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THE U OF M


The day I left for college, Lester borrowed a pickup for all my stuff.


“Anything that can’t fit in the back can’t go, Al,” he said.


“I’ve got to take my beanbag chair. That’s a must,” I declared, jumping down off the back end and wiping my hands on my cutoffs.


“Take it! Take it!” Dad said. “Just promise you’ll leave it there.”


We joke that while some kids suck their thumbs all through childhood and others hang on to a blanket, I’ve kept my old beanbag chair as a sort of mother substitute, a lap to cuddle in when things get tough. Mom died when I was in kindergarten, and I’ve had that beanbag chair almost as long. I’m even too big for it now, but I could always use it as a hassock, I figured.


All morning Elizabeth, Pamela, and I had been carrying things out to the truck. Gwen’s brothers had helped her move the day before, and Liz would leave for Bennington the next day. I was taking some stuff to my dorm at the U of Maryland and was lucky Liz and Pam were still around to see me off. We were standing out on the driveway in our shorts and T-shirts, studying the mountain of junk in the pickup, trying to think of anything I might have forgotten.


“Ironing board?” said Elizabeth. She’s the gorgeous one, with creamy skin, thick dark eyelashes, and long, almost black hair.


“Nobody uses an ironing board at college, Liz!” said Pamela. “You just fold up a towel on the floor and iron on that, if you iron at all.”


A gnat blew directly in front of Pam’s eyes, and she tried to smash it between her hands. Sweat dripped off her face and onto the front of her purple tee. We were all perspiring like crazy.


“Toaster?” said Elizabeth. “What will you do if you crave a grilled cheese sandwich at midnight and everything’s closed?”


“Are you kidding?” Pamela exclaimed. “All you need is your iron. You put cheese between two slices of bread, wrap it in foil, and press down on it with a hot iron.” She lifted her blond hair off the nape of her neck, as though even talking about ironing made her miserable.


“Your ingenuity is amazing,” I said. “Next you’ll tell us an iron can broil a steak and bake a potato. Can it help me with my homework? Hand me that box, Liz, and let’s see if we can’t squeeze it in beside my suitcase.”


I’ve known Elizabeth Price and Pamela Jones forever, it seems. Well, since sixth grade, anyway. Pamela, a natural blonde, slim and talented, is going to a theater arts school in New York and is letting her short hair grow out so she can play more parts. Elizabeth’s been admitted to Bennington in Vermont, and I’m going to Lester’s alma mater, which is only about a half hour from our house. Like, I’m the adventurous one. Gwen’s going there too—premed.


I think Dad believes I’ve grown up so close to him and Lester that I’m afraid to get too far away. So he insisted I live on campus, which is fine with me. It’s about time he and Sylvia had the house to themselves. They’ve only been married three years.


“Oh, God!” I said. “Sheets and towels! I didn’t pack any at all!”


Pamela looked at the stuff we still had to squeeze in. “We made a mistake. We should have stuffed clothes in your mini-fridge and wastebasket before we put them on the truck. There’s all that empty space inside.” We collapsed on the front steps and took a break.


“I can’t believe I have to go through this all by myself tomorrow,” Elizabeth said.


“What about me? My dorm room’s half the size of yours, and I’ll have to keep most of my stuff under my bed. I’m still not through sorting.” Pamela groaned. She was already looking like an actress. She had plucked her eyebrows into thin crescents over her eyes and wore black mascara and eyeliner. A lot.


We gazed wearily out over the yard and across the street, where Elizabeth’s big white house sat handsomely on its manicured lot.


“I remember when you first moved here from Takoma Park,” Elizabeth said. “Mom and I were sitting out on the porch watching you guys carry things in.”


“And you were wearing matching skirts,” I told her.


“Skirts!” She turned and looked at me. “We were? You remember?”


“You looked so perfect to me, and I was so envious. The perfect mother and daughter, sitting there reading a magazine together. . . .”


“Don’t remind me,” Elizabeth said quickly. Perfect is like poison in her vocabulary now, she’s trying so hard not to be.


“We’ve been through a lot together,” said Pamela, and sighed. Then she asked, “If you could look into the future and see what was happening at some particular age, which age would you pick?”


“Thirty. I’d pick thirty,” said Elizabeth. “I figure that whatever I’m doing then will more or less dictate how the rest of my life is going to turn out.”


“I’d choose a year from now, to see if I was going back to New York,” said Pamela. “If you don’t have talent, they don’t encourage you to return.” Both Pamela and Elizabeth looked at me.


“I’m not sure I’d want to know,” I told them.


“Why not?”


“Because I’d probably pick age sixty or something, to see if I’d still be alive. And what if I wasn’t?”


“Don’t be morbid,” said Pamela, and then, looking for a brighter note, “What’s the latest from Patrick?”


“He’s finished work on that book for his professor and is starting his year of study abroad. Loves Barcelona. Says he’d love to live there someday,” I told them. The way I said it made it sound as though Patrick was just any guy, not the boyfriend I’d had almost continuously since sixth grade.


“I don’t know how you stand it, Alice,” Liz said, putting into words what, I’ll admit, I’d wondered about myself.


“I don’t know either, but—as Patrick says—the sooner it’s over, the sooner he’ll be back in the States.” It was oppressively humid, and I thrust my lower lip out and blew, trying to fan my face. But it didn’t help.


The front door opened behind us, and my brother came back out. Les got his MA from Maryland last December and just found out he’d been hired as the assistant director of a conference center in the mountains of West Virginia, where corporations hold retreats and sales conferences and couples come to get in touch with their inner selves. He starts September first. Dad always wondered what Les would do with a philosophy degree.


“I told you I was going to sit on a mountaintop so people could come to me and ask the meaning of life,” he joked.


Now he was standing beside us in shorts and sandals, staring at the pickup truck, which seemed to list to one side.


“Say, Al, you really travel light!” he said. “Sure you don’t want to take the piano, too?” His dark brown hair matched his eyes, which always, always seemed to be hiding a smile.


Elizabeth and Pamela gave him their immediate attention. Lester’s single at the moment, and they’ve had crushes on him since they were eleven. All of my friends love Lester.


“Aren’t you just the teeniest bit sad to see your sister off?” Elizabeth asked, in a voice she reserves only for Les.


“Been wanting to boot her out since the day she was born,” Lester said. “Hey, I’m getting rid of all three of you, come to think of it. At last!”


“When are you going to get married, Les?” Pamela asked. “Or are you going to stay a bachelor all your life?”


“Oh . . . maybe twenty, thirty years from now I’ll think about it,” he said. And then, “Sylvia’s got lunch ready, Al. And then we’d better get going.”


I sniffed under one arm. “Oh, gross. I’ve got to have a shower first.”


“How about you, Liz? Pamela? Want some lunch?” Lester said.


“Can’t. I’m getting a manicure in twenty minutes,” said Pamela. “Liz is coming with me, and we need to clean up.”


“Well, let’s get a move on,” Lester said, and went back inside.


Elizabeth, who was sitting between Pamela and me, put one arm around each of us. “Do you remember what we promised once? That we’d always get together like this, no matter how old we got, and share our secrets?”


Pamela was grinning. “You mean, tell each other when we lost our virginity.” One of the hundred silly things we’d said. Pamela had already lost hers, so the rest was up to Liz and me.


Elizabeth gave our shoulders an exasperated shake. “You know what I mean. I just hope we’re always like this. They say you make your closest friends in college, but I don’t see how anyone could be closer than we are.”


“There’s always texting,” Pamela said.


“It’s not the same,” said Elizabeth.


“So if we can’t actually get together, we’ll make it a conference call,” I suggested, knowing I’d better get inside.


We jokingly sealed it by placing our hands on top of each other’s, the way kids do in grade school.


