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Caleb was already sitting at the table – which was nestled all the way in the quieter corner of the library – with his notes and textbooks strewn all over the place.  Romy caught sight of this, and shook her head slightly to herself.  Without trying to distract Caleb too much, Romy slid quietly into one of the hard plastic chairs, and let her notebook fall.  Caleb looked up at Romy, but almost immediately went back to whatever he homework he was attempting, and yawned.  “Awww.  Did I wake you?” Romy asked, dropping her bike messenger bag on the table.  Caleb scrambled to clear a spot for her to sit.  She hit the stop button on her CD player, and placed it on the table as well.


“Are you kidding?  I’ve been up since noon, yesterday!  Every breath I take keeps me from napping,” Caleb replied, not even skipping a beat.  Romy slumped down in her chair, and tried not to yawn.  She had no idea that Caleb was staring at her.  “Yo.  Where’d you get that shirt?” he asked, as Romy casually looked up from fluid mechanics notes.  


She glanced down at her shirt, realizing she was wearing her long-sleeved Tragically Hip shirt, and smirked.  “Uh…the concert?” Romy answered, pressing the play button on her CD player.  “Figured I needed something Hip related that was long-sleeved so I could wear it in the winter.”


Caleb rubbed his goatee.  “You know, if you shaved that monkey, he’d look like Gord,” Caleb deduced, immediately going back to his own fluid mechanics homework, and bopping his head along with whatever he was listening to.


“Wait.  Are you saying that Gordon Downie looks like a monkey?” Romy asked in return, turning to down the volume on her CD player, so that she could hear what Caleb was trying to tell her.


“What about Gord’s monkey?” Caleb asked, his music obviously too loud to hear much of anything.  Romy let out an exasperated sigh, and shook her head, showing that she was slightly amused by Caleb’s jest.  Caleb grinned at the sight of Romy’s amusement.  “Sorry.  I wasn’t really paying attention.”


“Do you ever pay attention?” Romy muttered under her breath, so that Caleb wouldn’t hear.  But Caleb heard her; he heard every word she ever said.


The first time Romy met Caleb was at Caleb’s 22nd birthday party at their good friend Lola’s apartment.  Romy was a long way from home and didn’t really have many friends, and Caleb was simply shy around people he wasn’t familiar with.  But once the two started talking, they immediately hit it off.  Romy and Caleb’s friendship was literally based on their ability to insult one another and not take the other one seriously.  Caleb was rarely serious, but most people he ran into took him seriously, and would get offended in one way or another.  But Romy’s ability to take the joking insults as well as dish them out just as fast as Caleb sparked an immediate attraction.


“You’re coming tomorrow night, right?”


“To that party you’re throwing?  I most certainly am.”


“Everyone pussed out on me, so I’m just checking.  I’m gonna go up to the lake early, and’f it’s too windy…”


“We’ll party at my place!”


Caleb chuckled.  “You’re absolutely seriously about that.”


“Hell yes!  Dude it’s been, like, way too long since someone said, ‘Let’s party at Romy’s.’  Or since someone said let’s drink without having to go to a freaking club.  We need to get loaded at my place.”


“We just need to get loaded period.”


Neither of them knew that they were saying ‘we’ instead of ‘I’, implying they needed to do whatever they were talking about together.  Romy and Caleb had a tendency to say things like that, and not really know that they were saying it.  This began their sophomore year, when they were in all of the same classes together, and thought it would be better if they studied together.  Every so often turned into every day very quickly, and pretty soon Romy and Caleb would spend every waking moment together.  Things got a little weird when, on Valentine’s Day, Caleb cut short his dinner with his quote-unquote girlfriend so that he could meet up with Romy in the library, which aroused suspicion among everyone they knew.  But when summer came, Romy and Caleb seemed to go their separate ways; Romy went back home, and they sort of grew apart.  Now they were just trying to get their friendship back to where it had been before.  “Some days it’s the way it used to be,” Romy tells her new roommates.  “Some days we just...don’t connect.  Or it feels weird, y’know?  I just...wish it would all go back to normal.”

Romy’s apartment

September 13, 2002

5:15 pm


Romy sat with the phone in her hand for close to two minutes; Caleb’s number on the screen staring her in the face, ready to be dialed.  She just couldn’t bring herself to do it, she was afraid to call him.  Finally, she succeeded.


“Hello?” Caleb answered.


“Hey,” Romy said in return, contouring her cell phone to her face just so she wouldn’t lose any of the conversation.


“Yo.  What’s up?”


“What’s going on with tonight?  We still chilling at the lake?”


“Oh we are still partying.  I mean, me and bunch of guys from the Falls’re going up there, anyway.  You’re still coming, right?”


“Oh yeah.”


