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PROLOGUE DONOVAN


I jog along the sideline, warming up as the crowd comes streaming into the arena. Our scrimmage is about to start, and even though nothing’s at stake, I’m locked in. Word is a handful of NBA scouts are in town to watch the game, and beyond that? I just love to play—plain and simple. Got it from my dad, who got it from his. Basketball is in our blood. Call it a Wolinski thing.

“Don! Catch!”

Something solid smacks the back of my head. I turn in slow motion to find Lewis grinning like the absolute menace he is. I suck in a breath, fighting the urge to strangle him with my bare hands.

“Dude. Do you even know how throwing works?”

“Uh, hello?” He points at his chest. “You know what a GOAT looks like, right?”

I pick up the water bottle responsible for my very probable concussion, twist the cap off, and take a long drink as I scan the bleachers. My eyes land on Lois and Lane.

“Look at those two.” I point with my chin.

They’re practically glued together.

My roommate shakes his head. “Absolute disgrace, dude.”

“Check out Kirky,” I snicker.

Our teammate is trying hard—and failing—not to stare, his eyes locked on his ex. I don’t even feel sorry for the guy. He wanted to play the single game in college, and he got exactly what he asked for. He made his bed, and now he’s stuck sleeping in it—solo.

Plus, I’m happy for Lane. He finally found the match for his big, twisted heart—someone who helps him get his shit together. Took him long enough to admit it, too. And, okay, there’s no denying Lois is kind of unhinged. Lucky for her, so is Lane, so it evens out.

The boys and I have spent the whole year watching them orbit each other—off, on, off again, and now—finally!—the two idiots are official. They’re amazingly, boringly in love. Though in typical Lois Lane fashion, things aren’t that smooth. Lane managed to win Heartbreak back, but Lois has been driving him crazy. Case in point? They got back together four months ago, but she says she’s staying in Becca’s room until the end of the semester. Apparently, she needs to “set boundaries” and “lean into her independence” or some crap like that. If you ask me, she just gets a kick out of seeing Lane pissed. Girls are complicated like that. Thank God break is coming up—I can’t wait for them to move in together. Maybe then Lane will quit his bitching.

Lewis elbows me. “Jealous much?”

“Hell no!” I shoot back, like it’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.

And honestly, it kind of is—they might look like the poster couple for a relationship ad—granted, one designed by a seriously deranged creative director—but still. Hard pass.

What Lois Lane have may be cool and all, but there are way too many girls out there to flirt with. I glance back over at Lois Lane and roll my eyes. Someone save us, are they ever going to stop rubbing up on each other?

The whistle blows, snapping me out of my daydream, and suddenly all that matters is the court. I turn away from the bleachers and catch the coach’s eye. He winks at me before blowing on his whistle again. I trot over to join the others for a few last pointers. Sure, he’s my dad—but he treats me just the same as the rest of the team.

He’s running through the opposite team’s tactics when Lewis yanks on my jersey, frowning.

“Your dad looks kind of tired.”

“You know what he’s like.” I flash him a smile. “End of season, man!”

Dad pours as much energy into these games as we do—analyzing the play, sniffing out our weak spots, pumping us up in those all-important moments, keeping it together when everything’s falling apart. By the end of the season, he’s a wreck—and Lewis knows that.

One cheer routine and a mascot show later, the game kicks off.

I’m in the zone, completely losing track of time.

The other team’s got solid play. They’re scrappy, and I like it. Even when I sink another three-pointer, they’re relentless. They know this game is essentially a showcase and won’t change any standings in the league, but they’re giving it everything, all the same.

The first half is about to wrap when I sprint toward the basket, ready to catch Lewis’s pass. He’s spotted the perfect opening on my left and fires the ball. It hits my hands clean. I pick up speed.

The forward who’s been glued to me since tip-off narrows his eyes, getting ready to block my shot. I pause. He’s about to dive to the right. I’d bet my life on it.

Just as I’m setting up my shot, he glances over my shoulder, frowning. For a split second, I hesitate. The guy isn’t moving. He’s not even looking at me anymore. Instinct takes over, and I shoot, but something’s wrong. The crowd’s murmur swells to a roar, the journalists turning in their seats as the ball hits the board and Lewis yells my name.

My eyes lock on his, and realization hits me like a sucker punch to the gut.

“Dad!”

I dart across the court, shoving players out of my way.

“He just collapsed! I called 911,” someone screams.

I fall to the ground and take his hand in mine.

His fingers are limp.

“Dad!”

“Coach?”

“Give him space. Let him breathe!”

In a nightmarish blur of noise, I stare at my dad lying on the floor. His face is gray and motionless. He looks unconscious. The Cardinals’ medic lunges at him and starts feeling his way across my dad’s body, barking orders to his colleague. They start chest compressions and mouth-to-mouth. I watch, frozen.

What happens next is a blur. Before I know it, I’m in an ambulance, clutching my dad’s hand all the way to the hospital, where he’s whisked away on a stretcher, leaving me alone in the cold, white corridor.

Suddenly, I can’t breathe. I crumple to my knees, gasping for air as the panic rolls over me in waves, my mind spiraling out of control.

I stagger to my feet and make a beeline for the door. I need to see him. Dad isn’t just my dad, he’s a part of me, and I need to be with him right now.

“Sir?” There’s a nurse blocking my way. “You can’t go in there, sir.”

“Please…”

“He’s in good hands.” Her voice softens. “Take a seat and wait for the doctor. As soon as we know more, you’ll be the first to hear. I know it’s hard, but right now, you just need to be patient and let us do our job.”

She shoots me a warm smile before she goes.

I pace in circles, my mind racing, until Lewis’s voice slices through the panic.

“Don!”

He’s standing by the entrance, flanked by Adam and Lane.

“What’s going on?” Lane asks, grabbing my shoulders. “What did they tell you?”

“His heart. It…” I can’t even find the words. “I…”

“Come sit,” Adam says, leading me over to a plastic bench. “Let me grab you a coffee.”

I let them sit me down—what else can I do? The second my ass hits the seat, I collapse. I’m crying like a kid. I don’t think I’ve ever been more scared in my life.

“We’ve got you, man,” Lewis murmurs, rubbing my back.

Thank fuck they’re here. Having the guys around makes me feel like maybe I’m not drowning. Times like these, our friendship shifts into something bigger—something that feels unbreakable. Sure, we’re the Campus Drivers. And yeah, we’re friends. But seeing my fear mirrored in their faces? We’re brothers.

“Coach is a beast,” Lewis starts, more confident now. “He’s the strongest guy I know. He’s gonna bounce back—I’m sure of it.”

