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BECCA


HGTV had to be created with magic—it sucked me in within the first second, and I hadn’t moved in three hours. Love It or List It was my catnip. Three entire hours of sprawling out on the massive leather couch when I had shit to do. Lots of shit. As the house mom for Betas, I had to make sure the chef was paid, and since the cleaning service had two weeks off for the holidays, that had become my responsibility, too. And considering the fun fact that there was a blizzard coming, I had to make sure I had enough food to shelter in place for a week. If I wanted to get into specifics, I needed to make sure I had enough sugar, chocolate, and wine to survive the holidays alone. Again.


“Becs? My mom wants to know when the doors are officially locked for winter break.” Marissa Kelly patted my shoulder as she came to a stop behind the couch. I would never rank students in the Beta house in order of favorites, but if I was forced at gunpoint, Marissa would be in the top three.


“Friday, girlfriend.”


I looked away from the TV and cringed at my outfit: hot pink pajamas covered with little suns wearing sunglasses tucked into purple-and-green fuzzy socks, with a stain on my chest from either chocolate or coffee and a clear view of my stomach because I forgot a button. It’s no wonder I’m single.


“Is it sad I wish I didn’t have to leave for two weeks?” Marissa joined me on the couch and sighed with as much angst as a nineteen-year-old could.


“You have a home here waiting for you when you get back. Trust me, enjoy the time you have with your family while you can, because adulthood comes fast and hard.” I adjusted my position, moving so we sat shoulder-to-shoulder, and snuck a look at her. Her typical smile disappeared. A deep frown that made her look years older replaced it. I nudged her shoulder with my own. “Hey, talk to me. I haven’t seen you this sad since the infamous breakup freshman year.”


She shrugged. “My parents are going through a rough time, and it’s hard seeing them fight. It never used to be like that.”


Poor Marissa. My soul hurt for her. “I’m sorry. I really am. I wish I had some profound advice for you to help or make it better, but that is out of my realm. Just… maybe try to find things to do with your parents separately. Offer to help with dinner or cleaning. You can always text me if you want.”


“You’re the best, Becs.” She leaned her head against me.


A rush of this-is-why-I-love-my-job bloomed over me in a full-body hum of happiness, and I couldn’t stop my smile. “I am your house mom, and yeah, I can be the best.”


She laughed, and I put my arm around her shoulders for a half-hug. She leaned into it, and a lightness filled my chest.


No one in my education-focused family understood why I did what I did. They always asked how it was going and what I actually did, but it was so foreign to them that their eyes would gloss over and they’d nod a lot. They appreciated the fact that I helped college students, sure, but it wasn’t the same as teaching in their eyes. Yeah, I loved my parents, and I knew they loved me, but they didn’t understand me. None of my endless stream of first dates ever understood me. Very few people did. Except these girls.


“I guess I better start packing since it’ll take me forever to clean my room.”


“Yeah, honestly, you’re a great human but a slob, Issa.” I earned another smile from her.


I was about to offer to help when Amanda Lee rushed down the spiral staircase to my right, face flushed and eyes the size of saucers. “Becs.”


“Yes?” I sat up straighter, already imagining the crisis I would have to deal with. Was it her creepy boyfriend? Her slipping grades? Her secret stash of vodka I knew she kept behind her desk but we never talked about?


“I tried opening the window and it wouldn’t work, so I forced it, you know, to get fresh air into the room. I do live on the highest floor so it gets stuffy, yeah? So I shoved it and the window shattered and I tried cleaning it up but then the wind picked up, and anyway… my clothes are on the roof, and you know how my mom feels about me losing anything,” she rambled, slurring words and syllables in an almost incomprehensible way. But I knew her well and pieced it together.


“Your clothes are on the roof?”


“And all over the yard.” Her bottom lip trembled. “My mom will kill me if I lose those blouses. My grandma made them for me.”


Save the clothes and then look at the glass. “Okay girls, get your coats. We’re going on a recovery mission.”


I marched from our huge living room to the closet, shoving my feet into my favorite pair of sequined Uggs, bundling up with a head-to-toe hot pink parka and ridiculous yellow hat I’d knitted myself two years ago. Not my best-stitched work, but it was warm and that was all that mattered in winter. Marissa, Amanda, and another pair of girls joined us and bundled up, and we set out the back door. Sure enough, colored shirts decorated the dull landscape. It had been a brutal December in the Midwest. Poor central Illinois was already prepared for a blizzard before Christmas, and the wind burned the exposed parts of my face. I didn’t complain though—we had a mission to complete.


We each took off in different directions, grabbing shirts before they blew away, and a bright red something caught my eye next door. Damn it, Amanda. It landed in his front yard. Of course, I’d be wearing something totally uncool as I trekked around Harrison’s property in search of a runaway shirt. He probably wasn’t home anyway. He had family in state—a niece and nephews, if I remembered correctly—and it was Thursday before break. Yeah, he wouldn’t be home, and I’d be fine. No need to panic.


