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“My actions are my only true belongings. I cannot escape the consequences of my actions. My actions are the ground upon which I stand.”
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Chapter One

Ramona woke to the sound of her alarm beeping; the tone piercing her skull like a jackhammer. She moaned irritably and slapped it off. It was early and she hadn’t slept well; maybe that was why she was unusually sensitive to the alarm this morning. Peering over the edge of her bunk, she looked to see the alarm had woken her roommate. It didn’t help her mood to see that Darla, her roommate, had let her boyfriend stay over. Again. Ramona had no idea what Darla saw in him. Well, besides being rich. He was nothing to look at and had the sneering manners of the entitled class.

Why he was at the same small, backwater college as her, she didn’t know either. She would have assumed someone like him would have gone to an Ivy League school instead of a moss-covered institution like Derleth College.

Despite her feelings towards the entitled pig, Ramona got down off her bunk as quietly as possible. She liked Darla; there was no need to wake her up. She put on her clothes in the dark from behind the closet door. She didn’t want to turn on the light and risk being seen, or worse, having to see either of them in any state of undress. Eww! She hoped whatever she put on wasn’t too awful. Then again, it was an 8:00 am class; it was unlikely anyone else would be dressed any better.

She was almost to the door of her dorm room, backpack on her shoulder, shoes in hand, when her alarm went off again. Dammit. She must have only hit the snooze button. She scurried over to turn it off, but it was too late. The mound on the bed was moving. 

Carlton rolled over and sat up. He didn’t remember he was on the lower half of a bunk bed and caught his head on the underside of her mattress. She heard a surprised ‘ouch’ as the springs scraped his head.

“I say, if you have to wake me at this dreadful hour, must you do it more than once?” he asked peevishly.

Ramona knew she should apologize, but she was getting up for class, a perfectly good reason to have set the alarm. “It’s off now,” she muttered and started for the door again.

“Don’t let it happen again,” Carlton ordered. His tone, never pleasant, was especially grating today. It went straight under her skin like the sound of nails on a blackboard. 

Ramona stopped dead, flipped on the light, and snarled, “What did you say?”

Carlton’s mouth moved but no sounds came out. He sat blinking at the sudden light.

Ramona went on furiously, “This is my room, not yours. You don’t have to be here.” She paused briefly, surprised at herself. She wasn’t shy or timid by nature, but she wasn’t normally this hostile either. “What are you doing here anyway? Why aren’t you in your room?”

Carlton glared at her as he pulled the blanket up to cover himself. Ramona glared back. As if she wanted to see his bony chest. “I was invited,” Carlton arrogantly informed her.

No duh, Ramona thought to herself. She had assumed that much. “Doesn’t Darla have class today?” she asked. “I think she has an 8:00 a.m. lecture today, too. She needs to be getting up now.”

She stared at Carlton as she waited for him to wake Darla. Carlton, however, refused to say anything and laid back down on the bed. 

Jackass, she swore in her head. Normally, she would have just left. Darla was old enough to make her own choices, and if she wanted to skip class, it was no business of hers. Today, however, was different. Today, awake for barely ten minutes, she could feel something was off; strange somehow. She had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach like she had forgotten to turn a paper in. No, more like dreading an upcoming exam that she hadn’t studied for. 

Ramona stood without moving as she struggled to identify what was going on. She told herself to calm down as she took a deep breath. What was that smell? Had they burned incense or something last night? Was that what she was reacting to? Irritated, she decided to make sure Darla wanted to skip class.

“Darla, hey roomie, time to get up,” she called loudly.

No response.

Ramona didn’t like getting near Carlton when he was completely clothed, much less now, but she set her jaw and went over to the bed. Fortunately, Darla was on the outside of the bed with Carlton near the wall. Ramona put a hand on Darla’s shoulder and shook it gently. Still no response.

“Darla? C’mon, wake up.” She put her hand on Darla’s cheek; it was cool to the touch despite the blanket and her proximity to Carlton. Now that she was up close, she could see that Darla’s lips were unusually pale. As she shook her more strongly, Darla moaned and slurred something incoherent. Concerned, she asked Carlton, “What were you two doing last night?” 

