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For Steve Dora, who showed me how much more 

fun life can be when you don’t take it too seriously. 

So it goes.

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

 

August 25

 

A.S. (antescript, because P.S. is overused)—“Placeholder” by The Story So Far

 

Dear Trevor,

The meaning of life is this: everybody just needs to get the stick out of their ass already.

I think Dr. Valentino was onto something when she suggested that I give journaling a try. Let’s be real, my first journal was half depressive and angsty and half erotica, but I think having an outlet for my thoughts helps keep me a little bit sane, so here we are again. I’m going to try to lay off the semicolons this time though, because Kurt Vonnegut said not to use them unless you want to sound like a pretentious prick.

I can’t believe that it was just the other day that I was cruising down the boardwalk, feeling the ocean breeze break against me, hoping to catch the eye of some snack, and thinking about how different things were the last time we were at the beach. Ryder was still around, COVID wasn’t a thing yet, I was still in the closet—and I wasn’t days away from heading off to college. Big yikes.

I’m still fucked up over that thing I saw on Twitter about how “life begins at the end of your comfort zone” because it made me realize just how much of my life I’ve spent inside of my comfort zone. I’ve accepted that my teenage years are almost over and that I didn’t spend them as well as I could have, though lockdown certainly didn’t help—but then again, neither did the people who I thought were my friends hanging out without me and leaving me awake at 3 a.m. to wonder what’s wrong with me. God, do I miss what it was like to spend most of my nights actually asleep. 

I may not believe that everything happens for a reason, but we’re products of our pasts for better or worse. My teenage years would’ve been a hell of a lot easier if I’d just known from the start that I was gay rather than fight that whole battle with myself. But even if I had, would I actually have been brave enough to be myself? Pfft. Look who you’re talking to. Either way though, I’ve had all kinds of shit happen to me and here I am, more Trevor than ever. 

More Trevor Than Ever: An Autobiography.

I could’ve saved money and stayed local, but going away to college almost feels like a chance to redeem myself. That, and I read somewhere that if something scares the hell out of you and excites you at the same time, then it’s a sure sign that you should do it. I’m not saying I’m going to join all kinds of clubs and stuff, but the thought of having my world blown open—meeting new people, discovering new things, the possibility of being told that everything I know is wrong? I’m kind of stoked for it. And if nothing else, it’ll be an exercise in vulnerability and character growth. But it’s going to take more than just physically going to school to make that all happen. Like The Lorax said, “Unless.” There’s another life out there for me, and as scary as it is, I don’t want to be afraid of it—’want to’ being the key phrase.

Principal Yoakum told us that while it’s easy to think of graduation as the end of a chapter, our lives aren’t divided into set chapters. “Change is the only constant,” she said, explaining how everything is always changing gradually at different times, instead of all at once. It sounds nice when you’re sitting in an auditorium and your boyfriend hasn’t broken up with you yet, but it hits different when you’re spending your last night at home with one of your best friends since childhood, listening to American Football and reminiscing about your lives and all the times you’ve had together. It’s going to be weird not having Logan or Madi around all the time, but I have to keep reminding myself that ‘weird’ doesn’t always equal ‘bad.’

“You’re going to be okay,” was Logan’s parting advice to me. “Even when it doesn’t feel like it, you’re going to be okay.” I mean, if the past couple years didn’t teach me that, then what did it teach me? 

I’m trying to remember that this isn’t just an ending for me, but also a beginning. Like death and like heartbreak, we fear endings because they’re the end of what we know and what we’re familiar with. But if we knew what the beginnings were really the beginning of, then maybe we wouldn’t be so afraid of the endings.

Am I just rambling because I’m alone in my new dorm room and I’m trying to distract myself from how fucking nervous I am? It’s likely.

Love,

Trevor

 

Trying to be confident

Reads a lot

Everything is art

Very self-conscious

Observant

Ravenclaw

 

	

Bad at making conversation

Easily gets caught up in thoughts

Nerdy, sometimes high-key

Take me to Southern California

Longboarder

Extrovert? I wish

Yearns to fit in while staying true to myself

 

Hates making phone calls

Unworthy, apparently

Fractured

Frequent insomniac

Music is how I numb myself 

Alliteration calms me down

New situations make me anxious

 

An hours-long drive sure doesn’t feel like an hours-long drive when you’re lost in thought about what your life away from home might look like—the people I’ll meet, lectures, college parties, golden showers, orgies, professors offering me blunts. What will the other kids on my floor be like? What if my roommate doesn’t like me? What if nobody likes me? What if I don’t make any friends? What if my teachers are all assholes? What if people stop being nice to me when they find out I’m gay? Maybe I should have just gone to school back home. Life begins at the end of your comfort zone, life begins at the end of your comfort zone. If I had the stick farther up my ass I’d say something like how I’m Henry David Thoreau and NHU is my Walden Pond. A big ‘JESUS HAS YOUR ANSWERS’ sign on the side of the road had me rolling my eyes, but the campus clock tower that came into view, jutting above the trees like a hard-on, made my throat go dry. The road gracelessly gave way to the town of New Halle and the beehive of activity that was Main Street. Blue-and-white banners with New Halle University’s seal hung from every lamppost like we forgot where we were. ‘Welcome Freshmen!’ signs and overenthusiastic welcome volunteers directed the traffic to their respective dorms. A girl with a smile like a sadistic doctor told me how to get to my building practically in song.

Mom and Dad had insisted on making the trip down with me, even though all my stuff could fit in my car, and the drive down and back is a good five hours out of their day. But can I really blame them when their only child is finally leaving home? I gave the guy who was helping unload my car an apologetic look when Mom told him for the second time to make sure my stuff doesn’t get sent to the wrong room. With my backpack strapped on and my student ID in hand, I led the way into the lobby of Swafford Hall, where more welcome volunteers directed me to the east side, second floor. I remember the calm I felt when I learned my room number was my Everywhere Number, like it was a sign that it was all just right somehow. Doesn’t mean I’m any less nervous about it though. The hallways weren’t the highways of loud capital-S Straight guys like I expected them to be—which made me feel a little more at ease—but the voices and laughter told me that the others weren’t as nervous as I was. Two construction-paper leaves had the names ‘Trevor’ and ‘Tylor’ written in dots and lines like constellations on room number 222, the last door on the right. Tylor seems chill from the few emails we sent to each other over the Summer, but it sucks that he’s a sophomore. As much as I hate the idea of living with a stranger, I was actually looking forward to rooming with another freshman. I imagined us stressing over assignments and papers together, telling each other stuff we learned about campus or something one of our professors said, sharing in the anticipation of going to our first college party together, being there for each other as we navigated the freshman experience together. I couldn’t find him on Instagram, but with a last name like ‘Hayashi,’ I get the feeling that he won’t be bearing a striking resemblance to Timothée Chalamet. He doesn’t move in until Sunday, so I’ll have plenty of time to myself at night, if you sniff what I’m smelling.

I swiped my card and punched in my four-digit code—the year Constantinople fell—and thought about how it felt like when we’d go on vacation and open the door to our hotel room for the first time. My room felt the opposite of welcoming though, with its plain white walls and tasteless furniture. Since Tylor might somehow be more introverted than me, I claimed the side of the room with a view of the hallway. Mom and Dad looked through all the cabinets for severed heads or whatever they expected to find and started unpacking my stuff without me saying they could. Mom made my bed in XL sheets that she insisted on washing beforehand, while Dad dumped all the Target-brand supplies from my ‘freshman dorm checklist’ into whichever desk drawer he felt like. They talked like they were getting paid to do it and hung around after everything was put away to try to hold onto me for as long as they could. I didn’t want to go out to eat with them anywhere since 12,000 other people probably had the same idea, but I’m low-key regretting not going to the bookstore now because I’m worried they’ll be out of the books I need, and I’m not trying to be that slacker kid who doesn’t have the books the first day of class. I walked them out to their car to say goodbye, and to move my car off the street and into an actual parking spot. Mom was nothing but tears and wouldn’t let me go.

“Call us,” she told me. “Let us know how you’re doing. Let us know if you need anything.” Behind her, I saw some girl’s mom telling her the same thing by the looks of it.

Dad wore a somber smile, having already given me the talk that wasn’t as cringe as I expected it to be. “I was in college once too. I know what kind of stuff college kids do, so I’m not going to tell you not to do them,” he lectured from across our coffees and toast the day before we left for vacation. “You’re an adult now. You’re smart, and I want you to enjoy yourself. But please just make good decisions and be safe. Your mother and I aren’t going to be around for you.” I’m sure it’s hard to let your only son go off on his own without knowing what he’ll be up to, what he’ll be getting into, who he’ll be hanging out with. But today, it was just, “You’re going to do great. You’re going to have such a good time.”

After telling me that they love me 50 times, they finally got into their car and drove off. I waved after them until the street sucked their car away, and I gulped. TFW you realize you’re on your own now.

I put on music while I fine-tuned all my things, but kept changing the artist every two songs because I was high-key anxious that my floormates would be judging my tastes. Just the thought of all my new neighbors petrified me, but I kept my door propped open because I’m going to have to meet them sooner or later. I made awkward eye contact with a girl in the room across the hall and gave her an uneasy smile. I’m just glad I don’t have to share a bathroom with the entire floor like in the traditional dorms, because all I need is for all these people to hear me taking a shit.

A knock at my open door took me away from organizing my sock and underwear and condom drawer. “Hi! Trevor, right?” a girl a foot shorter than me smiled from just over my threshold. “I’m Sunita. I’m the resident assistant—RA for short—for this floor.”

“Hi—yeah, Trevor. It’s nice to meet you.” Smile back, you dork.

“I’m happy to see you’re getting all settled in,” she said as she peered inside without stepping in, which is to say that she may or may not be a vampire.

“Yep,” I awkwardly chuckled. Physically settled in, anyway.

“I just came by to say hi and to tell you that we’re going to have a floor meeting down in the common area by the elevator, just to go over some stuff.” 

“Sounds good,” I lied as I tried to not look too worried about having to meet the entire floor at once.

