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    Chapter One


    Jamaica


    His eyes flashed blue fire as he undressed me with them layer by layer as though he planned to have me right there in the aisle of Creston Hall. My heart sputtered then raced in my chest as if I’d run a marathon for days rather than merely walked into the auditorium for the start of fall classes. The heaviness low in my belly drew my attention to my suddenly damp panties, and I clamped my thighs together. Who the hell is this guy?


    “Oh my, sweetheart. Looks like you’ve caught someone’s eye,” my best friend Axel Benson said into my ear.


    Tearing my gaze from the mesmerizing scrutiny of the man who commanded the attention of every person in the lecture hall, I whispered out of the side of my mouth, “Who is he?”


    “Callahan O’Reilly. Starting tight end on the Wildcats football team,” Axel answered, awe in his voice.


    “What’s he doing in a four hundred-level lit class?”


    My friend’s indulgent grin put my hackles up. “Same thing we are, probably. Picking up required upper-level credits.”


    Hotshot stepped into our conversation. “Do I know you from somewhere?” Though he’d dialed down the heat, the banked fires in his sea-blue eyes smoldered in my heated core.


    Damn it. Football players—any sports players for that matter—were not my type. Tightening my grip on the strap of my backpack, I said, “Doubt it.”


    “Jamaica works at the sweet shop in the Union,” Axel oh-so-helpfully supplied. The “oof” that followed might have been from the elbow I threw to his ribs. I didn’t normally resort to violence, but Hotshot’s muscular, toned body combined with his intense stare overwhelmed my common sense.


    Folding my arms over my chest, I said, “From the looks of you, I imagine nothing sweet has ever gone into your mouth.”


    His gaze flicked down my body and back up to snag mine again, his grin positively wolfish. “Shall we test that theory?”


    I blinked. “What the hell? Are you flirting with me?”


    “All right, you pretenses of scholarly pursuits. Find a seat. We don’t have all day.” Dr. Dair’s curmudgeonly tones interrupted our stare-down.


    Grinning like a lunatic, Axel shoulder-bumped me, his eyes darting between Hotshot and me.


    “Miss Winslow, are you coming or going?” Dr. Dair’s voice was as dry as the Sahara.


    My cheeks tingled with a rush of blood at being called out by the one professor I had yet to impress in front of the hottest guy I’d ever seen. The corner of Hotshot’s mouth tipped up, and his voice dropped an octave. “Yes, Miss Winslow. Are you going”—his eyes danced as if he knew exactly the effect he was having on me—“or coming?”


    Gritting my teeth, I grabbed a handful of Axel’s sleeve and tugged him along the row beside me, settling somewhere near the middle. Even after I’d earned A’s in his last two classes, Dr. Dair didn’t take me seriously. If a certain football player weren’t so tall and deliciously muscular and standing in the way of me reaching my usual seat, I wouldn’t have drawn Dair’s negative attention before class even started. Hell, I hadn’t even had a chance to ask one question, let alone my usual several. Now I’d annoyed him by not finding my seat in a timely manner thanks to some jock who was too gorgeous for my own good.


    Hotshot ambled down the aisle to an open seat a couple of rows down, tossed his backpack into the chair beside him, and angled his body so he could look back at me. When he caught me watching him, he winked, and I wanted to throw something at him. The smirk on his face said he knew that too.


    As a junior, I desperately wanted to impress the English Department Chair at least once before graduation. Callahan O’Reilly put paid to that dream when he stopped me with his eyes in the middle of the aisle.


    “English Literature: A Cultural Study will demand your concentration and no small amount of your time.” Dr. Dair ignored the little drama playing out between a certain football player and me.


    Axel, the traitor, did not.


    “If Callahan O’Reilly looked at me the way he looked at you, I think we’d be skipping the first day of class,” he whispered as he fanned himself beside me.


    “Shhh!” I stared straight ahead at our professor. “And you have a boyfriend,” I reminded my best friend out of the corner of my mouth.


    “He wouldn’t blame me if I bailed for Callahan O’Reilly.”


    I shot him a censorious side-eye and concentrated on the droning of our prof.


    By the time class ended, I’d annoyed our teacher with no fewer than five questions—all of them legitimate, mind you—and endured another wink and the ghost of a grin from a certain irritating football player. Before he gathered up his materials and stuffed them into his satchel, Dr. Dair announced his TA would be reading off the names of classmates he’d paired us with for our class projects. We’d need to choose an era and focus of study that fit one of the themes he’d outlined on the syllabus and read and present relevant literature to support our thesis as our culminating project, which counted for half our grade.


    I glanced at Axel. “It would be a miracle if he chose us to work together, wouldn’t it?”


    “With the number of times he caught us whispering in our Shakespeare class last semester, yeah. It would be a miracle.” His eyes strayed down the aisle. “I wouldn’t mind if he paired me up with O’Reilly.” He shoulder-bumped me again, and I let out a long-suffering sigh.


    “If he were your partner, would you be able to stop fangirling long enough to do any work?”


    “Eventually.” My friend dragged out the word with a suggestive laugh.


    As usual, I couldn’t help the tug at the corner of my mouth from his antics. He’d been my best friend since we met in the cafeteria on the first day of high school, two loners who didn’t fit in with the rest of the school but couldn’t be bothered to care much. Discovering our mutual love of literature and writing drew us close, and by Christmas that year we were inseparable. It came as no surprise to our old classmates that we ended up at the same college studying the same major.


    “Axel Benson and Jory Bond,” the TA called out.


    A guy at the end of our row leaned forward and waved at Axel.


    “Better luck next time, Ace.”


    Axel grinned. “Nah. This is great. Jory and I worked on a project together freshman year.” He grabbed his pack from the floor and stood. “Move those pretty legs over, wouldja?”


    I angled myself to let him pass and glanced around at the people already paired up. A sick feeling settled in the pit of my stomach as I saw Hotshot and I were among the last ones left without partners. Then the TA shot my semester straight to hell when he called out, “Callahan O’Reilly and Jamaica Winslow.”


