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For

Patricia Genova Farrell and Amy Cohen Peretz

Without the both of you, there would be no Maria. 

Chapter 1

The scent of death lingers nearby. Always. Only I don't attract it like I once thought. I repel it, like a deflector shield. This is my lot in life, my special gift, to extend the days of those I love. That theory comes from Jordan; the keeper of my heart, and the love of my life!  

I sigh. I don't realize I made a sound until Jordan apologizes. Again.

"I'm sorry, Steph. I just don't want to be distracted."

"I know."

He misunderstands. It's a contented sigh. One that says I'm thrilled my boyfriend is driving me to school. It's a sign of how surreal sitting next to him and knowing that he loves me is. How I can't believe in a matter of hours he'll be leaving me alone on my college campus, and I intend to savor each minute with him, every possible second. The sigh is the only chance I have of communicating any of these sentiments because he doesn't want me to talk while he's driving. I know just being together in the car for this length of time is challenging for him.

Jordan still suffers the after effects of a terrible car accident that killed his ex-girlfriend. Ex as in he broke up with her minutes before it happened. When he served as my unexpected prom date, I pressed him to admit his feelings for me. That's what led to the break-up. Now he has to deal with the swamp of guilt-induced quick sand he's been left in. It hasn't been an easy road to get to where we are, but we worked through all that.

I hope.

"I'm doing the best I can, babe."

"I know." I don't bother saying anything further to reassure him that I'm not upset.

"Maybe you can find some music on the radio."

Maybe I would if I could hear what's on the radio. Every time I turn the volume up, he lowers it. The problem is he wants it down so low I can't hear the music. I glance at his hands on the steering wheel. He holds it in a death grip. His knuckles are white, and I think his fingers might snap in two at any moment. 

"I'm fine. Just happy to be here with you."

"Liar."

"Am not."

A car swerves slightly towards our lane. He lays on the horn and goes back to stoic silence. I hate that this is so hard for him. I want him to find his way back to being the carefree, flirtatious boy I fell in love with. I doubt he'll ever go back to being that person, and it makes me sad. I don't want him to carry all this pain for the rest of his life. I wish I knew how to make it better, but the only thing I can do is stand beside him and hope in time he'll heal. 

I turn to my window, watching the never-ending expanse of trees zoom by. I wish for a fleeting moment I'd gone in the other car with my mother and her new, at least new to me, boyfriend Eddie. I'd been clueless about Eddie, but after her health scare last week, she came clean. 

"There's someone I want you to meet," she said when he showed up at our house to visit her. 

At that point she had no choice. She'd been ordered to take a few days off of work, where they'd rendezvous during lunch. She'd been frightened when they first told her it looked like a heart attack and realized it was silly to keep him hidden away. I can't imagine the cheesy conversations taking place in the other car, but I'm happy for her. My father died a decade ago and as far as I know she never dated before, so it's about time she gives someone a chance.

"Sorry." I hear the tension in his voice.

"No worries. It's all good, as long as I'm here with you."

I mean it, because even with the deafening silence, and the tension he carries on his shoulders every time we're in a car together, there is nowhere else I'd rather be. From the first moment he spoke to me, he owned my heart. It's branded with his name. I'd tried for four years to move on, to forget him, but that wasn't an option for me. No one can hold a candle to him. 

"Hey," He pulls my attention back to the here and now. "You know I love you right?"

I smile. I'm sure it's just the reaction he hoped for. It feels like that's all I've done over the last week since he found me crying on the beach. I'll never forget the wave of relief that washed over me when I found out he'd been spared from a terrible plane crash. He never made it on the plane because I called him at the last minute in an attempt to convince him to stay. Thank goodness he did. 

I always believed myself to be the root cause of the bad things that happen to people around me. Jordan thinks I'm what keeps them hanging on. I don't believe him, at least not yet. But having him try to convince me otherwise promises to be an amazing adventure.

Chapter 2

"I think that just about does it," my mother says putting my last suitcase in my closet.

Check-in ended and still my roommate is a no show. My bags are unpacked, clothes put away, and my refrigerator stocked to capacity. With nothing left to do, my mother and I share a very emotional farewell.

"I expect you to call me every day."

She holds me tight, like she doesn't want to let go. Ever. I understand, because I know once the embrace ends, she'll be gone, and I'll be on my own. It's a scary moment for the both of us. It's the moment I take a giant step out of childhood and a small one right smack into semi-adulthood.

"I know, mom. I will."

"You better. Just so I know you're okay. That's all I'm asking."

"I understand."

I did. My mother isn't suffocating like other moms. Most of the time she might even be considered cool, for a mom that is. Together we lost so much; we understand communication is key. If she knows where I am and who I'm with, she doesn't give me a hard time, as long as I'm not riding on the back of a motorcycle. 

With her gone, that leaves me alone with Jordan. 

Just him and me.

"Alone at last," he teases.

My heart thrums.

Up until this morning he'd never seen my room. Before now it probably wouldn't have mattered. I'd just stare at him, racking my mind hopelessly, searching for something to say and sounding like a complete idiot when I did speak. Most of all I'd have high hopes of him making a move, and find myself falling hard and fast, crashing down to earth, when he didn't. That was the gist of our relationship before: before prom night, or the accident, and way before the plane crash.

