shit on your parade, seeing that I already messed up the mood, but I’m good friends with Sharon on the basketball team. I’m pretty sure Natasha isn’t the dating type.”
“You just got here. How the hell would you know that?” I smiled and pushed my plate away. My appetite was gone.
“Girls like to talk a lot, and Sharon is in my English class. She yaps like nobody’s business, and she mentioned that you and Natasha would be a cute couple, but that Tasha doesn’t date. Like, ever.” He shrugged and pointed to the pizza. “You good with me finishing that?”
“Yeah. Go for it.” I rolled my eyes and ran my fingers through my hair. “Tasha might not date now, but that doesn’t mean she’s going to be that way forever.”
“Right, but why waste your time on someone you know isn’t interested in dating? That would suck.”
“So who are you dating?” I leaned in a little, trying to get my point across.
“No one. I’ve only seen one girl on this whole fucking campus that leaves me aching for commitment, and she’s an ice princess. A total bitch.” He snorted and folded another piece of pizza in half.
“And who’s that?” I glanced up at the TV as a live report took over the golf tournament that was showing. The coverage was over something at Providence, but I couldn’t hear what.
“Clara Russell.” He turned to look up at the TV too. “Shit, that’s here.”
“Yeah, go grab the remote from Emily and turn it up.” I turned to get a better view of the TV. My stomach tightened as Coach Billows, the head athletic director, came on the screen, his complexion pale and his eyes downcast.
Had someone died?
Dillon walked toward me and turned toward the TV as he lifted the remote. The sound finally came in, the news disturbing and yet not nearly as bad as I’d expected it to be.
“We’re not releasing too much information at this time, but we will begin investigating some of the allegations that were released to the press last night.” Coach Billows nodded as if the interview was over.
The reporter, a perky blonde woman with big blue eyes and fake tits smiled at the camera. “Right, and those allegations pointed to one of the beloved athletic coaches at Providence being wrapped up in a scandal related to misappropriation of school funds and scholarship dollars. The coach’s name is not being released yet until all investigations are concluded.”
“Exactly. We would appreciate everyone’s support during this time and ask if you have any additional information regarding Providence that you start with your coach, your dean, or someone in administration.” Coach Billows narrowed his eyes at the camera.
“Wow.” I turned back toward Dillon as he dropped down in the seat across from me. “That’s some shit right there. Who do you think it is?”
“No clue, but I would imagine as they’re investigating, we’re going to figure it out pretty quickly.” He lowered the volume on the TV and pushed his plate away. “While we’re on the subject of assholes, I’m about ninety-nine percent sure that Darren is our guy. He picked a fight last night after you went to bed and was ranting and raving about Jacob running the house into the ground. Some of the guys were agreeing with him, but I got in his face and he shut the fuck up.”
“Let’s set his ass up.”
“I like that idea, but we have to be careful. The rest of the house is going to be extremely leery of anyone who sets up another brother. Just don’t let them know it’s us and we’ll be fine.”
“You don’t think the rest of the house would be happy to get the troublemaker out before they fucking close us down?”
“Maybe, but you know how people feel about snitches. Snitches get stitches, man.”
I laughed. “That’s fucking stupid, and I’m starting to think maybe you are too.”
“Harsh.” He reached for his pizza. “My appetite is back. You gonna drink any more of your soda?”
“Yeah. Get you a refill and stop mooching.” I pulled out my phone and got out of the booth to walk toward the front door. “I’ll be right back.”
“All right. Don’t leave me with the bill.”
“You got this. I have faith in you.” I walked out into the sunny Saturday afternoon and pressed my back to the brick wall behind me. Nerves tore up my insides and I felt like a fifteen-year-old kid again trying to talk to a girl. “Just text her, you idiot. Shit.”




CHAPTER 10



NATASHA
I’d wracked my brain all night long on how to handle the situation with my mother. Not getting involved wasn’t an option, and yet she was going to push every button I had to make sure the outcome was in her favor. She didn’t want me to see her when she was weak because I didn’t like her when she was strong, but her being sick changed everything.
Where I wasn’t looking for a miraculous transformation between us, I certainly wasn’t living with the reality that I’d let her suffer alone. That wasn’t a burden I was willing to bear. Not for her or anyone else. I had enough demons to fight against. That one would surely cause me to move far away from everyone and redefine what it meant to be a hermit.
I rolled my hands over my knees, massaging myself as I sat in the stands at the edge of the basketball court and tried to decide on my next course of action. Did my father know about Mom’s illness? If so, why didn’t he say anything to me? We didn’t talk often, but that was because of his schedule, nothing else.
The silence around me was almost deafening. It left me with nothing but my thoughts, nothing but my memories. The image of her screaming in my face left me paralyzed where I sat.
“No! No. I refuse to accept this. What the fuck were you thinking? How could you?” Her beautiful face contorted in anger as her skin grew pink.
“Mom. Calm down. It’s not that big of a—”
Her hand connecting with the side of my face left me in shock. Never in my life had I been struck in the face. Whooped? Yes, lots of times by her and my father when she let me go visit him, but never in the face.
I stumbled backward and lifted my hand to cover my cheek as hot tears blurred my vision. I knew she wasn’t proud of my decisions in high school, but to leave me standing alone in the moment I needed her most? No, not to leave me alone. To strike me.
“It’s a big damn deal. You ruined my life. And this? This is going to ruin yours.” She pointed to my stomach and groaned loudly before turning her back on me. “Why would you do this? You know how much of a struggle it’s been for us. Your piece of shit father promised that he loved me.”
She spun around to face me and took three steps, closing the distance between us, and leaned down to get into my face. Her pretty blonde hair cascaded over her shoulder and the scent of cherries filled my nose. The one person I wanted to love me, and there she stood, condemning me. I’d ruined her life. She’d finally said it. I couldn’t help but wonder how many times she’d thought it while watching me grow up from her fucking high horse.
“Adam does love me,” I spat at her and took a step backward. “I don’t need your help. I don’t need shit from you.”
“You’re right. You don’t need anything but a trip to the doctor. You’re not keeping it. That’s final. I fucking refuse to watch your life dwindle away like mine did. It’s not happening. You’re the only legacy I have.” She poked me in the chest and I swatted her hand away.
“You don’t own me. This is my body and I’ll do what I want with it.”
“Like you already have. You’re only sixteen. How dare you sleep around?!” She threw her hands in the air and walked toward the kitchen. “I’m calling the clinic. You’re not keeping that thing.”
“It’s not a thing,” I screamed after her. “It’s a baby.”
The sob that wracked my insides rolled off my tongue and into my hands as I let my pain consume me. I hated her for so many reasons, but that day stood out amongst the rest as the main one. I would never forgive her for turning her back on me. Never.
“Hey, kiddo. What’s going on?” Coach Murphy’s voice pulled me from my devastation.
I sniffled and wiped at my eyes quickly. “Nothing. Just having a rough day.”
She sat down beside me and wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “Well, you know I’m here, right? I’ll always be here for you.”
“Thanks.” I lifted my chin toward the ceiling and tried to force my tears back. “I’m so damn angry right now.”
“Wanna talk about it?” She squeezed me and got up, picking up the ball beside her and tossing it to me. “Come on. Show this old lady what you still got inside of you. We’ll work some of that emotion out.”
“I don’t really want to dredge up the stuff inside me, Coach. I appreciate the offer, but my life has been…” I took a shaky breath and dribbled past her as she moved around me and stole the ball.
“For every point I get, you let something out, all right? You get a point, and you can hold it all in.” She chucked the ball back at me.
I nodded. “All right.”
My worst fear was sharing anything from my past and having someone look at me the way my mother had that day or every day after. I’d never give up a single word that might give someone the ability to judge me. Never.
I scored ten points and almost killed myself doing it. Coach didn’t score once, though I could tell she was putting her all into it.
She pressed her hands to her knees and glanced up at me as she panted loudly. “You’re the strongest player I know. I’m proud you’re mine.”
“Thanks,” I mumbled and dribbled down to the end of the court, doing a quick layup and praying that she would be gone when I turned around. I didn’t have much left inside me and I was moving toward cracking.
“Natasha.”
I turned to face her and tucked the ball under my arm. “Yeah, Coach?”
“This stuff inside of you,” she ran her hand between her breasts down to her stomach and back up, “it will eventually kill you if you don’t get it out. It’s toxic. It’s like drinking poison and hoping someone else will die. You’re only hurting yourself by locking it up and pushing everyone away.”
I nodded and pressed my teeth into my lip, trying to hold it together.
“All right, kiddo. I’m here. Right down the hall.” She turned and walked out as another hot wave of tears rolled down my cheeks.
I ran drills until my legs wouldn’t work anymore. The message on my phone was from my father’s number. He either knew and wanted to check on me or had received a call from my mother after our shitty reunion the night before.
After taking a few deep breaths, I picked up the phone and called him back. Better to get the conversation over with, and truth be told, his calm demeanor helped me find myself again. I should have chosen to go live with him instead of my mother when I was old enough, but fucking Adam DeLance. The boy that promised to love me forever. I hated him almost as much as my mother.
“Tasha. Hey, baby girl. How are you? Gearing up for a killer season?” My father’s voice was filled with too much excitement and warmth for the conversation I expected.
“Yeah. We had Midnight Madness last night.” I let out a quick puff of air. “Did you know about Mom being sick?”
There was a pause that left me feeling more alone than I imagined possible.
“Yeah, but she asked me not to say anything. She didn’t want you to be worried about her. You know how your mother is, Tasha.”
“Yep. I sure do.” I stood and picked up the basketball. “See, the thing that no one realized is that I go to the same damn school she works for. So as everyone is having a moment of silence for her, my friends are looking at me, wondering what the hell is going on. It’s pretty telling when I have to shrug my shoulders and find out with the rest of the student body that something was wrong at all.”
“Hey, look. I’m going to be back in Boston late next week for the start of the season. How about you and I get together and we’ll hash all of this out then? You know I hate talking over the phone about sensitive stuff like this.”
“Right. Great.” I pressed the phone to my shoulder and lifted up on my toes, missing the basket and jogging after the ball. “Get me a few tickets to see the Celts so I have something to look forward to.”
“Of course. I know this is going to sound ridiculous, but if your mom does open up and let you in, make sure you take good care of her. She has no one.”
“Yeah, by choice. I went over there last night and got kicked out the back door by a skeleton with no hair.” My voice broke, and I hated myself for being cruel. The truth of the matter was blatantly obvious inside of me. Watching my mother die and not being able to do anything about it was a personal hell I couldn’t imagine enduring. Knowing that we wouldn’t reconcile before she left me was heart shattering, and yet it would happen just that way. I had no doubt.
“Baby, it’s going to be okay. She’s just trying to protect you.”
“Don’t you dare take up for her!” I bit my tongue, working hard not to unleash hell all over him. He had no clue of the trauma he caused in his youth by walking away just like Adam had. I was raised alone by a mother who hated me because he rejected her. Would it have been the same for my baby?
“No,” I whispered and dropped the call. I didn’t give a shit what he had to say. Nothing he could promise would change a damn thing.
I worked through my pain over the next hour, throwing the ball as hard as I could against the wall before doing ladders up and down the stairs until my legs felt like jelly. I dropped down onto the floor beside the bleachers and lay down. My phone beeped and I grabbed it, hating myself for wanting to hear from someone. Anyone.
The text came in from an unknown number.
It’s Micah. I twisted Em’s arm to get your number. Where you at? I’ve been worried about you. Come toss the ball around with me, or let me drink you under the table. Text me back. Don’t make me be “that guy.”
A smile pulled at the side of my mouth, but I forced it back down. He was just another guy like Adam. All promises and sweet smiles until we made love and I popped positive on a pregnancy test. Then he would pick up his shit and walk out the door too.
That was what good guys did.
At least all the good guys in my life.




CHAPTER 11



MICAH
I stared at my phone until Dillon walked out and stopped beside me.
“You waiting on something or just decided you’d had enough with the oregano smell?”
“Nah, I was just hoping that Tasha would text me back, but maybe you’re right, man. She’s a hard shell to crack.” I tucked my phone in my back pocket and resigned myself to a long night with the guys at Omega. We would pop a few tops and play some video games or dominoes. I’d sneak away and shoot some hoops with the guys down the block later that night to give myself a pick me up.
“What? You’re seriously giving up that easily?” He followed me out to my truck and stopped by the hood. “You must not think too much of her. Just a passing thing, huh?”
“Wait a minute. Weren’t you the guy that just told me that Sharon from the basketball team said that Tasha was dead weight? That no matter what anyone did, she wasn’t going to budge?”
“No, I said that Sharon said she wasn’t the dating type.” He rolled his shoulders and gave me a goofy grin. Fuck if I didn’t like the guy just for being comfortable in his own skin. “Maybe she stopped dating before college because something happened. A cute girl like that doesn’t up and close her legs for no reason.”
“Come on, man. Not all women are loose.” I shook my head and pulled out my phone again. “Tasha isn’t like that. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was a virgin.”
“Nice.” He wagged his eyebrows. “I bet Clara is too. She’s so fucking uptight.”
“I was just thinking about how much I like you, but it’s dimming fast.” I chuckled and opened the door to my truck.
“Starting to think about batting for the other team? Count me out, dude. I’m with Jacob. Pussy for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for me.”
I rolled my eyes. “Get in the truck and I’ll give you a ride over to the house. I’m going to see if I can find her before I go belly up on the idea of pushing her into a friendship at least.”
“Friendships are good.” He got in the truck and buckled up.
“Speaking of pussy,” I glanced over at him, hating the word but knowing nugget-heads like him and Jacob used it regularly. Better to use his own language than confuse him. “Why haven’t you brought a girl out to the house if you’re so into them?”
“I’ve only been with you guys since the summer.” He glanced out the window closest to him. “Like I said, the only one that’s given me a hard-on is Clara, and she’s not worth the effort.”
“How do you know that?” I thought about Clara and couldn’t help but smile. I didn’t know much about her, but Jayce had filled us in on the fact that she was the curve buster in one of his classes. Chemistry maybe. He was failing miserably and was looking for a tutor. I almost felt sorry for him if she was as cold as Dillon made her out to be. The poor bastard was going to end up taking it again in the spring to be able to graduate in May.
“I’m on the men’s swim team. She’s on the women’s. I see her all the time or have for the last few months. She rocks her swimsuit like nobody’s business, but she’s a prude. Anytime anyone talks to her, she turns up her nose like she wasn’t taught how to interact with other humans. I hate people like that.” He grumbled something else as I tuned him out.
Tasha had to be at the gym. I’d give it a try and if she wasn’t there, I was on my own for the weekend, but I was hoping like crazy that I would find her. Where she wasn’t going to give in to my desires to take her out on a date anytime soon, I figured I could challenge her to a little b-ball and maybe, just possibly get her to open up a little over the course of a game or two. I’d seen her drink a beer or two out at the Omega parties too. We could grab something to drink. Maybe a burger?
“Hey. You listening to me?” Dillon pushed on my shoulder.
“What? No. Sorry, man. I was fading out.”
“I asked if you wanted to study tomorrow for that stupid Economics test next week.”
“Yeah, that’ll work.” I pulled up in the driveway and honked before waving at a few of the guys who were milling around the front yard.
“You coming in?”
“Nah, I’m going to take your advice and go see if I can find her.” I shrugged. “What’s the worst thing that could happen?”
“She could rip out your fucking heart and stomp on it in front of you.” His eyes grew wide.
I couldn’t help but laugh. “You know how ridiculous you sound?”
“Yep. Shit is true though.” He opened the door and got out. “All right. Good luck.”
“See you later, man. Tell Jacob where I am if he asks.” I pulled out of the driveway after he closed the door and headed back toward the campus. Nervousness bubbled up inside of me and made it hard to breathe as I pulled up to the gym and turned the truck off.
“Just friends. It’s just a friendship for shit’s sake.” I got out and locked the doors as I walked languidly to the side door and pulled it open. I felt like a twelve-year-old boy who’d gotten caught on the playground with a hot girl that wanted a kiss. How one woman who barely paid me any attention could fuck me up so good was beyond me.
The sound of the basketball hitting the court caused my heart to skip a beat. It could be anyone, but as I rounded the corner to the court, I realized that it was her.
“Up for a little bit of competition?” I called out to her and hoped she wouldn’t think I was a stalker. I’d texted her thirty minutes before, but maybe she hadn’t seen it.
“Yeah. Your ball.” She turned and launched the ball at me hard before reaching up and fixing her hair in a tight bun. “Sorry for not responding. I’ve been in a bit of a funk. I figured inviting you to my shitty pity party wouldn’t be too nice.”
“No worries. It was find you and make you shoot some hoops with me or watch the guys get drunk and see who could pee higher up the side of the house.” I shrugged as she laughed. The red around her eyes and flushed skin around her neck and chest told me she’d gotten worked up over something. It had to be her mom. No fucking way I was asking about it. She’d tell me if she wanted to talk. Plain and simple.
“You guys are so gross. I swear you’re like odd man out with the Omega Frat.” She moved toward me and stole the ball as I stood still like an idiot, watching her with interest.
“I’ll take that as a compliment.” I turned and watched her take the ball down the court, her butt jiggling beautifully in her tight shorts. “Damn. Please let this work out.”
“It was a compliment.” She lifted to her toes and did a layup perfectly. “My point. You gonna play or just stare at my ass?”
“Both?” I lifted my hands and grunted as the ball slammed against my chest. My wrist was still in limbo, though I was acting like everything was all right with the world. It wasn’t.
“Good answer. Let’s see whatcha got, Captain.” She moved toward me as I turned and put my back to her, pushing my ass out and working my way down the court with her pressed to me. I spun to the left and lifted up, sinking a three-pointer with no problem.
“Three to two. You’re up, Miss Thing.” I smiled and moved around her to get the ball. It took a few more times up and down the court for me to finally settle into the game and not worry about hurting her or showing her up too badly. I’d lied to Emily about being a different guy on the court around Tasha. I was a beast usually, but seeing her putting forth so much effort left me wanting to let her win. Where I never in a million years would, it felt good to know that it was a desire inside of me. She was more than a pretty set of legs and a fine ass. She meant something, which left me with no choice but to push a little.
“Mine.” She reached out and popped my wrist, stealing the ball and running down the court.
“Ouch! That fucking hurt.” I took off after her and grabbed the back of her shirt. “You wanna play street ball?”
“You know it.” She spun and lifted to her toes and I reached for the ball and palmed it, pulling it from her and moving back.
“Not in my house, pretty woman.” I winked and turned to pull out some fancy shit it had taken me most of my teen years to perfect.
“Nice. I love the way you play with your balls. Do you show all the girls this magic?”
I groaned as she moved up behind me and pressed her breasts against my back before reaching around and taking the ball without effort.
“Not fair.”
“Nothing is.” She spun and ran toward the basket, dribbling like a champ.
I caught up with her and moved in front of her easily. The ball was mine again within seconds, but she wasn’t letting me by. She moved as fast as I did, spinning and reaching out for the ball. She ran her fingers by my thigh as I pulled the ball under my leg and gave her a warning look.
“Play fair, or paybacks will be hell.”
“I’m not scared of you.” She reached again, almost hitting me in the groin with her fingers.
I chucked the ball behind me and grabbed her wrist before pulling her to me and wrapping my arms around her.
“How about now?” I panted softly as I let my eyes move around her face. “Scared now?”
“Nope. I quite like the view.” She tickled my sides as I squirmed but held on tightly.
“Whatcha gonna do now, tough stuff?” I licked my lips and enjoyed far too much how her eyes widened and her shoulders stiffened. She was interested, or I really was out of touch with the signals women threw off.
“Tickle you until you pee yourself.” She smiled. “Unless you already emptied your bladder on the side of the Omega House.”
I chuckled and squeezed her a little tighter as she groaned. “Come to dinner with me. A burger. Beer. Just me and you getting to know each other.”
“And why would I want to do that?” She pinched the inner part of my thigh, causing me to yelp and release her. Too close to the dick.
“Because we could be friends.” I pressed my hands to my knees.
“Sorry. I’m headed out soon. Maybe another time.”
“Where you headed to? I could give you a lift.”
“I can walk there. It’s community service. You wouldn’t be interested.” She brushed her hair back and walked around in a circle in front of me, giving me an incredible view.
“I’m a very giving kind of guy.” I stood up and walked over to the ball. “How about if I can hit the net from half court, you let me come with you?”
“Nothing but net and you’ve got yourself a deal.” She walked over to the bleachers and sat down.
“Easy enough.” I gave her a cheeky grin and spun around, lifting up and shooting from where I stood. The ball didn’t make a sound as it sank into the hoop.
“Wow. I’m impressed.” She picked up her phone and lifted her eyebrow at me. “It’s really community service. You sure you want to come?”
“No place I would rather be.” I jogged toward her, my heart on fire and my mind racing with possibilities of what the night might hold. I held the door open for her and moved to open the passenger side of the truck as she walked toward me.
“You really are one of the nice guys, aren’t you?”
“Find out for yourself, Tasha. What do you have to lose?” I moved back as she climbed up in the truck and looked down at me. The sadness in her eyes filled me with concern.
“Nothing? Everything? I don’t know, to be honest.”