    Fuck. A. Duck.
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    Chapter Two


    Callahan


    That riot of chestnut curls that slipped past her shoulders drew my attention first. The way the strap of her backpack snagged her baggy Mountain State University sweatshirt and pulled it tight across her chest sent my gaze to her sweet rack. I’ve always been a boob man, and this girl’s looked like the perfect handfuls for a guy who can palm a football. I let my eyes slide down to discover a pair of toned legs filling out black yoga pants. Bet if she turned around, I’d have an eyeful of gorgeous round ass.


    Instead, her friend said something that made her snort-laugh, snapping my attention back to her face. My gaze collided with a pair of the deepest green eyes I’d ever seen, and I couldn’t tear myself away from them. The two of them whispering would have made me laugh if not for how gobsmacked I was. The girl was gorgeous.


    Then she opened her mouth and sassed me, which meant I had to play with her. I parked my ass in a seat with a clear line of sight both to the prof and to her, but most of my attention was on her. When I winked at her, I swear steam puffed out of her ears, so I had to do it again. By the time the professor made his announcements and turned the class over to the TA, I’d learned a few things about Jamaica Winslow. One: she was prepared. Two: she was super intelligent. Three: she irritated the prof. I couldn’t figure out if she did it on purpose, but from the prof’s nasally, snobby delivery, I thought maybe she did, which interested me more. Four: she couldn’t keep her eyes off me. That part I liked—a lot.


    Then the TA did me a solid—not on purpose, but I’d take it. He paired me up with Jamaica for our class project. Kinda felt like I’d caught the ball on the twenty behind the corner with only the safety to beat to hit the end zone.


    I gathered up my pack and headed up the aisle to chat with my new “partner.” Judging by the scowl twisting her perfect pillowy lips, she didn’t see our pairing the same way I did. Huh. Time to change that.


    “Looks like we both got lucky,” I said.


    She stuffed her hand on her hip and glared at me. “You did, anyway.”


    I hiked a brow and waited.


    The exasperated sigh that escaped her disturbed the curls falling over her forehead, momentarily distracting me.


    “I’m an English major. Judging by some of the other pairings, Dair put English majors with non-English majors. I hope you have something to bring to the table.”


    Leaning in close, I whispered, “I have all kinds of ‘something’ to bring to the table.”


    The pink stain on her high cheekbones gratified me.


    “I always like to start things on a first-name basis.” I stuck out my hand. “Callahan O’Reilly.”


    It was all I could do to stifle the laugh that tried to escape me when she bared her teeth. “Jamaica Winslow.”


    Her small hand was warm, soft, and surprisingly strong as she shook mine. When our palms met, a tingle feathered over my skin, and I held on for an extra couple of seconds when she tried to pull away. Her eyes widened a fraction and satisfaction coursed through me. Good to know I got to her too.


    She slipped her backpack off her shoulder, setting it on the arm of a chair to fish around inside it. A second later she extracted a day planner, opened it, and like magic, pulled a pen from somewhere in her curls. The action had me leaning in for a closer look at what else she might be hiding in that mass of hair. From beneath her brows, she gifted me a long-suffering glare I met with a grin.


    “When can you meet so we can figure out our project?”


    “Tuesday nights after eight and some Thursday nights after eight if we have a home game.”


    She consulted her old-school calendar. “I might have to work on those nights. Do you have any other time?”


    “Not in the mornings. I have weight-training and film from six to eight-thirty.” Ticking off on my fingers, I said, “Classes from nine to noon. Lunch and meetings. Classes from two to three-thirty, Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Practice from four to seven. Dinner.” At her wide-eyed stare, I added, “Film on some Monday and Wednesday nights, depending.”


    “Wow. That’s—Wow.”


    “Can you ask your boss not to schedule you on Tuesday and Thursday evenings?”


    “Or we can meet on nights when I don’t work. I’m sure we’ll be doing most of this project independently and exchanging notes anyway.”


    “That’s not what it says on the syllabus.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Didn’t you read the syllabus? It says the group project ‘must show evidence of close collaboration.’” Her eyes saucered as I quoted the syllabus from memory, and disappointment put an edge in my voice. “That doesn’t imply independent research and exchanging emails.” I crossed my arms over my chest and enjoyed the way her pupils dilated a fraction when her gaze dropped to my arms. That was more like it.


    She glanced down at her day planner again and said, “Looks like I can meet you at 8:15 p.m. tomorrow night. Does that work for you?”


    “Sure.”


    “You don’t have to check your calendar or something?”


    I tapped a finger to my temple. “It’s all right here.”


    Tilting her head, she glanced up at me from beneath her brows. “Of course it is.”


    The stereotyping irritated me, so I goaded her. “Your place or mine?”


    She blew out an impatient breath. “How about the study tables at the back of the first floor of the library?”


    The corner of my mouth drew up. “Doubt it will be as quiet as your place, but we can meet there.”


    Muttering something under her breath that sounded like “Lord, save me from arrogant jocks,” she wrote in her calendar and shoved it into her backpack. When she straightened up, the pen disappeared back into her hair. Fascinating.


    “Arrogance comes with the territory. Dumb, not so much. I’m glad you got it right.”


    For a second she closed her gorgeous eyes and pulled her lips between her teeth. I didn’t have to hear her say “Give me patience” to know she thought it. Damn, this girl was going to be fun.


    “See you tomorrow night, Jamaica.” I spun my ball cap around so the bill shielded my eyes, saluted her, and headed up the aisle. I would have rather spent the rest of the morning teasing a certain curly-haired beauty, but I didn’t have to check my phone to know I was already late to lunchtime film.
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    By the time Jamaica arrived at the library for our study session, I’d snagged a table in the back where she’d directed, my books spread across the surface to show her I was more than the best tight end ever to grace Holland Field at Wildcat Stadium. After checking the time on my phone, I raised a brow in her direction.