Caleb paused.  “Ayeet!  When you coming up?”


“Whenever.  But I need directions.”  Romy went into the kitchen and threw her dishes in the dishwasher.


“You don’t know how to get here?”


Romy sighed heavily.  “No, dorkface, I don’t!  I told you, like, a dozen times that I needed directions up there.”


A pause on Caleb’s end.  “D, Dorkface?!  Awww, now I don’t want you to come.”


“Oh, give me a break.  So you gonna get me up there or what?”


“Yeah.  Got a pen?”


Romy rummaged around in her apartment until she found both something to write with and on.  “Aight, ‘m good.”


“You know how to get to the Island, right?”


“Long Island?”


Caleb paused, trying to register what Romy had just said.  “Grand Island, Romy.  Grand Island.”


Romy chuckled sarcastically.  “Yes I know how to get to Grand Island.  I can also get myself to Niagara Falls and Toronto even!”


“Heh.  You’re just a human map, aren’t ya’?”


“Not even close, Caleb.”


“Okay.  Get on, uh, the 290, but not going toward the mall.”


“Go toward Grand Island, I got that.”


“Right.  Then get on the 190…”


“Grand Island, Caleb, I got it!”


“Okay!  Sheesh.  Uh, go over both sets of bridges…”  Romy just kept her mouth shut, knowing he truly wasn’t paying attention to what he was doing.  “And keep going on the 190 through the Falls and up to Lewiston.  Now, up there you’ve gotta get off at the exit before Canada…”  Romy chuckled.  “What…”


“So I’m getting off at the last American exit?”


“Ha.  I didn’t even…I never caught that.  But yeah.  After that you’re gonna go right, but stay in the left lane.  Then you’re gonna go right, but stay in the left lane…”  Romy was already confused.  “Then you’re gonna go to the end of that road, and when it forks, go right.”  Romy wrote virtually every word furiously, in order to keep up with Caleb.  “Then, get off at the first exit, and when the road comes to a T, go left.  Then drive exactly a mile, and make a left.  Okay so far?”


“Oh sure!” Romy replied sarcastically.


“That’s gonna be a dirt road, and when that road forks stay to the right.  If you don’t you’re basically gonna be in the backyard, and you don’t want that.  Got it all?”


“Uh…yup.  Got it.”


“You’re not gonna…get lost, are you?”


“I’m gonna get incredibly lost, Caleb.”  Romy chuckled nervously along with Caleb.  “But I’ve got your number, so if you’re not completely wasted you can help me.”


“Ayeet.  So I’ll…see you up there?”


“Hopefully.”


“Later Romy.”


Romy smirked as she ended the conversation.  This was the first step in the right direction, she felt.  But as the hours progressed she got more and more nervous.  She didn’t know anyone – with the exception of their mutual friend Will – who was going to be there, and the whole night was going to be somewhat awkward, unless of course, she got completely wasted as soon as she got out of the car, or started drinking on the way up. 

9:45 pm

“C’mon.  You like Caleb; you have to come with me!” Romy whined into her phone.


“But I, I’m already going downtown,” Romy’s friend Jen said back.  “I mean, if I weren’t going out with my roomies, I’d definitely go with you.”


“Eh, it’s okay.  You go, go downtown.  Have fun.”

***


 “You told me you were going!”


“I was!  But I didn’t know you were staying up there, Romy, and I’ve got stuff to do tomorrow…”


“Oh boohoo.  Ahh, fine.  Be that way.”


“Have fun tonight, though.  It should be a good time.”


“Yeah yeah yeah.”


Sighing, Romy exasperatedly hung up the phone.  She was getting nothing but excuses.  If she wanted to go to this party, she was going to have to go up to Caleb’s party all alone.

Youngstown, New York

11:32 pm


Romy parked her car across the narrow gravel street from the house which already had a bunch of cars parked in the driveway.  She climbed out of her Jeep, pondering whether or not to bring her long-sleeved Hip shirt down to the beach, even though she knew it would get considerably colder as the early morning quickly drew near.  Nevertheless she left it draped over the front seat, turned off her cell phone and dropped it in the cup holder, and threw her wallet under the Hip shirt.


“Well well, glad to see you made it!” Caleb shouted, as Romy snuck around the corner.  All of Caleb’s friends jumped.  “Everybody this is Romy.  She’s a friend of mine from school.”  Caleb’s friends collectively breathed a sigh of relief, as Romy climbed up onto the deck.


“Caleb’s never a good host,” Romy noted.


“Shit, yo, we thought you were a neighbor!”


“Even if I was, I wouldn’t break up a party that Caleb was throwing,” Romy said in response.  Romy heard murmurs about how cool she seemed, among other things, but she wasn’t really paying attention.  Mainly, she was staring at Caleb, who appeared to be high on something.