With a quick glance at Harrison’s front window, I blew out a relieved breath at the dark stillness within. Yes! He’s not even home!


I sprinted toward the yard and snatched the shirt. Unfortunately, whoever was in charge of my life thought it’d be hilarious to increase the wind and send the shirt flying onto his front porch.


Rats.


Okay, I can do this. He wasn’t home, and even if he was, I had nothing to be embarrassed about—even if he did ghost me on the after-date call he’d promised.


Ten steps. That’s all it’d take. I scanned the house once more, and then I moved stealthily in case I was wrong. The last thing I needed was to come face-to-face with that man.


Each crunch of the ground beneath my boots echoed, and my heart raced. Tiptoeing on the bottom step, I winced as it creaked. My eyes shot to the window, hoping his handsome face and infamous frown wouldn’t appear.


A long moment passed before I moved again. Then, blowing out a breath, I snatched the shirt off the railing. Thinking I was home free, I almost did a victory dance. But before I could stop myself, my right foot slid out from beneath me on a patch of wet leaves, and I crashed onto my butt on his porch. Hard. With enough noise to wake the dead. Fate was seriously messing with my life.


“Shit, shit, shit!” I yelled, my lower back hurting more than I’d like to admit. I lay there for several seconds before heaving myself upright, and as I stood, the front door flew open. I tried to never let the girls hear me curse. But the pain caused it to slip out.


It was like a movie, a slow-motion action scene where my heart crept up my throat and my palms sweated despite the freezing temperature. I took one deep breath and met the intimidating and perfect green eyes of Harrison. “Hello, Harrison.”


“Becca,” he grumbled. His rough, deep voice was way too sexy and commanding for his own good. And oh, baby, I hated how he affected me.


“Great porch you have here. Just wanted to say have a nice holiday.” I marched down the stairs with more trepidation than before. I winced, but my back was to him so he wouldn’t see. Just let me escape, please.


“Why are you on my porch?”


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said into the wind, still not turning back.


“Try me.”


I snuck a glance at him again, hating how his gray Henley showcased his sculpted arms and strong chest—broad shoulders were my weakness—and the shirt paired well with his black jeans hugging his massive thighs. It wasn’t fair he looked like that when my pink, girly pajamas peeked out from under my coat. Channeling my tiny inner badass, I gave him my best smile.


“Okay.” I held up the red shirt and motioned to the sorority house with my chin. “One of the girls broke a window on the top floor, and her clothes escaped her room. She blamed the wind, but now that I think about it, it’s a bit suspicious. Was she waving clothes out to signal someone? Smoking a doobie? Airing out a fart? I just don’t know.” I frowned for a beat before chewing on my chapped bottom lip in the awkward silence. “Anyway. So yeah. We’re on a dangerous recovery mission before the elements destroy her clothes.”


His expression never changed beyond a slight lift on the side of his mouth. “Recovery mission?”


“Yes. For the clothes.” I held the shirt up like I was wearing it, pretending to be a model. “See?”


“Yeah, I see. You expect me to believe it just landed on my porch?” He arched one disbelieving brow.


“Yes.” I gave him a firm nod.


“What was the crash I heard?”


“Oh, that.” I tried thinking of something that would explain the sound of my tush hitting his stairs, but the longer the silence grew between us, the more I felt the need to ramble. “A raccoon. I saw a raccoon, and we fought over the shirt.”


His nostrils flared for a second before he tilted his head to the side. “You fell.”


“Okay, fine. Yeah. I fell. Happy?”


“Not particularly. Are you okay?”


Did his face look like he was actually concerned? My heart skipped a beat at the thought, but it settled down just as quickly. No, he must be cold.


“The diagnosis is that I will survive. It’ll take a couple of hot baths, but nothing more than my ego and butt is bruised.”


“Glad you’re alright.”


Those simple words should not have caused me to blush like a teenager around her crush, but they did. I had to get out of there, like five seconds ago. “See you around, Harrison.”


I took a couple steps back toward the sorority house when he spoke again. This was the most words we’d exchanged in over two years… since that night. Since that kiss. Weird didn’t cover how I felt about it.


“Are you staying in the house alone over break?”


“Yes.” I didn’t stop walking.


“That’s a huge house for one person.”


I spun around and narrowed my eyes, giving him my no bullshit look I always gave the girls. My mom referred to me as a tough marshmallow when I tried to be mean, but it was all I had. “I’m a big girl, and I’ve done it before. I’ll be fine. It’s my job.”


“Make sure you fix the broken window. You shouldn’t wait too long to repair it with the blizzard coming.”


