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      I dedicate this book to everyone who hates math.

      Welcome to the family.
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      Violet

      

      I hate this class. I hate this class. I hate this class. 

      “Miss Miller, what is the value of x in this equation?” Professor Hank Drivels asks drily, pointing at the last equation he wrote on the board. He’s well aware that I will get the answer wrong. 

      “Um… pass?” 

      The snickers of several students reach my ears, and I slouch in my seat. 

      “No, the answer is not pass. Mister Lewis, could you give us the proper answer?” Professor Drivels crosses his arms and shakes his head, turning away from me to one snickerer.

      “Yes, sir! x equals twenty-seven,” James Lewis answers confidently, smirking at me as he does so. 

      I don’t know what these jerks expect. Everyone knows I’m bad at math. I think the professor keeps calling on me because he takes perverse pleasure in the fact that I haven’t answered a single question correctly since the semester started.  

      “Yes, that is correct. Thank you, Mister Lewis.” Professor Drivels turns back to me. “Please see me after class, Miss Miller.” 

      The snickering resumes, and I nod, slouching even lower in my seat. If I slouch any more, I’ll wind up on the floor, but damn, am I embarrassed. 

      The rest of the class passes without incident. I kept my head down, avoided eye contact, and struggled to understand the material. My notes are a jumbled mess by the end of class time. 

      There’s a reason I’m a senior in College Algebra…

       I wait for everyone else to leave the room before I get up from my desk. I’m dreading this conversation. 

      “Miss Miller, I have to say, I don’t have high hopes for your first exam next week. You have failed two out of three pop quizzes. It would be all five, but the first quiz consisted of your name and you stating where you are in your understanding of math. Everyone passed that one.” He looks at me over the rim of his glasses, which slowly slid down his nose during the class period. 

      “If you continue down this path, you will not pass this class.”

      “I know… I’m trying…” 

      “Clearly, your trying isn’t enough. You’re a senior, correct?” 

      “Yes, sir.” 

      “I’d hate to be the reason you don’t graduate.” His words are kind, but his tone tells another story. 

      This man, for whatever reason, hates me. But he’s right. If I don’t start getting better grades, I won’t pass this class. I have to have a math credit to graduate, and College Algebra is the easiest math I can take. 

      “I’ll figure something out, sir. Maybe I'll talk to my advisor.” I slowly start backing away from his desk, ready to be done with this depressing conversation.

      “See that you do. I’d hate to see you back here next semester.”

      Don’t worry. I’d hate that too… is what I want to say. Instead, I give him a tight smile as I turn and rush out of the room. 

      I head toward my advisor’s office. I’ve run out of ideas, and I have to figure out a way to pass this class. So far, everything I’ve tried on my own has been useless. I've tried different study methods, like quizzing with my roommate, borrowing notes, and watching lectures and videos. But nothing is working. I’ve really been trying to avoid my advisor; I know what she’s going to say. 
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        * * *

      

      “You really shouldn’t have waited until your senior year to take a class you know you’re going to have trouble with.” Dr. Herrington sighs as she leans back in her office chair. 

      I’ve just finished telling her about the conversation I just had with Professor Drivels and while I feel less depressed in Dr. Herrington’s presence, I feel like I’m being scolded by my grandmother for doing something silly. 

      “I know… I just really hate math,” I mumble, crossing my arms and looking anywhere but at my advisor. 

      “All the more reason to take it when you start. That way, it’s out of the way. Now you’ve been here for three years, and any math you learned in high school is basically useless.” She pauses, and I lift my head slightly, catching her eye. “Am I wrong?”

      I sigh “No.” 

      “Okay. I can’t have a student I advise fail. I’ve been here for fifteen years and haven’t had a student fail yet.” 

      “There’s a first time for everything,” I mumble. 

      “Hush! Now I’m going to check on a few things this weekend. Let’s meet again on Monday, and I’ll have a solution to your math problem.” She snorts. “See what I did there?” 

      I roll my eyes at the corny joke but smile at the woman. 

      “You’re going to pass College Algebra. We’ll show Professor Drivels. I’ve never liked that guy, anyway.” 

      “Thank you, Dr. Herrington. I’m glad I got you for an advisor.” 

      She smiles and stands, holding out her hand. We shake, and I can’t help but feel a little lighter. I probably should have had this conversation with her my freshman year. 

      “You’re welcome, my dear. Don’t forget to come back on Monday. I’ll have everything figured out by then.” 

      “It’s a date.”
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      Violet

      

      I’m too annoyed for it to be this sunny. 

      Walking across campus toward the library—my second home here at Fox Academy—usually puts my mind at ease. It’s a beautiful campus. The campus green is always filled with students hanging out or studying or straight up taking a nap. The atmosphere is the epitome of Zen. 

      Even though I do feel better after speaking with Dr. Herrington, the more I think about my conversation with Professor Drivels, the angrier I get. 

      I tried to fly under the radar, but after our first real pop quiz, he started calling me out in class, and it wasn’t long until he realized I know almost nothing about math. The other students think it’s hilarious. Bunch of pretentious know-it-all freshmen. 

      They’re not all bad. I studied a few times with a couple of them, and one girl even let me use her notes. But that James Lewis and his little crew… I hope they fall asleep studying and miss the final exam. 

      No. No, I don’t want that bad juju coming back to haunt me. Maybe they’ll just be late… I can handle that much. Probably. 

      Because I knew that whatever days I had algebra would be horrible days, I only scheduled one more class for that day and it’s after lunch. So I have several hours to study, rest, eat, and rejuvenate my mind from the complete drain that math always seems to have on me. 

      I barely passed my math classes in high school. My senior year, Mom and Dad were so afraid that I’d fail and not be able to graduate that they sat down with me every night and helped me do my homework. I scraped by with a low C on the final exam. It was a stressful time. 

      Hence me putting off the one math class I have to take until I can’t put it off any longer. I mean, I could have taken it next semester, but then I would for sure have no cushion, and it would be all or nothing, just like in high school, and I’m not doing that again. 

      I finally reach Citrine building. It’s the home of Fox Academy’s prestigious library and my favorite place on campus, aside from the dorm room I share with Mia—my slightly crazy, but loveable roommate. Entering the three-story, ivy-covered building, some of my anger melts away and I take a deep breath. Maybe now I can calm down before lunch and my pedagogy class.

      Waving at Julina Starks, one of the library assistants, I stroll through the stacks to study room twelve. It’s my favorite. If I get a jump on my algebra homework, I can spend the rest of the evening having fun. I think I deserve it after the morning I had. 

      There’s no light shining through the small window in the study room, so I go in and flip the light on. A groan sounds to my left, and I jump, shrieking. 

      A head of messy blond hair lifts off muscled forearms, and a very handsome face, with a few sleep lines, comes into view. 

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize there was anyone in here. I always use this room at this time, so…” I trail off. Not sure what to say. I’ve never seen anyone this hot in real life. 

      “Don’t apologize. I had the light off. So unless you were looking right at me, you wouldn’t have known I was here.” 

      His voice is rough from sleep, but it sends a shiver down my spine, nonetheless. 

      “I can go to another room,” I offer, but I don’t really want to. I like this room. It’s smaller than most of the study rooms, but it’s at the back of the library, where few people ever wander, and it’s quiet. 

      “That’s okay. I’ll leave. I’ve been here longer than I should have.” The guy pushes himself away from the table. 

      “You can stay.” I rush to say before he stands up. “I’m just going to be doing homework by myself. So if you still need to rest, I won’t bother you.” 

       He pauses for a minute, then nods. 

      “Okay,” is all he says as he scoots back to the table and lays his head back down. His breathing slows almost immediately. This guy must be exhausted. 

      I get settled at the other end of the table as quietly as I can and start on my homework. The first problem Professor Drivels assigned is almost exactly like one example in my notes. I confidently take off, showing my work like he did on the whiteboard in class as he was solving the example. 

      Since I’ve got quite a few problems to do, I decide to wait until I’ve done a few more before I look in the back of the book to check my answers. The little study room is quiet except for the scratch of my pencil and the occasional soft snore coming from the hot dude. 

      Before I know it, I’ve completed half of the assigned problems. Wow, maybe this lesson actually sunk in! I take a deep breath as I flip to the back of the book, fingers mentally crossed that I’ve gotten at least one answer right. I’m feeling good about my work. 

      Ah, here they are… I put my hand over the answers to the problems I haven’t done yet, then compare my answers with the ones in the book.

      I got them all wrong. 

      “Ugh!” I thunk my head down on the book. “How did I get them all wrong? I even had examples!” 

      Threading my hands through my hair, I lift my head and my eyes meet forest green ones. 

      Oops… I forgot that I’m not alone. 

      “I am so sorry! It won’t happen again, I promise.” I pry my eyes away from his and look back at my algebra book. 

      “Do you need help?” His sleepy voice breaks the awkward silence. 

      And have you, a mega-hottie, find out that I’m bad at basic math? No thanks. 

      “Um, no, that’s okay. I’ll just try again. I think I know where I messed up,” I say, to save myself from embarrassment.

      “Are you sure? You’re doing math, right? What class are you in?” he says, sitting up. His sleepy voice is replaced by a smooth, warm one. 

      I should just tell the truth and maybe get some help. But I’ve already tried having other people study with me, and it didn’t work. 

      “Oh, it’s pretty advanced. I don’t think you’ll be able to help. I’ll finish up later. It’s just an off day.” 

      Obviously, the right thing to do in this situation is lie my ass off. I’m probably not going to see this guy again, anyway. Let us part ways with him thinking I’m some secret genius. At least maybe then he’ll think well of the girl who let him sleep in her study room. 

      “I see,” he says, eyebrow raised. 

      “Oh, look at the time, I better grab some lunch before my next class.” I look down at the not-at-all-real watch on my wrist and gather my stuff up, ready to escape this dumpster fire of a situation. “It’s been real! See ya, Sleepy Dude!” 

      I hear a snort as I rush out of the study room, not slowing down until I’m out of the library. Time to text Mia to see if she wants an early lunch.
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      Cameron

      

      The large silicone bumblebee buzzes on the table, and I’m not sure if I should hit it, answer it, or leave it. 

      I lean back in my chair and stretch my long limbs, my eyes not leaving the bee. 

      She ran out of here before I could say anything else, but I wanted to thank her for letting me stay and rest.

      Normally, I’d rest in my room. But even though my roommate is also on the basketball team—they put us together because we have similar schedules—he’s my least favorite player on the team. 

      He parades different girls through the room daily. I don’t know when or if he ever goes to class, and I’ve never seen him study. He’s almost been kicked off the team several times because of his grades, but that hasn’t dissuaded him from his reckless lifestyle.

      He’s irresponsible, loud, and obnoxious, and I prefer to avoid him at all costs.

      So here I am, resting in a random study room at the library. This week has sucked hard. Never mind that it’s only been a couple of weeks since the start of the semester, Coach has still been pushing us with extra workouts. Probably because we were so close to getting that coveted spot in the Sweet Sixteen last year. Half of the team is graduating this year, so I’m sure he thinks this is the closest he’ll get to winning the championship in a long while.

      We’ve spent most of our free time practicing, doing shooting drills, and conditioning. It’s slowly killing us all. But Coach is right. Of all the teams in our league, we’re in the best physical condition. At the end of the game, when the other team is running out of steam, we’re just getting our second wind. It’s where we catch up and pull ahead or extend our lead to just out of reach. 

      I sigh. I was supposed to be reviewing the playbook instead of napping, but I got here, and the room was dark, and I was so tired… 

      The bee buzzes again, pulling me out of my thoughts. She was so flustered when she left. This must be her phone. 

      Groaning, I push myself to my feet and round the table. She should have come back for this by now. Did she not realize that it’s missing? 

      I pick it up, and the name Stripper followed by a wink emoji and a flame emoji flashes across the screen. 

      I should just turn this in to the front desk and be on my way. 

      The door bursts open, and the girl from earlier bursts in. “Oh, you have my phone,” she says, cheeks tinged pink. 

      She rushes around the table, rips it out of my hand, tosses a hurried thank you over her shoulder, then ducks her head and vanishes between the stacks, leaving me alone once more. 

      She’s cute. 

      Wait… Where did that thought come from?

      I can’t do that. Not again. But her short blond hair and sparkling green eyes smiling at me as she says it’s okay for me to stay and rest flash through my mind. 

      Clearly, this was her private space, and she just let me, a complete stranger, stay here with her. 

      Girls act weird around me, blushing and trying to get me to do things with them. What if she’s like—no… I didn’t get that vibe from her. 

      What am I saying? She hardly paid me any attention at all. She just wanted to use this room, and since I was here and being quiet, she offered to share. I bet all the other rooms were full. That’s all. I don’t have time to think about her, anyway. I’ve wasted too much of my day here. 

      I shake my head, rounding the table to grab my backpack. I’ve got just enough time to grab a quick lunch and review the plays before my next class.
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        * * *

      

      “Cam, my man! Come grab a bite!” Oscar, my overgrown best friend, shouts over the din of the cafeteria. 

      Oscar Cavanaugh plays hockey for Fox Academy, and he’s well-known on and off the ice. There’s a reason his nickname is Caveman.

      He’s smiling and chatting with some of the other hockey players, but when he sees me, he punches the arm of the guy next to him, then gets up to meet me. 

      I pick up a pre-made salad and then get in line for pizza. If Harriet is working the line today, I’ll get an extra slice for free. She has a soft spot for me.

      “Did that guy deserve to be punched?” I ask. 

      “It’s Fraser. He always deserves to be punched,” he says with a grin. 

      “All right then.” 

      We talk to each other about pretty much everything and never have to pry for information. Oscar once told me that his team thinks I’m weird, even if they admit I’m good at basketball. But he isn’t bothered by them. Things roll off Oscar pretty easily, and if it doesn’t bother me, then it doesn’t bother him. 

      I pick a table away from the hockey team. I don’t particularly care for any of them besides Oscar, and he knows that. He plops down across from me, an easy smile on his face. 

      I’m not much of a people person, but I spent a majority of my childhood with Oscar. My parents were very absent, and when Oscar’s family moved in next door, they kind of unofficially adopted me. I’m an introvert, but he pushed and shoved his way into my life, lovingly forcing me to get out of my comfort zone and live a little; and honestly, it’s been a better life since.

      “So,” I say, not one to beat around the bush. “I met a girl today.”

      His eyebrows perk up, and his easy smile widens into a full-blown grin. He folds his arms on the table and props his chin up with one hand. 

      “I thought you had a spring in your step. You haven’t mentioned a girl since—” 

      “Don’t.” 

      “Ah… Sorry, man. I wasn’t thinking.” He gives me a sheepish look.

      “That’s all right.” 

      I can’t hold it against him for bringing it up. It was four years ago; I should be over it by now.

      “Anyway,” he says. “You met a girl? What’s her name?”

      “I don’t know.” I take a bite of my pizza.

      Oscar scoffs. 

      “Did you not ask? What am I saying? Of course, you didn’t.” He slaps his palm against his forehead. “What was she like?”

      “Short, blonde, and angry. She was cute."

      “Oohh… Did you have a secret rendezvous in the stacks?” 

      “Don't be an idiot. She let me sleep while she studied." I snort."Then she lied to me and ran out."

      “What do you mean, she lied to you?” he asks, instantly suspicious. 

      “She said that she was doing 'advanced math.' But she was using the College Algebra textbook.” 

      Oscar laughs. 

      “She didn’t hit on you?” 

      “She couldn’t get away from me fast enough.” 

      “Well, she sounds hilarious. I like her already,” my best friend says, leaning back in his chair.

      I look off into the distance, hiding my smile behind my hand. He’d like her even more if he met her. But that’s not likely to happen.

      Oscar carries the conversation for the rest of lunch, and by the time I’m done eating, it’s time for my next class. I throw my trash away and follow Oscar out of the cafeteria. 

      I catch a glimpse of blond in the sea of students and hide my smile. Those plays will have to wait until later. I might be making a habit out of studying in the library for the foreseeable future.
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      Violet

      

      Mia couldn’t grab lunch with me, so I grabbed a sad pre-made sandwich, a salad, and a bottle of water from the to-go line before finding a seat in the crowded cafeteria. 

      I need to calm down and get my thoughts in order. The important thing is figuring out this math crap. With Dr. Herrington’s help, I’ll pass that stupid class and then I’ll be done with math forever! Then next semester, I can focus on graduating!

      You don’t have to do much math as an English education major. So far, I’ve gotten to hang out with some cool kids and help their teachers out in the classrooms. Not to mention learning the theories and other junk about pedagogy. But you know what I haven’t had to do? 

      Math. 

      I guess that’s just another reason that I’m doing so poorly in my algebra class.

      I’m just finishing my sad excuse for a sandwich when a booming laugh sounds behind me. 

      I peek over my shoulder, then whip my head back around. The hot guy from the library is sitting with another giant dude. 

      First, where are all these giants coming from? It hits me that when I grabbed my phone from Library Hottie, I had to look up to see his face. Second, how did I not notice they were there when I sat down? 

      Mentally facepalming myself, I hunch my shoulders and try to be as unnoticeable as I can while I finish my lunch. 

      Now that I’m aware of who’s behind me, eavesdropping on their conversation is easy. Not that I want to. In fact, I’m actively trying to avoid eavesdropping, but they aren’t making it easy. 

      The big one with my library hottie is talking excitedly about hockey—there’s a game coming up—and how he and his friends are going to go to a club on Thursday for some guy named Fraser’s birthday. Which he’s not particularly looking forward to, but team bonding and all that. 

      While he’s blabbering on, I quietly gather my stuff and make my way to the trash. It’s almost time for my only other class today. After that, I’ve got to try to figure out where I went wrong with my math problems earlier. 

      Fingers crossed that Dr. Harrington pulls through for me with a miracle. 
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        * * *

      

      “I’m an idiot. A grade A idiot.”

      I thunk my face against the bed, shoving my face into the pillow. Now that I’m done with class, I’m back in my room, attempting to do math again. But just looking at the book has me remembering what an embarrassing idiot I was in the library this morning. 

      “Hey now, head up! I don’t have time for sadness!” My roommate, Mia, pats the top of my head before jumping up on her bed opposite mine. “I’ve got a shift at the diner this afternoon, but now I’m glad I left my stuff here this morning instead of bringing it with me to class. Why the long face?”

      I fill her in on what happened with Professor Drivels and my advisor first, before breaking the news that her bestie is a total failure when it comes to the opposite sex.

      “Vi… It sucks about the math thing, but you’ll pull through. You’re tougher than you give yourself credit for, and you’re being too hard on yourself. You may have spent close to an hour with the guy, but it sounds like your interaction time may have been closer to two minutes.” She tosses a cookie at me before continuing with her lecture. “Besides, if you’ve gone this long without seeing him, what are the chances of you running into him again?”

      “Well, actually, I saw him again in the cafeteria literally right after that.” I slump down in my chair, nibbling the cookie Mia assaulted me with. “He was with some big guy who likes hockey.”

      “Maybe fate is intervening. Maybe it was love at first sight for him,” she deadpans. 

      “I don’t know about that. I basically told him he wasn’t smart enough to do math. I’d like to avoid him if I can.” 

      I look for the package of cookies Mia just had. 

      “Give up, sweet cheeks. I ate the last one just now.” She hops off the bed, laughing, and puts on her all-black diner uniform, then digs through several piles of clothes. Probably looking for the apron that completes the look. 

      I huff but join her in her search, making quick work of the piles. She holds the apron up like it’s a trophy, a victorious smile on her pretty face.

      She hugs me and leaves. I mope around for a bit, then get to work trying to decipher the math problems I already tried to solve once. 

      I don’t see Mia much for the rest of the weekend. Between keeping up with school and working two jobs, it’s a miracle I get to see her at all. But despite worrying about my bestie, I manage to complete my math homework and move on to one of the projects from one of my education classes. 

      By the time the weekend is over, my spirits have lifted. I just have to make it through algebra tomorrow, then I can meet with Dr. Harrington. I’m ready for her amazing idea that will help me to pass math class and never have to deal with it or stupid Professor Drivels ever again.
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      Violet

      

      “A tutor?” I can’t keep the skepticism from my voice. 

      “Yes. A tutor,” Dr. Harrington says, giving me a pointed look. “I know you said you’ve had other people try to explain the problems to you, but that’s not the same as an actual tutor employed by the academy.” 

      I slump in my chair, a habit I’m developing quickly, thanks to my no-nonsense advisor. 

      Her expression softens. “Look, I know this is hard for you. But the person whom I’ve asked to help is one of the best math students in this academy. I’ve even seen some of the more advanced math professors ask him questions about problems they weren’t sure of. He’s helped multiple students in the past, and all of them passed their various levels of math classes with flying colors.” 

      I sit up a little straighter. That doesn’t sound so bad. 

      “Is he patient? Because he may have helped people in the past, but he hasn’t helped me. I’ve been told on more than one occasion, by more than one person, that I’m impossible.”

      My parents showed a lot of patience and restraint while helping me get through that last semester of math in high school. I’m pretty sure, at one point, my dad went to the garage during homework time and just started hammering the crap out of a random board in there just to release some of the pent-up frustration he felt from trying to get me to understand the material. 

      I have never been afraid of my father. I wasn’t afraid of him then. He is loving, patient, and attentive. He catches the bugs that find their way into the house and releases them back outside. He’s the most gentle man I’ve ever met. But I’ve never seen him get so frustrated. 

      Dr. Harrington chuckles. 

      “Don’t worry, dear. Mr. Jones is as patient as they get. He’s quiet and polite, and I think his calm demeanor will be good to balance out your… particular brand of quirky.”

      I snort. So, in other words, Mr. Calm, Cool, and Collected will teach me math, and I won’t drive him up the wall with my complete lack of ability to understand anything mathematical. 

      I heave a defeated sigh. 

      “Violet, I promise, if things don’t work out with Mr. Jones, you can come back and we’ll work together to find another solution.” She smiles warmly. “As I said before, Professor Drivels drives me nuts. I would love for you to rub it in his face that you passed his class.” Her warm smile quickly turns evil. 

      Professor Drivels had better watch his back. I’d hate to see him meet Dr. Harrington in a dark alley.

      Actually, no I wouldn’t. My bet would be on Dr. H. I wouldn't be surprised if she kicked his ass blindfolded. 

      “Thank you, Dr. Harrington. I’ll try not to ruin this Jones guy and his ridiculous love of math,” I say, pushing myself to my feet. 

      “That’s all I can ask of you,” she says with a straight face. But the crinkles around her eyes give her away. “You’ll meet with him after College Algebra on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. It worked out that neither of you have class at that time.”

      How fortuitous.

      “It’s recommended to have your sessions in the library. Do you have a particular place there that you’d like to meet?”

      “Could we meet in study room twelve?”

      “That sounds great. I’ll pass it on to Mr. Jones. Your first session starts on Wednesday.” She pauses as I reach for the doorknob. “Good luck, Violet. You’ve got this.” 

