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Dedication

To Christine’s Gymkana friends and Laura’s Alpha Omicron Pi sisters for making our college experiences unforgettable.

And to anyone who has ever felt unworthy or less than. Each of us is unique and the most important pledge we can make is to believe in ourselves.

Chapter One

TAREN

“Hello ladies!” A booming voice echoed down the dormitory hallway. Denton, an eight-story, concrete block of a building, would be my home-away-from-home for the next year.

Popping her head out of our minuscule closet, my roommate, Alexis, blew a strand of blonde hair away from her eyes. “What on earth?” She shot me a questioning look.

I shrugged and peeked out our door.

“Now this is what I’m talking about!” A guy with perfectly styled, gelled hair called out with a laugh. He opened up his arms and curled his fingers in a come-hither motion. “Come to Daddy!”

My mouth fell open. A group of guys strolled down the hall in their cargo shorts and trendy T-shirts as if they owned the place. They were definitely not freshman.

Their leader headed toward me with a cocky swagger. A whistle hung from his neck. I bit back a smile as Aunt Claire’s departing words of wisdom popped into my head.
Have fun and get into trouble
. I chewed on my lower lip. I was clueless in those departments, but something told me I was about to be schooled in both of them.

Tweeeeeeetttt!
The guy in front blew the whistle and then let it dangle from his lips. He pointed in my direction and waggled his eyebrows. For a split second, a warm blush touched my cheeks, but then reality dawned on me. Certain he wasn’t singling me out, I looked over my shoulder to see if Alexis was behind me. She wasn’t. I turned back around and gave him a coy smile, trying to play it cool.

“Party tonight.” His eyes scanned my body from top to bottom. “I want YOU there.” My stomach dropped to the floor, and my hand casually covered my gaping mouth.
Be cool Taren
.

He handed me a flyer with a picture of a rundown house and a handwritten address. Plastered all over the paper was the word: BEER.

I tilted my head to the side. Well, then.

“Me?” I questioned, pointing at my chest and looking around again.

Whistle-blower ran his finger down the side of my arm, causing goose bumps to rise to the surface. “Of course you, darlin’. I’m Doug.” My heart raced in my chest. “Party tonight at my fraternity house. Bring your friends. I’ll be looking for you.” He pointed to the address on the paper and walked backward when his friend called his name. “Don’t let me down. Be there.”

What?
My face flushed, and I stared at the paper in my trembling hands. Doug wanted me at his party. I lifted my eyes and watched the guys stalking down the hallway. A sense of excitement filled me. I couldn’t help but think that maybe trouble would find me after all.

“Dorm storming.” Gum snapped loudly to end the sentence. A petite pixie crossed the hall to me. Her dark brown bob swayed like she was a fashion model. “Julie.” She extended her hand and snapped her gum again. “Nice to meet you.”

“I’m Taren. Nice to meet you, too.” I propped my foot on the wall behind me and looked down the hall. “What is dorm storming?”

Julie joined me on the wall. “My cousin is in a frat back home in Pennsylvania. The fraternity guys race to the freshman dorms on move-in day and recruit people to come to their parties. They want the best guys to come, party with them, and then rush their frat. They also need the hottest girls at their parties because, duh, the hot girls are where the guys want to be.”

“Oh.” I looked back down at the flyer, and my excitement evaporated. “So why did he give me this?” Frowning, I handed it to her. “Was he just messing with me?” Taren Richards did not get invited to parties.

Julie jerked her head up and narrowed her eyes. “Are you for real?” She leaned back and gestured at my body with her hand. “Um, because you’re hawt.”

I opened my mouth ready to argue with her, but before I uttered a word, I snapped it shut.

Fresh start. New beginning. No one knows me here.
That was the promise I had made to myself during summer break.

I looked down at the flyer once again and nodded with a hesitant smile. College was my chance to start over. No more fear. No more stereotypes. I could be whoever I wanted to be, and for once, I wanted to be the hawt girl.

***

Julie bounced down on Alexis’ bed and almost landed in her lap. “Drink up.” She handed me the bottle of rum. Her words were a dare. “Liquid courage.”

I hesitated, trying to decide if I had the nerve to be different, outgoing, or even fun.

Live a little, Taren.
Aunt Claire’s words on our ride to campus rang in my ears.
This is college. These will be the best four years of your life. Enjoy them.

