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“Hey honey, do you need any help with anything?” Mrs. Howard asked. She stood for a moment, watching her youngest child and only daughter pack.

“No Mama. I’m fine,” Sidra replied, satisfied as she placed the last of her meticulously folded and expensive blouses into an oversized suitcase. Sidra liked wearing the best brands, and – thanks to her family’s upper-middle class status – she indulged quite often. The pretty brown skinned eighteen-year-old was considered the epitome of class and style: elegant, ladylike, well-mannered, but never hesitating to curse a person out if she had to.

“I’m very proud of you, you know,” Sidra’s mother gushed. Their close relationship wasn’t hard to work at; being the only two women in the house, it came naturally.

“I know that Mama. You’ve told me about a hundred times already,” Sidra responded, a trace of frustration in her voice.

“Well. I am,” Mrs. Howard reiterated with a big smile as she sat down on her daughter’s perfectly made bed. Sidra had always been a bit of a neat freak, a trait that she had picked up from her mother. “And maybe it’s my hearing, but do I detect a bit of frustration in your voice?” 

Sidra sighed and sat down next to her mother. “I’m sorry Mama. It’s just that I’m so nervous about going away to college. Virginia seems so far away from Wilmington. I’m not saying that I don’t want to go, but still...”

“Sweetie, I know how you feel. That’s how I felt when I went away for the first time. But despite how you feel, it’ll be a great experience. You’ll learn new things, you’ll make great friends, and you might even meet your future husband there,” she replied. Sidra smiled at the thought of meeting the love of her life. “But Princess, you better finish school first before you get married and have children, do you hear me?” She continued sternly.

“Mama, calm down. I don’t even have a boyfriend yet, and you’re already talking about marriage. Can I get to the school first?” Sidra said with a laugh.

“I’m not playing with you Princess,” Mrs. Howard continued. 

Sidra kept laughing as she put her arm around her mother and hugged her.

“I hear you,” she replied, putting her head on her mother’s shoulder. 

“Sidra I’m serious – don’t come home with any babies,” her mother warned sternly.

Sidra’s head popped up “Mama!” 
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“I can’t wait until you’re out of my house for good.” Brenda Parker sneered, making no attempt to mask her hostility.  

“That makes two of us,” Chasity mumbled angrily.

Arguments were nothing new in the Parker household. Eighteen-year-old Chasity had never gotten along with her mother; she was always told that she was never liked and never wanted. Whenever she could, she escaped to her aunt Patrisha in Florida or her grandmother in Pennsylvania. Now she was packing up the remainder of her things. She knew that she wasn’t going to be returning home to Tucson any time soon. She was leaving for Pennsylvania the next morning and from there she would drive to Paradise Valley University. Chasity would be taking everything she owned, one bad attitude, and a very bad temper.

“What? I didn’t hear you, smart ass. What did you say?” her mother questioned angrily.

Chasity tossed her bag on the bed, turned, and looked at her mother. “I said that makes two of us,” she spat. “I can’t stand you and your screwed-up attitude.”

“My attitude? My attitude?!” Brenda Parker screamed in outrage.

“Who else am I talking to?” Chasity retorted smartly.

“Please, bitch; you’re the one with the damn attitude. Walking around here like everyone owes you everything.”

“Bitch? See, that’s the stuff I’m talking about. What mother stands there and calls her daughter a bitch?” Chasity countered, folding her arms. “I’ll tell you what kind, Brenda. The kind who’s a miserable, lazy, pathetic, life-wasting drunk. You’ve treated me like a mistake my whole life, and you wonder why I have such a bad attitude. Screw you.”

“Oh, spare me the sad story, Chasity.” Chasity rolled her eyes at her mother’s nasty tone. “You have everything any girl could want – good looks, nice clothes, money. You’re just an ungrateful, spoiled brat.”

“Yeah? And not one of those things that you just mentioned was given to me by you.”

Chasity looked her mother up and down. She was right; the money and all of her possessions had been given to her not by her parents, but by her aunt Patrisha. Chasity didn’t even look much like her mother – more like her aunt. Brenda and her aunt were both tall, but Chasity had Patrisha’s long black hair, light-brown skin, delicate features and slender frame. It was no wonder that Chasity was wanted by guys and hated by girls. She didn’t care. 

“Just shut the hell up and get out my house now!” Brenda screamed. 

“You yelling at me isn’t gonna make me move any damn faster,” Chasity spat. “I’ll leave when I’m done; now get out of my face.”

Brenda grabbed her daughter’s arm and gave her a cold look. Chasity returned it in kind, one of the few traits they shared. 

“If you don’t take your hand off my arm, I will hurt you,” Chasity threatened in a low tone.

“You try it, and I’ll break your arm, right here and now.” 

“What? Is that supposed to scare me?” Chasity asked, casually glancing up and down her mother’s tall, solid frame. “You can’t beat me anymore; now let go,” she demanded, not blinking once. 

