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  For my sister, who has listened to my stories—both the wild and the ridiculous—for more years than either of us will admit. Thank you for laughing when I thought I was funny, for indulging my craziest ideas, and for always believing in this dream.
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CURRENT – Borrowed Hour

August 2023


The smell of fresh paint mixed with the unmistakable old-building odor in the dorm was resurrecting something uncomfortable from deep in my brain and conjuring memories that were almost too much to bear. I had loved this place intensely when I was a student, but after what happened to Will all those years ago, the guilt and regret were still overwhelming. 
I hurried down the hallway from my son Sean’s room, where he and his roommate Zach were still unpacking and getting settled. Aiming for the exit sign in the distance, I fought my way through what looked like hundreds of parents and students talking in little clusters. I felt as if the walls were pressing closer to me, and I had a nearly overwhelming urge to burst out of the press of bodies and into the fresh air.
Then, above the din, I heard the old campus steam whistle begin to blow. I felt a sweet twinge at the familiar sound. A beloved tradition stretching back over a hundred years to when Tech had been a trade school, the whistle blew at five minutes before each hour during weekdays to signal the end of class periods, as well as when the team won a home football game. To most alumni, the sound would have been a happy, vivid reminder, but it only deepened what was growing inside of me. If I ever got out of this building, I felt like I could never come back.
Skirting the crowd and hugging the wall, I noticed a narrow, old-looking door on the right, a few feet away from my hand. It was painted an institutional yellow and looked like it had been there since the beginning of the twentieth century, when some of the buildings on this side of campus had been built. I grabbed the knob and twisted it, then rushed through the doorway, hoping to disappear from these happy onlookers and be alone for a few minutes.
It was dark in the hall on the other side, and a bit musty, as if no fresh air had circulated in it for years. There was no light switch, or none that I could find, as I carefully ran my fingers along the wall. Not wanting to go back through the crowd, I crept forward into the dark, seeing a thin light up ahead. Maybe the passageway would open into a less congested area, if not directly to the outside. Walking with my hands outstretched to avoid running into anything, I kept my eyes on the sliver of light. I put one foot almost directly in front of the other as I got closer and closer to what I hoped was a door. Why had I left my cell phone and its trusty flashlight in the car?
Finally, I saw a diamond-shaped window in a door up ahead, with sunlight streaming through it. Just before I reached it, a reflection caught my eye. I squatted down. It was a key, like the ones we used to have to our dorm rooms, on a ring with a tiny metal sculpture—some famous mathematical shape, although I couldn’t remember the name. I grabbed it and put it in my purse, then straightened up.
When I got to the door, I found the knob and exited the hallway. The air outside smelled so clean. The warm sun shining on my arms felt fantastic. Birds were singing, and I could hear conversation and laughter all around me. It was a glorious day, and my heart felt lighter almost instantly. This was a courtyard I remembered from my time here. A few students were playing Frisbee on the grass, and others were chatting in groups. One guy was sitting on our old bench under the tree—the one where Will and I had shared countless lunches and conversations. With a book balanced on his knee and one arm thrown over the backrest, he kept scanning the courtyard, as if looking for someone. When I saw his face, I was astonished to see that he looked just like Will. I couldn’t help gawking. We had lost Will soon after graduation, just over nineteen years ago, and this guy didn’t just have Will’s coloring and features; he had the same familiar way of absently shoving his hair out of his eyes and the same easygoing but confident posture. 
