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“You’re afraid, like I make my deals with the devil...”

Tasha doesn’t exactly hate her roommate; it’s not his fault his girlfriend dumps him and left his name on their lease before she took off. Tasha just hates the fact that he’s a scholarship hockey player—entitled, good-looking, and movie-maker kind of mysterious.

When they wind up in a dance class together that she takes thinking it will be an easy A, until she realizes she has to create a dance routine to present to the incredibly strict and hard-marking professor. With a partner.

Tasha doesn’t expect Linc to be good at anything off the ice, but he knows how to heat things up on the dance floor...

The more she gets to know Linc, the more she sees he’s not as typical as she assumed. Instead, he may be just the right person to show her how to stop taking life so seriously.
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As I walked out of Stevenson Hall, snow fell lightly. It felt like for the first time since September, I could breathe again. I was finally halfway done with my last year as a Biology major at Illinois State University. 

I wasn’t ashamed to admit I was getting senioritis even this early in the year. I felt like I had already garnered everything I could learn about being a writer. Anything I still needed to learn would only come to me once I was actually working in the field. Being a writer seemed akin to being an opera singer. You could either do it, or you couldn’t. There wasn’t much room for a middle ground when it came to creative talents.

I relished the crunching noise of the frosty grass as I walked across campus to my apartment. At the end of last year, I’d moved out of the dorms and gotten a place off ISU grounds with another girl from my program. It was exhausting to live in a building with freshmen when I’d already been there three years and the rent nearby wasn’t bad. We’d found a place just off Beech Street and never looked back.

I loved living in my own place. It was, if I was perfectly honest, the thing I’d been looking forward to the most when I moved this far away from my childhood home in Naperville. My parents were furious when they found out I’d enrolled as a Bio major to work for a non-profit in a third-world country. If I’d had any chance of staying there in an official capacity at all, it disappeared once they started hounding me about picking something that would offer good job security. But I wasn’t about to become some corporate piece of soulless trash. I had a humanitarian spirit, and I was damn determined to let it breathe before I gave up on life as they had.

I grabbed the mail when I walked inside, our dinged-up metallic box squeaking on its hinges as I opened it. Bills, more bills, and a postcard from my little sister who was in Bora Bora. She’d gotten married a few months ago to an investment banker, preferring to make her career as a society wife rather than something you got a piece of paper for. I sometimes wondered if she had made the right choice. She was luncheoning in a tropical paradise while I was considering whether I could make my tennis shoes last another six months with the hole in the side.

Tash,

I petted a monkey today, You would have loved it. I’m considering getting one as a pet when I arrive back in Chicago. See you for Christmas.

Love, Andrea

Apparently, she wasn’t luncheoning, she was petting monkeys. All while I stood in the drafty hallway of my barely off-campus apartment. Life really was a cruel mistress. How dare I be cursed with such talents while she stood there and looked pretty...and rich.

I walked up the flight of stairs to my apartment and stopped when I found my door open. A big pile of boxes waited outside of it, and from within, I heard my roommate, Melanie, dithering about and tossing things into what sounded like a trash bag. I wondered what she could possibly be doing considering we were only halfway through the year, and I cautiously walked toward the noise.

I found Mel in her room, sorting things into either a trash bag or another one of the large cardboard boxes. She appeared to be muttering to herself as she worked, headphones blocking out the sounds of my approach.

In order not to scare the skin off her, I waved my arms in the air to get her attention. It took a good minute, but when I did, she pulled her music out of her ears and smiled at me.

“It’s liberation day,” she said with glee. “Fuck Linc and his stupid hockey shit.”

Linc, or Lincoln, was Melanie’s traditionally attractive boyfriend who lived with us most of the time. He and I had barely spoken five words to each other since he moved in, but he seemed like a pleasant-enough dude. Though, she wasn’t wrong. He was always out at some hockey event or another. As far as I knew, he was considered pretty good.

“So, you’re throwing away all of his stuff?” I asked, the boxes in the hallway suddenly making so much more sense. She was always a little vindictive. I remembered once I had left a cheesy dish in the sink and she had made a point to do every dish but that one.

“Oh, no,” she said. “I’m throwing away Lincoln. Brian is now in the picture, and he makes Linc look like the fucking child he is.”

