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      Dear Reader,

      Youre about to step into a universe that came to me a few years ago. I held off writing this story because I didnt feel ready. Like many, I struggled through personal issues, which are reflected in this piece. I wasnt ready to face them, but I knew I needed to at some point.

      Out of that, Im Not Sorry was born.

      In this story, you will see alcohol and drug use and abuse, violence, and death along with mentions of kidnapping and SA of a minor.

      With those factors in mind, I hope you enjoy a story thats very close to my heart.

      -RB

    

  
    
      [image: I'm Not Sorry]

    

  
    
      [image: Top of desk illustration with items for a new identity-letter, birth certificate, driver's license, phone, university brochure, student ID, class schedule, and Visa gift card.]

    

  
    
      Chapter 1

      -Billie-Ashley-

      A muscle-stiffening chill rushed through my thin body. The hairs on my extremities stood on end. Because the wrist buckles were too taut, the lame attempt to retract my hands into the trench coat sleeves failed. My grip tightened on the steering wheel, the seat creaking as I shifted.

      Another shiver.

      I knew exactly what the feeling wasnt.

      The coming weather.

      Turning to face the passenger side, there she sat with her icy grey gaze locked onto mine. Her lack of expression unnerved me. Stripped me raw and urged me to run. But no matter where I went, she always followed with her disturbing and critical stare.

      Never a word. Not a simple hello. For sure, her sudden appearances wouldve been far worse if either happened. We only stared at one another until I could no longer. But I felt her gaze burning through me, judging me, tearing me to bloody bits.

      The childlike being had been with me for years, but as of late, she visited more.

      I hated the frequency and tried my best not to show any reaction. What if I did? That fear, no matter the size, rested like a barbell on my chest. At times, I lost my cool and would scream, thrash, or cry, evoking nothing from her.

      Why are you here? I asked in a whisper.

      No response.

      Today, I needed to ignore every part of my being telling me to run.

      My gaze fixed ahead, I sucked in a deep yet hitching breath and exhaled at length through trembling lips.

      Focus, focus, focus, I whispered.

      I stared through the bug-speckled windshield at the darkening sky. The threatening clouds gathered and condensed. A sudden brisk wind rattled the car. Rather than moving like graceful ballet dancers, ochre and gold leaves skittered across the parking lot within the violent eruption.

      Was the weather a metaphor for what would come?

      A person in khaki maintenance coveralls walked the parking lot with a leaf blower. The assaulting sound broke through the stormy autumn ambiance. Rain began to fall. Two people struggled with a plaid umbrella as they walked in front of the castle-style building, which appeared to be the dormitory.

      Thoughts of what I was about to undertake hammered through my mind.

      What am I doing? I chastised myself.

      Days ago, a kraft brown envelope with no return address had arrived in my post office box with an offer to learn more about my past, along with a substantial amount of money to walk away from everything. The vagueness was intentional, with no clear task stated.

      As crazy as this sounds, my decision was an easy yes. My skepticism ran wild, but what did I have to lose? With my mental health already dangling by a fraying thread, I hoped the offer and discoveries would help my state.

      My childhood was an unshakable haunt. I had nothing. No family or friends beyond acquaintances. Even better, a dead-end job. I wondered what remained. I followed the instructions, packed all my belongings, which fit into a suitcase and a single box, and gave up my prison-cell-sized rented room.

      After brief online research about the university, I worried about how everyone would take to a new student several weeks into the academic year. Admittedly, I was inexperienced, but by the look of the place, they might see me as eccentric at best. There had to be others who dressed similarly to meall thrifted or off the free table at a local church, doing my best to style the articles. That was my hope. I didnt want to stand out. Id rather slip into the background as the wallflower while figuring out what I needed to do.

      To further hurt and humiliate me, maybe the envelope was a game. But who could be so cruel?

      Because dangling a substantial amount of money in front of a person with a measly, unstable income would make them a motivated player.

      Palm open, I took the bait.

      Still staring up at the building, a nefarious vibe flowed through my body and settled into my bones. The worry fluttered in my stomach. Self-doubt lingered, showing through the tremble in my hands. I stuffed them under my thighs. The chilly, rainy weather might have been part of the reason, but the way my heart wanted to beat out of my chest pointed me toward anxiety. An attack lingered on the horizon.

      I shut my eyes and breathed.

      In through my nose, out through my mouth.

      In. Nose.

      Out. Mouth.

      Again.

      And again.

      I opened my eyes and held up my hands. The tremble subsided. My heart had slowed to a normal rhythm too. I couldnt afford for anyone to see the beat rattling through my entire body.

      This absolute leap of faith, a choice that I made, would test my resolve. For now, forward. A sidestep or two, but never back.

      I would be the greatest actor ever known. My truth and fiction would intertwine, becoming one. The only way to achieve believability.

      I can do this, I whispered, praying for the confidence.

      I reached for the dashboard and ran my fingertips across the envelope. The uneven texture sent a little tingle up my arm. With many secrets inside, betrayal loomed. I never wanted to hurt anyone like others hurt me; however, I feared that would be the case. I needed to keep to myself.

      I can do this, I repeated, this time louder.

      The thoughts ate at me, gnawing on my past and present. I pressed my hand against my stomach, hoping my morning gas station coffee stayed put.

      I jerked the rearview mirror toward me. Courtesy of yours truly, I had dyed my new blunt bob with fresh-cut bangs brown-black instead of the natural mousy color. Not that anyone would recognize me, but the change felt needed. I stared into my amber eyes but shoved the mirror away.

      I can do this, I said even louder.

      Maybe. Ugh.

      Seconds before loading my car, Id stared at the envelope, wondering if this choice was the right one for me. Every step filled with restraint sank deeper into an emotional muck. Id sat inside and rested my forehead against the steering wheel, my hands gripping my hair, but Id managed to hold back the tears.

      As I stared up at Thornes University, the same weight held me in place, but I had to push through. The dormitory stood rigid. Judgmental. Danger had to lurk in the dark corridors. I wondered what would jump out at me. Or if I needed to hide in the shadows, watching and waiting.

      Lightning streaked across the sky as thunder cracked, startling and, for a moment, blinding me. I rubbed my eyes, forgetting I had applied enough eyeliner for two people.

