
“Dude, take it easy with that bottle.  I don’t want you getting sick.”


“Don’t worry about me Mark.”


“I’m not worrying about you Nole.  I’m worrying about me.  If you get sick, I’m the one who’s gonna have to clean the shit up.”


Nole laboriously rolled his head to the left, as if it were dead weight.  He laughed,  “Thanks for being so compassionate.  You’re a great fucking roommate, you know that?”


“I love you too,” Mark said as he turned around from the computer.  Nole was lying in his bed on the bottom bunk, his head propped up on his green pillow, a bottle of clear liquid in his right hand, and his left arm swinging aimlessly over the edge of the bed.  “How can you drink that shit?  It smells like fucking rubbing alcohol.”


Nole let out a small laugh, slowly brought the bottle (of yeast excrement, if you really think about it) to his lips and took a huge gulp.  A moment later, his face curled up, his head dropped to his left shoulder, and he violently threw his head back and forth as if trying to shake the aftertaste from his mouth.  “Fucking tastes like it too.”


“So why the f—never mind, I’m not even gonna go there.  What the hell’s bugging you?  Don’t tell me it’s still Anne, is it?”


“Oh hell no,” Nole said, extremely over exaggerating.  “She doesn’t even fucking acknowledge my existence anymore, so why the hell should she be bugging me.”


“Dude, she’s got a boyfriend, what did you expect?”  Nole stared at the bottom of Mark’s bunk, trying to ignore his last remark when he heard a knock at the door.  Knowing Nole lacked any ambition to move, Mark walked across their dorm room to the door.  Opening it, he looked out for a second, mumbled something, and then turned to Nole.  With an eyebrow raised, he simply said, “Guess who?”


“Tell her I’m busy, and to go away.”


“I heard that,” replied an accusing voice from the hall.


“You heard the man, I gotta obey his wishes and politely ask you to le—“


“Shut-up Mark.  I’d like to talk to him, now move out of the way and let me in.”


“Oookk” said Mark, in a long drawn out tone.  He opened the door, and as he stepped back Ann walked into the room.  Nole had hidden the bottle in between the bed and the wall, out of Ann’s sight.


“Hi Nole.”  Mark had started walking back from the door to the computer, but as he walked past Ann, without looking, she stuck her arm out, blocking his way.  “If you don’t mind Mark, I’d like a little privacy to talk to Nole.”


“But I’m talking to this really hot chick online and—“


“Just go.”  Rather than try to argue with her, Mark threw his hand up, and walked out into the hallway.  Looking over at Nole, who hadn’t moved since she came in, Anne asked, “What’s wrong?”


Glancing over at her for the first time, Nole simply said, “Nothing at all.  I’m fine.”


“You sure?  You seem kinda depressed.”


“I am.”


“But you just said you’re fine.”


“I know.”


“You’re not making any sense.”


“Sure I am.  It’s normal for me to be depressed.  And being normal would mean I’m fine right?  Therefore in order for me to be fine, I have to be depressed.  Letting out a sigh of disgust, Anne shook her head.  “My dazzling intellect too much for you eh?”


“Let me guess.  It’s because of Kevin, right?”


“No.  It’s because when he’s around you pretend like I’m not alive.”


“You’re one of my best friends, you know that.”


“Coulda’ fooled me,” said Nole as he rolled onto his right side, so he was facing the wall, and his back was to Anne.  She looked at the ground, and shook her head in disappointment. 


“Come on Nole, I’ve already explained this to you.”  Ann sat down on the edge of the bed and put her hand on Nole’s shoulder.  “He’s a little over-protective, and he’s not used to being with someone whose best friend is a guy.  He’ll get used to it eventually.  I already told you his last girlfriend cheated on him all the time.  He’s just a little paranoid, that’s all.”


Not moving, Nole replied, “Just tell him if you were gonna cheat on him, you’d find someone a hell of a lot cuter than me.”


