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      I’m smart enough to choose love over revenge . . . aren’t I?

      Liam Bailey is the golden boy of Birch College—he’s hot, rich, a track star and the only son of a popular senator. For nearly a year, I was the lucky girl on his arm.

      That is, until he dumped me in the most spectacularly humiliating way.

      I’m over him now. I mean, do I want some payback? Sure. When the opportunity to plot my revenge comes along, I’m not going to pass up the chance.

      But I hadn’t planned on meeting Jesse. He’s cute, intelligent and the way he looks at me takes my breath away. Jesse is everything I ever dreamed of, and even better, he feels the same about me.

      When I realize that my revenge scheme might get in the way of my new love, my choice should be easy. Only . . . I really want to see Liam squirm. I need him to feel as bad as I did. But do I want that so much that I’m willing to risk Jesse?
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      The dorm room was dark. Someone jostled me, and I caught the shadowy image of my best friend Ava, grinning at me in encouragement. I rolled my eyes. Nothing was going according to my plan.

      Throwing a surprise party for my boyfriend’s birthday had seemed like a good idea a month ago. But standing there, twenty minutes after he was supposed to show up, with way too many people crowded into his room with me, I was beginning to think I’d made a mistake.

      The door flew open and banged against the wall. From the corner of my eye, I saw a few people jump out of the way, and then everything seemed to happen at once, in both slow motion and at top speed.

      Liam was silhouetted in the doorway, the fluorescent lights from the hallway bleeding into the darkness of his room. He stumbled and fell against the door jam, bracing his back there to catch his balance. He couldn’t use his hands, because one arm was wrapped around the waist of the small blonde whose mouth was on his, and the other hand was down her shirt.

      Someone in the room gasped. And then the guy I’d stationed by the light switch flipped it on, and a few people who didn’t have a good view of the door shouted, “Surprise!”

      Next to me, I heard Giff, Liam’s roommate, groan. “Shit, Liam.”

      I thought I was rooted where I stood, but somehow my feet propelled me across the room. I pushed through the wall-to-wall bodies until I was standing near the door.

      Liam raised his eyes and finally seemed to notice everyone else staring at him. The girl he was holding—and groping—giggled and hid her eyes against his chest.

      “What is this?” The slur in his voice was pronounced, and I gritted my teeth.

      “It’s your birthday party, dumbass.” Giff was at my elbow again. “Your surprise birthday party. Julia put the whole thing together. Remember Julia? Your girlfriend?”

      “Julia.” Liam drew out my name as he always did when he was teasing me. “Julia. God, what a girl. Going to all this trouble for your ex.”

      His eyes met mine, and there wasn’t any confusion or guilt in them. No hint of the drunkenness I heard in his voice. There was only cunning and a knowing cruelty.

      I couldn’t breathe. My lungs had stopped working, and now my head began to spin. Giff grabbed me by the arm, and on my other side, suddenly my best friend Ava was there, her hand on my waist.

      “Ex?” I managed to get the word out, despite the lack of oxygen. “Since when am I your ex?”

      Liam grinned, but again, there was no humor there. “Did I forget to tell you I was breaking up with you? Well, hell. I knew I was missing something. Guess I thought you’d get the picture when I stopped answering your calls.”

      My mind scanned the last week. I’d been so preoccupied with putting this party together—a party that encompassed every room on this side of the hall. Giff and I had begged everyone to pitch in, let us use the space. I could see the corridor behind Liam was now filled with people who had ventured out to see what was going on.

      But had he really stopped calling me? Wouldn’t I have noticed? We were both busy with finals. Sometimes we went a few days without seeing each other. I remembered being relieved that I didn’t have to keep the party a secret in person, so maybe it had been longer than usual. . .

      “No, you didn’t tell me.” I whispered the words, hating the weakness they betrayed. “I think I would have remembered that. You know, the guy I’ve been dating for over ten months—breaking up with me.”

      Liam still had his hand tucked within the girl’s shirt. I could see that she was beginning to realize what was going on. She bit her lip and kept her eyes on the floor.

      “Ten months? Really? Well, that’s gotta be some kind of record for me.” He turned to look at his roommate. “Right, Giff? Have I ever kept a girl around that long?”

      “You’re an asshole, Liam.” Giff swung me around so I didn’t have to look at my boyfriend—correction, ex-boyfriend—and the mortified girl in his arms. “Ava, get her out of here.”

      She took me by the hand and pulled, stopping in front of Liam so abruptly that I ran into her back. I saw dark fury in her eyes just before she slapped his face.

      “You fucking idiot. How dare you do this to my best friend?”

