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"I think I'm going to send all my clothes to Laos."  Her face was set like a bust of someone famous, she nodded perfunctory, and turned her head back to the work on her desk.


He coughed once, after drawing in a quick lungful of air.  "You're going to what?"


"I just mean, Altan, I really ought to send all my clothes to Laos.  They don't have nice clothes like I do over there and that's not fair."


"Fair?  What's fair got to do with it?  I don't have nice clothes either."


Her eyes were tight, and she turned them right at him, locking their vision.  He turned away.  "What does ought mean anyway?" he said.  He blushed a little and kept his face down.


"It means I should."  She spoke it straightout, as if daring him to question her moral inklings.  "But it's not like they would ever get there anyway.  And don't say you don't have nice clothes.  I bought you some great shirts for your birthday last year." 


They both stayed silent for a while.  He continued to highlight his notes with her highlighter.  She sat at her desk, fingers poised at her computer keyboard, chattering out notes as she read from her Cultural Geography textbook.  The chapter title read "Examining Southeast Asia."  Her black hair swung curved to round out her face, head held on a small neck.  She only half-filled the chair, her body turned sideways on it, legs crossed, and her foot tucked under again, like a snake entwining herself.


"Are you almost done using my messenger bag?" she asked him.  "If you like it so much, I'll just buy you one so you can gimme mine back."


She responded "here" to the name "Ophelia Asbury."  A boy sitting behind her tapped her shoulder, and she handed over her pencil without turning around.  "Thanks Lia," his voice downtrodden.  She raised her chin up and leaned her head back.  "I would think you'd remember by now, Greg."


Her handwriting seemed classically trained, her strokes choreographed to the rhythm of the lecture.  She dotted her i's with circles.  She had time to draw a caricature of the professor in the left margin of the page, but scribbled it out when she saw his pointed nose turn her way and his smile when she raised her hand to answer his question.


"Stage Five of Kohlberg's theory is when a person develops a sense of principles that mean more than just laws and regulations and rules."


Now she smiled as he thanked her.  She returned to her notetaking and wrote down her own statement with quotes and cited herself.  When lecture ended, Greg got up from his seat in a rush, and when stepping into the aisle, dropped his bookbag.  He swore and while attempting to scoop everything up, Lia stepped over him.  "You can keep the pencil.  Just make sure to bring it next time."  He looked up at her, shoveling books back into his bag.  "Thanks Lia."


Altan met her when their classes were done for the day.  He wore a tan peacoat, bulging at the buttons, sleeves exposing the digital watch she had bought him when school started.  His hair was tangled where he had run his hands through it all day, hunched over in a desk, scribbling as fast as he could on the few sheets of looseleaf he had garnered from the bottom of his bag.  When he saw her, she walked right by him.  He frowned at her and yelled her name.


"Yes, I see you.  Let's go, I'm late, walk with me."  She took off again and he had to jog to catch up with her.  "Nice to see you too."  


They tore two blocks down to the student union.  On the steps, he leaned to kiss her goodbye.  "Are you doing anything tonight?  'Cause I need some help with my calculus."


She rolled her eyes, received his peck, and gave her answer.  "What do you think?"


"I don't know, that's why I asked."  But he ended up calling it to her, exasperation leaving his voice as he trailed off.  "Bye Lia."


He kicked a stone toward a flock of sparrows rooting in the dry grass.  They hopped nervously from him and continued their twitters.  He let out a huff of breath and spun his eyes again to the entrance of the Union.  


Walking back to his room, a homeless man stopped him on the street.  " Is there any way you could help me with some money for busfare?  I have to get to the wes side.  I'm a Vietnam veteran, and I jus got out of the hospital."


The man touched Altan's shoulder.  "So's my dad," Altan said and walked away.


"We are looking to organize a protest at the dean's office about ending sweatshop labor that makes all our University clothing.  Is there anyone who would like to volunteer for the committee to organize it?"


Lia lazily raised her hand and laughed under her breath when two freshfaced girls jerked their hands up as well.  Eight people were selected, with one girl Amanda selected to chair.  Lia looked over at Amanda who was smiling smugly.  Amanda kept smiling and turned her eyes toward Lia.  Lia began to riffle through the sheets she had on her clipboard, tearing one in her haste.  She paused on one sheet and scribbled like she was making a note.


When the meeting came to a close, Amanda gathered them together and handed out her e-mail address written carefully on seven rectangles of yellow legal paper.  


"If you would all please e-mail me, we can talk about a time to get together this week.  I figure we ought to meet by Thursday evening."


Lia took the paper and left quickly.  On her way out, she bumped into a boy by the door.  He stumbled forward and was caught by someone standing next to him.  


Once she was out of the building, she looked at the e-mail address.  A gust of wind took it from her hand.  As it whipped over the curb and into a spiral of dried leaves, she put her hood up and crossed the street.


She met Altan at the library that evening.  She had spent ten minutes attempting to explain his math to him, but gave up, and told him to go sit on the other side of the table.  


She looked at him carefully, sizing up his ruffled hair, noticing the fraying of his shirt's neckline.  His glasses sat crooked on his face, which made his eyes seem uneven.  She tilted her head so they were straight and said, "I can drive you to the eye doctor, you know.  You don't have to look like a slob all the time."


"What?"  He spoke with impatience, glancing up from his notes.