      I smile, turning the knob and heading out into the hallway. She’s right. I’ve got this. Violet Miller is no quitter. Watch out Professor Drivels. You and your precious college algebra are going down!
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        * * *

      

      I head to the library after my meeting with Dr. Harrington. I’ve already been to math class this morning, so all that’s left to do is get to work on the new homework problems Professor Drivels assigned today. 

      Last night, I somehow managed to get half of the answers right. But Professor Butthead still took off points because I showed my work incorrectly. 

      The jerk. 

      He said I just made up some random crap and then wrote the correct answers from the back of the book as my answers. 

      I was following the examples. I can’t help it that, even with examples, my work looks like it came from a completely different subject. 

      That’s only one of many reasons why I have little hope for this Jones tutor guy. 

      I weave my way through the shelves, taking my time and perusing the titles. I am not ready to do more math today. Equations, real numbers, imaginary numbers, derivatives… none of those things matter when I’m surrounded by books. 

      Maybe one day, after I’ve been teaching for a while, I’ll come back and get my master’s degree. I would love to be a librarian. 

      I’d even be happy in one of the little community libraries in a small town. It would be so lovely. 

      I’ve finally meandered back to my favorite study room, only to be disappointed. The lights are on. Someone else is using my room. No one ever uses this room. Not since…

      Who would have the nerve to use my unofficially claimed room? I peek in before I head back to my dorm. 

      I recognize that messy head of hair.

      Before I can even think, I barge into the room. “What do you think you’re doing? Just because I let you stay in here once; you think you own this study room now?” 

      Library Hottie looks up from whatever he’s reading. It looks like it has a lot of arrows and… is that a basketball court? 

      He blinks at me. The silence grows awkward and moments drag by like a sloth crawling across a busy road. But I stand my ground. 

      Finally, the good-looking punk says, “Oh, I just had a few minutes before I had to meet up with someone, so I thought I’d drop in here and study. The other rooms were all full.” He clears his throat. “Um… I won’t be here for much longer. If you don’t mind sharing with me again, I promise I’ll be quiet.”

      I really don’t want to share my space… but he was here first. Again. Ugh! He’s so cute, but why does he have to keep invading this one space that I have to myself? 

      This public space. 

      That’s free for everyone to use. 

      But no one ever comes here. This room always seems to be free whenever I need it, so I kind of unofficially claimed it as mine. 

      Maybe I should put a sign on the door. “The Violet Miller Study Room. If your name isn’t Violet Miller, then find somewhere else to study.”

      “Fine.” I glare at him. “But you stay over there doing your work, and I’ll stay over here doing mine. No offering to help each other.” 

      I sit down on the opposite side of the table from the infuriating, handsome room stealer and pull my algebra book out of my bag and set it in my lap. It’s not comfortable there, but I can’t risk putting it on the table. If he sees that it’s just a plain old College Algebra textbook and not some weird advanced math textbook, he’ll know I was lying the other day. 

      I get the rest of my stuff out and get to work on the first problem, but it’s not long before I find myself glancing at my new “study buddy.” I mean, how am I supposed to focus on something that might as well be another language to me with this literal Adonis sitting a mere four feet away? 

      He’s wearing glasses today. They suit him. I didn’t know he could be any hotter, but I think the glasses take him to another level. 

      I don’t know if he feels me staring or if he’s just as bored with his work as I am, but he sighs, setting his pencil down. 

      “Do you need my help?”

      “Um… No? Besides, I said we were sticking to our respective sides of the room. No helping each other. Remember?” 

      “Then why are you staring at me?” He picks up his pencil again and leans back in his seat, drumming the sharp yellow writing stick against his tanned muscular thigh. 

      “I… wasn’t. I wasn’t staring… I was lost in thought. You just happened to be in my line of sight. This is a small room, after all.” 

      When in doubt, lie! Is that a good life motto? No. But for some reason, this guy really brings out the fibber in me. 

      “Hmm” is all he says as he resumes his work. 

      “Hmm,” I mock silently. 

      I look back at my math homework, then remember why I was looking at him in the first place. I don’t even know where to start with this stupid problem. 

      Professor Drivels sped through the lesson today because “the quadratic formula is one of the easiest things in college algebra, and if you don’t already know it, why are you even here?”

      I wanted to punch him in the nose and break those stupid glasses that won’t seem to stay on his face. Instead, I diligently wrote down everything he put on the whiteboard and added a few of his comments. 

      I thought I did a good job taking notes until I search through them. He basically skipped over the quadratic formula and did an introductory lesson for next class’s material. Shit.

      “Math is the worst thing to ever exist,” I mumble, dropping my pencil and slumping down in my chair. 

      At this rate, I should get an award for the world’s best slumper. 

      Study Buddy snorts from the other end of the table. 

      “Excuse me… is something funny to you? Does my plight bring you joy? Math happens to be my mortal enemy. Is that comical?” I sit up and level him with my most lethal glare. 

      Which, if I’m being honest, isn’t that intimidating. More like a bunny glaring at a wolf, or a ladybug glaring at a rhinoceros beetle.

      But right now, I’m all five-foot-six-inches of pure fury. 

      “Care to tell me what you find so hilarious?”
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      Cameron

      

      She shoves herself away from the table and stands, the stuff in her lap falling to the floor, her fists clenched. I’m not really sure what I did to make her so mad, but I feel like she’s waiting for me to respond.

      “Math isn’t so bad.” 

      She grabs all of her stuff, not even bothering to put it back in her backpack, then stomps over to the door. She flings it open like it, too, has offended her, then rushes out, letting it slam closed behind her. 

      Obviously, that was the wrong thing to say. 

      I sit, staring at the door in stunned silence. Four little words. Four little words had those bright green eyes morphing into murderous daggers. They could have flayed me alive, taking my skin as a trophy. 

      Sighing, I put my playbook away and grab my backpack, flipping the study room light off on my way out. I was secretly hoping to run into her again. But that didn’t go as planned. 

      This was probably my last chance to interact with her. I won’t be able to see her here again. Starting Wednesday, I’ll have a new student to tutor, and according to the email I got this morning, it will be in that study room.

      A library assistant walks past me, putting the schedule up on the window, to let the other students know that the room will be off-limits during the scheduled time. 

      I can just imagine her walking up and seeing that her study room is now off limits. A small thread of guilt weaves its way through me, but I brush it aside. Now is not the time for this. I have too much to do to worry about a stranger. 

      A cute blond stranger who I can’t stop thinking about. 

      Coach would put me on the line for being this distracted. I shake my head. I need food. 

      I leave the library and stroll leisurely across campus. The warmer days of summer are almost over, and the wind carries the first hints of the cooler air of fall. I pause, tilting my head back and taking it in. I have a love-hate relationship with the summer season. 

      Summer is when my parents left me. Summer is when I got my heart broken for the first and last time. There’s no basketball in the summer. It’s hot and miserable and lonely. 

      But… Summer is when I found my best friend. Summer is when we grew close enough to be brothers. Summer has no gift-giving holidays. Summer is safe from people who just want to use me. 

      It’s a cruel mistress, summer. Luckily for me, I’ve got Oscar. He and his family helped me to replace some of the bad memories with good ones.

      A sheet of paper slaps me in the face. 

      “Grab that paper! Please!” a desperate voice calls. 

      I pull the page plastered to my forehead away and look for the person it belongs to. 

      Bumblebee girl skids to a stop in front of me, breathing hard. 

      My heart skips a beat. Her blond hair is a mess from the wind, and her cheeks are red from running. She’s still clutching most of her stuff haphazardly against her chest, and her backpack dangles from one arm. 

      She looks like chaos incarnate… So why can I not stop staring? My cheeks heat, and I hold her paper out. 

      “Thanks,” she says breathlessly, ripping the paper out of my hand and turning to leave. 

      “Wait,” I say. “Do you need help?”

      I gesture at her backpack. “I can hold that for you if you want to put your stuff in there properly.” 

      “No thanks. I already said we weren’t helping each other today, remember?” She doesn’t turn back around and stomps away from me. 

      Stubborn. I have no need for stubborn.

      I resume my trek across campus. Bumblebee girl is still stomping in front of me, another paper almost escaping from her grasp, but she manages to hold on to it. She’s frowning and mumbling to herself. 

      She glances back, seeing me behind her, and stops, turning to face me once more. 

      “Stop following me.”

      “I’m not following you.”

      “Then why are you still there?” 

      “I’m going to the cafeteria.” I put my hands in my pockets. 

      She glances behind her. I assume it was her destination as well. Her cheeks turn the lightest shade of pink. 

      “Oh… Well… Wait until I’m farther away. What if people think you’re some kind of weird stalker?” She whirls around and does an awkward walk-run the rest of the way to the cafeteria, her things still tightly tucked against her chest. 

      Stalker, huh? That's a new one. 

      I shake my head. Normal people might say we’re just two people heading in the same direction, but not my Bumblebee girl. 

      My… She isn’t my anything. 

      I hear her flustered voice the minute I enter the cafeteria. She’s found a table not far from the door, and she’s got that ridiculous bumblebee up to her ear. 

      “Yes, he was in there again. He LAUGHED at me!” She’s waving her free arm wildly, garnering the attention of the people next to her, but she doesn’t seem to care. 

      Oh, to be that comfortable in public… 

      I smile to myself and head in the opposite direction. I’ve antagonized her enough for one day. Unintentional as it may be. 

      I gaze around the lunchroom, searching for my boisterous, overgrown friend; but he must be caught up somewhere. 

      Guess I’m taking my lunch to-go today.
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      Violet

      

      Why am I really so upset with my library hottie study buddy? Well, for starters, he intruded in my study room. He also laughed at me when I was struggling with math! I didn’t laugh at him when he was sleeping. 

      Trying to convince myself that my anger at the hot blond guy who abruptly appeared in my life is well-founded isn’t going as well as I hoped it would. After I told Mia about it over the phone, she told me I should take a step back because it sounded like my anger was stemming from somewhere deeper than a shared study room and a snort when I declared my hatred for math. 

      Of course, she’s right. I’m mostly mad at Professor Drivels, and while I’m not necessarily mad at Dr. Harrington for assigning me a tutor, I am frustrated because I already know that it won’t work. 

      But I trust her. She’s steered me right for the past three years. I can’t give up on her now. Not when she’s so sure that this tutoring thing will work. 

      After we got off the phone, I finally organized my stuff and returned everything to its rightful place in my backpack. It was stupid of me to run out of the study room with everything loose like that, but Library Hottie really throws me off my game. 

      It made matters worse that he was the one to catch my paper out on the lawn. 

      Ugh… He’s so tall.

      I’m five-six, and I had to crane my neck to see his face. He’s got to be well over six feet tall. If he was a girl and we hugged, my face would be pressed right between his boobs. 

      I snort as I imagine Library Hottie as a girl. But with his dark brown eyes and that honey-caramel blond hair, I can’t deny that he would be pretty. 

      A thump pulls me out of my thoughts. A girl I vaguely recognize is sitting across from me with a small smile on her face. 

      “Hi, I’m Lindsay. But most people call me Linds,” she says, flipping her hair over her shoulder. 

      “Oh… Hi, Lindsay. I’m Violet. It’s nice to meet you.” 

      I try to keep the confusion out of my voice and just act friendly. I’m not socially awkward or anything, but I’m also not usually approached by people. Especially people who look like her. 

      She looks like she just stepped out of a fashion magazine. Her auburn hair is perfectly straight and has threads of golden blond so fine that it’s difficult to say whether or not they came from a salon. 

      She lays one of her perfectly manicured hands on top of mine and smiles warmly at me. 

      “I know this might be strange,” she starts, “but I’ve seen you around campus lately, and I thought to myself, that girl knows fashion, and her hair is so cute! I need to be friends with her.” 

      I look down at my ripped skinny jeans and my Fleetwood Mac t-shirt, then run my fingers through my hair, which was just destroyed by the wind. Now, I’m generally a pretty trusting person. The glass is always half full, yada yada. 

      But I know that this girl, Linds, and I do not walk on the same streets. Something is fishy here, but I’ll play along for now. 

      “Oh, really? Well, I was planning to go shopping this weekend if you would like to come!” 

      A complete lie.

      A look of disgust flashes across her face, but she quickly recovers with what I now know to be a fake smile.

      “Unfortunately, I have plans this weekend, but maybe sometime soon!” 

      “Oh, darn. Well, since you’re here, would you like to have lunch with me?” 

      I extend the olive branch. If she accepts, it gives me more time to figure out what she wants from me. 

      “I already ate, but I don’t mind sitting and talking with you while you eat.” Her voice is almost sickly sweet. 

      “Okay, well, I’ll be right back then.” 

      I run and grab some stir-fry from the main course line, picking up a couple of extra packets of soy sauce and grabbing a water from the to-go line before heading back to sit down with my new “bestie.”

      She scrunches her nose at the tray, not trying to hide her disgust this time. It gets worse as I add my packets of soy sauce. 

      “That much sodium is bad for you.” 

      I look up at her as I slowly drizzle the last packet on my rice. 

      “I’ve got water to drink. It’s called balance.”

      She looks like she’d rather be anywhere but here, so I move the conversation along to ease both her misery and mine. 

      “So, what did you want to talk about?” I say through a mouthful of stir-fry. 

      “Oh… Well, like I said, I’ve seen you around campus, and when I was leaving the library the other day, I saw you and a tall guy in a study room together. He’s really hot! Do you know him?” 

      Ahhh… so this is what she wants. 

      “I just met him the other day. And unfortunately, I don’t know his name, or I’d introduce you. I’m sure you two would hit it off. You’d make a great couple!” 

      Her face turns as red as the bell peppers on my plate. 

      “Oh, no. I have a boyfriend.” She pulls her phone out and shows me her screensaver. It’s a picture of her in a cheerleader outfit with a super muscled guy in a Fox University football jersey.

      “You two look good together.” I give her a smile before shoving another bite of rice into my mouth. Dang, the cooks were on fire today!

      “I just have this friend,” she starts again. “She’s had a crush on that guy for forever, but he’s kind of hard to find. So when I saw him with you, I thought maybe you could introduce him to us.”

      “I see.” 

      What a polite way to say I’m befriending you, only to use you for one very specific reason, and then I’ll never talk to you again.

      “Well, unfortunately, I don’t think I’ll be much help. I’ve only just met him myself, you see, and I don’t plan on seeing him anymore. But if I do see him around, I can tell him you’re looking for him.” 

      “Oh, no.” She waves her hands dismissively. “That’s all right. Thank you for chatting with me and enjoy the rest of your… lunch.” 

      She gets up just as fast as she sat down and leaves. I watch her cross the cafeteria and sit down with a group of girls who all look like they came out of the same fashion magazine as her. 

      They must all be cheerleaders. 

      Lindsay must be telling them what we talked about, because the girl sitting directly in front of her looks over at me. Her glare could melt the Lambert glacier. 

      That must be her “friend.” She’s definitely gorgeous. But where Lindsay gave off a warm autumn vibe, this girl is pure ice. She’s the dead of winter. 

      I give a small wave and then get back to my lunch. Today has been strange. Maybe the planets are aligning weird or something. 

      I don’t give the cheerleader table another look as I finish eating and leave the cafeteria. 

      The less interacting I do with them, the better off I’ll be. Why am I all of a sudden running into all these people who, on any other day, wouldn’t even glance in my direction? 

      Whatever. I just need to focus on passing College Algebra. Forget about all these outside distractions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Violet

      

      “Yeah, Mom, everything is going well. I’ve made a plan with my advisor, and she’s setting me up with one of the best math tutors at Fox University. She said that even the professors go to him for advice on math.” 

      I roll onto my stomach on my bed and flump my face into the pillow. Mom is going on about how excited she is for me to finally almost be done with math, and how, after this semester, I’ll be that much closer to graduating, and how I’m handling this like a true adult.

      “I’m so glad we sent you to a private university. I knew you’d get a much better education there.” I can hear the tears in her voice. 

      “Yes, Mom,” I say, rolling my eyes. I haven’t told her that my math professor is the king of Planet Douchebag, and I don’t plan on it. 

      I’m going to pass this math class, and I’m going to do it without stressing my parents out. I can't let them down. Not after everything they've done to get me to this point. 

      “Well, I’ve got to go. I’ve still got homework. I just wanted to check in and make sure you and Dad were doing okay.”

      “We are, sweetie. We just love you and miss you more every day, and we can’t wait for Christmas break! We’ll get to see you every day for a whole month!”

      I laugh. “Maybe not every day. What if I spend a few days sleeping the day away? College is hard work, you know.” 

      “Oh, hush. I’ll make you homemade cookies, and we’ll play your favorite board games. And I won’t let your father pester you if you decide to read in your favorite chair.” I hear the smile in her voice. She knows she’s got me now.

      “All right, all right. You’ve convinced me.” I can’t keep the smile off my own face.

      “Love you, pudding cup!” Mom says fondly.

      “Love you too, Momma!” 

      I always feel lighter after talking with my parents. Their love for me is so real and strong that it’s almost a tangible thing. We’ve always been close. When I first came to college, it was hard to be away from them for so long. But we’ve all adapted, and now the holidays are extra special. 

      I lie in bed a little longer. I almost doze off, but a text from Mia wakes me up. She won’t be back until later because she’s got to work tonight. 

       I need to do something to wake myself up. I don’t have time to take a nap… even if I so desperately need one. 

      I could go for a run. Pfft! Who am I kidding? That would be worse than doing math every day. 

      Maybe I should go get something to eat, and then I can go to the library. There’s less of a chance of me falling asleep doing homework if I’m doing it somewhere other than my comfy, cozy dorm room. 

      The cafeteria isn’t as full tonight as it is at lunch, so I leisurely peruse my options, finally deciding on a gourmet toasted club sandwich with bacon and melted cheese. I grab a bag of chips and fill a cup with soda. 

      I take my time, enjoying my meal. The last few times I was here, I was rushed or stressed or approached by someone. I haven’t enjoyed a meal since the last time I got to eat with Mia. Which, now that I think about it, was over a week ago. Her schedule this semester is so hectic. 

      I miss my roomie. 

      An hour later, I’m walking across campus. The sun is setting behind me, casting a peachy glow on our beautiful campus. I’m not in any rush to get to the library. In fact, I’m never in a rush to do math homework. 

      My neck prickles, and I slow to a stop. I’m not alone out here. There are still students hanging out in the courtyard, taking advantage of the changing weather. A lazy breeze dances softly from the east, and there’s more than one blanket lain out on the grass. Couples, friends, and groups chat, laugh, or just hang out, being together. 

      It really drives home how alone I am when Mia isn’t around. 

      My neck prickles again, and I turn in a full circle. Someone is watching me, and it isn’t the people enjoying the weather. 

      That’s not to say that my potential stalker isn’t enjoying the weather… It is a nice change from the heat of summer. 

      I pick up my pace. With so many people out right now, I’m almost assuredly safe. But making it to the library suddenly seems important. 

      It only takes a minute for me to cross the rest of the green, then I’m enveloped in the safe scent of books. 

      I take a deep breath to calm my nerves. Now, on to the fun part. I sigh as I take the familiar path to my favorite study room. Someone has hung up a schedule on the window informing everyone that my study room is off limits for an hour every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. 

      In a roundabout way, I did end up officially claiming this study room. I wonder if the library assistants would remove it if I taped my name up on the door. 

      I smile to myself. The lights are off, and upon further inspection, there doesn’t appear to be a sleeping hottie hiding out in there either. 

      Perfect. Now to finish my math homework for tomorrow and get a jump on that pedagogy project that’s due at the end of the week. 

      A few hours and several intrusive thoughts about a certain library hottie later, I’m packing up to head back to my dorm. The library is quiet and dark, with only a few lamps lit by students pulling late night study sessions or all-nighters. 

      I’m reminded of the weird feeling I got on my way here, and I hesitate at the door. 

      Everything will be fine. Campus security is just a shout away… I peek out into the dark night. The moon is out, casting a soft glow on the courtyard and easing my fear. 

      I creep out into the night. The people populating the courtyard earlier this evening have retired. I slowly cross the green, and goosebumps erupt across my arms. 

      Across the way, a tall, loping figure emerges from the gym. 

      Okay. Maybe I’m still a little scared.
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      Cameron

      

      God, that was a workout. The cool night air feels so refreshing after spending the last three hours at shooting practice and then a cool down workout in the gym. 

      I pause, letting the moonlight wash over me, relishing in the calm and the quiet that nighttime always brings. 

      Breathing deep, I look across the courtyard, enjoying the emptiness more than a normal person should. 

      I used to feel lonely. I hated it. But now, I embrace it. You can’t get hurt if you’re alone. The only person I let inside my walls is Oscar. It wasn’t always like this. Once upon a time, I had several friends. Mostly thanks to my best friend. But after what happened with our friend Katie, and then… after what she did… I distanced myself. Now it’s just Oscar and me. Like it was in the beginning. And I’m okay with that. I’ll talk to the guys on the team, but it’s a superficial acquaintanceship. They know nothing more about me than a distant relative who only visits at Thanksgiving and Christmas. 

      A movement catches my eye, and I frown at the small shadow creeping across campus. An owl hoots somewhere in the night, and the shadow jumps, giving me pause. 

      There’s something familiar about that shadow. 

      I take a few steps closer, trying to get a good look at it, but it starts speedwalking in the direction of the girls’ dorms. 

      She walks under a streetlamp, and I laugh to myself when blond hair that could only belong to Bumblebee girl blows into her face from a sudden blast of wind. 

      If she were any smaller, she might declare the wind her mortal enemy instead of math. 

      “Hey,” I call out. “Wait up.” 

      She turns, squinting into the dark. When she sees me, she takes off again, this time almost at a run. 

      I sigh and jog after her. Fox University is a safe place, but no woman should walk anywhere alone at night.

      Suddenly, her feet slide out from under her, and she hits the ground with an oomph. The night’s dew, which has already made an appearance, must have caused her to slip. 

      I catch up to her as she’s struggling to right herself. She pants like she’s just run a marathon. 

      “Are you all right?” I ask. 

      Her expression goes from frightened to recognition to annoyance all in the span of a second. 

      “Yes,” she says, exasperation lacing her voice. “Maybe next time you think of hollering at a girl in the middle of the night when she’s all alone, announce who you are. How was I supposed to know you weren’t here to kidnap or murder me? It’s not like I have night vision.” She huffs, trying and failing to wipe the wet grass off her legs. 

      “I’m sorry I scared you. But why were you creeping around like that?” 

      She rubs her hands across her face, leaving a trail of grass behind. “Who said I was creeping? Maybe that’s how I walk.”

      I snort, reaching out and pulling one of the blades of grass from her cheek. I normally wouldn’t be so bold with a girl, but Bumblebee girl is different. 

      Her eyes widen when she realizes what I’ve got. 

      “Why? Why am I always embarrassing myself in front of you? I’ve never even seen you on campus before. Why, now, are you just showing up everywhere I am?”

      I hold back my smile. She’s right. We’ve never run into each other before, but now it’s like we can’t stop being in the same place.