I know now, this moment won't be like that.

"We're alone all right." I want to bang my head on the floor. Why can't I think of anything better to say?

I'm downright sick-to-my-stomach-terrified. Everything's changed between us and this is uncharted territory. I finally have what I want, and while exalted that I no longer have to pretend my body isn't aching to be in his arms every time he's near, I tremble with fear at the thought of being alone. The feeling is akin to what one feels when watching helplessly as an innocent person is about to be slaughtered in a bad horror movie. Guess who's staring in the role of the victim? This girl. Right here. 

I glance at my handsome boyfriend. That's all it takes, that fleeting moment for me to get lost in his dark as night eyes and smoldering stare, and welcome the oncoming slaying. 

"I wish I could spend all my days staring at you." The words slip out, and I'm mortified. I can't believe I just said that.

His eyebrow shoots up as he flashes me a yeah-right smile. A smile that warms me down to my toes. That's all it takes, just a simple look and he could have his way with me. What's worse is that he knows it. His lips draw up, and I'm nothing more than a lump of clay waiting for Jordan's hands to form and mold me. A fact he's never taken advantage of. 

Instead, for years he gave my heart a serious thrashing by keeping his distance. But that's behind us. We're finally a couple. He's mine and I'm his, and since the day I laid eyes on him, it's all I ever wanted. 

"That's what all the girls say."

"All the girls?"

"Yeah, you know, you, my mother."

I slap at his chest playfully.

"You're such a jerk!" I say as he grabs my wrists and pulls me against him.

"And you know what you are?"

"A dweeb?"

He looks at me like he can't believe what I just said and chuckles. "No, Steph. You're beautiful."

Beautiful. How long I waited for him to notice.

"Absolutely beautiful."

Between the deep, low rumbling of his voice as he speaks and the fact that I feel the heat of his body covering me like a blanket, my insides vibrate. Like freshly plucked guitar strings.

I remind myself I have nothing to be afraid of. He's Jordan. I'm safe with him. And I want to be alone with him. In the week that we've been together, that's the one thing we haven't had much of, alone time. Not with me packing for school, or my mother coming home from the hospital, not to mention his visits with friends and family that suffered hours of thinking he died in a plane crash.

I want it, but I can't deny that the mound of trepidation growing in my stomach comes from the thought of all this new-found alone time. I have no idea how it will go. Especially with him being him: sexy and confident, and me being me; young and insecure. The main problem is, I don't know what his expectations are, and I have no doubt I won't live up to them. 

Not yet.

Maybe not ever.

I'm frightened to start this journey. Scared his hands might want to get acquainted with my body in ways they never have before. It won't take much time for them to find my flaws and imperfections.

"What's wrong?"

I shrug. Why is this next step so bittersweet?

The part that's keeping me on edge is knowing whatever happens now it's going to take place without a safety net. I don't have my mother roaming around the house, or Maria barging in from next door, and as it's becoming more apparent by the minute, I don't have a roommate to interrupt us. My stomach twirls and flips inside me at the thought.  

I want this. 

I waited for it. 

I take a deep breath and will myself to relax. But the tension in my shoulders only winds itself tighter around my muscles. My heart pounds at marathon speed and I can't control the shaking of my hands.  

His eyes lock on me and my breath catches in my throat. I'm sure I'm about to pass out from lack of oxygen, because I can't breathe. Watching me closely, the corner of his mouth turns up and he cups my cheek with his warm, strong hand.

"I love you, Stephanie."

The way he says it, his voice low and seductive, sends a thrill through every part of my body. I quiver as I take a step closer remembering once again that while in a dormitory full of people, we are totally and completely alone.

"What are you thinking?"

"Huh?" He catches me off guard. I can't tell him what's really on my mind. "I'm not thinking at all." 

Jordan chuckles as he folds me into his arms, my favorite place in the whole world. The air around us changes. His head dips down and his mouth meets mine. Warm. Sweet. He continues using his lips to explore, leaving a trail of searing kisses along my jaw, all the way to the spot behind my ear. His lips, his breath, they make my skin tingle and leave me swooning in his arms, wondering if my knees are going to give out.  

I close my eyes as my fingers grip his shirt, my hand is clutched closed around it, pulling, holding on for dear life. Jordan's lips part and his tongue laps against me, tasting me, caressing me. 

My fingers open enough for me to adjust my grip so I'm holding onto him instead of his clothes. I dig my fingertips into the lean, defined muscles beneath them. I'm yearning for him so much I'm dizzy. Each touch, each brush of his lips and tongue are slow, purposeful.

"Mmm." The sound escapes my lips and intensifies his movements. 

Jordan is kissing me. ME! And he's doing it with both tenderness and passion. Heat shoots through me and my brain speeds forward like a rocket about to break the sound barrier. It rushes to take his shirt off so I can touch his bare skin and explore the lines of muscle I found so enticing on prom night. 

