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For anyone who has ever suffered from second lead syndrome—especially if you had it for Three. This one’s for you.

And for Ashley, Sonya, and Whitney. Because of everything.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE [image: ]


This book contains references to fatphobia, both internal and external. I realized in writing this book that sometimes our journeys can take longer than others’, and sometimes they can’t end within the pages. Wyn acknowledges her love for her body, that it is beautiful and fat, but those thoughts aren’t always perfect, and she grapples a lot with how she expects to be treated or viewed for being fat.

I hope that Wyn’s moments of backsliding aren’t too hard to read. I hope my fellow plus-size folks understand that our own internalized fatphobia doesn’t make us villains, as we’re fighting so hard against everything society has fed us (or tried to starve us of). I poured much of my own heart into Wyn, and a lot of my own insecurities, past and present. Books are, after all, another way we try to therapize ourselves. I hesitated for a long time to write fat characters for fear of getting it wrong. But the truth is, there is no wrong way to be fat.






ONE [image: ]


“Grunts!”

At the sound of our collective title, my deskmate and I look up. The Torch managing editor, Christopher, is twisted around in his chair, staring at us.

“Did you get those cutlines to Angelica?”

I point at my deskmate at the same time he points at me.

“Oh, no-no-no,” I say, jabbing my finger closer. “You said you’d do it.”

He pushes his glasses up onto his forehead, his expression overly patient—something I’ve learned means he’s truly exasperated. “You know, I love these imaginary little scenarios you like to invent—”

“It’s not imaginary!” I swivel to face him in the small space beneath our desk. The arm of my chair bangs into his, narrowly missing his fingers, earning me a glare in response. “You literally said yesterday that you’d take care of the cutlines! Is your memory really that bad?”

His expression cools. “I said I’d take care of formatting the headlines. Is your hearing really that bad?”

“Hey!” Christopher barks, waving an arm to get our attention. “I don’t care if one of you said you’d be doing the cancan lines on a Mississippi steamboat—we need the cutlines now. Get it done.”

Sometimes I wonder if Christopher thinks we’re running the Washington Post or something.

My deskmate puts on his best politician voice. “You know what? It’s okay. I’ll handle the cutlines too.” He shoots me a nauseating smile. “No problem.”

Three Wellborn, everyone: suck-up of the highest order.

If I’d known accepting a grunt internship with the Torch would land me at a desk with the most obnoxious and devious person I’ve ever met, I might have given the decision a second thought. But my first and most important goal at college was to land a spot—any spot—on the school newspaper.

The university’s journalism program is highly competitive and accessible only to existing students through an application process. Most of the other freshmen who’ll apply in the spring will have their sights on broadcasting, spending fall semester on one of the dozens of school-centric podcasts or clawing their way into spots on campus video channels, like the Torch’s biggest rival, Two Minute News. They’re a short-form video daily news update run by a revolving door of “reporters” who do little more than shuttle gossip around campus. Unfortunately, their viewership leaves the Torch in the dust.

But they’re also oversaturated with content creators, which is why securing my place at the Torch is essential. Having writing credits as a freshman will boost my application beyond the competition. I’m sort of counting on it, because when you’ve got your long-term sights set on a job in the struggling print-media industry, failing to get into the journalism program at a state school is not an option.

Three must feel the same, because he hasn’t quit yet, despite the hours we’ve spent bumping elbows and trading long, silent looks of disdain in the quiet newsroom. Our superiors have made it clear that as long as we get our work done, we’re free to attempt to murder each other with our eyes as much as we wish. When we don’t get our work done, we get publicly dragged for it in front of the rest of the staff, like today.

I try to remind myself that future Pulitzer Prize winners don’t let flies like Three get under their skin. But if he thinks I’m going to let him take over the cutlines like he’s picking up my slack, he’s not as smart as he wants everyone to believe.

“Oh no, don’t worry about it,” I say sweetly. “I’m happy to take one for the team.”

“But you’ll have to stay late.” Three reaches over and pats my hand lightly. “Really, I don’t mind.”

I can’t fight my grimace as I pick up his hand with two fingers and drop it back on his side of the desk. “Ew.”

Three grins, knowing he’s won. Because that’s the goal: whoever gets a rise out of the other first wins. It’s a twisted little game we’re playing every second we spend together.

He flicks his gaze toward Christopher. “I’ve got the cutlines. I’ll have them to you before I leave tonight.”

“I don’t know how to convey to you how little I care,” says Christopher. “I thought I did a good job of it earlier with that line about the cancan, but it seems your skulls are getting thicker by the second. Don’t talk to me again until they’re done. I don’t care who does them. I’m not your babysitter.”

Three turns to me, tapping his pen against his lower lip. There is a victorious fire in his eyes that makes me want to grab the nearest sharp object and gouge them out of their sockets. “I guess it’s all me. I’m pretty sure you have a job to get to.”

It kills me that he knows my schedule so well. Because I do, in fact, have a shift at the library in fifteen minutes. I’ll already need to rush to get there on time.

“Fine.” The word comes out bitten off as I stand, grabbing my bag.

I shove my chair in, bashing it a little harder than necessary against Three’s seat. Even from behind, he looks smug. It fills me with rage, which makes it very difficult to put on a normal, well-adjusted voice as I call goodbye to the rest of the staff in the newsroom.

I shoulder my bag with enough force that it smacks Three in the back of the head.

“Whoops,” I say lightly, glancing back. His glasses have gone askew, and his glare is deadly. I manage to choke out, “Sorry!” and rush for the exit, making it into the hall just as my laughter explodes out of me.

It’s a small victory in our ongoing war.

The worst part about Three isn’t that he’s, arguably, the most unpleasant human being I’ve ever met. It isn’t his sneer, or his perfectly timed jabs, or the way he pushes his reading glasses up onto his forehead like he’s some kind of movie reporter.

