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The pounding music reverberated through Ben's head making it impossible for him to think. Was the throbbing in his temples really matching the deep bass of the drums, or was it all in his mind?
Reaching up, he yanked the pillow from beneath his head and clamped it over his face, hoping to drown out the deafening music and drunken shouts from the party goers outside his bedroom door. It was only eight o'clock, but Steve and Josh's party was well on its way to becoming legendary. But then, their parties always were.
He shook his head in disgust. What's happened to my friends, anyway? he wondered. All through high school they were fairly respectable, but the minute they entered college they turned into beer-guzzling party animals. I hardly know them anymore, let alone like them.
Impossibly, the volume of the music seemed to rise yet another notch. Ben angrily threw the pillow off his head and sat up. "Forget this," he mumbled to himself as he got off his bed and reached for his backpack. "I'm going to the library where I can get some peace and quiet."
He quickly shoved a couple of textbooks into his backpack and struggled into his coat, wondering if Madge at the circulation desk might have some of her granddaughter's rum raisin cookies stashed under the counter to share with him. The possibility gave his spirits a little boost as he hurried from the room.
Negotiating the dark, crowded hallway of his apartment proved to be more difficult than he'd expected. He had to fight his way through the milling bodies, stumbling over half-empty pizza boxes and dozens of empty beer cans as he went. Just as he reached the living room, a stocky figure loomed out of the darkness and blocked his path.
"Hey Ben, where ya' goin'?" the man shouted above the din of the music.
Ben instantly recognized Josh's drunken voice. His friend threw a heavy arm around his shoulders and turned to the crowd of dancing couples that were laughing and talking loudly around them.
"Hey, everyone!" he yelled, holding up his beer can in an attempt to get their attention. It's my good friend Ben! Let's hear it for Ben!"
No one paid the slightest attention and Ben pushed his friend's arm away in disgust. The sudden motion caused Josh's beer to slosh out of its can and spill down Ben's jeans. Ben muttered a curse under his breath and bent over to brush what he could of the amber liquid from his clothes.
"Sorrry, buddy," Josh half-slurred as he watched Ben's futile attempt to clean himself off. "Whynt'cha have a beer, man? You look a little tense."
Ben frowned and turned away, reaching up a hand to push his friend out of smelling distance. "Josh, go somewhere and dry up, will you?" he grumbled as he maneuvered past his roommate and practically ran out the front door.
The sounds of the party faded, then disappeared altogether as he reached the stairwell and made his way down to the ground floor. As he hurried out into the night, he was surprised to see that it was snowing, and from the looks of the snow-covered landscape, it had been snowing for quite a while. The weather had driven everyone inside, making him feel even more lost and alone than ever.
He stood there, unmoving, for several moments, letting the heavy, wet snowflakes tangle in his hair and wet his face. When did my life take such a turn for the worse? he asked himself miserably. I'm studying pre-law at Harvard, something I absolutely love, I'm out on my own, with no parents to continually—and impossibly—try to please, and supposedly, the best years of my life are upon me. So why do I feel so miserable?
With a troubled sigh, he shouldered his backpack and started walking, listening to the snow crunch under his feet as he walked the short distance to the campus. He waited at the corner for a car to pass, then stepped out into the street and hurried across. He shoved his hands deep into his coat pockets in an effort to ward off the chill in the air. To his surprise, his fingers encountered a stiff piece of paper.
Curious, he pulled the paper from his pocket and saw that it was a folded envelope. He looked at it more closely and saw his name written neatly and firmly across the front in a familiar script. He frowned. It was a letter from his father. He'd forgotten to open it yesterday after getting his mail. He was momentarily confused by the San Francisco return address until he remembered his father had been working with associates there for the past few weeks on a case.
Looking up from the envelope, Ben spotted a bench along the path up ahead. He walked over to it, dusted the light covering of snow off the slats, and sat down. Hesitantly, he looked back down at the letter. He debated for several moments whether to read it or not, but he finally gave in to curiosity and pulled the heavy linen sheets from the covering. Taking a deep breath, he started to read.
Ben,
Your mother called and told me about that "B" you got on your midterms. Don't worry about it. Your professor, Stanley Winston, owes me a big favor for that case I won for him last spring, so I'll have a talk with him. Besides, the university wants our million dollars to help them build the new library. It won't take more than a phone call to let them know that if they don't see to it that you graduate at the top of your class, our money goes away. That's the one thing I hope you're learning there at law school. Everything and everyone in this world has their price.
Apparently, your sister refuses to stop going out with that chef from upstate New York, even though I've forbidden her to ever see him again. She's far better off with Charles Ingram's son. He's just graduated from Princeton and will be inheriting his father's millions before long, I suspect, since Charles isn't in the best of health. Call and talk to her and make her listen to reason, would you? She always listens to you more than me.
Let me know how the rest of your classes are going. If you need me to pull any strings for you, drop me a line.
Your father
Ben's jaw clenched as he finished reading the letter. Crumpling its pages into a tight ball, he resisted the urge to throw it out into the snow. He'd spent a lifetime watching his father use his power and position to intimidate, manipulate, and cajole people into doing things the way he wanted them to be done, and apparently, his father hadn't changed one bit. What he didn't seem to realize, though, was that Ben didn't want or need someone to pull strings for him. He refused to be his father's puppet in the play of life, to be danced around on stage as the main attraction, to be used to prove to his father's colleagues what a great father William J. Morrison was.
Ben shook his head. He loved studying law, but if being a lawyer meant becoming like his father, he didn't want any part of it. With a heavy sigh, he leaned back and stared out at the beautiful, snow-covered landscape, hoping to put his troubles aside, if only for a few minutes. Snow had draped everything in a velvety covering of white and the only noise he could hear was coming from the nearly deserted street he'd just crossed. It was a comforting contrast to the turmoil he felt inside. But the longer he sat there, the more his thoughts continued to force their way back into his mind.
Is this really what I want to be doing with my life? he asked himself seriously. Do I really want to be here, living in a nightclub of an apartment with beer-guzzling, party animals for roommates, putting up with a father who thinks everyone in the world was put here specifically for him to buy and sell, and trying to live up to the expectations of law professors who think my father is so great, and who expect me to be like him?
The answer was a resounding "No." But if this wasn't what he was supposed to be doing with his life, then what was he supposed to be doing? Surely there had to be more to life than this. There had to be. But he truthfully didn't know what it was.
Pushing a hand through his thick, dark brown hair dampened by the lightly falling snow, he sighed unhappily and leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees and dropping his head into his hands in resignation. He didn't know how long he'd been sitting that way when a voice seemed to come out of nowhere.
"Are you okay, sir?"
Startled, he jerked his head up. He was surprised to see two guys about his age standing in front of him. They were dressed in long overcoats that hung open, revealing a glimpse of dark suits and ties underneath. His interest piqued by their appearance, he studied them more closely and noticed there was something different about them, something peaceful and confident in their countenance that instantly drew him in. With a start, he realized one of them had just spoken.
"I'm sorry, what did you say?" he asked, remembering his manners.
"We asked if you were okay. We didn't expect to see anyone out in this weather."
Ben smiled. "What, you don't think it's beautiful?"
The guy with the reddish-brown hair grinned broadly. "Beautiful? I'm from Idaho. I've seen enough snow to last me the rest of my life."
"Idaho, really?" Ben asked, raising an inquisitive eyebrow. "What are you doing all the way out here?"
"Actually, we're representatives for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints," he said eagerly, gesturing at himself and his blond friend. "We voluntarily serve missions when we turn nineteen, and we go wherever we're asked to share our message with those who want to hear it."
"Message?" Ben asked curiously. "What message?"
The blond guy opened his mouth to respond, but his obviously eager friend beat him to it. "It's about our purpose in life, what we're all here on earth to do."
Ben found himself intrigued. "Really?" he ventured. "Like what?"
The two young men turned to each other and smiled, then quickly hurried over to the bench and sat down beside him.
As Ben watched them pull a few items from a backpack, he had no idea that on that snowy December night on the outskirts of a Boston campus, those two young men in dark suits and overcoats were about to share a message with him that would change his life forever.
Eight Months Later
"Oh, yeaaahhhh! I'm new in town! How about showing me around?"
Lauren jumped at her friend's earsplitting yell and nearly swerved her late model, gold Honda Civic into the car driving in the lane next to them. She quickly straightened the steering wheel and turned to glare at her friend, only to see that Allison was leaning halfway out of the passenger side window and waving at two admittedly gorgeous guys about their age who were walking down the sidewalk.
Lauren rolled her eyes at her friend's antics and reached over to give her shirt a yank. "Come on, Allison, you're going to kill yourself hanging out of the window like that! Have some pride, would you? Besides, you nearly scared me half to death."
Allison just laughed as she plopped back into her seat and turned to smile broadly at Lauren, her blue eyes sparkling energetically. "Oh, lighten up, Lauren! We've been waiting forever for our college years, and now that they're finally here I'm going to make sure I enjoy every minute of them."
Lauren scowled at her before turning her attention back to her driving. "By shouting at every cute guy we drive past and making an idiot of yourself? Somehow I don't think that's going to get you a lot of dates."
"How do you know unless you try?" Allison asked with a mischievous grin.
Lauren simply smiled and shook her head in surrender. After all these years, she was used to her best friend's antics.
Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as Allison flipped open the tiny mirror on the visor to inspect her flawlessly-styled, short blond hair, newly cut in a cute and trendy style. She then ran a quick hand through the turned up ends at the nape of her neck and swiped away a fleck of stray mascara from her eyelid.
Lauren didn't know why Allison bothered. Her friend looked amazing as always, and with her curvy five-foot-five figure, her beautiful clear skin and her amazing sense of style, what guy wouldn't take a second look?
