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Chapter 1

It’s the first day of college and I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment by making it on time to my very first class. After rummaging through boxes of clothing, avoiding the dorm shower rush by waiting until everyone has gone and being whistled at by the volleyball idiots just outside the Kentucky dorm, this is a good start to the beginning of my next four years.

It’s English 101 and the professor cuts us no slack. “Okay, class. I don’t believe in taking it easy on the first day. I’m quite sure that many of you are still getting settled into the idea of not living with your parents. It’s time to meet new friends and start doing your own thing. I’m going to help you meet others with an assignment.” The classroom remains quiet as the professor goes on standing behind his desktop podium.

Wow! Everyone looks so serious. Is this determination I’m seeing? Berea is an academic honors school, with one of the highest records for graduating seniors to starting freshman ratio. I see why now. The solemn look on everyone’s face in this room reflects exactly how I feel. I’m serious about the education, but my shyness and nerves make it difficult to concentrate sometimes.

“Ann and Alex,” the sound of the professor’s voice brings my attention back to him.

What? Oh God! I must have drifted in thought for a minute! Definitely not off to a good start. Crap! I don’t know anyone in here to find out what I’ve missed. I definitely don’t know who Alex is! In other thought, I’m sure the professor knows who Alex is. I could hear it in his voice.

As I scan around the room trying to determine who looks like Alex, the professor elaborates more on our assignment. “I want you to ask questions that will help you get to know who the other person is. Don’t just ask about where they are from, or what their parents do for a living. I want the good stuff. You are to conduct a real interview, in a formal interview manner, and get to the main question that generates the whole purpose of the assignment. For example, what is the biggest secret the interviewee has? What is the most dangerous, or irresponsible thing the subject has ever done? Have they ever been arrested? How old were they when they first had sex? Have they beaten anyone up? If you want a good grade, you will have to get intimate. This will make a difference between a C and an A.”

The professor addresses the interviewees now as he remains standing like a statue behind his podium, “Don’t tell the interviewer anything you don’t want them to put in these papers. If you tell it, the interviewer is free to write it.” He lets go of the podium and bends to pick up a booklet, “Now, everyone can take the last five minutes of class to pair up with your partner to discuss where and when the interview will be conducted. Just remember to set the date early enough so that you will have time to finalize your report before it is due next week.”

Great! Now we pair up and I still have no idea which one is Alex. Maybe I can look busy and wait until everyone else pairs up? To my right, someone says in an arrogant voice, “Aren’t you going to say something?” There sits an average-looking boy with a very long and wavy head of hair. It is jet-black and shiny and lies in large round waves down over his shoulders. He has a slim, elongated face and appears to be Mediterranean or Hispanic. His body language simply personifies the charisma of a magazine model, not that I think models are that good-looking.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t notice you were there,” I say as I rotate around in my seat.

Again, with an attitude, he leans back, “Well, do you plan to do this assignment or not? I don’t have time to deal with this. I can ask for someone else…” He looks up and browses the room… “but I don’t think anyone else is left.” Alex then leans forward in his seat and looks me straight in the eye, “Tell you what: Thursday, 8 pm, in your dorm lobby. I will come to you. Don’t get used to it. Most people come to me.” He then breaks eye contact and briefly pauses his speech long enough to stand up, pick up his pack and position the strap over his left shoulder, “We will have the weekend to write our papers, Monday to call each other if we have any follow up questions, and be ready to hand our final drafts in on Tuesday.”

As he starts walking away, I call out, “Hey! Would you like to know which dorm I stay in?”

As he turns back toward me, he smiles. His gaze makes me feel somewhat weary. “Where?” He asks as if he isn’t very interested.

“Talcott,” I respond as the realization of having to deal with him for a longer period of time becomes hard to shake off. Even worse, he is going to be looking into my personal life. There are things I don’t want to share. Not with him. In counter thought, I start looking for an out. Maybe something could come up and I won’t be able to make it. Then I can blame it on him for not giving me an option, or at the very least, any way to contact him. Rethinking the situation, I realize that would cause me to fail my first homework assignment in college. Smart! He knew what he was doing.

Jerk! I scream out at him in my thoughts.

The rest of the day went okay, nothing too exciting occurred. Most of the classes were just introductions of course contents and the professor’s expectations.

As the week moves along, I manage to make a couple of friends and unpack my things in my room. My roommate is a pretty girl, but her attitude does not contribute to her beauty. Most of the time I prefer to stay in the lobby or just outside my dorm in hopes of avoiding her.

The interview day has come and I decided to set aside a little time to relax before Alex arrives. I’m in the yard facing the back side of the dorm before I realize that I won’t see him coming. The front side of Talcott faces the college campus. This side faces the hospital parking lot.

Disappointedly, I see my roommate with her so-called friends walking across the yard toward me. As soon as I realize that they are headed out to me, I suddenly feel very aggravated. I can’t even escape her and her two sidekicks back here!

Every interaction with her is nothing less than a drama scene. Trying to rack my memory, I have no clue as to what would bring her hip-swinging, heel-thumping, twitter-pated brain out here. Little did I know her full intention was to start a public outcry for attention over the pettiest thing possible—grass on the floor of our dorm room. She apparently wants to portray the image of having a terrible roommate!

Of course, she picked the wrong fight to have with me. She doesn’t want to patronize my cleanliness habits. Typically, my family back home calls me obsessive with organization and house cleaning routines. OCD runs in the family and I’m known to be the ringleader of it all.

My roommate, Melissa, finally arrives with her two followers intact and unharmed after traipsing across the yard. The words come out of her mouth in full sarcasm, “Oh, I see you have time to lounge around and soak up the sun, huh?”

“What are you talking about?” I ask as I put my hand up over my eyebrow to block the sun.

Immediately, the heel of Melissa’s shoe begins to sink into the grass. “I’m tired of you. I’m tired of your filth,” she says as she cocks her head from side to side between each sentence.

“Again, I don’t know what you are talking about.” This time I shift my hips to lean on my left side, hoping this would promote more blocking of the sun from my eyes.

