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    Chapter 1




    The Wise Man’s Son




    Journeys end in lovers meeting,


    Every wise man’s son doth know.


    (Twelfth Night, Act II, Scene 3)




    SOME PEOPLE THRIVE ON CONFLICT, but I’ve never been a fan of it. Years of listening to my parents arguing in their bedroom taught me to flee at the first sign of any verbal altercation. So when the sound of a heated conversation drifted out from behind my boss’s door one morning, I cringed. Unaccustomed to hearing the dean of Victoria College shouting, I distanced myself from the argument, crossing to the far side of the outer office where I started plucking dead leaves from a hanging plant. It was a wasted effort. The voices only got louder.




    “You’ve got to be kidding me, Dad!” I heard from inside the office. “Do we really have to go over this again? Enough already!”




    Dad?




    I froze, a dried leaf crumbling in my hand. Dean Grant was arguing with his son? I considered escaping to the washroom down the hall, but before I could bolt I heard Dean Grant angrily directing his son to stop shouting. Both men dropped their voices until all I could hear were harsh murmurs.




    I tiptoed back to my desk, prepared to dash out if things escalated again, but there were no more eruptions. The dean’s door swung open a few moments later, and his son strode out, averting his face as he walked past my desk. I shuffled a few papers around, pretending to look busy, but I couldn’t help taking a quick peek as he made his way to the door.




    I’d never met this son—or any of Dean Grant’s family members for that matter—but from what little I could see, this young man’s appearance clashed entirely with that of his perpetually well-tailored, carefully-groomed father.




    “Different as chalk and cheese,” my mother would say. A recipe for disaster.




    As Dean Grant’s son crashed out of the office, his leather laptop bag banged against the door frame. Stray papers threatened to spill from the top flap, and he muttered, “Fucking damn it,” while jamming them deeper into the bag and kicking the door closed with his foot.




    I blushed, not because I was offended by colorful language—far from it—but because I was certain Dean Grant, a consummate gentleman in every way, was standing right behind me. Sure enough, when I turned around, he was in his office doorway, grimacing in the direction of his son’s retreating figure.




    “Sorry, Aubrey, I’m sure that was unpleasant for you,” he said. “That’s my son, Daniel. He’s having a bad time of it at the moment, but there’s no excuse for crass behavior. I apologize on his behalf.” He handed me several manila folders. “Can you please file these?” he added before returning to his office and closing the door.




    I wasn’t sure if I was more embarrassed for myself or him. In the five months I’d worked in the office part-time, I’d never once seen the dean lose his shit or overreact, even though his position required him to deal with all manner of crappy student issues. Then again, it’s the people we love most who have a knack for pushing our buttons. Hearing him lose his temper with his son didn’t make me respect him any less. It simply allowed me to see a human side I hadn’t been privy to before.




    I glanced at the clock. Eleven twenty. Ten minutes left in my shift. I rounded my desk, filed the folders, and organized some other papers and documents. Then I knocked on Dean Grant’s door.




    “Yes?” he called.




    I poked my head into his office. “I’m on my way, sir. I’ve left Gisele some notes for this afternoon so she knows what I didn’t get around to finishing. I hope your day gets better.”




    “Thank you, Aubrey. I hope so, too. See you on Wednesday morning. Don’t work too hard, now.” He wagged his finger at me, and I smiled as I left.




    We both knew I wasn’t about to ease up simply because the end was in sight. I was eager to maintain my excellent GPA and my place on the dean’s list, an honor which meant so much more given the admiration I had for the man who conferred it.




    Belongings in hand, I locked up for the lunch hour. Outside, the wind buffeted me across the snow-covered quad and over to Jackman Hall. All was quiet inside the residence apartment, my roommates nowhere to be seen. I tripped over the boots and coat Matt had left in the middle of the hallway the night before. His door was closed. I tried to move quietly, imagining him inside and sleeping off a brutal frat party hangover. Joanna’s bedroom door was wide open, but I didn’t look for her. She had a full morning of classes.




    In my own room, I changed out of my nicer work clothes and put on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. I surveyed my face in the mirror. The February blahs had set in and, along with them, a pallid complexion that positively screamed for some sun. Some girls could carry off the pale skin associated with long Canadian winters, their eyes leaping out of the creamy landscapes of their faces. I was not one of those girls.




    I grimaced at my reflection and rooted around for an elastic hair tie, noting as I combed my hair back that my warm streaks were looking less like honey and more like molasses. Yet another victim of this year’s long winter. I needed some vitamin D in the worst way. I also needed to hurry the hell up and quit mooning at myself if I wanted to get across campus in time for my class at noon.




    Dragging my coat on, I dashed out of the apartment and hiked across campus. The stinging wind urged me along the paths through Queen’s Park and bit my ears. Why hadn’t I worn a hat? And where the hell were my gloves? I picked up my pace, setting my sights on the other side of the park, all but jogging by the time I reached University College, the imposing gothic building where I’d attended countless English lectures and tutorials over the past four years. A wall of warm air greeted me as I vaulted inside. Sweet relief.




    I made my way up to the second floor, full of anticipation for my new class. This wasn’t any old course. I was on the brink of the final semester of my U of T undergraduate career. My four full-time classes had reached the mid-term point, but I was starting my second half-course of the year—Studies in Shakespeare—a full three months studying my favorite writer. To say I was excited was putting things mildly.




    The room was already crowded, but I scouted out an empty aisle seat near a heating vent by the door and made myself comfortable. The air blasting from the heater smelled faintly of wet gym socks. I wrinkled my nose but stayed put, prepared to suck it up. I was way too cold to switch seats.




    A flurry of movement at the front of the room signaled Professor Brown’s arrival. I craned my neck around the people sitting in front of me and watched as he settled in behind the podium, smiling at the assembled students. I’d taken two of Professor Brown’s courses in the past, and we’d always had an awesome rapport—a definite bonus. His smile always made me think of my grandfather—a combination of cheekiness and unquestionable wisdom. I couldn’t think of a better way to round out my course load as I neared graduation.




    “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, moving over to the oak door and peering at his watch. “Or should I say good afternoon? I gather you’re all here because you have an immeasurable love for the Bard and his works, and if that’s not true, best make a speedy retreat now. I’ll close my eyes for thirty seconds so you can run for it.”




    He made a show of covering his eyes. The class laughed politely as he peeked through his fingers.




    “No takers? Excellent!” He closed the door soundly. “My name is Martin Brown, and I’ll be your guide as you pursue your own passionate inquiry into some facet of the great Master’s work. We will read some of his plays and sonnets together, but you will also chart your own course, studying an aspect of this unparalleled dramatist’s work which most appeals to you.”




