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Chapter 1

 

Mrs. Hawkins was going to kill him.

Shawn glanced at his watch and grimaced. It was one in the morning already; he had promised Mrs. Hawkins he wouldn’t come home later than midnight.

Bracing himself, he opened the door as quietly as he could. Emily was a light sleeper.

Shawn closed the door, wincing when it creaked. Dammit.

“Mr. Wyatt?” Mrs. Hawkins said, rubbing her eyes and sitting up on the couch.

Shawn glanced at the twins, but they didn’t seem to have woken up. He walked to their babysitter. It didn’t take long: the apartment was tiny.

Mrs. Hawkins was frowning deeply, an unhappy look on her face.

“I’m sorry,” Shawn said before she could say anything. “I’m really, really sorry. It won’t happen again, I swear. I couldn’t get back sooner. It was a slow night, and I didn’t get a lot of tips. I didn’t have enough money to pay you for this week, so I ended up staying until I did.”

Mrs. Hawkins’s lips pursed. She sighed. “Mr. Wyatt—Shawn. I understand your situation—it’s the only reason I’m still here—but you must understand mine, as well. I have a family, too, but I spend up to fifteen hours a day here, looking after two energetic four-year-olds. You don’t pay me enough for that.”

“I’ll find another job,” Shawn said quickly, trying to squash down the panic rising in his chest. “I’ll find a better job and I’ll pay you more.”

She sighed again, shaking her head. “That’s what you said last month, Shawn.” She looked at the girls. “I admire your dedication, but it can’t go on like that. You’re just twenty. You deserve better. They deserve better, too. Why don’t you find them a good family?”

“No,” he said, his voice hard. “They already have a family. They have me.”

“They barely see you. They ask about you all the time. They miss you.”

Shawn looked down at them. Emily and Bee slept curled into each other, their chubby cheeks almost touching.

A lump formed in his throat. “I miss them, too.” He looked at Mrs. Hawkins. “Please. I’ll find a solution. It really won’t happen again.” Fishing his wallet out of his back pocket, he gave her all the money he had. “Here, take this.”

She shook her head but accepted the money. “Think about what I said, Shawn,” she said before taking her purse and leaving.

Shawn locked the door and returned to the bed.

He knelt down beside the bed, rested his chin on the mattress, and stared at the twins.

The dim light made their platinum blond hair seem almost golden. They looked like little angels.

Shawn closed his eyes. God, he was so tired, but sleep was the last thing on his mind. He didn’t need to open the fridge to know they were out of groceries: he knew how long it took them to run out. They would have nothing to eat the day after tomorrow.

Desperation clawed up his throat. Then came resentment and anger.

Shawn shook them off. Being angry with his parents for having numerous debts, dying and leaving them penniless was useless. He couldn’t afford to waste time. He needed money. Now.

But how? He already worked two jobs.

“Shawn?”

Shawn opened his eyes. One of the girls was no longer asleep. A surge of panic coursed through him when he realized he could no longer tell them apart. Was it Emily or Bee?

“Baby?” he croaked out through the lump in his throat.

The little girl sat up slowly, careful not to wake up her sister, and Shawn breathed out. It was Emily: she was more mature and considerate than Bee, who was often a clueless ball of energy.

Emily reached out to him, and Shawn lifted her into his arms. “Hey, princess,” he whispered, kissing her on the temple and breathing in her sweet scent.

“You’re home,” Emily said, wrapping her little hands around his neck. “Missed you.”

“Me, too,” Shawn murmured, stroking her back.
I’m sorry
. “Did you have fun while I was out?”

Emily nodded. “We played a lot, but the Hawk didn’t let us go outside!”

“Don’t call Mrs. Hawkins that.” Though he had to suppress a smile. “Anything else?”

“A big man came after breakfast. He had a letter for you, but the Hawk didn’t let us touch it.”

“A letter, huh?” Shawn got to his feet, cradling Emily to his chest, and walked to his desk. “Let’s see.”

He picked up the envelope and returned to the bedside lamp. He squinted at it and his stomach dropped when he saw who it was from.

“What is it?” Emily asked.

Shawn opened the envelope, pulled out the piece of paper inside and started to read.

“…unacceptable grades…” “…upon failure of improvement…” “…scholarship will be terminated unless the student achieves…”

The paper dropped from his fingers to the floor and he didn’t notice.

“Shawn? Something bad happened?”

He looked down at Emily’s wide blue eyes and forced out a smile. “No, pumpkin. Everything is fine.” He buried his face in her hair and closed his eyes.

When it rained, it poured.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

“Something wrong?” said a familiar voice before an arm was slung around Shawn’s shoulders.

Shawn glanced at Christian, but kept walking. Their next class was going to start in ten minutes and it was one he couldn’t be late for. “Nothing.”