Melissa’s shoe sinking becomes very apparent now, and she has to move to stop the heels from plummeting so far down into the dirt that she could lose them to the suction of mud. “I went into our room hoping to relax after having a very bad day. I couldn’t because our floor is horrible. You have tracked in all kinds of grass clippings and I’m afraid I will get them all over my stuff. Go clean it up because I’m not cleaning up after you!”

I feel a flash of heat surge across my cheeks from my own temper… That is it! That is it! This has been one of the most physically, mentally, and socially exhausting weeks I have ever had. I jump to my feet and I’m now face to face with this overly pampered, stupid, spoiled brat, “Listen here. You aren’t the only one to have a terrible week. Just like you, I came back hoping to relax before I had to go deal with another arrogant, spoiled piece of excuse for a good person. I have another homework assignment I’m currently trying to prepare for, and rooming with you has not been fun for me either! My class load far exceeds yours and when you go back to our room, why don’t you take a long hard look at whose mess is spread all over the place? Yes, I did get grass clippings on my shoes. I was too tired to hike all the way around the building by staying on the sidewalk after an exhausting day. Little did I know or think about that happening.”

While Melissa attempts a comeback, I ignore her and continue on, “Let me give you a little insight from my perspective.” I say, as I consciously try not to grit through my teeth. “For the past week, I have had to deal with your clothes flung all around the room, because you get up five minutes before class and don’t have a clue what you’re wearing. By the looks of that room, you apparently have a tough time deciding too. Before that and every morning, I tippy-toe around in the dark so I won’t disturb you. My classes start way before you even consider rolling out of bed. Every evening I deal with your girlfriends sitting in our three-hundred-square-foot cubicle which is all the more reason I’m out here now.”

I hear my own voice escalate in volume as I continue on, “More importantly, I can’t walk around our room without wearing shoes for fear of running your earrings through my feet! Otherwise, I would have taken my shoes off.”

At this point, I cut myself off here before I accidentally blurt out what else I am thinking… I wouldn’t want to catch some sort of infectious disease either!

My mind chuckles for a minute at the thought of actually saying that, but instead, I skip over it and go on, “With your clothes, shoes, books, and other accessories lying around the floor, I can’t vacuum when there isn’t enough carpet space to do so. Heavens forbid I suck up one of those precious and expensive earrings! Therefore, you’re the reason I left the grass clippings on the floor! So, please note this… I’ll be damned if I clean up after you!”

At this moment, one of Melissa’s friends places a hand on her shoulder and offers to help her clean the room. As they walk away, a girl sitting next to me tries to soothe my mood, “I’m impressed. She has been prancing around this dorm for a week as if she is the queen. Don’t worry, people like her need to wake up to the real world.”

Suddenly, I realize that it is now 8:05 pm. Great! I think to myself…let’s go see the next asshole. I feel ready after that standoff. Maybe this will be a good thing? Just what I needed to get all fired up before this interview. What can it hurt? On a positive note, maybe I will have the nerve to ask the questions our professor wants us to. Despite my ability to handle my roommate’s arrogance, I have to admit that Alex already seems to be much smarter and quicker to draw than she will ever be. I already suspect this won’t be easy.

As I enter the back door to the lobby, I look up to see Alex staring directly at me, “Well, Ms Salone. Glad to see that you showed up.”

Returning the gesture, I comment, “8:10… I’m impressed you stayed.”

He then sits down in a lounge chair and proceeds to open his notebook, “I didn’t have much of a choice. You should have been on time. People should be punctual if they want a good interview.”

Feeling threatened, frustrated, and tired, I surrender to the argument, “You know what, Alex? I’m going to call you Alex because I don’t have one clue what your last name is. I’ve had a very bad week. No one at this school wants to be nice, which isn’t easy for me, because I come from a place where most people have genuine courtesy. Where the majority of the people believe in moral values and basic human ethics. They care for each other, and if they don’t like someone, they at least pretend to. My class load is insane for a starting freshman and I have the craziest, dimmest excuse for a roommate. I just spent fifteen minutes enlightening the messiest, most self-centered, spoiled.” I take a deep breath before becoming more perturbed by a loss of words.

“I don’t know what to call her! Just cut me some slack, please. After all, you didn’t ask if this would be a suitable time for me. You demanded it. I don’t know where you come from or how you were raised, but this is not how we act in Kentucky.”

Unfaltered by what I just said, he leans back and lays his foot over the arm of the chair. He then lays his notepad to rest on the other arm. He is somewhat attractive but mostly looks like a scrawny, mousy type of person. His jawline narrows out below his ears but rounds off at the bottom. His clothes drape over him loosely as they appear on most models. His jeans fit snugly around his thighs showing off his muscular legs but sit loosely around his waist. As he takes a drink of water from the side table, I notice his dark complexion makes him slightly attractive, that is, until he makes that horrible grin. It makes me feel like he is up to something, or is having inappropriately bad thoughts every time he does that.

“It’s Reed,” Alex calmly says while maintaining that smile.

Caught off guard, I respond in exasperation, “What?”

Alex repeats himself very calmly and slowly, “My last name is Reed. Alex Reed.”

“Well, Mr Reed. Do you want to be the interviewer or the interviewee first?”

Ignoring my question Alex asks, “Who is your roommate?”

Again, I’m caught off guard, “What?”

Alex repeats very calmly and slowly, “Who is your roommate?”

“Melissa.” I roll my eyes downward and to the side as I say her name.

“I saw her come in a few minutes ago, didn’t I?”

I take off my shoes and pull my feet up in the chair, tucking them to the side and under me. Once I’m comfortable, I find myself no longer fidgeting with my backpack. “Yes. Most likely you did. She came in just before me.”

“Well. She didn’t look happy and I think they were plotting their next move, or should I say your move. She wants to be roommates with her friend.”

I shrug my shoulders and look down to find the binder I was hunting for in the center of my bag. “Great. That is all I need to add to this nightmare. I thought she was a little slow in observing her surroundings. Now I see that it was just an act.”