Her mother dropped her arm and stood there as Chasity pushed past her and walked out of the room.
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In a large single-family house in Baltimore, Malajia Simmons danced around her bedroom, singing along at the top of her lungs to the music blasting from the radio. Excitement overwhelmed her as the day had finally arrived. She was packing, getting ready to leave for college. To celebrate, she’d dyed her naturally brown hair a deep wine color, and had it cut into a short, trendy bob. She was hoping the style would make her look more sophisticated. 

Malajia’s older sister Geri stomped into the room and turned off the radio just as Malajia was in mid-scream. “God girl. You so cannot sing,” Geri said with a laugh.

“Girl please, it sounds better than your singing,” Malajia shot back playfully. Of her six sisters, Malajia was closet with Geri.  

“You can hear that music half way down the block,” Geri replied as she flopped down on the bed.

“NO!” Malajia screamed, causing Geri to jump up quickly.

“What!”

“You sat on my brand new dress,” she complained, before rescuing the short, sexy, burgundy strapless dress from any harm.

“I take it that Dad hasn’t seen your new wardrobe,” Geri said.

“Are you crazy? He would kill me if he saw my new clothes. Either that, or he would take away my rights to his credit card, which would be like killing me,” she replied. Their father was very protective of his daughters. If he only knew that he had good reason to worry. In high school, Malajia would hide her skimpy wardrobe in her book bag and change at school; she would call boys while she spent a night a friend’s house, and she would sneak out to the mall alone in order to meet up with her guy friends, or buy the clothes that she wanted. 

With six sisters, Malajia craved attention growing up. She didn’t care what anyone thought of her, as long as they thought of her. She carefully selected her wardrobe to show off her figure in ways her parents would never in a million years consider appropriate—short miniskirts, bustiers, crop tops, plunging necklines, and backless halters. If a story or event was lame to her, a little exaggeration never hurt. Friends and family never quite knew whether her stories were accurate, or enhanced.

Geri shook her head and smiled. “The new hair color looks good on you.”

Malajia spun around and struck a pose. “I know right?” she boasted. “Doesn’t it complement my complexion?”

Geri narrowed her eyes at her sister. Sure the color complemented Malajia’s brown skin tone and brought out her big brown eyes. But the girl never could take a complement without adding her vain comments. “Never mind, I take it back.”

Malajia giggled at Geri’s nasty tone. “Too late, you already said it,” she teased.

“So are you finished packing yet?”

“Nope. Oh yeah, give me the hairdryer,” Malajia said as she held her hand out.

Geri looked at her with confusion. “What hairdryer?”

“The white one.”

“Heifer, that’s mine!” Geri exclaimed.

“So what if it is. You don’t need it, you have braids.” Malajia argued

“So what, that’s not the point. It’s still mine, and when I take these things out, I would like to have my hairdryer around.”

“Just give it to me, and hurry up; I need to run to the mall for some last minute accessories,” Malajia prodded.

Geri looked at her for a second. “Fine, if I let you borrow it then...You have to let me try on your new dress.” Geri snatched the burgundy dress off the bed and bolted out of the room.

“Noooo,” Malajia whined, chasing after her sister. “You can’t fit your big butt in it!”
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“Jazmine, why do you always have to treat me so bad? I never do anything to you. Even though we share a room, I’m never in your way,” Emily replied softly. 

Emily Harris never got smart or raised her voice, this girl was too afraid to stand up for herself. She always worried that she might get her feelings hurt, or worse – get hit.

“Emily, whatever. I can’t stand your whining. You act like a big-ass baby. You need to get it together and grow a damn backbone; you make me sick. Hurry up and get out,” Jazmine said angrily.

“You—you know, you really h—hurt me when you talk to me that way,” Emily struggled to say as her eyes started to tear up. Jazmine was right. She’d never had the backbone or confidence to stand up for herself in the family. It wasn’t just Jazmine who picked on her; her brothers did too. Maybe, she thought, it was because she was the baby of the family, or maybe because they suspected that Emily was their mother’s favorite.

“Aww, what’s the matter Pasty face? You about to cry?” Jazmine taunted.

Emily looked down at her hands, she hated that nickname. Her sister called her that because of the simple fact that Emily’s complexion was so much lighter than that of her brown skinned siblings. “Can—can you please not call me that?” 

Jazmine frowned at Emily’s soft voice. “Girl, just shut the—”

“What’s going on in here?” Ms. Harris asked as she walked in the room, interrupting Jazmine.

“Oh nothing Mom, just helping my dear baby sister pack,” Jazmine lied. Emily just looked at the floor.

“Jaz, get out.” 

Jazmine shrugged, but obeyed the command without any comment. 

“What’s wrong Emily?” Ms. Harris settled down on the bed next to her daughter.  

“Nothing, I’m fine,” Emily lied. How could she tell her mother that she was afraid of being on her own at college, with no one there to look out for her?

Ms. Harris pulled Emily close. Deep down, she wished that Emily didn’t have to go. If it was up to her, Emily would be going to a college closer to home. There are plenty of good schools right here in Jersey, she thought. She was so worried about this shy, quiet child who always hid in long dresses, sweat pants, and baggy shirts. Not that they ever had much left over after paying the bills to splurge on fashion fads. Money was tight, but they did okay in the finance department. 

