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Chapter 1: The Housing Mistake
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Kennedy Hart’s boots echoed against the linoleum hallway of Crestview Hall, a co-ed dorm building tucked behind Ridgeview University’s sprawling central quad. The place smelled like a mix of burnt microwave popcorn and Lysol—an oddly nostalgic scent that twisted her stomach. She’d been here once before, during her freshman year, when everything had felt new and full of possibility. That version of her had been bright-eyed, open-hearted, a little naive. And that version of her had been crushed under the boot of one unforgettable boy.

But this year was different.

She pulled the dorm assignment paper from her back pocket for the third time, smoothing it with her fingers as if clarity could be ironed into its creases. Room 307B. She stopped outside the door, balancing her duffel bag against her hip and frowning at the dry erase board pinned beside the frame. Two names were scrawled on it in mismatched marker: JAX and KENNEDY.

Her stomach lurched. It couldn’t be. No, there had to be another Jax on campus. Monroe was a common enough last name, right?

Except it wasn’t.

A hand-painted motorcycle helmet hung from the door handle. The leather scuff marks, the decals of skulls and old punk band logos—it screamed him. She squeezed her eyes shut for a second, counted to five, then opened them again. The helmet didn’t vanish. Reality stayed just as cruel.

She knocked anyway, heart hammering against her ribcage like it wanted out. No answer. She knocked again, louder this time. Still nothing. Huffing, she twisted the handle and pushed inside.

The room was already half-claimed. One side was immaculate—probably meant for her—bed unrumpled, closet empty. The other was chaos. Clothes were slung across the unmade bed. A leather jacket with a Ridgeview motorcycle club patch hung from the desk chair. A guitar leaned against the corner wall. A faint smell of motor oil and cinnamon gum clung to the air.

And on the desk, beneath a battered spiral notebook, sat a photo.

Her.

From freshman year.

Hair down, laughing at some off-camera joke. A snapshot of innocence she didn’t know anyone had taken. Her fingers shook as she picked it up, as if holding it could make sense of it all. Then came the unmistakable jingle of keys, followed by a slow creak of the door opening wider.

“Don’t touch my stuff,” came a voice behind her.

Kennedy froze. Her grip tightened around the photo.

Jax Monroe stepped into the room, black jeans low on his hips, tank top smeared with grease like he’d just crawled out from under a bike—and maybe he had. Tattoos inked his arms in dark, looping scripts and wild patterns she didn’t remember from before. His hair was shorter now, cropped close on the sides but still a mess of waves on top. And his eyes—those impossible slate-blue eyes—landed on her with all the intensity of a thunderstorm.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she muttered, voice flat.

He tossed his keys onto the desk with a smirk that hadn’t aged a day. “Hello to you too, Roomie.”

“No. Nope. This has to be a mistake.” She dropped the photo like it burned and stepped back. “I’m going to housing. Right now.”

He shrugged, walked past her, and flopped onto his bed like the situation was perfectly normal. “Already did. They said all the other singles are full. You’re stuck with me, Kennedy.”

She bristled at the way he said her name—too familiar, too casual, as if two years of silence didn’t stand between them like a wall of ice.

“Then I’ll live on the floor. Or in a janitor’s closet. Or—hell—I’ll rent a tent and camp in the quad.”

“Be my guest.” He propped an arm behind his head, eyes half-lidded. “But I don’t snore. And I don’t hog the shower. So really, I’m the ideal roommate.”

Kennedy glared at him. “You disappeared. You ghosted me without a word. And now you want to act like this is normal?”

His jaw tensed, a flicker of something unreadable in his expression. “A lot’s happened since then.”

She waited, arms crossed. He said nothing more.

Of course he didn’t.

She looked around again, taking in the small space they were expected to share. One mini-fridge. One bathroom. Two beds, a few feet apart. No escape routes.

“This is going to be a disaster,” she muttered under her breath.

Jax grinned without opening his eyes. “Could be worse.”

“How?” she snapped.

“You could still have that ridiculous poster of that vampire boy band you used to love.”

She flushed. “I didn’t love them.”