Alex redirects the conversation as he shifts in his chair, “So, Ann, do you have a boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Have you ever had a boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

“Really?” he sounds a bit astonished.

“Why do you sound so surprised?”

He avoids answering my question. “I had a girlfriend back home. She was very innocent. That’s what I liked the most about her. She hadn’t dated anyone until me. Had a good heart and always treated others respectfully. You remind me of her.”

Is that a compliment? I think to myself. “What happened?” We both take a momentary pause, “You said had.”

“My mom forced me to come here. I didn’t want to. She wanted me to see what it would be like to live simply for a while and she thought being here in the center of Kentucky was the best way to learn. Can you believe that? She said it would be good for my humbling experience. She thinks I’ve been too spoiled by our wealth and I need to take a time out. She’s also forcing me to meet up with some other students here. They are the children of her old college friends. Apparently, all the parents decided to send us here together for generation after generation tradition. They want us to get to know each other, and our parents all claim that we will need each other in the near future.”

Just then, I notice that Alex is dressed in very nice and probably expensive clothes. He’s wearing a white shirt with a small emblem on the left side of his chest. It’s a brand that I haven’t seen before. The white shows off his tan body and dark hair and the way he’s leaning his leg over the chair really displays his taut calf muscles, even through the jeans he’s wearing. Wow! I never noticed until now that he’s in really good physical condition. Small, lean, and well-built.

He continues, “Let’s just say that in my home, we have a strict routine to follow daily. Our lives are established and predetermined from birth.”

As soon as Alex says predetermined life, I feel a sense of sorrow for him, “So, you don’t get to choose your life ahead of you?”

He corrects my misperception, “Oh, I get to choose what career I want, and now I get to find my own life partner. There was one set up for me, but she opted out.” Looking sad, he continues, “My girlfriend, or as you would say, my chosen mate broke up with me. It’s been a while though. She has a child now and is married.”

He stops for a brief moment before changing the subject, “There are a small handful of rules in my life that I have to comply with and those are not optional. They don’t feel like a burden, but more of an honor to have. These birth rights, so to say, are something our family has passed down from generation to generation.”

Trying to mimic what he did and slip a question in as naturally as possible, I ask, “So, I’d say you never got in trouble then?”

Alex gives me a blank look.

I react by trying to clarify my question, “…having such a strict family and high expectations.”

Alex lowers his head, “I have gotten in trouble a time or two. Once was for staying out late. I disappeared for a couple of days. Mom was very worried. She thought I might have been kidnapped.”

I gasped, “Why would you do that? I’d say that terrified your mother!”

Alex blatantly admitted, “I was upset over my girlfriend. I got drunk and didn’t realize how much time had passed. I was staying at a friend’s house.” For a brief moment, this sad boy looked kind and humble.

“Do you drink regularly? Aren’t you too young to drink? How old are you?”

Taking offense from my bombardment of questions and turning back to his arrogant attitude he moans, “Just because I got drunk for a couple of days, doesn’t mean I’m an alcoholic! I’m of legal age there, and it’s a tradition where I’m from.”

Not wanting Alex to get the upper hand by thinking I’m too interested, I ask, “Okay. For the interview purpose, how old are you and where are you from?”

“I’m nineteen and I’m from Nicaragua.”

As the evening proceeds and the interview-conversation proceeds on, I learn that Alex is a broken-hearted, nineteen-year-old from Nicaragua. His family has some sort of wealth and they strictly carry on long-time family traditions. He came to Berea under his mother’s demand and has a group of friends to meet because their parents are colleagues themselves from different places around the world. Summing this up in my head, I wonder if I have enough information for the professor.

Alex, on the other hand, learns that I’m a poor Kentucky girl. My parents are simple, hard-working people. The worst thing I’ve done up to this point is get drunk during my senior year at a friend’s Halloween Party and refuse to have sex with any of the boys by telling them that I probably wouldn’t feel it anyway. Reflecting back, I thought that was fast and clever thinking in my inebriated state of being.

As the interview plays itself out, Alex is reassured that I’m far from his persona of a teenage American girl that’s shallow, money hungry, and slutty. I’ve only had one boyfriend and spent most of my high school years sitting at home or participating in school events to get out of the house. Our town is small without much entertainment for teens and adults; therefore, my only free time was spent at sleepovers with girlfriends, or with family camping at a lake.

Alex sits on the end of his chair now, “Well, Ms Salone, we should wrap this up. I told my friend I would meet him at nine. Do you have any more questions for me?”

The only thing that I could get out of my mouth was, “Did you get enough information to write your report? My life hasn’t been very exciting and I haven’t done much up until now. Not like you.”

Putting his notepad in his bag, he turns and says with a grin, “I’m good. Is there anything you don’t want me to put in the paper?”

After this hour, I feel more comfortable with Alex than I thought I would. As we shake hands and he stares directly into my eyes, I bravely respond with, “I wouldn’t have shared it if I didn’t want you to know. Whatever you decide… I trust you.”

Suddenly, my body begins to shake all over. Like a quiver with an overall warming sensation. I’m not sure if I’m feeling scared, embarrassed, excited, or sick. What if he tells about the time I rode a four-wheeler to my friend’s cabin for a senior party night and I had a friend put a chain around the belt loops of my pants with a lock on it? At the time, it was funny and meant to be a simple joke, but my friend disappeared with the key when I had to pee, resulting in other guys at the cabin ironically trying to cut it off. How stupid was that? Why did I tell him that? Back then, it was fun to laugh about, because everyone always called me the good girl and the Virgin Mary, but it’s not really something I want my college professor to know about me.

After Alex left, I realized that I didn’t have that much information on him. At least, not as much as I had thought. Somehow, he managed to avoid answering the juicy stuff. Alternatively, I reasoned with myself that maybe he didn’t have much to share, or I just didn’t ask the right questions. Now, looking back on the whole conversation, I realize that he did a really good job at keeping the focus on me and deterring any of my questions by wrapping them right back to…you guessed it. Me.

After Alex leaves, I don’t want to go back to my room, so I decide to stay in the lounge for a while, in hopes that my not-so-precious roommate will go to sleep soon. I sarcastically think beauty queens need their precious sleep.