“Till Thanksgiving, then,” I said.


“Or Christmas,” said Pamela.


“Or even spring break,” I added.


“Sisters forever,” said Elizabeth. And because she was so serious and solemn about it, we laughed.


*  *  *


Sylvia had lunch ready when I went inside—chicken salad with pineapple and almonds, my favorite. Dad gave me a bear hug before we even sat down. He had the look of a bear too, sort of pudgy and cuddly, his head slightly balding on top.


“Well, honey, it may be a while before you’re here at the table again,” he said.


“Probably all of one week,” said Lester. “Wait till she tastes the food at the U. She’ll be home every weekend, I’ll bet.”


“College food is mostly carbohydrates, as I remember,” said Sylvia. “Potatoes, pasta, beans, bread . . .” She was all in coral today—light sweater, pants, loafers. As always, my stepmom looked stunning. “Come home whenever you want a good pot roast.”


“When will we see you again, Les?” Dad asked.


“Oh, I’ll be back from time to time,” Lester said. “But I’d think you two would enjoy some privacy for yourselves.”


Dad put one hand on Sylvia’s shoulder. “We manage,” he said.


*  *  *


I had to put my sheets and towels on my seat in the pickup and sit on them. It was the only space left, and my head almost touched the ceiling. I already had a box of books under my feet.


“I’ll bet Dad and Sylvia are secretly glad to see me go,” I told Les as we backed down the drive and watched them waving to us from the porch. “Do you realize they’ve hardly been alone since they married?”


“Yep. He’s never had the chance to chase her around the table naked,” Les said.


I gave him my most sardonic look. “Yeah? Is that what married people do?”


“How do I know? I’ve never been married.”


“Do you remember when you were dating Marilyn Rawley, and for your birthday she said she’d cook your favorite meal in the costume of your choice?” We both started to smile.


“And I chose surf and turf, with Marilyn dressed in high leather boots and a leopard-skin bikini,” Les said, and we laughed.


“Did you ever chase her around the table naked?” I asked.


“Hey! She had on a bikini, didn’t she?”


As more and more of my neighborhood disappeared behind us, I wasn’t sure if I was feeling nervousness or excitement. I guess I’d call it nervous excitement. But just when I thought I was being cool about heading for college, I heard myself say, “Sylvia says Dad’s afraid I’ll become ‘sexually active’ at Maryland.”


“Good old Dad,” said Les. “Well . . .” He paused. “You know what to do, don’t you?”


“What’s this? A facts-of-life-before-I-go-off-to-college talk?” I said.


“Hey, you brought it up.”


“If I have any urgent questions, I’ll call you,” I joked. Then, “Everyone makes sex sound so dangerous.”


“It’s dangerous, all right. It’s dynamite!” said Lester, and grinned. It’s hard to have a serious conversation with my brother, but I had myself to blame.


“The voice of experience,” I commented.


“Not nearly enough,” he sighed.


*  *  *


The first week at Maryland, it was hard to take it all in. Like a whole city, with everyone around my own age, and a smörgåsbord of activities to choose from. I wanted a bite of everything. The bulletin boards were crammed with invitations from sororities and fraternities, notices about movies and lectures, announcements of student trips abroad—all inviting me to join something, protect something, attend something, discuss or support or audition. There were even fliers taped up in the restrooms:


ACTORS NEEDED FOR CROWD SCENE IN ’50S FILM! HIV TESTING IN PRIVATE! OKTOBERFEST IN GERMANY! REBUILD HOUSES IN HAITI! HOW WILL YOU VOTE ON IMMIGRATION? JOIN THE DEBATE ON GLOBAL WARMING!


I wanted to try them all! Of course, as I discovered when I asked about it, you had to have a passport and enough money for airfare to attend Oktoberfest in Germany or even to build houses in Haiti. But you could pile in a car of students driving to a protest somewhere, and there was no one to stop you. Your parents wouldn’t even know you’d been gone. If you wanted to skip three days of school to be part of a crowd scene in a local movie, your professors didn’t take roll. You might miss an important handout and really screw up an assignment by missing classes, but that was up to you. The freedom was both heady and terrifying.


Every time I passed Testudo, the huge bronze turtle in front of McKeldin Library, I made a habit of rubbing its nose, just for fun. The book we received at orientation said it was supposed to bring good luck on tests, but then an upperclassman saw me do it, and she said you rubbed it if you didn’t want to graduate a virgin. And someone else told me she’d heard that if a virgin ever graduated from Maryland, the thousand-pound sculpture would fly. Which is why it’s still there, I guess.


I made up my mind I’d do at least one new thing a week: a foreign-language film, a debate on same-sex marriage, a talk by our congressperson, helping students register to vote. I thought I was busy in high school working on The Edge, but it couldn’t compare with this. It seemed as though someone had turned a dial and my whole life had sped up a notch.


As for my dorm room, however, the only way to describe it was “semi-hideous.” The cinder block walls had a fresh coat of yellow paint, but it still looked as stark as a women’s prison. The mattresses sagged a little, and the sea-green drapes were missing some hooks. That’s why people bring so much stuff from home, I realized. You have to cover every square inch of space with your own things to make it seem remotely livable, and Amber and I did a pretty good job of making it livable, though the stuff we added was mostly mine.


I brought the rug and a green comforter for my bed; a lamp, bulletin board, and mini-fridge, and a funny poster—a take-off on the famous painting American Gothic with dogs’ heads taking the place of the farmer and his wife. Amber contributed some throw pillows, a second lamp, and enough pictures of her boyfriend to cover one wall. These were good for a start. We figured we’d be adding other stuff as the year went on.


Before I’d met Amber Russell, I’d already seen her tattoos in Facebook photos—the dove on her ankle, the angel on her thigh, and the butterfly on her midsection—and they were cool. But once we shared the same room, I discovered pretty quickly what I didn’t like about her: She seemed to migrate all over the place.


By day two her cosmetics and lotions had crowded mine on the bathroom shelf, her books were strewn everywhere, and her clothes pushed mine into a corner of the closet, where they cowered, begging me to rescue them. When she kicked off her shoes (which she invariably wore without socks, so they smelled), they always seemed to land over by my bed, and I was forever stumbling over them. She was like an oil slick that kept taking over more and more of the surface space, and there was no way to contain her.


She wasn’t all that careful about personal hygiene, either. She’d drop used tampons in the wastebasket without even wrapping them up; she let sweat-soaked T-shirts hang in the closet for days on end without washing them, till I hated to even open the door to our room. And she showered only when she felt like it.


But the maddening thing was, her boyfriend was always hanging around, usually as sloppy as she was.


Tolerance, I told myself. Different people have different priorities, that’s all. Hygiene wasn’t high on Amber’s list.


*  *  *


Gwen and I got together whenever we could. There was a large house off campus—a gift to the university—where premed students could live at half the usual rate, so Gwen, understandably, chose to stay there, which was a bit of a bummer for me—we would have been such good roommates.


“So how goes it?” she asked one Friday a few weeks into school, when we’d managed to meet for dinner at a Burmese restaurant in town.


“I love my classes,” I told her, “but—God! Amber’s a slob! She smells! Our room stinks. I can’t stand going in there at night.”


“Huh! Mine’s the exact opposite. She even wipes off the toilet seat after she uses it!” Gwen said.


“Amber doesn’t even use toilet paper when she pees!” I complained. “You ask how I know that? She pees with the door open.”


Gwen burst into laughter. “You only have to put up with her for a year. Next fall you can choose someone different. Of course, you could get someone worse.”