“Yo, you want a beer?” Caleb asked.  He walked into the house, not even waiting for Romy to respond.  “Coors or Blue.  Blue, right?”


“You know me too well Caleb,” Romy answered, leaning back against the railing.  She smiled, hearing the sounds of Caleb banging bottles and cans together in the kitchen.  Romy knew in the back of her mind that Caleb would forget what she wanted; that was just his nature.


A moment of so later Caleb came back out on the porch, carrying two beers.  “I, uh, I couldn’t remember what you wanted, so uh…”


“The Blue,” Romy stated, reaching for the beer.  Caleb put the Coors on the glass patio table, and twisted open the bottle of Blue for Romy.  He held it for a moment, looking as if he were ready to drink it down himself.  Romy reached for it again, hoping to grab the beer, as well as Caleb’s attention.  “Oh.  Heh.  Yeah, this is yours.”


Someone suggested, “Let’s go down to by the fire.”  After all, that was the reason they were partying at that particular house, to bask in the fact that they could build a giant bonfire right down on the beach.  So everyone picked up their drinks and took off to the beach.


“Ah.  The…lake…” Romy thought.  “Uh, Ontario right?”


“Yeah…”


“Oh, you have to, forgive Romy here.  She, she’s not from around here.”


Caleb’s friend Keith, who loved meeting people from far away places, immediately perked up, and looked at Romy.  “Not from around here, eh?  So where exactly do you hail from?”


“New York City.  Actually, a suburb of New York City, but you get the idea.”


“Whoa!” Keith began, twisting off the cap of another drink.  “You came all the way up here form New York City!?”


“No!  No, no no no.”


“She goes to UB with me, doofus,” Caleb said.


“Yeah, we were in all the same classes together,” Romy began.  “But I don’t know why I hang out with him outside the library.”


“Because we have soooo much in common!” Caleb shouted, answering a question he wasn’t asked.  Caleb threw his hat on Romy’s head, and dashed back into the woodpile, ready to throw things into the fire.


Caleb’s friends started laughing, watching him drunkenly crawl around in the rotting firewood.  “He’s gonna fall into the fire, isn’t he?” Romy muttered, as Caleb’s friend Taylor inched closer to her.


“Nah.  He may burn the grass on the hill, but he’s got…an amazing sense of balance,” Taylor said in return.  “I mean, he may be a little…”


“Brain dead?” Keith interrupted.  “Because, because sometimes he can be.”


“He’s your best friend!” Taylor shouted over the sound of the crackling fire and the waves crashing on the beach.


“So?  That gives me the privilege…no.  The right to insult Caleb as I see fit.”


“Hey!  What’re you saying about me?”


“That you’re brain dead, Kay.”


Caleb chuckled.  “Ha.  That’s so true.”


Romy couldn’t help but smile.  She turned and looked out across the lake, squinting at the city skyline across the water.  “What city’s that?  It, it’s not Rochester, right?”


Keith snickered.  “Uh, no sweetie.  Rochester’s on this side of the lake.  That’s Toronto.”


“Wow.  You can see Toronto from your house?  That’s awesome!” Romy exclaimed, proving how easily amused she really can be.


About an hour later, Caleb and Romy’s mutual friend Will showed up, already drunk off his head.  A sigh of relief washed over Romy, even though Will wouldn’t really be good company, he’d keep her company anyway, so that she didn’t feel so left out.  “Whoa!  A little…wobbly there aren’t ya’?”


Will almost fell over.  “Shit Will, and you drove here?!” Keith shouted, as everyone watched Will try not to fall off of the landing.


“Well I had to get here, didn’t I?  I didn’t want this little shit calling me a bitch,” Will answered, pointing in Caleb’s general direction.


“You, you didn’t have to get here that badly, no,” Romy mumbled, staring at the rather solid-looking water.


“I needed to get here, Romy, I needed to get here to cheer you up!” Will exclaimed, as he tried to get up off of the rock he had fallen onto.  “I need some cheering up anyway.  You need some cheering up too, don’t you Romy?”


“Indeed I do need some cheering up,” Romy replied, knocking her bottle against the one that sort of found its way to Will’s hand.  “So how ya’ been, Ralph, haven’t talked to you in a long time.”


“Work sucks, Romy, don’t ever leave school,” he replied, leaning his head on Romy’s shoulder.  They sat in complete silence for about ten minutes, until Will picked his head up off of Romy’s shoulder.  “Romy, I gotta go.  I will be back, though.”


“Romy you got a light?” Caleb asked, reaching his hand out to her.  But instead, Will grabbed Caleb’s hand for balance, and pulled himself up off of the rock.  “Where you going?”  Will just pointed up to the house, mumbling incoherent thoughts and drunkenly tried to climb the stairs.  Romy handed Caleb her secret lighter.  “Wha…you smoke?”


