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        March 2019

        Dear Readers,

      

      

      

      It’s not an exaggeration to say that The Ivy Years changed my life. In March 2014 I was already the author of several books. But The Ivy Years gave me my career, and showed me the path forward.

      Readers, thank you so much for supporting me on this journey. It’s been a really amazing five years.

      
        
        All my love,

        Sarina
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      There are 1016 people in the freshman class at Harkness College.

      I can’t be the only socially awkward nerd girl virgin among them. Right?

      It’s time I learn to talk to guys without blushing and stammering. So I take a confidence-building job at the student tutoring center. Twelve bucks an hour, plus human interaction. What could go wrong?

      A fun-loving French Canadian hockey hunk, that’s what.

      When Pepe Gerault sits down at my tutoring table, my brain shuts off and my mouth goes right into hyperdrive. Even the sound of my name on his lips—Josephine—gives me a mini orgasm.

      I want to hand him my V-card. But all I manage to hand him is…my thesaurus. And my dignity. All seems lost, until I hatch a plan to get him alone…

      Studly Period happens during the same school year as The Shameless Hour and The Fifteenth Minute

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            September

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a quiet moment in the Harkness College tutoring center. 

      Okay—let’s face it. They’re all quiet moments at the tutoring center. But that’s how we shy girls roll. We like the hush of whispered voices as the tutors pitch in to help. We like the walnut paneling and the pharmacist’s lamps on each table. Each one makes a pool of warm light on whichever homework assignment has brought another student in for help. 

      My subject is English and writing. I was the only a freshman to apply for a tutoring job, which means I’m often helping upperclassmen. That was half the point of getting this job—forcing me to talk to people.

      Sometimes it’s not so hard. I’ve just finished proofreading a junior’s philosophy take-home test. She wore a Harkness Tennis jacket and diamond earrings. In other words, she’s one of the attractive, sporty people. I call them the BPs, which is short for Beautiful People. But the paper was well-written and barely needed a second pair of eyes. So I can’t hold her beauty and confidence against her. Not too much.

      Now I have a free moment to myself, so I pull out my phone and open up the YipStack app to see who’s online. My own most recent contribution has 26 likes and six comments. Not bad. 

      YipStack is my secret passion. It’s a completely anonymous app that works by geolocation. So most every comment and every thread is from another Harkness college student. 

      I’d never heard of YipStack until my roommate suggested I take a look. She meant well. She was trying to prove to me that my acute awkwardness isn’t all that rare. Unlike a real social network, YipStack doesn’t bolster your popularity. It’s anonymous, so it’s more of a raw, unvarnished look at Harkness College.

      But now I’m hooked. Besides Nadia, YipStack is my other best friend. I don’t even tell her how much time I spend on the app, because it’s more than a healthy amount.

      I scroll through now, looking for some action.

      Some yips are purely informational. It is avocado and bacon wrap day at the student center. This is not a drill. Some Yips are confessional. I cheated on my Spanish quiz and now I’m just waiting for the cops to show up. Beneath these little truth bombs are found a smattering of comments. Some supportive, some clever. Some grumpy. 

      Reading YipStack, it’s obvious that not everyone at Harkness is perfect or even perfectly happy. They’re tired or they’re worried or they’re out of time. They’re drunk or sad or horny.

      It’s quiet tonight tonight on Yipstack, too. All the washing machines in Turner house are out of order. Guess I’ll have to give all my dollar bills to strippers instead. And, If you’re into weak beer and handsy men, Beta Rho is having a party tomorrow.

      Lovely.

      Ah, and here’s a familiar chestnut that gets yipped at least once a week. Not clever, but always popular: When’s the last time you had sex? 

      The comments below are comforting to me, because they range from some overachiever’s answer: A half hour ago to the more comforting Two months ago or maybe three? 

      I scroll down further, hoping to find my favorite response. Never. Because that’s my answer too. After sifting through a couple dozen other comments, I finally find someone else who’s still a virgin, too.

      Phew.

      It’s nice to know I’m not the only one. Some of us are just too shy to make it happen. In high school, my equally nerdy boyfriend was also shy. Neither of us ever got up the courage to go there. We’re both still virgins.

      Or maybe he isn’t anymore. I’m not about to ask.

      With a quick glance around the quiet room, I begin to draft my next clever Yip. Writing is easier for me than conversation. I can be clever and self effacing as long as I don’t have to look anyone in the eye.

      First draft: When Joan d’Arc was my age, she was brave enough to lead troops into battle. So why am I so nervous about going to a pizza party in the Beaumont common room tonight? 

      Hmm. The joke isn’t sharp enough yet. I delete the second sentence, changing it to: So why do I have to rehearse three times just to order a pizza? 

      That’s better. And also true. I want to eat free pizza tonight, but if anyone tries to talk to me, it won’t go well…

      “Bonjour.” The deep voice—from right above me—startles me so badly that I jump. My phone goes clattering to the desktop as I whip my chin upward to see whomever snuck up on me. 

      “Désolé!” he says. “I should come back later?”

      “No,” I say, fumbling my phone back into my bag. “Please sit down.” 

      My heart is banging against my ribs, and not only because he startled me. If possible, I’m even more awkward with men than with women. It’s worse if they’re attractive.

      And this guy? Very attractive. Wow. He has a wide, handsome face and coal-dark eyes ringed by impressively thick lashes, and a broad face. Broad shoulders. 

      Broad everything. Wow. He must eat a lot of protein. And now I’m staring as he arranges himself in the chair opposite me and draws out a folder. He’s really handsome. One of the BPs, for sure. 

      I can’t stop staring. There’s something rugged about him that’s hard to describe. There’s color in his cheeks—at least the part that’s not covered with dark scruff. And his biceps bulge from the sleeves of his T-shirt. He reminds me of a superhero going incognito, concealing his identity among the ordinary college students. 

      Though the muscles can probably be explained by the logo on his T-shirt—Harkness Hockey. 

      It’s always the jocks who need tutoring. I swear. Nadia and I have a disagreement about this. She says that jocks are just used to coaching, and thus accept help more readily than the general population.

      “I think they’re just not as smart,” I always tell her.

      She just shakes her head. “You say that, but you’re still intimidated by them. So which is it?”

      Indeed.

      “How can I help you,” I whisper up at this handsome giant. 

      He frowns, and then folds massive hands onto the desk between us. “Excusez-moi?” 

      People always tell me my voice is soft, and that I’m hard to hear. He must agree, because he leans forward, those big, dark eyes blinking in close proximity. It doesn’t help the knee-knocking, teeth-rattling nerves that overtake me whenever a beautiful man looks at me.

      Get a grip, Josie. “How can I help you today,” I ask carefully.

      “Bon. I have the paper due for English. And my English is not so excellent. So I hope you will help me find all the places I fuck it up. I bring it…” He opens a folder and rifles through some papers.

      For a long moment I just blink at him. “Your English…” Did he just say that he didn’t speak the language?

      “When I come to Harkness last year? I don’t speak much English at all,” he says, dropping a rough draft of an essay on the table between us. “Please help me find zhe places where I fuck up the grammar.” 

      His honesty has stunned me. The Harkness students I’ve met so far would never admit to any kind of weakness. In fact, they tell me that most students wait until their grades are in jeopardy to find the tutoring center at all. 

      And I don’t blame them. Struggling? That’s shameful. Harkness is a top-notch school where everyone worships at the alter of intellectual exceptionalism. With an admissions rate that hovers around nine percent, having a big brain is the only way to get in. 

      Or at least I thought it was. Every year, something like a thousand valedictorians get rejections from Harkness. Who would dream of implying that he isn’t as qualified as the next student? 

      This guy.

      I’m actually irritated now, because it burns me up to know that some of us sweated every quiz and assignment in high school, because we needed our grade point averages to be perfect hundreds. But students are admitted to Harkness because they’re really good at shooting a rubber disc into a net with a stick? 

      Apparently the English language is optional for athletes.

      I pick up my red pen and begin with the first paragraph of his essay. All sophomores are required to take a writing seminar. And now I know why. Every sentence of his essay has an error. The essay is about his birthplace in Quebec. The ideas are well organized but the grammar is just awful.

      “Hey, miss…” he pauses. “I do not catch your name.”

      “It’s Josephine.” And now I feel like a jerk because I never gave it to him. 

      “Jhosephine,” he says, softening the J. My name sounds beautiful in his French accent. “I am Pepe. Enchanté. But why do you make home town two words here but not here?” He points at the changes I’ve made.

      “Ah. In the first case, home is modifying town. But in the second case you’re using hometown as an adjective. Hometown memories. So it’s one word.”

      He frowns, and looks exceptionally handsome doing it. “That is confusing. Homework is always one word, even when it’s a noun.”

      “True.”

      “Why?”

      “Um…” I click the button on my red pen a few times. “Convention.”

      He looks skeptical. 

      I push on, because watching his handsome face is making me nervous. I edit the heck out of his essay, fixing the awkward bits and the errors. It’s probably too much for a first-pass. I should make suggestions and let him work on it.

      But he makes me twitchy, with his cheerful smile and tight T-shirt. He leans in to watch me work, and I’m actually sweating.

      “How is this?” he asks, putting a broad finger on the page next to an edit. 

      His hands are enormous. I don’t even know why I notice that. I have no business thinking about his hands. Or what his touch might feel like…

      What is wrong with me?

      He’s waiting. Watching me. And I realize I didn’t answer his question. Swallowing hard, I look down at the page.

      Right.

      “So…” I clear my throat. “You can’t write about a blue small doddering fishing shack. It has to be a doddering small blue fishing shack.”

      “Why?”

      “Um…” A bead of sweat rolls down between my breasts. Because I don’t actually know why my order of adjectives sounds better. “Let me think for a second.”

      “They all modify shack,” he points out.

      “True…” Lord, it’s hot in here. “But, uh…” My mind is a blank. I have been speaking English my entire life. And I have no idea why adjectives sound correct in one order and nutty in another. “Let’s try another example!” I can do this, right? “Okay—the tight blue hockey T-shirt.”

      “You think my T-shirt is tight?”

      My gaze flies up to find him grinning at me. “No! Just… We use, uh, size before color.”

      He grins. “Size before color. Got it.”

      Kill me! Kill me! Kill me! “Right Here’s one—it’s not green small spiny dragon.” I’m babbling terribly. “It’s a small, spiny green dragon.” 

      He laughs, revealing dimples, and I lose another 10 IQ points. “Show me this dragon. I want to see for myself.”

      Oh, man. The moment he sat down at this table my brain turned to glue. The only way to recover is to get rid of him.

      Lowering my head, I finish my edit at top speed. By the time I pass Pepe’s essay back across the table, it’s covered in red marks—like a bad case of road rash. 

      Maybe I’m not cut out to be a tutor. I should apply to be a professor’s assistant instead. Whenever I make eye contact with Pepe, I’m uncomfortable. He’s so handsome that it’s like looking directly into the sun.