“Impossible,” I said. Through the window, I watched a guy in a corduroy jacket cross the parking lot and come inside. He paid for an order at the cash register and took it out to a girl in a waiting Toyota. I concentrated on Gwen again. She’d recently had her eyebrows shaped, two beautiful black curves extending out toward her temples, against her mocha brown skin.


“Your mistake was not saying something right away,” she told me. “You’ve let it go this long; she probably figures you’re okay with it. You’ve got to talk to her.”


I sighed. “You know I hate confrontation.”


“Then you’ve got to decide which you hate more: talking to her about it or slob city.”


“What are you going to specialize in, Doctor? Psychiatry?” I asked.


Gwen ate another bite of her lemongrass beef and pointed to the last piece of my roti pancake. When I shoved it in her direction, she ate that, too, still thoughtful. “I don’t know. Pediatrics, I think. Or maybe Ob/Gyn. Remember what they told us when we were hospital volunteers? That there’s only one happy ward in a hospital, and that’s the maternity ward? What do you hear from Patrick?”


“I’m trying to follow your train of thought here,” I said, and we laughed. “He’s having a blast. He e-mailed me about all the different people in his classes—a guy who’s climbed Mount Kilimanjaro twice; a girl who’s joining the Peace Corps; a guy who pays his way through college by fishing; an artist; a priest . . . He gets to meet all these fascinating people, and I get Amber.”


“So plan to visit him over spring break or something.”


“Don’t think I haven’t considered it,” I told her. “I’ve even priced airline tickets. But that’s months and months away. I’ll probably seem pretty boring compared to all his friends there.”


“He’s coming back to you, remember,” Gwen said.


“That’s one thing to be happy about,” I agreed.


*  *  *


When I got up the next morning, there was a wet towel on the bathroom floor, along with Amber’s underwear, and a washcloth in the sink. A bottle of shampoo lay on its side on the shelf, and a thin puddle of slippery goo oozed across the shelf, surrounding my makeup. Arrrghhhh! Enough!


I whirled around and marched back into our room. Amber had thrown off her covers and was engaged in a giant stretch. Her T-shirt was bunched up around her waist, and the butterfly tattoo on her midsection seemed to spread its wings as she moved.


“Amber, your stuff’s taking over that whole shelf in the bathroom,” I said. “I’d really appreciate it if you’d clean it up.”


She opened her eyes and squinted at me. “Just push it to one side. I won’t care.”


“Well, I care. And it’s also annoying to keep stumbling over your shoes and things.”


“O-kay!” she said, yawning. “Don’t have a spaz.”


There! I told myself. That wasn’t so hard. It was possible to assert myself without a shouting match.


When I got home from classes that day, the towel was back on the rack and Amber’s underwear was gone, but the shampoo bottle was still on its side, and pink liquid was now dripping off the edge of the shelf. I capped it, cleaned up the mess, and wiped off my cosmetics.


Things were a little better after that. For a week, anyway. Then I noticed she was using my deodorant stick.


“Hey, Amber, that’s mine,” I said.


“Oh. Do you care?”


“Well . . . sure! I mean, it’ll be used up twice as fast, and I’m paying for it.”


“I’ll buy the next stick,” she said.


*  *  *


I think it was that night that I woke up around two or three to a rattling sound, and my first thought was that Amber had locked herself out and was trying to wake me up. I lifted my head and listened.


It was a steady, rhythmical, squeaking sound, and then I realized that Amber had her boyfriend in bed. I didn’t know if I was more angry, surprised, or embarrassed.


“Oh, you’re so good . . . you’re so good,” Jerry’s voice kept murmuring.


Little breathy moans from Amber. Her bed frame rattled louder as it knocked against the wall.


I didn’t turn on the light, but I got up and went to the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. I heard the guy swear.


After I’d flushed the toilet, I went back to bed. I could hear the two of them whispering in the darkness, so I put my pillow over one ear and went back to sleep.


In the morning Jerry was gone, but he’d left his socks behind. Amber came out of the bathroom, brushing her teeth. She had on a wrinkled sleep-shirt with SURF CITY written on the front. She wasn’t smiling.


“Thanks for nothing, Alice. You could at least have waited,” she said.


I was sitting on the edge of the bed and stared at her. “Excuse me?”


“Jerry was pretty pissed off at you. You were banging around at the critical moment, and he lost it.”


I knew exactly what Jerry had lost, but I said, “If he’s looking for his socks, they’re under your bed.”


“You know what I mean,” Amber said. “Let’s have a little consideration.”


I couldn’t believe it. “Are you serious? I’m wakened at three in the morning by you and Jerry, and I’m the inconsiderate one?”


She simply went back in the bathroom, and this time she closed the door.


I called home.


“I can’t stand it, Dad!” I said. “I shouldn’t have to put up with this!”


“Then don’t. Talk to your resident adviser and see what the rules are. Are men allowed in women’s rooms?”


“Huh?” I said. “This is the twenty-first century, Dad! Of course they are! But we’re supposed to show consideration. Amber claims I didn’t show her any when I interrupted them.”


“Well, honey, I’m here if you need help with life-or-death decisions, but I think this falls in the solve-it-yourself category,” Dad said.


One thing about Amber, she didn’t hold a grudge. She went right on as though nothing had happened. I hid my shampoo and deodorant, and she even asked if I had any. I lied and said no, and she washed her hair with hand soap.


I was facing a huge assignment due on Monday and knew I had to work on it all weekend. On Saturday afternoon, though, Amber decided to do her laundry—the first time I’d actually seen her do any at all. Jerry came by, and they started stripping down her side of the room—sheets, towels, shirts—stuffing everything in a pillowcase to take to the washing machines in the basement. I headed for the library with a stack of books.


I worked right through dinner, stopping only long enough to get a tuna wrap and a bag of chips, but by nine that night, I’d had it. My eyes could scarcely focus and my head throbbed. I knew I had a full day of writing ahead of me on Sunday and wanted only to go to bed and sleep.


When I got back to our room, Amber was sitting at her desk, painting her toenails, one foot propped on our wastebasket. We talked a little about exams and grade points, and then I undressed in the bathroom, pulled on my pajamas, and got into bed.


My pillow had a dirty-hair smell that wasn’t mine, and I could almost bet that Amber had borrowed my pillow. I was too tired to start an argument, though, so I turned it over and stretched out.


My foot touched something between the sheets, however, and suddenly I sat up, threw off the covers, and saw a rolled-up condom at the foot of my bed, along with Amber’s underwear.


I leaped out of bed.


“Look!” I shouted, pointing.


Amber turned. “Oh! Sorry!” she said. She stuck another wad of cotton between her toes and padded over to retrieve the condom.


“This is my bed!” I yelled. “What were you thinking?”


“Well, my sheets were in the wash, and Jerry doesn’t like to do it on a bare mattress,” she said. She shrugged. “You were gone, so . . .”


“It’s my bed!” I screamed again.


I think I went a little insane. I pulled off my sheets and flung them on the floor. Then I grabbed Amber’s underwear and tossed it out the window. I picked up her shoes, which were on my side of the room, and threw them against the wall. I scooped up everything of Amber’s that had migrated over to my section and dumped them on her bed.


Amber left and didn’t come back that night, or the next or the next. Gwen heard she’d moved into Jerry’s room. I wondered what his roommate thought of that! Every so often, she’d come back to get some more clothes or drop something off, but we didn’t talk much. And that was fine with me.
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SURPRISES


With Amber gone, Gwen started coming to my dorm more often, and then we simply used Amber’s bed as a couch. It was a good place to hang out, and I found I was making friends more easily than I’d expected. Sometimes someone would ask if a visiting friend could crash there for a weekend, so it became a guest bed when needed, and I liked meeting friends of friends.