Romy didn’t answer, but turned her head and tried to keep her hair from blowing around wildly.  Caleb lit the cigarette, and handed it to Romy.  She didn’t really want the cigarette, nor need it for that matter.  “Thanks,” she mumbled, slowly taking the cigarette from Caleb.


“See, I only smoke when I drink,” Caleb began, pulling out another cigarette.  “But you?  You I don’t know.  You had a past before I got here.  Maybe there’s…a lot going on in that head of yours that you don’t let on.”


Romy took a drag.  “Oh, you couldn’t be more right, Caleb.  You couldn’t be more right.  Then again, we’ve all got skeletons in the closet, don’t we?  Stuff we don’t want everyone else to know about?”  Caleb rubbed his chin and smiled, as Keith grabbed him and went up to the house, muttering something about bringing a stereo down to the water, leaving Romy alone on the beach.  She rubbed her arm and sighed, her chin resting in her palm and her elbow on her knee, the cigarette hanging from the hand that was dangling.  She stared out onto the water, trying to make out the Toronto skyline through the light fog.  Anything to keep her mind from racing.

1:45 am


Romy had a good amount of alcohol in her system, so she was now on what she thought would be her last drink.  The only people still at the house were her, Caleb, Keith, Taylor, Todd, and possibly Will.  No one had seen him for a good two hours, but Romy was the only one who seemed to be worried.  Todd and Caleb thought they’d go for a swim – a concept that seemed extremely foreign to Romy considering some of the stories she had heard about the lake, not to mention the fact that it really was entirely too cold to go swimming at all.  But she sat there, nursing her fifth beer of the night, trying to carry a conversation with Caleb and Todd as they both stripped down to their boxers and jumped into the murky waters of Lake Ontario.  Todd and Caleb didn’t even notice Romy getting up and going up into the house.


“Will?” Romy asked, sneaking into the house.  She slid the glass door closed behind her, and pulled off her Dr. Martens boots.  “Uh…yoohoo?  Will, you in here?”


Romy had to go through every room in the house before she stumbled upon the bedroom where Will had been hiding out for close to two hours.  Romy turned on the light and snuck into the bedroom, and saw Will not on the bed, but on the floor just next to the bed.  She sighed heavily, and with her own drunken swagger, ambled up to where Will was passed out.  “Hey,” she said, gently kicking Will.  “Get up, yo.”  Will grumbled in response, and Romy chuckled.  “You know how long you’ve been in here?”


“Dunno.  Ten minutes?”


“Two hours.”


“Shit.  Must’ve…passed out or something.”


“Gee Ralph, you must have.  C’mon, get up.”


“Why,” Will replied.


“Because I said so, bitch.  You’ve been in here all night.”


“And I’d prefer it that way,” Will protested in return.


“C’mon.  If you don’t get up, then Caleb’s gonna come in here, and it’ll just be one big mess.”


“Ooo!  That reminds me, I know something…you don’t.”  He rubbed his stomach, and smiled a fiendish smile.


“Oh?” Romy asked in return.  “You gonna tell me what you know, or what?”


“I know something you don’t know,” Will said tauntingly, rolling onto his back.


“Oh I think you should tell me.”


“No no.  Caleb might get mad, and we wouldn’t want that.”


Romy closed the bedroom door, and stood towering above Will.  “Wait.  Caleb’s…keeping a secret from me?”


“No.  I’m keeping a secret from you.  But it involves Caleb.”


“Does it just involve Caleb?” Romy asked.  Will shook his head.  “Huh.  Shall we play twenty questions?”


Will nodded.  “You’re down to eighteen.”


Romy rubbed her chin, folded her legs, and collapsed onto the floor next to Will.  “Does it involve anyone else?”


Will nodded in agreement again.  “Seventeen.”


“Anyone I know?”  Another nod.  Romy thought hard about her next question, in some way hoping that the answer would be “no,” even though deep down inside she desperately wanted the answer to be “yes.”  “Me?  Don’t tell me it’s me.”  Will smiled.  “Well, what…”


“All I’m saying is that Caleb talks about you.  A lot.”


“That’s you’re big secret!?” Romy shouted, nudging Will with her foot.  “That’s a pathetic secret, Will.”


“You didn’t let me finish!” Will shouted, grabbing at Romy as she hopped to her feet.  “If he’s…talking about you, then he’s…thinking about you!”


“Wha…what’re you…so?!  Caleb’s thinking about me.  So what?”


