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1 LANE


It’s past midnight when Carter pulls up outside my apartment building in his crappy old Ford. I honestly have no fucking clue how he can stand getting around in such a wreck. The parking brake screeches like it’s being murdered as he yanks it up.

“So?” He turns down the radio and flings an arm over the back of his seat. “What’s it like being the passenger princess for once?”

“Doing my best to suffer in silence,” I deadpan. “I really shouldn’t be friends with a guy whose car is ninety percent rust.”

“Hey, now, don’t be insulting my ride. She’s vintage, man. They literally don’t make ’em like this anymore.”

“A true blessing to mankind. I thought I was gonna die at least three times tonight. And that was just this one trip. There’s absolutely no way you got your license legally.”

“How dare you,” he says, clutching his chest like I’ve wounded him. “I’m a great driver!”

“Right. So what was it—bribery? Blackmail? You fucked the driving instructor?”

“I’m a professional, my man.”

“Yeah—professional hazard, maybe,” I snort.

“Unbelievable! I’m basically like a father to you, Lane, and this is how you treat me?”

“When it comes to father figures, let’s just say karma really did me dirty.” I shoot him a look, then add, “But seriously—thanks for the rides this week, Cart. Even if my life did flash before my eyes every time we hit a red light.”

“Anytime, babe.”

He puckers his lips like he’s waiting for a thank-you kiss. I duck under his arm, shooting him a look that screams, Don’t push it.

He laughs and leans back dramatically. “Ruthless! No gratitude, no love—nothing?”

“Thank fuck I’m getting my baby back from the garage in a few hours. An actual decent car. Shiny, reliable, not held together by duct tape.”

“Just in time for the fall semester—wouldn’t want those campus girls dying of thirst for their favorite driver.”

I scoff as I unlock my phone and open the app my best friends and I set up a year ago. Campus Drivers: your ride around Sycamore Heights University—one of America’s largest campuses—in three simple swipes. Pretty fucking genius idea, if you ask me—easy money, driving always helps clear my head, and, well… let’s just say the late-night shifts came with nice perks, too. Now that summer’s wrapping up, I’m itching to get back in action in more ways than one.

“I’m already booked solid for the next few days,” I tease, waving the screen in front of his face.

“School hasn’t even started back and they’re already all over you. Makes me sick!”

“You could have signed up for college,” I remind him with a shrug. “All you had to do was fire up those brain cells and get your act together.”

The dean had agreed to our idea but with a few caveats: we could operate on campus and the surrounding area, but we had to pee in a cup every now and then, avoid screwing clients on campus grounds, and be enrolled. Carter can’t even stick to one of those rules, let alone three. No pain, no gain, and all that.

“It’s not my jam, anyway.” He grumbles around a yawn, stretching. “Sitting there listening to some cranky old lecturer drone on about the Spanish Revolution.”

He pretends to retch. “I’m better off working on my little indie scripts—that’s all the thrill I need.”

“Speaking of: You coming over tomorrow evening so we can iron out the last scenes?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Night, Carter,” I say, getting out of the car.

“Back atcha, buddy.”

I slam his door shut, marveling at the fact it stayed attached, and stroll toward my apartment building. Most of my friends live together on campus, but I like having my own place. It’s close enough to college, but just far enough out to get some actual peace and quiet. Plus, it gives me dibs on all the clients who live farther from the dorms.

I punch in the code, shove the door open with my shoulder, and head for the stairs. I usually take the elevator, mostly because I live on the top floor and I’m lazy—but also because I try to avoid bumping into the cougar in 3B. She never leaves her apartment, but her door is right next to the stairwell, and as soon as she hears me pass by her place, she jumps out, ready to pounce. I swear it’s like she has this wild sixth sense or something. Problem is, the elevator’s been out of order for two days now, which means I’m about to risk it all walking past 3B.

The stairs creak with every footstep, and I wince, picking up the pace past the second floor. The stairwell light’s off, and I’m not about to turn it on. Let’s just say, I’ll need all the darkness I can get to walk by 3B.

Most of the time I’m either at school, in my car, or holed away in my apartment working on screenplays with Carter. It’s usually either very early or very late by the time I leave my place. Basically, other than the nympho with the peephole, I don’t know any of my neighbors—and I like it that way. Lane O’Neill, your antisocial Campus Driver. Pleased to meet you.

I’m about to step foot on the third floor when something moves in the shadows. My heart skips a beat when I realize I’m not alone here. I jump back, a thin layer of pride stopping me from screaming, and I slap the light switch on. The glow is weak but enough to reassure me.

“Jesus—fuck, you scared the hell out of me!” I hiss, dragging a hand down my face.

There’s someone crumpled on the floor, back pressed to the wall. Their hood is pulled up tight, legs tucked underneath them, feet ending in scuffed black Vans. I can’t tell whether it’s a girl or a guy. I wait for them to say something, but they just sit there staring at the floor.

As my heartbeat settles, I catch faint music drifting out. No wonder they didn’t notice me. Probably some stoned teenager waiting to come down to earth before heading home to Mom and Dad. They’re lucky the super didn’t find them first—cops would’ve been here in no time.

“Have a good evening, then,” I toss over my shoulder, heading for the stairs.

Still nothing. Figures.

I make it home in one piece, kick off my boots, and toss my jacket toward the couch. Fail! It lands just short, and on the floor is where it’ll stay. No girlfriend, no neat-freak roommate. I can mess this place up however I damn please. It’s one of the many perks of living alone.

I can’t bring myself to shower, so I collapse onto the couch, and knock out in seconds.



I’M WOKEN UP BY THE buzzing of my phone. Feels like I’ve been out for fifteen minutes, max. I clear my throat before swiping at the screen. It’s Carter. Of course.

“Yes?”

“Laney! Hope I didn’t wake you up.”

I hold the phone away from my ear, blink a few times, and check the time.

“Are you fucking for real? It’s six a.m. Of course you woke me up, you asshole!”

“Aww, baby boy is all cranky today, huh?” Carter laughs.

“You dropped me home at midnight, Cart. Couldn’t wait a couple hours before blowing up my phone? It’s Sunday!”

“What can I say? I missed my boo.” He laughs again. “Listen, I had this stroke of creative genius for the screenplay. I was getting undressed, and I…”

“Is there a short version to this story?”

“We’re gonna need actors who aren’t afraid to go all in—and a producer who’s maybe a little unhinged. Mind if I come by to talk it through?”

“You bet I fucking mind! It’s six in the morning, Carter. Ask me again at eleven!”

I hang up before he can respond.

I lie back and close my eyes for five or ten minutes, but the damage is done. There’s no way I’m getting back to sleep now. I peel myself off the couch, cursing Carter under my breath, and drag myself to the kitchen island.

Rummaging around in my cupboards, I slowly realize that today is setting up to be a really shitty day: I’ve searched every nook and cranny, and there’s not a single coffee pod, bean, or half-used bag in this entire place. One of my buddies most definitely cleared out my stash. Likely Donovan. He’ll pay for this.