“That is none of your business,” Carlton sneered. 

Taken aback, Ramona asked, “Aren’t you worried about her?” Seeing that he wasn’t, she went on, “Why aren’t you worried? What is going on?” Her voice was getting louder as she got more anxious.

“Keep your voice down, you idiot,” Carlton ordered.

Stung, like she had been hit, Ramona reacted without thinking. She stood up and screamed, “GET OUT OF MY ROOM NOW!”

Carlton recoiled in surprised; too stunned to say anything.

Ramona was done with him. She grabbed hold of the blanket and pulled fast and hard. Carlton watched as the blanket uncovered him, only clutching for it way too late. 

“Get out! Out! Out! OUT!!” she screamed at him.

Carlton scrambled as he tried to obey, looking frantically for his pants. Picking them up from the floor, Ramona threw them into his face. He got out of bed, trying not to trip while putting the pants on at the same time. She threw his shirt towards him, then picked up his shoes and backpack. Turning her back on him, she opened the door to toss them into the hall, where they landed with loud thumps. Carlton ran past her, chasing after his stuff. He turned back, no doubt to say something insulting, but she was already slamming the door in his face.



Chapter Two

After locking the door, Ramona leaned back against it, trying to catch her breath. She felt buzzed, like she had had too much caffeine. She couldn’t believe she had caused such a scene. Darla wasn’t going to be happy that she had treated her boyfriend so badly. Dammit to hell. What was going on with her today? She wanted to get to class, but now she couldn’t leave Darla. Right or wrong, all the shouting should have woken her. The door vibrated as the RA knocked on it, saying, “Are you all right? Ramona? Darla?” More knocking. Apparently, she had woken someone up. Great. 

Ramona unlocked and opened the door. Jill, the RA, was there, wearing a robe and her glasses. She was an upperclassman and nice enough. She wasn’t sure how Jill would take getting screamed awake though.

“I’m okay,” she told Jill. 

Jill nodded and peered past her, looking around the room. “And Darla? Is she okay?”

Ramona hesitated; worried she would get Darla into trouble. Then she shook her head, as the concern to find out what was going on with Darla got the better of her. “She doesn’t look too good to me,” she told Jill, as she moved to open the door wider.

Jill gave her a puzzled look as she went in and over to Darla. She also shook her but then felt for a pulse. She pulled open one of Darla’s eyes and even got in close to smell her breath. “This isn’t good at all,” she told Ramona. “I’m calling an ambulance.” She pulled her phone from her robe pocket and started dialing.

Ramona was scared. She wasn’t sure an ambulance was necessary, but even more scared that it might be. 

After making the call, Jill told Ramona to stay with Darla as she left the dorm room. Ramona could hear her telling the other coeds to clear the hallway and to keep it clear. For a moment she stared around the room, numb with fear. Then, she snapped herself out of the haze. I can handle this, she told herself. She reminded herself that she was a nursing student and that she should be able to deal with a medical situation like this. Okay. What to do first? She went over and checked on Darla. Still breathing. She breathed a sigh of relief.

Still breathing? Is that a nurse’s assessment? she reproached herself. She told herself to focus and took Darla’s vitals. Breathing, shallow; pulse, weak; skin, cool but not clammy to the touch. What next? She assumed she would be asked what Darla had eaten or drank in the last twenty-four hours, or any medications she was taking, so she got up and looked around their room. There was nothing evident out on Darla’s desk or dresser. They had a little refrigerator, but it only had water and soda in it. She rummaged through Darla’s drawers, but other than racy underwear, she didn’t find anything interesting.

She stopped looking as she heard the ambulance crew coming down the hallway. She got scared again and the room suddenly felt very stuffy. Taking a deep breath didn’t help. In fact, she felt irritated again. Dammit, she was missing class! 

Jill knocked perfunctorily on the door before opening it and coming in. She stood to one side and gestured for the EMTs to enter. Ramona moved to give the crew space to get to Darla.

They came in and went straight over to Darla. As they assessed her condition, they also asked Ramona for any details she could provide, as she expected they would.