“Your father called today,” Ms. Harris said after a while.

“Really? What did he say?” Emily asked, a glimmer of hope slipping through her voice. Perhaps her dad could come and see her off after all. Even though he lived several states away, the man was still a big part of her life.

“He said that he’s sorry that he can’t see you off,” Ms. Harris answered carefully. “But he promises to send you something in the mail,” Emily smiled, but deep down she wanted to unpack everything and crawl into bed. She didn’t want to be anywhere else but in her mother’s arms.
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The doorbell barely finished sounding when Alexandra Chisolm threw open the front door to her parents’ small row house in West Philadelphia. Her two best friends had promised to drop by. In a few days, Alex would be leaving for Paradise Valley University, and they wanted to say goodbye.  

Stacey and Victoria rushed in, talking immediately by way of traditional greeting. 

“Alex, we just looked up the Paradise Valley campus online,” Victoria said with a huge grin. “And we talked to some of the girls who go there, and they said that the campus is gorgeous, the dorms are big, and the guys down there are sexy.” 

“Going to college isn’t just about the men, Vicki,” Alex scolded, watching her friend set her bag on the couch.

“Um hmm. Coming from an old married woman,” Stacey teased.

Alex laughed, “Paul and I haven’t been together that long.”

“Sure,” Victoria commented sarcastically, “I mean it’s only been three years.” 

“Oh, whatever,” Alex replied with her trademark nonchalance. 

“You do know that he’s gonna start acting all weird and jealous right?” Stacey added. She looked at Alex and thought her friend was enough to catch any man’s eye—tall and curvy, but toned, with a mane of shoulder-length wavy dark hair, and glowing dark skin. Paul might be justified if he started acting weird.  

“Probably, but who cares,” Alex responded as she twisted her thick hair into a bun. “If he had graduated on time, he could’ve been going to college too. So that’s on him.” The comment came as no surprise to Stacey or Victoria. Alex was bold, smart, and confident—and very opinionated. Sometimes her forthrightness got on their nerves, often because it turned out she was right.

“I’m really gonna miss you and that tell-it-like-it-is attitude, girl,” Victoria confessed, “but I’m sure you’ll put it to good use up at school.” Stacey and Victoria often teased Alex about her maternal streak. The oldest of three children in a close-knit family, Alex slipped easily into the role of mother figure, protective and caring. And even though some thought that her protectiveness was sometimes overpowering, she made friends easily.

“I’m gonna miss you guys too, but you can always come down and visit,” Alex said happily.

“Just let us know when, and we’ll be there,” Stacey said with a smile. “And now we are going to go and let you get back to packing.” 

“Okay, I’ll call you two when I get settled,” Alex grinned as she walked her friends to the door. “I love you both.” Alex watched them leave with a broad smile on her face. She was really going to college. 

It had been a close call. 

Her family didn’t have any money; Alex had always worked to help out and pay for her own things. Her wardrobe mostly consisted of jeans (preferably wide-legged or boot cut), and various tops. Although no one could call her shirts “trendy,” she had flare and managed to develop her own personal style on a meager budget. Without the generous scholarship, she wouldn’t be going to Paradise Valley. Student loans wouldn’t have come close to covering all of her expenses. She’d still have to watch every nickel and dime, but it was going to be the greatest time of her life.
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Three days later, the entire freshman class, along with accompanying family members, descended on the Paradise Valley University campus. Fathers unloaded cars. Mothers asked for directions. Grandparents took pictures of everything from the gardens to the buildings. Siblings either annoyed or helped their relatives. The new freshmen checked out prospects and sized up competition as they made their way through campus—all except Chasity. She couldn’t care less about what her fellow classmates were doing. She had come to college to get away from home. Chasity planned only on doing what she needed to do to graduate on time and move away permanently. She was in no mood to socialize or make any friends. 

After leaving Tucson, Chasity had spent time with her grandmother in West Chester, Pennsylvania. Her aunt Patrisha had even flown up from Florida to join them. Patrisha had just bought a new house a few blocks from her grandmother. The trip gave her a chance to get the renovations started, and to take Chasity on a shopping spree that would make any of her new classmates jealous. Besides, she wanted to see Chasity’s face when she gave her the keys to a brand-new black Lexus as a sending off present. It made Patrisha happy to see Chasity get in the car for her drive to Virginia. Brenda would be so furious; the woman pigheadedly resented the close relationship that Patrisha and Chasity shared. 

Although the new Lexus was easy to handle on the road and she enjoyed the alone time, she found the long drive very tiring. Chasity rubbed the weariness from her eyes as she made her way to her room in Torrence Hall, one of the newest dorms on campus. 

Two others were in the process of being built, but construction could not be finished in time for this year’s freshman class. With space tight and single rooms at a premium, Chasity had put in an early request. Her aunt’s large donation was viewed now as extra insurance. She figured that she’d never shared a room before, and she wasn’t going to start now. She had always been a loner; being the only child of a mother who hated her didn’t make socializing easy. 

