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Story




Blurb




Long legs, blonde hair, and a smile that could melt a man’s heart.




She’s my roommate. She’s a grad student, like me. And she’s trans.




I’ve been assigned to live with her for my first year of graduate studies. The two of us couldn’t be more different - in upbringing, in majors, and in lifestyle. Surely there’s been some mistake, but…




Can we turn this strange situation into something incredible?




Or will we end up hurting each other in the process?




They say you should never get involved with your roommate.




They never said she’d be the girl of my dreams.




Chapter 1

Most guys would have hated having a roommate at 23 years old. Not me - I couldn't have been more excited.




All throughout undergrad I'd lived alone. It wasn't out of any particular need for solitude or a misanthropic disdain for my common man. Throughout those four glorious years of undergraduate debauchery I made friends and partied and hooked up with girls just like every other red-blooded male on campus. Living alone had just been part of my luck, and every year, from Freshman to Senior, I had at least one friend who enviously tried to trade me places.




The school housing authority never would have allowed that, not that I would have given up my lucky single-living situation. You took the room you were given, with as many or as few roommates as they assigned. The housing authority staff were notoriously hard-nosed and bureaucratic, rarely deigning to allow any student a change in dorm or campus apartment. Most of my friends had one roommate, some two, some three, and one particular poli-sci major Freshman year had four roommates in a rooftop dorm. I suspect none of them got much studying done that year, since that hard-partying fellow dropped out before Sophomore year, seriously proclaiming he’d learned more about diplomacy in that one raucous year than anyone else could teach him.




I kept my same single dorm in Verritas Hall for my first two years of study, then registered for off-campus student housing in Junior year. Several of my friends did so as well; all of them were paired up with roommates. Senior year I decided to strike out on my own, needing a place off-campus to start applying for jobs closer to Downtown, where the startups and enterprise businesses maintained offices. While I had a few offers for entry-level coding positions, I held out hope of moving into a more niche industry like AI or self-driving cars or blockchain technology. All of those jobs required advanced degrees, and so, after securing a scholarship and funding, I returned to Herma University, this time as a graduate student in the school of computer science. It'd be a rigorous two years; in addition to coursework I'd have a class to TA, internships, and a second chance at crossing off all whatever college guy stuff I didn’t get to do in undergrad.




I'd be busy, that much was certain. With most of my friends having moved on to the working world after undergrad, I knew I’d need a new social circle made up of worthy undergrads and fellow grad students. Having a roommate, I assumed, would be like having someone I could go out with at a moment's notice. After all, a fellow grad student would keep to my same schedule, spending countless nights around exams working our tails off, and doing steady work on our theses - or banging them out in a last-minute all-night cram session, if our study habits hadn't improved since undergrad.




In addition, we could become fast friends. Even in a rigorous program like mine, I still intended to find time for bars, gaming, and lazy days at home, eating cold pizza and binging action movies on Netflix. While I’d found the value in solitude during my undergrad days, I’d now decided having someone to platonically enjoy that stuff with would suit me even better.




We'd be two peas in a pod - or, more accurately, two early-20s adults sharing an apartment and chasing our dream careers.




I never once questioned what kind of guy my roommate would be. 




Or if he'd even be a guy at all.




Chapter 2

I didn't need to clean up in anticipation for my roommate, but my impulse to tidy the apartment had me giddy anyway. The place was spotless when I arrived on that Sunday morning, having just finished the sublet on my summer apartment, where I spent the hottest months of the year working as a computer science tutor and sharpening my full-stack skills. Now, here in a university-owned apartment that had been recently-built, I sauntered around in my black socks and jeans, peeling plastic off of new appliances and fiddling with the playlist on my laptop. What kind of music said 'hey, I'm a cool roommate, but I'm not a hipster?' I poured myself a glass of water from the Britta filter and switched Spotify over to a 90s rap set. Thinking that was a bit too retro, I moved into the living room, adjusted the blinds to let more light in, and switched the playlist to modern rap. Sitting down on our black leather couch - the apartment came furnished - I kicked my feet up onto the ottoman and pulled my computer into my lap, settling on a lo-fi beats playlist, the kind of lyric-free music I listened to when studying.




The steady beats had helped me in the past to focus on advanced algorithms, but they couldn’t distract me from my current excitement. At some point in the next few hours, a person I'd never even seen before, let alone met, would walk through my - no, our - front door and great me with a awkward half-bro hug before we cracked open an IPA and started sharing stories. I imagined my roommate as being a particular kind of friend - one you didn't consider your BFF for life, but one who knew you a hell of lot better than anyone else. You lived together after all.




You had to be close.




Feeling antsy, I slid off the couch and headed into my room. Since I couldn't do any tidying up in the living room, I could at least avoid making any kind of mess by staying in my quarters. I sat down on the edge of my bed and looked out the sliding glass door toward my the balcony, staring past the concrete barricade and out toward the wide expanse of Ferris Quad. I'd never seen it from this height or this angle before; these apartments, so close to campus, were exclusively for graduate students. A sort of privileged pride washed over me, knowing I was no longer just an undergrad. I had clout on campus by dint of having completed a bachelor’s degree. Very little clout, but clout none the less.




I was somebody.




As was my roommate, who, at the very moment I switched the music from lo-fi to genuine alternative rock, slid his key into the lock and pushed open the door.




I didn't want to seem too eager. I threw on a grey t-shirt, mussed with my hair in the mirror, and otherwise just took my time before ambling out into the living room, acting as if I were surprised to find someone in 'my' domicile. Inside, of course, my heart pounded with excitement. Here was the first person I'd lived with in my entire life who wasn’t a blood relative. I saw the door open ajar, then stop suddenly as it got caught on the chain.




"One second!" I rushed toward the door. How stupid could I be, I thought to myself. The door chain - the kind you'd see in a hotel room - was a silly accoutrement for an apartment, one I hadn't even realized I'd set. My new roommate certainly wouldn't have felt very welcome having that keeping him out of his own apartment.




You've gotta make up for this one, I told myself firmly, undoing the chain and stepping back to let the newcomer open the rest of the way. Two beers at least, and the next UberEats is on you.




Having decided I now knew how to make my roommate feel welcome, I took a step back, put on my warmest smile, and watched a boy in a pink off-the-shoulder sweater with black yoga pants and Birkenstock sandals walk through my door.




This was not my roommate.




This was a girl.




That much was evident by her pixie bob of blonde hair, her light pink lip gloss, and the defined breasts poking out from the fabric of her sweater.




"Hey roomie!" She said, in a high-pitched, friendly voice. The girl threw her slender arms up in the air and tossed them around my shoulders before I even had a chance to speak. Stunned, I just stood there, motionless, staring at a pink Nike duffle bag in the hallway.




She smelled like flowers. I didn't know which kind.




I didn't know anything, except that something had gone seriously awry.




Chapter 3

Switching my mental attitude so quickly from 'hey bro let's chillax' to 'act right, there's a girl here' muddled my mind. I helped her get settled by bringing the duffle bag from the hallway into our room, depositing it a few steps from the door. The girl slung her mosaic tote bag off her shoulder and onto the couch, turned to me, and looked down at the duffle bag with a wry grin.




"I guess I can put that in my room. Thanks for bringing it in!"




I just blinked at her.




"Oh, I forgot - I'm Kelly. She/her pronouns." She stuck out a firm, slender hand with yellow nail polish on each of her digits. I lifted my own limp, unpainted hand to meet her handshake.




"Uh, Owen." With her fingers bunched in my grip, I gave her a rather limp shake. "He, him?"




I'd only heard of this 'pronouns' thing through memes. I had no idea people actually said that out loud.




The reminder was my first clue that something was different about this girl who claimed to be my roommate. I hadn't read it in the student housing charter, but common knowledge dictated that men and women weren't assigned to live together. 




Something was amiss. I watched as this girl - who I still hadn't accepted could really be my roommate- moved to her duffle bag and unzipped the top. Inside I could see neatly folded clothing - women's clothes, blouses and tank tops and the like - piled next to a small array of kitchen ware. She pulled out a baking tray and held it in two hands beneath her flat chest, then turned her head to look at my stereo. I took in the sight of her pixie blonde bob and her slender neck, as well as the pink lips that twisted into a worried look beneath her button nose and blueish eyes.




"Um, think we could turn the music down a bit?" She said. "It's kind of hard to hear!"




Sure enough, the rollicking guitar solo made poor background music. I reached for the laptop and turned the music off completely. So much for picking the right track for my roommate's arrival. I'd bungled that one, but it seemed like small potatoes compared to the utter shock of having a girl saunter in like she owned the place.




She didn’t. We rented.




"Thank you," she said, feminine voice dropping to a lilting tone as she moved into the kitchen. "Do you always play it that loud?"




I stood where I was, following my roommate into the kitchen with only my eyes. She bent by the nearest counter to place the tray in the lowest drawer, bending at the hips, her round heart-shaped rear straining against the yoga pants. I knew very well that it didn't take much to see what was underneath. I tried not to look, but in my own home with my own roommate, I couldn't help but see the purple thong underneath her thin pants.




What the hell is this? I thought to myself. Am I being pranked?




She stood up and turned toward me, tilting her head slightly. I noticed a stud earring in her left ear, and in her right. Matching.




"I usually, uh, listen to, y'know..." Fuck. Speaking to pretty girls always left me a bit flustered... but she couldn't have been a pretty girl. Pretty girls didn't live with male grad students in campus housing. What was going on?!




"I don't mind a bit of music during the day time, as long as we're not studying. My noise-canceling headphones can only do so much." She said it with a polite smile, even though her words were an obvious rejoinder. She thought I was the kind of roommate who blared music without a care for my roommates.




Not true! I'd read the articles. Wikihow's "How to be a good roommate," CampusLiving's "How to treat your roommate with respect," Buzzfeed's "23 Of The Best Damn Tips For Living With a roomie.” I wasn't what ApartmentLife called a 'parasitic cohabiter.' I was a good guy! I filled the Britta filter, I watered the plants, I kept my bathroom tidy so there wouldn't be any pungent smells. I only played the music that loud in celebration of my new arrival - who was supposed to be a guy!




“Have you ever had a roommate before?” She asked.




I shook my head.




“Me neither.” For a brief moment her light blue eyes flickered toward the door, like she’d lost a bit of the confidence she’d bounced in with. “I lived in the LGBTQ dorms in undergrad… It’s all single rooms.”




“You’re a lesbian?” That made an iota of sense, in some strange way. 




I’d guessed incorrectly. Kelly shook her head oh so slowly, the tips of her blonde tresses tapping against either cheek.




“No, Owen. I’m transgender.”




And in the moment, everything clicked together at once.




And yet, somehow, I was just as confused as ever.




Chapter 4

“Do you mind if I…?”




Kelly lifted the Britta filter out of the fridge, holding it aloft in a toned pale arm while my rigid brain tried to piece together her meaning.




“Yeah, sure,” I finally croaked, swallowing to relieve my dry throat. “It’s for both of us.” I cleared my throat. “Do you mind if I have one too?”




“Of course!” Kelly pulled two red plastic tumblers out of the cupboard - the only two cups we had in there, and ones she’d brought with her in the duffle bag. Apart from the clothing, most of what she’d delivered was kitchen related. She unpacked her belongings while I puttered around the living room disconsolately, pretending to be involved with cleaning or searching or just vaguely faking chores while she went about unpacking alone. The whole process only took a few minutes, yet I offered no help. I didn’t even consider assisting.




When she poured the water glasses she pushed mine across the kitchen counter, and I went into our kitchen to accept my proffered drink.




We each took a sip. I had a small urge to cheers her first, although that felt foolish. We weren’t really celebrating anything. That feeling never cropped up the way I thought it would earlier.




“So,” I said, “you’re transgender?”




“I guess I am,” she said, with a tired smile over the rim of her plastic cup.




“That’s cool,” I replied. The response felt lame, though I couldn’t think of anything else to say.




“It’s definitely part of who I am.”




“Yeah.”




Miserable, I know. I’d started conversations while blackout drunk that had more sense to them. Fact was, I’d literally never met a transgender person before, let alone been assigned to live with one. I didn’t know what to say. The notion that I didn’t have to say anything never occurred to me, yet my mind wouldn’t sidestep this unexpected fact and just move onto other things.




So I did the lamest thing I could.




“I actually have to go meet a friend right now,” I said, trying to make it sound like I’d planned an outing prior to Kelly’s arrival. In reality the exact opposite was true. I’d cleared my entire schedule expecting a night of beers, chat, and happy hangout with my new roommate.




What we expect doesn’t always come to pass, and Kelly, for her part, smiled with understanding.




“Okay. Have fun! Oh - will you be back late?”




I shook my head, swiping my keys up from the counter. “Nah, just a few drinks. You don’t have to wait up.”




Kelly put her hand up to her mouth, stifling a small laugh. “I know. I’m your roommate, not your wife.”




A blush rose to each of Kelly’s soft cheeks as she realized, as I did, the awkwardness of what she’d just said. I held my keys in one hand and my smartphone in my other, looking for all intents and purposes like a man with nothing to say.




“Uh… right.”




I slid into the sneakers I’d left by the door, holding onto the locked handle as I did. As always, I made a triple-tap of my pockets - phone, wallet, keys - before turning the lock.




My last habit was to turn around and check the apartment, making sure the lights were off and the blinds were drawn. I needed to do no such thing now that I had a roommate. The houselights were on, which was unnecessary since a great deal of sunlight flowed through our living room window. I noted with some dissatisfaction that we were facing west, meaning the setting sun would beam heat into our apartment right around the time my classes ended. Right now, the apartment felt a bit too stuffy, a bit too warm.




I glanced at my roommate once last time. She put on a kind smile. 




“Have fun,” she said, in a diminished voice.




The smile, I knew, was fake. She hadn’t expected me to turn back around for my final survey of the room. When I saw her face at first, she looked undeniably sad.




Maybe she’d planned on hanging out with her new roommate tonight, like I had.




Maybe she wanted a new friend as much as I had.




I left the apartment, feeling foolish, and strangely cruel.




Chapter 5

I had no trouble finding someone to hang out with. Brian, a fellow CS student from down my dorm hall freshman year, had been my go-to meet-up buddy since he dropped out as a Sophomore. We’d both been computer science majors, yet of a different sort. I lived for the learning, the depth of the science and the potential in its future, soaking up all kinds of new ideas - cryptocurrencies, AI, cloud computing - as quickly as I could, which was pretty damn slow given how complex the topics were.




Brian had a different attitude toward programming. He wanted to make a sizable amount of money and… that was it, really. He had a simple life of video games, weed, and the occasional tinder hookup. Learning advanced algorithms made little sense to him when he started raking in a five-figure income on freelance web design alone. I couldn’t imagine doing the same relatively simple work day-after-day, yet Brian thrived. He dropped out so he’d have more time to pick up projects, and while I knew he could reach the same levels of education as me if he tried, he was more interested in ounces and grams than he was in MAs and PhDs.




All that free-time meant he was basically down to do whatever, whenever. His work took a backseat to his own freewheeling fun. I texted him for beers right outside my apartment, and by the time I made it down the block he’d already sent back a response.




Where and when?




The included beer emoji revealed his sizable interest. I knew he smoked copious (legal) weed, but neither of us enjoyed drinking by ourselves. I suggested a casual pub a few blocks down from either of our apartments, in opposite directions, and fifteen minutes later we were sharing a booth against the back left wall, nursing our etched Pauslon’s Pub ale glasses over a plate of nachos.




“Can’t believe you’re going to be a doctor,” Brian said, picking up the nucleus of the queso-bean-jalapeno combo. “I love fixing computers too but damn man, a Phd?”




“I’m just doing my Master’s. And it’s computer science, not computer repair, Mr. Wordpress Expert.” Brian swiped his chip against the dollop of sour cream, creating a fine meal for himself. I, unfortunately, had no appetite.




“Master’s then a PhD, next thing you know you’re teaching at the uni for the next 40 years. Yeah man, your fate is set.”




It didn’t quite sound so bad to me. Brian would have gone mad in that sort of lifestyle, yet for me it seemed like one of many options. “Might not be so bad.”




“A house in the ‘burbs, two Priuses in the garage, a stainless steel kitchen - and a wife to make all your meals.”




Again, Brian’s teasing, delivered throughout his tortilla chomping, sounded as pleasant to me as it did boring to him. Right up until he got to the part about the wife, at least. Just the word itself reminded me of Kelly’s misuse of humor back at our apartment. I let out a small groan, one that should have been imperceptible over the din of clacking billiard balls and hipster-approved folk rap.




Brian knew me better than nearly anyone still living in town. He wiped his guac-covered fingers on a bar napkin as he cast me a look. “Something wrong with that?”




“Nah… It’s all hypothetical.”




My answer didn’t suffice. Brian wasn’t a gossip hound, but he also wouldn’t put up with a friend pouting through his good time. “Something up?”




“Nah. Everything’s going as planned, you know? Classes start tomorrow.”




“Well good luck with that.”




“Thanks. Moved into my apartment earlier today.”




“Shit, today? You could have called, I would’ve helped.”




I knew Brian was just being polite, so I waved him off. “No trouble.” I only had a few suitcases to bring over anyway. Oddly, Brian seemed a bit stung by my independence. Why would he care? Helping people is never fun.




“Well, how’s the place? Gonna invite me over sometime to blaze a bowl?”




“Well, maybe… I’ve got this roommate.”




“Oh. Right. He cool with green?”




“I don’t know. We only talked for a little while.”




Brian began to nod slowly, or perhaps he was just picking up the beat of the music. He glanced briefly to the front door as two girls entered, but returned his gaze to the nachos once the two women began holding hands.




“I guess he’s not that cool since you didn’t invite him out with us,” he deduced.




A fair point, aside from one essential detail. Two, actually - I had no idea if Kelly was cool or not. In high school, cool to me meant vaping in the boy’s bathroom and having the most followers on Instagram. I still cringe when I think back on the things we all used to do to seem interesting, back when we barely knew ourselves.




So maybe Kelly was cool. Cool with Brian and I smoking (or vaping) weed in the house, cool enough to know the latest indie folk-rock bands that toured the area, cool enough to deal with living with a guy for the rest of the year. I couldn’t comment on that, but I could correct Brian’s other assumed mistake.




“My roommate’s a girl,” I said. Then, before he could speak, I added the extra detail. The one which I didn’t know was relevant or not: “A transgender girl.”




Brian’s chip snapped as he lifted, buckling under the combined weight of tomatoes, onions, guac, and cheese. “Oh shit, really?”




I winced slightly at the swear. This wasn’t that big of a deal, was it? 




“Does she, like, have a dick?”




Out of all the questions…




“How would I know?” I snapped, jerking up one of the chips myself. I still wasn’t hungry; I just needed something to chew on while I thought. “I only talked to her for a few minutes.”




“She goes by her?”




“She/her pronouns.”




Brian chortled. “She actually said that? I thought it was just a Tumblr thing.”




I’d never browsed Tumblr and had no clue what he was referencing. “I dunno, I guess,” I mumbled, chewing and swallowing the bare chip. A glob of cheese and guac sat on the edge of the plate. I didn’t bother scooping it up. “It’s just weird, right?”




“Kind of. I thought they had a transgender dorm or something. Sucks that you’re the one to end up with her.”




I felt an odd prickle at the back of my neck, the kind that always came when I was feeling defensive. “I mean, it’s not that bad,” I grumbled. “We’re just roommates.”




“If it’s a problem you can complain to the housing office. They don’t like to do it but they will if you have a real complaint. Remember when Sean got switched rooms because his roommate wouldn’t stop jacking off?”




Comparing Kelly - who was, by all accounts, a perfectly normal transgender person - to a compulsive and (from the way Sean used to tell it) aggressive chronic masturbator felt inappropriate and a bit mean, although I knew Brian didn’t intend it that way. Sean had indeed been switched out of his dorm, and looked years younger after he no longer had to wake up and find his lotion bottles and tissue boxes emptied.




“Maybe I will. I dunno, it’s just weird.”




“How’d she end up living with you anyway?”




“Dunno,” I shrugged, taking a sip of my beer.




“She cute?”




“Brian -”




“I’m just making conversation! Come on, she’s a girl, right?”




“She is. And she’s… cute, fine.” I mean, blonde pixie bob, slender frame, small perky tits… Were those tits? Or did she stuff her bra? So many questions I’d never thought I’d grapple with.




“Well that’s good then. Maybe she’s got some friends.” Brian lifted his glass and paused for a moment. “I guess they’d be transgender too.”




I rubbed two fingers against my eyes as Brian took a long, contemplative sip. “Can we talk about something else, Brian? I kinda came here to get my mind off of what’s going on at home.”




“Sure bro, sure. We’ll play some darts or something.” We both glanced back at the two dartboards, where a game of cricket was coming to an end. I’d never been the hugest fan of cricket or count-up or any of the other dart games, but at least it’d keep my mind occupied. 




“I guess I’ll meet her sometime anyway, when you invite me over. Find out if she’s cool with smoking indoors; don’t want to piss her off.”




“You might not even get the chance,” I said, sliding my phone out of my pocket. “I’m going to send an email to campus housing. This is going to be too much of a distraction for me.”




“Alright man, but listen. Even after the RA caught his roommate in the act, it still took Sean two months to get moved to another dorm. And that was undergrad - I’ve heard the grad school apartments are even more overstuffed.”




He had a point. The campus housing officer I spoke to had been rather stuffy about the regulations - a full year housing contract, no breaking the rules, two months paid up front so it wasn’t quite like leasing a regular apartment. You were either in the system or you were out, and while the system ran strict, it beat having to pay full-price for an off-campus apartment by a mile. Campus housing costs were 50% lower than what I’d pay for a one-bedroom off-campus. On a grad student stipend, that amount could make or break me.




Things seemed relatively simple when I signed up for this.




Now that I was living with Kelly, everything felt a lot more complicated.




Chapter 6

I dashed off a quick email to the housing authority before Brian asked two other guys if we’d like to play darts. They accepted, and I had to sign off on my email quickly in order to join my teammate before our board got scooped, but I covered all my bases in the quick missive:




Greetings,




I would like to discuss moving to a different apartment for the Fall semester. I’m currently living in Herma West, Graduate Apartment 14-B, with a roommate. I have some issues with my situation that I would like to discuss in private. Thank you.




Owen Leander




I hit send just as Brian started banging on my shoulder. We met our opponents - two college seniors wearing Herma U Football t-shirts - and shook hands before getting down to our match. We won the first, they won the second, and by the third we were basically taking joke shots at the board, risking it all on double-bullseyes while we really should have been hitting for single 20s. It didn’t matter. By that point the four of us had become new friends with promises to join each other in the bleachers at the first home game and come drinking at the duo’s frat house to pregame beforehand. I of course said yes, even though as a grad student I knew better than to actually follow through and hang out with underclassmen. Davi seemed less reticent; I had a feeling he’d get a taste of the undergrad life, realize he was 24 and not 18, and then sneak out of the frat party to come hang out with me.




That was all in the future. In the now I was properly sauced off 3 beers, one of which I’d earned for free by winning the last match on a totally lucky bullseye. The animated conversation with two guys literally a year younger than me drove up my confidence; when they heard I was a grad student, they treated me like some advanced-level monk in a kung fu movie. Even the music seemed to pick up in tone, playing one of those classic 80s white people songs that we would have sang along to had we switched to shots.




“How about a tequila round?” Brian said, wiggling his eyebrows and already fathoming a wild night out. The two undergrads were undoubtedly interested; As Seniors, grades meant less to them than enjoying their last days of freedom.




“Can’t man,” I said, raising my palms before slapping them on my thighs. “Class.”




“Boooo,” hooted Henry, the taller of the two undergrads. “What time’s your first?”




“9 am,” I said, with a declining smile. “I know, I know! Better than eight though.”




“Not better than dropping out!” Suggested Brian, throwing his arms around his two new friends, who tensed up in that ‘no homo’ way.




“Yeah, little late for that. Have a good night you guys - and hey, don’t listen to this asshole.”




“Will do,” chuckled Henry, giving me five along with his friend before I headed out.




My mood sobered somewhat when I got outside. It wasn’t just the knowledge that I’d be returning to my awkward living situation, which didn’t exactly heighten my buzzed elation. At this time of the year, the August chill came on strong at night, along with a bit of wind and low traffic this far from campus. Undergrads lived closer to the center of the lecture halls so they could get to class quicker; grad students had apartments on cheaper land further out, since we were expected to be more dutiful in attendance. More knowledgable. More mature.




I slid the key into the apartment door’s lock and immediately felt the lonely chill of my walk fall away from my shoulders like water off a duck’s back. The light in the room came from a new standing lamp and the kitchen lights instead of the overhead fluorescents, casting everything in a warm, comforting tone. The kitchen, nearest to the door, remained spotlessly clean, except for one aspect:




A dozen chocolate chip cookies, arranged neatly on a white ceramic plate on the middle of the counter.




