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    We all need to start over sometimes.


    For everyone who took a chance and needed a do over,


    this one’s for you.
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    Chapter One


    Saylor


    Fearing the boredom of too much free time might cause me to do something jail-worthy, I returned to MSC about a week before classes started after winter break. I planned to ski with Piper and maybe do some pre-semester partying with some of the guys from the frat. Possibly, they’d give me an idea of what they wanted for decorations. The fraternity I was a little sister to, Sigma Chi Rho, would be hosting the big Greek Mardi Gras party this year, and I was on the decorations committee.


    Smiling at the text Piper had sent, I fired off a quick response and headed into my bedroom to change. Though I’d only been back on campus for an hour, I was more than ready to go out. With the temps flirting with deep winter, I pulled on a thick pair of black wool tights. Then I shimmied into my favorite burgundy sweater dress and tossed a black-and-burgundy plaid cashmere scarf around my neck. Knee-high black snow boots completed my look. Even with their three-inch stacked heels, they had the best traction of anything in my closet except for my hiking boots.


    My off-white puffy-coat duster, paired with my matching knit cap and fur-lined suede gloves, finished my outfit. Snagging my clutch and the keys to my SUV from the end of the kitchen counter, I stepped out into the frigid January evening to meet up with my friend at Stromboli’s.


    The pizzeria was the preferred hangout of the Wildcats football team. Even though we had another week until classes resumed, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out Piper expected to run into some of the players—or, rather, one specific player: Wyatt “Bax” Baxter. After their one-night stand at the beginning of last semester, she’d been pretending the two of them weren’t headed to somewhere serious for months. It was pretty comical to watch.


    Having arrived ahead of me, she stood up from a booth near the back, close to the team’s favored one, to give me a hug when I walked in.


    “Hey, girlfriend! How was your internship?” I asked as we sat down. After reading her texts about the disaster that was Christmas Eve and Christmas Day with her family, I knew better than to ask about that.


    “Chess’s dad is the absolute best. After working with him for a week, I almost want to open my own hardware store.” She grinned.


    I snorted a laugh. “Yeah, I can totally picture you convincing some burly contractor to buy power tools.”


    She glared at me. “Why? Because I’m a girl?”


    “No. Because he’s not going to hear your spiel over your purple hair.”


    The server interrupted before she could twist off on my astute observation. “What can I get you?”


    “I’ll have a lemon drop martini,” Piper said as she flipped her gorgeous mane of brunette hair with its purple highlights over her shoulder. She shot me a narrow-eyed glare, and I grinned before giving the server my undivided attention.


    “I’ll have whatever stout you have on tap. Can we get a basket of mozzarella sticks with a side of ranch, please?”


    She nodded. “Coming right up.”


    Returning my attention to my friend, I asked, “The internship went well?”


    A wistful expression ghosted over Piper’s face as she stared after the server walking past the empty back booth. “Chess and her dad are so close, so protective of each other, yet completely chill. They flip each other shit all the time, but it’s always with love, you know?” Glancing back at me, her shoulders slumped. “Of course you know. You have that kind of loving relationship with your parents too.”


    Reaching across the table, I covered her hand with mine. “I’m sorry your parents are such dicks.”


    Sighing, she said, “Me too.” Shaking off the melancholy her voice betrayed, she plastered on a smile and changed the subject. “On New Year’s Eve I coaxed Chess into karaoke and dancing on a tabletop. I’m telling you, Saylor, we lit up her tiny town’s one and only hangout bar.”


    A giggle escaped me. “I wish I’d have been there.”


    She whipped out her phone and pulled up a video. Judging by Chessly’s slightly uncoordinated dance moves, Piper had videoed her near the end of the evening. Either that, or she wasn’t used to dancing on the top of a wobbly table. Whichever, it was highly entertaining.


    “Yep. I definitely wish I’d been there.” I peered closer at her screen. “Who’s the jerk trying to look up her skirt?”


    Piper’s head rolled with her eyes. “Some guy from Chess’s high school class. He kept trying to hit on us all night even after both of us shot him down. Total ass. From what Wyatt texted me, Finn was ready to hop in his truck and drive all the way to Harlo in a raging snowstorm to shut the guy down.” The tiniest of smiles tipped up the corner of her mouth when she mentioned Bax’s name.


    “You so are hooking up with Wyatt Baxter,” I accused.


    The server arrived with our drinks, and Piper took a long sip of her martini before she answered. “Not like dating or anything.”


    “Harrumph!”


    “But I did give him my number.”


    My eyebrows shot to my forehead. “You what? You finally gave in and gave him your number?” Shaking my head at myself, I said, “Of course you did. How else would the two of you be texting? When did this happen?”


    “I had a weak moment on Christmas Eve after all the ugly with Pippa and Charlie.” Her sister truly was the worst. The sadness in Piper’s voice made me want to slide in beside her and give her the biggest hug. Apparently, she sensed that, because she glared and shook her head.


    “Honestly, I probably would have given in to his begging even without all the Christmas drama with my family. There’s just something about him, you know?”


    Heaving a sigh, I said, “No, I don’t know. But what’s this about Chess and Finn? I thought she blew him off.”


    Piper’s eyes twinkled wickedly. “She pretends she doesn’t, but trust me, she’s got a thing for him.” She sobered. “If not for the jersey chasers, they’d probably have hooked up already.”


    “Finn does seem to attract more than his share of underclass groupies.” I sipped from my beer and noticed I’d need another right at the same time as the server arrived with our appetizer.


    We ordered a second round of drinks and tucked in to the hot and gooey cheese sticks the server set on the table between us. Though she tried to be surreptitious about it, I caught Piper checking the back door more than once. Since several of the players on the team had a Name, Image, and Likeness contract with the restaurant, it was common for them to hang out at Stromboli’s. Even after their semifinal loss in the playoffs, no doubt some of the players were back on campus for winter conditioning. Though I’d hooked up with nose tackle Jeremiah Fitzgerald once last fall, I’d never actually dated any football players. But I loved football and the team, so like every other fan, I paid attention to their schedule. It seemed my friend did too.