CHAPTER 12



NATASHA
The pregnancy-care center was far busier than I could remember it being before. Having Micah there with me left me with mixed feelings. Surely, he had to wonder what I was doing there.
I would have wondered it myself, but there was a part of me that hoped he wouldn’t ask. I didn’t want to open the door to my past and have him turn away from me. He would. I had no doubt.
It was better to keep things at a friendship level and just try and enjoy his company. That he was the hottest guy on campus didn’t help much, but I could deal with it. Adam had been beyond hot too.
“Tasha, I’m so glad you’re here today.” Martha moved around the counter and pulled me into a tight hug. The sweet Hispanic woman often acted like a mother to me, though she wasn’t but twenty years older or so. “Who is this handsome young man you brought with you?”
“This is a friend from school. Micah, this is Martha. Martha, Micah. He’s the point guard for the men’s basketball team at Providence.”
“Nice. I’m glad you’re here to help out today. We’re going to be sorting in the back room for a little while. Just stay as long as you can.” She glanced over at me. “Are you going to—”
“Yep. I’ll be in the back sorting today. I’ll come back later this week to help with anything else you need done.” I gave her a warm smile and moved toward the back. “Come on, Micah. I’ll show you the ropes.”
If he wondered about what else I did at the center, he didn’t ask. I was grateful for him respecting my privacy. I often counseled young girls that were going through things at home like I had. Something about giving back made me feel better about myself. As if I needed to make up for some of the shit in my past. Nothing could change the past, but serving at the center helped to dull the pain a little.
“I like it here. It’s peaceful.” He moved up beside me and held the door to the boxing room. “Just point me in whatever direction you want me to go.”
“I like that you’re compliant. You always like this?” I moved to a large stack of boxes.
“Only when I wanna impress a pretty girl.” He pointed to the boxes. “You want me to tote these somewhere?”
“Yeah. Over to this table and we’ll unpack them. We need to create diaper bags for the center to give out to young moms in the hospital. We’ll just put one of each item in the boxes. Easy enough?” I ignored his comment and tried to keep myself grounded. Him thinking that I was attractive at all was flattering, but it was also irrelevant. My life was falling apart again, and the last thing I wanted to do was bring anyone in the middle of it.
He bent down and picked up one of the boxes, grunting a little as his arm muscles flexed through his T-shirt. “Damn wrist is still giving me trouble.”
“Oh no. Don’t lift anything else then. I didn’t even think about it. You’ve been moving around so good.” I reached out to take the box, but he chuckled and moved past me, setting it down on the table.
“Stop babying me. I’m good. I just need to see about getting the doctor to give me more strengthening exercises. I’ve stretched the thing out enough, but I need to build up the muscles around it.”
“Then they’ll be big like your arms.” My breath caught in my chest as he pulled up his sleeve and flexed. The boyish smile on his face as he turned back toward me melted a part of my heart.
“You like?”
“Yeah. Too much.” I fanned myself and walked back across the room. “Keep your sexiness on the down low. This place is swarming with women.”
“And they’re all pregnant. You think they’d be interested in someone that wasn’t their husband?” He snorted and walked over to me, bending over and picking up another box. “Your bad girl side is peeking out.”
I glanced down and covered my chest as I realized he was teasing me. I popped him in the shoulder and rolled my eyes. “You ass.”
“You like my ass too? Jeez. Here I was just hoping for a friendship, but by the sound of things,” he set the box down and turned to face me, “you’re hoping for so much more. Just give me the ring and let’s get it over with.”
I shook my head. “Are you always this open? I don’t think I’ve seen this side of you yet.”
“No? Shame. It’s me relaxed and away from responsibility. I swear, being house mom for Omega has turned me into a stiff.” He lifted his hands toward the ceiling and stretched. The movement lifted his shirt just enough for the bottom of his stomach to show. The dark trail of black hair that ran from his belly button down into his shorts caught my attention and left parts of me tingling that I’d almost forgotten existed.
“Why are you the house mom?” I swallowed hard and moved around him. I had to stay busy or I was going to say something that would get me into trouble.
“Someone has to do it. Seeing that half the guys are potheads and the others are jocks, it’s me.” He moved around me, brushing his shoulder against mine. “Why did you decide on a dorm instead of an apartment or a sorority?”
“Privacy.” I shrugged and picked up a smaller box. “And just so you know, the center helps mostly moms that aren’t married and don’t have anyone to lean on.”
“Where’re the dads?” He glanced around and turned back to me. The honest confusion on his handsome face left my heart skipping a beat. Was he being silly or was he really that naive?
“Have you never been to one of these places?”
He chuckled. “No. I’ve never been pregnant, nor have I been married. Have you?”
I stared at him for an uncomfortable second as indecision raced through me. “I work here all the time.”
“Right, so what’s the deal?” He walked back over to grab the last box and bent over, giving me a perfect view of his ass.
My stomach tightened again as pleasure danced around the pit of my stomach, leaving embarrassment racing up my chest to coat my neck and cheeks. My nipples budded so hard they ached like I was on my period. Crazy.
I had to be careful. He wouldn’t have to do much of anything and I would be the girl I was back in high school, pulling him toward a bed to show him how much I could give him if he would just love me. I hated myself for trying to earn love when I was younger and promised to never confuse lust and love again. That being said, it was simply easier to just steer clear of all of it.
“A lot of these girls are like Teri. They got knocked up by someone they thought loved them or in an act of passion one night, and the dad is long gone.” I shrugged as if it were no big deal.
“No way.” He set the box down and glanced around as a frown formed on his face. He was judging them. Everyone did.
“Yep, and instead of judging them, I choose to help them. What’s done is done.” I reached out and opened the box in front of me. “The baby doesn’t deserve to suffer for something it had no control over.”
He reached out and grabbed my wrist. “Neither does the woman who decided to indulge in a little bit of passion.”
The seriousness in his gaze scored me, but I was still lost to what he meant.
“How so?” I pulled my hand from his and forced a tight smile. I was scared shitless that his words would close the door on even a friendship with me. I was strict in my support of unwed mothers, no matter what happened or how it happened. If they wanted to raise their babies and needed help, I wanted to be that help. It was a choice I didn’t get.
“If a baby is the result of a night of sex, then both parties should step up.” Anger burned in his handsome face. “This is fucked up. I mean, not the place—this is great that you guys do this—but the fact that they don’t have someone helping them with the kids. It takes two to make a child. Bastards.”
“It happens all the time.” I glanced down and worked on a box in front of me as memories tried to assault me.
“Does it, Tasha?” He moved around the table and reached out, cupping the side of my face and forcing his way into my heart.
“Yeah. Unfortunately so.” I moved back and pointed to the box. “Get busy, Casanova. We don’t have time for your flirting. We have three hundred of these to do.”
“Three hundred? Shit. Why didn’t you say so? I’d have saved the flirting for next year. You know, when we get done.” He gave me a goofy grin before pulling out his phone and turning on some music. “You good with my playlist?”
“So far so good.” I tore the box open and focused on the project at hand. Between the upbeat music, Micah’s funny comments, and us working hard to help the care center, I was able to keep my problems tucked away just enough to enjoy the evening with the handsome boy that threatened to steal a part of my heart.
Something told me that no matter how hard I tried to keep myself from getting to know him that he was going to push me past my comfort zone and force his way into my life.
Worse things had happened.
    
“Oh man, I was really hoping to take you out to eat. Another time?” He pulled up to my dorm building and turned the car off as if he expected to come inside.
“Yeah. I’d like that.” I reached for the door as he reached for his. “I’m really not in the mood for company tonight. I hope you understand.”
“Oh yeah. I was just going to walk you to the door. It’s around the other side of the building, right?”
I let out a soft breath through my nose. “Yeah. Sorry. I thought you—”
“Nah, it’s all right. I get it. I just wanna walk you to the door.” He got out of the truck and I stumbled out of my side, feeling like an idiot for assuming he wanted to come inside for a little while. The worst part was that I wanted him to but knew where it would lead. Neither of us would know what to do with the other the next day.
“Thanks again for coming with me tonight.” I closed the door and moved up beside him, walking slowly toward the front of the building. The breeze picked up and blew my hair all around my face.
“Thanks for letting me. I had a great time and learned a lot. I’d be happy to help out anytime you need an extra set of hands.”
“Even with your bum wrist?” I turned to face him as we reached my door. “I’m teasing you.”
“I know. I like it.” He reached out and brushed his thumb along my jawline. “I know you’re going through some shit. Just know that I’m not going to ask what it is or pry my way into your life, but I’m here if you need me. I’m a great listener and I try really hard not to offer too many suggestions.”
“You’re going to force me to like you, aren’t you?” I took a step closer to him and pressed my hands against his chest, loving the way his muscles trembled under my touch.
“Like? Well, damn. I was hoping you already liked me. You’re saying I gotta start all the way down—”
I lifted to my toes and pressed my lips to his, not wanting to think about it for another minute. I’d be kicking myself all night for not finding out if his lips were as soft as they looked.
He slid his hands into my hair and cupped my face as he tilted his head and deepened the kiss. I could feel myself melting against him as I gripped the front of his shirt and opened my mouth to his advances. The soft brush of his tongue by mine was tentative at first but quickly turned into something more aggressive—hungry.
I broke the kiss as every part of me lit on fire.
“I need you to go.” I glanced up at him and released my tight grip on his shirt.
“Yeah, of course.” He brushed his thumbs over my cheeks and smiled down at me. “Thanks for one of the best nights of my life.”
I nodded, unsure of how to answer him. I wanted more. So much more, but it wouldn’t make sense to me in the morning when I tried to reconcile what I’d done. I was hurting so badly inside. Reaching out to have him ease that pain only to reject him later or be rejected by him was out. There was nothing to do but wave and offer him a friendly smile as he turned and walked back toward his truck.
“Night,” I whispered roughly and turned to walk into the dark loneliness of my dorm room.




CHAPTER 13



MICAH
I hadn’t stopped thinking about her all weekend, which didn’t help much, seeing that I had to talk with Jacob and Dillon about why we thought Darren was the bastard messing with us at Omega.
I spent most of the conversation lost in a fog. About halfway through, Jacob got pissed and Dillon got in his face. It wasn’t at all the way the conversation should have gone.
I was just tired, confused, and needy for more time with Tasha. I had no doubt that her not returning my text on Sunday meant that she was in the same boat as me, but where I was looking forward to seeing her again, I had the sinking feeling that she would be running hard and fast the other way.
She was hiding something, and I’d promised not to dig. I had to stand by that promise no matter what. I had faith that if I showed her that good men still existed, she would open up to me when the time was right. I didn’t know much about her family situation, but I was hoping that I could find out enough to pinpoint where her constant good guy comments kept coming from. She was borderline sarcastic when she teased me about the title, which meant she didn’t believe in good guys at all. Why was the question that wouldn’t leave me be.
Jacob left the house shortly after his blowup, and I spent the rest of the day napping and drinking with the guys. Dillon talked me into studying for the Economics exam around nine that night, which worked out perfectly. I was itching to drive back into town and find Tasha, but she wouldn’t appreciate me turning into a caveman and dragging her to my place just to see her.
I finally made my way upstairs and crashed in my bed around eleven, letting dreams that would never come true drive me farther and farther into physical need for a woman’s touch. I woke up early the next morning, my body hard and balls tight. As much as I hated to masturbate, I wasn’t going to get through the day without snapping several heads off if I didn’t find a little bit of relief.
It took no time to bring myself over the edge, the pretty point guard for the women’s basketball team being the center of my fantasies. Where I would have imagined her sweet round ass bouncing up and down on my shaft as a teenage boy, I couldn’t seem to stop the image of the two of us locked together, making love like a married couple might.
The sound of her soft whimpers in my mind left my heart racing and my body filled with far more emotion than I could remember feeling before. I didn’t want to fuck her. I wanted to make love to her until she begged me to stop, wanted her to feel so much passion and adoration that she was left breathless by what I could do to her if she just opened up to me.
“Tasha,” I moaned and came again, lifting my hips as I worked my swollen flesh slow and hard.
“Dude, let’s go,” Jacob barked outside my room as he banged on the door.
“I’m coming.” I smirked at the double entendre and milked myself dry. He could fucking wait. Everyone could.
    
“Why are we here so fucking early again?” Jacob rubbed his hands down his face and yawned loudly.
“I told you I would drive my truck today. I have to meet with Coach Jacobs. Something is up.” I opened the door and got out. “I’ll find you later today. You still have another hour before class starts. Go home.”
“I’m going over to Tasha’s. Emily wanted to stay over there last night because Tasha’s dealing with some shit with her mom.” He yawned again.
As much as I wanted to get him to find out what the hell was going on, I knew it would get back to Natasha. There was no way I was breaking her trust when I was hopefully starting to earn it.
“Good luck with that.” I closed the door and jogged toward the athletic offices. Coach Jacobs was the head football coach and shared the athletic director position with Coach Billows, who was also the head hockey coach. I liked both of the guys but figured something was seriously up if Coach Jacobs wanted to see me. It was football season, which meant the guy was putting in more hours than anyone else on campus. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.
I walked into the building and shivered. Someone had to have left the air conditioning on all damn night. It was freezing in the building and the windows were misty, making it hard to see out of them. There were a few students moving through the halls, but everyone with sense in their heads was still asleep.
After knocking on the main door, I let myself in and called out. “Coach Jacobs?”
“Back here, son. My secretary isn’t here yet. Come on back.”
I followed the sound of his voice down to a conference room at the end of the hall. I was a little surprised to see our assistant basketball coach, Peter Jenkins, sitting at the round table in the middle of the room.
“Hey, Coach Jacobs.” I extended my hand to the portly football coach before turning toward my assistant coach. “Coach Jenkins.”
“Hey, son. Go ahead and have a seat. This shouldn’t be too long.” Coach Jacobs laid a piece of paper in front of me and Coach Jenkins, and he sat down across from us. “Before I start the conversation, I need you guys to sign confidentiality agreements. Nothing said in this room can leave it. Got it?”
He gave us both a stern look and I echoed Coach Jenkins as he nodded and mumbled, “Yes, sir. Of course not.”
“Good.” He sat back in his chair as we signed the paper and slid it back across the table toward him.
I had a sinking feeling that the conversation we were about to have had everything to do with the interview I’d seen Coach Billows give to the local news station over a coach stealing funds from his players.
“I have some horrible news, but I’m thinking two smart guys like yourselves have probably already figured out that Freddy isn’t on vacation.” He let out a long sigh. “He’s the one that we investigated regarding misappropriation of funds and scholarships. How in the world he would get himself wrapped up in something like this is beyond me. He’s been here as long as I have.”
“Wow.” I sat back and brushed my fingers down my face. What the fuck was I doing in the middle of this conversation? There should have been a room full of our assistant coaches present, but there I was with Coach Jenkins, who was so pale he almost looked white, and the head athletic director. “You guys really think Coach Gamble would do something like this? He’s always been a great guy from what we could tell.”
Coach Jenkins sank down into his chair and let out a sigh. “I knew something was up. Freddy’s been acting weird for about six months now. When did all this stuff happen?”
“About five months ago, we noticed that some of the scholarship funds were being routed to an odd account. We let it ride and decided to tag all of them so that we could better assess what was happening. After doing our due diligence, we realized that they were fake accounts.”
“And?” I leaned forward, pressing my elbows to my knees. Coach Gamble had come himself to recruit me from high school. The man had been beside me for two years, giving me his time, his energy, his everything. My heart ached at the thought of losing him.
“And they are all tied to his name, son. I’m not bringing the two of you in here to discuss the situation with Freddy or talk through whether we think he did it or didn’t. I’m here to tell you that he’s been put on probation while we finish up our investigation. What I need the two of you to do is pull together. Peter, we’ll be moving you up to head coach in the interim, and I’ll discuss long-term options with you when we determine what our findings show. Until then, we’ll need you and Micah to pull the team together and help us present a strong front. I don’t want anyone knowing about this until we’re ready to release the information. Got it?”
I nodded, unsure of what to say. I sat there numbly for the next ten minutes while Coach Jacobs ran down the rest of the information on what we could and couldn’t say, what we could and couldn’t do. He stood up after blabbering on and on for what seemed like forever.
“All right, guys. It’s up to you to keep the team’s spirits up and unify the group. No pressure, right?” He chuckled, but the sound fell flat.
“We’ll be fine. We have a great team and a good support system.” I patted Coach Jenkins on the back before shaking Coach Jacobs’s hand. “I’ll show myself out. Thanks for including me today.”
“Absolutely. We’ll chat soon.” Coach Jenkins patted my back before I turned and walked back out into the hallway.
I didn’t remember thinking much about the temperature of the building as I walked numbly toward my Economics class. I was going to have to pull myself out of my funk, but the sadness of losing Coach Gamble left me emotionally shocked.
“Hey, buddy. You’re almost late. I thought you left the house early this morning.” Dillon glanced up at me as I walked into class and took my seat beside him.
“Yeah. I had to meet with Coach this morning. Just some pre-planning for the season.”
“Because you’re captain of the team?” He pulled out a pencil and tapped his desk.
“Yeah. Something like that.” I turned to my right as someone tugged on my shirt sleeve.
A pretty redhead with a great smile and big blue eyes leaned toward me. “Got a pencil I can borrow, handsome?”
“Uh, yeah, Sure.” I turned toward Dillon and plucked his pencil from his hand before giving it to the girl. “Here you go.”
“Thanks.” She brushed it by her lips seductively and I just didn’t have the heart to warn her about sucking on it. Dillon was a nasty dude. No telling what the fuck he’d done with that pencil.
“I’m going to bomb this shit.” He leaned over and pulled out another pencil. “And stop giving my shit away. I don’t come from money. I had to work hard to get that pencil.”
“There’s a bucket of them in the kitchen at the Omega House. Where are you working for anything?” I scoffed at him and glanced toward the front of the room as Dr. Abbott walked in.
“I had to walk into the kitchen to get it.” He stretched. “It felt like work? I don’t know. I’m so going to fail this.”
“Keep talking like that and you’re right. You are.” I snagged his pencil and smiled as he growled at me. The haze I was in moments ago was fading, though the dull ache in my chest didn’t seem to be going anywhere. I had to talk with Coach Gamble before they let him go. I needed to know if he’d really done it, and if so, why? Why would he risk everything?
“Hey, real quick. I had an epiphany this morning when I was lying in bed.”
“Yeah, do I want to hear this?” I glanced over at him as the girl to my right giggled. I ignored her, figuring I’d already paid her too much attention as it were. The last thing on my list of things to do was to lead anyone on. I had eyes for one girl, and until she told me to get lost, I was going to wait patiently for her to warm up to me.
“You sure do. Cameras.” He lifted his hands and smiled like he’d just come up with the answer to all my problems.
“Come again?” I lifted my eyebrow and glanced back up as Dr. Abbott started to hand out tests. “Make it quick, please.”
“Cameras. We’re going to set up the fucker at the house and catch him on camera. We’ll hide them everywhere. I know a guy on the football team who sells all sorts of shit. I promise you he has some small cameras that we can bug the whole damn house with.”
I turned to face Dillon as a smile spread across my face. “Genius. That’s perfect.”
“Yep. You’re fucking welcome.”
I let him bask in his own glory. It would fade soon. It did for all of us.




