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Gathering my borrowed sleeping supplies, I folded the blanket before placing it along with the pillow on the empty seat next to me. One of the attendants began reading off the gate numbers for connecting flights. Yawning, I took my plane ticket out to check where I would be heading after disembarking.
“Did you sleep well?” the overly attentive flight attendant from the previous night asked, as she gathered the pillow and blanket.
“Fine, thank you,” I said with a small smile.
“Do you need help finding your connection, sweetie?” she asked, still playing the concerned mother figure.
“Thank you, but they already announced the gate for my connecting flight.” I tried to keep my voice pleasant.
I hated being short. People always thought you needed help. It wasn’t my fault I looked closer to twelve than eighteen.
“All right then, you just let me know if you need directions to the gate,” she commented before moving to the next row to get everything gathered and safely stored before landing.
I lifted the shade over the window. Fluffy pink clouds accented the bright blue sky. I felt the plane begin its descent with a drop in my stomach. An attendant was going around making sure everyone had their seatbelts buckled while I tried not to think about the plane crashing.
I wrapped my finger around the armrest and searched for a song to distract me from the twisting in my stomach. Lightly humming to myself, I tried to stop the spinning in my head while the plane made its final descent into the airport. I could taste the bile in the back of my throat as the plane touched down with a lurch. Digging my fingers into the armrest, I fought the urge to spill the non-existent contents of my stomach as the plane quickly slowed.
The captain turned off the “Fasten Seat Belt” signs, and people started to move groggily around the cabin. I waited for most of the commotion to die down before reaching up into the overhead compartment and retrieving my bag. Rummaging through my carry-on, I located my brush and ran it through the tangled maze in my hair until all the knots and snags were gone. Tossing it back into my bag, I leaned back into my seat and impatiently waited to get off the flying death trap.
The captain came on the intercom again and said, “Thank you for flying with us…” in the all too familiar monologue. The aisle was soon clogged with passengers trying to get through the door first. In no hurry to enter the crush, I waited in my seat. Once the aisle cleared, I vacated my seat and made my way into the terminal and to the nearest restroom.
I checked my reflection after taking care of my immediate needs. The circles under my eyes were more defined than they had been last night due to my waking early and lack of sleep before the flight. My skin had returned to its normal creamy ivory tone, and my dark auburn hair lay flat from the brushing I had given it on the plane.
I looked down at my clothes to make sure I still looked okay after sleeping on the plane for four hours. My light-blue blouse showed no signs of stress thanks to the invention of wrinkle-free materials, and I could leave my jeans in a crumpled heap for days with no signs of distress.
I grabbed my toothbrush and toothpaste, gave my teeth a quick scrub, and rinsed my mouth. To help clear away the last of the cobwebs from my uncomfortable sleep, I splashed some water on my face before leaving the restroom to catch my next flight.
As I walked to the gate, I grabbed my phone out of my purse and turned it on. I only had thirty minutes before my next flight. Quickly scrolling through my recently called numbers, I pressed send. It rang several times before my Mom answered with, “Hello,” in a sleepy voice.
“I’m in Atlanta,” I said, in a hurry to get off the phone. “We made it on time, so I should be at the airport by nine.”
“Okay, I’ll see you then,” she said, and started to snore. I chuckled lightly, as I flipped my phone closed.
I made it to the gate just in time to board the plane. After finding my seat, I grabbed my book from my carry-on. I placed my bag into the overhead compartment and sank into my chair next to the window. I was already wishing the flight over.
After reading the same sentence three times, I gave up on my book and leaned my head back against the seat. I watched as the rest of the passengers finished boarding. There were the usual college students returning to school after summer break, parents dropping their kids off at college for the first time, and the occasional family returning from vacation. Many of the faces held excited expressions about the upcoming year. I looked at my reflection in the window to see if their excitement was reflected in my face, but all I could see was my lack of sleep.
A slight commotion near the front of the plane caught my attention, and I turned to investigate. My breath caught in the back of my throat. A young man stood in the aisle looking at the numbers in search of his assigned seat. I watched the faces of the women fall as he moved down the aisle and closer to where I was seated.
He stood around six-foot-two with a slim build. The thin, dark-blue vintage t-shirt he wore hinted at the smooth muscles underneath. His skin was a pale ivory just a shade or two lighter than my own. His dark, chestnut-brown hair was gently tousled, framing his face. His most striking features were his eyes. The deep blue caught and held the morning light, making them shimmer like the ocean after a storm.
I could feel my heart beating faster. Maybe he would sit next to me. I tried to calm myself. It didn’t matter if he sat next to me. After the hour-long flight, it wasn’t as if I would ever see him again. For some reason, I just couldn’t convince myself not to care.
Then he stopped. He was right next to my seat. My head was spinning a little from lack of oxygen. I took a deliberately slow deep breath to calm myself and try to stop the pounding in my chest.
Looking at the numbers listed above the seats, he didn’t even glance down at me. He placed a small carry-on in the overhead compartment then sat down in the seat next to me. I quickly turned my head to the side and looked out the window. My cheeks felt hot, and I knew the blood was pooling there, turning them red.
The familiar drone started on the intercom as we began to taxi onto the runway. I reopened my book and made a second attempt at reading it, but I found it even harder to concentrate with him so close. I wished now that his seat was someplace else where I couldn’t see him. Forgetting my book for the moment, I looked out the window and focused on the increasing noise from the plane’s engines. I could feel the butterflies in my stomach as gravity pulled me back into my seat. This time, however, they had nothing to do with the plane taking off.
“What are you reading?” a silky voice asked.
I forgot how to speak. Flipping my book closed, I offered him the book. Instead of taking it, he leaned closer to inspect the cover. He smelled wonderful, a mixture of lavender and vanilla.
“Are you enjoying it?” he asked.
I nodded. “I like the classics.” I was thankful that I had brushed my teeth during the short layover.
A strange smile pulled up the corner of his mouth.
“Do you like to read?” I asked, feeling foolish.
He nodded. Flipping his own book closed, he held it out for me to inspect. I examined the cover briefly. It was a popular thriller.
“Is it any good?” I asked. I didn’t bother to let him know that I had already read the book a couple of months ago, before it became a bestseller.
“It’s okay so far,” he said, leaning back into his seat and reopening his book.
I wanted to ask his name but felt that would be prying. He was obviously not interested in having a conversation. He had probably only asked what I was reading to be polite.
Opening my own book again, I pretended to read. It was one of my favorites, but I couldn’t pay attention to the words. I kept glancing at the figure seated next to me. His arm lay lightly on the armrest between us. I was tempted to lay my arm next to his but fought the urge, unsure of how he would react.
Before I knew it, the plane was landing. I couldn’t decide if I was happy to be getting off, or if I wished it would just keep going. I waited for the Adonis seated next to me to get up. He remained seated and continued reading. He didn’t appear to be in a hurry to collect his things. The other passengers began gathering their items as the plane taxied over to the terminal.
I was about to excuse myself so I could grab my bag out of the overhead bin when he finally stood up. “Would you like me to get your bag?” he asked.
“Um, sure, thank you,” I said, feeling awkward.
I couldn’t help admiring his physique as he stretched up to reach for my bag and pull it out. I could feel the heat burning my cheeks as the blush spread across my face. He handed me my bag before returning to his seat.
The passengers started to disembark a few minutes later. As the commotion died down, I stood to leave. The gorgeous young man stepped out into the aisle to let me pass. I gave him a half-smile before walking down the aisle after the other passengers. I should have let him go in front of me. I could feel him behind me, and I had to force myself not to look back at him as I made my way to the exit.
Once in the terminal, I scanned the small crowd gathered near the gate. It took a couple of sweeps before I noticed my mom standing against the wall near the back. I forced a smile on my face as she caught sight of me. The sentiment felt hollow; maybe I was just anticipating the upcoming conflict.
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a man dressed in a simple black suit and tie standing off to the side of the terminal with a small sign in hand. He might as well have screamed, “I’m a chauffeur. Does anyone need a ride?” It wasn’t until I saw the dark-haired stranger from the plane making his way over that I started to pay closer attention. Surreptitiously glancing at the white eraser-board, I checked the name written there. Samuel Grant was spelled out in block letters. The name suited him.
I finished covering the distance to my mom. “Hey, Mom,” I said, my voice a little stilted. Neither of us attempted to embrace the other like so many others in the terminal.
“How was your trip?” she asked, as we walked around the corner to the luggage carousel.
“We didn’t crash.” I liked flying about as much as a root canal without anesthesia. She thought I was being silly. “Planes are safer than cars,” she would always remind me.
She gave me an odd look. She didn’t always get my sense of humor. “Did you get a nap on the plane?”
“Yeah,” I answered. “How was your summer?” I asked, as we found an empty place near the luggage carousel to wait for the rest of my things to be offloaded.
I half-listened as Mom rambled on about her summer and everything she had done. Nodding in the appropriate places was all the encouragement she needed to continue.
Scanning the room, I wasn’t looking anywhere in particular when I caught sight of Samuel standing across the carousel from me. He was waiting with his chauffeur for the luggage to make its way from the plane.
I took the opportunity to get a better look at his long, lean body. I didn’t realize how long I’d been staring until he turned and caught me. I quickly lowered my gaze, blushing brightly.
I kept my head down until the luggage started its slow journey around the carousel. Paying close attention to the bags making the rounds, I tried to distract myself enough to avoid looking across at Samuel again. It worked for the most part. I only glanced up once as I collected my last bag. He was much closer than before. He must have moved closer when I wasn’t looking.
Reaching for a bag at the same time I did, our eyes met. I felt my skin heat as the blood rushed into my cheeks. Mom’s inane chatter coming from over my shoulder created an odd background noise. His eyes seemed even more beautiful than they had on the plane.
“Come on, Alina,” Mom said, trying to get my attention.
I heard what she was saying but was unable to respond. Samuel’s eyes held mine as sure as a riptide held a swimmer. A few seconds later, he released me from his gaze. I shook my head slightly to help clear away the fog.
“I have to stop and get some things on the way home. Do you need anything?” she asked, as we started toward the exit.
“No, I’m good,” I answered, as we walked through the sliding doors and out into the hot, muggy morning. I really just wanted to go home and rest, not traipse around Gainesville all morning.
Mom popped open the trunk so I could put my luggage in the back. She didn’t bother to offer any help. I began loading my things in the back, being sure to keep my carry-on out in case of an emergency.
“Alina, what are you doing back there?” Mom whined, while standing by the driver’s side door.
“Nothing,” I answered, trying to hide my annoyance. I had hoped things would be different once I came back from Dad’s, but it was more of the usual. Actually, it was worse than the usual; most of the time, her attitude didn’t kick in until a week or so after I got back.
Mom shook her head in frustration, mumbling something under her breath as she climbed into the driver’s seat. I threw my bags in the trunk, taking care not to slam it closed. As I walked around to the passenger door, I was already dreading the drive home.
“So, how was your summer?” she finally asked. She didn’t sound very interested.
“It was nice.” I didn’t bother to reveal any details; it wasn’t as if she actually cared.
“Well, that’s good honey,” she said distractedly, as she paid the attendant at the small gate. Pulling forward, we followed the little signs out to the road.
The traffic was light as we made our way across town. The rush I felt from meeting Samuel on the plane was seeping out of me the longer I sat. I reached over and turned on the radio. Tuning it one of my favorite local stations, I nodded my head along with the song.
“Do have to listen to that racket?” Mom asked in an irritated voice. She reached for the radio and pressed one of the preprogrammed buttons.
I took a deep breath. I didn’t need an argument this early in the morning, or this soon after returning from California. I took my iPod out of my bag. Thankfully, I had kept it with me instead of storing it in the trunk.
Mom stopped at three stores on the way home. I hid my annoyance at being dragged all over town so she could shop. Too tired to shop or be of any use to her and hoping she would hurry up, I waited in the car.
When we finally pulled into the garage, I didn’t feel the release of being home. I was only going to be here for a few short weeks while I packed and got everything ready for the move to the apartment Dad had rented for me. Mom grabbed her three small shopping bags from the back seat and headed inside, not bothering to offer me any help with my things. I followed her a moment later.
When I walked through the door, a small gasp escaped my lips. I couldn’t believe it. This had to be a sick joke. Standing in the doorway, I tried to remember how to speak. There were boxes stacked just inside, all clearly marked with my name.
“Shut the door, Alina. You’re letting out all the cold air,” Mom called from the kitchen.
I moved a few cautious paces into the foyer, just far enough to shut the door behind me. “What is all this?” I asked, confused.
“Well, what do you think it is?”
I fought back the hurt I felt welling up inside me. Leaving my suitcases on the floor, I walked down the hallway to my room.
Standing outside the open door to my room, I stared in disbelief. The pictures that had adorned the walls before my departure were all missing. They had been replaced by nondescript paintings that seemed better suited to a bed-and-breakfast. The familiar comforter that had covered my bed was gone, replaced by a simple multicolored quilt. I checked the closet and dresser. Everything was empty.
I turned around. Mom was standing by the bedroom door with her arms folded.
“You packed all of my stuff?” My voice was barely a whisper.
“Well, no, not really,” she said in a flippant tone. “I hired someone to do it. I just told them what to pack.”
“You went through all of my stuff. How could you?” I was trying to keep my emotions in check but losing the battle. “Did you pack everything as soon I left for California, or did you wait a few minutes?” My body shook with anger.
Mom rolled her eyes, “Don’t be ridiculous. I had to find a reputable person to help with the packing.”
I couldn’t believe how selfish she was. “I have nothing in this house but what was in this room, and you just went through it. Did you even think about how it would make me feel?” I could feel my temper boiling over.
“It’s not like you’re going to be here much longer.” Mom walked out of what used to be my room. I followed, so mad I didn’t know what to do. Was she purposefully trying to hurt me?
“You are the coldest person I have ever met.” I pulled open the front door as she wheeled around to glare at me.
“Just make sure you’re out of here soon,” she said, landing a last blow as I walked out.
It took every ounce of control I had not to slam the door behind me. How could the one person who was supposed to love me unconditionally be so brutal? I guess the temporary cease-fire while I was in California was over already. I’d hoped it would at least last until I had my stuff at my new apartment.
I walked around the block a few times before heading back to the house. I wouldn’t have gone back then, but I had stormed out without my phone.
Turning the handle to the front door, I was surprised to find it unlocked. It wouldn’t have been the first time Mom had locked someone out. Taking a deep breath, I stepped over the threshold and back into the war zone.
I found Mom seated on the sofa with the television tuned to some soap opera. She was enthralled with the bad acting and inane plot twists. She didn’t look up or say a word as I grabbed my carry-on and headed to my bedroom-turned-guestroom.
Laying my bag on the bed, I quickly rummaged through it to find my phone. I wasn’t ready, willing, or able to fight with my Mom again, and that left me with only one option.
It was close to noon, so I assumed my friend Tabby would be up. I found her name on my contact list and called her cell.
“Hello,” she answered, sounding like a hyperactive Chihuahua.
“Hey, Tabby,” I said, trying to match her enthusiasm but failing miserably.
“Oh, Li-Li, are your back from Cali? How was your trip?” she asked, her enthusiasm spilling over. I could hear the millions of other questions in her voice but ignored them.
“It was good,” I answered honestly. “I actually just walked in the house not long ago. How was your summer?”
“Boring,” she said in a dejected voice. “I had to go down to West Palm and visit my grandparents for two weeks. Then I spent the rest of the summer getting a tan.”
“That sounds like fun,” I lied.
“You don’t have to be sarcastic, not all of us can pull off the ghost look.”
I laughed. “So, have you moved into the apartment yet?”
“No, I was waiting for you to get back. I thought it would be more fun if we spent our first night there together,” she said in a mischievous voice.
“Thanks, but you didn’t have to wait on my account,” I added, though in truth I was grateful she had. “Do you have everything ready to go?”
“Are you kidding? I’ve been packed and ready to go for weeks.”
“Apparently, so have I,” I added in a dejected tone.
“No.” Her voice sounded incredulous. “Please, tell me she didn’t.”
“My Dad and I told her everything right before we left for Cali. That went about as well as I expected. When I got back today, I found my stuff packed and waiting by the front door.” I did a decent job of keeping the hurt from my voice, but some of it managed to leak out.
“I’ll be right over,” Tabby said. I could hear her rushing around.
“Don’t worry about it. I have a car.”
“Oh, right,” Tabby said. She was still getting used to me having my own vehicle.
I had bought a car just before I left to visit my Dad. It was a 2000 Honda Civic Si coupe. The car had seventeen-inch rims with low-profile tires that stood out against the royal blue custom paint job. The aftermarket body kit gave it an aggressive look that I fell in love with. The fact that the engine was upgraded, and it was a manual gearshift didn’t hurt, either.
“I just need a place to crash tonight. I’ll look into renting a truck tomorrow so I can get the rest of my stuff out of here.”
“You know you’re always welcome here Li-Li, you don’t need to ask. Besides, my parents are in Europe for another week.”
“Why didn’t you go with them?” I asked.
“Are you joking? It’s just Josh and me, sans parents. No way was I passing this up. Plus, I still needed to do some shopping.” I could hear the smile in her voice.
“Well, I’d better go. I guess I’ll see you in a few.”
Relief flooded through me as I hung up. Tabby always made me feel better, and now I had time to get my plans straight.
I gathered my bags and a few other things as I prepared to leave. Grabbing my keys from the holder near the front door, I was about to head out to my car but stopped. Turning around, I walked into the living room where Mom was still engrossed in her soap.
“Mom, I’m going to stay with Tabby,” I said, interrupting her show.
“Sounds great,” she answered, without looking up from the television.
“I’ll be by in the next few days to get my stuff.”
“Okay.” She briefly raised her head to give me an indifferent look. “Have fun.” She returned her attention to the screen.
I stood still for a moment letting the shock give way to the inevitable disappointment. Even with my abrupt departure, she couldn’t be bothered to show any concern for me.
I held firm, leaving the house with my dignity intact. I wouldn’t give her the pleasure of seeing me cry, though I knew the tears would come at some point. Walking out to my car, I threw my bags into the trunk and left everything else behind me.
“Alina, Alina, wake up.”
It took me a few minutes to realize where I was. After a concerted effort, I forced my eyes open. “I’m up.”
“Come on,” Tabby whined, “it’s after five. You told me to wake you up so you could shower before we left.”
I sat up still half-asleep, “I’m awake.” My voice sounded scratchy and distant. “Give me a few minutes, okay?” I rubbed my eyes.
“Alright, but don’t lie back down, or you won’t be able to sleep tonight.”
I nodded as Tabby started out of the room. She stopped at the door and turned back around. “Do you mind if Josh joins us for dinner?” she asked without making eye contact.
I closed my eyes in frustration. From the way Tabby was acting, she’d already invited her older brother to join us. It wasn’t a bad thing; it just made it a little awkward for me.
“That’s fine,” I said, letting Tabby off the hook, “if you and I don’t get going though, none of us will be eating.”
Laughing, Tabby skipped from the room, pausing just long enough to close the door behind her.
Josh was another issue I still needed to deal with. While growing up, he had usually ignored me. As children, there had been the occasional moments of torment when he would pick on me because I was a girl, or because I was his sister’s friend.
It wasn’t until the summer I turned seventeen that he began to notice me as something more than an acquaintance. I had no idea what had changed that year other than his graduating from high school. Somehow, I became a much more interesting person. He was careful not to let on at first, but when through unforeseen reasons I was dateless for the senior prom, he was only to eager to fill in. I let him know we were just friends, but he read a little more into it than I intended.
I felt bad about the whole situation. He was a nice guy, though a little immature. The problem was that I didn’t have feelings for him. Every time I looked at him, all I could see was a brother, not a boyfriend.
I sat on the edge of the bed for another minute before making myself get up. I walked over to my luggage on the window seat, pulled out my toiletries, and went to the bathroom.
Figuring that after wearing the same clothes for almost twenty-four hours, and with only five hours of real sleep in the past thirty-six, I was in sad shape, I didn’t bother to look in the mirror. I peeled off my clothes, let them fall in a pile on the floor, and got in the shower.
The hot water felt good. I let it run through my hair and down the drain. I was in no rush to get out, but half an hour later, I knew I needed to start getting ready. After drying off, I brushed my teeth and headed back out into the bedroom.
Rummaging through my bags, I took out a pair of black, pinstripe pants and a short-sleeved, green cashmere sweater. I didn’t bother doing anything with my hair other than drying it. Checking my reflection in the mirror, I realized I needed to put some cover-up on the dark circles under my eyes. Giving myself a quick once over before walking out of the guest suite, I guessed I was at least passable. I walked downstairs to the living room to wait for Tabby and Josh.
It was a little before seven when Tabby finished getting ready. “How do I look?” she asked, making a small turn in the middle of the living room.
She was wearing a white silk blouse with a cowl neck that set off her tan beautifully. The tight-fitted pencil skirt made her long legs look even better. Her naturally blond hair was draped neatly down her back. Her makeup was applied with great care to highlight her hazel eyes and full, dark lips. She looked perfect, as usual.
“You look great,” I said, stifling the yawn that was tickling the back of my throat. “Where’s Josh?”
“Don’t seem too excited,” she commented at my yawn, “and I told Josh I would call when we were ready to go.”
“Well, call away,” I said. “I’ve only had an apple in the past twenty-four hours. I’m starved.”
As soon as Tabby hung up, we headed out front to wait for Josh. A few minutes later, a pearl-black Lexus ISF rounded the corner of the house and came to an abrupt stop a few feet from us. A small puff of smoke rose from the back tires as they left a small trail of black rubber on the white concrete drive.
“Very mature,” Tabby commented as Josh climbed out of the car. “Mom is going be ticked when she sees those skid marks.”
“No she won’t. I’ll have Mr. Green clean it up tomorrow,” Josh said, joining us.
