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Dedication

ToT & H:

Thank you both so much for your love, support, unending patience with
me, and clear-eyed approach to this book. Without you two pushing me to
aim high, this project never would have happened and never would have
grown into my first novel.

This book is dedicated to you both.
I loved writing it for you.



Part 1



Chapter 1

Olivia

Olivia Stork got out of her bed and walked to the bathroom she shared
with her two roommates and best friends, Megan Reed and Annie Koval.
Kinda shitty but still fun pop music was blaring from behind the door.
When she pushed it open, she thought a tornado must have touched down
at Sephora’s and landed in her bathroom. Make-up was everywhere.
Bottles of mascara and lipstick were scattered on the counter. Olivia
screwed up her face in befuddlement at the sheer volume of hair products
that were filling the tub. The culprits of the wreckage were in the center of
the debris, primping in front of the mirror, giggling and pulling faces as
they decorated themselves for a night of debauchery. She leaned against
the door frame.

“Can you two please leave so I can pee?” she begged them. Then her
hands flew to the sides of her head. “Oh, shit! I forgot to get something for
the potluck!”

Ignoring her request to vacate the area and her outburst, Megan
beamed from around Annie’s back at her. She asked, “Sooo, how does it
feel to be a free woman just in time for our last semester?”

Olivia sighed heavily. She didn’t know how to answer that question.
Her sudden re-emergence into singlehood did not feel like she had
expected. She had though it would be refreshing, but it felt complicated at
best—because there wasn’t anything wrong with David. He was sweet,
nice, and somehow kept finding wildflowers that he would dress up in a
bouquet for her.

Her ruminations must have been all over her face, because Megan was
narrowing her eyes at her. Taken aback by her normally bubbly friend’s
serious expression, she asked, “What? What’s the matter?”

Megan brandished a tube of lip gloss at her, and she threw up her
hands in submission.

“Do not text him tonight. David is a nice guy, but you’re doing this to
figure out what you want. Remember?”’

Just then, Olivia’s phone chirped from her pocket. Still focused on her



reflection, Annie muttered, “Speak of the devil...”

Olivia made an ‘oh, come on face’ at her before opening the text. To
his credit, David wasn’t being weird and blowing her up, but he was
definitely trying to suss out her plans for the evening. Her thumbs
twitched to respond, but following Megan’s directive, she ignored him.
She really did like David. He was a Creative Writing major, and they had
met in a Writing 101 course last year. It was a required class that they both
had put off till the last minute. There hadn’t been any other Juniors in the
class, so they had ended up sitting together and making fun of annoying
underclassmen. He had asked her out at the beginning of the semester, and
they had had a nice time.

Being with him was fun, but there was always something nibbling at
the back of her brain. There was something about their relationship that
felt canted. He was always writing her love poems for one thing. To be
fair, the poems were actually pretty good, but whenever she read one it felt
like she had been assigned homework. She could appreciate the poetry in
and of itself, but she always found herself wondering if he was really
writing about her. Because she couldn’t match the ardor David expressed
in his verse. In fact, she barely recognized it. His words read like a man on
fire, and she felt, well...maybe a sizzle? Whatever it was, it definitely
didn't match David's feelings. A break seemed right — for both of them.

“Okay, you two! Leave!” she barked. “I really have to pee!”

The pair screamed and giggled with delight as she chased them out and
slammed the door behind them. Annie whirled and began pounding on the
door.

“Don’t text him in there!” she ordered. “I will listen as you pee, I
swear t—"

“Go away from the door, you psycho!” Olivia shouted. “Let me pee in
peace!"

“Annie! Stop that! You can pee now, Olivia. It’s safe.”

“Thank you, Megan!”

——— ¢ ¢ EEE——

As far as professor thrown parties went, Professor Roja’s end of the
fall semester potluck was one of the best. It was an unseasonably warm
night, too. The light breeze that played through Olivia’s straight long hair
felt refreshing rather than chilly. She opened the back gate and walked into
the professor’s backyard. A superb old maple tree stood guard in the center
of the lawn and was draped with fairy lights. It cast a charming glow over
the co-eds milling about. Olivia thought that at least half of her Econ



classmates had come, and it was clear that everyone had brought
something for the party, too. An overabundance of food and drinks was
piled high on the lone picnic table. Then she saw Professor Rojas coming
over to greet her. She smiled broadly and waved a little.

“Olivia!” the older woman crowed, wrapping her into a tight hug. “I’'m
so glad you came! I wanted to tell you how proud I am of you for sticking
with Accounting as a double major. I know that’s been tough, but there’s
just one more year after next semester, and then you are done, my dear!”