I’d always heard that high school students were more independent thinkers than middle school kids and that there was even less of a herd mentality in college. That’s one of the things I hoped would happen when I got to Maryland—that I’d be released forever from worrying about whether I had the “right look” or wore the right brand-name jeans, or if I was hanging out at the most popular places.


But it wasn’t quite that simple, because sometimes I felt there was a competition to see who had the most individualistic look, and the professors were no exception.


Fun, though. There was the professor who dressed like he belonged in a law office, and one who looked as though he slept in his clothes. And then there was my Sociology 101 teacher, who walked into the lecture hall on the first day of classes in knee-high boots and a leather skirt.


As the weeks went on, though, and she appeared in an ultrafeminine dress with a ruffled collar one day and a denim skirt the next, we began to realize that she was making a statement about society’s attitude toward women based on superficial appearances. Valerie Robbins and I tried to guess how her outfit punctuated her point at the end of each lecture. Male and female equality? Woman as dominatrix? Sex in the workplace?


“I think she’s trying to establish a position of authority,” Valerie had said that first day. “All she needs is a whip.”


Valerie was a tall, thin girl who fascinated me because she ate twice as much as any other girl I knew but complained that she couldn’t gain an ounce. I’d pay almost anything for her metabolism. She was also the kind of friend who didn’t just welcome you with open arms, she enveloped you in whatever project excited her at the moment, and Valerie was always into projects.


“You’ve got to help me,” she said the third week of October. She’d been going with this guy Colin for a year and a half—they’d met in high school—and he was a sophomore here at Maryland. His birthday was coming up on Monday, and he had bragged that no one, ever, had been able to surprise him—he was that good at detecting signs and signals. Valerie wanted to prove him wrong.


She brought two friends—Abby and Claire—to my dorm room around noon on Sunday and told us her plan. The four of us were going to her uncle’s house in Adelphi that afternoon to bake cupcakes, Colin’s favorite. That night she and another couple were taking him to dinner to celebrate because it was the weekend. But at three o’clock in the morning on Monday, the four of us would sneak into his dorm, stand outside his room, and belt out “Happy Birthday.” When he admitted defeat, he’d get the cupcakes. What did she have to lose but a good night’s sleep? And the rest of the cupcakes would be ours.


Val had the car, Abby had the two cake mixes, and after a trip to the local Giant for the rest of the ingredients, we drove to her uncle’s, where we promised to leave some cupcakes in return for the use of the kitchen.


We divided each cake mix in half. To half the chocolate, we added coffee instead of water; to half the vanilla, we added maraschino cherry juice.


Abby was a little powerhouse—small for nineteen, but hardly fragile. The oven mitts gave her the look of a boxer, and she was definitely the director of this operation.


“Fill each cup just two-thirds full,” she instructed. “You don’t want the batter to spread out over the top as it bakes.”


“I hope Colin’s worth all the trouble,” said Claire, a tea towel tucked into the waistband of her jeans. Her widely spaced eyes surveyed the cupcake pans still waiting to be filled.


“No trouble for me. I love baking,” Abby said. “Someday I’m going to enter a bake-off and win ten thousand dollars. All I need is a recipe no one has ever thought of yet.”


“If I won ten thousand dollars, I’d start a rare-book collection,” Val said.


“I’d use it to open a consignment shop,” said Claire. And we all agreed that would be perfect for her. Claire’s wardrobe was indefinable, because she could throw together the most unlikely combinations and look great. She wore her long brown hair pulled straight back, away from her face, so that all the attention was directed to her body and the flow of her clothes.


Everyone looked at me.


“If I had ten thousand dollars, I’d fly to Barcelona to see my boyfriend five times,” I said, and told them about Patrick.


Sitting around that kitchen table, watching the cupcakes rise through the glass window in the oven, I was feeling pretty good about college so far. Eight weeks into the semester and I’d already made some friends, got rid of a roommate, and knew my way around the whole campus. Not as hard as I’d imagined, and if I didn’t feel really close yet to these girls, I was feeling comfortable.


Valerie, Claire, and Abby spent the night in my dorm room. Valerie came back from her dinner with Colin around eleven, and we decided it was easier to all bed down in one room than set an alarm in four different rooms on campus. Valerie and I slept on the floor in sleeping bags, and I let Claire and Abby have the beds.


When the alarm went off at three, it felt like we’d only been asleep for fifteen minutes. Ugh. How could we possibly pull on our clothes and sleepwalk all the way over to Colin’s dorm? But somehow we all managed to get our teeth brushed so we wouldn’t asphyxiate Colin when we surprised him, and ten minutes later we were wider awake than I’d imagined, sneaking across campus under an October moon. When we saw a security car making a turn, we ducked behind a hedge and it rolled slowly by. We felt like prisoners on the verge of escape, waiting out the beam of a searchlight.


Finally there we were at the side door. It was a known fact that our key cards opened the side doors of at least two of the buildings on campus, and one of those buildings was Colin’s dorm.


We went up a flight of stairs, our feet making light echoing thuds on the metal steps, and opened the fire door. We were all so used to noise in the halls—at all hours of the day or night—that the absolute quiet was a bit unnerving. But down the hall we went to room number 231 and found the door . . . ajar.


We stared uncertainly at each other. There was no way Colin could have found out what we were up to, because the four of us had been together all day Sunday and none of us had called anyone. Whichever of Colin’s roomies had come in last simply hadn’t bothered to close the door behind him, we decided, so we stepped inside.


No lights were on in the small living area. On either side, there was a door to a two-man bedroom. Valerie pointed to Colin’s door.


“Ready?” she whispered, and we faced in that direction. “One . . . two . . .”


A large figure suddenly loomed in the doorway beside us, blocking the light from the hall, and we screamed—all four of us together.


“What the hell?” A shadowy hand swiped at the wall for the light switch, and there was Colin in his boxers, his rumpled hair hanging in front of his eyes, just returning from a trip to the bathroom.


There were rustlings in both bedrooms, voices in the hall, and somebody appeared brandishing a lacrosse stick.


“Wait!” Valerie yelled.


“Val?” Colin said, staring at her, then at us.


“He’s surprised,” I said.


“Happy birthday!” Val and Abby and Claire cried in unison.


“I don’t believe this!” Colin said, finally beginning to smile, and I thrust the box of cupcakes in his hands.


“We broke your record, admit it,” said Val.


“Hey! People are sleeping here! Trying to, anyway,” said one of the roomies.


“We’re going,” Val told him. “Happy birthday.” She kissed Colin’s bemused face and pointed toward the cupcakes. “Share.”


*  *  *


I was almost as excited about Thanksgiving this year as I was for Christmas. I hadn’t seen Pamela or Elizabeth since September, and most of my other friends would be home too.


Liz texted regularly, but we had to go on Facebook to find out anything about Pamela. She called once, though. She said the theater arts college works you to death, and I said, what else is new? We agreed to get together the Friday after Thanksgiving.


Usually I can get someone to drive me to the Metro in College Park, and then I get off at Silver Spring, where Dad or Sylvia picks me up. But I had a lot of things to carry this time, including laundry, so Dad drove over to College Park and waited for me outside my dorm. We’d talked about getting me a used car, but the Metro was so handy, and student parking so iffy, that I’d decided to wait.


I threw my stuff in the backseat and slid in up front, leaning over to give Dad a kiss. I love the way his face lights up when he sees me.


“Four whole days!” I said. “And I got most of my assignments done, so I can just hang out. Is Les home yet?”


Dad edged the car into traffic on Route 1. “Coming in this evening. And a friend of his is driving in from West Virginia tomorrow.”


“Male or female?” I asked.


“A young lady, actually.”


The older my dad gets, the more he sounds as if he were born in the 1800s. Any female under forty is always a “young lady.”


“Have you met her?” I asked.


