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        Falling head over heels was the last thing I expected.

      

        

      
        Literally.

      

        

      
        Coffee is everywhere - and more than my ego is bruised.

      

        

      
        When the handsome stranger I plowed into calls me by name, mortification sinks in.

      

        

      
        He rushes off to class. I run home to change, hoping to forget the whole incident.

      

        

      
        If only I could be so lucky.

      

        

      
        I quickly find it’s a small world and Gavin Wallace is completely unavoidable. Everywhere I turn he’s there. In my classes. Hanging with my friends.

      

        

      
        I’ve got his full attention and I have to admit, I like it a lot more than I should.
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        Life can turn on a dime. The direction you head in when it does makes all the difference!

      

        

      
        ~ Barbara Delinsky
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      Campus is deserted this early in the morning. As I eat up the brick pavers filling the road through the middle of campus, I can’t help but fall further in love. At this time of day, brick buildings glisten in the sunlight, and the green grass lining the pathways is inviting. I know I’ve made the right decision to transfer to Washington State University.

      Running down a steep hill as I return to my apartment, I can’t help but think about how much my life has changed. Two days ago, I lived at home with my family. With two other kids in college, my parents encouraged me to attend our local community college because my scholarship money would last longer. I’d been able to keep my high school job, live at home, and save money. I made a few friends at school, but I was in high school all over again. It didn’t take long to realize I needed a change.

      When my sister, Katherine, announced her engagement to Ben last winter, I decided to transfer. My parents encouraged her to move home while she finishes her student teaching. Since their wedding’s in December, Ben’s moving in afterward. Don’t get me wrong, I love Katherine, and Ben will be a great brother-in-law, but this means we’re back up to six in our household. Although it’s a big house, it’s perfect timing for the change I need.

      After my run, I stretch again before taking a shower. Anticipating a scorching-hot day, I wear khaki shorts, a green t-shirt, and sandals. I pull my hair back into a loose ponytail before gathering papers to meet with my academic advisor. I quickly eat breakfast before walking to the French Administration Building.

      As the evening cools, I eagerly return to campus to see how my schedule flows. On the way home from my self-guided tour, my phone rings. My heart rate picks up with excitement. Caller ID shows it’s my sister, Katherine.

      “Hey, Kate. How are you?” I’ve been anticipating her call. Knowing Katherine, I’m sure she’s dying to know everything. I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face.

      As expected, she takes a deep breath and eagerly pumps me with questions. “So, how’s your new place?”

      “Great, I…” I start to say, but she interrupts before I can answer.

      “What’s it like? Describe everything and don’t leave anything out,” she rapidly spits out, causing me to laugh.

      I pause for a moment, biting my lower lip, thinking of where to begin. “Well, it’s a one-bedroom, furnished apartment right off the edge of campus. It’s perfect. There’s AC, and the double bed’s actually comfortable.” I fill her in on the specific details of my apartment. With each detail I add, she seems to have two or three questions in return.

      I chose a one-bedroom apartment because I get up early and study late. I don’t require much sleep. Five or six hours tops, then I’m wide awake. Thanks to my siblings, I’ve heard enough horror stories about roommates to easily convince myself as well as my parents, to live alone.

      “Did you meet your advisor?” she asks when she’s exhausted the topic of my new apartment.

      “Yeah, this morning. She’s really nice. I’m taking eighteen credits. Oh, guess what? I’ve been accepted into the education program.” I’m beyond excited. Being a transfer student and only a sophomore, I had worried I’d have to wait until next year to start my required classes.

      “That’s awesome. What are you taking?”

      I look at the schedule in my hands and prattle it off to my sister. She’s eager to hear about my classes, until I mention geology.

      “I thought you’d completed your science requirements,” she states, making it sound like a question.

      “So did I,” I sigh in frustration. “Apparently, I’m one credit short for my lab requirement, so I have to take another class.”

      Kate moans conspiratorially. “That’s sooo frustrating.”

      “It is,” I agree, “but it’ll be over this semester.” Attempting to sound more enthusiastic, I add, “I’m still on track to get my reading and ELL endorsements. Oh… And you’ll never believe this… I can minor in Italian of all things, if I take a class or two.”

      “That’s good, but crazy.” There’s a brief pause, then she asks, “So, what else did you do today?”

      Holding in my excitement, I calmly state, “I got a job.”

      “You’re kidding.” Her voice raises in disbelief. “You’ve only been in town one day. How on earth did that happen?”

      “Well… At dinner last night, there was a sign in the window. I filled out the application and brought it back.” Still trying to sound casual, I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. “She called me while I was at The Bookie buying textbooks.” Knowing Katherine, she’ll have plenty to say after this tidbit of information.

      “You’re kidding?” She surprises me with her lack of commentary.

      “I interviewed this morning and was offered the job before I left,” I state, sounding kind of smug, rather than as relaxed as I was hoping.

      “Wow.” She still sounds surprised. “Where at? I mean… What will you do?” she sputters.

      I can’t control my enthusiasm any longer. I finally let my excitement show as I explain, “It’s at an Italian restaurant downtown, called Antonio’s. It’s right off Main Street. I’m a server, which means I will deliver food, once it’s ordered… I start tomorrow!”

      “Al, that’s amazing!” Katherine sounds like a proud mother. “You have the best luck! I’m so happy for you!”

      Switching the focus of our conversation, I ask Katherine about her wedding plans. We haven’t talked about them in the past couple of weeks, so there’s bound to be an update. I’m one of her four bridesmaids. Like the typical bride, there’s always something new to divulge.