I squeezed my eyes shut. He was right. Ugh. I had to call someone to come out today or tomorrow or I’d have an open portal into the frigid negative temperatures that would last for an entire week. My heart rate sped up like I was running.


“I gotta go.” I waved over my shoulder, still too humiliated to face him again.


“Have a nice holiday, Becca.”


I didn’t respond to him. The window was my priority. I had never had to get one repaired before. Did I just call a window guy and beg? Were there window guys? Oh my gosh, how could I be a house mom and not know how to fix a broken window?


I rushed by the girls carrying various shirts and waved at the few sitting in the front parlor with their suitcases. Parents started picking up their girls today after finals, and I doubled back to say goodbye. They couldn’t see me with anything but a smile. No one ever saw my panic. Remain calm, stay positive, and always have a plan. That was my motto for life.


“Ladies, have a wonderful time at home. I’ll miss you.”


“We’ll miss you, too, Becs.” Ashley, Beatrice, and Maria all hugged me, and I squeezed them back. “We left you presents under the tree. You can’t open them until Christmas, though.”


“You did?” I almost cried at their genuine expressions. “I said no gifts!”


“We know, but you’re unlike other sorority moms. You invest yourself in us, and believe in us, and well, you deserve a nice holiday.”


My eyes watered. “I told myself no tears when you all left but look at me, already weepy.”


“You cry at animal rescue commercials, every rerun of Friends, and when we get good grades. Never change, Becca Fairfield.”


“Don’t forget every single Hallmark movie,” Beatrice added.


“Okay, leave already.” I gently pushed her away, causing the three of them to giggle.


I peeled off my coat, refilled my cup of coffee with the newest hazelnut roast and coconut creamer, and sat. I had a crisis to deal with, and I had no idea how. But the first step: clean up the mess.


That I could do. I grabbed the broom, a trash bin, and heavy-duty gloves I still had from an intense scarecrow costume for Halloween and marched up to the third floor still wearing my puffy coat. Amanda’s room faced north—the exact direction of Harrison’s house—and sure enough, the wind whipped around her room. Pieces of glass decorated the floor, the windowsill, and the window ledge that spilled onto the roof.


I am their house mom. It is my job to take care of them when they are away from home. I can do this. I will do this.


“Becs, do you need help?” Kristin Garrison, the president of the Betas with enough potential to run the world—despite her terrible taste in men—entered the room.


A rush of happiness flooded through me at her offer. “I’d rather you don’t cut yourself. But could you find me a tarp and lots of duct tape? We should have some in storage outside.”


“You got it. Be careful.”


“You too. That shed is a piece of work out there.”


Kristin left, her face set in determined lines, and I scanned the damage. It took ten minutes to sweep up the floor, the desk area, and the windowsill. So far, no cuts.


Outside the window, there were huge pieces. I stepped onto the small porch on the roof—just one foot—and balanced, picking up the broken glass and tossing it into the bin. The wind blasted and I stumbled, slamming my shoulder into the window frame—right where a minor shard stuck out.


“Balderdash!” The cut hurt. The sharp sting stole my breath for a second, and I maneuvered myself back into the room. I unbuttoned my top and surveyed the damage. Yup. A small shard impaled my arm, leaving a trail of blood dripping down my pale skin.


My head spun… oh no. I hated blood. I did. It was the worst.


I needed to sit. Yeah, just for a second. I found my way to Amanda’s twin bed and put my head between my knees. Everything turned fuzzy, and I focused on my tasks.




Clean up damage.


Repair area with tarp.


Make insurance claim.


Call repairman.




I repeated it three more times as everything went black.
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HARRISON


Only during a cold day in hell would I voluntarily watch my younger brother be interviewed about his team playing in a bowl championship on TV. There wasn’t enough beer in the world to numb the rampant feelings of jealousy, anger, and injured pride coursing through me. The jealousy wasn’t about his coaching ability—I’m good at what I do—it was the envy of having professional athletes who took their careers seriously.


Winter workouts were not going well, and there wasn’t a single thing I could do about it. College players were getting drunk and high, and throwing away their future for a good time. Team and responsibility meant nothing to them. All a coach can do in the off-season is pray.


My strength-and-conditioning staff gave me weekly reports on the guys, and they weren’t incredible. They also weren’t garbage. Our team defined the word average. I pinched the bridge of my nose and cracked open my second beer. Yeah, it was only midday, but since we didn’t make it to any championships, it was my first holiday break in three years.


Probably my last break, since I’ll get fired next year if we don’t start winning.


The amber liquid loosened the tightness in the back of my throat. Thinking about getting fired had the potential to ruin any day at any given time. It didn’t help that my folks constantly pointed out the differences between my younger brother and me, like they had to convince me he was talented.


