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LIFE IS THE MOST DIFFICULT exam....

I wasn’t interested in going to college. All I wanted to do was stay in Europe and travel, but my parents were insistent. They think I’m some kind of wild child and won’t stop nagging me, so I finally agreed to come back to the States.

I followed in my older brother’s footsteps, enrolling in the same state school. Of course, I wasn’t going to completely give up everything I cared about. My choice of major was a big issue, and it took all my patience to put up with my parents’ constant pressure to change. I don’t know why they’re so dead-set against art. In my mind, it’s one of the oldest and most respected fields of study in the world.

I signed up for Art History 101 without expecting much from it. How could I sit in a lecture hall and learn about masterpieces I’d seen with my own eyes? I was sure it was going to be boring. 

Until I met my new TA.

Liam Brock is the hottest guy on campus, and all his female students knew it. Technically not a teacher, he was still a few years older than me, and officially off limits. But, I’ve found a whole new reason to go to class—and even signed up for a few tutoring sessions. A girl can dream, right?

Could I have my cake and eat it too? Or is it too forbidden to take a chance?
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Allie
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“WHY DOESN’T THIS ELEVATOR go all the way to the top?” I wondered out loud.

“This is the boy’s elevator,” my brother said.

I looked at him blankly.

“Boys are on the bottom three floors, girls on top,” Felix elaborated.

I gave him a smirk, which he definitely did not appreciate. “How do you know all this?” I asked.

“I used to live in this dorm,” he said. “Back when I was an undergrad.”

“So,” I demanded, hauling my suitcase toward the next elevator. “Is this one for girls?”

“This one,” he said, pointing across the hall.

I lugged my two suitcases over to the far wall and pushed the button. “Is there anything I need to know about this dorm?” I asked.

“Stay out of the kitchen at night,” he replied.

“Why?” I demanded.

“Because you don’t want to see what passes for clothing after midnight,” he responded half sarcastically.

“Noted,” I agreed.

This wasn’t my first experience living communally. I spent a gap year in Europe living in hostels and traveling the world. I knew all about crazy parties and young people wandering around in their underwear. I seriously doubted that college life was going to be all that different. Of course, I would have to stay here for four years, instead of packing up after a few days and moving on to the next destination. I was nervous about that. To be honest, the prospect of staying put for so long wasn’t exactly intriguing. For the thousandth time, I wished I could be back on an airplane, gliding over the ocean waves.

Travel had been a dream of mine since I was a little girl. It took forever for me to persuade my parents to let me do it.

“You’re too young,” my mother said.

“It’s too dangerous,” my dad argued.

But I wore them down. Every morning at breakfast, I would show up with a different guide book. I patiently described to them all the wonders of the various European countries, frontloading them with facts about German cuisine and Norwegian sports. I researched the crime rates of all the major cities so that I could fight my father’s phobia with the facts.

They finally relented, seeing that I was serious. It was the best time of my life so far, and I was already missing it. There was something so freeing about being in charge of my own schedule. I had no one to answer to and nothing I had to do. I met hundreds of wonderful people, ate amazing food, and stayed in places with so much history, it blew the mere two hundred years of American independence away.

The elevator dinged and I didn’t even notice. I was busy reminiscing about my time overseas. Felix hauled the two boxes he was carrying out into the hall and stood impatiently.

“Allie!” he snapped.

“Sorry,” I replied, dragging my bags out of the elevator so it could go back down to the lobby to pick up another incoming freshman.

“What’s your room number?” Felix asked.

“Six twenty-one,” I said.

We walked down the hall, past the bathroom luckily, to a door on the right. I set my bags down and reached into my pocket for the key. Before I even had a chance to stick it into the lock, the door opened of its own accord.

I stood back, shocked for a moment. A woman with jet-black hair and black lipstick peered out. We stared at each other for a moment before she smiled.

“Are you my new roommate?” she asked, her voice much higher pitched than I had expected.

