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    Chapter 1




    David




    JENNIFER WHITNEY WAS THE last American virgin. At least that’s what she felt like in 1986 as she began her sophomore year at Central Illinois University. She was proud of her decision to wait for the right guy, and yet she was getting restless. It seemed like everyone around her was doing the nasty and having fun doing it. How long was she going to have to wait? Perhaps it was time to stop relying on fate to guide her, and instead take matters into her own hands. She didn’t want to become a campus slut or anything, but surely there was a difference between a trashy skank and a nice girl with a little experience.




    After all, she’d already made plenty of other changes. By this point, Jen had long shed the more mainstream Journey, Duran Duran, and Wham for the new wave stylings of the Cure, the Smiths, and Echo and the Bunnymen. As she walked across campus on an unseasonably warm fall day, she saw in the distance the culprit behind her evolved musical tastes: her friend David. She smiled and veered in his direction. She always smiled when she saw David. She used to look at him and let herself wonder what if, but she knew there was no point in what if, because David was taken.




    She traveled through a square comprised of neatly cropped lawns that were separated by criss-crossing sidewalks and entered the north side of campus, the older section. The square was bordered by three-story stone and brick buildings that had been there for more than a hundred years. The trees and shrubs at this end of campus were large and bushy, giving it a warmer, softer feel than the sharp, modern southern end where Jen lived at Longbourn Hall, an all-girls dorm.




    Jen wore a stonewashed denim mini-skirt, an oversized, gray CIU sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up over her elbows, and white Keds; the ensemble may as well have been a campus uniform, as a full eighty-five percent of the girls she passed on the way to class wore virtually the same thing. A warm breeze pushed through her freshly-permed, shoulder-length hair. It was typically a dark, cinnamon color, but the sun and chlorine of summer had lightened it a bit.




    She reached David about two buildings away from her destination. His average-sized frame leaned against a big tree, tossing a hacky sack up in the air and occasionally managing to kick it with his Chuck Taylor high tops. His dark brown hair, short in the front and longer in the back, was rumpled, and his expression somewhat glum. Of course, this expression was fairly natural for David. His deep brown, cow-like eyes and his soft-looking pink lips, which curved slightly downward at the corners when he wasn’t deliberately smiling, were always rather melancholy looking.




    Jen had met David at CIU last year. He’d gone to high school with one of Jen’s friends from the dorm, and he sometimes hung out with them when they were out with a larger group. For some reason, Jen and David had hit it off from the beginning and often ended up set off from the rest of the group, talking the night away — sitting at a booth together, standing at the corner of a stage together, or lounging on the floor together, discussing music or philosophy or different techniques for bouncing quarters. They talked about everything, and they talked about nothing. The two of them just clicked.




    “David!” Jen called out, waving happily. He looked up and gave her a jerk of his head and a pained tightening of his mouth. It seemed as if he’d tried to smile, but it hadn’t worked out so well. Jen read something beyond somber in the tension around his eyes.




    “What’s wrong?” she asked as she walked closer. “You look totally bummed.”




    With his dark eyes fixed on the rise and fall of the tiny bag, he admitted, “Angie dumped me.”




    The bag fell to the ground, and he shot Jen an openly wounded look that very clearly said Can you frickin’ believe it? Jen stood staring at him with her mouth gaping and eyes wide in utter disbelief. Probably not the most comforting response, but she couldn’t help it. Angie and David had been going out for two years, and he’d waited all last year for her to graduate high school. How could Angie have dumped poor David so soon after finally arriving at CIU?




    Jen had met Angie a couple of times when she’d come down to visit David last year, and again two weeks ago when they’d all gone out as a group. Angie was a lot peppier than what Jen would have expected of someone with David, but she seemed like a lot of fun. Still, there had been something that Jen didn’t quite trust about her. It had bothered her that more than once when they’d been in conversation, she’d noticed Angie’s eyes scanning the room as if she was looking for someone better to talk to. But David seemed happy to have her around and stuck close to Angie’s side. It had seemed as if David and Jen wouldn’t be spending much, if any, time in not-so-deep conversation anymore.




    When Jen regained her breath, she continued her soothing ways and blurted, “You’re kidding me!”




    “Nope,” David said sadly, bending down to scoop up the hacky sack. He held onto it in one hand and picked at it with the other as he continued with his explanation. “She met some guy last week and totally screwed around on me.”




    Jen exhaled and shook her head as if this was the worst thing she had ever heard. She hadn’t given David an ounce of comfort to this point, so why start now? She looked down at her Swatch. “Oh, man, David, I’m sorry, but I’ve really got to get to class. Call me, though, if you want. We can talk more about it.”




    Jen began moving down the sidewalk. She really did feel terrible having to leave him so soon. This was going to be very tough on him. He was a quiet guy and sort of a loner. He seemed to have a couple of good guy friends with whom he’d hang out once in a while, and of course, he came out with the girls’ big group occasionally, but any of his social outlets had seemed like simply a diversion until Angie could join him.




    A thought popped into Jen’s head. She turned back to David and called, “Oh, hey, we’re talking about going to Romans tonight. Want to come?”




    “Nah,” he said as he started to pick up his books and things. “I’ll call you sometime.”




    “Okay, bye.”




    “Bye.”
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    Romans was the place to be on Wednesdays. It was a party held at a local bar, in a large room at the top of a rickety staircase. The bar was in an old building off the town square, about four miles from campus. To get to the rickety staircase, students had to pass through a long, narrow, smoke-filled bar which was a hangout for the locals or, as the students called them, Townies. As long as the students passed through quietly and respectfully, the Townies largely ignored them. CIU students were the bread and butter of establishments such as this, and the locals knew it. That’s why the bars in town required only a student ID for entrance and ignored the fact that half the students were under the legal drinking age.