      Katherine gushes in detail about picking out tuxes, making it sound like a chore. I take this opportunity to let myself into my apartment and make dinner. I respond at the appropriate times, so she won’t realize my mouth is full or think I’m not paying attention. She gives me the full update on the flowers, photographer, and DJ. Unfortunately, she seems a bit overwhelmed, even for Katherine. And she’s as high strung as they come.

      All of a sudden, Katherine gasps, drawing my attention. “You’re coming to the bridal shower, aren’t you? The bachelorette party’s afterward!”

      “I’ll be there, Kate.” Wondering why she needs to ask. I’m her sister, after all. I can’t help when, “Why?” comes out of my mouth.

      Knowing exactly what I mean, she begins, “Well…” She hesitates as if not sure what to say. “I just thought… Now that you’re working, you might not make it,” she sighs as if a huge weight has been lifted. I picture her visibly relaxing through the phone and shake my head. Katherine always overreacts, but once things are off her mind, her feathers don’t stay ruffled.

      “No worries, Kate. I talked with my manager. I’ll be there.” I shake my head in disbelief. I can’t believe she’d think I’d miss her big day. God, I hope this wedding doesn’t turn her into one of those crazy brides.

      “Oh, that’s amazing!” Katherine sounds relieved. I can hear in her voice how important it is for me to be there.

      “What are sisters for?” I tease. Changing to a solemn tone, I state, “You’re turning, you know.”

      She hesitates for a moment before asking, “What do you mean?”

      “You’re on the verge of becoming a crazy bridezilla!” I accuse as I let out a snicker.

      Giving her the reality check she needs, Katherine’s silent for a moment, then humbly states, “Thanks, Al. I know I can count on you to keep me honest.”

      “It’s what I’m here for,” I say sarcastically and continue to chuckle. She’s horrified by the thought of becoming one of those brides who freak out over every little detail. Her best friend did that last summer, and Katherine hated it. Though she still loves her friend, she’s vowed never to be like that. I whole-heartedly intend to hold her to it.

      We say our goodbyes as I take my dish into the kitchen and clean up after myself. I put my leftovers in the fridge and wash the dishes. Hopefully, she doesn’t take my bridezilla comment too seriously. I can’t handle the next four months with her obsessing over negative details every time something she doesn’t like happens. I love her dearly, but when she’s freaking out, she’s horrible.

      I spend the rest of the evening unpacking. I hang some pictures and organize my bedroom. I go through my bags from The Bookie. After pulling everything out, I curiously look at some of my textbooks as well as other reading required this semester. To pass the time. I pick up Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry by Mildred D. Taylor and begin reading. I’m surprised at how fast I devour it. My thoughts linger on this book as I fall asleep.

      After my morning run, I venture to the laundry room of our apartment building and run a load. Just as I put clothes into the dryer, a tall, slender girl walks into the room. She’s wearing a navy pair of capris and a turquoise V-neck tank top. Her light-brown hair is tied back in a loose knot. She plunks her large, yellow laundry bag and detergent onto the floor near the washers on the other side of the room. She sways to music heard through her earbuds without any knowledge of my presence. I make a point to close the door to the dryer quietly, hopefully alerting her to my presence, but not startle her. I’m unsuccessful.

      “Oh.” She gasps loudly, due to the music blaring in her ears. “I didn’t see you there.” She takes out her earbuds and sorts her bag of laundry into three different machines.

      “Sorry for startling you.”

      She smiles and shrugs. “That’s what I get for not paying attention.” She lets out a light laugh. “I’m not used to anyone being here so early in the morning. This place is usually vacant at this hour.”

      “Oh.” I shrug, not knowing what else to say.

      “I’ve lived here just over a year. It’s the best time to come, especially when classes start. Never come in the afternoon. You’re better off going downtown to the laundromat after three.” She gives me a warm smile. Her first reaction was just because she was startled, not that she wanted to be alone.

      “Thanks for the advice. I’ll keep it in mind. I’m usually up pretty early.”

      “No problem. Are you new to WSU?” she asks, pronouncing it Wazzu.

      “I arrived Tuesday.”

      “That’s awesome. You’re a transfer student?”

      “Yeah, I went to community college last year.”

      “Welcome.” She encouragingly smiles. “I’m Sophie Reynolds. I live in that apartment.” She points to the one upstairs about three units away from this room, halfway to mine.

      “I’m Alex.” I extend my arm in the direction of my apartment. “I live there. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “What’s your major?” she asks as she puts detergent in her last load.

      “Elementary Ed. What’s yours?”

      “Poly-Sci.” She loads quarters into each machine before starting them. “Are you getting settled?”

      “I’m getting there.” I shrug. “My parents arrive this weekend to help me finish getting settled, since they couldn’t bring me over.”

      “That’s nice of them.” Sophie smiles, then she adds, “I’m getting coffee while these wash. Wanna join me?”

      “Sure.” I smile. I have nothing else to do, and it’s a relief to meet some of my neighbors. “Let me get my purse.”

      “Great. I’ll take this to my apartment and meet you in a few minutes. We can walk down the hill, or drive. It’s up to you.”

      “I’m fine either way,” I reply, not knowing where the coffee shop is. I know I have four hours until work, so there’s plenty of time, no matter what we decide.

      “Okay, we’ll walk.” She gathers the rest of her things and heads toward the door. “See you in a few minutes.”

      What a relief to finally have someone to talk to. Sophie seems friendly enough and who knows, it might be fun. I quickly gather my things to take to drop off. I change into a pair of sneakers, not knowing how far we’re walking. I quickly pull a brush through my hair and tie it back from my face.

