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      With a resounding thud, I closed the passenger door of my beat-up, older-than-I-am Toyota Camry. My reflection stared back at me. My wavy brown hair was pulled into a messy bun at the base of my neck with a handful too many escapee strands for my liking. Dark eyebrows created a knit over pale-green eyes, and teeth—straightened by the miracle technology of braces—worrying the right side of my lower lip. Two cherry-red blotches stained my cheeks, and I rubbed my trembling hands over the warmed skin as if that would help brush my nervousness away.

      “No,” I murmured to myself, shaking my head, and leaned down to pick up the cardboard box that had just spent the last three hours in the passenger seat of my car. “I will not be nervous,” I continued to whisper to myself as I lifted my head and squared my shoulders. “I will be confident and fun and definitely not nervous.” Maybe if I said it enough, I could make it come to fruition.

      Taking a deep breath to calm the butterflies fluttering away in my stomach, I turned away from my car, facing the large, rectangular building with the slightly lop-sided Hemmel Hall sign hanging over the door. The same door that currently had dozens of people, mostly bright-faced first-year students like me, walking in and out of it. My eyes followed a mother and daughter as they held each end of a mini-fridge, laughing as they kept losing their grip on it, setting it down so they could shake out their arms and pick it up again.

      My shoulders fell, and my head drooped. The momentary confidence I felt was being swept away as a deeper emotion crept up my throat and pricked behind my eyes. I wasn’t sure I could do this. I gritted my teeth and squeezed my eyes, trying to remember the certainty I’d felt just moments ago. What was I thinking?

      “What’s the point?” I whispered to myself. “What’s going to be different? Maybe I should just⁠—”

      “Hey!” a deep voice interrupted my lonesome conversation. It was bright and vibrant and almost sounded like a song.

      I blinked away some of the blurriness and looked up to see two tall guys walking my way. One had bright-orange hair, freckles splashed across his cheeks, and a huge smile. The voice had definitely come from him. He waved excitedly in my direction with his perfectly sculpted arm. The other had golden hair that shimmered in the sunlight, like a halo around his head, and piercing ice-blue eyes that made my breath catch in my throat. While he had a leaner build than his friend, he appeared no less imposing since he had a distinct air of confidence around him, or maybe that was arrogance. I reserved the right to make that determination at a later time.

      I looked behind me, trying to see if they were walking toward someone else, but there was no one immediately behind me, and no one else seemed to pay them much attention. Everyone but me was too concerned with unpacking their cars with family and friends who’d come along to help.

      As I slowly turned back around, I came face-to-face with those two beautiful strangers. I was sure utter confusion painted my face as they approached because the orange-haired one stuck out his hand.

      “Hey! Welcome to Briarwood University. My name is Jack; nice to meet you!” His smile was almost goofy, giving his face a youthful, approachable look. And that sing-song tune he’d used across the parking lot definitely matched his animated look.

      My arms twitched to reach out and grab his hand—as that was the polite thing to do—but the box in my grasp jostled, reminding me that I was, in fact, holding it and could not shake his hand without dropping it.

      “Umm—” I mustered, looking between the box and his hand, feeling wholly embarrassed by the situation and even more unsure of what to do.

      “Ah, right, sorry about that!” He smirked as he effortlessly scooped the box out of my hold and propped it up on his left shoulder. “What floor are you on?”

      Now, even further confused by the interaction, my eyes flicked to the other stranger, the one with the angelic hair and intelligent eyes tracing my face. Seeing my flustered expression, his lips twitched slightly upward, and he finally spoke.

      His eyes seemed to bore into me, and they never left mine as he scolded his friend. “Jack, it’s a little creepy to take a girl’s things and then ask where she lives. Don’t you think?”

      “Aw, fuck! That did sound kind of creepy, huh? I’m sorry.”

      I turned to face him and found his eyes cast down.

      “I guess that’s why they gave us notecards to memorize.” Jack cleared his throat, and a semi-serious expression schooled his face. “Hello, my name is Jack. I am a member of the welcoming committee, an on-campus organization that helps students move in. If you need assistance, please ask anyone with this badge.” He gestured to a large blue badge over his heart that read, “I’m here to help!” in big, bold letters. “So, uh, would you like some help carrying your stuff to your room?” He suddenly looked sheepish and rubbed the back of his head with his free hand. The larger-than-life personality dimmed a little as he recited his written speech.