      Back in the mirror, I cleaned the smudges, but my efforts made my smoky eye look more morning-after.

      Another stiff wind rustled the tall pine and oak trees lining my surroundings.

      Large raindrops collided with my car, leaving me exasperated and leaning back into the seat.

      Fuck.

      I watched the maintenance person sprint, dodging into a small outbuilding left of the dormitory, which appeared hazy thanks to the weather.

      More lightning streaked and thunder rattled the world. I hoped the storm would end soon. Being in the south, storms usually did, but exceptions occurred.

      I looked at the passenger side. She stared up at the dorm, which meant only one thing: Time for me to dive into this murky body of water.

      I tucked the envelope into my waistband and pulled the coat hood over my head before I buttoned up to the lapels and cinched the belt, holding me together. Something had to, or I would flounder.

      I can do this, I said one last time.

      My name is Billie-Ashley Way, and I have a secret.

    

  
    
      Chapter 2

      -Billie-Ashley-

      The dormitorys arched covered entry seemed miles away. The box with my meager belongings cradled in my left arm cut off the circulation. I dropped my suitcase and fumbled with the crossbody satchel buckle, but the cold left my fingers useless. I needed my keycard to open the door and, of course, my wallet had disappeared deep inside the satchel.

      At my peak of frustration, the door swung open, close to hitting my head. I wobbled back but caught myself on the block wall.

      Sorry about that. Moving in? someone asked with a slight accent.

      I looked up and had to keep my reaction hidden. Their smile a brilliant white in the gloomy light. A deep blue pearl choker stood out against the white-collared shirt.

      I am, I answered.

      They stepped aside. A faint scent of weed wafted in my direction.

      Youre about a month late.

      Extenuating circumstances.

      Understood. Peculiar, though, Res Life didnt have the floor R.A. meet you.

      Im not sure what happened, I said, reaching for the suitcase.

      They plucked the box out of my arms, and we stepped inside. Oddly, their hands were filthy. Black and ashy like charcoal.

      By the way, Im Rex Lugar. He/him if youre curious.

      What an interesting name. Im Billie-Ashley Way. She/her.

      His melodic laugh echoed in the entryway. I find yours interesting as well. Wait until you hear my nickname.

      Oh God, it already happened. One minute in and I failed at being the wallflower.

      Whats that? I asked.

      His cheeks flushed, but I wouldve bet my last penny the redness suggested something other than embarrassment. A playfulness glinted in his blue eyes, which I imagined as Caribbean waters.

      Sexy Rexy.

      He held eye contact, waiting for a less-than-coy response.

      I refused to indulge.

      Wow. Okay, I said straight-faced.

      He narrowed his piercing gaze. I see you, Billie-Ashley.

      I swallowed hard and ignored his prod.

      Without a doubt, he was beautiful. Light brown hair cropped and sleek. I estimated him to be a full foot or more taller than me. The forest green houndstooth trousers and a heavy, dark grey cardigan bulked up his thinner frame. Unlike me, assuming they were by choice, he wore his dated articles well.

      He caught my gaze drifting to his dirty hands and cleared his throat. I just finished up a sketch for class. I have a tendency to get the medium all over me. He pointed at a smudge on the cuff sticking out from the cardigan sleeve.

      Oh, cool. Youre in the art program.

      Nail on the head. Fine Arts major.

      I cocked my head to the side and narrowed my gaze. Where are you from?

      You picked up on my accent.

      I did, but I cant quite pinpoint it. Its remarkably interesting.

      Im from here and there, he commented with a wink.

      Gotcha.

      In the thickest of accents, he said, Mums British. Dads a New Yorker. He laughed. For my entire childhood, we lived in a few different countries, but we settled stateside with my fathers work.

      Sounds like quite the life.

      Something all right, he muttered.

      I ignored that, unwilling to press further. Someday, I hope to travel, I said.

      What was wrong with me? Why did I keep talking?

      A real desire for me, but that could be Billie-Ashleys desire too.

      Yeah, travel is wonderful with the right people and delicious food. Tell me about you.

      Not from around here, but a few towns away, I replied with my own wink.

      Well played. He nodded down at the box. What suite?

      Looking like a deer in the headlights, I came close to forgetting my arrangement. Oh, um. Now that my hands were free and warmer, I flipped the buckle on my satchel and dug in, pulling out the room assignment printout. Here. I pointed to the letter.

      He bit his bottom lip and squinted. Finally, almost inaudibly, he murmured, That one.

      Yet another burst of anxiety bloomed in my chest. I didnt like his tone. I glanced up to see his expression. His dodging gaze threw out uncertainty. Odd, considering he seemed self-assured moments ago.

      Explain? I requested, my eyebrows lifted.

      Umm. Terrible news.

      My heart clenched.

      Thudthud

      Thud.

      Th-ud.

      I exhaled and asked, Why?

      He met my gaze, staring long and hard like the debate of his lifetime went on between what his mind said and what his mouth wanted to say. Id been there all of five minutes, and the vibe soared beyond my weary expectations. And not in a good way.

      The elevator broke a couple of weeks ago.

      That wasnt what made him change his demeanor, but I knew he spoke the truth because of the hand-written sign that said DO NOT USE taped to the elevator door.

      Well, that isnt cool, I said.

      He steered the direction of our conversation. The elevator was a later addition. From what I understand, they knocked out a bunch of spacesmostly single flats and storage roomsfor the installation.

      Excluding commuters, does everyone live in this building?

      Yeah. The university has a smaller enrollment, which allows us to have niche studies.

      Which is why I transferred here, I responded with a smile.

      Lie.

      Not completely clueless, but I didnt have time to fully explore what Thornes offered. Whoever sent the envelope had chosen my classes for me.

      As we stood and chatted, people walked in and out of the building. Some stared at me. Others said hi to Rex while, of course, staring at me.

      I got it, being new.

      I took a quick look around. Red oak accents dominated the interior, from the arched doorframes, hallways, and wainscoting. Small table and chair sets, along with heavy upholstered sofas and side chairs, packed the windowed alcoves. The plaid and floral fabrics were rich in color but faded and worn in places. A vibe I loved. However, whoever installed the fluorescent lighting needed to be arrested for crimes against humanity.

