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  CHAPTER ONE


  I had the strangest dream tonight. I was running frantically through a forest with huge trees. Something was chasing after me, something big and scary. It was night, eerily dark and I could hardly see anything. I was flailing my arms madly to make my way through the thick branches. I heard noises from the distance, they were getting closer. The ground shook under my feet as if a whole army was heading towards me. I felt terribly frightened. I only have a dim recollection of the surroundings. I don’t really know but there was something peculiar about it. Strange plants were growing wild all around me. As I touched them they lit up brightly for a moment, showing me the way to escape. I felt exhaustion; I was short of breath, my heart pounded loudly. Suddenly, I could make out some castle spires in the distance; its walls were white as snow as if they had come from an old fairy tale. The wind was howling, the tree boughs were dancing madly in the storm. I was extremely tired; I could hardly drag myself along. My clothes were dirty, wrinkled and torn. I imagined how beautiful it was in the old times: a sparkling white ball gown made for a queen, the white skirt touching the ground and an awfully tight corset. It was so tight I could hardly breathe. I got soaking wet in the pouring rain and felt the weight of the wet gown, which did not make my situation any easier.


  While I was struggling with the branches entangled in my clothes, the castle seemed to get closer. Its dainty spires lit by the flashes of lightning gave a scary sight, yet I felt a kind of inexplicable peace as I was getting closer to it. The path I was moving on slowly widened, I looked back for a moment, but I couldn’t see anything in the dark, only the branches closing behind me. When I glanced at the road again I suddenly found myself at the edge of an abyss. I felt I was losing ground and the next moment I was falling. I had the feeling as if time had come to a halt for a second, as if suddenly everything had come to an end. Below me darkness, darker than black was gaping and I was falling with great speed. I saw a dark silhouette staring down at me from the top of the cliff; I saw his black gown swaying in the wind. Suddenly I caught sight of an interesting pattern on his gown. It looked like a pattern from the East or could be some kind of crest. I can’t remember clearly but I might have seen it somewhere before. It was getting darker and colder around me. I was sure everything was over now. It was frightening. I was desperately struggling, but to no avail. I kept irresistibly falling. Then suddenly I landed and woke up. I can still feel as my body got practically paralyzed from the shock. The last time I had a dream like that was when I was a child, not long after my mother had died, but this time it was somehow different, more alive, more real. Strange feelings whirled inside me. It felt as if I had known the place very well and that strange pattern…I’m sure I have seen it somewhere before…


  ‘Oh my God! Two more minutes and I’m falling asleep. I’m not joking’ – Erika next to me disrupted my thoughts. We were sitting in the auditorium on a lecture about the Ancient East and I was trying to remember my nightmare and note it down in my diary. That is the parts I could recall…There were only a few of us in the room. Professor Wolf’s lectures were definitely among the most boring ones, so half of the students didn’t care to attend it or did not pay any attention. Erika’s favourite activity during these lectures was counting and recording the ‘uh’s made by the professor and today she could get to the three hundred- and eighty seventh ‘uh’ before she broke down and gave up for good.


  ‘Relax, ten minutes and it’s over’ – I tried to comfort her without much success.


  ‘It’d better be, for even my five-year-old niece can speak better than that’ - she fretted.


  ‘Why don’t you look on the bright side of things, you’ll get the credit and have only eight more classes to go this term.’


  ‘Great, now I have something to get up for in the morning’ – she answered wryly, leaning over the desk, resting her head on her arms. ‘Except for the ‘uh’s it’s not that bad at all …’ - I tried to cheer her up. Wolf closed his notebook and was now conveying his own thoughts: ‘In short, ladies and gentlemen, next time …uh..I will talk about …uh… the reign of Nabu –kudurri-usur…uh…and the heyday of the Assyrian Empire and then…uh…how should I say, well, the …uh…yes of course about its downfall too. Thank you for your attention, see you next time!’


  For a fleeting moment I gazed about me totally paralyzed, hardly believing that during the last one and a half hours I never once felt the urge to escape from the room. Erika also needed a couple of minutes to come to; I should have taken a picture of the look on her face.