CHAPTER 14



NATASHA
I went through the morning classes in a haze over everything going on in my life. Having Emily to talk to the night before made things better, but I felt like shit for not responding to Micah’s text. He had to think I was an asshole, which just left me more confused over what I wanted from him.
A friendship. Nothing more than a friendship to start.
I walked through the center of the campus and stopped in front of the gym. I had two hours until I planned to meet up with my friends for lunch. It was just enough time to practice my free throws and work up a good sweat, shower, and get up to the cafeteria. Why they enjoyed the bland food they served up there was beyond me, but I went for the company, though I’d spend the whole time pretending to be put off by everyone. It was my lot in life, or so it seemed.
I reached for the door to the gym as my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out to see that my mother was calling. Ice water raced through my veins and the world seemed to slow down around me. It took me a few seconds to think through whether I wanted to answer it. Guilt would kill me later for not picking it up.
“Hey,” I mumbled into the phone and turned to face the sun, needed something to warm me up.
“Tasha, I’m sorry to bother you, but—” She paused and the muffled sound on the other end of the phone was the sound someone would make when vomiting.
“Mom? Where are you?” Panic raced through me, and I forgot about how much I hated her. Everything inside of me screamed for me to get to her as fast as I could.
“I’m at the hospital.” She groaned softly. “I need someone to come get me in an hour. I tried to call a cab, but the nurse wouldn’t—” She paused again to throw up.
I cringed and turned to jog toward my dorm room. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. What room are you in?”
“I’ll be in the waiting room on the first floor. I don’t want you to miss class. I can wait until—” She paused again. The sound of her vomiting just got worse and worse.
My heart shuddered in my chest as tears burned my eyes. Why did she have to be sick and us be on bad terms? Why couldn’t my story have a different ending or at least a different beginning?
“I’m headed that way. Hang in there.” I dropped the call and tucked my phone into my back pocket as bile rose up my throat. I hadn’t spoken to her in a few days and knew I should have been calling every day, but she didn’t want anything to do with me. The last thing I wanted to do was upset her more when she was already hurting so bad.
I made it to my dorm and walked into the room, stopping in my tracks and yelping. I spun around and pressed my hands to my lips. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were in here.”
“It’s okay. I’m sorry.” Emily’s voice was tight with embarrassment.
“It’s all good, Tasha. We should have texted you.” Jacob sounded normal, which didn’t surprise me much.
I took a few steps back and tried to unsee the sight of them fucking on Emily’s old bed. Where I wanted to let arousal have its way with me, I was too lost in my pain. I grabbed my keys off the chain and walked toward the door.
“It’s okay. No worries.” I brushed my tears away and opened the door, stopping only as Em called out.
“Tasha, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing. I’ll find you later. I’m okay. You guys are good. Seriously.” I walked out of the dorm room and made my way down the hall to the exit. I would have given anything to have a normal life like Emily had. She was poor and her shit was messed up where her mother was concerned, but nobody was dying. “Stop it.”
I berated myself all the way out to the car and halfway to the hospital. Emily had nothing and no one. Her mom was a drunk that was headed into rehab, and her father was long gone. Her little sister was turning out to be no better than their mother, and Brody was all she’d had in the way of help for the last few years. If anyone had a shitty situation, it was Emily.
By the time I parked the car outside of the hospital, I felt a little better. Not much but enough to pull my ass out of the car and walk up to the big gray building before me. I wanted to text Micah so badly and ask him to come help me get through the day, but it wasn’t fair. We barely knew each other and me opening the gates and letting all my shit flood out would do me no favors. He was a nice guy from what I could tell, but that would be over as soon as he realized some of the secrets my past held within it. If that didn’t do me in, him finding out that I hated my mother with an intensity that would scare most people would surely turn him away.
“Funny how you’re scared as hell to lose the person you hate most,” I mumbled under my breath and tried to steel myself for what was to come. She would be brash and hateful with me, but it was just her way of defending herself against feeling anything. I got it. I hated it, but I understood it.
Today would be one of those days where I did what she needed me to and refused to fight against her if she lashed out. I could get through it, and afterward, I would go back to my dorm room, kick everyone out, and drown my sorrows in a bottle of vodka and a hot bath.
“Thanks for coming.” My mother stood from the chair she was in, only to sit back down. With her hair gone and her skin pasty and pale, she looked nothing like the woman I’d grown up with. If it wasn’t for her piercing blue eyes, I’d have walked right by her.
“She needs a wheelchair, but she’s being difficult.” A large nurse moved up beside me pushing a wheelchair. “I told her she’s not leaving here until she gets her skinny ass in the chair.”
My mom chuckled and let out an exhausted-sounding sigh. “I’ll get in it if you’ll shut up already.”
The nursed chuckled. “As always, Delilah. Get in the chair and I’ll quietly push you out to the parking lot.”
“In front of a moving car, please.” My mother lifted her hand and pulled at the scarf that lay loosely around her neck.
“Let me help.” I moved in and half-expected her to pop my hands away, but she closed her eyes and let her shoulders roll in.
“I’m so tired. Please just get me home and I’ll leave you alone.”
I glanced over my shoulder, hurt by the angry look in the nurse’s eyes. I never said anything about her leaving me alone, but trying to explain myself to a stranger would do me no good.
“Do you need me to—” I started to ask the nurse if she needed help, only to be cut off by her barking at me.
“No. You’ve done enough. Move and let me get her in the chair. You sure you’re okay putting yourself out for a few minutes to get her home? Can we trust you to put her to bed or is that too much to ask?” She moved around me, giving me a scathing look that my mother would most likely applaud at.
“Of course, I’ll get her to bed. I never—”
“She’s not a monster, Debbie. She’s just a young adult with things to do. Stop being a bitch and get me in the chair.” My mom lifted her arms to hover above her waist as Debbie moved in to pick her up. It was sickening to see the woman who used to leap higher than I could in the air bent over with sickness. How she’d gotten so bad so quickly was something I wanted an answer to, but something told me that I would have to get my father more involved in finding out anything.
I followed behind the nurse and pointed to my car without saying another word. There was no reason to get the big bitch started on me again. She had no clue of my history with my mom or how much I was hurting over seeing her bent over in a wheelchair, looking more like death than I’d ever seen anyone look.
I got into the car and started it as I waited for Debbie to finish getting my mom strapped in. I would have done everything the nurse had if my mom would have let me near her. I pulled away from the hospital and swallowed my tears.
We didn’t speak a word all the way to her house, nor when I parked the car and walked up to unlock the door. I pushed it open and turned to walk back toward the car. She wasn’t going to like the idea of me toting her into the house, but I had to hope that she was weak enough not to fight me over it. There was no way she was walking into the house in her current state. I’d heard of chemo or radiation making people sick a few days after taking it, but my mother looked like hell. Why was she having such a hard time with it? Was it because she was alone and had nothing to live for?
“Mom. I’m going to carry you into the house. You want to go into your bedroom?”
“Yes,” she whispered hoarsely and slumped against me as I picked her up and moved back, closing the door to the car with my foot. She wasn’t any heavier than a small child might be. My heart broke and the agony of wanting to be in a different place with her left me emotionally crippled as I walked into her beautiful cream-colored home.
I tucked her into bed and pulled the covers up as she rolled onto her side and groaned loudly.
“What can I get you? You want me to—”
“No. I’m fine. Just leave a—” She panted softly. “Just leave water on the nightstand. Thank you.”
“I can stay for the night, Mom. That way, I can make sure you’re okay.” I reached out and let my hand hover above her shoulder as tears dripped down my face.
She didn’t respond and fear wrapped around my lungs, sucking the air from the room. I leaned over and listened for the sound of her breathing. It was shallow and labored, but she was breathing.
“God, please don’t let this happen. Please?” I turned and walked toward the kitchen. I couldn’t go. There was no way I could leave her like that, though I wanted to run to the ends of the earth and find a new life to live. Anything but mine.
I pulled my phone out and texted Emily, hoping to get a quick response. Nothing.
After getting a glass of water and walking back to the living room, I figured I had nothing to lose by calling Micah. I needed someone and the worst he could do was turn me down. It wouldn’t have mattered much. Nothing could leave me feeling more empty than I did in that moment.
Fuck my dad for leaving her when I was born. Fuck him for not manning up and giving both of us a life that meant security and love.
“Hey. Where you at?” Micah’s voice was filled with warmth.
Mine was a frail whisper. “I’m at my mom’s house. Can you—” I glanced up as tears stung my tired eyes.
“Tasha? What’s going on? You okay?”
“My mom’s dying. I’m here at her house by myself.” I tried like hell to hold back the sob that slipped from my lips. “Can you find Em for me?”
“Yeah, but text me the address. I’m headed that way.”
“No. It’s okay.” I pressed my fingers to the bridge of my nose and let out another soft sob. “I don’t wanna bother you.”
“It’s no bother. Text me the address and save me some time. I’ll be right there with something to cheer you up, okay?”
I nodded and forced myself to respond through my tears. “Okay. Thank you.”
“Of course. Hang tight, sweetie. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”




CHAPTER 15



MICAH
My heart was hammering in my chest as I drove to the address on the rich side of Providence. I wasn’t at all surprised that Professor McCraven lived in a big white house on a hill. The only question was why Tasha didn’t live with her. The house wasn’t more than a ten-minute drive from campus, and it was far nicer than the dorms Tasha was living in.
I pulled around back and parked next to Tasha’s little red car. I’d made a quick stop by the strip mall down the road and grabbed a pepperoni pizza and a few chick flicks from the red box outside. I wasn’t sure what part I was supposed to play that night, but anything she needed from me, she was getting.
The pain in her voice had caused my heart to contract painfully in my chest, leaving me with the conclusion that she meant more than I was giving her credit for. It was inevitable that my earlier thoughts about hanging out until she kicked me out were solidified. Somewhere along the last two years, she’d stolen a bit of my heart. Damn her for it, but it was what it was now.
I got out and grabbed the pizza and the movies before walking up to the back door of the house. She was sitting on a large white ottoman with her elbows pressed to her knees and her face in her hands. I knocked on the door and backed up a little as nerves tore up my insides. I wasn’t used to girls crying around me. The need to offer her comfort to cheer her up left me working through a million things that I could say or do, but none of them seemed right.
She opened the door and gave me a weak smile. “Thanks for coming. I feel stupid for asking.”
“You didn’t ask.” I smiled down at her and walked in, setting the pizza and movies down on the large dining room table behind her. The place smelled like clean floors and cherries. It was an odd combination, but something about it was comforting was well. “I invited myself, remember? I’m pushy like that.”
“Well, either way. Thank you.” She moved toward me as I turned and opened my arms to her.
“Come here.” I pulled her close to me and leaned down to kiss the top of her head as she molded herself to the front of me. “What’s going on with your mom? I promised myself I wouldn’t ask, but you bringing up that she was dying is a little much to ignore.”
“She’s got cancer.” She let out a shaky sigh and pulled away from me.
My first instinct was to reach out and pull her back against me, but I knew better. She needed more space than anyone else I’d met at Providence, but there was a reason behind it all. Something told me that I would be finding out more about her than I could possibly want to if I had the patience to let everything unfold as it wanted to without forcing it.
“I’m sorry.” I sat down at the dining room table and waited until she returned with two paper plates to open the pizza box. “You okay with me bringing this in here?”
“Yeah, I think so. I closed her door, so I’m not sure what smells or sounds might affect her. She’s pretty out of it.” She ran her fingers through her short locks and sat down in the chair in front of me. “I’m really sorry to have bothered you.”
“I want you to reach out to me, Tasha. I want a friendship with you, remember? This is part of that.” I took the plate from her and put a piece of pizza on it. “Let’s eat something and then we can sit on the couch and talk if you want to. If not, we’ll just watch a movie and hang out. Whatever you want to do. That’s what I’m here for.”
“Really?” Her eyes shifted from my face down to her plate. “And if I need someone to hold me?”
“Then I have two arms. Consider them yours. Just watch out for my wrist.” I smiled as she glanced up. “The damn thing isn’t healing like it should.”
“Oh no. What does that mean?”
“Basically, that I need to learn to do a little more with my left hand.” I shrugged. “Good thing I’m ambidextrous.”
“You can use both hands?” She took a small bite of her pizza and searched my face.
“For most tasks, yeah.” I winked and let out a short laugh as she blushed. “Sorry. I’ll try not to flirt too much. I know you’re going through some shit right now.”
“No, it’s good. Flirt away. Please. Help me not think about this any more than I already have to.” She set her plate down and leaned back in her chair. “The worst part is that I really don’t know much of anything. She hasn’t told me a damn thing other than the fact that she has cancer and she’s dying. I don’t know what kind of cancer or how long she has left or when she needs her treatments or what she eats.”
I set my plate down and leaned forward, reaching out to grip Tasha’s knees as I looked up at her.
“Then take what you do know and uncover the rest in the most non-intrusive way possible. Does she have a doctor that you could call?”
“I’m sure she does.” She slid her hands onto mine and returned her light hazel-colored eyes back toward my face. I couldn’t seem to pull my eyes off of her. I wanted so fucking badly to heal her. To offer her anything if she would just open up to me and let me in a little.
“Well, it’s something you can look into when you’re ready.” I moved back and picked up my pizza. “When my sister died, it took me a long time to do anything other than stare at the wall. It was the hardest time of my life, but as I began to search for answers about what happened to her, things started to make sense again. I miss her like crazy, but somewhere inside of me, I know it wasn’t totally my fault that she died. I was twelve. I didn’t know what to do when I found her at the bottom of our pool.”
Horror filled Tasha’s face, and I thought for a minute that I’d made a mistake.
The sound of a door opening behind us caused me to jump up. I moved into the kitchen as she walked back across the living room.
“Mom. What are you doing up?”
“I’m getting something to eat. I told you I didn’t need your help. You can go now.” The sickly voice sounded nothing like the Professor McCraven I’d heard make announcements and speeches for the last few years. Why in the world would Tasha’s mom not want her help? What happened between the two of them to create such a large void?
“Let me get it for you and I’ll go after that.”
“Promise? I don’t want to be a burden. I don’t need you holding something else against me.” She coughed softly.
Tasha’s voice was a pinched whisper. I could almost feel the pain in her words. “I promise.”
I moved back and pressed my back to the counter as Tasha motioned for me to stay back. She worked on getting a sandwich put together and cutting it up into small bites. I watched her with awe filling my insides. For someone that didn’t care much for her mother, she sure seemed to be fully engaged in helping her. I could understand. My mother and father had become a distant memory to me, and yet if something were to happen to either of them, I’d forget all wrongs and rush to their sides without question. It had to be the same for Tasha.
She walked back out a few minutes later and paused by the door to the kitchen. The sadness on her face was only outdone by the dark circles forming under her eyes.
“I’m going to head back to campus. I’ll be okay if you want to go back to whatever you were up to. Honestly. I don’t—”
“I’m coming with you for pizza and movies unless this is your way of telling me you’re not interested in spending the evening together. If that’s the case, I totally understand.” I moved toward her and reached out, squeezing her shoulders softly. “You do whatever you need to do.”
She nodded and let her head drop to her chest. “I’m so tired, but I don’t want to be alone.”
“I’ll come back to the dorm with you.” I pressed my fingers under her chin and forced her to look up at me. “We’ll watch a movie until you pass out and then I’ll sneak out.”
“And if I don’t want you to leave?” The neediness in her voice caused my body to wake up. It was the worst timing possible, and yet I had no control over the power she had to stir my hormones and drag them from the deep slumber they had been in.
“Then I’ll spend the night and hold you while you sleep. It’s what friends do, Tasha.”
“I wouldn’t know.” She slid her arms around my waist and pressed her cheek to my chest. “How are you becoming important so quickly?”
“Because I get you? I understand your personality and your drive like most people can’t.” I wrapped my arms tightly around her and kissed the top of her head again. “I’m not going to be anything you don’t want me to be, but don’t give me an inch you don’t want me to take from you, okay?”
“You don’t even know me. You wouldn’t like me if you did.” Her voice grew small.
“You don’t know that, and it’s unfair for you to assume what I would or wouldn’t do.” I kissed her head again and moved back. “Come on. Let’s get out of here and try to make something out of the night. If you want to talk about all of this, or about Lyndsay, I’m willing to.”
“Lyndsay was your sister?” She reached out and brushed her hand down my chest slowly.
“Yeah. She was only seven.” I glanced around the house. “My parents blame me for her death, and I blame them. It’s been a fun ten years of avoiding each other.”
“Shit,” she mumbled and moved back from me. “You get the pizza and I’ll get the movies. I might have just found the one person that could make me feel normal.”
I chuckled and followed her out of the house. “I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”
“It wasn’t.” She stopped beside her car and glanced over the top of the roof at me. “Thank you, Micah. I mean it. I wasn’t sure who to call, and after I tried Emily, you were the next name that popped into my head. Why, I’m not sure.”
I winked at her and got into my truck. I didn’t care about the why. I was just grateful that I’d somehow already started to worm my way into her thoughts. Her heart and then her body were next on my radar. I wanted all of her, but I would bide my time as best I could.
No need to push her and have her running from me like everyone else in my life had done. I’d learned my lesson too many times to repeat old mistakes. At least I hoped I had.
Time would tell the truth of my conviction.




CHAPTER 16



NATASHA
What the hell was I doing? I was in no shape to take Micah back to my dorm room with me. I was too beat up by the shit surrounding my mother. Had he heard her refuse my help? Surely, he had.
A sadness that seemed capable of crushing me rested on my shoulders as I took the long way back to campus. Why couldn’t I just have basketball and grades to focus on? Why did life keep throwing bombs my way, as if I didn’t have enough to overcome?
I parked the car and let out a long sigh before glancing over toward Micah’s truck. I yelped and let out a short laugh to find his face almost pressed to my side window.
“Stop thinking and get out of the car. You’re going to reason away the night together, and this nice guy isn’t standing for it.” He opened my car door and offered me his hand as he balanced the pizza in the other one. “Come on. I don’t bite, unless that’ll make you feel better.”
Don’t let me fall in love. Please. Anything but that.
“Keep your teeth to yourself, buddy.” I swatted his hand away and smiled at him as I got out of the car. “That pizza is probably ice cold by now.”
“We’ll just heat it up. You got a microwave in that box you live in?” He moved up beside me and wrapped his strong arm around my shoulder, forcing me to walk closer to him.
I slid my arm around the back of his waist and tried not to enjoy his warmth too much.
“Nope, but we can walk up to the athletic building and heat it up. My microwave hasn’t worked since I got here freshman year. I’ve put in a ticket on it more times than you can imagine.” I pulled away from him as we rounded the corner. “Prepare yourself.”
“For?” He lifted his eyebrow as I turned and glanced at him over my shoulder. He couldn’t have been more attractive.
“It would seem that Em and Jacob can’t control their hormones for the short drive out to Omega, so they use my place when the mood hits them.” I turned back and unlocked the door, enjoying the sound of his laugh almost too much.
“Are you kidding me? That’s the tackiest thing I’ve heard all day.” He moved in behind me and closed the door as I dropped my keys on the table and turned to face him.
“Must be nice, right? Just pop into any old place and let yourself go because the hormones inside you are running rampant and controlling your brain.”
He snorted and set the pizza down. “I think Jacob might like people to think that so he can get away with shit, but I can’t fault him for it.”
“No? Wish you were more like him?” I moved closer and opened the pizza box.
“Nah. I’m happy being me.” He ran his fingers over the small of my back and gripped my side, pulling me a little closer to him. “You okay?”
“Yeah. I think so. I’m just trying hard not to think about it too much. You wanna walk up to campus and heat this thing up?”
“Nah. I’m good with it cold if you are.” He released me and picked up a piece, folded it in half, and took a big bite.
“Suits me.” I grabbed a piece and closed the box before walking to the small refrigerator by the bed. “I have one Coke left. You weird about germs?”
“Not yours.” He chuckled and moved to sit on the small couch I’d wedged into the room.
“I’m sorry about your sister. I would never have guessed in a million years that you had anything in your past but sunshine and roses.” I sat down beside him and shifted to face him a little more. He reached down and squeezed my knee as he reclined and took another bite of his pizza.
“It is what it is.” He shrugged. “I think about her all the time still. Emily reminds me so much of her. I think that’s why we’re close. She feels like a little sister to me, though she’s older.”
“Only by a year, right?” I set my pizza down on the couch beside me and popped the top on the Coke before taking a quick sip and handing it to him.
“Yeah. I’m a junior this year. You’re graduating in May, right?” He took a few sips and leaned forward to set the drink down.
“That’s the plan.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “I’m getting my degree in business, but I’d really love to take all I’ve learned and open a shelter or maybe a pregnancy care center. Something to help people who are in need and have no one.”
“And you know how that feels because?” He reached out and brushed my hair behind my ear. “You don’t have to answer that.”
“I’ve had a rough life so far.” I shrugged and leaned forward to put my half-eaten pizza beside the Coke can on the coffee table. “My mom and I have never gotten along, and my dad just came back into the picture maybe four years ago.”
“Wow. I figured something was up with your mom, seeing that she’s never at the games and shit, but I didn’t know you parents were split.”
“My dad was a basketball player at Providence back in the day.” I paused and smiled at the thought. “He and Mom dated a little, slept together, and poof! There I was. I guess he didn’t want kids, so he split and left my mom to leave college for a while to have me. It ruined her life and she’s been quite bitter ever since.”
“Ruined her life?” He shoved the rest of his pizza in his mouth and tried to talk around it. “How?”
I smiled, unable to help myself. “I guess she couldn’t follow her dreams of being on Broadway. Kinda hard to do as a single mom with a small income and no help.”
“And are you and your dad close now?”
“Not really. We talk more than my mother and I do, but it’s still tense.” I stood up and walked back to the kitchen to pick up the movies. “Enough about my bullshit drama. Let’s put on a movie and go live in another world for a while.”
“I’m down.” He sat up and leaned over to pick up the soda. “I’m going to finish this if you don’t come take it from me.”
“Finish it.” I winked at him before bending down to put the movie in. “You sure you want to watch The Notebook? It’s supposed to be insanely sad.”
“I’m good, but if you need something a little more uplifting, get the other one. It’s supposed to be funny.”
“I’ve seen Bridesmaids about ten times.” I chuckled at the memory of it and put the disk in the player. Nervousness raced through me as I stood and turned to face him. The way his eyes moved across me left me feeling bare—exposed. It wasn’t going to take long and he would have me spilling all of my secrets. That would be the end of it. The end of the friendship that was growing between us.
“Come here, pretty girl.” He sat up and pulled his T-shirt over his head. “Mind if I get comfortable?”
The thick muscles of his chest and tanned skin stretched across his tight abs left my body tingling in all the right places.
“No, kick your shoes off.” I cleared my throat and tried to play off how incredibly attracted to him I was. “I’m going to put on pjs.”
“Good. Bring a blanket with you when you come back if you have one.”
“Yeah, sure.” I walked toward my dresser and pulled out a tank top and pj pants before disappearing into the bathroom. I was lucky to find it empty, seeing that I shared it with the party animals that lived beside me. After locking the door, I slipped off my shorts, put on my pj pants, and stopped. Indecision raced through me. I wanted to take my bra off and wear only the tank top for comfort, and to be a little sexy if I was being completely honest, but would it be too much?
I pulled off my shirt and bra and put on the tank top. My nipples were more than obvious through the material, but we would be wrapped up in a blanket. Would it really be that big of a deal? I didn’t want to give him the wrong impression, and yet I did in some ways too.
A growl left me as I picked up my clothes and held them in front of my chest. I was overthinking it and being stupid. He was sitting in the other room without his shirt off. What the hell was I worried about?
“Do you always pick up chick flicks to watch with your girl friends?” I grabbed a blanket and walked toward him.
“Are you my girlfriend now? I didn’t realize.” He smiled and reached for the blanket, pulling it from me and leaving me standing in front of him. Where my breasts weren’t too large, they were big enough to draw attention.
“I meant girls that you’re friends with.” I crossed my arms over my chest and dropped down on the couch beside him.
He covered us up with the blanket and wrapped his arm around the back of my shoulder, urging me to move closer to him. “I know what you meant. I just have to take every opportunity to tease you. Forgive me?”
“Nope.” I laid my head against his chest and let out a soft sigh. “I hate sappy movies.”
“Then don’t focus on the movie.” He glanced down as I turned my face up toward him. My breath caught in my chest as he moved down slowly, taking his time to draw out the anticipation of having his soft lips pressed against mine.
“What are you doing, Micah?” I whispered softly before he brushed his lips against mine.
“Kissing you. It’s all I thought about all weekend. I know my boundaries. No hormones eating my brain cells, thank you very much.” He touched the side of my face and kissed me a few more times. The softness of his touch unraveled me.
“Just friends, right?” I slid my hand over his chest under the covers and forced myself not to let my fingers travel any lower. I couldn’t be like everyone else and jump in bed with him the first night he was over. It wasn’t me. Now, the second night was fair game, but not tonight.
“Yeah. All great relationships are built on friendships.” He ran his fingers through my hair and gripped it softly. “God, you’re beautiful.”
I smirked. “That’s what you tell all the girls you wanna be friends with?”
“Not sure who all these girls are. I haven’t dated since my junior year in high school.” He leaned down and brushed his nose against mine.
“Why?” I whispered and lifted up to kiss him again. Passion tore at me, pushing me to move into his lap and lay waste to whatever was starting between us. It was sweet and soft. It was everything I needed at that point in my life, but desire played along my nerve endings, making it hard to catch my breath.
“Because I’m not interested in just sex, Tasha.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “Come on. Let’s watch the movie and then I’ll snuggle you up if you want. If not, I’ll get out of here before Jacob’s disease lays waste to my control.”
I laughed and turned back toward the TV as my heart hammered inside my chest. “Snuggling sounds good.”
“Yeah, it does.” His fingers played along my back, and before I knew it, I was out like a light. The high of the emotion of the day won out over my plans to casually rub up against him during our innocent snuggling.




