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For the genderqueer communities, particularly trans folk,

because what’s being done to you pisses me the fuck off.

The T is not—and will never be—silent.

 

 

 

 

 

 

This story contains struggles with anxiety, depression, and self-love, homophobic/transphobic language, mourning, and attempted suicide, as well as off-page assault, sexual assault, gun violence, and suicide. Reader discretion is advised.

 

A resource page is available at the back of this book if you think you need help 🤍

 

 

 

This story also depicts drug and alcohol use, neither of which are endorsed nor promoted by the story or author. Individual experiences differ from those depicted herein. Anybody wanting to experiment with new substances is encouraged to research their effects and potential risks to their health and mental wellbeing.

 

 

 

 

A DAY AT THE THEME PARK has a soundtrack! (Movies and games have one, so why can’t a book?)

 

The first playlist is a compilation of all the songs the story mentions by name that are meant to go along with that particular scene, while the other five playlists are simply meant to set the vibe for certain stretches of the story. Keep an eye out for the headers as you read! (Not that anybody’s telling you what to do.)

Search ‘ryan_the_wagner’ on Apple Music or Spotify!

 

▶️ 1. POV: You’re reading "A Day at the Theme Park" and don’t wanna look up the songs

▶️ 2. POV: College isn’t as scary as you thought so now you’re just vibin’

▶️3. POV: It’s cold and it’s dark at 6 p.m. but it’s just you and baby blue

▶️ 4. POV: You’re turning up at 370 Rock and you just connected to the speakers

▶️ 5. POV: You’re at ‘some loser concert’ and it might be your favorite one ever

▶️ 6. POV: It’s summer break and you’re trying to enjoy it but you don’t know what to do with your life

 

 

 

The songs in these playlists are under copyright. I do not own the rights. They are used solely for entertainment purposes. No copyright infringement is intended. All rights belong to the respective owners.
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▶️ 3. POV: It’s cold and it’s dark at 6 p.m. but it’s just you and baby blue

 

January 23 

 

In a world that isn’t trying to constantly cockblock us, Ethan and I would’ve both gotten back to campus in the early afternoon—but he didn’t get here until after 5, and then his mom and stepdad took him out to eat. I dined alone at Patnick since neither Tylor nor Kade nor Victor were back yet, and I didn’t wait for them because I wanted to get the Wrath of Patnick over with as soon as possible without anybody in my room to hear, and it’s a good thing I did. You’d have thought I caught dysentery in the trenches.

I felt like a dick for turning down my Axworthy friends when they asked me if I wanted to hang when they finally did make it onto campus, but I wanted to spend some time alone with my boyfriend. That’s what I straight-up told them. I was in my boots as soon as Ethan texted me that his mom and stepdad were gone. I was too hyped to see him to even notice the cold drizzle or my backpack heavy with books for him weighing me down, and the sight of him through Kessler’s front doors had me running. His face lit up like a sunrise as he broke through the doors to meet me. We crashed into each other, squeezing each other, kissing to make up for the weeks of not being able to. “I’ve missed you so much,” I said instead of breathing.

“I missed my baby so fucking much,” he said into my mouth. I don’t know what happened over Break that made him go from I-don’t-want-people-to-know-I’m-gay to kissing me up against a wall out in the open, but I’m not complaining. Doesn’t isolation lead to self-discovery and realizing what’s important when it’s not depressing the shit out of you?

“Get a room!” somebody in Timberlands said on their way out of the building.

“I like the way he thinks,” Ethan said just before pulling me into the building. This new confidence of his is getting me all hornt up. He caught me staring as I followed him up the chilly stairwell. “What?”

“Nothing,” I smiled. “Just how much you’ve changed over Break.”

“After being apart from you for that long and wanting nothing more than to be with you, I realized I don’t really care what people think anymore. You’re worth whatever hate I get for it,” he said, loading my heart into Kade’s water balloon launcher and sending it clear across campus.

He led me by my hand up the stairs and down his hall without caring who saw. “Nate’s not back yet, is he?” I asked as he punched his code in at 341 Kessler.

“Nope. And I’m not sure when he’s coming back, so let’s not waste any time.” I slid my backpack to the floor so we could pick up where we left off. As much as I wanted to just lay there with him afterwards, we made ourselves presentable so Nate and his parents wouldn’t walk in on us naked from the waist down.

“So, don’t be mad at me,” I grinned as I took his belated Christmas gift from my backpack, “but Merry Christmas!” I whipped it out and held it out to him.

“Oh, babe! Thank you!” He got up and took it with a kiss. “Why would I be mad though?”

“Because you might feel bad about not getting me anything?”

“Who says I didn’t get you anything?” He opened his wardrobe and took a small present from the bottom of it. “Ignore my amateur wrapping skills.”

“I actually don’t think I’ll be able to accept it,” I laughed. “Thanks babe. You open yours first.” But what if he never wears it? I thought as I watched him peel away the paper. What if he hates it? What if—

“Oh. My god,” he said once he’d unrolled and unfolded it. “I love it!” He loved it so much that he tore off the shirt he had on to try it on. “It fits perfectly!” he said to his reflection in the mirror before collapsing into me with a hug. “Thank you thank you thank you!” I stepped back to admire it on him, creased words and all.

 

❎SINGLE

❎TAKEN

✅MENTALLY DATING DYLAN MINNETTE

 

“I thought of you as soon as I saw it,” I grinned. “Even if you don’t wanna wear it out and about, I figured you’d still like it.”

He furrowed his brow. “Of course I’m gonna wear it out and about. I’m done giving a shit what randos think about me. Your turn now.” I tore open the paper, and not in a hundred years would I have guessed it would’ve been a box of perforated words. “It’s a magnetic poetry set. I figured you could keep it on your memo board, and you can make poems when you need to take a study break or whatever,” he said like he was trying to convince me it wasn’t useless.

I opened it to skim the tear-apart sheets of words. “Thanks babe. I’ll definitely be using this. And now for the second part of your gift.”

“You already gave me your cum!” he laughed.

“Get your mind out of the gutter,” I chuckled as I started setting the books I brought for him into a pile on the floor. “I just meant these. Which I do expect back at some point.” He leafed through their pages before lining them up on his shelf without even trying to put them in any order.

I hung around to help him unpack, and I got a closer look at his pre-NHU life from the photos clipped to his wire memo board when I wasn’t passing him things from a tote. I picked him out in a photo of his baseball team back home in their orange jerseys. In another, he and some other guys stood in tuxes and freshly cropped hair before their prom night. Was he the only one whose date wasn’t somebody he truly liked? The only one who didn’t have a happy ending? A much younger Ethan gleefully held up a puppy. A face-masked selfie of him and his friend Chante from back home holding iced drinks and flashing peace signs. He didn’t bring any pictures of his family. And even after we were done, Nate still wasn’t back. “I guess I should head back,” I finally said. “The longer I’m here, the more likely we are to get walked in on.”

“That’s just how college works,” he shrugged. “Sometimes you just get walked in on.”

He held my hand all the way to the front door, where he let me go with a kiss. I took four steps and almost ate shit on the sidewalk.

“Holy shit,” I breathed. “It was not icy on the walk here.” I should’ve just said fuck it and stayed with Ethan all night, because it was a legit treacherous walk back. And shit must’ve gotten spicy overnight, because I woke up to an email from the university telling me and the rest of the student body that classes were canceled due to the weather. I looked out to see the roads and sidewalks were glistening sheets of ice.

“What are we even supposed to do if we can’t go anywhere and we don’t have anything to work on yet?” I asked Tylor once he was awake.

“Edge and see who can nut the farthest,” he said without skipping a beat. “It’s supposed to warm up though, so it should be fine in a couple of hours.” His eyes fell on my steaming mug of tea. “What’s the first drink of the semester?”

“Chocolate orange pu-erh,” I said, feeling massively cultured.

“Poo air? Is that what you’re supposed to say when you smell a fart or something?”

I don’t think there could’ve been a better day to sit around and do nothing but drink tea and get reacquainted with French press coffee. I wonder how long our provisions would last us if the dorms got buried beneath a blizzard of biblical proportions? I thought as I bit into a PopTart. How long would it take before we started eating each other? “Would it weird you out to see Ethan and I doing couples stuff together?” I blurted out to Tylor. It’s annoying when I come back to the room and see him and Amina cuddling in bed and watching something and I’m supposed to think nothing of it, but then I have to worry about what he’d think about seeing me and another guy doing the same thing—not that I think he’d be disgusted by it or anything.

He paused his new Sonic game to turn to me. “Dude, not at all. You two can do whatever you want. Forreal,” he said in a way that made me feel as if I was being scolded for asking such a stupid question. “If there’s anywhere where you should be able to feel comfortable, it’s your own room. Got it?”

I nodded. “Yeah.” 

“And when I say do whatever you want, I mean whatever you want,” he went on. “I was in a frat—I’ve been in bed with people having sex.” I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not, but I doubt that’ll happen since I can barely even take a piss in a public bathroom if there’s somebody in there with me.

Once the ice looked like it was mostly slush and pockets of people started venturing out, I asked Ethan if he felt safe making the walk over. I signed him and his sopping wet shoes in 20 minutes later, greeting him with a kiss. “So how’s your morning been so far?” I asked him.

“Pretty boring, actually,” he said. “I started reading Heartstopper and watched Straight guys do Straight-guy things like try walking on the ice and falling on their asses.” His hand found mine in the hallway. “So Nate still isn’t back yet. I guess his hometown got the ice before we did and they couldn’t go anywhere.”

“Ugh, I wish he would’ve told you that last night! I could’ve slept over in your room!”

Ethan rolled his eyes. “I know. We’ll just have to wait for him to go home some weekend.” Yeah, like that’ll happen.

“Oh, and just so you know,” I said as we got to my door, “Tylor said we don’t have to act like we’re just friends if he’s in the room with us. So don’t be afraid to be my boyfriend, mmkay?” 

He smiled like we had the room to ourselves. “Okay.”

“Whattup, E!” Tylor hopped off the bed to greet him with a fist bump. “Did you have a good Break?”

“It was as good as I expected it to be,” he said as his eyes fell on Tylor’s new 3-in-1 charger for his phone, AirPods, and Apple Watch. “You didn’t use your poetry set yet?” he asked me when he saw it still neatly packed in its box.

“I only got it last night!”

“You’ve had all morning!” 

“Well, now you can help me with it!” 

“Goddammit mom,” Tylor exclaimed, “quit fighting with mom!” 

Ethan and I sat on my bed and tore apart adverbs and nouns and participle fragments into confetti. “You’re a peach,” I told him as I held up ‘peach’ for him to read. 

He searched through the pile of words. “And you’re a ‘sad’—’monkey’—’butt.’” I threw ‘peach’ at him, which is how we ended up throwing words at each other. Ethan snapped selfies of us lying on my bed afterwards, posing and making faces.

“So remember how I said I don’t care what you do in the room?” Tylor said suddenly. Uh oh. “Well you’re being too cute, and I’m gonna have to ask you to stop.” He shot us a sideways glance before laughing through his nose. “I’m kidding. Please continue.”

I was swiping through all 21 pics Ethan sent me when a text banner from Victor reading You think Kade’ll get up if I fart next to his face? came through. The answer is apparently yes, because a few minutes later he told me the two of them were getting ready to head over to Patnick. Tylor left to meet up with Amina and Jaxon, leaving Ethan and I to tread over NHU’s premier dining hall ourselves. I recognized the two figures who exited Axworthy together ahead of us, and picked up my pace to slap the shorter one with glasses on the back. “What it fucking do—OH MY GOD I am so sorry!” I blabbered as the person who was most certainly not Victor stumbled in surprise. “I totally thought you were somebody else!”

Not Victor clutched his chest. “I thought I was getting fucking robbed, bro,” he panted.

“I am so fucking sorry. I’m gonna leave now,” I said as my face burned. Ethan was howling with his hands on his knees, joined by the real Victor and Kade. “Oh my god, was that embarrassing,” I said from behind my hands.

“What the hell was that?” Victor asked in an ushanka complete with a red Soviet star on the front.

“I fucking thought that was you! I saw the hat and the glasses and I thought—”

“So what, you see somebody wearing glasses and a hat and you assume it’s me?” he laughed. They all dragged me about it until we were past the dorms.

“Real talk though,” Kade said as he hooked an arm of his fleece-lined bomber jacket around Ethan’s neck and the other around mine, “I’m hella glad to see you guys again. I was starting to get sick of him.” He shot a sideways glance at Victor.

Patnick was banging, I guess because nobody had any leftover pizza or wings yet. Patnick Paul probably got a kick out of watching students race out of the building before they could get hit by the welcome-back shits. “If you”—I pointed to Kade as Paul’s eyes pushed us out—“get back to my room and say that you need to take a shit—”

“I was actually gonna go in my own room when I stopped to grab a game for us to make love to, but I think I might hold it now just for you,” Kade smirked.

“Wow, you’re so thoughtful.”

“Aren’t I? And I didn’t go at all yesterday, so it’s gonna be bad. So until that happens, you guys can legitimately say that I’m full of shit.” Despite his threat, he took care of his business in 239 Axworthy. I put on some Panic! at the Disco for courtesy noise as my own toilet got violated again and again.

“Imagine having an entire day to ourselves,” Ethan daydreamed as he rested his head in my lap while Victor took his turn. “Just us. Not having anything to do or anywhere to go.”

Five of my fingers laced with his while the other five petted his hair. “At least we don’t have to be secretive about it anymore, thanks to you.” He propped himself up to meet my kiss even as the bathroom door opened.

“Please don’t stop on account of me,” Victor said when he emerged, wearing a look of profound relief.

“Oh, we won’t,” Ethan smiled. I didn’t take my arm off him until Kade’s text telling me that he was about to be out front pulled me off the couch to go sign him in. He kicked off his wet shoes and made a home for his hulking backpack on my desk.

“Tylor has a desk too, you know,” I said.

“You know,” Kade said as he unzipped his backpack to take out a game called Scythe that’s so bulky you could construct a building out of enough copies of it, “when we were coming back up yesterday we passed an NHU billboard advertising over 150 undergraduate programs. Why isn’t squirting on people one of them?” He fished out a small metal canister. “Because of woke, that’s why.” He popped the lid off and took a deep whiff before shoving it under my nose. Its harsh and smoky aroma was unexpected, but not unwelcoming.

“Oh damn, what is that?”

He closed his eyes to inhale it again. “Lapsang souchong.” He slapped his hand over his face and pretended to sob. “Grandpa used to lapsang souchong!” He looked back up and chuckled. “Not like grandma though. That woman could swing her ass in a circle.”

Victor played his new chakra bowl he’d gotten over Break for us while Kade unboxed what’s probably my new favorite board game. The chakra bowl’s calming, ringing voice made me wonder why it’s not an instrument that Music majors can major in. Learning Scythe was pretty rough, but I stuck it out for the premise and the artwork and the mech figurines. Between the weather, the tea, the game, and the soundtrack for the game that Kade put on on YouTube, the vibe couldn’t have been more on-point. None of us wanted to go back to Patnick for dinner, so we ordered Domino’s—we wrote in the instructions for them to write a joke on the box—and had movie night since it’d been a while since we’d had one. “You just wanna put on a movie so you two can smooch,” Kade accused Ethan and I, though Kade was all for watching a movie once he saw Donnie Darko on Netflix.

“Here’s to hoping we like Donnie Darko,” I murmured to Ethan. He and I sat on my bed against the wall together and made Kade’s accusation come true a few times. I wasn’t planning on putting a pic of our pizzas on my Instagram and Snapchat stories until I opened one of the boxes to read ‘How do you save a dying pirate? By giving him C-P-ARRRR!’ Sharpied on the inside.

We were split 50-50 on the movie by the time the credits rolled, with Ethan and Victor making up Team What-the-hell-did-we-just-watch? “Are you gonna head out soon?” I asked my boyfriend with a stretch. “Do you want me to walk back with you?”

“No, you don’t have to,” Ethan said a little wistfully. “I have to get ready for tomorrow. Back to work, too.” 

My hand slapped itself over my mouth when I realized I never showed up to my job. “Oh shit. I totally forgot about work.” I looked around at them like they were supposed to have an answer for me. “Hopefully I didn’t get myself fired.”