Turning on the news, I see an announcement that the Perseid Meteor shower is peaking this weekend. Hmm, I think aloud, “Might be good to watch.” So, I make a mental plan to watch it from the alumni tennis courts on Saturday night. At least it’ll get me out of the dorm again.





Chapter 2

The next day at noon, I’m walking toward the Alumni building when I see Alex with a shorter medium-brown-haired guy. Both of them are dressed well and appear to be relaxing with a small group of friends. Focusing my attention across the street toward them, I don’t realize that other walkers have stopped at the three-way intersection in front of the Boone Tavern Hall. Three feet into the crosswalk, I feel a strong push on my chest throwing me backward and out of the street. I can’t see anyone in front of me but clearly know that I felt two hands pressed upon my breast with a swift push that thrust my body backward as this car ran the stop sign. By the time the driver saw me, his front tires were far past the walkway. He never braked.

The car drives off, while two girls are still trying to get me to my feet.

“Oh my! I didn’t think you were going to see that car! So glad you jumped back when you did! That scared me! Are you alright?”

Feeling a little jostled, I apologize and stand up. This is when I realized it was Kynthia and Vylrie. Kynthia is the coordinator for the college group, People Who Care. Since my major is Nursing, we are required to volunteer a minimum of twenty hours a year with one of the many non-profit organizations in addition to our annual clinical hour requirements.

As I get to my feet, Vylrie is already in the intersection and turns back to say, “Come on, guys. Let’s go eat. I’m hungry.”

Sitting down for lunch with them, I ask, “What are you two doing tomorrow? I was thinking we could go watch the Perseid Meteor shower this weekend and…”

Vylrie rudely interrupts, “We are going out of town for the weekend. I have a cousin attending college at UK, and he has invited us up to his place. Sorry. I would invite you but I think his car is going to be full when he picks us up.”

I feel that she is intentionally being snotty about that, but nonetheless, I choose to remain calm, “That’s okay. I have a lot of homework to do this weekend, so I can’t really spare the time anyway.”

Kynthia gets up with her tray and genuinely inquires, “Really? Do you have a lot of homework already? I’ve only had three classes so far and a two-page report to write. That’s crazy! Well, it’s time for me to get to my next class. See you tonight at the open house Ann.”

Vylrie sends a snarly glance my way as she follows Kynthia.

I finish up and head back to my dorm.

Knock. Knock.

It’s only 5 pm and the open house doesn’t start until six. I guess my roommate and her friends must be starting early. As I open the door, I see Alex. This time I see this beautiful, long curly-haired, dark-skinned guy standing in the doorframe with two motorcycle helmets. He is wearing a black leather jacket, black Sketcher shoes, and beige khaki pants. As he stands straight with his head slightly tilted toward his right shoulder, I wonder if he does that to make himself look sweet, or if he even knows he does it at all? God, he’s beautiful. As he stands there quietly, I see his features are all proportional and masculine. The muscles give way to a lean and trim body physique. He is toned, tanned, and…again…very beautiful. Even more so with a curly lock of his jet-black hair draping over his right shoulder.

As I drift off in thought about him, he lifts the two helmets up toward his chest causing me to break the silence, “Are you asking me to go for a ride?”

He says nothing but shakes his head yes.

I respond with a flirty statement, “…but I don’t really know you.”

Alex breaks his silence and insists, “Hush, come on. I’m taking you out. Have you eaten yet?” At this point, I no longer feel annoyed by his voice. As a matter of fact, his voice doesn’t seem so nasal and distracting anymore.

“I was just getting ready to go to food service.”

He grunts, “I don’t eat there. Do you like pizza?”

“Yes.”

Outside, Alex gives instructions as we stand beside his bike, “You need to hold on tight. When I turn corners, you turn them with me. Don’t lean away. Got it?”

“What makes you think I haven’t ridden before?”

“Have you?”

“No.”

“Come on,” as he lets out a laugh.

As I get onto the bike, I become vividly aware that touching him now will be a necessity. Maybe that quiver I felt earlier wasn’t him at all? Even though I’m not sure about that, I do know this is the first time I’ve ever felt this nervous going out with a guy. Instead, I try to distract myself from this anxiety, by focusing on how excited I am to ride a motorcycle!

Alex straps the helmet around my chin: firm, but not too firm. Then he flirtingly runs his finger down the bridge of my nose just before closing the visor to my helmet. This is where I melt. I don’t smell any cologne on him. Not a lot of scented deodorizers or heavily scented soap, but rather a very fresh clean smell. The visor gives me a false sense of seclusion as I calmly savor the moment. I even feel myself smiling from ear to ear, which doesn’t happen much anymore.

Just as Alex straddles his bike in front of me, I hear a voice in my ear. “Come on, Vibes.”

It’s a mike linking our helmets. Not sure if there is a button I need to press, I simply respond, “Can you hear me?”

Alex answers, “Sure can.”

Trying to throw it off as a joke, I proclaim, “I’m glad to know you can hear me. I wouldn’t want you eavesdropping on my thoughts.”

I would be embarrassed if I hadn’t known and started talking to myself, which is something I do often. Alex remains quiet but I can imagine him smiling when I said that. He might be regretting that he let me know he can hear me now.

I love riding with him! Despite all the arrogance he portrayed in the beginning, the interview did help me to see a more personal side of him. Up to now, I’ve never felt this excited about a guy before. Feeling his waist with my arms and lying flush against his back really turns me on. Before, I’ve never been free to touch a guy without him trying to grope me first. But even better than that, Alex can’t see how excited and shy I feel right now. Thank God, I don’t have to worry about him reading my facial expressions either. If we did this a few times, I could get comfortable with him before he tried to make any advances toward me. If that is his intention?

In addition, I won’t have my family hovering over us every time we get together. I truly appreciate that I don’t have to hear about how my whole life is ahead of me and a boy will just mess it all up, and I don’t have to deal with the drilling questions of what all happened when the evening is over. Unlike what my mother says, I believe I can have both a college degree and a boyfriend.