I jam my feet into my sneakers without bothering to tie my laces, and I slam my front door shut.

As I stab at the button for the elevator, I curse. Out of order. Fuck me. How could I forget?

I trip my way down the stairs and practically sprint to dodge the horny ghost of 3B.

But I stop on the third floor.

“Seriously?” I mutter.

The person from last night is still sitting there. Same spot.

No clue why anyone would decide to crash here, but honestly, I’ve got bigger problems—like needing caffeine ASAP.

It’s 6:12 a.m., the streets are dead, and while anyone with any semblance of common sense is still snoozing, I swing by the corner store for coffee. Sami’s always open, no idea if the guy ever sleeps. I grab a bag, pay, and head back to the apartment, clutching it to my chest like it’s my firstborn.

Back on the third floor, I hesitate. The squatter still hasn’t moved. Curiosity wins, and I stand in front of them, but that goddamn hood means I still can’t see a thing.

“Hey! Hello?”

Nothing. I try all sorts of noises to get their attention, but still nothing works—no reaction at all.

“You really shouldn’t hang around here…”

I can’t help myself. I step closer, peering at the figure swaddled in all those baggy clothes. I crouch, careful to still keep my distance. I’ve seen enough horror movies to know how the story goes: weirdos making a sudden lunge for your throat, and all that. No way I’m letting my carotid get chomped.

“Is everything okay?” I poke their shoulder.

That does it. The person jerks up at least six inches off the ground, letting out a hoarse yell packed with a solid string of curse words.

Then a slender hand emerges from the front pocket of her hoodie, and I blink, puzzled, as polished nails disappear under the hood to yank out a pair of earbuds. A second later, the hood slips back, and I’m staring at a wild mess of dark brown hair falling across a tired face. A girl’s face.

“What time is it?” she croaks. Her brown eyes are squinting.

“Six thirty.”

“Jesus.”

I take in her blotchy skin and puffy eyelids.

“Did something happen to you?”

She shoots me a look that seems to waver between dislike and despair, and I shudder despite myself.

“Did somebody hurt you?”

She parts her lips but doesn’t answer right away.

She frowns. “Yeah…”

I start to straighten up. “Want me to call the cops?”

“For what?” She sneers. “I just got dumped. I doubt they’ll give a shit. Dumped.” She repeats the word as if it’s the first time she’s ever said it.

I let out a breath I didn’t even know I was holding. “Oh my fucking God! I thought it was something way worse.”

“Worse?” She spits it out, like nothing in the world could be worse than being dumped.

“Did you spend the night here?”

I immediately regret asking. Obviously, she did.

“Looks that way.” She shrugs.

She shifts, wincing, and cracks her neck on both sides.

“You planning on hanging around for much longer?”

“How about you mind your own fucking business, for starters?”

“Whoa, easy!” I hold up my hands. “I couldn’t care less about what you do, as a matter of fact. But the super will definitely be calling the cops if she sees you here. She’s always roaming the building, looking for wild tenants to take down.”

“That bitch Ms. Curtis.” The girl wipes her nose on her sleeve.

My mouth falls open. “You know her?”

“Of course I do. I live here. I mean… I used to live here…”

Out of nowhere, a sob escapes her, and tears start streaming down her face. Her cheeks are already stained black with dried makeup. Shit. Now what?

I stare at her. I have no fucking clue what to say. Normally, I’d already be in my apartment by now, but something’s holding me back. Maybe it’s that her crying is stirring up tough memories—although, to be honest, a heartbreak shouldn’t be enough to whip a person into such a state. There’s much fucking worse in life. Like losing somebody for good… I bite back on the words, feeling my chest tense. I immediately clench my jaw, taking a deep breath in and letting a deep breath out. Then I look back and forth, from the girl to my prized bag of coffee.

Against my better judgment, I hold it up. “Want coffee?”

She doesn’t say a thing, and her sobbing doesn’t seem to be slowing down. I’ve fucking had enough of playing Mr. Nice Guy, so I give up and climb two steps before I stop. I turn back and throw her one last look. I don’t know her, but I kind of feel guilty leaving her here like this. Me and my damn bleeding heart.

“Last chance,” I drawl.

Finally, she lifts her gaze to meet my eyes and glances back down the hallway a couple of times. She’s having a hard time making up her mind, I can tell. As if moving now would forever seal her fate.

“I’m not going to chop you up into chunks and stick you in the freezer, you know.”

“What if you suffocate me with a plastic bag and dump my body in a moldy basement, though?” She scowls in my direction.

“I don’t have a basement, and I only have cheap trash bags. You’d definitely get yourself free.”

She bites her lip, as if seriously considering I might assault her. I’m losing patience.

“Fine, have it your way,” I sigh, climbing another four steps.

I’ve already gone too far and broken my loner code, I reason. Time to leave her to it.

I head toward my front door. I’m honestly surprised I spent so long lingering over her. It’s not that I’m a selfish bastard, but I’m pretty much immune to heartache at this point.

Without looking back, I enter my apartment and kick my front door to close it, waiting to hear it slam shut. Except I have to turn around because no sound comes. There, in the doorway, one small hand against the worn wood, is the girl from the stairs, gazing at me warily. Her sweater hangs to her knees, almost competing with the length of her hair.

“Oh, so you changed your mind?”

“Yeah.” She breathes out, a sob catching in her throat.

“You managed to overcome your fear of being murdered by the resident psycho?”

She shrugs. “Maybe I just don’t care if I am…”

Right. I raise an eyebrow and watch as she shuts the door behind her, walks to my couch, and slowly sinks into it. I turn back to my coffee machine, glancing over at her from time to time. She stares out the window and, after a while, flings back her head, clamping her hands over her forehead and eyes.

Why the hell did I even ask her up here? I could have spent another two solid hours chilling before Carter got back on my case, but no: Here I am dealing with a sobbing neighbor.

Once the coffee is ready, I fill up a mug and take it over. When I look down at her, she’s stretched out across the couch, sleeping like a baby. I reach out to touch her arm but stop a few inches short, changing my mind.

“You look pretty relaxed for such a scaredy-cat,” I whisper.

I leave the steaming-hot coffee on the table and look at her for a few seconds. She has pulled her hood back down, and a pair of Ray-Bans have materialized on her face out of thin air. Her breath is still ragged. What a sight.

“Well…”

I don’t know whether I should leave her here or call one of my friends to come get her.

I head to the kitchen, slouching against the counter and gulp down my coffee. In the end, I decide to leave her be. It’s not like I have anything worth stealing here. There’s no harm in letting her stay for a short stint, I tell myself.

I head to my room having no clue I’ve just hit the gas on a full-blown mess.







2 LOIS


BAM!

The fall knocks the breath out of me. My head is spinning. I’m lying face down against wooden floorboards in a pitch-black room, and I don’t have the slightest idea where I am.

“What the…” My mouth is dry and sticky.

