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      Ella

      

      Most days, my house feels like a prison.

      Today is one of them. Ever since my father’s sudden death over two years ago, my stepmother and her annoying daughters have done everything in their power to make my life a living hell.

      Locked away, like a family heirloom stored inside an old trunk, I see how much hatred these women breed. My father would roll over in his grave if he knew how I live, all because Clarissa is even more selfish and spoiled than her daughters. With only a few more months until the end of the school year, this is my life until I can make my escape.

      Anastasia flings open my bedroom door and waltzes inside with a sour look on her face. She scans the floor and what’s left of my belongings, before her eyes eventually land on me. I don’t miss her scowl as she appraises my floral comforter, the one thing I have left from my mother.

      “Get your lazy ass out of bed, Ella.” She says my name with such disdain that her words slice through me, cutting deep. “Mother says you have chores to do.”

      “That’s no different than any other day,” I spit back. “Who else would clean up after you?”

      She snickers, throwing her hands onto her wide hips. “At least you’re good for something other than taking up space. We can’t have you lounging around here all day doing nothing. You have to earn your keep.”

      I get up from the bed, irritated and still half asleep. “This is my house, Anastasia. Not yours.”

      She points a long, bony finger at me and digs it into my arm. Her French tip hurts as she presses it into my skin. “Now, that is where you are wrong. This is my mother’s house now, which makes it mine. If it were up to me, you would be out on your ass, but Mom likes having a maid.”

      I let out an exaggerated sigh. How much more of this can I take? I can’t afford to live on my own. Clarissa pays my tuition at Strickland University, the one luxury I have left, and I wouldn’t dare do a thing to jeopardize getting far away from this torture.

      Unlike my stepsisters, who drive Mercedes’s, I ride three buses to get to school. It takes me hours to get there, but at least I get to leave this hellhole a few times a week in hopes of making something of myself. I’m counting down the days until I graduate. As of today, I have one hundred days left.

      Natasha strolls into my room with a bucket in hand and a mop in the other, dressed in vintage Chanel, of course.

      My mother had worn plenty of it before these cows had ransacked this house and took every piece of clothing and jewelry she had of value. The only thing spared from my stepmother’s fire sale was a gold heart charm necklace my father had given me on my thirteenth birthday. One side of the heart had belonged to him and the other to me.

      I’ve kept it hidden under a loose floorboard under my bed. It’s the one place none of them would ever bother to look. They’re too lazy to get on their hands and knees. Instead, they make me do all the work. Every morning, I wake to one of them screaming from the bottom of the stairs, Get down here and make us breakfast, Ella or Clean the dishes, Ella or Get the stain out of my Prada bag, Ella.

      They always have some request, leaving me little time to study, which is why I spend my afternoons tutoring students in the library. I mostly do it to give myself a reprieve from my jailers.

      “Get to work, Ella,” Natasha says, shoving the bucket and mop into my chest. “If you want that dress for the party tonight, you have to earn it.”

      It takes every ounce of strength I have to hide my smile. Just thinking about the masquerade party at the Delta Sigma Phi fraternity house sets fire to my skin. Shawn Finch will be there. He’s gorgeous, the starting tight end for the Strickland Senators, and has big, strong arms that I want to touch every time I see him in the library.

      He’s always failing at least one class because he’s too busy hooking up with girls and partying. From what I’d heard, he just manages to pass with the help of our tutoring staff. I would have killed to be his tutor last semester. Instead, I was stuck with some jerk from the hockey team. I even offered to trade Mandy, but she was too busy batting her eyelashes at Finch to consider my offer to switch. She practically had their wedding planned out in her head, and he didn’t even pay attention to her.

      Guys like Finch are untouchable. You have to be part of the sport's elite on campus to get anywhere near them. That’s why I jumped at the chance to go to this party tonight. I’m friends with Tori Reynolds, girlfriend of Sebastian Prince and the captain of the football team. He’s a big deal at our school. Tori invited me before I left class yesterday. She’s normal, like me, and nothing like most of the elitist snobs at Strick U. I guess we bonded over our mutual dislike for snooty people, and now, we’re acquaintances—maybe even friends.

      Because of Anastasia and Natasha are always sticking their nose into my business, I have no friends other than Tori, no prospect of a boyfriend, and absolutely no life. I’m the house bitch, the girl who scrubs the floor, washes clothes, and cooks meals. This is my life for a little while longer. At least I get to go to the party tonight.

      “Don’t look so excited,” Natasha yells, as I walk past her to deal with my chores. “Just remember we will be at the party, too.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” I say, keeping my eyes focused on the long hallway in front of me with one goal in mind.

      “And don’t you dare think of speaking to us. You don’t know us, and we don’t know you. Got it? You will never be one of us, no matter how hard you try,” Anastasia says in a harsh tone.

      I stop at the top of the staircase and spin around to face them. “I don’t want to be like you or your friends. I just want to go to the party.”

      Natasha clicks her tongue. “Figures you would make friends with someone like Tori. She’s another one who is way out of her league.”

      “You’re just jealous because you want Bash and can’t have him.”

      Anastasia snorts. “I’ll have you know we’ve already had him.”

      Staring at Anastasia and then Natasha, I’m confused until I realize what she means and want to vomit.

      “Being a whore isn’t exactly something to brag about, Sis,” I say, laughing to myself, as I turn around to go downstairs.

      “You will pay for that! Just wait and see, Ella.”

      I have no doubt my loving stepsisters and their equally bitchy sorority sisters will make this night harder for me. At least I get to wear a mask and pretend I am someone else for the night. If it were any other frat party, I probably would skip it. I get enough weird stares pointed in my direction because of the hand-me-downs I have to wear to school, let alone the looks I would get if I were to attend a party in the same clothes.

      Tonight, I get to wear one of my mother’s dresses, as long as I finish my chores and homework. That was the deal I had made with Clarissa. Both of which were a given. I already have a perfect grade point average and cater to their every need.

      One night. That’s all I want. One night to feel normal again. Maybe I’ll even get the kiss I think about when I see Shawn Finch on campus. Maybe, just maybe, I will get my wish.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As promised, Clarissa hands over one of my mother’s gowns. It’s floor length, made of white satin with a light pink chiffon overlay, and hugs my curves perfectly. I remember my mother wearing this dress to parties when I was younger. For as long as I can remember, I wanted to be just like her. She reminded me of a princess the way she would spin around in her dresses and dance in the living room with my father.

      My mother was so full of life until she’d gotten sick. Like me, she had long, blonde hair that curls at the ends and denim eyes. It wasn’t long after my mother’s passing that Dad met Clarissa. She was everything he needed her to be—until she wasn’t. I swear he died from a broken heart. Either that or my Bitch Mother poisoned him.

      Staring in the mirror, I smile and think of my parents. I can almost see them here, standing at my sides, as they see me off. If my mother were here, she would have done my hair and makeup. Instead, I had to watch a few YouTube videos to learn how to create a smoky effect that makes my eyes pop, even with the mask on my face. With my hair already curled naturally, it didn’t take much to give my hair some extra volume.

      For once, I feel pretty and worthy of a man like Shawn Finch. I only have to get him to notice me. This dress should do the trick. Or so I hope.

      I take my time in these heels, careful not to fall down the stairs face first, keeping my fingers crossed that I will see Finch at the party. My jaw hurts from smiling so much, but one evil stare from Clarissa is enough to wipe it from my face.

      Anastasia and Natasha stand at her sides decked out in black couture gowns they either stole from my mother or used my inheritance to buy.

      “You have a curfew,” Clarissa says, folding her arms across her chest, giving me her best bitch face. “I want you in this house by midnight and not a second later. Do you understand?”

      I hold my tongue and nod.

      “Answer me, child,” she says, with anger in her voice.

      She has hated me since the day she set foot inside this house. I was an inconvenience to her, another person in the way of my father’s money. He owned an investment firm before Clarissa sold his shares to some of the board members. Now, I have nothing. No parents. No money.  And no way out of here.

      “I will be home before curfew. I promise.”

      She flashes a closed mouth smile and walks away without another word. Natasha steps toward me, followed by Anastasia, each of them now at my sides, making me uncomfortable.

      Natasha tugs at the spaghetti strap on my right shoulder, while Anastasia clutches the other. Before I can stop them, I hear the sound of the fabric tear. The straps fall forward and hang loose, almost bringing tears to my eyes that I force back.

      “What is wrong with you?” I shout so loud my voice echoes off the vaulted ceiling in the living room.

      “Oops!” Natasha covers her mouth with her hand, her brown eyes wide in mock surprise.

      “Our mistake,” Anastasia says, this time pulling at the pink overlay. One side rips and then the other, as Natasha helps her ruin my dress.

      I’m defenseless against them. If I act out, my stepmother will punish me. She will lock me in my room and throw away the key, same as she does during winter and summer breaks from school. That’s why I have excelled so much in my studies. I spend countless hours a day with no TV, cell phone, or the Internet. Books are my only source of entertainment. So, I read a lot and take extra classes when I can afford to layer on the heavier course load.

      As much as I want to cry, I have to stay strong and deal with whatever comes next.

      “You think you’re so fucking smart, don’t you, Ella?” Natasha flicks her dark hair over her shoulder and grins like the Cheshire cat. “You think you can call us names and get away with it. Well, you are not getting anywhere near that party if we have anything to do with it. We don’t need you embarrassing us in front of our friends.”

      Anastasia steps on the hem of my dress, holding me in place. I turn to walk away from them, but my plan backfires, the bottom of the dress tearing apart from Anastasia’s stiletto.

      Staring down at the dress, I cover my mouth to stifle my sobs. But no tears follow. I never let them see me cry. I never have, and I never will. They don’t deserve my tears. It would only give them more power over me. Unlike their mother, mine was sweet and kind to everyone. She raised me to show people the same kindness, which is why I normally remain quiet around my stepsisters.

      Lately, they have made it harder to control my anger toward them. Graduation is so close. Only one hundred more days before I can start living again.

      “Looks like you can’t go to the party,” Natasha says, twirling a dark curl around her index finger with a satisfied smile.

      “You can’t stop me from going,” I shoot back.

      “Oh, we can and we will, Little Orphan Ella.” Natasha eyes me up and down, giving me her usual look of disapproval. “We have the Delta Sig guys wrapped around our fingers. They will do just about anything Kappa girls tell them. And, if that means keeping the help out of a party, then you can bet your ass they will listen.”

      “You’re such a bitch, Natasha.” I pivot my body between them. “You, too, Anastasia. I have never done a thing to either of you to deserve this.”

      My stepmother would slap me across the face if I ever spoke to her the way I do the girls.

      “You exist. That’s enough for us,” Anastasia says, rolling her eyes at me.

      We have a quick stare down before Anastasia turns on her heel and strolls toward the front door, beckoning Natasha to follow. For pretty girls, they have such foul attitudes that make them far less attractive. How they even manage to get the guys at our school to talk to them amazes me. But I guess money goes a lot farther than I think.

      I had money. Well, my father had money. Now, I have nothing. Even so, I will never belong in the inner circles at the prestigious Strickland University. A former rich girl is not enough to become one of them.

      The second the door slams behind my stepsisters, shaking the house in its wake, the first tear slides down my cheek. I wipe away a streak of wet mascara from my face. Even with the girls gone, I cannot risk Clarissa seeing me cry. She would point and laugh, all while enjoying every second of my humiliation.

      I run out the front door, as fast as my feet will allow, through the garden on the right side of the mansion, the tears falling faster with each step toward the gazebo out back.

      Once I reach the wooden structure, I stop to catch my breath and grab hold of the rail, as I step up and onto the platform. My father was good with his hands, despite being such a brainiac. He had built this for my mother for their wedding. I come here whenever I need a break from life. It reminds me that I once had a normal life, full of love and warmth. Not all people are as cruel and hurtful as my stepfamily.

      I shake my head when I take in the sight of what Natasha and Anastasia have done. They trashed my dress. Pieces of fabric hang down at different places, the material tattered and frayed. After years of envisioning what it would be like to go to a party dressed as a princess, this is not even close to what I had imagined. There’s no way I can go to the party looking like I found this in a dumpster.

      Sitting on the bench, I clutch my stomach from the pain that comes with each scream that escapes my throat. I’m never this emotional. I never let them get to me. But this night was important to me. It was my one shot at talking to the guy I have liked for as long as I can remember. All I want is one kiss from the man of my dreams. That’s enough to satisfy my craving for Shawn Finch. The mask would serve as my shield, my only way to protect my identity.

      “What’s all the crying about?” I hear a woman say, scaring the life out of me. “Pretty girls like you shouldn’t be all alone and screaming to the high heavens.”

      No one ever comes back here. My body goes into overdrive thinking about all the possibilities until I look over my shoulder and see an older woman. She’s in her sixties or seventies. It’s hard to tell with the dim light that washes over the dark property.

      Wiping the water works from my cheeks with the back of my hands, I peek over at her. She steps up and into the gazebo, uninvited.

      “Who are you?” I choke out, not the least bit frightened by a woman her age. She seems pleasant enough, even if she’s trespassing on private property.

      “Your new next-door neighbor. I moved in last week.” There’s a Southern twang to her soft voice that reminds me of my father. My dad’s side of the family is from the Southern parts of the United States, and she sounds just like them, which puts me even more at ease with her.

      “How did you get back here?”

      She shrugs, unaffected, and leans her back against the wood. “I walked from my house. I’ve done it every night since I moved in. You have a lot more land on this side of the fence and a lot more to look at.”

      “I don’t know about all that,” I say, sucking down the tears. “The garden is pretty barren now that my mother is gone and the landscapers are no longer around to keep up with the maintenance.”

      Why would Clarissa hire someone when she has me to trim the rose bushes or mow the lawn? I am the maid, gardener, chef, and butler. If they can dream it, I can do it.

      “Someone is keeping up with it,” she says, pointing out the obvious.

      “Tending to the yard is one of my chores,” I admit.

      She shakes her head in disapproval. Thankfully, she doesn’t go any further. I hate telling strangers about my situation, so I usually avoid conversations altogether. It’s also the reason I have no friends. How could I ever tell anyone about what goes on around here? It’s too humiliating to say aloud.

      “What is your name, girl?” Her voice is soft, inviting.

      “Ella,” I choke out, “Ella Fitzgerald. What’s yours?”

      “Katherine Feighry, but everyone calls me Mrs. F. You never told me why you were out here crying.”

      She reaches out to touch my arm, and for some reason, I let her. It’s nice to have someone comfort me. I sure as hell don’t get that at home and can use all the love and affection I can get—even if it’s from a stranger.

      “There’s this guy…Well, I was supposed to go to this party, but my stepsisters ripped apart my dress. I was looking forward to going.”

      “Then, go,” she says without hesitation. “Nothing is stopping you. Don’t let those girls get in the way of your plans.”

      I frown at her words. “Easier said than done. I have nothing to wear, and there’s no way I will get in with what I have on.”

      The woman releases her grip on me and stands, holding out her hand to me. “Come, darling, let me fix you up.”

      I glance up at her, confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “I have a dress for you to wear. You will love it.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “You do?”

      She nods. “Yes, and it’s perfect for you.”

      I set my hand in hers, nervous about where she’s about to take me. But I am desperate and in need of her random act of kindness. Maybe I will even make it to the masquerade party. Maybe I will get my kiss from Finch.
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      Shawn

      

      I lose shit all the time.

      And not just the usual misplaced wallet or keys. Nope, when I lose something, like my textbook or the stupid ass meal plan Coach is making me follow until the end of the season, it takes me days to find.

      So, of course, I can’t find the one thing I need for tonight, the only required part of my wardrobe for the masquerade party we throw at the Delta Sig house every year.

      Digging through my drawers, I glance over at my roommate and fraternity brother, Mark Montgomery. “Did you see my mask?”

      He rakes a hand through his short, auburn hair and slings a duffel bag over his shoulder, his muscles flexing beneath it. “Nope. You can borrow mine if you want. I’m about to head out for the weekend and have no plan on using it.”

      Annoyed, I slam the drawer shut, still trying to figure out where I left the mask, and straighten the lapels of my suit jacket. The thought of me in a suit causes me to laugh to myself. I feel as out of place in this outfit as Mark looks in whatever his new girlfriend must have forced him to wear. Tonight, he has on jeans, a T-shirt that fits tight against his chest and arms, and…loafers.

      I almost laugh aloud when I realize he’s wearing fucking loafers. He looks like everything he hates. Unlike the other rich guys in our fraternity, Mark is more like me than the rest of them. Seeing him dressed this way makes me want to give him hell, because I know he’d do the same to me. But I won’t. It’s as if we’re both trying way too hard to be people we are not.

      “This is the third time this month you bailed on a party. What could be better than hanging out here?”

      He shrugs, unaffected, and shoves his hands into his jeans pockets. “I have better things to do than fuck off with you idiots every weekend.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, a smirk slowly forming. “Like our Law and Ethics professor.”

      Mark hesitates and then walks past me, but I don’t miss him wink at me as if issuing a silent answer.

      By now, everyone knows Mark is hooking up with Professor Ford. He stares and licks his lips at her all through class. She’s hot, so, props to Mark on getting a woman like that, but he has denied it for weeks. Mark was never the settling down kind of guy.

      I shake my head, thinking about what has happened to my fraternity brothers over the last few months. First it was Hunter and Luca and now Mark? On top of that, my teammates, Bash and Clay, are both just as pussy whipped and practically married to their girls. No matter where I go now, I am the fifth wheel.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re just mad because your grades suck.”

      Following behind him and into the hallway, I lock the door and walk toward the stairs alongside Mark. “I’m not failing. Well, at least not yet. That class is so boring it’s hard to stay awake.”

      “I have no trouble,” Mark shoots back.

      “That’s because you’re too busy blowing kisses at Prof.” He knows I’m right, and ignores my comment, so I continue, “You’re only passing her class because of your extra curricular activities.”

      He laughs but doesn’t say a word. Like me, Mark couldn’t afford this school without help. He has street racing and whatever illegal activities he does when he leaves the house, and I have a combination of scholarships—one for football and one from my fraternity, both of which I will lose if I don’t get my grades back on track.

      “Is that my shirt again?” I ask, eyeing up his green Delta Sigma Phi T-shirt.

      Mark is around the same height as me—six foot four and about the same muscular build. We often wear each other’s clothes without realizing they don’t belong to us until one of us can’t find our phone, and it buzzes in the other’s pocket. The school hands out a lot of standard issue hoodies and T-shirts to all the athletes on campus. Combine all the promotional shirts with our fraternity clothes, and it’s easy to forget what belongs to who.

      Unlike Bash and Clay, who live in the off-campus football house, I’m stuck rooming with sixty dudes instead of my teammates. The old Victorian smells of ball sweat, sex, and old food more often than not, and has far too many people living under one roof. But I can’t afford to live like a baller like my rich friends. So, I’m stuck here until graduation in a few months. If I even pass, with how bad I am doing in school.

      Mark takes a cursory look at his shirt, as we make our way to the first floor. “Yeah, I guess it could be yours. Who the fuck can tell them apart, anyway? I’ll give it back when I come home on Sunday night.” Mark reaches into his pocket and hands me the mask as we descend the stairs. “Before I forget, take it. Luca will get mad if he sees you without one.”

      I nod and take the black and gold mask that reminds me of something a Roman Emperor would have worn to a party. Before we reach the bottom landing, I slide the mask over my face and adjust the strap at the back of my head. Everyone in our fraternity has to wear the same one to set us apart from our guests.

      The living room is dark, with a trace amount of light from the colored lamps angled at various parts of the large, open space. We’re not even thirty minutes into what is usually the party of the year before the entire house fills up. Scoring an invitation is one of the most sought out things on campus.

      Girls line up for the chance. I never bring a date to our parties, and I wasn’t about to start for the last leg of my senior year. In the sea of people, I spot Luca, our president, and Hunter, my teammate and fraternity brother, with their girls.

      Sometimes, I wonder what it would be like to come to an event with a woman. Then, I dismiss the idea immediately after I realize I love being free. I’m not tied down and have no plans of that happening anytime soon. I have too much on my plate for attachments or clingy girls, because I have had my share of clingers over the years.

      Mark mumbles something about seeing me on Sunday night and retreats into the darkness. I don’t have time to respond before he’s gone.

      Searching the crowd for someone who isn’t with a date, my eyes land on Clay and Bash, as they walk through the door with their girlfriends. Even with their masks on, I can tell them apart from the people around them. Big guys like us tend to stick out. Clay Summers is the starting quarterback for the Strickland Senators, and Sebastian Prince is our star running back. Both of them are shoe-ins for the NFL. As the son of a former NFL player, Bash has gotten a lot of attention from professional scouts. Clay has no shortage of interest from teams.

      A few scouts have looked my way, but who knows what will happen. I screwed around too much to keep up with my grades and workout regimen. Coach is pissed. Bash and Clay are pissed. They all expect better from me. I should strive for better of myself. After I graduate, I will have nothing to look forward to other than working at the car dealership my uncle owns if I don’t get my shit together. I’m working on it or at least making an effort.

      Coach forced me into a tutoring program last year in hopes that it would whip me back into shape. The tutors I’d had were not the best, and most of the time, I had no idea what they were talking about. I’m not stupid or too ignorant to learn. I just don’t care for school. It was never my thing.

      Sitting through classes bores me enough to fall asleep through them, causing me to fall behind. My mom had wanted me to come home and register for online classes because she thought that would help me focus. But it’s school in general. When I envision my future, I see myself playing tight end for the Philadelphia Eagles alongside Clay and Bash—not working in an office. We’re not meant to become suits, working a nine-to-five schedule.

      Clay spots me, despite the matching suit and mask my brothers and I don and raises his hand to get my attention. I push through the throng of girls in elegant dresses and men in suits, all of them keeping up with the theme. Luca has rules for this party. If you come with a date, then obviously they already know you. But, if you come solo, then you have to keep your mouth shut, never speak your name, and just go with the flow.

      Works for me.

      His idea was a good one, an idea he had come up with long before he had a serious girlfriend. But his devious plan still benefits me. I can hook up with any girl at this party, and neither of us can say a word about it. We will never know who we’re with, and I’ve always like that part of it. For once, I’d like to meet a girl who has no idea who I am. A girl who could care less than I’m Shawn Finch. A girl who doesn’t want me for something she thinks I can offer her—like a big, fat rock and a ticket to becoming another NFL trophy wife.

      “What are you doing over here by yourself?” Bash asks, clamping a hand down on my shoulder. “By now, I would’ve thought you’d be taking advantage of tonight.”

      I shrug. “I just came downstairs.”

      Under normal circumstances, I would have thrown myself into the center of the dance floor and acted like the Finch everyone on campus knows, but school and football are weighing down on me hard. I know I’m fucking up big time. I know I need to get my shit together fast. Girls have taken a backseat to my real problems—because getting a girl to notice me was never one of them.

      Clay slaps his hand on my back, almost knocking the wind out of me from the force, unaware of his strength. He greets me with a nod and says, “Let’s get a drink.”

      I tip my head and motion toward the back of the house. With Tori at his side, Bash slips his fingers between hers and stalks off toward the kitchen with Clay and Jessica, the pair practically intertwined. At least when Mark is around, which is not often anymore, I have someone to shoot the shit with, while our friends shove their tongues down each other’s throats. Too bad he left. Jerk.

      Once we reach the kitchen, the air is thinner and easier to breathe without all the heat radiating off the people gyrating to the loud techno music thumping through the speakers in the living room.

      The floor still shakes beneath my feet, but at least I can hear Tori when she moves closer to me and says, “I invited someone here for you.”

      I raise my eyebrows at her. “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, I thought you could use a nice girl in your life.”

      I chuckle to myself, a wicked grin forming on my lips. “I don’t need a nice girl or any girl for that matter.”

      It’s the truth. I have too much shit going on in my life to give any more of myself than what I am already giving to football and my classes. Football practices and games alone are like a full-time job, let alone the heavy course load I had to take on so that I can graduate on time. Throw in Coach Davenport’s constant monitoring of my diet and exercise, or the fact I have to spend most days in the library with a tutor, and I have zero time left to spare.

      My dad was never around when I was a kid. He never paid attention to my mother or me and moved out  a few years before I left for college. It was as if his obligation to our family was over once I was old enough to fend for myself. But the selfish bastard also left my mother alone and with no one.

      With me living away from home, I can’t hop on the train and be there in ten minutes if she needs me. So, I’d made her a promise before I left. Mom had begged me not to string someone along the way my father had her. She said when I find the right girl I’ll feel it, feel her in my skin and know that she’s the right one. To this day, I haven’t had that feeling she described with anyone.

      “Seriously,” Bash says, leaning into me, “you should let Tori hook you up. She knows what she’s doing.”

      More for my entertainment, I ask Tori about the girl she invited for me. Tori’s another scholarship kid, like me, and I’d always liked her because I can relate to her more than most of the people on campus. I’d told Bash for years after he’d lost her that he had to win her back. But she wouldn’t let him near her until a few months ago when a football accidentally hit her in the head, giving Tori a concussion and Bash a way back into her life.

      Tori tucks a blonde curl behind her ear and flashes a bright smile. “Well, her name is Ella. She’s super smart, kind of a loner, but I think you’d like her.”

      Acting like a typical guy, I ask, “Is she hot?”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Of course you’d ask that.”

      “What else does he need to know, babe?” Bash says, as if reading my mind, and plants a kiss on her cheek.

      Tori wipes it away, pretending to be disgusted, even though she’s far from it, and smiles up at Bash. “There are more important things than looks, you idiot.”

      They share an intense moment of something—I’m not sure what—before Bash places his palms on both sides of her face and kisses her as if no one is in the room with them. Now, I’m the one trying not to roll my eyes. Clay and Jessica are already in their usual lip lock, mirroring Bash and Tori. I need an escape.

      “I’ll catch you love birds later,” I say to the group and seek out the beer.

      I’m not supposed to drink until the postseason is over. As our team captain, Bash yells at me all the time about my diet. So what if I put on a few extra pounds over the past year? In my defense, I need them with all the hits I have to take. Coach and Bash don’t see it that way. That is my excuse, and I am sticking to it. Plus, this is a party. What kind of loser would stand here and sip water? Not me.

      One of my brothers waits on people behind the long, oak bar on the far side of the kitchen. With a single nod, he knows what I want and slides a solo cup in front of me. I tip the cup in thanks and chug down half the liquid.

      Our house is huge, with vaulted ceilings, a large eat-in kitchen, a dining room large enough to host an army, and an endless number of rooms that make it hard to find the one I share with Mark when I get too hammered to see five feet in front of me. It’s easy to get lost in this place if you don’t know where you’re going. My grandmother had a house like this, with hallways that go on for days and old-fashioned crown molding that reminds me of another time.

      Even with all the space, this house is not big enough for sixty dudes and the revolving door of women that come through here. Most of the guys are slobs and forget to clean up after themselves. Luca runs a tight ship when it comes to the cleanliness of this house. But some of our roommates are a lot harder for him to manage. It’s not like any of us signed up to be babysitters. I joined a fraternity to meet women and party. The scholarship is also a nice perk of my membership.

      Dodging a few girls in opera masks and various shades of red and green dresses, I walk into the living room, pounding my beer. The brim of the cup pushes my mask up slightly, forcing me to pull it back down to conceal my identity. Not that it would be hard to figure out. I’m the tallest guy in the house, and even though some of my brothers are close in height, my muscular build and the few extra inches gives me away.

      In this suit, my chest and arms are thick and tight against the fabric, the material too restricting to allow myself to be comfortable without the proper amount of alcohol. I’m lucky I was able to find a jacket on such short notice. I’d outgrown the one I had for our last fraternity function, which didn’t leave many options. Even Mark’s was too small for me to squeeze into without ripping it to shreds like The Hulk.

      Doing my best to avoid the girls in barely there dresses, with cleavage spilling out from their tops and their skin matted with sweat from dancing, I keep my eyes on the door and stand with my back pressed against the wall. The music vibrates the floor, sending a tremor up my legs and back. Somehow, I find it relaxing, and people watch, as I drink my beer.

      A few songs go by before everything changes. Even the DJ scratches the record wrong, throwing off the tempo he mixed when a girl walks through the front door. There’s something about her. Dressed in a floor length pale blue gown and an elaborate gold and purple mask, she could stop traffic. In this case, she caused most of the people in eyesight to stop and notice her arrival.

      My heart pounds against my chest, beating faster with each step she takes toward me. She appears to be alone. Despite the mask that covers most of her face, I can tell without seeing the rest that what is beneath is just as beautiful as what I can see. She has long, blonde curls pinned up and fall from various places, framing her face.

      Who is she? The question of the hour.

      She scans the room, the mask shielding her eyes, giving away no indication of her next move. Is she meeting a date? A girl this beautiful would never come to a party alone. Men on campus would fight each other for a chance with her. I would be one of them. So, why don’t I recognize her? Between football and frat parties, I know just about every girl at our school.

      I cannot stop staring at the masked girl and the blue fabric that hugs her delicate but curvy frame. Her skin is like alabaster, and even without touching her, I imagine how smooth her skin would be and think of how she’d react from my touch. Then, she locks onto me, holding me in her clutches. I feel it. For a split second, what my mother had told me about sends a rush of adrenaline through my body, catapulting me toward her.

      My mother was right. She’s always right. Just one look is all it takes to feel that connection to this strange girl. Once her eyes wander away from mine, and she reappraises the room, I get this feeling in the pit of my stomach that she has other plans. But mine include claiming her for the night.

      She moves further into the crowd that has now resumed their dancing and grinding on each other, too consumed to pay attention to the masked girl any longer. But all I can think about is her. I follow behind her, through the masses, and down the long hallway at the back of the house. Because of its size, the house can be somewhat intimidating to those who are not familiar with the layout. I assume she knows where this path leads and is baiting me into a trap, or she is genuinely lost and trying to get away from me.

      Either way, I cannot stop myself from hunting her down, like a beast stalking its prey. I push forward, past the couples making out in the hall, determined to catch up to the girl. Every few feet, she glances over her shoulder, almost as if she’s running away from me, or maybe even waiting for me to catch up. But the people in the way make it hard for me to move any faster.

      If this was part of her plan to lose me, she underestimated her opponent in this game, though I have a feeling this is what she had intended with the way she looks at me with a purpose. She smiles at me one last time before she turns to the left. I return the smile, even though she can’t see it now, because I know I can take my time to get to her.

      Soon enough, my masked beauty will realize she has hit a dead end. And I will be there by the time she turns around to correct her mistake. Then, we can play another game, one on my terms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Ella

      

      Mrs. Feighry leads me by the hand to her estate, through the hedges that divide our properties.

      The shrubs create a thick wall that reaches high enough that it reminds me of a castle. Unlike my house that is crumbling because of neglect, Mrs. F’s house has the same pristine shine that mine once had. I’d never wandered onto this side of the wall after my family had sold it to the new owners.

      I was never curious enough about my previous neighbors even though they were more reclusive than my family. People in town would speculate who they thought lived there. I suppose my parents had known who owned the house, but they never said a word. The main house and its grounds are not visible from the street with the gate closed and locked, making it impenetrable to outsiders.

      My eyes glaze over the monstrous stone front and manicured walkways that lead to the entrance. “How do you keep up with this place on your own?”

      “I hired a lawn service to tend to the grounds, but I do all the cleaning and cooking myself. My husband did most of the work when we lived in North Carolina. He was good with his hands.”

      I knew her Southern twang sounded familiar. It’s hard to forget when she sounds so much like my dad. Mom was a Northerner and had never even left this area until she met my dad. Sometimes, she would bust on my father for the way he said certain words. I thought it was funny. She probably even did it to give me a good laugh when I was a kid.

      “My dad was from North Carolina,” I mutter, keeping pace with Mrs. F. “What part are you from?”

      “I was born and raised in Raleigh—”

      “My dad was from Raleigh. What are the odds of that?”

      “Raleigh is the second largest city in North Carolina, so I’d say the chances are high. Most people claim to be from the big cities like Raleigh or Charlotte when they live just outside the city lines.”

      “As far as I know, he was from the city. My mom always joked that he was more of a country boy.”

      She smiles. “A fellow Tar Heel. He sounds like a good man to me.”

      “He was the best.”

      A beat passes between us with nothing more than the gravel crunching beneath our feet filling the void. Just thinking of my dad on a night like this almost brings tears to my eyes once more. But I suck them down and hold my head high.

      “What brings you here?”

      “Well, my husband was from High Point. He owned a custom furniture store not far from our house. We lived there until his death last year. I guess I needed to get out of there, you know. Sometimes, you need a break from life. Change can be good when it’s the right kind.”

      Her words bring a smile to my face. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Mrs. F sticks a key into the lock and leads me into the dark house. “It gets lonely in this big old house. I would love some company if you can get away sometime.”

      “You have no idea how much I would love that. Thank you. I appreciate your help and the offer. It means the world to me that you would go out of your way to help a complete stranger.”

      “There’s nothing strange about you, my dear. If you miss the party, you won’t get the chance to meet this boy, and I cannot allow you to do that. I met my Charles at a party. We were inseparable for over fifty years. I want you to have the same opportunity I had. Meeting him changed my life, and I suspect that this boy could change yours, too.”

      “I could use some luck,” I say, deflated by how this night turned out. My sisters are such bitches for what they did to my mother’s dress.

      Mrs. F stops in front of a large oak door and sticks the key in the lock. With the snap of her fingers, a huge chandelier illuminates the expanse of the open space. Two staircases join in front of us, rounding out the circular foyer. Decorated in what appear to be intertwined branches stained a light green color, the beams that lead upstairs mirror most of the wood throughout the house. I’ve never seen such attention to detail.

      At the center of it all, an oversized pumpkin sits atop a small round table with leaves carefully placed around it, as if intentional. This is a home. I remember the days when my mother would plant in her garden and come inside with whatever fruit and vegetables were ripe enough to eat. She’d set them on the kitchen counter and pull up a stool alongside her for me to sit and watch as she attempted to cook her latest cuisine.

      Despite living alone, there’s so much warmth to Mrs. F’s house that I wish I could live here instead of the dump next door. Being here with this sweet woman only makes me miss my family even more. As I take everything in and allow myself a few seconds to recall the past, Mrs. F stays quiet at my side. That is until we hear the sound of feet pounding on the tile floor, coming toward us.

      A dog rounds the corner and jumps up on her leg, desperate for attention. “Bruno.” She scratches the brown-haired dog behind his floppy ears, taking a few seconds to show him some love. “Okay, boy. Sit down and be good for Mama while I help our new friend.”

      He responds to her voice so quickly that I’m a little surprised by how well he listens. Bruno sits at her feet and wags his tail, looking up at Mrs. F.

      “Well, dear, shall we find you something more appropriate to wear to this party?”

      “I’d love that,” I say in a hushed tone. “Thank you again for helping me. If there’s anything I can do—”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she says, cutting me off. “There’s no need. You’re in need of help, and I’m more than happy to get you to that party to meet the boy you are so impressed with.”

      I chuckle, the blush rising to my cheeks at the thought of Shawn Finch. “I’m more than impressed by him. He’s…” I’m not even sure what words to use to describe him. He’s just Finch. And he has no idea that I exist.

      Tonight, I’ll make him notice me if it’s the last thing I do. I have one shot.

      “I had that look about me when Mr. F. was alive,” she says, leading me up the stairs. “He swept me off my feet. I was about your age when we met.”

      I take my place next to her as we make our ascent, the staircase wide enough to fit us both. “Sorry for your loss.”

      “For such a young girl, you know a thing or two about loss, so I don’t need to tell you that the pain is always there and that some days are better than others.”

      I nod. “I know what you mean. My mother passed away when I was ten years old and my father a few years ago.”

      She places her hand on my back when we reach the top landing and guides me toward our destination. “You could use some love in your heart to replace the sadness. I’ll be rooting for you tonight.” Her smile is contagious, wide and bright, and having a mirroring effect on me.

      “I just want one kiss from him. That’s all. For one night, I want him to look at me and see me if that makes sense.”

      “Perfect sense,” she says, pushing open a bedroom door for us to enter. “But it’s never just one kiss, you know. I thought the same thing with my late husband, and then over fifty years later, I was packing up our house in North Carolina to move to Pennsylvania to deal with some unfinished business.”

      She doesn’t offer more, and I don’t dare push her.

      The bedroom has the most ornate wallpaper and woodwork I have ever seen. It’s as if someone transported a bedroom from The Great Gatsby, with its Art deco rugs and intricate designs that remind me of the 1920’s, to this house. By the looks of it, I assume whatever garments are inside the walk-in closet are equally as old as the rest of the décor. My mother loved vintage clothes. She would have loved this room even more than the gowns Mrs. F sifts through, sliding each hanger to the side until she finds the right one.

      “Here it is,” she says, lifting the hanger from the rack to hold up a pale blue gown with a silver accent.

      Overwhelmed by her choice, my hand reflexively covers my mouth, as my eyes widen at the beauty of this dress. “This is too much,” I mutter. “I can’t wear this to a party at a frat house. Someone will end up spilling beer on me, or someone will step on the hem. Too many things could happen. I just can't…”

      She sighs. “You can and you will, my dear. I want you to wear this dress. It would mean the world to me if you do. It’s good luck, and I hope it will bring good luck to you. Lord knows you could use it.”

      Lowering my hand from my face, the corners of my mouth turn up into a wide grin. This dress is everything I ever could have imagined and more. It holds a special place in Mrs. F’s heart, which makes me even more nervous about wearing it to the party. I’m so afraid of something happening outside of my control that my limbs tremble.

      “How about I leave you to it?” Mrs. F. hands me the dress that I take with a shaky hand. “I’ll be waiting on the other side for you.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, and then she disappears, closing the door behind her, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

      The closet is more like an extension of the bedroom, with a chaise lounge in one corner, a chair in the other, and a long, ornate bench made of navy-and-white striped fabric. We have unused rooms like this one in my house that my stepmother had boarded up and left unattended now that she has stripped the beauty from every crevice of my childhood home. My mother would not recognize the place if she were alive to see the neglect.