      He gestured to the staircase ahead. Ill walk you up.

      I appreciate your help, Rex.

      His lips twitched. The smile seemed out of nervousness. My pleasure.

      The wooden stairs creaked as we climbed. Thankfully, Im a runner and have endurance on my side, but between my crushing anxiety and carrying my belongings, exhaustion railroaded me. Without my morning routine run, I would be in shambles.

      Both of us were a little winded when we finally hit the top floor, which told me daily exercise would be essential. We walked past a few doors, my boots squawking on the wood flooring.

      He said, Here we are, and knocked on the wood door with a bronze F under the peephole.

      I stood behind him but off to the side.

      Coming! someone shouted from inside. The door swung open. Well, if it isnt Sexy Rexy. Whats with the box? Have Turns and Doubles kicked you out? An arm snaked out and poked at the wet edges.

      I stepped out from behind Rex.

      This is Billie-Ashley. He turned to me. Ive already forgotten your last name.

      Way. Billie-Ashley Way, I stated, glad that I remembered.

      Billie-Ashley, this is Mel Crandall. She/her. Oh, and Im he/him. Did I say that already?

      You did, I said.

      Probably obvious to you, though. Just look at me. A living Ken doll. He let out a quiet laugh and winked.

      Looks do not determine your gender, I replied.

      Youre right. Bad joke. Im sorry.

      Rex! Pay attention! Mel snapped her fingers in his face. How about you lay off the drugs for five minutes?

      Wow, I said under my breath.

      At that moment, I knew this experience would be unforgettable.

      Never do that again, he cautioned, his tone stern through his tight-set jaw.

      Well, youre always rambling. Her unbecoming attitude didnt match her kind face, framed by the shiniest auburn-tinted brown hair. Like me, she wore dark eyeliner, and her academia style said cozy fall afternoon. Then she pointed her chin in my direction and asked, And why is she here?

      I was seconds from becoming unglued. The welcoming vibe is strong, I remarked.

      Rex sighed. Mel, for fucks sake. Cant you be nice for five fucking minutes of your life? He turned to me again. Im sorry about that. She can beimpossible. And Im being kind.

      This is my new suite, I explained firmly. Not that I wanted to move in with her catty attitude.

      Rex added, Shes in Madss room.

      She stared into Rexs eyes for what seemed like an eternity. A flicker of a silent exchange. She didnt break her stare when she yelled, Bren!

      Im busy! came from deep inside the suite.

      I prayed to every God to stay calm. When anger struck, I cried, and I didnt want to do that within the first minutes of my new life at Thornes.

      You should come here and greet our new suite mate.

      Something fell to the floor and shattered. Shit!

      Soft footsteps and a near replica of Mel appeared. I couldnt tell whether they were twins or aspired to be. Bren looked me up and down, then joined the silent exchange between Mel and Rex.

      Breathing out a fake smile, Bren stuck a hand out to me. Brena Steele. She/her. Everyone calls me Bren. Pleasure.

      Far from it.

      As I hesitated, her eyebrow arched. I had no choice but to accept. Her cold and bony hand had more strength than I expected, but I refused to show her my shock.

      I stared into her honey-colored eyes and smiled. Likewise. Billie-Ashley Way. She/her.

      Mel sighed. Where is Fay-Fay when we need her?

      Whos Fay-Fay? I asked.

      Our suite mate.

      Right. Oh joy, there are more, I muttered in my head.

      We werent expecting youso early. The room still hasa few items, Mel said.

      Bren shifted her gaze to Mels.

      What in the world is going on? I wondered.

      Rex coughed. Well, anyway, here you are. He pushed the box into Brens chest, forcing her to take it. She held the box out as if it emitted a foul smell. Ive got to work on my assignment. I cant afford a second late paper.

      Thank you for helping me.

      Again, my pleasure. He motioned down toward the other end of the hall. Im way down in Suite U. Feel free to take that jaunt from F to U.

      I snorted, but I caught myself before I laughed.

      Right? He winked. Lets get coffee sometime. Or tea. Or whatever your beverage of choice is. I partake in spirits and fermented grape juice too. My gut says we will become fast friends.

      Im down, I agreed.

      Same. If Turns-Me-On is there, Bren added.

      Rex shook his head and sighed. As he walked away, he yelled over his shoulder, Be nice, ladies!

      I watched him go from a walk to a sprint down the hall. Something about him made me want to ask if I could move into his suite instead.

      As soon as I stepped over the threshold and into the common room, Mel slammed the door behind me. I turned and looked at her. She raised a brow and tilted her head, waiting for a snide response. I wouldnt give her the satisfaction.

      Rex is gay, she announced.

      In disbelief, I asked, Why would you out someone like that?

      She shrugged. Hes already out.

      But not to me. Thats his choice to tell me. Not yours.

      You looked at him like he was a snack.

      I couldnt believe my own ears. No. You absolutely misread that.

      Im a psych major, she said matter-of-factly.

      Okay. Not sure how that coincides with me being grateful to someone who showed kindness to me.

      She doubled down. I know how to read people.

      Right, I replied, still staring at Mel.

      I decided to leave the conversation alone, or I might say something that I wouldnt regret.

      Just as Mel raised a finger, Bren interrupted. So, this is the common room. I handpicked the furniture. Mostly thrifted. I couldnt bear living with the standard dormitory furniture. My gran made the drapes.

      The room looks comfortable, I said. Not a lie. Fully a vibe.

      The space read cozy and warm. To my right was a kitchenette with up-to-date fixtures. Obviously, a recent addition. And to the left, a nook with a well-worn wood table and high-back chairs. Ahead were wood accent pieces paired with a beautiful sapphire couch and loveseat and a matching floral side chair. The deep red and gold drapes hung below the arch windows stained-glass peak. I didnt see a TV, but I noted a large unit with doors that could store one.

      Your room is to the right, Bren informed me.

      I looked over my shoulder at Mel, who glowered at me, and followed Bren into my room at the end of the hall.

      Well, here you are, she said. With a head tilt, she added, The restroom is here. Youll be sharing with Fay-Fay, who should be back in about fifteen minutes.

      Thank you.

      Just so you are aware, Mads left in a hurry one evening and didnt come back. I assume she dropped out, or they wouldnt have put you in her room. Her clothes are still in the wardrobe. All things that arent our size. She lookedhow do they say itathletic. She smiled.

