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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  With Book 3, I begin the part of the story that has always given me problems—not with the story itself, but with the title. Believe it or not, I was never very happy with the title “Summer Camp,” and once you start reading Book 3, you’ll understand why.


  For those of you who read the story solely for the nudist camp and its denizens, I’m sorry—


  very little of Book 3 takes place at The Pines. I hope you enjoy the continuation of the story, but you won’t read about camp life. Don’t say I didn’t warn you, though. The title notwithstanding, this has always been a coming-of-age story about Paul, and his focus is now college.


  For everyone else—and I think you’re the majority—I hope you enjoy how Paul, Gina, and Kendall grow and change in college. They have many challenges ahead of them, but remember, they’re only human. You’ll have to read to find out what happens, of course, but you knew I was going to say that.


  Thank you for reading.


  Nick Scipio


  May 3, 2004


  Southeastern US


  www.nickscipio.com
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  CHAPTER ONE


  “Paul?” my wife called softly from the door to my office.


  “Huh? Oh, sorry,” I said. Then I shook my head to clear my thoughts. “How long have you been standing there?”


  “Not long… a few minutes. You were thinking.”


  “About her,” I said, nodding at my wife’s tactfully unspoken question.


  She smiled in understanding, her eyes full of sadness and comfort. Then she walked around and leaned against the edge of my desk.


  “I guess I’ve been sitting here a while,” I admitted, “just thinking about her.” Then I looked at my watch. Two hours had passed since I’d talked to the lawyer. Two hours and half a lifetime.


  Once again, I shook off the past and focused my thoughts. “When do you want to tell the girls?”


  I asked.


  “Tonight,” she said. “After dinner.”


  I nodded.


  “I thought I’d cut up veggies for stir-fry while you pick up Laurie from practice,” she said, changing the subject to the routine of our lives.


  I was glad for the distraction. “What time do I have to be there?” I asked.


  “They’re usually through by seven.”


  “Okay. What about Emily and Susie?”


  “Em’s at Missy’s house,” she said. “I told her to be home by seven. And Susie’s at dance class. I’m picking her up before I go to the grocery store.”


  “That reminds me,” I said. “I need to tell Trip and Wren about the funeral.”


  “They’ll want to go,” my wife said, nodding. “You can tell them in person if you stop by their house and pick up Em on the way to get Laurie.”


  “Yeah, that’s a good idea. But before then, I’ve got a million things I need to do,” I said. “I need to call the office to tell them I’ll be out of town for a few days. And before we leave, I’ve got Bread Company drawings to approve. I’ll also need to have someone cover a Taipei conference call for me. I’ve got to call the airport and tell them to have the company plane fueled and ready for tomorrow evening. I need to have my black suit pressed—”


  “I’ll take care of your suit,” she said. “I can drop it off when I pick up Susie. Then I’ll pick it up tomorrow after the girls and I go shopping for dresses.”


  “Thanks,” I said. Then I paused and shook my head in reflection. “When did our lives get so busy?” I asked semi-rhetorically. “It wasn’t like this when we were younger.”


  She smiled in gentle reproach. “Yes it was, honey,” she said. “Even before we were married, we were constantly busy.”


  “Yeah, I guess we were,” I said with a rueful laugh. “But life still seemed less complicated then.”


  “It wasn’t.”


  “No, I guess you’re right.”


  With a smile, she leaned down and kissed my forehead.


  I pulled her onto my lap and she laid her head on my shoulder. Then I wrapped my arms around her and rested my cheek against the top of her head. I took a deep breath and savored the fresh scent of her hair. We sat like that for a few minutes, simply holding each other in comfortable silence.


  “I’d better let you get busy,” she said at last. “You’ve got lots of calls to make.”


  I nodded absently.


  “Be sure to call your parents, too,” she said as she stood and smoothed her shorts. “You need to tell them when to meet us at the airport.”


  “Okay, I’ll call them.”


  With that, I blew her a kiss. As she closed the door behind her, I stared at the phone for a long moment. Even though I had a myriad of things to do, my mind was a million miles away.


  I was thinking about the past.


  I think we all remember the past as a less complicated, more carefree time. But our memories are dimmed by the passage of time. The minutia of life fades into the background, overshadowed by major events.


  When I left home for college, my future seemed certain. I looked forward to learning new things, and to basking in the satisfaction of accomplishment. Unfortunately, I had no idea that so many of life’s major trials lay before me. Nor had I tasted the bitter bile of failure or felt the pain of loss.


  In retrospect, college wasn’t such a carefree time after all. The first year was the hardest.


  Some things came easily, but I discovered that success wouldn’t be handed to me on a silver platter like it had been in high school.


  I didn’t realize it at the time, but the crucible of college made me stronger; in more ways than one, it tempered me.


  In late August of 1981, our four-car caravan arrived in Knoxville and I followed my parents’ station wagon as we turned onto the University of Tennessee campus. Around us, traffic slowed to a crawl. I’d seen the campus on football game days, but it seemed even more crowded now— crowded with new students, their possessions, and their families, as well as purposeful-looking older students.


  Beside me, my soon-to-be-sixteen-year-old sister, Erin, pulled the rubber band from her blonde hair and glanced at me as she let down her ponytail. I grinned as she turned to watch the stream of people moving along the sidewalks. I guess there were a lot of cute guys for her to look at. I certainly had my fill of cute girls to look at.


  Then I looked into my rearview mirror. Behind us, Gina and her sister Leah rode in Gina’s yellow convertible Bumble Bug. Her parents, Chris and Elizabeth, brought up the rear in their station wagon. I chuckled to myself when I realized that I’d been girl-watching. I had more than enough girl in Gina. In Gina and Kendall, I thought.


  It had been two years since Gina, Kendall, and I had become lovers. During that time, our relationship had evolved. Gina’s family also lived in Atlanta, so I’d spent far more time with her.


  But I sometimes felt closer to Kendall. At nineteen, Kendall was only a year older than Gina and me, but she was two years ahead of us in school.


  While both girls were smart, sexy, and very beautiful, they were also very different. Gina was adventurous and outgoing; Kendall was more studious and introverted. Kendall was the reflective one, while Gina tended to act before she thought things through. Both of them wanted www.nickscipio.com
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  to be medical doctors, but even in that regard, they were different. Gina wanted to be an OB/GYN, while Kendall wanted to be a psychiatrist.


  And what about me?


  In 1979, when I began my junior year in high school, I took an art class simply to fill a requirement. Not only had I been surprised to learn that I loved fine art, but I enjoyed drawing as well. For months, I drew things in my notebooks. And if I finished a test before the end of class, I’d often find myself sketching window frames, doorways, or building façades. I still couldn’t draw people very well, but I could look at a building and then sketch it—completely from memory—down to the last detail.


  When Gina’s family decided to build a new house, in early 1980, my life gained some much-needed direction. I watched the architect breathe life into the house plans, combining simple elements to create an overall look, a design. In my mind’s eye, I didn’t see the plans—dark blue lines on paper—I saw the house. All through the spring and early summer, I watched their house come together exactly as I’d imagined it. At that point, I knew what I wanted to do with my life.


  I wanted to be an architect.


  So I turned down a wrestling scholarship (to UNC Greensboro) and began looking at architecture schools. I applied to the University of Tennessee, Auburn, and my hometown school, Georgia Tech. I also applied to Virginia Tech and UCLA (even though I wanted to stay in the southeast; it was a compromise decision).


  In the end, three things convinced me to go to UT. First, their College of Architecture had an excellent design program. Second, they were spending millions of dollars on their program and constructing an entirely new Art & Architecture building. And finally, Kendall was already a student at UT. She was probably the most important factor in my decision, since I could find a first-class design school and an A&A building virtually anywhere. I couldn’t find Kendall just anywhere.


  My decision to go to UT had been the spark for my first real fight with Gina, since she wanted to go to UCLA. I didn’t want to break up with her, but I wanted her to be happy. I wanted her to go to UT and be happy with me. She, of course, wanted me to go to UCLA and be happy with her.


  We argued about it for weeks. In the end, she tearfully decided to go to UT. Then I made the mistake of trying to talk her out of it. I knew she was making the decision for the wrong reasons, but it was her decision to make. Finally, I let the matter drop, and her mood improved drastically.


  I knew she still wanted to go to UCLA, but she actually seemed happy about going to UT with Kendall and me.


  So here we were. As the traffic moved, I shook off my reverie and returned my attention to the present. Then I glanced over at Erin.


  While Gina and I were looking forward to seeing Kendall, Erin and Leah were eager to see Kendall’s brother, Drew. Over the past two years, he’d grown to look even more like his father.


  Where I’d stopped growing at 5’9”, Drew topped me by at least six inches. And while I weighed a solid 180 pounds, he probably tipped the scales at more than 230 pounds.


  Surprisingly, Drew and I actually enjoyed each other’s company. He didn’t have Kendall’s keen intellect, but he did have her sense of people. And where Kendall was sometimes shy, Drew was outgoing and friendly. I guess that’s why he attracted girls like bees to honey. He certainly $$$ 4


  had Erin’s attention, her long-distance boyfriend notwithstanding.


  “When are Drew and Kendall going to get here?” Erin asked, as if reading my mind.


  “Their dad couldn’t get off work today. So they’re driving up from Chattanooga tomorrow.”


  “Ah. Okay.”


  “You’re really looking forward to seeing Drew, huh?” Despite her tanned complexion, I could tell that Erin was blushing. “What about Sean Sullivan?” I asked. “I thought he was your boyfriend.”


  “Duh,” Erin said. “I’m not going to do anything with Drew. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to see him.”


  “That’s cool.”


  “But just because I’m not going to do anything with him doesn’t mean I can’t… um… think about it,” she said, wiggling her fingers and grinning.


  “You’re horrible,” I said to her, laughing.


  “No, I’m just hot.” Then she fanned herself. “And I don’t mean that in a good way. Can we open the windows?”


  “Yeah, sorry. Having the windows up on the interstate is nice, but…”


  “Now, we’re roasting,” she finished.


  With that, we unzipped the Jeep’s windows and rolled them down. It wasn’t much cooler, but at least we had some air movement.


  “I wonder what’s taking so long,” she said.


  “I dunno. I guess there are a lot of people moving into the dorms today.”


  Down the street from the Presidential Complex, traffic came to a dead stop. The Complex held my dorm, North Carrick Hall, Gina’s dorm, South Carrick Hall, another dorm for men, Reese Hall, and an identical dorm for women, Humes Hall. The middle of the Complex was a large concrete courtyard, with benches and a few scattered tables.


  The Carrick dorms were really two towers of the same building, which sat on the west side of the courtyard. Reese Hall was on the north side, while Humes Hall faced it from the south. The east side of the courtyard held the Presidential Court, which was a fancy name for the dining hall.


  The entire Presidential Complex was fairly new, and the suites each had air conditioning and private bathrooms. If I had gotten my housing forms in too late, I might’ve had to settle for living in Hess Hall, with no air conditioning and communal bathrooms.


  Kendall would live in the comparative luxury of the Apartment Residence Hall. That was the official name, but everyone called it the Andy Holt Apartments (since it was on Andy Holt Avenue). The suites were actual apartments, with two bedrooms, one bath, and a kitchen. I hadn’t actually seen the apartments, but they looked spacious on the housing form diagrams.


  Unfortunately, they were for upperclassmen only.


  Kendall and her roommate, Abby, had originally planned to live in Morrill Hall—an upperclassman dorm between the Presidential Complex and Andy Holt Apartments—but they’d gotten a break at the last minute. Two of Kendall’s friends needed roommates for their apartment, so Kendall and Abby had changed their housing requests.


  When traffic moved again, I looked up at the Presidential buildings and thought about how I’d handle having Gina or Kendall over to visit. Since the dorms were intended for freshmen and $$$ 5


  sophomores, the visitation was mostly Option C. With C visitation, I could have a girl in my room any time between noon and midnight on Thursday and Sunday, and between noon and two in the morning on Friday and Saturday. (We had no visitation on Monday through Wednesday.) Those hours didn’t sound all that generous until I started reading about A visitation, which offered no opposite-sex visitation. Both North and South Carrick had A-visitation floors, which everyone called the “Virgin Vault.” Fortunately, The Vault was by request only, so I wouldn’t accidentally be stuck on a floor where I couldn’t bring Gina or Kendall to my room.


  By contrast, the Andy Holt Apartments had 24-hour visitation and very few restrictions. The floors were segregated by gender, but other than that, the staff didn’t really care who came and went. So I’d be able to visit Kendall whenever I wanted to.


  When traffic still hadn’t moved much after ten minutes, my mom got out of the station wagon and walked back toward us.


  “I’m going to go see what’s going on up there,” she said. “I’m sure it’s just the normal rush of students moving into dorms, but I’d still like to see for myself.”


  Erin and I both nodded.


  “I’m going to get Elizabeth and we’ll scout ahead. Okay?”


  Once again, we nodded.


  Then Mom walked back to Gina’s car. In the rearview mirror, I watched as she told Gina and Leah what she was doing. A minute later, she walked back to the Coulters’ station wagon.


  Elizabeth got out and the two women walked up the sidewalk toward the Presidential courtyard.


  When they returned, about fifteen minutes later, Elizabeth went to Gina’s car and Mom came to the Jeep.


  “Yep,” she said, “it’s just a crowd of students and their parents.”


  “Okay.”


  “The dorms have luggage carts we can use to haul your stuff upstairs, but you have to have a student ID to use one, and the waiting list is already pretty long.”


  I nodded.


  “Also,” she continued, “the driveway for both dorms is only a couple of cars wide and there’s not much parking, so that’s the biggest hold-up. You and Gina should probably park your cars somewhere and then walk back here. As soon as you can, use your IDs to get on the waiting list for a cart. Then we’ll just wait till it’s our turn,” she said.


  “Okay.”


  With that, she straightened, waved to Elizabeth, and then stepped back. I checked my mirror and saw that Gina was already taking advantage of a momentary lull in traffic. As she waited for me, I pulled out in front of her.


  I figured that parking was going to be a problem, but as soon as we got past the cluster of residence halls, traffic thinned out. We drove for less than a minute and then parked in a large non-commuter garage at the end of Andy Holt Avenue.


  “God,” Gina said as we got out of our cars, “I had no idea there’d be this many people here today.”


  “Well,” I said, “I guess everybody decided to move in at once.”


  “I guess.”


  Even though summer in Knoxville was about as hot as Atlanta, I was glad to be out of the $$$ 6


  Jeep. My shirt was sweaty and stuck to my back, but at least there was a slight breeze.


  As the four of us walked back toward the Presidential Complex, we mostly gawked at all the people and cars. We’d thought that getting to campus early on the first day of move-in would mean we wouldn’t have to wait long. Unfortunately, a lot of people evidently thought the same thing. By the time we got back to our families’ station wagons, they’d moved about twenty feet.


  Gina and I merely waved and then headed up the hill toward the dorms themselves. Erin and Leah tagged along, excitedly talking about guys, different families, guys, anything that caught their interest, and guys. Gina and I merely grinned at each other.


  Outwardly, I tried to project an air of calm, but inside, I was incredibly nervous. I really had no idea what we were supposed to do, but I didn’t want to appear uncertain (or ignorant) by asking someone. So I basically kept my mouth shut and followed the crowd.


  Unfortunately, following the crowd left me ample time to think, which meant I had too much time, so I worried. What if they didn’t have my room ready? What if they’d lost my paperwork?


  Would I have to live in Hess Hall? What if they accidentally put me in the Virgin Vault? What if my roommate was some big, dirty redneck? What if he was a militant Rastafarian?


  Militant Rastafarian?! What the…?!


  I had to laugh at myself for that one. Treacherous imagination. Gina looked at me, her expression puzzled.


  “It’d take too long to explain,” I said.


  From the look on her face, she was just as nervous as I was. Tentatively, she reached for my hand. As we twined our fingers together, a feeling of calm washed over me. I was still anxious, uncertain, and a little lost, but at least I had Gina beside me.


  When we reached Carrick Hall, it was a confused mass of people, cars, trucks, luggage carts, and too many other things to take in at once. People and their belongings were every where, in all shapes, sizes, and colors.


  One family was unloading the trunk of a Mercedes, while the people behind them were taking things out of a beat-up old pickup truck. Some people were dressed nicely while others apparently wore whatever wasn’t too dirty that day. One family of six was dressed entirely in UT’s orange and white. Another family had a U-Haul trailer and a loaded station wagon, and I wondered where they thought they were going to put all that stuff. Yet another family had a…


  “What’re we supposed to do?” Gina asked, breaking my train of thought.


  “Let’s head inside and get our names on the waiting list for luggage carts,” I said as confidently as I could. “Have you got your ID with you?”


  She nodded and patted her purse.


  We’d gotten IDs when we came to Knoxville for Freshman Orientation. I pulled out my wallet, retrieved my card, and brandished it with a flourish. I was still nervous, but at least I had a purpose, if only for the moment.


  “Is there a line?” Gina asked.


  “I guess it’s inside,” I said, pointing toward the entrances to the dorms. “Let’s get on your dorm’s list first, then we’ll get on mine.”


  “Um… okay.”


  When she didn’t move, I looked a question at her.


  Then she laughed nervously. “Um… which one is South Carrick?”
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  I laughed and pointed to the building closest to us, on our right. With Gina, Erin, and Leah in tow, I started making my way through the crowd.


  Once we reached the lobby desk, a woman took Gina’s ID card, wrote her name on the list for luggage carts, and then returned the card. Gina was about to walk away when I stopped her with a gesture.


  “How long is the wait?” I asked the harried woman at the desk.


  “What’s this look like,” she asked, “a help desk?” When she saw my shocked expression, she gave us an apologetic look. “Sorry. I guess it’ll be about an hour.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”


  As we stepped away from the desk, a girl returned a cart. Instead of heading over to North Carrick, I stopped to watch what happened. The woman behind the desk returned the girl’s ID


  and then immediately glanced at the list. Almost before the girl turned away, the woman looked out at the dorm lobby.


  “Sheldon!” she shouted. “Karen Sheldon!”


  Across the lobby, a brunette and her mother stood up. When the brunette reached the desk, she handed over her ID. While she did, her mother held the cart and then they headed toward the exit.


  “What’re we waiting for?” Gina asked.


  “I wanted to see how that cart thing worked,” I explained, indicating the cart exchange with a toss of my chin.


  “Oh. Okay.”