Nothing she said made sense, so I quietly backed out of her room, softly shutting the door behind me.

I flopped down onto our secondhand sofa and grabbed the remote when she emerged from her vengeful bubble, dragging two suitcases behind her.

“You going home for the weekend?” I asked. “Or is this you taking off for winter break?”

“Oh, I’m talking off all right,” Melanie said with a maniacal grin. “And Lincoln isn’t gonna know what hit him. I’m the best girlfriend in the world, and if he can’t appreciate that, then fuck him.”

“Melanie,” I said slowly, still wholly unsure what she was going on about. “What is it that’s happening exactly?”

Melanie wheeled her suitcases to the door and left them standing precariously upright, and I noticed she’d left the luggage tags on them from wherever she must have gone last. Mel was as much of a scatterbrain as she was a restless, vengeful spirit. It didn’t surprise me that she’d forgotten to tear them off.

“I’m moving out,” she said, pulling me out of my inner dialogue about her luggage choices.

My stomach heaved and my pulse spiked. I was only able to afford this place because Melanie was living here too. If she moved out, I’d be screwed.

“Mel,” I said with a tempered breath. “If you leave, how am I supposed to pay for this place?”

Melanie gave me a sardonic laugh and pulled a hair band off her wrist to affix her hair. It was as wild and manic as she was right now, and she barely managed to tame it into a high ponytail.

“Oh, don’t worry, Lincoln is loaded.”

The way she said it was like a snake spitting venom in my eye. Like somehow she resented me. “Good luck because there’s something evil about the money he will dangle before you like a carrot.”

“How the hell does that help me, Melanie?” I asked, edging closer to tears. My thoughts went to my best friend, Brandi, and how I was going to call her as soon as Melanie left and bawl my eyes out. She was just the kind of friend who would sit on the phone with me for two hours, listening to me cry and then still tell me that I could kick ass.

“Well, Linc is on the lease,” she replied, going to the cabinets and pulling out a few choice dishes.

My jaw dropped. “What?” I asked in confusion.

“Oh, yeah, well. When you gave me the lease to sign, I didn’t have any money. I’m broke as a joke as you well know. So Lincoln helped me out by signing himself onto the lease instead. That way, no matter what, he would be held responsible for the charges instead of me. Feel free to trash the place when you leave.”

I truly felt like I was going to vomit. How could she have done this to me without telling me? I was so fucked, without any chance of recourse.

“Melanie,” I said. “You have literally just made me homeless.”

“No, you aren’t,” Mel said, finally returning to her suitcases and stuffing the things she’d taken out of the cabinets into her bags. “Just pay what you usually do, and Lincoln’s idiot parents will pay the rest.”

“How am I supposed to do that in good conscience?” I asked. “That’s practically stealing considering he doesn’t even live here.”

“He could if he wanted to,” she said.

“What?”

“Well,” she replied, opening the door, “his name is on the lease. Look, I owe you nothing, Tasha. We’re not even friends, just Bio majors with the same schedule. And Lincoln... I owe him less than nothing. Good luck with the rest of the year.”

I was too stunned to say anything. Once the door closed behind her, I cried.

Never in my life had I been this screwed over by someone I thought I could count on. What was I supposed to do now? Move home? 

I wandered to my bedroom like a disoriented wraith and curled up beneath the covers, crying harder with each footnote to this situation that I thought of. 

I must have drifted off at some point because it was so quiet that when I finally woke, it was dark outside. A slamming front door roused me. I nearly had a heart attack at the surprise, and I sat still, unbreathing for a few minutes as I waited for whatever drama might occur.

From the living room, I heard the growl of an irritated male voice and something smashing against the wall that was definitively not glass. Maybe a water bottle or a pencil case? Then silence once more.

I realized rather quickly it must have been Lincoln. I wondered if he even knew what he was walking into, and for a moment, I felt really bad for him. Melanie was shitty enough to me. He was the actual reason she was moving out, so she definitely couldn’t have treated him much better.

But then my mind locked on the simple fact this angry man was the insurance I had to stay, and I would need to talk to him about it. I hardly felt comfortable discussing the weather with him, let alone finances.

