The Journey


	The view from out the bus window is nothing special.  It is a gray day, nearing dusk and all I  can see for miles is highway and corn field.  My eyelids are heavy as I gaze through the glass, but the upbeat music pounding through my headphones reflects my excitement.  I have never been to Chicago, and now, I am only an hour outside the city.  


	I close my eyes and take a deep breath.  College is a strange experience. Two months ago, I had just moved in.  I walked down the busy patterned carpet and past the closed door in my hall.  I wondered what the people inside those room were like.  Would we get along? Now we are taking an


impromptu trip together.  I glace across the bus at the faces of my friends.  I have to crane my neck to see to the back of the bus, because we were running late, as usual, and couldn't find seats together.  I wonder if I made the right decision coming with them.  These are not the type of people I would have befriended in high school.  Instead, we have become friends out of necessity, the need to talk to someone late at night before bed to sooth the homesickness or the desire to have a companion to eat


dinner with. 


	When the bus arrives in Chicago, the first thing I notice are all the lights.  The darkness is illuminated by the windows of the skyscrapers, they are like thousands of tiny stars sparkling against the deep purple sky. I stand, smooth my hair, and wipe the sleep from my eyes.   I feel unsteady on my feet after such a long ride.  My purse is soaked through with some sticky red liquid off the floor and I smell like bus.  Still, I can't help but being excited to be here. 


	I step off the bus and the cold night knocks the air from my lungs.  We walk the few blocks to the nearest train station.  The large white marble foyer is impressive.  Nick screams, “echo”, and we all listen as his words are repeated back to him.  We only have a few minutes to wait before our train comes screeching towards us.  It brings a gust of wind, and I nearly fall over.  On the train, I lay my head on my friend William's shoulder.  I feel the boundaries between friendship and love being 


blurred.  I have been dangerously dancing along the border for a while.  I am too scared to cross, not willing to be vulnerable, not ready to get hurt.  He strokes my hair and I fall asleep on the train.  


	When we get to the hotel, we have to enter in two groups.  We only booked the room for four people but six of us are staying here.  I go in first, along with Nick, Rose, and Sam.  We carry everyone's stuff.  I have two backpacks, a purse, and two suitcases.  I can barely walk.  Sam goes to


check in while we load our bags onto a trolley.  “Guys, we might have a problem.  You have to be 21 to check into this hotel,” Sam's face is grim.  “Fuck”.  After some begging, the hotel manager comes out and addresses our group, “I will let you guys check in, but if I catch you


anywhere near the bar, or pulling any shit, you are out of here.” We exchange nervous glaces.   


	We are in the room two minutes before Jigesh and Will knock.  I let them in, and we all collapse in a fit of giggles.  “Its already ten, lets just stay in tonight, and we can go out tomorrow night”, Jigesh proposes.  “Lets go swimming,” says Rose.  I forgot a bathing suit, but that doesn't stop me.  I change into shorts and a tank top, and we race down to the pool.  I jump into the water, and quickly realize that my white tank top is entirely see through.  “Does anyone mind if I just swim in my bra?” I strip off my shirt.  I am self conscious for a moment, before forgetting inhibition.  The water on my skin feels wonderful.


	We all get into the hot tub. The heat shocks my system and the bubbles tickle my arms.  I admire how good Will looks without a shirt.  I have an urge to reach out and touch him.  Just graze his arm with my fingertips, but I don't. We play a few rounds of never have I ever and I learn


surprising new information about my companions.  She had sex on a playground.  He had his heart broken by his best friend.  Maybe we are more alike than I thought. When a thirty year old man comes and joins us in the hot tub, I am uncomfortably aware that I am only wearing a bra and shorts.  We leave the pool.  


	Back in the hotel room, we drink cheap beer that we had brought from school, and they teach me how to play Euchre.  I suck and keep losing, but it is still fun.  We talk for hours about our high schools, our friends, our love lives, until we can't sit up any longer.  Jigesh and Rose take one


of the twin beds and Sam takes the other.  Will and I spread out on the floor.  “I'm sleeping in the bath tub,” announces Nick and no one objects.  When I wake up at two in the morning with Will's arm around me, I have to pound on the door for a solid two minutes before Nick lets me in to


use the bathroom.  


	We wake up early the next morning to the sun shining through the curtains. I don't feel rested at all, but I am anxious to get out and see the city. I dress in haste, and sit and do a crossword puzzle while everyone else showers.  I announce clues to the room, and  my friends help me brainstorm


the answers.  Sam makes sarcastic jokes, and I gasp with laughter. 


	We leave the hotel around noon.  The city is clean and pretty.  It is not how I expected it, but it does not disappoint me.  We do some shopping, and Nick spends nearly 500 dollars on designer clothes, taking longer than me or Rose to decide on his purchases.  We head to Millennium Park and take pictures at the bean.  Our reflection in the mirror makes me smile.  We are all so different but somehow we look like we belong.  


	After Millennium Park we meet a friend of Will's at the Cheesecake Factory.  Evan, Will's friend is not at what I expected.  Will is very sweet and comes off as innocent.  He the stereotypical boy: obsessed with sports and no sense of style.  Evan, on the other hand is dressed fashionably from head to  toe.  During dinner, he talks nonstop about the parties he has been to and the girls he has hooked up.  When Will leaves with him to go to Evan's dorm, the rest of us discuss our shock.  


	We have two hours to kill before we are supposed to meet Will at Navy Pier.  We wander around, taking in the glory of the city. The cold air chaps my skin. Sam tells me a story about the girl he loved who broke his heart.  She was suicidal and he took care of her.  Two months later when she was better, she wanted nothing to do with him.  I give him a hug.  I think about my own love life.  I think about Adam, the boy I dated for a year and a half.  I loved him, there is no doubt in my mind.  He was the first person I had ever been so open with.  I felt so comfortable with him. I worked so hard to make him happy, I gave him everything.  I lost my virginity to him.  He broke up with me a week after college started.  


	It is pitch black by the time we reach the pier, and the city lights reflect of the water.  The Ferris wheel goes in endless circles above us.  We go in McDonald and I buy a diet coke.  We stand on the dock and I sip my soda.  We only have to wait a few minutes for Evan and Will.  Evan walks up


to me, “What are you drinking?” 


“Diet coke”


“Want me to make it a happy Diet Coke?” he pulls a water bottle out of his coat.  He and Will have both clearly had enough to drink.  I take the bottle from him and finish the remainder of the contents.  It tastes like grape Triaminic and it burns my throat.  


	We walk to the end of the pier and I start to feel my drink kick in.  The


cold doesn't seem so cold anymore, and my fingertips tingle.  Will wraps


his arms around my waist as the fireworks begin.  He leans down as kisses


me hard on the lips.  I feel my body react, forming to his.  In my clouded


brain, I panic.  What does this mean?  I am not ready to be hurt again.  A


kiss is just a kiss, it can mean nothing, but this doesn't feel like it means nothing.  He lives across the hall from me, this could end horrible. My body wins out, I realize I just don't care and I kiss back.  


	Our kiss ends, and we break apart.  The fireworks are Halloween themed and


in the background, Adams' family song is playing.  Nick begins singing thewords.  Slowly, we all join in, until we are standing on the dock beltingout the words.  I look at our reflection in the water.  The city is stretched out behind us.  I realize that this is my family.  A weird,dysfunctional, unconventional family, but a family all the same. 


	When we get back to school, things our different.  We are no longer friends out of need or convenience.  Chicago is changed us.  We may all be different, but this common experience has shown us our similarities.  I have never had better friends.