I got so tired of her always telling me that boys get in the way of a woman’s career. I know she’s right about the general way things turn out for couples. Most women do have to set their careers aside to take care of a family and allow their husbands to be the dominant breadwinner. It didn’t matter to her when I tried to reason that some couples are not traditional.

But here…here I’m free to feel what I want…and right now, I want to feel Alex. I almost giggle out loud at that thought. Oh God! Did I just think that? Did I just think about feeling him? Not able to shut down my wandering mind, I start deliberating if he can kiss well.

It’s a beautiful evening on the ride out to the campus hiking grounds. There is this gorgeous place called the Pinnacle, with a stone rock quarry built into the side of the hill. Berea’s drama club often performs plays and holds practice sessions here. Sometimes local bands, which are usually musical groups comprised of students come here to put on gigs; but today, no one is here.

In the parking lot, Alex parks the bike in a shaded spot, turns off the key, and puts his hand up and over his shoulder in front of me. He firmly steadies my balance as I climb off first.

As soon as we walk through the white wooden fence that divides the parking lot from the hillside full of nature, I feel the air whisk down from the woods and into my face. It feels cooler and smells fresh.

I love hiking!

To start out, it is simple with flat land and strange paths between the small forests of trees; however, at the bottom of the hill, we have to go between layers of huge boulders. With Alex’s longer legs, he easily climbs the taller ledges, but often has to turn around and grab my hand to pull me up into the narrow and steep areas.

I feel like smiling each time he grabs my hand, but the more we touch the stronger I feel this vibrating energy pulsating through his hand and down my arm. It feels nice, but I can’t help wonder why I haven’t heard any of my friends describe this pulsating vibe from their romantic encounters. Usually, they just talk about hormonal urges and nervous butterflies. Now that I think of it, the nervousness I felt at first is gone, and right now… I’m perfectly relaxed.

I guess I’m just sensitive to his touch. Maybe I’m just excited about the possibility of having a boyfriend that makes me feel alive, yet calm. I never imagined it could feel like this. I never fathomed that I would physically feel an electrical pull when I got close enough to him. It’s strange and new.

At one point, the path is so narrow Alex can’t move over to let me pass. Instead, he has to physically pull me up against him. His eyes are green and his skin glows a golden tan of yellow. As he puts his arms around my waist, he smiles and I see that his teeth have left indentations in his bottom lip, a sign that the closeness is affecting him as well. His mouth is not symmetrical. The left side of his smile pulls back a little farther than the right. I stand in close proximity for a brief moment before the jitters kick in and I can’t hold eye-to-eye contact any longer. I’m not ready to give him any approval for a kiss, even though my nerves are calmer than usual. Trying to be a good girl as I always have, I reason with myself that one date still isn’t enough.

Once the climb levels off, there is an outlook spot called Eagles Nest where the scenery is astoundingly beautiful! As we sit near the edge, Alex pulls two bottles of tea from his backpack and reaches over to offer me one.

Then he abruptly suggests, “Ann, you should wear slightly tighter clothes.”

Almost choking on my drink… I gasp out the word, “What?” Then think very loudly in my head, Who are you to tell me what I should wear?

I realize that Alex is probably one of those rich guys who may be looking for an innocent girl he can dominate. I presume that with his money comes political power too, enabling his ability to publicly destroy someone like me and giving him an edge to take as much control as he would like.

After a brief pause from both of us, I turn to look out over the scenery. What a beautiful calming view.

Alex breaks the silence, “You have a nice body. Wearing tighter clothes would show that. Why do you wear baggy, pastel-looking things anyway?”

I reason with myself that he most likely doesn’t understand the many things that can dictate a personal wardrobe, like comfort…upbringing…and finances.

I don’t want to talk about money, so I decide not to take the conversation in that direction, “What would you suggest I wear? In my defense, I didn’t know you were going to show up at my door. You surprised me. Remember?”

I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of knowing that I do consider his suggestion and remember a few outfits I saw in an outlet store a week or so ago. I’ve always wanted to work on my personal appearance but never knew where to begin. My family dictated my wardrobe and I’m afraid the types of clothes he is suggesting would probably cost more money than I can afford. Dressing in tighter clothes, or shorter skirts, has always been unapproved by my family and it isn’t something I would be used to wearing; therefore, would take a lot of adjustment on my end.

On the other hand, maybe I’m better off holding my stance on being who I am now. I wouldn’t want him to get the idea that I’ll change so easily at his request, which could lead to control issues later on. I also quickly dismiss the thought of pretending that I have such clothing in the back of my closet and just haven’t worn any yet. It isn’t a skill set I possess and I always get caught up in a lie. A couple of times, I tried to lie before but forgot about it later and ended up contradicting myself within a day or two.

Alex butts into my thoughts, “I’m going to get you a white blouse that will drape over the front and expose part of your back, and a dark mid-length skirt. Don’t worry; it’ll still be conservative and classy, which fits who you are.”

I notice the way he’s starting to counter my every thought with an immediate compromise.

He smiles and adds, “You’ll have to wear it next time we go out.”

I’m not sure if I’m too shy to wear more revealing clothes, or if I am taking a stance against being told what to wear, so without hesitation I hear the words of rejection come out of my mouth, “I don’t have to…”

Gesturing with his hand, he interrupts me, “Come sit with me. I want to show you something.”

Slightly perturbed by his override, but more intrigued by what he has to show, I sit down and scoot over. Alex reaches his left arm around my back and grabs my left thigh with his hand. He then scoots himself up against my right side and leans his head onto my shoulder before holding his right hand about six inches in the air above my left knee. Instantly, I begin to feel an odd billowing sensation flow down and into my knee. It feels like it’s blurring every cell through my skin, tendons, ligaments and bone.

It’s a sensation that would be hard to explain. It doesn’t hurt. It’s not cold, warm or hot. It doesn’t feel like a muscle massage. It’s just there. The best way to explain it is to compare it to cop shows on television. You know, when they blur out a license plate, a person’s name, or face for confidentiality reasons. In this case, you can take that one dimension and apply it to the whole section of my knee below his hand. It doesn’t feel like anything, yet its presence is in every microscopic cell of my leg. It’s there, but not invasive.

