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Chapter 1
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Freshman Year

Only three weeks into my freshman year at Hartman College and I’ve abandoned my biology homework for my first frat party. My mother would definitely not approve. Aside from the usual motherly reasons to disapprove of her only daughter being at a frat party, she would remind me that it would be a “poor reflection on the Maddox name.”

But hey, aside from the fact that I can’t spend my entire life in the lab, one of the best things about being a student here is, for the first time, I don’t need to care how my actions affect the Maddox name. I don’t have to worry about it even when I’m doing the things my mother does approve of. 

No one here knows who I am or fawns over me because of my family. I’m even using one of my middle names as a last name on class records so the teachers don’t make a connection. Only the dean knows about that one, so he could make arrangements. 

So here, at Hartman College, I’m Isabella. Just... Isabella.

Call me a dork, but it’s almost like having a secret identity. It’s even more thrilling than being surrounded by a bunch of college guys and more alcohol than I’ve ever seen in one place at one time. 

Yeah, I’m totally enjoying the secret identity thing. 

The fact that my roommate has already ditched me for the guy she just met? Not so much.

I’m determined to have fun anyway. The truth is, though, I keep wandering around the house trying to find a place to land. Everyone seems to know one another already and I’m not sure where to go. 

Eventually I make it into the game room in the basement, where I discover my roommate making out on the couch with some guy. Their tongues are down each other’s throats, his hands are groping her chest, and they’re doing a little Levi lovin’ right there in the open.

Okay. I’m trying on my bold pants, but I’m not that bold. 

Nearby there’s a long table, waist height, where people are gathering for a drinking game. One of the frat boys—he has his letters on—is pouring shots into little plastic cups and passing them down the table. 

This is definitely not my normal thing. My normal thing is more like studying way too much and getting overly excited about the things I know how to grow in a petri dish (freaking awesome shit, if you want to know the truth). But college is about trying new things, right? 

I’m a jumble of nerves and excitement, but I sidle up to the table next to a friendly-looking girl who feels safe. Another Hartman freshman, if I have to make a guess. She’s wearing her thick, blonde hair in dual braids that go past her waist. A knit, multi-colored beanie is perched on top of her head. She looks like a little hippie. 

“Can I play?” I ask. 

She turns to me and smiles. She’s one of those girls who doesn’t wear makeup but looks enchanting and glowing anyway. “Sure. I’m Ashley.”

“Isabella.”

I brace myself for some version of the “Are you from here?” question. My grandfather was Italian and my grandmother was Greek; my warm, copper skin and dark eyes reflect my heritage. When I was very small, I felt a little out of place. My family’s excessive wealth didn’t help. Even after I matured and grew into what I know the guys consider a tall, Italian beauty, I still sometimes feel a little self-conscious in my own body. People don’t always ask about my heritage, but it happens enough that I tend to anticipate it anyway. 

Hippie Ashley, as I’ve decided to call her, only smiles and jabs a thumb to her right. “This is my roommate, Chloe.”

Chloe turns to me, her flowing auburn hair falling over her shoulder. I’m a little taken aback by her ice blue eyes. They’re set off by a delicate, azure piercing nestled above her left nostril. You never know if girls this beautiful are going to be the friendly type or the bitchy type, but Chloe gives me a broad smile. 

They pass me a little plastic cup. “Do you know the game?”

I shake my head and look down at the inch of brown liquid inside. I have no idea what it is and don’t want to sound like an idiot by asking. 

Chloe explains the game. “Each team has one empty cup. We flip it and pass it down the line as fast as we can. The losing team takes a shot. I think that’s how it works anyway. I’ve never played before.”

“Sounds right to me,” says a male voice on my other side. I turn to discover—what was his name? oh right, Justin Kirby—leaning toward me and winking at Chloe. 

Hippie Ashley and Chloe exchange glances and laugh.

I’ve already given this Justin Kirby guy the brush off twice this evening. He’s cute enough and seems friendly, but I have a funny feeling about him. It’s nothing I can put my finger on so it’s not like I can tell him to take a hike. “Can I be on your team?” He gives me what I think is supposed to be a charming smile. 

I shrug. “Okay.” Who am I to say no? 

A few more guys join the line after him. After some shuffling and good-natured arguing, someone at the front of the table gives a signal.

Ashley adjusts her beanie. “Here we go.” 

The people at the end each flip over a plastic cup. The table erupts in enthusiastic shouts as the cup tap taps down the line. It comes pretty quickly to Justin Kirby. As he passes the cup to me, his chest rubs against my shoulder.

I flip the cup and pass it to Ashley, scooting away from him. As our cup goes down the line, it trails behind the opposing team. 

One side of the table cheers as the first cup reaches the end and our team has to take a shot.

I glance at my glass and hesitate for just a second. I said I wanted to play. I grab it and get a sharp whiff of alcohol just before I toss it back. I’ve swallowed liquid fire. I start coughing and sputtering, looking like a complete greenie, no doubt.

I glance at Ashley, embarrassed, but she smiles at me good-naturedly and pats me on the back. 

“Good stuff, huh?” She winks.

Uh-huh. I try to clear my throat, which is still burning.

By the time the guys are done refilling our shots, I’m starting to feel nice and warm. And... I’ll say it... grown up. I’m not a kid anymore. I think I like it. In spite of having to ignore Justin Kirby over there rambling on about his new red Charger and how we should go for a drive, I’m having a good time. 

Chloe eyes her cup and says, “I wish they’d do this with beer.”

“We’ll do just a couple more,” Ashley says. 

The cup goes down the line again and this time our side wins. 

Before we go again, the nice, warm feeling I had is taking an unpleasant turn. My brain is getting tingly or foggy or something and I wish it would stop. Wow, did just one shot do this to me?

The cup goes down the line again, but a few people on our team fumble with it (myself included), and we have to take another shot.

Thinking I shouldn’t, but doing it anyway, I drink it down. 

Yeah. 

That was definitely not a good idea. 

I need to sit down, like now.

Dizzy, I back away from the table with heavy limbs. The girls I met don’t notice my departure but Justin Kirby does. 

He’s right next to me with his hand on my lower back.

“I need to sit down.”

“Okay sweetheart.” He steers me away, past an empty chair. 

“Wait.” But he leads me to the basement stairs and we start to go up. I’m having trouble managing them. 

I mumble something as we wind through the crowd on the main floor, bumping against a shoulder here and an elbow there. The music is pounding. I feel it in my body, but it sounds muffled, along with all the other sounds in the room. He steers me up another flight of stairs. He has to put his arm around me to keep me from tripping on the steps. 

What’s the matter with me?

There’s a long, dark hallway at the top, with several rooms breaking off on either side. Justin Kirby is practically dragging me along.

We pass a couple people—a tiny blonde and a tall, lanky-looking guy with wild hair sticking out all around his baseball hat—and I try to say something to them but I can’t seem to talk. They don’t notice us going by. 

Justin Kirby takes me to a door. When he opens it to reveal a room with a bed, I know I’m in trouble but I’m too out of it to panic properly.

All of a sudden, he half lets go of me, half shoves me into the doorjamb. 

I hit my forehead on the wood, trying to hang on to something. There’s screaming and yelling—his voice, I think, and someone else’s, a woman—but it’s all confusion and all I can do is think about the fact that I’m falling and can’t stop. 

Someone catches me. I see legs and a long braid. Hippie Ashley? 

Someone grabs my other arm, helping to support me, but all I see are the tall, black boots that hug her calves. 

I manage to lift my head.

In front of us, the tiny little woman I saw a second ago is on Justin Kirby’s back, scratching and clawing and hollering at him. He’s screaming like he’s getting attacked by the devil himself. I’m not sure he’s not.

The guy with the baseball hat appears, pulls the girl off, and shoves Justin Kirby hard.

“What the hell?” Justin says.

“You have to slip a mickey into some poor girl’s drink to get some? You sorry sack of shit,” baseball cap says.

Justin Kirby gets a stunned look on his face, a caught sort of look. The gears in my brain are working overtime, trying to make sense of what I just heard. 

Justin’s face hardens into a scowl. “No.”

Was it during the drinking game? I think sluggishly. 

“She’s drunk off her ass,” Justin says. “That’s not my fault.”

“He’s lying!” the girl wearing boots says, still supporting me on my left side. It’s Chloe, the redhead with the ice blue eyes.

“And what were you planning on doing with someone who’s supposedly drunk off her ass?” baseball hat asks.

“Get the fuck out of my face.” Justin Kirby makes a hasty retreat and slams the door. 

My little firecracker of a savior and her male friend look ready to charge the door and tear it down, but I don’t see if they do. I start tipping forward, losing the ability to hold myself up.

“Hey, help us!” Chloe says, then everything goes black. 
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When I wake up, I’m in Chloe and Ashley’s dorm room. Soon after, they’re carting me to the bathroom so I can puke up what feels like every ounce of liquid in my stomach, my intestines, and probably clear down to my colon as well. 

I wipe my mouth. “Gross.”

The girls help me clean up and take me back to their room to lay me down on Chloe’s bed. I feel badly, because I have my own room and hate to put them out. 

They insist it’s no big deal and say I can go home when I’m feeling better. By the time I actually am feeling better, the little blonde firecracker shows up. 

“Hi Sam,” Ashley says. “Come on in.”

“Do you all know each other?” I ask.

Ashley shakes her head. “We met last night. Sam and Jack were upstairs when we went up to get you. When she heard what was going on, she went all nuclear missile on him.”

Said nuclear missile bends over and shakes my hand. “It’s Isabella, right?” 

I nod. “Is Sam short for something?”

“My mother calls me Samantha.” She straightens. “But the people who like me call me Sam.” 

She’s a tiny thing, can’t be more than 5’4”, with short, blonde hair that apparently has a mind of its own. It’s going in all sorts of directions, but it suits her and I can see just by the way she carries herself that she plays the sexy look it gives her for all its worth. 

“Who was the guy?” I ask. “Jack, was it? Was he your date?”

Sam waves her hand. “Nah. Not really my type. He lives across the hall from me. He’s cool enough but he’s dating my dingbat roommate, God knows why. She’s not really my type either.”

Sam plops down in the chair opposite me. “Please tell me that asshole from last night wasn’t your date.”

I shake my head. “No, he kept following me around, though. I don’t know what he put in my drink, but it had to be at the drinking game.” I look to Chloe and Ashley for confirmation. 

“That’s what we thought, too,” Chloe says, nodding.

“How did you even know what was going on?” I ask them, finally having my wits about me enough to be ready for the whole story. “Did you see him do it?”

“No.” Chloe exchanges uncomfortable looks with Ashley. “I just... heard someone say something.”

She doesn’t seem inclined to say more, but based on the looks she and Ashley are giving each other, I take it Ashley knows what Chloe was about to say. 

I glance at Sam, who seems as in the dark as I am.

“What?” I demand. 

Chloe looks uncomfortable. She tucks her auburn hair behind one ear, clearly not wanting to tell me.

“I want to know.” 

Chloe sighs. “I don’t know who the guy was, but he was across the table from us and said to his friend, ‘Look’s like Justin’s getting some from that hot Maddox Heiress. Whether she wants it or not.’ Then they both kind of laughed and I looked around for you and saw him half carrying you up the stairs. I figured it out from there.”

My cheeks burn. 

As hard as I tried to get clear from my family’s name, it freaking followed me here anyway.

“What the hell’s a Maddox Heiress?” Sam asks.

I look at her to see if she’s kidding. She’s not. 

“What are you, a princess or something?” Sam continues. “You came here straight from your castle and dick wad thought he could be your prince charming?”

“Wow,” Ashley says, looking at Sam stunned.

“What? Why’s he calling her an heiress? It sounds like something from a bad 50s movie. How’d you earn a nickname like that?”

We all look at Sam for a moment, dumbfounded. Then I can’t help it, I bust out laughing. 

Oh, I do like this girl. Not only did she kick some serious butt on my behalf, though I don’t remember much of that, she did it having no idea who I was. She’s about to find out, but I’m feeling strangely confident she won’t care.

“My parents are Carl and Linda Maddox. They own Maddox International.”

Sam raises her eyebrows. “Say what?”

The other girls start laughing at her. 

“Shut up,” Sam says easily. “Real people don’t own shit like Maddox International. How was I to know?”

“Well, you weren’t supposed to know. It’s not like I walk around expecting people to fawn over me or something. I’ve been trying to keep my family a secret here.”

“Why?” Ashley asks. She’s sitting cross-legged on her bed, playing with the end of one of her long braids.

“Because, for once I want someone to see me for me and not for my family’s money.”

“People judge me for stupid shit all the time,” Sam says. “Fuck ’em. I don’t bother with jerks like that. You shouldn’t either.”

I smile at her and Sam gives me an appraising look. “You hungry enough to eat yet?” 

“Yeah.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Chloe says. “I can make you something to eat. Maybe some oatmeal or something. It’ll be gentle on your stomach.”

“I was thinking volcano fries at Delsa’s,” Sam says. 

Chloe gives her a dumbfounded look. 

Sam smiles. “Ever had them? They’re delicious.”

“No, but they don’t sound like the kind of thing she should be eating right now.”

“I could eat a horse,” I say.

Sam nods approvingly and the two of us look at Chloe and Ashley. 

Ashley smiles. “I could go for some fries.”

Chloe shrugs. “Oh, what the hell.”

Three hours later we’re sitting at the back corner booth of Delsa’s Diner. It’s a true 50s-style diner, with red, leather booths and white linoleum as far as the eye can see. They even have a jukebox along one wall, but it’s stocked with modern music options as well as the old classics. 

On the table in front of us are the remains of four baskets of volcano fries, and empty glasses that used to hold the thickest, most delectable chocolate shakes I’ve ever had in my life. 

By the time the waiter asks if we’re ready for our check and we finally say yes, I know I’ve just made some fast friends. 

When he comes back with the check, everyone starts pulling out their wallets so they can pitch in. I grab the ticket. 

“How much do we owe?” Chloe asks.

“I’ve got this.” 

“No, no, no,” they all start protesting at once.

“It’s the least I can do after what you guys did for me.” 

They pause, assessing me. I’ve already told them about some of the times people have used me for my money, but I know that isn’t the case here. I think they have to understand that. 

“Come on, please? Let me. We’ll go Dutch next time.”

They look at one another, faltering. 

“Done!” Taking advantage of their hesitation, I toss the money on the table, leaving extra for a tip and start shoving Chloe down the seat so we can get out of the booth before they change their minds.

“All right, all right, bossy.” But she’s smiling and so am I.

We head for the door and Sam says, “Imagine her thanking us with fries when she could be buying us Porsches and shit.” 

We all laugh, but no one laughs harder than I do.
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Chapter 2


[image: image]


Damn near three years later

“Congratulatory cookies,” Mom announces. 

She and I have been lounging at one of the pools at the famous Rivers Paradise Resort, and she’s just returned from a trip to the outdoor patio restaurant. She’s wearing a broad-rimmed sun hat, her short brown hair framing her face. She holds out two little white plates, upon which are the resort’s famous giant caramel brownie cookies. I inhale the sweet scent of chocolate. 

“Mmmm!” I sit up, adjusting the strap of my swimsuit. I’m wearing a modest one-piece because I know what I look like in a swimsuit and don’t like how it draws in the guys. I kind of envy the girls who are comfortable flaunting it, but that’s just not me. I don’t like the extra attention I get from it. Kind of like my family’s excess money. “Congratulations for what?”

She hands me one of the plates, looking more radiant than she has in months. She recently finished her last chemotherapy treatment for uterine cancer and is finally starting to feel more like herself. We come to the resort every summer before school starts. We love the central California coast and Hartman College is only about an hour and a half inland from here so it’s a quick drive back to school, but this year, we’re also here to celebrate her recovery. 

“This is for my future Harvard student.” 

Oh man, don’t curse me.

Clear back in my sophomore year, I decided I wanted to get my master’s at Harvard. It’s one of the best places to be if you’re a biology nerd and want to research diseases, like I do. Every year, I think I want it just a little bit more. 

Honestly, I want it so badly I can taste it. 

That freaks me out because, come on, it’s Harvard. Getting into their grad program won’t be easy. 

“I’m not a Harvard student yet.” Mom tends to go a bit overboard. I’m their only child, so she has no one else to fuss over.

“You will be. Look how high your GRE score was.” She smiles and waves the plate under my nose. I smile and take a cookie. It’s so fresh, it’s warm. 

“It’s just the generals, Mom. I don’t want you getting your hopes up.”

She waves a hand dismissively and bites into her cookie.

Actually, it’s my hopes I’m trying to contain. The general GRE test was one thing. It’s my subject GRE in Biochemistry I’m stressing about. I want plenty of time to study up, so I didn’t schedule that one until November. In the eyes of the Harvard admission board, that’s got to be the test that counts. 

I take a bite of the warm cookie and try to let it’s ooey chocolately goodness take care of the nerves I feel any time I think too much about this. Which is most of the time. 

My phone dings and I dig it out of my bag to check it. 

During school breaks, my Firework Girls and I keep up via an ongoing group message. 

This latest one is from Sam: Jack says there’s a pre-school party Friday night. Will you be home in time to make it, Isabella? 

“Is that Leo?” Mom asks. She’s been pestering me about him ever since we got here. 

“No, it’s Sam.”

“Ah, that Sam. That girl needs to settle down with a nice boy, like you have with Leo. A good Catholic boy.” Leo’s family are Italian Catholics, so he’s practically liquid gold to my mother. 

“Sam’s not Catholic.” 

“But is that really her fault? She can’t help she was raised... what is it? Presbyterian?”

“Methodist.” Not that it matters. Sam’s not really the church-going type. Neither am I, for that matter. Not when I’m away from home, that is.

My mom tsks and says, “She’s a sweet girl anyway.”

I smile. Even around my mom, Sam is still Sam, but my mother has embraced my friends almost as much as I have. My phone dings again. This time it is Leo. 

I get a familiar sinking sensation in my stomach. Sinking, because Leo and I have been seeing each other for nearly six months now, but things have been winding down, especially over the summer. This always seems to happen. Every single relationship I’ve ever been in, I swear. They just kind of... peter out. I’m beginning to think there’s something wrong with me

Leo: The guys want to go camping this weekend. It okay if I see you on Monday?

We had plans for when I got back to Hartman on Friday. Well, sort of plans. I was just going to go over to his apartment after I unloaded my stuff. We didn’t really specify more than that. 

“Still Sam?” Mom asks, glancing at my phone.

“No, it’s Leo.” 

Mom beams, which only makes me more uneasy. “You should invite him to the house for Christmas, so we can get to know him better.”

Yeah, pretty sure Leo and I aren’t even going to make it to the end of the month, let alone the end of the year. 

I don’t have the heart to tell my mother. The past couple of months have been rough on everybody and I don’t want to ruin her trip. She adores Leo and for some reason is convinced he’s the one I’ll end up marrying. Then again, maybe when we see each other things will heat up again? After all, the sex was good at first.

Kind of. 

“I’m sure he’d rather be with his own family for the holidays.”

“Doesn’t he want to get to know your family?” she presses. “If you two end up getting married...”

“Maybe he wants me to meet his family,” I say, knowing how she’ll react.

She straightens and frowns. “You should be with your family for the holidays.”

I try not to smirk. I love my mom, but that shut her up. She puts her empty plate on the little table between us and gets into lounging position. Done with my cookie as well, I do the same. 

With my phone still on my stomach, and still open to Leo’s text, I look out over the crystalline water. There are a few other people out here, but it’s a big pool and well-designed so it feels private enough. The wind rustles through the palm trees, which are scattered about the beautifully-manicured grounds. 

I tap my phone, thinking about Leo’s text. We haven’t seen each other in two months, yet he wants to delay our reunion even more? I’m hurt, wishing he wanted to see me more than that, even though I’m not particularly excited about seeing him either. 

I exhale sharply, frustrated with both of us. I hate this disappointed feeling. This feeling of failure. This feeling that I’m spinning my wheels in the love department and I don’t even know why.  

“Don’t you think this would be a great place for a wedding reception?” Mom asks. “I just love their ballroom.”

I roll my eyes and dismiss Leo’s text. I’ll reply later. I have a notification for a new email and open it; it’s from Dean Jennings. He wants me to come to his office ASAP. The first Tuesday of the semester, he asks? 

Even though I have a good relationship with the Dean, I get a nervous twinge being called to his office like this. It sounds important, but I can’t imagine what it’s about. 

I still remember the first time I was called to his office.

Sam had convinced me to report Justin Kirby to the Dean of Students, which I finally agreed to do. Much to everyone’s disappointment, things didn’t get very far. We had no hard evidence, only hearsay. His frat brothers closed rank and denied any wrongdoing on his part. Since he hadn’t actually managed to rape me that long-ago night during my freshman year, that was as far as the dean had been able to take things. 

He’d pulled me aside later and told me, confidentially, that he believed my story and to stay away from that particular frat house. (Aside from one little excursion there with my girls and a box of illegal fireworks, I’ve pretty much complied. One little revenge prank was more than fair, I thought, and we got ourselves a nickname out of the bargain.) 

I’ve had a handful of interactions with the Dean since then, all for better reasons, thankfully. Once was for a dinner he and his wife hosted at their home last spring, in honor of the Claymore scholars, a semester-long fellowship for biology majors. There were just five of us. 

I sometimes wonder if Dean Jennings doesn’t feel a little fatherly toward me after the way we first met. Some students complain he’s a hard ass (Sam included) but it’s usually after they’ve gotten in trouble for something legitimate (Sam included). As for myself, I like him.

Though his email has me wishing, not for the first time in my life, that I wasn’t the kind of person to feel like I’m in trouble even though I know I haven’t done anything wrong. 

I don’t know which bothers me more: that I’m feeling in trouble even though I always try to be the good girl... or the fact that I always try to be the good girl. 
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“But... I tested out of English 101 freshman year.” 

I’m sitting in Dean Jennings’s office, across from his desk. 

He nods his snowy white head. He’s not much older than my mother, but he once told me he turned white in his thirties, poor guy. “Yes, but you didn’t get credit for the class. That just gave you permission to skip that requirement and take a humanities credit of your choice instead.”

I drop my head on my hand, looking at my schedule resting on his desktop. I can’t believe no one’s caught the oversight before now, but there it is. “Can’t you make an exception?”

“I’m afraid not. You need to decide which one of your classes you want to drop this year. If you want, you can talk to your advisor about this first. Get her advice about which one to cut, maybe...”

I’m going over my schedule, considering each class in turn. I can’t imagine giving up any of them. This is the year I’m supposed to be making myself as desirable as possible as a master’s candidate. 

“Dean Jennings, I need all these classes.”

“You can drop one and still have enough for your majors, but you have to have another humanities course, Isabella. I can’t change the graduation requirements. Not even for you.”

I frown at the paper. 

“However,” he says slowly.

I look up hopefully. 

“What I can do is give you permission to take an extra class.”

“Done!”

“Hold your horses.” He holds up his hand. “Before you agree, keep in mind we have those credit caps for a reason. It can be more difficult than many students realize to take on extra course work, especially when you already have such a heavy schedule.”

I’m nodding, trying to look like I’m taking his warning seriously. I’d rather put in the extra work than drop a class in my major.

“And keep in mind,” he continues, “you’ve got your scholarship to consider and you’re currently on track to graduate summa cum laude. I’d hate to see you lose all that over a dropped GPA.”

“I won’t drop my GPA. I don’t have to take an upper-level humanities course right? Can’t I just take an introduction to something and be done with it?”

He gives me an appraising look. 

“I really, really do not want to give up any of these classes.” I jab one finger on my schedule. “I need to show Harvard what I can do.”

Even though it was his suggestion, I can see he’s still pondering the wisdom of it.

“Come on Dean Jennings, you know I can do this.”

“Well,” he says, “yes, I think you probably can, but I thought it was only fair I warn you.” 

He grabs the course catalogue from the corner of his desk and starts to flip through it. “Let’s see what we can get you into. But if it turns out to be too much, we may have to revisit this plan.”

“Okay.” I grin. “Deal.” 

This actually isn’t such a bad turn of events. Having a double major, I’ve felt almost too focused on science at times. Science is my passion, which is why I’m not willing to put any other classes in its place. But really, as long as I don’t have to give up my science classes, I’m kind of excited to learn something new.

“You have to promise to come to me if you’re having trouble.” Dean Jennings is apparently still nursing some concern about our deal.

“I promise.” I hope it’s a promise I can keep. I’m not always the best judge of when I’ve gotten in over my head.

He flips to the desired section and scans a few pages. “This would be a good one. It’s a lot less reading than a lit class, so it shouldn’t take up too much time. It has an A and B semester too, so it’ll cover you for the year.”

He shows me the book with his finger on the aforementioned class: History of Early Education in America. Fine by me. I’m about to agree when my eyes land on a listing on the opposite page.

“Ooh. I want that one.”

He looks to where I’m pointing. 

“Introduction to Philosophy? There’s a lot of reading in that class. The material can be pretty dense at times, too.”

“I almost took it freshman year but thought I had my humanities credit and wanted to take Cell and Developmental Biology instead. It sounds fascinating.”

“It is fascinating, but it’s going to take up a lot more of your time.”

I read through the descriptions of the two courses. They both have A and B semesters and both sound interesting enough. I’ve always wanted to learn more about the ancient philosophers, though. The chances of me doing that outside of a classroom setting after I graduate are pretty slim.

I give Dean Jennings an innocent smile and bat my eyelashes dramatically. 

He laughs. “Oh fine. Take what you want as long as you can keep up. Check with Ms. Mason. She’ll tell you if there’s any room left.”

By the time I go out to Ms. Mason’s desk, I wonder if I shouldn’t take Dean Jennings’ advice. My regular course load will keep me more than busy. Why make things more difficult on myself than I need to? It’s just a credit. Why not take the easier road?

Ms. Mason looks up both classes. The education class has plenty of room. 

“But,” she says, looking over her glasses at me, “there’s only one spot left in the philosophy class.” 

I hesitate for two heartbeats. “I’ll take it.”

“Of course you will,” Dean Jennings calls from his office. 

I smile at Ms. Mason as she prints out my new schedule. “It starts in two minutes.” She looks at me pointedly. “You’d better hurry.”
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Chapter 3
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I’d almost rather miss the first class than show up late, but with both Ms. Mason expecting me to go and Dean Jennings most likely overhearing her telling me as much, I hustle across the green anyway. 

It’s been a few years since I’ve been in Old Main, one of the oldest buildings on campus and where several of the humanities classes are held. 

I glance at the schedule. “Introduction to Philosophy. Professor Brooks. OM - Room 205.”

I’m not familiar with this professor and hope he’s not too fussy about punctuality. I check the time on my phone. Class started a minute ago. By the time I’ve crossed the green, climbed the stairs, and located the proper room, the class started some seven minutes before I walk in the door. 

Approximately twenty-five heads swing up as I make my entrance. Everyone is either already taking a quiz or, more likely, filling out some pointless beginning-of-the-year questionnaire for the professor. 

Said professor is standing behind the podium at the front of the class. Or... he would have been standing had he not been bending over to remove something from the podium’s lower shelf. 

Nice ass.

Two words, I guarantee you, I have never used when describing any of my professors’ rears. I consider the likelihood of thinking “nice ass” when Old Professor Baggy Pants bends over and nearly burst out laughing right then. 

The man by the podium straightens and my breath catches in my throat. No wonder I was checking out his ass. He’s fucking gorgeous and isn’t old enough to be the professor.

At least, I don’t think he is. Is he a student?

We stare at one another for a moment and I at least have the wherewithal to realize my mouth is hanging open. I close it.

His eyebrows slowly raise, apparently taken aback by the sudden intrusion into the class. He blinks and shakes his head a bit, as if to clear it. “May I help you?”  

A student assistant probably. That has to be it. Hartman College is known for small classes taught by actual professors, not underlings like a lot of the bigger universities. But there are a few of the larger undergrad science classes that are exceptions. Freshman year, my biology class had a hundred and fifty students. The professor gave the lectures, but if you had questions afterward, that’s what his student assistant was for. 

My brain is trying to work out the possibility of an Intro to Philosophy class with only twenty-five students requiring a student assistant, but I’m really rather distracted by Student Assistant What’s-His-Face. 

His gorgeous, gorgeous face. 

And I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone rock a blazer the way this guy’s doing. Aside from his age, he looks the part of a professor. The only thing his blazer is missing are the elbow patches. 

“Miss?”  

“Oh, uh, sorry I’m late. I just got put in this class.”

“Ah.” He looks at me a second longer. I wish I could stand here and stare at him all day. With some popcorn. Sitting in a comfy chair. While he strips off his shirt and—

Apparently recovering from the surprise of my untimely interruption, he grabs the top sheets from a couple stacks of paper on the podium and holds them out to me. I start to move toward him and manage to trip on nothing. I catch myself and cross the front of the room with burning cheeks. 

He gives me an amused smile.

Wow, that smile.

I snatch the pieces of paper and retreat to a seat near the back. I’m usually a front-of-the-room girl, but I’ll make an exception in this case. I’ve drawn enough attention to myself.

I take a deep breath and try to get myself under control. 

“Introduction to Philosophy” the heading on the top paper reads. 

Right. This is why I’m here. Get it together, Isabella.

I glance back at the man at the front of the room. Our eyes meet immediately. I think he was already looking at me. I startle and look back down, bending over my papers for good measure. My heart is racing and I can’t tell if it’s because he caught me looking at him or if it’s because of the way he looks. 

Because he looks So. Freaking. Gorgeous.

I decide not to look at Distracting Sexy Student Assistant so I can concentrate on what’s in front of me. A syllabus and a questionnaire. I can only assume everyone’s busy working on the latter. 

I’d dropped my bag on the floor next to me. I now bend over so I can spend, apparently, several minutes fumbling around for my pen. My bag is working against me, I swear it. I have to keep pulling my long hair out of my face with one hand so I can see what the hell I’m doing. 

At last I manage to free a pen from the bowels of my traitorous bag and sit up only to find myself face-to-face with Mr. Distracting Sexy Student Assistant. I startle and put my hand on my chest.

“Sorry,” he says quietly, trying not to disturb the class. As if every girl in the room isn’t watching him. I know they have to be. 

He’s kneeling by my desk, an open folder on his leg and a pen in the other hand. 

He’s even sexier up close. There’s just a hint of stubble coming out on his strong jaw bones. His eyes, which I thought were blue at first glance, are actually an intriguing mix of blue and green. His dark hair looks soft and touchable and my holy God, is that his smell? 

Would it be inappropriate for me to lean over and sniff him? Would he report me to the professor?

He gives me another smile and, I’m embarrassed to admit this, I think I’m melting into a puddle right here at the back of the class.

“What’s your name?” he asks.

Anything you want, baby, what’s yours?

I think I’m channeling Sam’s spirit or something. 

“Isabella. Nikas.” It’s actually Isabella Procopio Caivano Nikas Maddox, but I don’t have enough functioning brain cells to go into all that. I don’t use the Maddox name on campus anyway. 

Before I have a chance to spell the last name for him, he says, “Greek, right?” I blink at him. “N-i-k-a-s?”

I nod. “Are you Greek?” I ask stupidly.

He smiles and my heart does a little flutter. “No.”

There’s this weird pause, where he’s just sort of smiling at me and I’m just staring at him, too stunned behave like a normal human. Then he jolts slightly and clears his throat and writes my name on the class roster in neat print. 

“Thank you, Miss Nikas.” He returns to the front of the class without looking at me again. 

Miss Nikas? What the hell?

Maybe I’ll try to sort out why he just called me by my last name after I’m done checking out his rear. Hey, there’s no harm. Besides, it looks so squeezable in his soft, black slacks.

He sets the folder on the teacher’s desk in the corner with a smack, then turns to face the class. Our eyes meet again. Do I keep looking at him or does he keep looking at me? 

I return to the papers in front of me. What am I supposed to be doing again? I glance around and notice everyone’s pretty much done and waiting for the next step. This class is on the young side, mostly freshmen from the looks of it. I’m probably the only senior in the room.

“Alright, let’s get started,” he says. “Welcome to Introduction to Philosophy. I’m Professor Shane Brooks.” 

Professor? Did he say professor?

Oh, help me. I fumble for my schedule. There it is at the top of the page: Professor Brooks. 

“I have a Bachelor’s Degree in Philosophy from right here at Hartman,” he continues, “a Master’s in Philosophy from Tufts University in Massachusetts, and somehow managed to survive the snow. This is my first year teaching at Hartman and I’ll be working on my PhD here as well.” 

It’s not enough that he’s pretty. He has to be intelligent on top of it? As if I needed any more reasons to find my professor attractive.

“I’ll go over your syllabus in a moment, but first we’re going to take a few minutes to introduce ourselves. This class will be heavy with discussion, so I’d like us to start to get to know one another.”

Don’t think about how you’d like to get to know him, I chant to myself. Don’t think about how you’d like to get to know him.

“To begin, tell us your name, your year, your major if you know it, and why you decided to take this class.”

He circles the front table and most of him disappears behind the podium. Okay, that’s better. I can breathe a lot easier now that I don’t have to take in the full package. 

Pull yourself together, Isabella!

I look at the papers in front of me, pretending to read them, though I have no idea what they say. My hands are clasped tightly in front of me. 

I’m supposed to look at this professor all year and actually concentrate? Maybe I should’ve taken that education class. I wonder if it’s too late to change. 

I glance up at him. Then again, a little eye candy could fall into the Major Bonus category. Once I get over the initial shock of his looks, I should be able handle his class okay. 

Right?

I realize everyone’s looking at me. Professor Brooks’ arms are crossed and he’s watching me with a bemused expression. 

Shit. It’s my turn. “I’m Isabella. I’m a senior with a double major in Biology and Chemistry.”

Professor Brooks nods. Damn. He’s so hot I’m actually starting to get turned on. I hope I’m not blushing. Get it together, girl!

“And?” he says. He’s giving me that bemused smile again. Who knew a professor in a blazer giving me a bemused smile could be so hot?

I blink. “And? Oh. Right. I’m short some humanities credits for graduation, so here I am.” 

“An endearing reason,” he says with a smile. Again he lingers on me for a moment, for no reason I can tell, before looking to the next student and indicating it’s her turn.

I’m glad he’s not looking at me anymore because now I can look at him longer. I can’t seem to peel my eyes off him. 

Now I know for sure. Taking this class was a horrible, horrible idea.
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Chapter 4
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I’m sitting on the couch in the living room of our new apartment. Sam, Chloe, Ashley, and I signed a year lease July 1st and I’m thoroughly enjoying being off campus for our senior year. I’ve had enough of dorm living.

Sam’s in her room but Ashley’s in the overstuffed chair across from me. She’s rapidly working her long hair into a single braid. She gave up the double braids, and the beanie, sophomore year.

The Biochemistry, Cell and Molecular Biology GRE Study Guide is open on my lap and I’m just starting a new note card when Chloe walks in the front door. 

“You’re back early,” I say. It’s nearly nine at night, but I didn’t expect to see her for the rest of the evening. She’s been out with Brad, missing our traditional start-of-the-year volcano fries expedition to Delsa’s.

“Just picking up my tablet.” Her auburn hair bounces as she trots down the hall. 

“There’s a shake in the freezer for you,” Ashley calls after her, her fingers flying. Even after all these years, I’m still impressed by how quickly she manages it. I’ve tried braiding her hair before and it takes me forever.

“Thanks,” Chloe hollers from their room. “I’ll get it later.”

My phone dings. It’s a text from Leo. 

Him: We need to talk.

