CLASSROOM MEMORIES

Ashley glanced across the room to find a handsome boy carving her name into the cover of his math book. Rolling her eyes, she returned to her homework. Caleb was impossible—would he never get the picture? She didn’t want a relationship, and she wished he would understand that. Copying down the next algebra problem, she tried to recall that day’s lesson. However, the variables confused her and the numbers seemed backwards. The familiar ease of mathematic problem solving left her. The solution to the problem remained out of her grasp as her attempts to concentrate proved fruitless. Mumbling, she cursed Caleb’s determination and her own inability to completely dislike him. 
Chills engulfed her delicate form, and the cool metallic seat of her school desk was not the only cause. Bitter memories battered through the mental fortress she had built to keep out her past. Blurred images of her crying mother appeared at the corners of her brain. Closing her eyes and breathing deep, she tried to focus on question nine. But that number—nine— proved only to remind her of more sadness. Childhood should have been happy, but Ashley’s was just the opposite. Nine years old. She was only nine. But at that age she had lost her innocence, she had lost her mother, and she had lost any trust she could ever have in a man. Caleb was not her step-father, but that didn’t matter. Ashley had made a vow never to fall in love. Her mother had, and now she was gone. Killed and abused by the one she supposedly loved. The very word left a bitter taste in her mouth. 

Love…what was it anyway? Surely her aunt didn’t love her. She was solely her care-taker. The gifts and clothes that she bought for Ashley did not make up for what happened to her. It couldn’t make her forget. Besides, if Aunt Beth loved her, wouldn’t she take time to talk to her? To maybe bring up the topic, just to see if she wanted to share any of her feelings? No, Aunt Beth didn’t want to handle the death of her sister. She needed to stay in her flawless world of social gatherings and designer stores. But that was okay, Ashley could handle it. All she needed was herself. 

And there it was again. A smile from across the room. For some reason, Ashley’s cold attitude had no affect on him. Caleb wanted to be friends—more than friends actually. The idea of having anyone truly care about her was unimaginable. No one really cared about each other anymore. Everyone just entered relationships to benefit themselves. But then again, this boy was different. Never had he said or done anything like her step-father. He was the complete opposite. But, still, he could be just another actor and exactly the same as every other vulgar male. Frustrated with the tumult of these confusing thoughts, Ashley raised her hand and requested permission to use the restroom. She had to get out of there. 
Picking up the Italian leather handle of her purse, she glided for the door. Turning left, she headed down a row of lockers. Before she got far, a friendly voice sounded behind her. Caleb. His smile warmed her. She couldn’t deny that she enjoyed his company, but never would she allow him to know that. What did he want? To know if she would be his what? His girlfriend? Absolutely not. The idea frightened her. No, of course not. She did not want a boyfriend. Her answer was quick and mechanical. But kindly, gently came the reply. Taking it slow was what Caleb wanted. He wanted to get to know her. A date would satisfy him. If she felt uncomfortable that would be the end of it. He would take her home, and he would understand. A date…just a hamburger and a movie? Well, maybe she could handle that. This wasn’t her step-father and this definitely wasn’t love—she didn’t understand being in love, but she did understand being lonely.  
