
Being here at night, watching the light of the moon linger atop the rippling waves of the river, I feel out of place.  The river continues to move along its path, oblivious to my worldly concerns and regrets, and I can’t help but feel lost. This water can trace its origins far past the recollections of the oldest man in its midst.  Its direction is definite and inevitable. The river just knows.  All I can think about is how I got here, and how staring into the river can carry me back almost four years.
~~~~~~~~~~


“How are all of these people so happy?  It’s 97 degrees outside and they’re holding signs and pointing to buildings.  I don’t know how I feel about that,” my mother said with an air of suspicion.  Her baby girl is moving to college today and she’s wary of anything or anyone that has the potential to ruin the eighteen years of her hands-on method of parenting.  

“To be totally honest, Nancy, I think they’re all smokin’ the reefer.  Look at that guy, he’s outside of his mind.  Maybe they snort lines of coke off of those poster boards when we’re not looking.”  Leave it to my father to resort to wise-assery in a potentially emotional moment.  I’m relieved that he can alleviate some of the tension because between the Memphis heat and my mother’s apprehension it’s becoming unbearable to sit still.  As our trusty Ford Taurus made its way over the speed bumps that prevent any vehicle from accelerating over 4 mph, I couldn’t help but wonder what the hell I was doing in a place like this—Rhodes College. The entire campus is too Harry Potter-esque for a girl from Gladeville, Tennessee.  What do I know about collegiate gothic architecture? And who are all of these people who are waving and smiling as we pass by?  Do they know what they’re doing with their lives,  because if they do, I’m already screwed and I haven’t even unbuckled my seatbelt.  

“There it is, Kel.  There’s Williford Hall.  There’s your dorm!” My mom can’t contain her excitement and I can’t breathe.  I knew I would live in Room 312 with a girl named Emily Dafferner from Germantown, a suburb of Memphis just miles from the college.  Emily and I met for the first time only a week before and I had been intimidated by her effortless intelligence and her learned nonchalance.  I knew that I was classified as smart where I came from, but after talking to her I knew that I had a lot of catching up to do.  I felt years behind everyone around me and I hadn’t even set foot in a classroom.  

I kept looking around at the families unloading their cars around us—a sea of BMW’s and Land Rovers that would make Robin Leach gag ever so slightly.  In retrospect, I’m trite, but at the time I was completely oblivious to fact that I was in the minority.  I was just too excited to care about anything other than my first day at school.
~~~~~~~~~~~


It is always quiet at this time of night, like an unspoken moment of silence to remember all of the things you’ve spent the day trying to forget.  The wind has begun to pick up and I can see the water begin to quiver at the sign of rain.  Seconds later the smallest of raindrops begin to spread themselves across the river.  A strong gust of wind throws me off balance and nudges me forward, closer to the water.  The rain begins to fall heavier, with more purpose, and my clothes are becoming damp.  Everything around me is telling me to either jump in or leave, to immerse myself unapologetically or get out.  I hesitantly begin to remove my right shoe.
~~~~~~~~~~


“Hi Kelly, my name is Josie, how are you tonight?” At 4’9”, Josie was the smallest twenty year-old I had ever stood next to.  I smile my toothiest grin and clenched my fingers into a nervous fist as she linked her arm in mine and continued walking through the AOII house.  Every girl in the house was clad in the same black dress and wore the same reassuring smile that kept each of us from being too nervous for conversation.  This was the fourth and final house that I would visit tonight and I was relieved; pretending to be interested in girls you’ve never met and have nothing in common with should be classified as an athletic activity.  Josie was overly-interested in everything I had to say and felt compelled to lightly touch my elbow each time I made a joke.  Maybe she thought this would make us closer, but I’ve never been comfortable with the gentle fondling of strangers.  As hard as she tried, Josie couldn’t keep my eyes from wandering around the room.  I had spent the majority of the night comparing my outfit with those of the girls around me, trying to decide if I could fit in despite my shoes and big curly hair; but in this house, I was surrounded by girls just like me.  I could tell by their awkward glances and downward stares that they were just as nervous and insecure as I was.  The girls in black dresses kept talking to us anyway, kept chipping away at these facades until we decided we could be comfortable there. Josie began introducing me to her friend Lindsey, the President of the sorority, and Ashley, the Rush Chair.  Each of them had something meaningful to talk to me about and was genuinely interested in who I was.  These girls in black dresses weren’t here to judge me based on the label inside my dress or the size of my waist.  These girls in black dresses, whom I came to know as my sisters, made being me ok. I won’t say that I “fit in” there, because there wasn’t a mold to fit into; I was welcome with open arms because I was just me. I was only two weeks into college, but I decided to make a bond that would tie me to these girls for life.  I jumped into the sorority scene with all I had and I vowed to be a sister in good times and in bad. I kept my half of that promise until it was broken for me two years later.
~~~~~~~~~


My entire foot is underwater and I still don’t feel connection.  I don’t feel immersion.  I feel out of place.  How can I stand in the river and not feel anything but cold and wet?  I know exactly where I am, but I feel so lost.  Something isn’t right here, and I think it’s me.
~~~~~~~~~


“Dad, how can I convince somebody that I deserve a second chance?  I know I do, I know I’m smart enough and I’m good enough, but how do I make them see that?”  Applying to colleges after the semester I just had is terrifying.  It is grueling and it is exploiting every emotion I have in my body.  My heart is broken and I’m the only one to blame. I lost my way at Rhodes, something was missing, and now I’m back to square one.  Dad suggested I apply to Radford University in Virginia because one of his sisters went there and really enjoyed it.  Besides, my entire extended family lives in Virginia and it would be good for me to have family around, especially since I’ve made every effort to alienate my family here in Tennessee.  I have to go somewhere and I have to get there fast, because I’m not finding any answers in Memphis.  Somehow, I know that I’m not running away, I’m taking a big chance on whoever wants to take one on me.  I gambled once and lost more than I had, and it was time to try and figure out just how lucky I could get.  

Spring semester at Radford would begin in three days and my admission status was still undecided.  The secretary at the Admissions Office knew my name and phone number by heart and assured me each time I called that I would be notified as soon as possible.  I didn’t quite buy that, so I kept calling just in case.  A new voice answered the phone and put me on hold to see where my file was.  The other secretary had never done that for me, which reaffirmed my suspicions that she was just too annoyed with me to care.  She had no idea what that file had in it, what that information meant to my family and me. The new secretary came back on the line with my file in hand and I listened intently for the decision.  

“Welcome to Radford, Kelly.  We’ll be emailing you the itinerary for your orientation and we’ll see you in a few days!”


I really had no way of appropriately expressing how grateful I was at that very moment that someone had decided to take a chance on me.  Someone thought that my future was worth fighting for and that I deserved to pursue my education as far as I wanted.  Someone believed in me, and I began to remember what it was like to believe in me, too.  