Feeling suddenly self-conscious in her cut-off jeans and oversized, navy T-shirt, Lauren glanced into the rearview mirror and noticed with disgust that as usual, she'd forgotten to put on any makeup that morning. She wrinkled her nose at her appearance. It was times like these, when she sat next to her perfectly groomed, well-dressed friend as they drove to their new apartment complex, that she wished she could have found time to at least look presentable.
Not that it would matter, Lauren thought with a sigh. She'd spent years watching guys flock around Allison and her other pretty, feminine friends, while she only went out on an occasional date. Her lack of dates wasn't because she wasn't pretty, though. She was. At five-foot-ten she was tall and willowy with a trim, athletic figure, eyes the color of a bright copper penny and long, reddish-brown hair.
But first impressions had never been her problem. It was when the guys learned more about her that they lost interest. They just didn't want to go out with someone who could outplay them on a ball field, maintain a 4.0 grade average, and score in the ninetieth percentile on the SATs. She'd realized long ago that guys didn't go for girls like her who were smart, athletic and who generally threatened their egos.
But then, she'd learned that the hard way.
Giving herself a mental shake, she managed to push aside her painful memories and reached up to resignedly smooth back a few reddish-brown wisps of hair that had escaped from her long ponytail. As she turned her attention back to the road, the driver in front of her suddenly slammed on his brakes and turned into a driveway. Lauren had to swerve to avoid a collision. She didn't realize she'd been gripping the steering wheel so hard until Allison reached over to squeeze her hand comfortingly.
"Lauren, relax," she said. "We made it. We're in Rexburg, Idaho, the thriving Metropolis of the west."
Lauren grinned, her bitterness of a moment ago eased. "Yeah, right," she replied, looking around at the buildings of the surprisingly small town that was home to BYU-Idaho. "To tell you the truth, though, I kind of like it. It seems peaceful."
"A college town? Peaceful? Not if I have anything to say about it," she quipped, once again flashing her energetic smile. Then, as if to prove what she meant, she turned and let out an earth-shattering wolf whistle at a group of guys playing Frisbee in the parking lot of a nearby apartment complex.
"Oh, look," Lauren pointed out teasingly. "A whole apartment complex full of guys. Are you sure you wouldn't like me to just drop you off right here so you can make the rounds?"
Allison laughed and smacked Lauren on the arm indignantly. "All right, all right, I'll stop embarrassing you." Her eyes shifted from the guys in the parking lot to the buildings ahead. One caught her eye and she gestured excitedly toward it. "Hey, isn't that our apartment complex over there?"
Lauren glanced in the direction Allison was pointing and spotted a tall, white building on the right. "I think so," she answered uncertainly, squinting to study the building more closely since she'd only driven past it once a couple of months ago.
As they drew closer, Allison spotted the sign out front and started thumping Lauren's arm enthusiastically. "Yeah, this is it! Turn in that driveway right there!"
"Ow, quit pounding on me!" Lauren complained, though inwardly she was as excited as Allison. She'd been looking forward to college for a long time, and now that they were finally here, she felt her stomach start to dance with nervous anticipation.
Steering her car into an empty parking space near the front of the complex, she turned off the ignition. For several moments they sat in silence, studying the tall, three-story building. The first level sat a few feet below ground, with the doors of its apartments only half visible above the top of the cement retaining wall that rose a few inches above the ground and ran the length of the building. But clearly visible through the second and third floor's wrought-iron railings were the dozens of apartment doors that lined the cement walkways. It was on the second floor that they spotted a sign on the door of the end apartment that read "Office."
Allison pushed open the door and jumped out of the car. "Well, what are we waiting for?" she exclaimed eagerly. "Let's go check in!"
A few minutes later they had their welcome packets and keys in hand and were walking down the long, cement walkway toward their second floor apartment. "Hey, here it is—205!" Allison exclaimed, picking up her pace. "And it looks like somebody's already moved in."
Lauren followed Allison's gaze and saw that the curtains were open and a few pictures had already been hung on the white living room walls. Allison threw open their apartment door and bounded in, announcing their presence in her usual, energetic way.
With a sweeping glance, Lauren took in the apartment that would be her home for the school year. It wasn't bad. The decent-sized living room contained a neutral brown couch, a matching loveseat and armchair, and an older end table with a lamp. At the far end of the living room, the kitchen was clearly visible from the front door, with only a partial wall to separate it from the living room.
"Helloooo!" Allison called out eagerly. "Anybody here?"
Allison's greeting was followed by sounds coming from the back of the apartment and a moment later, a tall, pretty girl with long blond hair and emerald green eyes emerged from the hallway wearing faded jeans, a white T-shirt with the words "Santa Cruz" printed across the front in blue lettering, and a bright, cheerful smile.
"Hi!" she exclaimed as she tossed her blond hair over her shoulder and extended a slender hand to Allison, then to Lauren. "I'm Breanna, but you can call me Bree. You must be my new roommates!"
Allison nodded and gave her a cheerful smile of her own. "I'm Allison, and this is Lauren. We're from Idaho Falls, which is just a half hour from here."
A look of recognition crossed Bree's face. "Oh, I know where that is! I remember driving past it a couple of days ago on my way up here from California with my parents."
"Are your parents still here?" Lauren asked politely.
Bree waved a hand dismissively as if shooing away some annoying insect. "Oh, no, they're long gone. They left the day after we got here. I wanted to fly, but my parents insisted on driving me. They're a little bit overprotective." She rolled her pretty green eyes dramatically.
Lauren smiled understandingly, then turned to glance around the room. "Looks like you've been busy," she commented, gesturing to the stack of dish towels on the kitchen counter, a plastic drainer next to the sink with drying dishes resting in it, and the several pictures hung carefully on the living room walls.
"Well, I've been alone here for a couple of days, so it wasn't like there was a lot to do," she confessed. "Besides, I have a friend who went to college here last year who warned me to bring some pictures and stuff to decorate the apartment to make it feel more like home. She said it would cut back on the homesickness."
"That's the nice thing about living so close," Allison admitted. "Lauren and I can just drive home if we get homesick—although I can't imagine that happening. Not with all these good looking guys around campus to distract us."
"Oh, I know!" Bree immediately chimed in, her green eyes sparkling with excitement. "I've already scoped out the guy's dorms, and there's a really big guy's complex just across the street. I say they're both definitely worth checking out!"
Allison's face lit up, her smile making it clear that she was thrilled to find out that her newest roommate was as neurotically boy-crazy as she was. "I like the way you think," she told Bree happily. "Especially since Lauren here avoids guys like the plague."
Bree lifted her eyebrows at Lauren in surprise. "What, you don't like guys?"
"Only if they're related to me," she responded dryly.
"Ah-ha," Bree replied as if she'd just uncovered the secret of the universe. "Let me guess. You've been seriously burned in a previous relationship."
Lauren frowned. "You could say that. Trust me, guys are highly overrated. They just want some shallow, good-looking girl to hang on their arm at social events and make them popular with their friends. The second they find out a girl has a mind of her own and knows who she is and what she wants out of life, they take off running in the opposite direction. Their fragile male egos just can't take feeling threatened. So before you two start getting any ideas about setting me up on some disastrous blind date, let me make something clear—count me out."
Bree looked at Allison and whistled. "It's not going to be easy to change her opinion of the male gender, is it?"
"Nope," Allison answered. "But I told her that this year I'm going to prove to her once and for all that not all guys are bent on making a girl's life miserable. If it's the last thing I do, I'm going to help her find her knight in shining armor. Want to help?"
Bree's eyes lit up. "You bet! I'm all for playing cupid."
"Forget it, you two." Lauren shook her head, causing her long ponytail to bounce around her shoulders. "Save your dating games for the guys you want to go out with, okay? I've got better things to do. Like unpacking. What do you say, Allison? Should we get started?"
Allison sighed. "I guess we should. The sooner we get it over with, the better."
"Do you need any help?" Bree asked.
Lauren nodded gratefully. "Sure, we'd love some help carrying things up from the car, if you don't mind."
"Not at all." Bree gestured to the hallway. "Let me show you where everything is, and then I'll come help you."
They followed Bree through the door separating the living room from the hall and sleeping quarters. As they walked down the hall, Lauren noticed that the bathroom was bigger than she'd expected, with a long counter containing double sinks, and a large vanity area. They continued on down to the end of the hall where there were two bedrooms.
Bree gestured to the door on their left. "I'm sharing this bedroom with Melia. She's originally from Hawaii, but she's lived in southern California for the past ten years. She's really great. You'll like her." Then she pushed open the door on their right. "This room doesn't have anyone in it. I'm assuming you two want to share."
As Lauren walked into the vacant bedroom, her eyes swept the room's contents, taking in the desk, the two twin-sized beds, the four-drawer dresser, and the large closet occupying one of the walls. The room wasn't anything fancy, but it was neat and clean and had ample space for their needs.
Lauren dropped her duffle bag and welcome folder onto the bed next to the window and said to Allison, "Since you'll probably never be here anyway, I'm sure you won't mind if I take this bed."
Allison shrugged. "Fine by me. But now that we know where to bring our stuff, let's start unloading. I don't want to be stuck here all afternoon."
For the next twenty minutes, the three of them talked and laughed as they brought up their things from the car and started to unpack. By the time they were more or less finished, Lauren knew they were all well on their way to becoming fast friends.
"Lauren and I were planning on going to the campus to look around," Allison told Bree. "Do you want to come with us?"
Bree nodded happily. "I'd love to."
Just then they heard the front door open, and moments later a slim girl about five-foot-seven, with a pretty, oval face and the most gorgeous, waist length, jet black hair Lauren had ever seen appeared in the hall, balancing a rather large stack of books in her arms. Even if Bree hadn't told them that Melia was Hawaiian, Lauren would've had no trouble guessing. Her exotic features and slender form were absolutely stunning.