    At the top of the stairs was a dark and dirty open room without any windows. Actually, it was a couple of rooms separated by a few thin pillars. One of the rooms contained a long bar and a few shabby booths with unbalanced tables. The other room was a few steps down, so the students referred to it as “the pit.” The pit was basically a dance floor with a stage at the far end. Popular college bands would play there on weekends, but on Romans night, a DJ blasted new wave, post punk, and reggae music from large speakers at the center of the stage.




    Wednesdays were the night that fraternities and sororities — the Greeks — held their date parties. Non-Greeks, or Romans, countered with their own party in this dingy bar where they drank cheap beer and danced to great music one Wednesday each month. Romans became a favorite hangout for Jen and her friends after most of them opted out of Greek life last year. She had only one friend, Chris, who’d actually joined a sorority, but it was one of those laid back, party sororities, so Chris blew off the date parties half the time to come to Romans.




    It was the first Romans party of the year, and Jen felt like she’d really returned to CIU once she set foot in the dingy bar. She and her dorm buddies had scavenged a ride to town and were eager to work their way to a healthy buzz as they reunited with familiar Romans faces. Soon after finishing her first beer, Jen spotted Angie’s strawberry blond hair across the room over a sea of bobbing heads. Angie had a very natural, freckled beauty that Jen didn’t quite understand, but that guys seemed to like. Jen immediately averted her gaze. She thought about how embarrassed Angie would be to see her, since Jen was primarily David’s friend, and Angie would be understandably embarrassed about how she’d treated him.




    Well into her second beer, Jen accidentally caught another glimpse of Angie, and this time Angie spotted her, too. Angie jumped up, screamed in excitement, and came running over.




    “Oh my God, Jen!” Angie screeched and threw her arms around Jen. She was already drunk. “CIU is awesome!” she screamed. Okay, so maybe Angie wasn’t all that embarrassed.




    “Yeah…good…glad you like it,” Jen stuttered, not sounding at all enthused. “So, you seem like you’re doing okay, I mean, about David.”




    “Oh, yeah, I’m great!” Angie slurred with a spastic wave of her hand. “Why have one cute guy when you can have twenty?”




    Jen couldn’t totally argue with Angie’s logic, but she’d always idealized David and Angie’s relationship. She had assumed — hoped — that when you had a magical relationship like that, you no longer felt the need to see what else was out there. Hearing these words from the love of David’s life was thoroughly depressing. Jen was suddenly overwhelmed with a need to get away from Angie.




    “Well, have fun. I’ll see you around,” Jen said and made off in the direction of some friends she hadn’t seen yet this semester. The next couple of hours passed with the usual chatting, drinking, and dancing.




    Late into the evening, Jen noticed Angie propped against a wall, making out with some guy in a pink polo with the collar sticking way up. Somebody must have left the door open at the frat house tonight. Angie’s eager hands were all over him. Jen looked away and kept dancing, but her heart broke for David the rest of the night.
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    The following Friday afternoon, two of Jen’s friend’s from down the hall, Chris and Maria, stood in the doorway of her dorm room. Chris was a cute, slightly chubby girl with golden brown hair that she wore in a fuzzy bob. She was the one that had gone to high school with David. Maria was petite with straight features and long, flowing jet black hair that was the envy of every girl she ever met. They were waiting for Jen to grab her money, ID, lipstick and keys — all of the bar essentials. Jen stopped in front of the mirror mounted on her closet door to fluff her hair and slap on a little more lipstick.




    “Come on! You’re a total vixen. Let’s go!” Maria demanded impatiently.




    Jen smiled at the remark. She did look pretty good. The sleeveless pink cowl neck sweater highlighted what was left of her tan from the summer and complemented her light eyes. Just as she gave her hair one more fluff, her phone rang. Jen would have ignored the call except her roommate, Kate, had just caught a ride to the train station. She was going to Chicago to visit her boyfriend, Roger, who was studying pre-law in the city. Jen figured she better answer the call in case Kate had run into any transportation problems.




    Chris and Maria expressed impatient dissatisfaction when Jen ran toward the wall-length window at the opposite end of the room to answer the phone.




    “Hello,” Jen called into the phone.




    “Hey.” It was David.




    Jen automatically looked down on the campus grounds from her eighth-floor window. Her gaze drifted up the western border of the southern quad to Pemberley Hall, David’s dorm. It was a squat, three-story building of blond brick and glass, basically a shorter version of her building.




    “Oh, hi. How are you doing?” Jen asked compassionately while Chris mouthed “Who cares?” Jen shot her a stern look and waited for David’s answer.




    “Um, I guess not great.”




    “Yeah, you sound totally bummed out,” Jen said. She’d really been looking forward to Friday happy hour (which in college time usually stretched into about happy eight to ten hours), but there was no way she could leave David hanging again, so she reluctantly waved for Maria and Chris to go on without her. “I’ll meet you there,” she mouthed silently. After her door slammed shut, Jen sat cross-legged on her bed under her posters of Robert Smith and Edinburgh Castle, ready to listen like a good friend.




    “I just can’t understand it,” David responded sadly. “I mean, the whole reason we decided to come to CIU was because we knew it was a college we could both get into. I could’ve gone Big Ten, easy, but I came here because of her.” He didn’t sound angry at all as he said this, just bewildered.




    “Well, that sucks,” Jen remarked. She really did have quite a knack for making people feel better about things. It was no wonder David had called her for consolation.




