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1966

Flipping through the pages of a women’s clothing catalogue, twelve-year-old Cindy Spearman admired the photos of the store’s latest spring designs: laced trim dresses, A-line jumpers, hip-stitched skirts, and jacket dresses. Each model had a flawless smile and a calm, elusive pose. To young Cindy, each model held her own story. Using her imagination, she pictured them living the lives everyone dreamed of: vacationing in far-off places, meeting friends for weekend lunches, or having admirers stop them to say just how beautiful they looked. That was the life Cindy dreamed of for herself: to be like them, to be part of that beautiful world, and to soak in every joyful experience it had to offer. Often, she caught herself mimicking their poses, attempting to step into their world, even if only for a moment. She hoped she’d be happier than her mother, and with luck, she’d never marry a bitter man like her father, who seemed angry at the world for trapping him in a job that forced him to go door to door selling encyclopedias on commission to support a family. Cindy prayed her future husband wouldn’t gripe about eating pot roast too often or about not making enough sales to earn a promotion.

Next door lived a boy named Duke Collins, a boy Cindy’s age. The two became fast friends since Duke and his family moved into the neighborhood a month ago. 

They found each other fascinating, especially because they had so much in common: board games, comedy shows, riding bikes, and peculiarly enough, an interest in girls. 

Untethered by Cindy’s interest in girls, one day, Duke shared an object he stole from his father’s closet. It was a tiny, red and white, trapezoid-shape device that the boy said was a photo viewer souvenir. Duke instructed Cindy to peek into the viewer, which she did with one eye. Inside, the girl viewed the tiny pinup image of a woman posing in nothing but her undergarments. Fascinated, Cindy later sketched the image into her notebook.
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1973

If anyone was looking for a good time, Dan Jones’s gatherings were the place to be. His legendary events were known for their laughter, music, camaraderie, and best of all, an endless supply of booze and drugs, all secretly circulated on the Camellia University campus in Camellia, Alabama. Quietly known as the Crowned King of Trips by his ever-growing cult of followers, Dan was a tall, bearded, smooth-talking twenty-four-year-old hippie from California, known for his nonchalant zest for life and access to drugs. He wore his shoulder-length blond hair loose, and his blue eyes were usually hidden behind dark-tinted shades. His signature look included a white bohemian shirt, worn blue jeans that dragged along the ground, and, when he was not barefoot, a pair of brown sandals.

Though he tried to keep a low profile, Dan’s rare appearances in class were always accompanied by the unmistakable scent of marijuana, which spurred university officials to try to have him arrested and expelled. Yet time and again, the King of Trips slipped through their fingers, untouched by consequence.

That night at the Bolton Apartments, Dan’s unofficial headquarters, his followers and the curious alike were welcome to unwind, get fried, and get laid. The apartment was thick with smoke as Dan, in his usual mellow fashion, encouraged everyone to relax, “do their thing,” and listen to stories from his travels. He spoke of drifting from California through various states, preaching a rejection of materialism, the pursuit of spiritual connections, the liberation of sexual freedom, and the beauty of living simply. No one knew exactly how Dan managed to keep his apartment, but rumor had it he’d struck a private arrangement with the building’s elderly owner, though the nature of that deal was anyone’s guess.

When taking a break from one of Dan’s bizarre tales, visitors were treated to impromptu guitar or autoharp performances by anyone with a bit of musical talent. The melodies stirred the room into clapping, sing-alongs, and even dancing, while a few guests slipped away to indulge in more sexual pleasures. 

Leaning back into the soft brown couch, Dan slowly exhaled a thick cloud of dope smoke, his expression loose and content. He passed the joint to one of his brunette lovers, who took it casually, unbothered by the couple nearby, tangled in a heavy make-out session.

Among Dan’s most loyal followers was Cindy Spearman, a nineteen-year-old art major who quickly joined his circle after arriving at the university. Almost immediately, she became entangled in the cult’s drug-fueled lifestyle. The teen was an attractive blonde with a short pixie haircut, deep brown eyes, and a magnetic presence. She often went braless beneath a multicolored, V-shaped minishirt, paired with a blue miniskirt and, when not barefoot, a pair of worn brown sandals. She was a sophomore with notable artistic talent and had earned a full scholarship from the university’s art department the previous year by putting her skills in painting and drawing to good use. 

In her pursuit of an unrestrained life, Cindy had fully immersed herself in Dan’s world, rejecting everything her hopeful mother had once tried so hard to protect her from. Letting herself be swept up in the night’s wild energy, she danced freely, smoked dope, and drank whatever passed her way, the mix leaving her pleasantly giddy.

Amid dancing with a stranger, someone caught her eye. Mid-move, she froze, her gaze locked on a figure across the room. Without a word, she slipped away from her partner and crossed the hazy apartment to get a better look.

What she saw made her breath hitch. The man looked like he’d stepped out of a glossy magazine: jet-black hair, storm-gray eyes, and an athletic build that stirred something primal in her. He wore a red, white, and blue plaid shirt tucked into well-fitted jeans and brown leather shoes. Desire flickered through her body and mind, pulling her toward him with the same intense, reckless curiosity that had drawn her into Dan’s world.

Who is that, Cindy wondered, her gaze sweeping over the hunk from head to toe.  I’ve never seen anyone like him around here before. I wonder if he’d go for someone like me.

Without hesitation, she strutted over, flashing a sly grin as her finger traced a teasing line toward her breasts.