When she was younger, Chasity had tried to make friends, despite what she was going through at home. But her peers never accepted her. Chasity learned that she didn’t need people around her, and decided that she was better off alone. Even her aunt sometimes had to work to get through her tough exterior. 

She went directly to her spacious room, relieved to find it equipped with a private bathroom, and dropped her bags by the door. But her relief was short lived. Her sense of ease gave way to a frown when she noticed someone sitting on the bed across the room.

Chasity snarled, “Who the hell are you and what are you doing here?”

The girl’s nasty tone shocked Sidra, but she managed to keep her cool. “Well, my name is Sidra, and it appears that I am sitting on the bed,” she answered evenly. She really didn’t want to put up with this kind of attitude all semester.

“That’s real cute,” Chasity responded in a nasty tone. “Why are you in this room? I was supposed to have my own room. I paid for my own room and I want my own room.”

“Um...Chasity right?” Sidra questioned as she glanced at the name listed on her room assignment. Chasity gave a slight smirk as she folded her arms. “Well Chasity, according to the office, they ran out of double rooms; and since there are so many new students this year, they decided to turn all of the single rooms into double rooms. At least until the new dorms are ready. So that means that we’re roommates,” Sidra continued with a forced smile. “Hello roommate.” 

Chasity shot a piercing look Sidra’s way, turned on her heel, and walked out of the room without a word.  

Sidra let out a long, frustrated sigh. “Seriously?” she groaned to herself.
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Emily had been assigned to a triple in another dorm across campus. None of the rooms in this dorm had separate bathrooms; rather each floor was equipped with two communal bathrooms. The rooms were equally simple in furnishings. Emily looked around, trying to take it all in at once. There was one single bed, a set of bunk beds, a couple of dressers and three small desks. She was putting her things in a drawer when Alex walked in.

“Hello,” she called out happily as she dragged her trunk into the spacious room.

“Hi,” Emily responded with a smile.

“So I see that you’ve picked your side,” Alex observed. 

“Oh, do you want it? You can have it if you want it,” Emily offered nervously.

“No, no. It’s okay, I was just making conversation,” Alex smiled and threw her hands up in a show of peace. “I mean no harm. I’m Alex,” she said, placing her trunk against one of the dressers.

“I’m Emily.” The shy response was soft and low.

“It’s nice to meet you Emily.”

“Same here,” Emily said, pushing some of her mid-neck length, sandy brown hair behind her ears.  

“Are you okay? You seem kind of sad.” Alex asked, concerned.

“Oh, I’m fine, just a little nervous about starting college that’s all,” Emily answered, closing her drawer with her knee.

“Oh, I know what you mean,” Alex commented with a wave of her hand. Before she could continue, Malajia walked in wearing sunglasses and carrying a large overnight bag. She had left the rest of her things in the car for her parents to bring up. She took off her sunglasses, and looked around.

“Three girls to a room? God this is just like being at home,” she complained.

“Hello,” Alex ran her fingers through her wavy hair and gave the newcomer a welcoming smile.

“Hi, I’m ‘the fabulous’ Malajia. Where do I sleep?” she asked with a wave of her hand.

Alex frowned slightly at the over the top introduction. “Okay, ‘the fabulous’ I’m Alex, her name is Emily and why in the world do you call yourself ‘the fabulous’ Malajia?” she asked, her voice brimming with laughter. Emily giggled.

Malajia rolled her eyes. “Isn’t it obvious? Look at me,” she responded striking a pose that had Alex shaking her head. “Anyway, where is my bed? And please don’t tell me that those are bunk beds,” Malajia protested.

“Okay, I won’t,” Alex shrugged and turned to grab some clothes out of her trunk.

“Oh, come on!” Malajia whined. “Can I at least have the bottom one?”

“No that’s mine,” Alex replied, mocking Malajia’s whiny tone of voice. “You better climb that ladder ‘the fabulous’ because that is your bed.” 

Hands on her hips, Malajia looked from Alex to Emily. “Hey, Emma—”

Alex frowned. “Emily,” she corrected on Emily’s behalf.

“Oh what-ever. Emma, Emily they both start with the same damn letter,” Malajia shot back.

“Oh? How would you like it if I started calling you Melon Ball or something other than your real name?” Alex argued.

“Melon Ball?” Malajia repeated with a frown. “That was corny. Anyway Emily, how about we trade beds?”

Emily looked down at her hands. “Well...”

“No!” Alex interrupted. She was getting very annoyed with the fabulous Malajia very fast. “Emily got here first and chose that bed. So shut your mouth, suck it up, and be fair.” 

“Who made you leader of the room?!” Malajia challenged, folding her arms over her chest.

“I’m not the leader, you just need to stop complaining, and like I said, be fair,” Alex argued, holding a stubborn look on her face that dared Malajia to say something else.

“You know what? Screw that raggedy ass bed! With those ugly ass sheets. Just don’t say anything to me for the rest of the day!” Malajia shouted as she stormed out of the room.