It’s the fact that everyone else thinks he’s incredible. The rest of the Torch staff finds him charming. I’ve caught more than one person in our shared statistics class shooting him major heart eyes. He’s well-spoken and, unfortunately, intelligent, so professors love him. No one would ever believe that under his nice hair and his kind smile and his good manners, there lies a plotting, poisonous snake.

The second-worst part about Three is that he’s cute. He’s got the kind of face you would inherently trust—or at least not be surprised to find in a Vineyard Vines ad. He’s got the look of East Coast old money, though really he’s just Midwest old money. It doesn’t matter—it’s all money either way. He even went to boarding school, where I imagine he earned such a boarding school nickname like Three. As though a normal nickname, when he is Nathaniel Wellborn III, would be too pleb.

It stings to acknowledge, but when I first saw him, my brain did a deep dive into every campus romance webcomic I’ve ever read. We were very firmly not friends—Three was impossible to be friends with back then, no matter how hard I tried. But for five minutes at a time, when I arrived with a cup of coffee just for him, he was charming. I’d get a morsel of him for myself to stow away for giggling, feet-kicking fantasies as soon as I was alone. And at the grunt desk, we handled the work like partners, dutifully tackling the to-do list together.

It all fell apart a few weeks ago when Angelica, the Campus Life editor, found out she got an internship at the Columbus Dispatch starting next semester. Now that she’s leaving the Torch and others in her section are moving up, there’s going to be a spot for a new Campus Life reporter.

A spot that’s going to be mine.

Landing a staff position on the Torch blows a little writing credit straight out of the water. It’ll prove I have real value to the paper beyond a few articles they happened to like. (Not that I’ve gotten to write any articles yet.)

Three might think he needs to win for the same reason, but I’ve looked at the numbers—there is a disproportionate amount of female applicants over male applicants, but a fairly even number of male and female journalism students. He has nothing to worry about—or at least less to worry about than I do.

And yet, the day Angelica announced she would be leaving, Three waited until the noise in the room picked up again before turning to me and saying, casual as ever, “You know I’ll destroy you before I let you win that spot, right?”

And just like that, every happy, flirty thought I’d ever had about him got flushed. We were at war.



There’s a guy coming out of my dorm room when I arrive late that night. It’s after midnight, the hall quiet and the lounge mostly empty except for one person studying.

“Um, hi?” I say when the guy nearly knocks into me.

“ ’Sup,” he says, but it’s not a question, because he’s already walking away.

I catch the door before it swings shut and poke my head into the room, the rest of my body following, relieved, when I see my roommate, Ellie, sitting at her desk. She’s wearing sweats that are baggy on her thin frame, her brown hair pulled up in a messy bun—her go-to when she hasn’t washed it in a while. She has the overhead fluorescents turned off, the room lit by her color-changing lamp, which is currently blue. It makes her look extra pale.

Not that I have room to talk. The sight of my reflection in our vanity is staggering—shoulder-length brown hair in tangles from the windy walk home, dark eyes bloodshot from staring at my computer in the newsroom all afternoon, and skin sheet-white now that we’ve left summer far behind.

Even though we’ve been here for weeks, Ellie’s side of the room is still pretty bare-bones. Other than the single poster for some obscure film I’ve never heard of, there is very little to be learned about Ellie from her decor.

Which I think is partly to blame for why she still feels a bit like a stranger, even though I know she brushes her teeth three times a day and listens to Rumours by Fleetwood Mac on repeat whenever she’s in a bad mood. But anything more than what you learn simply from sleeping four feet away from someone for a few weeks? Maybe just one: Ellie is a vault.

“Hey.” I shut the door behind me, jerking my thumb over my shoulder. “Who was that?”

She glances up from her computer for only a second. “We have a class together.”

I want to ask more, but I can tell from her tone that I’ve been dismissed. Not meanly, but that she simply won’t be saying anything else.

When I first got to school, I was excited for a roommate. I thought we’d hang out in the lounge, share meals in the dining hall, walk to class together sometimes. When I arrived and saw the little astronauts our RA had posted on our door—Elizabeth and Éowyn written on them—I seriously got butterflies.

Ellie and I had texted a few times, and of course I looked her up as soon as I got my room assignment. But she isn’t very active on social media, and her texts were pretty basic as we decided what we’d each bring for the room.

Even as my parents helped me unpack, Ellie was nice but distant. The second they left, she took one look at the handmade Middle-earth blanket Mom had insisted I bring with me and said, “I was wondering about the name, but now…”

“My parents are big fans,” I replied, pulling the blanket from my bed. I started folding it up, making it as small as possible so I could shove it into the top of my closet. “I go by Wyn.”

My parents’ love for The Lord of the Rings is boundless beyond sensibility. They didn’t notice when I started moving the memorabilia from my room to other parts of the house, or that I stopped dressing up as characters for Halloween sometime around the age of thirteen. If you asked my parents if I was teased much for my name or their obsession, they’d probably say no.

They have no idea.

“Got it,” Ellie said. “We’ll have to let the RA know for when she makes her new little name tags.” The eye roll was implied.

I liked the name tags on our door. I still do, actually: now we have Ellie and Wyn on hot-air balloons.

It became clear over the next couple of weeks that Ellie and I get along but have little in common. We don’t hang out unless we both happen to be in our room at the same time. We don’t share meals or walk to class together, though not for my lack of trying at first. But I got shot down too many times for my pride to handle. Ellie was always too busy for me, because as it turns out, she already has friends here. And if I didn’t spot them in the dining hall or out on campus, I’d know anyway, because there is a constant revolving door of people in and out of our room.

Like tonight.

“Hey, is that Wyn?” A voice echoes through the shared bathroom that links our room and the one next door.

I shouldn’t be surprised they heard me come home. The walls in this place are paper-thin. The other day I sneezed, and someone in the next room said, “Bless you.”

A moment later, Dara pokes her head in. She’s dressed for bed in a pumpkin-print pajama set and silk bonnet, dark skin shining with cocoa butter.