      I don’t know what to tell her, so I shrug. I can’t say I’m upset that we keep bumping into each other, but clearly, she feels differently. 

      A flash of concern crosses her face, and she looks around, shoulders tense. 

      “Do you want me to walk with you to the girls’ dorm?” I offer, glancing around the green myself. Something is making her feel uncomfortable, and strangely, I feel responsible for keeping her safe. 

      She gnaws on her lip, looking me up and down. 

      “Yes… Please?” 

      That last part comes out sounding more like a question than anything, but I’ll take what I can get. 

      Sure that she’s ready, I take off in the direction of the girls’ dorm. She hurries to keep up, her short legs needing three steps to each of my strides. 

      I’m surprised she’s agreed to let me accompany her. So far, she’s done everything in her power to avoid me, and our few short interactions have consisted of her being irritated at something I’ve done.

      But instead of the stubbornness and defiance I’ve come to associate with her, the furtive glances, tensed shoulders, and jumping at every little sound indicate she’s more scared than anything.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, shoving my hands into the pocket of my gym shorts, feigning nonchalance.

      “Yes.” Her clipped tone keeps me from prying. But the way she keeps looking over her shoulder proves otherwise.

      “Okay,” I say. We’ve arrived at the dorm. “Will you be okay from here? Or do you want me to walk you to your room?” 

      She glances at the building and looks around once more, worrying her bottom lip, before her gaze settles on me. 

      “Um… I think I’ll be okay now. Thank you.” She mumbles the last part, looking everywhere but at me. 

      “You’re welcome.” 

      I wait until she’s unlocked the dorm and is safely inside before heading back to my own dorm, the fatigue from my workout forgotten.
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      Violet

      

      I didn’t lose the goosebumps until I got back to my room. As much as I hate to say it, I was grateful that Library Hottie showed up when he did. 

      I opt to skip showering tonight. I might be paranoid, but it’s late, and I can’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me all evening. Who’s to say they wouldn’t be so bold to approach me in the bathroom? 

      Maybe it’s time to cut back on all those crime dramas and true crime shows I’ve been binging with Mia. Come on, Violet. Get it together. 

      I change into my pj’s and crawl into bed, pulling the covers up around me and snuggling, Hamwise Hamgee, my stuffed pig, before turning on one of my favorite cartoons. 

      It’s a scientific fact that if you watch cartoons before bed, you won’t have bad dreams. 

      It’s not long before the stress of the day and the familiarity of the show get to me, and my eyes close of their own accord. 

      The next morning, I wake up before my alarm, more rested than I have been in weeks. I’m going to attribute that successful sleep to the cartoon and the science and completely skip over the fact that my dreams were filled with chocolatey eyes and curly caramel hair that my fingers could get lost in. 

      I gather my shower caddy and head to the bathroom to shower, glad that I beat my alarm. It gives me extra time this morning to clean up, since I usually shower at night. 

      Those few extra minutes of sleep in the morning are precious.

      I pause right outside the room, panic briefly rearing its ugly head. I quickly push it all behind me. It’s daytime. There are people here. I’m safe. No one is watching me. 

      And it’s true. My neck hasn’t prickled since I got back to my room last night. 

      I only have to wait a few minutes for a shower to open up, giving me just enough time to brush my teeth before I adjust the water to my preferred temperature. 

      I grab a towel and get undressed, setting everything on top of my shower caddy on the floor outside of my shower. 

      I have tutoring today, and I’m actually a little nervous about meeting the “math wizard.” 

      If he’s as good as everyone says he is, what will he think about me? Someone who knows almost nothing about math. 

      The bathroom door squeaks open, and hushed whispers and giggles pull me out of my thoughts. 

      Who is that chipper this early in the morning? 

      The giggling gets louder until it’s right outside of my shower. It stops. 

      “Hello?” I call out. “Sorry, but this shower is taken.” 

      The bathroom door shuts soon after that, and I don’t hear anything else. I speed through the rest of my shower. Memories of last night and the feeling of being watched, of being followed, come rushing back. 

      I turn the water off and reach out through the curtain for my towel, but my hand hits cold plastic. 

      What?

      I look out of the curtain and groan. 

      My clothes and towel are gone. I’ve seen this happen multiple times on TV and read about it in books, but I never expected it to happen to me. 

      “Is anyone there?” I call loudly enough that if anyone was in the bathroom with me, they would have heard it. 

      When no one responds, I grab my shower caddy, then speedwalk to the bathroom door. It’s a dangerous game I’m playing. My wet feet are on the tile, but I don’t want anyone to see me like this. 

      I’m not normally modest, and I should say, at least this is an all-girl’s dorm. No one will care if I’m naked for a few minutes. But girls are mean, and just because it’s an all-girl’s dorm, doesn’t mean that the girls don’t sneak guys into their rooms. 

      We’re college students, for crying out loud. We have needs. 

      Or rather, a lot of the girls on my floor have needs, and I’ve noticed that a lot of the athletes at Fox University seem to be the favorite flavor for our floor. 

      Wasting no more time, I check the hallway between the bathroom and my room. The coast is clear. Before I can second guess myself, I sprint out of the bathroom and all the way to my room. 

      When I slam the door behind me, Mia jolts upright in bed, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. 

      “Well, good morning to you, too. Why are you wet and naked?” She yawns, stretching. Her two sizes too big Cats the musical t-shirt rumpled so it looks like Rumtumtugger and Mister Mistoffelees have morphed into one large two-headed cat.. 

      “Why not?” I snap. I take a few deep breaths, then stomp across the room to my wardrobe. I grab a pair of underwear and a bra and put them on. 

      Mia raises her eyebrow at me. 

      “Snippy this morning. Any particular reason, other than you’re naked and, apparently, don’t want to be?”

      “Someone stole my towel and my clothes while I was in the shower.” I dig through my makeshift closet, looking for some clothes that mirror my mood. 

      I pull out a pair of black jeggings that are frayed at the bottom, sliding them on. But none of my shirts reflect how angry I am. I don’t think my light pink heart sweater or my t-shirt with a bigfoot holding a tray of chicken nuggets exactly says “pissed off, don’t talk to me.”

      “Mia, do you have an angry shirt?” 

      She regards me for a moment before jumping off the bed. My bad mood melts a little as she heads purposefully toward her own wardrobe. I knew there was a reason we were besties. 

      She pulls out a black Goats and Vandals band t-shirt that has little rips in the sleeves and is fringed along the bottom. It’s exactly what I need, and I give my friend a quick hug. Mia always comes through for me when I need her most. 

      “Don’t get mustard or anything on this shirt. It’s one of my favorites.” She smirks. “Do you have time to explain why someone stole your clothes?”

      “Even if I did have the time, I couldn’t tell you. The last twenty-four hours have been weird, and I can’t think of a single thing I’ve done to make anyone be so mad at me. I don’t even talk to anyone other than you, really.” 

      Lunch with Lindsay pops into my mind. 

      “Actually, wait. This girl named Lindsay—I think she’s a cheerleader—sat down with me at lunch the other day. She was asking about my library hottie.” 

      Mia hums thoughtfully as she looks for clothes of her own. 

      “I told her that I didn’t know anything about him, and that we had just met. She left after that and went back to a different table with a bunch of girls who looked like models. Probably more cheerleaders…” I trail off. Not really sure where I’m going with this. 

      But it’s the only weird thing that’s happened lately. 

      Mia is dressed now and running a comb through her long, wavy hair. It poofs up, and she gives a frustrated sigh, opting to put it up in a messy bun. 

      “You should know better than to get involved with cheerleaders. The leeches.” 

      “Yeah, yeah. It wasn’t really up to me. She wouldn’t leave me alone until I gave her something.” I pull a brush through my own hair, twisting the side back and braiding the bottom before repeating the action on the other side. 

      “We can dissect the past couple of days later,” she says, picking up her phone. “If you dally much longer, you’ll be late for math.” 

      I scowl but grab my backpack. 

      “I love you,” I grumble over my shoulder as I leave the room. 

      “Love you too.” She laughs.
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      Violet

      

      Algebra passes by in a blur. Not that I was paying much attention. 

      Should I have been listening? Yes. Definitely. 

      But I’m so annoyed about the incident this morning. And thinking about last night and how I felt like I was being followed only exacerbates my anger. I’m a bubbling pot of rage by the time class ends. 

      I barely hear Professor Drivels call my name. 

      “Miss Miller, what is the point of attending class when you can’t even be bothered to pay attention? I’m under the impression that you need every second of class time to even be able to have a chance at passing my class.” 

      Oh… Wrong day to pick on me, sir. Wrong day. 

      “I was under the impression that even if the insane dribble that spews from your stinky mouth flowed directly into my brain, then it still wouldn’t matter, and I still wouldn’t pass your class.” 

      He sputters at my outburst. Usually, I’m timid around him, my hatred of math and my fear of not passing the class holding in the temper that I keep a tight lid on. But not today. 

      “Don’t worry, prof. I got a tutor. We’re starting today.” I whirl around, stomping out of the classroom and out of the building. 

      Asshole. 

      I’ve made it halfway across the courtyard when I realize what I just did, and I sigh. Crap. He’s going to make me pay for that later. I bet the only reason I’m not doing twelve pages of extra homework is because I caught him off guard. 

      Now I’m dreading going back to his class for more reasons than one. 

      Once I’m inside the library, I pause, taking some deep calming breaths. I need to chill out before I meet with my tutor. This guy is supposed to save me, and after the outburst I just had with Drivels, I’m going to need all the help I can get.

      Sure that I’m finally calm enough to interact normally with another person, I make my way back to my favorite study room. I was glad Dr. Harrington asked me if I had a preference. 

      The light’s already on inside, meaning that my tutor beat me here. I flash back to the past couple of times I’ve been here. Library Hottie was always in here before me. 

      I pull the door open and step inside, prepared to greet my tutor, then freeze. 

      A now-familiar head of curly caramel blond hair looks up from the notes he’s studying. 

      Surprise flashes across his face

      I sigh, rubbing my temples. “I guess you didn’t see the note on the window. This room is reserved for tutoring right now. You’ll have to come back later.” 

      His lips quirk up in a half smile. 

      “I am aware.” 

      “Well, then…” I gesture at the door. “Feel free to move right along.” 

      He stands up, and I’m instantly aware of our height difference. He extends his hand, face emotionless. 

      “Hi, my name is Cameron Jones. I’m a math tutor.” 

      No. No way. I look up to the heavens. God, if I’ve done something that you don’t approve of, then I’m truly sorry. 

      I meet Cameron’s eyes. 

      “You’re not pulling my leg right now?”

      “Do I give you the impression that I would pull a stunt like that?” He crosses his arms, his face as serious as ever. 

      “No. I guess not.” I sigh, tossing my backpack on the ground and flopping down in the chair next to the one he recently stood from. 

      He sits as well, and I extend my hand. “Hi, Cameron Jones, I’m Violet Miller, and I hate math.” 

      His eyes flash with amusement, but he reaches for my hand, his larger one engulfing mine. 

      We shake and then sit in awkward silence for several minutes. I think both of us are surprised by this turn of events. 

      Finally, Cameron clears his throat. “What do you need help with?”

      A bark of laughter tumbles out of me, unbidden. “I know how to do the basics. I can add, subtract, multiply, and divide. But if you add anything else in there, it might as well be like speaking another language.” 

      “Oh… Well, do you have any past homework assignments? I can go over those and see what I’m working with.” 

      I pull my math folder out of my bag and slide it over to him, crossing my arms and looking away. 

      Not even a week ago, I told this guy that I was doing math so advanced that he probably wouldn’t even be able to comprehend it. Now he’s looking through my College Algebra homework and realizing that I might be the dumbest human on the planet when it comes to math. 

      I sigh, thunking my head on the table. That shows me. Lying… bad. 

      I risk a glance at him, and he’s grimacing, but wisely, he keeps his mouth shut. 

      After looking over a few pages, he clears his throat again. 

      “I think… We might be best off starting at the beginning.” 

      “No shit, Sherlock,” I mumble, my cheeks burning. 

      “Do you have your book with you?” He ignores my embarrassment, his tone completely business-like. 

      I pull it out and slide it over to him as well. 

      He flips to the first lesson and starts trying to explain what I did wrong. I hmm and ahh in all the appropriate places, hearing what he’s saying but not truly listening. I’ve gone over this all before. Why does he think that just because he’s explaining it to me, it will stick?

       Then he writes a problem down on a blank sheet of paper. 

      “Show me how you’d solve this,” he says, sliding the paper to me. 

      He eyes me suspiciously. 

      I scribble something down and circle my answer, sliding it back to him. 

      He doesn’t even glance at my work. “You weren’t listening to me, were you?”

      “What? Of course I was.” 

      “No you weren’t. This is wrong.” He leans back, crossing his arms. 

      “You don’t know that! You didn’t even look at it!” I shove myself back from the table. “I think we’re done for today.” 

      I rip my stuff away from him and shove it in my backpack. I learned my lesson last time I just ran out carrying everything. 

      “You can’t be serious. We’ve only done one problem.” He looks incredulously at me. 

      “I’m serious. It’s not even lunchtime, and I’ve already put up with too much shit. Don’t follow me.” 

      I fling the door open and stomp out. Our secret snack stash had better be full, because I’m not leaving my dorm for the rest of today.
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      Cameron

      

      What the hell just happened? I can’t stop gaping at the door Violet Miller just stormed out of. 

      I was surprised to see her when she walked in. But that quickly abated. I’ve seen her struggling with her math homework the past couple of times that we’ve been here together. 

      Regardless, I wasn’t prepared to spend the next hour with her. I was so caught off guard that I jumped right into it. 

      She seemed a little off today. Instead of her usual snark, she seemed closed off and… angry? 

      I should have asked her if she was okay after last night. I should have… What? What could I have done differently? I helped her to her dorm. Should I have insisted on walking her all the way to her room? 

      But she’s so stubborn. She’s already called me a stalker. What if she thought I wanted to do more than just make sure she was safe? 

      I sigh, scrubbing my hands over my face. The longer I think about what just happened, the more concerned I get. 

      I need to clear my head. 

      I start gathering up my stuff and huff out a humorless laugh. She left her math book here. She was in such a rush to leave, once again, that she forgot her book. I look at it momentarily before shoving it into my backpack with the rest of my stuff and close up the study room. 

      She told me not to follow her, but if she’s going to get anything done before class on Friday, she’ll need this book. 

      I head toward the cafeteria. I think she usually comes here after using the study room. 

      Students mill about, talking and laughing and waiting in line for their lunch. I spot Oscar and his friends at their usual table. 

      I feel a pair of eyes boring into me from across the room and turn, hoping to meet Violet’s bright green defiant gaze. 

      Instead, a familiar pair of steely blue eyes take me in with predatory hunger. I know those eyes. I hate those eyes. Before I take in their owner, I turn, leaving the cafeteria and making a beeline for the gym. 

      I’ll just have to return Violet’s book to her later. 
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        * * *

      

      A couple of hours and many buckets of sweat later, I’ve worked off the worst of my jumbled mess of feelings. My muscles burn with the sweet ache of a good long workout. 

      I don’t immediately head back to my dorm, though. I need to get a few shots in before I call this workout complete. 

      I stride past Coach’s office, and he nods at me, pleased to see me working so hard. The first game of the season is just a couple of weeks away. He told me when the semester started that even if they don’t act like it to my face, the rest of the team regards me as a leader. So if I work hard, the others will follow suit. 

      He wasn’t wrong. Several of the guys who were in the gym with me follow me to the basketball gym. 

      Dino Ariti, a strong power forward and the closest thing to a friend I have on the team, grabs a couple of balls and tosses one to me. I dribble a few laps around the court, and the guys follow suit. 

      I line up at the free-throw line, and Dino sets his ball down, standing under the basket to rebound for me. 

      I take my time shooting. Free-throws can win or lose games. Every coach I’ve ever had has stressed that to me. So I’ve made it my mission to not be a liability at the free-throw line. 

      One hundred shots later, Dino and I switch places. He shoots his hundred, missing a handful more than I do, but still proving why he’s one of our star players.

      I spend another thirty minutes shooting around before I decide to call it a day, waving at the guys, enough of the whom have shown up now that they’ve started up a scrimmage game. 

      Now, time for a long shower to wash away the stink of my workout before figuring out where Violet has hidden away so I can return her math book.
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      Violet

      

      I emailed my professor for my pedagogy class to let her know that I’d be absent today, but I sent in an update on my project. 

      After that, I stripped out of my anger outfit and put on a comfortable oversized t-shirt and some shorty shorts. I stayed in the room for the rest of the day, depleting Mia’s and my snack stash and binging an entire season of some home renovation show. 

      My stomach rumbles, the snack stash long gone. But I’m not quite ready to venture back out into the world. I needed a day like this, I guess. 

      I flop back onto my bed, staring up at the ceiling. 

      Cameron Jones. Well, now at least I know his name and can call him something other than Study Buddy or Library Hottie. 

      I can’t believe that guy is going to be my tutor. Now that I’ve had a chance to cool off and really think about it, embarrassment hits me full force. 

      I cover my face with my hands and sigh. I always seem to make the biggest fool of myself around him. There’s something about him that brings out the fighter in me. 

      It’s not like he antagonizes me, either. If I really think about it, he’s barely spoken to me. He’s either asking if I need help or saying nothing, really. 

      Closing my eyes, I allow my mind to wander. 

      Cameron is showing me how to do a particularly difficult equation, and instead of sitting beside me, he’s standing behind me. His warm breath tickles my neck. I shiver, and he leans down, his mouth just a hair’s breadth away from my ear. 

      His voice is low. “This particular type of equation is all about balance. What you do to one side…” He pauses, the tip of his tongue running lightly up the shell of my ear. “You must do to the other side.” He leans to the other side of me, repeating the action on my other ear. 

      I turn to look at him, my breath catching in my throat as he caresses my face. All thoughts of what we were working on flee my mind as I’m consumed by him. He leans toward me, and my mouth parts in anticipation of what’s to come. His lips brush against mine, and I sit up quickly in the bed. 

      What the actual fuck? 

      Where did that even come from? 

      That’s it. I’ve been cooped up in the room for too long. I’ve gotta get out of here and get some dinner. Maybe food will clear my mind of this ridiculous smut. 

      Because that’s what that was. Maybe I should cut back on the romance novels. 

      I pull a sweatshirt on over my giant t-shirt, switch my shorty shorts out for a pair of cropped leggings, and slip on some flip-flops. I’ll catch a chill if I stay out long, but I don’t plan on being outside much, especially after what happened last night. 

      As a precaution, I send Mia a text to let her know that I’ll be in the cafeteria if she gets back before I do. Then I grab my keys and my student ID and head out. 

      I make an uneventful trip to the cafeteria. It’s nacho night in the main line, which I’m pumped for. I go through the line twice, getting corn chips and warm melty cheese and all the delectable toppings I can fit on my plate. 

      I down a couple bottles of water with my dinner and grab an extra-large iced coffee on my way out of the cafeteria. I’m gonna be up all night trying to figure out how to finish my homework since I walked out of our tutoring session early. 

      The door to the cafeteria opens just as I was reaching for it and a warm voice stops me. 

      “There you are.” 

      A freshly showered Cameron is in front of me. The strong, clean scent of his soap washes over me. 

      “I was hoping to run into you here. I looked for you earlier, but I couldn’t find you.” 

      His face is unreadable, but his eyes search mine. 

      “Why were you looking for me? I told you not to follow me.” The daydream from earlier makes a very unwelcome appearance. I cross my arms, looking away to hide the flush that’s creeping up my neck. 

      “You left your math book… I thought you might need it.” 

      I risk a glance at him. His face is as emotionless as ever. 

      “Oh, thanks.” 

      He hands me the book, and we both stand there awkwardly. 

      A throat clears behind us, and I jump. I turn to find the beautiful girl Lindsay was talking to the other day. She’s glaring at me and discomfort crawls and itches beneath my skin. 

      “Well, thanks for returning my book,” I say, scooting around Cameron. Then I escape into the night. 

      Relief washes over me as soon as I’m out of her line of sight, and I feel a little bit bad for leaving Cameron there alone. But he’s a big boy. Literally. He’ll be fine. 

      So why do I feel so guilty?
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      Cameron

      

      As soon as Violet leaves, Allyson’s face changes from scary to soft. She smiles at me, and I suppress a shudder. It’s not a real smile, although most people wouldn’t be able to tell. She’s an A-plus actor. 

      I’d know better than anyone. 

      Before she says anything, I brush past her, heading into the cafeteria. I did come here hoping to give Violet back her book, but I’m also starving. I skipped lunch and worked myself over pretty hard in both gyms. 

      She grabs my arm. Her nails dig slightly into my wrist, then she relaxes her grip.

      “Cam, baby. Can we talk? I’ve been missing you.” She makes her eyes big, and her lips pout just enough that some might say it was cute. 

      But not me. 

      “No.” I rip my arm out of her grasp and spin, using my long legs to put distance between us as quickly as possible. But Allyson isn’t easily deterred. 

      She catches up with me, her own long muscular legs easily keeping pace. Once upon a time, I thought she was beautiful. Just a couple inches shorter than me, and her body toned and tight from the grueling workouts she puts it through just to be good at her sport. 

      Every part of her is always made up. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her without makeup, but such is the life of the head cheerleader, I suppose. 

      “Please, Cameron. Just have dinner with me?” She keeps her voice low. She can’t have anyone hearing the infallible Allyson Hart begging for something.

      “I said no.” I make a stop at several of the to-go spots, grabbing a personal pizza, a salad, a parfait, a sandwich, a bag of chips, and a couple of bottles of water, tossing them into a plastic bag that’s hanging on the end of the section. 

      I did want to eat dinner here, maybe catch up with Oscar for a bit. I heard him laughing somewhere in the noisy room, but since Allyson has decided to torture me with her presence, I now want nothing more than to go somewhere she can’t.

      So I swipe my card, the amount of the items subtracting from my yearly food allowance, and speed walk to the exit. 

      She’s been following me the whole time, and when I refuse to look at her, she sighs. 

      “Fine, Cam. Have it your way. But we will be having this conversation soon.”

      I stop at the door to the caf, my voice coming out more frigid than I thought possible. “No. We will not. Leave me alone, Allyson.” 

      Anger flares in her eyes, but she keeps her expression neutral. She doesn’t say anything else, and I take that as an opportunity to make a hasty exit. 

      The farther away from the building I walk, the angrier I get. 

      I haven’t spoken to Allyson in four years. Senior year of high school was when she— 

      I punch the first thing I see, which happens to be the stone wall of the boys’ dorm. Pain flashes through my fist and up my arm, but I don’t really feel it. 

      “WHY?” I yell into the cool, dark night. 

      Instead of going inside, I slide down the wall I just took my frustrations out on and rest my forehead on my knees. 

      Several people walk by, but I don’t look up. Their whispers wash over me, but I’m not listening. 