“I thought I was gonna get fired from my old job at Panera because I kept telling people their totals in years,” Kade laughed. “I’d be like, ‘your total today comes to the year Columbus sailed to America’ or something.” 

“Hashtag too soon,” Ethan said. “Did you end up getting fired for that?”

“Nah. I got fired for fucking the bagel slicer.” 

Ethan and I traded horrified looks. “What the fuck?!”

“Oh my god, I’m gonna throw up!”

“How do you even fuck a bagel slicer?”

“It’s easy,” Kade smirked. “You just spread his cheeks and you stick it in.”

Spending time with Ethan is like Summer vacation—the longer it lasts, the harder it is when it comes to an end. “Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of him,” Victor said with a grin as he put an arm around Ethan. I pulled him into a hug and kissed him right there, waiting for whistles that didn’t come. 

“Not gonna lie,” Kade said, “you two are actually hella cute together.” 

I couldn’t help but smile and giggle as I swiped through the pics Ethan and I took earlier of him in his crimson Gryffindor sweatshirt and me in my royal-blue Ravenclaw one against the backdrop of my comforter—our mouths and eyes open in exaggerated thrill, our entwined arms, our hands making a heart together, our tongues sticking out, me licking his cheek, his lips on my cheek, our lips on each other’s lips. But the one I made my background looks so candid, like it was taken by accident—my chin is in the crook of his neck and we’re looking into each other’s heavy-lidded eyes like we’re moments away from drifting off to sleep in each other’s arms. We look so natural, like it’s not possible for there to be anything more natural in the world. 

“I actually hate you rn lolol,” Logan replied to the pic on my story of the pirate joke.

________________________________

 

January 24

 

Three shootings in three days. Can we chill the fuck out, America?

So I didn’t get fired. I guess half of the student workers just assumed they didn’t have to go in and the library let it slide because the only people in Rosenberg anyway were Gamer’s Guild people playing Magic: The Gathering or whatever.

And I remembered the first rule of the first day of class this time: Don’t forget your class schedule, you wet sock. Dr. Davis told us that although her class is technically called ‘African American Literature’ she just calls it ‘Black Literature’ since we’ll be reading works by both African and American authors and poets. “But calling it ‘African and American Literature’ just doesn’t sound right,” she shook her head.

I made a beeline for the bookstore after Dr. Averescu let us out and took my poshly-priced books back to 222 Swafford, where I hung around for a while before heading over to Bubble Up to see my boyfriend. I still can’t believe I get to call him my boyfriend. “Did you have a good first day of class?” I asked Ethan. He’s done with his Tuesday/Thursday classes by noon again, so he’s able to keep the same work schedule he had last semester.

“As good as going over syllabuses—syllabi?—can be,” he shrugged as he took my order. “Are you done for the day?”

“Nah, I have Macroeconomics at 3:30. I might just hang out here until then and check out this one cute guy who works here,” I winked.

My playful mood had disappeared by the time I was trudging towards Ebersol Classroom Building in the far corner of the Quad. Economics? What the hell was I thinking? I couldn’t shake the image of the professor being some boring, balding, heavy-set retired accountant who doesn’t even attempt to give the class a good time. If that wasn’t enough to make me think about just dropping the class, then the TV right inside the main doors showing market trends and graphs and conversion rates and red arrows and green arrows all changing in real time did. I forced myself to go to at least one class though just to say I tried. I passed like five people on my way up to the third floor, and I wasn’t even early or anything. Am I in the right building? Did they dissolve the School of Business just today and I missed the email? I found the room a little more than half-full without a professor in sight, and took an empty desk in the middle. Pat yourself on the back, Trevor.

“Do you always look like you’re trying to hold in a shit when you walk into class?” the person beside me said. Wait, are they talking to me? A lump caught in my throat as I turned to see Tylor trying to stifle a laugh.

“What are you doing here?” I laughed in relief. “I thought you had this the period before?”

“Yeah, so did I. Somebody in the academic-whatever office must be smoking crack cocaine, because the one I signed up for was at capacity.” He shook his head with a smile. “This is the next most convenient time slot for me, even though I wasn’t thrilled about taking it later in the day. But it works out though since my fam’s in it with me!” I can’t drop the class now, I just made the boy’s day.

I hadn’t seen a professor I’d ever describe as ‘cool,’ but that was the only word that came to my mind when ours walked in—and yes, the Hawaiian shirt had a lot to do with it. Between that and his tan, he looked like he was ready to go on vacation. “Afternoon folks,” he said like he was out of breath. “Sorry I’m late—we just got back from Doha on Sunday and I’m still screwed up from the flight. I’m Dr. Jurado, and this is…what class is this again?” he asked a girl in the front row. I could feel the whole class tense up. How funny would it be if everybody was in the wrong class?

“Principles of Macroeconomics?” she replied timidly.

He ran his hand down over his gray Freddie Mercury mustache. “Oh good, that’s what I was hoping you’d say.” He wrote and underlined ECON 102 on the board before turning back to us. “Okay. Can anybody tell me what happened in 1776?”

The room stayed quiet. 

“Nobody knows anything that happened in 1776?”

“America happened,” somebody answered. Yeah, maybe in a History class. The Wealth of Nations was published.

“Yes, but Adam Smith also published The Wealth of Nations, which helped lay the foundations for our modern economics theories,” Dr. Jurado said as he wrote and underlined ‘Wealth of Nations’ on the board. “Next question: why are you here?” Some guy slouching in his seat muttered something. “Speak up, please.”

“Because we have to be,” he mumbled a little louder.

“That’s fair,” Dr. Jurado said with his hands in his pockets. “But do you? Yes, I know you need the credits to fulfill your requirements to graduate. But you don’t care about this garbage. You just figured you’d breeze through some 100-level class to fill an easy requirement, am I right?” A handful of us nodded. “I’m not judging. You think I didn’t try to take the easy road when I was in undergrad?” he laughed. “But I don’t just mean this class though. Why are you here at school?”

“To get a degree,” Girl Who Confirmed What Class It Was sucked up. 

“Okay. How about you?” he asked the person behind her. He went down each row and asked every student the same question. Degrees were the most popular reason. My chest pounded as he looked me in the eyes.

“To discover new things,” I said.

“To smell the roses,” was Tylor’s answer.

“All fair answers,” he said after everybody disclosed their reasons for indebting themselves to the system. “But you know they’re mostly bullshit. You’re not here for a degree. You’re here so you can get drunk and sleep in and sleep with people and do what you want for a change without anybody telling you otherwise! You’ve lived under your parents’ roofs for long enough, and you’re ready to make your own decisions, right?” He sat us up straighter as he spat fire. Even Slouch was at attention. “If making good money is your endgame, then getting into some illegal trade or playing the stock market are much more lucrative options.”

Tylor and I exchanged keen glances. 

“I’m going to let you in on a little secret,” Dr. Jurado went on. “I’ve been around the world dozens—literally dozens—of times. I’ve been to every continent. I’ve worked in Hong Kong, Morocco, Brazil. I spent a couple years on a boat in the Mediterranean. And I only got to do all that stuff because I knew the right people. That’s what it all comes down to,” he said simply with his hands in his pockets. “Your degree won’t land you your dream job or make you money.” He paused to let us absorb that. “You don’t believe me? Say you’re a manager and you’re hiring for a position—are you gonna go with some person who has the education and all the qualifications, or are you gonna go with somebody your best friend has known for years? I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it works,” he shrugged. “The sooner you realize that, the more of a head start you’ll have. But by being here and by doing all this—hell, maybe even from taking this class—you’re giving yourself the opportunity to meet and connect with the people who can help get you there.”

“But wouldn’t it make more sense to network with stock traders and drug dealers?” Slouch asked.

Dr. Jurado gave him a smile. “We’re gonna be good friends this semester.”

“Holy shit,” Tylor said in the hallway 40 minutes later. “He’s already my favorite instructor I’ve ever had.”

I grinned. “Right?” And from what I overheard as the class filed out, that’s pretty much the consensus. And to think that I wasn’t even going to give it a try.

________________________________

 

January 25

 

So Zukoff doesn’t have any Indian food options, believe it or not. Retweet if you cried every time.

My first class of the day, American Military History, was unremarkable except for the fact that Dr. Kotek is an actual lieutenant in the Army with a torso as big and as sculpted as a battleship. He looks like Mr. Incredible in a golf polo. I waited by the vending machines for Victor’s own history class—Civil Rights Movements—to let out so we could walk across campus to French together. The most direct route from Shaver to Abernathy is across the running track next to the Field House, which is like walking through a wind tunnel. There’s nothing like an unrelenting gale of wind against your face on an already-16-degree day to make your tears freeze to your face. Like you know how it gets so cold that it makes you mad? That’s how cold it was. My scarf and hat didn’t do jack-fucking-shit to keep me warm. The wind blew in our faces no matter which way we faced. We even tried walking backwards and it was still blowing in our faces.

“That,” Victor chattered in the vestibule of Abernathy, defogging his glasses, “was some goddamn fucking bullshit.” 

“Holy fuck,” I breathed. “I’m no stranger to lake-effect weather, but that was just unnecessary.”

Victor, having a brain in his head, snapped a pic of his class schedule in case he lost or forgot it. “It’s in…D-107?” He looked up and down the hall. “Does that just mean room 107?” He poked his head into room 107 to ask if it was French I. “That’s not it,” he muttered.

“Maybe it’s on the second floor?” I suggested.

We climbed the steps to look for any rooms that started with D. The third floor didn’t have anything either other than two flustered boys, one because it was 11:02 and I wasn’t sitting in class yet, and the other because he thought the room numbering system was bullshit. Back on the ground floor, we knocked on the open door to the staff lounge as a last resort.

“Hello,” Victor smiled at a professor stirring her coffee. “We’re a little lost. Do you know where we might find room D-107?” 

“D? D is in the basement.” She pointed over to a staircase separate from the main stairwell that only went down. Why not name it B-107 then, for basement? Because, as we soon found out, ‘dungeon’ is a more accurate term for it. The basement passage—passage, not hallway—was narrow, uneven, and lifeless. Sure enough, there was a D-101, but the door looked like it hadn’t been opened in years. D-102 had no door and nothing but blackness beyond the frame. There’s no way they have classes down here. Abrupt angles broke up the corridor’s short, straight stretches. The ceiling was a desolate highway of pipes and dim lights hanging by a cord. I could only think of all the horror movies I’d ever seen. A mouse scurried along the wall into D-104. I kept my distance from a random, rebarred hole in the wall in case a hand shot out at me as I squeezed past. Finally, a single solid door lay waiting for us at the very end. D-107. Light spilled from beneath it. What in the living shit are we about to walk into?

A large sinister pendulum swung uncaringly through what used to be the waist of a tied-down body. Its lifeless eyes stared into mine, forever stuck in wild horror. A cockroach scurried from the mouth.

“Ah, bienvenue au Français un! Come in, come in, find a seat,” the professor leisurely ushered us in. The natural light bathing the room from the wall of windows was a shock to the eyes. All eyes were on Victor and me as I shut the door behind us and took some neighboring desks towards the back. “Don’t worry, I even had trouble finding the room at first,” Dr. Le Marque, who kind of reminds me of Seth Rogan, went on. “Pro tip for next time though? The door behind you is way easier.” He pointed to a door at the back of the room. We went over être and other ankle-deep stuff after the syllabus before getting sent back out into the cold. 

“I was hoping he’d let us pick out French names for class,” Victor whined as we bundled ourselves back up. “I spent all night coming up with Jean Parmesan.”

I let Ethan and Kade know we were on our way to Patnick so they could grab us a table, since they were coming from Ebersol and would get there first. We brushed past people and tramped down sidewalks and steps with squinted eyes. Paul swiped us in with a grunt.

“So how were everybody’s classes?” Victor asked musically once he and I returned with our cauldrons of soup.

“Okay, listen,” Kade said passionately as he set down his fork. “If you ever take an economics class, you gotta take it with Dr. Sutcliffe. I just had Sustainable Economics with him and I legit can’t wait to go back. He’s the realest professor I’ve ever had.” 

“Well I say that if you ever take economics, you gotta take it with Dr. Jurado,” I said from behind folded arms.

“Yeah? Well my economics professor can beat up your economics professor.”

I threw my hands down on the table. “Oh yeah?”

Kade stood up. “Yeah!” 

“I’ll throw a tantrum right now if you two don’t stop fighting,” Victor threatened.

“So either Sutcliffe or Jurado,” Ethan nodded. “Noted.” 

“Jurado,” I coughed. Kade shot me a warning glance. 

“So sell me on these profs,” Victor said. “Give me your elevator pitch.” 

Kade was speaking before I could even open my mouth. “So the first thing he tells us is how once upon a time we were the purest forms of ourselves—optimistic, hopeful, curious, carefree. And then life started happening to us and we had to adapt to it, hiding that purest form of ourselves. Basically, we lose ourselves as we get older, and the meaning of our lives is to tear down those walls, to embrace who we truly are and to follow our passions regardless of what anybody else thinks. Show your true self off to the world. Success isn’t worth it if you lose who you are.” Yeah, I’m totes taking this guy next year. “And then he started talking about conscious capitalism, which I’d never even heard of. And this is all before he even hands out the syllabus.”

“And here I thought my Economics professor was great because he told us that selling drugs pays better than whatever job a degree could get us,” I chuckled.

“Mmkay, I’m listening,” Kade nodded as he rubbed a finger around the edge of one of his pink tunnels that are so iridescent they could be LED.

“My Accounting professor sounds like she’s saying ‘turd’ when she says ‘third,’” Ethan chuckled in his Dylan Minnette shirt.

“My profs are all boring,” Victor said. “And I’m pissed that my Astronomy class isn’t in the planetarium.”

“You know, I think I—” Kade said as he patted his pockets. “Nope, I’m actually all outta fucks to give.” 

“You should see where our French class is,” I said. “You have to go down through this old windy basement hallway to get to it.” 

“Holy hell,” my classmate swore. “I thought we were gonna get killed. It’s so creepy.”

Kade took my hand with both of his. “Trevor,” he said in an eerily sincere tone, “I’m so sorry that you had to go through that.” He let go of me to spin on Victor. “Who the fuck’s even talking to you, you whiney little sub?” he barked at him as he swiped the air in front of his face. “Go suck an egg.”

________________________________

 

January 26

 

| life | is | like | a | sordid | symphony |

| pounding | my | head | with | the |

| ugly | bitter | petals | of | time |

________________________________

 

January 28

 

Tylor introduced me to an EP of lo-fi remixes of songs by The Story So Far, as oxymoronic as such an album sounds. If I ever have a kid, those will be the lullabies I put on for them to fall asleep to. Hell, they might be the lullabies that I start trying to fall asleep to.

Since our first classes of the day start at the same time, Ethan and I get to have breakfast together every day before we part ways in the Quad with a kiss. And even better, he’s done with everything on Fridays by 12, so we kicked off the weekend by taking some Zukoff rice bowls back to his room and playing Switch and sharing my AirPods. There’s no way Nate can still think that Ethan and I are just bros.

“So what’s the move tonight?” my boyfriend asked us over a dinner of Patnick meatloaf that was more spongy than anything.

“Tylor mentioned something about going over to Amina’s—I can ask him if that’s still on offer,” I said as I pulled out my phone.

“Kelsey hooked us up with some ambrosia before we came back,” Kade said. “She was gonna try to get me a fake ID for Christmas, but her PennDOT friend wasn’t able to come through.”

“I’m telling your parents about all this,” I chuckled.

“Go ahead,” Kade chuckled. “They already fucking know.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And they don’t care?”

“Please. When you have as many issues as I do, all you have to do is tell your parents you’re feeling depressed and they’ll do whatever you want. They know I’m being safe. Where do you think I get my cigarettes from?”

“Um, you take Patnick Paul into the bathroom and show her a good time?”

“Oh my god, I’m gonna throw up,” Ethan heaved.

My phone buzzed with Tylor’s response. “It looks like we’re getting saucy in Amina’s room.”

