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PART ONE: BEFORE
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Content Note

This story explores themes of mental health, grief, emotional distress, and the lasting effects of trauma. Readers are encouraged to take care while reading.



Dink
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No Benjis Allowed
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The university gym smelled of stale rubber, disinfectant, and the sharp, metallic tang of filtered air-conditioning. It was mid-afternoon, that specific time of day when the post-lecture rush began to swell. The facility was buzzing. Students swiped their keycards at the turnstiles with rhythmic beeps, while the bass from the weight room thumped faintly through the floorboards—a heartbeat that Benji Collier was currently trying to ignore.

At the front reception desk, Benji was engaged in a battle of physics. He held a foil-wrapped protein bar between his thumb and forefinger, his tongue protruding slightly from the corner of his mouth in concentration. He was attempting to construct a pyramid. It was a neat, architectural marvel of nutritional supplements, stacked with the precision of a card sharp.

He placed the final bar at the apex. He held his breath.

The pyramid shuddered. The bottom left corner gave way, and the structure collapsed into a chaotic heap of whey and chocolate.

"For God's sake," Benji muttered, immediately reaching out to start again.

Across from him, leaning against the laminate counter with the boneless relaxation of a cat in a sunbeam, was Dink Rosser. Dink was nineteen, though his athletic, thin face and spiky dark-blond hair often gave him a boyish quality that allowed him to get away with murder. Or, in this case, theft.

Dink reached into a bag of chips—chips he absolutely hadn’t paid for—and crunched loudly. The sound cut through Benji’s focus like a gunshot. Dink didn’t care. He just chewed, staring blankly at the wall behind the desk where a new laminated sign had been tacked up that morning.

It read, in bold, unforgiving Arial font: NO BENJIS ALLOWED (EXCEPT THIS ONE).

Benji flicked a glance at the sign, feeling a fresh wave of indignation rise in his chest. It was humiliating. It was unprofessional. It was entirely Ethan’s doing.

"I hate that sign," Benji said, his voice flat.

Dink didn’t look away from the paper. He popped another chip into his mouth. "You earned that sign from what Ethan told me."

Benji began to arrange the base of the pyramid again, snapping the bars down with a little more force than necessary. Of course Ethan had told Dink. Ethan told everyone everything. The structure wobbled immediately. It collapsed again, sliding across the desk.

"It wasn’t that bad," Benji whispered, mostly to himself.

"You set a treadmill on fire," Dink deadpanned.

Benji bristled. The memory was still raw, mostly because he still hadn't paid off the replacement belt. He looked at Dink, his expression defensive. "Allegedly. Nobody saw, so it didn't happen."

"Ethan showed me the footage during my induction," Dink said, destroying Benji's plausible deniability with a shrug.

Benji froze. His hands hovered over the protein bars. He turned away slightly, whispering furiously to himself, "I thought I deleted that footage."

He spun back around, ready to plead his case, but stopped when he realized Dink was grinning. He had heard every word. Benji cleared his throat, straightening his polo shirt. "That was last year. This is a new era."

Before Dink could retort, the glass doors to the reception slid open. Two girls walked in—Petra Karagjozova and her friend, Melanie. Petra was striking, standing at 174cm with a slim build and dark wavy hair that framed a face defined by sharp, intelligent green eyes. She looked purposeful. Melanie, on the other hand, looked distracted.

Benji switched instantly into 'Staff Mode'. He flashed a bright, practiced smile. "Hi. How can I help you today?"

Melanie didn't even look at him. Her eyes were locked on Dink, who was now leaning over the counter, seemingly fascinated by the nutrition information on a protein bar wrapper.

"Your friend's cute," Melanie said, her voice directed at Benji but her eyes glued to the boy with the spiky hair.

Benji’s smile faltered. "If you say so."

Petra stepped forward, cutting through the awkwardness. "We want to sign up for the gym."

"That's perfect because this is a gym," Benji said, recovering his rhythm. He reached under the counter and pulled out two clipboards with membership forms. "Fill these out for me, please."

Petra took the pen and began to write immediately. Melanie lingered a moment longer, staring at Dink, before sighing and taking her own form.

Dink, oblivious to the fact that he was the object of desire, had decided to help Benji. He began stacking the protein bars himself. Unlike Benji’s careful engineering, Dink slapped them together haphazardly, yet somehow, they stayed up.

