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Being in a group with strong women isn’t always easy. Confrontations happen when people are passionate about their views. As I reflect back, I’ve learned so much that I placed in this novel. I pray it helps others learn the best ways to get along. May God bless you and yours and every reader of this book and series.
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BETA GAMMA PI TRADITIONS, CUSTOMS, & RITES

Founding Data

Beta Gamma Pi was founded in 1919 on the campus of Western Smith College by five extraordinary women of character and virtue.

 


Sorority Colors

Sunrise lavender and sunset turquoise are the official colors of Beta Gamma Pi. The colors symbolize the beginning and the end of the swiftly passing day and remind each member to make the most of every moment.

 


Sorority Pin

Designed in 1919, the pin is made of the Greek letters Beta, Gamma, and Pi. This sterling silver pin is to be worn over the heart on the outermost garment. There are five stones in the Gamma: a ruby representing courageous leadership, a pink tourmaline representing genuine sisterhood, an emerald representing a profound education, a purple amethyst representing deep spirituality, and a blue sapphire representing unending service.

Anytime the pin is worn, members should conduct themselves with dignity and honor.

 


The B Pin

The B Pin was designed in 1920 by the founders. This basic silver pin in the shape of the letter B symbolizes the beginning step in the membership process. The straight side signifies character. The two curves mean yielding to God and yielding to others. It is given at the Pi Induction Ceremony.

 


Sorority Flower

The lily is the sorority flower and it denotes the endurance and strength the member will need to be a part of Beta Gamma Pi for a lifetime.

 


Sorority Stone

The diamond is the sorority stone which embodies the precious and pure heart needed to be a productive member of Beta Gamma Pi.

 


Sorority Call

Bee-goh-p

 


Sorority Symbol

The eagle is the symbol of Beta Gamma Pi. It reflects the soaring greatness each member is destined to reach.

 


Sorority Motto

A sisterhood committed to making the world greater.

 


The Pi Symbol

The Bee insect is the symbol of the Pi pledges. This symbolizes the soaring tenacity one must possess to become a full member of Beta Gamma Pi.
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BABBLE

“Would you risk your own life to possibly try to save someone else’s? People talk about best friends, including you, Hailey Grant, but would you really lay it all on the line to make sure your best friend was spared from pain?” my roommate, Teddi Spencer, asked as I tried to study. “I mean, ’cause you’re not acting like it.”

What was she talking about? We were tighter than tight, and she knew I had her back. But every now and then when I wasn’t doing something she agreed with, she’d try to lay a guilt trip on me. So I kept studying and ignored her tail, hoping she’d get the picture and leave me alone.

Actually, most folks who knew us all last year wondered how we remained friends. We were pretty different. I was about facts, and she was about fiction. There was nothing wrong with dreaming, but you had to get your head out of the clouds to actually get things done. I swear, her address was La-La Land. She knew how to get to me, but I knew I could never intentionally walk out of her life. Teddi had lost more in her high school years than my heart could bear. If our friendship made her happy and brought her joy, I’d do anything to protect that.

“I’m just saying. I gotta win the election, Hailey. And you’re not helping. That Covin Randall guy thinks just because he’s the state senator’s son, everybody’s on his jock. Well, I’m ...” Teddi continued her rant about her disgust for her rival SGA opponent in the upcoming election as I tuned her out.

I looked at my short, frail, light-skinned friend. She had been through so much over the past two years I’d known her. We were now sophomores at Western Smith College. When she’d lost her parents in a tragic car accident her senior year, she’d moved in with her grandmother and begun attending my high school.

She hadn’t known anybody, and she’d seemed like she was in deep pain. I had taken it upon myself to help and befriend her. I didn’t know where that had come from—you know, the knack to want to help someone out. I guess somewhere deep inside me there was a place that felt I should give back since I’d been taken care of all my life. I had two great parents. My uncle, Wade Webb, was the president of the college I attended, for goodness’ sake. My older sister, Hayden, had gone here, and everyone remembered what a gem she was. Honestly, I wasn’t a princess, but I hadn’t had any tragedies in my life either. Because I’ve had great experiences and supportive people in my life, I guess I felt the need to help those who had no one.

