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I

 


Second Chances

 


Pushing the empty cart into the
stockroom, James glanced at the clock. It was three o’clock and
time for him to hit the road. He had put up all of the stock today
and then some. Hopefully Mr. Jefferson would be pleased.

James pulled off his apron and hung
it on a nearby peg. Absently he brushed the hair away from his
face, letting the gentle waves settle where they may. The dark
locks were now well past his ears and the back just touched his
shoulders. He had allowed his short cut to grow out last summer,
and by the beginning of college, James decided he liked his new
appearance. He would never have the incredible length of Shane, but
at least it matched Derrick’s shaggy hair.

James purposefully detoured through
the produce department on his way to the front office. He was
leaving for campus the moment he retrieved his bags at the house
and wanted to tell his best friend goodbye. He spied Derrick by the
tomatoes and traversed the maze of the shoppers to reach him. His
friend smiled as James approached and gave him a nod.

“You outta here?” he
asked.

“Yeah, it’s three already,” James
replied.

“When were you taking off?” asked
Derrick, carefully placing a tomato at the top of the stack. “Kate
and I were having a few people over tonight after
dinner.”

James shook his head. “Sorry, can’t.
Gotta head back to Gainesville tonight. Registration starts
tomorrow.”

“Oh, that sucks!” his friend
exclaimed. “Well, damn, guess I won’t see you again until spring
break, huh? Unless I decide to invade you some weekend!”

“Come on up!” James eagerly
answered.

Derrick held up his hand and James
clasped it tightly. They grinned mischievously, muscles flexing as
they dared the other to make the first move. His friend stood two
inches taller, but James outweighed him now. Judging from his
expression, Derrick was aware of his disadvantage and gave up
almost immediately. After eight years and many such standoffs, they
were still the best of friends.

“Tell Kate I said bye,” entreated
James, releasing his friend’s hand.

“I will!” laughed Derrick. “See ya
around, man!”

James maneuvered around the produce
displays and made a beeline for the main office. He nodded absently
at the customer service clerk before retrieving his timecard from
the rack. He slid it into the time clock and waited for the loud
snap of the stamp. Thoughtfully, he eyed his card and added the
hours in his head. He had averaged forty hours per week during his
Christmas break and acquired almost thirty-five more in the last
four days alone. His final check would be well over two hundred
dollars.

Suddenly a hand came down on his
left shoulder. James turned around and discovered the store manager
looming over him. A big man by any standards, Mr. Jefferson’s size
frightened most people. However, James knew better and
grinned.

“All through today, James?” the
manager asked, warmly returning his smile.

“Yes, Sir!” he quickly replied,
placing his card in the rack. “Aisles three and four are done and
half of aisle two.”

Mr. Jefferson’s eyebrows rose
slightly. “Slacking a bit today, huh?” he observed.

For a moment, James thought he might
be serious and stared with wide eyes. The grin on the store
manager’s face revealed that he was only teasing and James relaxed.
Chuckling, Mr. Jefferson patted his shoulder.

“I certainly appreciate you letting
me come back to work during the break,” James said with all
sincerity.

“You’ve always been my hardest
working employee,” said Mr. Jefferson. “I’d never turn you away,
James.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“You just keep working hard at
college!” the manager said firmly, giving James a stern look.
“You’re gonna go far, James. I tell you, if you were my son, I’d be
damned proud of you!”

“Thank you,” James humbly
replied.

Mr. Jefferson nodded and returned to
his private office. “I’ll make sure Jody mails your last check to
your dorm address,” he told James before vanishing around the
corner.

Stuffing his hands in his pockets,
James walked quickly out of the store. The cold January air hit him
immediately and he pressed his elbows tightly against his sides.
His jacket lay crumpled in the backseat of his vehicle, but he
would be all right once he escaped the wind. Pulling his car keys
out of his pocket, James unlocked the Camaro’s door and swung
heavily into the driver’s seat. He started the engine and waited
while the old vehicle warmed, absently watching customers scurry
across the parking lot.

Mr. Jefferson’s kind words ran
through his mind. The manager had always appreciated James’s hard
work, which was more than could be said about his own father. He
could not remember the last time an encouraging word had emanated
from that source. No matter how hard James tried, it was never
enough to please his father. It would be a cold day in hell before
Ben Sheppard ever praised his only son.

When he felt warm air flowing out
the vents, James headed for home. He pulled up outside his father’s
house and trotted to the front door. The car in the driveway
belonged to his stepmother, and James hoped to pack and depart
before his father arrived home from work.

Slamming the front door, James
bolted down the hallway to his bedroom. He turned on the light and
surveyed his meager belongings. He had never coveted possessions
and most of what he owned now filled his dorm room. Only a couple
pieces of furniture remained, and his bench set still sat in the
corner. If he had the space, James would’ve taken his weights to
college, too. They would just have to wait until he moved into an
apartment after graduation.

His duffle bag lay on the bed,
already half full. James began stuffing the last of his possessions
into the bag, filling it to capacity. He reached for a small box on
the dresser and set it on the bed beside his bag. The six items
within represented James’s entire Christmas, and three of the gifts
were from friends. The box was only half full and he quickly
stuffed the container with the remainder of his
belongings.

A noise at the door caught his
attention. He glanced up apprehensively, fearing his father had
come home early. James relaxed when he noticed his stepmother and
smiled warmly at Lynn.

“Hi, Mom,” he said, placing the last
item in the box.

“I figured you’d want to be gone
before your father got home today,” she said.

James shot her an anxious look, his
jaw set. “Yeah,” he replied, swinging the bag over his
shoulder.

He adjusted his grip and reluctantly
turned to face Lynn. James really liked his stepmother. She always
treated him like her own flesh and blood and stood up for James
whenever possible. His real mother abandoned their family when he
was only six, and he had not seen her since that time. Eventually,
the memories faded and ceased to haunt James. Many years were spent
without a maternal figure in his life until his father remarried.
Lynn was the closest thing to a mother he had ever known, and
unlike his father, she encouraged James at every
opportunity.

Lynn held up a paper bag. “I knew
you wouldn’t have time to eat either, so I made a couple sandwiches
for you,” she said, eyeing him apologetically. “Sorry it’s not
more.”

“Oh, Mom, thanks. I appreciate it,”
he said, taking the bag out of her hands.

Lynn put her arms around him and
gave James a hug. He eagerly returned her embrace, grateful for her
thoughtfulness.

“You take care of yourself, James,”
she said, tightly gripping his shoulder. “I don’t need to tell you
to work hard, because you will!”

“It’s all I know to do,” he
replied.

James set his sandwiches inside the
box and tucked it under his arm. Lynn walked him to the front door
and he hesitated. His stepmother had worked diligently to make the
Christmas holiday pleasant for everyone and he appreciated her
efforts. Lynn met his eyes and nodded, giving James a quick kiss on
the cheek.

“Call if you need anything, Hon,”
she said. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. Thanks for
everything, Mom.”

He sauntered to his car and set his
things in the back seat. Grabbing the paper bag from the box, he
placed it in the passenger seat as he slid behind the wheel. James
started his Camaro and gave his stepmother a final wave before
pulling away from the curb. Glancing at the clock, he made a quick
mental calculation. It was only about 110 miles from Orlando to
Gainesville. He’d arrive at the college by five-thirty.