  ‘If you want me to sit in on this lecture with you again, first tell me to shoot myself in the head’ – At this point I couldn’t help laughing any more. The students - about half a dozen – who lasted until the end of the lecture were coming out of the hall in a coma and headed for the buffet for a strong black coffee.


  ‘How on earth will we survive the three months archaeology practice with Wolf?’ – I asked Erika on the way out. ‘I hope he won’t lecture us while we are digging’ - I said laughing.


  ‘If he does, I will cover him with dirt, that’s for sure’ – said Erika with a sarcastic smile on her face.


  ‘Come on, you bitch, let’s have something to eat’ – I said smiling and made for the buffet. Of course she was following me. The huge assembly hall was filled to capacity, swarming with students and professors as usual. High walls and gigantic columns all around. Each time I was amazed by this place with its beautiful galleries and sculptures. Here I could surely find anybody I was looking for almost at once, for all the students and professors spent most of their time during the breaks in this hall. Some students dropped in to swap notes, others came to socialize, but there were some who came here to look around, meaning the senior womanizer guys from the gym who were eyeing the girls from the gallery all day long so as to prepare for their evening party hunt. The rest of the crowd were only trying to find the end of the meandering line to the buffet. Just like us.


  Our next lecture started only half an hour later, so most of our classmates were hanging out here to relax – we spotted two familiar faces in the crowd right away. Ethan and Ryan, the two clowns of the university were sitting round the tables in front of the buffet, surrounded by a lot of women, and they were waving to us so vehemently, they nearly fell off their seats. Ethan didn’t hesitate much, picked up his backpack, nodded goodbye to the others and rushed up to us as if his life was at stake. He made a face with an urge to gossip but we knew he wanted something else. Within ten seconds he grabbed our shoulders from behind and started to jabber.


  ‘Hello girls, what’s up? You look fab’ – he said with a hundred dollar grin on his face then suddenly changing the topic showered us with a lot of questions. –‘How was the Ancient Civilizations class? How many people turned up? Was there an attendance sheet?’ – Ethan knows how to live, he is hanging out with his female fans in the hall all day long, and though he doesn’t often attend lectures, he is the pet of most professors. I don’t get it how he does it. As clown-on call of the university, he woos all the girls, and of course they are simply mad about him, not many of them know that he is actually gay. He hides this fact by constantly showing up with females only. Ryan is officially his best friend. In contrast to Ethan, he is a real womanizer; he has sex with every girl he can get hold of, not caring too much about the feelings of his girlfriend at the time. I have a hunch that there has been something going on between him and Erica lately, because they try hard to avoid looking at each other. By now Ryan had caught up with us, making a lot more serious face than usual, and that’s how I knew my guess was correct. As soon as Ryan arrived Erika began to collect her stuff.


  ‘I have to go now’ – she whispered to me. ‘I’ve just remembered I need to check something in the library’ –she said hastily but seemed embarrassed as she tried to make an effort not to meet Ryan’s glance even by accident. ‘See you on Latin’ – she said leaving and was gone.


  ‘Wow, seems like Wolf was at his best again’ - said Ethan still grinning. He blamed Erika’s grumpiness on Wolf. He didn’t realize the tension between Ryan and Erika. They practically never looked at each other.


  ‘You bet’- I said still thinking of Erika. I watched Ryan’s reaction. He secretly followed Erika with his eyes as she was hurrying away until she disappeared at the end of the corridor behind a swing door.


  ‘Can we have your notes?’ –Ethan finally asked getting to the point.


  ‘I need them too’ – said Ryan turning towards me hesitating for a moment. He swallowed hard, quickly fixed his eyes on the ground and started to rummage through his bag embarrassed. I think he realised I saw through him and knew right away what he was up to, and what he was doing to Erika.


  ‘Sure you can have them’ – I nodded, although I wished he would go to hell. Deep inside I was always annoyed with guys who were hanging out in the hall all day, then used other students’ notes and finally passed the exams with straight A-s. The university is full of them. Apart from this, I love them when there are no exams, I just don’t want to know how they do at the exams.