Teddi sat on my bed next to me in our dorm room and turned my face toward her. “You’re not even listening to me, Hailey. I mean, I need to win this election. The last president we had was a disgrace. The students at Western Smith need to feel confident in their new president, and, personally, I don’t think that right now anyone who uses the bathroom standing up qualifies enough to win the confidence of the entire student body. We need a gender change.”

“What are you saying, Teddi? We need a female president?” I asked, thinking she needed more reasons than that to feel she should win over her opponent.

She got a little loud with me and said, “You got a problem with that? You don’t think I’m strong enough, do you? You don’t think I can lead? I mean, why would any of us females around here trust someone who leads by what’s between their legs?”

“No, no. I’m just saying just because one male was stupid doesn’t mean the others have to be the same,” I jumped up and said, calmly defending myself.

Teddi paced back and forth and started freaking out. “Well, I’m just saying we need a change, and you’re completely not behind me. You’re supposed to be my campaign manager, and you’re not even on my side.”

“Why are you overexaggerating the issue?” I asked. “I’m just telling you how I feel.”

“Because we need to come up with a strategy. I’ve seen posters all over campus for this guy, and my posters aren’t even up yet. Isn’t that your job?” Teddy asked me pointedly.

Quickly, I reminded her she was the reason we hadn’t gotten a lot accomplished with her campaign. “Listen, chick, I love you, but you’re full of it. Every idea I’ve had, you shot down. It’s your fault you don’t have a platform. I drill you on basic questions, like why do you want to be the Student Government Association President, and you stutter and say because we don’t need a male. That’s bull. I can’t put out material on your campaign when you have no legit ideas. So don’t try to blame this on me.”

Teddi sank to her bed. “Then say I’m just a loser and just quit my campaign. Don’t help me.”

“Oh, girl, don’t be melodramatic. I know your butt. You have substance. Find it and let’s get a plan. I’ve seen the posters from the other candidate. People in the dorm have been hovering all around them. But we can get yours out—there’s still time,” I said. I wasn’t planning to bail on her, but we did need to get cracking if she wanted to win.

She sat up, clung to me, and became paranoid. “Were the guys all into his poster? The chauvanists. See—they stick together. We gotta do the same, Hailey, I’m telling you. Now I’m actually thinking that living in a coed dorm was not a good choice. How am I going to get support from the girls and the guys?”

“We can do it, Teddi. But with all these fine brothers I’ve been seeing coming in and out of here ... this is completely a good choice. It took hell and high water to convince my mom to agree to it,” I said, knowing how overprotective my mom was since she’d let Hayden live off campus in an apartment four years back and worried about boys having too much access.

It had taken a lot to make my mom ease up. I was in college, and there was no getting around me interacting with guys. At least I would be supervised in a dorm that had males on the other side of the building. Also, once my mom had met Teddi, she’d relaxed. Teddi wasn’t boy crazy, and she wasn’t going to let me run wild either.

“Do you smell that?” I said to her as I got a whiff of something really strong.

Suddenly, I knew I was not imagining the smell as smoke seeped in through the bottom of the door. The smoke was making it hard to breathe. I became uneasy. What was going on?

“No, I don’t smell anything, Hailey. I’m trying to talk to you, but your focus is on everything else in the world. You’re not being my best friend or my campaign manager right now. You’re talking about all the reasons I don’t have a shot. I’ll listen to your platform ideas. Give them to me again.”

Covering my mouth so as not to inhale whatever was seeping through the door, I said, “Great—Teddi, we can work on it later. But now something is seriously wrong. Look at the door.”

As I moved to the door to find out what was up, someone knocked loudly from the other side. “Are y’all in there? Open up! Open up!”

