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Darren groggily opened his eyes, squinting at the early morning light filtering through his curtains. He felt like he’d barely closed his eyes when his dad’s voice rang out from the hallway. “Darren, you better get up! You’re gonna be late for your first day of school!” He groaned, burying his face in his pillow. “Five more minutes, Dad...” There was a light chuckle from the doorframe, followed by the sound of footsteps approaching. “Come on, kid. You’ve got a big day ahead. You can’t miss it.” His dad, Jack, leaned against the door with his arms crossed, smiling with that easygoing charm Darren had inherited. “I’m not in the mood for speeches this early,” Darren mumbled, his face still hidden under his pillow. Jack shook his head. “You’re getting older, Darren. You have to be more responsible now. First day of college. Your future starts today.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Darren muttered, rolling over to face the ceiling. “I know, Dad. Just... five more minutes.” Jack chuckled, walking over to the bed and giving him a light shove. “You’re not getting out of this one, buddy.” Darren let out an exaggerated groan as he sat up, ruffling his messy hair. “Alright, alright. I’m up. You can stop being so dramatic now.” “Good. You don’t want to make a bad first impression.” His dad’s smile turned teasing. “Especially with all those cute girls on campus. I’ve heard about college life, you know.” Darren raised an eyebrow, still half asleep. “Really? This is what I get from you on my first day?” His dad winked. “Just making sure you’re prepared. Now get moving. You don’t want to be late for your big first day.” Darren muttered under his breath, but eventually dragged himself out of bed. He stretched, rubbing his eyes, and then reached for his clothes. His dad had a point—it was his first day of college. There was no way he was going to let it pass without at least trying to make a good impression, even if he was feeling a little less than enthusiastic about it. “Alright, I’m up,” he said, finally walking toward the bathroom to get ready. “But next time, try not to be so extra about it, okay?” Jack just laughed from the doorway. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

Darren walked into the kitchen, fully dressed and ready for his first day of college. His mom was already at the table, eating her usual healthy breakfast—granola and yogurt, the kind of meal that screamed “responsible adult.” He grabbed his own cereal, the sugary kind he loved, and poured it into his bowl. His mom glanced up as he sat down, giving him the usual look of mild disapproval. “You sure you want to start the day with that?” Darren smirked, lifting the box. “Yeah. I need my sugar fix, Mom. It’s essential for brainpower.” She sighed but didn’t push it. “You could at least balance it with something healthy.” He shrugged, digging into his bowl. “I’ll start tomorrow, okay? It’s my first day of college, I need the energy.”

She didn’t respond immediately, instead focusing on her bowl, but then she looked up with a small smile. “I’m glad we were able to get you the car. I know it’ll make things easier for you.” Darren grinned, leaning back in his chair, cereal spoon still in hand. “Yeah, it’s nice not having to rely on anyone else for rides.” His mom nodded, her expression softening. “Your dad and I are happy to do it. You’ve worked hard, and we know this is just the beginning for you. We believe in you.” Darren gave a small, appreciative nod. “Thanks, Mom.” She picked up her spoon, stirring the granola, and smiled again. “You’ll be fine today. Just don’t overdo it with the sugar, okay?” He grinned, lifting his spoon in mock salute. “I’ll try. But no promises.” As he finished his cereal, his mom stood up, rinsing her bowl in the sink. “Don’t forget to take a jacket. You never know how the weather’s going to turn on the first day.” Darren laughed, grabbing his backpack. “I got it covered, Mom. I’ll be fine.” “Alright, just make sure to drive safe,” she called after him as he headed for the door. “Will do!” Darren said, slinging his backpack over his shoulder. Before he left, he glanced back. “Thanks for everything, Mom. I appreciate it.” She smiled warmly. “Go get ‘em, Darren.”

Darren’s fingers tapped rhythmically on the steering wheel as he cruised down the road toward campus, his mind still buzzing from the excitement of his first day. The weather was perfect—clear skies, slight breeze—and he was feeling pretty good about everything. He was starting college, he had a car, and the day was his to take.  After parking, he grabbed his bag and headed toward the main building, weaving through the morning crowd of students. He pulled up the schedule on his phone, scanning for the room number of his first class. “Room 214... Should be this way,” he muttered to himself, picking up the pace. Excitement thrummed in his veins as he jogged through the courtyard, eager to make a good first impression by actually being on time for once. But in his enthusiasm, he barely registered the figure stepping into his path until it was too late.