I prop myself up on my elbows, but I’m so weak I fall back to the ground almost immediately. I take off my shades with one frail hand and wipe the damp strands of hair stuck to my cheeks and lips.

I take a few minutes to get my head straight, and before long, I’m back to reality. My first instinct is to roll onto my back and fish my phone out of my pocket. I wrestle it free from my tangled headphones and try calling my boyfriend.

“Pick up, Kirk. Please.”

Voicemail.

I try calling again. Once, twice, maybe ten times. Voicemail every time.

This is not happening. This is some horrible nightmare, and soon I’ll wake up. Breathe, Lois. It’s all okay. You’re going to wake up in your bed next to Kirk and you’ll kiss, just the way you’ve been doing every morning since you moved in together. You’ll kiss the way you’ve kissed for the past four years.

“I don’t want this anymore, Lois.”

I can still hear his voice. The same voice that whispered sweet nothings just the day before. Those five words ring hollow. They don’t mean anything, right? I don’t want this anymore. He was probably talking about basketball. Yeah, that must be it: He doesn’t want to play anymore; he mostly plays to keep his parents happy, anyway. Or maybe he meant smoking. He’s been swearing he’ll quit for the past two years now. He didn’t mean us. No way. We’ve been together since we were fourteen. There’s no way we’re over.

You only get dumped if you did something wrong, right? I’ve racked my brain, and I can’t find a single misstep. The opposite, in fact: If anything, I’ve built my entire life around keeping Kirk happy. I did sense he was acting weird this summer, but I blamed it on the stress of us starting college. Turns out, I wasn’t entirely wrong—he was probably already thinking about how much he’d miss out on if he showed up to campus with a girlfriend. The things he said to me… Things I would never have imagined I’d hear come out of his mouth.

Once my breathing settles, I heave myself onto the couch I just fell off and survey the living room where I slept, an open kitchen on the other end of the room. The oven clock shows 3:47 a.m. Shit, I’ve lost track of time. I can’t believe my neighbor let me stay at his place this long.

What do I do now? The one thing I’m certain of is that I shouldn’t be in a stranger’s apartment. This fifth-floor neighbor must have just moved in because I’ve been living here since June and I’ve never seen his face before. Sure, my eyelids are super puffy from all the crying, and my cheap-ass mascara is caked in the corners of my eyes, but still—I’d remember him.

Either way, the facts are: I was in a dirty gross stairwell, and now I’m on a couch that smells like hairy man chest. I’m sitting in a stranger’s living room. A stranger who could easily chop me up and stuff me in his freezer. Just thriving, really. I need to get out of this place. But where would I even go?

I can’t imagine setting foot outside this apartment building. If I do that, it means Kirk and I are definitely done, and I can’t accept that. I consider heading back to my parents’ and swiftly discard the idea. They’re the greatest, and we’re super close, but I don’t want to discuss this with them. They wouldn’t understand, and that would only make me sadder.

The throbbing in my chest is beating at my temples, too. I shut my eyes and press down with my hands, but the pain is too intense. I lie back down. If I close my eyes tight enough, maybe I can chase away the images of loneliness that are taking shape in my mind. I hope so, anyway. I try it out, but it doesn’t work.

“God dammit,” I groan, jerking upright.

I start pacing around and I take in a few deep breaths. On my third try, the sobbing makes a comeback, and my eyes well up all over again. Any remaining strength I had is swept away, and I fall to my knees, holding back the whimpers that strain at the back of my throat. My bitten fingernails dig into the worn wooden table. I need more sleep. It’s the only tried-and-true form of escapism I know. I set an alarm, slip my shades back on to hide my sorry state, pull my hood over my tangled hair, and head back to the couch. Right in the middle of some stranger’s apartment. Whatever. As things stand, I have nothing anchoring me anymore. I might as well rest here a little while longer.

Turns out, I don’t get much sleep at all. My eyes open before my alarm goes off, and I slide off my sunglasses before glancing at the oven: 7:19 a.m. I sit up. My eyelids feel swollen, and there are about eleven ice picks burrowing into my brain. There’s a twelfth twisted in my gut, and a thirteenth right in the heart, this one thicker and sharper than the rest. I hug my knees to my chest. I pinch at my skin, taking in big gulps of air. It hurts to breathe. I dig through the front pocket of my hoodie for my phone. No calls, no messages. Just a stream of Instagram notifications. I tap at the icon and swipe my way over to Kirk’s profile. I know I shouldn’t be doing this, but I need to see him. I miss him so hard, as if it’s been years since I last saw him. The little voice at the back of my mind is telling me to take a day to think things through, but I can’t stop myself. I scroll through his photos. Photos of him alone. Don’t tell me he’s already…

I clamp a hand over my mouth and continue down the path of self-destruction. I scroll. And scroll. And scroll. I’m not there anymore. He has deleted it all. It’s like I’ve been erased. All traces of us, gone. Everything gone.

It’s over, Lois.

I stuff my cursed phone back into my hoodie and stare blankly at the kitchen across the room. The silence I’ve been swaddled in since I woke up is suddenly shattered by the distant sound of running water, and I remember where I am. Jesus, I need to get out of here! As kind as he was, I can’t deal with the guy living here again.

I jump to my feet, wincing as the headache beats harder against my temples, and make a dash for the front door. I should thank him really—it’s the least I could do. But by the time the thought occurs to me, I’m already on the first-floor landing.

I freeze when I reach my front door. Kirk’s front door, I mean. His grandmother had died the spring before, and on the day I announced that I planned on moving into her apartment with Kirk, my dad warned me. He told me I should get a dorm, be independent, blah-blah-blah. But I just chalked it up to normal dad worries and didn’t give it a second thought. I couldn’t wait for us to live together. I moved into Kirk’s place without even considering what a breakup would mean for me.

“I’ll leave your stuff with Ms. Curtis,” he’d said, and shrugged. “I’m sure you can stay with Rebecca until you find something.”

Yeah, right, I’m sure Becca and her roommate would love having me crammed into their shoebox of a dorm, sharing a twin bed.

I step toward the door and raise a fist. I want to knock. I want to beg him to let me in, but at the same time, I don’t think I’m ready for round two. He had sounded so detached.

I hear footsteps on the stairs and slip away, like a thief fleeing the scene of a crime. I don’t want to risk public humiliation.

When I reach the super’s office, I push open the swinging glass door, and my heart is in my throat.

She pulls a landline handset away from her ear, a phone that seems as ancient as her wrinkled cheek.

“How can I help?” She sounds annoyed.

“Hello, I—”

“Aha! There you are!” she barks the second she recognizes me. “I told Mr. Olson I couldn’t keep this stuff here for more than a few hours. I was about to take it all out to the trash!”

Shit. I had planned on asking her to keep it all for me until this evening! I force myself to look over at the three bags piled in the corner: the very same bags I had been so excited to leave at Kirk’s barely two months ago now. Rather than head off on vacation, I had set about building us a cozy nest of a home. How did I get to this point? What did I miss?