  With that, Erin and Leah joined us and we threaded our way through the foot traffic in the breezeway. Heading into North Carrick, we got behind a guy with a heavily loaded luggage cart.


  At the threshold, the cart lurched and then abruptly halted. The guy shoved it, but it didn’t budge.


  He shoved again, but it was so heavily loaded that he couldn’t move it.


  “You get the front,” I suggested to him when people started to bunch up behind us. “I’ll push from back here.”


  The guy’s mother, who was smaller than Erin, smiled at me gratefully.


  “Thanks, man,” the guy said. Then he backed the recalcitrant cart out of the doorway, skirted around it, and shoved his way through the other door. While he lifted the front wheels, I heaved from behind. We repeated the maneuver at the second set of doors and then entered the dim coolness of the lobby itself. “Thanks again, man,” he said once we were inside.


  “No problem,” I said.


  “Thank you very much,” his mother said softly.


  “You’re welcome,” I said. “Have a nice day.”


  With that, they headed across the lobby to the elevators, only to join another line of people.


  Around us, utter chaos reigned. I counted three carts, loaded or empty, moving within the lobby.


  A lot of people had decided to forgo the carts and were simply ferrying things upstairs by hand.


  “You know,” I said, “if our cars get to the front of the building before we get a luggage cart, I say we should just carry our stuff upstairs by hand. I mean, neither of us have too much.”


  Gina nodded.


  “And with all eight of us, it won’t take long to get things to our rooms.” Then I glanced around and spotted the guy with the luggage cart list.
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  “ID?” he asked when I stepped up to him.


  I handed it over.


  “Welcome to UT, Mr. Hughes,” he said as he wrote my name on his list.


  “Um… thanks.”


  When he handed my card back, he used his pen to point to the group of people manning the desk.


  “One of the Resident Assistants can get you checked in and give you your move-in packet,”


  he said.


  “You mean you’re not a Resident Assistant?” I asked.


  “I’m the Hall Director,” he said. Then he held out his hand. “Wade Snow.”


  “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Snow.”


  “Pleased to meet you, Paul,” he said. “Everyone around here just calls me Wade.”


  “Oh, okay. Hey, how’d you know my name?” I asked.


  He grinned and nodded toward the ID I still held.


  “Oh. Duh!” Jeez, I haven’t been here five minutes, and I’m already making a fool of myself.


  “That’s okay, Paul,” he said. “I was a little overwhelmed on my first day too.”


  “Yeah. Lots of stuff to figure out.”


  “Lots and lots,” he agreed. “One of the guys’ll take care of you,” he said, glancing to his left.


  I turned and realized that people had formed a short line behind me while I was blithely chatting. “Thanks,” I said. Then, “About how long is the wait for a cart?”


  “Probably an hour, maybe more” he said. “But check back every fifteen minutes.” Then he pointed to a chalkboard. “I post the names of the next men on the list.” Three names were written on the chalkboard: McArthur, Fox, and Witter.


  “Oh, cool.”


  “Uh-huh. Have a nice day, Paul,” he said. “Enjoy your stay at North Carrick.”


  As I nodded politely and stepped aside, he was already looking past me to the next person in line.


  “He seems cool,” Gina said as we headed toward the closest available Resident Assistant.


  “Yeah,” I agreed


  Behind us, Erin and Leah took up station by one of the groups of couches. They seemed to be having fun just people-watching, so I turned my attention back to the desk.


  “ID?” asked the RA. He was about my height, but softer. He wasn’t pudgy, exactly, but he looked sort of cherubic. “Welcome to North Carrick, Paul,” he said as he read my ID. Then he turned to a desk at the back wall. From a box marked “G-H-I,” he sifted through manila envelopes until he found the one marked “Hughes, Paul Dean.” He read the label and then smiled. “You’ll be on my floor,” he said. “I’m your RA, Cary. Cary Prescott.”


  I held out my hand. “Paul Hughes. Oh, duh. You know that.” That’s twice ! Jeez!


  “Nice to meet you, Paul,” he said with a grin. Then he opened the envelope and pulled out a sheet of paper. “Okay,” he said, turning it so I could read it, “this is your Move-In form.” He pointed to a line on the form. “You’re in room 415D. Once you’re in the suite, that’s the room on the right, but there are signs on all the doors. Okay?”


  I nodded.


  “I don’t think your roommate has checked in yet,” he continued, “so you’ve got first choice of $$$ 9


  beds.” Then he pointed to the envelope. “Your dorm handbook, room key, and mailbox combination are in here, along with a copy of this form. Okay?”


  Once again, I nodded.


  “This is your mailing address,” he said, pointing to the form. “The post office is in the South Carrick lobby. Use your mailbox combination to open the box with ‘N’, for North, and your room number on it, so you’re N415D.” He looked up to make sure I understood.


  “November four one five delta,” I said. “Roger.”


  He gave me a funny look.


  Inwardly, I cringed. Paul, you dork.


  “I’ll stop by this week to do your room inspection,” he continued.


  “Room inspection?”


  “Yep,” he said, nodding. “Just to see what’s already damaged so we don’t charge you for it.”


  “Damaged?” I asked.


  “Well, not really damaged,” he explained. “More like nicks, scrapes, and scuffs. The rooms are clean and everything works, but they’re not brand-new.”


  “Ah. Okay.”


  “Anyway, I’ll post a list of inspection times on my door—my room is the first room to the left, once you get off the elevators. Okay?”


  I nodded.


  “We have a mandatory floor meeting on Friday at five o’clock, in the fourth floor lounge. I’ll post a notice on the floor’s bulletin board. Okay?”


  “No problem,” I said.


  “Great,” he finished with a smile. “Do you have any questions?”


  “Not really.”


  “Okay, then.” With that, he grabbed a pen and pointed to a line on the form. “Sign here,” he said. “This basically says that you’ve gotten your move-in packet.”


  I signed.


  “Here you go,” Cary said, taking the form and handing me the packet. “Welcome to North Carrick.”


  “Thanks.” When I turned, I almost knocked Gina over. “Sorry,” I said.


  “That’s okay,” she said. Then, “Do you think we should go get my move-in packet now?”


  “Sure.”


  With that, we rounded up Erin and Leah and headed back across the breezeway to South Carrick. I could tell that Gina was a little nervous, so I put my arm around her while we stood in line.


  Compared to the relative efficiency of North Carrick, South Carrick was a madhouse. My dorm had seven or eight people working the front desk, but South Carrick had only three. And they all looked stressed. We ended up standing in line for almost fifteen minutes. Finally, Gina got her move-in packet (she was on the sixth floor, in 607A).


  “Why don’t we head down to the street and see where our parents are,” I suggested.


  Then the four of us wended our way through the crowd and walked to where our families’


  station wagons should have been. It took us a moment to find them, though, since they’d moved farther than I’d expected. When we approached the cars, Mom and Elizabeth got out and met us.
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  We quickly told them about checking in, and how long the wait for carts would be.


  “Your dad thinks we’ll get to the front of the dorm in the next thirty minutes,” Mom said. “So the wait for a cart isn’t going to kill us.”


  “Have you seen your rooms yet?” Elizabeth asked.


  Gina and I shook our heads.


  “You should go see what they look like.”


  Tentatively, Gina nodded.


  “Leah,” Elizabeth said as we turned to go, “why don’t you and Erin stay here with us.”


  “But Mom,” Leah protested.


  Instead of complaining, Erin took one look at Mom—who nodded discreetly—and agreed.


  “You can see their rooms when we move their stuff in,” Elizabeth said. Then she turned to Gina and me. “We’ll see you when you get back.”


  As we walked up the sidewalk, Gina reached for my hand. I clasped it and then smiled at her.


  We decided to see her room first. When we got on the elevator—after ten minutes of waiting—we huddled together in the back corner, packed between a luggage cart and several people carrying armloads of stuff. I wrapped my arms around Gina and pulled her against my chest. When she turned her head and smiled gratefully, I kissed her temple.


  The people with the cart got off on the second floor, and then the other group got off on the fifth floor. On the sixth floor, we got off and went looking for Gina’s room. It was close to the elevator, so we found it quickly. With a deep breath, I opened the door.


  Each suite held an entryway that spanned the width of the two rooms. Instead of being rectangular, the foyer was deeper in the middle, so each of the room doors was set at an angle. A black phone with a long, long cord hung on the wall to our left. The shower was also to our left, while a door enclosed a long, narrow toilet room to our right.


  Both room doors had hand-made signs on them (with flowers and butterflies). The sign on the left read “A – Gina Nicole Coulter / B – Faith Catherine Bennett.”


  “Do you know your suitemates’ names?” I asked. When she shook her head, we wandered over to the other doorway.


  The sign on the right read “C – Naomi Michelle Ackerman / D – Iris Eliza Weinberg.”


  “I wonder what they’re like?” Gina said.


  “Probably just like you… nervous,” I said with a grin.


  “You’re nervous too,” she accused.


  “Yeah. I guess I am. But we’ll survive. Now c’mon, let’s see what your room’s like.”


  We walked back to the left door and Gina opened it with her key. From the doorway, we surveyed the room. It was about ten feet wide and fourteen or fifteen feet deep. The right wall held metal sliding-door closets at each end and a vanity counter in the middle (complete with a sink). A mirror was mounted on the wall above the sink, with two medicine cabinets flanking it.


  The space beneath the vanity held dresser drawers, three on each side.


  One bed was against the inner wall, to our left, and the other bed was across the room by the outer wall. Between them—on the room’s left wall—was one long metal double desk with shelves above it. Each side of the desk had a pull-out drawer, a chair in front of it, and a fluorescent light underneath the shelf.


  All the metal surfaces (the closets, drawers, and desk) were covered with a dark wood-grain $$$ 11


  vinyl veneer, while the floor was plain linoleum tile. The walls were bare off-white-painted cinder block and the ceiling was equally bland. In other words, the room was stark.


  “Great,” Gina said sarcastically.


  “It’ll look better once you get some posters up and some sheets on the bed,” I said as positively as I could.


  “I guess. But it’s hot, too.”


  “I can fix that right now,” I said. Then I headed across the room to the air conditioner. I turned it to High Cool, and with a whine of protest, it clattered to life. The air wasn’t exactly cold, but it was cooler than the sweltering room.


  “So this is where I get to live for the next year?” Gina asked rhetorically.


  “Yep. Which bed do you want?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “Only to you, I guess,” I said.


  “Then I guess I’ll take the other bed,” she said, nodding to the far wall. “It’d be nice to be by the window.”


  “Sounds good to me.” At her glum expression, I pulled her close. “What’s the matter?”


  “I dunno,” she said. “I guess I just wasn’t ready for how… bare the rooms are.”


  “Would you like to get bare in the bare room?” I asked with a grin as I made a show of eyeing the door.


  She shrugged noncommittally.


  I cupped her ass and ground my hips against her.


  “I guess I’m not in the mood to fool around,” she said.


  “That’s okay. We probably don’t have time anyway.” In reality, I wasn’t in the mood to fool around either, but I wanted to cheer her up.


  “We’d better go see what your room’s like,” she said “and then go back downstairs.”


  “My room probably looks exactly like yours, only in reverse.”


  “Reverse?” she asked, her brow furrowed.


  “Yeah, reverse. I’m in 415 D, the room on the right. So my room will probably have the closets and sink on the left, with the desk on the right.”


  “I guess.”


  “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s go see if I’m right.”


  After we locked her room, it took us several minutes just to get an elevator. Fortunately, we were near the top of the building, so it was nearly empty when the doors opened.


  On the way through the North Carrick lobby, I checked the chalkboard: Vaughn, Malin, and Estores. It took us another ten minutes to get an elevator. My suite was all the way at the end of the hall, right beside the fire exit.


  The suite’s foyer was exactly the same as Gina’s, with the shower on the left, the phone by the door, and the toilet room on the right. Before I looked at my door, I checked the door to the left.


  The sign on the door wasn’t as elaborate at the one on Gina’s, but it served its purpose. It read, A


  – Glen Carter Otis / B – Tracy James Ingram. The sign on my door read, C – Robert Terrence Marion / D – Paul Dean Hughes.


  “That’s me,” I said.


  “Duh, goof,” Gina said.


  $$$ 12


  When I opened the door, the room was laid out exactly as I’d predicted. And it was just as hot as Gina’s had been.


  “I think I’ll take the bed over here,” I said as I walked across the room to turn on the air conditioner. “That way, we’ll both have the bed by the window.”


  She nodded.


  “Hey,” I said, “c’mere. This air conditioner works a lot better than yours.” The unit had started without protest and the air was actually cold.


  Reluctantly, Gina walked toward me.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked as I gathered her in my arms.


  “I dunno,” she said with a shrug.


  I considered bringing up the UCLA versus UT argument, but I decided to let sleeping dogs lie. Instead, I simply hugged her tight and then held her for several minutes.


  “Thanks,” she said softly. Then she wiped the corners of her eyes.


  “Are you ready to go back downstairs?” I asked.


  She smiled wanly and then nodded.


  On the way back to the elevator, we passed several other families and their sons. I discreetly studied the guys, wondering what they were like. I really had no idea how well I’d get to know any of the guys who lived around me, but I wanted to at least make an effort.


  By the time we got back downstairs, Gina had cheered up a bit, but she was still a little glum.


  I checked the chalkboard, but my name still wasn’t up there. Then I looked at my watch. It had only been forty-five minutes since I’d put my name on the list, so I didn’t worry.


  When we found our parents’ station wagons, they were actually in sight of the Presidential Complex driveway. I kissed Gina and then she went back to her family’s car.


  “What were your rooms like?” Mom asked when I got in the back seat of our station wagon.


  I described the rooms. “And since my room’s only on the fourth floor,” I said, “I figure we can just haul stuff upstairs if we don’t get a cart. I mean, I don’t have that much stuff.”


  “Except two hundred pounds of free weights,” Dad said.


  “Oh, yeah. Oops.”


  “That’s okay, son,” he said. “We’ll manage.”


  “Was it like this when you two went to college?” Erin asked.


  Mom and Dad looked at each other and shared a grin.


  “Kind of,” Mom said. “We didn’t know each other when we first went to school, though.”


  Erin and I nodded. We both knew the story. Dad had been an NROTC midshipman at the University of Florida. His upper class mentor had been Mom’s older brother, Hank. Uncle Hank had introduced Mom to Dad, and the rest was history.


  “It was twenty years ago,” Mom continued, “so there were fewer people. But yes, it was pretty much the same.”


  “Do you remember that blue dress you were wearing the first time we met?” Dad asked her.


  “Oh, God,” she said, “don’t remind me.”


  “Tell us what happened,” Erin begged.


  “Erin, jeez,” I complained. “You’ve heard this story a million times.”


  “So? I’d still like to hear it again.”


  “Your mom had this great blue dress,” Dad said, ignoring my protest. “It was tight, and short, $$$ 13


  and really showed off her figure. When Hank brought me home for dinner the first time, she was wearing it.”


  “But I’d gotten too much sun that day,” Mom added, “and my mother had put lotion on my back and shoulders to keep them from drying out.”


  “So when I shook her hand,” Dad said, “the strap of the dress slid down her other shoulder.”


  “You couldn’t decide whether to look at my face or my chest,” Mom said, laughing.


  “Like hell,” Dad said. “I was a fourth class middie with my mentor standing over my shoulder.” Then he turned to us. “Do you think I was going to stare at his sister’s chest?”


  “Yeah, Dad,” Erin said. “You probably did.”


  “They know you too well,” Mom said to Dad with a smile. “And whether you stared at my chest or not when we first met, you couldn’t keep your eyes off me at dinner.”


  “What was I s’posed to do?” Dad asked. “Your dress kept falling down. I couldn’t see any of the good stuff, but I got quite a show.”


  “Is that why you asked me out?” she asked.


  “No, of course not,” Dad said with feigned defensiveness. Then he grew serious. “Your brother wanted me to watch out for you after he graduated.”


  Uncle Hank was three years older than Mom, but his F-4 had been shot down in 1966. Even though he and his radar intercept officer safely ejected, Hank was later killed by his North Vietnamese captors. The RIO spent the next six years in captivity. Mom and Dad didn’t talk about Hank much, but I knew that they still thought about him. Mom even kept a picture of him—in his flight suit—on her dresser at home.


  “I still miss him,” she said quietly.


  “Me too,” Dad echoed.


  “What was he like?” Erin asked.


  I don’t know why, but she liked hearing Mom talk about him.


  So for the next twenty minutes, Mom and Dad told us about Hank, laughing as they recalled the good times they’d had together. Erin and I had heard most of the stories, but retelling them seemed to lift Mom’s spirits. And I had to admit that it was a good way to pass the time. Finally, we neared the small parking lot for the Carrick dorms.


  “Okay,” Dad said, “now we have to find a parking space.”


  “I’ll go check to see if I’m on the board yet,” I said.


  “Can I go?” Erin asked.


  “Sure. C’mon.”


  Behind us, Gina and Leah got out of the Coulters’ station wagon.


  “You check with your front desk and see if your name’s close to the top of the list,” I said to Gina. “I’ll check over here,” I said, hooking my thumb at North Carrick.


  “Okay.”


  When Erin and I reached the board, I was disappointed. The names were: Wiesmeier, St.


  George, and Brighton. But as I was about to turn away, a guy returned a cart to the desk.


  “Wiesmeier,” the hall director shouted a moment later. “Lyndon Wiesmeier!”


  When Lyndon Wiesmeier trundled off with his cart, the hall director erased his name. A surge of excitement ran through me when he wrote “Hughes” on the board. Then my heart sank when he immediately erased it.
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  “Why’d he do that?” Erin asked.


  To our surprise, the director then wrote “P. Hughes” on the board.


  “Do you think that’s you?” Erin asked.


  “I guess so. There must’ve been two Hugheses on his list. Cool.”


  Back outside, Gina looked disappointed.


  “They said it’d be another hour,” she said.


  “That’s okay,” I said. “I’m third on the list.”


  While we were inside, Dad had found a parking space. And as we watched, a pickup’s reverse lights came on. Chris waited for the truck to back out and then pulled into the vacated spot.


  “Okay,” Dad said once both families had gathered by our station wagon, “what’s the plan?”


  “I’m third on the list for carts,” I said. “So it shouldn’t be long. But my room’s only on the fourth floor. Just waiting for the elevator takes ten minutes. I mean, I can walk up carrying most of my stuff.” Then I looked at Dad. “Except the free weights, of course.”