That can't happen now. No matter how much I want it to. There's still a chance my roommate might show up. Finding me groping my shirtless boyfriend doesn't exactly scream "good girl", or "serious student." "Slut" isn't the first impression I want to leave on her or her parents. But it's too easy to welcome Jordan's advances, to get swept up in the fantasy my mind is narrating for me. I'd waited so long for this, for him. Why shouldn't I enjoy it?

"Jordan," his name leaves my lips in a whimper. He moans in response.

Wanting more, needing more, I pull him to me, move my hands to his shoulders, and push him away. Jordan's mouth opens in surprise.

"Steph?" If I couldn't see the uncertainty in his eyes, I can hear it in the low quiver of his voice. 

"Sorry."  

"Are you alright? Did I do something?"

I shake my head. "No. I just . . . I've been waiting for this for so long, I can't believe it's actually happening."

His hands run down my arms and cup my elbows, his thumbs brush back and forth over my skin causing tiny tremors to shoot through my body. "That's a good thing, isn't it?"

I nod. "It's a great thing. But I'm so nervous, each time you touch me I think there can't be anything better than that. And then you kiss me or touch me somewhere else and I realize it is better, and I have no idea what I'm doing or how I should act and . . ." My teeth close on my bottom lip because I know I'm in the middle of an incoherent ramble and I need to shut myself up. His eyes fall to my mouth and then his lips. I feel it down to the ends of my toenails. He pulls back and leans his forehead against mine.

"You talk too much," he whispers.

Jordan's hands slip under the hem of my shirt, and across my back. Heat continues to surge beneath my skin. His warm breath tickles my ear, which does nothing to quell the overpowering desire I'm fighting.  


"Jordan," I moan. "I'm scared to death!"
"Of me?" He asks looking both confused and amused at the same time.

"Of how good it feels every time you touch me. If you do what you just did again, I might not want you to stop. Ever."


I can't help notice how his chest heaves with each breath or how he pulls me closer.
"And that's a problem?" His lips curl up in amusement. 

My eyes drop down. I mean to look at the ground, but that's not where they fall. I feel my cheeks get hot, red hot, when I realize where I'm looking. I don't want him to get the wrong idea. I know I'm not ready to get acquainted with that part of him. Even if my body might want to, my heart and brain know better. 

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean . . ."

"Hey." He lifts my chin with a crooked finger. "Calm down. You have nothing to be sorry about. You think you're the only one that's nervous?"

"I guess."

"You're not. Not at all." He closes his eyes and draws in a long breath before speaking again. "I'm terrified, too."

"Of what?" 

"Being with you. I'm afraid if I don't touch you enough, you'll think I don't want you. I'm afraid of touching you too much because of how you just reacted. I already told you, I'm afraid of everything changing between us. But worst of all, I'm afraid of losing my best friend."

"I didn't think you'd be nervous at all. I just expected . . ."

"That I'm older and more experienced so it comes naturally?"

"Sort of."

"Stephanie, there's no experience that can compare to being with you." His hand moves up to the back of my neck, his thumb strokes my cheek. "This is as new and frightening for me as it is for you." 

I don't know how he can pull out the perfect words, the words I need to hear, with such ease. I don't think there is anyone in the world more perfect than Jordan. I meet his lips forcefully and grip his dark hair between my fingers.

"Besides," he pulls back breathless. "That's the great thing about you being here. We can lock the door and do nothing but this all day," his lips travel to the crook of my neck again. "And then all night." He backs off. "Or not. We can just stare into each other's eyes and talk. There's no rush. We have all the time in the world." 

Such promises! I don't want to ruin the moment with the question on my mind, but before I can clamp my mouth closed, it falls right off my lips. 

"What if I'm not enough for you?"

"Where is this coming from?" He smirks. "The girl that single handedly brought me back from the edge of oblivion is afraid she might not be enough?"

I nod.

"You're everything for me. You're my reason for living. Don't ever forget that."

I startle at the knock on the door and jump out of his arms as if we were caught naked on the beach. I hope my roommate is on the other side. I force myself away from Jordan and open the door. A pretty blonde girl with a big smile and no parents or suitcases stands in front of me.

"Hi, you are . . ." Her eyes dart to the left of the door where the name tags are hung in the hall.

"Stephanie."

"Hello, Stephanie, I'm your RA, Trina," she says, sounding way too bubbly. "My room is two doors over, and if you have any questions or concerns, I'm happy to help you."

"Thanks," I answer ready to close the door, not sure, and not caring about what exactly an RA is.

But I don't. I hesitate, waiting to see if she has anything else to say. Already I don't like Trina. She's encroaching on my quality Jordan time. 

"And there's a hall meeting in my room later. This way, we can all get acquainted with one another and go over rules and expectations. I'll see you there!"   

*

"Promise me something?"

Jordan's brows knit together, and there's not a hint of the playfulness we shared earlier. I can't imagine what has him looking so worried. 

"Anything."

I mean it, too. Because there isn't anything I wouldn't do for him.

"Promise you won't drink?"

I hesitate. He takes that as a sign I don't want to agree. "If you want to drink, fine, just wait until I'm with you. This way I know you'll be safe."

"You don't trust me?" 