He looked handsome in a pair of khakis and a button-up, dark-blue dress shirt. His muscles bulged as he moved around the car to join us. I was always surprised at how graceful he could be despite his large frame. He was only five-nine but carried himself so confidently that he appeared taller. His lips were a little too full for his face, and he had the same shade of hazel eyes as everyone else in the Bishop family.
“Hello, Alina,” he said, holding the passenger door open for Tabby and me.
I wished he had gotten a four-door rather than the two, so I didn’t have to accept his courtesies. “Hello, Josh,” I said, forcing a smile. His face fell a little at my formal greeting. This was going to be a long night.
After we were settled into the car, Josh started the conversation. “How was your summer, Alina?”
“It was good. I spent most of the summer in my Dad’s condo playing games and reading. How was yours?” I asked politely.
He brightened slightly. “It was awesome. I got to spend my summer interning with one of the law firms here in town. I thought it would be a little more glamorous, though.”
“Why is that?”
“Well, it’s nothing like you see on television. I mean you actually have to work.”
We all laughed. As our snickers died down, Tabby plugged in her iPod. The music blaring out of the speakers made further conversation impossible.
“Did you want to see a movie?” Tabby asked, as we walked to the car after finishing dinner.
“Which one did you have in mind?” I knew any time she asked if I wanted to see a movie it was her hint that she wanted to see one.
She began describing the latest romantic movie. I cringed on the inside. I hated chick-flicks. Also, Josh would be there. Even with Tabby to play interference, it still had the possibility of getting sticky.
“Sure, sounds great,” I said with fake enthusiasm. I knew I would probably regret it, but I didn’t want to disappoint Tabby.
“You don’t mind, do you, Josh?” Tabby asked, as we climbed into the car.
“Whatever you want to do is fine,” he said absentmindedly. I tried not to think about where his thoughts had wandered.
The theater was packed, so Josh let Tabby and me out near the entrance to get tickets while he parked the car. After getting the tickets, we stood on the curb waiting for him to join us.
Scanning the crowd as we waited, I caught sight of a small group of people standing a few feet down from the entrance. The three of them seemed oddly serene, despite the amount of attention directed their way.
The girl had light-pink lips and golden brown eyes. Her shoulder-length honey-blond hair framed her perfect face. She was as tall as a model and with a dancer’s body. It should be criminal for someone to be that beautiful.
The only thing that gave me any solace was the fact that a guy who looked like he could lift a small car over his head had his arm draped over her shoulder. I was curious how she could support the extra weight. He was easily six-three to six-five with brown hair and light-gray eyes.
They made an odd couple, but there was something about them that made it seem as if they were made for each other. Maybe it was the way they stood, or the way they looked at each other. I couldn’t quite figure it out.
The third member of the party was Samuel Grant. Shocked at seeing him again, I couldn’t help but stare. The sun setting behind the horizon cast a glow that made him even more perfect than I remembered. Trying to figure out if I was dreaming, I continued to study his profile.
Before I could look away, Samuel glanced in my direction. His eyes caught and held mine for one brief moment. I tried to conceal the blush spreading over my face by quickly lowering my head. I wasn’t sure if it was my lack of sleep, but I could have sworn he was just as shocked by my being here as I was by his.
Tabby nudged me with her elbow. “Who is that?” she asked, annoyance evident in her voice. She pointed to the group with her eyes.
I didn’t need to follow her gaze; I knew whom she meant. Anyway, the last thing I wanted was to get caught staring again. Instead of answering her question, I just shrugged.
“He’s looking over here again,” she added, abruptly looking down. She kept looking up from under her lashes to see if he continued to stare. She gave me the play-by-play of Samuel’s every move until Josh arrived.
“Hey, why didn’t you go in and get us seats?”
Tabby jumped at the sound of Josh’s voice. Slightly more recovered from my encounter, I managed a sarcastic remark. “We thought you would get lost on the way to the theater.”
“You could always hold my hand and lead the way,” he said with a smug expression, offering me his hand. The statement hung in the air like a lead weight.
“We should go inside,” Tabby said, breaking the uncomfortable silence.
Quickly turning around, she grabbed my hand and pulled me along after her. Josh was left standing on the sidewalk with a downturned expression. As I was being dragged through the door, I glanced one more time in Samuel’s direction. I might have imagined it, but I could have sworn I saw a smile flicker across his face.
“Do you mind getting the seats? I have to use the restroom,” Tabby said to Josh as she shoved me through the restroom door. I caught a glimpse of him rolling his eyes as he headed to the theater.
“So, what did you think of him?” Tabby asked from inside the stall.
“Think of who?”
The toilet flushed, and Tabby exited the stall. “The dark-haired guy out front.”
I shrugged. “He was kind of cute,” I said, trying to downplay my growing infatuation with someone I didn’t know.
“‘Kind of cute’? That has to be the understatement of the century,” she said, as she washed her hands. “I hope he’s seeing the same movie we are.”
I nodded absently. I didn’t want to mention that the likelihood of a single man watching a chick flick was almost nonexistent.
After Tabby freshened up her makeup, we made our way to the theater. We walked into the dimly-lit room and looked for Josh. He was saving us a couple of seats about halfway up.
As we made our way to our seats, I noticed Tabby scanning the crowd. She looked disappointed as we made it to our row. Josh offered me the seat next to him, but I ignored his suggestion and sat next to a hairy man on the other side, and Tabby took her usual position in the middle.
Once the movie started, it didn’t take very long for the melodrama to begin. The hairy man sitting to my right was sniffling every few seconds, and Tabby was dabbing her face every now and then. By the time the movie was over, her eyes were red and puffy.
Walking out of the dark theater as the credits started, Tabby was chatting about the movie. I tried to pay attention and give her feedback, but I could barely remember who was supposed to be in love with Mr. X, let alone anything else about it. Josh did only marginally better at recalling the specifics. I suspected he had paid closer attention to the movie in hopes of discussing it with me afterward.
Once outside the theater, I couldn’t stop myself from scanning the exiting crowds for the small group we had seen earlier. Josh left Tabby and me at the entrance and went to retrieve the car.
“I was hoping we would get to see that guy again,” Tabby said, searching the crowd for Samuel’s face. “Where do you think he is?”
“He’s probably still in the theater. Maybe next time we should see the action movie instead,” I commented, as she continued to look in vain. “Any plans for tomorrow?”
“Nothing concrete right now. To be honest, I think we just need to get you home and into bed. You look beat,” Tabby said, concern evident in her voice.
Her words must have hit some magical note because I yawned at the mere suggestion of being tired. “I think you’re right.”
We all piled into the car, and I managed to maintain consciousness on the way to Tabby’s house. I mumbled good night to Tabby and Josh in the foyer and made my way upstairs to the guest suite. Once inside, I left a trail of clothes behind me as I pulled them off on my way to the bed. Climbing under the covers, I fell asleep before my head hit the pillow.
The night passed in a blur of dreams. The light shining through the curtains woke me from my slumber. I rolled over so I could see the clock, ten in the morning. I glared at the numbers and rolled back over, trying to remember what my dreams were about and coming up empty.
I forced myself to sit up. My internal clock was still set to California, and all I really wanted to do was go back to sleep. I pushed the covers down to the end of the bed and stood up on shaky legs.
Ignoring the full-length mirror in the bathroom, I brushed my teeth and showered to help wake myself up. After getting dressed in a pair of jeans and an old t-shirt, I threw my hair in a ponytail and went down to the kitchen.
“Good morning,” I greeted Tabby, who was seated at the breakfast bar eating a bowl of cereal.
“Good morning,” she answered. “You’re certainly in a good mood.”
“It’s amazing what a good night’s sleep will do,” I said, looking for something to eat. “So, what are our plans for the day?”
Tabby gave me a mischievous grin. “Well, I was thinking that we should head over to your Mom’s house and get your stuff.”
I took a deep breath. I was dreading this part. “Where am I going to put it all?” I asked, grabbing the cereal from the counter and pouring myself a bowl.
Rolling her eyes, Tabby looked at me like I wasn’t getting the joke. “At the new apartment.”
I didn’t know what to say. I had originally planned to stay at home for a few weeks before moving. With my things already packed and ready to go, there was no reason for me not to move forward with our plans. The main obstacle was Mom’s presence at the house. I really didn’t want her there while I loaded up my stuff.
“Give me a minute,” I said, grabbing my phone. I left my half-eaten breakfast on the counter and flipped open my phone while walking into the pantry for a little more privacy. Scrolling through my contact list, I found my home number and pressed send.
“Hello,” Mom answered.
“Hi, Mom,” I said, trying to sound civil despite the anger I felt.
“Alina, good, I was just getting ready to call you. UPS came by and dropped off a package for you from your father.”
“Oh, that’s good. Thanks for signing for it,” I said, reluctantly giving her the pat on the back she was looking for. “I was wondering what your plans are for the day?”
“Well, I was heading out to the gym, and then I was going to meet Jeff for lunch.”
I let out a soft sigh of relief. She would be out for the day with her current boyfriend, so I wouldn’t have to worry about any melodrama. “That sounds like fun,” I said with fake enthusiasm. “I was planning to come over and pick up my stuff today, if that’s okay.”
There was a pause. I was about to check if we had been disconnected when she finally answered. “I think that would be a good idea. Just leave your key in the mail box after you’re finished.”
It felt like a slap to my face. Even over the phone, it stung. “Don’t worry. I will,” I said, keeping the hurt from my voice.
“I’ll talk to you later, then. I need to get going. Jeff is calling on the other line.”
“Bye, Mom—” She hung up before I could finish.
I stood in the pantry with my head resting between the cans of ravioli and spaghetti sauce as I tried to reconcile the past twenty-four hours. I was moving out, Mom had pretty much written me off, and Samuel’s face kept popping up in my head without my permission.
I walked back into the kitchen and threw out my breakfast without bothering to finish it. Watching me closely with a guarded expression, Tabby remained silent throughout my cleanup. She knew better than to interrupt me when I was in the middle of a cleaning binge.
“How bad was it?” she asked, breaking the silence as I loaded the dishwasher.
“It was bad.” I shook my head to clear away the gathering dark clouds. “The good news,” I added in a more chipper voice, “is that we can get all of my stuff today.”
Tabby smiled gently while I leaned against the granite countertop for support. She knew I didn’t like to be hovered over, and I had to be in pretty dire straits to accept a hug. It was probably due to the fact that I was used to taking care of everything myself.
Pushing off the counter and refusing to mope any longer, I looked at Tabby. “How long until you’re ready to go?”
“I’m ready when you are,” she answered in a happier voice.
“Then let’s go.”
Josh, Tabby, and I piled into their father’s Ford F-250. I was worried that Mom would still be there when we got to my house. Thankfully, she was already gone. Without her usual glares and comments to distract us, we loaded the truck in no time at all.
When we arrived at our new apartment, I could feel the butterflies flapping around in my stomach. I hadn’t been here since my dad had rented the apartment for us after viewing the model. It was the first time I would see the inside of our actual apartment.
“Are you ready?” Tabby asked, as Josh backed into one of our designated parking spots. She looked like she might explode from the excitement. After jumping out of the truck, she practically dragged me up the stairs to the front door.
I took a deep breath, put the key in the deadbolt, and turned it. It made a barely audible click as the tumblers fell into place.
The apartment was nicer than I remembered. The floor plan with the kitchen, dining room, and living room open to one another made it feel larger compared to similar apartments we had looked at before settling on this one.
The dining room had a round mahogany table conveniently placed off to the left of the door under a contemporary nickel-plated chandelier. There was a spot to the right of the door just big enough to hold a small table. It would be a perfect place to drop our keys and purses.
The kitchen had black, granite countertops atop rich cherry cabinets with silver handles. The stainless-steel appliances gave it a clean look. A breakfast bar opened out into the living room, adding additional eating space.
The living room held an overstuffed, dark-beige sofa with a matching love seat positioned so we could easily see the television. Dark chocolate hardwood floors connected all the rooms together. Accessories were nonexistent, but with Tabby here, I knew that wouldn’t last long.
“I’m home,” I said under my breath to try and make all of this seem real.
“Don’t just stand there, go pick out your room,” Tabby said excitedly from behind me.
I turned to look at her, and she was grinning like a Cheshire cat. I ran to the back corner of the apartment and tried my second key in the lock on the bedroom door. It turned without hesitation. I flung the door open and laughing, I threw myself across the bed in the middle of the room.
“Freedom,” I screamed. Laughing and screaming, Tabby joined me in my excitement.
When we calmed down, I looked around again. The bedroom held the basic furniture required, but it lacked personality. The dark wood of the bedroom set gave it a spa-like feel, which was nice. The attached bathroom had modern styling that made it seem like an oasis. Once I brought in some homey touches, it would be a nice place to spend time and study.
“We had better get that truck unloaded,” I said, thinking about all the boxes waiting downstairs for us.
After my fourth trip up the stairs, it felt like my legs had caught fire. By the ninth trip, I thought my legs were going to fall off. At around five o'clock, exhausted, the three of us sank onto the living room sofa. Josh found the remote and turned on the television while Tabby ordered pizza.
Forty-five minutes later, there was a knock at the front door. Since I was the closest, I answered it. A delivery guy stood in the doorway with the pizza and soda.
“How much is it?” I asked.
As he answered, I tried not to stare at the overwhelming acne that covered his face. I took the money Tabby had left on the counter and told him to keep the change.
Setting everything down on the table, I looked around for something to pour drinks into. I grabbed our empty bottles from the coffee table and recycled them in place of cups. “I guess cups and plates should be a first purchase,” I said, as Tabby joined me in the dining room.
The meal started in silence, all of us too hungry to carry on much of a conversation. It was nice to have a hot meal and even better to have all of my things in the new apartment.
“When did you want to get your things?” I asked Tabby as we finished eating.
“Oh, I totally forgot,” she said, swallowing. “Josh and I moved the last of my stuff in this morning while you were sleeping.”
“You should have waited,” I said, a little put out. “You know I would have helped.”
“A lot of help you would have been. You would have been on the floor halfway through the morning,” Josh teased.
I rolled my eyes as I started to clean the mess off the table. “Are we going to ride back in the truck tonight and get our cars?” I asked, throwing the leftover pizza in the empty fridge. It was either that or Josh would be staying the night, which was a prospect I didn’t want to consider.
“That sounds great,” Tabby said, getting excited again. “It will be our first night in our new apartment. I can’t wait.”
We pulled into the garage at Tabby’s house, and she jumped out of the truck. “I have to grab something. I’ll be right back down. Then we can head back to the apartment,” she said, running into the house.
I cursed her under my breath for leaving me alone with Josh. Climbing out of the truck, I ambled around to my car to wait for Tabby. Josh followed me a moment later. Leaning against his Mom’s Audi, he looked nervous about something.
“Looks like you’re going to have a busy week,” he said after a minute.
“Looks like it,” I said, pulling my lips into a thin smile. “How about you? Do you have any plans this week?”
“No, not really, just going to hang around here until school starts back. I was wondering …” he started as Tabby came bounding through the door.
“Okay, I’m ready to go.” She pressed the button to the garage door behind our cars. It hummed into life, rolling up and bringing into view the neatly manicured lawns.
“Thanks for all the help today,” I said to Josh as I climbed into my car, thankful for my narrow escape.
Tabby repeated my sentiments as she climbed into her new Civic. The pearl-white hybrid was a graduation present from her parents. I would have been jealous, but it lacked the aggressive styling I liked. As we pulled out of the garage, Josh waved forlornly from inside.
Arriving at the apartment first, I ran into my room and opened the brown box my Dad had sent. Inside were two smaller packages wrapped in purple paper with a card on top. I quickly scanned the note before discarding it and unwrapping my presents. One of the boxes contained a digital camera I’d been looking at for a few months; the other held a digital frame.
Plugging in the frame, I waited a few seconds as pictures loaded. I flipped through the images one at a time, savoring the happy memories. Coming to a stop on one of the pictures, I couldn’t help but smile. Mom and Dad were huddled around me backstage at the ballet studio before I went on as a sugarplum fairy. It was one of the last times I could remember being happy as a family. It was too bad I was only six in the picture.
As I set the frame down on my desk, I heard my dad’s ring-tone. Locating my purse, I retrieved my phone.
“Hi, Dad.”
“Hello, Alina, how are you doing?” He sounded concerned.
“I’m good. I just opened your present. It’s perfect.”
“Well, I’m glad you like it.” I heard a smile in his words. “Why haven’t you called me?”
“I’ve been a little busy. Tabby, Josh, and I got everything moved into the new apartment today, so I’m pretty beat.”
“Wow, that was fast. I thought you were going to stay with your mother for a few days?”
“That was the plan. Mom wasn’t too keen on it.” I heard a sharp intake of breath. “It’s all right, though. This way, Tabby and I will have more time to get settled in.”
“I’m sorry your mother wasn’t better about all of this.” I could hear the disappointment in his voice.
“It was bound to happen sometime. So, don’t worry about it. Now, enough about me; how have you been since I left?”
“Busy and not very well fed. It’s amazing you learned to cook at all with your mother and me around.”
“Are you kidding? That’s why I learned to cook.”
We both laughed. I heard someone calling his name in the background. “I better let you go, Dad. It was nice to hear your voice.”
“Same to you, take care of yourself, okay? I love you.”
“Don’t worry, I will. I love you, too, Dad.”
Tabby arrived at the apartment shortly after I hung up. In no rush to unpack, I joined her in the living room. We savored our newfound freedom by staying up late, watching television, talking, and laughing. It was close to two before we made our way to our beds.
I rummaged through my boxes until I found a box with Bed written on the side. I pulled out my comforter and sheets out of it and quickly made my bed. I slid underneath the heavy blanket and as I drifted off to sleep, I let my mind wander back to my happy memory of being a sugarplum fairy. I wasn’t sure if the smile was only in my head or on my face as I fell into unconsciousness.
“Tabby, wake up, or you’ll be late.” She grumbled in response to my wake-up call. “I have to get down to the bus stop, or I’m going to be late for class.” She pulled the covers tighter around her. “If you don’t get up, you’re on your own.”
Tabby groaned and rolled over. “I hate mornings.”
“They don’t seem very fond of you, either.” Her hair had a rat's-nest in the back, and there was drool crusted to the side of her face.
“Too early to joke,” she said, dragging herself upright.
“I have to go, or I’m going to be late. Don’t forget to switch your laundry over to the dryer.”
“Yeah, yeah, get out of here,” Tabby said in a gruff voice.
I grabbed my keys from the stand by the door and shoved my wallet in my book bag before leaving. Passing my car on the way to the bus stop, I couldn’t help but feel guilty. I could have gotten a parking permit, but there were so few spaces, I’d have to get up at five in the morning to get a spot.
I couldn’t believe it was already time for school. Between unpacking, getting things for the apartment and getting ready for classes, the past two weeks had flown by in a frenzy of activity. Thankfully, the frantic pace had left little time for me to contemplate the not-so-new relationship with Mom.
People were crowded around the bus waiting to get on when I arrived. I would have to leave earlier on Wednesday. Once inside, I looked around for a spot to stand as all the seats were occupied. I ended up between a guy with black eyeliner and a haircut that looked like he had stuck his head in a blender and a girl wearing a tennis skirt and pink tank top.
I got off the bus and walked as fast as I could to my first class. I checked the time on my phone for the tenth time. It took an extra fifteen minutes to get to campus with the heavy traffic on the first day of school. If I didn’t hurry, I was going to be late for my first day of college.
I was a little out of breath when I made it to class. The teacher’s desk was empty, and only a few students were seated around the room. I found a desk near the middle of the room and pulled out a spiral notebook and pen before sitting down. The clock at the front showed fifteen minutes until class began. Feeling awkward just sitting at my desk, I leaned down to grab a book out of my bag so I could read.
“Is this seat taken?”
My breath caught in the back of my throat. There was no way he was here. I hesitated before turning to look at the person addressing me. I couldn’t believe he was standing there with his hand on the back of the chair next to mine. My heart began to beat faster and faster until it felt like it would fly out of my chest.
I took a deep breath before answering, “Uh, no.” There was a slow burn in my cheeks as I tried my best to ignore him.
Samuel sat down next to me without saying another word. As he prepared for class, I opened my book to read. Letting my hair fall as a curtain between us, I tried my best to ignore him. It didn’t work the way I planned. After what felt like twenty minutes but was probably only ten, my book lay in front of me still unread.
Taking care not to linger on Samuel, I took a furtive look around the room. It was nearly full. There must have been forty students crammed in like sardines in a can. The teacher was plugging in his laptop and trying to figure out how to work the projector mounted in the ceiling. The teaching assistant stood close by removing the cellophane from some index cards.
“Hello, class. My name is Professor Burns. This is technical writing, so if you’re not scheduled for this class, please leave now.” There was a small commotion as some students gathered their things and left, and new students took their place. He waited patiently for the room to grow quiet again.
“My TA will be coming around with cards. Please fill them out with the information listed on the slide and turn them in at the end of class. If you do not fill out one of the cards, Financial Aid will not receive notice that you have been here today, and you may not be able to obtain your funds for the semester.”
As the TA continued passing cards to the front row, I tried to pay attention to what Professor Burns was saying. He was speaking so quickly that I found it a little hard to follow him. It didn’t take me very long to figure it out, though, as the student in the first row on the far left hand side started giving his name, age, and major.
The cards made their way back to my seat. Taking one, I passed the stack to the girl behind me. She gave me an awkward smile, revealing a set of shiny, metal braces. I returned her smile before turning around to fill out my card with the correct information.
I barely listened as people gave their information aloud. The names and faces blurred into an unknown mess I would never remember. When it was Samuel’s turn to speak, though, I paid unusually close attention.
“My name is Samuel. I’m twenty and majoring in art history.”