Alex looked at Emily and laughed. “We’re going to have a problem with that one, Emily.” Emily gave another one of her giggles.
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Ms. Smith, Paradise Valley’s freshman advisor and counselor, was in her office preparing for her first meeting of the day. She met with each freshman individually at the beginning of term to discuss any concerns or questions that they might have. She pulled the top file off of the pile on her desk and opened it. “Sidra Howard,” she read. Looking over the comments, she thought, at least I’m starting with an easy one, as she asked her secretary to send in Sidra.

“Hello please take a seat,” she said, indicating the chair across from her desk. Sidra walked over to the seat, smoothed her black pencil skirt with her hands, sat down and crossed her legs. “Now, Miss Howard, how are you settling in? I can give you an overview, but first I’d like to know if you have any questions or concerns.”

“No Ms. Smith, I don’t have any questions to ask really. I’m settling in fine,” Sidra informed with a smile as she smoothed her bang out of her face.

“Are you sure? I know that attending college for the first time can be a little unnerving, so if you have anything that you want to discuss you can do it here,” Ms. Smith prodded.

Sidra folded her hands over her knee and smiled brightly. “Everything is fine,” she said.
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“Miss Emily Harris right?” Ms. Smith quizzed. 

“Yes,” Emily responded. Her voice was so soft that Ms. Smith could barely hear her reply. More disturbing, she thought, the girl wouldn’t look up.

“Okay. Um.....” Ms. Smith searched for a look at the bowed head. “Emily, are you okay?”

“Yes,” Emily repeated.

“Are you sure?”

“No.”
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“Okay, let’s just forget about all that other stuff,” Malajia forfeited, putting up a well-manicured hand. “Just tell me two things—when do the parties start and are there any cute guys?”

“Miss Simmons, that’s not exactly what we’re supposed to be talking about right now,” Ms. Smith said in a frigid tone.

“Aww come on Betty—can I call you Betty?”

“No, you can’t,” Ms. Smith replied sternly.

“Thanks Betty,” Malajia obviously had not been listening. “Now, I know that we’re supposed to talk about classes and activities and stuff like that, but I’d much rather talk about the fun stuff.”

Ms. Smith frowned in concern. “Miss Simmons...I am a little concerned at the fact that you have the opportunity to talk about anything here in regards to entering your first semester of college, and the only thing that you choose to talk about are boys and parties.” 

Malajia frowned in confusion. “Umm, yeah. That’s what I want to talk about right now.”
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“Look, you already have my name on that paper, so why do I need to tell you what it is,” Chasity complained without looking at Ms. Smith. “I’ve had a long day. I’m tired, I’m cranky and I don’t want to be here,” she continued as she examined her black and silver painted finger nails.

“My, you have quite the attitude, don’t you Miss Parker?” Ms. Smith looked across the desk and folded her arms

Chasity looked up at her, frowning with frustration, gaze pointed in annoyance. “So I’ve been told,” she replied smartly.
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Ms. Smith didn’t notice Alex when she came into the office. She had her head down, praying for the day to end.

“Ms. Smith, are you all right? Do you need some air?” Alex asked as she sat down across from her.

“No, no I’m fine,” she said, quickly sitting up and straightening her blazer. Somehow she had lost control of the interview before it had even began. 

“It’s okay,” Alex reassured, “If you need to talk, I’m a good listener.”

“Miss Chisolm, I’m supposed to be helping you, not the other way around,”

“Why not? I mean, I don’t really have any concerns or anything. Nothing that I can’t handle. However, you seem to be having a hard time with some of my other classmates. Maybe I can help,” Alex prodded, sitting on the edge of her seat.

Ms. Smith pushed her glasses up on her nose. “Miss Chisolm, nothing that I have discussed with any of the other students can be discussed with you. So while I appreciate your need to be helpful, we really need to get this session started, All right?”

“Okay, I understand,” Alex replied.
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“Well I’m the youngest child, and I’ve never been on my own before. I don’t actually want to be out on my own just yet,” Emily confessed, fidgeting nervously with her hands.

“Well you have a lot of things to look forward to. There’s independence, freedom to make your own choices—it’s a big world out there. There’s a lot to explore and learn about,” Ms. Smith assured with a smile. “You can take it slowly.”

Emily just sat there, a worried look still on her face.
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“Miss Howard, you don’t have any concerns? No questions about your major? No worries about campus life? Nothing?” Ms. Smith asked.

“No.” Sidra held her smile and polite tone, even though she was growing tired of the constant questions. 

“So everything is fine?” 

Sidra chuckled, “With all due respect Ms. Smith, why does it seem like you find that hard to believe?”

“Miss Howard, my intention is not to insult you by making it seem like I don’t believe what you’re saying. However, it seems to me like you’re putting on a façade—this prim and proper façade.”

“I’m sorry, what do you mean by façade exactly?” Sidra questioned as she gave a slight frown. “Are you implying that I’m being fake?” 