We’ve seen each other a couple times since school started, and it’s only confirmed what I suspected before. This relationship has run its course. I’m pretty sure he’s cooled as much as I have. We’ve had sex once since reuniting and it was about as exciting as a trip to the grocery store. I’ve moved past that denial phase where I don’t want to end a relationship because it makes me feel like a failure. It’s time for the whole thing to be done. 

Me: Yes.

Him: You free now?

I’m pretty sure he’s ready to end things too, which is good, but I really don’t want to get into it tonight. 

Chloe comes back down the hallway, her tablet in hand. She heads for the door, then halts, looking at me. “Oh, what’d the dean want?” 

“Apparently I’m short a humanities credit. I didn’t want to drop any of my classes so he gave me permission to go over the cap. I’m taking Intro to Philosophy.” 

She nods in approval. “That’s cool. Have you had your first class yet?”

“Yeah. This afternoon. It’s a new professor. He’s kinda cute.”

There. I said it. I’m officially not withholding anything. Right? Although ‘kinda cute’ might not be quite the right way to describe him.

“That’s a nice change of pace,” Chloe says rolling her eyes. Her phone dings and she bolts. “It’s Brad. Mr. Impatient. Gotta run.” She gives us a smile and a wave and bounds out the door. 

I glance out the window, absently watching her climb into Brad’s car. 

My mind is back in philosophy class. I admit it. But hey, he was... you know... kinda cute. What girl wouldn’t fantasize about that face a little?

As Brad’s car drives away, Jack’s truck pulls up. He and Sam are heading to the school’s bookstore for their textbooks. No minute like the last minute.

“I’m off too.” Ashley tosses her finished braid over her shoulder and hops off the couch. “I want to grab a practice room before they’re all full.”

Ashley’s a killer pianist and, as far as I can tell, the star of Hartman’s music department. This is something she vigorously denies any time we bring it up. I have no idea why. 

When we got this new apartment, I seriously considered buying a piano for her but I knew that’d be crossing a line. They wouldn’t even let me chip in extra on the rent so we could have a four bedroom instead of three. I thought it’d be nice if everyone had their own room, but Ashley and Chloe don’t mind sharing the master. 

“We’ve been roommates for three years,” Ashley had said. “No reason to change things now.”

“Plus,” Chloe added, “we get the master bath and that yummy, yummy jetted tub.”

“Hey Jack,” Ashley says now, accepting a kiss on the cheek as he comes in. “Bye Jack.”

He shuts the door behind her and scans the living room with a grin. His eyes land on me. “Hey Bella Babe. Where’s Sam?”

“’Bout time you got your sorry ass here,” Sam says, coming down the hall. “They close in fifteen minutes.”

“Plenty of time,” he says, grinning. “We should be quick, though. I’m taking Missy to the club tonight.”

“I thought you were taking Katrina,” I say.

“She had to cancel, but to make up for it she’s taking me to dinner at The Iron House tomorrow night.”

“Score,” Sam says, approving. 

I don’t know how Jack keeps all his women straight, but he seems to manage somehow.

Sam grabs her purse from the side table and they head for the door. 

“Oh!” I dump my book off my lap, jump off the couch, and run for my purse. “Will you pick up whatever it is I need for Intro to Philosophy?”

“Just come with us,” Sam says. 

“Please, please, please.” I dig out some cash and bring it over. 

Sam gives me a look.

“Jack?” I hold out the money, tilt my head, and give him my best puppy-dog eyes.

He takes the money and I reward him with a kiss on the cheek. 

“If you spoil the children, they’ll be impossible to live with,” Sam tells him as they head down the walkway.

“I love you!” I call.

Without turning around, they both raise their hands in a wave. 

Before I return to the couch, my phone dings again.

Leo: Bella?

I forgot he’d asked to see me tonight. 

Me: Tomorrow?

It takes him a couple minutes to respond. 2pm? Coffee at Java Hut?

It’s the perfect place for a break up. I sigh. I guess we may as well get it over with. 

Me: Okay.

I return to my studying, or try to anyway. My mind’s all over the place. I decide I need to burn off some pent up energy. I abandon my book in the living room, change into my suit, and head for the school’s lap pool. 
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While swimming laps is a near-daily workout for me, tonight it has the extra bonus of clearing my head. I most often swim in the mornings, but what I like about late-night swims is the solitude. The pool is rarely occupied at this hour. 

I finish my final cool down lap with a long, underwater stretch. Breaking the surface, I tilt my head back and run my hands over my hair to smooth out the water. When I open my eyes, who should I see walking through the door but Professor Brooks himself? 

He’s not in a blazer and soft slacks this time. Oh no. He’s in swim trunks and a t-shirt that just hints at some serious muscle underneath. Even from this distance I can tell his arms are hard and sinewy. A towel is slung casually over one broad shoulder.

So much for clearing my head. 

Our eyes meet and he halts.

“Oh—” 

“Professor Brooks.”

“Miss Nikas.”

I blink at him stupidly. 

“Sorry,” he says. There’s that pause again as he looks at me. He seems to recover and clears his throat. “I was told there usually aren’t any students here this hour.”

“Usually not. I don’t usually come at night either. I usually swim in the morning, but I had a conflict.” I’m rambling, and overusing the word ‘usually’, so I clamp my mouth shut. 

“I can come back later...” He gestures toward the door and turns halfway, offering to go.

I take a steadying breath. Why am I being such an idiot? 

“No, no. It’s okay. There’s nothing that says professors can’t use this pool, too. I’m done anyway.”

I lift myself onto the edge, water streaming off my body. Even though I always feel a bit self-conscious in a suit—even the simple swimmers one-piece I’m wearing—something about being alone in here with Professor Gorgeous has me feeling extra exposed.

When I glance at him—still standing there, watching me—he jolts into motion, turns his back to me, and heads for one of the concrete benches lining the walls. I likewise head for my towel, on the bench freaking right next to the one he chooses. 

“Are you on the swim team here?” He tosses his towel onto the bench. I could be imagining things, but it seems he’s purposely not looking at me. Maybe he feels weird about seeing a student in a swimsuit?

“No, I did that in high school, though.” He kicks off his sandals. God, is he going to remove his shirt? 

I don’t care if he is my professor, I really, really want him to remove that shirt. It’s not a sin to look is it? 

I start to dry off. “I was in diving, too. But I don’t compete anymore.”

“Do you play any other sports?”

“No. I’m not too good at anything that involves a ball.” 

His eyebrows raise slightly and his eyes come to me for the first time since I got out of the pool. He gives me a funny look and I realize how that must have sounded. My cheeks start to burn so I toss the towel over my head and start drying my hair. 

He doesn’t say anything off-color though. Instead he asks, “You don’t like basketball?” 

“Why does everyone think I like basketball just because I’m tall?” I say from underneath the towel. 

He laughs and I peek out from behind the towel. I like his laugh. 

He pulls his shirt over his head and oh my God this guy is cut. I take in his broad chest and abs as much as I can but I can’t stand here ogling over my freaking philosophy professor. 

I’m absently rubbing my hair with the towel. What am I supposed to be doing? I spot my cover up, resting on the bench, and grab it. As soon as I throw it on, he looks at me once more. I feel more comfortable covered up, too.

“So what was your conflict?” he asks.

“Huh?”

“You said you usually swim in the morning.”

“Oh. I had some work to do with my lab team. It was the only time they could all meet and I’m fine swimming in the evenings.”

“That’s right, you’re a biology major. Also, what was it, chemistry?”

I nod, pleased that he remembered. 

“What are you planning on doing with your majors?”

“I want to get my master’s in microbiology. I’ve been studying up for the Biochemistry GRE. I’d like to research diseases.”

He raises his eyebrows and nods. “Nice. That makes me think of an article I read lately about a breakthrough they’ve made with Alzheimer’s.”

I blink at him. “The one in Scientific American?”

“Yes, that’s the one. Pretty exciting stuff.”

“It is!” I step closer to him, forgetting for a moment about his chest and his cuteness and his professor-ness. “They’re getting closer to a cure all the time.”

“Can’t happen too soon,” he says. “What I found most interesting about the article is how they figured out how to grow the proteins they needed.”

“Stroke of genius!” I agree. We discuss the science behind the breakthrough some more, sitting on the concrete bench as we talk. I even expand on some of the concepts a bit, explaining things the article simplified for the sake of a more general readership. 

“You know,” I say, tilting my head at him, “I didn’t expect a philosophy professor to be very interested in science.”

“I may be a professor of philosophy,” he says easily, giving me the kind of smile that makes my heart flip over, “but I’m a student of everything.”

Wow. If Leo had ever said anything like that to me, maybe he’d still be my boyfriend instead of on the way out. 

I give a slow smile, and our gaze locks into something different. 

Something intense.

My smile disappears and the heat rises in my body. 

Now I’m wondering how I managed to forget, even for a moment, just how delicious this guy looks, or how I managed to forget this ‘guy’ is my professor. 

If he weren’t, I would probably try to make this moment play out differently.

But he is. 

So I get up and tell him good night. He gives a little cough and scratches the back of his neck, swinging his gaze to the pool. “Goodnight, Miss Nikas.”

I leave feeling the ground underneath me starting to shake. 
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A couple weeks into the semester, the girls and I are lying on the grass on the main quad. It’s a large area a little bigger than a football field, with pathways leading to the various buildings on campus. The grand, colonial-style administration building is down the quad from us to the left. The social sciences building is across the way, and Old Main to our right. 

We’re under our favorite tree, the library behind us, working on various homework assignments and taking frequent breaks to chat and snack on our stash of treats. 

I’m lying on my stomach, working on my reading assignment for biochemistry and enjoying the gorgeous weather. Just as I’m downing two Pringles in one bite, Sam says, “Holy God. Is that a student or a professor?”

I have a feeling I know who’s she’s talking about before I even look. 

Yep. There he is, in all his glory, walking from the administration building towards Old Main. 

He looks even better outdoors and all sun-shiney. 

I need serious help. 

I’ve had four more classes with Professor Brooks (not that I’m counting) and have spent exactly four of them trying not to drool all over my desk. I keep thinking it’s going to get better, but if anything it’s getting worse. 

At first, he was only a distraction during class, when he was right in front of me and I couldn’t help but think about him. Now it’s gotten to the point where he’s invading my thoughts at unexpected times all during the week. 

In the hours leading up to his class, I feel the anticipation of it all throughout my body. An anxious, delicious, tingling sensation. Like I’m feeling right now.

I know it’s an obsession. It has to be. It’s bound to pass eventually, but that can’t happen soon enough. It’s starting to feel like torture. 

“That’s my philosophy professor,” I say, in as neutral a voice as I can manage.

“Damn,” Chloe says. “You did not tell us near enough about that professor.”

I feel so guilty and embarrassed about my obsession with Professor Brooks, I haven’t even confessed to my girls. And I tell them everything. But I can’t bring myself to admit just how much he’s gotten under my skin. I feel like a ridiculous school girl. 

We all check him out appreciatively as he walks across the lawn. Sam’s pulled herself up into a sitting position and is practically drooling.

“How in the hell are you resisting that one?” she says.

I snort, as if I’m appalled by her suggestion. As if the heat’s not climbing in my body right now.

“What?” Sam asks. “That’s the perfect way to get over Leo.”

“I’m okay about Leo.” The break-up had been short and not too emotional. We even ran into each other at Subway the other day and it wasn’t that awkward. 

Sam shushes me. “I’m giving you a golden reason. Come on, take it.”

“Did you miss the part about him being my professor?”

“Maybe I should take him then,” Sam smiles and I tense up. “If it weren’t for the blazer. I mean, what’s up with the blazer? Why does he dress like that?” 

“You mean like a professor?” Chloe asks, as he ascends the steps of Old Main. “You want him in torn jeans and a muscle tee?”

“God, yes,” Sam breathes. 

“I think it’s cute,” I say. He disappears into the building and we all look away. I roll onto my back and look at the canopy of branches above us, willing my heart to settle down.

“It’s the blazer that bothers you,” Ashley says to Sam wryly, “not the professor thing.”

“As if you don’t know the answer to that question.” I can just imagine her grinning like the Cheshire cat.

“You’re shameless,” I say, trying to sound disdainful of violating such a taboo, and ignoring that little part of me that wishes I was brave enough to violate it myself. 

Or would that be stupid enough? 

I’m not sure I know.
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Chapter 5
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At the end of class the following day, Professor Brooks wraps up our discussion the same way he always does: he comes away from the front of table (which he tends to lean against, instead of hiding behind the podium), claps his hands together once, and says, “Alright!” 

It’s kind of adorable. It’s also my least favorite part of the day, because it means class is over. 

“Make sure you come to the next class prepared to discuss Wittgenstein’s essay, ‘On Certainty.’ Have a good weekend everyone.”

The class rumbles into action, gathering books and laptops and leaving their seats. From my usual spot in the back row, I watch half the freshman girls give him a goofy smile and wave as they leave. I’m not the only female in class with a crush on him, that’s for sure. In fact, I think I’ve identified at least one guy with a crush on him, too. 

I’ve been pointedly avoiding such giggly, obvious behavior. Instead, I’m hiding my childish obsession like a grown up. I don’t say hello or goodbye, and I try to look at him as little as possible (though I’ve become an expert at stealing glances). I stick to the back but haven’t been able to resist jumping into discussions. The class is out of my comfort zone but it’s fascinating the hell out of me. 

Today I have to break my don’t-engage-him-as-you’re-leaving-class rule. 

I approach his desk as he’s packing up his leather bag. I should be regretting the fact that I’m having to break my rule and get so close to him. I really should. But I’m not.

He notices me and smiles. “Ah. Miss Procopio Caivano Nikas,” he says grandly.

I stop short, my eyebrows raised. 

He lifts a little green folder. “They sent the updated roster.”

“Ah.”

He gives me a sideways glance—is it just my imagination that he seems to linger on me?—before returning his attention to his desk. He stuffs the folder in his bag and goes for his stack of books. “That’s quite the list of names you have there.”

The list he has is still one short. “Family names.” I come the rest of the way to his desk. “You know how that goes.” 

“Are your family Greek or Italian?” 

I remember how he correctly identified the origin of the name Nikas on my first day. “Both. My maternal grandmother was Greek. She fell in love with my grandfather, an Italian Catholic, when he was in Greece on leave. She converted to the Catholic Church and everything. Being Greek Orthodox, it was quite the family scandal, as I understand it.” 

“I can only imagine. The rules people will break for love.” 

I try not to look too stunned by this statement or reveal my recent ponderings about rule breaking. He seems a little taken back by his own statement too. But maybe I’m just imaging things. 

He does his little throat clearing thing and looks up toward the ceiling, furrowing his brows like he’s trying to remember something. 

This gives me an excellent view of his profile and broad shoulders. My hearts galloping away again. It’s so weird; I’ve never experienced an obsession like this. I want it to go away. But I don’t. It’s tormenting me, but it’s an addictive kind of torment.

“If I remember correctly,” he says, “Procopio is the name of the first Christian martyr in Diocletian’s persecutions. Back in 300 AD, I think.”

I laugh a little. I can’t help it. How the hell do you know that? I want to say. But he’s my professor, so instead I say, “Is it? Did you just... know that?”

He smiles. “No. Google. I’m kind of a dork about names.”

I can’t figure him out. I would agree he’s kind of a dork (not that I mind, because I’m kind of a dork too), except ‘dork’ just is not the right word for a man who looks like that and gets my skin all tingly every time he’s within fifty feet of me. 

“What about the others?” I prompt.

“Caivano is a city.”

“Near Naples, yes.” That one I knew. My grandfather was from that city and I still have cousins there.

“And Nikas I knew was Greek. It sounded Greek anyway. But I had to look that one up too. It’s short for Nikolaos.”

I nod. “That about covers it.”

“It’s a rich heritage.”

“It’s a whole lot of names,” I say rolling my eyes.

He packs the last book, closes the flap on his bag, and hoists it over his shoulder. He’s close enough I could reach out and touch that shoulder if I wanted to. “At least you have a middle name or two to call your own.” 

“Don’t you have a middle name?” 

“Nope. Shane Brooks. That’s it.”

“What?” He grins. Is he pulling my leg? “That’s not possible. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone with no middle name.”

“Ah, we’re out there. We have a support group that meets on Tuesdays.”

I laugh. “Well, I have more names than I need. Feel free to borrow one of mine.”

“Hmm...” He eyes me. Be still my heart. “But how would I pick? It’d have to be one with some nice meaning, I think. There’s nothing too mysterious about the meaning behind Brooks.”

“Nope. I don’t even think I need to Google that one.” 

He laughs. “How about Procopio? That one has an interesting story behind it, even if it is grizzly. I like stories.”

I grin. “Shane Procopio Brooks. That has a certain ring to it.”

“I think so, too. I thank you for your generosity, Miss Nikas.” He bows his head slightly, keeping his eyes on mine and giving me a heart-stopping smile.

My God, isn’t it bad enough that he’s so delicious to look at? The fact that he’s so easy to talk to is not helping me. Why have I been standing here chatting with him? I didn’t mean to. All this is doing is feeding my preoccupation with him. I should go. I really, really should. 

But once again our gaze deepens into something that feels impossible to look away from. 

Neither one of us says a word.

Suddenly, he’s clearing his throat and saying he has to go and I’m watching his back as he heads for the door. 

Dammit. 

I slowly trail after him, a little numb. 

What the fuck just happened? What’s the matter with me? 

I exit the room. He’s gone down the hall to the right when I need to go left. I force myself to go left and not trail after him like a little lost puppy. I take only a couple steps when I remember why I needed to talk to him in the first place. 

I spin and call down the hallway, “Oh, Professor Brooks?”

He turns and stops, waiting for me as I walk back to him. I stop several steps short. It feels dangerous to get any closer. 

He’s gripping the strap of his bag with one broad hand. He almost looks leery of me. 

“I’m sorry, I forgot. The chemistry majors have a field trip to Carson Laboratories on Tuesday. I won’t be here for class. Is there something I need to do to make it up?”

“As long as you know the material, you should be fine.” He looks about to say something else, but hesitates. I hover there, waiting for the rest. “You’re welcome to pick up a copy of the lecture notes after.” He takes half a step back. “Have a good day, Miss Nikas.”

It’s starting to feel weird to me that he’s not calling me by my true last name, Maddox. Even though that’s what every professor on campus has done for the last three years. 

“You too, Professor Brooks.” 

We both turn and go our separate ways. 
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I’m so distracted by my most-recent interactions with Professor Brooks, I literally run into the back of another student at the on-campus snack bar, the Gizmo. 

“Oh sorry!” I say, as the guy turns around to see who’s accosted him. 

My face works into a look of disdain as I see who it is. Justin Kirby. 

He gives me that evil smile of his. “Been drinking again Mistress Maddox?”

Bastard. One person on campus calls me by my real last name and it has to be this asshole. 

He’s never gotten over the fact that I tried to have him investigated after the incident freshman year, and whenever we run into each other on campus (which happens more frequently than I’d like), he goes out of his way to make some sort of snide remark. 

The whole situation makes Ashley nervous. She’s suggested he might be stalking me, but I figure if he were going to try anything else with me, he would’ve done it by now. He doesn’t scare me anymore. He’s just a gargantuan prick.

I roll my eyes. “Looking to refill your supply of roofies?” I say calmly, turning away from him. “I don’t think they sell that here.” 

I walk away and he lets me go without further comments. 

Though I’ve learned how to handle him, he’s one thing I won’t miss when I graduate. I can say that for sure. 
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The following Wednesday, I head to Old Main to pick up the lecture notes from Professor Brooks. I locate his office on the second floor, but when I knock on the door, there’s no answer. The anticipation I felt at the prospect of seeing him drains out of me. It’s both a relief (because my crush on him feels unbearable at times like this) and a disappointment. I need the notes, yes, but really, I just wanted to see him. 

Even though I shouldn’t want that. Shouldn’t want it at all. 

His door doesn’t have any of the whiteboards or decorations the other professors sometimes have. There’s only a simple, brown name plate with his name in white, block letters: Shane Brooks. 

I let out a slow breath. I’ll just get the notes after class tomorrow. It’s what I should’ve done anyway. There was no reason to make a special trip for them. 

No good reason anyway. 

I head back down the hall and toward the stairs. A class is letting out just ahead. When I pass the door I glance in and see him at the table inside, packing up. My heart does a flip. Stay cool, Isabella.

I weave my way through the exiting students and stop when I reach the corner of the desk. This is a different classroom, but it’s set up pretty much the same. He does a double-take when he sees me, as if I’ve caught him by surprise. 

“He-hello, Miss Nikas.”

“Hi Professor. I came to pick up the lecture notes.”

“Ah, yes. Right.” He pulls a folder out of his bag. “I made you a copy yesterday. Here you go.”

He hands me the notes and goes back to packing his bag. 

And that’s that. 

So much for any kind of special interaction with him. What was I expecting anyway? I have got to get it together.

I thank him and turn to leave. 

“How’s your studying going for the GREs?” he asks.

I turn back to look at him. He offers me that friendly professor smile. I mean, it is the same smile he gives all his other students, right? It probably only feels different to me because of my crush. Probably every other girl crushing on him think he smiles at her differently, too. 

Still, our interaction isn’t over yet and that smile of his makes my heart dance around in my chest. It’s an intoxicating rush I’m powerless to stop. I don’t even try. I’m just happy he’s talking to me, even if it is just about academic stuff. I’ll take what I can get. 

“Pretty good,” I answer. “I study a little each night. I have a healthy stack of note cards.”

He raises his eye brows. “Actual notes on actual cards?”

“Kind of old-fashioned, right?” I shrug and smile. “But writing things down by hand is the best way for me to retain information.” Sam thinks I’m a total nerd for the way I study. I probably am, I don’t know. 

“I agree. I do the same thing.”

“You do?”

He digs around in his bag, pulls out a stack of cards, and plops them on the desk top. 

“Impressive.” Those little note cards draw me in like magic. Next thing I know, I’ve grabbed them and am leaning against his desk, flipping through them. His neat print is on each card and the titles are cleanly highlighted in one of four colors. I have to smile a little, feeling in fellowship with a fellow scholar. 

I read the title of a card. “Early Gnostic thinkers in Rome?”

He shrugs. “I’m trying to get a handle on my thesis. These are just preliminary thoughts.”

That doesn’t seem like a very philosophical subject. I flip through a few more cards until I come to a sketch. 

“What’s this? Looks like the School of Athens.” 

“Very good.” He leans against the desk too, right next to me. “Back in the days of the ancient Greeks, citizens would gather to hear their great teachers and ask questions. I imagine Plato in his long robe, standing right there.” He leans closer a bit to touch the spot. His arm presses against mine, from my shoulder to my elbow. 

I grow still and my breath shallows, responding to the warmth of him against me. Another few seconds pass before I realize he’s not moving either. Or talking. We’re just sitting here, shoulder to shoulder, looking at his drawing done up in bold pen strokes. 

Suddenly Professor Brooks hops up and away. “I need to get going.” He starts loading his laptop into his bag. 

“Yes, of course.” Flustered, I straighten myself. “Sorry for...” I deposit his note cards on the desk. “Sorry to keep you.” 

I retreat toward the door, my heart pounding the entire way. 

Before I get there, Dean Jennings walks in and my heart stops. I feel like I’ve been caught doing something wrong, but I wasn’t. Was I?

Smiling broadly under a cap of snowy white hair, the Dean greets us and says he came to see how things are going for his new professor. 

“Is he doing a passable job?” Dean Jennings asks me.

“Oh yes!” I answer too loudly, still trying to get my wits about me. “Yes, he’s great.”

“Good to hear. Oh,” he furrows his brow at me. “I thought Philosophical Analysis just let out. Aren’t you in his Intro class?”

“I’m here to pick up the lecture notes from yesterday.” I hold them up. My hands are shaking, so I put them back down. “I missed class because we had that field trip to Carson Laboratories.”

“Oh, that’s right. I heard that went well.”

I nod.

“Isabella’s taking a high class load this year,” Dean Jennings says to Professor Brooks, by way of explanation apparently. “How’s she holding up in your class?”

I look at Professor Brooks for the first time since Dean Jennings walked in the door. “Um, good.” He looks like he’s trying to get his feet under him as well. 

Maybe I’m not the only one terrified to think what would’ve happened if the Dean had come in two minutes sooner. 

I mean, not that it was anything. Was it?

It just would’ve looked bad.

Right?

But as I excuse myself so they can talk without me, I have a bad feeling about the look on Professor Brook’s face. 

He looks as guilty as I feel. 
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Chapter 6
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A day later, I’m swimming at the school pool close to midnight, having missed my morning swim yet again. I’m pushing myself even more than usual, trying to wear myself out too much to think about things—and people—I should not be thinking about. The fact that I saw him here the last time I came at night only pushes me more. 

It’s during a hard, backstroke stretch to the far side of the pool that I notice the glass door swinging shut. But rather than someone coming in, I see Professor Brooks’ back retreating before he disappears completely. He must have seen me and turned right back around to leave. 

I stop my stroke abruptly, treading water and staring at the empty doorway, willing him to come back. 

But he doesn’t. 
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“You’re going to the frat party, right?” Sam’s at my doorway, wearing her I’m-here-to-party-and-probably-get-laid outfit. I’m sitting cross-legged on my bed, wearing my jeans and an old Crest Academy Diving Team tee, holding the Biochemistry GRE Study Book on my lap. 

I heard Jack was getting us into another frat party—though he’s not the kind of guy to join a frat, he’s so friendly he’s practically an honorary member of most of them—but I wasn’t planning on going. Partying with my girls is usually a welcome balance to my otherwise studious life, but not tonight.

“Eh,” I say. “I’m not really in the mood.”

“Oh, come on.” She comes in and plops down on the foot of my bed. “You need to get out and have a little fun. I can see it.”

Ashley appears in the doorway and leans against the jamb. 

“Ashley’s going,” Sam says.

“Just for a bit,” Ashley says. She doesn’t need to explain why. She has a big performance tomorrow. We all know she won’t be out late or drinking much tonight. 

“Is Chloe going?” I ask.

Sam makes a face. “Brad has a thing he wants her at. So see? You have to go. It can’t be just Ashley and me.”

“Thanks a lot,” Ashley says easily. 

“I don’t know,” I say. 

I should probably go and try to... I don’t know... have fun I guess. I know I’m being stupid about Professor Shane Brooks. I can’t seem to stop myself. 

“I have studying to do.” 

Sam rolls her eyes and shuts my book. “You probably have that stupid book memorized by now. Come on, Isabella. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

“What? Who?”

“Tony’s friend. He’s completely fuckable and I’d say you could use a good fuck.”

“Nice, Sam. What about Ashley?” I gesture to Ashley, who’s still standing in the doorway wearing an amused grin. “Why don’t you pick on her for once?”

“Ashley’s got her piano.”

“You want me to go fuck some random guy but Ashley has her piano?”

“Have you seen the way she plays that thing when she thinks no one’s looking?”

“Shut up, Sam,” Ashley says from the doorway. 

“Come on.” Sam puts both hands on the mattress next to me and bounces up and down. “Come on, come on, come on. It’ll be fun!”

I can’t help but smile. “Oh fine. I’ll go.” Ashley smiles and disappears.

“Hooray!” Sam hops off my bed and heads for my closet. 

“But I’m not sleeping with anyone.” I climb off the bed, following her.

“You haven’t even seen him yet.” She’s rummaging through my tops. She tosses me a low-cut red number that I am not wearing. If I were in the mood for flirting with boys, sure, but not tonight.

“Not relevant.” I catch it and throw it back at her. I grab a black top that’s cute enough for a party but not too suggestive. 

Sam rolls her eyes. “What are you, in mourning? How about this one?” She holds up a purple top that shows off my cleavage. 

I take off my tee and throw on the black top. 

“Wait!” Sam says. “You need to change your bra.”

“Why? There’s nothing wrong with this one.” I don’t exactly wear lingerie all the time, but I’m a fan of pretty bras and wear them as a matter of routine.

“Get the see-through one,” Sam says. “What underwear are you wearing?”

“Sam,” I say, leaving my closet, “if you say one more word I’m not going.” 
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By the time we get to the party—the bass of the music is pounding through the entire house—I’ve given myself a stern talking to. I don’t have a relationship with Shane Brooks. I never will have a relationship with Shane Brooks. This is my senior year in college and I should be having some fun. Maybe a party and a hot guy is exactly what I need to snap myself out of this Professor-Brooks-induced funk.

I’m even grateful Sam made me wear jewelry to add some “sexy” to my outfit.

The guy Sam wanted me to meet is cute enough, she was right about that. He’s the kind of guy I would normally go for. But, an hour into the party I still can’t get myself worked up about him. Not even a little. 

I even try the whole flirty thing, really diving into my resolution to have fun and engage with people my own age like a normal person. Like I’m not someone who’s hung up on her professor. But when the guy responds to my flirtations by putting his arm around my waist and leaning in close to say something in my ear—the volume of the music demanding it—I have to resist the urge to cringe away from him. 

At this point I know I need to put the brakes on the whole thing. 

It’s not his fault. He’s nice and charming and hot and completely fuckable and all that. I just don’t want any of it. Time to cut him loose so he can go wow a girl who’s actually interested and I can go back to pathetically dreaming about a guy I can’t have. 

Ugh. How did I get into this mess?

I glance to the couch where Sam is thoroughly absorbed in Tony, her latest boy toy. My guess is they’ll be on the hunt for a dark corner or private room pretty soon, which means I can leave without any flak from her. I’ll just go home with Ashley. 

As if on cue, Ashley comes up to say goodbye. I say I have to go as well but it was very nice to meet you and enjoy the party. Grabbing Ashley’s arm, I steer her toward the door and away from the poor guy’s stunned face. 

I feel badly, but he looks like the kind of guy who knows how to bounce back. I’m sure he’ll be fine.

We catch Sam’s eye, wave our goodbyes, and scan for Jack and his latest girl to say goodbye to them as well. When we find them, I say to Jack, “Will you make sure Sam gets home okay?”

“Sure.” He gives me a goodbye kiss on the cheek. “Tony’s a good guy. I think he’ll take care of her, but I’ll make sure.” 

“Thanks Jack.”

He gives Ashley a kiss goodbye too. “See you tomorrow.” 

I glance at Jack’s girl. She has that scrutinizing look girls get when they’re first exposed to Jack’s little harem. I don’t have the energy to reassure her though. She’ll have to figure things out on her own. 

Ashley and I finally leave the raucousness of the house behind us and escape into the quiet of the night. 

I let out a big exhalation.

“You just didn’t want to be there tonight, did you?” Ashley asks. 

“Not really.”

“Well,” she says as we climb into her little Civic hatchback, “you did just get out of a long relationship. Maybe you’re not ready yet.”

I consider fessing up. Maybe if I tell her what’s going on, Ashley can help get my thinking straight. 

Instead I say, “Yeah,” and we drive the rest of the way home in silence. 
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Chapter 7
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The next evening we’re in Hartman’s Performance Center for the Arts. Here the girls and I have seen Broadway plays, a few travelling dance performances (Riverdance!), and countless musical recitals. Hartman has a distinguished music program and so the recitals are always excellent, but as far as we’re concerned, our Ashley’s the star of them all. 

We’re a dozen rows back and off to the right. The curtain is down and the auditorium is buzzing as the crowd slowly fills in. Sam, Chloe, Jack, and I are in our theatre-going best. I’m wearing a black velvet, form-fitting gown and a necklace with a teardrop diamond that I only wear on special occasions. Sam’s wearing a short, sleeveless cream dress with a pretty lace bodice. Chloe’s wearing a beautiful sapphire gown that sets off her red hair, clear blue eyes, and delicate blue nose piercing. Even Jack is wearing a suit jacket and black silk tie. He’s sitting to my left and Chloe and Sam are on my right. 

Chloe’s examining the program. “Ashley’s at the end.”  

“Saving the best for last, as usual,” Sam says. 

“Oh hey.” Jack sits up straighter in his seat and cranes his neck to look at the rows in the front of the auditorium. “Is that Gary? I’ll be right back.” He hops up and trots down the aisle.

“Did you hear about that freelance job Jack got?” Chloe asks, watching him go. 

I nod. “Custom designing software for some company in town.” Apparently they hired him freelance since it’s a temporary project. I’m not even clear how he landed it to start with. 

“They’re paying him serious money for that job,” Sam says. “Like, serious money. Our Jack.” 

“Jack knows his shit,” Chloe says. 

I nod, but I’m kind of with Sam on this one. “I once heard him talking with a professor about... I don’t know some computer thing. I didn’t understand it. But I hardly recognized him, he was acting so professional.” 

As if on cue, Jack comes bounding up the aisle and plops into the seat next to me wearing his big, goofy Jack grin. “Did you miss me?”

We all start laughing.

The old lady in front of us turns back and gives Jack the evil eye.

Sam notices and grabs her purse. “Better calm this kid down.”

She pulls out a giant-sized Snickers and passes it to Jack. “Oh baby, you are beautiful,” he says taking it. 

He eats and settles into the chair, happy as a clam. He starts unconsciously loosening his tie. I reach over to tighten it back up for him.

“I hate these things,” he complains. “This is why I need to just work from home or something.”

“So you can wear your pajamas all day?” 

“Hell no. I’ll be going commando, baby.”

The lady in front of us gives us a stern profile, pursing her lips to indicate her disapproval of our conversation. I can’t help but laugh.

Finished with Jack’s tie, but before I remove my hands from the knot, my eyes flit to the seats across the auditorium from us. I freeze. 

There’s Professor Brooks. He’s staring right at me, a serious expression on his face. He looks down immediately and I sit back in my seat, facing forward. 

My heart’s pounding. I grip my beaded clutch with both hands, the little beads cutting into my skin. 

Turning my head as little as possible, I look back toward Professor Brooks. My chest heats up as I take him in with hungry eyes. He’s looking particularly classy and yummy in his dark suit coat and red tie. His face is turned in my direction, but he’s talking to the woman sitting next to him. 

She is, I hate to report, an absolutely stunning blonde wearing a stunning emerald gown and giving him a positively stunning smile. The little bitch.

He either said something hilarious or she’s into him enough that she thinks anything he says is hilarious, for she throws her gorgeous head back and gives what I imagine to be a perfectly melodious laugh. 

He’s smiling at her, but his eyes dart in my direction, catching me watching him. I look forward, then down to my purse, then over to Jack’s lap. He’s smoothing out his empty Snickers wrapper on his knee and making entirely too much noise.

The lady in front of us lets out a passive-aggressive sigh loud enough for all of us to hear.

“Give me that.” I snatch it out of his hand and tuck it inside my purse. 

“Sor-ry.” He leans closer to me. “Got any more?”

I glance at his little boy grin and take a deep breath, settling myself. It’s not Jack’s fault. “Sorry.”

He furrows his brow slightly but he’s still grinning. “Sorry for what, sweetheart?” He pats my knee. “I think I can make it through without more snacks.”

He winks and I smile at him. 

I’m trying very hard not to look where I know I shouldn’t be looking, but eventually I give in. Shane Brooks is smiling at the stunning blonde again when the lights go down. 

We all clap with the audience as the curtain goes up. I keep my eyes fixed on the first group of musicians, a string quartet, and somehow manage to get all the way through their piece before looking at Professor Brooks again. 

I’m surprised to find him looking at me too, but he glances away as soon as our eyes meet. 

I look down at my hands, clutching my purse. Was he watching me? I take a slow, measured breath. 

I steal another glance. This time his eyes are on the musician on stage—a violinist now—but it’s not long before his eyes swing back to mine. He looks down and away, but I don’t.

My skin starts to tingle. He’s watching me too. I know it. 

The audience is clapping again and I clap with them, my heart pounding in my chest. 