I cannot overemphasize my love for these discs of pure, sugary pleasure. Ever since I was a kid, cookies were my greatest weakness. Teachers could dangle a frosted loft house sugar cookie over my head, sometimes literally, to get me to behave in class. I always volunteered to go to the grocery store with my mom, willing to help lift soda boxes and laundry detergent just for the rather mediocre crispy-pink complimentary kid’s cookie. Birthdays meant Oreo cookie cake, no matter how much my friends may have complained. I was a cookie kid, and while the opportunities for sugar lessened as I grew, I knew I’d always be a cookie adult.




I didn’t ask. I didn’t look around the room or try to figure out the language of the bubbly electro-pop music coming through two blue-hued speakers. I just reached out for the plate, picked up the topmost cookie, and took a bite.




Heaven.




Pure fucking heaven.




“Hey, have a cookie if you - oh!” Kelly flopped around on the back of the couch, smiling wide as she got onto her feet. She’d changed out of her yoga pants and sweater, and now wore a pair of the plushest purple socks I’d ever seen in my life, along with a thin tank top and a pair of pastel pajama pants. A thick paperback book sat propped open on the coffee table, and she strode toward me in a thin tank top with her baggy pajama pants slung low. Her midriff was showing, and it was then I learned Kelly was incredibly fit. Her stomach was flat, her body tan, and her navel pierced. Didn’t expect any of that, and of course I knew each aspect of her bare skin was incredibly sexy.




I didn’t have any time or ability to deal with the fact that my roommate, though completely dressed down and casual, was about the hottest girl I’d seen all night, and that was after two hours at a trendy college bar. I did not have the inclination to consider what that meant for my sexuality, or for the rest of the semester.




I had cookies. Cookies were what was important.




Her cookies.




“I’m glad you like them,” she said, reading the obviously semi-buzzed joy on my face. She broke off half of one of the smaller cookies and gave it a tiny bite. “I went a little crazy on the baking.”




“You bake?” I asked, in between chews.




“It’s kind of my hobby. I use it to destress.” Instead of filling me on what stressed her out, Kelly lifted her broken cookie. “I just can’t eat everything I make. That’s the problem. I end up giving most of it away.”




“Not gonna be a problem anymore!” I boasted, grabbing my second treat, the largest cookie I could spot on the plate. “I’ll eat whatever you make. Don’t even care if I get fat.”




“Oh no, don’t do that!” She said with a giggle. “I’ll make my next ones sugar-free. We both have to watch out for our health now!”




“Why’s that?”




“Because we’re grad students,” she said solemnly. “Seriously, we’re going to be way pressed for time. I don’t want to give you diabetes or anything!”




We both laughed at the idea of me filling up on her cookies and getting so fat I had to take insulin - even though the notion wasn’t that ridiculous. I was onto my third, after all. Plus, wasn’t being too busy to workout more likely than, I dunno, somehow ending up with a transgender roommate?




“Hey, listen… Owen.” Kelly picked up her phone and turned down the music over the bluetooth connection. I could still hear the bubbly foreign pop music playing from the speakers.




“I want to apologize for what I said before you left. It was inappropriate, and if it made you uncomfortable I want you to know it wasn’t my intention. Just a dumb joke, but that’s no excuse. I’m really sorry. I hope we can be better to each other, as roommates.”




“It’s cool,” I said, munching down the last of the cookie. Once my fingers were bare but for a few flecks of sugar, I considered what Kelly had just said, and found my response sorely lacking. “Wait… What?”




“The joke I made,” she said, rubbing her arm. “You know, about being your… wife…” She said the last word softly, clearly embarrassed to even be thinking about the line.




“Oh. Oh! Yeah, that was kind of… Hey, don’t worry about it. I’d actually forgotten.” I really had, although at the time, yes, it definitely made me a bit uncomfortable.




The fact that Kelly would apologize for that - to put herself through the discomfort of a sincere, eloquent apology just to clear the air between us - spoke of a maturity I didn’t expect from a girl who looked all of 19. I knew she was older, but her tight body and short height coupled with her hair style and generally youthful face would definitely make her a target for ID-seeking bouncers at any bar. 




More to the point, she’d spoken sincerely. That counted for quite a lot in my book - and I knew I had to reciprocate.




“Hey, Kelly,” I said, resisting the urge to pick up another cookie. Instead I turned my body fully toward her and took in a deep breath. “I’m sorry too. I didn’t expect to have a female roommate, and…” I paused, wondering how honest I was really being. “And you’re transgender, and all…”




Fuck. If there was a good way to broach this, I’d bungled it. I tried, of course, to be polite and understanding, to not come off as some caustic dick or arrogant straight guy. Yet I didn’t know how not to do that.




Then I looked at Kelly, meeting her eyes for the first time since I began speaking.




And she just smiled.




“I really appreciate you being honest with me, Owen. Maybe it’d be best if we talked about our living situation for a while?” She reached out and put her hand on my arm. “I can answer any questions you have about transgenderism. Or we can just talk about, like, how much we hated the dorm food and that kind of stuff.”




I chuckled, feeling a bit allayed by the warmth of her hand on my arm. “Yeah. That sounds good.”




“Okay. Grab as many of my cookies as you want and meet me on the couch. I’m sure we have a ton to talk about.”










Chapter 7

I put the cookies into a Tupperware and set them in the back of the pantry, where a variety of baking ingredients sat mostly unopened. Kelly had apparently been shopping while I was out, bringing home not only groceries but a few decorations and amenities for our shared living room.




As I sauntered toward the couch with two uncapped beers in either hand, I noticed a few of the flourishes she’d added to the otherwise spare room. Two throw pillows with a red-and-white angular design sat on the black couch, neatly propped up and matching with the rest of the decor. A diffuser with a purple glass base sat on the coffee table, its wooden tendrils sending a honeyish scent into the air, one I definitely enjoyed more than the blandness of new apartment smell. Finally, a piece of modern art covered the bare wall next to the balcony door. Even I could tell that otherwise unadorned wall needed something in the way of refinement.




Kelly plopped down in an unfolded red camping chair - another new addition.




“Did you have any trouble getting this stuff up?” I said, handing her the beer. Her eyes widened for a moment as she looked to the art, then to the throw pillows.




“Oh… No, it wasn’t too much of a challenge. I wasn’t doing anything anyway. I’m fine, thank you,” she said with a kind smile, waving her hand in front of the beer.




“Please! I insist,” I said, assuming she was just being polite. “I mean, you bought all this stuff for our apartment. The least I can do is give you a thank-you beer. It’s all I brought, after all,” I chuckled.




She parted her lips in a silent laugh of her own, then accepted the drink. I flopped back on the couch, propping one of the pillows under my lower back. That’s part of the trouble with being tall - back problems start early.




“So Owen,” she said, leaning forward in her chair, the bottle in the cupholder. “I really want us to be open and honest with each other. I’m guessing you want the same?”




“Definitely,” I vowed.




“Okay. Did you have any particular questions?”




“Um… I guess I just don’t know a whole lot about, uh, you know…”




“My gender.”




I felt a flush on my forehead and tamped down the urge to wipe my cold beer bottle against my skin. “Yeah.”




Kelly nodded sagely, like this was where she expected things to go. “Well, I was born male. In my adolescence I started to notice I wasn’t really a boy - I didn’t act like one or think like one, and I didn’t want to dress like one either. My parents… they did their best. They didn’t understand what was going on at first, and… well, we talk now.”




I could tell from Kelly’s posture - shoulders drawn in, fingers tugging lightly on a strand of her hair - that this was an uncomfortable topic. As much as I didn’t want to see her suffer like this, she’d been the one to bring the topic up, and I knew that just by listening I could show my support.




“Once I became an adult I started transitioning. I started living as a woman, changed my wardrobe, started wearing makeup, and eventually went on HRT. Sorry, hormone replacement therapy.”




I didn’t have much of a better grasp of the full three-word term than the initialism, though I could at least fathom what it meant. 




“While I was still in undergrad I saved up enough for surgery and went through it the summer after my Junior year. I graduated with a BA in Psychology after that, and now, here I am! Boobs and all,” she said, with an adorable laugh I knew covered up a lot of past strife.




“Wow. Sounds like you’ve been through a lot.”




“Eh,” she said, waving off my notation with a dainty hand, which quick found its way onto her thigh. “I mean, yes, I have. But I don’t want to be treated differently than any other person. And it’s not like my whole life revolves around my gender. I went through the same all-night study sessions and test prep and stress of having a part-time job as any other cisgendered student. Being transgender is a huge part of my life, but it’s not the only thing. Right now, I’m just trying to focus on my graduate studies in psychology. The classes seem intense, from what I’ve read so far.”




“You’re telling me,” I agreed. “Mine look pretty tough too. What’s cisgender, by the way?”




“Oh, sorry! It means someone who identifies as the gender they were born with. Like you - you were born male, and you still identify and live as male.” She raised her eyebrows quickly. “Well, at least that’s the assumption we’ve been working with.”




“I am,” I laughed. “Sorry, never heard it before.”




“Oh, there’s nothing to apologize for! I wish more people would ask about this kind of stuff; sometimes I’m not sure what people know and what they don’t know. I really appreciate your candor, Owen.”




I lifted my beer bottle into the air and tipped the stem toward her. I felt really good at her kind and genuine words, yet didn’t have a full idea of what to say or how to react. A nice smile fit both our faces, and Kelly even finally took a sip of her beer.




“I don’t tell all this stuff to everyone, by the way. I know most people don’t really want to hear about it, and there are things I’d rather discuss. I’m a normal person - I hate that I have to point that out, and I know I don’t have to to you, but some people think I’m just some confused weirdo. Not true at all. I watch the same TV shows and read the same books and listen to the same music as any other college student. I go to the football games and cheer my flabby ass off when the Herma Bears make a touchdown. Being transgender is part of who I am - not all of my personality.”




Your ass isn’t flabby. Luckily my first thought following Kelly’s monologue didn’t escape my lips. Instead, I took a sip of my beer and focused on the music, which had been playing at a low volume throughout our discussion.




“This is the same music people in your dorm listened to?” I asked. “I don’t even know what language this is.”




“Korean,” she answered plainly. “Kpop. It used to be my guilty pleasure - now I’m openly Koreaboo. My Korean is ‘nabeun’ but the music is for an international audience.” She waved her beer bottle in the air. “And who would have thought a trans girl would love the frilly dresses and outrageous hairstyles they put on in music videos.”




I chuckled at that remark. Kelly’s sense of humor about herself was remarkable. I didn’t know why I thought she’d be overly severe or reserved. She was as open and friendly as anyone I knew. More so, even.




“But guys like it too!” She insisted. “Give it a listen sometime, you might find a few artists you’ll enjoy.”




“I might do that,” I suggested. “Seems like great gym music.” The high BPM and electronic backbeat definitely seemed like the kind of stuff I could get into, although the infectious girly vocals would take some time.




“Definitely! I always hit new PRs in the squat rack when I’m blasting some GDS.”




I knew one of those acronyms, and assured myself I’d research the other.




“You work out at the student fitness center?” She asked.




“Yeah, used to at least.” I grimaced slightly, thinking of the gym as just one more daily chore to find time for. “Gonna be tough balancing that with the course load and TA-ing.”




“I know what you mean,” she said with a sigh. “I knew it’d be a challenging year but now that it’s all real it’s like, ugh, wow.”




On that, were on the exact same page. “Guess we’ll both be busy. Hope you have time to bake occasionally.”




“Hahaha. I promise I will.” Kelly drew both hands around her bottle, gripping the glass so tightly I thought she might leave fingerprints. “And… I’m really glad that I have such an understanding roommate. Really, Owen. I lucked out on this.”




Once again, I simply lifted my bottle into the air with a nod, totally at a loss for what to say until I gave it some thought.




“Do you mind if I ask you something?”




“Yes,” she said, sitting up rigid straight with her head level. “I mean, no, I don’t mind if you ask. At all. About anything.”




I cocked an eyebrow, not quite understanding this new tone. Kelly shifted in her seat, moving from one plump asscheek to the other before sitting down completely. “What I mean is - if you have questions about anything, please just ask. I don’t want there to be any miscommunication between us.”




“Communicating is the number one rule of roommates,” I said, recalling the top advice from all the internet articles I’d read.




“Totally. And it’s extra important for someone like me.”




“Like you?”




“A transwoman.”




“Oh.” I’d actually forgotten by this point. We’d moved onto other topics, and sitting with her, here, I stopped thinking about who Kelly was in the past. To me, she was just a girl. Except…




“How did you end up living here?” I asked. “I mean, you’re a woman.”




“I am.”




“And I’m a man.”




“You are.”




“So…”




She put the beer bottle back into its cupholder and clasped her hands together. “This is actually a bit difficult for me to discuss. I’ll try to answer as best I can.” She took in a deep, deep breath, her perky breasts rising along with her flat stomach. Kelly closed her eyes, and I saw the light blue shade of eyeliner on her lids. Then she opened them, her own eyes sparkling with a moistness that hadn’t been there before.




“Because I transitioned while I was enrolled, the school has been kind of slow to update all of my files.” With that simple sentence, I had a strong notion of what had happened. Kelly continued onward anyway, for my own sake. “My legal name is Kelly Palmer, and my driver’s license says female. I filled out so many forms to get that fixed, among other documents.” Kelly took her biggest sip of beer yet, swallowing it down hard. “Apparently the University didn’t get all the memos.”




“So they think -”




“I don’t know exactly what they think. They gave me a lot of vague statements and runarounds until, literally two days ago, they said they had my housing assignment and my roommate. A guy named Owen.” She waved a hand in the air. “I don’t mind living with you, Owen. I was just scared of what you might think, having a transgender roommate.”




A guilty mind is no state for drinking, yet I couldn’t tell Kelly how I’d felt when she walked in. That was a confused me, one who didn’t understand the full situation - or who she even was. 




“I don’t mind either,” I decided. “We’re just roommates, after all. I’m sorry you had to deal with all that.”




“Well, I suppose it’s in the past,” she said, with a side-long glance out the window.




I stood up from the couch and downed my beer, swirling the last dregs around to make sure I’d cleaned out the bottle. Despite my teaching stipend, I knew I’d have to cut back on the craft stuff, which often ran expensive.




“Let bygones be bygones,” I said, feeling the inebriation a bit more now that I’d stood up. “Right now, there’s only one thing we have to do.”




Kelly’s head darted back toward me. “What’s that?”




I nodded up at the wall clock, a minimalist analog device she must have bought on her shopping trip. “Get some sleep. It’s nearly midnight!”




Kelly looked up at the clock. Immediately, her beautiful eyes widened.




“Oh my god! My first class is in eight hours!” She leapt up from her chair, started chugging her beer to make time, and began coughing when she drank down too much. I chuckled and took the bottle from her. 




“You good?” I asked, putting my hand on her back and giving her a light thump right between her slender shoulder blades. She nodded, then turned to me.




“Sorry. I don’t drink much beer. Thanks for giving me one though. I needed it, even if I could only drink half.”




“I’ll finish the rest,” I promised.




Then she threw her hands around me, hugging me at the waist, pressing her cheek against my sternum.




“Thanks, roomie. You’re the best.”




And in that moment, I really thought I was.




Chapter 8

The next day was like going through my first day of Freshman year, only this time I knew exactly what to expect rather than having no clue like I did at 18. I got up, got dressed, had a hasty protein bar breakfast, and strode out the door about an hour after Kelly had already left. She left her contact info on a post-it note, and I added her details into my phone on my way to my first class.




My advisor arrived late, leaving me a good 15 minutes to settle into my office and meet my office mate, a friendly though not-quite-bilingual Taiwanese fellow named Tim. We did our best to chat about computers for 10 minutes, then resolved to discussing how bad the campus food was for the next 10. When my advisor, Dr. Alan Whitman, arrived on campus, I had a discussion with him that seemed rather important in the moment. When I returned to my office I realized we hadn’t really said anything beyond ‘good luck.’




I’d need it. My first class from there was a review of the syllabus, and sitting alongside 11 other students with the exact same goals and problems as me, I had the deep inclination to believe I was a total fraud. The topics we’d cover were far more technical and in-depth than anything I’d pursued before, and the solemn, confident looks on the faces of my cohort made me feel like a kindergartener in a theoretical physics course.




That impostor feeling remained until I joined the lecture hall of the class I’d be TAing, right after a quick lunch of soup and grilled cheese at the on-campus dining center (total cost for the two items: six dollars and ninety cents. Dinner would have to be ramen). In the front row next to the six other TAs, with 200 undergrads behind us in their seats, and an additional 80 crowding the outer hall, we listened to Dr. Sylvia Andrews gamely go over the ‘mind-blowing’ topics they’d be discussing in Computer Science 101. Stuff like what a variable was and how computers communicated with each other. The guy sitting next to me, wearing a ‘programmers do it in code’ t-shirt, chortled when Dr. Andrews mentioned HTML as a programming language to learn. I couldn’t stand pedantry like that, especially when the students behind us were clearly trying to learn. We all had to start somewhere.




The pompous oaf got his comeuppance at our TA meeting following the lecture, where Dr. Andrews, wasting no time after brief introductions, asked him to explain how a computer turns Javascript code into binary. He launched into a very detailed explanation of compilers and interpreters, going out of his way to note his own knowledge of Assembly, the programming language closest to the 0s and 1s of binary. Dr. Andrews listened without moving or speaking when he went on about high and low level programming languages, boot-strapping, and a variety of other terms and topics all of us knew very well. He continued until he realized, after the rest of us, how technical his explanation had become.




“As TAs,” she explained, “your job isn’t just to teach the students what’s in the textbook. Nor should you just describe to them everything you know. You have to explain it to them in a way they’ll understand. That’s the real challenge.”




Dr. Andrews words fell hard on our ears, even though she was as polite and kind a presence as I’d seen in a lecture hall. Her turtleneck sweater and comfortable brown moccasins made her look like a librarian, yet her words were as sage as a philosopher’s.




In the actual TA class, with my syllabi printed out and my sticker-covered laptop open on the podium, I felt confident in my abilities at first, introducing myself to the students and going through a quick icebreaker before starting a powerpoint. Let me be clear - failing to get the projector to display what was on my laptop screen was not the most humiliating moment of my life. It was, however, second only to the time I peed my pants at the school choir recital in second grade. All twenty of my students watched in complete silence as I jiggled the cord and turned the projector on and off before the one closest to my podium coughed and suggested I plug the cord into my laptop first. I still have no memory of how the rest of the class went, since my mind insisted I drop out of college completely and start a new career as a gravedigger in rural Alaska.




After my embarrassing afternoon class I returned to the office, where Tim was nowhere to be found, nor was my advisor, although the bubbly secretary insisted Dr. Whitman would be back shortly. When 6 o’clock rolled around and the janitor started tidying up, I packed up my things and headed home, backpack slung over my shoulder, eyes strained from a day of staring at screens, staring at the future, staring at my life.




What. A. Fucking. Day.




I don’t know how I would have handled things had I not returned home to a brand-spanking new plate of sprinkle-covered white-frosting cupcakes.




“Have as many as you want!” Kelly called from her room. I slung my backpack - the same one I’d had since high school - over the bar chair next to the kitchen counter, then resisted the urge to flop down on the floor long enough to snatch a cupcake off the tray and shuffle over to the couch. Once I had my ass in the rather hard seat I admired the composition of what Kelly had made. Confetti cake bread with a white frosting and sprinkles on top. The cupcake looked the exact opposite of how Monday felt.




“How is it?” She asked, exiting her room with a hair brush in hand, navigating the bristles through her straight blonde hair. She wore a blue and white dress with wide shoulder straps, her legs in nylons.




I took my first bite, careful to keep my hand underneath the bottom to avoid crumbing up the couch. “Delicious,” I replied, once I’d swallowed down my first bite. 




My roommate came to sit beside me on the couch. Obviously I didn’t mind at all, since the home and furniture were both ours, collectively. She left a couch cushion of space between us, curling her knees up toward her chest with her feet facing me as she picked up the TV remote.




“Do you mind if I put something on?” She asked.




Even though my permission had basically been bought at the price of a cupcake - and a fair trade it was, of course - I spent a pensive moment considering what she’d asked. “Go for it,” I finally declared.




Still, she remained wary. “You’re sure? If you have any work to do or something, I can put my headphones on.” She paused. “Or I can just watch it in my room. I really don’t want to bother you.”




I considered wiping my frosted-crusted fingers on the sofa, then thought better of it and stood up, heading to the kitchen for a real napkin. “Nah, today’s pretty much wrapped up. Had my course intros and first class,” I said, recalling the embarrassing incident with the laptop cord. I dipped into the fridge to grab a beer from the same 6-pack as yesterday. When I stood up, I saw Kelly glancing back at me from the sofa.




“Need anything?” I asked, motioning toward the inner fridge.




“Sparkling water, please,” she said with a polite smile.




In addition to the dry goods she’d purchased yesterday, Kelly had filled our refrigerator with a variety of vegetables, fruits, and cooking supplies that required refrigeration. I took out one of her bottled sparkling waters and spent a moment marveling at the sight before me. I’d never seen a full fridge before. Hell, I’d lived most of my life with mini fridges full of beer and bagged ice. Meals were something supplied at the dining hall or off-campus eatery. Home was for drinking, relaxing, and sleeping.




My first real apartment, shared with another human, felt more like a real home than any previous pad did.




I ambled over to the couch with both drinks in hand. Kelly propped a pillow underneath her head and laid down across two cushions while I sat down on the third, handing her the water bottle while I took a sip of my beer. She quickly hit play on the DVR and wiggled her stockinged feet with a giddy energy as the raucous title theme began to play.




“TO-NIGHT!” Shouted the announcer, as a rainbow of colors streaked across the screen in a 70s-style montage. “On Chatoyer’s Cooking Challenge!”




“What is this show?” I said with a chuckle. My TV intake had gradually diminished across undergrad, and since I’d spent the summer preparing for grad school I hadn’t kept up on what was popular. Judging by the way Kelly’s sleepy eyes fixated on the screen, I assumed she was a particular fan of this program.




“It’s a cooking show where drag queens have to compete to make the best dishes. But they also get judged on presentation, and the whole show is kind of an insane mess.” She tilted her head up toward me, smiling wide. “I love it.”




It took me a few minutes to figure out the show’s appeal. The competition, points, and even meals were secondary to the overall attitude each contestant exuded. There were transgender contestants, drag kings (women dressed as men - something I’d not known existed), drag queens, and all variety of others who presented themselves with an eclectic style that worked their way into their baking. My interest piqued simply from the sheer variety of contestants on the program, which I guess was part of the appeal, because nothing these people made looked better than the cupcakes Kelly could already bake. To her credit, Kelly watched the show with a wan smile and her water bottle cradled in her lap, right up around the time our DVR recording caught up with the commercials. We sat patiently through ads for back-to-school sales and trailers for the latest superhero movies until the show started again. I wasn’t feigning interest when I asked:




“You think Colton or Susiana’s gonna win it?”




In response, I got silence - or rather, I got a brief, dreamlike snore.




I paused the program and looked down at my roommate’s face, seeing her in this way for the first time. Her placid, calm face, with her eyes shut and her long lashes set calmly together, looked like some sort of angelic Renaissance painting. She had her ankles crossed and her hands folded gently in her lap, as if in repose.




“Kelly?” I murmured, reaching out and touching her gently on her elbow. I wriggled her only slightly before she woke, looked at me, and then sat up.




“Hm? What?” She said, in a far-away voice, one strap off her shoulder, revealing the black bra underneath.




“You, um, fell asleep,” I murmured, scooting over to my own side of the couch slightly. I felt a bit overly close to the girl who probably wouldn’t have minded taking a nap.




“Oh. Sorry,” She said, stretching her chin toward the ceiling. “Long day,” she giggled.




She had been up longer than me. I too began to feel the soporific effects of late-night reality TV. “You wanna finish it?” I asked, pointing the remote toward the screen, where a head-to-head graphic showed Colton and Susiana grinning proudly over their lumpy tiered cakes.




“No, yeah, definitely!” Kelly interlaced her fingers and stretched her arms toward the ceiling. “Mm… I probably need to sit up, otherwise I’m going to nod off again!”




I smiled at that and laid the remote between us, letting her decide if she wanted to pause or shut it off. We watched as the unseen producers of this show stretched the final moments out way past their necessary run-time. Who would win? Who would go home? Whose cake would impress the judges? Who would incur the wrath of drag queen & ‘Sugar Host’ Chatoyer’s punny genius?




“One of you will move on to the next stage,” Chatoyer cooed ominously from the dais, looking down on the two contestants. “And one of you…” she picked up a white piping bag. “Will be iced.”




I groaned at the pun, then sipped down the rest of my beer. I leaned back in my seat, feeling pretty good in the last few minutes of my night. The embarrassment and stress of earlier seemed like a distant memory; chilling out on the couch with a beer, my roommate, and a corny though highly entertaining reality TV show distracted me from the long road to my eventual graduation.