    “Yeah…” It sounded as if his depressed mind had trailed off.




    “What’re you doing?”




    “Right now?”




    “Yeah.”




    “Lying on my bed, talking to you, listening to the Smiths,” he answered. Jen could make out Morrissey droning in the background.




    “Well, turn that off, David.” He didn’t need any assistance plummeting into the bowels of depression. “Let’s go…” she thought about where they could go and not risk a drunken Angie sighting, “…bowling.”




    “Bowling?”




    “Yeah, the campus bowling alley. It’s cheap, and it’ll probably be mostly empty on a Friday afternoon.”




    “Bowling?”




    “C’mon. You can’t just lie around on your bed thinking about her. Let’s go,” Jen insisted, trying on the bossy tone she’d learned from Maria.




    “Bowling?”




    “Look, I’m trying to help you. I suggest you icksnay on the artalecsmay.”




    “Fine. I’ll meet you in the Longbourn lobby.”




    “Cool beans. See you in ten.”




    Jen decided not to mention that she’d seen Angie the other night. She didn’t see any point in making David more miserable than he already was. After they’d shoed up and bowled their first frame in the nearly vacant, ten-lane campus bowling alley, David asked, “So, how was Romans the other night?”




    “Fun. I saw Angie,” Jen blurted. What the hell was wrong with her? It was like David was a gaping wound and Jen was a giant cube of salt.




    David winced. “How did she seem.”




    “Oh, fine.” Jen noticed David cringed a little deeper. “Well, not actually fine. I think her friends must have forced her to go out,” she added quickly.




    “Was he there?” David asked.




    “I didn’t see him,” Jen answered. Hey, David hadn’t specified exactly whom he’d meant by he, so for all Jen knew, he’d meant some entirely different he than the one Angie had been gnawing on that night. Besides, Jen couldn’t bear to make those dark, doe-like eyes wince again.




    Jen congratulated herself on her restraint, and they flung their balls down the alley for a couple more frames. David spared and picked up a nine while Jen knocked a total of two pins down. She took careful aim for the gutter while David sat in one of the molded plastic chairs and sighed, “I just don’t get it. Was she lying to me the whole time?”




    Jen whooped at the six pins she managed to nail, then turned to David and said, “I’m sure she wasn’t lying. People just change their minds sometimes. I mean, it’s kind of hard to know what something’s going to be like until you’re in the middle of it.” Jen thought back to her own freshman year. She’d had no idea ahead of time how much she would thrive in the wild freedom. She reflected that if she’d had an older boyfriend, like David, trying to pin her down, she may have gone running for the hills, too, although probably not in the same slash and burn manner as Angie had done.




    Regardless of Angie’s motivation, David was hurting. Jen was his friend, and she was going to do what she could to bring him out of this. “You should really look at this as an opportunity,” Jen told him.




    “An opportunity to what? Wallow in self-pity?” David asked and scored a strike.




    “Show off,” Jen said with a groan as she got up and half-heartedly picked up her ball. “An opportunity to do whatever you want — hang out with the guys, stay out all night, whatever you want. And no one to answer to.”




    “But I want to answer to Angie,” David related sadly.




    “You’re pathetic.” Jen watched her ball make it three-quarters of the way down the alley only to teeter on the gutter’s edge for a couple feet and then fall in.




    David had remained silent, staring blankly at Jen’s shoes that whole time. She came and sat by him, grasping his dark eyes with her brighter ones in a serious look. “You’re going to have to force yourself to move on. I’m ordering you to go out with Beano and Fred tomorrow night. It’s Saturday night. You can’t stay home, and I already have plans.”




    “We’ll see,” David said glumly.




    In the eighth frame, Jen managed to knock out a corner pin with her second ball, and David finally paid some attention to the score. “Wow, you suck. I thought you were, like, a crack bowler.”




    “As if,” Jen answered. “I never come here. Bowling is for dorks and losers. I noticed you were pretty good, though.” She threw a teasing glance at David.




    “Thanks,” he said with slumped shoulders and a weak smile. “Can we go now?”




    “One more frame, then we blow this joint. I forgot how much I hate bowling,” Jen replied with a sneer toward the lane.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Jen and David




    JEN’S PHONE RANG EARLY Sunday afternoon. It was David.




    “Hi,” she said brightly. “Did you go out last night?”




    “Yeah,” David responded in a sulk. “Did you?”




    “Yep. Maria dragged us all to Quarters to meet up with this guy, Tom, who she met at happy hour on Friday. It was okay. So, did you have fun?” she asked doubtfully.




    “No. It was a disaster — I saw Angie.” Something in his tone sounded accusing.




    “Oh, no. I’m sorry, David. Where did you go?”




    “Does it matter? The Downtowner. We were up at the front, and then Angie walks in with these people I don’t know and says hi to me as she passes, like we’re just friends from class or something. Like she didn’t just rip out my heart and dance all over it. She went to the back by the pool tables and never even gave me a second glance.” He sounded miserable as he delivered his monotone account of the evening.




    “Oh, David,” Jen sympathized. Her advice had backfired. Perhaps another approach would be a good idea. “Did you go to church this morning?”




    “So now you think changing the subject is going to help?” he asked with irritation.




    “No. I mean, don’t you think that might make you feel better?” Jen asked carefully. She was a regular church-goer when she was at home, and although her attendance was spotty while away at school, she often felt a sense of peace settle over her when she did attend Mass.




    “I don’t really pray,” David admitted.




    “You don’t pray?” Jen mused. “What kind of David are you?”