“No. Les just said it’s someone he wants us to meet. Her name is Stacy.”


I looked at Dad. “Where’s she going to sleep?”


He broke into laughter. “Now, where have I heard that before? You haven’t changed a bit.”


I laughed too. I used to ask that about Sylvia all the time when she and Dad went anywhere overnight before they were married, but this time I was simply protecting my room. “I just want to know if I’m supposed to give up my bed or if she’ll be shacking up with Les.”


Dad grimaced. He hates that term. “I haven’t the faintest idea, and I’m not about to ask. Lester will have to work that out himself,” he said.


I was impatient with the way traffic was creeping along, so I turned on the radio but kept it low. “How are things at the Melody Inn?” I asked.


“It’s been a busy fall, and business is picking up, I’m glad to say.”


I asked about various employees and music instructors, and then the big green exit sign for Silver Spring loomed up ahead, and once we were off the beltway, it wasn’t long before we were home. Dad pulled into the drive, and we each carried some bags inside.


Sylvia hugged me and gave me a peck on the cheek.


“I smell something baking already,” I told her. “The whole house smells wonderful.”


“I’m so glad both you and Les could come for Thanksgiving,” she said, and accented the last word with an extra squeeze before she let me go. I figured that, much as she and Dad liked having the house to themselves, they also enjoyed sharing it again, especially around the holidays.


*  *  *


I loved being back in my room. A whole double bed to myself, recently painted walls, old treasures. . . . Sylvia had faithfully watered my huge rubber plant, which now reached the top of the windows. I lay down on my bed and smiled happily up at the ceiling. So many dramas and traumas had passed through this room. The night Sylvia slept with me, for example, before she and Dad married, when a blizzard kept her here at Christmas; the time I hid Pamela here when she ran away from home; the way I cried after Patrick and I broke up back in ninth grade. . . . Right now it was great remembering all of that, because—happy or sad—each experience was a part of this room.


My cell phone started ringing almost immediately. Everyone was checking on everyone else to see who would be around this weekend. We had the decency not to plan to get together till after Thanksgiving—to spend Wednesday night and Thursday with our families—but we all looked forward to the next day.


Jill and Justin were settling into life as new parents to a baby boy, but almost everyone else except Patrick—and Mark, of course—would be back. There was particular sadness in that, because if it weren’t for the accident that took Mark, we’d all be meeting at his place. But everyone promised to show up here on Friday.


“I’ve really missed Nathan,” Elizabeth told me when I returned her call. “He’s so cute, Alice! He calls me ‘Mommy Two.’ Would you believe he’s five years old already?”


While I had been home several times since September, Liz—way up in Vermont at Bennington—hadn’t been home until now.


“I can’t wait to see him,” I told her. “I can’t wait to see everyone!”


When I heard Lester come in, I rushed downstairs and almost knocked him over as I threw my arms around his neck.


“Hey! What do they feed you on campus? Stimulants?” he said, grinning.


I gave him a big sloppy kiss on the cheek and hugged him again. Then I let out a shriek. “You’re growing a beard!”


“You noticed.”


“You’re all prickly!”


“Women love it,” Les teased. He turned to Sylvia and hugged her next, then Dad. “It’s sure good to be back,” he said.


“And Alice isn’t even going to see her friends till Friday,” Sylvia told him. “Such restraint!” She had held dinner till Les got here, so we sat down almost immediately to eat.


Our dinner that evening must have lasted two hours. We just sat around and talked over coffee and Sylvia’s lemon sponge cake—helping ourselves to second and third slices.


“So what’s our coed doing these days?” Les asked me. “How’s the roommate?”


“You don’t want to know,” I said, but I told him anyway.


“Could have been worse,” he said. “Amber and Jerry could have been having sex in your bed with you in it. Now you’ve got the best of all possible worlds—a private bedroom for half the price.”


“Tell me about you and Stacy,” I said, and then was embarrassed that my thoughts had gone from beds to Les and Stacy.


“What about her? You’ll get to meet her tomorrow. Her family’s in Arlington, but she’s going to have dinner here and then drive home tomorrow night.”


I could swear I saw relief pass over Dad’s face. Sylvia’s, too.


I loved being home that night. I felt so special, somehow. Both Les and I coming back to the old homestead—both of us in new locations, with new lives.


“You miss me?” I asked him at one point.


“Not a bit,” he answered, but his smile said it all.


*  *  *


I don’t know what I expected when Stacy Houghton arrived—a model, maybe. The real Stacy was only an inch or so taller than me. She wasn’t what you’d call beautiful, but she was definitely attractive, with short, semi-curly hair and a small button nose between the lenses of her stylish glasses. Her lips were delicately shaped, like twin peaks. I just hoped I wouldn’t goof up and call her Tracy, a woman Les proposed to once.


“Hello, Alice. Hello, everyone. Sylvia . . . Ben . . . ,” she said, looking us over.


“Welcome!” said Dad, smiling and taking her coat. “We’re so glad to have you!”


She was wearing a white sweater, with tiny pearl earrings, and if she used makeup at all, it wasn’t noticeable. She and Les exchanged a quick kiss, and I saw his hand linger on her waist. And then we were all moving to the kitchen for a glass of cider and to help Sylvia with the finishing touches, so by the time we were ready to eat, we didn’t feel like such strangers with Stacy.


Dinner was everything you’d want it to be on Thanksgiving. Dad carved the turkey, and we all carried food to the dining room table in a happy parade.


I studied Les and Stacy throughout dinner. She was in her last year at the university in Morgantown, she told us, working on a degree in phys ed, but had a job on weekends as a swim instructor at the Basswood Lodge and Convention Center, where Les worked.


“And she’s a state swimming champion,” Les said proudly, then added, with a grin, “She hasn’t entered any swimsuit contests, but she could win some.”


Stacy just laughed. “Not my line,” she said.


A bundle of energy, that’s what she was—the quick way she moved, responded. The more I watched her and Les, in fact, the more they seemed exact opposites of each other. Where Lester was laid-back, Stacy was intense. Where Les was careless—his napkin, his knife, and his fork strewn every which way over his plate—Stacy was precise. And yet, when I saw their eyes meet, the warmth of those glances told me they liked each other very, very much.


It’s funny the way you grow up with one idea about a person and don’t really start noticing other things till you’re older. I’d always thought of Lester as sort of a playboy, but sometimes when I’d hear him discuss world problems with Dad, I’d think, I didn’t know he cared anything about that! So I guess it wasn’t too surprising that Lester was in love with a woman who was intelligent and energetic, yet different from any other woman he’d ever dated.


And Dad . . . I turned my attention to him next. When you’re a kid, you believe your parents’ main occupation in life should be taking care of you, as though they should be thinking about your feelings twenty-four hours a day. And then you grow up and realize that your dad has needs and interests that have nothing to do with you at all.


The other thing I was feeling as we sat around over dessert, laughing at my roommate stories (a lot funnier now that they were in the past), was that it was the first time I felt like an adult with my family. I was more than just the kid sister now. And I liked that feeling. Liked it a lot.


*  *  *


I got a call from Patrick later and ran upstairs to take it in my room.


“I was hoping you’d pick up,” he said.


“Where are you?” I asked, curling up on my bed, the phone tucked under my ear.


“Well, at the moment I’m sitting on a bench near the entrance of the Plaza de Cataluña in the early evening, wishing you were here.”


“There in Barcelona?”


“Yeah. And I’m looking up at a statue of a guy on a . . . Wait a minute, correction: a woman on a horse—a naked woman on a horse—holding a small sailing ship above her head.”


“I don’t get it. Why is she on a horse?”


“I don’t get it either, but a bunch of us are exploring the city, and the others have gone in search of a restroom. You home?”