  “Except the free weights,” he agreed.


  “With all eight of us,” Chris said, “it shouldn’t take too long.”


  “We should still station someone in the lobby, so we can get the cart when Paul’s name is called,” Dad said.


  Chris nodded.


  “And then,” Dad continued, “we can use the cart to take Gina’s stuff up to her room.” Then he turned to her. “What floor are you on?”


  “The sixth,” she said.


  “Yeah, I definitely don’t want to carry stuff up six flights of stairs after carrying stuff up four flights,” Dad said. “Even with all of us, it’ll probably take two or three trips for each room.”


  Chris nodded again.


  “Okay,” Dad said, turning to me. “You give your ID to Erin. She can wait in the lobby and use it to get the cart when they call your name.”


  Erin and I both nodded.


  “Erin,” he continued, “meet us back at the car when you get the cart. Okay?”


  “Roger wilco,” she said, imitating one of his sayings with a grin.


  Dad grinned in reply and then looked at all of us. “Is everyone ready?”


  As one, we nodded.


  “Then let’s get this show on the road,” he said.


  I handed my ID to Erin and she headed into the dorm to wait. Then we opened the back of the station wagon.


  “Wait a minute,” Dad said. Then he looked at me. “How do we get to the stairs? Do we have to go through that crowd?” he asked, tossing his chin in the direction of the people in and around the breezeway.


  “Hold on a second,” I said. In my mind, I “walked” through the building, keeping myself oriented with the outside world as I mentally navigated from the lobby to my room. Then I looked up. “There,” I said, pointing. “My room’s on the north end of the building, right next to the stairs.”


  “Okay,” Dad said. “Where do the stairs come out?”


  “Probably down there,” I said, pointed at the concrete courtyard between North Carrick and $$$ 15


  Reese Hall. It was below ground level, which meant we’d have to climb an extra flight of stairs, but it was still better than waiting forever for a cart and then the elevator.


  “Leah, why don’t you go check it out real quick,” Dad suggested.


  She nodded and then headed toward the north end of the building. While she was gone, Dad, Chris, and I surveyed the boxes, baskets, and bags in the rear of our car. When Leah jogged back, she was grinning.


  “There’s a door that leads into the building,” she said, panting slightly. “It was propped open with a chair, so I looked inside. It was a stairwell.”


  “Okay,” Dad said. “We’re good to go. Let’s load up.”


  With that, we each picked up an armload of my things and headed toward the fire escape door.


  Not surprisingly, several other people were using the stairs as well. We passed people coming back down and were followed by more people behind us. There weren’t nearly as many people in the stairwell as the lobby and elevators, though, so we didn’t have to wait at all.


  When we reached the fourth floor, I led everyone to my suite. Inside, I unlocked my door.


  “My bed’s the one by the window,” I said.


  After we set my stuff down, my parents and the Coulters took a quick tour of the suite. They were curious, but I had to stifle a grin when I realized that they were also catching their breath.


  Fortunately, the air conditioner was still blowing cold air, so the room temperature was almost comfortable.


  “Pretty much like I remember from when I was in college,” Dad said. “Cinder block walls and plain linoleum floors.”


  “And loud, squeaky beds,” Chris said as he tested my roommate’s unoccupied bed. Then he looked at Dad and shook his head in mock sadness. “Just like I remember.”


  “You are incorrigible,” Elizabeth said in amusement. “Come on, you randy old terrier, let’s get the next load.”


  “Terrier?” Chris protested. “I was just making an observation. Can’t have squeaky beds now, can we?”


  Mom and Dad grinned at each other as we filed out of the room. Even Gina smiled at her father’s antics. I locked the door behind us and we headed down the fire stairs. Back at our car, we were surprised to find Erin waiting with the cart.


  “Three carts came in at the same time,” she said excitedly. “I just gave that guy your ID when he called your name.”


  “Cool,” I said.


  “Let’s get your weights, son,” Dad said. “We can put everything else on the cart too, as long as we’ve got it.”


  After we loaded the rest of my things on the cart, I gave my room key to Gina.


  “Y’all can head up the stairs and cool off in the room until I get there,” I said.


  “I’ll go with you, son,” Dad said.


  After nods of agreement, Gina and the others headed toward the fire stairs. With me pushing the cart and Dad guiding it from the front, we headed toward the breezeway entrance.


  “The floors in your room are kinda bare,” Dad commented as we reached the dorm entrance.


  Then he nodded at the people selling carpeting rolls in the courtyard. “We’ll get you a nice piece of carpet to put down. How’s that sound?”
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  “Sounds cool,” I said.


  Then he turned nostalgic. “I remember my father driving me to college for my first summer,”


  he said.


  “First summer? ”


  “Uh-huh. Since I was in the NROTC program, we had to do orientation and a lot of PT, physical training. I had to get uniforms, too.”


  “That must’ve sucked,” I said.


  “Nah. I worked my ass off, but I had a good time. There were a lot of things I didn’t like about the Navy, but NROTC was fun.” Then he leaned toward me and lowered his voice. “And your mom may joke about it,” he said with a sly grin, “but I think she went out with me because she liked the way I looked in a uniform. So yeah, I had to wear the thing, but it had its fringe benefits.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh.


  Dad merely shrugged, still grinning.


  Fifteen minutes later, we crammed ourselves into an elevator. We smiled at the other family and then got out when the doors opened on the fourth floor. Then, surprisingly, Dad laughed.


  “What?” I asked.


  “I was just remembering,” he mused. “My first roommate in college was a guy named Oswald Knapp, and the first thing we did was figure out a way to let the other guy know if we had a girl in the room.” He laughed again. “We said we’d hang a necktie around the doorknob to warn the other guy not to come in.”


  “What’s so funny about that?” I asked.


  “Neither of us ever had a girl in that room. But that’s what I remember about him, having that serious discussion about how to wave off the other guy.”


  “That is kinda funny,” I said, chuckling.


  “Yep, old Oswald and I had our priorities straight.”


  Before I could ask anything else about my dad’s time in college, we reached my suite. Then we maneuvered the cart into the foyer.


  “We need to get you a broom,” Mom said before we even made it all the way into my room.


  “And we really should clean your room before you unpack.”


  “Uh, okay,” I said.


  While we quickly unloaded the rest of my stuff (and stored the free weights in the bottom of the closet), Mom and Elizabeth talked about making a trip to the store to buy cleaning supplies.


  While they made plans, Dad and Chris looked out the window at the courtyard below.


  “We were going to get Paul a rug for the room,” Dad said.


  “That’s a good idea,” Chris agreed. “We’ll get one for Gina too.”


  Gina and I looked at each other and rolled our eyes. I guess our parents were having more fun sprucing up our rooms than we were. Ah, nostalgia.


  “Okay,” Mom said, breaking Gina’s and my moment of amused camaraderie. “Elizabeth and I need to go to the store. We’ll take our car and meet you all back here.”


  “When you get back,” I said, “you can park in the garage at the end of Andy Holt Avenue.”


  Mom nodded.


  “While you’re gone, we’ll use Paul’s cart to move all of Gina’s things in,” Dad said.
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  “And then we can get rugs for the kids,” Chris added.


  “I want to sweep and mop this floor before you put down a rug,” Mom said.


  “And we need to do the same for Gina’s room,” Elizabeth added. “I’m sure it’s as dirty as this one.”


  Dirty? I mused. My room isn’t all that dirty.


  The women, however, had different standards. They all seemed eager to clean our rooms, and I wasn’t about to stop them.


  Dad clapped twice to get our attention. “Okay, chop-chop,” he said. “Let’s go.”


  Mom and Elizabeth headed off in our car while we loaded Gina’s things onto the cart. We couldn’t quite fit everything, so we’d have to make two trips. It took us longer to move Gina’s things, because there were more people waiting for the elevator in South Carrick. But we eventually managed to get her completely moved in.


  When Gina and I went to take the cart back, she shook her head in amusement.


  “God, our parents have just taken over, haven’t they?” she said.


  “Yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “But hey, I’m getting a clean room. I’m not gonna complain.”


  “And we’re getting rugs,” she added.


  “And we’re getting rugs,” I agreed.


  “So maybe it’s not so bad after all.” Then she turned reflective. “I just wish I could paint my room. I mean, that white is just ugly.”


  “What’s the matter with white?”


  “It’s ugly. U-g-l-y. And boring. Ugh.”


  “I didn’t think it was that bad,” I muttered.


  “Of course not,” she said. “’Cause you’re a goof.”


  “But I’m your goof,” I said as I wrapped my arm around her.


  “Yeah, you’re mine.” Then she grinned shyly. “Thanks for putting up with me,” she said. “I know I’m not in the best mood.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I mean, I’ve got no clue what we’re supposed to do next either.”


  “Good. I was beginning to think that I was the only one who was clueless.”


  “Nope,” I said. “We’re clueless together.”


  When Mom and Elizabeth returned, they cleaned the rooms in a whirlwind of activity. (My room was far cleaner than I thought I needed, but I wasn’t about to complain.) After the floors dried, we put the rugs down. They didn’t cover the entire floor, but they did cover the main expanse of linoleum. More than that, however, they softened the room and made it seem more inviting.


  Then my family headed back to my room while Gina and her family stayed in hers to help her unpack. Mom and Erin made my bed for me while I put my clothes in the drawers and closet.


  While we did that, Dad set up my VIC-20 computer and monitor, and unpacked my school supplies.


  I still hadn’t seen my roommate or either of my suitemates, but I figured I’d meet them soon enough. To my surprise, the phone rang as we were putting the finishing touches on the room.


  “Hello?” I answered tentatively. I had no idea who could be calling my room.


  “May I please speak to Paul?” the voice said.
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  “This is he.”


  “Oh. I didn’t recognize your voice.”


  “Who’s this?” I asked.


  “It’s Gina, goof.”


  “Oh. Sorry. Yeah, these phones are kinda scratchy.”


  “Yeah. Anyway, we’re done over here and my mom wanted to know if y’all wanted to go out to dinner somewhere.”


  “Sure, hold on.” Then I covered the mouthpiece and turned to my open door. I started to shout into my room, but then I realized that the long phone cord would actually reach (and then some).


  “It’s Gina,” I said as I stepped into the room, still holding the receiver. “Elizabeth wants to know if we’re ready to go to dinner.”


  “Sure,” Dad said. “I’m starved.”


  “We didn’t have lunch,” Mom pointed out.


  “Nope. And I could eat a cow,” he said.


  “Gina?” I said as I put the receiver to my ear.


  “Yeah?”


  “Sure, we’re ready for dinner. Meet you downstairs in five minutes?”


  “We’ll see you there,” she said.


  Downstairs in the lobby, things had slowed down. Most of the crowds had thinned out, but there was still a steady trickle of people moving into the dorms.


  Outside, we met Gina’s family and then headed toward the parking garage.


  “Before we eat, I want to check into the hotel and get cleaned up,” Mom said.


  “Me too,” Elizabeth added.


  “If y’all’re going to get cleaned up at the hotel,” I said, “Gina and I should probably go back to our rooms. I mean, if we go to the hotel with you, we won’t have any clothes to change into.”


  Gina nodded.


  “Okay,” Mom said. “Why don’t you two go get cleaned up while we find the hotel. Then we’ll call you when we’re ready to eat.”


  “Actually,” I said, “Gina and I can just shower and then meet you at the hotel. You’re staying at the Radisson, right?”


  “Right,” Dad said.


  “Okay,” I said. “We’ll just meet you there when we’re done.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Dad said.


  I put my arm around Gina as our parents continued toward the garage. When they were out of earshot, I turned and grinned at her. “Has your roommate moved in yet?” I asked.


  She shook her head. “But I think my suitemates have. I haven’t seen them, but some of their stuff was there when we left to meet you.”


  “Well, I’m the only one in my suite, so d’you just wanna grab some clothes and come over to my room?”


  “That sounds like a great idea,” she said.


  “Okay, let’s go.”


  Ten minutes later, Gina and I walked into my suite. I made sure that my suitemates hadn’t moved in while I wasn’t looking. They hadn’t. And since my roommate hadn’t magically $$$ 19


  appeared, we had the entire suite to ourselves.


  “God, I’m tired,” Gina said. “I didn’t realize I’d packed so much stuff.”


  “Same here.” Then I grinned at her. “I’m not too tired to fool around, though. You wanna take a shower with me?”


  “I thought you’d never ask.”


  Since the suite’s outer door didn’t lock, we wrapped towels around ourselves before heading into the foyer.


  The shower itself was actually two tiled areas: a vestibule, screened by a shower curtain, and then the shower stall itself, which was also screened by a curtain. Gina and I stepped into the vestibule, shut the first curtain behind us, and hung our towels on wall hooks. Then we grinned in anticipation as I turned on and adjusted the water.


  “God, this feels good,” she said as she stepped under the water. She wet her raven hair and then luxuriated in the heat of the spray.


  For a moment, I merely admired her body as the water sluiced over her. The combination of an Indian mother and a Caucasian father had given her an exotic café au lait complexion. And since we were nudists, she didn’t have any tan lines. When she lifted her arms to run her fingers through her hair, I wanted to tweak her dark brown nipples.


  She’d gained a little weight since we first started dating, but she’d gained it in all the right places. Her stomach was still soft and flat, but her breasts and ass had filled out a little. Then my eyes traveled lower, to where her hips flared from her slender waist. A week before we left for college, she shaved her pubic hair for me. Although she still shaved her labia, she was letting the rest of her bush grow back, so she had a darker triangle of stubble on her mons.


  “What?” she asked.


  “Huh?”


  “You were staring at me.”


  “Oh. Sorry. I guess I was just thinking about how beautiful you are. You’re so… wow.”


  She smiled and lowered her dark eyes.


  I stepped toward her and pulled her into my arms.


  Her wet breasts crushed against me as she wrapped her arms around my waist. Then she kissed my chest. “I love you so much,” she whispered.


  “And I love you,” I said.


  “Thanks again for being patient with me. I’m sure I’ll get to like it here.”


  “You will. It’ll be better once classes start. Then we’ll be too busy to worry about being away from home.”


  “I guess,” she said.


  “Trust me.”


  “I do. I guess I’m just feeling lonely already. I mean, I don’t know anyone here except you.”


  “And Kendall,” I said.


  “And her. But, I mean, what if my roommate’s totally weird or something? What if she goes psycho and cuts up all my clothes? Or what if she smokes pot all day and we both get busted, even though I haven’t done anything? Then they won’t let me into medical school.”


  “Is that the kinda stuff you worry about?” I asked.


  Miserably, she nodded.
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  “I wouldn’t worry about your roommate,” I assured her. “I’m sure she’s just like you.


  Although,” I mused, “if she’s smart, beautiful, and sexy, then I think you’ll have to seduce her.”


  “Ha! Like that’ll happen.”


  “Okay, then I’ll seduce her,” I said, grinning.


  “Can I watch?” Gina asked.


  “What is it your mom says to your dad? ‘You are incorrigible.’”


  She nodded, her mood beginning to brighten.


  With that, I gently pushed her backward and stuck my head under the spray of water. Then I turned us around so my back was to the showerhead. She looked up at me in shock as I pressed her against the back wall.


  “God,” she said, “that wall’s cold.”


  “Sorry. It’ll warm up in a minute.”


  “How?”


  “With you pressed against it, it’ll warm up. Trust me.”


  “What d’you—”


  Before she could finish her question, I bent down and kissed her. Her lips parted and my tongue gently probed her mouth. She whimpered and then clutched me tightly. Our breathing quickened as we continued to kiss. When I finally pulled back, I gazed down into her liquid brown eyes and smiled.


  “I love you,” I said.


  Instead of answering, she twined her fingers through my hair and pulled my head down again.


  We pressed our bodies together and continued kissing. Without pulling my lips away from hers, I cupped her left breast. Her nipple hardened as soon as I latched my fingers around it. She whimpered into my mouth when I tugged the little brown bud.


  “God,” she said when we broke the kiss long enough to catch our breath. “You make me so hot.”


  “Hot enough to forget all your worries?”


  “Hot enough to forget my first name,” she said. “Now kiss me some more.”


  Needless to say, I did as she asked.


  As our tongues sparred with each other, I reached up and pulled her hand from the back of my neck. Then I put it on my semi-hard dick. She gripped me firmly as I returned my hand to her breast.


  For the next several minutes, we simply kissed and fondled each other. I wanted her to suck me, but I also wanted to take my time and enjoy her lips. Finally, I pulled back.


  “See? I told you the wall would warm up,” I said.


  “That’s not all that’s warmed up,” she said as she squirmed a little.


  “Oh?”


  “Mmm hmm. I told you, you make me incredibly hot.”


  “Good,” I said with aplomb. “So let’s get washed up. I don’t wanna get waterlogged.”


  “Unnnnh.”


  “Oh? Did you want to do something before we get cleaned up?”


  “Paul,” she half-whined.


  “What do you want?”
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  “You know,” she said.


  “Tell me.”


  “I want your dick.”


  “Oh? Did you make an appointment?”


  Instead of answering, she stroked my length insistently.


  “Do you want me to see if I can squeeze you in?” I asked.


  “I want you to fuck me.”


  “I think that can be arranged.”


  “Good.”


  “But later,” I added. When she began to pout, I kissed her. “We really do need to get cleaned up.”


  “But…?”


  “Here,” I said, “I’ve got an idea.” Without waiting for her to reply, I turned her around, lowered my hips, and pressed my erection against her ass. After a small adjustment, I found the opening between her thighs and slid my dick forward.


  She hissed in pleasure as my swollen glans brushed over her labia. Then I pulled back, tilted my hips, and probed her opening. She thrust her ass back at me, giving me a better angle. With that, I eased into her. As advertised, her pussy was incredibly hot. I paused for a moment to savor the feeling as her inner walls gripped my shaft. Then I reached for the washcloth and soap.


  “Oh, God,” she groaned. “Fuck me.” When she realized that I was lathering the washcloth, she looked back with curious irritation. “What’re you doing?”


  “We need to get cleaned up, and I want to fuck you. So…”


  “You’re kidding,” she said, stunned.


  I shook my head and then rocked my hips. My cock moved within her and she closed her eyes in pleasure.


  “Keep doing that,” she begged.


  “Not a problem,” I said. Then I set the soap back in the soap dish and began to wash her shoulders. As I did, I slowly thrust into her.