      And now I’ve savaged his paper, even though I couldn’t give him good answers to the only two questions he asked. Some tutor I’m turning out to be.

      “Can I have an email address or a way to text you?” I croak. “I need to send you the rule for adjective order, so you know how to apply them. Sorry I couldn’t explain it better.”

      He looks surprised by this apology. “Pas de problème, Jhosephine.” He startles me by picking up my red pen, and then my hand. My mouth falls open as he writes his phone number on my palm.

      His hand dwarfs mine, and I can’t look away. Or speak.

      “Bon.” He stands up, and I’m so flustered I actually stand up, too. “When zhe new term starts, it always takes a while to get my English back. You have been much help!”

      A lot of help, my brain corrects. Luckily, I don’t say it aloud.

      And then he shocks me again by leaning over the table to grab me into a quick hug. My entire body is briefly enveloped in bulky warmth. I inhale the scent of warm boy and clean hockey shirt. The scruff on his cheek scrapes my forehead, and goosebumps rise up all over my body.

      Then, just as quickly, it’s gone. He steps back and gives me a cheerful wave. “See you next week!”

      I just stand there on my side of the desk feeling shell-shocked while he makes his exit. It’s a long minute or two before I finally remember to sit down again.

      That night, when I check YipStack before shutting out the light, I see this:

      TIL there is no such thing as a green small spiny dragon.

      I fall asleep smiling, and dreaming of men with large hands and dark eyes...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            September / October

          

        

      

    

    
      Text to Pepe Gerault:

      Hello, this is Josephine, the English tutor from yesterday. I have a couple of notes for you.

      1. After you left, I investigated the usage of “hometown” vs. “home town,” and discovered that either usage is acceptable in adjective form. My sincerest apologies for any confusion that I have caused.

      2. The rule for adjective order in a sentence is: a) opinion b) size c) age d) shape e) color f) origin g) material h) purpose.

      3. Thank you for your patience with me yesterday. I wasn’t in top form and I failed to answer your questions correctly. If you need further assistance there is a senior—Robert Kravitz —who works the evening shift on Thursdays. I’m told that he has swallowed the Chicago Manual of Style and can always cite usage rules on the first try.

      Best of luck! —Josephine

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Text to Josephine Allister:

      Chaton—Thank you for these rules. I thank my a) cute b) little c) young d) slender e) brunette f) American g) English tutor for putting up with my bad writing.

      I don’t know if Robert Kravitz should have swallowed that book because that sounds uncomfortable. And anyway I have a double practice on Thursdays. Which days of the week do you work? I should like to bring you my next essay as soon as I write it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Text to Pepe Gerault:

      I work Monday, Wednesday and Friday from two to seven-thirty. But the tutoring center is open seven days a week, and there is always an English tutor on duty.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Text to Josephine Allister:

      Magnifique! I shall try to find you on Monday. Hockey practice makes everything difficult, so I may need to wait until Wednesday. Cheers, chaton!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Email to the Work-Study Jobs Office

      
        
        Re: Job placement

        Dear Ms. Allen,

      

      

      You had mentioned that English majors sometimes work for professors. I would like to add my name to the list of interested candidates. I am currently working in the tutoring office, but finding all the new faces a little challenging for an introvert. Also, it’s my dream to work with Professor Sarky. She is really inspiring and I would love to assist her.

      Thank you for keeping me in mind,

      
        
        Sincerely, 

        Josephine Allister

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Email to Josephine Allister

      
        
        Re: Job placement

        Dear Miss Allister,

      

      

      I am happy to put you on the waiting list for a professor’s assistant job. But those are in high demand. Meanwhile, perhaps the face to face interactions at the student center will help prepare you for other challenging work!

      
        
        All my best,

        Deborah Allen

      

      

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      These days, each tutoring shift is more difficult than the last.

      Sometimes Pepe shows up with an essay for me to read, and sometimes he doesn’t. Either way I become a fidgety, nervous wreck wondering if he’ll appear. 

      Or is that nervous, fidgety wreck? I can’t think when I’m watching the door of the tutoring center. It’s like waiting for the jump scare in a horror movie.

      Some days he doesn’t show, and I go home relieved, but strangely disappointed. 

      Other times he sits down in front of me, handing over an essay with limitless errors. The next half hour is always a trial, as my poor, stuttering brain tries to clean up the literary equivalent of a major oil spill while my hormones shift into overdrive.

      Twelve bucks an hour doesn’t seem like enough anymore. I should get hazard pay for the way he limits my executive function with his muscular body and his throaty laugh. 

      It’s bad. Really bad. Last week I almost wrote “biceps” in the margin of his essay instead of “bilingual.”

      Two weeks have passed since our first, disastrous encounter, and I’m biding my time with only twenty minutes left on my shift. There’s been no sign of Pepe all afternoon.

      But then the door swings open and I know even before I look up that it’s just admitted a set of wide shoulders in a hockey jacket. 

      With forced casualness, I mark my place in The Complete Works of Shakespeare and close the book. Meanwhile, my heart leaps up and down like a frisky puppy. 

      Down, girl.

      Pepe Gerault pulls out the chair in front of me and sits. Then a big smile spreads across his broad face. “Salut, Josephine.” 

      My senses begin to hum just from the sound. 

      “Comment ça va?”

      “Bien,” I manage. “Et toi?” And now all my French is exhausted. So I just stare at him for a minute, like a ninny. My eyes land on the slant of his masculine jaw, where dark scruff seems to be a permanent fixture. The color deepens at the cleft in his chin. I’d spent much of last week wondering what it would feel like to run my hands over that rugged face. 

      I don’t know why that turns me on. It just does. 

      Then he removes his Harkness Hockey jacket to reveal… The tightest T-shirt I have ever seen. He must have painted it on. 

      Now he’s just fucking with me. I’m pretty sure. 

      But it’s working. His handsome mouth is moving, and I can barely concentrate on the words that are coming out. “So, Jhosephine,” he says in that sexy voice. “Can you help?”

      “Of course,” I slur. 

      He slides another essay across the table, and I pick up my red pen. Today’s topic is Holiday Traditions. I get to work, finding all the little inconsistencies. “Hmm…” I say, crossing out a verb. “We’ve been over mass nouns. The word family takes the singular verb form, not the plural.”

      “Désolé,” he says with a smile. “I get it next time.”

      He drives me crazy. I wish I was half as relaxed about my shortcomings as he is. “Can I ask you a question?” I surprise us both by setting my red pen on the desk.

      “Yes?”

      “What did you do about term papers last year? You said this was the first term you came to the tutoring center.”

      “Ah,” he says, giving me a cheerful nod. “Most classes, it doesn’t matter.”

      “It doesn’t?” The professors give him a free pass on bad grammar because he’s an athlete?

      Pepe leans over and pulls out a notebook. “Most of my homework is like this.” He flips open the notebook and sets it in front of me.

      And it’s…gibberish. Well, it’s written in a language I don’t speak: math. I’m staring down at a proof of some sort. But there are very few actual words. It’s all variables and the occasional greek symbol. 

      “Math,” I say, suppressing a shudder.

      He tells me the exact type, but all I catch is “multi-variable.” 

      “I see.”

      Pepe shrugs. “I take all math and science last year, plus beginning Italian and French lit. First year in a new country. Seemed like English could wait. But now I’ll have English every term until I die.” He grins. “Please don’t quit your job, chaton.”

      Chaton. The second syllable drops from his throat sounding low and purely French. It’s his nickname for me, and it means “kitten.” I’ve never asked why he calls me this, because I don’t want to hear him say that he uses it for all his female friends.

      My raging crush knows no bounds.

      I go back to editing his essay, feeling sheepish. Pepe is a hockey jock and math genius. And—me being me—that knowledge makes both my shame at dismissing him and my lust burn brighter.

      He sits back in his chair and folds those muscular arms across his rippling abs. I can see them in my peripheral vision whether I want to or not.

      “It’s not that bad,” I say quickly. “And the professor didn’t give you much to work with. Let’s just review all the forms of the present tense in English. And I think gerunds are tripping you up.”

      “Thank you, chaton,” he says ruefully. “It will be a long semester. I hate writing. Even in French.”

      “Really? I love it, because writing gives me the chance to say exactly what I mean. It’s easier than talking, because I can edit out the stupid shit. It’s so much less embarrassing.”

      I know I’ve said too much because his bushy eyebrows lift in surprise. “Talking is embarrassing?”

      “It can be.” Like right now.

      He shrugs. “Talking I can handle. Writing makes me sweat.”

      I try not to think about Pepe sweating, because the image is entirely too appealing. “What comments did the professor make on the last one you turned in?”

      Pepe chuckles. “He said I need to broaden my vocabulary. That I use the same words too often.”

      “Yeah? That’s an easy fix. Here.” I root around inside my book bag for a moment until I find my old, battered paperback Roget’s Thesaurus. “Here,” I thrust it at him. “Use this.”

      For a moment he just stares at the cover. “It’s yours.”

      “Sure. But you can have custody for the semester.” It’s a strange offer. My father gave me that thesaurus in ninth grade, the year before he died. It’s not something I should give away. But Pepe and I are becoming friends. At least I think we are. I can loan him a book in his hour of need. 

      And Pepe looks touched. He opens the front cover, where he’ll spot my father’s name printed in faded pencil. Joseph Allister, Iowa State U. 

      “Use that if you’re feeling stuck,” I add, “Look up a word. Find a fun way to say whatever you need to say. Even one good one can change the whole piece.”

      “Thank you, chaton,” he says with a big smile. “You make essay writing better.”

      The praise shouldn’t light me up as much as it does. Did I mention I’m somewhat pathetic?

      * * *

      Three weeks later, I’m sitting in the student center with Nadia. This is our idea of a big night out—studying in a public place. Tonight we got here a little too late to grab the prime real estate. We managed to snag two armchairs, yet no coffee table. So we’ve turned our chairs to face one another and propped our stocking feet up on each other’s seat cushions.

      It works.

      Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night is open on my lap, but I’m skimming YipStack. My latest post is: The real “walk of shame” is cutting in the snack bar line at the Student Center. 

      Funny ‘cause it’s true. I have 76 likes and 12 comments already.

      As I skim all the other action, something catches my eye. Men’s Hockey Wins Exhibition Game At Northern Mass. Let’s do it again for points, boys!

      I sit up a little straighter in my chair. It’s just dawning on me that I could watch Pepe play hockey. I’ve never been interested in sportsball. But attending a hockey game sounds like a fun new way to drool over Pepe without him noticing.

      Even though we’ve seen more of each other lately, I still turn into a babbling maniac whenever he sits down across from me in the tutoring center.

      How does a girl find the hockey team schedule, anyway?

      I’m poking at my phone, trying to answer this question when Nadia nudges my thigh with her toe. It’s subtle. Like she’s trying to tell me something.