While Olivia wasn’t particularly overjoyed about spending another
year at college without her friends, the compliment still made her blush.
Embarrassed by the attention, she stammered, “Ah, well, thank you!”

She held up a package of cookies.

“I brought, um...Where should I...”

Professor Rojas flipped her hand over her shoulder.

“Oh, just put it anywhere you can find room. I didn’t expect there to be
so much!” she laughed. Then she began shooing at Olivia. “Go! Go eat!
Please! Goodness knows what I’'m going to do with all this food.”

Glowing inside from her favorite professor’s praise, Olivia walked
over to the table and stared. The table was absolutely packed with food.
She didn’t see any openings anywhere. She felt like she was working on
some sort of horrible life sized puzzle as she tried to find a spot for her
meager offering. She paused when someone behind her sucked on their
teeth.

“Ooooh. Store bought? Just throw those away! These cupcakes are
what you need, girl.”

She recognized the voice immediately and rolled her eyes.. Looking
over her shoulder, she drawled, “Hellooo, Trevor. Nice to see you t—"

Then she froze at the sight of elegantly arranged cupcakes on a
wooden tray. She ignored the winsome young man who held them. When
she did glare up at him, his devious expression infuriated her. She jabbed
at him with a vicious finger.

“Trevor McCall, who did you con into baking these for you? Madison?
Emily? If you got Emily to make these, I will beat you. You know how
stressed out she is about finals! And I to/d you to keep your slutty hands
off my tennis team!”

His imperious smirk showed off his dimples as he waited to be sure
she was finished with her ranting. Then, with an obnoxious amount of
aplomb, he stated, “These dark chocolate cupcakes with peanut butter
frosting were homemade by moi. And I can confirm that they’redelicious.
Stop scowling at me! I didn’t bother Emily or anyone else!”

Folding her arms, Olivia backed off — a bit.



“Good.”

She bent to inspect the baked goods. The cupcakes weren’t
immaculate, but they were better than anything she could have done. They
were definitely way too pretty to have been made by a college rugby
player, in her opinion

“So when did you learn how to bake? And, holy shit, is that piping?”
Trying to sound nonchalant she asked, “This wasn't hard on your wrist
was it? You just got it out of the cast.”

He stepped past her, pleased as punch, and swept some paper plates
and napkins away in order to properly display his masterpiece. He threw
her a glib reply over his shoulder.

“I have a gift.”

But his face softened when he caught her eye. The smile on his face
was small but real.

“And my wrist’s fine. Thanks for asking, though.”

Shrugging, Olivia dropped her cookies unceremoniously onto the
table’s attached bench. Heat was rushing across her cheeks, but she tried to
cover for it. She held out her hand, palm up. When Trevor frowned at her
extended palm, her fingers opened and closed expectantly.

“Well, give me one then,” she demanded. Suddenly, a tittering voice
called, “Hey, Trev!”

He leaned his head back with a radiant smile.

“Oooh, Layla! I’ve been dying without you, study buddy!”

Olivia’s eyes rolled so hard they nearly fell out of her head, because
there he was, King Flirt, in the flesh. Trevor didn’t know about the
nickname that she and the girls had secretly called him for years now, but
he had certainly earned it. Flirting was, like, Trevor’s default setting. After
much debate, the three young women had decided that he genuinely
couldn’t help himself. He was just hardwired that way. At this point,
Olivia thought that his brain would malfunction if he tried to not flirt with
a girl. It was a part of who he was — a very nice, stupidly cute, hormonal
horn-dog.

She snatched a cupcake from the tray while he was distracted by his
“study buddy.” Olivia knew for a fact that Layla was NOT his actual study
buddy. She was his study buddy most of the time since they were both
Business Management majors and shared so many classes.

Layla was in their Econ class and was an absolute disaster. Trevor had
essentially become her personal tutor to keep her from failing, which
Olivia did think was sweet. But Layla was nearly as big a flirt as he was.
To be honest, she was amazed that any studying had gotten done at all.
When Layla giggled, “Oh my god, you’re so dumb! But I got an eighty-six



on the final!”, Olivia couldn’t help but raise her cupcake in an impressed
salute.

“Congrats! That’s great,” she said. Layla beamed at her.

“Oh, hey, Olivia! And thanks!” she replied and then with a sly look at
Trevor said, “And thanks for, uh, giving me incentives to study,” before
flouncing away. Olivia gave Trevor a look.