"Of course I trust you. You just . . . " He smoothes my hair, "Let's just say you don't always make the best decisions when you drink, and I won't be a few blocks away. That makes me nervous." He pulls me close, and takes a long, deep breath. 

I hug my arms around him, and rest my head against his chest. I'm so lost to the thumping of his heart, I almost don't hear what he says next. 

"I want to know you're safe. That's all."

Perfect. He is absolutely perfect.

"Okay, I promise. No drinking unless I'm with you. But now I need you to promise something." I look up braving the intensity of his eyes.

He gives me a crooked smile, raises his eyebrow in a silent question, and my heart flutters just a little faster.

I look away. He's going to think I'm pathetic; like that isn't something he already knows about me. But he brought up the fact that we won't be a few blocks away from each other, and it terrifies me.

"What's wrong, Steph?"

"Promise you won't forget about me."

"How you could think for a minute I'd be able to forget you is beyond me. Even if I were across the country, across the world, I wouldn't be able to forget about you." He rests his hands at the base of my neck, forcing me to look up at him. "That's why I'm here, standing in front of you. That's why I'm alive, because I can't forget about you. Ever."

*   

I look around the hall as I walk back to my room. Some families are still here carrying groceries, or furniture to their destinations, but most have gone. No one tries to speak as I pass them in the halls. No one even looks my way. Funny how I felt so much more comfortable a few minutes ago when Jordan was still here. It feels like he took part of me with him, the confident part that knows I'll make new friends and be all right. At the moment, I don't feel sure about either of those things.

I leave my door open hoping one of the girls on my floor might poke her head in and say "Hi." I'm not holding my breath. I sit on my bed and take a look around. There's nothing special about my room; it's boring, dull. Nothing but painted cinderblock, and no frills metal furniture. The desk being made of metal is one thing, but the dresser, too?

"Hi," I startle at the male voice. I turn to see who made the mistake of stumbling into my room.

I glance at the cute guy standing at my door then quickly look away. "Sorry, you must be looking for Angie. She hasn't gotten here yet."

"Yeah." He runs his hand through his hair not making eye contact. "There's always one that doesn't show. Maybe you'll be lucky and end up with your own room and not have to pay for it. Was that Jordan Brewer I saw leaving?"

Who the hell is this and what does he want?

"I'm sorry, who are you? And what are you doing here?"

"Oh Stephanie." His blue eyes are playful, as his hand covers his chest. "I'm crushed you don't remember me."

There's something familiar about him, but I can't make him out. "Help me. I really can't place you."

"Maybe it'll help if I put my glasses on and grab my briefcase?"

I look again at the big blue eyes and very defined arms of the hot guy now standing in my room. I take in his basketball shorts and polo bearing the school logo on the upper left corner. It doesn't help one bit. I hope he doesn't think I'm checking him out; that's the last thing I need. According to his description only one person I'd ever known, or rather known of, wore glasses and carried a briefcase. That was in high school and there was no way this could be him.

"Still nothing? I thought for sure the briefcase was a dead giveaway."

Could it be? "Jonah?"

"In the flesh." He smiles and spins around slowly so I can get a view of him from all angles.

Ohmigod.

He's gorgeous. There's no way the guy standing in front of me could possibly be Jonah! Maybe he has a twin, and this one hit the coolness jackpot in their DNA split.

"Wow. I thought I'd surprise you, but I didn't think I'd leave you speechless."

"Is that really you?"

He nods. 

"You look so . . ." I struggle to find the right word. "Different."

"Different as in good, or bad."

His self-assured attitude tells me he know the answer to that.

"Good. Definitely, good. "

"It's amazing what contacts and hitting some weights can do for you."

"Yeah, but I mean everything about you is different."

"Not everything. Less than you think. The only difference is before you didn't think I was worth noticing."

"That's not true."

Wow. Jonah the nerd, is a hottie.

"Yes it is, and you know it." He smiles. "It's fine, though. Even I have to admit given the choice between me and a venomous rattlesnake, the snake had more appeal."

"Jonah."

"Can't believe you're still hanging around with Brewer. listen, I have to get back to my room, and make sure the guys are behaving themselves. I just stopped by to say hi." He turns for the door.

"Wait! Where's your room?"

"Oh, right." He slaps his forehead. A mannerism I recognize. "I'm the RA in the connecting hall. Any of those guys bother you, come get me."

"So you're on the same floor?"

"Yep. Which means you better behave yourself." He wags his pointer finger at me, "Because we'll be seeing a lot of each other."

I don't move for a few minutes, then I look down either side of my hall making sure he left.  As soon as I'm certain he's out of eye and earshot, I close my door, pick up my phone, and call Maria.

"You are never going to guess who just came by my room to say hi."

As I suspect; clueless. But why wouldn't she be? We never spoke to him, and we had no desire to know what college he planned to go to.

"Jonah? Really? Lucky you."

"No. You don't understand. He's hot. I mean my mouth dropped. I couldn't believe it was him."

"It's not nice to make fun of people like that. Besides, what did the poor guy ever do to you?"

"Fine. Don't believe me. You'll see."

"If I didn't know better I'd think you have a crush."

"Oh please. You know I love Jordan. I just can't believe the change in Jonah. I'll have to point him out when you visit."

