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Jordan

“Dude. You going to get your arse out of that car and help me, or what?” 

The way Logan sat frozen in the damn Corolla staring at the back wall of Oxley College, you’d think he was the one moving in. Those days were long gone for him now though—almost three months since he’d graduated and four years since he’d lived right here, at the same dorm he’d nagged me to choose. Not that I really had any choice. I wasn’t in a position to pick. Pizza boys sure as hell don’t earn enough to cover the boarding fees, so when he nudged me to apply for a residential scholarship I did, thinking it would be a long shot.

“Yeah,” my brother replied, slamming the door which immediately popped back open. His old car was dodgy as all shit. “Block D, right?”

I fished the key out of my pocket and checked the tag for the tenth time. “Yep.”

With a single finger, which was all he could pry off the box of my stuff in his hands, Logan pointed toward a top floor window. “Great view of the car park.”

Repositioning the quilt tossed over my shoulder, I jostled the suitcase Liv had insisted I borrow into my free hand and scooped up the clothes airer she’d said I couldn’t live without. “Whatever, man. You gonna lock this piece of crap?”

“Respect the Corolla. This old girl has reliably driven you around for years. She’s good as new.” Logan walked toward the path that led out of the car park.

“Wishful thinking, bro.”

He led the way into what I guessed was the back courtyard. I’d never set foot inside Oxley before, but with all the talk from him and Liv, I felt as if I’d lived there with them. Armidale was a country town, but UNE was a decent sized university with several residential dorms. According to my brother and his girl, Oxley was the pick of them all. The other half a dozen seemed much the same to me, only this one had co-ed blocks. Not many did.

Logan turned to the left and bounded down a few steps then around to the left again and into the front courtyard. Apparently Oxley had two main areas in which to hang out, both courtyards, aptly named Front and Back. We passed one door and he swung into the second that had a placard right by it announcing the entrance as ‘D.’ Logan stuck his head into an open doorway on the left like he owned the place and shouted, “Anyone home?”

“Logan Hays!” A dude that looked like he’d enjoyed a few too many upsized burger combos emerged from inside and slapped my brother on the shoulder.

“Dono. You still here? It’s been what ...”

“Five years.”

“Man, you gotta be close to done.”

“Perfection takes time.” The guy grinned at me. “This Jordan?”

“Yup. Make sure you watch out for him for me.” Logan said.

“Geez, Loges. I can look after myself.”

Dono nodded at my brother, but his grin remained fixed on me. “There’s a welcome pack on your desk. I’m having a meet and greet down here at five, right before tonight’s function. Make sure you’re here.”

“Sure,” I said.

Logan climbed the steep staircase before Dono was back in his room. 

“Pick up that quilt or it’ll be covered in filth by the time we get to the top,” Logan ordered over his shoulder. Sure enough the blue fabric scraped across the brown tiles.

“Quit it,” I growled, but scooped it up anyway, double layering the thing over my shoulder. We trudged up two flights of stairs, past what seemed to be one floor of dorm rooms and all the way to the top, where the dark tiles ended in a hand-railed landing and a wedged open door. I drew a deep breath, pausing before I entered. College life would be different. Meeting new people was always ... well, it was what it was. They’d ask questions and expect answers. Delve into all that personal crap that was none of their goddamn business. I was only really here in the dorms to give Logan and Liv some space, and to shut them up. I could have just as easily lived in our apartment while I studied.  

Music blared through the hall as we entered and damn, someone had good taste. The bass of Quiet Renegade practically rattled the walls and I found myself smiling as I mouthed the words I knew well. They weren’t all that popular a band, but rather more of a unique genre Logan had introduced me to a few years ago.

Meanwhile, he’d stopped in front of the second door on the left. He grinned at me with that dumbass half a smile he usually reserved for Liv. “This is it, little bro.”

I fished the key from my pocket and jammed it into the lock, then used my shoulder to shove the door open. The musty smell that hit me wasn’t nasty or unpleasant ... more like the room had been closed up for far too long. Logan drew an audible breath and exhaled, as if it were the best smell in the world. The guy was weird as they came.