      I hang the dress on a hook, long enough to strip down to my underwear and lower Mrs. F.’s dress over my head. After I shove my arms through the holes and tug it down and in place, I stand in front of the mirror to appraise myself. I stare in awe of this gown and how it hugs each of my curves as if made for me.

      Mrs. F was right about the dress. It’s perfect. I hope Finch loves it. Every time I think of Finch, I get giddy all over again. And nervous. He makes me super nervous when he’s just passing by my table in the library.

      Is it weird to have feelings for someone who I have never spoken to? Probably. In fact, it makes me sound like a stalker. I’m not. But my chest gets tight every time he walks into the school library. My heart beats a little faster when I see him on my way to class or when he plays football on the lawn in the Quad with his fraternity brothers.

      Shawn Finch is perfection in every way. Except for the fact that he’s doing bad in school. I could help him. If only I had him for tutoring.

      When I step out from the closet, Mrs. F is sitting on the edge of the bed, facing me with a smile on her face. “It looks even better on you than it did on me. This boy will not know what to do with himself when he sees you.”

      I consider what he might do to me and smile. I hope that Finch will be unable to keep his hands off me if he’s not already busy with another girl by the time I get there. The party started over an hour ago, and who knows how many girls have thrown themselves at him by now.

      Mrs. F gets up with a mask in hand. “You said you were going to a masquerade and that mask you were going to wear just won’t do with this dress. You need something special, something that will make you stand out in the crowd.”

      She moves closer, revealing a gorgeous glittery gold mask with purple accents and feathers that stick up on the left side. It looks so regal and refined as if owned by someone famous, the type of person who would own a room as elaborate as this one.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you have impeccable taste?” I ask, as she lowers the mask over my eyes and adjusts the strap at the back of my head.

      She chuckles in response.

      Consumed by this moment, I almost forget that I’m Ella Fitzgerald, house slave to the witch next door. Tonight, I can be whoever I want. The longer I spend with Mrs. F, the clock ticks.

      “I have to be home by midnight. Do you mind if I keep my mother’s dress somewhere to change back into before I go home? Clarissa will have a fit if she sees me in yours.”

      “Don’t be silly, girl.” Mrs. F clamps her hand on my shoulder and smiles. “I’m a night owl. Ring the bell, and I will let you in to change before you go home. Don’t worry about your stepmother or anything else. Just find that boy and have a good time. Make this night about you instead of putting someone else first.”

      “I wish you were my stepmother,” I blurt out. “I mean…”

      She gives my shoulder one more tap in acknowledgment before she releases her grip on me and escorts me downstairs.

      Once we reach the door, I take a deep breath and open it. A cool breeze smacks me in the face, sending chills throughout my body. I was so upset when I ran from my house that I’d forgotten to grab a jacket.

      As if reading my mind, Mrs. F places a winter coat over my shoulders and helps me slide my arms into the holes. “How are you getting to the party, my dear?”

      I hadn’t given that much thought. Considering I ride the bus, I will look like a lunatic in this outfit.

      I shrug. “The bus, I guess.”

      “Do you have a drivers license?”

      “Yes, but I haven’t driven in three years. My stepmother took my car and sold it to buy one for her daughters.”

      She lets an exaggerated sigh, shakes her head in disapproval, and removes a set of keys from her pocket. “You poor thing. Take my car.”

      I push out my hand. “No, I couldn’t. You’ve done enough for me already.”

      “Please, I would feel better if you use my car. Philadelphia public transportation at this hour is not safe for a girl like you, and you will be sure to attract attention in this gown.”

      She’s right. The three buses I take to get to Strickland University in the daytime are bad enough, let alone the creatures that might lurk at night.

      “Thank you,” I say with a smile.

      She slips the keys into my palm, and I close my fist over them, praying that I make it there in one piece and that nothing bad happens to the car or the dress. That would be my luck.
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* * *

      The ride to the fraternity house was rougher than I had imagined. Either I drive too slow, after all these years out of practice, or the people in this city drive too fast. They almost ran me off the road, inciting such fear inside me that my fingers trembled beneath the leather steering wheel the entire ride. Parked at the corner of Greek Row, I take a minute to compose myself before I get out of the red Mercedes coupe.

      No one even blinks an eye when I click the lock button, and the lights flash in the darkness. Cars like this are a dime a dozen on this campus, despite how out of place I feel in one. As I walk toward the Delta Sig house, heat creeps up the back of my neck from all the stares aimed in my direction.

      While the car might not stick out, I do in this dress and mask. It’s unlike anything the girls I pass have on, further drawing more attention to the fact that I don’t belong. At one time, I would have fit right in. But the Fitzgerald name no longer carries the same status it did when my dad was alive.

      The looks I get from the people on the front lawn of the house create an uncomfortable silence. Even the man at the door, wearing a golden mask fit for a Roman Emperor, doesn’t bother to ask me for my name before I step through the open door.

      Inside the house, screaming girls dance with each other and grind on their dates. I’d always wondered what a frat party would be like since I had never gone to one. Natasha and Anastasia are sisters at Kappa, the sluttiest sorority on campus. They fit right in, of course.

      I should have known they would never welcome me into their world. When Clarissa had agreed to let me out of my room for the night, I should have known that her daughters would do her dirty work, as per the usual. She’s the type of woman who never raises her voice and always keeps a calm head, all while plotting something vicious. Her smiles are devices used to trick the mind into believing she has a heart or that she’s capable of showing anyone love, other than her two brats.

      The DJ scratches the record, and people yell in protest, before their attention shifts to me, causing my cheeks to burn from the unwanted attention. I hate having people stare at me. I’d rather fade into the background and blend in with everyone else. But I came here with a mission—kiss Shawn Finch.

      Scanning the room, it takes me a minute to find Finch. He’s not hard to miss with his strong arms and shoulders and dirty blond hair that’s always somewhat messy as if styled that way on purpose. I drink in every delicious part of him, working my way up from his muscular thighs to his thick chest, and stop at his handsome face.

      Even with the mask covering his steel blue eyes, I see something flicker in them from across the room. He appraises every part of my body and licks his lips before he settles permanently on my face.

      Does he recognize me? I sure hope not. The reason this party is the perfect opportunity to meet Finch is the rule about names. You can’t ask for one, and you don’t have to provide one. It seemed like the perfect plan when Tori had invited me. Now, I’m kind of glad that her phone kept ringing when I called to meet up because she would have introduced me to Finch as one of her friends.

      I’d rather he not know my name or my link to Tori. It’s better this way. One night of pleasure with the man of my dreams, and then, I can go back to being me. We lock onto each other, ignorant to our surroundings. Getting Finch’s attention is much easier than I’d expected.

      This is fate, I tell myself. This is supposed to happen.

      That’s why my new next-door neighbor appeared at the right time, handed me the perfect dress, and now, I’m staring back at the perfect man.

      I need to get him alone, though I have no idea where to lead him. Shuffling through the crowd, I dart through the sea of people and head toward the back of the house, allowing my instincts to guide me. To the left of the kitchen, I spot a hallway and stop. I look over my shoulder to find Finch pushing his way through the crowd to get to me.

      My feet move fast on the slick tile floor, despite wearing five-inch stilettos. It’s been years since I’ve worn anything other than jeans or the occasional hand me down dress. So, I’m surprised how well I can walk in these heels. Oddly enough, I feel just as confident in them as my usual pair of sneakers.

      Checking over my shoulder every few feet, I see Finch moving through the crowded hall with a purpose. He’s chasing after me just as I had hoped. Everything is falling into place. So, I think when I turn a corner, only to hit a dead end. Where I thought I’d find stairs, there’s a locked door with the kind of lock you need a key to open.

      Yanking on the knob, I give it a few tugs, even though I know I’m stuck and will soon have to face Finch. Before I can spin around, I hear footsteps, followed by someone touching my hip.

      My breath hitches when he dips down to speak against the shell of my ear. “You look lost, princess. What’s a beautiful girl like you doing all by herself?”

      The heat from his breath warms my earlobe. I cannot move, think, or talk. I take in his masculine scent, the sound of his husky voice, and his fingers that dig into my side. He pulls me back and into his chest, the grip he has on me tightening, not forceful but more protective. It’s as if Finch has claimed me.

      “I was looking for the bathroom.” What a liar.

      “I can take you if you want.”

      I close my eyes and allow his voice to command control over my body. The soft moan that escapes my lips serves as my response.

      “I have nothing but time for you.”

      His words sound like a line, but I don’t care. Lines are what I had expected from a guy like Finch. I want the full illusion tonight, even if that’s all it will ever be.

      “How come you’re touching me?” I mutter, afraid to turn around and face him.

      “How come you’re letting me?” He spits back, and I can hear the sarcasm in his voice.

      “Because…” My train of thought of disappears along with my inhibitions when he leans down to plant kisses on my neck.

      He knows I want this. I want him and everything he’s willing to give me in return.

      It’s as if he can sense the need that burns inside me, craving every single touch from him. His hand moves up from my waist, his fingers feeling my ribs, the side of my breast, and eventually land on my jaw. Finch tilts my head back so that our eyes meet, and my lips part for him.

      He traces his thumb along my jaw and then rolls it over my lips. “I know you,” he says, his voice deep and guttural.

      “You don’t,” I croak. “This is the first time we have met.”

      “How do you know? I haven’t told you my name.”

      “You’re not supposed to tell me,” I point out. “That would defeat the point of the party, now wouldn’t it?”

      Finch smirks. “You’ve got me there, Princess.”

      “I’m no princess,” I spit back.

      “You look like one in this dress, and since I don’t know your name, I have to call you something.”

      “You don’t have to call me anything.” This dress must be giving me a set of brass balls because I am never this forward with anyone.

      He rubs his thumb across my lips once more and then returns to holding my face in his big hand. “How about beautiful? That’s what you are.”

      Since he’s staying true to form and going with the flow, I feel brave and so unlike myself that it’s a nice change of pace. Maybe this is the way I would be had it not been for my stepmother and stepsisters making my life a living hell.

      “This is nothing like I had planned,” I confess.

      “No?” His tone indicates a question.

      “It’s so much better.”

      Without another word, a fire lights behind those steel blue eyes, and Finch whirls me around and into his arms. He presses my back against the cold door, and his fingers find their place once more on my hips.

      Holding me with one look, he hesitates before I say, “I came here for a kiss.”

      His eyebrows rise in confusion. “From me or anyone?”

      I nod. “You. I want one from you.”

      “But you don’t know me, remember?”

      Running my hands up his chest, I slip them inside his suit jacket and feel the contours of his muscles over the white oxford. “I know who you are Shawn Finch. So, how about you kiss me already?”

      “That’s not fair,” he says. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

      “You’re not hard to spot, even in a mask.”

      “I guess there’s no point in wearing this thing,” he says, pulling the mask from his face. “It’s scratchy as fuck, anyway.” He shoves it into his pocket before he reaches up to touch mine.

      I clamp my hands down on his wrists to stop him. “Not so fast. I never said anything about removing mine.”

      “You know my name and what I look like, yet I can’t even take off your mask? I’m sure what’s underneath is just as beautiful as what I can see with it on.”

      “Nice try, Finch.” Damn, I’m ballsy tonight. “Let me ask you something, and that will determine my answer.”

      “Okay, shoot.” His hands are still on my mask, and I pray that he doesn’t use his man strength to peel it off.

      “Do you want me?”

      “Yes,” he grunts, “so fucking bad.”

      “Then, I have rules.”

      He nods, telling me to keep going.

      “I don’t want you to know my name. I don’t want you to take off my mask, but, if you happen to get me out of this dress, I guess all bets are off. But you will never know anything about me. Are you okay with that?”

      “More than okay, as long as I get to have you.”

      “Then let go of my mask,” I demand because Finch is not taking this off me without a fight.

      He lowers his hands along with mine and then releases me from his grasp. The electricity that pulses between us is palpable, all too consuming in such a small space. Without warning, he slides his hands up my arms, leaving a trail of tiny dots that prick my skin. The warmth from his skin leeches into mine and spreads like wildfire inside me.

      My body aches for him, every movement he makes going straight to my core. I want him to touch me, hold me, and kiss me in all the right places. This moment is worth every bit of humiliation and hassle it took to get here. I knew Finch was worth the risk. Even though he’s one of the sport's elite on campus, he’s not one of them in the same sense as his teammates or fraternity brothers. He lacks the financial means they have, which makes him more like me than them.

      We share this connection. It’s so intense and real, like two live wires joined together, creating sparks when Finch dips down to kiss me on the lips, invading my mouth with his tongue. At first, he’s tender and soft, with each kiss growing more passionate and determined, as he sets his hand on the back of my head to deepen the kiss.

      So much is happening between my legs with just one kiss. But it’s so much more. From the moment I saw Finch, this kiss was everything I wanted. I say a silent prayer while he devours me with his tongue that he feels what I do for him, and that I’m not just imagining the instant connection we’re forging, as we allow our bodies to do the talking.
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      Shawn

      

      What is this masked girl doing to me?

      The more I kiss her, the more I feel myself falling into her, our bodies and minds fusing together as one. I’ve never had this kind of connection with a girl I just met—or any person, for that matter. I wish she would break the party rules and tell me her name. I want to know the name of the girl who has me so entranced by her beauty as if I’m under her spell.

      With each kiss, I grow harder, tenting my slacks to the point I am in physical pain from the pressure building. She challenged me to get her out of this dress. Only the people who live here know about this part of the house, so that should give us some privacy from the rest of the partygoers.

      But that’s not how I want her. I want to take my time with a girl this beautiful. She also doesn’t seem like the type to have a one-night stand. There’s a certain wholesomeness to this girl, despite her practically begging me to take her right here in this hallway.

      My hand slips beneath the top of her dress, and I get even harder when I discover she’s not wearing a bra, granting me easier access. Massaging her full, perky tit, I peel my lips from hers and stare into her eyes.

      “Beautiful,” I mutter, and she smiles. She is so fucking beautiful and innocent. Pure and so unlike the sorostitutes and football groupies that throw themselves at me on campus.

      I push her dress down further to expose her skin to the cold air, and her nipple grows harder beneath the pad of my thumb. She hisses, biting down on her bottom lip, as I take her nipple in my mouth. Threading her fingers through my hair, she moans my name and tells me how much she wants me in a singsong voice. I bet I want her even more.

      At the rate she’s writhing beneath me, I could make her come just by sucking and biting on her nipple. And I haven’t even gotten to her other breast. I roll my tongue gently over the swollen bud just to tease her, but also so, I can prolong the foreplay between us. I’m still trying to figure out how to get under the layers of her dress without ruining it.

      When it comes to football, I can navigate the field like Columbus without a map, yet I can’t figure out how to get her out of this damn dress. She has me so off my game. The way she moans my name causes me to work faster. But how can I focus? Every groan of pleasure from her lips sends me over the edge.

      Cupping both of her breasts, I shove my face between them and take my time with each one. We haven’t broken eye contact once. But I want to give the rest of her some extra attention. I work my way up her chest and to her neck, settling on her mouth.

      She purrs my name, and with her lips already parted for me, I slip my tongue inside her mouth, dividing and conquering her body, as my hands wander her delicate skin. She’s so soft, her skin as smooth as satin against my calloused palms.

      We get lost in one another, so fucking lost that when the door opens, and she almost falls backward as my roommates come inside, it takes every ounce of strength I have not to lose my hold on her. She screams so loud it pierces my eardrum, and probably my brothers. Her hand flies up to her breasts, but I already have her covered and flat against my chest. I doubt anyone saw her tits with how fast everything happened.

      Still, even with the mask covering most of her face, I can tell she’s mortified. She sinks her face into my chest, and I cradle her, allowing my brothers to pass through. One of them points at their face to tell me I forgot my mask. Another gives me thumbs up and nods at the mystery girl in my arms. She’s a score all right. Good thing I got to her first.

      After they pass, she wiggles free from my grasp and pulls her dress up and back into place. Her mask had slid to the side while we were kissing, but I still can’t see enough of her face. I doubt I will ever forget those eyes that are such a deep blue they seem as though they pop out from the mask and illuminate her face. And those full, luscious lips that part just for me.

      “This was perfect,” she says in a hushed tone. “Everything I had imagined it would be.” She stands up on her tippy toes and kisses me on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      It doesn’t even occur to me that she’s bailing on me until she turns on her heel and pushes open the door. She gives me a quick wave that I return, confused. Then, she slips through the opening and disappears into the darkness. Stunned, I stand there like an idiot and touch the spot on my cheek where she had left her last kiss. It’s not until thirty seconds after she’s gone that I realize I need to go after her. I cannot let her leave without knowing her name or getting her phone number.

      Throwing my shoulder into the door, it pushes open. The winter air smacks me in the face, burning my cheeks.

      Damn, it’s cold out here.

      Rubbing my hands together to create some warmth, I search the alleyway for my mystery girl. Drunken idiots are screaming and dancing outside as if they had taken the party out here. Some people have their cars parked, the windows steamed up from them making out inside. So much is happening, yet I cannot find the blue dress or the beautiful woman wearing it. Unsure of which way to go, I make a right and hope she parked on Greek Row.

      But I have no idea how she got here. For all I know she lives around the corner in one of the dormitories. I know nothing about her. The least I could have done was ask her age or if she goes to the Strickland University. At least something more definitive to narrow down my chances of finding her.

      Realizing this is a fool’s errand, I stop a few people walking by. “Hey, did you guys see a girl in a light blue dress? She had blonde hair and was wearing a mask with a feather sticking up on the one side.”

      Two of the boys ignore me, but the girl steps forward and takes a drag from her cigarette, blowing the smoke out through her nose. “I saw her, I think.” She seems a bit confused, maybe even a little high. “She went that way.” The girl points in front of me and to the end of Greek Row. This conversation was pointless, further wasting my time and my chances of finding my mystery girl.

      Once I reach Greek Row, I’m even more at a loss for where to go. The street is a long Philly block that spans down to Broad Street, right at the corner of the south side of campus. If I go one way, I’ll end up in the heart of one of the worst neighborhoods in the city. But, if I walk toward Broad Street, I could end up wandering the streets alone for hours. I consider driving until I realize I’ve had too much to drink.

      She’d drive away from the house not toward it, so I set off toward the center of the campus, dodging drunken idiots as I pass. I don’t even waste time by asking anyone if they’ve seen her, quickening my pace as my feet hit the cement, and I take off running. I keep going until I hit Broad Street and stop to catch my breath. Bending over with my palms on my thighs, I suck in some air and take another look at my surroundings.

      Car horns blare in the distance. The scent of exhaust fumes from the cars at the stoplight fills my nostrils. Even at this hour, there are so many people on the streets that I have trouble concentrating on anything in particular.

      She’s gone.  Just like my mask for the party and the meal plan Coach wanted me to follow, I lost the girl. I have to get her back. With enough digging, I’m sure I can find out who she is no problem. But what do I ask? Do you know a girl with blonde hair and nice tits? People would think I was crazy.

      I’d know her voice, even though she spoke very little, and I would remember her eyes if I saw them again. I couldn’t stop looking up into them.

      Deflated, but not defeated, I turn around, deciding to give up my hunt for the night. The entire walk back to my fraternity house, I inspect every person I encounter. I study every face I see and every voice I hear. But she’s gone.

      Why did she leave without an explanation? Did I do something wrong?

      I hadn’t even crossed any lines with her, at least none that she hadn’t begged me to cross. Why did she allow me to devour her, sink so far into her that I couldn’t come up for air until it was too late? She even thanked me for a perfect night. Why come to the party just to kiss me and then leave? Nothing about this night makes sense.

      I almost wonder if I made her up. Am I that buzzed? Nope, I don’t think so. In fact, I could use a few more beers to dull the sting left behind from her ditching me. That was a first. Plenty of girls have used me for a hook up, and I’ve used them back. But this was different.

      The side door to the house is still open a crack. It’s no wonder we don’t get robbed all the time, but I guess that’s one of the perks of our president being the son of a Mafia boss. This house is under constant surveillance all the time. Luca’s family has their goons keep a watchful eye on things. They also have enough pull with the local police department to keep our parties from being busted every weekend.

      A small part of me had hoped she would be standing in the entryway, waiting for me. But the hallway is as empty as when I left it. I shut the door behind me, lock it, and lean against the cold metal, still thinking about how soft her lips were against mine, how she tasted, and how much she turned me on with every moan of my name.

      Lowering my head, I notice something shiny on the floor, its reflection attracting my attention. I bend down on one knee to give it a better look. Holding it in my palm, I analyze every carving of the gold charm necklace. The one thing connects me to my Cinderella and the one clue that can help find her.
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      Ella

      

      I kissed Shawn Finch.

      Hell, I did more than kiss him. If we weren’t in that cramped hallway and I was in different clothes, I would have handed over my virginity to him on a platter. He had me eating out of his hands and ready to do anything he wanted. That’s part of why I had to leave. The other reason was my evil stepmother and the amount of time I needed to get Mrs. F’s car back before curfew.

      Before I lift my hand to ring the doorbell, Mrs. Feighry is standing in the entryway with a warm smile. She changed from her casual clothes and into a pink terrycloth robe and slippers. Mrs. F welcomes me inside and escorts me upstairs to change. I stare at myself in the mirror, not wanting to forget the night I had with Finch and every place his hands and mouth touched. For the first time in what feels like years, I’d had enough nerve to go after what I wanted. Always oppressed by the step-witches, it was nice to feel like my old self again.

      And Finch was everything I had hoped for and more. Even if I didn’t have a curfew, I chose the right time to leave. If he had known who I was, he wouldn’t have given me the time of day. It was better this way. I controlled every part of our night, including my departure. It was nice to have some control over something when my world is in complete disarray most of the time.

      After I finish admiring myself, I slip out of the dress, place it back on its hanger, and put what’s left of my mother’s ripped dress back on. Now, I look more like myself. This girl scrubs the floors and prepares the food in the Fitzgerald household. Not the girl who hooks up with sexy football players in abandoned hallways. But it was nice to dream for the night. Sometimes, dreams are all we have to hold on to at night. Thanks to Shawn Finch, I have memories I will never forget.

      Once I emerge from the closet, Mrs. F is sitting with Bruno on the bed, scratching behind his ears. The dog buries his face into her robe and situates himself on her lap.

      “It’s a good thing you have him to keep you company,” I say, softly.

      She nods in agreement. “Bruno helped me through some rough days with Mr. F.” Glancing up from the dog, she locks onto me. “My offer still stands if you’d like to join me sometime for tea.”

      “Thank you.” I sit next to her on the bed. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me tonight. I would love to come for tea. That sounds great.”

      “For such a young girl, you are so sad, but you seem happier than before you left. I take it things went well with that boy.”

      I smile at the thought of Finch. “It went better than okay. He was perfect and so was our night together.”

      “Fate,” she whispers. “Sometimes the stars align just right and everything works out for the best. I believe in fate. That’s what led me to Mr. F. I also believe that’s what led me to you, Ella. You needed someone. I was there at the right time.”

      “They say timing is everything,” I mutter, though I never believed in it much after my father died. Maybe Mrs. F is on to something, though.

      She checks her watch and frowns. “You had better get going if you want to make your curfew. See me when you can. I know your stepmother has rules that will likely prevent you from setting plans. Just stop by whenever you are free to hang out.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” I say and mean it.

      I can’t even remember the last time a complete stranger went out of their way for me. Never?

      We say our goodbyes. Then, I haul ass down the driveway and out the front gate. My feet and adrenaline carry me the rest of the way, and by the time I step foot into the foyer, I’m out of breath and have two minutes to spare.

      Of course, Clarissa is in her usual chair in the sitting room with one bony leg crossed over the other, facing the opposite direction as me. But I don’t need to see her face to feel her disdain from afar. She holds up her skinny wrist, and the silky fabric of her robe slides down her arm and bunches up at her wrist. Even though she knows I’m here, she won’t bother to get up on my accord.

      I don’t warrant her time or attention. She’s always made that clear through her snide remarks and devilish facial expressions. Her voice is always cool and calm, so unaffected that it puts you on edge because she’s screaming with her eyes, without even changing her tone.

      Before I close the front door, Bitch and Bitchier stroll into the house behind me, pretending as if I am a piece of furniture in their way. Their black gowns move with each sway of their hips, as they stomp their stilettos onto the white marble floor.

      “Mother!” Anastasia yells, announcing her arrival. The sound of her shrill voice echoes off the vaulted ceilings.

      I wish the girls were more like their mother and kept their tones hushed. When you combine their nasty comments with their angry scowls and their outdoor voices, it makes any interaction with them a lot worse.

      “Oh, Mother,” Natasha chimes. “You have got to hear this. Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

      Clarissa gets up from her chair, dressed in a tight black robe that falls to the floor, giving the illusion that she’s floating as she moves toward us. I can see why my father was attracted to her. She oozes grace and style and has every ounce of refinement one would need to marry someone as wealthy as my dad. But she’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing. The smug grin she wears like a shield is as fake as the veneers on her teeth or the French tips that never have as much as a chip in the paint.

      It’s unbelievable that she spoils her daughters so much that Clarissa has no problem with the manner in which they speak to her. My mother—as nice as she was—would have smacked the words right off my lips if I had ever talked to her with such disrespect.

      “Mother, you will not believe this skank who showed up at the party and caused a scene.”

      Clarissa cocks an eyebrow at Natasha. “What kind of scene?”

      “Some girl showed up in a pale blue ball gown and a mask with a purple feather sticking out from the top. Every guy at the party was talking about her all night. That bitch was the reason Finch wouldn’t talk to me.”

      I try to hide my victory along with the smile that tugs at the corners of my mouth.

      “What are you laughing about?” Natasha snorts, shooting me a look of death “And where did you go looking like that?” She studies my tattered dress and gives her usual eye roll. Nothing I wear, no matter how expensive or fancy, would ever be good enough for my stepsisters.

      “Aww, she tried to get into the party, and they told her to get lost. Isn’t that right, Ella?” Anastasia says, moving closer, the three of them now surrounding me.

      I take a step back from my stepsisters and almost fall into Clarissa. She moves to the side because God forbid I accidentally touch her. For all I know, her skin might set on fire. This night was too perfect for it to end on a bad note. They take everything from me. I will not allow them to take away the feeling deep within my bones that Finch left behind. He clawed his way into my heart, claiming more than just a part of it.

      “What does this girl have to do with either of you?” Clarissa asks, twirling a lock of dark hair around her finger, looking bored.

      “Well, nothing,” Anastasia says, “but she was the center of attention. She screwed everything up for us.”

      I’m surprised Finch hasn’t hooked up with Natasha. In fact, I’m also shocked she would like him at all. He’s ruggedly good-looking and muscular in every place it counts. But he’s not rich like some of his friends. The only men Anastasia and Natasha date are rich and richer, which is why I wasn’t shocked when they told me about their sexcapades with Sebastian Prince earlier.

      My stepsisters are the type of girls who become trophy wives and use college as an excuse to party and find their husbands before they settle down. School is not about an education for either of them, where for me, it’s my sanctuary. Strickland University is my only escape from reality. Even reading is not enough to distract me.

      “If he doesn’t pay attention to you, my beautiful daughter, then he is not worthy of your time.” Clarissa flashes one of her fake-as-fuck smiles. “Time to move on. There are plenty of men out there.”

      For once, I got something Natasha wanted. I was already on cloud nine about Finch, but knowing that everyone at the party was talking about me gives me even more satisfaction. My stepsisters cannot know I was the girl. They would make every day I have left until graduation hell.

      “Some of the guys at the party were looking for the girl. She left something behind.”

      Clarissa throws her hands onto her hips, acting as if this conversation is beneath her, but she humors her daughters. “What was it?”

      “A charm necklace. I didn’t see it, only heard about it. Apparently, Finch chased after the girl with a Cinderella complex. She ran from the house and left behind her metaphorical glass slipper. Now, he’s determined to find this girl.”

      My heart sinks into my chest when I reach up to finger the necklace my father had given me and come up with only half of the heart charm. Losing the only thing I have left from my dad was not part of the plan. While I’m glad it ended up with Finch and not some random person, I cannot confess. It would be social suicide as if I’m not already enough of an outcast because of my stepsisters.

      How can I get the necklace back without exposing myself to Finch? I don’t see any way around it, but I’m also not about to let him keep my most prized possession.

      Clarissa snorts at Natasha and tips her nose to the ceiling. “He sounds like a fool if you ask me. I’m going to bed, girls.” She holds her hand up to her mouth and yawns and then turns to me. “I’d like pancakes and bacon for breakfast. Make sure you have everything prepared by the time I wake.”

      “And fresh squeezed orange juice,” Anastasia adds. “I don’t like that bottled crap you served me last time.”

      They take my silence as acceptance, and the three of them walk away without giving me as much as a second thought.

      I wish I had a choice, but I never had much of one. My options were limited to the local homeless shelter or here. I checked the shelter before I committed to this life, and even they didn’t have a bed for me to sleep. My father’s marriage to my mother had gotten him excommunicated from his family. Everyone thought my mom was a gold digger because she had no money and no real skills to offer an accomplished man like my dad.

      My grandmother more than disapproved of their union. Because of that, I never met anyone on his side of the family, and my mom didn’t have much of one. She was an only child, and her parents died when I was younger. I met a few relatives when I was a child but none that I could contact after my father’s death. This is my life, whether I like it or not.

      I have less than one hundred days now that the clock has struck midnight and another day is upon us. I’m one day closer to getting the fuck out of here. If that means serving these trolls their food for a few more months and washing their clothes, then I can deal with it a little while longer. At least I have the memories I made tonight with Finch to get me through the days.
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      Shawn

      

      Weird things are happening to me.

      Lately, my fraternity brothers have used a few choice words to describe my erratic behavior. And they’re right. Desperate—a feeling I had never experienced until my Cinderella ran down the alley behind my house last week. Pathetic—what I look like right now, as I walk through campus, asking strangers for help and hoping that I don’t sound like a total loser. I sure as hell feel like one. Delusional—what I must be to seek her out as if I have any shot at finding her.

      “Have you seen this girl?” I show a lanky boy with dark hair a picture of the masked girl.

      He shakes his head and walks away.

      Yup, I look like a total loser.

      I repeat this process at least a dozen times before I swear people are dodging me as they pass. It also looks like I’m trying to find someone who’s legitimately lost—as in her face could be on a milk carton—when it’s not that serious. But I need to find her.

      I lucked out by finding the heart charm on the ground. But my luck didn’t stop there. When the girl had walked into the house, a few people snapped her picture with their cell phones. She’s the kind of girl you want to photograph. A girl like that turns heads, even in a crowded room. Having the pleasure of kissing her, and then devouring her delicious body with my tongue was a bonus. I’d kill for one more second with her.

      I haven’t been able to get her out of my head in over a week. That has never happened to me. With so many girls coming and going from my house, it’s not often that anyone, in particular, catches my eye. But she did. She has crept under my skin and made me feel something I’ve never felt before for a woman.

      This compulsion forces me to search for the woman of my dreams and chase after her, even though she probably doesn’t want to be found. We had a deal—no names. She wanted it to be this way for a reason. But the connection we shared was so intense that I have craved it from the moment she’d walked away. I have to see her again. I need her back.

      Scanning every face in the crowd, I study the curves of each girl and appraise their delicate features, all with one goal in mind—find my mystery girl. But, as each day passes, certain details are less clear, as if she were a drunken memory or an all too real dream I cannot shake. She was real. I wasn’t that drunk. In fact, I wasn’t drunk at all.

      After Law and Ethics class, I meet up with my fraternity brothers. We share the same class, but they sit in the back of the auditorium, where I cannot see a fucking thing to take notes. Unlike my roommates, my grades in this class are shit. I’m not even sure why I chose law as a major. I was undecided until the second semester of freshman year. But I was not the same Shawn Finch everyone knows now. Nope, back then, I was still growing into some of my weight and had no clue how to talk to girls.

      Joining a fraternity came in handy. I learned a lot from Luca, Mark, and Hunter. Those guys could sweet talk a girl in a white dress into eating a ketchup popsicle. Bash and Clay are the same as my fraternity brothers. Scoring girls was never a problem for them either. Between football and fraternity life, my life was and still is good. But my lack of experience had made me awkward, to say the least.

      I chose Law as a major because of a hot girl. Without thinking it through, I was like why the fuck not? She’s the reason I barely made it through my final years. I should have switched to business or something more practical.

      Mark, Luca, and Hunter wait for me outside by the picnic tables. As always, Mark has his usual smirk plastered across his face, looking like the fucking Joker. We have been roommates long enough for me to know what he thinks before he speaks.

      “What did you get on the test?” Mark asks, taking a seat on top of the table. He plants his sneakers on the wooden bench and leans forward.

      I glance away from him, annoyed that he’s doing this in front of Luca and Hunter. He loves to embarrass me.

      “Nothing good,” I spit back, pissed about the D I got on the test.

      “Hmm…” Mark murmurs and doesn’t say another word. He’s such a dick sometimes that I want to knock him off the table.

      “You have to keep your grades up, man,” Mark says, after a long pause. “You can’t afford to lose your scholarships. I can talk to Teach for you if you want. I’m sure she’d be willing to give you some extra credit.”

      Luca laughs and runs a hand through his dark waves, the muscles flexing beneath his fitted shirt. “You’re already working her over enough for all of us,” he says with a wink.

      Slapping his hand down on his knee, Hunter laughs at Luca’s comment. Hunter is on the football team with me and about the same height and build. He’s on defense, where I am on offense with Bash and Clay. Hunter is also one of the shiest people I have ever met. He’s the type of person who only speaks when he has something important to say and mostly just listens to all of us fuck off with each other.

      Mark shoots Luca a look that could cut through steel. They have been friends since they were kids. The two of them share a special bond that apparently doesn’t require words because Luca just shoves his hands into his pockets and clears his throat as if he’s already said too much in front of me. Hunter follows suit. The three of them are inseparable, practically joined at the hip.

      We all know Mark is hooking up with our professor. You don’t have to be a genius to figure that out. Mark is so goddamn transparent, drooling over her in class and making stupid sexually laced remarks.

      “Did you find the girl yet?” Luca asks to change the subject.

      I shake my head. “Nope. I have no idea who she is or if she even goes to school here.”

      “You are wasting your time,” Mark says, his tone serious. “If she wanted you to find her, she wouldn’t have run away in the first place.”

      I hold up the gold chain around my neck for him to see. “She will want the charm back, and if so, she knows where to find me.” For a second, I feel like a total loser for showing my brothers that I have her charm on a chain.

      Mark cocks an eyebrow at me as if I lost my mind. “Dude, you need help.”

      At least Mark is right about one thing. I have not been able to shake that girl from my head. When I’m awake, I clutch her charm in my hand and think about the way she smelled, the way she tasted. Even in sleep, she occupies my thoughts. Every night since the party, I dream of her. Then, I wake, drenched in sweat and out of breath, as if I had been chasing after her again.

      “You do, bro,” Luca says. “No girl is worth that kind of hassle.”

      I roll my eyes at Luca because he has no room to talk after all the things he did to get his girlfriend. “You would do it for Izzie,” I counter.

      He shrugs. “Yeah, but that’s because Izzie is the one. She’s the kind of girl you don’t let go.”

      Annoyed with this conversation, I say, “I don’t see how my situation is any different than yours.”

      “I have known Izzie for most of my life. She’s connected, part of my lifestyle. You don’t even know her name. There is a big difference between what I did and what you are doing.”

      “I think they call it stalking.” Mark laughs.

      I lean into Mark, just enough to shove him off the table, but he grabs hold of the wood before he falls off, regaining his position. “I’m not stalking her, dick.”

      “You say chasing; I say stalking. Is she even real? Knowing you, I bet you chugged half the keg, passed out in the hallway, and imagined the entire thing.”

      “Say what you want. I don’t care.” My tone is angry, defensive. “When I find her—and I will—then we’ll see who’s laughing at who. I didn’t make her up.”

      Hunter slaps a hand on my back, almost knocking the air from my chest. “Don’t get all worked up over nothing. We have to get to practice. Use that aggression on the field instead of wasting it on these punks.”

      I walk away without even bothering to say another word to Mark or Luca. Hunter stays behind to mutter his goodbyes, quickly joining me on the walkway. We stroll through campus without speaking until we get into the locker room.

      “Look, man,” he says, sitting on the bench. “Don’t let them get under your skin. I believe you if it helps at all.”

      I open my locker, pull out my practice uniform, and throw the clothes on the bench next to Hunter before taking a seat. Searching for this girl has me so mentally and physically drained that hearing my friends say aloud that I’m losing my mind only makes this harder on me. But Hunter is always the calm one, the voice of reason.

      “I don’t even know why I’m looking for her, but I have to find her. I want to know her name. She already knew mine, so that tells me she goes to this school.”

      Hunter looks at me with his deep brown eyes that pierce through me, a beat passing between us before he speaks. “I would have done the same thing for Silvia. Sometimes, you just know.”

      “My mom always says that,” I say, not feeling as dumb as I did around Mark and Luca.

      When he talks, I can open up to Hunter.

      Hunter presses his palms to the wooden bench and pushes himself up to a standing. “Keep looking for her. She has to turn up at some point.”

      I nod, and he digs through his locker for his uniform, leaving me with my thoughts.

      Lost in my head, I don’t even notice someone tap me on the shoulder until I hear Coach Davenport’s deep voice in my ear. His guttural tone shakes through my body. “Finch, get your head out of the clouds and your ass in that uniform.”

      I look over my shoulder at him, just enough that I can see his face turn red. “Sorry, Coach.”

      “Get dressed and meet me in my office,” he growls and then walks away.