CHAPTER 17



MICAH
My phone buzzing woke me the next morning. Tasha was on her back, her arm thrown over her head, breasts jutted out and nipples tight and beautiful. I stifled a groan and rolled out of the bed as quietly as I could. Had she really let me spend the night with her?
The phone buzzed again, and I jogged toward the living room to pick it up. My parents.
“Fuck,” I mumbled and looked for my T-shirt and a shoe. I propped the shoe up in the door to make sure I could get back in and slipped out into the hall as I pulled my shirt over my head. My dick was so hard it hurt, but what else was new? I repositioned myself as best I could and hoped like hell that my T-shirt would cover up the evidence of my attraction to the beautiful woman I’d spent the night trying to not rub all over. Taking advantage of her in any way was out. If she wanted me to worship her long into the night, she’d let me know. The minute she did, I was all in.
“Why didn’t you answer on the first ring?” My mother’s voice was sharp, strict, unkind.
“I was asleep, Mom. I live in a house with a bunch of guys and I was in the living room. Waking them up this early on a Friday morning would get me stoned. Forgive me.” I ran my fingers through my hair and cursed myself. I should have let her go to voicemail and not thought about it until later in the day. Starting out the day talking to either of my folks was a sure way to fuck me up for the rest of it.
“Well, you need to think about moving into your own place. You’re a grown man. You don’t need to be shacking up with a bunch of boys like you’re ten years old.” She cleared her throat.
“Mom, did you need something? If I wanted to feel like shit, I could just watch a sad movie or read my journal from childhood.” I hated how quickly she could turn me into a bastard. I couldn’t stand myself around them. Like the worst parts of my personality waited in anticipation of my mom or dad turning the key and unleashing the darkness they created deep inside of me.
“Right. Thank you for that.” The sound of shuffling filled the phone. She was passing it to my father no doubt.
“What did you say this time?” he barked into the phone.
“I’m hanging up. Great talk. See you at Christmas.” I moved the phone from my face as my heart ached with the loss of what could have been.
“Micah. Just a second, son. We’re coming into town today. Come have lunch with us.”
“No. Thanks for the offer.” I dropped the call and slipped the phone into my back pocket as anger burned up the center of my chest. Two more years and I’d never have to look back again. I could recreate a part of myself and say goodbye to my parents forever. As much as it pained me to do it, it hurt far more to have to endure their disappointment and disgust over an accident that happened ten years ago. They should have been at the fucking house with us. I was twelve with a video game addiction. I didn’t even know Lyndsay had gone out back. Why weren’t there locks on the doors? On the pool?
“Hey. I thought you left.”
I turned at the sound of Tasha’s voice and forced a tight smile.
“No, my dad called. I figured it would be better to have our monthly screaming match out here instead of in the middle of your bedroom.” I walked toward her and stifled a sigh of relief as she wrapped her arms around me and pressed herself against my chest. The soft press of her breasts had my body hardening again, my anger dissipating.
Love. I just wanted to be loved by one person. Could it be her or was I delusional to even think that two broken people had anything to offer each other?
“I’m sorry. Let’s not talk about them if it upsets you.” She moved back and tugged at my T-shirt. “You wanna come back inside and we can get dressed and get breakfast together?”
“I wish I could. There’s nothing I’d rather do than spend the day with you, but I have a few things I need to take care of out at the Omega House. We all have responsibilities on Fridays, and I drew the short straw. I’m in charge of cleaning up.” I gave her a cheeky grin and followed her back into the dorm hall.
“Are you guys having another party tonight?” She glanced over her shoulder at me, catching me as I enjoyed how cute her butt looked in her pj pants.
“Hm?” I glanced up as warmth burned my cheeks and throat. “Oh yeah. It’s the Omega House. Part of our MO is to have parties every Friday night. Gets old after a while, but whatever.”
She pushed the door to her room open and disappeared into the darkness. Indecision raced through me. I could tell Jacob to suck a dick and just stay with her all day. He’d probably be thrilled at the fact that I was actually talking to a woman instead of protecting and caring for all of them with nothing in return.
“Maybe I’ll stop by tonight if that would be okay?” She sat down on the edge of her bed and slid her hands back, leaving her to look a little too sexy.
“I’d love that. You can come save me from the drama, though you should know I’m the designated driver in the house. I only have a few beers because if anything goes wrong, I take care of it.” I sat down on the couch and got my shoes on.
“Is that why you were carrying that girl over your shoulder at the last party?”
“Yep. And why I got into a fight with a dumbass sophomore. Those guys get drunk and high and have no concept of right and wrong. I’m going to talk to Jacob about limiting the parties or at least banning weed.”
“You guys need a three-strike rule. Like if someone fucks up three times, they’re out. No questions asked.”
“I like that.” I got up and brushed my hands down my shirt as my stomach growled. “I wish I had time for breakfast with you. Rain check?”
She got up and walked toward me, stopping just in front of me and glancing up. Innocence sat on her like a well-worn coat, and damn if the bastard inside of me didn’t want to take it from her slowly over a long morning session of hearing her cry out my name.
I swallowed hard and covered her hand with mine as she rested hers on my chest.
“Thanks for staying last night. I needed your warmth.” She smiled and glanced down.
“Absolutely.” I leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Don’t forget you promised to come tonight.”
“I won’t.” Her cheeks turned pink and I couldn’t help but chuckle. It would seem I wasn’t the only one with a dirty mind in the room.
    
“You guys really don’t think anyone is going to ask about all these extra light fixtures in the house?” Jacob stood below me as I climbed up on the ladder to install another camera in the living room.
“I don’t give a fuck what they ask. We’ll come up with something. I’m tired of watching you blow a fuse at everything. The only thing dicking with your life right now is this asshole at Omega breaking us down. I’m going to figure this out.” I lifted up on my toes and finished putting together the light.
“These things are awesome.” Dillon stood beside Jacob, looking up at me. They were both afraid of heights. Go figure.
“Yeah, you did good getting these, man. I really appreciate your help.” Jacob clamped his hand on Dillon’s shoulder as they both turned their attention back up to me. “You guys know that it’s highly unlikely that this guy is Darren, right? The loud ones are never the devious ones. He’s too stupid to do anything but wag his dick around here and cause fights. That’s not the kind of guy we’re looking for.”
“I think you’re underestimating the bastard.” I crawled down the stairs and brushed my hands on my pants. “The last party we had, some pretty Hispanic girl was on the floor, drunk out of her mind with her ass showing. I put her in my bed—”
“Good, man. Was she sexy?” Dillon lifted his eyebrow.
I popped him in the chest. “Shut the fuck up. Anyway, I put her in my bed and locked the fucking door. I go up there thirty minutes later and Darren has my door unlocked and is dry-humping her.”
“I’d still like to know how the fuck he got your door unlocked.” Jacob put his hands on his hips as his smile faded.
“How the fuck did he know there was a woman in your bed in the first place?” Dillon tilted his head to the side, his comical nature all but tucked away as well.
“Exactly. I’m telling you guys that he’s playing us. He’s using that loud, asshole persona to keep us from looking harder at him. It’s him. I have no doubt.” I glanced up at the small camera tucked into the new recessed light and smiled. “And tonight, we’re going to get proof.”
“Hell yeah.” Jacob popped my back. “What’s next?”
“You get the party stuff together and call the guys back. We’re good now.” I glanced over at Dillon and smiled. “You and I are on cleaning duty.”
“What? Aw, come on, man. Is this because I got a C on my Economics test?”
“Yep. You’d have failed that fucker otherwise. Get the cleaning supplies from under the kitchen sink and meet me upstairs. You got the bathrooms today.”
“Aww shit.” Jacob pressed his fist to his lips and chuckled. “I would require Micah to help you get an A or B on your tests if you’re going to be forced to clean the toilets.”
“You wanna do it?” I turned a hard stare onto our fraternity president.
Jacob lifted his hands and backed up. “Hell no. It’s all you, brother. I’ll get busy on our party planning.”
“That’s what I thought.” I picked up the ladder and tried hard to ignore the pinched feeling in my wrist. It was getting better. I just needed to keep pushing it and stretching it out. Our first real game was in two weeks. I would be playing point guard come hell or high water.
“This bucket?” Dillon walked out with a scowl on his face.
“Yep. Stop looking so excited. The other guys might want the job if you keep that shit up.” I chuckled as he gave me a goofy grin and started to skip down the hall like he had the best job in the whole world. The guy was an idiot, but we all were. He fit in perfectly.




CHAPTER 18



NATASHA
I milled around my dorm room for the next hour, doing nothing but rehearsing all of the could haves, should haves, would haves over my night with Micah. Why didn’t I stay awake and take advantage of our time together? Would it have led to sex?
“Most likely.” I sat down on my bed and flopped back. The smell of his cologne was faint but still there. I breathed in deeply and groaned. Why did I have to run into the right guy just a year before I was out? I’d planned to move halfway across the country after graduation just to get away from the northeast. With my mother being sick, I wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but the hope still lay somewhere deep inside me that running far away would help ease the pain.
Now there was Micah to think about. Even if we were still just working on a solid friendship by then, could I leave? Would I want to give up on the hope that something bigger and better waited for the two of us around the corner?
My thoughts moved through the last few weeks and I let out a long sigh. Aubrey. I owed her an apology. We hadn’t spoken since Midnight Madness and I couldn’t blame her if she didn’t want to see me again. We weren’t necessarily friends, but we ran in the same group, and it wasn’t her fault that she’d bonded with my mother when I hadn’t. I was hating on the wrong person and had to give that shit up.
I got up and picked up my phone, texting Em to send me Aubrey’s number. The response came through much faster than I wanted it to, but getting the conversation over would help me release some of the guilt I was carrying around over being a bitch to her.
Texting would have been easier, but I was never one to take the easy route. I quickly decided that I had to be a masochist at heart for all the shit I put myself through.
“Hello?” Her voice was thick with sleep.
“Oh shit. It’s only eight. I’m sorry, Aubrey. It’s Natasha. Just call me back when you—”
“No! It’s good.” I could hear her moving around. “I needed to get up anyway.”
“You sure?” I stood up and began to pace the floor. What was I going to say that wouldn’t sound trite? I’m sorry? So overused.
“Yeah. I was hoping to grab a coffee and scone from that new bakery that opened up beside DeAngelo’s. You wouldn’t wanna come with me, right?”
I glanced around the room, knowing that having to see her was even worse than having to apologize. Why in the hell would she want anything to do with me?
“That sounds great. I’ll meet you there in thirty minutes?”
“Perfect. See you there.” She dropped the call, and I let out a long groan.
Why did fate have to line me up with the one girl in this whole damn university that cared about the one person I hated? Why?
I changed and ran a brush through my hair before grabbing my keys and my basketball. The walk would take twenty minutes. I might as well work on my dribbling while I went. It wasn’t like people hadn’t seen me bounce the basketball just about everywhere I went for the last three years. It was somewhat expected. Basketball had become such a huge part of my life, and I was grateful for it. I needed to stop by and talk to my coach too. I’d left her hanging after her offer to counsel me if I wanted it. I didn’t, but maybe that was my problem.
Her words about swallowing poison and hoping someone else would die ran circles in my head as I walked across campus. The chilly fall morning helped to calm my nerves and center me a little. I had some mending to do with both Aubrey and Coach Murphy. After I worked through those relationships, I needed to work through mine and Micah’s. It was a little more than obvious that he wanted something from me far more than a friendship would provide. Was he working to win me over for a night? For a year? For a long time?
Nothing less than the final option would work for me. I didn’t date or fuck around. It just wasn’t my persona at all. I wanted long term. If I was going in, I was diving in deep. So deep that it would be damn near impossible to resurface. Fear swelled in my chest at the thought of giving myself over to anyone and trusting them with my heart. So many of my limiting beliefs from childhood held me back from true relationships, and though I knew it, they were like a warm blanket of protection. Somehow, that blanket had grown heavy—suffocating.
I tucked my ball under my arm and pulled the door open to the small bakery. A young guy with a mop of blond hair glanced up and smiled.
“Morning! Welcome to Hendrick’s Bakery.”
“Thanks.” I glanced around and nodded toward a seat by the window. “I’m waiting on a friend. We’ll order when she gets here.”
“Awesome.” He turned and busied himself as I sat down and pulled my phone out.
An unanswered message from my dad popped up. He was back in Boston and wanted to have lunch if I was free. I agreed, though I wasn’t sure what frame of mind I might be in after talking with Aubrey. Either way, I wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to see my dad and try to talk him into giving up the rest of the information on Mom’s cancer. I sure as fuck wasn’t asking her.
“Sorry if I kept you waiting.” Aubrey stopped beside the table and smiled. Her long dark hair was in a high ponytail and she looked pretty, aside from the dark circles under her eyes.
“No problem.” I stood up and walked to the counter with her.
“My treat. Get whatever you want.” She lifted her credit card. “My parents just loaded it back up. My mom will flip her shit to see I went to a bakery, but we’re due a good fight over my weight anyway.”
She snorted and moved up to order. I let her words sink in. It would seem that not everyone had the great life I’d painted in the background for them. Why did I think I was the only one with problems? It would seem most of us were jacked up in some way or another.
I ordered and walked back to the table as I tried to work through what I could say to her that would sound as sincere as I wanted it to.
“Tasha—”
“Aubrey—”
We laughed uncomfortably. I sat back in my chair and sighed.
“Let me go first.”
“Sure.” She nodded as her hands dropped in her lap. Something was bothering her terribly and I had no doubt it was Lucas or Layla. Maybe both?
“I’m really sorry for being a bitch the other night.” I ran my fingers through my hair and forced myself to regain eye contact with her. “My mother and I have a horrible relationship, and I shouldn’t have been jealous of what you have with her.”
“I don’t have anything with her.” She reached across the table and offered me a tight smile. “She’s mean as hell when I mess up and treats all of us like trash. It’s only in the moments where I’m dancing like she wants or pushing myself past the breaking point that she’s happy with me, but it’s easy because it’s just a few days a week. I do care about her because she’s my adviser, but if you think I’ve taken your place, you’re wrong.”
“I’m not sure she would give anyone a place.” I shrugged. “I just needed to apologize for being so horrid. I was in shock when they announced that she hadn’t been at school for a while. I had no clue.”
“I’m sorry your relationship with her is so bad. My relationship with my mom is horrible too.” She picked up her scone and took a big bite. “She’ll bitch at me for weeks about eating this.”
“Why? You’re beautiful.” I tilted my head to the side, wanting to offer her friendship but not really knowing how to go about it. Emily and I were close because she forced herself on me. Clara and I got along really well because she was comical in her snootiness and had no one else, but Aubrey? She had everything she needed.
“Thanks. I finally have come to the realization that I’m happy being me. I have Lucas, who reminds me all the time that—” She paused and glanced down, visibly swallowing a few times. When she looked back up, tears lined her vision. “I’m sorry.”
“No, it’s okay.” I reached across the table and squeezed her arm. “You miss him?”
“So fucking bad.” She glanced up and pressed her napkin to her eyes as her lip trembled. “And something is up with Layla. She’s taken the semester off to deal with some shit with her family and I miss her. I haven’t seen her in a week or so, and honestly, it’s driving me crazy.”
“Everyone seems worried about her.” I released my hold on her and leaned back in my seat. “Well, it’s not much, but I’m here if you need someone.”
She wiped at her eyes and offered me a teary grin. “You have so much going on right now. So much more than me. I’m just weepy because I feel alone.”
“Come with me to the Omega party tonight. I’m hoping to score some time with Micah Sanders, but it should be fun to let our hair down. I’ll invite Emily and Clara too. It’ll be fun.” I found myself feeling a little better about everything. Maybe helping someone else was the key. It seemed to leave me feeling alive again each time I served at the pregnancy-care center. Maybe it was more than just serving at a designated location but really watching out for people that needed something right around me.
“Okay. I’d like that.” Aubrey picked up her pastry and took a small bite. “How is your mom, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“She’s not doing good.” I picked up my coffee and took a small sip. “I keep fighting myself on going over to check on her. I’m not anywhere near her favorite person in the world, not sure she has one of those anyway.” I smiled. “She gets pretty pissy when I show up, so I just keep waiting for the next time she calls and needs me.”
“What type of cancer is it?”
“No clue.” I pursed my lips and let out a breath through my nose. “I’m having lunch with my dad today. Hopefully, he’ll have some answers to my questions. She’s not telling me anything, but to be fair, I’m not asking either.”
“And your dad is the coach for the Celtics, right?”
“Yeah. I didn’t know anyone knew that.”
“Emily told me and Layla a while back when we asked about you.” She gave me a sheepish smile. “I should have just asked you myself, but you didn’t seem to want to talk too much.”
“No, I usually keep to myself. Basketball has been my outlet for everything.”
“That’s dance for me.” She took a quick sip of her coffee.
“So Lucas is playing for the Washington Capitals now?”
“Yeah.” Her smile faded. “He’s amazing.”
“And what are your plans? Are you going to join him when you graduate?”
“That’s the goal. I’m honestly thinking about just taking my last semester in Washington next spring and going up there so we can see each other more. I thought I would be able to get through this, but I’m a fucking basket case.”
I smiled as she forced a laugh. “Whatever you need to do to make sure that you guys stay together, do it. That kind of love doesn’t come around too often, from what I’ve seen in my life.”
“You’re right.” She tapped the table as her eyes grew glossy. I was almost jealous of what her thoughts might be. To give up everything for someone? I’d never imagined doing it, but watching her contemplate it made me want to experience that type of passion at least once in my life.