      Sophie walks into the courtyard as I arrive. “Great timing.” She smiles. We cross the parking lot toward one of the dorms. Orton Hall, I think.

      “Thanks for inviting me.” I match my pace to hers, and we walk down a small path toward a dorm. “How long have you been here?”

      “Oh, I’ve been here all summer, working and taking a class. It’s my junior year, so I’ve been in Pullman two years so far. I’m originally from Everett.”

      “I’m from Tumwater. Where do you work?”

      “Right here, actually.” She grins and points to a small building between two dorms. From the sign, I see it’s a daycare. “I work with the before and after-school kids. We held summer camps during the day.”

      “I love kids. Do you work many hours during the school year?”

      “Since it’s open from seven to six, I get between twenty to thirty hours each week. It changes depending on my class schedule. Will you work while you’re here?”

      I clear my throat and grin. “Um… I was offered a job yesterday.”

      She looks encouragingly at me. “That’s awesome. Where at?”

      “A restaurant called Antonio’s.” I make it sound like a question rather than a statement.

      “Wow, that’s amazing. How’d you get a job so soon?”

      I eagerly explain, and we spend the rest of our walk talking about my day yesterday.

      As the door to Starbucks opens, a burst of cool air escapes, saturated with coffee beans. A few people are scattered about, but it’s not too busy. Sophie approaches the counter and orders a vanilla latte. Then she waits for her latte at the other end of the espresso machine. As I step up to the counter to order a chai Frappuccino, a group of guys walk in.

      “Hey, Sophie,” one of them calls out in a friendly tone.

      “Josh!” she exclaims. “When did you get back?”

      “Monday. How was your break?” I hear him reply as I pay for my drink.

      Once receiving my change, I turn in their direction and see the one who’s apparently Josh, the tall, lanky blond, wearing tan shorts and a blue Polo shirt, reaching out to hug Sophie. The three other guys with him continue their conversation in the line behind me. Sophie picks up her drink and explains the different camps she helped with this summer. I walk to the other end of the espresso machine to wait patiently for my own drink, as they continue to chat with one another.

      After a moment, my drink is ready, and I walk toward them. There’s a break in their conversation, and Sophie gestures toward me. “Oh!” she gasps. “How rude of me. Alex, this is Josh. Josh, Alex.”

      Josh smiles as he reaches to shake my hand. “Josh Andrews.”

      “Alex Manning.”

      “Alex just transferred. She lives in my apartment complex.” She smiles toward me, rolls her eyes, and lets out a little giggle. “We met this morning doing laundry,” Sophie interjects before anyone can say anything else.

      “Nice to meet you.” Josh returns a warm smile.

      “You, too.”

      Josh walks to order his drink since the three others he came in with are finished.

      “Do you want to sit for a few minutes?” Sophie casually asks.

      “Sure.” I shrug, taking a sip of my drink.

      She walks over to a table for four that has an identical one next to it. She sits at one end closest to the other table, and I sit across from her. After a few minutes, Josh and his friends walk toward us.

      “Can we join you?” he casually asks.

      “Sure, Josh,” Sophie replies.

      As they sit at the table next to us, Josh introduces his friends, “This is Vince, Gavin, and James.” He gestures toward them, but not to anyone specifically, so I’m left not knowing which name belongs to whom.

      Simultaneously, I hear three different versions of “Hello,” from distinctly different voices.

      “Guys, this is Alex Manning.” Josh gestures to me.

      “What are your plans today, Soph?” Josh continues.

      “Well… we’re in the middle of laundry, so we need to finish it soon, but other than that, not much.”

      “Want to head to the Dunes with us?”

      “Sure, what time do you want to leave?” Sophie asks before taking a drink from her latte.

      “Around one?” Josh questions toward his friends. They each nod in agreement.

      “Sounds fun. Can you pick me up?”

      “Sure,” he replies to her, then looks at me apologetically, “You’re welcome to come, too, Alex.”

      “I’d love to, but I have to work,” I say with regret.

      “Maybe next time,” he sincerely states.

      “Thanks,” I reply, wishing I could’ve gone to see more of the area.

      We visit for a while before the dark-haired one in the green t-shirt stands. He hesitates before saying, “Hey, guys? If we’re picking Sophie up by one, we’ve gotta move.” He flashes a gorgeous smile apologetically to Sophie and me.

      Until he stands, I hadn’t realized his height. He’s easily six foot three. When everyone joins him, I foolishly smile when I realize how little I’m paying attention. He isn’t the only tall one here. None of them are under six feet.

      After saying goodbye, Sophie and I return to our laundry. Sophie explains, “‘The Dunes’ is a place to swim on the Snake River.” She insists I go sometime. “So, how long do you work tonight?” she asks.

      “I think until eight.” At least that’s what the manager said.

      “That’s not bad. I love the food there.”

      “I’ve only tried it my first night in town.” I chuckle, continuing to fold a shirt. “It’s definitely something I won’t mind being around.”

      Sophie lets out a loud snort. “Well, it would suck if you hated the food you had to serve!”

      “Yeah, it would,” I agree.

      As I finish putting the last of my clothes into the hamper, Sophie giggles. “This was fun. Let’s do it again sometime.”

      “Yeah, it was. Thanks for inviting me.” It’s nice to know at least one person on campus.

      “Hey, I’m going to Spokane tomorrow. You’re welcome to come.”

      “I’d love to, but my parents arrive in the morning. Maybe another time?”