  Meanwhile we could squeeze ourselves into the line to the buffet. I fished out my purse to pay, already feeling the taste of freshly baked cheese scone in my mouth, the heavenly smell of which has lingered in my nose for a time. I longed for a Coffee Latte as a starving person for a piece of bread.


  ‘Liv, you’re coming to the party, aren’t you? It will be fantastic’ –Ryan said interrupting my thoughts.


  I don’t know Ryan; I don’t think I can make it. The archaeology conference is on Sunday, I have a presentation and I need to go through my notes. I also have to pack; I’m off to Cambodia on Monday.’


  As soon as I said it and thought about the twelve hundred kilometres I was to cover, I felt faint; my stomach was in a knot. What I feared most was flying. I hate flying. I always have. But somehow I must go through it; I cannot get my archaeology degree without the training.


  ‘Come on, it’s Friday, you must come! You can sleep at our place, we have a super cool summer house on the coast’ – Ethan was trying to convince me enthusiastically, but before I could react I heard a familiar sound behind me:


  ‘Did I hear right? Party on the beach? Sounds great!’


  I quickly turned round and saw Alice, my best friend behind me, in the flesh. I was flabbergasted, I couldn’t say a word.


  ‘Surprise!’ –she shouted with a big smile on her face and jumped into my arms. It’s been ages since we saw each other. Alice spent the last year in London with her friend, Andrew. They won a scholarship there and we were only expecting them back the following week. To be more exact, we were to meet in Cambodia at the site of the training.


  Alice was the first pleasant surprise during my university years, the first person I met on campus, though we were only applying for university back then, but we have been inseparable since then. She is best friend, soul mate, understanding roommate, and all I can associate with a best friend, that’s what the name Alice means to me.


  ‘I was missing you so much’ – she whispered to me as she hugged me.


  ‘I was missing you too’. – I said dazed. I could still hardly believe she was there without letting me know in advance.


  ‘I can’t believe it, Alice, what are you doing here?’ – I asked finally. –‘You were to come back only next week, weren’t you?’ - I was amazed.


  ‘Yes, I was. But I couldn’t make it without you any longer. I thought I’d come and surprise you!’


  ‘You did for sure’ – I said grinning.


  ‘Anyway, guys! I hope you meant the weekend party seriously’ – she turned to Ethan and the others and having hugged them too, she was curiously waiting for Ryan’s answer.


  -Of course we meant it seriously! Are we the guys who sit at home on a Friday night? Seriously, there’s a big party, girls get ready! We’ll pick you up at eight at the dorm, so tell Nicole, Erika and Andy, too! We’re taking off now, we have Latin with James. See you around’ – they waved to us and disappeared in the crowd.


  ‘Wow, this was fast. I’m speechless’ - I said astounded.


  ‘No problem. We’re all set for the weekend now. Everything’s arranged. You’ll only need to pack.’ - Alice can be so incredibly convincing that you simply can’t say no to her. If she gets something into her head she won’t stop until it’s done.


  ‘All right’ – I said at last – ‘I think I need a little break.’


  ‘Great! I’ve got something to do now but we’ll meet in the evening’ – she said and disappeared from the hall as energetically as she came in.


  I quickly bought a sandwich and a cone at the buffet, gulped down my coffee, gathered my stuff and set out for Latin. We started with a ten minute test as usual, and then were translating Cicero during the whole class. Looking up words from the dictionary totally exhausted me. It was past 6.30 when at last we stepped out of building B. Erika still had a consultation on her thesis, so I had to leave for home alone. I was amazed how dark it had got, dark clouds of storm were gathering in the sky. There was no trace of the morning sunshine, the wind started to blow heavily; it seemed we were in for a big storm.


  The dormitory was about a fifteen minute walk from the campus, but now it seemed to take much longer. The place looked scary around me; the trees were bowing deep in the wind. There was no one in the streets. I was half way home when I had a strange feeling. I felt as if I was being followed. I looked around but couldn’t see anybody in the street. I already regretted setting out alone in such nasty weather. The rain was pouring down. Of course I didn’t have an umbrella with me, but even if I’d had one I couldn’t have opened it in the strong wind. It was raining cats and dogs.


