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        Big Bad Love

      

      

      

      Leela

      

      I have worked and strived to achieve my dream of founding the first and only sorority for plus sized women. I’ll do anything to maintain my house’s spotless image, including auctioning off my services for the weekend, all in the name of charity. Not THOSE kinds of services. It’s supposed to be cooking, cleaning, running errands. The last thing I need is for a notorious bad boy on campus inserting himself into this shindig, especially one who misunderstands the ENTIRELY wholesome concept of what I’m trying to do here. Everyone’s warning me not to take his money…not to go home with him, especially when Beta Beta Psi’s reputation is at stake. Except there’s just one problem. I kind of want to see where this goes…

      

      Crosby

      

      I don’t give a sh*t about so called “Greek life.” Sororities and fraternities are not my bag. What I do care about is Leela. Wait, that’s an understatement. Leela is my obsession. There’s no way a nice girl like her would give a guy like me the time of day, though, so I have to do this right. I have to make her want me. Imagine my luck when I stumble onto the perfect opportunity to get to know her, one-on-one. She may think this charity auction is about washing my dirty laundry, but that’s not even close to the sort of favors I need from her. By the time this weekend is over, she’ll be begging to pledge for only one house: Team Crosby and Leela. Forever.
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      Leela

      

      Kharlee Binghamton can try to intimidate me all she wants with her crazy eyes, but her Botox injections have rendered her expressionless, except for looking scared and surprised.

      “You can’t discriminate based on size,” Kharlee informs me. Her legs planted as straight as the columns on this stately Victorian wraparound porch. I am halfway in, halfway out of the open front door of the Beta Beta Psi sorority house, listening to her nitpick. I hope she hurries up so I can go back to curling my hair.

      Kharlee juts out one size-zero hip and gestures with her chin to the sign that I’ve proudly mounted above the address numbers of the house in bright, bold white letters on a black background. “BBW.” Beta Beta Psi is home to the world’s first full-figured sisterhood. Sure, I’m playing fast and loose with the literal Greek alphabet, but it sends the message. Students who are sizes 14 and up, only.

      I smile serenely. “I’m sorry, Kharlee. I wasn’t aware you were pledging to join our house.”

      She looks horrified, which is no mean feat considering the puffiness in her forehead. Whatever she paid for that injection, it was too much.

      “You are mistaken, dear. I am the treasurer of Mu Kappa Chi,” she huffs. 

      “So you’ve said,” I reply with a yawn, examining my manicure and low-key going over a last-minute to-do list in my head. Tonight’s charity fundraiser, a first for our sorority that will solidify Beta Beta Psi’s standing among Pine Mountain University’s administration, needs to go off flawlessly. “Which makes me curious about why you are inserting yourself into a brand new sorority.” 

      Kharlee crosses her arms over her disproportionately large chest. “I come from a long line of Mus, dating back over a hundred years,” she informs me by correcting my misunderstanding. “There’s no way I would pledge for a house like yours.”

      Blinking, I retort calmly, “I think what you mean to say is you wouldn’t want to be plus-sized or pledge loyalty to women who are. So what exactly is up your ass today, sweetheart?”

      She’s fuming now. But she reins it in and says sweetly, “I’m just letting you know it’s against the university’s rules to discriminate.”

      I arch an eyebrow, something she is unable to do at the present moment.

      “Is that so?” I ask.

      I am barely listening already. Suddenly, I’ve fully tuned her out because, behind her, something loud and rumbly pulls up to the curb in front of Beta Beta Psi. Some man on a big, loud motorcycle has arrived. He’s probably here to pick up one of my sorority sisters early before the party begins. Which is just too bad, because we all have to have a team meeting before guests arrive. No one is dipping out for a bite to eat until all the party arrangements are under control. I narrow my eyes at the motorcyclist, deciding this is definitely not someone coming to pick up a date. The driver has long, mussed hair and thighs so thick that they almost bust out of his ratty jeans as they hug his loud, shiny Harley Davidson. I get ready to roll my eyes, and then I see it. The outline. Not just any outline. The outline of what must be a rolled-up sock. If that’s a flaccid dick, I can only imagine…but no. No, that’s definitely a rolled-up sock in there. What a weirdo, I think.

      My disgruntled visitor, Kharlee, is still talking about Mu Kappa whatever’s humble beginnings, thanks to her great-great-grandmother or someone. I already know all of this—her sisters and I have a particular history that I’ve tried to black out of my memory. They wouldn’t even consider me when I first applied during Rush Week, my first year. This sent me straight into DIY mode, and now, here we are. I’m only in my second year, and I’m the proud mama of the baddest group of bitches on this campus if I do say so myself.

      I go back to studying my manicure. Hm. Hanging the sign scratched up my paint job; I’ll have to buff that out again later.