His shoulder collided with someone, sending them stumbling back. Books and papers went flying, and before he could react, the girl landed hard on the pavement with an audible oof. “Shit—” Darren immediately crouched down, reaching out a hand to help. “I’m so sorry, I wasn’t looking. Are you okay?” The girl snapped her head up, and Darren’s breath hitched for a second. She was gorgeous—dark hair cascading around her shoulders, piercing eyes that practically burned into him. But before he could take in any more details, her lips curled into a scowl. She slapped his hand away. “Watch where you’re going, dumbass.” Darren blinked. “I—what?” She sneered at him like he was the gum stuck to the bottom of her shoe. “Are you deaf and blind? I said, watch where you’re going.” He felt his jaw tighten. What the hell is her problem? He’d just tried to help her, and this was the thanks he got? “Right. My bad,” he said, voice flat as he stood up and dusted off his jeans. “Next time, I’ll make sure to bulldoze someone else.” She scoffed, gathering her scattered books and papers without another word. Darren watched as she stood, smoothed down her skirt, and walked off like he was nothing more than an afterthought. His fists clenched at his sides. Great. First day of college, and he’d already made an enemy.

Darren exhaled sharply, shaking off the irritation as he made his way to class. Whatever. Just one rude girl. Not like I have to see her again. As he neared the lecture hall, he slowed his pace, pulling up his schedule once more just to double-check the room number. He glanced up—and immediately spotted her. The girl from earlier was standing by the entrance, surrounded by a small group of other girls. Unlike their first encounter, she looked completely different now—smiling, laughing at something one of them said, her posture relaxed and confident. Darren took a moment to really look at her. She had long, sleek black hair that cascaded down her back, a contrast against her olive skin. Her striking green eyes stood out, even from a distance. And her outfit—white blouse tucked into a form-fitting black pencil skirt, paired with sleek heels—made her look like she belonged in some high-profile office rather than a college campus.

Great. So not only was she rude, but she was hot too. Figures. Just as he was about to walk past her and into class, her gaze flicked over to him. The warmth in her expression vanished instantly, replaced by the same annoyed sneer she’d given him earlier. Darren huffed a short, bitter laugh. Yeah, okay. Definitely not a coincidence. She just hates me. He wasn’t sure what he’d done to earn that level of hostility, but if she wanted to act like that, fine. He wasn’t about to waste energy caring. As he brushed past the group and into the lecture hall, he caught a snippet of their conversation. “...Evelyn, are you taking notes for us if the professor is awful?” one of the girls teased. “Ugh, don’t even joke about that, Riley,” Evelyn groaned. “I’m not here to babysit anyone.” Evelyn. So that’s her name. Darren shook his head as he took a seat toward the middle of the classroom. Whatever, Evelyn. He had better things to focus on than some stuck-up, gorgeous—no, rude—girl.

As Evelyn strutted into the classroom, her heels clicking against the floor, Darren kept his eyes forward, determined to ignore her. But, of course, she couldn’t just let that happen. “Great,” she muttered as she passed by him, just loud enough for him to hear. “Guess this class just got a lot more annoying.” Darren let out a dry chuckle, shaking his head. “You’re obsessed with me already, huh?” he shot back without looking at her. Evelyn scoffed but didn’t reply. Instead, she slid into a seat behind him—one row up, just enough to stay out of his peripheral vision. But Darren wasn’t stupid. He felt her presence. Worse, he could feel her eyes boring into the back of his head, like she was waiting for him to slip up just so she could make another snide remark.

He exhaled sharply, forcing himself to focus on the front of the class. Just ignore her. She’s not worth it. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Evelyn had decided to make him her personal target. And something told him she wasn’t planning on stopping anytime soon. Professor Atwood strolled into the classroom, setting his leather briefcase down on the desk with an air of practiced precision. His gaze swept over the room, his sharp eyes scanning the students like he was already memorizing each face. “Alright, everyone,” he began, clasping his hands together. “Before we dive in, let’s get something straight—I run my class a certain way. Some of you might find it odd, but you’ll get used to it.” Darren leaned back in his chair, only half-listening, but then Atwood’s next words caught his attention.

