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Always Give One Hundred Percent

“You must concentrate, Liam,” Esmeralda said. “Empty your mind. Open your soul. Bend every fiber of your being so that one hundred percent of your essence is dedicated to the task before you.”

“Yes,” Mitchell said from beside her. “Always give one hundred percent.”

Esmeralda’s brows lowered. The corner of her cheek twitched. If she hadn’t been blind, she would have been shooting some side-eye Mitchell’s way.

Side-eye—was that insulting to visually impaired people? Liam wondered. He made a mental note to ask Esmeralda later.

Liam pressed his lips together and squeezed his eyes closed. He tried to shut out the sounds and smells of the university cafeteria: the chatter of other students, the clatter of trays, the scents of tater tots, stir-fry, and fruit drinks. He strained to articulate the thought forming in his mind.

Before he could, Mitchell interrupted—again.

“Except in giving blood, I suppose.”

Now Mkali, the oversized lammergeier on Esmeralda’s shoulder, turned to stare at Mitchell. Esmeralda didn’t—obviously—but she did incline her head ever so slightly, pitching her ears in Mitchell’s direction. Not in a good way.

“What?” Liam asked, his concentration definitely broken. He was used to Mitchell’s tangents, but he didn’t follow this one.

“Well, I mean, ‘Always give one hundred percent’ works pretty well as a rule,” Mitchell said. “The exception would probably be in giving blood, which is great, don’t get me wrong—everyone should. It’s a civic duty. But in that case—it’s the only case I can think of right now—but in that case, one pint, which is ten percent of the average human’s blood volume, is sufficient. Giving one hundred percent, well that would be problematic, as in fatal.”

Esmeralda’s nose twitched. She took a deep breath. “Mitchell, when you open your mouth, I never know if what comes out will be brilliance or nonsense. It’s like talking to an oracle. It borders on the edge of a mystical experience.”

“Holding it down, and keepin’ it real. That’s how I roll, yo,” Mitchell said, flashing what could have been gang signs or some variation of American Sign Language. Liam wasn’t sure.

“See, like now, that proves my point,” Esmeralda said.

“So Es, just for your information, I just rolled my eyes so hard I think I saw back to 1991 when those expressions were actually in fashion and used by Black people,” Liam said. “I have no idea how to feel about a white boy like Mitchell using them.”

“I can almost hear it,” Esmeralda said. “Your eyeroll.”

“Be glad you missed out on the staccing.”

“Those expressions are not out of fashion,” Mitchell countered. “They’re vintage. People do it with T-shirts and vinyl records. Why not expressions?”

“That could make a good T-shirt actually,” Esmeralda replied, softening. “I’m not old, just vintage.”

Mitchell put up his hand. “High five.” Esmeralda slapped it, sensing Mitchell’s hand through means that remained mysterious to Liam. 

“I feel like we may have lost the thread here,” Liam said.

“Not as long as we’re talking about T-shiiiiiirts,” Mitchell said with a conspicuous wink. “Get it, T-shirts? Threads?”

“Es, can’t you control him?”

“There is no containing The Oracle of Grand Old Republic University.”

Mitchell responded with finger guns, a shoulder brush, and a hair flip.

“Where was I?” Esmeralda asked.

“Before you gave Mitchell his new nickname? You were telling me to empty my mind, to which I was about to say, that doesn’t really make sense.”

“Because you can’t empty something that is already empty. HEEEYOO!” Mitchell said, leaning back in his seat as if he had just sunk a three-point shot.

“Mitchell, yamaza!” Esmeralda snapped.

Both Liam and Mitchell knew when Esmeralda resorted to Kiswahili, the threat level had increased to a dangerous degree. Mitchell obeyed.

“I’m not trying to be pedantic,” Liam said. “But isn’t our mind what makes us . . . us? If I’m thinking of emptying my mind, aren’t I holding that thought in my mind? It doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s not a sense thing!” Esmeralda said, waving her finger. “That’s your issue, Liam. It’s not a problem to be solved with thinking but an answer to experience with your heart.”

Mkali let out a squawk.

“See,” Esmeralda said. “Mkali agrees.”

Liam rested his head in his hands, his elbows on the table. “Sorry, I don’t speak lammergeier. Can you translate for me?”