    “Huh?”




    “King David — Star of David — duh,” Jen said.




    “Oh, right. So he liked music?” He sounded less irritated and more curious now.




    “Oh, yeah. He wrote all these little songs that were prayers. A whole book of ’em. You know, the Book of Psalms?”




    “I’ve heard of it.”




    “Look, I didn’t make it to church this morning, either, but there’s a four-thirty Mass tonight. Wanna go?”




    “Okay, let’s go to church,” David replied with little to no enthusiasm.




    “Great. I’ll meet you in the Pemberley lobby at four-fifteen.”




    [image: section break.jpg]




    David was already in the lobby with his denim coat on when Jen walked in. He smiled warmly when he saw her. “Bowling, church — you really are one wild and crazy girl,” he said in his worst Czechoslovakian accent.




    “How long did you spend planning that one out?” she asked, rolling her eyes.




    “All day,” he admitted, the corners of his mouth turning up.




    The church service was held in an auditorium that was used for classes during the week, since there was no church building close to campus. It was at the south end, not too far from the dorms where David and Jen lived. The buildings on this part of campus were dull, institutional 1960s architecture. The auditorium was fairly sparse, with beige walls and about two hundred flip-seat chairs that gradually descended toward the stage at the front of the room. A podium was set on the stage along with a make-shift altar: a folding table covered with a cloth. A few mums with foil wrapping around their plastic pots decorated the stage.




    Since the congregation was comprised of students, everyone was dressed casually in jeans and even the occasional pair of sweatpants. Apparently, David hadn’t been to church in a while, and he watched Jen for cues on when to stand, sit, and kneel. He didn’t pay much attention to the sermon, but flipped through the booklet, occasionally stopping on a page to examine it more closely. He stifled several yawns along the way. Finally, Mass ended and they departed in peace.




    They headed through the door and out to the campus’s central square, where the air had cooled to a crisp, fall temperature. David was the first to speak. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t think I really got a lot out of it.”




    Jen shrugged. “Yeah, I don’t always either, but it’s just a nice place to be. I figure the least I can do to show God I love Him is show up once in a while. Are you hungry? We should grab some food. Jimmy John’s?” The dorm kitchens were closed on Sunday evening, and Jen always liked to use that opportunity to get her favorite sub sandwiches.




    “Good idea,” David said.




    As they headed back to their dorms with their sandwiches wrapped to go, David asked, “So, what was so special about this King David that he got a star named after him?”




    “Well,” Jen began, as she searched her brain for any leftover remnants from eight years of religious education. “He was just special — God’s golden boy. God sent a prophet or someone to David’s dad to choose the king from one of his sons. David was the youngest, and I think he was out in a field or something, so they sent for him, and the prophet was like, ‘This is the one.’”




    “Was he a good king?” David asked.




    “I guess. He had favor with God, so he was helped out in defeating his enemies and all that. He became pretty powerful, I think. But then he had too much success, and it all went to his head. He became kind of an arrogant prick.” Jen’s memory of the part of the story that had always bothered her came flooding back. “He saw this woman — she was beautiful — and he decided he must have her. So he took her, even though she was already married, and he sent her husband out to battle so that he’d be killed.”




    “Was the husband killed?”




    “Yeah!” Jen responded with a note of horror in her voice.




    “Wow, that’s, like, out of a bad soap opera.”




    “Totally. The Old Testament is actually pretty raunchy. You might enjoy it,” she teased.




    “So, what happened to David? Did God smite him?”




    Jen giggled at the word “smite” and said, “No, I think he was going to, but somehow David realized what a terrible thing he’d done and begged for forgiveness, and God forgave him.”




    “So, is that the same David from David and Goliath?”




    “Yeah, I think so. Wait, I’m not sure; I’d have to check.”




    “Check what?”




    “My Bible.”




    “You have one?”




    “Yeah,” Jen chuckled. “My mom throws it in one of my boxes every year in the hope that I’ll actually crack it open.”




    “Let’s go crack it open now,” David suggested.




    “Really? Yeah, okay. Maybe we’ll find a good psalm for you.”




    Back in Jen’s dorm room, they ate their sandwiches while Jen rummaged around for her Bible. She finally found it and sat cross-legged on her bed, flipping through the pages. David slouched down next to her and examined her room.




    “Cool posters,” he said.




    “Thanks,” Jen acknowledged absently as her eyes raced over the pages. “Okay, the beautiful woman’s name was Bathsheba, and her husband was Uriah.” Disdain for the King was evident in her tone. She flipped some more pages. “Huh, I guess not all the psalms were written by David, but most were. Let’s find one for you,” Jen remarked, scanning some of the verses. “No…no…nope. That one’s not right either.” She looked from the book to David. “Have you ever heard of your ‘birthday verse’?”




    “No.”




    “Well, you take your birthday month and day and look up a corresponding verse in any book of the Bible. When you find one that fits, it becomes your special verse. You’re supposed to, like, memorize it and repeat it when you need it. Maybe your verse is in Psalms. When’s your birthday?” She kind of felt bad that she didn’t already know.




    “June third.”




    “Get out! My birthday’s in June, too. June fourteenth.”




    “Cool.”




    “We’ll look up yours first, Psalm six, Verse three.” As she turned through the pages, she commented, “So, we never get to party at CIU for our birthdays. Bummer.” She found the verse and read, “‘My soul is also sore vexed: but thou, Oh Lord, how long?’”




    Jen thought for a moment and said, “That pretty much fits you. At least right now.”




    David had slouched further and laid his head on Jen’s lap. He grabbed the Bible from her and read his verse again silently.