      For the first time since he’d thrown open the door, something like regret flashed in Liam’s expression. Or maybe it was simply shock that anyone had stood up to him.

      Ava turned back to me. “Come on, Jules. Let’s go home.”

      She put herself between the couple of the hour and me as we squeezed through the doorway. I heard Giff behind us, shouting.

      “Go home, everyone. Take whatever food and drink you want, but get the hell out of here. Party’s over.”
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      “I didn’t even like him.”

      I threw down the shirt I had just pulled from my suitcase and sank onto the edge of my bed. “I didn’t like him that way. I thought he was jerk. I didn’t want to go out with him. Remember? I said that. I had a crush on Mason Thomas. I wanted him to ask me out. Not Liam-freaking-Bailey.”

      Across the room, sitting at her desk, Ava lay down her pen. She was surrounded by piles of glossy textbooks we had just picked up from the campus bookstore, and her laptop was open to the syllabus for abnormal psych. Classes didn’t start until Monday morning, but we always came back to campus a few days early to get settled.

      As she turned in her chair, I had the sense that Ava was smothering a sigh.

      “Yes. You told me that. You didn’t like him. You told me then, you told me right after the birthday party, you told me during finals. You told me the night you got so drunk, I was afraid I wouldn’t get you home. You told me the days you couldn’t get out of bed because you’d been crying all night.”

      “I’m driving you nuts, aren’t I?”

      She gave into the deep sigh and regarded me with that ever-patient Ava stare I’d come to know and love in the three years we’d been roommates.

      “Of course not. I kind of hoped that maybe over winter break, you’d have time to process this a little, maybe start to move past it. But here we are, and you’re telling me the same things you did a month ago.”

      I groaned and dropped back onto the bed. “I’m a loser. I’m a loser who can’t keep a boyfriend, even one I didn’t want in the first place.”

      “Sweetie.” Ava sat next to me on the bed and took my hand. “Seriously. I know you have to go through all the stages of grieving this relationship, and you have the added issues of humiliation. But it’s been six weeks. Maybe it’s time to move on.”

      Having a roommate who was a psych major had its own particular charm. Not that I didn’t appreciate her support, but getting analyzed all the time could be irritating.  I bit my tongue and just barely kept from rolling my eyes.

      “If I knew how to move on, don’t you think I would? I’m telling you, Ave, my heart isn’t broken.” She smiled a little and shook her head at my use of her nickname. She always said I was the only person who could further shorten a three-letter name.

      “I’m not really grieving.” I went on, ignoring the interruption. “I mean, I miss having a date on weekends and someone to meet me between classes for coffee and I definitely miss-” I patted the bed. “You know, this. But I don’t think I miss him.”

      “Then why are you still talking about him? Not to be mean, but if you don’t care about Liam, why can’t you let it go?”

      “I think it’s what you said before. Humiliation. I thought people would stop talking about it by now, but I still hear whispers. ‘There’s the girl who was dating Liam Bailey and didn’t know he had broken up with her.’” I mimed a look of shocked glee.

      Ava nodded. “He hurt your pride. I get that.”

      “And why did he dump me? What did I do? What did I not do? I wasn’t clingy. I gave him space. But I was supportive, too. I showed up at his track meets. I tried to be the perfect girlfriend. I went to dinner with his parents when they came to visit. My God, Ave, I slept with him. I didn’t plan to, but I let him talk me into it.” I rolled over and burrowed my face into the blankets.

      “Jules.” Ava lay down next to me and put her arm over my back. “Don’t. You didn’t do anything wrong. He’s a prick. Maybe he hid it for a little while, but prick will always come out.”

      I peeked up over one arm. “Prick will always come out? Is that a new Ava-ism?”

      “Maybe. Ava-isms are always accurate.”

      Pulling over a pillow, I flipped around to lie on my back again. “Jamie says I need something to take my mind off the whole thing.” I grimaced, thinking about my visit home for Christmas and the advice my sisters had given me. “Pretty sure I was driving her, Jen and our parents crazy. They were glad to see me come back here.”

      Ava bit her lip and tilted her head. I recognized that expression, too. “Your sister might be on the right track. You need to change up your routine, try something new.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not ready to date yet. A new guy is the last thing I want.”

      “I’m not talking a guy. I’m talking, like, a hobby. Volunteering somewhere. The best way to take your mind off your problems is to do something for someone else. Or, I don’t know, play an instrument, or take dance lessons.”

      “Dance lessons? I don’t think so.” I paused and turned my head to look at Ava. “I did have an idea, though. It’s not exactly volunteering or being selfless.”

      “That’s okay.” She turned so she was sitting on her knees, looking down at me, her eyes bright. “That was just one option. What’s your idea?”