      “Oh,” I breathed out, nervously running my damp hands on the sides of my jean shorts. “Um, yes.” I cleared my throat and said in a much clearer and confident voice, “Yes, I would appreciate that very much.”

      “Great!” Jack’s bright smile was back in full swing. He turned around and marched toward the door.

      Huh?

      “Doesn’t he need the fl⁠—”

      “Jack,” the stranger next to me called out in a voice that, while it wasn’t very loud, commanded the attention of everyone within earshot.

      It sent a shiver down my spine, but I didn’t have time to tell whether it was a good or a bad sensation.

      Jack turned around. “Yeah?”

      The stranger simply scoffed and turned his attention back to me, taking a slight step closer to me and lowering his voice so only I could hear when he spoke. “What’s your room number?”

      I gave him a nervous, breathless laugh and a nod of thanks before pulling out the personalized welcome card from my back pocket and scanning it for the needed information. My eyes connected with fierce blue again as I mustered up, “Room 218.”

      His lips pulled into a sly smile, and my gaze automatically snapped down from his eyes to follow the movement of his mouth. It was full and inviting, and I was transfixed until my brain registered muddled words.

      “Got it. See you up there!” 

      But the only thing that had my attention was the man in front of me and his hypnotic lips. His tongue momentarily dipped out of his mouth, moistening his lips, leaving behind a light sheen that made them appear even more tempting.

      Even amid the high emotions of everything happening today, these strange interactions left my thoughts jumbled and hard to untangle. Nevertheless, one thought rang loud and clear in my mind as the stranger with halo hair leaned closer to me and his lips inched nearer to my own. And that was, Oh, I really want to kiss him.

      The smell of sweet and spicy cologne filled my nose as a light wind blew, and my eyelids fluttered closed. And just as I could feel the warmth of his arm radiate to mine, a loud thud pulled me from my daydream. I opened my eyes to find the back door of my car ajar. A small box had toppled onto the ground, spilling a handful of my panties and my only vibrator—which happened to be hot pink—onto the asphalt for the entire world to see. Mortified didn’t begin to describe the emotion that flooded me, bringing with it a heat that had to have turned my cheeks the color of an apple.
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      The tiny girl in front of me jumped and let out a fairly undignified, “Eek!” Her cheeks burned red as she noticed her box of underwear had tipped out of her car and what I could only guess was a sex toy had landed at her feet.

      She gaped at me with a horrified expression as her cheeks deepened to an almost purple hue, and her gaze followed my arm to the car door, where my hand was grasping the handle. She bent over, grabbed the neon-pink toy, and then pushed past me. She turned her back to me as if to shield her delicates from my line of view.

      “I’m sorry. I just figured you’d like some help carrying the boxes in the backseat. I didn’t realize how precariously they were stacked or that they weren’t taped closed,” I said, half amused, half sympathetic for the poor girl.

      She paused in her rummaging and whipped her head around, causing more of her wavy hair to escape from her bun. Her eyes narrowed, and her mouth pressed into a hard line as she closed the box and slowly stood up.

      “Excuse me; I did not precariously pack my car! The objects must have shifted during transport!” She sounded like a newly trained flight attendant dealing with an unruly passenger. It was cute.

      I leaned down to glance into the car, then turned back to the girl and lifted an eyebrow.

      Her cheeks puffed out slightly, and pink traveled from her cheeks to her neck to underneath the shallow dip of her crew-neck shirt. I vaguely wondered how far down that embarrassing blush went.

      “If you’re just going to throw my stuff around and make fun of how I stack boxes, then I don’t need your help!” Annoyance—or maybe just embarrassment—dripped from her tone. “And anyway, you’re not a part of the welcoming committee, are you?” She pointed to my empty shirt.

      I put my hand over my chest and leaned my head back as if she had shot me, wounding me with her accusation. “What? A man can’t just be a good Samaritan and help incoming students move in?”

      Her bottom lip jutted out in a small pout, and she squeezed around me—since I was still in her way—seemingly very careful not to touch me, to grab another box.