I know how much he looks up to my dad, and somehow, that gives me hope.

A couple hundred coffees later, and the doors swing open again. Stupid me is half expecting to see Dad wander over, asking whether we won. But instead, it’s some gray-haired dude making his way over to us.

I’m on my feet before the doctor even opens his mouth.

“Who’s Mr. Wolinski’s son?”

“That would be me.”

“Come with me. Let’s step aside for a moment.”

One look at his serious expression and I just know—the next few minutes are going to impact the rest of my life.







1 DONOVAN


Come on, old man—what’s the holdup?”

Dad curses in Polish, and I neatly dodge him when he tries to stomp on my foot. I guide him toward our front door at the pace of a sedated turtle.

He’s been a shadow of his former self since his heart attack and the surgery three weeks ago. He nearly died. Twice, technically. His heart stopped on him two separate times.

He’s drained and gaunt and struggling to catch his breath, but Lewis was right—he’s a warrior. He was only discharged from the hospital this morning, and I can’t wait to see him settle back into his usual routine. I don’t think I could take another day of seeing him trapped between those sterile white walls, wearing that hideous gown.

“It’s hot,” he grumbles as we stagger up the front steps.

“That’s weird, what with it being December, and all.”

“Quit treating me like some confused old man, okay?” He eyes me. “My heart gave out, not my brain. I know damn well it’s July.”

I shrug. “The doctor said I should keep you ‘stimulated.’ ”

“You want stimulated? I’ll show you stimulated… Wait a second—what the hell is this ridiculous flower bed?” he squawks, gripping the railing. He shakes his head. “Who massacred my perfect re-creation of the California desert?”

Your wasteland, you mean?

“Oh, just a little someone called Mom,” I singsong, swinging open the door. “She’s back!”

“Oh God.” He lets out a groan. “It starts with the backyard; it ends with a full house makeover. Why is she here?”

“Because what you need right now is a little TLC from your own private nurse?”

“And because you’re a stubborn old goat who most certainly won’t be following the doctor’s orders!” Mom calls out from the kitchen. “Don’t think I forgot who I’m dealing with!”

She steps into the hallway, and I stifle a laugh as my dad sticks his tongue out at her. These two are insane. They’ve been divorced for three years now, but they get along great. Kind of. Let’s just say they’ve got their own vibe going on.

“Come on, Dad, let’s get you in your chair.”

“Ditching me already?”

“I haven’t seen my friends in, like, two weeks. So, yeah—I’m abandoning you.” I smile. “I’m pretty sure your wife can take it from here.”

He glares over my shoulder. “Ex-wife.”

Mom places a glass of water down on the coffee table. “Does he need a diaper change?”

“Mom, don’t start…”

“That evil woman wants me dead. You can’t leave me here like this, son!”

She peers at me. “And where exactly do you think you’re going, young man?”

I’m nearly twenty-two, I moved out when Dad and I first landed in town three years ago. Why’s she so interested in my plans, all of a sudden?

“Out with friends. Don’t wait up.”

Mom shakes her head. “Not tonight, you’re not!”

“What? Why not?” Great. Now I sound prepubescent.

She smooths down her blouse, and I tense up. This is always a bad sign.

“Your sister is on her way.”

Like I fucking said.

“Amelia is coming?” I whip around to Dad. “Did you know about this?”

“Yeah, your mom told me Amelia would be coming down to spend July here. She just forgot to mention she would be coming, too.”

Amazing. Just what this three-week hellscape needed to round itself out.

“Thanks for the heads-up, guys,” I mutter. “Fantastic. I’m sure the vibe tonight will be awesome. All the more reason for me to get out before she shows up.”

“Aren’t you two getting a little old for this?” Mom smiles. “Let’s just have a nice, quiet family dinner together, for once.”

I take a deep breath in and stare at my toes. I love my mom, I really do. But sometimes, she annoys the hell out of me.

I’m just about to respond when the front door flies open.

“Honeys, I’m home!”

Here we fucking go.

I listen as my sister drops her bag in the entryway, and I can already picture the exact look on her face once she realizes I’m here. I know her like the back of my hand. She’s got my mother’s smile, and I watch it fade the second her eyes land on me.

“Donovan.” She sounds pissed.

“Amelia,” I echo, in the same tone.

She glances around the room. “Nice place.”

This is the first time she’s set foot in Dad’s house, so to say it feels weird seeing her in our living room is an understatement. She stayed behind in Washington, DC, with Mom, and I followed Dad when he landed this awesome job at Sycamore Heights—which means I haven’t seen my sister in more than a year. She’s changed, that’s for sure—she’s looking trim and toned—and curling her lip at me like I’m an inch tall.

She pulls my mom in for a hug and heads over to kiss Dad.

“You’re not looking so great, Coach.”

Dad and I both wince. He hates when she calls him that, but you can’t teach an old dog new tricks—she’s been using the nickname since she turned fourteen. She’s impossible.

“I’m gonna jump in the shower,” she says. “I reek from the bus ride.”

“Don, show her around,” Mom says, in the kind of tone you don’t argue with.

I’m about to point out that maybe she can show herself around, because it isn’t exactly rocket science, but Dad’s motto springs to mind: Pick your battles.

“Right this way.”

I hit the stairs, pausing halfway to give her time to catch up, and when I catch her glaring at me, I sigh. I’m just praying she doesn’t plan on hanging around for too long.

“How long are you here for?” I can’t help but ask.

“Ten days,” she says. “Then I need to head back to DC and get ready for school.”

I nod.

“Bedroom,” I offer flatly, pointing out the way. “Bathroom.”

She pushes past me and steps into her room, throwing her bag down in front of the closet and leaning out the window. I guess she’s never seen the view from here before.

I should just turn and head back downstairs, but my brain’s too busy racing. Every time we see each other, I wonder why we find it so damn impossible to get along. Siblings aren’t required to be best friends—I get that. But I have no idea when our paths split this much. I’m three years older than Amelia, and she loved me when she was a kid. I literally couldn’t shake her off. She was like my shadow. And then one day, she started hating me out of nowhere. I never thought too hard. Not until now. But I guess almost losing my dad has a way of shaking things loose.

“Need anything?” I ask.

“No.”

She stands there in silence with her forehead pressed to the glass.

“Care to share why you can’t stand me anymore?” I try. “Or are you planning to take that mystery to the grave?”

She breathes out, keeping her back firmly turned to me.

“I mean, what happened?” I continue. “Did I eat one of your cookies without realizing, or something? Did I, like, finish the cereal without asking if you wanted any?”

“Get lost,” she snaps, banging her head against the window.