“Hey, Lauren.” The guy put his book down with a smile. “I’m so glad you came out. I was afraid you’d get stuck inside the dorm all day.”
I was stunned. Maybe I was dreaming. Maybe it was one of those dreams where you know it’s not real, but you’re still very much involved in it. Somehow, it didn’t have to make sense.
“Yeah, it’s too pretty to stay in, but luckily I’m off duty now,” I agreed, thoroughly confused on one level but somehow not missing a beat. I was young, and I was wearing shorts and a tank top. If this was a dream, I sure didn’t want to wake up anytime soon.
I sat down beside Will, and he said, “I got a little break between getting the freshmen set up and was about to eat my lunch, but I brought some extra stuff, hoping you’d show up. Join me?”
There were two sandwiches and two cans of soda in an insulated bag in his backpack. Will dug around theatrically, then with a flourish produced a Pez dispenser. He set it upright on the bench like a trophy, the plastic head wobbling in the breeze. “And look—food of the gods for dessert.”
I had to laugh. Will and I, along with our other friends, were big Seinfeld fans and loved to watch the reruns whenever we could. 
“Oh, I shouldn’t. I certainly don’t need to eat anything,” I said, feeling self-conscious. Eric often reminded me I wasn’t thin enough. Thin was “perfect” in his eyes, and he told me that as frequently as possible. 
“What are you talking about?” Will said. “Even beautiful geniuses need nourishment. Or are you able to run on sunlight alone these days?”
I felt a big smile breaking across my face. “You’re too kind.” 
He handed me a drink and a ham-and-Swiss. I popped the top on my soda. It was cold and fizzy. It was real. Whatever this was—daydream or hallucination—I was going to enjoy it and try my best not to wake up. I wanted to stay right here on this bench with Will. Forever.
“So, how’s your week been?” I asked. Somehow, I knew exactly where we were and what was going on. The new freshmen had moved in, and we were both doing a little paid work helping set up social activities for them. Our classes were starting in a few days.
“Oh, it’s been good,” he said. “After the freshman thing is over, I’m hoping to get in a little camping trip before the semester gets going. How about you?”
“Same, except for me it’s going to be the quickest beach trip in the world. Amy and I are leaving later today.” I watched a guy make a spectacular Frisbee catch. “You’ll start interviewing this semester, right? Got any idea which company would be your dream job?” 
“Not yet,” he said. “I want to see who’s recruiting this fall and where I might want to go. Wouldn’t it be beyond cool to find a position at a startup in California or something?” He turned to face me, his elbow on the backrest. “And what about you? Do you know where you’ll apply for grad school?”
By this point, I was deep in the experience, or the dream, or whatever was going on, and I was enjoying sitting here with Will. Everything had always been so effortless with us, and there weren’t many people I could say that about. He was always full of life, smiles, and fun ideas, and he never failed to make me feel happy and energized.
Soon I heard the whistle begin to blow. How had it been almost an hour since I’d sat down? I was looking right at Will, about to respond to something he had just said, when I found myself standing in that dorm hallway again, with parents and students all around me. I scanned my surroundings. Everything was just as it had been. It was all so ordinary again. What had just happened? Had I been lost in a daydream, standing here this whole time? Or had I been in a janitor’s closet? And where was that door I’d opened?
I was terribly disappointed to be back in reality but felt a lot better than I had when I first left Sean’s room. My mind was whirling with questions, but not knowing what else to do, I started making my way toward the exit. I found my car and backed out of my parking spot, managing to avoid running over any oblivious pedestrians, then drove the short distance to the interstate. As I traveled up I-75, I realized I had a silly little smile on my lips. 
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COLLEGE – First Light

