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Prologue

The woman ran, and the man pursued her.

Through the forest, her feet pounded,
snagging on tendrils and roots and smashing into clover as her
heart crashed against her chest in the same rhythm. Her lungs
ached, heart burning as though it had been shot through.

No. Her thoughts were wild, those of
the hunted animal. He can’t catch me. Not him. Anyone but
him.

She could hear his breathing, getting closer
and closer as he chased her. His green eyes caught glimpses of her
fleeing form, and the sight drove him like the master’s whip,
frenzied and wild. He clawed at the trees and branches which
obstructed him, and they gave way with loud snaps.

“Father!” Her voice was shrill and panicked.
She could smell the man’s breath and sweat, he was so close;
victory shone in his face as he reached for her. “Father! Save
me!”

 



Chapter One

“Come on, slowpoke! We’re not going to make
it!”

Daphne groaned and rubbed her eyes as she
rolled out of her bed. She struggled against the quilts which had
wrapped around her during the night; in Maine, it got chilly at
night even during the summer.

“Can’t we wait until tomorrow?” Her eyelids
felt like they had lead weights pulling them down. “It’s not like
they’re gonna rent my dorm out or something, you know.”

“Wanna bet?” Her mother, Carolyn, pushed open
the door to Daphne’s bedroom and flipped on the light. The flood of
illumination caused the young woman to throw her arm over her eyes
and moan. Carolyn grinned as she started pulling the black-out
curtains off the rod and folding them up.

“I remember when I went to university.” She
shook her head, smiling at the memories. “I was twenty minutes late
for dorm room assignments because my dad insisted on checking the
oil for the fifth time. Almost didn’t get a spot.”

“Oh, no.” Daphne’s voice was muted by her arm
and the sheets. “Not the ‘pushed-the-cheerleader-out-of-the-way’
story again. I don’t think I can take it.”

Carolyn tucked the curtain under her arm.
“Then maybe you’d better get out of bed, young lady.” She paused on
the way out the door. “Every five minutes we’re waiting for you is
five minutes more you’ll have to listen to me talk about my old
school days.” She smiled. “…or your father about the time he
listened to that Carl Sagan lecture about astrophysics.”

“Gaak!” Daphne jumped out of bed.

The sun sparkled on her long red hair as she
ran to her wall mirror. She grabbed for her hairbrush, but her
fingers closed around empty air.

“Hey! Where did it go?”

“In the box. That’s what happens when you
sleep too late—all of your stuff ends up in boxes while you snore
the morning away.”

“Mom!” Daphne turned back to the mirror and
started combing her fingers through her hair in a desperate attempt
to tame the waves. Her blue eyes were bloodshot and her pale skin
was marked by the imprint of her wool pajamas where she had lain on
her arm.

“Nope. Sorry. Buried underneath your DVDs.”
Carolyn had begun walking down the stairs. “Breakf…lunch is ready
when you come down.”

“Are you serious?” Daphne turned to rush
after her mother. “You expect me…”

A flash of reflected light caught her
attention. Blinking, she turned in its direction.

On her bedside table rested a box. A silver
handle peeked out from the open top.

She couldn’t hold back the smile. Got
me. Withdrawing the brush, she began passing it through the
bright copper which adorned her head, working her way through knots
and snarls until what had been a frizzled nightmare had become
almost liquid, flowing its way to the middle of her back. Another
few moments and her purple wool was replaced with a knee-length
pleated skirt and cream-colored blouse. She squinted at the mirror
and shook her head.

And, at last, the finishing touch.
Returning to her bedside, Daphne opened the drawer and removed a
pair of wire-frames. She held them to the light, looking for
smudges or dirt, then slid them over her ears and up her nose. One
more glance in the mirror, and she was out the door and heading
downstairs.