Oh, Hank is just made to coach. He’s a natural.


Hank will have offers with the NFL, I know it.


Hank played football one year of his life and had a string of luck to get him where he was. I could only blame myself, since I got him his first coaching job. Funny how life works.


My phone went off, the dull buzz drawing my glance to a text from my mom.




Mom: Since Hank is in the Bowl, we are flying out to see him play in California for the holidays! This is huge! Aren’t you so proud of him? You’re more than welcome to come, as we’ll do Christmas there this year to support him.





Of course, they would fly out there even though the game wasn’t until a week after the holiday. I didn’t get a chance to respond before my sister—my favorite family member—texted me.




Blair: We’re not flying out to see His Holiness. Come stay with us. The kids miss you. I miss you. Ben will have beer.







Harrison: Thank God we’re the normal ones. I’ll be there.







Blair: He is the classic youngest child, isn’t he? Always the favorite, never to blame. We’ll always have each other, Harrison. Don’t let them get in your head.





I didn’t respond and hated how some family members could make me feel insignificant even as a thirty-four-year-old man. My career was filled with accomplishments and awards. I was proud of myself. I didn’t lack confidence or patience or even self-awareness about my strengths and weaknesses. It was the constant embellishing of Hank’s average, yet lucky, career that drove me mad.


Hank could be average at anything and get praised for it, while I had to work three times as hard to get any acknowledgment. I’d coached in two bowl championships, and no one except Blair and her family came to watch. My parents canceled last minute both times. Hank had to focus on his own career and couldn’t take off work to watch. Yet our mom wanted us to fly out there? I groaned and ran a hand over my face.


When I first started, Blair told me that I needed to stop caring what they think. That was easier said than done.


Damn, why am I thinking about my parent issues when I could be three beers in?


I finished my second brew and shuffled into the kitchen for another. Downtime for me consisted of napping, watching football, drinking beer, or heading to the gym. I had already completed an aggressive workout that morning, so I could do whatever the hell I wanted the rest of the day. And what I wanted? Napping and beer.


The fridge sat next to a window, and I glanced out into my yard, hating how dark and drab the landscape was. I needed to make my property a priority in the spring, because if I had another losing season, I’d get fired and be forced to sell it. Then what would I do?


Stop. I couldn’t worry about that now. Not without the facts. My ex-wife always told me my outlook was too negative, and look at me now, refusing to think about getting fired until it happened. I was growing as a person after all. I snorted and cracked open a third beer just as the wind howled and the screen rattled against the glass. I paused at the sound.


Becca.


She’d mentioned a broken window at the house. My lips twisted. The bright pink pajamas, the wild honey-colored hair, the wide eyes and full lips. That woman was too fucking happy and full of energy and trouble. I knew how those lips felt against mine, and if I thought about it too long, I’d forget why it would be a terrible idea to kiss her again. Even though her face and body were gorgeous.


Becca could talk for minutes without stopping, created ridiculous stories when she was nervous, and always had a smile on her cute face. Hell, the woman played the ukulele and sang during our one dinner together. If anyone could be described as my complete opposite, it was her. She was petite and fragile, she loved everyone, and everyone loved her.


And she shouldn’t be trying to repair a window on the third floor of an old house.


“Son of a bitch.” I wiped my hand over my jaw. My chest tightened, and I swallowed. Becca needed help, and I couldn’t sit here when she might hurt herself. I threw on a down coat I used when I camped, found my warmest boots, grabbed my toolbox, and headed next door to the large house.


I had no idea how Becca could live with fifty college girls. The thought made my body cringe with horror, but she clearly liked it. She’d been there as long as I had: four years.


Neighbors for four years, one date, one insane kiss, and maybe ten conversations since that kiss. Great track record on my part. I marched through the backyard and frowned when I spotted a tiny woman struggling to open the shed. “Need help?”


“Hi Coach Cooper. Yeah, Becs needs a tarp out of here.” She blew out a breath and put her hands on her hips. “This is stuck.”


“Let me.” I set my stuff on the ground and yanked at the door. It was jammed hard and took three tries before it opened. The tarp lay folded in the corner—because how else would Becca store it? The woman sorted her food and ate all her potatoes before moving on to something else. Why do I remember this date from two years ago so well?


I shook the thoughts from my mind and cleared my throat. “Here.” I handed her the tarp and shut the difficult doors. “Care to show me the room with the damage?”


“Please. I love Becs but it looked bad, and I don’t want her hurting herself. She’s helpful, really, but pretty clumsy.”


“That’s putting it nicely.” The woman fell on my porch not twenty minutes ago.