“You’re so fucking annoying, Amelia.”

“You know what, Donovan? Go fuck yourself.”

Amazing! We managed a whole ten minutes.

“You’re about to turn eighteen. Maybe it’s time to start acting like it,” I suggest. “At least make an effort for Dad. He nearly died back there.”

I leave her standing by the window and head straight to my car, doing my best to ignore my mom calling after me. There’s no way I’m spending the evening trapped between my nemesis of a sister and my dad’s aches and pains. I need my Campus Drivers fix before I lose my mind.







2 DONOVAN


It’s the first day back at college and the Sycamore campus is buzzing. People laughing, students jostling, Campus Drivers thriving. It should feel good. It doesn’t.

This is my fourth year here, and every time I’ve returned to SHU I’ve loved it. But this time I feel like shit. I just lived through the worst summer of my life. You’d think I’d finally be able to breathe now that it’s over and I’m about to slip back into my beloved college routine. But the version of Donovan who used to stride toward the main building like he owned the place? That guy has gone. The old me has given way to a loser who just realized how badly he fucked up and doesn’t know how to make things right again.

I thought Dad’s heart attack would be the worst thing I would ever have to deal with, but I was wrong. Fuck. Even just thinking about it makes me want to break shit.

I knew my sister coming to stay in July would be a disaster as usual, but things got even worse than expected. I was hoping to try to figure out why we’d drifted apart. And what happened instead? A total shit show, that’s what. I’m so pissed off right now. At my parents, for never bothering to figure out why Amelia hated me so much all these years. At myself, even more, for letting it get this bad.

“Hey, Donny!”

A girl whose face rings the faintest bell steps in front of me at the staircase, yanking me out of my downward spiral. Since she’s using the nickname all my fangirls use, it doesn’t take a genius to guess why she’s here.

“Hey… you.”

Her name doesn’t even try to surface.

“I wanted to book a ride with my favorite driver ever, but you weren’t free. Which sucks.” She pouts at me. “I wanted a repeat experience.”

I smile helplessly at her.

“Remember? You promised me another epic ride…”

She stares at me meaningfully.

Fuck. Now I get it. I’m staring straight down the barrel of a former booty call. Her eyes narrow, and yeah—she can definitely tell from my face that I have no fucking clue what she’s talking about. Normally, I’d bounce back with ease, but she couldn’t have caught me at a worst time. This conversation is exactly the kind of shit the old me would have got himself into. Reminder—that guy doesn’t exist anymore.

“You are joking,” she says slowly. “You don’t even know who I am.” She waves a hand in my face. “I’m Lisa!”

Yeah, she’s pissed. Mayday, Mayday!

“Oh, my sweet little Donovan!” Lewis croons as he catapults himself onto my back.

My hero.

He windmills his arms and pinches my cheeks, making baby-voice cooing sounds in my ear. I try to shake him off, but he just clamps on harder and makes a very committed attempt to shove his finger up my nose.

“Jesus—get off!” I yell, laughing at the same time.

Lisa glares at us and turns on her heel.

“Damn. Did I cockblock you, Donny?”

“You’ll pay for that,” I grumble, pretending to be pissed.

Truth is, I’m tempted to thank him for making her run off.

He finally lets go and drops back onto his feet. I haven’t seen him since mid-July. I actually missed this asshole.

“When did you come back from your mountaintop?” I ask, tugging down on my T-shirt.

Lewis spends every summer helping his dad out, building tree houses across the country. Then, he heads off on a two-week break in the treetop pad he made himself in West Virginia. I’ve never been, but apparently, it’s like the ultimate secret man cave.

“Yesterday,” he sighs, raking his hair back. He could do with a haircut. “I’m not feeling it this year, you know.”

Oh, buddy. Tell me about it!

“I mean, just the thought of your dad’s assistant coaching us… I don’t know, it freaks me out.”

“Williams is a good guy. He asked after my dad every week since the heart attack.”

Lewis rolls his eyes. “Whatever, man! I just want Coach back!”

“If everything goes to plan, it should be January.”

“How’s he holding up?”

“He’s the same old pain in the ass he ever was,” I snicker. “He’s got me whipped, and he thinks I’m clueless, too—I know damn well he’s using the court on the sly. You know he even sleeps with his favorite basketball?”

Lewis laughs.

“I’m just glad to be back at our place this weekend,” I add.

“I brought my stuff over to the apartment last night, but you weren’t around.” Lewis squints at me. “You already getting some action?”

I hold up a fist for him to bump. “No point in wasting time.”

Lewis winks at me. He has no idea I’m lying through my teeth. I spent most of the night driving, and it took everything I had not to turn off and head to Washington to confront my sister.

Lewis starts to wave frantically.

“Oh, Loooisss!”

I don’t even need to turn around—I can already picture her cringing at that creepy, high-pitched voice he puts on when he hollers at her. One of these days, he’s going to end up with a hot-pink sneaker up his ass.

Lois dodges a Lewis hug and smiles at me.

“Ready for your last run at the rodeo?” She wiggles her eyebrows. “You’re seniors now—time to start training up the new cohort. It’s the Campus Drivers 2.0 era!”

I shoot her a dirty look. She knows she just hit a nerve. Lewis, Adam, Lane, and I launched the app right at the start of my sophomore year, and the Campus Drivers were born. Four drivers to run SHU students around one of the country’s biggest campuses. It was an amazing idea, and it’s kept us gearheads afloat, that’s for sure. Geeking out on cars is the one thing we all have in common. I met Lewis through the varsity basketball team. He and Adam have been inseparable since birth. And as for Lane… It took us some time to win him over. Getting him to drop his guard was one hell of a challenge, but here we are three years later, four best friends, campus legends, and with the best driving rep in town. Just two semesters to go, and we’ll be out there to fend for ourselves in the wild. Crazy to think about.

“Is it wrong that I’m tempted to tank my finals accidentally on purpose?” Lewis asks.

I scour the crowds. “Where’s Lane?”

“He’s running a ride,” Lois says.

“Blond or brunette?” I tease.

“Both!”

Once they finally made things official, I was worried Lois might get insecure about the parade of girls who usually cycle through her boyfriend’s back seat. I was nervous Lane would have to drop the driving, but the truth is Lois couldn’t care less, and that makes me like her even more.

“I need to go find Becca. Are you guys doing your meeting at the apartment tonight?”

A girl catches Lewis’s eye, and he starts backing away from us. “Yeah! I’ll bring beer.”

“And I’ll pick up pizza,” I add.

“Nice! See you later.” Lois smiles. “Happy first day, everyone!”