The night saw us playing Kings in 348 Walcott, though I was hoping we’d play Drunk Jenga. Amina went over what each card means, but I was too busy zoning out at the can of unflavored sparkling water that Kasey had set in the center of the table, thinking about how the last time I’d played Kings was at the prom after-party, and how my date would break up with me less than a week later. I finally shook myself from my thoughts when I realized that everybody else was pointing at the ceiling and watching me. I forced a laugh with them as I took my penalty drink.

I still think Drunk Jenga’s more fun though since it’s more than just ‘you drink’ and ‘they drink’ and ‘I drink’, even if the Categories round of naming different candies in Sean Connery’s voice had us weak. I always enjoy ‘Never Have I Ever’ because that’s when you really learn about your friends. Kade’s never had a Big Mac. I’m the only one who’s never been to a haunted house. Kade’s the only one who’s had a night terror—“Yes, there was a demon, and no, it wasn’t shitting on my chest.” Tylor and Victor are the only guys who’ve never jerked off to their bare ass before. Tylor and Ethan are the only guys who’ve never accidentally creamed in their pants. Victor’s the only one who’s given himself blue balls or crowd surfed. Ethan and Kade are the only two who’ve used a butt plug. Everybody but Ari and I have been to a Disney park. Ethan’s never whistled. 

“Not on purpose anyway,” he explained. “Sometimes I’ll accidentally whistle when I’m blowing on my food.” 

“That’s why they make whistles, you know,” Kade pointed out. “So you don’t have to,”

“Never have I ever had COVID,” Tylor said. “Or, I guess I should say never have I ever tested positive for COVID.”

“Of course you haven’t, you germaphobe,” Amina said as she put down a finger. 

“Never have I ever been to California,” I said. Kasey looked me in the eye as she put a finger down, as did Kade and Victor. “When the hell did you two go to California?” I frowned.

“Like…2018? We spent a week with my aunt and uncle who live out there.”

“And you never told me?”

“I didn’t know we were supposed to.”

“Never have I ever gotten a piercing,” Ethan said. Everybody but Victor put down a finger.

“Never have I ever eaten a girl out,” Kasey said. Tylor, Amina, Ari, and Kade all put down a finger. 

“And I’ve been on a seafood diet ever since,” Ari laughed. “Never have I ever been to a drive-in.” Everybody put down a finger. 

“Never have I ever had sex at a drive-in,” Victor said. Tylor, Kasey, Kade, and I all put down a finger. 

“Does it still count as sex if I didn’t orgasm?” Tylor asked.

“If that’s the case then I didn’t have sex until like four months ago,” Kasey laughed through her nose.

“Never have I ever had sex with a guy,” Tylor said. Everybody but Victor put down a finger.

“Never have I ever had sex with a girl!” I said, down to my last finger. Tylor, Kade, Ari, and Amina each put down a finger. Victor blushed and kept his hand under the table.

Ethan looked around at us and our remaining fingers. “Never have I ever gone to a Pride parade,” he smirked, making Victor and I run out of fingers.

“Mother fuck,” Victor swore.

“We’re gonna have to fix that,” Kade said to Ethan.

In the end, Ari’s card was the one to crack open the can of sparkling water. “Oh god, I’m burping!” she exclaimed from behind her hand after chugging it with a hearty belch.

We took a refill/bathroom break before we started the next game. “Hey Kade,” Ethan said, “out of curiosity, how did you get your gauges? Like, how did you make the holes in your ears that big?” 

 “I just got a hole-puncher and just—” Kade pinched his earlobe and made a click sound.

Ethan lurched forward in his seat. “Oh Jesus, I’m gonna throw up! Are you forreal?”

“Of course not,” Kade chuckled. “They just started off as regular piercings and then I used tapers to gradually get them to be this big. And I mean gradually. We’re talking years in the making.”

“Does it hurt to size up?”

Kade’s finger found his earlobe. “It’s like what they say about bottoming—you just have to take your time and use lots of lube.”

“He did them himself you know,” Victor said as he returned to his spot on the floor. “The piercings, I mean.”

“Really? Wasn’t it hard to do it yourself?”

Kade shrugged. “Not really.”

“Have you ever pierced other people’s ears?” 

“Yeah. I’ve actually done a few people on my floor for a little extra cash.” Behind him, Victor jammed his index finger in and out of the OK sign he made with his other hand. “Why, are you thinking of getting pierced?”

Ethan thought for a moment. “Maybe.” He lifted his cup and stopped it at his lips. “Yes.” 

“Well, just lemme know if you want to. I’d be honored to do it for you.”

I gave Ethan’s earlobe a gentle squeeze, picturing studs in them. “I think they’d look hot.”

“Who said anything about my ears? I was thinking of getting a Prince Albert,” he almost said without cracking up.

By the time I had to chug the next can of sparkling water, we were so sauced up that I for sure thought we were going to get a knock at the door. The DA watched us stagger past the front desk with arms around shoulders and drunk smiles on our faces when we left to head back to our own dorms.

“Just so you know Eth,” Tylor almost slurred, “I told Trev that you two don’t have to act like bros when I’m around. I don’t have a problem with you staying over—not like you need my permission or anything. Just saying.”

Ethan turned to me like he was upset. “You didn’t tell me I could stay over!”

“Yeah, because he didn’t tell me either!” I said to Tylor. “Forreal?”

“Yeah?” He rolled his eyes. “Didn’t I just say you don’t need to ask me?”

I smiled at Ethan. “Do you wanna sleep over then?”

Ethan thought it over. “I think I’ll just head back to my room tonight if that’s okay,” he sighed. “I don’t wanna sleep in my contacts, and I don’t wanna make the walk to my room and back.” He gave me an apologetic look. “Will the offer still be on the table in the future?”

“Nope,” I smiled. “Offer valid for tonight only.”

I wonder if the bookstore has any contact cases and little bottles of solution I could get to keep here for him, I thought as I laid in my bed, waiting for sleep to carry my drunk ass off. And then Tylor dropped a bomb that I could’ve never learned from a game of Never Have I Ever.

“Hey Trev?” His quiet voice broke the silence of our dark room. “You still up?”

“Yeah?”

“Remember how you asked me a while ago why I don’t like frats?”

I frowned in the dark as vague memories of the Club and Organization Fair so many months ago trickled back to me. “Yeah?”

“After they officially let me in, I was at a party, and the job they gave me was to stand outside a bedroom door and let people go in one at a time after the person who went in before them came out.” I squeezed my eyes shut as I tried to follow him. “I thought they were just taking turns taking hits of something, but I saw somebody passed out on the bed with their pants off.” He said it like it doesn’t haunt him anymore, but insomnia and I are such good friends that I can tell when people’s ghosts still keep them up at night. “I hope you know what I’m getting at, because I can’t say it.” 

I closed my mouth to swallow, not remembering when it fell open. “I think so.”

“So yeah,” he struggled to say. “That’s why I don’t like frats.”

I wasn’t about to try telling him that he shouldn’t let a one-off thing determine his thoughts about something, but isn’t that all it ever takes? Was it even a one-off thing though? “Why are you telling me? Why now?”

“Because I’m drunk and I’m thinking about it and I needed to tell someone.”

I almost bolted upright. “I’m not the first person you’re telling, am I?”

“Unh uh. Jax knows. I wanted to tell Amina, but I know something bad happened to her at a party once, and I couldn’t live with myself if I ever found out it was her.” Jesus fuck…

I rolled to face his bed in the dark. “It wasn’t your fault. You know that right?”

“I’ve tried to tell myself that over and over, but I’ve never been able to believe it,” he said like he was trying to not cry. “I’ll always feel like it’s my fault.”

“But you didn’t know. You didn’t do anything.”

“Exactly—I didn’t do anything. All I did was leave, but that didn’t put a stop to it. I was afraid of what would happen to me if I ratted on them.”

I didn’t say anything, because I know firsthand what it’s like to see something happen and know that maybe you could’ve done something to stop it or change it. “It wasn’t your fault,” I said again through teary eyes either minutes or an hour later. He didn’t say anything back, whether because he refuses to stop blaming himself, or because maybe for the first time he did stop blaming himself, or because he was just asleep, I don’t know.

________________________________

 

January 29

 

I have a new favorite ‘awake at 2 a.m.’ artist, and his name’s King Krule.

I still can’t get over what Tylor told me. I know we all have skeletons in our closets, but actually finding out what they are? It reminds me that nobody’s ever just an NPC. 

Ethan and I blew off our friends to drive to the nearest town with a movie theater to see the new Avatar movie that we each held off from seeing over Break so we could see it together. I wanted to be cute and make out in the theater, but Ethan wasn’t having any of it. “I’m trying to watch this,” he whispered as he pushed me away. “We can smooch whenever we want.” The movie made him crush my hand in his grip when it cruelly reminded us that humans are pieces of shit whenever anything gets in the way of our greedy asses. I really hope we go extinct before we’re able to make it to another planet and shit all over that one too.

Back in 222 Swafford, we tangled ourselves on my bed and stole kisses while we finished the last couple episodes of Heartstopper and played our own Switches. Tylor hijacked Ethan from me for almost an hour to talk about Breath of the Wild while Ethan explored Hyrule Kingdom for himself. Although Tylor said he was fine with us doing anything in the room with him, I waited until he left to go grab dinner with Jaxon to abandon Pokémon and start planting kisses on Ethan’s neck. We made out until we were poking each other through our underwear, which didn’t stay on for too much longer.

“That was hot,” I said after I swallowed the taste he left in my mouth.

“We’re so going to hell,” he smiled wickedly. “But it’ll be so worth it.”

Half-dressed, we held each other on top of my covers. “Do you believe in heaven or hell?” I asked.

“Yeah, back when I was a looney-tune conservative.”

“Yeah, samesies.” And then after a moment, “So do you think we won’t ever be reunited with people who’ve died? Like family members?”

“I don’t know. I’m not religious, but I like to think we still have spirits.” He shrugged a small shrug. “But even if there is a heaven, I wouldn’t wanna go.”

“Why not?” I asked just to hear his reason.

“Well, if it’s faith and not works that gets you in, then that means that Hitler and the Stupid Orange Fuck will be there, along with all the church-going politicians who restrict human rights and make people’s lives harder, and all the Catholic priests who tortured people to death for not being Catholic, all the slave owners who whipped their slaves while reading bible verses about slaves being obedient to their masters. I don’t wanna fucking spend an eternity with them. Would you?”

“Fuck no.”

“Yeah, exactly.”

We laid together, staring up at the ceiling and listening to music without speaking until I heard him sniffle. “It doesn’t matter though, because I’d never be allowed in anyway,” he said as he wiped away a tear.

________________________________

 

January 30

 

You know what fucking sucks? When you hear a song that slaps the shit out of you but then it ends before you can Shazam it. It’s like in Indiana Jones when the treasure they’d been chasing falls into the bottomless chasm. 

After French let out—we were practicing making the French r sound over and over and all I could think about was how ridiculous we sounded, like a panel of people with sticks up their asses scoffing at artwork—Victor and I and our Zukoff rice bowls decided to check out the French Conversation meetup that Dr. Le Marque gave a pitch for in class. It’s not the official French Club—it’s like a more structured Lit Club, but without muffins or pastries. The student running it went over color names in French, asked us why we were taking French, and then if any of us had ever been to France. And then we just talked about whatever. It was pretty low-key, and everybody seems nice. I wouldn’t mind making it a regular after-class thing since it’s easy extra credit, but I only have an hour between French and work, and I can’t afford to buy lunch from Zukoff three times a week.

Making good on my promise to try going to Proud as Halle with him, I waited for Ethan in one of the nondescript armchairs in Bixby’s atrium after dinner, sipping on a bubble tea that I got so nobody would think I’m a Starbucks gay. I saw Ethan approaching through the front windows, beaming as soon as his eyes landed on me. My stomach soared at the sight of him, a feeling that I hope never goes away.

“Thanks for doing this with me,” Ethan smiled after greeting me with a kiss.

“Of course,” I forced a smile as we climbed up to the third floor towards the wing of conference rooms where big university budget meetings happen behind frosted glass walls. I felt eyes looking us up and down as we walked in, but I just followed Ethan to some chairs near a girl sitting by herself. He’s so calm and confident that you’d never guess he’s newly out.

“Is anybody sitting here?” he asked the girl as he took his coat off.

“Nope! They’re all yours,” she said with a genuine smile. Maybe she could sense how uneasy I felt, because she went on, “I’m Zoe. Is this your first time here?”

“Yeah,” Ethan nodded. “I recently just started coming out and I wanted to check this out.”

Zoe put her hands together. “Yay! I’m so happy for you!” She turned to me like I was supposed to have an answer too.

“I’m just here to support my boyfriend,” I said as I patted Ethan on the thigh.

“Aww, that’s so sweet of you,” she said as another girl dropped into the seat next to her and swung her legs onto Zoe’s lap.

“What’s sweet?” she asked as she sucked on a Tootsie Pop. “Other than me, of course.”

“Ethan here wanted to come to one of our meetings, and his boyfriend Trevor came along to support him. Folks, this is Luna.”

Luna gave me an up nod. “She/her. Nice to meet you, Ethan.”

“Oh no, I’m Trevor,” I said. “He’s Ethan. He/him for both of us.”

Ethan looked at me. “Did you just assume my gender?” he asked, which made me lighten up a little.

We talked, by which I mean the three of them talked while I listened and scanned the room. It felt like the cafeteria at an all-queer high school—there were the assertive masc girls sitting together, the face-masked femboys, the quiet girls who look like they’re authors, the obnoxiously loud queens who are too gay to function. It would’ve been nice if there was a group of people who came off as overthinking, music-loving introverts that I could’ve felt at ease with. I wasn’t too surprised to see Branden, the guy Miles brought along to Lit Club that one time, stride into the room. He made a beeline for the queens to give them hugs and say hi, and by ‘say hi’ I mean loudly calling each other ‘girl’ and ‘bitch’ and ‘honey.’ I can see what Miles meant about clashing personalities.

Another guy grabbed a seat on Zoe and Luna’s other side. “Ladies,” he greeted them with a nod. 

“Alex,” Luna nodded back. 

Alex turned to us. “How’s it going, guys? Kade didn’t wanna come?”

Ethan and I traded confused looks.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” We shook our heads. “Kade Oakley introduced us at the last Open Mic Night? My housemate’s the guy who always plays acoustic songs?”

“Oh yeah, Alex! I remember now!”

“Yeah, he told us to call you Alejandro because you don’t like it!”

Alex rolled his eyes. “Whatever it takes, I guess,” he grinned. “What are your names again?”

“Trevor.”

“And Ethan,” Ethan waved.

“I’ll try to remember,” he smiled. “Is this your first time coming?”

“Uh huh,” I nodded. “First for both of us. Have you been here before?”

“I come every now and then,” Alex said. “I figure it’s a good way for me to show my support for the community."

“And to meet guys,” Luna muttered.

“Oh my god, I’m not gay. When have you ever seen me leave with a guy?”

Luna shrugged. “You text them later and meet up with them.” Alex rolled his eyes.

Ethan nodded over to a big coffee dispenser on one of the tables. “I’m gonna go get some coffee. Do you want one?”

“Nope, I’m good,” I said as I swirled around my bubble tea. “Thanks though.” I don’t even know why they have a big thing of coffee when like most of the people there had their own Starbucks.

One of the queens with judgy-looking eyebrows checked Ethan out from behind as he went by. Luna must’ve seen me scowl because she yelled over, “Hey Bradley! He’s off-limits!” Bradley stuck out his tongue and gave her the finger. She returned the gesture. “Guys are such dicks—no offense.”

“Oh no, we are,” I said as I sipped my tea.

Bradley flicked his eyes at Ethan as he made his way back over. “I thought there’d be a little more people here,” he said to our newest acquaintances.

“There usually are,” Zoe said. “The cold weather keeps people away, and there really isn’t anything going on this time of year. The actual meeting was only like five minutes long, and then people just hung around.”

“What do you mean when you say there’s not a lot going on? Like what exactly do you do?”

“We do community outreach and activism on campus. We do stuff for National Coming Out Day, Trans Day of Remembrance, International Day of Trans Visibility, Day of Silence, IDAHOBIT if the semester hasn’t ended by then. We have movie showings, and we feature a book or movie each month. You might’ve seen the fliers around campus.”