 


~~~

 


“She lives!”

“Ha, ha, Mom.” Daphne placed her seedling
tree on a counter, grabbed a plate from the cupboard, and started
scooping eggs from a casserole dish. “Is there any bacon or corned
beef?”

“Might be able to dig some up.” Her father
walked in from the adjacent living room. His voice trembled as he
spoke. “Probably need to heat it up, though.”

Daphne and her mother shared a meaningful
glance; the older woman smiled and traced a line down from the
corner of her eye. Her daughter nodded.

“Thanks, Dad.” The mood leading up to the
clichéd “car-trip-to-college” had been one of anxious excitement,
filled with activity and preparations on all sides. Daphne had
checked and double-checked her acceptance letter and the welcome
packet she had received in the mail to ensure that they knew
exactly where they were going; both were headed by a smiling
Florida gator that made her smile when she saw it. Her father,
Charles, had spent his spare time making sure that their route was
clear and planning out their rest stops.

Daphne sat down and rubbed her eyes. “Man,
I’m tired. Sometimes I wish that the sun didn’t rise till noon.”
She stretched and yawned.

“What were you up to last night?” Carolyn
broke in on Daphne’s thoughts. “You were up awfully late.”

“Just couldn’t sleep. Excited.” A shrug.
“Working on some of my story ideas, trying to put together an
outline.” She acted like she didn’t hear her mother’s sigh. “When I
finally conked out, it was like I woke up as soon as my eyes
closed. Plus I knew we didn’t have to leave until this afternoon
anyway, since we’re stopping at a hotel on the way there.”

“Well…”

Charles’ voice interrupted Carolyn. “Better
early than late, princess.”

“You’re not a king, dad, so I’m not a
princess!”

“No, but your mother’s a queen. So there.”
Her father, the man who had given her both her red hair and her
nearsightedness, peeked over his paper. His face was mostly hidden
behind the news, but his eyes twinkled over the corner he had
folded in.

“Real mature, Dad.” Daphne rolled her eyes.
“’So there?’ What’s next? Sticking out your tongue?” To
demonstrate, she did just that, waggling it from side to side.

No answer came for a moment, then they all
laughed. The laugh went on longer than one would expect, and tears
welled up in more than one pair of eyes. Charles tossed his paper
onto the table and swept his daughter up in a big hug.

“I’m going to miss you, baby girl.”

“I’ll miss you too, Dad.” Daphne leaned back
and smiled into her dad’s quivering face. “But I’ll come home for
the holidays and stuff, you know. Don’t worry too much.”

“We can’t help worrying, sweetie.” Carolyn
dabbed at her own eyes. “We’re parents. It’s what we do, especially
when our little girl is headed out into the great big world all by
herself.”

“Plus, who’s going to take care of that baby
tree while you study your head off?” Charles shook his head as he
leaned out from his chair and over the pot which held Daphne’s
laurel sapling. “What have you been feeding this thing, princess?
It’s growing like crazy!”

Daphne shook her head and chuckled. “Guys,
knock it off. Dad, the tree is fine, I’m just keeping it watered
and adding plant food. Both of you—it’s just school. It’s
not like I’ll be trying to work or live off campus or anything. I’m
just going to be in a dorm room, probably with a roommate who I
can’t stand and who can’t stand me, and I’ll be wishing I could
come back home in two weeks.” She pulled free from her father’s
embrace and shrugged. “It’ll be just like an extended summer camp
or something.”

Both parents stared at her; her father was
the first to break the silence. “Hey, speaking of summer camps, it
looks like it’ll be a hotter one next year.” He picked up the paper
and flipped a few pages, then pointed to a headline in one of the
columns.

Daphne and her mother leaned in to peer at
the text. It read SOLAR ACTIVITY REACHES HIGHEST POINT IN 50 YEARS.
ASTRONOMERS BAFFLED.

“Dad, I don’t think that that means
that the temperature is going to be higher next year.” She took the
paper and scanned it. “Nope. Just talking about solar flares and
sunspots. Looks like they picked up way ahead of schedule, and lots
more than were expected. Weird.”

“Look,” Carolyn picked up her husband’s plate
and walked it to the sink, “we’ve still got some packing to do if
we’re going to make it to that hotel in time for everyone to get a
good night’s sleep before tomorrow morning. Eat your
breakfast!”

“Lunch, you mean.” Daphne winked, then
laughed before stuffing her mouth full of eggs.

 



Chapter Two

 


I can’t move.

I can’t feel.

Why?

A strange caress on her skin, her face,
traces over rough edges with such care and love.

“You will never grow old.” It is his
voice, and, even now, she cringes back from it, recoils without
moving. She can no longer see him, no longer smell him, but she
knows that it is him.

Her pursuer.

“You will be my symbol, sacred, forever.” His
hands reach up, rubbing along the smoother skin of her arms and
fingers before he bends one back upon itself.

She tries to scream, but cannot. She has no
mouth.

Her arm snaps.

 


