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			Chapter 1

			The first few weeks of the Fall Semester—Albion College

			Nora-August 25, 1988

			Nora Langley hopped off the bus, just barely keeping on her feet. She hoped that wasn’t a bad omen; falling on her face before she even set foot on campus would have been a crummy way to start a whole new life.

			Maybe she should look at it the other way: it was a good omen that she almost—but didn’t—fall. Keeping her balance despite being weighed down and in unfamiliar territory might be a metaphor for…

			No. She muttered to herself, “Stop overthinking everything!”

			It didn’t mean anything. There were no omens, good or bad. Just a new world, new people, new places, maybe a new her, too, if she could manage it.

			The first thing was to find her dorm and drop off the fifty pounds—well, it felt that heavy, anyway—of stuff she’d brought from home. She headed away from the bus stop, scrunching up her nose to keep out the fumes, and walked straight through the main gates of the campus.

			She stopped on the far side of the gates for a moment, taking everything in. Between memories of her visit here last fall, and the campus map she’d stared at for a good hour on the train from Providence to Albany, she knew where she was supposed to go. Morris Hall, her home for the next year, wasn’t quite visible from here, but it ought to be right behind the red brick tower in the distance that had to be Carlisle Library, just off the main quad.

			It took a half hour to make it there; she stopped every twenty or thirty feet to absorb a new view. She imagined herself on every bench she walked by, every window she looked in. Nora felt like she’d lived her whole first semester by the time she walked into the lobby of Morris Hall.

			It was barely controlled chaos; an older woman, maybe in her mid-twenties, sat behind a little table stacked with papers and yellow envelopes, calling out to anyone who would listen. She had to be the dorm director, but nobody was listening to her. Before Nora herself could go over to her and—she assumed—sign for her room keys, she felt a tug on her arm. She turned to see a freckled, redheaded girl a couple of inches shorter than her.

			“Nora? Nora Langley?”

			This had to be her roommate. After Nora had been accepted, and her father had paid the tuition deposit, she’d been promised a letter with information about her roommate. She hadn’t ever received it, but this girl clearly had.

			“That’s me. My letter must have gotten lost in the mail, sorry.”

			The girl laughed. “Nothing’s perfect, right? I’m Kim. Kim Hartman. So we’re up on the third floor, let’s get out of the way here before we get run over.” Nora allowed Kim to take her hand and lead her up the stairs.
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			Daniel-August 27

			Daniel Keller couldn’t believe his luck.

			He’d walked into West Hall, checked in with the RA, Monica Shields. Her boyfriend had been the RA back in Morris Hall last year so he’d seen her around. She had given him the news that his roommate wasn’t coming to school this fall. “He transferred to Cornell,” Monica said. “And they’re not replacing him, so it looks like you’ve got a single room at least for this semester.”

			It hadn’t been so bad having a roommate last year. Phil Jensen had been reasonably clean, generally polite, never once kicked him out of the room because he wanted to bring a girl over—it hadn’t been a possibility for either of them, sadly—and he’d even taught Daniel how to play Battletech, which had been very cool of him.

			But without a roommate, there’d be no snoring. No having to go through the phone bill line by line to divide up the long distance charges. No horrible smells from the weird tofu cookies Phil’s mother insisted on sending to him every couple of weeks. Daniel wouldn’t miss any of those things.

			And if—unlikely as it seemed, and unlikely was probably a generous assessment—there ever was a situation where he wanted to bring a girl up to the room, he wouldn’t have to worry about anyone being there.

			All in all, it was a promising start to his sophomore year.
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			Nora-August 28

			This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. She shouldn’t be tiptoeing into her room at three o’clock in the morning, hoping she wouldn’t wake her roommate up. First because it would be rude, but more importantly because if Kim woke up, she’d see that Nora’s makeup was smudged beyond recognition, and her clothes were a rumpled mess.

			She’d know exactly what Nora had been up to. She’d decide that Nora was still the girl she didn’t want to be anymore. The Nora she’d hoped she could leave behind and start a whole new life here.

			It was one time, right? Peter, their freshman orientation leader, had invited everyone in their group—Nora and eleven other freshmen from Morris Hall—to a party in his off-campus apartment. Kim had been one of them, but she’d begged off. Only three other people besides Nora had shown up: Eileen Marshall from California, and Rick and Dan, roommates whose last names she’d failed to catch.

			Nora had been the last to leave, and she should have known better. She should have gone with Rick and Dan when they left around one o’clock. They hadn’t asked her to come with them, but they wouldn’t have had a problem with her walking home with them. It had been stupid to stay. She’d known what would happen once she was alone with him, and of course it had. He’d refilled her drink, and his hand was on her knee, and she hadn’t said anything about it, let alone done anything to let him know she wasn’t interested.

			She put the key in the lock gently, turned the doorknob ever so slowly, pushed it open an inch at a time, and went inside one hesitant step at a time. Kim didn’t seem to stir, and Nora made it over to her bed, undressed as quickly and quietly as she could, and got under the covers.

			And that’s when she saw Kim’s eyes blink open, and even in the dark she could see the disapproving frown on her roommate’s face. The same frown she’d seen in her own mirror too often back in Providence.

			She didn’t want to see that frown anymore. But the only person who could make it go away was the girl she didn’t know how to be.
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			Daniel, August 31

			All summer, Daniel had told himself he wouldn’t get down over being single. He wouldn’t think—obsess, really—about being lonely. He wouldn’t be jealous when he saw friends and classmates pairing off and going on dates, laughing together, smiling together, going back to an empty dorm room together.

			His resolve lasted three days, until he saw Phil Jensen and Jeannette Morgan walking out of Phil’s room down the hall at eight o’clock in the morning. Together. Holding hands.

			It wasn’t that he had a crush on Jeannette or anything. Sure, she was pretty, nearly as tall as he was, with long dark hair maybe half a shade lighter than his own. But he’d never given her much thought one way or the other. It was more that Phil had somehow made a connection with her three days into the semester.

			Phil, who, objectively, didn’t dress any better than Daniel, didn’t look any more handsome than Daniel, and absolutely wasn’t any less of a geek than Daniel was.

			It was one thing seeing preppy guys with money and charisma to spare having luck with girls. It stung to see someone who was just like him having that same luck. Why Phil and not him?

			He had to stop thinking that way. Aside from the fact that it made him seem desperate, it was just crappy in general. Phil deserved good things as much as anyone else, even if he did snore and receive regular shipments of foul-smelling baked goods.

			Fine, he’d lapsed into crappy thinking. But he could change that, couldn’t he? Next time he saw Phil alone, he’d say something like “I saw you with Jeannette. Good for you!” and he’d try to actually mean it. Or maybe just saying it was enough to start with. If he said the right things often enough, maybe his thoughts would change too, and he wouldn’t have to try and mean what he said—he just naturally would.
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			Nora, September 4

			It was another late night, another attempt at tiptoeing into her dorm room without waking Kim up. But this time, Nora wondered if she should. Because this time nothing happened.

			She left before it could happen.

			Before, the girl she didn’t want to be anymore would just go along with whatever a blond-haired junior with no roommate and too much confidence wanted to do.

			She didn’t owe Kim any explanations. She didn’t owe anything to anyone, except herself.

			That was it, right there. That was the secret, wasn’t it? That was the thing that she needed to remember. It didn’t matter what anybody else thought of her. It didn’t make a difference if they were disappointed in her, or if they judged her, or if they called her names or any of it.

			It only mattered if she was disappointed in herself. Tonight, she wasn’t. And that felt fantastic.
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			Daniel, September 5

			Once the semester officially started, it got easier for Daniel to keep his promise to think better—less jealous—thoughts. All of his classes were interesting, especially Introduction to Operating Systems with his advisor, Professor Maddox.

			He’d managed to impress the man three times just in the first week. After the third time, Professor Maddox asked him to come to his office.

			“Mr. Keller,” he’d said, peering at Daniel through his unfashionable—even Daniel could see they were terrible—bifocal glasses. “You know I advise a dozen students, so I apologize for not always giving each of you as much attention as you deserve. It’s clear that I’ve been remiss with you in particular.”

			Daniel wasn’t sure what that meant. “Sir?”

			“I was just looking over your transcript, and I spoke to several of your teachers from last year. You are a talented young man. If I’d paid attention sooner, I would have offered you a position over the summer in the lab downstairs. What’s done is done, but I can correct my oversight moving forward.”

			Wait—was this a job offer?

			“Thank you, sir. I think.”

			His advisor smiled; well, as much as Daniel had ever seen the man smile, anyway. “Thanks would be appropriate. I’d like to offer you a position as a lab assistant for this semester. It would be unpaid for now, but assuming you continue your excellent work, I think we could pay you something in the spring semester.”

			It was all Daniel could do to keep from shouting in triumph. They didn’t have to pay him—just working in the lab would be more than enough. He’d learn a ton, and he could put it on his resume, too.

			“Yes, sir. I accept! And thank you.”