Then the night took a slight turn, one I didn’t expect. I hardly noticed at first, so light was the feeling, but when I turned my head to confirm, there she was.




Kelly had fallen asleep with her head on my shoulder.




I looked down at the couch cushions and the dividing line separating the two halves. We sat equidistant, having somehow managed to split the piece of furniture into two co-equal halves, like roommates in a bad 80s sitcom. Yet this was real-life, and here she was, dozing peacefully with her cheek against my shoulder.




I could have waken her. I should have.




She would have been embarrassed, probably, to see what had happened.




I figured it’d make a poor way to end a nice evening by rousing her like that.




Instead, I let her doze while I finished the show. I’d inform her tomorrow of who’d won, when we hung out again that night. Once it finished I shut off the TV and gently disentangled myself from Kelly, helping her fall gracefully onto her back. I even replaced the strap of her dress; it just felt like the right thing to do.




I stood, and looked down at my dozing roommate.




“Kelly?”




“Mff.” Her eyes winced, and the girl turned onto her side, facing away from me, dress riding up to show the cleft of her ass, and the pink panties underneath her nylons.




I turned away immediately, though I’d already caught a glimpse of her that stuck in my mind. What can I say - it’d been a very dry summer, and my roommate…




No, I told myself, so firmly in my head. Inappropriate, Owen. Go to sleep.




The double beds included with our apartment were quite a bit more comfortable than the sofa. I imagined Kelly would prefer to wake up on a real mattress rather than the firm leather couch cushions. I would too, if I’d dozed off there.




But Kelly couldn’t lift me up, were I to nod off on the couch.




I could have easily lifted her and carried her to bed. Then what?




The thought of giving her a goodnight kiss - of seeing her open her eyes and smile at me, then pull me into the bed with her…




Don’t be fucking ridiculous, I told myself. Leave her alone. She’s your roommate.




After snatching another beer bottle, I stormed off to my room, drowning my thoughts in IPA, settling down for another night alone.




Chapter 9

The rest of my week went exactly as a grad student’s should. I attended my classes, met frequently with my advisor, and worried constantly about the future. My theses wasn’t due for another three semesters yet every concept we explored in class, every question an undergrad asked me, and every mumbled conversation with my officemate Tim seemed like a reminder to get started on at least thinking up a topic.




There was no time to think about the future - much less the present. I thought my 4000-level courses in undergrad sped through the material, yet looking back, they were like Sesame Street compared to the warp-drive level of content in my grad courses. Far from discussing the esoteric and futuristic ideas of computer science’s next stages, we got into the very minutiae of what made a computer tick, and brought it down even further to the fundamentals of energy and light. Tough, complicated shit, and shit I needed to not only learn, but outright and completely master.




Somehow, I had to accomplish my main goal - literally, becoming a Master of Computer Science - while attending a never-ending parade of meetings, seminars, and luncheons. It seemed like anyone with a clunky laptop and a grey mustache could get an entire conference room devoted to a discussion of their specific subject of interest, and as one of the aspiring graduate students devoted wholly to computers, I was not only obligated to attend. I had to put my game face on too, smiling and nodding and desperately hoping one of these academic geniuses would help me with funding in the future, or at least be a shoulder to cry on when things got tough.




The one real bright spot, as the week progressed, was getting to know my colleagues more fully. Ozzy, a computer science undergrad pursuing a speciality in game design, joined me for lunch after our department meeting, and we joked about the specificity of the meetings’ minutes as we made our way to the campus coffeeshop.




“Did she really need to write ‘discussed implementation of laboratory requirements?’ I mean, don’t we all know it’s just the lab?” Ozzy smiled and shook his head at the text-heavy sheet of paper we’d all been given upon leaving. I chuckled back, folding mine neatly in two and slipping it into the back pocket of my jeans.




“‘Implementation’ too… Gotta hit that word count!”




“Guess so,” he said, smiling as he held open the coffeeshop door. For an on-campus eatery the Grizzly Cafe really managed to convey a genuine amount of charm. The tables were carved of real wood, and some of the chairs were actually stools made out of logs. Thankfully, those were more for freshmen and visiting parents to take Instagram-worthy photos. Those of us who had to suffer the day-in day-out of college life opted for regular high-backed wooden chairs and ergonomic round tables. Ozzy and I found two near the window, basking in the rays of sunlight for a moment before the waitress came over and took our orders. Two double americanos - cheaper than coffee, making it easier on our underfunded grad student wallets, and with more caffeine, meaning we could study later into the night.




We both sat quiet for a moment, ruminating on the enormity of the workload we had for the weekend, and every weekend hence, when I spotted a familiar face at the to-go register. At least, I thought she looked familiar under the round-rimmed white sunglasses and the scarf wrapped fully around her neck. She wore a dark jacket over a cream-colored blouse and a black skirt with charcoal leggings. Pure fall fashion, the kind that made other girls realize they had to up their game. Coupled with the blonde pixie cut and the familiar posture of the petite fashionista, I knew from the first glance who I was looking at.




“Kelly!” I said, without reservation as soon as she got her coffee. “Hey!”




My roommate turned to Ozzy and me with a frozen smile across her unsure face. She strode forward with robotic steps and only seemed to remember to take her glasses off when she was actually at our table.




“Hi,” she said in a small, far-away voice.




“Hey hey,” Ozzy said, his eyes happily fixed on Kelly’s alluring frame.




“Kelly, this is Ozzy. He’s in my Cyber Security course. Ozzy, this is Kelly - my roommate.”




I wouldn’t have thought anything could take Ozzy’s eyes away from Kelly. Not with her tits looking so nice underneath her blouse, or her slender neck teased and hinted at by the edges of her hair. Yet as soon as I mentioned who she was, his head darted to me.




“Roommate?” He marveled.




“Um, I actually have to get going - Classes, and all that.” Kelly spoke so quickly that the words rushed together.




“Oh, right,” I said, trying to seem off-handed. “Have fun!”




Nobody ever has fun in grad courses, and the goodbye line seemed awkward to all sitting around me. Kelly left, pushing the coffeeshop door open with her forearm, coffee cup still in hand.




“So your roommate’s a chick?” Ozzy asked, as soon as the familiar dingle bell sounded, announcing Kelly was well out of earshot.




“Yes. She is a girl,” I responded.




“Weren’t you in student housing, though? Herma West?”




Shit.




Kelly and I had never discussed the necessary secrecy in our unusual living arrangement, yet I felt it was more than implied. People could easily begin to wonder why I’d ended up with a female roommate, and vice versa for Kelly. Hell, maybe a guy like Ozzy would have been jealous. People seemed to think living with a girl meant it was all fresh-baked goods and clean apartments.




…Which in my case actually was true, but only because Kelly was a particularly special woman.




“Owen?” Ozzy touched me on the elbow, prompting me to answer his curious question.




“Yeah, sorry. Hey, could you help me out on something?”




Ozzy raised an eyebrow, and that’s when I knew I had him.




“This Twofish encryption method,” I said, referring to a method we’d briefly discussed in our security class. “I just don’t get it at all. Could you help me out?”




My overt attempt at distraction worked perfectly. No CS major ever passed up an opportunity to explain something simple to someone who didn’t know - especially when that someone was a fellow student.




“Bro, seriously?” He practically chortled, leaning forward with good-natured helpfulness and a fair bit of gleeful pride. This was, after all, a chance to show off his knowledge. “It’s pretty simple.”




I smiled, nodded, and sipped through a ten minute explanation of something I learned in undergrad. After he’d covered Twofish he moved onto more recent innovations in encryption, many of which I hadn’t heard of. Ozzy’s knowledge of the subject outstripped mine, and he’d actually given me a genuine chance to learn something new and important.




Unfortunately, my entire mind remained focused on Kelly, and the odd way she’d rushed out of the coffee shop.




I couldn’t bear thinking she didn’t want to see me. I hated to assume she was mad about something.




Day by day, it was getting harder to ignore my feelings for her -




Or the notion that, perhaps, she had the same feelings for me.




Chapter 10

Normally I would have spent my afternoon in the library, studying at my courses and answering student emails regarding basic topics. The constant switching from masters-level content to basic questions about variables and arrays confirmed the width and range of knowledge in my subject. There was so much to know, so many shades of grey, so many ways things could be interpreted and misinterpreted and felt differently by one person to the next. Despite the stunning difficulty of understanding the advanced concepts, or explaining the simple ones in the most basic terms possible, the sheer breadth of intellectual potential in computer science invigorated me to keep going.




Normally, at least. On this particular Thursday, following Ozzy’s impromptu encryption lecture, I headed straight home. The sun blazed vibrantly through the open window, the Venetian blinds filtering the light without abating its heat. Kelly had left the window open to air out the apartment after giving it a thorough moping. I stared at my feet on the way into the apartment, recall the one time I’d mopped my own floors in my studio apartment last year.




Kelly washed dishes, scrubbed floors, and arranged the decor so neatly you’d think I were living with an Interior Design major. For my part, I kept my clothes off the floor. That was about all I’d done in the near-week we’d been living together. None of this dawned on me earlier in the week, and I didn’t blame myself too fully for remaining ignorant. Life stress had a way of giving people tunnel vision. I’d genuinely not noticed how Kelly had spent the time to keep this place entirely clean, and did it all when I was out of the house.




I’d entered the apartment thinking of Kelly, and how she’d rushed out of the coffeeshop. Standing in the threshold of my apartment, feeling foolish with my backpack tight on my shoulders, I could only think of myself and my own selfishness. Why hadn’t I ever bothered to help clean, or at least offered? I could still see the particular smile she had on her face while baking; , the way she hummed and bobbed her head to the stereo on the kitchen counter while she mixed batter and sprayed cooking sheets, the way her curvy rear and svelte hips bobbed in time to the rhythm of the music.




I suppose I spent quite a bit of time watching my roommate do chores, and virtually no time at all actually helping myself. I hadn’t even so much as washed off the plates she put her sweets on, leaving them crumb-strewn for her to clean up. And she did so without complaint, but she certainly noticed. I finally had.




Since I’d returned home earlier than usual I sat down at the dining table and opened up my backpack, arranging my books, notebooks, pens, laptop, and documents around myself like a D&D dungeon master. Having everything on hand nearby made me feel like I was studying, even though all I could think about was Kelly. Rather, my thoughts were on how I’d failed her as a roommate. It’d been less than a week, sure, but we’d never set down the rules of our game, so to speak.




I’d decided to talk with her about a roommate charter as soon as she walked in. When she arrived, about an hour after I’d begun my fake-study session, I rose from my seat and nearly rushed at her for a few steps, before walking up at a normal pace trying to seem casual.




“Hey,” she said with her soft, warm smile, her purse crooked under her elbow, her sunglasses clipped to the front of her blouse.




“Hey,” I replied, one arm on her elbow. “Do you need anything?”




Kelly’s head turned sharply to me as she dipped her purse onto the nearby bar chair. “Need anything?” She said, with her mouth falling open into a pure white smile.




“I mean, can I get you anything?” I replied, knowing my rephrased statement sounded just as goofy, if not accusatory.




“I’m fine,” she said slowly, leaning on the countertop. “Owen, what is this about?”




Her fair question didn’t come out angry or concerned. Leave it to my roommate to read me like a book. Not one of the jargon-y textbooks I had open on the table, mind you. My concerned face and unhappy eyes were like a children’s learn-to-read storybook.




“Kelly,” I admitted, putting my hand atop hers. She looked down at the back of my hand, then up into my eyes, questioning. “I realized today how much you do to keep this place in order. I haven’t done shit - excuse my language - to contribute to the house, and I feel really bad about that. I just want you to know how sorry I am - and how I’m willing to change.”




Kelly tilted her head gently to the side, her pondering expression focused on me. I tried to meet her eyes, wanting to show how genuine I was in my desires. Trouble was, looking into her eyes only exposed the lovely vivid blue of her eyes, the way her pupils slowly grew in that perfect calm sea.




I could get lost in these eyes, I thought to myself, hating the cliche and knowing it was true.




“Um, Owen?”




“Hm?”




Kelly lifted her right hand, the one I had pinned to the countertop. My own grip, in my nervous tension, had grown heavy atop her hand. She couldn’t move it.




“Oh! Sorry,” I said, with a dumb chuckle as I lifted my hand off hers. She rubbed the back of her knuckles for a moment, then moved into the kitchen, pulling out a glass to fill with the filtered water.




“I don’t think you’ve been a bad roommate,” she said, filling up the glass as she spoke. She moved with a rhythm I frankly lacked, a smoothness and a grace I suppose people called ‘feminine.’ “I guess this place would be a bit a dirtier if I didn’t sweep and vacuum and scrub when I got back from class. But that’s not why I do it.”




“What do you mean?” I looked down at the counter. She’d pushed the cup toward me.




“Drink,” She demanded politely. “You’re sweating, hon.”




I took a sip, still waiting for my answer.




“I do it because I like it,” she said, with a sort of bemused shrug. “I dunno. I’ve always been like that. It’s nice to get that feeling of accomplishment. You can literally watch something go from dirty to clean, y’know?”




I thought for a moment, holding my condensation cup. “I think I do, actually. It sounds kind of like working on a Python script. You start with nothing, but eventually, you’ve got a working program.” After hours of scouring your script for a run-time error or some missing character that sends the whole program into a breakdown. I didn’t have to mention that to Kelly. Cleaning had its own challenges, I’m sure.




“Yeah! And maybe I don’t really get the same satisfaction from studying Psychology, so I look for it elsewhere. I mean, the human mind isn’t a computer - if something’s not working right, you can’t just debug it,” she said, with a saucy laugh. I smiled, knowing our analogies weren’t perfect, and knowing better than to argue about that. We understood each other - except for one thing.




“We can still be honest with each other, right Kelly?” I asked.




“Of course. Always. Why, what’s up?”




I pushed my cup toward Kelly, thinking she might need the water more than me.




“When I saw you at the coffee shop,”I suggested, “it kind of seemed like you didn’t want to talk to me.”




She pursed her lips tightly together, laying both hands on the counter, gripping the edge tightly.




“If you don’t want to tell me,” I said, voice lower, feeling the awkward sting in the air, “you don’t have to.”




“I don’t?” She countered. I felt my head jerk back slightly.




“Well, I’m just wondering…”




“No, no, you’re right. I’m sorry. I should tell you.” As I expected she picked up the cup of cooled water, taking a long. I watched her slender throat dip up and down as she did, before depositing the cup back on the counter. “It wasn’t you I didn’t want to see,” she said quietly. “It was your friend.”




“Ozzy? You know him?” I’d only had a few chats with the fellow computer geek, but I definitely considered him a friend. He didn’t seem like a bad guy, but nowadays I guess you never knew.




“I don’t know the first thing about him,” she said, trailing her finger along the rim of the glass. “That’s just my point. And when you told him I was your roommate, well…” Her finger slipped off the rim. “I didn’t want you to have to answer any uncomfortable questions.”




The realization hit me like a DDOS attack on an unsecured server. “Oh, Kelly,” I said, rounding the counter top to hold her against my chest. To my surprise she reciprocated, laying her cheek against my sternum, her warm hands finding my back for a hug. “I didn’t mean to put you in that position at all.”




I felt her forearms tense against my back in response. “No, it’s fine,” she murmured. “I was just concerned about you. I mean, aren’t you a bit embarrassed? Having a transgender roommate?”




I pulled away from her embrace. “What? Kelly, not at all.” I shook my head. “You’re a better roommate than I deserve. Can you imagine what a pigsty this place would be with two guys like me living here?” I hadn’t even thought about that apocalyptic notion until the moment I suggested it. Looking across the room, the image became easier to visualize. Couch cushions stained with Cheeto dust, beer bottles littering the floor, a pair of boxer shorts hanging perennially from the ceiling fan - the very idea made me literally shudder. Kelly just giggled.




“Well, yeah, I guess,” she mused.




“You’re the best roommate I’ve ever had,” I vowed. She saw right through me.




“I’m the only roommate you’ve ever had, doofus.”




I smirked. “Still true.”




“Computer guys,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “Always technically right.”




Kelly walked into the center of our shared apartment, looking across the living room, at the decor she’d set up, the cleanliness she maintained, the sun that shone just for her through her perfect blonde hair. She put her hands on her hips, maintaining an alluring and perfect frame that I gawked at from behind.




“I guess I do take care of this place pretty well,” she said, before turning to look at me over her shoulder. “Maybe you should help out a bit more.”




I raised my palms in an innocent gesture. “Wherever you need me, Kels.” 




Wherever.




Kelly shook her head. “Nah, it’s fine. Although…”




“What?”




She lowered her head and looked up at me with those innocent eyes. I knew exactly what she was doing, of course. This vixen-like expression could melt boulders, yet I gave myself up willingly to her enticement.




“There is something I’d like you to do.”




“Name it.”




“I will, but just know - you totally don’t have to, if you don’t want.”




“Kelly, I’m game for anything.”




It was the exact wrong thing to say to a girl you lived with, who you were slowly falling for.




Yet I made my decision.




I’d go where the path took me.




Even if it meant having a date with the only girl in my world.




Chapter 11

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I moaned as I removed my shirt.




“You’re seriously not going to back out now, are you?” Kelly asked, pulling her top off over her head.




I took in a deep breath as I got to my belt, unbuckling and letting my jeans slip to my ankles. I kicked off my sneakers and tossed my pants over to the corner with my legs, standing nearly naked in boxers and socks alone.




“No,” I replied. “But you have to admit - this is pretty crazy.”




Kelly leaned out from behind the screen partitioning our changing room into two puritan halves. I could see the white straps of her bra looming over her shoulders, although she kept her arm across her chest, hiding the cups of her bra from view. She smiled despite the relative nudity.




“Crazier than going out and getting drunk till 3 in the morning?”




She had a point there. On one of our TV nights in during the past week, I’d briefly expressed a disinterest in ‘doing the same shit I did in undergrad.’ That included spending my weekends wasted at bars, chatting loudly with people a year or two younger than me, dispensing unwanted life advice instead of working up the courage to talk to girls.




Instead, here I was - on a Friday night with a girl I actually did like, sober, changing out of my regular clothes and into a chef’s outfit.




Never expected to be here.




Couldn’t complain that I was.




“You’ve got a point,” I relented, just as Kelly slipped back behind the screen. I could see her silhouette behind the partition’s gauzy fabric, the alluring way she bent to remove her strap-back heels showing a degree of flexility I, to some minor shame, had already imagined she possessed.




Focus on your own uniform, you pervert, I told myself, still vaguely wondering why we’d been forced into the same dressing room.




Because they thought we were a couple, of course. The screen dividing the room into two halves was a quick solution to the fact that the other changing rooms were already occupied. As to why we needed to change at all, well -




You don’t go to a cooking class without putting on the chef’s outfit. How else would your followers know you went?




“I guess this class is pretty popular, huh?” I suggested, pulling my chef’s shirt off the rack. It ran a bit large, but tucked in nicely underneath my matching white chef’s pants. 




“There’s a waiting list a mile long,” Kelly said. I’d tried to do the gentlemanly thing and not leer at her body behind the screen, yet when we talked my eyes always shot back to her figure. It felt better than listening to a disembodied voice. “Luckily I signed up over the summer. I’ve always wanted to learn how to cook, and I thought to myself - ‘if you have to go alone, you will!’” 




A few moments later, Kelly emerged from behind the screen, just in time to see me put on my non-slip shoes. I looked like I belonged on the front of a can of microwave spaghetti. She, of course, looked stunning. Whether she’d asked for a size that fit or been given one through happenstance, Kelly’s shirt clung tight to her perfect frame, her perky tits pushing against the golden buttons of her white shirt, her pants fitted nicely to her shapely legs. Even the black shoes seemed to work on her. 




“Thanks for coming with me though,” she said, interlacing her fingers. “It really means a lot.”




I spread my arms wide, the baggy t-shirt fitting on me like a rectangle. “What are friends for?”




And I meant it.




We weren’t just roommates anymore.




We were genuine friends.




And friends did crazy things for each other - like going to cooking classes on a Friday night, instead of meeting Brian out on Emerald Avenue for drinks.




Though there’d be time for that later, if I wanted.




For now, I was perfectly content to leave our normal clothes behind in the changing room and head out into the classroom, where 6 stainless steel stoves sat ready at individual islands with all the ingredients neatly chopped and ready in bowls on the counter, or else secreted away in small refrigerators beside the stoves. Five other couples stood wearing the same uniforms in the cavernous room, with exposed ceiling ventilation and unstained marble countertops. The whole placed screamed ‘trendy hip,’ and the instructor screamed something else as soon as Kelly and I arrived.




“Alright class!” She said in a thick Spanish accent. The instructor had most of her black hair tucked into a hairnet, while the rest of us put on tall white chef’s hats, tucking them around our heads. “I’m Patricia, I will be your instructor for the day!” She spoke loudly, clapping her hands together at the end of every sentence. It was one way to get our attention. “Today we are making the most famous of my country’s dishes - Paella!” Someone at the other end of the room moaned happily, prompting Patricia to smile. “Yes, delicious! If you follow the steps and listen close, you will know how to make a paella that will impress everyone! Even mi abuela!” She said, with a laugh that sort of undermined her point.




We had all the ingredients. The rice and saffron sat in separate bowls alongside a curvy bottle of virgin olive oil, the elaborate design and label of which were enough for the couple next to us to snap a picture. Patricia cast them a disapproving look that went unnoticed.




“So let’s get started!” She declared with another clap of her hands. “First, we season the chicken and shrimp, then heat the oil in the special paella pan. And don’t forget the saffron!”




“What about the saffron?” I asked, not knowing which of the many herbs at the table that was. Or was it a type of oil?




“She wants us to reserve it in water,” Kelly explained. “Here, I’ll handle that. Think you can season the meats? Just use salt and pepper for now.”




“Sure.”




The process seemed easy enough. I’d never been much of a cook, preferring the microwave to the oven in pretty much 100% of cases. I had to admit though, actually getting to put some effort into my eventual meal gave me a bit of pride in what I was cooking. Even just salting and peppering chicken breast, and then shrimp, made me think of how delicious all of this stuff would be once it was mixed together.




“Good job,” Kelly said, laying her hand on the small of my back as I placed the seasoned items on a plate next to the chorizo. I licked my lips hungrily and looked at her as she picked up the oil bottle and coated the double-handled pan with it. Following Patricia’s instructions, I used the tongs to place the meat onto the heated pan, watching them brown as Kelly arranged the next spices.




“We make a good team,” I mused, pressing slightly on the chicken breast. Kelly laid a hand on my arm. 




“Hey, don’t do that!” She chided. “What about the juices?”




“I’ll worry about the juices,” I lectured, waving the tongs in front of her face. “Who’s the grill master here?”




“Oh my god,” she groaned. “I never should have invited you.”




Her furtive smile belied her statement. She leaned against me, inviting me to wrap my free arm around her shoulders. I didn’t mind; the other duos at their stoves were close to each other as well, enjoying the heat, the space, and the sound of Patricia’s shouted instructions.




Well, maybe that last one a bit less than the others.




“Don’t overcook it!” She shouted to us all. “The shrimp doesn’t need so much time! Out out out!”




“Ah!” Kelly sprang out of my grip, helping to pluck up each blossoming shrimp with the spatula while I picked them up individually with the tongs. Soon we had the tailed seafood on a spare plate while the chicken and chorizo continued to cook, sending up an aromatic scent that made my stomach grumble.




“Soon, my pet,” Kelly teased, patting me on the stomach. I made sure to tense my abs before she could feel my gut. Either way, she didn’t seem to mind, and soon she was adding the tomatoes, onions, garlic, and bay leaves to the pan, following Patricia’s orders. The scent went from vaguely enticing to utterly delicious in a few minutes. I knew I wasn’t the only one wishing we were eating rather than cooking, although with Kelly by my side, I didn’t mind standing here for a while longer.




All night, even.




Kelly took over stirring duties while I departed for the bathroom. Once again, I was greeted with a stylish interior - a granite sink with a stainless steal tap that ran like a fountain down the wall, and a toilet with a fancy Japanese bidet. A good chunk of however much this place was charging for ingredients and admission surely went to the decor. Washing my hands thoroughly, I stepped back into the classroom to see Kelly still in front of the oven, stirring while a portly man with a beard stood by her side. She smiled at him and turned back to the dish, doing her work while he spoke in a voice I couldn’t hear over Patricia’s yelling.




I stormed back to our area just as he sauntered back to his own stove, standing beside a woman with brown hair who didn’t acknowledge him as he returned. I watched him pick up the bowl of rice and carefully stir it into the pan with a spoon. Kelly prodded me with the back of her spatula.




“You gonna help out?” She asked. “It’s a group cooking class, you know,” she teased.




“Group?” I asked, picking up the bowl of rice and dumping the first spoonful in. She furrowed her brow at me.