    “Sorry I’m late. A group of girls from the freshmen dorm rolled in at ten minutes to close and spent twenty minutes deciding to buy one bag of sour gummy worms and a couple boxes of Red Hots.” A massive eye roll accompanied her into her chair as she plopped down with her backpack on her lap.


    Without acknowledging my outlay on the table, she began extracting notebooks, folders, and books from her bag as though it were Hermione’s magic purse from Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. At last, she set her pack on the floor beside her chair, pulled a pen from somewhere in her curls, and opened one of her notebooks. “I’ve outlined a list of themes we could explore. I’m sort of partial to exploitation in Hardy’s novels.”


    “Hello, Jamaica. How was your day?”


    When she glanced up at me, I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms over my chest. She might have ideas about how this partnership was going to go, but I had ideas too.


    “What?”


    I jacked a brow. “How was your day?” Letting a little grin slip out, I shrugged. “Aside from the annoying freshmen at closing time.”


    Her head tilted to the side as she finally looked at me, a puzzled expression on her stunning face. “Um, it was fine. Good, actually. Yours?”


    “Better now.” I leaned my forearms on the table and dropped my voice half an octave. “I’m looking forward to pairing up with you.”


    She scolded me with her face. “Partners. We are project partners.”


    I coughed into my hand to hide my laughter at her expression and her schoolteacher tone. “The difference is—what?”


    “We are not ‘paired up’ as in getting together. We are partners preparing a class project for our mutual advancement.”


    “Is that what we are?” I drawled.


    A prim nod preceded her nose tipping up and her eyes narrowing. “Precision in language precludes misunderstandings.” She opened her notebook, her pen poised above the page. “Our project needs a thematic focus. As I said earlier, Hardy’s interest in the exploitation of the working class runs through all his books. We could use The Mayor of Casterbridge, Far from the Madding Crowd, and Tess of the d’Urbervilles as our anchors and bring in some modern movies and politics to show the timelessness of his theme.”


    Tapping my finger on the part of the syllabus I’d circled, I said, “Or we could discuss manners”—I cleared my throat—“in Austen’s novels. We could use Mansfield Park, Emma, and Persuasion as our anchors and bring in modern movies and social media to show the timelessness of her theme.” I may or may not have smirked at the little “O” she made with her mouth when I mimicked her, verbatim. “Precision of understanding of intelligence precludes misunderstandings.” Stealing her pen from her hand, I set the tip of it on my blank notebook page and waited.


    Her plump lips disappeared inside her mouth while she pulled a long breath in through her nose. That breath escaped on a puff as she reached for her pen, a pretty shade of pink coloring her cheeks. “Got it. You’re not another dumb jock.”


    “Correct.” I held her pen away from her, examining it. “This is fancy,” I said as I checked out the engraved intertwining knots that ran the length of it, ending in some sort of round pink crystal at the top. Hefting its weight in my palm, I admired the obviously expensive writing implement.


    “May I have that back, please?”


    I gave her my best innocent face. “You don’t share your pens?”


    Stretching out her hand, palm up, she said, “That one’s special.”


    “A present from your boyfriend?”


    “A present from my high-school English teacher when I graduated.” She wiggled her fingers.


    The edge in her tone said I was on the brink of pissing her off. Relenting, I touched her precious pen to her palm but didn’t let go. “No boyfriend, huh?”


    “That’s none of your business.” She snatched the pen from me and stuffed it somewhere in her hair. Fascinated, I watched her extract a plain old generic Bic from roughly the same spot.


    “I’ll take that as a no.” At the top of my blank notebook page I wrote: Jamaica is fair game.


    Her hand flashed out, and she spun my notebook to read my note. Glaring at me, she said through gritted teeth, “Dr. Dair isn’t running a dating service. We’re partners for an academic project. That. Is. All.”


    “Which totally explains why your eyes keep finding their way to my mouth.”


    “Are you always so full of yourself?”


    I let one side of my mouth turn up and held back when her eyes strayed there—again—for about the tenth time since she sat down at our table. My interest in her plump pink lips was a given. But that would have to wait till later.


    Pulling my notebook back across the table, I said, “Judging by the class discussion yesterday, I bet working class exploitation is a hot topic for presentations. Which means manners will stand out, especially when we don’t go for the obvious with Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility, don’t you think?”


    Her mouth dropped open, then she snapped it shut with an audible clunk. “Have you read all of Jane Austen’s books?”


    “Nah. My mom and sisters have a Jane Austen movie binge-a-thon every year for Christmas. They might have dragged my brother and me in to watch with them once when we were snowed in.”


    “Your only experience with the literature is movies, then.”


    If I wanted a snowball’s chance in hell of keeping my GPA at or above my current 3.85, I needed to wipe that dismissive tone off her face pronto. “I’m not a fan of the way Hardy portrays women. Bathsheba Everdene is a total bitch in Far from the Madding Crowd, Tess is raped and shamed in Tess of the d’Urbervilles, and Susan and Lucetta die basically of broken hearts in The Mayor of Casterbridge.”


    She blinked. “Your family watched those movies too?”


    “No. I read the books in my AP English class in high school. Not a Hardy fan.” I sat back and let that sink in.


    For a long minute, we held each other’s eyes.


    At last, she nodded and wrote across the top of her blank notebook page: “Focus—manners. Books—Emma, Persuasion, Mansfield Park.” When she glanced up, a little smirk played over her pretty mouth. From the moment she sat down, I’d totally been checking out her mouth and wondering about how those plump lips would feel against mine. The difference between us was that I wasn’t hiding my interest.


    “We’re going to have to read the books, you know. We can’t rely on the movies for passages to quote.”


    I smirked back at her. “Yeah, I had that figured out.”


    Loud female laughter interrupted our standoff.


    “Hi, Callahan,” Tory Miller’s breathy singsong assaulted my ears. “We didn’t see you studying with the rest of the team.” She sidled up to our table, stuck out a hip, and planted a hand on it while she twirled a lock of blonde hair with the other.


    The girl was a walking cliché.