			He might not have a girlfriend, or much of a social life. But he had an advisor—a respected expert in the field—who wanted to hire him. He had a head start on the future he came to college to try and build. That was more than good enough.

			It was pretty darn great, actually.
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			Chapter 2

			September and October—Albion College

			Nora-September 10

			Nora shuffled the pages of her Introduction to Modern Journalism assignment. Page one had to be in there somewhere.

			“Here, look at mine,” Tammy said, seeing her frustration. Tammy Webber was a junior, and she’d taken pity on Nora when everyone else in the class had partnered up on this assignment. “And can you remind me why we’re even doing this in the first place?”

			“Personalized news is the future of journalism. Isn’t that how Professor Williams said it? Although I’m not quite sold yet.” A blank screen with a blinking blue cursor didn’t really seem like a promising future. That wasn’t what she was supposed to be seeing, according to the instructions on page one. “I don’t expect HAL or anything, but a basic welcome screen or something would be nice.”

			Tammy stared blankly at her. “Who’s Hal?”

			Everyone knew that, even if they’d never seen the movie. Or not, apparently. “HAL-9000? From the movie? 2001: A Space Odyssey? He’s the evil computer who takes over the ship and kills everybody.”

			Tammy shrugged. “I’ll take your word for that. But I see what you mean. The instructions definitely say we should see a menu.”

			From somewhere behind her, Nora heard an exasperated groan. “I told Bob ten times to restart CompuServe.” Then there was a laugh, and the voice was louder. A male voice—a student, definitely. “OK. Sorry. Somebody didn’t do what they were supposed to do. But it’s easy to fix. Just type CSlaunch and hit enter. CS in capitals, launch in small letters, and you should be all set.” A pause, then it—he—spoke again. “And by the way, HAL was not evil. He’s just misunderstood.”

			Nora did as she was told, and after a moment of whirring and beeping, the CompuServe logo appeared on her screen, followed by an instruction menu. She turned around to thank her mysterious helper, but he must have left—there was nobody else in the computer lab but her and Tammy.
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			Daniel, September 23

			There were four professors standing over Daniel, one of them—Professor Feinberg—was the chair of the Journalism department. Under normal circumstances, he’d have felt intimidated, even more so because he was on their turf, in their department office.

			But not today. He’d volunteered to come over, when his advisor had asked if anyone was willing to go and demonstrate to them what their brand new Macintosh could do. It might be their office, but right now, it was his turf.

			Even better, he was getting his hands on not just a Mac, but a Macintosh SE, with a twenty megabyte hard drive. What would you even do with that much storage? It was unimaginable.

			Professor Feinberg spoke up. “You really like this—this thing?” The man wore a bow tie, and looked like he belonged in an old movie—the crusty editor who bossed around the plucky young heroic reporters, maybe.

			“I love it, Professor. And you will, too, once you see it in action. It’s going to change everything.”

			There were disbelieving grunts from the other professors, and Professor Feinberg simply said, “Convince me, young man.”

			Daniel pointed to the screen. “See that icon? PageMaker. Desktop publishing. Watch this.” He clicked it, waited for the program to start, and then opened up one of the tutorial examples. “This is just a sample document, so you can learn how the software works. You see?” He scooted back a little to let them see better. “Looks like the front page of a newspaper, right? Headline, big photo, articles. But say you want that picture smaller, and the article on the left to be two columns instead of one.” A few clicks, a couple of keystrokes and it was done.

			“Just like that?” He glanced up at Professor Feinberg, who looked stunned. “That would take half an hour to do by hand!”

			“Exactly,” Daniel said. “And that’s just scratching the surface of what you can do with this. Want to see more?”

			They did, and they were suitably amazed. Just as he was about to step aside and let Professor Feinberg try it out, a voice—a girl’s voice—spoke out somewhere behind him.

			“Did you see that? That was really cool!”

			He froze. He knew that voice. He’d heard it—her—although he couldn’t think where. But when he turned around to see its owner, she was gone.
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			Nora, September 25

			In three weeks using CompuServe, Nora hadn’t learned much about the future of journalism. But she had lost several thousand fake dollars at online blackjack, confirmed her incompetence at Wheel of Fortune and been hit on in a chat room by someone who claimed to be a millionaire from Argentina but who she was pretty sure was really a junior high school boy from Iowa.

			She was about to call it an afternoon when she heard that voice again; the same guy who’d helped her get started her first day here in the lab. And the same one who’d dazzled Professor Feinberg with the magic of desktop publishing. He was in the other room of the lab, where the computers were all set up for word processing.

			“OK, so if that happens again, do what I showed you.” There was a pause. “Yeah, exactly like that. But also remember to save every few minutes. I lost a fifteen page paper last year because I didn’t do that.”

			Nora sighed. That was something that would happen to her. The only reason it hadn’t yet was that she hadn’t written a paper on the computer yet.

			Ten minutes later, Nora was still listening to him—whoever he was—helping a girl who was not the world’s quickest learner. Although maybe that wasn’t fair. If her anonymous helper hadn’t told her what to do three weeks ago, she might still be staring at a blinking blue cursor herself. Maybe she should walk right over there and thank him. That wouldn’t be weird at all, right? Just good manners. But then, why were her palms suddenly feeling sweaty?

			Sweaty hands or not, she was about to stand up and do exactly that when there was a sudden, horrible sound—a grinding, wheezing, metallic sound, and then the guy’s voice yelled in frustration. “God, Bob! I told you not to mess with the laser printer!”

			So much for good timing. Definitely not the moment for an introduction.
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			Daniel, September 27

			Daniel crouched down to get a closer look at the bottom shelf. Every good find he’d made at Turn the Page—a used bookshop right off campus, just down the street from the Green Lantern Café—had come from the bottom shelf.

			He guessed that most people simply didn’t look there, so anything really good got overlooked. It wasn’t surprising; kneeling on the concrete floor was painful, and they didn’t sweep or dust nearly often enough. But sometimes it was worth it. Like now—a copy of The Hobbit in perfect condition. He’d read it before, of course, but his copy at home had disappeared, probably borrowed and then lost by his sister.

			He was about to stand up and bring his prize to the register when he heard a voice. Her voice.

			She was just on the other side of the aisle. She was talking to someone. A friend, maybe? Her roommate? “Yeah, it’s trash. But it’s fun trash. Please buy it? Or I’ll even buy it for you. I want someone to talk about it with, okay?”

			On the other side of the Fantasy/Science Fiction shelf was Romance. Daniel could name a few of the biggest romance authors because both his sister and mother read them, but he’d never actually looked at any of the books himself.

			The girl continued badgering her companion. And then she started reading aloud. It was definitely trash, and he wasn’t sure he’d call it fun, except that it was because of how she was reading it. She was even doing character voices. He balled his hands into fists to try and keep himself from laughing. It was very difficult; this girl was hilarious.

			She stopped after five minutes, halfway through a love scene—just before things got R-rated, he assumed—and her friend, or whoever she was, finally gave in. “Fine, Nora! I’ll read it! But you have to promise to let me pick something halfway decent for you to read in return.”

			Nora!

			He finally had a name to match the voice, and the laugh. And now he knew she wasn’t merely funny. She was beyond funny. Hilarious didn’t even really cover it.

			He didn’t know what she looked like, but after everything he’d heard from her, that almost didn’t matter.

			But what could he do with her name, and everything else he knew about her? He already knew she was a Journalism major, and most likely a freshman. That meant she’d have most of her classes in Addison Hall, and—unless she was local to Albany—she’d live in the freshman dorm, Morris Hall. It wouldn’t be difficult to meet her, knowing all that. But what would he do if he did? What would he say?

			He wished there was a book somewhere on the dozens of shelves in this store that could tell him that.
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			Nora, September 29

			“We already handed in the assignment. Why do you need to keep going over to the computer lab?” Until Tammy asked the question, Nora hadn’t consciously realized what she was doing. Or, more to the point, why she was doing it.

			“I want to try out Word Perfect. See if it’s easier to use than my old typewriter.”

			It didn’t sound believable to her own ears, and Tammy’s expression said very clearly that she didn’t buy it any more than Nora herself did. But, equally clearly, her classmate couldn’t think of any ulterior motive Nora might have to visit the computer lab. She just shrugged and said, “Have fun. I’ll see you in class tomorrow,” and headed for Whitman and, Nora assumed, an early lunch.

			Nora made her way to Ellis Hall, shivering a bit at the unseasonable cold. It wasn’t even October yet—she shouldn’t need a jacket this soon. She jogged the last hundred feet or so, panting as she entered the building.

			She actually did have a paper to work on, and she could try out Word Perfect, but now that she was here, she could admit to herself the real reason she wanted to go to the computer lab. He might be there. And maybe, just maybe, she’d see him today. Or—miracle of miracles—actually talk to him face to face.

			She didn’t appear to be in luck; the computer lab was completely empty, both the main room with the CompuServe terminals, and the smaller room where the computers dedicated to word processing were set up. Well, at least she could start on her paper for 20th Century American Literature.