      I smiled. “Revenge.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure this is what you want to do, Jules?”

      We were huddled in the corner booth of Beans So Good, the shabby little coffee shop just off campus. It was quiet for a Thursday night, but then again, the spring semester was just barely underway. Taking into account the sudden cold snap that had hit Birch College as well as all of southern New Jersey, it wasn’t surprising that most people wanted to stay at home.

      But Beans was our home-away-from-dorm, as Ava said, the place we went when we couldn’t stand looking at the same four walls anymore.  She swore their espresso had saved her grades second semester freshman year when she was carrying an eighteen-credit load. She held one in her hand now, a serious expression on her face as she looked over the rim at me.

      I stabbed my straw into the iced mocha on the table. “I don’t necessarily want to do it, but I think I need to.”

      “You know what they say about holding a grudge. Free rent in your head and all that.”

      “I’m not holding a grudge. I’m righting a wrong. Sort of.”

      “So doing this—whatever this is—will change Liam? Make him realize he’s a jerk?” Ava set her drink down, centering it carefully in the middle of the cardboard coaster. “You’re not trying to get him back, are you?”

      “Definitely not.” I shook my head. “I don’t want him back. I want to move on. But at the same time, I want Liam to know how bad it feels like to be treated like that. I need him to know that he was wrong. ”

      She nodded. “Okay. I get it. But how do you see this playing out? ”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I haven’t gotten that far yet. If I thought showing up at party with another guy would do it, I would. But that would mean finding someone who’d be willing to go out with me. I wasn’t exactly turning them away before Liam asked me out.”

      “Julia, don’t be ridiculous. If you wanted a guy, you could have one. The only thing that keeps boys away from you is that don’t-touch-me attitude you have. That’s why Liam saw you as a challenge. He wanted you because. . .” Her voice trailed off, and she frowned.

      “What’s wrong?” I pushed back my cup.

      “Nothing. I was just thinking. I might have an idea.” Ava straightened up, shifting her legs out from beneath her on the bench seat. “We need a plan. I want to give it some thought. I mean, you’re talking about more than just slashing his tires and keying his car, right?”

      “Defile the Beemer?” I clutched my heart in mock horror. “As tempting as that sounds, yeah, it wouldn’t do the job. Not the way I need it to.”

      Ava smiled. “Then don’t make any plans for this weekend. You and I are going to have a down-and-dirty get-even planning session. I’ll buy the ice cream.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      It snowed the next two days, complicating life for the students who were in the middle of moving back into dorms on Saturday.  I took advantage of the rare downtime to snuggle back down under the covers and read for pleasure, something that wouldn’t be happening much if at all once the semester got underway.

      Ava was busy, helping everyone get settled again. She was out most of Friday and all day Saturday with meetings and moving in students. Her job as resident advisor was the sole reason we still lived in the dormitory rather than in one of the campus apartments. Her family couldn’t afford to pay for her tuition, let alone for room and board; being RA meant free lodging for her and a reduced amount for me, since she was entitled to a single room and chose to live in a double with me.

      My parents didn’t hate me living with the freshman in Gibbons Hall, either; it cost half what the apartments did. They covered my tuition, but I knew it wasn’t easy. I was happy to save them some money and still share a room with my best friend.

      “Good God, save me from whiny-ass freshman girls!” Ava slammed the door behind her. “I thought second semester was supposed to be easier. But no. They’re out there trying to switch roommates, complaining about everything and anything. Remind me why I do this?”

      I pushed back my pillows and sat up in bed. “Because putting up with them pays the bills and keeps us in the luxury we’ve become used to having.” I spread my hand around the room, taking in the painted-cinderblock walls, tile floor and utilitarian furniture. “Can you imagine taking us away from all this?”

      “Try me.” Ava dropped onto her bed. “I know I’m lucky to have this gig. It’s only days like this when I just want to strangle them.” She rolled onto her side. “Well, maybe not even all of them. Most of them are okay.”

      I stood up to put my book on the desk. “We were there once, right? Remember Kerri? I bet she wanted to strangle us sometimes, too.”

      “Maybe.” Ava pinched the edge of her pillowcase between two fingers, rubbing it back and forth.

      “What is it?” Sometimes my roommate was about as opaque as an open window. I could almost always tell when something was eating at her.

      “We had a transfer over here from Liddleton.”

      I shrugged. “Okay. So?”

      “It’s Rachel Shaw.”

      For a moment, I was lost. I didn’t know many freshmen outside the ones who lived on our floor. And then it hit me.