“You’re cute,” Cindy giggled, giving him a playful look. “Wanna dance?”

“What?” the hunk mumbled, rubbing his eyes and coughing.

“Wanna dance?” Cindy asked again, louder this time, her grin unwavering.

“No.”

No? Cindy’s mouth dropped open. What’s wrong with me? What kind of person is he looking for? Is he going steady with someone? Whatever. Who cares? He’ll be leaving with me, whether he realizes it or not.

“Okay then,” Cindy responded coolly, dismissing the rejection like it was nothing. “I’ll get to the point. Wanna fuck?”

The guy raised an eyebrow, did a double take, then started snickering. The laughter started slowly, then picked up like he couldn’t help himself.

What the hell’s so funny? One hand planted firmly on her hip, Cindy froze. Does he think this is some kind of joke? What a jackass. What’s the point of being here if he’s not down to have a little fun?

“No, really,” Cindy insisted, leaning in. “I want to.” Last chance!

“Could I at least know your name first?” the hunk laughed, finally reining in his amusement.

“Cindy Spearman. What’s yours?” she asked, her tone softening.

“Paul Boudreaux.”

“Ok, Paul Boudreaux,” Cindy said, raising an eyebrow. “Wanna fuck?”

Waiting, Cindy crossed her arms, one foot tapping against the beat of the music as someone dropped a vinyl on the record player, beginning a new song. 

Paul cocked his head and grinned.

“Sure, we can do that,” he answered with a smirk, “but first, let’s go ahead and dance. One of my favorite songs just came on, and it’s been a while since I danced with someone beautiful.”

That’s more like it! Her cheeks flushed, Cindy stepped in, meeting Paul on the dance floor. To her surprise, he had impressive moves: smooth, confident, and effortlessly cool. A jittery thrill bubbled up within her as she imagined what the rest of the night might bring.

As the song faded out, Paul leaned in and gave Cindy a brief but surprisingly tender kiss, like a quiet thank you. Without a word, they slipped out of the apartment.

Outside, Paul led her to a gleaming blue convertible that looked like it had just rolled off a showroom floor. It had a white leather split bench seat, an immaculate dash panel, an 8-track AM/FM stereo, and armrests that were nothing short of pristine.

Cool, Cindy thought. Is he trying to show off, or does he really drive this thing every day?

Paul drove to a nearby corner store and left Cindy alone in the car. She looked around, then ran her hand gently over the smooth leather upholstery, marveling at the luxurious interior. Never in her life had she imagined riding in a car like this; it felt like something out of a movie.

If he’d left the keys, she thought with a mischievous grin, who knows what I might’ve done? The idea of stealing the car was ludicrous... but wickedly amusing.

Paul returned a few minutes later and started the engine again. He turned down a side street, then into a dimly lit alley. There, things escalated quickly. Paul slipped on a condom, and the two had sex.

Afterward, Paul offered to drive her home, but Cindy shook her head.

“Take me to Gardere Apartments,” she said, satisfaction in her tone as she smoothed her skirt. “A friend of mine lives there. So... are you a Camellia University student too?” 

“Yeah,” Paul replied, his tone relaxed and content as he guided the car toward the address Cindy had given him. “It’s my first semester. I just got home from Vietnam and wrapped up orientation not too long ago... I might’ve bitten off more than I can chew, telling my advisor I wanted to major in both Business and Physical Education. But the freshman courses should give me some time to figure things out.” 

“How old are you?” Cindy asked.

“Twenty,” Paul said, “but I’ll be twenty-one in a few months. You?”

“I turned nineteen last week.”

“Cool, happy belated birthday. Did you do anything special to celebrate? And what’s your major?”

“My momma came to visit, and we had a birthday dinner,” Cindy said with a smile. “My friends made me cookies and pound cake... I’m an art major. My building’s right next to the business building, so we might run into each other again. Who knows?”

“Most of my freshman classes are on the other side of campus,” Paul said. “But I’ve got a break around one on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I usually grab lunch then.”

“I’m at the art building every day,” Cindy replied. “On Tuesdays and Thursdays, I’ve got Beginner’s Spanish from 8:30 to 9:30, but the rest are all art classes, like studio stuff and art history. I practically live there because of my scholarship and work-study job.”

“Neat. You must be really good to have earned that scholarship,” Paul told her. “What kind of art is your specialty?”

“I’m best at painting and drawing...mostly portraits of people,” Cindy replied.

“I’d love to see them sometime,” Paul smiled, glancing over at her. “Maybe I’ll swing by during my break.”

They pulled into the parking lot of the Gardere Apartments, a single-story complex painted a soft shade of blue. The grounds were well-kept: freshly trimmed grass, tidy flower beds, and an outdoor pool. Tall fixtures along the walkway cast a gentle glow, lighting the path ahead.

“Here we are,” Paul said, easing the car into a parking spot. “I can walk you to the door, if you want.”

“Nah, I’ll be fine,” Cindy assured him. “Don’t sweat it.”

Before stepping out, Cindy rummaged through her purse, pulled out an old receipt, and scribbled her name and number with a pen that was nearly out of ink. Letting out a quiet groan, she went back over the faded parts to make the writing legible. She handed the slip to Paul, who folded it and tucked it into his shirt pocket.

He’s a nice guy after all, she thought. I hope we really do run into each other again. Hmm... I wouldn’t mind having sex with him again either...