Benji watched Petra write. He tilted his head, reading her handwriting upside down. He frowned. The combination of letters didn't make immediate phonetic sense to his brain.

"What kind of name is that?" Benji asked, the filter between his brain and mouth temporarily malfunctioning.

Petra didn’t look up from the paper. "It's Macedonian."

"Cool, cool," Benji nodded, trying to look worldly. He paused. Curiosity got the better of him. "How do you pronounce it? Petra what?"

"Karagjozova," Petra said.

Benji blinked. The syllables had tumbled out of her mouth in a fluid, rhythmic cascade that his tongue refused to map. He reached for a box of tissues on the counter and slid it toward her.

"Here you go," he said sympathetically. "It's probably the privet. Hayfever season."

There was an awkward silence-filled pause. Then, a sudden, loud guffaw erupted from the side. Both Dink and Melanie burst out laughing.

Petra stopped writing. She looked at the tissue box, then up at Benji, her expression deadpan. "No, that's my surname. It's pronounced Ka-ra-gyaw-zaw-va."

Benji felt his face heat up. "All good if I never attempt to pronounce it?"

"It would help if you didn't, yes," she replied coolly.

"My girl!" Dink laughed, slapping the counter. The vibration was just enough to disturb his own structural integrity. The stack of protein bars toppled, cascading over the edge of the counter and clattering onto the floor.

"Shit biscuits," Dink muttered.

He disappeared behind the counter, bending down to retrieve them.

Melanie seized her chance. She stepped forward, leaning over the counter, hand outstretched toward where Dink had been standing a second ago.

"My name's Malenia," she announced to the empty air above the counter.

Dink, down on the floor hunting for a runaway chocolate bar, didn't see her. He didn't hear her. He was too busy inspecting a dust bunny.

Petra gave Dink’s empty spot a weird look, then glanced at Melanie, who was still holding her hand out with a flirtatious smile frozen on her face. It was painful to watch.

"We're gonna go fill these out over there," Petra said firmly. She grabbed Melanie’s arm. "Come on, you."

She dragged her friend away. Melanie was still craning her neck, looking back at the counter, hand still half-raised for a handshake that never happened.

Dink popped back up, clutching three bars. He dumped them on the counter, completely unaware he had just missed a romantic overture.

Benji turned to him, eager to reset the vibe. "This is a new, calmer, spiritually-evolved me," Benji declared, referencing the 'No Benjis' sign again.

Dink picked up his bag of chips. "Oh, this song's long, eh."

"If my name isn't Benjamin Lester Collier," Benji said, placing a hand on his chest with mock gravity.

Dink choked on a chip. He coughed, thumping his chest, and looked at Benji with wide, delighted eyes. He made a retching noise. "Jesus Christ. Lester? Were you bullied at school?"

Benji froze. The vibe had shifted instantly. "...What?"

"I’m surprised your parents didn’t go all out and name you Mo," Dink said, his voice dripping with innocence.

Silence descended on the reception desk.

Benji blinked. He processed the words. Benjamin. Lester. Mo.

"Why Mo?" Benji asked.

Dink just stared at him. A small, chaotic grin tugged at the corner of his mouth.

In the background, seated on the waiting bench, Petra and Melanie looked up. They had heard it. They exchanged a look. They were waiting for the penny to drop.

Benji frowned. He looked at the ceiling. He looked at the floor. Mo. Lester. Mo...

Realization hit him like a freight train.

His eyes went huge. The blood drained from his face.

"OH MY GOD," Benji shouted.

"DINK—"

"ARE YOU SER—"

"NO."

"CUT IT OUT!"

Dink dissolved. He didn't just laugh; he folded in on himself, collapsing over the counter in a silent, wheezing fit of joy. His shoulders shook violently.

From the bench, the girls started giggling, the sound echoing in the high-ceilinged room.

Benji clapped his hands over his ears, squeezing his eyes shut. "La la la la la la la la la la!"

"Bro—" Dink gasped, tears streaming down his face. He struggled to breathe. "Your parents were this close to committing a crime."

Benji slid down the wall, covering his face with both hands. He wanted the floor to open up and swallow him whole. "DELETE. MY. ENTIRE. LIFE." He took a breath. "NOW."

Dink held up his thumb and forefinger, barely a millimeter apart. "This close, bro!"

Melanie, still watching from afar, whispered to Petra, "Oh my God, that short guy's so cute!"