Whispering broke out in several places as some of the girls exchanged quips about his appearance. Heads craned and some even half-stood to get a better look as the next student began giving his information. I tried not to laugh at the antics of the other girls in the class, but I found it hard not to at least smirk.
“My name is Faith,” the girl with braces said from behind me. “I’m eighteen and majoring in accounting.”
“My name is Alina. I’m eighteen and majoring in health sciences.” Keeping my eyes down to avoid any possibility of eye contact with the strangers in the room, I could feel the heat in my face from the blush I couldn’t control.
As the introductions continued around the room, I couldn’t help but look over at Samuel. He was facing forward, refusing to make eye contact with anyone. Occasionally, he would look down at his desk or over at the wall, but he never once did he glance in my direction.
I felt a stab of disappointment at his obvious disinterest. There was a strange tension radiating from him that was hard to ignore. Promising myself not to let it bother me, I turned my attention back to the professor. When Professor Burns started to wrap up, I was grateful for the upcoming reprieve.
“Well, that’s all for today,” Professor Burns said. “Don’t forget to turn in your cards on your way out of class.”
The sound was deafening in the tiny room as everyone gathered their belongings and headed for the exit. I started to put my things away, drawing the process out so I wouldn’t have to fight the crowd leaving for their next class. Half the class was gone by the time I finished packing up.
I tried to keep my eyes from wandering in Samuel’s direction, but I couldn’t stop myself from taking one last glance. I was surprised that he was still in the chair next to me. He was looking down at his bag, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been looking at me only a moment before. I chalked it up to wishful thinking. After all, it wasn’t like he was interested in me; he didn’t even seem to remember me from the plane.
“So, it’s Alina, right?” Faith, the girl seated behind me, asked as she finished zipping up her bag.
“Yes. It’s Faith, isn’t it?” I asked to be polite.
“Yeah. It’s nice to meet you,” she added, her voice a little too high, while offering me her hand. I shook it briefly before throwing my bag over my shoulder. “So, is this your first semester?”
“Yes,” I answered with a nod. I had completed several college courses while in high school through the dual-enrollment program, but this was my first real semester of college.
“This is my first semester, too. How do you like Gainesville?” Faith asked from over my shoulder as we walked to the front of the class. Several students were crowded around the professor’s desk waiting to speak with him and blocking the only escape route.
“I’m a local.”
“That’s cool. I’m from Pennsylvania. This is my first time away from home.”
“How do you like it?”
“It’s a little intimidating. I’m from a small town, so…” She trailed off into a nervous laugh.
I nodded but couldn’t really relate. Traveling to Los Angeles every summer made Gainesville seem pretty small by comparison.
Samuel was near the front of the class, and several girls were lingering just outside the door. I assumed they were waiting to get a better look, or ask for his number if they were brave enough. It felt like I was at an auction with people eyeing merchandise they could never possibly afford.
“What class do you have next?” Faith asked, bringing me out of my head and back to reality.
“Algebra,” I said, placing my card in the basket. Samuel was only a few feet in front of us. I must have been paranoid because I could have sworn he was listening to our conversation.
“I have American History next.” I could hear the disappointment in her voice.
Samuel reached the small group of girls standing outside the room. A few of them looked familiar from class, but others were new. I watched as their faces lit up at his proximity. Some of them blushed crimson while others giggled to each other. None of them approached him as he walked past.
“Do you know where your next class is? I’m still trying to get used to how big the campus is. I keep getting turned around,” Faith commented, as we exited the room.
Samuel, only a few feet in front of us, appeared to slow down to listen. No, I was definitely having delusions. “Yes. I came in last week and roamed around the campus so I could get my bearings. Which building is your next class in?” I asked, trying to be helpful.
Faith dug out her schedule and a map. It took us a minute, but we managed to find the best route to her next class.
“Thanks for all the help. Are you going to be here Wednesday?” she asked, stuffing her schedule back into her bag.
“Yeah, I’ll be here. I better get going, or I’m going to be late for class.” Waving good-bye, I walked quickly down the hallway. The last thing I wanted was to be late on the first day.
I tried to ignore the half-hopeful whispering in my mind as I made my way across campus. Samuel…I sighed. He was a distraction I didn’t need. There was no chance of anything happening. There were girls who could easily be models in our English class. That’s not even taking into account his other classes, the college, and the city. I didn’t have a chance with him, and the sooner I convinced myself of that fact, the better.
I made it to algebra earlier than I thought I would and found a seat. I couldn’t help watching the door and hoping Samuel would appear. He didn’t.
After algebra, I trudged through the sauna outside and made my way across campus to chemistry. I walked into the lecture hall just as the professor was calling the class to attention. She glared at me from over the top of her glasses.
The lecture hall dwarfed the rooms from my two previous courses with a hundred or more students filling the chairs. I made my way to the back of the class as quietly as possible. Normally, I preferred to sit closer, but chemistry was one of my stronger subjects, so I wasn’t too worried about my out-of-the-way seat.
The professor sent around her TA with cards to fill out and sign. I began to wonder if all of the professors got together before the semester and made out first-day lesson plans. I was already bored.
“Hello,” a smooth baritone said from beside me.
Turning to see who was addressing me, I forgot how to breathe. He was around six-two with sandy blond hair. His lips were a light pink with a shape perfectly suited to his angular features. His eyes were the most beautiful bright-green I’d ever seen, and I could just make out the smooth, lean muscles beneath his black shirt.
“Uh, hello,” I said, trying not to stare as he unpacked. I waited for him to say something else, but the TA interrupted just as he zipped up his backpack
Taking the stack of cards from the TA, who seemed to have forgotten how to close her mouth, he turned and gave me an easy smile. I returned his smile, heat in my cheeks. My stomach knotted, making me feel a little sick.
“My name’s Duncan,” he said, handing me the small stack of cards. “And your name is…” he prompted.
It took me a moment to catch my breath and clear my head. “Uh, it’s Alina,” I answered, getting up to walk the cards down to the next student a few seats away. When I returned to my chair, I was careful not to look over at Duncan again.
As the class progressed at a monotonous pace, I found it hard not to stare at the man seated only a few inches from me. It didn’t help that I could feel his gaze turned in my direction more than once. Eventually, I pulled my hair from behind my ear and let it fall as a dark curtain between us in the hope that it would alleviate some of the tension.
“Don’t do that,” Duncan said in a low whisper. “I didn’t sit here so I could look at your hair.”
That did it. I must have looked like a tomato, but I couldn’t stop my head from turning in disbelief. Did he just say he intentionally sat next to me?
He caught me again, like a wild cat, in the sparkling green net of his eyes. I could feel the blush spread from my cheeks to cover my neck and chest. My breath hitched in my throat, and my heart thumped too fast.
Breaking his hold on me, I turned to look forward again. From the corner of my eye, I saw a small smile cross his face, but I wouldn’t allow myself to return it. After a few seconds, I gently shook my hair loose to conceal my face. I heard a small sigh of frustration, but he made no further attempt to get my attention. The rest of the class passed in a blur.
“Where are you headed now?” Duncan asked from over my shoulder as I was gathering my things to leave.
“Lunch with a friend,” I answered, without really meaning to.
“Any place in particular?” He leaned a little closer. Why did he have to be so near? Why did his voice have to sound so enticing?
I shouldn’t have answered him, but I found the words coming out without my permission. “The Reitz Union,” I said breathlessly, forcing myself not to look over my shoulder.
“Maybe I’ll see you there,” Duncan said close to my ear. I felt his cool breath on my cheek and forgot how to breathe again.
By the time I regained control over my faculties, Duncan was walking down to the front of the room to turn in his card. He looked back over his shoulder and waved goodbye. I found myself returning the gesture. Smiling, he turned and left the room, leaving several disappointed faces behind him.
Halfway to the Reitz Union, my phone started to play a familiar tune. It was a text from Tabby, “wru@.” Scrolling through my recently called numbers, I found Tabby’s and pressed send. She picked up on the second ring.
“Where are you?” She sounded stressed.
“I’m on my way, about a block from the Union. What’s going on? I can barely hear you.” The voices in the background were getting louder.
“I’m just walking into the Union,” she yelled. “This would be so much easier if you would just text me.”
“After what happened last year? Not a chance.” During lunch last year, I was texting and walking. I didn’t even notice the pillar looming in front of me. Slamming into it, I broke my phone, and several of my classmates burst out laughing. It took a while to live that one down.
“I’ll wait on the first floor by the stairs.”
“Sounds like a plan,” I said, picking up my leisurely pace. “I’ll see you in a few.”
“Try to hurry every chance you get.” She was getting a little pouty. “I hate standing around with nothing to do.”
Hanging up the phone, I shook my head. I often wondered if Tabby had Attention Deficit Disorder. She would rather be a few minutes late everywhere she went than to show up five minutes early with nothing to occupy her time. Plus, if she sat for longer than ten minutes at one task, she would get bored and start the next one. Somehow, she made it work for her, though.
“Hey, Tabby,” I called out, as I caught sight of her leaning against the wall. She started toward me with a huge smile plastered across her face. She threw her arm over my shoulder as we walked into the food court.
“So, how is your first day going?”
“It’s going,” I replied. “How’s your day been?” I asked, turning the conversation to her. I didn’t want to discuss my morning if I could avoid it.
“Boring, but my English professor is hot, and one guy in the class isn’t bad looking, either.”
I shook my head slightly. “Did you make it out of the apartment in time to catch the bus this morning?”
She flinched at my question. “I’ll have you know that I made it to both of my classes this morning.”
“Were you on time to either of them?”
She huffed, refusing to answer my question. She was a few months older than I was, but sometimes I wondered if our birthdates had gotten reversed.
Standing in line to order our food, Tabby started to give me more details about her English professor and the guy in her class. I couldn’t understand how she could be so focused on men. Maybe she was overcompensating for my lack of focus.
I let her go on about her morning. I nodded in all the right places and added a small comment or question as we ate, hoping she would keep going until we needed to leave for our next class. I wasn’t that lucky.
“So, how was your morning?” Tabby asked.
“Well, it was…”
“Alina.” I heard a voice over the roar in the food court.
Quickly scanning the large room, I spotted the person calling me. Faith was making her way through a tight group and over to our table. She had a timid smile in place, revealing her braces through lips that were just a little too full for her face. Her strawberry-blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail that swayed as she walked. She had gray-blue eyes that suited her rosy complexion well, and there was a light dusting of freckles over her nose and cheeks that made her look even younger than eighteen.
“Hey, Alina,” Faith repeated, as she joined us.
“Hi, Faith,” I returned. Tabby gave me a questioning look.
“Do you mind if I join you? Getting a seat in here is impossible.”
I looked at Tabby to see if it was okay. She shrugged. “Sure,” I agreed, scooting over a little so she could squeeze in next to me. “This is Tabby,” I said as making the introductions as she pulled a chair over to sit down. “Tabby, this is Faith. She’s in English with me.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Tabby,” Faith said, extending her hand. Tabby shook it briefly, returning Faith’s infectious smile. “So, how was algebra?”
“It was good,” I said. “How was history?”
“It was good, though my professor lost it when someone’s phone started ringing. I didn’t know the veins in your head could pop out that far.” We all laughed.
“At least he doesn’t spit,” Tabby chimed in. “My Art History professor started lecturing, and the first three rows looked like they were getting showered. Though in his defense, I’m not sure if he was sweating or spitting.”
We laughed again. I enjoyed the light and easy conversation as it flowed seamlessly through several topics. Thankfully, it didn’t stray back to men or me.
“Well, I better get going,” Faith said, as we exited the Union. “I’ll see you Wednesday, Alina. It was nice meeting you, Tabby.”
“Bye,” Tabby and I chimed in unison. Faith waved goodbye over her shoulder as she walked away.
“She seems really sweet,” Tabby said, as we walked away from the crowded front entrance.
“Yes she does.”
“Well, I better get to class, too,” Tabby said, coming to a stop. The look on her face was a mixture of dread and impatience.
“You have biology next, huh?” I said, reading her expression.
“Ugh, don’t remind me. I’ll see you later, Li-Li.”
We waved goodbye to each other before heading in opposite directions.
It took me ten minutes to find my next class. Coming in through a different entrance than the one I intended, I got completely turned around and ended up in a philosophy class. Someone in the room was kind enough to give me directions. I made it to history just before it started. The professor was seated off to the side, PowerPoint ready to go.
After class, I debated about going straight home. I needed to buy my books for the semester, but the thought of lugging them across campus to the bus stop was not appealing. I knew I had to do it, though. So, I made a left turn and headed back to the Union.
That was when I spotted Duncan. He was just leaving a classroom a few doors down; several girls were hot on his heels. My stomach twisted into knots at seeing him again.
“Excuse me,” someone said from behind me. I didn’t realize I had come to a complete stop in the middle of the hallway. I moved to the side to let the person pass. I glanced over at Duncan to see if he had noticed me. It didn’t look like it, so I was about to go back the other way and take the long way around.
“Where are you headed?” Duncan asked in his silky voice. He was standing right next to me. How he had gotten over to me so quickly?
“I was going to the bookstore,” I said, fumbling for the words. I glanced around him at the spot he had occupied only a moment before. The girls were glaring at me as if I had just taken the last piece of cake at a party I wasn’t invited to. Duncan didn’t seem to notice.
“Would you mind if I joined you?” He took a small step closer.
I looked up, and our eyes met. I felt the butterflies at the back of my throat. Swallowing, I tried to push them back down. I searched for the answer to his question but came up blank. His green eyes sparkled in the light. I could feel the heat burning my cheeks as he held my gaze.
“Shall we?” he asked, reaching for my hand.
Then everything stopped. Duncan was staring over the top of my head at something. I turned my head to follow his gaze, but all I could make out was a tall figure with mahogany-brown hair walking away.
I looked back at Duncan. He was standing very still with a look of unease on his face.
“It seems I’ll have to ask for a rain check,” Duncan intoned smoothly. He gave me a gentle smile and walked away.
As I watched him leave, I felt like I’d just missed something very important.
I walked into my empty apartment and dropped my bags on the dining room table. I was exhausted from carrying the heavy textbooks from the bus stop. After grabbing a soda from the kitchen and plugging my iPod into the docking station, I danced my way back to the dining room.
I lugged my newly acquired books into my room and tossed them on my bed. I went through them to confirm that I had the required materials for each class. When I finished, I started on my first assignments.
I was just finishing my homework when Tabby made it home. “Li-Li, I’m home,” she called in a chipper voice.
“I’m in here,” I called back from my room. Checking the clock as Tabby came bounding into my room, I was shocked to see it was already six. “What took you so long?”
“I stopped by the bookstore before coming home,” she said, sounding annoyed. “You would not believe the lines. I thought I was going to be calling you to pick me up.”
“Tell me about it. I stopped by the bookstore right after my last class.” I stood up and stretched. After sitting so long, I was stiff and a little sore.
“What do you want to do for dinner?” I asked, walking out and into the kitchen.
Tabby followed me out of the bedroom. “Whatever. As long as you’re the one cooking.”
“That’s fine, as long as you do the dishes.”
“Sounds good. I’m going to go put my books away and wash my hands,” she said, walking back to the dining room and gathering her bags.
I rummaged through the cupboards and fridge trying to figure out what to make for dinner. Deciding on tacos, I gathered the needed supplies. Washing my hands, I began cutting up the vegetables and frying the meat.
Tabby put everything away and got ready for dinner while I cooked. We finished our preparations at about the same time. We started eating in silence, but it ended all too soon.
“So,” Tabby began, “anything interesting happen after lunch?”
My mind immediately turned to Duncan and his odd behavior in the hall. “No, I’m afraid not. For the first day of school, I would say it was pretty boring. How was the rest of your day?”
Tabby flushed. “Not too bad. Biology was boring. There weren’t even any cute guys in the class. Math was better. There was a guy named Duncan who sat next to me.”
I started choking on my food.
“Here,” Tabby said, grabbing my drink and thrusting it toward me.
I continued coughing for a few more seconds before the spasms calmed enough for me to take a drink. “Thanks,” I whispered hoarsely. After taking another sip, I set my cup back on the table.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, just trying to use the wrong tube to swallow. You were saying…” I prompted. I decided not to eat while I listened.
“Oh, yeah, well, this guy Duncan sat next to me in math, and he has got to be the most gorgeous guy on campus. He has to be a model, or if he isn’t, he should be. The best part is his eyes, though. They are the most beautiful green. When he looks at you, it’s like he’s staring right through you. I think even you would be impressed, Li-Li.”
“Well, if he’s as handsome as you say, I think he might have a shot, although I probably wouldn’t have one.” I stood to take my plate over to the sink. I was still in shock from what I had heard.
“Trust me, if you ever get to meet him you will definitely be impressed,” Tabby said, following me into the kitchen. “I told you I would do the dishes.”
“Oh, sorry.”
Flustered, I went to sit on the sofa while Tabby took over the cleaning. I pretended to watch television, but I couldn’t get over the idea of Duncan in Tabby’s class. He even sat right next to her. I tried to force myself to focus on the flashing images on the screen in front of me, but to no avail.
“So, did you talk to him?” I asked, hoping she didn’t pick up on my interest.
“No,” she answered, smiling.
I felt a little smug that she hadn’t talked to him. Obviously, he wasn’t as interested in her as he had appeared to be in me. I was shocked at the jealous edge of my mental voice. He wasn’t worth ruining a lifelong friendship.
Tabby was still smiling as she made her way over to the sofa. That was when I realized how far off my mental processes were. “So, what did he say to you?” I asked, following her cues.
“He introduced himself. Oh, his voice is just as nice as his body. Then he asked about Gainesville. You know, like where to eat, the best days to go out, and what clubs to go to, stuff like that.
“I think I might ask him for his number on Wednesday. Do you think that would be too soon? I mean, I could say it was for class in case I needed help. I always need help in math, so I wouldn’t be lying or anything.”
I felt like someone had sucker-punched me. I must have read too much into my little exchange with Duncan. No, I had read exactly what he wanted me to read into it. How could I have been so stupid? He was so handsome, he could have targeted any girl in the class. They would have had the same reaction. He was just a player trying to get what he wanted, without any concern for me.
“Li-Li? Well, what do you think?”
I had forgotten Tabby was asking me for my opinion on her plan. “Um, well…I think you should be careful. Maybe play it slow until you get to know him better.”
She laughed. “What would I do without you to look out for me?”
“Be late for school every day, never eat at home, and go out every night dancing.”
She tilted her head to the side, and asked sarcastically, “Why are we friends again?”
I threw a pillow at her and managed to hit her in the stomach. We both laughed. I knew she wouldn’t take my advice, so there was no point in pushing the subject. She was my friend, and when Duncan broke her heart, I would be there for her. After all, there was no chance of him breaking mine.
The sun streaming in from the crack between my curtains woke me up at ten on Tuesday morning. Lifting my face out of the drool on my pillow, I frowned. I shouldn’t have let Tabby keep me up so late. I rolled out of bed and made my way into the bathroom. After a hot shower, I got dressed, ate a bowl of cereal, and then read until Tabby woke up an hour later.
“Good morning,” she said when she came out of her room.
“Good morning.” I made a quick mental note of where I was in my book before laying it down on the coffee table.
“What are your plans for today?” she asked while making a bowl of cereal.
“You tell me.” With Tabby, I rarely needed to worry about making my own plans. She usually took care of the social events and day-to-day activities.
“Well…”
I spent the rest of the day being dragged from store to store at the mall to get a present for Josh’s birthday. In the end, Tabby decided not to buy anything for him at the mall. I let her know about a gift I had considered getting from eBay. It was a signed, first edition of one of his favorite books. I debated about getting it, but thought better of it since he might read more into it than I wanted. It took her less than three minutes to complete the transaction on her phone. I ended up going with the old standby of a gift card at his favorite clothing store.
“Did you want to cook?” Tabby asked, throwing her bags into the trunk.
“Not tonight.” I slumped into the passenger seat exhausted.
“How about burritos and ice cream?” she asked, as she backed out of the parking space. I waited for the crunching sound when a horn blared behind us. Tabby looked sheepish as she proceeded down the lane.
“Burritos and ice cream sound nice if we can make it there in one piece.” Tabby gave a sarcastic chuckle at my comment but was extra careful on our way to the restaurant.
After finishing our burritos, we walked next door to the ice cream shop. Tabby got her usual dark chocolate and mint. I branched out and chose Snickers mixed into strawberry ice cream.
“Felling adventurous today?” she asked as we exited the store.
“Hello,” a voice called from one of the little patio tables. A small thrill went through me when I saw the owner of the voice. Duncan was lounging in one of the chairs with a computer open on the table in front of him.
“Oh,” Tabby exclaimed as she turned to meet the sparkling green eyes he directed at us. “Hi, Duncan. I wasn’t expecting to see you. How has your day been?”
Tabby began fussing with her clothes. I knew she was wishing she’d worn something more flattering to her figure. Never mind that she looked better than all the other girls within viewing distance, including me.
“It’s been okay, but it is definitely improving. I’m just taking it easy before class tomorrow. How about you?” he asked, glancing at me from the corner of his eye.
I couldn’t stop the small blush from showing in my cheeks. I remained silent, though. I had never mentioned last night that I had also met Duncan. I didn’t want Tabby thinking I was hiding things from her.
“Same. Just had to do birthday shopping for my brother and get some stuff for our apartment.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Tabby said, turning her gaze to me for the first time since seeing Duncan. “This is my friend, Alina. Alina, this is Duncan.” She did everything but wink at me as Duncan and I shook hands.
“It’s nice to meet you.” I hoped Duncan would play along.
“It’s very nice to meet you too, Alina,” Duncan returned with a mischievous glint in his eye. “Won’t you two join me for a cup of coffee?”
I answered before Tabby had the chance to say anything. “Thank you for the offer, but we just bought some ice cream and need to get home before it melts.” For emphasis, I held up the ice cream bag I was carrying.