CHAPTER 19



MICAH
“Hell yes! The Celts are playing tonight. Kicking off the season right by being at home! Turn the fucking TV on.” Jacob walked through the living room and stopped by the couch.
“Hell no. The Capitals are playing tonight.” Dillon tucked the remote in his pants and gave us all a cheeky grin.
“Thank you.” Aubrey sank down into the couch and focused on the TV as her expression hardened. I hated to see her so upset, but she and Lucas had taken a deep plunge together over the spring semester. I couldn’t imagine agreeing to spend the rest of my life with Tasha and her moving halfway across the country.
Wait a minute. Where was she headed in May after graduation? That had to be up in the air thanks to her mom being sick. Right?
“You all right?” Emily reached up and tugged on the front of my shirt. She sat beside Aubrey on the couch as the house continued to fill up with people.
I nodded and let my eyes move over to Aubrey. She glanced at me and gave me a sad smile.
“You okay?” I asked her.
“I think so. I had breakfast with Tasha this morning. She invited me out tonight but mentioned wanting to see you. Are you guys hooking up?”
“I sure hope so.” I scanned the room and breathed in deeply. The cameras were in place and the food was laid out on the tables. People were dancing in the backyard and the wet T-shirt contest was well underway.
I should have felt a sense of accomplishment like Jacob and I always shared when the parties went this well, but I wasn’t interested in the success of the night. I just wanted to find my girl and make sure her day went well. It was an odd shift from promising myself that I would hold back until she was ready. Lies. It was all lies.
“I think you should.” Aubrey got up and brushed away what looked like a tear.
I glanced down to see if Em was going to follow her friend into the kitchen, and when she didn’t, I let out a soft sigh and moved in behind her.
“I’m going to work on the friendship and then move us toward something a little deeper when she’s ready.” I reached up and grabbed a paper towel, tearing it off and handing it to the pretty dancer. “Does Lucas know that you’re this miserable without him? I’m pretty sure he’d tear up heaven and hell to keep you from crying.”
“No, and don’t tell him.” She sniffled and lifted her chin to the ceiling. “I should go. I swear all I do is cry all the damn time.”
“That’s understandable, Aubrey.” I reached out and pulled her to me, wrapping her in a hug like I would Emily. I didn’t know her nearly as well, but I couldn’t let her suffer by herself. Something inside of me had been searching for every bent or broken person or thing since I was a kid. It was my way of making up for Lyndsay, but I had no hope of it changing.
“Thanks,” she mumbled against my chest. “I hate this place without him.”
“Where is Layla?” I moved back and squeezed her shoulders softly. “Where’s your brother?”
“He’s killing himself trying to keep up with the hockey team and the baseball team. He’s not made a decision to leave one and fully invest in the other. He’s struggling with his classes too. Let’s just say that being around him only makes things worse right now. He’s a fucking bear to deal with.”
“That’s not good.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the counter. “And Layla?”
“She took the semester off. She’s got some family shit she’s trying to deal with.”
“Jacob’s been worried sick about her. I swear he’s turned into a grumpy old man between being concerned for Layla’s safety and the bastard who keeps trying to dick over the frat.” I ran my fingers through my hair and glanced around, hoping that Tasha was in the new wave of people that piled in the front door.
“I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll make sure she calls him the next time I hear from her.” She tucked her hands into the pockets of her jeans, looking impossibly cute. “Thank you for listening.”
“Anytime. You guys will get through this. Love has the power to do anything, right?”
“Yeah. It does. I just wanna be close to him. It feels like I’m missing out on something great by being here and him being there. It’s not worth it to me to wait. I can just finish up there.”
“Then go.” I tapped the tip of her nose and smiled. “Seems like you’ve made up your mind already. What are you waiting on?”
“Layla and my brother, to be honest.” She let out a sigh and moved around me. “Thanks again, Micah. I appreciate you. Go find Tasha. You guys will be great together.”
Warmth filled up my insides. We would be great together. Was she at the party already? Had I missed her coming in?
I moved toward the back door, only to be stopped by Thomas Hammons, one of the best baseball players I’d seen play. We grew up together but rarely crossed paths at Providence.
“Hey, buddy.” He lifted his hand and smiled. “How are ya?”
I hit his hand and pulled him in for a quick hug. “I’m good, dude. How are your folks?”
“Excellent. Everyone is doing great. Abigail is playing softball in the spring and is hoping to try out for tennis maybe her sophomore year. I told her that’s too damn much between trying to study and party, but she ain’t listening. You know she’s an overachiever like nobody’s business.”
His dark red hair and freckles left him looking like he was still a junior in high school instead of college, but he was a great guy all around. No luck with the ladies at all, but life wasn’t just about sex. At least my life wasn’t.
“That’s great, man. If anyone can pull that shit off, it’s Abby. She’s just like your mom. Ready to rule the world.” I leaned over and picked up a beer. “Seen any girls that spark your interest tonight?”
“Yep, but the hottest one here is a class-A bitch. I heard she’s a lesbian. She’s not dated anyone since getting here.” He pressed his hand to the front of his pants and chuckled. “I’d be thrilled to slip between her and whatever girl she has hiding in her closet of skeletons.”
“And who is this lucky lady that you respect so much?” I lifted my eyebrow.
“Stop playing the gentleman. I remember high school, dude.” He popped me in the chest.
“Don’t remind me.” I lifted my beer to my lips and downed half of it.
“Natasha Kelly, man. She’s the point guard—” He paused and tilted his head to the side. “You know Tasha, don’t you? You have to. Dude. Hook me up.”
“No way, man. She’s way too much woman for a guy like you.” I snorted as he laughed loudly. “She here?”
“Yeah. She’s out back, drinking like a fish. Something must have fucked up her day. I wish I had the balls to ask, but she’s the top on my list of fantasies. I’m a chicken shit around her.”
“Join the crowd.” I moved past him. “Have fun tonight, man. Good to see you out and about.”
“Yep. Later, bosky.”
I walked down the stairs and scanned the backyard as a mixture of emotions raged inside of me. I didn’t like the idea that Tasha was getting drunk without me around, but even more so, I hated the thought that something had fucked up her day.
I found her standing in a group of basketball guys, laughing about something as she wobbled back and forth. The red solo cup in her hand left me ill. Had someone really put out another container of punch? How stupid were we not to notice?
I moved toward her as aggression built up inside of me.
“And then Coach did what?” Clayton pressed his hand over his mouth and laughed loudly as Natasha said something. I couldn’t make it out from behind her, but I could tell her voice was slurred.
“Hey.” I gripped the back of her arm. “Come here for a minute.”
The guys groaned around her and I shot them a ‘shut the fuck up’ look.
“Micah!” She turned and pressed herself to the front of me. “There you are. I was looking for you.”
“Were you? Because I was in the living room looking for you.” I took the cup from her hand and tossed the pink liquid into the yard. “Have I not mentioned that some bastard around here keeps spiking the punch with a date-rape drug? Don’t drink this shit.”
She took a step back as her expression changed. “No, you didn’t, and you’re not my daddy.”
“Tasha.” I reached for her, realizing how harsh my tone was. “I didn’t—”
“Fuck you too, asshole!” The male voice behind me caused me to turn in time to see one of the hockey guys plow into Talon Jackson.
“Oh shit. Will’s high again.” Geoff laughed as I released Tasha and moved toward the fight.
“Will who?” I glanced over at Geoff as he held Teri tightly beside him.
“William Turner. He was a freshman on the hockey team and was seriously as badass as Lucas, but he fucked up. Got high a few too many times and got the boot.”
“Great.” I moved toward the fight in time to see Jayce Moore move up on the other side of it. “Hey, man.”
“Good seeing you, Micah. Nice party.” He moved in and grabbed Will from behind as I grabbed Talon. We pulled them back away from each other.
I pushed Talon toward the house as anger tore up my insides. “What the fuck were you thinking?”
“He’s trying to hit on my girl, Micah. You wouldn’t stand for that shit either.” He stumbled up the stairs to the house and stopped, turning around like he was going to plow through me. He was a good four inches taller than me, but I was stocky as hell. He wasn’t going anywhere but off the side of the porch if he kept his bullshit up.
“I understand, but the rules are simple. No fights. Get your ass inside and you can figure out your girl problems later. Is she here?” I pushed at his chest, causing him to stumble backward into the house. He bumped into Darren, who turned and puffed up his chest.
“Watch where you’re going, freshman bitch,” he barked at Talon as he pushed him sideways.
I reached out and grabbed Talon’s shirt before turning to Darren. “You’re on a tightrope, motherfucker. Don’t start anything tonight, or I’ll personally make sure you limp away from this house in the morning with all your shit on your back. Got me?”
“Whatever, Sanders.” He flipped me off and turned back to talk to the group of people he’d snuggled into.
“You all right?” I glanced over at Talon.
“Yeah, fuck it. Sorry, man.” He ran his fingers through his hair and headed to the kitchen. “Fucking Will Turner. Piece of shit bastard.”
“Yep. Let it all out. You’ll feel better in the morning,” I called after him and waited a minute before jogging down the stairs to find Tasha. She was nowhere in sight, but Em and Jacob stood near the bonfire, snuggled up close. “You guys seen Tasha?”
“No, but she had a rough day. Lunch with her dad really knocked her on her ass.” Emily shrugged and pressed her cheek to Jacob’s chest.
“Did she find out some more shit on her mom?” I tried to ignore the longing inside of me to have something like they did. I could sort through that emo shit later.
“Yeah. I’ll let her tell you though.” Emily nodded toward the house.
“I think she went back in the house.” Jacob lifted his beer to his lips. “Everything okay with Talon?”
“Yeah. Just a fight over a girl. What else is new?” I turned and walked back toward the house. I’d get Tasha and take her up into my room until she came back to herself. There were too many bastards in the house that would be thrilled to take advantage of her.
“Lesbian?” I scoffed. “Not from my vantage point.”




CHAPTER 20



NATASHA
“Micah?” I reached for the railing on the stairs inside and tried to scan the crowd, but the room kept spinning. One drink. One damn drink and I could barely hold myself up. I was pretty sure I’d seen him outside, that we’d spoken, but I couldn’t remember what we’d said. His room was upstairs, right? Maybe he’d gotten mad at me being drunk and stormed off.
“Yeah, he threw the punch all over the yard.” I gripped the railing tightly and took a shaky step.
“Whoa. You all right, Tasha?” A cute redhead moved up beside me and wrapped his arm around my back. “You need help?”
“Yeah. Please.” I smiled and leaned against him. “Who are you again?”
He chuckled and helped me take one step at a time. “I’m Thomas. Nice to meet you.”
“Have we met before?” I stumbled, but the guy picked me up and carried me up the rest of the way.
“No, but I’m glad we’re meeting now. You’re a whiz on the basketball court. I swear if the WNBA doesn’t pick you up next year, they’re idiots.” He set me back down on my feet and gave me a warm smile.
“Thanks.” I touched the side of my face and hiccupped. “Am I blushing?”
He laughed. “Yeah, you are. It’s nice. Looks good on you.”
“Micah.” I glanced around.
“Hmm? You looking for Micah Sanders?”
“Yeah. You know him?” I reached out and gripped the guy’s shirt as my knees shook. What the fuck was wrong with me?
“I sure do. He was just busting up a fight between two idiots out back. Seems he’s the one that takes care of anything that goes down here.” He gripped my shoulders and glanced down the hall. “One of these rooms is his. You want me to take you in there and then go find him for us?”
“Would you?” I rocked forward and rested against the guy. He seemed nice. Maybe he would find Micah for me. Something was off—wrong. I shouldn’t have been as drunk as I was.
“I sure will. Come on.” He helped me walk down the hallway as I tried to stay focused on the wall to my left. The room kept spinning, causing my stomach to turn.
“I might be sick. How gross is that?” I slurred out before laughing and hiccupping again.
“It’s all right. Don’t worry about a thing.” He picked me up again as my legs gave out beneath him.
“I’m sorry. My legs aren’t working.” I rested against him again and let out a soft moan as he laid me down on a cold bed. The smell of Micah filled my senses and lit my body on fire. “This is his room.”
“Yeah, I think it is. There’s a lot of basketball shit in here.” The redhead moved me up to the top of the bed and brushed my hair back. “Stay here and I’ll find him.”
“Thank you,” I mumbled and rolled on my stomach, pressing my face to the pillow below me. I breathed in deeply and laughed into the pillow. Micah was going to walk in and find me sniffing his pillow like a stalker would. The thought had me in stitches, my sides aching from laughing so hard over nothing. The liquor. Had to be the liquor.
I rolled over to face the window as the door opened behind me. I wanted to roll back over, but I felt so fucking heavy.
“You find him?” I mumbled and closed my eyes.
“Mmmhmm.” The voice was deep. Too deep. Whoever he was, he crawled on the bed and moved up behind me, pulling me close and snuggling against my back.
“Who…” I sighed and moved my hair off my shoulder as his lips brushed by my neck. Warmth spread throughout my body, waking me up and leaving me needy for a long night of fucking. A warning kept brushing by my mind, but I couldn’t seem to grab hold of it.
“You smell so good.” The voice was wrong.
“Who…” I turned a little and screamed as the door to the room opened and smacked against the wall.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Micah yelled, scaring me.
I scrambled to my knees as he jerked a big guy off the bed and dropped to the floor, punching him in quick succession.
“Oh fuck.” The redhead ran into the room and grabbed Micah, pulling him backward as tears filled my eyes.
“I didn’t… I didn’t…” I couldn’t form a thought. What the hell was wrong with me? I needed to tell him that I didn’t know. I wouldn’t cheat on him. Was it cheating? Tears rolled down my cheeks as the guys muscled the big guy into the hall and closed the door to the bedroom, leaving me alone. The sound of fighting started up again, and I dropped down onto my side and pulled the covers up around me.
I needed to get out of there. To go back to my dorm by myself where everything was safe. Just me. Behind a locked door where nothing could hurt me.
The door opened and I scrambled back to my knees as Micah walked in and closed the door. He pressed his back to it and covered his handsome face with his hands.
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered as another wave of tears dripped down my face. “I didn’t… I didn’t…”
“Baby, it’s all right. You were drugged.” He moved across the room and got onto the bed, pulling me up and squishing me against him as he hugged me. “You okay? That bastard didn’t hurt you, did he?”
“Who?” I pressed my nose to the side of his neck and breathed in deeply as I gripped the outside of his thighs where my hands rested.
“Darren. He’s the asshole I told you keeps messing with all of us.” He moved back and cupped my face. “He didn’t touch you, did he? I’ll fucking kill him if he did.”
“No.” I shook my head and tried to blink past the thick haze resting on me. “No. He didn’t touch me. Was he supposed to?”
Micah chuckled and brushed his thumbs down my throat rhythmically. “No, Tasha. He wasn’t supposed to touch you. I’ll get someone to get a glass of water for you, baby. It’ll help flush your system. We’ll just lock the door and let you sleep this shit off.”
I ran my hands up his thick thighs to grip his hips before rubbing myself against the front of him.
“Stay with me?” I licked my lips and took a shallow breath. “Don’t leave me in here alone. It’s dark.”
“No, I’m not going anywhere, okay?” He helped me lay back down before moving down the bed to take my shoes off. I reached out and squeezed his butt, seeing that it was so close.
“Hey!” He jerked up and chuckled as he glanced over his shoulder. “Come on now. A man only has so much control when the girl of his dreams is in his bed.”
“Where?” I turned my head left and right as he laughed again and moved to lie down beside me. He ran his hand over the top of my chest, rubbing softly.
“Right here, baby.” He leaned down and kissed the tip of my nose. “You’re gonna be okay. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, all right?”
“Just don’t leave me.” I reached up and touched the side of his face, enjoying the soft five o’clock shadow that dusted his cheeks and chin.
“Never.” He cupped his hand over mine. “What happened with your dad today? Emily said you were upset.”
“Yeah.” I closed my eyes as emotion swirled deep inside of me. Where was I? Why was Micah in bed with me?
A knock at the door had me trying to sit up. “Who’s there?”
“It’s all right.” He pushed at my chest softly and got up. “I’m sure it’s just someone checking on us. Probably Jacob or my friend, Thomas.”
“With the red hair?” I rolled onto my side and watched him as he walked to the door.
“Yep, he has red hair. I’ve known him since we were kids.” He opened the door and talked to someone for a few minutes before walking back with a glass of something. “Let’s get this in you.”
“Okay.” I took his hand and sat up before downing the whole glass of water. The cool liquid helped to calm down the franticness inside of me a little. “Where am I?”
“In my bedroom.” He took the glass and sat down beside me as I lay back down.
“I want you,” I whispered and reached for his hand, pulling him toward me.
“It’s the liquor talking, Tasha. Let’s just chill tonight, and if you want me in the morning, I’m all yours.” He moved closer and didn’t pull away from me when I tucked his hand under my T-shirt. I cupped his strong fingers and pulled them up, squeezing one of my breasts and groaning as pleasure shot through my center.
“It’s been so fucking long,” I mumbled and slid my other hand into my jeans as he groaned loudly beside me.
“Tasha. Come on, baby. You don’t wanna—”
“I do though.” I squeezed my breast again, using his fingers as I ran my other hand over my mound and dipped a few fingers into the sticky wetness between my legs. “So wet. You turn me on so much.”
“Fuck,” he mumbled and moved in closer, leaning down and kissing the side of my face. “I’m not sleeping with you tonight.”
“Why?” I turned my face toward his as rejection burnt up my insides. “You don’t want me?”
“I want you more than I’ve ever wanted another woman in my life.” He touched the side of my face and leaned down, kissing me as I released his hand and pulled my other one from my panties.
“Then stop fighting me.” I pressed myself to the front of him and whimpered at the firm press of his erection against my stomach. “I’ve wanted you since my sophomore year when you showed up.”
“No, you haven’t.” He brushed my hair back, his dark green eyes filled with so much turmoil.
I needed to tell him how much I liked him, how much I hoped that he was going to be part of my future, but the words got lodged in my throat. I pushed him onto his back and crawled on top of him.
“You’re so fucking hot.” I sat up and ran my hands down his chest before tugging at his T-shirt. “Take it off.”
“Natasha.” He lifted up a little and took his shirt off before pulling me down and kissing me deeply.
The fear of getting pregnant again caused me to jerk back. “Where am I?”
“In my bedroom, baby. Come lay down beside me and let’s get some sleep.” His voice was tight with tension.
I glanced around and pressed my hands against his perfect chest. “I’m scared of getting pregnant again.”
“We don’t have to sleep together, sweetheart. Just come let me hold you.” He ran his hands up my arms and over my shoulders. Everywhere he touched, he left tingles under my skin.
I moaned and rolled my hips. “It’s been so long. I want you so bad.”
“And you can have me.” He ran his hands down my sides and gripped my hips tightly. “Stop doing that, okay? I’m not going to be able to resist you much longer if you keep rolling your damn hips.”
“You like it?” I smiled wickedly and raked my fingers down his chest. The thick head of his cock poked above his jeans thanks to me repositioning his underwear.
“I love it.” He glanced down and reached for the top of his pants, but I swatted his hands away. “Tasha, I’m not taking advantage of you when you’re drunk. You’re going to wake up pissed and confused. I care about you, baby. Look at me.”
I glanced up and the adoration in his eyes sealed the deal for me. I wanted him and there wasn’t much he could do but full on reject me to keep me away.
“What if I take advantage of you instead?” I shifted down between his legs and leaned over, brushing my tongue by the head of his cock as his body tightened and he cried out. I couldn’t get the zipper open fast enough.