Once out of town, James reached into
the bag and pulled out a sandwich. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast
and felt famished. The ham sandwich tasted wonderful, and he all
but inhaled the first one in his eagerness to fill the pit in his
stomach. He savored the second sandwich, all the while thanking his
stepmother’s consideration. He could not have survived this visit
without Lynn.

His stepmother had been a total
blessing to their family. James’s father had dated many women over
the years, some better than others, but few stayed long. When he
was fifteen, his father met Lynn and they married just four months
later. She brought peace and stability to their household,
something James had never known. His father was prone to violent
outbursts, especially when drinking, but those moments were less
frequent now. James could survive the mental and physical abuse,
but he often wondered why Lynn put up with such behavior. They had
come to one another’s rescue more than once. He never understood
why his stepmother always defended him, but at least James didn’t
suffer alone anymore.

James pulled onto the University of
Florida’s campus and headed straight for his dorm. He carried the
bag and box to his room and struggled for a moment with the lock.
When the door finally opened, he almost ran headlong into his
roommate. Drew jumped aside, his eyes wide.

“Hey, Drew,” said James, closing the
door with his foot.

“Hey, man! Damn, let me get out of
the way!” he cried, leaping onto his bed. “I was beginning to
wonder about you.”

James dropped his things on the bed
and grimaced. “Had to work until three today.”

“Did you spend your entire Christmas
break working?”

“Just about,” he replied, opening
his bag and dumping the contents. “Forty hours a week at the
grocery store, plus a couple days helping Shane at his
shop.”

Drew shook his head and stretched
out on his bed. “You don’t know how to relax, do you?”

“Made over thirteen hundred
dollars!” James proudly declared. He sighed and overturned the box
onto his bed. “Besides, kept me out of the house.”

“You get into it with your dad?”
Drew cautiously asked.

James glanced at his roommate and
noted his genuine concern. Drew could be very detached and
nonchalant on occasion, but certain topics he treated more
seriously. Once James informed him of the situation at home, his
roommate had treated the subject with the utmost
respect.

“No more than usual,” he said
dejectedly.

Slowly, he began to put away his
things and Drew’s attention shifted to his television program. In
the absence of conversation, James found his thoughts returning to
his father. They had argued just last night over the length of his
hair. After eight years in the Marines, his father did not believe
in anything except a buzz cut. James had sported a crew cut until
he was fifteen. He managed to maintain a couple inches of length in
high school, but his hair was much longer now. His father
absolutely hated his appearance and had threatened to shave his
head. James had prepared to either fight or run, but fortunately,
Lynn forcibly diverted Ben’s attention from his son.

His long work hours might appear
crazy, but James needed something to keep him away from his father
and fill the void in his life. It rarely did the latter, but at
least it kept him occupied and out of trouble.

* * *

James made it through registration
the next day and acquired his class schedule. A full load of credit
hours, he was still on track to graduate in one and a half years.
The sooner he earned his diploma and moved out of his father’s
house, the better.

As he was departing, James heard
someone call his name. He noticed Lori trying to catch him and
James met her halfway. It always pleased him to see her warm smile,
not to mention beautiful face. Lori’s gorgeous features and long,
blonde hair caused most men to turn their heads, and James was no
exception. He resisted the urge to hug her and settled for a
friendly handshake instead. Lori asked about his Christmas break
and James shrugged indifferently.

“It was all right,” he said. “I saw
that Florida State won.”

“Isn’t that great?” she beamed, her
blue eyes glowing with joy. “Jason was so excited to start in this
year’s bowl game! I just wish I could have been there.”

James smiled at her enthusiasm,
despite the twinge in his heart. Lori’s complete and total devotion
to the Seminole’s quarterback was admirable. James would give
anything to direct her affections toward him, but he’d made that
mistake once already. A severe beating from her husband had
discouraged James from ever pursuing Lori again. He now settled for
mere friendship with the object of his desire.

“I’m sorry I missed your swim meet
last week, but I had to work,” he told Lori, brushing the hair out
of his eyes. His friend was one of the best swimmers in the country
and destined to compete in next year’s Summer Olympics.

“That’s okay, I know you’ll be at
the next one,” Lori said brightly. “I don’t know who your
replacement was, but you take far better pictures,
James!”

“Thanks,” he humbly
replied.

“Well, I’ve got practice in thirty
minutes. See you soon!”

James said goodbye and watched Lori
walk across the parking lot, her long hair swaying in the wind. He
longed for more, but felt grateful they were even still friends.
During an incident last fall, James had lost his temper and
frightened Lori. After his foolish actions, Lori had every reason
to hate and distrust him. By all rights, her husband should have
killed him, too. However, she had accepted his apology and all but
forgotten the incident. Lori might have forgiven him, but that
moment would forever haunt James.

With a heavy heart, he retreated to
his dorm room. He changed into his sweats and went to the gym for a
couple hours. Last summer, he’d begun a grueling weight training
regiment to build his muscles and make himself more appealing.
James doubted he would ever possess the physique of Lori’s husband,
but it was an excellent way to wear off frustrations.

When he returned, James discovered
his roommate preparing for a night on the town. Drew possessed a
passion for women and worked diligently to increase his appeal.
What Drew lacked in appearance, he made up for in charm and
charisma, and he had an endless supply of dates. James told him to
have a good time with his current girlfriend and Drew grinned
mischievously.

“Oh, yeah, I’ll have a good time!”
he promised, giving James a knowing wink. “See ya
later!”

Drew closed the door, leaving James
alone in the quiet dorm room. The silence was too much and he
turned on the stereo before taking a shower. He focused on the
music while he washed and dried, letting his mind empty of all
thoughts. Tired and feeling rather numb, he searched through his
drawers for something to wear. He had just pulled on a pair of
jeans when there was a knock at the door. James assumed it was
someone looking for Drew and opened the door without hesitation.
His eyes fell on a familiar head of red hair and his chest
immediately tightened.

It had been over a month since James
had seen Sherry. They dated for nearly two months this past
semester, but he had made every effort to wipe the relationship
from his mind. He’d returned to campus after Thanksgiving and
received an unpleasant surprise. James had grown quite attached to
Sherry and been simply devastated to catch her with another man.
Miraculously, he’d kept his temper in check. Outside of a brief
exchange over the phone, James had completely shut her out of his
life, and he was not pleased to see her on his doorstep once
more.

The young woman stared hopefully,
her eyes wide. “James?”

“Hey,” he coldly replied, leaning
against the wall.

“I… I have something for you,” she
said, glancing at a small gift in her hands. Anxiously, Sherry
looked up at him. “And I’d really like to talk with
you.”

James sighed, reluctant to concede.
Sherry gave him a pleading look and James eyed her suspiciously.
Finally, he nodded and stepped aside, allowing Sherry into his
room. James locked the door and regarded her with cold
indifference, his arms crossed. She clutched tightly at the present
in her hands and took a deep breath.