"Hey, Melia," Bree greeted her cheerfully. "Geez, did you just clean out the bookstore or what?"
"Just about." Melia laughed. "I had no idea how many books my classes were going to require. I had nowhere near this many books for my classes here last year." Melia put her books on her bed, then came back to stand next to Bree in the hall. She offered a friendly smile to Lauren and Allison. "I don't believe we've met."
Bree quickly made the introductions, and Lauren found herself immediately liking Melia. She was as friendly as Bree, but there was something different about her, an air of maturity and an amazing amount of confidence and grace that Lauren instantly admired.
"We were just heading up to the campus to check things out," Allison told Melia. "You're welcome to join us, but it looks like you just came from there."
Melia smiled graciously. "I did. Thanks for the offer, but I wore myself out carrying all those books back from the bookstore. I think I'll just catch up on a few things around here instead. You guys go on ahead."
"Next time you have an armful, give me a holler and I'll drive you," Lauren offered.
Melia cocked an eyebrow. "Hmmm. A roommate with a car, huh? That's a definite plus." She winked. "I'll take you up on that ride in the future."
"Do," Lauren told her sincerely. Then she turned to her other two roommates. "Are you guys ready to go?"
Allison and Bree nodded, and soon they were on their way to the campus.
An hour later, Bree ended their tour at the student union building, the Manwaring Center, and Lauren gestured to the bookstore's entrance.
"Do you guys mind if we go in?" Lauren asked. "I'm supposed to check in with the manager to find out what my work schedule's going to be."
Bree raised her eyebrows in surprise. "You're going to be working at the bookstore?"
Lauren nodded. "Since my parents weren't really planning on paying tuition and housing costs for me, I thought it'd be nice to get a job so they wouldn't have to shoulder all the costs."
"How very responsible of you," Bree teased lightly as they walked through the tiled lobby toward the bookstore's entrance. "How come they weren't planning on paying tuition? Weren't you planning on going to college?"
"It's not that," Lauren told her. "It's just that I could've gotten free tuition at the junior college where my dad teaches, or I could've taken one of the full-ride scholarships I was offered from a couple of other colleges."
Bree's eyes widened. "Why on earth didn't you take them?"
"The scholarships were to play softball, and I wanted to concentrate on my classes instead. It's not easy to do that when you're at practice for hours a day, and on the road, traveling to games."
"So, why not go to school where your dad teaches and get the free tuition?"
Lauren scrunched up her nose. "That's exactly what my dad wanted me to do, but I figured it wouldn't have been the same as going away to college and being on my own."
"Makes sense," Bree answered with a nod. "I didn't want to stay at home, either. It's not nearly as much fun. Besides, I knew most of the Mormon guys at home. Here, there's a whole campus of cute ones I don't know."
She winked, and Lauren rolled her eyes teasingly. She and Allison were simply incorrigible.
When they made it through the crowds of students standing in lines at the front of the bookstore with armloads of textbooks and supplies, Allison and Bree went to browse the store's shelves while Lauren asked one of the employees whom she was supposed to check in with. A few minutes later she found herself talking with the manager, Brother Jenks, a slightly plump, cheerful man in his late forties. He gave her a brief tour of the store and explained what her job entailed.
They were just setting up a time for her to come in for training the next day when Brother Jenks spotted one of his employees walking past with an armload of books and waved him over. When the guy turned their direction, Lauren couldn't help noticing how handsome he was with his sandy blond hair, deep blue eyes, and the longest lashes she'd ever seen.
Brother Jenks quickly introduced them. "Lauren Holt, this is Dan Barker. It's his second year working here, so he can answer any questions you might have over the next few days."
"New blood, huh?" Dan asked with obvious delight as he set his stack of books down and flashed his brilliant, toothpaste-commercial smile her direction. He turned to Brother Jenks and spoke with a casualness that suggested he knew him well. "I think you've done well hiring this one. She's sure to make an impression on the customers. The male ones, anyway," he added, including her in his broad wink.
Brother Jenks gave him a fatherly look of warning, then turned a reassuring smile Lauren's direction. "Don't worry. Dan here's my nephew, and I know him well enough to assure you that he's harmless. He thinks he's working here to have a great social life, but the truth of the matter is, his dad wants him working here where I can keep an eye on him." Dan laughed.
"Okay, you got me. But I'll have you know that working here definitely has its advantages. For example, who would've known that my reward for coming in to work today would be meeting the prettiest girl on campus?"
Lauren raised her eyebrows in surprise. Who did this guy think he was? He obviously knew he was drop dead gorgeous and extremely charming. But that was proof enough that he couldn't be trusted. Any guy so charming and witty had to have practiced on somebody. Or a hundred somebodies. She, however, refused to be taken in by Dan's smooth words and perfect smile. She'd fallen for such a guy once before and it had only brought her heartache. So much, in fact, that she knew there was no way she was ever going to let it happen again.
Brother Jenks was suddenly called to the phone and hurried away. Dan turned to Lauren and flashed her a pleased smile. "Finally, alone with the woman of my dreams," he said in his smooth, rich voice.
Coolly, Lauren glanced around the bustling aisles, then cocked a condescending eyebrow at him. "In a store full of people? I'd hardly call that alone."
Dan chuckled. "You've got a point." He glanced momentarily around the aisle, then leaned forward conspiratorially and lowered his voice to a husky whisper. "So, what are you doing later tonight? I'm sure I can find somewhere for us to go where we can really be alone. Maybe I could give you a late night tour of the campus?"
Lauren nearly laughed out loud at his obvious come-on. Instead, she smiled coyly, leaned forward, and whispered in his ear, "Not a chance."
When she pulled away, she caught a quick flash of disappointment in his eyes, but then it was gone, and his toothpaste-commercial smile was back. "Well, you can't blame a guy for trying."
In spite of herself, Lauren allowed a little smile of her own to slip out. "I'm flattered, really, but I'll tell you right off—I'm not into the dating scene. I'm here to work my way through school and get good grades. That's it."
Dan shook his head and made a disapproving clicking sound with his tongue. "Doesn't sound like much of a life. Didn't anyone ever tell you that college was supposed to be fun?"
She straightened up defensively. "I have fun. Just not the way you obviously do."
"Hey, don't knock it 'til you try it," he quipped easily.
Before Lauren could reply, Allison and Bree descended upon them in a whirlwind of activity. "Ooh, Lauren, who's your new friend?" they cooed. "Aren't you going to introduce us?"
As Dan's brilliant smile and hopelessly long eyelashes turned to his new, more appreciative audience, Lauren slipped away to check her work schedule. The last thing she wanted to do was hang around and watch her friends flirt shamelessly with her new coworker. She carefully wrote down her schedule, then collected Allison and Bree and left the bookstore.
"Man, is he ever cute!" Bree raved breathlessly as they walked out of the building and headed for Lauren's car. "I can't believe you're going to be working with him! You're so lucky."
"If you say so," Lauren replied indifferently.
Allison gave Lauren an exasperated look. "Come on, Lauren, give him a chance. He's gorgeous! What if he's your knight in shining armor?"
"You've got to be kidding!" Lauren scoffed. "Sure, he's good looking and charming, but my idea of a knight in shining armor doesn't consist of some commitment-shy guy with a hundred different girls' phone numbers in his pocket."
"Well, if you aren't interested," Bree chimed in, "then you won't mind if I give it a shot. I'd be more than happy to have a commitment-free date with him. Or several, for that matter."
Lauren rolled her eyes. "Fine by me."
As Bree and Allison argued playfully over who should go out with him first, Lauren found herself tuning out. If her friends wanted to chase after every cute guy they came across, that was up to them. But she didn't want any part of it. Opening herself up to someone only meant opening herself up to being hurt in the process. She'd learned the hard way that it wasn't worth it.
They all climbed into the car and Lauren followed Bree's directions to a grocery store so they could pick up a few things. When they finally returned home and put their purchases away, Lauren retreated to her bedroom, relieved to have a few minutes to herself.
She saw that one small box still remained unpacked on her bed so she crossed over to it and opened the lid, smiling when she saw it contained the framed pictures she'd brought from home. Her smile widened as she looked at each picture in turn. In the first picture, she was sitting with her family in a large raft, completely drenched and smiling triumphantly after whitewater rafting down their favorite section of the Snake River. The second picture was one that had been taken of her four months ago as she stood on the pitcher's mound, smiling broadly, mitt and ball still in hand after pitching a no-hitter and leading her high school softball team to the state championship title. Her dad stood next to her, smiling just as broadly, with his arm slung proudly around her shoulders.
Putting it on the dresser next to the first, she turned and lifted the last picture from the box. When she did, a sudden rush of love and warmth flooded through her. This picture was her very favorite. It had been taken of her and her brother Jack the day her family had driven him down to the MTC to send him off on his mission. She couldn't help noticing how much they looked alike with their reddish-brown hair and shining brown eyes as they stood, cheeks pressed together and arms around each other's shoulders, mugging for the camera.
She smiled. Of all her brothers, Jack was her favorite. Whenever things had gotten tough or she'd needed an encouraging word, a sympathetic ear, or just a friend to do something with, Jack had always been there for her. The last two years had been really tough, not having him around, but he'd always written such encouraging letters full of what he was going through that it had helped make the time go a little faster. Just seeing his open, friendly face in the picture made her feel a little better.
"What are you doing?"
The voice startled Lauren and she looked up to see Bree standing in the doorway. "Hey," Lauren greeted her with a smile. "What's going on?"
"I'm just letting you know that we're going to order pizza. It's too crazy to try to cook tonight. Do you want to chip in?"
Lauren nodded. "Absolutely."
Bree spotted the picture Lauren was holding and came in to investigate. "Hey, who's the gorgeous guy? You holding out on us, Holt?"