“It’s probably nothing, Hailey. Relax,” Teddi said.

She was clueless. As I walked to the door I tossed her a towel to cover her mouth with, but she threw it back at me. A gray fog was filling the air. She needed to quit tripping. There had to be something burning. I walked over to the door and answered it.

A cute girl wearing a Beta Gamma Pi shirt—who looked familiar—was at the door. “Hey, we gotta get out. There’s a fire. We’ve got to move quickly,” she said calmly but with urgency.

Teddi didn’t hear what she said. All she was focused on was the girl’s shirt as Teddi walked to the door. “I knew you looked familiar. Cassidy Cross—cool. I didn’t know you lived in our building. You were on the last Beta line. BGP, the sorority for me.”

“Yeah cool, but like I was telling your roommate, we gotta go. There’s a fire!”

I tried to stay calm, but upon hearing the news, Teddi couldn’t hold herself together. “Oh, my gosh! A fire! What about my things—your things, Hailey? What about my parents’ box? It’s the only thing I have left of them.”

As more smoke filled the doorway, I couldn’t let her continue to ramble, so I grabbed her arm and said, “We can’t think about that now, Teddi. We have to get out of here! We need to get out of this building, and quick.”

 



The smoldering cloud in the hallway almost made it difficult to breathe. I instantly started coughing. I shook my head to stay focused. I knew I had to get out of the building, but when I looked behind me, Teddi was still at our doorway. If I had to, I would pull her outside myself because she wasn’t moving.

“Hailey, I have to get my stuff. My jewelry. My mom’s picture. My dad’s Bible. That stuff is important. I have to go get the box. Hailey, don’t you understand?”

To a rational person, that made no sense. The only thing we needed to be worried about was getting our tails out of there. However, I knew all the pain she had been through, and I didn’t want to add more, so I decided to help Teddi get her things. Because Teddi’s parents were gone, this stuff was all she had of them.

“Okay, tell me what you want me to grab. Where is your little trunk?” I said, referring to the silver box in which she stored everything.

“It’s under my bed, but it’s all the way over there. I can’t—I can’t breathe, Hailey.” Teddi clutched her heart.

“What are y’all doing? I said y’all have to get out of here!” Cassidy said as she came back to our room. She had gone knocking on other people’s doors. “Y’all have to get out of here.” Her mouth was covered, but we could understand what she was saying.

“Go ahead, Teddi. I’ll get your box.”

“Thank you,” she said, crying hysterically. “Thank you, Hailey. How ... how could I have doubted your love for me?”

The dorm beds were so heavy I needed to think about how I was quickly going to get in and get out. When my mom had come up a week ago, it had taken four of us to move the beds. How am I going to move these by myself now? I thought to myself. Come on, Hailey. Think. Then I figured it out. I could fit under the bed; I would just slide under and grab her box.

But I was becoming more and more tired. I wasn’t a geek, but I knew the smoke was wearing down on my heart. With as little as I had in me, I decided to give it one last try. She needed the box.

That was all I could muster. I knew Teddi would never forgive herself if I risked my life for her personal belongings. I didn’t pray often, but at this moment I could use a prayer. So I thought, Lord, I know I’ve been a little angry at You for taking my friend’s parents. I guess if You wouldn’t have, she wouldn’t be in my life. Out of lemons we’re supposed to make lemonade, right? Help me get it, because I need to get out of here.

I grunted and got the box, exited the room, and went out into the hallway. I could barely see, but I knew which way the stairs were. When I got there, there was more moaning. Screams were filling the clouded air.

Cassidy said to me, “The door is jammed. We can’t get out. And your friend, Teddi—look!”

When I looked down, I saw that Teddi had passed out. This moment was so terrifying there weren’t any words to describe it. At this moment the smoke got denser, and I couldn’t even see down to the other end of the hallway. I knew we were through.

 



“Help! Help! Oh, my gosh, help!” I screamed out, joining Cassidy and other people from our floor in their cries for help.

