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“Believe me, in your heart shines the star of your destiny.”

“Friedrich Schiller

For Alex, whom I met in the middle of this novel. 

I suppose that coincidence and destiny do exist.

I love you.



















“Be who you are and say what you feel, because those who mind don't matter and those who matter don't mind.”

Dr. Seuss



“Homosexuality is assuredly no advantage, but it is nothing to be ashamed of, no vice, no degradation, it cannot be classified as an illness.”

Sigmund Freud



“Gay marriage is older than the world. We had Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great. They say it's modern, but it is older than all of us. It is an objective reality. It exists. Not legalizing it would be a pointless way of torturing people.”

José Mujica
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1

Sunsets are beautiful, aren’t they?! It makes no difference where you observe them; they always have that same beauty. The oranges, reds, and yellows. That blazing sky; those clouds that seem to blanket it at summer’s end. How idyllic!

How many sighs have they roused? How many ‘I love yous’? How many first kisses? Oh! How beautiful love is, right? I have to admit that it’s my sappy part of the day. Love is disgusting! It's all disgusting!

I walk away from town. I enjoy the calm. Despite being a small-town, a godforsaken place where there are more livestock than people, the streets are adorned for the ‘day of lovers’. Now, you’d think we had already passed that date, but no. In my neighborhood, Valentine’s Day is celebrated at the end of August; you can think we’re that special. We actually celebrate it twice. 

And for the people that love bragging about what their partner has given them, or how much they love one another... Bah!, it’s all such nonsense. And the rest of the year, is love not the same? There are too many fake people out there. That’s why I think I have so few friends, although, I guess I really just mean female friends. 

I don’t know why I’ve only ever had female friends, but it’s been that way since I was little. Maybe I don’t get along with guys so well, or I don’t give off a good impression, or I don’t know. I think I'm strange.

But now I'm just rambling, beating around the bush. I brought up the second Valentine’s Day and ended up changing the subject. How unbelievable of me (I’m being ironic).

I don’t like either day. Why? Maybe it's because I've never been in love; I've never had a partner. And, I'll admit that that's strange.

I recently turned eighteen. I'm tall, dark, and have blue eyes. Girls are crazy about me, but I'm not attracted to any of them. None of them interest me. My dad says I'm a weirdo, that while everyone else has butterflies in their stomachs I have worms (him and his sarcasm). He's always telling me that, at my age, he'd already been with more than twenty girls. But, obviously, it's more like “let me brag about myself and tell you what you’re doing wrong.”

It's not important to me to have a girlfriend, and I won't do it just to pretend... although that may sound a little like an excuse, it's true.

I'm not good-looking. Everyone tells me I'm hot, like some sex god. But what can I say, it's like they're all wearing dirty glasses. Yeah, lots of girls in town, and at school, are after me. Some are really cute, full-bodied, and others, not so much, but I'm not a superficial person. Even that doesn't get the better of me. I'm not attracted to any of them.

I tried one time with one of them, but when we kissed, it didn't taste like anything, and I felt like I was being smothered. She didn't stop harassing me with e-mails and Messenger (which has now been substituted by the infamous WhatsApp)...I even remember her calling me about fifty times when I ran out after she kissed me. I was a kid. Just fourteen years old. What do you expect?

A lot of people might not see it that way, but I do. Many will say, if not all, that at that age you set high standards for yourself. Sometimes I regret it because I could have had my first romance. A beautiful love story...because, and I'll confirm it, I want to fall in love. I want to walk side-by-side with someone special to me. To exchange kisses, cuddles...but no. I am the exception.

Will Cupid visit me someday? I think I scared him when I was a child. I don't have any explanation.

Sigh. I envy all couples...

Girlfriends buying gifts to give to their boyfriends. Boyfriends that don't know what to buy and leave everything until the last minute...

I can't look at sunsets; they make me too sentimental; I turn so far inward, thinking and thinking...and it's always the same.

Love is always in the air. And although we like it, we can't avoid it. We think about it, we want it to come. We don't want to suffer for it, but we want it to come. And, no matter what, we will all suffer for it at some point. So when will my turn come?! I’m sure it’ll be on my way to the nursing home. All the old people will be getting on the bus together. And she'll be there, this old woman that will make my skin tingle, my heart race, that will turn sunsets into magic, and we'll share the rest of our days together. And even so..., but I believe I'm destined to be alone. That, or I need to leave this town if I ever want to meet someone. That's what my best friend Mariam told me; I have to run away from here as fast as I can. Nobody here would be able to make me feel like they should. No one in this town is for me, much less for love.

I’m certain that my neighborhood will stay this small. It’s like a caged bird. You're trapped and you can see no escape. Luckily, I'm only here for one more week before I head to the city to start college. It makes me so happy thinking about it, although it also scares me, but that's normal. Big buildings, people from all sorts of different places, fresh air, adjusting to leaving my family behind. I've lived with them for my entire childhood and adolescence...Nevertheless, it's necessary to leave the nest, and it's good for my well-being.

I can't wait to start already! Hispanic Philology, here I come! It's been my greatest passion since I was a little kid. Mine is the world of words. I'm a typical bohemian, a romantic without ever knowing love, who writes poems about what it will be like. It's all so horrible!

Suddenly my right pocket vibrates vigorously, as if it’s about to take off, and breaks me from my thoughts. Cellphone. Glancing at it, I see it's my mother. I have twenty WhatsApp texting. The wrath of God is about to come down on me. I answer the call, knowing full well what she’ll say:

“Alexander, when do you think you'll be coming back? It's getting dark and it's been an hour and a half since I sent you to buy a carton of eggs for dinner,” my mom goes off while, in my head, I visualize her with a frying pan in hand, ready to strike. “Either they've moved the supermarket to another town or you're hoping the hen lays eggs. I want you here in ten minutes. Hurry up!”

Well, I have nothing to say. I'm Alex (Alexander to my mom, Alexito to my grandmother) and I'm eighteen years old. I live in a godforsaken town that’s barely on the map. In a week, I'll go to the capital to start school, and... I will never find love. It’s a little too easy to sum up my life! And now I can add that I haven't bought eggs for my mom and the supermarket's closing in fifteen minutes. I have to be back in ten minutes.. . Feet don’t fail me now! 

That's me, a loving scatterbrain. Who enjoys going off into the hills to watch the sunset. Far from all, thinking, relaxing, taking out my notebook, and taking notes for my next poems. One occurs to me now:

In ten minutes I want you here,

Or you’ll remember me.

Tonight we're having omelets for dinner,

And if there are no eggs,

With nothing in your stomach,

You will be sent to bed.

It is perfect for the moment.

The last glimpse of daylight disappears and I start off, running down the hillside, leaving a huge trail of dust behind me. With my bad luck and enormous clumsiness combined, I tumble downhill briefly, toppling like a bread roll. Shit! I torn my pants. My mother is great, at first glance, and if you catch her in a good mood, she’s the best mother in the world, but when it comes to things like this...this is where the good part slips away and she seems more like a little ogre (she’s very tiny). But, when it's all said and done, she's a mom. What would we be without their tantrums?

I arrive home half an hour late. Ripped pants, eggs in hand (this sounds bad, I know, but it's true, the dozen eggs were literally in my hands) and I run into my mother. Right inside the door, she's posted up in the hallway in her white nightgown, arms crossed with a pan and brow extra furrowed. Seeing her is startling, like looking at a soul in Purgatory.

“What part of ‘I want you home in ten minutes’ did you not understand, Alexander?” I stand there staring at her, not knowing what to say. 

Do I tell her the truth, that I stopped to watch mice along the way? But the voice in my head tells me that it’s probably best to stay quiet. I merely shrug my shoulders.

“That's the best answer you can give me, son. Where do you get it from?” 

“Well, given that you and dad made me—” it just pops out of my mouth. My mom looks at me with demon eyes and starts laughing ironically.

“No son, you didn't get it from us. I'm sure that some nurse switched you at the hospital. You don't have either your father's or my eyes.”

“That's because the god of beauty did a great job with me, right?" My mother grabs the eggs, shaking her head compulsively, and turns to leave.

