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“YOU GOTTA BE KIDDING me,” I say when I look at my bike–or what's left of it. The tires have been slashed to black ribbons, and the frame is in pieces. POOR BITCH, one of the aluminum pieces says in red paint.

Jacob fucking O'Connor–my ex and the guy who must have destroyed my bike. Or more precisely, the guy who paid someone to wreck my bike because the rich asshole doesn't like getting his own hands dirty.

My reputation, my textbooks, and now my bike–what else is the asshole going to take from me?

My boss Randy comes out of the restaurant. He widens his eyes at the pile of aluminum and rubber on the ground. “Is that your bike?”

I sigh. “Yeah.”

He rubs the back of his head, avoiding eye contact. “Well, I would drive you home, but I got so much stuff in the car...”

Well, you could always move your stuff. But I don't say the words out loud because knowing my boss, he would accuse me of being “sassy” and threaten to cut my hours. And though I hate being a waitress at the Sideways Skirt, I need to hold on to every hour I can get. So I say, “I'll just walk home. Thanks anyway.” Thanks for absolutely nothing.

“Shouldn't you call the cops?”

I shake my head. “It's not worth it. I was planning to get a new bike anyway.” The second sentence is a lie because my “poor bitch” ass was banking on my bike getting me through all 4 years of college. However, the first sentence is all too true. Since O'Connor's family is filthy rich, he could strangle me and throw my corpse in front of the dean's office and maybe get a slap–nay, a light tap–on the wrist.

Randy nods. “All right. See you at work tomorrow?”

Unfortunately, yes. “See you tomorrow.”

When I watch Randy drive away, I can't help noting how the back of his car seems to have plenty of space.

I look into the dark night, dread filling me at the walk ahead. My dorm is 3 miles away from the Sideways Skirt, a distance that isn't so bad on a bike. But 3 miles on your feet after you've spent 8 hours running around a restaurant filled with disrespectful male customers who think they're entitled to more than a friendly smile? Absolute hell. If only this town had a halfway decent public transportation system instead of a single bus that runs from noon to maybe 5 PM.

I let out a deep breath, gripping the pepper spray in my pocket.

Then I start walking. And continue walking. 5 blocks later, I am hexing Jacob O'Connor and all of his family.

“Hey, Lucy Liu!”

Though I stiffen, I keep on walking. At least once a month, some jerk calls me Lucy Liu. Don't these guys know any other Asian actresses?

“Hey, Lucy, why are you giving me the cold shoulder?”

Though my tired feet and legs are screaming, I quicken my pace.

Unfortunately, the guy is faster and soon seizes my wrist.

“Hey, Lucy, you really shouldn't ignore me,” the guy says, his breath reeking of booze.

My heart beats hard against my chest as I look at his bloodshot eyes. Don't panic. Remember, you have pepper spray in your pocket. However, my dumb ass drops the pepper spray when I take it out of my pocket.

The guy's face darkens. “You were going to pepper spray me just for talking to you?”

And for touching me without my consent. “Look, I just want to–”

“Oh, hello, there you are.”

My eyes pop out of their sockets when a second man wraps his arms around me. What the hell? Is today Harass Mina Zhou Day?

“Sorry I was late to meet you, dear,” the silver-haired man says to me. He doesn't stink of alcohol, though I don't know if a sober man in control of all of his instincts is necessarily any safer. To the drunk guy, he asks, “Could you let go of my girlfriend?”

Drunk Guy snorts. “Girlfriend? She's more like your daughter, and you're like her fucking dad. You know, if you weren't white and she wasn't Asian.”

Sober Guy sighs. “Well, I tried asking nicely.” Then he tears Drunk Guy's hand off my wrist, and I hear a very audible crack when he squeezes Drunk Guy's fingers.

“Ow, ow, ow!” Drunk Guy squeals. “Okay, okay, okay, I'll leave your girlfriend alone! Just let me go!”

“Say please,” Sober Guy says, squeezing Drunk Guy's hand again and producing another crack.

“Okay, okay, please, please, please!”

As soon as Sober Guy lets go, Drunk Guy runs away, though due to his intoxication, he stumbles twice.

Still holding me, Sober Guy looks down at me. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, um, thanks,” I say even as I think, Are you going to pick up from where Drunk Guy left off? I swallow, too aware of the stranger’s strength–he crushed Drunk Guy’s wrist like it was a goddamn tomato–and of how he's a foot (at least) taller than me.

He frowns. “A woman of your stature shouldn't be walking alone at night.”

On the rare occasion when my posture is good, I'm maybe two inches over 5 feet. “I have pepper spray.”

“Which is currently on the ground.”

I flush as he picks it up and hands it to me. “Thanks.”

“Let me drive you home.”

One piece of advice my mama’s drilled into me since I learned how to speak: Don’t get into a car with a strange man, even if he offers you money, ESPECIALLY if he offers you money. “Thanks, but I don’t live far from here,” I say, even as my feet scream, Bitch, you still have to walk at least 2 and a half miles.

He narrows his eyes. “Define ‘not far.’”

I swallow. “Um, like two-ish miles.”

He grits his teeth. “You’re not walking 2 miles by yourself.” He seizes my hand and pulls me toward a gray Prius, his tight grip letting me know that he is much, much stronger than me. I take my pepper spray out of my pocket, and motherfucker, it falls out of my hand again.

He stops. After a moment of excruciatingly awkward silence, he asks, “Are you going to pick that up?”

I blink. I say oh-so eloquently, “Um...”

“If it makes you feel safer, you can keep your pepper spray aimed at me while I drive you home.”

So I can spray mace into your eyes, causing you to lose control of the wheel and us to die in a fiery car crash? I look into his eyes. He doesn’t give me bad vibes like Drunk Guy did. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that he’s good-looking with his chiseled jawline and gorgeous green eyes, but I swear, I’m not letting that affect my judgment (much).

I bend down to grab my pepper spray, but it turns out to be an embarrassingly long process because I keep dropping the damn thing. God, have I developed a medical condition that causes permanently buttery fingers?

He mutters, “For fucking Christ’s sake,” before picking up the pepper spray and wrapping my fingers tightly around the mace. “Don’t drop it,” he says to me like I’m a child who’s been entrusted with the wedding rings.

My heartbeat races as he opens the passenger door of his car for me. Before I can change my mind and run away from him, he puts a hand on the small of my back and pushes, forcing me inside the Prius.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he says in a gruff voice.

His words fail to relax me by even one iota.

“Where am I taking you?” he asks, starting the car.

“You can drop me off at the Genevieve Boehm Library.” It’s only a few blocks away from my dorm.

“You’ll be safe walking home from there?” he asks.

When I nod, he begins driving.

The walk back to campus would have taken an hour–and that’s an optimistic estimate given how tired my short legs are after my long work shift–but the car ride takes less than 6 minutes.

“Thanks for the ride, Mister...” And I realize I have no idea what this guy’s name is.

“You can call me Jake.”

Something in me tightens at hearing the shortened version of Jacob. I know it’s ridiculous, but my ex has utterly ruined that name for me. “Thanks, Jake.” At least he doesn’t go by Jacob like my ex.

“What’s your name?”

“Mina.”

“Mina,” Jake says, his deep voice stretching out each syllable. “Are you sure your place isn’t far from here?”

“It’s a short walk.” I don’t think Jake is a creep, but I still don’t think I should let a stranger know
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