I just started praying to God to help us. I know I don’t come to You often, Lord. But I do care, and I love You.

I was going on and on until Cassidy shook me. “Come on, don’t give up. Help us yell for help!”

As we continued yelling, the door we were banging on finally sprang open. Two guys from upstairs who had been heading out had stopped to help us. The air coming in was fresh and couldn’t have come at a better time.

This guy shouted, “We heard y’all! There was a beam blocking the door! We gotta get out of here! Look at the fire! Help them, Jake!”

The Jake guy motioned for the other two girls to leave, and they fled fast. “Come on!”

Cassidy and I pulled Teddi to the stairs, and the other guy slammed the steel door shut behind us to momentarily hold the fire. Cassidy and I tried to move my roommate. Her limp body was not responsive.

“Cassidy, go!” I shouted. “I got her!”

“I’m not leaving you guys. You need my help,” Cassidy said as the smoke started to seep under the steel door.

“Run, girl—I’ll help them,” the stranger said as he shoved Cassidy down the first step.

I looked closely at the guy who was risking his life. He could’ve kept going, but he’d decided to stop to help us. The smoke made my vision blurry, and it was like I knew him, but I didn’t know him. I was thankful he cared enough to help.

“Is this Teddi?” he asked as he looked at her face.

“Yes,” I confirmed as we both tried to lift her. “You know her?”

“Oh, I gotta help her out of here. They will think I threw the election on purpose,” he uttered as he nodded.

 



As we got Teddi off the ground, his last comment made me know where I knew him from ... the posters! This was Covin Randall. He was Teddi’s opponent.

When his eyes met mine, I buckled a little. “I can’t lift her. She’s too heavy.”

“You’re weak now. And you need to save your strength to get out of here. I got her. You go ahead,” he said to me, and I headed down.

The fire was spreading. It was rumbling, almost talking. Safety was just one flight down, but it felt endless.

As soon as I got outside, a fireman met me. “Miss, are you the last one?”

“No, I know there are two people left. My roommate passed out. Somebody’s bringing her. Please go help them.”

He called out to another firefighter, and I was swooped into someone’s arms and taken to safety.

As the fresh air from outside hit me, I felt like my lungs were screaming for joy. My uncle rushed to my aid, and the firefighter placed me in his arms and gave him instructions to take me to the ambulance for evaluation.

He hugged me tight, repeatedly saying, “I thought you were gone. I thought you couldn’t get out. My sister would never have forgiven me if something had happened to you on my watch. I thank God.”

“Sir, we need to check her out and give her some oxygen,” one of the EMS workers said when he would not let me go.

I kept watching the door. I spotted Cassidy and Jake. Thankfully, they were all right. Then I squinted my eyes as I honed in on Cassidy clutching her hands together like life was not grand. Covin and Teddi hadn’t come out yet. I refused treatment and ran closer to the door. As the tears rolled down my face, I wondered what was happening inside. I prayed, Lord, You helped me out. Please, though, please help them out, too.

Finally, a firefighter had Teddi in his arms. I was relieved. Then the next second, when I didn’t see Covin, I was terrified again. He’d saved us, so he had to be saved. Why was he nowhere in sight?

“Where is the guy? I’m certain there was someone else in there!” I screamed, trying to go back myself.

Jake yelled, “She’s right! My boy Covin is in there!”

“Yes, he told me to get out of there. You have to get him!” Cassidy cried out, finally breaking down because of the grave circumstances she knew Covin was facing.

I darted to the blazing door.

“Another firefighter is on his way in to get him—the smoke was too much. Covin was behind me when I took the girl, but then he tripped over the debris,” the firefighter said, holding me back from going in. “It’s okay, miss. We’re gonna get him out.”

The EMS worker with Teddi yelled for assistance. “I need help over here—she’s unresponsive!”