“He says you think too much. Stop trying to be clever.” 

Liam blew out a long sigh, sagging against the table. An all too familiar feeling of deflation came over him. He yearned for the familiar. “I’m certain I should be able to figure this out. There has to be a hack.”

“Liam, you’re not listening! You can’t hack meditation. Do I need to use Python for you to understand?” Esmeralda tapped the table with her index finger.

“He’d understand C++ better,” Mitchell said.

“You must open the doors to your heart, your soul,” Esmeralda said, spreading her hands before her. “Let the light of vulnerability shine in. Let that shadow of your ego wither in its light. Only by acknowledging that you know nothing will you be open to channeling real wisdom.”

She leaned back and smiled as if relaying this information brought her genuine joy. She smacked her fist into her palm, startling the boys, and brought both hands to her chest. “Only then will you be able to convince Jeanie you are worthy to be her partner. Now . . .” Esmeralda said, leaning on her elbow, pointing at Liam’s lunch tray, “are you going to eat those tater tots?”

It was Tater Tot Tuesday at the Grand Old Republic University cafeteria. Liam wasn’t particularly hungry though.

And he still wasn’t sure he believed Esmeralda.

Sure, she was trained in the arts of ninjutsu. She had faced down two zombie invasions on two different continents. She could journey into the spirit world as a dreamwalker. She had slain a Greco-Roman demigod. She had taken on the entire zombified GORU women’s lacrosse team in combat (and won).

But Liam still didn’t see how emptying his mind—the most central thing to making him him—could help with this tricky problem of asking Jeanie out.

Liam flattened his arms, now pressing his forehead to the table. He pushed the tray towards Esmeralda. “Take them, I don’t want them.”

“Thanks.” Esmeralda pinched one between her fingers—Liam still didn’t know how she saw them but had given up trying to figure it out. She flipped it into her mouth then gave another to Mkali. His beak clacked like hedge clippers as he caught it. “Cheer up Liam, I’m not asking you to do anything I haven’t already seen you do before.”

“I don’t know. All this effort makes me feel too much like I am on an episode of The Bachelorette,” Liam said. “And we all know The Bachelorette isn’t real life.”

“Ghai!” Esmeralda sat up. “Don’t let Jeanie hear you say that!”

“I’m more partial to Love Island myself,” Mitchell said.

“Me, I like Love is Blind,” Esmeralda added.

“Well, that obvs.” Mitchell squirted ketchup on his tater tots.

Liam was lost again, although he knew enough to know that they were talking about television shows. The more inane the better, as far as his genius friends were concerned. As good students, they claimed they needed the mental break.

“Maybe none of what I’m feeling really matters,” Liam said, rolling his head to the side so he wouldn’t have to watch Mitchell chewing with his mouth open.

“Liam, your feelings matter. You matter,” Esmeralda said.

“Unless you multiple yourself by the speed of light squared,” Mitchell said between bites. “Then you energy Liam, you energy.”

Liam buried his face in his arms again. “I can’t even.”

Esmeralda tossed another tater tot to Mkali. The bird snagged it and swallowed, following with a satisfied squawk. The giant yellow and black bird flapped its wings, puffing out its plumage, as if to demand more.

“Patience, you big bag of feathers,” Esmeralda said.

Liam noticed students at adjacent tables eyeing Esmeralda and the bird. They must have been first-year students, so they weren’t here during the demon invasion the previous year. They wouldn’t have known Esmeralda. Or maybe they did, and it was like seeing a celebrity. 

Liam realized he didn’t care either way. He was wondering something else, though. “Es, how did you get Mkali in here? I thought animals weren’t allowed indoors on campus.”

“Seeing-eye bird,” Esmeralda said, popping another tater tot in her mouth.

“You serious?”

“As Covid-19,” Esmeralda said. “Would you rather I left him outside? Can you imagine the trouble he might get into? He’s a stubborn, willful bird. You want to say no to him?”

Liam took a look at the lammergeier’s long black talons, those piercing eyes, and sharp beak. “No.”