      Disgusting. These girls were terrible, and I hated that Res Life trapped me in here with them. Already over it, I wanted to seek them out for a room change.

      I hope youre not body shaming, I remarked with a lifted eyebrow.

      I tolerated many things, but not narrow-mindedness. That kind of behavior made me want to become violent. Not that I was, but some people deserved a knife to the gut.

      Her expression went flat before she responded, I wouldnt think of it.

      Her face changed as she stared at me, wrinkling her brow and pursing her lips. The longer she held eye contact, the more uncomfortable I felt. I shifted my gaze away, landing on the mirror above the desk.

      Interesting. Anyway, welcome. She released the box, and it dropped to the floor. The crash made me clench my teeth. My cheeks warmed. Oops. I hope nothing broke. She spun around and left my room.

      These bitches were testing my patience. A small part of me wanted to go into her room and swipe anything she had on her desk onto the floor.

      I let out a loud sigh and took in my room. Small but similar in size to the one I had rented. I needed little space. No matter the circumstances, a bed made me happy, even if the pastel rainbow motif didnt match my dark and moody vibe.

      I turned to place my suitcase onto the bed only to see she had followed me and made herself cozy by the pillows. Her suddenness made me jump and drop the suitcase. My hand over my heart, I paced my breathing.

      Standing a safe distance away, I gathered myself and picked up the suitcase and set it down as far away from her as possible while doing my best to ignore her. I slipped off my trench and grabbed the brown envelope, stuffing the thing between the inside folds of the fabric before setting the coat onto the desk chair.

      Two strides covered the distance to the wardrobe unit. I opened the doors to find a pastel goth nightmare. Pink, mint, and purple. I pawed through everything, imagining the outfits. Our styles differed. It didnt go unnoticed that Mads took such care in choosing the items. On top of that, everything was clean and smelled fresh.

      I found a cream cardigan tucked in the back corner.

      I pulled open the drawers at the bottom of the unit. Underwear, bras, and socks overflowed one. Personal products filled the other.

      I stood back and stared at the lot and chewed my lip. How odd that someone who seemed to care about her appearance would up and run, leaving what looked like everything behind.

      Did the university assume she had withdrawn from the school and didnt bother to tell anyone? Administration couldve kicked her out for abandonment.

      What if she returned and there I was, in her place?

      In her bed.

      If that happened, a very awkward conversation would follow.

      She had to either have left orand I didnt want to think itdied. Why else would Res Life give me her room? But to not clean out her personal items? I didnt understand.

      I busied myself by pulling all the clothing off the hangers when heated whispers between Bren and Mel came from the opposite end of the hall. A heavy pile of clothing teetered in my arms as I stepped closer to the open doorway. I couldnt make out what they said, but their dismay clearly rang through their tones.

      The suite door opened and closed.

      Fay-Fay! Were in here, Bren shouted.

      A tall brunette walked straight into her room.

      Now all three of them spoke in heated whispers. I shook my head and returned to the wardrobe. Nothing like being the topic of conversation when I wanted to blend in.

      A knock sounded on my door. I yanked the last pair of pants from the hanger and stepped into view.

      Hello, Im Fayven Standish. She/her, she said with a smile.

      I appreciated the kindness in her hazel eyes. Her wavy and long hair hung past her breasts.

      I did a quick once-over. The muted brown cardigan with a cream top beneath looked perfect. The brown plaid trousers landed above her ankles, showing cable knit cream socks and darker brown oxfords.

      Fay-Fay! Bren yelled from her room. Come back here.

      She rolled her eyes. Her reaction gave me hope she differed from the other two. I wanted to trust her, but I couldnt allow my desires to take the wheel. I needed to stay focused.

      The wallflower.

      Im Billie-Ashley.

      I like your name.

      Yeah, yours is nice too.

      She leaned in closer and whispered, Dont let those two mistreat you. Mel thinks shes the queen of the campus, and Brenwell, she is the perfectly snobby copycat. They are two peas in a pod.

      And you? I questioned.

      She smiled. Im the pea that fell out of the pod.

      You sure someone didnt push you? I asked, only slightly joking.

      Pushed as I left.

      Oh?

      She shrugged. Just kidding.

      Was she, though? Those two rubbed me the wrong way. Then again, my paranoia told me that Fayven was the plant to draw me in. Mel and Bren would eat me alive.

      I struggled with the load in my arms, making her reach out.

      Do you need help unpacking? I only had one class today. I have time before I need to start a paper Ive been procrastinating over.

      My gaze went right to the cardboard box.

      Umm. I turned and saw that she remained on my bed, still staring at me. No, Im okay. I just dont know what to do with all this stuff.

      Oh? You can unpack your box first, then put the clothes inside. I would throw away her undergarments.

      But what if she returns? Did she leave a note?

      She shrugged. Not that Im aware of.

      Its strange.

      I agree.

      Was she happy?

      To be honest, I didnt really know her that well. Mostly, she kept to herself. She differed from the rest of us.

      Did she not fit in socially?

      She would bury herself in schoolwork and her hobby. She had an uncanny focus with a side of obsessiveness. Anyway, she explained before I could ask. Then she nodded at the messy pile of clothing still in my arms. I can take you down to the donation center where students shop.

      Theres a donation center? I inquired, genuinely curious.

      Yes, right near the entry. I can help you get the clothing sorted.

      Thats cool. Thanks. Ill let you know when Im finished.

      Perfect! You might already know, Im in the room next to yours. She reached out and touched my arm. You and I are going to get along swimmingly. Then she leaned closer to my ear. Please, dont call me Fay-Fay. I am not fond of the nickname. Fay or Fayven are my preferences. She inhaled before stepping back. You smell good.

      Thanks. Unsure of what to make of that, but maybe she liked the smell of rain and dampness mixed with fresh hair dye. Far from the floral breeze mixed with vanilla coming off her.

      I watched her walk out and go into her room. Before I closed my door, I noticed Bren staring at me with her arms crossed from the common room. She said something unintelligible, and Mel peeked out her door. She rolled her eyes, and they both dipped back into their rooms and closed their doors. I closed mine with my foot.