He cracked one eye open. “You had their names written in pink glitter pen on your laptop case.”

She opened her mouth to retort but couldn’t think of anything that didn’t sound like a defense. And she hated giving him the satisfaction of being right.

Slinging her duffel onto the vacant bed, she took a long, calming breath.

“I’m not here for drama. I’m here to study, finish my degree, and move on with my life. So just—stay out of my way.”

“Deal,” he said easily, already reaching for his guitar. He strummed a lazy chord, eyes never quite leaving her.

She moved to unpack her clothes, pointedly ignoring the way her heartbeat stuttered with each note he played. She’d built walls around that version of herself—the one who used to wait for his texts, who’d laughed too easily at his jokes, who’d imagined something real with a boy who’d treated her like a passing whim.

Not this time.

This time, she was steel.

He didn’t speak again for the rest of the evening. But he didn’t need to. The air between them was thick with all the things left unsaid.

At 11:45 PM, she turned off her desk lamp and climbed into bed, wrapping herself in a blanket of denial.

And just as sleep threatened to claim her, his voice drifted through the dark.

“Still like cinnamon tea?”

She froze, her back to him. “No.”

A pause. Then, “Liar.”

She squeezed her eyes shut and said nothing.

Behind her, Jax strummed his guitar softly, humming a tune she didn’t recognize but somehow still made her chest ache.

The housing office wouldn’t open until morning.

Until then, she was stuck. With him. The boy who broke her heart. The rebel she never really forgot.

And if the flicker of heat in her chest meant anything—she was in more trouble than she realized.
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Chapter 2: The Name on the Door
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Kennedy woke before the alarm, the unfamiliar ceiling above her slowly coming into focus in the grey dawn light. It took a moment for her brain to catch up with her surroundings. The hum of a mini fridge, the musky scent of leather and cologne, the weight of her duffel bag still unpacked at the foot of her bed—it all crashed back into her memory. Room 307B. Crestview Hall. And the unwelcome presence sleeping across the room.

Jax Monroe.

She sat up slowly, careful not to let the springs of the old mattress squeak, and glanced at the other bed. He was sprawled on his back, one arm thrown over his eyes, the sheet twisted low across his waist, revealing the curve of his torso and the sharp inked lines of a phoenix wing stretching up his side. She hated how effortlessly beautiful he looked, like chaos wrapped in charm, the kind of guy who got away with everything without even trying.

She turned away quickly, feeling heat creep into her neck.

She hadn't slept well. Her dreams had been fragments—ghosts of old moments, laughter in the quad, the sound of his voice murmuring something in the back of a crowded study hall, the half-smile he’d given her that one night before everything went silent. She didn’t want to admit that his presence, even now, still had the power to crawl under her skin.

She tiptoed to the sink, brushing her teeth with one eye on the mirror and the other on him. The room was silent except for the steady rhythm of her heartbeat and the low hiss of water.

Then a groan.

She froze.

“Damn,” Jax muttered, voice thick with sleep. “Is it morning already?”

Kennedy didn’t answer. She focused instead on rinsing her mouth, grabbing a towel, and turning toward her side of the closet, ignoring his presence entirely.

“Silent treatment,” he said, sitting up and raking a hand through his hair. “Nice.”

Still no response.

He stood, stretching his arms above his head with a yawn that was far too comfortable for someone who should’ve been scrambling to fix the housing department’s mistake. Shirtless and barefoot, he padded across the room, completely unfazed by the tension hanging heavy between them.

“You going to pretend this is normal all semester?” he asked, cracking open the mini fridge and pulling out a cold bottle of water.

She slammed her drawer a little harder than necessary. “I’m not pretending anything. I’m surviving.”

“That so?” he said around the rim of his water bottle.

She turned, hands on hips. “This is your fault.”

He raised an eyebrow. “My fault the housing department doesn’t check names?”

“No. Your fault I’m stuck in this mess. You could’ve told them to change it. You could’ve told them you didn’t want to room with me.”

He leaned back against the desk, taking a slow sip. “Did you?”

She blinked. “What?”

“Did you tell them you didn’t want to room with me?”