“He only listens to you anyway, Es,” Mitchell said, slapping the bottom of the ketchup bottle before giving it a squeeze over his plate with a decidedly conspicuous thubbbbbbttttppplllaaattt. “She is right, you know.”

“About Mkali?”

Another thubbbbbbttttppplllaaattt from Mitchell before he answered, “No, about my cousin Jeanie. You need to go all in, let her know you’re serious.” This was followed by another thubbbbbbttttppplllaaattt from the ketchup bottle.

Liam wasn’t sure how much more serious he could be. That was his problem. For over a year and a half now, he’d been friends with Mitchell, Esmeralda, Jax, and Jeanie, a misfit crew of nerdy prodigies from the under-eighteen residence hall, Lambeth House. They had been brought together by nothing short of averting a zombie apocalypse. In the intervening months, they had become something like the family Liam had never had. Sure, Liam had noticed Jeanie was pretty. He’d noticed that before he even knew her, when he had seen her in Advanced Differential Geometry class. But after the events of last year, they were friends. Just like he was friends with the rest of the crew.

Then came the day Liam had looked across the lecture hall at Jeanie during Combinatorics, Stochastic Processes, and Analysis class. Jeanie had been giving a presentation to students ten or more years older than her. Liam’s mouth had opened before his brain could effectively filter his words. He’d heard himself declare: “Man, I love that girl.”

It wouldn’t have been so bad or consequential had not Mitchell looked up from his notes beside Liam and dropped his multicolored click pen. He had nearly bounced out of his seat. “Love, love? You love my cousin? Why, that is great! I could totally see you two getting together!”

Without such a witness, Liam could have written the moment off as fleeting insanity. But that was the problem with having a friend (a) with instant recall and (b) who is a fan of Love is a Blind Bachelor on an Island, or whatever it was Mitchell had said his favorite show was. 

Now it was permanent insanity, with Liam experiencing sweaty armpits, shaking knees, and a roiling stomach whenever he was around Jeanie. Things they used to do as friends, such as frisbee golf, Settlers of Catan, or just studying together were now trials. Liam struggled to concentrate. He agonized over every word and remark he made. Then he would obsess about them afterwards and how he may or may not have come across to her.

To add to his suffering, just thinking or talking about Jeanie—like now—could sometimes bring on the same symptoms. Or maybe it was just thinking about her imminent arrival at lunch to join them. It left Liam longing for and dreading her presence all at once.

“Why does love feel like a streptococcal infection,” Liam wondered aloud, wiping his forehead. 

Mitchell was ready with an answer. “Well, the increase in hormone production and temporary flooding of your system with catecholamines and cortisol prepping your body for a stressful fight or flight response would produce feelings of agitation, anxiety, and restlessness. Couple that with the release of guanyl cyclase in the cavernosal endothelial cells, generating cyclic guanosine monophosphate which, in turn, enlarges blood vessels, increasing flow to the spaces of the corpora cavernosa and subsequent tumescence and engorgement of seminal vesicles—”

“Enouffff!” Esmeralda barked, snapping her hand up, her mouth full of tater tots. “I don’t need to think about engorgement of Liam’s seminal vesicles while I’m eating. Ewww, gross.”

“Sorry,” Mitchell said, lifting his shoulders to his ears before he recovered and went down an even less welcome route. “It’s hard for American males to label their feelings, Es. Traditional masculine norms reward the suppression of feelings, except for anger. This of course, results in excessively negative outcomes for individuals and society. It contributes to bullying, physical violence, binge drinking, risky sexual behavior, and physical injuries.” Mitchell enumerated the maladies on his fingers. “Social pressure enforcing strict conformity to this toxic masculinity leads to stunted emotional growth, and smaller social networks of friends. Bunny ears,” Mitchell added for Esmeralda’s benefit, making air quotes with both hands. “These guys end up with higher rates of depression, anxiety, broken marriages, addiction, and even suicide.”

“Or they become mass shooters,” Liam said, groaning, remembering the first conversation he ever had with Mitchell almost two years ago. “Toxic men. Why does Troy Thurston come to mind?” 

“Oi,” Esmeralda said, chewing. “Jeanie said Troy left the frat after all the mess he and his brothers made. Tried to reinvent himself.”