“Peace out, Paul,” Cindy stated.

With that, she stepped out of the car and made her way down the walkway. A cool breeze brushed against her skin, raising goosebumps along her arms.

She approached apartment 134 and knocked on the door. From the corner of her eye, she caught the glow of Paul’s taillights as he pulled away from the complex.

She knocked again. The door creaked open to reveal a tired-looking man she recognized as Joel Duncan. He was twenty-one, with curly blond hair and hazel eyes. He wore green and white striped pajamas and stood barefoot on the threshold.

“Hey, Cindy,” Joel greeted her, opening the door wider. “Hanging out at Dan’s again?”

“Yeah,” Cindy answered, stepping inside. “It got late, so I had a guy give me a lift. Is Margo already in bed?”

“Well, it is midnight... on a Monday,” came a sleepy voice from the hallway.

Margo Burnett appeared, leaning against the doorway. She was twenty years old, with soft brown eyes and short brown hair that fell loosely over her shoulders. Dressed in a pale pink nightgown and barefoot, she gave Cindy a weary but familiar smile.

The two had been close ever since taking a couple of classes together during Cindy’s first year at Camellia. Nearly a year into their friendship, this kind of late-night visit wasn’t uncommon.

“I’m heading back to bed,” Joel yawned. “Night, Cindy.” 

He brushed past Margo and disappeared down the hall, leaving the two women alone in the living room to talk on the couch. 

Margo rubbed her eyes. “I’m surprised. I thought you went to Dan’s with Clair, and she’d be the one taking you home.”

“Let me give you the skinny,” Cindy confessed, her voice buzzing with excitement. “I met the dreamiest guy, like the kind you’d see in magazines, only better. And get this, he was actually sweet! I think we really hit it off, so I gave him my number.”

“Ooh, spill it!” Margo squealed. “Describe this dreamy guy. I want to picture him!”

“Black hair, light eyes, and the body of a god,” Cindy gushed. “Margo, he said his name was Paul and he goes to our school, so I hope I might run into him again.”

“I think I met him earlier today,” Margo said, her eyes lighting up. “Joel was showing a guy named Paul around campus who fits that exact description. He’s super handsome and definitely not hurting for cash. His grandfather’s portrait is hanging in the business building. The name’s Beau Dupont. And honestly, he’s not bad looking himself. Check it out next time you’re on campus. That family’s big in banking and loaded.” 

“Wow, I will!” Cindy gasped, her eyes wide with curiosity.

Margo placed a hand gently over her friend’s and gave it a soft squeeze.

“Cindy,” she said, her tone serious, “I think you should reconsider spending so much time at Dan’s. I know he seems cool and all, but he’s bad news. I’d hate to see you get wrapped up in the middle of something.”

“Oh, come on, Margo.” Cindy let out a light chuckle and waved off the concern. “I’m not doing anything different from anybody else on campus. Everyone’s been to Dan’s at least once or twice. I just go a little more often, that’s all. There’s nothing wrong with having a little fun. Isn’t that what college is for?”

“Not if it risks losing your scholarship,” Margo said firmly.

“That won’t happen.” Cindy shook her head. “As long as I keep my GPA where it needs to be, show up for class, and handle my work-study, I’m golden. If Dan were as awful as you and a few administrators say, other people wouldn’t keep showing up at his place, so he can’t be all bad. Why hate a guy who only wants peace, freedom, and for people to be their true selves? Don’t be so uptight. Relax and open your mind a little.” 

“Dan’s out for himself! He’s slick and uses vulnerable people. He talks a good game about peace and freedom, but convinces people to give him money, trade their bodies—especially the girls, and gets drugs from who knows where. He should have been booted from campus ages ago.”

“I’m not being used, and I’m not vulnerable. We’re doing each other a solid. I help him stay afloat in our classes, and he helps me mellow out with whatever I need. It sounds like a sweet deal to me. So, if anything, we’re using each other.” 

“That sounds crazy. What well-meaning person cheats in all his classes and gives drugs and alcohol to a nineteen-year-old like candy?”

“It’s my life,” Cindy groaned. “I’m nineteen and not some kid anymore. I can make my own choices.”

She glanced at the wall clock. It was 12:15 a.m.

“Mind if I crash here tonight and catch a ride home later?” she asked. “I’d appreciate it.”

“You know the drill,” Margo sighed, already heading toward the hall closet. “I’ll get a pillow and blanket. The couch is yours, your majesty.” 

Margo handed over the bundle, and Cindy offered a grateful smirk.

“You’re the best,” she said in a mocking yet playful tone, taking the items from her friend.

The sleepy teen crashed on the couch for the rest of the night. By early morning, Margo drove her across town to her apartment at Hollow Oaks, a name that sounded a lot nicer than it looked.

The place was a total drag. The low-rent complex consisted of cramped one and two-bedroom units, a rundown communal laundry room, and a corroded row of mailboxes. Years of slumlord ownership had left the property in shambles. What was once a green lawn had become a scraggly expanse of dirt patches and weeds, boxed in by cracked concrete and pothole-ridden parking lots.

The current landlord, Mr. Tanner, was notorious for being a real cheapskate, always cutting corners and dragging his feet on repairs.

Her ears reddening with embarrassment, Cindy muttered a quick thank you and goodbye to Margo, then unlocked the door to apartment 157. The second she stepped inside, the stench of stale air and neglect hit her like a smack.