    Around the room, many of my forty or so peers smiled and whispered to each other. During this brief interlude, we were interrupted when the door reopened and a young man with a now-familiar head of dark messy hair flew in and headed straight toward Professor Brown.




    “So sorry I’m late, sir,” he murmured, moving past the professor to drop his bag on the table at the front of the room.




    Professor Brown turned back to the class with a warm smile and gestured toward the newcomer. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to my graduate teaching assistant, Daniel Grant.”




    At that point, Dean Grant’s son turned around and I saw his face for the first time as he scanned the room. He had the most glorious blue eyes I’d ever seen.




    Shakespeare who?


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Playing the Fool




    The fool doth think he is wise,


    but the wise man knows himself to be a fool.


    (As You Like It, Act V, Scene 1)




    PROFESSOR BROWN MOTIONED FOR DANIEL to take a seat at the wide table at the front of the room and then continued his introduction to the course. He might as well have been speaking Egyptian for all I heard. I was completely distracted by the young man sitting behind the table, appraising the students before him. He seemed tense, probably still reeling from his earlier argument with his father.




    I tried not to stare, but I couldn’t drag my eyes away from his features. My first impression of him earlier that morning had been right on the money. Unlike his father, he had a complete disregard for his appearance. Half of his collar was tucked inside the neck of his shirt, and there was an enormous hole in the knee of his jeans. If he was going for the absent-minded professor look, he was on the right track. Yet despite his shoddy grooming, his glorious eyes, defined cheekbones, and full lips tipped the scales completely to the other side. Simply put, he was gorgeous.




    As he tossed his head to flick the hair out his eyes, I found myself mirroring his gesture, my own headshake an attempt to make myself focus on Professor Brown who was gesturing toward Daniel and suggesting he go through the tutorial process. Daniel stood and pulled his bag toward the podium.




    “Yes, as Professor Brown said, I’ll be the TA for this course. I’ll attend classes along with you, and I’ll be responsible for evaluating some of your term work,” he explained. “You’ll each participate in one tutorial a week. The class will be split into three fairly equal seminar groups, and part of your course mark will be a result of the effort you put into these tutorials. I’ll post these sign-up sheets outside the seminar room downstairs tomorrow morning at quarter to nine.”




    He gestured to three crumpled sheets. Were those the papers he’d mashed into his bag earlier? I suppressed a smile. He really was a hot mess.




    “It’s up to you to get here early tomorrow to secure the tutorial spot you’d prefer, and the first session will be on Wednesday,” he added, casting his eyes around the room. As his eyes flickered over mine, my stomach flipped.




    What the hell?




    “Are there any questions?” he asked. I saw movement in my peripheral vision. “Yes? Go ahead, name first, please,” Daniel said.




    “Hi, I’m Cara. Cara Switzer.”




    I stifled a groan. Of course. When I leaned forward, I noticed her D-cups—her best asset—commanding the attention of all the males in her general vicinity. Even a couple of females looked suitably impressed. Having taken a couple of courses with Cara in the past, I remembered her inability to string together an intelligible phrase and braced myself.




    “I was wondering,” she said, her inflection going up at the end and making the statement sound like a question. “If we, like, need extra help, will you be available in your office to meet and stuff like that?”




    Her inane question along with its suggestive undertone aroused a few muffled titters. I glanced at Daniel, interested in his reaction. A muscle in his jaw twitched before he looked at Professor Brown, who merely waved his hand at his TA as if to say, “You’re on your own with this one.”




    “Well, I don’t actually have an office of my own, but it’s incumbent on me to be available at certain fixed times to discuss any questions or difficulties you might have,” Daniel said. “Of course, you could make an appointment outside of those times as well.”




    I peered around at Cara who was making a show of nodding innocently, her genuinely intelligent inquiry answered. She didn’t fool me. I was sure she was racking her brain to figure out what the word “incumbent” meant.




    Daniel took his seat, and Professor Brown proceeded to deliver an introductory lecture, which I did my level best to pay attention to despite the epic distraction sitting at the front of the room. After a thirty-minute spiel, Professor Brown gathered his papers into a neat pile.




    “Okay, folks, we’ll leave it there for today,” he said. “You know from your reading list that you’re to have read Hamlet before Wednesday. It’s a whopper to start with, but ‘though this be madness, yet there’s method in’t.’”




    He looked around the room, one eyebrow raised. This was a challenge. Among those who took his classes, Professor Brown was known for quoting Shakespeare from time to time and expecting someone to be able to identify the play, the character, or the scene. He continued to look around, but no one was biting, perhaps not realizing what he was waiting for.




    I raised my hand reluctantly.




    “Miss Price! Nice to see you again. Taking a stab at it, are we?”




    “Yes, sir.” I saw Daniel lean forward at the front table, perching his chin on his clasped hands. “The speaker is Polonius in act two of Hamlet, reacting to the strange behavior of King Claudius’s nephew,” I said, confident in my knowledge of the play.




    “Nicely done, Miss Price.” Professor Brown’s smile was complimentary. “I see you haven’t lost your impeccable attention to detail. I’m eager to see what topic you select for study this semester.” He nodded to indicate he was done for the day, and people began to gather their belongings and move toward the door.




    I snuck a glance at Daniel. He’d relaxed back in his seat, rubbing his chin as he appraised me. I held his gaze boldly, and he tilted his head forward, as if to commend me for impressing Professor Brown. I averted my eyes, stomach somersaulting again.




    What, now I’m in grade nine?




    When I looked up again, Cara was flouncing past the table at the front of the room with one of her ditzy friends. “Have a good afternoon, sir,” she purred, sashaying toward the door, and then giggling at her dopey girlfriend beside her, mouthing, “I know, right?” She wasn’t even remotely discreet.




    Daniel nodded at the two idiotic girls, remaining seated and busying himself with his wrinkly papers. I was pulled out of my reverie by a sudden noise behind me—a girl clambering down the aisle and then throwing her arms around my neck.




    “Aub! It’s so good to see you!”




    “Julie? I’m so glad you’re here!”




    My enthusiastic greeting was entirely genuine. Julie Harper and I had taken several courses together over the last three years, hanging out between classes and sitting together at lectures. We’d been in touch on Facebook over the past few months, but we’d both been busy and struggled to find time to meet in person. I was happy to see we’d be able to rekindle our easy friendship.




    “I didn’t see you when I came in,” I said. “Where were you sitting?”




    “I was at the back. Normally I don’t care if I can’t see anything as long as I can hear, but I was kicking myself today,” she added, her voice dropping to a lower register. “If you know what I’m sayin’.”