“I think so,” I responded.

“Excuse me,” Felix grumbled, hefting the boxes to show that he wanted to put them down.

“Oh,” the woman said, moving aside.

Felix bowled past her, dumping the boxes on the naked mattress on the left side of the room. I followed him inside, noticing that my new roommate hadn’t really done much decoration wise yet. Her bed was already made, with a teal bedsheet and an old quilt. There was a microwave plugged in, sitting on top of the dresser. I assumed that didn’t come standard, and that she brought it with her. There was a giant suitcase already in the closet, but other than that, the room was empty.

“I’m Daisy,” the woman said, holding out her hand.

I dropped my two suitcases beside the empty bed and shook. “Allie,” I introduced myself.

“You can decorate the room however you want,” Daisy said, waving to the nearly empty dorm. “I’m not going to be here much.”

“Really?” I asked. 

Daisy seemed cool. She looked more like a Beth or a Robbi, something a little less country farmgirl than Daisy. But her voice definitely brought up visions of riding horses through amber waves of grain.

“Yeah, I have a boyfriend,” she said almost apologetically. “I’m probably going to be at his place most of the time.”

“Oh,” I said, trying not to sound disappointed. I specifically asked for a roommate, instead of choosing the more expensive option of a private dorm. It wasn’t just to save money. I didn’t like being alone. The whole time I was traveling through Europe, I got accustomed to living in dorms where four or even six girls slept together in one room. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with myself if there was no one to talk to.

“Do you need help with the rest of your stuff?” Daisy asked.

“Yes,” Felix answered for me.

“There’s not really that much,” I objected.

“There’s enough,” Felix grumbled.

I gave him a narrow look. He was a great older brother sometimes, but other times I wondered if he was raised by wolves. Occasionally he was so anti-social, it was difficult to see how we were even related.

“Let me grab my key,” Daisy said. “You don’t want to get locked out.”

“Why?” I asked, following everyone back out into the hall.

“You have to pay for a new one if you lose yours,” Daisy explained.

“I’ll remember that,” I said.

It took the three of us only one more trip upstairs to bring all of my stuff from Felix’s car. My parents wanted to come help me move in, but Felix insisted that wasn’t necessary. I was grateful for that small comfort. I didn’t actually want my parents around to moon over me. I wasn’t your typical college freshman, and I didn’t need that kind of attention.

Felix lived across campus in the graduate student housing. It was much more like an apartment building, and he didn’t have any roommates. But he was close enough that it seemed silly for my parents to make the trip.

“I’ll just drop her off,” he told them. “You don’t want to waste gas.”

My mom fussed for a while but finally gave in. She made me a big pancake breakfast before I left and demanded that I text her as soon as I was settled. But at least she wasn’t hovering around me like so many other students’ parents. I passed at least a dozen moms and dads in the hallways, and felt sorry for their children.

“Where are your parents?” I asked Daisy, just to make conversation.

“They’re already gone,” she said. “We got in at nine this morning.”

“Where does your boyfriend live?” I asked. We were on our way back up in the elevator and I couldn’t think of a better topic.

“Smith Hall,” she replied, checking her phone. “Oh, that’s him. I’m gonna go.”

“Okay, sure,” I agreed.

Daisy stayed just long enough to drop my stuff in the room and then said her goodbyes. “I might be back later today to grab some things. We’ll see,” she chattered, giving me a quick smile before sliding out the door.

“Do you have the cafeteria app?” Felix asked, ignoring Daisy in favor of concluding our business.

“Yes,” I said.

“Okay,” he said with a satisfied nod. “I’ll pick you up for dinner.”

“You don’t have to,” I told him. “I’m perfectly capable of eating on my own.”

He stared at me, as if he was trying to decide whether I was lying or not. “I’ll just show you around. I don’t usually eat at the cafeteria anyway.”

“Okay,” I muttered. It didn’t seem like a subject worth fighting over.