“Um, yeah? I mean, if you want me to do it alone, I guess I can…”




“I don’t want that,” I said. “It’s better with two people,” I said, emphasizing the ‘two.’




She stared up at me, spatula in hand, not moving as I continued to scoop rice into the pan.




“Let’s make sure we’re watching our work,” Patricia suggested, coming up to my side and gently pushing the bowl in my hands to the left. I looked down to see I’d been scooping most of the rice onto the counter rather than the pan.




“Uh, sorry,” I muttered. Foolish though my distracted ‘cooking’ was, Kelly didn’t laugh.




We went through the rest of the recipe in relative silence, adding the artichokes, peas, and peppers, then waited for the rice to absorb the liquid. Like the rest of the couples, including Beardy, we stood there quietly while Patricia moved from pan to pan, offering generalized compliments about our food.




“Looks delicious,” she said to us.




“Looks the same as everyone else’s,” I grunted.




“Ah, that is where you’re wrong! Everyone has a different style. Put the same ingredients together, you may find your own magic!”




Kelly smiled at that. “I totally agree. I’m a baker myself, but cooking is more of an art than a science.”




“Exactly!” Patricia snapped her fingers. “Your girlfriend is quite the smart one!”




“She’s not my -”




But Patricia had already moved along, putting out a small oil fire at a stove two spots down from us, cursing in Spanish all the while. Who was dating who meant a lot less than keeping the classroom from burning down.




“I’m sure she didn’t mean anything by it,” Kelly said.




“What?”




“Her saying I was your girlfriend,” she said, idly turning the heat down to add the shrimp back in. “The rest of the people here are couples. She just made an assumption. Don’t get bent out of shape.”




“I’m not bent out of shape,” I groused. “Besides, are you sure everyone here is dating? What about that guy with the beard?”




Kelly looked up from the pan to stare over at him. “What about him?”




“Wasn’t he hitting on you?”




Kelly dropped the spatula. “What?! Oh my god, no!” She shook her head. “We took an abnormal psychology class last year. He just came over to say hi.”




“Oh.” Shit.




“That’s his fiancee. They’re getting married next year. I’m invited to the wedding.” As Kelly spoke she placed the mussel’s hinge-side down, adding the final ingredient to our delicious concoction. “He definitely wasn’t asking me out, Owen.”




My face was as red as the pureed tomatoes in our pan. I stared down at the food, feeling like an utter fool.




Until Kelly wrapped her arm around my waist.




“You don’t need to feel jealous,” she whispered, getting up on tip toes to reach my burning ear. “I’m just your roommate, Owen.”




Tell that to my erection, I thought to myself, staring down at the sausage in the pan.







Chapter 12

We ate out on the balcony, our paella split between two plates and matched with a Tempranillo wine. 




“I don’t drink much,” Kelly noted as we clinked glasses. “But when I do, it’s wine.”




“I think that’s a slogan for something.” Something far less delicious than the wine, which carried notes of currant and cherries. I drank more than Kelly, of course, still preferring my beers and well vodka to something this notably refined.




Looking into her eyes, framed by the halo of a setting orange sun, I thought I might have to change my outlook on alcohol.




And food.




And life.




“Thanks for coming out with me tonight,” Kelly said, dabbing her lips carefully after the first sip. “I know there’s a lot else you could be doing.”




Over her shoulder and across the balcony, down below, I could see the first few gastropubs opening up, a few blocks down from where Brian and his new frat buddies were probably heading to play pool and down shots. I could’ve been out there with them; a part of me knew I should have been out there with them. Maintaining friendships is important, and while I knew I’d makeup my rejection of their invitation later in the month - or next month, depending on my ceaseless schedule - there was nowhere else I’d rather have been in that moment than at a covered dining table on a trendy rooftop with my gorgeous roommate.




And I told her as much.




“This is great,” I said, lifting my spoon and showing off the stack of orange rice, steamy chorizo, and translucent onions. 




She nodded rapidly and took her own huge bite, chewing and swallowing with a slight moan that increased the tightness in my pants.




“SO good!” She confirmed, taking down another sip of the wine.




“Everything turned out bien, sí?” Patricia ambled by looking far more relaxed now that she’d finished her lesson. She laid a hand on my shoulder and pointed down at the dish. “I think maybe yours turned out the best out of anyone’s!”




“Well, Kelly’s an excellent chef,” I noted with a grin, watching her try to hide her proud blush behind her napkin. “She cooks all the time back at our place.”




“Oh, que linda!” Patricia clapped her hands together with a delicate coo. “A girl who cooks for her novio is very rare noawadays! What a lucky man you are!”




I hadn’t taken a foreign language class since high school, but I assumed ‘novio’ wasn’t Spanish for ‘roommate.’ Kelly, in particular, seemed eager to move the conversation along, leaving her fork against the side of her bowl.




“I just bake,” she said calmly. “It’s different from cooking. You just follow the ingredients and…” she shrugged. “Easy.”




I had serious reservations about that statement. The one time I’d tried baking my own cookies, I’d ended up with wafer-thin lumps of burnt sugar with droplets of hardened chocolate strewn about randomly within. I’d followed the recipe to the exact measure; baking took more than just a page from a book. You needed a genuine skill and knowhow to make the food come out special, using your own touches to, well… cook with love.




I didn’t say any of that at the dinner table, knowing Kelly was just trying to be polite so we could get back to our meal. Even her simple response, however, prompted a thoughtful look from Patricia.




“You know, the institute is looking for someone to teach an introductory baking course. If you have some experience I can recommend you to be teacher?”




Kelly’s eyes lit up, but only for a brief moment. Her shoulders slouched forward as she began to pick at her dish. “I don’t think I have time,” she admitted. “Grad school and all…”




“Ay, sí,” Patricia lamented. “I know how difficult it can be. I’m working on my PhD in Spanish Literature - sometimes I wish there were more hours in the day!”




The talk about our studies immediately tensed in my upper back. I took a long sip of my wine just to relieve some of the tension, knowing I had a never-ending mountain of work at home.




Can’t get away from it, even for a night. One look at Kelly and I knew she was thinking the same thing.




“But,” Patricia added, clapping her hands together again, “Cooking traditional dishes brings me joy, and it’s important to do what we love. If you put aside what makes you happy, your life will suffer. We can’t always focus on work!”




I blinked up at this woman who was, essentially, telling me exactly what I wanted to hear, albeit unaware of what my ‘joy’ was. Kelly sat across from me, idly picking at a mussel inside its shell.




“I think you should do it, Kelly. If you have time.”




“Well…”




“If we hired a maid,” I suggested, “you wouldn’t have to clean so much at home. Then you could spend more time on baking, at home and over here. Plus I’m sure the pay is good.”




“One hundred fifty dollars per class,” Patricia said, leaning in so no one else would hear. “They provide the ingredients. You just have to teach!”




Kelly lifted her soft eyes up from her plate. “That does sound pretty good. Do you think I could get your number and we could talk about this later?”




“Sí, of course!” Patricia tapped her smartphone against Kelly’s. Once they’d confirmed the exchange the two women shook hands. “I’ll leave you and yours to enjoy the meal. Buen Provecho!”




“Gracias,” Kelly replied, waving gently as Patricia did her rounds at the tables.




“I wonder what that means,” I said, picking up a new spoonful of my meal. 




“It means ‘enjoy your food,’ basically,” Kelly replied. “And novio means boyfriend.”




My chest tightened when she translated the word from earlier. I took a long sip of my drink. “Oh,” I rasped.




She stared at me across the table, a knowing look in her eyes. “There isn’t a single word for ‘roommate’ in Spanish. I mean, it’s ‘compañero de cuarto, which is kind of clunky.”




“I had no idea you spoke Spanish.”




“I took courses in undergrad. It’s something I want to improve at, actually. Bilingualism is really useful for meeting with clients, when I eventual have them. Even now, my volunteer work at the student health center means a second language is helpful.” She wiped a strand of hair behind her ear. “Even if someone’s fluent in English, they still might prefer counseling in their native language. A native language is like gender identity - closer to who we really are.”




I nodded ruminatively. “You’re full of surprises, Kelly. It’s really incredible.”




“Owen…”




“Please. Let me finish.”




I stretched my arm across the table, palm up. Kelly looked down at my fingers. I didn’t have to ask - she reached out tentatively and placed her palm in mind.




Holding her hand while I spoke made it somewhat easier to tell her what I’d known from day one - even though the words themselves were a struggle to speak.




“We said we’d be honest with each other,” I said, forcing myself to hold tight and maintain eye contact as I spoke. This struggle inside me - the fight between being a platonic roommate, and the desire I had to be something more - needed to be let out. I didn’t know what might happen afterward. The worst case scenario could have been worse than I was willing to fathom. Yet I wouldn’t go on like this anymore, even if it meant ruining an otherwise perfect dinner.




“I have feelings for you,” I finally admitted. “I didn’t expect myself to when you moved in. I didn’t… well, like we said, I didn’t expect anything.”




She listened patiently, her thumb almost imperceptibly trailing along my inner palm, tracing the thick topmost line of my palm. The heart line, if I remember my palmistry correctly.




“I’m not asking you for anything,” I vowed. “I just know I can’t keep going on like this, with everything else I have going on at school, and…” I clutched her hand more tightly. “I know you have the same schedule. It’s overloading to know your roommate has feelings for you, but it’s worse yet to know that and never speak of it. That’s how I feel, Kelly. I like you. More than a friend, and certainly more than a roommate. And I just… I just wanted you to know.”




I started to pull my hand away. Kelly insisted I stay, gripping my fingers in her soft, feminine hand.




“I like you too, Owen.”




The pause afterward made my heart stop beating.




“More than as a friend. More than as a roommate,” she said, using my own words to confirm her feelings were mutual. “I guess…” she laughed harshly, shaking her head, eyes shut tight. “Fuck. I’m sorry,” she said, pressing her fingers against her eyes. I desperately missed the warmth of her touch, yet seeing her flustered like this made me feel even worse. I wanted to stand up and reach out for her, to go to her side and pick her up from her chair and give her the tight, affirming hug I knew she deserved. To show her the value and desire I had, no matter what she decided.




But I didn’t.




I sat there dumbly, feeling my appetite abate despite the fullness of my plate.




“When I moved in I was hoping you’d be some scrawny computer nerd who only cared about Legacy of Battlecraft and Arcana The Card Game or whatever. Someone who’d just ignore me all the time and let me focus on my studies.”




“I can do that,” I murmured. “Kelly, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to -”




“Don’t apologize!” Her voice rose as she pulled her fingers away from her eyes. Kelly looked left and right, making sure she hadn’t disturbed anyone’s dinner before leaning forward to continue at a quieter note. “This isn’t your fault. I have the same feelings. Just because I’m a girl doesn’t mean I can’t fall for someone I spend so much time with.”




A warmth in my chest threatened to consume me fully, turning me into a hopeless puddle in my wrought iron seat.




“But we can’t,” she averred, her face falling with the resolute, painful declaration. “We just can’t, Owen. We’re roommates.”




I set my jaw for a moment, needing a moment before agreeing to the universal truth. “We’re roommates,” I replied, the gruffness in my voice perhaps undercutting my agreement.




At that point we stopped holding hands. The knowledge that we’d been inappropriate, for roommates, kept us back in our seats, a conservative distance apart.




The food tasted amazing. The sunset cast the campus and town in a golden haze that signified life meant more than studying. From inside, a Spanish guitar track, surely played by a master, lilted out across the terrace to tease and amuse the ears of the diners. Deeper into their wine, they brought their chairs over to one side of the table, laughing and placing their heads on each other’s shoulders in pure, ecstatic mirth.




Kelly and I ate, occasionally finding each other’s eyes, but not once finding the will to speak. We kept our chairs directly apart from each other’s, not moving once the entire time, nor speaking before the plates were empty.




Words couldn’t account for the way we felt.




Only ‘roommates’ described our situation. In English, Spanish, or the language of love, that’s all we were.




And that was how we had to remain.




Despite what we both wanted.




Chapter 13

I still held out hope that something might happen when we got back to the apartment. The sunset I appreciated at the classroom restaurant had dissipated into night, dotted by a few nearby bars and restaurants visible from our balcony. 




Kelly drew the blinds, bathing our living room in darkness, aside from the kitchen lights which remained on.




“I’m gonna go to bed,” she said. “Are you going to stay up?”




I stood numbly in front of the shut door, considering my options. To suggest a movie or a quick round of video games would seem like a lame attempt at keeping her up with me - which is exactly what it would be. In all honesty I didn’t want her physically as much as I needed the company. Living together, yet so far apart, from someone you genuinely cared about… that was loneliness. A solitude I never felt when living alone.




Back then it was my choice. I had no other option to spend my nights alone, unless I went out to meet people.




That seemed even less appealing. I didn’t want to think about being here at night with anyone but Kelly.




She’d slowly drifted over toward her bedroom as I stood pensive, hiding her discomfort by pretending to tidy up on her way there. A napkin had fallen to the floor by the couch. She took a few steps over, picked it up by crouching rather than bending, and placed it on the kitchen counter underneath a decorative vase.




That’s one problem solved, then, I thought grimly. Still haven’t dealt with the elephant in the room.




Neither of us could pick that up. Not alone.




“Well, goodnight then,” she said, taking the final few strides toward her room. She placed her hand on the knob and pulled the door open. With the ceiling fan off, I could smell the aroma of lavender from her room. I’d never been in there. I imagined it was clean, and the scent revealed a feminine touch beyond anything I could create in my own spartan quarters.




“Goodnight,” I managed to murmur before she slipped inside. I suppose she heard me, perhaps. She did pause in the awning for a moment, her bare shoulder blades tightening. She said nothing after that, and shut the door calmly.




The sound of the lock was like a latch over my heart. I reached out for the kitchen counter, feeling faint for half of a moment, feeling like I’d fucked everything up repeatedly throughout the night.




Where had I made the mistake? In taking up her offer to join her at the cooking class? In my stupid, obvious, mistaken jealousy over beard-face? Did I enjoy the food and wine too much, letting both get to my head? 




Should I have told her how I felt?




In a haze I went to the refrigerator, intending to pull out one of my domestic beer cans. A migraine had formed at my temple, thudding against my frontal lobe a steady, dull ache. Stress had brought it down upon me, though the effects of a light hangover were there as well. Wine, delicious as it was, left behind too many impurities besides its 15% alcohol. You either took the romantic inebriation and rolled with it, or you stayed up long enough to feel it fade.




I chose the latter.




Just another mistake on this horrid night.




Instead of the beer, which would only extend my headache, I pulled out the water pitcher and poured a glass into one of Kelly’s tumblers. With a shaking hand I knocked back a cool liquid sip, feeling my mind clear ever so slightly of its pain. The water did nothing for the heaviness I felt on my chest, nor the general state of exhaustion. We had gone quite some distance in an Uber, traffic all the way for some reason, to get to the class. On the way there Kelly teased me - verbally - about where we were going, what exactly the class would entail. By the time we arrived I felt a bit frustrated. Looking back, it was as fun of a car ride as I could remember.




The ride back went through in awkward silence, the driver grimacing at a wreck on the shoulder and the two weirdos in his car who, for all intents and purposes, looked like they’d just had a fight. Though shorter than me, I offered Kelly the front seat while I scrunched up in the back of the compact sedan.




What a fucking night.




With the water downed I figured a beer might help me sleep. I uncapped the bottle and caught the metal top before it could fall to the floor. Funny - I used to never care about where these things landed, and even when I stepped on one barefoot I didn’t mind enough to change my habits. Living with a girl will do that to you, I suppose.




Something told me I wouldn’t be seeing much of Kelly anymore. Not after the way I’d bungled things.




I took a long sip of my drink on my way back to my room, wrapping my hand fully around the base of the bottle and knocking back as much as I could. Inside my bedroom I didn’t bother with the lights, navigating by the unblinded window’s moon rays to find my way to the bed. I slipped my shoes off while sitting on the bed, then began the long task of unbuttoning my shirt.




I even dressed up for this, I thought bitterly to myself, my beer bottle sweating on my nightstand. Did I think this was a date from the start? Maybe I just wanted to look nice.




I couldn’t quite remember my mental state when I’d dressed for the event. The afternoon felt like a whole different time in my life.




Distracted, I managed to get the front buttons undone, but jumped the gun on taking off my shirt, jerking the back fabric with one hand without undoing the sleeves. The buttons refused to give around my wrist. Incensed by this final disgrace, I kept jerking at my sleeve until, pulling too hard, I knocked my elbow into my beer bottle, sending it toppling to the hard wood floor.




“Fucking hell,” I shouted, watching the suds spill out onto the floor. Even I couldn’t overlook this stain for a night. If it seeped into the flooring I’d be out a security deposit, although in the moment I cared a lot more (sadly) about the wasted beer.




Scooping up the bottle, I set it back on my nightstand with a sigh, undoing the wrist buttons quickly and using it to sop up the beer. Yeah, not a great use of a sixty dollar dress shirt, but at that point I hardly cared. I undid my belt and kicked my pants off onto the floor, then laid down in my boxers after retrieving my phone from the pocket.




I set my phone down on the nightstand next to the beer. Reaching over for the final sip of my brew, I watched in shock as my phone’s screen lit up.




Kelly.




Everything okay? I heard shouting.




My cheeks flushed with embarrassment as I grabbed my phone, hitting the quick-reply button before the screen could shut off.




Yeah, I’m fine, I replied, knowing the words read as lame as they sounded. Just dropped my beer.




You’re drinking?




Just one before bed.




Oh.




I stared down at the simple response until another text lit up my phone, gripped tight in my hands. My email inbox had gained 20 unread emails since the cooking class, along with a missed call from my advisor. Like the emails, the call probably related to some minor chore I had to take care of before Monday - a paper to grade, a paper to write, a paper to read. Something to do with paper.




When I thought about it like that - my whole life condensed to various forms of processed wood - I felt a little less guilty about caring so much about Kelly’s next text. At least she was a person. She was real.




She was 20 feet away from me behind a closed door.




Are you mad at me : /?




The message didn’t take me completely by surprise. I hadn’t exactly been acting like a guy okay with the way things had turned out. 




No, I replied. I’m not mad at all.




Not at her. Not at Kelly. At myself, maybe. But even that had faded into a dull sense of longing rather than an actual pain.




I’d ask if you’re mad at me, I began to type, but I know you don’t have a spiteful bone in your body.




‘Spiteful’ was probably a bit sharp of a word, but Kelly took the compliment the way I’d hoped.




Hahaha, she wrote, and I could actually hear her giggling in my head. I get mad at people sometimes! It’d be pretty silly to be upset with you for liking me. Especially when I feel the same way.




Oh, God.




It really is the most important thing that we stay good roommates. Right Owen?




Right.




Wrong.




You know, I began to type, sitting up more fully in bed with the sheets around only shins, I didn’t know you were so much of a texter.




Kelly’s response came back quickly, and I began to wonder what she was doing in there. Was she laid up in bed like me? Perhaps she was sitting at her computer, using the laptop app rather than her phone. Maybe she was pacing or lying on her side nearly-asleep. How she was sitting didn’t matter nearly as much as what she’d say - or what she was wearing.




I wanted to know that most of all. She always dressed so perky college-cute when I saw her at home or on campus. When she stripped down to her most comfortable items, what did she wear, alone in her room?




All I knew about women’s bedroom fashion was lingerie, the kind I saw in upscale porn. I could easily imagine Kelly wearing something like the black lace lingerie sets that never failed to arouse my horniness. Luckily, she responded quickly enough for me to keep my thoughts in check.




Yeah, I think I write better than I speak. It’s something I’ve been working on but even now, I still like my communications mediated by a screen.




I read over the message twice, slower the second time to really understand her meaning.




I know that’s kind of weird, she added in a follow-up text. Well, it SOUNDS weird, but it’s really not. A lot of trans and questioning folks grow up not really understanding who they are, knowing their outward appearance doesn’t represent their inner self. A lot of us end up spending tons of time online, on forums or MMOs or whatever, making avatars and creating personas more in line with who we are inside.




No wonder Kelly decided to go into psychology. I couldn’t imagine carrying this sort of mental weight around from such an early age.




I guess that’s why I like typing more than I like talking… Sorry if that sounds weird : /.




The second message came minutes after the first. Kelly must have thought I’d been put off by her depth or otherwise ‘weirded out.’ Nothing could have been further from the truth; this all sounded very interesting, and I wanted to hear more. Not just tonight, but in the future as well. Understanding how people with such different upbringings from me lived their lives was kind of the entire point of college, and perhaps I hadn’t taken advantage of that enough in the past.




With Kelly, I could have a more worldly outlook. I could learn a lot from her. Maybe she could learn from me.




Maybe we could learn together.




Are you at your computer right now? I asked. Doesn’t sound weird at all by the way. Just had to give myself a little time to think about that. Definitely sounds tough!




Yeah, but there’s good with the bad : ). I’m at my computer, yeah, sitting at my desk. Just wanted to look some stuff up. Wbu?




I’m in bed, I replied. The three simple words sounded, well, sexual. But I really was in bed, so at least I had a good excuse.




Owen!!! You should’ve told me! I didn’t know I was keeping you up : O!




I smirked at the text on my screen, rolling onto my side to stretch my torso while I typed, head lying on my arm. 




Haha nah, you’re good Kelly. I couldn’t sleep anyway; will probably be up for a while.




I swore I could hear movement coming from Kelly’s room across the hall.




Me too, she finally replied. Do you want to stay up together?




Yeah. I do.




I waited a long, long time for her to reply. When I checked the time stamp of her message it’d only been three minutes, but the emotional toll it took, waiting for the one message that would confirm whether we would be together or not, lasted ages.




When I finally got the message, I smiled.




We hadn’t put the past behind us yet. Still, one look at her simple words told me we were getting closer.




Your room or mine?




Chapter 14

I took a brief glance around my quarters and immediately replied, Yours. While I wasn’t living in the pigsty I maintained in undergrad, t-shirts and underwear still laid haphazardly across my floor, waiting hopelessly to be picked up and put in the hamper. Breathing deeply, I could note a very male scent in the air that I didn’t think Kelly or any woman would particularly appreciate.




What’s more, the little I knew about Kelly’s room enticed me. That lavender scent surely bespoke of a clean, fresh, well-maintained room. Clean linen or perhaps silk bedsheets, a floor vacuumed clean, a sparkling bathroom, not that I planned on using hers. I had my own, flecked with beard trimmings and a single bottle of all-in-one shampoo-conditioner-body wash in the shower. 




As a guest, I could enjoy Kelly’s room, briefly and on her terms. When it came time to return to my normal, dull, single life, I’d go back to my room like a good boy.




We were just hanging out.




That’s all.




Okay, she confirmed. Just give me a few minutes to get ready.




‘A few minutes.’ What was that old sexist joke about ‘women’s time?’ Truth be told I had experienced this first hand. Women did tend to say things like ‘just five more minutes!’ Or ‘I’ll be ready soon!’ Only to leave you slowly decaying on the couch while you waited for them to get their hair juuuuust right.




Kelly was about as beautiful of a girl as I’d ever met, and I knew that sort of beauty didn’t just happen. She probably spent an unknowable amount of time on makeup, hair styling, eyebrows and lashes, nail polishing… and probably a hundred other things I had no idea even existed.




A the same time, it was nearly midnight. She didn’t need to put on a full face of lotion and mascara for her roommate to come hang out in her room. Even so I knew she wouldn’t meet me completely without makeup, though that was really beside the point, because I still thought far more about what she would be wearing.




Imagining her in different outfits - all of which, in my male brain, were skimpy and form-fitting - threatened to tent my boxers. I came up with a solution rather quickly, throwing open my closet doors and pulling down a rolling bag I hadn’t opened since arriving back on campus. These were the clothes I’d worn when I stayed with my parents over the summer, ones I didn’t bother with now that I was back on campus. Like most students I dressed subtly differently when staying with my folks. At my university apartments, all of which I lived in alone, I walked around at night in my underwear, or occasionally naked. With mom, dad, sis, and two dogs roaming the house at all hours, I knew better than to grab a midnight snack in my underwear. Thus, I became the proud owner of a Target-brand pajama set - red-and-white checked pajama pants with a grey long-sleeve t-shirt and house slippers packed with faux fur. Aside from my hands and face, my entire body was completely covered with fabric.




Perfectly chaste for living with your parents, or visiting your roommate.




I heard Kelly shout something from her room and opened my door a crack to hear better.




“Pardon?” I yelled back across the hall.




“Are you ready?” She replied in her enticing voice.




I slipped out of my room and made my way across the hall in my slippers, feet sweating from the heat, palms wet from nerves. I knocked on her ajar door and slipped inside when it hinged open on its own accord.




“Kelly? You here?” I stepped into the room, catching the alluring scent of lavender and the cool feel of the air conditioner all at once. An antique dresser sat at one wall with an old-school CRT TV and a retro video game console beside it. The walls were adorned with paintings, mostly abstract with some fantastical animals in fantasy settings. A bit kitschy, I suppose, but they fit the decor.