For a split second there, I’ve got this urge to run after her and tell her what’s been on my mind this summer. There’s no way I can talk to the guys about this, but maybe I could open up to Lois. She’s the only girl in our gang, and Lane says she’s got brothers. Maybe she could give me a sister’s perspective on Amelia. A wave of shame ripples over me, and I stand there like a total fucking loser, watching the students head to class. Jesus. I need to shake myself out of this, and fast.



I’M SLUMPED ON LANE’S COUCH, and the good vibes are rolling. Not for me, though. All I can do is scroll through old memories over and over, searching for the missing piece of the puzzle. That one thing I missed.

“You good, Don?”

Good old Adam, ever aware of people’s moods and vibe shifts. He eyes me across the table.

“Yup. Why?”

“You’re usually way more hyped than this. So, what’s up?” He nods at my bottle. “You’ve barely said a word, and you haven’t even started on your beer.”

I look down and take a swig. Warm. Ugh.

He frowns. “Everything’s okay with your dad now, right?”

“Yeah, he’s doing great. He’s getting stronger.”

I seriously need to get out of my own damn head. People are starting to notice, and I hate that. Plus, wasting time and energy on the past is pointless. I can’t change what happened back then. I can’t repair what can’t be fixed.

“I’m going to grab another drink,” I say, jumping to my feet. “Want one?”

“I’m good.”

I make a beeline for the kitchen and pluck a beer out of the fridge. Becca hands me a bottle opener, mid-conversation with Lois.

“Still gushing over your boyfriends?” I quip.

“Well, if you must know, we were talking about Lane’s birthday party last year.” Becca smiles. “It’s been a year since I got with Carter.”

Lois bursts out laughing. “It’s insane to think you were originally planning on spending the night with Don.”

I widen my eyes. “Oh my God, yes! Now I remember! That asshole stole my girl!”

I had totally forgotten that part, but yeah—I was the one who invited Becca to that party, but she ended up crushing on Lane’s childhood friend instead. Not that I ever gave a shit which particular girl I spent the night with, as long as I had one. My stomach churns. Which is exactly how I ended up with the problem I’m dealing with now.

“Actually, why did you pick him over me?” I ask.

She looks at me as if I’ve just contracted the plague, and while I get that it’s kind of a weird question, I suddenly have this urge to understand how girls see me. It’s not like I’ve ever had any complaints, or anything, but my sister’s accusations are making me question everything I thought I knew.

“I mean, I had the choice between a guy who was really into me, or… you.”

I frown.

“No hard feelings, or anything!” she adds. “You’re a great guy, it’s just—”

“Just what?”

She elbows her friend. “Lois, help a girl out.”

Lois sighs. “What Becca is trying—and failing—to tell you is that you and Carter are from two different planets, that’s all.”

“Meaning?”

I watch her struggle for the words.

“He’s boyfriend material. You’re more like… a vagina vortex, if you will.”

“Are you kidding me?” I yell. “Carter was like the ultimate man-whore.”

“Wow! Excuse me?” Carter calls out from the couch.

Becca blows him a kiss. “Don’t sweat the small stuff, baby.”

This was supposed to be a chill conversation, and it’s suddenly gone all weird. Like, it’s kind of hurtful, and it’s shining a light on a part of myself I suddenly don’t know what to do with.

“Wait. Do women think I’m a dick?” I hear myself ask.

Lois scrunches her nose. “We never said that. It’s more like… You keep things light, you know?”

Oh great. Amazing. Love that for me. People think I’m basically like the shallow end of the pool. Which is pretty much word for word what Amelia said. Oh my fucking God, I might barf.

“What’s up, Donny? Since when do you care?”

Since I started trying to figure out where I went wrong.

“Maybe I just want to be a good guy, you know?”

Becca’s mouth falls open. “Are you saying you want a girlfriend? Did you meet someone?”

“No, but…”

My head is so all over the place, I don’t even know what I’m trying to say. I just want to feel a little less like a loser right now. I’ve been a shitty brother, and I’m suddenly terrified that maybe I’d make a shitty boyfriend, too. That’s where I’m going with all this—I can’t treat girls the way I once did. I can’t be that guy anymore.

“So, suppose I want to become the perfect boyfriend,” I start. “How would I do that?”

The girls exchange glances.

Lois throws her hands up. “I’m not answering that question. First, because coming from you, it’s just so weird. And second, because my boyfriend isn’t exactly normal.” She points over at Lane. “Which would make my advice kind of screwy.”

I glance over at my friend. She has a point.

I turn to look at Becca, and she dead-eyes me.

“Don’t look at me! When my guy isn’t writing porn movies, he’s watching them. I’d bet my left ovary that isn’t ‘normal’ behavior. You need to ask Carrie; she’s the expert.”

“Who?”

“Carrie. My roomie.”

I rack my brain, but I can’t picture a face.

I turn back to Becca. “What makes you think she could help?”

“She has this big-ass collection of books. She basically spends her whole life reading romances—if anyone can help you figure this out, it’s her.” She snickers. “Plus, she’s probably the only girl on campus to not get a hard-on for you Campus Drivers guys.”

“And that helps me how?”

Becca is doing her best to stifle a laugh. I frown. She thinks it’s all one big joke. But what Becca doesn’t know is that tomorrow I literally plan on hunting down her roomie for a crash course in becoming the perfect boyfriend.







3 CARRIE



I hear footsteps thundering down the stairs behind me. No matter how hard I try, I can’t run fast enough to shake him off. Part of me wants him to catch up, even though I hate him for leading me on.

“Mel, wait! It’s not what you think!”

Sure it isn’t. I was stupid to think he would ever change for me.

By the time I make it to the sidewalk, the pain is searing. I stare straight ahead and press on, blind to the headlights sweeping over the asphalt.



I’m right in the middle of a pivotal scene in my romance when some genius decides to stand over me and clear their throat. I ignore them, quickly turning the page.


Over the screams flooding my head, shattering the silence of the night behind me, I hear the blaring of a car horn and the screeching of tires. I turn to see light coming at me—too bright, too fast.

My muscles tense, bracing for impact, but before I know it, I’m in the air. A soft mass breaks my fall; strong arms closing around me. We roll down the shoulder, and when finally we reach the bottom, we lie there, perfectly still. My eyelids flutter open. It’s Jonas—his eyes bright and gleaming with fear, brimming with feeling I never thought I would see.



Another, more insistent throat-clear makes me reread the same line twice. Oh my God, I’m gonna lose it. Whoever you are—read the room.