Lauren shook her head and laughed. "No, this is my brother Jack. He's in New York on a mission, but he should be home in about a month. I can hardly wait."
"Does he have a girlfriend?" Bree asked, only half teasing.
Lauren glared at her playfully. "Is that all you think about? Finding a cute guy to go out with?"
"Not all the time," Bree defended herself. Then she winked. "Just most of the time."
Lauren shook her head and grinned as she set the picture on her dresser next to the others. When she turned back to Bree, she saw that her new roommate had a thoughtful look on her face. "What?" she asked cautiously.
Bree deliberated for a moment, then forged ahead. "Did you really mean what you said earlier? About not wanting anything to do with guys?"
Lauren's expression clouded over. "The last time I let myself get involved I got destroyed. It still hurts to think about it. I don't know if I ever want to go through that again, you know?" At the sympathy in Bree's eyes, she looked down at the hem of her shirt and fingered a loose thread. "Anyway, I'd love to believe that there's one special man out there who's just waiting to sweep me off my feet and promise that we'll live happily ever after; but after everything I've been through, I'm not sure I believe in 'happily ever after.'"
"Well, I do," Bree said quietly but firmly. "And I hope that Mr. Right comes along this year and proves you wrong. In the meantime, we've got a pizza to order." Then, with a quick wink and a reassuring smile, Bree turned and headed out of the room.
When she was alone again, Lauren turned to look out her window at the looming darkness beyond, as if it alone held the answers she sought. As she did, Bree's words echoed over and over again in her mind. Her new roommate seemed so certain that not all relationships were doomed to fail. Could she be right? Could there really be a "happily ever after" guy out there waiting for her somewhere, staring out at the same night sky she was?
For a moment Lauren felt a glimmer of hope. But then she remembered Dan Barker at the bookstore, and that glimmer was quickly dashed. He was exactly like every other womanizing flirt she'd known in high school who only cared if a girl was a perfect size six and totally gorgeous. He didn't care one bit about who she was, or about her goals and aspirations. In fact, he was so much like Matt that the resemblance was uncanny.
Her heart clenched painfully at the memory.
Matt Nelson had been one of the most popular guys in school—and definitely the best looking guy in her stake. He was witty and charming, and it had surprised her when he'd started flirting with her near the end of her junior year.
She'd been skeptical of his obvious interest in her at first, since she'd been hurt more times than she cared to admit by guys who only dated her long enough to realize they felt threatened by her drive, her athletic ability, and her scholastic success, and would quickly dump her for one of her more feminine friends. But when Matt continued to pursue her, she found herself falling for him and was soon head over heels in love. But then the night of her junior prom, her world had come crashing down around her.
Unwilling to dredge up painful memories, Lauren pulled her thoughts from her past—only to have the pain return when she again thought of her encounter with Dan at the bookstore. She frowned and shook her head.
She'd secretly hoped that she'd see more of a maturity level in the guys she met at college, but obviously that wasn't going to happen. Apparently guys were guys, no matter how old they were or what stage of life they were in. There were no knights in shining armor, no gallant and chivalrous men waiting to sweep her off her feet.
And, surprisingly enough, she realized she was disappointed.
With a sigh, Lauren turned away from her window and went to join her roommates for dinner.
Ben tore his gaze away from the darkening night sky outside his bedroom window and forced his attention back to his unpacking. What am I doing here? he asked himself for what seemed like the hundredth time. I'm 2,000 miles from home, enrolled at a college that I didn't even know existed six months ago and other than Craig, I don't know a soul in town. I must be completely crazy.
When his friend Craig had first suggested he head out west with him to go to school at BYU-Idaho, he'd thought he was crazy. Ben didn't know a thing about Idaho, other than the fact that it was famous for its potatoes. It made more sense for him to keep working to try to save enough money for his tuition now that he was on his own, without any monetary support from his family. But something about heading out west with Craig kept nagging at him, and the idea simply wouldn't leave him alone. Finally, he decided to pray about it, and when he did, his answer came immediately.
Heavenly Father wanted him at BYU-Idaho.
For whatever reason, he was supposed to be there. He knew it without a shadow of a doubt. He wasn't exactly sure why his Heavenly Father wanted him there, but at this point in his life he was used to going on faith. Sometimes it seemed like faith was all he had.
Putting away the last of his clothes, he zipped his suitcase and carefully slid it under his bed. Finally, he turned to inspect his room. A smile crept across his face. His own side of the room was neat and orderly while Craig's side looked like several suitcases had exploded. Clothes and personal items were strewn haphazardly across the unmade bed and recently purchased textbooks, folders, and school supplies littered the desk and floor. If he hadn't been used to his best friend's mess, it might have made him crazy. But he wasn't about to complain. Craig had come into his life right when he'd needed someone the most, and he was eternally grateful.
With a mixture of happiness and heartache, he thought back to when he was taking the missionary discussions. He'd been so excited to learn about the gospel. Everything about life suddenly made sense. He was a child of God and had an eternal purpose. He felt wonderful. He felt invincible.
Until he told his parents about his decision to be baptized.
He could still remember that day vividly. He'd never seen his father so angry. His father had always been an atheist and he couldn't believe his son would want to spend his days worshipping a God that didn't exist. He'd used his best prosecuting skills to destroy the Mormon Church's credibility in his son's eyes and when that didn't work, he threatened to disown him if he followed through with his plans to be baptized.
Thinking his father was bluffing, he went ahead and got baptized… and immediately found himself out on the street, penniless. Church members had taken him into their homes until he'd been able to find a job and an apartment, but he'd faced a completely different lifestyle than the one he'd known. He had felt discouraged and alone. If it hadn't been for his testimony of the gospel's truthfulness and his faith that he was doing what the Lord wanted him to do, he might have called it quits.
But then he'd met Craig. Craig had just returned from his mission a few months before and had been assigned as Ben's home teaching companion. They'd clicked instantly. Maybe it had to do with Craig's having been a missionary for the past two years and Ben being newly baptized, but they'd formed a fast friendship and been inseparable ever since. Ben found himself thanking Heavenly Father every day for Craig's friendship and for the particularly inspired timing. He doubted he would have made it without him.
The sound of laughter outside his main floor window brought him back to the present. It made him realize how quiet his apartment was. Craig had left a couple of hours earlier to visit some of his friends in a neighboring apartment complex, and Ben had no idea where the rest of his roommates had gone. Regardless, in the stillness of his surroundings, he couldn't help feeling a little lost and alone.
A familiar still, small voice in the back of his head whispered to him to pray, something he'd found himself doing a lot since he left Boston—and his family—after he'd joined the Church. So, struggling in spirit, he knelt humbly beside his bed and closed his eyes.
Heavenly Father, I'm here in Rexburg. This is where you wanted me to be, isn't it? I'm still not sure why I'm supposed to be here, but I have faith you'll tell me when the time is right. In the meantime, I'm feeling a little lost. Please help restore my spirits, and help me not to feel so alone.
Then, after giving thanks for all the blessings he did have, including his membership in the Church, he closed his prayer and stood up, feeling a little better.
Just then a knock sounded at the front door. Surprised, Ben hurried from his room and opened the door. Three men in church attire were standing there. "Yes?" he asked tentatively.
The largest of the three broke into a ready smile and eagerly extended his hand. "Hello! I'm Bishop Warner, and this is Brother Peeples and Brother Greene. We're just making the rounds tonight, introducing ourselves to everyone in the ward."
Ben smiled back in greeting, shaking each of the men's hands as they were extended to him. "I'm Ben Morrison. Would you like to come in?"
Bishop Warner beamed. "We'd love to."
When everyone was settled onto the worn couch and loveseat in the living room, Bishop Warner leaned forward, resting his large elbows on his knees. "So tell me about yourself, Ben. Where are you from?"
Ben's smile faded. It still hurt to talk about his home and family. Subconsciously, he pushed a hand through his thick brown hair before dropping it back into his lap. "Umm, Boston, actually."
"How wonderful!" the bishop exclaimed. "Beautiful area. What made you decide to come all the way out here to BYU-Idaho?"
"My friend—roommate, actually—Craig. I met him in my ward there, and he convinced me to come out here with him," Ben admitted.
"Craig Stewart?" Brother Peebles inquired.
Ben stared at him in surprise. "Yeah. How'd you know?"
Brother Peeples smiled and held up the stapled packet in his hand. "We've been given a list of everyone in each apartment as a sort of ward roster. We're trying to match names with faces."
"Sounds like you have your work cut out for you." Ben smiled. "So, everyone in our complex is in the ward?"
"Yes, plus there are a couple of other complexes in our ward boundaries, as well."
"Wow. I guess I didn't think about that. I sort of thought we'd be integrated into an established Rexburg ward or something."
"Oh, heavens no," Bishop Warner exclaimed. "There are so many students each semester that they're put into student wards."
Ben felt his cheeks redden. "Sorry. I guess I have a lot to learn."
"Oh?" Bishop Warner prompted.
"Yeah, well…" Ben pushed his hand through his hair again. "It's not something I go around telling everyone, but I've only been a member of the Church since early this year."
Bishop Warner's face lit up. "Really? That's wonderful! I'm a convert myself," he said, sitting up proudly. "But if it's not too personal, may I ask why you're hesitant to admit that?"
Ben squirmed under the bishop's intent gaze. "I guess I just feel a little… inadequate, surrounded by all these people who've been members their whole lives," he admitted sheepishly.
"Nonsense!" Bishop Warner protested. "When I joined the Church I had similar fears, but I promise you, nobody's going to think you're a social outcast just because you're a recent convert. In fact, most will probably think it's pretty terrific. What about your family? Were they baptized, too?"
Ben looked down at his hands. When he responded, his voice was low and sad. "No, I'm the only member in my family. As a matter of fact…" he paused to steady his voice, "…they disowned me when I got baptized. I'm pretty much on my own."