“I just assumed the Gender Studies department put those up,” I said.

“Nope, that’s us. But most importantly, we try to be a safe space for people. We let people open up if they need to, and we’re here to listen.” That’s the kind of stuff I can get on board with—not making hole jokes and accusing each other of being in throuples, like some of the other members enjoy doing.

“I remember there were people holding up flags when that homophobe was here in the Fall yelling about people like us going to hell,” I recalled. “Were they Proud as Halle members?”

“Oh, that fucking prick,” Luna growled, so triggered that she sat up. “Of all the people that get killed in shootings, why can’t fuckers like that ever—”

“Yeah, that was us,” Zoe cut her off.

“Nice.” I turned to Ethan. “Did I ever tell you I saw Victor shouting that guy down?”

“No?” Ethan frowned. “Really?”

“Victor’s a good egg,” Alex said. “I’m so happy that Kelsey and Kade’s parents made him a part of their family.” It took everything in me to not ask him the details.

Like Zoe said, it was a pretty uneventful meeting. The five of us just sat and talked. “We’re always open to taking book recommendations for our monthly features, if you ever have any,” Zoe told me after I said I was an English major. Ethan and I were low-key underwhelmed and didn’t hang around for super-duper long.

“My housemates and I are probably gonna have a party this weekend,” Alex told us before we left. “You two and Kade and Victor are all more than welcome to come if you want. It’s been years since I’ve really seen them, and you both seem pretty cool too.” Maybe this is what Luna meant by picking up guys. 

“Yeah, maybe,” I said noncommittally. We gave Zoe our email addresses to add to the group’s distro list on the way out. “Well that wasn’t a total waste of time,” I said optimistically.

“Yeah, it wasn’t bad,” Ethan agreed. “I’d like to come back again. How about you?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I would.” We hugged each other goodnight in the atrium before we left through different doors. “I’ll see you tomorrow for breakfast?”

“Tomorrow for breakfast,” he said before giving me a kiss to keep with me.

________________________________

 

January 31

 

I did that thing in class today where I started choking on my own saliva and caused a scene. Every eye in Black Lit was on me when I came back in from the hallway, so now I’m thinking about dropping the class. “You’d think that for as many times as I’ve swallowed that I’d know how to do it by now,” I laughed when I told Kade about it at lunch afterwards, making him spit out his ginger ale.

Ethan and I actually weren’t able to get breakfast today because he forgot that he and the other House Council Presidents were getting breakfast together like they’re supposed to do once a month to foster ‘togetherness.’ “Macro might actually be the class I look forward to the most,” I told him when I stopped to see him for my twice-a-week—since nobody’s still figured out if ‘biweekly’ means twice a week or every other week—bubble tea fix.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it more than you thought you would,” he smiled as he shook up another customer’s drink. “I wish I could say the same thing about my Social Media class. That was the one I was the most excited about.”

I stuck out my bottom lip. “I’m sorry it’s not living up to your expectations.” Trevoring 101: expect the worst and you won’t be disappointed.

“That’s actually a really cute look on you,” he giggled.

“I’ll make it a meme and just bombard you with it,” I smiled.

“Go ahead. You won’t do it,” he dared me. “You have your Lit Club meeting later, right?”

“Nah, this week’s the off week.”

“Oh, okay. Are you gonna go to your House Council meeting then?”

“Maybe,” I said, knowing what was coming next. “It’d be my first time.”

“Then you really should! You can ask Tylor or Nikole if they’ll go with you,” he suggested, knowing me well enough to know that I’m more likely to do something new if I’m not doing it by myself.

“Yeah. I don’t think I have a whole lotta work to do, but I’ll see how I’m feeling later on.”

“They usually don’t take that long,” Ethan tried to convince me. “You know how you had to pay a House Council fee as part of your admissions fee?”

“What?! No? How much was that?”

“I think only like $20,” he chuckled. “But don’t you wanna have a say in where that money goes?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Being one of those people who takes without doing their part—especially in a democracy, even one the size of a residence hall body—isn’t a vibe I’m going for.

“Trust me, it’s discouraging as fuck when the House Council members put in the time and effort to get residents to come and only have the same few people show up. Most residents don’t care, but it’s more important than you think.”

“Okay, stop!” I laughed. “I said I was gonna go!” 

“I don’t think you actually did,” he smirked. 

“Yes, I’ll go to my House Council meeting tonight,” I smiled.

“Thanks,” he smiled back as he passed me my drink. “They’ll appreciate it. I know I would.”

“Of course you would,” I laughed. “If you saw me walk into your meeting, you’d be in the bathroom with your pants around your ankles.” 

His jaw dropped. “Come here you—” He grabbed me by my coat collar and pulled me across the counter to plant a hard kiss on my lips. We laughed as he pushed me away without caring if we looked like cringey freshmen. “Now get out of here, you studmuffin,” he winked as he blew me another kiss.

Nikole was on DA duty in another building, and I didn’t want to knock on any doors, so it was just Tylor who joined me down to the multi-purpose room, a.k.a. the MPR. Residents peppered the stackable chairs set up in rows. I smiled at Becky as we found spots in the second row, and Theo took the seat in front of us. Once the apparent House Council members were all seated behind the table that the rows of chairs all faced, the guy with cochlear implants sitting in the middle gave the table two short, loud taps with a gavel.

“Welcome everybody,” he said, giving off the same bossy, power-bottom vibes as the gay guys who take your order at the drive-thru. “Do we have a motion to start tonight’s forum?”

Theo put his hand up.

“Do we have somebody to second the—”

A girl at the end of our row put her hand up. 

The person who I assumed was the Secretary typed up the minutes on his laptop before taking roll call. “President Westley?” 

“Here,” Power Bottom said like he didn’t want to be there.

“Vice President Aimee?”

“Here,” the girl sitting to his left said. 

“I am here,” he said to himself. After the other two girls declared their presence in turn, he noted the representation from each floor. Even with only the four of us, 2 East had the most people. The members went over old and new business, upcoming hall events, and where the budget stood. It was like starting a series mid-season, but I managed to piece things together: they’ll be buying new games to sign out at the front desk—which I never even knew was a thing—and February’s hall event is going to be a party for that football thing that everybody loses their minds over. It was boring, but it’s nice to feel a little more involved in something. There were so many motions to adjourn the meeting that you’d have thought they were asking who wanted some free money.

I was surprised to see Westley approach us before we could leave. “Excuse me, but are you Ethan’s boyfriend?” he asked like he was upset with me over it. “Travis or something?” 

“Trevor,” I frowned. “And yeah, I am. Why?”

“No reason. Ethan showed us a picture of you two, and I thought you lived in my building.”

I furrowed my brow. “When’d he show you a picture of me?” 

“At our House Council Presidential breakfast. We meet up and talk about presidential stuff.” I just nodded, not sure if he was trying to be funny or not.

“I’m not sure how to take him,” I muttered to Tylor once the two of us were back in the lobby. “Westley, I mean.”

“Up the ass,” Tylor said without skipping a beat.

________________________________
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| the | milk | & | honey | thing |

| is | an | enormous | lie |

| you | could | say | the | same | about |

| all | the | bittersweet | days | we |

| trudged | lovelessly | through | our | gorgeous |

| yet | deliriously | quick | garden | of | life |

| never | stopping | to | smell | the | dying | roses |

________________________________

 

February 2

 

To anybody who can’t comprehend how there are countries out there who could possibly hate the United States, look no further than Groundhog Day. Don’t even get me started.

We got our first writing assignments for Creative Fiction back today. Mine was about astronauts who returned to Earth to find themselves hundreds of thousands of years in the past, only to be hunted down by their distant ancestors. I couldn’t help but smile when I saw Dr. Averescu’s note saying ‘You are a really good writer’ next to her red ‘A.’ So needless to say, I’ve been in an unstoppable kind of mood for most of the day. 

Dr. Jurado makes Macro so enjoyable that I don’t even mind having to make graphs or getting called on. Every class he does this thing where he’ll ask a real-life question and have everybody answer. Like today, we each had to give an example of a time when we bought more of something because they were cheaper if you got more than one. I said how I’d buy shirts because they were buy-one-get-one-half-off. “A couple of times,” I lied.

Ethan’s been vacillating—one of those SAT prep words that nobody ever actually uses—back and forth since last weekend over whether or not he wants to get his ears pierced, but he told me that he “for sure” wants to do it. “Kade said he can do it later on after I get off work,” he said while he spent his break at a table with me. “Will you be there with me when he does it?”

“It’s Thursday—I’d be with you regardless,” I said as I bumped his foot under the table. “Not gonna lie though, I’m not sure how I feel about letting some weirdo penetrate you.” He almost sprayed me with his drink.

“Why not? I’ve been letting a weirdo penetrate me since December,” he shot back. “Did it hurt when you got yours done?” he asked my onyx-black studs.

“I cried,” I nodded. “People were staring.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “It just felt like a pinch, kinda like getting a shot.”

“I hate getting shots though!”

“It doesn’t really hurt. It’s more just the thought of a piece of metal going through my body that makes me queasy.”

“But that’s exactly why I hate getting shots!” he whined. “When did you get them?”

“Last March, right after I turned 18.”

“I keep forgetting you’re younger than me,” he said as we stood. “I think it’s the height difference.”

“It’s like an inch difference.”

He looked one inch up into my eyes before I lowered my lips one inch to taste the strawberry tea on his. “Whatever you say, tall and handsome.”

The evening saw Kade and I in 239 Axworthy drinking tea out of the iron tea set he got for Christmas and discussing what the best superpower would be. We agreed that the power to control probability would be the ultimate one since it would cover all the others. Chance you’ll have super strength at will? 100%. Chance you’ll be able to fly at will? 100%. Chance you’ll be able to turn invisible at will? 100%. Chance you’ll be able to make that super-hot person thirsty for you at will? 100%.

“How are things going with you two, by the way?” he asked as he cut out pictures from a magazine for his collage art. “You and Ethan, I mean.”

“They’re good,” I said. We’re like a month-and-a-half in so we’re still giddy at the sight of each other, but we’re also not one of those Instagram couples who show themselves off and pretend that everything’s perfect. If that started happening, then I’d worry. “I can’t believe how nervous I was over what you guys would think of us when you found out that two of your best friends have been hooking up. I guess I was just overthinking.” 

“You? Overthinking something?” he laughed. “But real talk though, I’m happy to hear it. Honestly, I think friends make the best partners, since they pretty much already know what they’re signing up for. You already know all the good things that you love about them and the bad ones that make the good ones worth it.” I love how Kade and I can have some deep talk in one breath and then crack penis jokes the next.

“Yeah, that makes sense.” I was so in love with everything about Ethan that I’m surprised it took me as long as it did for me to admit that I love him. “Is there anybody you’ve been interested in since last semester?” I asked, by which I meant ‘since Will.’

He looked up from his magazine pages. “Actually…Nikole and I were talking a little over Break.”

My head cocked on its own. “Forreal?” 

“Yeah,” he grinned. “Though I can’t help but feel that she’d be better with someone like Victor.”

“What? Why would you think that?”

“I dunno.” He shrugged. “I just can’t see how she could like me back. I mean, she knows I’m quirky and shit, but there’s no way she’d wanna actually be with somebody as fucked-up as I am. At least Victor’s mentally stable and has a filter.” 

I scoffed at him. “Don’t say that! She could be thinking the same thing about you, and be afraid that you won’t like her back for all you know.” Maybe love is just finding that person who’s the same level of fucked-up as you, and that’s what makes two people perfect for each other—although if Ethan’s as anxious and depressive as I am, then he needs to give me some pointers on how to hide it. “But if you are serious about her, then you should be honest with her. It’d be better to be up-front with her about it instead of springing it on her later.” 

He started shaking, and I thought he was going to start crying. “That’s what the actress said to the bishop.”

Ethan brought his dinner of a wrap, some baby carrots, and a cookie from Percy’s with him, since Kade told him not to be on an empty stomach. Kade went over the aftercare as he pulled piercing supplies from his clear plastic drawer unit. “These are the only ones I have,” he told Ethan as he showed him a pair of clear studs. “Is that okay?”

“Yeah, sure,” Ethan nodded like he had a choice.

“Perf. Do you like Mountain Dew?” God, how I love a good non sequitur.

“Yeah?”

“Good, because that’s all we have. You’ll need it to keep your blood sugar up.” Kade pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves with a snap. “Now, prepare your anus.”

“You’re not gonna use one of those guns?” I asked.

“Nah. Needles are cleaner and more precise,” he said as he took a hollow one from a sealed package and held it over the flame of a contraband tea light. Everything seemed professional and clean—I expected the corks to have wine stains on them, but even they were sterilized and individually wrapped. If there’s any one thing you can say about Kade, it’s that he takes his shit seriously. He dabbed Ethan’s earlobes with an alcohol-soaked cotton ball before marking each one with a dot. “Do these spots look good?” he asked as he handed him a small mirror.

Ethan turned his head from side to side. “Yeah, I guess.”

“Are you sure? It’s kind of a permanent thing.” 

“I think they’re good spots,” I told Ethan with a smile.

Ethan nodded. “Yeah, they look good.” 

“Good. You ready then?”

Ethan played with his hands like a Trevor. “Uh huh.”

I kept my eyes on Ethan’s because seeing needles going into people makes me physically sick. I gave his sweaty hand a squeeze. “It’ll be over in a few seconds,” I smiled. He tried to smile back.

Kade pressed the cork to the back of his earlobe. “Okay, take a deep breath.” Ethan inhaled sharply with his eyes locked on mine. They grew wide as he crushed my hand. “Halfway there,” Kade said. “You doing okay?”

“Mmhmm,” Ethan nodded through tightly-closed eyes. Kade and I switched spots. Ethan’s fresh piercing had a dot of blood around it.

“Alright, you’re all done!” Kade handed Ethan the mirror again. “What do you think? You have to say you like them though.”

Ethan stared at himself. “I think…I think I need to get to the bathroom.” He lurched up and out of Kade’s chair. I mean, he does always say how he’s gonna throw up.

I listened to the sound of my boyfriend not throwing up for a minute before going over to the cracked bathroom door. I knocked before pushing it open a few more inches. “Are you okay in there, babe?”

Kade shoved a can of pop into my hand. “Here, give this to him.”

I crouched beside Ethan as he sat up against the wall, gulping it down. “Are you okay?” I asked him again.

“A little,” he said before letting out a burp. “I felt fine and then I just got super lightheaded all of a sudden.”

“It’s honestly nothing to be embarrassed about,” Kade said from the doorway. “It happens all the time.” How many of his floormates have puked in here? He pointed to Ethan’s pop. “Finish that before you try standing up again.”

I looked from Ethan’s ear to the other and back. “I think they look good,” I smiled. 

“You think so?” He pulled up his phone’s front camera and swiveled his head from side to side. “Oh shit, I like them,” he grinned. “How much do I owe you?” he asked Kade.

Kade waved him off. “I do friends for free.”

“Do I get my money back then for that time we met up in the bathroom after class?” I joked as their door beeped open. 

“What it do!” Victor said as he kicked off his shoes. He narrowed his eyes at the sight of us all in the bathroom and Ethan sitting on the floor. “Wait, what do it do?” 

Ethan pointed to an earlobe. “This is what it do.”

Victor stooped down to get a closer look. “Dude. Did you just get those done?”

“Yep. What do you think?”

“Spank my bottom with a wet fish Batman! They’re dope as hell!”

________________________________
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They’ll never let me inside of heaven 

Because I’ve been inside of you

And I’ll gladly burn for it

I don’t care 

________________________________

 

February 4

 

Whichever WXNU DJ has been on an early-‘80s U2 kick knows what’s up, because it’s some killer music for these snowy, overcast days.

“So Alex sent me this this morning,” Kade said as he slid his phone over to me at lunch. “What do you guys think?”

 

Hey, it’s Alex! We’re having a party at 

our place tonight 

You and your friends are welcome to 

come if you don’t have anything else 

going on! 🙂

 

“Yeah, he mentioned that when we saw him at Proud as Halle,” I said as I pushed it back.

“I’ve never hung out with him before though,” Kade said to the ribbons of noodles twirling from his chopsticks. “He was friends with Kelsey, not me.”