“James, I never got a chance to tell
you how sorry I was,” offered Sherry. “I know it was a really
crappy thing to do to you and I’m sorry it happened. I haven’t been
able to get you out of my mind since, either. I’ve really missed
you.”

Running fingers through his damp
hair, James sighed. “Sherry…” he protested, not in the mood for a
long, emotional discussion.

“James, I didn’t mean for it to
happen.”

“Well, why the hell did it then?” he
angrily shot back, fists tightly clenched.

“I don’t know,” moaned Sherry,
sinking onto his bed. She looked up with tears in her eyes. “I’d
just gone out with a few friends that night and we ran into some
local guys. They bought us drinks and one of them brought me back
to the dorms. I guess I was a little drunk and not thinking
clearly. I should’ve never let him in my room.”

“Did you sleep with him?” James
demanded, staring at the floor.

“No!” she cried. “I know what it
must’ve looked like, but I didn’t go to bed with him. We just got a
little friendly, that’s all. I felt so horrible afterwards. I
didn’t mean to cheat on you, James. You’d been just so sweet to me
and everything.”

James continued to stare at the
carpet. He fought to suppress the hurt and anger slowly rising
within him. It had been all he could do to control his rage that
night. Discovering that boy in Sherry’s room had almost sent him
over the edge. He had wanted to put the whole incident behind him
and move on with his life. Her presence right now in his room as
she begged for forgiveness threatened to crumble his
resolve.

“Obviously I wasn’t enough for you,”
James heard himself say before he realized he’d uttered a
sound.

“You are enough! It was just really
stupid of me, you know? I mean, I really like you a lot, James.
You’re sweet and considerate and I just didn’t appreciate that
until you weren’t around anymore,” Sherry said, her voice full of
regret. “I just wish there was something I could do to make it up
to you. I don’t think I’ll be able to live with myself if you can’t
forgive me.”

He shifted uncomfortably, trying to
avoid her eyes. “Sherry, I just don’t know… “

“Please, James! I’m really, really
sorry. I think you’re really special and I just want another chance
for us.”

Sherry’s desperate plea tugged at
his heart and James felt his will begin to weaken. He had felt
incredibly lonely the past few weeks. James had not dated often,
but after meeting Lori and enjoying Sherry’s company, he simply
couldn’t stand to be alone anymore. His heart ached for female
companionship, but overlooking her betrayal would be
difficult.

“I just don’t know if I could ever
trust you again, Sherry,” he said, meeting her eyes at
last.

“I promise it won’t happen again!”
she cried, her expression full of hope. “I care so much for you,
James. I just want to be with you, no one else. Please, give me one
more chance…”

Sherry’s voice cracked in
desperation. Despite his reservations, that was all it took to
break through the wall. James dropped his arms and sighed. Sherry
eyed him hopefully and held out her hand. Reluctantly, he grasped
her outstretched fingers and sank beside her on the bed. Her
fingers wrapped tightly around his and James stared at their
hands.

“Sherry, I’ve missed you, too,” he
admitted. “I just need to know for certain… “

“I swear, it won’t happen again,
James,” she assured him.

Setting the present on the bed, she
ran her fingers through his hair. Sherry’s touch was both soothing
and enticing. James found it difficult to resist her advances and
finally looked directly at Sherry. She smiled and leaned closer to
give James a kiss. He didn’t respond right away, still hesitant to
let down his guard. Sherry was persistent, though, and before James
realized it, he was eagerly returning her kisses.

Slowly pulling away, she grinned and
reached for his gift. “I got something for you while I was home for
Christmas,” she said, placing the present in his lap.

“Sherry, I didn’t get you anything,”
he began, warily eyeing the box.

“That’s okay. Go ahead, James. Open
it!”

Tentatively, he unwrapped the
package and pulled aside the tissue paper. His eyes fell on the
logo for the Miami Dolphins. Curious, he pulled the gift out of the
box and discovered it was a knitted cap.

“Here, let me put it on you,” Sherry
said brightly, taking it out of his hands. She pulled it over his
head, tucking his ears underneath the cap.

“There we are!” she cried, leaning
back to get a better view. Sherry adjusted one side and then
grinned foolishly. “It looks really cute on you!”

James finally managed a weak smile.
“Does it?”

Sherry gently laid a hand alongside
his face. “Actually, you look really cute in it,” she said softly,
drawing him in for a kiss.

Her hand traveled down to his bare
chest as she caressed him seductively. James found it impossible to
resist and slowly lowered Sherry onto the covers. She continued
physically enticing him, and his desire to feel fulfilled became
urgent. Lost in a moment of passion and desperate to fill the
aching need, James took advantage of her complete
surrender.

Afterwards, they lay quietly under
the covers. Sherry’s head rested on his chest, her arms tightly
around his body. Absently he played with her hair, letting the long
strands fall through his fingertips. James enjoyed the sensation,
and the feel of her bare skin against his own. He knew he should
feel better now. The emptiness had not vanished though, and doubt
continued to gnaw at James’s conscience.

With a happy sigh, Sherry lifted her
head and smiled. “Are you gonna let your hair grow out really
long?” she asked, reaching up to stroke his dark locks.

“You don’t like it?” he
asked.

“No, I love it.”

“Then I won’t cut it,” promised
James.

Sherry smiled and leaned forward to
kiss him. “Suppose I should go before your roommate comes back,”
she said with regret.

She sat up and stretched once before
scooping her clothes off the floor. James remained on the bed and
watched her dress. Sherry did not possess Lori’s beauty, but she
had a pretty face and a shapely body. He still wondered why she
wanted to go out with him. James knew his looks were anything but
special.

Pulling on her shoes, Sherry sat up
straight and eyed him expectantly. James slowly sat up and placed a
hand on her back. She grinned and gave him another kiss.

“It’s so good to see you again,” she
said, rising to her feet. “Call me tomorrow, okay?”

“All right,” he replied.

Sherry blew him a kiss before
leaving the room. The sound of the door closing echoed loudly in
the silence. James glanced at his now quiet stereo and noticed the
time. With a sigh, James reached for the remote and spent the rest
of the evening watching television. Fervently he hoped this time
around with Sherry would be different.

The following evening, James called
Sherry as promised. He was saddled with work the very first day and
had an article to write for the newspaper as well, but spent nearly
an hour on the phone. She simply bubbled with joy to hear his voice
and he enjoyed their conversation. James felt guilty for doubting
her sincerity and spent a couple hours in her dorm room the next
night.

The next swim meet was held in
Gainesville. Sherry told him to give her a call when it ended and
they would go dancing afterwards. James really looked forward to an
evening of dancing and it dominated his thoughts while he took
pictures. There was a good turnout for the afternoon meet and it
did not surprise James to see Lori’s husband in the stands. James
nodded at him in passing, and Jason solemnly returned his gesture.
Aware of his presence, James felt very self-conscious and was
careful how many photos of Lori he captured during the competition.
After her second race, he did extend his congratulations on another
decisive victory.

“Thank you, James,” she replied,
absently toweling her hair. “As long as my time keeps improving,
that’s what matters!”

“I saw Jason in the stands,” he told
her, resisting the urge to look over his shoulder.