“I have OCD,” the professor stated matter-of-factly. “I’m a control freak. That means I like things organized. One of those things? Assigned seats.” A few students exchanged glances, some murmuring in surprise. Darren furrowed his brows. Assigned seats? In college? “Uh...” he spoke up, raising a hand slightly. “No offense, but isn’t that kinda a high school thing?” Atwood’s lips twitched into a smirk. “Sure is. But it also makes attendance and learning your names a hell of a lot easier for me.” He tapped the side of his head. “Efficiency, Mr...?” “Kennedy,” Darren said automatically. “Exactly, Mr. Kennedy. Efficiency.” Atwood turned back to the class. “Now, I like to seat people alphabetically—by first name, not last. Let’s get you all sorted.” Darren’s stomach dropped. Oh, hell. It took him about two seconds to realize what that meant. Unless there were more students with names starting with ‘D’ and ‘E,’ there was a very real possibility—

He turned his head slightly, just in time to meet Evelyn’s gaze. Her expression was perfectly neutral, except for the slight narrowing of her green eyes, the subtle twitch of her brow. She realized it, too. Darren exhaled, dragging a hand down his face. Just my luck. Around them, the rest of the class was already starting to shuffle around, waiting for Atwood to call out names and direct them to their seats. Evelyn crossed her arms and sighed dramatically. “Well, isn’t this fantastic,” she muttered under her breath. Darren shot her a tight-lipped smile. “Thrilled to be stuck with you too, Evie.” Her eye twitched. “Don’t call me that.” He just grinned, knowing this was going to be a long semester.

“Darren Kennedy.” Darren stood up, his eyes scanning the room before making his way toward the front, trying to shake off the frustration that had lingered since the hallway encounter with Evelyn. He’d barely touched her, but she was acting like he’d done something worse than that. He couldn’t figure her out. He dropped into his seat, trying to focus on the syllabus in front of him, when Atwood began calling the rest of the names. “Evelyn Zade.” Darren glanced up just in time to see Evelyn walking up to the front. As she passed his row, she shot him a look that could melt steel. He could feel the tension between them already building. Evelyn reached the front, but instead of sitting down, she turned to Atwood and opened her mouth. “I’m not sitting next to him,” she announced, loud enough for the whole class to hear. Her voice was venomous. “He shoved me earlier, and I’m not sitting next to a woman-beater.” Darren’s eyes widened, his jaw tightening as he shot to his feet. “What the hell? I didn’t shove you,” he retorted, his voice sharp with disbelief. “I bumped into you, and you’re acting like I attacked you.” His hands were clenched at his sides, and the anger was starting to boil over.

Atwood, ever the calm presence in the room, raised an eyebrow. “Ms. Zade,” he said, addressing her in a voice that was patient, yet firm, “Could you elaborate on this incident? Tell us what exactly happened?” Evelyn’s eyes flashed with righteous indignation as she crossed her arms and turned toward Atwood. “He shoved me onto concrete,” she said, her voice ringing with certainty. She pulled up her sleeve to reveal a bruise on her arm. “He did this. I can’t sit next to someone who treats people like that.” Darren’s heart dropped into his stomach. This is insane. He had barely touched her—he had bumped into her, for Christ’s sake—and now she was accusing him of something that wasn’t true. “Listen,” Darren said, his voice uncharacteristically calm despite the heat of anger rolling in his chest. “I didn’t shove her. I accidentally bumped into her when I was walking by, and when she fell, I tried to help her up. But she smacked my hand away. She’s making this into something it’s not.”

Evelyn scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Don’t play the hero now,” she spat. “You’re just trying to cover up what you did.” Atwood let out a long sigh, his patience visibly wearing thin. “Enough,” he said, his voice cutting through the tension in the room. “Ms. Zade, I’m going to need you to sit down. You’re making a scene over a misunderstanding.” Evelyn huffed and glared at Darren one last time before taking her seat, still visibly fuming. Darren stood still for a moment, watching her as she dropped into her chair, her arms still crossed tightly. He could feel the fire in her glare even though she wasn’t looking at him. Atwood addressed the class, his voice quieter now. “Let’s get back to business, shall we?” He moved on with the seating arrangement, and the class began settling down. Darren sat back in his seat, still boiling with anger, but not sure what to do next. He wasn’t the type to escalate things, but Evelyn was something else. Why the hell is she making this up? He couldn’t shake the confusion and frustration in his chest. He glanced sideways at her—her face was hard, eyes fixed on the desk in front of her—but he wasn’t sure whether he was more pissed at her for lying, or at himself for letting it get under his skin.

Professor Atwood droned on, going over the syllabus as Darren tried his best to pay attention, but the conversation with Evelyn still gnawed at him. He could feel her presence next to him, her quiet defiance like an unspoken challenge. The professor rambled about attendance policies, deadlines, and his life—how he’d worked hard to get where he was, how much he expected from his students. He threw in anecdotes about his travels and a few too many details about his obsession with organization, clearly trying to make himself appear more relatable. But Darren’s attention was elsewhere. He couldn’t help it. Under his breath, he muttered, “Bitch.” Evelyn’s head snapped toward him, her eyes narrowing. “What did you just say?” she hissed in an almost mocking tone, barely louder than a whisper.