    “You expecting someone?” I asked as I dragged a yummy morsel of fried cheese through the pond of ranch dressing in the cup the server had left us.


    A pretty shade of pink tinged my friend’s cheeks as she guiltily glanced away from the back door after about the tenth time of checking it. Her hasty, breathy, “No!” gave her away, and I grinned around a mouthful of food.


    With the exception of game nights, when they wanted to bask in the love of the fans, the guys on the team didn’t usually come in through the front door. Keeping a low profile meant they might be able to enjoy a meal in relative peace. On casual Friday and Saturday nights in the offseason, they often used the back door. Being fans and regulars at Stromboli’s, both of us were aware of the players’ habits.


    “If you text him, I bet he’ll show up five seconds after you hit ‘send.’” I smirked. “In case you haven’t noticed, the guy has it bad for you.”


    “From what I saw at that last party we went to on Jock Street, Jeremiah Fitzgerald has it bad for you.” She popped a bit of mozzarella stick in her mouth and smiled around it.


    I could have called her on her deflection tactics, but I’d made my point. “Jeremiah is such a hottie. That James Earl Jones thing he has going with his voice is panty-melting all by itself. But when we were alone and I invited him to kiss me—pfft!” I flicked my fingers in an imaginary fizzle. “Nothing happened. For either of us.” Over the rim of my glass, I shot my friend a long-suffering stare. “Honestly, Piper, it should have been off-the-charts hot, what with his dark-skinned handsomeness, football-god prowess on the field, and his quick mind. But physically, we had zero chemistry.” I pulled a face. “So weird. And highly unfortunate, what with all my friends dating Wildcats these days.”


    I shot her a narrow-eyed stare, and her eyes slid away from mine for a second before she said, “I can’t speak for Jamaica, though we all know how hard she fought her attraction to Callahan. Chessly seems to be only flirting with the idea of Finn. But Wyatt is everything Charlie wasn’t.” She slugged back half her second drink. “He’s definitely better in the sack. Might be a football thing.” She winked. “Your experience with Jeremiah Fitzgerald is probably an outlier.”


    “Not really a problem since I’m not looking for a partner. A good time? Absolutely. Someone to cuddle up with on cold nights and share breakfast the next morning and kiss goodbye outside of class? Not so much.” I finished off another cheese stick and wiped my hands on my napkin. “Watching my friends go all starry-eyed over football players is entertaining enough. I don’t have to join you.”


    Piper eyed me with a speculative gleam. “You think we’re all in danger of giving up our goals for some guy, don’t you?”


    I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t know. Are you in that kind of danger?”


    She snorted. “I gave Wyatt my number. NBD. Chess hasn’t even been on a date with Finn. Jamaica is smart enough—especially after what went down with that skank Tory Miller last semester—not to blow any scholarship opportunities she earns so she can go to law school. You don’t have to worry about us.”


    “I’m not worried about you. I’m worried about who I’m going to hang out with if you all start spending all your time with Wildcats players.”
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    Chapter Two


    Cash


    “Where the fuck did you learn to run a post like that?” I asked Danny Chambers, the Wildcats’ starting receiver, as we headed back to the locker room after an hour of throw-and-catch after weight training.


    “Lots of years moving from town to town learning new systems and trying to fit in.” His quiet response spoke volumes. He grabbed a towel from the stack at the end of the bench and headed over to his locker to strip out of his workout gear.


    “You a transfer too?” I asked as I dropped my shorts and slung a towel around my shoulders on my way to the showers.


    “Walk-on.”


    At that revelation I stopped dead in my tracks. Though I tried, I couldn’t keep the incredulity from my voice. “You run routes like you could be playing on Sundays and you’re a walk-on?”


    Danny chuckled as he flipped on the water and stepped under the spray. “I grew up a military brat. We didn’t stay in one place long enough for me to amass scholarship-caliber stats. So I gave Uncle Sam four years of my life in return for college money and walked on to the ’Cats this past fall.”


    “Holy shit! You took four years off from the game and still play like that? Damn, son. What are you doing at an FCS school? With what you showed me out on the practice field just now, you could have walked on anywhere.” I lathered up my sweaty head and stuck it under the spray to rinse off.


    “Didn’t want to play anywhere else.”


    I blinked at him, and he grinned.


    “My girl goes to school here. Stood to reason I would too.” He faced the spray and glanced over his shoulder. “And that route-running combined with my mad skills at blocking earned me a scholarship starting this semester.”


    I shut off the shower and grabbed my towel. After a minute, I cleared my throat to ask what I truly wanted to know. “Why did you follow me out onto the practice field after weight training?”


    Wrapping his towel around his waist, he headed back into the locker room. “I know how it feels to be the new guy who’s got some game. You intimidate the hell out of the other players because you have the potential to upset the status quo.” He dragged a T-shirt over his torso. “Actually, after catching passes with you for the past hour, it’s pretty obvious to me you’re going to upset the status quo.” He stepped into his jeans. “While the competition you bring is good for the overall goals of the team, it’s pretty threatening to certain players.”


    Sitting on the bench, I pulled on my socks and asked, “Since I’m an obvious threat, aren’t you worried you might piss Patterson off by tossing balls with me? Or were you scouting for him?” I wasn’t upset by the idea, only curious. If I were the starting QB, I might ask my best receiver to check out the competition’s skill set too.


    “Neither. I just know how it feels to be the new guy—and I play the long game.” He tossed his workout clothes into his duffel. “Patty’s eligibility is done after this season. You’re eligible this season and next. After watching you with Patty and Call in the weight room, I think you’ll be the guy to replace Patty after he graduates and LeSean bails. So I want reps with you. Simple as that.”