“And don't think that you'll get out of telling me how you got that rip in your pants.” Moms have eyes everywhere. How'd she know?  “Alexander, you're eighteen years old. You're very mature in some regards, others, not so much. Do you think that being that way you will find a girlfriend?” And there it is. That's something I love about my mom; she uses that in all of our conversations.

“Will you ever ask me if I actually want a girlfriend? You think maybe I could be happy like this, alone, no restraints, no nothing?” A filthy lie, I'll admit.

“Love is no restraint. It's about letting yourself go and forgetting about tomorrow. And if it works out, you'll feel butterflies your whole life.”

“And you continue catching them with dad in your room, right?” I smile to myself as I climb the stairs toward my room before those eggs can fly to my head next to the pan..

“What I catch with your father is my business, is that clear? Change your pants, clean up your mess, and pack your suitcase while I'm making dinner. And don't be late, we have to eat together. We only have a week until you leave! We’ll miss you and you know it!”

First: it's not a mess; I’ve set up obstacles for the ghosts in case they want to scare to me at night. I'm not disorganized, just so we're clear, but now that I’m packing, I don't know what to bring. I'm packing my whole life into a suitcase; putting my favorite books in boxes... It is very difficult. And I don't know if I'm ready for this new path. I have to leave everything behind.  

Sigh. It's all too bad! I have to focus and find some sort of order to this clutter, and more importantly, finish packing my suitcase. But, as always, I'll procrastinate until the last minute. There's a better chance of that than me winning the lottery, and considering I don't play....

Second: these days my mother wants us to eat, let's eat until we have breakfast together: my grandparents (from my mother, as they live with us), my father and me.. We are five in house, and on occasion, it feels too small. And who dares to tell your mother that the idea of doing everything together is a simple whim? Because I'm not leaving forever. She believes that when I walk out the door next Sunday, it'll be months until she sees me again. Luckily for her, there's my phone. I swear it’s going to start smoking with the amount of times she calls me when I don't respond to her Whatsapps. God, help me! But nevertheless, I suppose, on some level, we all like that mothers are like that. 

I change my pants and go downstairs to help her make dinner. I have to prepare myself psychologically for this soiree where my mom will tell me, twenty thousand times, everything that I need to take with me and what to do as soon as I get to my apartment. 

Take it easy, Alex!
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A week passed. It's Sunday and I'm leaving for the capital in a few hours. I don't know whether to cry, laugh, take a painkiller, stay in bed, or jump out the window. My nerves are on edge. If I had a few more days, I'd be ready to go, but not right now.

I just went there to look for an apartment and deliver all the standard paperwork for starting my major (now most of it’s online, but something’s always missing so you have to go there, stand in line for three hours, and then when it's finally your turn they tell you: ‘Come back tomorrow, we're closing,’ and your desire to kill someone grows considerably). 

It doesn't help my nerves that my mom's been acting like a hypochondriac. I think she's worse than I am; she's been up since eight o'clock in the morning gathering Tupperware and jars for me to bring. You can't say anything to a mom who can cook because, although she's seen you do it, she thinks that you won't know how. Moms. You can tell by my hunchback, which is much larger than I am, and another suitcase that's just full of food. Then there's the part where, although it isn't autumn yet, you have to bring more jackets than clothes because, you could go without eating, but you can't ever be cold.

My mother's greatest fear is that I'll catch a cold and she won't be able to take care of me. Though I’ll always have her medicine: a great big onion next to my bed. You pass the whole night crying before that lucky onion, then: you wake up, open the window, and throw it, watching as it flies over the rooves of your neighbor's houses.

So here we all are, eating, and within the hour I'll be getting on the bus. I have a five hour trip ahead of me. Will my town ever have a train? I suppose it will, but I'll never see it in my lifetime.

It's a tense time. My family looks at me with pained faces, even the dog. Sometimes I think he hates me, but I’m not sure why. Tico is mine, they gave it to me, but sometimes there is not much affection on his part. My mother says it's because I take him for a little walk.

The only difference is in my dad; I suppose he knows I'm going to be fine and that there's nothing to be afraid of. But my mom...she needs ten boxes of tissues. I'm going to miss her a lot, our silly little discussions and her tantrums; I'll get used to my new situation.

The only thing missing from the table is my brother. That's right; I'm not the only son. I have an older brother (more specifically, seven years older). He lives in the capital, same place where I'll be studying. He lives with his two year old son, almost three (my nephew is so adorable). I want to eat him up! And my sister-in-law, Leyre; she's a sweetheart. I don't know how she puts up with my brother.

At first, my mom insisted on us living together, but that's a different matter altogether. Living together would mean death for both of us. Besides, how would I fit in a house with my brother, nephew and sister-in-law? My mom is crazy. I'd destroy all their privacy, and I would be like a fish out of water all of the time! My sister-in-law knows that it's not such a big deal, but my brother...He's really strange, so am I, but he’s even worse than me. And two weirdos in the same house...It's just not that simple.

“You have everything on your list, dear?” my grandmother asks me as we clear the table. “I'm going to miss you so much.”

Grandma! I'm going to miss her so much too, but we're being dramatic about all of this. I'm going to study next door, not outside of the country, but I get it, you know how grandmothers are.

“I’ll be back, grandma. Don't worry.”

“I know, but the house won't be the same without your joyfulness.” I can't remedy that: I start crying and jump up to hug her.

“I promise to call you every once in a while,” I assure her, smiling. 

Then I can hear my mother shouting me. She asks me to get my bags down from my room. We have to leave for the bus in a half hour. I don’t have anything left. My legs are shaking!

“Go to my room, Alexito. On my nightstand, under some t-shirts, there’s a little black box, bring it to me.” 

My grandmother and her things. What has she done? I’m not sure what to expect and I reach for the box.

“It's not much, but it's something,” she gives me 100 euros. “I've held onto it for a long time, and I think that it's better for you to have it, since I don't go out anyway.”

My grandma, poor little woman, is eighty two years old, barely able to walk and is going on years without leaving the house. “Don't say anything. Take it, and don't tell your mother.”

“Grandma...I don't know what to say.” My grandmother's gesture makes me so happy that it scares me to think of spending the money. I prefer to keep it.

“I have something else too,” she tells me, and takes a photo out of the box. It’s her and I from when I was little. “Here, so you won't forget your grandmother. A photo of your first birthday. How little you were, and how big and handsome you've gotten!”

“That's a funny face, grandma,” she smiles at me. “I was better looking when I was little.”

“You're kidding, grandson. You would have to have a crazy girlfriend.” 

She can't rebut that, she’s dying from wanting me to have a girlfriend already, like the rest of my family (especially my mother). The day that they got that news, they’d have a party, I'm sure. 

“Oh grandma!” I laughed in order not to cry. “You are my greatest love, you know that.” I give her a kiss on the cheek.

“You're a flatterer. Come on; get your things so you don’t miss the bus. Go.” She gives me another hug and I go up to my room, climbing the stairs three times. 

My heart’s beating out of control. What nerves!

I sit on my bed and look around my room. My bookcases, full of books and DVDs. I’m leaving the majority of my eighteen years of life here and just packed one part up. Although I'll come back, nothing will be the same again. Once you leave for school, you know it’s definitive, and after that, it will turn into working far away, having a family far away...starting from zero. Zero!

It's startling to think about, right? At times I think that I'm really thirty and not eighteen. Damn premature maturity, though I know I’m really just a child that’s grown up overnight and won't quit visiting Wonderland in search of the rabbit that Alice followed.

I get my suitcases, my backpack (packed with a good book, like always, my notebook, and laptop) and I leave my room without looking back. It's for the best.

“Are you ready, Alexander?” my dad calls from the bottom of the stairs.

“Yes, I'm coming down. Open the trunk.”

It's all over, say goodbye to everything. We’re all being melodramatic. Except for my dad and grandfather; the latter, poor man, he seems to neither feel nor suffer. He's deaf and passes the day sleeping. He lives in his own world, and in reality, it's probably better that way. He's in his nineties and strong like an ox. 