CHAPTER 21



MICAH
I stopped fighting her somewhere along the way and started to help. She was going to kill me in the morning, but I’d deal with the aftermath then. I’d imagined her naked and spread out across my bed too many times over the last two years to not give in. Rejecting her was the right thing to do, but fuck the rules. She had enough emotional baggage to deal with.
Her fingers tore at the front of my jeans, leaving my pulse racing and body aching like a bitch for her hands, her tongue and teeth, her everything wrapped around me.
“Here. Let me help.” I unbuttoned my jeans and pulled them over my hips, taking my underwear with them. I’d barely pulled them down when she pressed her hand into my chest and went down on me.
Had she said she didn’t want to get pregnant again?
Every thought left my mind as her soft warm tongue lapped at my shaft. I glanced down and moved her hair out of the way to watch her worship me a little.
“Fuck,” I groaned as she stroked me and moved up to take me deep into her throat. “Don’t hurt yourself, baby.”
“Hush.” She pulled off and nibbled at the head of my cock, loving on me like I’d only seen in porn videos. Where the fuck was this woman when the liquor was locked back in the cabinet? If she was this passionate when she was sober, I was in for a world of hurt. She had to be exhausted, holding back this much while she walked around with an unimpressed expression and a chip on her shoulder.
I wanted to offer her the world.
“You taste so good. I knew you would.” She moved down and sucked one of my balls into her mouth as she worked me with both hands.
I groaned and dropped my head back on the bed as my stomach tightened. Pleasure like I’d never experienced before burst through my center, blistering my insides and leaving me ravenous to turn her over and return the favor.
“You didn’t tell me.” She moved up and sucked me back into her mouth as I lost my load.
I glanced up and sank my fingers into her beautiful silky hair, thrusting as best I could from the odd angle she had me in. Watching her drink me down left me high, dizzy, fucked up completely.
“I didn’t know you liked it.” I tugged at her arms and pulled her up my body easily.
“I want all of you.” She pressed herself to my chest and leaned down, kissing me passionately as I ran my hands down her back and cupped her ass.
A long groan left me as I massaged her and rolled my tongue against hers. How long had I dreamt about touching her? Holding her? Making her cry out my name?
I rolled us over and moved down to press my teeth lightly to her nipple. I tugged on it as she wiggled underneath me and moaned. I kicked off my pants and underwear as I moved down and worked her out of her shorts.
“Take off your shirt. I wanna see you.” I glanced up and gave her a stern look before leaning down and running my nose over the tiny white cloth covering her pussy. “Someone’s wet.”
“Me. You always make me wet.” She worked herself out of her shirt and pulled her bra off before lying back down and sighing with a sexy little sound. The sight of her breasts left me moving back up her body. I had to get a good view of her in case this was all I’d ever get. Some nice guy I was. Taking advantage of her while she was shit-faced drunk.
“We don’t have to do this. We can wait until you’re more yourself, you know?” I hovered above her, unable to help myself from letting my eyes move down her body slowly.
“We’re already doing it.” She pulled me down and kissed me before wrapping her taut legs around my waist. The warmth of her soft center pressed against my cock left me grunting as I rolled my hips and massaged her with my cock.
“I want inside of you,” I whispered against her ear.
“I’m scared.” She turned and brushed her nose against mine as her eyes widened.
“I’d never hurt you.”
“People say that all the time.” She ran her fingers down the side of my face. “What if you’re lying? What if you change your mind?”
“That’s not happening, Tasha.” I kissed her softly and moved back down her body, taking my time to bathe her nipples and kiss the soft skin under her breasts. She lifted her hips and rubbed herself against my stomach, leaving me no choice but to push us forward whether she was unsure about it or not.
I pulled her panties down and took in a quick breath as my heart hammered in my chest. Her sweet center was shaved and glistening with wetness.
“Fuck, you’re beautiful, baby.” I shifted my hips forward and ran the head of my cock through her folds, dipping into her a little as she arched her back and pressed down on me. I pulled back and panted a little. She was beyond tight, and I wasn’t going to last long inside of her. It’d been years for me, which felt pathetic every other day of my college life but this one. Something about knowing that she was the only woman I’d make love to in college felt good. Right.
I moved down and slid my hands under her knees, lifting a little as she whimpered.
“What are you doing?” She reached down and gripped my hands. Her stomach tightened.
“Loving on you, Tasha.” I brushed my lips over her stomach and moved down to press my mouth against her mound, licking slowly as she moaned and rolled her hips. It didn’t take more than a few minutes of taking my time with her, and her legs were spread wide, her fingers lost in my hair, and the sound of my name filling up my bedroom.
I glanced up and rolled my tongue through her soft skin as she shook, her breasts bouncing and fingers gripping the inside of her thighs. I thought I might come again just watching her enjoy herself.
“I’m so close,” she whispered hoarsely. “Fuck me, Micah.”
“Anything you want, baby.” I pressed my thumb inside of her and leaned back down, sucking her clit into my mouth as her body buckled and the bed shook. The guttural sound that came out of her rocked my world. I wanted to hear it again and again. Every fucking chance I got to.
She rode me hard for a few more seconds before collapsing beneath me. I slipped my hands under her ass and squeezed as I leaned down and cleaned her up. The soft brush of her fingers along my shoulders left me feeling loved. It was stupid and perhaps a little naive, but I didn’t care. I wanted it too badly to not revel in the moment, no matter how fleeting it might be.
“Come here. Please. I need you.”
I licked her once more, memorizing the sweet taste of her on my tongue. “You’re so perfect for me. Did you know that?”
“You really think so?” She reached up and wrapped her arms around my neck as I rested myself against her.
“I know so.” I leaned down and brushed my nose past hers before kissing her a few times. “You sure you want me to make love to you?”
“I want you to, but I’m worried.”
“Then we’ll wait.” I brushed her hair back, glad to see she was slowly coming back from the high the drugs had her on. I’d fucking kill the idiot that kept spiking our punch at every party. Where it was annoying before, it had hit far too close to home this time.
“No, just promise me if something happens and I get pregnant that you won’t leave me.” Tears filled her eyes, and I knew more in that moment than I’d found out previously. Someone knocked her up and left her. That was why she served at the pregnancy-care clinic. She understood those women. Felt their pain.
Sadness rose up inside of me as I leaned down and kissed her cheeks, her nose, her lips. “I’ll never walk away from anything with you, Tasha. I promise, baby.”
“Okay,” she whispered and ran her hands down my back. “Get a condom.”
I moved off the bed and walked to my dresser, wondering if I even had one. “I gotta run to the bathroom to get one. I’ll be right back.”
She mumbled something and rolled onto her side as I walked out into the hallway with a towel around my waist. The party was still raging downstairs. I had no fucking clue how we got away without getting busted, but we did.
I closed the bathroom door behind me and tossed the condom I had in my hand into the basket of condoms by the toilet. I wouldn’t need to be gone more than a few minutes and she would be asleep. It wasn’t what I wanted to do, but having her wake up tomorrow and think I took advantage of her more than a few kisses here and there was more than I was willing to swallow.
In the heat of the moment, I was ready to dive in deep and work her until she begged me to stop, but in the cool air of the bathroom, I was good. I could wait until it was her decision to take me to bed with her. I had little doubt that it wouldn’t be too long.
After sitting there as long as I could, I got up and walked back toward my bedroom. Jacob bounded up the stairs, stopping in his tracks and giving me a cheeky grin.
“You old dog. You took Tasha to bed, didn’t you?” He walked toward me, leaving me very little personal space, but the guy was one hundred percent comfortable with being himself. I had a ways to go.
“Nah. I mean, yeah, she’s in my bed, but she got ahold of some of the fucking punch.” I ran my fingers through my hair.
“You need a condom? You don’t have any, do you?” He moved around me, but I reached out and grabbed his arm.
“No. I don’t need one. I’m not going to take advantage of her with her being out of it. She means too much to me.” I turned to face him and shrugged, half expecting him to give me hell over my decision to not sleep with her.
“I like it. Better yet,” he patted my chest, “she’ll like it. You’re a good man. I know we say that shit all the time, but it’s true, brother. I’m jealous.”
He turned and walked toward his bedroom, lifting up his hand as if to wave.
“Jealous of what?” I called after him.
“Of you being you no matter what.” He disappeared into his bedroom and closed the door, leaving me standing there with the afterthought.
“Interesting,” I mumbled and walked back into the darkness of my bedroom. The sound of Tasha breathing deeply filled me with relief. I didn’t want to push her away or make her feel like I wasn’t completely and totally into her, but I would have. I should have from the beginning of the night together, but I needed her touch too damn much. I was greedy for it.
I got in the bed behind her and tucked myself against her back before pulling her into my arms and pressing my face against the crook of her neck.
“Sleep tight, baby.” I kissed her ear a few times and bit back a groan as she snuggled into me, tucking the sweet curves of her ass around my erection. “Sleep. Go to sleep and all this will be yours soon.”
I forced myself to calm down, though it had to be one of the hardest things I’d done in a long time. Sleep swept in and I’d never tried so hard to chase after it. I wanted to be that guy—the good guy.




CHAPTER 22



NATASHA
The sunlight filled up the room and pulled me from a deep sleep. I started to stretch but realized someone was tucked against the back of me. And I was naked. A scream lodged in my throat, but I forced myself to keep it in. I’d gotten drunk last night. Really, really drunk. Right?
I let out quick puffs of air from my nose as my lungs burned. Basketball. There were trophies and banners and all sorts of basketball stuff all over the walls in front of me.
Dear God, please let it be Micah and not someone else.
Slowly, I turned my head until I could see him from my peripherals. Micah. Relief and desire filled me at the same time. Had we slept together? It would certainly seem that way, and yet I wasn’t sore in the places I expected to be sore.
I moved out of his hold and stood on shaky legs as he grunted and rolled onto his back. The view was beyond magnificent, but my old fears resurrected, stealing anything good from the moment away from me.
A condom. He had to have used a condom.
He wasn’t an idiot like all the other guys in the house. I stumbled around as quietly as I could and got dressed before checking the bedside table for the wrapper. The trash, the floor, nothing. Terror raced through me and I did the only thing I could think to do. I ran.
After closing his door, I tiptoed down the stairway and walked over twenty to thirty people who were spilled out on the living room floor, most of them naked and cuddled up to someone else.
“Gross,” I mumbled and reached the front door, only to stop at the sound of Jacob’s voice.
“You running out?”
“I need to get back to my dorm. I’m supposed to meet up with my dad today.” I glanced over my shoulder, not too sure what to make of the look on his face. It was a mixture of concern and humor.
“All right. You need a ride?”
“No. I drove last night behind Aubrey and Em. Thanks though.” I slipped out onto the porch and closed the door, not too sure where my keys were. Luckily enough for me, they were sitting under the floormat on the driver’s side.
I drove back to town with my mind racing through the small bits and pieces of the night before as my knuckles turned white from gripping the steering wheel so tightly. I remembered getting the drink, talking to the basketball guys, a fight behind me and… that was it.
“How the hell did I end up naked with Micah? Why would he let that happen?” I pulled up to my dorm and sat in my car for a few minutes as realization rolled over me. He was a guy. Why wouldn’t he let that happen? Sex was sex. I didn’t mean anything to him. If I did, he would have kept my fucking clothes on.
Anger burned my insides as I turned the car around and drove to the nearest drug store. I couldn’t remember if we had sex or not, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I wasn’t going to repeat the same trauma I’d experienced as a sixteen-year-old kid. I’d barely survived it the first time. There was no damn way I’d make it through that hell again.
I got out and jogged toward the door as a frantic feeling drove me to jog faster. I had to look like an idiot with tears in my eyes and my hair a mess, but nothing mattered other than making sure I didn’t have a baby inside of me. Could I even tell on the morning after? I doubted it, but I didn’t care. Seven days. Somewhere, I remembered seeing it could take seven days to tell.
“Then I’ll get seven tests.” I stopped in front of the counter and pointed to the tests as the young guy working smiled at me.
“What can I—”
“Seven. I need seven of these pregnancy tests.” I pressed my fingers to my mouth as my lips trembled.
“Hey. You okay?” He reached for me, but I jerked back.
“Just ring up the tests, okay?” I barked at him, not giving a shit how it sounded or how he felt. I needed to know. Now. I needed to be okay now.
“Yeah, sure. No problem.” He rang them up and I paid, leaving my change there as I snatched the bag and ran back to my car. By the time I got to my dorm room, I was hyperventilating and crying at the same time. I could only hope that no one would hear me through the paper-thin walls and call the cops.
I took the first test and paced the living room as I broke down even further. Nothing was going right in my life. I’d started to think that things could work between me and Micah and he stripped me naked and fucked me the first time he got a chance? Without a condom?
“What were you thinking?” I screamed at the room around me and paused as someone knocked at the door. “Go away.”
The lock turned, and I rushed toward the door, not sure what to think. I put my shoulder against it, slamming it shut as someone yelped in pain.
“Tasha. It’s me, Emily.”
“Oh.” I moved back and opened the door. “I’m sorry.”
“Oh man, what the fuck is going on?” She barreled into the room, closed the door, and pulled me into a tight hug.
I cried until I couldn’t find another tear inside of me. Bile rose in my throat and I pulled from her, running to the restroom and dropping to my knees to throw up everything I’d eaten the day before. She rubbed my back softly and left me only to return with a glass of cold water.
“Thank you,” I mumbled and sat down on the toilet seat as sweat collected at the edge of my brow.
“What’s this, Tasha? Did something happen that you haven’t told me about?” She picked up the pregnancy test.
I glanced down at my hands as my lip trembled again. “What does it say?”
“It’s negative.”
Pressing my hands to my face, I let out a long cry and tried to pull myself together. It didn’t mean shit. If they were still negative in seven days, I was in the clear.
“What’s going on?” She knelt in front of me and pulled my hands down, squeezing them softly. “Look at me. Did something happen?”
“I don’t know.” I shrugged and forced myself to look up at her. “I think my drink was spiked last night. I remember being at the party with you guys and Micah having to bust up a fight. The next thing I remember was waking up this morning naked in his bed with him.”
“With Micah?” She jerked back like someone had slapped her.
I nodded. “I just can’t imagine him taking advantage of me, but why were we naked? Why weren’t we just snuggled up in our clothes? I can’t be pregnant.”
“Shh. Let’s figure out what’s going on. I’ll call Jacob.” She touched the side of my face and sat there for a few more minutes. “Look at me. You have to calm down. I know Micah really well and if he’s one thing—”
“It’s a good guy. Right.” I sighed and pulled back from her. “Why were we naked?”
“I don’t know, but I’ll figure it out. Just go lay down on the bed. It’s going to be okay. You’re not pregnant. You can’t be. There’s no way Micah would have had sex with you.”
“I keep telling myself that, but—” I threw my hands in the air and walked past her to the bedroom.
She closed the door to the bathroom as I lay down on the bed and cried through the hurt and anger of knowing that he could quite possibly not be the guy I thought he was at all. Adam sure as fuck wasn’t.
I wanted to make love with Micah. I wanted to be his girl, but not if he’d taken advantage of me being blitzed the night before. He wasn’t at all the man I thought him to be. How many other girls had he taken advantage of? Maybe the guys just thought he was a great guy because he kept the drunk women in his room for protection. Anger burned through me again in sickening waves.
Did I really believe that? No. I couldn’t even force myself to turn him into a monster.
“Hey.” Emily walked out of the bathroom and sat down on the bed beside me. “Jacob has no clue why Micah was naked last night, but he said he saw him in the hallway and they talked for a minute. Jacob congratulated him for scoring with you and Micah got upset and said he would never take advantage of you.”
“That’s great, but people lie all the fucking time, Em.” I sat up, pissed that she would assume the best about the guy just because he treated her like a little sister.
“How long has it been since you’ve had sex? Honestly?”
“Since I was sixteen,” I barked, not sure where she was going with her probing.
“And how old are you now?”
“You know I’m twenty-one. What’s your point?”
“Are you sore? Down there?” Her eyes shifted down as she pursed her lips.
“No.” I moved to the edge of the bed and got up. “But why were we—”
“Maybe you guys made out, Tasha. When I get drunk, I get nuts horny. I’m not saying you did anything, but if you like him, which you do, maybe you’re the one that pulled your clothes off. If you’re not sore, then I highly doubt he took advantage of you.”
“Maybe you’re right.” Flashes of the night before appeared behind my eyes, me sucking him as if he were the last thing on the planet I might get to taste. “Shit. I need to see him. He’s going to wake up alone and think I ran out.”
“No. Let him come to you. You need to know he’s really the guy we all say he is. If that’s all true, then you’ll hear from him, and soon.” She moved toward me and pulled me into another tight hug. “Whatever’s going on, he’s the only one that really knows what happened. You just have to decide if you trust him enough to believe him when he tells you the story.”
I nodded and walked her to the door. “Thanks. I’ll call you later.”
“You want me to hang out today?”
“No. I’m going to head up to the gym. I need to get some of this out of me before my head explodes.” I brushed the last few tears off my cheeks and took a deep breath. “I just have a lot of demons in my past. They seem to be trying to show up again, and I’m not sure how to handle it.”
She reached out and squeezed my hand. “When I had to go deal with my mom and Cally, did I go by myself to face that nightmare?”
“No,” I whispered and glanced down.
“Right. I called you and you came and got me. You took me out there and helped me face it.” She reached up and touched the side of my face. “Did you judge me when you saw this crazy white-trash shit my family was up to?”
“No. I would never—”
“I wouldn’t either. Neither would Micah or Aubrey. We’re here for you and we love you, okay? Open up and let us in. We just might be able to work together to heal it. I know you did that for me.”
“Okay,” I whispered and moved back as she walked out into the hall. She was beyond right, but I didn’t know where to start.
Moving back into the living room, I forced myself to change into a pair of basketball shorts and a T-shirt and get my shoes on. I wasn’t going to figure out anything sitting in the dark in my dorm room. I’d have to go where I always did when things got rough.
To the basketball court. Home.