“Incentives?”

He pulled his lips to the side of his mouth and scratched at the back of
his head, not looking at her.

“Aw, c’mon. It was not a big deal.”

“I’m just impressed you actually managed to get some real work
done.”

“We’re just friends. And she studied really hard!”

“Oh, I am not knocking Layla at all. I am one hundred percent judging
you, though. You are incapable of keeping it in your pants!”

Now it was Trevor’s turn to roll his eyes, but he was wearing a self-
aware smirk. Lips playfully twisting into a one-sided grin, Olivia was just
about to say something else snarky about his when another female voice
interrupted her.

“Trevooooor! Ugh, those look ah-ma-zing!”

Suddenly, there was a small stampede, and Olivia found herself jostled
and pushed until she was standing behind a wall of young women
surrounding Trevor. Were they serious right now? This was actually
ridiculous. She scoffed as she saw a girl she recognized, Hannah Bergman,
throw her arms around his shoulders from behind. Trevor was laughing,
“Ladies! Ladies! There is enough for everyone!”

He was eating up the attention like it sustained him.

“It probably does,” she thought with a rueful laugh. With that, she
turned on her heel, she walked toward the maple tree. Sitting in the grass,
she pressed her back against the bark. She swept her eyes over the
picturesque party scene but then lurched where she sat. She had
accidentally spotted two people making out behind a bush.

“Jesus! It’s a potluck!” she whispered to herself, bewildered by the
couple’s weird location for a tryst. Absentmindedly, she bit into the
cupcake. An involuntary moan of delight escaped her lips. Rich, decadent
flavors unfolded on her tongue. Her taste buds were overjoyed. Tears
could have been shed over how good this stupid cupcake was.

God damn you, Trevor McCall!” Olivia lamented. Why do you have to
be good at baking too!

And, OK, fine. She knew that store-bought cookies wouldn’t be hard
to outshine, but she wasn’t expecting a star from The Great British Bake



Off to show up. Trevor’s ears must have been burning, because he had
broken free from the cadre of co-eds and was heading her way. She arched
an eyebrow as he got closer.

“Wow. You’re tired of the attention already?”

“Aww, are you jealous that everyone wants a piece of me?” he asked
with expression full of faux-pity. She barked a laugh.

“They just want your cupcakes, dumbass!”

He put his hands on his hips and cocked his head towards hers. Honey
dripped from his tongue.

“How is the cupcake, Olivia?”

She closed her eyes, pained and internally fuming. He was really going
to make her say it. Oh, this was going to hurt.

“It’s...excellent.”

“I told you it was good,” he reminded her before a wicked smile cut
across his face. “Aaaand what was your grade on the final?”

Olivia glared at him. This was it. The moment they had both been
waiting for all semester. She carefully put her cupcake down next to her.
After checking that it was stable and wouldn’t fall into the grass, she sat
straight with her hands in her lap.

Her voice stony, she said, “Ninety-six.”

Trevor dropped into a squat. He leaned in a little too close, forcing her
to tuck her chin into her neck to keep their faces from touching. She was
treated to a front row seat of his light freckles and full, cheeky smile. Then
he stage-whispered, “Ninety...nine.”

Her palms hit him hard in the chest as she yelled, “NO!”

Trevor fell onto his butt, leaning back on his hands for support, and
hooted with laughter. Self-consciously, she glanced around and raised an
apologetic hand to a few people who were giving her the eye. Trevor
didn’t seem to notice their audience.

“Your face!” he howled; his eyes sparkled with mischievous delight.

He's like some evil little elf, Olivia thought as she watched him drink
in the sweetness of his victory.

“Yeah, yeah. I guess this means you win Econ or whatever,” she
grumbled like she didn’t care at all, which was a lie. She cared a lot, in
fact. The pair had been in constant competition since, essentially, the start
of college, and she didn’t particularly like losing to him.

“I can't believe you're still mad that I beat you at that stupid freshmen
ice breaker,” she sulked. Still sitting in the dirt, Trevor stopped laughing
and pointed at her.

“Oh, no. Don't put this on me,” he told her, serious now. “You're the
one who rubbed winning the scavenger hunt in my face.”



She scoffed, “Oh, heeeere we go!”

The infamous scavenger hunt was supposed to be a relaxing way for
the incoming freshmen to become familiar with the college campus, meet
new people, and maybe even make some friends. She and Trevor didn’t
rise to meet those lovely, idealistic challenges, though. For them, the
activity had quickly devolved into a death match of wits. Olivia skeptical
eyes watched him as he continued his history lesson with impish glee.