September 2002


It was a Friday night in mid-September of my junior year, and I found myself at a party. My freshman-year roommate, Marily, had invited me, and she’d said everyone could bring friends. The house was in a suburb in the northeastern part of Atlanta and belonged to her parents, who were away for the weekend. I’d ridden to the party with Savannah, a friend I’d had chemistry classes and labs with my first two years at Tech. 
There was a good mix of people I knew and ones I’d never seen before, so the evening was a lot of fun at first, but after a while it got crowded and a little too warm inside. It was time for some fresh air and another beer. The kitchen door opened onto a wooden deck at ground level, surrounded by a large fenced-in backyard. There were about fifteen people out there near the keg, and occasionally someone would reach down to pet a black dog. She appeared to be a lab and border collie mix, with a sleek coat and a sweet face. 
Once I’d filled my cup, I sat down on the edge of the platform with my feet in the grass. I reached out my hand and spoke to the dog, and she came over. After I’d played with her for a moment, she sat down beside me. I loved college life, but I’d grown up with pets and missed being around animals. Sitting outside with a beer and this adorable creature was a real treat for me. 
I was looking out at what I could see of the yard in the glow from the lights behind me when I noticed a hand reaching down to pet my new friend. A tall, lean guy sat down on the other side of her, giving me a friendly look. 
“How’s it going?” he said.
“Pretty good.” I smiled. “Even better now that I’ve found this cute baby.” 
“Her name’s Bella,” he told me. “And I’m Will.” 
He had tousled light brown hair, clear grayish-green eyes, and a nice tan. He had been attractive enough at first glance, but when he smiled and revealed his beautiful white teeth, he was gorgeous.
“Hi Will, I’m Lauren.”
“Nice to meet you, Lauren. How do you know Marily?” 
“She was my roommate when we were freshmen,” I said. “We still get together now and then. And you?” I rubbed Bella’s head. It was as soft as it looked. 
“I just came with some friends, so I don’t really know her. But she seems great, and I’m always down for a party. It was a bonus to see this pup. I love dogs.”
“Me too. And cats, and any other pets I can get my hands on.”
He nodded. “I haven’t had a pet in forever. Wish I could have a dog, but my landlord won’t allow it. That’s definitely a goal for a couple of years from now.” Bella was lying on her back, paws in the air, so he scratched her chest. “It’s awesome to be outside, right?”
“Oh yeah. There’s nothing like a summer night.” I angled my body toward Bella and Will. “Couple of years before you can get a dog, huh? Do you go to Tech too?”
“Yep. I’m a co-op—an ME.” So, he was a mechanical engineering major working in industry every other semester to pay the bills and gain work experience. “I think I should get out in a couple more years. How about you?”
“Just starting my junior year—biology,” I replied, playing with one of Bella’s ears.
“And I’m guessing you’re a native Georgian?”
“Yeah, from an awful little town I thought I’d never escape,” I admitted.
He laughed. “Well, you made it. Glad you’re here now.”
“Me too. So where’s home for you?”
“Oh man.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I grew up in a bunch of different places—some in the Northeast, a couple out west, and now here for school. My dad was always changing jobs, and finally . . . The important part is, I’ve been renting a house near campus with a few buddies for the last couple of years, and now I consider that home.” He petted Bella’s head, and she tried to lick his hand. “It’s great. I run with some guys a few days a week, and there’s always a crew hanging out. We do fun stuff, especially on weekends. You should join us sometime.”
That sounded nice. It would be great to have a new group to hang out with. The last two years, I’d gone to football games and hung out with some people who shared a house on Estelle Avenue, just northeast of campus, but somehow—despite their constant partying—they had all managed to graduate the year before.
“So, what do you do for fun besides pet strange dogs and chat with strange guys?” Will asked.
I laughed. “That takes up more time than you’d think. But I also like to draw and get out in nature, especially if there’s a nice trail to explore.” I looked down to give Bella a scratch, then back up at Will. “And you? What do you do when there aren’t any strange dogs around?”
“Anything outdoors, for sure. I love camping, rafting—all that good stuff. Right now, I’m trying to get in shape for a mountain bike race in north Georgia. But hey, tell me about your drawing. What do you like to draw?”
“Lauren, time to go,” Savannah called me from right outside the back door. “Remember, I have to get up tomorrow morning.”
This had to be the first time in my life a friend wanted to leave a party before I did. “Sorry, that’s my ride,” I said, standing up and brushing off my shorts. 
Will got to his feet too and said, “It’s been so great to meet you. Hope to see you again soon.” 
“Very nice to meet you too.” I gave him a smile and started turning away. I felt him touch my elbow.
“Lauren?” he said. “What’s your last name?”
“My—Oh, it’s Mahan,” I told him, wondering why he wanted to know. “And, um, have a great night. See ya.” I gave Bella a last pat and followed Savannah through the house.

      [image: ]Sunday morning, my phone rang. 
“Hi Lauren, this is Will. We met at the party Friday night?”
Wow, he must have looked me up in the student directory. Holy shit. Who’d seen that coming? 
“Oh sure, how are ya?”
“Real good, thanks. So, a bunch of us decided to go tubing down the river, and I wondered if you’d like to come?”
My mind started racing immediately. Did I want to do that—spend the afternoon with a group of strangers? I had wanted a little more excitement this year, so why not.
“Sure. What time?”
“Well . . . right now, as a matter of fact. Sorry for the late notice. We came up with the idea last night around midnight, and I didn’t think I should call you then.” I could tell from his tone he was smiling.
I looked around the room wildly, as if I’d find a hint there about what I should say next. Why the hell couldn’t I think faster?
“We have plenty of tubes, and one guy, Josh, will take those up in his truck. Some people are already at the house getting things together, but I know you’ll need time to change, so how about I swing by and get you in a few minutes, then we’ll ride up to the put-in point together?” he said.
“Okay.” I looked in my drawer. Thank God I’d brought my cute new black swimsuit to campus. “I’m in east campus—Grant dorm.” 
“Got it. See you soon.”
Wow. Well, at least I didn’t have time to get nervous or shy or anything. I needed to move. Fast.