Ms. Curtis turns back to the phone: a clear signal that I’ve already wasted too much of her time. I sling a bag over either shoulder, teetering under the weight. I steady myself as best as I can and reach for the last one, before grabbing my backpack, where my laptop is tucked away.

I’m going to need it—today’s my first day of college…

“Have a good day,” I mutter on my way out.

I turn back and watch as she flaps a hand without looking up.

I stagger out to the sidewalk and drop my bags at my feet. I take a deep breath in and sit down. Okay. So now what? I could call Rebecca, it’s true. She might let me crash on her dorm floor, just until Kirk changes his mind. But I don’t feel strong enough to face my friend—plus the word “friend” is a little generous. We haven’t known each other long; we clicked when she showed me around campus last May. She’s super nice. We’ve been messaging pretty much every day, but I’m embarrassed to ask her for a place to crash. And anyway, nobody can know about all this: I’m going to fix it. And I can’t stand the idea of leaving this place behind.

“Hey! You’re here!”

The voice behind me makes me jump. I twist around, and it takes me a moment to recognize the guy from the fifth floor.

“Hey,” I mutter, biting the inside of my cheek.

“For a second there, I thought my couch might have swallowed you whole. I cross-examined it, but hey”—he claps his hands—“innocent until proven guilty, and all that. I should have remembered!”

He’s breezy, talking like it’s just a normal day. Blue skies and sunshine. And sure, the weather’s great. But the rest of it sucks. Absolutely sucks. I almost resent him for shoving his good mood in my face.

“I’m sorry.” I force out the words. “I didn’t want to be that person who never leaves, so I left.”

“You waiting for a cab?” He takes in the scene: me sitting on my few worldly possessions.

“Umm…” That’s the best I can muster.

We stare at each other in silence. Or near silence: the sole of my shoe is scuffing back and forth over the asphalt.

The words come tumbling out despite myself. “School’s starting up.”

“I know, yeah.” He laughs, shrugging his shoulders. “You go to SHU, too?”

His question takes me by surprise. I wasn’t expecting him to be a fellow student, maybe because he’s so tall. There’s something mature about him. He must be a senior.

“Do you go to SHU?” He repeats the words slowly.

I nod, feeling the knot in the pit of my stomach tighten. Today was supposed to be special: my very first day at Sycamore Heights University. Same college as Kirk, because… because I wanted to be with him. Pathetic. That’s what my brother had said when we got my college application pack, but he’s never been in love—he doesn’t know what it feels like.

We were supposed to be getting up early, because Kirk likes to start the day at the crack of dawn. Grab a coffee and a bite to eat together. Hop on his scooter and zip to campus, my arms wrapped tight around his waist. What wasn’t supposed to happen was splitting up two days before to “get the most out of the college experience.”

“…a ride?”

I look up at my one-night host. He’s asking me something.

“What?”

“Need a ride?”

“A ride where?”

“Do you have, like, attention issues or something? To campus! Unless you’re already planning on skipping class—which I do not recommend,” he says, his voice suddenly deeper and mock-serious. “The dean does not mess around with rebellious freshmen. Trust me—I had to retake most of my freshman-year courses.”

“There’s no way I’m missing my first classes…”

My gaze shifts to my bags. What the hell am I supposed to do with all of this? I can’t haul around my entire life all day. My shoulders are already carrying enough—grief, regret, heartbreak. As much as I want to crawl into a hole and never come out, I can’t risk losing my meager scholarship and the money my parents have already spent.

“I’m still not planning on kidnapping you and sacrificing you in a satanic ritual in the desert for what it’s worth,” he teases.

“There’s not even a desert within, like, twelve hundred miles.”

“I know. But I’m trying to make a statement here.”

“If you say so.”

“So, what’s it going to be, Heartbreak?”

I widen my eyes at him. He did not just say that.

A flash of anger, and I suddenly sit upright. “Don’t call me that!” I snap.

“Sorry.” He shrugs, not sounding sorry at all.

He almost seemed nice earlier, but right now, there’s only one word that springs to mind: “asshole.” I squeeze my eyes shut for a second and bite back on my irritation before looking up at him.

“It’s just that… I don’t know what to do with my stuff.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you know…” I gesture stiffly around me. “Girl gets dumped, yada yada.”

He nods briskly, scratching his chin.

“Your guy threw you out without wondering where you’d crash? What did you do, sleep with his dad or something?”

“I didn’t do anything,” I murmur. Tears are welling up again.

He lets out a low whistle. “Damn. That’s cold. He sounds like a total dick.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” I instinctively rush to Kirk’s defense. “He… He’s…”

I’m not sure how this sentence ends.

“What are you, a relationship guru?” I spit instead.

“Fuck no!”

“Yeah, didn’t think so.”

I take in his vibe. Casual, trendy. From where I’m sitting, he looks huge, his shoulders so broad they almost block out the sun and take up my entire field of vision. His brown hair is still slicked back from his shower. His mischievous green eyes seem to constantly be daring someone to challenge him. Put it all together, and there’s no two ways about it: This guy has no idea what being in a relationship means. Definitely no idea what it means to me. Then and there I decide: I do not like him very much at all.

“Anyway,” I say, shifting my attention back to our conversation. “I’ll go check with the admin office; they might still have a room for me.”

“Unlikely. But you can try.”

I side-eye him, overcome by the sudden urge to throw one of my bags at his face. But I hold back because, now that I think about it, I really could do with that ride.

“I accept,” I say, offering up a tight smile. “I’d love a ride.”

“Well, today’s your lucky day, Heartbreak. Meet the smoothest member of the Campus Drivers!”

He flexes his pecs, and I try my hardest not to roll my eyes.

“The what now?”

“The Campus Drivers.” He says the words slowly, shooting me an offended look.

I rack my brain, but I’m totally blanking. Nada. “As in, drivers on campus? Okay…”

“The ones and only! Four knights on their steeds of steel, ready and waiting to serve damsels in distress!”

“A damsels-only service?” I shoot back, frowning.

“Preferably.” He snickers, making a move toward the car parked right next to us.

I cross my arms over my chest and shake my head in disbelief. He’s got all the cockiness of a guy who gets around way too much for his own good. Classic douchey player energy. My least favorite type.

“So, shall we do business?”

“How much?” I sigh.

“The first ride is always free, baby.” He smirks.

“Building loyalty. Great marketing,” I say flatly.

“Building addiction, really. Okay, the clock’s ticking: Are you getting in?”

I shoot another glance at my bags. There’s a bitter taste of sadness flooding the back of my throat.

“Okay.” My lips are quivering. Damn it.

I hear him pop the trunk. He strides back over and grabs two of my bags, and I follow. Just as he’s scooping up the rest of my stuff, my eyes dart to the inside of the car.

“See? No room left to hide a body,” he whispers at me with a creepy grin.

“You really know how to charm your customers, huh?”

I walk around to the other side of the car, when he runs ahead, pulling open the door with a theatrical bow.