Benji popped back up from behind the counter like a jack-in-the-box, his face flushed red, jabbing an accusing finger at Dink. "You’re actually going to hell, Tiny Man."

Dink wiped a tear from his eye, looking incredibly smug. "Booked the Uber already, mate."

Benji groaned and dropped dramatically behind the counter again, out of sight.

Dink, feeling generous in his victory, grabbed one of the protein bars from the messy pile and lobbed it over the counter. It landed with a thud next to Benji.

There was a rustle of foil. Benji ripped it open. A second later, he popped his head up, chewing. His face showed a look of pure, unadulterated enjoyment. It was the face of a man who found solace only in processed whey protein.

"Come on, Lester," Dink said, grabbing his chips. "Break’s over."

Benji chewed, his voice muffled by the dense bar. "I swear to god, bro-bro."
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The Hallway
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The afternoon sun had begun to dip, casting long, raked shadows through the high windows of the residence hall corridors. The air here was different from the gym; it smelled of carpet cleaner, lingering toast, and the distinct, dusty silence of student accommodation during study hours.

Dink Rosser strolled down the hallway, occupying the exact centre of the floor space. He moved with a signature gait—a loose-limbed, rolling walk that suggested he had never been in a hurry in his entire life. In one hand, he clutched a packet of chips, tearing into the foil with his teeth. He walked, he chewed, and he vibed.

Coming from the opposite direction was a visual opposite. Noah Patel was marching with purpose, his arms laden with a precarious stack of paperwork that looked ready to spill at any moment. He looked like a man holding onto his sanity by a thread. Noah’s eyes were darting around, scanning the environment for threats, rule-breakers, or chaos.

He spotted Dink. Noah slowed, his eyes narrowing. He shifted the paperwork to one arm and pointed a finger at Dink like a detective identifying a murder suspect in a lineup.

“Not Braden?” Noah asked, his voice laced with suspicion.

Dink slowed his stroll but didn't stop. He offered an entertained half-smirk, crunching loudly on a chip. “Not Braden.”

Noah stopped completely, squinting hard. He looked Dink up and down, searching for the tell-tale signs of the twin brother who had caused so much havoc the previous year. “How can I be sure?” Noah pressed. “You two are never in the room at the same time.”

Dink breezed past him, barely breaking his rhythm. He gestured vaguely over his shoulder with the hand holding the chip packet. “Kinda hard to do... since he transferred to Victoria University.”

The information acted like a physical brake on Noah. He spun around on his heel. “He moved to Wellington?”

Dink paused, turning just enough to acknowledge him. “Yeah. Finishing his music study.” He threw Noah a quick, dry smile—one that didn't give away much, but confirmed the truth.

Noah’s shoulders dropped about an inch. The tension that permanently inhabited his frame dissipated slightly. “I’m a little bit jealous,” Noah admitted, staring at the empty space where the chaotic twin used to be. “And still not convinced.”

“Cool story,” Dink said.

He turned back around, stepped into his room, and shut the door with total nonchalance, cutting off Noah’s existential crisis mid-thought.

Noah stood in the hallway for a moment longer, staring at the closed door, before shaking his head and continuing his trudge toward administration duties.

Inside his room, Dink tossed the chip packet onto his bed. A moment passed—just enough time to locate his stash. He emerged from the bedroom a moment later, clutching a large, polystyrene bowl of instant noodles. He ripped the foil lid open with his teeth, spitting a small piece of silver wrapper into the air.

“Let's get you nice and wet, you beautiful bastards!” he announced to the dried noodles.

He marched back out into the hallway, heading for the communal kitchen with the focus of a man on a mission.
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The Kitchen
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The communal kitchen was empty, or so Dink thought. The hum of the refrigerator and the low buzz of the overhead fluorescent lights provided the only backing track to his performance.

Dink set the noodle bowl down on the counter and channeled his inner Mike Myers. He wasn't just quoting Austin Powers; he was embodying the spirit of Fat Bastard.

“Get in ma belly!” he roared in a terrible Scottish accent.

Petra looked like she’d just watched a man insult a whole nation.

Dink grabbed the kettle, shimmying his hips. “I want my baby back, baby back, baby back!”

He turned, posing against the counter. “Look at my sexy bod—”

The words died in his throat.