      “Sure.” She pulls out her phone and asks for my number. I rattle it off, and I receive a text.

      “Call me if you want to hang out sometime,” Sophie offers.

      “Will do.”
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      After spending the weekend with my parents, I’m exhausted. I show them all around campus, where I work, and places in Pullman and Moscow. They fell just as in love with the Palouse as I have. Our favorite sightseeing adventure was at the WSU’s Bear Center. I had no idea bears were being researched on campus. It’s highly entertaining to watch grizzlies play like kittens, rolling over one another down the hill as they played with the research students.

      As expected, Mom goes overboard with groceries. I swear it’s as if she’s shopping for all six of us back home, rather than just me. Fortunately, most of the things she bought are non-perishable, so I can store them. She knows I love cooking and doesn’t want me to go without.

      Being nervous about my first day of classes, I spend more time than usual choosing what to wear. After some speculation, I choose a pair of khaki shorts and my favorite blue scoop-neck tank top. I double-check my bag to ensure everything’s there and pick out an outfit to wear jogging in the morning.

      Lying in bed that evening, I can’t help but think about tomorrow. I’ll admit, I’m nervous about what my professors and classmates will be like, but it’s not too overwhelming. I can’t wait to see what happens.
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      As far as classes are concerned, it’s a typical first day. My education classes are small, with only thirty students in each. Each professor takes roll and clearly states attendance is required. As predicted, they introduce themselves, outline their syllabus, and explain major projects for the semester. Somehow, they manage different icebreakers for us to experience. Though everyone’s reluctant at first, I meet a few more people. By the end, I can put names to faces in most of my classes.

      Work’s slower now that students aren’t coming in with their parents, but it remains steady. Most customers arrive in larger groups. Time flies because they’re full of laughter and conversations as they reunite from being apart over the summer. Andrea, my boss, scheduled less people today, so there’s more for each of us to do.

      My phone rings as I enter my apartment. I fling my shoes into the hall closet and dig through my purse to answer it in time.

      “Hello?” I let out breathlessly.

      “Hey, Alex, it’s Sophie,” replies a cheery voice on the other end. “Is this a bad time?”

      “No, I just got in.” I walk over to the couch and plop down.

      “How’s your first day?”

      “Good, I had four classes and worked from one to eight. How’s yours?” I pull my feet in, curling up into a comfortable position.

      “Wow, you’re busy!” she exclaims. “I only had three classes and don’t work until tomorrow.” She hesitates. “Um, are you busy?”

      “No, I’m just hanging out,” I reply curiously, wondering what she might ask me to do.

      “Well, I need groceries, wanna come?”

      Even though I don’t need anything from the store, and I’m a little tired, I refuse to turn her down three times in a row. “Sure, sounds fun. I just got home and need to change. Can you give me fifteen minutes?”

      “No problem. I’ll drop by your place when I’m ready to go,” she responds.

      “Sure, see you then.”

      While I change, I call my parents to tell them about my day. It’s a quick conversation, but it’s always good to talk to Mom. As soon as I end the call, I hear a knock on my door.

      Sophie greets me with a huge grin. “Ready?” Her light-brown hair hangs in long layers past her shoulders. Her expressive eyes widen, and her brows suddenly raise. “Did I give you enough time?”

      “Yeah… Just talking with my mom,” I dismissively say. “If I didn’t tell her about my first day, she’ll hound me later.”

      Sophie gives an understanding nod. “My mom’s the same way.” She rolls her eyes sarcastically adding, “Heaven forbid I go a couple of days without checking in.”

      “I know the feeling,” I reply, keeping the same sarcasm as Sophie.

      I grab my purse, and we walk out the door.

      “I want to head over to Moscow, if that’s okay with you?”

      “Moscow?” I ask, wondering which store’s worth driving to.

      “I’m heading to Winco.” Sophie shrugs.

      “Winco?” I’ve never heard of it.

      Realizing my confusion, she smiles and clarifies, “Winco’s a grocery store.”

      “So you know, my parents stocked my cupboards yesterday, so I’m just going along for the ride.”

      Sophie grins at me and lets out a little laugh. “Parents are the best. Don’t worry, I really appreciate the company.”

      “So, did you have fun at the Dunes?” I ask.

      “It was awesome. The weather was perfect. It wasn’t too hot, but warm enough to make the cool water enjoyable.” She tells me in great detail about a water fight Josh started. She laughs hysterically from time to time, making me wish I’d gone. Once her laughter settles, she regains her thoughts and continues with the story. It’s obvious they had a great time.

      “The Dunes are amazing. You need to go sometime.” We pull into the parking lot as she tells me another story about roasting hotdogs and marshmallows, once it got dark.

      As she shops, we laugh and joke around. She asks about my weekend, and I tell her about my time with my parents. Sophie’s so easy to be around. We only walk down specific aisles since she knows her way around and is the only one shopping.

      “So, how do you know Josh?” I ask as we get back into the car to return home.

      “Oh.” She smiles widely. “He and I met our first semester. We took a lot of the same Gen-Ed classes together.”

      “I thought you might be dating,” I state matter-of-factly, though curious.

      “Actually.” She lets out a light laugh. “It’s funny you should mention that. We’ve never dated, but always do things together as a group.” She smiles thoughtfully, like there’s more to the story.

      Not sure whether I should pry, “Oh,” is all I manage to say, chickening out. I don’t know her well enough to ask such personal questions.