      I raise my eyes just as a group of guys wearing Harkness Hockey jackets approaches us, heading for the sandwich counter. Nadia knows something of my crush, but she’s never met Pepe.

      But there he is walking towards us, as if I’ve conjured him. He’s laughing with his friends, though, and doesn’t see me. My gaze locks on him like a laser, because I’ve never been cool.

      “Nice,” Nadia whispers. “Wow. He’s the one with the super dark hair, right?”

      “Shh,” I hiss, nudging her leg with my foot.

      But something about our exchange catches Pepe’s eye. I watch with growing alarm as his gaze lands on me.

      And then he smiles.

      “Oh, my,” Nadia whispers. “Now there is a hunk of man.”

      I can’t even shush her because I’m frozen like Bambi in front of a speeding eighteen wheeler. Pepe slaps one of his friends on the back and points at me.

      “There she ees!” he yells. “Smartest tutor at Harkness!” He sort of gallops in my direction. I don’t even have time to brace myself before he leans over my chair, scoops me up into his giant arms and sort of whirls me around in a circle two times.

      Holy god. It’s a Pepe hurricane. I claw at his arm in fear, but he just laughs.

      A moment later I’ve been set back onto my feet. But I’m blinking up at him, my glasses askew, and taking in the sight of three highly amused hockey players behind him.

      Also, I’m flushed from head to toe from that incidental hug. Any bodily contact with this boy makes my heart race. If he actually kissed me I might just pass right out. “Hi,” I manage to squeak.

      “Dude,” one of the hockey players says from behind Pepe. “This is your tutor?”

      If possible, my blush deepens. 

      “She must be a saint to put up with your ass.”

      “Oui,” Pepe says with a broad smile. “Very patient. Jhosephine is the reason I have a B in the writing seminar, not an F.”

      “Buy that girl a beer,” says another player.

      “At least,” says another. “Pepe—are we gettin’ in line, or what?”

      “Goh,” he says, waving them off. His accent is strong even on the one-syllable word. “I’ll be right there.”

      His friends give me a wave and move toward the snack line, but Pepe is still standing here in front of me, blowing up my brain. “This is my friend Nadia,” I remember to say, but only because she’s standing beside me now, smiling like a lunatic. 

      “Bonsoir, Nadia!” he says. “I have a favor to ask, chaton.”

      “Whatever it is, I’m sure it will be nooooo problem!” Nadia chirps.

      I’m going to have to kill her. It’s a shame because she was a pretty good roommate. Never leaves her dirty laundry on the floor.

      “Can I give you my essay right now? We are looking at tape tomorrow and I don’t theenk I can get to you until right before your shift ends.”

      “Sure thing,” I say, not looking at my roommate. The wattage of her smile is giving me a sunburn.

      “So lucky I ran into you,” Pepe says, digging into his backpack. He roots around, finally emerging with two sheets of paper. “Thank you for this. And maybe I can buy both of you ladies a beer this weekend. Our goalie is having a party after the game against Princeton.” He grins. “You know where the hockey house is? Off campus?”

      “We can find it,” Nadia chirps.

      “Awesome.” He nudges my elbow. “Do I sound like an American if I say awesome?”

      “Totes,” I say in a more or less reasonable voice. But my brain is shorting out as I try to imagine myself at an off-campus hockey party. 

      “See you soon, chaton! I’ll text you the address.”

      And then I’m watching his muscular glutes power away from us, wondering what just hit me.

      “Sit,” Nadia hisses, nudging me toward the chair. 

      I land on top of my Shakespeare book and have to stand up again to grab it from under my butt.

      “A party!” she squeaks. “This is going to be epic. That’s the night Pepe will help you out with your little problem.”

      “Nadia!” My stomach is suddenly full of buzzing bees. “Please don’t refer to my virginity as a problem.”

      Her eyes widen. “But that’s exactly how you referred to it yourself last night.”

      “Oh. Right.” Whoops. But in my defense, I hadn’t meant my virginity in and of itself. I’d meant my inability to speak in sentences to any man I was attracted to. 

      “I have a good feeling about this.” She lets out a happy sigh. “He’s so nice. Like a big man-puppy.”

      Before I met Pepe, I wouldn’t have thought that could be a compliment. But I know what she means. He has a kind of happy enthusiasm that’s sexy without ever being scary.

      Unless you’re me, and everything is scary.

      “We are going to that party,” Nadia says, picking up her Spanish book again. “And I’m going to do your makeup.”

      I can’t even think about the party. Lots of people in a loud room? That’s just not my event. 

      But, hell. I want it to be.

      Could it be? 

      The whole idea makes me break out in goosebumps, and I can’t tell if they’re from fear or excitement. Probably both.

      I pick up Pepe’s new essay. I get out my red pen—a new one, because I used one up already, probably on Pepe’s work.

      This week’s Sophomore Essays topic is “When I Get Home.”

      And when I read the first sentence, all the tingling, zinging hope inside me dies.
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            November

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m racing across campus in the rain, almost late for my six-thirty dinner date. Okay, it’s not a dinner date. I’ll be on the clock for the Student Help Center. 

      But I really don’t want to be late to meet Pepe.

      Naturally, I failed to bring an umbrella when I left my dorm room this afternoon, and I’m regretting the oversight. I’m sporting a style we’ll call the Wet Dog as I dash through the gates to Turner House. “Thank you,” I call to the student who’s let me in. Then I get another dousing of rain as I cross the courtyard toward the dining hall entrance.

      Once inside, the race is over. But my hair is dripping on the old oak floorboards. I should try to find the ladies’ room and blot the rain water from my hair…

      “Oh, noh!” Pepe’s deep voice exclaims behind me. I turn around, and he grabs my bag off my shoulder, giving it a little shake. “Take off your coat, chaton. You’re soaked.”

      Face burning, I do as I’m told. He ducks into a shadowy alcove and I see him hang my dripping jacket on a hook.

      “Bon,” he says when he returns. “Shall we?” He’s still carrying my bag as well as his. They both look small on his big frame. Also notable—my bag is pink with black polka dots. It’s totally girly. And Pepe carries it without objection.

      He is the perfect man. And he belongs to someone else. I’ve been a little depressed since reading his “When I Get Home” essay. She was right there in the first line. Marie. His girlfriend goes to school near their hometown in Canada. Pepe misses her. 

      He was quite eloquent at describing how much. It was his best writing yet. I hated every word.

      Coincidentally, I didn’t force myself to go to that off-campus party he invited us to. Why risk humiliation to impress a guy who’s already taken? 

      I follow him through the common room, towards the hubbub of dinner hour. We still have our tutoring sessions, at least. And the crazy thing is that I’m better at it now. Since I know I don’t have a chance with Pepe, my tongue doesn’t get so tied anymore. I can string sentences together reliably. It’s much better.

      But it’s also worse.

      The dining hall is busy, as always. But I love this room. Turner House is built in the Georgian style, with intricate white plasterwork and chandeliers hanging from the high ceilings. The tables are long, gleaming oak with tall, carved chairs pulled up to them. We join a short line of students waiting to enter the serving kitchen and I grab a tray off the stand, taking a moment to flick locks of wet hair off my shoulders.

      “Thank you for meeting me here, chaton.” Pepe smiles at me. And the way he cups my elbow for a quick squeeze makes me feel a little light-headed. 

      It still takes me a few minutes to settle down in his presence. I’ve still got it bad. “No big deal,” I stammer. Last month he let it slip that he was sometimes forced to choose between tutoring and dinner. So now I often meet him at whichever dining hall is scheduled to be open late. 

      True to form, this room is full of hockey, soccer and football jackets, because the jocks all have lengthy practice sessions six nights a week. It sounds grueling as hell.

      “How’s your week been?” I ask as the line inches forward.

      “Not the best.” His face sort of shuts down then, in a very un-Pepe-like way. I’m trying to decide whether or not to ask why when the guy behind the counter says, “next.”

      Pepe steps aside to let me order first, and my cheeks heat for no reason at all except that I’m charmed by his old-fashioned manners. A quick glance at the offerings informs me that it’s Chinese night. “I’ll have, um, the chicken and broccoli, thanks. That’s all.”

      After my plate is passed over the counter, Pepe gives the server a grin. “Hit me hard,” is all he says.

      “No problem, man.” The guy in the paper hat begins piling food onto a plate. A layer of rice, followed by a mountain of chicken. Two egg rolls are wedged precariously onto the rim. “That’s all I can fit,” he says, passing the plate into Pepe’s waiting hands.

      “Bien. You are the best.”

      At the beverage counter Pepe fills four glasses with milk while I fill one with diet soda. I wait for him, because I don’t know where he wants to sit. Another guy in a hockey jacket walks up and claps Pepe on the shoulder. “I heard the news, man. So sorry.”

      “Noh, It is fine,” Pepe mutters. He picks up his tray and lifts his sculpted chin, indicating that I should follow. 

      We cross the dining hall to find an empty little table tucked into a corner. We always dig in first and tutor last, so I take a couple of bites and watch Pepe. There are circles under his eyes. “You look tired,” I say before I think better of it. His smile is flat tonight. That never happens.

      “Eh.” He shrugs off the comment. “Listen, Jhosephine. I don’t know about this new essay. I wrote it late last night, and now I want to tear it up.”

      “It can’t be that bad,” I say quietly. “You’ve been doing great.” In truth he still makes a lot of the same mistakes in his writing. But he works so damn hard that I have nothing but empathy.

      And then there’s my crush on him, size XXL.

      Now he reaches into his book bag and pulls out his folder. When he hands it over, though, he looks nervous. Then he grabs his fork and shoves another bite of chicken into his mouth.

      Something makes me hesitate. “Pepe,” I ask quietly. “Are you sure you want me to read this?”

      He sighs. “I was very upset when I wrote it. I can’t decide.”

      “Do you want to think about it?” Essays can be so personal. I know a lot about him from reading everything he writes for this course. Last month I read about the recent death of his Italian grandfather. Pepe had learned of his passing while riding the bus home from a hockey game in Boston. He’d cried all the way back to Harkness, apparently. 

      The theme of that essay was unexpected behaviors. Pepe hadn’t expected his hockey teammates to understand his sadness. But apparently the entire bus had become misty eyed. Coach had asked the bus driver to pull off the highway at a Friendly’s so he could buy them all ice cream to cheer them up again.

      “Listen,” I tell him. “Just because your professor encourages you to write personal things in these essays, it doesn’t mean you have to do it.”

      “Noh. I don’t care if the professor reads. It is not so great, though, to have my pretty tutor hear all the dumb shit in my life.” He gives me a sad smile.

      The compliment catches me off guard. Our gazes lock, and his expression is both vulnerable and still unreadable. “If it helps, there’s plenty of dumb shit in my life, too.”

      He smiles, but it’s a little sad. Then he points at the folder. “Just read. It is okay. I need the help. This one is very rough, I think.”