      When the world is silent again, I finally push myself to my feet, wiping away an errant tear that wouldn’t listen when I told myself to not feel. I flinch at the dark shape in front of me. But relax when Oscar’s warm voice comes from it. 

      “You okay, man?” 

      “No,” I croak. 

      Shivers rack my body. I’m about to shut down. My best friend wraps his strong arm around me and leads me inside the building. We don’t stop until we get to my room. 

      “Key?” he asks, holding out the hand that isn’t wrapped around my shoulders, grounding me. 

      I fumble in my pockets until I find it and drop it into his hand. 

      He unlocks the door and moaning reaches our ears. 

      “Hey, man, knock first,” my roommate gripes when he sees us. “I’m kinda busy here.” 

      I glance away from the floor to see he’s perched over a topless girl. Her dark skin flushes, and I look away again. Another shiver runs through me. 

      “OUT!” Oscar barks. “Both of you.” 

      “You can’t kick me out,” my roommate starts, but one look at the hockey player’s face has him changing his mind quickly. 

      “We can go back to my room,” the girl whispers, grabbing her shirt off the bed. They scurry out of the room, and the door clicks shut behind them. 

      Oscar nudges me over to my crisply made bed, and I climb on it with shaky limbs. He hops up beside me, not saying anything. Just being there if I need him. 

      I shudder and shake, my breathing shallow for several more minutes. More tears streak down my face before I’m finally able to take a deep breath. 

      When he’s sure that I’m not going to shut down, he speaks. “I saw Allyson. What did she want?”

      I don’t respond immediately, not trusting my voice not to break. 

      “She… wanted to talk.” 

      “What the fuck is there to talk about?” Oscar growls. 

      “Who knows?” I shrug, reaching for the bag Oscar must have set on the bed next to me.

      I pull out a bottle of water and down half of it. 

       “The only thing you need to hear from her is sorry. Then she can take her stupid, expensive, fake ass away and never talk to you again.” 

      I don’t say anything else. But I pull my phone out and email my professors and coach to let them know that I won’t be present tomorrow. 

      Oscar stays with me until midnight, and then he only goes back to his room when I insist that I’m fine. He’s hesitant to leave me alone but agrees when I promise to meet him for breakfast in the morning. 

      I’ve already showered for the evening, but I grab a towel and head to the bathroom again, anyway. Turning the shower to the hottest setting, I grimace when I step into the steamy spray, but I don’t turn it down. 

      I wash away all the anger and the hurt that short conversation with Allyson provoked in me, content to just stand there.

      Thirty minutes later, I turn off the water and wrap myself in my towel, making my way back to my room. It’s nice to have the room to myself for once. 

      I pull some gym shorts on, hanging the towel on the end of my bed to dry, then pick up the bag of untouched food. 

      I put it in the mini fridge my roommate and I share, knowing that the next time I look in here, it’ll all be gone. 

      I pull back the covers and adjust my pillows to be just right, smoothing any wrinkles in the sheets out before I lie down, pulling the covers halfway up my torso. The same as every night. 

      I send a text to Oscar to let him know I’ve cooled off and am going to bed. I even send him a selfie, making sure to get the bed and my shirtless self in it. 

      He sends back a thumbs up and then a drool emoji and a flame emoji. 

      I roll my eyes and am about to plug my phone in to charge for the night when it buzzes. 

      A text from a number I don’t recognize flashes across the screen. 

      I open it and can’t help but smile. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: *grimace emoji* This is Violet. Real smooth of you to slip your number into my math book. 

      

      

      

      

      

      I can feel her eye roll from here. I update her contact information in my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cam: I was going to suggest we exchange numbers so we could inform each other if we won’t be able to be at our sessions. 

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bumblebee Girl: Well, I’m letting you know right now that I won’t be at our next session. 

      

      

      

      

      

      I snort. Yeah, right. She’s so ridiculous. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Cam: I’ll see you on Friday. 

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bumblebee Girl: Whatever. *wave emoji* 

      

      

      

      

      

      I roll over, plugging my phone in. My dreams that night are filled with blond hair, green eyes, and a stubborn but beautiful smile.
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      Violet

      

      There haven’t been any incidents since the naked bathroom debacle. I’ve been on high alert, but it’s like nothing ever happened. 

      On my way to my Classroom and Behavioral Management class, I’m not paying attention to everyone else hanging out on the green. Someone shouts behind me, and I spin, startled. 

      Pain erupts on my cheek. My hand flies up to cover it, and I look down. An orange lies in the grass at my feet. 

      The green is silent, everyone witness to my humiliation. 

      “Who threw that?” I try to keep the quiver out of my voice. 

       I look around. A group of girls are huddled together, all smirking at me. A few of them are from my floor. Then I see Lindsay and the girl who interrupted Cam and me the other night. 

      I tilt my head slightly, dropping my hand. I won’t let them see any weakness in me. I’ve dealt with bullies before, my own and standing up for other, weaker-willed students. And if there’s anything I’ve learned from my experiences, it’s that you can’t let them see you break. 

      Turning, I continue my trek across campus. Chatter slowly resumes, and life goes on as normal. 

      So they’re the ones who have been harassing me, huh? 

      This must have something to do with that tall girl and Cam. Whatever. It’s no skin off my nose. 

      She can have him, for all I care. 

      I walk into class and the professor does a double take. 

      “Miss Miller, are you all right?” she asks, her voice tinged with concern. 

      “Yes, professor. I dropped my phone on my face last night. Apparently, it had a vendetta against me.” 

      A few chuckles sound from the students who are already seated. 

      The professor arches her eyebrow at me but accepts my explanation. 

      Class doesn’t start for another few minutes. When the last straggler wanders in, the professor clears her throat, indicating the beginning of today’s lesson. 

      “Okay, class, let’s go over your behavioral management style reports.” 
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck, Violet?” Mia gasps when she takes in the bruise on my cheek at lunch time. 

      I shrug. “You were right. Don’t mess around with cheerleaders.” 

      She clenches her fists, brows drawn together. I can see her plotting, and I reach across the table, putting my hand on hers.  

      “Don’t worry too much about it. I think I’ve figured out the reason this is happening. And now that I know where it’s coming from, I’ll be better prepared.” 

      I speak confidently, but she doesn’t relax. If anything, she looks angrier. 

      “Violet, they fucking hit you.” 

      “With an orange. From like ten feet away. It’s not like they outright punched me.” 

      “It’s still physical assault.” 

      “Please, Mia. Those bitches are scared of me. I’m five-foot-six-inches of pure terror. They wouldn’t dare mess with me directly.”

      She snorts, rolling her eyes at me. But she drops the topic for now. I can tell she’s not done stewing over it, but she trusts me. 

      We eat in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts. 

      If the cheerleaders are targeting me for spending time with Cameron, they’re in for a rude awakening when they find out he’s tutoring me. 

      I’m not going to request a new tutor just because some prissy assholes are jealous that I’m spending time with him. I’m doing nothing wrong. They can deal with it. 

      Now, if he turns out to be the worst tutor in the world, I’ll drop him like hotcakes. But I haven’t really given him the chance to prove himself, and I intend to at least let him try. 

      If I’m being honest with myself, I wasn’t really trying to learn from him at our last session. I was too distracted. It didn’t help that I was caught off-guard by him being there. But tomorrow, I’ll be more prepared. 

      I smile inwardly as I think of the little slip of paper that was stuck in the crease when I opened my book to the current lesson. 

      Cameron-Tutor and his phone number were written neatly across it. 

      Mia snorts, pulling me out of my thoughts. Her grin is mischievous, and when she tells me about the idea she just had for her burlesque job, I full on belly laugh. 

      This day has been turned around after all. 

      I keep vigilant for the rest of the day, only relaxing when I’m back in my room getting ready for bed. 

      I’m looking forward to tomorrow, and I hope those stupid cheerleaders see me with Cameron. 

      Bring it on, bitches.
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      Violet

      

      I wake up feeling pumped. Algebra class flies by, and I make it to tutoring with a spring in my step. 

      Cameron is already there. No matter when I show up, he always seems to be there before me. It must be a quirk he has. 

      I burst into the room, a smile on my face. 

      “Let’s kick math’s ass today!”

      He looks up, startled. I suppose he’s never gotten to see any side of me but angry. But he better get used to this. I’m done moping about it. I was ready to destroy math when Dr. Harrington set this arrangement up, and after a few setbacks, I’ve come out ready to fight. 

      “I’m sorry about last time. I had a rough morning, and I know that’s no excuse.” I grimace. “But I really am ready to learn.” 

      His chocolaty brown eyes blink at me and rest on my still-bruised cheek for only a moment. A frown mars his face, but he schools his features. 

      “All right then, let’s get to it.” He pats the chair next to him, and I sit, pulling my stuff out. 

      He spends the few minutes going over the lesson we just went over in class, and I can’t help but get frustrated. 

      He’s being patient and answering my questions, but I still don’t understand. 

      I scrub my hands over my face in frustration. I was so sure that he would magically make all of this make sense. It was wishful thinking, I know, when I’ve struggled with the subject my whole life. It’s not practical to think that one person would change that. 

      He lets me have a minute, leaning back, his gaze on me calculating. 

      “Okay, let’s try something different.” He leans forward again and flips through the book until he’s several lessons behind where we are. “I’m going to work through this problem and explain what I’m doing. If anything I do doesn’t make sense, stop me. I’ll try to explain it before I move on.” 

      I nod, and he gets started. It’s not long before I’m stopping him, and he explains his process. Slowly but surely, he works through the whole problem, and by the time he’s finished, I think I might actually understand what he just went over. 

      He writes down a similar problem and asks me to solve it. I don’t rush, and when I get stuck, I think back to the problem he solved. I finally find the answer and set my pencil down, nervous for the first time this session. 

      He gently slides the paper out from under my hand and looks at it. His eyes shine, and his face lights up with a brilliant smile. 

      I get the feeling that this is a rare moment, and my heart does a little flip in my chest. 

      “You did it.” 

      What? I did it? Really? 

      I look at him, and his smile only grows brighter. 

      If he keeps looking at me like that, my eyes might melt out of my head. My heart warms, and I smile back at him. 

      The rest of the session flies by, with him going over past problems slowly and patiently, and me asking questions. By the end of the hour, I’ve successfully solved a problem from each of the past four lessons and I redid the problem from today’s lesson, coming up with the right answer. 

      “Heck yes!” I fist pump. “Thank you, Cameron. Truly. I’ve never felt this happy while doing math before.” 

      “You’re welcome,” he says, gathering his things. “Feel free to text me later when you’re finishing your homework if you have any questions.” 

      His smile is smaller than the first two, but it’s no less brilliant. 

      I watch him leave, and Lindsay steps out from behind a bookshelf, glaring at me through the window. 

      I give her a little wave and make up my mind then and there. I’m going to make it my mission to make Cameron smile at least once every time we get together for tutoring. 

      She snaps a picture of the tutoring schedule before tapping on her phone and walking away. 

      I know this is going to come back to bite me, but I don’t care. I solved more than one math problem, and I didn’t even need to look at the answers.

      Maybe Dr. Harrington was right. Professor Drivels can eat his own shoes. I’m going to pass College Algebra, and I’m going to do it with flying colors. 
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        * * *

      

      I go through the rest of the week keeping my eyes peeled for attacks from the bitch squad. The rest of my classes are going well. After my next algebra class, Professor Drivels pulled me aside, my latest assignment in his meaty grasp. 

      “Miss Miller, did you cheat on your last homework assignment?” He eyes me suspiciously. 

      I scoff. “No, sir. I’ve been attending tutoring.” 

      “Missing three or four problems and showing correct work on everything is quite the improvement from all of your work being wrong and only half of your answers being right.” He raises one eyebrow, pushing his glasses up his nose. “Be honest. Someone else did this for you. I’ll only take off half points if you confess.”

      “No one did that for me. I did it all myself.” I cross my arms and glare at the dumpy professor. “Cameron Jones is my tutor. You can ask him yourself. I hear he’s all the rage in the math department.” 

      He gives me one more suspicious look before setting my paper down and huffing. “Very well. We’ll see if this improvement sticks. We have a test coming up, and if you pass that, I’ll admit that you might actually be learning something.” 

      I give him a smug smile, but his next words quickly wipe it off my face. 

      “I guess all it takes for you to learn is a pretty face. I’m sorry that you can’t pay close enough attention in class to avoid having a tutor. Maybe I’ll get Mr. Jones to come in and teach a lesson or two.” 

      It takes every ounce of willpower in my body to not slap the ever-loving shit out of this smelly piece of garbage. I clench and unclench my fist and give him a tight smile. 

      “Well… if that’s all, professor,” I say through gritted teeth. “I’ll see you next class.” 

      I whirl around and speedwalk out of class.
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      Cameron

      

      I’ve been thinking about the bruise on Violet’s face all week. But she didn’t say anything, so neither did I. 

      I forced all of my concentration into the material and getting her to understand it. I have a feeling that no one has really ever explained the why when trying to teach her. They probably just put problems in front of her and expected her to just get it. 

      I’m not under the impression that math comes easily to everyone. I know there’s a mental hurdle some people have to get over to be able to grasp even a small understanding of it, and Violet’s mental hurdle isn’t small. From the amount of confidence she has and the amount of questions she asked, it’s obvious that people have told her she couldn’t do it her whole life. 

      My patience and willingness to explain the why we solve problems the way we do is probably why I’m considered the number one math tutor at Fox University. I don’t take on many students, I can’t with my grueling basketball schedule, but my pass conversion rate is one hundred percent. 

      The dark circle on her cheek flashes back through my mind and I clench my fists. I should have asked about it. But what’s done is done. If it’s still there tomorrow during our tutoring session I’ll ask her. 

      I shoot Oscar a text asking him if he wants to shoot hoops after dinner. He quickly agrees. Since the semester is well underway now, we don’t get to hang out as much as we used to, and it’s been a while since we hit the court together. 

      I tried to convince him to try out for the team with me, but he’s a man of many talents, and hockey seems to be his true calling. 

      And you won’t catch me dead on the ice. 

      We meet up in the cafeteria, and eat a light dinner. We try not to stuff ourselves before exercising. 

      I spot Violet laughing at something a tall dark headed girl says. They leave the dining hall as soon as we sit down to eat. 

      We make quick work of our meal and head to the recreational courts outside. We shoot around for a while before playing a quick one-on-one match to twenty. 

      I make quick work of my friend. He’s rusty. It’s all that time with a flat disc and a stick and not enough time with a real ball. 

      I’m not knocking his talent, though. 

      Hockey is a tough sport, having to be coordinated enough to hit the puck while moving at high speeds, all while avoiding other huge dudes who are also trying to hit the same puck into a net that’s constantly guarded by someone… It’s a miracle Oscar gets up everyday. 

      I used to worry about him, but after seeing him speed across the ice and beat up on a few people, my worries lessened. He’s wearing padding under his jersey to protect him from the worst of it. 

      He shakes his head at me, we’re cooling off just lazily shooting around. I step just outside of the three point line and pull up to shoot. The ball an extension of myself. The satisfying swish of the net as the ball falls through it relaxes me. 

      Basketball is an escape. I tried every sport when we were growing up, following Oscar around. Or more like being drug to every tryout by him. I was okay at baseball and tennis, but I didn’t love them. Soccer, hockey, and football were immediate no’s. Oscar laughed at me when we had to put all the padding on for football tryouts. They swallowed me. 

      But then I found basketball. It soothed something in me that I didn’t realize was unsettled. 

      As we got older, our interests kept us from spending as much time together as we did when we were kids. If Oscar wasn’t around to make a crappy day better, basketball was. 

      I made it my personality for a while. I lived and breathed basketball. Ultimately, it helped me in the long run by getting me a full-ride scholarship to Fox U. 

      After a handful more three’s, all of them nothing-but-net, we call it a night. 

      We walk back to the dorm, both of us lost in our own thoughts, just being in each other’s presence. 

      We’re climbing the steps to the front door when Alyssa’s nasally voice, calls my name. 

      She’s walking slowly our way, hips swinging in what I know she thinks is a sexy sway, but to me it just makes me want to grind my teeth. 

      Oscar and I both sigh and he puts his hand on my shoulder. “Go ahead and go in. She won’t follow you. I’ll make sure of it.” 

      I give him a tight smile in thanks, then hastily unlock the door and step inside before she reaches the bottom step. 

      Oscar’s voice is sharp. “Get out of here, Hart. Before I report you for harassment.” 

      I smile, as I leave the common area and make my way up the three flights of stairs to my room. 

      No matter what, I can always count on Oscar.
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      Violet

      

      Tutoring has been going swimmingly. In no time flat, Cameron has almost caught me up to our current lesson, and I can tell he’s a little proud of me. 

      He tries to be all sly and standoffish, but every once in a while I catch him leaning closer to me than he has to. On one occasion, I’m pretty sure he even took a whiff of me while he was watching me solve a particularly complex problem. 

      I’d say it’s weird, but Cameron is anything but normal. 

      If he’s got something to say, then it must be something he deems important enough to share with whomever he’s speaking to. 

      He’s also very aware of me. The more time I spend with him, the more he keeps popping up everywhere. 

      When I show up for our next session, he’s standing outside the door, with a scowl that could frighten the pants off of a freshly dressed store mannequin and his fists clenched.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask softly when I get close enough for him to hear me. 

      “Someone filled the room with shit.” 

      “What kind of shit?” I reach around him to open the door, but he blocks me. His large body takes up most of the door. 

      “Literal shit, Violet. You don’t want to open this door.” 

      “What the hell?” 

      “I was waiting here to make sure you didn’t go in before I reported it.” 

      “Oh, okay. Well, let’s go report it together.” 

      He falls into step next to me, but I struggle to keep up with him. I don’t know if he’s walking faster because he’s mad or if this is his normal walking speed. But we make it to the front desk in record time. 

      “May I help you?” one of the library assistants asks. 

      “Yes,” I say. Not sure that Cameron can speak right now. He’s visibly shaking beside me. “Study room twelve is full of shit. It needs to be cleaned.” 

      “Excuse me?” she says, placing her hand across her chest like I’ve offended her honor with my cursing. 

      “There is poop all over study room twelve.” I stare at her. “It was like that when we got there. We have it reserved for tutoring.”

      She stares back at me, mouth agape. 

      “Listen, lady, I think it would be a good idea to take care of this situation now before someone else opens the door and the smell gets out. I don’t want all of these books to smell like the inside of a toilet any more than you do, I imagine.” 

      That spurs her into action. She leaps up and rushes around us, pulling her cell phone out of her cardigan pocket. 

      I sigh, looking at my study buddy. I can accurately call him that now. 

      “What should we do now? We were going to do test prep today.” I look around and catch a faint whiff of something nasty. 

      Cam grabs my hand and pulls me out of the library. The contact stuns me momentarily, but I don’t have time to process it. 

      We’re out of the library and on the campus green in seconds.

      “We can study in my room. My roommate is gone this weekend. His grandma died.” 

      “Oh, okay.” 

      He takes off in the direction of the guys’ dorm, and I follow close behind. He’s not moving quite as fast as he was in the library, so it’s easier to keep up. 

      I hear a small gasp from off to the right and look up to see one of the head cheer bitch’s lackies snapping a picture of us walking toward the dorm. 

      I grimace, but it is what it is. Nothing is going to get in the way of me passing this test. 

      I flip her the bird, and she rolls her eyes before walking off, her face glued to her phone. 

      We reach the dorm, and Cameron leads me to the third floor. He unlocks the door to his room and promptly removes his shoes, sliding them into place beside his wardrobe. 

      As soon as I look around his room, I remove mine as well, scooting them next to his. One half of the room is immaculate. There’s a place for everything. The desk has a laptop placed in the exact center. One pencil is placed directly next to it, perfectly parallel. 

      The bed is made, and there’s not a wrinkle to be found. 

      The other half of the room looks how I imagine a boys’ dorm room should look. 

      The bed is rumpled and unmade. There are cans and wrappers littering the desk. Piles of clothes are shoved in various places under the bed and beside the other wardrobe. 

      Cameron ignores the haphazard side of the room and hangs his backpack on a command hook on the side of his wardrobe. 

      When he looks at me, the tips of his ears are red. He rubs the back of his neck. 

      “Make yourself at home, I guess.” 

      The bed would be the best place for us to work, since there’s room for both of us there, but I’m afraid to mess it up. 

      I’ll just let him make the decision. That way, I know what he’s comfortable with. 

      “Um, where would you like to study?” 

      He looks around the room, uncharacteristically nervous. 

      “The bed probably has the most room.” His cheeks turn the lightest shade of pink, and I turn away to hide my own blush. 

      I let him climb up first, then scramble up afterwards, trying to discreetly smooth out the blanket. 

      He seems to freeze up, so I open my backpack and pull out my textbook and notes. Maybe if I can get him focused on math, he’ll calm down. Although I’m not really sure why he’s so nervous to begin with. 

      He’s never acted nervous around me before. 

      “I had a question about something we went over in class today, and I want to make sure that I really understand all of the variations of the quadratic equation that Professor Drivels might put on the test.” 

      The math talk knocks him into action, just like I hoped it would. He’s comfortable with math. Like I’m comfortable with books. 

      We study for a while, and then Cameron leans against the wall, stretching. His shirt rides up a little, revealing the tanned and toned abs beneath it. 

      He catches me staring and something flashes in his eyes. 

      I cough, looking away and pulling my phone out of my bag. 

      Holy shit! We’ve been studying for almost three hours. No wonder I was doing so well at the end of that session. I missed my next class as well. 

      “Do you need to go?” he asks, his nervousness gone. 

      “Um, no… I missed my next class. It’s been almost three hours.” 

      Cameron looks at his phone too, then he laughs. 

      If I thought his smile was wonderful, I wasn’t prepared for his laugh. It’s deep and rich, and a shiver runs through my body before settling low in my belly. 

      That may have been the hottest thing I’ve ever heard.

      He smiles at me, and the heat in my belly rises to my cheeks. 

      “We studied through lunch. Are you hungry?”

      For you? Absolutely… is what I want to say. I opt for the safer option. 

      “Um… yes? I think I could eat something.” 

      We put my stuff in my backpack, and he hops off the bed, holding his hand out for me. 

      Do I need his help to get off the bed? No. I get off my own bed every day, and I’m pretty sure there are no differences in the generic college dorm beds the university provides for their students. 

      Do I take his hand, anyway? 

      Yes, I do. 

      He grabs my backpack off the bed and slings it over his shoulder, then leads me to the door. He finally lets go of my hand when we get into the hallway and turns to lock the door behind him. 

      We walk together to the cafeteria, not quite touching, but if I adjusted my hand even a little, then we’d be holding hands again. 

      I push the thought away for the time being. If I thought that just studying with Cameron would incite the wrath of the cheerleaders—who, I am sure, are the culprits of the shit room. Who knows what lengths they would go to if they saw us holding hands?

      A loud voice cuts through my thoughts, and the big hockey guy I saw Cameron with the other day bounds over to us, an easy grin on his face. 