  So much for weather forecasters. Last night they promised blazing sunshine – I kept fuming. I was marching in the pouring rain with only a skirt and a t-shirt on. I was wet through by the time I got to the dormitory. What made my situation worse was that the road was flooded with water, and a passing car splashed it on me up to the waist, so I got covered with a sea of mud. I got so angry I could have punched the driver. At first it seemed he was such a jerk that he wouldn’t even stop, but after a couple of metres he braked hard, put the car in reverse and walked up to me. A tall man got out, and apparently not bothered by the pouring rain, went round the car and hurried up to me.


  ‘Hello! Sorry, I didn’t notice you. Are you ok?’ – he shouted looking embarrassed. He had to yell in the howling wind for me to hear anything. Only when he stepped closer and the dim street light fell on his face, did I realize, how breathtakingly good looking he was. His bright green eyes were shining in the dark. His dark curly hair was tangled and wet as on his forehead. As he looked at me I saw a sparkle of curiosity in his eyes.


  ‘I’d be ok if all those idiots didn’t own a driving licence’ – I yelled back nervously, turned around and was about to go on, but the guy didn’t let me.


  ‘I’m really sorry, I don’t usually drive fast. You are soaking wet. Come on, the least I can do for you is to take you home.’ His apology seemed honest, but I was too angry to put a good face on it.


  ‘No, thanks, I’ll walk.’ – I said and left him. I tried to walk as fast as I could, put my bag on top of my head to shield me from the rain, but no matter what I did, I was already soaked to my slips.


  Meanwhile, my too good looking acquaintance had caught up with me in his pretty sports car, drove up to me, pulled down the window and said:


  ‘You are wet through, I wouldn’t like you to get a cold, come, let me take you home.’


  ‘I’ve already said no. You’ve helped enough for tonight’ – I said obstinately.


  ‘Don’t be so stubborn!’ –he yelled at me.


  ‘Leave me alone! I’m not going to sit into a stranger’s car’ - I sulked.


  ‘All right, it’s up to you’ - he replied with a shy smile on his face and drove on.


  When I got to the dormitory I was shocked to find the black sports car parking in front of the building. This is weird. Mr. Speedy was coming to our dormitory. I bet he has come for a sugar babe – I thought to myself but was too tired and angry to think more about it. I could hardly wait to get into my room and have a hot shower. When I got there I quickly picked up my towel and headed for the bathroom. I was astounded to see my reflection in the mirror. My face, as well as my dress, was covered in mud. Oh my God! – I was horrified to think that Mr Speedy, who was also Too Handsome, saw me in this condition. I quickly reassured myself, that since we’ll never meet again, his opinion of me doesn’t really matter. Anyway, why the hell is it a problem, he’s just Daddy’s little boy, speeding in his father’s car. I considered the case closed. I got out of my ice cold dress and stood under the shower. I felt like standing under the hot water for hours to warm up each little piece of my body. When I was done I wound the towel around me and went back to my room half asleep. It gave me the creeps when I ran into Mr. Beautiful Eyes and the Greedily Eyeing Me Half God in the corridor.


  ‘What are you doing here? - I asked astonished. I felt the guy’s intense stare on me as he seized me up from head to foot. He performed the ‘how to undress a woman in a moment just by looking’ act real well. He gave such a complacent look as if I didn’t have the towel on. ‘Are you going to chase me till I die?’ - I asked embarrassed. I was still angry for his act of ‘turning loose half the street on this gal’.


  Not at all… - he whispered. But it sounds good. –he said grinning, running his eyes over me again. I was standing before him wrapped in a towel, soaking wet. I wanted to vanish into thin air, but a bottomless pit would have done as well. My face was burning red.


  ‘You know, I don’t really like practical jokes in the evening, especially not from a guy who spends his free time splashing a bucketful of water on passers-by in the pouring rain.’


  ‘And I’ve apologized about three times already- Couldn’t we forget it? I didn’t come here to upset you. I’m looking for someone. Do you happen to know…?’