He gave me a hug and then turned around and left. I stared at the door for a long moment after it closed, feeling the air press in on me. I was alone, and I wasn’t in any kind of exciting environment. The two beds faced each other across a scant five feet in a dorm room that was designed for sleeping and little else. The walls were hideously blank, sterile and bright beneath the single overhead light.

I sat down on the bed, wondering how I was ever going to survive four years of this. Of course, I would make friends. I wouldn’t always be alone. Next year I could pick my own roommate, and maybe even move off campus, or to one of the better dorms reserved for upperclassmen.

But for now, things seemed pretty bleak. I looked around at the furniture I was given. A single dresser, a closet on my half of the room, and the bed, that was it. I didn’t even know if I wanted to decorate. What good would that do? I didn’t plan to spend a lot of time here after all.

In fact, it was slightly depressing to be shut in like that, so I decided to put off unpacking and take a walk. I could stop by the student union and see what kinds of activities were available. I was going to make the most of my college experience if it killed me. I didn’t like the idea that my best days were in the past. This wasn’t Europe, but I didn’t have to put up with four drab walls and an oppressive silence forever.

At the very least, I could poke around the library, or find a coffee shop to hang out in. I grabbed my keys, knowing how important they were, and walked back into the hall. I was starting a new chapter in my life, and I was determined to make it as good, if not better than the previous one.

If I learned anything in my travels, it was that you could find amazing things no matter where you were if you just looked hard enough. This was a test that I could pass with flying colors. I was going to find friends and have an amazing college experience. I just needed to keep my spirits up.

I walked out of the dorm and into the late summer sun like a warrior. My goal was to make the best of a boring situation, and I wasn’t going to let anything get in my way.
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“INTRO TO PSYCHOLOGY,” Professor Khan said.

“Art history,” I corrected him.

The professor looked at me over his glasses, his lips pursed as if he just took a shot of vinegar.

“Art history,” I repeated, trying not to offend him.

“Right,” he exclaimed, setting down one folder and picking up another. “Liam.”

“Yes, sir,” I responded.

“Sorry, I have another appointment after this one,” Professor Khan explained.

“Of course,” I allowed. 

It was a big university, and the professor had more than three dozen graduate students he was advising. I was just one of a stack of files he had on his desk, so it wasn’t unusual that he would have gotten me mixed up. Still, I wasn’t sure how much help he would actually be, considering that he didn’t even know my name.

“Sooo,” the professor said, elongating the vowel. “Art history.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “Professor Martin is teaching the class.”

“Good,” Professor Khan said with a nod. “She’s a good teacher.”

“Yeah, I TA’d for her last semester,” I reminded him.

“And how was that?” he asked.

“Fine,” I answered.

“Excellent,” he responded, closing the file after barely glancing at it. “Check in after a month.”

“Right,” I agreed, standing up.

“If you have any questions...” Professor Khan offered.

“I’m good,” I said, throwing my backpack over my shoulder.

I was in the second year of a three-year master’s course in teaching. To be honest, I was a little nervous about this semester. Professor Martin’s name was on the class, but it was largely taught by the TAs. Not only were we in charge of grading papers, but we were also tasked with creating lesson plans and doing the lectures. In addition, each semester I had a group of students I would be coaching. They could come to me with questions and I was required to have office hours in the art hall so they could stop by to discuss the class content. 

It was a lot of responsibility, and this time, I wouldn’t have a safety net. I was one of the senior level TAs, which meant that I was in charge of more students, and more lectures. There were a few lesson plans I could reuse from the previous semester, but I also had to come up with some new ones. I was working on a few ideas, but so far, hadn’t submitted anything in writing.

I decided to stop by the coffee shop in the student union for a cup of coffee before going back to my apartment. I lived on the west side of campus, past all the dorms and the lecture halls. It was about a mile long walk, but considering the parking situation, it was actually easier to walk than to drive.

“Can I have a medium coffee, black?” I asked when I got to the front of the line.