The girl laughed. I followed her into the brick house, through a living room three times the size of mine, and up a spiral staircase that reminded me of the movies. Pictures with girls all wearing light blue shirts covered the walls. It looked like different graduating classes, but I just saw hundreds of girls in the same pose. If the lighting was dark, it would’ve been a little creepy. The stairs creaked with my weight, and I studied the railing and photos to make sure they were secure. With a quick check, they proved sturdy, and it pleased me.


The house was well taken care of, but that wasn’t a surprise. Becca cared deeply about her job. Our passion for our work was about the only thing we had in common, justifying why that one date did not lead to two.


“It’s on the third floor.”


I nodded and continued following the young woman. The cold air blasted my face the second we stepped onto the top floor, and I sucked in a breath. It was a small, narrow hallway with three rooms on each side.


The girl pointed to the first door and opened her mouth to say something when she paled. “Becca! Oh my God!” She darted into the room with me right behind her. The young woman bent over the bed, her voice squealing. “She got hurt!”


“Let me see,” I commanded, assessing the scene and taking note of what could’ve happened. The young woman didn’t wait a second before jumping out of the way and providing me with a view of my neighbor. My heart leaped into my throat. She lay there, eyes closed and her creamy skin pale and covered in blood. Her jacket and shirt hung halfway off, giving me a view of her silky bra. Shit! She’d passed out.


“Do you have a first aid kit? Something to clean the blood?” I asked as I sat on the edge of the bed, noticing for the first time the glass shard in her arm. What did you do, Becca? “Tweezers, too?”


“Uh, yeah. I think. Um… what?” the young woman stuttered, her concern for Becca almost tangible. A part of me wondered how my players would feel if I ever got hurt. Would they care? Help? Notice?


Not the time.


“Tweezers, first aid kit. Hurry.” I jutted my chin toward the door.


The young woman rushed out of the room, and I removed my gloves and coat. I touched the side of Becca’s neck. Her pulse beat strong, thank God, but her soft skin was freezing cold.


I set my jacket over her torso, carefully avoiding the spot in her upper arm. With a soft shake of her uninjured arm, I asked, “Becs, can you hear me?”


Nothing.


Not great.


The shard was a few inches long, and the sight of it impaling her skin made my stomach churn. She should be obnoxiously happy, spouting off about all the good things in the world… not pale as hell and covered in blood.


Her silence was jarring. While her incessant gabbing could go from charming to annoying in a second, I much preferred hearing her voice than not. I carefully cupped the back of her head with my hands and traced her jawline with my fingers, trying to be gentle. The last thing I wanted was to scare her.


“Becca.”


Her eyelids fluttered, a soft groan escaping. If it were any other time, in any other situation, that sound would’ve driven me wild. But this was now, and she was hurt. “Becca, you passed out. Can you hear me?”


“S-what?” she mumbled, lightly moving in my hands, her teeth chattering and her lips pressing together. “It’s c-cold.”


“I put my coat over you, but I need you to stay put until we remove the glass from your arm.”


“Window. Four steps. I… I… clean, repair, insurance, phone.”


Damn. She was cute. I smiled, the foreign gesture almost hurting my face. I moved my fingers over her neck, hoping to… what? Warm her? Help her? The need to keep touching her grew stronger.


“I’ll help you with the window. Can you open your eyes for me?”


“Maybe?” Her lids fluttered open but then closed again.


“I think you can.” I pressed my lips together, preventing a laugh from escaping.


“Are you the window man?”


I snorted. “No. It’s Harrison.”


“My sexy neighbor?”


Sexy neighbor? My grin spread, and my heartbeat kicked up. Nothing could make me leave her in this moment. “Yes. I came to help with the window and found you like this.”


“Sexy window man.”


“Not the best nickname, or the worst, but I’ll take it.” I chuckled.


Even in her distress, she smiled and turned her face so her cheek pressed against my palm. Her skin felt like ice. We needed to remove the glass and get her dressed in fifteen more layers. Where was that damn woman with the first aid?


“Your hand is warm. It’s probably weird you’re touching my face. But I like it. It’s big. Do big hands help with window repair?” she asked, still not coherent enough to realize who she was talking to.


My chest tightened at how goddamn cute and vulnerable she looked. I swallowed hard, unsure what to say.


“Coach, I couldn’t find the first aid kit, but I found some cleaning wipes, tweezers, and a handful of bandages and wraps. Hopefully they’ll work.”


I blew out a long sigh of relief. About damn time.


“That will do. Does Becca have a sweatshirt or something we can change her into since she’s covered in blood?”


“Yes, I’ll run into her room. Should I bring a hot chocolate? It’s her favorite pick-me-up.”


Of course it was. “Yeah, that’s a great idea.”


The young woman stepped out just as Becca opened her eyes. Her light brown irises had specks of blue in them. It bothered me that I’d never noticed before. Those almost-too-large eyes narrowed at me, and the brief warmth in them disappeared. She wrinkled her brow and blinked several times, her frown deepening.