“I—" She faltered. “I didn’t know it was you until I got here.”

“So now it’s my fault because I didn’t run the moment I saw your name on a door?”

“Yes!” she snapped. “You should’ve. After what you did.”

Something in his expression flickered, but it vanished quickly behind a lazy shrug. “I guess we’re both too stubborn for our own good.”

She spun back to her bag, fists clenched. “This is temporary. I’m talking to housing today. First thing.”

He didn’t argue. Just took another long drink, watching her the way someone watched the ocean before a storm—curious, cautious, waiting.

She didn’t eat breakfast. She didn’t say goodbye. She left with her backpack slung over one shoulder and her pride barely intact. The morning campus air was cool, students bustling past her, laughter and voices drifting through the crisp wind like echoes of a life she was supposed to have outgrown. Her fingers wrapped around the strap of her bag so tight they ached.

Kennedy had made a promise to herself when she returned to Ridgeview for her junior year: no drama. No distractions. And definitely no boys. Especially not the one who had once made her believe in something bigger than herself, only to disappear without explanation.

The line outside the housing office was already six people deep. She stood in the queue, shifting from foot to foot, eyes scanning the bulletin board covered in torn fliers—tutors for hire, open mic nights, room swaps.

Room swaps.

She lunged forward and grabbed one of the little pull tabs from a notice: Seeking female roommate. Room in Oakridge. Private bath. Contact Jess. There was a number. Hope sparked in her chest. She would call as soon as the office opened. This could still be salvaged.

By the time she reached the front of the line, she had a speech rehearsed in her head.

“Yes, hi, there’s been a mistake,” she said to the desk assistant. “I’m supposed to be in 307B but the person I’m assigned with is—there’s been history. I’d like to move.”

The assistant, a junior with tired eyes and chipped purple nail polish, tapped on her keyboard and chewed the end of her pen. “Room 307B... that’s Kennedy Hart and Jackson Monroe?”

“Exactly.”

The girl sighed. “Yeah, there were a couple admin errors with mixed-gender assignments. You’re not the only one. Problem is, we’re at full capacity in nearly every dorm.”

“What about Oakridge?” Kennedy asked, trying to keep the urgency out of her voice.

“Only housing juniors and seniors with previous contracts.” She glanced up. “You didn’t live there last year.”

“No,” Kennedy admitted.

“Sorry.” The assistant offered a sympathetic smile. “You can submit a reassignment request, but it might take a couple weeks. Best advice? Hang tight. See if something opens.”

Kennedy thanked her numbly and walked out, the pull-tab clenched in her fist.

By the time she got back to the room, Jax was gone.

Thank God.

She paced the small space, the pull-tab now crumpled in her palm. She couldn’t afford to wait weeks. She couldn’t live in the same room as Jax Monroe. Not with the way her chest still fluttered at his voice. Not with the way she couldn’t stop remembering.

She spent the next hour calling the number on the flier. No answer. She texted, left a voicemail. Still nothing.

Then came the knock.

Kennedy opened the door and immediately regretted it.

Jax leaned against the frame, holding a box of pizza. “Peace offering?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not hungry.”

“Liar.”

“I’m not in the mood.”

“I come bearing extra cheese.”

“Still no.”

He didn’t budge. “Look. I’m not asking for forgiveness. Or a hug. I’m just saying—we’re stuck. So maybe we find a way to not murder each other before midterms.”

She folded her arms. “Why did you keep that photo?”

He blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

“The one on your desk. Me. From freshman year. Why’d you keep it?”

A pause. Then a quiet answer.

“I never stopped thinking about you.”

The words hit like a punch to the gut. Simple. Uncomplicated. And somehow the most complicated thing he could’ve said.

She stepped back into the room. “You’re sleeping with your back to me. No talking. No late-night guitar solos.”

He grinned. “Deal.”

She shut the door in his face. Then, after a pause, she opened it just enough to snatch the pizza box from his hand.

His laughter echoed down the hallway.

That night, they didn’t speak. They ate on opposite sides of the room in silence, each pretending the other didn’t exist. But the tension was thick. Not angry anymore. Just... heavy. Like something old trying to claw its way back to life.