Standing at the other end of the kitchen bench, frozen mid-pour with her own noodle bowl, was Petra.  He was too consumed in his own meal prep that he hadn’t noticed her earlier.. Steam curled up from the gaps in her lid, masking her expression, which was currently oscillating between confusion and second-hand embarrassment.

Dink froze. He nearly dropped his noodles. He straightened up instantly, his “sexy bod” pose dissolving into a rigid, awkward stance.

“Oh,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “Hey. There.” He paused, his brain scrambling for a noun. “You.”

Petra stared at him. The steam from her noodles drifted between them. “Petra,” she said helpfully.

Dink exhaled, forcing his face back into its usual mask of pleasant nonchalance. “Dink.”

Petra blinked. Her eyebrows shot up. “I beg your absolute pardon?”

“That's my name,” Dink said, recovering his confidence. “Dink Rosser.” He paused, realizing how ridiculous that sounded to someone who hadn't known him since primary school. “Well, it's actually David, but my friends call me Dink.”

“Nice to meet you, David,” Petra said.

The name hit him like a subtle gut punch. David. nobody called him David. It sounded formal, stiff—like a tax auditor or a disappointed uncle. Dink brushed it off, stepping up to the 'Zip' hot water tap. He stood beside her, placing his bowl under the nozzle.

“Noodles, eh,” he said, nodding at her bowl. “Good choice.”

The silence stretched. Dink, unable to handle the quiet and apparently unable to learn from his mistakes, began to sing again as the boiling water hit the dried noodles.

“I want my baby back, baby back, baby back,” he crooned softly to the rising steam. Then, unable to help himself: “Get in ma belly, ya bastards! Ya mad, adorable little b-words!”

He stopped the water flow and pressed the foil lid down, crimping the edges with careful, reverent fingers. He set the bowl down next to Petra’s.

“How are you liking first-year uni life at the moment?” he asked, pivoting to normal conversation.

Petra leaned against the counter, guarding her steeping lunch. “The first few weeks have been okay so far.”

“Just wait until the exams start coming in,” Dink warned, leaning back with the wisdom of a sophomore veteran. “Your free time will get gobbled up just like—” He snapped his fingers. The sound echoed sharply in the small kitchen. “—that.”

He shook his head solemnly. “Trust me, I've been there. Last year's exams gave me multiple headaches.”

Petra turned to face him fully. She looked him up and down—the spiky hair, the boyish face, the relaxed posture. “Because we both live on the same floor, I think it's only fair that I tell you right now,” she said, her voice serious.

Dink perked up. “Ooh, go on.”

“You've got no chance with me,” she said.

It was delivered with the precision of a sniper shot. Clean. Efficient. Brutal.

Dink recoiled, clutching his chest. “Insert emotional damage reaction here,” he joked, but his smile didn’t quite catch up.

“What?”

“Don't worry,” Dink laughed, waving a hand dismissively. “I'm not interested, girl. I'm just a chill guy who does chill things.”

Petra scoffed. “That's the worst pick-up line I've ever heard.”

“Boy, you must have heard a lot then, eh,” Dink shot back, grinning. He studied her for a moment. Her guard was up so high it was practically scraping the ceiling. “You seemed nicer back at the gym.”

“We didn't even interact,” Petra pointed out.

“I'm usually pretty good at sussing people out,” Dink said, tapping the side of his nose. “It's like a sixth sense. I'm not very good at it, but I'm definitely not shit at it either.”

Petra stared at him for a moment longer, trying to figure out if he was mocking her or just genuinely that dense. She decided not to stick around to find out. She picked up her warm noodle bowl and headed for the door.

“Bye, David,” she threw over her shoulder.

Dink watched her go. “Laters, Petra Karagjozova.”

He pronounced it perfectly. Ka-ra-gyaw-zaw-va. The syllables rolled off his tongue effortlessly. He had definitely been paying attention to her earlier conversation with Benji, even while stacking protein bars.

Petra paused at the doorway. She felt a strange twinge of—was it betrayal?—that he wasn't following her, wasn't trying to continue what she had interpreted as clumsy flirting. He had just accepted her exit. She frowned, confused by his lack of pursuit, and left quietly.

Alone in the kitchen, Dink turned his attention back to the love of his life: the noodles.

“I eat because I'm happy!” he told the bowl, his voice echoing off the stainless steel fridge. “I'm happy because I eat! Hurry up and get in ma belly!”

He leaned down, giving the escaping steam a quick, expert sniff. Artificial beef flavouring filled his nostrils.