    She raised one eyebrow and gave her head a subtle bob toward the front of the room where Daniel was doing his best to iron out the three wrinkly papers. I put on a face of mock horror. “Julie Harper, I am shocked and appalled at what you’re suggesting.”




    She laughed. “I’ve missed you, girl,” she said. “We’ll get caught up later, okay? I’ve gotta run. Rehearsal in fifteen minutes on the other side of campus.”




    “Rehearsal,” I said, pointing to the tightly coiled blond bun perched on the top of her head. “That explains it.”




    “I know, right?” she said. “Super attractive. Look, let’s grab a coffee or something after we sign up for the tutorial tomorrow.”




    “For sure.”




    She smiled and squeezed my arm before pulling on a striped toque and racing out the door. I gathered my belongings and made my way out into the corridor in time to see Daniel heading down the stairs. It was the second time in as many hours that I’d seen him walking away from me, and this time I checked out his ass. I cursed the wrinkly untucked shirt, but I must say, from what I could see—it was a very fine ass indeed.




    At the bottom of the stairs, his phone rang. He fumbled in his pocket, answering as he walked.




    “Penny!” he exclaimed. “What a coincidence. I was about to call you. How are you, love?”




    Love? Damn it!




    I clenched my teeth in disappointment, but really, what the hell was I thinking? I’d been aware of his existence for all of two hours and somehow I felt as if I had some claim? I scoffed at how ridiculous I was being. But did that stop me from following him?




    Hell no.




    On the contrary, I found myself listening in on yet another one of Daniel’s private conversations, but whereas the first time I’d tried to remove myself, this time I did the opposite, picking up my pace so I could stay close behind him and eavesdrop. Though I couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation, I could guess what the girl had told him based on his reply.




    “Miss you? Ha! Completely inconsolable is more like it,” he said.




    We were almost at the exit when he stopped and leaned against the wall near the large double doors. Worried he’d turn and see me following him, I spun around to face the giant bulletin board on the wall, feigning interest in the flyers and ads attached to it as I listened.




    “Well, rest assured, I’ll be taking you out for a lovely meal on Valentine’s Day, so prepare to be wined and dined,” he said, laughing gently. “All right…I love you, too, Penn. Okay, I have a ton of shit to get done. I’ll call you later?” After a brief pause he added, “Will do, love. Bye for now.”




    He hung up, quickly punched a number into his phone and waited. I stood, rooted to the spot, and listened to yet another one-sided conversation during which he spoke to someone named Geoffrey and made a dinner reservation for two for seven thirty on February fourteenth. The boy wasted no time.




    At the end of the call, he jammed his phone into his pocket and strode toward the doors, completely oblivious to my existence.




    After he left the building, I opened the door a crack. He was crossing King’s College circle near a row of cars parked bumper to bumper on the other side of the street. I leaned against the building’s stone entryway as he approached a spotless black BMW, unlocked the car, and threw his bag in the trunk. Within moments, he’d hopped in and was off toward University Avenue.




    I let out a shaky breath which became a snort as I got a sudden objective view of my behavior. What in the living hell was I doing? I was like a junior high student following around my latest crush like a puppy dog, trying to figure out his class schedule so I could conveniently appear out of nowhere at the most opportune moment.




    I’m not sure why I found him so fascinating, but one thing was certain: Any hope of a romantic liaison with Daniel Grant was futile. He had a girlfriend. Her name was Penny, he called her “love,” and he missed her. No, scratch that—he was completely inconsolable without her.




    And he was the TA of the course I was taking. Definitely a no-touching zone.




    Period.




    I shook my head, appalled by my invasion of his privacy. I’d had the gall to be all holier than thou while Cara was flirting shamelessly with Daniel, only to turn around and engage in creepy stalker-like behavior myself. Hypocrite.




    I rested my head on the stone wall in front of me.




    “You stupid fool,” I sighed.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    True Love




    The course of true love never did run smooth…


    (A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act I, Scene 1)




    A BLAST OF WINTER WIND brought me back to my senses. I was standing outdoors in sub-zero temperatures, holding my coat in my hands. I dashed inside to bundle up before making the journey back across campus. I sniffed and gasped as the wind rushed at my face and into my mouth. Spring really couldn’t come soon enough.




    Inside the apartment, I quickly dropped my bag and coat, my runny nose sending me on a wild goose chase in search of tissues. With none to be found, I ended up in the bathroom, blowing my nose with toilet paper.




    When I retraced my steps to the hallway to hang up my coat, I noticed Matt’s jacket and boots lying right where I’d seen them earlier. His door was still closed. This wasn’t like him. Even after a major booze fest, he rarely stayed in bed past noon, and it was almost one thirty—a perfectly logical scenario if his girlfriend had stayed over, but there was no sign of Sarah’s stuff in the hallway and no Do Not Disturb sign on his door. I thought of the stories I’d heard about people choking on their own vomit and dying before anyone could help them. I pressed my ear to Matt’s door. I couldn’t hear anything so I tapped lightly. Still nothing.




    I slowly turned the knob and squinted into the dimly lit room. He was lying on his side with his knees curled up, still wearing the clothes he’d gone out in the night before, and staring at the wall. He looked like hell, but he was alive. I breathed a sigh of relief.




    “Matt?” I said. “Can I get you something? Water? Tylenol? A bucket?” I added, laughing gently.




    His eyes made a lifeless sweep across the room. “I’m not hung over, Aub,” he answered flatly.




    He turned back to the wall, and my smile receded. Stepping into the room, I noticed balled up Kleenex all over the floor, the box clutched to his chest.




    “Are you sick, dude? Do you want me to make you some chicken soup or something?”




    He groaned and rolled onto his back. “Sarah dumped me,” he said, bringing a hand up to cover his eyes.




    “Oh, shit, Matt. I’m so sorry.” I sat down beside him. “Do you want to talk about it?”




    “No.”




    His tone was curt, but I knew he didn’t mean to hurt me. I started to swing my legs back to the floor, figuring I’d leave him alone to marinate in his misery for a while, when he moved his arm away from his eyes.




    “I thought she was the one, you know?” he said softly.




    His expression was pained, his eyelids puffy. He’d been hardcore crying over this girl. Hell, he was working his way through a whole box of tissues over her.




    “I didn’t know you guys were headed in that direction,” I said. “I knew you liked each other. Some nights I could tell you really liked each other.” I rattled the headboard, and he shot me a poisonous glare. Okay, I totally deserved that. “I guess I didn’t know things had gotten so serious.”