Anne let out a huge laugh, covering her mouth.  “I doubt he’d appreciate that, but see, you can still be funny.  That’s the Nole I know and love.”  Luckily Nole’s back was still turned to her, or she would have seen him bite his lip and squeeze his eyes shut, fighting back the tears.   “Umm…why’s it smell like rubbing alcohol right here.”


“You got me, I don’t have a clue.”


Mark had been sitting out in the hallway trying, unsuccessfully, to not look dumb.  He stared at the carpet that was the same color as the firepit after a cookout.  He was starting to fall asleep when he felt someone kick him in the leg.


“Hey, you seen Anne tonight?”


Looking up, Mark saw the hulking mass wearing a Theta Chi (OX) shirt, Ann’s boyfriend, Kevin.  “Uhh….yea, I did, about ten minutes ago.”


“Well, where the hell’d she go?


“She’s uhh…in there,” said Mark pointing to the door behind him.  Pushing open the door, Kevin saw Anne sitting on the bed with her hand on Nole’s shoulder, his back still to her.  


“Nole, I can’t believe you’re drinking that stuff.”


“Why not, I thought depressed people where supposed to get drunk.”


Kevin let out a huge shout, making both Anne and Nole jump.  “What the fuck are you doing?”


“Kevin, what are you doing here, and please don’t swear.  You know I don’t like it.”


“I wouldn’t fucking swear if you didn’t give me a reason to.  What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


“I was talking to Nole, that’s it.”  Ann stood up, because Kevin was walking over to the bed.  She stepped in front of him, but Kevin moved her out of the way with his shoulder, coming about as close as possible to pushing her out of the way without actually doing it.  


“Hey, did I tell you I didn’t want to see you around Anne anymore,” Kevin said to Nole’s back.  “Fucking look at me when I’m talking to you.”


Nole rolled over, his bottle back in his hand.  In a slow voice, the kind of which can only come about as the result of a bottle, Nole said, “KJ, sup yo?  You want some?”  Nole slowly extended the bottle to Kevin.  Kevin reached down and grabbed the front of Nole shirt.


“I told you to leave her alone didn’t I.”  He said as he began shaking Nole.


“Whoa, whoa, hold up a sec’ yo.  Let me put the cap on the bottle, and then you can beat the shit out of me, ok?  I don’t want to spill any on me.  Just because I drink it doesn’t mean I want to smell like it.”  Nole reached back to the desk at the head of the bed, grabbed the cap, and clumsily screwed it on.  “There, now you can beat me senseless.”


“This is your last warning, you little punk, I see you bothering Ann again, and I will beat the shit out of you.  Come on Anne.”  Kevin turned and walked out the door, without acknowledging the fact that Ann was trying to tell him something.  


“I’m sorry Nole, I have to go.  I’ll talk to him tonight, I promise, ok?”


Nole blankly stared at the bottom of the bunk above his face.  “When?  When you’re fucking him?” Nole thought to himself, but refrained from saying it out loud.  


“I’m sorry.  I’ll talk to you later.  Bye Nole.”  Anne turned around when she realized she wasn’t going to get a response, and walked out the door.  As she walked past the door, the pocket of her grey sweater caught on the doorknob.  She gave it a quick jerk, but it stayed fast, almost as if the sweater was telling her not to go.    After she left, Nole picked up the bottle, and took a big drink.  He spent the rest of the night drinking until he passed out in his bed.


As Nole walked into his sociology class, Anne was already sitting in her usual seat.  He walked up and kneeled next to her desk, “Hey, I’m sorry about the other night.  I wasn’t being very nice.  I know being drunk isn’t an excuse, so all I can say is I’m sorry.”



“Nole, not right now,” Anne whispered through the corner of her mouth without looking at him.


“Why not?”


“One of Kevin’s friends just added this class today, and he’s sitting right over there.  If he sees you talking to me, he’ll tell Kevin,” replied Anne, still looking blankly straightforward.  