“Beautiful!”
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The Confrontation
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The late afternoon light had turned the corridor into a tunnel of muted grays and long, stretching shadows. The residence hall had entered its daily lull—that strange, suspended hour between the frantic energy of classes ending and the chaotic noise of dinner beginning. It was quiet enough to hear the hum of the vending machines and the distant slam of a fire door.

Dink emerged from his room, a fresh packet of grain chips in hand. He tore the bag open with his teeth—a savage, efficient movement that had become his trademark method of opening anything. He pulled out a chip, crunched down on it, and began his patrol. He wasn't going anywhere in particular; he was just existing in the space, moving with a relaxed, fluid gait that suggested gravity had a personal agreement with him not to pull too hard.

As he rounded the corner toward the kitchen, the silence was broken. Faint, raised voices drifted from the open doorway ahead.

Dink slowed. He paused. A normal person might have turned around or walked faster to avoid the drama. Dink, however, was a connoisseur of hall dynamics. He almost wobbled on his feet, unsure whether to retreat, but instead, he leaned one shoulder against the hallway wall, just outside the doorframe. He began to bob his head from side to side, humming a tune only he could hear, pretending to be entirely absorbed in his snack.

He took small bites, chewing quietly, his eyes locked forward but his ears tuned to the frequency of conflict.

Inside the kitchen, the air was thick enough to choke on.

Finn Marshall was pacing a tight, frantic line back and forth across the linoleum. He looked exhausted, his emotional edges frayed like an old rope. His hands ran repeatedly through his hair, messing up the styling, before tugging nervously at the scarf around his neck.

Standing by the sink was Kai Te Rangi. He was leaning back, arms folded across his chest, his jaw set tight. He was trying to project calm, a stony fortress of composure, but his eyes betrayed him—they were wide with a flickering panic.

Dink watched silently, unseen in the periphery.

"You can’t just show up, Kai," Finn said. His voice was low, breaking slightly under the strain. "You can’t just—" He turned away, breathing out hard through his nose. "You sent those messages at the end of semester... and we thought—" He let out a tight, incredulous laugh. "God, we thought it was something serious." 

Kai shifted his weight. His voice was soft, but defensive. "It was serious. It mattered to me." 

"You freaked us out!" Finn snapped, the volume rising. "Maia was crying, I was— We thought someone had died." 

Kai bristled at the accusation. "All I said was I needed to tell her something important." 

"Yeah, well 'important' at the end of the term usually means—" Finn cut himself off, forcing himself to calm down. He paused for a moment. "Normal people would just text the whole message, not the cliffhanger!" 

In the hallway, Dink raised an eyebrow. He crunched another chip, appreciating the point.

Kai stepped forward, his voice trembling now with frustration. He looked like a kid trying to explain a broken window. "I wasn’t trying to scare anyone! I was trying to tell Maia I got the scholarship! That I got in here! That I’d be moving into the same building!" He paused, his momentum hitting a wall. "I thought she’d be happy." 

Finn flinched physically at the words "same building." The reality of it seemed to hit him afresh.

"Yeah," Finn said, his voice quiet and raw. "We got that message loud and clear." 

Kai’s expression faltered. The anger drained out, leaving just the hurt. "Finn... I didn’t come here to ruin anything." 

Finn stopped pacing. He turned sharply, his control snapping. "You being here changes everything!" 

The shout echoed off the kitchen tiles. It was louder than Finn intended, a crack of thunder in the small room. Kai was left speechless.

Outside, Dink’s chewing stopped mid-bite. His eyebrows raised. This was better than Netflix.

Finn realized how loud he had gotten. He softened instantly, horrified at his own outburst, but he was barely holding it together. "I just..." 

In the silence that followed, a distinct crunch echoed from the doorway.

Finn whipped his head around. He spotted Dink leaning against the wall, staring blankly while masticating a grain chip.

"Do you mind?" Finn asked, exasperated.

Dink didn't apologize. He simply crunched another chip and shook his head 'no'.

Finn took a deep breath, turning his back to Dink. "I thought we’d have one calm year. Just one. And then you turn up with a 'surprise, I live here now!' text like it’s nothing." 

Kai exhaled shakily. "It wasn’t nothing to me. Maia’s my sister. I miss her. I just wanted—" 

"What?" Finn interrupted, his voice sharp. "Kai? What did you want?" 