She went to bed early, the smell of pepperoni still lingering in the air. She didn’t expect to sleep. But somehow she did.

And when she woke up in the middle of the night, her gaze drifted across the narrow space between them.

His back was to her.

And his guitar sat untouched at the foot of his bed.

Small mercies. Temporary truce.

But even in sleep, her heart wasn’t fooled.

Because right there, written in loopy black ink on the dry erase board, was the truth she couldn’t escape:

JAX + KENNEDY

Two names. One door.

And a thousand memories waiting to be unboxed.
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Chapter 3: Jax Monroe, Still Trouble
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It was the second week of classes and Kennedy Hart was already reconsidering her decision to return to Ridgeview. Not because of the coursework—she could handle the lectures, the assignments, even the exhausting group projects. It was the other thing. The boy. The one who ghosted her two years ago and now wandered around their shared dorm suite like nothing had ever happened. Jax Monroe, with his devil-may-care grin and his tattoos like battle scars, was still very much trouble.

Trouble that brewed coffee at 2 a.m.

Trouble that left his guitar picks in her textbooks like bookmarks she never asked for.

Trouble that smiled at her with a kind of familiar danger she still hadn’t figured out how to shut off.

On Monday morning, she came out of the shower to find him shirtless in the kitchen, flipping pancakes with an ease that made her want to scream. His tattoos moved with the flex of his muscles, stories written in black ink across a body that didn’t belong in a dorm brochure. He glanced up when she walked in, gave her a nod, and flipped another pancake.

“No thanks,” she said before he could even offer.

“I wasn’t offering,” he said, sliding three onto a plate for himself. “Just being neighborly.”

“We’re not neighbors. We’re roommates by accident.”

“Same difference,” he said, grabbing the syrup from the counter. “You always this grumpy in the morning, Hart?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t call me that.”

His brow lifted. “Why not? I used to. Back when we were—”

“We weren’t anything.”

That stopped him for a second. His smirk faltered, but only briefly. “Right. My bad.”

She snatched her coffee mug and poured herself the strongest brew the machine could manage. She hated that she still liked cinnamon creamer. Hated more that he’d stocked it in the fridge without her asking. Hated everything about how easy he made it look—existing, talking, eating pancakes like nothing had ever fallen apart between them.

He ate in silence, leaning against the counter. She perched at the edge of the small table, scrolling through her class notes and pretending not to watch him. But it was impossible not to. He was movement in a room that was supposed to be still. Noise in the quiet she’d carved out for herself.

“You dropped your psych notes yesterday,” he said, licking syrup from his thumb.

“What?”

“Your notes. On the couch. I saw the lecture outline.”

“Don’t go through my stuff.”

“I didn’t,” he said, meeting her eyes. “Just saw them lying there.”

She sipped her coffee. “I’ve got it under control.”

“Sure. But if you want someone to quiz you, I’m decent with psych. Took it last year. Aced the final.”

She scoffed. “Right. You barely showed up to class.”

“I’m a quick study.”

She rolled her eyes and stood, grabbing her bag. “Thanks, but I don’t need your help.”

He shrugged, not offended. “Offer stands.”

As she left, she heard him mutter something under his breath—something that sounded dangerously like, “You still hate me less than you think.”

She slammed the door harder than necessary.

That night, the hallway was quiet when she returned from the library, arms full of books and eyes blurry from too many hours spent reading theories about cognitive dissonance. She fumbled with the keys, finally shoved the door open, and froze.

The lights were off. The TV was glowing.

And Jax was there—on the floor, surrounded by laundry, shirtless again, watching some black-and-white film with his legs stretched out and his back propped against the couch. A beer bottle sat on the coffee table, half-empty. His eyes flicked to her as she entered.

“Movie night?” he offered.

“No thanks,” she said, trying to sidestep the laundry and whatever scent of soap he used that made her head swim.

“You like old movies. Remember?”

She dropped her bag. “That was a long time ago.”

“Still counts.”