			A half hour later, Nora had—she hoped—figured out enough about Word Perfect to get started writing. Once she got going, it was—much to her surprise—a lot easier than working on her typewriter. She quickly got into a rhythm, and got nearly two pages done before she was distracted by voices from the main room of the lab. Both male, but neither one of them was him.

			An older man, probably a professor, was looking for someone. “I thought Mr. Keller would be here.”

			He was answered by a younger man, definitely a student. “He’s usually here early, Professor Maddox. I’m not sure where he is.”

			“I thought he’d want to help take this machine apart. Well, it’s his loss.”

			Mr. Keller? Could that be him?

			Nora didn’t have to wonder long. She heard footsteps, and then a voice—her voice—speaking through ragged breaths. “Sorry I’m late, Professor. My RA was having a minor crisis with her computer. I ran all the way over from West Hall as soon as I got her sorted out.”

			The younger man said, “Good timing, Daniel. Professor Maddox was about to open up the PC here, he didn’t want you to miss out.”

			“I can speak for myself, Mr. Thompson,” the professor said. “But he is correct. I’m glad you made it, Mr. Keller.”

			Daniel Keller.

			That was a good, solid name. For a good, solid guy. A guy who helped his RA, then sprinted across campus so he wouldn’t disappoint his professor. And whose professor thought enough about him to be disappointed by his absence.

			She knew something else, too. He lived in West Hall, so he had to be a sophomore, at least. Probably not a senior, though. It was hard to be sure just from a voice, but she didn’t think he sounded old enough for that.

			So: smart. Responsible. Helpful. Friendly. Respected. Sophomore or junior.

			Not bad for less than a minute of overheard conversation, plus where he lived. All that, and she’d knocked out two pages about The Great Gatsby and the Tragedy of the American Dream. Nora considered that a very successful outing.

			Should she push her luck and try to actually speak to Daniel?

			It wasn’t to be. When she poked her head out the door of the word processing room and into the main computer lab, all she could see was the backs of two young men, both bent over the innards of a computer. Which one was Daniel? The dark-haired one in what might be a polo shirt, or the redhead in a ratty T-shirt?

			She didn’t wait around to find out; she’d learned enough for one afternoon.

			Next time, though.

			Next time, she’d catch him alone.

			Or maybe the time after that. It had to happen sooner or later, didn’t it?
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			Daniel, October 13

			He hadn’t seen—well, overheard, anyway—Nora in two weeks. The last time he’d been in the same room with her had been at the used bookshop. Daniel had been back three times since then. He told himself it was in hopes of another lucky find like the mint-condition copy of The Hobbit, but he wasn’t very convincing, even to himself.

			Regardless, she hadn’t been there on any of his visits. Nor had she returned to the computer lab.

			Or maybe she had. He had no idea what she looked like, only how she sounded. He could’ve walked past her a dozen times these last two weeks and never known it. Knowing his luck with girls, it wouldn’t surprise him. It felt like exactly the kind of cruel joke the dating gods would play—dangle the possibility of a smart, funny, wonderful girl just out of reach and out of sight.

			And if he ever did see her? That might be the cruelest joke of all. It would be like the Looney Tunes cartoon where the Coyote finally catches the Road Runner, except the Road Runner was fifty feet tall and the final shot was the Coyote holding up a sign reading “Now what do I do?”

			Daniel shook his head and turned back to his cheeseburger. He didn’t like eating alone precisely because it usually led to thoughts like that. Not even a piece of cherry pie with whipped cream could lift his mood.

			Maybe he could train himself to think more positively? The brain was sort of like a computer, wasn’t it? And after all, that’s what he was majoring in. If he started giving himself instructions to focus only on good, uplifting, encouraging thoughts, that’s what he’d get. His cousin Bianca told him the same thing nearly every week—without the computer analogy, which she would mock relentlessly.

			There! He saw his face reflected in the window. Smiling. It was already working. So what else could he be positive about?

			The cheeseburger was really excellent. The Green Lantern Café always did a good job, but whoever was on the grill today had nailed it. Yesterday, Professor Maddox had praised him in front of the whole class—that had felt fantastic. And hadn’t he beaten Bob and Phil in that brutal game of Battletech yesterday that went until nearly midnight?

			There were plenty of good things in his life. It was just a matter of reminding himself.

			His reminders were interrupted suddenly by a voice.

			“I’ll pay, Kim. You sat here for an hour reading over ten pages of nonsense about The Great Gatsby, it’s the least I can do.”

			Definitely her voice. Nora.

			He sat up straight, searching for where it had come from. There was only one booth it could be, right by the front door.

			Two girls sat there. One was a redhead, dressed in a school sweatshirt and jeans. The other—it was hard to tell from across the café—maybe had dark blonde hair, and she was a little taller than her friend. She was wearing a frilly orange blouse and a skirt. Both of them were smiling.

			Both of them were pretty.

			But the blonde girl was more than that. Even from twenty or thirty feet away, her smile was entrancing. That was the only word that came to mind. And her eyes, blue or green, it was impossible to tell from here, but either way, they sparkled.

			“Thanks, Nora. But you have to let me pay next time, deal?” It was the redhead.

			Nora was the blonde. The girl who was as beautiful as she was funny. The girl who was smart and read out loud in the middle of the bookstore. The girl who even knew who HAL-9000 was.

			Now he knew.

			Now he’d seen her.

			And now he had to do something about it.
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			Nora, an hour later

			Nora hadn’t been paying attention to the time at lunch with Kim, and she’d run all the way from the Green Lantern Café back to campus and Addison Hall to try to make it to her two-thirty class on time. Well, jogged. Mostly jogged.

			Half jogged, half walked—either way, it hadn’t mattered, because when she got to Addison Hall and dragged herself up the stairs to the third floor, there was a sign taped to the door of Room 307. Professor Madison was sick, and class was cancelled today.

			That left her afternoon free. Really free, since Kim hadn’t found anything in her Gatsby paper that she needed to edit, and she had no other assignments that were due this week, or even next week.

			She didn’t know what to do with herself. There wasn’t much to do on a Thursday afternoon, really. She wasn’t hungry. She didn’t feel like going shopping anywhere—not that she had a lot of extra money to spend anyway. And she definitely didn’t want to go back to her room.

			Indecision, and a perfect October afternoon, made the choice for her. She sat herself down on the steps in front of Addison Hall, enjoying the cool-but-not-cold breeze and doodling in a notebook.

			She was engrossed, filling several pages, not paying the slightest attention to her fellow students walking past her, chattering about this or that. Not until she heard a gasp, followed by her name.

			“Nora?”

			She looked up from the notebook to see a dark-haired boy wearing a Yankees T-shirt standing at the bottom of the steps. He had the prettiest blue-gray eyes, and a voice that she recognized. His voice

			“Hi,” she said, her breath catching. “Daniel?”

			His jaw dropped. Nora didn’t think that actually happened in real life.

			“You know who I am?” He was almost smiling, almost laughing. And it only hit her now that he somehow knew who she was, too.

			“I think we both know who each other is. I’m not sure how, but there it is.” It was obvious, wasn’t it? Just like she’d been overhearing him in different places the past few weeks, he’d been overhearing her. “God, we’re both so dense, huh? You’ve been in all the same rooms I have, of course you know me. If I could hear you, obviously you could hear me, too.”

			He looked—she couldn’t describe it. She saw embarrassment, frustration, relief and joy all together on his face, as though there was an argument going on inside his head about how he should be reacting right now.

			“Would you believe that never occurred to me?”

			Yes, she would. “Well, I didn’t think of it until right now, either, and we’ve been just missing each other for more than a month, so, yeah.”
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			Daniel, a moment later

			When he saw her sitting on the steps—all by herself, there couldn’t possibly be a better time to introduce himself and actually talk to her—he hadn’t managed anything beyond blurting out her name.

			Maybe the positive thinking really did work. Maybe it had even convinced the dating gods to look kindly on him. How else to explain that she knew his name, knew who he was, and that she seemed genuinely glad to see him in person?

			“It is kind of wild,” he said. And then he went on, not sure where the words were coming from. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but a couple of weeks ago, I was one shelf over at Turn the Page and I heard you and your friend, and you were doing all the voices from that terrible book.” He shouldn’t have said that. It made him sound like a weirdo. Or maybe even a stalker.

			But all she focused on was one word. “It was not terrible!”

			“I heard you,” Daniel said. “You yourself said it was trash. But I’d listen to you read it out loud anyway. You’re funny—no. You’re the funniest girl I’ve ever met.” He shouldn’t have said that, either. But, again, she wasn’t reacting as though he’d just made an idiot of himself.

			“You’re just saying that. That’s a cheesy pick-up line, you don’t mean that.” Except her tone didn’t match her words. Like she believed him, but she was having to convince herself of it. Bianca did that sometimes. On the very rare occasions she let her guard down, his sister Lisa did, too.