As he moves his hand upward toward my thigh, I realize that this non-invasive vibration is mesmerizing. How can I feel this without him touching me? Immediately the vibrations make my knee quit hurting.

I never told him that my knee was hurting. How did he know? It’s an old injury from a car wreck a few years back. Maybe he could tell that by the way I was walking? I thought I was hiding it well.

Alex speaks very softly and gently, “There. That should be better. Now you should be able to enjoy running and hiking without the tendons and ligaments flaring up like that. Give it a couple of days to continue getting better. It will be obvious and you’ll know that you’re healing.”

Feeling baffled, I softly respond with my mouth only inches from his cheek, “How did you know about my knee, and how did you know that I run?” I reach out to touch his hand. I want to see if I can feel the energy in it, but feel nothing at this time.

“I saw you on the track and field earlier today. I was at soccer practice in the next field over. Listen. I really like you and have so much to show you if you’ll let me. I’ve wanted to do this for you since we were in the classroom together. You were this pretty little blonde with blue eyes, very well-built and attractive. Your looks drew other classmates’ attention to you, but you just sat there minding your own business. You didn’t care about a thing going on around you. I could tell that you were different, and I was hoping the professor would put us together.”

The corner of Alex’s lips drew back with a slight smile, “When I heard the professor call our names, I felt like the luckiest guy in the room. It made me happy, but I didn’t know how much I wanted you until we met in your dorm just before the interview. The energy you gave off that evening blew me away! Since then, I’ve been drawn to you.”

“What are you talking about? I’m a little shocked now…” After stuttering and searching for words, I take a deep breath to give myself some time to gather my thoughts, “You act like an ass sometimes; and to be completely honest, I don’t like controlling or arrogant people.” Abruptly, I stop talking. I realize that I’m still sitting in his arms and wouldn’t want to trigger some sort of psychotic episode. With his small, but muscular physique, I doubt I will have a fighting chance up against him.

But Alex responds as gently and calmly as anyone could. It’s as if he can read my thoughts, “I know you enjoyed our ride here. I heard you. You like touching me and I’m impressed with how well we turned corners together.”

A silent laugh comes out of him as I feel his breath escape his mouth, “I almost laid the bike down on that last curve. I didn’t mean to tilt it that far, but I just wanted to see if you would trust me.”

His playfulness makes me comfortable enough to speak my mind again and I blurt out, “I knew you were doing that on purpose! What a horrible way to see if a girl trusts you.” I hope that Alex can tell in my voice that I’m kind of joking and kind of serious. He shouldn’t risk an accident. That would be the fastest way to lose trust.

As I’m still feeling the fury of his comment, I feel Alex’s left arm move up and around my back. He shifts his body to turn and face me. With the soft stare in his eyes and the smooth movement of his body, I feel safe. Our faces are so close that I can barely look into his eyes without them blurring. With his enchanting fluid-like movement, my body quivers as I can feel his breath break across the bridge of my nose. Before I have time to realize what he’s doing, he lowers his head and places a well-positioned kiss on my lips.

It happens instantaneously like a venomous snake putting its victim in a trance. The kiss is firm, but not too firm: soft, but not too soft. Every aspect of the kiss is perfectly implemented like that of a perfectly structured sentence, flowing so well from beginning to end. How can he do that? How can he make me mad, then scare me; and then make me want him more? He makes me want him more than I ever thought possible!

Concurrently, I mentally succumb to the possibility that he may control the places we go. He may control the conversations we have, and he may control what I wear someday, but I won’t let him know how much he makes me want more…or at least I won’t for now.

Holding my hand, Alex stands up on the rock, “Come on, we should head back before it gets dark. What are you doing this weekend?”

“What are we doing?” I ask in a way that implies for him to tell me what we are doing.

“No. I have plans. I was just wondering what you are doing?”

There we go again! Whiplash! I feel my blood boiling again before I excuse it as cultural differences between us… I do my best to keep the tone upbeat, light, and emotionally distant, “I plan to run tomorrow and check out my new knee.” I spring to my feet and cutely bounce my left shoulder upward and then my right, “That was a nice trick you did back there…”

Alex frowns. “That wasn’t a trick.”

As we arrive back to the dorm, I hope for one last kiss goodnight. I turn and stare directly into his eyes at the door of the lobby, making sure my lips are completely accessible to him. After a brief moment of silence, that jittery feeling starts to invoke leg movement on me again and I resist the urge to retreat by standing firm and waiting.

Shortly after, Alex gives no response to my open invitation for a kiss, so I step back and say, “Well, thank you for the evening. I loved the bike ride and hike.”

Alex reverts back to his usual arrogant responses while staring directly into my eyes, “I know.” He says and stands steadfast as if he’s waiting for me to go on inside.

Ahhh!!!! Grrr… He is so unpredictable and frustrating! I give up on my kiss and turn away from Alex. As I step through the hall door with a fake smile I turn back toward Alex and make one final attempt for him to offer to accompany me this upcoming weekend, “I have homework. Hopefully, I’ll get it done in time to watch the Meteor Shower tomorrow night.”

In acknowledgement, Alex raises his right hand slightly and stands firm waiting for me to disappear. He says nothing. When I make it to my room, my frustration turns to slight depression, as it always does when the transition of my mood changes from outside my room to stepping inside. Still no kiss or future plans, I think to myself. Unreasonably lingering to a false hope, I’m still intentionally keeping my ears open to see if he calls me back. I fear that I may not hear him once I pass through the doorway to my room.

Inside, I see that Melissa has a new friend over and he’s sitting on my bed. She is sitting at my desk with her feet propped up beside his leg…on my bed. She’s always so obnoxious to me with her laughing out loud and using body gestures to indicate that she’s interested in anything anyone has to say. It’s just sickening.