Of my three suitemates, Dara is the easiest to talk to. But like Ellie, she already has friends at school—Kayla and Yasmin, who drop by Dara’s room all the time. Kayla is Dara’s friend from back home, and Yasmin is a girl who lives on Kayla’s floor. The three of them quickly became a unit, to the point where you’d never guess Yasmin hasn’t known Dara and Kayla forever. It’s what I wished for myself, coming to school. To find my people. And not the same people I’ve always known—the ones I’ve spotted on campus that crossed the stage with me back in Troy, who are familiar-faced strangers at best. I want friends. Kindred spirits. Something I’ve never had before.

Sure, I had friends in high school—people to hang out with on the weekends, or sit with at lunch, or talk to between classes. But I always felt like a hanger-on, and I learned later, that’s basically what I was. Friendships forged in elementary school over crayons and lunch boxes and which cartoon fairy was our favorite soured as we got to middle school and rotted entirely when we reached high school. In the end, there was nothing left between us but thin, worn strings of obligation. Apparently playing investigator with me had been fun when we were kids—figuring out which teachers were secretly dating, or helping get the word out about a lost dog—but when I wrote in our school paper about football players stealing concessions money after games or a tradition of test-sharing among certain honors students, it was “embarrassing” and “over-the-top.” I found myself being invited out less and less as the years wore on, until graduation rolled around and no one was calling at all.

“Can Madison borrow your cape?” Dara asks now, hanging on the doorframe.

From their room, Madison calls, “I don’t need it, Wyn! It’s really okay!”

“Yeah, no problem. What for?” I go to my closet, pushing aside my clothes to pull out the cape my parents slipped into my luggage. It’s part of a replica of Éowyn’s funeral gown, a graduation gift from my parents.

Madison appears in the doorway on the other side of the bathroom. From my closet, I have a view straight across to their room—or more specifically, Madison’s closet, which is all pastels. I once overheard Ellie telling one of her friends that Madison is a priss, which is rude but also kind of accurate.

Madison tugs at her long ponytail, which is shampoo-commercial shiny. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t think—”

“At least try it.” Dara takes the cape from me and crosses the bathroom to Madison. She glances back at me and shrugs. “It’s for this new routine she’s doing for glee club.”

I follow them into their room, which is miles cozier than mine and Ellie’s. It helps that they have a very similar style. Everything is feminine and floral, with flower-print sheets and a cohesive color palette. They planned it before they came to school—something I wish Ellie and I had done, even though Ellie clearly has no interest in decorating, and I could never afford to make my side of the room look like a Pottery Barn catalog. My decor options were whatever was cheapest at Target, and even that in limited quantity.

Which is fine. I don’t need a flower-shaped desk lamp like Madison, or Dara’s watercolor tapestry. Or their fluffy, flower-print area rug. Or the little butterfly lights hanging over their window. Or…

I should stop. Jealousy is like a pulled thread—it’ll unravel me quickly.

Next to her bed, Madison holds my cape like it might bite her. When she sees I’ve followed, she flushes and quickly pulls it on.

I see the problem right away, and judging from her face, Madison knew it first. We might be close in height, but where I’m firmly plus-size, Madison is the only person I’ve ever met in real life who wears an extra-extra-small.

My cape dwarfs her.

“Sorry,” she says, taking it off again.

“For what?” I ask.

Madison sucks in a breath, stops, then looks to Dara for help.

Dara shrugs, holding out a hand for the cape. “Sorry for… wasting your time?” She glances at Madison, who frowns.

“Sorry for… being thin?” I ask, forcing out a small laugh to show I’m joking.

Madison’s light skin colors red. She splutters, but nothing coherent comes out.

“I’m kidding.” I take the cape from Dara. Madison won’t even come near me.

Sometimes I wonder if she thinks fat is catching. It’s something I’ve dealt with many times. I had plenty of friends in high school who were uncomfortable at the mention of my weight. They were happy to lament their own—I look so bloated and I had to wear my fat pants today and I’m not eating fast food until after prom—but never wanted to admit, to me or to themselves, that the truth of those statements was that a body like mine was their nightmare. That I never lamented with them must have felt like a blessing, so they didn’t have to acknowledge the way I looked at all. But for me, it wasn’t about making them comfortable. It was because I’ve always taken my relationship with my body seriously, and wishing it were different—or worse, insulting it outright—felt like a betrayal.

I can be uncomfortable sometimes, and I can dislike how I look occasionally, but I can’t go through life hating my body. It’s the only one I get. I’d rather work to love the way it looks than work to change the way it looks, which is often fruitless effort anyway.

And I know that bothers people sometimes, that I refuse to treat my body like a worst-case scenario. That I deign to care for it, and love it, even if I’m not always the most confident in it. Even if I have to sometimes be realistic about how others see me because of it.

“Well, good luck. I’m going to bed.” I head back to my room, shutting the bathroom door behind me. Ellie is at our vanity sink now, brushing her teeth.

She glances over at me as I shove the cape back in my closet. Spitting into the sink, she says, “Did she drown in it?”

“Yep,” I answer, heading for my dresser. I pull out my pajamas and start to change.

Ellie snorts. “Of course.”

I’ll give Ellie one thing—at least she doesn’t shy away from the truth of a situation.






TWO [image: ]


I knew Three for weeks before I got my spot at the Torch—or at least, I knew of him. It was hard not to notice him in my twice-a-week statistics class, where I split my time struggling to pay attention, struggling to understand the lecture, and struggling to ignore what felt like, based on the noise level, half the Tau Delta Pi pledge class.

Three is one of them, which is one more mark against him in my book. When I came to college, there was a single rule that reigned above all others: stay away from frat boys. It’s one of the only rules Mom gave me as my parents prepared to send me off, but one I already knew on my own.

I thought it’d be my easiest rule to follow—until I got stuck at the grunt desk with the king of the pledges.

It’s unnerving, I think as we leave the classroom and Three falls into the center of his group, how charming he can be. Even now he jokes with the other Tau Delt pledges, shoving each other and laughing. Yet under that smile, I know he’s twisted and sadistic. Like one of those serial killers whose friends and coworkers all say, “We never could have guessed. He was so nice.”