“So I’m not even allowed to talk to you in the one class we have together?  The one time I can actually talk to you?”  asked Nole, as he was beginning to become mad.  This time Anne actually turned her head and looked at him.


“No offense Nole, but I don’t want to get Kevin mad at me.  You know you’re my best friend, but he’s my boyfriend.  I’m slowly getting him to come to terms with that.  Just give me a little bit longer, he’ll get used to it.”  


Nole was visibly upset by this time, and he took out his frustration loud enough for the whole class to hear: “You know, I really wish you’d quit calling me your best friend, because you sure don’t fucking act like it.  As for the rest of your little speech there, no offense, but fuck you too.”  Nole stood up and whipped around, smacked the guy next to Anne in the face with his backpack, ruining his dramatic exit. “Uhh…sorry, my bad dude,” he stammered out before making his way out of the room.


The snow was just starting to fall clumsily from the night sky as Nole’s car made the last turn into town.  His Christmas break had started today, but he really wasn’t looking forward to it.  Anne had decided to spend break at Kevin’s place, a good two hours away.  Since Kevin absolutely hated Nole, there was no way she’d be able to call him, and knowing Kevin, he won’t even let her e-mail me, Nole thought to himself. Waiting at the one stoplight in town, Nole saw his friends Chris and Aaron walking down the street.  As he waved he felt a little better about coming home.  He hadn’t seen them all semester, so he was looking forward to hanging out with them.  As he drove to his house, the streets seemed unbearably empty.  He had wander the streets so many times he knew everything about the town, but it was quite a small town, so most everyone who lived there knew everything about it and about everyone who lived there.  He drove down the street he lived on, passing the lonely driveways until he pulled into his own lonely driveway.  He’d be home just in time to have supper with his family.  As he opened the door to step into warmth of the house, his mom’s black lab puppy ran up to him and was so excited it proceeded to pee on the floor and all along Nole’s pant leg and shoe. 


“That’s some way to welcome people Phebs.”  The puppy’s full name was Phebus, (yes that’s a sun god, a good way to give the poor thing a complex) but no one ever called him by the full name.  As Nole’s mom come into the entryway she acted as if Pebus’s peeing was completely normal.


“Oh you cute wittle thing you, got all excited to see Rider did you?” (His parents were the only people to call him Rider, everyone else called him Nole).  “It’s ok wittle one, just try to go outside next time ok?” she baby-talked as she picked the dog up and cradled it.  


“Mom, the dogs never gonna learn if you keep spoiling it like that.”


“Oh he’ll learn; I just hope he’ll stop peeing before everyone gets here next week.”


“What do you mean before everyone gets here?” Nole asked cautiously, knowing he probably didn’t want to know the answer.


“Everyone decided we should have Christmas here this year, so my parents are flying in next week.  Both my sisters are coming next week too.  Your Father’s parents will be coming on Christmas for the meal.”


“Wait, you mean to tell me that they’re all coming?  Grandma and Grandpa will bring their two dogs, and Aunt Edith and Uncle Fred will bring their two dogs too, won’t they.”  Nole’s mom silently nodded her head.  “So that means that there will be five dogs, and eleven people in our house, for almost three weeks?”  Nole’s mom repeated her silent head nod.  “Come into dinner” she said as turned around, still cradling Phebs in her arms.  


Now there was a something Nole was worried about.  He had decided to become a vegetarian over the course of the last semester, so he hadn’t eaten meat since September.  He hadn’t told his parents yet, and he was wondering how they would react.  Deciding tonight was not the best time to tell them, Nole walked into the kitchen and sat down at the table.  He decided to tell his parents he ate before he left (he hadn’t) and that he wasn’t very hungry, so he simply ate some carrot sticks.  “This is gonna be some break” he thought to himself as he crunched down on the carrot.