      Like Hunter, Coach is a man of few words, and when he speaks, it’s always with a purpose. Although not uncommon to meet in his office, I’m a little nervous after being off my game for the past week. My grades have slipped even more than normal, and I played like shit last night. I deserve whatever lashing I am about to get from Coach.

      After I get dressed and head to the back office, Coach is still bright red when I step inside, except he’s a deeper shade than before. He points to the chair across from him. I sink into the plastic chair and wait for him to begin, the silence between us maddening.

      Coach leans forward and rests his elbows on the desk, his eyes locked onto me. “You have two weeks until the end of your last season with the Senators, and you decide to screw around again while we’re in the playoffs?”

      Can you be more specific? I’ve done too much screwing around lately to keep track of anything in particular, so I keep my mouth shut.

      He slides a piece of paper across the desk to me. “These are your grades and the semester has barely even begun. If you don’t get your act together, son, I will have no choice but to bench you for the remaining games. You don’t want that, do you?”

      “No, Coach. I want to finish out the season.”

      “Then, you had better get your grades in order.” He raises his voice just enough to startle me, and then lowers it back to normal. “I spoke with the tutoring center about helping you pull up these worthless grades. The tutor you worked with last year is already with someone else, but I was able to find you a replacement for the rest of the school year.”

      “Thanks, Coach,” I mutter, trying not to say too much until he finishes.

      “I’m sure you know your way around the library by now. You are to report there after practice today to meet your tutor. I expect you to show up on time, or you will not play. Do you understand?”

      “I’ll be there, Coach. Don’t worry. My grades will be back to normal in no time.”

      He flashes a semblance of a smile. “Good, that’s good to hear. Now, get your ass on the field.”

      When Coach gives an order, you follow it. So, I do as he says, keeping Hunter’s advice in mind as I head outside. I’m not going to stop looking for my mystery girl. But I need to get my head straight.
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      Ella

      

      It’s hard to believe that only one week has passed since I left Finch standing in the hallway at his fraternity house.

      Every day since that night, I have thought of Finch in ways I know I shouldn’t. Only one kiss, I had told myself. One moment of passion with the man that has occupied my thoughts from the moment I’d seen him on campus over three years ago.

      But that kiss had turned into so much more. I can still feel Finch on my lips and sense his touch on my skin. It was everything I had ever wanted. Finch was everything I thought he would be. Too bad things could never work out between us.

      He would never be interested in a girl like me. I’m no longer rich or popular, not accepted into the elite inner circles that Finch belongs. He’s one of them, and well, I’m just a nerdy girl who tutors jocks to earn extra money for school.

      With a few minutes to spare, Tori Reynolds strolls into class with a wide grin on her face. I was supposed to meet her at the party. Instead, I became the masked girl who kissed Finch and the talk of the campus. He’s been looking for me. Tori keeps me informed of the latest news about Finch. She can never know that I hid this from her, not when she’s the only friend I have.

      Ever since Tori got back together with Sebastian Prince last semester, she’s been all smiles. I don’t blame her. A guy like Bash would put a silly grin on my face, too. But I’d much rather have Finch. He was sweet when it counted and bad when I’d needed him to be.

      I loved the bad side to him. If we weren’t in that hallway, who knows what would have happened between us. It was obvious he was dying to get me out of that dress, but I had practically stuffed myself into it. Lord knows he tried to strip away the fabric that had gotten between us. I’d wanted him to rip it apart, piece-by-piece, but it wasn’t mine to destroy.

      Tori drops her messenger bag onto the floor between our desks and slides into her chair. “Hey!” She flashes a smile that lights up her face. “You will not believe what I just heard from Bash.”

      My hands tremble every time she tells me something about Finch. Then, my stomach clenches and a wave of nerves rushes through me. I wasn’t nervous that night, but that was before I knew Finch intimately. Now, every rumor about him makes me equal parts giddy and anxious.

      “What happened now?” I do my best to play it cool around Tori and act uninterested when I am on the edge of my seat.

      She twists a blonde lock around her finger and moves her desk closer. “You will not believe what crazy things Finch is up to now.”

      “Crazy?” I raise my eyebrows at her. “Is he still chasing after that girl?”

      “He’s progressed to hardcore stalker mode.” She chuckles, as she settles into her seat, crossing one leg over the other. “Finch is wearing some charm this girl dropped around his neck.”

      Instinctively, I reach for my necklace and finger the gold chain my father had given me. I still regret wearing it to the party.

      “That does sound pretty stalkerish,” I say in a hushed tone.

      How can I get the charm back without telling Finch that I am the girl?

      “He’s determined to find her. It’s kind of cute, though. If Bash had done something like that and made a grand gesture to get me back, we would have been together for most of college. Instead, we spent two years apart, all because of a misunderstanding.”

      “That is pretty cute,” I admit. “Finch doesn’t strike me as the type to do something like that for a girl.”

      She shrugs. “I guess she hit a nerve with Finch. I have known him for almost as long as Bash, and I have never seen him this interested in a girl. He doesn’t even know her name. How bizarre?” Tori leans back, sinking into her chair further, and glances over at me. “I would like to see him find this girl, you know. Just to see something good happen to him for a change. Underneath all the muscles and sex appeal, is a lot more. Finch is a good guy. He’s sensitive. Finch is…different.”

      I scoot closer to her in my chair and lean over. “How so?”

      I’m dying to hear more about Finch. For years, I’ve had my eye on him but was too scared to interact. The party gave me the courage I’d needed to talk to my crush, and with only a few more months left of school, I didn’t have much to lose. Finch was worth the risk. If only I can find a way to get my father’s charm back. I have to find a way. I cannot let him keep it.

      “Finch is just not like the other guys he hangs out with.” Tori tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear and scans the room as if she’s afraid someone will overhear our conversation. “He’s close to his mom, like a total mama’s boy, and I think it’s adorable. Bash is close with his mom but nothing like Finch. He grew up without a dad, so Finch has always been the man of the house. The way he treats his mom is too cute for words. She comes to all his home games. You should come and see for yourself. They’re too fucking cute together. I just know from what I have seen that he will be the same way with this mystery girl. She’s one lucky girl.”

      “You’re dating Bash. I’d say you’re pretty lucky, too.”

      She smiles at the mention of her hot-as-hell boyfriend. “Yeah, he’s okay, I guess.” What starts as a chuckle quickly turns into full-blown laughter. “I’m kidding. Bash is amazing. But, seriously, I can’t wait to see what happens when Finch finds this girl. It will be nice to see him settled and happy for once.”

      “You think he would settle down with her?”

      She nods. “You bet your ass he would. He’s crazy about her.”

      A beat passes between us as I consider Tori’s words.

      Should I reveal myself to Finch? Would he accept me once he knows I’m not one of the cool kids?

      I don’t care what he thinks of me, but I also don’t want to make a fool of myself and have everyone on campus point their fingers at me for the rest of the semester. I avoid unwanted attention whenever possible, even if my stepsisters are nothing but drama. They bring enough home, which is why I like to maintain my usual low profile while at school.

      Here, I can blend in with the crowd and go about my day. I’m not Ella the Cook or Ella the Housekeeper while I’m here. I can just be Ella Fitzgerald, a normal twenty-one-year old girl who likes to read and tutor people in her spare time. I’m not the girl who dates guys like Shawn Finch or goes to frat parties in lavish gowns. Or am I? Maybe I’m becoming that girl, and if I allow Finch into my life, I will be that girl. But I’m not so sure I am ready to become what he needs.

      “Whoever she is, she’s lucky.”

      Tori bobs her head in agreement. “What are you doing this weekend?”

      “Nothing much. Probably just homework and studying.”

      I hold back the part where Clarissa will have her usual form of weekend punishment awaiting me. She loves to watch me squirm while her daughters go out to frat parties and have sex with anything that will breathe in their direction.

      “All work and no play,” Tori says, teasing me. “You need a night out. Would you want to come with Jessica and me this weekend to Bash’s first playoff game?”

      A sickness rises from the back of my throat. It’s not just Bash’s game. Finch will be there. I wouldn’t mind seeing what Tori is talking about when it comes to Finch being a mama’s boy. I’d love to see that side of him.

      How can I pass up this opportunity?

      “Sure. Count me in.”

      Tori returns my smile as our professor takes his place behind the podium and taps on the microphone, cutting off our conversation.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The tutoring center is in the back of the library, tucked far away from the rest of the students who are studying at tables when I walk into the building. With its high ceilings and gothic architecture, it’s easy to get lost inside and find hiding places.

      When I’m not tutoring failing athletes, I like to sneak up to the third floor and sit at the table by the window. Hardly anyone ever ventures into that part of the stacks, the space hidden by nothing but reference books and tables of old microfiche machines. No one knows I come here when I want to be alone with my thoughts. It’s peaceful, relaxing.

      With an exaggerated sigh, I check the time on my cell phone, slip a bookmark inside the vintage copy of The Great Gatsby I borrowed from the library, and stuff the book into my bag. I have a few minutes before my shift begins. My boss doesn’t take kindly to us showing up late for appointments.

      For the last few months, I’ve been passed around between the guys on the hockey, football, and basketball teams, depending on who was failing at the time. I’m supposed to get a new student to tutor today. I keep my fingers crossed that it’s not Dean Crawford, the hotshot star of our hockey team because he’s a jerk to the max and makes weird, sexual comments every time he speaks.

      Some of the guys that come to us for help act as though we owe them our first born child because they play a sport at the school. While some people live and die by the athletics at Strickland University, I am not one of them. I’m here because it’s the best college in the state and one of the best in the country.

      That’s why I pay the price of being humiliated by my stepsisters and mentally tortured by my stepmother. Even if I worked three jobs or was able to secure a loan, this school is far too expensive to afford. Plus, Clarissa had refused to sign a single paper to help me get financing. Her only bargaining chip has always been my education. One day, when I’m gone and successful, I hope karma bites her in the ass.

      By the time I reach the first floor, crowds of students push through the doors and practically knock me into a table, as I try to pass. I lose my balance for a second and reach out to grab the wood, but I’m too far away to get a good grip. My bag slides down my shoulder, and I’m about to trip over my feet and land flat on my face when someone hooks their arm through mine.

      Judging by the way his muscles flex against my skin, it must be a man. As he helps me regain my footing, I glance up and find steel blue eyes that pierce through me, shattering my insides with one look. Finch stares at me and studies my face for far too long. Still joined together, we stand there for a few minutes, the heat radiating between us. He seems at a loss for words. A guy like Finch always knows what to say.

      I lick my lips without thinking and remember his full lips pressed against mine. I can still recall the scent of Finch’s aftershave on my skin as he devoured my body.

      “You…” Finch shakes his head, his voice trailing off for a second. “You look familiar. Have we met before?”

      This time, he analyzes every feature of my face. He runs his thumb along my jaw, leaving a trail of heat in its wake, and cups my face with his big hand. I’m speechless, unable to move or breathe. This is how I felt the night we kissed. Finch can make me powerless, and I hate that.

      As if he has realized that what he’s doing is weird, he lets go of my face. Like all of the athletes on campus, Finch draws a crowd wherever he goes. I take a step back, slipping from his grasp.

      “Thanks for saving me.” I give him a tiny smile. “I think that makes you my Knight in Shining Armor or something.”

      I’m such a dork that I shudder at my comment, but Finch smiles so wide that it reaches his eyes, illuminating every inch of his handsome face. Before he can respond, I raise my hand and wave. I spin on my heel, too afraid to look back.

      With everyone’s eyes burning a hole through me, I haul ass through the center of the library, passing rows of desks, until I reach the tutoring center. Breathing comes easier now that I’m away from everyone. The air is less dense, more manageable.

      I’m at the one place where I am comfortable, the one escape from the real world. It’s also my excuse not to run home after class. My hands stop trembling for all of thirty seconds before Finch strolls into the room behind me. He winks when he locks onto me, making it a point to let me know he’s here.

      Could a guy like Finch like the real me?

      I had my doubts for the past week, which is why I decided never to speak to him again. But he’s here and chatting up the student librarians, who are more than happy to help him. Seeing him here after that kiss is more than I can handle right now.

      I walk up to the counter to get my assignment for the day. Some days are different from others, while some weeks stay the same and I tutor the same person the entire semester. Running my finger down the sign-in sheet, I spot my name and trace a line to the student’s name next to mine. Shawn Finch.

      This is not happening.

      Last year, I would have fought my friend to steal Finch away from her, but what should I do? As per the usual, I’m supposed to stand in the front of the room and call out the name of the student. But I want to vomit at the thought of working with Finch.

      I consider trading with another tutor until it occurs to me that this could help me get what I want, all while helping Finch get what he needs. How else can I get close enough to Finch to get back the other half of my gold charm?

      Attempting to keep my shit together, I move away from the counter and stand in the middle of the desks that run down the aisle. “Shawn Finch,” I say, my voice somewhat shaky but not too noticeable. Or so I hope.

      He stops talking to the guys on the hockey team long enough to glance over his shoulder at me. The way he stares at me makes me nervous. It’s so intense and serious.

      After a long pause, he nods in my direction. Finch pats the boy he was talking to on the back, muttering something I can’t make out, and then stalks toward me with a purpose. His gaze causes my lip to tremble along with my body that has come alive with one look.

      “So, we meet again,” he says, his voice deep and modulated. His words are like a melody playing in my head. “What are the chances that I save you from making an ass of yourself out there, and now, you’re going to save me from failing this class?”

      I grin so wide my jaw hurts. “I guess the odds are in our favor.”

      “I’m serious about the not failing part,” Finch says, as he follows me to my usual table in the back of the room. “I can’t afford to fail any of my classes, or I won’t graduate on time, and Coach will not let me play.”

      “Lucky for you, I am an excellent tutor, and you are in good hands.”

      He pulls out a chair for me at the table, gesturing for me to sit with a nod, and my brain stops functioning.

      I look at him like an idiot, frozen in place.

      “You should sit,” he says, snapping me out of my trance. “The next two hours could be rough in those shoes if you plan to stand the entire time.”

      It doesn’t occur to me what he’s talking about until I look down at the four-inch heels I borrowed from Mrs. Feighry last night. She has amazing taste in clothes and even better taste in shoes.

      I had to present a legal argument in front of the class this morning, and that required me to dress in professional attire as if I were a practicing attorney. I minor in law and major in finance, which is why I have so many classes with Tori. Finch is failing Law and Ethics. I breezed through that class last semester.

      Finch waits for me to sit and pushes the chair in for me. Tori was right about him. He’s not like the person I had built up in my head. The kind of guy who would help a girl into her chair is most definitely the same guy who would take care of his mother. I would love to see that side of him for myself, but that would require me to attend a football game.

      Anastasia and Natasha would be there, making the idea less desirable by the minute. They have their claws in every player who will sleep with them. Finch is mine. But I have to put on my big girl pants if I want him.

      Would he want me? That’s the question of the hour. I guess there’s only one way to find out.

      Getting comfortable in the chair, I lean back against the wood and take out my notepad and books. Finch sits across from me and removes his textbook and writing supplies. His long leg grazes mine as he settles into his seat, causing sparks to ignite beneath my skin.

      He peeks up at me and gives a quick apology. I wish he’d keep touching me, even if it’s just a little under the table action. Being this close to him again does things to me that I cannot explain. I was never a boy-crazed girl, but around Finch, I’m like a blood thirsty vampire, hungry and desperate for more. He smells so good that I take in the scent of his sweet cologne that fills my nostrils. I memorize his perfectly sculpted features, perfectly messy hair that I want to run my fingers through, and his arms…My God I want him to jump across this table and finish what we had started last week.

      Finch must feel it too because he hasn’t spoken a single word. He stares me down like a hunter stalking its prey. I wish he would bite me, lick every inch of my body, and take what he wants. But I am not that girl—even if he is that guy.

      “Are you sure we haven’t met before?” Finch breaks the silence between us. “You look familiar.”

      I shake my head. “I’ve worked at the tutoring center since sophomore year. That could be why I look so familiar to you.”

      He blushes, turning his head to the side for a second. “I guess you get a lot of dumb jocks in here.”

      “No one is dumb. Some people just need more help than others.”

      “And you can help me?” he asks without hesitation. His tone is hopeful.

      “I don’t doubt that you will graduate with our class by the time I finish with you.”

      Finch leans forward, digs his elbows into the wood, and cups his face in his hands. The two feet that separate us is not enough when he flashes me a panty-melting smile that goes straight to my core. I cross my legs and suck in a deep breath, reminding myself to keep it together. I cannot let my guard down around Finch. But he does things to me that I wish wouldn’t happen, stripping away my willpower.

      “You’re graduating this year, too?”

      “With honors,” I confess.

      “Smart, beautiful, what else do I need to know about you?” He stops himself, as if deep in thought, and then continues, “There is something about you. I can’t put my finger on it, but I know you from somewhere other than the tutoring center.”

      “I’m not in a sorority or on the cheerleading team, so I doubt it.”

      “That’s not it,” he says, unfazed by my dig at the company he keeps. “Those girls blend, but a girl like you stands out from the crowd.”

      “How so?” This I’m dying to hear.

      “You’re not like those girls.”

      I snort. “Well, thanks for pointing out the obvious and making this conversation even more awkward.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      I shrug, pretending as though his words didn’t just cut through me. Finch would never see me the way he does a sorority girl or a cheerleader. That much is clear from his comments. I stand out from the crowd all right.

      He crosses his arms over his chest, holding my gaze. Those eyes are like daggers that cut deep into my soul. I wish he’d say something to end my suffering. The silence is deafening and driving me crazy.

      “What’s your name, tutor girl?” He’s so fucking cute that when he winks at me, I can’t decide if I want to kiss or punch him for calling me tutor girl. But it sounds more like a term of endearment than an insult coming from Finch.

      “For starters, my name is not tutor girl.” I sink further into the chair and decide what to say next. Around Finch, I’m nervous yet bold, just like I was at the party.

      “I’m still waiting, Princess.”

      “Princess is not any better,” I mutter. “Try again.”

      After an awkward pause, he stretches his hand across the table. “Hi, I’m Shawn Finch, tight end for the Strickland Senators and failing yet another class. I like to party and do stupid shit that ruins my grade-point average, and now, I need this beautiful, spitfire girl to keep my dumb ass from failing.”

      “I already told you that you’re not dumb,” I counter. “You shouldn’t talk about yourself that way.”

      “That’s all you took from what I just said.” He shakes his head, still holding out his hand and waiting for me to shake.

      I slip my fingers between his and electricity sparks between us. It’s as if we never had any time apart, our bodies still connected as one. There’s something between us that no one can deny. He knows it. We both know it.

      “Ella Fitzgerald,” I finally say, letting go of his hand. The sensation between us is too much for me to handle.

      “Definitely not tutor girl,” he says, smiling. “Nice to meet you, Ella.”

      “Nice to meet you too Finch.”

      “I’d rather you call me Shawn.”

      “Everyone calls you by your last name,” I point out.

      “You’re not everyone.”

      His words take me by surprise, causing my breath to hitch. “Either are you, Shawn.”

      “I like hearing you say my name,” he says, his voice almost a whisper. “Say it again.”

      “Shawn,” I breathe, maintaining eye contact.

      The tension between us provokes a deep yearning inside me. I’d love to give into my desires, lunge myself across this table, and admit that I’m the masked girl from the party.

      His muscles flex under the black fabric stretched tight across his chest. Like most of the athletes on campus, Finch has on the standard athletics shirt and track pants uniform they all sport to class. Some days it's jeans or shorts, but today, Shawn is wearing black track pants to match the Strickland Senators football shirt. And he sure knows how to wear it.

      I have to stop this before someone notices. Breaking eye contact with Finch, I grab his textbook and slide it between us, and then, flip open to the middle of the book. “Shall we begin?”

      “Let’s see what you’ve got, tutor girl.” He says it with a cocky smirk and another sexy wink.

      “Okay, Finch,” I challenge.

      He hasn’t even touched me, and I’m wet and aching for more. I have to pull myself together and act as though he hasn’t gotten under my skin. If he keeps this up, Finch will be the death of me.

      How will I make it to the end of the school year with him sitting across from me, giving me those bedroom eyes that weaken me? Finch is like a drug. I get high just from being around him. Can I control myself around him? Do I want to?
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      Shawn

      

      I swear I’m not going crazy, even though my tutor would rather me believe that I have lost my mind.

      Maybe I’m a little crazy. But I cannot shake the feeling that we know each other from more than the tutoring center. When we touched earlier, I felt a spark that danced along my skin. It was electric, an instant connection to Ella I recognized as if we’d already met.

      Her name doesn’t sound the least bit familiar, but her eyes are what drew me in. She has the kind of eyes you don’t forget and a smile so kind and hopeful that being around her puts me at ease. While she’s different than most of the girls who run in my circles, I like being around Ella.

      She doesn’t stare at me with judgmental eyes. She doesn’t want anything from me or expect me to make her feel important. Nope, this girl wants to help me. And I wish I could figure out a way to help her. I can see right through her shield. I wear the same mask for the world to see, all while hiding how I feel on the inside.

      There must be a reason I have searched this long and hard for my mystery girl. I want to believe there’s a purpose to this madness and that the time was not a waste. One look into Ella’s denim eyes was all it took to cause my skin to prick with tiny bumps, awakening something inside me. She has to be the girl. I am almost certain.

      We didn’t speak much at the party. Instead, we allowed our mouths and bodies to do the talking. For the past week, I have done nothing but study the female anatomy and traced every curve in my mind, all in hopes of finding my masked beauty. I wonder if Ella is the girl. Only one way to find out.

      While Ella sifts through my unorganized notes, trying to match my assignments to the syllabus, I pull out my cell phone from my pocket to look at the picture of the masked girl. The fact I have repeated the same process around campus only reinforces my assumption that I need help. But I have to find her.

      Keeping my phone in my lap under the table, I try to get a good glimpse of the girl. It’s hard to tell from this angle if Ella matches the picture. Ella is beautiful in a girl next-door kind of way, with long, blond hair that sits above her full breasts. My tutor is provoking a reaction from me that needs to quit. Semi-hard, my cock lengthens with each flick of her hair or lick of her lips.

      Every breath she draws only brings more attention to her tits. Mentally tracing my way from her lips to her chest, I try to think of something else. But I can’t. Her face and body are too distracting.

      Despite her similarities in appearance to the masked girl, I could not see Ella at a frat party on a Saturday night. Intellectual types like her probably do whatever it is that smart people do for entertainment. Reading would be my first guess. She’s not a degenerate like me, out partying until the sun comes up. Between Coach and my teammates, I should have my shit together, but I like the college lifestyle too much to slow down. Now, I have no choice but to get my act together.

      Ella has given me a new reason to step up my game. If we have to spend time together from now until graduation, it will be hard. It will be worse if she keeps making me hard. I’m like a fourteen-year-old boy around her, unable to control my physical reaction. Good thing we’re sitting down or this would be awkward.

      After she finishes taking notes and marks off pages in the Law and Ethics textbook, Ella glances up from the book and locks onto me. “By the looks of it, you’re either not studying or don’t understand the assignments. So, which one is it?”

      I shrug. “Both, I guess. I don’t know. I thought I knew what Prof was looking for, but clearly, I have no clue. She keeps giving me D’s.”

      “That’s because you earned them.” Her tone is almost defensive. “Have you bothered to do any of the required reading or do you just write the first thing that comes to mind?” She pauses for a second to regroup, her words brewing anger inside me. “I’m sorry. What I meant to say is—”

      “Don’t bother. I get it,” I interject. “You are right. I haven’t spent any time reading the textbook or put any effort into the assignments. I should never have taken the law as a major, but now, it’s either figure out a way to pass or take another major and not graduate on time. I have NFL scouts looking at me. Working a day job was never part of my plan. Football is my end game, so I just need to do well enough to get a diploma to make my mom happy and get signed by a pro team.”

      “You should give yourself more credit, Shawn.”

      I love the way she says my name because it’s not often I hear it from anyone but my mother and grandmother. Even my cousins call me Finch. My last name has taken on a persona.

      “I would give myself credit if I put the time into school and was still struggling. The truth is I’m failing because school just doesn’t interest me. Never has and probably never will.”

      “If you know you need to study, then I don’t see why it would kill you to take an hour each day so you can pass. The only way tutoring can work for you is if you give it a chance. I can sit here all day long and tell you what you need to know, but if you don’t put in the effort, our sessions are pointless.”

      I lean forward, pinning her down with one look. “Maybe I need you to help me outside of these walls.”

      Ella narrows her eyes at me. “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “We could be study buddies.” I sound like an idiot, but I don’t give a fuck. Ella makes me want to study more than just law. And I cannot help myself.

      She seems confused. “Isn’t that what we’re doing right now?”

      I shake my head. “Nope, not even close. I think I may need more than a few hours in the library with you.”

      Still perplexed, she asks with a slight hesitation,  “What do you have in mind?”

      “My house tomorrow night. That would be a good start.”

      She squirms in her seat, breaking eye contact as she scans the expanse of the room. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

      I reach across the table and cover my hand over hers to catch her attention. Her eyes find mine once more, and I can feel her pulse speed up. I make her nervous, even though she’s been trying to hide it from me. She makes me nervous, too.

      “I promise I won’t bite.”

      She sinks her teeth into her bottom lip, causing me to think of other things I’d like to bite, lick, and suck.

      “Outside of school hours is hard for me. I have family obligations. I would love to help you, believe me, I would, but I cannot do what you are asking of me. You can have me during school hours.”

      Judging by the way she looks away in horror, she didn’t mean to sound so forward. Not that she even meant those words in that way. I wish I could have her while at school. I would like to get to know her better right now.

      “School hours. Got it,” I say with a smile to put her at ease.

      The corners of her mouth turn up. “How about we get back to your homework, so you don’t fail out of the class?” I nod, and she continues, “Do you understand how the professor structured each lecture and assignment? I want to get that out of the way first, just in case you have any concerns.”

      “Each week, we’re supposed to build a case against a fictitious lawyer for potential disbarment. That’s about all I know. I don’t see the point of it all.”

      Lifting the syllabus from the table, Ella holds it up to examine the cases. “This week deals with the practice of representing a new client in a matter tied to a previous client who is now deceased. I can’t tell you whether this is right or wrong because it’s up to you to decide if this practice is allowed under the American Bar Association’s Model Rules of Professional Conduct.”

      “Was that in English?” I mutter, not caring that I sound like a total jackass. Nothing she said even makes any sense to me.

      Ella lets out an exaggerated sigh. She must be annoyed with me, and I don’t blame her. I already hit on her, told her I have no desire to learn this crap, and then invited her to my house. What a total fucking frat move. I’m an idiot, an asshole, and one who is lucky to have a girl like Ella helping me graduate on time.

      Focus, I tell myself, repeating the word in my head. If I follow her lead, I can pass this class and move on with my life and more important things than Law and Ethics.

      “I’m not going to give you the answer, Shawn, but I will tell you that you should look up informed consent for the deceased client because the attorney-client privilege applies to death.” She holds my gaze for a few seconds, and then adds, “Don’t look so disappointed. I gave you more than enough to get you started. You’ll have to trust me and do some of the work on your own.”

      “I trust you,” I stammer.

      “Good. Trust is important if we’re going to work together.”

      I flash a grin in her direction. “Looking forward to it.”

      With that, she dives head first into the legal jargon on the page in front of her, killing my boner with a few words.

      Nothing is less interesting or sexy than the attorney-client privilege. Somehow, Ella makes learning fun, or at least less boring.
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* * *

      After I grab a sandwich in the cafeteria, I head over to the table by the window where my teammates meet most nights for dinner. I join them when our schedules align. Between my fraternity brothers and the team, I’m constantly running in two different directions. I do my best to split my time between them, so no one is offended when I have to choose the other.

      “About time you showed up,” Bash says with a smirk. “Were you out looking for your mystery girl again?” He laughs, which gets the rest of the guys at the table going.

      “Laugh it up, assholes.” I set my tray down on the other side of the table from Bash and Tori and take my usual seat next to Clay and his girlfriend, Jessica. “Just wait until I find her. Then, we’ll see who’s laughing.”

      “Ignore them,” Tori says, digging her elbow into Bash’s arm. “They are idiots.” She leans forward and locks eyes with me. “I hope you find her, Finch. When you do, I hope she’s worth every bit of the hassle you put yourself through.”

      I flash a closed mouth smile. “Thanks, Tori. I hope so, too.”

      Of all the girls Bash has brought around, Tori is by far my favorite. Like me, she’s not one of the spoiled brats who came to Strickland University with a hefty trust fund. I like that she’s a scholarship kid. We don’t have buildings named after our families or even have enough money to afford a single class without some form of assistance.

      “Why did Coach call you into his office?” Clay asks between bites of chicken.

      “To tell me about the classes I’m failing already and that he assigned me a tutor.” I unwrap my sandwich, keeping my eyes low and focused on eating. I’m fucking starving. I had no time to eat after football practice since I had to show up for tutoring right after.

      “Dude, not again,” Bash grunts. “You need to get your shit together.”

      “Tell me something I don’t already know,” I quip.

      At the end of the table, some of the girls from Kappa are huddled up together, picking at their salads and sucking down yogurt drinks. I’m supposed to eat healthier. Instead, I grabbed a greasy sandwich that has far more calories than I should be eating today, and I don’t give a fuck. I’m waiting for Bash to give his usual team captain pep talk about following Coach’s orders.

      Bash shakes his head, disappointed. “You are always fucking off. If you didn’t live in a frat house, you would be more focused. Less drinking and more studying.”

      “Like your house is any better,” I spit back, annoyed. “You guys party almost as much as my brothers.”

      “But we have priorities,” Bash counters. “None of us are failing our classes, we show up to practice on time, and we don’t have to do extra drills to make up for slacking off.”

      “Well, we all can’t be perfect like Sebastian Prince.” The words burn on my tongue.

      “Both of you need to stop it.” Tori interrupts our argument.

      I let out an exaggerated sigh and attempt to keep my tone at a reasonable level. “We’re done.”

      “I’m only looking out for you, Finch,” Bash shoots back.

      Tori gets up from the table and walks over to the trash can in the center of the cafeteria. She dumps her tray, her eyes widening in shock. I have no idea what has her so excited until she cups her hands around her mouth to yell, “Hey, Ella! Over here!”

      The name alone causes me to scan the crowded room. At first, I assume there is no way Tori and Ella are friends until I see Ella raise her hand to wave to Tori.

      No fucking way.

      Then, it occurs to me that Tori had wanted to fix me up with someone named Ella the night of the party. That must be why I thought there was something familiar about Ella when she’d told me her name.

      Tori meets Ella in the center of the room, sipping soda through the straw. She adjusts the messenger bag on her shoulder and hugs Tori. They embrace each other as if they are old friends, though I have never seen them together.

      Ella looks so much like my mystery girl. After spending hours with Ella, I would know if she was the girl. But I have zero proof. Maybe I should ask her and get it out of the way. But that would only draw more attention to the fact that I have lost my fucking mind.

      Tori comes back to our table with Ella at her side, who looks as though she wants to either puke or flee and still has yet to decide.

      Ella is not the kind of girl who would run in our circles. Nope, Ella is more like Tori, which makes sense why they would be friends. But I also like that about Ella. I can talk to her and be myself. Just like I can with Tori. My teammates and brothers are always judging me, measuring me by their impossible standards. It’s nice to be around people who let me be Shawn instead of Finch.

      “Bash, I want you to meet my friend,” Tori says, tapping him on the shoulder.

      He glances over his shoulder at Ella and smiles, before turning all the way around to extend his hand. “Bash,” he says, always polite and well mannered.

      Ella introduces herself to Bash. The corners of her mouth turn up, and her entire face illuminates when she looks across the table and sees me. “Shawn,” she says, her voice almost a whisper.

      So shy and adorable, Ella raises her hand and quickly lowers it to her side, still maintaining eye contact with me.

      Bash turns to face me and then Ella again, confused. “How do you guys know each other?”

      “Ella and I have classes together,” Tori interjects.

      “She’s my tutor,” I add.

      “Nice to meet you, Ella.” Bash gives her another one of his boyish smiles that make girls melt. “Make some room.” Bash pushes his hands out at his sides.

      “Oh, that’s not necessary,” Ella says, her tone almost a whisper.

      I slide my chair out from the table and get up to retrieve another chair from the table behind us. Shoving it next to mine, I force the people to my left to move down. “Here, sit next to me.”

      “No, that’s okay, Shawn.” Ella does a weird nervous dance thing as if tapping her foot to keep herself from trembling. “I should get going. I only came up here to grab a soda for the ride home.”

      I lower my head toward the chair. “C’mon, stay for ten minutes. I’ll even share my food with you.”

      Ella tilts her head to the side and grins. “Well, I guess I can stay for a little bit, but it depends on what you plan to feed me.”

      She’s so fucking sexy without even trying that I’m getting hard again just thinking about Ella in every inappropriate way possible.

      After Ella sits down, I break my sandwich in half to share. I eat mine on a napkin and give her the foil sheet.

      “So, you two know each other.” Tori narrows her eyes at me. This is weird.”

      “It’s not that weird.” I sink my teeth into the chicken cutlet and wait for Tori to explain.

      “I was telling Ella all about your masked girl from the party. I had no idea you guys knew each other.”

      “You did what?” My cheeks flush with embarrassment. I don’t say another word, only shake my head and continue chowing down on my food.

      It’s bad enough that my friends know about my search, but having my hot tutor learn more about my recent extracurricular activities is another thing.

      “We don’t,” Ella says. “Well, we didn’t know each other until this afternoon when I was assigned to tutor Shawn.”

      “Aww…” Tori raises her hand over her heart. “You call him Shawn. How cute?”

      “Simmer down, babe.” Bash plants a kiss on Tori’s cheek and pulls her into his chest. “Stop trying to fix everyone up on a date and just let them eat.”

      “I am not, smart ass.” Tori wiggles free from Bash’s grasp and then zones in on Ella and me. “You two are so cute together, though. Seriously.”

      “I’m just his tutor,” Ella says, her voice so low it’s hard to hear her over the people talking around us.

      “You guys are sharing food. I would say you are more than just his tutor. And you call him Shawn.” Tori holds her hands up to her face again and squeals. “I love you two together. This is so exciting.”

      “Don’t get too excited,” Ella lowers her eyes to the table.

      She hates this conversation as much as I do. I could use an escape right about now, and judging by the uncomfortable silence that surrounds us, with all eyes trained on Ella and me, it is probably best if we get the hell out of here.

      I touch Ella’s arm and her skin pricks with tiny bumps, her body so responsive to mine. “Do you need a ride home?”

      She shakes her head and wipes her mouth with a napkin, still chewing her food. “No, I’m good. I can take the bus.”

      “You’re not taking the bus,” I growl against the shell of her ear. “Let me take you home.”

      She stills at my side, but I can feel her pulse pounding when I clutch her wrist. I make her nervous, and for some reason, she has the same effect on me. I don’t understand how I can be so at ease yet so on edge around a girl who speaks so few words. She’s the type of person who only talks when it serves a purpose and not for the sake of saying something.

      Ella’s breath catches in her throat. Her chest rises and falls as she sucks in air, drawing my attention to her chest. My thoughts wander off course, and I start to imagine what she would look like without a shirt. A little bit of her cleavage shows from the top of the blue V-neck top, the material tight against her curvy body. I cannot stop staring even though I know I should stop myself.

      “I can’t…” Her voice trails off.

      “You can,” I tell her, “and you will. I don’t want you to travel alone when I can take you.”

      The sparks between us generate enough heat that a fire ignites within just from touching her delicate skin. Every inch of my body craved the next kiss with the masked girl. I was like a ravenous beast and unable to stop myself from exploring every inch of her body. She had sunk so far beneath my skin that I could not shake her, and with Ella, the same passion, laced with a lot of sexual tension, settles deep in my bones.

      She turns her head so that our eyes meet. “It was you,” I mutter the words so fast I can’t stop myself from speaking them aloud. “You are the girl from the party.”

      Before Ella can answer, Tori interrupts our conversation. “You think Ella is the masked girl?”

      “Oh, now this is getting interesting,” Clay adds, breaking his long silence. He must be fighting with Jessica again to be this distant.

      The mention of the girl from the party has caught the attention of those around us. Everyone at the table stares at Ella as if she’s a specimen under a microscope. Throughout our tutoring session, I had analyzed every feature, the sound of her voice, even the way she moves her hands when she speaks. Of course, I memorized every curve of her beautiful face and body. I feel that connection with Ella, though I am not one hundred percent convinced that she is the one.

      Plus, Ella is not the center of attention type. The girl I kissed had stolen the show. She wanted people to notice her. Otherwise, why would she have worn such an elaborate gown to a frat house, of all places?

      Ella pops the last piece of the chicken sandwich into her mouth and looks at me while she chews. She makes it impossible to sit this close when all I can think about is kissing her.

      “Are you ready?”

      She bites down on her bottom lip as if mulling over my offer. It was more of a demand than a request. I don’t want her to ride alone on the bus at night. The city can be brutal, especially for a sweet girl like Ella.

      “Yeah, my bus will be here in ten minutes.” Ella stands and slings a bag over her shoulder. “You can walk me to my stop, but I am not letting you take me home.”

      We’ll see about that.
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      I hold my breath most of the way to the bus stop, still in shock that Shawn is walking alongside me.

      We were only supposed to kiss and part ways. None of this was part of my plan. Never in a million years would I have thought Shawn would crush this hard on a nameless girl. I could tell he was different from his friends, but I had no idea it would be this easy to capture his attention.

      I consider telling Shawn the truth to save him from the trouble and heartache. Every time I attempt to mutter the words, my throat closes up, and nothing comes out.

      “So, where do you live?” Shawn’s fingers brush up against mine as we walk, the heat from his body magnifying the fire stirring inside me.

      “Just outside the city, off the Mainline.”

      “Rich girl, huh? You don’t act like one. I would never have guessed.”