  ‘No, and leave me alone –I snarled at him, trying to edge my way through him but he wouldn’t let me. He grabbed my arm and suddenly pulled me back into the bathroom, quietly closing the door behind us, and before I came to myself, he held me in his arms in a shower cabin. It was narrow and I was pressed against the wall both literally and figuratively. He looked deep into my eyes and hushed me. By then I also heard footsteps from the other wing. For a moment it crossed my mind, what would happen if somebody saw us here, in this unmistakable position, but then I tried to overcome my panic. It felt insanely good as the guy’s body pressed against mine. I had a peculiar feeling. I got goose bumps from his touch. I saw he enjoyed it too, as he was staring at me with an irresistibly mischievous smile, observing each quiver on my face. Our faces were only centimetres apart. I tried to look uninterested but I couldn’t. He knows and feels I dig him. I was stupefied by the closeness of his body and the magic scent of his perfume.


  ‘Will you be very angry if I kiss you now?’ – he asked cheekily, in a soft voice, as he was leaning closer and closer, and before I had the chance to protest, his mouth touched mine. His lips were soft and delicate, and his touch was unbelievably arousing. His kisses were wild and hungry, and as he was pressing me to the wall with his body, I could feel how much he wanted me. He did it in a way that I lost my head for a minute and kissed him back involuntarily, but then I changed my mind and shoved him away from me.


  ‘What are you doing?’ –I stared at him nervously.


  ‘I only wanted to see you when you are riled’ – he teased me without taking his eyes off me. He watched me as I narrowed my eyes angrily and took a deep breath before I spoke, but he forestalled me and whispered into my ear: ‘You know, if you weren’t behaving like this, you’d be a really attractive woman.’


  ‘You’re such a jerk’! –I retorted, freeing myself angrily from his embrace and leaving him in the shower. I didn’t care if somebody saw us. I hurried back to my room, but before I closed the door behind me, the guy entered the room.


  ‘Wait a minute! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you’ –now he was full of remorse.


  ‘For your information, this is the dorm of a Catholic Women’s College where guys cannot enter even if they are looking for the Pope. I don’t want to get into trouble because of you, so get out of my room this instant, before people see us.’


  ‘You need to help me. I’m looking for somebody and it’s very important.’


  ‘I don’t care. Get out of my room’ – I yelled at him angrily and pointed at the door with one hand on my hip.


  ‘All right, if that’s what you want. But if you don’t help me, I’ll say I’ve come to see my irresistible girlfriend who kindly let me in her room through the window. I’m sure this story would completely ruin your reputation.’


  ‘You don’t dare to do it!’


  ‘Do you want to bet?’


  ‘How can you be so…’


  ‘Attractive and irresistible?’ – he interrupted grinning.


  ‘Actually, insolent jerk would be a much better expression’ -I retorted. Then quickly taking everything into account, I realized I didn’t have a choice, he won this time. ‘All right. You win. So who are you looking for?’


  ‘The girl’s name is Alicia Delano, fifth year archaeologist.’ Hearing the name that sounded more French or Italian, I was sure I knew nobody by a name that would even resemble it. I remembered Alice, but I quickly got her out of my head, since Alice was only her nick name, her real name being Elizabeth Cole.


  ‘I don’t know anybody by this name and I’m a history major too, in the same year. Maybe she’s at another college? Or the name isn’t right.’


  ‘She attends this college and that’s her name.’


  ‘Why don’t you simply call her?’ She must have a mobile’.


  ‘She does. But she doesn’t take it and it’s very important for me to find her. Are you sure you don’t know her?’


  ‘I’ve already told you I don’t.’ But this college is quite big, she could be anywhere.’ - We heard noises from the corridor. Outside the bustle got bigger. The girls have just got back from the last lecture –I thought.


  ‘It looks like you won’t get rid of me for a while’ – he said grinning as he glanced at the books on my shelf.


  ‘Listen, I need to leave in twenty minutes. There’s the door, go away as soon as the air is clear! And if possible, leave our stuff where it is, or else I’ll call the police’.


  ‘What do you take me for? A petty thief?’ – he turned to me. He was seemingly amused by the assumption, because he gave a smile showing his snow white denture. Oh my God, this guy is incredibly good looking. I felt I should turn my back and run away as fast as I could, until I forgot even the memory of this evening, otherwise there would be trouble. He is the kind of guy you can’t get out of your head, once you see him.