      I set the clothing onto my bed, narrowly avoiding her. Back to the box. The flaps had already popped open from Brens careless treatment. Thankfully, my laptop and makeup were in my satchel.

      A stuffed elephant stared up at me from inside. Much like me, the thing had been through it. Matted in some places. Others had stains. The trunk dangled by a few threads, but I held the elephant close to my heart. The pitiful thing was all that remained of my childhood.

      Down in the box, the rest of my belongings were in disarray. In a sense, the condition echoed my current predicament. My books with bent covers. The same for my notebook for classes. Scattered utensils. Judging by the heavy scent of vanilla and spice, my body wash had leaked. And, of course, the shattered dish set. I lifted the pen pouch. I sighed. More like the container exploded. Rivulets of soap landed on the rest of the contents.

      Perfect. At least the canvas was washable. I cant say much about anything else.

      I grabbed one of Madss t-shirts and wiped down what I could.

      A trash can sat next to the desk. Before dumping the unsalvageable contents in, I fished out my shampoo and conditioner. Both had leaked too. I worried about how I would replace my things. Half of me wanted to demand Bren make things right, but I knew her type of girl.

      Zero fucks given.

      Whoever sent the brown envelope had tucked a Visa gift card inside. I didnt check the balance, nor did I want to because using the card felt like the proverbial nail in the coffin, but this setback further pushed me into a poor financial situation. Only as a last resort, or an emergency, I decided. Somehow, I would have to get by.

      Then I remembered the stash of personal products in the wardrobe.

      Thank you, I whispered.

      A new phone in the envelope had allowed me to toss my old one. The screen had cracked after dropping it for the one-hundredth time. Id shut off the location services when Id turned on the new one, not wanting whoever sent the device to track me. Certainly, they would somehow.

      I dug through my satchel and found my wallet. I pushed the school ID out of the slot and tucked the card into the pocket of my pants. Certainly, Mel or Bren wouldnt open the door for me.

      I searched through the folds in my trench and found the envelope. I chewed my nails, deciding how to handle this. No one could find out the contents.

      Which was part of my instructions. No one could know. The danger was too great.

      No wonder the end payout exceeded a number I could fathom. One misstep, and then they wouldnt have to pay me.

      Well, what can you do? I asked myself while tucking the envelope under my cardigan into the back of my pants. I tightened my belt one notch to make sure it stayed in place.

      Once I folded the clothes and overstuffed the box, I walked out to the hall and tapped Fayvens door with the toe of my boot. Im ready if you are.

      Of course, she said, opening the door. Her eyes went wide, and she reached out to the box. Do you need help carrying that?

      No. Im fine.

      I dont mind helping.

      Really, Im fine.

      She nodded with a frown. Okay. Lets go.

    

  
    
      Chapter 3

      -Turner Wingrave-

      Turns! Doubles! Rexy shouted after the door slammed, rattling the suite like an earthquake had hit.

      Whats the matter? I asked, jogging out of my room.

      Bent over, Rexy gasped for air. Doubles popped out of the bathroom, toothbrush dangling out of his mouth. What the he said while brushing.

      Rexy extended a hand in our direction. My guys. I have news.

      How about you breathe first? I suggested.

      He stood, hands pressed to his hips, face tipped to the ceiling. Woo. Okay. I booked it down here from the trios suite. Or shall I say the quartets?

      What are you talking about? Doubles asked, frothing like a rabid dog.

      I motioned to the couch. Should we sit for this?

      Just fucking say it, for Christs sake, Doubles said, spittle and toothpaste spraying in every direction.

      Rexy looked at both Doubles and me. Res Life placed someone in Madss room.

      Doubles and I stared at him for a long, quiet beat. I dont think either of us breathed.

      I finally found my voice and asked, Like someone from campus or a transfer?

      A transfer. Shes new. Oh, God, I need some weed. My heart is racing.

      Rexy, with all the love in the world, mightve been that bump of coke, I remarked.

      No, no. Cant be that. He waved his hands at his body. I need to work out with you or something. Might be out of shape. Or the anxiety of this new situation. I held my shit together until I made it to our door.

      You always say youll go with me but never do.

      Fucks sake. Both of you. Who? Doubles interjected with an air of impatience.

      I slid my gaze to him. He did his best to breathe normally, but through Doubless frothy lips, I could see the fear taking over.

      I couldnt blame him. Out of us, he was closest to Mads. Her disappearance affected him in a bad way. Hed gone dark and hit the bottle hard, making me worry.

      She. Her name is Billie-Ashley Way. I mean, shes cute in an emo academia sort of way. He giggled. See what I did there.

      Yes, Rexy. Yes, we did, Doubles grumbled. Solid gold humor, as always.

      She seems nice. Of course, Mel and Bren are livid.

      I bet. Mads is their friend, Doubles pointed out.

      I scoffed. Dont even go there.

      He looked at me with shock. What?

      They were not all that nice to her. And you, of all people, should know that.

      Dont start, Turns, he said, jabbing his toothbrush in my direction.

      I shook my head. This tells me Mads is definitely not returning.

      Rexys jaw dropped. Jesus, do they think shes dead?

      Dont talk like that, Doubles insisted, now pointing his toothbrush at Rexy. Im not ready to even consider that.

      Im sorry. My filter. You know its pocked with holes like Swiss cheese.

      Well, patch them with duct tape. Doubles dipped back into the bathroom. The water started, then stopped. He walked out free of froth. Im sorry. I shouldnt be short with you.

      Its okay. I get it. We should poke around. For some reason, the police dont care. I could ask my father, I offered.

      Doubles sighed. Shes of age. Why would they?

      Because shes missing! Rexy exclaimed.

      The best we can do is hope, I added.

      I tried to tell them, but they didnt care, Doubles said.

      That is concerning. Ill call my father later.

      But what could he do? he asked.

      I gave him a look and rubbed my fingers together.

      True, he replied.

      I glanced at my watch. Im going to finish getting ready and grab a coffee. Anyone want to join?

      I need to work on a few things for class, Doubles said.

      I probably shouldnt. Rexy rested a hand over his heart.

      Good plan. I walked back into my room.

    

  
    
      Chapter 4

      -Billie-Ashley-

      I hope they fix the elevator soon. It hasnt worked for a while, Fayven said as we stepped onto the main floor.