      “Not if he’s going to be rude,” she huffed and rolled her eyes before leaning into the car. “I’d just rather do it myself.” That last part seemed more for her than me, but I’d heard it all the same.

      Because I wasn’t a complete jerk—and she was really fucking cute—I stepped back with my hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay, you’re right. I truly am sorry I dropped one of your boxes. I really do just want to help.”

      She peeked around and sized me up, slowly dragging her green eyes up and down my body. She must not have meant to because she seemed to have caught herself. Her eyes widened slightly, and she turned her head back around. However, from where I was standing, I noticed how she bit her bottom lip in the same worried fashion I had seen from across the parking lot a few minutes ago. God, what’d I’d give to watch her do that as she rode my cock and her perfect tits bounced as she went.

      She let out a loud sigh. “Okay. It’s, um, that’s good then.”

      Her shoulders rose and fell as she took a deep breath and faced me again with a small smile. Nervousness still wracked her posture, but she seemed like she wanted to say something. “It seems like it would be bad luck to start the school year off on the wrong foot, so maybe we should start over.” She stuck her hand out and squared her shoulders.

      When she did, she put her full, perky breasts on display, and I had to fight back the groan that wanted to escape in response.

      “I’m Daphne.”

      “Hi, Daphne. I’m Trent.” I tried not to let my amusement—or my arousal—show as I shook her outstretched hand. It felt so small, trembling in my grasp. My instinct was to pull her against my chest and steady that tremor, but I fought the urge.

      I traced my gaze from her hand to her face and felt my breath hitch in my chest. She still had that forced-calm expression, but her gem-like eyes sparkled with a much deeper emotion—utter determination.

      As I dropped her hand and she turned back toward the car to pick up her underwear box, I felt interest rise within me—other than what had risen in my pants moments earlier—and I had to fight against the twitch in my lips that wanted to produce a wicked smile.

      This seemingly meek girl had just caught me completely off-guard by producing the most intense gaze I’d ever seen.

      What was that for? What is she determined to do? Accept my apology? Start the year off on the “right foot?” What would that even entail? 

      My runaway train of thoughts was halted as a large box was shoved into my chest.

      “If you can take this one, I’ll be able to grab these,” she said. As she poked her head around the cardboard, I could see she juggled three smaller boxes and how her eyes had softened again.

      I blinked, fully coming out of my stupor, and let an easy smile form on my lips. “No problem. I may not be as strong as Jack, but I’m sure I can handle more than one box at a time.” I cocked a brow.

      Daphne tilted her head as if she was trying to determine if I meant that as an innuendo, but before she could say anything, Jack jumped into my periphery out of nowhere. He startled me and clearly scared the shit out of her.

      “Dude! She’s rooming with Bessie!” His chest heaved on his approach like he’d run to us, so excited to tell us this news.

      He turned to her, practically bouncing on his feet. “You’re Daphne, right?” Jack was still trying to catch his breath, but he looked at her expectantly, a goofy grin still plastered on his face.

      “Oh, um, yeah… Yes. I am. I’m Daphne.” She again fumbled over her words in the face of Jack’s over-the-top excitement.

      That beautiful blush that had just started to subside creeped back into her cheeks, and I watched it spread down her chest.

      “Aw, man, how could I not have realized that? Bessie must’ve told me a million times she was in 218. Gah!” He threw his hands up in frustration.

      “Bessie?” Daphne said, taking a step closer to Jack and tilting her head again. She must do that when she’s confused without realizing it. “My roommate’s name is Bethany. We’ve been messaging all summer.” Her confusion must have taken over her nerves since she was no longer stuttering.

      “Huh?” Jack looked back at her. “Oh, yeah, Bethany is her full name; Bessie’s a nickname from when she was a kid. Everyone in our family calls her that. Well, the whole family plus this guy!” He threw his sweaty arm over my shoulder and smashed his cheek into mine.

      I groaned and shoved the box at his chest so he’d release me. “Get off! It’s too hot for that shit. Plus, you reek!”

      Not only did he stink, but he was sweaty as hell and had gotten that crap all over me. No man on this campus wanted to roam around on move-in day, looking like he’d just worked out and then rolled in the dirt.