My uncle rushed over to her. My heart felt like it should be in the Olympics, as fast as it was racing. I had been so happy to see Teddi, I’d forgotten she’d been out of it for at least ten minutes before she was pulled from the building. And as I turned back to the dorm, more of it was in flames, and Covin was not out.

“Oh, my gosh, this is horrible. This is bad. They have to be okay,” I said between my own coughs.

Another EMS worker came over to me, practically forcing the mask on my face, and said, “I got to be blunt. Breathe into this before you fall over, and we have to cart you away. Hush up. Right now is no time to babble.”
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GRATITUDE

After taking three deep breaths, I handed the mask to the paramedic and said, “I gotta make sure everyone else is okay. Please trust me, I’m fine.”

My eyes were watering as I looked at the paramedic. My best friend was laid out on a cot with EMTs working overtime to make sure she was okay. The guy who’d saved me was not even out of the building. How could I concentrate on me? I had to be there for them.

The paramedic glared back at me. I think he saw I was seriously concerned for the others. He eased up a bit and said, “Okay, okay. Take a few more intakes of oxygen. Let me check your vitals, and then I can release you. I don’t mean to sound insensitive, but you can’t do anyone any good if you’re ill.”

Looking at his badge, I saw his last name was Grayson. Mr. Grayson, who seemed like he never smiled, had a point. Though I hated taking care of myself, after I breathed more into the mask, I felt ten times better.

When he gave me the all-clear, he proved me wrong and grinned just a tad. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

I thanked him and then rushed over to Teddi’s side. I couldn’t get that close because they were putting her in the ambulance. I hugged my uncle tight.

He gave me a semi-positive update. “They did get her stable. They’re just making sure she’s completely out of the woods. You need to go sit and rest. Your mom should be here any minute.”

When I saw Teddi sitting up, I exhaled. Then I was distracted by the commotion coming from near the building. I had been too busy talking to my uncle and getting oxygen to see what had happened. But the building was completely down on one side. People were beside themselves. Uncle Wade started walking toward the bigger group, and I followed. He could not keep me away.

“That Covin guy saved my life,” I argued when my uncle gave me the mean look to sit down. “I’ve got to make certain he’s okay.”

My uncle stopped walking, and with an impressed stare said, “Covin Randall made sure you were out?” I nodded. “He’s a super guy. Was on the SGA the last two years. Just another reason I know he’s got the character to make a great class president.”

Before I could tell my uncle I agreed and that I would probably be letting my best friend down with my new revelation of who’d get my vote, Cassidy dashed up to us. She was out of breath, and I held mine. Would Covin even be around to run for the election?

“The guy is okay,” Cassidy said, hugging me. “The firefighter got him out just in time.”

I hugged her back so tightly. I was overjoyed that this guy I didn’t know, but felt connected to, was okay. I quickly went through the crowd to see Covin myself. I had to thank him. I had to hug him. I had to see for myself that he was okay.

Covin was coughing excessively. So much so, it was scary. The paramedics called for everyone to back up. He fell onto the gurney. When others moved back, I kept walking toward him.

When I finally got to his ear, I uttered, “Thank you so much. You saved me. You saved my friend. You were so courageous. Thanks for being our hero.”

Mr. Grayson, my EMS worker friend, came over and said, “Ma’am, we have to make sure you all are okay and get you away from this building. You will have time later to thank him. Let us make sure y’all are safe by getting back. Plus, we need to check your friend out.”

I looked down at Covin, and he really was out of it. Probably hadn’t heard anything I’d said. He was covered in smut and soot. He yelled out in pain when they touched his leg. The EMS guys said he was probably burned. I knew I had to get back and let them do their work.

“Oh, my gosh! Hailey! You’re okay!” my mom screamed as she rocked me back and forth, getting my mind off feeling useless.

My head was pounding a little, and though I had been cleared by the EMS team, I was feeling off. But I was so excited to see my mom. I cried harder than I had in a really long time.