“After you, m’lady.”

“I wouldn’t bother,” I warn him, getting into the car and fastening my seat belt. “Once I’m living on campus, I’ll be walking. And once Kirk sees sense, I’ll be back on his scooter.”

“In that case…”

He leaves my door open wide, forcing me to stretch so far out to close it I think my shoulder might pop. He heads back around the car, pausing at the front to kiss the hood and gaze at it lovingly, and slips behind the wheel.

“I just picked her back up from the garage,” he says, clocking my raised eyebrow. “I missed her.”

“Right…”

“A 1969 Camaro SS,” he adds. He’s practically bursting with pride.

“Am I supposed to be impressed?”

He looks at me as if I just ran over his dog.

“Sorry, I mean… Wow!” I mime fascination. “A Cama-thingy, that’s just… Wow!”

“I’m going to pretend I never heard that.”

He starts the car, and I swear even the engine sounds like it’s offended.

It will take us around twenty minutes to get to campus, so I pull down the visor and check myself in the mirror. I push my shades up on top of my head, brushing my mass of hair back as best as I can with my fingers. I examine my features and sigh. Jesus, Lois, you’re a mess… I rummage in my bag and pull out a packet of wipes. The last time I showered was Saturday. It’s currently Monday morning. Lord help me…

I wipe the grime off my face while pointedly ignoring my driver’s occasional side glances. Once the last remaining traces of my heartbreak have been erased, I leave my damp skin to air-dry.

“Want to listen to anything in particular?”

I turn my attention to the car radio. Soft music is playing. He gestures to change the station, but I place my hand over his.

“Leave it. I like this song.”

I twist the knob, cranking up the volume.

“You know Tool?” He looks at me, astonished.

“Sure. Why? Is that so surprising?”

“Uh… Kind of? I’ve never met a girl who knows them!”

“Well, I’ve never met a guy who’s never met a girl who knows them.”

He squints at me.

“Gives me a rough idea of the kind of girl you hang out with…” God. Why the hell did I just say that? “Anyway…”

“I don’t need them to have good taste in music.” He laughs. “They can even scream off-key, for all I care.”

I pretend to puke, and gaze out the window, watching the world race by.

Once the campus swings into view, my insides tighten. I might just puke for real after all. We skirt around the gates before turning onto a side lane. The campus is teeming with students, and I tug my sweater down over my knees.

“Here we are!”

He pulls up next to a huddle of loud guys.

I shuffle in my seat and go to unclip my seat belt, but my fingers are so tense, I keep missing. I silently curse the seat belt and its oppressive ways.

Click.

I look up at my knight in shining armor. He’s shaking his head at me, laughing.

“I’ve got a feeling you’ll never forget your first day of college, Heartbreak.”

I flip him off, but he’s already turning away and stepping out. I follow suit and stretch my heavy legs. I move to the back of the car, taking in long gulps of air as I go to reach for the trunk.

“Step away from the car, ma’am!”

My driver shakes his head gravely, as if I’ve just committed the ultimate crime. The trunk squeaks as he heaves it open, and he stands there with his arms raised, so close his tight muscles brush against the tip of my nose. I step back and repeatedly clear my throat as he just stares down at my bags.

“What’s up?” I’m starting to lose patience.

He glances at me. “I’ll make you a deal. How about you leave your stuff in my trunk for today. You can call me once you have a room. Or a tent.”

“I’ll be fine,” I mutter, but my voice wavers.

God, don’t be such a wimp, Lois.

“I’m serious, it’s no big deal,” he insists. “I’m having trouble imagining you carting this around all day. You don’t get just how big this place is. Think of it as my last good deed, okay?” His eyes travel down my body, taking in my outfit. “Honestly, you already look like you’re living out of your car, so do yourself a favor and leave your stuff with me.”

I know it’s true. My sweater is flapping around my lower thighs, and there’s a hole in the knee of my black leggings. I’m a horror show.

“And how am I supposed to find you again?” I ask sharply.

“Campus Drivers, Heartbreak. Download the app and DM me.”

“Dude! Get your ass over here.”

I turn to look at the group of guys waiting beside a bright red car. These must be his friends. Fellow car nerds.

“Meet the rest of the team,” he whispers by my ear, his voice low.

His breath brushes the curve of my neck.

“It’s a privilege. A real honor.” I mockingly wipe an imaginary tear from my cheek.

He chuckles, and when I glance at him, his eyes are already on me.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask suddenly.

“Doing what?”

“Helping me out. If this is your way of trying to…”

“Trying to what?”

“Like, if this is some kind of move. I just… I need you to know, I’m not interested.”

His faces freezes. And then he breaks into loud, husky laughter. He drops the trunk and continues cackling as he steps closer.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Heartbreak. But flirting hadn’t even occurred to me. Flirting with you, anyway.”

Of course not. Who would want a loser like me? Just like Kirk said, I…

“Just making sure,” I mutter. “Okay, I would like to leave my stuff here, then, yes.”

He flashes me two thumbs-up and slams the trunk shut. All I can do now is cross my fingers and pray that he isn’t a kleptomaniac. Or that he doesn’t have a fetish for mismatched underwear.

He starts stepping back toward his friends. “Have a great first day.”

“Thank you. And thanks for last night. And… Thanks for everything, really.”

He places a hand on his chest and dips into a ridiculous bow. Then he turns on his heel, and I watch him walk away.

“Okay, Lois,” I whisper, facing the looming campus gates. “You’ve got this.”

I slide my sunglasses back onto my nose and head for the crowd. Safely hidden behind the dark lenses, I scan the sea of students, searching for a glimpse of Kirk.

And sure, I can admit I’m desperate. Just a little.

You know—the kind of little that weighs a ton.







3 LANE


I stuff my hands deep in my pockets and stroll over to my friends. God, I love college! I toss a casual “hey” to two skaters and wink suggestively at the girls walking by. They smile at me and shake their phones. Hell yeah. I really love college.

“Heyyy!” Lewis offers up a fist that I bump.

“How you doing, blondie?” I tease, jerking my chin at his freshly dyed mop. “Your mom give you highlights, or what?”

“Nope! I let some Cali girl play with my hair while I played with her boobs. That was some vacation, man.”

Donovan swipes at one of his bleached curls. “You must have been very hungry.”

Lewis shoves him away. “I’m not one for dieting!”

I high-five Don and blow Adam a kiss as he straightens.

“The Campus Drivers are back in town!” Lewis announces, shouting it over to the other students and striking a series of bodybuilder-style poses. Enthusiastic whistles and jealous male grumblings wash over him.

Sorry, guys, but the world really is our oyster!

“Who’s the girl you dropped off?” Donovan points at my car.

I glance over. She’s still right where I left her. “A freshman.”

“They usually make some kind of effort for the first day,” Lewis teases.

I snicker, watching as she finally decides to make a move toward the main entrance.

“Her boyfriend dumped her,” I say flatly. “I found her on my stairs.”