“That’ll be five twenty-five,” the barista said.

I thought about walking away and waiting until I got home for the coffee, but I seriously needed it at that point. Shelling out the five bucks, I took my cup and sat down. I had some notes I wanted to go over, and there was no reason to wait. I wished my advisor was a little bit more helpful, but I was plenty capable on my own.

Sipping the brew, I looked out over the campus. There were three walls of windows surrounding the coffee shop, so you could see in almost every direction at once. It was almost like being out on the patio, only it was indoors, so the weather didn’t count.

I watched all the families of freshmen wander around looking lost. Every year it was a different group of people, and yet every year it was almost the same. Moms with their bright green shirts that they bought at the college gift shop and dads frustrated with the snail’s pace of traffic hugged kids who were all too eager to be out on their own.

My freshman year seemed so far away. The incoming class was so young, I almost felt like I had nothing in common. Being a teaching assistant wasn’t exactly my goal. I wanted to be an art historian, maybe work in a museum curating collections for exhibition. I wasn’t an artist myself, but there was something about the way people expressed themselves through visual mediums that spoke to me.

I loved all the major movements in art, whether impressionist or pop. I even liked modern art, when people pushed the boundaries. A banana duct taped to a wall or two basketballs in a fish tank might not seem like art, but wasn’t there a hidden message all the same? That was going to be part of my lecture. People loved to talk about it, even if they didn’t appreciate the “sculptures.”

I pulled open the class roster so I could go over the students enrolled. There were almost two hundred. Of those, I would be assigned to forty. It was a 101 level course, and would be held in one of the major lecture halls. From previous experience I knew there would be just as many people who were trying to get an elective credit out of the way as there would be people who were genuinely interested in the subject. Registering for classes was a nightmare, and a lot of freshmen got stuck in random classes that they didn’t actually want.

I was prepared for that. Whether my students were future art historians, or business majors, I was going to make the class fun. I had a number of topics that I knew would generate good discussion. And I was going to bring in a lot of the non-European art forms to give them a taste of global culture.

Halfway down my list, I saw one name that I recognized: Meridan. When I was an undergraduate, I had a roommate named Felix Meridan. He was living in one of the apartments for graduate students on the opposite side of campus. I saw him occasionally for a workout, or bumped into him in the library when we were both doing research. He was also a TA, although I couldn’t remember which subject he taught.

He was a good guy. I wondered if my new student was related to him. I’d have to ask next time we met. My phone rang, and I checked the caller ID. It was my mother. That was strange, since we didn’t usually chat. I wasn’t the kind of person who called his parents on a regular basis, and I honestly couldn’t remember the last time we talked.

I hoped something wasn’t wrong. We weren’t close, but of course no one wants to hear bad news from their family. I slid my stuff back into my backpack and zipped it up. I wasn’t quick enough to answer the phone while it was ringing.

Grabbing my coffee, I left the student union, calling my mother back as I walked.

“Liam?” she asked, as if someone else might be calling from my number.

“Hi, Mom,” I said. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, everything is fine,” she replied.

I let out a breath. That was a minor heart attack. I was worried about someone in the family passing away, or getting in a car accident or something like that. I had already been wondering how to get someone to cover my lecture if I had to go home for an emergency.

“So what’s up?” I asked.

“I just had lunch with Stephanie Tyler,” Mom said. “You remember Stephanie.”

“No,” I replied.

“Sure you do,” she insisted. “She came over for Marissa’s wedding. She brought her cat.”

“Oh yeah,” I responded. “I remember.”

“Well, she has a niece who just graduated from Stanford,” Mom continued.

I could already see where this was going. My mom wanted to set me up with the cat lady’s niece. Nearly two years of radio silence from my parents except for the obligatory Christmas visits, and she wanted me to date some random stranger.

“That’s really nice of you,” I began, “but I’m too busy to come home.”

“You really should give her a chance—” Mom insisted.