“You’re gonna love it here,” he told me, dumping his armload onto the tiny single bed that rested against the wall. No way would I fit in that. Not after the double I’d had at home for the past three years. 

I emptied my stuff onto the wooden bench and turned around. “So you keep telling me.”

“Get the hell out,” a girl screamed in excitement. Logan and I exchanged a curious glance, and I poked my head into the hall. Not that it was any use. There was only one open door and no one there anyway.

Logan shouldered past me. “I’ll go grab the last load of stuff. You stay here and meet the natives.” Once in the hall he gave me a knowing look before disappearing through the door that led to the stairwell.

As indifferent as I felt about being at Oxley, curiosity had me by the balls. That open door was a lure I couldn’t ignore. Screw unpacking; it could wait for later. I sauntered right up to the room in question and propped my arm on the doorjamb, ready to meet my screeching neighbour. But blow me down, if the room wasn’t empty. Of people, at least. Whoever lived there had a wicked setup. Twin speakers were perched on either side of the desk and that was where Quiet Renegade boomed from. Posters of the band plastered the cement-rendered walls and a kickass-sized bottle of vodka sat centre stage on the wooden desk. A small TV was jammed into the corner and despite the earlier screeching, this sure didn’t look like a chick’s room. Well, other than the vodka.

Unsure if I should stand there and wait, I lingered a moment. There didn’t seem to be anyone around though, so I returned to my room. There wasn’t a lot to unpack, and by the time Logan returned I’d just about finished. He dropped a grocery bag on the desk. “From Liv.”

“Geez.” I peeked inside. “A sandwich press? And ... are they muffins? That woman’s out of control.”

“Watch it,” Logan warned.

I shot him a grin since I hadn’t meant it as an insult and peeled open the container of baked goods. Logan shook his head to say he didn’t want one. That didn’t stop me though. Those things were like heaven in a paper wrapper. Logan parked his rear on the bed and watched me eat like the freak he’d become this past week.

“Go home,” I told him around a mouthful. “There’s nothing for you to do.”

Logan continued staring at me, and holy hell, was the sissy tearing up? He scrubbed a hand along his jeans. “Make sure you swing by, all right? I’m gonna miss seeing your ugly mug every morning.”

“Dude. I’m like five minutes away. Grow a pair already.”

“Just say you’ll do it.”

“Fine, I’ll do it.”

It’s not like I wouldn’t. I’d miss his face too, not that I’d ever admit it. He’d probably cry for real then and I didn’t need that shit.

Logan dragged his arse up off the bed and clapped me on the shoulder. I snuck my arm under his and pulled him in for a hug. “See you on Tuesday.”

“Tuesday?”

“Yep. Liv’s cooking dinner.”

Logan smiled as if I’d given him the last slice of Meat Lover’s pizza. “All right. Then ... I guess this is it.”

“Get out already!” I shooed his overprotective arse toward the door and once he was out, pulled it closed behind him. Dropping onto the bed, I spun the delicate silver ring around my pinkie finger. No way was I gonna cry, but there was a stupid lump in my throat that would have made talking difficult.
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Hex

Admiring my nails, which were longer than they’d ever been, I poured myself a liberal splash of vodka and mixed it with lemonade. Liquid courage, that’s what this was, and I’d only need one more then I’d be right to head downstairs to the party that was happening tonight. I didn’t bother with the stupid meet-and-greet the senior guy said I must to attend. Mum had only just left by the time five rolled around and I’d wanted to catch a quick nap since we’d had an early start.

From my window, I could see people filling the courtyard. The music blared loudly, dead opposite to the voices, I assumed. Everyone looked a little awkward, standing around, cradling plastic cups as if they were scared of each other. It wasn’t hard to pick out the seniors. They all rocked massive smiles and worked the crowd.

I tipped my head back and downed the drink in a single gulp. Well, only one way to make this crap downstairs bearable. Eeesh. The drink practically stole my breath. I must have made it a bit strong.