Three glances back, his smile dipping into a smirk like he can read my exact thoughts.

I stop, and someone bumps into me from behind, nearly knocking me to my knees. My bag slips from my shoulder, falling into the crook of my elbow.

“Whoa! Sorry!” A hand catches my arm, steadying me. “You stopped really fast.”

“No, I’m sorry,” I say quickly, shouldering my bag again. “I don’t know what I…” I trail off when I see who bumped me. “Hey—you’re Lincoln, right?”

He adjusts his backpack, peering down at me. “And you’re… on Chloe’s floor.” He chuckles, looking sheepish. “Sorry, I don’t remember your name. I’m still trying to learn everyone on my own floor.”

I smile. “I’m Wyn.”

“Wyn,” he repeats, nodding. “Wyn. Wyn. Wyn. Got it.”

We briefly met the other RAs in our building during move-in day. It was mostly in passing, but Lincoln is hard to forget. He’s the type of tall and broad that’s difficult to miss in a crowd—not like an athlete, but like he belongs on a farm. He’s wearing a T-shirt even though it’s chilly out, and his arms are still summer-tanned and thick with muscle. His brown hair is a little long, but not purposely so—more like he keeps forgetting to get it trimmed.

“You on your way to class?” Lincoln asks.

“I have work. Then newspaper. And then class, late. Thursdays are the worst.”

“Newspaper? You work for the Torch?”

“Yeah, I work my ass off,” I joke. “But only as a grunt. I don’t get to do any real reporting yet.”

“That’s impressive, though. I don’t know how it is now, with the Two Minute News takeover, but it used to seem really hard to get a spot there.”

I give a flippant hand wave. “Two Minute News isn’t exactly drawing in the serious reporters. The Torch is cutthroat. I think I’m the only one in the newsroom who wasn’t editor-in-chief in high school.”

It’s a very sore subject, and an old one. When I lost editor-in-chief last year, it was to a friend—or someone I’d thought was one. I didn’t even know she was running until the ballots came out with two names—Wyn and Clara. I was outvoted almost unanimously. Apparently the rest of the newspaper staff found me too intense. I was pushing for stories and design that might win us a Pacemaker Award. Everyone else was just happy to have the newspaper on their college applications.

The election was one of many moments throughout my senior year that stuck like tiny barbs. At the time, it was one bad thing—albeit a big bad thing that I cried over for a whole weekend. Yet by the end of the year, I found I’d been pricked all over by a thousand things just like it.

“Hey, don’t let imposter syndrome sneak in.” Lincoln has a kind, comforting smile; I can tell why they made him an RA. “It’s like the first freshman-year souvenir you get, and it’s brutal. Trust me, as someone who already did it and dealt with it.”

His words manage to put my brain back on track, which is a relief. Dwelling on old hurts helps no one. Besides, I plan to become editor-in-chief of the Torch one day. If I land the Campus Life spot, I could be well on my way there. That would certainly numb the sting from high school.

And even though my goals have nothing to do with Three, I don’t hate the idea of one day being able to hold that over him.



When I get to the newsroom that evening after work, there are only a few people inside. One of them is Three, hunched over at the grunt desk.

“Has anyone ever told you that you have the posture of a cooked shrimp?” I ask, dropping my bag on the floor.

Three straightens, then cracks his neck. He rolls his head in my direction. “It’s really nice of you to worry about my spine health.”

I grimace, making a small, grossed-out noise.

Three grins, pushing his glasses up onto his forehead as he looks me over. “You seem tired. You sure you don’t want to just head home for the night?”

“And give up all our quality time together? Why would I ever want to do that?”

I pull out my chair to sit but stop when our editor-in-chief says, “Wyn, do you have a sec?”

When I first looked up the Torch, it didn’t take me long to find my dream mentor. The best articles all had the same byline: written by Sabina Noor.

Reading her articles reminded me of those first fluttery feelings I had watching All the President’s Men and His Girl Friday as a kid, and then later, when I grew up a little, reading about Florence Graves and the NSA surveillance whistleblower and everything about Vietnam. Sabina wasn’t uncovering national scandals or solving murders, but her reporting felt like that to me. It reminded me of what made me want to become a reporter in the first place.

I wasn’t surprised when I came to apply and found out Sabina had been made editor-in-chief. Christopher ran against her, but I heard he lost the votes when he got scooped by Two Minute News on a story about two girls who overdosed on fentanyl-laced fake Adderall last winter. One of the girls died and the other dropped out, and without in-depth coverage of the rise of laced study drugs on campus, both were painted as irresponsible party girls and everyone else moved on. No one even found out who they got the counterfeit pills from. I once overheard Angelica say that Christopher is carrying enough bitterness over the whole thing to fill a shipping container.

As for Sabina, being editor-in-chief means she doesn’t really have time to spare for grunts like me, so I absorb any of her attention like a sponge that’s been left in the desert.

“Hi,” I say, rushing to her desk. “What’s up? What do you need?”

Sabina beckons Three, who’s slower to join us.

Sabina is effortlessly cool, with her dark hair cropped short, gold septum piercing, and the kind of artsy-grunge style that goes well with her collection of flannel. Beside her, Three, in his button-down and pullover sweater, looks extra dorky.

“I know you’re both hoping for the Campus Life spot once Angelica leaves,” Sabina says, leaning back in her chair. “I’m just gonna be real with you. We can’t place you both. That means one of you will be working under the other, and I want some assurance you’ll be able to deal with that.”

“It won’t be a problem. I’m with the paper for the long haul, no matter what.” I glance at Three, already assembling a mental list of how I’ll make his life hell when I get the Campus Life spot and he has to do my dirty work.

Three clocks the look, and his eyes crinkle at the corners like he’s having a similar thought. “I’m serious about the Torch too,” he says to Sabina. “I started at the bottom at my last paper. I was editor-in-chief when I graduated. I had to work under my friends, and then they had to work under me. I know how to handle both. I can be professional.”