    “You don’t think Patterson will take issue with that?” I asked as I zipped up my duffel and pulled a hoodie over my head.


    “Patty likes to win. Withholding passes to prove some point about who’s the man won’t help us win. Plus, I don’t get the idea Patty sees you as a threat—not yet anyway. Watching you toss balls on film is one thing. In person is something else entirely.” He shouldered his duffel. “You hungry?”


    “I could eat.”


    “I’ll drive.”


    I left my duffel in the back seat of my old Jeep and hopped into the passenger side of Danny’s vintage Mustang.


    “Damn, son. This is one sweet ride,” I said as I glanced around at the immaculate leather interior.


    He grinned. “It’s the one thing I owned before I started classes at Mountain State.”


    After a short drive through the main campus and halfway down a side street behind the dorms, he parked in the back of a whitewashed brick building. When I raised my brows in question, he said, “My girl should be getting off her shift any minute. I promised her lunch.”


    “Hey, I don’t want to intrude—”


    “I invited you, remember? Besides, you need to know where to get good coffee, and the Coffee Kiosk is the best place near campus.”


    “That wouldn’t be a biased opinion, now, would it?” I laughed as I followed him around to the front of the building.


    “Nope.” His eyes danced with mischief. “Not even a little bit biased.”


    The heavenly aroma of strong coffee sent my stomach into rolling knots. Until that scent smacked my nostrils, I hadn’t paid much attention to how hungry I was. After living with roommates for three years at my old school, eating alone for days at Mountain State had taken some of the fun out of food. But the smell of good coffee along with the promise of company during a meal reminded me I played football and needed all the calories I could stuff in.


    “Hey, T!” Danny called to a gorgeous brunette standing behind the coffee machine.


    At his greeting, the woman lit up like a Roman candle, telling me she was definitely not on my radar despite the fact I’d clocked her the second we’d stepped inside the shop.


    “One grasshopper steamer coming right up,” she said.


    “Hey, Danny. Who’s your friend?” asked the girl behind the register. She dragged her long, brown braid over her shoulder and started petting it, so of course I noticed her rack. She couldn’t know I was a boob man, and her ploy was unnecessary—I’d have checked out her girls without the invitation. Something about the way she eyed Danny, with his girlfriend standing right there, grated on me.


    “This is Cash.” He stepped over to where his lady passed his drink across the counter. “Cash, Hailey,” he said with a nod at cash-register girl. “This is my girlfriend, Taryn.”


    For a long minute the two of them stared at each other with heart eyes, and an unwelcome pang of longing zapped my chest. When I hurt my knee and lost my starting position on the Huskies, my girlfriend of nearly two years dumped me. Said I was mopey and no fun anymore, which was total bullshit. I’d treated her like the princess I thought her to be, and she’d started dating my replacement on the team two weeks after she jettisoned me. She’d done me a favor by showing me her true colors before I did something stupid like put a ring on her finger, but sometimes the might-have-beens got to me.


    Mercifully, Hailey interrupted my short trip down maudlin lane. “Do you play for the Wildcats too?” The avid gleam in her eye told me everything I needed to know about her.


    “Yeah.”


    “What can we get started for you, Cash?” Taryn asked.


    “I’ll have an Americano. Leave some room in the top, please.”


    “Coming right up!” Her genuine smile was a glaring contrast to the speculation in her coworker’s expression.


    I pulled out my wallet, but Danny stopped me. “I got this,” he said as he tapped his card on the reader.


    Even as Taryn slid my drink across the counter, her eyes were on Danny. “I’ll clock out and be back in a sec.”


    He saluted her with his cup and a grin. From the looks of it, my teammate had it bad for this girl—something she obviously reciprocated.


    “What position do you play?” Hailey asked. She sidled up beside me as I topped up my coffee with a splash of half-and-half.


    “Backup QB.” Eyeing her over the rim of my cup, I couldn’t miss the way some of her interest leached out as she paused in petting the end of her braid.


    “Oh.”


    A blur in a red puffy coat and matching hat blew out of the back room. Taryn barely gave Danny a second to react before she was in his arms, her mouth fused to his. After about twenty minutes, she let him up for air with a breathy, “Hi.”


    My first instinct was to call him out for his mush when he returned her greeting, except: one, he was the first teammate to reach out to welcome me to Mountain State, and two, that instinct was way too much about being jealous of his obviously great relationship.


    Instead I sipped my coffee and waited while Hailey danced awkwardly from foot to foot beside me as she watched them. While she was cute in a country-girl kind of way, she couldn’t have telegraphed her interest in bagging a Wildcats player more clearly if she were wearing nothing but a sandwich board reading, “Wants to bang a Wildcat, especially a starter.” Yeah, been there, done that. Didn’t keep the T-shirt.


    At last Danny remembered he’d invited me to tag along. Slinging his arm over Taryn’s shoulders, he said, “Let’s grab some lunch.”


    He led the way from the coffee shop, but instead of heading back to his car, we hung a left and started walking down the sidewalk. Before I could ask, he said, “You don’t have to go far for the best coffee and the best sandwiches in town.” He smiled at his girlfriend. “T showed me that. The Coffee Kiosk has excellent brew.”


    I lifted my cup to salute Taryn. “I thought he only recommended it because his girlfriend works there, but this is good coffee.”


    She grinned. “Thanks.”


    “Right here you’ll find the best subs you’ve ever tasted.” He led us to the door of a tiny hole-in-the-wall that looked more like a pantry than a café. “The Pickle Barrel makes to-die-for subs—and they deliver.”


    “Judging by the size of this place, they’d have to.” I chuckled. But I wasn’t laughing a few minutes later when the three of us overwhelmed a small table in the corner beside a massive wooden barrel filled with dill pickles, and I bit into my first Pickle Barrel. “Damn. You weren’t kidding about the food. I think I might have died and landed in sandwich heaven.”