"Glad you remember you have a boyfriend seeing how you've pined away over Jordan for years, and now you finally have him. Don't mess this up, Stephanie. Don't give Jordan any reason to worry. Especially about someone like Jonah."

"I won't. Jordan's my everything. I'm not planning on losing him."

"Just keep that in mind the next time Jonah shows up to say hi."

I understand what Maria's saying, but what she doesn't understand is how lonely I felt in those first few minutes after Jordan left, and how comforting it is to know someone from home is right down the hall, even nerd-turned-hot-guy. And it doesn't matter how hot Jonah or anyone else is. Jordan is Jordan. I waited too long for him and we've been through too much for me to lose him now. 

Chapter 3

With my clothes unpacked, my bed made, and not much to decorate with I don't know what to do with myself. There's nothing on television, I updated the feed on all my social media sites with pictures and comments fifteen times already, and Jordan hasn't called yet to tell me he's home. I don't bother calling him. He won't answer while driving. I tap the tips of my fingers together fighting the nervous jitters and the jiggling of my leg while waiting for him to call. 

The knock on the door startles me. I hope my roommate decided to make an appearance. I expect the powers that be paired us together according to our interests and we'll become fast friends. Friends that will stay up at night talking and sharing secrets. We'll support each other through the freshman fifteen and have cram sessions before midterms and finals. We can't do any of that if she never shows up.  

I realize as I head to the door it's most likely not my roommate. She would have been given a key to the room like I was. I turn the knob and pull the door open to find Trina on the other side. She still has her bubbly voice and big smile plastered on. And once again I think no one is that happy. 

"Just wanted to remind you about the mandatory hall meeting in my room in five."

Great. I'll probably be the only one there completely alone, without a roommate, not knowing a soul. I send Jordan a text message, telling him where I'll be. I know he won't look at it until he gets home. I check the time. It's almost two hours since he left. What's taking him so long? 

*

Eighteen of us sit in a circle on the floor in Trina's room. Yet again she introduces herself with the same annoyingly, happy tone she had when she stopped by my room earlier in the day. I know she wants to make us feel at ease, and like she really cares about each of us, but all that's coming across to me is phony, phony, phony.

I listen as she explains her job as RA, Resident Assistant. She's like the den mother of our dormitory wing, the enforcer, or depending on your point of view, the tattle tale. She explains the rules of dorm life. No lighting candles or hot plates in our rooms. Since we're all under the age of twenty-one, no drinking or smoking inside of the dorms. No drinking; that's a bummer, but it will help me keep my promise to Jordan. Next she talks about the enforcement of quiet hours, and guest protocol. The same guest can only spend the night three times a semester. If she's serious about adhering to that rule, it will put a serious crimp in my plans. 

After explaining dorm etiquette and her open door policy, she passes around a roll of toilet paper. "Take what you need?" she explains.

"For?" asks a blonde girl whose name I can't remember.

"You'll see," Trina answers with a toothy grin. 

Leery looks are given as the roll is passed around. Each girl stares at the toilet paper like it's about to attack in some sinister way. It reminds me of the game Hot Potato.  Only now we each have to take a piece of it and wait for it to burn, or in this case perhaps explode, in our hands. 

Uncomfortable with the idea of taking "what I need" when she won't tell me what I need it for, I rip off only one square. I hope I won't need more as I watch some of the other girls take about ten. 

The role is returned to Trina, and she explains. "Since we're going to be living with each other over the next nine months, we shouldn't waste any time making friends. This is an ice breaker to help us all get to know each other a little better and make everyone comfortable with each other. For every square in your pile you need to tell the group one fact about yourself." 

I  smile, relieved I only have one square. Life tip: if you don't know what you're getting into, don't get yourself in too deep. 

Eyes roll, teeth are sucked, and Trina continues to sit there smiling. Each girl before me uses her own name as a fact. I want to protest and complain that's cheating, but they all have more squares than me, so I bite my tongue. Carla, a chubby brunette, sits next to me and goes just before me. She has only five squares, but she doesn't look comfortable speaking at all. Her dark eyes fall to her lap, and I could barely hear what she's saying. I feel how uptight she is as the other girls start moving around, and look around the room. 

Great. Way to set the table for me.

I don't want the group to dismiss me in the same obnoxious way they dismissed Carla. I need to grab their attention, but that isn't my strong suit. I look down at the flimsy paper in my lap. It's not going to intimidate or best me. I need one fact. I can pull out one kick ass, awesome fact about myself. 

"It's your turn, Stephanie," Trina says. I think that's her lame attempt to rein the group back in. 

I'm not sure what fact I should use. But decide to go with the one thing I feel confident about, the one thing that seems to warm people to up me. "I like to draw. I mean I draw. I sketch. Anything. Landscapes. Still lifes. Even pictures from memory."

Once I finish tripping over my tongue, I take a deep breath and force my shoulders down into a neutral position. After my mini confession, a wave of relief surges through my body. This is my first college challenge and while a small one, I consider it a win. 