I sniffed the liquor in the bottle I clutched. Oh my god. The vapors burned my nostrils. There was no way it was going down the hatch easily. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, hoping for the best. The sweet, yet fiery, liquid ran down my throat before I could chicken out. I swallowed a large gulp as tears formed in the corners of my eyes, and then I coughed.

“Holy shit, T. That was amazeballs!” Julie laughed, and I passed Alexis the bottle with a grimace.

“I need this tonight,” Alexis murmured and gulped down a large swig like a champ.

I was surprised both by the way Alexis swallowed the rum and that she had even agreed to come to the party with us. She had mentioned a boyfriend back home. Closing her eyes, she sucked in a large breath, and a smile spread across her face. She seemed almost relieved that we would be leaving the dorm.

Julie had planned our entire night. She went online and found the campus bus schedule. After studying the map, she found the route that would get us close to fraternity row. Somehow she had also managed to find a hook up for our pre-gaming beverage. Donning a micro-mini skirt, wedge heels, and a tube top, Julie was more than ready to enter the Greek party scene.

She passed the half empty bottle back to me. A warm buzz was already coursing through me. I drank again.

Julie leaned back. “So, going out to a party on the first night of college is a big deal. I feel like we need to get to know each other better.” Julie straightened up, mischief written all over her face. “Let’s play a drinking game. We’ll take turns asking questions. When you answer, you have to take a drink.” We nodded, and my lips spread into a wide grin. I handed the bottle back to her. By that point, my thoughts were a bit scattered and fuzzy, but pleasant.

“What was it like the first time you had sex?” Julie held the bottle under my face like a microphone, and I could feel my voice lodging in my throat, refusing to play along. How could I possibly answer the question without embarrassing myself?

“Okay, I’ll go first. Mine was bad. I gave it up to my boyfriend, now ex-boyfriend. I waited until my senior year to do the deed, and then it lasted all of two point five seconds. I didn’t even have a chance to realize he was in before it was over. What a waste.” She shook her head in disgust. Julie pressed the bottle to her lips and tilted it back, taking a large sip. She made a hissing sound through her teeth, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and then handed the bottle to Alexis.

Alexis bit her lip and studied the bottle. “I haven’t actually had sex yet.” She took a drink and then looked up at us, her face bright red. She straightened her shoulders. “I love Liam, but we’ve been through a lot together. I’m not ready to complicate things. Then there’s the fact that my parents hate him.” She looked at the picture of her and Liam on her dresser. They were shockingly different. Night and day. Good and bad. Not that I knew that with any certainty or anything, but they certainly looked the part. She was dressed all in white. White jeans, tiny white sweater, her long blonde hair in curls. He was in all black. Tight black T-shirt, black jeans, black metal studded cuffs on his wrists, black sunglasses, and dark spiky hair. They looked like polar opposites.

“What are you waiting for?” Julie snatched the picture off the dresser to study it. “He’s some mean-looking eye candy, sister. I’ve heard the bad boys are a little rough, but in a good way.” She elbowed Alexis, and I laughed.

Alexis shrugged and drank again. “Long story for another time. I’m just not ready yet.” She handed me the bottle.

I was glad we were in the same boat. I would have been embarrassed if I was the only virgin. “Same here. I’m still a virgin. I just haven’t met the right guy, I guess.”
Liar.
I hadn’t met
any
guy. Not a single one who was interested. Whistle-blowing Doug was the first attention I’d ever garnered for anything other than ridicule. So yeah, I was a virgin, but not exactly by choice. I took a drink and thought of a question since it was my turn. I didn’t want to be too heavy, but I was curious. “What are you most afraid of?”

Julie looked contemplative, so I handed the bottle to Alexis.

“Easy one for me. I’m terrified of a lot of things, but I’d say I’m most scared of letting my parents down. I’m an only child. They have high hopes for me. I don’t want to fail them.” She took a long pull from the bottle, shuddering as she handed it back to me.

The psychology geniuses who wrote the personality quiz used to match roommates in college were spot on. “I think we were meant to be roommates.” I smiled at her and blew out a breath. “I’m most scared of regrets. I left high school with so many things I wish I’d done differently and chances I wish I’d been brave enough to take.” I sipped the rum and cleared my throat, the alcohol burning on the way down. “No more. The next four years will be about taking the steps to be who I want to be. No excuses.”
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