      [image: ]Will and I headed north in his Jeep, an indie playlist providing the soundtrack for our adventure. Every now and then when we weren’t talking, he’d hum or softly sing a few bars. Pretty soon, I surprised myself by singing along with him on a song I knew well. He shot me a quick grin, and we kept it up for a few more minutes.
As we got closer to our destination, we swapped stories about our previous adventures floating down the Chattahoochee, and he filled me in on his friends and what to expect from the day.
“They’re really great people,” he said, giving me a quick glance. “Super welcoming and easy to be around. Josh is one of the nicest guys you’ll ever meet, and his girlfriend Melissa has this friendly energy you’ll love.”
He adjusted the volume of the music a little. “Let’s see . . . Jason and Rob live a couple houses down from me, and they’re lots of fun. Oh, and my roommates Dave and Nick, along with Nick’s girlfriend Hannah, are always cracking jokes and keeping things light. Nobody gets uptight about schedules or anything. We’re all just there to relax and have a good time together. I think you’ll fit right in.”
I appreciated hearing about them all in advance, and maybe Will sensed that. Being around him was so easy that I’d forgotten any trace of shyness I’d felt when I first decided to go.
At the take-out point—where we’d exit the river later—we picked up Dave, Nick, and Hannah, who had parked their car there. Jason and Rob had done the same and hitched a ride to the put-in location with Josh and Melissa. With everyone accounted for, we made the short drive upriver.
Once we were all gathered and ready to go, we pushed our tubes in, seating ourselves as we floated away from the bank. The water was freezing, and it was sort of brown, but with the delicious sunshine on my skin and the mingled scents of sunscreen and the river itself, I knew this was going to be just the little break from the city and studying I needed.
The group seemed nice and friendly, and I’d seen some of them around campus over the previous couple of years. A few of the guys had brought coolers in tubes they’d attached to their own. We couldn’t bring glass on the river, but cans were fine. 
Josh, who was floating closest to me, offered me a drink, but I knew we’d be away from the nearest ladies’ room for two to three hours, so I thanked him but declined. Then I noticed that Melissa, who had one foot propped on Josh’s tube, seemed to be drinking with no worries at all, and figured maybe I should just relax for once.
Our group drifted down the river in a cluster for quite a while. We all went around a bend under a large overhanging branch, and I closed my eyes and lay back, just basking in the sun as we floated. This was the life. Then the motion of my tube changed, and it moved backward just a little. When I opened my eyes, there was Will, lying back on his inner tube, his arm extended so he could hold the side of mine. He was smiling at me, and once again I couldn’t take my eyes off those beautiful teeth. We were both wearing sunglasses, and I could barely see his eyes. Could he see mine, or would it be all right for me to sneak a glance at that runner’s body of his, with the amazing sun-bronzed skin?
“Having fun?”
“Yes. This is sheer heaven,” I told him. Sun and water and not a care in the world. 
“Want a beer? You twenty-one? I don’t want you getting busted out here on our first adventure.”
“Yep, turned twenty-one last Saturday, so no worries,” I said. “And I’d love one, thanks.”
Will twisted around, getting two cans from his inflatable cooler, and gave me one. We popped the tops and sipped our drinks as we floated along. 
“You guys do this a lot?” I asked him.
“We try to. Of course, it’s a lot more fun to go whitewater rafting in North Carolina or Tennessee when we have time to drive up there, but when it’s hot outside and we just have a few hours, we make it a point to come here. Unless it’s a football day.” He took a swig. “We go to all the home games together. You should come with us.”
“I’d love to. I love our team, but this year I’m without my football buddies—they all graduated.” I shifted in my tube, the shock of the cold water brushing my skin, and added, “The people I hang out with now either don’t like football or grew up following some other team.” 
“Well, Lauren, this is great timing. You’re with us from now on.”
A happy grin broke over my face. Will’s easy sociability was incredibly relaxing, and his friends were just as fun and welcoming as he’d promised. This year was starting out great. 
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CURRENT – Same Old Reality