Then I have to say goodbye to my neighbor. She's your typical gossip, always knows everything before you; knows everything, but understands nothing.

“Our boy is leaving already, huh Marta?” she says to my mother as I hug her until I feel her ribs pushing into my side. Deep down, she's not a bad person, but she can be very annoying. “Just yesterday you were a little thing, and look at you now: a grown man!”

“But instead of a beard I have 5 o'clock shadow. I’ll miss you a lot, Adela,” I say, rolling my eyes.

“It'll come, just like a girlfriend, huh, Antonio? You'll see, he'll bring me a daughter-in-law,” she says, looking at my dad.

“It'll happen and we'll all be happy to see that sight,” my dad looks at me and starts laughing. 

He knows that I don't like when they talk about this stuff, and even less when I'm present. That's what I told him, but everyone really wants me to have a girlfriend. There’s a lot of pressure because if I don't fulfill those expectations when I do have one...Let's get out of here!

“You all expect a lot from me, huh?”

“It's time for you to get out there already, kid,” my neighbor lets fly with a direct sort of subtlety.

I sit there, astonished. That's just what I needed. I laugh insincerely and get in the car.

“See you all soon. Take care, Adela.”

“You too, kid,” she says as I’m closing the door.

“For all this I am looking forward to leaving here,” I say to my parents while we leave the house behind My little house. I try not to seem melancholy and think about how going away is for the best. “Girlfriend, girlfriend, over and over again with the girlfriend. Why can't they just let me live in peace?”

“Well, if it's not a girlfriend, then a boyfriend, but bring home something already,” my father laughs, and my mother gives him the stink eye, which isn't uncommon.

A boyfriend? It's the first time that my father's said anything like that. I don't know if it's a joke, or what. But, why did he say it? Maybe he thinks that I'm...? What nonsense! Not having a girlfriend implies that maybe I'd bring boys home? That's just great.

“Don't say such silly things, Antonio. A good, sweet girl. No boyfriends.” She makes it apparent. 

If I were gay, my mom would be less than pleased. Clearly stated.
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I don’t know if it’s wanting to leave town once and for all, or trying to distract myself from living somewhere new, or if the nerves and pressure have gone to my stomach, but getting on the bus, I stumble, and almost end up sitting on the driver’s lap. How embarrassing! I’m such a klutz! My mom tells me to pay attention in her typical way, "you’ve got bugs in your eyes.” My mother and her proverbs... And on top of that, some girls at the front of the bus are laughing at me. It’s not their fault; I would laugh at me too. I can't hold back a laugh. It’s a silly situation. So here I am, standing in the middle of the bus, and I can't stop laughing. I can't deny it; I’m a dope, so immature. And I already have so much to think about. I wish I could just grow up.

It does all help me relax and distracts me from thoughts of leaving everything behind.

My WhatsApp makes a sound. It’s Sandra, my other best friend. She's four years older than I am. She's the only one of our group that isn't or hasn’t gone off to school. She stayed in town. The rest had already left a week ago for their corresponding cities. Each of us was in a different one.

Dude, sorry I didn't get to say goodbye. I was asleep. 

She adds an emoji with clenched teeth and a monkey covering its eyes. 

Sandra, she's one of a kind. I can’t help but laugh to myself (a little more).

Don't worry. Besides, we said goodbye three days ago.

Yeah, but I had this vision of you falling as you got on the bus. Ha, ha, ha. How does she know that? I get another Whatsapp. Your mom told me. I practically pissed myself. Ha, ha, ha. I wish I saw it happen.

She already told you? Fuck my mom. She's so funny! I add an angry demon and a squinty face. Well, I’m getting carsick. I’m going to read. Kisses, crazy lady. 

I put my phone in my pocket. I take out my book and headphones, preparing for the long journey as the bus starts leaving.

A girl, standing in the aisle, looks at me and seems uncomfortable. I keep looking at her. What's up?

“Excuse me, but could you move your backpack? Could you?”

“Oh yeah, sure. Sorry.” 

Come on! A whole mess of free seats and she feels like sitting right next to me.

“Thanks.”

I smile at her politely, and pick up reading where I'd left off, but then she interrupts me. If there's one thing I hate, it's traveling while someone keeps talking and giving me a hard time. I like traveling in silence.

“What are you reading?”

“Well...I only know a little bit about the book so far. The Sphere. It's the first part in a saga, The Geptalon Saga. Fantasy and stuff like that. I like it.”

“I've never heard of it. I mark it.”

“I'm sure you'd like it.” And when I go back to reading, she interrupts me again.

“Are you headed to the University? Are you from EntreCampos? I haven't seen you around.”

Perfect! She’s trying to get friendly with me and scooting closer and closer. I just want to be alone...Why am I such a magnet?

I start looking at her again. She really is pretty and attractive. Dark-skinned, big brown eyes, and a very enchanting smile. But nothing more. It doesn't feel like it should when you like someone or you’re attracted to them. I don't know, I guess the mold that made me broke the day I was born..

“Yes to all,” I respond. Maybe it was a bit curt, but I didn't mean for it to be that way.

“And what’s your major?” Despite the curtness, she only kept quiet for a few seconds before continuing. 

“I'm Cristina, by the way. Nice to meet you.” And she gives me a true Spanish greeting, a kiss on each of my cheeks, which catches me off guard and makes me blush.

“And uh...And I'm Alex, nice to meet you.” I don’t say anything else; I think my words run together. She waits for my answer. “I'm starting my first year of Hispanic Philology.”

This chit chat lasts over an hour. She’s going to study the same thing as me. That makes me happy. What a coincidence! Now I know someone before even starting my major.

Cristina ends up being a charming girl, very pleasant and also very crazy; I would dare say almost as crazy as me. We’re getting along really well. After talking, I knew that she had not a boyfriend and that she didn't have any interest in having one: I guess I misjudged her. Why do I think every girl is trying to make a pass at me? Me and my thoughts.

We exchange phone numbers and plan on meeting up on Tuesday to go to orientation together. That’s where we get to know the university and see the city. I had already made a plan to distract myself. 

The trip doesn’t seem so long while I’m talking to Cristina, but next thing I know, I’m reading and she’s asleep on my shoulder. Poor thing. 

The day is turning gray; a storm’s coming. Perfect. But I mean that ironically. The floor is slippery as we pull up to the bus station. And my umbrella’s at the bottom of my suitcase. Me and my head! 

Son, you left your umbrella, a Whatsapp arrives from my mom. What? No way. If I...Okay, yes, I left it on my desk. Good things never happen when you're in a hurry. I called your brother and he said it's already raining there. He'll come get you. I love you, Mom.

I don't know what's worse, getting soaked walking down the street with all of my stuff, or having my brother pick me up. Well, I sure have started out on this adventure on the wrong foot.

I say goodbye to Cristina before getting off the bus. She must've said sorry like twenty times for falling asleep and drooling on my shoulder. Now I can tell my mom that a girl’s been drooling all over me. I laugh to keep myself from crying. 

I put my backpack over my shoulder and on the very first step, my shoelaces have come untied and I fall down the stairs two at a time, coming closer and closer to hitting the ground, where I’d catch myself with my face. Great! I tripped going up and coming down. Extremely embarrassing!

I close my eyes hoping the fall won’t hurt that bad, but I never feel it. I just hear a masculine voice.

“You okay?” 

I stay there staring at him like a dummy, not knowing why. I’m in the arms of a boy some years older than myself, and I have to admit he is very good-looking. He has short, spiky hair, really short on the sides; on the top, his hair rises, each strand in a different direction, which goes very well with his trimmed beard. His features are very distinguishable. His eyes, the color of olives, overshadow everything else.

“Ye-yes, sorry. My shoelaces...” I hunch my shoulders and bend down to fix them, embarrassed.

“It’s okay, it could happen to anyone, right?”

I step aside to clear a path for the others getting off.

“Yeah, but more so if you’re a klutz like me.”

“Lucky I caught you, huh?” He says in a gracious tone, still smiling.