Duncan looked disappointed. It was probably because he wasn’t used to being turned down. Tabby looked like she didn’t care if the ice cream caught fire as long as she could stay.
“I’ll see you in class tomorrow, Tabitha.”
“Yes…definitely…tomorrow.”
“It was nice meeting you, Alina.”
I couldn’t stop my breath from speeding up at the sound of him saying my name. His voice seemed to wrap around it.
“It was nice meeting you, too.” I barely managed to keep my voice level.
I grabbed Tabby’s hand and forcibly dragged her away. Once we made it to the car, I demanded the keys. There was no way she was fit to drive.
“You know, we could have bought more ice cream later.” Tabby started in on me as we climbed into the car. “I mean, we can get ice cream anytime, but Duncan…” She trailed off, obviously contemplating her own scenario. “Anyway, what do you think of him?”
“He seems really nice.”
Tabby proceeded to detail what she thought about Duncan with many expletives about how handsome he was. I tuned most of it out, just nodding at the appropriate times.
I knew he was a player. After his actions today, there was no doubt of that, or that he was smoother than silk. There was something else there, though. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but, there was something there that was…dangerous.
I caught an earlier bus on Wednesday morning so I wouldn’t feel as rushed trying to make it to class. Even with the earlier ride, there were no seats, so I was forced to stand between a preppy girl in a white cami and jean shorts that left little to the imagination and some guy with a buzz cut wearing a full camo outfit. I tried to relax and read my book but the constant stopping and accelerations made it impossible.
Arriving to class sooner than I expected, I had to stifle a laugh. The seating arrangements were usually pretty fluid during the first few days of class as people got settled in, but this was a first for me. My seat was taken, as were the surrounding ones. The only spot that remained unoccupied was the one Samuel had sat in on Monday, while most of the other desks further away were conspicuously empty.
Shaking my head, I scanned the room for another place to sit. I found Faith smiling at me from near the other side of the room. Brightening, I went to join her.
“It appears we’ve been evicted,” Faith said as I sat down.
I shrugged. “I’m only surprised we weren’t shoved out of our seats last class.” We both laughed.
“What have you been up to?” she asked, as we got our things ready for class.
“Nothing much, just school. What about you? Anything interesting?”
She shrugged, “Same.”
“It’s pretty sad to see women acting like that. What do you think he’ll do when he gets here?” Faith wondered.
“I don’t know, but it looks like we’re about to find out,” I answered, as I caught sight of Samuel entering the room.
The girls sitting across the room stopped talking to gawk at him. A few blushed slightly or ran their fingers through their hair. Pausing briefly, he didn’t appear to notice their overeager faces. Walking past the group and his old seat, he chose a spot across the aisle and a few chairs back from me. Faith and I exchanged a knowing glance and stifled laughs.
The other girls looked confused and disappointed. They obviously hadn’t considered their actions as being anything other than acceptable. I had to agree with them. Not many guys would find the attentions of so many attractive females disagreeable.
Shortly after Samuel’s arrival, Professor Burns joined the class. He sent around a sign-in sheet as he gave the assignment for the day, a one-page paper about a defining moment in our life, due at the end of class. The good news was that we could leave as soon as we finished.
As I gathered my things, I noticed Samuel was doing the same thing. It felt like he was watching me while he finished packing up, but I was too chicken to check. He walked past me as I zipped my bag close. I couldn’t hold back the sigh that escaped my lips. He was just so handsome, and there was no way I had a chance.
“Are you done?” Faith asked, as I threw my bag over my shoulder.
“Yeah,” I whispered.
“Are you eating lunch at the Union?” I nodded as one of the guys looked up from his paper to glare at us. “We should be there at about the same time as we were on Monday if you want to join us.”
“I’ll be there.” She earned another disgruntled look from the guy behind her.
I picked my way along the aisle, trying not to step on any bags, books, or protruding feet, and up to Professor Burns’ desk. Before dropping my paper on top of Samuel’s, I glanced down at his neat script. The perfect loops and swirls were impressive. Feeling a little jealous, I let my paper fall on top of his. I had always prided myself on my neat and even handwriting, but I had to admit that his was much nicer.
Exiting the room, I debated about what to do. My next class didn’t start for another twenty-five minutes, so I could probably finish reading my book. As I approached a small sitting area, I was surprised to see Samuel reading in one of the chairs with his feet propped up.
I missed my next step, stumbled, and nearly ended up on the floor. I caught myself on one of the empty chairs and managed to stay on my feet.
“Are you okay?” Samuel’s smooth voice asked from near my ear. I could almost hear the laugh in it.
“I’m fine.” I flushed bright red. I should’ve paid attention to where I was going instead of looking at him. “Thank you.”
His face was only a few inches from mine. His breath sweet like honey, brushed over me, sending my heart into a frenzy. I resisted the urge to lean closer and inhale the scent.
“You’re Samuel, right?” I asked, looking down in embarrassment.
“Yes.” He had a slight smile at the corner of his mouth.
“I’m Alina.” I offered my hand.
He stared at my hand as if it might bite him. I held it there for a moment, but he never took it. Feeling foolish, I pulled my hand back and used it to tuck my hair behind my ear.
“It was nice meeting you,” I said through the hurt.
“It was nice to meet you, too,” he returned in a low voice.
I wanted to say something more to start a conversation, but I couldn’t think of anything on the spot. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”
“Yeah, maybe,” he said, before returning to his book.
I turned and started down the hall. I had to admit he was kind of strange. Maybe he was germ-a-phobic. That would explain why he wouldn’t shake my hand. It could also explain why he always appeared so reluctant to be around people. As I made my way to algebra, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I knew at least one thing. There was more to Samuel than what I could see, and I wanted to see more of him.
“And how has your day been?” Duncan asked from over my shoulder.
I was standing in line to sign in for class. The girl in front of me turned to see who the silky voice belonged to. I watched as her eyes opened a little wider when she saw Duncan standing behind me.
“It’s been good,” I said, careful not to look at him. I could feel his cool breath as it brushed against my cheek. I was struck by how sweet it smelled. “How about your day?”
“I have to admit, it’s been pretty boring, until now.”
I swallowed hard against the knot in my throat. After signing in, I turned to face the room. Looking at my seat from the previous class, I couldn’t help but be annoyed when I saw that it was occupied.
“It appears your chair has been confiscated.”
I could hear the laughter in Duncan’s voice, and I narrowed my eyes at him. “Yours appears to be empty,” I said, making a turn to walk to the other side of the room, Duncan stayed a few short feet behind me. He chuckled as we walked up to a pair of chairs near the back of the room.
“Not that into crowds,” he said, as we sat in our new seats.
“Do you prefer to work one on one?” I asked, finally chancing a look at him.
He gave me a mischievous grin before answering, “I find many things are much nicer one on one.”
I could feel the heat in my cheeks as I turned away. “So, how do you like your math class?” I watched him carefully out of the corner of my eye to see his reaction.
“It has its interesting moments, but I find chemistry much more stimulating.”
“I think you should focus on math,” I answered after a brief pause. “You wouldn’t want to strain yourself by overreaching.”
“What would be the fun in that?”
I glared at him briefly before the professor called the room to attention. He held my gaze for a moment, and I felt my stomach flip. I refused to be taken into his game, and that was exactly what it was, a game. A small smile flickered at the corner of his mouth as I returned my focus to the front of the room.
Duncan was far too much of a presence to be completely ignored as the class progressed. Just a few minutes in, I let my hair fall as a divider between us. It was easier to pay attention and pretend he wasn’t there without the temptation to look at him.
Not long afterward, I felt my hair being pulled up and out of the way. His long, slender fingers tucked it gently behind my ear. I couldn’t believe how cold his hand was, but where his fingertips brushed my skin, instead of goose bumps, it burst into flames.
I turned to glare at him. I was both breathless and angry at his assumption that it was alright to touch me. The breathlessness won. His expression was so intense, the whole world could have disappeared, and I wouldn’t have cared.
“Please,” he said in a barely audible whisper, “please don’t cover your face. Promise?”
All I could do was nod. I knew I was giving him what he wanted, but I just couldn’t stop myself. It wasn’t right for him to have so much power over me. He smiled, apparently pleased by my reaction. We returned our attention to the front of the room.
I kept my hair tucked safely behind my ear the rest of the day.
“Tabby, is that you?” I called from my bedroom.
“Yeah.” She came around the corner and threw herself across my bed with a loud sigh. “Thank God that’s over,” she added in a contented voice.
“The semester just started,” I reminded her.
She stuck her tongue out at me. “Don’t remind me. What are you working on?” she asked, looking at the stack of books piled on my desk and wrinkling her nose in disgust.
“A paper for English. What is it you want?” I was getting a little annoyed.
“Dinner,” she said in a chipper voice. I glanced at the clock on my dresser. I hadn’t realized it was so late.
“Well,” I rose from my chair and stretched. “What do you want to eat?”
“Depends,” Tabby’s voice held a hint of excitement. “Do you have plans tomorrow?” she asked in a cryptic tone.
“No.” I raised an eyebrow. “I wanted to get a little more work done for English, or maybe work ahead in algebra.”
“Great,” Tabby said, obviously getting more revved up, “then, get ready. We’re going out, my treat.”
My shoulders sagged. The last thing I wanted to do was go out. Tabby was rambling on about how much fun it would be. I was about to tell her that I just wanted to stay home and relax, but I didn’t have the heart to let her down.
I smiled weakly. “Sounds great. What time did you want to leave?”
“I was thinking around nine. Faith is supposed to be over around then. Was there any place in particular you wanted to eat?”
“If you’re paying, I think you should pick.” I hoped I sounded happy.
“That sounds good in theory, but, I’ll eat pretty much anything. You, on the other hand, are so picky I wonder how you can even survive.”
“I’ll think about it then.”
“Good.” Tabby jumped up from my bed.
“So, what exactly do you have planned for tonight?” I asked, curious as to what torture I would be enduring.
“You’ll have to wait and see,” she said in a devious voice. “Trust me, Li-Li. I’ll make sure you have a good time. Just make sure you wear something nice, no jeans and t-shirt.”
“What’s wrong with jeans and a t-shirt?” I knew if she had her way, I would be in skirts, blouses, and high heels on a regular basis.
“Just humor me,” she pleaded, giving me her doe-like eyes.
I showed her to the door and waited for her to leave. “No promises,” I said as I closed the door behind her.
It was Friday, the end of the first week of school. I should be ecstatic and ready for the weekend, but all I could think about was how much work I still needed to do.
I walked into my closet and started rummaging through the things I owned. I moved past the jeans and t-shirts looking for something dressier. I finally decided on a pair of three-inch strappy sandals, a knee-length black skirt, and a satin, lilac tank-top with a black lace overlay.
After taking a shower and getting ready, I went into the living room. Tabby was still in her room, so I sat down and surfed through the TV channels while I waited. A little before nine, there was a knock on the door.
“Coming,” I called as I walked over to answer it.
Opening the front door, I found Faith standing outside looking very sheepish and wearing a short, silky, green dress that set off her skin and hair beautifully. Her hair was loose for the first time since we had met. It cascaded over her shoulders in perfectly straight lines.
“You look great,” I said, stepping aside so she could come in.
She seemed relieved by my assessment. Standing a little taller, she walked inside with a big smile. “I was worried I’d overdressed,” she said, glancing down at her wardrobe.
“Trust me, if you’re going anywhere with Tabby, you can never be overdressed.” We laughed as we walked to the sofa.
“You look really nice,” Faith commented.
“Thanks. I’m kind of like you, not really into the whole dress-up thing. I have to admit that it’s nice every now and again, though.
“Do you want something to munch on or a drink? I’m not sure how much longer Tabby is going to be.”
“No, I’m good. Do you know what the plans are for tonight?”
“Tabby wouldn’t give me all the details. As soon as she’s finished getting ready, we’re heading to dinner. That’s all I know.”
“That’s good. All I’ve had to eat since lunch is a banana. I’m starved.”
“I opted for an apple.” We both laughed.
“Alina!” Tabby yelled from her room.
I stood and walked over to her door. “What do you need?” I asked through the door.
“It’s unlocked.”
Opening the door to her room, I was confronted by a mess that was beginning to take on a life of its own. I shook my head at the clothes and shoes thrown haphazardly around the room.
“Faith is here.” I tried to make my way over to the bathroom.
“Good, she’s right on time,” she commented as I joined her. “Would you mind finding my black heels with the rhinestones? I think there over by the closet.”
“How can you tell?” I asked, picking my way across the minefield to get to the closet. I found one under a pair of black yoga pants and the second under a pink tank top. It was a miracle some creature hiding in the mess hadn’t swallowed them.
“Thanks, you’re a lifesaver.” Tabby sat on the bed to slip her newly discovered shoes on her feet. She was wearing a flirty, black halter dress that stopped mid-thigh. With the heels on, her gorgeously tanned legs looked even better than usual.
“Oh, we better get going!” She grabbed my hand. “Why didn’t you tell me it was so late?”
“I need to get my purse,” I said, wresting my hand from her grasp.
I grabbed my purse from my room and joined Faith and Tabby in the living room. I sighed and contemplated going back to my room to change. They both looked ready, willing, and able for anything the night had to offer. I looked more like I was going for a job interview.
“Smile, Li-Li, you look like I’m taking you to a funeral,” Tabby ordered with a hint of annoyance in her voice.
“I thought you were,” I said sarcastically.
“Come on,” Tabby pleaded, “I want us all to have fun. Promise me you’ll try.”
I knew she wasn’t going to drop it or leave me alone the entire night unless I caved. “I promise,” I said, trying to sound chipper.
“Great,” she said, growing excited once more. “Have you decided what we’re eating?”
“Just head over to Archer Road, we can decide on the way.” I climbed into the backseat of her car, leaving the front for Tabby and Faith.
“Didn’t you want to sit up front?” Faith turned to ask me.
“No, you’re taller than me. I don’t mind sitting in the back.” She smiled a thank you before buckling her seat belt.
Once we made it to Archer Road, we picked one of the big-name restaurants and turned into the overcrowded parking lot. It took over thirty minutes just to get seated and another thirty to get our food. By the time it arrived, we were ravenous.
“Are you going to tell us where we’re going?” Faith asked, placing her debit card in the green folder with her check. She sounded as nervous as I felt.
“The two of you are killing me. Can’t you both wait just a few more minutes? I promise I’m not dragging you to pledge a sorority,” Tabby joked.
A look of panic crossed Faith’s face and was mirrored on my own. I knew Tabby was joking, but the thought of going through rush was enough to send me running for the door.
“Gosh, I’m just kidding,” Tabby said, shaking her head as we all got ready to leave. “Seriously, you two need to lighten up.”
It didn’t take us very long to find out where we were going after leaving the restaurant. Downtown was filled to nearly bursting with students and other partygoers. We ended up parking near the clock tower and walking over to the clubs. I felt self-conscious surrounded by all the beautiful people who seemed to multiply as we walked.
The lines outside the clubs were already forming as Tabby pulled me into one. I was acutely aware that I didn’t belong among the tall, thin women in their barely-there outfits. I had a sudden urge to run, and from the look on Faith’s face, she was ready to do the same. Tabby must have seen the panic on our faces because she took our hands and refused to release them.
“Don’t worry, I won’t leave your sides,” Tabby said reassuringly.
Faith appeared comforted by her words, but I had a hard time believing. Putting on a brave front, I gave Tabby a weak smile. The butterflies in my stomach were fluttering around so much I felt like they would push my dinner back out as we finally made it up to the bouncers. This was a bad idea. I should have stayed home. This was not my scene and probably never would be. Why did I always let Tabby drag me into these things?
“ID?” the smaller of two men asked. He was wearing a t-shirt with the club’s name and logo stretched over his ample muscles. We handed him our licenses, and he briefly glanced at the tiny plastic cards before returning them. He took out three bands and secured them around each of our wrists.
“You three ladies have a good time,” he said as the larger man opened the door and waved us through. I was thankful once the door closed behind us and the darkness inside the club concealed us from the outside world.
Tabby dragged us over to one of the small, round tables near the bar. “What do you think?” Tabby yelled over the blaring music. I just smiled and shrugged, not sure what to make of everything. She rolled her eyes and stood up from the table.
“Where are you going?” I asked. Faith was sitting across from me looking a little scared.
“I’ll be right back. I’m just going to get us something to drink.” Tabby walked away toward the bar.
I scanned the room as best I could in the dim lighting. It was a little overwhelming. The place was only half-full, but more and more people were coming through the front doors. The main feature in the darkened space was the dance floor, which we currently sat one level above. To the left of the bar, there was a round staircase leading to a VIP section, which overlooked everything. There was also an electricity in the air that bled into everything around us. I couldn’t help feeling excited.
Tabby returned a couple of minutes later, drinks in hand. My eyes about popped out of my head when I saw them. They were real drinks. She passed them out, one to each of us.
“How did you get these?” I asked.
“I used my feminine wiles,” Tabby answered playfully. I glared at her. “Okay, and a very convincing fake ID.” I shook my head, and Faith’s mouth fell open.
“Are you going to make me drink alone?” She was in full pout mode, and it was hard to resist her request. I picked up the shot and held it tentatively in my hand. “On the count of three then, one, two, three…”
Both Faith and Tabby turned their glasses upside down, consuming the shot in less time than it took Tabby to count. I continued to stare at my drink like it was going to bite me. Faith sputtered and coughed. Tabby just laughed.
“Come on, Li-Li, it won’t bite you,” she said, reading my mind.
“I know that.”
With a shaky hand, I raised the shot glass to my lips. Tilting my head back, I let the liquid run into my mouth. It burned the back of my throat, and I felt a warm sensation as it made the rest of the trip down to my stomach.
“Welcome to the dark side!” Tabby screamed in my ear.
After we downed a second round, we moved our party onto the dance floor. I was thankful for the drinks I had consumed. I wasn’t a very good dancer, and the thought of people staring at me made me nervous. After the alcohol, I didn’t feel quite so awkward.
The dance floor was hot and overcrowded with bodies pressing together and moving to the music. Faith and Tabby looked beautiful under the dim spotlights. I felt pangs of jealousy as they twirled around the floor with ease.
“I’m going to get a bottle of water,” I screamed over the music to Tabby and Faith a couple of hours later.
“We’ll come with you.” Tabby’s words were slightly slurred. Tabby and Faith had a few more drinks in them than I did.
We danced our way off the floor and made a beeline for the nearest bar. The counter was filled with people vying for the attention of the bartender. Rather than all of us trying to squeeze up to the bar, Tabby volunteered to get our drinks. Taking our money, she disappeared into the crush.
“I have to use the restroom,” Faith screamed into my ear.
“You want me to come with you?”
“No, you should stay and wait for Tabby.” Faith turned and stumbled in the general direction of the bathroom.
I wasn’t sure about letting her go alone, but I also didn’t want Tabby emerging from the sea of people and thinking we had abandoned her. Besides, how much trouble could Faith get into in the bathroom?
I found a comfortable place to lean while I waited for Tabby and Faith to return. I looked out at the dance floor and swayed along to the music.
“Are you having a good time?” I stiffened at the sound of the voice behind me. It had a playful lilt to it, but there was no mistaking the menace masked in the deep bass.
I turned around and was face to face with a wall. The man looming over me was probably six-four or -five and built like a Mack truck. The way he looked at me sent warning bells screaming inside of my head. “Yes, thank you,” I answered, trying to sound nonchalant.
I had my back against the railing that separated the gyrating bodies on the dance floor from the bars and tables a few feet above them. I stepped to the side as discreetly as possible trying to put some distance between my unwanted admirer and myself.
“That’s good to hear,” he said. His smile broadened as he slid to the side to cut off my escape route.
‘This is all in my head,’ I thought. He was just being overly eager. I smiled weakly at him to give me a little time to come up with an escape plan.
He took a small step forward. Where were Tabby and Faith?
“There you are,” a familiar voice called from behind the mountain in front of me.
I was shocked when the man in front of me turned, and I saw Samuel standing there. I couldn’t believe my eyes. What was he doing here? He was the last person I would have expected to see in the club, let alone coming to rescue me.
I stepped from behind the mountain and took the hand Samuel extended to me. A thrill went through me as our skin met for the first time. His hand was cooler than I would have expected, but his skin was as smooth as satin. He wrapped his hand tightly around mine and pulled me closer to him.
He didn’t look at me, though, as I turned to examine his perfect features. He was focused completely on the man in front of him. I shuddered involuntarily. The expression on his face was pleasant; he was even smiling, but there was something behind it. It was definitely more dangerous than the look the other guy had been giving me. I was glad not to be on the receiving end of his glare.
“Is there something I can help you with?” the hulking man asked with slightly slurred speech. He took a step forward, obviously hoping to intimidate Samuel.
“No,” Samuel replied, not backing down, “if you will excuse us.”
The inebriated mountain said something under his breath as he turned and slunk back to where he had come from. I felt Samuel tense up, but he didn’t attempt to answer the mumbled insult. He kept a firm grip on my hand and led me over to an empty table.
“Are you okay?” he asked as soon as I was seated. I nodded, not trusting my voice. “Can I get you anything?” Concern was clearly evident in his voice. I shook my head in reply.
After a few moments of awkward silence, I managed to find my voice again. “Thank you for the help.” Samuel nodded, and we lapsed back into silence.
“When did you get here?” I asked.
“Not long ago,” he answered. “Where are your friends?”
“Tabby went to get us some water from the bar, and Faith is using the restroom.”
A smile pulled up one corner of his mouth, but it quickly turned into a frown. “You should really stay with your friends. It’s not safe for you to be out here by yourself.”
I bristled at his admonishment. “I think I’m old enough to make my own decisions about where I go.”
“I just don’t want to see you get hurt.” His voice and words quieted my temper. I didn’t really know how to respond, and before I could think of anything, Tabby interrupted us.