"I don’t know," Kai mumbled, trailing off.

Finn shook his head, unable to sustain eye contact. The history was too heavy. "You should’ve told us properly. Not some ominous cliffhanger message that made us think the world was ending." 

Kai’s voice rose again—not angry, just desperate. "What's it to you anyway? It's my life! I didn’t know how to say it without sounding lame! 'I got a scholarship and I’m coming to uni to be closer to my sister'—" He gestured helplessly. "It sounds stupid." 

Finn looked at him—really looked at him—and his anger faltered. "No. It doesn’t sound stupid. It's good that you got a scholarship. That's not an easy thing to do. Trust me, I know." He paused, the wound opening up. "But you know I'm here! Did you not give a shit about that?" 

Kai swallowed hard, blinking rapidly. "I already told you that I miss my sis. Her and mum lived on the other side of the country. Not... not for anything else." 

Finn’s jaw tightened. He knew there was something else under the surface, a subtext neither of them was willing to read aloud. He wouldn't go there. He grabbed his phone from the bench, overwhelmed.

Dink shifted his weight by the doorway, sensing the climax of what was happening before him.

Finn pressed the phone to his ear. His voice softened instantly, a complete tonal shift. "Hey... Yeah, I’m in the kitchen. Can you come over? Please." 

Dink could hear the muffled sound of Maia’s voice on the other end, though he didn't recognize it yet.

Finn nodded. He rubbed his eyes, his emotional walls finally crumbling into fatigue. "Yeah. Okay. Thanks." 

He ended the call and looked at Kai. The energy was gone. "You can go now." 

Finn turned away, presenting his back to Kai. The silence that followed wasn't just quiet; it was deafening.

Taking the hint, Kai pushed off the counter and walked toward the exit. He looked pale and shaken.

As he passed the doorway, he saw Dink staring at him. Kai’s frustration flared. "Take a photo bro, it'll last longer!" 

He bumped his shoulder hard against Dink as he stormed past. The impact knocked the chip packet from Dink's hand. It hit the ground, spilling a few precious crumbs.

"Oi, my chips, you dick!" Dink yelled.

He dropped into a crouch immediately, ignoring the emotional devastation he had just witnessed to prioritize the rescue mission. He checked the packet. There were still chips left. Thank God.

He pulled one out and bit into it.

Kai was already gone, disappearing down the corridor.

"Egg," Dink muttered quietly to the empty hallway.
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The Laundry Sanctuary
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The laundry room was a humid, white-walled sanctuary. The industrial dryer thumped steadily, filling the space with warm air and a hypnotic white noise that drowned out the world outside.

Dink was already there. He had his hood up and a pair of massive over-ear headphones clamped to his skull. His head was bobbing gently to a beat only he could hear. He was shoving a ridiculous amount of blankets and towels into a washing machine, moving with the unbothered efficiency of someone who treated laundry day like a spiritual ritual.

The door swung open.

Finn entered mid-sentence, his voice tight with stress. Maia followed close behind, her hand resting lightly, protectively, on his shoulder .

"I didn’t know where else to—" Finn began, then cut himself off.

He saw Dink.

Maia froze behind him.

Dink looked up mid-head-bob. He clocked them immediately. He didn't remove the headphones. He didn't stop moving. He just gave a small wave.

"Heyyy," Dink said, his voice loud and muffled, struggling against his own noise-canceling technology. He gestured to the machine stuffed with fabric. "Blanket day." 

He went back to loading the laundry, his head bobbing harder now. It was unclear if he was genuinely feeling the music or just aggressively trying to look busy to give them space.

Finn and Maia retreated to the far end of the room, near the door, huddled like conspirators. Their voices dropped automatically.

"You okay?" Maia asked softly.

"No. I mean—" Finn shook his head, looking lost. "I don’t know." 

Dink unscrewed the detergent cap. He did it loudly—crack—like a punctuation mark in their conversation, but he kept his eyes strictly on the soap.

Finn’s breathing hitched. "I didn't think I'd blow up the way that I did." 

"Finn, I'm not defending Kai," Maia said gently, "but he's been trying really hard to make up for high school." 

Finn shrugged helplessly.

Dink slammed the washing machine lid shut. The sensor beeped.  He winced visibly, then pressed the START button .

Faint, tinny music pulsed from his headphones. Just enough bass leaked out to make his performance believable.

"L.A.B., bros!" Dink yelled, acting like he was front row at a concert. "They're the shit!" 