I have the feeling that he's trying to make a move on me, something that Cristina did not do. And I don't know why, but I don't feel so overwhelmed like all of the other times. I’m just smiling like an idiot watching as he flirts.

“Yeah, if you hadn't, I'd have kissed the floor.” I go to get my bags and everything else that fell with me. He helps. “Thanks. You don't have to help me.” I realize it’s raining and we’re getting soaked. “You're getting all wet, leave it; I can do it myself.”

“A little water is nothing.”

“Alex, come here already and stop making a fool of yourself. It’s raining cats and dogs!” My brother shouts from across the way, with the trunk of the car open.

“My brother's so delicate!” I exclaim, sighing.

“Alex, eh? I'm Matt. It's a pleasure.”

“Same. Excuse me for not shaking your hand, but mine are full.”

“Come on, I'll help you bring these to the car.”

“No, no you don’t need to do that,” I say, sharply. It’s embarrassing! And my heart’s already pounding.  “My brother is the one that should be helping me. My mother had an easy time raising him!” I roll my eyes.

I think I’m really just nervous for my brother to see me with this boy; I know there will be consequences. 

But in the end, I couldn't stop him and Matt got to the car with my things while my brother was waiting inside. I just love the way he is!

“Thanks for the help, Matt. I owe you one if I ever see you again.”

“I hope so. If you want—” My brother honks the horn and cut his sentence short.

“Sorry, he has the genes of a chimpanzee.” He lets out a loud laugh, showing off a perfect smile. Fuck! I want a smile like that. 

And my brother sticks his nose in my business. “Alex, or you get in the car or I'll leave you here: one or the other. Choose what you prefer.”

“I have to go. I'll see you around.”

“I hope you do, cutie.” He winks at me and put his hands in his pockets, walking out into the rain.

I get in the car, pissed at my brother, but smiling like a child with a new toy. What's happening to me?

“Hi to you too, smart guy,” my brother says, slapping me on the thigh. I move my leg and give him a psychotic look. “Don't look at me like that, eh? I’m sorry I ruined your flirting.”

“What are you talking about flirting? He saved me because I almost killed myself getting off of the bus. And then he did what you didn’t: help me.”

“I wasn't about to get that wet for you. Besides, I’ve already done too much by offering to get you.”

“Shut up and let’s go.”

I put on my seatbelt, still pissed, and look in the rearview mirror without knowing why. Maybe I’m looking for something?

My heart’s still pounding; I can't get that silly smile and those olive colored eyes out of my head. I thought I’d feel better once I left town, but no. Everything’s starting off badly.
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If it had taken any longer to get there I would have had a heart attack.

My brother can be a ball of sunshine with some people, but with me, sometimes it’s just turned off. What a long trip! He made fun of me the entire time. About how I'd flirted with Matt right when I got there, how I’m slow, and how they’d eat me up living in the city...On top of that, he kept turning up the volume on the music, which was heavy metal. I think somebody up there is messing with me. And the day I get up there, I’m going to figure out why they made my life so impossible. What a nightmare!

So my brother’s messing with me, I can get past that. In the end, it doesn't help anything to act like him. He's the type of person that if you disagree with him, he'll raise his voice until he’s just yelling over you, and it’s best just not to say anything else, because if you keep trying, he'll burst your eardrums. 

Sometimes I think of my brother as a bear, but not like a small loving, snuggly, adorable bear... No, my brother is a bear from a horror movie. Gosh, if he even heard me thinking this! He would kill me!

Deep down he's not so bad, but that’s very deep down. I think he'd kill me for even having a bad image of him in my head. But sometimes, he’s more evil than he is good. What I spare me as a good person (I'm so good that I look silly), he needs it.. Everything was pretty badly distributed when we were made. I always tell my mom: they must have made me while reading romance novels and my brother...My brother...I think they made him while fighting.

Nevertheless, the fact is that he’s good at everything. How are you supposed to follow that? I don't know. And you try to do something well, more or less, and immediately screw it up in some way and he says: Come on, Alex, that just wasn’t your thing! I'm sure there are people like you! Well, they'd say: such a typical consolation for idiots. Because there’s nothing else you can say.

I get a Whatsapp from Cristina. I don't read it because I have to get out of the car and it’s pouring rain. My brother, as if he cares, gets out to open an umbrella for me. What a joke. He opens it for himself, and screws me over, to be frank.

“Albert, fuck, and my umbrella?” I yell with the window half-way down, pissed. 

Yeah, my brother's name is Albert. I didn't introduce him because he isn’t of much importance anyway. Sometimes, I simply call him ‘you.’

I don't like to raise my voice much, but as I do, an elderly woman passes by and gives me a look like what a thug. Just got here and I’m already winning points. Great!

“Get out of the car already; stop being such a whiner! Your hair’s going to get messed up and there’s nothing you can do about it!” He says as ironically as possible.

I hope a car passes and hits a puddle so you get blasted with water, I wish. I look outside again: It’s a torrential downpour.

“Come on, madam duchess. You're a bigger whiner than a hungry puppy!” My brother says, opening the car door with his umbrella open. How nice! Because I need it, and he isn’t taking it away for once. “It's just a little water! You're not going to melt.”

“I hate you and you know it,” I unleash with a furrowed brow. I grab the umbrella and slam the car door.

“That's the last time you slam the door, eh?!”

I stay there, staring at him and I smile innocently and insincerely and then I start unloading things from the trunk. 

It’s midnight by the time I finally finish organizing things. I want my room to feel like it did at home. It's not big, but it's cozy. With a lot of shelves, that’s important. A big, built-in dresser that could almost be a hiding place, and also a black, glass desk that's just big enough. All very minimalist. I wanted everything in the room to be black and white. Simple, I love it, and much more now than when I initially chose it.

I also got almost everything to fit in my section of the kitchen. The apartment is plenty big. There are three rooms apart from mine. In total, there are four of us in the apartment (I don't know how it'll be living with all of these people I don't know, but it’s fine, we'll see I guess): two guys and a girl. I met the girl the last time I was here. Not the guys though. And no one was home when I arrived.  Same thing when I went out to get something to eat. But it's fine, I'll see them and say hello tomorrow. I'm so tired.

I put the picture that my grandmother has given me on the desk. I smile, throw myself on the bed and grab my phone. Fifteen calls from my mom! And thirty-three Whatsapps. I forgot to write back!

Mom, sorry. I forgot to write and tell you that I got here. Albert picked me up and I've been in my apartment putting everything away. I just finished. Everything's fine. It's quiet here. I'll call tomorrow. Love you all. Goodnight.

I don't say ‘I love you’ to my parents in person. I suppose I'm not the only one, but it embarrasses me. Ok, yeah, everybody knows we should say it more often, to show we care, but that's just kids. We say a bunch of words and they just get all tied up somewhere in your tongue, and then anything will come out except for that. Nevertheless, sometimes writing it is different. More so in situations like this, where I'm far away from them. It's been a few hours and I miss them. It's normal to feel that way when you're anxious. It brings out a lot of emotions in me.

I'm not in my room. This doesn't smell the same (mine smells like paper and ink from all of the books). The mattress isn't as comfy either. The apartment is cold and it's weird not having my parents right next to my room, or having my dad get up two or three times to use the bathroom... 

The more I think about it, the more I want to go inside of the dresser and not leave.

I finally look at the message from Cristina. I completely forgot to read it!

That trip was great, Alex, but that boy who caught you was really an angel, eh? Did you talk to him? He was so cute!

What? And how am I supposed to take that? Does Cristina think I'm gay? It's not the first time this has happened. But, where does everybody get the idea that I like guys? I don't understand it.

He, he. Either I’m clumsy or I don't know where to look to find the floor. I think a little of both. Ha, ha. And yeah, luckily Matt was there to help me. Otherwise, I would've landed like ‘Airplane!’ 

I can see that Cristina has logged in and read the message. She's awake at this hour?

Ha, ha. You're crazy. But, what would life be without a little insanity? Good, tell me, tell me, how’s Matt? I could see that you talked to him, but you know his name too. 