      “Hey, Oscar. Wanna grab lunch with me and Violet?” Cameron asks the newcomer. 

      His smile widens to show his straight white teeth. “Yes, I would very much like to have lunch with you and Violet.”
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      Violet

      

      Lunch with Oscar was… fun? Cameron and I didn’t really have to speak much, if at all. Oscar carried the entire conversation. The only input from the two of us was when Oscar asked a question. 

      At one point he brought up the birthday party at the club.

      “I was just about over it, you know? Plus, Andrea—or whatever her name is—was hanging all over me. But the next girl who came out… she was wearing an outfit made of balloons. And her eyes… man, there was just something about her…” he pauses, his face pensive. 

      I snort, choking on my drink and trying not to spit it all over the table. 

      “I know, right?” Oscar grins. “Sounds like someone you’d want to get to know.” 

      “Definitely someone I’d love to be friends with,” I say, covering my smile. 

      The rest of lunch goes by quickly, and we part ways with Oscar at the door to the caf. 

      “Come on, I’ll walk you back to your room,” Cameron says, taking off in the direction of the girls’ dorm. 

      “You don’t have to do that,” I say, playing catch up with the long-legged freak of nature. 

      He stops and looks at me hard. Not in a bad way. It seems more… clinical. His eyes rove across the cheek that held the bruise not long ago. It’s mostly faded now. 

      “I won’t. If you’ll tell me how you got that bruise.” 

      “Why do you want to know?” I ask, genuinely curious. It’s not like he has any sort of investment in me other than helping me to pass College Algebra. And so far, he’s doing exactly that. 

      My question catches him off guard. 

      “I…” He pauses. 

      Maybe he doesn’t know. I can tell he’s thinking hard. He’ll either give me some obvious nonsense excuse, or he’ll figure out the truth and tell me. I haven’t known Cameron for long, but honestly, I don’t see him lying to me. 

      “I want to know… because I feel protective of you.” A flush creeps up his neck, but he doesn’t look away. His warm brown eyes hold mine. “And… maybe other reasons. But I’m not sure about those just yet.” 

      “Oh…” 

      That’s… not really what I was expecting. Butterflies make themselves known in my stomach. 

      That was definitely honestly. No one would say something so… boldly personal as some kind of bullshit excuse. 

      I guess he deserves some honesty in return. 

      “Someone threw an orange at me the other day. It hit my face.” 

      He reaches up and gently runs his thumb over the faint bruise. 

      “Hmm…” is all he says before he grabs my hand and pulls me in the direction of the girls’ dorm.

      We’re holding hands again… only this time it’s outside. In full view of everyone and their dogs. 

      I duck my head, hiding a blush. 

      This is definitely going to come back to bite me. I’d be surprised if Allyson didn’t spontaneously combust at this public display of affection. 

      We make it back to the girls’ dorm without incident, and Cameron gives me a little half smile and a wave before he turns away and heads back across campus. I watch him walk. Completely confused by how today turned out. 

      I just want to pass algebra. I’ve spent my whole college career completely focused on graduating. College Algebra has proven to be the biggest hurdle. Not an unexpected one—I fully acknowledge my lack of understanding in this particular area of learning. But now, instead of being consumed with the future of my career, I find myself daydreaming more. 

      I’ve blushed more in the past couple of weeks that I’ve known Cameron than I probably have in my entire life. 

      I’ve had the errant boyfriend here and there, but it never got too serious. Granted, high school-age boys are not a good basis for serious boyfriend material. In my experience, at least. They care more about video games and their trucks or whatever. 

      I can’t necessarily say that Cameron is good boyfriend material, though. There’s the fact that Allyson is obsessively stalking him. I would say me, but I’m not naïve enough to believe that I’m on her radar for just existing. No… this whole thing started when I started seeing Cameron regularly. 

      Mia is in the room when I get back. She has her diner uniform on again, and she’s digging for the apron. 

      “You know, if you’d just hang it up after you use it, you wouldn’t have to look for it every time.” I smirk at my roommate, and she flips me the bird over her shoulder. 

      “I should get Cameron to come help you organize. You could eat off the floor in his room. Well, his side of the room. I wouldn’t touch food on the floor of his roommate’s side with a ten-foot pole.” 

      She stops and slowly turns to stare at me, a sly grin stretching across her pretty face. 

      “You were in Cameron’s room? What for?” She wiggles her eyebrows at me. 

      I roll my eyes at her.

      “It’s not what you think.” I cross my arms. “Those cheer bitches struck again. They’re getting bolder.” 

      “What did they do?” She frowns, her eyes going to my cheek before checking over the rest of my body.

      “They filled the study room Cameron and I have been using with literal shit. Like, comes out of a butthole, smells like shit, shit.” 

      “What do you want to bet they paid someone to do that for them? No way they’d dirty those perfectly manicured hands with shit.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised.” 

      Then I fill her in on the rest of my afternoon. She cocks a brow at me when I tell her about the hand holding but keeps her mouth shut. 

      “Your idea was a hit, by the way.” I smile at my bestie. “Cameron’s friend, Oscar, was a major fan of “balloon girl.”

      Mia flinches and turns, resuming her search for the missing apron. 

      “Do I need to offer you some sage advice? I have lots just locked away, waiting to flow free like a fountain for you, my dearest friend!” 

      “Nope! No advice necessary. I’m going to meet him at a party the football team is throwing Saturday night. You should come. It sounds like your library hottie will be there, too, if he was close enough to be eating lunch with Oscar.”

      It’s my turn to flinch. 

      “Do you have plans Saturday?” she asks, moving from the pile of clothes to the wardrobe. 

      “Well… no.” 

      “Then it’s settled! Ah!” She turns, a triumphant grin on her pretty face, her missing apron in hand. “We can be each other’s excuse to leave. If either one of us is having a bad time, we can just say that our roommate doesn’t feel well and needs us to accompany them home.” 

      “That’s… a good idea. Okay. I’ll go with you.” 

      “I knew you’d see it my way!” She comes over and kisses me on the cheek. “I’ll see you later. Want me to bring you a slice of that cheesecake you like?”

      I give her a tight squeeze. 

      “Yes, please. I’ll love you forever.” 

      “You already do,” she says, winking as she leaves the room. 

      Damn it, she’s right. I laugh, grabbing my backpack to go over my algebra study guide one more time. I’ve got a math test to pass.
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      Cameron

      

      Since basketball season is truly starting next week, Oscar somehow convinced me to come to a party that the football team is throwing. 

      Parties are not places I’d normally frequent. But according to my childhood friend, “you’ve got to let loose every once in a while.” 

      I guess you could say I’m letting loose. I’m holding a drink that I’m pretty sure has alcohol in it. I’m not drinking it, and I’ll likely pour it out soon, but it’s in my hand. That’s not something I would normally do. 

      Leaning against the wall, I watch Oscar plop down on the arm of the couch and twirl the hair of the guy next to him. 

      I snort. My friend is clearly annoying the shit out of the guy, but that doesn’t stop him. 

      I look away. Oscar doesn’t need me to watch over him. No one is stupid enough to pick a real fight with the winger. 

      Deciding I’ve been holding this poisonous drink long enough to be polite, I make my way into the kitchen. I made sure to have a good idea of the layout of the bottom floor of the house where the party was being held when I got here. 

      I dump my drink down the sink and toss the cup into the already overflowing trash. 

      The party hasn’t been underway long. Some people must have been pre-gaming. 

      Oscar comes in following a tall, dark-haired girl who is vaguely familiar. I almost stop to ask where I’ve seen her before, but Oscar is trying hard to get this woman. 

      A streak of blond catches my eye, and I turn to follow it. 

      Violet is standing at the beer pong table watching the tall, dark-haired girl and Oscar play. 

      That’s where I’ve seen her before. She’s Violet’s friend. 

      After the other afternoon, I’ve decided that there’s no use in denying I’m developing feelings for Violet. 

      Everything I am, she’s not. She balances me in a way I never hoped to experience. I don’t want to lose this feeling, but I don’t know if I’m ready to take the leap. To make that next step. 

      I don’t even know how she feels. To her, we might just be acquaintances and I’m just the means to an end. Passing College Algebra. 

      I hear a nasally laugh over the roar of the crowd around the beer pong table. I glance over my shoulder to see Allyson mingling with the new people showing up. 

      Nope. Not dealing with that tonight. 

      I tap Violet on the shoulder. She turns, and her gaze travels up to meet my eyes, her cheeks reddening just enough to be noticeable. 

      I nod in the direction of the backyard, where someone has set up several heaters to beat back the chill of the fall evening, and she smiles up at me. 

      A jolt of electricity buzzes up my arm when I grab her hand. I’m starting to make a habit of the innocent gesture, and if I’m not mistaken, I don’t think she minds all that much. 

      I lead her through the crowd, trying my best to melt into the sea of people. I really don’t want to deal with Allyson tonight. 

      We finally make it outside. It’s much quieter out here. More intimate. Perfect for talking with Violet. 

      “I’D LOVE TO SEE YOUR PARTS!” Oscar calls out from inside, and I shake my head. He needs to replace his filter. It’s nearing the end of its lifespan.

      “I’m surprised to see you here,” I say, blunt as ever. 

      “Mia told me to come.” She shrugs. “I don’t usually like parties.” 

      “I don’t either. I’m here because of Oscar.” 

      She laughs. “We’re a fun pair, aren’t we?” 

      She moves towards one of the heaters, wrapping her slim arms around herself. 

      “Are you cold? We can go back in if you want.” I don’t want to, but I don’t want her to be uncomfortable.

      “No, just thinking.” Her head turns up toward the stars, eyes closing. 

      No one else is out here at the moment; there’s too much excitement going on inside. I want to ask her about the bruise again. She said someone threw an orange at her. Why would anyone do that? Not just to her, but to anyone. 

      “I think I know who ruined our study room,” she starts, turning to look at me finally. 

      My breath hitches with the intensity of her gaze. 

      “It’s the same people who stole my clothes when I was in the shower and who threw the orange at me.” 

      “Someone stole your clothes?” 

      “That first day we had tutoring.” She blushes. “That’s why I was so rude and just left before we could even start. I also yelled at Professor Drivels right before that, so I wasn’t in the best of ways.” 

      “Someone is picking on you.” I step closer to her, and she sucks in a breath. 

      “Several someones, but yes.” 

      “Who is it?” I bring my hand up, cupping the cheek that was bruised. 

      She flinches, but I’m not sure if it’s from my touch or from my question. 

      “I… I don’t want to say.” She pulls away from me, and my hand falls from her face, the cold night air chilling my palm. 

      “You don’t have to tell me.” 

      “It’s not that I don’t want to,” she starts, then stops abruptly, turning away from me. 

      “Cam, baby. I didn’t know you’d be here.” Allyson’s nasally voice reaches us. 

      I flinch. 

      An arm that doesn’t belong to Violet wraps itself through mine, and I immediately yank away from it. 

      “Thanks for keeping my man busy. You may go now.” She sneers at Violet, who returns the look with a flat one of her own. Without another word, Violet leaves me here with the person I was trying so hard to avoid. 

      “God.” Allyson huffs. “I thought she’d never leave.” She flips her long hair over her shoulder and tries to wrap her arm through mine again. “That little bitch is tougher than she looks.” 

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask. “What have you done?

      “Nothing that she didn’t deserve,” she says, a malicious gleam in her eyes.

      I shrug her off and race after Violet. Allyson is up to something. 

      An indignant shriek reaches my ears over the din of the party, which quickly grows quiet. 

      I’m too late.
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      Violet

      

      Stupid Allyson and her stupid good looks. She looked so good wrapped up with Cameron. 

      I don’t know why I’m so upset. It’s not like I have any claim over the guy. But seeing her snuggle up to him made my vision go red. 

      I stomp back into the house to look for Mia. I’m ready to go, and she said that we were each other’s get-out-of-jail-free card. 

      I don’t see her in the house, so she must be outside. 

      Not in the mood to run into head bitch again, I decide to try the front yard first. If she’s not there, then I missed her out back in my haste to avoid the barf-fest that is Allyson and Cameron. 

      The front door is propped open. Probably as a way to keep all the bodies inside cool. Not that there are many bodies in there right now. 

      The night air washes over me, and then I’m bombarded with ice cold… something. It’s wet, and it smells like rotten milk. 

      I shriek, and the noises around me quieten. Then, off to my left, I hear a snicker, then two, and then laughter surrounds me. 

      Lindsay walks up, phone in hand, and the flash goes off. 

      I grit my teeth but say nothing. I should have seen this coming, honestly. They’ve been complacent, and Cameron and I have been spending more and more time together doing things other than studying. 

      The breeze picks up, and I shiver, wrinkling my nose. I stink. 

      “Now maybe you’ll think twice before messing with Cam.” Lindsay smirks and several cheer bitches around her laugh. “Thanks, babe,” she says as a burly dude in a Fox U football jersey walks up and wraps his arm around her. 

      A couple of other big dudes walk up beside him holding those big orange things that usually contain some sort of sports drink. 

      “I just want to pass math class,” I whisper as tears blur my vision.

      Something warm that smells like fresh linen and deodorant wraps around my shoulders, muffling the worst of the spoiled milk smell, and I turn to see Cameron glaring daggers at the small group in front of me. 

      “Leave,” he says. His normally warm voice is icy. 

      Everyone scatters except Lindsay. She gives me one last sneer before shouldering past me back into the house. 

      “I’ve got an Uber coming” is all he says as he wraps one arm around my shoulder. 

      I’ve started shivering, and the tears that threatened to break free earlier are now falling in big fat drops. 

      Cameron walks us down the driveway to wait by the street, his arm never leaving my shoulder. 

      The Uber arrives after a few minutes and Cameron helps me into the back seat before closing the door and getting in on the other side. He scoots over until he’s next to me, his arm immediately returning to my shoulder. 

      “Hey, man, I’m sorry, but I don’t want my car to smell like rotten milk. It’s just a short walk back to the University from here.” 

      “Just drive,” Cameron says. His voice is calm, but there’s an underlying edge to it that borders on menacing. “I’ll tip a hundred.” 

      I want to protest that it’s too much, especially when we could walk back to the campus for free, but I’m cold and wet, and I stink. I don’t want to walk. I want to shower and crawl into bed and snuggle up with Hamwise. 

      The driver must decide it’s worth it for the extra cash and takes off. He might be driving a little faster than the speed limit, but that’s all the better. 

      We make it back to the campus in just under eight minutes. Cameron thanks the guy, who waits until his tip comes through before driving off. 

      “Do you have your keys?” he asks, voice soft. 

      I nod, still not trusting myself to speak without more tears spilling down my cheeks.

      I reach into the small belt pouch I have for such occasions where a purse would just be in the way and leaving my stuff unguarded would be foolish, and pull out my dorm key. 

      His arm has returned to its place across my shoulders, and he leads me towards the girls’ dorm, unlocking the front door and pausing once inside. 

      “Where’s your room?” he asks, quietly. 

      The dorm is mostly silent. Weekends tend to be quieter. People go home or go out and let loose after being cooped up all week with learning and homework and projects. 

      I nod toward the stairs, and he takes the hint, stopping at every landing until I nod. He does the same thing walking through the hall until we reach mine and Mia’s room. 

      Unlocking the door, he pulls me inside and sits me down on one of the desk chairs and then kneels in front of me. 

      “Violet,” he says, pulling my chin up so I can meet his gaze. His warm chocolate brown eyes are full of concern and a touch of anger.

      I can’t hold back anymore. I finally break down. Sobs wrack my body, and Cameron pulls me into a strong embrace. He pets my hair, not caring that it’s covered in whatever I got soaked in. 

      He doesn’t tell me that it will be okay. He doesn’t say anything at all. He just lets me cry. 

      When I finally calm down, I push myself away from him. 

      “You’re covered in nasty,” I say, sniffling. 

      “Not as bad as you.” 

      Fact. 

      “I think I need a shower.”

      “You do.” He pulls me to my feet. “I’ll be here when you get back, and then we’ll talk.”
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      Violet

      

      Now that I was calm, I texted Mia to let her know that I was safely back in the dorm. I sent a picture of me next to my cute analog clock, so she’d be able to tell it was real.

      Then I left my keys with Cameron so he could go shower at the boys’ dorm and change clothes while I was busy scrubbing the spoiled milk concoction out of every pore in my body. By the time I was done and dressed, he was back in my room. 

      “Have you been cleaning?” I pause in the doorway, my brush mid stroke through my now milk-free hair.

      His ears turn red. “I just wiped up anything that might have dripped off you. I didn’t think you’d want your room to smell like rotten milk.” 

      That doesn’t explain the freshly made bed or the fact that my previously paper-covered desk now has neat stacks of papers and no empty water bottles rolling around on it. 

      Mia’s side of the room looks untouched, and I raise an eyebrow at him as I step inside, shutting the door softly behind me.

      “I don’t know her,” he says, shrugging. 

      I shake my head and climb up onto the bed, pulling Hamwise Hamgee into my lap and patting the space next to me. 

      Cameron hesitates only a second before hopping up beside me. He eyes Hamwise, his brow quirking, but he wisely keeps his thoughts to himself. 

      Earlier, he said we should talk, but I don’t know what he wanted to talk about. I should definitely thank him for getting rid of those jerks, and for bringing me home… and probably for cleaning my room as well. 

      I open my mouth to do just that when he starts.

      “So the people you were talking about—who hurt you and that stole your clothes and stuff—that was Allyson.” 

      He’s just going for it. Let’s do this then. 

      “Yeah, her and her bitch squad.” 

      “What did you do to provoke them?”

      An incredulous laugh escapes me. “What did I do?” 

      “Yes, you’ve done something to wind up on Allyson’s radar.” 

      I can’t tell what he’s thinking. He doesn’t express his emotions as freely as most. But the fact that he hasn’t put two and two together yet… The fact that it almost sounds like he’s standing up for her… It makes me angry. 

      “I guess you’d know everything there is to know about Allyson, wouldn’t you?” I counter. 

      “Yes, I know quite a bit about her.” He’s not even denying it. “So what did you do?” 

      I refrain from slapping him. He’s been so kind to me, and he’s helped me so much… How could he like that stupid cheerleader?

      “What about Allyson do you like?” I counter his question with one of my own.

      “Nothing.” 

      I stare at him, waiting for some kind of elaboration. The silence grows to awkward proportions before I can’t handle it anymore. 

      “That’s kind of hard to believe with how much she throws herself at you and hangs from you like a baby sloth hangs from their mother.” 

      The side of his mouth quirks up, but he draws his brows together. 

      “Violet, I don’t like Allyson.” 

      “You can lie to me all you want, Cameron. She’s made your position perfectly clear.”

      “STOP IT!” Cam shouts. His breaths come in short bursts, and he pulls his knees up, tucking his head inside them. 

      “What—Cameron, what’s wrong?” I reach for him but pull my hand back at the last minute. 

      “I hate Allyson. I HATE her. Quit saying we’re together. Just stop.” 

      He pulls his head up to look me directly in the eyes. 

      He looks… vulnerable. And hurt. 

      “Cameron, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. You never talk about…” 

      “I don’t want to talk about her. There’s nothing to talk about. She ruined me.” His voice breaks and tears streak his face.

      Oh. My. God. 

      I knew she was a bitch, but Cameron is legitimately traumatized. This man who hides his emotions, who only speaks when he feels it’s necessary, who felt the need to protect me, a stranger, when he saw that I was hurt, has been traumatized by this woman. 

      “Okay. So you and her are nothing then. I’ll drop it. But there’s one more thing I’d like to say before we move on. You can go, or we can watch a movie or do whatever you want. Is that all right?” 

      He nods. 

      “She’s doing all this crap to me… because I’m spending time with you…” 

      He takes a deep breath, fists and jaw clenching, then releases it all. 

      “Are you saying that she hurt you because I’m your tutor?” His voice is calm, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing.

      “That, and… other reasons.” I hesitate.

      He looks at me, and it feels like he’s looking into my soul. His dark eyes are clear, his gaze thoughtful.

      “Other reasons…” His hand reaches for mine. His touch is gentle as he rubs small circles on the back of my hand with his thumb. 

      “Other reasons like this?” 

      My heart stutters in my chest.

      “Or maybe… like this?” He pulls on my hand, and I somehow wind up in his lap. My stuffed companion falls onto the bed, away from whatever is about to happen.

      I turn from him, but he grips my chin tenderly, turning me to face him. His other hand reaches behind me, and he starts twirling a strand of my hair. 

      He’s so close to me, his clean, masculine scent washes over me. Its recent familiarity calms me and, at the same time, makes my heart beat faster and faster until it feels like it’s going to burst out of my chest. 

      “Or maybe…” He dips his head, his lips just a breath away from my own. “Maybe for something like this.” 

      I’m not sure which one of us leaned that last centimeter. 

      Soft lips brush my own, and I close my eyes. Cameron deepens the kiss, his tongue running along the seam of my lips, and I let him in. 

      He’s got a handful of my hair now, and he gently tugs, changing the angle to give him easier access to me. The hand that was holding mine now cups the side of my face. 

      I start to wiggle in his lap, trying to adjust my position so that I’m straddling him rather than sitting sideways and something hard pokes my asscheek. 

      I stiffen, and Cam pulls away. We’re both breathless. 

      Half expecting him to blush and turn away from me, I’m caught off guard when he picks me up and sets me back down how I planned. Now, instead of being poked in the butt, I’m being poked… elsewhere. 

      I blush and lay my face against his chest. 

      “What are we doing?” I ask, softly. Not entirely sure how we wound up in this position.

      “I’m kissing you.” Cam says just as softly. “Do you like it?” 

      “I… I do…” I look up at him. He looks so sure of himself. “But why?” 

      He strokes my back, and I can’t help the sigh that falls from my slightly swollen lips. 

      “Why am I kissing you?” 

      “Yes,” I whisper. 

      “Because I like you, Violet.” He smiles at me. “You make me feel things I never thought I would feel again.” 

      I want to pry. I want to know when he stopped feeling. What happened to him to make him so closed off. I’m pretty sure it had something to do with Allyson, but I would be a fool to bring her up again now. 

      “I like you too, Cameron.” My face heats at the declaration. 

      We’ve been getting closer. It’s expected when you spend so much time together. But I didn’t think it would come to this. 

      He kisses me again, this one sweet and soft. 

      “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to cuddle for a while.” His face reddens, and he can’t quite meet my gaze. 

      He told me he liked me with no qualms. He teased me and kissed me like it was second nature. But he turns into a puddle of mush just from asking to cuddle? 

      This man is a mystery. 

      I smile up at him. “Of course it’s okay.”
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      Cameron

      

      Violet falls asleep wrapped in my arms. Her face, usually so full of expression, is soft and calmer than I’ve ever seen it. 

      I don’t want to leave. But I don’t want to make things awkward for her if her roommate returns. I think the two are close. Closer than me and my roommate are, for sure, but I don’t know what Violet is comfortable with yet. 

      I’ll text her later. 