“No, Miss Howard, I’m not calling you fake. I am just saying that it seems like you could have a different personality underneath of what you’re presenting.”

“Okay, yes. When faced with stressful situations I have a tendency to show a different side of my personality. However I’m not, nor have I ever been, fake.” Sidra resented the fact that because she carried herself in a certain manner, that people assumed that she was being phony. 
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“Now, can you look at this sexy outfit and tell me if it will attract guys?” Malajia stood up and proceeded to model her outfit for a visibly annoyed Ms. Smith.

“Miss Simmons please, we have to—”

“And check out my new walk,” Malajia persisted, cutting off Ms. Smith and strolling across the room in long sexy strides.

“Miss Simmons, I suggest that you re-think your priorities.”

Malajia stopped walking. “I don’t follow.” The girl looked perplexed. She didn’t understand why she had to be so serious at this moment. 

“You are more concerned with being seen, rather than thinking about what’s actually important; such as your major, or your classes. You’re coming off as very shallow.”

So you’re judging me, Malajia thought. She had to deal with people judging her due to how she dressed and acted every day of her life. It started with her parents; they always assumed the worst of her. They always tried to tell her how she should or shouldn’t act, but Malajia refused to be placed in a neat little box. She didn’t feel the need to take everything so seriously; if she wanted to spend her day talking about guys and parties, she was going to do just that. 

“I’m far from shallow Ms. Smith, I just don’t feel the need to be so serious. Granted, this is college, and it’s about studying and passing classes. But it’s also about having fun, meeting new people, and trying new things. I, for one, plan on taking advantage of my entire college experience.”

“And you should take advantage of the entire college experience. But, the way that you’ve chosen to start out might not lead you into the direction you want to go.”

“Okay...That’s your opinion, and you are entitled to it. However, I am not going to stop being me, no matter how I come off.”
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Chasity let out a frustrated sigh. She had grown tired of this meeting. 

“Yes, I know that I have an anger problem. It’s nothing new to me.”

“I really feel that you may benefit from some anger management sessions,” Ms. Smith suggested.

“No, I think I manage my anger quite well actually,” she hissed.

“The fact that you are comfortable with being so angry doesn’t concern you, Miss Parker?”

“Nope.”

“Really? Not even a little bit?” Ms. Smith persisted.

“Nope,” Chasity repeated defiantly.

Ms. Smith rubbed the bridge of her nose with her fingers. This girl was making her job very difficult. She’d never had to encounter a student with so much attitude. 

“Miss Parker, you come off as being very abrasive. But it makes me wonder if this is just a defense mechanism. I find it hard to believe that there isn’t an ounce of softness underneath all of that anger.”

Chasity narrowed her eyes slightly. She didn’t need anyone to try to figure her out. She just wanted to be left alone. 

“Are we done?” she asked, trying hard to keep calm. It was in her nature to fly off the handle at the drop of a dime; it didn’t matter who or where it was. However she figured that this wasn’t the time or the place for her to let her temper flare. It wouldn’t be smart to wind up kicked out of school on her first day.

“Miss Parker, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t suggest that we try to explore where all of this hostility is coming from. I find it hard to believe that you were born this way. Would you be willing to explore this?”

“Nope.” Chasity smirked, relishing the fact that she was annoying Ms. Smith for her efforts.
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“Alexandra, let’s just finish the meeting,” Ms. Smith suggested.

“I have a small favor to ask, please don’t call me that. Call me Alex, I can’t stand the name Alexandra, and I don’t know what my parents were thinking when they named me that,” Alex said with a laugh, and rocked back in her chair. “Aside from that, things are fine with me. I mean I’ve only been here for a few hours so there isn’t much to be concerned about,” she paused as if she meant to finish, but finally the words came tumbling out. “Well, the only thing is, I think that one of my roommates may be an issue.”

“How so?”

“Well, first off, she came in there like she was walking in a fashion show. Then she tried to persuade our other roommate to give up her bed and I had to tell her to back off and be fair. “

“Did your other roommate tell her that she couldn’t have her bed? Or did you put yourself into their confrontation?”

“Well...I jumped in it only because my other roommate wasn’t saying anything. And I didn’t want the girl’s bed to be taken just because she was too nervous to object. That wouldn’t have been fair, would it?”

Alex squirmed in her seat as Ms. Smith jotted down some notes on to her notepad. She became uneasy after she hadn’t heard a response from her for a few seconds. “Is something wrong?”

“No Alex, nothing is wrong. I’m just making an observation.”

“And what have you observed exactly?” 

“Well, to be honest, you seem to be kind of intrusive.”

Alex was shocked by her response, and it showed on her face. “I’m sorry, but did you say intrusive? As in pushy?” she asked. “I don’t think that I’m pushy.”

“Maybe I used the wrong word,” Ms. Smith amended. “I should have said that you seem to be the type of person who inserts herself in other people’s issues. Like you have to be the one to fix the problem. For example, instead of letting your roommates hash out their issue, you felt the need to step in and resolve it for them.”