Of course he found a way to mention how he was editor-in-chief.

Sabina glances between us, assessing. “Then I guess it’s the right time to have you both start submitting some stories for us. I know you’ve been eager, since you need samples for your application to the journalism program. I’ll need to see what you can do too, if one of you is going to move up.”

“I’ve already been working on something,” I say quickly, because I want Sabina to know I’ve been proactive. “About the roach situation at Landing.”

“I talked to Mel last week,” Three says. “I have a Greek Row story I want to work on.”

I scoff. “Of course you do.” And of course he was enough of a suck-up to go to Mel, the Campus Life assistant editor who’ll be taking over Angelica’s spot next semester—moving up to a paid position, which is a real rarity around here.

Three shoots me a look of disdain. “A lot of attitude from a girl whose big story is about roaches.”

“Well, I sit next to one every day, so I’m super well-versed.”

Sabina rubs her forehead. “Okay, that’s enough. Do the stories—both of you. If it’s good, we’ll run it. You can send your progress to Mel. Angelica has enough on her plate right now. And listen, I’m not your adviser or your RA or your big sister, but there’ve been a lot of people who’ve let their journalism app fall by the wayside because they thought it’d be easy. That’s not a group you want to be a part of. Remember, if you flub it, you have to wait a whole semester to reapply. Getting stories done for your portfolio will be hard enough. But you’ll also have your essay, and you’ll need at least one faculty recommendation letter. And we expect you to still be on top of your regular grunt duties. It may not feel like it, but the grunts are the backbone of this paper. We’re relying on you to do your job and do it well. Okay?”

We nod.

“If you need anything, let me know,” Sabina says, dropping her gaze back to her computer. “But try not to need anything.”

On our way back to the grunt desk, I murmur to Three, “Have fun getting your recommendation. If you can get someone to stand in a room with you long enough to ask for one.”

Three shoots me a bland smile. “Am I supposed to be worried?”

“True. I’m sure you’ve got a fat trust fund somewhere, and there’s nothing like a good, old-fashioned bribe for a backup plan.” I give him a sparkling grin. “Do me a favor and make sure you get caught, okay? I’d love to write that article.”

“You wouldn’t do it justice,” Three says sharply. The insult lands, but I hardly feel the sting. I’m used to Three brushing me off as a joke. That I’ve gotten under his skin enough that he’s biting back feels like a win.

“Writing about your downfall would be the highlight of my journalism career,” I reply, dropping into my chair.

Three follows more slowly, and by the time he’s seated beside me, his expression has cooled. “I’m glad to know you’re so preoccupied by me, Evans. You must love getting to sit next to me like this. Is that why you haven’t quit yet?”

My victory sours in my stomach, like taking a bite of something sweet only to realize it’s rotten inside.

“Your presence is actually meaningless to me.” I pluck up my headphones and pop them into my ears, blocking out whatever he says next.

It no longer feels like I’ve won anything, but at least I know I didn’t lose. Still, I’m uncomfortable realizing that Three has a point—I am preoccupied by him.

With the Campus Life spot and potentially my entire journalism school application on the line, my attention is needed elsewhere.



I’m not surprised to find Ellie gone when I get back to my dorm. She spends a lot of time out of our room, and she doesn’t have class tomorrow. She’ll probably coast in sometime in the middle of the night, and even though she always returns smelling like beer and pot, I’ve yet to see her suffer a hangover or so much as stumble getting into bed.

The door has barely swung shut behind me when someone gives a series of quick, quiet taps on the bathroom door. Ellie is religious about keeping it locked, even though it’s just Dara and Madison on the other side. I think it’s some kind of sibling habit I don’t understand. Apparently Ellie has three younger sisters who are always getting into her stuff.

I flip the lock and swing open the bathroom door. Dara waits on the other side.

“Hey,” she whispers. “Can I hang out in here? Madison went to bed early.”

A pathetic little part of me perks up. She wants to hang out with me!

And if it’s because Madison went to bed early and her last resort is the lounge, I’ll still take it.

“Yeah, of course,” I say, pulling the door wide. “Sorry. I’d say you could always hang out in here, but Ellie’s really weird about people touching her stuff.”

Dara shoots me a smile, shutting the bathroom door behind her. “Ellie’s, like, really weird in general.”

I exhale. “Yeah. I’m glad I’m not the only one who noticed.” I tug my hoodie over my head and toss it onto my bed, climbing up after it.

She moves to my desk, which is flush with the end of my bed, and perches sideways in my chair. “God love her, but so is Madison. She went to bed at, like, nine. And she’s such a light sleeper. I’ve been hiding out in the bathroom waiting for you to get home.” She smacks her forehead. “Which sounds really sad. But I’ve been talking to this guy I met on Buckonnect, and things are getting kind of”—she wiggles her shoulders, grinning—“and I felt a little weird with the pastor’s daughter sleeping four feet away.”

I try not to look uncomfortable. It’s not that I’m morally opposed to consensual sexting, but the topic of sex always makes me freeze up. All people my age seem to care about is sex—who’s having it and who isn’t, who has and who hasn’t, and, if nothing else, how far you’ve gone. My inexperience is a stamp of embarrassment. I have nothing to contribute to the conversation but one drunken makeout after prom where a guy I didn’t even like groped my boob over my dress, and one innocent kiss at a party years ago with someone I could have liked, if he ever looked my way again, which he didn’t.

It’s not that I don’t want kissing and sex and all the stuff that comes with it—dates and holding hands in public and having someone I’m dying to see at the end of each day. I’m a romance reader. Obviously I want romance.

But it’s scary to put yourself out there. Especially when you’re fat. Especially when you’re fat and inexperienced and it feels like everyone else is on the fast track. Talking about it makes everyone wonder why I haven’t done anything yet—or worse, not wonder—and I don’t like giving people more brain fuel for the “fat people are undesirable and sexless” stereotype.