“You fucking...” Linc shouted from the kitchen. “My damn shot glass, really?”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but somehow, he sounded even angrier. Perhaps I was better off hiding here until the landlord forced me out because I hadn’t paid the full rent in time. Maybe they’d forget I existed and I’d become a squatter.

A knock came on my bedroom door, and I swore my heart ascended my windpipe. 

“Yes?” I answered before realizing I could have pretended not to be in.

“Oh,” said the voice, equally surprised. “You’re home. I think we have to talk.”

“Oh... uh... yeah. Give me like ten minutes.”

For what, Tasha? You need ten minutes to be just as nervous and not a bit more courageous about this?

I got up from my bed and went to my closet, grabbing the biggest hoodie I owned and pulling it on over my head. 

A big hoodie always felt like a protective barrier, something that had started when I was being bullied regularly in high school. Kyle Popodzuick had once taken the time in sophomore English to point out that I had pitted out my new red long-sleeved shirt from American Eagle, and I wore a hoodie every single day henceforth. It was only after I graduated that I risked being seen without my thick cotton armor.

I took a deep breath and grabbed my water bottle, checking my hair in the mirror that rested on the back of my door, then emerged from my room like a gladiator in the Colosseum. 
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It was incredible how sweaty I got when I was surrounded by ice and freezing air, but that was part of the nature of hockey. 

Cole and I had just finished practicing with the team, and we were stripping out of our gear. The smell of a men’s locker room after an intense practice was something most people would never experience, and no one should have to—outside of prisoners of war.

“ZBT party tonight,” Cole said, hitting me on the back of the leg with the handle of his hockey stick. He was a member of the fraternity and lived at the house, which got me a constant invite even though I lived off campus with my girlfriend and her roommate.

“Hammond!” Coach Nevsky yelled at Cole, startling us both. “Save that shit for the rink. I see you hitting a teammate again, you’ll be outrunning the Zamboni.”

Cole rolled his eyes but put his stick into his locker anyway. “Outrunning the Zamboni” was a punishment Coach used to try to keep us in line. Basically, the offender would start out in front of the machine that smoothed out the ice after it had been torn up by skates, since leaving it that way could be dangerous. The Zamboni would start up, and the offender would have to do thirty laps before the Zamboni finished its run. If you left skate marks where the Zamboni already smoothed, you were out of the next match.

“So?” Cole said, taking off his shoulder pads and releasing a stink cloud into the air.

“I don’t think so, man,” I said, removing some of my gear and making my own contribution to the collective stench.

“You’re joking, right?” He looked at me like I was crazy. 

I pulled off my jersey and used it to mop up the sweat, which still made my chest damp, but the shirt was so drenched that it didn’t do a damn thing.

“No, dude,” I said, grabbing my towel and heading for the showers. “Melanie has been on my case about spending more time with you and the boys than with her, and she’s kind of got a point.”

“Does she?” Cole asked, following me into the steaming streams of water where some of our teammates were already washing the remnants of practice off their bodies.

“What do you mean?” I found two empty faucets next to each other, removed my towel, and hung it up on the opposite wall, where it would stay dry. I turned the water on and let the stinging droplets burn my skin, rinsing away the salt and grime left behind as evidence of my efforts out on the ice.

“Come on, man,” Cole said, stepping into the water next to me. “This is senior year. We’re never going to get a chance to party like this again. If you and Melanie make it past graduation, you’ll have all the time in the world to make up for missed nights in. But if you try to show up at a Zeta Beta Tau party when you’re twenty-five and working a nine-to-five, they’re probably gonna call the cops on you.”

I frowned. Cole had a point, but that didn’t change the conversation Melanie and I had.

“It’s just that we only talked last night about how she doesn’t feel like she has enough of my time, how she feels unappreciated.”

“Any by talked,” Cole said with a superior expression, “I assume you mean fought.”

“Well, duh,” I said. “I tried to explain to her that nothing goes on at the parties that would piss her off, but she said that’s beside the point. She says it’s about proving she’s a priority. She wouldn’t even talk to me when I got up today. She’s really fucking mad.”

“I bet she is,” Cole said. “Melanie wouldn’t be Melanie unless she was fuming about something.”

I didn’t want to agree with him. That was my girlfriend after all, and I knew her moods as well as anyone.