      “Rachel. That’s Liam’s new--” I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

      Ava scooted up so that she mirrored my position on her own bed, hugging her knees. “I don’t know what she is to him, but she’s the girl from the birthday party.”

      I closed my eyes and let my head bang back into the wall. “Shit.”

      “I didn’t recognize the name when it came over on the forms, but then I saw her. She’s rooming with Miranda Dyer.”

      “Why did she transfer over here?”

      Ava shrugged. “Not sure.  But she put in for it in the middle of last semester. Her form was dated early November. So it was before. . .Liam.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe he was already doing her, and she thought it would be convenient for us both to be on the same floor.”

      “I guess, but I don’t really think so. When she saw me, her face got red and she looked really embarrassed. Like she didn’t want to be there any more than I wanted her there.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. Even that night, I had the feeling she got sucked into a situation she didn’t really understand. No pun intended.”

      Ava threw one of her small accent pillows at me. “Nice, Jules.”

      I kicked down the covers and swung my legs over the side of the bed. “Whatever. As long as she stays out of my way, I won’t bother her.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “She’s not part of the revenge plan?”

      “Nope. Like I said, she was probably just collateral damage.”

      “Good. I was afraid it could get awkward.” She drew a deep breath and then hopped out of bed. “Okay. I’m running out to grab supplies for tonight. Want to come with?”

      I scrunched up my nose. “Really? You’re going to trudge through the snow to the parking lot to go get ice cream?”

      “Yep. We have a special guest joining us, and one of the conditions of said guest was a specific kind of ice cream. See what I do for you?”

      “Special guest? Who’s coming?”

      Ava buttoned her coat and tugged a green knit cap over her dark hair. “It’s a surprise. You trust me, right?”

      I frowned up at her. “Mostly.”

      Laughing, she patted my head. “Don’t worry so much. I’ll be back in an hour. Get dressed, please.”

      I made a face behind her back as the door closed and then fell back across the bed. Maybe it was the snow or the gloomy gray skies, but my energy level was at an all-time low. I wasn’t motivated to do anything but climb back under the covers and burrow.

      But I knew Ava wouldn’t have any of that. If I didn’t change out of my pajamas by the time she returned, I’d have to put up with her nagging. Easier to just bite the bullet and do what she said now.

      I opened the bottom drawer of my dresser and dug around for clean sweat pants. After all, she’d only said I had to be dressed; she didn’t make looking good a condition. My favorite soft blue yoga pants were stuffed into the corner, and I pulled them out along with an oversized white t-shirt.

      A whiff of cologne hit my nose, and my throat tightened. I shook out the shirt. The words on the front read BIRCH COLLEGE TRACK AND FIELD, and I bit my lip, remembering.

      “Hey, Bailey! Nice time on the four hundred meter!”

      I had nearly reached Liam’s side after the meet was over when the guy who had been next to me on the bleachers interrupted. My boyfriend turned his attention from me to grin at him.

      “Thanks, dude. Appreciate you coming out.”

      I made a face behind the guy’s back. It was part of Liam’s upbringing, I knew, to play what he called the noblesse oblige card. He was always thanking people for coming to meets the same way I’d heard his father, Senator Bailey, speak to constituents who attended fund-raising dinners.

      “No problem. You are the team, man. Everyone knows you’re the best runner on Birch’s track team.”

      I caught the gleam in Liam’s eye before he shook his head. “Aw, thanks, but that isn’t true. We’ve got a great bunch of guys. Everyone does an awesome job.”

      “Dude, no way.” The guy’s gaze never wavered, but now I detected a slight sway and the undeniable scent of alcohol from the cup in his hand. Damn, he was wasted. Really? At three o’clock in the afternoon?

      I knew if I didn’t break up this little love fest, we’d be standing here forever, as Liam stood around being self-deprecating and the fan boy sucked up. I stepped a little closer and smiled at Drunk Guy.

      “Hi, I’m Julia. It was a good meet, wasn’t it?” Lame, yes, but this guy was too far gone to care.

      “Heyyyy.” He drew out the word as he lurched toward me, and too late I saw the contents of his plastic cup coming my way.

      Liam ducked neatly to the right, avoiding the deluge by mere seconds, so I caught both the liquid and the guy who had just spilled it. He stopped his fall by grabbing my left breast, which along with the rest of me now smelled like a distillery.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I wriggled away and sucked in my breath, pulling at the wet shirt. “Are you crazy?”

      “Oh, God, I’m sorry.” Drunk Guy peered into his cup as though surprised gravity and momentum had worked.

      “Yeah, I bet you’re sorry. You’re going to be a lot sorrier when I drag your ass over to the coach and let him smell you.”