“I’m too busy,” I cut her off. “Thanks for thinking of me, but I really have to go.”

“Oh, honey,” Mom sighed, “when are you going to enroll in law school?”

I looked around at all the austere buildings and the well-manicured walkways that made up the university campus. If only I could hide from this conversation behind one of the many trees. I felt a surge of empathy for the freshmen who were doing their best to send their parents packing. Five years later, and I was still trying to do the same thing.

“I’m not going to become a lawyer,” I said.

“There’s no money in art history,” she argued.

“I know that,” I replied. 

It actually wasn’t true. There were plenty of places I could get a job, including colleges and universities. Despite the fact that my parents looked down on my course of study, I knew that it wasn’t frivolous. Even as an artist, I would have tons of outlets for my talent. The world was experiencing a new era of content development and digital artists, graphic designers, and webpage developers who were highly paid.

There were even online galleries, which was something I had been considering. Teaching was a good source of income, but I could always move on to bigger and better things. I just wasn’t interested in practicing law.

“Your father and I tried to teach you everything we know,” my mother said.

“You and Dad did a great job,” I told her. “I’m just not interested in being a lawyer.”

“Why not?” she complained.

“I don’t like arguing with people, and I like art,” I answered, putting it as succinctly as I knew how.

“You’re great at arguing,” Mom accused.

“I’m hanging up now,” I said.

“At least let me give you her number,” Mom reverted to her original agenda.

“Text me the number,” I agreed, just to get her off the phone.

“You know you’re always welcome to come home,” Mom said.

“I know,” I reminded her.

“And it’s not too late to switch majors,” she tossed in, just as my thumb hit the end call button.

I exhaled impatiently. I was good at arguing, but that didn’t mean I liked it. When I was growing up, everything was an argument, and you had to present a long list of facts before you got to do anything fun. Getting my mom to take me to the playground or let me sleep over at a friend’s house required litigation. I was tired of it by the time I graduated from high school. And I wasn’t sure why her friend’s niece needed to be set up on a date, but I wasn’t going to stick around to find out.

My phone pinged with Mom’s text. It was a name and number but I didn’t look at either. My coffee was cold by the time I got home. I set the cup on the counter and dropped my keys beside it.

Tomorrow was the first day of class, and that meant I had only a few hours left to prepare. My nerves were humming. I tried to remind myself that I had done it all before. The only difference this time was that Professor Martin wouldn’t be on stage with me. She would be seated in the audience evaluating my performance.

I decided I needed to go for a run. If I sat around at home, I would drive myself crazy. So I changed into my workout clothes, grabbed my earbuds and laced up my shoes. Pounding the pavement was the best medicine for everything I was dealing with. By the time I was finished, I felt great, and I couldn’t even remember what my mom had called about in the first place.
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I WAS TRYING TO SORT through a pile of laundry that for some inexplicable reason, contained dragon eggs. It didn’t make any sense because they weren’t clothing, and they wouldn’t fit into my dresser drawers. Then my phone blared, and for a moment, I thought it was the mother dragon come to collect her eggs.

I jolted awake, finding myself alone in my dorm room at eight in the morning. I fumbled around on the dresser to stop the alarm. The dream faded quickly, leaving me vaguely confused. It was way too early to wake up. In my year-long travel vacation, I rarely woke before noon. It just wasn’t civilized to be up at the crack of dawn. 

I wanted to hit snooze, but I was worried that would just start an endless cycle of five more minutes from which I would never be able to escape. Better to power through it, and drag myself to the shower.

I felt like a zombie for the first ten minutes on my feet. But when that blast of hot water hit my face, I woke up to a certain degree. Feeling only slightly better, I washed my hair and stepped out of the shower stall. Grabbing my towel quickly, I hurried back to my room, the shower shoes squeaking the whole way.

With the door closed, I tossed the towel on the bed and began looking through my clothes for something to wear. It was kind of exciting
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