“Then you know why I can’t go to the party. If I go and she finds out, she’ll totally freak,” I said, reminding him of the last time she caught me at a frat party she hadn’t wanted me to go to. She’d shown up in a drunken rage and dragged me outside to yell at me on the lawn. I probably should have broken up with her, but hot chicks could make a guy a little crazy, especially if it rubbed off from the girl.

And Melanie had plenty to go around.

“Who says she’ll find out?” Cole asked. “Bro code. I won’t tell if you won’t.”

“I don’t know, man, maybe I should go home and—”

“Go home and what?” Cole challenged. “Get whipped for not being around enough when you’re literally sitting right next to her?”

“What’s my other choice?” I asked him, not sure what to do.

“Your other choice is simple, my friend,” he said, turning off his tap and grabbing his towel. “You go to the party and give her some time to cool off. If she gets pissed off, you apologize. It’s a lot easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.”

I frowned. It seemed like too easy of a solution, especially since I knew how pissed off she was the night before. But Cole had a point. She could go to a party, too, if she wanted to. I’d bring her with me, but when I went to the ZBT house, it was because I wanted to spend some time with my friends, not have my drunk girlfriend hanging off me.

“And what if she gets mad?” I asked. 

“She’s already mad, bro,” Cole said with a laugh. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

I smiled, thinking he was right.

“All right,” I said, pulling on my own towel and following him back out to the lockers so we could get dressed. “I’m in.”

***
[image: ]


I wore the same clothes I’d finished practice in, since I didn’t want to go home and have to explain to Melanie why I was going out. Thankfully, I was wearing one of my jerseys—a clean one—which immediately marked me as the center of attention. 

Exactly where I liked to be.

“Linc!” One of the ZTA girls whose name I couldn’t remember ran up to me and threw her arms around me. 

“Hey, babe,” I said, hugging her back. “Having fun?”

“Always,” she said, tucking a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “I was going to volunteer to be next for body shots, and I figured I’d see if you were interested.”

“For sure,” I said. “I’ll meet you over at the table.”

“What happened to Melanie?” said Gary, one of my friends in the fraternity, as he watched whatever-her-name-was bounce away. It was clear from the look on his face that he wasn’t thrilled at seeing me get hit on by the cute and available girls when I had a girlfriend. He didn’t have to worry about me slimming down the selection. I was a flirt because I loved the attention, but I never cheated on Melanie. That wasn’t my style.

Like being here.

“She’s at home,” Cole said before I could reply. “As per usual. Not like our boy can get his swagger on with the old ball and chain hanging around.”

We all laughed, but Gary stopped quickly and seemed to be distracted by someone else almost immediately.

“You really gonna go do body shots off Katrina?” Cole asked, giving me a look of scandalous approval.

“I was gonna,” I said, suddenly hesitant. “Why?” I hadn’t even remembered Katrina’s name, let alone any potential reasons I might not want to lick something off of her.

“Because...” He pointed across the room to the table where drinks were being poured, with people taking turns having body shots taken off of them. Katrina walked up to the table, stood on top of it, pointed to me, and beckoned me closer with one finger. As I approached, she smiled and pulled off her top, revealing that she wasn’t wearing a bra, then shimmied out of her leggings, leaving herself in only a lace thong.

All the guys cheered and high-fived, but I hesitated. It was one thing to mess around, but licking the body of a nearly naked girl in the middle of the frat house was a totally different story, and it felt like it might be crossing a line.

Unfortunately for me, the peer pressure as everyone urged me forward, combined with the eight or so shots currently clouding my brain, convinced me that it wasn’t that bad.

At least, I didn’t think it was until it was about fifteen minutes later when I checked my phone.

Eight missed calls, three voicemails, and twenty-seven texts from Melanie.

One of which was a picture of me with Katrina, looking very much like I’d laid out a naked girl on a table and was making out with her. In reality, I was just taking the lime from between her chin and chest, since I’d refused to take it out of her mouth in my desire to not take things too far.

The fact that her nipples had been in my face when I’d licked the salt off of her should have been my first clue I was making a mistake.

Actually, that should have been clue, like, five or six, but I was already kind of drunk and not being the most observant and best version of myself.

I opened the messages and scrolled through them.

Are you fucking kidding me?

Where are you?

This is exactly what we were fighting about.