My excitement turns to agony, however, when we go through four more numbers without Professor Brooks looking at me once. Was I imagining things? Maybe he had noticed me watching him and kept checking to see if I’d stopped. Maybe he’s purposely not looking at me now as a way to make a point. And after all, it’s not like he’s here alone. I look at the beautiful blonde’s profile and frown.

When the lights go up for intermission, the two get up and head toward the lobby exit nearest them. I watch his retreating back with longing. He disappears without looking back. 

The four of us head for the lobby in the other direction. Sam and Chloe are consigned to wait in the long line for the ladies room. I made a point to use the restroom when we first got here so I linger in the hall. Jack is in and out of the men’s room in a flash—why are men’s lines always so much shorter?—and brings me a flute of champagne. 

“My lady.” He toasts me and gives me quite a dashing grin. 

I smile at him, wondering not for the first time what kind of person Jack will be if he ever decides to grow up. 

“You look so handsome in your suit, Jack,” I say in a sisterly tone, taking a sip of my champagne and letting it fizz through my body. I’m a bit frazzled from the whole thing with the professor. I find Jack’s presence a comfort. He’s the big brother I’ve always wanted.

“I should’ve worn a tux, standing next to you. You look like a queen, Isabella.”

I reward his compliment with a smile, but I’m thinking about the beautiful blonde. I fear she’s queen for the night.

God, I’m pitiful. I’m tempted to confess my stupidity to Jack so he can talk me out of it. Instead I ask him to tell me how he found his new job. 

While listening to his story, I take another sip. Over the rim of my raised glass, just down the hall, I see Shane Brooks watching me.

And he’s alone. 

He doesn’t seem to know I’ve spotted him, for his eyes are traveling down the length of my body, wrapped in form-fitting velvet, and back up again. He looks hungry, and slightly stunned. 

I slowly lower my glass, granting him full view of my cleavage, which he lingers on for a moment before finally, slowly, meeting my eyes.

This time neither one of us look away. 

One heartbeat. Two. 

I lose count as the moment lingers on.

“Ah!” Jack says suddenly, snapping me out of my trance. “Here comes our brigade.”

I glance toward the ladies room exit to see Chloe and Sam emerge. 

Jack offers me his arm and I take it automatically, my eyes darting back to Professor Brooks, who’s still watching me. 

A soft ding sounds through the hall, indicating we have only two minutes remaining of intermission. 

“Fair ladies,” Jack says, putting on a grand persona, “may I escort you back to your seats?”

“Only if I can have the rest of your champagne,” Sam says, taking Jack’s glass and downing it. He smiles easily, leading us away. 

Still gripping Jack’s arm, I glance back over my shoulder.

Shane Brooks is watching my every move. 
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I’ve decided women must have a primitive instinct that tells us when to chase, and when to be chased. 

Whereas I couldn’t keep myself from looking at Shane Brooks during the first half of the evening, no matter how hard I tried, I’ve now gone to the other extreme. We’re almost to the end of the program and I haven’t glanced at him once. 

Maybe it’s because I have a sense that he’s watching me. I can feel it. 

Or maybe it’s all in my head. 

Either way, the idea gives me a strangely calm sort of exhilaration. I’m going to enjoy it while it lasts. 

When Ashley finally comes on stage, I break into a huge smile and enthusiastic applause. She’s wearing a black, beaded dress with a full skirt that reaches the floor. Her long blonde hair is braid free, coming to her waist in gentle, elegant curls. 

She smiles, curtsies elegantly, and settles herself on the bench. When her fingers go to the piano and she sounds the first note, she doesn’t merely play. She coaxes pure music out of the keys like an enchantress working her wonders. 

It is always this moment, when our Ashley first begins to play, that I am in awe to have such a friend. 

Tonight’s piece begins with a haunting melody that seeps into my body and slowly rises with powerful measures. Wide-eyed, I watch her run her fingers over the keys as her music takes me to a higher place. It is a place filled with such marvel and longing that I can only let out a soft exhale. 

As if the music itself leads me to do it, my eyes find Shane Brook’s face once more.

His eyes come to mine in the exact same moment. 

And in that moment, as we hold each other’s gaze and the music swirls around us, I realize just how deep in I am. This is not just an obsession or a school girl’s crush. I am hungry for this man in a way that makes me ache deep in my bones and in my loins. 

In the near darkness, I see the same longing on his face. 

Ashley’s music rises to a crescendo and my heart gallops along with it. She is pushing us higher and higher. My body reverberates with her song and my heart bursts as she concludes the piece with a pounding climax. 

In the momentary pause that follows the ending of her piece, it is only Shane Brooks and I. Alone together in the silence. Then the auditorium bursts into applause, the audience rising to their feet. The spell is broken. 

I come up on shaking legs, hanging on to Jack’s arm for a moment for support. He puts two fingers to his mouth and whistles. Sam and Chloe clap enthusiastically, shouting out their appreciation with the rest of the audience. 

I feel myself smiling. I clap and cheer with the others. But on the inside, I’m stunned into silence. 
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Chapter 8
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I’ve spent the last two and a half days reliving the evening of the recital, much to the chagrin of my chemistry lab partners who started complaining about my level of distraction. Yesterday I accidentally put sulfur in a mixture instead of sulfite and damn near started a fire in the lab. We had to throw out the mixture and start all over again. 

Now that I’m finally sitting in class, listening to Professor Brooks lecture on the philosophy of religion and Michael Martin’s essay, “The Cosmological Argument,” I’m not feeling much better. He’s acting no differently than he usually does. Even when I contribute a comment to the discussion, he responds to me just as he does every other student in class. It’s not like I expect him to stare longingly into my eyes or anything, but there’s not the slightest hint of... anything.

I would wonder if I’d imagined the whole thing Saturday night, except that I’m sure I didn’t. 

Even so, the longer I sit here, the more I’m reminded about what we really are: a student and a professor. Nothing more. 

I find that cold, hard reality by the light of day strangely settling. I can’t say that I don’t long for more. I do. But I can’t have it. Knowing that is better than being worked up into the frenzy that’s had me so befuddled for the past few days. 

Right?

Just as I’m starting to settle for admiring his chest from a distance, he catches my ear when he mentions the working title of his dissertation. 

Did he just say ‘The Philosophical Foundations of Atheist Spirituality?’ 

I raise my eyebrows and wonder what my Catholic mother would think of that. I don’t even know what I think about that. 

A minute later he straightens, claps his hands together, says “Alright!” and dismisses us for the day. 

I sigh and gather up my things, hitching my bag over my shoulder. Why, oh why didn’t I take History of Education instead? 

As I’m passing his desk, head down, he casually says, “Miss Nikas.” 

I blink at him and stop. 

There are still a few students packing up their things. “Did you enjoy the performance the other night?” he asks.

He gives me an easy, professor-type smile. This guy is killing me. 

Fine. Two can play that game. “I did,” I say easily. “My friend Ashley was one of the pianists.”

“Ashley Morrison?”

I smile. “That’s right.”

“She was my favorite.”

No shit, I think, remembering what happened during Ashley’s piece. But I keep my cool. “She’s really good, isn’t she? My friends and I try to go to all her performances.”

“Is that who you were with?” he asks. “Your friends?”

And there it is. Just a hint of something else underneath the facade. I realize that night I was sitting next to Jack, standing next to Jack, and taking Jack’s arm, all under the watchful eye of Professor Brooks. 

I have a weak moment and I’m tempted to play up the notion that Jack was my date, for the sole purpose of trying to make Professor Shane Brooks jealous. But honestly? I’m not that kind of girl. And for all I know, he doesn’t care anyway. Who can tell what this guy is thinking?

“Sam, Chloe, and Jack,” I confirm, as the last student exits the room and we’re left alone. “We’ve known each other since freshman year. They’re my best friends. Ashley, too.”

He seems relieved, but maybe that’s just my imagination. 

“Who were you with?” Fair’s fair, after all. 

“It was a... a blind date actually.” He gives me a slightly embarrassed grin. 

“Ah.” I’m disappointed. I was hoping she was just a friend, too. 

But still, it doesn’t have to mean anything. After all, what tiny percentage of blind dates actually work out? Though, maybe the statistics would be different if all blind dates were as gorgeous as his was. He hit the fucking blind date jackpot as far as I can tell. 

“Blind dates can be pretty harrowing.” I give a little laugh that I hope comes across as casual instead of awkward and stupid, which is how it sounds in my head. “Think you’ll go out again?”

He looks at me and there’s a pregnant pause. 

I half expect him to say students have no business knowing who their professors date. He has that look of authority, which actually turns me on, pathetic girl that I am. 

But he doesn’t correct me. Instead he answers, “No.” 

No explanation. No nothing. But it was a firm no and I don’t doubt he means it. 

My chest is fluttering again. 

“So...” I say slowly. He watches me expectantly. “Your dissertation title caught my attention.”

He smiles. More like a devious grin, actually, and that’s just as attractive as the stern professor look he gave me a few minutes ago. “Are you an atheist, Miss Nikas?”

I laugh. “No. Are you?”

“Perhaps.”

I raise my eyebrows. 

“Does that shock you?” He seems amused. “You don’t strike me as the church-going type.”

“Well, I’m not really,” I admit. “I pretty much only go to mass when I’m at my parents’ house. But don’t tell my mother I said that.”

He laughs. “The staunch Italian Catholic?”

“That’s the one.” 

“Is she disapproving of atheists?”

I shrug, though I know the answer. “I was just... taken aback by the topic of your dissertation. I don’t know that I’ve ever heard the phrase ‘atheist spirituality’ before.”

“That probably seems a little contradictory to you.”

“Well... yeah. Maybe more than a little.”

“Spirituality is pretty tied to religion in our Western society, but in Eastern traditions, that’s not necessarily the case. Spirituality is about nurturing an inner life. The process can include a god or gods, but it doesn’t have to.”

“Huh.” I’m trying to wrap my brain around that one. I wouldn’t say I’m a card-carrying Catholic, but I’ve always believed in God.

Carefully considering me, he smiles. That gorgeous, delicious, lip-smacking smile that yanks my thoughts far, far away from anything holy. 

Why am I standing here talking to him and torturing myself? Why do I keep letting him draw me in as if I think I have any chance at all with my freaking professor? My heart is beating so soundly I wonder if he can hear it clear on the other side of his desk. 

“Come with me, Miss Nikas.” He grabs his laptop bag and heads for the door.

I blink, not moving. He turns and waits for me. 

Gathering my wits about me, I follow and he leads me out of the room. We go down the hall and around the corner to his office door, the words “Shane Brooks” on the little brown name plate. 

He opens the door and steps inside the tiny room. I linger in the doorway, holding the door open with one hand since it seems to want to close on its own. 

There’s not much to his office besides a desk, a filing cabinet, and two bookcases overflowing with books. He deposits his laptop bag on his desk and approaches one of the bookcases. I glance around. There’s not much in the way of decor, except for a huge impressionist-style painting of a wooded glen, hanging on the wall opposite the shelves. I’m impressed to see that it’s an original, not a print, but I don’t recognize the artist. 

“I didn’t know adjunct professors got their own office.” I move closer to the painting in search of a signature.

“Only if there’s room. I saw they had a vacant closet so I took it.”

He laughs but I’m not sure he’s kidding. He doesn’t even have a window.

I locate the signature and read the name aloud. “I’m not familiar with this artist.”

“It’s a local guy. He’s just getting started in his career, but things are starting to take off for him, from what I understand.”

“It might be worth something someday.” I turn toward him. 

He’s leaning over slightly, his profile to me, and scanning the middle shelves. God, this guy is easy on the eyes. He shrugs. “I doubt I’d sell it. I love that painting.” 

I notice the door has swung closed, leaving a gap of just a couple inches. I’m in a room alone with Professor Shane Brooks. 

I glance first at him, then at the broad surface of his desk. Suddenly my mind goes all steamy romance on me and I imagine what it would be like to have him pounding me on that desk. 

He pulls a book from the shelf and holds it up so I can see the title. I can only hope I’m not blushing. I read the title, “The Little Book of Atheist Spirituality?”

I raise my brows as he goes back to scanning his shelves, apparently on the hunt for something else. “Read this one first,” he says, still holding it aloft. “It’s written by a French atheist philosopher and will give you a good idea what I’m looking into for my dissertation.”

“Um...”

“Ah, here we go.” 

He pulls another volume off the shelf and stacks it on top of the first book, straightening. “Read this one second. It’s about the intrinsic value of our basic virtues. Service. Honesty. Love. Stuff like that. It’s written by the same philosopher.”

He approaches and holds out the stack. 

“Are you assigning me extra work, Professor?”

He gives a slow smile. “I thought you were interested.”

“I am but... you know I have a pretty full load this year.”

“Is that giving you trouble?”

“Well...” I grin. “Not really.”

He smiles with approval and my heart skips about in my chest. “You seem like the kind of person who’d rather be challenged, not held back.”

His words strike a chord with me and I blink at him. So few people ever try to push me beyond what I take on for myself. Too many times, the default stance is to try to reign me in, like Dean Jennings did. 

Professor Brooks steps closer and raises the stack a little higher, gripping them with both hands. 

I likewise reach for them with both hands. Our fingertips touch and we freeze, both of us still holding the books. 

Our gaze locks. 

He’s giving me the kind of look I thought I saw from across the auditorium last night, but this time we’re only inches apart. This time, no one’s turning away. 

He looks to my lips, then back to my eyes. My breathing has shallowed. My entire body’s tingling. 

Oh God, I want to kiss this man. 

We hover there, my heart threatening to break right out of my chest. The flecks of green in his eyes are sharp against the penetrating blue.

Something inside me makes a decision. 

I move my fingertip, brushing it a fraction of an inch along his finger. Such a tiny movement, but the feel of his skin lights me up. He looks down to our hands. 

I move again, just barely caressing his knuckle with my fingertip. His eyes dart back up to mine. It seems neither of us are daring to breathe. 

He leans ever so slightly closer to me. 

It’s so slight I’m not sure he’s doing it. 

Then he moves enough that I’m sure. I lean in slightly too.

Suddenly, he turns his head away, takes a step back, and releases the books. I almost drop them after receiving their sudden weight and tighten my grip.

“I—” he says.

There’s a knock as the door swings open and we both jump. 

“Professor Brooks?” A young student sticks his head in. “Oh, I’m sorry,” the boy says. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“You weren’t interrupting,” Professor Brooks says.

“I was just leaving,” I say at the same time, stepping away from him and toward the door. 

“Come on in, Jimmy,” he says.

I don’t look to see if Jimmy comes in or not. Head down, I mumble a “Thanks, Professor Brooks,” and scurry away like a thief leaving the scene of a crime. 
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That night I’m in my room with the door closed. I’m lying on my bed on top of the covers, fully dressed, and staring at the ceiling but not seeing a thing. 

My pulse is racing and I’m fidgeting with my own fingers as they rest on my stomach.

It feels like something inside me is ticking. Tick, tick, tick. Winding up to something. 

I glance at the clock on my dresser. It’s nearly ten o’clock at night.

Tick, tick, tick.

I swam this morning. I don’t need another work out. 

Tick, tick.

But that’s not why I would go. 

Tick.

The decision settles into my bones and cements there. I jump off my bed and fling my door open.

I go down the hall to Sam’s room. The door’s open and I see her sitting at her vanity, removing her make up with a wet cloth. 

I head straight for her closet. “Can I borrow one of your bikinis?”

Sam, leaning into the mirror, doesn’t even pause her movements. “No.”

I find her swim suit stash and grab the top to a red bikini. I hold it over my chest. “Will this fit me?”

“Get the white one.” She glances at me through the mirror. “It’ll look gorgeous on that copper skin of yours.”

I dig through the flimsy pieces and find the white string bikini. When I come out of the closet I see she’s spun in her seat and crossed her legs. She’s giving me an amused look. 

“Thanks, Sam.” I head for the door without stopping.

“Are you going to tell me who he is?”

“No.” 

And with that, I’m gone.
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Chapter 9
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I’ve been at the pool for so long, I’m starting to worry he’s not going to show. I’m in the water, but haven’t been swimming laps. If he comes, sees me, and decides to bolt again, I’ll only have one chance. 

It’s nearly eleven when Professor Shane Brooks walks through the glass door. I’m low in the water, my head just above the surface, so he doesn’t see me. 

When he deposits his towel on the concrete bench, I smoothly lift myself out of the pool. I don’t even look at him at first. I rise to my feet, the water streaming off my nearly naked body. I know what I look like in a bikini, and for the first time in my entire life, I’m using it to my advantage. 

I tilt my head back, smoothing my hands along my hair to ease out the excess water. I’m well aware of the natural back arch that occurs when a woman brushes her hands over her hair. I don’t over-exaggerate the movement or try to thrust out my chest like a cheap porn star. 

Instead I allow my body to flow gracefully and trust Sam’s white, string bikini do it’s magic.

When I straighten, Shane Brooks looks like a deer caught in headlights. 

I smile knowingly. “Evening.”

He blinks. 

He looks ready to bolt, so I stay where I am. “Would you mind grabbing my towel?” I gesture to the far end of the pool, away from the door, where my fluffy, white towel awaits, next to my neatly-folded clothes. 

His gentlemanly instincts take over and he goes to retrieve my towel. I’m both amazed and exhilarated to see my devious plan is working. So far, at least. I’ve never set out to seduce a man I wasn’t already in a relationship with. Is this how Sam does it?

I take a few steps away from the edge of the pool, but wait patiently for him to get my towel and bring it back to me. He’s looking as sexy as he always does, the tee he’s wearing hinting at the firm chest underneath.

He holds out the towel at arm’s length, clearly trying not to get too close. 

I take it and drape it over one shoulder as the water beads up on my skin. I allow our eyes to rest on each other as he stands there, seemingly unable to move. His eyes keep sneaking downward, onto my bare stomach, my breasts, and lower. He’s apparently doing this against his will because he keeps snapping his eyes back up to my face. 

I raise one eyebrow and put my hands on my hips. “Aren’t you going to swim?”

His lips part like he’s going to say something. Instead he frowns and turns away from me. 

As he approaches the bench, I quietly follow him. He pulls off his shirt. His back is broad and muscular, tapering to a trim waist. The sight of his bare back gets me slightly off balance for the first time since he came in. I’ve been acting like the one in control here, but the feelings he gives me are enough to knock me on my ass, if I’m not careful.

He drops his shirt next to his towel and turns to find I’m not where he left me. His lips part with surprise, but his eyes trail downward again. This time, he lets his gaze linger. And linger. Drinking me in.

I slowly take a step toward him. He’s looking in my eyes again. 

I’m pulled into his gaze. We fall into that look, that deep look we’ve shared before and suddenly it’s all over for me too. Gone the cool seductress. I could no more hide my desire for him than I could stop myself from feeling it. 

And Shane Brooks? He looks like he’s fighting a battle to resist partaking of a particularly delectable treat... and losing.

“Miss Nikas,” he says lowly, as I take another step nearer, drawn to him.

“Isabella,” I say.

He takes half a step away from me. 

“We... can’t...” he says.

“Why?”

He looks at me in surprise.

“Aren’t you attracted to me?” I ask, knowing full well the answer. If he denies the look on his face, I’ll only know he’s a liar.

He blinks, apparently surprised I would ask him such a thing directly. 

“Yes,” he confesses lowly. “I... think we both know that.”

I move closer. He takes two quick steps backwards, stumbling into the bench. He quickly puts a hand on the wall behind himself to keep from going down, his muscles flexing as he does so. He steps to the side, away from me and closer to the door, then stops. 

“Okay, look, we can’t do this. I’m your professor.”

I cringe internally, knowing I would’ve said the same thing not all that long ago. But I’m tired of fighting it. I don’t care anymore. And I’m not going down without a fight. 

“No, I’m sure you’re right,” I say smoothly. “It’s not like professors and students have ever crossed that line.”

I slowly pull the towel off my shoulder and let it fall to the floor.

“It usually ends badly,” he says vaguely, glancing down at the towel. I watch his gaze rake over my body again as he works his way back up to my eyes. He looks ready to devour me. 

He’s not the only one who’s ravenous. I take the opportunity to soak in his body. God how I want to run my hands over that chest. Those abs. 

My eyes dip lower. I feel a twinge of embarrassment that in spite of my best seductive moves, I see no erection as evidence of my prowess. But I lock that sliver of worry in the back of my mind as I take in the size of his package. Good lord.

“Miss Nikas...” he says thickly.

My eyes flick up to his and I realize I’ve been caught. I don’t care. I want him.

Unless I’m reading his expression wrong, he wants me too. 

But I see he’s at war with himself. 

“Is it really so wrong?” I let my eyes take in his chest again. “You can’t be more than three or four years older than me.”

Rather than persuade him, my words seem to have had the opposite effect. He pinches his eyes shut and turns, taking several steps away from me and toward the door. 

Dammit. 

Would he leave just like that, with no shirt on? I’m not sure he wouldn’t.

“It isn’t about age,” he says firmly, his back still to me. 

That little twinge of doubt I’d locked in the back of my head comes roaring out. I’m not even turning him on. I’m just making a damned fool of myself. 

Fuck.

Screw this. Even wearing Sam’s bikini, I can’t rope this guy in. Forget it. I’m done embarrassing myself.

I snatch my towel from the floor and start drying off. 

“It’s about an imbalance of power,” he continues.

I roll my eyes, bending down and vigorously drying my thighs. I glance up and see he’s turned back to me.

“There are those who would say that imbalance of power means students really can’t give consent.”

I straighten and look at him. “Is that what you’re worried about? Being a rapist?”

He cringes. 

Even through my embarrassment, my heart softens. God he’s adorable. I pad over to him, the towel hanging loosely from my hand. He looks genuinely disconcerted, as if he’s been accused, tried, and convicted.

I stop in front of him. “For the record,” I say softly, “you weren’t the one asking for consent, I was.” 

He blinks at me. That got his attention.

“And you should be able to give it freely, since I have no power over you.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” He’s giving my body that hungry look again.

Maybe I’m a fool, but I’m instantly hopeful. 

I take half a step forward. He doesn’t move. His breathing has shallowed. So has mine.

Then I do the boldest thing I’ve ever done in my life. 

I slowly reach out and brush my fingertips to his stomach. His lips part slightly and he exhales a shaky breath. I gradually trail my fingers down his firm abs, my whole body tingling from touching him. God, at last. 

My hand reaches the top of his swimsuit. 

I pause.

My eyes flick up to his. Is he willing? His gaze is smoldering. 

I gently clutch the front of his waistband and pull. 

He comes to me then. Closer. Closer. I reel him in. 

His chest touches mine. His warm hands grip my arms just below the shoulders. This alone causes me to gasp softly. Then he leans in and presses his lips against mine. 

I turn to molten lava. 

His tongue enters and brushes against mine. I drop the towel and snake my arms around his neck, opening wider, needing him. His arms wrap around me, holding me against him. I suddenly feel practically naked. His bare chest and stomach are touching mine. His arms are on my bare back. There’s so little material separating us.

His erection is pressed against my thigh. No timid erection is this. He feels hard enough to spill right now. Good God. Was that even there a second ago?

As our tongues dart around each other, his hands rub down my back. They skip my ass and land on my thighs, squeezing me. 

I’m not so hesitant. I’ve been dreaming about his body for weeks. My hands greedily rub his back, his chest, his firm rear. 

He groans and pulls his head back slightly, breaking contact just long enough to gently bite my lower lip. This sends tingles all through my body and my knees get loose. I hang on tighter.

He slides his hand up the back of my neck and into my hair. My lips part again and he dives in, like there’s no resisting me now. He tastes and feels even more amazing than I imagined. 

Still clutching the hair on the back of my head, his other hand slides up my side, heading for my breasts. He stops just short, leaving me aching for his touch. 

Here’s your consent, dammit, I think impatiently. 

I grab his hand and put it on my breast, squeezing his hand so he’s squeezing me. That does the trick. He moans into my mouth, his hand caressing me freely now. 

I whimper with longing. The more he touches me the more I want. I’m soaked. 

His hard shaft is digging into my thigh. I rearrange so he’s against my pubic bone, just above my clit. He clutches my ass—finally!—and holds me firmly against him. God, where’s the bed in this place? I want to wrap my legs around him so badly.

He comes up for air and our eyes lock on one another. Our ragged breaths mingle together. He’s not done with me yet, thank God. I see it in his eyes. I glance at the wall, but it’s made of huge blocks of rough stone. If he pressed me against that, it’d tear me to shreds. 

I glance at the pool. That could work. 

I take hold of his hand, backing away and pulling him after me. I lead him toward the far end of the pool, away from the glass door. 

He’s breathing hard, and when we pass the lap lanes and reach the shallow end of the pool, he pulls me to him and kisses me fully. I rub his back and chest, then slide downward. I wrap my hand around his thick shaft and squeeze. 

He groans, squeezing my ass and pulling me tighter to him. I squeeze him again. He pulses against me. I’m throbbing. I’ve never even considered giving myself so quickly to anyone, but I need this man now. 

He pulls away from me, leaving my body cold, but he’s still holding my hand and now he’s leading me toward the water. As we descend the steps and submerge ourselves to our stomachs, I’m surrounded by the shock of the cold water, but I barely feel it I’m so hot for him. 

We come back into each other’s arms, bending our legs slightly so the surface of the water’s just above my breasts. He takes my face into both hands and kisses me even more hungrily than before. His tongue is firm and demanding, and I yield willingly.

He lifts me and wraps my long legs around his waist, pulling me against him. His erection hits me right in the perfect spot and I moan, breaking contact with his mouth and curling my head down toward his neck. 

We are nothing but bare skin against one another, except in every place it counts. He grabs my ass and pulls me tighter against him. If it weren’t for his suit and my bikini bottoms, he’d be fucking me right now. Damn these bottoms. 

He’s steering us toward the wall of the pool and sets me against it. He pulls the fabric of my top partly away and I float just on the surface. 

He takes my breast into his mouth and I arch back. I don’t know what the hell he’s doing to my nipple but I feel it clear down to my core. I let out more than a whimper this time. 

He pulls away abruptly, looking toward the door.

“No one’s here,” I whisper.

“Shhh.” He takes me in his mouth again. His cock is bulging against me and we’re grinding against each other now. I tug at his waistband with my hands, wanting his suit out of the way. 

His hands leave me long enough to take over and I look down. Even through the wavy surface of the water, I get a clear view of his massive cock springing free.

Panting, I pull the string tie on the waist of the bikini bottom. I’m just now appreciating the wicked genius of this design. 

The white fabric of the crotch floats down, exposing me fully. 

He presses his chest against mine. Only one breast is exposed and I want to feel the other one against his chest too, so I pull the fabric away myself. 

Our bare chests against one another now, the tip of his cock zeroes in on the right spot. Tightening my legs around him, I encourage him to enter me. 

He hesitates.

“No,” I breathe. “Don’t stop. Please.” 

He tightens the circle of his arms around me more, his hand snaking up the back of my neck and into my hair. Below, he breaks my entrance. I arch my head back, inhaling sharply. I hold my breath as he slowly slides deeper, and deeper.

And deeper.

Dear god.

He finally hits bottom and I exhale forcefully, trying not to make any noise but nearly out of my mind with the pleasure of him inside me. 

“Professor Brooks,” I whisper, enjoying the scandal of uttering such a thing at such a time.

“Shane,” he whispers back, panting. 

“Shane,” I whisper, as he pulls back and dives into me again. 

“Shane,” and he thrusts me again. I’m so wet I don’t even notice the water we’re in. We’re slick with just me.

I arch my head back, unable to speak any more as the heat in my body spikes higher and higher. I’m throbbing with the most amazing sensations. 

I want it to last but I’m already on the edge. Judging by how hard he is and how he’s pumping me faster and faster, I’m guessing he is too. 

I look again toward the glass door, clutching his broad shoulders, trying to contain my desire to cry out. We have to be quiet. Whimpering, I feel myself clamping down on him. I’m getting closer and closer. 

I close my eyes, hearing the blood coursing through my ears and the water splashing against the wall of the pool. 

“Isabella,” he gasps, his voice low and thick.

“Oh god.” 

My climax is so intense I can’t help but cry out. I bite my lip to silence myself, my body convulsing and exploding in pleasure. He doesn’t let up, carrying me into holy oblivion. 

He’s panting in my ear, clutching me. It isn’t until I’ve come down from the high that he lets out a groan, overcome himself. He pulls out, spilling himself in the water, still holding me and pressing his head against my shoulder.

Only then do I realize we weren’t using a condom. Thank God he thought of it.

I’m so not used to being the irresponsible one.

I hold him tightly as he convulses once more against me. I desperately wish I could’ve felt him coming inside me. I grip his shoulders and kiss his cheeks as his body releases, finished.

We hold in this position for several moments, catching our breath. Finally, he looks up at me, still slightly panting. I give him a tentative smile. 

He straightens, cupping my face in his hand as he gives me a deep, satisfying kiss. 

He slowly pulls away and looks at me. His brow furrows slightly. 

“We shouldn’t have done that,” he says quietly. “We’re bound to regret it.”

“Shhh.” I kiss him. “Don’t spoil it.”

He looks like he wants to argue with me, but I give him an innocent look and bat my eyelashes at him. 

He laughs lowly and pulls me into a firmer embrace. He gives me a soft smile. I seem to have chased away his guilt. For now at least.

As our surroundings slowly come back to us, he pulls up his suit and I put my skimpy excuse for a suit back to rights. 

In between giving me soft kisses, he’s taken to glancing at the door again. I lead him out of the pool and we both get dressed. 

Once we’re more decent—I’m in the shorts and tee I came here in—he glances at the door again before pulling me to him. Looking me in the eye and rubbing my upper arms with his firm hands, he says, “I want to put you in my pocket and take you home with me.”

I smile. He’s so adorable. And sexy. And intelligent. And, as Sam would say, completely fuckable. What more could a girl want?

Except for him to maybe not be my professor.

He puts his forehead to mine, closes his eyes, and sighs. “When can I see you again?”

I smile wickedly, even though his eyes aren’t open to see it. “Well, we have class in a couple days.” 

He scowls at me and I laugh. 

“You tell me.” I wrap my arms around him and give him a soft peck on the lips.

“Can I make you dinner?” He seems afraid I’ll say no.

I give him a slight smile, feeling suddenly shy. I don’t know why. 

“My place?” he adds, glancing again at the cursed glass door. 

I nod, reaching up to kiss him properly. And I do believe I did it properly because his tongue is in my mouth and his arms are tightening around me. He’s once again growing against my thigh.

He gives a guttural groan and pulls away, holding me at arm’s length. “You temptress.” 

I smile. I like that. I’ve never been a temptress before. I’m breaking all kinds of rules for Professor Shane Brooks. 
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Chapter 10
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The following evening, I’m in my room running around in my bra and underwear, towel on my head, laying different outfit options on my bed. Do I wear a skirt? Jeans? But what top? Evaluating the options before me, I scowl and head back into the closet.

Before leaving the pool that night, Shane gave me his address and we set a date for dinner at his house tonight, six o’clock. 

I grab another top and lay it over the blingy jeans on my bed. Too much? Too little?

I jump when a knock raps on my door and Sam peeks her head in. “Can I come in?” She opes the door all the way, not bothering to wait for an answer.

She takes one look at the scene and smiles wickedly. “What have we here?”

“Nothing.” My cheeks burn.

“Doesn’t look like nothing. The red bra and panties? Okay. What’s his name?”

“What? Who? There’s nobody.”

Sam laughs. I settle for casual and grab the pair of blingy jeans. “Uh huh, suuuure,” Sam says, waiting for the punchline.

I do my best to pull it off. “Really.”

She still doesn’t believe me, but instead of smiling bigger and pestering me for more, she frowns. “You don’t want to tell me?”

I feel a twinge of guilt at her expression. “There’s nothing to tell.” I give her a quick peck on the cheek then grab the red top. 

She eyes me uncertainly. “We were thinking of going to Delsa’s,” Sam says, like she’s testing the waters with me. “Ashley’s been dying for her post-performance trip.”

Drat. I forgot about that. We hadn’t gotten to it yet. “Um. Can we do it tomorrow? Or you guys can go on without me. I... I’m heading to the lab. Lots of work.” I duck into the closet and out of Sam’s line of sight.

God, I hate lying to her. 

There’s a heavy pause, then she says quietly, “Suit yourself.” I peek around the corner and see she’s left. I stop and close my eyes, letting out an exhale. My hands are shaking. 

A little voice in my head tells me lying to my best friend and shaking in my closet are all bad signs, but I whip off the towel on my head and start vigorously drying my hair, determined to ignore all such traitorous voices. 

[image: image]

Following Shane’s earlier instructions, I go up the drive that runs next to his house—a cute, older American four square with a porch on the front—and approach the detached garage. I park to the side, my car almost out of sight from the street, and kill the engine.

The backyard isn’t large, but it’s certainly charming. The fence is lined with rose bushes and in the middle of the yard an ancient maple soars into the sky. There’s a broad back patio, shaded by latticework thickly covered in vines. A wooden table that seats at least eight is surrounded by a mismatch of comfortable-looking wooden chairs. A collection of squat, white candles on a rectangular tray serves as the centerpiece.

Getting out of my car, I fuss at the hem of my silky top, take a deep breath, and head for the rear French doors. 

Before I’m halfway there, one of the doors opens and he comes outside. He’s in jeans and a nice, form-fitting shirt that makes his chest look so, so yummy.

My steps instantly slow at the sight of him. My heart does a little flip flop as we smile at one another. I climb two steps onto the patio, slowly walk up to him, and stop.

“Hi,” I say quietly. We give each other nervous grins.

“Hi.” He leans in, plants a soft peck on my lips, and takes my hand. “Come on in.”

Loving the feel of my hand in his, we step into the large dining area of an eat-in kitchen. I’m greeted with an enticing aroma.

“Something smells good.” 

“That’s the herb-crusted tenderloin you smell,” he says. “Or the butternut squash bisque.”

“Mmmm.” There’s nothing sexier than a man who knows how to cook. “Can I help you with anything?”

“Everything’s under control for the moment. Would you like a tour? It won’t take long.”

I nod. “I love your backyard.” I gesture and look through the glass doors. 

“Me too. I thought we’d eat outside, if you’re game.”

“Sounds perfect.”

He smiles and, still holding my hand, takes me farther into his home. From the dining room, with its white dining table, we go through a wide arch that opens onto a comfortable living room. A beautiful stone fireplace on one wall looks old enough to be original to the house. “The house was built in the 1930s, but it’s been well loved, as you can see.”

I do see. While everything in sight is in excellent repair, clearly maintained and updated over the decades, several touches of the original architecture remain. Heavy molding lines the top of the walls, framing off the ceiling, and two intricate, ancient looking light fixtures are sticking out on either side of the fireplace. 

“Are those gas?” I move in closer to inspect them. 

“They used to be, but they’ve been converted to electric.” He flips a switch to illustrate and they bloom with soft light. 

“How lovely.”

He smiles and turns them back off. Leading me by the hand, he takes me down a short hall. There are two rooms on this side of the house. One is his office. A massive wooden desk sits in the center and light maple bookcases line two of the four walls. Another wall has a large window with a nice view to the backyard. The other room was most likely a bedroom originally, but he’s set it up to serve as a home gym. He has an exercise bike, free weights, and a Nautilus machine. Floor to ceiling mirrors line one wall.

“Do you actually use any of this?” I tease, thinking how home gyms tend to turn into storage rooms, though I see no signs of that here.

“Only if I’m too busy to go out or the weather’s bad. I’d rather hike the trails or swim laps, when I have a choice.”

We give each other sly grins at the mention of swimming and he gestures me out of the room. I head back down the hall with his hand resting lightly on the small of my back. We cross the living room to another short hallway but he stops abruptly. “And the uh, bedroom’s down that way.” 