Liam recalled Troy joining ROTC or something. His frat had faced huge fines and penalties for opening a portal to the netherworld in their rec room and almost ending all life on Earth. Many of Troy’s fellow brothers were still doing community service, frequently waving to Esmeralda across the quad while they picked up trash on campus. Donning yellow vests and doing campus cleanup was part of their probation. Esmeralda had volunteered in the physical therapy clinic and taught three of them how to walk again after the thorough beatdowns they had received while possessed by demons. She had been something of a celebrity since. Esmeralda always waved back to them when passing, always facing the right direction, her sense of hearing finely tuned.

If those frat boys could reinvent themselves, maybe there was hope for Liam.

“What if Jeanie just sees me as a friend? What if she doesn’t feel the same?” asked Liam.

“Unrequited love has been inspiration for a plurality of works of art,” Mitchell said.

“Yamaza,” Esmeralda hissed, snapping her fingers at Mitchell. “Friends is a very good place to start.”

“True, statistically speaking, sixty-eight percent of couples report being friends before dating.”

“And I hear fifty-eight percent of statistics are made up,” Esmeralda quipped.

“Really, where did you—”

“She’s messing with you, Mitchell.”

“Oh, right. Well Liam, if you like formulas—”

“Mitchell, haven’t you been listening?” Esmeralda tapped him on the head. “I’ve been saying this isn’t a task for formulas!”

“But this whole knowing without knowing thing,” Liam said.

“Knowing without knowing. That’s exactly it,” Esmeralda insisted.

“I don’t get it.”

“Ahem,” Mitchell cut in. “As I was saying, we know Liam likes formulas and linear progression—”

“Love is not linear,” Esmeralda added.

“Your observations are noted, Ms. Gichuru,” Mitchell said. “But if Liam is looking for research on the topic, the Gottman institute has identified that good couples who master intimacy recognize bids—requests, subtle or explicit, for interest, engagement, or support—eighty-six percent of the time, and for every negative interaction, they have twenty positive ones.”

“You really can’t help yourself, can you Mitchell?” Esmeralda said, turning her face up to the ceiling—a universal gesture of exasperation whether one could see the ceiling or not.

“No, this is great. It’s a plan I can use!” Liam said, sitting up.

“Hmmph,” she said, stiffening, Mkali mirroring her skepticism with a narrow-eyed stare right down the length of his beak. Or maybe he was homing in on the grape Liam had speared with the end of his fork. He was beginning to get his appetite back.

“Doctor John Gottman does say that sixty-nine percent of issues between even happy couples are never resolved,” Mitchell added.

“What, sixty-nine?! How does anyone stay together?” Liam asked.

“Ha!” Esmeralda slapped the table. “See, what I said! Some problems you can’t solve, you must trust in the not knowing, the holding of mystery and paradox and—”

“Oh well, whatever the case, Liam will get his chance.” Mitchell said, waving at someone across the cafeteria. “Here comes Jeanie.”  
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Chapter 2
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Q-Tip

Liam whipped his head around, scanning the tables of seated students. Even the fork clutched in his hand was standing at attention. 

Mkali stretched out and snatched the grape from its tines.

“Mkali, mind your manners!” Esmeralda scolded. Mkali replied with a squawk that was more defiant than contrite.

Liam probably wouldn’t have been able to eat anyway. Jeanie was emerging from the buffet line, tray in hand. Jeanie’s family was from Trinidad and Tobago. No matter the time of year, Liam felt she carried the cheerful warmth of the tropical sun with her. Her full and wavy hair was pulled into an elastic hairband. Outside the confines of the band, it bloomed. It caught the light of the sun, wrapping Jeanie’s head in an aura of gold. As she neared, the spray of freckles that emphasized the sharpness of her cheekbones and the luminous cast of her eyes came into focus.

Catecholamines, cortisol, guanyl cyclase for sure, Liam thought, his head full of helium.

But the brightness of Jeanie’s eyes—usually alternating between warm glow and laser focus—was missing. She was downcast, staring into her tray. Her shoulders, normally thrown back with confidence, were rounded forward. She set her tray down in the empty space next to Liam. Liam tried not to interpret this as more meaningful than it was. After all, it was just the next empty seat and Esmeralda and Mitchell were already seated across from him. It was how they always sat.