August 2023


As I got off the interstate and took the winding, tree-lined suburban roads to the house I shared with Eric, I basked in the memory of that summer, when Will and I spent so many golden hours together. With my daydreaming in full gear, I pulled into the driveway and activated the garage door. 
Once inside, my feelings started coming down to earth, with the realities of our home crowding out the more fantastic ideas I’d been entertaining. Unlike during the years when Sean had been here, the house was now quiet, and it felt empty and dead. In the past, he and his friends had been responsible for much of the laughter and life in this space, and I’d have to get used to the newly empty atmosphere.
Before I could think about it, my phone was in my hand and I was dialing Emily. I wanted to hear her voice, to make the afternoon feel a little more normal. And I had to admit, I was dying to tell her what had happened. My call went directly to voicemail. My sister was an attorney who handled civil issues, so sometimes she was quite reachable at her desk, but she would set her phone on silent or turn it off if she was in court. 
I left her a quick message so she’d know there was nothing urgent. “Just saying hi. Maybe we can get together this weekend.”
In my home office, I opened Facebook and typed in Will’s name, but there were no results. Well, of course not. What was I thinking? He was already gone by the time Facebook became popular. Still, I couldn’t help but put his name into the search bar on Google, hoping maybe some story from his youth, some scrap of text about him would give me a little echo of the thrill I’d had this afternoon. 
There was nothing there, no trace of him. It was so strange and so sad—he was really gone. All these years, I had done my best not to think about him, avoiding the grief, but now that I’d seen him, if only in my mind, I wanted the happy illusion to continue.
Just as I was about to give up, I realized there was one more thing I could try, an electronic journal I had written on my student computer all those years ago. Today wasn’t going to be the day, though; I was afraid the details were too raw and too real. Although I wanted to prolong my happy reminiscence about Will, the sad reality was rapidly returning. I felt the guilt and grief approaching like a cold, gray fog.
It was time to mentally shift gears, to get away from the computer and do some more active things, starting with a run around the neighborhood. Later, I’d see if I could prepare some food that Eric would actually like.

      [image: ]Since I had been off all day for Sean’s move-in, I cooked dinner. It was just about ready when Eric returned from work. I had marinated a couple of mahi-mahi filets, and I was planning to serve them grilled, with a kale and quinoa salad. As soon as he had changed into shorts and a T-shirt, he came into the kitchen and began examining the food I had prepared.
“You didn’t toast the quinoa in oil before cooking it, did you?”
“No oil. Just toasted it dry,” I replied. “Why?”
“I just wondered. Did you massage the kale before mixing it in?”
“Sure did. I also talked to it and bought it a glass of wine,” I joked.
Eric looked at me for a moment. It reminded me of the way he had looked at the furnace once when it was making a strange sound. Finally, he turned away from the counter, which told me the inspection was over and I had passed, maybe with a B minus. 
I dispensed some ice and water into tall glasses, adding a lemon wedge to mine. This kitchen had never felt like it really belonged to me. It was all stainless steel, quartzite, and glass, plus a stone tile floor—Eric’s choices. But that Sub-Zero kept my lemons and other goodies nice and cold, so I couldn’t complain.
Once we were sitting at the table eating, he said, “I assume Sean got moved in?”
“Yes, he and Zach are all settled. I hope he loves it there.”
“You know, he would have been just fine if he had driven down on his own.” The corners of Eric’s lips turned up in a closed-mouth smirk as he continued to chew.
“Yes.” I tried not to clench my teeth. “Of course he would have been fine on his own. He wanted both of us to come, just for fun, and to help him and Zach haul their stuff there.” I stabbed some kale with my fork. “Since this was a day for parents and freshmen, I thought it would be good to give them a hand and show him we’re interested.” 
Eric leaned forward a fraction of an inch, spine perfectly straight as always, and persisted. “I drove all my own stuff almost four hundred miles to campus when I was his age, and no one helped me. It’s not that hard.” With Eric, every conversation had a winner and a loser, and he always wanted to walk away on top.
“Yes, of course he could have done it alone. But he didn’t have to. He wanted his family to help, and all he had to do was ask.”
Pivoting away from that exhausting exchange, I asked Eric how his day had been, and he told me a couple of general stories from his office. He was trying to make a transition to a concierge practice, privately paid for by the patients. He saw it as a way to make big money as fast as possible. He’d made it clear that he wanted to live in a huge, lavish house someday and drive the most expensive sports car he could find. After the sweet hour I had enjoyed earlier, it was all I could do to even halfway listen to him and respond. 
After dinner, Eric retreated to his home office to read financial news and manage his investment accounts. I poured myself a glass of wine and curled up in the den. The house felt like a mausoleum without Sean and his friends, and my mind kept drifting back to the afternoon at Tech, as impossible to grasp as a dream. I let myself enjoy the feeling a little longer, then opened my iPad and bought a legal thriller to read.
Around ten o’clock, I got a text from Sean.