Alex pondered Ms. Smith’s words. “Well I admit that I do tend to feel the need to fix everyone’s issues. I don’t like to see people hurt or angry. I’m the oldest child in my family so I’m just used to taking on that motherly role when it comes to people. Is that a bad thing?”

“No, I don’t think it’s a bad thing. I do suggest that you watch who you try to force that role on. Not everyone will be receptive of that. Not everyone needs another mother figure or needs someone to fix their problem for them.”

“I just feel that if someone is important to me, it’s my duty to make sure that they are okay. I can’t change that part of me.”
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Emily started to cry, “I want to go home.”

“But you just got here!” Ms. Smith exclaimed alarmed at the scene.

“I don’t care. Please call my Mom. She can come get me.”

“Emily, while I understand that you’re scared, I don’t think that running away will solve your problem.”

“I just don’t think I’ll fit in here,” Emily sniffled, wiping her eyes.

“Well how will you know for sure if you don’t make an effort to get out there and explore this world?”

“I’m just...scared.”
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Chapter 3
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Sidra spotted a row of five seats in the crowded auditorium. Talking and laughter from eager freshmen radiated off of the beautifully renovated walls and ceilings. Housed in Brandywine Hall, the former theater also housed several classrooms for the Arts. Relieved that she hadn’t stalled after leaving her meeting with Ms. Smith, she made a beeline for them. Standing through freshman orientation would have been a nuisance. She settled into one of the cushy seats and spotted two classmates heading her way, obviously intent on grabbing the empty seats in Sidra’s row.

“Wow, what a turnout,” Alex said, setting her book bag down on the floor. The girl in the seat next to her was fixing her ponytail with her hands, which already looked pretty good to Alex. “Hello, I’m Alex.”

Sidra dropped her hands and looked over. “Hi, Alex; it’s nice to meet you. I’m Sidra,” she replied cheerfully. She leaned forward and smiled at the girl with Alex.  “Hello,” she acknowledged with a wave.

“Hi, my name is Emily.”

“So Sidra, what do you think so far? Do you like it here?” Alex fanned herself with a notepad. There were so many bodies; the auditorium was starting to heat up.  

“Yeah, I do actually. The campus is pretty, the people are nice...well, my roommate’s a bitch, but I can’t do anything about that,” Sidra said. “What about you? How are you making out?”

“I love it so far. One of my roommates is a character, but it’s nothing that I can’t handle,” Alex replied with a little laugh.

Malajia and Chasity arrived at the same time with the other last-minute stragglers. Without acknowledging each other; they walked over and claimed the empty seats next to Sidra.

“Hello, roommate,” Sidra greeted, drawing out the syllables with delight. She knew full well that Chasity didn’t want anything to do with her. Chasity shot her a lethal glare, sharp with attitude. Sidra, suppressing a smirk, just shook her head.

“So, ‘the fabulous,’ how has your day been so far?” Alex asked with feigned innocence.

“Very damn funny, heifer,” Malajia barked, sitting back in her seat. “You can stop making fun of my name, too.” 

“I’m sorry, but you were the one who introduced yourself as ‘the fabulous Malajia.’ What am I supposed to do? You left yourself wide open; I couldn’t resist,” Alex explained, a hint of laughter in her voice.

“Shut up,” Malajia ordered, adjusting the strap on her shirt. “I’m in no mood for your crap. I’ve already had to deal with that annoying freshman counselor.”

“Yeah, I had to see her, too,” Alex replied.

“She tried to catch an attitude with me and I said to her ‘look Betty—’”

Alex looked at her. “Who?” she asked, puzzled.

“Betty,” Malajia replied.

“Who is Betty?” Alex questioned with confusion.

“The counselor.”

Alex thought for a second before exclaiming, “Girl, her name is Mary!”

Malajia stared at Alex for a few seconds before comprehension set in. “Soooo, her name isn’t Betty?”

“Girl, you’re crazy,” Alex said flatly, and dissolved into a fit of laughter.

Sidra, curious to discover what Alex found so funny, bent forward and noticed the girl sitting so stiffly next to Alex, the girl Alex called “Malajia.” I know that name, she thought. Surprise flashed across her face as she made the connection. 

“Oh, my, god!” Sidra exclaimed. “Malajia I’m-as-easy-as-I-look Simmons?”

Malajia let her glance roam over Sidra; taking in the perfect posture, her perfectly styled ponytail, the elegant, royal blue sleeveless silk shirt, the immaculate manicure. Who the hell wears silk to a freshman orientation in a damn auditorium? she thought. “Well, well; if it isn’t Sidra I-have-a-stick-up-my-ass Howard,” she ground out. 

Sidra sucked her teeth. Seriously? she thought, of all the colleges in this country, we had to pick the same one. She had known Malajia for years. Right up until their second year of high school, they had been friends. Then the arguments started, and they drifted apart. They didn’t have anything in common anymore; their new personalities and interests clashed. It was a relief when Malajia and her family moved to Baltimore. 

“So I take it that you two know each other,” Alex concluded.

Sidra rolled her eyes, “Unfortunately, yes.” 