~~~

 


Daphne’s eyes flew open as her cheek bumped
into something cold and hard; her hands clutched around the solid
shape of her tree pot in her lap.

“Wakey wakey.” Her father’s eyes sparkled in
the rear-view mirror. “Might want to wipe that drool off your chin
before all the college guys get their first look at you,
princess.”

“You’re not a king, Dad, so I’m not a
princess.” Her voice sounded like it was coming through a pillow as
she pulled her hand across her lower lip. Part of her mind was
still trapped in that strange dream, and she flexed her fingers to
make sure that they were still there. Her eyes turned toward the
window, and the last vestiges of fog were banished as she took in
the sights before her.

Thousands of people were swarming over the
college campus; green fields were covered in banners trumpeting the
worth of this or that organization, and sidewalks teemed with
parents and siblings munching on hot dogs and burgers while
students filled out interest forms or looked at pamphlets and
fliers. The school mascot stood in the shade as much as possible.
Daphne winced at the thought of how much he must be sweating in
that giant alligator suit. The sounds of the crowd merged into one
flow, almost fluid as it cascaded over her ears.

“Not bad.” Charles nodded his head as he
stepped off the path to avoid bumping into a young man whose head
was buried in his campus map. “So this is the University of
Florida.”

“That’s right.” Carolyn’s grin threatened to
overtake her face. “Our baby got a full scholarship to one of the
best schools in the world.” She leaned over and gave Daphne a giant
hug; the girl resisted the urge to squirm away. “You know we’re so
proud of you, right, hon?”

Daphne rolled her eyes, but her smile was
full of affection. “I know, Mom. I know.” She reached into her
skirt pocket and came back with her own map. “I guess we need to
head that way.” She pointed toward one of the nearby buildings.
“They’ll set me up with my schedule and let me know which dorm
building I’m supposed to be in.”

“Didn’t you already register for that
online?”

Daphne nodded. “Still better to make sure.
I’d hate to head all the way over to the Weaver Building and find
out I’m not supposed to be there after all.”

“Well.” Charles squared his shoulders and
picked up two of Daphne’s bags again. “Let’s get a move on, then;
I’m sure you’ll need time to settle in and all.”

Daphne put her arm around her father and gave
him a quick peck on the cheek; his eyes blinked several times
before he smiled.

“I love you, Dad. Relax, we’ve got plenty of
time; I was hoping you guys would at least be here for dinner.”

Charles looked down as he spoke. “Well, I
guess. I mean…”

“That’d be great.” Carolyn kissed her
husband’s other cheek. “Your father is just being emotionally
handicapped again.”

“I’m standing right here!”

“It wouldn’t be any fun if you weren’t.” A
round of laughter swept through the little group; a couple of
passers-by smiled as they looked on.

“All right, all right.” Charles adjusted the
loads in his hands. “Let’s move.”

