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SWEAT FORMS ON MY PALMS as I stand in front of Arthur Marshall University’s recreation center. The place is huge and sleekly modern, a far cry from the cramped exercise room that my high school loosely defined as a gym. I glance at the student ID in my hand. Five minutes ago, I found it on a bench and picked it up, fully intending to take it to a lost and found. But then I remembered that Arthur Marshall University’s rec center is open 24/7. I kind of look like Lauren Lang, the owner of the student ID. Sure, she has double eyelids and I don’t, and her lips are thinner than mine. But hey, we’re both Asian girls. If the person at the front desk doesn’t pay too much attention, I could sneak into the rec center.

I bite my lip. I hate lying and am terrible at it, but I don’t have many options. After staying at a shitty motel and eating junk food for a couple of weeks, I’m officially broke. I tried finding a job, but after sending in a few dozen applications, I received exactly zero responses. So my options are one, I can sleep outside tonight, though according to the weather forecast, it’s supposed to drop to 30 degrees tonight; two, I can go back to living with my brother, though he’s a cocaine-addicted, emotionally unstable mess, not to mention he’s also just a straight-up asshole nowadays; or three, I can pretend to be Lauren, sneak into the gym, and find a nice spot to take a long nap. 

Yeah, I’m going to go with option three.

Exhaling, I walk into the rec center, telling myself that I totally look like a regular Arthur Marshall University student. Yeah, Arthur Marshall University has an acceptance rate of like 8%, and I graduated from high school with a 2.9 GPA, but it’s not like people can smell my academic mediocrity.

When I’m inside, I stiffen as I scan Lauren’s student ID, prepared for the girl at the front desk to say, “Hey, you’re not Lauren. Security!” However, she doesn’t even look up from her phone as she says with total indifference, “Hi.”

Is that it? I step across the threshold, and I’m surprised when I’m not immediately dragged out of the gym by a security guard. Only when I have taken a few dozen steps do I let out a sigh of relief. Awe replaces my relief when I get a good look at my surroundings. Holy shit, this place is like a gym for rich people, which I suppose most of the students at Arthur Marshall are (tuition is something crazy like 50,000 dollars a year). There are rows of Peloton bikes, a massive pool fit for Olympic swimmers, massage chairs, and water fountains that serve Evian.

I gasp when a guy grabs a banana off a table that’s filled with snacks. There are bunches of bananas, piles of shiny apples, stacks of granola bars, and bags of almonds. Are the snacks free?! When a girl casually takes two granola bars, I have to stop myself from squealing with delight. Free food! Apples and bananas are far from my favorite fruits, but I’m still excited. It’s been too long since I’ve eaten anything that didn’t come from a can or plastic bag. Without an ounce of shame, I run up to the table and start stuffing bananas and apples into my duffel bag.

“What are you doing?”

My blood turns cold when I notice the blond guy staring at me.

“Um...” What would a regular student at Arthur Marshall University say? “Got a killer midterm coming up. Need all the potassium I can get.” I hold back a grimace, hoping that was halfway convincing.

Evidently, it wasn’t because he continues to stare at me like I’m an alien who has invaded his school. “What’s your name?”

Why can’t this cute guy mind his own business? And why did the word “cute” appear in my mind? He is cute though. He looks like the blue-eyed definition of an all-American jock, and his tank top is allowing him to show off his toned arms. “Lauren Lang,” I lie.

He narrows his eyes. “You’re not Lauren Lang.”

I go white. Shit, is he friends with Lauren? “Lauren Lang is a common name,” I say, forcing myself to sound breezy.

He takes a step toward me. I can’t help taking a step back. “I don’t think you go to this school,” he says in a low voice.

The most embarrassing thing happens—I burst into tears.

He widens his eyes, startled. “Hey,” he says awkwardly. “Uh, don’t cry.”

“I just wanted a place to nap!” I exclaim. Oh God, snot is coming out of my nose. “And I haven’t had fruit in weeks! Weeks! I’m lucky I don’t have fucking scurvy!”

All of a sudden, he wraps his arms around me. Instinctively, I lean in, liking his warmth. “It’s okay,” he says softly.

“No, it’s not,” I say, tears still running down my cheeks. “You’re going to call the cops on me.”

“Why would I call the cops on you?”

I lift my eyebrows. “You’re not going to call the cops?”

He rolls his eyes. “Like I’m going to call them and tell them that I think a petite thing like you is a threat to campus security.”

I admit I don’t exactly scream intimidating. I’m barely 5 feet tall, and my arms might as well be limp noodles. “Thank you. Well, I’m just going to find a quiet place to nap then—”

“I can’t let you do that.”

I blink. “What?”

“You’re coming with me to my place.”

I blink again, inching away from him. “Are you trying to get me to sleep with you?”

“What? No!”

“Why are you trying to lure me to your place then?”

He curses under his breath. “That’s not... Jesus, what I meant is I have an extra bed at my place. You can stay with me until you get back on your feet.”

I study him, looking for a sign of dishonesty or malice. After my brother’s recent transformation from a caring sibling to a selfish dickhead, I’m not really inclined to believe the best of people. “Why are you willing to help me? For all you know, I could be a serial killer with a fake sob story.” For all I know, he could be a serial axe murderer with a Good Samaritan façade.

He scowls. “Do you think I’m some scumbag who would take advantage of a homeless girl?”

“I don’t know—”

“Oh, fucking Christ, come on.” He grabs my hand and pulls me toward the exit. I try to tug my hand out of his grip, but he’s ridiculously strong and/or I’m ridiculously weak. He growls, “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Pro tip—if you want to put a girl at ease, you don’t growl at her. I open my lips, ready to scream for help. However, as if sensing my intentions, he draws me into his arms and lays a hand over my mouth. I widen my eyes, kicking his leg. Pissing me off and scaring me, he doesn’t even flinch, and my foot throbs with pain. Kicking him is like kicking concrete. 
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