A heavy silence filled the small room. Finally, Bishop Warner spoke up, his voice filled with compassion. "Ben, I'm so sorry to hear that. Is there anything we can do for you?"
"No, I'm okay," Ben hurried to reassure them, feeling embarrassed about having them think he needed to be their first service project. "It's a change that I've had to get used to, but I know the Church is true. I wasn't going to pretend that I didn't have a testimony of it."
The men seemed impressed. Bishop Warner stood up and walked over to clap Ben on his shoulder. "You're an extraordinary young man, Ben. We're glad you're going to be in our ward."
Ben felt a slow blush color his cheeks. "Thank you."
"Well, we'd better get moving if we want to finish our visits," Brother Peeples admitted.
"You're right," Bishop Warner agreed. "But before we go, we wanted to let you know that we're having our first ward activity—sort of a welcome party—tomorrow night at six o'clock at Smith Park. We're barbequing hot dogs and hamburgers, and my wife's promised to make a huge bowl of her potato salad." He winked. "It's fabulous. You and your roommates wouldn't want to miss it."
Ben smiled and took the bright blue paper with a map to the park that Brother Peebles handed him. "I'll be there."
"Great! We'll see you then." With a final wave, the men went on their way.
When they were gone, Ben couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. He'd been secretly worried about his new ward, but now he knew that he had nothing to fear. His bishopric was great and it sounded like they had fun things planned. Maybe he was going to be glad he came here with Craig after all.
Walking into the kitchen, he opened the fridge and pulled out a package of lunchmeat and a jar of mayonnaise. He was in the process of making a sandwich for an improvised dinner when he heard the front door open. Moments later, Craig walked into the kitchen, whistling cheerfully.
"Hey," Craig said as he spotted Ben. "You gonna make me one of those?"
Ben grinned. "Forget it. You're on your own."
"That's gratefulness for you," Craig told him as he snatched the loaf of bread and drew out two slices of his own. "I bring you all the way across the country to the wonderful state of Idaho and to this great university, and you won't even make me a sandwich."
"Well, maybe I would if you could tell me exactly why I'm here," Ben replied, only half joking. "That's something I still haven't figured out." He added a few slices of lunchmeat to his bread, put the sandwich together, then went to sit down at the table. As he watched, Craig fumbled with the knife and then dropped it onto the counter, leaving a long streak of mayonnaise on the surface. Ben laughed as his friend growled in frustration.
"I hate to think how you fed yourself on your mission for two years," Ben joked as he tossed his friend a couple of napkins from the table. "I know you couldn't have afforded fast food or pizza every night."
"Hey, I had companions who took pity on me, what can I say?"
Ben took a bite of his sandwich. "So, how were your friends?"
"Great," Craig told him as he finished cleaning up his mess and managed to make his sandwich without any further mishaps. "It was good to see them again. I served with Andrew on my mission. He's still the same. Neurotic, but nice." He grinned at his own analysis of his friend, then sat down next to Ben. "What'd you do?"
"Just hung around here and finished unpacking. Oh, I almost forgot." He reached out for the bright blue paper that was sitting on the table and pushed it toward Craig. "Our new bishopric stopped by and invited us to this."
"Mmm, a welcoming party at the park, huh? Barbeque, volleyball, softball…" he read through a mouthful of sandwich. "Sounds like fun. You planning on going?"
"Definitely," Ben answered with a nod. "You?"
Craig grinned. "Wouldn't miss it. Just think of the girls we'll meet."
"Yeah, all sorts of girls who don't know you're useless in the kitchen and a complete slob," Ben joked.
Craig laughed and nearly choked on his sandwich. After thumping himself on the chest a couple of times, he eyed Ben warningly. "That's right, so don't go spoiling everything by telling them."
"Hey, I wouldn't say a word! Besides, they'll learn all that soon enough." He grinned and jumped aside as his friend took a swing at him.
Just then the front door opened and Scott, one of their roommates, walked in. They all hung out for a while and talked as one by one, his other three roommates started filing in. The apartment got a bit chaotic as the evening wore on, but Ben found it refreshing, especially after his experience with his so-called "friends" at Harvard. Not only was the mood different—no drunken, passed-out friends to step over or avoid, no loud, pulsating music, no depressing atmosphere—but the way he felt inside was different. He felt at peace, secure in the knowledge that he was among friends who shared a common belief in their Heavenly Father and in His eternal plan. The Spirit prevailed, and it was truly an amazing contrast.
I may not know exactly why I'm supposed to be here, Ben thought, but I don't think I'd want to be anywhere else.
A short time later Ben headed for his bedroom, intent on gathering what he needed for his classes the next day. He pulled his class schedule from his top dresser drawer and sat down on the bed to study it carefully. Even his schedule was different from the one he'd had at Harvard. Instead of the rigorous, stress-inducing classes he'd previously had, he found himself actually looking forward to his diversified schedule: Chemistry, Psychology, Fine Arts—even a Book of Mormon class that he was so excited about taking. He could hardly wait to get started.
Yes, coming here was definitely the right move to make. But his prayers had been answered with such intensity that it seemed to indicate there was an important reason Heavenly Father wanted him here, one more important than anything else. Just what that was he didn't know.
With a sigh, he realized he would have to be patient. Heavenly Father would tell him what that reason was in His own good time.
The incessant beeping of Lauren's alarm clock drew her out of her slumber, and she pulled her pillow over her head to dampen the noise. She fumbled blindly for the alarm clock's snooze button, silenced the alarm, then sank back beneath the covers. She'd almost drifted off to sleep again when she remembered. Today was the first day of classes!
Suddenly wide awake, she sat up, threw off her covers, and climbed out of bed. She glanced over at the still form in the bed across the room before walking over and yanking the covers off her sleeping friend. "Allison, wake up! We've got classes this morning!"
Allison grabbed the covers and pulled them back up over her head in protest. "You've got to be kidding. I feel like I just went to bed three hours ago."
"It was four hours ago and nope, I'm not kidding." Lauren grinned as she went over and flipped on the light switch, flooding the room with light. "Come on, get up. You've got your first class in an hour and a half." She stopped when she saw her friend had no intentions of moving, and she knew she was going to have to pull out the heavy artillery.
Leaning closer to her friend, she sing-songed, "Just think of all the cute guys you'll meet."
Allison groaned and slowly pulled the covers off her face. "You would have to resort to that, wouldn't you?"
Lauren grinned. "Hey, I do what it takes. Did it work?"
"Maybe," Allison mumbled as she sat up slowly and let her feet dangle above the floor. She squinted at Lauren, who was pulling clothes out of her dresser drawer and humming. "How can you possibly be so cheerful at this hour?" she grumbled. "I've always hated that about you."
"Well, get used to it," Lauren answered cheerfully, undeterred by her friend's usual morning grumpiness, "because we're going to be rooming together for the next seven months. So are you getting up or what?"
Allison nodded half-heartedly. "Go take your shower. By the time you're done, I'll be coherent."
"You'd better be," Lauren told her in a stern, mother-like voice, then took her clothes with her into the bathroom and climbed into the shower. She decided to make it a quick one since she knew Allison would be useless until she had a hot shower of her own. Especially after a late night like the one they'd had the night before.
After their pizza had been delivered, Bree, Melia, Lauren, and Allison had devoured slice after slice until they were too stuffed to even move. Then they'd lounged around and had a full-blown session of girl-talk that lasted late into the night. No one went to sleep before two a.m.
Lauren shook her head. No wonder she felt groggy. She wasn't used to staying up so late, but it had been an exhilarating experience not to have hovering parents telling her to go to bed. She could tell that there were many things about college life—including her newly found freedom—that she was going to like.
Hurrying through her shower, she got out and dressed. As soon as she opened the bathroom door, Allison rushed in, and she could hear Bree calling out that she was next. Lauren returned to her bedroom and plugged in her blow dryer, deciding to use the mirror over the desk as a vanity area.
Several minutes later, her long, thick hair was finally dry. She ran a brush quickly through the tangled ends, then gathered it into one hand and reached for the black scrunchie she'd worn the day before. With a quick flip of her wrist she secured it into a simple ponytail, then put on a touch of makeup, just enough to look like she hadn't just climbed out of bed. Finally, she slipped into her lightweight, navy jacket, slung her backpack over one shoulder and headed into the kitchen. She was just spreading some jam onto a piece of toast when Allison walked in combing her damp hair.
She eyed Lauren critically. "Is that what you're wearing today?"
Lauren glanced down at her new jeans and hunter green, ribbed knit T-shirt. She looked back up at Allison and cocked an eyebrow. "What's wrong with what I'm wearing?"
Allison rolled her eyes and sighed in exasperation. "Lauren, it's the first day of college! Don't you want to make an impression?"
Lauren smiled easily as she turned back to spreading jam on her toast. "Well, gosh, if you think all my teachers are going to flunk me because I'm not wearing just the right outfit, then by all means, I'll rush back in and change into something of yours." She winked at her friend, then put the jam away. Taking a bite of her toast, she adjusted her backpack on her shoulder and waggled her fingers at Allison. "See you later."
The morning sun felt warm on Lauren's face as she left her complex behind and made her way up the street toward the campus, eating her toast as she went. As she neared the Manwaring Center, the sidewalks became more crowded. She was relieved to see that most of the other students were dressed as she was, in nice jeans and simple shirts. Everyone seemed to be in good spirits as they made their way to classes, talking and laughing as they went.
Even though Lauren knew she should be hurrying, she found herself taking her time. It was a glorious morning. The sun was shining brightly from a brilliant, cloudless blue sky and the air was cool and crisp. Rainbird sprinklers chugged along rhythmically in their circular patterns over the well-kept lawns, and the sweet fragrance of honeysuckle and other bright, cheerful flowers wafted up from the carefully planted flower beds that bordered the path. Lauren closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She loved Idaho mornings. Everything always smelled so fresh and clean. She was certain there was nothing else like it in the world.