			“It’s true. And not just because you do great character voices. I was in the next room when you were talking with that brown haired girl, I guess she’s in one of your classes, when you were playing around on CompuServe. You were hilarious. And sometimes when you were by yourself—you know you talk to yourself, right?”

			She was staring at him now, hard. He still couldn’t say for sure whether her eyes were greenish-blue or blueish-green. Either way, she was looking for something from him, and then—whatever it was, she found it.

			“I guess I do, don’t I? I—like I said, I didn’t think about you hearing me. I was concentrating on you. The way you’re always helping people out in the computer lab, and how you always know what you’re doing. Or how you rendered Professor Steinberg speechless when you showed PageMaker to him. Everybody was talking about it. And on top of that, you’re pretty funny too.”

			Now he was staring into her eyes, looking for proof that she meant what she was saying. He couldn’t define what he saw, or explain it, but he believed her. She really did mean it, all of it.

			“Wow. That’s … I … okay, I’m just going to say it, before I lose my nerve.” Yet another thing he shouldn’t have said. But maybe she was the one girl in a thousand, or a million, who could hear what he meant instead of the awkward words that came out. She hadn’t laughed at him, or gotten up and run away yet. “Would you—would you want to go out? Dinner, maybe? Tomorrow night?”

			She smiled. It was the sweetest, most open and welcoming smile he’d ever seen. “Yeah. I’d love that.”

			“Really?” He wanted to kick himself. But she was still smiling that same smile. She really was that one in a thousand, or million, girl, wasn’t she?

			“Yeah, really. Seven o’clock, does that work? You can pick me up outside Morris Hall.” She stood up, reached over, patted his arm. “And thank you. For saying I’m funny. That—it means more than you know.”
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			Chapter 3

			First Date, Part 1—Albion College

			Nora, October 14

			Nora kept replaying his words in her head, oblivious to everything else. She barely even realized she was back in her room until Kim’s voice cut through her thoughts.

			“Hey, Nora!”

			It took her a moment to focus on her roommate. “Oh. Hi, Kim. I guess I’m a little distracted.”

			That earned her a sharp laugh. “A little? I was about to throw something at you to get your attention.”

			She didn’t quite blush. “Okay, a lot distracted.” Nora hesitated, not sure why. There was no reason not to tell Kim, was there? It was just a date. “I just got asked out,” she said.

			Her roommate started to roll her eyes, then she really looked at Nora. “Like, a date-date? Not just a ‘let’s hang out and see what happens,’ kind of thing?”

			Nora knew exactly what her roommate meant but was too polite to say more bluntly, and she let it pass. “Yeah. He was—remember I told you about the guy who started giving me unsolicited tech support a few weeks ago? That’s him. I never saw him, we just shouted at each other across the room. But I guess he saw me.”

			Except he said he hadn’t seen her—only heard her. Just her voice and her laugh and how she talked when she thought nobody was really listening.

			And she believed him.

			“That’s cute,” Kim said. “Like a secret admirer, kind of. Right?”

			It was kind of like that. “He said I was funny.” Nora took a breath before going on. “Actually, he said I was the funniest person he ever heard.” As she said it out loud, she realized she didn’t just believe him. She knew it. Absolute certainty. She’d stake her life on it, that he meant it, even if she couldn’t say why.

			“Wow. That’s cool, I’m happy for you.”

			Nora almost answered that she was happy for herself, too, but that would have been too much. Even if it was true. She couldn’t say the other thing, either. That this was the first time anybody ever acted interested in her because of anything other than the version of herself she usually put on for guys. The one that said without need of words that it wouldn’t take too much convincing to get her up to their room or into the back seat of their car, and she wouldn’t be too demanding once she got there and she certainly wouldn’t be too clingy afterwards. That Nora was nowhere to be found when she was talking to Daniel. He’d never seen that girl—and maybe nobody else would ever have to see her again.

			No, that was putting far too much weight on one conversation, one boy, one date, assuming he even showed up.

			Except, maybe it wasn’t after all. Even if tomorrow night was a washout, if she was totally wrong about him, he had seen through to who she wanted to believe she really was. And if one person saw it, then other people would see it, too.

			Kim was staring at her again; how long had she been debating herself? “Thanks. I really—I’ve got a good feeling about this.”
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			Daniel, later that day

			Daniel had been replaying the conversation in his head over and over. She’d actually said yes! She hadn’t laughed at him when he told her the truth—even though it had been her laughter that made him notice her in the first place. Her laughing at him wouldn’t even have been the worst thing. She could have really meant it when she’d asked him if it was just a cheap pickup line. She could have lumped him in with the jerks who didn’t notice anything but what was on the surface and didn’t want anything but a hot night or two with her before they moved on to the next girl.

			Bianca had met a guy who turned out to be one of those, and Daniel had listened to her for three hours afterwards. Remembering it now, a year and a half later, he could still feel his anger rising at the guy who’d dared to treat his Bee that way.

			No, that was then, and what was important now was that Nora didn’t do that. She listened to him, heard him. Believed him. Wanted to see him. And he wanted to shout about it.

			Nobody on the third floor needed to hear it, though. But there was someone he could tell, and the phone was in his hand—and ringing—before he even realized he’d picked it up.

			“Who is it—Danny, is that you?”

			“Yeah, Bee. I … I wanted to—no, I had to tell you.”

			There was a giggle on the line. “You don’t sound upset, so I’m guessing this is a good thing you have to tell me?”

			The best thing. Hopefully. “Yeah. I—well, I asked her out. And she said yes. So we’re … we’re going out tomorrow night.”

			Now it was a laugh, the kindly laugh that always made him smile. “That’s usually how it works if you ask somebody out, Danny. But back up. I don’t know who ‘her’ is. You’ve been holding out on me.”

			“No, I only found out her name yesterday. Nora. She’s Nora.”

			Another laugh. “OK, she’s got a name. That’s progress.”

			He didn’t mind her teasing; honestly, she was the only person he didn’t mind it from. “She’s a freshman, I saw her—no, I heard her. Overheard her first. She was in the computer lab, we have some terminals set up for CompuServe, and I guess she was using them for a class assignment, and I was across the room and I’d hear her talking with her friends. Or classmates. Whoever. And she was just—she was really funny. And she just sounded like, well, kind of like you.” That wasn’t right. “No. Not like you, but like she’s somebody I could talk to all day long and never want to be anywhere else—how it’s always been with us.”

			Now she sighed. “Are you telling me I spoiled you for all the girls on campus there?”

			“Don’t say it like that! That makes it sound weird.”

			More laughter. “I know what you meant, Danny. Wanting somebody you can imagine talking to all day long, that’s a good thing. And if this girl—”

			“Nora.”

			“If Nora’s one of those people, then I’m happy for you. Just promise me, you won’t do that thing you do, where you get caught up in your own head and get all nervous and she never sees the real you.”

			If anyone else had said that, Daniel would have hung up the phone, and then probably cursed at it once he was sure the line was disconnected. “Yeah. I’ll—I’ll do my best, Bee. I really don’t want to mess this up. She’s—like I said, I liked her before I even saw her, and when I did see her … God, she’s beautiful. And I don’t think—I swear to you, I mean it—I don’t think it would have mattered what she looked like. But she really is beautiful, on top of everything else.”

			There was silence for a few seconds. “I believe you, Danny. I hope it goes great tomorrow night, and I want to hear all about it afterwards. Deal?”

			“Deal.”
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			Nora, October 15

			This was ridiculous. She’d been in the cosmetics aisle of the drugstore for half an hour now. Nora had never spent even half this much time trying to pick out the perfect shade of lipstick before, not even for her senior prom. On the other hand, it wasn’t like Robbie Fairbanks and his powder-blue tuxedo had deserved that level of effort anyway.

			Hopefully Daniel would be worth it.

			And there it was—she’d found it. Berry Kiss. A deep red with just the tiniest hint of something she couldn’t quite name. It was perfect. And even if Daniel didn’t notice—and to be fair to him, those subtle details were lost on most guys—she’d know it was perfect. And that was good enough.

			Now to go back to her room and figure out what to wear. That detail certainly wouldn’t be lost on him.
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			Daniel, the same time

			Daniel’s body was sitting in his usual seat in Room 220 of Ellis Hall, just like every Monday, Wednesday and Friday at two o’clock. But his mind was elsewhere, in a booth at the Green Lantern Café, sitting across from her.

			He tried to focus on Dr. Maddox’s lecture about Virtual Memory, but it just wasn’t happening. Every few minutes, he managed to pull his attention back to class, only to look down at his notebook and see random words—“page fault” and “clock override” and so forth—scribbled there in handwriting that barely resembled his own.

			He’d already imagined what she’d be wearing a dozen times—a dress, a blouse and a skirt, maybe a T-shirt and jeans? And he’d played over what she might say and do when he met her outside her dorm—a friendly hello, a hug, a kiss on the cheek or maybe a clever joke?