      “What was the prompt?” I ask, opening the cover.

      His chuckle is dry. “Something that angers us.”

      I read.

      
        
        Liars are the thing that angers me. Some lie for politics. Some lie while selling soap on the television. Those are impersonal lies, at least. But sometimes it is much worse. A woman can say she loves you and then take your best friend to bed while you are here at school, working for a better life, trying to keep all your promises.

        

      

      My eyes fly to his, and he winces. “I should not write essays on the day I break up with Marie.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “Maybe you’ll get back together, though.”

      Slowly, he gives his head a shake. “I am finished trying to make her happy. It cannot be done. Each time she feels like hooking up, she dumps me. That’s the pattern. Only this time she skipped that step.” He heaves a sigh. “For a year I try to make long distance work for us. She breaks up four times, but then begs to have me back.” He rolls his eyes, and I smile because it’s so cute to see a big man do that. “Yesterday my buddy texts me a picture of her making out with my old roommate from Montreal…”

      The noise I make isn’t very glamorous, but it’s heartfelt.

      “Oui. So that is it for her. I cannot make her wait for me. She has to want to.”

      I have no idea what to say. Who would cheat on this sweet man? He’s both attractive and genuinely nice. “That sucks,” I whisper. “I’m sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “Sucks more that I wrote an essay about it. A bad one.”

      I turn back to his writing, my red pen in hand. I shove my tray aside and start marking it up. The grammar and spelling are worse than usual, as if he’d vomited these feelings onto the page without the usual care. It takes me a while to get through it, and my heart is splintering the whole time.

      When I hand the paper back, he slaps it down on the table as if embarrassed. “Now finish your dinner,” he says, and I notice his giant plate is already emptied. “I’ll get the ice cream.” He’s off like a shot, eager to get off the topic of his heartbreak, I suppose.

      When he returns, it’s with two sundaes. He’s sliced bananas over vanilla ice cream, and added nuts and chocolate sauce.

      “Wow,” I remark as he sets a spoon down beside me. “I’d better hit the gym tomorrow.”

      “No, chaton,” he says. “This isn’t food for feeling guilty,” he says, waving his spoon at the ice cream.

      “What is it, then?”

      “Food for getting over the girl.”

      “I don’t know, Pepe,” I tease. “The ice cream binge is kind of a chick thing to do. Will it even work on you?”

      He smiles at me over his spoon. “I will let you know. My essay is not the best, no?”

      “You’ve written better sentences,” I say, hoping he appreciates my honesty. “But your professor might care about passion as much as he cares about expression, I think. There are points for grammar, but also for bravery."

      Pepe snorts. "Bravery?"

      "Yeah. It takes courage to put yourself out there. This essay can be more raw than the others. I like this line…” I scan the page to find it. “Anger from betrayal is more combustible than any other kind.” 

      “Combustible,” Pepe says, licking his lips as if tasting the word. “I found it in your thesaurus, chaton. I looked up burn.”

      This makes me irrationally happy. “I love the word combustible. Well done, sir.”

      He smiles, and the twinkle in his eyes finally makes a brief appearance. And I put it there.
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      Like everyone else at Harkness, I have just survived my last exam, and therefore my first semester of college. For once, I’m celebrating in an unusual way.

      “My butt is frozen to this bench,” my friend Nadia quizzes me during the third period of the hockey game. “Why are we here, exactly?”

      “Because hockey is the great American pastime.”

      “That’s baseball,” she argues.

      “Oh, is it?” I just smile.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” she says, offering me a piece of her hot pretzel. “I approve of you getting out of the house. And I think Pepe is terrific. But you shouldn’t gaze at him from afar. You should get up close and personal.”

      “I’m thinking about it,” I admit.

      I picked up these hockey tickets yesterday, after reading a post on YipStack that made my heart beat faster. Everyone’s favorite French Canadian hockey player is back on the market, ladies. He was last seen dancing on a coffee table at a hockey house party. It’s every girl for herself.

      It’s not like I think I really have a chance with him. He’s so friendly to me, and I’ll admit it confuses me at times. Pepe is like sunshine. He shines on everyone at once.

      But a girl can dream. So that’s what I’m doing now, in row G of the student section. We’re playing Brown, and we’re winning. Every time Pepe skates onto the ice, it’s like there aren’t any other players. I just watch him. He skates like he writes—more passion than grace. Each acceleration is explosive force. 

      Those powerful thighs. Wow. They’re going to star in my dreams tonight.

      Pepe is a defenseman, according to the program I picked up. I think that’s why he skates backwards most of the time. His job seems to be getting in the other team’s way. At top speed. Backwards.

      There are only four minutes left on the clock, and the score is 4-1. I don’t know much about hockey but I feel pretty good about our odds. When Pepe leaves the ice for another visit to the bench, I pull out my phone and compose a quick Yip.

      Who turned up the heat in the hockey rink from icy to combustible? Is it weird to get turned on by a bunch of sweaty guys skating after a rubber disc and bumping into each other? Asking for a friend.

      About two seconds later I get my first comment. Oh honey me too. And they’ll all be at Capri’s Pizza after the game.

      “Nadia?” I ask my roommate. 

      “Yeah?”

      “How do you feel about a trip to Capri’s pizza?"

      “Really?” she squeaks. “You know that’s the hockey hangout bar, right?”

      “I’ve heard,” I say, with forced nonchalance. 

      A very loud buzzer sounds suddenly, signaling the end of the game. And since my hockey fandom is so new, the noise makes me jump about a foot in the air.

      “Easy,” Nadia says with a smile. “You really need to leave the dorms more often.”

      “You think?” I sniff, unlocking my phone again. Below us, the team is lining up to shake hands with their poor, downtrodden opponents. Then they file off one by one.

      “Girl, get off YipStack,” Nadia complains.

      “I am. I’m texting Pepe.” Nice job tonight! So exciting to watch you win. TIL that eloquence takes many forms.

      Nadia and I are still putting on our coats when I get a reply. You saw the game??? The win was already sweet, but now it’s even sweeter, chaton.

      My heart does an awkward twerk inside my chest. “I feel like a slice would be really tasty right now.”

      “I’ll bet you do.” Nadia leaps to her feet. “Let’s go! I’m sleeping at Josh’s tonight. Just putting that out there.”

      “When has that ever mattered to me?” I ask, following the slow line of students up the steps toward the exits.

      “You never know,” Nadia insists. “Tonight could be the night.”
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        * * *

      

      Forty minutes later I pay for our beer at Capri’s pizza and then look around for seats. The place is crammed with students blowing off steam as exams end and Christmas break kicks in. I lift our pitcher of unappetizing brew and hope to find a table that someone else overlooked. Someone jostles me, and I almost spill the beer.

      “Sorry,” a guy wearing his baseball cap backwards says.

      This is why I don’t go out. How is this fun? 

      A peek into the middle room reveals plenty of hockey jackets. But Pepe isn’t there, damn it. Maybe he’ll turn up soon? It’s a struggle to hold on to the scrap of optimism which brought me here tonight. And all the tables in the hockey room are taken. Of course they are.

      So much for the feminine ambush I was planning.

      “Here,” Nadia says, tapping my arm. “I see a place. It’s quieter back here, too.”

      She leads the way into the back room, and the crowd thins. There are no hockey jackets back here, though.

      Ah, well.

      Nadia puts two plastic glasses down on our table and grabs the pitcher from me. She pours, then passes me one.

      I take a sip and then make a face.

      “That good, huh?” She takes a sip and rolls her eyes. “Okay, so we’re actually here. And you’re wearing mascara. You never wear mascara.”

      True story. “I’m really not sure why I bothered. Even if you-know-who spotted me back here, I don’t know how to be that girl.” 

      “What girl?”

      “The kind who goes home with the guy. I wouldn’t know what to say. And even if I did, I couldn’t deliver it with the confidence required. I’m hopeless.”

      “You aren’t,” she says, the way a good friend does.

      And maybe hopeless is too strong a word. But I’m bad at flirting, and I’m confused about whether I should. Lately, Pepe and I are closer than ever. Our dining hall habit has expanded to two or three nights a week. Sometimes I’ll read his essay for five or ten minutes and we spend the rest of the time just chatting. And on the days we don’t see each other, we often text. He’ll send me a photo of a page in my thesaurus. Shall I make the tacos in my essay tasty, delicious or delectable? And I’ll reply: Any of those, but now I want tacos. 

      Is that just friendly? Is it flirty? How does any girl know?

      “We’re friends,” I tell Nadia. “But my foolish heart always wishes for more. And so here I am, hoping for a miracle. He just won a game, right? He’s in a good mood. You have to make hay while the sun shines.”

      She touches her glass to mine. “You can take the girl out of Iowa, but you can’t take the Iowa out of the girl.” She glances over her shoulder. “Do you see him? I need clues so I’ll know when to quietly disappear.”

      I lean all the way to the side and squint into the other room. Like that’s not as brazen as wearing a sandwich board reading Scoping Out The Hockey Team. “Nope.”

      She takes another sip of her beer and then grimaces. “How did he get the name Pepe, anyway. Is he Italian?”

      “His grandfather was. He’s French Canadian.”

      Nadia grins. “You know his grandfather’s name? Someone is a little obsessed.”

      “I’ve read his whole life story by now. Come on. I’m just a good tutor.”

      She smirks. “How long are we sticking with this man hunt? Do I get a slice of pizza out of it?” 

      “I’ll buy us some,” I say, standing. It will give me an excuse to case the other room again.

      I head over to the pizza counter and ask for two slices. One of the Capri brothers slaps them onto thin paper plates, and I pay the five bucks I owe. 

      “Chaton,” a low voice says into my ear, and I actually jump. When I turn, he is there. Pepe’s hair is damp from the shower, and he wears a checked flannel shirt. A whorl of chest hair is visible just below his throat, and my eyes get stuck there, wondering what the rest of him looks like. “You come to Capri’s?” he asks, looking gleeful. “Need a beer?”

      “I have one…” I start to say.

      “…Right here,” Nadia finishes, appearing suddenly. “Here—trade you.” She hands me my glass and takes her slice of pizza. Then she’s gone before I can even thank her. Who knew Nadia was such a great wingman? I file that away to think about later. 

      Then I take a sip of beer, and my distaste must not be well hidden, because Pepe laughs. “That good, noh?” He waves at the Capri brother on duty. “Bon. Three slices and two glasses of your auntie’s hooch.”

      Two small wine goblets appear on the bar, and a second later they are filled with a dark red wine from a brown jug. Pepe smacks a twenty onto the counter and smiles at me. “Drink up, Jhosephin.” He hands me a wine glass. “To English grammar and homemade Italian wine.”

      “And to beating Brown. Cheers,” I say, caught in his delectable smile. I take a sip, and the wine is spicy and a hundred percent more appealing than the beer. “I’ve never seen wine at Capri’s before.”