“Just a sec,” she called from the bathroom. I heard the tap running inside the bathroom, and took my seat on the edge of her bed to wait. She must have had four thick blankets and twice as many pillows. Moreover, the bed was neatly made, everything tucked into all four corners, the top sheet folded back a few inches to show the pillows underneath.




The tap turned off. A few moments later the doorknob turned, and for a blissful moment I caught sight of Kelly’s heart-shaped face, her perfect hair, and the bare sin of her cleavage.




Then her eyes widened and she slammed the door shut, retreating into the bathroom.




“Kelly?” I asked in a panic, rising from the bed and moving toward the door, thinking something had happened.




“Why are you wearing so many clothes?!”




I stopped halfway from the bed, looking down at my outfit. I suppose I did look a bit foolish, like an extra in some Victorian period-drama, wandering through the manor house at night. All I needed was a floppy hat and a wax candle to hold for light.




“Um… Did you want me to go change?”




Kelly heaved in a deep breath from behind the door. She opened it so slightly, just enough to reveal her nervous eyes and tense mouth.




“You can wear whatever you want,” she said, keeping a firm hand on the doorknob to stop it from falling open. “You’re just wearing way more than I am.”




I lifted a hand to my chest, undoing the top buttons of my shirt. Chest hair spilled down across the deep V created by the new space.




“Better?” I asked.




Kelly opened the door a bit more, showing me her bare arm wrapped around her waist. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”




“I’m not.” I rolled up my sleeves. “I don’t usually wear this much anyway.”




She pushed the door open a bit further. My eyes instantly took in the sight of her bare legs, her purple-painted toenails, her smooth taut thighs ending in the lacy hem of a chemise.




“I usually wear this,” she said, stepping out of the bathroom. I Nearly fell backward onto the bed at the sight of my roommate wearing little more than a purple slip with thin black spaghetti straps. She wrapped her arms around her underneath her small, perky breasts. “I hope it’s not too much. Or too little.”




“It’s perfect,” I marveled, reaching out for her. I put my hand on her arm, on the bare pale skin I’d never before had the chance to touch. She lifted her chin, looking up at me with her lips slightly parted.




“Kelly… You’re so fucking beautiful.”




Kelly’s lips curled into a genuine smile. Then she scoffed out a laugh. “Don’t swear in my room, you bad boy!” She said, lightly slapping me on the shoulder. When she dropped that arm again, I took her hand in mine, placing my palm flat against hers and interlacing my fingers.




“So fucking beautiful.” She could slap and chide me all she wanted. There was no way in hell I wasn’t going to tell her what I knew.




Kelly was, by far, the most beautiful woman I’d seen in my life.




The fact that I had her in here, with me, alone, and squeezing my hand so tight I thought my fingers might pop off, guided me toward what I knew I had to do.




Fuck being roommates.




Kelly and I were so much more now.




We had to show each other what that meant.




Chapter 15

I took control.




Kelly gave it to me.




She leaned up onto her tip toes to place her mouth against mine, following the guidance of my hand on the back of her head, playing with those silky perfect locks the way I’d wanted to for so fucking long. There was so much of her against my body that I didn’t know what to focus on, where to start, where to begin.




I just knew I didn’t want it to end. Her perfect lips against mine, conveying a light taste of strawberries and cream, made the perfect appetizer to the feel of her soft tongue. Far from reticent or resisting, Kelly positively lusted for me, pressing her perfect slim body up against my own, her small yet lovely tits cushioning us together. She had her legs wrapped around my hips before I even realized I was holding her up, her arms wrapped around the back of my neck, her breath hot and labored against my skin, her lips glued to mine the way we’d both craved.




“Owen,” she moaned, breaking away from my kiss long enough to catch her breath. Her hair had become more of a tangled mess from the way I’d stroked my fingers through her tresses, and her lip gloss, adding a pink hue to her kissable face, had been smeared across my lips as much as hers.




Somehow, all of this only made her look more beautiful. As if she were now mine.




All. Fucking. Mine.




I laid her down on the bed. Kelly unwrapped her legs from around my hips, lifting them up into the air, her white panties shown off underneath the chemise. I stared down at her immaculate body, at the strap that had come loose to reveal one rounded breast with a perfect pink areole, considering my next move. Kelly decided before I could act, spraining up onto her plump little rear wit her hands innocently on her bare thighs.




“Here. Let me.”




She reached out toward me. I stepped forward. Kelly’s hands went to my elastic waistband, pulling down my pajama pants like a game show curtain.




“Ooooh,” She cooed, when my cock flopped out instantly. The feel of the smooth cotton fabric coasting down my cock made my muscles twitch and my slit bead with precum. She ran her thumb down the slickness, spreading it along the tip. I would have shot my load immediately if I didn’t hold back with all my will, desperate to see what she’d do next.




“No underwear?” She teased, wrapping each finger individually along my shaft. 




I had a line somewhere in the back of my head. Something like ‘None of mine are as cute as yours’ or ‘We’ll be even after I tear yours off.’ You know, something you’d never say to another living soul outside of the bedroom with your cock in her hands.




But I stood speechless. The moment she slipped the red hot tip of my dick into her mouth, nothing in the world could have carried as much meaning as the low guttural groan she teased out of my diaphragm.




I saw stars. I saw lights. I saw ones and zeros spinning around my temples. I blinked my eyes rapidly, then looked down at her, sitting calmly on the mattress, legs crossed, one foot bouncing happily while she gripped my balls tight in her soft hand and worked her way down my shaft with all the experienced glee of a perfect slut.




My slut. There’s a difference.




She shut her eyes softly when she approached the base of my cock, focusing her will on taking me deep in her throat. How much of her strong-willed desire came from wanting to impress me, I had no clue. Perhaps she did it for herself, wanting the achievement of knowing she could swallow every inch without gagging or sputtering. Perhaps she just loved the sensation of having a cock filling up her throat, a unique experience I couldn’t begin to imagine. I just enjoyed being on the receiving end.




Really enjoyed it. Her tongue bathed the underside of my cock until her lips kissed the trimmed pubic hair on the front of my pelvis. With every inch inside of her, as my thighs tensed and my knees bent, she looked up at me with those beautiful teary blue eyes, then slowly pulled back, wrapping her pink lips tight around my red tip, and stroking me lengthily with a slick, tight hand.




“Holy fucking hell,” I moaned. We were far beyond the inexpert blowjobs of my undergrad days. Kelly deserved a fucking doctorate in dick-sucking.




“Tell me when you’re going to come,” she said dreamily, working my cock like she expected rainbows to fly out.




“What about you?” I asked, in the brief moment I could find my voice. For the most part, I had to focus on keeping my breath level and my knees from shaking. She looked up at me with a curious expression, head tilted, grip loosening slightly on my cock.




“Hm? Oh. I don’t need to come.” As if to confirm, Kelly tightened her hand, jerking me so rapidly that my breath tensed and I actually fell forward a half step. “Nothing would make me happier than pleasing you, Owen. I want you to come for me - I want to see you blow a nice, fat load under my -”




That did it. I’d never once in my fucking life met a girl who could dirty talk, and Kelly’s voice - feminine yet vicious, eager yet demanding - rocked my fucking world. My balls tightened and twitched right before I loosed the orgasm of my life.




I didn’t need to alert her that I was coming. The tight-throated groans I made coupled with the forward-tilts of my hips were almost comically obvious signs that I’d hit my limit. I shut my eyes, waves of pleasure bringing my body into one mode and one mode only, focused entirely on the pleasure.




Then I felt something I didn’t expect.




Kelly’s lips, wrapped around the tip of my cock, lightly drawing out my pleasure to its maximum limit.




She was going to swallow my load.




I couldn’t stop her - even if I wanted to.




Overall, maybe it was for the best that she took me inside her. Staining her plush crisp pillows or her colorful chemise with something as mundane as my sperm would have been a real shame.




Moreover, she showed me something that couldn’t be expressed in words. In my limited experience with receiving oral, not one girl had ever willingly swallowed my cum.




Kelly did so without hesitation.




When a girl swallows your come, you know she’s a keeper.




Chapter 16

We laid together in her bed. I stripped to my pajama pants if only to fight off a bit of the cold. Kelly liked to keep her air conditioner on full blast while she slept under literally five blankets, plus her chemise, which, while little protection against the frosty air, did make her skin feel all the more alluring underneath.




“It’s just the way I am,” she cooed against my chest, rubbing up against me and my light-sheen of sweat. My roommate - god, she was my roommate! - kissed me lightly on the side of my jaw. “I think it’s because all that weight makes it feel like I’m being held.”




I wrapped my arms around her, one hand through the space left by her neck with her head on the pillow, the other over her hips so I could graze over her perked nipples. She didn’t mind. I tossed off the top blanket, a heavy quilt. She didn’t mind that either.




We were discovering each other.




“Are you sleepy now?” I asked, pulling her closer against my body.




“No. I can’t stop thinking.”




“About what?”




“About us.”




“Oh.”




She tilted her head back, eyes shut with a wan smile. When she opened her eyes, slowly, I saw her knowing look. “See? Even just saying that makes you nervous.”




“I wouldn’t say I’m nervous,” I protested. “Actually, I feel really good right now. Relaxed. Calm.”




She nodded toward the night stand. “It’s my lavender-chamomile air spray.”




“I think it was the blowjob.”




“Yeah, that too.”




We laughed together, feeling each other’s stomach’s undulate. She pushed her rear back against my crotch, then grabbed my forearm to pull it more fully over her shoulder. She certainly was a needly little thing, and having her with me only made me want her more.




“Do you regret it?” She asked.




“No,” I answered immediately. “One hundred percent, no. Not at all. I needed this, Kelly. I don’t know how I could have kept going without… without knowing.”




“I see.”




Her muted response made my stomach drop. “Do you?” I asked, not wanting to say the word - ‘regret.’




In response, Kelly kissed the back of my hand. “No, Owen. I made my decision when I invited you over. I’m still glad I did. Besides…” She wriggled her tight rear against my aching cock. “I liked sucking your dick.”




Nothing prettier than a girl saying ‘dick.’




“So what now?” I asked.




She shrugged. “I guess, now that we know, we can go back to being roommates.”




“Huh.”




“If that’s what you want.”




I took a moment to decide. “It’s not.”




Kelly gently disentangled herself from my arms, sitting up against the headboard of her bed. She adjusted her chemise to ensure her tits weren’t hanging out, although even those subtle movements brought my eyes to her bare skin and perfect chest. I wanted her again. I wanted her like a lover.




I wanted her in so many ways.




“I can’t be your girlfriend,” she said bluntly. “We’re already roommates and it doesn’t work when you have to juggle two different roles. You understand that, right?”




“I do, and I actually agree,” I admitted. I mirrored Kelly’s posture, sitting up myself, ruminative on the future we’d chosen this late moment to decide. “But Kelly. I don’t see how I can just go back to the way things were, living my life separate from yours, pretending I’m not going to be thinking about you all the time.”




“Owen…”




“What we just did,” I said, sounding like a teenager head-over-heels with his first crush, and not even caring, “was incredible. Not just the blowjob - everything about it. You took away all the pressure I’ve been feeling since I started this ridiculous program. It’s only going to get harder for me - no pun intended.”




She rolled her eyes. “Keep going,” she said, folding her hands on her lap, staring down at her legs stretched out underneath the blankets.




“It’s not just about me getting sucked off when I need it. That’s not what I want,” I said, reaching over to touch her on her covered knee. “I want to make you happy too. Your schedule is as fucking crazy as mine is, right?”




She heaved out a sigh. “Tons of work.”




“I know. And I just don’t see how we’re going to manage all that if we’re fighting our feelings for each other the entire time.”




“So what do you suggest?” She asked, turning her head toward me, placing her hand on top of my wrist. Not to move it away from her leg, although she easily could have.




“I think,” I said, deciding to shoot my shot, “that we just do what we did tonight. When we feel like we both need each other, we…”




She tilted her head at me, prompting me to continue.




“We fuck.”




Simple as that.




“Fuck-buddies,” she said. “Friends with benefits.”




“Roommates with benefits,” I suggested, knowing that although the term sounded absurd - dangerous, even - it did accurately describe what we could do.




“Casual.”




“Yeah,” I admitted, biting my lower lip in preparation for the angry volley.




“Owen… That’s perfect!”




I knocked the back of my head against the headboard when Kelly kicked up out of the blankets and threw her arms around my shoulders, planting light, soft kisses down my neck.




“Oh my god, I’m so relieved!” She said, planting her hands on my shoulders and leaning back to stare happily into my eyes. “I thought you were going to ask me to move out or something!”




“What? No way! This is your apartment too, Kelly!”




She rubbed her cheek up against mine. “Ohhhh… It was either that or, like, you were going to ask me to marry you or something.”




“Uh, not that either.” I didn’t say it, but I knew damn well Kelly would make an amazing housewife. The thought of her dolled up in a maid’s outfit - my porny idea of what a housewife wore for her husband - threatened to make my cock stand at attention. Definitely didn’t help that she was sitting directly on my lap, knees on either side of my legs.




“That sounds perfect. I don’t want any drama or emotions to get wrapped up in this. We’re both way too busy for that.”




“My thoughts exactly.” Well, maybe not exactly. 




Even then, I knew it sounded a bit too perfect.




But when she looked at me with those fuck-hungry eyes, I was more than willing to believe.




“We’ll be the best fuck buddies, Owen,” she said, planting a soft kiss on my lips. “I can’t wait to keep hooking up.”




Right.




Hooking up.




And nothing more.




Chapter 17

I woke up with my cock in her mouth.




Blinking, vaguely confused as to where I was or why the light came in from a different angle, I looked down my stomach to see Kelly’s blonde mop, frazzled and messy from a night’s sleep in my roving arms, tilted downward over my body. Any sleepiness left in my body evaporated once she dragged the tip of her tongue from the base of my dick all the way to my tip, then looped around the head of my cock with a delectable teasing stroke.




I groaned from somewhere deep in my stomach. There might have been one or two instances in the past where I’d come twice in 24 hours. Well, with a girl, at least. 




Going to sleep fresh off a perfect blowjob only to wake up to another was new to me.




I could get used to it.




I could get used to a lot with my new fuck buddy.




“You’re up,” she teased, making her joke obvious by wiggling my erection around by the base. I lifted my head from the pillow and offered a broad smile.




“I’m up.”




Kelly brushed her hair back behind her ears and lowered her head back around my cock, dipping and rising with a moist sound along my shaft, letting her warm drool roam freely down to my tuft. I laid my head back against the pillow and gave myself over to her, because where else would I have rather been? Nowhere. The books and code could wait.




This was the perfect way to start the day.




Kelly knew how to handle my morning wood. I knew - from self-pleasure experience - that a waking erection takes more effort to utilize. That is to say, it’s harder to come when you wake up with a boner. Kelly knew this as well, and put her full effort into ensuring I came before we both got too hungry to continue on. Just from the feeling alone, I could tell she was putting a scandalous amount of effort into this, bobbing her head up and down in a way that must have made her jaw completely sore and her tongue aching.




In the end, she earned my come the hard way, and made no complaint about the effort it took. Still, when she laid down in my arms again, head against my chest, I saw her rubbing her jaw with two fingers, trying to remove some of the ache while she savored my essence.




“Breakfast?” She asked.




“Sure, in a little while,” I replied, knowing we had to discuss something first .”Kelly - when can I make you come?”




She tensed in my arms, fingers digging into my chests. “It’s okay,” she said in a diminished voice. “I just like sucking you off. That’s fun for me.”




“Well, okay… I’d still like to try pleasing you. You’re really good at that. I enjoyed every last second of having you down there -”




“Aww.”




“Except for afterward, when I feel like a lazy ass for not reciprocating.”




Kelly paused. “You want to suck my cock?”




Now it was my turn to grip her tightly. “Erm, I mean, if you want, I guess I could -”




Kelly leaned her body up, one arm extended on the memory foam bed, the other lifted airily. She placed a dainty finger against my lips. “Shhh. I was joking, Owen. You don’t have to suck any cock - I know straight guys don’t do that. I wouldn’t like it anyway.”




She pulled her finger off my lips, leaving me with a tingling blush. 




“Okay. Then what?”




Kelly flopped back onto the bed, bringing her arms simultaneously folded beneath her breasts. “I just like getting you off. It’s fine, Owen.”




Fine. No other word in the English language suited a woman’s lips so poorly. Even with my relative inexperience with women, I knew ‘fine’ was a death sentence.




To show my sincerity, I picked Kelly up, still enamored with the effortless weight. She let out a soft moan when I got her into my lap, her butt nestled against my now-flaccid cock.




“Kelly,” I muttered, kissing her on the nape of her neck, inhaling her scent and drawing out the honesty we’d need to get through this. “As much as I’d love to come for you day and night, I can’t just lie here and take without giving.” To prove my point, I offered one final kiss on the back of Kelly’s neck. “I’d really love it if you told me.”




I could see the trepidation in her mind, clear as day in her fidgeting body. “I can show you,” she finally decided. “It’s easier.”




“Okay.”




Kelly rolled out of my arms, lying with her butt in the air, arm outstretched toward the nightstand. She pulled open the drawer and fumbled around inside for a moment before withdrawing a device about 8 inches long. Just seeing it in her hand, deep purple and cylindrical with a tapered tip, made me think ah, a dildo.




When she placed it down on the bed like a forbidden divider between our two halves of the mattress, I stared down and realized this was no dildo.




My inclination was to ask what the device was, however Kelly had already shown me her reticence to speak about this. While I still didn’t understand why she hesitated to speak - I’d’ve gladly told her how much I loved being sucked off, among other things - I didn’t want to push. Instead I picked up the device just as she had, running my thumb down the rubber side.




“It’s a - oh!” The pad of my thumb grazed a button near the plastic base. The top few inches of the tip began to vibrate, emanating with a soft, dull hum.




“A vibrator,” I noted, waving the object around like a sci-fi weapon. Kelly watched me from the corner of her eye, unamused, vaguely afraid.




I pretended I knew what I was doing.




“Come here,” I coaxed, putting my hand on her arm. She leaned toward me. I scooted over on the bed and guided her back into my lap, nestling her ass against my crotch.




“I bet this feels amazing.” I placed the vibrating tip against her left nipple, teasing her for a few seconds before switching to her right. My fingers took up the pebbled spot the vibrator had left behind, tweaking and twisting her sensitive pink while modern technology did its thing. Within seconds I had her mouth hanging open, shallow breaths escaping her taut throat.




“It… goes faster,” she breathed. “Hit the button again.”




“Oh?” I did as she suggested (or demanded), working my way through 4 different speeds while holding it away from her body. At the top velocity the vibrator screamed like an electric razor, the vibrations moving so fast that my eyeballs began to ache. I turned the device off, then switched back up to second-slowest, one level above our previous titiliation.




Kelly’s hands darted to either of my thighs, gripping me tightly while I teased her nipples, alternating with the vibrator, grinning like a mad bastard as I did. Having her under this control, watching her body contort and her spine stretch against my chest, excited me in a way I’d never felt. I couldn’t tell how much of this was for show and to what extent she could actually writhe around like a cat in heat from nipple stimulation alone. Even if this was all fake, like some VIP room strip club act, a part of me was perfectly happy to enjoy the show.




That part of me was my cock, which I ignored for now. I’d told Kelly I wanted to get her off, and I intended to make good on my promise. Even so, flexing my dick against her backside made a nice addition to the stimulation.




I gave Kelly’s chest a well-deserved break and led the vibrator slowly down the rest of her body, guiding my free hand along her side as I did. She twitched slightly and let out soft inhalations that may have been laughs. The vibrator certainly tickled. Once I reached her lower abdomen I felt Kelly stiffen in my grip, turning her head up toward me with big, pleading eyes.




She said nothing.




I placed the tip of the vibrator against the bulge in her white, exposed panties. Immediately her eyes shut tight and she bit her bottom lip, stymying a groan of pleasure that nonetheless wafted sweetly to my ears.




I pressed a bit harder.




I knocked up the speed.




I felt Kelly’s cock push back against the vibrator. I dueled her, winning control, giving her an overwhelming stimulation that made me rock hard just to watch. 




She rocked her hips back and forth, sliding her pleasure from tip to shaft, earning her orgasm. She threw her head back, cheeks flushed, and gasped out a few incomprehensible syllables before spilling over her orgasm against her white panties. I let the vibrator guide her through the first climax I’d given her until her body spasmed a bit with post-orgasm torture.




“Good?” I teased, kissing her on the temple as I placed the vibrator on the nightstand.




“Amazing,” she whispered. “Do you mind if we sleep a little more?” Her dopamine-drunk smile told me all I needed to know.




“Of course,” I replied, laying on my side with her in my arms. “We can rest all day. Do whatever we want.”




“More orgasms?” She suggested, laying her body back against me.




It sounded like a plan.




Chapter 18

“You’ve got this.”




I whispered in her ear and tied off my encouragement with a brief, subtle kiss on her lobe. From their spot on the other side of the bounds, Brian and Lisa couldn’t see me brush my lips against my roommate’s earlobe. Or, at least, they’d think I was just giving her some quick advice. It didn’t matter what they saw, really. Those two were so deep in boozy lust they wouldn’t have noticed if a steampunk gang of vampires started square dancing on the tables.




I took a careful step back, making sure not to bump our table and knock over any of the three beers or one hard cider. Kelly preferred the sweeter stuff. Meanwhile, Brian and Lisa locked lips, roving their hands up and down each other’s bodies. Lisa actually went underneath Brian’s t-shirt when my friend undid the top button of her blouse.




Perverts, I thought jokingly to myself, not without a bit of jealousy.




“Um, I guess I’ll shoot now.” Kelly piped up over the low hum of the country music. Brian suddenly broke away from his kiss to look over his shoulder. We were even for the games, one win and one loss apiece, on the last round of the tie-breaker. It all came down to Kelly, who, while far from a shark, had found her rhythm as the rounds wore on. 




I knew she could win this. I always trusted her.




Brian, too, had come around. He knew she was worth trying to psych out.




“So, what, you have to hit… Hmmm…” He approached the white board next to the dart board, ambling over with his left hand holding his right wrist behind his back. Kelly turned toward me with a ‘can you believe this’ expression. I lifted my cold beer mug in honor of her patience. Lisa folded her arms, grinning as she watched her beau put on this distraction act.




“Hmmm… Triple 20?”




“Or double 20,” Kelly cut in. “Or bullseye.”




“Bullseye’s worth 50,” Lisa chimed in. She’d hit the red center once in the previous game. Not enough to allow them a win, but it remained the highlight of her night. She never missed an opportunity to remind us.




“Bullseye’s worth 50,” Kelly confirmed. “Thank you, Lisa.”




Lisa came dancing over to my table, leaning over with her bare arms on the surface, her massive D-cups showing cleavage beneath the button Brian had undone.




“Your roommate’s kind of cute,” she whispered at me. “Does she have a boyfriend?”




I’d gotten this question a few times in the past few months. Ever since Kelly and I started hooking up (our catch-all term for what we did together in private), we’d also found more opportunities to go out more, pretending to be platonic and friendly roommates, nothing more. We’d both discussed the need for discretion, knowing any undue attention to our private sexual lives would complicated the situation.




I’d like to say I felt a bit guilty about deceiving an old-time trusted friend like Brian. But I didn’t. Morbid curiosity aside, he probably didn’t give two shits about who I was fucking, even if it was my transgender roommate.




Like I said, none of his business, nor anyone else’s. What Kelly and I had belonged to us and us alone.




As did this game.




“I mean, you could hit a triple 18,” Brian said, rubbing his stubbled chin as he observed the board, standing by Kelly’s side. All the while she kept a loose smile on her face and the dart clutched between thumb and forefinger. “That would put you -”




“If you don’t mind, Brian,” Kelly interrupted, her voice dripping with bemused politeness, “I’d like to take my shot now?”




Brian bowed ostentatiously, backpedaling toward the table and into Lisa’s waiting arms. She threw them around his shoulders and hugged tight as my roommate stood proud and straight in a pair of rectangular black heels, a red plaid tartan skirt with black leggings, and a long-sleeve turtle neck that hid last night’s hickey.




She flicked the first dart, then the second, both hitting near the bullseye. A 20, which was great, and a 4, which wasn’t.




We still needed a miracle to make it.




Luckily, I had one in my roommate.




She gave a quick glance back at Brian, returned her vivid eyes to the dartboard, and stuck a triple 20 that put us well over our opponent’s total.




“Oh, shoot!” Lisa snapped, slapping her boy-toy with both hands on his chest.




“Dammit,” Brian muttered, thrusting his hand into his pocket.




Kelly spun around and tossed her hands into the air, victory clear on her face.




I would have kissed her.




But we were in public.




That was against the rules we’d set for ourselves.




Still, I needed her. I stepped toward her with a victorious grin, extending my hand for a shake.