His hand has left my back and he’s returning to the kitchen. “Sorry,” he says lightly. “I need to stir the soup.”

I glance back down the hallway—there’s only one door at the end of it—then head toward the kitchen. It features modern appliances and a large island in the middle. The cabinets, also newer looking, are painted white. Whoever planned the remodel did a good job. Though updated, the kitchen is still as charming as the rest of the house. 

There’s a window above the sink, overlooking the backyard. 

“Can I get you something to drink?” He’s at the stove, stirring with his back to me. I can’t help but think he’s been startled by my presence somehow. 

“Sure.” I cross to the sink and lean so I can look out the window. I examine more closely the rose bushes lining the fence, a riot of color. “Wow. I really love your yard.”

His arms snake around my waist. He rests his chin on my shoulder. I hold his arms and lean back into him, closing my eyes. 

“Do you like wine?” he asks lowly.

I nod. “Hm hmmm.”

“I have a nice Cab I thought would go great with dinner.”

“Okay.”

We stand still a moment longer, my blood pounding. I just got here and I’m already starting to ache for him.

He plants a soft kiss on the side of my neck and pulls away, leaving me all tingly. I turn and watch him pull two wine glasses out of the cupboard and set them on the island. He glances at me, smiles, and turns to the little wine cooler next to the refrigerator. 

I shamelessly check out his ass when he bends over to retrieve the wine, but my eyes are back on his by the time he stands up.

There are two stools on one side of the island. I settle into one and cross my legs as he smoothly uncorks the wine and pours our glasses. 

He comes around the island with both glasses and hands me one. Holding my eyes, he clinks his glass gently against mine.

I wonder if he’s going to propose a toast. I couldn’t say why, but doing so seems risky somehow. Like it would be tempting fate, when we’re already pushing our luck. Perhaps he feels the same way, for he only gives me a grin so sexy it melts my panties and we both take a drink.

I’m hoping for a kiss, but instead he heads for the refrigerator, asking me to tell him about my other classes.

As he pulls out the makings for a salad and starts putting things together in a bowl, I describe the experiment we’re currently working on in the lab. This leads to a discussion about the kind of work I’d ultimately like to do, and I can’t help myself from becoming animated. He chuckles as the Italian in me takes over and I start talking with my hands. 

“Are you laughing at me?” I say good-naturedly.

“No, no. Please continue.”

He starts crumbling some goat cheese over the salad bowl. A piece falls outside the bowl and onto the counter. 

Eyeing him, I reach over and nip it. 

He stops mid-movement, watching me as I slowly lick the soft cheese from between my fingers. 

“Sorry.” I’m not sorry at all. “I love goat cheese.” 

The corners of his mouth turn up and he goes back to his task. “I’m glad.” 

We talk easily and soon he has everything dished up. Together, we carry bowls and plates to the table outside. He lights the candles in the center and we sit down to eat. 

The food is amazing but I’m even more enchanted by the company. He’s so easy to talk to. We talk about everything from science to movies to his favorite hiking trails. I tell him about the Firework Girls and how we got the name. He asks quite a few questions about Justin Kirby and the investigation and how Justin treats me now, though I downplay that a bit. It’s bad enough that Ashley fusses at me over it; I don’t need Shane worrying too. Another year and that will all be behind me anyway. 

Our conversation continues to meander, and though I’m thoroughly enjoying talking with him, I long for his touch. 

Except for when he held my hand during the tour and wrapped his arms around me when I was at the window, he hasn’t touched me once. I’m not sure why or what he’s thinking—I haven’t asked him about it and I haven’t pushed—but I sense he needs to be the one to make the first move this time.

As the sun goes down, we clear the table. I watch him load the dishwasher (he wouldn’t let me help), he pours more wine, and we return to our seats outside. We talk softly a while longer, then fall into a comfortable silence. The yard is bathed in just enough moonlight that I can make out the shapes of things, but it’s a dark night. Quiet too. It’s the kind of silence that feels tangible and comforting. 

The lights from the candles cast our little alcove beneath the vine-covered lattice into light. The flame flickers softly on his face and in his eyes. Looking at one another, we smile gently. 

“Shall we go in?” he asks quietly. 

I nod, but I have to wonder... go in and do what? Is he going to hand me my purse and thank me for the lovely evening and send me on my way?

If he does, I’ve already decided I’ll go. I want him. I want him desperately. But this time it needs to be him. Hard as it will be, if he doesn’t want to make that move, I’ll respect it. 

We grab our empty glasses and stand up to go in. He bends over and blows out the candles. We’re wrapped in near darkness. 

He straightens, but I don’t move. He’s holding me with a gaze I feel in my chest. Almost afraid to hope, I watch in silence as he slowly draws near.

Without a word, he takes my glass and sets it on the table. My breath shallows, anticipating the kiss I hope is finally coming. Holding my eye, he brings one hand up. He brushes my cheek, circles around, and cups the back of my neck. 

He pulls me to him and our lips meet. My heart and breath both halt. My hands tentatively touch his waist through his shirt. He caresses my neck while his other hand curls around my back. 

The tip of his tongue touches my bottom lip. My lips part with a sigh. His tongue sweeps across my lip, then comes in. Our tongues meet fully, tasting each other, and we draw each other into a firm embrace. 

It’s a slow, sensual kiss that pulls me deeper and deeper into him. This was so worth the wait. Our arms begin to travel. I rub my hands along his shoulders, down his back, and to the top of his jeans. He’s still caressing my neck and my jawline. His other hand rubs the small of my back and continues on, firmly squeezing my ass.

I reach for his as well, squeezing before coming back up and holding him more tightly against me. His desire for me presses hard against my thigh. 

The hand that was cupping my neck trails downward. Panting now, I angle my torso slightly to give him access. As he squeezes my breast, my hand goes back to his ass, then around to the front to his cock. As I squeeze the tip through the fabric of his slacks, his mouth goes down to my neck. I arch my head back as he suckles my skin, inducing a delicious electric shock everywhere he touches me.

I lean back, my rear against the table, as he takes me with increasing intensity. His hands are roaming hungrily over me now. I bring one knee up and hook my calf around his thigh. Still sucking on the crook of my neck, he pinches my erect nipple through my shirt. I exhale forcefully. 

Suddenly he brings both hands to cup my face, and kisses me deeply. A moan escapes from the back of my throat.

He pulls away and takes my hand. Holding my gaze, he backs up toward the patio door. I follow. He turns and pulls me into the house. 

The light fixture above the kitchen island seems abrupt after the soft darkness we just left, but he leads me down the hall and we’re cloaked in darkness once more. He stops in front of his closed door and draws me back into his arms. His kiss is slow and demanding. He descends to my neck, kissing the sensitive skin, but still we’ve gone no farther.

Running one hand up his neck and into his hair, I fumble for the door knob with my other hand. I swing the door open. 

Still wrapped up in each other, he glances at the door. He looks back to me, hungry, but hesitating. He’s still at war with himself. I can see it. 

I pull on the back of his neck, urging him to come to me. He resists for a fraction of a second, then his mouth is on mine and I’m pressed between him and the wall. I moan softly and rub my hand down his firm chest, his abs, and still lower. 

He sweeps me off my feet and into his arms like I’m one of those tiny little girls that get carted around by their men. His shoulders and back are nothing but firm muscle. He’s not straining at all. Good lord, this man.

He carries me through the door and sets me on the bed. He sinks on top of me, kissing me with a new level of passion, running his hand down my side, claiming every inch. He slips his hand under my shirt and leaves a hot trail of sensation on my skin as he works his way up my stomach and to my chest.

Wrapping my legs around him, I claw at the fabric of his shirt until his hot skin is under my hands. I tug at his shirt and he lifts up enough for me to remove it and toss it on the floor. Even in the near darkness, I can see the outlines of his beautiful chest and rub my hands over him.

He starts to unbutton my shirt, working from the bottom up. His fingertips graze my skin, sending shivers of sensation over my body. When he undoes the last button, he pushes one flap out of the way, then the other. Impatient, I sit up slightly and scramble out of it and toss it on the floor. Eyeing my full breasts, he reaches behind me and unhooks my bra in an instant. He slides it off my arms and that goes flying too. 

He bends down, taking me into his mouth and suckling me. My back arches. I grab the back of his hair and hold him more tightly against me. Taking my clue, he sucks me harder and presses firmly into me. I sigh and grunt, squeezing his broad shoulders.

He moves to the other side and works that one too. My whole body is buzzing and I wrap my legs more firmly around him. He comes back to my mouth. The erection under his jeans presses against me. His hardness hits my clit under my jeans and gives me a jolt.

In between our eager kisses I breathe, “I want you, Shane.” I angle my hips and press against his hard length. He groans in my mouth. I whisper, “Take me.”

He lifts off me slightly, looking me in the eye as our ragged breaths sound in my ear. Please don’t back out now. Keeping my gaze locked on his, I unzip my jeans and start hitching them down my hips. 

It’s all the encouragement he needs. 

He crawls backward, giving me a ravenous look, and takes over with my jeans. I bring my knees together and he slides my jeans off and drops them on the floor. My feet are resting softly on his thighs and I’m trembling as he reaches for my panties next. He slowly slides them down my thighs, past my knees, along my calves. The fabric of the crotch is soaked. I lift my feet together and he removes my panties completely. 

I exhale deeply as he takes me in with his gaze. His lips are slightly parted as he glances up at me, then back down to my mound. He gently pushes my knees apart. 

He slowly sinks down, his hands inching up my inner thighs as he does so. I’m exhaling in short, sharp breaths, anticipating him. 

When his tongue touches my bud my body lights up and I open my legs wider. I grab the back of his head with both hands and whimper. God, I’m so close already. He slides two fingers inside me and only then do I realize just how wet I am. 

Licking me with short, firm strokes, he slides his fingers in and out of me. I’m still hanging on to his head, pressing him harder against my swollen clit. 

He teases me with his tongue, strumming me higher and higher. His fingers are working me too. He curls his fingers and hits my G-spot. Taking me by surprise, my orgasm explodes with such force I curl my entire body toward him. Legs shaking, I cry out. Waves of pleasure pound through me as he continues to lap against me. 

My head falls back against the bed and I thrash helplessly as my orgasm swells. I arch my pelvis toward him. He curls his fingers against me as I ride the last spike of pleasure.

At last I release and sink into the bed. The bed made of clouds.

He lifts his head and I look down at him. He gently pulls his fingers out of me, then puts them into his mouth. 

“Hhhngggg,” I say.

The heat in my body is rising again. Panting, I watch as he stands up and undoes the button on his jeans. He slowly lowers the zipper. My eyes flit up to his—enjoying his look of longing for me—then back to his hands. 

He hooks one thumb around the waistband of his briefs and pulls the material down as he grabs himself with his other hand to reveal a specimen of manhood that gets my blood pumping even more.

I remember how he felt inside me before and I’m instantly throbbing. My legs readjust slightly and I softly bite my bottom lip. 

Jeans off now, he reaches for his nightstand and I hear the foil wrapper of a condom. Yes, good thinking, I think vaguely as he deftly rolls it on. 

Come to me, I think, and he does, crawling up the bed. My hands are on his firm chest again. I bring my knees up around his waist as he slightly lowers himself between my legs. 

He’s not quite touching me there. Only our legs and stomachs are together. He’s propped up on his elbows. I move my hands from his chest to his biceps and squeeze the bulging muscles. 

I lift my mouth to his, wrap my arms around him, and pull him down to me. As his weight settles on me, I exhale with satisfaction. I angle my hips, seeking him. 

As he cups my jaw and the back of my neck, he slides all the way inside. I’m still tight and so, so wet. 

He groans into the crook of my neck. 

I whisper, “Yes. Shane.”

He pulls out slightly and we exhale together. We hold our breaths as he pauses. When he slides all the way back in me, we both sharply inhale. He sucks on the crook of my neck as he starts to rock me. Slowly. Smoothly. Eventually harder and faster. I cup his ass, holding him as he comes into me again and again.

He slides one hand under me, angling my hips and hitting my spot. My pleasure spikes and I clamp hard around him, gasping for breath. He kisses me hard. His cock is straining against me. 

We break our kiss and I press my forehead against his neck, whimpering. I’m almost there and feel his entire body peaking as well. 

“Isabella,” he says sharply, his voice thick, his cock straining against me as I strain against him. “My god.”

We go over the edge together. He pulses and fills me as I cry out, still tucked into his neck. He groans in my ear, pumping me hard, pushing my orgasm higher and harder. I claw at his back as waves of pleasure wrack my body, and I let out a long, high cry. 

At last I’m released and he slows, satisfied too. 

Breathing hard, our bodies slowly relax and our movements become soft and unhurried.

He brings his lips to mine and presses a firm, lingering kiss on them. He pulls up slightly and looks me in the eye. This does nothing to calm down my breathing. Looking at him gets my heart fluttering. He kisses me again, and I sink into it. We gently angle our hips and press into each other again. Soft aftershocks ripple through my body. 

When he pulls away and strokes my cheek softly, I look into his eyes and that’s the moment I know. 

We’re all in now.
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Chapter 11
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I’m sitting at the back of Shane’s class, my first class since our encounter at the pool (not to mention last night). We stayed in his room talking and caressing each other until two in the morning, having sex twice more before I finally tore myself away and drove home.

As for the matter of him being my professor, we lay down some ground rules. To avoid any suspicion, we’ll look at one another as little as possible (we both fear our eyes will give us away) and there will be no chatting before or after class. 

We’re now communicating via text—frequently, as it turns out—but we have each other in our phones under false names. After I picked out his name (Apollo, sexiest Greek god in the canon), he stuck with the same theme and dubbed me Aphrodite, goddess of love. 

He concludes his lecture and opens things up for discussion. As usual, I’m trying to stay out of things and as usual, I can’t resist the temptation to pipe in. I’m a nerd, I know. I can’t help myself. 

After making my comment, however, Shane says, “Does that conclusion stand up to scrutiny? Remember the common fallacies we’ve discussed.” He then goes on to explain, in the gentle way he would with any student, where I had gone wrong. 

I admit, I have a few different emotions when he does this. 

On the one hand, it stings to be corrected by him in front of the class. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t.

But on the other hand, after he finishes explaining things, I understand them better and enjoy the sensation of learning something new, as I would have in any class. 

It takes several minutes to get things worked out in my head, while the class carries on with their discussion. By the time he dismisses class, I’m over it. I wonder if he maybe is feeling weird about things too, because rather than clapping his hands and saying “Alright!” like he usually does, he simply tells us to have a good day and starts packing his bag. 

It takes an epic amount of self-control to walk out of his classroom without talking to him. 

I haven’t even hit the stairs when my phone dings.

Apollo: Sorry.

Me: For what?

Apollo: I don’t know. Correcting you.

Is it bad that I feel comforted that it bothered him too? But I’m okay now and truly don’t want him to feel he has to teach me any differently. 

I text back, Isn’t that your job? To correct students? And look sexy?

He texts a smiley face.

So cute.

My phone dings again. 

Apollo: I had to work like hell not to undress you with my eyes.

Me: Too bad. You would’ve seen the lacy panties I’m wearing.

I make it out of the building and halfway across the quad with no reply. I wonder if I went too far. My phone dings at last.

Apollo: I’d like to see those.

Me: I’d like to see you take them off me. Eight o’clock?

Apollo: Can you make it six?

I smile. After the long evening I had last night, I really should take tonight to work on my biochemistry project. But... it’s not due until Monday. I have four whole days. I can work on it tomorrow. 

Me: I’ll be there.
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It’s nearly five-thirty and I’m still in my bedroom getting ready. After spending the last five minutes rummaging through my delicates, I finally settle on a sexy pair of white lace high-cut panties and a bra. I check my appearance in the full-length mirror, turning to check out my rear. It’s mostly exposed, accented by the pretty fabric. It looks good.

Right? 

Maybe I should go for the red ones. Remembering they’re in my basket, which is still in the laundry room, I head through the apartment to retrieve them. No one’s home, so it’s not a big deal. I go through the living room and kitchen and into the laundry room. I dig around in my basket for my red panties, but by the time I’ve pulled them out, I’ve changed my mind again. 

The white ones. 

I pause, looking at the reds in my hand, then throw them back into the basket. Definitely the whites. 

I go back through the kitchen and into the living room, screaming when I see Jack parked on the couch. 

“Ahhh!” He pinches his eyes shut and covers his face with a pillow. “Why are you naked in the kitchen?”

“I’m not naked!” I hustle across the living room and down the hall. “Why didn’t you announce yourself?”

“Because I didn’t think you’d be naked in the kitchen!” he hollers as I slam my bedroom door. 

Freaking Jack, I think as I finish getting dressed. Once I’m properly covered, I go into the living room. Normally I would sit next to him, but this time I go for the chair. I sink into it, crossing my arms over my chest.

He glances at me. 

I look back.

We see each other’s scowling faces and start laughing.

“Thanks for traumatizing me,” he says. 

“Thanks a lot!” I say indignantly.

“That was like seeing my baby sister in her lingerie.”

“Oh, whatever. You’re only four months older than me.” 

“Four months and sixteen days. Get over here and snuggle me, baby sis. I don’t come here for the TV, I come for female attention.”

As if he doesn’t get enough of that. 

“Whatever. You come here for the snacks.”

“Yeah, that too.” He grins. “Got anything good?”

“Chloe made brownies last night.”

He scrambles off the couch and disappears into the kitchen. 

I head back to my room, laughing. 

“Hey, where’d you go?” he hollers.

“I have class.”

“At this hour?”

“I mean lab. I have lab.”

I come out fully dressed with my high heels on to find him back on the couch, polishing off a brownie. He’s giving me an appraising look. “Lab, huh? In heels and lingerie?”

“It’s not lingerie!” 

“Whatever you say, babe.” He licks his fingers and flips on the TV. “But believe me, any guy who sees that is going to call it lingerie.”

Grabbing my purse, I don’t let him see me grinning as I walk out the door. I can only hope Jack’s right. 
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For the second time in two days, I pull up Shane Brook’s drive and park by the side of the garage. Once again, as I’m crossing the yard, he comes onto the patio and waits for me. He’s wearing jeans, along with a casual slim-fitting shirt that makes me want to take a bite out of him. 

His eyes slide down my body, taking in the low-cut blouse that accents my cleavage, the flowing summer skirt that stops just above my knees, and my long, shapely legs.

We smile at one another. When I meet him on the porch he pulls me into his arms and gives me a deep kiss. Now this is a proper greeting. 

He pulls away, my blood pounding, and takes my hand to lead me inside. 

Once again I’m greeted by the smell of something delicious. 

“Wine?” he asks as we enter the kitchen. 

“Yes, please.”

He leaves me at the island and grabs a bottle that is, sadly, already on the counter. I was hoping to see him bend over to retrieve it from the wine-cooler again. 

“What’s cooking?”

“Lasagna. I hope you like it.”

“I’m sure I will.”

He brings over our glasses. We clink them gently together—once again foregoing the toast—and drink, our eyes locked on each other. 

He sets down his glass, smiles, and heads toward the refrigerator.

I’m about to settle onto the bar stool when he abruptly turns back towards me and says, “Oh hell.”

He pulls me into a kiss. His hand is in my hair and his arm is tight against my waist. Recovering from my surprise, I eagerly kiss him back, sinking in his arms.

Oh yes, this is definitely more like it. 

I’m thinking he only wanted to kiss me, and maybe that’s what he thought at first too, but the intensity of our kissing goes up one notch after another until only a few minutes later we’re in full-on make out mode. He rubs his hand down the exposed skin of my breast, slipping underneath the fabric of my blouse and bra to cup my bare nipple. I snake my arms up his back, under his shirt.

His hard desire digs into me. I want to taste him. 

He lifts the hem of my blouse and I raise my arms so he can pull it over my head. As my blouse crumples to the floor, he eyes my white lacy bra. Or maybe I should say lingerie, judging by the look on his face. “You look so delicious in white,” he says thickly. 

I slip my skirt over my hips and let that fall to the floor as well.

His eyes take in my lacy panties as I kick my skirt out of the way with one high-heeled foot.

He makes to come toward me, but I press on his chest. I couldn’t stop him if I wanted to, truly. He’s too strong for that. But he stays in place, an amused half grin on his face. Giving him a sultry look, I unbutton the top button of his shirt.

He watches me, his hands gently caressing my shoulders, my arms, my breasts as I work my way down, one button after another. His shirt is slowly falling open to reveal the muscled chest underneath. 

When I release the last button, I place both hands flat against his ribbed abs and rub up the length of his chest. I tease both hard nipples between my finger and thumb and he lets out a breath, gripping my upper arms with his hands. 

I run my hands over his shoulders, easing his shirt off and down his arms until that, too, is on the floor. Running my hands and eyes greedily over his body I lean over and kiss his chest slowly, tasting him with my tongue. I work my way to one hard nipple and gently flick it with my tongue. He exhales sharply and grips my arms more firmly. I slide to the other side and do the same thing, enjoying his reaction. 

I slowly ease myself into a squatting position, trailing kisses on his stomach along the way. 

His bulge is directly in front of me now. I look up and give him an evil grin as I unbutton his fly and slowly unzip his jeans. He’s looking down at me, mouth slightly parted. One hand is resting on my arm and the other is lightly playing with my hair.

I return my attention to my task, pulling the waistband of his briefs so his erect cock can spring free. Squatting with my knees spread, my clit pulsing, I wrap one hand around him as I slowly run my tongue up his massive shaft. 

He lets out his breath in one long sigh.

I reach the head and wrap my mouth and tongue around it. He already feels hard enough to burst. As I slide down his shaft, taking his fullness into my mouth, he groans and grips my arm tightly. He grabs my hair, pushing me onto him as he slightly thrusts himself toward me. I take him in, sucking and working him with my tongue as I come back to the head. 

I run my tongue around the tip, giving extra attention to the cleft underneath, before sliding back down again. 

“Good lord, woman.” 

I continue sucking and pulling on him, the ache in my core spiking every time I slide my mouth down his shaft. 

He’s so tight I think he’s about to come in my mouth. Maybe he was, because he grabs me firmly by both shoulders and pulls me to my feet. 

He kisses me hungrily, backing us up until we reach the dining table behind us. His hands are all over me and he’s kissing my neck, my stomach—the bra goes flying—my breasts. 

He yanks down my panties, grabs me around the hips, and sets me on the edge of the table. Spreading my thighs open his mouth dives into the lips of my aching sex. 

I gasp and arch my back, falling back on my elbows. 

He’s licking and sucking me so masterfully the room starts to tilt. I fall all the way back, helpless to do more than hang onto his forearms as he laps me into a heated stupor. 

I’m aching to feel him inside me. “I want you.” 

I don’t think I can hang on much longer. I’m throbbing so strongly I can’t believe I haven’t gone over, yet I’m climbing even higher. 

“I need you now. Please.” 

His tongue darts over my bud, demanding I climax. He thrusts two fingers inside me and I comply, crying out as I’m shattered again and again, my heels shaking as my body is consumed with pleasure. 

I grab onto his hair, clutching him to me as his tongue skates over my pulsing clit. My body convulses repeatedly until at last I release him and sink back, my legs dangling helplessly over the side of the table.

Well, hello to you, too, I think. I’m panting, trying to catch my breath, barely aware of my surroundings.

He grabs my wrists and pulls me up. He’s standing now and his jeans are off—when did he manage that?—and I get a glimpse of his hard cock—when the hell did he put a condom on??—before he lifts me and starts to carry me. 

“You still want me?” he whispers thickly.

“Yes,” I breathe. My legs are wrapped around his waist and I’m pressing myself against his erection, wishing he were inside me already. 

He grabs my ass with both hands and angles my hips. I feel the tip of his cock just at my entrance, then he presses me down and I slide all the way down his shaft. 

I moan, clinging to him, his cock inside me as he’s still carrying me. As soon as we’re on the carpeted floor of the living room, we sink to the floor, his strong arms keeping me in position so we stay connected. 

I lie back and he’s soon on top of me. I’m full of him and don’t know if I’m tingling and coming down from the high of an orgasm or aching and building toward another. Two more thrusts and it’s clear. I open myself wider, hungry for him. 

“Oh yes.”

He presses his mouth on mine, and I hang on to his shoulders and back, which are as firm and tense as his cock. I feel him building to his release and I’m riding the wave with him. The harder he gets, the higher I go. 

His hot breath comes against my ear. “Do you want it hard or soft?” Then he demonstrates the difference. He slams inside me, conjuring powerful pulses of sensation. As I’m about to come, he slows down, caressing me so luxuriously I think he’s torturing me on purpose. I’m a frustrated puddle of molten desire, trembling with want.

“Hard or soft?” he whispers again, bringing my earlobe into his mouth.

Uhhhhh....

He teases me again, giving me both then demanding I choose. Yes. Both. However you want.

Hard, then slow. Caressing, then dominating. If he keeps this up all he’ll have to do to make me come is breathe on me. “Tell me.”

“Hard,” I gasp.

His strong arms flex around me and he takes me vigorously. I cry out and lights burst behind my closed lids as I come at last. I’m torn apart with pleasure. Seconds later, his thrusts are erratic as he fills me. I cry out, gently biting his firm shoulder as I contract repeatedly, legs trembling.

At last we relax, our sweat-soaked bodies loosely wrapped around each other.

I’m floating. Nothing could touch me. Never again. I look at him and give what I’m sure is a dopey smile. He chuckles and gives me a kiss before rolling off and collapsing onto his back.

My body feels cold with his absence, but he pulls me to him until my chest and stomach are pressed against his side. Still panting, I rest my head on his shoulder and heavily throw one knee over his leg. 

“That was so much better than waiting until after dinner,” I say.

He laughs and I weakly hug his chest. My whole body is limp. 

The oven timer starts to buzz. He groans and I don’t move. Neither does he. He snakes his hand into my hair and gives me a kiss. With the timer buzzing in the background, his tongue caresses mine and I am officially the happiest woman on the planet. He takes all I willingly give him for another full minute before finally giving up and walking his naked ass into the kitchen to turn off the timer. 

“Don’t burn anything important,” I call after him, still grinning like a dopey fool. 
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Chapter 12 
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After a delicious dinner, which we ate outside again, we moved indoors to talk on the couch. At first we simply sat next to each other, but we’ve since rearranged. My head’s in his lap and he’s gently playing with my hair. We’re fully dressed again, but my legs are outstretched and my bare feet are resting on the arm of the couch.

Our conversation has circled around to the books he lent me just a few days ago. That afternoon in his office feels like a million years ago, instead of only two days. 

“Have you had a chance to look at them yet?” he asks easily.

I’ve been too busy seducing and fucking my professor, I think, but I answer with a simple, “No.”

He smiles, unconcerned. He looks about as relaxed as I feel. “The second one I gave you is my favorite.”

“What do you like about it?”

He watches his hand as he runs his fingers through my long hair, from root to tip and back again. 

“The author’s arguments are very clear and well-grounded, from a philosophical viewpoint. So there’s that. But, I find it comforting as a human being. Even after I lost my faith as a teen...”

“You used to believe in God?”

He nods. “My parents don’t attend church, except for holidays sometimes. My grandparents are pretty religious. Baptist. But yes, I believed when I was younger, until... I just couldn’t any more. It really doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. But I still wanted to be a good person. I had this notion, thanks to my grandfather, that atheists were evil deviants.” Shane gives me an amused smile. “He doesn’t get out much.”

I laugh.

“But I was young and still held by some of the ideas I’d grown up with. Then I discovered this book and there, in one volume, was a logical basis for nurturing the great values in ourselves. Generosity. Compassion. Mercy. Honesty...”

A shadow falls briefly over his countenance and he glances at me. I wonder if he’s thinking it’s not terribly honest to be sleeping with one of his students. 

“I do try to be honest.” He looks away and sighs. I feel a twinge of guilt. Not for breaking the rules, I’m over that. But for causing him this kind of discomfort. “Anyway,” he says, lighter now, “that book helped me understand why those virtues are so valuable, and it was my first introduction to philosophy.”

He glances at me and smiles broadly. “I was hooked.”

I smile and lightly rub my fingertips along his forearm, which is resting on my stomach. He’s a pretty godly atheist, if you ask me, but I don’t say so.

Instead I continue lightly rubbing his arm and he continues stroking my hair. I ask him about his schooling and he tells me about his years here at Hartman—which he loved—and his stint earning his master’s at Tufts University in Massachusetts—which he decidedly did not.

“It was a great program, but the winters there. Ugh. Longest two winters of my life.”

“Not what you’re used to?” I ask, realizing I don’t even know where he’s from. 

“Ugh, no.” He makes a disgusted face. “I grew up in Arizona, so I’m used to sun and plenty of it. I don’t know how people can stand living with so many gray skies. It was depressing. I could physically feel it weighing on me.”

If all goes well, I’ll be spending a few winters in Massachusetts myself. I wonder how I’ll feel about all the snow. I want to go to Harvard so badly, though, I’d live in an igloo to do it, if I had to.

“When I started looking at doctoral programs,” Shane continues, “my advisor really wanted me to apply to Princeton. They’re the best and it would’ve been an honor to get in but...” he makes that disgusted face again, “the snow.”

“You’re a blue sky boy, huh?”

“Definitely. Coming back to Hartman was perfect for me. This may sound weird, but I missed Hartman and central California the whole time I was back east. I could live here the rest of my life and be happy. And their doctoral program is top notch.”

I smile up at him. His face has this glow, like he’s living his dream. There’s something about getting a glimpse of his dreams that makes me feel closer to him. 

We rest in comfortable silence for a while, then I say, “Okay. One thing on your bucket list. Go.” 

He chuckles at me. “I don’t know if I can pick just one.” 

“That’s the rule.” 

“What rule?” 

“The rule I made up just now.” 

He laughs. “Hmmm. Okay. Actually, I guess it’s not that hard to tell you my top choice. I’ve always wanted to go snorkeling.” 

“Oooh, that’s a good one. I love snorkeling. You’ve never been?”

He shakes his head. “No. One day.”

As I caress his arm, he turns his hand palm up so his fingers can trail along the underside of my arm. 

“Your turn,” he says. 

“Hmm... I don’t know.” His hand is lightly caressing my side now. It’s hard to think with him distracting me like this. My hand advances up his forearm, along his bicep, and to his shoulder. God, I love how he feels. 

“No getting out of it.” He grins and moves his hand to my stomach. “It was your question.” 

“Um...” What were we talking about? “Oh.” Top of my list. “I want to sleep under the stars.” 

“I’ve done that before. It’s pretty cool.” 

I bring my fingertips back down his arm and to his hand, which is gently rubbing my stomach. 

“Or shower in a waterfall,” I add.

“You said only one.” 

“Well,” I slowly roll over and climb onto his lap. “It’s kind of one.” 

“How do you figure?” He runs both his hands up my thighs and under the fabric of my skirt.

“They’re both outdoorsy things, so they count as one. I could shower under the waterfall then sleep under the stars. And don’t you dare say that’s a logical fallacy.” 

He laughs then looks at me tenderly. My heart dances around in my chest.

“No,” he says quietly, “I wouldn’t dare.”

“You know,” I say, my heart pounding a bit. “I did a Google search of my own. On you.”

He raises his eyebrows, his hands firm against my ass. “Looking into my seedy criminal background, huh?”

I smile and shake my head. “No. Your name.”

“I thought you didn’t need to Google ‘Brook’,” he teases.

“Shane is a variant of Sean,” I say kissing his nose, “which is a variant of John.” I kiss his cheek. “Which means God is gracious.” I kiss his mouth. A soft, lingering kiss where we each draw in a deep breath. His hands travel up my back and he pulls me into a firm embrace. I feel him growing against me.

I pull back and he smiles at me. “Well, that was gracious.”

I slide my hand across his shoulder and down to his chest, running my hand over first one pec, then the other. I can’t stop touching his chest.

“You are without a doubt the sexiest philosophy professor I’ve ever seen. Sexiest professor of any class actually. It seems like you should be teaching... I don’t know... modeling or something.”

He laughs. “Philosophy isn’t sexy?”

I think about his blazer. “You make everything sexy.”

He smiles, but it fades. I recognize this look. I shouldn’t have reminded him he’s my professor. Why can’t I keep my big mouth shut?

Our gaze locks and our hands still. “You know,” he says quietly, “some schools would look the other way with a situation like this, but not Hartman. And they’re right not to. When professors misuse their power, it’s the students who end up abused and victimized.”

“Do you think you’re abusing and victimizing me?”

Frowning, he takes a moment to answer. “I hope not.”

“I don’t think you are,” I say softly.

“But would you realize it if I were?”

I climb off his lap but stay curled next to him, taking his hand in mine and looking him in the eye. “Listen, what are the problems students face when they date a professor? They might need a letter of recommendation and feel they have to trade sexual favors to get it, right? Or they might feel their grades are at stake. You’re not even in my department. No offense, but this is a rinky dink class I’m taking to clear my humanities requirement.”

“Rinky dink!”

I have to laugh at his mortified expression. “It’s nothing against the discipline, obviously. I have a lot of respect for the field.” I put my hand on his chest to emphasize my point. “I’m interested in it and that’s why I took the class. But, I’m sorry to tell you, Mr. I’m So Much More Powerful Than You, you’re totally not. Sucking your cock doesn’t really affect my future as a microbiologist.”

He looks shocked by that last comment for a second, then laughs. “Yeah, well, if we get caught it might affect your future. Mine too, for that matter.”

Then I realize I’m not just gambling with my future here. I’m asking him to gamble with his. He definitely has more to lose than I do. 

Maybe I’m being unfair. I lay my head on his arm, no longer smiling. “So... do you want to stop?”

Looking me in the eye, he absently rubs his fingertips on my stomach. “Want? No. I don’t want to stop. Even though there is no doubt in my mind this is the dumbest thing I’ve ever done and I know we may live to regret it... No. What I want is to be right here with you, right now. And tomorrow. And the next day. And for as many days as I can get until it all comes crashing down.”

“You’re such a cute little catastrophist.” I give him a kiss. “All we have to do is not get caught.”

He smiles, but a frown immediately chases it away, as if a new thought has brought on a fresh worry.

“What?” 

“It’s just that... so many times victims go along willingly. Only once they’re out of a bad situation do they realize what it really was.”

I exhale forcefully. “For the love of God, stop calling me a victim!”

“I’m not!” 

“Aren’t you?”

“No, I’m just... worried about it. What if that’s what’s happening and neither one of us realizes it?”

“Shane,” I say firmly, looking him in the eye. “You are not victimizing me.” He seems to be desperately hanging on my every word. “I want to be here, and if I didn’t I’d have zero problem walking out that door. Seriously. You’re sweet and have a good heart and I like that about you but you have got to stop talking like this. I mean, do you see me as less than you?”

“No! You’re brilliant and amazing and when I forget about the fact that I’m your professor, you’re just you. Gorgeous, intelligent, sexy you. When I forget, you’re more like... my peer.”

“Now that’s better! ‘Peer’ is a word I can get behind.”

He smiles, drawing me closer. “I’d like to get behind you.” 

I smile. I like the sound of that. 

“You fantastic woman, you,” he adds, smiling.

I would tell him to stop flattering me, but I like it. 

“Fantastic woman,” I say with a sensual pull in my voice. “That’s another one I approve of.”

He pulls me into one of his amazing kisses. The kind I feel all over my body.

But the place I feel it most, is in my heart. 
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Chapter 13
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By the time Sunday rolls around, I’m in full-on panic mode. I’ve spent four evenings in a row at Shane’s house, and though I’ve done my best to squeeze in homework during the day, I didn’t allow myself near enough time for my project that’s due in my biochemistry class tomorrow. 