    He snorted cynically. “Yeah, she had no idea either. Or at least she pretended not to.” He sat up and hugged his knees. “I don’t know. When she invited me to her place in October to spend Thanksgiving with her family, I thought that seemed like a pretty solid sign. Maybe she was trying to be nice, knowing I couldn’t exactly head to Vancouver for the weekend.” He exhaled heavily again. “But we’d been getting along so great. Well, I thought so, anyway. Stupid, right?”




    He paused to blow his nose, tossing the tissue on the floor with the others. I leaned over, resting my head on his shoulder and rubbing his back. “She doesn’t deserve you, sweet cheeks.”




    He shook his head slowly. “You’re right.” He leaned his forehead against mine. “I wish you and I weren’t so grossed out by each other. We could’ve been great.”




    I smiled, remembering the night back in first year about two months after we’d met. We’d become fast friends during frosh week, and Matt was protective of me right out of the gate, but one night at a party, each of us having drunk our fair share of a keg, we found ourselves dancing among a group of gyrating freshmen. One thing led to another, and before we knew it, we were kissing up against a wall and then recoiling in horror, wiping our mouths off frantically. Even with our beer goggles on, we both felt like something akin to incest had occurred. It never happened again, and we remained the best of friends.




    He’d become increasingly like a brother as the months went by. We often laughed about that fateful frat party, but whereas I’d always felt we could never be more than great friends, I’d caught him looking at me wistfully from time to time, as if he wished things could be different. That had all ended when he’d started dating Sarah the previous April. He’d fallen for her quickly. And hard.




    “Believe me, Matt, there’s someone wonderful out there who deserves you.” I patted his back. “Shit, that sounds so trite. I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.”




    “It’s okay, Aubs. Thanks for trying. You’re an amazing friend.” He took my hand and squeezed it.




    “Ew, keep your snotty hands to yourself there, cowboy.” I pushed myself off the bed and rubbed my stomach. “I’m starved. You interested in eating?”




    He sighed in defeat. “Yeah, I guess so. I should shower, too. I’ve been lying here since midnight. I might need to burn these.” He gestured to his rumpled clothes.




    “You grab a shower, and I’ll make some English muffin pizzas,” I offered. “Pepperoni and tomato sound okay?”




    “Perfect.” He stood up and peeled off his long-sleeved T-shirt. “Now scram, before you get more than you bargained for,” he threatened, pulling the top button of his jeans undone. “’Cause by the looks of things, you’re finding my ripped abs mighty enticing.”




    He looked at my chest, cocking an eyebrow. I followed his gaze downward. The headlights were on full-beam.




    “Don’t flatter yourself.” I laughed. “It’s cold enough out there to freeze the brass nuts off a monkey. I’m still defrosting.”




    He snorted and mumbled something about my “sad state of denial” while I headed for the door, carefully navigating around the balled up Kleenex.
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    Two hours later, Matt was clean and almost human again. While we ate lunch, I’d offered to watch a pretentious film of his choice with him, and we were now curled on the couch watching Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potempkin. As a film major, Matt was a huge cinema buff. I’d learned a lot about film from him over the last few years, but sometimes I didn’t get what all the fuss was about. This was one of those times. I found myself stifling yawns throughout most of the movie.




    About half-way in, Matt paused the film. “Can I run something by you?” he asked solemnly.




    “Of course.” I shifted to face him.




    “After I spent Thanksgiving at Sarah’s, I guess I kinda got ahead of myself, thinking things were getting serious, and I made a reservation for Valentine’s Day for Sarah and me at this restaurant downtown. It’s called Canoe—ever heard of it?”




    “Dude, are you kidding me? The owners are Oliver and Bonacini, right? They own Auberge du Pommier, too. Their menus are phenomenal. I can’t believe you got a reservation!”




    “Well, I made it four months in advance. Now I guess it was wasted effort. Unless…” He looked at me expectantly.




    “Unless…?” Could he possibly be suggesting what I hoped to God he was suggesting?




    “Would you want to come with me?” he blurted. “I know it’ll be expensive, and I’ll pay. I was going to treat Sarah anyway and, I don’t know, maybe you’ve got plans with someone else, ’cause I don’t know what’s going on with you and stuff, but I’d love to do this for you, I mean with you…” He ran out of steam, trailing off.




    I was touched by the sentiment and frankly pretty damn excited about the prospect of eating at Canoe, regardless of the circumstances. I’d always dreaded Valentine’s Day and the way popular culture made single people feel crappy—as if we didn’t already feel like losers every other day of the year.




    “I would love to join you for dinner on Valentine’s Day. I’ll gladly pay for my own dinner, but promise me if you and Sarah get back together, or if you meet someone else you’d rather take, you won’t be all freak show about it. Give it to me straight, okay?”




    “It’s only two weeks away. I think the odds of me meeting the girl of my dreams between now and then are slim to none. As for Sarah, well, she was very, um…decisive.” His face twisted as he spoke, the previous night’s events still too raw.




    “You know what I mean,” I said, squeezing his hand.




    “Yeah.”




    “Now, I hate to pull the rip cord on our film festival, but I need to get some reading done before tomorrow. You gonna be okay?”




    “Yeah, I’m fine. You go ahead,” he said. “I might bail on the rest of the movie and take a nap anyway. I’m friggin’ exhausted.” He punctuated his words with a huge yawn and stretch.




    Satisfied that he was all right, I grabbed my backpack, snagged some munchies from the kitchen, and retreated to my room where a giant pile of homework awaited me.




    I changed into some cozy clothes and flopped onto my bed. I knew I should do some reading for my children’s lit course, but I didn’t. Instead, I found some mellow tunes on my iPod and flipped through my Norton Anthology of Shakespeare until I found Hamlet. I scanned the play, contemplating some of the important themes that might come up in the tutorial.




    As soon as the idea of the impending tutorial began swirling in my mind, I completely lost focus. I saw Daniel holding court at the head of the table. I imagined him gazing at me in admiration, oblivious to the other students, as I made one incredibly insightful observation after another. Then the tutorial ended and the room emptied, leaving us alone. He closed the door and swept the table clear of all books and papers so he could lean me over it and have his way with me right then and there—




    Crap! What was it about this man that had me feeling like a high school girl with her first crush? Here I was, twenty-three years old and mere months away from graduating from university. I normally wasn’t prone to such idle daydreams. But as much as I tried to stop thinking about him and focus on reading, my mind continued to wander, replaying the events of the day.




    What had he been arguing with his dad about? What had he been thinking about when he’d looked at me after the lecture? Was his relationship with this Penny woman serious? And did the man really not have access to an iron, razor, or hairbrush? I smiled against my hand.




    Feeling more and more like an infatuated, hormone-riddled teenager with every passing moment, I balled up my fists and rubbed them against my eyes. My reading of Hamlet wasn’t going well.