      “Seems to me Mu Kappa doesn’t have a problem discriminating based on size. Or any other identity you deem unworthy,” I say blandly.

      “That’s not true. Our discrimination policy is in our bylaws. Do you even have a policy in place yet?” Kharlee asks.

      I look up from my nails and level her with my gaze. “A piece of paper is nice, but your actual numbers don’t bear that out.”

      As I listen to Kharlee explain civil rights to me, the man on the motorcycle revs his godawful engine and drowns her out completely. His eyes make contact with mine, and all I see is trouble. He’s revving on purpose to drown her out. An asshole, sure. But he’s up to some assholery I can get behind.

      Because he isn’t wearing a helmet, I can see a pair of intense, dark eyes boring into me, and a smirk playing on his lips. He’s got tattoos on the backs of both hands that rest on the handlebars. His tee-shirt, his jeans—everything is too tight. His overall look is too much trouble for me on a Saturday night.

      Unfortunately, Kharlee is still here on my porch, making noise. “My father is a lawyer, and I’m pre-law. I should know.”

      I don’t like to point out who my parents are. It would be relevant in this case, but it still feels unseemly. So, I do not bother to explain that her father is a personal injury lawyer. While there is nothing wrong with that, there’s no comparison. My mother is a former public attorney who now runs one of the bigger civil rights teams in the country, and my father is a corporate litigator. The dean of Pine Mountain University isn’t going to brook any complaints of discrimination about my sorority if he doesn’t want Pine Mountain U to make national headlines for the wrong reasons.

      I should tell Kharlee all this. But I don’t. I rather enjoy the idea of her wasting her time.

      Flashing her my sweetest, most natural smile, I tell her, “Well, I suppose you’re right. You would know a thing or two about the law. What you might not know, Kharlee dear, is that I do not give a fuck.”

      “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer,” she says before toddling away in heels too high for her. Bless her heart.

      Motorcycle Guy idles behind Kharlee’s BMW, looking too proud of himself.

      She gives him a once-over as she opens her car door, sneers, and drives away.

      Does he want a gold star for being an ass for my benefit? What the hell is he waiting for?

      Evidently, he is waiting for my reaction when I see him at his full height. He slides off his bike and approaches me, his boots thudding lazily on the flagstone path.

      The Kharlees of the world, I can handle. I am not sure about my ability to handle this beast with pecs like a gorilla and eyes like a wolf. What is he doing? Why is he stalking toward me? What does he want? More importantly, why are there butterflies in my stomach?

      “C-can I help you?” I curse myself for stammering.

      “Sure can. I came to ask you out on a date.”

      He doesn’t slow his ambling approach. The smirk on his self-assured face has spread into a boyish grin. And those eyebrows. Evil, evil eyebrows.

      “And you are?”

      Let’s see if I can guess his name. Cody. Jake. Travis. No, wait. He’s probably in a motorcycle gang. So…Snake? Spike? Shredder? Homewrecker?

      “Crosby Nash.”

      Where have I heard that name before? My mind flashes back to a party I was dragged to last year, and the pieces click into place. I’ve never actually seen the man, but I’ve heard about him. The weed dealer with the big dick. Great. Just the kind of riff-raff I need to be seen with in public.

      He stops at the foot of the stairs leading up to the porch, waiting for me to approach. Well, I’m not going to come. But I will close the door now because I’m tired of wasting money by cooling the humid air outside. Oh shit, my internal monologue sounds a lot like my grandmother.

      Instead, I take one step closer to the porch, leaving the daggum door open. I scan Crosby up and down as he balls his hair up in a messy man bun. I hate man buns, as a rule. I like guys who know how to groom themselves and shop for properly fitting clothes.

      “Traditionally, a young man learns a lady’s name before asking her out on a date,” I say, leaning against one of the white columns that border the stairs. When did I move closer to him? I’d intended to keep my distance. That’s what a good, intelligent, capable woman like me does around guys like him.

      “I already know who you are, Leela Gamble.”

      Crosby now stands on the top step, and with his full height, his eyes are even with mine. This stranger knows my name. Awesome.

      Unfazed, I reply, “You a student?”

      “Yep.”

      He’s lying. Does he not know his reputation precedes him? “Really? What’s your major?”

      Crosby scoffs but not unkindly. “That’s your opener?”

      “Are you serious? You came here to ask me out. The onus is on you to be the sparkling conversationalist.”

      “How’m I doing?”

      I shake my head as I continue sizing him up. He looks older than any student I know at Pine Mountain. He should know that.

      “You’re doing…C-plus work so far.”

      He briefly tosses his head back to laugh, and a strand of wavy, chin-length hair escapes his ridiculous man bun. The color is multi-hued, a sun-drenched light brown, and matches the amber flecks in his dark eyes.