      I shake my head at him. “Nope, not even close. Well, my dad had money. But he died a few years ago, and every cent went to my stepmother, who doesn’t think I’m worthy of more than a bus pass.”

      “I’m so sorry, Ella.” Shawn touches my shoulder, pulling me closer to his side. “What kind of mother would do something like that?”

      “Clarissa is not my mother,” I spit back, not meaning my words to sound so harsh. “Sorry, that wasn’t meant for you. I have a hate-hate relationship with my stepmother. She’s awful and cruel and…” I stop myself from finishing my train of thought. Shawn does not need to know my family problems.

      “I can relate,” he says, taking me by surprise. “My dad left when I was younger, and it’s been my mom and me for a long time. I think we were both better off that way, you know.”

      “I’m not better off without my dad,” I say, saddened by the thought of him. “ I miss him like crazy. After my mom had died, I clung to him even more. One night after dinner, he stood up and walked away from the table, complaining of chest pains. A few minutes later, my stepmother had called for an ambulance, but he was gone by the time they got to our house. I sat by his side as the life drained from his face and he sucked in his last breath. I blame my stepmother for his death.”

      “How so?”

      I shrug. “I just do. I swear Clarissa did something to my dad. She’s the meanest person I have ever met. The way she spent my father’s money while he was alive caused a ton of fights between them. My dad owned a successful company, but that didn’t mean he wanted to waste every dollar he’d ever earned. Clarissa didn’t see it that way. She wanted it all for herself and her two spoiled rotten daughters.”

      “So, you think she did something to him?”

      A beat passes between us as I debate my response. “I don’t know. Maybe. The doctors didn’t suspect any foul play. I thought it was odd that my stepmother had insisted they skip the autopsy for religious reasons.” I say this part using air quotes, now aware of how much of a nerd I must look to Finch. “But we’re not very religious, so that was just a line of shit she fed to the hospital to keep them from cutting my dad open. She couldn’t wait to bury him.”

      “Wow!” His eyes are as wide as his mouth when I glance up at him. “That is one hell of a story. Why didn’t you go to the police?”

      “I have no leg to stand on when it comes to her rights as a wife and mine as his daughter.”

      “I’m failing law class, so I might not be the best person to ask for advice.” Shawn chuckles, raising his hand to his mouth, and it’s adorable.

      “In no time, you will be passing,” I tell him, meaning every word.

      “That’s because I have the best tutor at this school.” A genuine smile reaches up to his steel blue eyes.

      Why does he have to be so adorable? Ugh, he’s killing me with not only kindness but those panty-melting grins that go straight to my core.

      Once we reach my stop, the bus is parked at the curb and waiting. I turn to Shawn, already missing the heat that radiated off our bodies while we walked next to each other.

      “Thanks for making sure I got here safe and sound.” I raise my hand, keeping it low at my side to wave.

      Being this close to him could be deadly for me. He does things to my body that I have yet to comprehend. Until Shawn, I was never that interested in the boys at school. But he is all man.

      He should come with a warning: Standing too close may cause ovaries to combust spontaneously. Too sexy for words and so undeniably hot, I want to touch Shawn every time he is near. I have to keep my hands to myself.

      How the hell am I going to make it until the end of the school year with Shawn staring at me as if I’m his entire world? He doesn’t even know me well enough to look at me this way. But he does, and it only makes me like him more. One kiss. That’s all I’d ever wanted. He knows the truth but cannot prove it. Anything more than me being his tutor would serve as too much of a distraction for us both.

      Shawn remains quiet, which is odd because he always has something to say. Unsure of how to react, I step onto the bus and flash a quick smile in his direction. Not until I reach the back of the bus do I realize why Shawn was so silent. He strolls down the center aisle, his eyes fixed on me the entire time, with a smirk that provokes the strangest urge inside me.

      Even at his size, he’s so graceful and confident, moving with a purpose, as his thick muscles flex beneath his leather jacket. It’s hard not to stare at every inch of this man and too tempting not to study every sculpted curve. He’s a big guy with some meat on him, but in my eyes, Shawn is perfection.

      I let out an exasperated sigh. My heart pounds in my chest, threatening to claw its way out. Every nerve ending in my body comes to life all at once, summoned by the deep hunger for Shawn that aches inside me.

      Nonchalant, he settles into the seat next to me, acting as though he belongs on this bus and that he does this each day with me. It feels so right with him at my side. I have to stop being a coward and tell him I’m the girl, so we can get that part out of the way and finish what we had started at the party.

      Shawn slides across the bench until our thighs touch, and the heat from his body sets my skin on fire. “Funny seeing you here.”

      How can he be so cool and laid back when I’m about to jump out the window? He’s the epitome of cool, and I’m a nervous wreck. This is so not fair.

      I laugh at his comment, and he follows suit.

      “What are you doing, Finch?” I attempt to tap him on the arm with my hand, but he acts fast and grabs hold of my fist before I can land the punch.

      Clutching my hand in his, he rubs his calloused thumb along my soft skin, drawing my attention to how different we are in every way. “My name is Shawn, remember? I don’t want you to call me Finch.”

      “I forgot. I’m so used to everyone calling you that.”

      “As I said before, you are not everyone else.”

      I try my best not to roll my eyes at him and fail. “You’re impossible.”

      He shrugs. “I’ve been called worse.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I glance out the window for a few seconds to give myself a break from our staring contest. When Shawn looks at me, he studies me to the point that I wonder if I have something on my face. He doesn’t miss a single freckle or a pimple with how hard he analyzes me. Shawn is waiting for me to confess. It’s only a matter of time before I accidentally confirm his suspicions.

      What would happen if he knew the truth? Could we be together? Would everything change between us? I don’t want that. Even though this is all new, I like the man I am getting to know through our tutoring sessions, and I don’t want to mess this up.

      After the bus sets off down Broad Street, I muster up enough courage to break the awkward silence between us. “How come you followed me onto the bus?”

      He slides his arm across the back of the bench as if this is also normal, and his fingers linger at the nape of my neck. “Because I told you I would take you home, and I meant every word. What kind of guy would I be if I didn’t keep my promise?”

      “You offered to take me home, and I declined. Big difference.” A wicked grin turns up the corners of my mouth.

      I expect him to say something sarcastic in response. Instead, Shawn takes his other hand and raises it to my face. My skin tingles with each stroke of his thumb, putting me at ease. He has this way about him that causes me to lower my guard around him. When we’re together, he’s just Shawn, the guy who needs a tutor to graduate and is desperately trying to fit in. I love this side to him.

      “Are you always this difficult?” His steel blue eyes pierce a hole through mine, luring me further into his trap.

      “Are you always this touchy?”

      He stops moving, with his fingers still pressed against my jaw, and a sly smile crosses his lips. “No, but I like touching you. Is this not okay?”

      Unsure of how to respond, I nod my approval.

      His eyes never leave mine, not even for a second. It’s intense and alarming. I want to tell him how much I love his hands all over me, how much I loved the way his tongue felt as it tangled with mine. I still have the sensation that ran through my body with each flick of his tongue against my nipples branded into my mind. I have to live with the memory of our night together and leave it at that. Some things are better left unsaid and in the past.

      Part of me fears that I will ruin my perfect memory if this turns into something more. As much as I would like to give in to Shawn and allow him to consume my entire life, I know he will be here one day and gone the next. I cannot set myself up for the impending failure of what could happen between us. Most of all, I don’t want unwanted attention for the rest of the school year all because I kissed a hot football player.

      We stare at each other until Shawn breaks the silence, snapping me out of my daze. “Do you take the bus every day?”

      “Pretty much. I had a car when my dad was alive. I drove to school for the first year, but the summer of his death, my stepmother sold my car. Now, I take the bus everywhere I go.”

      “She sounds like a bitch.” His mouth opens wide, and he bites down on the corner of his mouth. “I mean…I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.”

      I push my hand out to stop him from feeling guilty. “You have no idea how much I hate Clarissa. I call her Bitch Mother behind her back. I’m lucky that she gives me enough money to take the bus. With how much time school takes up, it would be impossible to work on top of the list of chores and tasks she has me do in exchange for paying my tuition.”

      He flinches as if hearing this part of my life causes him physical pain. I never tell anyone about my life because I don’t want their pity. People tend to look at me as a charity case or someone they need to help when they find out about Clarissa.

      Instead of a sympathetic look, Shawn’s face remains unreadable. He squeezes my hand tight and mutters, “That sounds brutal. I’m sorry you have to live that way.”

      “It is what it is.” I turn my head to look out the window. “I don’t mind riding the bus. In fact, I enjoy it. This may sound weird, but the ride home is sometimes peaceful after a long day. Plus, I don’t have to drive myself, which makes it even better. I haven’t driven in so long that when I do, it’s nerve-wracking.”

      The city is so full of life at this hour with all the cars zipping past us as we stop to pick up more passengers along the route. People come and go with each stop, but all I see is Shawn.

      I consider myself lucky that Shawn is sitting next to me on the bus, of all places, and offering to walk me home. Things like this never happen to me. What happens when he finds a replacement for his mystery girl and all of this goes away? I would be devastated because I like him more with each second that passes.

      “I can see that.” He still has my hand in his, stroking my skin softly. “Sitting here with you is relaxing. I may even fall asleep before we get to your house.”

      “The bus doesn’t go all the way to my house.”

      “Then, I guess I had better get my beauty sleep so that I can walk you to your door.” He winks at me and leans his head back. “As your new study buddy, I cannot let anything happen to you.”

      “Technically, we are not studying. I am your tutor. You see, there’s a big difference.”

      “How do you figure? You study with me, therefore making us study buddies. My logic is perfect.”

      “Your logic is flawed,” I counter.

      “Know-it-all,” he shoots back.

      I roll my eyes at him in a playful manner. “You’re not cute so stop acting like it.”

      He holds his hand over his heart, pretending as if I offended him. “You don’t think I’m cute? Have any men ever told you that you are bad for their ego?”

      “Nope, that would require me to talk to men.” As soon as the words leave my lips, I suddenly feel like an ass. Because I am comfortable around Shawn, I keep telling him things I would never admit to anyone.

      “Yeah, right. I’m sure tons of guys follow you around campus.”

      I shake my head. “No, I can’t say that they do. Well, if they do, then I don’t know about it, and that’s just a whole other level of weird and creepy.”

      We both smile before we break out into full-blown laughter. Our conversation is so stupid. For the first time in years, I am laughing and happy. And it’s all because of Shawn.

      “I like you, Ella,” he confesses. “I mean…I like being around you. I hope that doesn’t sound too cheesy or stupid.”

      “Shawn, I told you before that you are not stupid. Stop using that word.”

      “This right here,” he says, tipping up my chin with his index finger, “is why I like you.”

      My ovaries just about burst into a thousand pieces from the devilish look he gives me.

      Shawn Finch is one hot ass hunk of man. The electricity that pulses in the air between us is so palpable anyone around us could feel our energy. We have chemistry, something I never thought I’d have with one of the starting players from our football team. Whatever is happening between us is too strong for me to deny. For either of us to deny.

      With his finger touching my chin, Shawn leans in to test the waters. I remain still in my seat, mostly because my brain shuts down and stops functioning once my sex drive kicks in. My breath catches in my throat, causing my lips to part in response.

      Shawn inches forward, our faces now separated by only a few inches. The heat from his mouth brushes my lips, and my nipples harden in response to his proximity. This is so intimate, erotic, and yet we are in the back of a crowded bus, completely unfazed by the people surrounding us.

      Then, it dawns on me that we cannot kiss. One kiss is all it will take for Shawn to know for sure that I am the masked girl from the party. Before I confess, I have to see if there is something more than the sexual chemistry between us. I need to know we have something real and worth exposing to the world.

      He misses the hesitation in my demeanor. Shawn’s hand falls to the back of my head, and his fingers thread through my hair, pulling me closer to him. Our lips are almost touching by the time it hits me we have gone too far. I never know what to say in most scenarios. I am in uncharted water, making me even more unprepared than ever before.

      His lips graze mine, and he’s about to take my bottom lip into his mouth when I blurt, “I’m a virgin!”

      I knew I had to say something that would make me less attractive, but I want to kick my ass for saying something so personal about myself in public. People are now staring us because I was much louder than I had realized.

      He pulls back from me, sinking further into his seat, and his hand lowers from my face in the process. “Huh.” That’s all he says for at least thirty seconds before I begin to panic.

      “Say something,” I command because I have no idea what else there is to say after shouting that I’m a virgin in front of everyone.

      “What’s there to say? You’re a virgin.” His deep voice lowers almost to a whisper. “Are you trying to scare me away? Because it’s not going to work.”

      “I thought you should know, so you don’t have any expectations.”

      “Up until a minute ago, the only expectation I had was that you would kiss me back. I meant it when I said that I like you. Considering we barely know each other, I like you a lot more than I should.”

      “I know what you mean,” I mutter, “because I feel it, too.” My words bring a smile to his handsome face until I finish, “What about your mystery girl? Are you giving up on her?”

      I mention her to see if Shawn is still serious about the other girl. While I feel guilty for not admitting we are the same person, I just told him, along with everyone in Philadelphia that I’m a virgin, to kill the mood. I also did it to keep him from liking me. Too bad my plan backfired. That seems to happen a lot with Shawn.

      Once we reach my second stop, where I have to wait for another bus, Shawn gets up and helps me out of my chair and into the aisle. We walk toward the front with his big hands cupping my shoulders, guiding me to the exit. He makes me feel safe and more secure than I have felt in a while.

      Don’t get used to this.

      The guilt that comes from withholding this information from him cause the bile to rise from my stomach. But I have to keep this to myself, even if it’s only for a short while. The less he knows about me, the better, although I fear I have told him too much.

      Shawn forced himself into my life by joining me for the ride home, and I let him in. Once he sees the other side of me, the girl who cooks and cleans after her evil stepfamily, Shawn will not like the version he has built up in his mind as his perfect girl. I guess I should give him more credit, but it’s hard after having so much heartbreak in my life.

      Shawn thanks the driver as we get off the bus and steers me toward the group of people sitting on benches, either talking amongst themselves or playing on their cell phones.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I say, apprehensive. “I will be okay getting home on my own. It’s freezing outside, the streets are starting to ice up, and I have two more buses until I get to my house.”

      At my side, and standing off to a weird angle, Shawn hooks his arm around me and pulls me into him with the other. “It’s cold, you are not wearing a decent jacket, and there are weirdos out here. I’m walking you to your front door. End of discussion. Try and stop me from getting on each bus with you.” He says the last part under his breath. I already caused a scene once tonight. We don’t need him making another.

      “But I can stop you from walking me home,” I counter.

      “No, you can’t.” He says against the shell of my ear, the warmth of his breath leeching into my cold skin. “Nothing is stopping me from sharing the sidewalk with you.”

      “They have a term for that,” I say, chuckling to myself.

      He tightens his grip around my stomach. “Oh, yeah, and what’s that?”

      I smile up at him. “They call it stalking. If you weren’t failing your law classes, you would know that.”

      He laughs at my comment. “I was right about one thing.”

      “Uh-huh. What were you right about?”

      “You are a know-it-all and a fucking sexy one, too.”

      I don’t mention the mystery girl again, mostly because it’s pointless to lead him in other directions when he was dead right about me all along. Instead, I return his smile and tilt my head back so that our eyes meet in the darkness, enjoying the moment.
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      Shawn

      

      Ella’s house is not a family home but an estate set on a massive lot that spans farther than the eye can see.

      Tall shrubs wall off each side of the property, serving as an extension of the gate that creates a private oasis. When she said her father was rich, I had no idea she comes from this kind of money. And here I thought Ella was more like me than the rest of the students at Strickland University.

      Well, I suppose the fact she has to take three buses to and from school each day makes her more like me, despite her family’s overwhelming wealth. For rich people, they sure have neglected the place. Even in the dark, it’s easy to see the brick is crumbling in certain places, vines twist up the white pillars that hold up the porch, and the front steps are in desperate need of repair.

      When my foot hits the second step, the wooden board is so loose I almost lose my balance, which causes me to pull Ella tight against my side to keep us both from falling. This place is deceptive. From the street, the grounds and the mansion situated on them remind me of a small palace. But up close, you see all the cracks in the foundation along with every imperfection.

      Ella bites down on her bottom lip, before meeting my gaze. “Thanks again for doing this. I appreciate you walking me all the way to the door. You didn’t have to take this much time out of your schedule just to make sure I got home okay.”

      “I like taking the bus with you. It was the most fun I’ve had in a long time,” I confess, meaning every word.

      She taps me on the arm and laughs. “Stop it. We both know that is a lie.”

      I shake my head. “Nope, it’s the truth. It was nice to have someone drive me around for once. I also had the chance to enjoy the company of a beautiful woman. It was a win-win for me.”

      Ella turns her head away from me, her cheeks growing redder by the second. This girl does not know how to take a compliment at all, which makes her even more attractive in my eyes. Most of the chicks I encounter at school fish for compliments, while Ella acts as though she’s never had a guy hit on her in her life. She has no idea how to react whenever I say anything nice about her.

      How is a girl this gorgeous so unaware of her beauty?

      Ella glances at the glass front door, nervous and afraid as if someone is watching us from inside. After hearing stories about her stepmother on the ride here, spying on Ella sounds par for the course. I wish there were another way for her to get what she wants and still have a normal life apart from her family.

      Once her eyes meet mine, she smiles, and I return her sweet gesture. Ella takes my breath away.

      Holding her gaze, I wonder if she will let me kiss her, or if she will blurt out that she’s a virgin again just to keep me from going any further. While I wasn’t the least bit shocked that Ella is so pure, I also wasn’t expecting her to confess something so personal in front of complete strangers. For a girl who seems to have her entire life mapped out, she’s often unpredictable and full of surprises.

      Should I make a move again? Am I stupid for thinking this is a good idea to pursue my tutor? What about the masked girl ?

      The verdict is still out on whether she and Ella are one in the same. Ella sounds like her, has the same denim colored eyes that lured me in the first time, and she even has the same laugh. Her soft features and flawless pale skin also match the girl in my mind as well as the one in the picture on my cell phone.

      For the life of me, I cannot see Ella hanging out at a fraternity house on a Saturday night, especially after hearing about the rules her stepmother enforces. Her stepmother doesn’t want her to date out of fear she might get pregnant, forcing her to pay for another child. From the sounds of it, she cares more about losing her live-in maid than the risk of Ella becoming pregnant.

      If she knew Ella at all, she would know that she’s not the type to spread her legs for someone she doesn’t know, even though it sure as hell seemed as if she were ready to give herself to me at the party. Things went a little farther than either of us had planned in the back hallway of my house. I don’t regret a single thing, and if Ella is the girl, I imagine she shares my opinion.

      Ella edges away from me, her fingers slipping from my grip, answering my question about wanting to kiss me. If only she would let me kiss her, so I can call off my search party and give back the gold charm.

      My mom always told me that I would know when I found the right girl. Her advice was always on point, and this time is no different. We have an undeniable attraction to one another, but what I have with Ella is more than lust. What we share is a deep-seated connection so real it’s like electricity dancing between us, like two live wires fused together to create a perfect charge.

      With other women, I hadn’t felt anything more than an itch I’d needed to scratch. But, with Ella, our bond is so much stronger and meaningful.

      “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow at the library,” I mutter, peeling my hand from her side.

      Before she can respond, the gates at the end of the long driveway open with a loud groan, as if the metal is grinding together. A car comes flying up toward the house, the headlights illuminating the dark path. Ella stills at my side, and the life drains from her face.

      I hook my arm around Ella’s back and bring her into my chest. “You okay?”

      “I’m sorry for what is about to happen,” she chokes out.

      With the dark tint on the windows, I have trouble making out the passengers inside the car. Music cranks through the speakers of the Mercedes, and a pop beat fills the silent air.

      “Why are you sorry? I won’t let whoever is in the car hurt you.”

      “You can’t protect me from them, Shawn. I wish you could but…” Her voice trails off once the driver and passenger doors fling open.

      Whoever has Ella so afraid causes her to tremble, her fear shaking through me. I have nerves of steel, not the least bit phased by the threat. I prepare myself for the worst-case scenario until two girls get out the car and slam the doors shut. They walk side-by-side, chatting about a boy and completely unaware we are standing on the porch, listening to every word.

      Even in the darkness, despite their faces not yet visible, their voices sound familiar. Once they come out from the shadows and into the light that shines through the front door, I get a good look at them. Natasha and Anastasia Rivers stop dead in their tracks and stare up at Ella and me.

      What the hell are they doing at Ella’s house? Now, I’m even more confused than I was before.

      “Finch,” Anastasia says, throwing her dark hair over her shoulder. “Is that you?”

      “Oh my God, what are you doing here?” Natasha adds. “How did you know where we lived?”

      My mouth widens in shock when I realize they are Ella’s stepsisters who live to torture her. Not that I liked either of them before, but knowing they are responsible for so much of Ella’s pain causes a rush of anger to flood through my veins. While Ella looks as though she wants to jump out of her skin, I am fuming and dying to say something to the girls on her behalf. But I know she would not want my help. She would want me to keep my mouth shut out of fear it would only make her situation worse.

      The sisters have a quick conversation amongst themselves where they ask each other if one of their sorority sisters had given out their address. Their discussion lasts a few seconds, before their focus shifts back to me. I get a quick smile from them, but once their eyes land on Ella, their mouths twist in disgust.

      Anastasia stands up straight and fixes the bag on her shoulder, ignoring Ella. “You came all the way over here to see us, Finch. That’s too sweet.”

      Without hesitation, I say, “I’ didn’t come here to see you.”

      She turns to look at her sister. “So, you’re here for Natasha?”

      “No,” I correct, “I’m here with Ella, your other sister.”

      They both scowl at the same time, but it’s Natasha who speaks first. “Puh-lease, she is not our sister. Gross. How dare you call her that?”

      “The feeling is mutual,” Ella blurts out, pushing her hands onto her hips. A minute ago, she looked terrified, but now, she’s bold, more like the girl I have come to know over the past week.

      “No, seriously, what are you doing here?” Anastasia says, her tone demanding an answer.

      These girls are bullies dressed in designer clothes with too much makeup caked on their faces.

      “I brought Ella home. Do you have a problem with it?”

      Anastasia gives me a look of death, while Natasha huffs, blowing a chunk of dark hair in front of her face. It’s obvious they want to say something. Instead, they hook onto each other and blow past us and into the house.

      “I’m sorry,” I say to Ella.

      “You didn’t do anything but stand up to them for me.”

      “Yeah, but by doing so, they will give you hell when I’m gone. I didn’t mean to interfere.”

      Ella closes the distance between us and slips her fingers beneath my jacket, warming my skin with her touch. “Thank you, Shawn. I appreciate you defending me. Some days, they are like tyrants. It’s frustrating always having to deal with them alone. If you didn’t speak up, they probably would have stood out here and embarrassed me until you left.”

      “There’s nothing they could say about you that I wouldn’t like.” I smile, holding her gaze, and take her face in my hand. “So far, I like everything about you, Ella Fitzgerald.”

      “You’re almost too good to be true,” she breathes.

      Unsure how to respond, I continue stroking her jaw with my fingers and take in her beauty. She’s the girl. With every ounce of my being, I feel it in my bones. If only she would allow me to kiss her, so I can prove that I am right about my theory.
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      Ella

      

      Once I convince Shawn to leave, so that I can deal with my stepsisters, I wait a minute for him to walk down the long driveway before I step inside the house.

      He was worried about the wrath of Bitch and Bitchier. But I can handle them. I was terrified when they found us together alone on the steps. I lucked out with them stomping off into the house before they said something to humiliate me.

      Natasha and Anastasia are waiting for me in the sitting room with Clarissa, the three of them standing next to each other with their hands on their hips, staring at me in anger.

      Clarissa tips her head up at the ceiling with every ounce of arrogance and authority she always projects. Her daughters are no better, giving me their usual self-entitled resting bitch faces. I should have thought things through before I had invited Shawn onto the property. After sharing so much of our pasts on the bus rides over, I lowered my guard more than I should.

      While I appreciate Shawn standing up to my stepsisters, I have no doubt they will make me pay for every word he spoke against them. I imagine he sees them often enough that they could torment us both, though I’m not so sure what they would do that could affect him the same as me. I have to live with them, which is a big difference.

      “You know the rules, Ella,” Clarissa says in an angry tone, despite the calm in her voice.

      Even when Clarissa is ready to blow a gasket, she never shows it. That alone makes her more menacing. How does she manage to stay in control all the time? It must be how she’d fooled my father. He had no idea he was marrying the woman I know. She was nicer when he was alive. Now, she’s cold and calculated and does everything with a purpose, one that usually ends badly for me.

      “Yes, I know,” I mutter, staring down at the floor, deflated. “I’m sorry. It will not happen again.”

      Why do the best nights with Shawn have to end like this? I hate them so much I wish I could break free from their constant harassment.

      “You’re right. It won’t happen again because you are grounded.”

      My mouth widens in shock, as I stare at Clarissa.

      “I didn’t mean anything by bringing him here. I wasn’t planning to invite him inside. He only offered to see me home.”

      “You are not allowed to have guests. It’s bad enough that you sneak off to see that old woman next door when you think I am not paying attention, but it is another to bring a strange boy to my house. There are rules for a reason. You seem to like breaking them, so I have no choice to punish you, Ella.”

      How does she know about my visits with Mrs. Feighry?

      With my schedule, I haven’t had much time to escape for an hour to have tea with Mrs. F, even though I make it a point to stop by on my way home from school to check on her.

      “I’m almost twenty-two years old and not a child anymore.” The words roll off my tongue with so much hatred for this woman. If I had a superpower, I would use it make her disappear along with her wicked daughters.

      “You live under my roof, which means you follow my rules unless you want to move out. That’s an option.” She wrinkles her nose at me as if I am beneath her and snorts. “I’m sure you would last all of two seconds on your own.”

      “Natasha and Anastasia are allowed to have friends and boyfriends over,” I counter.

      I hate when their friends come to visit. I’m forced to stay in my room, making me feel even more like a prisoner than I already do.

      Natasha rolls her eyes and growls, “Mind your own business, Little Orphan Ella.”

      My blood boils from the nickname she reserves for when she’s pissed, which is more often than not. It reminds me of everything I have lost and all that I have left. Nothing and no one. Natasha uses it against me because she knows how to hurt me most. They all do.

      With my hands balled into fists at my sides, I lock eyes with Clarissa. A beat passes between us before I muster up enough courage to speak again. No matter how much I want to act out, I have to stay strong until the end of the school year. I lasted this long without my father, and I can make it another three months. All I have to do is follow her orders. Natasha and Anastasia are complications added to the mix, but I can deal with them.

      “How long is my punishment?” I ask Clarissa to her satisfaction.

      The corner of her mouth curls upward into a lopsided smirk. She lives to win and wins she does. I have no power here, and she knows it. Because of that, she uses it to her advantage. “Let’s start with this weekend and go from there.”

      “But—” I whine, stopping myself before I can mention the football game. They cannot know that Tori had invited me to the first playoff game for the Strickland Senators. I hadn’t even mentioned it to Shawn, thinking I would show up and surprise him on the sidelines. Now, that plan is out the window. So much for having some fun before college ends.

      “No buts. What I say goes in this house, and my punishment is final.”

      If these bitches have anything to do with it, I will be stuck here, washing floors and reading books in the attic for the rest of my life, all while they spend my father’s money. I wish I could find a way to make them pay for everything they have done and continue to do to me.

      I don’t bother to answer Clarissa and ignore my stepsister’s victorious smiles.

      “You can go now,” Clarissa says in a hushed but icy cold tone.

      I walk away without as much as a nod, and Clarissa calls out from behind me. “And don’t forget to have our breakfast ready by seven o’clock. I have an early appointment that I cannot miss.”

      I keep going, as fast as my feet will allow, up the two flights of stairs and into my bedroom. Do not cry, I tell myself, doing my best not to fall apart. Most days, it takes everything I have left inside to keep them from getting the best of me. Today is not the day. Clarissa will not defeat me. I will not allow her to win.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After a horrible night of sleep, I rode my usual three buses to school, had my usual classes with Tori, ate my usual lunch out of a brown paper bag outside the library, and then proceeded to the tutoring center, as per the usual. I have my entire life planned out, no different from one day to the next. But the much-needed and welcome change is Shawn, who is already waiting when I step inside the room. There is nothing typical about him.

      He peeks up from his textbook when I pull out the chair next to him. His smile lights his entire face and reaches up to his steel blue eyes. I could stare at his face forever, get lost in those eyes, and stay warm in his arms.

      I take off my jacket and slip it over the back of the chair, my heart beating out of my chest. Shawn makes me so nervous, despite how comfortable I am around him at times. All of this is new for me. And I doubt I will ever get used to the way Shawn stares at me as if he too could get lost in my eyes.

      “Hey,” he mutters, pushing my chair into the table after I sit down. “How did everything go last night?”

      I shrug my bag off my shoulder and set it on the table to retrieve a notepad and pen. “I’m grounded, nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “Because of me?” I can hear both the shock and disappointment in his tone. He touches my forearm, stroking my skin with his fingers. “I’m sorry, Ella. I didn’t mean for you to get in trouble. This is all my fault.”

      I shake my head and flip open the notebook, taking the pen in my hand. “None of this is your fault. I knew you weren’t allowed at my house, yet I didn’t tell you to go until it was too late. I don’t regret anything about last night.” A beat passes between us for a second before I continue, “Well, I regret telling you one thing, but other than that, I stand by my decisions.”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me, confused at first. “What do you regret?” It takes him a few seconds before he catches on, now remembering my confession about my virginity. “Oh, right.”

      “Yup, that,” I add, making a goofy face at him to lighten the mood.

      “For the record, being a virgin is not something to be ashamed of, Ella. You should be proud of the fact that you didn’t give it up to an asshole like me in some dark corner of a frat house.”

      “You’re not an asshole, Shawn, far from it.”

      “I’m not the kind of guy a girl like you would ever want.”

      With his hand still covering mine, I feel his pulse quicken. He’s nervous, and so am I.

      “That’s not true,” I confess. “You’re the kind of guy every girl wants. Stop being so modest. Girls throw themselves at you all the time. You have no shortage of takers when it comes to sex.”

      “But I want more than just sex.”

      Did I hear him correctly?

      I’m afraid to ask, but I want to know the answer. “If not sex, then what do you want?”

      He leans in, our mouths only a few inches apart. “I want you.” His breath grazes my lips, sending chills down my spine.

      Being this close to Shawn causes my heart to pound, clawing its way out of my chest.

      “You want me?” I point my finger at my chest, still confused by his declaration. “What about your mystery girl?”

      Slowly, he sits back in his chair, staring down at our hands intertwined, thinking over my comment. Even though I’m the girl he’s on a mission to find, I have to keep my mouth shut. When the time is right, I will reveal my identity to Shawn.

      By the way his lips part, he looks as though he wants to say something. Instead, we sit there in silence for close to a minute, even though it seems much longer.

      “There’s just something about you,” Shawn says, rubbing his hand over mine. “I wish I could put my finger on it.”

      I know what he means because I feel the same way about him. Instead of acknowledging his comment, I peel my hand from beneath his and slide the textbook between us. “We should start on your next assignment. You’re already behind in this class, and I promised I would help you get your grades up.”

      Shawn smiles at me, and then his eyes fall to the book. I follow suit and begin marking off the pages he needs to read to understand the law discussion for this week.

      “Read this,” I say, moving the book in front of him. I sink back in my chair and tap the pen on the table. “I need to see how you interpret the situation described on the next few pages to figure out how much we need to go over before we can begin.”

      “All business and no fun,” Shawn says with a sexy smirk, his eyes pointed down at the table.

      “All fun and no business is how you ended up in this mess in the first place,” I counter.

      He peeks up at me from beneath his brows and runs a hand through his short blond hair. “At least it led me to you.”

      My breath catches in my throat, forcing me to cough. “Eyes on the prize.”

      “I’m already looking at it,” he challenges.

      I raise my hand to Shawn’s forehead and feel his skin. “You must be coming down with something.” As I move my hand from his face, I wink, and he laughs.

      “You know, it’s days like this that make me like you even more.”

      My stomach knots, the bile rising from the back of my throat. What do I say in return?

      Finch always knows the right things to say because guys like him can sweet talk a girl out of their clothes and into their bed as if it’s their job. He says he wants me, but I have trouble believing him.

      For now, he just likes the idea of me or even the idea of his masked girl. Like most men, he only wants what he cannot have. And he knows I’m a virgin. That fact alone could make me even more desirable to a guy who wants to add another notch to their headboard. But it’s Finch or should I say, Shawn? In my mind, he’s still Finch, the unattainable football hottie I salivated over from afar. Now, he’s the man of my dreams and the one person who could make me believe in love once again if everything he says is true.

      How long could anything between us last? He’ll be off to play in the NFL in no time, and where would that leave me? I’m not trophy wife material. Not that I should even be thinking of things so permanent when all we have done is kiss and make out in the hallway at his house. But I have to think more long term after all the years I spent planning my escape from Hell House.

      “What are you doing after this?” He asks when I don’t respond to his comment.

      “The usual.” I shrug against the wooden chair. “I’ll hang out here until it’s time to go home, grab a soda at the SAC, and then repeat my nightly routine.”

      “Do you want some company again?”

      “No, but thank you for asking. Clarissa grounded me until who knows when, and I’d rather not do anything else to provoke my stepmother before she ends my punishment.”

      He shakes his head, annoyed, and maybe even a little angry. “You are way too old for punishments. If she paid your tuition for the rest of the year, then why don’t you leave now and get away from your stepmother?”

      “I wish it were that simple, Shawn.” He has no idea how much I would love that to be true. “Where would I go? How would I get to school without Clarissa’s money?”

      “But it’s your money. Is it not?” He scoots his chair until our thighs are touching and we’re sitting arm to arm. “Couldn’t you use your legal mind to find a way to get some of the money your father left to your stepmother?”

      “I talked to some of my law professors about my situation, and they all agree that the estate legally passed to Clarissa, and I am entitled to nothing. I could fight it if I had something in writing from my dad, but he left nothing behind but me.”

      He cups his hand on my shoulder, the heat from his skin leeching into mine, as he locks onto me. “There must be some other way. I wish I could help you, Ella.”

      “I know you do, Shawn, and I appreciate everything. But some things are not meant to be.”

      Like us, I want to say.

      Before he can respond, the librarian comes up behind us and clears her throat. “No touching, please. Keep your hands to yourself, Mr. Finch.”

      Holding back my laughter, I turn just enough to see Mrs. Potter scowling down at us.

      “You should know better, Ella. I expect more from you.”

      “Yes, of course,” I say, deflated.

      “Sorry, it won’t happen again.” Shawn slides his hand off my shoulder and places it on his lap under the table. But his eyes tell me something different. It will happen again.

      The school frowns upon fraternizing with students during tutoring hours. As Shawn’s tutor, it’s my job to help him study—not help him get a boner. He should probably stop wearing track pants when he’s around me. Just seeing his pants tent every time he touches me causes my nipples to harden. I share his desire.

      But I’m supposed to be the one in charge here and in control of this situation. Shawn has made me blind to everything, including my responsibilities. He could be my greatest weakness if I allow it.
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      Ella

      

      After school, I head to the SAC to grab my usual drink for the ride home.

      But Shawn is not at the table where his friends meet for dinner. All of his teammates are there with the usual group of sorority girls and cheerleaders draped over some of their arms. Natasha and Anastasia are at the end of the table with the Queen Bitch of Kappa, Harper Connelly. She’s even more of a bitch than my stepsisters if that’s even possible.

      I shuffle through the cafeteria, fixing myself a hot chocolate in a hurry. The last thing I need is for my stepsisters to spot me. I lucked out that they weren’t here the time Tori had called me over to sit with them. But they have been here every time since, so when I stop by, I glance at Shawn from a distance. He smiles in acknowledgment when he sees me, knowing not to cause a scene that will draw attention.

      Since the night Shawn followed me home, I have endured more torture than normal from my sisters, forcing me to miss the playoff game. It was supposed to be one weekend, but Clarissa has yet to lift her punishment. She likes having me there twenty-four seven to cater to her. At least I have school and Shawn. I like that we have our somewhat private tutoring sessions because it gives us time away from his usual crowds. But I worry what will happen when Shawn learns of the secret I have kept from him.

      Scanning the room, I keep my fingers crossed and find no sign of Shawn anywhere. He’s a big guy and hard to miss.

      In a few short weeks, Shawn has somehow managed to suck me in and claim my heart in the process. It beats faster when he’s around. My pulse quickens, and I have trouble catching my breath. Even though we only parted ways over an hour ago, I was hoping to see him. The more time we spend together in the tutoring center, the more I like being around him.

      I should not enjoy his company this much. But Shawn is too charming not to like. With each day that passes, I find it difficult not to fall for him.

      Full of surprises, I find Shawn propped up against the covered booth at my bus stop, with his hands shoved into the pockets of his winter jacket. It’s February and cold enough outside to turn into ice, yet Finch is here, smiling at me as if he’s not freezing his ass off. Winters in Philly are sometimes mild, but this year has been worse than others.

      I raise my eyebrows at him in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

      “I noticed you didn’t have any winter gloves earlier,” he says, moving closer.

      I glance down at the hot chocolate warming my hands and smile at his sweet gesture. “You didn’t have to do that, you know.”

      “I also wanted to make sure you got home okay.”

      “I told you before that is not necessary, Shawn. I’m sure you have better things to do than taking six buses tonight.”

      “Nope, I’m right where I want to be.” He removes his hand from his pocket and offers it to me.

      “How did you know I forgot my gloves at home?”

      Shawn pulls a pair of gloves out of his pocket and holds them in his palm, waiting for me to accept. “I spotted you power walking across campus earlier.”

      “Power walking? I doubt I was doing that.”