“Good job, roomie,” I said, trying and failing to keep the implication out of my voice. Nothing says ‘well-played’ like the promise of a good fucking later.




“I did my best,” she said with a wink. “Nothing big.”




Was that a sex pun?




“Alright, alright,” Brian said, strolling up to us with his palms facing outward. “Good game, good game. Not gonna say I was playing my best, but…”




“Suuuure, Brian,” Kelly cooed, patting him on the arm. “You two played fine. I’ll take another cranberry cider, please.”




Brian frowned at Kelly, then at me. “Seriously? Something wrong with good ol’ Spud Light?”




“Alright, one of those for me.”




“Nice. A pint or a liter?”




“A pint,” Kelly interjected. “He’s watching his figure.”




Kelly drew her hand across my stomach over my white t-shirt. Living with Kelly had set my diet right. She gladly cooked me meals both at home and to take to campus with me, helping me avoid fast food and the vending machines that had previously fattened my hips. While I didn’t get to the gym as much as I would have liked, I’d still lost a good few pounds and had my stomach flattened. Kelly found her own bodyweight fitness routine that she did (often in front of me) at night, squatting and flexing her way to a toned rear and stomach. We were both proud of the work we’d managed to put in while balancing a full schedule of teaching and classes.




Brian lifted an eyebrow. He didn’t see the weight I’d lost. All he saw was my roommate rubbing my stomach rather lovingly in front of him.




“Erm, Kelly,” I murmured. She quickly withdrew her hand.




“Haha,” she said with a cough. “Um, maybe I don’t need another beer.” Weight loss meant we’d both become lightweights.




“Nah, you earned it,” Brian confirmed, willing to pay for the drinks as promised now that us leaving seemed like the alternative. “One cran-cider, one Spud Light.”




“Just a pint,” I reminded him.




“Right. A pint.” He gave one final look at Kelly before departing to the bar, Lisa in tow.




My roommate/fuck-buddy and I stood awkwardly by the darts. A group of guys came up toward the darts tray. I moved away before they could ask to play.




“Sorry about that,” Kelly whispered. “I know I shouldn’t touch you like that.”




“Yeah… I mean, don’t get me wrong. I love it.”




She turned her face up at me, a small smile on her lips. “Yeah. I know.”




I sat down at the table we shared, pulling my chair in all the way. Underneath the table we held hands, at least until Brian returned with three drinks cradled in his arms.




“Here ya go. To the champions!” Lisa slid into the seat behind him.




“You’re my champ, big guy,” she said consolingly, teasing his chin while kissing him on the cheek. Her affection surely came from her penchant for Long Island iced teas, although I could see genuine love in her eyes when she stared at him.




I saw the same from Kelly, actually. Only when we were in private.




In public, we had to keep things discreet.




No matter how painful that was.




“How adorable,” Kelly said with a sigh, taking her hand out of mine.




“So cute,” I mumbled, lifting my glass to clink it against those of my friends, wishing I had Kelly doting over me the way Lisa leaned over Brian.




Some things weren’t just meant to be.




Unless we were willing to change them.




Chapter 19

We finished our drinks without a rush while still knowing a long night didn’t suit. Thursdays were perhaps the best day to go out; drink specials ensured cheap boozing and most bars put on ladies’ nights around this time. Kelly and I didn’t drink a whole lot any more, and besides, we had classes tomorrow.




“Aww, heading out so soon?” Lisa pouted. A Junior, and a Communications major no less (hey, no judgment), Lisa could have stayed out to the wee hours of the morning and raged right through her only class of the day. A lecture hall class. I’ll admit to being a bit envious. Those days seemed so long behind me.




“We’ve got class tomorrow, I’m afraid. So good seeing you again Lisa,” Kelly said, opening her arms for a hug.




“You tooooo,” Lisa cooed, slamming down her sweating half-empty cocktail to embrace my roommate.




“You can stay out, right bud? No class for you.”




Brian’s suggestion made sense. I’d gotten the email about my cancelled classes while we were at the bar and may have jumped the gun on bragging to everyone about my freedom Friday. I didn’t want to be a bad friend and make up some excuse, but I also didn’t want to lie - or tell the truth. The truth being, I’d rather be in bed with my roommate than anywhere else in the world.




“He lost his apartment key,” Kelly chimed in. “If Owen comes home late I’m not even gonna let him in.”




“How cruel!”




“Hey, a girl needs her beauty sleep!”




I turned back to Brian with a shrug. “You heard the lady.”




“You could crash at my place… Or somewhere else, y’know.”




“Nah, appreciate the offer but I’m gonna head back. Just because I don’t have classes doesn’t mean there won’t be a mountain of work.” I stuck my hand out for Brian, who reluctantly shook. “Maybe do something this weekend? Let’s hit the town like old times.”




“Sure man. Hey, maybe we’ll finally get you laid for once, yeah?”




“Uh… Haha, yeah. Maybe.”




Kelly and Lisa had moved to the other side of the table, closer to the growing crowd piling in for the last few minutes of the bar’s drink deals. She surely couldn’t hear what Brian had said, and even if she had, she wouldn’t have been offended. He had no idea we were hooking up. Furthermore, we’d explicitly allowed each other to date and fuck other people, provided we used protection. We never discussed our outside hookups, yet since we lived together and saw each other every day, both of us were aware neither one had brought another person back.




I guess there was the possibility that Kelly had slept over at some guy’s house. The few times she didn’t make it back to the apartment, however, she filled me in on the details the next day. One time she stayed with a friend who was feeling lonely after a breakup. Another time she had a weekend retreat with the other psychology students. Things like that.




She didn’t have to tell me these things. She just did. She didn’t want me to think she’d been with anyone else when she hadn’t.




I hadn’t either.




Compared to Kelly, no one else aroused my desires. I couldn’t fathom trying to hook up with another girl when I had someone who knew me and my body so well back at home.




And home was where we were going.




Not just back to our apartment like I’d always done in the past.




Back to our home.




——




Kelly passed through the entrance first. I really had lost my key sometime in the past week and was still waiting on a replacement. I followed behind her and went to the fridge as she bent over to remove her heels.




“Ughhh, All day in these!” She stepped onto her nyloned feet, losing an inch or two of height. Kelly then picked them up with two fingers and placed them in our shoe cabinet by the door. I had a few pairs in there on the bottom row; the other three rows were for her wide variety of footwear. “I think it’s going to be all tennis shoes this week.”




“No sandals?” I asked, grabbing two bottles of sparkling water out of the refrigerator.




“Sandals?! It’s November, Owen! Do you want my poor little toesies to get cold?” She rounded the counter and took her bottle, slowly uncapping it to avoid the spillover.




“I don’t want any part of you to be cold,” I vowed. “I want you nice and warm and cozy.”




“How sweet.”




“Except your nipples. They’re cute when they’re hard.”




Kelly slapped me with the back of her hand on the stomach, then tilted the water up to her lips. “So rude,” she teased. “My nipples weren’t poking through tonight, were they? This bra doesn’t add a whole lot of coverage.”




“Which one? The purple strapless?”




Kelly raised her eyebrows, lips suctioned around the tip of the bottle, sucking up the carbonated overflow. “Maybe. Am I going to show you later?”




“Definitely,” I growled.




She chuckled softly. “Alright. Your room or mine tonight?”




“Let’s do yours,” I suggested. “My laundry’s piling up.”




“So’s mine. I’m just not as stinky as you.”




“Hey, it’s not my fault! I’ve been hitting the gym more lately.”




“I know, and I love it. My big fit boyf- roommate.”




Shit.




Even I noticed she’d almost said it.




The ‘b’ word.




“I’ll go get ready, okay?” Kelly didn’t miss a beat, covering up the near-spoken word with the best distraction: the promise of sex.




“Do it babe,” I said, giving her a little squeeze on her ass on her way toward the bedroom. As usual, Kelly jumped, batted my hand away with a chiding though amused look, then dashed off to her room, deliberately putting a stride in her step that made me focus on her rear.




In short, she made me feel things.




Feelings we promised each other we wouldn’t pursue.




I sucked down the rest of my water, pretending it was vodka, or some liquid that could tame the tempest inside of me. All I ended up doing was burping disconsolately for the next five minutes. When I was sure I’d expended all the carbonated air, I made my way toward Kelly’s bedroom.




Maybe I couldn’t be her boyfriend. That didn’t mean I couldn’t give her the fucking she deserved.




The kind of sex I wanted.




The kind that made me hers.




Chapter 20

Anal sex, I’d learned, isn’t something you can just jump right into. It takes time and preparation to properly stretch and lube one’s forbidden cavern for the adventurous explorer. Kelly knew all this before she’d met me. Being fucked in her ass, usually by her self with a dildo, made her feel more feminine, especially in the early days when she was questioning her gender. Nowadays, secure in who she was, she just loved the sensation of being used like a fuck toy and having her prostate teased by a hard, thick rod.




I’ll also go ahead and point out that we had a very open and communicative sexual relationship, even if we didn’t discuss certain other matters. Love, it turns out, is a lot messier than even butt sex.




Anyway, I always gave Kelly time to prepare herself the way she saw fit. Her routine included a shower, some toy play, and the use of a nifty lube-injecting device that we bought by the 12 pack from Amazon. She almost always changed into some of her lingerie, somehow finding the scratch to afford a variety of different outfits, almost to the point of seeming to have a new one on every night.




I would have fucked her if she came to me wearing a burlap sack. Besides, I had a tendency to tear up anything she wore. She’d chide me about the rips in her seams and straps afterward, and even made me watch once as she sewed a tear back together with a needle and thread. I’d tried, lately, to stop being so ravenous, although I could tell she loved the way I manhandled her in bed.




It made her feel like a girl.




It made me feel like she was my girl.




I strode through the rainbow beads hanging down from her door awning and inhaled the scent of the potpourri. Now that I’d been spending more time in her room, Kelly had made some efforts to be more accommodating to me. Furniture was moved to the very corners and sides of the room so I had space to move about. She tried out new scents, using sprays and diffusers to find the ones I liked most. She’d lessened the number of sheets on her bed, reducing it to a sensible top sheet and comforter. I provided the rest of the necessary heat when she slept in my arms.




Other minor touches changed and varied as she adjusted the decor. I noticed none of them when I walked in. Kelly laid on the royal purple comforter of her neatly-made bed, a total focal point for my vision. She wore a deep black bra with a diaphanous mid-riff lace down her stomach, her legs bare but for the matching thong. Her soft bulge and slender, pale thighs called out to me like a siren to a sailor.




Not a bad place to die, I thought to myself, pulling off my shirt and dropping my pants on my way toward the bed. My crumpled men’s clothing looked and felt out of place in her clean, feminine room, yet they also added a certain touch. A minor flaw on an otherwise stainless perfection that drew attention to the overwhelming beauty.




Not entirely unlike shoving my thick stupid cock into her perfect bouncy rear.




I straddled her on the bed. Kelly moved with cat-like grace, lifting one arm to stroke my cheek, leaning up just enough to steal a kiss. Her pillowy lips grazed against my own while her free hand found my chest hair, her fingers moving through my manliness like a doe through the brush. 




As usual, I couldn’t recall when I’d grown hard. From the start, that day we’d taken the cooking classes, I’d gotten the impression that I was like some sort of base animal. See Kelly, get hard. A simultaneous reaction that I’d learned to enjoy now that we could have each other when we wanted, night after night, without shame or fear or trepidation. Always wanting more, always able to have what we wanted.




There had to be a limit.




A limit we knew we were approaching.




I pushed that thought aside and drove my tongue into her mouth, taking what I could and leaving the rest behind. Kelly’s arms froze in place, her fingers splayed out at the sensation of being dominated like this through a single kiss. When I let go of her cheeks she fell back against the pillows, watching me intently with those slitted cat’s eyes.




She took her power back with two words.




“Fuck me.”




From there, I made the moves, and she guided me. I put one hand on her hip and my girl immediately flipped onto all fours, quirking her ass into the air, splaying her knees wide, firmly planting her palms against the cushiony mattress. She’d done everything she needed to prepare, including planting that lovely gem-encrusted buttplug into her perfect rear, ensuring she was stretched enough for my cock.




I plucked out the tapered plug, smirking at her little gasp of excitement. I dug my fingernails into her left cheek, reminding her that I remembered the rules she laid down - slow, gentle, steady. Anal sex is not a marathon, nor is it a chance to show you partner how jackhammer-fast you can plow them. Do it wrong and you’ll only end up making her sore.




Do it right, and you’ll both come harder than ever.




I slipped the condom on, picking up the wrapper from her nightstand and lubing myself up in preparation. The first few times we’d tried had been a bit slow and awkward, although looking back I appreciated those opportunities to learn the right pace. Now I could move a bit faster, at least in getting ready. When I planted my cock against her cherry, with Kelly gently pushing backward to guide me in, I moved slow, making sure she could handle all of my girth.




It definitely helped that I felt every single inch this way. Shutting my eyes and focusing on the sensation brought me to the edge. Her tightness, her warmth, coupled with her moans and her motions, all coalesced.




I loved Kelly for so many things. Her kindness, her humor, her drive, her personality.




But lord god in heaven, planting my cock in her rear was enough to make me want to marry her. Nothing in my life ever felt so goddamned good.




She could have had me coming in seconds just from the way she rode my shaft. In fact, she’d done so before. She always acted proud of this, even though such a quick pump-and-go didn’t do anything for her. I swallowed hard and contracted my muscles, focusing on the journey, not the destination.




I squeezed Kelly’s hips, signaling for her to stop riding me, at least for a little while. She froze in place, lifting her head up like a jungle cat listening for prey. I let out a low groan as I pushed forward, filling her to the hilt. She squeaked out and reached around behind her, pulling her cheeks apart with one hand, planting her face down to let the pillow absorb her low, slutty groan.




After that we found our rhythm. I listened to her voice and her body, realizing she wanted it deep and slow tonight, my cock pressing firmly against her prostate, demanding a hands-free orgasm that would make her body flow with ecstasy and flush her mind of any worry. This was what drove us together in the first place - the pure, carnal euphoria of feeling another so closely.




Even that, she could sense. With a tremendous show of effort given that I was literally inside her, Kelly pushed up off the mattress and sat up on her knees, curving her body to wrap her arms behind her and feel the sweat on my face. I pushed forward, elated with this new angle, still inside her while my chest pressed up against her tight shoulder blades. She lifted her head toward the ceiling, neck exposed, a perfect canvas for me to paint pictures of kisses down to her shoulders.




“I love it,” she whispered. “I… love…”




She screamed. A moment too late, I stuck my hand down between her legs to cup her balls and coax out her essence, yet it hardly mattered. A few hard upward thrusts in her rear hit her pleasure spot perfectly, drawing out a hard, wet prostate orgasm that had my roommate’s knees quivering and her body drawn tight against my arm, wrapped around her the front of her lingerie.




I held her there while I came as well, spilling my seed inside her, filling her up with my cream.




Above the scent of ourselves, the tangled mess of the sheets, and the labored breathes we shared as one, I could still hear Kelly’s words, the punctured phrase she was about to deliver before her body’s climax overtook her sense.




She said she loved it. I knew she did.




I just wasn’t sure what else she might love.




Or who.




Chapter 21

“Rough night man?”




Tim, the fellow grad student who shared my office, put a brimming mug of black coffee on my desk, carefully setting it beside the stack of papers and on top of the CD-ROM I used as a coaster.




“Yeah,” I said, not wanting to discuss my real reason for being a bit sleep-deprived. After sex Kelly and I had stayed up talking and watching anime on her laptop, a favorite show of her involving dragons and cat girls and all sorts of fantasy insanity. The storyline actually had quite a bit of narrative weight, even though the show itself was about super-powered princesses fighting inter-dimensional demons. “Rough night.”




He patted me on the shoulder and went to his seat. Tim’s desk remained far messier than mine, yet as he pulled a needed sheet out of a messy stack, I noticed once again that he had some sort of internal organizational system. I’d bet he was even aware of the paperclip by his chair’s left wheel, or the University-branded USB stick halfway across the floor.




“Girl stuff, huh?” He said, turning his head a barely perceptible degree away from his computer.




Tim and I discussed our grad work and classes quite a lot. Sometimes I wasn’t sure where the exchange of ideas and problem-solving ended and where the laments and bitching began. Three weeks before finals, everything kind of felt one in the same. Yet when it came to girls, well, let’s say there were more common topics in a computer science building. Like, say, refrigerator magnets, or the Norman invasion of England. Or the possibility of zombie-robot dinosaurs affecting the results of Denmark’s next election.




“Yeah man,” I said. If the coffee had been instant or the temperature scalding I wouldn’t have answered so truthfully. Yet my officemate made a damn good cup of brew, and for that he earned my honesty.




“I understand,” he said with an amused chuckle. “My fiancee’s still in Taipei. We call each other every day but I know she is sometimes upset.”




“I didn’t know you had a girlfriend,” I said, scrolling through a student assignment on my monitor. I made a note of a missing semicolon and turned to face Tim, who pondered my response over his chipped ceramic mug.




“Yes, fiancee. Things became very different after I proposed. Very different.”




Proposed, then flew 3000 miles for a grad program. I wouldn’t have judged Tim for the odd decision were I not already in problem-solving mode. You could go back and revise computer code easily enough, fixing things before putting them out for release. Even then you could iterate, update, adapt, or just scrap a piece of software all together and start over. All you lost was time and money.




Tim’s fiancee wasn’t a computer program. Neither was Kelly.




“She is very happy we’re still together,” he mused. “But sometimes melancholic.”




I tried not to laugh at Tim’s use of the SAT word. His vocabulary had grown better than mine over the past few months, back when he’d started with a fairly inexpert grasp of the language. Somehow he’d managed to improve his English skills to a remarkable if a bit over-the-top level while juggling a full course load and teaching, as well as this fiancee of his.




“Sounds a bit difficult,” I said.




“Yes, it is. But I wouldn’t trade her for anything. She is my rock. I couldn’t be here without her support.”




I nodded along pensively, scrolling through the assignment.




“Do you have a girlfriend, Owen?” Tim asked, innocently, just making conversation. Having no idea it was the one question I literally could not answer.




Well, that and anything to do with microprocessors.




“Yeah,” I blurted. “I have a girl.”




“You do? I have not met her, right? Does she live in another country as well?”




Might as well.




“Excuse me, Owen?”




The voice that came from the door frame sounded a lot different than Tim. The speaker lacked that polite, upbeat tone of my officemate. The ‘excuse me’ was purely supercilious.




“Yes?” I asked, turning fully around my swivel seat. The man’s style of dress, a black suit with broad shoulders and a wide tie, momentarily distracted me from how thin and pale he was. He stepped further into our office, avoiding the beam of light flitting in from our only window.




“I hope you have time to chat for a while. I’m with the University.”




“So am I,” I muttered in response. I looked over at Tim, currently sitting dumbfounded in the room’s only other chair.




“I will step outside for a while,” he said. “I’ll call my girlfriend.”




“Alright bud,” I replied. “Thanks.”




He really had no reason to leave the room. I still had no idea who this newcomer was, but if he was entitled even to a few minutes of my time, we could have talked in the student union or a cafe or even just in the hallway. Something about the man’s posture, the encroachment and the assumption that he could just waltz in without an appointment, rubbed me the wrong way. He also acted like he wanted Tim gone so he could talk to me alone. Not a great sign.




Once Tim departed, shutting the door softly behind him, the man immediately took my officemate’s seat. He didn’t sit down with the slight backward lean Tim always had, keeping his back supported by the chair. Rather, the man in the suit treated the seat like a stool, sitting bolt upright, as straight as his crew cut and cleanly shaved face. He looked no older than me, perhaps mid-20s, and with his pale boyish looks seemed a bit like a kid playing dress up.




“I’m with the housing office. You sent us an email a short while ago regarding your dissatisfaction with your roommate, yes?”




I opened my mouth in shock. My intention had been to handle this joker quickly and get back to my work once my gracious officemate returned. The suited man, who hadn’t even bothered to introduce himself, spoke rapidly and with an obvious disregard for facts.




I’d written that email to the housing office months ago, literally the first day I’d moved in after my awkward first encounter with Kelly. Hardly a ‘short while’ ago. Plus I didn’t speak to ‘dissatisfaction’ - I just wanted to talk about the situation.




“Everything’s fine now,” I responded.




“Yes. Mr…. Leander, is it? Mr. Leander -”




“Owen’s fine.”




“Mister. Leander.” The man withdrew a crisp white stack of about five papers from his briefcase, all neatly paper clipped. They were printed only on one side, and I couldn’t see through the back to observe what he was reading. “Your roommate, one Kelly Evers, is transgender.” He looked up from the papers, studying my reaction.




“Yes.” It was all I could think to say.




“Hm. You have an issue with transgender individuals?”




“What? No!” I nearly leapt out of my seat, but ended up just fidgeting there. Regardless, the man noticed, watching me over the top of his paper.




“I don’t have any problems with transgender people or with Kelly,” I sighed, regressing in my seat. “I don’t want to move. I don’t want her to move either.”




“Well that’s not your choice, Mr. Leander,” he hissed, placing the paper’s face down on Tim’s desk. “If Kelly wants to move then she can inform us of that.”




“Has she?” I asked, throat growing tight.




“I’m not at liberty to discuss. All I can tell you is that we want to do what’s best for our students. Furthermore, we do not condone any discrimination based on race, sex, nationality, or gender.” He let the final word linger as he picked up the papers. “If we decide it best to allow your request to go forward, you’ll be moved to a new location at the beginning of the next term. However, we’ll also have to speak with your roommate Kelly to ascertain her opinion on this matter.”




Though he drowned it in legalese, I knew what this guy was saying - Kelly would know I sent that email.




“W-when are you going to talk to her?” I asked, heart thumping in my chest.




The man crisply snapped shut his briefcase and stood from Tim’s seat, looking down at me for a brief, pitiful moment before adjusting his tie.




“Again, I’m not at liberty to discuss. I personally won’t be making that visit.”




He turned his face away from the sun. In that moment, I swear I saw the first hint of a shark’s smile creeping across his pasty face.




“However, my colleague should have received the assignment at the same time I did. I suppose,” he said, drawing out the moment to relish my despair, “she’s being informed right now.”




Goodbye, Mr. Leander,” he said finally, moving toward the door. “We’ll be in touch.”




I didn’t move until Tim entered the room minutes later, shaking my shoulder, asking if I was okay.




I didn’t know.




I didn’t know if I’d ever be okay again.




Chapter 22

I made my way home just as the offices were closing for the day, right around the time night began to fall. The cold chill took me by surprise. Temperatures had probably dropped earlier in the month, unbeknownst to this grad student who was usually home for dinner with his roommate before dusk set in. Tonight, I’d miss dinner with Kelly, and that was probably for the best: I couldn’t imagine she wanted to see me right now.




That was the thing about hooking up with your roommate. When you needed to be apart, there was nowhere else to go. I knew very well that this housing issue - or whatever it would turn out to be - needed to be confronted head on at some point, with the open and honest discussion we’d always claimed to cherish.




When I arrived home, I got nothing. No greeting, no smile, not even a nod. Kelly stood at the kitchen counter with a chef’s knife in hand, chopping bell peppers on a plastic cutting board, a bowlful of other basic ingredients sitting next to the carving board.




“Whatcha making?” I asked, moving tentatively into the kitchen. She brought the knife down for a hard thump of a chop that made me stop in place.




“Dinner.” Her icy one-word response all but confirmed what I’d suspected. It wasn’t just her tone. The fact that she’d arrived home later than usual meant she, like me, had received an unexpected visit earlier in the day. I still had to confirm my suspicions.




“Did someone come talk to you earlier?” I asked.




“A lot of people come talk to me, Owen. I have office hours. I’m a volunteer counselor. I meet lots of people.”




“Kelly…”




She placed the knife flat on the carving board. “Yes, Owen. Someone came and talked to me. Someone from the housing office.” When she finally turned to me I could see wetness in her eyes, tears I hope had formed while she’d been cutting onions. “I guess someone came and talked to you too, huh?” She asked, voice rising to a pained, higher pitch.




“Yes,” I admitted balefully. “But -”




“But you expected them to. You’ve been waiting for them all this time. Since when?”




I swallowed hard, feeling my stomach begin to protest the lack of food. “I… I didn’t even remember sending that email, Kelly. I swear. I’d completely forgotten about it. It was so long ago.”




“How long?”




“The start of the semester. Literally, the first day.”




She put one hand on the counter, the other on her hip, rising up as straight as she could. “You said you starting liking me the first day we moved in. Was that a lie?”




“No,” I gasped. “Not at all.”




I’d told her as much on one of our first night’s together. Laughing over that awkward first encounter, I’d admitted - truthfully - that I’d started liking her the first time we hung out. That was immediately after I’d sent the email on my thoughtful (or perhaps thoughtless) night at the bar with Brian. At that moment I’d felt alone and confused, needing to take some action to rectify my situation. I’d made a dumb, impulsive choice. The real solution was getting to know my roommate and her situation, her backstory and her passions, her interests, and…




And her body.