So I focus on what I can handle in this conversation. “What’s Buckonnect?”

“Where have you been? Buckonnect!” Dara taps at her phone, then flips it around to show me. I crawl to the end of my bed and lie on my stomach, peering across my desk at her screen. It looks like a regular chat app, except there are no profile pictures. Dara pulls her phone back once I’ve gotten a good look. “It’s a dating app this junior made as part of a project. He got some volunteers to beta test it, and it blew up. Everyone’s using it. I started this week, because I think Kayla and Yasmin—you know Kay and Yas, right? They’re in my room all the time. I think they might be, like, getting together, you know? I don’t want to be the third wheel, so I downloaded Buckonnect. It gives you a random username based on a campus building, so it’s super-super anonymous, and you match based on your sexual preference. Other than your username, it only displays your preferred pronouns. Then you choose how much to share, and when. Like I exchanged numbers with this guy I’m talking to, but I haven’t shown him my face yet.”

“Huh. That’s interesting, I guess. I’m surprised I haven’t heard of it.” And if I haven’t, that means no one has done a story on it yet—not even Two Minute News. Light bulbs ding to life in my brain. “Hey, could you tell me more about it? I might write something for the newspaper.”

I catch myself only once the words have left my mouth. Here I go again, turning every conversation into a potential story—the thing that ran off the few friends I had in the first place.

But I’m relieved when Dara’s face brightens. “Would I be a source? Like, quoted?”

“Yeah, if you want to be,” I reply, reaching over the side of my bed to grab my bag. I drag my laptop out and turn it on, sitting back against the wall. “This could be a really good story. I can’t believe no one else has done it yet.”

It sounds even better than my roach story, which I already knew was a risk. The issues in the older dorms are pretty widely known. It’s not like anyone would be surprised to hear about roaches in Landing.

I’ve never imagined myself writing for the technology section at the New York Times or anything, but breaking the story on an app just as it begins to sweep campus would definitely get Sabina’s attention.

“It’s still pretty new,” Dara says, “but I bet more than half the school is using it by the end of Saturday’s game.”

She’s right—information spreads fast at football games. And by Sunday night, Dara confirms the Buckonnect usership has doubled, exactly as we expected.



When I get to the Torch office on Monday, I have an outline and a rough draft of my Buckonnect story ready. Dara’s excitement over it has me optimistic, and that feeling intensifies when I spot the empty grunt desk. If Three isn’t here, I’m definitely having a lucky day.

I drop my stuff at my seat and head straight for Mel’s desk, where they’re leaned over with their cheek resting on their fist, scrolling on their computer.

“Hey, do you have a minute?” I ask. “Because I have a really good idea for a Campus Life story I want to run by you.”

Mel glances up, stretching as they recline a little in their chair. “The roach story?”

Their tone makes me glad I found a backup. Clearly Mel isn’t interested in the roaches at Landing. It makes me wonder why Sabina didn’t warn me off it. She had to have known it wasn’t interesting if even the Campus Life assistant editor sounds ready to give it the ax. But maybe that was Sabina letting me learn the hard way.

God, I am ready to start learning things the easy way.

“No, way better than that.” At least this way, Mel will know I can recognize what’s newsworthy and what isn’t. “Have you heard of Buckonnect?”

Mel’s brow puckers. “Just as of yesterday.”

“Right?” I can’t keep my excitement from my voice. Getting my story into this week’s edition is perfect timing if more people are hearing about Buckonnect after this weekend. “Its usership blew up after the football game—”

“I know,” Mel says.

My smile freezes on my face, and I’m expecting a phrase uttered far too often in the Torch office: “You got scooped.” Of course Two Minute News wouldn’t have missed something like this. While I was toiling away at an outline to get all the facts, they were throwing together their typical slapdash update. I shouldn’t even be surprised—

But then Mel says, “Three wrote a whole story on it over the weekend.”

No. It’s somehow worse than Two Minute News.

“He… what?”

“He sent me the outline Saturday night. Or technically early Sunday morning.” Mel chuckles, shaking their head. “I don’t think he sleeps. He had the whole thing finished and in my inbox yesterday afternoon.”

I clench my teeth so I don’t grimace. Everything in my stomach has turned to acid. I hate that I’m envious of the respect in Mel’s voice. I hate that Three has somehow earned it. I hate that I don’t know how to exit this conversation without giving myself away—that I had the exact same idea, that he beat me to it, that my only remaining pitch is about bugs.

I hate that I’m about to try anyway.

“You know what? Um, I think—maybe I should give this one a little more time.” I plaster on a smile and pray it looks sincere. “Especially if Three just covered the basics. I’m sure we don’t want to run two Buckonnect stories at the same time.”

Mel blinks at me. “Maybe we could. We can always expand on his story if you’ve got something good.”

Damn.

“I think it needs more work,” I say quickly, backing away a step. “I can dig deeper.”

Mel nods slowly. “Okay. Do you have something else for me?”

I swallow against my tightening throat. “Maybe!” My voice comes out a squeak. “I’ll—I’ll outline some stuff. Get a few ideas together.”

“I can’t ask them to save the space for you. I’d need to know soon.”

“Yeah, for sure! I’ll let you know.” I give them a thumbs-up that I immediately regret. It does nothing to clear the uncertain look on Mel’s face, and I imagine it only makes my forced smile seem even faker.

My only consolation as I head back to my seat is that the grunt desk is still empty and remains that way the rest of the afternoon. If Three found out he landed this story before me, I don’t think I’d survive the shame.






THREE [image: ]


“Why are you so down today?” my coworker Jennie asks, peeking at me over the library help desk. Of all the tasks I’ve done at the library since I got this job when school started, manning the help desk is the most low-maintenance and, thus, the best one. Unfortunately, it’s usually covered by Susan, a full-time employee who’s worked on campus for over twenty years, or occasionally Jennie, who, as a senior, has pull over most of the other student staff.

Right now I’m at the help desk only because Susan is on her break, and, as my boss, Scott, pointed out, “There won’t be much for you to handle here.”