			“Mr. Keller?” His professor’s voice cut through his musings. “Would you care to contribute to the discussion?”

			What exactly was the discussion? He glanced down again at his notebook and found no help there. For an instant he wondered if he could fake it, but you had to have at least some idea what you were faking. “I’m sorry, sir. I—I guess I’m a little distracted today.”

			Dr. Maddox squinted at him through his awful plastic glasses. “Clearly. But I suppose you get points for honesty, if nothing else.” He gave Daniel a momentary half smile. “Do try to keep up, Mr. Keller. I’d hate to see one of my better students blow the midterm.”

			“Yes, sir.” Easier said than done; he was already imagining telling Nora about this tonight, hearing her laughter, not at him but with him. And then telling her that she was the reason he’d been called out in class. Would she laugh at that, too? Be touched? Or some other reaction he couldn’t even guess at?

			He couldn’t wait to find out.
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			Nora, about 6:30 p.m.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me. You were standing in that exact spot when I left for dinner.”

			Nora turned away from her closet to see Kim aggressively rolling her eyes. She hadn’t even heard her roommate open the door. “I think I was about six inches to the right when you left,” she answered.

			“Very funny. But what gives?” Now Kim was looking at her more seriously. “It’s just a date, right? You’re kind of obsessing here.”

			It wasn’t just a date, no matter how Nora tried to convince herself otherwise. Yesterday, she’d told herself that even if tonight was a total washout, what Daniel had said when he’d asked her out was enough all by itself.

			She wanted to believe it, but one conversation couldn’t erase everything she’d thought about herself since she was fourteen. On the other hand, maybe one really fantastic date that reinforced what he’d said could help her start to write a new chapter. In permanent ink.

			“I guess I am,” she said after a while. “So can you help me decide what to wear, since I’m not having any luck figuring it out for myself?”

			Kim put an arm around her and with her free hand started shoving hangers aside. She didn’t speak for a couple of minutes, except for the occasional “hm” and “uh, maybe” and, once or twice, “ugh!” Then, “There. That’s it! It’s perfect.”

			Kim’s hand was on a pale blue floral-print dress. Her aunt Rachel had bought it for her Christmas before last, and it had sat untouched since then in her closet, first at home and now here at school. Nora couldn’t honestly recall packing it—but, hadn’t Rachel helped her pack for college?

			She pulled the dress out, held it up against herself. Kim nodded. “It really brings out your eyes.”

			“But does it fit? I’ve had it for almost two years and I never wore it.”

			Kim took a step back, eyed her up and down. “Looks like it should. You haven’t put on the freshman fifteen, so I don’t see why it wouldn’t. I’m very jealous about that, by the way, but we can talk about that another day.”

			“Only one way to find out.” A minute later, she had it on, and it did fit. Better than just about anything else in her closet, truth be told. How had Rachel managed that?

			It didn’t matter. What mattered was that Kim was right, it was perfect for tonight. It was cute without being too much—exactly what a girl who Daniel had noticed for being funny rather than for how she looked would wear on a date. At least, she hoped so; she’d only been that girl for a little more than twenty-four hours.

			“It definitely fits,” Kim confirmed. “Now twirl for me,” Nora did, and Kim grinned at her and clapped. “And it does totally bring out your eyes. He’s going to love it. Now let’s get your makeup on and get you out the door already.”
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			Daniel, the same time

			Before he walked out of the stairwell and onto the second floor of the dorm, Daniel was already rethinking this. Did he really need to iron his shirt? Nobody noticed little things like that, right?

			Of course they did. Maybe not doing the little things like that was why he hadn’t had a proper girlfriend since 1986. Probably not the only reason, but definitely one of them.

			He was at the door to Room 218 without even realizing it. Even though it was ajar, he knocked anyway, and a voice answered, but not the one he was hoping for. This was Jeanette Fitzgerald’s room, and while there had to be a dozen people in the dorm who owned an iron, Jeanette was the only one who he knew for sure had one.

			“Come in.” It was Anjali’s voice. He’d forgotten that she was roommates with Jeanette. “Daniel? What are you doing down here?” She didn’t sound unwelcoming, just confused. She sat on the bed, looking up at him with those soft brown eyes, pushing dark hair away from her face.

			“I was hoping your roommate was here. I need to borrow her iron.” It was only now that he realized he was carrying his shirt. He couldn’t help laughing at himself when he saw her noticing it. “I guess I’m a little distracted today.”

			“What, are you getting ready for a hot date or something?” Anjali’s tone wasn’t quite teasing, but almost.

			The answer came out before he knew what he was saying. “Yeah. And I really want everything to be just right.” Normally, he never would have admitted that, and if by some miracle he had, he’d be blushing almost into the infrared.

			But not tonight. And Anjali noticed.

			“Good for you,” she said, staring up at him appraisingly now. He couldn’t recall her—or any of the girls in the dorm, for that matter—ever looking at him quite that way before. “Jeannette isn’t here, but her iron is. I’m assuming you know how to use one?” His hesitation was all the answer she needed. “Never mind. Give me the shirt, I’ll do it for you. Wouldn’t want you burning it.”

			It only took her a couple of minutes to iron it. It did look much better now. “Thanks.” He laughed. “It’s kind of weird, you’re the last girl I kissed, and you’re helping me get ready for a date.” He hadn’t expected to say that, either. But why not? Why shouldn’t he be confident enough to joke around? Nora saw—well, whatever she’d seen in him, why shouldn’t he believe she was right to see it?

			For her part, Anjali was surprised as well, and then sad, maybe? But only for an instant, and then she laughed herself. “You probably shouldn’t mention that tonight. Your date might not appreciate it.”

			For the third time in five minutes, Daniel surprised himself. “Actually, I think she’ll think it’s hilarious. I’m definitely telling her.”

			Now Anjali was staring hard at him, and he could almost read her thoughts. Last Christmas, under the mistletoe, she’d kissed him and then touched his cheek, called him sweet and then hadn’t looked at him again the rest of the school year. She was seeing a different version of him now—the Daniel that Nora had seen yesterday. Maybe she was even wondering if that person had been there last Christmas and she’d just missed it.

			“Hey, good luck tonight,” she said. “I hope you have a great time. And, Daniel?” She handed back the shirt, patting his hand as she did. “She’s lucky. Remember that, okay?”

			“I’ll try,” he answered. “Thank you, Anjali. I really appreciate it.” He hoped she understood that he meant not just the ironing but her words. Her smile—equal parts hopeful and wistful—said that she understood him perfectly.

			[image: ]

			Nora, 6:55 p.m.

			In the end, Kim had to just about push her out the door. “Your hair is fine, your makeup is fine, the dress is fine, now go already,” she’d said, and then locked the door the moment Nora stepped into the hallway. She was halfway to the elevator when Kim opened the door again to shout, “And have a good time! Dates are supposed to be fun!”

			It was good advice. If Daniel really meant what he’d said, and if her initial read on him was correct, there wasn’t anything to be nervous about, was there? There was no reason not to enjoy a nice meal with a cute guy and maybe afterwards a romantic evening walk on a moonlit October night, right? The quad got pretty dark, you could see plenty of stars. It would be lovely.

			Even better, when she got outside, the weather was perfect. There was a slight chill, just enough to really feel it, but not enough to be uncomfortable. She couldn’t have asked for better circumstances.

			She checked her watch—the gold one her father had given her for her fourteenth birthday. The one she hadn’t worn since her high school graduation and only then because she knew he’d ask about it if she didn’t. But it just seemed right to wear it tonight, and she couldn’t even say why.

			6:58 p.m. Would he be right on time? She didn’t have any idea—how could she have any real sense of his personality from a five minute conversation? But he was a CompSci major, and she assumed that made him the sort of person who would always know exactly what time it was, and always be punctual.

			She saw something—someone—coming up the walk, just passing under the light post at the edge of the main quad, and felt her heartbeat speed up suddenly. Was that him now?
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			Daniel, 7:00 p.m.

			At first, he didn’t see her. When he was almost to the western edge of the main quad, close enough to see Morris Hall clearly, Daniel looked up to the fifth floor. Three windows over from the left, that had been his room last year. The lights were out; whichever freshmen lived there now were out. For a moment, he wondered what they were doing. Were they at a movie? Having a meal somewhere off campus? Home for the weekend?

			Then another question came to him. Did they know Nora? Pass by her in the lobby? Chat with her in the crummy, fire-trap kitchen on the first floor? Kill a spider in the laundry room while she was standing on top of the dryer and shrieking her head off the way he’d done last January for Collette Daniels?

			He looked back down to ground level, and all those questions disappeared, because there she was. His pace quickened, and he tried to absorb every detail he could make out from a hundred feet away. She was wearing a dress, down to just below her knees. It was blue.

			At maybe sixty feet, he could see that it was light blue, and that there was something on her head—in her hair. A flower, maybe?

