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“GOD, THAT MOVIE WAS terrible,” Rosie says when we walk out of the movie theater. “It made Spice World look like a masterpiece.”

“Hey, Spice World is a freaking masterpiece, period,” Grace says. “But yes, that movie was awful. Sorry for suggesting it.”

“You should be sorry,” I tease. My friends and I just finished watching Bad Habits, a film adaptation of an erotic romance novella about a nun of the same punny name. Grace kind of liked the novella, which was why she suggested the movie. Rosie and I agreed to it because hey, the cast was full of hot people, and even if the movie turned out to be garbage, at least the sex scenes would be enjoyable to watch, right?

Wrong. Although the actors were nice to look at, their visual appeal was canceled out by their horrific acting (their moans made every bit of my soul cringe) and the director’s egregious use of the Dutch angle.

“Sorry,” Grace says again. “I’ll make it up to you two by making cupcakes tomorrow.”

Rosie lets out a dramatic sigh. “Okay, I guess we’ll forgive you.”

Grace’s cupcakes are out of this world. She uses the weirdest flavor combinations that sound disgusting on paper but actually give you mouthgasms in real life. For example, last week, she baked miso caramel and pumpkin cupcakes with black licorice frosting. Rosie and I were ready to shower Grace with fake praise, but to our shock, as soon as we took a bite, we genuinely said in unison, “Holy shit, this is amazing!”

“See you all tomorrow,” I say. “Got to head to the library.”

“You’re going to the library on a Friday night?” Rosie asks. “You’re really dedicated to your studies, huh?”

“Nerd,” Grace says, playfully sticking her tongue out at me.

I force myself to laugh. “Yeah, I’m a nerd. I always need to be ahead of the syllabus.” Which is true, but it’s not the real reason why I’m going to the library tonight.

After I say goodbye to my friends, I walk to the library. Thank God that Middleson University’s library is open 24 hours a day. Otherwise, I would have to sleep outside in this chilly autumn weather.

Yeah, I’m kind-of-sort-of homeless at the moment.

To try to make a long story short, my parents wanted me to go to the college in my hometown, and I didn’t. I love my parents, but I hated living under their strict rules. Obviously, my parents wanted me to continue living under their strict rules, so in an attempt to ensure that, they told me that they wouldn’t fund my higher education unless I enrolled in my hometown’s college.

Because I have a stubborn streak, I enrolled in Middleson University — a school in Ohio, a whole three states away from my parents — despite the fact that financial aid covered tuition and only half of my room and board. And because my parents can be just as stubborn, they didn’t give me a single cent after I moved out of their house.

For my freshman year, I managed to make it work, thanks to my work-study job and savings. But by the end of freshman year, my savings were gone. Worse, Middleson University informed me that I would receive a little less financial aid for my sophomore year. And even worse, they also told me that I would no longer qualify for a work-study job.

I could’ve thrown in the towel right then and gone home. Perhaps I should’ve thrown in the towel. But because I can be stubborn — maybe/probably/definitely to my own detriment — I refused to go back to my parents. And when I discovered a hidden room that no one used in the library, I decided to make it my new home.

“Hi, Miss Blair,” I say cheerfully to the librarian at the front desk.

She lifts her eyebrows. “Whitney, are you spending yet another Friday night at the library?”

Shit, is that suspicion in her eyes? Does she know that I’m illegally squatting in the building? I make myself smile. “Yeah, I have a lot of homework.” Not a lie.

She shakes her head. “A pretty girl like you should be going out on a date with some nice boy.” Then she adds, “Or some nice girl or person. I don’t want to assume anything.”

I laugh, allowing myself to relax a little bit. “I’m afraid that the only men I’ll be dating for the foreseeable future are Karl Marx and Thomas Hobbes.” Also not a lie, unfortunately. I have to read those two philosophers for my Social Sciences class, and it’s such a pain.

“All right. Don’t stay here too late, Whitney.”

“I’ll try not to,” I lie.

When I go into the elevator, I take a deep breath. I touch my forehead, wincing when I feel some sweat. Christ, I wish lying didn’t make me so nervous. But thankfully, Miss Blair doesn’t seem to suspect a thing.