I don't want to be a jerk, but I have to make it clear that I'm not gay, that I like girls.

Yeah, I talked to him. He was a really nice guy. I think it’s better if I tell you about it when I see you on Tuesday. It's no big deal. It would've been better if it’d been a good-looking girl. Ha, ha, ha. I send a winking face emoji with its tongue out.

I think that was subtle, but direct.

And here I was thinking that you liked boys. He, he. She stops. Maybe I made her uncomfortable. Have you been holding out on me, Mr. Modest. Ha, ha, ha. That guy is hot! I wish that had happened to me. Did he give you his phone number?

Okay, it’ll make her happy if I just humor her. Cut it off soon and then you can go to sleep. This is exhausting.

No, no he didn’t give it to me; he said he hopes he sees me around; he winked at me, and then left. Ha, ha.

It's destiny, this is big!

‘Sure, big,’ I think to myself, amused.

Alright, Cristina. I'm going to sleep. I'm really tired from the trip and putting everything away. We'll talk tomorrow about when to meet up on Tuesday, okay? Sleep tight. A kiss. 

Fiiiinnneeee. And in person we'll talk long and hard, he he he. She sends me a little winking face. Talk to you tomorrow, cutie. A kiss.

I put my phone on the bedside table. I sigh and stretch out in this new bed that's as long as I am. What a relief!

I turn over onto my side and get in the fetal position, which is my favorite way to sleep. I close my eyes hoping to fall asleep right away, but my thoughts won’t stop spinning.

Why do so many people think that I'm gay? I don't understand it. In my town, it's because it's strange for someone my age not to have a girlfriend. And is that really such a bad thing? No! Nobody that I like has come along yet, and I'm not going to be with someone that I have no feelings for. That's obvious, but not good enough for shutting people up. My mom thinks it sometimes too and it's not surprising. She gets swept up in the gossip and immediately thinks it's all true. But Cristina too? She barely knows me. If I were gay, I assume it'd be pretty obvious to me. Or maybe I'm the only one who doesn't notice, and everyone knows but me.

The world's gone mad! The truth is that it's just a coincidence that Matt was there to make sure that I didn't fall and that, on top of that, I assume he's gay, because I don't casually call boys cute and say that I hope to see them around. No. But if I stop to think about it... 

The truth is he has beautiful eyes and an enchanting smile. He had something that caught my attention. I was rude to him on the service, but deep down...

“Alex, you are out of your mind!” I sit down and run my hand through my hair. “Don't be so foolish, that's not how it is. You're just confused with everything that's going on, that's all.”

I don't like guys, although, yes, Matt did catch my attention. But if a guy is cute, and he is cute, I have to admit, that doesn't mean I'm going to be going after guys my whole life.

Geez, I think that life in the city will, without a doubt, give me lots of stories. I've only barely gotten here and it's already been such a journey. And now I can't even get to sleep. I have an extraordinary fogginess in my brain. Do I really like guys? Have I really never realized and tried to deny it all this time?

“Oh, God! What a mess!” Everything's all mixed up. It’s so easy to get to me...

I close my eyes tightly as the cold makes me shiver. I just want to clear my mind and sleep already. If I start counting sheep, I'm sure the room will be filled with them, and the pastor and the dog and I'll have to leave and won’t be able to sleep because the room's full. Mistake number one.

I stare at the ceiling, seeing Matt's eyes in it.

I don't understand why,

maybe there is no reason,

but now the image of those olive eyes is burned into my retinas.

And his name is sounding in my head like a drum,

and altering my heartbeat.

What damned sensation is this?

What's happening to me?

Have I lost my mind in the gossip?

I suppose that, although I'm laughing now,

If I saw him again, it would make me happy.

And that is the worst part... I think that I want to see him again.

My last thought before falling asleep.
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I've only been in the city for a day and I'm already adapting perfectly. I was just out for a walk to go buy some things, and the people aren’t shy at all like they think in small towns (contrary to my own, where they actually are all hermits). My roommates are also very pleasant.

Yesterday, Monday, we made our first dinner as an apartment, together. We bought beer and red wine with lemon and you cannot imagine how much we laughed. Not being accustomed to drinking –and also not really liking alcohol very much– it went straight to my head, and I immediately let the clown of the party come out to play. There’s always one.

I'm going to meet Cristina. She's really an awesome girl. I like her. She's just as crazy as I am, although I think even more so; well, I'll confirm it, way crazier.

I found out that she's not from EntreCampos. Her parents were born there, yes, but not her. It's been a year since they moved to a new town. That's why I'd never met or seen her before. Life's coincidences, there's always good and bad. But this has been completely good.

“Are we ready to go up to the school yet? It's almost noon and the presentation is at 12:30. And if we want to take a little walk so we know where the rooms are then we have to go now,” Cristina hurries me from the bench where we stopped to rest. 

We got to ninth without stopping; we’ve been going all over the city. We're crazy.

On the way, we took the wrong bus, twice. A total spectacle. And we have a problem, neither of us can stop laughing; we can barely look at each other without starting. People are looking at us like we’re crazy. And I would too, but is it really so strange to see someone happy and enjoying themselves? I think everyone is so absorbed in their work and the frenzy of their lives that they've forgotten how to have a good time and wouldn’t even understand what it feels like. It's a shame.

“Excuse me, are you guys looking for bus U2?” A boy asks us out of nowhere, he looks about our age, has short hair, brown eyes, and a red leather jacket. We spin around, frightened for a moment. “I heard you mention Hispanic Philology.” 

I nod, looking at him without blinking. I'm sure I look like an idiot, and I have no idea why, but I couldn’t stop staring like that. 

“You’re freshmen too? Awesome! Finally I know someone in my major. I'm Abraham.”

Cristina gives me a nudge. I blink a few times; still daydreaming (I think everyone noticed). She greets him, giving him two kisses on the cheeks. She’s all over him. There’s no doubt, she likes Abraham. And quite a lot. Just like that, she’s pulling out the feminine wiles.

“I'm Alex. It's a pleasure,” I introduce myself, taking his hand. He shakes it, continuing to smile at me. 

He intimidates me. Cristina doesn’t stop watching with one eyebrow raised; she seems to find the situation funny.

The bus comes and we get on. We go to the back; it’s completely full of other students.

I think sardines probably have more room in their cans than we have.

“What groups are you in?” Abraham asks us.

Cristina and I exchange a look thinking We haven't figured out if we’re in the same group yet.

“A,” we both says at the same time. 

Fuck, what a coincidence!

“Seriously? That’s great! Me too. Even better, am I right?” And he winks at me. Or he didn't wink, but I think that the whole world is insinuating something. 

I'm going to lose my mind. We all started to laugh. 

“Where are you guys from?”

“Well...mine is a long story,” Cristina says.

“Mine isn't so long. I'm from a town in the middle of nowhere that you can't even find on a map with a magnifying glass.” I shrug my shoulders. “And Cristina just moved there.”

“Yup, that's right. Ha, ha, ha. My parents were born in EntreCampos, and after eighteen years, we finally came back.”

“EntreCampos? I've never heard of it to be honest.”

“Don't worry; you're not the only one. Neither of us was expecting you to,” I say ironically, though it sounds rude. Dark humor. “It has its charms, sometimes, we have to admit it.”

“Like all small towns. But the great thing about small towns isn't the housing or landscapes, but the people. Like the two of you,” and he winks at me again.

Aha! I'm not having visions: he is insinuating. Although... No, now that I've gotten a better look, I can see that he does have a little tic in his right eye. It just so happens that I do too... God, save my hearing because I think my vision is going!

“And where are you from?” Cristina asks him.

“I'm from up north. Way up north. You couldn't tell by my accent?” Now that he says that, yes. Galician with a mix of Portuguese. “I was born in Portugal, grew up in Lisbon, lived there until I was fourteen, and then moved to Galicia.”

“Um menino bonito,” she says, imitating a Portuguese accent.

“So how do you speak such perfect Spanish?” I say, surprised. “I meant to say having spent so little time here.”