  “Oh, God, your dick feels so good.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Then I gently scrubbed the washcloth over her brown skin, leaving a trail of suds. With my hips still moving slightly, I washed her arms and then her back. When I reached her hips, I gripped them and pumped into her at full speed. Slapping noises filled the shower stall as my hips slammed into her ass. After less than a minute, I buried myself inside her and shook my head to clear it. Then I reached around to wash her stomach and dangling breasts. Finally, I pumped into her a few more times before washing her legs (as far as I could reach, that is).


  “Okay,” I said at last, “rinse off.”


  She groaned when I gripped her hips and pulled us backward. I ducked to the side to let the water spray over my shoulder and rinse her back. With my dick still buried inside her, I pulled her mostly upright. As I did, the water washed over her shoulders and arms. When she was rinsed clean, I swept her hair out of the way and kissed the nape of her neck.


  “Now let me wash your hair,” I said.


  She shook her head. “Keep fucking me.”
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  “Uh-uh. I’ll wash your hair… while you kneel in front of me.”


  “Huh?”


  “Suck my cock while I wash your hair,” I said.


  I didn’t have to ask twice. In a flash, she pulled off me, groaned at the loss, then turned and dropped to her knees. When she captured my dick with her mouth, I reached for the shampoo bottle. As she sucked, I lathered her hair, massaging her scalp and working the suds into her dark tresses. Her lips felt incredibly good, but she needed to rinse her hair so I could get cleaned up as well. I didn’t want to, but I finally pulled her off my dick.


  “Rinse your hair,” I said.


  “Let me keep sucking,” she begged.


  “Uh-uh,” I said, pulling her to her feet.


  “No. You wash, I’ll keep sucking.”


  It wasn’t a bad idea, so I didn’t stop her as she returned to her knees. Then she took my cock as far into her mouth as she could. For a moment, I couldn’t concentrate. So I let her suck me, her lips dancing over my erection. Her hair was still full of shampoo, but she didn’t seem to mind—she was completely focused on my dick. Finally, I shook my head to clear it and reached for the washcloth.


  As she fellated me, I washed my chest and upper body. Then I lathered my stomach and upper thighs, taking care not to get soap near her mouth.


  She kept sucking while I washed and rinsed my hair. I wanted to let her make me come, but I also wanted to fuck her some more. So after a few minutes of indecision—and enjoyment—I pulled her off my dick and lifted her to her feet.


  “Rinse your hair,” I said.


  She nodded obediently and stepped under the spray.


  “You’ve got me so worked up,” I whispered to her, “I’m going to take you back to my room, bend you over the sink, and fuck you silly.”


  “Oh, God,” she breathed, “hurry up and turn off the water.”


  We dried off and then streaked back to my room, where Gina bent over the counter. Then she reached between her legs and looked over her shoulder expectantly. After a momentary pause—


  to tease her—I stepped behind her and rubbed her slippery pussy with the head of my cock. Then I gripped her hips and buried myself inside her.


  As slammed into her, I glanced at her reflection in the mirror. For a moment, I watched as her breasts swayed with each thrust. Then I let my gaze drift upward. She had her eyes closed, her face a mask of pleasure. She looked more beautiful than ever.


  “Come… in… my… mouth…,” she said when she felt me increase my pace. “Please, come in my mouth.”


  When I pulled out of her pussy, my shiny erection bobbed gently. She straightened, turned, and dropped to her knees, moaning as she tasted herself on my shaft. Then she tried to swallow me whole. She could only take the first half of my dick, but she lavished attention on what she could swallow.


  After only a minute of her hot mouth, I arched my back and felt my muscles tense. With an almost silent groan, I erupted. She locked her lips around my shaft, just below the glans, and pumped me with her fist. Each time I spurted into her mouth, she whimpered. After three strong $$$ 23


  spurts and a couple of weaker ones, my orgasm began to subside.


  Gina kept sucking me, and when I finally looked down, I realized that her hand was between her legs. She was busily rubbing her clit, working herself toward her own orgasm. With her lips locked around my shaft, her breath whistled through her nose as her release drew near.


  Finally, she tensed up. With a low groan, she climaxed, her face contorted in ecstasy. For a long moment, she remained in that position. Then she released my manhood, sank back on her heels, and closed her eyes. It took her a moment to catch her breath. When she did, she looked up at me and smiled.


  “God, I needed that,” she said. “Thank you.”


  “No, thank you.”


  “We should shower like that more often.”


  I nodded.


  “I thought you were crazy when you grabbed the washcloth,” she said. “But that was kinda fun.”


  “I’m glad you liked it. Now, let’s get going. We’ve still gotta meet our families.”


  When she nodded, I helped her to her feet. Then I drew her into my arms and kissed her. For a few moments, we simply held each other, both of us enjoying the post-orgasmic closeness.


  “So,” Dad said after dinner, “what’s the plan for tomorrow?”


  “I’m supposed to call Kendall tonight,” I said, “and tell her what room I’m in and where you all are staying.”


  Around the table, everyone nodded.


  “They’re going to leave Chattanooga by seventhirty tomorrow morning,” I continued. “It’ll only take ’em an hour and a half to get here, but she doesn’t know how long it’ll take to get through traffic.”


  Kendall had moved into UT dorms the previous two years, so she had first-hand experience with the traffic and crowds.


  “Judging by today,” Dad said, “I don’t think tomorrow will be any different.”


  “That’s what I figured,” I said. “So I guess we should expect her call around ten. I don’t know how long it’ll take to get her moved into her apartment, though, but I don’t imagine it’ll be too long.”


  “That sounds like a plan,” Dad said. When everyone nodded, he looked at Gina and me. “Do you two want to have breakfast with us, here at the hotel?” he asked. “Or do you want to eat on campus?”


  “Don’t condemned people usually get a last meal?” Chris asked with a grin. Then he turned to us. “Come eat at the hotel. You want to wait as long as you can before you have to start eating cafeteria food.”


  “Oh, it’s not that bad,” Elizabeth chided him.


  “Still,” Chris said. “We should probably give the kids one last good meal or something. You know, it’s tradition.”


  She rolled her eyes at him and then turned to us. “It would be nice for all of us to have breakfast together,” she said.


  Gina and I glanced at each other, read the agreement in the other’s eyes, then nodded.
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  “Eight o’clock?” Dad asked.


  “Sounds good to me,” I said.


  Gina nodded.


  “In that case,” Mom said, “we should give the Paytons a call before it’s too late. Then we’d better let you two get back to campus. We’ve got another long day ahead of us.”


  Elizabeth, Dad, and Chris all nodded. Erin and Leah merely looked at each other and grinned.


  After a little more small talk, we all headed up to our families’ rooms. (Our parents had gotten adjacent rooms and then opened the connecting doors. Erin and Leah were staying in a room across the hall.)


  Gina and I went into the Coulters’ room to call Kendall. We gave her our phone numbers, room numbers, and the hotel’s phone number. Since she had some last-minute packing to do and we were both tired, the conversation was short. She sounded excited, though. Finally, we said goodbye and hung up.


  “I can’t wait to see her,” Gina said.


  I simply nodded in agreement as we walked into my parents’ room. We relaxed for a few minutes and then Gina and I excused ourselves so we could head back to campus.


  “Paul?” she asked tentatively as we pulled into the parking garage.


  “Yeah?”


  “Um… do you think your roommate’s moved in yet?”


  “I doubt it. I mean, if he was gonna move in today, he’d’ve probably already been there. You know?”


  “I guess.”


  “Why?” I asked. “What’re you thinking?”


  “Do you think I could spend the night in your room? I guess I’m just not ready to spend the night by myself.”


  “Sure,” I said. “That’d be great.”


  “Thanks.”


  The North Carrick lobby was much quieter than earlier in the day, but there were still quite a few people milling around and relaxing on the couches. Mostly, they were guys who probably lived in the dorm, shooting the breeze and getting to know one another. A couple of them looked up as Gina and I passed by. I felt a surge of pride when I realized that they were watching her.


  When we got to my suite, no one had magically appeared. My suitemates still weren’t there, and my room was exactly how we’d left it. When I locked the door behind us, Gina flowed into my arms.


  “Thank you,” she whispered. Then, “I love you so much.”


  “I love you too,” I said.


  “Are you ready to go to sleep?” she asked.


  “Well, I’m ready for bed, but I’m not ready to go to sleep,” I said with a grin.


  With an answering grin, we raced to see who could get undressed and into bed first. I won, but not by much.


  Both of us were used to sleeping in queen-size beds, and even though the single bed was extra long, it was still too narrow for us to have much room. Fortunately, we didn’t really care how much room we had.
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  CHAPTER TWO


  When I woke up the next morning, Sunday, I was a little disoriented. I was on my left side, with my back to the wall and my arms around Gina. It took me a moment to realize that I wasn’t in my room at home. When I did, I grinned to myself. Call me goofy, but I was excited to be living in the dorm. Sure, it wasn’t as nice as my house, but it was still my first home away from home.


  Gina stirred when I kissed her shoulder. Then I reached up and turned off my alarm (it was only a little after six; the alarm had been set for six thirty). Since my room faced east, pre-dawn light was already filtering through the blinds. I don’t know why, but I’ve always been an early riser, and the sight of the sun’s light filled me with the urge to get moving.


  I kissed Gina again and she mumbled something. We didn’t have to be at our parents’ hotel until eight, so I figured we had a little time to fool around. Well, my morning hard-on figured we had time to fool around a little. So I pressed it against the soft swell of Gina’s ass. Then I reached under the covers and cupped her breast.


  “Izzit time to get up?” she asked groggily.


  “Not yet.”


  “Mmmmm. Okay. G’night.”


  Instead of letting her go back to sleep, I nuzzled her warm neck and inhaled her scent. Then I kissed her again.


  “Mmmmm, tha’ feels nice,” she mumbled.


  When I ran my hand down her flank and rested it on her hip, she snuggled back against me. I gripped my erection and gently probed between her legs. Once my dick was comfortably nestled between her soft thighs, I returned my hand to her hip. Then I walked my fingers up her arm and gently cupped her breast.


  “Mmmmm,” she murmured.


  Her nipple grew erect when I gently tweaked it. Then I began dry humping her ass. As she slowly awoke, I continued fondling her breast. When she yawned and stretched, I ran my hand down her side and let it rest on her hip.


  “You’re so hard,” she said softly.


  “Mmm hmm.”


  “What time is it?”


  “A little before six thirty,” I said.


  “That’s too early.”


  I kissed her shoulder again and then let my right hand drift toward her sex. “No it’s not,” I whispered. “It gives us just enough time to fool around before we have to meet our parents.”


  “But what if I wanna sleep?”


  “I have ways of making you horny,” I said in my best faux-sinister voice.


  With that, I gently slid my hand lower. My fingertips brushed over the short hair on her mons but quickly reached the smooth skin of her labia. She sighed and parted her legs.


  At first, I gently rubbed my fingers in circles over the base of her clit. Her pussy was still dry, so I concentrated on getting her worked up. After all, I didn’t want to rasp my fingers over her sensitive inner folds.


  $$$ 26


  After a few minutes, she sighed again and spread her legs further. When I tentatively slid my finger lower, I felt her heat and nascent moisture. She whimpered as I ran my middle finger along her dampening slit. As I spread her moisture, I pressed my hips against her ass. Then I started kissing her, concentrating on her shoulder, neck, and the sensitive spot behind her ear.


  For the next several minutes, I teased her clit and slowly worked my finger into her. The whole time, I continued kissing her.


  “Oh, God,” she breathed, “that feels so good.”


  “Mmm hmm. Welcome to North Carrick, Miss Coulter,” I said. “My name is Paul, and I’ll be providing your wake up call this morning.”


  “Mmmmm, nice.”


  “And if you’d like, I can provide you with breakfast in bed.”


  “Breakfast in bed?”


  “Yes,” I said. “You can enjoy your breakfast of champions in an extensive range of positions.


  In addition, it comes complete with a high-protein vitamin injection.”


  “A high-protein vitamin injection,” she echoed with a sigh. “Mmmmm.”


  “Yes, Miss Coulter,” I said. “Your server will provide you with unlimited use of his injection tool.”


  “Mmmmm,” she purred. “I think I’d like that.”


  “Yes, of course, Miss,” I said. “Now, if you’ll just lift your leg, I’ll be happy to insert the injection tool.”


  When she raised her right leg, my dick sprang forward. I pulled my finger from her drenched pussy and reached between us. She gasped when I began rubbing my glans over her labia. Then I set the tip at her opening and eased forward. The crown parted her lips and then slid into her. I hooked my right hand behind her knee and pulled her leg up so I had a better angle. Then I began thrusting.


  “Yes,” she hissed. “Your… injection tool… is wonderful.”


  “Thank you, Miss. And if I may say so, your pussy is also wonderful. It’ll be my pleasure to inject you this morning.”


  At that point, we stopped talking. The bed squeaked as I fucked her, but at the time, I didn’t care. All I cared about was her pussy and how it surrounded my cock with warm wetness. I could almost feel the flutters when her muscles contracted around me. As I pumped into her, she arched her back and groaned softly.


  “Oh, God,” she gasped. “You’re… hitting… that… spot.”


  Instead of answering, I continued thrusting. For the next few minutes, I merely plowed into her and concentrated on her reactions. When I felt the first quiver of her orgasm, I grinned to myself and began kissing her earlobe. With a low groan, she reached the point of no return. Her pussy clenched my cock and I had to force my way into her. Then I draped her leg over my hip and reached for her pussy. As her climax peaked, I began rubbing her clit, sustaining the peak and even driving her higher.


  At first, she tried to stifle her scream by clenching her teeth, but the sensations of her orgasm were too intense to suppress. When another wave of pleasure washed over her, she cried out and clutched at the sheets, her back arching as ecstasy battered her senses. As her pussy spasmed around my invading organ, I felt a gush of moisture. She cried out again, softer this time, and $$$ 27


  then went limp.


  “Oh, God,” she panted. “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.” When she calmed down a little, she looked over her shoulder at me. “Oh, my God. That felt so good.”


  I nodded.


  Then she reached back to caress my face. “Keep fucking me,” she said.


  “You’re not too sensitive?”


  “I’m sensitive, but I want to feel you come inside me.”


  “You want your ‘high-protein vitamin injection’?”


  “Mmm hmm.”


  “Your wish is my command, Miss.” With that, I resumed thrusting.


  She tensed up as the sensations overwhelmed her. “Oh, God, my pussy is tingling all over.”


  “Good tingling, or bad tingling?”


  “Good,” she said quickly. “Very good.” Then she put her hand on my hip and drew me forward. “Keep fucking me. It feels so good.”


  She grimaced when I slid into her, but her expression softened as her pussy gradually became less sensitive. When I cupped her breasts and started thrusting quicker, she put her hands over mine and urged me on.


  In a few short minutes, I was ready to explode. With one final jab, I buried myself inside her and erupted. She groaned low and soft as my come bathed her inner walls. I held on and simply closed my eyes in bliss. When my orgasm subsided, she turned her head and we grinned at each other as we panted.


  “We hope you enjoy your stay at North Carrick, Miss Coulter,” I said facetiously.


  “I will, thank you. The service is excellent.”


  When Kendall called us at the hotel, shortly after ten, we headed over to campus. It was just as crowded as the day before, with people and cars all over the place. We parked in the garage and then walked up the street to the Andy Holt Apartment building.


  As soon as Kendall saw Gina and me, she ran toward us. I caught the tall girl in my arms and easily lifted her off her feet. When I set her down again, I gave her a sound kiss (a chaste kiss, of course, since we were in front of our families).


  “Hi,” I said.


  “Hi yourself.”


  For a moment, I gazed into her bright blue eyes and it seemed like all was right in the world.


  Then she blushed and turned to Gina. The two girls hugged each other in greeting.


  “How was moving in?” Kendall asked Gina.


  “Horrible. My room’s ugly.”


  “It’s not so bad once you get some posters up and decorate a little,” Kendall said.


  “Well, it’s still ugly,” Gina said.


  “You’ll get used to it,” Kendall said.


  Behind us, our three families were greeting each other with hugs and handshakes. When Erin and Leah let go of Drew, he came over to me. As he extended his hand, Kendall and Gina went to greet the others.


  “Hey, Paul,” Drew said, his voice deep and even.
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  “Hey, Drew.”


  Instead of gripping my hand and trying to crush it—his handshake was almost as strong as my own—he simply squeezed once, firm but not challenging. As our eyes met, I silently chuckled at the memory of him confronting me about Kendall. He’d been a little drunk at the time. Worse, I’d convinced him that trying to bully me wasn’t going to work (I dropped him with a wrestling take-down).


  Surprisingly, he hadn’t been bitter about it. And when he realized that I wasn’t going to take advantage of his sister, we became friends. Gazing up at him as he towered over me, however, I knew I’d probably have a tough time taking him down again.


  “Don’t even think about it,” he said with uncanny insight.


  “Not on your life, Drew,” I replied. “Not on your life.”


  “Good.” Then he leaned down conspiratorially. “Kendall would kill me if you and I got into it again.”


  “You and me both,” I said.


  “That’s for sure.”


  “Drew,” his father called from the other side of their truck. “Let’s get the Scout and this trailer unloaded before it gets any hotter.”


  “Okay, Dad,” Drew said.


  “Kendall,” Adam said, “go get your room key and find out where we need to take all this stuff.”


  “Okay, Daddy.” Then she turned to Gina. “You wanna go with me?”


  “Sure,” Gina said.


  Then the two girls waved to me and headed toward the apartment building’s lobby.


  For a moment, I watched Kendall as she walked away from the parking lot. She was as tall as I, with long, long legs that ended in a gorgeous ass. Even wearing a pair of Bermuda shorts, her legs looked good. Then my eyes rose to her flared hips and narrow waist. From behind, I couldn’t see her breasts, but I could still remember what they felt like: soft, round, and full. Since the day was so hot, she had her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, which swished as she turned her head to talk to Gina.


  “Hey, man,” Drew said softly, “do I stare at your sister like that when you’re around?”


  “Sorry, man,” I said, feeling my face heat.


  Then he laughed. “It’s cool. Kendall is hot, though” he said. “It’s too bad she’s my sister.”


  “Dude, it’s not like you have any shortage of girls.”


  He shook his head. “Nope. Speaking of which…” Then he leaned close again. “Is Erin still serious about that Sean guy from camp?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I think she is. Sorry.”