A quick look in the mirror and everything was in place—my hair looked pretty decent, shorts weren’t riding up my butt, and all the essentials were tucked away beneath my tank top. Everyone had said it was going to be freaking freezing here in Armidale, but so far it was like living in a sauna. The air felt thick and hot, and that sun had one heck of a bite. Good thing it was sinking now, so my shoulders wouldn’t burn. Again. They already stung from the rays they’d seen while we lugged my stuff in from the car this afternoon.

Right. I drew in a deep breath, and squared my shoulders. This would be a piece of cake. I tucked my room key into my bra and snuck one last look out the window at the courtyard below. People. Easy-peasy.

Before I could over-think the whole thing, I yanked open the thick wooden door and stumbled as it caught my heel on the way out. Good thing my Docs were solid. Those fashionable strappy sandals everyone wore this summer wouldn’t have saved my bony ankle from certain destruction.

All the doors in the hall stood closed, marking my dorm floor as dead empty. I’d heard voices earlier this afternoon, but whoever it was must be down there already. The resident senior had said there were three first years on this floor. It was a pity there was no way of telling which rooms were occupied. The other rooms would fill up later in the week when the senior students returned—right now only the resident seniors were here—so I’d find out who lived where soon enough. 

Good God, I was still stalling—standing here, staring at closed doors like a freaking lunatic. Before I could conjure any more time-wasting thoughts, I stepped out of the hall and into the stairwell.

Music from the courtyard echoed all the way up the structure, bouncing off the concrete walls and tiled stairs as if they were made for this very purpose. The music wasn’t too bad. Not top forty, but not golden oldies either. Good party tunes.

As I emerged into the throng of it, I plastered on the friendliest smile I could muster. It turned out I didn’t need to seek out someone to make me look less alone, because my block senior, Jason Donagan, marched up to me with a mock scowl. “Where were you?”

I shrugged. “Sorry.”

“Well, you missed out on meeting the other freshers in our block.” He waggled a finger in a fake scold.

“Oops.”

“Looks like you need a drink.”

“Ahh, yeah. That’d be great, thanks.”

He disappeared into the crowd, which wasn’t as thin as it had looked from my window. People were scattered around in small groups, looking awkward. Some girl caught my attention from over by a wooden picnic table. Dark hair that almost reached her waist swished as she swayed to the music, seemingly without notice, since her focus and smile were both set on me. Maybe she’d be a good one to start with. Before I could make a move, another girl bounced in front of me, grabbing my arm as if we were best buds. “I’m-Amber-and-you-have-awesome-hair.”

It took me a second to make out what she was saying, she spoke so fast. I fingered the blue tips of my shoulder-length brown hair. The colour had been freshly applied this morning. “Thanks.”

With her arm hooked through mine, she piloted me toward the largest group of people, which held the dark haired girl. She gave me a massive smile; her and Amber must already be friends.

“Hey everyone,” Amber cooed, “meet my new friend ...”

“Hex,” I answered.

“Hex,” she mimicked. “Where are you from?”

“Umm ...” It wasn’t a trick question, so why was I stumbling? “North.”

“Ahh, a coastie.”

“Not quite, it’s more inland—”

The other girl extended a slender hand. “McKenzie. Second year applied science. I’m on the social committee, so I could crash o-week.”

Jason reappeared and passed me one of the plastic cups everyone else seemed to have. I shot him a grateful smile and swallowed its contents in two gulps.

Jason whooped. “Looks like you’ve been here before, Hex.”

The evening wore on much the same, meeting new face after new face. With so many names I’d be lucky to remember two or three come morning. Amber remained glued to my side, and after only an hour in her company I was certain we’d wind up good friends. The girl sure was fun and seemed to draw in a crowd with her bubbly voice.

The drinks flowed steadily, but there wasn’t so much that people got plastered. The music lulled and a song I knew well blared to life. I grabbed Amber’s hand and pulled her up onto one of the long wooden picnic tables in a corner of the courtyard. She squealed the second she realised what I was up to, and in three seconds flat had her hands above her head, her eyes closed, as she shimmied her body like a pro. I’d definitely found a new friend. Someone wolf whistled below us, but I drowned them all out with my singing.