“You strutted up—"’

“I did not strut,” she interrupted, but he wasn’t having it.

“Yes, you did. And then you waved that stupid gift card you won right
in my face! That was pretty much a declaration of war.”

Olivia’s face contorted into indignation at what she thought were
blatant exaggerations of the incident.

“Oookay! You are forgetting the most important part of this story. You
started this whole thing because you literally shoved me out of the way to
get a clue!” she reminded him. She wanted to sound stern, but her lips kept
trying to smile.

“I apologized!” he protested with a laugh. She emphatically shook her
head, refusing to be won over by his easy going charm.

“Barely!”

She narrowed her eyes as Trevor chuckled, “Oh, Olivia.”

He shook his head like he just couldn't believe that she’d be soooo
immature as to keep holding onto this grudge.

Well, if you're going to be an ass about it, I'll hold onto it forever, she
thought flippantly. This was her favorite grudge now. She loved this
grudge. This was a perfectly good grudge! She couldn’t just waste it! This
grudge was how they had become friends. A warm flush spread across her
face at that last thought. She shook her head slightly, stunned. Where had
that come from?There was a pang, too, she realized. Just in the center of
her chest. Her eyebrows pinched. What was happening? When she
realized that Trevor was looking at her, clearly waiting for her to say
something, she decided to hold off on any kind of self examination until
she was safety alone. Berating Trevor some more seemed like a lot more
fun. But just as she was opening her mouth, he raised his hands in
surrender.

“OK, OK, I'm sorry for accidentally bumping into you years ago. Can
I be forgiven now, please?”

She picked up her cupcake and eyed its remains critically.

“Mmm...never,” she chomped, her teeth sinking into the decadent
dessert. It really was too delicious. Trevor clutched his heart with a
wounded groan. She ignored him, enjoying her treat. Chuckling to



himself, he got to his feet only to plop back to the ground right next to her.
Their shoulders were touching. She furrowed her brows and gave him a
funny little smile. What was he doing? He looked sideways at her, almost
shyly, before asking, “Hey, what are you and the girls doing tonight, like,
after this?”

Olivia shrugged before devouring the last of the cupcake. Then she
said, “Going out in town. I think Megan’s trying to meet up with some
girl.”

“Oooh. Is it the one from her Bio class? What did you and Annie call
her again?”

“Hot Cici? And, no, it’s not her. I think she’s dating someone. This
one’s name is Rose. They know each other from the debate team. I’ve met
her a couple times. She’s nice!”

“Ah. That’s good. So, is David coming out too, or are you and Annie
on wing-women duty?”

“I don't know if he's going out. We are...no longer together.”

Trevor raised his eyebrows at the announcement.

“Oh! Since when?”

Olivia sucked on her lips and released them with a sharp ‘ppppop!’

“Since I talked to him about taking a break at Annie’s flash card study
party yesterday,” she reported.

“Nooo! I missed it?!” Trevor lamented. She glared at him. Grinning
apologetically back, he apologized, “I’m sorry, I'm sorry. David’s an OK
guy, but he can be such an...artiste sometimes, you know?”

Forehead suddenly wrinkled with worry, he asked, “Is he an OK guy?
He didn’t do anything...bad, right? Like, cheat on you or something?
That’s not the reason you broke up, is it? Do you want me to punch him?”

Taken aback by his onslaught of concern, Olivia laughed, a little
embarrassed. She brushed an imaginary hair away from her eye, glancing
at her feet as she toed the grass.

“No! No, he’s great. It’s just...I don’t know.” Then, with some
dramatic flair to lighten the mood, she declared, “I wanna...experience
other people. Find myself! Discover my destiny!”

Trevor snorted at the performance, but his eyes glimmered fondly.

“Riiiight. Anyway, about tonight. Would you—"

“Trevor! Dude!” someone yelled, cutting him off mid-sentence. Olivia
saw a tall guy waving Trevor over. She recognized him but couldn’t quite
remember his name. Steve, maybe?

“Come here! We need you to settle something.

Trevor tried to brush him off, but Steve, if that was his real name, was
insistent.



“Bro! Come on!”

“Sounds like Steve really needs you,” she noted.

Trevor scoffed, looking at her skeptically.

“His name is Scott,” he informed her. “How do you not know that? He
sat by you almost every day!”

“I never really talked to him!” she protested, mortified, but he wasn’t
listening anymore. He had already begun walking away.
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