      She reads my expression and fills me in, without prompting. “You see, there’s crazy chemistry between us, but for some reason, we never act on it.” She shrugs, making the next statement sound like a question. “I guess we just don’t want to mess up a good thing.” She shakes her head before continuing, “We’ve been friends for the last two years. Neither of us have dated anyone seriously, but we do date from time to time.”

      “Sounds complicated,” I reply, still not knowing what to say. I can tell there’s more to the story, but I’m not one to be pushy.

      “It’s not as dramatic as it sounds.” Sophie laughs lightly. “We just like to have fun and haven’t taken any steps to further our relationship.”

      “I think I understand.” Feeling more comfortable, I ask, “So it’s you who wants to stay ‘just friends’?”

      She sighs and giggles as if my question catches her by surprise. She throws her hair over her shoulders and continues to look at the road. “Well, to be honest, we’ve never officially talked about anything. We keep it casual. I know I like him, and it could potentially lead somewhere, but for now, I’m happy with the way things are.”

      “Sounds reasonable.” I grin. Then change the subject because we’re back at our complex. “Want some help taking these in?” I point to the back seat filled with bags.

      “Thanks, that’d be great.” Between the two of us, we carry everything in just one load.

      As we enter her apartment, music plays softly from the back room. Her apartment’s similar to mine, but there’s another door off the living room.

      “That’s Erin, my roommate.” Sophie gestures to the bedroom at the end of the hallway.

      “Oh. I didn’t know you had a roommate.”

      “Yeah, we met in the dorms, freshman year. We hit it off and the rest, as they say, is history.” She smiles as she sets the groceries down on the counter. “You’ll have to meet her, she’s great.” Sophie’s quiet for a moment and then says, “She’s likely talking on the phone with her boyfriend, James, or she’s almost asleep.”

      “Another time.” I smile, not wanting to interrupt. Glancing at my watch, I see it’s almost ten. “Wow, I’d better go. I have an early class in the morning.”

      “Sure. Thanks so much for coming with me.” Sophie warmly smiles.

      “No problem. Thanks for asking,” I sincerely state.

      “I know you’re new and thought you might want to get out of your apartment,” she offers.

      After Sophie and I say goodbye, she stands on her doorstep, until she sees me reach my apartment safely. “Thanks again!’ she calls out.

      “Anytime!” I holler back in her direction as I open the door.

      As I enter my apartment, I feel exhausted. I’ve been on the go since six, and I haven’t had a moment to rest. I’m relieved my class doesn’t start until nine. If I can sleep in, I’m definitely going to try.
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      While running on campus a little after seven Thursday morning, I appreciate how quickly I’ve settled into a routine. I’m relieved my schedule’s manageable. Between going to class, work, and studying, I still have time for myself. As a bonus, I’m able to catch up on any needed sleep on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and still get a decent run in, since my first class isn’t until nine.

      This morning, I run over to the middle of campus. I run past the clocktower and make my way behind Holland Library, next to the gyms. I check my watch and realize it’s later than I thought. Crap. I see steps along the library, which will bring me back to the top of campus. I quickly run up and make my way along the path across the top of the library. Since it’s flat ground, I pick up my pace to save some time. I cut around the corner of the building and suddenly, someone’s there.

      “Whoa,” a deep voice calls out as we collide, tumbling into one another. I see him squeeze the cup of coffee he’s holding, and the lid flips up into the air, as we both are knocked to the ground. As if in slow motion, he lands on the ground, the cup he’s holding flies up into the air, turns over, and spills its contents everywhere.

      “Well, good morning to you, Alex!” the deep voice echoes with sarcasm. The stranger smiles apologetically, quickly making his way to his feet. Once upright, he reaches his hand toward mine to help me up.

      “I’m so sorry…” I begin to sputter, but I’m caught off guard by the fact he knows my name. Instead of saying anything coherent, I stare at him, confused.

      He reads my dumbfounded expression. “You know, there’re better ways to get my attention?” His handsome face splits into a wide smile.

      “Um.” I bite on my lower lip, not knowing how to respond. Taking a moment to fully assess the situation, his golden-brown eyes scrutinize me. How in the world does he know my name? Is he in one of my classes?

      I look him over closely. His white t-shirt and khaki cargo shorts have long, jagged, brown streaks and splattered spots all over them. He stares back with wide eyes, filled with concern. He wipes his muscular tan arm on the back of his shirt while waiting for me to respond.

      “You okay, Alex?”

      Again,I’m confused and at a loss for words. I manage to sputter, “I’m fine… Are you?” My face flushes crimson, and he chuckles loudly.

      “Yes, but our clothes may not be.” An eyebrow raises in my direction.

      His perusal causes me to blush deeper. It’s then I realize the entire front side of my once white tank top is now brownish gray. “Oh,” is all I manage to reply, still staring, feeling confused.

      He runs his hands through his thick, dark-brown hair. All of a sudden, his eyes tighten while his brows pull together, as if he’s deciding something important. Our eyes lock for a moment of silent awkwardness. He finally stretches out his hand to me. “Um, I’m Gavin.”

      I still can’t think clearly. Did I hit my head? His eyes hold mine. I shake my head to regain control of my thoughts. He looks vaguely familiar, but I can’t place him.

      “Hi, Gavin.” I watch him apprehensively, noticing his face flush a little.

      “Um… We met the other day at Starbucks,” he sputters out rapidly, unlocking his eyes from mine to look around nervously. “With Sophie,” he tacks on for further clarification.

      I consciously blink a few times and inhale slowly while it all comes back to me. “Oh, right!” It comes out louder than I’m expecting, which makes my cheeks light on fire from embarrassment.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” he sincerely asks, looking me over, checking for any sign of injuries.