The meeting breaks up.  Roommates walk in pairs back to their rooms talking and giggling. Everyone, but me. I leave solo. When I get back to my room I'm tempted to call Jordan. He has to be home by now. Insecurity floods my mind. What if he changed his mind about us after I pushed him away? 

I don't even give that thought room to grow. I dismiss it, ditch it from my mind. I'm not about to blow us out of the water before we even start. Whatever reason he hasn't called yet, I'm certain it's a good one. With nothing better to do, I head for the student union building that houses the cafeteria. 

* 

The guys in front of me look like they know what they're doing, so I follow them over to the cashier, and swipe my ID card through the little credit card like machine the same way they do. I take a tray and silverware, and move to the end of the long line. I hope by the time I'm finished there will still be empty tables. I don't want to have to ask anyone I don't know if I can sit with them. How humiliating.

Looking at the selection of food behind the glass, I don't see anything appetizing. Sloppy Joe's and filet of flounder are our choices for entrees.

"Don't you have salad anywhere?" I ask. I can't believe the place that's responsible for our health and nutrition over the next four years doesn't have any healthy food. I guess the flounder is the healthy option, but I won't eat fish prepared in the cafeteria even in exchange for a semester of straight A's.

The server lifts her greasy spoon dripping with what passes for chopped meat and points it straight ahead. "Out there."

I look behind me to see a salad bar in the middle of the cafeteria. 

"Thanks."

Seeing no one at the salad bar makes me nervous. How bad could salad be that everyone avoids it? I dish myself a generous helping and look around. I hate that already people seem to be making friends and here I stand playing the loner once again. I don't want to be alone, but I have no automatic buddy to navigate the first few days with.

"Stephanie."

I turn, wondering who called me. Feeling slightly overwhelmed by the crowd, and the noise, I can't make out the direction the voice came from.

"Come sit with us," Jonah stands in front of me. I look up and smile, relieved, and possibly even happy he's here. I follow him twenty feet over to a round table with a few other people: Trina and two guys. "Hey everyone, this is Stephanie."

"Hi." I place my tray on the table, give a small wave, and a force a smile on my face. 

"I know you already know Trina, and these goofballs are Ian and Logan."

"Hey," one of the two guys says, sounding disinterested.

I pull my chair out a little and slip into it.

"So you two know each other?" Trina asks with a big smile on her face. OMG don't her cheeks cramp up from all that smiling?

"Stephanie and I went to high school together." Jonah clarifies.

"Oh. I guess that means when you get lonely for the hoodlums back home, Jonah will know how to make you feel better." Trina succeeds in humoring only herself.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. I check the caller ID, Jordan. Finally.  "Excuse me a minute," I say before answering. "Hey, is everything alright?"

"Yeah, sorry. I stopped off at a friend's house." The place erupts as a group of rowdy guys enter, laughing and yelling out to the people around them. "What's all that noise?"

"I'm in the cafeteria, can I call you when I get back to my room?"

"Sure, no problem. I love you Stephanie."

"I love you, too."

"Aww, isn't that sweet?" One of the two guys sitting at the table sneers at me with a nasty gleam in his eyes. "How long you with him?"

"Huh?"

"Your boyfriend. That was your boyfriend wasn't it?" Logan asks.

I nod, looking him in the eye, noticing how much he reminds me of a rat. His brown eyes are beady and spread apart, his nose pointy. I could just see him gnawing his slightly bucked teeth into a cement brick.

"Since you're here alone I'm guessing he goes to a different school."

"He does."

"Then I'm hoping you don't have a lot of time invested in him, because these long distance relationships don't work. You'll both be cheating in no time."

I do not like Logan. Not at all. He doesn't know Jordan, or me. And he thinks he has the right to spew shit out about us? There's no way we're about to screw up this wondrous place that took forever to get to.

"Leave her alone." Jonah warns. "Besides, Stephanie and Jordan have been together forever. She won't cheat on him."

"Notice you didn't say he won't cheat on her."

I wait for Jonah to defend Jordan as he leans back in his chair and turns to look at the new wave of people coming into the cafeteria. I don't move while I stare at his lips, waiting for them to open again and for the words, "He'd never cheat on her," to leave them. But they never do. Realizing this part of the discussion is over, I stare at the salad in my dish and move it around with my fork. Classes haven't even started and already I hate my first day at college. So far nothing went according to my grand plan. Much like when I started high school. Only then I had the comfort of having Maria by my side. And then of course there was Jordan.

"So dude, you have to see the piece of ass that Ian hooked up with at orientation."

Ian doesn't say anything. I don't think he could as the color of his face turns a deep shade of purple.

"Logan! C'mon. There are girls at the table," Jonah warns.

Yep I definitely don't want to find myself anywhere near Logan for the rest of the year.

*

I high tail it back to my room and call Jordan as soon as I catch my breath.

"What's wrong, Steph? You sound upset."

He knows me so well he can read me by the sound of my voice. It isn't the hug I'm longing for, but I find it comforting.

"Nothing. I just wish my roommate showed up. Everyone knows someone and I ended up eating dinner with these obnoxious guys."

"Guys?" he sounds surprised. 

"And Trina, my RA."

"Do I need to worry about these 'guys?' he teases.