Scott is not my biggest fan. Or anyone’s fan, really. He’s a pinched, perpetually red-faced man who seems to find joy in making our lives miserable, particularly mine. Every tiny mistake I’ve made since I started, from leaving a book cart in a walkway to forgetting to lock the bathrooms at closing has led to a firm and usually public reprimand from Scott. He loves to make even the most minor infractions into an example.

But he wasn’t wrong about the help desk not being busy. With midterms over, the library is a ghost town. Everyone is out celebrating.

I should be celebrating something too, but after trashing my Buckonnect story today, I’m basically a husk of self-loathing and misery. I wish I were the type of person whose failures fuel them to do better, but my flops just take the wind out of my sails. I am a champion moper.

“The asshole I share the grunt desk with stole my story.” I groan, dropping my head into my hands. “Of course. I should’ve emailed someone about it over the weekend, but it doesn’t even matter. He had the whole thing ready to print. I heard someone say it barely needed editing.”

Jennie makes a sympathetic noise. “I won’t pretend to know what a grunt desk is, but I’m sorry—that sounds like it sucks.”

I slump farther into my seat. “It does suck. I thought I was about to have my first feature. My first anything in the Torch.”

“Well, maybe next time. How’d he steal it from you, anyway?”

I swallow. Okay, so technically he didn’t steal it. No one even knew I was working on it. It’s not like Three hacked my computer or something.

“It’s not important,” I say, waving her off. “What’s done is done. I also bombed my stats midterm, which is what I should really be worried about.”

“Ouch. Yeah, stats is tough. I took that when I was a freshman.”

Jennie is in an intense engineering program, so I doubt statistics was as much a challenge for her as it is me.

“Hey, girls,” Susan says when she returns. “Thanks for covering the desk, Wyn. Any problems?”

“Nope.” I rise from her chair. “This place is deserted.”

“Not entirely,” Susan says uneasily. “Scott asked me to tell you the porn guy is on the fourth floor again.”

I stare at her. “What does Scott want me to do about it?”

Susan gives me a tight smile. I turn a pleading look on Jennie, but she’s gone—poof—like a magic trick.

“Why can’t Scott go up there?” I complain. “He’s a grown man.”

Susan holds up her hands. “Sorry. I’m just the messenger.”

I sigh, pulling open a few drawers until I find a ruler. Susan watches me with a confused frown, but I don’t feel like explaining myself.

In the elevator, I fume. Scott should do this himself, or send one of the other staff, since I’ve already kicked this guy out once before.

I wonder if this is the library’s version of hazing.

The elevator doors slide open on the silent fourth floor. Every table I pass is empty but for the man at the very last one, and I desperately hope the deserted floor doesn’t mean he’s doing something even worse than just watching porn up here. If I see a penis right now, I might actually quit my job.

The only bright side—if you can call it that—is that the porn perv watches his videos on mute. It’s how he keeps getting away with it. If he caused a noise disturbance, Scott might deign to ban him.

“Hey.” I don’t bother to lower my voice. I smack the ruler on the edge of the table, and the sound echoes. “I’ve told you before. You can’t do this here.”

The guy lifts his eyes from his screen. They’re glazed as he stares at me.

It is extremely unnerving.

I tap the ruler lightly on his laptop. “Get out. Next time, I’m calling the police for… indecent… stuff.”

The man smiles without showing his teeth. He kind of looks like he could play a cannibal killer on TV.

I will myself not to back up a step.

“I’m dead serious,” I whisper, putting some bite in my voice. “If I find out you’re up here doing this one more time, I’ll wallpaper this place with your picture and make sure you never step foot in here again. Get out.” I point the ruler at him, then the elevator.

The man shuts his laptop slowly, his gaze locked on mine. I feel a burst of nerves, like I want to run. When he gets up, I keep my eyes on him, turning as he rounds the table and heads for the elevator. I never put my back to him.

As soon as the elevator doors slide shut on him, I sag back against the wall. I don’t understand how this keeps happening, or how the library Wi-Fi doesn’t have porn blocked. Maybe he has porn saved to his computer, but…

I pull out my phone and open a new window, trying a couple of porn sites I know off the top of my head. Both go through without issue.

I close them out and slide my phone back into my pocket, an idea taking root.



It was surprisingly easy to get Mel on board with my story on public porn viewing. My outline covered all the basics about the campus Wi-Fi’s access points, and some horror stories on the subject from larger publications across the country.

It was a lot of ground to cover—the age of the smartphone making porn accessible anywhere; the fear of retaliation or ridicule, particularly among women, when confronting a person watching porn in public; and quotes pulled from a story I found in the Torch’s online archive about a student who was interviewed about a guy watching porn in one of her classes. Finished, the story painted a picture of a growing issue with publicly viewed porn on campus. It highlighted the danger it puts people in when the goal of watching porn in public is sometimes to be seen doing it, and what could happen if that were to escalate to something much more… hands-on—and what that would mean for everyone’s safety and comfort on campus.

I could feel Mel’s enthusiasm as they read over my draft, and when we brought the story to Sabina, she was immediately on board.

It felt like a huge win. When I was a kid, I wanted to be Nancy Drew or Harriet the Spy, uncovering the truth and catching the bad guys. As I got older, I realized that meant being Lucy Morgan, the first woman to win the Pulitzer Prize for Investigative Reporting, or a member of the Boston Globe’s Spotlight team, because nothing holds the bad guys accountable better than public outcry. And now, finally, people would be reading my words in the Torch—my first serious story as a hopeful for the journalism program.

But as it turns out, the “reading it” part of my story is what evades most people. I learn this when the new edition of the Torch goes out, and the headline I submitted—“Banning Public Porn Access: Is It the Key to a Safer Campus?”—goes in with a word missing: “Banning Porn Access: Is It the Key to a Safer Campus?”

We don’t realize until it’s already been printed in the physical paper and posted on our website. I thought fixing the digital version would take care of it. Most people don’t read the physical copy of the Torch anyway.