Sunita turned to give the same spiel to Girl Across the Hall. Instead of going around and introducing myself to people, I stayed put in my room and pretended to keep busy. I tried to finish my story about humans coming to Earth and driving the native civilizations to extinction as they colonized it, but I was too anxious to concentrate. Thankfully, getting caught up in the world map I taped above my desk and wondering which team would win the next world war if the countries were allied by color helped pass the time. The clarity of the early 2010s pop coming from next door made me wonder what other things I’ll have to hear through the walls. I stood over the sink and paid a Trevor-amount of attention to myself in the mirror before heading down to the common area. I almost even changed clothes. Shirt look okay? Check. Two-day-old fade look obviously fresh? Of course it does. Circles under my eyes look too dark? Absolutely. After running my fingers through my hair and across my eyebrows, fidgeting with my studs, and wondering if I had too many freckles all of a sudden, I grabbed a notebook and a pen to take with me, I guess to let everybody know that I have a stick up my ass.

215 Swafford’s door opened as I went past it, and the guy living there gave me an up-nod like we were already friends. “Hey, how’s it going?” he greeted me with the rizz game of a content creator. “You headed to the floor meeting?”

“Uh huh, yep.” Introduce yourself, you turd. “I’m Trevor, by the way.”

“Calvin,” he said with a confident handshake. Room 209 already had ‘DON’T DRINK THE WATER!!’ scrawled on the whiteboard on its door.

Sunita and a few other people were already in the floor’s common seating area when we got there. Calvin and I sat together and made small talk about when we visited campus, but it turned into Calvin nodding and going “Yeah” as he watched the girls on the floor come in. I just ended up doom scrolling as I judged people by their shoes and thought about how the patterns on the couches look like the paper cups they have in waiting rooms. Of course nobody else brought a notebook. The more punctual of Swafford 2 East’s residents made awkward eye contact with each other while we waited for everyone to show. One kid kept moving his mouth like he was about to start saying something. One kid looked like he had just shit himself and was pleased about it. One girl looked like she had just shit herself and wasn’t pleased about it. Somebody else wouldn’t stop blinking. A guy wearing flip flops kept saying “Oh girl, you didn’t!” and “What’s the matter with you?” to his phone.

Sunita spoke after the last resident—a shy-looking boy who’s easily the cutest one on the floor—showed up. “Welcome everyone, to Swafford Hall 2 East.” She introduced herself to us again and then had us go around and say our names and our majors, which is better than having to come up with a fun fact. There’s Simone, Braddock, Anton, Emmie, Steph, Kevin, either Becca or Becky. Girl Across The Hall is Elisha. Cute Shy Boy is Dayton. Flip-Flop Gay is Rory. AJ’s a total femboy, but his roommate Trent would be more my type if he didn’t seem like an ass. “You don’t have to be best friends with your roommate,” Sunita told us. “You don’t even have to like your roommate. But you’re gonna respect your roommate. You will not act like children if you can’t agree on something.” Then she went over all the stuff like laundry machines and quiet hours and signing guests into the building, and then she said that we were all going to head over to the football stadium together for a freshman welcome rally in like five minutes.

In terms of content, the rally was pretty dumb. Some upbeat song about this being the best time of our lives played over all the speakers, and we all had to make a 1,500-person human chain and ran around in a big zigzagging train. The President of the student something-or-another spoke, and then the President of the university spoke. It was all brochure-quality stuff, like “A standard in excellence,” “Established in 1902,” and “We bleed blue and white.” And then they led us in singing the alma mater, which nobody else knew the words to. But in terms of making me loosen up a little, the rally wasn’t totally useless. Calvin introduced me to his roommate, Theo, who’s from Pittsburgh. Calvin’s from Gettysburg, which he insists is actually pronounced ‘Gettisburg.’ We gave Elisha our condolences when she said she’s from Kentucky, and laughed at Theo’s impression of her snapping turtle senator. They all started talking about the shooting at the grocery store when I said I’m from Buffalo.

I didn’t realize how hungry I was until Sunita mentioned that we were going to head over to get dinner at Patnick Dining Hall, where one swipe of your student ID gives you access to an all-you-can-eat smorgasbord of pretty mid food. Every other RA must’ve had the same idea, because the place was packed. The only table the four of us could get that was close to the rest of our floor was a high bar table. Elisha told us her roommate’s a sophomore too, which makes me feel a little better about having to room with one.

“There’s an ice cream bar over on the far wall in case you missed it,” I told my friends-by-default when I went back to our table with a bowl of two scoops of cookie dough ice cream.

Calvin was on his feet in a second. “No way.”

“Didn’t you say you were lactose intolerant though?” Theo asked him.

“Listen,” Calvin said seriously, “some things are just worth shitting yourself over.” I wonder how many people throughout history were killed because they were suspected of being witches when they were just lactose intolerant or had a nut allergy? 

I’m not sure if I became lactose intolerant or what all of a sudden, but I felt a furious shit coming on on the way back to Swafford. It was like one of the top ten times I’ve had to shit in my entire life. Like you know how you have to shit so bad sometimes that you don’t even care what else happens? That’s how bad it was. I almost didn’t think I’d be able to punch in my code for my door. I danced out of my shorts like they were on fire and gave thanks that Tylor hadn’t moved in yet as I made peace with the world.

And now I’m spending my first night alone in my new home in a town in western Pennsylvania. All the other doors were shut when I poked my head out into the hall. Is everyone out doing something else and I missed the memo? That wouldn’t be anything new. For as thin as the walls are, it’s almost eerie how quiet it gets when the air conditioner shuts off and the blind slats stop knocking against each other. Other than the occasional door swinging shut or something going bump or a toilet flushing somewhere above me, there’s nothing. 

I didn’t feel like calling Madi or Logan, so I just dropped a message in the group chat letting them know I survived my first day away with some pics of my setup. 

 

Pretty sure we have the same exact 

furniture lol

Looks good! 😊

 

Somebody is in *desperate* need of 

a mood board 

 

Oh, the Places You’ll Go! took itself from my fun-sized bookshelf and found itself being read for the twentieth time since I got it as a graduation gift. Dr. Seuss might be just a kid’s author, but he’s dropped some of the realest shit I’ve ever heard in my life. God, what the hell were we thinking when we couldn’t wait to not be ten years old anymore?

________________________________

 

August 26

 

It’s wild to think how I was lying on the beach just five days ago, and now I’m spending the morning naked in my new bed, where I just bought my parking pass, blasted some rope, and reserved my textbooks—in that order. And Jesus Christ are textbooks expensive. Nine books came to like $460, and five of them were just novels for British Literature that were like 20 bucks total.

We headed to Bixby Student Center this morning for our first round of orientation ‘classes,’ the first of which was about safe sex and what constitutes consent. I guess once you have thousands of hornt-up teenagers in one place you have to go over it, kind of like how you can only have so many people in a room before it becomes a fire hazard. After taking pics in a big cutout Instagram frame with my two-day-old floormates like we were besties—#instanhu #classof2026—Sunita sent us on a campus-wide scavenger hunt that she and the other Swafford RAs concocted to keep us busy. I felt like the token male cheerleader when I tagged along with Elisha and a few of the other girls to familiarize ourselves with all the points of interest from here to Main Street. We probably looked freshman as hell with our paper maps and all the selfies we stopped to pose for. A few buildings—the clock tower, Kessler Hall, and a couple administrative buildings—on the older side of campus and the school’s website and every freshman’s Instagram have the typical ‘collegiate’ look that only exists in movies. I’m a fan of the Alumni Amphitheater too, which is just a big semicircle of stone blocks in the grass going down to a wide slab of a stage. The shade of its trees seems like it’d be a chill place to read or study or get high. Elisha and I were the only ones not going out of our way to kill whatever spotted lanternflies we came across. I mean, aren’t humans invasive and destructive? Wouldn’t we be upset if a higher species labeled us as undesirable and started indiscriminately killing us? Forreal though, I’m surprised there aren’t people on street corners going on about plagues of locusts, just like how people used to preach the end of the world when everything was fine—but then an actual global fuck pandemic shows up and then they all disappear. Maybe they were all anti-vaxxers.

A handful of us went to a casino night event in the Field House after dinner, where we were each handed a stack of play money that you could trade in at the prize table for pencils and Cheez-Its and shit like that. We steered between card tables and roulette wheels before we settled at a blackjack table with oversized cards. “My bank account is like a game of reverse blackjack,” Theo said with a it’s-funny-but-not-really laugh. “I go as low as I can without going under.” The dealer was a sweet older lady who would slide your bills back to you if you lost, and who paid you out extra if you won, which is to say that her grandkids have it made.

Perhaps because we’d just won more money than we’d ever seen in our collective lives and got snacks out of it, we were in too good of a mood to go back to our own rooms when we got back to Swafford. We ended up hanging out in Lizzy and Becky’s room for a while, which smelled like patchouli thanks to an oil diffuser, and is decked out with so much Harry Potter merch that you think you’re in a gift shop. We listened to Lizzy talk about anything and everything—what it’s like to be colorblind, how her grandfather has a real estate license but doesn’t use it, how her neighbor was almost gored by a deer ten years ago, how her family goes to the streetcar museum every December, and how her cousin’s pigs have won ribbons in the county fair. I caught Theo’s eye and we shared a sigh. I don’t know how Becky’s going to be able to listen to that all year.

Fortunately, a way out revealed itself. Unfortunately, it was in the form of the loudest fire alarm of all time. We can’t even be here for two days without someone going and burning a bag of popcorn. It was the first room right when you enter our wing too, and it fucking reeks.

________________________________

 

August 27

 

Last night’s episode of ‘Things Keeping Me From Falling Asleep’ featured the way people perceive colors and how they might not all be the same—on top of the usual I-wonder-if-Dillon-misses-me-at-all-or-if-he’s-moved-on-to-somebody-else black hole, of course. Like, what if what I think of as red is green to somebody else? Or if purple is polka dots to everybody else, or something else I can’t even imagine?

I took my longboard out for a ride this morning and to visit the nearby PokéStops, though I’m sure people saw me going by and playing The Story So Far from my phone and probably thought I was trying to flex on them. I explored the parts of campus where yesterday’s expedition didn’t take us, drifting down lazy thoroughfares, meandering beneath a tunnel of trees, past grass manicured like a city park, under the building’s receding shadows, over the bridge that spans the pond. I may just be a freshman, but I feel like the CEO when I’m on that thing.

We had the rest of our orientation classes today, so now I also know all about bullying, how to contact the campus police, and plagiarism. When I swung by the bookstore to pick up my books afterwards, the guy who handed them to me legit told me that since some books get new editions printed literally every year, they might not be able to buy them back at the end of the semester. “Well fuck me,” I accidentally said out loud. The book for Physical Science came with some kind of remote, which helps explain—but sure as shit doesn’t justify—its exclusory price. Maybe the class is like a game show or something.