      As Jack whined and tried to sniff his armpit, Daphne’s eyes darted between us before lighting up with a spark. Then, a genuine smile appeared on her face. Her eyes crinkled, and her button nose scrunched slightly.

      Once again, I felt as if I couldn’t breathe at the sight of her, and I had to shift to keep the growing tightness in my pants from being obvious.

      What the fuck is going on? She was above average and seemed normal; something made it impossible to look away.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed. “You’re that Jack. Bethany’s brother! She’s told me about you!” The light of recognition went off in her head, and when it did, the most gorgeous smile I’d ever seen blossomed on her lips—fuck, those lips.

      “Really? What has she said? Wait, nothing embarrassing, right?” Jack straightened up and jumped closer to Daphne, pressing himself into her personal space.

      I wasn’t sure why he was acting like that. Even with the excitement of all the new people on campus and meeting them, he was usually at least a little more chill than this.

      I clicked my tongue and, this time, fully shoved my box into his chest, transferring it to him. “Come on, dude, you’ve got to respect people’s personal space. Back up and give the lady some room.”

      “Ah, right, sorry, Daphne, I just got excited. Bessie’s been talking about you for months.”

      She gave another breathless laugh and a slight no. Somehow, it appeared he’d endeared himself to her, although I couldn’t imagine how—unless she liked dopey oafs who talked too much and never slowed down. Jack had a heart of gold, and I guessed she could see that right off.

      The vibration from my phone diverted my attention from whatever inane question Jack stage-whispered to Daphne next.

      I turned around and opened the email notification I had just received.

      

      
        
        Subject: Biology Lab Fall Semester

      

        

      
        Good afternoon,

        If you are receiving this email, unfortunately, you were not selected for a spot in my research lab for the fall semester. Thank you for your interest. 

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Dr. Morton

      

      

      

      Short, sweet, and to the point. A wonderful reflection of who Dr. Morton was as a professor. Two sentences kept me from building the perfect resume and having the perfect college career. I squeezed the phone roughly as my molars ground together. I couldn’t believe it.

      No fucking way.

      I squeezed my phone with a death grip and reminded myself that if I threw it, I’d have to replace it. And replacing it would be costly. So, I took a deep breath, and then another, before I turned around and looked over Jack and Daphne’s heads toward the science building. The email was just sent, so he must still be in his office.

      I’ll talk to him. There must’ve been some kind of mistake.

      I stepped forward, interrupting their conversation, and moved between them, my eyes still glued to the third floor of the science building where Dr. Morton’s office was located. “I’ve gotta go.” I took off toward the building without any further explanation.

      “Trent, where are you going?” Daphne’s soft voice caused me to blink, and I glanced back at her, not breaking my stride as I began walking backward.

      “Sorry, something just came up, and I’ve got to fix it.”

      Her lips turned down in a frown, and her shoulders seemed to fall an inch. Five minutes ago, her disappointment would have piqued my interest, but now, the only thing I cared about was finding out how I’d been overlooked for a spot in Dr. Morton’s lab.

      “Oh, um, okay. Good luck. I hope you fix it quickly.”

      “Thanks.” I gave her an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry I have to bail, but I’m sure I’ll see you around campus, yeah?”

      Daphne didn’t look too convinced, but she still nodded anyway.

      “All right, dude, see ya later!” Jack barely glanced at me as he eyed the rest of the boxes in the car, probably estimating how many he could carry in one trip.

      I headed to Dr. Morton’s office, feeling righteous anger settle in my bones. Instead of trying to calm myself down, I let my mind spin.

      Did I work my ass off just to be rejected? Hell, I’ve even been his TA for two years! I’ve bent over backward for a man no one can bear to be around, all in the name of landing one of those coveted spots and the chance at publishing in a science journal.

      No. No. It can’t be right. It was an oversight.

      I am going to fix this.
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      With Jack’s help, I could unpack my car in about twenty minutes. Granted, I didn’t have much stuff; it looked like some students took over an hour to unload their own and their parents’ cars. I had no idea where they thought they were going to put all that stuff, but more power to them.

      I was thrilled to meet my roommate. She appeared to be a carbon copy of Jack, only female. Bright-orange hair in two French braids down her back, freckles across her face, and an athletic build.