  ‘You never know, you can be Jack the Ripper’ –I teased him. This made him even more amused. ‘And now, please turn away, I want to get dressed.’ - I threw some clothes into my bag and ignoring him started to get dressed. It was difficult to try putting on my bra and top with a towel wrapped around me feeling my new harasser’s burning gaze on me. Suddenly my mobile went off and I was trying to grab it from under the pile of clothes on my bed, then without looking at the number I got the phone.


  ‘Yes?’ – I said


  ‘Hello, Liv! This is me, Adam. Am I disturbing?’ – As soon as I heard Adam’s voice on the phone I knew it wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation. Adam was a classmate at university, he has been trying to date me for years and called me every week finding some kind of excuse, inviting me to places. I felt sorry for him, because he was sweet, and a lot of girls would have appreciated the chance to date him, but for me he was only a very good friend, nothing else.


  ‘No, not at all. What’s up?’ - I asked confused while I was folding my clothes into my bag.


  ‘How about having a drink this evening or we could go to the movies if you want. Today is the first night of Initiation. What do you say?’


  ‘I’m sorry, Adam, I have other plans for tonight. But thanks, anyway.’


  ‘What a pity, I’ve already booked a table in the BaBar’ - he sounded sad.


  ‘I’m sorry, maybe next time’ – I was trying to cheer him up, but I felt he was heartbroken. I would probably feel the same if I was into somebody and the person turned me down me all the time.


  ‘All right. I’m not disturbing you any more, have a nice evening’ – he said with resignation and hung up.


  ‘You too’ – I said quickly, but Adam couldn’t hear it, as he had hung up. For a minute I was standing there staring at my phone thinking of Adam. I could almost see his innocent, honest face. I felt sorry for him, but I felt it wouldn’t be right to give him false hopes. Having convinced myself that I did the right thing, I turned back to my wardrobe. I only realized it then that my new and rather curious acquaintance was leaning against the wall and staring at me.


  ‘What’s up, why are you staring at me?’ – I gazed at him puzzled.


  ‘I was only wondering how many guys have already fallen in your trap’ - he said with the same irresistible smile which has somehow twisted me round.


  ‘It’s none of your business. Anyway, it’s rude to listen in on a conversation’ – I said annoyed. ‘Would you move over?’ – I asked him pointing at the wardrobe, signalling that I can’t get my things out while he is standing in front of it.


  ‘I wasn’t listening and you know it. I’m glad you said no, by the way. I don’t like competition’ – he whispered into my ear as he went past me stepping away from the wardrobe.


  ‘Somebody has a huge ego.’


  ‘If I invited you out, you wouldn’t even have a chance to say no.’


  ‘Why, what would you do? Would you have a SWAT team drag me to the restaurant?’


  ‘You would come of your own will’ - he said simply.


  ‘You wish’ – I said laughing.


  ‘I don’t wish… ’- he said and grabbing my hand and pulling me close to him. ‘I know’ – he finished the sentence. I got totally confused from his closeness. He softly stroked my hair, tousled it and gave me a passionate kiss. I instinctively kissed him back. I wanted him, and wanted more of him, despite not even knowing him. Still, something in him attracted me like a magnet. My heart was pounding in my throat as he kept hugging and kissing me. Then I heard footsteps from the corridor, the door opened and Erika came in. She looked astonished and it was pretty embarrassing. At first I couldn’t decide if she was furious with me for finding me in our room with a complete stranger, for fear of being fired from college, or if she was about to burst out laughing and could hardly wait for me to introduce the guy.


  ‘Hi, gal…’ –she started still astonished, took a deep breath, closed the door behind her and after a second’s embarrassing silence said:


  ‘Am I missing out on something?’


  - ‘No, not at all. This is not what it seems’ – I quickly tried to explain the inexplicable.


  ‘I just want to let you know that everybody is waiting for you outside the dorm and they will come for you if don’t come out in five minutes. You’d better hurry. But, don’t you want to introduce me to your friend first?’


  ‘He is not my friend and he was about to leave’ – I started, but the guy interrupted me.


  ‘Hello, I’m David. Nice to meet you’ – he held out his hand to Erika gracefully. I wanted to put an end to this embarrassing scene before she could react, so I started to push the guy towards the window.