  “No, no problem. It’s cool,” he said. “I just don’t wanna horn in on some other guy’s territory, you know?”


  “I know.”


  “She was pretty hung up on him when we were at camp.”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “That’s cool. I’m sure he’s a nice guy.” Then, “Good for her, I hope she’s happy.”


  “I think she is.”
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  “How about Leah?” he asked. “Is she going with anyone?”


  “Not that I know of,” I half lied. A week before, Leah and I had had sex, but we’d done it with Gina’s consent (and later, with her participation). And while I knew Leah was interested in me, the Coulter sisters had a rule about not stealing each other’s boyfriends. In reality, I think she enjoyed the sex with me, but she was more into girls (and the occasional guy, such as Drew).


  “Cool,” he said.


  “What about Trish?” I asked. Drew normally hung out with Trish Delozier when he was at camp.


  “She’s just my summer girlfriend,” he said. “It’s cool. Neither of us really want a heavy commitment, so we just get together while we’re at camp.”


  “Oh.”


  “Besides,” he said, “I like to keep my options open.”


  “Uh- huh.”


  “So if Leah’s available…,” he said.


  “Good option,” I finished.


  “Yep.”


  “Are you talking about us?” Leah asked as she and Erin joined Drew and me.


  “We sure were, darlin’,” Drew said, affecting a drawl. “I was just tellin’ Paul how hot you look in those shorts.”


  Erin snorted with laughter, and if it weren’t for Leah’s dark complexion, her cheeks would’ve been beet red.


  While we waited, Drew just about charmed Leah out of the shorts in question.


  About fifteen minutes later, Kendall and Gina returned.


  “I’m in apartment 304,” Kendall said.


  “Super,” Adam said, “we won’t have to wait for the elevator.”


  “She always manages to get rooms on the lower floors,” Drew explained ruefully.


  I nodded. I’d stayed in both her rooms in Clement Hall (but her parents didn’t know that, of course).


  “And we always end up taking everything up to them by the stairs,” Drew continued.


  “Aw, Drew,” Leah said, “that shouldn’t bother a big strong guy like you.”


  “Oh, it doesn’t,” he said. Then he turned to me. “But just once, I’d like to load all her books and stuff on one of those carts and ride the elevator. Just once, you know?”


  “I know, man,” I said. “We had to haul all my stuff up to the fourth floor yesterday. Except my free weights, that is.”


  As we opened the U-Haul trailer’s doors, he looked at me and furrowed his brow. “What’d you bring weights for? Why not just work out in the Sports Bubble?”


  The Sports Bubble was between HPER (the Health and Physical Education Recreation building, but everyone just called it “hyper” or the “hyper building”) and the student aquatic center, and it was literally a big bubble. Imagine a building-sized inflated white bubble of plastic fabric—that’s the Sports Bubble.


  “I guess I wanted to have some weights in my room,” I said, trying not to sound defensive.


  “What’d you bring?” he asked.


  “A curling bar, a couple of dumbbell bars, and about two hundred pounds of plates. Why?”
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  “Dude,” he said as he picked up two milk crates full of books, “two hundred pounds is nothing.” Then he indicated my chest and shoulders with a glance. “You know that. Besides, they’ve got every weight machine you could want in the Bubble. And HPER’s got a weight room full of free weights.”


  “Yeah, I know,” I said as I grabbed two milk crates myself. How many books does one person need? I wondered as I got a glimpse of the inside of the trailer. Then I returned my thoughts to the conversation with Drew. In reality, I knew about the Bubble, but I hadn’t known about HPER’s weight room. Since I’d been to UT so many times, I had skipped the campus tour during Freshman Orientation. In retrospect, that had probably been a mistake. “Hold on,” I said, “how d’you know all this, Drew?”


  “I just know it, I guess,” he said. “I’ve got a couple of friends who play football here, though.


  And I’ve seen the weight rooms on recruiting visits.”


  “Recruiting visits?” I asked as we all trooped, ant-like, toward the apartment building.


  “Yeah. For football.”


  “Oh. Yeah. Okay.”


  “They’re not official recruiting visits, though. I can’t have those until my senior year actually begins. But I’ve already talked to the linebackers coach. Twice.”


  “Drew’s one of the top linebackers in the country,” Adam said from ahead of us.


  “Dad, you don’t know that for sure,” Drew said.


  “I know what your coaches say,” Adam said. “And I know what the scouts say. Those scouts see a lot of football players, son.”


  “Scouts?” Leah asked from behind us.


  “Dad,” Drew protested.


  “Drew had college scouts looking at him all last year,” Adam said proudly, ignoring his son’s grumblings. “They said he’s one of the quickest linebackers they’ve seen, especially for his size.


  And he was only a junior then.”


  “Dad, c’mon.”


  “After we got home from camp,” Adam boasted, “Drew even got a phone call from Coach Majors, UT’s Head Football Coach.”


  “Really?” Leah asked. “Cool.”


  At that point, we reached the building. The fire escape door was propped open, and we weren’t the only people using the stairs to move belongings into the apartments. With each of us carrying boxes or crates, however, the conversation died. On the third floor, Kendall led us toward her apartment. As she went to put her key in the lock, the door swung open. A tall, buxom blonde stepped back, surprised.


  “Kendall,” she said. “Hi.” Then she realized there were a bunch of us in the hallway. “Y’all come on in,” she said, stepping back.


  “Thanks,” Kendall said.


  “Phoebe and I took the back bedroom,” the blonde continued. “So you and Abby can have the front bedroom. Okay?”


  “Sure,” Kendall said as we all filed into the apartment and then turned left to head down the hall.


  Once we stacked our boxes in the first bedroom, we all crowded into the living room.
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  “Everyone,” Kendall said, “this is Vivian Fourier. Viv and I went to school together in Chattanooga.”


  “Hi, Mr. Payton,” Vivian said as she stepped forward and shook Adam’s hand. Then she turned and greeted Melissa. “It’s good to see you again, Mrs. Payton.”


  As Kendall introduced the rest of us, I studied Vivian. She was about as tall as me, with long, tanned legs, a slim waist, and full, attractive breasts. With a start, I realized that she was practically a blonde version of Kendall. (Vivian was actually a bit slimmer, with slightly smaller breasts.) Finally, I tore my eyes away from the blonde girl as Kendall turned to introduce me.


  “And this,” she said, “is my boyf—” Flustered, she darted a glance at Gina. A half-second later, she looked at her parents. “Um… this is my boyfriend, Paul,” she said at last.


  Gina’s and my parents knew about our three-way relationship with Kendall, but Kendall’s parents still thought I was her boyfriend and Gina was simply her friend. I was pretty sure that Kendall’s mom suspected what was really going on, but she kept it to herself. Drew probably knew as well, but he hadn’t said anything either.


  “Hi,” I said, extending my hand.


  “It’s good to finally meet you” Vivian said as she shook my hand. “Kendall’s told me so much about you.” With a warm smile she squeezed my hand once, released it, and then turned to Kendall. “Hey, I wish I could stick around, but I’ve gotta go meet my boyfriend. Just put your stuff in your room and wherever else you can. Phoebe and I figured we’ll just sort things out when we all get our stuff here. Okay?”


  “Okay,” Kendall said.


  “It was nice to meet y’all,” Vivian said with a smile. Then she turned to Kendall. “Phoebe and I cleaned the place last night, so it should be spotless.”


  “Thanks!” Kendall said.


  “Ugh. It was horrible. And Phoebe’s a neat freak. So we scrubbed the place top to bottom.


  Anyway, I’m already late, so I’d better run. Have fun moving in,” Vivian continued. “And I’ll see you tonight. Bye.”


  “Bye,” we all echoed.


  After Vivian left, Kendall gave us a quick tour. The apartment’s entry foyer led to the center of the apartment. The living room and a small kitchen were to the right. The living room was already furnished with a couch, chair, end table, and a kitchen table with four chairs (by the kitchen, of course).


  The main hallway was to the left, with bedrooms on the right, study areas on the left, and a bathroom at the end of the hall on the left (although the sinks were at the end of the hallway).


  Each bedroom held two beds, a dresser, a closet, and an air conditioner. The rooms weren’t quite as plain as the ones in the Carrick dorms, but they definitely weren’t fancy.


  After our tour, we headed back downstairs. With all twelve of us, it only took two more trips before we emptied the trailer. Except for the books— lots of books—most of the stuff was pretty light: just clothes, linens, and a large stuffed bear (named Paul, of course).


  “We should’ve brought some tea,” Melissa said as we caught our breath after the final load.


  “I don’t think that little refrigerator could make enough ice to cool two drinks, let alone twelve,” Adam said.


  “Still,” Melissa said, “I’d love a glass of ice-cold tea right now.”
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  “I’ve got an idea,” Mom said. When everyone turned to her, she continued. “Why don’t we ladies run to the grocery store and stock Kendall’s kitchen for her? We can pick up a Styrofoam cooler and a bag or two of ice. Then when we get back, we can make some tea and lemonade.”


  “And while we’re gone,” Elizabeth said, “Kendall, Gina, and the girls can get Kendall’s stuff unpacked.”


  “Drew and I can move all the books and set up the crates here,” I said, indicating a wall in the living room. “We can sorta create bookshelves.”


  “What’re we supposed to do?” Chris asked, indicating my dad and Adam.


  “Make yourselves useful,” Elizabeth told him.


  “I’ve got to take the trailer back to U-Haul,” Adam said.


  “We can help him with that,” Chris said.


  “Shirker,” Elizabeth teased him.


  “Honey,” he said, “returning trailers is serious business.”


  “I’m sure it is,” she said. “So serious that it takes three grown men to accomplish it.” Then she smiled. “Just don’t get side-tracked.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said.


  “Okay,” Dad said. “It sounds like we’ve got a plan.”


  With that, Mom, Elizabeth, and Melissa headed out, followed by Dad, Chris, and Adam.


  Kendall and the other girls headed into Kendall’s room to begin unpacking. Drew and I merely looked at each other as we suddenly found ourselves alone.


  “Why do we always get the grunt work?” he asked me with a wry grin.


  “’Cause we’re the grunts?”


  “You got that right, man.”


  It actually took us less than fifteen minutes to haul all the book-laden milk crates into the living room and arrange them against the wall. They actually made pretty good shelves. We were just about to sit down and relax when we heard someone trying to open the front door. A moment later, when the door still hadn’t opened, Drew and I went to investigate. I swung the door open and…


  “—must’ve given me the wrong key.”


  “Hey, Abby,” I said.


  She looked up in surprise. “Paul! What’re you doing here?”


  Abby had been Kendall’s roommate since the two girls were freshmen. I hadn’t seen her in several months, but she looked just like I remembered. She wasn’t as tall as Kendall, but she was a few inches taller than Gina, maybe 5’6”. She had sandy blonde hair and blue eyes, with a cute face and a heartbreaking smile.


  With a start, I realized that I was standing in the doorway. Then I realized that her family was standing behind her.


  “Come on in,” I said as I belatedly stepped aside. “We were just helping Kendall move in.”


  “Paul,” Abby said once I shut the door, “this is my mom, Patricia, and my dad, Bud. And that’s my brother, Walt. Mom, Dad, this is Kendall’s boyfriend, Paul… um… Paul…” She frowned as she tried to recall my last name. “Hughes!” she blurted a moment before I had to remind her.


  “Pleased to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Evans,” I said as I shook her parents’ hands. Then I shook $$$ 33


  Walt’s hand. He was about Erin’s age, and sturdy, but shy.


  “Call us Bud and Pat,” Abby’s father said.


  “This is Kendall’s brother, Drew,” Abby said.


  After another round of handshakes, Abby went looking for Kendall. While she did, I explained that our parents were out buying groceries and returning the U-Haul trailer.


  “Do you need any help moving Abby’s stuff?” I asked.


  “No,” Bud said, “we can get it.”


  “Seriously,” I said. “We just finished moving everything in here. We were just going to sit down, since we didn’t have anything else to do. We’d be happy to help.”


  “We wouldn’t want to impose,” Abby’s mom said.


  “It’s not a problem, ma’am,” Drew said. “Like Paul said, we’d be happy to help.”


  “Okay then,” Bud said. “I’m not one to turn down free labor. Come on, boys.”


  Abby didn’t have as many books as Kendall, so with just the four of us men, it only took three trips to get all her stuff. About the time we brought in the last load, Dad, Chris, and Adam returned. A few minutes later, our moms arrived with armloads of groceries.


  After introductions, the women started putting food away while the men opened the beer my dad and the others had brought back. When Kendall came out of her room, she stopped dead in her tracks.


  “What?” I asked, a beer halfway to my lips.


  To our surprise, she started laughing.


  “What?” her father echoed.


  “It’s a dry campus, Daddy,” she said, still laughing as she pointed to our beers.


  “Oh, shoot,” he said. “I completely forgot.”


  “Do you think they’ll give us detention hall?” Chris asked.


  “Can we take the beer with us if they do?” Bud asked with an eager look.


  At that, all the men laughed.


  “What’s all the ruckus out here?” Elizabeth asked as she emerged from the kitchen.


  “We can’t have beer here,” Chris said. “It’s a dry campus.”


  “The kids aren’t here a day,” Elizabeth said, “and you’re going to get them kicked out of school.”


  “It’s not that bad,” Kendall said. Then she turned to us. “Just don’t let anyone catch you with that. It’s technically a dry campus, but no one’s real picky about it unless you’re obvious.”


  “Gentlemen,” Chris said, raising his beer bottle, “to undercover beer.”


  “To undercover beer,” we chorused.


  Elizabeth merely shook her head and returned to the kitchen.


  Later, when Bud tried to pay Kendall’s father for half of the groceries, Adam refused.


  “You’ve got to let me give you some thing,” Bud said. When Adam still refused, Bud tried another tack. “Okay, then,” he said, “do y’all have plans for the rest of the afternoon?”


  “No,” Adam said.


  “Then y’all come on over to our house. We can cool off in the pool and throw some steaks on the grill.”


  “Did he say ‘steaks on the grill’?” Chris asked my father.


  “I believe he did,” Dad replied.
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  “What do you make of an offer like that?” Chris asked.


  “It’d be rude not to accept.”


  “Rude.”


  “Besides,” Dad said, “we’ll have to check out the ‘Knoxville Method’ of grilling.”


  “Exactly,” Chris said. “It could be any thing.”


  “Gas,” Dad said.


  “Charcoal.”


  “Wood.”


  “Smoking,” Chris said.


  “Slow roasting,” Dad countered.


  “The possibilities are endless,” Chris agreed with mock earnestness.


  “Y’all’re men after my own heart,” Bud said with a good-natured laugh. Then he stuck his head into the kitchen. “Patty, I invited everyone over to grill out and cool off in the pool. Is that okay?”


  “Sure,” she said. Then, “Does everyone have a swimsuit?”


  “We can stop by the hotel and get our bathing suits,” Mom said from the kitchen. (The Radisson had a pool, so everyone had brought their suits.)


  “We don’t have ours,” Melissa said.


  “You can borrow one of mine, Mom,” Kendall said.


  “I’ve got an extra suit that’ll fit you, Adam,” Bud said.


  “Walt probably has a suit that’ll fit Drew,” Patricia said.


  After a general chorus of agreement, we made the rest of our plans.


  The Evanses lived in a neighborhood full of twenty-year-old houses with big lawns. Their pool wasn’t as nice as the Coulters’, but it was incredibly refreshing, so we didn’t complain.


  While Bud, Dad, Chris, and Adam threw steaks on the grill, the rest of us goofed off in the pool.


  Abby’s poor brother, Walt, almost died of shock when he saw Erin and Leah in their bikinis.


  Abby and her mom wore one-piece swimsuits, while my mom and Elizabeth had donned modest two-piece suits. Melissa was a little uncomfortable in one of Kendall’s high-cut bikinis, but she looked good in it. (She was the prototype for The Goddess Kendall, after all.) Eventually, Erin coaxed Walt out of his shell. He was still diffident and painfully shy, but he started loosening up. Leah mostly flirted with Drew, while Kendall, Gina, Abby, and I hung out in the shallow end of the pool.


  Our fathers, of course, tended the grill. When the food was ready, Adam said grace and then we dug in. We sat around the patio on chairs, benches, and even the wide edges of the brick planters. While we ate, the conversations ranged far and wide.


  Bud was a plumbing contractor and Patricia was a substitute teacher. He was also a former Army man, so he and Adam had a lot to talk about. Bud also had a fondness for grilling that the other men shared. Our moms talked with Patricia about raising teenagers, sending them off to college, and a dozen other things.


  Erin, Leah, Drew, and Walt sat together. Walt, as it turned out, was also a football player. And even though he wasn’t as serious about it as Drew was, it gave them something to talk about.


  Kendall, Gina, Abby, and I talked about life in the dorms, the best dining halls, and things like $$$ 35


  that.


  Too soon, however, the time came for us to go. Dad had a trip to fly and Chris had to go to work the next day. So they planned to drive the Coulters’ station wagon back to Atlanta that night. Adam had to work as well, so he had to head back to Chattanooga. Since Mom and Elizabeth would have to drive through Chattanooga on the way to Atlanta, they had planned to give Melissa and Drew a ride home on Tuesday.


  After we helped Bud and Patricia clean up, we thanked them for being such gracious hosts.


  Then Adam said goodbye, got in his Scout, and headed toward Chattanooga. The rest of us went back to the hotel. Once there, Dad and Chris packed their suitcases and loaded them in the station wagon. Before they left, Dad took me aside.


  “Are you ready for this, son?” he asked.


  “I think so.”


  “I think so too.” Then he looked at me seriously. “When I first went to school, it took me a while to figure out how everything worked. For a couple of weeks, I was on auto-pilot.”


  I nodded.


  “But I always knew that if I really needed anything, my parents would help. You probably want to try to do everything on your own—I know I did—but we’ll help you if you need it. With advice, money, or just someone to talk to.”


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “College is a big change,” he said. Then he chuckled darkly. “It was a big change for me, at least. But I know you’ll do fine. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders and you know how to use it.”


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  “Do you remember a couple of years ago,” he asked, turning philosophical, “when you asked me about something you had to tell Gina, but didn’t want to?”


  “Yeah.” At the time, I needed to tell Gina about Amy—a girl I had cheated on Gina with—but I didn’t want to. In oblique terms, I had asked Dad about it.


  “Do you remember what I told you?” he asked.


  I nodded.