“Madison,” Logan chastised Madi when she joined our FaceTime call later on, “you’ve been there for a week and you’re still not unpacked?”

“Most of it is! I’ve been busy!” Madi said like she was tired of it.

Logan raised an eyebrow. “You have that many assignments your first week?”

“Not just assignments!” she rolled her eyes. “There’s so much other stuff going on here. You’ll see, Trev.” Wow, way to make Logan feel even more left out. It has been a busy few days though, and classes haven’t even started yet.

I walked them through my new home, showing them the mini fridge and microwave, the bathroom, the sink, my closet. My side of the room is studious with books and lively with pictures of us clipped to my memo board, while Tylor’s side looks like a prison cell. “You really need to get some posters or something,” Logan smirked.

“I have my map! And my flag!” I said as I gestured to my California Republic flag on the wall above my bed. 

“Inadequate,” was all he said.

“When does your roommate move in?” Madi asked. 

“Tomorrow,” I sighed. I’ve been getting more and more anxious about it. ‘Try not to think about it,’ Mom would say. Okay, Mom. Done. Great advice. Thanks. 

“What do you two think about my dorm room?” Logan asked, spinning in his chair to show us his bedroom. 

Madi squinted at it. “Why do I feel like I’ve been there before?” 

“So is it just me, or are textbooks hella expensive?” I segued to something we could all relate to. 

“Oh my god, don’t even get me started,” Madi groaned. 

“It’s fucked, dude,” Logan spat.

Madi had to go so she could get ready for a party the sorority she’s rushing was hosting. “They have parties at 6 in the evening?” Logan joked, earning himself a look from her. “Do you think you might join a frat?” he asked me after she hung up.

I snorted. “Pay to let a bunch of capital-S Straight guys bitch me around? No thanks.”

“Maybe you could just let them use your body and you won’t have to pay,” he said casually, making me almost choke on the water that a whiteboard warned me not to drink. “So how’ve you been holding up so far?”

“So far? It actually hasn’t been as bad as I was expecting it to be,” I said slowly, afraid I might jinx myself. 

“I guess that’s one upside of being anxious about everything—you’ll always be pleasantly surprised,” he chuckled. “You make any friends yet?”

“My floormates are nice, but I wouldn’t call them friends just yet.” I thought about Elisha and Theo and Calvin, and about what Logan had said the other night about  how I’ll make new best friends. I haven’t clicked with anybody I’ve met so far, but there are still a lot of people to be met, like Tylor. I’m as nervous as I am stoked about meeting him. What if he does become my new best friend? Maybe he’s a low-key nerd, or likes alternative music, or loves to read, or likes to think about different ways the world could end. Or he could be a dumb, homophobic, capital-S Straight guy, and we’ll end up loathing each other.

I distracted myself by swiping through the pics I took of campus for the most Instagrammable ones. As much as I don’t like following the crowd, the most photogenic ones were of the most overdone parts of campus. I’m sure the clock tower was in every freshman’s post, but I like to think that only the cooler kids had pics of the Amphitheater. Take a seat, Trevor.

 

wallowing_tbh I’m here, I’m queer, and I’m full of fear 😅😭 #tbh #nhu #basicbitch

________________________________

 

August 28

 

I woke up this morning to the sound of Rory’s voice. What in hell? I stumbled over to my peephole to see him sitting right in the middle of the hallway on his phone, typing away on his laptop. Like who are you even calling at 7 a.m.? And why right outside of our door? He wasn’t even trying to be quiet about it or anything.

A knock at my open door later on pulled my eyes away from my Switch. “Hey, we’re gonna go get some sheets,” Calvin said with an up-nod. “You wanna come with?”

I furrowed my brow. “You didn’t get your sheets yet?”

“No? We were gonna go take a walk over there now. I figured I’d see if you wanted to come too.”

“I already got my sheets,” I said, more confused than ever. What the hell’s he been sleeping on?

“Oh, okay,” he frowned, sounding unconvinced.

We stared at each other, waiting for the punchline.

“Are you talking about sheets for your bed?” I said louder than I meant to.

His mouth fell open and he cracked up. “Not those sheets, dude! Sheetz with a ‘z!’ Like the gas station?”

I’d never heard of Sheetz before, but I guess they’re all over the place down here. I followed Calvin and Theo across campus and down Main Street, trying to speak more than only when spoken to, and soaking up the small town vibe—the trees and the ornate street lights springing up through the sidewalk, the little park and its war memorial, one or two Victorian-style houses with their large front porches, the ‘S. Butts Agency’ sign outside of an insurance office—all while avoiding the sewer grates in case my pocket decided to grow a hole and let my phone fall out. One house’s yard has backpack-wearing, Halloween-decoration skeletons headed off to class, and another waving them off from the porch. It’s the kind of town Grandma would say is ‘just delightful’—if not for the bar, the three tattoo parlors, the psychic shop, and the smoke shop with products for ‘tobacco use only.’ And if I’m not in the mood to deal with the Patnick shits, there’s Subway, McDonald’s, Taco Bell, a Chinese place, and of course, Sheetz. I just ended up getting some snacks because the made-to-order food menu intimidated me, and the place was busy with people filling up their cars and themselves before their drives home. I sipped my raspberry tea and flung Poké Balls while I waited for the other two’s food.

“Goddamn are these mac and cheese bites dank,” Calvin practically moaned like he had a dick in his mouth.

“Mac and cheese bites?” I asked, instantly curious. “What are those?” 

“What are those!” Theo yelled softly before taking a drink of his kombucha. 

Calvin stared like I’d slapped him. “You’ve never had a mac and cheese bite before? Aw man, you gotta try them sometime!” I would’ve gone back in for some if I was worried about holding them up.

We took the scenic route back to campus through some of the residential streets. One house had a flagpole out front flying an American flag as big as America itself, and a sign zip-tied to the chain link gate saying ‘WARNING: NO STUPID PEOPLE BEYOND THIS POINT.’ I wonder who the fuck they voted for, I almost said out loud.

I pushed open the door to 222 Swafford when I got back and got startled by a laundry basket full of Nike and Adidas clothes that wasn’t there when I left, wedged between the door and the wall. “Hello? Trevor?” a disembodied voice called out.

“Hi?” I answered as I took in the brass-and-glass steampunk-looking pitcher sitting by the microwave. Will Queen Victoria come out of it like a genie if I rub it?

“I’ll be out in a minute! Don’t mind the mess!”

I wouldn’t call it a mess as much as I’d call it a little chaotic—but then again, my parents weren’t there to put things away for Tylor. There was a collapsible-looking two-seater couch and a square side table on wheels. I tried to piece together a picture of the person I’d be living with from his belongings—the electric toothbrush that may or may not double as a vibrator, the PS5 and paper-thin TV, the Mac with a retro-pink Mt. Fuji sticker and another that said “Earth without art is just eh.” I counted three pairs of running shoes, a pair of slides, and a pair of Hey Dudes tucked under his bed, which made my four pairs of Vans not feel so extra. Those sleeveless shirts with the armholes cut all the way down the side still have me low-key scared though.

The toilet flushing sent my pulse running like a gunshot. I stared out the window while he washed his hands, playing with my studs and contemplating self-defenestration. I listened for the towel, counted to two, and turned around. His messy hair and glasses gave him Harry Potter vibes but cooler—and yes, the nose ring has a lot to do with it. “It’s good to finally meet you, Trevor,” he said genuinely as he set down his three-camera iPhone. My eyes fell on his Apple watch as we shook hands.

“Glad to meet you too, Tylor,” I said, immediately easing up a little.

“When’d you move in?”

“Thursday.” I looked around at his still-boxed stuff sitting around his side of the room. “It didn’t take you too long to get moved in.”

“Yeah, my mom didn’t hang around for too long. My sister wanted to get back home.”

“I gotcha. Where’s home for you?”

“Hudson, Ohio. It’s between Cleveland and Akron—just a straight shot across 80. What about you?”

“Buffalo. New York.”

He surprised me by asking, “Don’t you guys get a shit-ton of snow up there?” instead of ‘wasn’t that where that shooting was?’

“Yeah, we get a blizzard like every other day.”

“Well, the weather down here’s not that bad. It’s more unpredictable than anything. Wait until Spring comes—we go through all four seasons in a week.”

“At least it stays fresh?” I offered. “And nice PlayStation, by the way.”

“Thanks,” he said as he glanced at it. “Are you much of a gamer at all? I saw you have a Switch.”

“I wouldn’t really call myself a gamer.” Gaymer? “Or at least I didn’t until I played Breath of the Wild.”

“Excellent game.”

“But I mostly just play Pokémon or Mario anymore.”

“Who doesn’t like Pokémon?” Okay, yeah, I’m definitely liking this guy already.

Tylor finished rearranging his furniture, which left an empty space under part of the window where his dresser used to be. “Do you mind if I turn my bed sideways?” I asked him.

“Of course not. It’s as much your space as it is mine.”

“Okay.” I looked from him to my bed and back again. “Do you mind helping me turn it?”

“Now you’re pushing it,” he joked. It’s a little tight, but we got the couch between our beds and across from his TV. “Perfect for if we ever wanted to have movie night,” he said, which is exactly the kind of thing I’d say to somebody if I ever wanted to make out with them.

We talked more while he unpacked and organized. He’s going for a Journalism major with a minor in Photography, which explains his artillery weapon of a camera. “What’s that, a cannon?” I joked.

“A Nikon, actually,” he said as he turned it over in his hands. “I’d love to be a photographer for Nat Geo or something. Any kind of job where I can travel the world, really.”

“Hashtag goals,” I daydreamed. “What kind of music is this, by the way?” It was upbeat and jazzy, and made me think of a lazy late Summer afternoon in the urban sprawl of the inner city.

“Just a chillhop station on Spotify,” he said to the Batman poster he’d taped above his bed. “Oh, I almost forgot—Sunita dropped this off earlier,” he said, taking a stapled packet off his desk. “It’s just the roommate agreement for us to read and sign. You know, in case one of us eats the other one’s food and we can’t act like adults about it,” he rolled his eyes. “But you seem like you’re pretty chill, so I doubt it’ll come to that.” I took it from him, bowled over by the fact that the person I’d been stressing out over this whole time just described me as being ‘pretty chill.’ I bet he won’t be saying that once I tell him how I like to read the endings of books first, I laughed to myself. I kept glancing up from the packet as he gave more life to his room. He brought twice as many movies as I did books. His other posters are of a skull with a Latin phrase that Google translates to ‘remember death,’ and a neon bowl of ramen surfing The Great Wave. I really do need to get some stuff on my wall. I took in his signature at the end of the agreement, how his H in Hayashi looks like a blocky square U.