 


~~~

 


“Weaver Hall…Weaver Hall…Ah! There it is!”
Daphne scanned her map, then pointed when she had found their
destination. “Awesome! Looks like it’s in a great spot on campus,
too.”

“Why there, hon?” Carolyn glanced behind
them; Charles had begun huffing as he tried to keep up. “Do you
need help, Charles?”

He shook his head, but his face had gone red
and sweat was staining his collar. “No…I…I’m fine…Exercise is good
for me, right?”

“Maybe you’ll reconsider that gym membership
when you get home, Dad!” A smirk. “Anyway, I wanted Weaver because
that’s where the International Exchange Program students are
housed. If I’m lucky, I’ll get to meet all sorts of people from
different countries and stuff. It’ll be great for my writing!” She
stuck her nose up in the air. “After all, that’s why I took all
those foreign language courses from Rosetta Stone.”

Carolyn sighed. “Honey, I know we’ve talked
about this, but it’s almost impossible to earn a living as a
writer, especially nowadays with all those e-books and stuff. Don’t
you think…”

Daphne frowned, and Carolyn stopped. “I’m
sorry, hon. You’re right. This is your day, and it’s your life.
Your Dad and I just want…”

“You want what’s best for me, I know.”
Daphne’s blue eyes, a sharp contrast to her red-gold waves, flashed
in her mother’s direction. “But this is what got me into this
school, Mom. They liked my essay, and their English department said
that I have real potential as a writer. It’s what I love doing,
putting stories down on paper, and I am going to find a way to make
it work.”

“I know, I know.” Another sigh. “It’s just…we
worry.”

Daphne’s harsh gaze softened. “I know you do.
But don’t.” She tilted her head and smiled. “Or, at least, don’t
worry too much. I mean, I’ve got plenty of time to decide
otherwise, right?”

Carolyn answered her daughter’s smile. “But
you won’t. You’re my daughter, after all.”

“Fair enough.”

The trio stopped in front of a four-story
brick building. Bicycles were chained up in a rack in front of the
structure, and there was a large white awning that stretched
partway over the sidewalk leading up to the entrance. A welcoming
table had been set up near the doorway. A pair each of men and
women wearing UF Gator shirts and large smiles were checking
rosters and directing incoming students to their rooms.

“Hi!” A young woman of Asian descent holding
a clipboard approached the trio. “Are you registered for Weaver
Hall?” Daphne nodded. “I’m Sayaka, and I’ll be your RA this year.
Do you know which room you’ve been assigned?”

“Not yet.” Daphne brushed back a strand of
her coppery hair.

“Name?”

“Daphne Gianakos.”

A puzzled glance. “How do you spell
that?”

Daphne sighed. “G…I…A…N…A…K…O…S.”

“Oh! Here you are!” The greeter slid her
finger across her roster to link Daphne’s name with her room
assignment. “Okay, you’ll be on the second floor, Room 207. It’s a
double room, so you’ll be with…” The girl squinted at the paper,
then shook her head. “I don’t know how to pronounce this name
either. Anyway, she’s already there, so you can ask her when you
arrive.” She handed Daphne a key marked 207.

As Daphne nodded and began to turn away,
Sayaka held out a document. “This is the copy of our community
rules. It has everything you need to know about visitations,
complaint procedures, whatever. You’ll find a nametag sticker
inside to help you ‘break the ice’ with the other residents. If you
have any questions, let me know! Welcome to the University of
Florida!”

“Thank you.” Daphne smiled and waved as
Sayaka walked away; when she turned around, she shrugged before
speaking. “Anyway, I guess I should probably head up there by
myself if my roomie’s already here. Don’t want to freak her out
with the parental units when we first meet.” She flipped through
the magazine and found the sticker; it was bright blue, and ensured
that everyone who saw it knew the wearer was happy to see them.

Daphne sighed as she stuck it to her chest.
“Just feels wrong for someone to give me a nametag and not to wear
it…like I’m throwing away food or something.”

“You think bringing us would ‘freak her
out’?” The smile on Charles’ face gave the lie to his indignant
words. “We’re only the people who raised you from when you tried to
eat crayons and Play-Doh, after all!”

“Dad. Knock it off.” Daphne’s face lit up as
she remembered something. “Oh, right! I’m going to leave my tree in
the car until this evening, okay? I don’t want to make two trips
just now and keep you guys stuck here.”

“Okay, okay.” Charles handed over the