      “Mario takes care of me.” He cocks his head toward the pizza ovens. “His grandparents are Italian, too.”

      And now I’m more in awe than usual.

      “Come, chaton.” He gestures toward the room where the hockey players are gathered. “Unless you need to go back to your friend?”

      “Well…” I look at our table in the back, and Nadia is already gone. “Lead on.”

      And just like that, I’m hanging out with Pepe at Capri’s. Achievement unlocked.
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        * * *

      

      Ninety minutes later I am tipsy, and having a blast.

      Even if I never have Pepe the way I want him, this evening with him is everything. He’s an attentive companion, introducing me to dozens of teammates. I wait for him to tire of babysitting me. Instead, he tucks me against his side and introduces me around.

      “Trevi! Jhosephine is my super patient tutor!” And, “Rikker! Stop staring at your boyfriend a minute I have to introduce you to zhe smartest girl at Harkness.”

      And so on.

      His arm around my shoulder makes my heart beat faster. So does the attention. The big Canadian has good looks and a mean slap shot, and manners. Every time he smiles at me I felt a little more warmth blooming in my chest.

      The wine doesn’t hurt, either. I drink a second glass, and then a third. Good thing they’re small, because I have the tolerance of a flea. A nerd girl flea. If that’s a thing.

      But the best moments are when Pepe and I end up alone in a booth, our elbows on the table, talking about nothing and everything. He tells me about how quiet the campus was over Thanksgiving, when only the hockey team was here practicing, and I tell him about my mom’s silly Christmas rituals, and about a second semester English seminar I’m excited for.

      “No more essay class next term,” he says. “I’m so relieved.”

      “Yeah?” I’m not relieved because next term he won’t need me as much. 

      “Oui. I can’t wait for New Year’s.”

      “Fun plans?” I ask.

      “Noh.” He shakes his big head. “It will be a quiet night at home, seeing as I now have one less friend and no girlfriend. But I want the next year to hurry up. This past one wasn’t so great.” He touches his wine glass to mine. “To better times, chaton.” His gaze is like a warm bath, his smile bright. Maybe every girl gets the same treatment, but I spend a happy hour or two pretending that it’s all just for me.

      Eventually the party begins to wind down. I don’t know if it’s the hockey victory or the fact that exams are over, but it looks like a big night for hookups. I watch couple after couple maneuver out of the room together, lip-locked and grappling each other like a pair of police academy recruits practicing their frisking techniques.

      I’m fascinated and also jealous. I want to be the kind of girl who can just give Pepe a knowing smile and invite him back to my room. But while I excel at English grammar, I know very little about seduction.

      And it’s getting late. “I’d better get home,” I say as yet another couple stumbles out together. “And you have a plane to catch in the morning, right?”

      “Oui.” Pepe props his chin in his hand and studies me. “Do you wish me to walk you home?”

      The question catches me completely off guard. “Well it’s not that far,” I babble. And that’s not an answer at all. I want to say Yes! Walk me home! But I can’t make my mouth say the words, because then he will walk me home and I won’t know what to say when we get to my door. I’ll probably go with, Have a great holiday! Because I won’t know how to close the deal.

      I will never know how to close the deal. I’m going to die a virgin.

      “Just tell me this.” Pepe pulls his phone out of his pocket. He unlocks the phone and then opens…

      Yipstack!

      “This is you?” I watch with growing horror as he turns the phone around to show me the yip I wrote during the hockey game. The one where I admit to being turned on by hockey players. The one where the first comment tells me that Capri’s is the place to go after the game.

      “Yipstack is an-anonymous,” I stammer.

      “The word combustible is not,” he says.
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      I wonder how many synonyms my thesaurus knows for embarrassed?

      I'll bet there are plenty. I can think of several off the top of my head. But abashed, chagrined and sheepish aren't really strong enough for the way I feel right now, as Pepe waits for me to confirm or deny my lust-filled post on Yipstack. 

      Mortified. Yeah, that sounds about right.

      “Maybe the author does not want to say,” he whispers. “But a pretty girl told me once that writing was easier for her than speaking. I hope if she has anything to tell me at least I would get a text to me directly.”

      “But that sounds excruciating,” I blurt out, finding yet another word for this moment. “Texts can be ignored. Or laughed at.”

      He sits back a couple of inches. As if offended. “I’m not the kind to laugh, chaton. Don’t you know that already? Just like you don’t laugh at all those things I do wrong in English. That is not how it is with us.”

      Oh. I really like the use of “us” in that sentence.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.” I believe I’ve actually offended him. And I don’t know how to untangle myself from this tricky place. I’m stuck in awkwardville, but I finally understand something important. Those girls who take the guy home with them? They don’t have any special magic, or a secret playbook. It’s just that they’re willing to crash and burn.

      And I don’t think I am. Not with Pepe, anyway. That would hurt too much.

      “I should go,” I say suddenly.

      “Ah.” Pepe sighs. “Yes, okay.” He stands up, too.

      I retrieve my jacket from its hook in the other room. And then Pepe takes it out of my hands and holds it up so that I can more easily slip it on.

      He is so polite that I can hardly stand it. 

      Then Pepe takes my hand in his. The slide of his thumb against my palm is the most distracting thing I’ve ever felt in my life. Is it weird that he’s holding my hand? Do friends do that? 

      Sure they do, the wine in my bloodstream assures me. We walk silently out of Capri’s, and down Wall Street until it joins College Street.

      We turn left and walk another block. This is it. The bitter end of the semester. And I don’t even know if Pepe is taking any English classes next term. If it’s all math, I might never see him.

      Reluctantly, I take my hand back when I’m standing outside the gate to Fresh Court. “Have a great holiday,” I say in a shaky voice.

      “You too, chaton.” He smiles at me. “I will let you go. It is late.”

      “Right,” I say slowly, my heart beating wildly inside my chest. It’s now or never. If I crash and burn, I’ll have three weeks to recover. So I walk to the edge of this cliff and I step off it. “Is it too late, though? For me? And you?”

      His thick eyebrows lift in surprise. “Never.”

      Okay. Wow. “Walk me home?” My voice breaks on the last word, but I got the sentence out. Barely.

      “Of course,” Pepe says immediately. He takes my hand again and leads me through the gate. Fresh Court is ringed by historic dormitory buildings and old-fashioned gas lighting.

      I choose the slate path which stretches toward my building. We don’t speak. I don’t know what will happen now, and I may still goof everything up. But for once in my life I feel brave. Taking a risk hasn’t killed me yet, anyway.

      The walk to my building takes just two or three minutes. Pepe’s bear paw is wrapped around my hand, and I don’t want to ever let go. 

      “Ah, you leef in Parker,” he says as we reach my entryway door. “I stayed here last summer for training camp.”

      “The heat doesn’t work all that well, does it?” I babble. “Wait. If it was summer then you didn’t care about the heat…”

      Big brown eyes measure me. “You are cold? I know une solution.” 

      I don’t even see it coming. He leans in to kiss me, and there’s no time to panic. Those full lips brush mine, and they’re even softer than I’d imagined. The woodsy scent of Pepe envelops me, and his scruff tickles the corner of my mouth. My entire body breaks out in goosebumps while Pepe makes a low sound of approval. 

      Then he slants his broad face, and the next kiss happens in slow motion. First there’s a delicious pressure as our mouths find just the right angle. His kiss is firm and deliberate. The snick of his kiss makes me tingle. Everywhere.

      I clamp my hands down on his shoulders because I don’t want him to stop and I’m too stunned to say so. 

      And he doesn’t. He kisses me again and again, right there on the doorstep. His lips part mine, asking permission. I open on a gasp, and his tongue sweeps inside. He tastes of red wine and tenderness.

      Thunk goes my head against the door, and I have to grab his biceps to steady myself.

      “Attention,” he chides, cupping the back of my head. “Let’s take you inside.”

      Hell yes. Let’s. Except I’m suddenly sober as a judge and starting to panic. I still don’t know my lines. My room key shakes in my hand as I try to think what to say. Do I offer to take his coat? Do I make more conversation? And then how to get more of those kisses?

      Pushing through the entryway, I open the second door, and I’ve never been happier that Nadia has a boyfriend. Our room is empty. My hand finds the light switch on the wall and… I don’t flip it. 

      My fingers hesitate on the switch plate as my eyes find Pepe’s. And he knows. As my hand drops away from that light switch without turning it on, he steps closer. His hips bump against mine, and excitement pings through my insides. 

      I expect to get another kiss, but first he cups my chin and stares at me in the dim light. 

      The pause makes me nervous, and I hear myself blurt out a question. “Why do you call me chaton?”

      “Aw, chérie,” he says, his smile growing. “Because you are just like a…baby cat.”

      “A kitten?”

      “Oui. Big eyes and timid.” His hands land on my hips, and then his mouth dips right to my neck. I’m still trying to picture a kitten, but he’s already begun making love to the sensitive skin just over my collarbone.

      I shiver. “I’m not timid.”

      “Noh?” His tongue dips into the V-neck of my sweater.

      “Definitely not,” I babble, as electricity pings throughout my entire body. “Dunno why you’d say that.”

      “Good to know,” he mutters, raising his chin, claiming my mouth with his bigger one. The next kiss is bottomless. In that moment I realize that I’d never been with a guy who knew exactly what he was doing. Pepe kisses me with great intention. I relax into the rhythm, overwhelmed by the cascading sensations I’m experiencing. Joy. Nervous anticipation.

      Heat. So much heat.

      “You have the most beautiful throat,” he rumbles against my lips. His big hand comes up and a thumb traces a line from my chin to my breasts. “When you are telling me about the grammar rules, I just want to taste you right here.” 

      Yes! Yes! Do it! With shaking hands I push his hockey jacket off his shoulders and it falls to my floor with a jingle. I need him to know that I mean business. So I reach for the buttons of his shirt. I spent the whole evening trying not to undress him with my eyes. He stops to watch me. I make quick work of all the buttons, and reward myself by placing a palm over the center of his fuzzy chest.

      “Take it back,” I say, my hand stroking his pecs. My voice sounds a thousand times more courageous than I feel. My naughty hand slides down over his abs, because I can’t help myself.

      “Take what back?” Hard muscles undulate beneath my hand, tempting me.

      “I’m not timid,” I insist again, probably more for my own benefit than his. I can do this, right? I can get very very naked with him and let it all unfold, like a brave girl who takes what she wants.

      In answer, he grasps my wrist so my hand is now under his control. He sweeps my palm over the ridges of his abs, past the waistband of his jeans, until my palm covers his prominent erection. The noise I make is both shock and excitement. My other hand reaches out to grasp the side of his neck. I tip forward and place a kiss there, and then I kiss my way down to the hollow at his throat. And who knew I had a thing for chest hair? But it’s his. It’s an intimate glimpse of him I’ve never had before. 

      Touching him makes me so hungry.