“I was so scared, Mom, but then I just asked God to take me into Heaven if I didn’t make it out of there. Look at that building!”

She turned and looked at the bricks and roof on fire. Before we could say too much, there was an explosion that sent shock waves under my feet. And she held me even closer.

“I love you, Hailey. I know I may compare you to Hayden a lot, and I guess I have to realize you’re your own person. I want you to know I’m proud of you, and I’m glad you’re alive.” She gave me a heartfelt kiss that melted on my head like sweet butter seeps into warm bread.

“I know, Mom. I’m happy to be breathing, too. That guy saved my life,” I said, rubbing my own heart, as I loved feeling it beating.

“Which guy, sweetie?” she asked.

“He’s over there. He’s running for SGA President against Teddi. So it’s a lot.” Her eyebrows raised, feeling the tough place I was in. “Our floor was locked, and we didn’t know how we were gonna get out of there. He stopped and risked his life for us. Then Teddi was unconscious. I—”

Grabbing my hand, she said, “Okay, okay, calm down.”

Other people from our building came over to make sure I was fine. With both Teddi and Covin out of that building, I was much better. My mom had me talk to my dad on the phone. He was out of town on military business.

About ten minutes later, I said, “Mom, the guy who risked his life for ours is awesome.”

Squinting her eyes at me to make sure I was all right, she said, “Yes, he’s a hero for sure.”

“I gotta go talk to him. He was pretty out of it when we first came out of the building.”

“Well, yeah, you go talk to him if he’s able. I’ll go find your uncle, and I want to make sure Teddi is okay. Hailey, please stand back, and don’t get too close.”

As I walked closer to Covin, he stood up as he saw me coming. “No, no, just relax,” I told him.

“It’s okay. I’m a little weak, but I’m cool,” he said when I saw his leg bandaged up. “Plus, my leg is stiffening. Before I go to the hospital I needed to stand. Also, I have to stand for a lady.”

I just trembled. It was the oddest day for feelings I hadn’t felt in a while. I had never been more drawn to a guy before. As I stood before Covin, knowing he had risked his life for mine, the feelings I had for him were overwhelming. Yeah, I’d had boyfriends before and had had deep feelings for them, but these emotions were different. It was weird. My heart couldn’t stop beating fast, and it felt scary to feel connected to someone I barely knew.

He reached out for my hand, and when we clasped he looked deep into my eyes and said, “I’m glad we came out of that building alive.”

“I don’t know if you heard me, but I’m glad you risked your life for mine and my best friend.”

He joked, “Well, when I run against Teddi in the elections next week, I didn’t want her to be too mad at me.”

“Well, after today you just might have my vote,” I smiled and said without really thinking.

He smiled, and his teeth were perfect. Not only were they white, but they were superstraight. They were so inviting, just like his juicy lips. They weren’t wet or dry, just naturally moist. I was losing it until he looked at me as if I’d said something wrong.

“I was just joking. You know I’m gonna vote for my girl,” I said quickly as I snapped out of it.

“Well, we got a week, and I’m going to do everything I can to change your mind,” he said, squeezing my hand a little tighter.

I looked over in Teddi’s direction, and she gave me the meanest look. Glad to see she was okay, however, I quickly realized how this looked. She had been unconscious, and to her it seemed like I was consorting with the enemy. But thanks to the enemy, she was breathing.

I quickly let go of Covin’s hand and said, “Thank you so much.”

“No thanks necessary. I did what I felt I had to do. After the hospital I know I’m going to crash.”

I didn’t want to leave his side. I did feel like I owed him, but there was something else connecting the two of us. Though I’d let go of his hand, it seemed like we were still touching. That was a hard feeling to shake, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to let it go. I was alive, and I was glad to care about life. Covin Randall had my thanks, and maybe something else, too. Nah! I was just overly grateful. No way I could really be into him, right?
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Thirty minutes had passed, and we were all still out there. Tears flowing from everywhere. Many in disbelief of the ordeal others had gone through. Attendance was being taken for those who had residency in the dorm building. Ninety of us had lived on three floors. Thankfully, only a third of us were there at the time the blaze lit. And everyone was accounted for. Finally, the terrible crisis was over.