The inside was a total wreck, far worse than the building’s sorry excuse for a courtyard. Piles of junk covered every surface: old newspapers, cracked sketchbooks, dirty laundry, tubes of paint, crumpled fast food bags, and the unmistakable stink of something that should have been thrown out days ago. The place was part artist’s studio, part packrat’s dream, crammed into one claustrophobic mess.

The couch was buried beneath a mountain of clutter: fashion magazines, crushed potato chip bags, and layers of paint-stained clothing. Just to the left, an obvious dip in the pile marked Cindy’s personal crash zone. That was where she ate, studied, and slept most nights.

She didn’t bother picking up a thing. With a heavy sigh, she collapsed into the familiar dent to unwind. Her mind drifted as she stared up at the ceiling. Yesterday hadn’t been so bad. Her new classes seemed promising, the scene at Dan’s had been fun as always, and she’d ended the night with a guy who looked like a dreamboat.  

Sniffing, Cindy opened her eyes and turned her head toward an odd, moldy smell wafting from the equally littered kitchen. The scent of spoiled food and stagnant water hung thick in the air, a grim reminder of the dishes she had left soaking and the glass jars filled with paintbrushes steeping in murky brown water.

She didn’t move, convinced the mess could wait, just like everything else. Slowly, she closed her eyes again, letting the silence settle around her.
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Later that Tuesday morning, Cindy changed into a fresh outfit and stepped out of her cluttered apartment, catching the city bus along the route closest to Camellia University. In one hand, she nibbled her breakfast on the go: a half-eaten banana.

The bus made its routine stops, pausing to pick up or drop off passengers who paid seventy cents for the day or thirty-five cents for a one-way fare. It was cheap, even for students living on scraps.

Cindy recognized a few of the regulars. They were the people who kept the university running behind the scenes without ever getting much recognition: custodians, cafeteria workers, and groundskeepers. A couple of fellow students doing work-study rode too, slumped in their seats, either staring out the windows or half-asleep with textbooks in their laps.

It didn’t take long for Cindy to notice the common thread among them: everyone was hustling just to stay afloat, trying not to drown in bills, jobs, or expectations.

Sometimes, she missed the ease of having her mom’s old coupe. Ole Reliable, they used to call it. The car had seen better days and had plenty of mileage, but it ran smoothly and didn’t ask for much fuel in return. Now, she had to settle for a seat near the back of the bus, eating her banana in silence.

Cindy’s mind drifted as she stared out the window. Intrigued, she began to wonder what else was out there beyond the usual routes and classroom walls.

One day, soon, she would have enough money saved to buy herself a new bike, something to ride through hidden backstreets, explore the town’s quiet corners, and chase moments that couldn’t be found in textbooks.

When the bus eased to a stop near campus, Cindy stepped off with a small crowd. They split off in different directions, each headed somewhere with a purpose. She made her way toward the foreign language building for her first class of the day: Beginner’s Spanish.

Initially, she considered taking German. It had a bold, unfamiliar ring to it, all sharp consonants, fierce vowels, but she decided against the risk. Spanish felt safer. She had studied it in high school, and with a scholarship on the line, this wasn’t the time to gamble with her GPA. Better to stick with something familiar.

Cindy finished the last bite of her banana and paused, eyeing the peel in her hand. For a second, she thought of keeping it—maybe for compost, maybe just out of habit—but the idea of carrying it around campus all day didn’t appeal to her. She tossed it into the nearest trash can and wiped her fingers on her skirt.

Mmm, she thought. That was a good breakfast.

She made her way up the steps of the foreign language building and pushed through the door into the cool hallway. A few students lingered near the entrance, slowly scanning posters for study abroad programs in Spain, Mexico, and France. Cindy barely glanced at them. Her focus was on finding Room 14.

She turned into the first corridor, scanning the numbers until she found it as the second-to-last door on the right. Inside, a few early arrivals had already claimed their desks. Among them was a familiar face: her friend, Laura Sanders, hunched over her notebook while doodling a silly drawing on the first page.

Laura was the same age as Cindy. She had brown hair and eyes that complimented her yellow and green striped blouse, blue bell-bottoms, and white wedged shoes. Like Cindy, she came from humble beginnings, until her mom married a pilot who made things much easier for the family.

The two young women had known each other for about a year now, long enough for Cindy to appreciate Laura’s easygoing energy and kind-hearted nature.

Cindy slid into the desk beside her friend and flashed a warm smile. 

“Morning, stranger,” she said, setting her belongings down with a soft thud. “I’m glad we managed to get this Spanish class together. This semester will go by in no time, but I still wish I had you in one of my art classes! That would have been so cool.”

“Morning; this is still good,” Laura responded, glancing up from her notebook where she’d been doodling the image of a sleeping cat. “We’ll get a chance to brush up on our Español and sneak in a few laughs along the way! Do you have any classes with Margo or Clair?”

“Margo’s in my World Art class,” Cindy replied, “but I’ve got nothing with Clair...Oh! After class, I need to give you the full rundown on this dreamy guy I met last night at Dan’s. Trust me, you’re gonna want to stick around and hear every detail.”

They both giggled as an older woman stepped into the classroom and introduced herself as Mrs. Garcia, the Spanish professor. She had warm brown eyes, salt-and-pepper hair, and wore a crisp white blouse tucked into a brown skirt with sensible black shoes. As she greeted the class, the last student slipped into the room just as she began calling the roll.