“Mel,” he moans, covering my face with kisses. “Mel, I lo—”



I honestly thought my mental “Get lost” command had worked—right up until a giant hand slides in front of my book and waves around. At the most crucial moment possible. Right between me and the long-awaited release for Jonas and Mel. Talk about a cliff-hanger.

“Hello?”

I take a deep breath in, fighting back the urge to bite a chunk out of the thumb wiggling in front of me. I look up.

I recognize this guy. I narrow my eyes. He’s drumming his fingers on the table, a coy grin plastered across his face, so casual you’d think we were friends.

“Hey, Cassie!”

Cassie? Major red flag. I’m neither surprised nor offended, though.

“What’s up, Donald?”

His smile dims. “Donovan. As in, Do—No—Van.”

“And I’m Carrie.” I beam, stressing my name, too.

I can practically see the light bulb flickering on.

“Okay.” He slides a chair out. “Let’s call it even.”

“Let’s not.”

I slam my book shut and fix him with a steely gaze as he stretches out his legs, then grunt when his sneaker smacks my bare toes.

“Having a good day?” he chirps.

I swivel in my seat, glancing from left to right, trying to figure out what this guy is doing at my table. What have I done to deserve this? We’re surrounded by empty seats, so why me? I catch sight of the other Campus Drivers at the back of the dining hall, which freaks me out even more.

I turn back to Donovan Wolinski, and that’s when I realize that he’s still talking.

I decide to cut to the chase.

“What do you want?”

“An orange juice would be great, thanks.”

I open my mouth. Close it again. I slide my glasses down the bridge of my nose—a nervous tic that drives all my friends insane. I’m just about to ask whether he needs medical assistance, when he speaks first.

“How does it feel to be back at school? You enjoying it?” He smiles. “What are you studying? You’re a junior, right?”

Okay, where’s the hidden camera?

“Dude, how can I help you?” I snap.

“Whoa, take it easy! I’m just making conversation here.”

“Oh no!” I fake gasp. “Did I hurt your feelings?”

He studies me more closely now, searching my face for something I’m apparently missing. “Did we… I mean, have we ever…” He coughs nervously. “If I was a douche to you at some point…”

“You really know how to make a girl feel special, don’t you?” I tap a nail against my glasses frame. “Relax,” I add. “Little Donovan and I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting.”

I flick my hand vaguely in the direction of his crotch and mime a little gag. Okay, maybe I’m pushing it—but I’m hoping he’ll get the message and leave. He’s not my type. He’s the type to interrupt a girl mid-chapter. Mid–plot twist, as a matter of fact. That’s a cardinal sin in my view.

“If you’ve ever hit on me and I shut you down, then I’m really sorry.”

“Oh boy. I have zero interest in you. Maybe that’s what’s throwing you off?”

Is it me, or does he look kind of relieved?

“Anyway, let’s circle back to the start. I’ll try again, slower this time.” I clear my throat. “How can I help you?”

“We have mutual friends,” he tries, like that makes this okay. “Why is it so surprising I would swing by to shoot the breeze?”

“ ‘Shoot the breeze’?”

What in the hell is going on with this guy?

No matter which way I turn it, I can’t figure out what he wants—and to be perfectly honest, I’m not in the mood for chitchat. Especially not with him. What isn’t he getting about this situation? You’ve got a girl, sitting here alone with a book in her hand, clearly lost in the story, and clearly in no mood to talk. Although to be honest there is no scenario where I would ever want to “shoot the breeze” with Donovan Wolinski.

“Hey, what’s the big deal here? I just wanted to see how you’re doing. You know—like a normal person, and stuff.”

“Normal people tend to ask one question at a time. And anyway…”

I actually don’t know what else to say, so I let my sentence fizzle out.

He eyes my book. “You like to read, huh?”

I’m about to give him a slow clap for his scintillating conversation skills, but really, I just want him to leave. Like, he must be fucking with me.

“Yeah, I love to read. I especially love to read in silence. Alone.” I give him a meaningful look.

“Nice.”

Real deep, man.

He tilts his head, and for a second I think he might’ve actually picked up on the message. But nope. Out of nowhere, he reaches over and plucks the book out of my hand, flipping it to read the back. I chew the inside of my cheek. I know I’m acting like a total Gollum right now, but I bet his fingers are all sticky and dirty and shit.

“Romance.” He flicks through the pages. “Interesting.”

“Give it back!”

I swipe it off him and stuff it into my bag, making sure I tuck it away in the padded sleeve I always carry with me. I’m half expecting a dig from him, but when I glance back up at him, he’s watching me in silence.

“Why do I feel like you’re plotting something?”

Slowly, he smiles, and a chill skitters down my spine. Not the spicy kind. More like a shiver of fear—or horror. He scrapes his chair back and walks around to sit at the table next to me, leaning back and slinging an arm around my chair. I am not liking this at all.

“Listen, Carrie.” His voice is hoarse. “This might surprise you, but…”

I slap a hand over his mouth, and he jolts back, his eyes widening as a single high-pitched laugh bursts out of me.

“Please tell me you’re not trying to flirt with me right now.”

He tries to shove my hand off, so I press it harder over his mouth.

“Listen carefully, okay? It’s never going to happen. Like, ever.”

He frowns, breathing out through his nose. His mouth has stopped moving under the weight of my hand, and suddenly he starts to laugh, as if I’ve just said the dumbest thing he’s heard all year. Wrapping his fingers around my wrist, he eases my arm away.

“I’m not trying to hook up with you, I swear.” He sighs.

Praise the Lord!

“Okay, good. So what the hell?” I ask.

He still hasn’t let go of my arm.

“I have a favor to ask.”

Now that doesn’t sound good. Still, if there’s one thing I am, it’s curious.

“I’m listening.”

He always looks so free and confident. Cocky, almost. Right now, though, he seems suddenly unsure. It lasts only a split second, but I swear I see a flicker of doubt dance across his features, so fast I barely register it.

“Becca says you know a lot about guy stuff,” he starts slowly.

Aha! Here we go. Now I get it!

“Okay, well, ‘guy stuff’ is pretty vague.” I smirk, crumpling up my sandwich wrapper and tossing it onto my tray. “If you’re wanting me to wax your balls, you’ve come to the wrong place.”

“Wait—what?! Who said anything about ball waxing?”

I shrug. “Considering the weird look on your face, I’m guessing the favor is something freaky. I only do chests, backs, and legs,” I add.

“What the fuck are you even talking about?”

He seems really confused by the whole conversation.

“If Becca sent you, then it’s got to be about hair stuff.”

“Sorry, but you lost me at ‘wax’ and ‘balls.’ ” He frowns. “Why would I want to talk to you about that?”

“Because that’s how I pay my bills—by waxing all the cracks on campus.”