			At thirty feet, he could tell that it was definitely a flower, and he could see the delicate pattern of flowers—roses, he thought, but he wouldn’t swear to it—woven into her dress. Was woven the right word?

			Did that even remotely matter? No, because all that mattered was, at about ten feet away he could see her smile, and those wide open, shining eyes, and there wasn’t anything else in the world that he cared about.
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			Nora, a few seconds later

			It was him. He met her eyes, trying desperately not to seem like he was trying too hard. Nora had seen that same look staring back at her in the mirror often enough that she couldn’t mistake it for anything else.

			“Hi,” she said.

			Her voice seemed to jog something loose for him; his whole face relaxed, and he blinked a couple of times. “Hi. You look—wow, you’re beautiful. That dress—your eyes.” He took a breath, blinked again. “I mean, the color is just perfect, it sets off your eyes.”

			She laughed. “Yeah, my roommate said the same thing. Guess she was right.” She reached out, took his hand in hers. “You ready?” Nora gave his hand a little squeeze, and she saw a shudder go up his arm.

			“Definitely,” he answered. He kept his voice level in spite of the nerves he was clearly holding in check only with a ton of effort, and she couldn’t help but be touched. And impressed despite herself. “Is the Green Lantern still okay?”

			“It’s perfect. Let’s go!” And she started off, leading him back towards the main quad. He followed along, squeezing her hand in return. It felt—she wasn’t even sure what the word was. Nice was woefully inadequate. Maybe she didn’t need the word, just the feeling. Maybe that was enough.
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			Daniel

			They walked and chatted, and Daniel was thrilled just to be holding her hand as they made their way to dinner.

			He couldn’t explain why that was such a big deal; he was nineteen years old, not an eighth grader discovering girls for the first time. He’d had a girlfriend before and they’d done—well, not that much, to be honest, but certainly a lot more than hand-holding. It shouldn’t have felt as important as it did.

			He needed to stop overthinking and overanalyzing and over-whatevering, and just enjoy the moment. This funny, beautiful girl wanted to be with him here and now. She wanted to feel his touch, and hear what he had to say, and he had to trust it. Bianca had said the same thing, and she’d never steered him wrong.

			Nora stopped suddenly, turned to stare at him. “Who’s Bianca?”

			“What?” Had he said that out loud? He blushed, feeling the heat in his face and in his heart. “Oh, God. I can’t believe I—I’m sorry.”

			She was smiling now, a gentle smile, but it didn’t quite go all the way to her eyes. “Sorry that you’re two-timing me?”

			“Bianca’s my cousin. Well, we call each other that, I’m not sure if we’re actually blood-related or not, but she’s family. I told her about you, and she told me not to,”—he tried to recall her exact words—“get all caught up in my own head and not let you see the real me.” Now he laughed; what else was there to do? “I guess getting caught up in my head is the real me.”

			“You tell your maybe-not-actually-a-cousin about all your dates?” Now her smile did reach her eyes, and she was patting his arm.

			“Well, you’re the first actual date I’ve had since I started here last year, so, yeah.” Why had he told her that? He knew the answer instantly; because he wanted her to know him, even if it was embarrassing. Because that smile and that look in her eyes said that she wanted to know him. “We’ve always told each other everything, since we were little. She’s the best. There’s nobody in the world I trust more than her, and I’m pretty sure she’d say the same about me.”

			They were walking again; he hadn’t even noticed until they’d passed through the main campus gate. “She was right to tell you not to be nervous. I’m glad I’m here with you.” He also hadn’t noticed the way she’d not only taken his hand again, but laced her fingers with his. He wasn’t noticing a lot of things, but he heard her words, and he believed them.
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			Nora

			“You know, your shirt really picks up your eyes, too.” Nora had only just noticed that. And that the shirt was freshly ironed. She ran her free hand down Daniel’s sleeve. “And I didn’t figure you for having an iron in your room.” Maybe that wasn’t fair; what did she actually know about him, really? “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I was just—well, you’re a CompSci major, and I guess I was stereotyping.”

			He laughed. “No need to apologize. It’s a stereotype for a reason. And you were right. I had to go down to the girls’ floor to find somebody who actually had an iron.” He went silent for a moment, and Nora saw something—indecision, maybe—in his eyes. But it passed as quickly as it appeared, and he took a deep breath. “Time to see if I was right about you.”

			What did that mean? Nora had no idea what was coming next.

			“I’m not sure if it’s a coincidence or an omen or what. But the girl I borrowed the iron from—well, not borrowed, she did the ironing, as long as I’m being honest. Anyway, Anjali, she’s the last girl I kissed.”

			That was too absurd. She couldn’t help herself; she broke out into a fit of giggles, and she didn’t stop until she was out of breath. “That’s—you’re making that up, you have to be,” she finally said, once she got control of herself.

			He laughed in return. “I told her! She said I shouldn’t say anything, and I told her you’d think it was hilarious. And I was right!” He really was cute when he laughed. Adorable. And something more—he didn’t care that he looked silly. Or sounded ridiculous. Or maybe he just trusted her that much already to be ridiculous with her, when he probably wasn’t with anyone else, except the maybe-not-a-cousin he’d told her about.

			It took them both a couple of minutes to settle down, and as they started walking again—her still holding his hand—she asked, “So is there a story as to why she’s the last girl you kissed?” Maybe it wasn’t fair to pry, but he’d been the one to bring it up, and Nora was genuinely curious.

			“Last and only, at least here. It was one kiss at the Christmas party last year.” He proceeded to tell her about it: a cup of punch, a moment under the mistletoe, a soft kiss that promised nothing more and then the kindest rejection she’d ever heard of.

			“That’s sad. And sweet, I guess. But you know what I think most of all?”

			Daniel didn’t.

			“I think it’s her loss. And good luck for me.” Then she stopped, turned to face him, leaned up and kissed him—just for an instant, the slightest, quickest touch of lips. “There, now she’s not the last girl you kissed anymore. Isn’t that better?”

			He didn’t say anything, but the smile on his face was answer enough.
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			Daniel

			How could the slightest brush of her lips against his, for a fraction of a second, change his whole world? Daniel didn’t know.

			He also didn’t know how Nora looked like she was glowing, under the neon light of the green lantern sign that gave the café its name, when that same light made almost everybody look pale and sickly. He wondered if she thought he was glowing, too.

			He shook his head with what he knew was an idiotic grin on his face.

			“What’s going on in there?” She actually tapped a finger on his forehead. Who did that? Nora Langley, apparently. And he didn’t mind one bit.

			“Just getting all in my head again. I was thinking how pretty you look in this light, and how usually it makes everyone look all washed out and terrible, and then I was wondering how I looked to you under it.” Now he felt himself blushing. “I know I shouldn’t have said any of that, probably.”

			She shook her head. Her hair fell to the side so nicely when she did that. “You definitely should have said it. I want to know you. Isn’t that the whole point of tonight?” She took both of his hands in hers, squeezed. “And just so you know, you do look very pretty under this light, too. But I think you’ll look even better inside. And I’ll be a lot warmer.” Then there was a rumbling, gurgling sort of sound, and for a moment Daniel felt his face go violently red, until he realized it hadn’t come from him. Nora must have realized it at the same time, but she wasn’t blushing at all. “I guess I’m pretty hungry, too.” She pushed the door to the Green Lantern Café open. “Shall we?”
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			Chapter 4

			First Date, Part 2—Albion College (the same night)

			Nora

			Daniel was obviously a regular here. He didn’t wait for anyone to come to the hostess stand, he just smiled at the closest waitress, nodded his head towards the back corner of the café and took Nora’s hand and led her towards an empty booth. He didn’t even give the waitress a chance to confirm it was okay.

			“I’ve been here at least once a week since freshman orientation last year. They ought to put a little plaque with my name on this booth,” he said, standing back and waiting for her to sit first. She slid in, and she noticed that the table wasn’t quite even with the seats and he’d given her the side with a little extra room.

			So now she knew something important about him: he paid attention to small details. And a second thing, too: he didn’t make a show about it, he just did it as a matter of course and didn’t expect any thanks.

			“I’ve only been a couple of times,” she said. “But they do make a great cheeseburger. And an even better chocolate shake.” Which she ordered when the waitress came over five minutes later. She’d given it some thought earlier, what to order. What would Daniel think if she ordered a salad? Would she spill all over her dress if she got soup and a grilled cheese? But he’d been so open, so honest on the walk over here, that she’d decided to stop overthinking and worrying, and just get exactly what she wanted.

			As for him, there didn’t appear to be any thought or deliberation at all. The waitress—Belinda, because of course he called her by name—started his order for him, a patty melt and a Coke. “And I’ll tell Freddy to make sure it’s medium-rare,” and he just nodded his thanks.

			“You weren’t joking,” she told him. “It’s kind of cool to have a regular order. Like in those old movies, you walk in and they’ve already got your drink lined up. By the way, do you have a regular drink? Besides Coke, I mean.”