    “Okay, now mine,” Jen stated.




    “Eh,” David said, looking up awkwardly at Jen. “There’s no six, fourteen. It stops at six, ten.”




    “No way. Oh well, guess my verse isn’t a psalm. Must be somewhere else.”




    David asked, “So the psalms were songs?”




    “Uh-huh.” She grabbed the book and tried her hand at singing some of the verses to current catchy tunes. “Ever listen to reggae?” Jen asked.




    “Only when I’m getting baked.”




    Jen shot him a reproachful look, and he quickly added, “Which isn’t very often.”




    “A lot of reggae music is very spiritual,” Jen continued. “I guess they’re sort of like modern day psalms, right? Listen.” She hopped up and crossed the room to Kate’s side. She pulled a couple of cassette tapes out of a box and scanned through the list of songs.




    “Here we go,” she said and popped in a tape.




    Jen danced her way back to her bed as the steel drums played. David had remained lying down and placed his head back on her lap when she sat down again. She was glad. She leaned back against her bolster and ran her fingers through his thick, dark hair while they listened to Bob Marley and his Wailers give thanks to the Lord. Jen realized that they hadn’t mentioned Angie even once since she’d met David in his dorm lobby hours ago, and she finally felt like she was being helpful. She picked up the Bible with one hand and read the page that it was open to.




    “Oh my God!” she exclaimed. “Listen to this one: ‘I speak of the things I have made touching the king: my tongue is the pen of a ready writer. Thou are fairer than children of men; grace is poured into thy lips, therefore God hath blessed thee forever.’” She paused to give David a disgusted gawk. “Little full of himself, don’t you think?”




    “You said not all the psalms are written by David, right? So maybe this one is written by someone else. It does say thou, not I or me,” David reasoned.




    “Maybe,” Jen conceded, disappointed to consider that maybe King David wasn’t an arrogant prick.




    David looked up at her from her lap and asked, “What’ve you got against David, anyway?”




    Jen shrugged. “I just think he’s a big jerk for what he did to Bathsheba and Uriah.”




    “You said God forgave him, right?”




    “Yep.”




    “So why can’t you?”




    “I don’t know,” Jen divulged somewhat defensively. She hadn’t thought about it like that before. She playfully smacked David in the head and said, “Stop making good points, would you?”




    “Ow!” David took the book from Jen and started paging through. “So, is the actual story of David in here?”




    “Um, yeah. Old Testament somewhere.”




    David continued flipping. “Here it is. Samuel.”




    “You can borrow it if you want,” Jen offered.




    The door slammed open, and Kate’s luggage appeared, followed by Kate. David abruptly sat up and reached a hand to his hair, straightening the mess that Jen had made of it. Kate raised a blond eyebrow at Jen.




    “We were reading the Bible,” Jen explained.




    “Yeah, right.” Kate’s smile was disbelieving.




    David held up the Bible and said, “I swear.”




    “The Bible says not to swear,” Kate retorted before hoisting her suitcase onto the bed.




    “Well, I’d better get going,” David announced.




    “Okay,” Jen conceded, walking him to the elevator and wishing he hadn’t had to leave so abruptly.
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    Over the next few weeks, David called Jen frequently, and they got together every few days. Sometimes they talked about Angie, sometimes they didn’t. Jen’s friends had started to wonder if there was something more than friendship going on between them. They’d started referring to him as “Jen’s David,” and whenever Jen was heading out to see him, they’d tease, “Oh, reading the Bible again?” Jen dutifully protested these insinuations, but she always smiled inside.




    One November afternoon, Jen and David had an interesting conversation at Mike’s, a bar just north of campus. Jen had finished taking an hour’s worth of insanely boring notes in Principles of Accounting I, and leaving class, she crossed the street in front of the school’s Administration Building to meet David. The Administration Building was a sorry attempt at a replica of a castle, but whenever she passed it, she liked to pretend that she was in Europe and that this was a proper castle like the one that was on display in her dorm room. Perhaps she could pretend Mike’s was an English pub.




    “Cheerio,” Jen said brightly when she spotted David at a booth table.




    He already had two bottles of beer waiting for them. “Well, I’ve finally come to the conclusion that Angie and I are not going to get back together,” he confided sullenly as Jen sat down.




    “Good. I mean, it’s too bad, but if you’re not going to get back together, at least you can accept it.”




    “Yep,” David acknowledged, and they both took sips of their beer.




    “Cheers to all the lucky girls on campus now that you’re on the market,” Jen enthused in an attempt to brighten his mood as she tapped his bottle with hers.




    “Nah, I don’t think so. The only reason I’d want to date anyone right now would be to make Angie jealous,” David admitted. Clearly, he hadn’t given up on Angie as much as he pretended.




    Jen took a long pull from her bottle, and then asked, “Have you ever thought about doing that?”




    “What?”




    “Dating someone to make Angie jealous?”




    David seemed to think about it for a moment. “Wouldn’t that be kind of mean to the other girl?”




    “Well, the other girl would have to be in on it. You couldn’t lie to her.”




    “Huh.” David looked thoughtful. He lowered his thick eyelashes, focusing his gaze at his bottle. “How about you?”




    “Me what?”




    “You be the girl I date to make her jealous,” he suggested, keeping his eyes on the bottle and working at the label with his short nails.




    Jen opened her eyes wide and gave him a firm and immediate “No way!”




    “Why not?” he asked, jerking his head up with a rather intent look.