Forcing herself to focus on where she was going, she found her eight o'clock "Intro to Physical Therapy" class with minutes to spare and sat down in a desk near the back. She thumbed through her textbook until their professor, a stern-looking, middle-aged man, walked in and set his books down on his desk.
"Welcome, everyone," he called out when he saw that he had everyone's attention. "As you may know, getting into a Physical Therapy program is incredibly tough. In some universities, it's tougher than getting into a medical program. That's why I plan to work you incredibly hard this semester, to make sure you're up to the challenge. Now, get out your textbooks. We're going to briefly go over the four chapters that you'll be reading tonight for your homework."
Lauren groaned along with the students around her. Four chapters on the first day of class? He had to be kidding! With a sigh, she opened her book and prepared to follow along. She had a feeling it was going to be a very long day.
By the end of the afternoon, Lauren knew her prediction had been right. It had indeed been a very long day. In addition to her four chapters of reading homework in her first class, she'd been assigned written assignments in her math and English classes. And if she hadn't been stressed out enough at the prospect of all that homework, she would've been after the two hours she'd just spent in training at the bookstore. Between learning where everything belonged, how to use the registers, and all the ins and outs that her job entailed, she was feeling more than a little overwhelmed.
You'll be fine, she told herself in an improvised pep talk as she trudged home, feeling both physically and mentally exhausted. Your whole routine is just new. Besides, you've always heard that the first week of college is the hardest. Things will get better when you've had a little time to adjust.
Hoping the little voice in her head was right, she dragged herself up the stairs to her second floor apartment, still not thrilled about the prospect of a long evening of homework. But then she remembered the ward activity scheduled for that evening, and her spirits quickly rose. When the bishopric had stopped by the evening before to say hello and invite them to the ward activity, she'd been excited. They had seemed so genuinely nice that she was eager to get to know them and the other people in her ward. Tonight's ward activity seemed like the perfect way to do that. Besides, it was exactly the diversion from schoolwork she needed.
As she was nearing her apartment, one of the apartment doors close to her flew open and she nearly crashed into the person coming out. She opened her mouth to apologize, but when she saw who it was, her eyes widened in disbelief.
Elena Wilkinson!
Lauren groaned inwardly. Of all the people she'd known in high school, no one had been more bent on making her life miserable than Elena. They'd grown up in the same stake, so they'd spent years of Girls' Camp and countless Young Women activities together. At every opportunity, Elena had spread rumors about her, gotten her blamed for pranks Elena herself had played on others at camp, and seemed to delight in teasing and tormenting her endlessly. Lauren had no idea why Elena had always had it in for her, but she seemed to derive pleasure from making Lauren miserable.
Lauren hadn't seen much of Elena over the summer, but she had to admit that Elena still looked as beautiful as ever. With her fashion-magazine looks and her long, brown hair that tapered prettily around her face, emphasizing her hazel eyes and perfect features, she always had a trail of guys following her practically everywhere she went. Lauren knew, though, that for all of Elena's good looks, she wasn't all peaches and cream.
Before Lauren could recover enough to speak, Elena tossed her long, blond hair over her shoulder haughtily. "Well, well, if it isn't Ms. Perfect. What are you doing here? I thought you would've taken one of those full-ride scholarships everybody at home was bragging about. What's the matter? Did you decide none of them were good enough for you?"
Lauren flinched. Obviously, Elena hadn't changed one single bit over the summer. "I decided to go to school here instead," she responded, trying to bite back her defensiveness. "But what about you? I thought someone said you were going to beauty school or something."
Elena shrugged. "I'd planned to, but my father had some pull in admissions here, so I'm in." She smiled smugly. "See, unlike you, I didn't have to spend all my waking hours studying and being Ms. Straight Arrow. I managed to have fun in high school and still get into college."
Her patience already wearing, she grumbled, "Yeah, go figure." But before she could walk away, Elena's voice stopped her short.
"Well, I guess this means we'll be seeing a lot of each other, with me living on the same floor as you. That means we'll be in the same ward. Won't that be great?" Elena drawled in false enthusiasm.
Lauren cringed. She knew Elena well enough to understand the underlying meaning in her words. What Elena really meant was that she thought it was going to be great to have a familiar target around to torment. Lauren shook her head dismally. Perfect. Just perfect.
Before Lauren could compose herself enough to respond, Elena gave Lauren a big, false smile and backed slowly away. "Be seeing you," she called as she disappeared down the stairs.
Her discouragement of a few minutes before returning, Lauren trudged the rest of the way to her apartment and walked in. When she did, Allison looked up from where she and Bree were sitting on the couch talking.
"Laur, what's wrong? You look down."
Lauren sighed as she dropped her backpack to the floor and slumped onto the couch next to her friend. "You'll never guess who I just ran into."
"Who?"
"Elena Wilkinson."
Allison's eyebrows shot up. "Elena Wilkinson? You can't be serious!"
Bree stared at them blankly. "Who's Elena Wilkinson?"
Allison's look of surprise turned to one of contempt. "Someone from our stake back home who's always had it in for Lauren. Don't ask me why. She's never been happy unless she's succeeded in making Lauren feel miserable."
"You're kidding," Bree said in surprise. "What'd you ever do to her?"
"I wish I knew." Lauren frowned. "Mostly, I've just tried to ignore her whenever she's on one of her nasty streaks, but it doesn't look like it's going to be that easy to do this time around. As fate would have it, she lives just a few apartments down and is in our ward."
"Terrific," Allison grumbled.
Lauren sighed. "Yeah, I know."
A moment later, Allison gave Lauren's arm a sympathetic squeeze, then stood up. "Well, it's not going to do any good to sit around and mope about this. We have a ward activity to get ready for. Are you going?"
Lauren nodded. "Of course. After the day I've had, it'll be a nice distraction."
She followed Allison into the bedroom to change for the party. She was planning to change into her relaxed fit jeans and a T-shirt, but Allison put her foot down, telling her there was no way she was going to let her go to their first ward activity dressed like that. So she and Bree joined forces to clothe her properly.
Within minutes, she found herself wearing Bree's faded, straight-legged designer jeans with Allison's favorite snug-fitting, dark-blue top. Then to complete the outfit, Bree loaned her a wide, leather belt with a silver buckle, and her big-soled, white tennis shoes. When she saw Allison open her jewelry box, though, Lauren finally drew the line.
"Forget it, Al, I'm not wearing jewelry," she protested. "I don't feel like myself as it is." She reached for her scrunchie, but Allison quickly stepped in.
"Lauren, don't you dare pull your hair back into the same old ponytail! You always do that and it makes me crazy."
"Yeah, Lauren, your hair is gorgeous!" Bree chimed in. "If I had your hair, I'd leave it down all the time for everyone to admire."
Lauren rolled her eyes. "Guys, come on, it's just hair. Besides, I hate it when it gets in my face. It's just so much easier to pull it back."
But Allison reached out and snatched the scrunchie from Lauren's hand and looked at her sternly. "Humor me this once, okay?"
"Fine," Lauren grumbled in surrender, then made a point of glancing at her watch. "But if we don't hurry we're going to miss dinner."
That did the trick. Allison and Bree scrambled to finish getting themselves ready, and before long, Bree, Melia, Allison, and Lauren were piling into Lauren's Honda and following the bishopric's map to Smith Park. When they arrived, Lauren concentrated on parallel parking while Bree and Allison checked out the guys who'd beaten them there.
"Man, look at that cute, dark-haired guy over by the tables!" Bree exclaimed, practically drooling. "I really go for the big, stocky guys."
Allison wrinkled her nose. "Not me. I prefer mine lean and muscular. Hey, like that blond guy right over there!" She reached over to thump Lauren's shoulder. "Stop, Lauren, let me out! I've got to go introduce myself to the love of my life."
Lauren rolled her eyes when Allison and Bree practically flew out of the car the second she put it in park. Lauren turned to Melia. "What are we going to do with them?"
Melia laughed, her beautiful, exotic eyes crinkling into thin lines as she did. "My sister's the same way. You just deal with it. Come on, let's go make sure they don't make total fools of themselves."
Lauren climbed out of the car with Melia, and together they surveyed the scene. There were already dozens of people milling around, and she spotted a member of the bishopric carrying a large, rolled up volleyball net toward the volleyball pit. A short distance away, several guys were hauling baseball equipment toward the baseball diamond, and everywhere she looked there were people hanging around, talking and laughing and getting to know one another.
Melia nudged her and gestured to their right. Lauren turned to see that several tables had been covered with tablecloths, and the other members of their bishopric were manning the barbeque pits. Lauren could smell the hamburgers cooking even from where she and Melia stood.
"Smells great," Melia commented. "Should we see if the bishopric needs any help?"
They wandered over to say hi and asked what they could do to help. Obviously grateful for the offer, Bishop Warner directed them to a box containing paper plates, napkins, and plastic utensils, and had them set the items out on the table. As she did, Lauren couldn't help eyeing the spread. There were large bowls of potato salad, green salads, Jell-O salads, plates of cut-up vegetables, and huge packages of rolls. Everything looked incredible.
As her stomach started to grumble in anticipation, Lauren chuckled softly to herself. Two days away from home and you're already missing a good, home-cooked meal, she thought. That's not a good sign. She'd just snatched a carrot stick from the vegetable tray and taken a bite when Allison came rushing up behind her, grabbed her arm, and whirled her around.
"Lauren, quick, we need you!"
Lauren nearly choked on the mouthful of carrot. "Geez, Allison, way to nearly kill me," she complained when she managed to clear her throat. "What are you so worked up about?"