“Ah, well, my grandparents lived in Galicia. My aunts and uncles live all over Spain... I have influence from all sides. On top of that, I really like learning languages.”

“That’s so cool! Well, you'll have to give me lessons because learning English makes me want to tear my hair out,” I say, smiling.

“Sure, it'd be a pleasure. It’s all about putting the work in and having a good teacher to give you key advice.” 

“Yeah, much better when he’s good and good-looking too, am I right?” Cristina exclaims knowingly. She’s unique!

We all start laughing and can’t stop. Abraham laughs the most, without stopping looking at me. While he’s laughing he asks me if Cristina meant it seriously.

“I’d have to agree with you there,” Abraham replies.

Of course, Cristina wants to know if he's gay, and her play goes perfectly. She knew it all along, but I didn't. He looks so masculine. I must be a complete idiot. Leaving the farm –that's how we refer to my town– will do me some good, or at least, I hope so.

“What do you think?” he quickly let loose. Cristina looks at me, amused.

“Me...Uhmm...Well, to each his own,” I reply, not knowing what I’m saying. I don't want to sound like a typical macho guy and say something like: “Me? I prefer a good-looking chick.”

“Good answer,” Cristina affirms. She pats Abraham on the shoulder, sighing. “Alex is really weird, and I've only known him for two days. I think he’s discovering some stuff about himself.”

“Discovering? If I had a shell, I’ve already broken out of it,” I say, sinking into her black hole, right where she wants me. 

Once we’re alone, I’m going to kill her. What mania is the one she has with me with this matter? I don't understand it.

We get to the school, an immense building where the span of it is more predominant than it's opening, with red brick on all sides and enormous pyramid rooves.  The truth is that simply looking at it is rather startling; it seems like a mental hospital. Keep in mind, it's very old. The good part is that the inside is really modern, and outside there are ample gardens and grass. I'm totally dying from how much I love it! I already know where I'm going to spend my free time.

The hallways are filled and decorated with sculptures and modernist paintings. It seems more like a school for Fine Arts than for Hispanic Philology.

We quickly go to the freshmen welcome orientation: total snooze fest. Why do they have to badger us so much? They say that they’re always thinking of us, that everything’s made to fit our needs...

We're not idiots. They’re filling their pockets at our expense, nothing more.

We leave mid-speech. We don't want them to fill our heads with lies. And based on what we saw, we aren't the only ones that think that, because the majority of people are also leaving.

We consult our schedules on the bulletin boards and find our classrooms for when classes start next week. It doesn’t take us more than two minutes before we’re outside again. It’s almost two in the afternoon and hunger is already starting to pester us.

“You want to get some beers?” Cristina asks as we’re leaving the building.

“Not a problem for me. A little beer and a good snack, as big as I am,” Abraham laughs gracefully to himself. “You’re up for it, right Alex?”

Yeah, I’m up for it. But, I'd rather go with Cristina alone. Abraham has spent the whole time stuck on me like a leech. He has nothing to do with me. And he's harassing me. And I can see that it's going on too long. What a long year I have ahead of me!

“Of course, I wouldn't miss it!” I shrug my shoulders. The key is just to enjoy yourself so they don't say you're boring.

A half hour later, after getting off the bus where we feel like sardines in a can, we find a bar to get something to drink. We wander around aimlessly and the first place that grabs our attention, we go into. 

It's tiny, not a lot of people... and it smells great. I'm so hungry!

“What do you want to drink?” asks Abraham, leaving his jacket on his seat. “I'll go get them.”

“Uhmm... I don't know. A shandy. I'm not much for beer,” I say, nothing more. Cristina looks at me and guffaws.

“Fag. Drink a beer!”

“No, no, no. I do not like it! It tastes like cat piss!”

“Have you tasted cat piss?” Abraham starts laughing, looking at me in astonishment.

“No, and I don't want to. Come on, Cris, pick something, we're waiting on you.”

“Yes, I'd like a beer. Thank you.” As soon as Abraham goes to order Cristina stares at me intently. Do I have something on my face? “You like him, right? He's so cute!”

“Cristina,” I look at her, scowling, “I don't know where you got the idea that I like him, Matt...or any other boy that crosses my path. I'm not gay. You’re making assumptions.”

“No, you’re assuming. You're the only one who doesn't know. Abraham is gay, and he realizes that you are. He can tell! You all have special radar for figuring it out!”

I stay standing. Is she serious? I start to get scared. But... No. I shake my head. I don’t want to be confused.

“Don’t try to confuse me. I admit that he's cute, because I have eyes on my face and I have to admit when someone's cute, and a good person..., etc. but nothing more. I'm not gay. I would be the first to know it.”

“Are you sure?” Cristina pressures me, without blinking. She’s intimidating me.

“Yes, I'm sure. I've always liked girls. That hasn't changed and it won't change.”

“Ha! It won't be long before you figure it out. And you know it.”

“Why do you insist on me being gay?” It’s starting to annoy me.

“I'm not insisting, as you say,” she says, emphasizing with air quotes. “I just want to help you, that's all.”

“But you're not helping me since you don't believe me.” She grabs my hand and looks at me tenderly.

“You know that you can come to me with anything. And...It would be wonderful to have a gay friend,” she winks at me.

Come on already! She is obsessed! I swear, I take her by the shoulders and shake her so she'll forget the idea of me being gay. What insanity!

“You already have Abraham as a gay friend.”

Me, gay? I have nothing against it, of course, but I'm not. If I was, I'd tell her. Though it would be a horror story for my family, considering how badly they want me to have a girlfriend, and as soon as possible.

If you told your mom you’ve fallen in love with a boy,

without a doubt, she'd have a heart attack,

your grandmother would disown you,

and your neighbor, Maria, would spread it around the whole town.

As I think of this poem, a smile escapes my lips. What a group to have to deal with! Cristina looks at me, her face saying, I gave you food for thought. Soon you will admit it. I'm giving up on her, if this is what makes her happy... 

Abraham returns with our drinks and some bar food: chips and garlic salsa with melted cheese, and some slices of bread with tomato, ham, bacon, and grilled onion. God! My downfall!

“What are you talking about? Me?” Abraham exclaims jokingly.

“You're not that important, eh?” I evade the comment, gracefully, raising my glass. “A toast... to a strong and lasting friendship.”

“And also incasewefu?”

“Incasewefu?”

“Yes, in case we fu—”

“We what?”

“Cristina, don’t finish that thought,” I cut her off, knowing what she was about to say. But she finishes anyway and Abraham bursts out laughing.

And as we’re hitting our glasses, I look over at the entrance of the bar. I’m stunned by the site, like an angel has just appeared before me. I don't even finish the toast! It can't be!

But there he is.

Matt is here.
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My face must look the way a poem reads. I sit there, like an idiot, staring at the door as Matt enters. I have no reason to be so stunned, I don't know if it's the surprise of seeing him, wearing the same thing as the rest of the waiters (a black t-shirt with the name of the bar), or the happy coincidence that he arrived at the exact same time as us. I wasn't expecting to see him here. Well, not here or anywhere else. What happened last Sunday was really just another story. But I’m thinking it could have grave consequences. In fact, I'm sure of it.

I’m trying to hide myself from his sight when I hear an "Ooohh!" from behind me, as Cristina verifies who it is. Just what I need! More to encourage her obsession.

“Hey, Alex! What's up?” Abraham asks, giving me a smack on the shoulder, looking at the door out of the corner of his eye. “Why didn't you toast?”

Cristina begins laughing and I blush. Fuck!

“What a small world!” she exclaims.

“Nothing, I just lost my train of thought,” I say as if I was just looking at my beer.

“That, or an angel just walked through the door, huh?” Cristina teases, pleased.

Abraham directs his gaze toward Matt, who has now gone behind the bar and started talking with a coworker.

“Oh, I-I get it,” he says, leaning back in his seat. “I-It's that guy,” he murmurs remorsefully.

“W-what? Oh, no, no, no! It’s just a misunderstanding, it's not like that. I don't like that guy.” As I say this, Abraham's demeanor changes. “Not that guy, not any guy.” It’s driving me crazy to have to do this all morning. “He's...a friend. Nothing more. I wasn’t hoping to see him here.”