“Li-Li! There you are.”
“Hey,” I said, standing up to meet her. I was dreading the introductions already. In the past week, I had yet to mention Samuel, and I knew she wouldn’t let my lack of information slide. When I glanced over my shoulder to make the introductions, Samuel wasn’t there. I looked around. Where had he run off to so quickly? I didn’t see him anywhere.
Tabby handed me a bottle of water and sat in the chair I had just vacated. “Thanks.”
“Where’s Faith?” she asked, fanning herself.
“She went to the restroom. Do you think we should go check on her?” Remembering my recent encounter, I began to worry. Tabby considered it for a moment, then stood up.
We walked over to the restrooms. I couldn’t help but scan every face I could see in the dim lighting as we progressed through the crowd. Some of the men, and even a couple of the girls, gave me appraising looks and smiles of invitation, but none of the faces was the one I was looking for.
I was shocked when I spotted Faith just outside of the restroom. She was in the company of the mountain who had cornered me earlier. They appeared to be engaged in conversation, and she was smiling, laughing, and even flirting with him. I blushed for her forwardness, even though I knew it was due to the alcohol.
“Faith!” I yelled over the music. She didn’t seem to hear me. I finally caught her eye as we progressed through the crowd, and she waved us over.
“Hey, where did you go?” Faith asked when we were closer. “I thought you were waiting by the door for me.” She didn’t appear serious, but I felt awful for the misunderstanding and leaving her by herself.
“Sorry,” I said, coloring a little. “Come on, let’s go,” I grabbed her hand and tugged.
“No, wait. I want to introduce you to someone,” Faith said, taking back her hand. “Alina, Tabby, this is Jeff. Jeff, this is Alina and Tabby.” A smile spread over her face, covering it from ear to ear.
“It’s nice to meet you,” Jeff said, slurring his words together. I caught the glint in his eye when he focused enough to recognize me. “I was just going to introduce Faith to a couple of my buddies. What about it ladies, you want to meet some nice guys?”
Tabby responded before I could gather my thoughts enough to say anything. “Thank you, Jeff, but maybe another time.” She grabbed Faith’s hand and ignored her open mouth and one-syllable noises. Jeff was only slightly less astonished as he watched his second conquest for the evening slip through his fingers.
“That’s it, Faith, no more drinks for you,” Tabby said, as she forced a bottle of water into her hand.
“I’m fine.” Faith was slurring her words so badly they sounded more like mush than anything recognizable.
“I think it’s time to go,” I said, looking from Faith to Tabby.
“You grab the left, and I’ll get the right,” Tabby agreed.
“No, I want to dance some more. Hey, where did Jeff go?” Faith asked.
We made it to the door without further incident and spilled out onto the sidewalk. Taking a deep breath to clear my head, I was thankful for the fresh air after the smoke and crowd inside.
“Do you think you can walk to the car?” I asked Faith, who was leaning against the wall.
“Sure,” she said a little louder than necessary.
Taking a step forward, she started to wobble. Tabby and I managed to catch her before she actually fell. Returning to our previous positions, we half-dragged, half-carried Faith to the car.
“Here.” Tabby handed me the keys to the car after we loaded Faith into the back seat.
I hesitated. “I trust you,” she commented, buckling in next to Faith. Rolling my eyes, I took the keys and climbed behind the wheel of the car.
“Next time, we take the Later Gator bus.”
I ran into technical writing just as Professor Burns was calling the class to order. I tried not to pay attention to the other students as I walked to my seat, but I couldn’t help noticing the look on Samuel’s face. He actually seemed relieved by my late arrival.
“I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show,” Faith said as I took my seat.
“I almost didn’t,” I answered breathlessly.
“What happened?”
“I overslept. Are you feeling any better?”
Faith colored slightly at my question. She had spent most of Saturday sleeping on the sofa in our living room. When she finally had woken up, it was to a major hangover. She had spent the rest of the day with her head in my toilet.
“Yeah, I’m better. Thanks again for letting me stay,” she whispered. Professor Burns gave us a warning glare.
Class dragged despite my late arrival. Finally, after what felt like eternity, Professor Burns let us go.
“I’ll see you at lunch,” Faith said as we gathered our things to leave.
“Where are you going in such a hurry?” I asked, knowing the answer already. Blushing bright red, Faith made no reply. She’d mentioned a guy in her next class, and I knew she was thinking about talking to him. Maybe she was going to do it today.
“I’ll see you later.”
“Later,” she said, and she rushed off down the hallway.
As I ambled to the stairs, I noticed that Samuel was just a few feet in front of me. I was careful to stay behind him so I could admire his physique without him knowing. The view from behind was almost as nice as the front.
Reaching the stairs before me, Samuel held the door open. Realizing that he knew I was there all along, I bit my lip slightly as I walked past him. I managed to squeak out a “thank you” as he joined me in the stairwell.
“How was your weekend?” I asked.
“It was good,” Samuel answered. “How was yours?”
“It was good. I wanted to thank you for your help Friday.”
“You’re welcome,” he said, then reverted to his usual silent state.
“So, how are you enjoying school so far?”
“It’s good.” Great, his patented two-word answer.
“Am I bothering you?” I blurted out as we reached the bottom of the stairs.
His eyes seemed to unfreeze, turning into deep liquid pools. I forgot how to breathe. “What? No, no, you’re not bothering me. Why would you think that?”
“Well, it could be the three-syllable answers, or maybe it’s the fact that you ran off so fast Friday night, I thought I had imagined everything, or it could be that almost every time you see me, you pretend I don’t exist.” I knew I was rambling, but I just couldn’t stop myself.
Samuel stared at me for a moment, and then a crooked smile spread across his face. “Alina,” I felt a shiver run down my spine at my name on his lips. “You could never bother me.” The liquid blue of his eyes seemed to catch fire.
“I don’t understand,” I said, looking down so I could speak again. “Then, why did you leave so quickly on Friday? No offense, but you’ve hardly said anything to me since…” I let my sentence trail off. There was no way I could let him know that I had actually been keeping track of how many times I had seen him. “Never mind, it’s not important.”
He held the door for me again as we exited the building. “Well, I better get to class,” I said, turning around to look at Samuel’s perfect features in the sun. It was as if a spotlight was directed at him, highlighting every gorgeous detail.
“Would you mind if I walked with you?” Samuel asked.
I stopped dead in my tracks. “No,” I blurted out. “That would be nice,” I tacked on to cover up my overeager answer. He just smiled and continued walking next to me.
“It’s a nice day,” Samuel commented lightly.
“Yeah, it is,” I said, looking up at the cloudless crystal blue sky. “So, how do you like Gainesville?”
“It’s nice. I’ve been living in Washington for a while, and it was pretty much gray skies and cold weather.”
An involuntary shiver ran down my spine. “I’ve lived in Florida and California all my life. If it drops below eighty, I’m reaching for a jacket.”
Samuel laughed. The sound was enchanting. “Why did you choose UF?” he asked.
“It seemed like a good choice at the time. What about you?”
“I wanted to go to school someplace warm.”
I could understand that. The thought of gray skies and cold weather all year was depressing. “You’re studying art history, right?”
Samuel nodded. “Yeah, but to be honest, I’m undecided. It was just easier to get into that program. What time does your class start?” he asked.
I checked my phone to see what time it was. “In five minutes,” I said, a little unnerved. I was sure it had only been a few minutes since English had let out. “I better get to class.” I couldn’t stop biting my lip. I was seriously considering playing hooky.
“It was really nice talking with you, Alina.” Samuel’s voice seemed to wrap around my name like a caress.
“Yeah, same. So, I’ll see you in class on Wednesday?” I asked, unsure if he would cease to exist after today. After all, he was far too beautiful to be real.
He smiled a crooked little grin. “Yes, I’ll be there.”
I was about to turn and go inside the building when Samuel suddenly grabbed my hand, bringing me up short. “Don’t be late on Wednesday.” His voice was intense, and his eyes had turned back to liquid ice.
I was surprised by how cold his hand was compared to the temperature outside. “I won’t be,” I managed to whisper.
Giving me another of his crooked smiles, he let my hand fall and strolled back the way we had come; I watched him go, enjoying the view. I sighed when he disappeared into the crowd and went inside.
Algebra passed in a blur of numbers. I tried to focus, but I could still feel Samuel’s hand gently holding mine. My imagination was running in all directions. Keeping it in check was nearly impossible. All of my self-doubt and pessimism couldn’t stop the images the other half of my brain kept throwing up at me.
When class was dismissed, I remembered Duncan. My stomach knotted as I walked over to chemistry. I knew better than to be interested in him, but I couldn’t deny that I was at least physically attracted to him. I tried to calm my nerves as I made my way into the lecture hall.
After looking around and getting ready for class, I had yet to spot Duncan. I began to wonder if he would make it to class as the room filled to bursting with students. As I was contemplating how I would feel if he missed, he showed up making his way across the room and into the seat next to mine.
“How was your weekend?” Duncan asked, pulling his chair closer to mine.
“It was good,” I said, as my heart tapped out an unsteady rhythm. It was so frustrating to have such a physical reaction to him when I was determined not to. “How was yours?”
“I enjoyed myself. I went out to the clubs Saturday with some friends. Got to see that new movie about the end of the world; it was pretty good. I didn’t really do much else. What about you? Where did you go?”
“I was dragged out on Friday night, spent Saturday nursing my friend Faith’s hangover, and Sunday was a chore day.” I didn’t bother to elaborate on anything.
“Sounds like a very full weekend. So, what are you doing today?” he asked after a momentary pause.
“Nothing,” I said, narrowing my eyes slightly. I wondered what path he was leading me down.
“You still don’t trust me?” he asked in an angelic voice.
I simply looked at him incredulously. I was about to respond when another student turned and glared up at us, ending any further discussion.
“Remember, labs are tomorrow and Thursday. If you do not come to lab, you will be dropped from the course,” our professor reminded us as she dismissed class.
I packed my stuff and threw my bag over my shoulder.
“Since you’re not doing anything today, I was wondering what time I should come over tonight?” Duncan caught me off guard with his question.
“What?” I said a little too loud, drawing the attention of several people. “You do realize that I live with Tabby?”
“That’s what would make it so much fun.”
“Fun for you, you mean,” I mumbled.
“Of course, who else would I mean?” he responded playfully.
“Don’t you have someone else you can annoy?” I asked, turning toward him. I ended up nearly crashing into his chest. His cool, sweet breath washed over me, making my head spin.
“Not until three,” he answered with barely controlled laughter.
I looked up to glare at him, but that was a mistake. His usually easy smile was replaced by an intense expression that made my breath accelerate. His green eyes had caught fire, burning the forest hidden there.
It felt like an eternity as we stood there with everything else forgotten. Slowly, so slow I knew I had to be dreaming, he leaned down. A blush spread over me that had nothing to do with nervousness or embarrassment. Stopping just a few inches from my face, his cool breath washed over me again, clouding my already muddled thoughts. I waited for the inevitable.
“You should go,” he said, straightening up. “Tabby will be wondering where you are.”
It took me a minute to gather my scattered thoughts. Did I do something wrong? Why did he pull away so quickly? Maybe my breath smelled bad. I discreetly checked to make sure there weren’t any offensive odors coming from me. My breath smelled like the cinnamon gum I had chewed during algebra, my hair smelled like my shampoo, and I was pretty sure I remembered to put on underarm deodorant, even though I had been running late this morning.
I turned to leave the room, again feeling a little awkward. I shouldn’t care that Duncan had just blown me off, but I did. The fact that he had ended our close encounter so abruptly left me off balance. Shaking my head slightly, I told myself not to think about it again.
Walking up to the crowded Union building, I found Tabby waiting impatiently at our usual meeting place. She didn’t look pleased as I made my way over to her.
“Did you forget how to answer your phone?” she asked, clearly annoyed.
“What are you talking about?” I fished my phone from my bag. Flipping it open, I saw four missed calls and several missed text messages. “Sorry, I was…” I left my sentence unfinished. “Well, I’m here now. So, what did you need?”
“Hey, Sis,” I heard from over my shoulder.
Tabby gave me an apologetic look before answering. “Hey, Bro,” she answered stepping around me to give Josh a hug.
I felt like someone had taken a peek inside of my head and decided to play a game of spin the wheel and see which nightmare it landed on. Right now, it was between showing up to school naked and having a romantic date with Josh.
“Hey, Josh,” I said, giving him a quick wave and smile.
“Hey, Alina. How are you doing?”
“I’m good. How about you? How’s school going?”
He was about to answer when Faith came bounding up the sidewalk. “Hey, guys,” she said a little breathlessly. “My professor kept us ten minutes late so he could finish his lecture. It was either that or he would take ten minutes before our test on Wednesday. Oh,” she said, finally noticing the addition to our little group.
“Faith, this is Josh, Tabby’s brother.”
She gave him a quick appraisal as she extended her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Josh.”
“Same,” Josh said, giving Faith a once over.
“Are you joining us for lunch?” I didn’t miss the fact that she was only addressing Josh. Tabby and I exchanged a hopeful glance.
“Yeah,” Josh answered, giving Faith his nicest smile.
She blushed slightly as he stepped back to allow her to lead the way. Tabby and I lagged behind to give them some time alone. We watched as they walked in front of us, engrossed in their own conversation. Tabby and I were thankfully forgotten.
When I woke up Tuesday morning, I looked like the victim of a vampire attack. My usually pale skin had the appearance of flat-white paint, and I could feel a zit threatening to break through at the edge of my hairline. I tried not to touch it after I used the spot treatment, but it was hard not to pick at the stupid thing. I considered skipping lab for a fraction of a second after I rolled out of bed, but the thought of being dropped from the class if I didn’t show up made me change my mind.
I leaned in to check on Tabby before I left the apartment. She was still asleep and snoring, oblivious to the world. I wished I could have slept half as well. I had spent the night tossing and turning, even waking up a few times from nightmares.
As I walked across campus, the wind picked up, blowing fluffy white clouds across the sky. It wouldn’t be long before they turned grey and developed into the mandatory thunderstorm by afternoon. Right now, they just increased the humidity and make me feel like I was caught in a sauna.
Making my way into lab, I scanned the room and found an empty table near the back. I was in no mood to be front-and-center for anything today. I took out a notebook and my novel before leaving my bag in the large pile of other bags. Then, slinking over to a table near the back of the room, I took a seat. I managed to avoid detection by the girls who were looking at the door periodically. I assumed they were checking to see if Duncan was coming.
“Hey,” an overly chipper voice said from next to me. I had noticed her coming over as I read my book, but kept hoping she would get the hint before addressing me. It was a vain hope.
“Hey,” she said again in a slightly put-out tone.
I took a deep breath, used my makeshift bookmark to hold my place, and put my novel down. The girl leaning on the table next to me reminded me of the generic cheerleaders that seemed to infest high schools.
“Yes?” I was barely able to conceal the contempt I felt toward her interruption.
“I was just wondering if you and Duncan were dating. I mean, I noticed you sit next to him all the time and was just curious. You know, because if you’re not…” the generic copy allowed the open ending to finish her statement, because if you aren’t dating him, I want to. She stood with a frozen smile awaiting my answer.
“No, I’m not dating him,” I answered her inane question. I found her grasp of the English language annoying and wanted her to leave.
“Okay, good,” she said, allowing her breath to escape in a huff. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even ask your name,” she said, trying to make up for being rude with a fake attempt at an interest in knowing something about me.
“It’s Alina,” I answered begrudgingly.
“It was really nice meeting you,” the generic cheerleader said as she turned to leave without offering her name in exchange. I reached for my book to block the unpleasant exchange from my memory.
“Oh, hi,” she said in surprise, catching my attention. I refused to give in to the urge to see what Duncan’s reaction was to the generic girl.
“You know, it’s not very polite to lie,” Duncan said, taking the seat next to me.
“It’s also not polite to interrupt a good book just to pump someone you don’t know, and have no intention of getting to know, for information.” I let the sarcasm flow thick.
Laughing, Duncan placed his notebook on the table. “You’re right, that would be quite rude. What information did she want?” he asked.
“As if you don’t know.” I rolled my eyes. Looking at the one eyebrow he raised in a question, I began to wonder. “Oh, come on, false modesty doesn’t suit you.” My comment only seemed to confuse him more. “You have to have noticed the fact that almost every girl in the class is staring at you.”
“Oh, that. So what?” he questioned. “It doesn’t matter if the whole world notices you, if the one person you want to notice you, doesn’t.”
Our professor called the class to order. I found myself pondering the unusually deep statement that Duncan had just made. Forced to pay attention, I focused on class and let my other thoughts fall to the wayside.
The professor went over the rules for lab, the safety equipment that would be needed before our next meeting, and a brief overview of our first few projects. “Now for the time that everyone enjoys... picking lab partners. Since we are all adults here, at least in age, I assume you are capable of picking partners yourself. I’ll pass around a roster; if you would, please write your name below that of your partner’s. Please print legibly. Once you have finished, you are free to leave.”
I waited in nervous anticipation as several heads, including the generic cheerleader’s, turned to look longingly at Duncan. A few of the girls shot glares in my direction; the cheerleader gave me a plastic smile before getting up. Her friends watched her progress to the table Duncan and I occupied. Their expressions were more suited to a red-eyed tree frog, with their eyes the same vivid color and about to pop out of their heads.
“Hi,” the generic girl said in a chipper voice with an edge of barely-concealed hysteria. I choked back the laugh that was threatening to explode.
“Hello,” Duncan said, turning to address the girl.
The cheerleader’s face went blank. I disguised the chuckle that escaped my lips by coughing. She didn’t seem to notice my slip; though, I was sure Duncan caught it. After a few moments, she seemed to remember how to speak again.
“Oh, sorry, I didn’t get the chance to introduce myself earlier. My name is Kristy with a “K,” she said, blushing as she looked down. I tried to cool the anger that flared inside me at her pretense of being shy.
“Well, I was just wondering,” she said, looking up at Duncan through her lashes, “if you wanted to be lab partners. I’m not the best when it comes to chemistry, and you seem to be so much better at it than I am. So, I thought maybe you could help me.”
As she finished her speech, she reached over as if she was going to stroke Duncan’s hand. I made myself sit on my stool. I wanted to hear his answer to her query and see his reaction to her advances.
It felt like forever before Duncan responded. Just as the generic girl’s fingers were about to make contact with his skin, he lifted his hand to rub the back of his neck. The move was so smooth, it appeared as though he was just taking a little extra time to contemplate her question. I made myself face forward, telling myself that I didn’t care what he said in response to her advances, but I listened closely to catch what he said next.
“Thank you very much,” Duncan said, “but Alina has already asked me.”
My head snapped around to stare at the back of his head. I could see the laughter sparkling in his green eyes when he turned to look at me over his shoulder. In front of him though, I could also see the jealousy written in red on the cheerleader’s face. It looked like she was trying to set me on fire with her thoughts alone. Controlling my expression, I turned to face forward again.
“Oh,” Kristy with a K said as she attempted to hide her dismay, jealousy, and anger before Duncan turned around again. She managed to plaster a smile in place just in time as he gave her his full attention.
She continued after a brief pause. “Ah, sorry I thought…,” she stumbled trying to regain her composure. “Okay, well maybe we can plan something else. I mean, we could set up like a study group or something.”
I had to give her credit on her persistence as well as her ability to regroup so quickly. I wondered how Duncan would react to her change of tactics.
“Maybe,” he answered in a polite tone.
I wished I could see his face to see if he was really considering her offer or if he was simply giving her a polite brush-off. Instead, I had to surreptitiously study Kristy’s reaction to see how she interpreted his answer. She didn’t look as crestfallen as I hoped she would.
“Great, I’ll talk to you later so we can set something up.” Kristy turned and bounced away happily.
“I should pick a different lab partner,” I said, as Duncan turned around chuckling to himself a little.
“Who would be my partner then?” he asked, false hurt coloring his words.
“I’m sure ‘Bouncy’ up there would be happy to oblige,” I said, just as Kristy turned to look back at our table to check the reaction her visit had caused. Duncan frowned at my dig.
He recovered quickly as the list for lab partners made it into his hands first, delivered by yet another cheerleader clone. “So do you want to be lab partners or not?” He gave me his mischievous grin with pen in hand.
“Are you asking me now? I thought we had already settled this. At least, that’s what you told Bouncy.” I gave him a sarcastic smirk.
“Partners or not?” His green eyes were smoldering.
My breath caught in my throat, and it felt like I would choke on it. “Partners,” I managed to squeak out in little more than a whisper.
“There, now was that so hard?” he asked, finally releasing me from his gaze. Writing my name under his without allowing me a chance to change my mind, he passed the paper to the next table.
I felt a little heady as the oxygen flooded into my lungs again. I hated when I did that. I couldn’t understand why it was so difficult for me to maintain a set breathing pattern when I was around him. I gathered my books and headed for the door.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Duncan had caught up to me as I was looking for my bag in the jumble of others on the back table.
“Are we playing twenty questions today?” I shoved my books in my bag while being careful not to make eye contact.
“I don’t know. Are we?” he asked in a flippant tone.
I couldn’t stop the smile that spread across my face as I threw my bag over my shoulder. I tried to cover it up by letting out an exasperated huff and shaking my head. I didn’t fool him one bit. He was getting ready to say something when we were interrupted for the second time.
“Duncan,” the overly bubbly voice came from behind my shoulder. “Oh, hey Suzan,” Kristy said to me in a way that made it apparent I was not to be part of this conversation.
“It was nice talking to you,” I said to Duncan, ignoring the flames I saw flare behind the jungle green of his eyes. “It was nice meeting you,” I said to the generic Kristy and made my way toward the door. I didn’t bother to let her know she had gotten my name wrong.
I heard Kristy start in as I made it to the small group of girls who were glaring at me as I walked. It was like walking through a pit viper nest just as they got warmed up. I tried not to laugh as I pictured their fangs dripping with venom.