    “I know, right?” Danny said.


    “Danny says you’re a transfer,” Taryn said. “Why Mountain State?”


    “Coach Ellis recruited me first. Then I got starry-eyed when the big boys came calling. Now they’ve changed their minds, but luckily for me, Coach Ellis was still interested.” I filled my mouth with an unmannerly bite of kick-ass cheesesteak sub, hoping to put that part of the inquisition behind me. When I finally swallowed, I turned the tables. “Why do you call her T?”


    “Inside joke from when we met.” Danny smirked.


    “Ah. So when’s the wedding?” I asked.


    Taryn nearly choked on a bite of her sandwich, but Danny smiled. “Sooner rather than later if I get my way,” he said.


    The look she shot him said this plan was news to her, so I ducked my head. Their relationship was none of my business.


    We finished our meal, and after kissing the hell out of his girlfriend in the parking lot behind the coffee shop, Danny invited me over to his place. I asked him to drop me at my Jeep, and I followed him over to a big Victorian in the middle of the old part of town.


    When we walked into the living room, the Wildcats’ starting tight end Callahan O’Reilly and two guys I recognized as defensive starters were playing some game on the forty-two-inch TV they’d hung on the one wall in the room without a window or a doorway.


    “Hey, Danny. Ready to get your ass kicked in Madden?” asked the defensive player wearing a T-shirt that read, “Please tell your boobs to stop staring at my eyes.”


    I snorted at his shirt, and he grinned back at me. “Hey. You’re Cash. Recognized you from the film fiasco today.” He stood and offered his hand. “Wyatt Baxter, but everyone calls me Bax. Welcome to the team.”


    “Finn McCabe,” the other guy said as he extended his hand. “You fixin’ to take Patty’s place?” Though the question was posed in an even tone, the tenseness in his shoulders told me how he truly felt.


    “I’m here to contribute to a winning team in whatever form that takes.” I raised my brows. “Have you noticed how the QB for the Golden Bears always shrugs the shoulder of the direction he’s going to pass? From what I saw in the film of your game, he’s good at looking guys off, but that shoulder shrug gives him away every time.”


    Finn and Bax exchanged a look.


    “No shit?” Bax stared at me with the kind of respect I wanted from the rest of the team. “You notice the tells of the other quarterbacks in our conference?”


    “I was only paying attention to the Wildcats’ biggest rivals.” I stuffed my hands in the front pockets of my jeans. “But like I said, I’m here to contribute.”


    The tight end who’d impressed the hell out of me in his game film stood and extended his hand. “Callahan O’Reilly.” He handed me a controller and nodded to an open spot on the couch between Finn and him. “Danny’s going to ruin the game by playing the Broncos, so we’ll give him a bye, let him lose in the next round.”


    Danny responded to Callahan’s chuckle by upturning both middle fingers before disappearing through a door across the living room. I grabbed the controller from Callahan and made myself comfortable on the couch.


    A minute later, Danny returned with a couple of beers, handing me one on his way over to the open chair on the other side of Finn.


    “Hey! You only got one friend?” Callahan whined when Danny cracked his beer open and downed a long pull.


    “Cash didn’t insult my team.”


    “Yet.” Callahan smirked.


    Wisely, I kept my mouth shut about the pros and played 2V2 with Callahan against Finn and Bax. Though the game was close—as one would expect from a bunch of college football players—in the end, Callahan and I beat Bax and Finn. Danny slid in and took Finn’s spot, but the outcome was the same, especially with the added handicap of Danny insisting they send his beloved Broncos onto the field.


    As we played, I asked, “I heard something about Coach Larkin being a real hardass in the weight room. That true?”


    Callahan smirked. “Fifteen minutes early is on time. Don’t be late. Ever.”


    “Good to know.”


    By the time we’d finished playing the second game, it was coming up on suppertime. I’d had such a good time listening to these guys trash-talk each other—and me, as the games progressed—that I’d relaxed and was starting to feel a little less like an outsider. Then Danny got a text that put a dreamy smile on his face. Didn’t take Einstein’s IQ to figure out who’d sent it.


    Almost simultaneously, Callahan received a text that had him smiling in a similar way to Danny, and I wondered if the entire team was mothered up, Bax’s T-shirt notwithstanding.


    “No fucking way,” Finn said as he caught the grin tugging at the corner of Callahan’s mouth. “It’s your turn to cook, ‘Han. Don’t even think about ditching us before you feed us.”


    “If you learned to cook you wouldn’t be so upset about it,” Callahan shot back.


    “I can cook.” Finn pouted. “But not on the night it’s not my turn. Tell Jamaica she can come over here.”


    Callahan lifted a sardonic brow in Finn’s direction. Then he thumbed a quick text and shoved his phone into his pocket as he stood and stretched. “You’re kind of a big baby—you know that, Finn?” He roughed the back of Finn’s head as he walked past him in the direction of the kitchen and laughed as he dodged Finn’s fist aimed at his thigh.


    “You inviting Jamaica to dinner?” Danny asked.


    “What do you think?” Callahan called from the kitchen.


    “Great. Then you won’t mind if I invite Taryn over.”


    “Jesus, you two are whipped.” Bax sighed.


    Callahan stuck his head back in the living room. “Like you wish you were. Maybe Jamaica’s friend Piper will tag along with her. ’Course, she prolly won’t be impressed with your shirt.”


    His laughter rang through the living room after the pillow Bax chucked missed him and slammed into the wall beside the door.


    All the camaraderie I’d been feeling while we played video football morphed into awkwardness as the guys discussed girls and dinner—a ritual they’d apparently worked out, and which I wasn’t a part of. I set my controller on the coffee table and stood.