      “Julia.” Liam grabbed my arm. “Come on. It was just an accident.” He grinned at Drunk Guy, and the conspiratorial wink made me clench my teeth.

      “Bullshit. What kind of loser comes to a track meet drunk? And did you happen to notice I’m soaked?” As if on cue, a chilly April breeze drifted over us and I shivered, goosebumps covering my arms.

      Liam scowled and then called over to where a group of his teammates were milling around.

      “Bran! Can you come here for a minute?”

      The skinny redhead broke away from the crowd and trotted over. “What’s up?”

      Putting one arm around Drunk Guy, Liam steered him around. “Can you help my buddy here get back to his room or whatever? His drink had a run-in with Julia.”

      Bran glanced over at me and his eyes widened, making me all the more conscious that both my shirt and bra were basically invisible at the moment. I looked like first runner up at a spring break wet t-shirt contest.

      Liam must have noticed that too, because he moved to stand between the rest of the world and me.

      “Come here.”  He put his hand on the small of my back and guided me around the bleachers to the relative shelter of the equipment shed’s overhang. Dropping the duffle bag that had been over his shoulder this whole time, he dug around and pulled out his clean white t-shirt.

      He moved his hands to the bottom of my t-shirt and tugged it up. “Put up your arms,” he murmured, and despite my annoyance and chill, I obeyed”. He peeled it off me, trailing his fingers along my side so that I shivered all over again.

      Liam dropped the sopping cloth into his bag and skimmed his fingertips around the bottom of my bra, letting his knuckles brush the underside of my breast.

      “I don’t have an extra one of these for you.” He slid fingers beneath the band, lifting it away from my skin. I sucked in a breath, and the side of his mouth turned up in a smirk.

      “Still pissed at me?” He leaned over and pulled me tight against the warmth of his body.

      “Yes.” But it was nearly a moan as his hands ranged over my back and slid down to my backside. He pushed me tighter so that I could feel evidence of his desire.

      “Liam, we’re outside. . .and everyone is right over there.”

      “I know. But you’re standing here without a shirt on. . .”

      I tried to wriggle away. “So give me that shirt.”

      He sighed and shook out the tee. “Hands up again.”

      “I think I can put on my own shirt, Liam.”

      “Maybe, but this isn’t your own shirt. This is my own shirt that I planned to put on now, so I don’t have to wear a sweaty one. Since I’m making a sacrifice, I think you can at least give me a little thrill.”

      I lifted my arms, and he dropped the shirt over my head, allowing his hands to graze my breasts again as he smoothed it down.

      I shook my head, stepping back. “You’re incorrigible.”

      Liam grinned and tapped my cheek. “Can’t blame a guy for taking advantage of a promising situation.” He zipped up the duffle, tossed it over one shoulder and offered me a hand. “Come on, let’s get back to my room. I need a shower, and we’ve got dinner with my parents in a couple of hours.”

      As we headed for his car, I used my free hand to lift the neck of the t-shirt up to my nose and inhaled deeply. Even though it had been washed, I could still smell Liam there.

      He caught me sniffing it and an odd look crossed his face. Before I could figure out what it was, he tugged me closer and kissed the top of my head.

      A sound outside the door jerked me back to the present, still kneeling by the dresser, the shirt clutched in both hands.  I looked down at it, frowning.

      In the last six weeks, I’d thought about Liam almost non-stop. Most of those memories had been the bad ones.  Letting in one that wasn’t hurt.

      I balled up the shirt again and shoved it back into the corner against the particle board. I dug out a long-sleeved green tee and kicked the drawer closed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Ava burst through the door, laden with grocery bags and covered in melting snow, I had showered and dressed in my comfy relaxing clothes. My wet hair was in a single braid down my back, and I had even made my bed.

      “Look at you, up and being productive.”  She dropped the bags in front of our mini-fridge and unwound the scarf from around her neck. “God, it’s messy out there. Snow was just tapering out when I came in. Traffic was a mess. It snows every year. Do people forget between times how to drive in it?”

      I opened up my closet and took out our supply of paper plates, plastic spoons and napkins. “Pretty much. Did you happen to get any real food, or do we still have to go to the dining hall?”

      “What do you think? I’m not going out in that again, not even to walk across campus.” She produced two frozen mini pizzas and several bags of chips from one of the bags. “Go toss these in the oven, and we’re good to go.”

      Living in freshman dorms as juniors had its disadvantages, one of which was not having our own kitchen. The community kitchenette was right next to our room, providing at least a working oven and sink. I slid our pizzas into the hot oven and stood guard over them until the time signaled that they were ready.

      Back in the room, Ava surreptiously uncorked a
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