My frazzled state has drawn all three of my roommates to my room. I hurriedly explain I’m working on a major project due in the morning and would they please go away. 

Not surprisingly, that doesn’t work at all. 

Ashley’s giving me a puzzled look. “When was it assigned?”

“Last Monday.” 

“Well, what have you been doing all week?”

“Or shall we say, who have you been doing all week?” Sam says with a grin.

I look up from my book long enough to scowl at her.

“I don’t think Isabella’s going to get behind on school work over some guy,” Chloe says, calmly brushing out her long auburn hair.

“There’s a first for everything,” Sam says.

Well that’s for damn sure. 

“Look I’m just... taking a lot of classes. Now will you all please let me alone so I can get this shit done?”
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You would think I’d learned my lesson, but two weeks later I’m once again behind on work because I’m at Shane’s instead of doing my homework like I should be. I have no idea if he’s getting behind in his work too and don’t want to ask. I just want to be right here, in his bed and in his arms. 

Our bare chests are lightly pressed against one another and our legs entwined. I’m gently running my fingers over his arms. Yet again. His arms and chest are just so touchable.

I’m trying to convince myself to get up and get going on my homework—I brought my laptop bag—but I suspect this may be yet another evening when it sits in the corner, unused and neglected.

“So...” Shane says softly, watching his hand as it strokes my collar bone. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“It may not be any of my business.”

My lips curl into a smile. I wonder what scandalous question he has in mind. “Yes?” 

“Why don’t you use your Maddox name?”

I freeze and his eyes flit to mine. I can’t read his expression.

“What?” 

“Isn’t it Isabella Procopio Caivano Nikas Maddox?”

“Um.” I can feel the vein in my neck pulsing against his fingertips. “Yes. How did you find out?” I realize there are people on campus who know. It’s been out since Freshman year, really, but it doesn’t come up often and I’m pretty sure most people have no idea.

“At the meeting.” He’s on the Alumni Relations Committee and they had a meeting this afternoon. “We were discussing fundraising strategies and Professor Jennings said something about it being a pity that Carl and Linda Maddox don’t contribute, but maybe they will once Isabella graduates.” 

I’m watching him with a carefully neutral expression. 

“Professor Westingfield was sitting to my left,” he continues. “I leaned over and asked him if they were talking about you. He said yes and that you don’t use the Maddox name on campus.” 

“I see.” I look down at my fingers, resting on his relaxed bicep.

“I’m sorry if I’m not supposed to know.”

“No.” I shake my head. “It’s not... exactly a secret.” 

I shrug my shoulder, trying not to look too upset. Or be too upset. 

“I just... try to keep stuff like that in the background. And my parents don’t not contribute because they’re stingy,” I say, a little defensively. “I just don’t want special treatment for the sake of donations.”

“I can understand that.” 

“I wanted to come here and do well on my own merits, and I think I’ve done that.”

“Well, that’s obvious,” he says gently. “And no one was criticizing them. That’s not the impression I got anyway. It’s not like we were discussing it. Professor Jennings just said it in passing and everyone went on.”

My thumb rubs his bicep half an inch, then stills. I give him a sideways glance. 

“I didn’t mean to upset you.” 

“I’m not upset,” I say. “It’s fine.”

He purses his lips at me and narrows his eyes, as if deciding if he wants to press me any further. I’m hoping he doesn’t. I don’t know why, but it’s making me feel uneasy that he knows. It’s not that I have a reason not to trust him, but sometimes people I’ve dated have changed when they realize there’s a lot of money involved. I’ve seen it before. 

Though, we’re not exactly dating, are we?

I take a breath and try to let go of my uneasiness. He hasn’t done anything wrong.

He places a kiss on my shoulder, looking up at me. 

I look at him out of the corner of my eye and smile slightly. 

Encouraged, he places another kiss farther up, resting his lips on my collar bone. God, but he feels good. 

I settle deeper into the pillows, tilting my head to give him more room. 

Taking my invitation, he scoots closer and kisses the crook of my neck, parting his lips and tasting me with his tongue. 

I let out a little sigh.

He slowly climbs on top of me, curling his arm under my shoulder and looking me in the eye. I wonder if he sees me differently now. No longer just Isabella, but Isabella Maddox. 

“It doesn’t seem fair, though,” he says, with a grin and a glint in his eye.

“What?”

“Here you’re up to five names and I still only have two.”

I grin. “No, I gave you Procopio, remember? So it’s four to three.”

“All right.” He rubs his nose against mine. “I can live with that.”

He kisses me then, wiping away nearly all rational thought. A minute later he pulls away, leaving me breathless.

“I want to go somewhere with you,” he says softly, rubbing my nose again. “Dinner at a nice restaurant or something.”

My eyes widen. “We can’t. We could be seen.”

“Not if we go to Swan Pointe.”

I think about that. It’s down on the coast, about an hour and a half away from Hartman College and the city limits of Rosebrook. It’s kind of far to drive for dinner, but it would be worth it if I could go to an actual restaurant with him, out in the open like a regular couple. 

He smiles at me. “Commoners would be nice. It’s very romantic. Have you been there?”

Commoners is one of the formal restaurants attached to Rivers Paradise Resort. He zeroed in on the nicest place in Swan Pointe, that’s for sure. In fact, it could be argued Rivers Paradise Resort is the nicest place in California. Commoners would be perfect, but it’s a no go. 

“My parents are friends with the owners,” I say apologetically. “I don’t need them seeing me there with you. Awkward questions and all.”

“Ah. How about The Net?”

“Oooh, I love their coconut shrimp!”

“Then we’re agreed. Great food.” His voice drops. “Romantic atmosphere. It’s pretty pricey, too.”

I blink, wondering why he cares if it’s pricey.

“It’ll be nice to be out somewhere with you.” He kisses me deeply and runs his hand over my bare skin, clearly warming up for something more. My body responds, unable to resist.

I tuck my fear away, for the moment, and allow myself to sink into the drug that is Shane Brooks.
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Chapter 14 
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Around four-thirty Tuesday afternoon, I pull up to a hardware store on the outskirts of Rosebrook to find Shane already there waiting for me. He opens the door to his black Subaru BRZ and I quickly slide in. He casually surveys the area as he comes around and gets in the driver’s seat. 

“Pretty sweet ride.” I tug my skirt down a bit. I’m wearing a little black number which, when I’m sitting, shows off nearly my entire thigh. I’m excited to go somewhere special with him, so I pulled out all the stops today. I’m already being rewarded with the way he’s eyeing me hungrily. 

“It was a gift,” he says distractedly, still checking out my legs. He throws the car into reverse and backs up. 

I vaguely wonder who gave it to him, but don’t ask because I’m too busy admiring how scrumptious he looks. He’s wearing a black suit and tie with a blue silk shirt. I want to rip it right off him.

“Why aren’t we going somewhere with a bed again?” I ask innocently.

He gives me a seductive glance and gets us on the road. 

I behave myself for the entire first half hour of the drive. An epic feat considering the fact that just sitting next to him is driving me crazy. He’s not even doing anything over there except talking to me and looking all fucking delicious. 

I’m hopeless. I know. I can’t help it. 

We’re on a stretch of road that winds down the mountains on the way to the coast. Green trees line both sides and the late afternoon sun winks in on us as we go in and out of the shadows. 

He’s telling me about a trip his family once took driving up the coast, and I’m trying to listen. I really am. But, as if my body has a mind all its own, I slowly reach down and pinch the fabric of my dress between my fingers.

“Alvin kept complaining the whole way,” Shane is saying as I start to hitch my skirt up, inch by inch, “but Loren and I just ignored him and...” his eyes glance down at my lap. I smile. “...and...”

I pull my skirt up to reveal my purple lace panties. My purple lace see-through panties.

Shane swerves to get back in his lane.

Both hands gripping the wheel and eyes on the road he says, “Damn, honey. We’re going to get in an accident if you keep that up.” 

“Well then, you’d better pull over.” 

He eyes me to see if I’m serious. 

I smile and raise my eyebrows. 

He almost looks alarmed now and I have to laugh. I’m still aching for him though, so I spread my legs slightly and slowly reach toward his dick.

“Uh...” He glances between my panties and the road. “Uh...”

My hand hits its target and I smile. “I see you’re ready for me.” 

“Isabella. We’re driving sweetheart.” 

“There’s a rest stop a mile up the road. I saw a sign.” I firmly rub my hand down his hard shaft. He’s wearing suit pants, and I’m glad I’m not having to work against the thick fabric of jeans.

He gets that look on his face. That look that says he wants more.

“We have... reservations,” he says unconvincingly.

I undo his button with one hand and work the zipper down. He springs free on his own. I smile. “Then we’d better hurry.”

He laughs shakily. “Honey, there’s no room in this car to—”

But I’ve dodged under the shoulder strap of my seat belt and dipped my head in the direction of his cock. I’ve never done anything like this, but pushing the limits is all I seem to do with Shane. 

“Eyes on the road, baby.” I take his head into my mouth, sucking on it. He moans and his foot lets off the accelerator.

He takes me by the shoulder and firmly lifts me up. “At the rest stop,” he says thickly. “I’m gonna wreck this thing.”

I smile, feeling a little intoxicated with him and more than a little pleased with myself, but mostly I’m horny as hell and desperate for release. 

After what feels like an hour, we go the remaining half mile to the rest stop and he pulls off the road. I raise my hips slightly and slip my panties off.

“Damn, girl,” he says, driving into the rest area. There’s a long stretch of parking with an outbuilding in the center, picnic tables all along the length of it, and a slight view to the coast and Swan Pointe below. 

He chooses the farthest spot and before he even kills the engine, I’ve released my belt, scooted onto my knees, and bent down for his dick again. He groans, his hand flying to the back of my head. He leans the seat all the way back, but it’s a sporty car and even then there’s not room for me to climb on top. 

It doesn’t matter. If this is going to work, I need to stay low and out of sight anyway. Right now I just want his cock, and I’m sucking it like there’s no tomorrow.

“Isabella,” he breathes out. “You’re so fucking amazing.” I would smile if my mouth wasn’t full of his dick. I’ve noticed he’s not one to talk dirty during our sexual escapades, so hearing this little bit from him gives me a special thrill.

His hand has already found my breasts, giving them an eager squeeze or two, and is on its way south. 

I spread my knees slightly and he cups my mound. I moan with him in my mouth. I swirl my tongue around the tip then go down the shaft, sucking firmly as I come back up. 

He dips his finger into my wetness then goes to my swollen bud, his slick fingers lighting me up. 

I put one foot on the floor, allowing my legs to spread wider and he accepts the invitation, plunging two fingers into me. 

“Yes,” I mumble, before sliding my mouth back down his shaft. I come back up. “Fuck yes.” And I take him again.

He’s so hard my tongue can feel the vein throbbing along his length. He pumps his fingers in me, the sound of my moisture and his groaning filling the car. He puts a third finger in me and I arch back against him, spreading myself as much as I can in the cramped space and wishing I could open up more.

I take his entire shaft into my mouth and suck hard as I come up, flicking my tongue firmly over the head. I get a taste of pre-cum and that only pushes me closer to the edge. I’m rocking against him, rubbing my clit against the palm of his hand. 

He suddenly starts pumping me harder, banging his palm hard against my clit every time he dives into me. I cry out with pleasure, his swollen dick still in my mouth. 

Moaning, I slide up and down his shaft harder and faster, working the head with my tongue, going nearly mad with pleasure as he fucks me with his hand. 

The skin of his cock stretches taut. He releases in me just as I burst into a mind-blowing orgasm. He cries out, stifling the loud sound almost immediately.

I thrash against him as he continues to clap his palm against me. His cock twitches in my mouth and I suck hard, wanting every last drop. I finally come down from the peak, my body slowing. He twitches again and I slowly suck him from the base of his shaft all the way to the tip. He grips my shoulder with his free hand, shuddering one last time. 

I’m breathing hard and my blood is pounding in my ears as I continue to come down from the high. 

My god. 

We grow still, panting, my mouth still on him, his fingers still filling me. I give him one last, lingering suck and hear him sigh as I break free. I rest my cheek on his lower stomach and smile. He gives me a heavy-lidded, satisfied smile as he gently pulls his fingers out of me. 

“That was fun,” I say, panting. 

“Uh, yeah,” he says, agreeing with the obvious. 

I grin at him. 

“Oh geez!” He pops his head up and looks around.

I start laughing and rearrange so I can settle back into my seat. I glance around too. The rest stop is vacant.

He gives me a devilish grin. “Come ’ere, you.” He leans to me, hooks his hand around the back of my neck, and kisses me until my toes are tingling. 

We start to put ourselves back together. “I love this dress you’re wearing, baby.”

I smile broadly, pretty pleased with myself. “Now that we’ve had our appetizers, shall we go have some dinner?”

He smiles at me wickedly.

After taking a few minutes to clean up in the restrooms, we continue on our way. This time, Shane’s passenger is considerably more relaxed and content. 
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Dinner with Shane is even better than I hoped it would be. Aside from enjoying his company—in fact, I can’t seem to get enough of that—I love being out in the open with him. It’s liberating and thrilling and gives me a little ache in the corner of my heart that we can’t have this all the time. 

Suddenly I’m imagining what it would be like to be able to walk hand in hand with him on campus or go to a party with him or, hell, just do anything with him. Even shopping for groceries together sounds like a treat. 

Shane got us a table next to the window with a view of the ocean. The Net is located right on the coast. Its outdoor patio even sits slightly over the water. We watched the sunset as we ate, and now the sky has darkened completely, leaving the window to reflect the interior of the restaurant back at us. 

The waiter comes to clear our plates away—I had coconut shrimp, Shane had lobster—and asks if we’d like to see a dessert menu. 

Shane looks to me for guidance and I answer with an eager grin. He laughs. “That’d be a yes,” he says to the waiter. 

He leans forward and rests his chin on one palm, smiling at me. I lean forward too, delicately lacing my fingers together. “This was a great idea. I love being here with you.”

His smile broadens. “I’m glad you’re happy.”

“Aren’t you happy?” I tease, still smiling. 

“More than I should be.”

The waiter returns with the menus and we sit back. 

Shane winks at me, then opens his menu. I stay put, watching him. “I already know I either want the baked Hawaiian or the triple chocolate caramel brownie sundae.”

His eyebrows shoot up.

“Want to order both and share them?”

“Okay.”

He snaps the menu shut and returns to smiling at me. I sigh inwardly. We’re almost at the end of our evening. I don’t want it to end. 

It’s as we’re eating dessert (we’ve polished off the baked Hawaiian and are on our way to finishing the world’s most decadent brownie) that he says, “So let me ask you a question. As a modern woman, what’s your opinion on the debate about whether or not you can be a feminist and still allow a man to pay for a date?”

My antenna goes up immediately. Still, I go into my smooth and graceful routine without thinking or effort. “I don’t know that I have an opinion on the matter,” I say easily. I even throw in a smile for good measure. 

We could be talking about lollipops, as calm and collected as I am on the outside, but my skin is pricking and I’m feeling that familiar, sick sensation in the pit of my stomach. Is this how it’s going to begin? Now that he knows how deep my pockets are, he wants to dip in and take some and this is his first step?

But I’m looking at him and I don’t want to believe he would. Would he? Sometimes you never know, but... fuck I really didn’t think he was the type.

“I was reading an article about it the other day,” he continues. “I forget the website. Anyway, it was interesting. One side argues that it’s perfectly acceptable for women to demand both equal rights and chivalry, but others say that in order to truly be equal, chivalry needs to go out the window. They say a man always paying suggests a level of superiority over the woman.”

“That makes a certain kind of sense,” I say. Dammit, dammit, dammit. Not him. 

“What’s your opinion?” he asks, eyebrows raised. “Is that how you feel?”

“Well...” I begin slowly, “if a woman feels she needs to pay for... philosophical reasons.”

He smiles. “Ah. Philosophical reasons. Was that for my benefit?”

I can’t tell if he’s teasing me or if we’ve just decided I’m paying for this date or what. 

The waiter brings the check. We both reach for it; he’s faster. But I know this game and I want it over sooner rather than later. 

“How about I get this one?” I say, smiling.

I’m testing him. I’ll admit it. 

Still holding the folder, he pulls out his wallet. “Yeah. I don’t think so.”

There’s always a first refusal. I press on. “It’s the least I can do, after all the cooking you’ve done for me.” 

I reach for the folder but he pulls it out of my reach. 

Going for broke, I give him that ostentatious smile of the rich that I hate so much. “I can afford it, you know.” 

He slides his credit card out of his wallet and into the folder and, though still smiling, furrows his brow at me. “What’s that got to do with it? Look, if other people want to do things that way, that’s fine by me. But I’m an old fashioned guy. I’m paying.” 

The waiter comes by and Shane quickly hands him the check, as if worried I’ll snatch it out of his hands. 

“Besides, I’m the one who invited you.”

My heart’s still pounding. I don’t know what to think. 

He leans forward, taking my hand in his. “You don’t mind, do you?”  

“Mind?”

“You don’t think it’s an insult if I pay?”

I let out a little laugh, examining him openly now. “You were worried I’d be insulted if you paid?”

“Well, I wasn’t until you started going after the check like that.” 

I give him an uncertain smile. “I guess I’m old fashioned too, but... I thought you were trying to say you wanted me to pay.”

“Why would you think that?”

I blink at him. “Because of the whole feminist conversation.”

“Sweetheart, I was just talking about an article I read. Besides, I’m a philosophy professor. ‘What if’ discussions are practically part of the job description.”

He squeezes my hand gently and I can’t help but squeeze a little back. 

“I’m sorry,” he says, observing my disconcerted expression. “I didn’t think it would upset you.”

“What if I’d invited you? Would you let me pay then?”

“Hell, no.” He smiles. “That doesn’t make me a chauvinistic brute, does it?”

“Of course not,” I say, smiling faintly.

I feel myself believing him, but there’s one last thing nagging at me. If I were smart, I wouldn’t ask him about it. I’d wait and watch for more opportunities to test him. I know how sneaky people can be. But instead, I come right out with it.

“But... what about the fact that this restaurant’s so pricey?” 

He furrows his brow at me. “I can afford it. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have suggested it.”

“No. I mean... when we were talking about where to go, you said this place was perfect because it’s pricey. Why did that matter?”

There’s a pause as he scrutinizes me, then he gets this dawning expression. “Wait. Did you think...”

He stops, still holding my hand, and rubs his forehead with the other.

He takes a deep breath and looks at me again, leaning closer and holding my eyes with his. “It mattered,” he says gently, “because I think we’re less likely to be seen together in a place most students can’t afford.”

Oh. Right. That does make sense. 

“Most professors can’t afford it either, for that matter,” he continues. “I just thought it’d be an extra layer of protection. We’re an hour and a half from school, it’s the middle of the week, and, yeah, it’s pricey. If I’m going to be brazen enough to be out in public looking at you with big doey eyes, I think every little bit helps.”

I have to laugh at that. “I’m sorry.” He holds up a finger to indicate he’s not done.

“Listen, there’s... something I may as well tell you about me right now. I come from a family with a decent amount of money. Not like yours, I’m sure. Nothing near it. But we do alright. In fact...” 

He looks down at our interlocked hands, frowning. He runs his thumb over the back of my hand, then shrugs. He looks back up at me. “They didn’t exactly approve of my choice of profession. They consider it a step down. You know, financially. So...” he takes a deep breath and smiles, clearly ready to lighten the mood. “If you’re worried about me trying to dip into the Maddox family fortune, don’t. I’ve been on the receiving end of that and I know how it feels. I’m sorry if I made you feel that way.”

“No, I...” I don’t know what to say. I just feel so relieved.

The waiter comes back with the check and the card. Shane kisses my hand, gives me a wink, and proceeds to sign the ticket and tuck his card back into his wallet. 

“Thank you for dinner,” I say.

He gets to his feet and holds out his hand, bringing me to a stand. “My pleasure.” He pulls me next to him. 

Then right in front of anyone who cares to look, Shane Brooks cups his hand around my jaw, and kisses me. 
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Chapter 15
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After my big biochemistry project comes back with a low B, and Shane admits he’s fallen behind on his work as well, we resolve to do better. 

A month later, we’ve settled into a semi-sustainable routine. I sneak over to his house almost every night and work on homework while he grades papers or works on his doctorate coursework. We’ve even allowed time back in for regular exercise, often driving to the trails and hiking on the weekends or swimming laps at the pool late at night. 

That’s not to say we don’t still get distracted by each other. I keep thinking my hunger for him will wane, but it hasn’t. I quietly went on the pill and let him know when he could forgo the condoms. I’ve never had so much sex in my life, but yet I yearn for him when we’re apart and I drink deeply from the well when we’re together. 

Occasionally I get behind enough that I have to stay home and get caught up there. He runs into trouble sometimes too. Lately I’ve been teasing him because I still don’t have a grade from him on a paper I turned in a week ago. 

Everything would be perfect, really, if we didn’t have to keep it all in the dark. 
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Halfway through November, the girls come into my room as I’m getting ready to go to Shane’s. Chloe and Ashley sit on my bed, giving me serious looks. Sam leans in the doorway, folding her arms. 

“What?” I ask with a smile, wondering what this is all about. 

“Where are you going?” Chloe asks.

“Nowhere,” Sam and I say at the same time.

I glance at her. She’s not smiling. I look at the other two on my bed. “What is this, an intervention?” I’m still trying to keep things light. 

“We were just wondering if we’re ever going find out the reason why we don’t see you anymore,” Ashley says.

“Yeah, does this reason have a name?” Chloe asks.

“And a big cock?” Sam chimes in, though still with a serious expression. She’s clearly ready for an answer as well.

The smile slides off my face as I look from one best friend to the next. There’s no laughing this one off. And I’m tired of hiding from them. I really am. Sometimes I feel like I’m really falling for Shane, and my girls have no idea he even exists in my life. I want to tell them everything, but... 

I look from face to face, fussing with the hem of my shirt. 

“God, Isabella,” Sam says, coming all the way into the room. “Tell us already. What the hell’s going on with you?”

I close my eyes. “Okay...” I sigh. “There’s a guy.”

“I knew it,” Sam says, heading for the bed. I move toward the bed too, ready to talk. Chloe and Ashley scoot back so there’s room for all of us to gather on the bed together.

“Why haven’t you said anything about him?” Ashley asks.

“Okay, look. I’ll tell you everything, but... you can’t say anything to anyone.”

“Ugh,” Sam says, “I’m starting to get offended. When do we ever share your secrets?”

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that... this is a big one.”

“Why?” Sam asks, “What are you, banging a professor or something?” 

I look at her with a shocked expression, stunned that she nailed it. They all look at me while I struggle to find my voice.

Sam starts to laugh while Ashley and Chloe’s eyebrows raise into their hair. 

“Is that it?” Chloe asks, looking mortified.

“You can’t tell.” 

“Let me guess,” Sam says gleefully, “the philosophy professor?”

I hide my face in my hands and Sam starts laughing all over again. “Oh honey, I have a whole new respect for you.”

I peek at her through my fingers in time to see Chloe shoot her a damning glance. “Pipe down, pipsqueak. Let her talk.”

“Okay, okay. Sorry.” Sam pulls her legs into a cross-legged position and rests her elbows on her knees and her chin on her hands.

“It’s Shane,” I confirm. “Professor Brooks, I mean. Yes. Shane.”

“How long has this been going on?” Chloe asks gently.

“About seven weeks.” Then the dam breaks and I tell them everything. I don’t get into all the intimate details, but I give them a pretty accurate picture of how everything went down. I even admit to seducing him in Sam’s white bikini. 

Sam nods at this piece of information, clearly impressed. 

When I finish telling them the rest, I nervously wait for their reactions. 

“Well,” Sam says with a big breath. “I’m all for it.” 

“You’re also a hopeless nut case,” Chloe says. 

“Are you kidding? It’s not like he’s fifty or something. And do you even remember what that guy looks like?”

“Okay,” Chloe says, “but...” she turns to me and says gently, “where is this really going to go?”

As usual, Chloe hits on the one thing I’ve been trying not to ask myself. 

“Why does it have to go anywhere?” Sam asks. “Why can’t she just have a little fun?”

Chloe gives me a questioning glance, wanting to know if that is, in fact, all I’m doing. 

I shrug. “It’s only been a couple months. I don’t know that either of us are ready to think about anything other than what it is right now.” I give Sam a guilty sort of smile. “It has been fun.”

Sam grins.

That’s all this has to be right now anyway, right? No need to think too far into the future. 

Right?

“What if you guys get caught?” Chloe presses.

“We’re being careful,” I say, even though I know we’ve gotten careless a couple times. Our latest make-out session at the school’s pool leaps to mind. 

“Stuff like this has a way of getting out,” Ashley says. 

I’m starting to get irritated. “Not as long as you guys keep your mouth shut.”

“Well I’m not going to say anything!”

“Good. Then we don’t have a problem.”

Chloe looks to Ashley helplessly. 

“We’re not judging you,” Ashley says. “We’re just concerned.”

“I’m not concerned,” Sam says. “I’m jealous as hell.”

“You do what’s right for you,” Chloe says, more gently now. “We’re here for you and we’re not judging you. We’re really not.”

I soften. “I know.” 

Chloe gives me a smile. “You do look happier than I’ve ever seen you.”

I smile. “I can’t get enough of him.”

“Yeah,” Ashley says, smiling now too. “We’ve noticed.”

We hear the front door open. 

“Don’t tell Jack,” I say. “Please?” 

“I agree,” Sam says. “We don’t need Jack going all ballistic big brother on the professor’s ass.”
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The only good thing about being home for Thanksgiving break is I now have more time to study for the Biochemistry GRE, which I haven’t been doing as much as I should’ve been. The test is this Saturday too, so I have some serious catching up to do

The down side is, I’m having severe Shane withdrawals. And we’re texting so much it’s practically as time-consuming as being there with him. 

The first night home, I can’t sleep. It’s nearly midnight when my phone dings.

Apollo: You up?

Me: Yes.

Apollo: Can I call you? I need to hear your voice.

And that’s how it started, his nightly routine of verbally tucking me in. I truly do fall asleep easier after hearing his voice.

I take the week to finish up my graduate application and get started on my statement of purpose. On Saturday, before the test, he sends me a good luck text just in time: Go get ‘em Tiger.

Two and a half grueling hours later, I leave the building not feeling nearly as confident about the test as I wish I did. 

I turn my phone back on and it dings almost immediately. 

Apollo: How’d it go?

Me: I’m afraid to know.

Apollo: I’m sure you did great sweetheart. 

I don’t answer for a while. 

Me: What if I didn’t?

Apollo: This isn’t the only thing they look at. You’re submitting a solid admissions packet. 

Me: I suppose. Ugh. Why haven’t I been studying more? Did I just fuck everything up for myself?

Apollo: Try not to worry about it. You did the best you could. All you can do now is wait. When will you get your score?

Me: 3-4 weeks. Breathing. 

Apollo: I wish I could be there for you.

Me: I wish you could too. 

Apollo: I’ll see you tomorrow night. 

“Can’t come soon enough,” I say aloud.
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Chapter 16 
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By the time I’m three weeks out from taking my GRE, I’m wound tighter than a drum. Shane is reassuring and that helps, and my girls have been trying to settle me down as well, but I’ll feel better once I know my results. 

Or maybe worse.

I’m lying on the floor of our apartment, going over my statement of purpose one last time with Chloe. She’s good with words, so she’s the go-to editor for all of us. Ashley’s off practicing the piano and won’t be back for a couple more hours, probably. Jack is sitting on the couch working on his laptop and snacking on popcorn. Sam’s feet are in his lap, tucked between his laptop and his stomach, and she’s working on a reading assignment. 

My phone dings. 

Apollo: How’s your statement coming along?

Me: It would be better if Chloe would just write it for me.

Chloe looks over at my phone and I tilt it so she can read it better. She smiles. “No.”

Apollo: Maybe you should bribe her. Isn’t she a chocolate fan? 

Chloe reads this text as well. “Is that really ethical?”

Me: Chloe thinks you’re being unethical.

“Tell him he should know better,” she adds.

“Who?” Jack asks, craning his head as if to read my phone from there.

“Never mind, nosey,” I say lightly, but I turn my phone over. 

Jack makes a face at me, tosses a few pieces of popcorn in his mouth, and runs a finger up the underside of Sam’s foot. 

She jerks her foot away. “Jack!”

He smiles and goes back to his laptop. She rolls her eyes, replaces her feet in his lap, and goes back to her reading. 

My phone dings again. 

I go to check it but Chloe puts her hand over mine, stopping me. “Chat with him when we’re done. Brad’s picking me up in five minutes.”

“We mustn’t be late for Brad,” Sam mumbles. She thinks Brad is too uptight. So do I, for that matter, but Chloe’s happy and that’s what counts, I guess.

“Chat with who?” Jack asks, grinning down at my phone.

“A friend,” I say.

“Uh huh.” Still grinning at Chloe and I, he reaches over and tickles Sam on the stomach.

She swats his hand away. “Cut it out, you brat.” 

He laughs and closes his laptop, getting up from the couch.

“Hey! Bring back my foot rest.”

“Class time, Shorty.” He extends a hand to her. 

“Uuuuugh!” she says dramatically, but she takes his hand and he drags her up. 

“Okay,” Chloe says, ignoring them and putting down her pen. “Finished. There were just a few little things.”

My phone dings again, but I take the paper so we can discuss Chloe’s changes and suggestions. We’re about done when we hear Brad’s honk at the curb and Chloe jumps up. “Thanks, Chloe,” I call after her as she waves and darts out the door.

Sam and Jack aren’t far behind. I pick up my phone and see I have two texts, but only one of them is from Shane. 

The front door closes and I’m left alone to read them. 

I read the one from Shane, then the one from my dad. It says simply: Call your mother.

I could’ve called right away. I could have. But my father doesn’t send texts like that, ever, and I have this weird feeling about it. It takes walking halfway across campus before I’m ready to find out what’s going on. 

I’m crossing the quad, heading for Old Main, when I finally call. It rings so long I think it’s going to go to voicemail, but Mom picks up at the last moment. 

“Hi sweetie,” she says cheerfully, almost sounding normal.

“Hi Mom. Everything okay?”

“Of course. Yes. Why wouldn’t it be?”

I already know she’s lying. She’s a rotten liar. 

“Dad told me to call you.”

The silence on the other end of the line stretches out and I come to a stop. “Mom?”

“He really shouldn’t have. I don’t see any reason to worry you.”

“Worry me about what?” My skin is starting to prick.

“Well... I’ve been having some bleeding.”

I grip the phone with both hands, trying to steady myself. “Is the cancer back?”  

It can’t be. She had a full hysterectomy last time. If the cancer’s back, what’s left to cut out of her? 

“Now, we don’t know that,” she says. “It could be something else.”

“Like what?”

There’s another pause. I close my eyes and put my hand on my forehead. 

“Well, they’re doing some tests. It could be just a kidney infection. We’ll see what they find out, okay? Let’s don’t worry until then.”

“Right,” I say, as calmly as I can, for her sake. “Of course, Mom. I’m sure everything’s fine.”

“I don’t want you to worry, sweetheart. You have enough on your plate.”

“Nothing as important as you. But I won’t worry.” I hope I’m a better liar than she is. “It’ll be okay, Mom.”

“That’s my girl. Have you heard about your score yet?”

“No. Not yet.” 

I feel lightheaded. I need to get off the phone.

“I have class, Mom. Can I call you later?”

“If you want to. I’ll keep you posted either way though, all right?”

“Mm-hmm.” I rub my forehead again. “I love you, Mom. So much.”

“I love you, too. Bye honey.”

The call disconnects and I stand there for a moment, staring at my phone. 

I see a notification for new emails. I open the program automatically, not really thinking about it. I’ve been compulsively checking my emails ever since I took the test three weeks ago. The conversation with my mother is still buzzing in my head when I see the email I’ve been waiting for. My score is ready.

I know I should probably wait to check it. If it’s bad news, I don’t need that on top of worrying about my mom. But of course I log into MyGRE and check it anyway. 

I don’t know if it’s bad news or not. My score isn’t exactly horrible, but I don’t know that it’s enough to impress Harvard either. It’s not at all what I was hoping for. Fuck. 

I’m a little early for philosophy class and should just go to the classroom and wait, but between my score and my mom, I’m barely containing my panic. I need Shane. I should just text him, I know that, but instead I find myself knocking hopefully on his office door. 

He opens the door, sees the look on my face, and brings me in, shutting the door behind us. 

Before he even asks I start to tell him about my dad’s text and the feeling I had that it would be bad news. Before I can finish though, there’s a knock.

I stop and he looks at me with concern, glancing at the door. 

I’m too upset to worry that I’m in here with him. We’re not doing anything and I am his student after all. For all anyone knows, I have a perfectly legitimate reason for being here.

I gesture to the door impatiently, indicating he should answer it. 

He opens the door to a student, who asks if he can talk to him before class. 

“Actually, right now isn’t a good—”

Another student comes up, clearly needing to talk to Shane as well.

Fuck it. 

“Go ahead,” I say, leaving. “I was done anyway.”

I’m two doors down from his office when fucking Justin Kirby comes around the corner and damn near runs into me. We both halt and he gives me a cold smile. 

“Oh, for God’s sake.” I mutter.

“Oh, look who it is,” he says cruelly, “the little drunk.”

Not feeling up for this right now, I glance back toward Shane’s office. The students who needed to talk to him must have gone in the room because the hall is empty. 

Justin Kirby must smell my weakness for he does something he’s never done before. He moves toward me, trying to cage me in. 

“Let me pass,” I say.

“Who says I’m stopping you?” He edges closer to me.

“I’ll scream.” My heartbeat pounds in my ears.

“Hoping your professor will come to your rescue?” 

I look at him in alarm. Why did he say that? Does he know something? Or maybe he meant just that, my professor. Shane certainly is that, too. 

I push past him and he steps aside, his low laughter trailing after me. 

I go to class and sit at the back, distracted and not really paying attention even once class begins. Shane is going around the room, handing back our papers. 

As per our fucking rules, I don’t even look at him.

I do look at the grade on my paper though. A 70? What the fucking hell? 

Then I remember. He’s made it clear in class more than once that he docks a letter grade from our assignments each day they’re late, and I was two days late on this. I’d gotten behind, once again, and gave my prime remaining homework time to the classes in my major. 

I shove the paper in my bag, not knowing if I’m more irritated with Shane or myself. 

I text my mom: What kind of tests are they doing?

Someone hands me a stack of papers. I frown at it. What the hell is this? Then I see the heading at the top. 

Fuck. I forgot we had a quiz today. 

I take the top sheet and pass the stack along. 

I start the quiz but tuck my phone on my lap. I would normally put it away but right now I just don’t care. Let him speak up and take it away from me if he doesn’t like it.

My phone vibrates and I look at it, keeping it in my lap.

Mom: An ultrasound and blood tests.

Me: When? 

I look back to the paper in front of me and read the first question. I literally have no idea what I just read. 

My phone vibrates.

Mom: I get my blood drawn this morning and go in for the ultra sound next week. I thought you had class. 

Me: When will you get the results?

I return to the quiz and read the first question again. And again. What in the hell am I reading??

My phone vibrates.

Apollo: Are you okay?

I glance up and see him sitting behind his desk, watching me. 

I look back down. If I look at him now I’ll cry.

Me: No.

Apollo: Come to my office after class.

Mom gives me the date of an appointment with her oncologist; she’ll know what’s what then. 

Stop worrying. She says. I know you’re supposed to be in class.

I sigh and put my phone back in my bag, determined to at least get something done on my quiz. I manage to pull it together enough to answer the questions, but I have no idea how I did. At this particular moment in time, I don’t give a fuck. 