      I flex and look myself over, finding nothing hurts. “I’m just a little wet.” I smile in embarrassment as I meet his gaze again.

      “You’re not the only one,” he sighs sheepishly. Then he grins widely. “I wish we could have met again under better circumstances.”

      Not knowing what to say, I fumble with the cords to my earbuds that fell during the fall. “You sure I didn’t hurt you?” As I look him over now that he’s upright, I realize he towers over my five-foot-seven frame. Geez, he must be at least six foot three.

      “I’m fine.” He grins widely back at me. “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

      “Just finishing my morning run.” I shrug guiltily, trying to explain, but still unsure what to say. He simply stares with an unreadable expression on his face. So I prattle out an explanation, the best I can. “There haven’t been many people out this early before… And it’s later than I thought… I took a shortcut up the back of the library… Picked up my pace…” I take a deep breath and stop rambling my long-winded explanation because he’s still wearing a strange look, and I can’t help but uncomfortably ask, “What?”

      “Nothing,” Gavin solemnly states, then takes a quick breath as if he’s about to say something else, but nothing comes out. His brows draw together as if he’s contemplating something but says nothing. He glances at his watch. “I’d better get to class, or I’ll be late.”

      “Uggh. You don’t have time to change? I’m so sorry for not paying better attention.” I look up at him and apologetically sigh.

      “You weren’t the only one.” He smiles again, letting a hint of sarcasm leak out. “You’d better get to class, too, Alex. I’ll see you around!”

      He gives another incredibly gorgeous smile, letting me know he isn’t upset and turns to walk toward his class.

      “You, too,” I reply to his back.

      He turns around one last time and grins in my direction, leaving my stomach flipping with butterflies. “This isn’t the worst morning I’ve ever had.”

      I’m left gaping as he turns and walks toward Todd Hall. It takes a few moments before I can think clearly. Glancing at my watch, once I’ve regained my composure, I see I’m really late. “Shoot,” I mumble to myself in frustration. This is not the way to start the morning.

      I take the shortest route home. The entire time I replay the awkward scene in my head. Each time, I’m left dwelling on his phrasing of things. Every time, I’m left utterly speechless.

      I rush through a shower, get dressed, and pull my hair into a loose knot before gathering my things for class. I return to campus and arrive in my seat as the professor calls my English studies class to order.

      Though my mind’s on the encounter with Gavin, lingering on his facial expressions, I’m somewhat able to pay attention to my professor and participate when called upon for an answer. My mind keeps wandering to Gavin, though. I can’t figure out how to read him… It’s as if he found the whole thing comical, or there’s an inside joke I’m not privy to. Don’t even get me started on how attractive he is.

      I walk to geology, eating a granola bar on the way to Webster Hall. I wash it down with my water bottle, then enter the lecture room. I choose a table to sit where the aisle seat is open. I’m still mulling over my eventful morning when the professor begins her lecture. It’s about halfway through class when I notice the dark-haired boy sitting to my right, about six or seven people away from me, in the row below.

      He’s facing the professor. His thick, dark-brown hair’s kept trimmed, but barely touches his ears, neck, and eyebrows. From his side profile, I can see the front of his shirt. Yep, he’s wearing the same white-splattered t-shirt from earlier this morning.

      Immediately, my face flushes crimson, and my heart thuds in my chest, as I realize how cruel the universe is. Gavin’s in this class. I quickly take my hair out of its knot, letting it fall to shield my face. I prop my head with my right hand and look discreetly from the holes of my fingers at him again. Mortification doesn’t begin to describe my feelings. I have to find a way to leave without him noticing me once class is over. I don’t need to embarrass myself any further today.

      A few minutes later, I hear him answer a question the professor has apparently asked, though I’m unaware of the nature of that question. Get a hold of yourself, Alex. I need to pay attention. I can’t afford to be so preoccupied. I have lab this afternoon and surely, it’ll help if I listen to the lecture today.

      As our professor finishes her lecture, I gather my things. I turn my back to Gavin, trying to stay undetected, placing my feet in the aisle while I put the notes I finally got around to taking into my backpack. The auditorium empties around me. Luckily, there’s no one waiting to get out next to me. I take my time to put things away neatly, hoping Gavin’s already left the hall. As I stand to walk out, I hear a deep and suddenly all-too-familiar voice call my name.

      Shoot! Obviously, I wasn’t successful at being unnoticed. I turn around, feeling my face heat as I respond, “Hey,” as nonchalantly as I can manage.

      “I see you were able to change?” He grins as he looks me over. His perusal makes me flush even hotter.

      “I see you weren’t,” I moan apologetically. I swing my backpack over my shoulder, and we walk together up the aisle toward the exit.

      “It’s not so bad. I’ve been dry for the last couple of hours,” he teases.

      “I’m glad. I made it home and cleaned up before my first class.”

      “That’s great.” He pauses for a moment, then continues in a joking tone. “You managed to get the worst of it, you know.” He chuckles, obviously remembering the incident.

      Not knowing how else to respond, I whisper, “Oh.”

      We walk out of Webster Hall together in an uncomfortable silence. Once outside, he catches me off guard by stopping to face me. I take a deep breath, coming to an immediate halt. When I feel brave enough to face him again, I see an indecipherable look on his face. It’s a cross between deeply concentrating and a little self-righteous all at the same time. “So, when’s your lab?”

      Once again, I feel completely inept for the second time today. I manage to eventually sputter out, “Uh, at three today.”