    “Thanks for the beer,” I said.


    A weird expression passed over Danny’s face. “You leaving?”


    I put my hands up. “Sounds like you guys have plans.”


    “Yeah. Callahan is going to take his turn cooking dinner instead of sticking us with takeout tonight.” Finn leaned back and directed the next part over his shoulder toward the kitchen. “As he should.”


    “There’s enough for you too, unless you have better plans?” Danny’s raised eyebrow emphasized the question.


    I played it as cool as I could considering how excited I was at the prospect of not eating by myself again. “I don’t have one single fucking plan besides having dinner with my new teammates.”


    Danny nodded, satisfied.


    Stepping around Finn, I headed in the direction of the kitchen. “Danny invited me to dinner. Is there something I can do to help?” I asked Callahan.


    “Nah. I got it. Bought everything precut, so all I have to do is dump bags of meat and veggies into these pans and stir them,” Callahan said, his expression speculative. “Out of curiosity, why did you choose Mountain State? You had to know our starting QB is a rock star.”


    “Patterson’s a hell of a scrambler, that’s for sure. And he finds you pretty regularly.” I grabbed a wooden spatula from the counter and stirred the meat browning in one of the pans on the stove. “I’m more of a traditional pocket passer. Coach gave me the idea he wants to use me on third and long when he needs the pass to be fast, accurate, and maybe something that breaks a receiver—or a tight end—for a long gainer.” I returned my attention to Callahan and watched in fascination as the wheels turned in his head.


    “Coach is thinking about a two-quarterback system?”


    I shrugged. “I’m not sure that’s exactly what he has in mind, but when he offered me a scholarship, he told me to expect to play my share of downs in the fall.”


    “Huh. Wonder if Patty knows.”


    I went back to stirring the meat. “If morning lift is anything to go by, he has less attitude about me than LeSean. Besides, Patterson is still the starter. From what I can see, the team is one hundred percent behind him. Only a dumbass walks in and deliberately inserts himself into such a tight unit, especially one on the edge of winning a National Championship.”


    “You want to play in the National Championship.” Callahan wasn’t asking a question.


    “What can I say? A rising tide floats all boats.”


    He tore open a couple of bags of stir-fry veggies and dumped them over the sizzling meat in the pans. For a few minutes, we stirred his dinner in silence until he broke it. “You’re not what I expected, Cash.”


    “That a good thing or not?”


    “I think you’re going to be an asset to the ’Cats.”
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    Chapter Three


    Cash


    Aside from LeSean Call’s simmering animosity, my introduction to the Wildcats had gone more smoothly than I anticipated, mostly thanks to Danny Chambers. What started as Danny and me tossing balls following weight training that first day had grown to Callahan O’Reilly and another transfer player, wide receiver Josh Mitchell, showing up to run routes and catch passes. With classes starting in a few days, our impromptu post-weight training practices would probably end, but I was feeling good about the rapport I’d been able to create with a few of the offensive players.


    As the four of us headed out of the locker room to the practice field, Mick Patterson caught up to me. “Heard a few of you were tossing balls. Mind if I join you?”


    “The more the merrier,” I said as I held the door for him.


    We spent a few minutes warming up before we started throwing routes. Without consulting each other, Mick and I stood on the left and right hash marks and took turns calling out plays. After a few minutes, he figured out Danny and Callahan had given me the calls for the various plays and routes Coach Ellis liked to run, and he grinned.


    “Wanna have some fun with these guys?”


    “Because we’re not having fun already?” I asked.


    I absolutely loved throwing the pigskin—I’d wing passes twenty-four-seven if not for needing little things like food and sleep—so I was more than up for whatever Mick had in mind. Within a couple of minutes, we were raining footballs over our teammates, running them ragged with trying to catch everything we were throwing. Callahan caught on first. With the devil in his grin, he started throwing balls back at us. Then Danny copied him. Josh raced around for another minute, trying to keep up, before he noticed what the other two were doing.


    Without consulting each other, we dropped back out of the range of their throws, our laughter almost as loud as the panting breaths of our teammates. He held his fist out, and I bumped it.


    “At the risk of overstepping, I noticed you’re a little stiff in the hips when you’re throwing a post. Can I show you a trick?” I asked.


    The look in his eye said Mick was intrigued, so I picked up a ball and called out to Danny, “I wanna show Mick something. Could you run another post?”


    He jogged over and lined up in the designated spot.


    “Watch the progression from my hips through my shoulder as I send this pass,” I said to Mick.


    I called the cadence, and Danny took off, running the perfect route as usual. I almost forgot what I was doing as I watched him do his thing as if he were Jerry Rice or something. I dropped three steps and flexed my left hip a millisecond ahead of my arm. The momentum of that lower-body move carried up my torso to my shoulder, giving the ball some snap as I released it, lasering it downfield right into Danny’s waiting hands.


    “Did you see what I did there, Mick?”


    “Yeah. Mind doing it again?”


    “Okay. You’re up, Mitch,” I said to Josh Mitchell, who was still trying to catch his breath. “Run the same route Danny did.”


    Once again, the momentum I built from my hips to my shoulder helped me laser the ball directly into Mitchell’s hands.


    “All right. I think I got it. ’Han, let’s try this,” Mick said to O’Reilly.


    Though his movement wasn’t as smooth as mine, he wasn’t the starter because he couldn’t throw. Seeing what we were up to, Danny hit his mark and called out for Mick to throw again. This time his pass had more snap to it.


    “How does that feel?” I asked.


    “I see what you mean. No one’s ever pointed out that stiffness before.” Eyeing Mitchell, Mick said, “Run another one. I need to get the hang of this.”


    For the next ten minutes, the guys took turns running posts while Mick practiced the move. By the time he took a breather, his passes were snappy, and all three receivers were grinning.