He turned back to the screen. The actor on the screen was pacing, dramatic music swelling. She remembered this one. It had been on their freshman year Netflix list—a list they never finished watching because they never got that far. They were too busy flirting, laughing, forgetting what they were supposed to be afraid of.

“I had a date once during this movie,” he said.

She blinked. “Is that supposed to impress me?”

He smiled at the screen. “No. Just a fact.”

She sat on the couch, dropping her notes on her lap. “And let me guess. You didn’t call her back either?”

“Maybe,” he said, too casually. “But she wasn’t you.”

The words lingered. She looked down at her notes, heart kicking like a warning. “You’re the same, Jax. You haven’t changed.”

He turned his head toward her slowly. “You sure about that?”

“I’m not playing this game.”

“I’m not either.”

“Then what are we doing?”

He paused, then set the beer down. “Living in the same space. Not killing each other. That’s a start, right?”

“Depends who’s keeping score.”

They didn’t speak after that. Not for the rest of the movie. Not when she turned off the TV and went to her side of the suite. Not when she lay awake and listened to him shift in his bed, his breathing too steady for someone asleep.

The next day, she found a note tucked into her notebook. Just a piece of paper, folded twice.

Maybe I am still trouble. But I’m not the same kind.

She didn’t mention it. Didn’t throw it away either.

Later that week, they ran into each other in the student center. It was awkward and unavoidable. She was waiting in line at the burrito bar, and suddenly he was behind her, grabbing a tray like this was completely normal.

“Do you follow me now?” she asked.

“It’s a small campus,” he said. “You’re everywhere.”

“Maybe you’re just looking.”

He smiled. “You make that sound like a bad thing.”

“You’re flirting.”

“Always have.”

“Not interested.”

“Liar.”

She ordered quickly, trying not to look at the way the cashier lit up when Jax flashed his smile. Kennedy walked faster toward a table, heart hammering in her chest. He followed, of course. Sat across from her, uninvited.

“You know, you used to laugh when I annoyed you,” he said around a bite of rice and beans.

“I also used to believe in fairy tales,” she snapped.

“I’m not a fairy tale.”

“No. You’re a lesson.”

His grin dimmed, but not entirely. “Sometimes lessons come back. Sometimes they have more to teach.”

“That sounds like a line.”

“It’s not. It’s just the truth.”

She shook her head and focused on her food, not that she could taste anything. Every nerve in her body was vibrating. Every second she spent near him reminded her of the thousand questions she never got answers to. Why he left. Why he stopped calling. Why it felt like there was always more between them, something dense and complicated, something neither of them could name.

Later that night, she got home to find the bathroom occupied. She waited. And waited. Knocked twice.

“Jax?” she called.

No answer.

She opened the door slowly.

He was asleep in the tub.

Fully clothed, arms folded, head resting against the tiled wall. The curtain had been half-pulled shut, like some kind of accidental stage.

“Jax,” she said, stepping closer.

He didn’t move.

She frowned and bent down, her voice softening. “Hey. You okay?”

His eyes fluttered open, unfocused. “Headache.”

She frowned deeper. “You don’t sleep in a tub because of a headache.”

He groaned. “Didn’t want to move. It was quiet in here.”

She leaned against the sink, arms crossed. “You get weird when you’re tired.”

“Just wait until midterms.”

“You’re going to get sick.”

“I’m already sick.”

“Jax.”

He cracked one eye open. “You’re worried about me.”

“No, I’m not.”

“You are.”

“Am not.”

He gave a lazy, half-smile. “Still hate me?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Hate’s better than nothing.”

She didn’t respond. Just stood there, watching the rise and fall of his chest.

Later, when he finally moved, she handed him a bottle of water and a blanket without a word.

And he took them.

And the next morning, she found the note taped to the fridge: Thanks, Hart. Still trouble. Still trying.

She stared at it for a long time, her hand on the handle, wondering if it was possible to hate someone and still hope they’d change. Wondering if forgiveness always came in the shape of pizza slices and bathtub confessions.

Wondering if it was too late to rewrite who Jax Monroe was in her story. Or if he was already too deep in the ink.
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