  ‘David, you’d better go now’ – I said and pulled him to the window by his arm. The fact that our room was on the ground floor made the situation a lot easier, this way he could easily climb out of the window. When he landed he turned back to me:


  ‘It was a pleasure to meet you, madam’ –he said grinning. ‘Can I have your name, Julia?’


  ‘I’m sorry, you can’t. This is not the scene on the balcony’ – I said laughing and closed the window in the face of Mr Fabulous Kisser and Baffling David.


  When I turned back to Erika, I saw she was waiting for me to give an explanation for what happened in our room with her arms folded.


  ‘Don’t say anything! I know what you are thinking, but I can assure you, it’s a misunderstanding.’


  ‘Sure’ – Erika mumbled, but I could tell she didn’t believe a word of what I said.


  ‘Don’t look at me like that, I don’t even know this guy, I ran into him accidentally.’


  ‘It seemed to me you were quite into each other, though, when I walked in on you’ – she said with a faint smile. By this point I’ve managed to get dressed and my bag was readily packed too. I glanced at my watch and remembered that the others were waiting for me outside. Earlier at our Latin class Erika texted me to say she wasn’t coming with us tonight. I suspect she made this poor excuse of having to study tonight because of Ryan. Erika is not the kind of person who likes confrontation and I think she doesn’t want to see how Ryan is hitting on girls all night.


  ‘Listen up, Erika; I really need to go now. I promise I’ll tell you about this tiny misunderstanding in details next week. We’ll have plenty of time to talk about it on the plane to Cambodia. Are you sure you can’t come to the party with us tonight?’


  ‘I am. I‘ll have a consultation on my thesis tomorrow morning, but have a good time, you guys. And don’t forget, I’ll take you by your word; I want to hear the whole story next week. And one more thing: I’d love someone to look at me the way this guy was looking at you tonight. I have no idea what has passed between you but I’m glad about this guy.’


  ‘Erika…’ -I started. – ‘Nothing really happened, I ran into him here at the dormitory, he‘s a stuck up jerk who came to see his girlfriend, but didn’t know where she lived and kept asking me about her. And the kind of jerk he is, he took advantage of the situation and tried to make me mad with a kiss. This is the story in a nutshell. And here the story ends; luckily I won’t ever have to see his face again and can forget about this horrible evening. I’m going now, or else the others will kill me. Don’t study too much at the weekend; take a break now and then!’ – I jabbered my advice to Erika, waved goodbye and hurried out to guys waiting outside the dormitory. Fortunately, the rain and the storm were over by now, the sky was crystal clear with thousands of stars shining bright. Ethan and Ryan were leaning against their cars but I couldn’t see Alice or the others.


  ‘Hi guys! Where are Alice and the others?’ -I asked surprised.


  ‘They should be here soon. They went to buy things’. ‘I don’t get it why they are so late.’ - answered Ethan a bit impatiently, but just when he said it, Alice’s black Lexus came in sight at the end of the street. It was beautiful. It suited Alice a lot, it was energetic as herself. The wheels under the car seemed to give off smoke as she turned into the street hitting the accelerator hard. Andy and Lilly were waving so vehemently that they nearly fell out of the window. I adore these three ladies – I thought to myself. – My life would be incredibly dull without them. Andy and Lilly. They really are iconic at college. They live next door in the dorm. Andy is a film history- and media major at university, she is going to be a famous film director. She watches films all the time and goes to shootings. She has been writing her script for two years but somehow she never gets past the first page, I think she’s one of the biggest dreamers I know, but somehow that’s why I like her. And there is Lilly, who studies law and politology, bur she breaks the rules all the time, twice a week she gets a fine for speeding or a parking offence. She is into guys; she’s just like Ryan, only she is a girl.


  ‘Girls, we need to drop in for Nicole and Ryan’s stuff. We’ll catch up with you later. Here’s the address, write it into the GPS. Mrs Collins, our housekeeper is already waiting for you, but I think we’ll be there first’ – Ethan was teasing Alice but she didn’t take the hint.