      With gentle hands, Pepe lifts my top over my head. As the cool air hits my skin, he kisses the juncture of my neck and shoulder. And it’s as if all the nerve endings in my body realigned themselves to that spot.

      I might become the first girl who’s ever had a shouldergasm. Or maybe that’s a thing?

      Then his skillful hand slips down my shivery belly. He unzips my pants to dispatch them on the floor. I kick them off, trying for gracefulness and failing. Pepe steers me over to my bed and pulls me down with him. “Qu'est-ce que tu veux, chaton?” What do you want?

      Just you. Like this. I pull him into another perfect kiss, because words have failed me. But I manage to open the button on his jeans, and unzip them. And Pepe makes the sexiest noise I have ever heard in my life. It’s part moan and part curse, with a chaser of gratitude.

      I guess talking isn’t the only way to get my point across.

      “Chaton,” he groans, swatting his clothing away. “Tu es très belle.”

      Wowzers. Compliments sound twice as good in French. 

      Soon we’re skin on skin, and I’m drunk again—on kisses, not alcohol. My body is crying out for more, but Pepe seems happy to kiss me all night long. I’m not complaining, either.

      “Jhosephine,” he whispers against my lips. “I do not have a condom. I was not expecting to love you tonight.”

      That’s an interesting way to put it because I think I love him all the time. Nevertheless, this is a problem I can fix. I wiggle away from him for a second, just far enough to reach over and fish the condoms out of my nightstand. Then I hand them to him.

      I expect Pepe to be as quick with the condom as he was with all of our clothing. But that’s not what happens. He’s holding the strip of three in his hand, studying them. Then his brown eyes turn to me.

      And I see hesitation there.

      The strip in his hand is three condoms. Every first year student gets a set during orientation. They say Welcome to Harkness in a continuous stream of text across the strip. And, comically, there’s a phallic print of the Harkness bell tower stretching across the trio. Some designer had a good time with that.

      Mine have never been used. And Pepe—since he’s clever about literally everything except for English grammar—has just made a leap of logic about why I still have these, and what it might mean.

      “Chaton,” he starts. “Are you sure that—”

      I put a hand over his mouth. “Please,” I whisper. And just in case that’s not clear enough, I add, “It’s your turn to be the tutor. That’s all.”

      “Okay,” he says. “Bien.”

      Everything is bien. I’m nervous but also happy as I lie back on the bed. I watch with wide eyes as Pepe suits up, his big hand rolling the condom down his…

      Whew. It’s hot in here. Maybe the heat works after all.

      Pepe lies down, spreading his big body out over mine. “You make me so happy tonight,” he rumbles into my ear. Then he is everywhere at once, with shameless hands and a wicked tongue. Kissing me. Stroking me. I wrap my arms around him and listen for every sweet nothing which falls from his mouth.

      “Breathe, chaton,” he says when the big moment arrives. I inhale, and he makes the most delicious noise as he joins us. It’s only awkward for a moment, until he kisses me again. “C’est bon, C’est bon,” he chants as we make love. “Magnifique!”

      My thoughts exactly.
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      Three weeks later I fly back to Harkness for my second semester of college. But I’m not tutoring, and I’m not nearly as buoyant as I was at the start of the next term.

      I really don’t want to dwell on why.

      With stacks of freshly printed syllabi under both arms, I trot up a set of marble steps of the English department building. The corridors smell of coffee and old books, and the scent is a balm for my soul. If there were more time, I’d stop right in the middle of the staircase and just inhale it, like the nerd that I really am.

      When I reach seminar room 207, I open the door with my hip. Professor Sarky beams at me from under her spiky crop of salt and pepper hair. She is seated at the head of a gleaming walnut conference table, where fifteen or so college women have already gathered, each with a notebook open to a fresh sheet of paper. The air is tinged with first-day-of-the semester expectation.

      This is just what I need after moping around my parents house for three weeks.

      “Everyone—this is Josie Allister, my assistant,” the professor says as I carry the stack of syllabi over to her.

      I won’t lie—my heart swells to hear her call me her assistant. This job doesn’t offer me nearly as many hours as my tutoring gig. I’ll miss the extra fifty bucks a week. But there are advantages to being Professor Sarky’s assistant. In the first place, she’s a legend in her field. She’s smart and innovative and I look forward to helping her with whatever she needs, no matter how trivial.

      Also? The tutoring office is dead to me now. I can’t afford to come face to face with a certain hockey player again. Too embarrassing. Too heart-rending.

      Moving on.

      I sit down at the table and uncap my pen. It’s a new semester, with a new slate of classes, and a new boss. Let’s do this.

      The professor opens the class with a heartfelt speech. “Thank you for joining me on this literary journey! The official course title for this seminar took me a while to craft. After many hours of contemplation, I settled on, ‘The Romance Novel and its Modern Female Voices.’”

      And now I love Professor Sarky even more for admitting that she’s as indecisive as us ordinary mortals.

      “I’ve been wanting to develop this seminar for a long time,” the professor tells us. “I’m sure there are a few gentlemen in the English department who are still snickering.” She beams at us to let us know she isn’t bothered by that at all. “But romance is the single highest-selling genre of the literary world. That’s meaningful to me.” As she speaks, Professor Sarky passes my stack of syllabi around the table to her left.

      “Since I began teaching here, Harkness has offered a popular course on The Bible as Literature. The catalog advertises it as a course about the world’s most-read book. And that makes sense, right? But this semester we’re going to study the language’s most-read genre.”

      A polite chuckle hums throughout the all-female crowd. It’s really no surprise that only women showed up for the course, which is cross-listed with the Women’s Studies department.

      “The romance novel has many critics,” the professor points out next. “And—as in any genre—some of the books aren’t as well-written as the classics. But that doesn’t diminish the importance of their place in the bookstore. It is a genre written largely by women, for women. We’re going to explore all the ways that romance novels are subversive. And we’re going to discover what those books have to share about women’s evolving voices over the past several decades.”

      I find myself leaning forward in my seat. This is why I came to Harkness—for this class, and this crazy, brave professor. Not to meet ungrateful men, but to study language and literature with lively minds.

      And since real-life romance is a disappointment, at least I can read about it in books.

      I’m in the midst of these encouraging thoughts as I notice the old brass doorknob turning. There’s an unfortunate squeak, and Professor Sarky breaks off her introductory comments as we all watch to see which apologetic woman will enter and hastily take a seat. 

      Although. The shadow cast on the antique textured glass window is too vast to be a woman’s. And when the door swings open I’m am so startled I drop my pen. The figure who enters is the very man I’m avoiding.

      “Excusez-moi,” Pepe says.

      My eyes dive for the table as my cheeks begin to flame. The low, guttural sound of his French is like a melody I’d spent the last three weeks trying to forget. I only hope he’ll leave the room before he spots me. 

      Because there is no earthly way a hockey player has decided to take an English course on romance novels. The locker room teasing alone would be a deterrent, right?

      But when I raise my eyes again, he’s still there, and taking a seat, too. In the silence he’s caused by his tardiness, the only sound is the squeak of a chair on the old wooden floors as he seats himself.

      “Good morning, sir,” the professor says without letting her smile slip. “You have joined us during the introduction for English 217, The Romance Novel and Modern Womens’ Voices. If this course was not in your travel plans, you may wish to take this opportunity to find the right room.”

      “Oui!” he says quickly. And even without looking at him, I can hear the cheery smile in his words. “Sorry for my lateness. This eez my first time at zhe English Department. I do not always find English words with the first try, and now the same eez true of the building.” He beams at the professor, and I feel every girl in the room sigh a little. 

      Pepe’s charm is infectious, damn him. I’m living proof.

      And now my little bubble is burst. Two minutes ago, this room was a place where I hadn’t made any mistakes yet. And now my biggest one is seated four chairs away. Professor Sarky begins to speak again, but my concentration is blown. I stare down at the syllabus with unseeing eyes, trying not to look at him. But his shoulders are so broad that they’re inescapable in my peripheral vision. 

      I’ve just spent three weeks at home in Iowa trying not to feel bad that Pepe hasn’t spoken to me since our big night together. I’m still trying to make sense of it. To me, that night was everything. To him, it was just a one night stand. A little stress relief after a difficult semester.

      While the professor drones on about early twentieth century popular fiction, I sneak a quick glance at him, just in case I’ve overblown the attraction in my mind. 

      But this backfires, because his big, dark eyes are fixed on the professor with polite attentiveness. His sculpted jaw rests in one big hand, and once again I’m studying the shadow of his whiskers over that perfect face. I’d spent all of last semester wondering what it would feel like to run my hands over it.

      Now I know what it feels like, and I’m more of a wreck than ever.

      While moping my way through Christmas break, it occurred to me that not every girl would feel the same. Some women who’d enjoyed a perfect night in Pepe’s company might feel unscathed. 

      My roommate agrees. “You said it was the hottest night of your life,” Nadia reminded me, mid-mope. “Maybe a repeat wouldn’t live up to the first time. Put that night on a mental pedestal and leave it there, untarnished.”

      It’s a nice idea, with one big flaw. I like Pepe. All of him. The smiles and the manners and the grammatical challenges. I want to spend more time with him. 

      He doesn’t share that feeling, though. After our post-exams sexfest, he left in the middle of the night, explaining that his flight left early the next morning and he hadn’t packed. 

      I didn’t panic, though. Perfect excuse to mash and dash, right? I fell into a blissful slumber and dreamt of our perfect future together. 

      The fairy tale ended the next morning at 9:30 when I opened my dorm room door to find my thesaurus on the welcome mat. When I saw it cast aside there, I just knew. I could practically hear his single-guy gears turning. Well, this is gonna be awkward. Better ditch the book now so we don’t have to speak again.

      Even then I wasn’t quite ready to believe that Pepe would shut me out. I let a day go by, and then another. He didn’t text me or call. But I’m a modern girl (if still a chicken) so I pulled up my big girl panties and texted him. After about sixteen drafts I went with: Hi Pepe. Hope you’re having a great vacation. Thinking about you! J.

      Now I regret it. Because I never got an answer back. Not one word.

      Who does that?

      “Jo? Josie?”

      The professor’s voice brings me suddenly back into the present. “Sorry,” I stammer, horrified to find every set of eyes was on me. Including Pepe’s. His brown eyes regard me so seriously that I have to wonder if he can read minds.

      Professor Sarky grins. “You can go ahead and explain the library now.”

      “Right,” I say, and it comes out sounding froggy. I clear my throat. “The, uh, cart has fifty romance novels on it. They’re sorted according to decade. This is just the first shipment. I’m expecting books from a dozen used booksellers, as well as orders from Amazon and Walmart.”

      “This will be the first time that Harkness has ordered teaching texts from Walmart!” The professor announces with glee. “I am making history.”

      I paste a smile onto my face and finish my speech. “Each week, you should plan to take two or three books home. Prof. Sarky has prepared an online survey form where we’re going to catalog our impressions of the romance genre over time. The survey form will help you record details such as character names and occupations, tropes and archetypes. Details like that. You’ll find the URL on the syllabus.”