“In confidence, Abraham: Alex is so clumsy. On Sunday, he was getting off the bus and he tripped. He almost killed himself, and then coincidentally, Matt, that guy,” Cristina emphasizes, pointing to him with her chin, “he was passing by and caught him in his arms.”

“Amazing! Just like a movie,” Abraham laughs listlessly, avoiding looking at Matt, but having something suspicious in his gaze.

“Yeah. And in this case, Alex thinks this guy likes him. And Alex... of course, he is not gay.”

Why’d she emphasize the word ‘gay’ so much? 

“No, I'm not gay! And don't say it with that tone, goddammit,” I'm getting upset. “Yes, I liked him. Or, at least, it seems like it. And so what? He helped me bring my things to the car, and saved me from death. He winked at me, called me cute, and said he hoped that we'd see each other again. And? It was just a compliment; he seems like a friendly person. That's it. I didn’t expect to see him again soon, not soon, or at all. That was it, nothing more. I'm afraid that he'll see me and come over here,” I'm talking so fast that I'm not even sure I understand what I've said.

“Do you have something against being gay?” Abraham says, scowling. “I'm gay, and I'm not embarrassed. It's not an illness or some nonsense like whatever those uneducated people think.”

“W-what? Oh, no, no, don't misunderstand me!” I’m getting really upset. This is headed in a direction that I don't like. “I'm not a homophobe. Where'd you get that from? I'm not gay, and I don't have anything against being gay. All of this is new for me. This guy's attached to me even though we've only met once...Shit! We're making a mountain out of a mole hill!”

He’s upset me even more than I already was. What was supposed to be a good time; laughing and good company, has disappeared. Since I've been in the city everything has revolved around this same thing. It’s so stressful!

“Do you believe in destiny, in coincidences?” Abraham asks, changing the subject. “And, before you answer, Alex, don't take it so personally. We're not attacking you.”

I smile at him, a little insincere as I try to laugh and take a drink, sensing (without knowing for sure) Matt's gaze on my back. The truth is that if they're not messing with me; they’re very good at acting.

“Yes, I believe in destiny,” notes Cristina, taking a drink of her beer (or what’s left of it). “I believe that there's something destined for each of us. That for every stage we go through, we are destined to go through it, and we’ll get there no matter how hard we try not to, there's nothing we can do about it.” 

“The problem lies in wanting our destinies to play out faster. We just don't have the patience,” Abraham points out, crossing his arms.

“We have to stop thinking that. What happens to the people that die hoping ‘that thing’ is destined to happen? They die alone, without anyone by their side, without family, a miserable life...What do you say to that?” I let loose.

Cristina and Abraham looked at each other without knowing what to say.

“Well, maybe those people changed the path that was written for them,” Abraham says, not very convinced.

“Yeah, sure. Then, why do you say that we're destined for things and we can’t avoid them? You can break the rules?” I say angrily. 

Fine, apparently there's no point. By this time, I’ve accumulated a lot of rage.

“Maybe it’s a coincidence. There could always be an exception,” Cristina said quietly, not very convinced.

“Coincidence, destiny...nonsense. Bah! Who believe this stuff? Our movements are destiny, that's it,” I grumble. “‘Traveler, there is no path; you make the path by traveling’. Remember the poem by the great Antonio Machado. We make our destiny with our own feet.”

“Then, if that’s what you think, then aren’t you the one who brought about your interaction with Matt and it's a coincidence that he works in the same bar that we came to today?” Cristina stressed with a bit of sarcasm.

I stand up angrily, slamming both hands on the table.

“I've had enough of this conversation about whether I'm gay or not, and if I like this guy, and about destiny, and everything! I'm not gay; I don't like guys, okay? Rest assured, Abraham, there is nothing going on with him and me. I’m free, but nothing will happen with you either.”

And saying this, I grab my coat, and leave with a furrowed brow and an excessive amount of rage building up inside of me. I hear Cristina call after me, but I ignore her. I don't want to hear it, I want to be alone. My head is teeming with thoughts!

“Ugh! Wait!” I hear a voice behind me. “Yeah, you, with the brown jacket!” I can take a hint. “You left without paying.”

I blush from head to toe. How embarrassing! That's right.

“Oh, I-I'm sorry! I got angry and...I'll pay now,” I say, turning around, searching for my wallet in my jacket pockets. “How much...?” I don't even finish the sentence when I look up and realize it’s Matt, with his hands in his pockets, smiling mischievously. To make matters worse, it's him!

“Calm down, it was just a joke; It's on me,” and he winks at me.

“No, tell me how much it is.”

“You're stubborn, eh?” He says affectionately. “I thought that when I saw you with your friends, and now I know.”

“Yeah, I lose my head on occasion, he, he.”

“And you're also funny.”

“Uh, yeah, I was just kidding!” I let slip with all the irony I have in my body.

“Bad day?” He steps closer and my heart starts beating faster. It makes me happy to see him, but it scares me that he keeps smiling at me like that.

I raise my eyes until I’m looking at his hair; he has two small dreadlocks coming from the part at the back of his head. Clean and casual at the same time. He has a strange aura, but it's also captivating, like light for fireflies...sure, it seems like I’m outdoing myself with a comparison like that, but it’s true.

“Yeah, a bad day. I don't want to bore you with my problems or anything. Don't worry about it. Tell me how much the beer is, I don't want to bother you, much less get you fired for being out here with me.”

“Fire me? In that case, my dad would have to disown me too,” he laughs. “It's my dad's bar. I help in my spare time since my dad paid for all of my education, it's the least I can do.”

I'm amazed. I really like that he wants to reciprocate for his parents paying for his schooling. This boy fascinates me. He is captivating. I hope there are more people like him.

“That’s genius! What a stand-up guy.”

“Are you saying that sarcastically?” He raises an eyebrow disconcertingly.

“Oh, no, no, I mean it respectfully and with admiration.”

“That's more like it,” he returns to smiling, a huge smile. Between his eyes and his smile, I don’t know where to look. I meant it seriously, he mesmerizes me. “You want to go for a walk and get something to eat? You can tell me what happened; get it off your chest.”

“I don't want to annoy you...” No, no I don't want to go with him. But on the other hand, yes I do. What's happening to me? “Besides, you have to work. Another day.”

I’m looking to see if I can get away with not going, but I think that today, is not my lucky day.

“One minute. I'll tell my brother I'm leaving and then we'll go. Okay, cutie?”

This last comment kills me. What am I getting myself into? I have to make it clear that there's nothing going on between us. There will be no illusions. I don't want to hurt him.

I'm not gay. How many times do I have to repeat that? What is it that they see in me, him and Abraham, that makes them think that?

7

“I didn’t want it to come to this, it makes me feel terrible,” Abraham says, looking at his beer, dejected. “Maybe I took the joke too far. I didn’t want to start any of this. Think he’ll forgive me?”  

Cristina breaks her gaze from the door, annoyed.

“Don’t worry about it, you didn’t take it too far. You were just talking and—”

“I was testing him. Maybe I fucked up,” Abraham finishes, biting his lower lip.

“Well let’s see, I don’t know Alex very well, but well enough to know that he’s a tough cookie. He also has a hard time understanding himself. He doesn’t know what he wants. He’s confused and now he’s discovering a whole new world. He’s never had a guy really get so close to him, or hit on him, or call him ‘cutie’; this is all new for him. As much as he wants to hide it, he’s gay, but he’s never realized it. He doesn’t want to admit it to himself, much less to the people in his hometown. He’s keeping in silent what he really is.”

“You really think that’s it? That’s horrible! It took a lot for me to come out of the closet... now I just make your typical jokes about escaping Narnia to get out of the wardrobe, but at that time, it was terrifying. It’s a big step to take, but the freedom and peace-of-mind you have afterwards are enormous.”

“But like I said, Alex is confused. You would be too. No one can understand this better than you.” 

“Yeah, that’s for sure. And it’s not that I don’t understand him... He likes a that guy, I noticed it.” There’s some uneasiness in his tone of voice.