Then the head custodian of the entire school frantically drove his golf cart over to my uncle. “President Webb! President Webb! My custodian employee, Mayzee King—I haven’t been able to find her. I called her house, and she wasn’t there. She was working in this building.”

Western Smith had approximately fifteen hundred students, and it seemed like double that amount of people were out there. My mother and I were close enough to my uncle to hear what was going on. My heart sank just like a cruise line ripped apart in the ocean. There had to be a rational explanation to where Ms. King was. She had to be alive somewhere in the crowd. The thought of someone perishing in this fire was unbearable.

Covin and a few of his friends came rushing over. Covin said, “We saw our building’s custodian. She was the one who told us to get out.”

“Yeah,” said Jake, who was standing behind Covin. “The lady came in my room and said somebody left a hot plate on, and the fabric on the window treatment was on fire. She said we needed to get everybody out of the building. The fire was spreading.”

Campus security came over at the same time to ask some questions. Officer Hartford said, “So when you guys went to the stairs, you didn’t see which way Ms. King went?”

“No,” they said together.

Cassidy came over to my uncle. I hadn’t seen Cassidy, the Beta, since she’d told me Covin was out of the building. Seeing all the camaraderie of her sorority sisters behind her, I could see they had something special. Why she was living in the dorm and not in the apartment with the Chapter President, who was supposedly her best friend, I didn’t know. But I did like seeing about eight Betas who were happy Cassidy was okay.

Cassidy said, “Yeah, the housekeeper was on the second floor. She came to my door and told me to knock on people’s doors to get everybody out.”

My uncle asked, “And did you see her get out with you guys?”

“No, we were trapped. I assumed she was already on the other side of the door.”

“And that’s when we came and we heard screams coming from the second floor,” Covin said. “There was a beam that had already fallen, and my friends and I were able to move it together. We didn’t get out of the building immediately because we made sure everyone on the third floor was out. The second floor got so cloudy so quick—that’s why Teddi passed out. Maybe Ms. King got trapped there.”

“Oh, my gosh!” I screamed out.

My uncle went and spoke to the fire chief. Flames were lowering, and the firefighters were coming out of the building—or what was left of it anyway. It seemed like they were deliberating for hours, but, actually, only fifteen minutes passed. As the smoke filled the air, it was like God knew what we needed, because it started to rain. Boy, was that a good thing to clear up this smoke. Nobody was going anywhere. Everyone wanted to know what had happened to the lady who’d saved us all.

Finally, my uncle shook his head and looked to the crowd. “If I could just have everyone’s attention for a second. Even though it’s raining, we are still deeming this an unsafe area. I just want to share this news and then ask you all to vacate the premises. There were a lot of heroes today and brave students who helped each other get out of the building—the firefighters who came quickly and put out the fire, the campus security for keeping everyone in order and for notifying parents. But more than anybody, Ms. Mayzee King, who did die tragically in this fire, risking her life to make sure young people were safe. Western Smith is forever in debt to this brave woman.”

I just looked above as the smoke rose and rain fell on my face. Deep in my heart I asked God to take care of the woman who had taken care of all of us. Why her and not me, I would never know. But if I could do anything to help anyone the rest of my life, I would live my life like Mayzee King and help other people to show her I was truly thankful.

 



The next couple days were extremely tough—tougher, actually, than a steak that has been overcooked. My mom wanted me to come home, but I felt I needed to stay on campus and be with the students. As we held candlelight vigils for Ms. King, we found out a lot about her. She was thirty and had three kids, all under the age of six. She had lived in the most impoverished part of our small town, and her kids didn’t have much, and now they’d lost everything because their mom was gone.