      “Daphne!” Her squeal filled the room when I walked through the door, and I realized immediately that her enthusiasm also matched that of her brother.

      I’d barely put down my box before she had me in a bear hug.

      “It’s so great to finally meet you! You seemed so nice over text, so I was so happy to have you as my roommate. I know we’re going to get along so well and do all those fun roommate activities like binging bad reality TV shows and complaining about our classes. We can even decorate our room for every holiday, so it always feels super festive!”

      Bethany was talking faster than I could keep up with. It was making my head spin. I hoped this was just a product of my being a new face and that the energy would simmer down just a bit in the long haul.

      Thankfully, Jack saved me by clamping a hand on her shoulder to silence her. “Calm down, sis. Daphne doesn’t speak Bess-enese yet.” He chuckled.

      She was still beaming. “Oops, sorry about that! I tend to talk really fast when I get excited.” Her eyes went wide. “And I am excited.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” My smile steadily grew. “I’m sure I’ll catch on quickly.”

      She gave Jack a haughty look. “See? I’m not that hard to understand.” Then she crossed her arms and huffed at him.

      He just rolled his eyes and walked to the door. “All righty, well, I’ve got to go see if anyone else needs help and make sure Trent is okay. Later, alligators!” With a grin and a wave, he walked out the door, shutting it behind him.

      Jack was the poster boy—literally—for Briarwood University. He was that kid on half of the marketing material; the one who looks like he was hired to pretend the school was the educational version of Disney World. He exuded that level of happiness and energy, seemingly twenty-four-seven. He probably even talked and smiled in his sleep.

      Bethany turned to me with a quizzical look. “Trent? Did something happen to him? Wait, you met Trent, too?”

      I gave her a small nod. “I met him a little while ago. When Jack came up to me to see if I needed help, Trent was with him. He was going to help me unpack my car, too, but he got a message on his phone and walked off somewhere. I don’t know him, but he seemed a little upset when he left.”

      “He was going to help you? Like actually lift boxes? Really?” Her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open. “Trent never helps with welcome committee stuff, even when Jack drags him to the events.” Her brows lifted so high I’d swear they almost touched her hair. Then she just gaped at me, like somehow I could enlighten her on the afternoon’s events and Trent’s thought process.

      I averted my eyes and swallowed, not having a clue how to respond to what certainly seemed to be pure shock on Bessie’s part. “Oh, yeah, I’m sure Jack dragged him over and that was why he offered to help.” I didn’t tell her about how he said he wanted to help because he was a “good Samaritan” and how he seemed willing to help when Jack wasn’t there.

      She hummed, staring holes in the side of my face. “Maybe.” She knew something she wasn’t telling me, but I wouldn’t pry.

      In all likelihood, I didn’t want to know what had her so curious about Trent’s behavior before or after the message. I’d learned long ago that some things just aren’t worth inquiring about.

      I quickly decided a change of subject was in order. “Anyway, Bethany⁠—”

      “Bessie.”

      “What?”

      She snorted. “Call me Bessie! The only person who calls me Bethany is my grandmother.” She walked over to her bed and opened a large suitcase.

      “Okay.” A small smile pulled at my lips. I hadn’t been close enough to anyone to call them by a nickname in a long time. I tried once more. “Bessie, what’s your major again?” I’d asked before, but I couldn’t quite remember.

      “Exercise science! Since I’ve played soccer all my life, I decided to study the physical aspects of athletics. Yours is biology, right?” Bessie turned around, her twin braids flying over her shoulders.

      “Yes.” I nodded, surprised she had remembered from our text conversations. “I hope to focus on genetics and do genetic mapping for families.”

      Her eyes widened again. “Oh my gosh, that’s so cool!”

      Our conversation flowed easily as we slowly unpacked, pausing every so often to admire each other’s decorations or knick-knacks. Meshing our two worlds into one dorm room happened rather effortlessly.

      Eventually, the sunset spilled in through the window. There was a gentle knock on our cracked door, and it opened slowly. Bessie cut off her explanation of soccer drills, and we both turned to see a cheerful-looking girl standing in the doorway.