What I don’t say is how she spent a day and night on my couch. I don’t want their imaginations running wild—scripts are my job, not theirs.

“What a saint. Come on, admit it: You gave her the first ride for free.”

“I felt sorry for her.”

“Grow a pair!”

Lewis squints into the sun. “She cute?”

“Meh. The brokenhearted type doesn’t give me a hard-on.”

“Right, I forgot you’re Mr. I Only Date Actresses now! Damn, when do I get a taste of your film industry perks, huh?”

“You wouldn’t make the grade, asshole. And you giving them all chlamydia is not a risk I’m willing to take.”

“Hey, you swore you wouldn’t mention that again!”

I watch as clusters of students drift toward the buildings, listening distractedly as Adam and Lewis tell us about their vacations. Those two are like twin brothers. They’re the only ones who are childhood friends, the rest of us have known each other for two years now.

“Ready for your third back-to-school frenzy?” Donovan claps his hands.

“It’s my fourth, remember?”

I’m a junior like them, but I’m a year older. I had to retake my freshman-year courses, which is how I met them. Just goes to show there’s always a silver lining.

“Why don’t we hang out tonight, guys? We need to get moving, get the app synced up with our schedules. How about we meet at your place, Lane?”

That’s Adam for you—always the serious one. Thank God for him!

I nod, shoving a piece of gum in my mouth. This is always the biggest headache of this job: fitting our slots around our various classes so we hit up as many customers as possible.

Lewis is already whining. “We’re meeting up with our coach after lunch. Hope he’s not going to go wild with the training sessions like he did last year! Hey, can’t you nudge him in the right direction, Donovan?”

“Dude, how many times do I have to tell you? Sure, Coach is my dad, but when it comes to campus, he doesn’t give a shit about what I say, so just let it go.” Donovan shakes his head. “You just spent the whole summer with your finger up your ass, time to get back to work. We’ve got a championship to win!”

“Men and their basketball…” Adam says mockingly.

Donovan flips him the finger. “Nothing comes before basketball!”

“Sure thing, Donny!”

The ridiculous nickname has us in hysterics. Donovan is one of the most talented basketball players this college has ever seen and he’s captain of the team, which means he has groupies. Lots and lots of groupies. They came up with the adorable pet name Donny all by themselves and refer to themselves as the Donnies. And that asshole laps it up.

“And on that note…” Lewis swings his bag over his shoulder. “My future awaits!”

“And what’s she called, this ‘future’ of yours?” I tease as I follow.

He smirks at me. “Jessica. She’s got potential, let me tell you.”

I smooth my hair back. “Amen to that.”

We part ways in the main hall, and I get back to fending off the girls. This first week is usually pretty laid-back; it’s mainly geared toward the newcomers, while the other students come and go, getting themselves ready for the classes that start back up next Monday. The morning rolls by, and I even have time to schedule three student rides. Did I mention I fucking love college?

Feeling my phone vibrate, I stop in the middle of the hallway.

“Yes, Carter?” I sigh; this is his sixth call of the day. “Dude, you need to stop stalking me, it’s exhausting. You know I’ll never love you, right?”

Love anyone, come to think of it. Relationships suck the life out of you: I plan on waiting until I’m forty or fifty before getting started.

“Oh, you’re breaking my heart, lover.” My friend pretends to sob through the phone before switching tone. “Can I swing by tonight?”

“Nope! Tonight us guys have our big meeting.”

“Urgh!”

“You’re going to have to do without me, sweet cheeks.”

“Bro, you already stood me up on Sunday!”

He has a point. I had to cancel my work session with Carter because of a certain Heartbreak curled up on my couch, and how no matter what I tried, there was no waking her up. I left her to go and pick up my car from RJ that afternoon, and almost threw a glass of water in her face when I returned and found her in the exact same position. Luckily for her, I was on a high from getting my wheels back, so I cut her some slack. And that reminds me: Now that I think about it, I haven’t heard from her yet.

“Why don’t you come over on Wednesday evening?”

“How about tomorrow night?”

“Wednesday, and that’s my final offer.”

“Fine.” He sighs into the phone. “But I’m warning you, we’ll be needing the whole night.”

“You have a good day now,” I say before hanging up and heading back over to my friends in the park next to the medical wing.

“Where’s Lewis?” I fall back into the grass.

“Driving,” Adam replies, without looking up from his notes.

“We’re going to be doing some serious driving this year.” Don stretches. “We’ve started off strong, I’m betting we’ll at least triple our sales. Yesterday we had twice as many downloads in a single day than we did at the start of last year, and we haven’t even run the onboarding meeting for new students yet.” He grins at us. “By the way, some guy came to see me this morning to ask whether we needed a fifth Campus Driver.”

“What did you say?” Adam and I ask in unison.

“I said yes.”

“Are you for real?”

His grin widens. “I said we need someone to wash our cars.”

“You’re such an asshole, Donny.” I shake my head, laughing.

I lie back and ready myself for a sun-dappled nap.



THE AFTERNOON SLIDES BY UNEVENTFULLY, and I make it back to my place at the same time as Adam and Lewis. A pair of chatterboxes, to say the least.

“Donovan finished his ride,” Adam announces. “I don’t know how he did it, but he got a twenty-dollar tip. He’s on his way over.”

I hold out a beer for him and fall back into my armchair, smiling.

“I forgot to call my mom.” Adam puts down his bottle. “Give me a second.”

“Send her my love!” Lewis calls out.

Adam retreats into my bedroom, and as I hear him shut the door, I’m hit with the sense that I’m forgetting something, too. I can’t think what. It sure as hell isn’t calling my parents. It’s not like they’d be interested in me starting my junior year, or anything that has to do with me really.

“This your new project?” Lewis is eyeing my notebook.

“Yeah. Carter is coming over on Wednesday so we can wrap it up.”

“You shouldn’t leave it lying around. If Don gets his hands on it, we’ll have to sit through his suggestions all night long! Still not interested in turning the second bedroom into an office?”

I wince, subtly enough for him not to notice. In a way, the room doesn’t belong to me. Nobody will ever live in it again, but I can’t deal with that fact, and so it stays the way it is.



THE MOMENT THE DOOR SWINGS shut behind them all in a chorus of “byes,” I help myself to a second beer.

Finally, some peace and quiet. Seriously, I have no idea how the three of them can stand living together. There’s no way I’d manage. I love the stillness of my apartment: not having to make an effort when a bad mood strikes. And this place means a lot to me.

I settle into my armchair and feel my eyes glaze over as I stare at the couch. I’m replaying the day in my mind. That was what I had forgotten!

Fuck! Heartbreak was supposed to be picking up her stuff.

I check my phone, but there’s no message from her, and considering it’s almost midnight, I guess she’ll call tomorrow.

I get up and make my way to the shower, when there’s a knock at the door. I peer through the peephole to make sure it’s not my horny neighbor and breathe out a sigh of relief.

“Heartbreak!”

She jumps and spins around to face me, biting the inside of her cheek.