We bought books, went to freshman cookout, met some nice people

The message made me smile. Typical, thoughtful Sean. He knew his old mom would like to hear something about his day. College could be some of the best and most important years of a person’s life. I only wished my experience, or one particular minute of it, had gone a bit differently. 
I was in bed with the lights out and my eyes closed when Eric came in, but I wasn’t asleep. I kept replaying what had happened—or what I had imagined—or whatever it was. In some ways, that brief interlude was the most exciting and meaningful thing—other than being Sean’s mom—that had happened to me in almost twenty years. Whatever had taken place in that courtyard, it had felt completely real. Will’s laugh, his smile, the way he’d looked at me with such warmth—it was exactly as I remembered from all those years ago. For one precious hour, I’d felt young again.
My college self had been the real me. I had worked hard, certain I was going to go to grad school and do research someday. I had been thrilled to be at Tech, making progress toward what I assumed would be a bright future, and I had enjoyed my leisure time too. Most of my best memories were of things I had done with Will and the people I knew through him. When we met, he had brought me into his world of friends and fun, and it had transformed my life.
But in the end, as wonderful as Will was and as much happiness as he had given me, I had hurt him and pushed him away. He and I had always been able to discuss anything in the world, but the last time I had seen him, not long before he was killed, I had been so full of anxiety that I had abruptly shut him down when he tried to talk to me. That was something I could hardly bear to live with.
All my hopes and dreams had died in the warm, sunny days after our graduation. Instead of conducting research in a cutting-edge lab, I was now writing routine reports for a mediocre little company. And instead of having a marriage full of love and joy, I had a grudging pairing with Eric, focused strictly on giving Sean a two-parent home. Still, those disappointments were nothing compared to Will’s death.
As I became drowsy, I kept thinking of Will and his smile. My mind began to drift toward sleep when something nagged at the edge of my consciousness—something I was supposed to remember. Just as I was dropping off, it came to me with a jolt of panic: I had a guest article for a huge website due tomorrow at five, and I hadn’t even picked the topic yet. They had offered me the opportunity weeks ago, and I’d assumed I would have all the information in my head and be able to write the post after taking Sean to campus, but by now it was past time to go to sleep. The article could be about anything I wanted that had to do with personality types, and if I hadn’t put it off, it would have been so easy.
My stomach sank with dread. I couldn’t throw away this chance. If my article was good, I’d get more invitations to write for other websites, and every time I did that, it would gain me many new readers for my own site. Maybe I’d be able to quit my miserable little job at Doralabs someday. 
As tired and anxious as I was, I knew it was better not to try to write it now. I could hardly think. I’d try to get a good night’s sleep and do it tomorrow. Something would come to me in the morning, probably while I took my shower, and I’d simply write it up during my lunch hour. Maybe I’d wake up with a million ideas. My whole life seemed to be a study of personality types, so there was no shortage of stories to tell.
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COLLEGE – Game Day