“Yes, he came down for the whole
weekend!” cried Lori. “Jason’s taking me out to dinner tonight,
too.”

“That sounds nice. I think Sherry
and I are gonna go dancing later.”



In the process of shrugging on her
jacket, his comment caught Lori’s attention. She hesitated and eyed
him warily. Finally, Lori sighed and patted him on the
shoulder.

“Be careful, James,” she said
quietly before turning to leave.

He watched her retreat to the girl’s
locker room. Lori knew what had transpired last Thanksgiving and
the worry in her eyes seemed completely genuine. James hoped her
fears were unfounded.

With a sigh, he continued taking
pictures as the men’s final race began.

* * *

James unlocked the door and swung
into his dorm room. Drew looked up expectantly from his computer as
James closed the door behind him.

“Hey, man, about time!” his roommate
cried, stretching his arms over his head. “We gotta get going
soon.”

Moving to his desk, James dumped his
books on the surface with a loud thud. He wearily gazed at the
stack and wished he shared his roommate’s enthusiasm. It had been a
long day and he knew this evening would be even longer.

“A package came for you, too,” Drew
said quickly, shutting off his computer.

James glanced at his bed and noticed
a small box in the middle of his comforter. He recognized his
stepmother’s handwriting and had to smile. She always remembered
his birthday.

“Well, are you gonna open it or just
admire it?” demanded Drew.

“I’ll open it!” replied James,
flopping on his bed.

He tore through the brown wrapping
paper, resorting to Drew’s pocketknife to cut off the strapping
tape. Nothing more than an inside-out grocery bag, James threw it
on the floor. The present was wrapped in bright birthday colors and
James quickly ripped it off the box. He removed the lid and peeled
back the tissue paper. Inside sat a card and a new
shirt.

“That’s cool,” Drew commented as
James held up the heavy, long-sleeved shirt.

James set it aside and opened the
envelope. The card was sweet and his stepmother had signed it for
his father. She had probably selected the shirt, too. A smaller
envelope resided inside his card and James discovered forty dollars
in cash. That most definitely had come from Lynn.

“I’ll have to call her,” he said
thoughtfully.

His roommate suddenly leapt to his
feet. “Well, call her on the way! Everyone’s waiting for
us.”

James sighed and stared
apprehensively at his roommate. Drew had conspired with his friends
and Sherry to take him out for his twenty-first birthday. He really
didn’t feel like going out tonight, certainly not to drink. He
could think of better ways to spend his money.

“If I have to,” mumbled James,
setting the box on his desk.

“Damn, James, it’s the big
twenty-one!” cried Drew, patting him on the back. “Come on, live a
little! Drinks are on the house tonight, remember?”

“I only want one…” he began
weakly.

“Yeah, we’ll see about
that!”

James allowed his roommate to push
him out the door, amused by his tenacity. Drew knew why he didn’t
drink very often. Years of watching his father abuse liquor had
turned James off alcohol. However, it was his twenty-first
birthday. A drink or two wouldn’t hurt. Not that Drew was likely to
let him get away with just a couple!

* * *

James arrived at the girl’s dorm at
five-forty, berating himself for his tardiness. He cruised past the
front doors, anxiously searching for Sherry. James was about to
turn around and park the car when he saw Sherry step outside.
Quickly, he pulled up to the steps and unlocked the passenger door.
She slid into her seat and gave him a smile.

“Sorry I’m late,” he
offered.

“That’s okay. I was,
too!”

James leaned over and gave her a
kiss. Sherry wouldn’t permit him to stop at just one and he was
more than happy to comply. A car horn abruptly separated them and
Sherry had a few choice words for the impatient driver. Shaking her
head, she looked expectantly at James.

“So, where are we eating
tonight?”

“Well, not sure yet.”

“How about something fancy?” she
said brightly. “I know a really good Japanese steak
house!”

James cringed. “Sherry, that might
be outside my budget,” he said slowly, mentally calculating how
much a single dinner would set him back.

“Oh,” she replied, sinking into her
seat. “I thought you said you’d made a lot of money over Christmas
break?”

“I did, but it’s gotta cover my car
insurance and living expenses for the rest of the
semester.”

Sherry sighed and crossed her arms.
James anxiously glanced her direction. He did not want to
disappoint her, but he couldn’t afford to spend that much money on
just one meal. James’s savings account was healthy and he wanted it
to remain that way.

“Believe me, I’d love to take you
someplace really nice, because you deserve it,” he said, reaching
for her hand. “But I’ve only got forty bucks on me and I know
you’ll want something to drink at the club, too.”

Sherry nodded, her eyes on the road.
Finally, she glanced at James and he gave her his most contrite
expression. She smiled faintly and wrapped her hand around
his.

“All right, how about the Mellow
Mushroom?” she asked patiently. “If we just get a pizza, we can
probably get out of there for under twenty-five bucks.”

“Will that be all right with you?”
James inquired.

Sherry gave his fingers a squeeze.
“Yeah.”

The restaurant was filling quickly,
but they managed to secure a table in the corner. They decided to
take their time and enjoy a leisurely dinner. Sherry wanted to
arrive at the dance club after eight o’clock, which provided time
to talk and take pleasure in one another’s company. James was
pleased with the progress of their relationship and had finally
begun to relax. It appeared as if everything would work out with
Sherry after all.

James had enough money remaining for
two rounds of drinks at the club and even let Sherry finish his
second glass. He loved to dance and certainly didn’t need alcohol
in him to be enticed onto the floor. It was one of the few physical
activities in which he felt comfortable participating.

Around ten o’clock, Sherry slipped
to the bathroom and was absent for some time. James was beginning
to grow concerned when she suddenly reappeared. She slid into the
seat beside him without a word, her head down. He leaned closer and
asked if everything was all right.

She looked up quickly and then shook
her head. “I’ve got a headache,” she replied, rubbing her
forehead.

“I’m sorry. Do you want to go
home?”

When she nodded, James grabbed
Sherry’s jacket and rose to his feet. He extended his hand and led
her out of the noisy nightclub. The night air felt chilly, and he
assisted Sherry with her coat before walking to the car.

“Sorry you don’t feel good,” he said
as he slid behind the wheel.

“I’ll take something when I get back
to the room,” she replied, closing her eyes.

James returned to the dorms and
walked Sherry to her room. She unlocked the door and let it swing
open, revealing a dark room. James turned on the light for her
before wrapping his arms around Sherry’s middle.

“I hope you feel better tomorrow,”
he said, trying to hide his disappointment that the evening had
ended so early. He had intended to conclude the evening in his
room, but physical intimacy was definitely out of the question
now.

“I’ll take some aspirin and go to
bed,” Sherry said quickly, her expression sleepy. “Sorry to ruin
the evening.”

“You didn’t. I had a great time
tonight,” James said, smiling warmly. “Just being with you is
enough.”

Sherry managed a faint smile, her
eyes dark. James brushed the long hair away from her face and gazed
thoughtfully at his girlfriend. He wanted to say more and struggled
with the words.

“I really, really like you, Sherry,”
he said. “So much, I think…”

She suddenly leaned forward and gave
James a kiss, forestalling his words. Sherry slowly leaned away and
gave him a warm smile.