This is why, I thought to myself, looking away from Kelly’s pained eyes. This is why you don’t hook up with your roommate. It’s not that you’ll get found out. That’s never the problem.




The problem is you end up hurting each other.




You end up hurting her.




“So all that time you were hanging out with me,” she said with a bitter laugh, “and taking me out, and kissing me, and fucking me… You were just waiting for the day they’d kick me out?”




“Kelly, no,” I said desperately. “That’s never what this has been. That’s not even what I said in the email. I didn’t know what I wanted at first. That was so, so long ago, I didn’t even - I wasn’t -”




I moved toward her. She took a step back, then another as she stumbled in her heels. Those heels that I loved so much, the ones I’d watched her slip off by the door or let fall where they would when I picked her up and carried her to bed.




Now she was tottering in them, so close to collapsing on the floor before she reached out and grabbed the edge of the steel sink, falling only to a crouch before slowly moving her way back up.




The image remained clear, even as she stood on both feet. No matter what I’d do, I’d end up hurting her. Nothing I could say could make this right.




I’d fucked up.




Big time.




“I’m leaving,” she rasped, rounding the counter in the other direction from me. I didn’t make a move this time, but I did follow her movements with my vision. She went to the couch and picked up her bag, slinging it over her shoulder.




“Where are you going?” I asked.




“I have a friend to stay with. Don’t follow me.”




I literally put my hand on my chest, feeling my head start to shake. ‘Don’t follow me?’ Did she think I was going to stalk her? Did she really think I was capable of something so obsessive?




I wanted her to be happy. Even now, that’s all I really desired.




And what would make her happy - or at least less miserable than she obviously felt - was getting out of her way.




So I did.




I may have muttered something like ‘I’ll be in my room’ or ‘I’ll get out of your way.’




I don’t recall.




Those final moments in the presence my beautiful roommate were like waking up from a dream I didn’t want to end.




Chapter 23

I sat on the edge of the bed, taking in the feminine touches she’d applied to my room. Normally we spent our nights together in her room, joking that her mattress was just that more comfortable, that her east-facing window made for an easier rise, or that for some odd reason Netflix worked better on her TV.




These were all just little in-jokes we’d come up with to explain away the fact that my room was never truly clean. I’d taken great strides in the past months to do better, and learned, finally, what a vacuum was for. Still, guy-clean is different from girl-clean. Even now a pair of boxers sat crumpled by my bed next to a discarded water bottle without the cap. These were in contrast to the feminine decorative touches Kelly had, with my consent, added to my room. We’d bought the artsy watercolor paintings at a local show put on by the art students. The dresser keeping up my TV had been bought on one of our thrift shop outings, replacing the luggage bag I’d been using since I moved in. Even my pillow cases were by her suggestion, replacing t-shirts that worked just as well.




I thought about changing those items out now that she was leaving. Even if she came back - even if she returned to the apartment she’d signed her name to - things wouldn’t be the same. I couldn’t live with these reminders that we’d once had something special.




I’d have to strip my room back down to its bare essentials.




Just like my life.




Everything will be different now, I thought to myself, sitting on the edge of the bed, hands folded in my lap, head bowed. Everything will be…




worse.




I couldn’t remember the last time I cried. Even then I didn’t start bawling my eyes out. The tears didn’t flow down my cheeks so much as they swam in front of my eyes, blurring my vision, turning the art on the walls and the pillows on my bed into hazy streams of pastel colors. I sniffed my tears back and rubbed at my eyes, trying to be strong, trying to look at this from any kind of positive angle. This was a lesson I had to learn. This was my lot in life.




This was for the best.




When she knocked at the door I tried my best to compose myself, not knowing why she’d returned. I looked up in surprise when the door didn’t open. She spoke behind the shut door.




“I’m leaving, Owen,” she said in a far-off voice. 




I just sat there, unspeaking.




“Make sure you take out the trash on Tuesday… Water the plants too. I guess… I guess that’s it.




“Goodbye.”




Her heels clicked across the hardwood floor. I heard the front door open, then close, not with a slam but with a soft, tiny click. The sound of the deadbolt followed.




Then nothing. Just silence.




Minutes later I rose from my bed and walked like a doomed man to the living room. She truly had left. Her bedroom door remained open, the drawers and closet open. She hadn’t removed all of her clothing, though many items, including her laptop and books, were notably missing.




The scent, too, had faded. Instead of lavender, I got a caustic whiff of the scent of paint and plaster, like the room had been built just a day earlier. No sounds carried in the apartment. No laughter. No joy.




Just me.




Alone.













Chapter 24

The next night, Saturday, Brian invited me out and looked completely surprised when I showed up without Kelly. I mumbled some excuse about her being busy while trying to ignore the needle in my heart.




Coming out at all could have been a mistake. Staying home alone, with reminders of my heart-broken roommate on every wall, would have been maddening. At least out here I could enjoy a game of pool, chat with some new people, and have a brew with an old friend, laughing while we reminisced about better times.




None of that ended up happening. I took some shots, fought back tears, and painfully admitted to Brian what had happened in a confusing, half-coherent ramble.




The one bright side to this whole situation was that it showed me what having a friend like him met. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and asked if I wanted to leave. I nodded.




“But I don’t want to just go back home,” I said, clutching my empty glass beer bottle with both hands, staring down into the suds. “I can’t.”




He patted me on the back of my neck. “You’ll stay with me then, man. No worries. You need a sleeping pill?”




I lifted my head up from the nip of the beer bottle. “yeah. What is it? Ambien? Xanax?”




He blinked at me. “It’s called Doze-Off. I got it over the counter.”




I took two capfuls and sat on Brian’s computer chair while he pulled out the mattress and arranged the sheets. I knew full well that Brian oftentimes didn’t even make his bed completely, sleeping in a pile like a hibernating bear. For my guest mattress, he took his time, stretching out the covers and billowing out the sheet like he expected me to complain otherwise.




I wouldn’t have. The simple gesture still meant a lot.




“Anything else you need, man? Water bottle? Blindfold? Gets a little sunny in here in the morning but you can sleep as long as you want.”




I put on my nicest smile. “Nah, I’m good man. Thanks so much.”




“Anytime bro.”




I slipped underneath the sheets and laid down on the hard mattress, my head against the single pillow. I hadn’t slept anywhere but my bed and Kelly’s since the semester had started. This pullout sofa had nothing on either of our mattresses, yet I still drifted off better than I had the night previous, when memories of her plagued my thoughts.




“Goodnight,” I found myself muttering to no one, curling up my body on my side, like I had someone to wrap my arms around.




I spent most of the next day with Brian, ordering in lunch (we both rose at about 11), then starting a full day’s session of video games. Ultra Fighter Bros, Earthquake II, Advanced Strategic Battlescape, you name it, we played it. Games from our youth and ultra-modern new classics with hyper-realistic graphics and VR support.




I won a surprising amount of games for someone who hadn’t played all year. Brian was subtle about letting me win and he didn’t throw every match, but still, the small gaming victories gave me something to at least feel a little proud of.




“Hey, dude,” He said, around six p.m., “I gotta do a little work for a client. Mind if you try this one on single-player for a while?”




The few wins I’d racked up paled in comparison to my guilt. I’d kept Brian on the couch for the entire day while he put aside his freelance work, his only income, to make sure I didn’t leave feeling totally miserable.




“I’ve gotta get back to my studies, actually,” I replied, setting the controller down on the coffee table. “Thanks for this.”




For the first time in my life, Brian actually gave me a hug. We didn’t quite know where to put our hands or how long to hold the embrace. Things weren’t effortless like they were with Kelly - but of course, what I’d had with her didn’t compare.




“Anytime bro,” he said. “Just come over whenever you want. You don’t even have to call, just show up, and I’ll kick your ass at some UFB.”




Ah. So I wouldn’t get an easy victory next time. Seemed like things would be back to normal.




Returning home I felt the pangs of guilt and loss more fluently. With night fully descending I had little interest in removing Kelly’s influences from our decoration. Besides, the apartment was still hers anyway. I had plenty of work I’d neglected over the weekend to get going on, including a fairly simple assignment sitting crisp on my laptop’s home screen. I opened up the document and started working for a few minutes. Then my mind fogged over, the numbers and letters lost meaning, and I stood wearily to disrobe on the way to my room, leaving the clothing strewn along the way.




———




“It seems like you could just use an array,” Tim said, bent over my desk, blinking at my screen. I had the assignment from last night open, hoping he could give me some direction. Somehow, even after a few days of effort, I still hadn’t managed to crack the entire project, even though the professor had insisted it would only take a few hours of work.




“Oh. right.” Arrays were basic stuff. When he pointed out the solution I immediately saw the path forward. The answer was so simple that I wondered how I didn’t recognize it earlier.




It wasn’t the lack of information in my brain that’d made the assignment so difficult. My lack of ability to express what I knew, to turn my compacted knowledge into actual answers, had led me down this path of confusion.




“You okay?” He asked, standing up straight.




“Yeah. Just… tired.”




“Ah. Yes, I know.”




He knew.




He couldn’t possibly know everything, but he could tell.




I’d never been much for dressing up, yet my current outfit put even the shaggiest of code monkeys to shame. Sweatpants, a gym t-shirt, socks with slip-on sandals, and a 4-day scruff were my new style. I’d even gone to my TA class dressed like this, earning a reprimanding email from the Professor for the style of dress, which I suppose some of my students complained about. I apologized profusely, not even realizing this was inappropriate.




My whole mind had been in a fog ever since Kelly left. I didn’t literally need her to be a functioning part of college society. Rather, in her absence, I’d lost my ability to focus on anything else. She’d really become a lodestar for me, someone supportive and interesting who I always had to be there when things got difficult. Without her, every minor issue piled up until I landed here: underdressed, unfocused, and unprepared. Seriously - I’d literally just left my apartment with my laptop in hand, walking along without a backpack.




I fumbled my way through the assignment, coming up with a solution that, while inelegant and uninteresting, would earn a passing grade. Even so, the professor expected some creativity, having given me a chance to show how I’d approach this problem with what I’d learned this semester. What I’d created looked no different from what I would have made on the first day of class.




I knew then what I had to do.




My only solution was to go back to who I was before this all started, and try again from square one.




I’d decided to give up, and drop out.







Chapter 25

“Dropping out?”




My advisor, Dr. Whitman, uncapped his fountain pen, then immediately put the cap back on, a nervous tic I’d noticed before. When he repeated the act a second time, and then a third, I realized he was probably more nervous than me.




For my part, I felt somewhat relieved. Not elated and certainly not happy, but temporarily comfortable in the knowledge that I’d made a decision.




“I do not think I’m prepared to undertake the rest of my course load, including finals. I’m truly sorry and will do everything I can to ensure the students in my TA course are properly prepared. However, I think it best for me to do this for my own personal well-being.”




I’d rehearsed the line for the better part of the two days it took for me to get this meeting. My advisor allowed us to pop in at any time he wasn’t busy, but I made sure to book a specific appointment for this awkward conversation.




I’d said my piece. He still didn’t understand.




“I thought everything was going well so far,” he said, placing the pen down on his desk. “You’ve done good work, Owen. The last few days I’ve noticed some changes…”




The left side of my face twitched in annoyance. Dr. Whitman had his eyes averted, looking at his desktop monitor.




“Are you sure you don’t just need some help on some concepts? Erm, perhaps a remedial tutor?”




“No… It’s not that. I just can’t handle this course load anymore.”




Dr. Whitman carefully pushed the power button on his monitor, then leaned in on his desk.




“Owen. What’s really going on? Please. I know I’m just your advisor however I hate to see such a promising young man throw his potential away.”




I bristled, sitting up straighter in the wooden chair. “I’m sure I’ll be back someday,” I said. “This just isn’t the right time.”




“Why not?”




My intention was to tap my hand on the desk to show I’d remained firm. Instead, I literally slammed my fist down, causing his documents to bounce briefly and his pen to roll into his lap. He looked down at the item - probably a graduation gift of his own - then up at me.




“I’m… I’m sorry,” I said dumbly, feeling the pangs of guilt and sadness starting to rise in my chest. If I ended up crying in my advisor’s office, I wouldn’t even bother going through the process of dropping out. I’d just flee the room, pack my stuff, and drive back to my parent’s home. From there, maybe I could get a job like Brian’s. I didn’t know.




I didn’t really care.




“Owen,” Dr. Whitman said softly. “Maybe you should talk to a professional.”




I stared at my advisor for a moment. “Aren’t you a doctor?”




“Of a sort,” he said, pulling open the middle drawer of his desk. He pulled out a stack of post-its and began to write with the pen. “Dr. Janice Kiri is the senior counselor at the student wellness center. I’ve had students in the past who’ve met with her. She’s very professional. I’d suggest you talk to her first.”




“If I don’t?” I asked.




“Owen. Please.”




He pushed the post-it note across the desk. Her name, along with her office and the location of the health center, were written in a neat hand.




I took the paper, forcing myself not to crumple it.




“Finals are in two weeks,” I said, sticking the post-it to my shut laptop. “I probably can’t meet with her before then.” Dropping out before finals would give me a lifeline to my would-be career. Failing them wouldn’t be dropping out; it would be more of a mark against me and my skillset.




“I’ll phone ahead and let her know you’re on your way. If I ask, she’ll be able to meet with you this afternoon.” 




Meaning, now. I stood up out of my seat and gave my advisor a long look.




“Be honest,” I asked. “Am I the first student of yours to drop out this late in the semester?”




Dr. Whitman’s looked up at me with his tired eyes. “No, Owen,” he said, with a slow shake of his head. “I’ve been doing this for twenty three years now. The languages and operating systems change, but the students don’t. I can tell when a young man such as yourself is struggling with something serious.”




The old man pushed his keyboard aside, sitting up straight at his desk.




“Life isn’t ones and zeros. It’s more complicated than that. Whatever you’re going through is none of my business. I’m merely concerned, and I want you to do what’s best. All I can do is give you my support as best I can.”




Momentarily stunned, touched even, by the genuine concern in his voice, I peeled the note off my laptop and read the directions once more.




“Alright. I’ll be on my way.” I turned toward the door. “Thank you, Dr. Whitman.”




A shadow of a smile crossed his weathered face.




“It’s alright, Owen. You have my best wishes. Good luck.”







Chapter 26

The waiting room of the student health center wasn’t nearly as antiseptic as I expected. I’d based my assumptions on the dental offices my parents took me to frequently in my childhood braces days. Slumping couches, algae-filled fish tanks, a TV with dials on the front playing some trashy daytime talk show…




The health center waiting room had none of that, at least as I pictured it. The posters hanging on the walls gave actual advice regarding mental and sexual health, written by professionals in the field who worked on campus. Instead of couches they had beanbags, which I laughed over upon entering. At least it put a smile on my face walking in, and after picking up the clipboard to write my name and info, I slunk down into one, relishing the soft embrace of a million tiny beads. 




The fish tank stood at my left side, clean and fresh, with interesting animals inside. I stopped filing in my info briefly to look up at the placard next to the tank. Apparently, all the fish and plants inside were endemic to a local lake, and part of a marine biology program to study their behavior as part of an ecological preservation campaign. Most of the fish under observation lived in tanks in the biology building, but a small portion had been provided ‘in safe and pristine conditions’ for the health center students to enjoy. Pretty cool.




Toward the bottom of the document, which asked for my name and address and all that, I was given the opportunity to write in a pseudonym. As explained in italics below the fill-in box, if I didn’t feel comfortable with discussing my issues using my real name, I could use a pseudonym for face-to-face discussions with the counselor. My real name would only be applied to any insurance filings, if needed.




Talking about wanting to drop out of school because of my emotional state didn’t seem entirely appealing. I figured the pseudonym would help, and filled in the box. ‘Mr. Lovelace,’ after an early computer scientist. 




I returned the form to the front desk where a bubbly rubenesque blonde with thick black-framed glasses took the sheet, smiled up at me, and put it aside. 




“Dr. Kiri will be in shortly,” she said. “Oh, here she is now!”




The wooden door opened. A woman in black heels and a grey skirt with a white blouse emerged, striding forward with a confident small smile and a confident bearing. She looked to be in her 40s, with a youthful mien bespeaking strong intelligence.




“Hello,” she said, picking up my file. Her eyes went straight down to the bottom. “Mr. Lovelace. Thank you so much for coming.”




“Yeah, sure,” I murmured.




“Would you follow me please?”




The hall ended in another doorway, this one labeled with Dr. Janice Kiri’s name on a placard on the front. She opened it with a key and let me inside. A small duvet couch sat at one corner, with a chair and a desk at the other. A therapist’s office.




She moved toward the desk and looked back at me when I stood silent. I didn’t expect this. It seemed too perfect. Perfect for someone else. I didn’t need therapy. I needed to make moves with my life.




“Mr. Lovelace?” She said. I quickly began regretting the name too. It sounded pretty silly coming from her soft, lilting voice.




“Sorry,” I said, “I’m just, um…”




“I know it’s difficult to discuss these things,” she said, with an understanding spread of her arms. “We try to make every student who comes in comfortable. Would you like something to drink? Music? Anything I can do to help, I’m here for.”




Well, shit. It’d be utterly rude to leave now.




“I’m fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the couch. The furniture had clearly been designed to lie down upon, but I didn’t go that far. “I guess I just need to talk.”




“I understand,” she said, picking up my file. “Mr. Lovelace. Would you mind if I allowed one of our student assistants to speak with you first?”




“Well… I don’t know. It’s kind of personal.”




“Of course. Sometimes it’s best to discuss these issues with someone in your peer group first. I leave the decision completely up to you.”




Her level voice and obvious intellect led me along the path she wanted me to follow. “Alright. Sure.”




With a small smile and a brief touch of her pen to the clipboard, Dr. Kiri made her way out of the room. I kept my spot on the divan, not lying down, trying not to slump my shoulders either. I imagined this student assistant to be something of a nurse, arriving to take my psychological vital signs and earn some course credit for the task.




When the knock came at the door I glanced at the frosted glass but did not stand. I watched as the silver door handle moved down, and the door fell open.




Blonde hair grown to her shoulders.




A purple blouse and knee-length black skirt with conservative heels.




A clipboard in hand.




Kelly.




She stepped into the room focused on the clipboard, her face positively neutral and unknowing. A primal urge to flee the room came over me, but Dr. Kiri was right behind my roommate, shutting the door softly as Kelly stepped to the middle.




“Okay, Mr. Lovelace,” Kelly said, finishing her scribbling on the clipboard’s paper. “I’m Ms. Evers, and - ohmigod.”




The clipboard clattered to the ground. Kelly’s fingers, painted that shade of happy pink, flew up to her mouth. She stared at me on the divan, sitting there, stunned, looking up at her, without the slightest clue what to say.




“I… uh…I didn’t…”




Kelly immediately turned to Dr. Kiri, who just nodded with a solemn expression.




“You two,” she said, “have a lot to discuss.”







Chapter 27

“I’m sorry Janice,” Kelly said breathlessly, shaking as she crouched down to pick up the clipboard. “Erm, I mean, Dr. Kiri. I have a conflict of interest with, um, with…”




“I know this is difficult for you,” she said, laying a calm hand on Kelly’s shoulder. “Both of you. And I admit I have my reservations about bringing you two together. But Kelly… Kelly, look at me, please.”




Kelly’s eyes, which had formerly been looking anywhere but me and Dr. Kiri, suddenly set on her mentor, wide-eyed confusion evident on her perfect face.




“This is the man you told me about. Isn’t he.”




Kelly swallowed hard, her slender neck tightening for a moment. “Yes,” she murmured.




Dr. Kiri took her hand off Kelly’s shoulder to retrieve the clipboard. “Then we have an opportunity here. I’ve only spoken with Mr. Lovelace briefly. I do know, however, that you and he have a problem that can only be solved through honest, open dialogue.”




“I’m not sure you’re right about that,” Kelly said.




I just squirmed on the seat, wondering if I should speak up, or leave, or throw myself to my knees and beg Kelly’s forgiveness. The calm, steady presence of Dr. Kiri, who hadn’t so much as flinched at the stupendously audacious scheme she’d set up, kept me in my place.




Maybe, I thought, if I bided my time - if I didn’t panic and move too quickly, like I had before - things would turn out better than before.




“Can’t you handle it?” Kelly pleaded.




“I could. I could sit here with this young man and discuss his thoughts and feelings the same way I have with you for the past week. However,” she said, finally turning her eyes toward me, “Perhaps my counseling isn’t what’s needed. In my professional opinion: you two need to handle this yourself.”




Dr. Kiri delivered the diagnosis not as a Doctor or intellectual, but as a woman who could tell we were two dumb 20-somethings who didn’t know how to maintain a relationship. I don’t know what Kelly felt in that moment, whether anger at her mentor or shame at herself or just disdain for me, or a mix of all three, or something even more complicated.




I just felt happy. A low-level joy for the first time since she’d left.




At least I’d have another chance - if not to win her back, then at least to explain myself. To find closure.




That’s what Dr. Kiri had given me. Better than any therapy or pill or note - a chance to know I’d done what I could, and done it properly.




“I understand, Dr. Kiri,” I finally said, standing up from my seat. “Thank you.”




Dr. Kiri nodded while Kelly turned to me, looking not at my eyes but level with her own height, seeing my stained shirt before roving her eyes down my sweatpants and sandals with sartorial displeasure.




“Ms. Evers?” Dr. Kiri asked. “Are you willing to try?” She folded her arms - a stunningly forceful show of authority no one but a doctor could make look so intimidating.




Even Kelly had to admit she had a point.




“I’ll do my best,” she said, almost managing to keep the sigh out of her voice.




Chapter 28

Kelly sat down in the wide leather chair as soon as Dr. Kiri departed. With only one aspiring professional in the room, Kelly put on a dignified air. Leg’s crossed, showing off her charcoal nylons, she sat primly in her seat while I tried to match her straight-backed posture on a seat with no back.




Despite the challenge to my ab muscles, I maintained. Some things are far more important than momentary discomfort, physical or psychological.




“Okay,” she said. “So, Mr. Lovelace, you’re here because you…” she flipped the paper up to look at the second sheet. “Are dropping out of university.”




The discord and sarcasm fell completely out of her voice as she read my purpose of visit. Her voice gradually lost that sharp edge I didn’t recognize from our days together, moving instead to an almost sympathetic vibe.




Almost.




She looked up from the clipboard with accusative eyes.




“When did you decide this?” She asked.




“A few days ago. I went to my advisor to inform him and he sent me here.”




All true. I couldn’t tell what effect my admitting had on Kelly, if anything.




“Why?”




“Why what?”




“Why are you dropping out?” She asked, folding her arms. “You’re smart. You work hard. I mean, I assume,” she said, in a barely-concealed attempt to be impartial. She knew my efforts from living with me. In the state I was in - hollow-eyed, poorly dressed, slouching in my seat - I hardly looked like a man prepared to crush his final exams. 




“I’ve just felt like I can’t focus any more,” I said, interlacing my fingers penitently on my lap. “All the assignments seem harder - but they’re just review work. I’ve forgotten what I knew. I’m oversleeping, but I also stay up late, not studying. I just… I’m not handling this very well.” I looked up at her. “I guess.”




Kelly quirked her mouth downward, looking at the floor. “Well… I know how you feel, if it means anything. Things have been tough for me too.”




I tried sitting up straighter in my seat, feeling at once enervated and even more exhausted. “I never wanted that to happen.”




“I know you didn’t. You were only thinking of yourself.”




As equivocal a statement as I’d ever heard.




“You’re right. I was.” I shook my head. “And now I can’t think of anyone but you.”




“Owen…”




“I know. I’m being dramatic. I don’t want to put this onus on you. You’re doing great - I mean, look at you.”




She actually did look at herself, eyes floating down the swell of her breasts and the smoothness of her legs. “Well, I am a girl,” she countered. “Looking good isn’t the same as feeling good.”




My heart sank in my chest. “You’re hurting?”




“Of course, Owen.This hasn’t been easy for me either. But…”




I leaned forward. “Please. Talk to me.”




“When I found out what you’d done, I immediately thought you’d just been using me.”




“Using you?” I said, alarmed.




“Yes. It’s something girls like me have to watch out for.” She uncrossed her legs, feet firmly on the floor. “Lots of guys, straight guys, try to use us for our bodies. They might pretend they care about us, but really, they just want a fling. Something to try out before they toss us aside.”




“Kelly, I would never -”




“I know. Now, I know. That still doesn’t mean I can trust you.”




So that’s why she was so mad. I knew in the moment that her feelings were valid, of course. Mine were too, albeit in a different way.




“It also doesn’t mean,” she continued, “that I’ve stopped caring about you.”




I lifted my heavy head to look at her, and saw she meant it genuinely.




“I don’t want you to drop out, Owen. I don’t think you should. Is there any way you can do this?”