  “I quoted Polonius, from Hamlet.”


  I nodded again.


  “You read Hamlet in high school, right?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Polonius was saying farewell to his son, Laertes, and he gave him a lot of good advice. I don’t remember the whole speech, and I’m no Shakespeare, but I do remember this: ‘This above all: to thine ownself be true.’ If you’re honest with yourself, son, you’ll never go wrong.


  Remember that.”


  “I will, Dad,” I said.


  “I know you will, son,” he said. “You’re a good man.”


  Suddenly, my chest tightened and I blinked several times to clear my eyes.


  When he extended his hand, I gripped it. Then he pulled me into a hug. “I’m proud of you, son,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.


  “Thanks, Dad,” I said softly.
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  When we separated, we both smiled diffidently.


  “Here,” he said as he reached into his pocket. “Here’s something for you.” Then he handed me a folded envelope.


  He’d written “For an emergency, from Dad” on it.


  “I’ll go ahead and tell you what’s in there,” he said, “so don’t open it.” When I nodded, he continued. “It’s fifty dollars.” Before I could reply, he said, “I know you’ve still got money left over from your birthday and graduation, but I want you to keep this in reserve.”


  I nodded.


  “When I left for college, my father gave me an envelope with twenty dollars in it. That was a lot of money in those days, and it was certainly a lot of money for my father. He told me to use the money only in case of an emergency.”


  “What happened to it?” I asked.


  “I kept it all through college,” he said. “It was like my father was always there, just in case I needed him. And when I graduated, I opened the envelope and took him to dinner with the money.” Then Dad looked at me earnestly. “You don’t have to do the same thing, but I want you to know that I’m always there if you need me.”


  I swallowed hard, and once again, I had to blink to clear my eyes. “Thanks, Dad,” I said.


  “You’re welcome, son.”


  For a drawn-out moment, we were silent.


  “You’ll do fine, Paul,” he said at last.


  “Thanks, Dad. I’ll try.”


  “I know you will. Now, let’s head back inside before your mom sends out a search and rescue party.”


  Ten minutes later, we all said goodbye and they drove off. Then I took Kendall, Gina, and Abby back to the apartment. We hung out there for a while, but we were all tired. So we made plans to meet Kendall for breakfast and then I kissed her goodnight. Finally, Gina and I headed back to our dorms, around eleven o’clock.


  “Paul?” she asked as we walked up the hill to Carrick.


  “Yeah?”


  “Will you call me when you get to your room?”


  “Sure.”


  “Thanks,” she said.


  In the breezeway, I held her for a moment. Then I kissed her goodnight and we each headed into our dorms. When I got to my room, the paper sign from my suitemates’ door was gone completely, and the sign with my name on it was on the floor of the foyer. At first, I picked it up and tried to tape it back on my door, but the tape wouldn’t hold. Then I realized that I was trying to salvage a simple piece of paper with my name on it, so I crumpled it.


  Since it was so late, I decided not to introduce myself to my suitemates (if they were even there). When I unlocked my door, I discovered that my roommate had moved in, but he wasn’t there. Instead, I found a note taped to the mirror.


  Hi roomie. Sorry I missed you. I’m spending the night with my girlfriend. Catch you later. He signed it “T.”


  His stuff was mostly piled on his bed or shoved in the closet. I didn’t see any possum skins or $$$ 37


  water bongs, so I figured he wasn’t a redneck or militant Rastafarian. Then I headed back into the foyer to call Gina. After two rings, a strange voice answered the phone.


  “May I please speak to Gina?” I asked.


  “Gina? Who? Oh, yeah. Sorry. Hold on a second.” I heard her knock on Gina’s door and then heard the scrape of a palm covering the mouthpiece.


  “Paul?” Gina said.


  “Hi,” I said. “Have you met your roommate yet?”


  “Uh-uh. She’s moved in, but she’s not here. She left me a nice note, though. She’s spending the night at home.”


  “Same here,” I said. “My roommate’s stuff is here, but he’s spending the night with his girlfriend, wherever that is.”


  “Paul?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Do you… I mean… do you mind if I spend the night there?” she asked.


  “Nope. Come on over. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”


  “Okay,” she said, brightening. “I’ll grab some clothes and see you in a few minutes.”


  I hung up the phone, locked my door, and headed down to the lobby to wait. When Gina arrived, I escorted her upstairs. Once in my room, we took off our clothes and climbed into bed.


  As she nestled against me, I wrapped my arms around her, kissed her shoulder, then closed my eyes. I think I fell asleep in record time.


  Monday morning, Kendall, Gina, and I joined our families for breakfast at the University Center. The building was centrally located, and served as a sort of campus community center. It held the main UT bookstore, a restaurant, a magazine and snack shop, meeting rooms, conference rooms, and an auditorium. It even had a recreation center in the basement, with bowling, pool tables, ping-pong, and a TV lounge.


  The restaurant, Smokey’s, was crowded, but we found two tables together and squeezed around them. Breakfast was okay. They had a wide variety of food, from eggs and bacon to cereal and Danish pastries, but it was basically cafeteria food. I simply had a bowl of cereal; I didn’t want to start gaining the dreaded “Freshman Fifteen.”


  “After breakfast,” Mom said, “let’s go down to a bank on Cumberland”—the main road near campus, nicknamed The Strip—“and open checking accounts.”


  My parents and the Coulters had brought along traveler’s checks to open local checking accounts for Gina and me. We’d need them to pay our tuition and fees, buy books, and pay for anything else we needed for school. I had a checking account in Atlanta, but I didn’t use it much.


  Besides, during the school year, we’d need checks drawn on a local bank. (We didn’t need them for paying fees or buying books, however, since the university understood that many students were coming from out of state.)


  “I’ve got to go to the Financial Aid office,” Kendall said.


  “Why financial aid?” I asked. “I thought you were on a full scholarship.”


  “That’s what my scholarship is,” she said patiently, “financial aid.”


  “Oh.”


  “I’m supposed to meet Abby at the apartment and we’re going to go over there together. She’s $$$ 38


  got a couple of scholarships, too.”


  “Why does she have a couple and you have just one?” I asked.


  “Because mine’s from the university,” she explained, “and it’s a four-year merit scholarship.


  It covers everything: my tuition, fees, and books. Abby’s got scholarships from different sources.


  She’s got an English Department scholarship, another one from an educational foundation in Washington, D.C., and a couple of smaller ones from other foundations and grants. Altogether, they pay for her tuition and most everything else.”


  “Does she have to re-apply for the scholarships every year?” Mom asked.


  “Yes,” Kendall said. “I just have to keep my grades up. She’s got to write essays and fill out applications. She’s gotten pretty good at it, though. She’s usually awarded more than she needs, so she can always decline a couple. I don’t think she’s really been worried about being able to pay for tuition since she was a freshman.” Then she looked at me. “Why didn’t you apply for any scholarships?”


  “I dunno,” I said. “I guess I didn’t think I could get one. I mean, I’m not as smart as you.”


  “Nonsense,” Mom said.


  Kendall nodded in agreement. “With your SAT scores and grades,” she said, “you could’ve gotten scholarships.” Then she turned to Gina. “You too. Your SATs were better than Paul’s, right?”


  Gina nodded. “I guess I didn’t think of it,” she said. “Besides, I really wanted… oh, never mind. Sorry.”


  Kendall glanced at me and lifted an eyebrow.


  I merely shrugged in reply. Gina had been sullen all morning, and I couldn’t figure out why.


  “She’s right, you know,” Mom said to me, breaking my train of thought. “You should try for a scholarship next year.”


  “It’d be easy,” Kendall added. “Abby and I can help you. We can help you too, Gina.


  Goodness, it’s free money.”


  “Yeah, whatever,” Gina said. When her mother looked at her sharply, she changed her attitude. “I mean, thanks,” she said. “That’d be cool.”


  What’s wrong with her? I wondered. Then it hit me. UCLA. I shook my head sadly. I wanted Gina to be happy, but I didn’t want to reopen old wounds, so I kept my mouth shut.


  “Mom?” Erin asked. “Can Leah and I just hang out with Drew today? He said he’d show us around campus. We don’t really have to go with you all, do we?”


  Mom looked at Elizabeth. Then they turned to Melissa. I don’t know how they do it, but mothers seem to be able to communicate with ESP or something. As one, they all nodded.


  “You’d probably be bored with us anyway,” Mom said.


  “I can give Drew my apartment key,” Kendall said. “Since I’ll be with Abby all day, I won’t need it.”


  “Cool,” Leah said.


  Once again, our mothers shared a knowing look. For all her supposed ignorance, I think Melissa knew exactly what was going on.


  Kendall and I shared a look of our own, and I knew that she understood what I was thinking.


  Since coming to UT, two years before, Kendall and her mother had actually grown a lot closer.
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  Melissa thought that if she didn’t openly acknowledge something, it didn’t exist. She knew the truth—she wasn’t completely clueless—but if she didn’t bring up certain things, she wouldn’t have to deal with the consequences.


  “Okay,” Mom said, “we’d better get down to the bank before it gets too crowded.”


  “And we need to meet Abby,” Melissa said. “Drew, you and the girls can come back to the apartment with us. Then we’ll give you the key and go to the Financial Aid office. Okay?”


  “Sure, Mom,” he said.


  “Why don’t we meet back at Kendall’s apartment this afternoon,” Mom suggested. Then she turned to Melissa and Kendall. “Do you think we can open checking accounts, pick up schedules, pay fees, and buy books before four o’clock?”


  “You should be able to,” Melissa said. Then she looked at her watch. “It’s almost eight thirty now, though, so you’d better get going.”


  “Okay,” Elizabeth said. “Let’s go.”


  With that, we stood. I kissed Kendall goodbye and then we all went our separate ways.


  Down on the Strip, we found a bank that we liked. (Although I don’t know how much science can be involved when we simply picked the bank with the state’s name in it: First Tennessee.) Gina and I filled out the forms for our checking accounts. Then we got our temporary checks.


  Mom and Elizabeth signed over thousands of dollars in traveler’s checks so Gina and I could make our first deposits. For a brief moment, I was excited to have that much money at my disposal. Then I realized that it would all be gone once I paid my tuition and fees.


  Easy come, easy go, I thought with a sigh.


  Once we finished our business at the bank, we walked back to campus.


  If I thought the campus had been crowded during the past two days, I was wrong. Of the thousands of students who attended UT, only a third of them actually lived in the dorms. All of them had to pick up their schedules and pay their fees. And even with two days set aside for doing just that, the campus was still a madhouse of people, cars, and more people.


  First, we went to the Registrar’s office and stood in line. Gina and I had actually registered for classes with our advising centers, during Freshman Orientation. So we already knew what our classes would be, but we still had to pick up the official printed schedule and confirm our attendance (and our permanent addresses, of course). Surprisingly, the wait wasn’t as long as we thought it would be. We left the Registrar’s office a little after ten thirty.


  Then we headed to the Bursar’s office to pay our fees. That took a while. The process was actually simple, but the lines were long. Even with a dozen cashiers, things still moved slowly.


  Finally, we reached the window and paid for our tuition, room and board, activity fees, parking permits, and more things than I cared to pay attention to. Then I wrote the biggest check I’d ever written in my life. I couldn’t believe how much it cost to go to UT as an out-of-state student.


  When I looked at Mom, she read my mind.


  “Mmm hmm,” she said. “It is expensive.”


  I think I thanked her about a dozen times. And I made her promise to thank Dad too.


  When we were done, we decided to get some lunch before going to the bookstore.


  Unfortunately, Smokey’s was packed. Instead, we decided to walk back to the Strip and see which restaurant appealed to us. We ended up eating sandwiches in a really cool deli named Sam


  & Andy’s.
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  At the bookstore, I marveled at the endless shelves and stacks of books. Mom and I headed in one direction while Gina and Elizabeth headed in another. The bookstore was laid out with different sections for different subjects, but there were a lot of different subjects. Fortunately, the shelves and stacks were clearly labeled with the classes that required the books. So it was simply a matter of finding the book for Architecture 101, Architecture 121, and so on.


  After thirty minutes of searching, I found all of my required textbooks. My calculus book could’ve been used as a large doorstop, but my American literature book was thick enough to use as a stepstool. Worse, the books were expensive. Let me say that again. The books were expensive.


  I had no idea what material my Design in Architecture book covered, but for eighty dollars, I knew I’d soon find out. And at that price, I’d revere every single page.


  When we finally got to the cash register, half an hour later, I wrote the second-largest check I’d ever written in my life. Then we waited for Gina and her mother, who were in another line.


  After Gina paid for her textbooks, we headed upstairs to the main part of the bookstore. In the lobby, we ran into Kendall, Abby, and Melissa.


  “Hi,” Kendall said. Then she looked at my two bags of books. “They loaded you down, huh?”


  “Good grief,” I said.


  “How’d it go at Financial Aid?” Mom asked.


  “The lines were long,” Melissa said. “As usual.”


  “But we got everything taken care of,” Kendall added.


  “Hey,” I asked, “do you want us to wait around until you get your books? Then we can all head back to your apartment together.” When I looked around for support, everyone else nodded.


  “It’s nice and cool in here,” Elizabeth said. “Better than outside.” Then she turned to Mom.


  “Let’s see if the restaurant is crowded. We can sit down and have a cold drink.”


  “That sounds wonderful,” Mom said.


  “Do you want me to go with you?” I asked Kendall. “To help carry books?”


  “Sure,” she said.


  Then I turned to Gina.


  “I think I’m just gonna go get something to drink with Mom,” she said. “Okay?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “Here,” my mom said to me, “let me carry your books.”


  I handed her the first bag.


  “Oh, jeez, these are heavy,” she said.


  “I’ll get the other bag,” Elizabeth said.


  “Thanks,” I told her as I handed it over.


  “You can go have a glass of iced tea with them if you want, Mom,” Kendall said to Melissa.


  “I can handle shopping for books.”


  “Are you sure?” Melissa asked.


  “Mmm hmm. Go sit down and relax.”


  “Thanks,” Melissa said.


  With that, Kendall, Abby, and I turned and headed back down the stairs to the bookstore.


  “What’s up with Gina?” Kendall asked as soon as Abby headed off to find her books.


  “I think she’s a little depressed about being here, instead of UCLA.”
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  “That again?”


  I nodded.


  “I think she’s a little more than depressed,” Kendall said. “She’s kind of angry about it.”


  “Yeah, well, I was beginning to get that impression.”


  “Do you think she’ll get over it?” she asked.


  “I hope so, but I don’t know.”


  “I think she’s probably also feeling the shock of moving to a new city, going to a new school, and things like that. She’s been displaced from her comfort zone.”


  “Comfort zone?” I asked. “Huh?”


  “Sorry,” Kendall said. “I guess I’m talking like a psychology major.”


  “No kidding.”


  “Gina’s just having to deal with a lot of new things. Things outside her zone of comfortable familiarity: her ‘comfort zone,’” Kendall said. “And since she often acts impulsively, she relies on prior experience to guide her.”


  “You’re doing it again,” I said.


  “Sorry. Okay, how do I explain this…?”


  “Oh, I understood all the words,” I said. “I just didn’t understand what you meant.”


  For a moment, Kendall stopped and thought. Then she said, “Gina’s flying blind, and it scares her. When she’s scared, she gets angry as a defense mechanism.”


  “You got that right,” I said.


  “Whereas you,” she continued, “think about things and analyze your surroundings. So even though you’re flying blind too, you know how to read your instruments.” Then she smiled hopefully. “Did I get that analogy right?”


  “You got it right,” I said. Then I impulsively kissed her. “You’re going to make a great doctor.”


  “Thank you,” she said, blushing.


  “Now come on,” I said with a grin. “Let’s get all those psychology books you need to be so…


  erudite.”


  “Good word,” she said, grinning in reply.


  “Thank you.” Then I made a funny face. “I learnt good readin’ an’ writin’ in that there high school.”


  “Come on,” she said with a bright laugh.


  Forty-five minutes later, we rejoined Abby at the top of the stairs. Then we found our mothers and headed back to Kendall’s apartment. When we got there, Drew, Erin, and Leah were waiting for us. Kendall’s roommates were out.


  I studied Drew and the girls, looking for any signs of what I suspected they’d been up to.


  Fortunately, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Maybe Leah was smiling a little too broadly, but other than that, they looked fairly innocent.


  When I glanced at Drew, however, he flashed me a grin and shrugged unrepentantly. I couldn’t help but shake my head in wonder. A few minutes later, I pulled him aside.


  “Dude,” I whispered, “I don’t wanna pry into your business, but did you…?”


  He looked at me sharply for a moment, but then decided that I wasn’t simply giving him a $$$ 42


  hard time for fooling around with Leah and my sister. So he nodded.


  “With Leah?” I asked.


  “Yes,” he said slowly.


  “All the way?”


  Once again, he looked at me intently, but nodded just the same.


  “You know she’s not on the pill?” I asked quietly.


  “She told me,” he said. Then, “Don’t worry. I used protection. I’m not stupid.”


  “I didn’t say you were—”


  “I know,” he said before I could work up a good stammer. “Remember? I said I like to keep my options open.”


  I nodded.


  “Babies eliminate a lot of options. You know?”


  “I know better than I want to,” I said.


  “Yeah,” he said, “I kinda figured you might.”


  In spite of myself, I chuckled at him. “You know,” I said, “you’re just like Kendall in some ways.”


  “Oh?”


  “She’s got this serious insight into other people.”


  “We get it from our Dad,” he said. “I don’t know how he does it, but he can read me like a book.” Then he leaned close. “And he can read Kendall better than me. He plays a good ol’ boy when he needs to, but he’s scary smart when it comes to people. Just remember that. Okay? He knows a lot more than he lets on.”


  For a moment, I panicked. If Adam knew about Kendall and me, he’d… Then I took a deep breath. “I’ll remember that,” I said as calmly as I could. “Thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it.” Then he grinned at me. “Your sister is seriously hung up on that Sean guy,” he said. “I hope he’s good enough for her.”


  “If he’s not, we’ll set him straight,” I said.


  “You got that right.”


  With a look of complete understanding, we rejoined our families.


  “What were you two up to?” Kendall asked us quietly.


  “Just talking about football,” I said.


  “Football?” she asked, suspicious.


  “Yeah,” Drew said smoothly. “I was telling Paul about talking to Coach Majors.”


  “It sounded pretty cool,” I said.