“Me and some of the rest of the class are going out for lunch. We were wondering if you’d like to join us.” From the sound of Kristy’s voice, she was sure of victory.
“No.” I skidded to a stop on the threshold of the door. “I have plans with someone else,” Duncan said in a flat tone. I fought the urge to turn around and see the scene for myself. Instead, I made myself put one foot in front of the other and cross the threshold.
“A rain check, then?” She just refused to accept a ‘no’.
“I don’t think so,” he answered, leaving no room for her to maneuver.
I wanted to run down the hall and outside as fast as possible. It felt like I was moving at an interminably slow pace. I didn’t turn to look behind me, even as I saw several females along the hall turn to look. I could see the awe in their eyes and was sure my own often reflected the same thing.
“Are you just going to leave me to the wolves?” Duncan whispered from over my shoulder.
“Didn’t you hear?” I kept my face forward. “I didn’t leave you anywhere.”
“How do you figure that one?” Duncan asked, playing into my hand.
“It wasn’t me,” I said, holding back my laughter, “it was Suzan.”
“Oh, that’s cold.” Duncan came to a stop in the middle of the hall.
I turned to look at him from over my shoulder to see his expression. The laughter I was just barely holding back burst forth. One of his eyebrows was held high, and his mouth was curled into a mischievous grin that would have made Dionysus jealous.
Still smiling, he walked a little faster and caught up to me. “And what, my dear lady, have I done to deserve your wrath?”
The playful light behind his wild eyes sent a thrill down my spine. “I don’t know,” I said. “There was something about me asking you to be my lab partner. You might as well have thrown me into a nest of harpies.”
“Like you said, ‘it wasn’t you, it was Suzan.’ Besides, I would say they’re more like sirens than harpies.”
“Maybe to men, but beauty soon fades.”
“You’re good,” Duncan said with a smile and mischief still in his eyes. I rolled my eyes. “We should get going, though,” he said, holding the door for me.
“Thank you,” I said in response to his chivalry, “but exactly where are we going?” I asked sarcastically. “I don’t remember being asked anything.”
“Mm, you know, I think you’re right. So, is there any place in particular that you would like to eat?”
“Did I hear a request in there?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. He laughed in his musical lilt. I couldn’t help but join him. “You’re incorrigible,” I said, shaking my head.
“Guilty as charged,” he responded with a slight bow.
We continued our walk in an awkward silence, at least on my part. I should have had some destination in mind, like home or the library. Instead, I was content to walk by Duncan’s side and be quiet, but it couldn’t last forever.
“I should get going.” I glanced up at the darkening thunderheads. The last thing I wanted was to get stuck in the downpour.
“Where are we headed?” he asked, offering me his arm.
I stubbornly shoved my hands in the pockets of my blue jeans. “I could have sworn I said, ‘I should be going,’ not ‘we,’” I answered, walking past him on my way to the closest bus stop.
He grabbed my arm and turned me around to face him. I felt my breath catch. A playful gleam smoldered behind his green eyes. “Has anyone ever told you that you are incredibly stubborn?” His sweet breath washed over me, wreaking havoc with my thought processes.
I tried to free myself from his cool embrace. “It may have come up a time or two.” I smiled in spite of my annoyance. Shaking his head, he didn’t appear to be the least bit deterred by my feeble attempts at subterfuge.
“Come on,” he said, abruptly releasing me and running his hand down my arm to take my hand. He pulled me along behind him like an impatient parent trying to drag their child out of the toy store.
“Where are we going?” I asked, trying to concentrate on not tripping over my feet.
“You’ll just have to see when we get there,” he teased.
After a minute, Duncan came to a stop on the edge of the sidewalk. Pulling a black and white leather jacket out of his book bag, he handed it to me. “Put this on,” he ordered.
I raised an eyebrow and narrowed my eyes in suspicion.
“What? You don’t trust me?” he asked.
“Well…” I said, looking at the jacket like it might turn around and attack me.
Rolling his eyes in frustration, he turned to put the jacket away, but I snatched it from his hands. Pulling on the jacket, I breathed in the intoxicating mixture of leather and adrenaline. Pushing the too-long sleeves over my wrists, I grabbed my bag from the ground and looked down at the effect of my wardrobe change.
Duncan must have been doing the same thing because he suddenly blurted out, “Even better than I imagined.”
I felt the heat in my face at his comment and the way his eyes burned behind the green. The smile on his lips didn’t help my erratic breathing and heart rate.
Grabbing my hand again, he pulled me out into a parking lot filled with scooters. Looking around, I thought the jacket was a little overkill for a vehicle that could go forty miles an hour if you were lucky. Walking through the sea of never-ending mopeds, I began to wonder how you could even tell them apart. Did people just keep trying their key in each one until they hit the jackpot? That’s when I saw the reason for the jacket.
“There is no way,” I said, balking at the intimidating black, white, and silver Honda that appeared like a shark in a sea of minnows. I dug in my heels and refused to move another inch. The motorcycle looked fast even in stillness.
“Come on, Alina. I promise to keep you safe,” Duncan assured me. I took a few steps forward at his assurance.
“I don’t know,” I said, biting my lip. “Will I even be able to fit on it?”
Duncan laughed. “I wouldn’t have brought it if I thought you couldn’t. Now, come on,” he said, pulling me the last few steps up to the intimidating machine.
“Just one more thing.” He reached around to the other side of the motorcycle and brought out a matching full-face helmet.
“I know this isn’t the most flattering accessory, but I promised to keep you safe.” I thought he was going to hand me the safety equipment, but instead, he reached around behind my head to pull the tie out of my hair. Smiling as my hair fell around my shoulders, he took a deep breath.
Taking the helmet from his waiting hand, I lifted it to place it over my head when Duncan reached up and ran his fingers across my cheek. I could feel the heat as blood rushed to where the tips of his fingers had briefly touched my skin. He frowned as I finished placing the helmet over my face. In that moment, it looked like he might try to remove it.
I felt a little claustrophobic inside the helmet. The muffled sounds coming from the outside world didn’t help with the slight sensory deprivation.
“You ready?” Duncan asked. He looked a little smug in nothing but a t-shirt and jeans.
Nodding felt awkward inside of the bulky safety equipment. Duncan appeared amused by the transformation. I felt like a child who had raided her father’s closet and was playing dress-up. “After you,” I said, pointing to the sleek machine. My voice came out muffled through all the padding and reverberated in my ears.
Watching him throw his leg over the bike, I became even more nervous. The last thing I wanted to do was fall on my butt trying to mount the machine. With the added oversized gear, I was pretty sure that I would be getting to know the asphalt in a more intimate way. He patted the small section of seat behind him encouragingly.
Gabbing Duncan’s shoulders for support, I took a deep breath and lifted my leg over the bike, trying not to catch my foot on the raised section at the back. Hugging the fiberglass and molded leather seat with my thighs, I felt a slight thrill at just sitting on the powerful machine.
I realized after a second or two that I was clutching Duncan’s shoulders a little too tightly. Releasing my grip, I tried to find another place to hold on as he turned the key to start the engine. Reflexively, I leaned forward and grabbed Duncan around his waist as the engine roared to life. I thought I heard him laugh, but with the sound from the bike and the slight vibrations coming through the frame, I couldn’t be sure.
The ride across the campus was exhilarating. It didn’t take us long to make it downtown on the aggressive machine. I kept expecting to hear sirens behind us, but they never came. Pulling into a parking spot meant for a car, he cut the engine.
“I hope you don’t mind a little walking?” he asked, taking the helmet from my waiting hands.
I felt a little shaky after our ride, but I didn’t want to let him know that. “And if I do?” I tried to sound playful; it was easier to keep everything light and superficial.
He shrugged and responded with a playful glint was in his eyes, “I guess I could carry you.”
Pulling off his jacket, I reluctantly handed it back to him. “I think I can manage.”
“Suit yourself,” he said, putting his jacket back in his messenger bag.
“Will you tell me where we’re going now that you’ve dragged me downtown?”
“You don’t like surprises, do you?” he asked, though it didn’t sound like he was looking for the answer. “I tried this little pizza place on the corner of Main and Fourth Street last week. It was actually pretty good. Not quite on par with the pizza in New York, but definitely worth the trip,” Duncan said, as we crossed the street.
“Sounds great,” I relaxed a little.
I knew the place he was talking about. Just before it started to rain, we walked into the one-time house that had been converted into a pizzeria. The loud drumming of the rain on the roof added to the noise in the room.
The little restaurant was cozy with a small bar that stretched down the left side of the wall. The bar was crowded with people ordering pizza by the slice. Small groups stood huddled close together at the front waiting to be seated in the overflowing dining area.
“Can I help you?” a server asked, addressing Duncan. She was about average height and weight, with dyed black hair. I had to admit she was pretty in an unusual sort of way.
“A table for two,” he answered, smiling.
The server gave me a quick once-over. Obviously deciding I wasn’t a threat, she gave me a dismissive glance and returned her attention to Duncan. “If you’ll just follow me.” She led the way to a table in the back corner of the small dining room.
Pulling a chair out for me, Duncan missed the longing stare our server gave him. She left us alone to let us look at the menus. I sat with my back to the wall facing the crowded room. Taking up his position across the table from me, Duncan slid smoothly into his chair despite the close quarters.
“So, what’s your favorite pizza?” Duncan asked.
“Cheese,” I answered, “with extra cheese and a side of cheese.”
Raising his eyebrow at my unorthodox response, he laughed. “I take it you like cheese.” I only smiled and bit my lower lip in response.
Returning from her errand on the other side of the room, the black-haired server asked Duncan for our order. I didn’t miss the hopeful gaze she directed at his profile.
“I’ll have a coke,” he answered, then looked to me for what I wanted.
“I’ll have the same.”
“Two cokes, then,” Duncan corrected. “And a medium pizza, half extra cheese, and half meat lovers.”
Not bothering to write down the simple order, the server left with a disappointed look on her face. I had a feeling it was due to the lack of interest shown her by Duncan.
“So, exactly where are you from?” I asked Duncan after a few moments of silence.
“Originally from England, but I traveled a lot after I came of age.”
I raised my eyebrow at his odd answer. I didn’t think anyone said ‘came of age’ anymore. “I thought you had a little bit of an accent. So, why did you come here? I mean, why didn’t you stay in England or a bigger city?”
Our server returned with our drinks and placed them on the table. She smiled and batted her lashes at Duncan, but he didn’t seem to notice.
“It was time for a change,” he answered with a shrug.
“School had nothing to do with it, then?”
“Not really,” he said with a chuckle. “It makes the day pass, I get to meet interesting people, and it’s better than having to work for a living.”
I laughed. It was exactly the answer I thought he would give. When my phone started to play Tabby’s familiar ring-tone a moment later, I fished it out of my bag.
“Who is it?” Duncan asked, leaning back in his chair while waiting for me to finish reading her message.
“It’s Tabby. She was wondering what I’m up to.”
“Tell her I said hi,” he teased.
I looked up and glared at him briefly before responding to the text.
I sent a text back telling her I was out with some people from chemistry. I didn’t mention Duncan. I didn’t want all the questions or accusations that would come with that revelation. I knew she was still interested in him, despite my many warnings that he may not be what he appeared. Yet here I was, out with the very man I was telling my friend she should avoid. I felt like a hypocrite.
The server returned with our pizza while I was texting Tabby. She used the opportunity to her advantage.
“Would you like anything else?” she asked, completely focused on Duncan. I could hear the other meaning in her words and tried not to think about it.
“Just a refill,” he said, pointing to the nearly empty glasses in front of him.
Giving Duncan a longing glance he didn’t notice, she collected the glasses and prepared to leave. Before making her escape, she caught me watching her and gave me a quick, nervous smile. I chose to ignore her, trying to end the awkward moment as soon as possible.
“Sorry about that,” I said. “Tabby was checking to see if I needed a lift home.”
“That was nice of her.” He nodded a ‘thank you’ to the server when she returned with our refills. She didn’t stick around, clearly picking up on the fact that she didn’t have a chance.
“That’s Tabby,” I shrugged.
“How long have you two known each other?”
“Since we were six. What’s so funny?” I asked when Duncan chuckled lightly.
“Nothing, it just explains a lot.”
“What does?”
“It’s nothing bad,” he said, trying to soothe my temper. It didn’t work very well, considering it was taking all his effort not to burst out laughing. “The two of you are just very different people. I was curious how you met and hit it off so well.”
“We’re not as different as you think. We have a lot of similarities. Don’t get me wrong, Tabby is far more trusting than I am and much more outgoing, but we have a lot of the same values.”
Duncan just smiled.
“Do you think we can make it to your place before it starts up again?” Duncan asked as we stepped outside.
The downpour had ceased a few minutes before, but the clouds were still a threatening dark gray. The wind was whipping my hair around to lash my face. The temperature had dropped a few degrees, but with the steam coming from the street, it still felt more like a sauna.
“How fast can you go?” I asked as we started walking again.
Duncan gave me an evil grin that made me nervous.
“Where have you been?” Tabby asked as soon as I walked through the front door. “I thought you said you had a ride home. What did they do, drop you at the entrance? Did you take the bus home after I told you I would pick you up?” She glared at me in suspicion. One question flowed directly into the next, leaving me no time to answer any of them.
“Are you done?” I asked, shivering so hard I could feel my teeth clicking together.
My arms and legs were numb from the rain pelting them on the ride. Duncan had gone insanely fast to try and beat the rain. I was surprised we weren’t a smear on the side of the road with the way he had weaved in and out of traffic. It didn’t matter, though. The rain had started again shortly after we left the restaurant. It was only a light drizzle, but by the time we made it halfway to my apartment, it was coming down in sheets. I would have asked him to pull over, but by then I was already soaked through.
“I did get a lift home, but they drove a moped. I didn’t know until it was too late to back out.” The uncontrolled shaking added to the believability of my fictitious account.
Tabby sighed. “You know, being irresponsible is my thing. You always know better.”
I shrugged and tried to give her a smile, but it was more of a grimace. “I’m going to shower if you’re done with the interrogations.”
Running through the apartment as quickly as I could, I made it to my bathroom. After nearly falling over several times, I managed to peel off my clothes. Leaving them in a wet mess on the floor, I hopped into a hot shower. It took a few minutes, but eventually the hot water stopped the shivers from racking my body.
“So what have you been up to all day?” I asked, joining Tabby on the sofa.
“You’re looking at it,” she grinned.
“You’ve been watching television all day? Don’t you have a paper due in English next Monday?”
“Yes.”
I rolled my eyes. “And you say I’m the irresponsible one?”
Tabby chuckled softly as she reached for the bag of chips sitting on the coffee table. “How was your lunch?” She looked at me out of the corner of her eye.
“It was good.” I tried to sound nonchalant.
“So, who did you go with?”
“Just some other students in my class, they’re starting a study group.”
“Are there any cute guys in the group?”
I swallowed. “You know, there’s more to life than guys.”
Tabby looked at me like I was speaking Greek. “That’s your opinion, and you didn’t answer my question.”
Trying to buy some time to think, I took a couple of chips from the bag Tabby was holding and quickly shoved them in my mouth. “There may have been one, but I really didn’t pay close attention. There was another girl in the class who was trying to hook up with him.”
Tabby shook her head. I was the only girl she would ever believe would ignore the only cute guy in a room. “Speaking of hooking up, I need your help.”
I raised an eyebrow in a question.
“I’m going out to dinner with Duncan tonight, and I need… Are you okay? Li-Li… talk to me.”
I could feel the points of the chips digging into my throat as I tried to cough them up. A full minute passed before the coughing spasms dissipated.
Tabby brought me a glass of water to help soothe my throat. I could taste blood in my mouth. Every time I swallowed, I could feel the cuts in my esophagus. It would be raw for the rest of the day, at least.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine, just trying to breathe in my food instead of swallowing it. You were saying?”
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
I rolled my eyes at her concern. “What did you want?”
“I was wondering if you could help me pick out what to wear, but if you don’t feel up to it…”
“I’m fine. Let’s see what we can find in that mess you call a room.” I cringed inside. This was going to be a very long afternoon.
Tabby finally decided on a flirty little sundress and a pair of basket-weave wedge sandals. I helped fix her hair, leaving it in soft curls that fell around her shoulders. Pulling back a couple strands, I held them in place with some bobby pins. She looked gorgeous, as usual.
“Are you going to change before Duncan gets here?” She gave me a quick once-over and frowned.
“I didn’t realize he was coming here to see me.” She missed my biting sarcasm. I left her alone so she could finish getting ready.
When the bell rang a minute later, Tabby stuck her head out of the bedroom. “Is that Duncan?”
“Are we expecting another guest?” I asked, going to the front door.
She rolled her eyes. “If it’s Duncan, tell him I’m still getting ready.” She quickly ducked back into her room.
The bell rang a second time just as I made it to the door. “Just a second,” I said, unlocking the deadbolt.
Swinging the door open, I found Duncan standing there. He had changed since lunch. In place of the t-shirt and blue jeans, he was wearing black slacks and a white dress shirt with blue pinstripes. He had rolled up the sleeves, leaving his lower arms exposed. He looked like a model getting ready to pose for a photo shoot.
I could feel the pangs of jealousy gnawing at my stomach. “Tabby will be ready in a minute.” I held the door open for him to come inside.
“Thanks,” he said as he crossed the threshold.
I walked over to the sofa and grabbed a throw pillow to hold in front of me. I didn’t bother to start a conversation or offer any refreshments while he waited for Tabby to finish getting ready. I managed to ignore him for the most part, but he kept staring at me like he was trying to figure out some strange puzzle.
“What are you staring at?” I asked, my annoyance boiling over.
“I’m trying to figure out if I like you better soaking wet or in your pajamas.”
I blushed red. “In case you forgot, you’re here to take out my best friend.” I glared at him from my seat on the sofa.
He gave me one of his smirks in response to my glare. “I’ll let you know what I decide.”
Tabby finally joined us, so I didn’t have time to respond to his comment.
“Hello.” Duncan stood up. “You look beautiful.”
I clenched my teeth together in frustration. When he leaned over to give Tabby a brief embrace, I was surprised by the gnawing jealousy I felt. Duncan released her from his arms, and I could see the effects of the short encounter written on her face.
“You look really great yourself,” Tabby said, blushing and a little breathless. I tried to focus on the television.
“Where is your restroom?” Duncan asked.
Tabby threw me a quick glance. The only bathrooms in the apartment were located in our respective rooms. Having just exited the disaster area in her room, I knew what she wanted. He was probably only using it as an excuse to give Tabby and me time alone. I couldn’t help feeling there was another motive as well.
With my eyes on Tabby, I gave Duncan the directions to my bathroom. “Through that door,” I pointed behind me. “It’s on the left as you pass the dresser.”
“Thank you,” he said, giving me a sly grin. It took all the control I had not to react. As soon as he was out of earshot, Tabby joined me on the sofa.
“Oh, isn’t he gorgeous?” She traced the path he had taken into my room with her eyes. “So what do you think of him?” Her face was expectant.
“He’s attractive,” I answered. She looked at me like I had a screw loose. “I still think he’s a player, and you should be careful.”
“First of all, he is a lot more than just attractive, and,” she said, glaring at me, “you don’t really know if he’s a player. Besides, even if he is,” she shrugged, dismissing any concerns I had.
I shook my head. I really had no right to say anything to her. Hadn’t I just returned from lunch with Duncan a few hours ago? In truth, Tabby just didn’t care if he was a player. To her, the fact that he was the most beautiful man she had ever seen was enough to erase all faults. I sighed.
“Shall we go?” Duncan asked, joining us again.
“Certainly.” Tabby accepted his hand with a look back at me. She quickly mouthed, “Oh, my God,” before looking forward again.
I stood up and followed the happy couple to the door so I could lock it behind them. Duncan threw a smirk my way as I held the door for them.
Locking the deadbolt, I leaned my head against the cool hard surface, letting all of the air out of my lungs in an exasperated sigh. Exhausted, I turned back to the apartment. I didn’t know how I was supposed to feel. I was probably reading too much into everything with Duncan. He was obviously much more interested in Tabby than in me. That or he was just playing the game on different courts to suit our personalities.
As I walked back to the sofa, I remembered that Duncan had been in my room. I knew I was just being paranoid, but I went into my room. Nothing looked out of place or moved. I shook my head, feeling stupid. Turning all the lights off, I returned to the living room to relax until Tabby got home.
* * *
My legs felt like Jell-O as I made my way over to the dresser to turn off the buzzing alarm. I glared at the bright numbers telling me the time. The last thing I wanted was to be reminded of how little sleep I had gotten.
I had fallen asleep on the sofa while waiting for Tabby to get home, which didn’t happen until after midnight. I knew, even though she had said not to wait up, that she would want to talk. I didn’t realize how long it would take, though. When two o’clock rolled around, I had finally said, “Good night.”
Hopping into the shower, I tried not to think about yesterday. Today was a new day, and it would have its own share of disappointments. At least I would be able to see Samuel in English. I was a little nervous about that, though, because I wasn’t sure which side of him I would see.
I turned off the steaming water and stepped out of the shower. Grabbing my towel, I began to dry off. It wasn’t until I was getting ready to wrap my hair up to absorb the extra moisture that I noticed the note on my mirror.
I stared at the reflective surface, trying to make the words disappear. Duncan had obviously used his finger to leave the message. He knew I wouldn’t be able to see it until the room was filled with steam, most likely after a shower. I had to give him credit for creativity.
‘I decided. I like you better in this.’ The message was written at the top of the mirror, leaving my nude form blurry but visible through the fog. I could see Duncan’s smiling face in my mind as I stared at his handiwork.
I was still fuming when I got off the bus at school. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be creeped out, mad, flattered, or happy. The indecision about what I should feel, and the fact that I couldn’t even tell my best friend, left me irritated.