“Hey everyone, sorry I’m late,” Jeanie said.

“Why so glum, girl?” Esmeralda asked, picking up on her tone even without the visual cues.

“This,” Jeanie said, pulling a wrinkled envelope from her pocket and slapping it down on the table. The top was torn open but the contents shoved back inside. Before she could explain, she added, “Plus, I got held up by the Prayer Team Boys protesting in the square.”

“Those fools?” Esmeralda said with a disapproving click of her tongue.

“Yeah, the latest manifestation of the fusion of fragile white male privilege with militant Christian nationalism.”

“Something feels redundant in that phrase but I’m not sure which part,” Mitchell said.

“Right?” Jeanie said, taking a bite of her bean and vegetable wrap.

“What were they doing now?” Esmeralda asked.

“Protesting pasta in the cafeteria on Thursday nights,” Jeanie said.

“But Thursday is Italian food night!” Liam said.

“Exactly.” Jeanie sighed. “They are claiming that if those of us in the Black Student Union can object to watermelon and fried chicken being served as a celebration of Black History Month, having pasta on Italian cuisine night is racist against white people.”

For a moment the only sound was that of the other students talking, the clink-tap of utensils on plates, and the slide-thump of cafeteria workers putting another tray of food into the buffet. 

“Wow,” Liam commented, shaking his head. “I don’t think they understand what racism is.”

“Or whiteness,” Mitchell added. “And I should know, I’m white.”

“Actually, white people are often the last to understand their privilege,” Jeanie said. “But yes, Mitchell, you are the exception.”

Mitchell sat up a bit straighter.

“Such trolls.” Esmeralda shook her head. Her hand curled into a fist. “I love my cannolis.”

“The plural is actually just cannoli,” Mitchell corrected.

The look Liam, Esmeralda, and Mkali gave him led Mitchell to bite his lip and shrink down in his seat. “Sorry.”

“I don’t even know where to start,” Jeanie continued.

“Wait, does this mean if the administration listens to them, there will be no more pasta, gnocchi, or paninis?” Mitchell asked.

“They’ve already cancelled those, saying the menu needs to be officially reviewed,” Jeanie said. “The Prayer Team Boys are trying to claim Title IX protections, so by the rules, their complaint has to be reviewed.”

“They’re just provocateurs!” Mitchell said, his face turning red. “What’s next, they going to protest potato dishes as if they were appropriated from the Irish?”

“Potatoes are originally from South America, so one could argue—” Liam started.

“It just gets absurd. They’re doing this in the spirit of obstruction not inclusion,” Esmeralda said.

“I know,” Jeanie said, stabbing a tater tot with disproportionate force. “Jax says provocateurs can have a place if they help you sharpen your argument, but right now, I don’t see it. They’re just twisting legitimate arguments to protect the status quo.”

“If they are taking my paninis . . . those pesky, protesting, provocateurs pirated my pasta party. . .” Mitchell’s voice trailed off, sounding out what Liam figured would be another T-shirt in his “Alliteration is Alarmingly Addictive” series. 

“They think ethnic humor is pushing the line about what is acceptable to say about marginalized communities,” Jeanie continued, spearing another tater tot. “But that ignores privilege and the legacies of pain. It doesn’t add any value.”

Liam tried to think of something to say. He agreed with Jeanie. He always had. He had been bullied enough as an outsider to understand what it meant to be marginalized. But he was new to talking about it. He still had trouble keeping up with all the terms such as microaggressions, appropriation, cultural hegemony, etc. So instead, he just nodded and said, “Yeah, totally.”

It seemed enough for Jeanie. “Thanks, Liam. Being a provocateur is too easy. It’s not as useful as finding things that are true and funny about communities and sharing those in a way people can learn from. There is a big difference.”

“Really big,” Liam said. He hoped that he didn’t seem like he was interrupting but “actively listening” instead, and responding to those “bids” Mitchell had talked about. He had to be up to two or three at this point. Liam settled himself a bit more in his seat. He attempted to rest his head on his hand in such a way that would convey he was listening very intently. Would that count as four? Problem was, he couldn’t decide which hand or position of interest to use. Did one way look too interested? Did the other way look bored?