“He always seemed pretty cool though,” Victor said as a piece of tofu fell into his lap. “Not that I’m trying to influence anybody’s decision.”

“I’d be down,” Ethan said as he forked up his noodles like spaghetti.

Three sets of eyes were on me. “Sure, why not,” I shrugged.

We piled into my car to make an Aldi run for snacks and mixers for Kade’s liquor. Victor and Kade both insisted that Ethan should have permanent shotgun privileges in my car, though my boyfriend was happy to share the metaphorical aux cord with them. We hung out in 222 Swafford when we got back onto campus, where we played Super Smash Bros. and blew through most of our snacks before I sent our Axworthy friends back to their building so Ethan and I could have some alone time. We made ourselves presentable again afterwards in case Tylor showed up, listening to music and taking selfies on my bed. I swiped through the pics and held down my favorites to see the live photo.

“Can I put us on Snapchat?” I asked him.

“I was wondering when you would,” Ethan smiled.

“Forreal? You wouldn’t mind?”

He shrugged. “Go for it. It’s not like any of my family or anybody back home is gonna see it.”

“Joke’s on you,” I chuckled, “I actually have a streak going with all of your hot cousins.” He slapped me.

“No, joke’s on you—they lure all the gays in and then electrocute them. It was nice knowing you,” he said casually. I slapped him back on the butt.

“No, joke’s on you—I turned them all gay in the process.”

“I don’t blame them,” Ethan smirked.

Madi was the first to respond to the pic of us. “You two are so cute together!” she wrote, wearing a closed-eye, ear-to-ear grin.

“Ah, the post-coital selfie,” Kade captioned his look of smug satisfaction.

After dinner—the Patnick special was shepherd’s pie, which I’m not convinced wasn’t just all the food scraps they took from the sink strainers and stirred together—we chilled in 239 Axworthy until we stuffed our backpacks with liquor and mixers and Drunk Jenga for a walk across campus. It was so cold that I couldn’t feel my face by the time we were passing Old Main towards the side streets of town.

“So where are we going?” Ethan asked with his arm looped around mine.

“To hell if we don’t change our ways,” Kade said without skipping a beat. “To Alex’s place.”

“No shit we are,” he chuckled. “I mean what’s the address?”

Kade numbed his hands to check his phone. “Uh, 370 Rock Hill Road.”

“Rock Hill Road?” Victor asked. “Like the ice cream?”

Number 370 belonged to a two-story, kind-of-Victorian house that I figured was split into two different units. Muffled bass grew louder as we stepped onto the covered wooden porch. “Should we knock?” I asked as I tried to make things out in the green light through the windows on either side of the door.

“And wait around in this bullshit?” Victor said as he bulldozed past us to push the door open.

It was the least crowded college party I’ve ever been to—there was actually room to move around without having to squeeze between people. Nope, this is one whole house. We stood around gawking like we were lost. I was looking around for Alex among the people who all looked like upperclassmen when a girl holding a seltzer drifted over to us. “Hi boys…can I help you?” she asked in some kind of European accent.

“Yeah, we’re friends with Alex,” Kade spoke for us.

She looked us up and down like a bouncer. “Really?”

Alex materialized from around a corner just then, looking way too happy to see us. “Yo! You guys came!” He gave each of us a hug. Yeah, he’s hammered. “Let me show you the coat closet,” he said as he led us around the corner into the dining room/kitchen.

“Sorry,” the girl apologized. “You looked like freshmen.”

Victor just shrugged. “We are.”

The ‘coat closet’ was a table in the corner with a pile of coats on it. Kade and I took the Coke and middle-shelf rum from our bags before stowing them under the table. In the kitchen half of the room, we poured ourselves drinks while trying to keep track of the people Alex introduced us to. “This is Eren”—a guy wearing a sweater who smelled really good lifted his glass of blood-red wine to us—“Sonia”—a girl with big glasses who kind of reminded me of Elisha smiled warmly at us—“Cameron and Chance”—two guys who I guessed were boyfriends waved at us—“and Charlotte, who you already met.” The doorkeeper, who’s actually really friendly, laughed when she caught our eyes. I’ve never felt so at ease so quickly at a college party before. I didn’t feel pressured to be anything other than my generally-introverted self. Ethan and I could kiss out in the open without worrying about somebody having a problem with it instead of stealing one when nobody was looking. Everybody seemed to be friends with each other, like they’ve all been coming to the same party all year, yet they still made us newcomers feel as welcome as possible. But the music is what I couldn’t get over—it wasn’t your typical college-party grinding music. Sure, almost anything sounds better the more you have to drink, but the stuff there sounded good before I was even tipsy. There was some rap that I didn’t hate, some heavier stuff that Victor fucked with, some ‘60s rock, some post-punk, some new wave, some techno that wasn’t EDM, a song by Foster the People, and a song that sounded like Scooby-Doo chase music. There wasn’t a single song that I didn’t like.

“Hey Alex, who’s this?” I’d shout as I pointed to the ceiling.

“The Drums!”

And then a little while later, “Who’s this?”

“Crocodiles.”

“What about this?”

“Crystal Stilts.”

“Alex, who’s—”

“Goddammit, don’t you have Shazam or something?”

I Shazammed an album’s-worth of songs while I made conversation with strangers. These people have gotta be Art majors or something. The only thing that could’ve made it feel more like the kind of college party that I always hoped I’d find myself at one day would be if some English or Film Studies or PoliSci professor was there too. And then everything made sense to me—the music, the fact that it wasn’t jam-packed with people, the overall atmosphere: these are people who’ve never sold out. These are people who looked at SGB, the football team, the Heteros who keep tallies of their body counts, the people who think they run the university, and anybody who has a problem with them not fitting into the mainstream, and they gave them all a big middle finger. They can shake the house with noise pop and drink wine from wine glasses and burn bundles of dried herbs and talk about economics and art and philosophy because they don’t give a shit what the mainstream thinks about them. They’re not trying to please anybody or trying to be popular—they’re just doing them, and if like-minded people find their way to them, then good for them. It’s like a reaction against the typical college party scene. “It’s like all the other parties are 18th Century Europe, and this is the French Revolution,” I said without realizing Kade wasn’t still standing right beside me.

We migrated to the living room, where we found Alex’s housemate Matt and a handful of people sitting around what looked like some kind of antique lamp with flowers painted on it. Somebody sucked on a tube that ran from it and exhaled clouds—and I mean clouds—of smoke. “Oh shit!” Kade exclaimed in a moment of pure excitement. “You guys have a hookah? Can I get in on this?”

“Sure thing boss,” a guy said as he passed Kade a box of individually-wrapped mouth tips. Another guy with a forearm tattoo made room on the couch for Ethan and I to sit close to Kade, who gave us a brief rundown of what hookah is and how it works from his spot on the floor. I half-listened as I took in the room and the mismatched furniture that gave the place an eclectic vibe. People played pong on a pool table in the back half of the room.

“So why not just vape then?” I asked as I watched smoke fill the glass base of the hookah. The whole thing sat on a Lazy Susan so it could rotate as the hose made its rounds around the circle of smokers.

“You fucking churl,” he squinted. “Who the fuck even vapes anymore?” Kade took the hose from the girl on his other side and inhaled deeply. Smoke zoomed through the clear plastic hose on its way to his hungry lungs. He closed his eyes and exhaled through his nose, looking like a content dragon. “Oh yeah.” He took another drag. “Oh, is that good.” He offered it to me. “Do you wanna give it a go?” If you don’t try smoking something new in college at least once, then why even go?

“Yeah, why not?” I unwrapped a mouth tip and did what Kade did, only to violently start coughing as soon as the smoke hit my throat. Kade grabbed the hose from me and somebody else jumped up, though they were more concerned about the hookah getting knocked over than they were about me choking to death.

“You okay?” Ethan asked as he patted my back.

“Have you never smoked before?” Kade asked me like I was supposed to have.

“Smoked what?” I hacked out.

“I like him already,” a voice laughed.

I wiped my eyes. “I tried a cigarette once, and weed another once.”

“Maybe don’t breathe it in then,” Kade advised me. “Like, just take a little hit and hold it in your mouth.” I just passed it to Ethan instead, who took short, gentle puffs. His smoke was an ethereal wisp compared to the fog-machine-spew that Kade and a few others produced. 

“Ooh. What flavor is that?” he asked as he inhaled again. 

“Two apples, or double apple as it’s more commonly called,” Forearm Tattoo answered in a British accent. He sipped what I figured was whiskey from a rocks glass. “It’s popularly infused with anise flavor”—flavour?—“which is why it carries a black licorice taste.”

“This guy knows his shit,” Kade said.

“I’m quite familiar with hookah,” Forearm Tattoo said as he took the hose from Ethan. “I’m Henry, by the way.” He shook hands with us before taking a hit as big as Kade’s before another guest plopped down on his lap. “Hello love,” Henry said. He kissed him on the mouth and passed him the hose.

“Don’t do that,” Love told him in a total American accent. “People are gonna think we’re gay or something.” 

Henry rolled his eyes. “Gentlemen, this is Luca. Luca, this is Ethan and this is Trevor. I don’t know who this is,” he said to Kade.

Kade looked him dead in the eye. “I’m the Christian right’s worst nightmare.”

People joined and left our circle as the hookah hose made its halting rounds like a hand of a malfunctioning clock. Matt moved to Henry and Luca’s recently-vacated end of the couch next to us. “What’d you put in there? Rum? Vodka?” I nodded to his can of Arnold Palmer.

“Nothing,” he smiled. “I don’t drink, or take anything else for that matter. I like to enjoy life as soberly and as clearly as possible. I wanna experience it as it is, if that makes sense.” 

“No, totally!” I waved my paper cup at him. “I can respect that.” 

“I make an exception for hookah though, obviously,” he said before taking a puff from the pipe. 

“I gotcha,” I nodded. It sounds like the kind of lifestyle I can see Victor aspiring to—and if so, then he has a long fucking way to go.

“Guys. What is up,” he said passively when we spotted him leaving the bathroom with a bored smile. He put out his fist for a bump. 

“Is dollface feeling—oh my god,” Ethan laughed, “you’re fucking zooted as shit! You should see your eyes!” What little I could see of Victor’s eyes were glossed and red. 

“Who the hell were you smoking with?” Kade laughed.

Victor shrugged, oblivious to the portrait of JFK torn from a magazine taped to the wall beside him. “I dunno. Just some people. Alex. Some girl named Linguine or something. Downstairs.” He nodded back towards the basement stairs.

“I can promise you there’s nobody here named Linguine,” I said while the other two cracked up.

“Whatever,” he said indifferently.

Kade threw his thumb towards the living room. “They have a hookah going out there.”

“No way,” Victor said as he shambled down the hallway.

Ethan and I held hands as the three of us descended the dark, steep stairs to the basement, where the tang of weed swamped us. Now this is a college party. The room to the right of the stairs was so heavy with blue light that it felt like the air itself was dyed. Flags and road signs and beer memorabilia decorated the brown paneled walls, and blacklights mounted above the pong table brought the designs tattooed on it in highlighter to radiant life. Lowercase-s straight guys sat and talked on some dingy bar stools. A girl riding an exercise bike held up her drink and flashed a peace sign for her friend’s pic. We didn’t see Alex or anyone who looked like they might be named Linguine, so we sauntered over to the other side of the basement, which practically begged you to get high in it. Christmas lights and a lava lamp bathed the room in red. Blacklight posters and a tapestry hung above a shabby faux-leather couch patched with duct tape. A smaller hookah—the exact kind that the store with glassware products for ‘tobacco use only’ sells—three different ashtrays, a stack of poker chips, what looked like a tiny glass dildo, and an incense holder covered most of the stains and burn marks on the coffee table. And on one of the couches sat Alex, sealing a freshly-rolled joint with his tongue.

“Guys!” he said at the sight of us. “Welcome! Take a seat.” He gestured to the loveseat across from him. The three of us had to get intimate to fit on it. “This is Linh,” he said, nodding at a girl sucking on the hookah. The light reflecting in her glasses made it look like she had lasers for eyes.

“So not linguine,” Ethan whispered with a smile. 

Alex flicked back a Rolling Stones Zippo to light the joint, and took a few tokes to get it going. The lit end flared like a lightning bug. “Any of you want some?” 

Kade hit it a few times before handing it to Ethan, who did the same before holding it out to me. “I’m good for right now,” I said. God’s smiling on you right now, Trevor—which, shame on him for not worrying about more important shit that’s going on. He passed it back to Alex since Linh was content with the hookah. “I only ever tried weed once,” I felt the need to explain. “I’d already been drinking that time though, so I couldn’t really feel it.”

“You do whatever you feel comfortable doing, babe,” Ethan smiled. My back muscles relaxed as I watched the joint pass between the other three. I half-listened as Kade and Alex caught each other up on the last three-or-so years of their own lives. People popped in and out to take a quick few drags of the hookah. A guy and a girl emerged from a door at the back of the room. Alex dropped the unholdably-tiny roach into one of the ashtrays before dissecting and emptying another cigarillo to roll with weed. Kade went off somewhere, leaving Ethan and me with Alex and Linh, who scrolled on her phone without saying a word. You know what? What the hell.

I nodded to the joint. “I’ll actually give it a try after you,” I said to Ethan.

He raised an eyebrow at me. “You sure?” 

I nodded. “Yeah.” It tasted mostly burnt, with a hint of white grape. I didn’t really feel anything, even after hitting it on its next go-around.

“How do you feel?” Ethan checked in on me.

I vibe-checked myself and shrugged. “Still more drunk than anything.” Though I wish I could feel the same way Victor’s feeling. “So who else do you live with again?” I asked Alex, who was staring straight up at the drop ceiling.

“Other than Matt, there’s Andrew. He’s not here because he picked up a bartending shift,” he said like he had to think about it. “And June, who went home because her great-aunt or somebody died. You’ll get to meet them next time, assuming you ever even wanna come back.”

“Are you kidding? This is my favorite party I’ve ever been to.” I didn’t try to explain my reaction-against-other-parties theory.

“I’m glad you’re liking it,” Alex smiled. “You should’ve been here for Halloween.” He laughed to himself. “I knocked over the jug of mead my friend from home brought. It took him like, months to make it.” 

“Can I RSVP to the next one now?”

“Oh, how I wish there’d be a next one,” he sighed. “We all graduate at the end of this semester. But I don’t even wanna think about that right now. Anybody wanna fuck up the pong table with me?” And as if the place couldn’t get any more college, the pong table turned out to be a door, with the hole for the knob acting as a cupholder. Up close, I made out the words and images in highlighter—eyeballs and serpents and serpents twisting out of eyeballs and eyeballs growing on plants and flowers and stars and geometric designs and all kinds of shit. I tried to take some artsy pics of it between throws, but they all ended up being shitty.

Ethan and I went back upstairs and almost had to shield our eyes from the kitchen light. Kade, Henry, Luca, and Sonia were sharing the hookah and having a lively conversation about what the effects of everybody having infinite money would have on inflation and the cost of living. Victor was slouched in an armchair, eating popcorn out of a colander. We made ourselves another drink and made a space for ourselves on the floor behind the couch to enjoy some us-time, Ethan’s head resting on my shoulder. “Have I ever told you how much I love you?” he asked me.

I shook my head. “I don’t think you have.”

“Stop! Yes I have! I love you. You know I love you, right?” he pleaded with the most adorable eyes.

“Okay, I believe you.” I gave him a kiss. “I love you too.”

He sandwiched my hand between both of his. “I’m so lucky to have you.”

“No, I’m the lucky one.”

He nuzzled into me. “No, I am.” We stayed like that for so long that he could’ve fallen asleep. I sipped my drink and listened to the music and the voices and the front door without moving so as to not disturb him. After what could’ve been any amount of time, I eventually nudged him and helped him to his feet.

“Have you been back there this whole time?” Luca practically shouted.

“Yeah,” I stretched. “Why? How long were we back there? Where’d the skinny kid and the stoned guy go?”

“They’re gone. They thought you left already.” 

“Oh shit,” I mumbled as I checked my phone. “I guess we should head out too?” I asked Ethan.

“Yeah,” he yawned. “Especially if we want omelets for breakfast.”