“Call me tomorrow,” she
whispered.

“Okay,” he breathed, releasing
Sherry. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, James.”

Sherry closed her door, leaving him
alone in the hallway. James remained glued to the spot, his
thoughts still dangling on the end of his tongue. He didn’t know if
it was love, but he really cared about Sherry. She was the best
thing in his life right now and James wished he’d the opportunity
to tell her tonight. Eventually he’d force the words out of his
mouth.

Taking a deep breath, James went
downstairs to the main floor. He had to dodge two girls in the
lobby and nearly collided with someone waiting by the doors. The
young man scowled and James gave him an apologetic nod before
stepping outside. He glanced back at the stranger, noting his long,
blonde hair, and absently wondered what he’d look like with hair of
that length. James suspected his father would go
ballistic.

With his roommate out for the night,
James had to settle for the company of a warm television set
instead of Sherry. There’s always next weekend, he
thought.

* * *

A loud noise brought James out of a
deep sleep. He opened his eyes just as Drew staggered into their
room. His roommate closed the door and regarded James with
surprise.

“You still in bed?” he
asked.

James smiled and rubbed his eyes.
“Yeah, but I need to get up,” he said with a mighty yawn. “Guess
you had a good night, huh?”

“I always do! Hope you took
advantage of my absence.”

“Not really,” James replied as he
pulled himself upright. “Sherry had a headache, so I took her home
early. Ended up watching movies until four this
morning.”

Drew dropped onto his bed. “That
sucks! I was up until two-thirty, but I wasn’t watching
TV!”

James snorted in disgust. “Maybe
next week.”

Swinging around his legs, he placed
his bare feet on the floor. James suddenly realized he’d fallen
asleep in his clothes. Judging from his stiffness, he’d apparently
slept in the same position all night, too. James yawned again and
glanced at the clock. There were several assignments awaiting his
attention, but an hour at the gym would probably do him some good.
If he hustled, he’d return before one.

James washed his face and threw on
some sweats. He stuffed a t-shirt and towel into his gym bag, along
with his phone and a water bottle. Since he was pressed for time
this morning, James decided to drive across campus. He wondered if
Sherry felt better this morning. As soon as he returned from the
gym, he’d give her a call. Perhaps they could get together this
afternoon.

James bounded into the gym and
caught sight of Lori emerging from the poolroom. He greeted his
friend and asked if she had enjoyed her evening at the movies. Lori
politely inquired of his night.

“Oh, it was great! I took Sherry out
to dinner and then dancing. Didn’t stay out late, though. Maybe
we’ll join you guys next time.”

His eyes were on the weight room as
he mentally planned his workout. Lori asked another question and
his attention returned to his friend.

“Huh? Sherry didn’t feeling good so
I took her back to her dorm room. My roommate was out, so I ended
up watching movies until almost four a.m. That’s why I’m so late
today!” he said, glancing anxiously at the clock. “Anyway, I need
to get going or I’ll be here all day. See you tomorrow!”

“James, wait,” said Lori
urgently.

Concerned, he hesitated. “Lori, are
you all right?”

“James, can we step outside?” she
pleaded.

Warily, he gestured for her to lead
the way. Lori walked to the side of the building and sat on a
nearby bench. James took a seat beside her, his stomach churning.
Lori looked absolutely sick and he wondered what he could have
possibly done wrong now. The incident from last fall still weighed
heavily on his heart.

“Lori, what is it? What did I do
now?”

She took a deep breath and turned to
face him. “James, I saw Sherry with another guy last
night.”

Panic swept over him and James felt
his stomach sink. “What? She was with me until…”

“This was about eleven o’clock at
the grocery store by the theatre. Cindy saw her, too. She was with
this older, blonde haired guy, buying beer. And they were
definitely… involved.”

James had looked away while she
spoke and now stared at his shoes. A thousand angry thoughts flew
through his mind as the truth became apparent. She had faked a
headache so he would take her back to the dorms. That young man he
ran into downstairs had been waiting for Sherry. She had either
planned it all along or made a phone call while in the bathroom. No
wonder she stopped him from saying he loved her. It would have just
added to her guilty conscience.

Lori said something else, but James
did not hear her words. Inside, he seethed with fury. He had
believed Sherry, trusted her to be faithful this time. How could he
be so naïve? She was using him, taking advantage of his generous
and forgiving nature. His desire to feel needed had made him an
easy target and James was mad at himself for being so
gullible.

James realized that he was rocking
on his heels in an effort to control his temper. Consumed with
resentment and anger, he grabbed his bag and leapt to his feet. He
mumbled something to Lori, desperate to flee before he flew into a
rage.

“James!” she cried.

He hesitated and resisted the urge
to tear his arm violently from Lori’s grasp. She held on to him and
James became very still. He desperately wanted to lash out and
force someone else to feel his agony. However, the last person he
wanted witnessing his loss of control yet again was Lori. He had
already hurt her once and feared a repeat of that incident. The
rage within threatened to consume him, though, and James simply
exploded.

“Two-timing bitch!” he screamed,
slinging his bag against the wall.

His sudden outburst caused Lori to
release his arm. Avoiding her gaze, James stared angrily at the
cars in the parking lot. His violent response had discharged some
of the rage, but it continued to ripple through his body like the
aftershocks of an earthquake. Sherry’s betrayal pounded painfully
at his chest and the sensation caused his whole body to tremble.
James breathed deeply as he tried to collect his thoughts and
regain his composure.

Lost in anguish, James suddenly
became aware of Lori’s hand on his arm. Her touch was obviously
meant to comfort rather than restrain. James lowered his head and
clenched his fists tightly at his side, fighting for control. He
refused to strike out at Lori. She was the only friend he had right
now. Frustrated, James glanced at Lori. He met her eyes, full of
sympathy and compassion, and her genuine concern drained the last
of his anger. James was suddenly overcome with despair. With a
gasp, he turned to face Lori and felt his legs shaking underneath
him. Instinctively, he reached for her arms and felt Lori’s hands
grasp his shoulders. James held fast as bitterness overtook him
completely.

He didn’t know how long they
remained in that position, but James could feel her hands on his
shoulders gently reassuring him. As he pulled himself together,
James realized he was gripping Lori’s arms as he had last fall. The
memory of that tragic moment snapped his aguish and returned him to
reality. Abruptly, he released Lori and stepped away.

“I’m sorry,” he gasped. “I should
have not grabbed you… again.”

“This is different, James. Are you
okay?”

Her question struck a nerve. “No!
Obviously there’s something about me that’s not okay,” he growled.
James had never felt so inadequate in his entire life.

“James, don’t use Sherry as a
measure! Her rejection certainly isn’t worth counting,” Lori said
firmly.

“What about yours?” he demanded,
whirling to face his friend.

He already knew the answer and held
up his hand to forestall her protest. James shook his head with
disgust. A thought crossed his mind and he smiled at the irony of
the situation.

“Hell, you know what really sucks? I
finally get to hold you and it’s because I’m miserable about
another damn girl!”

Lori did not respond. James
retrieved his bag and casually asked when he could expect another
visit from Jason.