      Our first game of the season is next week. I’m ready, but Coach is going to expect extra effort from us. I don’t know how ball season is going to affect our tutoring sessions. I hope that I’m not too tired to still be helpful. 

      Violet has to pass this class. I would feel awful if I was the reason she didn’t. 

      Her notebook and the many papers I straightened earlier out of a compulsion I can’t really help are on her desk, so I grab the notebook and scribble out a note.

      
        
        “Don’t think I’m gone because I want to be.

        I’ll text you.”

        -Cameron 

      

      

      I try to draw a smiley face and a heart, but the face looks more like a frowny face and the heart just looks like a circle. I scribble them out and leave the notebook open on the desk. 

      Surely, she’ll see this. 

      I let myself out of her room as quietly as I can. There’s no one around as I leave the girls’ dormitory. The sun is just starting to peek over the horizon, and I pause on the campus green to enjoy it. 

      My emotions got the better of me last night. I’m not sure of Violet’s feelings, although I do know that she’s more tolerant of me than when we first met. 

      She lets me hold her hand, and she doesn’t shy away from physical contact.

      I clearly wanted to kiss her last night, but I’m not sure which one of us initiated it. 

      That reminds me of the reason behind that kiss, and fury rolls through me. I try to breathe it away, closing my eyes and letting the rising sun warm my face. To no avail. 

      The only thing that will help right now is physically working through this aggression. 

      I knew Allyson was a terror. But I never expected her torture to extend to Violet just by being around me.

      I underestimated her. A mistake I won’t make again.

      My long legs take me quickly across campus. I make a pit stop in my room to change into gym clothes, then jog lightly to the weight room for a small warm up. 

      Once I’m there, I run through my warmup and stretch. Then I put myself through a grueling workout. There’s only one or two people in the gym with me, and they seem to be avoiding me. 

      I don’t care, though. I’ve got to clear my head and make a plan. Violet is strong, stubborn, and she can stand up for herself. But she’s going up against Allyson. She’s ruthless and doesn’t care about anyone but herself. That makes her dangerous. 

      I can’t imagine what she’ll do if she finds out that I’ve finally moved on. 

      I pause mid lift.

      I’ve moved on. Maybe not completely. I still broke down last night with Violet when she thought Allyson and I were involved. But I was pulled out of my distress. Violet pulled me out. And we kissed. 

      Prickling runs through me and settles in my cock. She was in my lap. She kissed me back. I wanted more. 

      But she was so upset last night. I couldn’t ask her to do more. Seeing her cry…

      My arms start to shake. Shoot. I’m still holding the weights out. I quickly finish my set and leave the weight room, heading to the gym. 

      I planned to do all this much later today, but now my afternoon will be free for… anything that might come up. 

      I grab a ball, dribbling it through my warmup laps, then run some ball handling drills. Drills I’ve done so many times that I don’t even have to think. I lose myself in the exercises, and before I know it, I’m drenched in sweat and an hour has passed. 

      I cool off with my hundred free-throws. I miss five. Not bad, considering how distracted I’ve been this morning. 

      Satisfied that I’ve worked out a majority of my aggression, I put my ball away and opt to shower in the locker room. I have an extra set of gym clothes in my locker. Plus, at this time of day on the weekend, I won’t have to share the bathroom. 

      I turn the water to hot to relax my muscles and let steam fill the spacious bathroom before I step under the spray. A deep sigh escapes me, and I lean forward to rest my head against the shower wall. I’m calmer now. I need to figure out how to keep Allyson from picking on Violet anymore in a way that’s healthy for both me and Violet. 

      Her small shaking figure flashes through my mind. When I saw her standing there covered in whatever shit was in those coolers, the only thought I had was to protect her. 

      I’m not possessive. I never have been. Maybe that’s why Allyson treated me like dirt. 

      But for some reason, Violet is on my mind more than she isn’t. Her straight blond hair, which was so soft in my hands last night. Her green eyes, usually bright with defiance, more vulnerable than I could have imagined. Her strong, sweet voice, cracking under the distress from what Allyson has been putting her through. 

      Even if I didn’t feel the way I do about her, I don’t think I would have been able to stop myself from holding her last night. 

      I’m going to kiss her again. If that’s what she wants. But I think she does…

      I close my eyes, remembering how small she felt tucked into my lap. Her firm ass, wiggling against me. I couldn’t help myself. In my quest to discover my feelings, I’ve been holding back. But last night awakened something in me. 

      I no longer want to keep distance between us. 

      The prickles I felt in the gym return, and my hand finds my cock, lightly stroking it. How long has it been since I’ve been this worked up? But now that I’ve started, I don’t think I could stop. 

      I picture Violet, eyes wide, looking up at me. Her lips are parted with anticipation, her tongue darts out, wetting them.

      I imagine that tongue on me. Licking around me. She takes the head of my throbbing cock in her mouth, and my breath hitches. I grip her hair and tilt my head back, losing myself in her. 

      My grip tightens, and my strokes become more insistent. 

      She hollows out her cheeks, and her tongue presses against the underside of my dick. I can’t hold on anymore.

      Ribbons of cum jet out, covering the wall of the shower. I shudder, riding out the high of a feeling I’ve become a stranger to. I should be embarrassed about how easily worked up I was. 

      But I’m not. I’m done being the victim of Allyson’s torments. That includes the pleasure that has eluded me for the past four years. 

      I quickly rinse off and let the shower wash away any evidence of the past few minutes down the drain before toweling off and getting dressed, feeling lighter than I have in years. 

      I head to the cafeteria, needing to address a different hunger now. If I’m lucky, I’ll run into Violet. 

      I pull my phone out, smiling. Maybe I don’t need luck anymore.
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      Violet

      

      After waking up alone, I was a little sad. But then I saw the little scribbled note and the attempted doodles, and my spirits lifted. Even more so when I got the text that he was waiting for me in the caf for breakfast. 

      We had breakfast together, and Cam smiled more than I’ve ever seen him smile. My cheeks were burning by the time we were done, and when he grabbed my hand and led me to a spot out on the green, I thought I was going to throw up, my heart was fluttering so hard. 

      We spent the day together in view of everyone. It’s like last night flipped a switch in him. He was still his quiet, stoic self. But instead of an underlying confidence, he was oozing with it. I felt more confident in myself just by being near him. 

      That confidence soared when he walked me back to my room and kissed me right there in the middle of the hallway; a hard, fast burning kiss that left me dizzy and weak in the knees. 

      Our routine in the next few weeks changed. I passed the math test that we had studied so hard for, and Cam’s smile when I showed him the test with a bright red eighty-five percent circled at the top was brilliant. 

      I started studying more independently. The materials had started to make more sense since Cameron spent so much time explaining WHY things had to be the way they were. 

      We quit going to the library for our tutoring sessions. Instead, we alternated whose dorm room we studied in. 

      Cam was exhausted a lot of the time, and I felt a little guilty. Basketball season was in full swing, and he was busier than ever. But he never missed one of our sessions. Even if he would doze off occasionally when we were studying together… When he did, I’d pull his head into my lap and run my fingers through the curls that I’ve been envious of since the day we met, my math book beside me where I could still work… and yet, I still hadn’t made it to one of his games. There had been several home games. 

      I told myself if I passed the next algebra test, I’d go to one. Then the game came and went, and I still hadn’t shown up. Cameron never complained. It wasn’t like him to. But I had to wonder if it bothered him. 

      Professor Drivels expressed his suspicions as often as he could at my improvement, but he couldn’t say anything outright when he would ask me questions in class and I would be able to answer almost every one of them. I passed the next few tests, too, making several B’s. I even got an A on a section that I grasped particularly well. 

      Even his favorite pupils, James and his cronies, quit teasing me. Other students would partner with me in class, and I was no longer the math pariah I was at the beginning of the semester.

      I forgot all about my bullies. They had left me alone for the time being.

      Things were going so much better than I had dared to hope for. I was wary to enjoy it too much, but the affections between Cameron and me were blossoming into something more, and it was hard to linger on my doubts. 

      Dr. Harrington called me into her office, smiling. “I told you that we’d get you through this.” She told me to keep improving and make Professor Drivels look like an even bigger fool for doubting me. 

      I bumped into Lindsay outside of Dr. Harrington’s office, and she gave me a cold smile. It was the first I’d seen of one of the bitch squad in a while, and I was quickly on the alert, but she just walked off.

      I didn’t really relax until I met Cameron on the green. It was officially fall, and the weather was wonderful. Chilly in the shade and perfect in the sun. 

      We grabbed some lunch and then studied outside. 

      Allyson sauntered by, arm-in-arm with a tall, muscular guy I’ve seen around campus a few times. She made sure to swing her hips extra when she got in front of Cameron, but his eyes were everywhere except on her. 

      She huffed, pulling her new toy along behind her. 

      Seeing the head bitch and her lacky twice in one day is a little worrisome, but not enough to broach my concerns with Cameron. 

      When lunch is over, he stands, holding his hand out and pulling me to my feet. 

      “So, when are you going to come to one of my games?” he asks, his smile tentative. 

      “I wasn’t sure if you wanted me there.” Not a total lie. I’d be a nervous wreck if I was performing such a high-intensity sport and someone I was close to was watching. 

      “If you don’t want to come, then you don’t have to. It won’t kill me to not have you there. I’m used to a small fanbase.” His ears turn red, and he rubs the back of his neck. “But if you did come… I’d like it.” 

      “I don’t know much about basketball. The extent of my knowledge is what I’ve picked up from listening to my dad grumble at the TV.” 

      He laughs. “You don’t have to know anything. I’d feel good just knowing you were in the audience.” 

      “Then I can’t not go, can I?” I smile at him. 

      He beams at me. “You can sit with Oscar if you want. If he can be, he’s usually at every home game.” 

      Anxiety I wasn’t fully aware of melts away. One of the reasons I didn’t want to go is because I’d be alone. I would ask Mia to come with me, but her work schedule prevents her from doing much in the evenings. 

      She’d probably ask to switch shifts with someone or request to have a day off if she knew I really wanted to go, but I didn’t know if I really wanted to go or not. 

      What if I don’t seem excited or happy enough? I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t know anything about basketball. I don’t want to disappoint Cameron. 

      Plus, not that anything would happen, but with Oscar there, I’d likely be safe from Allyson and her bitch squad. I assume they’ll be there. I’m pretty sure they cheer for every sport. Or most of them, anyway. 

      Oscar and I have gotten closer as well. He’s been hanging around with Mia when he gets the chance, and seeing as he’s Cameron’s best friend, we eat with him more than we don’t. 

      “That sounds great,” I say, a genuine smile on my face. “That way, I can annoy him with all of my basketball questions. He may not like sitting with me after this.” 

      Cameron snorts. “It’ll be good for him. Maybe he won’t yell so much.” 

      “So, when is the next home game?” 

      “It’s this Friday,” he says, wrapping an arm around me, and starts walking me in the direction of my next class. 

      We stop outside of the classroom, and he smiles warmly at me, making my insides flutter. I’ll never get tired of seeing that smile. 

      “I’ll be there. If you don’t mind, can you text me Oscar’s number so I can find him?” 

      “Sure thing.” He leans down and lightly presses his lips to mine, smiling softly before heading to his own class. 

      A gasp has me turning, and I see Allyson, mouth agape. When she snaps out of her stupor, she glares, and an uneasy feeling washes over me. This will not end well. 

      Whirling, her long hair flows behind her, reminding me of a cape. One you might find on an evil queen, plotting to take the throne. 

      There’s nothing I can do now, though. I’ll just have to watch my back. Very closely.
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      Violet

      

      The rest of the week goes by without incident. I’ve noticed one or two of Allyson’s lackies following me around occasionally, but they never approach me. 

      Finally, it’s Friday night and time for me to attend my first basketball game. I went to a couple of football games freshman year out of some unspoken obligation, but when I realized I was cold and bored, and literally no one would care if I wasn’t there, I quit going. 

      Sports are not for everyone, and they aren’t for me. 

      But Cameron wants me here tonight, and that makes me giddy. Maybe basketball won’t be as boring. 

      The gym is packed when I walk in, and it’s loud. 

      I pull my phone out and shoot Oscar a text. He responds quickly with the section and seat number. He’s in the student section.

      The smells of the concession stand waft over me, and I almost get in line. But my nerves at being here for the first time, and the anxiety that I won’t be able to find Oscar amongst all these people, has me moving my feet once more. 

      It takes me a few minutes, but I finally spot Oscar’s imposing figure amongst the other students. He waves at me, and I join him. He’s saved me a seat, for which I’m grateful. The student section is packed, and I can’t imagine being here by myself. 

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Oscar says, leaning down closer to my ear so I can hear him over the roar of the students. 

      The two teams are on the court, warming up, and cheerleaders line both ends, stretching and chatting and shaking their pompoms absentmindedly. 

      I spot Allyson. She’s got one leg propped up against the wall in a vertical split, and she’s scanning the student section. 

      My legs and lady parts hurt just watching her. 

      Her gaze lands on me, and she frowns, then turns to say something to Lindsay, who is stretching beside her. Lindsay says something back and smirks. Allyson laughs. 

      I shift uncomfortably and tear my gaze away from them. They can’t do anything to me from where they are, and they’ll be too busy cheering to focus on me. I look through the orange and black jerseys until I see Cameron’s caramel blond hair. 

      He’s lazily dribbling at the top of the three-point line, talking to a tanned guy with dark hair. 

      The dark-headed guy shoots, and it bounces off the rim. He grimaces and moves somewhere else. One of guys under the basket catches his miss and throws it back to him. 

      Cameron shoots then, his movements fluid and practiced. His arm extends, and he flicks his wrist, watching the ball all the way to the basket. It glides through the net and into the waiting hands of one of his teammates below. He’s moved around the three-point line, shooting one three after another before he moves inside the line and continues to make shot after shot. 

      “He’s good, isn’t he?” Oscar leans down again, a smile on his face. “If we play one-on-one, I have to be rough to even stand a chance at winning.”

      “He makes it look easy,” I say, nodding. 

      We don’t have to wait much longer for the game to start, and soon, both teams are gathered around their coach. 

      The announcer calls out the five starters from each team, and everyone else sits on the chairs that are set up next to the court. 

      A referee walks out to the middle of the court, ball in hand, and two guys, one from each team, stand on either side of the half-court line, one hand behind their back. The rest of the starters find spots behind their middleman. 

      I thought Cameron was tall, but both of the middlemen are at least half a foot taller than him, if not more. They look like giants compared to the ref. 

      I lean toward Oscar. “Why are athletes so huge?” 

      He chuckles. “Not all athletes are big.” 

      I look at him skeptically, but a whistle draws my attention back to the court. The referee tosses the ball up. The tall men jump, and the one from Fox University gets to it first. 

      He hits it behind him, right to Cameron, who starts dribbling immediately. He crosses the half court line and then pauses but doesn’t stop dribbling. He holds up a hand and makes a gesture that I can’t quite make out. Everyone starts moving. 

      Dribbling to the right side of the court, he passes the ball before running off in another direction to stand in front of one of the guys on the other team. A Fox University player runs around Cameron, and the guy on the other team who was following him bumps into Cameron, shoving him away. Cameron follows the guy and gets the ball again, dribbling closer to the basket and passing it between the legs of the tall guy on the other team to our tall guy, who catches it, jumps, and slams it into the goal. 

      All of that takes place in less than twenty seconds. I suddenly realize why Cameron is always so tired during our study sessions. There are still nineteen minutes and forty seconds on the scoreboard. 

      If that much movement happened in twenty seconds, I can’t imagine what’s going to happen for the rest of these twenty minutes. 

      “How long are these games?” I ask Oscar after the cheers die down from the basket we scored. 

      “It’s two twenty-minute halves. They get about twenty minutes for halftime. But they have several TV timeouts, and each team gets three thirty-second timeouts and one sixty-second timeout.” 

      Dang… that’s intense. 

      The student section roars when the other team misses a three-point shot right before a buzzer goes off. 

      “What’s that buzzer for?” There’s still a little over nineteen minutes on the clock. 

      “It’s the shot clock buzzer,” Oscar supplies. “Once your team gets possession of the ball, you only have thirty seconds to score. If you can’t score or at least get a shot off that touches the rim in that thirty seconds, then your team loses the ball.” 

      So… this will definitely not be as boring as football. At least there’s constant movement. 

      The teams exchange several back and forths, a mixture of cheers and boos coming from the student section. 

      One of the teams calls a timeout, and the players gather around the coaches. 

      While this is going on, the cheerleaders move in front of the student section and lead us in a cheer. 

      I can’t keep myself from watching Allyson. Her toned muscles stand out in her skimpy uniform, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous of how athletic she really is. 

      She’s gorgeous when she isn’t sneering at me, and she looks genuinely happy to be cheering. A buzzer bleeps. The cheerleaders skip off the court, waving their pompoms, and the team takes the court once more. 

      Our team throws the ball to Cameron, and he throws his hand up once more. 

      Oscar informs me that he’s calling the plays. It’s his main job as point guard. He ultimately controls the pace of the game. 

      “If you’re a good point guard, which Cam certainly is, then the coach basically lets you run things. He knows every nuance of the game and is planning two to three plays ahead.” Oscar’s voice is filled with pride at his friend. 

      A cheer bursts from the crowd, and I turn to see Cam flip the ball out of the hands of the guy he’s playing defense against. He takes off, dribbling at full speed before making a flawless pass behind his back to one of his teammates who has caught up to him. His teammate dribbles into the lane. He gets blocked by a defender on the other team, so he passes the ball back out to Cameron, who is set up in the corner for a three-point shot. 

      He doesn’t hesitate, jumping up and executing a perfect shot. It swishes through the net, and the student section goes wild. 

      The other team throws the ball in, and one of our guys picks it off, tossing it to Cam, who instantly throws it to the tall guy running towards the basket. He jumps up once more, another slam dunk under his belt for this game. 

      If I thought it was loud before, I didn’t know anything. The stands shake as the student section stomps and yells and claps. 

      The rest of the half flies by, and we pull ahead by twenty points.

      Everyone is whooping and hollering and cheering loudly with the cheerleaders. 

      Okay, I have to admit it. Basketball isn’t too bad.
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      Violet

      

      Halftime comes faster than I expected. People leave their seats to use the bathroom, get concessions, or just stretch their legs and speak to people they just noticed were there. 

      Oscar sits beside me, his signature easy grin on his handsome face. 

      I see why Mia is smitten. 

      “I’m glad you could make it,” he says, his voice returning to normal volume since most of the student section is taking a break. “I don’t know how much of Cam’s situation you know, but his mom and dad aren’t around, and my mom can only come sometimes. I’m the only fan he has.” Then he laughs. “Well, the only fan that he really wants to be here.” He waves his hand. The other fans here clearly enjoy Cameron's efforts.

      “It means a lot to him that you’re here though, even if he would never admit it.” He smiles at me and pats me on the knee, the gesture completely platonic. “I’m starving, want anything from the concession stand? Nachos? A hotdog or three? Chocolate of some sort?” he offers as he stands and stretches his long limbs, reiterating my earlier sentiment that all athletes are large. 

      “I wouldn’t mind a candy bar and some water… If you’re offering.” 

      He grins and scoots past me. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Now that I’ve got a semi-quiet minute to myself, I lose myself in my thoughts. 

      “Basketball isn’t what it used to be,” my dad grumps from his favorite armchair. “These pansies can’t take a hit, and all they’re worried about is how many points they can score themselves. It’s all run and gun and three-point shooting. The art isn’t there anymore.” 

      I huff my agreement from my spot on the couch, lost in whatever book I was currently reading. I’ve heard this a million times before. I’m not a fan, but the sport brings a lot of joy to my dad, so I sit in here with him while he yells at the TV and complains about the youth of today. But in the end, he’s always smiling when his team wins. 

      “These youths need to spend some time watching the old pros play. Magic and Bird and Jordan and Bryant. Those guys made basketball into an art. They all knew what it took to win, they controlled the game. Nothing happened that they didn’t want to happen. Bird was my favorite. He was a genius with the ball.”

      Dad got up from his chair and plopped down beside me, phone in hand, a video clip pulled up of Larry Bird. 

      I snorted. This guy did not look like a basketball player, but Dad just shushed me and made me watch. 

      Several times I lost track of the ball. Larry Bird would pass it, but it wouldn’t go where you thought it was going, and somehow it always wound up in the hands of one of his teammates. 

      The longer I watched, the more impressed I became. He tripped people up just by switching directions. He could shoot and pass and dribble better than any of the guys I’ve seen in the little bits of games that I’d watched with dad. 

      It almost made me want to get off the couch and go out to the goal Dad had installed in the driveway when I turned five. He said it was for me, but when I showed little interest, he started using it himself. 

      “Gotta keep in shape some way,” he’d say after bending over, out of breath from chasing after a ball that bounced awkwardly off the rim. 

      Oscar slides in front of me with our concessions, pulling me out of the daydream. 

      I hadn’t thought about that day in a long time, but seeing Cameron play reminds me of the clips I saw on Dad’s phone. 

      Maybe I should invite Dad to watch him play. Would he be okay with that? But that would bring up a myriad of questions I don’t know if I’m ready to answer. 

      Dad would be suspicious of my sudden interest in a sport I’ve never enjoyed before and would definitely want to know about my relationship with Cameron. 

      But watching Dad watch Cameron and his team play would be fun. 

      I’m mulling over the thought when Allyson’s nasally voice comes over the loudspeaker. 

      “Halftime is almost over. Who’s excited to get back to the action?!” 

      The stands are starting to fill back up, and a cheer runs through the crowd. I glance at Oscar, and he’s scowling. Clearly, Cameron’s hatred of Allyson is shared by his best friend. He pulls his phone out and taps on it furiously until his expression relaxes and his easy grin is back. 

      He takes a selfie, then pulls me over to take another one. 

      He must be texting Mia.

      I throw up a peace sign, and Oscar laughs. “I’m sending that one to both of them.” 

      He means Cameron and Mia, I’m guessing. 

      “The cheerleaders have something special planned for tonight’s halftime entertainment. Two contests,” Allyson continues with her announcement. 

      I return my attention to what’s happening on the court. Several people are lined up at half-court, and Lindsay is holding a basketball in each hand. Two other cheerleaders are waiting by the basket. 

      “This will be a half-court shot contest. The first contestant to make a half-court shot will win one hundred dollars!” She squeals the last bit, and the crowd cheers. 

      “Each person will take one shot and then move to the back of the line. We’ll do this until someone makes it,” she explains.  

      Everyone oohs and ahhs as shots hit the rim or the backboard and bounce off. The cheerleaders chase the rogue balls. Laughter scatters through the crowd as one contestant heaves a granny shot and doesn’t even make it halfway there. 

      He was playing to the crowd, his smirk telling as he gets back in line. 

      Finally, someone makes it, and the gym goes wild. I can’t help but cheering along. 

      I calm down quickly, though. A feeling of dread prickles through me. 

      Allyson presents the hundred dollars to the winner and then smirks, looking out into the crowd. Her gaze finds me in an instant, and that prickle turns into a full-blown panic attack. 