      I laugh and take the gloves from him. But that leaves him without a pair of his own, and I feel guilty because I have the hot chocolate to keep me warm. He has nothing but a thin jacket.

      “It sure looked like you were from where I was standing,” he counters with a devious grin.

      “Do you make it a habit of following me around?”

      “I wasn’t stalking you,” he quips.

      “I kinda like stalkers,” I joke, grinning up at him, “especially ones as cute as you.”

      An awkward silence passes between before he says, “You think I’m cute?”

      I roll my eyes and take a sip from my cup. “You know you’re cute. It’s not like this is news to you, Shawn. We already had this discussion about how all the girls on campus talk about you.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “What do they say about me?”

      Regretting my words, I take a second to think it over by sipping from the hot chocolate warming my hand. “All good things,” I mutter. “Tori says you’re one of the good ones.”

      He rubs his hands together and then breathes into them for warmth. “See, I knew I liked Tori for a reason.”

      “You should wear them,” I say, standing so close my chest is almost touching his stomach. “I will be fine.”

      He peels the gloves from my hand and slides my fingers into them. “I’m used to the cold. I play football in this kind of weather. You are wearing my gloves whether you like it or not.”

      Out of fear I will seem ungrateful, I accept his offer. His hands are so big that mine look like a child’s in comparison and the material bunches up in different places. Once he has my fingers situated inside the holes, he takes my hands and shoves them into his coat pocket along with his. This is so intimate and unlike anything I have ever experienced with another man. So far, my sexual history only involves Shawn. My lack of experience doesn’t help much since I have nothing to compare. But Shawn is most definitely boyfriend material.

      The more I discount him, the more he does something that I least expect, luring me further into his trap. He has my mind and body under a spell, his magic working deep within me, capturing me in ways I had never thought possible.

      “I cannot let you get on the bus with me again.” I peek up at him, and he squeezes my hands.

      “You can’t stop me, Ella. In fact, I would like to see you try.” His sexy smirk ignites a fire beneath my skin that causes my cheeks to flush, and this time, it’s not from the cold.

      “Are you going to make it a habit of riding the bus home with me every night.”

      He nods. “As long as I don’t have practice or a fraternity event, I plan on it.”

      I grunt in frustration. “I don’t want to be the reason your grades slip even more.”

      “Well, you see, that’s where you are wrong. I plan to use this time to study and do my homework. Do you have any idea how loud it is at my house? I live with sixty dudes, most of whom are partying half the time and could care less about school.”

      “I guess I will believe it when I see it, but I like the sound of you studying outside of our sessions.”

      The bus pulls up at the curb in front of us, ending our conversation. Shawn removes our hands from his pockets and presses a palm to my back, guiding me toward the bus, as the doors open.

      He leans down, and his lips graze the shell of my ear. “Just so you know, I’m not that easy to get rid of, so I hope you like the company.”

      I tilt my head back so that our eyes meet and smile. “I would love the company, and I would also like to see you pass your classes.”

      He clamps his other hand down on my shoulder and kisses my forehead. At this moment, we don’t need words to convey our feelings.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Shawn is a man of his word. From the night at the bus stop forward, he waited at the cafeteria to join me for the ride home. He never walked with me up my driveway again, but just knowing he was there was all I had needed to get through another night at Hell House. Too bad we’re weeks into our sessions, and I am still grounded. Clarissa lives to torture me and that she does so well.

      School and my daily appointments with Shawn are all I have to keep going. I look forward to class more than I ever had in the past. Before it was an escape from my house, and to some extent, it still is. But now, things are different. Seeing Shawn every day brings a smile to my face. He makes my miserable existence bearable and gives me something I never had before—hope.

      Sitting side by side in the back of the tutoring center with Shawn, my heart speeds up when his fingers graze mine on the table. The energy that fills the void between us is so palpable everyone in the room can probably feel it, too.

      I gave Shawn a reading assignment now that we are ahead of schedule. He passed his last few quizzes and projects. As his tutor, I’m so proud of him. But, as his whatever we are to each other, I am ecstatic beyond words. Who would have thought that meeting each other would be good for us both? I had disregarded a relationship with Shawn because I thought were bad for one another. It turns out I was wrong.

      “Okay, I’m done.” Shawn sits back in his chair and looks at me. His expression is unreadable. “What’s next, Boss Lady?” He gives me the most adorable wink that causes my skin to tingle without him even touching me.

      “I’d like to see how you did on your Constitutional Law test.”

      His eyes glaze over, and he turns his head away from me. I assume it’s because he failed until he removes the paper from his bag and slides it in front of me. My eyes widen when I see a big A scribbled in the top right-hand corner.

      “You did it, Shawn. Congratulations! I’m so proud of you.” Without thinking, I reach over and wrap my arms around him.

      He hugs me back, holding me tight, and my skin pricks with tiny bumps that go straight up my arms. “Thanks, Ella,” he breathes against my ear, causing a chill to go down my spine. “This is all because of you.”

      I sit back just enough slip from his embrace, settling into my chair before Mrs. Potter comes over again and tells us about the no touching rule again.

      “No, it’s because you cracked down and put the time and effort into your classes. How many people would take six buses every night just to get some peace to study?”

      “That’s not the only reason I ride the bus,” he says, flashing me a boyish grin. “If you weren’t on it, I would probably go to the library or Broad Street Beans.”

      “Well, I doubt you would get much accomplished sitting in the middle of a crowded coffee shop, but the library sounds like a good idea to me.”

      “But then I wouldn’t get to enjoy the company of a beautiful woman, now would I?”

      My cheeks flush from his words. “Will you stop that already? I think you just like embarrassing me.”

      “No, you just don’t know how to take a compliment.” He lifts my chin with his finger so that our eyes meet. “You need to learn how to take a compliment because you are beautiful, and you should have someone tell you so every day.”

      “Shawn,” I mutter, unable to breathe with his hand on my face. I can’t even finish my train of thought.

      What was I even planning to say? Who knows?

      Words fail me with Shawn this close. H’s fully aware of this fact. Sometimes, I swear he does this on purpose to throw me off my game. Under normal circumstances, I would be composed, more like the Ella I project to the world.

      But around Shawn, I am a completely different person. I act like myself, something that doesn’t come easy with strangers, and I sure as hell am not myself at home. One wrong move and my punishments increase, the work getting harder each time I cross either my stepsisters or Clarissa.

      “Ella, listen to me,” he says softly. “You are beautiful. Get used to hearing it because I plan to tell you how beautiful you are every day until the end of the school year.”

      Then, it hits me. This situation is temporary, with the expiration inevitable. We graduate in sixty days. Even if Finch fell head over heels in love with me in that short amount of time, he has scouts from the NFL looking at him. He has a future that does not include me. After graduation, I will be nothing more than the girl who helped him pass his classes so that he could move on with his life.

      “Shawn, you have to stop telling me that.”

      “Why? It’s the truth.”

      “Because this is not real. You only like me because of how much time we spend together.”

      “Time has nothing to do with how I feel about you, Ella. I don’t make a habit of saying things I don’t mean, and I wouldn’t spend four hours on buses every night if I weren't crazy about you.”

      “I thought you take the bus to study,” I challenge.

      “I do it because of you. From the second we met, I felt this strange attachment to you. I like being around you, I like touching you, I like studying with you, and I want to kiss you almost every second I am with you. Is it that hard to believe that I could like you?”

      “Well, yes, I guess it is hard for me to wrap my head around everything. You walk around campus with girls who look like super models. Whether you realize it or not, you have a type, and I do not fit into that box.”

      “Don’t you see? The fact you don’t fit into a certain mold is why I like you.”

      “I’m not sure how I’m supposed to take that, Shawn.”

      He sits back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest, mulling over his next response. “Is this what all smart girls do? Overthink everything. This conversation did not go as I had planned.”

      “How you planned?”

      He nods, his face somewhat deflated. “I thought of what I would say to you for the last week.” Shawn tugs at his shirt, and a gold chain breaks free from beneath the material.

      Startled by the heart charm at the end of its length, I gasp at the sight of my father’s half of the golden heart. Instinctively, I reach for it, my eyes wide and in shock. Even though I knew Shawn had the charm, I wasn’t expecting to see it hanging around his neck.

      He grabs my hand before I can touch the gold and feel what I have lost between my fingers. “I was right,” he mutters, staring down at our hands.

      I shake free from his grip, desperate for an escape. “I…uh…” I stammer and get up from the chair. “I’ll be back.”

      He knows. How stupid of me to react in such a way. Timing is everything, and the timing of this situation is not right. I wanted it to be perfect. Now, things are awkward and weird and not what I was expecting.

      Shawn pushes out from the table, about to stand, when I set my hand down on his shoulder to keep him in place. He stills, staring up at me with wide eyes and a hopeful smile.

      “I have to run upstairs and grab a copy of the American Bar Association’s Model Rules of Professional Conduct. I will be right back.”

      Without giving him time to respond, I walk away from our table, a nervous wreck. My entire body is on fire and trembling with each step I take out of the room. I know the Bar Association rules by heart and don’t need the book to help him pass this class. But I do need a break, so I can collect my thoughts and consider what I have done.

      Shawn knows, and now that he does, where do we go from here?
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      Shawn

      

      My suspicions about Ella were one hundred percent accurate. Ella is my masked beauty.

      After all my efforts to find the girl, she has been sitting next to me on the bus and in the library for over three weeks.

      Why didn’t she say something to me? Ella, my sweet innocent, beautiful tutor, who I can’t help but fall slowly for every day is the girl. How could she keep this from me? She even went as far as to mention the masked girl to me. Was it to gauge my response? Was she testing me? Did she want me to give up and move on with another girl on campus? I’m so confused by her reaction. She got up and walked away so fast I hadn’t had the time to stop her from leaving.

      Unsure of where to find the American Bar Association Model Rules of Professional Conduct, I ask the librarian, who tells me to check the reference section on the third floor. I should wait for Ella to come back because chasing after her once again might cause her to go into hiding. Why else would she withhold her identity? She did not give me enough credit and had disregarded how serious I am about her.

      Once I reach the third floor, I stop at the top of the steps and look around, the stacks going back as far as I can see. I consider yelling to find Ella faster, but then, I remember the rules of the library and think better of it. Glancing at the titles on the ends of each shelf, I walk between the tall mahogany bookcases, weaving in and out of each aisle, in search of Ella. I was always chasing after Ella, only this time things are different between us.

      The girl I was so desperate to find has become more to me than I had ever imagined. When I had set out on this quest, I was certain I would never find her, though I had hoped my efforts had a purpose.

      Who would have thought my inability to keep my shit together would lead me to the girl of my dreams?

      Clutching the chain around my neck, I lift it over my head and hold Ella’s charm in my palm. Obviously, this means something to her. After a solid minute or two of combing through the stacks, I find Ella with her back against the shelf, staring down at the book she has open in her hand. I come to a halt in front of her. She bites down on her bottom lip, nervous. Not until I hold up the gold chain and dangle the charm in front of her face does she peek up from the pages.

      Her eyes are watery and red as if she was up here crying. “Are you mad at me? I can take it if you are…” Her words die off in her throat from the sobs that escape her lips.

      I lower the chain to my side and stroke her jaw with my other hand. She leans into me, allowing me to caress her face. “Why didn’t you say something, Ella? I have been looking for you for weeks.”

      “I’m sorry,” she mutters, her voice soft and low. “I didn’t want you to be disappointed.”

      “Why would I be disappointed?”

      “Because I’m not the kind of girl you would normally date. I like spending time with you, and I didn’t want to ruin what we had between us. I was afraid if you knew the truth you would switch tutors or start acting weird, and well, I couldn’t handle that. I cannot lose you. I have lost too many things in my life.”

      Her words fill me with so many emotions, but sadness is the one I feel most. “You had me from the start. There is nothing you could say or do that would make me change my mind about you.” I open up my palm and hold out the charm. “I think this belongs to you.”

      She takes the charm from me and unhooks the clasp, sliding the metal into her palm so that she can hand over the chain. My mom had given it to me years ago for Christmas. I hadn’t had much use for jewelry until Ella dropped her charm in the hallway at my house. I find myself doing tons of things I wouldn’t have done before I met Ella. Whether she realizes or not, Ella makes me an all around better man.

      “You have no idea how much I’d wanted to say something once I had realized you had the other half of my charm,” she says, her eyes focused on the floor. “This is one of the few things I was able to keep from Clarissa’s fire sale. She sold everything but the house and bought all new things with the money she’d made. But this…this is mine. It’s the most valuable thing I own. My dad gave it to me.”

      “I wish I had known,” I say, feeling her soft skin beneath my fingers.

      “I should have said something,” she stammers. “You could have called off your search party weeks ago if I had spoken up. But I wanted to get to know you better. I wanted to see if you were the same person I had built up in my mind.”

      Shocked by her declaration, I take a second to consider everything that has happened between us. She knew who I was that night, baited me into her trap, though I doubt she had known the hallway would lead her to the exit door. “You were alone at the party. Did you come there for me?”

      Ella sucks in a deep breath, her blue eyes so wide and bright they glisten under the dim lights overhead. She nods in answer.

      “I have liked you since that night, and my feelings for you have only grown stronger with each day we spend together,” I confess.

      She smiles. “I bet I’ve liked you a lot longer. Do you remember how you felt the first time you saw me? Because I remember where you were, what you were wearing, and exactly what ran through my mind that day.”

      “I bet I have given it much more thought.”

      “I doubt that.” She brushes her lips against my hand that is still cupping the side of her face.

      Her gentle touch sends chills up my arm and down my spine. The feeling I get when I’m around Ella has been there from the start, and it has yet to fade. In fact, the overwhelming emotions that rush through me when I think of Ella grow stronger each day.

      “Do you want to play a game? My mom used to do this with me when I was little. She still does.” She says yes with her eyes, a simple gesture that tells me to keep going. “You said you remember everything about the first time you saw me, right?”

      She smiles up at me. “As if it were yesterday.”

      The corners of my mouth turn up into a grin that I find impossible to wipe from my face. Being around Ella makes me happy, so fucking happy I never thought this kind of joy was possible.

      “Okay, the rules are simple. I get to ask you five questions, and then you get to ask me whatever you want.”

      Why am I going about it this way? Wow, I’m acting like such a dork right now. Whatever. I don’t give a shit. When I’m around Ella, I lower my guard like I never have before, and it’s refreshing to be so open with someone. She has never judged me once, only tried to build me up.

      “If you remember the day so well, then when was the first time you saw me?”

      Without hesitation, she says, “On the lawn at the Quad our freshman year. You were with Bash and Clay, throwing around a football.”

      “Were you joking about knowing what I had on that day?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope, I never joke when it comes to you. Plus, you made it hard for me to forget.” I chuckle, and she keeps going. “For starters, you weren’t wearing a shirt, and as I said, you are hard to forget. You’re—”

      “Charming,” I add with a cheesy grin.

      “Sexy. Hot. Take your pick,” Ella says. “But I don’t think of you that way anymore.” Pretending as though she hurt my feelings, I hold my hand up to my heart, and she covers my hand with hers. “You know what I mean, Shawn.”

      “No, I don’t. Do tell.”

      Ella lets out an exaggerated sigh, turning her head to face the opposite direction before she refocuses her attention on me. “Are you going to make me say it?”

      I bob my head.

      She grunts, annoyed with me but not defeated. “For the record, I still think you are hot, and you were wearing navy basketball shorts and no shirt that day. I almost tripped over my feet to get a second look at you.”

      “I wish we had met back then,” I say, stroking her cheek with my fingers.

      “We were different people back then. I doubt things would have worked out between us.”

      “I don’t,” I say, meaning every word. “I had this gut feeling about you that would not quit, and I still have it.”

      “I know what you mean,” she whispers. “But I know you differently than I did before. Before, you were just another hotshot football player. Well, you are still that but…different. Like everyone else at this school, I had only heard things about Finch. But I know Shawn now. There are sides to you that other people haven’t seen. You opened up to me in ways that have shocked me, and I did the same with you. Around you, I feel safe, something I hadn’t felt since my father was alive until I met you.”

      “True or false?” I ask her, and she scrunches her eyebrows in confusion, waiting for me to continue. “You like me as more than a friend?”

      Because of how nervous and shy she can be at times, I thought this would be the best way to put Ella at ease without forcing her to do much talking. I didn’t speak much when I was a kid, especially after my dad left, and my mom played this game with me to get me to come out of my shell.

      Ella bites the inside of her cheek. “True.”

      “True or false? You think about me when we’re apart.”

      Her cheeks redden from my question. “True.”

      “One last question,” I say, palming her back with my hand to bring her closer.

      “I think you ran out of questions,” she says with sarcasm in her tone.

      “No, I didn’t. The last one, I promise. This one is the most important.”

      “Ask away.”

      “True or false? You want me to kiss you.” Our lips are so close they almost touch, and when she nods and says, “True,” I don’t hesitate.

      With one hand on her back and the other grasping her face, I brush my lips along hers, taking her bottom lip in my mouth to suck on, before I slip my tongue inside. If she hadn’t confessed, I would have known she was the masked girl from this kiss alone.

      I don’t care that we’re in the library or that she’s my tutor. I’m not about to lose my Cinderella all over again. Ella has always been mine, and now I’m claiming her up against the bookshelf, unable to stop myself from devouring her in public. My hands move at a feverish pace, as our tongues work in harmony together, making it impossible to stop myself from exploring every inch of her gorgeous body.

      Sliding my hand further down her back, I grab her tight ass, and my cock grows harder with each groan of pleasure from Ella. She moans my name into my mouth without breaking the kiss, threading her fingers through my hair. I let it grow the last few weeks, giving her more to grab hold of, as we deepen the kiss.

      The book that was in her other hand falls to the floor with a loud bang, but that doesn’t stop us. Nothing could deter me from making up for all the lost times with Ella. She hooks her leg around me, digging her heel into my ass. I grab her by the hips, lift her up, and shake a few books that crash onto the floor in the aisle behind us.

      Ella peels her lips from mine to laugh. “Shawn, we will be in so much trouble if someone finds us up here.”

      “Are you saying you want to stop? Because I think your mind and body are in disagreement.”

      I wink, and she smiles.

      “Why did I wait this long?”

      “Because you are stubborn.”

      She rolls her eyes at me and sighs. “You sure know how to make a girl feel special, huh?”

      “And smart,” I add. “Too smart for your own good. You overthink everything. For once, why don’t you do something without thinking about it.”

      “I just made out with you in the library,” she counters. “I’d say that qualifies as not thinking things through. I could get into a lot of trouble if one of the librarians finds us.”

      “There you go again,” I tell her, clutching her face in my hand. “Don’t think, just feel. Live in the moment with me.” And then I brush my lips against her, forcing her eyes closed and a soft whimper escapes her lips. Planting soft kisses along her mouth and jaw, I take my time and mutter things to her between breaths. I whisper that she’s beautiful, kind, smart, strong, and everything that makes up Ella. My Ella. My dream girl. My masked beauty.

      It’s not until I feel something wet on my cheek that I stop kissing her. When I look at Ella, a few tears streak her cheeks. She turns her head to the side and wipes them away with the back of her hand.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” I stare into her bright blue eyes and force her to maintain my gaze. “Talk to me.”

      “Nothing,” she chokes out, sucking down her tears. “This is perfect. You are perfect. I can’t help but think this situation is temporary, and I don’t want to lose you, Shawn.”

      “What would make you think that? I’m here because I like you, Ella, and not because of something you have to offer me. You’re not some fling or a booty call for me. I want you to be mine.”

      “As in your girlfriend?”

      “What else is there? Of course, my girlfriend.”

      She sniffs and blinks the last few tears away. “But what about the NFL and everything you have going on? I don’t want to get in the way.”

      “Stop thinking, my beautiful girl,” I say, stroking her cheek with my fingers. “Just let things happen, okay?”

      Ella nods. “Okay, I will try, but I can’t promise my brain will turn off.”

      “And I’ll be here every day to remind you to stop worrying so much. I’m here, living in this moment with you. I’m not letting you go again, Ella. Please believe me when I say that because I mean every word. I am not going to leave you.”

      “People always leave. It’s just human nature,” she mutters.

      “No, it’s just bad luck. Your parents didn’t leave you by choice, remember that. My dad did. There’s a difference. I care about you too much to break your heart. So, as I said, let’s take this one day at a time and let things happen on their own.”

      She flashes a closed mouth smile. We stand there for a few seconds in complete silence, holding onto one another, until she says, “True or false? You knew I was the girl from the party since the day we met.”

      “I had my suspicions. I never told you that I had a picture of you from the party on my cell phone. All through our first tutoring session, I kept checking my phone to see if you looked like the picture. You were a dead ringer, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure because a large portion of the masked had covered your face, making it harder to tell.”

      “Why didn’t you force it out of me?”

      “Because, once I’d gotten to know you, I couldn’t see you hanging out at a frat party on a Saturday night.”

      She frowns. “And why is that? Am I not cool enough for your friends?”

      “No, of course not. The kind of girls who come to our parties are the ones who are there to get drunk and hook up. You’re not that kind of girl, and that’s a good thing.”

      “I guess I need to be more spontaneous,” she says. “The masquerade party was the first party I’d gone to in almost four years of going to Strick U.”

      “We can fix that, you know. Make up for lost times before you graduate.”

      “How do you expect me to do that?”

      “Come to the Spring Formal with me?”

      She cocks an eyebrow at me, confused. “Spring Formal for the school? I didn’t know we had dances.”

      I laugh at how clueless she is about how this school works. “No, we don’t have a dance, silly. My fraternity has them twice a year.”

      “And you want me to come? Um…okay. What do I wear?”

      “It’s not a dance, Ella. We go away for the weekend with all the guys in my house and their dates.”

      “Oh,” she whispers and bites down on her bottom lip. “I’m still grounded, and there is no way Clarissa will let me go anywhere for the weekend.”

      “No pressure. I wasn’t planning to go until I found you, but I completely understand if you can’t go. We can do something else. I’ll stay behind and come rescue you from Hell House.”

      “So, it’s for the entire weekend, as in we would have to sleep in the same room as your fraternity brothers.”

      I laugh. “No, we each get a room.”

      “So, we would have to share a room.”

      “We don’t have to. You can sleep in a room by yourself if you want.”

      She shakes her head. “Out of the question, Shawn.”

      “I don’t want you to feel pressured into going with me. After what you said about not having any fun, I thought maybe you would want to go. The formals are fun, maybe even a little too wild. We have another month before the trip, so take your time and think it over. I’m good no matter what you decide.”

      “I can’t believe we are doing this. The frat boy jock and the nerd. How cliché are we?”

      “Hey, there is more to me than football and frat life, I will have you know.”

      Ella brings her hand up to my face and brushes her fingers along my jaw. “So much more. You are so much more than what you lead people to believe, and I’m glad you share that part of yourself with me.”

      I lean in to kiss her and whisper against her lips, “Me, too.”
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      Ella

      

      After another day of tutoring, Shawn left the library to meet one of his fraternity brothers, and I went about my usual routine until it was time to grab my road soda.

      Tori flags me down on my way to the SAC and jogs over to me with an irritated look on her face.

      “Girl, you need to stop that power walking through campus,” Tori says, out of breath. “I was calling your name from the time you rounded the corner, and you kept hauling ass.”

      I laugh. “Shawn always says that about me. I guess I walk faster than I realize.”

      “Speaking of him, Finch told me he asked you to go with him to his Spring Formal. That is a big deal for him.” She squeals the last part.

      I nod, smiling so much that my face hurts. Because of Shawn, I do that a lot now. “Yeah, I know. Can you believe it? I had no idea what to say when he asked me.”

      Tori adjusts the strap of the bag on her shoulder and gives me a weird look. “What I can’t believe is that you are the girl from the masquerade party and you did not tell me. I thought we had a girl code between us.”

      I let out a puff of air. “You said you weren’t mad.”

      “I’m not just a little offended that you didn’t confide in me. But don’t worry, I will get over it.” She flashes a grin at me, and then focuses back on the building in front of us. “I haven’t seen Finch this happy since…ever. He talks about you all the time now that he’s allowed to mention you to everyone.”

      “I feel the same way about him. I lucked out with Shawn, you know.”

      “I think it’s cute that you call him Shawn.”

      “Are you kidding? He won’t even answer to Finch. From the start, he had insisted that I call him Shawn.”

      “That’s because he likes you,” she says, dragging out her words, as her voice reaches a higher octave. “You have no idea how excited I am for you two. If you guys were any cuter together, I would die from cuteness overload.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her. “You don’t sound like yourself, Tori. Are you feeling okay?”

      She chuckles. “Oh, God. What is going on with me? I blame it on Bash.”

      “You’re happy. I know the feeling,” I say with a wink.

      As usual, the SAC is overflowing with students, who rush out the front doors. We step to the side, allowing them to pass before we head upstairs to the cafeteria. I made Shawn wait a few days before I would let him tell anyone that I am the girl from the party. But his confession was limited to his inner circles.

      Always the center of attention, Shawn is standing up at the table to demonstrate what I assume is something football related to his teammates, judging by the position of his arm. I laugh because of how animated he is around his friends. This is the Shawn Finch everyone knows, the sexy football player, who always says and does the right things. But he’s so much more than what he portrays to the world.

      Bash gets up from the table when he sees us and raises his hand with a smile. We wave back at him.

      With his back toward us, Shawn slowly turns around, and his eyes find mine, pinning me down with one look. My heart speeds up, and a rush of adrenaline shoots through my veins, burning my skin. The first official meeting with his friends has me so unnerved, even though I technically met them once before. But I hadn’t met them as his girlfriend.

      The entire table stops eating when Shawn hooks his arm around me, their eyes wide and full of acknowledgment. They know I’m the girl, so here comes the awkward part, I guess. Bring it.

      Shawn had promised no one would treat me differently, and that his friends are all good guys who would not judge us. Based on the nods and smiles I get from them, he was right. Still, I am sweating bullets from their intense stares. Everyone wants to know how I nailed down a guy like Finch. Because he’s not Shawn to them. I ask myself that every day. In some ways, Finch is like a unicorn—impossible to catch and easily tamed by a virgin. And he’s all mine.

      “Hey, babe.” Shawn plants a kiss on my lips. “I missed you.”

      “I saw you less than two hours ago.”

      “So, I missed you the second I left the library.” He keeps his voice low enough that no one can hear.

      “Okay, fine. I missed you, too,” I mutter. “But stop drawing more attention to us. Everyone is staring at me like I have something on my face.”

      “They’re just admiring your beauty.” Shawn tucks me into the crook of his arm and kisses my forehead. “And they are probably jealous. Let them be.”

      I laugh at the thought of anyone being jealous of Shawn and me together until I glance down at the end of the table and spot Harper Connelly mean mugging the shit out of me. She has the best resting bitch face I have ever seen. And here I had thought Clarissa was the crowned Queen of Bitchville. Move over, Bitch Mother.

      We take our seats next to Clay and Jessica, who greet me with the usual pleasantries and warm smiles. How does Shawn eat dinner all the time with this many people? There have to be at least twenty people, if not more. I will never keep all their names straight. Shawn goes around the table and introduces me to his teammates and a few of his fraternity brothers, ignoring the girls at the end of our table.

      With Tori and Bash on the other side from us, the tension eases in my body, though that is not saying much with how I feel now. I hate that meeting these people has me so nervous. But I want everything to be perfect now that Shawn and I are together.

      I turn to Shawn and set my hand on his knee. “Did you eat already?”

      “Yeah, I had a burger before you got here. Are you hungry? I can get you something.”

      “No, not if we want to catch the bus. I promised Mrs. Feighry I would have a late dinner with her.”

      “Since she’s the reason you made it to the party, I should be buying her dinner. I owe her big time.”

      “We both do,” I say with a smile. “But tonight is girl’s night. I think she’s making us a Southern meal. It’s not often I get to eat home cooked food that I didn’t have to make.”

      He frowns.

      I squeeze his knee and give it a quick pat, telling him not to worry, even though I know he does.

      “Maybe Mrs. F can help you find a way to escape this weekend so that I can take you on a proper date. She seems to be good at getting you where you need to be.”

      “I don’t even know how to go about getting away from Clarissa without her watching over the front door.”

      “Then, don’t go through the door. If we leave right from school on Friday, that takes Clarissa out of the equation.”

      I snort. “Are you joking? She will have my head if I stay out past my school curfew. I’m lucky if she accounts for issues with the bus schedules, let alone if I don’t show up at all.”

      Shawn lifts my chin with his index finger so that our eyes meet. “Think about it, okay? I’m sure we can find some way to be together outside of this campus.”

      Even though he doesn’t mean anything by his statement, it stings a little knowing I am holding him back from having a normal relationship. He could go on dates with other girls, but he chose me, the girl on permanent house arrest.

      “I’m sorry, Shawn. I hate that Clarissa controls so much of my life. Let me talk to Mrs. F. She always has a few tricks up her sleeve.”

      He hooks his arm around my back and pulls me tight against his side. Despite the winter chill in the air, his body is warm. I want this date more than anything. Shawn deserves this, and we both deserve to be happy.

      No relationship can exist in this constant holding pattern. Punishment until graduation is worth it when one night alone with Shawn is my reward. I was planning to sneak out for the Spring Formal. How is this different?

      Just thinking about having legitimate time alone with Shawn outside of school makes me giddy with excitement. We need this date. So, I have to find a way around Clarissa and her rules.
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* * *

      As per the usual, Shawn rides home with me, kisses me good night in front of my gate, and then heads back to campus. I feel horrible about him doing this every night. But he was right about needing this time to study. It has done wonders for his grades. We spend most of the time reading or catching up on assignments, only speaking when he needs help with something until we reach the final stop.

      All the lights are on at Mrs. Feighry’s house, unlike my house that is as dark and depressing as the women who occupy it. The driveway is steep and requires more of a workout than mine to reach the main house. For only one person, this estate is far too big.

      Slightly out of breath, I raise my hand to knock on the tall wooden door.

      Mrs. F answers after the first knock with Bruno in her arms. She rubs behind his ears, as he leans into her hand, begging for more. “Ella, darling, I’m so glad you could make it this time.” Her face lights up with excitement.

      “Sorry about canceling the last few times. You know how evil my stepmother can be, and she has been even worse than normal.”

      “You are far too old to have a dictator like her controlling your life.” She moves to the side and holds her hand out, gesturing for me to come inside.

      The house is so warm it’s like stepping into a fire compared to the usual chill in my house. Clarissa has so much ice in her veins that she sets the thermostat to a sub zero temperature only she can tolerate. Some winters the pipes freeze from only using space heaters in certain rooms.

      “I wish there were something I could do, but I have to wait her out until after graduation.”

      “You could live here,” she offers, and my heart beats fast from her generosity.

      “That is so sweet of you, but I cannot put you in that position.”

      “It’s not an imposition, my dear. I would love to have you here.” Bruno stirs in her arms and barks. “See, even Bruno would love to have you come live with us.”

      Walking side by side with Mrs. F, I rub my hands together to warm them, as she guides me toward the back of the house. “If only things were different. I have school and need the small stipend Clarissa gives me each week to get to the university and buy food. I don’t want to cross her after everything I have endured to get to this point.” I clamp my hand down on her shoulder and smile. “I appreciate the offer. You have no idea how much I do. Don’t worry about me. I will get by. If I was able to last this long, I can manage two more months.”

      I shrug my jacket off and hang it over a chair at the round kitchen table that seats four people.

      Mrs. F plops down into a chair and lowers Bruno to the floor. “I thought we could have some tea before dinner. The roast is still in the oven. It should only be another twenty minutes or so.”

      A tea set is already waiting in the center of the table with two cups on saucers in front of each place setting.

      I take a seat next to Mrs. F and sink into the comfortable fabric. “That sounds perfect. I could use a cup of tea right about now.”

      “You must be tired after such a long day.”

      “Beyond tired,” I mutter, fixing myself a cup. “I haven’t had much sleep lately, and my schedule this semester is heavier than last.”

      “You shouldn’t overload yourself too much. Go out and enjoy yourself. When I was your age, I was out with my friends, having a good time.”

      “I only have one friend, and it’s not like Clarissa would ever let her step foot inside my house, let alone allow me to hang out with her. You know her rules for the weekends, dating, and life in general.”

      She takes a sip from her cup with her pinky finger raised in the air, reminding me of my mother who did the same thing. “I want to help you whether you want it or not. If I have to march over there and talk some sense into that vile woman on your behalf, believe me, I will. I cannot stand to see you go through this all alone.”

      “I’m not alone. I have you and Shawn.”

      She smiles at the mention of his name. “I cannot begin to tell you how happy I am that things turned out well for you and that boy.”

      “It was all because of you, Mrs. F. I owe everything to you. Thank you.” I pat her hand, holding mine over hers for a few seconds before I inch away to give her some space.

      “I was happy to do it, and I would do it again.”

      “Well, now that you mention it, I could use some help this weekend.”

      She leans forward and rests her arm on the table. “Whatever you need I will do my best.”

      “Shawn asked me out on a date. He thinks I should not go home on Friday after school to avoid dealing with Clarissa.”

      “Smart boy,” she says. “I agree with him. You saw what happened the last time you tried to go somewhere. Those awful girls ripped your dress to shreds and sent you out the door to cry alone in the garden. You deserve better than what you have, Ella.”

      “I know,” I say, deflated. “But this is all I have until I can leave for something better.”

      “As you know, I’m a very wealthy woman. Money is no object for me. I can give you what you need.”

      “Thank you. For now, I need a way out of my house without Clarissa finding out.”

      “Just do as your boyfriend had suggested and don’t go home on Friday.”

      “Clarissa’s wrath will be worse if I do that. It would only make her punishment worse.”

      “These old homes all have back stairwells. I’m sure you could sneak down from your bedroom without Clarissa noticing.”

      “That is where you would come in. I need you to ring the doorbell for Clarissa to leave the sitting room so that I can sneak out the back door. Natasha and Anastasia are leaving Friday night for a sorority sleepover and won’t be back until Sunday afternoon. As long as I’m home before she wakes up in the morning and her breakfast is ready, Clarissa won’t even notice.”

      “Just let me know what time on Friday, and I will be there.” Mrs. F grins and gets up from the table to deal with the buzzer on the oven, sounding our dinner is ready.

      Now that Operation Free Ella is in the works, I will need something to wear.

      “Any chance you have another dress I can wear?”

      Mrs. F spins around with a fork in her hand. Her face brightens with the smile that reaches up to her eyes. “Of course. I have something fabulous that would look lovely on you. I have just the dress in mind.”

      I walk over to Mrs. F and pull her into a hug, dodging the metal in her hand. “There are not enough words to express my appreciation because this goes beyond a thank you. But I will find a way to make this up to you.”

      “Just having you here is thanks enough. It gets lonely in this old house with only Bruno here to keep me company.”

      Releasing my grip on her, I offer a tiny smile.

      My mother always said that sometimes people take you by surprise when you least expect. I didn’t expect to meet Mrs. Feighry or have a shot with Shawn, let alone a relationship. Everything is finally falling into place, even if a few things are still in the way.

      “One more thing. I need to get through the gates without the alarm going off.”

      “There are other ways to get onto your property. How do you think I found you that night in the garden?”

      I shake my head and laugh. “Would you mind sharing? I could use that bit of information.”

      She sticks the fork into the roast to anchor it and slices the meat with a knife. “There’s a trap door of sorts that connects the properties. You can come and go as you please if you know where to look.”

      “How did you know about it?”

      “This house has been in my family for generations, my dear. Don’t let my accent fool you. I was born and raised in the South, but my family’s roots are up North.”

      It takes me a minute before her words sink in. If the house has been in her family, then it has also been in mine. We are somehow related.

      Shocked and unable to process her words, I stare at her, unblinking. “I don’t understand. No one on either side of my family is named Feighry.”

      “I’m your father’s aunt and godmother. My maiden name is Fitzgerald, just like you. I promised your grandmother that I would look after your father when I accepted my role as his godmother, and I failed him. But I have a chance to make it up with you.”

      I hold onto the edge of the counter to stabilize myself. “Why didn’t you say something before?”

      “I wasn’t sure you would believe me. Your grandmother had stopped talking to your father after he married your mother, and I didn’t want to get in the middle of their fight. It wasn’t until after I lost my husband that I understood the heartbreak that comes with losing the one you love most. If I had known about your stepmother, I would have come sooner.”

      “You are here now. That’s all that matters.” A brief pause passes between us where Mrs. F continues to cut the meat, and I try not to pass out from the shock of the situation.

      Once I collect my thoughts and get my breathing to return to normal, I ask, “Did you say your name is Katherine?”

      “Yes, but most people call me Kay.”

      I hold my hand over my mouth, my eyes wide in shock, and lower it slowly back to my side. “Auntie Kay.” My eyes fill with tears. “You practically raised my dad. He said such nice things about you. I even have pictures of you two together.”

      She nods and gives me a closed lip smile. “Your grandmother was a horrible mother. She was mean and cold like your stepmother. With your grandfather working as much as he did, he was never around to help. I doubt he would have bothered even if he had the time. He did just about anything he could to get out of raising his kids, and your grandmother was no better.”

      “My dad said she was a big drinker.”

      She snorts. “That’s an understatement. Pamela could drink grown men under the table. My brother was just as bad. When he wasn’t out cheating on Pamela or hiding in his office, he was fixing himself another bourbon. It wasn’t until he shut out your grandmother that she picked up one of his many bad habits.”

      For most of my life, I only had my parents and the memories of their pasts. I was too young when my mom died to get to know her as well as my dad. He often spoke of his Auntie Kay, and at times, he would show me aged photographs of them together. Hearing him call her that, even at his age, had always made me laugh. Now, I can see why he did. Mrs. F feels like an Auntie, and it suits her.

      “Are you ready to eat, my dear? I don’t know about you, but I am starved.”