“Hey, I’m gonna go meet some friends for dinner,” he said after reading a text. “But we can catch up some more later on, aight?”

“Sounds good,” I smiled. ‘Catch up,’ like we were already friends.

My favorite part of the roommate agreement is “residents are not to set off fireworks inside of the residence halls.” I’d love to know the story behind that.

________________________________

 

August 29

 

Survive the first day of classes? Check! Survive the first day of classes without embarrassing myself? Of course not!

I went over the route I’d have to take from building to building while we brewed our own coffees—my coffee-pot coffee seemed uncouth compared to Tylor’s French press—and had America’s favorite toaster pastry for breakfast. I joined the rest of the student body on the arteries of campus like blood cells, and was halfway to Devlin Hall of Physical Sciences when I realized I forgot my schedule in my room—because who needs that?—and had no clue where the fuck in Devlin I was supposed to go. I backtracked to my room to grab my schedule off my desk, and across the empty Quad to the lecture hall, where class was already ten minutes in. There were a couple open seats near the front, but I didn’t want people thinking I’m that asshole douchebag who’s late to the first day of class on purpose. I spent the period sitting at the top of the steps in the back, and I avoided meeting Dr. Eubanks’ eye when I asked him for a copy of the syllabus afterwards. And then I expected Dr. Padar, my professor for Computer Concepts, to be a middle-aged Indian lady, but it turns out she’s like the whitest woman ever. I guess she gets a lot of surprised looks because she explained that it’s a Hungarian name. And then she told us about how she used to be a firebreather.

I had a couple of hours until Critical Writing—taught by Dr. Conrad, who has a mustache like he’s either a general for the German Empire or like he’s trying to sell you a bucket of chicken—so I had lunch at Patnick before heading back to 222 Swafford to shit my brains out. I was working on my latest idea for a story—vignettes of the spotted lanternfly apocalypse progressing in reverse, all the way back to somebody not killing the very first one—when Tylor came back to the room. “Don’t tell me you have assignments already,” he groaned sympathetically when he saw Google Docs pulled up on my Mac.

“Oh, no,” I chuckled as I instinctively tilted my screen down. “I’m just journaling,” I lied. As lame as it sounded saying it out loud, I wasn’t in the mood to hear him ask if he could read my story.

“Oh, that’s cool,” he said as he slung his backpack off and onto his chair. Huh?

“You think so?”

“Do you not?” he laughed.

“I mean, yeah. I do it to help clear my head more than anything.” I didn’t tell him that I started doing it on the recommendation of my therapist.

“Hey, I’m not judging,” he insisted as he flopped back onto his bed. “I like the perspective aspect of it.”

I twisted myself in my chair. “What do you mean?”

“Like, you only journal about the things that are important to you, or that you find interesting. Everything else still goes on, but as far as you’re concerned, it’s like it never even happened. It’s like the world according to you.”

The World According to Trevor: A Historical Survey.

“So this might be TMI,” I gingerly asked him when he came back out of the bathroom, “but does the food from Patnick make you have to use the bathroom? Like a lot?” 

“It absolutely does,” he chuckled. “I forgot how bad the Patnick Poops were.”

I lit up. “So it’s not just me?” 

“It’s not just you. It’s an NHU tradition.” 

“Oh thank god,” I laughed with relief. “I was starting to get worried.”

“I always thought they put laxatives in the food or something, until my friend Jax got a job there last year and told me what really happens,” Tylor said seriously.

My eyes widened. Body parts. I don’t know how or what, but body parts.

He leaned in. “If you eat a lot and if you eat like shit, it’s gonna mess up your stomach,” he said behind his cupped hand. Which makes sense—not only do they give you pizza and pasta and cookies and ice cream for dinner, they also don’t tell you not to have it all at the same time.

________________________________

 

August 30

 

Tylor told me last night that his old roommate tried to make cheese in his dresser. “I never even knew there was such a thing as a smell complaint until we got three of them,” he laughed over a game of rec room pool. “I had to switch rooms at the end of the semester.”

“Your new roommate probably didn’t have to try very hard to be a step up,” I frowned.

Tylor shrugged. “He was okay. He couldn’t hold a conversation about anything other than girls, football, and farting, but at least he was hygienic.” So are you saying I’m your favorite roommate since I can hold a conversation and I don’t stink up the room? But then later as he was getting into bed, Tylor joked for me to wait for him to “fall asleep before you start jacking off to me,” which got me worrying all over again about what he’ll think of me once he finds out that I actually like jacking off to guys.

Tuesday/Thursday History and English were the classes I was looking forward to the most. I took a liking to Dr. de Conto, my professor for Western Civilization III, right away when she had us go around and share one of our pet peeves instead of telling everyone a fun fact about ourselves. I was torn between ‘when people move into the left lane only to drive slow as hell’ and ‘when books don’t start on page 1’ until I figured the book one would make me look like I have a big stick up my ass. And then instead of just going over the syllabus, she started spitting fire on day one.

“Think about everything you’ve been taught,” she told us. “Think about everything you’ve been conditioned to believe, and leave them at the door. Entertain the possibility that everything you know might be wrong. That is how learning begins.” 

“Hell yeah,” a kid with purple tunnels in his gauged ears and a ‘ONE HUMAN FAMILY’ sticker on his own Mac whispered. He caught me glancing back at him and gave me a smirk.

“If you’re unwilling to do that, then why come here in the first place?” Dr. de Conto went on. “College isn’t the place for you to stay inside your comfort zone.”

Every Tuesday and Thursday at 12:15 is Common Hour, a period-length break of no classes, which is when campus really comes alive. It’s also the worst time to try to get food anywhere, because literally everybody has the same idea. Bixby gets even more crowded than Patnick, with fraternities and sororities taking up entire blocks of tables in the common dining area. And here I thought I was going to enjoy some wings from Percy’s Grille, the place in Bixby named after the school mascot, for lunch. 

I like seeing all the decor people put in their dorm windows—happy-to-be-here NHU flags, bold flags and pennants for their hometown sports teams, solemn Ukrainian flags, welcoming Progress flags and other different Pride flags. I already like the person in Gladby Hall who has a California Republic flag. Some windows have signs taped to them—‘No Place for Hate’ with a Star of David and some diamonds, ‘Black Lives Matter,’ ‘Protect Trans Kids,’ ‘Love Is Love,’ ‘No Dumping.’ One fourth-floor room has a big inflatable palm tree with pink lights on it. Another has a life-size cutout of the Pioneer Woman smiling down on all who pass by. I saw them all again an hour and a half later when I walked back to Shaver for British Literature, which might not be as enjoyable as I thought it would be. Dr. Gallagher, a stern woman who bears a striking resemblance to Rachel Maddow, had us move our desks into a big circle so we could all see each other—I got to check out the cute guy named Roman with glasses across from me—before dropping a heavy-as-hell, Encyclopedia Britannica-sized tome of poems and plays and short stories on our desks that she compiled, printed, and bound herself, and telling us we each owe her $20 for them.

“I accept checks and cash,” she said matter-of-factly. “I am not giving out my Venmo account.” And that’s on top of five novels. What, does she think her class is the only one we have? She does this thing too where she says “please see myself,” which makes me want to throw something. Like for fucking real? You’re an English professor for god’s sake. To her credit though, she did ask if there was anybody in the class who would prefer not being called on. I stupidly kept quiet, which will probably come back to bite me in the ass—like how not taking my umbrella with me bit me in the ass when it started pouring down rain on my way back to Swafford. I was drenched.

“I’m fucking wet,” I announced when I got back to 222 Swafford.

“Oh are you?” Tylor asked from around the corner.

________________________________

 

August 31

 

I wonder if the university has a way to deter people from hitting one of the blue emergency buttons just for fun. Like, do you get sprayed with ink like when you open the bag of money from the bank you just robbed?

We had an actual fire drill yesterday, when they figured most of the residents were back in for the evening. Some people, like Lekan next door, somehow knew about it and made sure they were somewhere else when it happened. Other people, like me, ignored the rumors and had to evacuate the building. Other other people, like Steph, had no fucking clue at all and had to stand outside wrapped in a towel because she was in the shower.

My walls were making me feel self-conscious, so I swung by Bixby on the way back from class to check out the poster sale that was going on. I figured I wouldn’t have any trouble finding a Pokémon one, but the wavy blue-and-white Nothing Happens poster sideswiped me. And of course I had to get ‘Welcome to the Party,’ with Karl Marx and Lenin and other big names in communism getting turnt. I was taping them up when the sudden thought of what Dillon decorated his dorm room walls with almost knocked the wind out of me. Luckily, a Waterparks song playing from Elisha’s half-open door took my mind off the life my ex is living without me. “So I heard you like Waterparks,” I said into the room from her doorway.

“What makes you say that?” a girl who wasn’t Elisha smiled. “And also hi. Can I help you?”

“Oh,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck, “I’m sorry—I thought that was Elisha’s music. I live across the hall.” I jabbed my thumb over my shoulder. 

“Compliment taken,” she nodded. “I’m Nikole by the way.” We talked for a couple minutes before she went back to whatever she was doing. She’s an English major too, and I get the feeling she likes a lot of the same music as me.

When we’re not fleeing a building that may or may not be on fire, my floormates and I have been hitting up the rec room or hanging out in each other’s rooms, talking about lockdown and high school and trying to make each other laugh with our favorite TikToks and YouTube videos and Instagram reels. Marcel the Shell’s newest fan felt kind of bad that nobody let Lizzy know that we were chilling in Shawn and Rory’s room—Shawn has a legit gamer setup with two screens and everything, while Rory’s wall is covered with Disney princesses—but it was nice not having any one person hijack the conversation. Nobody believed Elisha when she said she’s a contortionist until she folded herself into shapes people aren’t meant to be folded into. Between that and her telling us that she has a collection of knives back home, I’m not convinced she doesn’t work for a traveling circus. Most of the floor are Music or Dance majors—which makes sense, since our floor is part of the Humanities LLC—but Theo and Nikole are the only other two English majors I’ve met. Anton, a Vocal Performance major who smells like sour cream and onion potato chips, had us cracking up when he told us his nickname in high school was ‘The Nutman,’ because he’s super religious.