Darren shot her a sideways glance, his face twisting into a sneer. “You heard me,” he said coolly, keeping his voice low but dripping with venom. “Don’t act like you’re some angel either.” “Cunt,” she shot back, her voice sharp, the word practically laced with venom. Darren’s sneer deepened, the insult rolling off him as he leaned slightly toward her, his eyes cold. “Takes one to know one.” Evelyn’s lips curled into a small, tight smile, but she didn’t reply. Her hands were gripping her notebook now, her fingers white against the paper. She wasn’t backing down, and Darren was too pissed to let it go. But it was a battle neither of them seemed willing to concede. Atwood, oblivious to the back-and-forth, continued to talk about his expectations for the course—lectures, assignments, and how everything would be graded meticulously. He occasionally glanced up to make sure everyone was paying attention, but when he saw the two of them, he didn’t comment. Instead, he just kept rambling, perhaps used to his students’ tension by now. Darren barely heard the rest of Atwood’s lecture. His mind was too wrapped up in the tension with Evelyn. It was like they were locked in some kind of silent competition, neither willing to give an inch. Atwood paused in his talk to give them a moment, but the silence between Darren and Evelyn was thick and unsaid, both of them simmering but unwilling to acknowledge the anger they’d sparked.

As soon as the professor dismissed the class, Darren quickly packed up his things, eager to get out of the classroom. The tension between him and Evelyn was unbearable, and he needed a break from her attitude. He grabbed his bag and stood up, ready to get out of there. But before he could take a step, his foot caught on something. In an instant, his body lurched forward, and his knee collided with the corner of the desk. The impact was sharp, and he grunted in frustration, barely managing to catch himself with his hands. He looked up, seething with anger—and there she was. Evelyn was standing right behind him, her lips curled into a wicked, mocking smile. “Oh, oops,” she said with a saccharine sweetness that made his blood boil. “It was an accident.” His vision blurred with rage. She did that on purpose. Darren’s fist clenched around the straps of his bag, and he bit back a curse. “Really? An accident?” he said through gritted teeth. “Don’t act like you didn’t just do that on purpose.”

Evelyn’s smile widened, the satisfaction in her eyes unmistakable. “I’m sorry, Kennedy. I didn’t mean to hurt your delicate ego,” she teased, her voice dripping with mock sympathy. Darren’s heart raced in his chest. He could feel his blood pressure rising. This girl is insufferable. She turned, her heels clicking sharply against the floor as she made her way to the door. “Better watch where you’re walking next time,” she called over her shoulder, her tone sweet but laced with venom. He stood there, fists clenched, unable to shake the frustration burning inside him. That wasn’t an accident. She’d done that to mess with him, and the worst part was, she knew exactly how to push his buttons. Darren’s teeth ground together as he stood, staring at her retreating back. “You’re a real piece of work, Zade,” he muttered under his breath, his anger simmering as he watched her walk away.
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After his third and final class of the day wrapped up, Darren packed his things slowly, his mind still reeling from the tension of the morning. He was just about ready to head out and get to his car when he spotted Nathan, one of his old friends from high school, making his way down the hallway. “Dare!” Nathan called out, waving at him with a grin. Darren turned to see his friend coming toward him, an easygoing smile on his face. “Yo, Nate! Didn’t know you were here,” Darren said, giving him a quick clap on the back. “Yeah, man, just started last month. How’s your first day treating you?” Nathan asked as they walked toward the exit together. “Can’t complain,” Darren replied with a shrug. “Three classes down. Not bad.”

“Nice, man. Glad to see you’re settling in. You gotta hang with me and the guys sometime. You know we’re always at that café near campus.” Nathan flashed a grin, clearly excited about the idea. “I’ll definitely stop by sometime,” Darren said. “Actually, I wanted to ask you. Have you met Evelyn Zade?” Nathan’s face lit up when he heard her name. “Evelyn Zade? Yeah, I know her. She’s so sweet, man. Super cute too. One of the nicest people on campus.” Darren frowned slightly, his mind still buzzing with the morning’s interactions. “Sweet, huh?” “Yeah, she’s always super polite and cool with everyone,” Nathan added, not noticing the shift in Darren’s mood. “And she’s a total smokeshow too. Honestly, she’s got that whole girl-next-door vibe, but way hotter.”