The usual chorus of “here,” “present,” and awkward silences filled the space. Predictably, when she called Dan’s name, there was no answer. Moving on, Mrs. Garcia continued down the list and soon had the class flipping open their textbooks to page one, at least for the students who had them.

The lecture began with a straightforward review of basic pronunciations, greetings, introductions, nouns, and verbs. For Cindy, it was smooth sailing. She’d seen it all before in high school and quickly found herself predicting the kinds of questions that might show up on a quiz or test. Still, she dutifully took notes, keeping her pen moving until the class finally let out.

After class, the friends strolled down the corridor, their chatter low and quick as they swapped gossip about Cindy’s midnight fling. Every few steps, they’d burst into muffled giggles, drawing a curious look or two from nearby students. Laura clutched her books to her chest, wide-eyed at the juicy details, while Cindy recounted everything with a dreamy smile and the occasional dramatic sigh. By the time they reached the main hall, it was time to head to their separate classes, and Cindy promised to spill more later.

Drawing II was next on Cindy’s schedule at the art building across campus. She had to hustle, which she absolutely despised, but this wasn’t just any class. It was Ryan Mills’s class. One of the rare things that the professor was lenient on was being called by his first name, just Ryan, like most of the other art professors who favored comfort over formality in both address and clothing. Ryan was in his late thirties, wore glasses, and had brown hair and eyes. His outfit consisted of a light blue shirt, dark blue jeans, and black shoes. Though easygoing in style and form of address, his studio expectations were anything but. He didn’t play.

Cindy learned early that Ryan didn’t care for excuses. His class was sacred ground, and you showed up on time or not at all. The man had a reputation in the art department for being tough, and Cindy had seen the casualties herself over the past year: students getting the door slammed in their faces without hesitation, followed by a pointed, “Class starts when it starts, not when you feel like showing up.” 

Previously, a student explained that she had car troubles, but Ryan told her that it was not his concern. He simply said she should have left earlier or taken the car to a mechanic. Another time, a classmate brought a toddler to class, and Ryan asked her to leave, stating, “This is a drawing studio, not a daycare. Come back when you’ve found a babysitter.”

Not wanting to give the professor any leverage to call her out, Cindy, as always, made it a priority to arrive at class on time. Punctuality was non-negotiable in Ryan’s world, and she had no intention of becoming one of his cautionary tales.  

The art building was Cindy’s oasis; yet, Ryan was a constant shadow. Like it or not, she was tethered to him. He wasn’t just her Drawing II instructor; he was also her painting professor, her academic advisor, and the one overseeing both her work-study and her scholarship. 

Trying to catch her breath, Cindy slipped into the studio and made a beeline for the table where the sketchbooks were stacked. She rummaged through the pile, found hers, grabbed a handful of drawing pencils, and headed straight to her usual working area. Around her, other students mirrored her actions with familiar precision.

Within seconds, Ryan entered the room, shutting the door behind him. The atmosphere shifted. Without a single word, the students instantaneously turned their attention to the still life arrangement in the center of the room and went to work drawing it.

Ryan had trained them well. Once he walked in, it was time to work, and those unfamiliar with his unspoken rules always stood out: they loitered, waited for instructions, and were unsure of where to begin. But the rest of the class? They worked and didn’t dare say a word of warning. Instead, they watched as Ryan stood silently at the front of the room, arms crossed, expression unreadable, letting the clueless few figure out, for themselves, that they were already behind.

Ryan didn’t bother with roll call. He knew nearly everyone by name, having taught most of them the previous semester, except two newcomers. Cindy recognized one of the newcomers as Ronald Foster, a student she’s seen before in a different drawing class. He had red hair, sharp green eyes, and wore a solid green shirt tucked into brown slacks, paired with white tennis shoes. Luckily for him, Ronald was already working on his drawing in his sketchbook, unfazed. However, the other student sat awkwardly still, clearly waiting for instructions.

“Alright, line them up,” Ryan said coolly, stepping to the front of the room like it was a stage.

Chairs scraped against the floor as students carried their sketchbooks to the chalkboard ledge. The students lined their work in a long row, each page a reflection of the still life arrangement drawn from different perspectives.

Without saying a word, Ryan’s eyes scanned each drawing with the scrutiny of a seasoned critic.

The confused student who hadn’t drawn anything remained at his seat, eyes darting between his peers and the row of displayed sketches, clearly unsure whether to join or stay put. 

Meanwhile, the others returned to their seats quietly, some exchanging glances, others focused on Ryan as he began the silent ritual of reshuffling the work. He moved with purpose, shifting drawings up or down the row, adjusting the lineup from strongest to weakest in his opinion. 

Ryan picked up the second-to-last drawing, wedging it somewhere in the middle of the lineup with a nonchalant flick of the wrist. Then he reached for Cindy’s. Without hesitation, he placed it second from the top, a familiar position. Cindy stared at it, numb. She didn’t flinch, didn’t scowl, but the sting settled in all the same.

Second. Again. It was always second, never first. Like some twisted joke, someone else had managed to surpass her, and once more, she was left trying to understand how. To her eye, their piece had less drawing, less detail, and certainly less talent. But of course, that was just her opinion, and Ryan never cared about any but his own.

Now came the part most students dreaded: the critique. It came with one crucial rule that everyone had drilled into their heads: never start with “I like...” Anyone who did would feel the full force of Ryan’s infamous tongue-lashing. He demanded specifics. What technique stood out? What did the artist do well or poorly? Could you compare it to another artist’s style or approach? Vague praise was useless in his class.