“What?” he asked, trying to figure out what was sending us. “It’s because I used to eat a lot of nuts!”

________________________________

 

September 1

 

September 1, 1939 was the day Poland awoke to find itself getting ass-fucked by the German scourge, not unlike the way college ass-fucks you with textbook prices. Yeah, I’m still salty about it. And then I discovered that the $30 ‘technology fee’ in the admissions cost is just so we can use the printers, which silly me just assumed was an inalienable student right. At five cents a page, I’d have to literally waste paper if I want to get my money’s worth. And you’d think that a technology fee would give us Wi-Fi that can handle the traffic of a university-worth of students, but nope. If it’s after 9 p.m. when everybody’s back in their rooms for the night, forget about it. 

I’m actually not too upset about not having another freshman for a roommate because Tylor’s sophomore savoir faire definitely has its perks, like knowing which drink machine in Patnick is the one with the orange pop. Plus, he has the stuff I would’ve never thought to bring, like a collapsible dishwashing tub and a little cordless vacuum. I think he’s a low-key germaphobe though, because he washes his hands every time he touches even just the toilet handle or the outside of the trash can. But there are worse things he could be though, like someone who forgets to flush or says that the 2020 election was rigged.

We took our relationship to the next level by following each other on Instagram, and it turns out that hayashi_photography is him after all. “These are actually some pretty bomb-ass pics,” I complimented them as I scrolled through them. “Like, this one is just leaves, but the detail in them.”

“I like to try to show the beauty in everything, even in the things we take for granted,” he said. “Ja feel?”

“I feel. Like, think about flowers. We’re so used to seeing them, but look at all the planets out there that don’t have flowers. Or strawberries. Strawberries are like the trippiest things, but nobody thinks twice about them.”

“Exactly! Or the moon! How would you explain what it’s like to look up and see the moon right there to somebody from a planet that doesn’t have one?”

Taking the Moon for Granted: Life Before the Catastrophe, by Trevor Huffman.

“I wonder what kinds of things other worlds out there have and take for granted that don’t exist here, things that our meager three-dimensional minds keep us from even beginning to imagine.”

“Bruh.” Tylor fell back in his chair. “Passes blunt to the left.” 

“Passes it back, because I don’t smoke.” 

“Neither do I,” he chuckled just as I got a follow request back from him. “wallowing_tbh?” he asked with a smile. “Why are you being honest about your wallowing?” 

“My initials are TBH, and Wallows is a band. They’re a little more on the obscure side,” I said maybe a little smugly. 

“Oh, I know Wallows! They have a few songs I like.” Woah, that’s a first. “I like the pics of campus you took.”

“Thanks. I felt like a basic freshman bitch taking pics of the clock tower though,” I chuckled.

He shot me a look over his glasses. “You can stop feeling like a basic freshman bitch by calling it Old Main, you ignorant little shit.” He held it together for four good seconds before busting out laughing.

We met up for Common Hour lunch at Zukoff, the dining hall on the other side of campus. I hadn't been there yet since it costs real dollars instead of a meal swipe, but its rice bowls, gyros, sushi, stir-fries, smoothies, and burgers make it worth it, especially after having almost nothing but “beige food”—as Elisha likes to call it—from Patnick. “And it doesn’t give you the shits like Patnick does,” Tylor told me as we waited in a 30-minute line. As much as I wanted some General Tso’s, I know I wouldn’t be able to stomach it without seeing Dillon scarfing it down in my mind, saying how he could eat it every day for the rest of his life whenever we’d go get Chinese. Fuck you, Dillon. Didn’t you ruin things for me enough when you broke up with me?

Tylor and I cut through the Quad on the way back, where the Club and Organization Fair was underway. Booths and tables lined the pentagram of sidewalks, equipped with poster boards and shit to give away to try to attract freshmen to clubs for anything and everything—Greek life, house councils, the Blue & White Society, the Student Government Board, academic clubs, language clubs, ethnic heritage clubs, Black Action Society, Autism Speaks, an organization against human trafficking, a ceramics club, a glass-blowing club, a ping-pong club, a disc golf club, Dumbledore’s Army, a LARP club, a Magic: the Gathering club, an aquaponics project, a pollination club, club sports, dance clubs, a kickboxing club, a weightlifting club, a positive body image club, bassoon choir, a park ranger society, an equestrian club. If it exists, there’s a club for it. There’s even a food foraging club that had berries and mushrooms and wild onions laid out on their table, but I think they just don’t want to pay for a meal plan. I wanted to join something to nudge myself out of my comfort zone, but I didn’t know what. There’s a longboarding club, which was intimidating since the people seemed way cooler than what I’m fit for. The Gamer’s Guild people seem neglectful of their personal hygiene. The Herald, the NHU school newspaper, prefers Communications majors. The obnoxiously loud gays representing Proud as Halle, the university’s equivalent of a GSA, gave off exactly the kind of vibe I’m not going for.

“What’s your opinion on fraternities?” I asked Tylor as I read some big paper letters that I mentally pronounced as MAO.

He was silent for a good 10 seconds. “I wouldn’t recommend.”

“Why?”

“I was in one last year, and—”

“Really? You don’t seem like the frat bro type.” 

“Oh trust me, I’m not,” he said as we ducked under some Color Guard ribbons. “I saw shit happen that wasn’t okay. So I quit.”

“What kind of shit?” 

“I’ll tell you later,” he said in a low tone. “But I think that if you do college right, you’ll find your own fraternity.” What does ‘doing college right’ even mean? Being a straight-A student? Being involved with as many things as you can? Making as many friends as you can? But then what’s doing college ‘wrong?’ “Hey, what about that one?” Tylor pointed to a table that read ‘Literature Club’ in uneven block letters. “That sounds like the kind of club for an English major.”

Hearing ‘English major’ was all it took for the guy behind the table to go into a stuttering spiel about it. But that’s how you get us introverts to stay and listen—you just have to come off as at least as awkward as us. The Literature Club basically sounds like a Meetup for people who like to read, which seems pretty casual. Thinking about how pathetic I probably looked to the guys at the bear-wrestling table next door, I scrawled my name and email on the clipboard. Awkward Guy introduced himself as Ashton, and told me to be on the lookout for an email from him. 

In the privacy of 222 Swafford, I asked Tylor again about his fraternity experience. “Well for starters, I had to wear a penis cage for a week.” 

“What?!” I exclaimed.

“Yeah, that was fucking fun,” he scoffed. “Imagine not being allowed to get hard for a whole week. And I’d get piss all over the place.”

“I can’t imagine.” Really, I can’t—boners are how most of my days begin.

“They did everything they could to remind you that you were their sub. But the thing that really did it for me was…” He pressed his fingers to his eyes. “I don’t even wanna say it.” 

“Well don’t then. I get the idea though, it’s a bunch of Straight”—oh shitfuck—“up douchebags making people their bitch.” 

So that’s how I almost accidentally outed myself to my roommate.

________________________________

 

September 2

 

So I came out to my roommate. 

Tylor’s alarm for Fridays is the song “Friday”, which scared the shit out of me when it started playing all of a sudden. “I used to have a crush on Rebecca Black when I was younger,” he smiled as he scooped heaps of coffee from an air-tight jar.

“Oh really?” I said in my pretending-to-care voice.

“Yeah, I used to get shit for it, but I thought she got kinda cute, don’t you think?” Just say yes.

“Um…not really,” I said, dreading the inevitable next question.

“Do you remember your first celebrity crush?” he asked in a way that suggested he never had to lie about it. Lie, and you’ll be upset with yourself. Don’t lie, and…well, we’ll see. 

I held my breath and squeezed my eyes shut, glad that my back was to him. “Josh Hutcherson?” I winced, bracing myself for giving the wrong answer.

“I haven’t heard that name in a hot second,” he said casually. “Yeah, I guess he’s kind of a knockout.” Wait, what? 

My eyes snapped open. “That’s it?”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t care that I like guys? That doesn’t bother you?”

“No? Should it?”

“No! I mean—I’m just not used to…” That’s what I was stressing out over? “People usually aren’t that cool about it that fast. And even if they say they are…I can tell they think differently of me.” 

He abandoned his coffee to prop himself on an empty corner of my desk. “Trevor, I am more than cool with it, and I don’t think any differently of you.” 

“Well that’s…good to hear,” was all I could say. Why is it so hard for everybody to be like him? And also how does burned popcorn set off the fire alarm, but the steam from his electric kettle doesn’t? Plot holes.

“I already kinda knew,” he added.

“Really? How?”

A smile crept across his face. “You aren’t exactly discreet when it comes to checking out guys.” 

I smiled back. “Am I that obvious?”

“You’re like a…I don’t know what you’re like. A gay dude on a campus full of guys.” Move over ‘kid in a candy shop,’ there’s a new idiom on the block. “Thanks for telling me though. I’m sure it’s not always easy.” It’s not, and any hetero who thinks coming out is a one-and-done deal should try being queer sometime.

“And thanks for…” I started to say. Thanks for not judging me. Thanks for not calling me a faggot to my face. Thanks for not telling me I’m going to hell. Thanks for just letting me be me. “Just thanks,” I said, smiling back into his accepting eyes. His beeping kettle brought our moment to an end, but it was a great way to start the day. But then the thoughts about how things would’ve been different if Ryder had had that kind of unconditional support in his life started flooding in, and I couldn’t stop them.

________________________________

 

September 3

 

I think I knew, that those games between us

Were just unrequited friendship all along that I

Reluctantly relinquished, like pulling myself away from

Pictures of crushes who treated me like a fortune cookie—

Break it in half and

If you don’t like what you see 

Throw it away and pick another

There are always more—

And like the pictures of crushes who made a fortune cookie of me,

I can’t put away the memories of us—

Letting them keep me awake, thinking about 

If things had gone differently,

Wondering if tonight will be the night I finally figure out

What it is about me that always sends people running. 

________________________________

 

September 4

 

Three things I learned about college today: condom vending machines are a thing, you can absolutely make ramen in your coffee pot, and don’t let your laundry sit in the machine for too long unless you want to come back and find it sitting in a damp heap because your inconsiderate ass decided to hog one of the two washers the whole floor has to share. Forreal though, who’s doing laundry already? We’ve only been here for like a week and a half.