			“Nope,” he said, frowning slightly. “But I can tell you what I don’t like. Anything that gets mixed in a five gallon bucket, for starters.”

			She’d been to more than her share of house parties where she’d been served out of a bucket, or, on one particularly nasty evening, a plastic trash can. “I know what you mean. You can probably use that stuff to strip paint. But,” she went on, thinking back to the summer and a night at her Aunt Rachel’s apartment. “I’ll never say no to a really good margarita.”

			“I’ll have to remember that in a year and a half.” Daniel looked down as he said it, and it took her a moment to realize why. Did he think they’d be together then? Was he afraid she’d think he was making long term plans in the middle of a first date? She wouldn’t have given his words a second thought if he hadn’t acted like he’d said something wrong.

			She reached across the table, took his hand, gave him her best smile.

			“Or you could just get yourself a decent fake ID, and then you could buy me a margarita anytime you wanted.”
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			Daniel

			She’d joked about him getting a fake ID, and then showed him hers, which he had to admit was pretty good. It would have fooled him, anyway. And then, while they waited for their food, the conversation had just dried up. They had been talking like real people, joking around, saying things that actually meant something. He’d been more open with her than he’d ever been on a date, or really with anyone anytime, besides Bianca.

			And now they were exchanging boring details about classes and assignments and whatever else they’d been saying the last ten minutes. Not even any good stories about classes, like the way he’d zoned out this afternoon. Just stupid things that you’d tell a distant relative at Thanksgiving to fill time while you were waiting for the gravy to come back around the table.

			It was weird that the service was so slow tonight. Maybe that was it, maybe she was just hungry and it was throwing her off, or his nerves were catching up to him, or—it didn’t matter why.

			This was stupid, this was not how tonight was supposed to go, not how it had been going. And not how it was going to go from here, if he could help it. “Nora, what’s going on? What are we doing?”

			Her water glass was halfway to her lips, his words stopped her as though her system crashed. She blinked, blinked again, like she was trying to reboot herself. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean, we were really talking, and now we’re not. Both of us, and—I don’t know what happened, but I liked how it was going.” He reached over and took her hand, looking down at it, willing her to understand what he was saying. She looked down, too, both of them staring at their hands. “I mean, I got called out in class today for daydreaming about you, so I really want things to go right, you know?”

			She looked back up at the same instant he did, and their eyes met, and he felt—he didn’t know how to describe it. It was something like the way Bianca would look at him, but more. So much more.

			“You were daydreaming about me? Tell me about it.” She was grinning, but then her expression changed, becoming somehow both softer and more serious at the same time. “Please tell me?”

			Without realizing it had happened, both of his hands were on the table now, holding both of hers. “I was trying to picture what you’d wear, what you’d say when I met you, what I’d say and would you think it was funny, just—everything about tonight. It’s all I’ve been thinking about.”
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			Nora

			She wanted to lean across the table and kiss him. Just like Molly Ringwald at the end of “Sixteen Candles.” She would have done it, if the waitress hadn’t picked that exact moment to bring their food.

			It was fine. There’d be other opportunities before the evening was over, and anyway, a kiss over a cheeseburger wasn’t as romantic as one over a birthday cake, right? “I’ve been kind of obsessing about it, too,” she said. “About you.” Maybe she couldn’t kiss him right now, but she could still make sure he knew how she felt. “Because of what you said yesterday. How you liked me just from hearing me, before you saw me. You—you have no idea how that made me feel.”

			His eyes hadn’t left hers the whole time. “Please tell me?”

			“It made me feel like even before you saw me, you saw who I—who I want to be. Who I hope I really am. Not the girl—oh, God, you told me stuff that had to be really hard to say, I can do it too.” She owed it to him, after the way he’d said things that he had to be afraid she’d think were stupid, or worse. “Not the girl who wouldn’t put up a fight and wouldn’t make any trouble afterwards. I don’t like her. I don’t want to be her anymore. And after what you said, I thought—I hoped—maybe I wouldn’t have to be.”

			He didn’t say anything for a while, but he didn’t look away, and he didn’t look disappointed, or freaked out. If anything, he looked angry, but—and she couldn’t say why she thought so—it wasn’t at her.

			“I hate that you ever felt that way.” He finally looked down, stared at his cheeseburger for a moment, then back up at her again. “Bee—Bianca—met a guy, this was last winter, and after she told me about it—he treated her like—like how you said you felt, like that kind of girl. And we talked for, I don’t know, two hours, and afterwards I wanted to get in Dad’s car and drive down to Philadelphia and find that guy and beat the crap out of him, for treating her that way.”

			Nora hadn’t expected that. Not any of it. She wasn’t sure what she expected, she only knew she had to be as honest as he had been to her, and in return she’d gotten—God, if this was who Daniel really was, maybe—maybe she did deserve him, after all. Maybe she always had.

			“Really?”

			He gave her a sad little smile. “I’m still kind of ashamed I didn’t do it. But Dad would have killed me for taking the car, and the guy—Bee never said what he looked like, he might have been six foot four and built like a tank for all I know, on top of being four or five years older than me.” He reached out, took her hand. It was warm and strong and she felt better—and maybe safer—than she could ever remember feeling. “You shouldn’t ever have felt like you had to be that girl. But I think it’s because so many guys—that’s what they’re looking for, I guess. It sucks, and they suck, but—I guess there are an awful lot of them, so probably, you just—what were you supposed to do? But that’s not who you are. I can see it. I hope you see it too.”

			She couldn’t help herself. This time, she did lean across the table, cheeseburger and all, and she kissed him.
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			Daniel

			Daniel was shocked when he looked up at the clock over the bar. It was nearly ten o’clock. Had they really been sitting here, talking and laughing, for almost three hours?

			Nora followed his gaze, and she must have been thinking the same thing. “Wow. I had no idea we’ve been hogging this table all night. We probably ought to let them have it back.”

			He didn’t really want to. He’d be happy to sit here with her until the café closed, but she was probably right. He stood up first, offered her his hand, and as he did so, the jukebox came to life. The first notes of the song instantly sent him back two years, to a night in June of 1986, and to the parking lot of the movie theater on Central Avenue. She noticed his reaction—of course she did.

			“What, you didn’t like Top Gun? Or is it just Berlin you don’t like?”

			He couldn’t tell her what memory Take My Breath Away brought back. There was honest, and then there was honest. And didn’t they say, talking about past relationships was the kiss of death on a date?

			“I loved the movie,” he said as he led her out of the café. “Just a bad memory with the song, that’s all.” It wasn’t really bad, exactly. Complicated was probably more accurate. Too complicated to tell Nora about, at least on the first date.

			She squeezed his hand. “Embarrassing bad, or painful bad?” she asked, but there was no teasing in her voice, or her eyes.

			“More like I never figured out what to think about it.”

			She nodded, and gave him the softest, sweetest smile. “I understand.” She probably would, too. “If you ever do want to talk about it, I’m here. Or not. No pressure, I promise.”

			Maybe if there was a third or fourth date. Maybe after they—if they ever—maybe then. Then it wouldn’t be weird or awkward. And maybe if that did happen, it wouldn’t be a complicated memory anymore, anyway.
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			Nora

			Nora had a decent idea about Daniel’s bad memory. Top Gun came out in 1986, in the summer if she remembered right. He was a year ahead of her, so it would have been the summer before his senior year of high school. So, a summer romance, probably his first. He’d mentioned he’d gone to an all-boys high school, so when else would he have been able to meet girls but during the summer?

			First love, first breakup, first broken heart.

			Maybe not just first, but also only? He’d already told her he didn’t date anybody his freshman year here at Albion, it wasn’t a stretch to assume that there wasn’t anyone his senior year at an all-boys school, either.

			Of course he wouldn’t want to talk about something like that on a first date.

			“Thanks,” he said. “That—it means a lot to me that you—I don’t even know how to say it. That you want to listen.”

			With every word, he was proving that what he’d said yesterday was true, and that what she thought—hoped—about him was true, too. “I want to know you. You deserve to be known. Because you’re pretty great.”

			He didn’t have any words, but a moment later his arm was around her, pulling her close, and that was a better answer than anything he might have said. They walked in silence, with him glancing over at her every so often, with an expression she could only describe as blissful. And then, right in the middle of the main quad, he stopped.

			“Look up, over a little to the left.” He pointed. “That’s Andromeda.” Now he took her hand, held it up. “There, see that smudge there, that’s the galaxy of Andromeda, but the constellation is there. See the star just to the left, and then go up, you see?”

			He was full of surprises. He hadn’t said anything about being a stargazer. “How do you know that?”

			“Our neighbor had a telescope, a really nice one, up on his roof. He’d let me look in it sometimes. I don’t remember all that much, but I do know some of the constellations. That’s Cassiopeia, above Andromeda, and then Perseus to the left of that.” He laughed. “Perseus and Andromeda go together. I mean, they were together. He—he saved her, they were going to sacrifice her, let some huge sea monster eat her, but he saved her, and then he killed the Gorgon, and then they flew off together.”