      Clearly against disability regulations, I remarked.

      Youre probably right. As far as I understand, anyone who would need assistance lives on the first floor.

      What if they wanted to live at the top? They should have that choice.

      Youre not wrong.

      I looked down the hall. Is there a gym in the building or on campus?

      There is. Behind the art studios. Sexy Rexys suite mate frequents. Do you like to work out?

      I run outside but use a treadmill when its raining. With this climb, Ill need more cardio.

      Makes sense.

      A strong breeze whistled through the edges of the entryway. We headed to the door to the right. The colorful sign with block letters taped in the center read, Thornes Closet. Not sure how Id missed that before.

      Here we are, Fayven said, opening the door.

      The fluorescent light flickered before coming on. I blinked several times. Migraine-inducing, buzzing lights were the worst.

      She noticed my visceral response. Terrible, isnt it?

      Awful.

      The walk-in closet used to be a large office. Clothes hung in neat rows on racks against the walls. More racks split the room in half.

      We organize by type, then size. Well, supposed to anyway, but at times, someone mixes it up.

      Is this for in-need students? Then I added in my head, Like me?

      No. The Closet is for everyone. Some swap items every few weeks. A wardrobe refresh, if you will. If thats the case, you must launder the clothes. We dont allow undergarments, including socks.

      Understandable.

      Only a few of us do our best to maintain the closet. Some dont care. We want the students to have a shopping experience, but we ask that you exchange versus take but understand if thats not possible.

      We?

      Oh, I shouldve led with this: The R.A. assigns two people per semester if no one volunteers for closet duty. This semester is Rexys and my turn. To be honest, I dont have the time with my double major, but with that said, she fluttered her eyelashes, Im happy to help.

      Fayven collected empty hangers from a box in the corner. I still felt weird about getting rid of Madss clothes. Even though she disappeared a couple of weeks ago, the whole thing seemed off. I hoped she didnt return only to see her things discarded. Or someone else wearing them.

      The conversation turned to me while Fayven and I worked.

      So, Billie-Ashley, tell me about yourself.

      Not much to tell.

      Where did you transfer from?

      I hoped Id memorized the information correctly. A community college. I wanted more of a college experience. Hoping to get that here.

      She laughed. Youll find that at Thornes. Wheres your family from?

      Time for a little truth blended with fiction. Im an orphan.

      Oh. She paused and watched me with her brow furrowed. Im sorry.

      I shrugged off her gaze. Its fine. Happened long ago.

      Was the abandonment fine? No, but as the saying goes: It is what it is.

      We finished hanging Madss clothes and walked out of the closet, but the ickiness clung to me. I hated the feeling.

      The weather has calmed, Fayven said, pointing at the front door. The sun had peeked out from behind the clouds.

      Well, how unlucky was I to be caught in the mess earlier?

      She let out a soft chuckle. The cafe serves coffee and tea all day. I need a caffeine boost to help me through my paper. Would you like to go with me? I can show you around too.

      Now that she mentioned coffee, the need for caffeine gripped my brain, but I didnt have any money. Id love to

      Great!

      but Im low on funds, I finished.

      Fayven smiled and rested a hand on my shoulder. Coffees on me then.

      Im not sure I can pay you back. Youve already helped me and

      She waved her hand with what seemed like endless enthusiasm. Her smile beamed as she said, Nonsense. Im sure you will help me with something at some point or simply see the gesture as a welcome to Thornes gift. Please accept.

      I hemmed and hawed, chewing my cheek, but soon relented. Okay. Yeah. I appreciate this. Truly, but I couldnt discern whether her kindness was for me or due to how Bren and Mel had treated me.

      Im happy to help with your first day. The stress is real.

      No shit.

      We walked outside and followed the path to an opening past the dorm, where Fayven began the tour.

      This is the central point of campus. The cafeteria and cafe and the campus store are here. Also, where students gather. On the other side of the building, in the quad, theres a park-like look. Benches, hammocks, lounge style seating. A lot of beautiful trees and flowers. Theres a small stage for outdoor performances.

      Whats performed?

      We have a fantastic theater department. I love the theater. The way she cupped her hands in front of her chest and closed her eyes warmed me. Only a little. We have poem readings, acoustic sets, and one-act performances. A lovely way to gather on a Friday after classes.

      Are there performances every Friday?

      Usually.

      Sounds good, I said truthfully.

      I appreciated the campus vibe. Not that I had any experience with others.

      I did notice the sea of students and staff parted while Fayven walked. Although, I wondered if their behavior was because of me. I would be foolish if I didnt admit to the unwanted attention.

      Some whispered. Others side-glanced. Several gawked.

      All the attention left me tugging at my clothing and adjusting my hair, as Fayvens words went in one ear and out the other. Panic rose within my body. I kept my face flat and tried to focus on breathing but did so without notice. My paranoia worked me over, feeling the envelope tucked into the back of my pants.

      Did they know?

      Could they tell?

      Would they sus me out?

      The walk past the library, the cafeteria, and into the cafe distracted me from the scrutiny.

      No bigger than a shoebox, I wondered how long the lines were between classes or during mealtimes.

      Simplistic style gave way to a giant chalkboard behind the wood counter. The realistic chalk art menu items, along with handwritten calligraphy descriptions, stunned me. The selections were decent. From teas to frozen coffees, they had everything and more. Like any off-campus cafe. Decadent to health-conscious and expensive. I hoped my only trip lived up to the expectation.

      Isnt the sign beautiful? Our brilliant Rexy made it, Fayven mentioned, gesturing to the sign.

      I like it.

      His sketches are gorge. You should ask him to see his work. She leaned toward my ear and said in a soft tone, I mightve posed nude a few times for him. I dont mind if he shows you. Hopefully, you dont think thats inappropriate.

      I couldnt get over her expressiveness, from her gestures to her facial expressions to her voice. As if she tried too hard, but my gut said this was her norm, even if she worked to patch the divide Bren and Mel had caused.

      Not at all. I enjoy all forms of art. Ill ask at some point.

      Her cheeks flushed. Let me know what you think.

      Interesting, I thought. Of course.

      The cafe became more crowded as the minutes ticked by. People pushed forward, chatting, laughing. Just overall being loud. Once again, my anxiety spiked.