baggage, shaking his head as his daughter shouldered the weight
with more ease than he had. “I guess it’s all right. We’ll have a
look around and meet you at that chicken place we saw, okay? Say…an
hour?”

Daphne nodded. “Make it two. I want to settle
in a bit, get some things unpacked, make sure my roommate isn’t
planning to off me in my sleep, that sort of thing.”

“Hon, you do have an imagination, don’t you?”
Carolyn gave her daughter another hug. “See you in a couple of
hours. Have fun!”

“Sure will!” Daphne waved as her parents
turned and walked away, but when they had gone, the smile dropped
off her face and the nervousness which she had been feeling in her
stomach all day finally displaced her determined cheerfulness. She
tried to walk in the door, but it suddenly seemed so far away.
There was an ache, a burning, in her chest as she looked at the
dorm.

I’m afraid. She put her bags down and
wiped her sweaty palms on her shirt. Why am I afraid? It’s just
college. She closed her eyes. Come on, Daphne. Get moving.
They’re just people. Just like in a story. Just people.

She opened her eyes and tried again to get
her feet moving. This time it worked, and, as step followed step,
the door no longer seemed quite so ominous and forbidding, although
the burn in her heart remained. She walked into the building with
her head held high and her blue eyes glinting.

 



Chapter Three

 


The lobby of the International Hall was
filled with a scene resembling a Middle-Eastern swap meet. Older,
out-going students were offering their wares to incoming freshmen—a
set of silverware here, a CD-player there—and the commotion was
enough to make Daphne wince as she came through the door. A sign
over the setup proclaimed “Weaver International Recycling
Program—First Come, First Served.”

“They’re not for you.” Turning, Daphne saw
another student with raven-black hair and a white blouse. The girl
wore a pair of designer sunglasses, and they contrasted with her
pale skin.

“Excuse me?”

“These are for the exchange students.” The
young woman turned her face toward Daphne, and removed her
sunglasses.

Her eyes were completely white.

Daphne gasped and held a hand over her mouth;
the corner of the other girl’s mouth twisted upward at the
sound.

“I’m always glad when I hear that sound, as
it tells me, at least, that I am in the company of someone who is
as shocked by what has befallen me as I am.” She extended her hand.
“My name is Cassandra.”

A moment’s pause, then Daphne reached out to
take it in her own. “I’m…”

“Daphne Gianakos. I know.”

Daphne snatched her hand out of Cassandra’s
grasp. “How did you…”

Cassandra pointed at Daphne’s chest. The
younger girl followed Cassandra’s finger.

It was leveled at the nametag she wore.

“You…but…I thought…”

“You thought I was blind.” Cassandra sighed.
“Of course you did; everyone does. Sometimes I milk it for a while,
watching them while they don’t know it, but I thought it would be
more fun to give you the ‘mind-reader’ shock.” She flashed a wicked
smile. “It was.”

Daphne’s heart was beginning to return to a
more normal rhythm, but it was taking some effort for her to not
fly off and either start yelling or storm off. “That…that wasn’t
funny, Cassandra.”

Cassandra’s smile did not fade. “I thought it
was.” She flicked her hair away from her eyes. “Anyway, like I was
saying, the recycle program is for the exchange students; they
usually can’t bring everything over from the country they came
from, so the people on the way out hold this giveaway every year so
that they can pick up some of the things that they need but had to
leave behind.”

“Oh.” Daphne looked around again at the
crowd. “That’s nice. I like that idea.”

“Of course. You should be careful, though.”
Cassandra turned her white-eyed gaze once more onto Daphne, and
this time, the lines around her eyes had faded, and her gaze was
soft. “You are holding an arrow in your chest, your hands around
the shaft. You scream as you remove it from your breast, and your
life pours out onto the dirt.”

Daphne took a step back. “What the hell…”

Cassandra’s eyes scrunched closed, then
reopened. She examined Daphne with…curiosity? Respect?

Daphne stared for a moment, then laughed.
“Whatever.” She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You’re
crazy…or just messing with me. What is this, some kind of sorority
initiation?” She turned away and began jogging for the staircase,
glancing back once to see the older girl still standing in the
lobby, staring after her.

Cassandra’s lips moved, but Daphne could not
hear what she said.

 