My weekends start on Friday at 10:50 a.m. since Critical Writing doesn’t meet on Fridays, but I guess a lot of people’s weekends started the night before on Thirsty Thursday. Is there also Wasted Wednesday and Tipsy Tuesday? A few freshmen must’ve sucked the right dicks though, because they already had places to go out to. But even if my floormates were going out to a party and invited me along, I probably wouldn’t have, and then I would’ve spent the evening being upset with myself. College parties scare me.

I was kind of hoping that Tylor would’ve asked me if I wanted to come along with him when he told me he was going over to his friend’s place, even if the idea of being in a new social setting where everybody already knows each other makes me anxious. I didn’t have to spend my Friday night alone though, because Calvin came a-knocking to invite me over for a wholesome game of Cards Against Humanity. Elisha, Nikole, Simone, Amanda, Anton, and Trent were already sitting on the floor of 215 Swafford, while Theo shuffled the cards from his bean bag chair. They must’ve hit up the poster sale too, because their walls were decked with Mario and Stranger Things and American Idiot and Spirited Away.

“Should we ask Dayton if he wants to play?” I asked, hoping to see if he and I could hit it off.

Calvin shook his head. “Nobody answered when I knocked. I swear I heard someone moving in there though.”

“He could just be shy,” Simone said. “Maybe all this is too overwhelming for him.”

“Maybe he’s a serious gamer,” Theo suggested as some cards spilled onto the floor.

“Or maybe he likes to goon,” Trent laughed.

Unfortunately for him, Anton had never played Cards Against Humanity before. We were 20 minutes into it before I realized the last time I played was back when Dillon and I were still together, which made me have to force more than a few laughs. The game had us so weak that I for sure thought we were going to get written up for being so loud past Quiet Hour.

I awoke in the night to the sound of a girl’s voice in my room. Oh dear god please don’t let me have to listen to them fucking. I opened my eyes just enough to see my wall, dimly lit from the entryway light. Tylor, the girl, and another guy were talking in low voices. My ears perked up when my name came up, half-expecting them to put my hand in a bowl of water like a 3rd grade sleepover. I laid frozen like I wasn’t allowed to wake up in my own room, getting up to pee only after they left and after I could tell Tylor was asleep.

I took my longboard around campus alongside the morning runs and walks of shame before grabbing breakfast. The aroma of freshly-brewed coffee hit me like a wall when I got back to 222 Swafford, where I finally got to have some French press, which is good as shit. Like, it quite possibly might be the best coffee I’ve ever had.

“It was a pretty low-key night, but we had fun,” Tylor answered when I asked how his night was. “A few of us just went over to my friend’s apartment and got a little saucy.” Hearing that he didn’t hop from house party to house party made my night feel not so lame, and I felt even better for some reason when he came along with a few of us later on to see Ready Player One in the theater up in Bixby. I guess CPB—the Campus Programming Board—has a movie showing every week, sometimes out in the Quad on a big screen like a drive-in if the weather’s nice. 

We migrated back to 215 Swafford, where we ordered Domino’s and played Cards again until I saw Calvin’s copy of Mario Kart and mentioned how I was just playing it earlier. With shouts that startled me, they made me fetch my own Switch and copy of the game so we could all take turns playing. If we’d made a drinking game out of it where you take a drink anytime somebody says ‘fuck,’ we would’ve been hammered. It was like a Lewis Black comedy sketch.

“Fuck me!”

“God fucking dammit!”

“Fuck you, Theodore!”

“Holy FUCK!”

________________________________

 

September 5

 

I came back from dinner to find a guy standing in Swafford’s lobby dressed like he was on his way to a luau, which got even weirder when he asked me if I wanted to get laid. “You know, lei’d,” he smiled as he held up an artificial flower lei. I guess he was with the Health Center doing some kind of safe sex campaign. So now I’m one fake lei and four condoms richer.

We had our first floor social yesterday evening, which was just cartons of different ice cream set up in the common area. I don’t remember how it came up, but Sunita said that there’s an Indian proverb that goes something like don’t curse god for creating the tiger, but thank him for not giving it wings. Wouldn’t that be a hell of an apocalypse movie?

Ashton emailed me and a bunch of other people to tell us that Literature Club will meet bimonthly in the old Student Union starting tomorrow. You’d think that somebody would’ve come up with another term to distinguish ‘twice a month’ from ‘every other month’ by now. Like, it’s 2022 for god’s sake. Quit trying to give guns more rights than people and start figuring this shit out.

Tylor asked me if I wanted to join him and his friends for disc golf, but since I’m ass at both Frisbee and golf, I’m spending our Labor Day off under a tree near the pond. There’s baseball practice going on in one field and soccer practice in another, which means there’s eye candy either way I look.

I came to college thinking I’d walk around with some existential novel under my arm, discussing philosophies with students in sunglasses and cardigans. I’d stumble upon some underground student magazine and go to Animal House parties. Everybody would be listening to Vampire Weekend. I’d click with somebody from class and we’d go get coffee. But not a single movie I watched prepared me for all the sidewalks graffitied with chalk, promoting events or meetings or just telling you that you look great today, or that you got this smiley face smiley face heart heart. There are times when I wish I was in a traditional dorm because it seems like it’d be a more authentic ‘college’ experience, but then I remember the whole sharing-a-bathroom-with-everyone thing. And I still can’t get over how lax college classes are compared to high school classes. I’d like to know where my teachers went to school that made them think all professors have a stick up their ass like Gallagher does. I’ve seen people buying shit online and scrolling through Tumblr and the professors don’t care. People eat and sleep in class, or just straight-up don’t do the assignment and they haven’t gotten expelled. I couldn’t be a professor, because I’d take it all personally.

I think universities are just social experiments and campus is a big Petri dish. What do you get if you put thousands of kids into a new, somewhat-controlled environment with a newfound freedom and little supervision and leave them to their own devices? Food foraging clubs, apparently. Demonstrations on how to build a working computer in Minecraft. Slam poetry. Student-led lectures and classes just for fun. And it’s uncanny how much somebody here reminds me of someone back home. I thought Logan was here when I saw a guy with the same wavy black hair and patchy facial hair. Amanda on my floor has the same personality and mannerisms as Kristin Palmer. Chloe from work either has a twin or a doppelgänger who goes here. There’s a guy who has Clay Daniel’s signature strut—the same way I imagine how the Planters peanut guy walks—down-pat. Maybe human biology ran out of ideas and just started making copies of other people.

I think my favorite thing about college is that it lets you be whatever you want without judging you for it. People old enough to go off to war will be chasing each other down with Nerf guns and nobody thinks twice about it. Some guys wear makeup and some girls have their heads shaved. AJ wears cat ears like half the time. I’ve gone to Patnick for lunch and there’ve been a group of people playing a game together on their own laptops or some deck-building card game, and they’re still going at it when I go back for dinner. Unlike high school, nobody is above anybody else. College is the great equalizer, or at least a reset button. The downside of that though is there are just that many more people who make me feel like I’m not smart enough, not attractive enough, not gay enough, not outgoing enough, not confident enough, not cool enough, not mentally-stable enough—and I don’t think any reset button will make me any of those.

________________________________

 

September 6

 

It’s technically still Summer for a few more weeks, but Fall starts the day Starbucks starts serving pumpkin spice lattes. You’d have thought the place was giving away shit for free. I don’t know how people can afford to get coffee there every day, sometimes more than once a day. Like, aren’t we all supposed to be broke? Unless some hot barista’s jerking off into it, there’s no way I’m paying $6 for a goddamn coffee.

I finally rode my board to class today, which I won’t be doing all the time. If you think maneuvering between Boomers on a boardwalk is tough, then you should try the Quad in the 10-minute gap between classes. Besides, all I’d need would be for it to fall over in Gallagher’s class while she’s in the middle of speaking and have a whole cul-de-sac of people judging me.

I poked around on the student employment portal to see what jobs were available. Everything must’ve gotten picked over last week, but there was one for a page at Rosenberg Library I applied for. It’s pretty lame, but libraries are my vibe—more so anyway than tending to the vertical farm somewhere in Vollmer Technical Sciences Hall. By the time I was done with class I already had an email from someone named Kelly at the library asking me when I could stop over to talk to her about it. A conversation with her—she has the exhausted look of somebody who oversees a staff of untrained student workers—was apparently all it took to get me the job. It’s only ten hours a week and it pays minimum wage, but at least it’ll help keep me out of my room. So if you’re ever in the library on a Monday or Wednesday afternoon, come holla at ya boy.

By dinner I got another email from somebody at the Student Employment Office with forms I had to fill out and take to Rosenberg with me, and links to four different trainings I had to do about confronting workplace bias and accommodating to disabilities and recognizing harassment. I was so caught up in getting everything done so I could start tomorrow that I totally forgot about the Literature Club meeting until Tylor and I were three-quarters of the way to Sheetz. But it’s okay though, because those mac and cheese bites? Downright dank. It’s like cracking open geodes and finding a steaming, oozing cache of gold. And yes, Dr. Eubanks, I know you can’t find gold inside of a geode—it’s called a figure of speech, goddammit. 

________________________________

 

September 7

 

So hanging around the Alumni Amphitheater, a.k.a. Stonehenge, isn’t as cool as I thought it would be. I found a spot in the shade to read The Idiot—Batuman, not Dostoevsky—between classes, and yeah, there are sunglasses scrawling and sketching in folded-back notebooks, but it just smells like cigarettes. What was actually cool though was some guy sliding down the entire length of the hand railing on the big set of stairs that goes from Rafferty Classroom Building to the main sidewalk like a fucking CEO.

When I was leaving Computers this morning I saw somebody waiting for the next class wearing a ‘Black Lives Matter’ shirt, which I thought was cool because you don’t usually see redheaded white kids wearing shirts like that. I remember one time I said something about how I wish there were more people like me, and Dad joked that there probably are but we’re too afraid to say hi to each other, and apparently that’s still the case. I could’ve at least just said ‘nice shirt.’ It’s funny—and by ‘funny’ I mean ‘sad’—how I say I don’t have many friends, but then I never really make a real effort to make any. But like, how are you supposed to do that?