“Ugh, a Ginny’s omelet sounds amazing right now,” Luca said. “Ham, cheese, and mushroom. Mmmm.” Ethan’s look told me he didn’t know what the hell Luca was talking about either.

“A Ginny’s omelet? What’s that?” An omelet made with Guinness beer or something? 

“You know, a Ginny’s omelet,” Luca said like it was obvious. “An omelet from Ginny’s? The breakfast diner?” We just stared. “Don’t tell me you’ve never been to Ginny’s before.” 

Ethan shook his head. “Never heard of her.” 

Luca fell back in his seat. “I’m fucking dead.” 

“Go easy on them, love,” Henry said. “They’re only in their first year.”

“It’s an NHU tradition!” Luca said before turning back to us. “Where do you go for omelets? Fucking Patnick?”

“We’ll have to give it a try sometime,” I said in the same way I tell people I’m going to watch the movie they just finished telling me about. We bid everyone who was still there goodnight and thanked Alex and Matt for having us over. We walked down Rock Hill Road hand-in-hand, probably looking as drunk as we felt. “Do you wanna sleep in my room?” I asked Ethan. 

He looked at me with apologetic eyes. “I really want to,” he squeezed my hand, “but the alcohol and the weed made me sleepy-eepy. I don’t know if I can make it.” 

I tried to make a puppy-dog face he couldn’t deny. “Just say it. You hate me.” 

He playfully tried to push me away but just pushed himself away. “Oh my god are you cute,” he laughed. He pulled himself back to me and kissed my cheek. “How about this? How about we spend all day tomorrow together and then I stay over tomorrow night? Mmkay?”

“I’m already looking forward to it,” I grinned. I left him off at Kessler’s front doors with a kiss and told him to text me when he got back to his room so I wouldn’t have to worry about him passing out in the stairwell. He must’ve already been conked out by the time I let him know I’d made it back to my own room, because he didn’t respond to my goodnight text.

And we didn’t even play Drunk Jenga either, I thought as my bed cradled me.

________________________________

 

February 5

 

So I guess Victor was yesterday-years-old when he learned that the vagina and clitoris aren’t the same thing. Kade gave him massive shit for it, but Victor was more mad about it than he was embarrassed. “See?” he shouted. “This is exactly why men shouldn’t be trying to make decisions about women’s bodies!”

While we breakfasted on some freshman-grade omelets, Ethan—looking extra cute in his glasses and puff-ball beanie—mentioned how he hadn’t gone sled riding in a while, and how it would be a good day to do it. And since I’m a guy who can take a hint sometimes, I drove us to Wally World for some foam sleds, along with a colorful spinning disco light that might be fun to take to a party someday, and two cinder blocks of PopTarts. We swung by Kessler on the way back so he could grab his pillow and whatever else he needed to spend the next 24-plus hours in 222 Swafford. We carried our foam sleds over to the Ski Hill on the periphery of campus, which they should just call ‘the Hill’ since there isn’t even a ski lift or anything. But what it lacks in facility it makes up for in size—it took us like five minutes to slog up to the top, where we beheld the view of the forest before us.

“Do you wanna be cute and go down holding hands?” I asked Ethan.

“Nope,” he smiled as he ran and dove onto his sled stomach-first. I watched him rocket down before going after him, immediately wishing I’d gotten some ski goggles at the store too. It was like I was getting hosed down with snow. I couldn’t see anything, and I felt snow going down my back, but I couldn’t stop laughing because I felt like a kid again. “Holy shit can these things go!” Ethan laughed as he brushed off his glasses.

“I know! Let’s go again!” I nodded, though my enthusiasm had waned by the third time we stumbled our way to the top.

 “Oh my god,” Ethan heaved. “This is what Syphilis must’ve felt like.”

“Don’t you mean Sisyphus?” I laughed.

“Whatever,” he panted. “You knew who I meant.”

My legs ached as we trudged back to Swafford, our bodies cold with sweat. “That was a good idea, babe,” I said as I threw my arm around him and planted a kiss on his cheek. The treads of my boots tracked snow all the way up to 222, where I set them and Ethan’s shoes on an upside-down tote-lid-turned-shoe-tray. My damp clothes landed in my laundry basket. “I’m gonna get a shower real quick.”

“Can I grab one too when you’re done?” Ethan asked. 

“Go for it.” I paused at the doorway. “But why sit around in wet clothes when you could just take one with me?” I slid down my underwear. “It might not be a quick one though.”

“I’m fine with that,” he grinned.

He took a mirror selfie of us afterwards, wrapped in towels with wet hair, my arms around him from behind. “That was hot,” I said as I kissed his neck. 

“Longest shower I’ve ever taken,” he smiled as he swabbed his ear with a Q-Tip. “Why haven’t I gotten to fuck you yet?”

“Why, are you complaining?” I smiled uneasily.

“No. But I wouldn’t mind getting to clap your cheeks sometime,” he winked.

I swallowed. “Can I lie?”

“Sure.”

“I don’t have a butthole.”

He laughed out loud. “Oh yes you do. I’ve smelled what it can do after you have some garlic parm wings.”

My fingers found my stud. It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. “I’ve…only ever topped before,” I winced.

“Really? Even with your ex?”

“Oh yeah. He was a total bottom.”

“Sheesh, you gotta try it sometime,” Ethan grinned. “And I’m not just saying that because I’d like a turn. It feels amazing when the guy knows what he’s doing.” I’m sure it does feel amazing—why else would he do it for me? And while moaning profanities the whole time?

“I’d like to, but I’m just nervous about doing it for the first time,” I said.

He put his arms around my neck. “You do what you’re comfortable with. If you ever wanna give it a try though, I know a guy.”

We laid on my bed, playing our own Switches with our legs in a tangle. I was so engrossed in my gauntlet against the Elite Four that I hadn’t realized that he’d stopped playing and was staring off into the room. “What?” I asked. “Do you have homework you forgot about?”

He put his screen to sleep, setting it down to sit up with crossed legs. “Something’s been bothering me, and I need to get it off my chest,” he said to my comforter. I sat up with him and rubbed circles on his back, though I was scared shitless. He doesn’t love me anymore. He met somebody else. He doesn’t think we’ll work out after all. “So I wasn’t totally honest with you,” he finally said, “when I told you that you were the only person I was with after our first kiss.” Fear stopped my hand. Oh my god. Please no. Please tell me you didn’t. Please say something. His eyes started to well up. “We weren’t actually together yet so it’s not really cheating, but it still kinda feels like I did.” He sniffled. “The day after we first hooked up, I went to tell this guy who I used to sleep with that what we were doing had to stop because I was seeing somebody else, somebody who I could see myself having a real relationship with. But then things happened, and we ended up hooking up again.” He took off his glasses to wipe his eyes. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you thinking you were getting yourself tied up with some fuckboy.” 

My hand resumed its motion while I chose my words. “I’m not mad at you. More than anything, I’m relieved that it was months ago and not last week,” I said with a small smile that he didn’t see. “But I’m glad that you felt comfortable telling me. And you’re right, just because we were together one time didn’t mean—” 

Wait a second.

“Hold on,” I said sternly. “So you’re allowed to get mad and walk out on me just because you suspected that I was sleeping with somebody? But then you actually sleep with someone else and I’m supposed to just be okay with it?” 

“No! No, I just wanted to be open with you! But this is why I was afraid to!” he said as he buried his face in his hands.

I launched myself off my bed to try to go pee so I could get away for a moment, but I just ended up standing over the toilet with a scowl and a pounding chest. The sound of him sniffling and pulling tissues from the box made my heart soften. I washed my hands anyway while purposely not looking at him, but one teary-eyed glance from him was all it took to make me realize that I might’ve been a little too mean. It was months ago, Trevor, not yesterday.

I walked over and held out my hand. “Here. I can throw those away,” I said to the tissues in a soft voice. I dropped them in the trash and hopped back up onto the bed, where he just stared into the room and sniffled. He didn’t recoil when I gingerly started to rub his back again. Do I wanna be one of those people who hold their pride higher than the person they love? “You know I’m not mad at you,” I tenderly said a few minutes later. “I was being dramatic, and you didn’t deserve that. I’m sorry.”

Instead of saying anything back, he just laid his head in my lap. He ran his sleeve across his eyes and rolled to look up at me, looking so miserable that I felt my own eyes getting wet. “I’m sorry too,” he swallowed, “because it’s making me think about how I stormed out on you at the end of the semester—”

I was surprised to feel myself smile as I put a finger to his lips. “Not talking about that anymore, remember?” He chuckled, and held his arms open. I leaned down to let him embrace me, and to let him feel my love for him. I breathed in his hair, upset with myself for lashing out at the guy I used to daydream about.

He eventually let me go and sat up to put his forehead to mine. “I love you, Trevor.”

“I love you too, Ethan,” I sniffled. What the hell’s wrong with you, Trevor? You don’t treat the guy you love like that. What were you even trying to prove? I kissed his forehead and we squeezed the hell out of each other with the box of tissues between us. He broke our embrace to get off the bed, holding his hand out to me with a knowing smile. I took it with a curious look, and he pulled me to stand with him. He scrolled on his phone and tapped a song to play—“love song” by YUNGBLUD—before setting it down to hold my hands with both of his. I held onto him and followed his lead as we slow danced to the words he wanted to play for me.

Here was a boy, kind and happy and carefree, who was never allowed to be his pure self and who never knew love—or rather, only knew love when it was conditional, a boy who the world tried to shape into something he’s not. And here was another boy, the one he chose to open himself up to and give himself to—a boy who he trusted enough to let himself be loved by, even though he’d never done it before. I’ll show what love’s supposed to be like, Ethan. And if I don’t do it well enough, then you don’t deserve me. I want you to have the life you’re meant to have, even if it’s one that I don’t get to be in. I didn’t even try to stop the tears.

We circled in place well into the next song. “And where there used to be pain, there was now only love,” I said into his neck as I wiped my eyes. “Two people who used to just share words became each other’s reason for living.”

“What’s that from?” Ethan asked.

“Probably the most romantic moment of my life.” 

He pulled back to furrow his brow at me. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that was probably the most romantic moment of my life.” 

“You mean you came up with that just now?”

“Uh huh,” I smiled.

He gave me a back-breaking squeeze. “I love you so much,” he breathed.

“Je t’aime beaucoup aussi.” I opened my eyes to look at my room from over his shoulder. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Sometimes a thought will pop into my head and I just start thinking irrationally and I can’t make it stop. I’m sorry I’m like this.” 

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” he said softly. “There might be some things that you can’t help, but they’re all part of what makes you the person I love.”

We moved to my bed to hold and appreciate each other. I didn’t plan on dozing off, but I guess walking up the Ski Hill three times and having shower sex tired me out that much. I forgot what it’s like to wake up next to the guy I love, I smiled as I came to, throwing my arm over Ethan. I opened my eyes to see Victor’s looking back into mine just before I pushed him right off the bed. The others were howling from their prank.

“What the fuck?” I swore as I sat up, which only made Ethan and Kade and Tylor laugh harder. “Where’d you come from? How’d you get in here? What time is it?”

Ethan hopped up beside me and gave me a hug that I didn’t return. “I’m sorry babe, but you should’ve seen your face.”

“Wait, wait, here it comes,” Kade grinned at his phone while the others crowded around to watch. Me yelping followed by a thud was sending them all over again.

“Did you let them in?” I asked Tylor, who was too busy cackling from his chair to hear. “What if we would’ve been naked or something?”

“Then they would’ve seen us naked,” Ethan pinched my cheek. “It’s nothing they don’t already secretly touch themselves to the thought of.”

“Secretly?” Kade chuckled as he let me see. It actually was pretty funny—my eyes popping out of my head, the way I jumped back like I was avoiding lightning, Victor whacking his arm off my dresser on the way down.

We had an impromptu movie night and got wings delivered for dinner, which I guess Victor also didn’t know was a thing. “That should be like the first thing they tell you in orientation,” he fumed. Tylor picked out Harold & Maude for the night’s feature—“Is that the one where they go to White Castle?”—which got Kade so pumped up that you’d have thought somebody whipped out some fresh rosemary in front of him.

“I forgot how much I love this movie,” Kade said when we paused it to fetch and divvy out the clamshell containers once they got delivered. “Maude would be my patronus, although Frank Reynolds is a close second.”

“Lewis Black would be my patronus,” I said.

“The pope’s my patronus,” Victor said. “No he’s not, that’s just the first person I thought of.”

“If you’re the pope, then I’m a little boy,” Tylor said impishly.

We debated whether the mascot of Catholicism would be the pope, Jesus, or the Virgin Mother after Victor said that he used to think that The Vatican was a Catholic-themed theme park when he was younger. “Has anybody ever tried those Hiroshima wings or whatever they’re called from Percy’s?” Victor asked us after the movie ended. “The hottest ones they have?”

“You mean the Double Nuclear wings?” Ethan corrected him.

“Did you deadass just make a fucking Hiroshima joke in front of the Japanese kid?” Tylor said threateningly.

“Too soon,” Kade shook his head unsympathetically.

Victor shrunk into the couch. “I—I mean, I did—but—” he stuttered, making Tylor crack up.

“I’m joking fam,” he patted Victor’s shoulder. “Why, are you thinking about trying them?”

“Yeah, but I don’t wanna do them by myself.” He looked around at us, his eyes resting on Kade.

“Wait, you’re asking me?” Kade said. “No fucking way.”

“Don’t look at me,” Ethan shook his head.

“Yeah, no,” I laughed. “I’ve had hot sausage that had me sweating.”

“No comment,” Kade smirked.

“I’ll do it with you,” Tylor shrugged like eating something with Double Nuclear in its name was no biggie.

“Oh,” Victor said like he didn’t actually think anybody would. “I mean, yeah, if you’re sure.”

“So when do you guys think we should go over?” Kade asked.

Victor shrugged. “I was thinking maybe on Monday, after dinner maybe—”

“Not the wings,” Kade groaned. “When do you wanna go over to Alex’s place?”

I spun on Kade. “Go to Alex’s place when? Tonight?”

“No, next week,” he rolled his eyes.

“I didn’t know we were going over again tonight!” I said as I traded glances with Ethan. “We were just planning on staying in,” I said like the idea sounded lame to him all of a sudden.

“Yeah,” Ethan nodded. “We could’ve fit it into our plans if we’d had more notice.”

“I wonder what those plans could be,” Kade muttered. “What about you?” he asked Tylor.

“I would, but I’m already going out with Amina and Jax.”

“You people suck ass. How are your ears doing, by the way?” he asked Ethan.

“I actually keep forgetting they’re there until my shirt catches on one,” he said  as he went to touch one before stopping himself. I like them, but I don’t like how I can’t nibble on his earlobes anymore during sexy time. I almost kept accidentally doing it later on when the two of us had the room to ourselves.

“I just remembered Valentine’s Day is coming up,” I smiled as we laid together afterwards, gently making out with handfuls of each other’s jawlines.

“That’s right!” he grinned. “You’ll be my first valentine.”

“No pressure then,” I chuckled.

“I’m guessing I won’t be your first?” he asked like he already knew the answer.

I grimaced the way I grimace when somebody’s watching me walk across the floor they just mopped. “No, you’re not.”

“That’s okay,” he smiled. “You’re allowed to have been in love with somebody before me. And if there’s ever somebody after me, then I hope you’d feel the same way about them.”

“Don’t say that!” I frowned. “Why would you say that?”

“Because everything comes to an end someday. Even if we never break up, one of us is still gonna die before the other,” he said like he was telling me how class was. “I’m not trying to be depressing or anything. That’s just the way it works. There’s a Latin phrase—hoc quoque transibit—which means ‘this too shall pass,’ and it applies to everything.” As much as I don’t like to think about it, he’s right. And then I remembered what he told me when I was still trying to make sense of the fact that he actually wanted to be with me: ‘If I didn’t have forever in mind, then I wouldn’t be wasting my time.’

We brushed our teeth and climbed back into bed, but we didn’t go to sleep just yet. We looked up at my twinkling Christmas lights and just talked about things—our favorite Pokémon games, if we had Vine, what classes in school we hated, when he started playing piano, how I used to play tee ball, first crushes, the first bands we got into, the last movie that made us cry—’dimensional small talk’ as I like to call it. When we were spooning, about to fall asleep, I whispered into the back of his head, “‘You know you’re in love when you can’t fall asleep because reality is finally better than your dreams.’”