"I was just offering to do you a favor.  You ought to appreciate how nice I am to you."  She huffed, and slammed her eyes back to her book. 


"Lia, don't.  I've got an exam tomorrow is all.  I'm sorry."


But she didn't respond as her eyes moved so fast across the page they looked blurred.


"Baby, c'mon.  Don't be mad at me.  I'm sorry, I just gotta get these notes read."


He got up from his seat and went over to her hunched back, putting his hand gently on it.


"Don't fucking touch me!"  Her whisper caused the two boys sitting a table over to turn their heads.  He yanked his hand back as if from a snarling dog.  


She grabbed her cell phone from the table, and shoved her chair back, causing it to momentarily lean on two legs.  Her eyes wide as owl's, she left him standing alone as she walked to the library lobby.


When Lia came back from the lobby, she found her books neatly stacked, Altan's jumbled mess gone.  After checking the computer lab and the other study area, she packed up her things and walked back to her room.  Her answering machine light was not flashing.  She went over to it and checked its connection to her phone.  She checked the phone's connection to the wall, then lifted the receiver to hear the dial tone.  She pressed the play button three times, three times hearing "You have no messages."  


Laying in bed, she rolled back and forth, wadding her pillow, then placing her head flat on the mattress.  The dim red light from her alarm clock shined on her face as she opened her eyes to glance at it every hour.

Her mother called in the morning.  Lia groped at her phone from beneath the covers and fumbled it open.  


"Lia, darling, I need to talk with you."  Her mother's voice chirped like a thousand little birds, light on its pulses, ready to burst into a twitter of laughter at any moment.


Lia yawned, cleared her throat.  "About what?"


"Oh, babe, did I wake you?"  Lia shifted her weight in bed to straighten out her vocal chords.  "Sort of, yes."


"Oh dear!"  Her mother laughed.  "I'll make it quick.  I just wanted to let you know I got your tuition bill in the mail yesterday and went and paid it.  Now, I know you usually send me Altan's bill, but I'll just send him a blank check he can fill out himself."


Lia stayed silent for a moment.  "Are you sure you still want to do that mom?"


"Of course, dear!  I'm always glad to help.  We ought to always do what we can for those less fortunate than ourselves.  Be nice to him, baby, he needs you so much."


On her way to class, she dialed his number, but hung up before the call connected.  She sat in a large lecture hall, in the middle, with her feet tucked under her seat.  She reached into her bag to get out her notebook but couldn't find it.  Face askew, she bent down to search for it and had to settle with some crumpled looseleaf paper instead.  She tried to smooth out the wrinkles with her hand, but only ended up tearing one of the sheets.  She wrote yesterday's date in the upper left corner of her paper, then scribbled it out, and wrote it wrong again.  She rubbed her eyes with the bases of her palms, then ran her sleeve across them.


She felt a tap on her shoulder and handed over her pencil.  She reached back into her bag for another but found none.  Again, with neck bent over her bag, she rummaged through its contents.  She lifted it to her lap to look more carefully before throwing it onto the ground and thrusting her knees into the seat in front of her.


Just as the professor started to lecture on Kohlberg, she stood up and walked out, stepping on two people's toes on her way through the row.  She blinked her eyes furiously on her way toward the exit, getting a tissue from her right coat pocket.


Lia walked straight to Altan's dorm, and pounded on his door for ten seconds before he opened it, standing in front of her, his eyes half opened.  He spat out "Wha do you wan?" but then focused on who was standing before him.  "Oh."


She ducked under his arm bracing his body against the doorframe and took a seat at his desk, turning the chair to face him as he stood still in the doorway.


"Why didn’t you call me?"


"When, last night?"  Altan shut the door and sat down on the floor facing her, his back against the paintcoated concrete wall.  


"First you were rude to me and then you didn't call."


"You’re right."


"You call me every night, Altan, since senior year."


"Not last night."


"What if you had died?"


"What if I had?"


"Is that how you treat me now?"


"How do I treat you?"


She lowered her voice and leaned forward in her chair.  "You ever think what would happen if you weren't with me?"


Altan laughed.  "Goddam, Lia, every day."


"So you're sorry then?"


"Terribly."  He laughed again.


"Then don’t use that fucking tone with me, Altan."  She stood up and walked so she was standing right over him.  He met her gaze.


"Alright, baby."


She stepped over his outstretched legs and paced to his closet.  She fingered the fabric of his shirts hanging there, some really great shirts.  


"My mother called today; she's just gonna send you a blank check for tuition."


"Tell her don't bother.  I'm applying for some loans.  I oughta done that a long time ago."


"I think I'm going to send all my clothes to China."  Her face went from smile to frown, and she hung her head then craned her neck to look at him.


"Great idea baby."


"I mean, Brant, I really ought to send all my clothes to China."


"Yah, babe, gotcha, can you shut up for a minute?  I'm trying to watch TV."


She gaped her mouth and sat up in her chair, but he wasn't looking her way.  'They don't have nice clothes over there, you know."  Her voice grew louder.  He turned up the television's volume.


"Nice clothes like I do.  That's not fair."  Her voice was now a whisper.  "I really just oughta send them over there."


She looked back down at her Cultural Geography textbook.  The chapter title read "Examining Central Asia."  She slammed the book shut, went to her closet, and started taking clothes off of hangers.
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