As I submissively sit down on her bed, I hear footsteps of someone running down the hall. The unlocked door to our room swings open without a knock and a girl pops her head in. It’s Leslie. She lives in the corner room at the end of our floor. I’ve seen her and Melissa walking around campus together a few times and I think they have a few classes together too.

Leslie asserts, “Hey, Melissa. I need you to come with me right now.”

Melissa yells back in disapproval of her rude interruption, “I’m busy!”

Leslie urges by narrowing her jaw, “Now!”

Melissa turns toward me just before rushing out the door and demands, “Ann, keep him company until I get back.”

Feeling happy that she’s gone yet aggravated at having a strange guy in my room by myself, I turn toward the stranger and can only think to say, “You know you’re on my bed?”

He simply looks at me with a blank expression.

So, I add, “She probably wanted you to think her side of the room was the clean side.” I look up at him after placing a pillow under my knee. He remains quiet.

Not able to remain cold and distant anymore, I ask, “Well, how did you meet Melissa?”

He finally speaks, “We have a class together and Melissa invited me over. I can go if you want?”

Instantly, I felt bad for the tone I took with him. He hasn’t done anything wrong. “Nah. I’m okay, but I would prefer to sit on my bed. This knee has been giving me some trouble.”

He stands up in one motion to switch places, “I’m Monty by the way. I saw you running earlier today on the track. It was impressive! How do you climb those stairs so quickly, and with your knee hurting like that?”

I don’t even have to ask. My facial expression said enough to him.

He quickly explains, “I saw you stop a couple of times to rub it down.” He pauses for a moment and then continues being chatty, “When I saw you earlier, I would have never thought about running into you again. What a small campus.”

I catch his play of the word running as he goes on, “Tell you what, I play in a band. You should come by the CAB room sometime and watch us. I’ll save you a table up front if you want?”

After a quick chuckle, Monty adds, “If you come, you can even prop your knee up on a spare chair? I’ll put one aside. It must be bothering you quite a bit.”

As I settle in again on my own bed and with the pillow under my knee, I ask, “What room did you say?”

I was surprised that he suddenly became so chatty, but more concerned that he saw me rubbing my knee earlier today. There was a bit of time between when I ran the stairs and went over to the picnic area to sit down. That means he spent some time watching me.

Monty answers, “The CAB room stands for the Campus Activities Board room. It’s located in the Alumni building just above the food service. We’re playing there tomorrow night. Some good vibes will be going on.”

He laughs at his own corny joke, “Okay. That was cheesy, but I think you might enjoy the atmosphere. What kind of music do you like?”

I make every attempt to ignore his invite and put him off, “Melissa doesn’t like me too much. I don’t know why, but she doesn’t. And besides that, I have a rule against messing with other girl’s men.”

He tilts his head backward in response to my off-put attitude, “I’m not her guy and I don’t plan to be. To be honest, I was happy when she finally left.”

Feeling my temper fire up in response to his crock-of-bull, I lash out, “I don’t play these games. Never did. The fact is that you came to her dorm, and you are in her room, even after she left you sitting here so rudely. Why are you even here if she annoys you so much?”

Expressionless he says, “She invited me and I felt sorry for her. Besides, I was hoping to meet someone. Never thought I would get to meet the girl I saw on the track today.”

Still feeling irritated, I can’t help my sarcasm, “You mean the girl you watched?”

I believe he fails to realize that I am moreover inferring to him as a stalker. He admits, “Yes. I was surprised. Not many girls run or get any regular exercise like that anymore. Not many have the confidence to do it outside and alone either. Most of them stay in the gym with their friends.”

Crap! I need to be careful with that. That’s two guys in one day watching me alone on the tracks. This is a major safety issue. Maybe I should not go alone to the tennis courts tomorrow night? It’ll be dark then too.

Changing my mind about the gig, I agree to attend, only because I know there’s a balcony just outside the CAB room that overlooks the tennis courts. I could step out and see some of the meteor showers from it, “Okay. You talked me into it. I might come by for a little bit.”

Monty gets up to leave, “It starts at 6.” He smiles as he steps into the doorframe and looks back, “I really hope to see you there.”

For the next hour or so, things are peacefully quiet and I manage to finish the care plan for my child development course. As a reward for my work, I decided to turn on the television for a while. The news is horrible. There is nothing but reports of earthquakes, tsunamis, death, property destruction, war tensions, and terroristic threats. Global temperatures are skyrocketing, droughts are everywhere, animals are dying in mass quantities, diseases are on the rise, and the local news channel introduces a new sinkhole taking down some buildings of a private business owner. This time it hit Kentucky.

I find myself starting to worry about all the diseases making a comeback and the new ones showing up. How will that affect my future career and my personal life in the medical field? On one hand, Nursing will always be a profession in high demand. However, on the other, viruses like Ebola, Swine, Covid-19, and Anthrax are just going to be the beginning. Even some of the viruses that affect animals are crossing over through mutations more and more.

Interrupting my thoughts, my roommate comes rushing in with her friends. I overhear them talking about how she just lost her virginity on the track high-rise mats with some guy. I make a mental note to myself, that if I go back there to run, I won’t ever sit on any of those mats again.

Melissa and Leslie annoyingly continue talking about how she just lost control and she couldn’t help herself. She says she couldn’t resist him. His scent and the stare of his eyes made her lose herself to him.

Gag.

As they go on, I do my best not to instinctively roll my eyes as I almost did there for a moment, but managed to catch it and turn my head. I just can’t stand her shallow ways, the girly giggles, and the uncalled-for screeches. I don’t believe that she lost her ability to resist him! I don’t believe that for a minute. It’s just an excuse. After all, she willingly went with Leslie with the intention of meeting up with him. So there—it was planned.

Personally, I remember having experiences in high school and I could still choose what I wanted. The truth is that my mind would always worry about pregnancy, what disease the guy may have, or if I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him. Loss of control as I hear Melissa and Leslie talking about has to be absurd. I just don’t believe in it. On the other hand, I guess this means she will not care if I go to Monty’s gig. And I won’t have to worry about any backlash from her.