“James!” she cried in
exasperation.

“Well, what the hell is it I keep
doing wrong? You’re taken and every time I get around you I seem to
get myself into trouble. I tried to look elsewhere and look what it
got me. Damn, are there no decent girls left?”

She tried to console him, but in his
heart, James knew the truth. He wasn’t very good with people and
his dating habits proved he was a terrible judge of character.
James wondered if he shouldn’t just resign himself to a life of
solitude. He’d felt miserable and lonely his whole life and it
didn’t appear that would change anytime soon.

“Having someone doesn’t mean you
won’t still be lonely,” Lori whispered.

James eyed her sympathetically. She
and Jason saw each other so infrequently and had spent most of
their married life apart.

“Then why aren’t you two together?”
James gently asked.

“Because we have to be separated
right now,” Lori said, her eyes full of sorrow. “I’ve survived
because I have hope for the future when we will be
together.”

“Hope,” he echoed, brushing the hair
out of his face. “After what you just told me? Hell, I still have
to deal with her. Well, this will be the last time.”

Lori’s expression suddenly
brightened. “James, I know someone you should meet. At our next
swim meet!”

He cocked his head, roused from his
despondency by the excitement in her voice. “You got a
twin?”

“No, but I can introduce you to a
sweet, decent girl. Someone I think you’ll have a lot in common
with.”

A glimmer of hope sparked in his
heart and he agreed to meet with her friend. He waited while she
retrieved her gym bag and together they walked to the front of the
building. Despite the cloud cover, the day was very bright, and
James hoped it represented better things to come. Casually, he
thanked her again and assured Lori that he’d be all right. She
flashed him the most radiant smile, and James longed to put an arm
around Lori. He even began to raise his hand before dropping it
quickly to his side. He knew all too well what that gesture would
bring.

“You’re like an angel, you know?” he
said softly, trying to find the right words. “I really envy Jason.
Hope he didn’t get the last one.”

Lori adjusted the gym bag in her
hands and placed her free arm around his neck. At first, James was
too startled to react. Slowly he laid a hand across her back and
held Lori close. He closed his eyes, thankful for his friend’s
gesture.

“There’s more out there, I promise,”
she whispered in his ear. Lori released him and patted James on the
shoulder. “And that was just for you.”

Before he could say anything, Lori
darted across the parking lot. James could only stare, his mouth
open in disbelief. His friend continued to amaze him. Despite the
terrible news she brought this morning, Lori had made him feel
better regardless. James hoped there really were more women like
her in the world. If her friend was anything like Lori, then next
Saturday definitely held promise. He just had to survive until next
weekend.

 


 


 


II

 


Life Renewed

 


When he returned to the dorms, James
forced his troubles from his mind and focused on his studies. With
his roommate absent, he used the quiet time to his advantage.
Regardless of how awful the rest of his life appeared at the
moment, he wasn’t about to let his schoolwork suffer. His perfect
GPA was the only thing James had going for him right
now.

He managed to avoid thinking about
Sherry for several hours. Eventually, she called him on the phone.
His rage refueled, James let her have it with both barrels. In the
middle of their heated conversation, Drew returned. His roommate
fearfully slunk to his computer and attempted to ignore the angry
exchange. Determined to cause Sherry to regret her decision last
night, James did not curb his words in front of his roommate.
Fortunately, Drew remained silent even when James told her to go to
hell and slammed his cell phone on the desk.

Still fuming, James continued to
work on his project in silence. He completed his assignment and hit
the print button. Wearily, he pushed back his chair and brushed
aside his hair. Leaning forward, he watched the report slowly
emerge from the printer under the desk. He felt numb, both mentally
and emotionally. Dumping Sherry had felt satisfactory for about two
minutes. The victory short lived, James now realized he was
completely alone again.

Out of the corner of his eye, he
noticed Drew’s anxious expression. James had not uttered a sound
for nearly an hour, and he sensed his roommate was dying to speak.
He had witnessed James’s temper in the past and probably feared
rebuttal. Sighing, James turned to face his roommate and Drew
regarded him with concern.

“You okay?” he cautiously
asked.

James nodded and reached for his
report. “Yeah,” he said, scanning the pages in his
hands.

“You’ll find someone else,” Drew
assured him.

“Easy for you to say!” James
growled, shooting his roommate an annoyed scowl.

His caustic reply caused Drew to
hesitate. James returned to his computer, unwilling to snap at his
roommate again. It wasn’t Drew’s fault that he never lacked for
dates while James went without for months on end. Of course, Drew
was usually just looking for a good time and wasn’t particular
where he found it, either. As long as it remained casual but fun,
his roommate was happy. Absently James wondered if that wasn’t the
attitude he should adopt, too.

Despite Lori’s enticing promise,
James struggled all week. He had managed to ignore Drew’s comments
regarding his female conquests the first couple years at college,
but now they really grated on his nerves. After his recent failure
and total humiliation with Sherry, James felt incredibly depressed.
Only the possibility of the upcoming weekend resulting in a
positive encounter kept him moving forward. He grasped that thin
thread of hope and held on for dear life.

He asked Lori several times during
the week for more information, but she would only give him the name
of Maria. During the bus ride to Florida State on Saturday, he
managed to pry a few details from his friend. Maria had been one of
Lori’s brides-maids, and from her brief description, James thought
he could place the girl. Unfortunately, his recollection of that
night centered mostly on Lori.

“You’ll recognize her,” Lori assured
him. “And she’s looking forward to meeting you!”

“Hope I don’t disappoint her,” James
mumbled.

“You won’t,” Lori said
firmly.

Upon their arrival in Tallahassee,
everyone exited the bus and entered the arena. The swimmers went to
the locker rooms, leaving James to his own devices until the
competition began. Clutching his camera bag, he approached a row of
seats off to one side of the main pool. As he set the bag on a
chair, James noticed a girl further down the row with a similar
bag. She had beautiful, black hair, a petite figure and a very
pretty face. The young woman fit Lori’s description perfectly.
Occupied with her camera’s settings, the girl had yet to notice
him. Again he wondered how she would respond and felt his
confidence wane. After so many disappointments, James was unsure he
could face yet another. Lori said she wanted to meet him, though.
It’s now or never, he thought.

Taking a deep breath, he quietly
approached the young woman. She was still examining her equipment
and unaware of his presence. When he was just a couple feet away,
James decided to speak.

“Are you Maria?” he asked, his voice
echoing across the water.

She looked up, startled. For a
moment, the girl merely stared at him with wide eyes. Slowly her
wary expression was replaced by a slow smile.

“Yes,” she said softly.

“Hi, I’m James,” he said, moving
closer and extending his hand.

Maria returned his grasp, her dainty
hand dwarfed by larger palm. “I remember you from the wedding,” she
said with a nod.

“You do?” James stammered, surprised
she recognized him. His hair had been much shorter last
spring.

“Yeah, I do,” she replied, her smile
growing.

James found himself grinning in
return. Now that he could clearly see the young woman’s face, he
easily recalled her from Lori and Jason’s wedding. She had been the
quiet, petite brides-maid whom had only danced with the groom.
Absently he wondered why no one else had asked the pretty young
lady to dance.