“You like Alex, really?”

“He caught my attention at first glance, but now that I’ve been talking to him, I can see that he has an unusual inner world and it would be wonderful to get to know him. It makes me happy. And the way he is makes me laugh... but I think he’s kind of unattainable.”

“You’ll never know if you don’t try.”

“Yeah, or Matt gets hit by a bus, right? He, he, he.”

“Yes, or that,” Cristina laughs. “But come on! Don’t say such nonsense! You can do it, and you know it. Just be subtle, little by little, like putting on make-up. Then you can get on his sensitive side, find out what he likes, and that could be your opening.”

“Will you help me? Will you help me set him up with me, and more importantly, help him come out of the closet?”

“I’ll do it,” Cristina takes Abraham's hand, “but I don’t want to overwhelm him. He has to come out of the closet, yes, but he has to make that decision on his own. All his choices and decisions are his own. You know what I mean.”

“Yes, I know, Matt...”

8

“Where are you taking me?” I ask Matt after ten minutes into following him. 

We’ve both been quiet. It’s not an uncomfortable silence or that we don’t know what to say, it just seems embarrassing. It’s the first time I’ve ever felt like this. I’d usually talk your ear off, but this time... I feel calm, just like this, saying nothing. I’m weird, I know I always say that, but this... this is really messing me up.

“To a place I go a lot. Very few people know about it; it’s a special place.” 

I just stand there. He’s bringing me to a secret place? What does that mean? That’s very nice of him, but I don’t know if it’s the best thing right now.

“But why don’t we go eat first? I’m hungry. I ate breakfast early and...”

“You don’t want me to show it to you?” Matt stops, looking at me somewhat afflicted. Did I ruin him the excitement?

“Oh, no, it’s not that. It’s just that... I’m hungry.” I shrug.

He comes close to me, too close. He looks me in the eyes intimidatingly. My heart runs wild and I think I’m trembling from head to toe. He wouldn’t dare to...

“You know what? You’re very strange, or rather, peculiar. But, that’s also what makes you special. You live in a marvelous world all your own.”

“And...and how do you know that?” I say surprised. “You don’t know me. This is only the second time we’ve ever spoken. And the first time we didn’t even have time to talk, we didn’t say anything.”

“I don’t need to talk to someone to get to know them. The eyes say a lot. It’s the first thing I focus on. I let them speak to me. Don’t they say that they’re the reflection of the soul?”

“Yes, they say that, but I don’t think that my eyes say much about me.”

“They say everything. The first thing they say is that you’re a sensitive, noble, and caring person, with a world all your own. You have hidden treasures you don’t want anyone to reap, even if it’s something they promise you they’ll keep.”

“Nice couplet,” I let loose, almost mechanically, because of my damned obsession with not keeping quiet. The truth is that he is leaving me speechless; he has succeeded, even though I’m a difficult person to figure out. “And—”

He puts a finger up to my mouth, silencing me, adding:

“They say a lot more, but I prefer to discover each part. And the most important ones: are precious.”

I blush from head to toe. A boy has never said anything like that to me, much less in such a sweet way. What’s happening to me? I feel something in me stir. Cristina and Abraham! Their jokes are confusing me! That’s it!

“Uhmm... You sound very bohemian. Are you an artist or something?”

Matt starts to laugh, moving away from me, and he stretches out his hand. I look at it. He wants us to hold hands? No way!

“You can say yes or no. Come with me, let’s go to this place; you should know about it. Agreed?”

As they say, up the creek without a paddle. 

I accept, puzzled, but at the same time curious and wanting to know more. Although curiosity killed the cat, Mateo has been able to find very well the key that works in me: the difficult and mysterious.

What am I getting myself into?

Matt leads me down some of the narrowest, but most charming streets. They seem to be some sort of Arabian style, with stone pavement and abrupt bends. There’s an irresistible odor that envelopes the senses. I won’t be able to describe it; it’s like a mix of ground cinnamon and rain. But not just that either... I think it’s impossible to say exactly what it is. It’s as complicated as describing a color to someone who has never seen.

Matt is very nice, I must admit. More than nice, a real gentleman. He starts walking at a brisk pace, but he never loses sight of me and he asks if I’m okay. I smile, grateful. But deep down I feel a profound sorrow. I don’t want him to end up getting hurt. So when we arrive to this mysterious place, I’ll have a talk with him.

He leads me almost outside of the city, near the river. We ascend a path between some trees until we arrive at an old road. Here we cross over to a trail and come to some type of balcony made from natural stone. You can see the entire city from here. And it seems like it would be close by! It’s been enough of a journey. But yes, this was worth the pain. The view is spectacular. But best of all, there’s a half-collapsed arch from the Romanesque period, covered in moss, which has fallen, creating distinct streams in a tributary of the river. It is very hidden at first, and incredible that the trees don’t cover the beautiful sight. 

I don’t blink as Matt stares at me, without stopping smiling. I have a sublime emotion in my chest. My inspiration is unhinged. I want to spend hours and hours here, writing.

“What? It’s special, huh?”

I turn toward him, without words. I am moved by the way this place makes me feel.

“I love it! It’s magical! It’s intoxicating! There’s such an enormous sense of peace; exquisite smells... Thank you for bringing me here. Is it really a secret?”

“Yes, very few people know about it, and we want to keep it that way.”

“We?” I take a seat on the stone wall. “You mean to say that you know the other people who know about this place?”

“Yes, we’re friends.” 

“Friends from class?”

“You’re full of questions, eh?” He starts laughing; I blush. He sits down next to me and looks into my eyes. “But I like it.”

I open my mouth to respond. I just can’t keep quiet! But Matt puts a finger up to my lips.

“Some have been my friends for my whole life; others are friends from class, yes.”

“You’re also strange, and you know it,” I say. “You have a distinguished insight. An enormous one! Perhaps you are an artist?” I drop on him again.

“Uhmm... could be,” he shrugs his shoulders.

“Could be? Oh, come on! I’ve had it already with your mysteries!”

“I love making you angry. It gives you a...let’s say...sexy attitude.”

I don’t know what to say to this.

“I don’t like being angry. I’m too innocent.”

“I know. But that’s another beautiful part of you.” He sticks his tongue out at me. “Yes, I am...well, I’m on the path to becoming an artist. I studied Fine Arts. I like painting and drawing. And now I’m trying to open myself up to the rest of the world of art.”

“Really?” I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “But—”

“You don’t smell a joint, or see one... and I don’t look lazy?” He begins to laugh. “Well, I’m very strange for my type.”

“I wasn’t going to say that. You see—”

“I know, I’m just annoying you again.”

I bite my tongue to keep myself from shaking him by the shoulders.

“Everyone has that image of artists: potheads, messy...but you can already see that that’s not me,” he continues. “Every artist has their own style in all regards; it’s all personal artistic expression.”

“I could deduce that you’re some sort of rebel from your dreadlocks, but at the same time as being serious and formal in your field based on the way you dress, and with a touch of joy and coolness.” 

“The dreadlocks were because of a bet I made with a friend. Otherwise, you nailed it.”

My face must look stupid from my huge surprised expression. Matt surprises me again. Talking about having a distinct perspective despite how he seems. And with being an artist that shows even more that he’s a sentimental person. And I understand him, because I’m the same way.

“Tell me about yourself,” he asks me, “What do you study? What do you normally do?”

“My life isn’t anything special, he, he. I come from a lost little town, so much so that sometimes it’s hard to find on a map. This will be my first year in Hispanic Philology and... I don’t know... I’m a passionate reader.”

“You devour books, eh?”

“Let’s say yes.”

“I like that. And do you write? There are lots of readers that love to, who dream of being big writers.”

“Well, I’ll admit that I’ve written some things. I’d like to be able to write and publish a book. To be a best-seller... And my mom loves that idea too, but—”

“You’re funny.”

“...It’ll happen someday,” I continue, ignoring the interruption, although my ears are burning red like a traffic light. “Now I’ve dedicated my time to writing poems specifically.”
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