“Wh-what are you doing here?” Her voice came out weak.


I scooted closer to her on the bed. “Helping you.”


“I didn’t ask you for help, did I?” She bit her lip as a light blush crept up her neck and cheeks. “I can’t remember if I did. I wouldn’t want to bother you, so I’m confused why you’re here.”


“No, you didn’t ask. One of your girls flagged me down when I was on my way to offer help.” I caressed her skin with my calloused fingers, convincing myself I did this to give her warmth and distract her from pain. That was it. She leaned into me just a bit, but I didn’t think she realized it.


“Flagged you down?”


“She was worried. You must’ve bumped into the window and got yourself pretty good.” I moved my hand from her jawline and placed it on her arm, inches away from the small shard. “I’m going to remove the small piece of glass from your arm, okay?”


“Glass?” Her voice rose an octave, and she blinked faster. “I hate blood.”


“Ah, that’s why you passed out then.”


“Rats.” Glancing down where my hand rested, she winced. “It’s probably best to rip it out just like taking off a Band-Aid, right?”


“Yes. Look toward the window. Trust me, you don’t want to watch this.” I gently tilted her head away from her shoulder and ran my hand down her neck, over her shoulder, and stopped when I got to the glass. The wound wasn’t that big, thankfully, and it looked worse than it was. In a world of cleat injuries, this was a pretty shallow wound. “It might hurt.”


“I can handle it.” She whispered affirmations to herself, somehow making her sunshine personality even cuter. “Just get it over with so I can figure out how to fix the window.”


I picked up the tweezers, cleaned them with an alcohol swab, and placed them around the thickest part of the minor shard. “On three. One, two—” I pulled.


She released a little oomph. “I did not like that. Nope. Not even a little.”


“You’re a real champion.” I fought another grin.


“I don’t like skin pain. I know that’s a weird thing to say, but when I tried getting a matching tattoo with my mom, I couldn’t handle the pain. So now I have half of a four-leaf clover because the pain was too much. It looks like weird butt cheeks, which is not a cool thing to show off. Everyone has cute or meaningful or beautiful tats, and I have butt cheeks.”


Skin pain? Butt cheeks? Good lord. I snorted. I should not be smiling at her. “Where is this tattoo?”


“On my hip. If you give me two drinks, I’ll probably show you.” As soon as she said the words, her eyes went wide, and her muscles tensed beneath me. “I didn’t mean that. Ignore it. It’s the blood loss. It’s loosened my inhibitions and common sense.”


She grunted a few times and tried to pull out of my arms without success.


“No, stay put. I need to clean your cut.”


“Surely one of the other girls can do that?”


“I’m sure I have more experience with this sort of thing, and I don’t mind.” I found a cotton ball and covered it with the saline. “One of the young women is making you hot chocolate and bringing you a shirt since this one is covered in blood.”


“My shirt?”


“Yeah.”


She looked down, and her eyes widened even more. “Am I naked?”


I fought a laugh. “No. You kept half your shirt on, half your coat hanging off your other arm, and you’re wearing a bra.”


“I don’t remember if it was a cute-bra day or an old-bra day.”


“Cute. Trust me.”


That must have satisfied her because she sighed. “Is it clean yet?”


“Almost.” I’d already used five cotton balls cleaning up the now-dried blood from her arm. I tossed the used materials into the nearest trash can. “Let me put a bandage on it, and you’ll be good to go.”


“Thank you.” Her voice was quieter than usual.


I finished with the bandage just as the woman brought a sweatshirt and a large white mug with a Beta sign that said happy happy happy in red. “Done.”


“Here, Becs.” The woman placed the mug on the night table and stared at Becca with worry lines around her eyes. “Are you okay? We’re sick downstairs just thinking you’re hurt. The girls wanted to come up, but I made them wait.”


“I’ll survive this time, Kristin.” She sat up and smiled—not at me but at Kristin. “Will you go reassure everyone I’ll make it? I don’t want anyone up here since there’s still glass on the floor.”


“Are you sure?”


“I’ll help her clean up,” I interrupted. “Thank you for getting the supplies.”


She nodded and left us alone in the room. We hadn’t moved from our positions so our thighs pressed together. My entire body tightened with need, with awareness of how warm and soft she was. It unsettled me. Becca took a sip from the mug and met my gaze over the rim, her brow furrowing for a second before her forehead smoothed out.


“Feeling better?” I asked.


She ignored my question and let out a long, deep sigh that I swore I felt in my gut. “I’m sorry you’re the one who had to help me.”


“Why?” Her words shouldn’t have hurt me, but they did. Was I that bad of a guy?