~~~

 


Daphne stumbled through the hallways, trying
to calm herself, trying not to run…but something made it
difficult.

She was just screwing with me. Why
am I so frightened?

She passed her room twice, turning around
each time when she realized her mistake, before she found it—207.
The sound of rock music filtered through the wooden paneling. The
door was shut, so Daphne pulled out her key and turned it in the
lock.

Click.

She began to turn the doorknob, but before
she could even finish the turn, the door was pulled open from the
other side and she was swept into a bear hug by someone who smelled
like lavender.

“Ohmigod!” The mystery hugger bounced up and
down while embracing Daphne. “Are you my roommate? It’s going to be
so awesome! I’m soooo glad you’re here; we’re going to need to talk
about all sorts of things, like decorations, and boys…”

Daphne was on the verge of passing out from
lack of oxygen before the other girl let go. Taking a deep breath
as she sank to sit in the nearest chair, she tried a smile, but it
felt weak on her face. Her roommate did not notice, however; she
simply kept talking as she moved about the room in her pale yellow
pajama shorts and top.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I took this bed,
over by this window.” The girl pointed to the room’s portal to the
outdoors, overlooking the lawn toward the library. “It’s cause
that’s got the better view of the outside. I get nervous if I can’t
see the outside. It’s not like I have claustrophobia, or whatever,
it’s just that the inside feels all sticky and it’s hard to
breathe. Hey, do you like Pepsi? I hope so, cause that’s my
favorite kind of soda and I don’t want all of our fridge space to
be taken up by two different ones. I feel more comfortable in
pajamas, so I’ll probably be in those most of the time I’m in the
room. If you want, I can…”

Daphne stood up and held her hands out in the
age-old “stop” gesture. “Hey. Before we start talking about
soda-sharing arrangements, shouldn’t we at least introduce
ourselves?” She held out her hand. “I’m Daphne. I’m an English
major.”

The speed-talking towhead gaped at Daphne for
a moment, then covered her mouth and giggled. “I’m sorry.” She took
Daphne’s hand and shook it. “I’m just so nervous. My name is
Clytia, but call me Chloe. It’s much easier for everyone. I’m
working on a degree in psych.”

Daphne cocked her head. “That’s a name I’ve
never heard before. Does it mean something? Where does it come
from?”

Chloe rolled her eyes. “My parents are big
literature and mythology freaks. They named my brother Hector, my
sister Pandora.”

Daphne blinked. “Really? Don’t all those
characters die in terrible ways?”

“Well, the stories don’t really say what
happened to Pandora.” Chloe sat down on her bed. “But, yeah, they
like the ‘tragic characters.’ They said that they hope it drives us
to do better.” In response to Daphne’s confused look, she laughed.
“Yeah. Exactly what we said.”

“So what’s the story behind your name?”

“Oh, that. Okay.” The girl took a deep breath
and began speaking in the tones of someone reciting a verse they
have been forced to memorize. “Clytia loved the sun, but he loved
her sister Leucothea. When Clytia realized that he had been
masquerading as Leucothea’s husband in order to get into her
sister’s bedroom, she told their father. Her father had Leucothea
buried alive, but the sun did not fall in love with Clytia. He
continued to reject her, and, when she died, he turned her into the
heliotrope.”

“The what?”

“It’s some sort of sunflower-type thing.
Basically, she was cursed to always follow the sun, like she had in
her life, but it would always ignore her, carrying on its merry
way.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah.”

A moment of silence passed between the two
girls before Daphne spoke again. “At least they didn’t name your
sister Leucothea.”

Chloe gaped at her, then began laughing.
Daphne joined in, and the room was filled with squeals.

“Yeah.” Chloe forced the words out between
laughs. “I guess they figured they’d given us enough bad juju.”

Another chuckle. “Hey, my parents are hanging
around for dinner tonight.” Daphne sat back up. “Do you want to
come? I’m sure they’d love talking crazy literature and whatnot
with you.”