Then two days later, I get back to my dorm after work and Ellie says, “Why are people texting me asking what my puritan roommate has against porn?” The door has barely shut behind me. She eyes me from her desk, brow furrowing. “I didn’t even know you were religious.”

“I’m not,” I snap.

“Well, people are saying you’re trying to get porn banned on campus. It’s, like, all anyone’s talking about.”

My stomach bottoms out. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

Ellie’s eyes widen slightly. “You didn’t know?”

“He-eey,” Dara says, poking her head in from the bathroom, her smile almost a grimace. “How’s it going?”

“Wyn, I should thank you,” Madison says from behind her. “My parents are thrilled I have a suitemate whose morals are aligned with mine.”

“My morals are not—I’m not trying to—Wait, your parents?” I set my bag on my desk and drop into my chair, stunned. “What is happening right now? No one even reads the Torch.” It’s normally painful to admit, but right now I’m numb to everything but pure panic.

“Some frat is, like, protesting,” Dara says. “Tau Delt, I think?”

My breathing quickens. “What?”

“They posted an opinion piece on their website about how banning porn on campus is a personal rights infringement.”

“And then Two Minute News covered the whole thing,” Ellie says, pulling up the video on her phone. She lets the first few seconds play as the person on camera says, rapid-fire, “A freshman reporter at the Torch is proposing a campus porn ban that has at least one fraternity wading into the debate—”

“I’m not trying to ban porn on campus. I’m not even trying to get it banned! All I did was write a piece about how it’s dangerous to have porn available on public access points, because it gives people the opportunity to watch in public places and be seen doing it.” I look between my roommates, who all stare back blankly. “None of you even read it?”

“Well, okay, I was going to,” Dara says quickly.

“I wasn’t,” says Ellie.

“My parents have restrictions on my internet browsing, so I can’t technically,” Madison says. “Since it has ‘porn’ in the title.” She whispers the word “porn,” like her parents might be listening even now. “But I told them all about it, and they’re really happy.”

“You told them all about an article you haven’t read?”

Madison flushes. “Well, just what I’ve heard from other people.”

I rub my forehead. “You do realize this is how misinformation spreads, right? I’m not trying to ban porn on campus. Just in public. I’m not even trying—I’m repeating myself. I’m literally talking in circles. Okay. I’m out.”

“Hey, Wyn, don’t—” Dara’s protest is cut off as the door slams shut between us.

The lounge that the dorm rooms circle is full of people, and heads swivel in my direction. I can tell a few of them know who I am, and I’m sure as soon as I turn my back, the whispers will start.

“I’m not trying to get porn banned on campus,” I say loudly. “Please read the whole article. God.”

I turn and storm into the stairwell, thundering down until I reach the ground floor and burst out into the chilly autumn night. I wander for a while until my feet take me past the gym, where people stream steadily in and out.

Then the door to the aquatic center swings open, and Three strolls out. Like the universe plucked him up and dropped him right here for me and my rage.

He has a gym bag slung over one shoulder and his hair is wet, and he doesn’t notice me coming at a velocity last seen in a middle school math textbook.

Not until I move into his path and put us on a collision course.

“Jeez, Evans, come on,” he says, catching my shoulders before we can crash into each other and create the next Big Bang, flinging fury into the universe to form a brand-new hellscape.

“It was you, wasn’t it?” I advance a step, and he drops his hands and backs up until he hits the ramp railing behind him. “You changed my headline.”

I don’t miss the way the corners of his mouth twitch, even as his gaze remains serious. “I didn’t do anything. Why would I mess with your headline?” His teeth come down on his lower lip, as though he can bite away the smile that’s fighting to break free.

“To. Mess. With. Me.” I punctuate each word with a poke to his chest.

Three catches my hand. “Okay, you’re obviously having a night.” He tucks my finger back into my fist. “I didn’t mess with your headline, or with you.”

But he’s too smug for that to be entirely true. He’s clearly riding the high of a win right now.

“Let go.” I tug my hand out of his.

Three smiles. “You touched first.”

“And you moved first.” I point at him again but keep a few inches between us. “Remember that. You started it.”

His smile widens. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Yeah, sure. Okay. Play dumb all you want. You think I’m going to fall for that when your stupid-ass fraternity is the one posting about my article?”

“Ah,” he says, as though everything has just dawned on him. “Right. The porn ban thing. You know, I’m only a pledge, so I don’t know if they’re really my stupid-ass fraternity. But hey, I’m sorry they’ve got you so rattled.”

Rattled. My heart gives a warning leap, like I’ve walked straight into a trap.

No wonder he seems so pleased right now. I’m giving him exactly what he wants.

I grind my teeth together, struggling to regain my composure. “You know what? I’m done talking to you. I’ve said what I wanted to say.” I turn to walk away.

“And what did you say exactly?”

My tiny bubble of self-control bursts, and I snap over my shoulder, “It’s fucking on, Wellborn. That’s what I said.”

“Wow, okay,” he calls after me, laughing. “I’ll keep that in mind!”

It’s how flippant he sounds that really fires me up. All this time, I’ve thought I simply needed to prove myself the superior journalist. But it’s clear Three’s method for winning isn’t just about out-reporting me—he’s getting in my head and under my skin. And if I don’t start playing his game, I may as well forfeit. I’m not about to win the Campus Life spot on the high road.

On the walk back to my dorm, I make a hundred different plans to ruin him, fueled by rage and that stupid, self-satisfied smile of his.

Until I arrive at my building and realize I left my room with nothing—no phone, key card, or even my ID. I stand at the front of the building, tipping my head back with a frustrated groan.

“Uh… you okay?”

My head snaps up. Lincoln has stopped beside me, still leaning in the direction of the door, like he was on his way around me.

“Oh, thank god.” I sigh in relief. “I forgot my key card. And my phone. And literally anything else I should have grabbed on my way out.”

Lincoln smiles, nodding toward the door. He unlocks it and holds it open for me.
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