    When I continued to say nothing, she went on. “The other guys said you wanted to study by yourself, but we thought you might like company.” Though she stood right beside Jamaica, she completely ignored my study partner.


    Behind Tory, her posse of freshmen giggled. Across from me, the most interesting woman in the library stiffened, her pen poised above the page where half a word awaited finishing.


    “Thanks for your concern, Tory.” I glanced past her. “Ladies.” I touched the bill of my ball cap.


    She stepped closer. “You know, a better place to study is the ice cream shop across from the Union.” A sly expression slipped into her eyes. “Or the study room at Delta Chi.” When she leaned her hip against the table, her short skirt hiked higher up her thigh. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her run her fingers along her bare skin, but I didn’t bite. “Or your place.”


    “Another time, maybe. Right now, I’m a little busy.” I glanced across the table to see Jamaica writing paragraphs in her notebook. From the ferocity of her pen strokes, I was surprised the paper remained intact.


    Tory tossed a gaze over her shoulder and returned her eyes to me. “Sorry. I guess we didn’t realize you had company.”


    “Yeah, and we’re busy.”


    Tory’s pouty lip always preceded a tantrum. Usually, I blew her off, but one look at Jamaica told me she was about an inch from stuffing her books in her bag and walking away from our project—from me—for good. And we’d barely started.


    “So I’ll catch you later. Ask the guys where we all should meet up. I’ll text ’em when I’m done here.”


    The pout morphed into a sunny smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Don’t stand us up.” Though she delivered the words in her annoying singsong way, I didn’t miss the edge in them. From the look of her stiff shoulders, Jamaica heard it too.


    With an exaggerated flounce, Tory pushed up from the table and ran her bloodred nails across the tops of my shoulders as she sashayed past me. Gritting my teeth behind a false smile, I suppressed a shiver of revulsion at her touch and watched to make sure she and her giggling entourage left the area.


    When my attention returned to Jamaica, to my annoyance, Tory’s interruption had broken the connection I’d worked all evening to build.
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    Chapter Three


    Jamaica


    “Callahan O’Reilly, huh? Lucky you.” Chessly said, dipping whipped cream off the top of her matcha with a spoon.


    I nearly gave myself a headache with how hard I rolled my eyes. “Obviously, Dr. Dair hates me.” I fingered one half of my blueberry muffin into crumbs and berries. “If I’d made any kind of positive impression on him in the past two years, he would have let me work with Axel. Or maybe one of the poli-sci majors taking the class. Instead, he pairs me with the Big Man on Campus himself, Callahan freakin’ O’Reilly.” I stared glumly at my mangled muffin and sighed.


    My friend laughed. “Big Man on Campus?”


    “Gah! You should have been at the library the other night.” Glancing at her, I amended myself. “On second thought, you shouldn’t have been there. You probably would have experienced PTSD or something.”


    She licked whipped cream from her spoon and pointed it at me. “Explain.”


    “Tory Miller showed up with a group of giggling freshman sycophants in her wake. Their tittering and posing and twirling their hair made me ashamed for feminists everywhere. I swear, you would have thought they’d never seen a man before.”


    Chess stared across the table at me with eyes three times their normal size. “You’re heading off into a tangent, J.”


    Slouching back in my chair, I continued. “From the territorial way she acted, I think she and Hotshot have something going on. The whole time she interrupted us, she ignored me, even after Callahan pointed out I was sitting right there.”


    I arranged blueberries in a half-circle around the intact part of my muffin and shook my head. “You deserve combat pay—or at least an additional scholarship—for putting up with that walking nightmare on your floor last fall. If she’d been on mine, I’d have lost my job for gluing her door shut with her in her room.”


    My friend shot me a glare from beneath her brows. “Why couldn’t you have suggested that idea last year?”


    Chuckling, I popped a blueberry in my mouth. “We both would have lost our jobs, but it might have been worth it.” I drew a pattern in the crumbs on the plate. “What does it say of Hotshot that he has something going with her?”


    Chessly’s eyes glittered. “That bugs you, doesn’t it?”


    With a shrug, I tried to convey a nonchalance I was far from feeling. I had no interest in Callahan O’Reilly. None. Whatsoever.


    “I don’t understand why guys always go for clichés. Tory’s superficial pretty only hides her bone-deep ugly until she opens her mouth. Apparently, guys are too focused on her bright red lips to listen to what comes out of them.” I tore a hunk off the intact part of my muffin, popped it in my mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “Anyway, her appearance at our table the other night interrupted our flow. Now we’re behind on planning our project.” Under my breath I muttered, “Pain in my ass.”


    A laugh snorted out of Chess. “On the plus side, looking at your partner across the table when you’re working together is not a hardship.”


    I threw a blueberry at her.


    Chessly Clarke and I had been friends since we were randomly assigned as roommates freshman year. Both of us needed a residence advisor job to offset living expenses since our academic scholarships didn’t pay the rent. Instead of competing, we joined forces during RA candidate class, which meant we ended up being the only two sophomore RAs on campus last year. To say we had each other’s backs was an understatement. The only person I trusted more was Axel.


    The alarm on my phone vibrated in my pocket, reminding me of my shift at the candy store. “Duty calls.” I tossed back what was left of my muffin and pushed away from the table. “See you after dinner for the RA meeting.”


    “See you then.” Grinning, she picked up her tea and shouldered her backpack. “Don’t let Callahan run through your mind too many times today.”


    Before I could tell her that was absolutely not a problem, she was two tables away and moving fast, her chuckles lingering in my ears.
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    The afternoon crawled by. It was one of those glorious cut-glass, blue-sky days that only show up in the fall, and I was stuck inside the Union at the sweet shop when no one was in the mood for sugary snacks. I finished rereading Persuasion, writing copious notes in the margins. It was something else Chess made fun of me for—reading old-school paperbacks rather than reading and making notes on my computer. So what if it made me seem old-fashioned? I liked the feel and smell of books. Plus, I’d read several studies proving people retained more of what they read when they read hard copy rather than digital. Since I had to read everything twice to anchor it in my head as it was, I wanted any additional advantage I could find.