Shane beats me to his office, but I’m not the only student wanting to see him. A girl has a question about her paper. While I’m waiting for her to stop whining and flirting with my boyfriend, I send my dad a text.

Me: How bad is this? Mom says it’s no big deal, but you know mom.

Dad: We really don’t know. There are a couple of other things it could be. But it’s concerning. I thought you should know.

Concerning. Sure. That’s the word. 

I text back, Thanks, and Little Miss Flirt finally leaves. 

Shane checks the hall before closing the door. 

“Let’s keep our voices down,” he says coming to me with a concerned expression. “If someone else knocks, we’ll ignore it. What’s going on with your mom? Is she okay?”

Finally alone with him I let it all out in a rush. I tell him about my mom first, but then it’s like I can’t stop. I tell him about my GRE score. “And Harvard already has the score so it’s a done deal. I’m completely freaking out. And then I got a 70 on your stupid paper and who knows what that’s going to do to my grade.” 

“You’re still at an A. I checked. Right on the line but you’re there. I couldn’t make an exception...” 

“I’m not asking you to!” 

He blinks at me. “I just thought... I shouldn’t be making exceptions for you. It wouldn’t be fair.”

I sigh impatiently. “You’re right. It’s fine. It’s just that this isn’t my only class. I’m barely hanging onto an A in biochemistry, but I’m getting B’s in my other classes. B’s!” 

I’ve been acing my classes for three years, was on track for summa cum laude, and now I’m about to screw it all up at the eleventh hour. What the hell am I doing to myself?

“Aside from blowing my summa cum laude out of the water, this semester’s going to be on the transcript going to Harvard.”

“Sweetheart.” He puts his hands on my arms, but I’m too upset to be comforted.

I put my hands over my face. What about my mom?

“Honey, even if you get B’s in those classes, your record overall is amazing. And your GRE isn’t really a bad score, it’s just not as high as you want it to be.”

I scowl at him. I don’t really care if other people think I’m being stupid about my grades and freaking out over a couple B’s, but Shane’s supposed to be the one person who understands. 

“It’s not as high as it could’ve been. Do you realize how hard it is to get into Harvard’s program?”

“Honey...”

“Oh! And I ran into stupid Justin Kirby in the hall. What the hell’s he doing over here, anyway? I never see him over here.”

“Justin Kirby?” Shane’s eyes sharpen. “Did he do anything to you?”

I impatiently tell him what happened and I can see he’s really alarmed and pissed about it, but frankly I’m back to thinking about my mom again. The chemo was so hard on her. What if she has to go through it again? What if it doesn’t work?

Shane’s going on about Justin Kirby and how this can’t be allowed to continue.

“There’s nothing to be done,” I say dismissively, not caring about stupid Justin Kirby.

“Isabella, you should really talk to the dean,” Shane says in a firm voice.

His tone gets my hackles raised. What, is he going all professor on me now? “No.”

“Well, maybe I should report him then.”

“Wait, what? What the hell?”

“Isabella, he could be dangerous. Think about what he already did to you. If you don’t feel you can go to the dean, then maybe I should...”

“Hey!” I’m fed up with this conversation and this day and with everything. “Don’t you dare pull rank on me.”

“What? I’m not!” Then, raising his hands. “I’m not,” he says softer.

“Look, I need to go.” I barge out of his office without caring if anyone sees me or not. 
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Chapter 17
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Storming across the quad, I consider going to the pool to get some energy out, but I’ve come to associate being there with Shane and I can’t deal with it. Ultimately, I end up sitting on the couch in our apartment, diving straight into a container of ice cream. No one’s home and I don’t bother calling anyone. I just want to be alone. 

Twenty minutes later, Jack comes in.

“Hey.” He surveys the scene. An open container of ice cream accompanied by a girl slouched low on the couch is never a good sign. “You okay?”

I press my lips together, really, really not wanting to cry. Because if I start crying, I know myself well enough to know Jack’s going to end up hearing it all. I don’t know how he’ll react to my big Shane secret. 

“Hey,” he says again, softer, coming around the couch to me. “What’s wrong?

My bottom lip is starting to quiver, and by the time he’s sits next to me and throws that big brother arm around me the tears are flowing. 

As predicted, Jack gets an earful. First I tell him about all the horrible things that happened today. After he does his best to comfort me, I fess up about Shane. Giving him the abridged version of our situation, I conclude by saying how I’m just so tired of having to hide and I just want to be able to be with him openly. 

“Ah, Bella,” he says sympathetically, kissing the top of my head. Then I tell Jack about our conversation and the whole pulling rank thing and how I reacted. 

“Do you think he was pulling rank?”

I sigh. “Well... I don’t know. Probably not. I think he was just scared for me.”

“The way you’re scared for your mom?”

I start crying again. “What if the cancer’s back?” 

Jack holds me closer. “Then she’ll fight it. Linda’s a strong woman. Obstinate, in fact. Kind of like her daughter.”

I laugh. “You’re not supposed to insult me. You’re supposed to comfort me.”

“Hey, if you come to me for comfort, you gotta take what you get. This is Jack, baby.”

I laugh again. “I know. And I love you for it.”

“I love you, too.”

He kisses the top of my head again and I lean my head on his shoulder. 

I check my phone for about the twentieth time since I started talking to Jack. Still no texts. 

“When you look at your phone, who are you hoping to see?”

I don’t answer.

He squeezes my shoulder. “Hmmm?” 

“Shane,” I admit miserably. 

“So go talk to him. You’re not really mad at him anyway. You’re just scared and upset.” 

I know Jack’s right. I’m really just so scared for my mom and it feels safer to rage about everything else.

“It’s obvious you want to talk to him. So talk to him.” 

“How come you’re so smart about it?” I elbow him gently.

“Beats the hell out of me,” he says easily. “None of this logical crap seems to work on the girls I date.”

I think that’s probably because of the kind of girls he dates, but I don’t say anything. While his choice in girlfriends has always been somewhat of a mystery to me (unless you go with the “he’s thinking with his cock” explanation, in which case it’s all crystal clear), I don’t judge him for it. Jack has a heart of gold and he’s always been there for us. That’s all that matters to me. 

I sigh, pull out my phone, and text Shane. 

I’m sorry. Can I come over?

My phone dings immediately. 

Yes, please.
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He’s waiting for me next to the garage. When I park he’s right there. I get out of my car and slide into his arms. I tuck my head into his neck as we hold each other tightly. 

“I’m sorry,” I say. 

“You have nothing to be sorry about. I’m sorry. You needed to talk and I wasn’t listening very well.” 

“No, no. You did listen, to my whole stupid rant.”

“It wasn’t stupid, honey. You had a pretty shitty day.”

I nod against his chest.

“I wasn’t trying to... be your professor,” he says softly.

“I know, I’m sorry. I’m just so freaked out about my mom and my grades and it’s finals week next week and... and you. I don’t... really know what we’re doing and what if someone finds out about us? It’s just all piling up. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”

He strokes me hair and kisses me on top of my head. “Do you want to go somewhere and talk? We could go for a drive or something.”

I shake my head. His house has become my little sanctuary. There’s nothing I want more than to be there with him. “Let’s order Chinese or something and stay in. Would that be alright?”

“Of course.”

I hesitate, then say, “I brought some homework.” I was hoping I’d get to stay, but I wasn’t sure.

“Good. Grab it.”

I sling my bag over my shoulder and we head back to his house, my head on his shoulder.

When we get inside, he orders dinner and we curl together on the couch. He listens as I tell him all about my mom’s battle with cancer over the summer and holds me as I cry, worried that it’s come back and we might lose her this time. 

When dinner arrives, we eat that on the couch and talk some more. When I’ve finally talked myself out and am feeling better, I suggest we try to get some work done. 

I curl against him, still needing to be close, and read the pages assigned in my biochemistry text. He keeps one arm around me, apparently needing to be close too. He works on his laptop, typing with one hand. 

Fifteen minutes later, I close my text book and set it to the side. I rest my head against his shoulder and watch as he finishes typing a sentence. 

He slowly closes the laptop and sets it to the side as well, wrapping both arms around me now. 

“Did you finish your reading?” he asks quietly.

“No.”

I tilt my head up, my cheek still on his shoulder. He looks down at me. We silently look at one another for a long moment. 

I’m still a little raw because I hate that we argued and long to be close to him. I’m also a little terrified because I’m pretty sure I just maybe might be falling in love with Professor Shane Brooks.

He strokes my cheek once. Twice. I scoot half an inch closer and lean up to kiss him. 

We press our lips together gently, lingering. My heart slowly starts to lean toward wholeness. 

I bring one hand into his hair, softly caressing his head.

His lips part and I open to receive him. Our tongues gently explore each other. Our breaths deepen. I climb onto his lap, my legs on either side of his, my hands on either side of his face. Cradling his face between my hands, I kiss him deeper, longing to know what’s in my own heart.

I kiss him stronger now, his broad hands pressing firmly against my back, holding me to him.

I feel him harden and I press against him, craving him. 

He grabs a fistful of my hair and pulls gently. I arch back and he kisses my neck, suckling my skin. I wrap my arms around his shoulders and embrace him, needing him close. He trails down my neck, sucking my tender skin and getting my whole body trembling.

I’m holding him tightly, but it’s not enough. I need him closer.

“Shane,” I whisper.

He starts unbuttoning my jeans and I reach for his button and zipper too. He grabs the waist of my jeans and starts to tug. I take over, angling over onto one knee so I can bring my legs together and work my pants off. But I feel the gap between us and the only thing helping is the way he’s holding my eyes, slipping his pants off as well. 

Once free of my jeans, I climb back on. He scoots down slightly and I take his hard length and slide down on him. 

As he fills me, holding me tightly, I sigh and tuck my head onto his neck. We angle into one another only a couple times before I resent the barrier of our remaining clothing. I need to feel him against me. Leaning back, feeling his cock press against my side wall, I pull off my shirt and toss it aside. 

He comes forward and I pull at his shirt, helping to get it off him. He unfastens my bra and drops it, cupping me gently. 

I lean against him, clutching him and sighing in relief as my bare skin presses against his. He buries his head in my neck, and we begin to work together. My entire body hums as he slides in and out of me. I grip his shoulders, digging my fingertips into him. His hot exhalation lights up my skin. 

We slowly increase our rhythm and I tighten around him. Our hot breaths come in time with our movements. My entire body is holding on to him, afraid to let go, needing him to fill me. As he continues to harden and stretch against me, the heat in my body rises, the flush climbing up my chest. He clutches my hips, pulling me even firmer onto his cock. 

I angle against him so his rough hair rubs against my throbbing clit.

I exhale and tuck my head down, my slightly open mouth resting against his neck. Clutching my ass he thrusts me harder. I whimper and taste his skin.

He groans and thrusts me again. He’s slick with me.

Our movements peak in intensity as we ride against each other. He sucks hard on the tender skin on my neck and I tilt my head back.

I’m climbing hard and fast now. I bring my mouth to his and our tongues dive deep as he thrusts hard and I explode with pleasure. I whimper in his mouth, kissing him until I can’t any longer. Curling hard against him, he moans and I feel his hot release inside me. I’m gasping, crying out and his movements are more erratic as he comes inside me.

My body gives one last, all-encompassing shudder and I collapse against him, breathing hard. Our movements slow, and eventually still. We stay like that, holding each other as our breathing settles. He’s still inside me, still semi-hard. I press against him and he answers me. We press against one another, lingering, then finally relaxing. 

I’m finally satiated with him, but don’t let go. 
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Chapter 18
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The next week is finals week and it keeps me busy. I manage to get myself together enough to, at the very least, put in my best effort. I spend more time at the apartment, where it really is easier to work without the distraction of Shane and Shane’s bed, but we still see each other every day. 

My mother has had her tests but won’t get the results back until I’m home for break. I’m trying really hard not to worry about it. There’s nothing I can do about it and we’ll just have to deal with whatever it is as it comes. 

Once this week is over, I’ll have four weeks until the next semester starts. Under different circumstances I’d only go home for a week or two, but mom wants me home for the entire break and I’m not inclined to argue. With everything that’s going on, I want to spend as much time with her as I can. 

But I’m not looking forward to the separation from Shane.

The night before my flight home, I walk up the steps to his back porch, with no Shane in sight. He usually greets me when I arrive, and when he doesn’t he’s in the kitchen, not far off. This time, looking through the glass back doors I don’t see him. 

I’m carrying an abstract sculpture that’s about two feet tall, and more awkward than it is heavy. I found it at the open-air market downtown and loved its sense of movement. Even though it’s covered in a beautiful blue ceramic glaze, it evokes the feeling of wind rushing through the trees. I thought of him when I saw it, impulsively purchased it as a Christmas gift, and have been worrying about it ever since.

I wasn’t sure if I should get him a gift. I’m not really sure if he celebrates Christmas, first off. I’m also not sure if we’re at the gift-giving stage of a relationship. There’s nothing normal about our relationship. We don’t have all the usual markers. We’re not hanging out with each other’s friends. We’re not meeting each other’s parents. As much time as we spend together, I still have no idea what any of it means. 

I open the back door, stepping out of the brisk fall air into the warmth of his home. Listening for any sign of him and only hearing silence, I set the sculpture on the dining room table. “Shane?”

I hear him now. His voice is coming from his office and getting closer. I circle the table and we meet in the living room. He’s on the phone with somebody, but wrapping it up.

“Yes, yes.” He opens his mouth to say something else, but stops as the person on the other side of the line talks. He pinches his eyes shut briefly, squeezing the bridge of his nose. Exhaling, he turns his attention to me, dropping the phone slightly and cupping my cheek as he gives a brief kiss hello. He returns to his conversation. “Like I said, it’s not a problem. I’ll see you in a few weeks.”

When he gets off the phone, he gives me an exasperated sigh. His look says, Can you believe this person? But I don’t even know who he was talking to.

“Who was that?”

“Alvin. My brother.”

Shane hasn’t told me much about his brothers, other than to say they don’t see eye to eye.

“Everything okay?”

“Yes. That’s just Alvin being Alvin. My family wants to go to Vail for Christmas, and he has to make sure to make a big deal of it, suggesting I might need help paying for it. He knows I don’t. He’s just being asshole.”

I’m shocked. He’s not one to speak harshly of others. I also don’t like the idea of him being mistreated. “I’m sorry.”

Shane’s shrugs, but he’s bothered. “Alvin isn’t going to pass up an opportunity to let me know I’m the family disappointment.”

This is all news to me, and I don’t understand it at all. How can anyone know Shane and be disappointed in him? This man amazes me. 

He runs his hand through his hair, his thoughts still running. “I can only imagine what they’d say if they knew about you.”

There’s that look again. I haven’t seen it in a while, and I’m not happy that it’s back. It’s the look that says he feels guilty about what we’re doing. It says he’s disappointed in his own behavior. 

I hated this look on him before, but I hate it even more now that I’ve gotten in so deep. I get a hot knot in my chest at the idea of Shane thinking we’re a mistake. 

Maybe what we’re doing is technically wrong, but it’s right in all the ways that matter. At least, that’s how I see it.

He sees the look on my face, and his expression softens. “Come here.”

He opens his arms and I step into them, resting my cheek on his shoulder. 

“Forget him.” He rubs his hands down my back. “I didn’t mean to make you feel badly.” 

I squeeze him. “It isn’t that. I’m just sorry it’s like this with your brother. I hate to see you thinking you’re anything less the wonderful man I know you are.”

His arms circle more firmly around me, and I feel the tension drain out of him. “Hmmmm.” He runs one hand into the base of my hair and nuzzles his nose against my neck. “You’re just saying that,” he lightly runs the tip of his nose up my tender skin, “because I know how to give good neck kisses.”

He sucks gently, just below my jaw. I soften in his arms, my head tilting back. My skin shivers under his touch. “No, I’m not just saying it. But you do give most excellent neck kisses.”

He trails light kisses up my neck, then brings my earlobe between his teeth, giving it a little nip and a suck before stepping back. Oh, I wasn’t ready for that to be over at all.

He grins, clearly pleased with frustrated expression on my face. His eyes light on something behind me, and I remember the sculpture.

“What’s this?”

I bite my lip and twist my fingers as he draws closer to it. “It’s your Christmas present.” I’m watching him carefully, looking for any sign this may not have been a good idea.

His eyes light up and he smiles at it. “Is it?”

I nod. “I thought of you when I saw it.” I shrug again, a nervous tic. “It seemed like something you would like.”

“You’re right. It’s great.” He has both hands on it now, turning it so he can see all sides. I can tell he really does like it, because this is more than just a cursory glance. He’s examining every inch, every detail, his eyes glittering with delight. My nerves release in an instant. I’m lighter without their weight.

“Tell me about the artist.” 

So I do. I tell him about my excursion downtown with the girls, how I came upon the sculpture, and my conversation with the artist. I conclude by saying, “I thought you could put it in your office at school. It could use a little sprucing up.” 

He straightens. “That’s true.” He turns back to me and cups my face in his hands, drawing me close. “Thank you. I’ll think of you every time I look at it.” 

His lips press against mine gently. He lingers long enough for me to feel the power of his presence, then pulls away smiling. My heart flutters against my chest. “Hang on.” He releases me.

He disappears into the bedroom and I look back to the sculpture, pleased with myself. I like it even better now.

He returns with a small, rectangular box wrapped in silver paper. 

I smile. I don’t even care what it is, I’m just happy I didn’t misjudge the situation. 

“Thank you,” I say, smiling at him and taking it.

I remove the shiny paper to reveal a long, rectangular velvet box. Without knowing any more, I’m already giddy, because boxes like this contain gifts that are personal and full of meaning. I tilt the lid open. 

A delicate sterling silver bracelet winks up at me. The strands braid together smoothly, creating a pattern like the swells of ocean waves. It’s beautiful and understated and just my style. 

“Oh,” I breathe. “It’s so lovely.”

“You like it?”

I nod eagerly.

He takes the box and removes the bracelet, He carefully manages the tiny clasp and secures it around my wrist. When he’s finished, he tenderly rests his hand over the bracelet and my wrist. “Maybe when you look at it, it will remind you of me.” 

“I don’t need a reminder. I think about you all the time.”
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Even better than the bracelet, my favorite Christmas gift comes three days later: my mom’s tests point to a kidney infection, nothing more. Her doctor gives her a prescription and we all take one, giant, collective breath.

When Christmas rolls around, I text Shane a Merry Christmas before heading into mass. I don’t really believe all the things the church teaches, but I believe some things and find the familiar rituals comforting. It’s part of my family. 

Shane and I talk on the phone that night. He’s back in Chicago, celebrating with his family, which seems to have gone better than I expected. I’m happy to hear he’s having a good time. As we describe one another’s day, I realize that in a lot of ways the day has been about the same thing for him as it has been for me: spending time with the people I love.

Well. 

Most of them anyway.
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A week into the new semester, I’m on Shane’s floor on my stomach doing homework, even though I’m considerably less stressed about grades now than I was last semester. Though I got a B in my neurology class, I managed to squeak out an A in my other classes and salvage my summa cum laude. Spring grades aren’t factored in, so it’s a done deal. 

Now I’m just waiting to find out if I get to go to the school of my dreams or not. 

But what of that? As much as I’ve been dreaming about that, I’m starting to view the end of the school year with dread. While graduation could theoretically mean we would no longer have to sneak around because our professor/student relationship would be at an end, it also means we’ll be that much closer to going our separate ways.

It’s getting more and more difficult to put that thought out of my mind.

Shane’s in jeans and a tee, sitting sideways on the couch with his legs stretched out and his laptop open. I may not be as stressed about homework, but he still has plenty to do in the way of grading papers and his own coursework. I’m trying to be a good girl and let him alone for a while.

I glance at him, looking all yummy in his tight tee. I’m wearing a loose skirt that comes to my knees. I’m casually kicking my bare calves and feet behind me and fantasizing about him taking full advantage of the fact that I’m wearing a skirt. I sigh. It just sucks trying to be good sometimes. 

I force myself to go back to my work but my pen dies. I rummage around in my bag but don’t have another one. 

“Do you have a pen?” 

He glances at me, wearing that look of concentration he gets when he’s working. “Should be some in the office.” He goes back to his laptop. 

I’m even more tempted to pull him out of his reverie now, but instead I pad barefoot into the office in search of a pen. We agreed to work for a couple hours before taking a break. One hour to go. 

I step into his office and the first thing I see is the sculpture I gave him, sitting on its own pedestal in the corner. 

“Shane?” 

I slowly walk up to it, running my fingers along its smooth surface. I have this unpleasant tingling feeling on my skin. I can’t even say why.

He comes through the door and heads for his desk. “Couldn’t find one?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t look. Why is this here?”

He glances at the sculpture and gets a funny look on his face. 

“I bought this for your office at school.”

“I know.”

In the back of my mind, I know I’m being silly. Why should I feel bothered? It was a gift and he can put it anywhere he wants. He could put it in the garden if he wanted to, really. But I have a strange feeling about seeing it here. I don’t know why. The look on his face only encourages my feeling that something’s wrong.

“Don’t you think it looks nice there?” he asks.

“Is that why you put it there?” I’m deliberate about looking him in the eye. 

He’s getting a different look on his face now, one I’ve seen before. One thing I’ve learned about Shane Brooks: he won’t lie if asked about something directly. 

“No,” he says.

“Then why did you put it here?” 

He presses his lips together. “Because I didn’t want a reminder of you in my office at school.”

I straighten, feeling slapped.

“You don’t want reminders of me?”

He looks apologetic and comes to me with his arms outstretched. “Honey—”

I put my hand up to stop him. I’m acutely aware of his bracelet on my wrist. I’ve worn it every day since he gave it to me. 

“Honey.” He drops his arms. “That’s my office at school. That’s where I’m Professor Brooks. I just... I couldn’t handle the guilt of having a gift from you, one of my students, in my office like that. Surely you can understand.”

My blood is pulsing through my body. I understand. I do. But I still don’t like it and I can’t pretend to. “When are you going to stop looking at me as just a student?”

“You aren’t just a student, but you are a student. How am I supposed to forget that when you show up in my class twice a week? When I’m entering your grades into the system?”

“Ugh!” I press my palms to my eyes. “We’ve been... together,” I say, not knowing what word to use and hating that too, “for four months now, Shane. I can’t believe you’re still holding back.”

“Isabella, I—”

“How are we supposed to have a relationship when you’re holding back?” I exhale in frustration. “Is this a relationship? What are we even doing?”

“I’ll tell you what I’m doing.” He grabs me by the arms, “I’m hanging on for dear life! All I want is to take you and make you mine but I can’t.”

“I’m right here,” I say desperately. “You have taken me. I don’t understand what more needs to happen.”

Still holding my arms, he closes his eyes and presses his forehead against mine. His breath is coming in short, sharp pants.

“What would be different if you weren’t my professor? Aside from being out in the open, because I don’t think that’s what we’re talking about.”

He shakes his head slowly, eyes still closed, still gripping me. “That’s not what we’re talking about,” he says, his voice tight.

“So what would be different if you weren’t my professor?”

“I am your professor.”

“Look at me!” I bring my hands to both sides of his face. 

He opens his eyes and I’m holding him close. 

I need him to see me. I need him to hear me. 

“What. If. You. Weren’t.”

Something clicks inside him. I see it. His eyes sharpen on mine and his breathing halts. His body tenses up, like an animal ready to strike. 

In the next second, he does. 

He presses his mouth hard against mine and backs me up until we slam into the wall. His whole body is pressed against me, crushing me. His erection is hard against my thigh. 

He breaks free and I gasp for breath. His hands dart up under my skirt and hook around my panties, thrusting them down and off me. When he looks at me, I realize I’ve never before witnessed the full extent of his desire for me. He looks like he wants to devour me. 

His jeans come off next and I try to brace myself but I’m unprepared for the intensity with which he comes at me, pinning me hard against the wall. He lifts my legs and wraps them around his waist, thrusting into me with more violence than I’ve ever experienced. 

I’m stretched to the limit, full of every inch of him as he hits bottom. 

“Wait,” I breathe, but something in him has been unleashed. He rams me again, almost frantically pounding me and claiming me. Unable to move, I’m the helpless receiver of Shane’s passion. The heat in my body blooms as he ravages me and I open to him, heart, body, and soul. 

“Shane,” I gasp, “Yes.” 

I’m gripping his shoulders. He doesn’t slow and I tighten around him as he takes me like he’s never done before. He grunts again and again, like an animal, and I feel him building. I’m building too, and pinned in like I am, I’m unable to move with it. I’m going to be torn apart by my own pleasure. 

He pounds me fiercely, pushing me rapidly to my climax. When it comes, it explodes with such violence I cry out again and again, digging my fingernails into his shoulder, my legs quivering helplessly. In the middle of my orgasm he thrusts and hits bottom once, twice, three times and then lets out a long, loud cry as his hot semen spills into me. Gasping, I cling to him as he takes more than I thought it possible to give. 

The last spikes of pleasure shatter me and depart, leaving me limp against the wall. My limbs are heavy as he starts to release his body’s pressure against me.

Coming away from me only slightly, we slowly sink helplessly to the floor. Too weak to do more than collapse where I land, I lie on my side, my back to him. The room is filled with the sounds of our rough panting. 

Slowly he tucks in behind me, cradling me so lovingly and gently. He’s still partially erect, gradually coming down from the high.

Catching my breath, still too weak to move, I whisper, “Am I yours now?” 

His arms tighten around me and he gently kisses my neck. “Mine,” he whispers in my ear, kissing me again. “Mine.”
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Chapter 19
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Sam and I are in the kitchen, cleaning up after breakfast. 

“How are things going with your professor?” she asks. “Still having fun?”

I give her a cheesy grin and she laughs.

“Good. Just don’t fall in love. That’s when things get dangerous.”

Too late for that advice. “I already know falling in love with my professor is dangerous.”

“Falling in love with anyone is dangerous.”

I give her a rueful look. “Which is why you avoid it.”

“Damn straight. Because you know where love ultimately leads you? Heartbreak. That’s something I can live without.”

Ashley bursts into kitchen with open letter. “I got in! I got in!”

Sam and I exchange glances. “Got in to what?”

“Hartman’s Music Master’s program.”

I blink. “Wait. What? I didn’t know you wanted to get your master’s.”

“Well, I didn’t want to say anything and curse myself. The grad program here is really good. I wasn’t sure if I’d get in.”

I raise my eyebrows. Didn’t know if she’d get in? Is she serious?

Sam rolls her eyes. “When are you going to open your eyes and see how good you are?”

Ashley just smiles and holds the letter to her chest. “I gotta go call my parents.”

She disappears and I turn to Sam. “What about you? Do you have any secret grad school aspirations I don’t know about?”

“Hell no. I’m not signing on for any more school than I have to. If I want to get better at design, I just need to get out there and get a job with a good firm. That’s where I’ll really learn stuff.”

“Have any places in mind?”

“Yeah. A few. There’s this one in Portland I’d love to work for. They take on paid interns every year and pair you with upper-level designers. A student here a couple years ago went to work for them and ended up collaborating on the Strike Stream campaign. Lucky bastard.”

Not for the first time, I imagine what things are going to be like come fall. Aside from the thing with Shane, the Firework Girls are going to be scattered all over the place, though it sounds like Ashley will still be here. 

“I wonder what Jack’s going to do,” I say.

“Jack’s in denial,” Sam says. “He doesn’t want to imagine life without his girls and his frat parties. Though, he did just get another big freelance job, did you hear?”

I shake my head. 

“That boy’s raking in the dough right now.”
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The very next day Chloe comes in the front door, her stunning blue eyes glittering with excitement as she grins at me. I’m the only one home. 

She holds an envelope aloft and waves it in the air. “Look what came for you in the mail today.” 

I scramble off the couch and take it. Sure enough. It’s my letter from Harvard. I’m holding it with shaking hands. 

“I can’t do it. You open it.” I shove it at her. 

She takes it and starts to wedge one manicured nail under the flap. 

“No, me.” I take it back from a grinning Chloe and tear into the envelope. I hold onto the letter while it’s still in the envelope, not pulling it out. For a moment I’m frozen. I look at Chloe for help. 

She nods enthusiastically, her auburn hair bouncing, and gives me an encouraging smile. 

I pull it out, flip open the paper, and don’t even try to read it. My eyes are too busy scanning for the key words—and there they are!

“We’re pleased to welcome you to the graduate program...” I practically shout, then I don’t even bother reading the rest. 

Chloe and I both start screaming and jumping up and down. We’re bouncing around the living room as I shout, “I did it! I did it! I did it!”

I sink into the chair with my arms raised in victory and slide down until I’m practically on the floor. “Yes!!!”

Chloe bounds over and sits down. “Come on! Come on! You gotta text the girls.”

“No, no, I’ll show them the letter when they get home.” I sink the rest of the way to the floor and spread the letter on the coffee table with both hands. I gaze at it lovingly. “This beautiful,”—I kiss it—“beautiful,”—I kiss it again—“beautiful letter.”

Chloe laughs. 

“I’ll text my parents though.” 

I send them the text, then think about Shane. 

My smile fades a little and I look at Chloe. 

“Are you going to tell him?” 

I nod. “I don’t think I want to do that one in person though.”

Chloe nods.

Me: Just got my letter. I’m in!

There’s a slight pause, then my phone dings.

Apollo: Congratulations! I knew you could do it!

I read the text to Chloe then lean heavily on the table. “This part sucks.” 

“I know, honey.”

My phone dings again.

Apollo: We have to celebrate. Can I take you to Swan Pointe? Tomorrow night?

He knows I already have plans with the girls tonight. Ever since they found out, I’ve been trying not to completely neglect my friends, with mixed success. But tonight we’re going to a club over on Eighth Street.

Me: That would be wonderful. Thank you.

Apollo: I’m proud of you.

“Well,” I say, “I guess it’s official. In four months I’ll be in Boston, and Shane will be here.” School doesn’t start until the beginning of September, but our lease is up at the end of June, so that’s when I’ll have to move. 

I still don’t want to say I think I’ve fallen in love with him. It’s too scary, especially now. The fact is, there’s only one way for us to be together over the long haul. Someone would have to give up their dream school.

“Although I guess it doesn’t matter,” I continue as Chloe looks at me sympathetically. “It’s not like he’s said he’d want to stay with me. I mean, maybe he’s okay with it being over when I go off to school.”

“Do you really think so?” 

I shrug. “I don’t know. How would I know? We don’t talk about the future like that.” Or say a toast when we drink champagne, or say ‘I love you’, or do anything that couples with longevity do. 

“I know how you feel,” Chloe says. 

I straighten. That got my attention. “You do? How?”

“Well, Brad and I kind of talk about the future, but...” She sighs. “It’s like he’s expecting me to follow him to Texas, but he hasn’t said a word about what that really means. Is he going to marry me? Are we just... dating? What is this?”

“Yeah.”

I look at my letter, lying on the table in front of me. I smile at it. “Okay, enough moping for me. I’m not going to ruin this moment. I’m in!” I smile at Chloe. “I’ve been wanting this for two and a half freaking years and I’m in!”

Chloe jumps up from the table and dashes into the kitchen. I can hear her rummaging through the pantry. 

“What are you looking for?”

“Celebratory Nutella.” 

“Bottom shelf,” I say grinning, and caressing my letter from Harvard. 

I can’t believe it.

I really did it.
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Our dinner in Swan Pointe was lovely, but kind of bitter sweet. For me at least. Neither one of us is in a hurry to get back, so we’re walking along the beach arm in arm, carrying our shoes.

Even though I’ve tried not to think too much about the future, that’s getting more and more difficult. I dread what it’s going to feel like when we go our separate ways. I wish we didn’t have to, but what am I going to do? Say, ‘Hey, give up everything you’ve ever wanted, come with me, and—as a bonus—spend two more miserable winters in Massachusetts?’ Or, ‘Wait here for me until I come back?’ 

Back when we first got together and were talking about past relationships, he told me a bit about a long-distance relationship he believes was destroyed by those circumstances. He swore never to put himself, or anyone else, through that again. That conversation with him was so long ago, and before I got in as deep as I am now. It was just an interesting tidbit I’d learned about him, like his love for fish tacos and fear of snakes. 

Only in the months since then does it pain me to think back on that conversation and remember him saying with such finality, ‘Never again.’ 

I sigh. My bare feet are chilly on the cold sand. I feel that chill seeping into other parts of me.

He squeezes my shoulders. “What?” he asks gently.

I think about telling him my thoughts, but I can’t. It’s bad enough we have the whole professor thing weighing on us all the time. Why add more stress? Especially when it’s just so pointless. I don’t want to spoil things. I just want to enjoy it while it lasts—until “it all comes crashing down,” as he once said. He was talking about getting caught, but I’m starting to realize that whether we get caught or not, this is bound to end in heartbreak. For me, anyway.

I squeeze him and we stop, pulling into an embrace. I nestle into his neck, breathing in his scent. In the safety of his arms, I force myself to let go of the future. What we have—whatever it is—it’s always been in the now. 

I intend to make the most of it. I look up and give him a smile. “You make me happy.”

It’s not a lie. 

He smiles back and runs his fingertips along my forehead and temple, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “You make me happy, too.”

He kisses me sweetly and I sink into it, hanging onto the feeling until my fears for the future fade away. 

He pulls back and kisses me on the nose. “I want to go somewhere with you. One night like this isn’t enough. Are you going home for spring break?”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” I say, hopeful.

“How about we get away?” He smiles. “A whole week, just the two of us. Somewhere we don’t have to hide.”

“You mean like Europe?” I say with a sly grin.

His smile falters a bit. “That’s a bit out of my reach.” He pulls out his phone. “Here look. Last night I was looking at these cabins in the mountains.” 

He pulls up a website and shows me pictures of beautiful, modern-style cabins, but I don’t need to see them. I’m already sold on the idea. 

“That looks amazing.”

“I know it’s probably not the luxury you’re used to.”

“I know, because I’m so pampered.” I laugh and roll my eyes. I pull him into my arms and smile up at him. “You. Me. Alone in the woods all week.” I give him a kiss. “It sounds like pure heaven. I love the cabin idea.” 

And I love you, I think, but I don’t say it.
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A few evenings before Spring Break, we head to the school’s pool late at night to swim some laps together. We drive separately and park in different areas. I watch as he goes in first. I wait a few minutes, then get out of my car and head toward the building. 

When I’m almost to the door, I notice someone coming down the sidewalk, some distance away. 

It’s Justin Kirby. His eyes are on me and he’s walking toward me with a purpose. I hustle through the door and run down the hallway to the pool.

Shane’s waiting in the water. He sees my expression and immediately asks, “What’s wrong?” 

“Justin Kirby saw me,” I say, panting. “He’s coming in.”

Shane pulls himself out of pool, looking furious. “Does that asshole think you’re here alone so he’s going to—”

Shane’s charging toward the door but I put my hand on my chest, stopping him. 

“Stop” I hiss. “Obviously he can’t hurt me if you’re here, but we can’t look like we’re here together. Get back in the pool.” 

He looks like an animal ready to charge. I glance toward the door.

“Please. Before he sees us together.”

Shane scowls but steps to the edge and dives in. He’s doing a furious backstroke, his eyes on the door. I sit on the bench and bend over to take off my shoes, my fingers shaking. 

Justin Kirby opens the door and I look over at him, still bent over. His eyes land on Shane, who’s reached the far end of the pool and is watching Justin carefully. 

Justin looks at me coldly, then turns and leaves. 

My forehead falls on my knees, my arms hanging limply. 

God, I hate that guy.

Shane swims over and is by my side in an instant. I’m standing and making for the pool. “Don’t even say I should report him,” I say tightly, “because I’ve tried that and there’s nothing the dean can do. Justin knows it too.”