“What are you doing here so late?”

“I… Today was a mess, time just flew by. I was out on the sidewalk and saw your light was on, so I thought it would be okay to come up.”

“Why didn’t you get in touch on the app?”

“You’ve still got my charger in your trunk,” she murmurs. “I was out of battery.”

“You’re pretty unlucky, aren’t you?”

“Seems that way…”

I bite back a grin when I notice how tired she looks. She’s still wearing that ugly sweater with the hood pulled up, hopping from foot to foot, glancing over her shoulder every now and then.

“So did you end up finding a room?”

It takes her ages to reply, as if prying out the words is painful.

“I’m here to pick up my bags,” she eventually says.

I frown and straighten, folding my arms over my chest.

“Did you find a place to crash?” I ask again, pinning her down with my gaze.

“Not yet,” she mutters. “But I’m sure it’ll work out. Tomorrow I’m going back to see the secretary, and I plan on asking at the student council office, too.” She forces out a smile, digging her hands deeper into her kangaroo pocket. “I saw a motel down the road. That’ll do for now. Other than the shared showers and the receptionist who smells like piss, it looks great.”

“Want a beer?” The words come spilling out despite myself.

“I already had a few before I got here.”

“You drunk?”

“Not drunk enough.” She pouts.

“Come on, get in here! At this stage, I think it’s safe to say I’m not going to strangle, eviscerate, or cremate you, don’t you think?”

I open my door wide, and her uneasiness deepens.

“Grab yourself a beer and a shower, and I’ll drop you at your motel. Sound like a plan?”

She sighs and then steps into the apartment. “Just a shower, and I’ll hit the road.”

I watch as she dumps her shoulder bag on the couch armrest before perching on the edge, hands flat on her thighs as she gazes at the big painting above my sink. She’s as stiff as a board, and it’s like she’s trying to control her breathing so as not to move an inch.

“The bathroom is right at the end of the hall.” I yawn.

She scratches the side of her head. “I need something to change into.”

“Don’t move, I’ll go down to the car.”

“Just the blue bag will do. Don’t bother bringing it all up, it’ll only take me five minutes.”

I shake my head. By the time I get back, I can hear water running at the far end of the apartment. I dump her stuff outside the door and wait by the window, pressing my forehead against the glass. The street is silent, until a motorbike comes speeding past, setting the windowpane shaking in its frame. I grit my teeth and try to block out the memories that have surfaced with the noise. Pounding the wall next to me with a fist, I bring the half-empty bottle to my lips, desperate to wash away the thick clump I can feel sticking in my throat. I take the gulp too fast, and beer goes spilling down my front.

“Shit!” I jolt back.

My T-shirt is soaked. I slam the bottle down on the coffee table just as Heartbreak appears in front of me, hair piled up in a towering bun on the top of her head. Seeing her like this catches me off guard. Her skin looks less pale, but the shadows under her eyes are as dark as her hair. She’s practically sleep-walking—I’m sure I just saw her sway on her feet.

“Thanks for the shower, I needed that.” She tugs at her top. “I’m ready.”

She’s thrown that shapeless sweater back on over a pair of gray leggings that look just like the ones she was wearing earlier. I look down at my beer-drenched T-shirt.

“I need to change. If we run into any cops, they’ll throw me straight in the drunk tank, no questions asked.”

She runs a hand over the nape of her neck. “Okay.”

As I walk past her, she glances at my soaking clothes, wrinkling her nose and pulling a face.

“Let me get washed up and we’ll head out.”

I pull my T-shirt over my head, and she quickly turns away, walking toward the couch as she clears her throat. I trot down to the bathroom and strip off the rest of my clothes. The scalding water relaxes me, and I don’t want to stop. I treat myself to a few extra minutes and then force myself out of the steam, wrapping a towel around my hips before heading into my bedroom, where I change into track pants and a tank.

Back in the living room, I’m feeling like I’m done with this day.

I stride over to the side table and scoop up my keys. “Let’s go!”

Opening the front door, I stuff my phone into my pocket and look over my shoulder when I realize I can’t hear footsteps. If it weren’t for that blue bag still sitting smack-dab in the middle of my living room, I’d have sworn that Heartbreak had pulled her vanishing act again.

“Hello?”

Leaving the door open, I stalk back over to the couch. I notice a pair of zebra-striped socks first, then folded legs. And then a tousled bun, and a few loose strands of hair falling over closed eyes.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I groan. “Seriously?”

I cross my arms over my chest. She’s asleep. Again! On my fucking couch! If she wasn’t so distant and evasive the rest of the time, I’d swear she was doing it on purpose. All I have to do is give her a gentle shake to wake her up, but I can’t muster up the will.

“Okay…” I sigh. I turn to shut the front door. “Here we go again. Night two.” I raise my eyes to the heavens. “Someone better be keeping count: I’ve done my good deeds for the next two years.”







4 LOIS


I don’t need to open my eyes to know where I am. That’s progress from yesterday, I guess, but I still feel a crushing shame pinning me down to the couch. The couch I’ve taken over again, like some kind of parasite. A damn cockroach, that’s what I’ve been reduced to.

I jump to my feet, plumping the pillows to erase any sign that I was here, and tiptoe over to the kitchen sink. I don’t want to wake him up… the guy who lives here. The guy whose name I don’t even know.

Today is the day I solve my housing problem. The motel is my plan B, and sure, just the thought of it sends my anxiety through the roof, but at least it’s something.

I splash a little water on my face and eye the coffee maker, but I don’t want to run into that Campus Driver and have him think I’m making myself at home.

It takes me less than a minute to change into a fresh T-shirt and scrape my hair up into a ponytail. Seeing my bag, I remember my most pressing issue: The rest of my stuff is in his trunk. I don’t have a choice, I’ll need to see him again at least once so I can collect my things. This bag here is small and light, so I swing it over my shoulder and creep my way to the front door, pulling it shut softly behind me. I take a deep breath in. The elevator has probably been fixed, but I go for the stairs. You never know: I might run into Kirk in the hallway, and that way I can beg him to reconsider—who cares if I look like a desperate loser.

In the end, I make it out to the sidewalk without a glimpse of him. Luck is definitely not on my side: I bump into Ms. Curtis instead, sweeping the first floor, ranting and raving with every fresh inch of tile exposed.

I head over to the bus stop at the corner of the street, and although the public transportation here is terrible, I manage to catch the one bus of the morning.

“Maybe I’m not so unlucky after all,” I mutter to myself as I fall back into one of the frayed blue seats.

Talk about tempting fate. The bus breaks down just one measly mile before campus. I follow the annoyed passengers filing out, offering the driver a small “sorry,” as if my bad luck was all to blame.

When I finally make it to campus, the strap of my bag is digging into my shoulder and I’m tilting to one side. Yup, this is me: homeless, soaked through with sweat, and halfway to becoming a hunchback. What a catch.