    At the end of my shift, I tucked my books in my backpack and was out the door before the next shift had even tied on her apron. As I stepped outside the Union into the square, I breathed in energizingly crisp autumn air. When I opened my eyes, Callahan O’Reilly was standing directly in front of me.


    “Hel-lo, Jamaica.” His sexy smile did inappropriate things to my insides.


    “Hello, Hotshot,” was out of my mouth before I could stop it.


    My face heated as I stepped around him.


    Not taking the hint, he fell into step with me as I headed across the square in the direction of the dorms. “Hotshot, huh?” There was a grin in his voice. “Accurate, Island Girl.”


    My brow went up when I spared him a glance, and his grin morphed into a delighted smile.


    “Where are you headed in such a hurry?”


    “Home so I can grab dinner before my meeting.”


    “Parking lot is that way.” He gestured behind us with his thumb.


    “Dorms are this way.” I kept walking.


    He shoved his hands in his pockets and matched my stride. “Aren’t you a junior? Why do you still live in the dorms?”


    “Because I can’t get enough of hanging out with freshman girls who spend their time simpering and giggling for the attention of upper-class athletes.” Over my shoulder I gifted him the eye roll of all eye rolls. “My scholarship only covers tuition. I make up the rest working as a resident assistant.”


    “That mean you have a single room?”


    “The one true perk of the job.”


    We traversed the yard between Creston and Seagram Halls. One of the pluses of living in the dorms was their proximity to the buildings housing most of the humanities classes on campus. It meant on days when I overslept my alarm, I still made it to class on time.


    “Good to know.”


    “Come again?”


    “It’s always better to have your own space when you’re entertaining guests, yeah?”


    I narrowed my eyes at the unholy mischief dancing in his. “That’s none of your business.”


    “It will be.”


    I stopped and glared at him. “Excuse me? Outside of English class and our project, neither of us has a say in the other’s business.” Picking up my pace, I brushed past him. “Which is why I ended our first meeting early when your girlfriend showed up.”


    “My girlfriend?”


    I talked over him. “Because who you date is none of my business, even if you don’t know how to pick ’em.”


    “What are you talking about? I’m not dating anyone—yet.” The warning tone in his voice drew my gaze to his heated one.


    “Have you told Tory Miller? Because I had the distinct impression she thinks the two of you are a thing.”


    We’d made it to the block of dorms, and I cut across the empty street to the front of mine.


    Callahan laughed. “Are you jealous?”


    “Hardly.” I infused my tone with all the disdain of Persuasion’s Lady Russell when she referred to anything involving Captain Wentworth.


    He laughed again, and it was all I could do to keep from stomping my foot to emphasize my point.


    “You live in the all-women’s dorm?” Under his breath I thought I heard him add, “That’s unhandy.”


    Why would it matter to him where I lived?


    “Like I said”—I shrugged—“I can’t get enough of silly freshmen girls.” Shooting him a smirk, I added, “Kinda like some hotshot football players, apparently.”


    He stopped dead in front of me. “Wait a sec. Have I been reading this all wrong? I mean, I picked up that your friend is gay, but you are too?” The only way to describe his expression was stricken, and it was all I could do not to laugh.


    “Would it bother you if I was?”


    “You have no idea.” Something in my demeanor must have tipped him off because his massive shoulders relaxed, and the corner of his lips tipped up. “But I didn’t read you wrong. You like guys.”


    “Not all of them.”


    “Callahan! Hi, Callahan!” Some of the giggling horde from the other night sang his name as they exited Hanover Hall. I let out a sigh of relief that I didn’t recognize any of them as living on my floor.


    “Looks like your fan club has arrived. I’ll leave you to them.” I didn’t bother to hide my mirth at his horrified expression as four or five simpering freshman girls crowded him.


    “Island Girl, you can’t leave me here alone like this,” he pleaded as he avoided the grabby hands of two of the bolder ones who attempted to link arms with him.


    “Sorry, Hotshot. I told you I have to hustle home for dinner and a meeting. See you in class.”


    As I made my way to the front door of Hanover, I heard the girls inviting—or rather, demanding—he join them for dinner in the dining hall on the opposite corner of the dorm. When I stepped inside the lobby, I glanced back through the glass doors to see him walking backward the way we’d come, his hands up in front of him as he warded off their come-ons. Though I didn’t stick around to watch, I had the idea he might have to make a run for it to escape them. All the way to my room, I chortled at the mental image of the big, strong football player running away from a posse of freshmen girls.
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    Chapter Four


    Callahan


    Jamaica’s wild curls overpowered the wide flower-patterned band she’d tied over them. When she slid her backpack onto her lap as she sat beside her friend Axel in the middle row of the auditorium, she blew at them. With a rough jerk, she tugged the zipper down on her backpack, pulled out her notebook, and dropped her pack on the floor beside her. Like magic, she pulled a pen from her curls.


    For a second, her gaze strayed to where I sat a few rows down on the edge of the aisle. I grinned and pointed to an imaginary watch on my wrist. She wrinkled her cute little nose in my direction, and I winked, snorting a laugh when she bared her teeth at me. It tickled the shit out of me how easy it was to set her off.


    Dr. Dair interrupted my fun. “Nice of you to make it, Miss Winslow. Now class can begin.” The tone of his voice could have sucked all the water from every water bottle in the room.


    Instead of slouching down in her seat as I expected, Jamaica sat up straighter and narrowed her eyes at the prof. No doubt from the way he was always riding her, the guy had a hard-on for my partner. It was one more thing I wanted to know about Jamaica Winslow.


    Dr. Dair launched into a lecture on the excesses of the Regency, which he said were alternately lauded in the poetry of the Romantics and called out in the rise of the novel as a literary construct. He paid special attention to Austen’s Emma. The side of my face closest to the aisle heated up, and I glanced in Jamaica’s direction. Sure enough, she was glaring fire at me. It didn’t take a mind reader to know what that was about. Once I’d talked her into using Austen rather than Hardy for our project, I’d had to win a second argument over which Austen books to use, putting Emma on the list. Didn’t take a genius to know that glare heating up the side of my face was a not-so-subtle screw-you.