“Yes. And it’s so great. The whole gang’s getting together tomorrow. I really miss you, Patrick. Seven more months till you’re home again.”


“Where are you going to meet tomorrow? It would have been at the Stedmeisters’ . . .”


“I know. That’s on everyone’s mind. So I’ve invited everybody here. Les is home too, and he has a new girlfriend.”


“That’s a surprise?”


I laughed. “She is. And they’re obviously crazy about each other.”


“Uh-oh,” Patrick said. “I see the gang moving off . . . they didn’t know I was over here. Gotta hustle.”


“Happy Thanksgiving, Patrick,” I said, “even though you’re not celebrating it.” I didn’t want to carry on about how much I longed for him, because it was depressing, for one thing, and because, technically, we weren’t in an exclusive relationship. We usually kept our remarks to the I-miss-you variety. This time, though, I said, “I love you.”


He could still make me laugh, even four thousand miles away.


“I’m sending you a kiss by proxy,” he said.


I was smiling already. “And how does that work?”


“Well, there’s a mail truck parked at the corner . . . and I’m walking over”—I could tell he was moving because his words were fading in and out—“and I’m putting my arms around the back of the truck, which is a little hard to do because I’m still trying to talk into the cell phone . . .”


“I’m not as wide as a truck, Patrick.”


“I know, but partway will have to do. And now I’m pressing my lips against the door, a long, slow kiss . . .”


“Mmmmm,” I said, pretending to moan with pleasure.


“. . . and a pedestrian is looking at me like I’m loco and is probably going to call the policia right this minute,” Patrick finished. “Adios, querido!”


The local language of Barcelona, Patrick had told me, was Catalan, not Spanish, and I was bummed because I’d wanted to practice my high school Spanish with him. But the tourists all came with their Spanish dictionaries, Patrick said, and the locals humored them, so he occasionally threw in a Spanish phrase when he called.


I was glad that his last words to me were funny and affectionate, the way I wanted him to remember me. Then I looked up querido in my Spanish dictionary and was pleased that it meant “sweetheart.”


*  *  *


Liz, Pam, Gwen, and I agreed to spend the night at Elizabeth’s after our other friends had left. It was fun seeing everyone again. Tim, Pamela’s ex, had that movie-star unshaven look, while Keeno—now at the Naval Academy in Annapolis—had just the opposite: a buzz cut. Karen was home from Penn State; Lori and Leslie were still together, we heard, but had decided to move west and were headed to Washington State. Penny and her folks had moved to Delaware, and no one knew where Brian was at the moment. We’d just lost touch.


All we did was talk. It sounded like a zoo, everyone trading YouTube favorites and gossip. To tell the truth, it was a relief when everybody else had gone and just us girls headed over to Liz’s house, closing her bedroom door behind us.


“Whew!” she said, hugging us all over again. “Oh, man, I have missed you guys!” Texting, we all agreed, could never compete with this.


She looked great too. Pamela was the scrawny one now, but she didn’t deprive herself of any of the snacks Mrs. Price had made for us. We sprawled across the beds in Elizabeth’s room just like we used to, the twin beds with their same ruffled white bedspreads, and talked about our lives—classes, subjects, grades, professors, fun. . . .


Gwen told us about going to a sign-language poetry festival I’d seen advertised on campus but hadn’t attended, where deaf students expressed themselves visually, and for the millionth time I thought, This is another cool thing we didn’t see back in high school.


Liz was into contact improv and demonstrated with Pamela on the rug. She put on a CD of Debussy’s Afternoon of a Faun, and as each of them began moving her limbs in slow, rhythmic motion to the music, they gradually touched, curved together, rolled, separated. . . .


“What’s it supposed to be? Modern dance? Wrestling? Orgiastic? What?” asked Gwen.


“Just bodily expression,” Liz explained after their brief demonstration. Pamela had already been introduced to it earlier in the fall at her school, but it was new and wonderful to Elizabeth.


“I could sure use some dancing,” I said. “I’ve gained six pounds.”


“Awwk, tell me about it! The Attack of the Freshman Fifteen! I’ve gained seven,” said Gwen, who still had eleven years of school ahead of her.


“So what do premed students do for fun, Gwen?” Pamela asked.


Gwen stretched out full on the bed and propped more pillows behind her.


“Well,” she said, “the first day I walked into our residence house, some of the freshmen had gathered there in the living room. There was a huge box of LEGOs on a coffee table, and while we were talking, one of the older students put one in her mouth and started chewing. There was a loud crunch, but it didn’t seem to faze her. I was like, Whoa! And then I realized they were edible LEGOs.”


We laughed. And she said, “It’s like we’re always starving! And get this—every year, they tell me, one of the upperclassmen is selected to be our scout, and he has to keep track of every reception being held on campus—a promotion, a secretary’s birthday, parents of incoming freshmen, retirement party, whatever. And then he assigns one of us to sign up as a server if possible, or simply be a drop-in, and to come back with pockets loaded. And birthdays . . . We’ve got a cupboard full of cake mixes, and whenever someone’s hungry, we think of a birthday to celebrate if we’re not having one ourselves. A couple weeks ago we had a birthday celebration for Trotsky—”


“Trotsky?” asked Pamela.


“Yeah. Born on November 7, 1879. We had a red cake, and someone made a pin-the-axe-on-the-Trotsky game out of cardboard. The month before that, we even had a celebration for Donald Duck.”


“Oh, man. I’m in the wrong dorm!” I said. “Maybe I’ll change my major to podiatry. That’s feet, isn’t it? I think I could handle feet.”


“You ought to visit me next Halloween,” Pamela chimed in. She was sitting cross-legged now on the other bed, a long turquoise scarf wrapped twice around her neck, a royal-blue streak in her blond hair that now almost reached her shoulders. “Practically the entire school joins the Halloween parade in the Village.”


“How did you dress?” Liz asked.


“The pope,” said Pamela.


“The pope?” I cried. “You?”


“And I was escorted by two nuns, both guys,” she said. We screamed with laughter. “You should have seen us. One of my friends was a grasshopper. We drew our characters’ names from a hat, and had to judge each other on how well we did. We were doing great until about one o’clock, when we ended the night in a bar and the pope was wasted so the nuns had to drag him outside.” She reached for another Dorito. “I’m crazy about one of my instructors, though. Wish we could date faculty.” She looked at Gwen and me. “How are the guys at Maryland?”


Gwen shrugged. “Like guys everywhere, I guess. Some nice, some jerks. Bigger selection to choose from, though.” She turned to Liz. “What’s it like up there at the North Pole?”


“Sleepy,” Elizabeth told her. “Definitely sleepy. Except on weekends. Then everybody’s out to hook up with someone.”


“Yeah, tell me about it,” said Pamela. “Have any of you met someone special?”


“No. Still seeing Austin occasionally. But he’ll be a senior at Howard next year, and I don’t know where he’ll take a job after that,” Gwen said. She looked at me. Guess I was next.


“It’s hard to compare guys with Patrick, but there’s one guy, Dave—Dave Larson. We hang out sometimes.”


“Yeah?” said Pamela, waiting.


“Just the ‘nice friend’ category,” I said. “Come on, tell us about the guys in New York. There’s got to be someone other than your professor.”


“Well, there’s Jake. He wants to do repertory theater. Weird and passionate. Passionately weird or weirdly passionate, I’m not sure which.”


We just looked at her and grinned.


“Passionate with you?” Elizabeth asked.


“Yeah. We’ve slept together a couple of times,” Pamela said, and took another sip of her seltzer water.


For Pamela, sex was probably just part of her life now, I thought, but I didn’t feel quite as adult as I had before. Sometimes it seemed as though the whole world was divided into girls who had done it and girls who hadn’t. As though Pamela and Gwen were on one side of a wall and Liz and I were on the other, just looking over.