      “Fine. I’m pre-med.”

      “Fancy.”

      Crosby is clearly done with that part of the conversation and sprints right into: “Let me take you out tonight and earn extra credit, then.”

      “I can’t tonight. I have a fundraiser,” I inform him.

      “What kind of fundraiser?”

      “For the animal shelter. They need to build an addition, so we’re going to help. Us and Zeta Gamma Nu.”

      “Good cause,” Crosby says. “Even if Zeta Gramma Nu’s a bunch of assholes.”

      Smirking, I don’t bother correcting the “Gramma” thing. “And you would know that because…?”

      “Because I have eyes and ears.”

      I can’t argue with that. That fraternity is this close to getting shut down by its national organization because of some of its stunts. Their president, Ethan Giles, was the one who approached me about partnering with a fundraiser to improve their image.

      “Be that as it may. I’ve committed. But thank you for the offer.”

      Crosby shrugs. “Take me as your guest.”

      Wouldn’t that be just peachy? Taking a known drug dealer to a party at Zeta Gamma Nu?

      “It’s not the kind of fundraiser you take dates to,” I say. I could further explain that it’s an auction that involves people bidding on volunteers to act as their personal assistants for an entire weekend. But we’re trying to keep the party’s theme under wraps, as some people think it’s a fucked-up way to raise money and might cause a stink. Oh, it is fucked up, but these types of auctions raise insane amounts of money. 

      As blithely as can be, Crosby offers, “So, skip it. Sounds dull anyway.”

      “Thanks. I’m the event organizer.”

      The man doesn’t even wince at the realization that he’s just insulted me. Instead, he takes another step up, joining me on the porch. With a loud, obscenely sexy sigh, he stretches out his arms to the side, cracks his neck, then plants one hand high up on the column next to me.

      I am caged where I stand as he towers over me, blocking out my view of the street.

      “Why am I not surprised to learn that?”

      I exhale a dismissive kind of noise. “Because you’ve been stalking me, clearly.”

      Again, he laughs. This close, I feel it in my chest. “Don’t have to stalk you to know things about you, Leela Gamble. Your name is in the online student newspaper enough to make everyone on campus think you’re their best friend. Shit, I think you were in my Yahoo news feed.”

      “Yahoo? How old are you?”

      He laughs and rubs an imaginary spot on his ribs where that remark hits home. “Ouch.”

      “Guess I’d better stop giving phone interviews to every news outlet that calls me to chat about the country’s first-ever plus-size-only sorority. It’s putting my safety at risk.”

      This mild joke doesn’t land. Instead, Crosby seems to bristle at a hypothetical dangerous scenario. A scenario he caused by tracking me down at home, I might add.

      His voice drops lower, and he rumbles. “Now, you don’t gotta worry about anything like that, baby girl.”

      This is the wrong thing to say and, strangely, the right thing to say. 

      His lips are too close to my forehead. His shoulders, too big. His chest, too broad. Everything about him stands out in all the wrong ways, and I have to get this man and his giant peen off my damn porch as soon as possible.

      “I’m not your baby girl,” I say, teeth gritted. And I won’t ever be. Not for someone with manners like that. Not with a—what would my grandmother call him?—a ruffian. Driving a loud motorcycle and easing his way onto my porch like he belongs here. Which he most certainly does not.

      Crosby touches his index finger to the bottom of my chin. For one panicked second, I think he might try to tip my face up for an unwelcome kiss.

      “Yet.”

      He turns away and clomps lazily down the steps, stopping to finger the pink azaleas that line the walkway. I am frozen in place as I watch this. One thick finger brushes over the delicate pink petals, and I am horrified at how my body reacts to this. So help me god, if he plucks one of those flowers off that bush, I will personally tan his hide.

      Crosby doesn’t pick the flower, but grins, glances back at me, and nods deeply. His way of saying goodbye. For now. His expression is like the cat who ate the canary, but I can’t think why he’s so proud of himself. Finally, he meanders back toward his monstrosity of a bike, looks up at the sky, and inhales deeply, patting his chest.

      “It’s a beautiful day. Gonna be a real nice weekend, I think.”

      “As long as you don’t die of a head injury without a helmet. Dummy.”

      Again, that aggravating laughter pricks at my armor. “You’re right,” he says. Without looking back at me, he picks up the helmet that’s mounted at the back of the bike and ties it on.

      Crosby’s boot punches the kickstart, and he winks when he catches me staring.

      Everything in me shudders. I don’t stay to watch him go, but head inside to finish curling my hair.

      Thankfully, Crosby doesn’t rev the engine unnecessarily before taking off, like I would have thought he’d do.
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