I remembered daily feeling ill just thinking about Teddi being a senior in high school, graduating without her parents seeing her. They had been taken in the blink of an eye; her world had just changed forever. She had been practically grown and set in her ways. Yet she needed a little refining, and our friendship helped us both grow. But she wasn’t a baby. Ms. King’s kids had already lost one parent. We’d found out these kids’ dad was in jail for armed robbery and murder, for shooting the clerk of the store he was robbing. No father, and now they didn’t have a mother.

Cassidy, Teddi, and I put a sign about the vigil on our new dorm door—where our rooms were across from each other. “There’s another vigil tonight. Are you gonna go?” Cassidy asked me.

Teddi had been so shaken up since the incident, I didn’t know if she was coming or going. She couldn’t sleep at night, and I was becoming extremely concerned. “I’m going to wait for Teddi,” I said to Cassidy, knowing she should be back from class by now.

“Well, it’s right in front of our building. Y’all need to get out. I see how well you take care of Teddi. I remember you went back to get something from her room the day of the fire. You put yourself in harm’s way to help her out. No matter how strong you are, Hailey Grant, I know this is affecting you. We were in that fiery building. We felt the heat of the flames. We saw the red-orange, thick flicker charging at us like it wanted to win. We couldn’t breathe inside. I know you thought about what it would be like to perish.” I dropped my head, and the tears I had been fighting back came out like a cabinet that was too full to close. “We’re scarred for life, Hailey. We won’t ever be able to get it out of our mind, but we’ve got to do something about it. Collectively coming together and going to God, we will get through it.”

Wiping my face, I nodded. I went over to the desk and left Teddi a note letting her know I was here.

“I can introduce you to my boyfriend. He’s right over there,” Cassidy said, pointing to her beau.

“Oh, really? Your boyfriend goes to Western Smith?” I teased as I shoved her a little in the arm.

“Nope. He’s a local minister at the youth church not far from here. You should go with me sometime.”

“I just may have to do that.”

We went to her handsome guy, and she introduced us. He told me to stay strong and that he’d be praying for me. I truly needed to hear that. After I met Rev. Black, he took the stage and started inspiring the sad crowd. His words actually helped.

“You know, it’s like we like to have things given to us. ‘What can you do for me?’ We often ask. Or ‘You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours’ is what they said back in the day. Or what about ‘What have you done for me lately?’ This is another standard we hold people by. But Mayzee King was a lady who, though she had a lot to live for, knew she had a bigger calling to care about others more than she cared about herself. Talking to her mom, I now know she knew God, so I’m not sad that she’s done with the troubles of this world. She’s in a much better place than we can dream of, but she left us a standard set so high. And I hope everyone whose flame is flicking tonight understands that you gotta give more than you take, and you gotta set up treasures in heaven because you never know when the day’s gonna be your last.”

The powerful young minister prayed for us, and then Covin took the stage. It had been the first time I’d seen him since the accident. He was strong but clearly shaken.

Covin said, “I’m just gonna be frank with you guys, but I’m sure y’all heard that the King family doesn’t have the money to bury Ms. Mayzee. I don’t know if y’all have to call home, dig into your own savings, give up your job earnings, sell some stuff, or whatever, but she gave her life for some of us... . We will help.”

Covin went on to say a few other things, and I was impressed. I certainly had four hundred eighty-five dollars in the bank, and all of it would go to her cause. Covin was definitely the kind of leader our school needed. But no one was moving. Covin had put out a challenge, and we needed to step up.

I went up to the stage and wrote out a check. Covin looked stunned, but he nodded in appreciation. He waved my check in the air, and, thankfully, people started writing checks on the spot and pulling out cash. We had no collection plate, but Covin pulled the hat from his head and turned it upside down.

Covin continued. “Western Smith, that’s what I’m talking about. Mayzee King gave her life for ours. Anything extra we raise will go toward her family. Let’s all stay committed to helping them. When folks are in need, you give all you have, and this is how you truly show gratitude.”
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