Liz must have been feeling the same way, because she said, “At Bennington that’s all some girls talk about.”


Pamela just shrugged. “No big deal. Stuff happens. That’s it.”


But I wanted it to be a big deal. I wanted it to be with someone I loved, anyway, someone who was more than weirdly passionate.


“Yeah,” Gwen said, “when you’re still a virgin, you obsess over it. It’s huge. But once it’s happened, there are so many other things to think about.”


What I was thinking as our talk drifted to “other things” was my conversation with Patrick the day before, trying to remember every remark, each reply. . . . I remembered saying, “Seven months till you’re home again,” but I couldn’t remember what he’d said next.


“I love you,” I’d told him.


And he said he was sending me a kiss by proxy.


We’d laughed.
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CHANGES


It came on slowly.


I didn’t get phone calls from Patrick anymore, I got text messages and e-mails. Occasionally photos of landmarks and stuff—rarely of him. He’d tell me how busy he was, what he was studying, where he was going on his next expedition, how much he loved Spain. He’s moving there for good, I thought. Should I give him the dates of spring break and ask if he’d like me to come? Or don’t ask? Just say I’d be there, that if he had classes I’d be glad to tag along?


Then the tone changed ever so slightly:


Much as I love Spain, I’m feeling more and more unsettled. Like I’m still on some kind of academic track that’s going to take me straight out of the University of Chicago and into a suit and tie.


I replied in a joking tone: I don’t know—I think you’d look pretty good in a suit and tie.


But he didn’t joke back. A week later I got:


The students here are so different . . . they’ve seen so much, done so much. . . . Sometimes I feel I’d just like to take a couple years off and really do something different. With my hands, I mean. Where I can see I’ve done something constructive—made something, built something, planted something, I don’t know.


Am I making any sense?


And I answered:


It sounds a little like burnout to me. You’ve been going 90 miles an hour all your life, Patrick. No wonder you’d like a break. . . .


The perfect time for me to suggest a visit, so I did:


Speaking of which, spring break begins here on March 20, and I can buy my own ticket. I’d love to see Barcelona with you. Should I come?


There. No beating around the bush. I was free, I was flush, I could come.


It was another week before he answered:


Great idea, but our projects are due around then, and I’ll have to give mine my whole attention. Also, as I told you, I’ve been feeling pretty unsettled. Not depressed, just like I want to try something different. I’m even thinking about joining the Peace Corps.


I talked to a professor here, and he thinks there may be a way I can get at least a little credit for the Peace Corps toward my degree when I go back to Chicago. But the beauty of the PC is you don’t know where they’ll send you, and that sort of appeals. . . .


I couldn’t swallow for a minute after I read it. My throat was dry, like all the moisture in my body had been sucked out with a giant vacuum. It was what he didn’t tell me that felt like ice in my gut. He wasn’t coming home. And then it got worse: Patrick had mentioned a girl in his class who wanted to join the Peace Corps.


*  *  *


I squeezed as much as I could into spring break, and I had the funds to do it—from having saved part of my weekly allowance all through grade and high school, and the monetary gifts from relatives, to investing the money I’d earned working part-time at the Melody Inn and, for the last summer, on the cruise ship. I could afford to cut loose now and then, I decided.


I spent the first three days in New York with Pamela, meeting her new friends and going to shows; an evening in Georgetown with Valerie, Abby, and Claire, then an overnight back in Silver Spring; a visit to Valerie’s family in Frederick; a wild last-minute trip to Philly to meet Abby’s cousin on leave from the navy, just because she thought we’d hit it off (but we hardly had a decent conversation the whole evening); a Saturday helping out at the Melody Inn; and finally, the last rainy Sunday at home, helping Sylvia go through boxes of stuff in our attic that had been there for years—things that had been moved twice: once from Chicago to Takoma Park, then to our home in Silver Spring.


There were things that my mom must have received as gifts that she didn’t want—a silver-plated butter server, a decorative bread box. I found old Christmas decorations, framed prints that had hung in the hallway back in Chicago, an ancient potty chair. . . .


“Everything that’s going to Goodwill, I’ll put on my left,” Sylvia said, the sleeves of her blue shirt rolled up to the elbow. “If there’s anything in this batch that you really want to keep, Alice, just say so.”


I was perched on top of our “keepsake trunk,” because everything in there was a keeper. My little brown monkey that wore diapers, Lester’s childhood drawings, a tracing of Mom’s hand with my little hand traced inside of it. . . . I used to come up here on rainy days—just like this one—and go through them.


I surveyed the assortment of stuff in front of us. “Well, that potty chair can go,” I said. “Les and Stacy may need it long before I will.”


“Hmm. Hadn’t thought about that,” she said, reconsidering it. She brushed one hand over the pink and blue bunnies painted on the lid. “But aren’t we being a little premature?”


“I don’t know. I just have the feeling Stacy’s ‘the one,’ don’t you?” I said.


“Lester’s had a lot of girlfriends.”


“True. And he almost married one. But . . .”


Sylvia slid the potty chair to the right. “What the heck. If I don’t have grandchildren, I’ll put it out in the yard and plant flowers in it.”


We laughed. “I’d still put my money on Stacy,” I said. “She’s got enough energy for both of them. Les told me they went on a scuba diving trip last month. Maybe they’ll move in together.”


“We’d be the last to know,” said Sylvia, reaching for another box and sliding it toward me to open.


“Tablecloths,” I said, lifting the flaps and holding one up.


“They’re all yours if you want them,” said Sylvia.


“I don’t even have a table,” I told her. “Out.”


When Sylvia pulled over the next box, she read the label and handed it to me. “Your mom’s,” she said.


I knew exactly what it was. It had been in our attic forever but I’d never opened it—a large flat box, the kind a winter coat might come in, all the edges sealed in blue tape.


“Her wedding dress,” I said, one hand caressing the lid. “Aunt Sally told me once that Mom found it in a secondhand shop and fell in love with it.” I’d seen it in my parents’ wedding photo, but I hadn’t actually touched it. Sylvia waited, probably hoping I’d open the box, and I was tempted. But I couldn’t bear it if the moths had got it or it was discolored. That disappointment could wait for another day.


“Definitely a keeper,” I said, putting it in the pile to the right, and Sylvia only nodded.


*  *  *


One of the things I liked most about college was that we spent more time talking with guys than we had in high school. And when Gwen spent the night with me on weekends, we talked a lot about our futures, what we wanted out of life, not just Elizabeth’s or Pamela’s latest news.


“I keep thinking, okay, so I’ll have invested eleven or twelve years of my life earning the ‘MD’ beside my name, but when do I get to have fun? Am I sacrificing too much?” Gwen said once.


“Sometimes, when things get really crazy, I think about taking a year off,” I confided. “But then I wonder if I’d ever come back.”


With our new guy friends, we talked about an even larger variety of topics. When the high school gang used to sit around the Stedmeisters’ pool, for example, when did we ever talk about the Supreme Court’s ruling on health care or about gun laws or immigration? When did we ever all go to a Woody Allen film festival or a political debate? Or go on a crazy two-o’clock-in-the-morning search for vending machines on campus, looking for loose quarters so that one of the guys, who only washes his clothes on found quarters, could do his laundry? College definitely had its benefits.


Those of us who stayed on campus over the weekend often plotted against those who had gone away. Like the guy who always spoke in clichés, his favorite being the one about not being able “to see the forest for the trees.” So when he was away one weekend, we went into the woods and gathered all the fallen branches and limbs we could carry, dragged them into his dorm late one night, and filled his room, floor to ceiling. Ah, the beauty of a no-curfew life!