He felt beads of sweat on his forehead. As Liam wondered if there was a book on the “the proper body language for getting a girl to like you,” Jeanie continued.

“It’s the motivation that counts,” she said, working out the distinction between harmful and helpful humor. “One is antagonistic, just for attention, to poke and tease people. It’s a form of bullying because it’s aligned with those with power. But there is a way to do it with love, affection, and humility.”

“And respect,” Esmeralda added.

Jeanie sighed, “I wish Jax were here.”

“I do too. I miss them,” Mitchell said.

Liam missed Jax too, but he knew how much Jax had been looking forward to a study-abroad year in India. He didn’t begrudge Jax the opportunity, but their absence was felt. Jax was much better at talking about these things than Liam and had often coached him.

“It’s sort of the predictable reaction of snowflakes,” Mitchell said. Liam mentally kicked himself for not saying the same thing, especially considering how Jeanie reacted.

“Exactly! They have forgotten that learning is uncomfortable.”

“I heard some Prayer Team Boys claim that reading certain types of authors in comparative lit classes was a form of mind violence, and that they didn’t feel safe.” Esmeralda let out a dark laugh. “I don’t think they know what real violence is,” she said, cracking her knuckles. “Hiding from the world doesn’t make you safer from it.”

No one had anything to add. Mitchell pivoted.

“So what is in the letter, coz?”

“Arrrgggg,” Jeanie vocalized, stomping her feet under the table. “It’s from SnorgTees.”

Esmeralda and Mitchell both brightened. Mitchell swiped up the envelope and tore out the letter.

“Do they want to merge with us? A buyout?” Esmeralda asked.

SnorgTees, the apparel company, was the source for T-shirts with nerdy pop culture references. They were the primary competitors to the T-shirt company Jeanie, Jax, and Esmeralda had founded: Snog Tees. Jeanie had always insisted the companies were distinct but compatible and hoped for a lucrative buyout in an effort to combine market share.

“No,” Jeanie said, her hands sliding up her face to her hairline. “It’s a cease and desist. From their legal department.”

“Oh, oh dear,” Mitchell said, speedreading the letter. “We don’t even have a legal department.”

This was bad.

“Oh my, copyright, trademark infringement,” Mitchell continue to read. “Legal action, defamation suits . . . wow.”

“Not the tone of collaboration we had hoped for,” Esmeralda said. “I guess we should have expected it. Our own sales are up.”

“Maybe this is just their initial position for a negotiation?” Mitchell offered. By the way his voice trailed off though, he clearly didn’t even believe that.

“Doubt it,” Jeanie said, drawing her hands down off her face. “And I don’t think the free legal counsel GORU provides students includes corporate countersuits.”

“Likely not,” Esmeralda said, reaching up to scratch Mkali. The bird flared his plumage and made a pleasured coo.

Jeanie looked out and over the heads of the surrounding students. She stared out the windows, as if by focusing her eyes in the distance, she could take them all in: the like-minded students, the overly fragile ones, the defensive privileged ones. “It’s not my way to be confrontational,” Jeanie said. “Not really. So in the meantime,” she said, looking down at Mitchell’s Snog Tees T-shirt which read:

[image: Free Cartoon Fox illustration and picture]NO


“You’ll need to cover that up,” she said.


“What?” Mitchell said. “Oh, fox no!”

“Just until we sort this out,” Jeanie said reaching across the table to zip Mitchell’s hoodie up for him. As the zippers came together, the print on his sweatshirt came together to read:

I don’t give a [image: Free Cartoon Fox illustration and picture]

“Mitchell, really?” Jeanie asked.

“What? I match. I was promoting our brand.”

“And both are oddly appropriate,” Liam said, trying to play peacemaker. “Mitchell doesn’t give a fox.”

“None of it will be appropriate until I figure out what to do about these lawyers, not to mention those Prayer Team Boys.” Jeanie said.

“Pesky, privileged, prayer team pirates protested my perfectly prepared panini. . .” Mitchell started again.

Jeanie mostly ignored him, thinking aloud, “With the Prayer Team Boys, their entry into this discussion isn’t mandatory, it’s invitational.”

“They seem to be
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