Shane looks about to argue with me but I wrap my arms around him and lean heavily against his chest. “Please. Please. It’s bad enough. I don’t want to argue about it with you too.”

Shane sighs and wraps his arms around me. 

“Well,” he says lowly. “I’ll agree not to talk about it for now. How about that?”

I realize that’s probably the best I’m going to get. 

I nod against his chest, then take a deep breath and give him a kiss. “Come on. I came here to swim laps and I’m not going to let that creep stop me.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 20
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On the Friday before Spring Break, Shane and I hit the road as soon as my last class let out. We pull up to the large, log-style cabin I saw in the pictures. It has a peaked roof and huge windows overlooking a clear lake. There’s a lodge and several other cabins on the property, but the way they’re spaced out and tucked into the trees, it feels like we’re here alone. 

Which suits me just fine. After three hours in the car with Shane, I’m more than ready to have my way with him. 

We bring our suitcases up the porch steps and Shane opens the broad front door. The first floor features a huge living area with an open floor plan. A full kitchen is to one side, in case we decide to forgo the nice restaurant at the lodge. There’s a massive brick fireplace in one corner, and a pool table in the other. 

Ascending the broad staircase, we’re let onto a landing that leads to three different bedrooms: two smaller ones and the master. The master has a king-sized bed, comfortable sitting area, private fireplace, and master bath.

We set our suitcases next to the large armoire before examining the bathroom. There’s a walk-in shower with dual showerheads and a huge jetted tub. 

Oh the things we could do to each other in that tub. 

I wiggle my eyebrows at him suggestively and he laughs. “That’s right, baby. Seduce me.”

“Oh, I plan to.” I smile. He takes my hand and we cross the bedroom to check out the private deck. We have a clear view of the lake, cradled in the valley between two mountains. 

“Oh,” I breathe, leaning on the railing. “Shane, this is perfect.”

“You like?” He comes behind me and puts his arms on the railing on either side of me.

“Mm-hmmm.” I lean back against him and he rubs his hands over my stomach. I’m pleased to know he’s as ready for me as I am for him. I’ve been wet for him for the last hour.

I raise both arms and put my hands behind his head, arching my chest forward. His hands travel up, squeezing my stiff peaks. 

I moan softly. 

“You like that?” he whispers in my ear. 

I nod, turning only my head toward him and letting him kiss me deeply, my hands still above my head, his hands still running over my breasts. 

He dips one hand lower, and lower. I turn my mouth toward his and he kisses me deeply again, his tongue claiming me. Just before his hand cups me I reach around and find the bulge in his pants. 

We squeeze each other together and I moan in his mouth. 

Slowly pulling away, I turn to face him, but instead of pulling him toward me I place my hands on his chest and gently push. I give him a seductive smile, backing him off the balcony and toward the bed. 

We reach the bed and he sits, grabbing my hands to pull me with him.

“No, no, no,” I say softly, pulling my arms away. “You wait here. I have a surprise for you.”

His eyes get an excited glint. “Do you now?”

“Yes. You just lie here and look sexy.”

“Can I... get more comfortable?” He raises one eyebrow and gives me an exaggerated, sultry expression. 

I laugh. “Get as comfortable as you dare.” I grab my small suitcase and disappear into the bathroom. 

I change into the outfit I bought at Victoria’s Secret. It’s one of several I plan to wear this week. It’s a black lace and mesh halter corset with a tiny, string panty. The halter’s garter straps connect to lace-topped nylons that come half-way up my thighs. I slip into black, spike heels and run my fingers through my hair to give it a sexy, messy look. 

I check my reflection in the mirror and have to admit, the outfit is pretty damned hot. Now this is lingerie. I give the once over to my rear, take a deep breath, and smoothly step out of the bathroom.

In my absence, Shane has stripped to nothing and rested himself against the headboard, one hand resting easily on one raised knee. There he is, in all his glory, with an erection big enough to make me cream my panties on the spot. His eyebrows raise upon seeing me. He slowly looks me up and down, lingering on the tiny triangle of fabric covering my mound and my ample breasts. His cock bobs in appreciation.

“Oh baby,” he says lowly. “Bring that sweet little ass over here.” 

I grin. Ever since that day he truly claimed me in his office, there’s been plenty of dirty talk to be had. And while I thought the sex was excellent before, that was nothing compared to the Shane that’s been unleashed since.

I take slow steps forward, teasing him. 

He slowly lowers his arm, drinking me in.

“Come on, baby,” he croons. “Come see what I have for you.”

When I reach the bed, I slowly climb on and crawl toward him on all fours, arching my ass up in the way I know drives him crazy.

He uncurls and comes to me too. We meet in the middle coming up on our knees as he grabs me by the arms and kisses me, his tongue sweeping into my mouth and making me weak. His hands roam over my chest, down the halter and to my bare lower stomach, and over my ass.

“You’re so beautiful,” he says thickly. He squeezes my cheeks and pulls me forward against his massive erection. 

“Hey, tiger.” I nip his bottom lip. 

He gives me a sexy smile and cups my face in his hands. He gives me a lingering, passionate kiss that makes the words I love you linger dangerously on the tip of my tongue.

I wrap my arms around him, running my hands over his back and shoulders. He holds me in his strong arms, my body brushing against his bare chest and abs. 

He runs his hands across my shoulders, grabbing the straps of my halter as he goes and pulling them down. The fabric across my bust lowers and stretches until it’s barely covering my nipples. He tucks two fingers over the fabric, just on the outside of my breasts and tugs, causing me to spill over. 

“Oh darlin’,” he says appreciatively. He lowers his mouth toward my stiff peaks and I arch my back, wanting him to suck me. He hesitates, teasing me. My nipples ache.

He glances up at me with a grin, the little devil, and—still halfway leaning his mouth to my breast—runs his hand down the small of my stomach toward my mound. I scoot my knees farther apart, already throbbing. He gently slips his hand into my panties, runs his fingers over my clit—I shudder and let out a sigh, but keep my eyes on his—and dips the tip of his finger into my wetness. My hands clamp down on his shoulder.

I want more but he removes his hand and circles my aching nipple with the tip of his wet finger. He takes me into his mouth at last and I sink slightly lower. He sucks and licks me clean until I’m moaning. 

He pulls away slightly and again hovers over me while one hand dives down. When he dips the tip of his finger into me, getting more, he pushes farther inside me. I grab his hand, needing more of this. He grants me a single thrust, making me whimper, then firmly pulls his hand away again.

“Patience darling.”

“You’re driving me crazy.”

“I hope so.” He circles my other nipple and takes me into his mouth. I’m wound so tight I ache everywhere.

I take his massive width into my hand and squeeze firmly, right where I know he likes it.

Still sucking me, he grabs my ass again, pulling me firmly to him and gently spreading my cheeks apart.

“I know what you want,” I say.

“Mm-hmmm,” he hums on my breast, sending delicious vibrations through my skin. His mouth comes up, sucking my skin along the way. He continues to massage my ass and spread me open.

I arch my breasts against him as he comes to my mouth. His tongue works inside me, stirring up the pleasure inside me with each swirl. 

He breaks away, giving me a sultry look. He puts his hands on my shoulders, turning me. I go down on all fours, spreading my legs and arching my rear up. Settling himself between my legs, he groans and pulls the narrow crotch of my panties out of the way. I open up more, backing toward him as he comes forward and enters me.

“You’re so wet,” he says thickly. 

I am wet, sliding easily down his thick shaft. I lower myself, resting on my elbows. At this angle, he rubs more firmly against my inner walls. He grabs my hips and starts rocking me onto him, grunting with each thrust. This is what I like. I love it when he gets forceful with me.

I close my eyes and open my mouth with pleasure, my breasts swinging hard as he pounds against me.

“You like that, baby?” he says. I can only bite my lip and not. “Right there? Fucking you hard.”

I feel a surge of wetness at his words, and his cock swells inside me. He brings his hand around, finding my sensitive nub. I let out a moan as he rotates the pads of two fingers exactly where I need it. I instinctively tilt my ass higher, spreading my knees more. 

I look over my shoulder to watch him banging against my firm ass. He brings his thumb to his mouth, wets it, and rests it on my rear opening, pressing gently.

“Oh god!” I swing my head back down and bloom around him.

With two fingers sliding over my slick bud, his thickness filling me, and his wet thumb sliding gently into my ass, I’m filled to the brim. He works me into a frenzy until I’m bursting, screaming with pleasure as my climax breaks over me. Thank God no one can hear me. I bury my face into the mattress as I contract around his hard cock. And he’s still going. It’s going to be one of those nights. 

As I’m coming down from my orgasm, but still throbbing, he pulls out of me and flips me over. 

I’m a puppet in his masterful hands, ready to give as much as he wants to take. He’s still rock hard and clearly eager for more. 

“Did you like that, darling?” He gives me that sultry look that keeps my blood pumping, wondering what he plans to do to me next. 

I nod, still breathing heavy.

“Time to clean you up.” He grabs me under my knees and spreads me wide, my black heels going into the air. 

The crotch of my panties have worked back over my mound, and he pauses abruptly, considering them. He lets go of my knees and grabs the string on one side of my panties between two hands. Biceps flexing, he pulls sharply and snaps the string in two.

I exhale sharply, my clit swelling.

He does the same thing to the other side, then yanks the panties from underneath me and sends them sailing across the room. 

He pushes my knees up and outward again, diving into my folds so he can lap me clean. 

“God, Shane.” My voice is so weak and trembly, I don’t know if he even heard me.

He licks and sucks me until I’m angling my hips toward him, climbing toward another orgasm. He runs his firm tongue back and forth across my clit. He’s still holding my knees and I’m aching for his fingers to be inside me. I flush hot and buck my hips, practically begging for him to penetrate me somehow. 

He stops suddenly and I whimper, looking down at him. He lifts up slightly and I think he’s going to come up and mount me.

“Get that cock inside me.” 

He grins. “Not yet, baby.”

He returns to my mound, working my hard bud. I cry out, grabbing his head and pulling him to me. The heat in my belly rises and soon I’m falling over the edge again, screaming and shuddering. He continues to work me until I’m almost done with the last wave of my climax, but not quite, leaving me both satisfied and hungry for more. 

He sits back on his heels. “Are you ready for me?” he asks, fire in his eyes. 

Oh yes.

He raises himself and hooks his hand under my left thigh. He raises my leg as he comes forward, bringing his bulging erection over my wet folds. He wraps my knee over his shoulder, hugging my thigh with his arm. He caresses the black garter strap.

I grin at him and bend my other knee, opening to him as he slides inside me at last. 

I throw my head back, breathing in sharply. My sex is tingling, extra sensitive after the two orgasms I’ve had already. As he rocks me, still gripping the leg on his shoulder, he holds my eye. Our rhythm increases and he’s really working himself up now. He thrusts me with his whole body, his abs tightening with each move and he groans, not breaking eye contact with me. 

I heatedly caress his hard chest, pinching his nipples between my fingers. He growls and fills me as he comes to his peak. I curl inward violently as I break with another orgasm. This time he doesn’t stop and I ride every last, delicious wave, my whole body tightening with it. 

At last I’m spent and collapse back onto the bed, gasping. He releases my leg and slowly lowers himself until his weight is fully on me, still inside me. We pant together, our sweaty bodies wrapped up in each other. I suddenly want my costume all the way off, but I’m too weak to move. After a few moments he pulls out and rolls off, collapsing on his back, his arms outstretched.

“Sorry,” he says, panting, “about your panties.”

I smile. “Don’t worry, I have more.” Besides, it was sexy as hell.

He looks over and grins, then stares at the ceiling. “Can I just say, the cabin was a fucking brilliant idea.”
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Chapter 21
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We spend the next many days taking advantage of all the area has to offer. We rent a boat and do some water skiing. We hike a few trails, including one that goes along a rim and offers one breathtaking view after another. We take a day trip to an old ghost town that’s been revitalized for the sake of commercialism, and buy cheesy matching coffee mugs in one of the chintzy gift shops. We make love in every room in the cabin (and even christen the boat out on the lake). 

We eat in the restaurant every night, right where everyone can see us. 

But my favorite part? My very, very favorite part? Falling asleep in his arms every night and waking up in his embrace every morning. 

If there’s a heaven on earth, that’s it. 

On our last night, we come up to the master bedroom where I discover a surprise. Out on the balcony is a king-sized, thick futon mattress luxuriously made up into a bed. It damn near fills the entire space, but there’s still room for the little table, which has a bouquet of roses, two champagne glasses, and an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne in it. There’s a single, candle flickering away on a sterling silver candle stick.

“What?” My mouth falls open as I take it all in. “How?”

“I’ll never tell.” He smiles. “Do you like it?”

I turn, covering my mouth with my hands. 

“Sorry there’s no waterfall,” he teases.

“I love it.” I give him an enthusiastic hug. “I love...”

The moment pauses as we look at each other.

I almost say it then. Almost. And the way he’s looking at me, I half expect him to say it to me. Does he love me? Does he? Or is this just me?

It doesn’t matter anyway. Our days are numbered whether we love each other or not. We’ve always known this, right?

“I love it,” I say again, beaming at him. “Thank you.” 

I give him a kiss and look at the bed, holding my hands together in front of my chest and grinning down at it. “We have to get in it right now!”

I kick off my shoes and start peeling off my clothes.

“Just like that, huh?”

“Didn’t I say I’ve always wanted to sleep under the stars naked?” I ask seriously. “I said that, right?”

“No, but I’m all for it.” He pulls off his shirt. 

Once I’m stripped down, I don’t even wait for him. I climb under the covers, lie flat on my back, and look at the sky grinning like I’m anxiously waiting for a movie to start. 

He laughs easily, pulling off his pants. “Want some champagne?”

“Yes, please. Look at it, Shane.” I exhale with wonder. “Just look at that sky.”

The dark expanse of space stretches farther away from me than I can imagine, and it’s covered with more stars than I think I’ve ever seen at night. It’s like someone took handfuls of glitter and tossed them up in the air. Being up in the mountains and away from the city lights, all the tiny little stars that are normally too dim to see are up there twinkling away at me. 

I glance at Shane and see that he has, in fact, paused and is looking up. His expression of wonder pleases me. I snuggle deeper into the covers and go back to gazing at the stars myself. 

He brings over a flute of champagne and I sit up so I can take it. He sits next to me and holds up his glass.

He gives me that tender look of his I’ve come to cherish and gently clinks his glass against mine. As always, we don’t tempt fate with a toast, but I make a wish in my heart. Even though it’s silly because it’s a wish I can’t have.

I set my glass next to the bed and fall against the pillows again, smiling up at the sky. He settles in next to me and pulls me into his arms. 

I hear my phone ding in the bedroom, but I ignore it. 

“I don’t even want to sleep,” I whisper. “I just want to look at it all night.”

He chuckles lowly and squeezes my shoulders. “It’s a little early to sleep anyway.” It’s actually a few hours before we would normally be going to sleep, but I’m going to milk this for all it’s worth. 

My phone dings again. I wish I’d silenced it. I’d get up to do it now, but since the person who texts me most is in the bed next to me, that’s probably the end of things anyway. Besides, it’s so warm and cozy here, nestled up next to Shane in our little bed under the stars. 

“Thank you so much for this.”

“My pleasure.” He gently runs his hand over my shoulder, soothing me. 

My phone dings with a message. A second later it dings again. Then again.

“What the hell?” I look in that direction. 

“Someone wants you almost as badly as I do.” He grins and kisses my neck. 

“Well,” I say, grinning and wrapping my arms around him, “they’re going to have to—”

I pull back abruptly, wide-eyed.

“Mom!” 

I scramble off the mattress and streak across the bedroom to the nightstand and my phone. My thoughts haven’t even had time to gel into anything cohesive, but the words mom and cancer and death are all floating around in my brain.

But when I check my phone, it’s not from my mom or about her. It’s a series of rapid-fire messages from my girls, having a group conversation. 

I see the latest message first—this one from Ashley. That gives you plenty of time. Oh I’m so excited!

Gives who plenty of time to do what? What’s going on?

I brush my thumb quickly down the screen and the messages scroll to the top. That’s when I see the message that started it all. Or, shall I say, the photo that started it all. 

It’s from Chloe and it’s a picture of her left hand, sporting a huge engagement ring. 

“Oh my god!” I holler at Shane, slowly working my way back to him as I read through the messages in order, all while my phone continues to ding. “Brad proposed to Chloe.”

“Did she say yes?”

“Of course she said yes. What else would she say? Wow, they’ve set a date and everything. August 30.” My fingers start flying over the screen, sending my reply as I finish filling Shane in. “Sam’s the Maid of Honor, of course, and Ashley and I will be bride’s maids. She’s asking if I can come back from Massachusetts for it.” 

I glance at Shane and we exchange an uncomfortable look. 

“Of course I wouldn’t miss it,” I say quietly, breaking eye contact with him. For some reason I’m feeling the pain of our eventual parting far, far more than I usually do. 

I join in the conversation: Of course I’ll be there! I’m so happy for you Chloe! Congratulations!

I look at Shane. He’s lying back on the mattress, watching me.

“She’s really excited,” I say soberly. 

He nods and holds out his arms to me. I silence my phone, set it on the table, and crawl under the covers next to him. 

We look at each other for a long time. He’s running his fingers along my face and I’m running mine along his arms. My heart is aching more than it ever has. I want to keep him. I want to keep him so much, but I know I can’t. 

“Let’s play the What If game,” I say quietly.

“The ‘what if’ game?”

“Yeah. Like, what if we weren’t going to be clear across the country from each other in three months?” I swallow past a little lump in my throat, determined not to let it get the better of me.

He brushes a strand of hair away from my face. “You mean because I can’t ask you to give up your dream of going to Harvard to stay with me and you can’t ask me to give up my dream job here?”

This only confirms what I’ve long suspected. He knows as well as I do, this has to come to an end. I nod slowly.

“Well,” he pulls me into his arms, “if we weren’t going to be apart...”

“We’d be together.” I nestle into his chest.

“Mm-hmm. We’d sleep together every night and wake up in each other’s arms every morning.”

“That’s been my favorite part.” 

“Me too.”

“If we weren’t going to be apart,” I say, sinking into the fantasy, “we’d have our own place together and could have our friends over for parties.”

“I could meet your Firework Girls. And your family.”

“My mom’s so sweet. I think you’d really like her. I know she’d like you.”

“What about your dad?”

“Oh, you know. My dad takes some getting used to. But he would like you.”

“Even though I’m just a lowly philosophy professor?”

“That’s not lowly!”  

“They wouldn’t rather you marry a rich doctor or something?”

“My parents don’t care about stuff like that,” I say dismissively. 

He rubs my shoulder softly. “What about you? Would you care about stuff like that?”

I pull up on my elbow to look at him. 

“I don’t care about money,” I say softly, then give him a lingering kiss. “Besides, if we weren’t going to be apart, we’d have my salary too and I plan on making big bucks baby. Big bucks.”

He laughs at my teasing. I shrug and say more seriously. “Honestly, I already have money if there’s something I really want.”

“You mean like trips to Europe?” 

“Psshh. I’ve been to Europe. No biggie. But this...” I gesture toward the star-dotted sky and lie down again. “This is something I’ve never experienced before.”

“You really wouldn’t mind?” 

“No. If we could be together, I wouldn’t mind one bit. But you’d just have to suck it up and let me take you to Greece to see my family’s roots. We could walk the old ruins together, too. Ah, I can just see my little philosophy professor in the ruins of the School of Athens.” 

He sighs wistfully. “Have you been there?”

“The ruins of the School of Athens? No. Greece? Yes. Once, when I was twelve. We went back to see grandma’s old country before she died. She grew up in this tiny little village a few miles from the coast. She lived in an ancient stone house that’s been there for hundreds of years. A distant cousin still lives in it. Paulo Nikas.”

“Only two names?” 

I laugh. “Very doubtful, but I don’t remember his others. Anyway, we went to mass in this old church that has gorgeous stained glass and this really ornate altar. It was so pretty. If I ever go back, I’ll go to mass, just to make my grandmother happy.”

“Hmmm.” He’s playing with my hair, his fingers slowly stroking from roots to ends. “If we were going to be together, we’d go to Paulo’s house and I’d go to mass with you, in honor of your grandmother.”

I pull up and look at him. “You would?”

He smiles and nods. “Mmm-hmmm.”

I put my head back on his chest. “You’re not afraid of being struck by lightning, you heathen?”

He laughs and I hear the deep echo of it in his chest. I squeeze him tighter.

“If we were going to be together, I would get to meet your family,” I say. 

He sighs. “Yes.”

“Well, that’s encouraging.”

“It’s not you, baby. My family’s just...”

The silence becomes uncomfortable. “You don’t think they’d like me?”

“I think they’d love you. But probably for all the wrong reasons. At least at first.”

I put my chin on his chest, looking up at him. 

“They care an awful lot about money,” he says apologetically. 

“Oh.” I put my head back down. 

“They’re not terrible people, but I’ve never understood their thinking about that. Two of my brothers are physicians, one’s a very successful lawyer in Chicago with my dad. And that’s great and everything. They’re smart and they work hard and I’m glad they’re happy. But from where I’m standing, it looks like they’re always busy and always stressed and always worrying about upgrading to the newest model car.” 

He takes a quick breath. I’ve hit a nerve. 

“When I told my parents I wanted to be a philosophy professor, my father thought I was throwing my life away. Even my brothers got in on it. My brother Alvin called me a fool and said I’d always be scraping for money and miss the kind of life I was used to.”

I have a hard time imagining Shane’s family. They sound nothing like him. 

“I just... didn’t... want any of part of that lifestyle. I don’t much see the point of working so hard to make sure you can always look down your nose at everyone else.”

“You know, I’ve been exposed to plenty of families like that, but I’ve never understood it either. It’s not like you said you wanted to deal crack or something. I’m sorry you have to deal with that.”

“Your family’s... not like that?”

“God no,” I say forcefully, then remember I’m talking about his family and, in spite of any differences he may have with them, he probably loves them. “Sorry,” I say softly. “But no. They’re not.”

“So, if... you know, if we were able to be together,” he repeats the game’s phrase, “and you brought me home... you’re sure they wouldn’t think you were marrying down?”

“I guarantee you, my mother would be far more concerned about the fact that you’re an atheist.”

He laughs. “Everyone has their own prejudices, I guess.”

I smile. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.”

“So if we were able to be together, we would make stuff like that work?”

“By living as far away from family as possible.” 

He laughs again. “Sounds like a plan.”

It does sound like a plan. 

But then I remember we’re playing the “what if” game, and none of that’s going to happen. My smile slowly fades until I’m lying there holding Shane remembering that our days are numbered. Three months from now, it’ll all be over. 

Maybe he’s thinking the same thing, because we just lie there holding each other for a very long time, and neither one of us says a word. 
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Chapter 22
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All during the following week, the conversations at the apartment revolve around Chloe and Brad’s upcoming nuptials. The girls and I spend hours combing through Pinterest and pinning ideas onto boards for dresses, decorations, food, and honeymoon ideas. 

When I’m with them and participating, it’s fun. 

I’m happy for Chloe and happy to see the glow on her face. She and Brad have been together for a long time and she was starting to really stress about it. Now she’s happy, and that makes me happy.

It’s when I’m on my way to Shane’s that it all catches up to me. Chloe gets to not only have her relationship with Brad out in the open, but she gets to keep him forever. School is over in six weeks and my lease is up in ten. 

I can’t even bring myself to look for new apartments online. I’ll do that next week. 

Which is what I said last week, but still.

All I want right now is to get to Shane’s and be in his arms and pretend none of this is happening. 

When I pull into the drive, he’s leaning against the garage waiting for me, as he sometimes does. His arms are folded over his chest and he’s giving me the most heart-stopping sexy look. 

I smile broadly at the sight of him. Oh, I needed this greeting today. Like magic, my stress and worry melts away. 

As I get out of the car, he saunters over to me. 

“Hey, sexy,” I say with a grin. “Did you miss me?”

“Hm-hmmm. It’s been too long.”

It’s only been sixteen hours, but I feel the same way. 

As he brings his hands to my upper arms, looking ready to give me a kiss, his eyes dart to the road behind me.

“What the hell?” he says.

I spin around. Just before Shane grabs me and pulls me out of sight, I see Justin Kirby in his red Charger, his arm extended out the open window, and a phone in his hand like he’s taking pictures. 

As I’m yanked to the side and out of view of the street, I catch myself against Shane’s chest. We look at each other with horrified eyes as we hear the car speeding away, tires squealing.
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I don’t stay.

When I get back to the apartment, the only ones still there are Chloe and Ashley. I immediately tell them what happened.

We’re gathered in the living room; they’re both on the couch, but I’m sitting cross legged on the floor, my arms and chin resting on the coffee table. I don’t have the energy to get into a regular seat.

“I’m telling you, that guy’s been stalking you,” Ashley says. 

“Or he started to after he saw the two of you at the pool before break,” Chloe says.

I bury my head in my arms. “It doesn’t matter. What’s he going to do with those pictures? This is driving me crazy.”

“That rat bastard better not try to blackmail you,” Chloe says, “or I’m gonna kick his ass.”

I’m still terrified, but I appreciate Chloe’s fervor, since Sam’s not here to provide it.

But as I think about it, I realize Chloe may be on to something. That bastard could want something. I can think of only two things Justin Kirby might want from me: sex or money. Or maybe both. 

I groan. 

“Maybe nothing will happen,” Ashley says. “Maybe he just wants to be able to torment you more?”

We all know she’s grasping at straws, but no one seems to want to say so. 

Sam and Jack walk through the door with sober expressions. Their eyes land on me and they exchange ominous glances. 

I straighten as Jack quietly closes the door and Sam comes up to me. She kneels down.

“I’m so sorry about the pictures,” she says.

My skin starts pricking horribly. “How do you know about the pictures?” 

Her eyes widen, then she looks to Chloe and Ashley.

Jack steps away from the door. “You didn’t see?”

“Oh God, what? See what?”

Sam pulls out her phone and hands it to me. Chloe and Ashley scramble off the couch to look over my shoulders.

“Oh my god,” Chloe says.

There on the Hartman College Student page—the biggest, most active social media group of Hartman students in existence—is an album of pictures. There’s four in all. 

The first is Shane walking toward me with that sexy look on his face. I’m in the photo too, but my back is to the camera and not really identifiable. The second is Shane’s hands on my arms, looking like he’s ready to kiss me. The third is a little blurry. It’s when he was starting to turn away, but you can make out the shocked expression on his face just fine. The last is just me, facing the camera now and looking caught as well. 

The post above the album reads: “Sex Scandal at Hartman?? (Thanks to an anonymous source for these photos.)”

There are 290 likes and 157 comments. 

The blood rushes out of my head. I give Sam her phone before lying all the way back on the floor. “Oh my god.”

No one says anything for a moment. What is there to say? 

I stare at the ceiling, noticing the air conditioning vent placed high on the wall. It really needs to be dusted. I vaguely think how strange it is that I would notice a thing like that at a time like this, but I can’t take my eyes off it. 

“Look,” Ashley says. “Justin Kirby isn’t even the one who posted them. Bartholomew Russell did.”

“Justin Kirby?” Sam says heatedly. “What’s that asshole got to do with it?”

“He’s the one who took the pictures,” Ashley says.

“God I hate that guy,” Sam says, then the room falls quiet for a moment. “Bart? Isn’t that his frat buddy?” 

“Yeah,” Jack says quietly.

I glance at Chloe and Ashley, huddled around Sam’s phone, and can tell they’re reading the comments.

“What are people saying?” I ask, going back to the dusty vent near the ceiling. 

There’s a pause. 

“That good, huh?”

Jack disappears into the kitchen. How can he eat at a time like this?

“You don’t need to listen to a bunch of ass hats,” Sam says. 

“Uh huh.”

“These pictures don’t even really prove anything,” she continues. “I mean, yeah, it looks kinda bad, but it’s not like they got a shot with his wanger inside you or something.”

“Nice, Sam,” Jack says, coming back out of the kitchen with a glass of what looks like whiskey. “Come on, honey,” he says to me. “It’ll help you feel better.”

“I don’t want to feel better.” I don’t move. “And you’re blocking my view of the vent.”

He furrows his brows and looks up behind him. 

I close my eyes. 

“Some chocolate?” he asks. “Ice cream?”

“Jack,” Sam says softly.

“Well if you’re dolling out favors,” Chloe says, “how about kicking Justin Kirby’s ass for us?”

“Done!” Jack says and I hear him set the glass down on the table hard.

“Jack, stop,” I say, still looking at the ceiling.

Silence fills the room again. I pull myself into a sitting position and look blankly at Sam.

With a somber expression, she picks up the glass and holds it out to me. 

I take it and toss it back, the whiskey burning my throat. I pinch my eyes shut and exhale forcefully. 

“Do you think Shane’s seen it?” Chloe asks. 

Oh geez. 

I jump up and get my purse. There are no calls or texts from him. This isn’t a texting sort of moment, so I try calling but it goes to voicemail. 

I almost leave a message, but then a feeling of paranoia sweeps over me. What if somebody checks his messages? Would that be more proof?

I end the call without leaving a message and look at my phone. I decide to send a text after all. 

Me: Please call.

I hit send, feeling even more nervous. Am I just piling on damning evidence? Then again, if someone searches his phone, that’s not the text we would need to worry about. I don’t know if anybody would be searching his phone.

God, I’m a jumble of nerves. “He could lose his job,” I say.

“I don’t think so,” Jack says. “Like Sam said, it’s not really proof. He might have to answer for this, but they can’t do anything without solid evidence.”

Chloe and Ashley nod their heads in agreement. “Even some of the commenters were saying it doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“Really?” I ask hopefully.

“Not... a lot... but yeah. Some. It’s a valid point of view.”

I guess. I look at my phone, wishing Shane would call me. 

An hour later, we’ve finished off the pizzas we ordered (at least, they did, since I don’t have much of an appetite) and we’re watching a movie. To help distract me, they said. 

It’s not really working. 

I’ve managed to not text Shane for some time, but can’t resist any longer. 

Me: Will you please call me?

Why isn’t he calling? Does he know what’s happened? If he does, is he mad at me? I’m the one who seduced him to start with. I’m the one who started this whole fucking thing. 

We finish the movie and are halfway through another when my phone finally rings. 
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“It’s him!”

Jack hits the mute button on the TV and the room falls silent as I answer. “Shane?”

“Hi.” His voice is dull.

“Did you see—”

“I saw.”

“God, I’m so sorry Shane. This is all my fault.”

“No,” he says, his voice still dull. “It’s not.”

“How long have you known? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you. Did someone show it to you?”

“Uh... yeah. Dean Jennings.”

I look at Sam with a mortified expression. They’re all watching me, waiting. 

“What?” I ask.

“Dean Jennings called me into his office and pulled it up on his computer.”

My head is spinning. This is the worst thing that could’ve happened. I grip Sam’s arm and try to think of a way out of what he’s saying. “But the pictures don’t really show anything. There’s no proof—”

“I told him.”

All the blood in my body plummets to the floor. There’s a rushing sound pulsing in my ear. “You what?”

“He asked me point blank if we were having an affair.”

“Oh my god.” I let my head fall into my hand. Of all the scenarios I played out in my mind tonight, why didn’t I see this one coming? The most obvious of all. 

“I just... couldn’t do it any more, Isabella. I’m done.”

Done with what? Lying to everybody? Or done with me?

“So...” I say slowly. I don’t know what to say. “What does that mean? What did he say?” 

“I’m suspended pending his investigation, but most likely he’ll let me go.”

My head snaps up. “What?”

“I just thought you’d want to know.”

“No!”

“Isabella.”

His tone stops me cold. 

“I really don’t want to talk right now,” he says slowly, and I hear it in his voice. He does sound done. Done with everything. “Alright?”

I nod my head. And even though he couldn’t see or hear my answer, the phone goes dead.
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Chapter 23
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I sit there for one full minute, staring at the TV in silence. Scenes from the movie we were watching flash mutely across the screen.

Jack turns off the TV. 

I continue starting at it.

“What happened?” Ashley asks gently.

“The dean called him in and he confessed to everything.” I’m still staring at the TV, but I see Ashley’s hand go up to her mouth. “He’s suspended pending an investigation, but he’ll probably lose his job.”

“An investigation?” Sam says. “Does that mean the dean’s going to talk to you?”

I shrug my shoulder. “I don’t know.” 

We sit there in silence a minute longer. I sigh and lean my head back on the couch, looking at Sam.

“Maybe this is how you guys will end up together,” Chloe says sadly and uncertainly. “Maybe he can go with you now.” 

I swing my eyes to her. “So he can resent me for getting him fired from his dream while I’m living mine?” 

She bites her bottom lip. 

I drop my head in my hands. “God, this is awful. I can’t let them do this to him.”

“I’m not sure there’s anything you can do about it, honey,” Jack says gently. 

I look at my phone again, then stand suddenly and head for the side table by the door. I grab my keys and my purse.

“Uh, where do you think you’re going?” Jack says. “You’re in no condition to drive.”

“I’m not going to just sit here.”

Jack stands and pulls his keys out of his pocket. “Alright then. Tell me where you want to go.”

I stare at him, ready to argue, but I see the look on his face. I know when Jack means business.

“Fine.” Seconds later, my shoes are on and we’re out the door. 
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By the time Dean Jennings opens his door to find me standing on the front porch of his two-story French colonial in the middle of the night, I’m starting to wonder if coming here was such a good idea. How exactly is this going to help?

Dean Jennings says nothing. He doesn’t speak. He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t tell me to get the hell off of his porch. He just looks at me like I’m the biggest disappointment he’s ever laid eyes on. 

Jack’s waiting for me in his truck. I could turn around right now and Jack could take me home. 

Instead I look down at my feet. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“It’s midnight.”

I hear the disappointment in his voice. 

He’s right. It is midnight. And I’m no longer the girl he thought I was. And I’m here to save Shane’s job. “Please.” 

Dean Jennings leads me into the den just off the entryway, turning on a lamp and leaving the door open. It’s a comfortable room with dark wooden bookcases and desk, and a pair of soft, high-backed chairs. He gestures for me to sit and I do, fiddling with my fingers.

He sits across from me, not smiling. 

He’s never looked quite so intimidating before.

“Well? Are you here to deny everything?”

I shake my head. “No.”

“Well that’s something at least,” he says harshly. “How could you do this?”

I cringe and press my lips together.

“I understand,” he continues, “that if anyone has the lion’s share of the blame here it’s Professor Brooks. But I thought you knew better, Isabella.”

I nod and look down. “I’m sorry.” I take a deep breath. “Listen, I... I know I’m in no position to ask for favors...” I peek at him.

He slowly raises one white eyebrow, raising my nerves right along with it.

“But,” I press on, “I’m really hoping you’ll let Shane keep his job.”

“It’s Professor Brooks to you, young lady, and you don’t get to tell me what to do with my professors.”

“Yes. I... I understand that.”

“Do you?”

“Yes, I... just wanted you to know that he...” I stop. This is going to be harder than I thought. “... wasn’t trying to seduce me. He tried to keep things professional.” I take a deep breath. “I’m the one who crossed the lines.”

The look on his face is killing me. 

“But it wasn’t...” I’m rushing ahead, trying to explain, “I’ve never done anything like that before.”

“I should hope not.”

“It’s... I’m in love with him.” God, the first time I admit this out loud and it’s to the fucking dean. 

He exhales sharply and runs a hand through his snowy hair. “You know, Isabella, sometimes young girls in situations like this think it’s love when it’s really something else. Especially for the professor.”

I can’t ignore the sting of that. The truth is I don’t know how Shane feels about me. He’s never said he loves me. But our relationship isn’t what Dean Jennings is trying to say it is either. Shane wasn’t on the prowl for me.