      “Hey, girlies, I’m your resident advisor, Kirsten. We’re all going to leave for dinner at the cafeteria in five minutes. Feel free to join the group. I’ll give you the rundown on where, when, and how to navigate the world of food at Briarwood.” She winked and cupped her hand near her mouth like she had a secret to share. “An insider’s perspective.”

      “Great, thanks!” Bessie gave her two thumbs up. Then she turned around and stared at me with wide eyes and lips pressed into a straight line.

      Kirsten waved and moved on to tell the next room.

      “That was so awkward. Why’d I give her a thumbs up? And two at that?” She let out a huge sigh. “Whatever. She probably won’t remember with all the people she’s seeing.” Her stomach growled. “But I’m glad she came by because I’m freaking starved!”

      I smiled. “Me too. I hope they have something good tonight.”

      Bessie gave me a skeptical look. “Daph, the number one rule of college dining is that it has to be terrible. We’ll be lucky if we don’t get food poisoning.”

      Laughter erupted out of me so hard that I had to grasp my stomach. “What? Who made up that rule?” It wasn’t one I’d ever heard. In fact, Briarwood was rumored to be quite the opposite. People raved about the food on campus.

      “Hmm, the rule makers.” She smirked and shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s just what I heard.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s the case, but we’re about to find out.” As soon as I could collect myself, we left our room and followed our hallmates out.

      They all seemed excited and nervous; anxious energy hovered over us as we waited for Kirsten to lead the way.

      Bessie came out of the gate as quite the social butterfly—which didn’t surprise me. She introduced herself to everyone and somehow managed to remember all their names and room numbers. I was grateful for it since I would normally keep my head down, pray I didn’t trip over my feet, and hope no one talked to me. Bessie introduced me as her roommate, so I was able to meet almost every person in our hall. So many names blew past me. I knew I wouldn’t remember them all, but I wanted to try to get to know everyone. I forced myself to join Bessie’s conversations, adding my questions and comments, hoping I’d make a connection or two. While I was shy, I really didn’t want college to be an isolating experience. I wanted to meet people, have friends.

      So far, everyone seemed nice, and I felt myself relaxing as we walked a couple of blocks to the cafeteria. I was so worried about whether I would get along with the other students here and fit in, but everything was going well.

      The cafeteria was one of the newer buildings on campus. It was modern, constructed within the last couple of years, whereas most other buildings were at least three decades old.

      As we walked through the automatic doors, Bessie tugged on my sleeve. “There are Jack and Trent!” She pointed to a corner table with the two guys and a handful of other students.

      Dragging me, she said goodbye to our neighbors. “Let’s go sit with them.”

      I tried to voice my complaints, too nervous to see Trent again so soon after thoroughly embarrassing myself this afternoon, but I was no match for Bessie’s grip on my arm.

      “Hey, guys.” Bessie stopped at their table, and I slammed into her back. She gestured to the two empty chairs. “Do you mind if we sit with you?”

      “Of course, Bess, go ahead.” Jack nodded at me and smiled. “Hey, Daphne. It’s good to see you again!” His excitement eased my anxiety, and I smiled at his welcoming greeting.

      Trent just grunted and stabbed his chicken a little harder than necessary.

      Jack huffed. “Don’t mind him. Trent’s just pissed he didn’t get a position in that lab Morton does each year.”

      “Ohh. I’m sorry, Trent.” Bessie sat beside her brother, leaving me no choice but to take the seat next to Trent. “So that’s what happened to stop you from helping Daph move in?”

      “Yeah.” Trent rolled his eyes. “That’s what happened.” He dropped his fork, and it clattered on the plastic plate. He didn’t seem to notice, but it set me on edge. “It’s honestly such bullshit. This is my third year as his teaching assistant, and I worked in Browning’s lab last year. I should have a spot in Morton’s lab!”

      “Dr. Morton’s research lab?” I said before I could stop myself.

      Sharp blue eyes clashed with mine, and my heart leaped into my throat. “What do you know about his lab?” His voice was laced with accusation, and suddenly, I wanted to crawl under the table and then slither across the floor to safety.

      “Nothing.” I backpedaled automatically, trying to avoid the confrontation I sensed coming. “I just, um, I have him for a class.”