Will sighed heavily.  “No Romy, you don’t understand.  Sit down, and let me tell you something about Caleb.  Caleb…well…doesn’t usually talk about girls.  Or people in general.  Usually he talks about his bike, or the game, or something that doesn’t involve actual emotion.  But recently?  He’s been talking non-stop about you.  Hell, I think Keith and Todd were happy to meet you just because you actually exist, and their boy hasn’t gone completely crazy!”


Slowly, things were starting to make sense to Romy.  “So Caleb talks about me,” Romy began.  “What…what does he say…?”


“The usual stuff.  ‘Romy’s so cool. You guys would love her,’ ‘It’s nice to be able to talk hockey with a chick.’  Stuff like that.”  Romy and Will stared at one another for what seemed like an eternity.  “But, sometimes he’ll say something like, ‘Romy’s kind of pretty, but the kind of pretty you don’t see everyday.’  Stuff like that scares me, coming from Caleb.  I really think he likes you.”


Romy’s face turned a bright crimson.  “Wha…you think that just because he said I’m pretty?  He’s gotta say that about other people.”


Will sat up, and folded his legs like Romy’s.  “Because I’ve known Caleb forever.  He’s really to himself when it comes to these things.  But, y’know, every so often he’ll open up to his best friend.  Hell, everyone goes crazy once in a while because there’s something…just under the surface, gnawing away at them.  Caleb’s just better than some at hiding it.”  


Romy started to smile.  She didn’t want Will to see her smile, but she couldn’t help it.  Romy was just like Caleb in that respect.  She was extremely hesitant about showing most emotions, just for fear of what the people around her would say.  But something inside her had finally burst; she knew she had to admit it, or else she herself would explode.  “Can I share a secret with you?”  Will nodded, and inched closer to Romy, as she motioned for him to do so.  “I think I like Caleb, too,” Romy whispered.


Will stifled a laugh.  “No you, you’re kidding!” he said sarcastically in return, slapping his forehead.  Romy was starting to feel more and more embarrassed.  “Nah, don’t feel…it’s just, well.  I don’t know if you think you’re keeping that a secret, but Romy?  You’re not very good at hiding it.”


Romy shrugged her shoulders.  “I used to be,” she began.  “It used to be easy.  But it just…it built up so much that…”


The clock in the hallway struck three, and almost at that precise moment, Caleb busted into the bedroom.  “Ah ha!  I found you!” Caleb shouted, resting all of his weight on the door.  “Oh, and you too Will.  Are you two tired?  Because I am beat.”


“As you should be considering it’s three in the morning,” Romy said.


“You kidding Rome?  This is early for us!” Caleb shouted.


Will looked at Caleb and Romy, grabbed a blanket off the bed and a pillow off the futon on the room, and started to go into the living room.  “Hey Will where, uh, where’re you going?” Romy asked, almost running to stop him from leaving the room.

“Well I, uh, I’m going to sleep.  On the couch.  In the living room,” Will answered, his thoughts becoming more and more coherent, which was a sign that he was incredibly drunk.


“So Romy, you and me’ll take the bed,” Caleb casually said, itching the back of his head as he yawned.  “Mean, that’s okay with you, right?  You don’t have any problems with us sleeping together, because I’ll sleep in the chair if you do.”


Romy had to think about that for a moment or two.  The way Caleb had put that sent Romy’s mind into a tailspin, and she was starting to get light-headed.  Romy just stood there for a moment or two, her mouth hanging open as if she were thinking about how to answer that question.  “I, uh, no!  No, I don’t have any problems with that, nah.  Nah, I’m cool,” Romy finally answered.


“You’re sure,” Caleb began.


Romy nodded.  “Absolutely.  Plus I’m too tired to stand here and argue.”


Caleb pulled the blankets down, turned off the lights, and climbed into bed, leaving Romy standing in the middle of the dark room, trying to fathom what exactly was going on.  But what was going on was all in Romy’s head.  Romy’s overactive imagination was once again playing tricks on her, but this time it felt too real to try and write off as just a figment of her imagination.  “Or you could sleep standing up,” Caleb commented, dropping his glasses on the nightstand.  


Romy took the hat off her head and placed it on top of her boots.  “This is going home with me,” she thought, trying to bring this moment in time back down to earth.  She crawled into bed as gently as she could, and crept underneath the blankets, realizing as she lay there, next to Caleb, that this situation was the farthest from normal that she could have gotten that night.  She tried to hide her beaming smile, but it was impossible.


“Oh, just to warn you, I’m probably going to snore tonight,” Caleb said, turning his head to look at Romy.  “Because my, my nose is all stuffy from being outside in the cold air.  So, uh…”


“It’s okay.  I know you snore even when you haven’t been ‘out in the cold air’ all night,” Romy said back, gently fluffing the very thin pillow she was attempting to sleep on.