When the music ended a chant filled the air.

He-ex. He-ex. He-ex.

I grinned as I took a plastic cup some guy held up to me. Amber joined in the chant and it was obvious they wanted me to drink. I yelled, “Bottom’s up,” and tipped the entire contents of the cup into my mouth. Amber’s name came next and she followed my lead, giving the people what they wanted.

My legs felt the effects of my earlier drinks, but it was all good. Until Amber decided it was time to climb down. She stumbled to the side, and we both grabbed hold of each other at the same moment, me saving her from falling. She laughed as if it were the funniest thing ever. A laugh that was the most contagious I’d ever come across. I burst into a fit of giggles as we both stood there, clutching each other by the arms.

Another cup of beer appeared in front of me. The hand holding it, attached to a random guy I hadn’t met. I accepted the drink with thanks, a giggling Amber still clinging to my side.

It took a good few minutes before we finally pulled ourselves together. Sucking back a lungful of hysterical laughter-stopping air, I stepped down off the table and right into the personal space of a six-foot-odd hunk of solid muscle. My drink splashed out of the cup, its cool liquid trickling down my arm. Blue eyes regarded me with a deadly seriousness that shouldn’t be seen in a face that handsome.

I held his stare for a long minute.

There was no way I would back down to a guy. His jaw clenched and my god, it was as chiselled as any A-grade movie star’s. A peppering of jet-black stubble gave him a rugged edge, or maybe that came from his shaggy hair. But boy, he needed to give it up already. He continued to stare as if he were waiting for me to apologise. God only knew how I’d offended him. A quick check proved my feet weren’t stomping his toes, nor had my drink landed on his shirt. He wore low-slung jeans and a plain grey T-shirt, both of which fitted his toned body perfectly.

I raised my right eyebrow.

That made both of his dip.

I held out my free hand and he took it. “I’m Hex.”

“Hex?” His nose screwed up.

“Yes, Hex.”

“Weird name.”

“No weirder than your attitude.”

“You should slow down.”

“Excuse me?”

He dipped his head toward my almost-empty plastic cup. “With the drink. You should slow down.”

“And you should piss off.”

Who did this guy think he was? Probably some member of the anti-fun brigade, and that was too bad, because damn, his whole look was amazing.

A laugh burst from him so suddenly, I flinched, and realised our hands were still clasped. “Jordan,” he said, as if he’d remembered he hadn’t given me his name.

“Well, the pleasure was all yours, Jordan.” I retracted my hand. “Don’t party too hard, now.”
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Jordan

Another night, another party. This place bloody well knew how to throw a welcoming, and I wasn’t complaining: warm weather, cold beer, decent company. Overall, I’d met a bunch of decent people and chalked up the past few nights as a win. The first two days were just the freshmen and resident seniors, but the rest of college started showing up late yesterday and continued rolling in today.

With the fading sunlight came another beer fest. Apparently, getting trashed together formed instant friendships. And that’s what orientation, or O-week, as the older students called it, was all about. Getting to know the people we’d be living with for the next twelve months. We still had another two days of bonding time before classes started on Monday, but according to Logan Sunday night was supposed to be a quiet one.

And there she was again.

The life of every party rolled into one blue-haired, compact little body. The girl could sure pull off boots with short shorts and make it look damn sexy. Not to mention that hair ... on other girls crap like that looked try-hard, but on Hex it belonged. When the boys had pointed her out that first night, sculling her drink from atop the table, I’d groaned. Too bad once I got face to face with her all that weird shit had spewed out, instead of a smooth line. What the hell was I thinking, telling her to stop drinking? Geez, I didn’t know the girl and I was acting all ... Logan. Although I was pretty damn sure even he wouldn’t stoop to that. We both knew all too well that partying too hard could kill. No wonder she’d walked away. Dumbass: served me right for taking a stupid dare. What was with that? I hadn’t done anything like it in years, but the second Nate had challenged me to talk to her I’d shot up. Maybe I was looking for an excuse.