      “Oh,” is all he says as his exquisite, golden-brown eyes lock onto mine, making me feel even more self-conscious. Why can’t I act normal around him?

      Finally, curiosity gets the better of me, and I ask, “Why?”

      He beams a brilliant smile at me. “Well, I just want to know if I need to be prepared for class?”

      “For?” I draw out, unsure of where he’s coming from with his comment.

      “I have lab today at three, too. Just wondering if I should bring an extra set of clothes.” By now, he’s grinning widely.

      Is it possible to burst into flames from sheer humiliation?

      Finally, I get it under control and let out a little huff of frustration. Sarcasm rolls easily off my tongue. “I don’t really think that’ll be necessary.”

      He chuckles at my response. “Well, I guess I’ll see you at three.”

      After a few moments, I manage a delayed response, “Okay.”

      “Well, I’m going this way.” He points back to the top of campus. Though it’s a statement, he makes it also sound like a possible invitation at the same time.

      Pointing in the direction of my apartment. “I’m over here.”

      He flashes another brilliant smile in my direction. “See ya!”

      “Okay.” I shrug and turn to walk home before anything else could be said. I force myself to look straight ahead as I depart, resisting the urge to look back. It’s a bit of a challenge, but somehow, I manage.

      On my walk home, I become frustrated at how flustered I am around Gavin. I’ve never had this problem before. All I seem to do around him is sputter and stare. It’s uncharacteristic of me. Usually, I have a broad vocabulary, rather than one-word, nondescript answers. I feel completely inept. Maybe I’ll be able to avoid him this afternoon during lab.

      To pass the time and get my mind off that ridiculous boy, I spend the next two hours cleaning my apartment. I even resort to scrubbing the sink, tub, and toilet, which don’t really need it, but it eats up time. Finally, around two, I open a can of soup and heat it on the stove and slowly eat my lunch.

      Realizing there’s nothing left to do, I grudgingly gather my things for geology lab and make my way back to campus. I have planned my arrival perfectly, allowing little time before class to socialize. I walk into the room and find numerous tables with two stools at each. I force myself not to look around as I enter the room. I choose an empty spot in the back of the room next to a red-headed girl with freckles. As I walk to the table, she greets me with a warm smile.

      “May I?” I gesture to the vacant seat next to her.

      “Sure, it’s yours,” she welcomes me eagerly. “I’m Tabatha.”

      “Hi, I’m Alex.” I sit, putting my backpack next to me, feeling relieved. I’ve successfully evaded Gavin.

      When I discreetly glance around, I notice he’s already sitting next to a tan, blond-haired guy who looks like he should be surfing, rather than confined in Pullman surrounded by wheat fields. On a positive note, Gavin’s ahead of me, so he isn’t able to look at me, at least not without extending some effort. On the flip side of that coin, he’s in my direct line of sight to the lab instructor, who introduces himself as Ian Marshal, a graduate student. This doesn’t help in the slightest. Instantly, I feel myself blush in memory of my earlier awkwardness. This is going to be a long semester.

      Ian, as he prefers to be called, gives a course overview and reviews the expectations for this semester. I force myself to keep detailed notes, to refrain from being distracted by Gavin. After reviewing the syllabus, Ian discusses the topic of plate tectonics from the lecture earlier this week. He also gives an overview of the geology in Washington State. Thankfully, throughout most of the entire two-hour lab, I’m able to fully concentrate on the lecture and hands-on activity Tabatha and I complete together. Only once do my eyes meet Gavin’s. Of course, I’m frozen on the spot as he raises one eyebrow, smiles, and gives a quick nod in my general direction. As soon as I’m able to break eye contact, I force myself to pay strict attention to the lab activity we’ve been assigned.

      As Tabatha and I work on our plate tectonics activity, I learn she’s a communications major, who’s originally from Spokane. Tabatha and I get along well and are able to finish a little ahead of others. I’m relieved because Ian had mentioned at the beginning of the lab, we could leave once we were finished.

      Tabatha and I exchange numbers as we gather our things to leave. While she programs my number into her phone, I come up with a brilliant plan to successfully exit the room without Gavin detecting me. If I casually keep in conversation with Tabatha, I’ll be able to safely avoid any interactions with him. I’ve already experienced more humiliation than I can handle in one day. Remaining as relaxed as I can, I make eye contact with Tabatha and pump her with questions to help her carry most of our conversation. Once outside, I thank her again for all her help and say goodbye.

      Relief washes over me on my way home. I’m finally able to relax and take in the warm afternoon. As I reach the dining hall, I see Sophie approaching. I smile and wave. When she gets closer, I see she doesn’t have her backpack with her, so she must not be going to a class.

      “Hey, Alex! How’s your first week going?”

      “Great!” Except for Today. “How’s yours?”

      “Good. I think I’m going to like it.” She grins.

      “Me, too. So… What are you up to?”

      “Oh, I’m meeting Josh for dinner at the CUB.” She grins a little. “What are your plans?”

      “I just finished my geology lab, and I’m heading home.” I grin as I remember our conversation from earlier about Josh. “I hope you have fun!”

      “Do you work tonight?” she asks.

      “No, now that classes have started, I’m only working Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday, unless they need someone to fill in.”

      “Want to join me for dinner? There will be a group of us.”

      Thinking about the last time we ran into Josh and who his company was makes me blush. I try to conceal it the best I can. “Um, I actually have a lot of studying to do tonight. It’s my first night off this week.” I smile apologetically, then add so I don’t sound like I’m avoiding her, “What are you doing this weekend?”

      “Nothing, really.” She shrugs and speculates my expression.