      I take several deep breaths, preparing myself for what’s next. 

      “The next contest is something new. It’s called Where’s Balldo” 

      Chuckles run through the crowd at the pun. 

      “The contestants will be blindfolded and spun around in the middle of the court until they’re disoriented. Then they’ll have to wander around and find the basketball that will be placed somewhere on the court. The student who finds the ball the fastest wins!” 

      Okay… that doesn’t sound so bad.

      “We’ve randomly selected seats from the student section to participate.” She smirks again, and I contemplate leaving right now. 

      But I stop myself. Cameron asked me to come, and Oscar said that Cameron would be happy I came. 

      What could Allyson do to me with so many people watching? 

      I look up at Oscar. He’s frowning. He glances at me, and he smiles, but it’s uneasy. 

      This must not be normal. I look at the time clock. There’s less than ten minutes until halftime is over. 

      Allyson reads off several seat numbers, and students cheer as their friends are called. I shrink down. Don’t call me. Please don’t call me. 

      She pauses. “I think we need one more.” 

      I cross my fingers, squeezing my eyes shut and praying for a miracle. 

      My seat is called. I knew it was coming, but a girl can be hopeful, can’t she? 

      Oscar grabs my wrist as I stand. “You don’t have to go down there.” 

      As soon as the words leave his mouth, a spotlight lands on us. He withdraws his hand but doesn’t stop looking at me. 

      “Just go home, Violet. I’ll explain what happened to Cam. He’ll understand.” 

      “No.” I shake my head. “I said I’d come, and I can’t go now. Besides, she didn’t know I was coming… She couldn’t have prepared anything this fast.” I look around me at the crowd, who is staring back expectantly. “And she wouldn’t do anything in front of this many people.” 

      I don’t know if I’m trying to convince Oscar or myself, but I don’t feel more confident as I make my way to the court.
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      Violet

      

      The handful of us who were called gather at half-court. 

      The cheerleaders pass out blindfolds, and the person whose seat was called first stands there, preparing to play, while the rest of us are ushered off the court so we don’t get in the way. 

      One of the cheerleaders I usually see in Allyson’s clique places a basketball wearing glasses and a red and white beanie randomly on the court. Lindsay spins the contestant about ten times before letting them loose. 

      The first two people take about two minutes to find Balldo. The next girl finds it in one, and the crowd cheers as she removes her blindfold. 

      The time clock is running down. Halftime only has a couple of minutes left. 

      There’s only one person left in front of me, and the cheerleader next to us tells him to put his blindfold on. 

      “You put yours on too,” she snarks. “We’re running out of time.” 

      “I don’t think the five seconds it will take to put my blindfold on will matter that much in the grand scheme of things,” I say drily, and the guy in front of me snorts. 

      “Just do it. Allyson’s orders.” 

      Ah. There it is. 

      I’ll just do as she says. The other contestants have been comical to watch, but it’s been an innocent and fun game so far. The crowd has loved it. As far as I can tell, the only thing I have to worry about is embarrassment at fumbling around on my hands and knees for a couple of minutes. 

      I wait on the sideline, blindfolded and taking my cues from the sounds of the crowd. Finally, I hear the cheer and know he’s found his Balldo. I’m next, and even though I keep telling myself that it’ll be fine, I’m still nervous. 

      Instead of leading me out to the middle of the court like everyone else, the cheerleader beside me moves me backwards. I was almost out of view of most of the crowd, anyway, and I know now that no one can see me. 

      “I’m fixing your blindfold,” she says. “It was about to fall off.” 

      It didn’t feel that loose to me, but I can’t really do much about it now. 

      She pulls tight, too tight, and my hair gets tangled in the blindfold as she didn’t bother with moving it as she ties the knot. 

      I know this is not something I’m going to be able to take off on my own. 

      I try to step forward, back toward the noise of the crowd, but strong arms grab me from behind. I struggle, trying to break away, but the arms just squeeze tighter. I can tell I’m being taken farther away from the game, but it’s becoming hard to breathe, so I just go limp. 

      I knew something was coming. I’ll just have to accept whatever this is. A buzzer sounds, signaling the start of the second half, and I wonder if Oscar is looking for me. 

      I should have just listened to him. Cameron would have understood if I left because of Allyson.

      We never really finished our conversation about it, but we came to a silent understanding. 

      There was nothing between them for me to worry about. I’m almost positive that there used to be. But she did something to ruin that, and apparently it was bad enough to earn the hatred of one of the most calm and patient people I’ve ever met. 

      Finally, the arms that have me bound set me down roughly on my feet. I stumble a little but right myself. 

      “Put the headphones on her.” Allyson’s voice comes from nearby. 

      I spin toward it, trying to reach her before I’m subdued again, but the strong arms from before grip me again, making sure my arms are banded by my sides. I shake, and cold sweat beads on my forehead. What plan has the evil bitch queen concocted? 

      “If we get this right, it’ll look like an attention grab.” Allyson says.  

      “And it might piss Cameron off enough to make him dump her ugly ass. You know how important basketball is to him.” Another girl says from somewhere near Allyson. 

      Noise canceling headphones slide over my ears and my blood runs cold. They’re setting me up.  

      So now I can’t see or hear anything. Perfect. I should try to get away here. Nothing about this will turn out well for me, but I’m vastly outnumbered. Arms will just squeeze me until my head pops off or something ridiculous like that. I just need to bide my time… maybe I can escape at some point.

      Arms set me down, and hands shove me back. I fall into a chair, and someone takes my shoes off, sliding something heavy on my feet, tightening it around my ankles. The pressure similar to the headphones. More duct tape? 

      I’m pulled to a standing position once more, and I realize what they’ve got me wearing. Roller skates have been taped to my feet. 

      Whatever Allyson has planned. This could get dangerous. My heart beats faster as I’m pulled along behind someone. I’m completely lost without my two main senses. 

      Maybe I was a little too optimistic about escaping.

      The person pulling me stops, and I don’t feel anyone around me. But I don’t dare move. I don’t know where I am. 

      I stoop down to try to remove the duct tape, but someone quickly pulls me back to up. 

      The bruising grip on my arms loosen and for a moment, I’m free. Then, I’m shoved from behind, and I fly forward. I scramble, trying to stop, reaching out for something to grab to slow me down, but I come up empty handed. I shriek.

      Something large barrels into my left side, and I’m flung sideways. My head hits the ground and bounces. 

      I take a breath. Pain screams through me. Nausea washes up my throat. Starbursts light my vision, quickly swallowed by a spinning darkness. 

      And then I’m out.
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      Cameron

      

      My phone buzzes in my locker, but I ignore it. Coach just left the locker room after a rousing speech, and it’s time to go back out there. 

      I saw Violet in the crowd next to Oscar. My heart soared to see her in the crowd, eyes wide with wonder at the atmosphere I’ve come to love so much. 

      We emerge from the locker room as the cheerleaders are cleaning up whatever halftime entertainment they’ve cooked up and wait patiently for the court to clear so we can get back to doing what we do best. 

      I glance up at the crowd, but Violet isn’t there. I try not to let the disappointment take over. Maybe she’s just in the bathroom. 

      Oscar keeps looking away from his phone. He seems on edge. 

      I don’t have time to dwell on it, though. Coach motions us over to the bench and gives us one more pep talk to keep up the intensity and to play smart. 

      The buzzer sounds for the start of the second half, and I take the court, checking one more time to see if Violet made it back. She hasn’t. 

      Oscar stands and rushes up the steps to the lobby.

      The whistle blows, pulling my attention back to the game. I’ve just got to get through these next twenty minutes. I clear my mind. 

      It’s our ball. Dino throws the ball to me. I jog down the court, the ball bouncing between my palm and the floor. 

      I call the play, and the guys adjust their positions. I pass the ball to the wing and take off to set a screen under the basket for Jay, our post player. He skims by me, and his defender bounces off my screen. I roll to follow them, setting another screen for Jay. 

      Just like we’ve practiced hundreds of times, he uses the tight screen I’ve set. The defender lets out an “oof,” not expecting the back-to-back contact. 

      Dino lobs the ball at the rim, and Jay grabs it out of the air, dunking it with authority. 

      The crowd roars the way they always do when Jay displays how powerful he is. 

      The other team tries to slow down the pace. They use up every second of the shot clock. We spend the next several minutes going back and forth down the court. I hit Cutter, who’s right under the basket, with a bullet of a pass from half court. Threading the needle and landing the ball right in his outstretched hands. He spins and kisses the ball off the glass, increasing our lead by two points. 

      We break for a TV timeout, and Coach is grinning from ear to ear. 

      “This is what I love to see. You guys look like a well-oiled machine out there.” He slaps me on the back. “Don’t get complacent. They’re trying to slow us down, but that’s where they’ll make mistakes.” 

      The buzzer goes off, signaling the end of the timeout, and we return to the court. 

      Since we just scored, it’s our opponent’s ball. They waste no time throwing the ball in, and we race down the court. 

      Someone shouts something from the sideline. 

      I ignore it. It’s not Coach, so it’s not for me to listen to. 

      A loud thunk and the sound of skin skidding across the court stops me. The gym goes eerily silent. 

      The other team’s big man is on his knees groaning, and a small blond girl is several feet in front of him, not moving.

      Everyone freezes, the unexpected interruption causing a delayed reaction throughout the gym. 

      Then I recognize that small blond girl.

      Violet.

      “No!” I shout, rushing over. 

      The officials are crouched around her, and the team trainers from both teams rush out onto the court. They check her pulse, and one of them tries to remove the duct tape that’s wrapped around her head. The one checking her pulse calls for a paramedic. 

      All the players kneel in respect as they wait for the paramedics to arrive. When they finally arrive, they rush onto the court. Both teams return to their bench. Someone leads me over to our bench, and Oscar steps into my field of vision. 

      He puts both hands on my shoulders and gives me a light shake. When I turn to look at him, he lets out a sigh of relief.

      The gym fills with whispers from the curious onlookers, and it’s next to impossible to block them out. 

      “Who is she?”

      “It’s just a grab for attention.” 

      “I hope she’s not hurt too bad.” 

      “Did you see her head bounce off the floor?”

      “I need to go with her,” I say, my vision blurring. 

      “Jones!” Coach calls out. “Get your head back in it.” 

      The team has huddled up, taking advantage of this quick break to strategize. 

      “I…I…” My eyes follow the paramedics off the court. 

      “JONES!” 

      “I’ll stay with her, man.” Oscar squeezes my shoulder again. “I’ll fill you in later. Just get this over with already.” 

      I nod, barely aware of him letting go of me. I jog over to the huddle, and Coach’s instructions go in one ear and out the other. 

      A nasally laugh reaches my ears, snapping me out of my daze. 

      Allyson. 

      She’s surrounded by her little group of ass-lickers, and she’s smirking. When her eyes meet mine, the smirk falls off her face and is quickly replaced with a look of innocence. 

      My vision goes red. This was absolutely her doing.

      And she went too far this time.
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      Violet

      

      Everything hurts.

      I groan and try to roll over, but I can’t. Faint whispers reach my ears, and I force my eyes open. Everything is blurry.

      “I can’t see!” I say, panic lacing my voice. 

      “Your vision should return to normal soon, sweetheart.” A voice I don’t recognize says from somewhere off to my right. It’s soothing and quiet. “Give your eyes some time to adjust.” 

      I blink slowly and focus on a dark spot above me, willing everything to come into focus. 

      It takes longer than I’d like, but soon, I recognize my dad’s worried face. 

      “Dad?”

      Relief floods his eyes, and he turns away. “She’s awake, hun, and she knows who I am.” 

      My mother pops up beside my father. Her eyes are red and puffy, and she’s dabbing her nose with a tissue. 

      Someone steps up on my other side. Mia. Her eyes sparkle with restrained tears, and her hair is frazzled, like she couldn’t quit running her hands through it. 

      Oscar steps up behind her and smiles grimly at me.

      “Oh, baby,” Momma starts. “We were so worried when the phone rang and it was the hospital.” Fresh tears fall, and she sniffles. 

      “What happened, kiddo?” Dad asks. “Do you feel like telling us?”

      “Give the girl some space,” the calm voice from before pipes up, and a nurse steps up to the bed, edging my parents toward my feet and earning a glare from my mom. 

      I snort and wince. 

      “Try not to laugh,” the nurse says as she clicks on the screen thing beside my bed. She jots down a few notes on a clipboard before looking at me with concern in her eyes. “You have several broken ribs. So deep breaths, laughter, that sort of thing, will be very uncomfortable for a while.” 

      Oh…

      “You also have a broken wrist, and you fractured your ankle. All of that, on top of a mild concussion, should have you feeling great!” She smiles at me, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. 

      I sigh, and pain shoots through my midsection. 

      “Ouch.” 

      “I told you,” the nurse says, matter-of-factly. 

      I roll my eyes, glad that most of the blurriness is finally fading. It’s easier to focus on stuff now.

      “We should take her out of school right this instant,” Mom says, her voice finally steady. She pulls her shoulders back, reminding me of where I get my strong, defiant streak.

      “No.” I try to shake my head, and a wave of dizziness rolls through me. 

      “Okay, parents.” The nurse’s tone turns firm. “You’re clearly distressing my patient. Let’s step outside and take a breather, shall we?”

      Dad huffs, and Mom crosses her arms to glare at the bossy nurse. 

      The nurse winks at me, and I give her a small smile before she waves her hand, indicating that she’s not going to take no for an answer as she heads toward the door. 

      Mom stomps after her, followed by Dad.

      When they’ve left the room, and the nurse has pulled the door closed, Mia snorts. “You’re just like your mother.” 

      “Yeah, yeah.” I wave my good hand and hold in a laugh, now very aware of exactly where my body hurts. 

      Oscar looks like he’s going to barf, and he takes my hand. 

      “Violet, I am so sorry. I should have followed you immediately. I shouldn’t have even let you go down there. I… I…” 

      Mia puts her hand on the big guy’s shoulder, and he shudders.

      I squeeze his hand.

      “Oscar, it’s okay. Don’t blame yourself. Please?” I give him what I hope is a pleading look. “You did try to stop me. You told me to leave. I’m just too stubborn for my own good.” 

      Mia snorts again, but this time I catch her brushing a tear away. 

      “Where’s Cameron?” I ask. 

      I was slightly disappointed that he didn’t appear behind Oscar when I woke up.

      “He had to finish his game. But I got off the phone with him right before you woke up. He had just finished taking care of a few things, and he had already left campus. He should be here soon.”

      “Violet.” Mia flinches and looks at me. “There’s something I feel like I need to tell you… as a friend.” 

      I narrow my eyes at her. “What is it?” 

      “Maybe I should just show you…” She pulls her phone out and snaps a picture, hesitating. 

      “Just let me see.” Exasperation saturates my tone. 

      Oscar grimaces when she hands me the phone. 

      I yelp, earning myself several seconds of intense pain. 

      The area around my eyes is bruised and swollen, but that’s not the worst part… My hair is… gone. 

      Well, not all of it. It looks like whoever was in charge of the sheering at least tried to leave me with enough to put into some kind of style when I finally get out of here. 

      But I’m definitely not winning any awards for best hairstyle. 

      “As a friend, I appreciate you telling me I look like I’ve lost a fight with a boxer who also is a champion dog groomer.” 

      Oscar scoffs, and Mia hides a smile behind her hand. 

      I hand her phone back to her. 

      “I don’t guess there’s any chance that you could convince Cameron to come back another time?” 

      That causes Oscar to laugh outright. 

      “Good one, shortie. Nope. No chance. Coach practically had to leash him to keep him from following you off the court.” 

      I blush, and my friends grin. 

      “Ah, young love.” Mia sighs dreamily, and Oscar pretends to swoon. 

      “You guys are idiots.” I snort, braced for the pain. It was worth it. 

      A knock sounds at the door, and my nurse bestie peeks in. “You doing all right, sweetheart?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” 

      “All right, you two,” she says sternly to the hallway. “If you promise to behave yourselves, you may come back in.” 

      “Yes, yes. Be good. Don’t upset Violet. We get it.” Mom huffs, coming back into the room, clearly over her initial distress. 

      Dad smiles at the nurse, and she shakes her head but leaves us alone for now. 

      A phone dings and Oscar pulls his out. “Cam’s here. Should I go get him?” 

      “Yes, please.” 

      “I’ll go with you,” Mia offers. “Violet, I’m going to go back to work now that I know you’re okay.” 

      “Can you…” I start, and she laughs. 

      “Of course. I’ll bring you two slices this time. You deserve them.” 

      “Bless you, sweet friend.” 

      She blows me a kiss and follows Oscar out of the room. 

      My dad sits on the edge of the bed, careful to avoid any of my broken parts. 

      “Your friends seem really nice. I’m glad you’re finding a place in the world.” 

      I smile at him. “Mia is the best.” 

      “The tall one is not bad to look at.” Mom raises a brow at me. 

      “Mother, he’s taken. That’s Mia’s boyfriend, Oscar.” 

      “Rats,” she says under her breath. 

      Another knock at the door, then it creaks open. 

      “Is it still visiting hour?” Cameron steps into the room, and my mom lets out a low whistle. 

      My face flames, and Dad slaps Mom’s leg playfully. 

      “Hello, young man. I’m Violet’s father.” He holds his hand out, tilting his neck further back the closer Cameron comes. He gives him a firm shake. 

      “And I’m Violet’s mother. What’s your relationship with my daughter?” She crosses her arms. 

      “MOM!”

      Cameron smiles, his eyes flashing to me before refocusing on my mother. 

      “Hello, ma’am. My name is Cameron Jones. Violet and I are dating.” 

      I gasp, then immediately regret it. Pain shoots through me. 

      Mom’s eyes widen, and Dad frowns. 

      “I brought flowers… I hope that’s all right. I didn’t know what kind you liked.” He pulls a small bouquet of daisies out from behind his back and gives me a shy smile. 

      I return it with a bright one of my own. “Thank you, Cameron.”

      “Violet, will you be all right if we go home for a few supplies?” Dad asks, raising his eyebrow at me. “We can bring back a vase for your flowers.”

      “I’ll be fine, Dad.” I give him a grateful smile. 

      Dad was always good at reading me. He knows that I’m glad he and Mom are there. But he can tell that I’d like to talk to Cameron without Mom eavesdropping and embarrassing me with what I’m sure would be a memoir of my life up until this point.

      “Fine.” Mom huffs. “We’ll be back. But there’s one thing I’d like to know.” She crosses her arms, fixing Cameron with the patented mom glare. 

      “Where were you when this happened to Violet?” 

      A pained look crosses Cameron’s face, but he schools his expression and answers firmly. “Not where I needed to be.”

      That answer seems to placate my mother well enough.

      She nods at him, and my father wraps his arm through hers. 

      “We’ll be back, baby,” she calls as Dad leads her out of the room. 

      That definitely could have gone worse.
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      Cameron

      

      I don’t really remember much of the end of the game. But I must have taken over because Coach couldn’t quit praising me in the locker room. 

      After the game was over, I went back to my room and typed up an anonymous letter to the dean, telling him my suspicions surrounding the events that happened tonight. 

      I also told him to check the security cameras for the whereabouts of the cheerleaders on the day that the “smelly” incident happened in the library. 

      After sliding the letter under his office door, I went to find Allyson. 

      She and the rest of her squad went out to a popular diner in town after the game, and she was sitting in the lap of the guy she’s been making a show of being with lately. 

      As soon as she saw me, she jumped up and rushed over, flinging herself at me. 

      “Cam, baby, you did so good tonight!” 

      “Get off of me, Allyson Hart.” I pull her arms away from me and slide out of her reach. 

      “I came to give you one more chance,” I say, my voice frosty. “Apologize, right now for everything that you’ve done to Violet, and I’ll let this go.” 

      She gives me a saccharine smile. 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, baby. I haven’t touched the girl.” 

      Her entourage snickers, and she saunters closer to me. 

      “Come on, Cameron. She’s not worth your time. Come back to me.” 

      “You’re right. She isn’t worth my time. She’s worth so much more.” 

      Allyson rolls her eyes, but this has been a long time coming, and I can’t stop myself. 

      “I’m done with you. Don’t talk to me, don’t look at me, and don’t you dare approach Violet in any way, shape, or form.” 

      She runs her hand up my arm, and I slap it away. The guy in the chair behind her stands, but I wave him away. 

      “I’m serious, Allyson. If you ever step one more toe out of line where Violet is concerned, I’m not afraid to go over your head. The police might be interested to know about your activities. Current… and past.” 

      She pales, stepping back into the guy behind her. He wraps his arm around her and glares at me.

      “I’m leaving now. Just know this,” I say, turning away from them. “I’m done putting up with the bullshit. You’ve been formally warned.”

      I leave the diner, then call Oscar to check in on Violet. 

      I let him know that I’m on my way. I have to take a deep breath after I end the call, clenching my phone in my hand and resisting the urge to chuck it into oncoming traffic. 

      I pass a flower stand on my way to the hospital and stop. 

      I’ve never bought flowers before, but I do today. It’s the day of new things. 

      Of standing up to Allyson, of buying the flowers, of being free.

      It takes me about ten minutes to walk to the hospital from the flower shop. Oscar and Mia are outside, and they fill me in on everything that happened between Violet leaving the gym up until they just left the room. 

      I’m relieved that she’s relatively okay. She’s got some injuries but nothing that shouldn’t heal with rest. 

      Oscar gives me the room number and then snorts. 

      “Hey, just so you know… her parents are still here.” He gives Mia a knowing look, and they share a secretive smile. “Just… prepare yourself.” 

      He claps me on the shoulder before escorting Mia away. Both of them promise to come back and visit soon. 

      I’m nervous as I find my way to Violet’s room. I have only had one horrible experience at meeting a girl’s parents, and no experience at meeting the parents of the girl I love. 
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        * * *

      

      Violet’s parents leave, and I let the tension out of my shoulders. Oscar told me to prepare myself, but I wasn’t prepared for an older, slightly taller version of my Bumblebee girl. 

      I let out a long sigh, finally allowing myself to really take Violet in, and my fists clench. Her right wrist and ankle are both in casts. The skin around her eyes is bruised and swollen, and someone cut her hair. 

      “Is this the extent of your injuries?” I say through gritted teeth. 

      She grimaces. 

      “I have a few broken ribs and a mild concussion, too,” she says. 

      The air whooshes out of me. I plop down on the bed next to her good ankle, careful not to jostle her too much. 

      “Violet…” 

      “Don’t,” she interrupts. “We both know who’s at fault here, and it’s neither one of us.” 

      She tries to push herself into a sitting position with her one good arm but quickly gives up, her face twisting in pain. 

      “Just come here,” she says through gritted teeth. 

      I scoot up the bed and get as close to her as I can without bumping her ribs. 

      She rests her good hand on my lap. 

      “Tell me what happened with Allyson.” 

      She deserves to know.

      “When we were seniors in high school, Allyson and I dated. She was my first real girlfriend.” 