Walking into English, I scanned the room. Samuel was nowhere to be seen. So much for him showing up to class, I sighed. Disappointed, I was about to walk to my seat when a beautiful, silky voice stopped me.
“Good morning,” Samuel said from over my shoulder.
I felt my stomach flip at the sound of his voice. “Good morning.” I watched as the heads in the room turned and followed our progress.
“How was your day off?” He asked, as we turned down our respective aisles, keeping pace with one another.
I couldn’t stop the heat from reaching my cheeks. “Um, I didn’t get the day off. I have chem lab on Tuesdays. What about you?” Unwilling to lose the opportunity, I turned to look at his perfect features.
He studied my expression for a moment before answering. “No labs on Tuesday. I’m afraid I didn’t do anything exciting, though.”
I reached my seat too soon; I didn’t want my conversation with Samuel to end. Letting my bag fall from my shoulder to the floor, I didn’t want my conversation with Samuel to end. His usual seat was three back from mine, so I was shocked when I saw him preparing to sit across from me. I sat down, feeling a little unsteady. There was no way I would be able to pay attention to Professor Burns with him so close.
“You mentioned you lived in Florida and California. How did that happen?”
“Well,” I said, biting my lip absently while I tried to think about how to explain it. “I lived in California until I was four. My mom wanted to move to Gainesville to be closer to her father. He was a professor here at UF. So, my dad decided he could practice here just as easily as in California.”
“Your father is a doctor then?”
“Yeah, he’s a neurosurgeon at the UCLA medical center.” I blushed a little at mentioning my dad’s profession.
A crooked smile was Samuel’s only response to my easy blush. “So, your father is back in California?”
“Yes. My parents divorced when I was eleven. He stuck around Gainesville for a year until he was offered the position in Los Angeles.”
“You didn’t go with him to California.” It was a statement not a question.
“My friends were here in Gainesville. The thought of having to start all over when I was twelve was not very appealing.”
I was about to ask Samuel a question, but we were interrupted by Faith, who had to walk between us to get to her seat. I ignored the open-mouthed stare she directed at me. I knew that lunch was going to be a minefield.
I didn’t get the chance to renew my conversation with Samuel after Faith’s arrival. Professor Burns started class, and further speaking was not an option. He assigned a short story to read from our book and a one-page paper due at the end of the class.
I took out my book and attempted to read. The story wasn’t very long, but with my frequent glances over at Samuel, it took me more time than usual. I eventually let my hair fall as a divider between us. With the temptation to stare, if not under control, at least in check, I managed to finish my paper.
Gathering my things, I tried to leave as quietly as possible. Samuel appeared to be doing the same thing. I was pretty sure he had completed the assignment several minutes before me.
Walking to the front of the room, Samuel turned in his paper. He waited by the door for me to join him. In my rush to get out, I managed to kick someone’s book bag. I was about to apologize to the owner but thought better of it. If she had the ability to kill at will, I was pretty sure I would be at the top of her hit list.
I mumbled, “Thank you,” to Samuel for holding the door. He followed me out of the room and let the door swing silently closed behind him.
We walked in silence for a few moments. I was still in shock that I was actually standing next to him.
“How is your paper going?” he asked, breaking the silence that hung in the air.
“It’s coming along,” I answered. I had actually finished it last night while Tabby was out with Duncan, but I didn’t want to sound like I was bragging.
“Is everything okay?” Samuel sounded concerned.
I realized I was frowning. Thinking about Duncan, in any context, was not a good idea. “Yes, it’s fine. I’m just trying to figure something out,” I answered, brightening a little.
“Is it something I can help with?”
“No,” I answered too quickly. Samuel gave me an odd look. “No, I mean… it’s… okay, I’ll figure it out. Thanks, though,” I added awkwardly.
Samuel laughed under his breath. I could feel blood pooling in my cheeks.
“Well, if there is anything I can do…”
“Thanks,” I said, my cheeks growing even hotter.
We continued walking in an awkward silence for a while. It felt like he wanted to say something, but neither of us spoke. After a little while, I made an attempt to start up the conversation again.
“Did you leave your family back in Washington?” The image of the couple with him at the theater came to mind.
A dark cloud seemed to pass over Samuel’s features. “My family passed away a long time ago.” The pain in his voice echoed with years of grief.
“Oh, I’m so sorry.” My words felt woefully inadequate. From his demeanor, it appeared the loss was very hard. There was something else in his voice that made it seem like he wasn’t just grieving their loss.
“It’s alright; it was a long time ago. Do you have any other family besides your parents?” Samuel asked, leading the subject back to me.
I felt like he was hiding something, but I was probably just being paranoid. Maybe he just didn’t want to talk about a subject that obviously caused him pain.
“No, it’s just my parents and me. My dad’s brother died of a brain tumor when he was twelve. My mom was an only child and all of my grandparents have passed.” I shrugged, not knowing what else to say.
“Is that why your dad became a neurosurgeon?”
“Yeah, he loved his brother a lot. He told me he wanted to help other families so they didn’t have to lose someone they loved.”
“What about your mom? What does she do?”
I frowned, remembering the events from my first day back in Gainesville. “Unless you consider shopping a profession, she’s never really done anything. To be honest, we’ve never been very close. I think she expected me to be more like her. I’m a lot more like my Dad. The last straw was when I refused to go to the cheerleading class she signed me up for when I was ten.”
We stopped at a little pavilion in front of the building that held my math class. I checked the time. Class would start in a little over five minutes.
“What are you doing for lunch?” Samuel asked in a rush of words.
“What? Me?” I asked, looking around in shock. There had to be someone else he was talking to, but no one was around us, and there was no phone pressed to his ear.
Samuel chuckled, the gentle melody wreaking havoc with my thoughts. “Yes.”
“Uh… I’m meeting Tabby and Faith at the Union after Chemistry.”
“What time is that?”
“In about two hours,” I answered.
“Do you think your friends would mind terribly if I joined you for lunch?”
I stared at Samuel like an idiot. It looked like he was getting ready to ask if I understood, or worse, to take back his offer, so I answered quickly. “No. I think that would be okay.”
“Good, I’ll see you at lunch.” He turned and waved good-bye from over his shoulder as he walked away.
I was late getting to math. It took me a few minutes to remember I even had a class. When I did remember, I ended up on the opposite end of the building from my room.
Walking in ten minutes late, I tried not to interrupt my professor. Finding my seat, I spent the rest of the class ignoring the lecture and daydreaming about lunch with Samuel. The commotion from the students standing and gathering their things let me know class had ended. I quickly grabbed my books and made for the exit.
Halfway to chemistry, I remembered the incident from the morning. I debated whether or not to skip class. Maybe I would get lucky, and Duncan would skip. Deciding to risk it, I made my way over to chemistry. When I walked into class, Duncan was nowhere to be seen. I let out a sigh of relief.
“Hello, beautiful,” the smooth baritone drifted to my ears. I tensed at his close proximity.
“Hello.” I began walking to my seat. I still hadn’t decided how I felt about everything. I needed more time to think about it.
“You smell very nice today. Are you using a new shampoo or body wash?” The two girls in front of us turned back to stare. I refused to look at him, but I was sure Duncan was smiling.
“No,” I answered his not-so-subtle question. I decided to make a preemptive strike before his questions could get any closer to the mark. “How was your date with Tabby?”
A slight frown pulled at the corners of his mouth before it bounced back into his ever-present grin. “The food was good. The company was good. It was good.”
“That’s good.” I smiled in spite of myself. “Tabby said it was one of the best dates she’s ever been on.”
Duncan shrugged as he pulled out my chair. I pulled out a different chair and sat down. A slight chuckle escaped his lips as he sat down in the chair he had intended for me.
“Really, Alina, how long are you planning to play this game?”
I pretended that I didn’t hear him. Maybe if I ignored him, he would go away.
“Tabby is a nice girl, but not exactly what I am looking for.”
“And what exactly are you looking for?”
His eyes caught and held mine for a moment before he answered, “More of a challenge.”
I had to take a second to gather my scattered thoughts. I knew I had a good reply but staring into the fire that was burning the forest in his eyes, I forgot it. “I’ll tell Tabby to start playing hard to get.” My words came out in little more than a breathless whisper.
“Excuse me,” the overly chipper voice of Kristy came from behind me.
I sat up straight. I hadn’t realized I was leaning toward Duncan. I was thankful for the interruption, even from Kristy.
“Oh, hi again,” she said, sounding like a cheerleader on helium. “It’s Suzie, right?”
It took me a moment to place the name, “Uh, no, it’s actually Alina,” I answered. She stared at me, obviously confused. I didn’t bother to help her. I knew she was second-guessing herself.
“Well, me and some of the other girls in the class were wondering if the two of you wanted to join us for lunch.” Kristy stood there staring at Duncan to judge his reaction.
I knew this game from high school. They didn’t want me with them at lunch, but they did want Duncan. If it meant inviting me to get him there, they would. Once we were out to lunch, they would make sure he never wanted anything more to do with me. I wasn’t a fan of the petty game play.
“That would be great,” I said, doing my best impression of cheerleader. “Unfortunately, I have plans for lunch. I’m sure Duncan would love to go, though,” I said, turning to give him my best interpretation of his evil smirk.
He didn’t miss a beat. Looking straight at me, he answered, “Thank you so much, Kristy. As I said during our last conversation, I have plans. In fact, I’m sure Alina and I will be unavailable for the duration of the semester.” He turned to look at her for the first time and gave her a liquid honey smile.
“It’s okay. I understand,” she said, giving Duncan a slightly disappointed look. She didn’t appear as broken up as I thought she would. I received a dagger-like smirk. “If you change your mind…” she said, leaving the ending up to him. She was definitely still hopeful he would lose interest in me, or at least that he would change his focus to someone more in line with her type.
“What are you doing for the rest of the semester?” I asked once Kristy was out of earshot.
Duncan only laughed.
We turned our attention to the front of the room as the professor called the class to order. I found it hard to focus as she ran through some of the familiar points on the periodic table. It was a relief when she finally dismissed us.
“Where are you running off to in such a hurry?” Duncan asked, as I quickly shoved my books into my bag.
“To lunch,” I said, as if that was obvious.
“Where are we eating today?” He stood and threw his bag over his shoulder.
“Well, I’m eating at the Union. As for you, well… where do you eat?” I headed for the exit amidst longing stares and bitter green-eyed glares.
“I guess I can always try the Union. I heard it isn’t too bad.”
“You have fun with that.” I took a quick right into a crowd of people.
* * *
“Are you stalking me?” I asked, after exiting the restroom and finding Duncan waiting.
“No. Do you want me to?” He gave me a wicked grin.
Sighing heavily, I rolled my eyes. “What are you still doing here?”
“I’m taking you to lunch.”
“I’m meeting Tabby and Faith for lunch at the Union.”
“And?” He raised one eyebrow in an almost irresistible invitation.
Glaring at him from the corner of my eye, I had to control the urge to stick my tongue out. “And, my best friend likes you.”
“What does that have to do with us going to lunch?”
I let out an exasperated huff. “I’ll see you in class on Friday.” I sped up before I did or said something stupid.
As I walked to the Union, I scanned the crowd. Tabby texted me that she was going to be a couple of minutes late, but Faith would be there soon. A face near the entrance caught my attention. I couldn’t stop the smile that spread over my features when I spotted him.
I waved hello as I walked over to meet Samuel. He returned the gesture but seemed reluctant to smile. He looked frustrated or confused, I wasn’t sure which.
“Hello,” I said, coming up next to him. I bit my lip to help relieve some of the nervousness I felt.
“Hello,” he responded with his eyebrows pulled in at the center.
“How was class?” I asked, trying to start a conversation.
“It was good. How about yours?”
“I’m not sure,” I answered. “To be honest, I didn’t really pay attention. I think it was okay.”
He appeared to relax a little at my sad attempt at a joke. A crooked smile played at the corner of his perfect mouth.
“Did you want to head inside and try to find a table? My friends may be a little late.”
He was about to answer when Tabby’s voice caught me off guard. “Li-Li, there you are.” She came running up and threw her arms around me. I was a little overwhelmed by her enthusiasm. “Look who I ran into on my way here. Oh,” she said noticing Samuel standing next to me.
My eyes focused on the face behind her. This had to be a scene out of one of my nightmares. An evil grin was on Duncan’s face. I had to control the urge to be rude.
“Hello, Duncan,” I said in a barely civil voice.
“Hello, again,” he said, playing along.
“Tabby, this is Samuel,” I said, making the brief introductions.
“Hi, Samuel.” Tabby held out her hand, giving me an approving glance out of the corner of her eye.
“It’s nice to meet you,” Samuel said warmly as they briefly shook hands.
“And this is…” I began but was interrupted.
“Hello, Samuel. How have you been?” Duncan’s voice sounded playful.
Samuel stiffened at Duncan’s familiar address. I noticed his hand was clenched in a tight fist. The tension was palpable in the air.
“Hello, Duncan.” The effort it took for Samuel to remain civil was evident in every muscle in his body. The two men glared at each other from across the few feet that separated them. I wondered how long it would be before they actually came to blows.
“The two of you know each other.” I made it a statement rather than a question.
Neither of them took their eyes off the other. “Yes,” Duncan answered in his smooth baritone. “Samuel and I go way back. Isn’t that right, Samuel?” He maintained his playful tone. He reminded me of a cat toying with a mouse.
Samuel turned to look at me. “If you will excuse me, Alina,” he said before abruptly walking away. I stood in shock and watched him as he walked down the crowded walkway. What had I just missed? I turned around quickly to confront Duncan.
“What is your problem?” I asked, glaring at him. He looked genuinely shocked by my reaction.
I turned around so fast I almost ran into Faith as she walked up unaware of anything that had transpired. “Hey, Alina,” she said with a smile.
I didn’t answer. I just walked in the direction Samuel had gone.
“Alina, wait,” I heard Duncan call out. I scanned the crowd for Samuel’s retreating figure. “Alina.” Duncan’s voice was getting closer instead of receding.
“What, Duncan?” I snapped. He looked hurt by my reaction.
“Don’t go after him,” he said in a firm, even tone.
I closed my eyes in frustration. “You made your choice.” I looked back at Tabby standing some twenty feet away and looking confused.
“I’m not allowed to make a mistake?”
“I’m not the one you need to ask.” I could feel my temper getting the better of me. Doing a quick about-face, I went after Samuel before he could get too far away.
“Samuel,” I yelled at his retreating figure. Several heads turned around to see what was going on. However, Samuel’s pace didn’t appear to slow. “Samuel,” I yelled a little louder. He finally came to a stop when I was about ten feet from him.
“Thanks,” I said, feeling awkward as I came up beside him. I waited for him to respond. He didn’t say anything.
“Please, don’t go,” I pleaded.
“Alina.” It looked like he had to make an effort just to say my name. “You should go back with your friends.”
I felt like someone had knocked the wind out of me. “What?” The hurt in my voice was just beneath the surface.
“I really shouldn’t have asked to join you for lunch. It was a mistake.” The hits just kept coming. “Your friends are waiting for you.” He glanced back over his shoulder. Duncan was standing in the same spot I had left him.
I couldn’t stop the shock from showing on my face. How had everything gotten so twisted around today? “What do you mean, it was a mistake?” I felt like such a fool. I should have known better than to believe he wanted anything to do with me. After all, he was a Grecian god, and I was just a pitiful mortal.
“It’s not important,” he said, shaking his head and turning his back on me.
I stared at his back for a few seconds before turning around. I slowly started back the way I had come. My legs felt like Jell-O, and my stomach was tied in knots.
“Alina,” Samuel’s voice drifted over to me. I stopped and turned back around to face him. “I know I don’t have the right to ask you for anything. I mean, we barely know each other. If you could just do me a favor, though,” he paused and glanced back at Duncan who was still waiting for me, “Be careful around him.”
My temper flared. “You’re right. You don’t have the right to ask me for anything.” I felt a twinge of regret as shock registered on Samuel’s angelic features. Fighting the urge to look back, I stormed back up the walkway.
Lunch was a test of ancient torture methods. Duncan was so pleased at having chased off his rival he could barely contain himself. Tabby kept looking at Duncan and me as if trying to figure out if something was going on between us. Faith was oblivious to everything as she giggled into her phone. I was sure Josh was on the other end of the line.
I almost ran to history at the first possible opportunity. I sank into my chair as soon as I walked through the door. Closing my eyes, I rubbed my temples trying to forget everything that had happened today. It didn’t matter how hard I tried to push it all away; I kept hearing Samuel’s words and seeing him walk away.
Every time I thought about him, my stomach would clench tighter. It hurt seeing him walk away, knowing he wasn’t interested in anything I had to offer. I didn’t have much experience in the dating world and, though I had had a crush or two in high school, they never grew into anything more serious. This felt different, more immediate, more real.
I was thankful for the distraction when class finally started. I paid unnecessarily close attention to the material. At least while my professor was talking, I was able to forget. When class was dismissed, I was left alone with my troubled thoughts again.
I should have known something was up as I was gathering my things to leave. The whispers and giggles coming from the girls in the class should have warned me. I was so distracted by my own racing thoughts that it wasn’t until I looked up and saw Duncan waiting that I clued in. This day was never going to end.
“Hello, beautiful.”
I couldn’t stop my body’s reaction to his voice. Why did he have to be so gorgeous? I kept walking, refusing to acknowledge him. Smiling, he fell in step next to me, keeping pace without trying.
“Are you still mad?” he asked incredulously.
Clenching my jaw, I wouldn’t let myself answer. The women in the hall were looking at me like I was insane. Refusing to answer the green-eyed god walking next to me had to be a crime.
“If I apologize, will you speak to me?”
I raised an eyebrow. I was pretty sure Duncan had never apologized for anything in his life. He wasn’t likely to start now. I was sure my shock was visible on my face as he walked in front of me and stopped. I had no choice but to stop as well.
“Alina,” he started, his eyes burning underneath his lashes. My breath caught in my throat. “I am so sorry for acting like a jerk earlier. I should have taken your feelings into account before acting the way I did. Can you forgive me?” He held my eyes with his, not letting me look away.
I resisted the urge to answer him, but not for very long. “I’m not the only person you need to apologize to.” We started walking again.
“I promise the very next time I see Tabby, I will beg for her forgiveness.” I could hear the playful lilt in his voice. The only thing missing was him getting down on his knees and groveling. Still, he looked sincere enough.
“What about Samuel?” I wasn’t letting him off that easy.
“What about him?” he asked innocently.
“Are you serious?” I retorted. “You run him off without a second thought, and you think he doesn’t deserve an apology?” My voice was sharper than I intended.
“You’re pretty concerned about someone who walked off without even giving you an explanation as to why.” His voice was a mixture of anger and incredulity.
“You made it pretty clear he wasn’t welcome.”
“I didn’t force him to leave.” I could tell he was getting angrier.
“At least he asked to join me for lunch instead of using a backdoor invitation.”
“I tried the front, but you just keep slamming it in my face.”
“Then, take the hint.” I stomped off toward the bus stop. How could one person be so annoying?
“Alina ,wait.”
“What do you want from me, Duncan?”
“You.”
His eyes caught fire, burning me. I could feel the blood flooding my cheeks. My heart stuttered out an unsteady rhythm. My willpower crumbled for one brief moment. It would be so easy to be with Duncan. I could feel his arms around me, our bodies pressed together, and his lips against mine.
“You made your choice,” I said through clenched teeth.
“That wasn’t my choice. It was hers.”
“It doesn’t matter.” I was starting to feel foolish. “I need to get to the bus stop.” I started walking again, not really paying attention to where I was going.
The heat was oppressive as I walked to English class. It should have started to cool off by now. It was nearly Halloween, but there didn’t appear to be a reprieve coming any time soon.
There was no reprieve coming for me either. Faith was deliriously happy since she and Josh had begun dating. He had made sure I didn’t mind before beginning his pursuit in earnest; I had gladly acquiesced.
Tabby was happily going out with several guys, Duncan among them. When he had made it very clear to her that he was not interested in a relationship, she had moped around the apartment for a couple days before shrugging it off. She still hoped he might change his mind, so she was reluctant to commit to anyone else.
Duncan took on the role of the patiently waiting friend, hoping I would change my mind. He became a staple at lunch and, occasionally, at the apartment. I thought it might be awkward having him around, and it was a little bit, but he was surprisingly good at being patient.
Samuel had barely spoken to me since the beginning of September. The occasional hello in class was about it. I would sometimes imagine that I caught him looking at me, or that he was about to say something. When I would check, though, he would appear to be just as indifferent to me as he was to everyone else.
I trudged through the outdoor sauna hoping a small breeze might stir the stagnant air. It was frustrating that I couldn’t forget Samuel. We had spent so little time together before he brushed me off, but I couldn’t get him out of my head. He hadn’t even given me a good reason for his behavior, just some random warning about Duncan. I shook my head to clear the gloomy thoughts that were plaguing me more often than not lately.
When I looked up, there was only time for my eyes to widen in fear. There was no way I would be able to get out of the way of the car speeding toward me. I absently wondered if it would hurt much, or if I would be unconscious before the pain set in.
I was surprised at how clear everything was with my impending death moments away. The driver was leaning down, probably to pick up their cell phone or books that had fallen to the floor, and hadn’t seen me step into the crosswalk. When something cool wrapped around my arm, I barely registered it. I felt myself pulled backward off my feet. As the car breezed past me, it showed no sign of slowing down.
“Are you okay?” Samuel asked, his eyes burning into me.
Being so close to him and still in shock from my close call, I had trouble answering. “Um, yeah, I think so.”
He let out a deep sigh of relief, and his sweet breath washed over me. He slowly released me from his cool embrace.
“Where did you come from?” I asked, baffled. I was sure I’d been alone on the sidewalk.
“I was walking to class,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.