Whatever. You can’t even be bothered to text me back, but my NEW boyfriend sure can.

Wow. I see YOU moved on fast. How long did it take you to find some girl to get naked for you?

This is why I started dating Brian.

I’m gone, Linc. See you never, I hope.

I stared in horror at the messages, then rushed over to find Cole.

“I need to go home,” I said, showing him the messages.

“Shit,” he said, his face falling despite the fact I knew he never liked Melanie much. “Let’s go. I’m coming with you.”

I nodded and turned to leave. It would take about ten to fifteen minutes to walk back to my apartment, and I hoped that was quick enough so I’d be able to catch her.

When I went inside, it was eerily quiet. I stumbled over the threshold, my last few shots finally catching up with me. I rushed into the bedroom and sat down hard on the bed as I looked around.

All her stuff was gone. Literally not a single item of hers was left behind. She’d walked out before, but she’d always come back “to get something” and would end up staying. This time, there was nothing for her to come back for.

I felt a catch in my chest as I realized I had really screwed things up this time. I always assumed Melanie knew the stuff I did was harmless, but I guessed, in the end, it didn’t matter because the problem was that I wasn’t here to see how much me not being here affected her.

“Fuck, dude,” Cole said, looking at the mostly empty space. He picked up a little box from the nightstand. 

It was a piece of plastic with little glittery butterflies on it, but it had been a gift to her on our first trip together. We’d gone to Chicago and found this craft market, and she had wanted this super feminine wall hanging, but I had no desire to put that thing in my place. I’d offered her a compromise and gotten her the little knickknack.

I walked over to him and took it from him, then stormed out of the room and threw it against the wall.

“Whoa, man,” Cole said. “You gonna be okay?”

I was breathing heavily, but I managed to turn to my friend with a smile. “Well,” I said, picking up a shot glass from that same trip to Chicago, with the Hard Rock emblem engraved on it. “Guess I won’t have anyone watching over my shoulder the next time Katrina whips her tits out for me.” I forced a chuckle, which Cole laughed along with, seeming relieved that I wasn’t angry.

“No kidding,” he said. “Now the fun can really begin. Next party, you and me are gonna tear it up!” He took the shot glass from me and set it on the floor before grabbing a broom and using it like a hockey stick to whack the glass across the floor. It skidded into the wall and shattered. Cole gave a sheepish laugh, clearly wasted to not care.

“You fucking idiot,” I said, taking the broom from him and nearly falling over. “My damn shot glass. Really?”

“Sorry.” Cole put his hands up in surrender. “You want me to leave you to your misery?”

“Misery?” I said, still trying to cover up how upset I was. “Man, this is my first night single in years. I’m about to enjoy some serious alone time.”

“You don’t have to, you know,” he said, walking to the door. “I could always send Katrina your way.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” I told him. “I got her number. I’ll be calling her the second you walk out.” It was a total lie but one I was willing to make to have a little privacy. 

“That’s my boy.” Cole clapped me on the shoulder. “Get some new to get over the old, am I right?”

“You know it,” I said, wishing he would just go. He was trying to encourage me so I felt better, but it was making me feel worse, and I didn’t want him to know how badly this actually hurt.

Finally, he walked out the door, and I looked around my apartment. It seemed too big, even though it looked almost exactly the same. It wasn’t like she’d taken much from the common areas, but knowing she was gone for good this time made everything feel empty.

I wandered around and noticed the door to the room Tasha lived in was closed. I wondered if maybe she went with Melanie, that the two of them bailed out together. I knocked on the door and heard a quick, “Yes?”

“Oh,” I said, honestly surprised she was still here. “You’re home.” Duh, dumbass. Of course, she’s home. She just answered you. I paused for a moment, trying to figure out what to say. “I think we have to talk,” was all I could come up with.

She asked for ten minutes—I wasn’t sure why—but I said okay and went to sit on the couch with a bottle of Jack. I opened it and tipped it back, letting it burn my throat as I drank directly from the bottle, waiting for Tasha to come out so we could figure out what to do about this apartment that now only held two of us.
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My head pounded and the room spun around me, making my stomach churn. I opened my eyes and saw that, somehow, I’d ended up in my own bed.

I sat up, wincing at a pain that shot through my arm, and looked around the room. At first, I didn’t remember what had happened the night before. When I saw that all of Melanie’s things were gone, it came back to me in little flashes. 