Before addressing the first drawing, Ryan turned his attention to the unfamiliar newcomer.

“Where is your drawing?” he asked, his voice flat but sharp.

“I didn’t know I had to draw anything,” the student replied, his voice uncertain.

The room went still.

“Let me get this straight,” Ryan said. “You walk into class, sit for ten minutes watching everyone else draw, and decide to do nothing?”

“This is my first day in this class,” the student countered. “I didn’t know. Nobody told me anything.”  “It’s also his first day,” Ryan said, motioning to Ronald. “Yet he showed observation and initiative by doing what he saw his peers doing. You lack both. My next question is, can you draw?”

The other students stayed silent. They knew better than to interfere.

“N-no,” the student confessed.

“Then why are you here?” Ryan asked. “Who put you in this class?”

“Chill, man. I needed an elective to graduate. My advisor put me in here because she said art would be an easy class.”  

Cindy grimaced, knowing that, unbeknownst to the clueless student, he had just committed a crucial sin in the art community.

He’s toast.

Calling art “easy” to professional artists was like swinging a bat at a hornet’s nest. It dismissed all the hard work, vulnerability, and creativity they poured themselves into.

“Excuse me?” Ryan said, removing his glasses and tilting his head slightly. “What did you say?”

“I’m just taking this class as an elective,” the student repeated, his voice trailing off as he realized he was suddenly very alone in a now ice-cold room. “I mean, I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s not my fault. That’s what they told me!”

Ryan stared at him for a long moment, then raised his hand to silence him.

“You think art is easy?” he scoffed, sliding his glasses back on. “And they stuck you in my class? Absolutely not! Get out. Take your schedule and beat it. This is an advanced drawing class, not interpretive jogging or some nursery where you take naps and glue macaroni to construction paper.”

“But what else should I take?” the stunned student asked.

Ryan had already moved on.

He squinted at Ronald’s unfinished sketch like it had personally insulted him. “The paper looked better when it was blank. What made you think this was acceptable? Weren’t you in Brenda’s class last semester? No wonder you aren’t very skilled.”

Ryan’s critique of Cindy’s drawing wasn’t nearly as harsh as it had been for others. After all, he’d been one of the deciding voices on the scholarship committee that made her being there possible, and by now, Cindy had learned how to tune him out when necessary. Whatever a nerdy bigot with glasses had to say about other people wasn’t her problem.

While Ryan moved on to critique the other students, Cindy’s mind wandered. She hummed the lyrics of her favorite tunes under her breath, contemplated what the cafeteria might be serving for lunch, and wondered about the films playing at the local theater. Anything to pass the time until the critique ended. When it finally wrapped up, she snapped back into focus as students shuffled forward to collect their sketchbooks.

Ryan began assembling a new still life arrangement for the next assignment, this one meant to stretch across several sessions. Students reached for their oversized drawing pads that were nearly three times the size of their regular sketchbooks, signaling the shift to a more ambitious project. As always, everyone was expected to begin working right away. But for Cindy, expectations were a little different.

She worked quickly and with impressive speed, guided by a trained eye for proportion, line quality, and subtle value shifts that made her compositions stand out. Cindy didn’t just understand the elements of art and principles of design; she mastered them. Because of that, she had to do more.

Alongside the regular assignments, she had an extra one: assemble her own objects and develop an independent drawing to submit to Ryan. It was more pressure, but Cindy didn’t mind. In some ways, she thrived in it.

During Cindy’s first year at the school, whispers floated through the art department about a heated showdown between Ryan and Brenda, an argument over who would get to advise her and whose classes she’d ultimately join. In the end, Ryan came out on top. While he and Cindy didn’t always see eye to eye, she had to admit he pushed her harder as an artist. Brenda, by contrast, had a laid-back approach.

One thing Cindy loved about her art classes was the freedom to listen to music while they worked. The studio radio, parked on a dusty windowsill, was always tuned to a local station that spun a cool blend of jazz and swing music, just enough rhythm to keep imaginations going and pencils moving. Swaying her head from side to side, Cindy’s hand glided effortlessly across the paper, quickly sketching Ryan’s still life set with ease. She was already building up value and texture in her sketch while many of her classmates were still holding pencils up like measuring sticks, squinting one eye to gauge proportions.

Ryan’s latest still life arrangement, however, earned a few groans from several students, especially over the cluster of plastic grapes. The overlapping spheres demanded precision, patience, and a sharp eye for layering and depth. But this was Drawing II under Ryan Mills, and anyone expecting shortcuts was in the wrong class.

As the Drawing II class wrapped up, students tucked away their drawing pads and supplies, leaving the carefully arranged still life untouched for the next round.

Remembering her promise to Margo, Cindy headed next door to the T. Tilberson School of Business in search of the portrait of Beau Dupont. It didn’t take long to spot the image of the distinguished older gentleman; his likeness framed neatly among the original Board of Directors lining the entrance hallway.

That family must still be doing pretty well for themselves, Cindy thought. Margo said they were in banking, but how’d they manage to hold on through the Depression?

Her thoughts drifted.

Maybe Paul will clue me in the next time I see him, if I run into him at all. I could certainly do with some financial advice...He mentioned he’d be out of class right now... Would he be hanging around the union? Or somewhere else?