“You act like knowing you is a joy,” Malajia snapped. 

Sidra huffed, “Still loud and extra.” 

“And you still overdress,” Malajia shot back.

“Ah, here we go with the comments about my damn clothes.” Sidra dismissed her negative comments by elegantly tossing her hands in the air. All through high school she had been the butt of snide remarks. She ignored them and never attempted to dress down. 

“So? You started it, you snobby, prissy, freak,” Malajia shot back, pointing at her.

Emily hated it when people argued, and petty arguments simply annoyed Chasity. Both girls, so unalike in personalities, reacted in a similar fashion. They turned away, trying to pretend that Sidra and Malajia were not sitting a couple of feet away.

“Come on you two, that’s enough,” Alex interrupted, her patience exhausted. Malajia and Sidra startled, stopped arguing, and sat back like two children whose mother had told them to be quiet. “We’re in college now,” Alex reminded. “Whatever happened between you two in the past needs to stay there.”

“Whatever Alexandra,” Malajia responded acerbically. “Save that nonsense for this girl over here,” she advised, pointing to Chasity. “She looks like she needs a good talking to.”

“Bitch, I’ll beat that fake ass hair color off your head,” Chasity threatened, gesturing to Malajia’s burgundy locks 

“I’d pay to see that.” Sidra cracked up laughing. 

Malajia rolled her eyes at Sidra, then focused on Chasity. “Was that really necessary?”

“You shouldn’t have said anything to me. That was your mistake,” Chasity pointed out.

Alex decided to diffuse the situation. She leaned over and introduced herself to the sullen girl. “Hey, I’m Alex. What’s your name?” 

“Why are you talking to me?” Chasity snarled with a cold bluntness that took Alex aback. Chasity had insulted Malajia, but Alex figured it was payback for saying something smart to her first. She didn’t think that she would snap over a simple introduction.

“Alex, this ball of sunshine is my roommate Chasity,” Sidra interjected in a not-so-enthused tone.

“You won’t be my roommate for long,” Chasity threatened.

“What are you going to do? Kill me? Because that’s the only way that you’re going to get me out of that room,” Sidra shot back.

“Don’t tempt me Princess,” Chasity warned.

“Will you two stop it?” Alex butted in sternly, her patience worn out. “Can we all just start over? I think that if we can do that, then we’re all gonna end up being the best of friends.”

The four girls stared at her, dumbfounded at the insane suggestion. 

Alex shrugged, “We could,” she maintained.
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After orientation, each girl went back to her dorm room. Sidra was sitting in her room, talking on the phone to her mother, when Chasity walked in. 
“Okay, I’ll talk to you later Mama...I know, I’ll try to talk to her...Yeah...Bye.”

Hanging up the phone, she looked over at Chasity; she was sitting on her bed looking at her class schedule. I really need to find something to say to her, she thought. Sidra hated awkward silences.

Chasity looked up, catching Sidra’s stare. “What the fuck are you looking at?” she hissed. She couldn’t stand being stared at. It always rubbed her the wrong way and Chasity never hesitated to retaliate.

“Oh my god! Why are you so damn hostile? I was just about to say something to you,” Sidra explained, putting her hand up.

“What the hell was taking you so damn long?” Chasity asked, anger still lacing her words.

“Your damn attitude is what took me so long. Do you treat everyone you come in contact with like this?”

“Pretty much,” Chasity admitted.

Sidra took a deep breath. “Look, Chasity, we’re going to be living together for a whole year.” She struggled to remain calm. “Can we please at least try to be civil towards each other?” 

“No,” Chasity answered bluntly, then stood up and walked to the bathroom.

“Be that way then!” Sidra shouted after her.

“Oh, don’t worry I will,” Chasity punctuated her response with a sharp slam of the bathroom door. 

Frustrated, Sidra flopped down on her bed, and began punching her pillow.
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Later that evening, just around ten, Alex and Malajia were getting ready to go to a campus party.

“Em, do you want to go?” Alex asked, slipping a shirt over her head.

“Uh sweetie, what’s up with your shirt?” Malajia looked at her with disgust. 

Alex had on a cute pair of jeans, but the shirt? She liked the way it hung off of one shoulder, but the color. Not at all.

“What’s wrong with my shirt?” Alex asked, puzzled. The shirt, one of her few new purchases, was a favorite.

“Come on Alex, the shirt is cute, but brown? Eww girl, brown is so dull,” Malajia commented with her nose turned up.

“No it’s not. Your skin color is brown, are you saying that you’re dull?” Alex demanded.

“Never will I ever be dull, fine as I am,” Malajia boasted, running her hands down the sides of her short, red skater skirt.

“Girl please,” Alex protested. “Anyway Emily, are you sure you don’t want to go with us?”

“No thanks, I’m just gonna stay here and finish putting up my things. But you two have fun,” Emily replied, sitting on her bed.

“Wait a minute. Are you telling me that you’re willing to pass up a college party, where you can meet plenty of cute guys, to stay here and unpack your crap?” Malajia questioned
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