“Is that a Trevor original too?” he asked.

“Nope. Dr. Seuss.”

I felt him smile as he nestled himself into me. “He isn’t wrong.”

Between the fire he dropped about us coming to an inevitable end and the fact I finally got to fall asleep next to Ethan, it took me hours to fall asleep. I pretended to be conked out when Tylor got back, promising myself to do whatever it takes to make every day of the rest of my life end with my breathing matching Ethan’s gentle snores until they lull me to sleep. I woke up thinking about what I must’ve done right in my life to be able to wake up next to him—yes, it was actually Ethan this time—and sidled up to savor the moment, because moments like that shall also pass. He blinked up at the ceiling like he forgot he wasn’t in his own room, stretching with a sleepy smile that I wish I had a live photo of to replay over and over. Is this what it’s like to have it made? To always wake up to his bedhead, his morning breath, to have coffee together in bed on weekends until death do us part? I made us French press—“rich people coffee,” as he calls it—that we sipped in my bed without either of us reaching for our phones. We had PopTarts for breakfast and then each did our own thing on my bed, whether it be reading or playing Switch or working on an assignment or journaling.

“Out of curiosity,” I asked like it was taboo, “who was that old hookup of yours?”

He raised an eyebrow at me. “Why do you wanna know?”

“I said I was just curious,” I said defensively. 

I figured he wouldn’t indulge me until he handed me an Instagram profile. “This is him.” 

“You don’t still follow him, do you?” I asked without trying to sound judgy.

“Oh no,” he chuckled, “he just has it public.” 

He plays on the club baseball team, which is probably how they met. “He kinda looks like a dumb jock,” I said as I scrolled, though that’s not to say he wasn’t unattractive.

“He might’ve been, but he actually treated me like a person instead of just a way to get off.”

“Well that’s considerate of him,” I said as images of post-practice locker room porn filled my mind. “I wish I could sleep with a baseball player,” I accidentally mumbled out loud.

“Oh really?” he laughed. “Well I have some good news for you then.”

“Do you think you’ll play again this semester?” I tried to off-ramp.

“Probably not,” he shook his head. “I’d like to, but with all my other commitments, I don’t think I’ll have time for it while still having time for myself.”

“That stinks,” I frowned. “I wish I could have seen you play.”

“I’ll just have to fit it into my schedule next year,” he vaguely promised. “And when I say commitments, I mean you too.”

________________________________
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Here’s a math problem and don’t pop a vessel trying to figure it out: how many people with brown skin need to die in an earthquake before white people start giving a shit about it? If you said 3,500, keep going.

I’m still fucked-up over Harold & Maude. Who’s to say that your soulmate—not the person you end up spending your life with, but I mean your soulmate, your Greek mythological other half—has to be the same age as you, or has to be somebody you cross paths with, or identify as the gender you’re attracted to? How many people are settling for less than who they’re meant to be with because we accept what’s before us? Imagine if there was a way to know when you met your soulmate, like you’d literally start to glow or something when you’d get close to them. Would Ethan and I glow around each other? And if not, would we settle for each other knowing that there’s someone out there who’s better than either of us could ever be for the other, perfect even? Or what if we’re together for 20 years and one of us starts glowing when somebody else walks by?

Anyway.

My possible-soulmate and I accompanied Tylor and Victor up to Percy’s, where their certain demise awaited them in the form of incredibly hot wings. The Double Nuclear challenge isn’t eating a certain number of wings within a time limit or anything—you literally just have to eat them. It sounds easy on paper, but how few names there are up on the wall of people who’ve done it and the look the cashier gave Victor when he ordered his tell a different story. He and Tylor even had to sign waivers. Ethan and I, fucking hard with self-preservation, ordered wings on the greener end of the menu’s thermometer. The four of us found a table and sat, staring at their baskets of wings. My eyes felt spicy just looking at them. Tylor and Victor figured cutting them into pieces—you can only get boneless ones because somebody probably choked on a bone in their hysteria—and scarfing them down as fast as possible before they passed out would be the best way to do it. Tylor bought three bottles of milk from the cooler to help numb the burn. Ethan and I tore into our worry-free wings while the other two diced up their chicken and cauliflower.

“You know,” Tylor said to his pieces of wings, “I’m starting to think this might not be a good idea.”

“Yeah, same,” Victor admitted. “But I don’t wanna just throw them away.” His determination gave Tylor the motivation he needed to uncap his milk and grab his fork.

“Okay, let’s do this,” Tylor said in his here-goes-fuck-nothing tone. Ethan and I started recording as he counted them down. They attacked their food like they were on a Japanese game show.

“These aren’t as bad as I thought,” Victor said. “Okay, wait, never mind. Yeah, these are hot.”

Tylor, who loves even spicy Indian food, gasped. “Oh my god. Holy shit are these hot.”

Victor pulled indiscriminate handfuls of napkins from the dispenser to wipe his sweat and his tears. “My mouth’s on fucking fire right now.”

Milk ran from the corners of Tylor’s mouth like he’d gotten a shot of Novocaine. “Are we eating lava? My lips won’t stop burning.”

Even after they’d finished their wings, Victor’s face glistened pomegranate-red like he’d swiped an experimental piece of chewing gum from Willy Wonka’s factory. “I can’t even fucking see,” he wept. He tore off his glasses and accidentally knocked over what was left of his milk, pressing the sopping napkins to his eyes. “Is this what it feels like to die?” I ran to get them more milk—Dr. Jurado would use this as an example of price inelasticity—that they immediately slammed down. Tylor emptied the napkin dispenser to try to dry his face and forehead. 

“I can’t thtop thweating,” he cried.

Victor pushed his chair back and almost fell as he jumped up. “I feel like I’m gonna puke.”

Tylor headed for the bathroom after him. “And I feel like I’m about to thit mythelf.” Other students watched them go, some smirking.

I almost tried a drop of sauce on one of my fries, but then figured I have too much to live for. “I feel bad for those toilets,” I laughed.

“I feel bad for whoever’s in there with them,” Ethan said. A guy came out with a smile and laughed with his friends when he sat back down with them. “Oh shit,” Ethan laughed from behind his hand. “That feeling when Aiden Fuentes hears you having fiery poops.”

“Who?”

“Aiden Fuentes? The SGB President? Like the most popular guy on campus? Gets his tuition waived on top of getting a stipend? Has dinner with the President of the university? President of his frat? Has probably bred half the guys in his frat?”

“Nope, don’t know him,” I shrugged as I thought about the alternate universe where Trevor’s the president of a fraternity and has a harem of boys at his disposal. “Oh wait, did he speak at the Freshmen Welcome Weekend rally?”

“Yep, that was him.”

We watched the videos we took of them eating their wings—See what you missed nerd I texted Kade, who was in his Studio Sculpture evening class—while we finished our own. “I guess I should go check on them,” I said after several minutes passed. I pushed the door open like I was about to walk in on a massacre. “Guys? Are you okay?” A toilet flushed and Victor emerged from the stall wearing a look of pain, holding onto each side of the doorframe for support.

“If you’re ever thinking of trying that,” he groaned like it hurt to speak, “don’t.”

“Yeah,” Tylor said from a sink behind me, “zero out of five thtarth.” I guess he forgot that there aren’t paper towels in the bathrooms until after he splashed his face with water and had to dry it under a hand dryer.

I walked out with them because I’m a good friend, ignoring the eyes that followed us. “How do you feel?” Ethan asked like it was funny, which it kind of was.

Tylor drained his last drops of milk. “Like we juth got mouth-fucked by Thatan.” Victor nodded as he reached for my pop to take a gulp.

“Now what if I have strep throat?” I protested.

“I wouldn’t even care at this point,” he breathed.

“Just think about all the pussy you’ll get now that your names will be up on the wall,” Ethan smirked.

“Ew!” I scowled in disgust. “Why would you say that?”

“I just wanted to gross you out,” he laughed.

Nobody watches you eat the wings to make sure you don’t just throw them away and say that you ate them, but I guess looking like you just got mouth-fucked by Satan is all the proof they need. The two of them got ‘Double Nuclear Survivor’ t-shirts that they threw on over their shirts for a mirror pic that promptly went on Instagram. Anybody who says it’s fake only needs to look at their faces.

I went back to 222 Swafford with Tylor instead of going to Proud as Halle because I’m a good roommate. I let him know I was putting my AirPods in so he could carpet bomb our toilet without having to be shy about it. And then I kept making him say things that sounded funny, like SpongeBob SquarePants.

“ThpongeBob ThquarePanth,” he chuckled.

I thought. “Say…she shells—goddammit—she sells seashells by the seashore.”

He looked at me like he wanted to strangle me before he started cracking up. “Thee thellth theethellth by the thee thore.”

________________________________

 

February 8

 

The death toll from that earthquake is up to over 11,000 people. I heard somebody talking about it in Patnick, saying how those people ‘probably deserved it’ because they were Syrian, so fuck that guy.

I went over to 239 Axworthy last night for a State of the Union watch party that Victor printed out bingo cards for. We all got to put down a chip for ‘an awkward George Santos moment’ before the speech even started, and I shouted “BINGO!” maybe a little too loudly when Biden talking about semiconductors won me the first bingo of the night and a knock at the door.

I can’t believe I wasn’t even going to give Macro a chance. Aside from the fact that I actually participate—I know, right?—Dr. Jurado’s been spitting fire pretty much every class. “I think they need to totally revamp school district funding,” he told us today. “You have schools in low-income areas that never get any money because school taxes are so low. So then property values fall because the school district isn’t good, which then lowers property values, which then lowers taxes, which then brings down the quality of the schools, which then makes people not wanna move there—you get the idea. And then on the other hand, you have good school districts that just keep getting more and more money because the reverse happens. So poorer areas keep getting poorer, and richer areas keep getting richer. And if that’s not capitalism at its finest, I don’t know what is.” He legit had us on the edges of our seats. “I think they need to put all the school taxes into one big pot that gets evenly distributed between all the schools in the state if we ever want to break the cycle and change the paradigm.”

Proud as Halle had their first movie showing of the semester, Boy Erased, which I’m sure will be another one that’ll stick around with me for a while. I almost couldn’t stop tearing up. “As sad of a movie it is, it reminds me that things can get better,” Ethan told me as we filed out of the theater in Bixby. “Even when I feel like I’m trapped.”

“Yeah,” I nodded, wishing I had that kind of encouragement when I needed it. “Didn’t you make a video of you playing that one song from the movie?”

“The Troye Sivan one? Yeah.” So that’s how I got a private performance of the song in 341 Kessler. Even though he’s not at war with himself anymore, Ethan’s voice still cracked and his eyes were still glossy when he finished playing.

We were taking the kind of mirror selfies bros don’t take in his wardrobe mirror when Nate came back from the gym, making me whip my hand off of my boyfriend like he was a hot stove. “He knows we’re together,” Ethan said after Nate got in the shower. “So we don’t have to act like we’re just friends around him anymore.”

“What’d you do, straight-up tell him we’re together?”

“I told him I was going to see a movie at Bixby with my boyfriend. And then he asked if you were my boyfriend, and I said yeah, and he said ‘oh, okay.’”

“He doesn’t have a problem with it, does he?” I asked like I give a shit.

“I don’t think so. I’ve never heard him make any gay jokes or use the f-word, but I don’t know if he’d be okay with you spending the night though.”

“That’s okay, you getting to be yourself in your own room is still a big win!” I hugged him. I gave Nate a smile and a up-nod of thanks that I hope he didn’t take as me trying to hit on him.

“Which of these would you say is the most Instagram-worthy?” Ethan asked me as we swiped through the pics we took.

“Why? Are you gonna post one?”

He ran the backs of his fingers down my jaw. “Yeah. I think it’s time we went Instagram-official.”

“Good, because I’ve been waiting to show you off,” I smiled. But not flooding my profile with you like I did with Dillon. “Do you want me to tag you in it?” I asked after I typed up a caption for my own post. “What if somebody in your family sees it?”

“Do you really think I’m friends with any of my family?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “And even if I was, I don’t give a flying fuck what they’d think.”

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I chuckled as I posted it. “Done. I will warn you though, I have lots of connections, so don’t be surprised if you start getting all kinds of follow requests.”

“Oh, shut up,” he laughed as he gave my butt a slap. “Wait, do you have Tinder?” he asked my home screen.

Oh fucking shit. “No! I mean, yeah,” I stammered, “but I haven’t used it since the Summer! I just never got around to deleting it!”

“Calm down,” he chuckled, “I’m not accusing you of anything. Open it.”

I hesitated, nervous all of a sudden. “Why?”

“Just open it,” he repeated. “Now keep swiping until you find me.”

“Swipe which way?” I joked, earning myself a hard flick to the back of my neck. I rejected guy after guy, a lot of whom I recognized, wondering how many of them I might’ve matched with and hooked up with. But I’m with Ethan now, I told myself to distract myself from missed opportunities. Speak of the devil and he shall appear. It was a pic from an Instagram post that I’d stared at countless times already, though I don’t know why he made it the first one you’d see of him on Tinder, since his sunglasses hide his gemstone eyes. I swiped right, and—like we didn’t already know it—a celebratory message told me that Ethan and I had matched.

“I liked you on here back at the beginning of September,” he smiled. “I always hoped to see that you’d like me back, especially once you started coming to get Starbucks.”

“So when you told me I should try using Tinder again at that party, that was your way of trying to see if I liked you back?” I chuckled. “So are you telling me that if I was into casually hooking up, then we would’ve gotten together a while ago?”

“That’s exactly what I was trying to do,” he smiled. “And I dunno, maybe we would have.” But would we have? Would he have been as special to me if he was just another conquest, somebody who I wouldn’t have been interested in getting to know any better? Or would we be celebrating our five-month anniversary?

I try not to measure the worth of something by the number of likes it gets, but I couldn’t help but keep checking on my post to see how many it got. Currently, 17 people—I see you, Chris Burkhart, and I hope you’re jealous—showed their support for two guys hooked around each other’s waists and facing each other with one’s finger under the other’s chin.

 

wallowing_tbh There are a lot of names and words I can use to describe him, but I’m just going to leave it at ‘wonderful’—I am *beyond* lucky to be able to call this wonderful guy my boyfriend 😘😘😘 I love you babe #sappy #dontcare

_madzzzz_ FINALLY 🤩🥳😍

EthanE16 no I’M the lucky one 😘😘 Love you too!!!!

oakley_dokey dad and dad you better stop fighting rn 

morozov_cocktail 😊😊

hayashi_photography I can’t with you two 😍

________________________________

 

February 10

 

POV:

Friday afternoon. 27 degrees out. Big, hypnotic snowflakes. Warm in your boyfriend’s bed. He’s playing “Arabesque No. 1.” Wishing he had stuff to make tea.

________________________________

 

February 11

 

‘February 8—Emergency services responded to a call in Patnick Dining Hall about a student who was squirted in the eye with hot sauce. The student said they were shaking the bottle when the lid came off and several drops of hot sauce landed in their eye. The student was transported to Armstrong County Memorial Hospital.’ It’s a good thing it wasn’t Double Nuclear sauce, because that’s literally how superhero villains are born. 

Since we had more than an hour’s notice, Ethan and I found ourselves making the journey to 370 Rock Hill Road last night alongside Kade and Victor. Tylor and Amina actually came too, and I had to stop myself from building it up for them in case they found it disappointing. It was the same party as last week with most of the same crowd, except I was comfortable before I even stepped inside. Alex greeted Tylor and Amina with a warm smile like he hadn’t just met them. “Wine coolers and malt beverages are in the fridge, of course,” he told them as we went to make ourselves drinks. “We have liquor, wine, and saki this time too, if that’s your thing.”

“Ooh!” Kade exclaimed. “Saki is absolutely my thing.” 

“My man,” Tylor fist-bumped him. The two of them each threw back little decorative shot-glass-sized cup after cup of it. I tried some red wine because it seemed like the artsy-kid thing to drink, but it was like drinking rubbing alcohol. I guess I’m just an uncultured little shit, I thought as I poured myself some coconut rum and orange juice into a cup that they must’ve stolen from the bar in town.