  “Pretty cool, huh?” she asked skeptically. “Uh- huh.”


  “Who wants tea?” Melissa asked as she emerged from the kitchen with a tray of glasses.


  I was glad for the interruption, since it got me off the hook with Kendall. Then I groaned inwardly. Despite being a good Southern gentleman, I’ve always hated iced tea. But it would be rude to refuse, especially after Melissa had gone to the trouble of making it.


  “And who wants lemonade?” Mom asked as she stepped out of the kitchen.


  With a sigh of relief, I reached for a sweat-beaded glass of fresh lemonade.


  Later, we got cleaned up and decided to go someplace nice for dinner. We ended up at this $$$ 43


  cool restaurant that used to be a train station. During dinner, we had several bottles of wine, and I think even Gina enjoyed herself.


  I sat between Kendall and Gina, with my arm around Kendall and Gina holding my hand in her lap. Drew sat with his arm comfortably around Leah, and she looked like she was on top of the world.


  We lingered over dessert—which I skipped—and talked until it was obvious that the restaurant was closing.


  “Hey, Drew,” I said as we walked out to the parking lot. “Do you wanna crash in my room tonight? You can sleep on the floor.”


  With the choices being to stay with his mother in a hotel room or to crash in the dorm, Drew made the only logical choice that a normal seventeen-year-old guy could make.


  “Sure, man,” he said. “Sounds great. Mom?”


  “Are you sure, honey?” Melissa asked. “Wouldn’t a bed be more comfortable than the floor?”


  “Paul’s got a rug, Mom. Besides, we can throw down a blanket or something. I’ll be fine.”


  “I don’t know…”


  “I’ll be fine, Mom,” he repeated.


  “Okay,” she said at last.


  Then I almost burst out laughing as I watched Leah. Her face was a mask of concentration, and I’m sure she was trying to figure out an excuse for her to stay in my dorm room too.


  When I glanced at Gina, I had a panicky thought. What if she wanted to spend the night with me? Since my roommate was probably there, I didn’t think we could, but I still didn’t know what she was thinking. And then I remembered the visitation rules. Since it was Monday, there wasn’t any visitation anyway. So I would’ve had to sneak her in. Fortunately, I think she’d already resigned herself to spending the night in her own room.


  Since we were so close to campus, Kendall, Gina, Abby, and Drew rode in the Jeep with me.


  Abby had to sit on Drew’s lap in the front seat, but she held on tight. I still had the soft top and doors on, though, which made things a little safer. I didn’t like cramming five people into the Jeep (and neither did our mothers), but everything was fine.


  From the garage—where I got to display my new non-commuter parking permit—we walked back up Andy Holt Avenue. I kissed Kendall goodnight at the door to the apartment building and then Gina, Drew, and I headed toward the Presidential Complex.


  In the breezeway between the North and South Carrick lobbies, I held Gina for a moment.


  Drew discreetly hung back and pretended to be interested in the people in the courtyard.


  “Are you okay?” I asked her.


  “I guess,” she said with a shrug.


  “You just seem kinda bummed out today.”


  “I’m just tired.”


  “Okay,” I said, although I didn’t entirely believe her. For a moment, I looked into her eyes.


  She smiled wanly.


  “Call me when you get to your room,” I said.


  “Okay.”


  “I love you.”


  “I love you too,” she said with a sigh.
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  After I kissed her goodnight, I watched as she walked into the lobby.


  “I hope you don’t mind me saying so,” Drew said, “but she didn’t seem real happy.”


  “She’s not.”


  “Is she upset about Kendall?”


  For a long moment, I simply gazed at him.


  He returned my gaze with calm composure.


  “You know,” I said, “I’ve never really asked you how much you know about the situation with Kendall, Gina, and me.” I paused for a moment as we walked inside. “So now I’m asking,”


  I said. “What exactly do you know?”


  “I think I pretty much figured out what was going on a couple of years ago,” he said coolly.


  “And it doesn’t bug you?”


  “It used to, I guess,” he said. “But then I realized you weren’t just trying to get your kicks with my sister.”


  “No.”


  “So I got over it.” Then it was his turn to stare at me for a moment. “I also know what Kendall and Gina are up to,” he added.


  “Oh?”


  “Dude, I’ve seen Leah and Erin together. I mean, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that Gina’s… you know, interested in Kendall.”


  I nodded.


  “Kendall probably likes it too,” he said with a shrug. “But she’s seriously hung up on you. So if she’s happy, I’m happy.”


  “You know, Drew,” I said as we waited for the elevator, “you’re not the guy I got in a fight with a couple of years ago.”


  “I guess I’ve grown up,” he said, his deep voice unruffled. “And I may not be as smart as Kendall, but I’m not stupid either.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “I watch what’s going on around me.”


  I nodded.


  “So I guess you’re right,” he said. “I’m not the same guy you got in a fight with. That guy was kind of an asshole. I’m not him anymore.”


  “No, you’re not,” I said as we got off the elevator on the fourth floor.


  “And I’m definitely not like Todd Zachary.”


  Todd Zachary was one of the California people who came to camp. He and his family actually lived in Atlanta, but they were typical Californians (at least in my mind): blonde, tanned, and smugly self-important. Todd had also taken Leah’s virginity, an experience she hadn’t enjoyed.


  It hadn’t quite been against her will, but it was close. I still bristled when I thought about it.


  “What do you mean?” I asked Drew warily.


  “I know what happened,” he said.


  I looked at him as blankly as I could. I thought he was fishing for information, and I was determined not to break Leah’s confidence.


  “Don’t worry, I figured it out on my own.”


  “How?” I asked.
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  “I saw how Leah acted afterward. And how Todd acted. I don’t know exactly what happened, but I think I’ve got a pretty good idea. I figured she or Gina probably told you.”


  I nodded.


  “But if he touches her again, I’m gonna crack that asshole’s skull,” Drew said. He was serious—he didn’t swear lightly. I could only think of one time I’d ever heard him curse, but he was drunk at the time (and angry about me and his sister).


  “I’ll back you up,” I said.


  “I thought you might.”


  When I opened the door to my suite, we were greeted by a large Confederate flag hanging on my suitemates’ door. Drew and I looked at each other and then shrugged. Since it was so late, I decided to forego meeting my new suitemates.


  Before I’d taken two steps into the foyer, however, the phone rang.


  “Hello?” I said.


  “I’m home,” Gina said.


  “Is your roommate there?”


  “Yeah,” she said. “But I guess she’s asleep. No, wait. Yeah, she’s up now. I guess I’d better go meet her.”


  “Okay, sweetie,” I said. “I hope she’s cool.”


  “Me too.”


  “I’ll see you at breakfast,” I said.


  “Okay.”


  “I love you,” I said, glancing at Drew as I did.


  He didn’t even flinch.


  “I love you too,” Gina said.


  “Night.”


  “Night.”


  After I hung up, I put the key in my lock and hoped my roommate wasn’t asleep. To my surprise, he wasn’t even there. Once again, I found a note taped to the mirror.


  Hi roomie. Missed you again. I’m at my girlfriend’s. Catch you tomorrow. Signed, “T.”


  “You know,” I said, holding the note, “this is getting kinda ridiculous.”


  “What?” Drew asked.


  “My roommate’s been living here for two days, and I haven’t seen him once. He’s left me two notes, but that’s it. I mean, I haven’t really been here much either, but I’ve spent the night here twice.” Then I paused and chuckled. “I haven’t met my suitemates, either.”


  “Well, they’ve got the Southern Cross proudly displayed,” he said with a wry grin, nodding toward the flag in the foyer.


  “I guess,” I said.


  “Hey,” Drew said all of a sudden.


  “What?”


  “If your roommate’s not here, I get to sleep in his bed.”


  “Yep.”


  Robert—or Terrence, as he seemed to go by—had put away most of his things. He still didn’t have sheets on his bed, though.
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  “Here,” I said. “I’ve got an extra set of sheets.”


  “Don’t worry about it, man,” Drew said. “I don’t want you to have to wash the sheets. Just gimme a blanket and I’m cool.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah, man. No problem.”


  “Okay. Thanks.”


  After we each climbed into bed, neither of us went to sleep immediately. Instead we talked for a while. Over the years, I’d gotten to know Drew better, but this was the longest we’d ever spent in each other’s company.


  In my mind, I guess I still thought of him as an angry, frustrated jerk who’d tried to push me around. I knew he’d grown up, of course, but I hadn’t realized how much he’d matured.


  I also saw a lot of his father’s even temper in his personality. Despite Adam’s obvious size and strength, I don’t think I’d ever seen him get angry. I guess that’s what made him a good cop.


  It had certainly turned Drew into a pretty good guy.


  I decided that I really liked Drew. After all, we had a lot in common.


  We talked for a little longer, but around twelve thirty, our conversation petered out and we went to sleep.


  On Tuesday, Drew and I got up, showered, then headed down to meet Gina. When she didn’t show up after fifteen minutes, I called her room.


  “Sorry,” she said irritably. “I’m running late.”


  “Okay. No problem. We’ll see you when you get here.”


  Ten minutes later, she arrived in a semi-huff.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked.


  “My roommate woke me up at six o’clock,” she said. “God, she’s loud. I turned my alarm off and went back to sleep. And then I overslept, of course.”


  “What’s your roommate like?” I asked, changing the subject as we headed outside.


  “She’s okay, I guess,” Gina said with a shrug.


  “What’s her name?” Drew asked.


  “Faith. Faith Bennett.”


  “What’s her major?” I asked.


  “Early Childhood Education. She wants to teach kindergarten or something. I don’t know.”


  Over her head, Drew and I looked at each other.


  She’s in a fine mood this morning, I silently grumbled.


  “Where are we eating breakfast?” Gina asked.


  “The Radisson,” I said.


  “Good,” she said. “As long as it’s not Smokey’s. That food was horrible.”


  “I didn’t think it was great,” I said, “but it wasn’t horrible.”


  “If you wanna talk about ‘horrible,’” Drew said, “lemme tell you about the food at my school’s cafeteria…”


  With a look, I thanked him for changing the subject. While we walked down the hill, he injected some lighthearted humor into our conversation by telling us about carbonized hamburgers, creamed peas, and something the students called “turd bars,” which they thought $$$ 47


  were made with oatmeal and peanut butter.


  By the time we reached Kendall’s apartment building, even Gina was smiling, if only a little.


  We called Kendall from the lobby and she met us a few minutes later. As we walked toward the garage, we talked about everyday stuff, just passing the time. At the Radisson, we met Mom and the other women in the lobby.


  “Did you sleep okay, Drew?” Leah asked.


  “I didn’t sleep all that bad,” he said. “Paul’s roommate wasn’t there,” he continued, “so I got to sleep in the other bed.”


  “You still haven’t met your roommate?” Mom asked.


  I shook my head. “He’s left me two notes, but I haven’t seen him at all.”


  At breakfast, Elizabeth asked Gina about her roommate. Gina was still a little grumpy about being woken up so early, but from what she said, Faith seemed like a nice enough girl.


  Then we talked about Kendall’s roommates. We knew about Abby, so Kendall filled us in on Vivian and Phoebe. Vivian Fourier, the tall blonde, was on a full scholarship as a flute player in the UT “Pride of the Southland” marching band. She’d also been one of the scholarship students at Kendall’s prep school in Chattanooga. And while they had known each other in high school, they hadn’t been close friends. When they met up again in Knoxville, however, their friendship blossomed.


  Phoebe Randolph, whom we hadn’t met, was a nursing student from Murfreesboro, in middle Tennessee. Vivian introduced Phoebe to Kendall, but the two girls discovered that they also shared a Biology class. So when Vivian and Phoebe’s original roommates decided to room with two different girls, Kendall and Abby had been the logical choice to replace them.


  “So that’s how Abby and I ended up in Andy Holt,” Kendall finished. “I’m glad too. The apartments are much nicer than the rooms in Morrill.”


  After breakfast, we decided to make a trip to K-Mart, for any last minute school supplies, cleaning supplies, or other odds and ends we might need. Before we left, the women checked out of the hotel and we loaded Mom’s station wagon.


  We didn’t get much at K-Mart, only a few things like air fresheners, flip-flops (I’d forgotten mine), and a couple of posters. We all had lunch together before Mom and the others had to leave.


  “Do you want us to follow you back to campus?” Melissa asked as we stood in the parking lot of the restaurant.


  “I think we’ll be fine,” I said. “I know how to get back.”


  “He’s right, Mom,” Kendall added, “there’s no need for you all to drive back with us, just so you can turn around and head this way again. We’ll be fine.”


  “Are you sure?” Mom asked.


  I nodded.


  As if by some unspoken agreement, each of our mothers came up to us. Drew read the situation perfectly, and hung back with Erin and Leah. While Gina and Elizabeth said goodbye to each other, Kendall and Melissa did the same. I gazed down at Mom and tried to look as confident as I could.


  “I’m so proud of you,” she said.


  “Thanks, Mom.”


  $$$ 48


  She stood on tiptoe and kissed my cheek. Then she looked at me and sighed. “I can’t believe you’re in college,” she said.


  “Yep.”


  “Do you need anything before we go?”


  I shook my head.


  “Okay,” she said. “Call us if you need anything.”


  “Dad and I already had this talk, Mom,” I said, looking down to hide my embarrassment.


  “I know, but I just wanted you to know that you can call anytime.”


  “I know, Mom.”


  “Oh, I’m just so proud of you.”


  I felt my face heating as she gave me another hug. Nearby, Kendall and Gina were in similar situations, so I guess I couldn’t be too embarrassed.


  “You’ll do fine,” Mom said.


  “I know, Mom. I’ll call when I can.”


  “I love you,” she said.


  “I love you too, Mom.”


  She gave me another kiss on the cheek and then stepped back, wiping the corners of her eyes as she did. Then she turned to Erin and gestured.


  “I guess I’ll see you around,” Erin said when she drew near.


  Impulsively, I pulled her to me and hugged her, lifting her feet off the ground as I did.


  “Don’t tell anyone,” I whispered, “but I’ll miss you.”


  “I’ll miss you too,” she said with a sniffle. After a moment’s pause, she said, “I love you, Paul.”


  “I love you too, Erin.”


  Then I kissed her cheek and set her down. She wiped her eyes and smiled bravely.


  When Erin stepped back, I gave Elizabeth a hug and then turned to Leah. As I’d done with Erin, I hugged her and then lifted her off her feet.


  “Bye,” she whispered.


  “Bye, Leah,” I said. “You’re a great girl.”


  She kissed my cheek as I set her down.


  Next, I shook Drew’s hand.


  “Take it easy, Drew,” I said.


  “You too, man.” Then he grinned at me. “Thanks for letting me crash in your room, dude.”


  “No problem.”


  “Take care of my sister,” he said quietly.


  “I will, Drew.”


  “I know you will, but I still gotta say it.”


  I nodded.


  Then Drew and I stepped apart and Melissa gave me a hug, although I didn’t pick her up.


  After we said our last goodbyes, they all got into the station wagon. Mom, Melissa, and Elizabeth sat up front, while Drew sat in between Erin and Leah in the back. Then Mom started the car and put it into gear. Kendall, Gina, and I waved as they drove off.


  “God,” Gina said as we headed for the Jeep, “I thought my mom was gonna say goodbye fifty $$$ 49


  times.”


  “Yeah,” I said, “I know what you mean.”


  “Well, you all are moving away from home for the first time,” Kendall said.


  “Still,” Gina grumbled.


  “Oh, it’s just ’cause they love us,” I said.


  Kendall nodded. Then she arched an eyebrow at me. “You and Drew seemed to be getting along like two peas in a pod,” she said.


  “He’s a lot like me,” I said as I started the Jeep.


  “Uh- huh.”


  “He is,” I said defensively.


  As we drove back to campus, Kendall talked about life in Knoxville and things to do around campus. She also told us about some of the UT clubs and activities. I tried to include Gina in the conversation, but she seemed to be in a funk. I shrugged it off as her being out of her “comfort zone,” as Kendall put it, but it still bothered me.


  When we got back to campus, I parked in the garage (there were other non-commuter lots on campus, but the garage just seemed to be the most convenient option). Kendall and I tried to talk Gina into joining us at the apartment, but Gina just wanted to go back to her dorm. When I offered to go with her, she told me she just wanted to be alone. So I kissed her and then watched as she headed up the hill toward Carrick.


  “She’s in a great mood,” I said once she was safely out of earshot.


  “Bless her heart,” Kendall said. “She’ll get over it, though.” At my skeptical look, she continued. “I was pretty depressed when I first came to school. I’d just moved away from home, I’d just left the love of my life,” she said with a sideways glance and a smile, “and I didn’t know a soul at UT.”


  I nodded.


  “When Abby and I became friends, and then when Bridget and Toni basically adopted me, it got better. But for a while, I was terribly lonely.”


  “But why’s Gina lonely? She’s got you and me,” I said.


  “I think part of it is me,” Kendall said.


  “Huh?”


  “She’s used to having you to herself.”


  “Oh. Yeah.”


  “Now she’s got to share,” she said. Then she sighed thoughtfully.


  “What?”


  “I was just thinking…”


  “Yeah?”


  “Two years ago, I would’ve been mortified at the prospect of coming between you and Gina.


  But now, I’m not just going to skulk away because she’s around.”


  “Even though she might be unhappy?”


  “She’ll get over it,” she said. “I hope. In some ways, she’s like me, but in others… she’s very different.”


  I nodded.


  “I don’t want you to have to choose between us, but…” Her expression spoke volumes.
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  When I pulled up her shirt and cupped her breast, she broke the kiss. Then she sat up, crossed her arms, grabbed the hem of her shirt, and lifted it over her head. She smiled as she brushed her dark hair out of her eyes.


  I pulled her close, my hands caressing her warm skin. As our lips brushed and then pressed together, I found the catch of her bra. Over the past years, I’d grown adept at opening Gina’s bra, so with a practiced pinch-twist, I popped the catch on Kendall’s. Without breaking our kiss, she pulled the straps off her shoulders and then tossed the flimsy garment to the side.


  Neither of us seemed to be in a rush, so we took our time and enjoyed our kiss. My hands roamed over the bare skin of her back as she caressed my face.


  Finally, I reached between us and popped the snap on her shorts. Her zipper hissed as I $$$
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  “Just a little studying. O. Chem. Yuck,” she said. “Do you wanna come over? I could make us some popcorn or something.”