Doing body shots off... I’d already forgotten her name again.

Melanie’s angry texts.

Coming home to her things being gone.

Telling Tasha we needed to talk. 

And then... nothing.

I put my hands to my head, and it felt like someone was jackhammering the inside of it. How much did I actually drink last night?

Well, if the half-empty bottle of whiskey on my nightstand, which I knew had been almost full when I’d gotten home the night before, was any clue, it was no wonder I couldn’t remember anything after that.

I got up and went to the bathroom, where I washed up. I vomited some whiskey, which burned like hell, then brushed my teeth before heading out into the living room.

Tasha was sitting on the couch with a book in her lap, and she looked up as I walked in. “Good morning,” she said tentatively. 

“Morning,” I said, squinting through the morning light streaming through the windows.

“Did you sleep okay?” she asked. “I heard you going to your room sometime around four, and it sounded like you stumbled a couple of times.”

That explained the pain in my arm, I supposed. “Uh, yeah,” I said, running a hand over my face. “I think so, anyway. Did we, uh...?”

Tasha looked vaguely affronted. “Did we what?”

“Talk,” I said, unsure what she thought I meant, but she clearly had some idea of her own as to what I was thinking.

“Oh,” she said, looking slightly relieved. “No. We didn’t. I came out after you said we should and I found you asleep on the couch with an open bottle of whiskey in your hand. I put the lid on it but let you be.”

“Oh,” I repeated. “Well... thanks for that. I need to put something in my body before we talk, or I’m going to be sick. Again. Do you have time for me to make a quick breakfast?”

“By all means,” she said, going back to her book.

I could never get a read on this girl. She was always standoffish and cold, especially to me, and she clearly didn’t like Cole, but she was very different with Melanie than either of us. It was part of why I was surprised she was still here. I’d expected her to bail when Melanie had.

I got out the ingredients for a smoothie and threw them into the blender. Then I poured two glasses and stared down at them. I’d always made one for me and one for Melanie, but I didn’t need the second one anymore. 

“Hey,” I said, coming back to the living room with both glasses. “I, uh... accidentally made too much. Do you want one?”

“No,” Tasha said, eying me suspiciously. “Thanks, though.”

I put the extra smoothie into the fridge for later and sat down. 

“So,” I said, looking at her. She’d put down her book and was staring at me, but a slight fidget to her feet and hands caught my eye, diverting what I was about to say. “You good?”

“Fine,” she said crisply, then fell silent, waiting for me to continue.

“Okay. Well, uh... I’m sorry,” I said, unable to move on so easily, “but you seem worried about something. Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” she said, averting her eyes. “I just... I was wondering if you were planning to stay in the apartment.”

“I hadn’t really thought about it,” I confessed. “It’s still pretty fresh, you know?”

“Yeah,” she said with a shake of her head. “I’m sorry about Melanie. I just... I guess I need to know what my living situation is about to be because it’s my last semester. I can’t exactly afford a deposit for a new place right now.”

“Oh,” I said. “Well... I don’t think that will be an issue. I can cover for myself and for what Melanie left until I find someone who wants to sublease my half. Until then, it looks like you and I are roommates.”

Tasha nodded, then stared at me for long enough that I began to feel awkward. The second I opened my mouth to try to break the silence, she stood up, taking her book with her. She slung a backpack over her shoulder and walked out the door.

I looked at the closed door, wondering what her deal was. I’d never had an issue with money. My parents paid for my school, my apartment, all of it. Not that they needed to pay for much. Hockey paid for a good chunk of it, too.

If she was concerned about affording a deposit on a new place, I couldn’t help but wonder what her situation was, and how someone dealt with that—especially someone who spent as much time doing schoolwork as she did.

I couldn’t worry about her right now. A glance at my watch told me I was supposed to meet Cole at the gym in thirty minutes to burn off our hangovers. I could try to figure out what Tasha’s deal was later.

Or not. It really wasn’t my business, anyway.

***
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“Over here, douchebag!”

When I got to the gym, Cole was already on one of the weight-lifting machines. I was strong and fit, but Cole was a monster. He was only a couple of inches taller than me but nearly twice my size between some natural stockiness and the muscles
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