    “Because…” she started lamely, looking at him and then away. She knew why not. She’d successfully fought off the what ifs all last year and wasn’t going to blow it now by plunging herself into the middle of such a scheme. It would be much too easy for her to fall into the trap of hoping that things would turn real. Besides, did she really want to help him win back a girl like Angie? She cursed herself for bringing up the stupid idea in the first place. “Just no, all right?”




    “Don’t get so tense. Forget it,” David snapped. They finished up their beers and left soon after.
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    On the Tuesday before they headed home for the long Thanksgiving weekend, Jen received further proof that David wasn’t quite through with Angie. He was instructing Jen on basic hacky sack techniques in the open, grassy square in front of the library. Jen was miserable at the game, but finally had a good run with three bumps in a row.




    She yelled ecstatically, “David! Did you see?”




    When she looked up at him, she saw that he hadn’t seen, because he was staring off with a stricken look on his face, like someone had just driven a stake through his heart. Jen followed his gaze and saw a group of students in the distance, one of whom looked suspiciously like Angie. Jen re-focused on the wily sack and sighed. Poor guy. It was going to take a little more time before he’d be ready to move on.




    The next week, David invited Jen to watch a pirated copy of The Hitcher at his friend Mitchell’s house. The house was drafty, so David and Jen shared a blanket at one end of the couch in the crowded room. Even with the grainy picture and sub-optimal acoustics, the morbid, psychological thriller was terrifying. By the time the kid in the movie found a finger in his French fries, Jen’s nerves had been pushed as far as they could go. She screamed and threw her half of the blanket over her head with no intention of ever emerging, at least not until the credits were safely rolling.




    After a few minutes, David poked his head under the blanket and asked, “Is everything okay in here?”




    “I don’t know,” Jen answered warily, expecting David to give her a hard time.




    She was pleasantly surprised when all he said was, “Here, chocolate will make you feel better,” and offered her some M&Ms from his bag.




    She was not so pleasantly surprised when she reached in to grab a few candies and felt a human finger! She screamed again. David laughed, so Jen looked back at the finger and realized that it belonged to David. He’d cleverly pushed it through a hole in the bag.




    “Not funny,” she protested and smacked him in the chest.




    “I don’t know. If you could’ve seen your face, you’d probably think it was pretty funny,” he said, snickering.




    Jen looked at him, trying not to smile, and was caught off guard by the uncharacteristically impish grin that played all the way into his eyes, giving them a sudden brilliance, even under the dark blanket. Jen was trapped in the deep brown and unable to look away as she tried to catch her breath from the scare. David didn’t look away either, and his grin faded into something more serious. Then — just like in a movie (one more to Jen’s tastes — they slowly leaned into a long, tentative kiss. David touched his fingers delicately to Jen’s face, as if checking to make sure she was real. Jen was wondering the same thing — was this really her David? She figured it must be him, because his lips were every bit as soft as they looked. She pressed her mouth more firmly to his, and he responded by pulling her tightly to him and running his hands down her spine. David tasted like M&Ms.




    After who knows how many minutes of this newfound electricity, a pillow thrown from outside the blanket thumped Jen in the head, and somebody yelled “Get a room!” Jen and David recollected themselves and exchanged shy, conspiratorial smiles as they sheepishly pulled the blanket from over their heads. For the rest of the movie, Jen leaned on David while they interlaced their fingers, and David slowly caressed her hand with his thumb. Jen hardly noticed the rest of the terrorizing plot, because her mind was too joyously preoccupied with what had just happened. Someone had told her and David to get a room!




    ...




    Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path.




    Psalm 119:105


  




  

    Chapter 3




    In a Room without a Window




    “I ALwAYS THOUGHT YOU AND David would get together,” Chris insisted as she and Jen stepped out of the showers.




    It was Saturday night, and the girls were getting ready to go out. They were meeting up with David and some other guys at Romans to see a band.




    “You’re so much better for him than she was,” Chris continued.




    “I thought you liked Angie,” Jen responded.




    “Nah. She’s a fake bitch.”




    “Then why were you always so chummy with her?”




    “I don’t know.” Chris shrugged. “Guess I’m a fake bitch, too!”




    One of Chris’s sorority sisters picked Jen and Chris up at their dorm, and on the way to the bar, Jen suddenly felt a little uneasy about seeing David again. She wasn’t entirely sure where things stood with them. David had called her to go out, which was a good thing, but they were going out as a group. Did that mean he didn’t want to be alone with her? Jen worried that maybe she shouldn’t have told Chris about the kiss in case David now regretted it.




    The girls entered the murky room and spotted David and the other guys standing in a corner along a wall that was perpendicular to the stage. Within seconds of the girls walking up to join them, David came to stand next to Jen and slip his hand around hers. Jen breathed a silent sigh of relief and smiled.




    Before they had a chance to say much to each other, the band jumped onto the stage and flooded the dark room with a heavy bass and thumping percussion. The long-haired lead singer stepped up to the mic and belted out plaintive lyrics in a deep, somber voice. Before long, a crowd had converged in the center of the dance floor to pulsate with the beat. Jen and David stayed by the wall, watching the throng and letting the music vibrate in their chests.




    The dance floor looked to Jen like a roiling black sea. It seemed all color had been completely drained from the room. The atmosphere couldn’t have been more different from the peppy Romans nights with familiar faces be-bopping in their multi-hued outfits on that same dance floor. This was definitely a distinct crowd, starting with the morose, tattooed musicians. Jen felt as if she’d been placed in some sort of alternative universe where mysterious strangers had taken over her bar and David was her boyfriend.