“I hate when people feel guilted into helping me. It was nice of you to check on me, though, so I appreciate it. Thank you.” Her stiff tone had me sitting straighter.


“I wasn’t guilted, and you’re welcome.” I rose from the bed and began the pickup. My coat still covered her, and I tossed her the sweatshirt. “Do you need help putting that on?”


“I think not, sir.” Pink tinged her cheeks.


I turned away to hide my amusement. Finding a broom, I swept the broken glass into the pan. She’d done a good job repairing the window before her injury, and I could put the tarp on soon. I stuck my head out the window, frowned at the large fragments there, and was picking them up when she let out a loud, frustrated sigh. I stilled, afraid to turn around. “You good?”


“Um, well, see the thing is… I need help with this shirt. My arm hurts, and I’m stuck.”


“To clarify, I can turn around?”


“Yes, Harrison.”


I did. Becca’s sweatshirt covered her face and only half of her body, leaving a sizable part of her chest exposed to me. The lacy blue bra teased me. Her nipples strained against the fabric, like the bra was a bit too small. My mouth watered. Yeah, my attraction to her was never a problem. Not even a little bit.


“Sure, I can help.” Shit, my voice sounded gruff.


I stepped toward her and maneuvered her arm into the sleeve and then studied the front of the sweatshirt: Friends, Coffee, Betas, I’m a simple woman. I couldn’t stop the smirk overtaking my face. “Cute shirt.”


“Shut up.” She pushed up from the bed and grabbed the edge of the desk.


Reaching out, I put my arm around her waist before she could fall. She leaned against me, her vanilla scent making me inexplicably hungry for something sweet.


“I got up too fast.” She closed her eyes.


“I noticed. I don’t mind helping you. Seriously. Just drink your hot chocolate and relax. My only plan today was to drink beer and nap. This is better.”


She chewed on her full bottom lip and narrowed her large brown eyes. “It feels weird to just watch you work.”


“It’s not weird. You deserve a break. Rest a bit, okay?” I lowered my voice and gave her my coaching stare—a scowl, my eyes going into slits—the one where players backed out of an argument and submitted to me. She did no such thing. She wasn’t intimidated, and I liked that. Huh.


She nodded but still remained standing. “I need my phone to see what’s next on the list. I think I need to file a claim? Put up a tarp?”


“How to fix a window list?”


“Exactly.” She jutted her chin out just as she shivered head to toe. “Now, should we put up the tarp to stop this cold air?”


I rubbed the back of my neck, hoping to calm my annoyance at her use of the word we. “Becca, you just passed out. I will put up the tarp.”


“I can—”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You’re badass, independent, and can do it. I understand. But I’m capable, not minutes from regaining consciousness, and don’t want you to hurt yourself. Sit your cute ass on the bed and watch or get out of the room.”


She blinked three times before plopping down on the bed and crossing her legs in a very sassy move. “Are you always this bossy?”


“When I’m pissed, yes.” I pointed at her. “Don’t get up.”


I got to work, nailing the tarp into the walls on the top and repeating the motion on the bottom, then lining it with duct tape around the edges. The wind still breezed through and, with the blizzard coming in less than forty hours, I double lined it. “There, this should hold until someone can come out and fix it.”


“Thank you.”


“Was that hard to say?” I joked.


She rolled her eyes, and one of her famous crooked smiles greeted me. She used to smile at me like that every time we crossed paths on campus before I promised to call and never did. Definitely my fault that she stopped flashing me those smiles.


“Yes, but it was necessary,” she admitted. “I wouldn’t have done as good a job as you.”


“I’m happy to help.”


She took another sip from the mug and tilted her head to one side, almost like she was studying me. “I’ll get you some cocoa to go. To-go-coa!” She laughed at her joke and bounced out of the room without any modifications to her movements even though she had just passed out.


I chuckled. This woman… I’d avoided conversations with her the past two years for a reason. She got underneath my skin and had me wanting more.


And that was something I just couldn’t do. Again.















CHAPTER THREE
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BECCA


Chef Ramirez and Claudia’s House Cleaning got their final checks before the holidays, enough food was stocked so I could survive an entire zombie apocalypse if needed, and all the girls were scheduled to be picked up early to avoid the blizzard. The only blip, if I’d even call it that, was the broken window that couldn’t be repaired until after the snowstorm. After hours on YouTube, I barricaded the window three more times and secured the bedroom so most of the wind and cold would remain tucked inside. After confronting Amanda and interrogating her roommate, they insisted the window broke by accident, but it still concerned me. I prided myself in my house-mothering skills, knowing things the girls thought were secrets.


The sneaking in past curfew.


When the hallway smelled a little too much like recreational activities.


I trusted them to make a few mistakes, but an entire window breaking sent my instincts on alert.


Perhaps it was the wicked winter wind.