Darren gritted his teeth. “Yeah, she’s... got the looks. But her attitude is something else.” He couldn’t help but feel irritated thinking about it. Nathan laughed, clearly not picking up on the tension in Darren’s voice. “Dude, I’m telling you, you’re probably reading her wrong. She’s actually really nice once you get to know her. Maybe she was just having a bad day when you met her?” Darren shook his head. “I’m not mistaking her for anyone. She’s got black hair, green eyes, olive skin. Always dresses like she’s headed to a business meeting—white blouse, black skirt, heels. She’s attractive, sure, but that doesn’t excuse how rude she is.” Nathan grinned, shaking his head. “Man, sounds like you’re just salty about something. She’s really sweet. Trust me. I’ve never seen her act that way.” “I’m not salty,” Darren muttered. “But if you say so, man.” His thoughts were still spinning about Evelyn, and he wasn’t sure what it was about her that made her rub him the wrong way. Nathan slapped him on the back, clearly trying to keep things light. “Look, I get it, man. But seriously, you should try talking to her more. I bet she’s not as bad as you think.”

Darren didn’t respond immediately, still processing everything. “I’m not wasting my time with her,” he said after a pause. “She’s got her own thing going on.” Nathan just shrugged. “If you say so, man. But if you change your mind, let me know. She’s a cool person.” Darren shot Nathan a half-hearted smile as they reached the parking lot. “I’ll keep that in mind.” As they headed toward their cars, Darren couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right with Evelyn, but he wasn’t going to waste any more energy on it. He had more important things to focus on... at least for now.

As they reached the parking lot, Nathan clapped Darren on the shoulder. “Hey, by the way, there’s a little social tonight. It’s like a meet-and-greet kind of thing for the freshmen. They’re doing food trucks, some activities, and there’s a local band playing. Pretty chill, I think. You should come.” Darren raised an eyebrow, his curiosity piqued. “Sounds like it could be fun. When does it start?” “At 5,” Nathan replied, already pulling out his phone to send Darren the details. “I’ll text you the info. You should totally come, man. It’ll be a good time.” Darren thought for a moment before grinning. “Yeah, I think I’ll check it out. Sounds like a good way to kill some time and meet people.” “Hell yeah,” Nathan said with a nod. “It’ll be cool. Plus, you never know who you might run into. I’ll see you there.” Darren gave him a quick thumbs up. “Alright, man, I’ll be there. Thanks for the heads-up.” Nathan waved him off as they got into their respective cars. Darren’s mind lingered on the idea of the social for a moment longer. He wasn’t particularly excited about crowds or small talk, but food trucks and live music weren’t bad. Plus, it might be a good way to distract himself from his earlier frustration with Evelyn.

Darren pulled into the driveway, parked his car, and stepped out, stretching his arms overhead as he took in the late afternoon air. The day had been long, and his mind was still buzzing with the events that had unfolded, especially his interaction with Evelyn. He walked inside, the familiar scent of home greeting him as he opened the door. “Hey, I’m back,” he called out, hanging his keys on the hook by the door. Ashley, his mom, was sitting at the kitchen table, flipping through a magazine. Tom, his dad, was in the living room, fiddling with the remote. “Hey, Darren,” Ashley said with a smile, glancing up from her reading. “How was your first day?” “Not bad, not bad,” Darren replied, walking over to the fridge to grab a drink. “Got through three classes. A lot to take in, but I’m excited.” Tom glanced up from the TV, grinning. “Glad to hear it, son. So, what’s next?”

Darren took a sip of his drink, then leaned against the counter. “Well, there’s this little social thing tonight. Some food trucks, activities, and a local band playing. Nathan, you remember him from high school? He invited me. It’s from 5, so I’m gonna check it out.” Ashley nodded. “Sounds fun. You should go, meet some people.” “Yeah, I will,” Darren said with a shrug, trying to keep it light. He didn’t feel like mentioning Evelyn to them. It didn’t seem worth the trouble. Besides, maybe he was just reading too much into it. Maybe she’d been having a bad day or something. He could deal with it later. “Who’s going?” Tom asked, always the curious one. “Just some people from class, I think. Nate said it’s a chill kind of thing, just to meet other students. I’m not expecting anything big.” “Good, good,” Tom said, settling back into the couch. “Sounds like a nice way to unwind.”

“Yeah, exactly,” Darren said. He paused, then added, “But I’m not gonna make a big deal about it. Just... you know, a little social. Should be fun.” Ashley smiled, clearly pleased. “You deserve to have a good time after your first day.” Darren nodded absently, taking another sip from his drink. “Yeah. Anyway, I’ll get going soon.” “Alright, have fun,” his mom said, her eyes returning to her magazine. Tom muttered a distracted “Don’t do anything stupid” as he flipped the
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