      My chest tightened.

      Short-winded.

      Out, out, out.

      Too many people.

      Squishing up against me.

      A trickle of sweat cascaded down the back of my neck. I swallowed hard. If the baristaname tag says Betsy Butterfly Pea-she/herdidnt wait on us soon

      What can I get you, Fay? Betsy asked with mild disdain.

      Thank fuck, I said under my breath. I calmed enough, knowing we would get out soon.

      Betsy dressed like a 1950s homemaker. A touch of goth makeup and dark blue hair showed her eccentric nature. Her serious stare packed a punch.

      Betsy was British. What little I saw on the site, I remembered Thornes had sister schools all over the U.K. and Europe with an exchange program for students who wanted a broader experience.

      If Betsy participated in that program, I wondered if working as a barista fulfilled her. A customer-facing position did a number on ones psyche. I knew that from the experience of my dead-end job.

      With a smile, Fayven said, Ill have a dirty chai and my friend here She pushed me forward.

      Oh, umm. My palms sweated, and I tucked them into my pockets as I reread the menu board.

      From the back of the line, someone shouted, Hurry! Ive got class!

      Can it, you twat! Betsy yelled, flinging her arms toward the offending voice. She returned her focus to me and smiled. Are you a chocolate fan? We make a mean iced mocha.

      Sounds good. Never had one, but I wanted to give the drink a try.

      That does sound very yum. Could you change my order to that? Fayven asked, batting her eyelashes.

      Of course, Betsy responded with a hearty glare. She looked over her shoulder and called out, Oi! Two iced mochas!

      On it! one barista yelled.

      Fayven held out her school ID, and Betsy scanned the barcode. As she spoke to the person behind us, Fayven nudged me toward the end of the counter in front of a stack of paper napkins and the pickup zone sign, which, of course, looked as elaborate as the menu.

      The longer we waited, the more people crammed inside. Seemed impossible, but there we were shoulder-to-shoulder. When the barista set our drinks onto the counter, relief swept over me. Finally, time to escape.

      Drink in hand, I spun around and collided right into the person behind me. I hit them so hard, my drink exploded on their chest, crushing the cup. Their cream sweater now had a massive brown splat with coffee rivulets running down their abdomen, making the stain ten times worse, trickling to the toes of their shoes.

      In abject horror, I dropped the mangled cup and grabbed the entire stack of napkins off the counter, slamming the flimsy things onto their chest.

      A snicker, then a snort. When the full-on laughter exploded like my iced mocha, I shoved people aside, running out of the cafe. Raucous laughter chased me until I was halfway back to the dorm.

      The tears dried on my cheeks as the run up five stories caused a stitch in my chest. I dug into my pocket, looking for my ID. My hand shook as I held the card up to the reader. Using both hands to steady myself, the door unlocked.

      I burst into the suite, panting, trying not to shed another tear.

      Whats with you? Mel asked as she stuffed a piece of fruit into her mouth.

      I ignored her and bolted for my room.

      I wasnt two feet inside when Bren popped into the doorway and asked, Wheres Fay-Fay?

      Turning around, I stared at her as she lifted her brow.

      At the cafe, I replied with a sad attempt to sound settled.

      Okay. Weird. She shook her head and left.

      I climbed onto my bed and leaned back against the wall. Thats when I noticed her.

      She sat in the chair with her hands folded in her lap, staring at me in that dark way she always did.

      I tucked my face into my knees, working to calm down.

      For once in my life, I welcomed the knock on my door. The distraction helped me normalize.

      Come in, I squeaked, looking up.

      Fayven appeared a step inside my room, smiling. Hi.

      Hey.

      Are you okay?

      Not really, I muttered.

      I have someone who wants to meet you.

      Im not in the mood.

      That might be the case, but She stepped aside. Got to work on my paper. Talk to you soon.

      And there they were. The person whose cream sweater absorbed my iced mocha. I couldnt take my eyes off the horrific stain. Like someone had stabbed them in the chest and their blood was coffee.

      How are you? they asked in a raspy voice. Im Turner Wingrave. He/him.

      Billie-Ashley Way. She/her, I said, avoiding eye contact.

      I lifted my gaze to the light stubble on his chin. Then his defined pinkish lips and perfect nose. And finally, his rich brown eyes. He smiled as he ran his hand through his wavy brown hair. His movements were smooth, comfortable, confident in his skin. He wasnt as tall as Rex and not short like me, but his presence filled the room.

      He stepped closer and shoved a hand into his trouser pocket. You mean B-Ash?

      What?

      Your name. Billie-Ashley. B-Ash. You know because you bashed your iced mocha on my chest.

      The humiliation. Oh, God.

      The nickname police are overzealous here. He waited, expecting me to ask.

      I indulged. Whats yours?

      Turns-Me-On. My look of shock made him laugh. Classy, yeah?

      Yeah. I sat up, my gaze landing on the giant coffee stain. Im sorry about that.

      Please, dont apologize for a simple accident. Im pretty sure the fault is mine for standing so close and not announcing my presence. I do my best to be careful, but this time I failed. Its on me. Literally. He held out an iced coffee. I wrung out my sweater.

      When a smile tugged at his lips, my cheeks flushed.

      Not the way to be a wallflower.

      He added, The truth: Betsy made you another. The laughter upset her. She stood up for you, which was amazing. He turned up his voice ten octaves and wildly gesticulated. Shut up, you toff bastards, or Ill wee in your drinks! If anyone says a word to her, Ill publicly shame you during my next poetry read! I ended up tucking a twenty in her tip jar. He let out a little chuckle and set the cup onto the small bookcase next to the door.

      I cant believe you walked all the way up here in coffee-drenched clothes.

      Its all good. I live down the hall. What year are you?

      Freshman.

      Cool. Im a senior. Sexy Rexy, Doubles, and I are suite mates.

      Rex helped me into the building this morning.

      Hes a cool guy. Were great friends.

      This nickname thing seemed a little too wild or weird. Both. Definitely both. Im wondering aboutDoubles?