    I slammed my anthology shut and crawled into bed with my copy of Haroun and the Sea of Stories, yet another book I was supposed to have finished reading by now. I struggled along for about an hour, but my bed was so comfy and warm and the music from my iPod dock so soothing that soon my eyes began to close.




    My last thought before drifting into unconsciousness was the look on Daniel’s face as he’d nodded at me, giving me silent kudos for identifying Professor Brown’s Hamlet passage. I’d probably never know what he’d been thinking, but at least he’d noticed me. That was something, wasn’t it?


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Some Must Watch




    For some must watch, while some must sleep:


    Thus runs the world away.


    (Hamlet, Act III, Scene 2)




    YOU KNOW WHEN YOU HAVE a hot dream about a guy, and then you see him, and the dream rushes back to you and it feels so real—more like a memory than a dream? That’s what happened when I walked toward the tutorial room at eight forty-five the next morning. Daniel was standing in the open doorway, and the most amazing series of risqué images flashed before my eyes. I quickly ducked into an alcove to collect my thoughts or, more accurately, to eagerly sift through the details of the dream.




    Daniel had been watching me scan a bookshelf full of Shakespeare’s works. One minute he’d been suggesting books that I might like to borrow, and the next thing I knew, he was coming up behind me and pushing me up against the bookcase, his hand in my hair, his lips brushing my neck. I wasn’t sure if I’d said anything, but his voice had been hot and insistent at my ear as he slowly undressed me.




    “I can’t stop thinking about you.”




    “Your skin is so soft.”




    “Please tell me you want me as much as I want you…”




    The memories sparked a hot flush. How could I walk down the hall and greet him without betraying my thoughts? On the other hand, how could I leave without seeing him? I was damned if I was going to pass up the opportunity to talk to him one on one.




    I fanned my warm cheeks, took a quick cleansing breath, and then put my game face on, resuming my journey down the hall toward the seminar room. Daniel looked hotter than hell, still sporting yesterday’s five o’clock shadow, but somehow he was even more gorgeous than the day before. He was leaning casually against the doorway, one hand propped against the frame, the other stuffed in the front pocket of an ancient-looking leather jacket.




    Holy hell, man. Could you be any more stunning?




    Three other students from the class were standing in front of the bulletin board, pens in hand, hemming and hawing, weighing their tutorial time options. Daniel watched them impassively. Was he always so miserable? Would it kill him to smile?




    I bet Penny makes him smile, I thought dismally.




    I stood behind my three indecisive classmates, waiting for them to finish and move the hell out of the way. As I peered impatiently over their shoulders, I noticed Daniel had taken the time to make new sign-up sheets. All three pages were crisp and clean, pinned to the cork board in a neat row.




    The three stooges in front of me finally got their shit together, signed up for the Wednesday time slot, and moved away down the hall. I stepped forward, finding all fourteen spots on Friday available. A few keen people had already signed up for the Monday and Wednesday tutorials. I was beginning to wonder where Julie was and whether I should call or text her when Daniel moved from his post at the door, taking a few slow steps toward me.




    “You’re Miss Price, right?” His voice was smooth and silky.




    “That’s right. You have a good memory.” I flashed what I hoped was a fabulous smile. “Aubrey Price,” I said, and as I spoke—I had to do it—I reached out, offering a handshake.




    He glanced at my outstretched hand, and I thought for a second he might refuse my gesture, but then his palm pressed warmly against mine. It sent a surge of heat through me—not a jolt like an electric shock or anything ridiculous like that—but more like a wave, a slow moving but eventually all-encompassing surge of warmth, which turned my brain, among other things, to jelly. An image of his fingers curling around mine as he pushed me against that bookshelf made my knees weak.




    “Well, Miss Price, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, reclaiming his hand and entirely ignoring my first name.




    “You can call me Aubrey,” I said.




    “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that name before. It’s quite unique.”




    “I was named after my grandmother. It’s a bit old-fashioned, I guess, but better than the alternative, which would have been way worse.”




    He cocked his head as if he expected me to explain myself. The chiseled perfection of his jaw up close obliterated my ability to think straight, but I stupidly barreled on anyway.




    “Honeysuckle,” I explained. “It’s my mother’s favorite plant. My dad swears she wanted to call me that. Honeysuckle Price. Sounds a bit like a stripper’s name, right?”




    I have no idea what possessed me to share this story or to ask him such a stupid question, but he nodded, seeming to give serious thought to the issue.




    “I imagine it would have been an interesting name to endure.”




    I swallowed and shifted my weight, wondering if I should assure him that I wasn’t a stripper and had no aspirations of ever becoming one. Luckily for me, he spoke first.




    “So based on your exchange with Professor Brown yesterday, I gather you two are acquainted?” he said.




    “Yes, this is my third time in his class. Not the same class of course—I passed the other two—which were two different courses and this one’s different as well.”




    I realized with horror that I’d become as inarticulate as Cara Switzer. But in my defense, he was gazing at me with those fathomless blue eyes and speaking to me with those delicious full lips…




    “You’ll have to excuse me,” I said. “I can’t seem to think straight this morning. I didn’t get much sleep, not because, you know…” Oh my God! “Well, I had a—well, rough night—and oh man, I need a coffee.”




    I clamped my mouth shut, figuring I’d better quit while I was ahead. But then the heavens opened and a choir of angels sang because he smiled at me, and he had these cute wrinkles around his eyes and the most gorgeous dimple puckered his right cheek. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.




    “Don’t worry,” he assured me, leaning forward. “I feel your pain. I was in a rush to get here and missed my chance to grab coffee. I must look like I’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards.”




    I smiled at his choice of expressions, exactly the sort of thing Granddad Price used to say. I remembered Dean Grant once mentioning his wife’s English background. Perhaps Daniel had an English grandfather who used silly expressions too.




    “Hmm, well, it can be tricky getting into a routine at the beginning of a new semester,” I said. “I’m sure you’ve got lots of intro stuff to deal with, right?”




    “Yes, if it’s not one thing it’s another.” He breathed out like he was preparing to end the conversation. I wasn’t ready for the exchange to end, though, so I tried to think of something else to say. This was tricky. Because of my nosiness yesterday, I knew things about him I wasn’t supposed to know. I couldn’t exactly say, “And how is the Beemer? Did you wash it this morning? What about Penny, is she having any luck finding something to wear for Valentine’s Day?”




    Thankfully my synapses reconnected. “I work for your dad over at Vic College, by the way,” I said as casually as possible.