“Wha…are you saying that I snore?” Caleb asked in return.


“No.  You’re saying you snore.  I’m just…” Romy began, balling her hands up underneath her cheek.  “Agreeing with you is all.”


“Would you two shut up?  People are trying to sleep in this house!” they both heard Will shout from the living room.  Without warning, Caleb flew out of bed and into the living room, and wailed his fist against Will’s arm.  “Ow!  Shit, Caleb, what the hell…”


“Do you mind!?  Me and Romy’re trying to have a conversation!”


“About how you snore?  That’s pathetic, Kay!  You’re going to talk her to sleep if you keep this up,” Will replied, rolling away from where Caleb was standing.


Caleb itched the back of his head.  “Well what should I talk to her about?”


“Nothing!  Just…shut the hell up and go to sleep!” Will shouted, rubbing his arm.  “And if you hit me again I swear to God.”


Caleb sighed and ambled back into the bedroom, where Romy appeared to be sleeping, a smile on her face.  And she was quietly snoring.  Caleb got into bed as carefully as he could, so not to disturb Romy’s gentle slumber, and he too had a smile on his face.

September 14, 2002

9:45 am


When Romy got up, Caleb was still asleep, snoring so loudly the things hanging on the walls were shaking, but Will was awake and moving around.  She went out into the living room, where Will was sitting on the couch, tying his sneakers.  He glanced up at Romy quickly, and snorted.  “You’re awake.  The way you two were sawing wood last night it sounded like you were drowning,” Will commented.


“Sorry about that,” Romy apologized.  “I’m surprised to see you awake.  But you’re up and ready to go aren’t ya’?”


“Got things to do back on the Island so I can go out and do it all again tonight,” Will answered.  Romy chuckled once to herself.


“That can’t be healthy,” she mumbled.


“Oh I assure you it’s not.  But you’re only young once, am I right?” Will asked in return.  “How about you, you out of here too?”


Romy shrugged her shoulders.  “Eh.  I think I’ll stick around and, you know, see if Caleb needs any help cleaning up and stuff,” Romy answered, wrapping herself up in the sweater that Caleb had left on the kitchen table.


“He’s going to be shocked for two reasons,” Will started.  “One, that someone actually stayed behind to help him clean, and two, that the girl he fell asleep next to didn’t get up and run away.”


Romy went back into the bedroom, and noticed that Caleb had his arm draped across the bed where she had been previously laying.  She wanted to sit there and just watch him sleep – as obsessive as that sounded, even to her – because that was when Caleb looked his best.  She’d always stare at him if he ever fell asleep in the library, and on several occasions Caleb caught her.  But it didn’t seem to bother him that Romy would stare at him, so she kept doing it.  Caleb stirred, almost as if he knew she was watching him.


“Mornin’,” Caleb grumbled.  “Yuck.  My mouth tastes like an ashtray.”


“Yeah.  I had a glass of water just to try to get that taste out of my mouth,” Romy commented.


An awkward silence filled the room.  Romy had no idea what to say.  She pondered saying something about talking to Will earlier that morning, but she didn’t know whether or not Caleb had sworn Will to secrecy, and if he had there was no way she was getting in the middle of that.  So she just sighed heavily.


It was Caleb who finally broke the silence.  “You hungry?”


“I could go for some breakfast,” Romy replied, pulling her hair out of the mangled knot she had slept with it in.  “What’d you have in mind?”


“Eh, there’s a nice little diner in town a little ways,” Caleb began.  “C’mon.  I’ll treat ya’ to breakfast.”


“Treat me to breakfast?  Wow.  Might I ask why?”


Caleb slipped on his glasses, and wandered across the hallway into the bathroom.  “Can’t a guy do something nice for one of his close friends once in a while?” Caleb asked, folding his arms.  “It’s just breakfast, it’s not like I’m taking you to the Olive Garden or something.”


“Well, for starters I’m not dressed for the Olive Garden,” Romy mentioned, going into the kitchen where her boots were.  Caleb chuckled, and slid the toothbrush into his mouth, as Romy just stared out at the water.  She hadn’t seen the lake in the daylight, and even though the sun was hidden by the murky clouds above, it was still a breathtaking sight.  Romy glided through the open sliding glass door as quietly as she could, and slowly made her way down toward the waterfront.


It didn’t sound like the ocean, but it was awfully close.  Romy always thought the sound of waves was the most soothing sound on the planet, and she had a tendency to phase out everything else going on around her.  And though normally when she’s watching wave-like motion she has no idea what’s going on around her, she knew Caleb was sneaking up behind her.


“This is amazing,” Romy mumbled.


Caleb climbed up onto the smoldering bonfire, trying either to put more wood on, or completely put it out.  “What’s amazing,” Caleb said in return.