CHAPTER 23



MICAH
I woke up and tried to be careful as I rolled back toward the spot on the bed where I knew I would find her. Seeing that she was gone left my heart aching, but maybe I was overthinking it. Maybe she was in the bathroom or downstairs, hanging out with the guys.
After checking the clock and realizing that it was only eight, I realized what she’d done. She had run. Like everyone in my life did.
“Whatever,” I grumbled and sat up. What did it matter? She was going to realize too quickly that I wasn’t like the other guys on campus. I wasn’t interested in dominating her in the bedroom and emotionally ruling her out in public. Alpha assholes were a dime a dozen, but I wasn’t one of them. Sucked to be me.
I pulled a T-shirt over my head and walked to the closet to pull on a pair of shorts. Fuck underwear. It was Saturday and I wouldn’t be getting turned on anytime soon. I was good.
The sound of the guys laughing downstairs didn’t help my mood much, though I wished it would have. Jacob turned from the coffee pot as I stumbled into the kitchen and saluted me.
“To the only man in history good enough not to take advantage of a fine woman. We salute you, Mr. I’m a bad ass. I mean good ass. I mean—”
“Fuck you,” I grumbled and walked to the fridge. “A lot of good it did me. I woke up alone with a hard-on and no chance of relief anytime soon. Take a note from my book. Be a dick. It works better.”
“Hey, hey, hey.” Jacob moved up beside me as I lifted the milk carton and drank deeply from it. “What have you done with my best friend? I want him back. He balances me out. Without him, we’re in a world of hurt.”
“Whatever, man.” I burped and put the top back on the milk jug. “Where’s Dillon?”
“Tasha had to go see her dad, dude. That’s why she snuck out early.”
“Right, that was yesterday, Jacob. She lied if you even talked to her.” I walked into the living room, kicking people and enjoying the sound of their groans. I grabbed the step ladder from the closet in the living room and climbed up on it, unscrewing the recessed light and pulling the camera piece out of it. “Get Dillon, grab me a coffee, and meet me in my room in five minutes. I’m in need of fucking someone’s life up. I might as well make it this asshole.” I lifted the chip and smirked. “Now would be good.”
“Aww, damn,” Jacob mumbled and turned to walk back toward the kitchen. “My boy’s done flipped his shit over a woman.”
“Join the crowd,” someone groaned from the floor as I walked back through. I made sure to kick them all again just for fun.
By the time I had all the chips in my hand and was headed back up the stairs, my anger had morphed into sadness. Why would she leave and not say anything? How would that look good? Did she not give a shit how that would make me feel? I’d protected her, stopped the sex at the point it seemed right to stop it, and she hauled ass without a word?
“Fucking awesome.” I walked into the room and dropped the chips on the table next to my computer where Dillon sat. I grabbed the coffee from Jacob and walked toward the window. “You know whoever this guy is, he’s out. Period.”
Jacob spoke up. “Yeah, I’ll be beating his ass to the road. We can burn his shit on the lawn tonight. Deal?”
I glanced over my shoulder. “Yep. And you’re going to let Talon Jackson take his place. He’s a good kid and fits here.”
“He’s a fucking freshman, and if you haven’t checked lately, he might look like a good guy, but he’s Brody Jackson’s fucking brother. He’s a cock. He’s just hiding it really well.” Jacob leaned back in his chair. “The bastard can pledge, but he’s not getting in.”
“I’m with Micah on this one.” Dillon popped the chip into the device we’d picked up to read the images. “He’s nothing like Brody from what I can tell.”
“You’re new!” Jacob snorted and popped Dillon in the back.
“Yeah, well, I’m not, and I’m sick of having assholes who don’t clean up after themselves and treat women like shit fill up this place. If I’m going to be president next year, we’re going to start changing things. Period.” I turned back toward the window, not really caring if he agreed. He was my closest friend, but he was half the problem. In the past, he’d been a whore and a half, setting everyone up to treat women like sperm depositories as if that was at all okay. Now that he had Emily, he was changing, but he was blind to the bullshit that was still happening at the house.
“Dude, what’s up your ass this morning?” He got up and moved over toward me.
I whipped around. “I’m tired of being the only responsible one in the fucking house.”
“I’m responsible.” Dillon lifted his hand and gave us a sheepish grin as we turned our anger toward him. “Not now? Yeah, okay. I’ll check out the videos.”
“She didn’t walk out on you, Micah.”
“You don’t know shit.” I pushed at his chest and set my coffee down.
“I know this much. She’s been through some shit in her life. She’s scared and running from everything. If she won’t let Emily in, she’s not going to let you in either.”
“Excellent. That makes me feel so much better. Thank you kindly. Asshole.” I moved around him, pushing him hard with my shoulder.
“Dude, stop being a cock and go after her. That’s what the good guys do. Fuck, it’s what we lousy guys do when we’re in love. We go after her. I’ll take care of this shit.”
“I want this fucker out of the house, Jacob. I’m not kidding around anymore. It’s driving everyone insane, you especially. We’re on our last leg. Fix it.” I barked my response in his face and walked to the door as Dillon let out a sharp laugh.
“You were right, dude. Look at this shit.”
I couldn’t help but turn and move back toward the screen. I’d go after Tasha in a few minutes, but I needed to see the evidence for myself that it was Darren. The ugly bastard hovered over the punch bowl in one video, pouring something that looked like powder into the mix.
“I knew it. I hate this guy.” I growled and started for the door as Jacob reached out and grabbed my arm.
“My house. My problem.” He moved past me as I turned to watch a few more clips of Darren messing with the house and drugging girls right under our noses. The more I watched, the sicker I got. Did Natasha run because of her own fear, or because she thought that I was capable of being a monster like an asshole on the screen? Surely not. There was no way she could believe that of me. I’d been nothing but good to her.
“Wow. This guy totally had you guys fooled. I bet he’s been doing it—”
“For the last year.” I turned and grabbed a baseball cap from my nightstand. “I’m going to the gym to shoot some hoops. I’ll check in later. Don’t let up on Jacob about Talon. The guy deserves a chance. Just because his older brother is a cock doesn’t mean he is.”
“Agreed. See you later, boss.” Dillon lifted his hand and waved as I walked through the door and down the stairs.
The sound of Darren screaming as Jacob pummeled him was music to my ears. The rest of the guys wouldn’t let anything totally fucked up happen. They didn’t need me, and for the first time in a long time, I didn’t need them either. I needed her. I could tell myself that I was going to shoot hoops to feel better, but the truth of the matter was that I wanted to find her there so I could figure things out.
What was she thinking? How could I correct her thinking if it was wrong? I needed her to trust me, to give me a try—fuck, to love me.
I got in the truck and pulled out of the driveway, rolling down the windows and cranking up the tunes. I rolled my wrist in slow movements as I made my way up to the school and parked in front of the gym. I was the only truck out front, but it was Saturday. The hope was that she’d walked over there like she often did.
My wrist popped, and warmth rushed down my arm.
“Shit.” I pulled it close to me and moved my fingers, finding everything okay. I was hesitant to roll it again, but nothing hurt. I forced myself to stop being a pussy and figure out if the pop was good or bad. I rolled it in a small circle and worked my way out, realizing that it hadn’t felt that good in forever. I’d have to talk to the doctor on staff for basketball on Monday, but it seemed like whatever happened was a good thing.
I got out of the truck and walked languidly toward the court, rolling my wrist and listening for the sound of a lone basketball. I turned the corner before I heard it. Stopping at the edge of the court, I put my hands on my hips and smiled.
“You always leave your men naked and tied up in bed when you run out in the morning?” I walked toward her as she bounced the ball and watched me with a concerned look on her face.
“You were tied up? I didn’t do that part.”
I swatted the ball from her and wrapped my arms tightly around her before leaning down and kissing her with everything I had in me. I’d planned on a conversation, maybe a fight, or something most couples would do, but seeing her did me in. I didn’t want anything most couples had. I wanted what we could have.
She remained stiff against me for a few seconds before slowly melting. Her fingers dug into my back as she opened up and rolled her tongue past mine. I took my time making love to her mouth and breathing her in. She broke the kiss and moved back, her eyes dilated as we panted in tandem.
“I’m sorry I left this morning. I thought…” She glanced away from me and pressed her hands to her face.
“Never.” I moved toward her and pulled her against me again. “I would never do anything you didn’t explicitly beg me to do, and then I still wouldn’t if you were drunk. Seeing that you were drugged, I was honestly just trying to take care of you.”
“Oh shit. Did I beg?” Her lip quivered and I knew she was close to tears.
I leaned down and brushed my nose past hers. “You begged a lot, and I did what I could to satisfy you without making love, Tasha. I wanted you fully aware of what was going on so that it was your decision and not the alcohol talking.”
“Oh.” She glanced down and took a shaky breath. “I got pregnant at sixteen and my mother was horrified. The guy was my first and I thought he loved me.”
I brushed the tears back from her beautiful eyes and pulled her in tighter as she paused. There was no need for me to interrupt. The story still hurt her, but it was in the past. We needed to figure out a way to keep it there.
“I wanted to keep the baby, but with all the drama at home and me playing basketball like nothing had changed, I lost it.”
“You miscarried?” I ran my hands over her upper back, pressing in and massaging her as she opened her heart to me.
“Yeah. I’ve hated myself since.” She pressed her forehead against my chest. “I didn’t want to have to raise a child alone, but I never meant to hurt it.”
“Of course you didn’t.” I kissed the back of her head as she held on tightly to me. “I’m right here for you. Don’t pull away from me, okay?”
“I don’t want to.” She glanced up and lifted to her toes, resting her forehead against my lips. “I just don’t know how to pull you in instead of push you away.”
“I think learning to trust me and our friendship is a start.” I smiled as a few naughty thoughts raced through my head. “Letting me take care of you tonight would be another.”
“Take care of me?” She leaned back and laughed as she saw the sexy smile on my face. “Oh, brother.”
“What? I’m still a guy.” I picked her up and leaned down to kiss her. “I wanna be your guy.”
“I think that’s up for discussion.”




CHAPTER 24



NATASHA
It had been a week since Micah and I came to the understanding that a friendship between us would be good, but maybe working on a relationship would be better. I was scared shitless and had tried to talk myself out of seeing him a million times over the week, but he kept working his way back into my day in a way that left me without an excuse to see him.
We’d yet to sleep together, but it was all I thought about as I lay in my bed every night alone. It seemed stupid to try to push him away when he was the perfect man for me, but I couldn’t help myself.
Thank God he was persistent as hell.
I finished pulling my hair into a bun as I stood in the women’s locker room before our first game. The girls were dancing around and acting like clowns behind me, which was typical. I’d almost come to expect it over the years and was grateful that someone was having a good time. I was too focused on the win to think of anything but giving the other team absolute hell.
Coach Murphy walked in and clapped her hands in a quick rhythm we were all too familiar with. Pep talk and we were heading out.
“All right, ladies. The first game of the season. This team isn’t nearly as strong as you guys, but it’s not about winning as much as it is intimidating the hell out of them and anyone else watching in the stands. We want them to know that the Lady Friars are fearless. You hear me?” She glanced around at each of us.
I nodded and put my hand into the middle of the break as everyone joined me.
“On three, Lady Friars. One-Two-Three-Break.” I threw my hand up in the air and moved to the front of the group.
“My starters up front with Natasha. Sharon, you and Tasha can shake hands with the ref on our behalf tonight. Let’s go get ‘em.”
I cheered along with everyone else and jogged out onto the edge of the court, running around in circles near our goal as the music pumped from the loudspeakers above. The stands were packed and the crowd went wild as we moved into our drills. As much as I wanted Micah there, I knew they were playing an early game in Boston that night. He’d texted me to wish me luck earlier and said he would meet me at Merskys after the game with everyone.
The Capitals were playing later that night, and we all planned on being there to root Lucas on. He was a starter for the first time since joining them and Aubrey was a hot mess. It was almost too cute to watch.
“And your lineup tonight for the Lady Friars starts with our captain, senior, number thirty-four, Natasha Kelly.” I turned and ran down the line, shaking hands with the visiting coaches, the referees, my coaches, and then having a little fun with my team.
“Go, Tasha!” Several girlie voices called from the stands, and I looked over to see Aubrey, Clara, and her sister, Abby, bouncing up and down. I waved and moved up to the center of the court to listen to the rules I’d memorized ages ago.
My eyes moved across the stands, and shock ran through me. My mother sat at the top of the bleachers with a pair of sunglasses and a scarf over her head. There was no way in hell anyone would know it was her, but I did.
Why was she there? Did she have something to say to me? Would she be okay sitting at the top of the stands by herself? How the fuck did she get up there?
“Hey. You with us?” Sharon tugged at the front of my jersey.
“Yeah, sorry.” I moved back into position as Deja moved up for the tipoff. I hated the fact that my mother’s presence unnerved me, but it did. I wanted to impress her more than anyone else in the world so she wouldn’t think I was a failure anymore. I had such a small amount of time left to make her understand that I wasn’t a mistake. I didn’t ruin her life, and my baby wouldn’t have ruined mine. My father had done some stupid shit, but he wasn’t me.
I moved into action as the ball flew toward me, dodging and dribbling my way down the court. I lifted to my toes and did a perfect layup. Two points. The crowd went nuts and I glanced over as nonchalantly as I could to see my mother rising to her feet slowly and clapping.
“What the hell?” I mumbled and forced myself to stay in the game and nowhere else. Life had been one fucked up roller coaster ride after the next lately. I didn’t need anything taking the one thing I had going for me for sure in my life—my sport.
    
“You did it, kiddo.” Coach Murphy patted me on the back as we broke from our after-game talk. We’d stomped the other team in the ground and left no room for a recovery by the end of the first quarter.
“Thanks, Coach.” I high-fived my team and walked toward the stands as my mom took her last shaky step to the floor. “Mom?”
“Oh, Tasha. I hope I didn’t disturb your game.” She pulled at her scarf and glanced down as if trying to make sure no one recognized her.
“No. I’m glad you’re here. It’s nice to see you up and moving.” I clasped my hands in front of me, not quite sure what to do with them.
“Yes, well, the medication I was on was causing me to be far more sick than I needed to be. I switched doctors and am feeling better than I have in six months.” She lifted her chin a little and took a shaky breath. “Your father and I have been talking about him moving back to Providence.”
“What? Why?” Shock rolled through me.
“He’s not with Cindy anymore, and I certainly could use his help in getting better.”
“Getting better?” Hope resurrected in my chest. “I thought you said—”
“I said a lot of things. I was angry and I shouldn’t have said those things to you. The tumor is inoperable, but there is hope that it will shrink. Worst-case scenario, I’ll be dead in eighteen months. Best case, I’ll fully recover.”
“Wow.” I pressed my fingers to my mouth. “And Dad’s going to come help?”
“Yes. The Celtics owner is good with him living an hour away. He explained the situation.” She shrugged and glanced down at her nails. “How are you doing? Grades going okay?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m pulling all A’s right now.”
“Good.” She gave me a tight smile. “I was thinking maybe we could have lunch on Sunday, unless of course you’re busy.”
“No. I’m not.” I took a quick breath, not realizing that I was holding the last one in until my lungs started to burn. “Is it okay if I bring someone with me? I kind of have a boyfriend.”
“Really?” She smirked. “I’d almost given up hope on you.”
“Yes, really. That okay if he comes?” I could have spouted out a million things about why I didn’t trust men, thanks to her, but I kept the poison to myself. No need to break down whatever was happening between us before it happened.
“Yes, that would be great. Come out to the house and I’ll have Lucio fix us something for lunch.”
“All right. Thanks for coming, Mom.” I moved back as she nodded and walked toward the door. I was grateful to see Lucio move into the open doorway and take my mother’s arm. I’d thought she fired the older woman months ago, and maybe she had. It would seem getting a second lease on life meant rethinking a few things.
I walked back toward the locker room a little numb. I wasn’t sure how I felt about having a relationship with my mother after all we’d put each other through, but maybe it wasn’t something that had to happen overnight. Much like my relationship with Micah. We could take our time and build it up.
The locker room was empty except for a lone shower going in the background. I stripped down and grabbed a towel, walking in and calling out to make sure I didn’t scare anyone.
“It’s just me.” I moved toward an empty stall and yelped as Micah stuck his head out of the shower beside mine.
“Hi me. This one’s already warm if you want to join me.”
I wrapped my towel around me and turned away from him, making sure no one was in the locker room with us. I jerked back around, my eyes wide, heart racing.
“What in the hell are you doing? I thought you were in Boston.”
“Game got moved. Their coach got in an accident.” He lifted his arms and scrubbed the shampoo bubbles in his hair. “Come in here with me.”
“Are you serious?” I walked toward him, wanting so badly to see him naked. I’d been a bit freaked out the last time we had been together and had run from the room without getting to appreciate the view at all.
“As a heart attack.” The curtain closed as he disappeared behind it, and I stood there, trying to decide what the best course of action would be. He reached out and grabbed my arm, pulling me and the towel into the shower with him.
I glanced down the length of his body, taking him in and trying to catch my breath.
“Wow,” I mumbled as he reached out and tugged the towel off. He tossed it over the top of the shower and pulled me against him.
“Like what you see?”
“What the hell got into you?” I slid my hands up his chest and tried to think through how my goodie-goodie boyfriend was standing naked with shampoo in his hair in the women’s locker room shower.
“I lost a bet, but I’ll have to thank Jacob later. It was him or me. I figured it would work much, much better for me.” He turned me around and pressed himself against my back as his hands moved over my breasts, rubbing softly and washing me clean.
“I would say so.” I relaxed against him and reached back, running my fingers along the outsides of his thighs. “We’re so not having sex for the first time in this shower.”
“Agreed.” He leaned down and kissed the side of my neck before grabbing the soap and rubbing it through his hands. “Although I do plan on hearing you moan a little.”
“And how—” My breath caught in my chest as he slid his hand down my stomach and cupped my sex, pressing in softly as he sucked my ear into his mouth.
The need to fight was all but gone. Why had I been avoiding him for a week? Trust issues? Fear?
Nothing mattered as he wrapped his strong arm under my breasts and held me up as he worked my body slow and hard to the edge of orgasm. The hard press of his erection against my rear was almost too much.
“I want you inside of me,” I moaned and lifted my foot up to press it against the shower wall in front of me.
“Tomorrow night after the game in Boston.” He pressed his teeth against my neck and slipped another finger inside of me as I lifted my hips and groaned. “Come back to the house with me and let’s enjoy each other, hm?”
“Yeah.” I closed my eyes and let the feeling of his hands all over me drive me over the abyss. My stomach tightened as heat burst from my center and raced along my nerve endings.
“Say my name, Tasha. I wanna hear it.” He licked up the side of my neck and drove his fingers into me harder, forcing me to come again.
“Micah,” I cried out in a loud groan. The warmth of his orgasm washed over my back as we shared the moment like nothing I’d experienced before.




CHAPTER 25



MICAH
It was weird seeing her in the stands as we warmed up at Boston College. She was snuggled in between Emily and Aubrey with a smile on her pretty face that I wasn’t sure I’d seen too many times. She was warming up to all of us. I just had to make sure I didn’t do anything that would give her the ability to climb back in her shell. I wanted a future with her too damn badly to think about it.
“Let’s go.” The referee called us to the center of the court for tipoff, and I couldn’t help but glance over at her one more time.
She waved and licked her lips, shocking me a little. The images of her pressed against me, riding my hand, caught me off guard and stole the air from my lungs. I groaned and shook my head, forcing myself to turn back to the center of the court and ready myself. Boston wasn’t a team to fuck with, and I was going for broke all season long.
The other team got the tipoff, but I moved down the court beside Clayton, who lifted up to block the shot. Clayton smacked the ball toward our side of the court and we pivoted as another member of our team got the ball. I was grateful for my speed and found myself in the lead toward the basket as the ball flew my way. I could hear Tasha screaming my name above everyone else in the whole gym. It pushed me harder.
I caught the ball and lifted up to drop the ball in the hoop. The guy chasing me slapped at my hand and smacked my wrist hard. Pain raced up my arm, but I tried not to panic. It was going to be sore. That was just part of the healing process.
“You all right?” Clayton jogged up beside me and gripped my shoulder.
“Yep. Time to play left-handed for a little while.” I winked and moved in position to play. Boston had a strong team and would be fucked up with me playing with my left hand, so it was for the better. Somehow, life had a way of working out. The pretty girl in the stands chanting my name had me believing that more than anything else had.
“Let’s repay their kindness, shall we?” Clayton jogged past me and chuckled.
“Hell yeah. Bring the heat.”
    
I walked toward the stands as my friends stood around laughing and cutting up. They were the only ones left in the gym, seeing that we’d all showered and most of the guys had gotten back on the bus.
“There’s our star athlete.” Jacob turned to face me and extended his hand. “Did I see you playing left-handed tonight? What the fuck was that madness? Those idiots didn’t know what to do with you.”
“Are you hurt?” Tasha moved toward me and reached for my right hand.
“It’s a little sore. Their post smacked the shit out of it on the first play.” I slid my hand over her shoulder and turned her so I could tuck her against my side. “I’m all right, and yeah, playing left seemed the only option tonight. Good thing it worked in our favor. Now, what’s the plan?”
“We were thinking beer and pizza at DeAngelo’s unless there’s someplace up here you like to hang out?” Jacob wrapped his arm around Emily and kissed the side of her head. “I might be a little biased about the place though.”
I snorted and turned my attention to Aubrey and Clara, feeling bad for them as they stood together. “You girls good with pizza?”
“Yep. I love it. Lucas is playing again tonight. Let’s hurry so we can catch the start of the game. They only kept him in for a little while last night. Fuckers,” Aubrey muttered and walked toward the cars.
“I love pizza.” Clara smiled and moved past us to follow her.
“Did they at least win?” I called after Aubrey.
She spun on her foot and smiled. “Yeah. They won.”
“Awesome.” I followed after them, trying not to trip as I kept glancing down at Tasha. “You like the game tonight?”
“Yeah. You did great. Your three-pointers need some work, but I can help with that.” She squeezed the top of my butt and snuggled against me.
“Oh yeah? This a tutoring-type thing?”
“Could be.” She released me and walked through the door as Jacob held it open for us.
“What’s the payment terms?” I let my eyes run down her back and watched her swing her hips a little more than was necessary.
“I’m sure we can figure something out.”
I smiled and extended my hand to Jacob. “Let me drive your truck. You take everyone else. I want some time with my girl.”
“Yeah, but no being nasty in there, man. That truck is my baby.” He glanced over at me and narrowed his eyes a little.
“Give me a break.” I snatched the keys and jogged past the girls, grabbing Natasha’s hand and making her run with me. “Got us a private ride home.”
“I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.” She laughed and stopped beside the truck as I leaned in and pulled her closer.
“You still good with going home with me tonight?” I brushed my lips against hers, letting myself enjoy the idea that we might actually get to experience each other later that night.
“Yeah, I’m good with it. You have—”
“You know I do.” I kissed her again and moved back, opening the door and popping her butt as she got in.
“I thought you were a good boy.” She turned to face me as I got in the truck and started it.
“Nope. I’m a good guy, but not a good boy. Huge difference.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Mhmm.” I turned on the radio and rolled down the windows before reaching over to take her hand. “You wanna skip the food and do something just the two of us?”
“Yeah, actually I do.” She moved over closer and slid her hand down my thigh, squeezing a little. Just her nearness had my pulse racing, my body hard and ready for a long night of pressing her to a soft bed.
“Like what?” I glanced down at her quickly and returned my eyes toward the road.
“Well, Jacob told me that you have a fear of water. I assume it’s because of your sister?”
“This is not going in the direction I was hoping it would.” I let out a tight laugh and ran my fingers over the top of her hand, pulling her closer to my dick. She got the message and leaned in closer, stroking me slowly as she kissed my ear.
“I know, but you’ve helped me a lot lately with all my shit. I want to help you too.”
“I don’t need help, baby. It was an accident a long time ago. I don’t like to swim. Big deal.” I bit my lip and groaned as she ran her nails over my balls.
“I don’t care what you think you need. I love to swim and seeing that you’ve already planned out what we’re naming our grandkids—”
“Who told you that?” I smiled and lifted my hips, enjoying the softness of her touch immensely.
She laughed and kissed my ear again. “Come with me to the natatorium tonight. I wanna help you. I think I can.”
I nodded and tried not to let myself overreact. I hadn’t been in a pool in ten years. I sure as fuck wasn’t planning on getting in one that night with her either. Somewhere between Boston College and Providence, I would figure out a way to weasel out of it.
“You want something to eat first?” I licked my lips and tried not to pant too loudly.
“Like you?” She smiled and moved back, shifting in the seat to lie down in my lap.
“I meant like a burger or something, but anything you want. It’s all yours.” I brushed her hair back and almost swallowed my tongue when she worked me out of my shorts and took her time making me shake. If she wanted me to dive into the middle of the ocean, I’d probably do it. The woman had power, and I was in serious trouble.
    