He blinks several times, puffing out his cheeks.

“Hello?” I ask, snapping my fingers in his face.

“Sorry, I was just picturing…” He shakes his head. “Never mind. That’s not what this is about. I stay away from that shit.”

I stare at him. “Okay. So, spill.”

“I need help getting better.” He blurts the words out.

“You want tutoring?” I frown. “But we don’t even have the same classes.”

“Not like that. Not for college.”

Of all the crazy shit I was expecting…

He sighs. “I need help learning how to be a good boyfriend.”

… this definitely wasn’t on the list.

I’m half waiting for a “Just kidding!” or something, but he’s staring at me, dead serious. Shit. He’s actually for real. It feels like getting the words out took some serious effort, too, and I can understand that. His request is pretty ridiculous, after all.

I burst out laughing, and his eyebrows shoot up.

“I’m serious,” he growls. “Stop laughing, people are staring!”

“I thought you loved it when they did that?”

When he first came up to me, I was pissed—but it turns out this conversation has been worth it. I can’t remember the last time I laughed this hard.

“So, is that a yes?”

I reach for my tray and push back my chair. Am I dreaming, or is Donovan Wolinski actually asking me for private classes in Boyfriend Basics 101? Does he know that I’ve never even dated anyone long enough to meet their parents? That coupley stuff breaks me out in hives? Realistically, of course he doesn’t. And he doesn’t need to, either.

“Is that a yes?” he asks again.

“It’s a no. Sorry, but I promised some junior I’d teach him how to wipe his own ass—it looks like I’m all booked up.”

I give him my most regretful pout and turn on my heel.

I’m still laughing to myself by the time I get to my next class.







4 DONOVAN


I’ve spent the past two days replaying that epic fail. Two fucking days obsessing over my talk with Carrie, trying to understand how exactly I messed up and why she was so mean to me, when we don’t even know each other. I was trying to play it cool and kind, and she just looked at me as if I was the biggest piece of trash on campus. Okay, maybe I could have been a little smoother in how I started the convo, but who cares whether her name is Carrie or Cassie?

I pull over for my next client, and it doesn’t take me long to spot her across the street.

“Laura?” I call out, raising a hand.

She comes trotting over to the car. She’s cute. Tiny orange shorts.

“It’s Lena,” she pants, sliding onto the back seat.

Fuck. What is wrong with me?

“Sorry.”

“No worries, Donny.”

Fangirl radar activated. I glance at her in the rearview mirror. Nope. Don’t remember her. I am so messed up.

“How are you?” she coos, plucking a mirror out of her bag.

“I’m good. How about you?”

“Same!”

I’m expecting this to spark some kind of conversation, but she’s too busy touching up her lipstick. This is the part where I should be making some kind of effort, but I’m drawing blanks.

“You have a good vacation?”

Okay, not bad.

“It was amazing! Me and some friends drove down to Miami.”

“Oh, nice!” I perk up in true Campus Driver style. “What car?”

“A gray one.”

Damn. I decide to steer us away from car talk.

“Why Miami?”

“Are you coming to Douglas’s party?”

She’s just ignored my question, and I can’t help but feel deflated. My efforts are definitely wasted on this girl.

“When is it?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Why not?”

“Amazing! Let’s catch up then.”

Our eyes meet in the mirror, and she winks at me. Who even is this girl? Maybe I should call a doctor. Like a brain surgeon.

She spends the rest of the ride on her phone, while I sift through my memories of the past few years. When I drop her off, she tosses me a “See ya tomorrow.” I flash her a thumbs-up and hit the road.

My phone buzzes, and just as I’m about to confirm my next trip, I spot a familiar face across the street.

“How about that…”

Destiny has just thrown me a fresh shot at stating my case, although if I’m honest with myself, I was never going to give up without a fight, anyway. My plan was to hunt Carrie down and beg her until she eventually caved. I guess I’ve always liked a challenge.

I kill the engine and step out of the car, slapping a cocky smile on my face. When I went up to her at the dining hall the other day, the strategy was just to play it nice. But seeing how that worked out for me, it’s time to bring out the Wolinski big guns.

I walk up to Carrie. She’s got her back to me, crouched in front of her bike wheel.

I take in the massive blond bun on her head, wondering how something that size doesn’t tip her over.

“Fucking little bitch,” I hear her mutter, yanking on the chain. “I’m counting to three, and if you don’t—” She whips her hand away. “Ow!”

Her finger is trapped in the gears, and I can’t help but laugh as she swivels around to face me, holding her free hand up to shield her eyes from the sun. It takes her a few quick seconds to shoot me a glare and turn back to her bike.

“Great. Just who I needed,” she mutters, not quietly.

“How’s it rolling, Carrie?” I jerk my chin at the bike. “Not great, huh?”

“How long did it take you to come up with that one?” she fires back, scrambling to her feet.

She walks around the bike, squatting down to check the pedal.

“Need a hand?” I offer perkily.

“If you could just move to the left so I can get some shade, that’d be great.”

I do as I’m told. No matter how much I’d love to just leave her stranded here in the heat, I need to think bigger picture. I fold my arms over my chest and glance at my watch.

“You got class at nine?”

“Nope, I just love going on bike rides at eight twenty in the morning. Car fumes in my hair, the thrill of the potholes—what’s not to love?” She glares up at me. “Why sleep in when you could risk your life on the roads, you know?”

She’s playing hardball, but instead of turning me off, she’s making me want to up my game. She reminds me of that Lions player who tried to bite me last season.

“Yes. I have class at nine.” She kicks her wheel. “On the other side of fucking campus, too!”

She slams her foot into the bike again, and I’m suddenly not so sure she’s the right coach for me. She’s actually kind of scaring me.

I crouch down to examine the damage, paying my respects to the absolute piece of crap that is her bike when I feel Carrie’s eyes hot on my skin.

“What are you doing here?” she blurts.

I shrug. “I saw you by the side of the road and felt like helping out.”

“Know much about repairing bikes?”

“Nope. But I do have a car that actually works.” I smirk. “Get in.”

I can tell she’s about to say no, her mouth twisting as she glances at her watch. She sighs, and I know just what she’s thinking—there’s no way she’ll make class if she walks.

“I don’t have money to pay you,” she says, eyeing me warily.

“This isn’t a Campus Drivers gig. I’m just helping you out.”

“Yeah, right. You’re obviously gonna want something in return…”

Amen to that.

“It’s your call. Maybe getting to class isn’t so important after all.” I shrug. “Skipping one is no big deal.”

She balks. I’m pretty sure she’s not the kind to ditch class without a damn good reason.