"No." I laugh, "There's not one person on this planet you need worry about. I just . . . I hate to sound all pathetic and clingy, but I miss you."

"You're not pathetic or clingy. And if it makes you feel better, I miss you too."

"Do you really? I mean it's only been a few hours since we saw each other." I sound deflated, suspicious even. I don't mean to.

"You don't believe me?"

"I do. I'm sorry. This idiot just went on about how long distance relationships don't work, and it took you a long time to call me. I guess I let him get in my head."

"Stephanie. You might find this hard to believe, but you're not in this alone. I waited years to be with you, too." His voice is low, gravely, and is putting me under a spell. Part of me doesn't believe he waited for me, at least not in the same obsessed way I waited for him. Jordan continues sounding confident and in control. "I'm head over heels in love with you, and I'm not about to let some frat-boy-wanna-be steal you away. Understand?"

Every time I think I can't possibly fall deeper in love with him, he proves me wrong. "Got it."

"Good. Now, what are your plans for tonight?"

*

There's a freshman mixer taking place in the lower level of the dormitory. I want to check it out, but feel awkward going by myself. It's a place to meet other newbies like me. I know I really should go. I don't understand where these feelings of insecurity are coming from. I thought I was over that. But they've been flooding my brain all day, and at the moment I'm not certain they won't overflow and cause me to drown.

I already know Jonah, so I'm not completely on my own. I'm sort of on speaking terms with Trina, even though she's not my favorite person. And I forced the names of a few girls on the floor into memory. And there's no way I'd forget Logan and Ian. Although I hope they'll forget me.

I look in the mirror and check my make-up. I'll go. I have to. I stand staring at my reflection, trying to talk myself into it when I hear a knock at the door. Thinking my roommate might have finally arrived, I answer with a renewed sense of hope that I'll be spending the next few hours talking to her rather than getting swept up in all the craziness going on downstairs. Only it isn't my roommate on the other side of the door. It's Jonah. He's looking around the hall, one hand on the back of his neck. A trace of a smile forms at the corner of his lips as he starts speaking.

"I've been designated to go find the freshman hiding in their rooms and summon them down to the common area for tonight's getting to know you activities."

"I was just about to head down there."

"Uh huh, well then do you mind if I personally escort you? Besides this way you don't have to walk in alone."

"Not at all." I say as I step out into the hall, lock my door and pull it closed behind me. "Actually, I think that might be kind of nice."

Together we head down the hall and main stairwell, all the way down to the common area. Jonah points things out to me as we go, obvious things like the fire alarms and exits.

"This space is used for just about anything. Once in a while we show movies here, or some of the clubs will hold a meeting. Other times you might find someone studying or just tossing a ball around on a rainy night, even though that's not really encouraged."

I listen as we continue down the steps. For a minute my stomach tumbles. Where exactly is he taking me? I don't see or hear anyone else and we just went down flight after flight of steps.

"So, Trina told me you like to draw."

I nod. "I didn't know what else to say. It's just a silly hobby I picked up in high school."

"Why is it silly? If it's what you like to do you should be proud of it."

"I am."

We finally stop descending and now we walk straight down a long hall. Noise filters into the corridor we're in. Two girls appear at the other end, and just as quickly turn and disappear.

"I'd love to see your work some time."

"I don't really show anyone, like I said it's a silly hobby, and I'm not that good."

"We could always play show me yours and I'll show you mine."

I stop. An uncomfortable silence falls on us, and I'm not sure I want to take another step with him.

After a beat he continues. "What do you think I used to keep in that briefcase? You didn't think those were books and school work did you?" He starts walking again.

"I don't know. Honestly, I never gave it much thought."

He nods. "I get it. You cast me aside as just another nerd, like everyone else." He says it as a joke, but I can't help detect the bitter tone of his voice.

"I had a hard enough time trying to fit in high school and get those mean girls off my back. I didn't really think about what you had in your briefcase or anyone else for that matter." 

Except for Jordan.

"I wasn't trying to make you uncomfortable or anything. Just stating a fact. I heard what people said about me. It's not like you could tune out a whole school for four years."

"Tell me about it."

Jonah says he understands, but that's not what I hear in his voice. I hear the bitterness his tone carries. It's the same sentiment I carried in my heart when high school started. If not for meeting Jordan and having him around as my protector and confidant that first year, my whole high school experience could've been just like Jonah's, ignored and ridiculed.

As we get to the end of the hall an eruption of noise pours out of the doors leading to the common area. There's a huge open space filled with people. I look around, wishing I chose to stay in my room.

"It's okay, they won't bite."

"You don't know that," I tease.

"You're right, I don't. But I'll be around to keep an eye on you. If I see anyone baring teeth, I'll come to your rescue, unless you say otherwise."

I give him a sideward glance.

"What? You might like it. Girls are kinky these days."

"Thanks, Jonah. I really needed to hear that right now."

He laughs. "Just go. Get a sheet, Trina has them."