“Oh, uh, well, thanks for the help.”
My heart was thumping out an unsteady rhythm. I felt like such an idiot. Not only had I nearly killed myself, but I also had almost done it right in front of Samuel.
“You’re welcome.” His voice was little more than a breath.
I adjusted my bag and tried to think of something else to say. My mind came up blank. “Well, I guess I’ll see you in class.” I slowly turned to leave, not really wanting to.
“Do you mind if I walk with you?” Samuel inquired in a low voice. I wasn’t sure if he even meant for me to hear him.
“Sure.” I realized I had answered too fast and blushed crimson.
It had been over a month since we spoke, and I didn’t want to pass up this small opportunity. He smiled at my too-quick answer. I bit my lip and turned my head to the side trying to hide my embarrassment.
“So, how have you been?” Samuel asked, as we slowly ambled to class.
“I’ve been good. How about you?”
“I’ve been well,” he said, getting hung up on the last word.
I wanted to question him about his answer but thought better of it. “How are your classes going?”
“They’re going good. How have they been for you?”
“Time-consuming.” I shrugged.
Silence descended, as it so often did between us. I studied him from the corner of my eye. He looked like a model for the angels. His eyes looked sad, though. I wanted to do or say something to make him smile, but I felt entirely inadequate for the task.
“So, do you have any plans for Halloween?” I asked.
The corner of his lip twitched slightly. “Not at the moment.”
“Oh.” I bit my lip while debating how to proceed. “Well, my friend Tabby is throwing a party at her parents’ house. It’s a few miles outside of Gainesville on ten acres. Knowing Tabby, she probably went a little overboard on everything, but it should be fun. I have a couple of extra invitations. You know, if you wanted to come.” I stared straight ahead, avoiding any eye contact after my impromptu offer.
Samuel chuckled lightly. “Are you asking me out?”
I felt myself blush again, certain that a light dusting of pink colored my cheeks. “Well, I would really like it if you came, but if you don’t want to, it’s okay.”
His smile broadened slightly at my response. “Is it a costume party?”
“Of course. It is Halloween.”
“So, what are you going as?”
I blushed again. “You’ll just have to come if you want to know.”
The blue of his eyes steamed. I had to remember how to breathe.
“Are you going to come?” I finally managed to ask.
Looking up at the clouds, he considered my offer. “Who else will be there?”
I knew he was asking if Duncan would be there. “There’s supposed to be around two hundred and fifty people. That’s not including the ones that will probably just crash. The house is seven thousand square feet, and the deck will be set up as well.”
“Alina,” he said in a cajoling tone.
“Really, you probably won’t even see each other.”
“Alina.” He shook his head. “If you’re there, then we will see each other.”
“I promise Duncan will play nice.”
Samuel laughed without humor. “He doesn’t know how to play nice.”
I frowned. “Then, he’ll just have to learn,” I said determinedly.
On the verge of laughter at seeing my face, he smiled, only just managing to control his mirth. “Give me the invitation.”
A huge smile spread across my face. I fumbled with my bag so I could recover Samuel’s invitation. I tried to control my enthusiasm as I handed it to him.
“I’m not promising anything,” he said, taking the black envelope with silver script.
“I understand,” I responded, even though I knew I would be crushed if he didn’t come. “Make sure you RSVP. It’s all online, so you don’t have to worry about sending anything by mail. Just make sure you do it soon. I think Tabby has the invite list closing tomorrow.”
I checked the party’s list every chance I got to see if Samuel had accepted my invitation. At the last minute, just before the list closed, his name appeared. I nearly screamed.
Two days later, Josh was downstairs at Tabby’s parents’ house making sure the last-minute things were handled to give Tabby, Faith, and me time to get ready. We had about an hour before guests were to start arriving for the party.
Tabby was going as a fairy with a barely-there green skirt, corset, and wings. Faith was dressed as Jane to Josh’s Tarzan in a leopard bikini top and skimpy skirt. I was pulling on my apron to complete my Alice in Wonderland costume.
“What is that on your pockets?” Tabby asked, giving me an odd look.
“This is the symbol for Jupiter, and this is the one for Neptune.” I pointed to the corresponding symbols.
Tabby rolled her eyes. “I still think you would have looked great in that belly dancer outfit.”
I blushed at the remembered outing to pick a costume. I would have felt more clothed in a swimsuit than the costumes Tabby had wanted me to wear. My final outfit was a dark interpretation of Alice.
“I think you look very nice,” Faith chimed in.
“Thank you, Faith, so do you.” Tabby stuck her tongue out at us, and we all laughed.
By the time we finished getting ready and headed downstairs, the guests were starting to arrive. There were already thirty or so people wandering around the house, and a line was forming out front. The bouncers, dressed like agents from Men in Black, were checking invites before letting people through. Looking around the room, I saw a few familiar faces, but not the one I was looking for.
“I’m going to find Josh,” Faith said after a few minutes. She headed toward the deck, bouncing with excitement as she went.
Tabby introduced me to a group from her English class. They were all really nice and had some very eclectic costumes. My favorite was the girl dressed as Pippi Longstocking.
I weaved through the party guests as the house became more crowded. At some point, Tabby and I became separated. She was talking to one of the guys she had gone out with a few times and didn’t really notice when I ducked out.
I walked over to the bar set up inside the house to get something to drink. The water felt good as it ran down the back of my throat. Most of the girls were probably thankful for the heat. Their skimpy outfits wouldn’t have offered much protection if the weather cooled. The heat just made me thirsty.
The room suddenly went dark. I managed not to hit the person who had just placed their hands over my eyes.
“Are you having a good time?” Duncan asked, barely controlling his laughter.
“Well, I was,” I answered sarcastically.
He dropped his hands from my eyes, and I turned around to glare at him. I came up short when I saw him. His sandy blonde hair was gently tousled, accentuating his angular features perfectly. He wore a beautiful black tux that set off his green eyes. I tried to hide my reaction even as my heart tapped out an unsteady rhythm.
“Let me guess, James Bond.” I kept my voice acerbic.
“I thought it was fitting. Do you like it?”
“It’s okay, I guess.” I shrugged dismissively, hoping he would believe my lie.
Duncan smiled. There was no fooling him. “So, how many people are coming?”
I breathed a sigh of relief when I realized he wasn’t going to call me out for my lie. “We planned for around three hundred.”
“So, of the three hundred, how many did you invite?”
“I invited a few people.” I tried to control the blush that was starting to climb up my neck.
“You came!” I heard Tabby scream over the crowd and music. Leaving her previous companion standing by the wayside, she came bounding over and threw her arms around Duncan. I would have felt bad for him, but I was thankful for her interruption.
“I told you I would be here.” Duncan returned Tabby’s enthusiastic embrace. I took the opportunity to quietly escape without the usual awkwardness that accented my departures.
Another fifteen minutes passed as I mingled with our guests making sure everyone was happy. I was tempted to sneak out the back to find a quiet place, but every time I headed that way, I would see Duncan looking at me from the group he was with. He would be after me as soon as I made a break for it. I sighed in frustration.
“I take it the party isn’t going according to your plan.” Samuel’s voice sounded like a chorus of angels.
I managed to control myself enough to not react the way Tabby had with Duncan. “No, but it is starting to look up. How long have you been here?”
“Just a few minutes,” he said, giving me a heavenly smile. I was surprised at how relaxed he seemed after putting up such a fight about coming. “You look beautiful.”
“Thank you,” I said, blushing. “You look very nice, too.” I tried not to choke on the understatement. “But, what are you supposed to be?” He was wearing normal street clothes without even an attempt at a costume.
A large grin spread across his face. “A vampire.”
I frowned slightly. He was certainly handsome enough to be a vampire, and his skin was definitely pale enough. “That seems a bit like cheating. Besides, you don’t have any fangs or blood dripping down your mouth.”
He laughed, causing several heads to turn and stare. “What makes you think vampires have fangs? And the last time I checked, most people don’t let their food or drinks drip down their face while they eat.” His blue eyes sparkled.
I bit my lip as I considered his answer. “Well, I guess I can agree with that.”
Walking outside onto the deck, we found a quiet spot to talk. If I had to describe paradise, I would have said I was pretty close to it. The conversation flowed easily, and Samuel smiled and laughed more than I would have thought possible. I wanted to touch him so badly, but I was careful to keep my hands at my side or clasped in front of me. I noticed after several minutes that he was doing the same thing.
“Do you mind if I ask you a question?” He stiffened slightly before I continued, “What is all this about? Not that I mind,” I added quickly. “It’s just, well, I’m a little worried.”
“About what?” he asked without relaxing.
“I’m worried that…” I regretted bringing up the subject. The last thing I wanted to do was show him exactly how much I was interested in him. “Well, I’m just worried that tomorrow you’re going to go back to ignoring me.” My voice was little more than a whisper. I could hear the pain hidden in my words.
Samuel didn’t make a sound. He seemed frozen. “I’m very sorry,” he started. “It was wrong of me to act the way I did. Being around you is very hard for me sometimes. I’m trying to be better, but I can’t promise you anything.”
“What do you mean, it’s hard for you? Is this because of Duncan?” A hint of petulance leaked into my voice. I knew it wasn’t a fair question. Samuel clenched his jaw. “You’re not going to answer me, are you?”
He sighed heavily. “It’s complicated.”
“I’ve got time.” I set my jaw.
“You’re not going to drop this, are you?” I shook my head slightly, unwilling to give in. He sighed again.
“Duncan and I go way back. He and I were friends from pretty much infancy. It wasn’t until…” he took a moment before continuing. “…a girl came along that we also became rivals.
“She was beautiful, intelligent, and as sweet as an angel.” I felt a pang of jealousy as he talked about someone I didn’t even know. “We both competed for her affections. It wasn’t fair to make her choose, but that is exactly what we asked her to do. After a few months, she chose Duncan.
“To be honest, I wasn’t really surprised. He has always had an easier time with women than I have. Despite his having won her heart, he didn’t treat it with the delicacy I felt she deserved. I couldn’t watch her trust him, knowing the entire time he was so unworthy of it. So, I left.
“I traveled for a year. I went to Rome, Paris, Madrid, and so many other places I lost track of the names. When I was about to set out for America though, I became ill. I returned home just before I was unable to travel.
“By then, she and Duncan were engaged to be married. His fiancée sat by my bed and cared for me. In the process, she contracted the disease I had. I managed to pull through it, but she wasn’t as lucky.
“Duncan blamed me for her death. He blamed me for living. It was a very dark time. We both managed to pull through it in our own way. It ruined our friendship, though. It was hard enough that we both wanted and loved the same woman. It was impossible when we lost her.”
I sat in silence, staring at Samuel. I could see the strain of telling me the story written all over his face. I had a million questions to ask him. Instead of thinking it through the way I should have, I simply blurted out the first one that came to my lips.
“What was her name?”
“Lily.” His voice was a whisper on the breeze.
I wanted to touch him, to hold him, but something stopped me. There was something nagging at the back of my mind. “How old were you when all of this happened?”
“I was nineteen, and Duncan was twenty,” he said, coming back to the present.
“Is that the reason you chose to come to Florida?” I knew I was prying, but there was something odd about the story. It felt like he was hiding something from me.
“No,” he seemed perplexed by my question.
I was just as confused by his answer. “I don’t understand. You were okay staying there after everything that happened?”
“No, I stayed with some friends for a while. In fact, they are the same ones you saw me with at the movie theater my first night in town.”
I blushed at his bringing up that night. I didn’t think he had even noticed me. After all, there were plenty of attractive girls and women vying for his attention, and most of them were wearing far less clothing than I was.
“I have to admit, I was just as surprised seeing you there as you were at seeing me. It didn’t help that Emma saw how focused I was on you. She hasn’t given me a moment’s rest since.”
I couldn’t stop from biting my lower lip out of nervousness and embarrassment.
“I love when you do that.” His voice was as smooth as silk.
He reached across the distance between us and placed his hand gently under my chin. Applying a small amount of pressure, he lifted my face so that I was looking into his eyes. They smoldered under his lashes, burning into mine. He ran his thumb across my bottom lip.
My breathing was picking up pace to match my rapid heart rate. Samuel was breathing harder as well, his sweet breath washing over me, making my head spin. I could feel the heat coursing through me as he leaned closer. When only a few inches separated us, my eyes fluttered closed. I waited, anticipating his lips against mine.
The seconds ticked by in slow agony. Then suddenly, he pulled away. I nearly fell out of my chair. I felt the sting from his abrupt rejection. I looked at his empty chair and wondered briefly how he had gotten up so quickly. He was standing several feet away in the shadows with his back to me.
“Did I do something wrong?” I asked. I knew the hurt was evident in my voice.
Samuel didn’t move. He didn’t make a sound or show any sign that he had heard me. I was about to stand up and walk over to him, or just walk away, I wasn’t sure which, when he finally spoke. “I just need a minute.” His usually silky voice was low and rough.
Time trudged slowly forward as I watched him stand like a statue at the edge of the deck. I held my breath, waiting for him to move. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he turned around.
“I’m very sorry about that. It won’t happen again.” His voice was back to normal, but his movements were stiff as he walked back over to his seat. He tried to give me a reassuring smile, but it just didn’t feel right.
I felt like such a fool. Obviously, I must have done something wrong. It wasn’t like I had a lot of experience when it came to this type of stuff. It would figure that the one time I actually care, everything would go wrong.
“Alina, look at me.”
I turned my head away. I was on the verge of tears, and the last thing I wanted was for Samuel to see them. “I should really go make sure Tabby is okay. She can get a little rambunctious at parties.” My voice was cracking.
“Alina, please,” his voice was strained as he pleaded for me to look at him.
I turned around. He was standing only a foot away. I wanted so badly to close the distance between us. “You said you would try, and you did. Honestly, it’s okay.”
I kicked myself internally. I knew he wasn’t that into me, and still I kept hoping. I had invited him to this stupid party believing that if we spent time together, he would want to be with me as much as I did with him. I should have known better. This wasn’t a book or fairytale, and I wasn’t a princess who needed to be rescued.
He was about to say something when another voice interrupted him. “Li-Li, where have you been? I’ve been looking all over for you.” Tabby had to have the worst timing in the world. It took what little control I had left not to snap at her.
I suspected that Duncan must have convinced her to come check on me. He was standing fifteen feet away, trying to appear disinterested. I was sure that he wasn’t pleased by the fact that Samuel was at the party. He was probably even less happy that we were together.
“I’ve been right here,” I answered with only a short delay.
“Forgive me,” Samuel said, catching Tabby off guard. “I’m afraid I’ve been monopolizing her time.”
“Um, it’s not a problem,” she said, looking down so as not to stare. “Well, if you’re doing okay…” she added, looking at me. I could see the approval in her eyes.
“I’m fine,” I said. “Thanks for the check-in.”
“Okay, well, then… I’ll see you later.” Her voice held implications I didn’t want to think about. She would be drilling me for information at the first available opportunity.
“Yeah, have fun,” I said, glancing over her shoulder at Duncan.
“Don’t I always?” She laughed as she skipped back to Duncan’s side.
“Do you want to get out of here?” Samuel asked as soon as Tabby was out of sight.
My stomach felt like a wave passed through it. Was he really asking me to leave with him? “Sure, where do you want to go?”
We managed to slip out of the party unnoticed. It took us a few minutes to get to Samuel’s car. I kept waiting for Tabby or Duncan to catch us sneaking off. When we found his vehicle, I nearly screamed. It was a pearlescent, dark blue Nissan GT-R. It just happened to be my dream car.
“Do you want to drive?” Samuel asked as I stared, mouth agape.
“Are you serious?” I asked incredulously. There was no way he could really mean it. I wouldn’t let anyone drive my car, and it was just a Civic. The GT-R was far more valuable and in my opinion, beautiful. I tried not to read too much into the offer.
“Completely.” He tossed me the keys.
It drove like a dream, hugging the corners tight as I took a curve at sixty. The road underneath us felt like silk as the tires glided over it. There was an occasional bump, but the suspension absorbed most of the shock. I could tell Samuel had put a lot of money into the machine after he purchased it, making it even more comfortable. This made the fact that he was letting me drive it all the more unbelievable.
I pulled into the spot next to my car and cut the engine. I tried to calm my breathing, but I was having trouble getting it back to a normal rhythm. It had taken us only five minutes to get to my apartment from the park. The complex was dark and quiet. Sighing heavily, I debated about what to do next.
“I should have driven us back to Tabby’s parents’ house. I don’t have my keys to get into the apartment.”
Samuel chuckled under his breath. “Do you have a spare key?”
“Yes.”
“Well… Do you know where it is?”
He looked ready to laugh again as I tried to remember where Tabby and I had hidden the key. She had wanted to hide it above the doorjamb. Considering that was the first place someone would look, we had decided that wasn’t the best idea.
“Oh, I remember. We put it under the bumpers of our cars in those hide-a-key things.”
“You put your house key under your car?”
“If you were going to break into someone’s house, where would you look for a key?”
“Not on the car,” he answered, smiling. “You have a very unique way of thinking.”
Blushing slightly, I returned his smile. “I guess I should probably get going. If I don’t call Tabby soon…Ugh, no, I left my cell at Tabby’s house.”
“Here, you can use mine.” Samuel handed me his sleek, black phone.
I stared at the receiver blankly. When I started to laugh, Samuel gave me a quizzical look. “I don’t know her cell number. It’s programmed into my phone, so I didn’t bother memorizing it. I guess I’ll have to try her parents’ landline and keep my fingers crossed.”
Her voicemail picked up on the fifth ring. I left a very brief message letting her know I was at our apartment and going to crash here. I didn’t bother with any details, as I was sure to be interrogated thoroughly as soon as she got home.
“Thanks,” I said, after ending the call and handing the phone back to him.
“You’re welcome.”
“I had a really great time tonight.” I was trying to draw out my time with him for as long as I could.
“Me, too.”
I wanted so badly to lean across the console and press my lips to his. My breath was speeding up just as my mind raced forward to areas I had never visited before. After his earlier reaction this evening, I knew better than to press my luck, so I managed to restrain myself. The last thing I wanted was to give him a reason to run, and I wasn’t sure if I could hold up after a second rejection.
Samuel had his hands balled into fists on his lap. The skin over his knuckles appeared to shimmer in the light that filtered into his car from the full moon. His breathing matched pace with mine. I knew he couldn’t possibly want the same thing I did. So, why was I still sitting in his car?
“Thanks for letting me drive. It was really fun. I guess… I’ll see you in class on Monday.” I put my hand on the door to open it.
“Let me get that for you,” he said, opening his door and exiting the car before I could protest.
I tried to get the door open before he could make it around. I wasn’t fast enough, or he was too fast, I didn’t know which. The door swung open as I was about to pull the handle. Samuel’s hand waited for me as I started get out. I would have snubbed the assistance, but I wanted so badly to touch him that I didn’t protest his act of chivalry.
My heart rate picked up as I took his hand. I whispered a ‘thank you’ as he released his grip.
“Which is your car?” he asked, after shutting the door.
I pointed out my Civic parked next to us. A smile flickered across his lips as he quickly appraised my vehicle.
“I know it’s not a GT-R, but it gets me from point A to point B.”
“Where did you hide the key?”
“Don’t worry about it, Samuel. I can get it,” I said, advancing toward my car.
“No, I’ll do it. I won’t have you ruin your clothes because I forced you to take a ride with me.”
“You didn’t force me to do anything,” I replied stubbornly.
Walking up to me, he stopped only inches away. Refusing to budge, I was forced to look up into his hypnotic blue eyes. His breath was sweet as it washed over my face. Part of my mind wondered if he chewed mints nonstop, but the main part of my focus was on the way his eyes seemed to search for an answer I was unwilling to give.
“Are you going to tell me where the key is, or will I have to come up with a creative solution?” He gently tucked my hair behind my ear, and let his fingers trace the rest of the way down my jaw.
All coherent thought left me. I found myself answering his question almost involuntarily. “It’s on the back bumper, left-hand side.”
Still cupping his hand under my chin, He let a small smile play at the corner of his perfect mouth. He leaned closer, causing my head to spin faster. “Now, was that so hard?” He pressed his lips to mine, and my eyes fluttered closed.
I was in heaven. It was like I had never been kissed before. His lips felt like satin, cool and smooth. They were so gentle it was maddening. I threw my arms around his neck and pressed my body closer to his. My breath was coming in ragged gasps as I ran my fingers up into his hair. He released my chin and ran his hand behind my back to pull me even closer.
I forgot about everything else. The only thing that mattered was the warmth building between us. As the intensity increased, something changed in the urgency of his lips against mine. He started to lift me off the ground and pressed me closer to the smooth wall of muscle hidden beneath his shirt. My head was swimming.
Then, he stopped. Pulling his head back, he drew in a ragged breath. His jaw was clenched tightly in restraint. Slowly, he looked down at me. His features were a mask, but his eyes were wild. As he loosened his grip, my feet slowly touched ground again.
My breath caught in my throat, and goose bumps stood up on the back of my neck. For a split second, it felt like my heart had stopped. My head started to swim from lack of oxygen. Samuel closed his eyes, breaking the connection between us. My lungs started to fill with air as I remembered how to breathe.
“I should probably get that key for you.” His voice sounded low and rough, but all the more enticing for it.
“Um, yeah…” I whispered.
Moving to the back of my car, Samuel retrieved the key to my apartment. Even with the light from the full moon, I was surprised by how quickly he had found it.
“That was fast,” I said, as he handed me the key. We stood in awkward silence for a moment as I played with the small piece of metal.
“Um, would you like to, uh, I mean, do you want to come up?” The simmer in my cheeks burst into flames again as I made my offer. I could feel my stomach doing somersaults as I waited for his answer.
The storm that had raged in his eyes so many times before renewed itself. He appeared torn. It looked like he wanted to run. I hoped he would stay.
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