Once I’m on the fifth floor, I head toward the mathematics books. Behind the dust-covered shelves is the room that I’m calling my temporary home. Luckily, no one seems to hang out among the math books. One night, when I had trouble sleeping, I grabbed a dusty book off the shelf and started reading it. Within five minutes, I was struggling to keep my eyes open.

In my room, I drop onto my air mattress. My current makeshift bedroom is roughly half the size of the dorm room I had my freshman year (which I already thought was cramped), but it beats sleeping out in the cold.

My phone beeps. A pang goes off in my chest when I read the screen.

Mom: Are you okay? Are you eating well?

I imagine texting her, Oh, I’m currently squatting in a tiny-ass room in the library, so I’m just dandy. But I type, I’m eating well. Not a lie, surprisingly. Every day, there are events on campus that offer free food, which I take full advantage of.

Mom: You know you can come home anytime.

I exhale. I know my mom and dad mean well, which honestly kind of makes things harder. In a way, it would be so much easier if they were heartless tyrannical assholes who didn’t give a shit about me. But they do love me, and I love them. So I’m often tempted to call them up and ask them, Can you come pick me up?

But I want to live life on my own terms, so I turn off my phone.

Then a piercing whine fills the air, causing my heart to nearly leap out of my body.

My face turns pale. Fuck, is that the fire alarm? Fuck, it is the fire alarm! I get up to open the door. Or well, I try to open it. My eyes pop out of my head when I push on the door and it doesn’t budge.

I whisper, “You have to be fucking kidding me.” I kick, hit, slam the door. Nothing. Shit. I scream, “HELP!” but of course, no one comes to my rescue.

Attempting to not hyperventilate, I tell myself, “Don’t panic, Whitney. You can call 911 and tell them the situation.” Sure, I might get in trouble when they discover that I’m illegally squatting in the library, but getting arrested is much more preferable to dying of smoke inhalation. I grab my phone and turn it on. Or well, I try to turn it on. Although I press the button repeatedly, the screen remains black. Damn it, did my phone die on me?!

Okay, now I’m hyperventilating, which I know is just making the situation worse. But I can’t help it because oh my God, I’m going to die while trapped in the freaking library, which is such a lame way to go. Should I try praying to God? In desperation, I close my eyes and clasp my hands together.

“Hey, God,” I say. “I don’t know if you can hear me over the fire alarm. Wait, what am I saying? You’re God. You can fucking hear everything. Oops, sorry for swearing, God. And sorry for always saying your name in vain. I want to say that I’ll never do it again, but you also don’t like liars, so... Oh my God — I mean, gosh — what am I saying? I have to be going delirious. Please save me. I don’t want to die tonight.” Then I push on the door again. I resist the urge to curse when it still refuses to budge.

Just as my life starts to flash before my eyes, the door swings open.

“Oh, thank God!” Without thinking, I hug the tall firefighter in front of me. Then a wave of embarrassment comes over me. What am I doing? I should be letting him do his job, not distracting him with a freaking hug. With red cheeks, I drop my arms. “Sorry. Um, what should I...?” I fall silent when I see the firefighter’s face.

Shit, I just hugged Peter Burke. Aka Dr. Burke. Aka my Chemistry professor.

He frowns. “Are you living in the library?”

My blush darkens. I can’t exactly say no because he’s looking right at my air mattress and bag of laundry. So I change the subject: “Uh, shouldn’t we be rushing out of the library right now?”

He waves my concern away. “A guy set off the fire alarm by burning his popcorn in the microwave. We’re safe.” He narrows his eyes. “I’m going to ask you again. Are you living in the library?”

“Um...” I try to make a run for it, but he grabs my arms before I can get away from him.

As I look up at his face, my idiotic brain can’t help saying, Damn, he is dreamy. Professor Burke has bright hazel eyes, slightly disheveled but incredibly sexy golden hair, and a jawline that would make Brad Pitt jealous. And he moonlights as a firefighter? That makes him even dreamier.

“Answer my question, Miss Zhang,” he says.

My brain is truly idiotic because it squeals, He knows my name! Though he’s my professor, this is the first time
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