Deciding to head toward the cafeteria, Cindy stepped into the warm afternoon light and hadn’t gone far before encountering a group of students handing out flyers informing the public about an equality march for women that would take place in a few days, sparking her immediate interest.

Cindy took a flyer with a quick “thanks” and tucked it into her purse, a spark of enthusiasm flickering in her chest. It felt like something worth sharing. She made a mental note to show it to Laura and Margo later, certain they’d be just as fired up.

She picked up her pace as the gnawing hunger in her stomach made itself known. Fishing around in her purse, she pulled out a crumpled pack of gum, unwrapped a stick, and popped it into her mouth. The sharp mint flavor danced over her tongue, and for a moment, the pangs dulled. Still chewing, she swallowed the burst of cool saliva and kept walking, determined to get some real food before her next class.

Minutes later, Cindy stepped into the student union, where the cafeteria line snaked halfway down the corridor with students waiting impatiently for a hot meal.

Eyeing an uncleared table like a hawk spotting prey, Cindy weaved through the crowd and dropped into a vacant seat, barely missing a guy with a tray that had a sloppy joe and French fries. A fork sat beside a half-eaten scoop of coleslaw and a few limp fries. Without hesitation, Cindy stabbed at the coleslaw and ate it. It wasn’t her favorite, but free always tasted better. She didn’t have to wait in line, and the food didn’t go to waste. She dipped the fries into the leftover slaw juice, savoring the weird, tangy taste. She tossed the fork down and left the table without glancing back.

On the other side of the union, couches sagged beneath groups of lounging students, some watching the TV that played sitcom reruns while others were talking about music, politics, or the upcoming march. 

By a big sunlit window, lounged nineteen-year-old Clair Adams, who had red hair and green eyes that complemented her soft green minidress and yellow clogs. She giggled at something her boyfriend, Micky Watts, whispered in her ear. 

Clair had promised to be Cindy’s ride home the night before, but, as usual, had vanished without a trace, leaving Cindy stranded. That had become a pattern, and while Cindy should’ve been furious, she’d let it go. Maybe it was guilt. After all, one sweltering afternoon when Clair wasn’t around, she allowed Micky to kiss her, sneak his hands under her skirt, and taste her like candy. The sneakiness of the deed itself turned Cindy on, until Micky pulled back before things went all the way. Since then, they barely acknowledged each other in public, pretending, for Clair’s sake, that nothing had ever happened. But today, Cindy wasn’t feeling so polite.

Catching Micky’s eye, she smirked and slowly dragged her tongue across her lips, teasing, daring him to react. His face flushed instantly, and like a guilty schoolboy, he jerked his head away, pretending to be engrossed in a nearby television. Cindy laughed to herself and strolled past.

Yum, yum, yummy. Cindy chuckled to herself, toying with the idea of tormenting Micky a bit more. But her fun was cut short; she needed to get back to the art building before time ran out. With a sigh of mild disappointment, she slipped out of the union, determined to satisfy her thrill another day.

Cindy’s last class of the day was World Art with Dr. Ritter, a petite woman with curly salt-and-pepper hair who often wore a white blouse, a multicolored scarf, and a blue skirt with black shoes. Unlike the more laid-back art professors who didn’t fuss over titles, Dr. Ritter insisted on being called “Doctor” because, as she put it, she earned it after years of hard work toward her PhD.

She had a student pass around copies of the lecture outline. Roll was called. Dan’s name was mentioned, but he was absent. Without wasting time, Dr. Ritter dimmed the lights and launched straight into a lecture on Prehistoric Art, clicking through slides as she spoke.

There was a required textbook for the course, but Dr. Ritter lectured without it, relying instead on her memory and years of personal research. Cindy had heard plenty about the professor, mainly that she’d just returned from sabbatical and that her classes were anything but easy. Former students often grumbled that despite getting meager grades on their weekly written summaries, the real challenge came with the midterm and final: each consisted of a single, open-ended question. If a student didn’t know the answer in full detail, failure was almost guaranteed. Dr. Ritter’s art history courses were mandatory for all art majors, and even Cindy knew she’d have to buckle down to pass on the first try. As the professor spoke, Cindy took notes in her own version of shorthand, capturing key terms to review later when she had time to study more thoroughly.

Dr. Ritter’s lecture was extensive but surprisingly engaging. To her surprise, Cindy found herself genuinely interested, jotting down ideas as the professor clicked through slides of cave paintings and ancient figurines. When the class ended, Dr. Ritter dismissed everyone but asked Cindy to stay behind.

“Cindy,” Dr. Ritter stated, “my colleagues and I had the pleasure of viewing more of your exceptional drawings from Professor Mills’ class, and they’ve been nothing short of remarkable. Since last year, several have noted that your skills in both painting and drawing rival those of our graduate students. We’re genuinely impressed, and I’m pleased the department made the right decision in selecting you as our first woman recipient of the full scholarship in our department.”

“Thanks,” Cindy replied flatly, thinking how ridiculous the woman sounded. For all the praise Dr. Ritter was dishing out, none of it matched her reality. If she was as exceptional as they claimed, then why did Ryan always rank her second during critiques? Why was her scholarship stipend barely enough to cover rent, art supplies, meals, and the basic cost of living? And if her work truly rivaled that of graduate students, then why not just hand her the bachelor’s degree and let her move on to a master’s degree?