    She watched the shadows play on David’s serious face while he watched the band. She was anxious to kiss him again but knew she’d have to wait, because David was not one for public displays of affection. He was very attentive, though, only leaving her side to get beer or use the washroom. Still, she thought that he seemed extra quiet. Then she realized that this was a rather stupid thought — how was he supposed to talk with the band blaring?




    The room was packed to bursting by 10:30, and David had been gone a long time on a beer run. He finally pushed his way through the press of people near Jen and handed her a half-filled cup. He irritably wiped his soaking hands on his jeans, seeming more agitated than a bit of spilled beer should warrant. Jen wondered if the dark, depressing songs that seemed to be great favorites of the band were getting to him.




    “What’s wrong?” she shouted over the amplifiers. Her ears were starting to ring with static from the barrage of noise.




    David shrugged and shook his head to indicate that nothing was wrong, but Jen didn’t believe him, because every couple of minutes, she noticed him looking around with a scowl on his face. She hoped it wasn’t anything she had done. She decided that the situation was ridiculous; she needed to make him tell her what was wrong. When she turned to talk to him, he shot his hand out and grasped the back of her head, pulling her to him to roughly press his mouth onto hers.




    Jen was completely unprepared for the kiss, and her first instinct was to push away, but David was holding her so firmly that this didn’t seem like a reasonable option at the moment. She’d been wanting to kiss him all night anyhow, so she tried to make the best of it. But something didn’t feel right. First of all, this type of PDA was highly atypical behavior for David. Secondly, it felt nothing like his soft kiss of the other night. His lips were like an iron clamp on hers. Jen opened an eye to look at David and saw that he, too, had an eye cocked, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was looking past her, across the room. Jen instinctively thrust her head back and broke away from him, turning to see what he was looking at.




    She saw Angie.




    Jen turned back to David, who at first kept staring across the room. He eventually tore his eyes from Angie and looked at Jen as if surprised to see her standing there.




    “Unbelievable,” Jen said unevenly. Her heart was racing. Their conversation at Mike’s bar came spilling back into her mind. No way. David wouldn’t do that. No way!




    “Was this all pretend?” she asked in a trembling voice.




    “What?” David responded stupidly, but he didn’t deny it.




    “You set me up?” Jen shouted. She tossed away her half-filled cup as she said it, sending the people standing near her into a tumult.




    David glanced back and forth between Jen and Angie, whose attention had been caught by Jen’s impending hysteria. “I wasn’t…Look, could we go talk about this somewhere else?” he asked anxiously.




    The realization of what had happened hit Jen full force, and she couldn’t generate anything in the way of words. She turned and pushed her way through the crowd while the band’s lamentations rang throughout the room. Once she’d cleared the press of bodies, Jen dashed through the Townie bar and didn’t stop running until she was three blocks away, across the street from Quarters, another downtown bar. She slowed down but didn’t stop, because she didn’t want David to catch up to her. She needn’t have worried about that, because when she subconsciously turned to see how close he was to her, he wasn’t there at all. He hadn’t even tried to stop her.




    Jen stopped to catch her breath with the music still throbbing in her ear drums. Mortification and humiliation dominated her emotions; sadness and anger were only beginning to bud. She felt utterly stupid. How could she have let this happen?




    She became desperate to get back to her room to bury her head under her pillow.




    “Jen! What the hell?” she heard from down the block. It was Chris. Jen didn’t move, forcing Chris to come all the way to her. Chris breathlessly asked, “Why’d you leave? David told me to come out and get you.”




    “I’m not going back in,” Jen said, shaking her head back and forth like a stubborn toddler.




    “What happened?”




    “I really don’t want to talk about it,” Jen insisted, keeping a steady gaze on the sidewalk.




    “So, you want to go to a different bar? Quarters is right there,” Chris suggested.




    “No. I want to go home,” Jen muttered as she fought back the tears that were raging to burst out.




    Chris sighed. “Let me go back in and get Heather.”




    Jen shook her head; the tears were starting to leak out. She didn’t want to stick around any longer and risk seeing David. Jen continued shaking her head and backed toward Fourth Street, which would lead her home.




    “I’m just going to walk,” Jen said in a thick voice.




    Chris groaned. “Fine, but you’re going to owe me; it’s a long ass way home.”




    “You don’t have to come,” Jen protested. “I just want to be alone.”




    “Sorry, chicky. You’re stuck with me.” Chris threw an arm over Jen’s shoulder and led her to Heather’s car, where they pulled their puffy ski jackets out of the back seat and started the journey home.




    Jen spilled out every mortifying detail to Chris on the long walk. As she told the story, it still didn’t feel quite real. It was out of a bad soap opera. Chris did her part to console Jen by creating entirely new combinations of curse words to describe David, and Jen very much appreciated both her friend’s effort and her ingenuity.




    Jen was completely exhausted by the time she fell into her bed — that was the only reason she’d been able to sleep at all that night. By the time she woke up the next morning, she was already trying to put a more palatable spin on the situation. Perhaps she’d overreacted. Maybe things weren’t how they seemed. But David hadn’t said anything to defend himself. Well, maybe that was because she had run out of the bar so fast that he hadn’t had a chance to explain. But he hadn’t come after her. Although, he had sent Chris. But he’d never called to make sure she was okay. He’d never called.




    The door to the room creaked open. Kate stepped in with a bucket of toiletries swung over her arm and a towel wrapped around her long, blond hair. She was returning from the shower down the hall and was singing “Tainted Love” under her breath. Jen immediately recognized it as a frequently played juke box song about love gone wrong. She threw her pillow over her head and moaned, “Could you sing something else…please?”