    Even though Dair never seemed to let her up, she acted almost desperate to impress the man. I couldn’t give two shits what he thought of me personally as long as he considered my work to be A quality—which it would be because that’s the way I roll. From her incisive questions in class, my partner could keep up.


    As I ignored Jamaica’s heated stare, Dr. Dair droned on, “Following the popularity of Pride and Prejudice, the Prince Regent hinted strongly—demanded, actually—that Austen dedicate her next book to him. Though she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction, she understood her precarious situation as an unmarried woman living off her brother’s goodwill. With great reluctance, she dedicated Emma to the prince, which in all reality was a bold move considering the caricature of nobility Austen portrays in the titular character.”


    The professor tipped his head down to peer owlishly over the top of his glasses. “What is it this time, Miss Winslow?”


    That long-suffering stare combined with the undisguised irritation in his tone should have put her off raising her hand in class—ever. The combination had certainly done its job with most of the rest of the class, and we were only a week in.


    Not Jamaica.


    I kind of admired her for it.


    “In my research I discovered multiple scholars believe the Prince Regent didn’t actually read any of Austen’s books. Could she have been testing if that was true?”


    “Ahh, if only she were here to ask.”


    I suddenly wanted to punch the prof’s sarcasm right out of his tone. Her question had merit. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn some Austen scholar somewhere had even pursued it. If Dair hadn’t assigned a larger overarching theme for our project, I might have suggested to my partner that we switch our focus to chasing down the Prince Regent’s response to Emma. As I watched Dair relax his stance, a satisfied smirk on his face at his humiliating response to Jamaica’s question, an idea formed in my head. In the margins on my iPad I jotted an addition to our project focus on manners.


    When class ended, I glanced up from sliding my iPad into my pack to see Jamaica angrily stuffing her notebook into hers. The hard set of her jaw as she glared at Dr. Dair’s back when he exited through a door behind the lectern explained her actions. After four class sessions with her asking pertinent questions that irritated the teacher but helped the rest of us, I began to see that questioning the lecturer was her way. Even when he tried to preempt her with the derogatory way he called on her, she never backed down. Every time I’d had a conversation with her, something in it would set fire to her cheeks, but she never showed embarrassment with our professor. Her expressions consisted of genuine interest or determination. Though she didn’t flare up at the public set-down today, her actions left no doubt she was hot about it.


    “What’s the deal with you and Dair?” I asked as I fell into step beside her and Axel on the way out of class.


    “Besides that he picks someone in every grade to hate, and I’m the junior class choice?” she gritted through clenched teeth.


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Everyone in the English department knows Dr. Dair chooses someone from each cohort to give a hard time.” Axel shot Jamaica a side-eye. “In the junior class, that would be Jamaica. She asks too many questions.” Over her head he grinned at me.


    “Are we or are we not in school to learn?” she demanded as she stomped up the aisle between us. “How does he expect people to learn if they never ask questions?”


    “You kinda do it on purpose, yeah?” I said.


    “Do what? Ask questions?” Those gorgeous green eyes rolled in her head like marbles, the “duh” in her voice loud and clear.


    “No. Irritate him.”


    A long sigh flowed out of her. “I irritate him by majoring in English. If I had a different major—say, sports marketing”—she slid me a glance—“he’d give me a pass on the questions. Like that premed major who sits on the opposite side of the auditorium from you. That guy asks loads of questions too, but Dair is never an ass to him.”


    Axel shot me a “she’s right” look, and I shrugged.


    Stepping out into the crisp autumn air, she squared her shoulders and stopped on the steps. I’d taken the next step down, so she stood eye-to-eye with me.


    “I thought we could finish up on our outline tomorrow night.”


    I grinned. “Sounds like a plan.”


    “I’ll meet you in the study carrels on the second floor of the library if you don’t mind.” Her eyes narrowed. “Maybe we can finish our work before your girlfriend and her posse discover us.”


    My brow went up at the snark in her tone. “My girlfriend?”


    “Tory Miller.”


    “Tory Miller?” I echoed.


    “Sophomore? Blonde? The one who staked her claim on you at the library last week?”


    The side of my mouth crooked up. “You’re jealous.”


    Jamaica’s eyes shot daggers. “You wish.”


    “She’s a jersey chaser.” I shrugged. “Not girlfriend material.”


    Axel puffed his cheeks and whistled out a long breath, drawing my attention to him. He made a “cut it” gesture beneath his chin, but it was too late.


    “Nothing sexist about that opinion,” Jamaica began.


    I cut her off. “Nothing at all. It’s a statement of fact.”


    “Yep, Dair hates me,” she muttered under her breath in Axel’s direction.


    He shot me a smirk, and I grinned back.


    “See you tomorrow night at the library. Second floor. More private.” I leaned in closer to her. “I like it.”


    Her knuckles turned white where she gripped the straps of her backpack. “Bring some ideas, will you?” She stomped down the steps past me.


    Giving me a thumbs-up, Axel trailed in her wake.


    That girl was pure fire. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew better than to play with her, that playing with her would lead to getting burned. But as I watched her hips sway in those tight jeans as she tromped down the sidewalk, all I could think about was how hot those hips would feel in my hands when I pulled her in close.