      “Maybe we could do something?” I stammer, trying not to sound so self-conscious to divert her from finding out about Gavin, the real reason behind my blushing.

      “Sure, what do you have in mind?” she eagerly asks.

      Not having a clue as to what there is to do, I throw my arms up in defeat. I smile and sarcastically reply, “I don’t know. I’m new here. What’s fun?”

      “There’s lots of things.” She giggles sarcastically back.

      “Well, we’ll decide this weekend. I’ll give you a call later.” I snicker. “I should let you go, so you’re not late.”

      “It’s okay. Are you sure you can’t come?” she pleads.

      “Yeah,” I sigh, still holding onto my first excuse. “I’ll see you this weekend.”

      “Okay.” Disappointment is clear on her face as she looks mine over again. “See you later.” She turns and walks toward campus.

      “Bye.”
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      Saturday morning, I actually manage to sleep in. By the time I leave the house, it’s after eight. I run the same path Sophie and I took toward Starbucks, planning to run downtown. When I’m running in place, waiting at a stop light, I see something that stops me in my tracks. Well, not something, someone. Gavin to be more specific.

      He’s about to enter Starbucks. His back faces me. Even though I shouldn’t be able to identify him from this distance, I’m sure it’s him. I recognize his towering height, his muscular body, and thick, dark-brown hair. It’s the same stance and body that walked away from me twice before and left me gaping. I panic and think of a way to avoid him. I don’t, under any circumstances, want to make a fool of myself again.

      I make a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn and run toward Moscow. I cross the street about a block away and run up the road I recognize as the one leading me to a grocery store. I know I can then make a big loop and make my way back to my apartment eventually.

      Though running usually relaxes me, today I’m guilt stricken and anxious. I feel bad about avoiding Gavin, both Thursday in class, and now this morning. He’s done nothing wrong. I’m being ridiculous. I can’t believe I’m letting him have this effect on me. I don’t even know his last name, let alone anything about him. He’s handled things perfectly acceptable, witty even, while I’ve been a bumbling idiot.

      When I arrive back at my apartment later that morning, I honestly don’t know how I managed to get here. It’s as if my body’s on autopilot and my brain’s checked out to lunch. I take a long, hot shower and get ready for the rest of my day.

      Around ten, my phone rings. Thinking it might be Sophie, I rush to the phone. As I see the caller ID, a smile lights up my face. It’s Jacob, my older brother. “Hey, Jake. What’s up?” I’m surprised to hear from him. We’re pretty close, but we’re busy with our own lives and don’t get the chance to chat much.

      “Not much. How’s your first week of classes?”

      “Really good. I’ve met a few people. So far, classes have gone well,” I tell him about Sophie, Tabatha, and my professors. We also talk about my apartment, job, and what I think of Pullman itself. I leave out Gavin because I don’t want him to tease me like he always does about boys. Besides, there’s really nothing to tell. Jacob knows I haven’t really dated anyone seriously. I doubt he’ll even think to ask me about boys. That’s usually Katherine or Mom’s job.

      “What are your plans for the weekend?” Jacob asks curiously.

      “Um, Sophie’s coming over for lunch, then we’re seeing a movie later.”

      “Which one?”

      “Um, I’m not sure. We’ll decide when she gets here.” I walk to the kitchen and look through my cupboards, trying to decide what to cook.

      “Well, it sounds like fun. I’m glad you’re making friends. I’ve been worried because it’s harder to meet people when you live on your own.”

      “I know, Jake, but I love my apartment. Really, I’m doing fine. You don’t have to worry,” I assure him.

      “Al, that’s not what I’m saying,” he adds in a light laugh, “I’m just remembering what it was like for me once I moved out of the dorms. I had friends, but it was harder to stay in contact, scattered throughout campus.”

      “It’s actually been amazing, Jake. Things are falling into place the way they should.” Apparently, falling literally at times, too. As I remember the tall, brown-haired boy occupying my thoughts today.

      “Good for you, Alex!” There’s a short pause on the other end of the telephone, and then I hear Jacob sigh. “What are your plans later this week?”

      “Well, I work Monday through Wednesday and have lab until five on Thursday. Why?”

      “Want some company Thursday or Friday evening?” He takes a short breath and sounds like he’s thinking of something. Then he adds, “I have a conference on Wednesday and Thursday in Spokane.”

      “I’d love to see you. I can only offer a couch or my bed, though.” Knowing he’d never take my bed from me, I smile to wait for his response.

      “I can get a hotel. It’s a business trip. I’ll extend for the day. I have plans Saturday, so I’ll leave Friday afternoon.”

      “Sounds good! When will you get here?”

      “Um… I’m not sure when the conference will end. I’ll call when I’m on my way. I’ll leave a message if you’re still in class.”

      “I can’t wait to see you,” I say excitedly. I love visiting with him. We always have fun. We haven’t had a lot of time since he moved to Seattle to work as a finance manager.

      “See you Thursday. Have a great week.”

      “Love you, Alex.”

      “Love you, too, Jake,” I say as I hang up the phone and gather ingredients to make chicken salad for lunch.

      A little after twelve, there’s a knock at my door.

      “Hey, Alex,” Sophie greets me.

      “Hello. Lunch is almost finished. We just need to throw it all together.” I smile as we talk toward my kitchen. “You can sit, I’ll get everything.”

      As I toss in the remainder of the ingredients, Sophie sits on one of my barstools. “Is there anything I can do?” she asks helplessly.

      “No, not really. What movie do you want to see?”

      She smiles a little. “I don’t
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