Romy took a deep breath, and smiled.  “I mean, you grew up here, right?” Romy asked.


“Well, not really, but I did spend a lot of time here,” Caleb replied.


“Okay, but that’s, that’s still better than nothing.  I mean, I just…if I had spent any piece of my childhood here, I would have come out of it that much happier.”  Romy paused, and took a deep breath.  “Guess you could say I sort of…envy you.”


“Envy me?  Because I grew up on the water?” Caleb asked, as he stopped throwing whatever onto the still smoldering fire.  “What…what is your fascination with the water?”


Romy shrugged her shoulders, and turned to face Caleb briefly.  “It’s one of the few things – the sound that waves make – that helps keep me calm.  Every time I hear that?  I don’t know, it’s just, my whole body sort of settles into this serene state.  Like sometimes, as night, I’ll sleep with the windows open just a smidge…”


“To hear waves?” Caleb asked sarcastically.  Romy sighed heavily, and looked back out onto the water.  “Or do you listen for the wind rustling the trees?  Because…that sort of sounds like waves.  Plus it, it’s what I do.  Y’know, kind of puts me right to sleep.”  Romy smirked with her back to Caleb, and could feel the blood rush to her cheeks.  “Yeah, sometimes I, uh, I notice…”  Caleb began, taking a seat on that rock next to Romy.  “That abstract art stuff.  ‘m really not as ignorant as I often appear to be.”


“Oh I find that hard to believe,” Romy sassed.


“It’s true!  Everyone thinks I’m just…this smartass from the Island, and that’s just not true, not entirely true anyway.”


“Well of course it’s not true,” Romy started.  “You’re a smartass from the Falls, technically.”


“Okay Lucky Charms, you’ve made your deeply sarcastic point.”  Caleb paused, stood up, and stretched his arms to the sky, revealing a tiny bit of his stomach.  “C’mon Rome, let’s go get some food.”


Romy slowly stood up, as the little nickname Caleb had recently shot at her finally sunk in.  “Did…did you just call me Lucky Charms?” she asked, slowly climbing up the steep staircase behind Caleb.


Caleb smirked.  “That’s for dorkface.”

***


“Whoa!  An actual…road-side-slash-truck-stop diner,” Romy commented, as the jingle of the faux sleigh bells against the glass in the door echoed in Romy’s ears.


The waitress was an older woman, who looked like she had been there for quite a while.  She took a moment from her counter top cleaning regime, and smiled at the sight of Romy and Caleb standing in the doorway, looking slightly hung-over and extremely disheveled.  “Heya kids.  You can go ahead and seat yourselves, I’ll be with ya’ in a jiff!”


“Did she just say jiff?” Romy asked.


“Dude, she just called up kids!” Caleb said, nudging Romy toward a booth in the corner of the diner.


“Ha.  To me maybe,” Romy said back.  “So, what’s worth eating on the menu?”


“Anything.  Dave’s an amazing cook,” Caleb replied.


“No menus.”


“Don’t need one.  When I say “anything”, I mean anything,” Caleb said in return.  “But something breakfast-related would be best.”


“Caleb it’s like, 10:30.  It’s almost time for lunch.”


“Ha!  Maybe for you, Miss I-Like-To-Get-Up-At-Ungodly-Hours-Of-The-Morning.”


“Ahh.  Well with that out of the way, name’s Sara, and I’ll be your guide into the cuisine of the Hillview Café,” the older woman announced.  “Now, can I start you two off with something to drink?  Juice?  Milk?”


“Coffee,” Caleb almost demanded in return.


Romy sort of forced a smile.  “Apple juice would be fine.”


“Alrighty.  You guys know what you want, or you need a minute or two…”


So they ordered.  Caleb seemed as if he were trying to shoo Sara away, and somehow Sara got the hint.  She winked at Caleb, smiled down at Romy, and went off into the kitchen.  Romy turned her head away from the swinging doors leading into the kitchen, to see Caleb staring at her.  “Uh…” Romy mused.


“I never noticed that your eyes are blue,” Caleb said, the thought coming from out of nowhere.


“Okay.  So…my eyes’re blue.”


“No, I mean…you always comment on how beautiful my eyes are, and I just realized I had no idea what color yours even were.  And I think I’m just going to shut up while I’m ahead.”  Caleb was actually blushing, and tried to hide it by looking away from Romy.


“Are you saying I have beautiful eyes?” Romy asked, further complicating things.  Caleb’s blushing was becoming a problem, and was about to rush to the bathroom, when Sara saved the day and brought their drinks, as well as another glass of water for Caleb.  Caleb immediately downed the entire glass.  “You okay?”