      Emmitt Cunninghamm. Double m, t, n, m. Weve been together since freshman year. We have an open room, but the floor and baseboards are fucked from a smallhe pinched his fingers togethertoilet leaking incident month one. When I scrunched my nose, he added, Clean water damage only. Anyway, once we cleaned and dried the room, Doubles found us a nice rug to cover the flooring, and we use the room as our work area. Gives us extra space.

      In the first month? No one fixed it?

      He laughed. Res Life gives you the same suite every year and yet, they never fix anything. Maintenance is very unreliable. Im sure you noticed the elevator.

      I did. Several times. What happened in your suite?

      The flood involved one of usI refuse to incriminate anyonea gallon-sized bag of weed, and an R.A. Ill tell you the story sometime.

      Context clues are my thing.

      He squinted at me, and as he parted his lips to speak, Bren peeked around him. She dangled on my last nerve.

      I thought I heard you, Turns-Me-On.

      Turner motioned in her direction. Nickname police.

      Oh my, what in the world happened to you? You should take it off. She batted her eyelashes.

      He faced me and rolled his eyes. Bren, you are so easy to read.

      Stahhp. She grabbed his biceps and squeezed.

      The audacity astounded me. She touched him like he belonged to her. His discomfort showed in his flattened expression.

      He side-stepped, breaking Brens grip. After she scoffed, he looked at me. Im sure Ill see you around. Definitely a fun way to meet someone. He winked and left my room.

      Fire took over Brens gaze. She mouthed, Hes mine.

      After she left, I whispered. Okaaay.

      [image: * * *]

      Fayven knocked again.

      Didnt she have a paper to write?

      Truthfully, I needed to be alone and go over the packet in the envelope, look for any clues as to why I was at Thornes.

      Feeling better? she asked, leaning in the doorway.

      I shrugged. Yeah. Still a bit embarrassed.

      Dont worry about it. Turns has a lot of pull here. Everyone has a love/hate relationship with him. They love him for his money, humor, stellar looks, and kindness. Hate him because he refuses to date anyone. When he eyeballed the ones laughing, and the barista yelled, no one made a peep until they had to order. Absolutely wild, she gushed with a giggle.

      Cool.

      Not at all because the likelihood of the entire campus knowing was real.

      I forgot to ask. Did you get your schedule? Whats your major?

      I had a moment of panic, thinking Id left my schedule in the envelope still tucked inside the back of my pants, but I remembered Id stuck that in my satchel alongside the room assignment paperwork.

      I grabbed my satchel and dug out the papers, flipping through them until I found my schedule. I handed the sheet to her.

      Fayven tapped her lips as she read. Your schedule is the same as Madss. How odd.

      Odd and interesting.

      She looked up at me. And youre a freshman, but these are sophomore classes.

      I shrugged and, on the fly, I mentioned, I had a lot of A.P. classes in high school.

      She nodded. Like her. Odd.

      Again, I shrugged.

      Were in German History together. Thats the paper I need to work on.

      Youre a sophomore? The way she acted, I thought shed been here for ages.

      Mel, Bren, and I are juniors. I needed an easy class to round out my schedule this semester. A core class Ive been procrastinating. As I suspected, my double major is murdering me, but I had to squeeze the class into my schedule.

      I see.

      She looked up from the sheet, her gaze narrowed, and stated, Youre much quieter than Mads.

      I didnt understand all the comparisons. Well, we are two different people.

      I feel like theres somethingwith you

      Im a little shy, I guess. Once you get to know me, I loosen up. Not to mention, the day hasnt been all that enjoyable.

      Itll be old news soon.

      I can only hope, I muttered.

      She handed back the schedule and looked at her watch. Theyll be serving lunch in about an hour. I really should stay here, but you can tag along with me.

      Maybe, I said.

      Definitely not.

      Bren and Mel wont eat most of the food here. Theyre both super picky. If theres pizza or roasted veg over rice, theyll eat. Ill get mine boxed to bring back to my room. Then I will work on my paper, I swear.

      Im not that hungry.

      If youre anxious, I can grab you something.

      I think Ill explore the campus. Find my classes. Ill grab something then. Depends. Again, with no funds, buying a meal would be difficult.

      She smiled. Okay. Ill leave you to it.

      She turned to leave, and I rushed to add, Thank you, Fayven.

      She looked over her shoulder. Her smile brightened her hazel eyes. Youre welcome.

      I faked a smile, deflecting any suspicion. Unsure if it worked, my anxiety ramped up.

      Once she left, I jumped up and closed my door to fend off any more interactions. I picked up the coffee Turner had brought. The gesture made me smile. The way hed forgiven me helped, but even that didnt stop my spiraling thoughts about my arrival at Thornes and why the envelope sender had slotted me into Madss life.

      Maybe she had something to do with the envelope, but I wasnt sure how she related to my past.

    

  
    
      Chapter 5

      -Turner-

      When I walked into the suite, an old school My Chemical Romance tune slapped me in the face. I stripped out of my sweater and undershirt and dropped them into the sink as I headed to our workroom.

      Whats up, bruhs? I shouted over the music, leaning against the doorframe, hands tucked into my trouser pockets.

      Rexy was kneeling in front of Doubles, who scrambled to switch off the music. He dropped his phone. As he picked it up, they paused for a split second. Their sus behavior had been ongoing since the start of the semester. They kept secrets. Something told me Id missed a beat. Full transparency was important to me. They knew that much.

      Dear God, never say that again, Rexy responded, standing. When he spun to face me, his eyes went wide. Also, are we showing off today, Muscles Wingrave?

      I touched my bare abdomen. No, someone ran into me with a coffee, and well, hopefully the stain will come out. Its my favorite sweater.

      Oh, damn, Doubles said. He picked up an open bottle of wine, tipping it back.

      Bit early, yeah? Dont you have a class later today?

      Back to clothing, Rexy commented, brushing off my questioning. Come to the shop. Stephen is bringing new threads soon.

      For sure.

      Okay, you need to put a shirt on before I try to lick your abs, Rexy stated as he approached with a little swagger in his step.

      I held out my hand, stopping him. 

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  OEBPS/images/break.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpeg
What could strengthen friendships better than a murder,
a funeral, and digging up a body?

R Blakeley





OEBPS/images/identity_eb.jpeg
LT






OEBPS/images/titlepage.png





OEBPS/images/halftitle.png
I’'mvNot Sovry