    “Damn, Cash. I felt the difference in the way you throw versus the way Patty throws, but I thought it was just a different style,” Callahan said as we gathered errant balls from the field and returned them to the bins. “Seems it’s more technique.”


    “Pretty much.”


    A weird expression fell over Mick’s face. “Why are you helping me?”


    “One hundred percent I want to play on Saturday afternoons this fall.” I shrugged. “But even more, I want to play on a winning team. From what he told me, Ellis’s philosophy is always next man up. I’ll go in during specific points in the action, but we only win if you’re at the top of your game.”


    Mick shook his head. “Why in the fuck would Washington not fight to keep you on their team?”


    “New head coach.” I cleared my throat. “He came as a package deal with his son, like what happened in Colorado a couple years ago when they brought in Deion Sanders to coach. I may only play a few downs a game here, but that’s way more than I would’ve had a shot at if I’d stayed where I was.”


    With another disbelieving shake of his head, Mick fell into step beside me as we headed back to the locker room. “While I was trying to figure you out, I didn’t correct you when you called me Mick. But for the record, everyone calls me Patty.” He grinned.


    “Yeah, I noticed. I also figured I had to earn the right.” Offering my hand, I added, “Thanks man.”
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    Spring semester began on a blustery January day when the wind chill hovered somewhere around freezing, and snow had blown in overnight. My landlord wasn’t big on maintaining the driveway down the side of his house to the mother-in-law suite I was currently renting, so the only way my old Jeep was going to make it through the drift beside the big house was if I shoveled it out first.


    Heaving a sigh, I grabbed the snow shovel my landlord had so helpfully leaned against the front of his garage, which happened to sit right beside my rental, and went to work digging out a path to the street. I’d be better off parking in the street, but my landlord took exception to that. Said he didn’t want my ride blocking the snowplows, which was bullshit, since almost everyone else living on this street parked in front of their houses. The lazy bastard wanted me to shovel his drive so he wouldn’t have to do it.


    I skidded into the weight room at one minute to six, and of course, the first thing to greet me was Coach Larkin’s scowl.


    “You’re late,” he growled as he ticked something off on his clipboard. “Everyone else is already warmed up. What makes you so special you think you can hold up your position group?”


    “I promise, Coach, I’m even more warmed up than usual.”


    Peering at me, his tone took on the barest hint of concern. “Why are you sweating? You got a fever?”


    “Nope. I had to shovel a snow drift the length of my landlord’s house before I could move my Jeep. Trust me, I’m plenty ready to go.”


    Frowning, he jerked his head in the direction of the bench where LeSean Call was already counting Patty’s reps.


    The glee in LeSean’s voice bordered on obscene. “How many burpees do you think Donovan will enjoy before he goes to class today?” he asked Patty as Patty racked the bar.


    “Zilch. I’m not late,” I growled, cutting LeSean off and sliding onto the bench.


    “You haven’t warmed up yet,” he snarled back.


    “I don’t know. He looks pretty sweaty to me.” Patty wrinkled his nose. “Smells it too,” he added with a grin.


    I flipped him the bird then gripped the bar. He laughed as he started counting my reps. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught LeSean’s frown, but I didn’t have energy to waste on him. After finishing my first set, I hopped up off the bench and made a big show of inviting him to take my place. Though he shot daggers at me, he said nothing as he settled under the bar.


    It was only when we headed over to the free weights that Patty finally asked the question both of them wanted to know. “How are you getting out of burpees?”


    I grabbed a couple of hand weights and stepped over to the incline bench. “Guess Coach thought the half hour I spent digging out my driveway counted as warmups.”


    “That’s rough, man,” Patty said as he situated himself on the bench beside me for single-arm presses.


    LeSean’s smirk didn’t endear the guy to me.


    An hour later I was on the practice field with Patty, Mitch, and Callahan. Danny had an early class, but after having the weekend off, the other guys were eager to throw and catch. The surprise was when Dallas Cousins, our center, sauntered out onto the field to join our fun.


    “Heard you were practicing drop-backs. Thought you might appreciate some timing.” He tossed me a cursory nod and grinned at Patty.


    “Shoulda guessed you’d want to play too, Dally.” Patty grinned back.


    Taking the hint, I stepped over to the far hash and called Mitch over to run some slants and skinny posts. Though us new guys had initiated these impromptu practice sessions, it came as no surprise the starters would want to join in. Between passes I watched Patty’s technique.


    When he caught me, he asked, “How am I doing, Coach? Hip less stiff?”


    I smiled. “You’re snapping that ball like it did something mean to you.”


    Dally faced me. “Wait. You’ve been out here coaching the starter?”


    Raising my hands, I said, “What? We all want to win, don’t we?”


    Callahan jogged back from where he’d caught his last pass. “Your throws are fucking awesome, Patty. Whatever Cash told you to do, it’s working. Easiest passes I’ve ever caught—except maybe for yours, Cash.”


    Dally narrowed his eyes. “Mind if we switch?” he asked Patty.


    “I was about to suggest that, actually.” Patty tossed a ball between his hands as he headed over to throw passes to Mitch.


    “You know the cadence?” Dally asked.


    “Callahan and Danny have been teaching me.”


    He lifted one questioning brow and took the ball from my hands, setting it on the turf as he dropped down into his stance. In position behind him, I patted his right hip and called the numbers. Dally hiked the ball, and I dropped back to pass. Callahan shot off his mark and raced upfield, made the cut, and caught the pass as it fell directly into his hands.


    “The fuck?” Dallas turned to me. “You’re showing Patty how to pass like that?”


    “Look, I know you see me as a threat to the well-oiled machine that is the Wildcats, but I truly am here because our coach offered for me, and we both think I can help the team.” I might have emphasized “our coach” to remind the center that we all wore the same team colors.