  I mentally sighed. “Thanks, but…”


  “I know,” she said. “You’re still going… out… aren’t you?”
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  “What’s that got to do with anyth—”


  “Do you think it’s ’cause they like me? Ha! Not likely.”


  “Then why’d you join?” I asked.


  “What else was I supposed to do? I don’t know anyone here, and the only two people I do know spend all their time together, without me.” She took a deep, ragged breath. “So what was I supposed to do? If Regan hadn’t convinced them to give me a bid, what would’ve happened?


  Huh, what?”


  “I dunno. You could’ve been a Tri-Delt.”


  “Yeah, right. I’m a charity case for them. Do you really think Bridget was being so nice to me because she likes me? Or was it because she wants to show how big-hearted she is?”


  “It’s not like that and you know—”


  “What do you know about it?” she asked sullenly. “Sororities aren’t like fraternities.”


  “Then why’d you join one?” I repeated.


  “What else was I going to do, sit in my room with Faith the Goody-two-shoes? I mean, I never get to see you anymore, I never get to see Kendall, and all I do is go to class and come back to my dingy room with my Bible-thumping roommate. What kind of life is that? If it weren’t for Regan, I wouldn’t know anyone. And if she wanted to, she could have me kicked out of the sorority. They’re the only friends that care about me,” she said. “So what was I supposed to do last night? Huh? What? ”


  “I didn’t realize,” I said softly. I was still angry about being left high and dry the night before, but I was also beginning to see things from Gina’s perspective. And as angry as I was, I still loved her. What was it Kara had said was the opposite of love? Indifference? Well, I was a long way from indifference as far as Gina was concerned.


  “So I came here to apologize,” she said with a ragged sniffle. “To beg you to understand. To do anything to make it up to you. I’m so sorry, Paul. I didn’t think you’d be so angry. I mean, my life here basically sucks,” she added. “I don’t know why I even get up in the morning. I can’t do anything right, and when I try, I just make things worse.”


  When I heard her utter dejection, my chest tightened.


  “I’d better go,” she whispered. “Maybe you can still make it to breakfast with Kendall.” Then she looked up, her eyes bloodshot and puffy, her dark, exotic, lovely face streaked with tears.


  “I’m sorry,” she said at last.


  “Gina, wait,” I said, my voice husky with emotion.


  Without looking up, she stopped.


  “Look,” I said, “I… I didn’t know what it was like for you.”


  She shrugged indifferently.


  “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” I said.


  She shrugged again. “It’s okay. You can go meet Kendall. I know that’s what you want to do anyway.”


  Emotions warred within me. On one hand, I was still angry about the night before. But on the other hand, seeing Gina’s dejection and absolute misery made my resentment pale in comparison. I loved her, more than I thought possible, and it was tearing me apart to see her in such pain.


  “I’d better go,” she said, her head still down.
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  “Trip?” Susan asked. “Are you a third?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said. Then he drew himself up to his full height. “Franklin Davis Whitman, III, at your service.”


  “Please, call me Susan,” she said.


  “Of course… Susan,” Trip said.
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  And while I was thinking about roommates…


  “When does Abby get back from class?” I asked.


  “Oh, she’s got a paper to write, so she’s at the library. She said she’ll be there till after dinner.


  So you’re trapped with me.”


  “Oh, save me,” I said facetiously.


  Her eyes glittering with mischief, Kendall climbed atop me and began tickling me.


  For a moment, I tried to fend her off. When that didn’t work, I simply grabbed her and rolled over. Then I scooted us toward the center of the bed. We came to rest with my hips between her thighs. I kissed her and she eagerly responded. When we broke the kiss, she gazed up at me speculatively.


  “Paul?”


  “Mmm hmm?”


  “Do you have a camera?”


  I nodded. I’d bought a 35mm Nikon before my trip to Europe.


  “Do you think we could…?”


  “Could what?” I prompted, when her pause drew out.


  “Do you think we could… play with it, maybe?”


  “Play with it?”


  She nodded.


  “How?” I asked, still a little confused.


  “Maybe I could model for you,” she suggested tentatively.


  “And?” I asked. (I sensed there was more, of course.)


  “And maybe you can pretend you’re a fashion photographer, and I’m your model.”


  I nodded for her to continue.


  “You can tell me that if I don’t take off my clothes, I’ll never become a famous model.”


  “That sounds like fun,” I said.


  “And once you force me to strip for you, you can make me… do things.”
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  In party overdrive, Gina dragged me toward the beer. The football game was on the TV in the den, but I barely caught a glimpse before Gina introduced me to another pledge.


  The next couple of hours were a blur of new people, conversation, beer, and football.


  Unfortunately, UT lost to Alabama, 38–19. Everyone’s spirits fell at that, but most people were too drunk to stay dejected for long. When Rod turned up the stereo, the party quickly picked up.


  Gina had disappeared with Regan a few times, but for the most part, she stuck by my side. She was in a crazy mood, though. The beer didn’t seem to affect her, and she drank almost as much as I did. I probably had only four or five beers, though, since I didn’t want to make a fool of myself (like some of the Pikes seemed more than willing to do).


  In addition to being in party overdrive, Gina seemed to be in sexual overdrive as well. Every time we had a moment to ourselves, she made a suggestive comment. A couple of times, she fondled me when no one was looking. Once, she even managed to get her hand into my pants and stroke me to hardness.


  After the football game ended, she dragged me away from the party. We couldn’t find anyplace without a crowd, so we simply locked ourselves in a bathroom. After kissing for a minute or two, Gina skinned off her jeans and bent over the sink.


  I slid into her from behind and started thrusting. Our sex was hard and frenzied. She got off quickly, her pussy clutching me as she climaxed. I thought it would take me a while to come, but I reached the point of no return soon after Gina did. When she felt me tense up, she whirled around and dropped to her knees. A moment later, I filled her mouth with semen.


  Shortly after we emerged from the bathroom, a bunch of people headed up to the main house to go swimming. I thought it would be a little chilly, but someone told us that the pool was heated. So we headed back into the bathroom to change into our swimsuits. Afterward, we tossed my duffel bag in the room with everyone else’s clothes and headed up to the main house.


  When we reached the pool, Regan pulled Gina away. They had to go freshen their makeup, Regan said. Jessica went along as well. A moment later, Margot and Hayley joined them, and the five of them slipped into the main house to use the bathroom (the beer had been flowing freely, and I couldn’t blame them).


  When they came out, Hayley immediately pulled off her bikini top. A bunch of the guys started chanting “Hayley Devil” (her nickname—it was a play on her last name). Gina took a moment to spot me, but when she did, she had That Look in her eye.


  Again?! I thought.


  “God, you make me so hot,” she said, rubbing her bikini-clad body against me. Then, “Do you want me to take off my top too?”


  Even though several of the other girls had taken their tops off—or had them pulled off by drunken Pikes—I didn’t really want Gina joining them. When I shook my head, she pouted for a moment, but then smiled seductively.


  “You want to keep me to yourself?” she asked.


  It was as good an answer as any other, so I nodded.


  When we waded into the pool, Gina stood in front of me. I guess I shouldn’t have been $$$
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  Finally, I cleared my head, grabbed my duffel bags, and left the relative warmth and comfort of the Jeep. My parents had left the porch lights on and the door was unlocked, so I stepped inside. I waited a moment, but no one came to greet me.


  “Hello?” I called.


  When Mom and Erin came out of the kitchen, their eyes widened in surprise.


  “We didn’t hear you come in,” Mom said.


  I dropped my bags as she ran toward me. She had a mixing spoon in her hand, but that didn’t stop her from wrapping her arms around my neck. I hugged her and then lifted her off her feet.


  When I set her down, I put my arm around Erin as well.


  “Where’s Dad?” I asked.
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  “Regan’s been spending a lot of time with Margot, if you know what I mean.”


  For a moment, I imagined the two lithe blondes, their bodies entwined as they pleasured each other.


  “Exactly,” Gina said, reading my expression. “So I’ve been reduced to getting off the old-fashioned way. But that has its benefits.”


  “Oh?”


  “Mmm hmm,” she said. “Miss Goody-two-shoes can’t hear when I’m just using my fingers.”


  I furrowed my brow.


  “I have to be careful when I use Rocky, ’cause Faith is a light sleeper.”


  “Rocky?”


  “My vibrator?” she reminded me. “Duh. I thought Rocky sounded better than ‘The Pleasure Rocket.’”


  “I didn’t know you’d given it a name,” I said.


  “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me lately,” she said with a look of regret. “It seems like whenever we’re together, we either argue or screw each other silly.”


  “You mean like now?” I asked, glancing down at where our bodies were joined.


  “Are we arguing?” she asked disingenuously.


  “Not really.”


  “Good,” she said. “Then let’s get back to screwing each other silly.”


  “In other words, ‘shut up and screw you’?”


  “You’re such a goof,” she said. “But… you’re… my… goof,” she added, her words coming out in gasps as I began pumping into her.


  She was still too sensitive to continue for long, so I pulled out and she rolled to her hands and knees. I entered her from behind, gripping her hips as I slid into her. In that position, I wouldn’t over-stimulate her clit. Instead, I hit her inner spot, and she started moaning in pleasure.


  After several minutes, I quickened my pace, my climax imminent. With a guttural grunt, I slammed into her, burying my cock as deep as I could. Then I held on to her hips to steady myself as spurt after spurt of semen bathed her inner walls.


  When I finally opened my eyes, I realized that I had collapsed forward, driving Gina to the bed. Beneath me, she was panting and moaning softly. I swallowed hard and pushed myself up.


  With a groan, I pulled out of her and flopped to my back. She rolled over and hugged herself to my side, both of us still breathing hard.


  “And we haven’t even had our argument yet,” she panted.
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  CHAPTER TWENTY


  When Kendall extended the mirror-like plate of cocaine, my first thought was to hand it to Felicia, untouched. But then I had second thoughts. If I didn’t snort the line, would she kick us out of her apartment? Would she still have sex with me—with us—if I didn’t do it? I desperately didn’t want to seem uncool, but I really didn’t want to have anything to do with cocaine.


  “Go on,” Felicia urged, “it’s good stuff.”


  I swallowed hard and tried not to look as anxious as I felt. “I’m cool for now,” I said at last.


  “Thanks, though.”


  “Have you ever fucked on coke?” she asked.


  “Sure,” I lied, hoping I appeared a lot more confident than I was. Inside, however, I cursed myself. Drugs were bad enough, but cocaine wasn’t like pot or acid—it was a serious drug. Peer pressure can make people say any thing, though, and I certainly wasn’t an exception.


  “It’s totally amazing, isn’t it?” Felicia asked, breaking my train of thought.


  “I guess,” I said with a shrug, trying to appear nonchalant. “But I kinda like to do it the old-fashioned way.”


  “Yeah, fucking while you’re straight is cool and all,” Felicia said, “but it’s so much better on coke. You sure you don’t wanna do a line?”


  When Kendall looked at me, she seemed to be urging me to do it, as if my complicity would absolve her of whatever guilt she felt.


  “Nah,” I said. “I’m cool… for now.” What was I supposed to say? I wasn’t going to do any coke, but I didn’t want to seem like a narc.


  “That’s cool,” Felicia said. “More for us.” Then she took the plate, used a razor blade to divide “my” line into two smaller ones, and finally snorted one.


  Kendall didn’t even glance at me before she snorted the other half of the line. When she looked up, however, she had a wild gleam in her eye.


  I desperately wanted to know when she’d gotten so familiar with cocaine, but I couldn’t exactly come right out and ask. Besides, Felicia put her foot on the couch—between my legs—


  and got my attention by tickling my balls with her toes.


  “Kendall told me that you’re good in bed,” the blonde said.


  I glanced at Kendall, whose eyes merely flashed in response. Then I looked back at Felicia. “It sounds like you two talked about a lot while you were in the bathroom,” I said.


  “Uh-huh,” she replied, unabashed. “She said you’re the best she’s ever had.”


  In spite of my shock, I felt my face heating.


  “She also said you’ve got a big cock. Eight inches, huh?” She punctuated her question with a glance at my crotch.


  At that, I momentarily forgot about the coke. Like virtually every guy on the planet, I had measured my dick before. I knew that I was bigger than most guys, though, so I didn’t worry about exact numbers. Even though Kendall’s estimate had been generous—by almost an inch—I wasn’t going to argue the point.


  “So, big boy,” Felicia taunted, “are you gonna show me?” Even trapped by my pants and underwear, my erection made an obvious bulge. Her eyes practically smoldered as she looked at it.
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  At that point, I spared a glance at the people remaining in the hot tub; they were staring at me and grinning. I rolled my eyes for effect. “You see what I have to put up with?” I asked facetiously.
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  After dinner we went back to Kendall’s apartment. When Trip and Abby settled on the couch, I pulled Kendall toward her bedroom. Once there, I shut the door and told her about the modeling opportunity. She jumped at the chance, since we’d get to do it together.


  “I kinda figured you’d want to,” I said. “But Siobhan said I should probably talk to you before I just signed you up for it.”


  “Of course. I can sign myself up.”


  I tried not to let my mild annoyance show. “Okay, then you need to stop by her studio tomorrow. She needs you to sign a model release.”


  “This is going to be so much fun,” Kendall said. Then she turned pensive.


  “What?”


  “What about my pubic hair?”


  “Oh, shit… I hadn’t thought about that.”


  “I don’t wanna stop shaving, but…”


  “Maybe you can just wear bikini bottoms,” I suggested. “You know, like Susan does at camp.”


  “Do you think that’d be okay?”


  “I guess so,” I said. “I mean, Wren wore ’em last quarter whenever she was on her period. So I guess it’d be okay if you wore ’em all the time. Don’t you think?”


  “It should be okay,” she said, still less than confident.


  “It’ll be okay. I mean, Siobhan said she needed the model, and the class isn’t about drawing beautiful pussy lips.”


  Kendall blushed.


  “It’s about drawing the human figure. And trust me, you’ve got one helluva figure. So I’m sure they’ll love to draw it. Now, speaking of which,” I said, “I think we’ve got a few minutes before Trip and Abby will miss us. So, do you mind if I inspect the aforementioned figure?


  Purely for informational purposes, of course.”


  “Purely for informational purposes,” she echoed, her eyes dancing with laughter.


  “So, what’s going on with you and Abby?” I asked Trip as we walked back to Carrick.


  “Nothing,” he said nonchalantly. Too nonchalantly.


  “I thought you weren’t interested.”


  “I wasn’t,” he said.


  “Past tense.”


  He smiled guiltily.


  “Uh-huh.”


  $$$

  Summer Camp - Book 3: Kendall
  

  




  “Fine, take his side,” Wren said. She tried to sound indignant, but she couldn’t pull it off.


  “You’d better not tease him,” Christy continued. “After all, you have to model with him too.”


  “Exactly,” I said. “And I’m pretty good at teasing.”
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  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  I eventually accepted that I was never going to get back together with Gina. The dull ache of loss didn’t fade with the realization, though; it simply reminded me of my own shortcomings. If only I’d paid more attention to her. If only I’d listened to Trip’s advice. If only I’d done something.


  If only, if only, if only.


  Physically, though, I was fine. My ribs had mended to the point where I could start working out again, and my bruises and cuts had healed (except for a small scar through my left eyebrow, a constant reminder of the consequences of my actions).


  Since I was getting my life in order, I decided to give up some of my extracurricular activities—give them up for good, that is. Kendall and I were getting along well and I was doing well in school, so I didn’t want to screw things up by taking on too much.


  Consequently, I gave up the Ski Club and the Wrestling Club. Coach Travis wasn’t very happy, but he couldn’t change my mind. The season was winding down anyway, so it was time for him to begin focusing on his football players and spring training.


  I also gave up basketball. My decision was more of a formality, though, since another guy from our floor had taken over my spot on the team when I couldn’t play. The guys did pretty well without me—better than they had with me—but they didn’t even make the quarterfinals.


  “Aw, hell, Loverboy,” T.J. said. “I didn’t think we’d get to the finals anyway. Especially since you had to go and get yourself beat half to death… just when you were starting to get good, too!”


  T.J. still grated on my nerves at times, but I reluctantly admitted that he had his good qualities.


  For one, he was fiercely loyal. For another, he was absolutely fearless. And once I looked past his bluster and obnoxious nicknames, I realized that he made wisecracks instead of showing his emotions. I knew we’d never be bosom buddies, but at least I didn’t snap at him when he was just trying to be friendly.


  I did keep up with the Flying Club, though. I enjoyed my lessons with Earl, and I especially enjoyed my cross-country trips. They were relaxing, since I had to pay so much attention to flying that I didn’t have time to brood about losing Gina.


  Felicia called me sporadically after the fateful Night at the Hilton, but I was usually preoccupied, surly, or both. I know it wasn’t fair, but I blamed her—at least in part—for my break-up with Gina. If only she hadn’t been so starved for attention. If only I hadn’t given her my phone number. If only she hadn’t called when Gina was there to answer.


  “If only,” I cursed silently. If only I hadn’t had sex with her in the first place! Self-discipline?


  Ha!


  I don’t remember when it happened, but her phone calls stopped abruptly. Maybe her boyfriend caught her. Maybe she got tired of me being a jerk. Maybe she simply moved on.


  When it finally dawned on me that I hadn’t heard from her in a while, I berated myself for not noticing sooner.


  I cared about Felicia, and she deserved better. After a bit of soul-searching, I located her phone number and called her, but the number had been disconnected. I called the store where she worked, but the manager said she had quit unexpectedly.


  I felt bad for her, but I didn’t know what else I could do, since I wasn’t the answer to her $$$
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  “Time to take me to bed,” she said. “I need some of that attention we’ve been talking about.”


  My eyes snapped open and I started to reply. Then I realized how ridiculous that would seem, so I shut my mouth abruptly.


  Dawn looked at me and grinned with drunken misunderstanding.


  I smiled wryly, as much amused by my own reaction as by her expression.


  “Huh?” Kirk said.


  “It’s time to give my magic pussy a little attention,” Dawn said to him.


  He merely grinned at her.


  Kendall looked at me, her eyes unfocused. “What’s going on?” she whispered.


  Belatedly, I realized that I was still playing with her clit. I jerked my fingers from the sensitive bud.


  She frowned blankly.


  “I guess it looks like we’re gonna head to bed,” Kirk said.


  “Ooooh, goody,” Dawn said, clapping her hands with girlish enthusiasm. “Happy pussy!”
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