I took a sip of beer from the plastic cup I’d been nursing. Hex scanned the crowd, every few seconds her attention flicking back to the dude at her side who was no doubt laying it on thick. It was damn obvious she wasn’t interested. Poor sucker.

“Hey.” Something whacked the side of my head. “Sis, you with me?”

“What the hell?” I swung my attention back to Nate, with whom I had spent most of the past few days.

“This is Luca.” He indicated a guy standing to his left. With his thick thighs, wide shoulders, and solid form, he was built to play rugby prop. I’d bet my bottom dollar he had a Kiwi heritage too. “Second year. Lives on my floor.”

“Hi.” Luca extended a hand, which I shook.

My phone vibrated in my pocket. A quick look revealed it was a text from Penny, my co-worker, my friend, and my little bit extra. “Won’t be a sec.”

“Sure,” Nate said. I took a step back and opened the message.

Meet at the usual tonight?

I typed back.

Love to, but can’t.

How about later?

Oxley’s parties have been going late.

I wasn’t quite sure why I’d put her off. We’d been issuing booty calls to each other for the past six months. It wasn’t a bad set-up, and it suited us both to the ground. Penny liked to keep it casual because of her ridiculously protective family, and no-strings-attached hook-ups suited me fine. It kept my focus in the right places: school and work.

Luca bumped into my shoulder. “Whoa ... who is she?”

I didn’t need to follow his line of sight to know he was talking about Hex. She’d caught everyone’s attention this week. And it wasn’t because she was gorgeous, or even because she looked sexy as hell. It was the vibe she threw off. Confidence; the girl was comfortable in her own skin, and she didn’t give a crap what anyone thought. Her name was enough proof of that. It couldn’t possibly be her real one.

“Good luck tapping some of that, man,” Nate said. “Sis here tried on our first night and she shot him down like he was rabid.”

“Damn. Too bad, Sis.” Luca swung his focus back to me, slipping in the stupid nickname that I’d picked up on the first night. He probably didn’t even know what it meant.

“I never really tried.” I let my attention wander her way. “If I had she’d have wound up in my bed.”

Nate laughed. “Keep telling yourself that, mate.”

While we’d been talking, a blonde chick who Nate and I had met last night sauntered up and waggled her fingers in greeting. I dropped an arm over her shoulder to prove my point and she snuggled into my side.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

She looked up at me, all fluttering lashes and cute smile. “Who would have wound up in your bed?”

“My own sweet arse. Those beds are too small for sleepovers.”

She giggled.

Dono’s voice boomed across the courtyard and everyone shut up to listen. “The buses have arrived. Make your way to the car park and we’ll see all you losers in town for one hell of a night.”

I removed my arm from Blondie’s shoulders. “Catch you later, Jordan,” she said with a flirty smile. Be damned if I could remember her name.

“Sure ...” I answered.

She cast a look over me then sauntered off. I rose an eyebrow at Nate, surely having shown him my prowess with chicks. Luca chuckled.

“Not the same, Sister. The challenge was the blue-haired babe.” Nate swallowed the rest of his drink and crushed the cup.

“Quit it with that name already.” It wasn’t like people would call me a ‘sister’ when I was a nurse, anyway. Although I wasn’t sure the technical term was brother, either.

He smirked. “Never.”

Tonight the crowd was thicker than it had been any other night. I had started recognising a few faces, and now it felt as if I were back to swimming in a sea of strangers. The entire vibe of the place had shifted too, no longer wary and slightly uncomfortable. Instead, it buzzed with noise and excitement, and way too much touchy-feely crap. Every second chick hugged anyone who dared walk past her. And despite the display I’d just put on, that wasn’t my scene.

The bottle neck to get out of the courtyard was insane, so I hung back and let the crowd dissipate.

“Let’s go,” Nate said and I gulped the last of my beer.