I wasn’t too sure what the job of a library page actually entails, but putting books back and manning an anachronistic oak desk at one end of the computer lab isn’t too far off from what I pictured. I had plenty of time to work on assignments too, since nobody bothers you at the desk unless they jam a printer or need an envelope. And Devon, the guy with snakebites and a septum piercing who I shadowed, is actually kind of hot. It’s an easy gig, even if it is lonely work. Seeing other people studying together or socializing makes me feel bad about myself for not finding my niche yet. Is it selfish of me to wish that more people felt as lonely as I do? Why isn’t there a club for lonely people?

I asked Tylor what the story is with the toadstool of a woman who swipes you into Patnick. I say hi to her every time—wondering if the ‘Paul’ on her name tag is short for Pauline or Paula or if her name’s literally just Paul—and all I ever get back is a grunt or a growl. Maybe she’s a retired throat singer. “Like, does she ever speak actual words?” I asked him once she was out of earshot.

“I might’ve heard her speak once or twice,” he said, looking back just as she slithered down off her chair to retrieve the ID she dropped. “She’s an NHU legend though. She should be the school mascot.” 

“That’d be a vibe,” I laughed. Why have Percy the Knight dance around the football field when you can have a gravelly old smoker? Put that on the school’s homepage and watch admissions skyrocket. 

“My friend Jax who worked here last year said everybody joked that she should get a throat stoma put in so she could smoke hands-free,” Tylor went on.

I pressed two fingers to my Adam’s apple. “Stick it in my stoma, hun,” I croaked.

________________________________

 

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

 

September 8

 

Reading The Poky Little Puppy to a girl seems like the kind of thing you do if you want to sleep with her, so don’t ask me how I found myself in Amanda and Simone’s room doing just that. I like their room the best out of the ones I’ve seen so far—they both have loft beds with their desks or dressers underneath, and one wall is covered in fake ivy. I wish I knew that loft beds were a thing, because I’d be down to fuck with one. I wonder if you could get a race car bed for your room? I’d dick someone down in a race car bed. 

Casually scanning the code on a flier for WXNU, NHU’s radio station, might have been the best decision I’ve made here so far. I’ve been listening to it almost as much as my own music. It’s a lot of dad rock, R&B, some stuff from that banjo phase ten years ago, a random old doo-wop song, and the occasional pop or country song, but sometimes it fucking slaps. I almost couldn’t function when Neck Deep and Wavves played back-to-back. I didn’t even know anybody else listened to Wavves. Songs you like hit different when you hear them on the radio, especially after being told your tastes are shitty. It makes my chest want to take off. It makes me feel like I belong here. 

We finally made it to the 20th Century in History today. Despite the course being about the 20th Century, we spent the first few classes talking about the French Revolution, Napoleon, and the 19th Century, since their legacies set the stage for 1914, when the 20th Century really began—kind of like how Millennials say the 1990s didn’t actually end until like 2004. After making a stink about how Britons are saying ‘god save the king’ for the first time in 70 years, Dr. de Conto asked what we thought the most important event of the last century was. The responses were more or less what you’d expect—I said World War I, which was really World War III if you know your shit—until the kid with the gauges hit her with “the invention of instant noodles.” 

de Conto gave him an unreadable look. “I probably would’ve agreed with you when I was in college too. Do you have a real answer for us?”

“That is my answer!” he insisted. “In 2000 they polled people in Tokyo about what they thought Japan’s greatest invention of the century was, and instant noodles was the top response!”

I surprised myself by speaking up. “I actually heard that somewhere too.”

“Yeah, they’re right,” somebody on their laptop said. “I just Googled it and there’s an article that says ‘Noodles Voted Japan’s Best Invention.’”

de Conto looked bemused. “Well then, I stand corrected.”

As class let out, I turned to compliment Gauges on his noodles answer, only to find him inside my bubble and looking me dead in the eyes with a blank expression, pointing a finger gun into my gut. We stood like that until he snorted and cracked into a smile. “Thanks for covering me back there. I’m surprised anybody else knew that.”

I shrugged. “I’m good at remembering useless things.”

“You’re in the right place then,” he said. “I have a photogenic memory though, so I’m right there with you on the whole remembering-useless-things thing.”

“Don’t you mean you have a photographic memory?”

“No, I meant photogenic. It’s called making a joke, dammit.”

I kept the conversation going, not entirely put off by him. “So why are you taking a History class if you think it’s useless?” 

“Because it’s an easy elective if you can remember useless things,” he said as he adjusted his backpack straps. “People say we can learn from it, but I don’t think we do. Like what could we have studied to prepare us for our current political climate, courtesy of the previous administration? We can read about how authoritarian regimes come to power all we want, but that doesn’t do shit for us when we have to deal with one.” I sniff what he’s smelling, and it smells good. “I think our efforts would be better spent focusing on trying to fix the problems we have here and now, but that’s just me.” 

“I gotcha,” I nodded. “I thought about majoring in History, but ended up going with English because it can at least be inspiring. History just gets boring. Don’t tell my dad that though—he’s a history professor back home.”

A pair of Ray-Ban Clubmasters unfolded themselves onto Gauges’ face as we traded Shaver for sunlight. “That’s pretty sweet. My dad’s a curator at a museum, so I credit my interest in history to that. And Axis & Allies.”

“No way!” I chuckled. “My dad taught me how to play that too! Are you into board games then?”

“I am very much into board games,” he smiled. “My great aunt used to play games with me a lot when I was younger, but then she got Alzheimer’s.”

“I’m sorry. That sucks.”

“Yeah. We kinda knew she wasn’t doing well when we found her trying to power-wash her sidewalk with a water flosser.”

I just bit my tongue, not sure if I was supposed to laugh or not.

“We would put a Monopoly board on a lazy Susan and she’d just sit there for hours, rolling dice and moving pieces around the board,” Gauges went on. “And then towards the end, she’d watch game shows and just call out numbers.” He shook his head. “The last thing she ever said was 42.”

“I’m Trevor, by the way,” was all I said after a moment.

“Kaden, but my friends call me Kade.” Kade it is then, I thought as I bumped his fist. “I’m headed to Bixby,” he said as he split for the Student Center. “I’ll see you in class though!”

“Yeah, I’ll see ya!” I caught sight of his urine-yellow t-shirt again before the building swallowed him, already looking forward to seeing him in class again.

________________________________

 

September 9

 

Imagine the anguish when I discovered

That after all this time

I’m the monster I was taught to despise.

________________________________

 

September 10

 

Pro tip: don’t tell people which movies you haven’t seen. I mentioned that I’d never seen The Nightmare Before Christmas, and Tylor and Elisha and Nikole and Steph and Rory—who I learned thinks Africa is a country—and like five other people sat me down to have an impromptu movie night with them, because that’s how you get me to like something. Same goes for books. If I have to read something then I automatically don’t want to. 

I believe it was Confucius who said that waking up is the second-hardest thing in the morning. I attended to the first-hardest thing while thinking about being roommates with Dayton and one thing leading to another, until Tylor put a stop to it when he came back from a run with his face and clothes damp with sweat. I finished the job while he showered.

“We’re probably gonna have to make a trip to the store soon,” he said after he got out. “I’d say we go today, but the shuttle only runs at night on Saturdays.”

“I can just drive us,” I shrugged as I scrolled through Buzzfeed.

“You have a car here?”

I flicked my eyes over at him. “Yeah?”

“How did I not know you have a car?”

“I dunno, you never asked me if I had one?”

“Well in that case, would you be opposed to going to Walmart instead? It’s a little farther, but we can get more stuff there.”

“Nah, let’s do it,” I said, swinging myself out of bed to get dressed. Tylor looked like a total College Bro in his sweatshirt, shorts, Hey Dudes, and backwards hat.

“Why’d I picture you driving a Mini Cooper?” he asked as I unlocked the doors to my not-Mini Cooper.

“I don’t know,” I chuckled. “Why did you picture me driving one?”

“I dunno,” he laughed. “They seem like the kind of car that a gay guy who’s always in a hurry would drive—no offense.”

“None taken,” I half-lied as I connected my phone. I guess I gotta start slowing down a little—I don’t want people to think I’m that type of gay.

The drive to Wally World reminded me how there’s not enough money in the world you could pay me to live out in the sticks full-time. Tylor was amused to learn that I can be an angry driver when a truck with angry headlights and side mirrors as big as my forearms rode my ass before illegally passing me. At the store, we made sure we got a balanced selection from all the food groups essential for the college underclassmen—two cases of Dr. Pepper, a crate of PopTarts, microwave meals, a 48-pack of assorted bags of chips, a tray of mac and cheese cups so large it had to rest on top of the cart, and ramen noodles. “Did you know,” I said like a know-it-all, “that instant noodles were voted the best Japanese invention of the last century?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Of course I knew that. My ojiichan said they were a game-changer.”

I think the real reason why he wanted to go to the store was so he could get coffee beans, which he picks out like I pick out shoes. “I’m surprised you didn’t go with the cheaper ones,” I said to the packages he set in the cart.

“I always get fair trade beans when I can, even if they’re more expensive.”

“But aren’t we supposed to be broke college students?”

“Yeah, but do you think that all the coffee that’s produced in the world is harvested and packaged and everything by people who get paid? You don’t think there’s not any slave labor or child labor going into your coffee? Not necessarily yours, but coffee in general.”

“That’s valid,” I said, feeling guilty for not being as socially-conscious as I like to think I am.

“Every dollar spent on fair trade is a dollar that doesn’t go towards the violation of human rights.” So that’s how I got sold on buying only fair trade coffee from now on. 

After checking out the office supplies and digging through the bargain bin for any good movies, we picked up some Christmas lights for the room. I wanted to get a lava lamp too but Tylor said it would get confiscated faster than “a virgin cock getting milked,” so that didn’t happen. “It’s a good color for setting the mood,” I smirked as I took three boxes of cerulean-blue lights.

Tylor leaned in. “Oh dad.”

I snorted so loud that I embarrassed myself. “Did you just call me dad?”

“Shut up, mom,” he said flatly.

We swung through the McDonald’s drive-thru for breakfast to take back with us—I kept my but what if they’re out of what I want? conversation to myself—which Tylor paid for since I drove. One burdensome trip to the room later, we opened the window to let in the breeze and let out the music. Tylor’s already also introduced me to lo-fi, retrowave, city pop, vaporwave, and K-Pop that sounds way more hip-hop than K-Pop, but it was an easy chillhop morning.

“If this isn’t nice, then what is?” I broke our silence with orange juice on my tongue and the sky on my eyes.