Chloe winced. “Thanks, but no; I’ve already
got plans to go into town and start binge-shopping for stuff for
the room. But see you when I get back?”

Daphne smiled. “Yeah. Pick up a good movie
while you’re at it. We can watch it in the lounge.”

“Sounds great.”

 



Chapter Four

 


“Sounds like you’ve got a good roommate
setup.” Charles gestured with his half-eaten drumstick. “When I was
in college, I had a roommate with some sort of uncontrollable
growth between his toes.”

“Charles! We’re eating!” Carolyn’s lips
puckered up in a moue of disgust. “Do you need to talk about
that at the table?”

“Well...no, I suppose not.” The smile
disappeared and Charles’ face became downcast.

Three seconds passed.

“But I can.” His pout turned into a
wicked grin and he winked at his wife and daughter. “It’s one of
the privileges of growing older.”

“Well, Dad, you can go ahead and try, but you
can’t gross me out or mess with my day.” Daphne scooped another
spoonful of macaroni and cheese into her mouth.

“Don’t tempt me, princess.”

“You’re not a king, Dad.” The customary
response came mumbled around a mouthful of pasta. A swallow, then,
“I am having the best day ever. I’m finally at my school, I’ve got
a great roommate and I think we’re going to really get along…and
I’ve even gotten a few ideas for a book!” She shook her head, still
smiling. “I thought that today was going to be scary, but, for the
most part, it’s been awesome.”

“Honey, that’s great!” Carolyn reached over
and gave her daughter a hug. “I hope that you still feel that way
after you’ve been here a few weeks.”

“Well, I know it’s not going to be sunshine
and roses all the time. Studying, roommate stress, whatever.
Still.” She finished her macaroni and turned to her chicken. “It’s
a good start.”

“What about that weird girl?” Her father
wiped his mouth as he set down his Diet Coke. “The one in the
dorm?”

“They’re called ‘Residence Halls,’ Dad.”
Daphne shuddered, remembering the blank look in Cassandra’s eyes.
“Yeah, that was weird.” She rubbed her left arm as if she
were chilled. “I don’t know what that was all about, but she was
probably just pranking me, trying to freak out a new girl.”

“Maybe it was a sorority initiation.”
Carolyn put her fork back into her chicken jambalaya when Daphne
paused to sip her water. “I remember, when I was in school, some of
those got really…strange. Things that no one in their right minds
would do as an adult.”

Charles nodded. “Same with
fraternities—making the pledges do crazy things just for the
privilege of being considered for membership.” He shook his head.
“Not something I ever understood myself.”

“It’s the urge to belong to something larger
than yourself, dear.” Carolyn put her hand on her husband’s. “Some
people are just afraid of the new college environment and are
looking for something to latch on to, to help them feel
secure.”

“Sure, and they subject themselves to
torments and torture in order to ‘fit in.’” Charles punctuated his
comment with air-quotes. “It’s disgusting, this need that kids seem
to have to fit in with the mob.”

“Dad, I’d really rather not turn this into a
discussion on how bad kids are and how much better it was back when
you were young.” Daphne shook her head. “The world is a different
place now.”

“You make me feel old when you say that,
princess.”

“Didn’t you just comment on the privileges of
getting older, Dad?”

The moment stretched out, until everyone at
the table burst into laughter.

 


~~~

 


“Well, we need to get going.” Carolyn sighed
as Charles slid his Visa into the billfold. “We’ve got a long drive
ahead and we want to get as far as we can before we need to
sleep.”

“Okay.” Daphne stood and walked around to her
parents, giving them each a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “I love
you guys. I’m going to miss you, but I think that this is going
work out. I’m going to be all right.”

“We know you are.” Charles clapped his
daughter on the shoulder, and Carolyn nodded and wiped away
glistening tears. “We’re very proud of you, Daphne. You’ve grown
into a fine young woman.”

Daphne found her throat closing up. “Thanks,
Dad. Mom.” The trio walked toward the door, the silence a mark of
their moods. “I guess…I guess I’ll see you guys later.”

“We’re not leaving just yet.” Charles folded
his arm and
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