By the time we reached the bus almost everyone had already filed on. The three vehicles looked crowded, lined up one behind the other. It was standing room only when we climbed on board, and loud chatter filled the confined space. It died down the moment the bus moved, only to be replaced with singing. It was more of a chant than a song and before long everyone joined in. Luca’s deep baritone came from behind me, and even the first years, who had no idea of the lyrics, sang along. Clearly, it was an Oxley tradition. Not knowing the words, I enjoyed the atmosphere for the ten minutes it took to reach town.

Our bus pulled up out front of the Central Hotel where dim light shone through the already crowded windows, party music thrummed from inside, and people leaned against the railing of the second-floor balcony. Everyone on the bus stood and began surging forward to get out.

Once inside, the place was packed. And again, it was standing room only. Getting anywhere near the bar looked impossible due to the sea of people waiting for service. That didn’t stop us queuing up though. Luca stayed with us, and it seemed he was one for small-talk. By the time we’d been served by a sweaty bartender, we’d covered pretty much all I was comfortable with: majors, girlfriend status, blocks of residence, taste in music. We shouldered into a tiny space, and I spotted Blondie from earlier.

“You like rugby?” Luca asked.

The girl’s gaze connected with mine, and she must have taken that brief eye contact to mean I was interested, because in an instant she flew to my side, and tugged on my hand.

“Let’s dance,” she shouted in my ear to be heard over the ruckus. Not something I really wanted to do, but why not? It wasn’t like I’d rather go where this conversation was headed. Footy was something I’d prefer to keep in my past. I skulled the rest of my beer—better that than coming back to a warm drink.

People crowded the dance floor, their bodies writhing so close to one another that there was barely room to move. Although it wasn’t really my thing, somehow the girl dragged me right into the thick of it. I’d probably had too much to drink; the room sure had a pleasant buzz. She shimmied up against me, and damn, if I let this girl keep going, we’d wind up in her bed. I placed my hands on her shoulders to keep a little distance until I could get a read on her.

People bumped up against me from all sides. We made it through one more song then Blondie pointed toward the toilets. Nodding that I understood, I watched her bop her way through the crowd. That was my cue to head back to the boys.

I turned to the side and used my shoulder to push a path through the writhing bodies. As I manoeuvred past a group of girls, the crowd surged in, throwing me against a soft body. I looked down to apologise and hazel eyes met mine.

“Hex.” Her name crossed my lips before I’d had time to think.

Her mouth curled up. “Jordan. Have you come to tell me it’s time for bed?”

What the hell? There was no way she could have heard my claim to the boys that I could get her in my bed. Her smirk only grew more defined with my confusion.

“Not tonight,” I hedged.

“Too bad.” She resumed dancing, her body so close her breasts brushed against my chest. A surge of heat dragged me under, begging me to pull her closer. My hand hovered over her shoulder while she looked up at me through dark lashes, her eyes full of something entirely too daring. Then like the flick of a switch her look morphed to something else; a challenge? “Too bad,” she repeated, this time her voice husky, sexy.

Those eyes held my stare and hot damn this girl sure was good.

Her lips parted.

Someone’s hand curled around my waist, drawing my attention back to the fact I still stood in the middle of a crowded dance floor. It dropped away as I spun around, and Blondie looked up at me. I motioned toward the bar then turned back around, but Hex was gone. Two steps away, her attention had shifted elsewhere, back to the girl she danced with.

Blow it. I took two huge steps forward, grabbed her shoulder and she spun as I bent my head. She was so close her shaky exhale brushed my mouth. Her eyes widened, those sinful lips parted again, and she didn’t move. Not even to breathe. I dropped my voice to a deeper tone. “When I want you in my bed, you’ll know it.”

Retreating into my own space, I walked back to the bar.
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Hex

Groaning, I rolled over and squinted into the darkness, trying to figure out where the infernal noise was coming from. The buzz continued and through the haze of sleep, I realised it was my phone vibrating against the desk while screeching out “Stronger”, a song about courage. I somehow managed to swing myself around in the bed and reach over to the desk without getting upright. I swiped my thumb over the answer icon and moaned, “Yeah?”