      “Yes, Auntie Kay,” I say with a smile that she returns.

      “It has been a long time since anyone called me that. I like that much better than Mrs. F.”

      Everything in my life is finally starting to make sense. I thought it was weird for a complete stranger to come out from my bushes to save me at the perfect moment. I never had much luck. Between Auntie Kay and Finch, my luck is changing for the better.
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      Shawn

      

      As I pull up Mrs. F’s driveway and park in the semi-circle out front of the door, my heart pounds with nervous anticipation.

      I worry about Ella and the witch she lives with, keeping my fingers crossed that she made it out the back door. I step down from my SUV and tug at the tie that has all of a sudden become too tight around my neck.

      For several reasons, I am nervous. Getting Ella out of her house is my primary concern. But the wrath of her stepmother if she finds out terrifies me even more. Now that Ella has family on her side, I can only hope that Mrs. F has done her part and helped her find the entrance onto her property.

      Before I reach the door, Ella comes outside in a white wool coat that goes down past her knees. Her legs are bare, so she must be wearing a dress underneath. With chattering teeth, she dashes toward me and into my arms, wrapping herself around me like a koala.

      I kiss her cold lips and say, “We should continue this in the car where we have heat.”

      She smiles and peels herself from my body. “You look handsome, Shawn.”

      “You look gorgeous, as always.” I tilt my head to the side, and my eyes travel up the length of her legs. “I can’t wait to see what you have on beneath this coat.”

      Ella admires my dark slacks, dress shirt, and tie that peek out from beneath a leather jacket. I only get dressed when I have to attend formal fraternity functions. Otherwise, I stick to my usual jeans, shorts, or track pants and T-shirts. But tonight is special. I had envisioned this night in my head before I had known for sure that Ella was the masked girl.

      After I help Ella get into the SUV, I hurry around to the driver’s side and get behind the wheel. We rub our hands together in front of the heater, staring at each other with wicked grins.

      “So, where are you taking me?” Ella asks to break the silence. “You said to wear a dress, so I imagine it must be someplace fancy.”

      “Maybe I just wanted to see you in another dress.”

      “You just want to get me out of it,” she declares with a wink.

      I move the shifter into gear and loop around the circle and down the long driveway. “I’m not in any rush, Ella. We can take things however fast or slow you want.”

      “Because I’m a virgin.”

      I see her nose wrinkle out of the corner of my eye, as I exit the property and head toward the city.

      “Yes, that has something to do with not rushing things. But I don’t want you to feel as though you have to do anything that makes you uncomfortable. I have no expectations for tonight. All I want is to take you to dinner and spend some time with you away from school. That’s it. And I want to kiss you, of course. There will be lots of kissing.”

      “I’m glad that you respect me enough to understand that I want to take things slower than the girls you normally date.”

      “I don’t date girls. Only you, beautiful.”

      “Date, hook up, whatever you want to call it. You know what I mean, Shawn.”

      “This is my first real relationship if that at all helps,” I add.

      “Mine, too,” she confesses, folding her arms over her chest, as she sinks into the leather seat. “How crazy is that?”

      “Not crazy at all. I never had a girlfriend. At least not one that lasted more than a few days.”

      “Yeah, but you dated other girls. I never had the chance to do things normal people our age do.”

      “That’s why I am helping you make up for lost times. We can start with this date and go from there.”

      “And the Spring Formal,” she says. “I guess I have to figure out a more elaborate plan to sneak away for the weekend.”

      “Does it even matter anymore? You can go live with Mrs. F. She already offered for you to live with her. She has tons of money, a car for you to use to get to school instead of riding the bus, and you can get the fuck away from Clarissa and her bitchy daughters.”

      “I don’t want to impose, and I cannot ask her for money to get to school, even though she offered it to me. It feels weird to take a handout, regardless of her lineage.”

      “I don’t see the problem, babe. Your solution is right next door. Either take her money or deal with constant punishments and enslavement. The choice is simple.”

      “Easy for you to say when you would never take money from anyone. You are just as stubborn as me.”

      She’s right about that. I would never accept a cent from anyone. Even when I couldn’t afford my fraternity dues, and a few of my brothers had offered to loan me the money from their trust funds, I found other ways to make it up. They were semi-legal methods, of course, but it was better than begging for scraps to pay the bills.

      “So, what are you going to do then?”

      “I don’t know. Wait it out, I guess. I made it this long. I have less than two months.”

      “Time you could spend living your life instead of being oppressed by that witch. You should consider Mrs. F’s offer. It was more than generous, and she’s not some random person off the street who wants to help you out. She is family.”

      “I know that, Shawn. Thank you for reminding me. I’m sorry if my personal life cuts into yours, but this is all so new to me that I haven’t had the time to digest everything. I want to live with Mrs. F, believe me, I do, but I have to process it all.”

      I place my hand on her thigh, and she covers mine with hers, squeezing it. “Enough serious talk for the night. How about we focus on our date and what I have planned for us?”

      She tilts her head to the side and smiles. “That sounds perfect.”
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* * *

      I wanted to cram as much as we could into one date. Ella should have the chance to experience everything possible, and I want to be the man to give it to her. But I also knew I had to lead with the easy ones first. I started with a candlelit Italian dinner in the city. Who knew I could be so romantic? Ella has changed me for the better. But that wasn’t my big plan for our date.

      When I pull up outside the rink, Ella turns to me and shakes her head, confused.

      “Are you we lost? This does not seem like a place you would hang out on a Friday night.”

      “It’s not, but I thought you would like it.”

      “True or false?” She asks, using my own game against me. “You brought me here because of what Tori told you? She’s the only person other than Mrs. F who knows about this part of my childhood.”

      I shrug, giving her a boyish smile. “True. You got me, babe. I asked Tori what she thought would be a good date since I haven’t done this before. She said to make it special and think outside the box.”

      “You never disappoint, Shawn.” She touches the side of my face with her hand and traces a line down my jaw with her finger. “Just being here with you is already special enough. But this is incredible.”

      “I was afraid you would think it was stupid.”

      “Nope, not even close. Roller skating is perfect. You might be good on your feet when it comes to football, but can you balance yourself on wheels?”

      “I’m good at all sports,” I counter. “Why would this be any different?”

      She grips my tie between her fingers and pulls me closer. “You are so cocky and always in charge.”

      “I’m confident. There’s a difference. And yes, I am always in charge.” I clasp her wrist and her lips part from my sudden reaction.

      No more words are required. I let our bodies do the talking and slip my tongue inside Ella’s mouth, gripping her hair, as I deepen the kiss. My other hand travels down her back and to her firm ass, but her thick winter coat is in the way of what I want. There’s always some layer of clothing between us, just like the night we met. For the life of me, I could not figure out how to get around that damn dress. Tonight is no different.

      With Ella being so pure and innocent, I cannot rush things. She’s not some sorostitute I picked up at a party that’s already down to fuck. I peel my lips from hers and sit back in my seat to give us some space.

      “The things you do to me, Ella,” I say, out of breath. “I have such a hard time controlling myself when I’m with you.”

      She digs her elbow into the armrest between us and leans over. “Just because I’m a virgin doesn’t mean you will break me. Maybe I want you to break me. Have you thought of that?”

      As if I wasn’t already hard enough, my dick twitches at her comment. “Don’t say things like that, Ella.”

      “I want it to be you, Shawn. I want you to take my virginity.”

      Stripping Ella of her virginity would make some of my brothers more than happy to accept the challenge. But it’s not like that with us. Ella is not another girl for me to conquer, not even close. I like her a lot, maybe even more than that. Maybe even love.

      “When the time is right, okay?”

      “My timing is never right,” she hisses.

      “When it comes to us, our timing was always right. We found each other. I might have thought I lost you after the party, but you were with me all along. I would say our timing is perfect. Do you remember what I told you about letting things happen on their own?”

      She nods. “Yes, but—”

      I hold my finger to her mouth to silence her. “No buts. Just let things happen, and when the time comes, I promise it will be special. That night will be everything you had ever imagined. I care about you too much to mess this up for you. Okay?”

      She stares at me for a few seconds, holding my gaze, before she finally speaks. “Whatever you say, handsome.”

      I open the door, not wanting to leave the comfort of my car. Winters in Philly are too fucking cold.

      “Are you ready to do this or what?”

      She bobs her head in agreement.

      Once we’re inside the building, I suddenly regret listening to Tori about taking Ella here for a date. Kids, ranging from toddler to teenager, are everywhere, screaming and skating past us in a hurry. The last time I did something like this, Delta Sig was throwing an event where we rented the place for the night. Only people from Strick U were allowed, and of course, there was lots of sex and a fuck ton of alcohol.

      I hook my arm around Ella and steer her toward the counter to get skates, keeping her on my side to allow people to pass. “I’m sorry about this. I had something different in mind when I planned our date. I guess I should have thought this one through, huh?”

      “Are you crazy? This is perfect. I can’t even remember the last time I got away from my house to do something off campus. And this is super sweet, Shawn. I love that you put this much thought into our date.”

      “Well, I love that you love it,” I say with a crooked smile. “I thought this would be more intimate with the lights turned down and plenty of places for us to hide in the dark.”

      “We can still do that,” she counters, licking her lips at me. “I’m sure we can find at least one hiding space in here. If you want, we can skip skating all together and go straight to making out in the dark.”

      “I always underestimate the good girls,” I say, laughing and meaning every word.

      “You should never underestimate me,” she says with a wink. “I might be predictable most of the time, but even you didn’t think I was the girl at the party because of it.”

      “No one could believe it,” I confess. “After I had gotten to know you, I thought the possibility was less each day, and then you reached for that charm, and well…we wouldn’t be here right now if you didn’t do something unexpected.”

      She slides her arm around my back and clutches my waist. “I’m glad I did. You were the best risk I ever took.”

      “I know the feeling. You made me think I was crazy, running around campus in search of some girl in a mask. Do you know how many people thought I’d lost my mind? I had never done anything that bizarre until I’d met you.”

      “I felt bad watching you in action and knowing I could do something to end your misery.”

      “Misery is a good word for it. The guys in my house were concerned about me. Hell, they made fun of me just about every day.”

      She laughs to herself, covering her mouth with her hand. “I am sorry about that. I can only imagine the kind of shit you got from your teammates and fraternity brothers while you were going around campus with my charm and a picture, in search of a girl who you didn’t even know her name. I would have thought you were crazy, too, if I didn’t know you.”

      “The fact they knew me is what made it even more surprising.”

      “They don’t know you as I do.” She lets out an exaggerated sigh and leans into my side. “There is so much more to Shawn Finch than anyone realizes.”

      I bend down to kiss her on the forehead, stopping in front of the counter to give the attendant our skate sizes. “So are you, Ella Fitzgerald, and I’m planning to show you everything you have missed out on for the last four years.”

      After I pay, I grab our skates from the counter and drape them over my arm by the strings, guiding Ella toward the rows of benches over by the lockers. We sit side by side, our legs touching as we put on our skates. Ella stares at me the entire time, the sexual tension burning between us like wildfire.

      She wants me to be the one. I still can’t believe my sweet, innocent Ella muttered those words to me. She wants me to break her, and I get hard just thinking about all the things I would love to do with Ella. Hearing her say those things have stirred a deep aching inside me, but I am doing my best to take things slow. I have to show Ella that I am worthy of a girl like her.

      Some days, I feel as though she deserves better than a failing football player who drinks more than he studies. I stopped the drinking, and because of Ella and her long bus rides home, I study every night. She chose me. From the start, she made her decision. And she was always the girl of my dreams.

      Once I find a locker to store our things, we make our way onto the rink, holding hands. “I feel like we’re in high school all over again,” I admit, laughing.

      “I never got to do this when I was in high school with anyone other than my dad.” She stares off into the expanse of the rink, before meeting my gaze. “I miss him, you know. Every day. He would have liked you.”

      Overcome by emotions, I squeeze her hand tighter. I have no idea how to process them all at once. Ella makes me feel things I have never experienced before. “All of this is new for me, too. I wasn’t the same guy I am now in high school.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “I have a hard time believing that the Shawn Finch had trouble with girls back in high school. They practically throw themselves at you, even when I am standing next to you.”

      “I don’t know about all that. The only girl I see is you.”

      “You’re such a smooth talker. Please regale me with your stories of how you were not hot and popular in high school.” She says this with so much sarcasm in her voice we both laugh.

      “It’s true. My first girlfriend, if you can even call her that, wasn’t until my freshman year of college.”

      “I’m sure that was by choice.”

      I shake my head. “Nope, not even close. When I was in high school, I was heavier and hadn’t grown into all the weight until I started training more to make the Senators. They didn’t even take me until my sophomore year. I was lucky I met Bash and Clay when I tried out freshman year for the team and that they both helped me get my shit together. I was way too shy to talk to anyone until after I joined my fraternity and grew a pair.”

      “I see you in a different light, Shawn, and I kind of like this version even better than the one I already know. I still find it hard to believe that you didn’t hook up with anyone until freshman year.”

      “I kissed girls, sure, but I wasn’t Homecoming King or anything like that.”

      “Not like you are now,” she says.

      “I’m not as popular as you think,” I retort.

      “You are delusional,” she challenges with a wicked grin. “How do you think I noticed you?”

      “You saw me playing football on the lawn in the Quad. That’s how.”

      “Yes and no. I was only in the Quad because everyone had told me about this super hot football player who reminded them of Rob Gronkowski.”

      “Talk about delusional,” I say, shaking my head. “I look nothing like Gronk.”

      She rakes her eyes over my body and licks her lips. “You do. You’re about the same height and build, and you play the same position. I had no idea who Gronk was until I Googled him since football doesn’t interest me. And you are someone worth talking about.”

      Swinging her around the rink I say, “I’ll give you something to talk about later.”

      Still holding my hand, she skates back to my side and runs her fingers down my arm with a sexy-as-fuck look in her eyes. “How about you show me now?”

      “Just let things happen, Princess,” I say, my willpower fleeting.

      Ella threads her fingers between mine. “Now, Shawn, I want you now. Not later. Not next week. Now.”

      Nearing the exit to the rink, I slide my hand from her waist and to her ass, giving it a squeeze that causes her to jump, as we go back to retrieve our things. “As you wish.”
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      Ella

      

      I have no control over myself when I am with Shawn, which causes me to do and say things that are so out of the ordinary.

      He brings out a different side to me that even I had no idea existed until we met. Our dinner was phenomenal, followed by the sweetest gesture at the skating rink. Shawn took me by surprise when he pulled up outside the one place that holds so many happy memories. Now, we are making our own memories.

      Straddling Shawn in the back seat of his SUV, I grind against his growing erection that is digging into my thigh. When he stops kissing me long enough to look into my eyes, he doesn’t speak, just gives me a crooked smile that goes right to my throbbing core. One look is all it ever takes. He’s all mine and no longer the most eligible bachelor on campus.

      Threading my fingers through his short blond hair, I slip my tongue inside his mouth, desperate for more. I can never get enough of Shawn. We have so little time alone that I have to be greedy tonight. It’s not often I get to escape from my dungeon and enter civilization. And it’s not every night I get to dry hump the hottest guy on campus in the back seat of his car. So, I am taking full advantage of this moment.

      Shawn palms the back of my head to deepen the kiss, each one growing more impatient. Heat spreads from my cheeks, down my arms, and to my thighs, intensifying an intense desire that only Shawn can satisfy. My body quivers in anticipation of sex, but I am nervous. Like super freaked out. But I’m ready to go all the way with Shawn, even if tonight is only the preview.

      Each day we spend together, I fall harder for him, and I know he feels it, too. What we have together goes beyond sexual chemistry or tension. We have a much deeper connection, a bond that draws us together like magnets. He makes me feel sexy, wanted, and most of all, secure.

      Shawn hikes my dress up to my hips and slides his hand up the back, as he unhooks my bra. I borrowed a vintage sweater dress from Mrs. F that stops below my knees with long sleeves that make it harder to rip this damn thing off. The skating rink parking lot wasn’t either of our preferred make out spots, but I could not wait any longer.

      With tinted windows and parked in the back corner of the lot, we have plenty of privacy. But not enough that I want to take this dress off and sit on his lap naked in public, even though a small part wants to say the hell with it. I want to go with the flow and stop overthinking everything. But that would require me to turn my brain off for the night and completely succumb to my desires.

      Shawn drags his hands along my skin and rubs my back, giving me the time to back out. No way in hell is that happening. He keeps going and slides his hand beneath my bra to pinch my nipples between his fingers. The tiny buds get harder with each touch. My core clenches from the sensation spreading throughout my body. With each kiss, I come undone. With each touch, I feel alive.

      “Shawn,” I breath against his lips and tug on his arm. “I want you to touch me.”

      “I am,” he says, continuing to massage my breasts, as he leaves a trail of kisses along my jaw.

      “Not there,” I whisper, moving his hand from under my dress and over my panties. “Here.”

      He stops kissing my neck long enough for our eyes to meet. I nod, telling him to keep going. Shawn moves the fabric to the side, his hand lingering far too long. The anticipation is killing me on the inside, and so is the wave of anxiety that floods through my veins, causing my heart to speed up. Tonight is another first of many with Shawn.

      When he pushes his fingers slowly inside me, my eyes roll back from the pure pleasure that shoots through my body. Biting down on my bottom lip, I have nothing to say, only moans and incoherent ramblings that resemble words. Speechless, I take it all in, bury my face against his neck, and drown myself in his manly scent.

      “Mmm…” Shawn mutters under his breath. “So fucking tight.”

      Moving faster, he rolls his thumb over my clit while he fills me with another finger. He takes me to the point of ecstasy that causes my mind to go blank. All I can think of is Shawn, how good this feels, and how I never want it to stop. I tighten my grip on his fingers and impatiently kiss my way to his mouth, as an orgasm rips through me, owning my body. Shawn is the first man to finger me and make me come. Now that I know what it feels like to experience this part of life, I don’t want it to end.

      Shawn slides his fingers out of me and brings them to his lips. He sucks my juices from his fingers, all while pinning me down with those steel blue eyes that weaken me with one look. “Lie down and spread your legs for me,” he says, moving me off his lap and onto the bench next to him. “I’m not done with you, and I want another taste.”

      “Umm…” I have no idea what to say in response, but I want him to continue. Both anxious and excited, I scoot along the leather until my back hits the door. He’s so big and muscular that when Shawn moves me where he wants, leaving little room for himself, the air grows warmer from the heat burning between us. With the windows fogged and no one in sight, he pushes my legs wider, with a hungry look in his eyes, and lowers himself between them.

      “Don’t be nervous,” he says, peeking up at me. “I’m going to make you feel good, Ella. Just relax and don’t think about anything.”

      He knows me too well. My first thought was how this puts me in a vulnerable position, revealing more of myself than I ever have to another man. I’m having so many firsts in one night that my brain is on overload, too full to process.

      I nod in agreement and tilt my head back against the window, taking his hair in my hands, as Shawn kisses his way up my inner thigh and to my aching core. I need more and practically begging to come again once his tongue slips between my folds.

      “Oh. My—” I can’t even finish my train of thought. Closing my eyes, I choke each word out, my mind and body slowly detaching from the other with each flick of his tongue.

      On his way to giving me another orgasm, Shawn grabs my thighs and holds them tight, sucking on my clit while he looks up at me. Seeing the carnal look in his eyes, as he devours me, causes my body respond as if it were made for him.

      It’s hot in here, so fucking hot that I can hardly breathe. I had no idea what an orgasm would feel like before tonight, and I’m still unsure of what’s happening with my body, but I do as Shawn says and just let it happen. My body tenses once more, just as my gums go numb and my entire body tingles. There are no words to describe this feeling, only the silly grin I wear, as I lock eyes with Shawn and take in the sight of him between my legs.

      After I come, he licks my juices from his lips and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “Damn, babe.”

      That’s all he says before he sits up and pulls me toward him. He hooks his arm around me, and without hesitation, he takes my bottom lip in his mouth and sucks on it, before he slips his tongue inside.

      Is this going to be the moment where I have to choose if we keep going?

      As much as I don’t want to lose my virginity in Shawn’s backseat, I want it bad enough to go with the flow. He can have me. All of me.

      Instead of wondering where we go from here, Shawn answers for me. Our lips separate only for a few seconds, his tongue once again tangling with mine. But then he stops, and his kiss has a finality to it as if he’s not planning to take this any further.

      “I should take you home,” he says against my lips.

      “You choose now to say that?”

      He shrugs with a stupid expression on his face. “Yeah, I don’t want you to press your luck too much. Clarissa might notice if you stroll in ten minutes before the sun comes up.”

      “But I’m not ready to go,” I whine and sink back into the plush leather.

      “I know, babe, but I don’t want you to get in even more trouble than you are already in with Clarissa. We still have an entire weekend together for Spring Formal.”

      “That’s weeks away. I want to live in the here and now for once.”

      “What do I keep telling you?” I frown, and he takes my refusal to respond as my answer. “Just listen to me, okay? No more thinking. We will make up for every bad decision you didn’t get to make by graduation. I promise.”

      We both laugh, breaking the tension between us.

      “Nothing I do with you would ever be a bad decision,” I breathe.

      He slides his hand behind my back to bring me close enough to kiss my forehead. “Ella, I…I…”

      I clutch his arm and stare into his eyes. “I know.”

      Finch doesn’t need to finish his sentence for me to know what he was about to say, because I love him, too.
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* * *

      For anyone who hasn’t tried to slip their curvy ass through a tiny hole in hedges or jimmy open a door at five o’clock in the morning without a single bit of moonlight to see, they would not understand my current situation. Hell, I have never even done something this ridiculous until now. Of course, I don’t have the key to the back door because there is no way that Clarissa would ever give me access to sneak out.

      Everyone walks through the front door—including her daughters. Clarissa has to be in control of everyone and everything at all times. The bottom of Mrs. F’s dress ripped when a branch caught on the fabric. Just another complication to my already complicated plan. In hindsight, I probably should have come up with a better solution, like living with Mrs. F when she had offered. But I didn’t make it this far to give up when I’m so close to the finish line.

      As I shut the door behind me, I do my best not to make a sound. The house is still, not a single creak. With old houses like this one, they sometimes take on a life of their own late at night. When I was younger, I thought this place was haunted from all the noises I would hear on the roof or when the wind would rustle the shutters. Or the times when the floorboards would sound as though someone was walking on them when everyone was sleeping.

      Carrying my heels in my hand, I grab the railing with the other and walk on my tippy toes up to the third floor. If you include the creepy basement and the attic my parents had turned into an additional guest room no one ever used, the house has five floors. The best rooms are on the fourth floor where my stepmother and sisters live, of course. They have enough space to throw a party up there, while I have a cramped room with a space heater that hardly works and zero luxuries.

      Getting out of bed in the morning to serve Clarissa is always harder in the winter months. I have to sleep in three layers of clothes, several pairs of socks, and a mountain of quilts and comforters. Anything I can find to keep warm. Too bad I had to come back to squeeze Bitch Mother's juice and fold her crepes. Yes, we have crepes on Saturday’s because dear old Clarissa turns into an old French woman on the weekend, and treats me as though I am her gourmet chef.

      Sometimes, I add random shit to them to see if she will notice, blending in hunks of uncooked eggs and whatever I have handy for fun. She never does. You cannot kill someone that evil. Her sole purpose in life is to live forever to fulfill her never-ending cycle of torture.

      The hallway is dark and unnervingly quiet when I hit the top landing to my floor. I let out a sigh of relief. But that feeling doesn’t last long. As I reach for the knob to my bedroom door, I hear a loud groan and turn to find Clarissa standing in the darkness with her face twisted in disgust.

      Busted. I should have known I would never get away with this. Clarissa never skips a beat.

      “Where have you been all night?” Her shrill voice sends chills down my spine. She throws her hands onto her narrow hips over a black robe that makes her look even more menacing. “You have been gone for hours. Don’t you think for one second, Ella, that I am not aware of everything that goes on inside my house.”

      My house, bitch, I want to scream but hold my tongue. This is my house!

      I stand up straight and say, “I went out with a friend.”

      She shakes her head with an evil smirk on her lips. “No, you did not, you lying whore. You were out with that boy I caught you with before. Have you not learned your lesson? I grounded you for the same reason, and you make the same mistake. This time, you will pay more than before. I hope he was worth it.”

      “Oh, what now, Clarissa? There is nothing more that you can do to me. You have already taken everything from me. Everything!” I scream, shocked by my reaction.

      Not once have I raised my voice with Clarissa, because she always speaks in a low, condescending tone, but I have had enough. After the best night of my life, she has to go and ruin everything. Well, I will not allow her to take away my happiness.

      Startled, she takes a step back and glowers at me. At first, I think she’s going to walk away. But she surprises me by grabbing hold of my arm. Her grip is so tight I cannot wiggle free.

      “Get off me!” I snap, as she drags me down the dark hall as if I weigh nothing and without much effort. For someone so lean, she sure has a lot of upper body strength. Her nails dig into my skin, causing me to wince in pain. “Let me go, Clarissa!”

      I attempt to peel her cold fingers from my arm without any luck, finally giving up when I realize I am on the losing end of this fight, same as always. Clarissa forces me to follow her up two flights of steps and stop in front of the attic door. Unlike most attics, it’s not your typical hole in the ceiling with the drop ladder setup. When my parents renovated the space, they had insisted it has the appearance of another floor. While the staircase seems a bit off at this end of the hall, it blends well enough that it doesn’t seem as odd to someone who doesn’t know any better.

      Clarissa retrieves a ring of keys from her pocket and shoves one into the lock. The door swings open a few seconds later, and that’s when she lets go of me long enough to throw me into the room. I trip over my foot in the process, tumbling onto the cold hardwood floor. The heels in my hand fall and hit the wall with a loud clang and drop onto the other side of the bed.

      Clarissa stares me down, and when she speaks, it’s with venom in her words, the sound of them so painful on the tip of her tongue. “Since you are too stupid to listen and know your place in this house, you will stay up here for the foreseeable future.”

      She turns on her heel, and I crawl across the floor to stop her from leaving. I’m too tired and deflated to stand, as if my body is weighed down by sand, anchoring me to the floor. Without another word or glance in my direction, Clarissa slams the door behind her. I reach for the doorknob, as she turns the key, locking me inside the attic.

      How much worse can my life possibly get?
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      Shawn

      

      Ella hasn’t been to school in three days.

      I’m worried sick about her and in need of answers. If Ella had a cell phone or any form of modern technology at her disposal, my concern might have lessened by now. My anxiety escalates with each day I don’t hear from her. When I spoke to Natasha and Anastasia on Monday, they had assured me that Ella was home sick and would not make it to school.

      Tuesday they gave me the same story about how Ella was home puking her guts out. Maybe what they say is true, but even so, I am worried about her. If something were wrong, she might have called a friend, or so I had hoped. For all I know, Ella never made it into her house after our date. Or maybe something else is going on at that house of horrors.

      Strolling into the cafeteria with a purpose, I make a beeline for Natasha and Anastasia, who are sitting at the end of my usual dinner table with their sorority sisters. None of my teammates, except a handful that uses them for sex, even want them here. I sure as hell have no desire to look at their smug, entitled faces while I eat a meal.

      Angry, I press my palms on the wood, shaking the table in the process. I draw my friend’s attention at the other end. They wave or nod hello. But my focus is on dealing with these girls.

      “Tell me what is going on with Ella right the fuck now,” I growl, keeping my voice low. “No more games. Something is wrong, and I want to know.”

      Natasha flicks her dark hair over her shoulder and sneers at me. “I have no idea what you are talking about, Finch. Ella who?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me.” Annoyed with Anastasia, I turn to her twin and say, “Stop fucking with me, and just tell me what is wrong with Ella.”

      Anastasia shoots daggers at me and drops the fork clutched between her bony fingers onto the plate in front of her. “I’m sorry. I don’t know anyone named Ella. Are you sure you have the right name?”

      “Yes, you fucking do,” I shout, unable to control the rage brewing inside me. “You live with Ella. Quit acting like I’m crazy and tell me where she is and what is going on with her.”

      Bash walks over to me and grips the collar of my shirt. He tugs on the fabric just enough to get my attention. “Calm down, man. You are causing a scene.”

      “They know where Ella is and won’t tell me. I need answers. Someone had better start talking.”

      “Do you hear yourself?” Bash shakes his head. “Ella is home sick. I’m sure she will turn up soon.”

      “You wouldn’t say that if Tori hadn’t shown up to school all week,” I counter.

      “If you’re that worried, then go to her house.”

      “Easier said than done.” I walk away from the table to speak with him alone. “A gate surrounds her entire property. Ella’s stepmother won’t let anyone in without an invitation, and I am not getting one.”

      “There has to be another way of finding out this information without harassing girls. No way are they going to tell you a thing. You will only look like more of an ass if you keep this up. If you want answers, then you go find them.”

      Mulling over his words, I realize Bash is right. Anastasia and Natasha are never going to tell me any more than they did on Monday, especially not when they are around Harper and the rest of the Mean Girl Squad.
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* * *

      The back roads to Ella’s house are hard to navigate without any light. I pass by her house once, before I turn around and park between her gate and Mrs. F’s. Not a single light is on at Ella’s house. As per the usual, Mrs. F has her gate open and welcoming, while Ella’s is scary and uninviting. Choosing the path of least resistance, I turn the wheel and pull up the long drive to Mrs. F’s house.

      She answers the door after the first ring of the bell with a dog in her hands and a smile on her face.

      “Have you seen Ella?” I choke out, desperate for answers. “She hasn’t been to school all week. Her stepsisters won’t tell me where she is or if she’s okay. They keep telling me she’s—”

      “Darling, slow down,” she interjects. “I’m an old woman. I can’t keep up with your ramblings. You must be Shawn.” I nod, and she continues, holding her arm out, as she opens the door wider for me to enter. “Why don’t you come inside and have some tea with me, and we’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      I walk alongside her, through the dining room, past the living room, and into the kitchen. She orders me to sit at the round table by the window, and I do as she instructs, waiting for her to fix us our tea. She slides a cup across the table to me and takes a sip. The silence between us is maddening.

      After waiting all week, I have to find out what is going on with Ella. I keep asking myself if I went too far with her on Friday night.

      Does she not want to see me? Did I do something to upset her?

      I dismiss the thoughts almost as fast as they enter my head. I have too much free time on my hands now that football season is over and my girl has gone missing. I had no one to study with all week, and no bus rides to the suburbs to get my peace away from my fraternity house. But I do those things because of Ella.

      “Have you heard from her?” My tone is impatient, upset, even.

      Not having Ella around this week has affected my mood. One day at a time, I fall more in love with her. I need to see Ella, hear her voice, and know that she is okay.

      “No, I’m sorry, dear. I haven’t seen Ella since the night she borrowed the dress, and I helped her sneak out.” She sets her cup on the saucer with a concerned look on her withered face. “You dropped her off here after your date I presume.”

      “Yes, of course. I even waited until Ella disappeared up your driveway.”

      “It must be that stepmother of hers. What a foul woman that Clarissa.” She shakes her head in disgust. “I bet she has her locked away inside that house.”

      “Well, we need to find her,” I say, looping my finger through the handle of the cup.

      “At my age, I won’t be of much use to you, but I can show you how to get through the secret entrance between the properties. Maybe you can find a way to free our Ella. That poor girl deserves so much better than the hand she has been dealt.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.” I sip the warm liquid down in a few gulps and wait for Mrs. F to finish. “Would you mind showing me the way? I have to know if she’s safe.”

      The corners of her mouth turn up into a tiny smile. “Of course, my dear.” She grips the edge of the table to stabilize herself, and I get up to help Mrs. F to her feet. “Ella was right about you.”

      “Does she talk about me a lot?”

      “You are the reason we had met in the first place. Ella was only going to that party to see you.”

      Her words bring a smile to my face. “Thank you for helping Ella. If we had never met, I don’t know where I would be right now.”

      “You were meant to find each other. Things happen for a reason. I strongly believe in that. I’m glad she found you. Otherwise, I’m not sure if she would have found the strength to disobey Clarissa.”

      Unhooking my arm from Mrs. F’s, she insists that she walk on her own and without my help until we reach the front door. She grabs a winter coat from the closet and a flashlight to lead the way.

      “I didn’t mean to get her in trouble. All I wanted was to take her out on a real date, the kind of date she deserves. She misses too many things with being locked up inside that house all the time. I guess I shouldn’t have talked her into doing that, huh?”

      “She could have said no. Love makes you do stupid things.”

      “You think she loves me.”

      I can’t see her face in the darkness, but I catch the slight bob of her head. “I just met you, and I can already tell how much you care about Ella. You love her, too, don’t you?”

      For as many times as I have thought about my feelings for Ella, I have yet to say them aloud. “Yes, I do.”

      “Be good to my niece. Make sure you treat her right. Girls like Ella are tough but also fragile. She needs someone even stronger than her to be the force in the relationship.”

      “Not a problem, Mrs. F. I would never do anything to hurt Ella. I will be the strength she needs.”

      She clutches my arm and stops in front of a tall row of hedges that reach up to the tree line. “That’s good to hear. Now, go get our girl back.”

      I thank her several times before I sneak onto Ella’s property through the makeshift door, hoping to find Ella, so I can tell her how I feel.
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      Ella

      

      The longer I sit inside this room, the denser the air becomes, and I cannot breathe.

      Judging by the sunlight that creeps through the blinds every morning, four days have passed since my date with Shawn. Until now, I had only missed a few days of school for the flu back in junior year. I pride myself on showing up on time and making good grades.

      For years, school was all I had going for me. Because of that, I had put the time and effort into being good at that one thing. My dad was so proud when I’d received my acceptance letter to Strickland University. I remember the smile on his face and the glow in his eyes as if it were yesterday. Somehow, I feel as though I have failed him and failed myself for messing with the order in this house so close to graduation.

      Shawn was worth it. From the start, one night was all I had ever wanted from him. But he has given me so much more. I have to find an escape from this bedroom. Despite its renovations, the attic is freezing and much colder than the other rooms in this ancient house. Bundled up in the few blankets I found in the closet, I curl up on the bed and listen to my teeth chatter.

      Once a day, Clarissa opens the door a crack and slides a tray of food across the floor, before slamming it behind her. Feeding time has come and gone, and yet what I assume is oatmeal remains untouched on the floor. At first, I tried not to eat just to spite her. But, after I’d accepted this might be my permanent home, I gave in and practically licked the plates clean.

      This is stupid.

      Sitting here rolled into a ball isn’t going to get me out of here. Untangling myself from the blankets, I leave them in a pile on the bed and drag my sore and tired body to the closet to find something to wear. One nice thing about the renovation is that my parents had a bathroom with just enough room for a sink, toilet, and tiny stall shower installed. At least I don’t have to be a complete dirtball while trapped inside my cage.

      After I find another set of navy-and-white pinstripe pajamas that had belonged to my dad, I set the clothes on the toilet seat and turn on the shower, soaking in the warmth from the water on my hand. I undress and slip inside the stall, but it takes several minutes before my body temperature returns to normal.

      I do this every time the cold is too much for me to bear. I curse Clarissa as I stand under the water, soaking in its warmth as it rushes over my head and runs down my face.

      How can Clarissa hate me this much? Was there ever any love inside her heart? Did she ever care for me father?

      Of course, she’d wanted his money, but so did every available woman in town once they had found out Connor Fitzgerald was a widower and the Mainline’s most eligible bachelor. My mother was the only woman who saw him for the sweet, loving man he was and could have cared less about the money. She favored necessity over luxury.

      Dad loved her because of her pure heart and the love she showed to others. Before he died, my father told me I was just like her, pure of heart and full of love. Maybe that’s how Finch and I ended up together. Maybe that’s why I put up with Clarissa and her daughters for all these years. But I am done being nice. Kindness can only get you so far, and in my case, it has gotten me nowhere but sentenced to a life of servitude in this miserable house.

      As I dress, I consider all my options and weigh the good against the bad. I have nothing to use to pick the lock on the door, and even if I did, how would I get through the second or third lock? What kind of person installs three locks on an unused attic door?

      Clarissa would do something this ridiculous. But why? She never does anything without a purpose, which tells me she’s hiding something. But what? What could be so important for her to keep this room sealed up for all these years? My father built this room. What if he had kept it sealed up?

      On the surface, the room has the appearance of any other in the house. There is nothing special or at all unique about it—except for its contents. The first few days, I dug through the closets and drawers, hoping to find not only something warmer to wear but also a key or some way out of here. But all I discovered were my father’s belongings. His old sweaters—even the ugly ones he wore for Christmas to get my mother to laugh—were some of the few items I’d gone through, along with shoes, dress shirts, and other clothes he’d wear to work.

      Clarissa sold everything my father had owned and yet she stashed his personal belongings in the attic. That doesn’t add up. Why would she do that? She must have cared for my father more than she led me to believe. Has she taken her sorrow out on me? Am I the reminder of the husband she lost? Why would she treat me this way if she had ever cared about him, knowing this form of treatment would have broken his heart?

      I had never met someone as cruel as Clarissa, someone with such darkness inside her until my father was gone. Was it all for show? Was she always this vile? A small part of me always believed she was involved in his death, or at the very least, he died from a broken heart. Losing my mother was hard on both of us.

      One more time, I go through the closet, wondering if I could make something strong enough to hold me, as I shimmy down the back of the house. While Clarissa had thought to lock the door, she forgot the window. I guess Clarissa hadn’t thought I would get desperate enough to consider scaling the side of the house as if I’m Spider-Man on a mission.

      What other options do I have?

      I’m not about to rot inside this attic and wither away to nothing while the man I love worries sick about me. Shawn must be beside himself by now and wondering if I’d made it inside the house that night. If not for me, then I have to do this for Shawn.

      Combing through the closet, I throw every piece of clothing or fabric onto the floor behind me. While this is not one of my finer ideas, I think of Rapunzel and how she used her hair. So, why not clothes?