Melissa drops a book onto her desk causing me to flinch from the noise. The girls continue to ignore my presence in the room and bobble around looking for clothes, giggle when they aren’t talking loudly, and then dart back out of the room slamming the door shut. I jump from the bang it makes, but immediately feel relieved that she left again.

Shortly after, I wake out of a deep sleep with my shirt wringing wet and my legs feeling clammy! I don’t remember falling asleep. The room is somewhat dark from the lack of light coming in the window, but I can see Melissa sitting at her desk. I presume it’s still evening and not yet morning.

After getting up to change my shirt, I’m still trying to shake off the dreadful feeling of the dream I just had! It was horrible! It felt real enough to cause me to soak my shirt in sweat! I strip it off and lay it over the back of my desk chair. As I head toward my closet to find another shirt, I notice Melissa staring at it with her nose kinked in judgment.

In disregard to her glare, I feel a compelling need to tell Melissa about the dream. After all, she does have a drama-driven personality.

“Melissa. You aren’t going to believe what I just dreamed! It was so real!”

Melissa pulls her eyes from the shirt and drifts them in my direction, “I know it must have been something. I’ve never seen you sleep so soundly with all of us in the room. The others just left.”

I knew it! She knows she’s disturbing my sleep every time! Despite my antipathy, I try to let it go and focus back on sharing my dream, “I’m standing at the intersection in front of the church across the road from the Alumni building. On the opposite side is a girl waiting to cross the sidewalk. I see her face and she looks scared or in a hurry, but I can’t tell which.”

“Then suddenly, I teleport, or drift, or…something…and end up in front of the man that is approaching her. He is about fifty feet out and heading in her direction. Immediately, I look at his hand and he has a rope in it. I instinctively knew he was going to try to hurt her, but I don’t know why. I try to reason with him not to do it. He doesn’t notice me or hear me. Then I try to yell out to tell her to run, but no sound is made. There’s no one around outside and it’s just starting to get dark out, so it would be hard to find anyone else to help. Then, as he gets up next to her, she turns toward him and begs for mercy. He starts lashing at her with the rope. It looked as if he was whipping her.”

I stop long enough to put on the dry shirt I’ve chosen. At this point, Melissa is messing around with makeup at her desk and I’m not sure if she is paying any attention to me, but I decide to finish my tale either way. “Anyway, in the next scene, I’m scared and feeling panicked, but I’m in the stairwell of the dorm next to us. This guy is going up the stairs with a knife in his hand. I know he isn’t allowed to be on the stairs, but he is walking up to the rooms. He doesn’t seem to care.”

At this point, I feel like Melissa is trying to ignore me, but I know she hears me, “He had a knife in his hand!”

I throw my hands in the air to be a little more dramatic, “I knew something was wrong. I tried to stop him but couldn’t. It was as if he couldn’t see me. Next, I stepped through the floor of this girl’s room. It was the same girl and the same man on the sidewalk. She was getting ready to go out and acting very happy and excited. I watched her swirl around in her room as she tried on dresses. She must have had a date. As she turned, I faintly saw a couple of lashes over her right eye. She had layered makeup over it to hide it. There were several outfits spread across her bed while books were lying on the floor around it. Then I hear someone knock on the door and she goes to answer it. I still feel like something’s wrong, so I try to stop her, but I can’t make her hear or see me. She opens the door and…”

Knock! Knock!

Someone just knocked on our door and Melissa calmly gets up to answer. I raise my voice as she blatantly turns her back to me, “Hold on, I want to tell you this!”

I not only feel mad that she couldn’t ignore the knocking at our door for one minute, but I’m also slightly paranoid that someone just knocked on our door. What if it was a premonition that we shouldn’t answer our door?

The vivid dream has really rattled my nerves.

Continuing to show no interest in my dream, Melissa says, “You can finish telling me in a minute.”

Just as I pleaded with her to not answer, she already has. One of the dorm residents, Gretchen, from two doors down, is standing on the other side, “The head resident wants everyone downstairs now. Something’s happened.”

In the lobby, the head resident is talking about safety and the basic rules of going out at night. She wants us to keep all entryway and exit doors locked at all times, and make sure that any guests sign in to the lobby, even if they just stay in the lobby to visit. Also, she instructs us to make sure to check through the peepholes before opening our room doors. Always go out in pairs. The hall monitors will increase their surveillance by walking the hallways on an hourly basis for a designated time being. There will be a copy of the new schedule posted in the main lobby for everyone to see. It will list who will be on duty and at what times.

As I sit listening to the girls talking nearby, I learn that someone next door has been stabbed to death.

Oh my God!

Oh my God!

That was my dream. It wasn’t a dream. It was real! How…how did I do that?

Throughout the rest of the night, I toss and turn. Melissa never asked me to resume my story, which confirms how little she was paying attention in the first place. If she’d been listening at all before, she would have noticed a resemblance between what I said about the intersection, the rope, the knife, the man, and the girl.

Lying across my bed, I think about how strange things have always happened to me…even as a child…but the incidents are getting more vivid and frequent here lately.

I think about the stories my mother used to tell regarding her own strange encounters. I thought she was hallucinating. After all, a psychologist once tried to label her as schizophrenic. He said that ninety percent of the world’s population sees strange and paranormal things, but won’t admit it. Schizophrenia is only a diagnosis if the so-called visions affect the individual’s ability to function in day-to-day activities.

In my mother’s defense, her psychologist made me mad. My mother functions better than most of the women I know! She is smarter and harder working than anyone around. I begin to drift off slowly thinking about the recently strange occurrences and about Monty, Alex and the girl in my dream when a gutted sense of fear sweeps over me.

I start to wonder, What if I have a mental illness myself? I did feel something push me backward at the intersection. Maybe that was just a hallucination, and it’s starting to affect my ability to function. What if this is the beginning of schizophrenic behavior? What if the Quack was right about my mom and I’ve inherited it?

Stop that! I think to myself.

Now you are losing your mind! You are NOT mentally unwell! I tell myself to think about the crazy things my roommate does.

Think about how shallow the other girls are. You, on the other hand, just have a deeper sense of understanding in life. Go to sleep, Ann.
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