“The bottom line is this, Professor Brooks abused his authority over you.”

“Look, if he were fifty or something, fine. But he’s only four years older than me. He was a senior here when I was a freshman. Even you have to see this isn’t the case of an older man taking advantage of a young girl, and he did not abuse his authority as a professor. I can guarantee you that.”

“You can’t guarantee shit, Isabella!”

This shocks me into silence.

The dean sighs and rubs his eyes. 

This isn’t going how I wanted it to go at all. I don’t want Shane to lose his job. He can’t. He loves working here and living here and he can’t lose all that because of me. 

In desperation, I try another tack. “You know who did this, don’t you? The person who took the pictures?”

Dean Jennings looks at me dully. He looks completely worn out. 

“Justin Kirby.” 

The dean’s eyes go hard. “You’re sure?” 

“I saw him do it.”

“Well,” he says, bustling, “that’s neither here nor there.”

“How is it that that asshole, who actually does prey on women, sees no consequences for his actions but Shane’s the one in trouble?”

With some frustration himself, Dean Jennings says, “I know Justin Kirby’s reputation, but I’ve never been able to get any proof and believe me, I’ve tried. I can’t do anything without proof.”

“Well you don’t have any proof against Shane either.”

“Professor Brooks,” he corrects me. 

“Can’t you overlook this too? Those pictures aren’t proof.”

“He confessed,” Dean Jennings says, his voice rising. “You’ve confessed.” He gestures sharply toward me. “What do you really expect me to do about that?”

I take a deep breath, holding my ground. “Have you told anyone that he confessed?”

The dean is scowling at me.

“Does anyone know but you?” I press.

“No,” he says finally.

“Then let it blow over. Please. Eventually everyone will forget about those pictures.”

“Let it blow over,” he says lowly, “and pretend I don’t know one of my professors is banging one of his students.”

I cringe against his crude verbiage and look down. “If we stopped?” I ask quietly. “Then can Sh— Professor Brooks keep his job?”

Dean Jennings let’s out a humorless laugh. “You’ve always been a persistent one, haven’t you? You’re going for any angle you can think of.” Frowning, I look down at my lap. “I’m surprised you haven’t gotten around to offering a nice, healthy donation to the college’s fund to make this all go away.” 

A thick silence settles about us as I slowly look up at him. 

I press my lips together, barely containing my glare of disgust, but in that moment I know I would do it. Hell, I’ve already compromised myself by sleeping with my professor and asking a personal favor from the dean in order to get everyone out of trouble. I’m already asking for special treatment, the one thing I’ve always said I never wanted. What difference does it make if I write a check on top of it all? 

But I’m angry at him for asking. Inexplicably, in spite of my recent shortcomings, I’m more than willing to judge him for his. 

“Is that what you want?” I say lowly. 

He gives me a disgusted look. “Don’t insult me on top of everything else. That was meant to be sarcastic.”

There’s a noise in the hall and we both turn to see the dean’s wife come down the stairs and onto the landing. She looks into the room. “Sorry, dear. I didn’t realize you were with a student.”

“I’m sorry for disturbing you, Mrs. Jennings.” 

“Not at all. I hope everything’s okay, Isabella.” She gives me a sweet smile I don’t deserve and leaves us again. We watch her ascend the stairs in silence.

Dean Jennings stares at the empty doorway for a moment and sighs. He gets up and goes to the mini fridge in the corner. He opens it, grabs a beer, looks at the beer a moment, then puts it back and shuts the door. 

“Okay, here are the options. One. Professor Brooks is fired and gets the hell off my campus. Two. Professor Brooks gets to keep his job and find ways to make me happy about that, but you both agree to publicly deny any wrongdoing.”

I’m nodding slightly.

“And,” he says, holding up one finger, “starting this instant you agree to zero contact. No goodbyes. No nothing. You’re just done. Understand? If either one of you try to contact the other in any way, you’re both out. Which is what should be happening anyway and don’t ask me why I’m even considering doing this for you.”

I blink at him, terrified to do even so much as say thank you. 

That is, if Shane agrees. 

I honestly don’t know that he will. 

“I’ll contact Professor Brooks and see if he’s willing to get on board. I’ll let you know which way this is going to go down. Now get on home, Isabella. If you don’t mind, it’s been a long day and I’d like to go to bed.”

I stand obediently, a little stunned with everything he’s just said. I want to feel relief, but I don’t know if we’re out of hot water or not. Hiding our relationship was one thing, but will Shane be willing to lie about this if someone else asks him about it? 

But he has to. He has to agree. If only I could talk to him and persuade him myself. But what would I even say?

“You may want to tell him...”

“I don’t think I need your help knowing what to say, Miss Maddox.”

I’m unceremoniously ushered to the exit. Only when I’ve stepped onto the porch do I think to turn and say, “Thank you, Dean Jennings.”

He only gives me the same disappointed look he wore when I got here, and closes the door. 
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When I get in the car I fill Jack in and we ride the rest of the way home in silence. I keep my phone in my purse, trying to resist the temptation to call or text Shane. Did I really just promise no contact? For how long? Until I graduate? Forever? The dean can’t demand that of us forever, surely, but the six weeks until graduation seems just as long.

I put my hands to my face. God, what did I just do?

Jack pats my knee gently. “It’ll be okay.”  

I shake my head back and forth, my hands still on my face, feeling the tears swelling and threatening to break free. Jack pats my knee again and a sob breaks out of me. 

“Shhh,” he says. “It’ll be okay, honey. I promise.”

But I can only crumple over my lap and cry. Jack rubs my back as I cry harder than I ever have in my life. 

By the time we get back to the apartment, I’ve cried every last tear in my body and I’m spent. I’m leaning back against the seat, my head leaning on the door frame, staring out the window. 

Jack turns off the truck and I sit there while he goes around to open my door. He holds his hand out to me and I take it. Feeling too heavy-limbed to carry my own weight, I slide out of the truck and lean against Jack. He wraps his arm around my shoulders, supporting me. 

“One day,” he says gently, “this will only be a memory.”

“And where will I be on that day, Jack?” I ask dully. Alone? Without Shane?

He’s silent a moment as we approach the front door. He doesn’t know any better than I do.

“Happy,” he says at last. “You’ll be happy on that day.”

He tucks his head down to catch my eye. I give our Jack a weak smile as a reward for his efforts, but I really don’t believe a word he’s saying. 
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Chapter 24
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The dean calls early the next morning before I’ve even gotten out of bed. He informs me Shane has accepted the terms, and that I’m to stop attending his class. 

“You’ll turn your final essay in to me,” Dean Jennings says brusquely. “I’ve just emailed you what you need to know. You’ll see I’ve altered the assignment to make up for you missing the last classes.”

“Okay.” Maybe I should be happy or relieved or something but I’m not. I’m glad Shane gets to keep his job. I truly, truly am and I don’t regret asking for that at all. 

But this no contact thing... I feel I’ve been given a death sentence.

“I need to hear you promise me you won’t try to contact him,” Dean Jennings says. “Not in any way. And you should know, I will consider any accidental meeting to be deliberately breaking your promise whether it was accidental or not. Any messages delivered by friends. Any notes in a bottle. Anything. If I find out about anything, the deal’s off.”

“I understand. I promise. I won’t try to contact him.”

He sighs on the other side of the phone. “Fine. See that you don’t. Goodbye Isabella.”

“Dean Jennings?”

There’s silence, but he’s still there.

“I’m truly sorry I let you down.”

Silence again. 

“Goodbye, Isabella,” he says, softer this time. 

I look at my phone until the screen goes black, then I pull up the dean’s email. He’s more than making up for me missing the last several weeks of class. My final paper is to be 25 pages long with no fewer than seven sources and properly-formatted footnotes. 

The topic? The Ethics and Consequences of Teacher-Student Sexual Relations.

Great.

I turn off my phone and stare at the ceiling, numb to the world. 
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The numbness lasts for two whole days. I only force myself to eat something small and tasteless when I’m too lightheaded to function. I largely stick to the apartment and barely notice the stares on campus. When someone makes some stupid comment, I don’t even feel it.

In fact, I don’t feel anything at all. It’s goddamned glorious.

When the dam finally breaks, I’d give my entire world to go back to being numb. 

Sam’s the first one to come home and discover me sobbing helplessly in the living room. 

“Oh, honey,” she says, coming to my side. “I’m so sorry.”

“I can’t do this,” I sob. “I can’t do it.”

“Yes, you can,” she says gently.

I shake my head stubbornly. 

Sam sits next to me on the couch, tucking her knees up to her chest just as I’m doing. She puts her arm over my back. “You can get through this. You’re strong. You can do it.”

I can’t answer. I just keep crying. She sits with me quietly, letting me cry myself out. At last I’m empty and quiet, my arms are wrapped around my ankles and my chin is resting on my knee. 

“It’ll all blow over in a few more days,” Sam says. “People will go back to their own lives and forget to bother you. Just ride it out.”

“It’s not that. It’s Shane.” My voice quivers a bit as I say his name. “I can’t stand being away from him.”

Sam rubs my back quietly for a moment. “It stopped being just fun for you,” she says softly. “Didn’t it?”

I nod.

“I’m sorry,” Sam says. Sam, who thinks it’s a tragedy to fall in love.

I turn my head to look at her, resting my temple on my knees. “I’m not.”

She gives me a sympathetic look.

“I’d do it all over again. If I could.”

Sam leans against my side and we sit there as silent tears run down my cheeks. 

“Maybe this isn’t the end for you guys.” 

But all I hear in my head is Shane’s voice the last time I talked to him. Maybe it wasn’t hard for him to agree not to see me, because he was done anyway. 

“I don’t know. Maybe.” But I’m not feeling as hopeful as I wish I could be.

[image: image]

That evening we Firework Girls are gathered around the kitchen island addressing envelopes for Chloe and Brad’s wedding. They were going to do it secretly without me, to avoid hurting my feelings, but I found out and offered to help. I want to. It’s nice to think about something besides my own problems, even if just for a little bit, and it’s not Chloe’s fault this is happening. I don’t want to ruin things for her.

As I grab another envelope and check the list of addresses for the next one, we hear the front door open and shut.

“Jack?” Ashley calls. 

A “Yo” comes from the living room.

Sam hops up and scurries into the front room. 

“Maybe Jack can take us to a frat party this weekend.” Chloe adds another completed envelope to the pile. “I don’t want to just sit around.”

“Aren’t you going out with Brad?” I ask.

“He’s so busy with school work right now. He’s got this final project that’s just killing him.”

We hear urgent whispers coming from the front room. 

“Hey, what are you two whispering about in there?” Ashley leans back in her seat so she can peer into the living room. 

“Nothing!” Sam calls, in her I’m-up-to-no-good voice. She and Jack come into the kitchen. They’re both eyeing me. 

“What?” I ask.

As Sam settles back in her chair, Jack comes up to the island and sneaks a cookie from the plate in the middle of the island. “Nothing.” He slides next to me and puts an arm around my shoulder. “How’s my girl?”

“Fine.”  

I’m determined to be fine. I’ve been crying enough lately. Right now I’m just going to sit here with my girls and help Chloe with her wedding plans. 

“Oh, hey,” Sam says to Jack, bouncing back out of her seat again. She crosses to the counter and retrieves her tablet. “I have something for you.”

“Oh yeah?” He pulls her to his chest and says in an exaggerated Don Juan voice, “How long I’ve been waiting for this moment, mi amore.”

“Cut it out.” She pushes him away and smacks his arm. “Look.”

She flips around her screen. “It’s a logo for your company.”

He takes it and looks at it. “Wow. That looks awesome! Wait, what company?”

“If you’re going to freelance, you need a company. That means logos and shit. Here look.” She takes the tablet back and taps the screen. “I made you some letterhead and business cards too.”

“I don’t really have a company,” Jack says, as if the idea of committing to a company is as abhorrent to him as the idea of committing to a marriage. “I’m just doing some random jobs for random people.”

Sam rolls her eyes. “Okay.” She pats him on the arm. “Well, when your non-company decides to interact with your clients, I mean, your random people, this is here if you want to use it.”

“What’s that?” He points at something on the screen.

“For your email signature. And this could be your website banner.”

“Oooh.” He takes the tablet back from her and ogles the screen. She looks up him with a satisfied grin. 

He gives her a nervous glance. “But I’m not really starting a company.”

“Okay,” she says lightly. “No problem. You don’t have to start a company. It’s just stuff to look pretty. No need to panic.”

She climbs back into her seat and winks at me. I smile.

“I’m not panicking.”

“Just let me know if you want me to change anything....”

“No, it’s great. Really, Sam. Top notch.”

She smiles, addressing another envelope.

“Maybe I could use the website banner,” he says vaguely, wandering out of the kitchen still looking down at her tablet. 

“Whatever you want sweetie,” she says, grinning.
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By the time we’ve finished addressing the invitations, all three hundred and three of them, and are settling down to watch a movie, we discover what Jack and Sam were whispering about when he first got here.

“Um...” Chloe says in a strange voice. We all look at her. She’s scrolling through something on her phone. She looks at Sam and Jack. She’s just staring at them with this weird expression on her face. I can’t tell if she’s angry or amused or what the hell’s going on, but she’s not saying a word. Just staring at them.

“What?” Ashley asks. 

“Have you been on the student group page lately?” Chloe asks.

Ashley’s face hardens. “Hell, no.”

But Sam and Jack grin at each other like little partners in crime and go back to watching the screen.

“What?” I ask.

Chloe clears her throat dramatically and starts to read. “Many thanks to an anonymous source for identifying the cowardly picture taker, famous Hartman womanizer Justin Kirby.” Chloe lets her phone drop a bit as she looks at Sam. “Posted four hours ago by Samantha Lawson.”

Sam’s grinning like a lunatic. “Keep reading.” 

“Oh, I have,” Chloe says. “Here’s another. ‘Justin Kirby. Isn’t that the guy with a subscription to the Mickey of the Month Club?’ Posted by—”

“Jack Thomas Anderson,” Jack says proudly. “Keep going.”

I sit up straighter, looking between Sam and Jack, and Chloe, who gives me a slight grin before continuing. “Well, after a few commenters wondering if Sam really knows who took the pictures and other people saying your friends are just throwing things out there, coming to your rescue, things take an interesting turn.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Well, there are several derogatory comments toward our fair friend Justin Kirby. It seems more than a few guys on campus think he’s a man whore—”

“Hey, hey,” Jack says raising his hands. “Nothing wrong with being a man whore.”

“...and an ass pirate,” Chloe continues.

“Ass pirate?” Ashley says. “Is that a clever way of saying he’s a fucking rapist?”

“There are all kinds of comments about Kirby’s reputation for preying on women, and...” Chloe says meaningfully, looking at me, “there’s even a few women who admit he’s taken advantage of them.”

“What?”

“Even some of the frat boys are coming down on him for being a low-life piece of shit, which he is. Of course, his stupid frat brothers aren’t saying a word, but whatever.”

Chloe lowers her phone and gives Sam and Jack a look I’m finally able to recognize: pride. 

“Well done,” Chloe says nodding.

Sam and Jack grin and fist bump without even looking at each other. “I figured that rat bastard could squirm a little himself and see how he likes it,” Sam says. 

Jack leans forward, looking around Sam to me. He’s giving me his big, goofy Jack grin. “You like?”

I laugh. For the first time in days, I actually laugh. “Yes,” I say nodding. “I like very much.”

[image: image]

And then there are the nights. 

The nights are when everyone’s gone to sleep and I’m in my room alone.

This is what happens at night: I curl up in bed and my heart bleeds all over the sheets. 

Every. Single. Time.
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Chapter 25
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The last day of finals week, and one week before commencement, I go to Dean Jennings’ office to deliver my paper.

He watches me set it on his desk, then gestures to the chair behind me. 

“Have a seat, Isabella.”

“I’ve followed your terms.” I wonder if he’s going to question me. “All of them.”

“Yes,” Dean Jennings says quietly. “Yes, I’m confident that you both have.”

I don’t ask him how he’s so confident. 

He picks up my essay—all 28 pages of it—and starts flipping through the pages. 

“I know why you had me write that,” I say.

He looks at me soberly. “Do you?”

I nod. “Thank you.”

He closes the paper and sets it back on my desk. “I’m sorry that happened to you, Isabella,” he says gently. 

“No. You don’t understand.” 

I am glad Dean Jennings had me write the paper. I learned a lot about the terrible abuses that do happen in colleges and universities all over the country. I’m grateful for having a dean who, in the end, is on my side instead of going the route of shaming the victim, as happens at schools that turn a blind eye to what predatory professors are doing on their campuses. 

So in the end, yes, I’m grateful the dean had me write the paper. But not for the reason he thinks. 

“After writing that paper, I understand even better the kind of situation you’re worried about, but...” I gesture to the paper on his desk. “That right there is not what happened between us. We crossed a line. We did. And I’m sorry about that. But professors like that...” I point again to the paper. “That’s not Shane. And I wasn’t a victim.”

Dean Jennings laces his fingers together, considering me. 

I sigh and stand. “I won’t take any more of your time.”

I extend my hand. He shakes it, standing himself. I hold on, shaking his hand warmly and looking him in the eye. “Thank you, Dean Jennings. Not just for what you did for us, but for everything you’ve done for me over the years. You do a great job.”

He smiles at me then, giving me an affectionate look. “Ah Isabella, it’s been my pleasure.”

I smile, release his hand, and head for the door. 

“Oh, Isabella?”

I turn. 

“You should know, there’s an investigation on Justin Kirby. A detective may be calling you.”

“A detective?”

Dean Jennings gives me a grim smile. “Some people have come forward. Apparently a certain social media thread gave them the courage they needed. We may finally have the evidence we’ve been looking for.”

My heart starts pounding, a bitter-sweet satisfaction swelling in me as I now have hope Justin Kirby may finally get what he’s long deserved.

“How many?” I ask.

“So far? Ten.”

I raise my eyebrows and lower my head. Ten. That fucking bastard.

I look at the dean and nod. “Thank you for telling me.”

He nods back. “Take care of yourself, Isabella.”

“I’ll try.”

And with that, I leave Dean Jennings’ office for what I sense will be the last time. 
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It’s two days after graduation. My parents flew in for the occasion and it was amazing to celebrate such a huge accomplishment. 

Shane wasn’t in attendance at all. 

Maybe because he didn’t want to see me. Maybe because Dean Jennings requested it. I wouldn’t know, because I can’t talk to him about it. 

But, on the plus side, Justin Kirby wasn’t there either. He was arrested the night before.

I’m okay with that. 

I come back from dropping my parents off at the airport to find the girls in the living room, gathered around Chloe, who’s crying. 

“What happened?” I approach her and kneel down.

“Brad broke things off,” Ashley says.

“What?!”

Chloe’s not even looking at me. She’s just crying into her hands. I just now notice she’s not wearing her ring. 

“Why? What happened?”

Ashley and Sam exchange glances. Sam looks ready to go nuclear. 

“He’s been having an affair with some girl for three months now,” Ashley explains.

“Wait. What?” I do the math in my head. “He proposed two months ago!”

“Apparently,” Sam says, her voice tight, “he thought proposing to Chloe would help him ‘get over’ his little hussy.”

Chloe just cries harder. 

Sam gives me a furious look and silently mouths, “I’m going to kill him.”

“Oh, Chloe,” I say, “I’m so sorry.”

“That rat bastard,” she says into her hands. 

I look at Sam helplessly. Chloe’s already mailed out over 300 invitations. She bought a wedding dress. She reserved the venue. Everything. 

I can’t believe Brad did this to her. I mean, I admit, it’s not like I was his biggest fan or anything. But he and Chloe have been together since sophomore year. How could he? And like this?

We spend the next hour doing our best to comfort Chloe. Jack brings over her favorite ice cream and he and Sam disappear into the kitchen to dish it up. I go in too, to make sure they’re not in there plotting Brad’s death or something. 

They are, in fact, whispering, but not about what I thought. 

“Don’t get me wrong,” Sam whispers fiercely, “I’m pissed he did this to her, but in the end I think she’s better off without him.”

“Yeah,” Jack says softly, dumping a large scoop of ice cream into a bowl. 

Maybe it’s because I’m nursing a broken heart of my own, but Sam’s comment irks me. 

“Just because you don’t believe in love,” I whisper, “doesn’t mean nobody else does.”

Sam and Jack both look at me. He’s holding the scoop in midair over the container.

“Oh give me that.” I grab the scoop and container out of his hands. 

“That’s not what she was saying,” Jack says softly. 

“Oh, wasn’t it?” I furiously dig the scoop into the container.

“Hey,” Sam whispers, “I’m not against people falling in love, but Brad’s always been a chump, and I really didn’t care for how he’s been running roughshod all over her for the past year, so yeah I’m glad he’s out of her life, okay?”

If I really think about it, maybe I feel the same way, but I’m in no mood to think about it, so I don’t. “Whatever, Sam.” I dump the ice cream in a bowl and pull over an empty one so I can dish up another serving.

She huffs and grabs some spoons out of the drawer. “What are you getting all pissy at me for?” 

I’m blinking back tears. 

No.

Not now.

I’m not supposed to cry about him during the day. I do enough of that at night.

Sam sighs. “What?” she says, less angry but still exasperated. 

“Is that what you thought about Shane?” I ask quietly. I’m holding the scoop but no longer dishing up. “That it’s better he’s out of my life?”

“No! Of course not.”

I look at her, uncertain. “Would you tell me if you did?”

“Well...” she hesitates.

I roll my eyes and she leans forward. “No, okay? Not at first. Do you think I’m going to go in there and tell Chloe what I think when she’s like this? But there’s going to come a time when I’ll probably say it. She’s a great girl and she deserves better. I’m not afraid to tell her that, when she’s ready to hear it.”

I drop the ice cream scoop in the container. Jack scoots it toward him, grabs a spoon, and takes a huge spoonful right out of the carton, watching me carefully. 

I roll my eyes and scoot the last remaining empty bowl toward him as a hint. He dishes up his own serving obediently. 

“Now,” Sam says softly, “I don’t know Shane. I’ve never interacted with him. I’ve never seen how he treats you or how the two of you are together. So all I have to go on is what you’ve told me. But you know what, you talk differently about Shane than Chloe talks about Brad. From what you’ve said, I think he would’ve been good for you, if things had gone differently. So, no. I’m not happy about what’s happened with the two of you, if that’s what you wanted to know.”

“You’re not?” I ask weakly. 

“No honey. If you want to know the honest-to-god truth,” she picks up two bowls to take to the living room, “I think it’s a damn shame.”

She leaves the kitchen and Jack picks up two bowls too, kissing me on the top of my head before leaving me alone.

I pull my bowl over and grab a spoon.

Something’s ticking in me.

Tick, tick, tick.

It’s something that’s only seemed like an impossible thing thus far. Just like being with Professor Shane Brooks seemed like an impossible thing, back when he really was just my professor. Back when I was tormented with fantasies about him.

Tick, tick.

I’m tormented now, too. And it’s not going away. 

In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s never, never going away. 

Tick.

I jump off my stool and leave my ice cream on the island. 

“I’ll be back later.” I head for my purse and out the door. 

I’ll have to apologize to Chloe later. 

But now that I’ve made my decision, I can’t wait any longer. 
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When I knock on the front door of Shane’s house, I’m acutely aware of the fact that in all the months I’ve spent here, I’ve never once stepped through this door. My car has never been parked on the front curb, as it is now. 

I fidget with the hem of my shirt, dropping my hands abruptly when Shane opens the door. 

He stops. “Isabella,” he says my name like a sigh. Like a relief. 

Or maybe my heart is just imagining sweet, sweet hopeful things because then he says firmly, “Dean Jennings said—”

“Dean Jennings knows I’m here.”

Shane blinks. 

“Can I come in?”

He hesitates. I think he’s going to say no, but then he steps back and opens the door wider. 

I meant to just come in. 

I really did.

But when I come through the door and in Shane’s direction I just keep right on going until I’ve wrapped my arms around him so tight and I’m tucking my cheek down against his shoulder. 

“I’m so sorry Shane. I’m so sorry for everything’s that’s happened and how horrible, horrible I know it’s been for you to have to lie to everyone and I never,”—a sob breaks out, though I try so hard to stop it—“meant for this...” My voice breaks again. Goddammit. This is not what I meant to come here and do.

“Hey, hey,” he says softly.

He takes me by the arms and tries to pull me away, but I cling to him. It feels so good to hold him again. I can’t seem to let go.

He gives up and wraps his arms around me. I close my eyes, sinking into it and holding him tighter.

“Honey, don’t cry. It’s not your fault.”

“I know I’m supposed to leave for Harvard in a few weeks but please, please don’t make me go.”

“What did you just say?”

This time he does hold me by the arms and firmly pulls me away. I let him. He’s giving me an alarmed look. I drink in his eyes, the little specks of blue around the edges of green, every detail. Oh how I’ve missed him. 

“I want to stay here,” I say. “With you.”

“But...” He looks at me with disbelief. “Harvard. I can’t ask you to give up Harvard.”

“You’re not asking. I’m offering. I love you, Shane Brooks.”

He blinks and his hands come up to my face. 

“You do?”

“I do. I do. I love you so much. And I need you. Please let me stay.”

“You’re...” he falters, furrowing his brows at me, “...willing to give all that up for... me?” 

That’s when I realize that even though he’s no longer my professor and I’m no longer his student, the uneven balance of power we’ve been trying to avoid all along is here anyway. I will do anything for him. I will give up anything. For him. 

Now he knows it. 

So, yes, he has all the power over me, but I don’t care. So long as Shane’s by my side. 

“I love you too, Isabella.” My heart swells briefly upon hearing those words come out of his mouth. “But...” And my heart clenches. 

No. 

“I can’t let you do that.”

“But Shane...”

He pulls away and holds up one finger. “Just,” he says firmly. “Wait here a moment.”

Stunned and numb, I watch him walk away and disappear down the hall that leads to his office. 

I wrap my arms around myself and start to tremble. I think I need to sit, but even though I’ve sat on Shane’s couch a million times—and done more than that on it—I don’t know if he wants me on his couch. 

He comes back with a piece of paper in his hand. I numbly watch him approach. 

Maybe I can’t talk my way out of this one. 

Maybe this is really how it ends. 

He holds out the paper and I watch myself take it. 

It’s a letter. 

From... Boston University?

Dear Mr. Brooks,

Thank you for your interest in Boston University. We’re pleased to offer you an adjunct teaching position in the Department of Philosophy, concurrent with your admission to the Doctoral program in...

I drop my hand, still holding the letter, and stare at him.

“Would that be alright?” he asks.

I raise the letter and look at it again. I re-read the opening lines. I look at the date in the heading: it’s dated four days ago. “When did you get this?” I ask stupidly.

“The mail came about twenty minutes ago. They have a good philosophy department and one of the professors is intrigued by my thesis. He helped me get on the waiting list for this fall, otherwise I would’ve had to... you know, wait a year. There in Boston. If you’d let me.” 

I just stare at him, tears brimming in my eyes, holding the letter in my hand. When did he do this?

“It’s a good program, but that’s not why I want to go.” 

He cups my face in his hands as the tears stream down my cheeks. He brushes them away with his thumb. “After that night at the cabin,” he says softly, “I thought, what if we don’t have to be apart? What if we got to be together after all?”

“But this is your dream job. Here.”

“Ah, Isabella,” he says, rubbing his nose against mine, “you’re my dream girl. I can get a degree anywhere. But there’s only one you.” I grip the back of his shirt. “I want this,” he says firmly, “so you wouldn’t have to worry about that. I want it and I’m okay with it. If it means we could be together, I’m more than okay with it. So please, can I come with you?” 

“God, yes!” 

I wrap my arms around his neck, still holding the letter, and kiss him firmly. Again and again until he laughs and picks me up. I wrap my legs around his waist and he spins me around, but I was already dizzy with the knowledge that I get to keep Shane Brooks in the end. 
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Chapter 26


[image: image]


Two days before our lease is up, the apartment is more or less a mess. Boxes are everywhere. 

Sam and Ashley will be the first ones to go. Sam got the job she wanted in Portland and starts in a few days. Ashley’s staying on to get her master’s, of course, but couldn’t afford this place on her own. She got her own little apartment not far from here. 

She and Sam shared the cost of a moving truck. We’ll move Ashley to her new place first, then load up the truck with Sam’s stuff and she’ll take it up to Portland. Jack’s going with her to help with the move, but he’ll be back by Monday. 

Sam just got back with the van, which is parked out front, but we won’t start loading up until Jack and some guys we know are here to help with the furniture. Shane’s on his way too. 

He’s hung out over here several times since we got back together and loves my Firework Girls almost as much as I do. They like him too. Even Jack approves. 

Ashley, Sam, and I are standing around the kitchen island, chatting about nothing much. We’ve taken to pretending the Firework Girls aren’t coming to an end, at least, not as we’ve always known it. 

“I wonder what Chloe’s surprise is,” Sam says.

“She should be here by now,” I say.

We hear the front door open and Chloe calls out to us. 

We go into the living room to see a big grin on her face. It’s good to see her smiling again.

“So what’s the surprise?” I ask, noticing she’s empty handed.

She grabs the hem of her shirt and lifts it up so we can see her stomach and... her new belly button piercing. 

“Whoa!” Sam says as we all go in for a closer look. 

It’s a stud, bigger than the one in her nose but with a stone the exact same light blue color. 

“So pretty!” I say and everyone else nods. 

“I’ve been wanting one forever but Brad was always talking about the risks of infection with belly button rings, and blah, blah, blah.” She grins broadly again. “Screw him.”

I smile. I think Chloe’s going to be just fine. 

Chloe and I are packing up the last of our things tomorrow. She got a respectable job with a mid-sized shipping company in Swan Pointe so will be moving there. Jack wanted her to coordinate things so he could help her with her move too. She thanked him but ultimately said no. She seems determined to do things on her own, “Without the help of a man,” she said. “No offense, Jack.”

Through the living room window, we see Jack’s truck working its way toward our apartment. 

“Has Jack found anything yet?” Ashley asks.

“I don’t know if he’s even looked,” Sam says. “I think he’s hoping he can just stay in the dorms forever.” 

“Well if anyone could pull that off, Jack could,” I say.

We watch Jack silently for a moment. Something about seeing him pull up to the apartment, with all of us here for the last time... Well, it’s sure making it hard for me to deny we’re about to be separated. 

“This isn’t the end you know,” Ashley says. “We’ll see each other in a few months.” 

Rather than let Chloe spend the night of what would have been her wedding alone, we’ve planned to reunite in Swan Pointe for the weekend and make it fun instead. 

But looking around at my girls, I know it’s not going to be the same. 

“Friends forever,” Chloe says.

“Forever,” I agree.

Ashley is fighting tears so she can only nod, but she’s smiling. 

“Well,” Sam says grinning, “until I forget all about you losers, anyway.”

“Har, har,” Chloe says.

“Alright, alright,” Sam smiles. “Forever.”
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Shane and I are sitting at the bar in the airport, waiting for our flight. All our things are in moving crates on their way to Cambridge, but we’re headed down to Dana Point first so he can meet my parents. From there we’ll hit Chicago so I can meet his parents before we continue on to Massachusetts. 

We order a couple glasses of champagne to celebrate. We’ve been celebrating a lot lately.

The bartender leaves to get our drinks and Shane smiles at me. “It’s been quite the year.”

I nod. “Yes. There’s only one thing I regret.”

“What’s that?”

“We never got to have sex in your office.”

He raises an eyebrow and says, “Um... we totally did and I can’t believe you don’t remember that.”

“Not that office.” The heat rises to my cheeks at the memory of it. “I mean your office at school.”

He laughs. “You wanted to have sex in my office at school?”

“Oh yeah. It would’ve been totally hot.”

“Hmm.” He gets that scrumptious look on his face. “Maybe we’ll have to figure something out if they give me an office at BU.”

“Why Professor Brooks! I’m scandalized.”

He grins and kisses the back of my hand. “That’s what you get for joining forces with a heathen.”

“Somehow I think I’m the one who was a bad influence on you, and not the other way around.”

“I think I’ve done all sorts of bad things to you,” he says wickedly. “But we’re not going to tell your mother that.”

“No, no. She thinks you’re a good little Catholic boy.”

“What?” he says, looking mortified. 

I laugh. “Just kidding.” 

He gives me a look as the bartender brings our drinks. We each grab one. I go to clink my glass against Shane’s but he pulls back slightly, stopping me. 

He looks me in the eye. “To us,” he says firmly.

I smile broadly. “To us.”

We clink our glasses and drink. To us. 

––––––––
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The End

More from the Firework Girls...

Want to find out if Chloe recovers from the dastardly deeds of her former fiancé? See what happens when Chloe and Grayson’s paths collide in MIDNIGHT HEAT. 

Ever wonder why Ashley never dates? It isn’t because of her devotion to the piano, that’s for sure. Find out who broke her heart, and if she’ll let him put it back together again, in the deeply emotional, second chance romance, ETERNAL HEAT. 

And who isn’t dying to see how Sam and Jack finally get together? Experience the hilarious, heart-warming, heartbreaking ride of these two wild doves in fan favorite, NUCLEAR HEAT. (Not to mention their fun, sexy follow-up short story, HANDLE THE HEAT.)

Finally, don’t miss the fun when Jack’s cousin Sophie and Chloe’s brother Bobby meet in HOLIDAY HEAT. Light on the “holiday” heavy on the “heat”, this emotional story features the entire Firework Girls gang. 
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GET YOUR FREE BOOK
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He’s my ex and now my client.

There are so many reasons to say no to him.

So why can’t I stop saying yes?

KEEPING HER is the standalone prequel to the Hearts on Fire series, available exclusively to newsletter subscribers. 

Experience Cat and Marcus’s fiery, emotional love story today. Get your copy here. 
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BOOKS BY JORDYN WHITE
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THE FIREWORK GIRLS

“Like an addictive TV show where you feel like you’re friends with the characters and are glued to every development.” - SPR

FORBIDDEN HEAT

Isabella and Shane (Firework Girls #1)

MIDNIGHT HEAT

Chloe and Grayson (Firework Girls #2)

ETERNAL HEAT

Ashley and Erik (Firework Girls #3)

NUCLEAR HEAT

Sam and Jack (Firework Girls #4)

HANDLE THE HEAT
A Firework Girls Short Story
Sam and Jack (Firework Girls #4.5)

HOLIDAY HEAT

Bobby and Sophie (Firework Girls #5)
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THE BEAUTIFUL RIVERS SERIES

“I loved the Firework Girls series but I think I'm loving Beautiful Rivers more!” – Mary M, Five-star Amazon review

BEAUTIFUL MINE

Connor and Whitney (Beautiful Rivers #1)

BEAUTIFUL FALL

Lizzy and Brett (Beautiful Rivers #2)

BEAUTIFUL DARK

Corrine and Mason (Beautiful Rivers #3)

BEAUTIFUL DEEP

Rayce and Emma (Beautiful Rivers #4)
BEAUTIFUL LIES (a novella)

Rita and Dallas (Beautiful Rivers #5)
HEARTS ON FIRE SERIES

HEART OF GLASS

Mia and Luke (Hearts on Fire #1)

LOVE ON THE ROCKS

Raven and Spencer (Hearts on Fire #2)
Coming summer of 2019

For a complete, up-to-date list of all Jordyn’s books and shorts:

Jordyn White’s Reading Order Page
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Connect with Jordyn!
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Go to my website for excerpts from the books, news, and more. www.JordynWhiteBooks.com

Become a Firework Friend! Join my fan group on Facebook. 

Like my Facebook Page.

Or feel free to drop me a line. jordyn@jordynwhitebooks.com
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