      Until a half hour ago, I was thrilled to be part of this little research project. Now I can’t wait to get out of the room.

      Pepe’s hand shoots into the air.

      “Yes sir,” the professor says.

      “Are we to read the whole book? Or just inspect?”

      “It depends.” Professor Sarky taps the syllabus. “As outlined in here, you will read at least five romance novels over the course of our time together. Three will be classics that we’ll read together, like Samuel Richardson’s Pamela. Two you will choose yourself, and the rest you will merely catalog.” The professor lifts a hand toward my cart of books. “I’ll end class a few minutes early so that you have time to make your first selections. If you have questions my office hours are Thursday afternoons. Feel free to email me at any time, and please direct questions of procedure to Josie. Thank you! See you all at our next lecture.”

      Chairs scrape back from the table and students head toward my book cart. I wish I could just slip out of the room, but Prof. Sarky would find it odd. I’m supposed to stick around and collect the leftover books. 

      I can’t make such a poor impression on the first day. So I make myself very busy reading the syllabus as people move about the room.

      When I look up, Pepe is standing in front of me, three paperbacks in his hand. “Hello Jhosephine.”
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      “Hello, Jhosephine.”

      The back of my neck tingles. My whole life I’d thought I had a boy’s name. I was used to hearing, “Hey Jo!” But Pepe makes me sound beautiful every time he says it. If only I believed him.

      I lift my chin and find his unhappy face waiting for me. “Hello.”

      “You have two jobs? That is a lot of working.”

      “Um, no.” I’m not expecting the question, and I stammer out my answer. “I, uh, won’t be working at the help center this semester. Only here. For Professor Sarky.”

      A furrow develops between his big, furry eyebrows. Pepe is a furry guy. Everywhere. Just remembering that makes my heart skitter. “You will not be tutoring this term?”

      Slowly, I shake my head.

      “For anyone?” he clarifies.

      Blushing, I nod.

      “I see.” He doesn’t look happy at all. “I guess I shall have to find someone else who will put up with all my errors.” At that, he gives me a curt nod and leaves the room.

      For a second I just stand there feeling shocked. The right comeback takes too long to deliver itself into my brain. Should have thought about that before ignoring my text, asshole! 

      Ten minutes later I walk home, feeling blue. But I’m stunned to find Pepe waiting for me outside my entryway door, hands jammed into his pockets. I pull up short, my keys in my hand. “What’s the matter? Forget something?” The words sound bitter, damn it. I’d rather not bleed so profusely in front of him.

      “Salut,” he says, his voice low. “I just need to know one thing.”

      Why yes, I thought it was more than a one night stand. “Okay?”

      “Did you even read my notes?”

      “Notes? In class?”

      He shakes his head, and his dark eyes have lost their easy warmth. “Noh. In your book. The thesaurus.”

      “In my thesaurus?” I echo stupidly.

      There’s a flicker of light in his eyes that wasn’t there a moment ago. “Yes, chaton. Inside. There are sticky notes. I did not want to write in your father’s book.”

      “Sticky notes,” I parrot, my keys still in my hand.

      He grabs the keys and opens the doors. “Get the book, chaton. Please. Where is it?”

      I follow him inside, and he hands me the keys so I can open my room door. I walk over to my desk where I’d tossed the offending thesaurus on the morning I left town. Now I pick it up and wipe dust off the cover. Inside I find a sticky note on the very first page.

      Chaton—last night was amazing, and I will miss you terribly. I’m sorry I have to dash to Quebec now. That was not good planning. As I have already suspended my USA phone service until January here is my Canada number…

      “Oh,” I say loudly.

      When I turn around, Pepe is leaning against my door, a hand over his eyes. “I am sorry. I wanted to make a nice gesture but I did not guess you would not find it.”

      “Oh, shit.” A half-laugh, half-sob leaps out of my chest.

      “So sorry.”

      “No I’m sorry. I thought…” Swallowing is difficult. “It’s just…I texted you. And got no answer.”

      He winces. “I shut it down whenever I’m in Canada, to save a hundred bucks. It goes back on in three days. Would have been worth the cash to avoid this misunderstanding.”

      An errant tear escapes from one of my eyes and I flick it away, hoping he won’t see it.

      Too late. “Oh, no!” He crosses my little room in two strides and cups my face in two hands. “Don’t be sad.” He kisses my cheekbone where the tear landed, and then the other one, too. Then he wraps his arms around me. “Not sad, okay? This semester we are not sad.”

      “Okay.” I take a deep, shaky breath of his woodsy scent. “That was…stupid. I just saw the book on my doorstep and I thought…” I can’t even say it aloud. I thought it was such a forgettable night for him that he couldn’t get away fast enough.

      “I am sorry, too. What a silly thing. I thought maybe you regret me afterwards.”

      Me? What a crazy idea. “Never,” I whisper. To think that Pepe--Mr. Confidence--would think I didn't want to see him again. And that it would hurt his feelings, too. But this sort of misunderstanding isn't possible unless both people are vulnerable. Maybe awkwardness and insecurity aren't just for me, after all? That's something to think about later. “We should start over.”

      “Oui.”

      “Rip up the rough draft and start fresh.”

      He hums against my forehead, kissing me slowly there. The sensation of his lips against my face is so good that it makes my eyes burn. “No—Let us not edit out the part on your bed. Or drinking wine with pizza. It was all very nice up until the last part.”

      “True,” I say, nuzzling against his cheek. “You’re in charge of revisions.”

      His hand skims down my back, cupping my butt. He gives me a little squeeze. It feels so good I bite my own lip. “I want to start now.” His naughty hand lifts the hem of my jacket and circles at my lower back. “But I have class in fifteen minutes.”

      “Me too.”

      “We could skip,” he says softly, and he dips his head to kiss my neck.

      “Skip…the first class of the semester?” my inner nerd girl protests.

      “Noh?” He laughs, and I feel the low vibration in my chest. “Ah, well. I have a team dinner after practice. But then may I visit you?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Pepe sighs into my hair. “I waited three weeks to see you again. I suppose I can wait another few hours.”

      “We should go to class,” I say. But then I don’t step back.

      “We should,” he agrees. But then he kisses me.

      Five more minutes are lost as Pepe reacquaints himself with my eager mouth. The slide of his tongue against mine is the most distracting thing I’ve ever known. Harkness College could burn to the ground around us and I don’t think I’d notice.

      And I’m not sure I’d care.

      At long last he steps back, his face flushed, his eyelids heavy. “I think I just made the day even longer. I need to walk you out before I forget how.”

      Yowza. 

      The thesaurus is still clutched in my hand. I step back and tuck the book into my backpack.

      “There are more notes in there,” he says. “I wanted you to have to flip the pages and find them all.”

      “That is…” I hesitate, because I’m not used to saying freely what I think of him. “…The sweetest thing a guy has ever done for me. Thank you.” I hold my door open and he follows me out of the building.

      “You can tell me if the grammar is bad. Just don’t tell me if they are cheesy.” He takes my hand as we walk across the courtyard toward the gate.

      “There is no chance I’ll think they’re cheesy,” I say, my face flaming. “Not if you wrote them.” He makes a happy noise. I can hardly believe we’re holding hands. “Are you really going to take the romance novel class?” I blurt out.

      “Bien sur! Why not?”

      “Didn’t think it was your style.”

      He shrugs, smiling at me. “There is a very cute girl I know who recommends the class. And I get English credits for books that aren’t so hard. I can’t do Chaucer, chaton. My favorite tutor quit.”

      I give him an eye roll. “I’ll still read for you.”

      “Really?” His face lights up, and he hitches his backpack up on his shoulder. “I think I’ll like the romance books, anyway. One of the books has a hockey player on the cover. Hockey in romance books? Is that a thing?”

      “It’s a thing,” I say, blushing. And now I’m embarrassed because…

      “Chaton? Did you choose the books for the cart?”

      “Um…” Lying seems like a bad idea. But I’m so tempted. “I chose them,” I admit. “I chose a wide selection of books which is representative of modern romance. You can check the hockey book for accuracy.”

      He gives me a sidelong glance, and his smile is knowing. “I took the hockey book. We will look at it together.” He squeezes my hand.

      “I’m free then,” I mutter and he chuckles.

      We part ways on College Street, and I get one more kiss for the road. “Au revoir, chaton. But not for long.”

      I walk away.

      “Wait!” he bounds after me and pulls a pen from his pack. “My email. So you can reach me before the phone is back.” He writes pepe.j.gerault@harkness.edu on my hand. 

      “What is the J for?” I ask.

      “Julien. Write me so I have yours.” I get a peck on the lips and then he’s gone.

      I have to sprint to my history class, and I’m five minutes late. At least it’s a huge room, and I can sink into a seat in the back row. I’ve walked in during the professor’s opening remarks, just as Pepe did in Professor Sarky’s class. I pull out a notebook, but also the thesaurus.

      My bad girl streak is a mile wide today, because I read the rest of Pepe’s notes instead of listening to the professor. Pepe has written:

      Writing is not my skill, and it’s four in the morning. So this could be rough. But you have read all my writing before, and while you always find the errors, you never judge me. I like you so much, chaton. I can’t wait to see you again soon. Until then, there are a few more notes in this book, just for you. ~P.

      I want to beat my forehead into the little half-desk attached to my lecture hall seat. All that anguish for nothing.

      Flipping through the book, I find a sticky note on the page containing “cat.” There’s a smily face beside an arrow pointing to “kitten” and a devilish smily face under “pussy.” But the other notes are sweet. On the page for “beauty” he notes, “all these words remind me of you. I will study them for using later.” On the page for “intelligent,” he writes, “this page is dedicated to Josephine Allister. I notice there is no page for ‘dumb jock.’ Maybe in the next edition.”

      But my favorite note is on the page for “fear.” There’s an arrow pointing to its synonym, “timidity.” Pepe writes, “I was wrong to call you timid. I was the timid one. I like you since last year, but I worry that a smart girl doesn’t think much of me. I should send Marie a note of thanks for pushing me in the right direction.”

      Right then I vow to stop being tongue-tied. I will tell Pepe how I feel, even if it only comes out sounding half as good as the things he says to me. Not one word of this new history class has made it into my brain, and I don’t even care. I pull my laptop out and surreptitiously email him. Thank you for these notes. They are perfect.

      He responds to my message right away. They are all true, chaton. I am reading the hockey book now.

      Any good?

      It’s giving me ideas.

      Really? For hockey?

      No. The hockey is shit. Other parts are better.

      ???

      There are naked parts. :) I will show you later. Might need your dictionary, though.

      The Chaucer one?

      Whichever one explains “his pulsing member.”

      My gulp of laughter takes me by surprise, and I do a poor job turning it into a cough. It’s unlike me to start a semester by disrupting a class or arriving late. And it’s unlike me to plan a tryst for later tonight in my room.