“Fine, whatever…” she begrudgingly agrees.

She locks her bike to a railing, muttering something about coming back as soon as she can to pick it up. Then she swings her backpack over her shoulder and grabs her book before striding over to the passenger seat and slowly fastening her seat belt.

I’m almost disappointed. I was expecting it to be harder to break her down.

I slip behind the wheel, hit the ignition, and flick on the radio.

“Nice ride,” she says, running a finger over the dashboard.

I nod proudly. “Plymouth Road Runner. 1971.”

“Calm down,” she deadpans. “I was just being polite.”

She shakes her head and flips open her book. And that’s how we end up driving in silence for a whole five minutes, her eyes glued to the page, mine fixed on the road. I’m trying to figure out how to get us back to our dining hall chat, when she suddenly looks up.

“Nope.”

“What?”

“The answer’s still no.”

Is she an actual mind reader?

“I just need a little friendly advice, that’s all!”

“Why?”

I’ve been practicing the line over and over for the past few days, tweaking it for maximum authenticity.

“I’m nearly twenty-two. I’m thinking it’s time for me to settle down,” I offer. “I’ve got the emotional range of a middle schooler—going back to the basics seems necessary.”

“Yeah. You’re all sex, no education. Am I right?” She slips her glasses up and down her nose.

“Anyone ever tell you you’ve got a way with words?”

“Sorry, but this whole situation is out of control. I still think you’re screwing with me.” She frowns. “And why me, anyway? Why not Becca or Lois?”

“They said no,” I mutter.

“But I’m saying no, too! So, go find someone who’s actually interested.”

“Becca said you’re a pro. That you’ve read a bunch of books about it, and stuff.”

She lets out a bark of laughter. “Bull! That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. I mean, you hear how ridiculous that sounds—right?”

“Just a little friendly advice,” I insist.

I start quivering my bottom lip, and she turns back to stare out the window, sighing.

The miles fly by as I hit the gas, urging us on. She’s a tough nut to crack. She doesn’t realize it, but the way she’s acting is kind of my first lesson—it’s all about staying in the saddle. I don’t know this girl, but I’m sensing she’s getting a kick out of brushing me off.

“Carrie?”

She turns to me. “I liked it better when you called me Cassie.”

Her brown eyes are pinning me to my seat, and it takes insane effort to focus my gaze back on the road.

She sighs. “If you’re looking for inspo, I know a great bookstore in town. You could read a few romances—do your own research, like a big boy. I can’t promise it’ll be enough to get you off the ground, though.”

As soon as I pull up along the sidewalk, she unclips her seat belt.

“Okay!” she says brightly. “Thanks for the ride. And good luck with everything.”

The car door swings shut, and I lean across to the window.

“Come on, I just saved your ass. Help me out, here.”

She stands there with her back to me for a few seconds, weighing what to do next. Slowly, she turns.

“Here’s the one and only piece of advice you’ll ever get from me, Wolinski, so listen up. The next time you go say hi to a girl, make sure you get her name right.” She looks at me meaningfully. “Trust me, it’ll do wonders for your love life.”

And with that, she starts striding toward campus.

“That it?!” I call after her.

“See you around!”

She waves a hand at me, and I sink back into my seat, defeated.

Oh my God, how stubborn can this girl get? Sucks to be her, though—I’m even more stubborn, and I’m already thinking about what tactic to try next. I’ll need to speak to Becca, figure out where Carrie likes to hang out, gradually wear her down.

Just as I’m about to pull out, something catches my eye. There, on the seat—Carrie’s book. A smile spreads across my face. So there is a God after all.

I reach for the novel, and a leaflet flutters loose.


RAUNCHY ROMANCE BOOK CLUB—

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 7:00 P.M.



Little Miss Sunshine goes to book club, huh?

I skim the flyer, then look back at the book. This is the exact novel they’ll be discussing tomorrow night. An absolutely brilliant idea strikes, and I can’t hold back a snicker.

“Couldn’t have planned that better myself.”







5 CARRIE


I push open the clubhouse doors, whistling as I go. I’ve been looking forward to this all day, and it doesn’t take me long to spot my friends clustered around the coffee machine.

“Carrie!”

I’m greeted by four smiles—Shelby, Amanda, Lynn, and Eleanor, all bookworms like me. Scratch that—we’re professional book boyfriend hunters and die-hard defenders of the romance genre. Bookaholics unite!

Otherwise, I’m kind of a loner, and so are they. And that’s okay with us. We meet up once a month for our book club, and that’s all the socializing any of us need.

“Hey, girls!”

As we walk into our usual room, I listen to them swap vacation stories and list the novels they’ve been reading. I spent two months at Mom’s, and the truth is I read more than the other four combined. Losing myself in the pages of a good book is how I unwind.

We settle down at the table, and Amanda fishes out her notes along with a couple of cartons of lemonade. I scrape back my hair, and I’m just stirring a little sugar into my cappuccino when I hear a door squeaking behind me. Eleanor squeals.

“Can we help you?” Lynn sounds girlier than she usually does.

Footsteps sound behind my back. I scour my friends’ faces, trying my best to ignore the sense of impending doom swelling in my chest. This cannot be happening! I’m paranoid, that’s all. I need to get it together.

“I’m here for the book club?”

I nearly choke on my cappuccino. I recognize that voice. Someone please tell me this isn’t happening!

“Really?” Lynn is practically drooling.

This is unreal. It would be funny if it weren’t so incredibly annoying.

I smooth my palms over the table and slowly turn to face my worst nightmare. Yup. It is happening after all. Donovan Wolinski, in the flesh.

“I’m going to count to three,” I say to the others, “and by the time I get there, he’ll be gone.”

A swift kick to my shin beneath the table. Then a second.

“She’s only kidding!” Amanda giggles. “Pull up a chair!”

“I didn’t know if I needed to sign up or anything, so I thought I’d just swing by.” He looks me square in the eye and smirks.

“We’re full, sorry.”

“Don’t listen to her! You definitely did the right thing, coming by!” Lynn coos. “Take Carrie on the chair!”

What the hell?

He starts. “What?”

“Sorry, I mean—take the chair next to Carrie.”

Talk about a Freudian slip.

Donovan scrapes back his seat and settles in, his features pinched and serious, his hands resting on his thighs as he spreads his legs.

“What the hell are you doing?” I mutter.

His shoulders shake with silent laughter. Oh, he’s thrilled with himself. I fidget with my glasses as my backstabbing friends gape at him, practically drooling.

Donovan clears his throat and gestures at the table with his chin. “This is my first time, so…”

I wish he would just burst into flames. Carrie, chill. I glance around the room, annoyed at all the lovesick sighs.