I thought for a long, hard moment. “Well… I might need some help. If Tim and Brian and my advisor can tutor me, maybe I can pass. Maybe I can still pull this off.”




The slow, bright smile that grew across Kelly’s face made it all worthwhile.




“That’s wonderful, Owen. I’m really happy to hear that. If there’s anything Dr. Kiri and I can do as well, don’t hesitate to come back. I can always make time for you - as a counselor.”




As a counselor. Of course. Nothing more.




At least then I knew she hadn’t completely forgotten me. More importantly, Kelly didn’t hate me. We still hadn’t broached the topic of where we were going next - what would happen to our apartment or our friendship. Still, just knowing she was there - that despite the hurt I’d laid in her heart, she’d carried on with her life as best she could - taught me to do the same.




I hadn’t lost Kelly for good, nor had I lost myself.




With that in mind, I was ready to stand up.




“Thank you, Kelly. This really has been helpful.”




“I’m glad to hear it. I have to talk to Dr. Kiri after you leave,” she said, excusing herself for remaining seated. “But she’ll speak with you briefly on your way out.”




I nodded. “Okay. Thanks again.”




“No problem, Mr. Lovelace,” she said with that adorable smile.




I laughed, rubbing the back of my head. “Yeah. After Ada Lovelace.”




“I got it. You’re such a geek.”




I tilted my head, feeling a blush coming on. “Hey, geeks get degrees, right?”




“They do.”




With a final look, I turned toward the door and laid my hand on the handle. Before I could twist it, I paused, feeling something in the air.




Kelly’s voice. Perhaps she’d inhaled sharply and I’d heard her before she began to speak. Maybe I could hear her brewing thoughts in my head, somehow. I don’t know. I just had to pause a moment before leaving, and in that moment, she changed my life completely.




“Owen.”




I turned back to her - not as Mr. Lovelace, but as myself.




“I want to see you again,” she said quietly. “After Finals. We’ll both be very busy for the next two weeks… but after that, can we talk?”




I made sure I listened to her words before speaking.




“I’d like that, Kelly. I’d like that a lot.”




Then it was official.




Kelly would be back in my life - on her terms.




And that was all the motivation I needed to keep going.




Chapter 29

The next two weeks were some of the most challenging, exhausting, and exciting of my entire life. Never before had I so lived, ate, and breathed computer science as I did then. 




For the first few days I basically camped at the library, taking advantage of the Grad students only floor and the 24/7 hours to throw myself back into what I already knew. I started with the basics, forcing myself to re-read and retry all the assignments I’d done months and even years earlier. Variables, for-loops, even integers and strings - basic stuff that I could quickly recollect and apply to later assignments. I moved rapidly, devouring textbooks, websites, assignments, feedback. Soon I’d moved onto the advanced stuff, only a week and change removed from Finals. I knew I’d need help, so I turned to my friends.




Tim was the biggest asset and the most generous person in the department. I joined him for his own study sessions, which were focused binges with occasional breaks to text or call his girlfriend while I tried out meditation to keep my focus in balance. Far from feeling jealous, I felt invigorated knowing he had something to work toward. Finishing his Master’s would bring him a high-salary job in Taipei, one that’d afford him a great apartment with room for his future wife and kids. That drove him to do well, and it drove me to keep up, knowing I couldn’t let him down or drag him behind. I knew there were times when I struggled with a concept he already understood, yet Tim insisted that, as my office-mate, it was his duty to help me succeed.




Brian helped with some of the more practical knowledge and kept the couch unfurled for me to sleep on. I returned home only to shower and shave and pick up clothes - real ones, polo shirts and khakis, or at least stainless t-shirts and jeans. I left the sweatpants and sandals where they belonged - in the bottom of my closet, waiting for a day when I could lounge about the house. For now, I had to look and feel presentable to do my best. A tip Kelly had taught me long ago.




I didn’t think about her much. I just couldn’t. My brain was so full of formulas and algorithms and intangible concepts that I often had to remind myself to breathe. Yet in a way, it also gave me life. Devoting myself fully to something gave me a raison d’être, and knowing an end-date existed allowed me to carry on with the cram sessions, the struggle through coding reviews, and the endless cups of coffee that made my fingers jitter on the keyboard.




But I pressed on.




And by the time exams came and went, I’d won.




C+ average. Not quite the GPA I’d applied to grad school with, nor the grade I’d hoped to achieve when I started the program. I’d have to make up some ground next semester.




But hey.




C’s get degrees.




And with the finals out of the way, I had a chance to look forward to my next adventure.




Whatever that would be.




——




After my Cryptography final, the last of several, I zombie-walked out of the classroom and across campus to Brian’s apartment, where I’d pretty much lived for the past two weeks. I opened the door with the spare key he’d given me and flopped down face-first onto the pullout couch bed, drifting off to a dreamless black sleep within seconds. My polo shirt and khaki pants and socks and shoes were still on, and I’d curled into an uncomfortable ball around the time I heard two people talking by the front door. One of them, I could tell, was Brian, talking in his deep yet quiet voice, knowing I was asleep. The other was feminine and soft as well.




Her.




I tried to sit up, tried to involve myself in the conversation, but all that came out was a deep groan that briefly set them silent but did nothing to rouse me from slumber. When they paused for a moment I fell right back asleep, only dimly aware they were still talking. I woke hours later.




Literally twelve hours later.




I hadn’t slept til six in the morning for days. I’d been up that late, working and studying, Brian dozing on his laptop beside me while I powered through the last of an AI treatise, but to actually fall asleep and wake at that hour hadn’t happened since Kelly still lived with me. I considered that sad fact and sat up in bed, stretching my aching body beneath the disheveled clothing, the thin white bedsheet wrapped around my feet. I kicked the tangles loose from my ankles and then stood up, wobbling around for a moment until I stumbled to the desk and righted myself for balance. I smacked my dry lips, unquenchably thirsty, and pushed my eyeballs so hard with two fingers that I essentially saw the Big Bang beneath my eyelids.




I didn’t feel like I’d slept. More like I’d just awaken from a years-long coma. 




“What year is it?” I grumbled to myself, sounding ages older and weaker than my age and level of fitness. Truth be told though, I hadn’t hit the gym in weeks. I made a fist and found only a pain in my wrist from all the typing I’d been doing. At least summer was coming up. I’d have time to hike, to lift, to enjoy life and nature primarily, putting my assignments and projects on the back-burner while I returned to a relative level of normality.




Who knows. Maybe I’d even make new friends. Tim had to go back to Taiwan until the next semester, and Brian had vaguely mentioned some big travel plans. I’d have to meet some new people to hang out with.




Or get reacquainted with old ones.




The stash of protein bars and bottled water Brian and I had lived off of for the past two weeks had run low, but we had enough for me to make a bland breakfast. 




The next two hours were surreal to say the least. Sunlight came in through the windows slowly; Brian’s apartment faced away from the rising sun, so we only got a few dregs of rays that managed to make their way around the exterior. After all he’d done for me I had no interest in blaring music or turning on the TV to disturb his sleep, and when the quiet set in after I finished eating, I dug my knotty headphones out of the couch to untie them and plug them into the computer. With a relaxation playlist and a decaf cup of coffee in hand, I reacquainted myself with the world. Politics, sports scores, buzz for new superhero movies - anything that didn’t involve math or science. Just basic 20-something single guy stuff. My first day off in what felt like forever.




Brian emerged from his room around 9:30, dressed in his typical casual attire. I smiled up at him from the computer and removed my headphones. Here was a man I owed a great deal to. Ideally, money for room and board. Knowing Brian, he only would have accepted a dub sack and a six-pack of beer, which I was more than willing to provide.




“Kelly came by last night,” he said without preamble, wiping the smile off my face to be replaced with a look of calm shock. “She wants to talk to you.




“I think it’s time you went home.”




Chapter 30

We departed with a bro-hug and a promise to reconvene for beers later in the week. Brian carried the same general exhaustion that I did. I didn’t think to ask him what Kelly had said, and he didn’t suggest anything, knowing it’d be better for her and I to talk it out. I left him to his own for the day, knowing I’d see him again before he went off on his own adventures, or got bogged down in the extra freelance work he’d taken on to match my level of effort for the past two weeks.




“Thanks again, bro,” I said as I stepped out the door. “Couldn’t have done it without you.”




“You got this, bud.” 




We departed on that note, and I made my way out of the building.




I took my time heading home. Like the rest of the students Kelly had also finished her finals and may have chosen to sleep in. I had a feeling she was at the apartment, but didn’t want to barge in too early. At the same time, I had nowhere else to go. For the first time since finals began, the apartment felt like home.




I wanted to see it in all its dusty, ill-kept glory. I wanted to start fresh.




The housing office had emailed me a few times, but I’d basically given then an e-shrug response. They couldn’t kick me out and the glacial pace of their efforts had finally worked in my favor. They agreed that finals took precedence and that they’d be in touch over the summer, when the workload decreased dramatically and they’d have time to pursue whatever they wanted.




For now, though, it was still ours.




I took the stairs up, heaving a bit from my recent lack of exercise. When I got to the door I stuck the key through, turned the lock, and found resistance when I tried to turn the deadbolt as well. That second larger lock was undone, yet I’d distinctly remembered locking it before I left.




When I entered a wave of memories washed over me, followed immediately by the scent. A bit of lemon cleaner near the kitchen, and when I stepped into the living room proper I caught the fresh minty breeze coming through the half-open windows.




Then another odor came to me.




Lavender.




Life had returned.




Kelly was here.




I turned toward my room, the door still shut. I heard her door open, then shut softly, and she stepped out.




My jaw hit the floor.




She put a broom and dustpan by our dining table and folded her hands over her crotch in a fig leaf pose.




“You’re back,” she said.




“Y-you are too,” I blurted.




She nodded. “Finals were a bitch, huh?”




“Yeah…”




She smiled at me, blinking quickly, and brushed back a lock of her hair. She hadn’t gotten it cut recently, and I could spot perhaps an extra half inch of perfection since I’d last seen her in Dr. Kiri’s office.




“Let’s sit and talk. Is that okay?”




I gorped at her for a good three seconds, then nodded once, brining my whole body forward in what should have been a subtle gesture.




She put her fists on her hips, frustrated.




“Owen, I’m really trying to handle this like adults. Maturely, and with open, direct communication. If you just stand there not saying anything, it’s going to be really hard to -”




“What are you wearing?!”




I really didn’t mean to interrupt her, and certainly not so loudly. Even so, I didn’t blame myself too harshly.




Those white stockings.




Those black high heels.




That adorable lace bonnet atop her head.




All of it matched with a pink dress and white apron that left her shoulder and collarbones bare.




She looked down at herself, lifting the hem of the dress on one side. I could see just a peek of the ornate design on the top of her stockings.




“This is what I always wear when I clean,” she said, as if wearing a frilly pink-and-white French maid outfit were the most natural thing in the world. “You must have seen me in it before.”




“No,” I responded, wiping the side of my open mouth. “No, Kelly. I definitely would remember something like this.”




A faint shade of red began to bloom across her cheeks. “Well, I do. It’s not like I dressed up special or anything. This isn’t supposed to be sexy!”




“Alright,” I relented. After all that had happened over the past month, brushing off Kelly’s intriguing choice of dress seemed easy enough. I wanted no more stress, no more confusion, no more discomfort.




Just understanding, and appreciation.




“Seriously!” She chirped, stomping one heel on the polished floor. “I always put this on! I didn’t do it for you, I -”




She kept speaking as I approached her, fury and passion coalescing to keep her mouth moving along with my feet. She kept on talking right until the moment I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her toward me.




It was a calculated risk, wondering if she felt as happy to be back as I did.




Her breath caught in her throat. Then her hands slowly patted my back.




“You’re so stupid,” she murmured in my ear.




“Yeah. But I passed my finals,” I replied, holding her tight. “I’m a little less dumb - and a lot wiser.”




I meant it.




She knew I did, too, tightening her grip around my back.




Then she began to sniffle.




“Goddammit, Owen,” she said, fighting back the tears. “I missed you so fucking much.”




And like that, we were roommates again.




This time, with so much more.




Chapter 31

“If you could do it over again, what would you do differently?”




She sat in the pink ] folding chair across the coffee table from me. I sat on the couch, trying not to slump or slouch in my generalized exhaustion. I’d gotten enough sleep to reset my mind from its math-and-science deluge, but sleeping on Brian’s pullout hadn’t done any favors for my back.




I made sure to look poised, confident, and assured.




I had to give Kelly the pure truth.




“I would have moved out the first day. After you walked in.”




Her face registered a moment of pure shock before she leaned forward, looking down at the sparkling surface of the cleaned table. “Okay,” she whispered. “Thank you for telling me.”




I stood. Fuck the couch. Fuck comfort. I went to her side and knelt down, trying to hide my grunt of pain in the effort.




“I would have left,” I said, taking her hand in mine, “because I knew then I couldn’t handle living with you. Not as just your roommate, or even just your friend. I knew from the start, things wouldn’t be platonic between us. When you talked to me that first night, telling me about yourself, winning my heart beat-by-beat… I knew I needed to do things right..”




She clutched my palm more tightly, turning her body toward me.




“But I didn’t,” I continued with a sigh. “I fucked it all up in my own stupidity. I didn’t know what I was doing, didn’t handle things correctly. I should have told you from the start about my unsureness. Leaving you out of that meant I wasn’t working with you, like I should have. I tried to handle things on my own. That was a mistake. I’m sorry.”




She listened.




“How could you have left?” She countered. “The housing contract and the deposit would have been -”




“Pointless,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m done living for what other people tell me to do. I want my own path with the people I care about. If that means struggling more, working harder, and fighting for what I want, then so be it. That’s life. I get that now. Things aren’t always going to be easy - but if I don’t go after what I want, then I’ll end up without the things I need.”




I could feel the pad of Kelly’s thumb tracing my inner palm. “Owen…”




“I have to act boldly. Sitting around isn’t going to help anything.”




“Boldly?” She said, voice perking up. “Oh, I like that. It’s very sexy.”




Signal received. I stood up, only letting go of her palm when my height outstretched the length of her arm. She stared up at me right through the very moment I scooped her out of the chair and into my arms.




“Haha hey!” She flailed her arms for a moment before wrapping them around my neck. The simple gesture necessitated a quick kiss on my lips - just a glancing one to remind us that we’d found each other again. Then she looked down at the floor, perhaps a bit further down than she expected. My girl nestled herself against my body, all but pleading not to be dropped.




I wouldn’t.




I’d let her go once before, and had no intention of doing that again. It hurt her just as much as it did me. There was no reason to commit such a grievous sin on each other again.




We didn’t have to be alone.




We could be ourselves.




“Bedroom?” She asked.




I nodded. “I could use a nice rest,” I suggested, feeling the need all throughout my body - even though we went in with the intention of doing anything but sleep.




Chapter 32

I laid down in bed with her atop me, not wanting to let go. She slid her stockinged legs along my khakis, pointing her butt up in the air to kiss me down my neck.




“I missed you, Owen,” she insisted. “So fucking much.”




I could tell. Every motion she made bespoke a woman desperate to be with her man again. She’d been waiting all this time for me to take ownership over my life and my mistakes, to show her I was worth more than the way I’d treated her. Now that I’d passed muster, her desire had come flooding back to me. I could already feel it when I slid my hand down her inner stockings, relishing the feel of the fabric along with the tightness of her thighs, all the way up to a pantied crotch that hid a petite yet aching bulge.




“Don’t,” she laughed, wiggling on my hips. “You’re going to make me come!”




“Just from that?” I teased, giving her package another little squeeze. She yelped and sat up higher on her haunches, then gradually nestled herself back down on my hips.




“Yes, god,” she protested, rocking herself back and forth, teasing her ass along my shaft the way she only could. “I’ve been working and studying nonstop for like the past month. I haven’t had time to masturbate at all.”




“Your poor, lonely dildo,” I said sadly.




“Yeah, I’m sure she’s heart-broken.”




“Your dildo’s a girl?” I asked, only a bit curious. The enticing figure underneath her maid’s outfit still called to me, and I had to decide whether I want to strip her naked for our first night together after so much time apart, or fuck her stupid with that sexy dress clinging to her figure.




“Sure. All my sex toys are girls.” She leaned down kiss me gently on the lips. “I wouldn’t want you getting jealous,” she added, running her fingers through my curly hair.




My hard-on twitched against her ass, sliding up perfectly against the cleft of her ass. “I don’t think I mind at all.”




My girl slid down my body, lifting my shirt to kiss my chest and stomach on her way down to my abdomen, where the flutters of eager nerves kept my breathing shallow. She slid my pants down along with my belt, the weight I’d lost from caffeine-addled study sessions making the task an easy one. With my cock wrapped around her soft hand, I gave myself over to the pleasure I’d so long denied myself.




I hadn’t come since the last time I was with her, and I never wanted to climax in any other way. She parted her plush red lips and slipped the tip of her tongue across my cock slit, reminding me just how much better things were with Kelly on my cock.




I lifted my hips upward, urging her to accept my dick. She listened to my body, nails grazing across my chest and along my sternum while she took me inside of herself, almost down to the throat. Almost. To achieve that she had to grip my base tight and focus her mind on the slow, deliberate descent down to my pubes, her tongue coating me in her wet desire.




When she slid up my rod and exhaled my dick we both knew it was my turn to satisfy her.




I sat up to take her in the lotus position, her legs sitting inside of mine, her arms wrapped around my back. I sat identical only with my legs spread, my cock pressed against her panties, thick with her scent and her lust. We kissed passionately and sloppily and hungrily for what felt like ages, slowly stripping ourselves down to our bare essentials in the process. She tore my shirt from me, leaving me naked. I took her down to her pink bra and matching panties, her nipples and cock hard beneath each. I couldn’t get enough of her, the scent of her room and her skin, the feel of her pillowy lips against mine, the way she moaned and whimpered with ever kiss, bite, and nip at her flesh.




I lifted Kelly’s hips, positioning her ass right on top of my rod, ready to be impaled. I wrapped one hand around her back to keep her in place while I leaned to the left and threw open the nightstand drawer. 




“No condom,” she begged in my ear. “Let me feel you.”




I nodded, hand brushing over the foil on my way to the lube. I lifted the bottle and twisted my body back to the task at hand. Kelly pulled the lube from my palm and for a moment I thought she intended for me to go in dry. I could accept not using a condom; we were clean, and the feeling of primal contact with my girl did entice me to try it raw. Kelly allayed my concerns by slipping the lube down my cock herself, then snapping her panties off and gripping my shoulders tightly. I held my cock at the base and watched her slide down, one hand behind herself to keep her cheeks open, the other digging into my shoulders for support.




She came down like a horny angel, descending inch by inch. I saw her chest, then her breasts, her neck, and then her face, head thrown back in ecstasy until she leaned forward with a delighted laugh and dug her nails lightly into my shoulder.




“Owen,” she gasped, in that voice that only arrived when she neared her climax. “Owen, I love you.”




I put both hands on either of her ass cheeks, guiding her up and down in rhythm with my want.




“I love you, Kelly. With all of my heart.” I lifted myself onto my haunches, keeping a firm grip on her cheeks. I waited in perfect time with her downward thrusts, ensuring my cock went deeper than before as I sat up. 




“And all of my cock,” I added with a grin, as Kelly’s entire body spasmed with orgastic glee. She slapped me on the chest, perhaps as a rejoinder to my bawdy joke, perhaps just to help guide herself along to a coming orgasm.




I didn’t even have to touch her clit.




She found her way on her own with my guidance, our sweating bodies enjoined in a dance of ecstasy and forgiveness, rocking back and forth, up and down, until…




“Fuck. Fuck!” I saw the dark wet bloom form against the hot pink of her panties, a sight so beautiful that it forced me over the edge of my own orgasm. I came inside her, filling her up, claiming her as my one and only beloved.




My girlfriend.




For now, and forever.




Epilogue

“That’s the last of it,” I grunted, heaving down the box full of silverware. The metallic items inside clinked lightly against the newspaper and packing peanuts we’d shoved in as void fill. I nudged the box over against the wall to sit Tetris-style alongside other boxes labeled ‘dishes,’ ‘bedding,’ ‘books,’ and one labeled only with a ’T.’ I’d tried to write ‘Toys’ across the front but Kelly stopped me before I could finish the word, knowing that some guests might have dropped by before we got finished unpacking.




My girlfriend came sauntering out of the bathroom, her bare legs looking extra-long due to the strands of fabric hanging down from her cut-off shorts. She wore an oversized Herma University sweater that hung off one shoulder, exposing her bra strap. A few blotches of green and white paint glowed on the sleeves and front, left over from a previous project and ready to add new neighbors in different colors. We’d made sure to ask the owner of our new apartment if we could paint the walls. He’d told us it was against the contract but once Kelly put on her best pouty face, he agreed to make an amendment for us.




Unpacking, painting, not to mention furniture shopping - it was going to be a long summer.




I couldn’t wait.




“Can you believe it?” Kelly asked me, wrapping her hands around my hips, her hands covered by the stretched-out sleeves of her sweater. “The previous tenant didn’t even leave us any toilet paper! How rude!”




“The utter madman.”




Kelly leaned toward the counter and snatched up her keys. “C’mon, let’s head to the market. We can grab dinner while we’re out too.”




I let her lean out of my arms for a second before planting my hands on her hips and holding her in place. Her eyes widened a bit when she looked up at me and my telling expression.




“C’mon, we just got here,” I murmured, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “Let’s hang out for a bit. Enjoy our new one-bedroom.”




A few more kisses on the exposed nape of her neck and Kelly utterly melted, literally dropping the keys to the floor in her delight. “Well,” she heaved, “I guess we can hang out for a little while…”




“That’s the spirit.” We flopped down in our only currently piece of furniture: a beanbag chair Dr. Kiri had donated to me after hearing I’d passed my finals. I’d only briefly mentioned during our first session how much I loved the furniture, and she was kind enough to send me one when she ordered new models for an expansion.




“Ahhh,” I sighed, slipping into the beads beside my girlfriend. She rolled onto my front and kissed me on the lips, chuckling as she mussed with my hair.




“What?” I asked, looking at her, watching her lay her chin on my chest.




“Nothing. You’re just funny.”




“I am?”




“Hilarious, actually.”




“That good, huh?”




“How would you describe yourself?”




‘”Hmmm…”




I thought for a long moment.




I thought about the girlfriend currently lying against me, the one I’d loved and almost lost, loved again, and asked to move in with me days after our summer vacation began.




I thought about the friends I’d made, the ones I’d kept in touch with. Tim on his trip back to Taiwan, days away from returning to start the second semester. He and I would have new classes, new assignments, and our first beginnings working on our theses. I knew I could handle it, especially with the support of Brian, who would be a constant presence at our new apartment in the coming months.




I thought about our old apartment - the one I agreed to vacate. Kelly did too. She said she couldn’t live somewhere that outed her gender identity to her roommate, especially when that roommate wasn’t trans. The housing office, realizing they had a potential scandal on their hands, quickly agreed to pay us both back our deposit and apologized for any discomfort. I let bygones be bygones and left that all behind, looking forward to a new life in off-campus housing, in a one-bedroom apartment I’d share with my girlfriend.




I thought about the future. What life would look like as a second-semester grad student. Then later, my second year, then graduation, a PhD if I wanted, or just working. Starting my own business maybe. A house in the burbs. Kids.




A wife…




“Owen?” Kelly laid her hand flat on my cheek. “Are you okay? I was just joking around.”




“I know, babe,” I said, giving her a reassuring kiss. “Sometimes, I just get kind of serious.”




She laid down against me, nuzzling up on our sole piece of furniture, against me. Her perfect pillow, as she’d reminded me many, many times.




I never got tired of hearing how much she enjoyed being close to me.




“Maybe we can take a nap,” she said in a far-away voice. “Before we go to the store.”




“That sounds pleasant.”




She slipped her feet out of her pink tennis shoes, spreading her toes inside her rainbow ankle socks. “Just a short one. Then we have to be busy again.”




“Aways busy,” I said with a groan, stroking her blonde tresses as I stretched out on the beanbag, head up at the vaulted ceiling, where the fan spun slowly like the second hands of a clock.




I watched it for a few moments.




Time would pass, sure. Things would change. Kelly and I would too.




As long as we had each other, I could live with knowing the future wasn’t written.




We’d make it ourselves.




Together.




I reached into my pocket, eyelids feeling heavy, and managed to set my phone’s alarm for one hour. I tossed the device face-down on the floor and laid back on my beanbag, pulling my girlfriend tighter into my arms, and shut my eyes for a brief rest.




When I woke, she would still be there.




And we’d move forward with our first real night together. 




I adjusted my ass in the seat and pulled out the small black ring box, setting it discreetly by my side.




That could wait. 




I’d ask her to marry me soon enough.




For now, we just needed a nap.




Even dreaming of her felt like a gift.




Knowing I’d wake up next to the woman I truly, madly loved.




THE END!
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