Inhuman wailing filled the other end of the line.

“It’s four a.m.,” I complained.

I held the phone to my ear and lay back down, closing my eyes. Just when I almost dozed back to sleep, the crying petered off into sniffling sobs. “It was my fault.”

“No, it wasn’t. He’s an arsehole.”

“Oh, Gregory.” Not sniffling anymore; wailing again. “Greg, Greg, Greg.”

I sighed. Obviously I’d said the wrong thing. This time.

“If I had been more attentive ... given him a better sex life ... oh, Greg.” I cringed, although I couldn’t make out the rest of her words through the blubber.

“Shh,” I coaxed. “It’s all right. It’s going to be okay.”

I rolled onto my back and closed my eyes with the phone still at my ear. My head throbbed like a jackhammer. Was it only half an hour ago that I’d come to bed? Maybe—who freaking knew? It had been one heck of a night, and that Jordan guy ... I closed my eyes, and crooked my arm over them to block out the dusky light that peaked through the edge of the curtains. He was the least of my worries right about now.

“If only—”

“Forget about the ‘if onlys’. They’re not going to change a thing.”

At that she started crying again, this time whimpering sobs. And I felt for her, I really did. The man was an asswipe and she needed to move on ... but life wasn’t that simple, and I got it.

It would have been nice to curl up against her until we both fell asleep.

“Shh,” I cooed for the second time. “Why don’t you climb in bed, pull the covers up, and dream about that sexy cop from NCIS?”

There was no answer, only rustling that sounded like maybe she’d followed my suggestion. Good. It wouldn’t be much longer and we’d both be asleep. I began humming down the line; that same song that was my ringtone. It was pretty much our mantra.

When life kicks you down, bite back the frown.

Just keep it together and all will eventually get better.

Nothing ... nothing ... nothing is worth letting you drown.

I’m not sure when her crying stopped or when I fell asleep, but eventually both happened.

****
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My head pounded me into wakefulness. At least, I guessed that was what woke me. The sun peeking around the edges of the thin curtains shone bright. I went to move, but my stomach protested, sloshing around as if it were full of curdled milk. I rolled onto my side and my cheek smashed against something hard. My phone. Huh, not a dream after all. I scooped it out from under my face and studied the screen. The call had somehow ended, thankfully.

Last night the seniors had raved about brunch—available to self-cook between ten and two on weekends—it sounded mighty fine to me. Greasy food was exactly what my roiling tummy needed to settle it down. Hopefully, I hadn’t slept through the meal like yesterday. And wow, midday already.

Sparing a glance at my nails, I was relieved to see they actually looked half decent. None of the layers had been peeled back, nor had they been chewed to the quick. It was an awful habit that stress seemed to make worse.

I gathered up fresh clothes—jean shorts, baggy cotton button down shirt, fresh underwear—and made my way to the bathroom, where I steamed it up washing my hair and ran a razor over my legs. Sleep deprivation was a bitch, but thankfully, the water made me feel a little more human.

I stepped into my clothes, shimmied the shorts up to my waist, and buckled up. Standing in front of the mirror, I ran my hands through my damp hair, fluffing out the ends. Red rimmed, my eyes still looked as if I hadn’t slept in a week, but nothing could be done about that. The burger I’d craved since I first woke should help, somewhat.

By the smell permeating the air as I drew closer to the dining hall, I hoped to god I hadn’t missed brunch. It smelled delicious. At one p.m., I was pushing my luck, but dear Jesus, could the smell be any more mouth-watering? I trudged up the stairs and into a room teeming with people. It seemed like I wasn’t the only one who’d slept in. Last night had been something; all that dancing and drinking and so many new people. The first few nights were awesome, but last night the older students sure showed us a good time. This college thing was a billion times better than I’d expected when I went to enrol. 

I spotted a group that held a few familiar faces at one of the long tables near the centre of the room. Amber caught my attention from her spot in the middle and beckoned me over. Her other hand was wrapped around a bacon, egg, and who-knew-what-else burger that had my mouth watering.