I pulled out my phone to call Jacob as Tasha got out of the truck and walked up toward the natatorium to check if they were still open. I prayed like hell they weren’t.
“Hey, buddy. Where are you guys?”
“We’re going to take a swim up at the school and head back to the house. We still got that lunch meat and cheese there?”
“No, but I’ll bring you guys something.” He paused for a moment. “You sure you wanna take a swim? I thought you were scared shitless of the water.”
“I am. She’s making me.” I ran my fingers through my hair.
“Good woman. She’s exactly who you need in your life then. Fear’s a prison you let yourself crawl into. Fuck that madness. Get in that water and tell her it would help ease your angst if she got naked.”
I laughed and got out of the truck to walk up to her.
“Oh shit.” Jacob’s tone changed dramatically. “Did he just—holy—”
“Dude, what’s up?” I walked toward Natasha as she stuck her head back out the open door and waved me in.
“Oh man. Lucas just took a hard hit on the ice. He’s not getting up. Fuck.”
“Where’s Aubrey? She with you?”
“Yeah, she’s losing her shit right now. I gotta go. I’ll text you later. We’ll be all right. Nothing you could do but get in the way. Just get over your fears and make that woman yours for good.”
“All right, man. Keep me in the loop.” I hung up and tucked my phone in my back pocket as my heart sank.
“What’s the matter?” Tasha pressed her hands to my chest and stopped me in my tracks.
“Lucas took a hard hit at the start of the game and isn’t getting up. I’m sure he’ll be fine, but they’ll probably pull him out for the rest of the game. Knowing him, he’ll just be pissed more than anything.”
“Oh no. Is Aubrey okay?” She moved back and gripped the side of her shirt.
“I doubt it. You know how she is about him.” I pulled my shirt over my head and let my eyes move over the creamy tops of her breasts as they poked above her black bra. “You know, I’d be all right swimming if we could do it without clothes. They’re so restrictive.”
She laughed and turned her back to me. “Stop acting up and come on.”
“No skinny dipping?”
“Not on school property.” She bent over and pulled her shorts down her legs, leaving her pretty ass on display.
I moved forward and fondled her a little before she stood up and pressed her back against my chest.
“You look good enough to eat.” I licked the side of her neck and tried not to let the smell of chlorine send me into a panic. I hated everything about the place and usually tried to avoid it like the plague. How many times had I made something stupid up to not have to deal with my fears, my past, my loss?
“I probably don’t taste as good as you, though.” She walked toward the pool and took a few steps in, turning back to look up at me. “Come here and let me touch you.”
“I honestly don’t know if I can.” The sound of my mother’s screams filled my ears, her accusations changing me forever as she held my little sister’s limp body beside the pool. “I can’t do this. I just can’t.”




CHAPTER 26



NATASHA
The fear in his eyes was palpable. I hated to see him clam up, and the last thing I wanted to do was ruin our night, but I wanted him to feel the freedom I was getting close to feeling. And it was all due to him.
I took a few steps back up and extended my hand toward him. “I’m not going to let you go in here. I’ll hold you tightly to me. You’re going to love how good my skin will feel against yours.”
“Baby, I’m serious. I’ve been fighting this for ten years. I’m not getting in that pool. You weren’t there that day. You didn’t see her, didn’t hear them.” His voice broke as he turned away from me and crossed his arms over his chest.
I walked up behind him and slid my arms around him, holding him tightly as I kissed his back.
“Then tell me about it, Micah. Take me there and let me share it with you. You’ve walked into my hell and helped me try to start walking out. Don’t deny me that with you.” I kissed him a few more times and pressed my forehead to his back, letting myself feel how terrified he was.
I needed a deep relationship in my life, one where I could explore every part of myself in the comfort of someone who could really love me. I had no doubt that was him, but I wanted him to have no doubts either.
“She was seven. Long brown hair and warm brown eyes. She was kinda short for her age, but both of our parents are short. She’d just started cheerleading and bitched about it every day.” He let out a soft chuckle that broke. “I should have been watching her.”
“How old were you?” Tears filled my eyes, and everything inside me wanted to wilt to the floor, but I knew what I was doing. The release I felt sharing my pain with him and finally letting someone inside my soul was healing. He needed me there no matter how much it hurt me to watch him suffer through it.
He wrapped his arms around himself, pressing my arms tighter around him. “I was twelve. The latest video game had just come out, and I was supposed to be watching her. She knew that we weren’t allowed to go outside when Mom and Dad were gone, but I’d pissed her off. She wanted to show me her latest cheer and I didn’t wanna see it. I can’t even begin to tell you how terrified I was when I couldn’t find her. I screamed her name as I ran all over the house… the yard… I screamed until I didn’t have a voice. I had no clue she’d gotten into the pool.” He sniffled. “I didn’t even look. There was a code on the pool and she didn’t know it. Or at least that’s what they used to tell us. There wasn’t a fucking code.”
I moved around him and kept my arms wrapped tightly around him.
Large tears rolled down his cheeks as he watched me through what had to be a blurred gaze. “Mom and Dad came home and they found her. My mother dove into the pool. Fuck, they both did. I ran out there, but it was too late. She’d probably been in the pool for a half hour at that point. My mother cradled her on the side of the pool as my dad ran into the house, knocking me over as he tried to get to the phone. I’ll never forget the way she looked up at me, the scream that ripped from her lips as she came unglued. I turned and dropped to my knees, puking until I couldn’t hold myself up anymore. They didn’t speak to me for a little over a week, though my mother’s accusation stung me every day since.”
“Baby,” I whispered and touched the side of his face. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“No?” He wiped his nose and closed his eyes. “Then whose was it?”
“It was an accident. It doesn’t have to be someone’s fault.” I lifted to my toes and kissed him softly. He melted against me and leaned into the kiss, groaning low in his chest. We didn’t need to get into the pool. He’d walked through most of it with me and I knew without a doubt that he’d open up the rest over time, just like I would about all my hurts.
“Come back to the house with me, Tasha. I don’t wanna get in the water.”
“I don’t think you need to.” I kissed him once more before pulling out of his hold and gathering up my clothes. I snuggled against his side as he wrapped his arm around me.
“I hate you,” he whispered and squeezed my butt softly.
“Yep. I hate you too.” I smiled up at him and lifted to my toes. “Now, take me back to your place and punish me good for that hate?”
His eyes widened a little as his expression softened. “All I had to do was shed a few tears to get into your panties? Why didn’t you—”
“Don’t even.” I got in the truck and watched him walk around the front of the truck as my heart filled with adoration for him. I didn’t need my mom or dad. I had him, which was more than enough.
    
I tried hard not to show him how fucking nervous I was as we walked up the stairs toward his bedroom. The guys downstairs teased both of us, but he told me to ignore the idiots and keep walking. I couldn’t help but laugh a little at some of their jabs toward Micah. It would seem I was the first girl that had actually walked to his bedroom instead of being carried.
“And here I thought you were one of the last good ones left.” I walked into his room and yelped as he grabbed my hand and pulled me backward. I found myself pressed to the door, his strong body holding mine in place as he leaned down and brushed his lips against my ear.
“I’m only a good guy when I need to be.” He licked my ear and a shiver ran down my spine. I tried not to moan too loudly, but the thick press of his thigh between my legs felt good. Too good.
“Don’t be good tonight,” I whispered and lifted my hands toward the ceiling as he pulled my shirt over my head and leaned down to press his lips to the top of my breasts. His fingers pressed into the back of my thighs, and I stifled a scream as he pulled me up the door a little. I wrapped my legs around his waist and gave myself over to the carnality that was sure to come.
“Just hold on tight, Tasha. It’s been a long fucking time for me.” He rolled his hips, massaging me with the hard length of his cock.
“Just don’t hold back.” I ran my fingers down his back and pulled at his shirt. He moved up for a second, pulling it over his head, and moved back down to lick and suck at my breasts. I moaned loudly and pulled him in closer with my legs, wanting him buried deep inside of me.
He turned and walked us toward the bed as he gripped my ass tightly with one hand and worked on my bra with the other. I ran my fingers down his face and neck, kissing and sucking at his mouth as passion tore up the center of my stomach.
I groaned as my bra opened and he laid me back down on the bed.
“So hot, baby.” He palmed my breasts and rocked against me.
“All yours.” I reached up and grabbed the front of his waistband, pulling at it. “Take these off. I wanna see you.”
The sexy smile that lifted his lips left my body flooding with wetness. He was sure to be the death of me. Something about me being the only person on the planet that got to see this side of him made me feel far more special than I probably should have.
He took a step back. I let my legs drop to the bed and moved up on my elbows to watch him undress. He turned in a slow circle, completely naked.
“Good?” He moved toward me and tugged my shorts and panties down my legs without unbuttoning them.
I chuckled. “So much better than good.”
“Hold on to my neck.” He crawled up on the bed and pulled me with him as I held on tightly. A soft whimper ripped from deep inside me as he lay down and pressed himself to the front of me. We fit together almost too well.
“I’m falling in love with you, Micah.” I took a chance. I couldn’t seem to help myself.
“Good.” He shifted his hips and pressed into me a little as the world spun around us. I wanted the type of pleasure I knew he could provide, and for the first time in forever, it was enough to keep my fears at bay. His strong fingers slid between my back and the bed, upward until he cupped the base of my head. “Let me know when you catch up to me. I’m done falling. I’ll catch you though. Don’t worry.”
I lifted up and pressed my lips to his as he thrust hard and drove into me. The sound of our collective groans was trapped in between our slow, deep kiss.
He took his time with me, sliding his thick body against mine, kissing me in ways that left me panting for air, driving into me until I was ready to buckle with pleasure.
“God, you feel good.” He licked up the side of my neck. “You’re close. I can feel your pussy swelling.”
“Fuck,” I cried out and jerked underneath him as my orgasm hit. Hearing him talk dirty, if even a little, was more than enough.
“Ride it, Tasha.” He sucked my ear into his mouth and rolled his hips, never picking up his speed and still pulling me into the deepest pool of pleasure I’d ever experienced.
I inhaled loudly as I gripped him against me. The franticness inside of me was a complete opposite to the smooth, calm expression on his handsome face.
“So good,” I whispered and closed my eyes as he continued to rock himself in and out of me. “Don’t stop.”
“Never, baby.” He ran his nose along my jawline and licked at my mouth. “I am gonna have to get a condom soon though. You’re everything I want in my life. It’s hard as fuck to hold back from release with you beneath me.”
“Get one.” I cupped the side of his neck as he leaned down and kissed me thoroughly, his lower half never changing speed. I was edging toward orgasm again, but I figured he would go with me if I wasn’t careful. “Get it now. I’m close again.”
“Good.” He nipped at my mouth and moved back, turning, and walked toward his nightstand.
I smiled at the sight of his ass tensing up as he rolled it on and turned to walk back toward me.
“Come here.” I reached for him and wrapped my thighs back around him. “Let me finish it.”
“Hell yeah.” He rolled us over and gritted his teeth as I slid back down his cock, pressing myself up to take him in fully. “Oh shit. This isn’t going to last nearly long enough.”
“Hush.” I smiled as he lifted an eyebrow at me and reached up to run his hands down my shoulders and around my hips. His tight grip on my ass already had me tingling inside. “It’s not going to last long, is it?”
“Nope.” He sat up and wrapped his strong arms around me, pulling me down for a long kiss as I gripped his shoulders and used my hold on him to lift off his body and impale myself back down over and over. “Faster. Fuck me fast.”
I smiled and pressed my teeth against the front of his shoulder as I leaned into him and bobbed my ass in the air.
He groaned loudly as his fingers tightened on my flesh. The sexy sound of him losing himself threw me over the edge with him. I made sure to hold him tightly and moan my pleasure against his ear.




CHAPTER 27



MICAH
“Tell me again how you talked me into this?” I slipped my hand into hers as we walked up toward her mother’s front door.
“Sex.” She winked at me and moved up to ring the doorbell.
“Sex we had last night, or the sex we’re going to have tonight?”
“Both?” She glanced over her shoulder and stole another piece of my heart.
“I’m down. Anything you want.” I moved up as her mother opened the door and stepped back. I tried hard not to stare at Professor McCraven, but it was hard as hell. It wasn’t difficult to tell she was a beautiful woman, but her appearance made it tough to tell her age. She looked more like Tasha’s grandmother than her mother.
“You guys are early.” She moved toward the center of the house with that being her only greeting.
“Better early than late,” Tasha called after her and moved toward the kitchen.
I took a deep breath and followed them, hoping like hell her father would be easier to talk to. I stopped at the edge of the kitchen as Tasha walked toward a mountain of a man and slipped into his arms. My mouth had to be hanging to my knees.
“Seriously?” I mumbled as they turned to face me. “Tasha, this is Jerald Kelly. Like the
Jerald Kelly.”
He chuckled and extended his hand. “Right now, I’m just her dad. Remember that.”
I shook his hand and smiled. “Of course. Wow. I had no clue your dad was a legend.”
“Don’t give him a bigger head than he already has please.” Natasha’s mother walked by and tugged at what had to be a wig.
“You’re Micah Sanders. I’m not surprised Tasha is dating you. You’re whooping ass at Providence. I caught a little bit of the highlights from your game last night. Great job.” He tilted his head to the side and studied me. “How’s the wrist?”
“You guys know each other?” Tasha glanced between the two of us.
“I’m a basketball coach for a pro team, sweetie. I know everyone, seeing that I’m always looking for new players for the Celts.” He turned and walked back toward the kitchen as Tasha wrapped her arms around my waist.
“You’re drooling.” She wiped my chin and laughed as I wiped it too.
“Am I really?”
“No, silly.” She kissed me quickly and turned to walk back into the kitchen. I sat down at the barstool closest to me and tried not to stare too much. I’d been watching Jerald Kelly since I was a kid. His trophies were all over Providence from his college days, and his pro career had been one of the longest in basketball history. Seeing him as a coach for the Celts was the ultimate, but having him as Tasha’s dad?
I was fucking mind-blown. I pulled out my phone and texted Jacob, needing to unload that shit on someone. He texted me back that he already knew and I was an idiot for not knowing.
“So, Micah. What are your plans in a couple of years? You going to try for the NBA or you have some great degree you’re hoping to use?” He walked over and set a beer down in front of me. “You drink?”
“Yeah, I do.” I picked it up and hit my bottle against his before taking a quick sip. “I’m honestly not sure what the future looks like. I’ve always wanted to be in the NBA, but my Economics degree is something I enjoy the heck out of as well.” I glanced over toward Tasha, who was watching me closely. “Part of it all hangs on what Tasha’s gonna do too.”
Her father glanced over his shoulder and back at me as a smile lifted his lips. “Good answer. I know a few guys in the NBA if that’s the route you’re hoping to go.”
I chuckled and shook my head. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks a lot, sir.”
“Just doing my part.” He walked back into the kitchen with Tasha hot on his heels. I just sat there, staring at him, wondering what the hell else I didn’t know about my new girlfriend. She was a bundle of surprises, and damn if I didn’t love unwrapping each of them.
    
“What did you and your mom talk about after lunch?” I reached over and took Natasha’s hand while we drove back toward campus.
“She just updated me on her treatments and how things were going.” She shrugged and glanced down at our hands. “She apologized for all the shitty things she said to me when she was going through her hard time, and I nodded. I’m not sure I’m good with just accepting an apology because my dad seems to be back in her life. It’s like she’s not in need of a punching bag because things are going well. It’s stupid.”
“Well, just take things one day at a time. That seems like the best way to handle your relationship with her.” I tugged at her hand. “Come closer.”
She smiled and scooted beside me as I wrapped my arm around her shoulder.
“Did you mean what you said about the future? About figuring out what I’m going to do first before you make any plans?”
“Yep. I can see a lot of different possibilities, but all of them wouldn’t make much sense without someone beside me that I could share all of it with.” I leaned over and gave her a quick kiss before turning my eyes back onto the road.
“I like that.” She laid her head against my shoulder and snuggled up to my side.
“Good. Where to now? You wanna come back out to the house with me or what?”
“I’m actually in the mood for a nap. Drop me off at my dorm and I’ll meet up with you later. Would that be all right?” She turned and leaned in, kissing the side of my face several times.
“Yep. I need to talk with Jacob anyway. We’re going to come up with some new rules now that Darren’s out of the house.”
“Was he the one doing everything?”
“Yeah. I didn’t tell you that?” I glanced over at her quickly.
“No. I guess with everything else going on you forgot.”
“I guess.” I released her and pulled up to the dorm. “Don’t think I’m not going to come looking for you later.”
“I’d be pissed if you didn’t.” She reached over and pulled me down for a long, hot kiss as we sat in the parking lot by her dorm building. “You sure you don’t wanna come in for a nap?”
“Define nap.” I wagged my eyebrows at her and kissed her again. “Get outta here before I change my whole day around to suit you, woman.”
“You were talking about changing your whole life.” She moved toward the door and opened it before glancing back at me. “Thanks for coming with me today.”
“Anything for you.” I licked my lips and sat back as my heart skipped a beat in my chest.
She got out of the truck and blew me a kiss as she walked away. I watched her go until my phone buzzing pulled me from the moment.
Unknown number.
“This is Micah.” I put the phone on speaker and pulled out of the parking lot.
“Hey, buddy. It’s Coach Gamble.”
My breath caught in my chest as anger burned through me. The basketball program was doing fine, but all of the players were hurting thanks to this bastard letting greed steal his attention.
“I have nothing to say to you,” I barked out and reached for the button to drop the call. Wanting to hear his side of the story had been the original plan, but after several weeks of mulling it over, I didn’t give a shit what he had to say. Nothing could make up for him turning his back on us.
“Micah. Wait. Please.”
I let out a slow exhale and turned onto the empty street that led through campus. “Make it quick. I’m honestly at a loss for words for what they’re saying you’ve done. It’s like none of us meant shit to you. All those fucking pep talks where you acted like we mattered and—”
“My little girl has leukemia. I don’t have the money to pay for the treatments, and somewhere in the midst of all this bullshit, my wife forgot to fill out the paperwork for our insurance. We can’t get it until next year and I didn’t have a choice.”
“There’s always a choice,” I whispered, not quite sure I believed my own lie.
“Maybe, but I made my choice, which was stupid, and I’m suffering for it now. I won’t keep you, but could you just explain it to the guys? They’re not going to let me back on campus to talk to you guys.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“Thanks, buddy.” He dropped the call and I drove back to the house in silence. Was he telling the truth? Lying to cover up what he’d done? I didn’t know, but something urged me to find out.
I got out of the truck and walked up the stairs to the house, ignoring the guys playing darts in the front yard and heading to the kitchen to find Jacob. He turned from the stove and lifted his eyebrows at me.
“What up? You look like shit.”
“Right. Can you get someone else to cook that and come out back with me?” I moved to the fridge and pulled out a six pack as he yelled for one of the other guys to take his place.
I walked out back and dropped down into a lawn chair before pulling out a beer and popping the top on it. He sat down next to me and grabbed the rest of the six pack, taking a beer out and drinking half of it before turning to face me.
“Spill. What’s going on?”
“How’s Lucas?”
“Not good. Concussion. He was released from the hospital this morning, but he’s going to be out for the next five to six games.”
“And Aubrey?” I took another long drink and turned my face toward him.
“She left for Washington this morning. She’s a hot mess, but you know how those two are together. I’m sure it will be fine, but here’s to hoping.” He lifted his beer toward me and I hit mine against it.
“So Coach Gamble was the one they’re investigating for stealing all that money from the school. Did you know that shit? I signed something that could probably get me sued for talking about it, so keep it to yourself.”
He nodded. “I heard about it. I can’t imagine Gamble doing that, but stranger things have happened.”
“He just called and said it was because his kid has cancer and his wife didn’t re-up their insurance.”
“Damn, that sucks.” He ran his fingers down his face and closed his eyes. “I’m so glad we have a few years left before we gotta deal with shit like that.”
“You have one year.” I popped him in the chest, feeling better just getting some of my shit out. Maybe Tasha forcing me to spill about Lyndsay was a good thing. “You think it’s true about his kid?”
“No clue.” He opened his eyes and looked my way. “You don’t?”
“I don’t know.” I took a long drink of my beer. “I’m still pissed over him leaving us for that shit.”
“You’re an idiot. I’d leave you too if my little girl was dying. There isn’t much I wouldn’t do for my family, you know?” He sat up and finished his beer before pitching the empty bottle into the yard. “What does it matter anyway?”
“Because if he is in need, then we should help him, but if he’s lying, fuck him.” I shrugged. “Right?”
“Yeah. Set up something with him and go find out the truth. You know you’re going to anyway. The guy is one of your heroes.”
“True.” I finished my beer and reached for another one. “You think Aubrey is going to give up her dance scholarship and leave for Washington in December?”
“I would imagine so. She loves Lucas in a way that doesn’t make sense. I hope Emily ends up worshiping me like that.” He chuckled and stood up. “Kinda like Tasha does you.”
“Yeah right. She wouldn’t change her whole world for me.”
“She already has, brother. She’s come out of her shell and started to live again. That’s not enough?”
“I guess you’re right.” I pulled out my phone and pulled up her number as he walked into the crowd of guys that would be under my watch in a year or so. I texted her in hopes that she was awake, but if she wasn’t, I prayed that I wasn’t the one to jack up her nap.
Me: I can’t stop thinking about you.
Tasha: I’m sleeping.
I laughed out loud and ignored the looks I got. I’d blame it on love if they asked.
Me: No, you’re not. I’m headed over there.
Tasha: Good, but just know that I’m still falling.
A smile lifted my lips.
Me: Good. Just know that I’ve already fallen. You gotta catch up, baby.
Tasha: I’m working on it. Come over and I’ll take a break on that and work on you instead.
I got up and left the beer sitting in the grass. She didn’t have to ask me twice. I was all hers and the proof was in the pudding.
Good guys did win the girl.
At least this one did.
The End.
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