    Even though I lived in a world where everyone was massive, Dallas Cousins’ size intimidated me. Though I topped him by two inches, the breadth of his shoulders was half again as broad as mine. He was three hundred pounds of solid muscle, and when he straightened to his full 6’2” height, he had my attention.


    “We don’t win with a controversy at quarterback.”


    “Facts.”


    “Stop hard-timing the new guy, Dally. Cash is good people. He’s going to help all of us play better.” The genuine smile that accompanied Patty’s words proclaimed his unwavering confidence in himself, his abilities, and his place on the team.


    Maybe if I’d had more of that kind of confidence at my last stop, I might have found a starting position when I entered the portal. Right then I resolved to make some personal improvements. Not only did I need to pay attention to Patty’s technique to help him, but I also needed to pay attention to the way he handled himself to build my own confidence.


    Callahan jogged past with an armful of footballs. “I gotta hit the showers. My first class starts in thirty.”


    Pulling my phone from the pocket of my shorts, I checked the time. “Mine too,” I said as I joined him in gathering balls. Glancing over at Dallas, I asked, “We good?”


    A bemused expression crossed his features before he nodded. “Yeah. For now at least.”


    It didn’t take a genius to figure out where Dallas was coming from. As long as I didn’t try to usurp his favorite QB’s place, we’d be fine. If I got a wild hair and decided to go after Patty’s spot, well, the center and I probably wouldn’t be “good.”


    After tossing an armful of footballs into the bin, I hit the showers and gathered up my backpack to head to class. I was going to school for kinesiology with a minor in business. My plan was to attend chiropractic college after my playing days were done, which was looking more and more like when I finished my undergrad rather than after some fun in the NFL. Playing backup at a D1-A school wasn’t how a guy got noticed by NFL scouts.


    On my way to my first class, I stopped by the student union for a coffee and a breakfast sandwich, which I finished in two bites before hitting the sidewalk. I slid into an empty seat in the aisle of my anatomy lecture and settled in to learn about musculature and bone structure. As the professor scrolled through a series of slides, my mind wandered to Patty’s throwing motion, and I thought about his knees. Since my knee surgery, I’d had to change the way I threw. Something about Patty’s stance niggled at the back of my brain, giving me an idea for our next impromptu workout.
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    It’s funny how in hindsight seemingly mundane moments can turn out to be monumental.


    A few weeks into the semester, as I laced up my boots after morning lift, our number-one place kicker, Dalton Sneed, wandered over to my locker and asked if I’d like to attend a party at his fraternity.


    “You’re a frat rat?” I asked, surprised.


    Dalton crossed his arms over his chest.


    Picking up on his defensive attitude, I softened my tone. “How do you have time for a fraternity and football?”


    “You have to live somewhere. I live in a frat.” He shrugged. “Last fall after I pledged SCR, some of my brothers sat me down and taught me how to play poker. I cleaned out Bax’s pockets on the first bus trip of this past season.” His wicked grin said a story lay behind that comment.


    “I take it that was payback?”


    “One of the sweetest moments of my life.” If anything, his smirk grew even more diabolical. “By the time he was done with me last year, I nearly had to get a job to cover my losses, which is sad since we didn’t have that many bus rides.” He laughed. “Bax was looking forward to more of my hard-earned summer money when the season started, but my frat boys taught me how to read tells.” Clearing his throat, he said, “Bax has a few pretty obvious ones once you know what to look for.”


    “Your frat is throwing a party, huh?”


    “Not just any party. The party of the season.” He wrapped one of his long arms across my shoulders and guided me out of the locker room. Dalton could kick the shit out of the ball because he was built on stilts with arms to match. “Every year, one of the fraternities takes a turn hosting the Mardi Gras Masquerade Ball. This year it’s our turn. Though they don’t live in the house, Taco, Taylor, and Baker are all SCRs too.” After we’d walked through the doors of the facility and into the parking lot, Dalton dropped his arm. “Our goal is to throw the bash everyone remembers. We need guys from the team to help us meet that goal.”


    “What? Like, to help you run the party?”


    “No. To attend. The more Wildcats we have in attendance at our bash, the bigger our turnout. In case no one’s told you yet, chicks dig footballs players.” His loopy wink cracked me up. “Anyway, do you have a suit? This is a dress-up party, suit and tie required. And a mask.”


    “A mask?” I chuckled. “Halloween is a long way off.”


    “No, dumbass. A Mardi Gras mask. We have some extras at the house. I’ll set one aside for you.”


    “I’m not sure how much of an asset I’ll be to your shindig, considering how few people I know outside the team.”


    His expression turned speculative. “You’d be surprised.”


    Huh. “All right then. Sounds like I’m hitting a frat party this weekend.”


    With a smile, he held out his fist, we bumped, and then we walked across the parking lot to our respective rides. I’d been invited to a semi-formal frat party? Shaking my head, I climbed into my Jeep. My time at Mountain State hadn’t started at all the way I’d worried it would.
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    Chapter Four


    Saylor


    “I don’t know, Saylor. I’ve never been much into frat parties,” Chessly said.


    “Come on, Chess. It’s going to be a great time—even better than dancing on a tabletop in your favorite hometown bar.” I exaggerated a wink.


    “My hometown only has one bar. Wait. What do you know about that?” she hissed, shooting a glance toward a table full of underclassmen seated next to us.


    Between classes, we’d met up in the Union for coffee. I needed reinforcements for the SCR party this weekend, which I was hoping would be Chessly. Jamaica and Callahan had said they’d be there, but they’d be together. I doubted I’d be able to talk Jamaica into doing naughty things with me like shots and flirting with masked men. Piper was a maybe, depending on how things were going with Bax, which meant if she showed, she’d show up with a plus-one. No fun to be had there.