Maria regarded him curiously, almost
surprised by his reaction. “Lori said you were a photographer,
too,” she offered.

“Yes,” James said quickly, pointing
toward his bag. “My stuff’s over there.”

She glanced at the row of seats and
nodded. At a loss for words, James struggled for something
intelligent to say. Lori had warned him that Maria was shy and
would need a little coaxing. His eyes fell on the camera in her
hand.

“What are you shooting with today?”
he asked.

That question evoked a response.
Maria held up her camera and showed him some of the features.
Eventually, James retrieved his own bag and they compared
equipment. Now that she was talking, he definitely enjoyed the
sound of her voice. It held a soft, southern slur and perfectly
matched her delicate features. There was a sweet, genuine innocence
surrounding Maria that he’d not previously encountered. Right away,
James knew he liked her, and they continued talking as the swimmers
warmed up in the pool. When the first race was announced, James
reluctantly rose to his feet.

“I guess we need to get to work,” he
said with a wry grin. “That is what we’re here for.”

Maria nervously glanced around the
facility. “Yes, I suppose we should. I hope I can catch a couple
shots of Lori for myself.”

“She’s got a great jump,” James
eagerly informed her. “When it’s time for her race, I’ll show you
the best place to catch Lori’s dive.”

“All right,” Maria answered,
flashing him a warm smile. “Thank you.”

They parted company and James turned
his attention to business at hand. As much as he enjoyed talking
with Maria, he had an obligation to the college and took his duties
very seriously. The swim meet would last for several hours and
James intended to speak with Maria again before they returned to
Gainesville.

As they moved around the pool, he
found himself watching her with interest. More than once, James
caught her eyeing him as well. Pleased with her apparent interest,
he vowed to get Maria’s number before the swim meet’s
conclusion.

It wasn’t until they called for the
women’s 200 meters that James finally dared to glance into the
stands. Jason sat in the very front row, his eyes on his wife as
she prepared for her race. James suddenly remembered his promise
and searched for Maria. Standing only a couple yards away, camera
in hand, she met his gaze expectantly. He approached her
quickly.

“This side,” he said, gently guiding
Maria into position. “Crouch down here. Lori’s in the third lane
and you’ll get a great shot of her as she comes off the
blocks.”

Maria sank to her knees and aimed
the camera. James knelt beside her, and they eagerly waited for the
sound of the gun. He sensed her close presence and caught his
attention drifting. He became so absorbed with watching Maria out
of the corner of his eye that he nearly missed the beginning of
Lori’s race. Belatedly he forced himself to focus on the
swimmers.

He continued observing her
throughout the remainder of the meet. James said something to Maria
every time they passed and was rewarded with either a quick
response or a warm smile. He obtained all of the required shots for
the meet and even took a picture of Maria while she was absorbed in
her own photography.

Maria continued to watch him as
well, intrigued by his appearance. Her parents would definitely
disapprove of his long hair, but she found it very attractive.
James had a nice smile, too. Maria doubted she could have
approached James on her own and felt relieved he’d taken the
initiative. Despite Lori’s assurances, Maria still felt incredibly
awkward around the opposite sex. Her confidence had risen while
speaking with James, though, and she enjoyed their brief exchanges
around the pool.

After Lori’s second race, Maria
sought out her friend. She gave the swimmer a hug before she
vanished into the locker rooms. Lori asked what she thought of
James and Maria caught her breath.

“He’s really cute,” she answered,
feeling a blush creep across her cheeks.

“Well, if he asks for your number,
give it to him!” she ordered.

When the final race ended, James
went in search of Maria. He discovered her seated by the locker
rooms and examining the images she’d captured that afternoon.
Determined not to appear overanxious, he casually approached Maria.
This time, she noticed him right away and smiled at
James.

“Get some good shots?” he
asked.

“Yes!” said Maria brightly, setting
down her camera. “Wish I’d gotten more of Lori though.”

“If you like, I’ll send you what I
took today,” James said, sinking into the seat beside
her.

“Oh, could you?” Maria
pleaded.

“Sure!” replied James, pulling a
notepad out of his bag. “What’s your email address?”

Maria willingly gave it to him and
watched as James scribbled down his own address. He handed her the
sheet of paper and smiled.

“Listen,” he said, glancing down at
the notepad and nervously flicking his pen. “Could I get your phone
number, too?”

Maria caught her breath. James
looked up, his eyes wide with hope as he waited for her reply. He
thought he’d made a good impression and correctly interpreted her
signals. His concerns were unfounded, though. Flashing him an
enormous smile, Maria willingly parted with her cell phone number.
James wrote it down and tore off the sheet immediately. He tucked
it away in his pants pocket and quickly arose, feeling triumphant.
Maria rose to her feet as well, and James promised to send her the
pictures by tomorrow.

“That would be great,” she said,
ducking her head. “It was really nice to meet you
James.”

“I think the pleasure was all mine,”
he insisted.

Maria smiled and her whole face
brightened. They said goodbye and retreated to the locker rooms.
James paused just before entering the men’s side and saw Maria do
the same by the woman’s entrance. She waved one more time before
vanishing around the corner. He took a deep breath and felt all the
tension leave his body as he exhaled. He’d done it!

James sat beside Lori on the return
trip and chatted eagerly about Maria. His friend appeared amused by
his enthusiasm, as if she’d suspected all along the effect Maria
would have on James. Lori’s knowing smile did not bother him in the
least, though. He had hope once more, and that was all that
mattered.

That night, he downloaded the
pictures from his camera and sent an email to Maria. James
mentioned how much he had enjoyed their conversation and hoped to
see her again. He stared at the message for several minutes before
hitting send, apprehensive of her answer. Several times during the
evening, he checked his messages, but to no avail. The hour was
late though, and James finally gave up and went to bed.

When he returned the next morning
from the gym, there was a reply from Maria. She thanked him for the
pictures of Lori and sent him two shots she had taken at the swim
meet. Her message ended with how much she appreciated his
assistance yesterday. James read her message three times before
composing an answer. He complimented her photography, stating he’d
like to see more of her work. He casually inquired what courses she
currently enjoyed at Florida, too. Then James stepped out on faith
and told her she was a very sweet girl and incredibly
pretty.

James hit send and leaned away from
his computer. Glancing at his books, he remembered an assignment
that was due Monday. With a moan, he rose to his feet and scooped a
textbook off the desk. James flopped heavily on his bed and
attempted to focus on the small text and complicated
words.

After a few minutes, he realized he
would need a notepad. James rolled off the bed and reached for his
bag. As he pulled out his folders, he noticed a new email waiting.
Curious, he clicked the mouse and realized Maria had already
answered. James grinned as he read her reply, eagerly scrolling to
the end of the message. His smile grew even more when her last
comment was that he was pretty cute, too.

Pulling out his chair, James sat
down and eagerly answered her message. Now that he knew the
interest was mutual, he absolutely had to see Maria again. James
typed a short note and asked if he could come to Tallahassee next
Saturday.