“Yeah, I uh…” Caleb stumbled to say.  He knew deep inside he was going to explode, but he also knew what saying something to Romy would bring.  Just before he could explode, he was reminded of a conversation he had with Will – one of the very few serious conversations that the two had ever had – one that had occurred back before Caleb started seriously hanging out with Romy.

*** 


“Will, lemme ask you something.”


“Uh…”


“No, this is serious.  Well it’s sort of serious.”


“Is this about a girl?”


“Eh, sort of.”


“Ah ha.  Is this about Romy?”


“All of a sudden I’m under interrogation here!  Can’t a guy ask his best friend a question?”


“Okay.  Fire away, Caleb.  What’s your question.”


“Let’s say that there’s this guy.  And he sort of has a crush on this girl.  And he’s had a crush on her, like, ever since he met her.  Now, they’re like really good friends, and this guy’s afraid that, if he tells this girl how he really feels that she’s going to get all scared and, y’know, ignore him forever.  What should he do?”


“Well, ever wonder if Romy feels the same way about you?”

***


“Hello?  Earth to Caleb?”  Romy was snapping her fingers in front of Caleb’s face, trying to snap him out of whatever trance he had slipped into.  Caleb shook his head, and seemed to brace himself against the table.  “There you are.  Man, you must have really had, like, a bad trip last night or something.”


“Yeah,” Caleb mumbled incoherently.  He took a deep breath.  “Can I ask you a question?”


Romy sipped on her apple juice.  “I don’t understand why people ask that.  I mean, you just did, so…”  Caleb chuckled nervously.  “But yeah, yeah go ahead.”


Caleb took a deep breath.  “I was talking to Will the other day, and uh, well your name came up,” Caleb began.


“Oh it did.”


Caleb nodded in agreement.  “Nothing bad, mind you.”


“I don’t know.  With you two how can it not be bad.”


“Well answer me this.  In a relationship, do you think it’s better to just…start from scratch, or to build a relationship on a friendship that’s been blossoming for a long time?” Caleb asked, folding his hands on the table.


“Hmm.  A loaded question, to say the least.  It all depends on how long you’ve been friends.  I mean starting one from scratch isn’t usually the best thing to do.  Take, for example, like you and Jess.  I mean, I haven’t been keeping tabs on your love life or anything, but I could see that that was doomed from the beginning.  And you two weren’t friends to begin with at all,” Romy answered, sipping the last drops of her juice very loudly.  Romy waited for a second, to see if Caleb would answer, and her gaze drifted, and she started to stare out the window.

***


“So Romy, what do you think about Caleb and Jess?” Lola asked, scrubbing at the saucepan that they had just made dinner in.


“Caleb and who?” Romy asked back.


“Jess.  The girl who…lives next door to him?  The one he’s going out with?” Lola asked in return.  She chuckled.  “Man, where have you been?”


“Off not paying attention apparently,” Romy answered.  “Wait a minute.  The one from Westchester who’s really obnoxious and doesn’t like the fact that I study with Caleb?”


“Now you’re catching on.”


Romy shook her head, and laughed aloud.  “Oh my.  And, and they’re going out?  Ha.  If I know Caleb, and I’d like to think I do, then he’ll probably kill her by the end of the semester.”  Romy took the saucepan from Lola and started to dry it off.  “A marriage of convenience if I’ve ever seen one.”

***


“Yeah,” Caleb finally answered.  “That’s true.  We were sort of…doomed from the start.”


“You said it, not me,” Romy began.  “Wait a minute.  Were?”


Caleb nodded, as Sara walked over with our breakfast-slash-lunch orders.  “Eat up, kids,” Sara ordered, giving both of them a smile.


“Thanks Sara,” Caleb said, smiling back.  Romy simply stared at the plate of food, and let the conversation her and Caleb were having mull around in her head.  “So, you never answered my question.”


“About starting a relationship based on a friendship?  Caleb, I’m telling you.  It depends on how long you’ve been friends,” Romy started.  “Like, let’s say you started dating your best friend, one that you’ve been friends with since grade school.  That relationship might not work, even if you’re really close friends.”


“How do you figure?” Caleb answered, bits and pieces of the omelet he was chewing on flying all over the place.


Romy bit off the crunchy end of a strip of bacon.  “You’d know entirely too much about that person.  All the little things that it takes months or years in a relationship to figure out?  You’ve already learned how to deal with those…quirks.  And there are different ground rules to a relationship than in a friendship aren’t there?”  Caleb nodded once in agreement.


“What about...what about you and me?” Caleb asked abstractly, picking at the remains of his omelet with his fingers.


Romy sat perfectly still, playing those recent words over and over in her head, just to make sure she actually heard them.  She smiled, thinking to herself that this was better than back to normal any day.  “Wha, what about us?”
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