    Her David was gone. Two kisses — two stupid kisses — had changed everything. It was bad enough that he’d broken Jen’s newly-attached heart, but he’d hurt her far more by completely ruining their friendship. Forever. How could she ever be friends with someone who would treat her that way? And lie to her? Even if she hadn’t known what to expect from David as a boyfriend, she’d trusted him as a friend. Not anymore. Not ever again.




    He’d only been using her to make Angie jealous and win her back. Jen nearly grunted a dark, morose laugh at the wicked irony — she’d been foiled by her very own plan, which David had put into action without her consent. As Jen lay in her bed, feeling that she had no reason to ever get up out of it, she tortured herself by thinking that at this very moment, David was probably lying in bed with his beloved Angie.




    Unless…well, there was always the chance that the plan hadn’t worked. When she thought about it, Jen realized that she had no idea what had happened in the bar after she’d escaped. Maybe Angie still wouldn’t want David back. Honestly, could anyone, even Angie, be shallow and transparent enough to fall for such a trick? Jen raised herself up onto her elbows at the thought, and a small bubble of hope rose in her. The bubble popped when Jen realized that this scenario would do her no good. David was still a duplicitous bastard whom she could never be friends with again. Ever. She flopped back down onto the bed, the purpose for living once again draining from her.
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    Jen’s friends were furious with David. Jen hadn’t felt much like talking when they all met in the cafeteria for lunch, so Chris was kind enough to relay the story. Jen only needed to interrupt occasionally to temper Chris’s more outrageous exaggerations. Chris had come up with a few more fitting nicknames for David, too.




    At dinner Monday night, Chris returned with the news that David and Angie were indeed back together. Jen took the news stoically, but didn’t eat any more from the pile of meat and starch on her tray.




    “You know, it serves him right,” Kate said crisply, a fiery gleam in her typically cool, blue eyes. “She’s just going to cheat on him again.”




    “Yeah,” Maria chimed, looking at Jen with an extra softness in her dark, almond-shaped eyes. “And we all know who he’ll coming crawling back to then.”




    Jen shook her head. “There’s nothing to come crawling back to. He was never really my boyfriend.” Jen read the pity on her friends’ faces and responded, “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care what happens. He’s a jerk, and I’m done with him.”




    “You want me to have Tom beat him up?” Maria asked. Jen cringed with the realization that while her own love life had sputtered and died, Maria’s new relationship had cruised along to the point of Maria freely offering the guy up as a goon.




    ...




    With flattering lips and with a double heart do they speak.




    Psalm 12:2


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Verses




    JEN’S RESOLVE AGAINT DAVID was tested the day after she found out that he and Angie were officially back together. She was heading back to her dorm from class and crossed paths with David in front of Rosings Hall, Angie’s dorm. Jen wasn’t watching where she was going and practically slammed into him. There was no way for either of them to feign ignorance of the other’s presence.




    “Hey,” David said, trying unsuccessfully to sound nonchalant. “I’ve been meaning to call you.”




    “Uh, yeah, except you didn’t,” Jen said, not even making an attempt to be anything other than nasty.




    “You’re still mad, then?” he asked.




    Jen exhaled angrily and brushed past him.




    “Oh, come on!” David said as he took a step toward her and grabbed onto her arm. “I’m sorry, okay? Look, it didn’t start out that way. I just…” Jen stopped walking and looked down at the ground, listening. “Well…she was there and…”




    Jen jerked her arm out of his hand and glared at him. “I’m so happy that everything worked out for the two of you!”




    “Well, it was your idea to make her jealous in the first place,” he said defensively.




    “Yeah, well, congratulations on winning yourself back a shallow girlfriend.”




    “What? No, you don’t understand. She was really missing me, too,” David explained.




    Jen sincerely wished that Angie would have shared this information with David a little sooner, like before he’d fake-kissed her. Her face reddened as she pictured Angie and David laughing at her stupidity. David studied Jen’s pained features and softened his tone.




    “She was pretty relieved that you and I weren’t serious. She was worried. She thinks you’re really pretty,” he told her.




    Was that supposed to make Jen feel better? It did actually, a little bit, but that was beside the point. “She thinks I’m pretty. Wow.” Jen’s tone dripped with sarcasm. “Maybe I’ll start fake-dating someone and then she’ll want me!”




    “You don’t have to be such a bitch,” David snapped, a hard look coming over his typically mellow features. He’d clearly abandoned any more useless attempts to soothe her. “I mean, it’s not like it would’ve been that tough for you to figure out. I ask you to be my fake girlfriend, and two weeks later we start dating. It’s not rocket science.”




    Jen gasped in shocked anger at his cruelty. “Gee, David, I didn’t already feel like enough of a giant idiot. Thanks for putting it in perspective for me! I tell you what, I’m just going to lie down here on the sidewalk. Would you be so kind as to start kicking me!”




    David pressed his lips together into more of a frown than usual. He stood completely still, looking intently at Jen. His dark eyes burned, and his jaw was set, but there was something in the furrow of his brow that made Jen wonder whether he was feeling something other than anger. A little remorse, perhaps? In Jen’s opinion, it was too late for that. Way too late.




    “Have a nice life, David,” she spat and resumed walking back to her dorm.




    She was a good ten yards away before he called out to her, “Jen. Jen! C’mon, don’t be like that!”




    There was no turning back now, because giant tears had already started streaming down her face. She quickened her pace and practically ran the rest of the way to Longbourn.
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    The week before Christmas break, Jen checked her mail cubby in the dorm lobby to find her Bible with a small box on it. Taped to the box was a note that simply said:
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