			That all sounded vaguely familiar to Nora. “That’s from a movie, isn’t it?”

			“Clash of the Titans. I loved that movie when it came out. I think I might be misremembering some of the details—I was, like, eleven or twelve when I saw it—but I know they ended up together. So it’s romantic. Like tonight.” He looked away when he said that, as if he thought she wouldn’t see him blushing.

			She pulled herself closer to him, started walking again. “I agree. Tonight is pretty romantic. But if it’s all the same to you, maybe we can skip the sea monsters.”

			“I think we’re safe from them. We’re, what, a couple of hundred miles from the coast? But I’d fight one for you, if they made it here.”

			He probably would, too. But that wasn’t the most important thing he’d said. It was that last word.

			Here.

			Because right now, here was right outside West Hall. His dorm. And she’d been the one to lead him here; it was her feet they’d both been following.

			“How—this is my dorm. How’d we get here?”

			She took both his hands in hers. “I guess I didn’t want our night to end just yet. And it’s starting to get a little chilly out.”

			She could stand the cold, if he wanted to sit on a bench out here and talk for another hour. Or three or four. She could see the indecision—and maybe fear?—in his eyes as he thought her words over. Then he blinked, and the indecision was replaced with clarity.

			“I don’t want it to end, either. I—I’m having a great time.”

			“I’m glad. I am, too.” She felt her own moment of indecision, but it was gone as quickly as it came. “So are you going to invite me up to your room?”
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			Daniel

			He’d fumbled with the key to the front door of the dorm, nearly tripped on the first step of the staircase, and it took him three tries to unlock his room. Daniel appreciated that Nora had very pointedly not noticed any of that.

			He pushed open the door, and ushered her into his room. The first time he’d ever had a girl in his room, here or ever. There was no point hoping she wouldn’t know that, his nerves made it obvious. But maybe it didn’t matter. She’d said it herself—she said yes tonight because he wasn’t like the jerks who had a different girl in their room every other night. Because he was different.

			So what was there to be afraid of?

			Nothing, but that’s why they called them “irrational fears.”

			Whatever showed on his face, she didn’t seem to notice. She was too busy looking around his room, running a hand along his bookshelf, picking up the occasional book to look more closely at it.

			“You keep things pretty tidy, don’t you? I bet it’s always like this. You didn’t clean up just in case we came back here tonight.”

			He felt himself going beet red. “I—I didn’t think, I didn’t expect…”

			She put down his copy of The Hobbit and put a hand on his arm. “You didn’t? Really?”

			He hadn’t. Until he’d heard that song back at the café, he hadn’t thought about anything more than dinner and talking. And even then, he didn’t picture anything more happening—if it did at all—tonight. “Honestly, no. All I wanted was to not mess up tonight. And—and it’s been amazing. I don’t want to mess it up now.”

			She sat on his bed, patted the space next to her. This was so far beyond anything he could have hoped—or even imagined. It took him a minute to get up the courage to sit down with her. “You didn’t mess up. And you’re not going to now.” She grabbed his shoulders, turned him to face her. She was only a couple of inches away from him. “I’m here because I want to be, because I want to be with you. Because you’re the amazing one. And I’m not going anywhere.”

			She leaned in, and the inches became millimeters, and then he bridged that last tiny distance, his lips on hers, her arms around him, his hands cupping her face.

			After a moment, she pulled away, but her arms were still around him, holding him close. He could almost feel her heart beating. He wondered if she could feel his, feel how it was racing. “I—I know what you said. I don’t want you to go. I just …I don’t want …if we—if this …I want it to be…”

			Words failed him, but she understood all the same. She caressed his cheek, then leaned in and kissed him again, deeper this time, and he responded. He wasn’t sure how long it was before they both took a breath.

			“Can I ask you something?” He nodded; he still didn’t have any words. “Is this your first time?”

			He probably should have had some reaction, he didn’t even know what it ought to be. All he did was nod again.

			“Okay.”

			“Okay?” He surprised himself that he could even manage that word.

			“Better than okay. It’s a lot better. It’s a gift that you told me. And that you’re trusting me with tonight.” They kissed a third time, and now, finally, he found his voice.

			“I do trust you, Nora. There’s nowhere I’d rather be than here with you.” And this time, he was the one who kissed her, and pulled her close, and didn’t let go.
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			Nora, just after midnight

			It had been halting and awkward. But that didn’t matter. What mattered to Nora was the way he didn’t look away from her the whole time. And what she saw in his eyes, the way he trusted her, and, more, the way he was present, in the moment with her, as nervous as she knew he was.

			And he still was present, an hour later. He held her close, as they lay together under the blankets. She’d never been cared for like this afterward, and she told him that.

			“Really? Why … I don’t get it. Why wouldn’t—what’s wrong with your old boyfriends?”

			They mostly weren’t boyfriends, for one thing, but that was something she could tell him another time. “I think it’s more what’s right with you.”

			He didn’t respond for a little while. “I—I like this. This is—who wouldn’t want to be with you, after … well, after?” Then he fell silent again, and there was a faraway look in his eyes.

			“Hey, Daniel? Where’d you go?”

			He blinked, and focused on her again, but he took his time answering, and she knew he was trying to think of the right way to say whatever was in his mind. “It’s what I was thinking about back at the café, when Take My Breath Away came on the jukebox.”

			“She was your high school girlfriend?”

			He nodded. “Peggy. We dated for, like, eight months or so. She was a senior at St. Barnabas, it was our sister school. When we needed girls for a play, or when we had a dance, that’s where they came from.” She’d wondered how that worked when he’d told her about his all-boys school. “Anyway, she was always at my bus stop in the morning and we got off the bus in the afternoon, and I guess she was flirting with me for a while and I didn’t realize. Bee said that’s what she was doing, then the day she got her class ring, she was so excited, she showed it to me on the bus, and we just walked together when we got off. We ended up at her house, and she invited me in, and her parents weren’t there.”

			“And you had your first kiss.” Nora could picture exactly how it had gone.

			“They say you’re not supposed to talk about old relationships on a date.”

			“They say a lot of things, whoever they are.” She kissed him, slow and long, and when they broke apart, she caressed his cheek and said, “But I really want to hear it, if you want to tell me.”

			“I guess you really do.” He wasn’t quite blushing. “Okay. You’re right, she kissed me, and we—we ended up making out until right before her parents came home. And I guess after that—we never really said anything, either one of us, we just started spending more time together. It was probably two months before she called me her boyfriend in front of anybody.”

			“I wouldn’t have waited that long. I would’ve wanted everyone to know you were mine.” She surprised herself as much as him with that.

			“I think I’d like being yours,” he answered, and she thought she heard a hint of teasing there. That was almost better than his words, that he felt comfortable enough to joke around with her. “But let me—let me finish, I really want you to know. We dated, and it was—it was nice. She was nice. She asked me to her prom, and then she graduated, and it was, I guess the middle of June. We went to see Top Gun, she drove—I had my license but Dad didn’t want me driving at night, so we were in her dad’s car, and when the movie was over, we went back out to the parking lot.”

			Now she knew exactly what the bad memory was, but she let him tell it.

			“We got in the car, and she locked it, but she didn’t put the key in the ignition. She—we were making out, and then she—she touched me, she … anyway, she wanted to—right there in the car.”

			Nora knew precisely how and where he’d been touched. This might as well have been one of her own memories, except from the reverse perspective. The girl she didn’t want to be anymore would have been touching Daniel like that. The girl she hoped she was stayed quiet and still, because she knew he needed her to hear him. So she just stared into his pretty—so pretty—eyes, and listened.

			“I mean, we were way far away in the corner of the lot, and pretty far from the streetlights, it was like she knew, like she planned exactly where to park.”

			“But you—you weren’t ready?” She wished she’d been brave enough or strong enough to say she wasn’t ready, in a parking lot the summer after freshman year of high school.

			“I felt like—it just wasn’t right. I liked her, but I didn’t—this will sound ridiculous, but it’s true. I didn’t really know her. I know you better after a few hours, I mean who you really are, better than I knew her after eight months. It just—I didn’t want to do it just to check off a box, or just because I was too horny. And for sure I didn’t want to do it in the backseat of a 1974 Buick Skylark.”

			She couldn’t help laughing, and at the same time feeling a sympathetic twinge of pain. “Believe me, you did her a favor. There’s nothing sexy about a seatbelt buckle grinding into your back.”

			“Swear to God, I thought of that—it looked like it would be really uncomfortable for her. And probably me, too.” He went silent again, then pulled her up against him. “But why I wanted to tell you is, I’m really glad I didn’t that night. I’m glad I waited. I’m glad it happened with someone as amazing as you.” He was holding her eyes as he said it, not blinking, not moving a muscle, just telling the absolute truth.

			For once, she couldn’t think of anything to say or do. She just let him hold her, and replayed his words over and over, really believing them, and how amazing was that?
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