      His gaze darted around my face as if trying to figure out a difficult question, and he must’ve found his answer because his shoulders relaxed. Then he nodded. “Right, that makes sense. What do you have him for?”

      “Bio 101.”

      “Hey, that’s one of the courses you usually help with, right, Trent?” Jack slapped the table in excitement.

      “Yup,” Trent said, popping the P. Then his eyelids dropped, and he gave me a sly smile. “I guess that means we’ll see each other often.”

      I felt my face heat under the weight of his attention. Before I could embarrass myself with a stuttering reply, Bessie groaned.

      “Don’t be weird to my roomie, Trent. Come on, Daphne, let’s get some food and sit somewhere less gross.”

      She stood up, and I followed her, thankful for a way out of the conversation about Dr. Morton and labs. I made a mental note not to broach that subject with Trent.

      “Don’t be like that, Bessie. I’m sure Trent didn’t mean it like that, right, dude?” Jack said as we walked away.

      Bessie didn’t look back; her focus was already homed in on the different dining options, but I looked back in time to see Trent give me a flirtatious wink. My eyes widened, and I quickly turned to follow Bessie’s lead to the pizza bar. I refused to acknowledge the flutter I just felt in my stomach—it had to be hunger—or the heat in my cheeks, which had to have come from chasing Bessie through the cafeteria.

      Once we sat at a different table with two slices of pepperoni pizza each, Bessie finally spoke.

      “Sorry about Trent. He usually doesn’t act like that around new people. The whole thing with Morton’s lab is probably just messing him up.”

      I nodded and shoved a slice into my mouth, giving myself time before I had to answer. I swallowed a mouthful of greasy pizza and cleaned off my hands. “Is that an important lab or something?”

      Bessie picked at her crust and shrugged. “I’m not really sure, but it seems like it is. He’s been talking about it for a couple of years, so I guess he’s just bummed he didn’t get in. I’m pretty sure it was the whole reason he agreed to be Morton’s TA.”

      “Oh.” My voice was soft as I lowered my pizza back to the plate. “That sucks.” My tongue felt like lead in my mouth, and I’d lost my appetite.

      “Anyway, enough about Trent. Did you hear that…” Bessie’s voice trailed off in my head as I nodded along absentmindedly.

      As I picked at my pizza, the only thing I could focus on was Trent. He must be so upset that he didn’t get the position he wanted, especially after vying for it for years. I assumed he was intelligent enough and had experience. Even though I was a freshman, I knew Morton had a history of being tough on his students and lab assistants. Students wanted to be in his classes because he was the best, but they also had a pretty healthy fear of him.

      Trent must not have been accepted because all the positions were already filled.

      My stomach lurched, and guilt surged through me as I realized there was a high probability that he didn’t get into the lab because Dr. Morton had made a special exception to let me into the lab.

      I’d wanted nothing more than to get back to our room, and I wasn’t sure why because I lay there unable to sleep for hours. Then, when I finally did get to sleep, I tossed and turned all night. Every few minutes, unable to shake the building feeling of immense remorse and regret, I’d roll over again.

      Dr. Morton was granting me special permission into his lab, but I had no idea I’d be taking the spot from another qualified student, especially a senior who wouldn’t get the opportunity again. I never wanted to get anything at the expense of someone else, especially when I hadn’t yet paid my dues and someone else had.

      As the sunrise poured through the flimsy dorm blinds, I decided to speak with Dr. Morton after class that morning and ask him to move me to a different lab. I didn’t mind waiting to be in his lab until next year, and I didn’t want Trent to find out I had gotten in while he hadn’t.

      Bessie’s alarm went off, and she jumped out of bed, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. That girl was fully on or fully off—there was no in between.

      Seeing I was already awake, she grinned and gestured widely with her arms. “Good morning, Daphne! Are you ready to take on the day?” Bessie had more energy than anyone I’d ever met, and it was always positive.

      “The sun is barely up. How are you so chipper?” I groaned, sitting up in my bed and rubbing my eyes.

      “Ha! Most days, I have early morning training, so this is sleeping in for me!” With that, she tore through some of her drawers like a hurricane and zoomed out the door, presumably to the communal bathroom down the hall.

      I shook my head and laughed to myself. I wasn’t sure if I would ever get used to Bessie
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