“Rider, hurry up and run the vacuum, your Aunt Edith will be here any second.”  Nole’s mom had been rushing around the house all day in anticipation of her younger sister’s arrival.  Putting his spagetthio’s bookmark (“reading is all that” says The O) in his book (something by Vonnegut) and stumbling down the stairs, he grabbed the vacuum from the base of the stairs and started it up.  His parents, in their starting attempts to remodel the house, had removed the carpet from most of the floors, leaving a beautiful, albeit, rough wood finish.  As Nole was sweeping the floor in his sock feet, he slid his foot forward, causing a large splinter to dig into his foot.


“Son of a dirty-“ luckily the vacuum noise covered up Nole’s obscenity, as he dropped to the floor grasping his left foot.  Removing the sock, he found that the splinter had managed to slip completely under the skin.  Limping to the awful pinkish floral couch in the living room, and grabbing a sewing needle and tweezers, he proceeded to dig the splinter out.


“Rider, you aren’t done vacuuming yet, hurry up and finish, they’ll be here any second.”


“Think I can have a second to dig this splinter out.  If you’d fix the floors we wouldn’t be having this problem now.”


“If you’d get a job maybe we could afford to, but no, you just can’t seem to get one can you.”


“It’s not like I haven’t tried, but can we drop the subject please?  The sooner I get this splinter out the sooner I can walk, and the sooner I can walk the sooner I can finish.”(need to finish)


Nole, startled that his phone was actually ringing, dropped his book (the unbearable lightness of being) and jumped from the bed to answer it. “Yeallo.”


“I don’t see why you can just answer the phone like a normal person and say hello instead of your ‘yeallo’ you always say.”


“’Cause a hello is too normal.  Anyways, I can’t say I was expecting to hear from you, but I’m glad you called.  So, how was your day Anne?”


“I managed to survive my Economics test, well, at least I hope I did.  You really don’t know how lucky you are to not have class on Fridays.”  


“True, I sure can’t complain about it.  So, any particular reason for this surprise call?  Kevin must not know you’re calling or else he’d be over here in a second to snap me like a twig for bothering you.”


Chuckling, Anne replied, “Of course he doesn’t know I’m calling.  I don’t know how many times I’ve told him you don’t bother me-“


“And seeing how you called me it’s rather unfair to say that I’d be bothering you.” said Nole, interrupting Anne mid-sentence.


“Yes, I know he thinks you’re bothering me even if I start talking to you, but he is getting better, I mean-“


Again interrupting: “Yea, he’s getting better alright, that’s why just the other day he had to yell shit from a car as he drove by.”


Frustrated now:  “Would you let me finish what I’m saying please?!” (Sorry) “Ok now, yelling stuff at you is a lot better than when he used to push you into walls isn’t it?” (True, but how can you be with someone who does that) “Stop it, ok?  He doesn’t act that way when he’s with me ok?  I got him to leave you alone a little more, didn’t I?” (Yea…) “Well, he’s getting better, before you know it he might let us hang out once in awhile.” (Ha!) “Anyways, I’m calling because he went home tonight.  Some big annual family rituals, so I figured we could hang out tonight, unless you have something better to do that is.”


“Well, let me check” (Oh, stop it) “I get it, you automatically assume I have nothing to do tonight huh?  Am I that big a loser?”  (-Silence-) “Ok, I’m probably glad you didn’t answer that, but yea, I’d love to hang out tonight.  It looks like it’ll rain tonight, and I have that huge-ass golf umbrella, so I’ll meet you in front of your dorm, how’s that sound?”


“Sounds great to me, how’s 8:30?”  Glancing at his pocket watch, Nole saw the big hand point to the twelve, and the little hand to the seven.”


“Sound like a plan, see you then.”


“Bye.”  As Nole hung up the phone, he glanced around the mess that was his room.  Mark had gone home for the weekend (as he always did), so cleaning for tonight was his sole responsibility.  