I swivel around to face Donovan, and if looks could kill, he’d definitely be dead.

“It’s time for you to leave, Wolinski.”

“How’s your bike doing, Carrie?”

Shelby is staring at us. “I had no idea you guys knew each other.”

He pretends to look offended. “You mean she didn’t tell you? One of my friends is dating her roomie. We’re buddies.”

He slings an arm around the back of my seat, and I scrape my chair away as fast as I can.

“We’re definitely not buddies,” I correct him. My friends are staring at me, shell-shocked. “I vote we kick him out, with immediate effect.”

“What? No!”

A coup is brimming right before my eyes, and it’s a shame—I genuinely liked these girls.

“We have an open policy,” Eleanor fired back. “And there’s only five of us. New members are always welcome.”

“And this is definitely the kind of member we need.” Shelby nods.

“Did somebody say member?” Lynn giggles, her cheeks flushing as she catches Donovan’s eye.

Wow. Somebody shoot me.

Donovan cocks an eyebrow at me. I’m cringing so hard for them all.

He tilts his head, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Are they discussing my dick?”

Actually shoot me now.

“Please don’t use the word ‘dick.’ ”

Shelby pouts. “He can say ‘dick’!”

“Oh my God! Fine—I give up. He can stay.” I throw my hands up. “Okay? Can we get started here, or what?”

“Let’s do it!” Amanda rummages in her bag. “We picked tonight’s book over the summer, Donovan. It’s about—”

“I’m good, thanks.”

Lifting his backpack onto his lap, he pulls out the novel and holds it up.

“How the…” My voice trails off.

Son of a bitch. So that’s where I left it. In his car. I spent the whole of last night wondering what I did with it. I’ve never lost a book in my life. I was driving myself crazy trying to figure out where it was.

“I found it in my car, along with a flyer for the reading group,” he says lightly.

“So, you thought, ‘Hey, I know what to do here! This would be the perfect opportunity to do some casual stalking!’ ” I burst out.

My friends flinch.

“No,” he drawls. “I thought, ‘Hey, I know what to do here! Carrie left this book on purpose! What a sweet girl, gifting me a gold mine!’ Didn’t you tell me to figure my shit out like a big boy? Well—that’s what I did.”

“So, you read it? The whole thing?” I raise a skeptical eyebrow.

“When I want something, I go for it,” he replies. “Even if I have to stay up all night long.”

“What are these two talking about?”

I glance at Amanda. “Go on, Wolinski. You tell Amanda exactly why you’ve been busting my balls all week!”

I was hoping this would make him feel awkward, but he just smiles.

“I asked Carrie for some tips, and she refused.”

Lynn leans in closer. “What kind of tips?”

“I want to be the best version of myself I can be.”

My mouth falls open. This guy has got these girls wrapped around his finger. I start to slow-clap.

“Wow. Wolinski for President!”

He blows me a kiss, and I mime barfing in return.

“He thinks I can turn him into a good boyfriend.”

Lynn lets out a bark of laughter. “You? Sorry, girl. But out of all of us here…”

I give her a dirty look and she clams up.

“Great! You read the book—I’m happy for you, Wolinski. But you’re not welcome here.”

“Carrie!” Shelby widens her eyes. “Don’t talk to him like that.”

“Yeah, Carrie.” Donovan makes a sad face at me. “Don’t be such a meanie.”

I bring my cappuccino to my lips, though I know I’m going to need something a whole lot stronger than caffeine to get through this.

Lynn shoots him a sweet smile. “I’ve never met a guy who reads romance. That’s cute!”

“He’s only read one—”

“I’d love to know what you thought of it,” Shelby cuts in, resting her chin in her hand.

I roll my eyes. “I’d love to know whether you got the answers you were looking for, and whether that means you can crawl out of my ass now.”

He winks at me, sparking images of me stabbing my pen into his eye. Take it easy, Carrie…

“I need to be honest, here.” He rakes a hand through his hair. “I’m not sure this book is gonna help me grow. I was expecting something a little more soft-core. I mean, the guy is screwing this chick, with blindfolds and spanking and stuff. Is that standard?” He shrugs. “It’s cool and all, but that’s not really what I need help with.”

“No shit.”

He turns to me. “Your advice didn’t work for me, Carrie—I read the book, but I’m not seeing the value there.”

“Well, obviously, if all you focus on are the sex scenes, then yeah.” I suppress a sigh. “I guess you missed all the stuff where the characters grow, their feelings develop—that kind of thing.”

He nods slowly. “Right! I’m such a dumbass. It looks like I do need your help with this, after all.”

I flick him the finger. “Burn in hell.”

“Personally, I loved it!” Eleanor interjects. “The way Dylan lures Samantha into his world like that…”

I tune out, glaring at Donovan’s profile. I’m so mad he actually had the balls to just barge on in here, when he doesn’t give a shit about our book club. All he wants is to push me over the edge. But why me?

“Especially chapter eleven,” Eleanor is saying. “I was expecting it to get all clichéd. Definitely didn’t see that twist coming.”

Lynn and Amanda nod eagerly.

Donovan flicks through the pages, a thoughtful hand pressed over his mouth.

“Wait a minute,” I start.

I grab his book—my book—and flip to the middle, my eyes widening as I realize what he’s done. You can’t throttle him, Carrie. Not here, not now. There are witnesses!

“You have got to be kidding me.” I glance up at him. “You highlighted sections?”

“Yeah, I color-coded it—yellow for funny parts, pink when it starts heating up, blue—”

“Who the hell does that to someone else’s book?!”

Color-coding? He has got to be kidding me. I peer at the page. He’s gone pretty heavy on the pink. He was looking for sex scenes. No wonder it kept him up all night…

He frowns. “What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal?” I ruffle my ponytail and jab a finger at him with all the vehemence I can muster. “Consider yourself officially banned.”

He laughs—laughs—and suddenly I just want to slap him.

“Banned,” I repeat for good measure.

Lynn leans into him and whispers, “She doesn’t mean it.”

“Oh, she definitely does. He even dog-eared pages!” I gasp, blanching. “Ever heard of a little thing called respect?”

I swing the book at him. He destroyed it anyway—might as well sacrifice it to beat some sense into this jerk. Unfortunately, I fail to cause any meaningful injury, and he catches my weapon with insulting ease.

“Did Dylan feel authentic to you, Donovan?” Shelby asks, ignoring my tantrum.

“In the first half, I thought he was great. But I was disappointed when he fell in love with Sam overnight. That U-turn didn’t make sense to me.”
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