    His eyebrows shot up, and he pulled his head back sharply. Guess he didn’t see that coming. That made two of us. “Really?” he asked, his voice rising at least an octave higher than normal. “In what capacity?”




    “I guess you’d say I’m a liaison between your father and various student groups on campus—” I started to explain but was interrupted by my phone ringing. It was Julie.




    “Excuse me for a sec. I need to grab this,” I said, holding up my cell phone. He nodded, sauntering back over to the tutorial room doorway.




    “Hey, girlfriend, I’m a loser,” Julie groaned. “I just woke up. You’re there, right? You’re such a trooper. Is it crazy busy?”




    “Yes, I’m here, and no, it’s not too bad at all. I guess it’s a class of slackers. Present company included, you lazy ass. But it’s not quite nine yet. I figure the rush is on the way, so you’d better haul your skinny carcass out of bed.”




    “It’s so cold out. I don’t wanna get up,” she whined. “Can you sign me up for the same day as you? I betcha Mr. Shmexy TA won’t know I haven’t signed up myself if you use a different pen and maybe change the writing a bit, right? I doubt he’d be that much of a tight ass to care, anyway.”




    I laughed at her apathy and her new moniker for Daniel. Mr. Shmexy summed him up quite nicely. “Well, since he’s standing right here, that could be tricky, sweetness,” I told her.




    Daniel looked over, realizing he was the subject of our discussion.




    “Hang on a minute, Jul.” I turned to Daniel. “My friend wants to know if you’d care if I sign up on her behalf.”




    He smirked as he swung around to close and lock the seminar room door. “I sense you’re the kind of person who’d do anything for a friend, Miss Price. Be careful, though,” he said. “‘For some must watch, while some must sleep: thus runs the world away.’”




    He made a show of drinking an imaginary cup of something to indicate he was off in search of coffee. I have to say, Julie was right on the money with the term tight ass, although I was probably interpreting her expression in a slightly different way.




    I took a few seconds to pull myself together. After all, it’s not every day the guy you’ve had a hot sex dream about smirks at you while quoting Shakespeare’s Hamlet. I finally remembered the phone in my hand and cut short my starry-eyed musings.




    “Hey, Jul, I’m signing us up for Friday, okay?” I said, quickly filling our names in on the third sheet.




    “Thanks so much. Listen, I can be at Hart House in fifteen minutes if you still want to grab a cup of coffee. I’ll throw on some clothes, okay?”




    “Sounds good.” I was already making my way to the exit. “I’ll go over now and see you when you get there.”




    “Thanks, Aubrey, you’re the best. I won’t be long,” she promised.




    I dashed from University College to the Hart House coffee shop and ordered a small mug of coffee and a blueberry muffin. I claimed a table for two away from the draft of the doors and settled in to enjoy my breakfast while waiting for Julie.




    As I nibbled on the muffin, I wondered how Matt was feeling. The apartment had been dead quiet when I’d left, both he and Joanna still sleeping. I’d hated seeing him so distraught the day before. He’d get over it, but breaking up was never easy.




    Almost as bad as dealing with feelings that aren’t reciprocated in the first place, I mused, and before the thought had properly gelled in my mind, there he was, Mr. Unrequited himself, standing in line for his own hit of java. I turned away, hoping to escape his notice. I’d already made enough of a fool of myself for one day.




    I sent Matt a good morning text, and as I twisted around to put my phone back in my pocket, Daniel walked past me. Sitting down at a nearby table with his back to me, he pulled a pile of papers and his laptop from his bag. He shrugged off his jacket, and when he turned to put it on the back of his chair our eyes met. He tilted his head to the side and smiled. Gosh, I loved that dimple. Picking up his coffee, he stood and sauntered over to my table.




    “Are you following me?” I teased.




    Yeah, that’s rich, Aubrey.




    “That would be challenging, Miss Price, since I left first,” he replied, his cheek puckering tartly.




    “Hmm. I suppose you have a point there,” I said, trying not to pay too much attention to him licking his lips and rubbing his thumb along his jaw.




    “So, mission accomplished?” he asked, tilting his head back toward University College.




    “Yep. Friday it is,” I said.




    “Very good.” He leaned over with his coffee mug, clinking it against mine. “Well, cheers. I’ll see you tomorrow at the lecture.”




    He started to turn away, but before he could get too far, I said, “‘For some must watch, while some must sleep: thus runs the world away.’ Hamlet, act three, scene two. Hamlet’s speaking to Horatio after confirming Claudius’s guilt with the Mousetrap Play.”




    He looked at me quizzically. “I see you’ve regained the ability to articulate clearly, Miss Price. This must be damn good coffee.” He offered me another wonderful smile and headed off to reclaim his seat, busying himself with his papers and leaving me utterly breathless.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Friend or Foe?




    These are certain signs to know


    Faithful friend from flattering foe.


    (Sonnets to Sundry Notes of Music)




    JULIE ARRIVED AT THE COFFEE SHOP a few minutes later in all her bun-headed glory.




    “I’m sorry I’m late. I’m all kinds of fail this morning.” She grimaced apologetically as she squeezed between the tables to reach me.




    “No worries. You can buy me a second coffee to redeem yourself.” I grabbed my coat and backpack and waved my empty mug. “Do you want to grab one to go and we can head upstairs to sit in the library or something? It’ll be more comfy.”




    Truthfully, staying in the coffee shop would have been fine under normal circumstances, but knowing Daniel was four tables away made me self-conscious. I wanted to get caught up with Julie without being distracted by soulful blue eyes and dimpled smiles. Julie agreed, leading the way back to the coffee bar.




    As we approached the doors that led to the main floor hallway of Hart House, I allowed myself one final glance across the café. Daniel was typing away, completely engrossed in his work and oblivious to everything around him. I secretly wished he’d notice me leaving—my yoga pants did fabulous things for my ass and legs—but I sure as hell wasn’t going to continue staring over my shoulder to see if my wish was granted.




    Julie and I made our way to the second floor library—more appropriately termed a reading room—one of my favorite spots on campus. Red leather couches and wing-back chairs allowed plenty of people to sit in comfort around the room, and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves covered every wall.




    Students frequented the library between classes to study, do homework, chat with friends, and sometimes nap on the couch in front of the fireplace. Since the first time I’d stepped inside the reading room, it had fed into my romantic sensibilities, transporting me to another era and conjuring thoughts of Jane Austen novels. Today, however, the rows of bookshelves elicited much naughtier images than Jane Austen would have dared put to paper.




    I banished thoughts of Dream Daniel whispering provocatively in my ear and flopped down on a couch by one of the large bay windows.




    “I was so happy when I heard your voice in class yesterday,” Julie said, squeezing my hand warmly. “I’ve missed hanging out with you.”