The sheet Jonah's talking about is a scavenger hunt. Trina explains we're supposed to find someone to pair up with and complete both sides of the page. The first side has questions on it we're supposed to ask people about, like name someone with a July birthday, or name someone that likes riding horses. The questions go on like that down the entire sheet. Twenty getting to know you questions. Great we're being forced to talk to each other. The back of the paper has tasks we're supposed to complete so we get to know the campus, like what color placemats are in the cafeteria. What is written on the sign taped to the science building door?

I recognize a few girls from my hall and sort of stand near them, trying to find a way to include myself in their conversation. Finally I decide to take the bull by the horns and speak to them.

"Hi," I say.

"Hey," Emily replies.

The other girl Avery goes out of her way to look over me, around me, anywhere but at me.

"So do either of you have a birthday in July?"

The corner of Avery's mouth lifts into a sneer, while Emily answers, "The questions revolve around the RA's. I mean some of us might fit the bill, but they're sort of guaranteed to be answers. Avery thinks it's so we get comfortable with them since that's who we're supposed to go to if we have a problem."

"I guess that makes sense."

"It doesn't seem like she has a problem getting to know the RA's," Avery points her accusing eyes on me.

"Excuse me. Did I do something to you?"

"No. Not yet. But I'm not about to give you the chance to either, miss goody-two-shoes."

I make a mental note, steer clear of Avery. Unstable. Paranoid. Possibly psychotic.

I roll my eyes. "I have no idea what brought that on."

"Oh, ignore her," Emily says smiling. "She's just upset because she saw you . . ."

"C'mon," Avery pulls Emily by the hand, away from me. 

Because she saw me what? I haven't been here long and there's nothing I can think of that I did to piss anyone off. What did she see me do that upset her? I watch in silence as they head out one of the exit doors.

How did I luck out to be the only one on the floor besides the RA without a roommate and with psychotic hall mates? I miss Maria. She'd know how to navigate through this. She'd be fast friends with all these people within an hour. I take a deep breath and think of what she'd do if she were here.

Feeling completely out of place, I look around and spot Jonah. I want to go stand by him so I don't feel so awkward, but he's talking to a cute freshman girl. So much for having a fallback friend. He writes something on her paper. I watch them, waiting to see if she's going to walk away or not. The hand holding the paper drops as she continues talking to him. She smiles a lot, no doubt flirting. Her empty hand comes up and touches his shoulder. Oh yeah, she's in flirt mode.

"Hey baby, you look like you could use a little company,"

I turn around to find Logan standing behind me. "Not yours, that's for sure."

"Ooh, so it's Jonah you're hot for?" He inches closer, making me want to run off screaming. "That's cool. I'll wait for you to come to your senses."

"I don't want Jonah, and there'll be an ice storm in hell before I ever want you."

I turn and head for the hall, hearing Logan call out behind me. "It's okay, I'm patient. You'll be begging for some of this before the year's up."

With my heart pounding harder than normal, I ignore him and head upstairs. 

Chapter 4

Back in my room, I'm not sure who I should call, Jordan or Maria. I need a dose of Jordan, but Maria will know what I should do, especially about Logan. Bottom line, they're the two most important people in my life, and though I have not been gone for very long yet, I miss them both.

"You're not even gone twenty-four hours and already I'm hearing from you more than I did when you lived next door."

"Fine. I'll call someone else."

"So sensitive. Please tell me you're not calling to tell me about Jonah again. I think I'll have nightmares."

I smile. "You're so mean. Why did I never realize this before?"

"Because you love me. And while my meanness is one thing, going on about how good Jonah looks, is downright rip-your-heart-out cruel."

"Wait smart ass, one day you'll come visit me, and then you'll see for yourself. But until then, there's this other guy that's freaking me out. He's everywhere, and I can't tell if he has a thing for me, or he's just an obnoxious ass to everyone."

"Tell him you have a boyfriend; that'll put some distance between you."

"Already did. He went on to say how long distance relationships don't work."

"First of all, he's talking about long distance, like New Jersey and Minnesota. Second of all, Jordan's not your average guy. You two have been into each other since you started high school."

"Yeah, but . . ."

"But nothing. Jordan loves you Stephanie. And third of all, if this jerk doesn't keep his mouth shut, your boyfriend will have no problem shutting it for him."

"I guess."

"Don't guess. Know."

Part of me knows Maria's right. I have everything I want with Jordan. Although the romantic part of our relationship is new, the love isn't. I fell in love with him a long time ago, and I'd do anything for him. I know he feels the same way. He has to, or we wouldn't be together. 

*

I lie down in bed with the TV on, hoping to fall asleep. I hear voices outside my door. Male and female voices. I get out of bed and check to make sure my door is locked. I look through the peep hole to see if I recognize whoever's out there.

People are kissing in front of my door. I recognize Avery's auburn hair, and think I hear Logan's voice. Relief washes through me. Good. Maybe she'll help keep his mind off me. I can't think of two people that deserve each other more.     

*

Sirens blare. Loud, high shrilled screeching fills my ears. I yawn and stretch, not wanting to get out of bed. It's still dark outside. A quick look at my alarm clock and I realize it's only four in the morning. 

Four in the morning!

The pounding at my door scares the living daylights out of me. My heart thumps as loud as the fist on the other side. I don't have a chance to
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Sometimes being with the one you love hurts more than being without them.