  ‘Ethan, I thought the girls could stay over at my place. Our summer house is only a couple of blocks away. You can park here too, then see you in the Canyon.’


  ‘Sounds good. We’ll start the party there’ – agreed Ethan enthusiastically.’ – ‘Anyway, you look fabulous, girls. I feel this weekend’s gonna be great’- he said thrilled. Ethan was the most critical of the team. If our hairdo wasn’t perfect or some outfit didn’t look good on us, he was sure to notice. None of us loved Nicole so much, but during the years we accepted her for what she was and in spite of all the quarrels and objections, we finally took her in. Nicole is a real individual. She is unique and one of a kind. She goes out with a different guy every week; she can turn on anybody once she spreads out her net. She is really hot: perfect body, blue eyes, long brown hair, flashy close-fitting sexy outfits.


  We threw our stuff into Alice’s car, I sat in the back seat and off we went. It took only about two hours to get down to Torrance, the little town by the sea. The streets were full of people and clubs were filled to capacity. On reaching Torrance, I was impressed by its magic atmosphere, the ancient walls, winding alleys, medieval buildings. I was captivated and could hardly wait to get out and take a closer look at it. Alice was driving very slowly, as there were already a lot of drunk young people in the streets who didn’t pay attention to cars. Then slowly we got out of the swirl of the city centre. A little road by the sea led up to the hill. Down on the shore huge villas were rising, all of them very brightly lit. Alice has already talked a lot about this place, she liked it a lot, as she used to spend her summer holidays here as a child. Though she said wonderful things about it, I wouldn’t have thought it was this beautiful. This was paradise itself.


  Their villa was standing on the top of the hill and from there you had a breath-taking view of the sea. The winding, narrow road led straight to the gate, which opened in front of us at one touch. The garden was lit; I could see a harbour in the distance with innumerable sailboats and yachts. The garden pool was shimmering with a thousand colours. The girls were already in total ecstasy. I could hardly wake up from my stupor. I knew Alice’s parents were very rich but I’d have never thought they were this rich.


  After we parked our car and got our stuff out, Alice showed us the guest rooms. There were four separate bathrooms and one huge living room in the house. In the basement you could find everything from sauna to jacuzzi, you named it, they had it, and in premium quality. Andy and Lilly chose the biggest room; it took them a long time to carry all their stuff upstairs. We came here only for one or two nights, but they packed their entire wardrobe into their suitcases, just to be on the safe side. They quickly dressed up for the party, of course they put on their best clothes and then made themselves at home in the living room by the counter, tasting all the cocktails. I got a beautiful room equipped with huge plasma TV and a king size double bed. It had a breath-taking view on the sea. Alice occupied her own room.


  Previously, I had never been to a place where the staff wait on the owners and guests, fulfilling each and every wish. I had hardly unpacked my things when Andy and Lilly’s loud conversation shattered my peace. I heard them coming up the stairs, so I decided to go and see what they wanted before they broke into my room pressing me to put on some shamelessly short dress. Since we stepped out of our room almost at the same time with Alice, we bumped into each other on the gallery, but by this time the girls had already been there with a glass of Martini in their hands.


  ‘Are you ready, gals?’ – they asked happily. We were only waiting for you, now let’s go party – they urged us.


  To tell the truth I was too tired for the party and I didn’t feel like partying at all. I’d rather have taken a walk in the town, but I knew the girls had other plans for the night. They wanted to hit on guys. While we were going downstairs, I asked Alice about her trip to London.


  ‘You haven’t said a word about London. Did you have a good time?’ – I tried to elicit from Alice, but surprisingly, she was quite reticent. She and Andrew had been together for three long years, everybody loved them as they were the sweethearts of college.


  ‘Oh, London is simply fantastic. We’ve travelled all over the country. We’ve had a fantastic time.’


  ‘Is Andrew here now?’


  ‘No, he isn’t. I wanted to come home for a few days anyway, to arrange things before we go to Cambodia. We agreed to meet in Cambodia at the excavations’ –she said smiling, but I could see from her eyes she was worried about something. Alice wouldn’t normally go anywhere without Andrew, but I didn’t want to push it any further. The night’s still ahead of us, I’ll ask her later.
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