    “I know! It’s been a busy year, and I’ve been hard core with the school work, but that’s no excuse. I’m glad we reconnected,” I said. “Why didn’t I know you were taking this course? I remember comparing classes with you in September.”




    “I switched out of a classics half-course at the last minute. My course load is brutal. I needed something a little more familiar. Although, when I heard Cara’s annoying valley-twang yesterday, I seriously considered running to the English Department office to switch back to classics. I can’t stand that girl or her giant boobs.”




    “That wouldn’t be sour grapes, would it? No pun intended,” I added, gesturing to Julie’s rather flat chest. She was a dancer and one of those extremely athletic girls who exercises so much she loses her curves. All the more reason to be a couch potato, in my opinion. I wouldn’t characterize myself as overweight by any stretch of the imagination, but fitness wasn’t exactly my forte.




    “Yeah, now that you mention it, I guess I wouldn’t mind a little extra in the boobage department.” She pouted playfully before changing the subject. “So what’s your take on the class? You know Professor Brown, right? Is he decent? Fair?”




    “Oh yeah, a bit old-fashioned. Not a fan of posting notes online, still stuck in the chalk-and-talk era, that sort of thing, but he’s a good teacher and he’s very kind. He genuinely wants people to do well.”




    “No online notes. That means no skipping lectures. Thanks for the heads up,” she said, sipping her coffee. “Not that I think attending class will be a chore with Daniel sitting at the front of the room. Did you get a load of him? Fuck me sideways, he is one good-looking man!”




    “Yeah, he’s a long, hot drink of Saturday night sexin’. This morning he looked like he rolled a bum on Yonge Street and stole his clothes, though,” I said, making light of my attraction to Daniel. “Weird thing is, I know his father.”




    “Really? Do they live in Oakville?”




    “No, I don’t know him from home. David Grant is the Dean of Students at Victoria College. I work for him.”




    “Right. I’d forgotten about your job. It stinks that you have to work. Fourth year is stressful enough as it is.”




    “I know, but what else can I do? Taking a year off to work full-time after high school helped, but that money couldn’t last forever. My parents do what they can, but it’s not nearly enough.”




    “I guess. So what’s he like? Daniel’s father? Is it a decent job?”




    “It’s perfect. I only work three mornings a week. Dean Grant is a great boss. He’s a damn fine specimen of a man, too. The Grant DNA is definitely solid,” I said.




    “Is it too late to transfer from Trinity College to Vic? For some reason I feel inspired to make the dean’s list.” Julie laughed and then leaned forward, switching subjects again without missing a beat. “So, tell me about your family! What’s going on with your mom? She and Rick are good?”




    My mother had met her new husband Rick while the two of us were in Las Vegas the February before. They fell madly in lust, he paid for her to go down for the May long weekend, then again for two weeks in June, and the next thing I knew she was packing up the apartment and moving to Nevada.




    “They’re doing great, I guess. Mom loves Vegas, and they’re having a blast together.”




    “That’s kinda nuts,” Julie said. “Do you like him?”




    I shrugged. “Rick’s fine. My mom’s happy. She’s kind of getting a second chance. It’s nice for her.”




    “Nice for her, but shitty for you. With your dad in Calgary and now your mom gone too? I don’t know what I’d do if I couldn’t escape to Windsor once in a while to have my mom feed me and do all my laundry.”




    It was odd hearing Julie’s take on my life. She was right—my situation was weird. I’d recently started stewing over the fact that soon Reading Week would be upon us, and everyone would go home or leave for a southern getaway. I didn’t have a home anymore in the sense that everyone else did. Between flying to Vegas for Christmas and being a broke university student, I’d be staying in residence alone for Reading Week. Then, of course, there was the fact that after my summer residence lease was up, I’d have to move out and find something comparably priced in the real world. My lack of safety net was a constant worry.




    The conversation turned to Julie, and she updated me on her family and the new dance company she’d hooked up with in Toronto. I listened as she moaned about her sketchy social life and nodded sympathetically at her even sketchier love life.




    “I can relate,” I said. “I’ve been holed up like a groundhog all winter. It sucks.”




    “Well, that’s decided, then,” she said. “I grabbed two tickets to an indie music revue next Thursday and was going to invite my roommate, but I think you should come with me instead.”




    “Seriously? It’s been ages since I’ve been to a show. Remember all those concerts we used to go to in first year?”




    “Those were so fun. It’s been way too long. So what do you think?”




    “Hell, yes! I’d love to.”




    “Perfect. It’s a date.”




    I peeked at my watch. My first lecture of the day was looming. I drained the dregs of my coffee and stretched languidly. “Sorry, Jul, but I should get going. I have to head back across Queen’s Park for my children’s lit class.”




    “Yeah, I should get back too. I have so much homework. This has been nice, though. I love how we can always pick up where we left off,” she said.




    I smiled. “I’ll see you tomorrow in class, okay? Grab me a seat if you get there before me.”




    “Same goes for you. And not too far back. I’d like to have a clear view of the, um, proceedings, shall we say?”




    “Done.”




    As if I needed any extra motivation.




    [image: sectionbreak.jpg]




    My lecture dragged, my fuzzy understanding of Haroun and the Sea of Stories making most of the content of the lesson incomprehensible. I’d tried to read the book the night before, but I’d had trouble focusing.




    Daniel was already single-handedly threatening my academic success, and I’d only known him for a day and a half! I tried to banish him from my thoughts, but I caught myself checking the time at noon and doing a little jig in my seat to celebrate the fact that I’d be seeing him again in exactly twenty-four hours.




    The lecture wrapped at ten to one, leaving me barely enough time to trek back to Victoria College for my two-hour French lecture. Snacks in hand, I dashed across St. Mike’s quad, following the pathways joining the two colleges.




    When I reached the top of the steps bringing me into Vic’s quad, I spotted Dean Grant rushing through Victoria’s Gatehouse, returning from what must have been an extended lunch break. Then, two paces behind him, Daniel emerged from under the archway. I’d just congratulated myself for going a full forty-five minutes without thinking of him, and there he was, rubbing salt in my wounded grade point average.




    Their expressions were stormy—mirror images of anger. I wondered if Dean Grant and his son ever got along. Daniel turned and caught sight of me coming up the pathway, and although it didn’t seem possible, his expression visibly darkened. He shook his head with what seemed like disgust before lightly jogging to catch up with his dad.




    What the hell? Bipolar much?




    I wished my arrival in the quad hadn’t coincided with Daniel’s. His pissy expression had ruined my memories of dimpled smiles and sparkling eyes. I stomped the rest of the way to my French class where I sulked through my lecture, making tons of notes I knew would make no sense when I tried to read them over later.