      Once I strip every hanger and empty all the drawers, I spot something I hadn’t noticed before. My father’s old footlocker from the Marines is hidden in the corner of the closet beneath shoes wrapped in long plastic bags. It still amazes me that Clarissa had kept these things. All this time I held onto the charm necklace, thinking it was all I had left of my father.

      Being around his things once more fills me with so much happiness that my stomach hurts from dwelling on every memory we had shared. But this trunk holds a much different meaning. In fact, it’s the reason my parents met. Careful not to make too much noise, I drag the chest across the floor and plop down in front of it.

      Adrenaline courses through my veins, causing my heart to pound from the nervous anticipation, as I flip open the lid. My dad was a neat freak, and true to form, everything inside has a certain order that only he must’ve understood. I’m shocked Clarissa didn’t bother to go through it. Why waste the time to drag it up here along with his clothes and not even peek at its contents?

      If she had opened the trunk, the papers, journals, and personal items would be in complete disarray. But they are in perfect condition. Taking my time, I sort through family photos. So many memories are on these pages that I hold each album against my chest and try not to think too long about everything I have lost. I have to focus on what I need to do now.

      The journals contain what appear to be financial records and notarized papers for my father’s company. Held together by rubber bands are a few stacks of handwritten love letters my dad had sent to my mom while they were dating. I would not want my children reading personal notes I’d sent to their father. I skip over those.

      After I empty the contents on the floor, I fold one leg over the other and stare at the stacks scattered around me, wondering how this is everything my dad had left behind. He was a man of few words as well as possessions.

      I’m about to load it back up when I notice something white sticking up from a tear in the corner of the trunk. The lining is slightly worn, though most of it is in good condition, except for this one spot.

      Peeling back the fabric, I discover a small white envelope. My father had scrawled my name on the front in his meticulous handwriting. I slide my index finger beneath the seal to tear open the envelope and remove a few sheets of paper folded into squares.

      As I read the note from my dad, tears well up in my bottom lids and spill down my cheeks.

      

      Ella,

      If you are reading this, then my time has come, and I am truly sorry for leaving you. Being your father was my greatest accomplishment. My sweet girl, I love you more than life itself. I’m so proud of you and everything you have to offer this world. Never stop being the girl I raised to become a strong, smart woman.

      My company, the house, the cars, and everything I own, I leave to you. If you followed in my footsteps, then you will know what to do with my will.

      Love always,

      Dad

      

      Unable to breathe, my chest is tight from all the air sucked from my lungs by the news. My dad wrote the will right after my mother had died, long before he’d met Clarissa. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I study the Last Will and Testament of Connor Fitzgerald, naming me the sole beneficiary to his estate. This changes everything. Clarissa was never entitled to a cent. For a second, I feel victorious, until it sinks in that nothing can change until I get the hell out of this attic.

      I gather up the journals and letters and place them inside the chest, staring at everything one last time before I close the lid. Pushing myself up from the floor, I clutch the will in my hand and think of my next move. Then, I stuff it in my pocket for safe keeping. It’s worthless in Clarissa’s hands and even less useful if I lose it. I check my pocket three times just in case before I continue with the rest of my plan.

      Can I tie the blankets and clothes together to make something strong enough to lower myself into the backyard?

      I’m three floors above ground and not exactly limber. Even if I were, it would still take some serious skill to maneuver the windows on this side of the house without Clarissa noticing. She has this place under twenty-four seven surveillance. That must be how she knew I went out on Saturday night. I thought I knew all the blind spots around the property and inside the house, but as usual, when it comes to Clarissa, I am always wrong.

      It takes me about twenty minutes to figure out the best way to tie the shirts, pants, and blankets together to test their durability. The house has small patios situated on each floor. If I can make it to the one on the third floor without my stepsisters seeing me, I should be able to get myself down to the one off to the side of my bedroom.

      Unlike my boyfriend, I am not the least bit athletic and will probably sprain or break something. Worst case scenario I plummet to my death. Using the doorknob across the room as an anchor, I tie a knot as tight as I can, give it a few tugs, and open the window next to the bed.

      Slowly, I lower the knotted clothing and blankets outside, the chill from the cold seeping into my bones. Dressed in my father’s long sleeve pajama shirt and pants, I have to be quick about this or I will not make it long without cramping up from the weather. My body is already stiff from the conditions inside the room, let alone what awaits me on the other side.

      While I’m not super religious, I make the sign of the cross and say a silent prayer that I make it to the ground in one piece. Here goes, I tell myself, as I climb onto the sill and stare down. Why did I do that? Holy shit I can’t do this. What the hell am I thinking?

      Shrouded in darkness, I can barely make out the gazebo in my backyard, but I don’t miss the sound of someone’s feet smacking the pavement below.

      Just great. Busted, already.

      I’m not even thirty seconds into my brilliant plan, and Bitch Mother already has my number, waiting for me with her usual scowl. But the harder I focus, the more I realize it’s not a woman below. A tall man with broad shoulders sneaks around the terrace and peeks into the windows. I should be scared. What if he sees me? Okay, I’m a little freaked out. What could be worse than plunging to your death? Oh, right having some psycho do it for you.

      Paralyzed by fear, I sit there and watch him, the only sound I hear for miles coming from my teeth and the sounds of his shoes. Not until my leg goes numb from it pressing against the cold brick do I attempt to shake away the pain and almost losing my balance. A low cry escapes my mouth, and now, I have the attention of the man below.

      “Ella,” the man whispers, and I want to cry when I recognize the voice. It’s Shawn.
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      Shawn

      

      “Ella, do not even think about doing what I think you are about to do,” I whisper, trying not to attract the attention of Clarissa or her evil daughters. “We need to think of something more logical.”

      “Like what?”

      “I can call the police.”

      “No,” she cries. “Please don’t do that, Shawn.”

      “Then, I’m coming up there to get you.”

      “No, it’s too dangerous,” she says in a hushed tone. “Stay where you are. If you get hurt, you won’t have a career, and I don’t want to be the reason that happens.”

      “All I care about right now is you, so stay where you are, Ella. You will only end up hurting yourself. I will be fine. For once, just listen to me.”

      “I can come to you. Maybe meet you halfway. Would that work?”

      Judging by the height of the patio on the second floor, I can use the table beneath it to climb up the back of the house and rescue Ella. I cannot believe it has come to this.

      What kind of person would do this to a young girl, especially one as sweet and innocent as Ella?

      Here, I’d thought my dad was an asshole for walking out on my mom and me when I was a kid, but at least he did us a favor by leaving. Putting up with Clarissa’s shit hasn’t made a bit of difference in Ella’s life.

      “I think so,” I say, keeping my fingers crossed that this turns out okay, as I hop up onto the wooden table slick from the cold. “If you lower yourself out the window and swing to the left, I can catch you from the balcony.”

      I have my doubts, and I’m sure Ella does, too. But what choice does she have? We have to work together. With my height and the table combined, it doesn’t take much for me to grip the edge of the deck. Swinging myself up and onto it, the balcony is what poses more of a challenge. Right about now, I wish I’d followed Coach’s meal plans and workouts this season. Being in better shape would come in handy.

      I can do this. Ella needs me.

      Her safety is my number one concern. After several attempts, I can hook my legs through the slots in the wood beams, using them to anchor me, as I pull myself up and over the ledge.

      “Oh, thank God,” Ella mutters under her breath, relieved. “One more, babe. You can do it.”

      With her words fresh in my mind, I think of the end game and repeat the same motions until I am on the top balcony, out of breath and gasping for air. The cold adds another complication to an already challenging task. But I can do this. Together, we will get Ella away from this house.

      “Okay, come to me, Ella. But be careful. Take it slow.”

      “Make sure you catch me,” she says.

      “I got you, beautiful.” I lean over the balcony and get as far from it as I can without losing my balance. Clutching the ledge, I hold the other hand out in offering, as I watch my girlfriend quite possibly swing to her death.

      If I had any way of getting over to her window without falling, I would be there in a heartbeat. But the distance that separates us is too much for me to make up. Ella’s only chance of this working is for her climb out the window and use the makeshift rope she fashioned out of what appear to be clothes and blankets to meet me halfway.

      “Ella, listen to me. Rock your hips until you get enough motion on the line to swing to over to me.”

      She does as I instruct, and I gasp at the sight of her dangling from a clothesline that could rip apart at any moment. This has to be one of the dumbest things either of us has done. I wish I could come up with something less dangerous. If the usual brains of this operation couldn’t come up with a better plan, then I’m not going to find one either.

      Ella manages to get a good rhythm going, her body so close that it only takes a few more swings before I can reach out and grab her.

      “Let go,” I whisper into her ear. “I got you.”

      The clothes slip from between her fingers, and her head tilts back so that our eyes meet. I drag her over the edge of the balcony and into my arms.

      “Shawn,” she cries, pressing her face into my chest. Her body trembles from the cold and the tears that stream down her face.

      Palming the back of her head with one hand, I use the other to hook around her back and pull her closer so that I can warm her up. “Everything will be okay now, Ella,” I say, softly. “I’m here. It’s okay, sweetheart. We will finish this together.”

      She peeks up at me, her eyes puffy and full of tears. “I love you, Shawn, more than you can ever know. I want you to know that in case something happens.”

      Tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear, I gaze into her eyes and smile. “I love you, too, Ella. I wanted to tell you how much you mean to me under different circumstances, but nothing ever goes according to plan when it comes to us, does it?”

      She shakes her head, speaking as her teeth chatter. “Nope. I’m usually running from something. But you are always here, waiting for me.”

      “I would spend the rest of my life chasing after you, Ella. You were worth the wait.”

      “Stupid boys.” She wipes the tears from her cheeks. “You are going to make me cry all over again.”

      “How about we get off this balcony, and I take you someplace safe?”

      Ella smiles. “That sounds perfect.”
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* * *

      Getting both of us to the ground without a scratch was no easy feat. With Ella on my back and her arms around my neck, just about choking me, I had a hell of a time maneuvering the trip down. But I somehow managed to pull it off to sneak Ella back onto Mrs. F’s property and inside the house.

      “I feel guilty,” Mrs. F says, sipping her tea. “If I had known that lunatic had you locked inside that house, I would have called the police. I should have known something was wrong when you didn’t come back the next day to return the dress. But I didn’t want to go over there again and cause a scene that could make things worse for you.”

      “You have nothing to feel guilty about.” Ella slides her hand across the table and clutches Mrs. F’s wrist with a smile. “No one knew what was going on over there. Of all the things Clarissa has done to me, that was the worst. Even I could not have predicted that she would stoop to a new low. I’m here with both of you and safe now.”

      “I’m glad you reconsidered my offer to live here, my dear.”

      “Thank you for taking me in.” Ella retracts her hand and sits back in her chair. “I have something to show you that I could use your help with.” She removes a white envelope from her pocket and unfolds the papers inside, before handing them over to Mrs. F.

      Mrs. F is quiet as she studies the papers, and my curiosity gets the best of me. Ella moves her hand from the table and rests it on my knee. I cup my hand over hers and squeeze it. Whatever has Mrs. F so speechless, with her eyes as wide as her mouth, must be important.

      “Where did you find this?” Mrs. F glances up from the paper and locks onto Ella, shaking her head in disbelief.

      “I found it inside the old footlocker my dad had from when he was in the Marines. I thought Clarissa had sold everything he owned, but it turns out I was wrong. It was inside the attic closet, and it wasn’t even locked.”

      She narrows her eyes at Ella. “That seems odd, given the situation with Clarissa. When your dad came home from the service, he stored all of his medals and prized possessions inside. I doubt she even knows the trunk is in the house.”

      “But why would she keep the room locked if she didn’t know?”

      “You’ve lived with Clarissa for the last ten years. Do you honestly think she would have left the one thing that could cost her everything somewhere for you to find it? Think about it, dear. She has no idea this exists.”

      “We need to contest my dad’s will. Can you help me?”

      Mrs. F sets the papers onto the table and takes another sip from her cup. This woman sure loves her tea. “Yes, of course. I will call the family attorney in the morning to start the proceedings. Keep in mind that contesting a will takes time. If Clarissa fights this, and she will, you may have a very long wait until you see a cent of your father’s estate.”

      Ella stares down and into her teacup, deflated and as if it holds the answer to her problem. “I have waited this long to get some closure. I can wait a little while longer.”

      “This could take years, my dear. I will have my lawyer file the papers in the morning. You should take a bath and get in bed. I’m sure you can use some sleep after everything you have been through this week.”

      Ella turns her head to me and gives me a worried look. I’m nervous for her, too, but also excited that she no longer has to live under the same roof as Clarissa.

      “I thought I would stay with Shawn tonight,” Ella says, her gaze shifting back to Mrs. F.

      “Oh, okay. Well, you have a room here for whenever you want to come back.”

      “It’s just for the night. We haven’t seen each other all week, and I’d like to stay with him for the night.”

      Full of surprises tonight, I almost forget that Ella is the sweet girl I met in the tutoring center a few months ago. So many things have changed for us in a short amount of time.

      “I’m assuming that is okay with you,” she says to me. “With all the excitement, I forgot to ask.”

      “Yeah, of course.” I thread my fingers between hers and keep our intertwined hands rested on my thigh.

      I have Ella back. She told me she loves me. I told her how much I love her. And I plan to show her every day just how much she means to me.
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      Ella

      

      Instead of spending the night at Shawn’s fraternity house, he drove to Penn’s Landing and booked us a room at the Hyatt.

      He insisted he do this for me since his brothers are throwing another rager, and he wanted me to get a good night sleep, after all the ones I missed this week. But I have other plans than sleeping. After spending this time apart from Shawn and seeing how far he will go to save me, I want this to be the night we take our relationship to the next level.

      We were both still freezing our asses off when we stepped inside the room. It overlooks the Delaware River, giving us a perfect view of the Camden Waterfront. The setting is perfect, and when Shawn guides me into the bathroom to fix me a shower, I demand that he comes in with me. I’m not wasting any more of my time being the good girl or playing it safe. I did that for years, and look where that had gotten me.

      Shawn is the first naked man I have seen in person, and Dear, Lord someone save me. Between his chiseled arms, well-defined shoulders, and his massive cock, Shawn is doing things between my legs that I need him to handle.

      I bite down on my bottom lip when he moves in front of me and slides his hands onto my waist, staring into my eyes with the same greed I saw the night of our date.

      “Are you sure about this, Ella?”

      I nod, nervous about standing in front of Shawn naked and vulnerable. But it’s the good kind of nerves that get the blood pumping and my heart pounding. “I have never been more sure about anything in my entire life.”

      I press my palm against his chest, and Shawn takes a step back to guide us beneath the water. We share an intense moment before he reaches behind me to grab a tiny bottle of shampoo from the ledge.

      “Turn around,” he orders, and I do as he says.

      I lean back against his chest, with his length digging into my ass, making this more erotic than any shower I ever had, as he rubs the liquid into my hair. This is another first for me. I consider myself lucky to have experienced so many life-altering moments with the man I love and who loves me back.

      He massages my scalp, the soapy water sliding down my face and onto my chest. I close my eyes and moan, my nipples hardening with each touch. I’m ready to beg Shawn to stop playing with my hair because I want him to reach between my legs and take care of the throbbing between them.

      After Shawn finishes with my hair, he rubs soap down my back and arms, taking his time with my breasts, as he bends down to kiss my neck. Growing more impatient, I take his hand and slide it down my stomach. Despite the temperature in the shower, my body feels as though it is on fire. And Shawn is responsible.

      Staring up at his steel blue eyes that pierce right through me, I suck in a deep breath and let it out. “I’m ready, Shawn. I don’t want to wait another second.”

      He knows what I want. No more words are necessary. Shawn helps me wash my body, dipping his fingers between my legs to tease me before he spins me around and cups my face in his hands. “I’m so glad I have you back, Ella. You have no idea all the crazy things that were running through my head this week.”

      “I can imagine. But all that matters is that we are here with each other.”

      “We can wait a few days to give you some time to decompress from everything.”

      “Waiting is no longer an option for me, Shawn. Our time apart only made me realize that I want to live in the moment with you. I don’t want to waste another second.”

      “I wanted this night to be special for you. Now, it will be tied a bad memory.”

      “It’s not.” I cover his hands with mine and hold his gaze. “What I will remember of this night is that you climbed up the side of my house to save me, that you told me you love me, and now, we’re about doing something together that I want to share with you. If someone had told me when I snuck out to come to your party that we would be here right now, I would have said they were crazy. To me, you were always unattainable and too popular to give me the time of day. But I was wrong about you. I have been wrong about a lot of things lately, and giving you my virginity is not one of them.”

      He answers with his actions, and once our tongues collide, I know that choosing him was one of the best decisions I’d ever made. Lost in this moment, I don’t want our lips to separate when he backs away from me. Out of breath and overcome with so many emotions, my chest feels tight. The hot water is not helping. Neither is what Shawn is doing to my body.

      I stare into his eyes, and my mouth opens wide, as he reaches between my legs. He rolls the pad of his thumb over my clit before he slips his finger inside my wetness. Leaving a trail of kisses from my neck to my breasts, Shawn takes his time exploring my body, before he takes my nipple in his mouth and tugs on it with his teeth.

      As I come undone, I grab hold of his shoulders to stabilize myself, my body writhing beneath him. It takes me a few seconds before I can function again.

      “How about we take this into the bedroom?” He asks, sliding his fingers from inside me.

      “Uh-huh,” I choke out, barely able to stand or speak from the mind-blowing orgasm that owned my body.

      After we get out of the shower, Shawn wraps a towel around me and leads me by the hand to the bed. He dries the remaining water from my skin and drops the towel onto the floor, licking his lips as he appraises my body. This is the moment I have waited for since the night I’d kissed Shawn in the back hallway of his fraternity house.

      “You are so beautiful, Ella.” Shawn tucks a wet strand of hair behind my ear and smiles.

      “I’m lucky to have you,” I whisper.

      He shakes his head. “No, I’m the lucky one.” Shawn dips his head lower and plants a soft kiss on my lips. “I love you, Ella. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too, Shawn.”

      Slipping his hand behind my back, he lowers me onto the mattress, and then, he positions himself between my legs. I suck in a deep breath, preparing myself for his size. With big shoulders, arms, and calves, I wasn’t at all surprised that every part of him was just as huge. But this is my first time, and holy shit I am nervous about him fitting inside me.

      I close my eyes and wait, hoping it will get better before it gets worse since I have no idea what to expect.

      Finch runs his thumb along my jaw. “Ella, open your eyes.” When I do as he asks, he continues, “It’s okay. I’m going to take things slow.”

      “I trust you,” I say and dig my heel into his ass.

      He takes his cock in his hand, giving himself a few strokes before he presses the head against my entrance. Teasing me, he rubs along my folds to coat his skin with my juices. I’m dying with anticipation, my body set on fire from the adrenaline that courses through my veins. Once Shawn inches himself inside me, my mind goes blank from the pain. I tilt my head to the side and shut my eyes but only for a second.

      As promised, he takes it slow, the pain lessening with each movement. “That wasn’t so bad,” I mutter.

      He leans forward, placing his elbows on both sides of my head. “I’m only halfway in,” he breathes against my lips before he kisses me. “It’s not a race, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You’re not.” I moan the words. “Keep going. I won’t break.”

      Listening to me, Shawn fills me all the way, causing me to cry out in pain. I dig my fingernails into his back and bite down on my bottom lip. My body tingles from all the pleasure points Shawn hits all at once.

      My moans turn to screams when he quickens his pace, digging his fingers into my hips. He’s less gentle than before, and I encourage him not to stop. As my body relaxes, working in a rhythmic motion along with his, he lifts my leg over his shoulder, sliding deeper inside me.

      “You okay, babe?” He studies my face, waiting for me to nod.

      “Mmm…” That’s all I manage to get out, and my lack of a response brings the cutest smile to his face.

      He sucks in a deep breath, his chest rising and falling with each groan that escapes his lips. I have never seen him so focused before, his eyes full of hunger and determination.

      My muscles tighten around him, just as he picks up the pace, and I come undone beneath him. Chills shoot straight through my body, followed by a wave of heat that spreads from my cheeks to my toes. After I come again, it’s not much longer before Shawn loses control.

      He collapses on top of me and kisses my lips before rolling onto the mattress next to me. Neither of us can speak, still out of breath. I rest my head on his chest, and Shawn hooks his arm around me.

      “How are you feeling?” He plants soft kisses on my forehead.

      “I don’t know, ask me in ten minutes,” I joke, and we both laugh.

      “You said it was okay to keep going. I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

      “No, you were perfect. This night was perfect. I’m glad I waited for you, Shawn. You made this night special for me.”

      He sits up enough to cup my face in his big hand and slips his tongue into my mouth. “I love you,” he mutters between kisses.

      Finally, everything in my life is falling into place, and it all started with Shawn. I could never have predicted that my one hundred day countdown to freedom would ever involve the man of my dreams. All I’d wanted was one kiss. I remind myself every day how lucky I am that my man is not the type to give up easily.

      “True or false?” I ask once our lips separate. He smiles at my words and the game he’d started. “You want to go again?”

      “You know it, babe,” he says with a wink. “But you should probably give yourself some time.”

      “I don’t need it.” I reach over to grab his cock in my hand and give him a few pumps. He was already hard before I touched him.

      Shawn makes a hissing sound as I glide my hand down his sensitive skin, feeling every inch of him between my fingers. His groans of pleasure and the pure look of ecstasy in his eyes go straight to my core. After all the times Shawn has made me come, I want to do the same for him. But he has other plans.

      In one swift motion, he pins me down and positions himself between my legs, making me lose my train of thought once he’s inside me. I follow the advice Shawn has given me in the past and just live in the moment. No more thinking. I relax and sink into him, as he owns my body over and over again.
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      Shawn

      

      With graduation around the corner, my grades are up, and it’s all because of Ella.

      After all the hard work, we plan to take this weekend to relax and enjoy what time we have left of the school year. Ella hadn’t experienced much before we had met me, but freedom has done her wonders.

      Spring Formal was never a big deal for me. In previous years, I would take whatever chick didn’t annoy me too much and drown myself in alcohol and sex. Not until Ella showed me different sides to both life and myself did I realize that I was missing so many things.

      Sitting next to Ella at dinner, I squeeze her hand under the table and smile. She returns my gesture, despite looking as though she wants to puke. All week, Ella was a nervous wreck about hanging out with my fraternity brothers and their dates. You can tell which of my brothers have serious girlfriends by how we divided ourselves up between the tables. Half of the long dining room in the mountain lodge is calm, while the other side is an extension of my house on a Saturday night.

      A few girls are trying out there hand at giving lap dances to a few of my brothers, while others are pounding shots like it’s New Year's Eve and the ball is about to drop. Most of the guys brought along a random chick, same as I would have done if I had even bothered to show at all. Being here with Ella and having a girl who I love and who loves me back is far more important to me than getting drunk and hooking up.

      I lean over to whisper into Ella’s ear and slip my hand behind her back. “Do you want to go to the club or is this too much for you?”

      She bites down on her bottom lip, thinking it over. If this is too much for her, then the club isn’t going to get any better and neither are the ragers we throw in our rooms until morning. Fraternities have traditions, and Spring Formal is one of them. The off-campus events tend to get even more out of hand than the normal weekend parties we throw.

      “I guess we should go,” she says in a hushed tone. “I’m supposed to be experiencing life and all, right?”

      “I’ve done this a million times with these guys. No pressure if you’re not feeling up to it.”

      She pats my thigh and rests her hand on my knee. “No, we should go. This is your last year with your brothers and a new experience for me. The whole point of us coming here is to have fun and for me to break out of my shell.”

      I graze my lips along her ear. “Then let down your hair down, Princess. If you wanna party like a rock star, then you’ve come to the right place. Nobody throws a better party than Delta Sig.”

      She laughs and tilts her head to the side, brushing her cheek against mine. “Teach me your ways, Jedi Party Master.”

      “Enough of that nerdy stuff, tutor girl. You’re losing cool points by the minute.”

      “You haven’t called me tutor girl since the first time I yelled at you.”

      I shrug. “If the name fits.”

      Commotion to my left and the sound of metal dragging along the tile interrupts our conversation.

      “Listen up, assholes,” Luca says, standing at the head of our table. He brings his fingers to his mouth and whistles when the deep rumble of his voice isn’t enough to catch their attention.

      As the son of a Mafia boss, Luca never has a problem getting anyone to listen. It was only natural when he wanted the role of president that he filled the position. No one objected or challenged him. He’s a natural leader, with connections that have kept our degenerate asses out of jail more times than I can count.

      Luca holds the mile long check in his hand, looking around the room at all of us, with a beer in the other. “Since this is my last formal as your president, I picked up the tab.”

      Interrupting Luca’s speech, the room erupts into a cacophony of clapping, cheering, and animalistic noises. Even a few drinks spill onto the table in the process. Like most students at Strickland University, Luca comes from a wealthy family, except they make their money the old fashioned way.

      “All right would you guys shut the fuck up for a minute?” Luca says, irritated.

      “Let the man speak,” someone yells.

      Luca tips his long neck in gratitude and continues, but a second later, the group starts up again and chants, “Speech, speech, speech!”

      “Are they always this bad?” Ella asks, keeping her voice low, though it’s not like anyone can hear her over all the noise.

      “They are just getting started. Wait until you see them by the end of the night. That’s why I asked if you were up for it.”

      She rolls her eyes and shoots a goofy smile in my direction. “Oh, I’m ready. Let’s do this.”
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* * *

      Ella wasn’t kidding about being ready. Three hours after dinner, Ella is drunk off her ass and rubbing her pussy on my leg. Not that I mind, but she’s making it hard for me to think straight with all the friction between us.

      She runs a hand through her sweat-matted strands and stares up at me, her eyes finding mine. I haven’t stopped looking at her since the second we got onto the dance floor. Watching Ella come undone in other ways has me grinning like an idiot. This is our last hurrah before graduation, and the only time Ella has completely let go. She thought too much about this weekend, allowing herself to become nervous about spending time with my brothers. But everyone has welcomed her, as I knew they would. As usual, she was nervous for nothing.

      My sweet Ella always overthinks everything. At least she’s having fun and dancing on me like a drunken sorostitute. And I’m okay with that because it’s nice to see Ella let loose for a change. I could not let her graduate without having one normal night out with people her age for once.

      While Ella would rather spend her weekends reading and drinking tea with Mrs. F, this is good for her. This is good for us. My chances of going pro this year are high. The draft takes place the weekend of graduation in Philadelphia. I’m not expecting first or even fifth round, but I have a good feeling about it. We are about to start a new path that Ella and I will walk together.

      “I need another drink,” Ella says, cupping her hands around her mouth. She stops dancing for a few seconds, still holding onto me.

      I acknowledge her with a nod. Then, I hook my arm around her back and pull her into me, gripping her tight, as we sift through the crowd to get to the bar. The bar is just as crowded as the dancefloor, with only a few bartenders mixing drinks. For a resort that had come highly recommended, the hotel could use more staff for such a big event.

      I stand out in a crowd, catching the attention of the bartender I flag down.

      She leans forward and sinks her elbows into the bar. “What can I get you, big guy?”

      “Two Miller Lights and—”

      “I want another martini,” Ella says, tugging on my sleeve.

      “I know, babe. The beers are for me.”

      She snorts. “Isn’t it a little early to start double fisting beers?”

      I laugh. “It’s never too early. Just be lucky you know Shawn and not Finch.”

      “I hope he comes out to play tonight,” she coos with a seductive look in her eyes.

      “And an apple martini,” I say to the bar tender, before turning back to Ella to take her ear in my mouth to suck on it. “Be careful what you wish for,” I say against the shell of her ear. “Because you might not like what you get.”

      “It’s impossible not to love every side of you, Shawn.” She reaches up to brush her fingers along my jaw, gazing into my eyes. “You were always too hard for me to resist.”

      “Right back at ya, babe,” I say, too buzzed to come up with something clever.

      After we get our drinks, we’re about to head back to the dance floor when someone unexpected stops Ella in her tracks, bringing us both to a halt. I have a hard time telling Ella’s stepsisters apart, but judging by the extra bitchy scowl on her face, I think this one is Natasha.

      What is she even doing here? While she’s in our sister sorority, no one invited her or any of the girls from Kappa. She wasn’t on the bus when we left the city on Friday, and she wasn’t with a date at dinner.

      Where the hell did she come from?

      “You have some nerve,” Natasha says, digging her finger into Ella’s bare arm, causing her to wince in pain. “Who do you think you are, Little Orphan Ella? This weekend is for the Greeks, not some nerd like you. No matter how hard you fight my mom to steal her money, you will always be nothing and no one to anyone who matters, and you will never fit in with people like us.” She says the last part while looking up at me and licks her lips.

      My mouth twists in anger from her words. How dare she come here uninvited and talk to my girl like that.

      Startled, Ella mutters something under her breath that I can’t make out and clutches my hand tighter. Ella must get some liquid courage because she peels her hand from mine and steps in front of Natasha.

      Inches from her face, Ella stares her down and yells over the music. “No, Natasha, you are the one who is nothing. I put up with your shit for years, all because I thought I had to be nice to you. But I am done being nice. We are not related. I don’t give a shit about you. Never did. I don’t live under the same roof as you anymore. You are the one who has no right.”

      Ella digs her finger into Natasha’s arm, using her move against her, and pushes her back in the process. “You are the one who has some nerve, and when my lawyers are through with your mother, all of you will be out on your ass. So, enjoy my house while you can because it’s mine. It’s all mine. It was always mine. Expect me to show the same mercy on your stank ass that you showed me when the time comes to take out the trash, and by trash, I mean you.”

      I’m so excited for Ella that I almost want to cheer her on. After all the years of torture from her stepsisters, she’s getting her revenge. Finally, some justice after everything they have done to her. This show of force is a good start for Ella, even if the alcohol is doing most of the talking.

      Natasha shoves Ella, causing her to stumble backward and into my chest. Ella regains her balance and stalks toward Natasha with her drink in her hand, the liquid coating her skin as it sloshes in the glass. In one fluid motion, Ella throws the martini in Natasha’s face. Natasha counters back by doing the same. Her drink splashes down the front of Ella’s dress, some of it hitting me in the process.

      I am so glad this is not how men resolve arguments. If I had an issue with a friend, we would roll up our sleeves and beat the shit out of each other until one of us gave up and called a truce. That happens a lot when you live in a house with sixty dudes. In some ways, what is about to happen is no different, and this time, I intervene.

      Ella lunges at Natasha and grabs a chunk of her hair in the process. I shouldn’t have let her drink this much. If she were only slightly buzzed, like me, she wouldn’t have turned into a chick from a reality show, ready to throw down. Realizing I need to stop this fight, I throw my arms around Ella’s middle, pick her up, and pull her into my chest until she stops kicking. I flip her around so that we’re facing, and then, carry her over my shoulder through the crowd.

      “Shawn, put me down,” she yells, beating her fists against my back in anger. “I wasn’t done with her.”

      “No, you are done for the night. I’m taking you back to the room.”

      “No,” she whines, giving up her fight to wiggle free from my grasp. “I had more to say to Natasha.”

      “You weren’t talking, and I wasn’t about to let the two of you claw each other’s eyes out.” Once we get out of the club and into the bustling hallway, I set her on the floor.

      She reaches for the door behind me, but I block her view. “Listen to me, Ella.” I raise her chin with my finger until our eyes meet. “You said enough back there, and I wasn’t about to let you get hurt on my watch.”

      “I could have fought her. Instead, you made me look weak and stupid,” she hisses.

      Annoyed, I let out a puff of air. “Do you even know how to fight?”

      “Yes,” she counters, rolling her eyes at me. “I’m not completely helpless.”

      “Put up your hands then. Make a fist for me, show me what you got,” I challenge.

      “Shawn, be serious. This is dumb.”

      “Just do it. Humor me.”

      She raises her hands up to her face with her thumbs folded over her fingers. I shake my head and laugh to myself.

      “What’s so amusing?”

      “You could break your hand if you tried to hit her with your thumbs tucked like that. Thanks for helping me make my case.”

      She lowers her fists down to her sides and sighs. “I acted like an idiot back there, huh?”

      “I get it, trust me I do. I would have done worse than what you did if it were me and I was in your position. But you are my number one concern and so is your safety. Imagine how I would feel if something were to happen to you.”

      “Nothing would have happened, Shawn. You worry too much about me.”

      “Because I have to worry. For someone so smart, you are all books and no street smarts. Anyone can act like a tough guy and throw a punch, but knowing how to land and duck one is a different story. And who knows if someone else would have gotten between you. I have seen it happen plenty of times. Some random stranger is drunk and hanging out at the bar and decides they want in on the action.”

      “Oh,” she mutters, “I guess I didn’t think about that. All of this is so new to me.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m here to prevent you from doing stupid things.”

      “I love you, Shawn.” Ella drags her nails along my skin until our fingers meet, her speech somewhat slurred. “Thank you. I’m sorry I yelled at you. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “I love you, too. How about we go upstairs, so I can show you how much I love you in the shower? I need to get this drink off me and you out of these wet clothes.”

      With our hands interlocked, I guide her toward the elevator bank and go up to our room. I keep my promise and show her how much I love her until the sun comes up. When Ella falls asleep, naked and with her head on my chest, I shut my eyes and remind myself how lucky I am to have found my Cinderella.
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      Ella

      

      Graduation, the day we had both waited for, came in the blink of an eye.

      One hundred days was all it had taken for me to fall head over heels in love with Shawn Finch. All I’d ever wanted was one kiss. How did I get this lucky? I had never considered myself someone who had any luck. But in those days, I found the inner strength I’d always known was inside me, found the love of my life, the love of a lost relative, and now, I’m so close to reclaiming my family fortune.

      To say that I am proud of Shawn for pulling up his grades to B’s and C’s so that we could graduate together is an understatement. I was beyond thrilled to stare out into the crowded auditorium and wave to Mrs. F, as the Dean handed me my diploma. With our names being so close together—Finch and Fitzgerald—he’d barely made it to the end of the stage before it was my turn to hold up the paper and blow Shawn a kiss, just as he had done to me.

      He even screamed, I love you, Ella Fitzgerald, professing his love to me in front of everyone in Finch fashion. I had expected nothing less from him. His adorable gesture made me blush, my cheeks turning ten shades of red. But I did something uncharacteristic and yelled it back. It felt like we were in an 80’s movie where the guy makes a grand gesture at the end to win back the girl. But he already had me. Shawn had me long before he knew I was his mystery girl.

      Now, we’re sharing another monumental moment together—the NFL draft. Shawn lucked out that the event is in Philly this year, and at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, of all places. I hope they call his name and that he gets to look out into the audience and stare down from the stage placed at the top of the steps that Rocky Balboa had made famous. Shawn was excited about the location since he comes here sometimes to jog up the stairs as part of his workout routine and is a big fan of the movies.

      Sitting at the end of the aisle with Coach Davenport and his mom, Shawn rests his arms on his thighs and looks past Grace to wink at me. I return the gesture with a smile, and his attention falls back to the stage. His coach had practically fought me for the seat next to him. Seeing as how this man had a lot to do with Shawn getting to this point, I had no objections. He earned the right to sit here and cheer him on along with the rest of us.

      Neither of us has much of family, but Mrs. F came to represent the Fitzgerald clan. Grace, Finch’s super sweet mother, is on my other side, biting down on her bottom lip. She has her hands folded in front of her on her lap. Her legs shake my chair from all the nervous energy that runs through her body.

      I’m just as anxious. For most of his life, Finch dreamed of playing professional football. I want this for him so much that my stomach knots when I consider the possibility of this not going as planned. Not that I have any doubt in my man’s abilities, but I’m also a glass half empty kind of girl after everything that has happened to me.

      Shawn’s teammates, Bash and Clay, had their names called on Thursday in the first round. We are three days into this process, in the seventh round and down to the wire. My stomach turns at the thought of him missing out this year. They just announced the player chosen tenth, lessening Finch’s chances the more we go.

      Stay positive, I tell myself, chewing the inside of my cheek.

      “He’ll make it,” Mrs. F says to me, clutching my wrist. “I have a good feeling this time. Don’t worry, my dear.”

      “How can I not?” I whisper my words so that no one overhears our conversation. “I keep thinking about what will happen if this doesn’t work out for him.”

      “You should listen to Shawn for once and stop overthinking.”

      “Not you, too,” I deadpan with a smile.

      “What can I say? We know what is best for you.”

      Two more picks come and go, and I am sweating bullets. I see the worry on Shawn’s face, even though he’s doing his best to keep calm. He slacked off for most of his junior and senior year. Between his bad grades and less than stellar performances, he wasn’t even sure he had a place with the Senators at one time, let alone the NFL. Luckily, Bash’s dad had some pull with the school, and his Coach helped him get back in shape. And, of course, I helped with his grades.

      When they announce the twelfth pick, my heart pounds out of my chest. We shoot up from our chairs and scream, the sound of my voice sending a tremor down my spine.

      “You did it, baby,” Grace yells to her son, wrestling with Coach Davenport to hug Shawn.

      I can see where Shawn gets some of his better qualities. Grace is funny, loud, full of so much energy and love for her son.

      Tori wasn’t joking about their relationship either. Shawn and his mom together is the cutest thing I have ever seen. Where he’s tall and muscular, she’s skinny and petite. He hooks his arm around each of us, pulling his mom and me into his chest like a bear, sucking the life from my chest in the process. My mom had always said that a man who loves his mother would treat his woman like a queen. Despite my dad going against his family to marry my mom, that love for his mom was always there. I can see the same love in Shawn’s eyes when he looks down at Grace.

      My bottom lids well up with tears, and I gasp for air..

      Our entire group moves into the aisle.

      Shawn hooks his arms around his mom and me and plants a kiss on each our foreheads. “My girls. Thank you for everything. I love you both.” He looks as though he’s trying not to cry, so I do it for him.