    Nothing about Jamaica Winslow was my usual type, yet everything about her intrigued me. For whatever reason, I usually went for blondes who didn’t challenge me much, girls who were in it for a good time as much as I was. Nothing about Jamaica, from that mass of chocolate-brown curls to her take-no-prisoners approach to school, said casual. Her sword was always out, ready to challenge ideas—and people. For reasons I decided not to study too closely, I liked it when she challenged me. Whistling the tune to Balefire’s “Hotter Than Hell” as I headed in the opposite direction, I couldn’t remember when I’d looked forward to a study session as much as I looked forward to tomorrow night.
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    When I arrived at the library, I found Jamaica seated at a tiny table in the back corner opposite the stairs and the elevator. Her eyes tracked me from where she sat with her back to the wall, which meant my back would be to whoever might wander by us. The table was littered with books and notebooks, but what caught my attention was a pen on top of one of those notebooks. I scanned her curls for another but couldn’t see one. Didn’t mean she didn’t have one—or a handful of them—stashed in all that hair. The thought made me smile.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “I’m smiling, not laughing.” I slung my backpack off my shoulder and onto the table and pulled my iPad from it. “Hello, partner. How was your day?”


    She wouldn’t let it go. “Your eyes are laughing. What’s so funny?”


    “Your strategy. You think putting my back to the rest of the room will deter a determined jersey chaser from finding me?” I slid into the chair opposite her and set my pack on the floor at my feet.


    “Worth a shot. Maybe it will buy us enough time to finish our outline at least.” The eye roll in her tone dared me to play with her.


    “They know when we finish practice.” Sliding a finger over the surface of my machine, I woke it up and scrolled to our project notes. “That and I don’t exactly blend into this environment.” I smirked.


    “That man hates me so much,” she said to herself.


    “I don’t hate you at all.” Waggling my brows, I added, “I think you’re hot in a studious sort of way.”


    “Studious?” She glanced down at her oversize Mountain State T-shirt. “Are you serious?”


    Gesturing to the books scattered over the table, I said, “It’s how you present. I don’t usually go for studious—”


    “Why am I not surprised?” Crossing her arms over her chest only drew my attention to her rack, which her oversize sweatshirts didn’t disguise nearly as well as she probably thought.


    “—but maybe that’s because I haven’t met the right kind of studious.”


    One skeptical brow lifted. “The right kind of studious?” she drawled.


    “Yeah. Smart, driven”—I let my eyes take a tour of what was in front of me, then, for good measure, leaned back to glance beneath the table at her pretty legs in her yoga pants and back up to her narrowed green eyes—“and hot.”


    With no little amount of satisfaction, I enjoyed the pink tinging her cheekbones. She grabbed her pen and pulled a notebook toward her. “Don’t bother flirting with me. I’m not interested in athletes.” She glanced up from her notes. “And I’m not carrying all the weight on this project, or Dair will fail both of us. Trust me.”


    Making a show of reading and marking her notes, she did her best to send me “back off” vibes. But the squirming on her chair told a different story. Good to know I wasn’t the only one in this pairing with a not-so-scholarly interest in my partner.


    “About that. Something Dair said in class yesterday had me thinking about an angle for our presentation.”


    As though she couldn’t believe I had an original idea, she blinked up at me.


    “Rather, it was the way he dismissed your question about the Prince Regent. Made me think we have an opportunity to remind him of his manners.”


    Blowing at a curl that slipped past the flower-patterned band on her forehead, she said, “It’s not worth the chance of him lowering our grade.”


    “I don’t know.” I smirked. “It’s not like everyone in the class isn’t aware of his SDE problem.”


    “Wow. That didn’t take long.”


    “What? That I caught onto Dair’s small dick energy? He practically shouts it every time you challenge him.” I leaned in. “Out of curiosity, are all his ‘cohort’ targets smart women?” I asked, air-quoting her friend Axel.


    She shrugged. “I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter. We’re not giving him any reason to score us below the A we are going to earn.” Her stern schoolteacher tone cracked me up, and she glared at me. “I mean it, Hotshot. Your scholarship rests on what you do bashing around on a football field. Mine rests on what happens in the classroom.” Pausing, she tucked her plump lips between her teeth. “I can’t afford to take any chances with mine.” Those last words came out so softly I had to lean forward to catch them.


    Flicking my eyes down to the notes on my iPad and back up to hers, I said, “Austen is subtle in her delivery of scathing truths.” Stretching my leg, I lightly ran the toe of my running shoe up the side of her calf and back down. “We’ll be subtle too. That way if he dings us, we have plausible deniability when we confront him over it.”


    The tiny hitch in her breath at the contact going on beneath the table gratified me. Mostly because when I touched her, the contact tingled up my calf as well. Knowing Jamaica wasn’t as immune to me as she pretended to be left a warm spot in the middle of my chest.


    She turned on her chair, crossing one knee over the other and distancing herself from my wayward foot. I shot her a grin, and she rewarded me with narrowed eyes. “Since Dair brought up Emma today”—she glanced up from beneath her brows, her sardonic tone making her point for her—“maybe we should start with it. I reread it over the weekend, this time with our focus in mind, and marked some relevant passages. I was thinking we could use the scenes where Emma is instructing Harriet on the finer points of proper behavior for landing a gentleman.”


    “Or we could focus on her lack of manners where one of her peers is concerned. The way she treats Jane Fairfax always pisses me off.”


    Her mouth gaping open and closed like a guppy was so damn funny it took some of the sting out of her obvious opinion of my academic prowess.


    Leaning back in my chair, I said, “I read the book over the weekend too.”


    “Oh. Well, great. Um—”


    The way she stammered over her stereotypical athlete prejudices demanded I play with her. “You did say you expected me to pull my weight, yeah?”


    “Yes. So, uh…” She cleared her throat. “Did you happen to mark any relevant passages concerning Jane?”


    “No, but it won’t be difficult to find them.”


    Seeming to recover herself, she asked, “How many times have you read Emma?”


    I smirked at her accusatory tone. “Just the one time this past weekend on the bus ride home from the game.”


    Her brows shot up.


    “What?” Deliberately, I widened my eyes. “It was a six-hour ride. The guys made it clear I’ve won a few too many poker pots recently, so I needed to occupy myself in a different way.”


    Her cute upturned nose wrinkled in disgust. “You gamble?”


    “Only on the bus.”


    Narrowed green eyes stared into mine, and I shrugged.


    “Some of our rides are long. It passes the time.”