Ramona told them what she could about what Darla may have eaten last, and that she didn’t have any allergies or wasn’t taking any medications that she knew of. 

“I’m sorry; I know that isn’t very helpful. She was on a date with Carlton last night. You should ask him; he could probably tell you more,” she told the EMTs.

The older, male EMT immediately stopped what he was doing and looked up at her. “Carlton? Not Carlton Blayne?”

Ramona nodded, saying, “Yes. That’s him. I think he’s in the East dorms.”

Only after the younger, female EMT nudged her partner, did he break eye contact with Ramona. She gave her partner a strange look before telling Ramona, “We’ll ask him. Thank you for your help.”

The older EMT cocked his head to one side and kind of shrugged one shoulder but didn’t say anything. Ramona felt like he was saying, ‘oh, no we won’t’.

The EMTs took Darla to the local hospital, strapped to a gurney; an oxygen mask covered her nose and mouth.

Jill had stayed close by while the EMTs worked. Once they left, she went over to Ramona and gave her arm a gentle squeeze, saying, “It’s okay. They will take care of her, I’m sure.” Peering into her eyes, Jill asked, “Are you okay?” 

Ramona nodded, numbly. “I guess so.” She didn’t know what to say. 

Leaving the room, Jill said, “I’m here if you want to talk, okay?”

Ramona just nodded again. She mechanically closed and locked the door. With Darla gone, the room felt weirdly empty. But it didn’t smell anymore. She was glad of that. 

She sat down at her desk with a thump. It was still morning, but she didn’t have any other classes to get to. She wondered what she should do. Study? That didn’t feel right, somehow.

Now what?



Chapter Three

Ramona sat, slumped in her desk chair, arms folded, as she went over what had just happened in her head. Her roommate had been taken to the hospital because she had had too much to drink or popped the wrong combination of pills, or something like that. Scary, sure, but not unheard of on a college campus.

As she thought about it, her fear left her. Darla was alive and being taken care of at the hospital. She was going to be fine. Ramona didn’t allow for the possibility that she wasn’t going to be fine.

What Ramona found herself feeling was anger. Not that weird irritation from earlier; just plain anger. She was angry at Darla for scaring her and she was also mad at her for what she did to herself. She knew better! And she was angry at Carlton. It was his fault. Darla hadn’t been into heavy drinking or taking drugs before she started dating him. It had to be his fault.

He knew what had happened, whatever that was. He wasn’t scared when Darla wasn’t waking up, so he must have known why. He must know what she took or how much she drank. Or, he had given her something!

And, he hadn’t wanted her to say anything. Darla could have been dying and Carlton didn’t want her to make any noise! That bastard!

The more Ramona thought about it, the angrier she got at Carlton. She remembered the EMT’s reaction at hearing his name. She had seen TV shows about families with ‘old money’ but this was her first experience with it.

She got up to walk furiously around the room. As the daughter of a single mother with no college education, she was used to living hand-to-mouth. She had dealt with snobs and entitled jerks all her life, but this was different. Carlton should be held responsible for his part in all this.

Ramona stopped pacing. Carlton should be held responsible. 

As far as her academics went, the day was over. She took her class books out of her backpack and added a couple of bottles of water. After tossing in her phone charger, she slung it over her shoulder and left the room.

She walked quickly across the quad towards the dorms where the rich kids lived. Once there, she asked the first boy she saw where Carlton’s room was. Not surprisingly, he knew. She stomped up the stairs and down the hall until she found his room. She knocked on his door lightly. Annoyed with herself for losing courage, having gone this far, she forced herself to knock harder. 

There was movement inside. She listened at the door but didn’t hear anything else. Banging on the door again, she called out, “Carlton? Are you in there? Open up!!”

The door opened, but not by Carlton. Surprised, Ramona gaped at the man. She had been prepared to lay into Carlton, but this wasn’t him. She didn’t know Carlton had a roommate. The man was young but somehow seemed older; handsome but not cute. A strange sense that something was off about him made her stomach tense, but she couldn’t stop staring into his eyes. 