September 2002


Saturday a few days after our river trip, we had a home game, and it was so much fun. It was unseasonably warm even for Atlanta, with the bright sun feeling almost hot in the student section. It had been a perfect day. We won, and I was grinning as I walked with Will, Josh, Melissa, and Drew, one of their other friends, to Pie High for a little celebratory pizza afterward. 
We were drinking cold beer and eating, having a lively conversation about the game, when some girl with expensive clothes and perfect makeup and hair stopped by our booth. 
“Lisa. How’s it going?” Will greeted her. The others said quick hellos, but Lisa’s eyes were on me where I was sitting between Will and the wall. “Have you met Lauren?” he continued.
“Hi,” I started to say, but she interrupted me.
“I wouldn’t remember if I had.” She looked me up and down.
Wow. I couldn’t have heard that correctly, could I? It must have been the rudest thing anyone had ever said to me. I looked across at Melissa, hoping to catch her eye, but she was staring into her beer. 
Will’s expression changed, just for a second. “Well, now you have,” he said. “Lauren’s great.”
Lisa looked a little surprised but continued talking to Will as if the rest of us weren’t there. “A couple of girls and I just came to have a quick salad before we get ready for our party tonight. I saw you and just wanted to stop by.” She used her hand to sweep some of her full, beautiful hair off her shoulder. “I’ll see you around,” she added, and off she pranced in her designer shoes. 
As Will turned to me, I asked, “Is that your girlfriend?” I was curious. He seemed too nice to be with someone like that. 
It had been just over a week since I’d met him, but I had spent hours talking to him since then, and this was the first time he seemed to have trouble finding his words. After a few seconds, he said, “We used to go out, but that’s ancient history now.” His expression relaxed to his usual easygoing look. “Where would you get that idea anyway—you psychic or something?”
“Mmm, yeah, I have a special antenna,” I told him. We ordered another round and launched back into our postgame analysis.
After we’d finished our beer and pizza, I reluctantly excused myself and trudged back across campus to my room, because I had some serious studying to do. Will gave me some crap about being no fun, but I had a test that Monday, and physics didn’t come naturally to me the way it did to him. The few beers I’d had hadn’t totally killed my concentration for the night, and I could at least do my laundry and some of the easier problems, then hit the books hard the next day.
Just as I was punching holes in some handouts to put in my binder, my phone rang. It was my friend Pam. “Whatcha doing?” she asked.
“Oh, just procrastinating, really. Got a test Monday I need to get ready for.”
“I wanted to let you know that Eric Whitman saw me in the lab yesterday, and he came up and asked about you.”
“Asked about me?”
“He asked for your number.”
“Holy shit. Eric Whitman asked about me?” 
Pam and I had been enjoying dollar beers at Finn’s Tavern back in April when a ridiculously handsome guy came up to say hi to her. She introduced us, but only by our first names. We talked for a few minutes, and during that short time, I developed a massive crush on him. I’d only learned his last name and major, chemical engineering, because I had grilled her relentlessly after he left. I was a little surprised he remembered the occasion.
“Yep. Thought I’d give you a heads up. Guess he’s going to call you.”
A giddy thrill passed through me, followed by a slight panic. I had enjoyed dreaming and talking about him for months, but now I felt sort of like a puppy who had been chasing a car and somehow managed to catch it. Out of sheer nervous energy, I stood up and paced for a minute as we finished our call.
Although my mind wanted to wander off into delicious daydreams, somehow I was able to settle back down, and I began doing some physics problems. I started with the easier ones, hoping it would get me into the zone, and I was making good progress when the phone rang again. It took every bit of willpower I had to let it ring twice before I answered. I tried not to let my nervousness show.
“Hi, this is Eric. I assume Pam told you I might call.” His voice sounded super confident. “What’re you up to tonight?”
“Uh, I’m studying physics. Got a test Monday.” 
“Oh. Do you think you’d like to take a break later and grab a beer?”
“Umm . . . sure. Sounds like fun.”
“How about I pick you up at nine?”
“Great.”
I couldn’t believe it. I was really going out with the handsome Eric Whitman in just a couple of hours. I fussed with my hair and makeup until I was satisfied, then grabbed my phone to call Emily.
“What?” she said when I told her. “You’re going on a date with the guy you’ve been talking about all this time? The one you only met for a minute?”
“Yes. I don’t know exactly how this happened. But it’s not a big deal. Really, I’d forgotten all about him, but this will be fun, you know.” I was walking around my room while I talked. 
“Yeah sure, I know.”
“Really, it will. It’s good to have friends. Especially good-looking friends with black hair and eyes the color of the sea,” I said.
“Exactly what sea are you thinking of?”
“Never mind.” I wanted to get off the phone and go back to the mirror. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
At five minutes before nine, I started to get nervous. I brushed my hair again and put on the tiniest bit of tinted lip gloss, then sat down, trying to strike a casual pose so I could convince my brain that I was relaxed and confident.
At exactly 9 p.m., I heard a knock on my door. Someone must have let Eric in the building. He was perfection in human form, so why wouldn’t they? I grabbed my purse and swung the door open, and there he was.
“Ready?” He was smiling.
“Sure.” I was smiling too. How could I not? He was just so handsome and perfect.