“Gotta put on some good cleaning tunes.  Can’t start cleaning without the tunes.”  He flipped through his CD’s (no, no, umm…not in the mood) for about five minutes before he pulled out Jets to Brazil.  He threw all his clothes on the floor, dirty or not, into his laundry bag, as he sang out loud (“I am dreaming of a life, I am dreaming of waking up”).  After cleaning for about 1,200 ticks of the second hand of his watch, he finally decided it was clean enough.  Now to sit around and waste some more time, something Nole was very good at.  


“God damn, I didn’t think it could rain up,” Nole bitched to himself as he trudged up the hill to Becht, the all-female dorm: Anne’s dorm.  The beautiful day had turned to shite, and now the wind was whipping the drops of water falling from the sky in every possible direction.  The black and gray striped apparatus designed to keep one dry when water fell from the sky managed to provide him with some protection from the elements, but he was still soaked from the knees down.  The umbrella was almost impossible to hold still in the wind blowing all around him.  Walking down the sidewalk and making the final turn, he saw Anne standing under the front awning of Becht, keeping out of the rain.  “Beautiful evening, eh?  Care to join me?” Nole asked as he extended his arm to Anne in an archaic gesture, seldom used anymore.  Just as she took his arm the wind picked up and almost tore the rain blocking apparatus from his hand.  “Guess I better keep two hands on this thing…” as he firmly gripped the handle.  They had the usual “So, what have you been up to?” conversation as they walked back down the hill towards Nole’s dorm, Wilkinson, or Wilk, as the people who lived there called it, or The Ghetto, as everyone who didn’t live there called it.  Right in front of Wilk was Nair, another dorm.  The close proximity of the seven-story buildings created a fierce wind tunnel around the buildings.  As they neared the top of the long stairway right next to Nair, a huge wind blasted up the hill at the two unexpectedly.  The blast pulled harshly on the umbrella, and since Nole had a firm grip on it, it pulled him from his feet, and he landed on his back in a huge puddle of the water that was falling from the sky.


“Oh my God, are you ok, Nole?” Anne quickly asked with sincere concern.  Laughing his ass off, Nole stood up, still gripping the umbrella and dripping the water that fell from the sky from every inch of his attire.  


“Holy shit, that was neat.  I guess I should take everyone’s advice and gain some weight.” (Thirty pounds below the average weight is pretty light).  They ran down the steps, and then down the final steps to Wilk, both laughing about his inexpected flight.  As Nole shook off the umbrella, Anne walked up to the elevator and pushed the button.  “Umm…My rooms just on the second floor, we can take the stairs.”  


“I hate taking the stairs, even if it is just the second floor.”  The ding behind her let her know the door was open.


“Ok you big wuss,” Nole said playfully, “I bet you I’ll be up there first, and I’ll even walk slowly.”


“Of course you will be, but it’s more work.”  Anne cast Nole a huge smile and stepped into the device to carry people from one floor to the next with minimal effort.  Nole simply shook his head and watched her as the door closed.  He turned around and walked up the steps.  The cover for the heater had been ripped off the wall, and the remains of a Philly blunt, probably containing something other than the manufacturer intended lay on the floor in front of the stairs.  Stepping over the result of Thirsty Thursday the previous evening, Nole walked up the steps, taking two at a time in his usual fashion.  As he walked through the door he took position right in front of the elevator door, which opened a few seconds later.  


“Hey there, what took you so long?” (Oh, shut up Nole.)  They walked to his room, and shut the door.  “So, whaddya say we get out of these wet clothes?” Nole said slyly, with a wink, throwing out a lame pick-up line.


“Actually that sounds pretty good.” (-The sound of Nole’s jaw dropping-) “No not in the way, I’m sure you have something dry and CLEAN I can put on.” (Damn) Nole reached into his dresser and pulled out a green pair of ADIDAS shorts.  “Ok, turn around.”


“Christ, it’s not that big a deal,” Nole complained as he faced the wall.  