Someone knocked on my door one evening about seven as I was madly typing the last paragraph of an essay I’d scribbled out earlier. Claire and Valerie were holding a bag of potato chips hostage until I finished, but they were eating most of them.


“Come in!” Valerie yelled, her nose buried in a physiology book.


It was my friend Dave; he wanted to eat off campus that night and was looking for company. A square-faced blond, only slightly taller than me, he had cobalt-blue eyes, large hands, and had been on the university wrestling team the year before but gave it up to raise his grade point average. Jag, a new friend who’d transferred from a university in Bombay a year ago, was with him.


“Anyone interested in food?” Dave said, looking at me, then at Claire and Valerie. “We’re heading for Ledo’s.”


Val held up the bag of chips. “Dinner,” she said. “No, seriously, I already ate. Want some?”


“Hey! You’re giving away my dinner!” I yelped.


“I want real food,” said Dave.


“Doesn’t have to be pizza,” said Jag. “We could go somewhere else.”


“Pizza’s fine; I’ll go,” I said. “I’m starved. Claire?”


“Nope. Val and I are going to a movie at the student union. Enjoy!”


I went in the bathroom and put on some lip gloss, combed my hair, and then the three of us went out.


It was a gorgeous spring night, and there were couples all over campus. I walked between the guys, and we jokingly jostled each other for room on the sidewalk. Both of them were business majors, and Dave was a sophomore. Last semester he’d taken sociology as an elective, and that’s where we’d met.


“Cold?” Dave asked. “Want my jacket?”


“No,” I told him. “I’m okay.”


The air was heavy with a damp sweetness that mingled with the smell of wet concrete and earth. The smell of spring. The night breeze was like a caress through my hair—the kind of breeze, the kind of night that could make you feel in love even if you weren’t.


We decided against driving to Ledo’s and went to a neighborhood café where they had the best Monte Cristo sandwiches, a favorite of mine.


“So . . . ,” Dave said when he’d finished his sandwich. He’s a fast eater, and I’m usually only halfway through by the time he’s done. He sat tweaking a plastic straw in his hands. “Any idea what you’re going to do this summer?”


“Something different, but I don’t know what,” I told him. “What are you guys going to do?”


“My uncle’s a painter. I’m going to work for him. Slave wages, but it’s better than nothing,” Jag said.


“I usually work for my dad in his music store, but I’d like to do outside work. Your uncle doesn’t need another helper, does he?” I asked.


“Unfortunately not.”


“Sign up with a temp agency,” Dave suggested. “That’s what I do.”


“How does that work?”


“You tell them what you can do—type, file, cook, paint, whatever—and if a company needs a temporary employee, the agency will send you there for a week or however long they need someone.”


Jag saw some friends at another table so he excused himself, and Dave ordered a piece of pie.


“Somehow I thought you’d be traveling this summer,” he said, studiously carving out a forkful of apple and crust.


“No . . .”


Without looking at me directly, he asked, “What about that Patrick guy?”


I didn’t answer for a moment. “What about him?” I said finally.


His blue eyes studied mine. “Well, is he out of the picture? Just wondering.”


“I still hear from him,” I said. “I got a postcard last week.”


“Hey! A postcard! He’s got class!” Dave grinned, but he let it drop.


“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I was hoping he’d be back in the States this summer, but now he’s talking about joining the Peace Corps.”


“Hmmm. That’s a two-year commitment, isn’t it?”


“Yeah,” I said, offering nothing more.


Dave studied me thoughtfully for a moment or two. “Why don’t you come to the mountains sometime for a weekend? My folks would be glad to have you.”


“What mountains?”


“Blue Ridge, western Maryland. We could do whatever you like—hike, swim . . .”


“Well, maybe,” I said, and was embarrassed to discover that my first thought was where I would sleep. “Do you have room?”


“A bedroom all to yourself.” He gave me a playful grin. “Of course, if you’d like to share mine . . .”


I laughed, and Dave was all business again. “You said you wanted to be outdoors more. That’s about all there is where we live—mountains, valleys . . .”


“Sounds nice. I’ll keep it in mind,” I said.


I had to admit I was attracted to this guy. Patrick was pretty sophisticated, but every once in a while he used to do something childish, like speak with a British accent for a day. Dave didn’t act like that. He was a bit more casual, more quiet, but he could always make me laugh. Just little things, like, he’d make funny little stick people out of straws when he was waiting for me to finish lunch—have them talk to each other, describing the inside of my mouth, maybe. Or I’d just catch him watching me, smiling, ever ready to get a napkin for me, open a door, share his coat—a mixture of humor and consideration. Maybe Dave had outgrown kid stuff by now. But then, maybe Patrick had too. It had been almost a year since I’d seen him.


We walked all around campus that evening and just talked. Walked, talked, sat on a stone bench under a budding cherry tree as petals rained down on us, and talked some more. When we finally got up to go back to my dorm, we passed under an arch of branches that gave off a sweet scent—linden trees—and Dave leaned over and kissed me. I wouldn’t call it passionate, but it was more than just friendly. And I realized that I might be having some of the same kinds of feelings for him that I’d had for Patrick. Was this possible?


*  *  *


Lester and Stacy got engaged in May. Even after predicting to Sylvia that Stacy was the one, I was still in shock.


“I can’t believe it!” I cried when he told us. He’d made a quick trip home to celebrate my nineteenth birthday, and at my request we had all my favorite dishes for dinner. When else could you have tortellini with vodka sauce and chicken Alfredo both at the same meal?


“Why?” he asked.


“You’ve only known her since Thanksgiving!”


“You’ve only known her since Thanksgiving. I’ve known her a little longer than that.” Lester stared quizzically down at the two dishes of pasta before him, then shrugged and took a spoonful of each. Sylvia tried to hide a smile as she passed him a huge spinach and strawberry salad to go with it, my one healthful suggestion for the meal.


“I just didn’t think . . . I thought you’d be old and gray by the time you settled down,” I said.


Les tipped his head in my direction and pointed to his hair. “A couple there already.”


“Well, I think it’s exciting, Les, and I really like Stacy,” Sylvia said.


“So do I, and I’m happy for you,” said Dad. “When’s the wedding?”


“We haven’t set a date yet. She’s still debating whether or not to go for her master’s, because the job prospects might be a lot better if she had one. I think she needs to make up her mind about that first.” He turned to me. “Would you please stop staring at me bug-eyed and eat?”


I obliged. “Well, I’m happy for you too, Les,” I said. “Really. So that makes three of us.”


“Good. So what do you want for your birthday? I didn’t have time to get you anything. But I will.”


“I want to bring some friends to the wedding,” I said, giving him a wide, determined smile.


He grinned. “I think that can be arranged,” he said.


*  *  *


I took Dave’s advice and signed up with a temp agency for the summer. On the days when I didn’t get called in, I helped out at Dad’s music store, but by the end of July, I was sick of temp work. Probably half the time I didn’t get called at all, and when they did send me out on a job, it was hideously boring—file clerk, receptionist, stock girl, shampoo girl.


I really wanted to be outdoors. Where were the dog-walking jobs, playground supervisors, car washers? Taken, taken, taken, they told me, if there were any at all.


And then on a Monday night, I got a call. A construction company on an emergency road repair needed a flag person for one day—their flagman was sick. Only one day, low pay, did I want it?


The following morning I was up at four and putting on my raggedy jeans for ventilation, a thin cotton shirt over a tank top, and a blue bandana around my head. I slathered myself with sunscreen, made a sandwich, filled a thermos, grabbed my sunglasses, and was off. I drove Dad’s car to a two-lane road north of Gaithersburg, slowing down when I saw a few cars parked on the shoulder near a bulldozer.
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