“Bullshit. Spill.” His friend’s dark brown eyes were fixed on him curiously.

Shawn shrugged. “I’m broke. And on top of that, they’re going to terminate my scholarship if I don’t improve my grades in three classes.”

Christian frowned. “I thought you already talked to Bates and Summers and explained your situation.”

Sighing, Shawn raked a hand through his hair. “Yeah. But there’s also Fluid Mechanics.”

Christian grimaced. “Rutledge.”

“Yep,” Shawn said miserably.

The school’s youngest tenured professor, Derek Rutledge had the nickname “Professor Asshole” for a reason. Strict and harsh, he set impossibly high standards for students and despised those who failed to achieve them. He didn’t tolerate “laziness.” And since Shawn missed too many of his lectures and often didn’t have time to complete his assignments, he was probably one of Rutledge’s least favorite students—if the man even had favorite students. The chances of Rutledge cutting him some slack were nonexistent. Rutledge didn’t cut anyone any slack. His demands bordered on ridiculous, but in the board’s eyes Rutledge could do no wrong, since he garnered a lot of research grants—like,
a lot
.  Shawn had to give Rutledge credit—one didn’t become such a highly respected researcher by the age of thirty-three if one wasn’t incredibly intelligent—but it didn’t change the fact that the guy was a total asshole.

“What are you going to do?” Christian said.

“No idea.” Shawn made his way to their usual seats at the front of the lecture hall: Rutledge had ordered him and Christian to sit there all the time after he had caught them talking during his class. Shawn sat down and sighed. “What should I do?”

“I wish I could help you.” Christian dropped into a seat next to him. “But you know I’m a bit tight on the money, too.”

Shawn nodded. Christian lived at his grandmother’s and helped her as he could. His parents worked in another country and weren’t much of a help.

“What about your aunt?” Christian said. “I thought she used to help you out when things got tough.”

Shawn paused and gave him a look. “She died last year, Chris. I told you that.”

Christian’s face flushed bright red. “Shit, I’m sorry—I don’t know how I—”

Shawn shook his head. “Forget it.” It wasn’t that Christian didn’t care; he was just very sociable and had more friends than Shawn had acquaintances. No wonder it had slipped out of his mind.

“What about your cousin—Sage?” Christian smiled sheepishly. “See, I’m not completely hopeless! I remember him!”

Shawn laughed. “You are hopeless. He just recently got out of prison, and he needs to sort out his life. He doesn’t need my problems on top of his own. Anyway, I wasn’t asking about money. I meant Professor Rutledge. If I don’t get good grades in his class, I’ll lose the scholarship and will have to drop out.” Though sometimes Shawn wondered if it would be better to drop out: if he didn’t have school to attend, it would improve his chances of finding a half-decent job. Except a college degree would increase his chances of finding a well-paid job and giving Emily and Bee everything they needed as they grew up.

“Actually,” Christian said suddenly. “I’ve heard an interesting rumor about Rutledge.”

“What rumor?”

Christian glanced around, as though to make sure no one could hear them, before leaning in and murmuring into Shawn’s ear, “Tucker says Professor Rutledge has a weakness for pretty boys.”

Shawn blinked. “No way. He was just messing with you!”

“Nope, he was dead serious. Apparently someone saw Rutledge with a young guy all over him.”

Shawn chuckled, shaking his head. “Even if it’s true, what does it have to do with me?”

Christian gave him a pointed look.

Shawn opened his mouth, closed it, and then opened it again. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Christian wiggled his eyebrows. “Tucker says Rutledge has a thing for blonds.”

“Unlucky for you, then.”

Smiling, Christian ran a hand through his messy brown hair. “Pfft. If I wanted to, it wouldn’t matter. But you’ve got it easy, blondie. Come on, man, it’s a perfect solution!”

Shawn gave him a pinched look. “There’s a tiny problem, though. I’m straight.”

His friend didn’t look fazed; he actually had the nerve to laugh. “So what? I’m not telling you to take it up the ass. Though it can actually feel very, very good if the other guy knows what he’s doing.” Christian grinned, and Shawn snorted. Christian was bisexual and had no problem admitting it.

“Chris—”

“I’m just saying you can be all flirty and shit without actually doing anything with him, you know? You’ve got the looks. I mean—you’re not my type, but I’m not blind. You’re hot. Easily the hottest guy in school.”

“You aren’t exactly an ugly duckling, either.” Everyone loved Christian. He might not be classically handsome, but practically everyone found him attractive. Christian was hard to look away from. Shawn might be straight, but even he sometimes stopped and stared when his friend smiled.

Christian winked. “Definitely not an ugly duckling, but I ain’t as pretty as you, princess.”
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