      Yet it’s already the best semester ever.
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      March is supposed to be a miserable, rainy month in Harkness, Connecticut. And it’s true about the weather. But there’s nothing miserable at all about being Pepe’s girlfriend.

      It’s Friday night, and we just beat Harvard in a conference semifinal. I have never been so excited in my life as I was when the buzzer sounded. Down on the ice, the whole team piled onto each other like a pack of puppies, while those poor souls in the Crimson jerseys hung their heads.

      “So long, suckers!” I screamed.

      Now we’re at Capri’s which is crammed with an entire ecstatic hockey team and way too many happy fans. 

      But these days, Nadia and I are no longer lurking in the next room. Tonight I’m tucked into a booth beside Pepe, his arm slung casually around my shoulders as he relives the winning play with John Rikker.

      “That deke!” Pepe’s low, gravely laughter resonates through my body. I should be listening to the story, but I’m too focused on what will happen a little later tonight. Nadia is out of town, for starters. But earlier this week she made sure to inform Pepe that my birthday is tomorrow, and that she wouldn’t be home tonight.

      “Magnifique!” he’d said. “At midnight we celebrate.”

      At the time I’d been embarrassed at this little exchange. But now? Not so much. Every time Pepe touches me tonight, I check the clock, but midnight just won’t hurry. 

      I’m like Cinderella in reverse, waiting for the clock to strike. I can’t wait to shed a slipper…and then all the rest of my clothing.

      But first, hockey smack talk.

      “Did you see the look on their goalie’s face?” Rikker asks, and then cackles. “Trevi snuck in there and that dude was not expecting it.”

      “Boom!” Pepe shouts. “He put the cookie in the…” My boyfriend stops, frowning.

      “The biscuit in the basket?” Rikker asks, grinning.

      “What is a biscuit in English?” Pepe asks.

      “In America it’s a buttery thing, but not sweet,” I explain. 

      “Although in the UK, a biscuit is a cookie,” Rikker adds.

      Pepe buries his face in his hands. “I will never get English.”

      “But you get hockey, and we’re headed to the finals!” Rikker holds up a hand, which I high five. “Lake Placid, baby! It’s going to be awesome.”

      I sneak a look at my watch. It’s after eleven-thirty. Not long now.

      “You want anything from the bar?” Rikker asks. “I’m getting a pitcher.”

      Pepe slaps a ten on the table. “Can you bring Jhosephine a glass of wine?”

      “Of course.” Rikker nudges the ten away. “But I hear she’s having a birthday. It’s on me.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “That’s so nice.” But inside I’m thinking, who needs another glass of wine? We could just go home and jump each other.

      Lately our tutoring sessions are going really well. And I’m not talking about essay writing.

      Pepe’s hand curls around the side of my body as Rikker walks away. “It is almost time for your birthday surprise,” he says right into my ear. “I can’t wait.”

      “Me neither,” I admit. I turn my head and kiss him. PDA is so not like me. But the man is seriously attractive, and when he whispers in my ear I go a little crazy sometimes.

      Pepe kisses me slowly and then pulls away, his dark eyes glittering. “You need to press pause on that, chaton. Just a little while longer.”

      “Why?” I whine. “We could just leave now.”

      He closes his eyes and gives his head a quick shake. Then he opens them again. “How did I get so lucky?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Some girls—they only want the bling and the jersey and the front row seats to the conference final. You just want to drag me home and kiss me.”

      “Well of course I do.” 

      His eyes gleam. “Désolé. You have to wait ten minutes because I make a surprise for you that happens here.”

      Rikker sets a glass of wine in front of me. “Pepe, Bella is looking for you.” He points at the doorway.

      My heart sinks just a little bit. Lately I’ve worked out that Bella and Pepe used to fool around sometimes, during those intervals when Marie had broken up with Pepe. They never mention it, but I’ve heard a joke or two these last couple of months. 

      So I usually avoid Bella, because I don’t like thinking about the two of them together.

      We both look toward the entrance, and sure enough, Bella is standing there, the bar lighting making a perfect halo of her shimmering blond curls. It doesn’t help my confidence that she’s ridiculously beautiful.

      Pepe raises a hand and gives her a thumb’s up sign. Then Bella smiles and disappears.

      I don’t know what that’s all about. But then suddenly I do. Bella reappears, this time lit up by candle light. And those candles are on a cake…

      John Rikker grabs a spoon and taps his glass to get everyone’s attention. “Listen up! Somebody else has to start the singing Happy Birthday to Josie because you do not want it to be me,” he says.

      “Happy Birthday to you!” Sings a younger player named D.J. He’s a substitute on the team, although tonight he scored his first goal of the season. And apparently he and his girlfriend can both sing, because together they carry the song for two bars before the whole team joins in.

      My birthday has never been so loud.

      I just sit there with my mouth hanging open as Bella draws closer. It’s a big cake—rectangular but tall. When she finally sets it down in front of me, I can finally make out its shape. It’s styled like a book. ROGET’S THESAURUS, it reads. EDIBLE EDITION.

      It’s the cutest thing I have ever seen in my entire life. And Pepe is grinning and singing a very enthusiastic but slightly off key version of Happy Birthday.

      To me.

      “Oh, wow,” I say when the song ends.

      “Make a wish!” Rikker yells, holding up his phone to take a picture.

      I take a deep breath and blow all the candles out. Okay, it takes two breaths. It’s a lot of candles on a big cake. 

      “Joyeux Anniversaire!” Pepe says, squeezing me. 

      “Here’s a knife,” Bella says, handing it to me.

      “Thank you. Both of you,” I say, including Bella.

      She shrugs. “Pepe did the whole thing. I just took delivery at the front door.”

      “Let’s eat it,” Pepe suggests.

      So I cut the cake and Bella produces a stack of little paper plates. After I serve a bunch of slices she takes over for me so I can eat one. “Single file line, boys!” she says. “No elbows. Save those for the finals next week.”

      Pepe eats a huge slice of cake and then teases me when I can barely finish mine. “There is one more thing,” he says, reaching for his gym bag on the floor. “I got you a present. It is a little strange…”

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I say quickly. Although I’m pretty excited to see what it is. 

      He hands me a pink gift bag, and I reach inside. It’s a T-shirt. Gray, with pink letters. It reads: 

      The first rule of thesaurus club is we don’t speak, mention, jabber, natter, expound upon, discourse or declare thesaurus club.

      “Oh my God!” I squeal.

      Pepe’s grin grows wider. “You like it?”

      “I love it.” And I love you. It’s too soon to say that. But only the best kind of guy would know how much I adore this T-shirt. Pepe and I have only been together for three months. Okay, not even that long. But he somehow managed to choose a gift that was incredibly meaningful without being too expensive or too intimate. “It’s perfect in every way,” I assure him.

      “Let’s see,” Bella says, helping herself to a blob of frosting that clings to the cake’s tray. 

      When I turn the shirt around, she cackles. “That is nerdy and cool.”

      It’s tempting to bristle at the nerdy comment, but only because it’s Bella that made it. Imagine what I’d be like if I ever met Marie, his long-term girlfriend. One look at her and I’d probably implode with jealousy.

      I’m still new at this girlfriend thing. But I’ve never dated anyone as popular as Pepe before. Last week we were at a party at the hockey house, and I watched a girl actually tuck her phone number into his pocket.

      He just laughed it off, of course. But I wanted to smack her.

      “Do you want to take extra cake home?” Pepe asks. “Or should I find someone to eat the last slice?”

      “Let’s find a hockey player to eat it, and then let’s get out of here.”

      “Good call, Jhosephine,” he says. “One moment.”

      Pepe picks up the cake and moves across the room to offer it to a friend.

      “Happy Birthday,” Bella says, gathering up a couple of sticky plates and forks. “He was super excited about that cake. He took a picture of your thesaurus on his phone and showed it to the bakery.” She smiles and shakes her head. “Don’t worry so much, okay? You don’t need to.”

      Wait, what? “I don’t worry,” I say quickly.

      Bella rolls her eyes. “Right. Sure you don’t.”

      I sigh. “Okay, fine. I do. I just care too much sometimes.”

      “No,” Bella shakes her head. “There is no such thing. Trust me. You and Pepe are the real deal. I know it when I see it. Speaking of which…” She checks her phone. “My man is back from visiting his mom. Gotta run! There’s things to see and a boy to do.”

      These words don’t make Bella blush, so I do it for her. It will be a good long time before I can talk about sex without turning red-faced. “Goodnight. And thanks for helping with my birthday cake.”

      She winks at me on the way out.

      Pepe comes back. “Ready, chaton?”

      I slide out of the booth and put on my jacket, tucking my gift back into its bag and hooking it over my hand. Pepe shoulders his gym bag, and we walk out into the night together. This is the same walk we did that evening in December, when I didn’t know how to invite him up to my room.

      I’ll never be smooth, but I’m getting a little better at saying what I want. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Bien sûr.”

      “Do you ever miss Marie? It’s okay if you do.”

      Pepe turns his head sharply, his expression startled. “Noh? I don’t think about her much.”

      “But you were together for such a long time.”

      He shrugs. “Yes, and letting go was hard. But now that I have, it’s better. We outgrow each other, Marie and I. She called me last week and…”

      “Last week?” I blurt out.

      “Oui. She wants to see me over spring break.”

      My heart staggers around in my chest.

      “I tell her no. And it was so easy! I don’t want to play games. You never do that. You say you’re not so good at talking, but I don’t know if it’s true. Some people say too much, no? Marie always wanted me to know how unhappy she was when I went away. Like coming to Harkness was something I was doing to her intentionally. Like a punishment.” 

      “That’s not fair,” I say, even though it isn’t really my place to weigh in. 

      He shrugs. “I am happier now. You and I have fun, and we’re kind to each other.” His dark eyes find mine, and they’re shiny in the lamplight. “It’s not so complicated, I think. To be with you.”

      We’ve arrived at the gate to Fresh Court. “You’re coming home with me, right?” I say. The words just tumble right out, with no hesitation.

      “Of course, chaton. For as long as you’ll have me.”

      He squeezes my hand, and we cross the slate path toward Parker. I lead him up the steps and put my key in the lock. 

      Pepe leans in to kiss my neck, and my fingers pause on the key. “I like that so much,” I whisper.

      “Yes? And do you also like this?” He leans in and kisses my ear, then draws my earlobe into his mouth.

      Goosebumps break out all over my body. “Yes. Very much.”

      “Open that door, chaton. There are many other questions I have for you in this matter.”

      I open the door and hurry through the hallway, opening my room, too. 

      Once inside, I don’t turn on the light. 

      Pepe takes the hint. He takes the gift bag from my hand and tosses both our bags onto my desk. Then he eases my jacket off my shoulders and kisses me. “Happy Birthday, chaton. I’m going to make it even happier.”

      I know he will, and I can’t wait.
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