    With a shake of her head, she doodled something in the margin of her notes. “So, about Jane Fairfax. It’s going to take a bit of time to find relevant passages.” She nodded in the direction of my iPad where I’d cued up a copy of the book.


    I kept my eyes on her. “We can start in chapter 34 where Emma invites Jane to the dinner party.”


    “Do you have a photographic memory or something?”


    “Pretty close.” I leaned my forearms on the table. “On the first day of class, you were wearing a tight pair of jeans—great choice, by the way—and a light red shirt with a low neck that hinted at your cleavage—which is fine. I enjoy a little mystery.”


    She glared.


    “Your boots added about two inches to your height—another plus. I like taller women.”


    Her indignation came out on a gasp.


    “And you had on the same headband you’re wearing tonight. What I haven’t been able to keep track of is exactly how many pens you keep stashed in those glorious curls of yours.”


    Self-consciously, she lifted a hand to the side of her head before dropping it back to her lap. “I was asking about your ability to remember passages from a book you’ve only read once—with the added distraction of a busload of rowdy football players, no less—not about what I wore when.”


    “I know.”


    When I treated her to my best grin, I thought steam might escape her ears. My grin morphed into a full smile, and I watched in fascination as her entire body softened.


    As usual, Finn’s timing sucked.


    “There you are, buddy. One of the girls swore she saw you walk into the library a couple of hours ago, and we’ve spent the past fifteen minutes looking for you.”


    “Been right here studying.”


    “Well, the library’s closing in a few, and this lot think we should hit Stromboli’s for snacks.” Finn McCabe, my roommate, best friend, and probably the best defensive end in the league when he wasn’t jumping offsides, gestured to the posse of jersey chasers gathered around him.


    Tory Miller stepped away from the pack. “Why are you up here instead of downstairs with the rest of the team?” The accusation in her tone pissed me off, but I knew better than to show any emotion with this one.


    “Too many distractions.”


    She tossed her hair and shot me a coy smile.


    One drunken slipup. One. We didn’t even round first base, but she thought we were an item.


    I glanced across the table to see Jamaica gathering up her things, a determinedly neutral expression on her face. But the tense set of her shoulders and the jerkiness of her hands as she stacked books and notebooks gave her away. Clearly, she thought I had something going with Tory too.


    Fuck.


    As if by magic, a second later, Jamaica’s side of the table was bare, her backpack heavy as she lifted it in one motion and stood. “I think we have a viable start.”


    Guess our study time together was over, along with any strides I’d made toward cracking her tough shell.


    “Are we meeting again this week?”


    I powered down my iPad, stacked it on a notebook, and stuffed the whole works in my backpack. “Can’t. We have another away game. But I’ll catch up with you in class tomorrow.”


    “Sure. Whatever.”


    As Jamaica stepped around the table, I heard Tory’s not-so-subtle “Bitch” directed at her from somewhere directly behind me. Jamaica’s brow lifted, but her acknowledgment of the jersey chaser stopped there.


    Classy.


    Tory not so much. She slipped her claw around the crook of my elbow and said, “I’m in the mood for cheesy fries. They’re your favorite too, right, Callahan?” The simpering tone of her voice set my teeth on edge.


    I shrugged my arm away from her and shot a glare in my roommate’s direction. But his eyes were on Jamaica’s retreat. More specifically, with the speculative grin on his face, he was enjoying the sexy sway of her sweet round ass in her form-fitting yoga pants as she wasted no time walking away from me.


    Now I had another problem.
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    Chapter Five


    Callahan


    In football, timing is everything. When the quarterback does a three-step drop and throws a slant, the receiver needs to shed the defender and hustle his ass to the center of the field to catch the throw that’s coming about two seconds after the center hikes the ball.


    The other night, my timing had started moving in the right direction with Jamaica. Then Finn and that bunch of jersey chasers he lets hang off his arm showed up and blew up the play. Or maybe it was only the one jersey chaser who was the problem. Jamaica didn’t react much until Tory opened her whiny mouth.


    Usually, I catch Jamaica sneaking peeks at me several times during the hour we’re in class together. I won’t lie: catching her looking at me makes my pickle puffy, as my buddy Wyatt Baxter likes to say. Yesterday in class, I didn’t catch her glancing my way even once. Doesn’t take a genius to figure out she thinks I have something going with that spoiled little sorority chick—and she’s not impressed. Right when I dispel one of her stereotypes about me as a football player, something else comes along to reinforce a different one. In this case, that football players only date jersey chasers.


    I shoved my gear into my oversize duffel bag, slung it over my shoulder, and headed out of the locker room. As I made my way up the tunnel to the exit into the parking lot, Finn fell into step beside me.


    “Hey, what put that Debbie Downer expression on your pretty-boy face, ’Han? You can’t look like that when we’re playing the Trojans this weekend. We are going to mess. Them. Up.” A joyful laugh accompanied his words as he punctuated them with three not-so-easy punches to my shoulder.


    “Dude, do you get any schoolwork done when you ‘study’ in the library with that pack of freshman and sophomore hyenas you let hang around?”


    We stepped out the doors of the sports complex and headed across the parking lot to the bus.


    “Wait, is that what’s bugging you?” A feral grin slid over his features. “It’s that curly-haired hottie you were with. Now that I think about it, you were sitting with her in the library one night last week too.”


    “Knock it off, Finn. She’s my partner for my lit-class project.” I slung my bag into the compartment in the undercarriage of the bus, resituated my backpack over my shoulder, and headed for the doors.


    “You won’t mind then if I make a run at her the next time you’re studying with her in the library.” He tossed his duffel in beside mine and followed me onto the bus. “What’s her name?”


    “Don’t even think about it, asshole.”


    His chuckling didn’t stop even after we were seated in our usual spots toward the back, across the aisle from each other. “So that’s how it is. You got a hard-on for your project partner. Can’t say I blame you. That girl is a smoke show.” He pretended to fan himself then he eased his seat back and stretched his legs in front of him.
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