He turned to the washing machine and started dancing. It wasn't a good dance. It was a private, soulful shuffle directed entirely at a whirring appliance.

Maia hovered closer to Finn. "Do you want to see him?" she whispered.

Finn’s face tightened. "No." He paused. "I just don’t want him thinking I’m scared of him." 

Maia exhales softly.

Dink, still wearing the headphones, bobbed his head... but the rhythm slowed imperceptibly when Finn spoke. He was listening. Obviously .

He grabbed the laundry powder box.

"Life was a hoot, I could live rent free—" he sang, his voice off-key and enthusiastic.

He dropped a scoop of powder into the machine.

"End of the knife like how it used to be—" 

He closed the lid.

"We took a dive with the ocean demons—" 

He turned to face Finn and Maia, eyes closed, lost in the "music."

"We took a ride, life was oh, so beamin—" 

He started humming, moving over to his basket to fold some earlier laundry, still bobbing his head.

Finn ignored the concert. "I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do next," he said, his voice small. "I'm not over it, eh. I thought I could be, but I'm not." 

Dink hopped up onto the warm dryer, his legs swinging. He seemed entirely in his own world.

Then—he lifted one earcup off slightly.

"HEY," Dink shouted, pretending to yell over music that wasn't there. "Just so you know, I can’t hear anything with these on. These things are like—" He sealed the headphones back onto his ears. "—sound prison. Plus it's L.A.B. Pure audio sym—" He paused. "Nevermind. It's cool." 

Finn and Maia stared at him.

He resumed bobbing his head from atop the dryer, folding clothes. It was not even remotely subtle.

Maia nudged Finn.

Finn’s voice cracked a bit. "I was happy." 

"You still can be," Maia said. "Do you want me to keep a closer eye on him?" 

"I think I might be messing things up," Finn confessed.

Dink, without looking at them, lifted the headphone cup again. It was like a reflex.

"You’re not messing anything up," he said, staring at the wall.

He dropped the earcup back in place and immediately bobbed his head harder, as if the aggressive movement could erase the fact that he had spoken. He dropped another folded item into his laundry basket .

Finn’s shoulders softened. He looked at Dink—the weird, dancing guy on the dryer—and felt a strange sense of relief.

Maia studied Dink for a moment. She looked amused, grateful, and touched all at once.

Dink opened another towel and shook it out dramatically, performing for a crowd only he could hear.

Finn finally let out a small, shaky exhale. It was the first real release of the night. The dryer hum wrapped around them. It was awkward. It was warm. It was private. It was perfect .

"Let's go somewhere less nosy," Finn said.

"Bye, thanks for coming. Have a great night," Dink said instantly.

Another towel dropped into his basket.

Finn exited the room. Maia didn't follow immediately. She walked over to the dryer where Dink was perched.

"I swear I wasn't deliberately eavesdropping," Dink said, pulling the headphones down around his neck. "It's just weird that everybody uses THIS room to have D&Ms." 

"It's fine," Maia said. "Thanks for what you said." 

"Yeah nah, it's all g. Was that your boyfriend?" Dink asked.

"Finn," Maia confirmed.

"Earlier, the guy he was arguing with; was that your ex?" 

"My brother," Maia said.

"Right," Dink nodded slowly. "That's more sensicle." 

"Have you met him? His name's Kai." 

"Yeah, we bumped into each other," Dink said, remembering the tragic loss of his chips. 

"What are your thoughts?"

"He gives off dick energy," Dink said flatly.

Maia blinked and backed away a step. "Okay, thanks for that visual." 

"Nah, not that dick," Dink corrected quickly, realizing the implication. "The other dick, you know..." He trailed off. "Dick." 

"I gotta go. Thanks for the chat," Maia said, suppressing a smile. 

"I'm here every week. Laters," Dink called out. 

Maia left the room.

Dink waited and then pulled the headphones back up. He continued to sing, folding clothes and dropping them into the basket, the king of his own laundry kingdom.
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The Science of Movement
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The following morning, the university corridor was a study in contrast to the night before. Sunlight sliced through the high windows in sharp, hopeful beams. Students shuffled past with water bottles and gym bags, the air filled with the quiet murmur of people who hadn't had enough coffee yet.

A brushed-steel plaque on the wall read: ROOM 3.214 — HUMAN MOVEMENT TUTORIAL.
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