      “I love you, too, baby,” Grace says, holding him tighter. “I’m so glad you found a good girl who loves you back. All of your dreams are coming true. I’m so proud of you.”

      He kisses her hair this time and whispers, “Thanks, Mom. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      From what Shawn had told me on one of our bus rides home, his mom had worked two jobs over the summer every year just to make sure she’d had enough money for him to play football. Her love and dedication for her son warms my heart, and seeing the two of them together brings more tears to my eyes.

      She deserves a prize for bringing Shawn into this world and raising him to be a good man. He was a mess when we’d first met, but he was always the guy I know. Despite his many flaws, his perfections balance them out, making him the perfect man. Or at least perfect for me.

      Ever since that fateful day at the masquerade party, I knew there was something special about Shawn. Luckily, I was right. My instincts steered me wrong in the past, but they were spot on when it came to my man.

      “I’m so proud of you, Shawn.” I stand up on my tippy toes to kiss his cheek, and he lifts me up in the process, smacking a soft kiss on my lips.

      “You are everything to me, Ella. I love you so fucking much.” He sets me down on the ground, now realizing he needs to get his ass up to that stage to claim his hat that says Philadelphia Eagles on the front.

      “Get up on the stage before they change their minds,” I joke.

      We both laugh for a second, before he turns on his heel and walks away from me. I cry even harder when he fixes the hat on his head and blows me a kiss. I love him so damn much I can’t even comprehend all the emotions that are running through my body.

      Shawn was never afraid to be himself. He was never afraid to make mistakes, take chances, or go all in for something or someone he loves. As much as he claims I helped him, he inspired me to become a different person. Living a life of fear is not living. I had no idea I was dead, hollow, and barely living until Shawn had brought me back to life. He resurrected the girl trapped inside me.
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      Ella

      

      Five months after the draft, Shawn is home for the weekend to play in the upcoming game against the Giants on Sunday.

      I still know nothing about football, but what I do know is that Philadelphians hate this team, and by association, so do I, even though I could care less. I don’t get the whole rival thing or the intensity that Eagles fans have for their team. All I care is that my man gets some playing time and that his team wins the game. That’s about it.

      But this weekend is sweet for us both, the cherry on top after waiting for our lives to begin. After months of Mrs. F’s lawyers fighting with Clarissa, I finally won the will contest. My father’s estate and everything Clarissa owns now belongs to me—including my house. Moving back, while I get to watch Bitch Mother hang her head in shame as she packs, gives me so much joy.

      “You have five minutes,” I yell up the stairs with my hands on my hips. “Get your ass in gear, Clarissa! Chop, chop! The clock is ticking.”

      Oh, how I have wanted to use her words against her so many times and didn’t have the strength to fight her. I was so weak before I’d met Shawn. After years of Clarissa holding me back and tearing me down, Shawn was the bright light in my dark tunnel. He was always there to lead the way. If someone had told me that in eight months I would be moving back to my parent’s house with the love of my life, I would have said they were crazy.

      I was so defeated, left to feel as though I was worthless during Clarissa’s reign. Shawn built me back up and made me whole again. With Mrs. F’s help, I managed to buy back the shares of my father’s company that Clarissa had sold to investors. Still loyal to my father, the board had no problem making room for me. I’m not ready to run a company or chair a board, but Mrs. F sure as hell is with her tenacity. While I get my life back in order and learn the business, Mrs. F will attend the meetings and cast her vote on my behalf.

      What I cared about most was getting my father’s company back, whether I was in a position of power or not. I’d rather see his Auntie Kay run his company than fight with his former business associates over things I have yet to understand. With time, I will be ready. Until then, I want to enjoy my new life, decorate my house, and make love to Shawn on every surface.

      Shawn comes up from behind me and presses his lips to my neck, causing me to stir in his arms. His breath sends chills down my spine that goes straight to my core. Clarissa and her evil sidekicks need to get the hell out of my house so I can celebrate this moment with Shawn.

      A few minutes later, Natasha comes down the stairs, dragging a suitcase behind her. The wheels bang against the wood with a thud that annoy me. I should say something. But, why bother? They’re doing a walk of shame out of my house and with their heads hung low. Over the years, they won a few battles, but I won the war, and they know it.

      None of them says a word or even glances in my direction as they stomp out the front door with their bags. Shawn and I stand and watch as they walk to their cars. They linger around the three Mercedes they used to drive, cars that now belong to me. Without my father’s money, Clarissa couldn’t afford to hire a moving truck. Most of what she owed she had bought with my money. And my lawyer insisted I keep all of it.

      Clarissa’s lawyer had begged for more. But she never opened her mouth. She stared across the table at me during the hearings with a look that could slice me in half. She always had this way of being menacing without speaking. Even as she exits the house, I still feel her chilly presence. A woman like Clarissa doesn’t need to be heard to be intimidating. I am no longer the scared girl who was too afraid to voice her opinions.

      “How does it feel to be rid of them?” Shawn locks the door behind them and pulls me into his arms. “You’re finally done with Bitch Mother and her little dogs, too.”

      I laugh at his stupidity and reach up to plant a kiss on his lips. Shawn is so damn tall that I have to grab hold of his thick arms and use them to stabilize myself.

      “It feels amazing. If you hadn’t come into my life, who knows where I would be now? I would have lived here until graduation, kept my mouth shut and my head down until I could find a job that paid enough to afford an apartment. I doubt I would have met Mrs. F if I didn’t run out into the garden crying the night of the masquerade party. I wouldn’t have known my great aunt was living next door to me. A lot of things would not have happened if you didn’t come into my life when you did.”

      “You overthink everything, my love. Let’s just live in this moment.”

      “How about we use this moment to christen our new bedroom?” I wiggle my eyebrows at him. “We should probably, you know, test the headboard for safety.”

      “That’s the best idea you’ve had all day.” Shawn lifts me up, as if I weigh nothing, and throws me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      He takes the stairs two at a time up to the third floor. I’d insisted that we claim the massive bedroom at the end of the hall. It has a large balcony, two walk-in closets, and a bathroom fit for a king. Why Clarissa and her girls hadn’t moved onto this floor had always shocked me. Instead, she’d slept in my parent’s old room, which annoyed me to no end. The third floor was always my haven, even when I felt as though I had nothing left.

      We don’t speak another word until he sets me down on the floor in our bedroom.

      “Take this off.” Shawn tugs at the seam of my shirt and lifts it over my head.

      He kisses his way down my stomach and drops to his knees in front of me, as he flips open the button on my jeans and pulls down the zipper. Taking his time, Shawn sure knows how to tease me. I need him now. The thought of him exploring every inch of my body makes my pulse speed up and my heart pound. I’m drunk on all the adrenaline that rushes through my body, a high that only Shawn can give me.

      Once he finishes the slowest exploration, navigating each curve, I step out of my clothes and kick them to the side. I suck in a deep breath as his hand travels up the inseam of my thigh. He spreads my legs wider, planting soft kisses along my skin as he makes his way to my throbbing core. I grip what I can of his short blond hair in my hands and moan as he slips two fingers inside me. He plunges them so deep that my moans turn to screams, and I fall forward, grabbing hold of his shoulders.

      Unable to take our eyes off each other, he stares up at me as his tongue rolls over my clit. The sensation causes me to suck in a deep breath, and my eyes roll into the back of my head. His fingers move faster, matching the pace of his tongue. My mind shuts down. He doesn’t need to remind me not to think because thoughts and words fail me now.

      After my body convulses, Shawn licks my juices from his lips and comes to a standing, already working on removing his clothes. I watch every move he makes until a pile of clothes is behind him.

      He points at the bed like a caveman and grunts. It’s such a turn on that I do as he says and get comfortable on the mattress. I love when he gets bossy with me in the bedroom. Shawn spreads my legs open and positions himself at my entrance, teasing me as he rubs the head of his cock along my slick folds. He leans forward to kiss me, violently and with so much passion, that I dig my heel into his ass and my nails into his arms, telling him to be rough.

      When Shawn comes home from practices and games, he’s always amped up and still reeling from the adrenaline rush that I almost look forward to that time apart. I get to see this side to my man, the side that knows when to be rough and when to make love to me, the man who satisfies my every desire.

      Shawn pinches my nipple and goose bumps spread down my arms, the sensation further intensifying when he reaches between us to rub my clit, while he fucks me. Responsive to his touch, my body bends to his will, and another orgasm commands control of my body.

      After I come, he pulls out of me, and in one swift motion, he grabs my hips and flips us over so that I am on top of him. He thrusts into me and takes both of my breasts in his hands, massaging them with a seductive look in his steel blue irises. I press my palms to his chest and ride him hard—just the way he likes it.

      It doesn’t take long before my insides tighten around him again. So close, I keep up the pace, and he matches my movements, the two of us working in harmony. Together, we lose control, and he comes just as my body relaxes. He stares into my eyes, and when he leans forward, I meet him halfway. Our lips collide, creating a slow burn beneath my skin. His kisses are passionate and soft but hold the same fire and intensity.

      Once our lips separate, he grazes my cheek with his calloused thumb. “I love you, Ella. I love you so much I have no idea what I would do without you.”

      “I love you, too, Shawn.” I lift my hips and roll onto my side of the bed. It still sounds weird to say my side of the bed. “From the start, everything between us was like a fairy tale.”

      Cuddling up in the nook between his arm and shoulder, I lay my head on his chest and listen to the sound of his heart beating.

      “You know what fairy tales have?” He asks, stroking my hair.

      “No, what?”

      “A happy ending.”

      I peek up at him and smile. “Who are you and what did you do with my boyfriend?”

      “I want to make this official. I think it’s time.” With a good grip on me, he moves us so that he can reach into the nightstand, and to my surprise, he has a blue box in his hand. “I’ve held onto this for a while now. I wanted to wait for the perfect time, but with our lives changing so much and with no real sign of slowing down, I wanted to wait until the timing was perfect.”

      “You know,” I say, “when it comes to timing, ours was always perfect.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.” He sits up and props himself up against the headboard. Then, he flips the lid on the box, revealing a massive princess cut diamond.

      I inspect every cut of the ring, wondering why it seems so familiar to me. It’s not until Shawn says, “Mrs. F gave this to me,” that I realize why I know it so well.

      My hand reflexively goes up to my mouth, and I stare at the gem in shock. “How did she get this? I haven’t seen it since I was a child. I’d always assumed that Clarissa had sold it along with everything else.”

      “No, apparently, she didn’t know about the safe deposit box your dad had kept at the bank in your mom’s name. Mrs. F’s lawyers found it.”

      “I can’t believe she didn’t tell me. You two are such sneaks.”

      “I was at Tiffany’s when I found out that she had the ring. Since I know nothing about jewelry or ring sizes, I called her to see what size you wear. That’s when she told me about your mother’s ring. She’d insisted I give it to you instead of buying something that had no real meaning behind it.”

      “This has more meaning than you can even imagine.” I lower my hand from my mouth, and it falls over my heart. I’m having a hard time processing all this at once. The house. Our engagement. Our new life together.

      “True or false?” He says the words with a cocky smirk that sends shivers through me. “You want to marry me.”

      “This is a weird proposal,” I shoot back with a smile that matches his.

      “We’re weird,” he says, holding out the ring for me to see. “And this is our thing. You’re the love of my life, Ella, and I want to spend the rest of it with you.”

      “Yes,” I whisper, “of course, I will marry you.”

      He slides the ring onto my finger, and it fits as if it were made for me. Just like Shawn. We were made for each other. Once our lips meet, I drown myself in Shawn and his kisses. I lose myself and sink into his skin.
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      One year later

      Ella

      

      “Don’t be nervous, my dear,” Mrs. F says, cupping my shoulder with her hand.

      She smiles at me through the mirror attached to the vanity. “It’s not every day that you get to marry the love of your life. You will remember this day forever. I can still recall every detail of my wedding day, and that was a long time ago.”

      Pinning the last curl in place, I return her smile. “I’m not nervous.”

      She shakes her head. “I might be old, but I’m not senile. You cannot fool me.”

      “Okay, fine. I was thinking about tripping on my dress or the caterer not showing up. There are about a thousand things that can wrong.”

      “The wedding is so small that you are worrying yourself for nothing. So what if you trip over your dress. Only Shawn, his mother, and I will see it.”

      “You forgot the minister,” I deadpan.

      “Oh, good. Your sense of humor is finally returning. Stop being so stiff.” She massages my shoulders for a few seconds. “Weddings are stressful, but this one doesn’t have to be. Everything will go smoothly. Just focus on marrying Shawn and leave the worrying to me. I will handle the dinner.”

      With Shawn having almost no time to plan a wedding with his football schedule, I decided to keep our wedding to just family, which meant inviting only the essential two people in our lives. His friends were on the road with their teams, and we didn’t want to wait until everyone’s schedules aligned.

      Consumed with emotions, I squeeze her hand. “Thank you for everything. I always tell Shawn that I have no idea where I would be without him, but I would never have made it to the party without you. All of the amazing things that have happened to me in the last two years happened to me because of you.”

      “No need to thank me. I wish I would have come to your rescue sooner. I will always be sorry for that. In some ways, I feel as though I have failed your father. I was his godmother, the one person in this world who had sworn to protect him, which also meant protecting his child.”

      “You came at the right time. No one knew about my living situation. None of it was your fault. I’m just glad that I have you in my life now.”

      “Same here. After my husband’s death, I had no idea how I would find the strength to keep going. But you have kept me going. Seeing you change and grow has been one of the happiest times in my seventy something years.”

      I stand up from the bench, take Mrs. F in my arms, and squeeze the life from her. “I love you, Mrs. F.”

      “I love you, too, my sweet girl, but would you please stop calling me Mrs. F?”

      “Yes, Auntie Kay.” I blush. “I’m still not used to calling you that.”

      “That was what your dad called me when he was a boy. Everyone else had called me Aunt Katherine, which sounded way too formal for my liking.”

      I stand in front of the vanity and run my hand down the front of my dress to smooth out the white fabric. “Well, Auntie Kay, how about you walk me down this aisle and give me away to the man I love?”

      “It truly is my honor to stand in for your father. I would love nothing more than to give you to such a wonderful man. Your dad would have loved Shawn. I can see a lot of similarities between them.”

      I hold out my arm, allowing her to hook hers through mine to escort me out of the bedroom. “My dad would have loved Shawn just as much as I do.” I frown at the thought of my parents missing my big day.

      In some ways, by having our wedding in the gazebo where my parents wed, it’s as if they are here with us today. Every important day in my life has centered on this location. Not only did my parents celebrate their union here, but I also met Mrs. F here the night of the masquerade party. It seems odd to think that a few wooden beams could hold so much meaning in my life.

      Wearing my mother’s ring and my father’s blue handkerchief sewn into the bottom layer of my dress, I walk down the stairs with Mrs. F, thankful for how everything has turned out. While my parents cannot be here today, they are here with me in spirit, living in my memories and my heart.

      Shawn is already waiting for me when I open the back door and step onto the patio. He’s dressed in a tuxedo, even though I told him he could opt for a more relaxing suit given the venue. Our backyard isn’t exactly a place that requires formal attire. I’m wearing one of Mrs. F’s elaborate gowns that make me feel like a princess. It reminds me of the one I’d worn to the party where we first kissed.

      Once our eyes lock, Shawn holds me tight and doesn’t let me go. With the fabric tight against his big arms and chest and the pants hitting his thick legs in all the right places, my man sure knows how to wear a suit. I lick my lips, and he doesn’t miss my gesture because his eyes light up in acknowledgment and he follows my lead.

      Shawn bulked up even more than when he played college ball. Over the past year, he lost a lot of the excess weight that I thought made him even sexier. But he’s just as handsome and even more filled out. Grinning like an idiot, I squeeze Mrs. F’s hand the closer we get to the gazebo, the closer I get to marry my Prince Charming. Shawn had saved me when I was at my most vulnerable. I’m stronger because of him.

      Mrs. F kisses me on the cheek, tells me she loves me, and then places my hand in Shawn’s, before standing at my side. Shawn takes my face in his hands and kisses me softly on the lips.

      “You are the most beautiful woman in the world, Ella.” He rakes his eyes over my body for a second and takes a step back, releasing me from his grasp. “And I am the luckiest man in the world.”

      “I love you,” I say under my breath, and he mouths the same to me.

      His words fill me with so much happiness they bring tears to my eyes. But I don’t allow them to spill after all the makeup Mrs. F helped me layer onto my face. Shawn wipes them away with his finger and smiles. From the day we met, he has never changed. He’s the man I fell in love with in the tutoring center, and he’s the man I will love for the rest of my life.

      We join hands when the minister clears his throat, and I turn to face him. With Mrs. F at my side and Grace at Shawn’s, everything about this moment is perfect. Despite my parent’s absence, they are here. I can feel them in my bones and recall every moment we’d shared in this garden, as it all comes flooding back to me at once.

      After we say slip the rings onto each other’s fingers, and the minister pronounces us husband and wife, Shawn hooks his arm around my back, lifting me up and off the ground, as he parts my lips with his tongue. I lose myself in him, allowing the passion between us to consume me.

      Shawn Finch is my happily ever after.
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      If you want more of the crew from Strickland University, keep reading for an excerpt of Roughing.
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        Chapter One

      

      Tori

      

      Tonight is going to suck.

      I can feel it in my bones as I run down Broad Street, toward the Strickland University football stadium. Our school lives and dies by football. Between the Philadelphia Eagles and our college teams, the city comes alive on game nights.

      With the start of a new season, the air buzzes with electricity from the fans screaming in the distance. I’m not one of them. Football is not my thing. Neither is our star running back. At least that’s what I tell myself every time I run away from Bash. But he’s fast. Obviously. So, I don’t get far before he catches up to me, trying to plead his case for the thousandth time.

      “C’mon, Tori,” Jessica yells, pulling on my shirt.

      I slow my pace to check out a cute guy sitting on a bench in the Quad because I need a distraction for tonight. He was in one of my classes last year, though I can’t remember which one with how many I packed into my schedule so that I can graduate on time.

      Jogging almost in place, I get up the nerve to raise my hand and wave to the boy who I think is Josh. Or maybe Justin. Either way, he’s hot. We can clear up the name situation later. Now that my senior year is finally beginning, I’m forcing myself to break out of my shell. This is a good start.

      “Stop checking him out. We’re gonna be late,” Jessica whines.

      I laugh at my best friend and roommate since freshman year and turn my head away from the hottie on the bench. “Let me ask him to come with us. Just hold on a second.”

      She still has a good grip on the Strickland football baby tee that rides up my stomach, exposing some of my flesh. The shirt is too small for me. It was free, and since I’m not much of a football fan, I didn’t want to pay for it. So, I stuffed my curvy ass into this size small shirt that has my boobs popping out of the V-neck.

      “We don’t have time. Let’s go! Clay will be pissed if I’m not in my usual seat at the start of the game, and I don’t feel like fighting with him tonight, of all nights.”

      Shrugging her off, I smile at Josh-Justin as he waves in my direction. I return the gesture and hope we will run into each other again. Preferably before the party tonight.

      “Fine,” I say to Jessica in a huff and jog next to her, dodging people on the street as we pass.

      If I can find someone to bring along with us to the party, my senior year will be off to a better start. I need a buffer when I step into the house that holds so many bad memories. Not only is this game important, but so is the massive party the football team throws every year at their house. It’s the kind of invite you die to get. Because an invitation by a team member means you’re one of the elite, part of the inner circle of sports royalty on this campus. I know from experience.

      Until Jessica had started dating Clay Summers last spring, I avoided football and anyone associated with it like the plague. My father is a big fan of the sport, but I loathe it because of one person. The boy who broke my heart freshman year. The asshole who also lives in the house I dread so much.

      Darting through the courtyard, I spot another boy who has the potential to make my ex-boyfriend jealous. If I don’t find someone good-looking enough to bring to this stupid party, I will look like an ass. I can’t have Bash see me alone when I have no doubt he will have a swarm of women surrounding him. Or worse, he’ll try to talk to me, same as usual. Then, I’ll have to play the catch me if you can game, where I look for ways to evade his charms.

      Jessica knows I have a legitimate concern about tonight, yet she still insists that I come along and put on a happy face. I have spent the last two years avoiding Bash. I only need to make it through the night.

      Shuffling past returning students, we’re almost at the football stadium. Like most prestigious schools, Strickland University has the pristine shine of an Ivy League campus. From the people to the statues of famous Philadelphians, the place oozes perfection and wealth. I’m one of the few who is here on a scholarship. Unlike these trust fund babies, I didn’t grow up with money. And I almost lost all of it because of Bash.

      Once we reach the gates, we stop to hold out our tickets to a man wearing a Strickland University polo shirt. He scans the bar code and says, “The game is already in progress. Be careful getting to your seats. You’re on the field.”

      “Shit,” Jessica moans, frowning in my direction. “You just had to stop and stare at that guy, didn’t you?”

      I snicker, now walking toward her, ignoring her previous comment. “You have a date to the party. I’m still looking for one in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Oh, I didn’t forget. How could I? You’ve only mentioned it to me a thousand times since you had agreed to come.”

      I sling my purse over my shoulder and laugh. “Please. I haven’t been that bad.”

      She peels strands of sweat-matted blonde hair from her face and shoves them behind her ears. “Yes, you have. Don’t even try to deny it. You’ve been driving me insane all week. After making it this long without speaking to Bash, you can make it through a game and a stupid jock party no problem.”

      A ball chaser to the core, she’s wearing a replica of her boyfriend’s jersey and dark blue eye shadow to match the color of the shirt. The jersey is so tight it could fit a child. She paired it with strappy sandals that show off her perfectly tanned legs and jean shorts that ride up her ass. Our tastes are similar, except I don’t date athletes. Not anymore.

      I was like her once. But my relationship with Bash had only lasted a few months before the incident that ruined everything. He destroyed what we had and for what? Now, he’s the hot shit star of our football team and can get any girl he wants. Since our break up, I don’t think Bash has kept a girl around for more than a weekend if that. We were never meant to be together. Coming from different worlds, the two never meshed. It just took me longer to figure that out than him.

      As the daughter of a former model, Jessica looks the part as the girlfriend of Clay Summers. She inherited her mother’s long lashes, perfect complexion, and rocking body. And, then there’s me. The artsy, giving zero fucks best friend who likes to dance in the Quad when it rains and do plenty of odd things that have made me an outcast at events like the one I have to attend tonight. I don’t fit in with these people. Never did.

      Jessica tugs on my hand, dragging me through the crowd of screaming fans. The stadium is on fire, brought to life by the energy of the people around us. Making our way through the throng, we start jogging again when Jessica hears Clay’s name over the loud speaker.

      We move so fast that my heart pounds out of my chest, the adrenaline coursing through my veins, igniting a fire under my skin. Turnover. That’s the only word that registers in my head as we move along the sidelines to look for our seats. I have no idea if the call is on our team or our rivals. Either way, I could care less. I’m here for moral support. Nothing more.

      Oblivious to my surroundings, I drop my purse on the metal bench once we find our spot. Clay is so grossly in love with Jessica that he had our seats reserved. I pick up the piece of paper with my name on it, shaking my head. It’s cute, but I do hate jocks, even if this one, in particular, breaks the mold with how sweet he is when it comes to Jessica.

      Scaring the shit out of me, Jessica screams my name so loud I turn around to face the field. But I get more than what I was expecting. A thick wall of man comes barreling toward me, reaching for the football as it smacks me in the head It happens so fast that I don’t have time to brace myself for impact, and the sting from the edge of the ball causes me to touch my left cheek reflexively, as I fall backward.

      He somehow manages to slip his hand around me before I hit my head, but he can’t stop himself from landing on top of me, as we hit the ground together. As if thrown around like a ragdoll, my head and body hurt. I shut my eyes for a few seconds. Strong arms hold me tight, so tight, that I think he’s sucking the air from my lungs.

      When I open my eyes, I feel his hot breath on my face before I stare into his bright green irises.

      “Bash,” I mutter, out of breath, because he has always taken my breath away. That’s why I avoid him whenever possible.

      Up close, Bash is even more handsome than when he’s strutting around campus. Of all the people to knock me over, it had to be Sebastian Prince. His cocky grin makes my lip curl with revulsion even though he seems to have the opposite effect on my body. One glance from Bash was all it ever took to make my heart pound. Today is no different.

      He brushes my hair off my face to get a better look at my cheek. “Are you okay, Queenie?” His voice is deeper, sexier than I remember from the last time he approached me in class. We haven’t had many classes together since I’d made it a point to drop every class we shared over the years.

      It’s been so long since we’ve spoken to each other. What do I even say? He makes me nervous, always has.

      I blush ten shades of pink from my cheeks to my neck, distracted by the eye black smeared beneath his lower lids that draws even more attention to his eyes.

      When I don’t respond to Queenie, the nickname he had given me years ago, he chooses the name only close friends use when speaking to me.

      “Tori, can you hear me?” His voice is softer but still firm. “Say something.” He takes off his helmet and sets in on the ground next to him.

      “You’re not allowed to call me that anymore,” I say through clenched teeth. And I have always hated the name Queenie. It’s stupid—just like him. “Get off of me, Bash.”

      He doesn’t bother to move, just holds me with a firm grip and continues touching me, sending chills down my spine that leave tiny bumps on my skin.

      People hover over us, talking amongst themselves. But all I can focus on is the sound of my heart beating so loud I hear it pounding in my ears. My cheek burns from where the football struck me, and with Bash touching it, my skin is even more sensitive. His fingers are calloused from years of playing football, yet there’s still has a softness about him as he caresses my face.

      “I shouldn’t have come here,” I croak out. “This was a stupid idea. A mistake.”

      He’s infuriating but beautiful. I can’t stop zoning in on his lips. He has nice lips. Every part of me wants to lean in, kiss him, and shove my fingers through his dark shaggy hair. To this day, no guy has ever affected me like Bash, which is why I need to get away from him. With tanned skin, chiseled features, and toned to perfection, he has the appearance of a fitness model. And he knows it. Owns it.

      Bash rubs his thumb along my jaw, letting out a sigh of relief. “Why was it a stupid idea to come to the game?”

      “Because you’re here,” I deadpan, rolling my eyes at him.

      I wiggle free from his grasp, our faces only inches apart as I break away from him. The sexual tension burns between us like a lit match. We share a short-lived moment with Bash staring at me as if I’m an actual person. For once. That is until his eyes find my breasts that are spilling out of this stupid football shirt, and he has the nerve to wink at my chest.

      “I see you haven’t changed,” I say, irritated. “Once a pig, always a pig.”

      “I’m a pig?” He laughs. “I’m a guy. I can’t help it that you have nice tits.”

      “You’re a pig. I think you had it right the first time.” I can’t help but smirk at him, feeling somewhat victorious after years of holding my tongue around him.

      How can I hate and like him all at the same time?

      As I sit up, Bash props himself up onto his elbow and reaches for my waist with his other hand. I swat him away before he can touch me. God knows I’d love to have Bash’s hands all over me again, but that ship has sailed. Despite my overwhelming attraction to him, I cannot allow myself to think of him in any way other than my shithead ex-boyfriend.

      “I always liked the fight in you. I see you haven’t changed.” Fire blazes behind those beautiful green eyes. Why am I even looking at him? Why even give him the time of day? He’s a fucking meathead jerk, plain and simple.

      The tiny bumps spread further down my arms and legs, a result of our proximity. And, of course, Bash notices the effect he has on me. He doesn’t skip a beat. Now aware of my body and how it reacts to him, I need an escape.

      “Bash, let’s go!” One of his teammates calls out from the field. “Get your ass out here, and stop trying to pick up chicks.”

      Laughter echoes around me, reminding me why I hate football and the assholes who play for this team.

      “Bash, let me take a look at her, and you get back on the field.” A blond-haired man dressed in a Strickland Senators tracksuit hovers over us with a medical bag slung over his shoulder.

      Bash tilts his head up at the middle-aged man and nods. He’s so athletic that when Bash grips his helmet and jumps up to his feet, he makes it look effortless. “Take good care of her, Doc. This one is special.” Bash says the last part while maintaining eye contact with me and slaps a big hand down on the team doctor’s back.

      As Bash stands above me, I’m desperate to stop the electricity pulsating through me. Every part of me aches for him, craves his touch. And every memory of the time we’d spent together floods through me. Even though I would never admit it aloud, I miss it. Miss him. He was such a good kisser. For a short time, he was nice, a good boyfriend, even. Until he changed. Or maybe I changed. I never understood why he did the things he did to me.

      With the helmet in his hand, Bash wipes a bead of sweat from his forehead, his skin glistening in the sunlight. Eye contact proves to be too much for me. I can’t stand another minute around him. My willpower crumbles, and if we weren’t in a crowded stadium, I would be in trouble. That’s why I do crazy things like drop classes when I know he’s in them. Or change directions when I see him coming toward me on campus. It’s silly and childish, I know. But I have no control over myself when I’m with him.

      Bash pushes a hand through his hair. He could be posing for the cover of Sports Illustrated with the way he positions himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if that becomes a reality for him someday. He’s a good enough running back to play in the NFL, and he sure as hell has the looks to be on a magazine cover. And it doesn’t hurt that last year he was awarded The Heisman, making him an even bigger deal.

      Bash smiles at me. “I guess I’ll see at the house later.”

      I don’t respond to his comment. He takes my silence as an answer. Just by showing up with Jessica, he already knows I will be there. Before he puts on his helmet, I get one last wink from Bash, and then he walks onto the field.

      To say I have trouble catching my breath would be an understatement. I was holding it the entire time we were together. Combined with the pain in my head and the welt growing on my cheek, I hadn’t even noticed all the air Bash was sucking from the space around me.

      “I’m Dr. Holland,” the man says, getting down on one knee next to me on the ground. “I need to make sure you don’t have a concussion. You got hit pretty hard with the ball.”

      I feel like such an idiot, surrounded by an entire stadium of screaming fans, while the doctor nurses my bruised cheek. I’m always the girl who sings to her tune, so why would this be any different? I can never just blend into the crowd like everyone else.

      Once the game starts back up, no one notices me anymore. All eyes are on the field—as they should be. Thank God.

      “I’m sure I’ll be okay.” I press my fingers to my cheek and cry out in pain. It hurts like a bitch. “See, it’s just a bruise. I’m sure it will heal on its own. I don’t have a concussion.”

      Sitting behind me on the bench, Jessica squeezes my shoulder to let me know she’s still there. She doesn’t say a word as the doctor goes about his business.

      “Do you know your name?”

      I nod, making eyes at the doctor as if he’s crazy. “Yes. It’s Victoria Reynolds.”

      He shines a tiny flashlight in my eyes and does the obligatory check to make sure I’m okay. My double vision of the field is probably temporary, which is why I don’t bother to mention it. I’ve broken bones before. This is nothing.

      “Good. Do you know what today is?”

      “Saturday,” I say, hoping this doesn’t go on much longer. I hate unwanted attention. The last thing I need is for people to label me as Bash’s ex-girlfriend who made a scene at the season opener. The rumor mill will churn, same as always. If Bash so much as sneezes, the campus knows about it. And anyone seen with him is always a target.

      “Other than the bruised cheek, I’m fine,” I tell Dr. Holland, attempting to make my words sound believable.

      Ten minutes pass before Dr. Holland is satisfied with the outcome of his tests. Apparently, I don’t have any major signs of a concussion. I figured as much by the way my body responded to Bash alone. Or maybe I’m losing my shit. Because why on earth would I think of Bash in that way ever again? He still disgusts me. He should repulse me. Except he doesn’t. And I kind of hate myself for it.

      Helping me to my seat next to Jessica, Dr. Holland hovers over me with a concerned look in his eyes. “You don’t have any major warning signs, but that doesn’t mean your situation can’t change. I want you to be careful for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. No drinking, drugs, or any strenuous activity.”

      Jessica laughs but keeps her mouth shut. The last thing she needs to mention is the after party in front of the doctor.

      “No problem.” I give him a forced grin, even though my face and head hurt like hell, causing the lines on the field to blur. “Thank you.”

      “Take it easy, Victoria.” He smiles, then shoves his medical instruments into the leather bag. “You can have a delayed reaction. It happens to my players all the time. Don’t take anything I’ve told you for granted.”

      I feign a smile. “Of course.”

      “I’ll take excellent care of her, Doc,” Jessica chimes. She hooks her arm through mine, putting my biceps in a vise. “I won’t let anything bad happen to my bestie.”

      Dr. Holland hands me his business card. “Call me if anything changes. My cell phone number is on the back.”

      “I will. Thank you.” I stuff the card into my pocket as he walks away.

      “Is he serious about not being able to drink tonight? That ruins my plans.” Jessica sounds like a child complaining about not getting her way.

      I do an internal happy dance because I take this incident as a valid excuse to bail on the dreaded party. But Jessica doesn’t see it that way.

      “You have to come with me,” she says, her eyes pointed at the field. She salivates over Clay. “You are not getting out of this that easily. We are a team.”

      I hold my hand up to my forehead, pretending to faint. “I think I feel something coming on.” Trying to hold back my laughter, I fail.

      “You’re not funny, Tori. I have been looking forward to this for weeks. We have it all planned out.”

      “No,” I correct her, “you have it all planned out. I just listen to you ramble on about how you’re having sex with Clay.”

      She presses her index finger to her lips and looks over her shoulder at the people behind us on the bleachers. “Shh! He would have a stroke if anyone heard you say that.”

      How Clay has waited this long to have sex with Jessica shocks the hell out of me. A guy like Clay—the starting quarterback of our team, good-looking, and rich—has girls throwing themselves at him all day long. Just like Bash. They’re practically twins. Jessica is beautiful beyond words, but I’m still surprised he hasn’t bailed, like his jerk of a friend did to me.

      “Calm down, Jess.” I stroke her forearm with my fingers. “I’ll make an appearance, but I can’t promise I will stay all night. I don’t feel good after getting smacked in the face and knocked down by Bash. He’s not a small guy, and the tip of the football hit me like a dart.”

      She lets out a relieved sigh. “I’m calm. Just glad that you’re not ditching me.”

      I force a closed mouth smile. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “But I understand if you need to leave,” she adds, with a hopeful expression on her face.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing. I’ll be okay. Don’t worry about me. This night is about Clay popping your cherry.” I chuckle at the last part. “I won’t let this ruin your celebration.”

      “You’re so vulgar.” She smacks me on the leg. “Why do you have to say things like that?”

      “You’re such a prude,” I counter. “And for someone so pure, I can’t believe you want to give up your V card at a football party.”

      She shrugs, her eyes focused on the game in front of us. “It’s an important night for Clay, and this is an important night for me. I don’t know. I just thought it would make it special for us.”

      “I don’t know how special it will be with music thumping through the house and drunk people humping each other’s legs in the living room.”

      Jessica rolls her eyes at me. “Easy for you to say. Bash made your first time something from a fairy tale.”

      I can’t deny it. Bash went all out, made me believe he was my Prince Charming. It turns out he was more like a toad.

      “But look what he did after. That’s all that matters anymore.”

      She doesn’t respond this time. Jessica knows the story better than anyone. It’s a shame Bash has his version. That’s the story everyone on campus knows. It’s also the story that turned him into a legendary ladies man and made me an outcast.

      As much as I’d love to use the pulse throbbing in my head as an excuse to go back to the dorm, eat junk food, and binge watch Netflix, I have to support my friend. So, I have no choice but to suck it up and deal with Bash and his stupid friends. It’s only a few hours.

      How much damage can he do?

      
        Roughing is available from Amazon and free with Kindle Unlimited.
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      Cinderella was always my favorite Disney movie and fairy tale. My dad has a lot to do with why I love the story so much. Since birth, my dad has called me Princess and only calls me Jill when he’s mad at me, and I’m thirty-four now. We used to have tea parties and the whole nine yards, so I thought it would be fun to write a Cinderella retelling.

      I loved writing this story. Finch is my new favorite man. I wish he were real. I wanted to write a bad boy football player, but Finch was always a nice guy in my head. In some ways, Finch is like my dad. There are more good guys with rough exteriors out there than the legit bad boys I like to write about in my books. I thought Finch had just enough of the bad boy persona mixed with a mama’s boy that would do anything for his girl.

      Thank you to the readers for following along with my writing journey. You guys are awesome, and I love coming up with these stories for you. I hope you loved my version of Cinderella as much as I loved writing it.

      A big thank you goes out to my bestie, Charlotte. Thanks for convincing me to go through with this book and for always being my rock. If it wasn’t for our conversation about fairy tales, who knows if I would have written Finch’s story. Love ya, babe!

      Thank you to all the bloggers, ARC readers, members of Quinn’s Sinners, and anyone who helps with the planning, release, and pimping of my books. I couldn’t do this without you guys.

      XO,

      Jill

      Random facts about the book:

      
        	Ella’s family is from High Point, North Carolina, which is where my dad was born. His side of the family is from the South. My mom’s is from the North.

        	My grandmother’s name is Katherine aka Auntie Kay.

        	Shawn Finch’s character was inspired by two football players: DeSean Jackson and Rob Gronkowski.

        	I extended the college football schedule in this book to make it work for this story.
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      Jillian Quinn is an international bestselling romance author known for the Face-Off Series, City of Sinners Series, and Roughing.

      Jillian loves sports, bad boys, dirty talkers, strong females, and books with plenty of heat—all of which you will find in her books. As a lover of all things bookish, she has a serious book hoarding problem and runs a blog in her free time. When she’s not reading, writing, or blogging, she’s obsessively fangirling over hockey players and can be found wherever she can catch the next hockey game.

      For more information about Jillian’s books, visit her website at jillianquinnbooks.com.

      Sign up for Jillian's Bad Boy Mafia newsletter for free books, book deals, giveaways, and exclusive excerpts from her books.

      Jillian loves to connect with her readers on social media. You can find Jillian on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram.
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