The man smiled; he seemed amused at her reaction to him. Ramona continued to stare without saying anything. It was like the answer was right there; so close. What the question was, she had no idea.

Finally, the man broke eye contact by looking her up and down, before asking, “May I help you?” 

His tone was strange, too, but again, she wasn’t sure why. Something about it just didn’t fit the face it was coming out of. 

“I want to speak to Carlton,” she told him mechanically. The strange feeling lessened as she pulled herself together, but it was still there.

“Yes, I gathered that. He is not in at the moment,” he replied. 

The man was calm and poised and wasn’t sneering at her, but he was still amused.

Finding her courage, Ramona said, “I want to ask him what he gave Darla last night. Where is he?”

The man’s smile vanished, though he continued to appear calm and poised. “And who is Darla to you that you are so incensed on her behalf?” he asked her.

Ramona felt her back stiffen in reaction to his insinuation. Taking it for granted that Carlton actually had slipped Darla something, she asked, “Who are you to Carlton? His roommate? His lawyer?” She didn’t know why she asked him that; it made no sense. He looked young enough to be a college student but, at the same time, old enough to be a lawyer. 

The man snorted at her; a sound that could have either been amusement or impatience.

“I am not Carlton’s roommate and I have no time for lawyers...” he broke off suddenly. Ramona didn’t know what he was going to say, but she was getting curious about him.

“So, what are you doing in his room?” she asked him.

“Impertinent. And immaterial,” he replied. He eyed her up and down again. Seeing that she was less fascinated by him, he was no longer amused. “I will tell Mr. Blayne that you called for him, Miss...?”

“Guerrero. Thank you, Mister...?” Ramona asked, prompting him to give her his last name, at least.

“Curwen.” He didn’t smile and his face was stern, but his eyes glinted briefly as he spoke his name. Then, he stepped back inside and closed the door.

Wow. Now that he was gone, she felt let down somehow. It was like the time she faced down a bully at high school. At the time, she felt sure that they were going to get into a physical fight. At the last second, a teacher intervened and it all came to nothing. She was feeling that same sense of fear/anticipation/relief now as she did then.

She turned and walked down the hall and into the stairwell. She wanted to go where she could stop and get herself together without anyone seeing her. 

What is going on with me today? she asked herself. First, she skipped class, then she screamed at Carlton, now she suddenly wanted to fight a strange man she just met. She gripped the utility pipe in the stairwell hard and leaned her head against the wall. The cool, painted concrete felt good against her forehead. She tried breathing deeply but stopped as all that air made her light-headed. Scared and unable to focus, she ran down the stairs and out of the dorm. She had to find Dex.



Chapter Four

Dex would probably be in the science building. Dexter Phillips was a double major in Chemistry and Ancient History. He was also in his junior year, like her. And he was also her ex-boyfriend.

They dated all last year and it had been great. They met in the library and instantly hit it off. He found her choice of double majors as interesting and strange as she did his. She didn’t see a connection between Chemistry and Ancient History, and he didn’t see one between Nursing and Language Studies. They enjoyed studying together as much as hanging out in between. For a hard-core academic, he was surprisingly fun to be around. And he was good to her. He was the whole deal—smart, cute, and sweet; she had really fallen for him.

She broke up with him when she found out he was using his chemistry knowledge to make drugs. She also had reason to believe he too was using his product. It hurt like hell to break up with him, but she couldn’t handle the drug use and everything that came with it. Even almost a year later, she still wished she could have been strong enough to deal with it. There were days when she still missed him, but she never called him.

Suddenly realizing that she was literally running to a guy she had broken up with, she stopped dead in the lobby of the chemistry building. Another student bumped into her, grumbled a terse ‘Sorry,’ and kept walking.

Dex wouldn’t want to see her now. They hadn’t spoken all year and it was close to the end of the spring term. Why would he help her after she had left him?

Standing in the lobby, with the other students walking in and out, around, and by her, she felt terrified and alone. She put her hands to her face and closed her eyes, overwhelmed by her emotions.

“Ramona? Ramona, are you all right?”

Ramona looked up and spun around at the voice. Dex’s voice. Her chest
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