Allison's eyes were alive with excitement as she dragged Lauren away from the table. "The guys are setting up for a quick baseball game before the hamburgers are ready, and they need a pitcher."
Lauren's heart leaped into her throat. "Oh, no, Allison, no way!" she protested as she tried to free her arm from her friend's grip. "There's no way on this earth that I'm going to pitch here! Forget it. Uh-uh."
But her protests fell on deaf ears as Allison refused to relinquish her grip on Lauren's arm, and before Lauren could ramble on any further, she was dragged over to a group of guys and girls standing near the dugout. When they were within hearing range, Allison waved her free arm at the good-looking blond guy she'd first spotted when they'd arrived and called out, "Hey, Craig! I have a pitcher here for you!"
Lauren heard a couple of the guys beside Craig start to snicker, and she wished the earth would open up and swallow her whole. The guys who'd snickered made a point of eyeing her up and down critically, obviously wondering what kind of joke was being played on them. But Craig smiled warmly at her, the corners of his green eyes crinkling pleasantly as he reached into a large, cardboard box at his feet and tossed her a mitt.
"All right, guys, we have a pitcher!" he called out before walking over to her. "We don't have enough time before dinner's ready to play innings, so we're just going to set up an infield and an outfield and make some plays. Have you ever pitched before, Lauren? Do you know what to do?"
After the snickering she'd just endured, Lauren couldn't help feeling defensive. "Yeah, I think I can figure it out," she retorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. But when Craig only gave her an encouraging smile and turned to join the others, Lauren felt guilty for her outburst. He didn't seem like one of the guys she'd come to know over the years who scoffed at the idea of a girl being able to play well. She shook her head. She'd make it up to him later.
As several guys and girls started taking their places on bases and in the outfield, she slid her left hand into the glove and forced herself to take a deep breath. She walked to the pitcher's mound and looked down at the sand under her feet, suddenly experiencing a sense of peace. No matter what else happened in her life, this was a place where she felt comfortable, confident. She loved the feeling of being in control, of knowing she was good at something.
But this isn't the state championships, she reminded herself. This is just a ward picnic. You're not here to impress anyone. Just take things easy.
Feeling a little calmer, she circled her arm around her shoulder to loosen it up and looked at Craig, who had taken up the catcher's position behind the plate. Then she glanced at the cocky, dark-haired guy who was approaching the batter's box and immediately recognized him as one of the guys who'd snickered at her.
"So what kind of pitching are we doing?" she asked Craig as she easily caught the softball he threw to her. "Slow or fast pitch?"
Craig cocked an eyebrow at her in surprise. "Um, whatever Travis here wants, I guess."
Travis laughed as he stepped up to the plate and banged the bat cockily against the sole of his shoe. "Oh, you think you're good enough to give me a choice, huh? Well then, give me a fast pitch. Let's see what you've got."
Fine, Lauren thought as Travis stepped into position and waved the tip of the bat over his shoulder. If he wants something challenging, that's what he's going to get.
She glanced around at the players on bases and in the outfield to make sure everyone was ready, then turned back to Travis. A slow grin tugged at the corners of her mouth. She couldn't wait to knock that arrogant smile off Travis's face. She shook her arm out one more time, clasped the ball in her hand, and closed her eyes, just as she'd done thousands of times before. She twisted the ball in her hand until she could feel the seam pressing against her fingertips, then took a deep, calming breath and opened her eyes.
Shutting out everything except the feel of the ball in her hand and the catcher's mitt held up in anticipation behind the plate, she wound up, moved her weight forward, and let the ball fly.
Ben pulled up to the park and noticed that his parking space of ten minutes ago was gone, and there wasn't another parking space in sight. He groaned. He was going to have to park further up and walk a little.
He drove past the long line of cars and parked near the far corner of the park, then collected the two plastic grocery bags, climbed out of the truck, and headed toward the large gathering of people at the park's west end. He had to admit, he'd been feeling anxious about the ward activity all afternoon. He'd been a member less than a year, and he still felt self-conscious at large ward gatherings. There was still so much he didn't know about the gospel, and he couldn't help feeling inadequate around those who had been members their entire lives. He was always afraid of opening his mouth and saying something stupid and having his new "family" look down on him.
When Ben and Craig had arrived at the park for the ward activity, they were a little early. Ben had spotted Bishop Warner unloading boxes of food and picnic supplies from his car and had gone over to help. Bishop Warner had greeted him like an old friend and clapped him on the shoulder, telling him how pleased he was to see him there. Ben's anxiety at feeling like he didn't belong had vanished completely, and he wanted more than anything to repay this man's kindness. So when the bishop discovered he was short on hamburger buns, Ben had quickly offered to take Craig's old truck and run to the store for more.
Shifting the grocery bags from one hand to the other, he finally reached the gathering and headed for Bishop Warner, who was standing at one of the barbeque grills flipping sizzling hamburger patties. At the sight of his stocky, six-foot-four-inch bishop wearing a dark blue apron with the words "Kiss the Cook" printed across the front, he couldn't help smiling. He set the bags down on the table nearest the bishop's grill.
"Here you go, Bishop. We're all set."
"Ah, thank you, Ben. You're heaven sent." Bishop Warner paused long enough in his task to turn and flash him a grateful smile. "So how did your first day of classes go?"
"Not bad," Ben admitted. He reached for a handful of olives from the vegetable tray, then leaned back against the picnic table to munch on them as he talked. "The classes are more relaxed than the ones I had in Massachusetts, and the spirit here is completely different. I really love that. I think my Book of Mormon class is going to be my favorite."
"It was always mine," Bishop Warner responded with a smile. "I'm glad to hear you're holding your own. I can't imagine what it must be like for you, after everything you've been through."
Feeling the all-too-familiar sadness creep in, Ben looked down at the ground and shrugged. "Yeah, well… I try not to think too much about it. Sometimes it's hard, but it helps to know that this was what the Lord wanted me to do."
The bishop shook his head slowly. "You're an amazing young man, Ben. But sometimes I wonder if you're fighting too much of this battle on your own. You let me know if you need help, and don't be afraid to ask, okay? I mean that. Heavenly Father wants us to bear one another's burdens. That's what we're all here for."
A deep sense of gratitude warmed Ben's heart. "Thanks, Bishop, I appreciate that. I'm fine for now, though."
"Glad to hear it." Bishop Warner's jovial tone was back, and he turned to point toward the gathering crowds with his spatula. "Now get out of here and go socialize with someone your own age until the hamburgers are ready." Then, with a final wink, he turned back to the barbeque grill.
Ben smiled and nodded as he popped the last of his olives into his mouth, then he turned to look for Craig. As he did, he couldn't help replaying the bishop's words of encouragement in his mind. It certainly seemed that Heavenly Father had called caring leaders to watch out for him at this time in his life, and he said a silent prayer of thanks. Right now he could use all the divine help he could get.
As he continued walking through the park in search of Craig, he heard a loud cheer erupt from a crowd that was gathering at the baseball diamond. Since it seemed like that was where most of the ward members were congregating, he headed that direction.
Another roar erupted, arousing Ben's curiosity. What's going on? he wondered. Trying to figure out what all the excitement was about, he walked the rest of the distance to the baseball diamond in quick strides and joined the crowd gathering behind the dugout. He spotted Craig squatting down in his catcher's pose behind home plate, and he noticed that his next-door neighbor, Travis, a cocky freshman he'd met last night, was at bat, looking both aggravated and determined as he waited for a pitch. Interested in what was upsetting Travis, he shifted his gaze to the pitcher's mound.
That's when he saw her.
The most gorgeous girl he'd ever seen was standing on the mound in a classic pitcher's pose, ball in hand, her eyes closed in deep concentration. She had rich, reddish-brown hair that spilled down her back in thick waves and danced in the sunlight every time she moved. She was slender and tall (about five-foot-ten, he guessed) and she looked incredibly well toned and athletic.
As he continued to stare at her, completely captivated by her every movement, a warm, tingling sensation flooded through him and a sweet sense of peace permeated his soul. It was undeniably the same feeling he'd had almost a year ago when the missionaries had testified to him of the gospel's truthfulness. Someone had been trying to tell him something then, and someone was trying to tell him something now. He wasn't exactly sure what, but he knew it had something to do with this beautiful girl standing on the pitcher's mound.
Unable to tear his eyes away from her, he watched in utter fascination as she opened her eyes, let out a slow, deep breath, then wound up and let loose a screaming-fast underhand pitch. The ball hurtled toward home plate, rocketed past Travis's swinging bat, and landed with an alarmingly loud thump in Craig's catcher's mitt. Another roar went up from the crowd and Ben lifted his eyebrows in surprise. Wow!
Instead of acting embarrassed by the attention, the girl smiled confidently, obviously not one to coddle a guy and tell him how big and strong and brave he was like so many other girls he'd known. He didn't know about anyone else, but he was impressed.
Moving closer to the chain link fence, he watched as she caught the ball Craig threw back to her, then rolled it in her hand briefly before setting up in her pose. She wound up a moment later and threw yet another impressive fast pitch. Once again, Travis's bat met with only air.
Craig let out a whoop as the ball landed in his glove, and he stood up and shook his gloved hand out as if the pitch had stung. Maybe it had. A cheer immediately went up from the crowd, and Travis let out an aggravated growl when he realized a girl had just struck him out.
Ben watched the girl try to smother a smile as Travis stomped away, clearly humiliated. The next batter stepped up, this time a girl, and the girl on the mound slowed her pitch and gave it a bit more arc, giving the batter a better chance to make contact. The batter hit it on the second pitch, and the infielders scrambled to retrieve the ball. As the next couple of batters stepped up, some good-naturedly asked for her fast pitch and made their best efforts to hit it. Some did, while others didn't fare as well. Ben was relieved to see that most of those who missed simply laughed and shook their heads as they retreated back into the dugout.