If yesterday was shitty, today looks set to be just as bad. Once orientation wraps up and the department rattles off our lab group assignments, I wander down the college hallways, searching the crowds for Kirk, my heart skipping a beat every time I see a flash of blond hair. I don’t know whether he’s avoiding me or whether I’m just the worst sleuth ever, but I haven’t seen him once, even when I walked around the dentistry department, doing my best to look casual.

I’m still holding out for a glimpse of him this morning, but right now, I’m stepping into the secretary’s office for the second time and joining the line. When it’s finally my turn, my throat is dry, the skin around my nails is bleeding.

“Morning!”

I look up at the administrator and force myself to smile back. I hate everybody this morning, especially people who look happy. The woman from yesterday looked half asleep and sniffled just as much as me, and I find myself missing her. But if I want a room, I’m going to have to make an effort.

“Good morning, Mrs….” I check the little name card pinned to the counter. “Singleton.”

I mop my forehead with the back of my hand and drop my bag at my feet.

“I need a dorm room,” I offer in response to her inquisitive stare.

She raises her powdered eyebrows. “Last name, first name, major, and year.”

“Lois Hogan, sports physiotherapy, freshman.”

I wince at the words, but the administrator is peering at her screen and doesn’t notice. My family members are all sports buffs, and although I love sports just as much, deep down I know I chose this major because of Kirk. He’s just joined the college basketball team, and the sports PT students get up close and personal with the athletes. The Cardinals are heroes around these parts, and everyone is expected to wait on them hand and foot.

Singleton pouts. “It says here that you came by yesterday. It’s just as my colleague told you: We’ve been full since March, I’ve got a waiting list as long as my arm, and some students haven’t even arrived yet. We’ve already got you down right here. You’re twenty-seventh on the list.”

She gives me a bored smile, and I screw my eyes shut so as not to break down in front of her.

“There’s really no point in coming in every morning, Ms. Hogan. If a room becomes available, we’ll be sure to let you know.”

I gnaw at the inside of my cheek. “What are my chances?”

“Rooms mostly free up in the second semester. Between now and Christmas, I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

“Oh God…” I drum my fingers on the counter. “Do you know what I can try next? Have you got a list of agencies?”

She shakes her head and glances over my shoulder. I get the message. People are waiting.

She rolls her chair back. “Go and speak to the student council, they might have some ideas.”

“I’ll do that. Thank you.”

I scoop up my bag and fling it over my shoulder too quickly: a guy is standing super close behind me.

“Oh, I’m sorry!”

“No worries.”

I squeeze out of the crowded office and make for the coffee cart. My brain freezes when it’s time to order: mint tea or double espresso? Kirk hates coffee, and I realize I haven’t had a cup since I left Florida.

The girl behind me is losing patience. “Pick something already.”

I go for a triple-shot espresso with no sugar, knocking it back in one go and setting off on a mission to sniff out a miracle. The student council office is just as short on ideas for me, and three hours of investigating and one skipped lunch later, I drag myself out to the central plaza. The place is still heaving, and I scan the crowds. My breath catches in my throat as I finally take in the object of my obsessions, but a distant shout ruins everything.

“Hey! Heartbreak!”

Kirk is sitting there surrounded by a few guys. And girls. I can’t tear my eyes away. Too many girls. Too close. Too…

“Heaaartbreaaak!”

Oh my God, can’t he just shut up?

Just as Kirk turns to look at me, I home in on the person doing the shouting. The dumbass is stretched out on the grass beneath a towering statue, and if looks could kill, he’d be dead already. I stride toward him, mouthing “Shut up” as I go, and he frowns. He mutters something to the guys he’s with, and they all burst out laughing. For fuck’s sake. He just screwed up my one and only chance.

I hate this guy!

I lunge at him, all my pent-up anger propelling me forward, and he crosses his arms over his chest as if bracing himself for the impact when an obstacle appears before me.

“Hey again!”

I bang into a mass so hard my bag goes flying, my forehead connecting with a fleshy heftiness. I step back, taking in the body standing between me and the jerk.

“We met earlier,” says the guy who almost literally threw himself at me.

Narrowing my eyes, I try to think, but my brain is splitting in two, half of it focused on Kirk, the other half taken up with… the other guy.

“You bumped into me with your bag,” he prompts, seeing my clueless expression.

“Oh! Yeah! Right.”

That’s all I’ve got, but he seems happy enough. A broad smile spreads over his spotty face.

He puffs out his chest. “I’m Donald, but everyone calls me Donny!”

“I’m Lois, but everyone calls me Lois.”

He forces out a laugh and stuffs his hands into his pockets. Or tries to, at least: His jeans are clinging to his thighs.

“Freshman?”

This guy wants to make small talk. All I want is to make a getaway.

“Yeah.”

“I’m a sophomore. You like this place?”

“Yeah.”

Despite my curt replies, he’s not taking the hint.

He drops his voice. “I heard you’re stuck for a place to stay.”

Now he’s got my attention, and he likes that. As he raises his eyebrows, they brush against a strand of hair that’s either very wet or very greasy. I don’t even want to know.

“My roomie just left me hanging, so I’ve got a room available,” he continues. “It’s just around the corner; the rent is peanuts. I was going to put an ad on the board, but I thought you might be interested.” He clears his throat. “You seem cool. Solid.”

He blurts the words out, his face suddenly flushed and clammy. My gut is telling me to say “Thanks but no thanks,” but this unexpected offer is one I should weigh up.

I’m about to ask for more details when I notice movement behind him. The Campus Driver jerk is walking over to us, his acolytes trailing behind him, and I raise an eyebrow. Donald turns to follow my gaze, and I swear I see him stiffen. He mutters something I can’t make out, thrusts a piece of paper into my hand, and evaporates. The page is folded in fours.

I blink a few times. I’m surrounded by four guys, all a foot taller than me.

“How you doing, Heartbreak?”

The nickname snaps me out of my lethargy, at least.

“Stop calling me that!” I hiss through clenched teeth. “I swear, you call me that one more time and I’ll punch your balls right off.”

As soon as the words come tumbling out, I slam my mouth shut, shocked by my own behavior. I’m a pretty chill person. I can’t remember the last time I lost my shit like this, except with my brothers, and that barely counts.

He gapes at me, stunned. And then he and his buddies burst out laughing.

“Wow! Turns out she does more than just sleep and cry,” he teases, raking a hand through his hair.

I feel like telling him he has no idea, but first I glance over to where I saw Kirk earlier. I catch him looking at me. Shit.

“In my defense, Your Honor, you still haven’t told me your name.”

I smirk at him. “Life’s a bitch, huh?”

“I mean, it’s kind of hard to do social niceties with a girl who spends all her time snoozing. You know you can get help for that, right?”

I swallow back the venom I feel like shooting his way. No matter how annoying he might be, this guy let me crash at his place for two nights in a row when he definitely didn’t have to. I practice my breathing while his friends watch on in silence, seemingly fascinated by our sparring. Aside from wanting to crush him, all I really want is for this whole thing to be over.
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