“I was talking to a good friend not too long ago, and I’d like for you to meet her,” Dr. Ritter said. “Her name is Mrs. Lucy Everett. She’s the new Assistant News Editor for the school paper, and she’s interested in doing a feature on you, especially with the upcoming student art show. She plans to attend, and there’s talk of possibly including photos from the show in the upcoming yearbook. It could inspire both current and future students.”

“Neat. I’d love to help with the article and yearbook,” Cindy replied.

Dr. Ritter handed her a business card. “Mrs. Everett will be reaching out to you soon.”

Cindy thanked her, tucked the card into her purse, and stepped out. A few doors down, she slipped into an empty classroom and quietly shut the door behind her. Inside, she began copying notes from her notebook onto clean sheets of paper, notes from the classes she shared with Dan. A deal was a deal. In exchange for a small bag of acid, she handled his notes, signed him in when professors didn’t bother taking roll, and if the coast was clear, might even take the occasional quiz or exam in his place.

Sure, it was a dishonest little setup, but for Cindy, it beat shelling out cash for drugs, and so far, the professors never noticed a thing.

Finishing the last of the notes, Cindy carefully tore the pages from her notebook, folded them with care, and tucked them inside to hand off to Dan later. Stepping outside, she felt a soft breeze brush against her skin. Beaming, she admired how the tall trees cast dappled shade along the walkways between the university’s grand old buildings, stirring a mellow curiosity about its storied past.

––––––––
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“Go away and leave me alone!”

“I didn’t do anything,” Cindy said, her voice cracking with confusion. “Why are you mad at me? What did I do?”

“You’re weird and gross,” Jane Norris snapped, rushing down the hallway without a backward glance. 

In the hallway, a few classmates looked their way, smirking, snickering, and whispering.

Everything that could have gone wrong went wrong. A few weeks ago, Jane was the new girl, and she and Cindy had hit it off instantly. They were inseparable: sitting next to each other during class, eating lunch together, whispering in class, and crashing at each other’s houses outside of school. 

Then, that one evening in Jane’s bedroom, both girls were lounging on the floor flipping through teen magazines when Cindy made a move she couldn’t take back. She kissed Jane softly on the cheek. 

Startled, Jane touched the spot like it burned. When Cindy, acting on instinct and emotion, leaned in to kiss her on the lips, Jane shoved her hard and increased the distance between them.

“What are you doing?” Jane shouted that day. “Get away from me!”

The panic in Jane’s voice still echoed in Cindy’s ears. That night, she ran home, devastated, too ashamed to cry, too numb to sleep. She hated herself for misreading the moment, for being too bold, too wrong.

Now, Jane avoided her at every turn, asked to be moved to another desk in class, pretending Cindy didn’t exist. The teachers, unknowing or indifferent, granted the request without question.

Left behind, Cindy could only watch the pieces of their friendship scatter, powerless to pick them up.

––––––––
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It had been a long day, and Cindy rode the bus back to her apartment. When she stepped off at her stop and rounded the corner to her building, she spotted Mrs. Grigsby sitting outside on an old wooden chair. She wore a faded gray dress and a pair of brown shoes. Her thick black hair was tied back with a gray scarf, and her blue eyes were sharp.

Her four kids, ranging between the ages of four and nine, chased each other back and forth between the buildings and the partially filled parking lot.

Mr. Grigsby was nowhere in sight, as usual. Cindy rarely caught glimpses of him with his family. Word around the complex was that he held down two jobs. One was with the city involving maintenance. The other? Cindy didn’t have the slightest clue.

Cindy gave a lazy wave as she passed her neighbor, trying to appear unfazed, but her heart sank when she spotted the eviction notice taped across her front door. She peeled it off and slipped inside.

Why worry about my little bit of money when there are other tenants to worry about, Cindy thought, scrunching the notice into a ball and tossing it to the floor. 

She walked over to the kitchen table, where two half-finished acrylic paintings were sprawled across the surface. With the tip of her finger, she checked the surface, determining that both paintings were dry enough to be stacked on the growing pile by the kitchen counter. Clearing the table down to an old newspaper, she reached into her purse and pulled out a tiny bag of white powder. With practiced care, she poured out a small amount and shaped it into a neat line. The bag disappeared back into the purse, and out came a rolled-up dollar bill. Cindy leaned forward, placed one end to her nostril, and snorted the line in one smooth motion. Eyes closed, she sank back into the chair.

. Knock! Knock!

Crap! Cindy wiped her nose with the back of her hand, stuffed the dollar bill back into her purse, and quickly set one of the paintings on top of the newspaper covering the kitchen table. She made her way to the front door and cracked it just enough to see who it was.

“Yeah?” Cindy uttered, swiping under her nose again.

“Ms. Spearman,” Cindy’s landlord, Mr. Tanner, spoke. “I need to talk to you about the notice left on your door.”

The middle-aged landlord stood with authority, dressed sharply in a dark blue two-piece suit, a black and white striped tie, and polished black shoes that caught the late sunlight. His short brown hair thinned at the crown, and his green eyes held the tired firmness of someone who’d had this conversation too many times.

“I can’t right now,” Cindy said, barely opening the door. “I’m not decent.”

“I can wait.”

“This isn’t a good time,” she added quickly. “I’m sorry.”

Mr. Tanner paused. “How about tomorrow before the office closes?”

“I already read the notice,” Cindy admitted, her voice thin but firm. “I know I’m three months late. I’m gonna pay the money as soon as I can. I just need more time... I can’t give what I don’t have until I get paid.”
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