      Violet grabs my hand and squeezes, silently offering her support.

      “We dated almost all the way through senior year. She kept pressuring me to go all the way, but I wasn’t ready. Finally, prom rolled around, and I finally gave in. We had sex.” 

      I look away, but continue, pushing through everything that’s been keeping me from reliving the memories that locked my feelings away in a vault I thought would never open again. 

      “We started doing it, but I quickly realized that it wasn’t what I wanted. But she wouldn’t quit. She just laughed at me and ridiculed me for ‘being a pussy.’ Her words. So I rode it out. It wasn’t until a few weeks later that I found out she’d filmed the whole thing. She’d been showing her friends, and eventually, the video got leaked.”

      Violet gasps, squeezing my hand harder. 

      “Her parents were livid, blaming me for everything. But she had already turned eighteen, and I was still seventeen. Plus, my parents weren’t around to stick up for me, and I couldn’t afford a lawyer. I didn’t want to burden Oscar’s family with any of this, so I told them if they got rid of the video, I wouldn’t go to the police. I’d keep quiet about the whole thing and forget it ever happened. Allyson and I broke up that day, and I’ve avoided her ever since.” 

      Tears are streaming down my face as I finish my story, and I look up to see matching ones on Violet’s face. 

      “I’m so sorry, Cameron. I’m so, so sorry.” 

      I rushed through it, desperate to get the whole thing out without shutting down. I’m tired of letting Allyson own me, and now that Violet knows, now that I’ve shared this burden that I’ve been carrying all these years, I feel free. 

      She pulls on my hand, and I shuffle closer until I’m leaning over her, bracing myself above her, extra aware of all her injuries. 

      She strokes my cheek with her good hand, and I lean down to brush a kiss against her temple. 

      “Oh, Cameron. You deserve so much better,” she says, her voice just a whisper. 

      “Don’t worry, Bumblebee Girl. I’ve found my better.” I smile at her.
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      Violet

      

      The next time I see Allyson Hart, I’m going to bitch slap her into next Tuesday. 

      After Cameron told me about his past with that C-U-Next-Tuesday, I almost jumped out of my hospital bed. Not really. I probably would have passed out from dizziness and pain. But don’t think I didn’t want to do it. 

      I’ve never really felt enough rage to be literally shaking with it, but as soon as Cameron fell asleep, I let myself feel every negative emotion that’s been building up in me this semester. 

      I need to calm down. The nurse has already stopped by once to check on me when my heart monitor reported that my heart rate was elevating. 

      I stroke my fingers through the curls that I love so much and take as deep of a calming breath as I can with my ribs the way that they are. 

      After sharing a searing kiss that I will be thinking about until the next one, Cameron pulled one of the hospital chairs next to the bed and laid his head next to my hip on the bed. One hand is stretched to rest on my non-injured ankle and the other is folded under his head. 

      Mom and Dad come back, and after Mom glares at him for a solid five minutes and he still doesn’t wake up, they pull two of the remaining chairs in the room closer to the bed, and we chat softly. 

      I tell them how Cameron and I met and how he single-handedly helped me understand math enough that I’m not even worried about my final anymore. Mom’s gaze softens considerably at that declaration, and the next time she looks at my boyfriend, the hostility has vanished and adoration has taken its place. 

      I finally cave and tell them what happened at the basketball game. They argue that I should pull out of school and finish out my senior year somewhere else. After a very heated, but quiet, discussion, I finally convince them to at least speak to the dean before they try to convince me to make a hasty decision. 

      It is my decision, after all. I’m legally an adult. 

      I change the subject when I see Dad pull out his phone, asking him if he remembers the time he showed me all of those clips of Larry Bird, the man who almost inspired me enough to set my book down and pick up a ball. 

      He said, of course, because Larry was involved. 

      I tell him that watching Cameron play reminded me of that day and those clips he showed me. For the first time all day, he looks at the sleeping man beside me with hope instead of indifference. 
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        * * *

      

      I spent the better part of a week in the hospital before finally being released. The fresh, non-sterile air of the outside world has never smelled so sweet. 

      My schedule had to be adjusted. Even though I was no longer in the hospital, I was still not well enough to attend class. Mom offered to stay with me at college and push me in a wheelchair to all of my classes and help me bathe and get in bed, but I refused with a very firm “never in a million years.” 

      So I basically had to move back home for a few weeks until I recovered enough that I could use a crutch instead of a wheelchair. 

      I’m not going to lie and say it was fun being back at home with my parents. I had to do all my work online, and since I wasn’t on campus, any help I got with math from Cameron had to be via the phone. 

      Dr. Harrington emailed me wishing me a speedy recovery and reminded me not to slack off in my algebra class, because that’s what Professor Drivels wanted from me. 

      Professor Drivels emailed me every homework assignment for the next several weeks at once, and that was it. 

      By the time I was well enough to go back to school, there were only a couple of weeks left in the semester. 

      Mom and Dad went with me to speak with the dean. He asked if I sent him the anonymous letter suggesting that he monitor the cheerleaders. What I wanted to say was “Seriously, I was laid up in the hospital practically unconscious when you got that letter, but sure… it was me.” But what I actually said was “No, sir.” 

      He told me that a full investigation had been launched after they found a blip in the security footage. A tech specialist figured out that it was indeed Allyson’s crew who’d vandalized the library. After that discovery, it wasn’t hard to find out what really happened the night of the basketball game. Allyson, her cronies, and her new boy toy got kicked out of school for harassment with the intent to injure and vandalism. They were also fined the amount that it took to clean the library, which turned out to be quite the lump of pocket change. 

      Satisfied that I would no longer be exposed to harm of any sort from bullies, Mom and Dad confidently left me in my room with the parting words that if I didn’t pass my math final, then I could literally kiss my boyfriend goodbye. 
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        * * *

      

      Mia snorts as the door swings shut behind my parents. 

      “I love them, you know,” she says, eyes sparkling mischievously. 

      “I know.” I smile at her. “They like you too.” 

      She hops off her bed and comes over to give me a gentle but long overdue hug. 

      “Don’t ever roller-skate blindfolded and ear-muffed again.” She wags her finger at me, and her eyes fill with tears that she manages to blink away.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve banned roller-skates from my presence for the foreseeable future,” I say, my voice drier than the Sahara Desert. 

      We spend the evening together, bingeing on snacks from our emergency stash and watching corny movies. I ask Mia how things are going with Oscar, and the blush she unsuccessfully tries to hide from me tells me everything I need to know. 

      My first day back in class, I turn in all my homework assignments from the past two weeks and receive a lot of sympathetic looks at my two casts and fresh new pixie cut. 

      Apparently, when Mia went to my professors to tell them my situation, she also showed them the picture of me in the hospital. Most of them cut several assignments that weren’t crucial to the curriculum, and my education teachers even went together to get me a box of cookies from one of the most popular bakeries in town. 

      That’s why she’s my best friend. 

      Professor Drivels ignores me completely on my first day back, which I’m not really mad about, but he pulls me aside after our next class to let me know that the quality of the assignments I did over my “break” was severely lacking, and combined with the assignments I failed at the beginning of the semester, if I didn’t make at least a seventy-five on my final, I’m unlikely to pass the class. 

      He assured me part of the problem was because I missed a test while I was gone, and instead of making me do it online, he decided it would be better for me if I didn’t have that grade at all. It also makes my test average go down, giving me a smaller window for passing the final. 

      I asked him if I could have a chance to retake it, and he just said no.

      So I leave his class like I usually do. Annoyed and ready to punch someone. 

      Cameron promises that we’ll study hard and I’ll pass the final with flying colors… If I promise to bring my dad to a game. 

      After he woke up, he and Dad talked basketball until Mom dragged him out of the room because “she’d been awake for almost twenty-four hours, and she was going to sleep in her own bed, dammit.”

      True to his word, Cameron doesn’t let me have any fun during our study sessions. We focus hard on the stuff I didn’t understand well while I was out recuperating, and true to my word, I bring Dad to the last game before Christmas break. 

      I’ve never seen my father so giddy while watching basketball. Oh, he yelled at the officials and hooped and hollered with the rest of the crowd, but when the game was over, he was practically glowing. 

      “It’s art, Violet. That boy is an artist!” 

      Needless to say, there will be an extra seat at our table for Christmas dinner. 
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        * * *

      

      It’s finally time for finals. 

      I turn in all my final projects and take the few paper finals expected of me. I don’t know whether to be relieved or worried when I’m not the last person to finish the College Algebra test, but I leave the room feeling a tad lighter than I did going into it. 

      Dr. Harrington emails me, requesting to meet in her office. 

      When I get there, she comes around the desk and gives me a light squeeze. 

      “This has been, by far, the most eventful semester I’ve ever endured as a student advisor,” she says, as she returns to her seat. 

      I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or a criticism, so I do the obvious thing by giving her finger guns and saying, “You’re welcome.” 

      She snorts. “I’m glad that working with Mr. Jones seemed to go well for you.” Her eyes sparkle, suggesting that she knows it went well for me in more ways than one. “I’ve been sending up a prayer every day that you pass this algebra final so I can rub it in Drivels’s face.” 

      It’s my turn to snort. My advisor is the coolest. 

      She hands me a small, wrapped box that says “Do Not Open Until Christmas” and winks at me, wishing me a happy holidays. “See you next semester, Ms. Miller.” 

      “Bye, Dr. Harrington. Thank you for everything, and happy holidays!” 

      Oscar, Mia, Cameron, and I have a small Christmas party in my and Mia’s dorm on the last official day of the semester before we’re all kicked out and forced to return to wherever we may call home. 

      We exchange homemade gifts and laugh at the guys’ attempts to make sock puppet versions of ourselves. The guys are a little impressed with the Christmas shaped cookies that Mia and I baked and decorated ourselves. 

      We play board games and enjoy each other’s company until the sun sets.

      When this semester started, I was prepared for four months of misery and suffering, but instead I found friendship and support and happiness, even while enduring the evil that is math. 

      Cameron and I text every day, and it turns out, that he and Oscar only live roughly half an hour away, so on the days when Cameron doesn’t have basketball obligations, we’re able to hang out. 

      It’s during one of these hang out sessions at my house that my phone buzzes. 

      “Oh, it’s final grades.” 

      Scrambling comes from the kitchen as Mom pops up behind the couch, and I’m pretty sure Dad almost falls down the stairs in his haste to hear the news. 

      “Let’s see… A’s and one B in my education classes. I got a B in my elective… And…” I yelp and drop my phone down onto the couch. 

      My mother practically dives over the back to reach into the crack, but Cameron is faster. He pulls the phone out, his eyes scanning the screen. My parents are, for once in their lives, silent. 

      He hands the phone to my mother, a smile stretching across the handsome face I’ve become quite attached to.

      “SHE MADE A B!” Mom shrieks. “OUR BABY PASSED A MATH CLASS! REALLY PASSED IT!” she squeals, coming around the couch and smothering my face in kisses. 

      Cameron laughs, and Dad joins Mom in the contest to see who can embarrass their daughter faster by picking me up off the sofa and squeezing me in a hug that only Dad can give.
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      Violet

      

      The rest of the evening is spent in bliss. We watch movies late into the night, my head resting in Cameron’s lap. He runs his fingers through my hair, and I bite back a moan. My parents are in the room, after all.

      When the current movie ends, Dad stands up and announces that it's bedtime for old people.

      “Cameron,” he says, watching us on the couch. “If you don’t feel like making the trek home, you are free to stay here tonight.”

      Mom’s jaw practically hits the floor. “Howard!”

      “Hush, Judith. They’re both adults. Don’t you trust our baby?”

      Mom crosses her arms, huffing, but doesn’t argue. She comes over to where I’m now sitting up and gives me a kiss on the forehead.

      “Safety first,” she whispers, and my cheeks go red.

      “Goodnight, dear.” Dad waves and follows Mom upstairs.

      I stare after my parents, not entirely believing everything that just happened. I half expect Mom to do a flying leap off the stairs and catch Cameron in a chokehold the second he moves an inch.

      We sit in silence for several minutes, Cameron on his phone and me waiting for a woman in her mid-forties to come flying over the couch. When I’m finally sure that Cameron is truly safe, I clear my throat.

      “So… are you staying? Or…”

      “If you’d like for me to, then I would like to,” he says, his eyes searching mine for any hint of reluctance.

      “No! I want you to! I’m just… surprised.” I run my fingers through my short hair. “Do you want to watch a movie or… go… to bed?”

      My face heats, and I can’t bring myself to look at him.

      “Let’s go to bed. I’ll sleep on the couch if you’re more comfortable with that.”

      Any other time, if my parents had agreed to let someone stay over, I might be fine with them sleeping on the couch. I may even offer to sleep there myself and let them have my bed. But the way my parents phrased their offer… and Mom saying… what she said…

      “I’d… like for you to sleep… with me. But only if you want to!” I rush the last bit out. I don’t ever want to make him feel the way Allyson did.

      He stands, and before I can join him, he scoops me off the couch.

      “Where’s your room?”

      “I can get there on my own, you know,” I mutter. “It’s upstairs, third door on the right.”

      Cameron takes the stairs like a pro. It’s like he’s not even holding me. When we get to my door, he snorts.

      A strip of condoms has been taped to it with a note that says, “Not ready for grandkids.”

      “Oh my God, Mom.” I bury my face in his chest. That’s it. I’m officially disowning them… Actually, no. Not Dad… But Mom has gone too far.

      Cameron adjusts me so that he’s holding most of my weight with one arm and opens my bedroom door.

      He sets me gently on the bed and then goes back to grab the condoms and the note, shutting the door with a soft click before turning to face me.

      He looks happy.

      “We don’t have to do anything. My mother is crazy,” I mumble. I’m still not sure why or how any of this is happening.

      “I know.”

      He sits down beside me on the bed and pulls me into his lap. I’m reminded of the night of the party. I think that was the night that finally pushed us over the weird friend/more-than-friend hump we seemed to be stuck on.

      He kisses the top of my head, and I relax against him.

      If he decides he wants nothing more from me tonight than to cuddle, like we did all those weeks ago, I won’t be upset. I’ll give him everything he needs, and when he’s ready for more, I believe I’ll be ready to give him that, too.

      He pulls back slightly, adjusting me so that I’m straddling him. I guess I’m not the only one reminiscing right now.

      His smile is soft as he leans forward to place a light kiss on my forehead, then one to the tip of my nose, and finally my lips. I breathe in the scent of him. I love how he always smells so clean and fresh. Even after a day of lounging around.

      Instead of pulling away, he deepens the kiss and leans forward. I fall back onto the mattress with my legs still wrapped around him.

      I gently push against his chest, breaking the kiss, even though every fiber of my being is telling me not to.

      But I have to make sure he’s okay.

      “Please don’t think I’m being a jerk,” I start, and he leans back, cocking an eyebrow at me. “I just worry about you and don’t want you to feel pressured to do anything you might not be comfortable with.”

      Cameron’s expression is warm, and he leans back down, his nose running up my neck. He inhales. An involuntary shiver runs through me.

      I’ve caught him smelling me once before. If he keeps doing it, he must like the way I smell.

      “You are unlike anyone I’ve ever met.” His breath whispers across my ear.

      “Is that a compliment?” I whisper back.

      Cameron snorts and pulls back again, fixing me in his lap once more.

      “From the first day we met, you captured my attention, and I couldn’t get away. You are a chaotic storm in the rigid life I’ve made for myself. You make me want to be free of the shackles that have held me back for so long. Your courage and determination and pure stubbornness to live the best life you can live make me want more. I told myself that it wouldn’t be possible for me to fall in love again. I built up walls around myself to keep any unruly emotions, such as love, from being able to hurt me again. But then you barged into my life, not unlike Oscar did so long ago, and you busted down those walls… And I’ve never been happier.”

      Sniffles fill the room, and I’m not sure if they’re coming from Cameron or me. No one has ever spoken to me like that.

      “Cam, you’ve helped me, too. In ways that literally no one on the planet thought was possible.” I look up, and our eyes meet. His are filled with surprise.

      “You called me Cam.” He smiles at me, one of those brilliant smiles that I love so much. “You’ve never called me Cam before.”

      Cameron kisses me again, and this time when we fall back on the bed, I don’t think we’ll be getting back up.

      I could get lost in Cameron Jones’s kisses.

      He moves away from my mouth, kissing his way up my neck and nuzzling me in that sweet spot behind the ear.

      I run my hands over the broad muscles in his back before sliding them around and inside the front of his shirt. The ridges of his abs tense as I explore the warm, smooth skin of his chest and stomach.

      My fingers find the waistband of his jeans and run along the edge, just teasing.

      Cam’s chest rumbles. He kisses me fiercely before sitting up, his hands leaving a trail of heat down my front.

      The spark in his eyes is enchanting. I’m drawn to him like a moth to a flame.

      His fingers play along the sensitive skin of my stomach. Ever so slowly, they slide inside my pants and over my sex. My breath catches as he slips one of his long fingers inside of me.

      I’ve never gone this far before. The most I’ve done with any of the boyfriends I’ve had was make out and rub around with our clothes on.

      I cover my face, trying to hide both my embarrassment at how good this one small act feels and the sound that comes out of me when a second finger joins the first.

      His thumb presses down on my clit, and a bolt of pleasure zings through me. I have to bite my lip to keep from crying out. He starts rubbing his thumb in small circles in time with his fingers slipping in and out of me.

      “Cam… I…” I can’t get my mouth to cooperate. These feelings are almost too much. 

      I squirm beneath him as his hand slides under my shirt. Up and up until he’s cupping my breast.

      He pulls the cup down, exposing my nipple.

      I’m panting now, but I gasp when he rolls the sensitive bud between his fingers.

      “Cam… can… can we?” I can’t say more, but he understands what I’m trying to say. Cam always understands.

      “I’m just getting you ready,” he says, his voice husky. “I want this to feel good… for both of us.” A flash of sadness darkens his eyes, there and gone in an instant.

      “Oh, okay.” This might be new for me, but he’s only done things that made me feel good. I need to relax and let him be in control.

      He needs the control.

      I won’t be like Allyson.

      He may be just a little more experienced than me, but his hand is working magic on my sex.

      His fingers curl inside me, pressing on some invisible button that I didn’t know existed, and his thumb hits me just right. Wave after wave of pleasure washes through me, and my underwear feels damp.

      Did I just pee?

      Embarrassment mixes with the pleasure that Cameron just wrung out of me, but I don’t say anything. Cam doesn’t look disgusted, so this must be normal. But when he goes home, and I know I won’t be caught doing something so ridiculous, I am doing some research on sex.

      He slips his hand out of my pants, grabbing the waistband and slipping them down until they’re at my ankles. I kick them the rest of the way off, resisting the urge to cover myself.

      He stands, pulling his own pants down, and his… member—which is very erect—springs free. He grabs one of the condoms that Mom taped to the door and smiles down at me.

      His gaze is filled with so much warmth that I might melt into a puddle right here on the bed.

      He tears the package open and slides the condom on with one hand. It takes a little longer than it did the time I had to put one on a banana in health class. But that could be because Cameron is a bit larger than a banana.

      He climbs back onto the bed and settles himself over me.

      “Are you ready?” He’s watching me intently, looking for any signs of hesitation. I know, because I’m doing the same.

      “I trust you.” 

      The look on his face is reverent. He tilts his hips forward and the head of his dick nudges at my entrance.

      It seems that we’re both holding our breath as he slowly pushes himself inside me. He gets about halfway, and I wince. He’s stretching me, and it hurts… just a little.

      “Do you want to stop?” he asks, concern etched on his handsome face.

      “Will it hurt the whole time?”

      “You’ve… never done this before?”

      He looks surprised.

      “No…” I look away from him, embarrassed for more reasons than one.

      He comes back to himself. “It’s not supposed to hurt the whole time. I’ll go slow, and if you want to stop, we’ll stop.”

      Now I feel foolish. He’s being so considerate of me after everything he’s been through.

      “Okay.” I smile up at him. 

      This man is incredible. How could anyone treat him with anything other than complete and utter devotion?

      He gently pushes the rest of the way in and waits, letting me adjust.

      I nod when I’m ready, and he pulls almost all the way out before slowly going back in.

      When I don’t tell him to stop, he picks up the pace a little, his brow furrowed in concentration.

      “I’m sorry, Violet, but this won’t last very long…” he whispers, blushing. But he doesn’t look away.

      I wrap my arms around him, drawing him closer to me. He’s panting, and I relish in the fact that I make him feel just as good as he made me feel. That he feels safe enough to do this with me.

      His thrusts grow erratic, and I squeeze him against me, sliding one hand inside his shirt. I need to feel more of him.

      Two more thrusts. Then he lets out a quiet moan, shuddering. Cam puts his face in the crook of my neck, panting. His warm breath on my neck makes me shiver. He flinches and pushes himself off me, a sheepish look on his face.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sensitive… especially since… Well…”

      I’ve never known Cameron to be at a loss for words.

      “Cam, it’s okay. All of this is new for me… So…”

      He smiles, giving me a peck on the cheek before standing up.

      “Where’s the bathroom? I need to clean up.”

      I’ve always thought it was stupid that my parents have a complete bathroom, but the person who designed our house put a half-bath in my room and a separate bathroom for the other bedroom up here. But now, I’m grateful for my little sink and toilet.

      I point to the door behind him, and when he goes in to clean himself up, I get up and change into fresh undies and some pajamas. I take my bra off, too. There’s no point in being self-conscious about my nipples showing when he’s touched them.

      Cameron comes back out in just his boxers and his t-shirt, his pants folded in his hands.

      I hop into the bed, patting the space beside me, and he grins as he hops up next to me, bouncing me and knocking me over. We’re both laughing as Cam wraps his arms around me. I snuggle into his chest.

      “I love you, Violet. Thank you. For everything.”

      “I love you too, Cam. I really do.”

      He’s smiling down at me, and I lean up, pressing my lips to his. Trying to convey all the feelings that I’m feeling in that small gesture.

      He returns my affections, squeezing me against him.

      After that, it’s not long before Cameron falls asleep.

      I had sex.

      I had sex with Cameron Jones. Fox University’s basketball star and the best math student to maybe ever walk the university halls.

      I hope we do it again. I mean, I’m sure we will, but maybe next time… it won’t be at my parents’ house… and maybe we can be naked…

      I blush at the thought, but it makes me giddy.

      When the semester started, I never imagined I would wind up where I am. It’s been a long and difficult road, but the end result was definitely worth it.

      Next semester will have its own challenges, but at least math won’t be one of them.

      I’ll be student teaching, and I’m sure my time with Cameron will be limited. But then we’ll be graduating, and the world will be our oyster.

      It’s like he knows I’m thinking about the future, because he pulls me closer to him in his sleep.

      I smile, snuggling against his warm chest, his steady breathing pushing all other thoughts from my mind.

      I drift to sleep, happier than I’ve ever been; and with Cam by my side, I’m excited, for the first time, to see where life takes me next.

      Suck my big toe, math. See you never!

       

      
        
        The End
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