After a brief lull, Craig turned and looked around for the next batter. "Hey, we need a batter! Someone get up here!"
When no one made a move to step forward, Ben knew this was his big chance. He simply had to meet her. And if that meant swallowing a little pride in the batter's box, that was a sacrifice he was willing to make. As if guided forward by some unseen force, he found himself stepping around the edge of the fence.
Craig saw him and grinned. "All right, Ben! Get on up here and see if you can hold your own."
With a sheepish smile, Ben picked up the bat and made his way to the plate.
How did I get roped into this? Lauren found herself wondering as she stood on the pitcher's mound and heard Craig call for another batter. She glanced down at her borrowed white tennis shoes and noticed they were coated with sand. Great, she thought. Bree's gonna kill me when she sees what I've done to her shoes.
Just then she heard Craig call out to someone and she looked up. When she did, her heart betrayed her by doing a little flip. The guy stepping up to the plate was tall, at least six-foot-two, with broad shoulders and a muscular build. He wore form-fitting jeans and a plain white T-shirt that contrasted sharply against his deeply tanned, olive complexion. His thick brown hair was so dark it almost looked black, and even from where she stood, she could make out his rich, chocolate-brown eyes framed by thick, sweeping lashes. She watched as he grinned at something Craig said and when he turned his dazzling smile her direction, she suddenly wasn't sure she could remember how to throw a softball, let alone strike someone out.
"Give him your best fastball," Craig called out to her with a smile as he crouched down behind the plate. "I think Ben here could use a little humbling."
Ben turned to Craig and laughed. It was a deep, rumbling sound that she instantly liked. "That's easy for you to say," he told Craig easily. "You don't have to worry about hitting it." But to prove he was a good sport, he turned to her and grinned, causing her stomach to fill with butterflies. "Give me that fastball of yours. I'm game."
Lauren couldn't stop herself from grinning back. "Whatever you say."
She watched as he backed away from the box and took a couple of practice swings before returning to the plate and getting into position. Judging from his stance, grip, and practice swings, she could tell he was a pretty good player, in spite of him joking with Craig about his ability. Deciding to treat him as such, she wound up and threw him the same fastball she'd thrown to Travis. He swung and missed.
"She's making you look ba-ad!" Craig sing-songed as he caught the ball and threw it back to Lauren.
"Nah, I'm just warming up," he said, giving Craig a good-natured grin.
When he got back into his stance, Lauren decided to take a little off her second pitch. But when she did, he surprised her by making good, solid contact, even though the ball went foul down the third base line. She turned back to him and raised her eyebrows in surprise. He grinned and lifted his eyebrows back at her in response, then raised the bat back up over his shoulder.
Knowing that she'd better not go soft on him or else he might send the ball down her throat, she decided to give him her fast pitch again. She took an extra moment to visualize, then wound up and gave her final pitch everything she had. Luckily, it was enough, and the ball sailed past Ben's swinging bat and landed safely in Craig's glove.
The crowd let out another cheer just as Craig stood up and yelled, "You're outta here!" Lauren couldn't help grinning as she watched Craig taunt Ben a little more and then thump him good-naturedly on the shoulder, evidence that they were good friends. For a moment, Lauren worried that he might resent her for showing him up, but as he set the bat down and started back to the dugout, he caught her eye and gave her a wonderful wink. She felt like melting.
Just then someone hollered that the food was ready, and everyone started heading for the tables. Lauren followed along, accepting people's praise as she went. She felt a little awkward being the center of attention, but she was relieved to see how many people seemed so genuinely nice. She'd almost reached the food tables when someone shouldered her, nearly causing her to trip over her feet. When she turned, she saw the culprit was Elena.
"I see you're already working on alienating the boys," Elena said snidely.
Lauren sighed and rolled her eyes as Elena fell into step with her. "Not that I care, but… what are you talking about?"
"Well, striking out the cutest guy in the ward is hardly the way to get him to ask you out," Elena drawled. "We're supposed to be starting a whole new chapter in our lives here at college, but you're still the same old Lauren. Do I have to remind you that guys don't like to be shown up by girls?" She paused and shook her head. "Not that it would matter, I guess. Who'd want to go out with a tomboy like you?"
Lauren winced. She was used to Elena's put-downs, but this one really stung. Before she could recover, Elena flashed her a triumphant smile. She knew her barb had hit its mark.
"See you later," Elena sing-songed, fluttering her perfectly manicured nails at Lauren before stepping up her pace and disappearing into the crowd.
Lauren stared after her for several moments, trying to calm herself down. She knew she shouldn't let Elena get to her. After all, she was used to her put-downs. For whatever reason, Elena simply delighted in being mean. But still, her last comment had definitely been a low blow.
Come on, don't let her spoil your night, Lauren told herself as she approached the tables. She's not worth getting upset about.
By the time she reached the food table, she'd managed to pull herself together. She moved to the end of the long line and looked around for her roommates. When they were nowhere to be seen, Lauren sighed. With her luck, they were near the front of the line and would be finished eating by the time she found them.
It seemed like forever until she finally got close enough to pick up a plate and as she did, she heard a trill of laughter. She looked up to see Elena standing a short distance away, flirting shamelessly with no less than four guys. Lauren wrinkled her nose. Gross. Talk about having no pride.
Just then someone brushed up against her and a deep voice murmured in her ear, "That's quite an arm you have there."
Whirling around, Lauren came face to face with its owner, and her breath caught in her throat. Ben. He was standing there smiling at her, his rich, chocolate-brown eyes warm and friendly. If possible, he was even better looking up close. There were tiny gold flecks in his eyes that she hadn't noticed from a distance and a slight dimple in his right cheek. And as his gaze held hers, she couldn't help noticing that there was a quiet gentleness in his eyes that tugged at the carefully constructed walls around her heart.
Feeling oddly vulnerable, she gave him what she hoped was a friendly smile. "Thanks. You're Ben, right?"
He nodded. "Ben Morrison. And you are…?"
"Lauren Holt. It's nice to meet you."
"The pleasure is mine," he answered sincerely, his beautiful brown eyes sparkling. He picked up two plates and handed one to her. "So, where did you learn to pitch like that?"
Lauren accepted the plate and started to dish up as she explained. "My dad coaches football and baseball at a junior college, and I have four older brothers who play. When I came along, it was pretty much expected of me to play, too."
"Kind of like a family tradition?"
She smiled. "Something like that." As they waited for the line to progress, Lauren asked, "Where are you from?"
"Boston, actually."
She raised an eyebrow. "Wow. What brings you all the way out here?"
"You know Craig, the guy who was playing catcher?" When she nodded, he continued. "Well, he and I met there last spring. I wasn't happy at the university I was attending so he convinced me to come to school with him here. We're rooming together."
"It's nice when you already know one of your roommates going in," she replied. "My roommate is my best friend from home, so I'm speaking from experience." She grinned at him and felt an unexpected rush of pleasure when he grinned back. "What university were you attending before coming here?"
His smile slipped a little and he tried to cover it up by reaching out to spoon some potato salad onto his plate. "I was studying pre-law at Harvard."
"Ivy league," Lauren replied with a whistle. "Pretty impressive."
"Well, I don't know about impressive," he responded humbly. "It was a lot of hard work. I love studying law, but I wasn't enjoying it there. Too much pressure."
Lauren nodded sympathetically. "I can imagine."
They continued to the end of the table, but as Lauren reached for one of the Styrofoam cups of soda, her plate nearly toppled from her hands. Thinking quickly, Ben reached out to steady it.
"Here," he said, chuckling. "Let me help."
An unsolicited blush started to creep across her cheeks as she stammered, "No, I'm fine, really. I can get it."
"It's no trouble at all," he insisted, taking her plate into his free hand. "How about you get the drinks, and I'll carry the plates."
"Deal," Lauren replied with a grateful smile.
When she picked up a cup for each of them, Ben turned to give their surroundings a cursory glance. "Where are you sitting?"
"Um," she began, scanning the sea of people sitting on the lawn nearby. "I was planning to sit with my roommates, but I kind of lost track of them."
"Hey, Ben!"
They both turned toward the voice and spotted Craig sitting a short distance away, his arm raised to catch their attention. Lauren saw that he was sitting with Allison, Bree, and Melia. "Looks like your roommate is sitting with my roommates," she told Ben as she nodded their direction. Then she surprised herself by asking, "Would you like to join us?"
His eyes sparkled at her offer. "I'd love to."
As they started toward her roommates, Lauren caught a glimpse of Elena standing nearby with her group of admirers. With a sudden rush of satisfaction, Lauren noticed that she and Ben had caught Elena's attention. Lauren felt like cheering when she realized that Elena actually looked jealous. But then Elena's scolding words rushed to her mind, and she felt a momentary stab of concern. Ben wasn't really angry she'd struck him out, was he? Was giving her his attention just some cruel joke he was playing to get back at her? But as she studied Ben's features for any sign of animosity, she was relieved to see only warmth and sincerity in his eyes.
"So, where are you from?" Ben asked, his soft eyes on hers as they walked.
Letting the concern of a moment before dissipate, she relaxed under his gaze and answered, "Idaho Falls. It's just a half hour from here. Far enough away to feel like I'm on my own, but close enough to take my laundry home on the weekends." She grinned wryly.
Ben laughed, then nodded toward her friends. "And how are you getting along with your roommates?"
"Good so far," she answered as they reached her friends and sat down. She smiled at her roommates. "We like each other, don't we guys?"
"Depends on how clean my shoes are when you return 'em," Bree joked through a mouthful of her hamburger as she nodded at Lauren's sand-covered shoes.
Lauren sat down and took the plate Ben was handing her before he sat down himself. Settling her plate on the grass in front of her, she told her roommates, "I thought I'd lost you guys."
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