I led Ethan to the living room, and we almost walked into Andy Warhol with pink-tinted hair as he turned the corner from the stairs. He looked around like he was seeing walls and ceilings for the first time, wearing a turtleneck, pants—not jeans, but like actual pants—and round mottled sunglasses. Alexis Rose from Schitt’s Creek came down the steps behind him in her own enormous sunglasses. “Oh shit, I’m sorry, I—”

“Everything is good,” he said like he was dazed. “Everything. Is. Good.” He reached for Alexis Rose’s hand and they carefully stepped past us. 

“If those people aren’t high,” Ethan giggled, “then nobody’s high.” 

Tylor watched us trying to stifle our laughter as we circled around to some empty spots on the floor around the hookah. “What’s so funny?” he asked us. 

“Would you believe me if I told you that Andy Warhol’s here?” I chuckled.

“Probably not.” 

Matt laughed through his nose from the legless armchair beside us. “That would be our other roommate, Andrew. Was there a girl with him?” 

“Yeah? Big sunglasses?”

“That’s June,” he nodded. “They’re both Art majors, if you couldn't have guessed.”

“What is it with Art majors always being so fucking weird?” I asked as I shot Kade a glance. He slowly sucked on his finger before flipping me off with it.

It turns out that Amina not only knows her way around a hookah, but knows her way around it so well that Kade—Kade—called her an expert at it. “I don’t ever remember there not being hookah in my house,” she said mostly to Kade and Alex. “My dad and uncles and older cousins would always fire it up after dinner.” She gracefully de-ashed the coals with a clang in the silver tray. “They wanted to open up their own lounge but my mother always talked them out of it. ‘We already have one store to run!’ she’d remind them.”

“Oh nice, so did—” Victor started to say before abruptly shutting up. “What kind of stuff did they sell?”

“Sold,” she corrected him with a plume of smoke. “COVID did them in. But just imported trinkets and stuff. Shisha,” she nodded at the hookah. “Some spices and food items. Nothing too fancy.”

“That’s cool,” Kade nodded. “Anybody wanna see the Five Dollar Hookah Trick?” He took a five from his wallet, rolled it up into a straw, and blew hookah smoke through it. We stared at him, waiting for him to go on.

“Wait, was that it?” Victor asked him.

Kade nodded with a proud smile. “Yep.”

“That was the dumbest fucking thing.”

“That could’ve been in a stripper’s ass crack,” I laughed as I took the hose from him. I started out with small puffs so I wouldn’t cause another scene, and carefully worked my way up to deeper drags, overcoming the fruit-flavored tickles in my throat. Amina tried to teach us how to make smoke rings, but I couldn’t do anything other than blow it out in a stream like an angry steam pipe. It only took Ethan a few tries before he managed to breathe out a flawless donut of smoke that traveled a good two feet before turning into a skimpy onion ring and dissipating.

“Did you see that?!” he asked as he tugged at my sleeve. “I did it!”

“Yeah, because you’ve had a lot of practice with how to position your mouth,” I smirked, earning myself a backhanded slap.

We joined in on a game Luca brought called Same Same But Different that’s all about double entendres. Somebody flips two cards with different scenarios on them and you have to come up with something that fits both, like Ethan writing ‘what a log!’ for something you can say while shitting in the woods and also when you have an erection that won’t go away. Kade and I were the only two not howling over it because we were too busy staring at each other with horrified looks, like we’d been playing with a Ouija board just for fun and the stone actually started to move.

“The triple entendre!”

“It’s never been done!”

We got up to refill our drinks, passing Andrew and Henry talking about Huxley’s Heaven and Hell as June listened from Andrew’s arm, and Victor grabbed me just as I was about to pour myself more rum. “I’m gonna go see if anybody’s smoking downstairs,” he said in a low voice. “You wanna come with?” I was about to say that the hookah was in the living room before I realized what he meant.

“Oh, that kind of smoking.” I turned to Ethan. “Do you wanna do that kind of smoking?”

“Hell yeah,” he grinned. “Do you?”

“Yeah, I’ll give it another try,” I said, determined to see what being high felt like, though I was low-key nervous about it. Victor led us downstairs into the red room, where we found Eren leaning over the blemished table, pinching fingerfuls of weed from a small, airtight jar and into the stack of poker chips that turned out to be a weed grinder disguised as a stack of poker chips. You know how they have that show called Is It Cake? They should have a show called Is It a Stash Box?

“Is it okay if my friends join?” Victor asked him after they gave each other an up-nod. “I have my own stuff.” He produced a Post-It Note-sized baggie of small green buds from his back pocket.

“Where the fuck did you get that?” I muttered as we dropped to the couch. “Since when have you started buying weed?”

“Okay, one of us needs to calm the fuck down,” he said. “And today was literally the first time.”

“From who?” I asked, hoping he’d say Patnick Paul.

“Somebody in one of Kade’s classes. I think he lives in your building.”

Eren pinched some ground-up weed into the little glass dildo before holding a lighter to the bowl end of it and sucking on the other. “Oh, that’s what that thing is,” I said.

Ethan gave me a look. “What the fuck did you think it was?”

I put my mouth to his ear. “Bend over and I’ll show you.”

Victor hit it next before passing it to me. It tasted even more burnt than the joint, though not super harsh. I held it in for a few seconds like they did before letting it out, but I didn’t really feel anything. I might’ve felt it a little after the second time, but then after the third time…

“How are you feeling?” my boyfriend checked on me.

“My head feels like if a ball sack was a balloon,” I said to a spot on the wall across from me. “With flannel sheets on the inside.” I felt like if I stood up I would’ve floated to the ceiling like a helium-filled sex doll if I hadn’t somehow gotten nailed to the couch. I am crucified upon this couch. I didn’t get a chance to think too profoundly about that though, thanks to Ethan and Victor giggling uncontrollably.

“This is like the second time he’s ever gotten high,” Victor explained to Eren.

“The first,” I corrected him. “High high, I mean.”

“Woah—I’m honored to be here for it.” Victor shook my hand, as did Ethan, and Eren even leaned over to congratulate me.

“Didn’t you say you smoked weed once before?” Ethan asked me.

I nodded. “Last week.”

“No, before that.”

My head rolled at him. “Before that what?”

“Last week you said you smoked before. I’m asking when.”

“Ohhh. I dunno. Last year sometime. I took a hit of a joint once, but I didn’t get high.”

“See what happens?” Victor said. “You do the weed once and then it turns you gay.”

“You’re not gay.”

He cheesed up. “I bet you wish I waaasss though,” he said in a sing-songy voice. He emptied the bowl into one of the ashtrays and started grinding some of his own stuff. “I ever tell you about the first time I bought weed and it ended up being oregano?”

“No?” I laughed.

“Whaaat?” Ethan smiled.

“Yeah,” he chuckled. “I went to smoke it and it was just nasty. I let Kade make pizza sauce with it. Most expensive pizza sauce ever.”

The songs changing was the only way I knew that time hadn’t stopped. And the music sounded so fucking good. I thought music sounded good anyway, but when you’re high? Holy fucking shit. I legit almost can’t even. It all makes sense to me now—and I mean like, everything. Eren disappeared like a magic trick. I didn’t like the void Ethan left around the back of my neck when his arm left it, like a notch had been taken out of my back. I got up to get a drink, counting down from ten like I was launching a space shuttle before lifting myself up off the couch. “I’m thirsty,” I announced.

“Yeah you are,” Victor smirked like twenty minutes later.

The blue room lured me in with its encompassing ultramarine aura, making me feel like I was in a fish tank. Going up the stairs was like a spelunking expedition, and everybody who saw us had to know what we were doing. Alex met my eyes and gave me a that’s-what’s-up nod. Sonia filled our right-where-we-left-them cups with water for us—“What a nice lady,” Victor remarked—and I gulped it down like I couldn’t get enough of it. Back in the living room, Ethan sat across my lap and we shotgunned smoke into each other’s mouths. I only half-paid attention to the others flinging shit on the British monarchy and then the Repubes while the music kept trying to kidnap me. I couldn’t go more than a few moments without smiling at Ethan, even when he wasn’t looking.

 

Are you high rn???

 

I looked up to see Tylor watching me from across the hookah circle, and smirked back at him. Typing out a response was like defusing a bomb.

 

Bitch I might be 

 

Go the fuck ahead!

 

The rest of the night played out like a movie that lost you that you’re fighting to stay awake for. My mind felt numb, and a little jittery. Adult Swim makes so much more sense now. “Guys, I really wanna eat something,” I whined without caring how busy Sheetz would be as we were about to leave.

“Yeah, I’m down to get some foodles badoodles,” Kade said as Victor’s head nodded loosely.

“Samesies,” Ethan said like he was about to fall asleep.

We stood among students whose parents would be ashamed of them if they saw them like that for what felt like all night, but holy shit were those the best mac and cheese bites I’ve ever had—and the best popcorn chicken I’ve ever had—and the best bag of white cheddar popcorn I’ve ever had. If there’d been a box of chocolates on the table that two of The Skeletons sat at, romantically looking into each other’s eye sockets, I would’ve been tempted to go check that shit out too.

“I think you missed your stop fam,” Victor said to Ethan as he shambled past Kessler with the rest of us.

Ethan shook his head with a dumb grin. “Nah, I’m staying in Trevor’s room tonight.” He threw his arm around my shoulder to pull me smack-up against his side.

“Oh go ‘head,” was all Kade said instead of making the innuendo he’s conditioned me to expect from him.

I swear we were teleporting across campus, because one moment we were passing Zukoff and then all of a sudden we were outside of Bixby. “Guys, let’s all be roommates next year,” I said before we ended up in the woods next.

Kade stopped in his tracks, making the rest of us almost trip. “Fam. That’d be fucking sick!”

“Yeah!” Ethan enthusiastically agreed. “We can get one of those four-person rooms like Amina has!”

“That’d be fun,” Victor said. “I think I’m gonna try going for an RA position though.”

I grabbed his shoulder and turned him to face me. “Dude! You should! You’d make a badass RA!”

“Oh god,” Kade snorted. “Trev’s saying ‘dude.’”

“You think so?” Victor asked me like he didn’t believe it.

“Hell yeah! I dunno what the qualifications are, but I’m sure you have ‘em!”

“I’d want you for an RA,” Ethan said encouragingly.

“Thanks,” Victor said, though he still looked unconvinced. “I guess it’s super competitive though. You get free room and board—”

“Well yeah, that’s why,” Kade said.

“But if I got it I’d have to live in just a regular double room. So you’d have to find somebody else to take my place.”

The only person who came to mind was Tylor, but he already signed a lease with Amina and Jaxon for an apartment in Oakwood. “We’ll worry about that if it happens,” I said.

“He meant to say when it happens,” Ethan encouraged him.

I’ve already fantasized about the four of us as seniors with an apartment or a house in town where we’d throw our own parties, 370 Rock-style, for all our friends and the newest like-minded generation of New Hallians. But I know that a lot can happen in three years though. Will we all even still go to school here? Will we even still be friends? Will what we have right now have passed?

I watched a video I only vaguely remember taking last night of Ethan lighting the bowl for me as I hit it, with the red-tinged tapestry and a song about getting medicated playing in the background, which says ‘stoner’ even more than Victor’s diptych on Snapchat of him hitting and exhaling a joint. Maybe I should start smoking every night before bed though, because I was out within minutes of my head hitting my pillow. I cannot tell you the last time that happened. Middle school maybe?

________________________________

 

February 12 

 

Over 33,000 people are dead from that earthquake. 33,000.

And does nobody else care that the war with aliens just started? The Air Force shooting down two mysterious objects and not saying what they were is how War of the Worlds or something starts off.

It’s funny what can happen when you get the stick a little more out of your ass—a lot of the songs I have on the playlist I put on when I’m with Ethan are ones I would’ve never listened to even a few months ago. One will come on in the car and we’ll exchange glances, remembering how it played the evening before when we were in bed together in the biblical sense. Another will be the only sound in the aftermath as I hold him close to me, recalling when I first heard it from one of his own playlists or on his YouTube channel in those early weeks when I literally couldn’t stop thinking about him. I’ll smile at him bouncing to one in the middle of one of our rooms and laugh as I let him pull me into it with him.

“So you’re okay with being roommates with Victor and Kade next year?” I asked him at breakfast. 

“Yeah, I think it’d be fun,” he said as he scooped some of my blueberries into his yogurt. “Although I wouldn’t mind just the two of us being roommates either.”

“Yeah, until we get sick of each other,” I laughed as I spooned off-brand Froot Loops into my mouth. Forreal though, I can’t wait to make a home out of our room with him and start every day beside him in our pushed-together beds. “I don’t know who we’d make our fourth if Victor does get an RA position though. I mean, I hope he does.”

“It’d be so nice to be an RA,” Ethan said to his yogurt as he stirred it. “Yeah, you have duty shifts and have to tell people to behave, but getting the cost of the room waived and getting a stipend would be a huge help.” 

“Why don’t you apply? You’d make a good RA!"

He just shook his head. “Not gonna happen.”

“Why not?”

He picked up his phone and scrolled through his photos before finding the one he was looking for. It was a screenshot of a section of the police blotter from the September 23rd issue of The New Halle Herald. ‘Sept. 16—David Kaufmann, 19, Ethan Eastwood, 19, Jada Adelson, 18, and Nathan Bowser, 18, of Kessler Hall were charged with possession of alcohol by a minor.’ Short, succinct, and factual—delinquents for others to shake their heads at over their Friday lunches.

“It was my own RA who caught us too,” he said. “He was quick to tell me that they wouldn’t even consider me for an RA position because of that when I told him I was thinking about applying for one.”

“What a fucking dick,” I said as I thought about how badass it would be to have ‘Bowser’ for a last name. “Did the school tell your parents?”

He grinned like I told him he could top me. “Oh my god, you should’ve heard my mom on the phone after she found out,” he laughed. “Thank god she’d already sent me my birthday card,” he laughed. “I can’t even imagine what her reaction would be if she ever finds out I do drugs or sleep with guys.”

The two of us hung around in 341 Kessler before migrating to 222 Swafford for a game of Scythe with our Axworthy friends. “So what’s the move tonight?” Victor asked when we took a break to order pizza. “Do you guys wanna go out somewhere? Is Alex having another party?”

“You just wanna get high again,” Ethan said. “You wanna get high as a fucking kite.”

“You probably do too!”

Ethan pulled the neck of his shirt up over the bottom half of his face like a femboy. “It’s possible,” he said from behind it.

“I wouldn’t mind it again either, actually,” I said as I hugged my knees. “Can I just say that I can’t wait for us to all be roommates next year?”

“You may not,” Kade said as he shot Alex a text.

“Okay,” I said.

“Are we actually gonna do it then?”

“Yeah. We all want to, don’t we?”

“So what, do we just tell the Residence Life people that we want each other as roommates?”

“I think so.”

“Guys, it’s gonna be fucking lit.”

“Alex says no party tonight, but we’re still welcome to go over and smoke with them,” Kade read off his phone.

“Smoke what?” Victor bounced his eyebrows.

“Ham,” Kade rolled his eyes. “We’re gonna smoke ham.”

We stopped at Sheetz to pick up some snacks for when we got the munchies later. None of us knew what to expect as Kade knocked on the front door of 370 Rock. Are they gonna be sitting around in their pajamas watching Hulu? Should I have brought some snacks as a gift for the house? I was glad to see that Matt wasn’t in pajamas and still had his hair tied up when he let us in. The house has a totally different vibe when there’s not a party going on—the basement steps were dark and silent, the green light bulbs had been swapped with normal ones, and the music played from large wooden bookshelf speakers instead of from the bass-heavy network of Bluetooths. A sober Andrew filed through a crate of records in his washed jeans and Joy Division t-shirt, while June looked on from the couch in white overalls. “Alex is in the kitchen packing the bowls,” Matt told us as he bent down to fan the still-black hookah coals on a hot plate. It smelled like car exhaust. I had a guess as to why the smaller waterpipe from the red room was upstairs beside the dignified-looking one we’d typically smoke out of, and seeing Alex layering green flecks in with the shisha into only one of the glazed hookah bowls confirmed it.
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