This time he remained at his
computer. James anxiously awaited her reply, desperately hoping
Maria would be willing. He had enjoyed their encounter yesterday
and wanted time alone without distractions. In less than two
minutes, he had his answer and James grinned foolishly. It appeared
he’d make a road trip next weekend.

* * *

Maria made a point to get up early
Saturday morning. James was supposed to arrive around eleven-thirty
and she needed to complete her work before his visit. She wanted to
give James her full attention that afternoon.

When Lori first mentioned her
friend, Maria had hesitated. Her uncertainty had not been caused by
a lack of desire to meet James, though. She easily remembered him
from Lori and Jason’s wedding last year. His dark eyes and hair had
definitely caught her eye, although Maria had felt too bashful to
approach him at the time.

Her doubt stemmed from her previous
experiences with dating. Maria had gone out with a couple boys at
college, but never more than once or twice with the same young man.
She did not drink or party, so that usually squelched any chances
of another date. Most of the men at Florida State were only
interested in one thing and too forward with their intentions. Even
the nice boys were too pushy for her tastes. Maria had resigned
herself to waiting until she graduated college to find a decent
young man.

Fortunately, her roommate had been
present when Lori called. Brenda overheard their conversation and
encouraged Maria to give James a chance. Bolstered by her friend’s
confidence and her own curiosity, Maria had agreed to meet him.
Pleasantly surprised with their first encounter, she still couldn’t
believe he was driving to Tallahassee today. Considering the
distance between their colleges, Maria had not expected to even see
him again. James had been more than willing to drive over two hours
to spend the day with her, though.

Maria and Brenda spent most the
morning quietly studying. Maria found it difficult to concentrate
and kept glancing at the clock. Whenever she did so, her roommate
smiled mischievously. Between the anticipation and Brenda’s obvious
enthusiasm, Maria was growing anxious. She still envisioned
something going horribly wrong today.

At eleven o’clock, she freshened her
appearance in the bathroom and sat on her bed to await James’s
phone call. Her roommate leaned away from her computer and grinned
at Maria.

“Relax! You don’t want to turn him
off, do you?”

She sighed and let her shoulders
slump. “No,” Maria replied. “I don’t want to disappoint James. Not
after he’s driven all this way to see me.”

“Then just smile and be yourself,”
suggested Brenda.

“Yeah, but being myself doesn’t seem
to work,” Maria said dejectedly.

Her roommate turned and faced her
directly. “Well, obviously you got his attention last week by being
yourself.”

“I guess.”

“Maria, I know you’ve been out with
some jerks, but this one might be different!” Brenda exclaimed.
“Your friend gave him her seal of approval, didn’t she? Besides, at
some point, you’re just gonna have to go for it!”

Taking a deep breath, Maria gave her
a quick smile. “All right,” she replied.

Brenda nodded, her straight hair
bobbing across her shoulders. Maria envied her friend’s confidence.
Short and very full-figured, her roommate’s forward but friendly
manner had garnered many more boyfriends than Maria. Brenda had
tried more than once to set her up with a date, but Maria was
simply too shy and never knew what to say. She had to make an
effort today, though.

Suddenly, her cell phone’s loud
beeping shattered the silence. Startled, Maria snatched it from the
nightstand.

“Hi, Maria,” came James’s eager
voice through the receiver.

“Hello, James,” she answered. Out of
the corner of her eye, Maria could see Brenda grinning foolishly.
Feeling self-conscious, she tried to avoid looking directly at her
roommate.

“I’m here now!” he announced. “Are
you ready?”

“Yes. I’ll meet you in the main
lobby.”

“Okay!”

Maria put her phone in her purse and
stood to her feet. The moment of truth had arrived and awaited her
downstairs. She gave her friend one last anxious glance, still
afraid James would not like her. Waving her hand, Maria’s roommate
gestured toward the door.

“You’ll be fine! Go have a good
time,” said Brenda. “And remember to smile!”

Bravely, Maria went downstairs, her
heart racing faster with every step. Upon reaching the lobby, she
looked around for James. She noticed him standing off to one side
and leaning against the wall, his hands in his pockets. James
watched the other students as they came and went from the building,
his expression rather sad. Maria slowly approached him.

As soon as he saw her, James’s whole
face brightened and he stood up straight. “Hi,” he said, the warmth
of his smile reflected in his expressive eyes.

“Hi,” she answered, looking at him
expectantly.

“I thought we could grab some
lunch,” James said. “Where would you like to go?”

Maria blinked. “I don’t know,” she
stammered. She had never really explored Tallahassee and had no
idea. “Um, maybe we could find something at the mall.”

“Okay, if that’s what you
want.”

James opened the door for her and
Maria stepped outside. She waited at the bottom of the stairs and
he led her into the parking lot. Maria spied the old, black Camaro
while they were still several car lengths away and gasped when he
grasped the passenger door.

“Is this yours?” she asked,
astonished.

James hesitated and eyed her
apprehensively. “Yeah, it is. Sorry if it’s not what you were
expecting.”

“It’s not,” Maria said, giving him a
shy smile. “But I like it!”

His expression brightened and he
held open the door. Maria sat down on the sheepskin covers and
waited while he joined her in the car. James inserted his key in
the ignition and the engine roared to life.

“You’ll have to show me which way,”
he said.

Maria guided him off campus and
pointed James in the right direction. Once at the mall, they
located a place that served sandwiches and soups. Maria did not
want to tax his generosity and opted for a small black bean soup,
while he settled on a club sandwich and chips. They sat at a table
by the window and absently watched the traffic while they ate.
After a couple bites, James asked if her lunch was good.

“Yes, it is,” she replied, flashing
him a brief smile. Her attention quickly returned to her
food.

Now that it was just the two of
them, James realized she was very quiet and withdrawn. Lori had
warned him of Maria’s shyness. Again he wondered if he was up to
the challenge. She obviously felt uneasy in his presence and James
would have to work hard to entice her to relax. After a two-hour
drive to Tallahassee, he was determined not to go home empty
handed. One way or another, Maria was going to talk to
him.

“When did you start taking
pictures?” he asked, breaking the silence.

“In seventh grade,” she said,
reaching for her napkin.

“Lori says you’re really
good.”

“I’m all right. I think your photos
from last week’s meet were better,” Maria said.

James nodded in appreciation and
took a sip of his drink. Her eyes dropped and Maria nervously
stirred her soup. Regarding her thoughtfully, he decided to take a
new approach.

“What is it about my car that you
like?”

She looked up in surprise. Maria
thought about it for a moment and then gave James a shy
smile.

“Because it makes you looks
tough!”

“Tough?” he said with a laugh.
“Believe me, it’s all the car.”

“Why?” she asked, setting down her
spoon. “You certainly look tough. I’d feel safe around
you.”

That honest assessment made him
smile. “Well, I’ll make sure you stay safe when you’re with me
then,” he promised. James took a deep breath and leaned forward.
“So, you said you wanted to be a teacher?”

Maria nodded. “Something where I get
to work with kids.”

She glanced up from her food and met
his eyes. Maria realized James was trying very hard to make
conversation and sensed she could do better with her answers. She
felt terrified of making a mistake and looking foolish, though.
Brenda’s words returned to her and Maria decided to put forth some
effort.
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