Tylor chewed on that while he chewed on his hash brown. “I like that.”

“Kurt Vonnegut,” I credited him. “He said that whenever you’re feeling happy you should always acknowledge it.” There aren’t many things I live by, but that’s one of them. There are people who are nothing but negative and then they wonder why it feels like life’s always shitting on them.

________________________________

 

September 11

 

September 11 was the day, well…

I actually forgot what day it was until we were walking back from breakfast and there was a row of people in front of Bixby taking turns reading names off their sheets of paper, and it hit me that they were the names of the victims. It hits different for me since I wasn’t around for it, but people who were say it was the defining moment of the American spirit. People can’t remember why they walked into a room or what day of the week it is, but ask them what they were doing that day, and they can tell you what they had for breakfast and what color shirt they had on. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to be watching that unfold in real fucking time on TV. A New York icon impossibly being on fire, smoking cavities where smoking cavities have no right or reason to be? An airplane and its passengers ceasing to exist in an instant? Empty air that two skyscrapers used to occupy? I guess it was kind of the same as watching an attempted coup on the government of the United fucking States on January 6th—this can’t be happening, and nobody knows how this ends.

People point to survivor stories as proof of god’s existence, but I guess they forget about the fact that he let the whole fucking thing happen in the first place. Same goes for the Holocaust. I don’t know how Christianity didn’t die with the Third Reich once people found out what god had allowed to happen. Shit like that is why I’m done with any god that might be out there. Parents will pray that their kid’s little league team will win their game—and what, the people trapped in those towers or being marched to their deaths weren’t fucking praying? I’m not saying there for sure isn’t a god out there—people who are adamant that there isn’t a god are just as full of shit as the people who are adamant that there is—but if there is then he’s a fucking prick, and I’m done with him. 

________________________________

 

September 12

 

I thought you and I were impossible,

Even though the stars taught me to never use that word. 

________________________________

 

September 13

 

POV:

The Quad. 12:37 p.m. Common Hour. It’s 76 in the sun, but October in the shade. WXNU is playing in one ear while your other picks up the clack-clack clack-clack of skateboard wheels on the sidewalk, an olive-skinned girl who could be a model playing an acoustic guitar, the soft rhythmic thud of palms catching a football, a guy asking passersby why some animals are pets and others are food. People are traversing the space between trees not already claimed by a hammock on slacklines strung like tripwires. Others are performing a coordinated dance in front of a tripod to hip-hop music playing from a portable speaker with surprisingly good bass. Somebody is squinting into the sun, watching their drone zooming around overhead like a gnat. The grass collects people in pairs, trios, fours, their to-go lunches spread between them like open notebooks. A table outside is selling cake pops for a fundraiser, the pockmarked stick of one still clenched between your teeth.

Campus is abuzz with life, and you’re just vibing in the middle of it all.

________________________________

 

September 14

 

I was coming back from Zukoff with an orange chicken bowl served to me by a woman who looked like she’d seen an explosion and her face was stuck like that when I heard angry shouting coming from the Quad. A beet-red, heavy-set man wearing a shirt that said ‘GOD HATES FAGS’ was waving around a bible and spewing the most homophobic and transphobic shit I’ve ever heard in my life—and yes, that includes church and family gatherings and the people who I used to hang out with. A silent line of students, I guess from Proud As Halle, stood in the grass across the sidewalk from him, holding open different Pride flags like a wall to hold back the hate. One of the girls had tears streaming down her face. I don’t know how people were able to just stand by and listen. I may not believe in god, but I sure wish there’s a hell reserved for fucking pieces of shit like him. It’s funny how people say their religion is a religion of love, but then they only ever preach hate and fear, and by ‘find it funny’ I mean ‘it pisses me the fuck off.’

At least one person had had enough. Black Lives Matter Shirt Kid from the Computers class after mine was fucking livid as he shouted back at him. As much as I respect him now, I wish he wouldn’t have engaged the fucker, because that’s all that the piece of shit wanted. That’s all that red hats and yard signs and flags on trucks are there for—to get you angry and then to hit you with ‘fuck your feelings’ when you try to say anything back. Refuse to indulge them and they lose their power. They think they’re the silent majority? Fuck off. More like the loud minority—the indecent, loud minority. Like, where the fuck is the rapture when you need it? In my room, I ran with my emotions. I went on a diatribe with nobody. I inhaled my orange chicken without even tasting it. Then I was upset at myself because I fell right into his trap. One minute I’m saying ‘don’t indulge,’ and then the next I was indulging.

“Did you see the guy in the Quad too?” Tylor asked when he got back. Triggered. 

“Yes!” I yelled. “Who the fuck is he? Why the fuck is he here?”

“I don’t know. He was here last year too.”

“So what, he comes just to piss people off?” I yelled.

“I guess. I can’t imagine what it feels like for you to have to hear that though,” he said cautiously, making me soften up. “You shouldn’t have to hear that kind of stuff and have to put up with people’s hate.”

My anger gave way to warmth. “People are just hateful sometimes,” I said like hate hasn’t ruined the world and the lives of real people in it. I’ll never get why people willingly and eagerly choose hate again and again. Despite what some of my family says, hating hate is different from hating people for being themselves. Just because they’re something different than you doesn’t give you the right to tell them they’re abominations and work to restrict their human rights. Hating that and trying to put a stop to that isn’t just okay, it’s necessary if we ever want to have equality with liberty and justice for all. No, it’s not a double-standard. Go ahead and call me a freedom-hating libtard faggot or whatever you want. It’s nothing I haven’t heard before.

________________________________

 

September 15

 

You know that meme of the guy sitting at a table with a sign that says ‘something-something, change my mind?’ I want to set up a table in the Quad that says ‘getting a piece of popcorn out of your teeth feels better than orgasming, change my mind,’ or ‘the last song on an album hits different than the rest of them, change my mind,’ just to meet other people who get it.

Dr. Gallagher really doesn’t fuck around with the reading assignments she gives us—we’re supposed to have Heart of Darkness read by next class. It’s not a super long book, but still. I guess she thinks we don’t have anything else to do.

I was today-years-old when I learned there’s a student-run magazine on campus—Crane, which I found out about at work. Published in all black and white, and filled with artwork, poems, photography, reviews of foreign films and albums and books I’ve never heard of, it was exactly the kind of thing I hoped to discover at school. But as I flipped through the pages, it just made me feel bad about myself because the writing is way better than anything I could ever do. And I gave the music in it a try, but I just couldn’t get into it. Maybe my tastes are more mainstream than I thought? This is for the legit artsy kids, I thought as I left it on the table for somebody else to pick up.

I was also today-years-old when I learned what a walking taco is. I was leaving History with Kade—who now sits next to me, thanks to the kid who withdrew from the class—and there were some people selling them for a fundraiser. Another thing about college: there’s always some kind of fundraiser going on. Just this past weekend there was some kind of all-night fundraiser for liver awareness or something. “Are you shitting me?” Kade said as he popped out his mouth guard to dig into one. “We used to have walking tacos all the time in school!”

“Well excuse me,” I said as I thought about what other things I’ve been missing out on. 

I stole glances at him while he gazed off across the Quad at something, admiring how snatched he looked with his sandy curls and the dark wooden plugs he replaced his other gauges with. “Can I pick your brain about something?” he asked me without looking at me. “And then after that can I pick your nose?” 

I smirked. “Why not start with my nose and work your way up like the ancient Egyptians?”

He snorted into his Fritos bag. “I think I might like you, fam. But forreal though, why is it called ‘the Quad’ if it’s not a quadrilateral and if there are more than four buildings?” 

“Fuck if I know,” I shrugged.

“See? That’s exactly what I mean. Wake the fuck up, America.” 

I laughed through my nose as my eyes landed on his wrist. “So what’s your tattoo? Is it an eleven?”

“It’s an equals sign, you uncultured swine,” he said as he showed it to me. So is he really into math then? “Like the equality symbol? Equal human rights?”

“Oh, okay!” I chuckled. “Yeah, I fuck with that.” I fuck with it hard.

We finished our single-serve tacos and tossed our trash. “Do you play chess at all?” he asked.

“I have, but not in a while.” 

“Would you wanna play sometime?” 

“Yeah, I guess I’d be down.”

He unzipped his backpack and pulled out a flat wooden box with a polished chess board inlaid in the lid. “Would you be down now?” Okay, so he just casually carries around a chess board with him. So that’s how we ended up sitting cross-legged with a chessboard between us on a shady bench by the gazebo, taking the carved stone pieces from the velvet-lined compartment inside the board. I wished he would’ve kept his sunglasses on so we’d look more like the kinds of avant-garde people I imagined I’d see at college—oh yeah, because playing chess is so avant-garde—but that just let me steal glimpses of his serpentine hazel eyes. Either he’s really good at chess or I’m really bad at it or maybe both, but it wasn’t a very long game. “Šāh māt,” he announced when his remaining rook put me in checkmate. “The king is dead.”

I gathered up all four of his pieces I captured. “So what are you majoring in?”

“Art,” he said, making more sense of his high-cuffed jeans and folded-down Converse tongues. “And in case you’re wondering, yes, I plan on dying penniless in a gutter.”

“Hey, I’m not judging!” I chuckled. “I’m an English major, remember? I’m used to hearing that I’m wasting my time too.”

“True dat,” he said as he laid down to stretch out in the grass. “So do you wanna teach it, or what?”

“I’m not sure what yet. I just like reading and writing stories and stuff.”

“Oh forreal? That’s cool. That’s art.” 

“Like Oscar Wilde said, ‘All art is quite useless.’”

He looked up at me with a half-frown. “Explain.”

My fingers found my stud. “Like, art isn’t supposed to be functional. Isn’t the point of it to inspire or provoke or rouse some kind of emotion?”

He let himself fall back to the ground. “Sheesh fam. Have I mentioned how I like you?” he said as he sat back up. TFW you think you make friends with somebody, and not just because they live on your floor.

“Like, I’ve read books without plots that have stuck with me after I finished with it.”

“Same with movies or songs for me,” he said. “There’s so much art out there to experience.”

“So what kind of music are you into?” I asked because I’m not a Film major. 

He shrugged. “Different kinds of rock, mostly. I’ll listen to most stuff unless it’s country.”

“Country sucks ass,” I laughed.

“Country’s fuckin’ titty. But yeah, I’d say alternative and indie are my faves.” 
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