      [image: ]From campus, we went up Peachtree Road to a place called Brews. One look inside told us we’d be better off at the outdoor tables at the front of the building. The dimly lit bar was crowded, loud, and smoky, while the patio was quiet and mostly unoccupied. There was no lighting or canned music out there, just the ambient glow from other businesses and headlights along Peachtree. 
We sat down at a black wrought iron table for two, and Eric ordered us a pitcher of beer. Once it arrived, along with two frosted mugs, we fell into relaxed conversation. It was incredible; I’d been infatuated with Eric since April, simply because of his face, his body, and the way he walked. I hadn’t known anything else about him, after all. But now I was talking to him—about school and other normal stuff—and I could hardly believe it. Apparently on top of looking like a god from a mythology book, he was a regular guy from the Research Triangle area of North Carolina who had to study and wanted to go to med school someday. 
Eventually, we decided we’d had enough to drink, so we climbed back into Eric’s car, but before we got anywhere near campus, he pulled into the parking lot of an apartment complex in Midtown. He turned to me with a grin and asked if I’d like to come in and listen to some music. That was fine by me. I was enjoying this magical evening and asking myself how this could be real. 
Eric shared a two-bedroom with another guy who was also pre-med, so once we were inside, he led me to his room and closed the door. After he put on a Norah Jones CD, we sat down side by side on the couch, which had a lofted bed above it. He turned and put his arms around me and kissed me.
Somehow, although it was all thrilling and perfect, I wasn’t nervous at all. I was just happy, and I hoped that after all these years of dealing with a number of Mr. Wrongs, I was finally with Mr. Right. Surely this was meant to be. 
We continued our kissing, and I could tell he was about to try to take my sweater off. I stammered suddenly, “Oh, it’s getting so late, and my roommate is expecting me back before one o’clock.” I was lying; no one was waiting for me. My roommate lived with her boyfriend, keeping the dorm room only to hide that arrangement from her parents.
I wondered what the hell was wrong with me, breaking up this incredible evening. But Eric wasn’t upset. He slowed down, still kissing me a little as he told me not to worry, that he’d have me back on time. We stood up, smoothing out our clothes, and left the apartment. This time, he took me all the way to campus and parked in a loading zone near my dorm. At the door, he pulled me close once more. Oh, he smelled so good. Soon our hug was over, and he said, “I’ll call you soon.”
“Thanks Eric. I had a great time.”

      [image: ]The next morning, I could hardly contain myself. I decided ten o’clock should be late enough for anyone to sleep when there was good news to be shared, so at exactly ten I called Amy. She had been my lab partner in many biology and chemistry classes since freshman year, and we had been close friends for that long, too. She had heard more than she wanted to about Eric since I’d met him in the spring.
She barely had time to answer before I said, “Amy, I went out with Eric. He is so perfect. I can’t imagine going out with anyone else now.” 
I told her about our date. Although last-minute and oh so casual, it had been perfect in my eyes. It was totally real and human, unlike the intoxicating daydreams I’d always had about him, the ones that had been short on details and overly feminine and dramatic. 
“So, do you have plans to go out again?”
“Not yet, but he said he’d call.” I couldn’t allow myself to think past this moment, or I’d start getting anxious and really screw things up. That was my special gift. 
“Do you think you should have told him you were busy and made him try again instead of jumping to go out with him the same night he called?”
“No. This was two people going for beer, not a date for the spring formal,” I said. “I’m not going to play games with him—that’s high school crap.” I knew he’d call soon; he had to. I wondered why I’d even told Amy about this. Her practical advice was eroding some of my elation. “Ugh . . . let’s talk about something else.” 
We agreed that we’d get together for a
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