“Good morning,” she announced, far too bubbly for someone who’d stayed up most of the night.

I gave her a flat stare and Amber chuckled. “Feeling a little seedy, my friend?”

“I need food.”

She pointed toward a huge cook-top at the edge of the room. “Make your own.”

There was no need to tell me twice. Swiping a couple of eggs from the servery, I toddled off toward the spot where a few other late-comers were frying up a storm. I squeezed into a free space and cracked the eggs onto the hot plate.

“How you feeling today, Hex?” the guy beside me asked. I gave him a once-over out of my periphery. Couple of days’ growth, tanned arms, wide shoulders ... hot. The type of hotness that drips off guys who’ve got the whole package.

“Dandy,” I replied, “and you?”

He chuckled. “Not bad. Not bad. Sure was a great night.”

“The best yet,” I answered.

Sunny-side up, and still nice and runny, my eggs were done, so I flipped them onto a plate with a couple of pieces of toast and returned to my friends. The guy sitting to Amber’s left looked familiar. Perhaps we’d met them last night.

“Who was that guy?” Amber asked.

I shrugged. “Probably someone I met last night.”

I slouched into my chair and tried to pick up on the conversation. Failing miserably, I asked my friend, “What’s happening today?”

“Nothing. Classes start tomorrow, so the party’s over.”

And reality came hurtling back. I was here to study, to figure out a viable career path, even though I didn’t particularly want to. “Oh ...”

Amber must have noticed the disappointment in my voice, because her eyes suddenly lit up and she said, “Doesn’t mean we can’t hang out though. What are you up to?”

“I might boost my vitamin D intake. There’s a quiet, grassy spot out back—”

“Count me in.”

After finishing off the lunch of champions, I headed up to my room and switched on my laptop. There was only one thing to take care of before I could lie out. Once it purred to life, I opened up internet banking and sure enough my monthly allowance was sitting pretty. I really only needed to keep $200 for the month, maybe $300, so I set the transfer to Bronwyn Penton—$2,700. It was a little less than I’d passed off each month last year, but it should be enough.

Now that was done, it was time for some sunshine, so I grabbed supplies for a sleepy afternoon: a drink, towel, my well-loved copy of Little Women, and a decent slathering of sun cream.

I headed downstairs and spread my beach towel out on the grass, lying down and crooking an arm over my eyes. Not that the sun was bright. The long shadows cast by the dorm had crept across the green lawn. What a great spot; nestled behind the main building, it was far quieter than the courtyard, even though a few people still wandered past. Two different sets of music came from opposite parts of the building, bouncing off the walls inside the courtyard, competing with each other. I was set for a relaxing afternoon, lazing about. That didn’t stop my mind from fixating on tomorrow though. It was a little daunting ... my high school results hadn’t been that great, but Mum had practically pushed me out the door, insisting I needed the college experience. Then there was the agreement with my father that had slammed me smack-bang in an Arts degree. A taste of everything, until I figured out what I liked, I doubted I’d be good at any of the subjects. I wasn’t entirely sure I was ready for O-week to end.

“Oh my God ...” Amber plopped down beside me. “Have you met Nate Baxter yet?”

“Don’t think so,” I answered.

“Good. I’m calling dibs.”

I peeled my arm off my face to look her in the eye. “You’re calling dibs on a guy you’ve known for what ... three days, max?”

“Absolutely.”

I repositioned my arm without responding. She was crazy.

She picked up my water bottle. I made a grab for it, but didn’t quite reach before she wrapped her lips around the nozzle and downed a decent-sized gulp. Amber placed the bottle back on the grass and scrunched up her nose. “Don’t you wanna share cooties?”

“You are not the one with cooties.”

She laughed. “You’re right. God knows what trash you’ve let lick the inside of your mouth.”

I winked. “No trash, honey. Only the best for me.”

What she didn’t know was that I was all talk. I hadn’t kissed a guy in quite some time.

Amber was barely there two minutes before the
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