    I was still fuming at three o’clock when I returned to residence, hoping like hell I’d find the apartment empty so I could mope in peace. No such luck. I was greeted by a blaring television and found Matt flaked out on the couch in sweats and a T-shirt, drinking a beer. Four empty bottles were lined up on the coffee table, and an almost empty bag of Doritos spilled out a few stray chips on the sofa cushion beside him. He glanced up as I walked in.




    “Hey,” he said, the very picture of world-weariness.




    I kicked off my shoes, turned the volume of the TV down a little, and plopped on the couch beside him, collecting a few Dorito crumbs in my hand and dumping them on the coffee table.




    “I see you’ve moved on to stage two of the program we unattached folk like to call Being Single Sucks Ass.”




    He offered me a wry smile. I took that as an encouraging sign.




    “It’s the stage where you say, ‘Screw the snotty Kleenex,’ and skip your afternoon classes to watch Maury Povich while swilling beer and working on your Dorito mustache.” I laughed and leaned over to wipe the tiny orange smudges off his upper lip with my thumb.




    He grabbed my hand in mid-air.




    “I don’t think you want to do that, Aub.” His words were slurred, and his voice was thick.




    My smile froze. “Jesus, Matt, it’s three in the afternoon! How drunk are you?” I asked, gently prying his fingers from my wrist.




    “Enough to think I’m ready for stage three,” he said, a dark undertone in his voice.




    “And what might that be?”




    “The stage where you see if your gorgeous, green-eyed roommate wants to try again. To see if there’s any chance—”




    I saw no other option than to interrupt him before he said too much.




    “Okay, cowboy, you’ve had one too many wobbly pops. You’re not thinking straight.” I stood up to put some distance between us and continued to make light of the situation, even though the expression on his face suggested he wasn’t joking in the slightest.




    “Have you consumed every beer on the premises, or might I actually be able to join you?” I called out as I made my way to the kitchen.




    “There’s plenty left. Be my guest.”




    I grabbed one of the dozen and a half or so bottles remaining in the fridge and noticed two additional empty bottles on the counter. Talk about drinking with intent.




    “Wowza,” I said, heading back to the couch. “Beer at three in the afternoon. It’s like being in first year all over again.”




    “Drink up,” he encouraged. “You’ve got a lot of catching up to do to get to stage three.”




    I tilted my head to the side and frowned. “Matt,” I said, trying my best to tell him I didn’t want to go down this road again.




    “I know,” he groaned, rubbing his eyes with his fisted hands. “I’m sorry. Bear with me, okay? I’m a friggin’ train wreck here.”




    Oh, I know how you feel, I wanted to say, but I held my tongue. The sting of my unrequited schoolgirl crush on Daniel wasn’t remotely comparable to Matt’s pain. So I sat with him, being his friend, drinking way too much beer and eating hideous junk food, all the while hoping he’d wake up in the morning with a rousing case of stage four—hung over as hell and swearing to never drink again but realizing there must be other fish in the proverbial sea.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Spurned




    Fair sir, you spet on me Wednesday last;


    you spurn’d me such a day…


    (The Merchant Of Venice, Act I, Scene 3)




    WHEN MY ALARM SCREECHED at seven o’clock the next morning, I strongly considered taking a sledgehammer to it. But that would have required effort, and I could hardly lift my head off the pillow as it was. What had possessed me to stay up until two in the morning drinking beer, eating crap, and watching Quentin Tarantino movies?




    It hurt to move, but there was no getting around it. I had to be at work by eight thirty. I groaned and dragged myself out of bed, throwing on a pair of flannel PJ bottoms. Water. I needed water and I needed it now.




    Stumbling out to the kitchen, I found Matt already up and sitting at the table with his head resting on his arms, three empty water bottles in front of him. By the time we’d finally decided to turn in the night before, he’d engaged in an eleven-hour beer-drinking marathon. He was virtually paralyzed by the time I helped him into bed and propped him on his side with pillows so he wouldn’t roll over onto his back. No wonder he was dehydrated.




    I felt a nagging unease in my stomach, thinking about what he’d said the day before. Were things going to be weird between us? What if agreeing to go to Canoe with him on Valentine’s Day had sent him mixed signals?




    But that’s ridiculous. We’ve gone out alone together many times over the years. Why should things be different now?




    “Dude, what are you doing up?” I croaked. I grabbed a bottle of water and took a long drink. He grunted and sat up, chugging back water like he’d been in the desert for a week.




    “I had to get up. My brain was screaming for Advil,” he groaned. “And I have the worst case of the zacklies.”




    “What the hell are the zacklies?”




    “You know, when your mouth tastes zackly like your ass.”




    “Ew, that’s disgusting!” I laughed, then grabbed my temples as pain seared through my brain. “Oh, no. No laughing. Not good. Not good at all.” I downed the rest of my water and tossed the empty bottle into the recycling box. “I’m grabbing a shower. Hey, have you seen Jo?” I asked over my shoulder.




    “Nah, she stayed at Stephen’s again,” he said, slumping forward onto his forearms with a moan.




    I frowned as I made my way down the hall. Joanna and Stephen were spending a ton of time together, mostly at his off-campus apartment in the Annex. If her parents knew the residence room they were spending thousands of dollars on actually functioned as a walk-in closet and occasional study space, they’d be pissed. It wasn’t easy for me watching money being wasted while I was working so hard to put myself through school and racking up a healthy student debt in the process, but as my parents were so fond of reminding me, once I’d earned my degree, I’d have no one but myself to thank for it.




    Unfortunately, I also had myself to thank for the crazy-ass headache beating in my temples. I washed down two Tylenol with a handful of tap water and then took a gloriously long, hot shower.




    Afterward, I stood in front of my closet, contemplating my wardrobe as I planned out my day. I’d been rushed on Monday, running home to change before class. It would make more sense to wear something appropriate for work but not too over the top for class so I could skip the trip home in between. I opted for dressy black jeans and a snug chenille sweater—a perfect compromise.




    When I emerged from my room, Matt was leaning against the kitchen counter, eating plain toast. I grabbed some snacks and an extra bottle of water for good measure.




    “Sorry about yesterday,” he said. “I was out of line.”




    “Chill, Matt, it’s not a big deal. I’m irresistible. It’s a cross I have to bear.” I smirked, purposely downplaying his concern. I pulled on my coat, remembering to grab mittens and a hat for later. After heaving my backpack onto my shoulder, I leaned around the corner to peer back into the kitchen, shaking my fist at him. “Do it again, though, and I’ll punch you in the junk.”
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