“Ok you can turn around now.  Well, I think you need some new clothes too.  Let’s see.”  Anne smiled as she opened his drawers to find something (Umm…I think I can manage dressing myself).  “I know, but it’s more fun this way.  Here, I’ve always liked these,” she said as she tossed a green sweatshirt and pair of jeans at him.  


“Ok, I’ll wear them.  Time for you to turn around now.”


“You’re not serious are you?”


“You made me turn around.”


“It’s a little different, I mean you wear boxers.  Anyways, you’d probably enjoy me watching you change,” Anne coyly fired back.


“True true, at least about me enjoying it.” (Oh God, I tell you Nole, sometimes you’re too much).  “So, what would you like to do?  Watch a movie?”


“Sounds good to me.  What do you suggest?”


“You haven’t seen Moulin Rouge yet have you?  I highly recommend it, “ he said as he turned and opened his dresser, pulling a video tape from the back of the top shelf.  “Well, the most comfortable place to sit is probably on my bed” (Mark and Nole had taken their beds apart and placed them on either side of the room a few weeks before).  “I can sit on one of these chairs if you want.”


After jumping up on the bed, Anne turned around: “Oh, get your cute butt up here.  I’m allowed to sit next to you, regardless of what Kevin thinks.” After inserting the tape and pushing play Nole jumped up on the bed next too Anne.  In his usual fashion Nole tried the world-renowned yawn-and-stretch, and met with the usual result (Ahem!).


“Oh, uhh…my bad,” Nole said as he sheepishly pulled his arm back.  Throwing a big smile his way:


“I’m just messing with you,” she said as she rested her head on his shoulder, and got comfortable to watch the movie.

(“There was a boy…” “Love is like oxygen, love is a many splendid things, love lifts us up where we belong, all you need is love…” “So exciting it will run for 50 years” –in between tears-“Can you hand me that box of Kleenex?”)


“You’re right, that is a good movie,” said Anne, as she was wiping a few tears from her eyes.  Smiling now: “So, now what?”


“Well, we could always-“ Anne punched him in the arm, already knowing what he was implying.  Laughing, Nole said, “Ok, we can do something else.  Hey, have you heard The Beta Band yet?  I downloaded a bunch of MP3’s by them the other day and burned a CD.  Good stuff.”  Nole walked over to the computer and put a CD from his case in.  


“I think I’ve heard this song before somewhere,” said Anne, nodding her head to the beat (impossible not to do when you hear them).


“Yea, it’s in High Fidelity, we watched it before.”  (Oh yea, that’s right).  Sitting back down on the bed next to Anne, Nole tried to think of something to say.  “So, and Kevin doing good?”


“Yes we are.” (Damn.) “Haha…we get along fine as long as you’re not around.  I know it may not seem like he’s a good boyfriend, but when it’s just us he’s a lot different than when he’s around you.  So, what about you, any luck on the female front?”


“Ha, I don’t have any friends, let alone a P.S.O., anyways, you know I’m waiting for you.”


“P.S.O.?  What’s that mean?”


“Potential Significant Other.  It means someone who you’re hanging out with, but you aren’t together yet, thus the potential.”


Smiling: “Nice, where’d you get that from?” (I made it up) “Ha…I see.  So, why don’t you have any friends huh?  What about me?”


“Of course you’re my friend, best friend, but we don’t exactly hang out a lot do we?” (Well, not anymore) “Ok then.  I don’t have any other friends because I don’t fit in with anyone.  Don’t get me wrong; not fitting in doesn’t bother me.  I don’t want to fit in, but by not fitting in I’m keeping myself from making friends.  It’s the constant contradiction I live every day,” Nole said, with fake, over-done seriousness.


“Why don’t you join a frat?  That’s one of the best ways to meet people here.  That’s the only reason I know anybody, Kevin introduced me to a lot of people he knows because of the OX.


“Yea, I’ll join the OX so I can say I belong to a frat