I sighed and finished folding some blankets and stacked them on the back of our couch.


Two more hours until I had the house to myself for two weeks. My only vacation until the summer months. I wasn’t crying at the thought of not seeing the girls for that long. Nope. It was winter allergies… or something. They were totally a thing.


“It’s just Kristin and me left, Becs. Your favorites,” Marissa said as we huddled on the couch watching reruns of Survivor. We started it as a joke during spirit week back in October because the theme was Survivor, but we couldn’t stop watching. We were already on season eight.


“I don’t have favorites, Issa.”


“Uh-huh. Sure you don’t.” She grinned. “You’re going to miss us.”


I winked at them and focused on the TV instead of the fact that I’d be alone for fourteen days. “I’m not going to shower the entire time and just eat all the food. It’s going to be great.”


“You know, you could ask our hunky neighbor Hot Henley Harrison to visit. Hm?”


“Who?” I ignored her comment about him. “Mr. Bixby, the eighty-year-old? Or Mr. Huntley who just had a hip replacement?”


“Avoidance is a huge red flag, Becca. You damn well know I’m talking about Coach Cooper.”


“Oh, him.” I pursed my lips, hating the way my body heated up thinking about him. Yeah, he’d had his hands on me, saw me in my bra, and set my skin on fire with his heated gaze. He also promised to call and didn’t. “Hot Henley Harrison isn’t exactly my type.”


“False. He’s every heterosexual woman’s type.”


“Uh, I’m bi and wouldn’t mind giving him my body for an entire night,” Issa said.


“Ladies, he is too old for you!”


“But not too old for you.” Kristin wiggled her eyebrows. “I saw how he treated you. He was worried.”


Harrison worrying about me? No. He felt guilt or a duty or something. I shook my head and waved a hand in the air, dismissing the thought entirely. “I was covered in blood. Anyone would be worried. Mr. Bixby would’ve been worried.”


“Listen Becs, you take good care of us, but you can take care of yourself, too. When was the last time you went on a date?” Issa patted my arm.


“Did my mom put you up to this?” I joked, hating how I felt the need to defend myself. “She did, didn’t she? That woman is obsessed with helping me find the one.”


“What? No. Would she do something like that?” Issa asked.


“Many times. My dear mother meddles in my dating life more than I meddle in yours. Trust me.”


“So when was the last time?”


“Uh, let’s see… my mom set me up with an uptight doctor who told me I was the strangest woman he’d ever met. That was a month ago. Before that, there was a dude named Rickon who was an engineer with as much personality as this couch. And before that, a man named Todd told me women were only good for birthing and cleaning.” I scrunched my nose and omitted mentioning the date from two years ago that I thought was one of the best ones yet. Stupid feelings.


Kristin shook her head. “They sound like they sucked.”


“They did.” I laughed, despite the pang of unease at the reality. My mom insisted on setting me up with guys who weren’t my type. But I never enjoyed focusing on the negative and forced a smile. “I’m so busy with you gals, I don’t mind my lack of love life too much.”


“When we get back, prepare yourself for a love-tervention. We’ll get you signed up on dating apps, style some new outfits, and it’ll be awesome! And we’ll get guys that don’t suck. Trust me.” Issa nodded with a lot of aggression.


“It can be our New Year’s resolution! Becca gets boned!” Kristin threw her hands up in the air.


“Okay, that’s enough,” I said between bouts of giggles. “I appreciate your misplaced concern but shh… they are voting someone off the island, and I want to watch.”


The girls shared a look, and I pretended I didn’t see it. It was hard continuing to put myself out there. All those first dates… never any second ones… the continual phrases of no chemistry, not a good fit, too strange ringing in my ears.


I didn’t lack confidence. I loved myself, but it grated on me when people consistently told me I was too much or too odd. I spoke too loudly, or too often. My clothes weren’t sleek or cool. My favorite though: no explanation at all. The promise of a call or another date that never came.


Maybe it was time to take action.


Especially if my mom tries setting me up for the holidays again.


“Okay girls, you’re right. After break, we’re doing this.”


“Yay!” They cheered in unison and left me alone for the rest of the show.


Soon they were all on their way home for the holidays, leaving me alone for the first time since summer. And while I never looked forward to having the girls gone, the peace and quiet was nice. I picked up the remaining cups and the debris from outside and made myself a cup of tea before settling into my room on the west side of the house. It was modest, but I had my own bathroom and suite separate from the girls. Tomorrow, I’d read one of the books I’d checked out from the library and hunker down for the blizzard that had scared central Illinois into buying bread by the tons and emptying store shelves of all the flashlights and batteries.
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Something wasn’t right. I woke up chilled to my core. Condensation from my warm breath swirled in the air, and my skin felt like ice. Am I in a nightmare?
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