    “Everyone wears Mardi Gras masks. I found a couple of super-sexy ones on eBay. You can choose which one you want to wear.” I pulled up the pics on my phone and showed her. “The hot-pink one would look gorgeous on you, especially if we piled your hair in curls on the top of your head with a couple slipping down the side of your neck.” Handing her my phone, I lifted my hair and leaned beside the photo to show her what I meant.


    “You could wear your sweet black cocktail dress and borrow my hot-pink cross-strap Mary Jane stilettos.” It was all I could do not to bounce in my chair with excitement as I envisioned my friend in the outfit. With her blonde hair and her petite frame, she’d knock out every guy with a pulse at the party.


    “Saylor.” She dragged my name out to four syllables.


    “Yeah, yeah. Frat parties aren’t your scene. Blah, blah, blah.” I peeked up at her from beneath my brows. ”The last time you went to an SCR party with me, I had to drag you out of it to avoid us being the very last ones to leave.”


    Chess pursed her lips, and I put up my hand.


    “You know I’m right. You had so much fun playing darts, drinking, and flirting with my boys that you wanted to stay the night.” I touched my coffee cup to hers and took a drink.


    “Your pink Mary Jane stilettos, huh? What are you going to wear?”


    Throwing my hands in the air, I squealed. “Yes! You’re going with me! We’re going to have the best time.”


    Chess rolled her eyes at my enthusiasm, but a grin tugged at the corner of her lips. The girls at the table next to ours stopped talking to stare at us. I did a little dance in my chair, letting go of my worry about Chess rejecting my invitation—and maybe to give those underclassmen a show.


    “What are you wearing?” she asked me again.


    “The electric-blue mask I showed you just now and my black cocktail dress.”


    Chess shook her head. “You have a different little black dress for every occasion. Which one are you planning for this particular party?”


    “The one with the cap sleeves, sweetheart neckline, and flounce at the knees. I’m going to need that flounce to complement my shoes.” Over the top of my coffee, I batted my lashes, begging her to ask.


    “Did you buy new shoes?”


    “Oh, Chess. Wait till you see them. The color matches my mask, and they’re so over-the-top. I absolutely adore them.” Again I bounced in my seat with excitement. “They’re satin stilettos covered in dozens of frothy electric-blue roses.” Covering my heart with my hand, I sighed. “They’re to die for.”


    Across the table my friend smiled indulgently.


    “We’re going to be the hottest single ladies at the party,” I gushed. “I’ll pick you up on Saturday afternoon. We can grab some food and get ready together at my place.”


    “Most of the time, I think of you as the Energizer Bunny. Right now, you’re more like Tigger.” Chessly laughed. “I can’t decide if it’s a blessing or a curse that I can never resist you when you’re like this.”


    “A blessing. Definitely,” I said with a sage nod. “Otherwise, you’d hole up in your dorm room and spend the weekend doing something ridiculous like solving calculus equations just because you can.”


    She shrugged. “What can I say? Solving calculus problems relaxes me.” Pulling out her phone, she checked the time. “Speaking of problem solving, I have a physics quiz in fifteen minutes.”


    “Yeah. Time for me to head to class too.”


    We stood from our table simultaneously. When we passed the table with the underclassmen, I gifted them my most radiant smile. “The entertainment was on the house,” I said as I chucked my empty coffee cup into the trash on the other side of their table.


    Two of the girls had the good manners to turn pink, while the third eyed me with a sardonically raised brow. That one move gave me the idea she might be a Delta Chi, the sorority with an earned reputation for drawing all the mean girls, with Chessly and Jamaica’s nemesis Tory Miller topping the list.


    When she opened her mouth, she confirmed my suspicions. “You’re going to the Mardi Gras Masquerade Ball?” she asked in a disbelieving tone. “I mean, you might fit in, but”—she gave Chessly a once-over—“your friend isn’t going to fit in at all. The SCRs have standards.”


    “You know some SCRs?” I asked, laying on the saccharine in my tone.


    The girl touched her artfully tussled short hair. She’d used so much product for the look that even a gale-force wind probably couldn’t pull a strand out of place. “I’m in winter rush for their little sisters. No doubt I’ll get my rose after the party on Saturday.”


    “Yeah? What’s your name?” I smiled. “You know, in case I need an in with one of the brothers.”


    “Acadia Moore.” She touched her hair again. “You’ll want to drop it often at the party.”


    “Thank you. I’m sure I will.”


    I glanced up at Chess. She was having a hard time keeping a straight face, so I slid my arm through hers and all but dragged her out of the Union before she did something silly like snort-laugh at Acadia’s sudden misfortune.


    “That girl isn’t waking up to a handsome SCR handing her a rose and taking her to breakfast the day after rush, is she?” Chess asked with a grin as we dropped down the stairs to the sidewalk in front of the building.


    “Not only that. She’s not going to the masquerade either.” With a dramatic sigh that I punctuated with the back of my gloved hand brushing my forehead, I said, “Oh, to be a fly on the wall when she finds out the only place anyone will be dropping her name is off the list of potential Little Rhos in this rush class.”


    Our giggles carried on the thin February air as we walked together toward the west side of campus. More than one person gave us a look that ended on a smile.


    Sobering for a second, I said, “The Little Rhos are about supporting the fraternity, not lording it over other people about being a member.”


    Normally, I wasn’t such a vindictive bitch, but that girl needed a lesson in what to value in other people. Looks, money, and connections might help a person gain a foot in the door, but once inside the club, that person needed to deliver—and judgment wasn’t on the list of the club’s needs.


    When I pledged the Little Rhos, the “little sisters” of Sigma Chi Rho, the frat member who’d brought my rose—Taco Hernandez, starting safety for the Wildcats—had told me I was a shoo-in for a spot on their roster from the first rush party. When I asked why, he’d said it was because when I fell on my ass at that skating party, I hadn’t cried or pouted or tried to blame it on something—or someone—else. I’d sat in the middle of the rink in hysterics, laughing at myself and my klutziness.
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