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Music was blaring from the other room, and it felt like the beat was physically pounding me in the brain.  I rubbed circles into my temple, hoping to push away the growing ache.  Why did I put up with this again?

This all started when I was kicked out of the dorms on campus.  Grace Hall, the place that I called home for three years at my university, was going to be torn down and rebuilt.  This made housing scarce, and the only way to solve the problem seemed to be with a lottery system.  Of course, with my terrible luck, I was told that I wouldn’t be getting a room on campus, and my only option was to arrange for housing elsewhere.

I searched the internet until I found a deal that seemed too good to be true.  A house right next to campus with only one roommate and a room all to myself.  The rent was crazy cheap, as well.  In my panic and fear of losing out, I contacted the guy right away, and that was when I had met Justin.

“I have trouble keeping roommates,” he had said with a laid-back smile.  “I’m kind of a party person.  I have friends over pretty much every weekend.”

“But I’ll have my own room?” I asked, and he confirmed.  I made sure he would clean up the mess and that I would have a lock on my door.

At the time, it didn’t seem like a big deal.  I had lived in a dorm room every year.  I was used to loud neighbors and annoyances.  If I needed to study, I could go to the library.  If I was home, then I’d be able to just slide some headphones on and hopefully zone it all out.  Maybe my thought process had been fueled by desperation, but Justin didn’t seem like a bad guy at all, and so I decided to move in.  

The partying had started right away.  The very first weekend after classes started, I came home on a Friday night to a house crammed full of people.  I almost had to step outside to make sure I had the right house.  I squeezed my way through the crowd of strangers in my living room, trying not to bump into red plastic cups filled with beer as I made my way to my room.  There was random cheering from the kitchen, and to my surprise, a ping pong table had been set up in there where the kitchen table had once been.  I felt like my new home had been invaded by cockroaches or rats.  I got to my door, which was plastered with a piece of paper that read “do not enter!!” and got inside.  I locked the door behind me.  Still, my room buzzed with the sound of the party just on the other side of the wall.

That had been my first taste of college partying, and I had hated it.  In all my years at university, I had avoided that kind of thing.  It was pretty easy to do, being such a loner.  Although Justin had warned me about his parties, I don’t think I quite understood the scope of them.  There were more people than I had imagined, and the parties happened way more often that I had anticipated.  Somehow, the biggest loner on campus had moved in with the biggest partier.  I was in way over my head.

About halfway through the semester, I tried to talk to Justin about his partying.  I wanted to ask him if he could tone it down, or maybe even skip a week.  I just wanted a weekend of peace and quiet in front of a TV where I didn’t have to hide in my room for two whole nights.

Justin was in the kitchen making a sandwich when I approached him.  I started with some small talk, asking about midterms and classes.  While I was taking the hardest classes I had ever had as a senior, Justin had a much different schedule.  He was a fifth year senior taking only four classes, three of which were easy electives that didn’t have anything to do with his major.  Everything about him was laid back and stress free, and I almost envied him for that.  After we got the boring chat out of the way, I decided to move in to the heart of the subject.

“You know, you weren’t kidding about your partying,” I said, trying to appear casual.  I didn’t want to look like an asshole trying to get him to stop, especially when he had told me upfront that that was what I was getting into.

“That reminds me,” Justin said, steering the conversation.  “I wanted to talk to you about that.  You don’t have to stay in your room the whole time.  Why don’t you ever come out and drink with me?”

Justin’s warm eyes sparkled, and his relaxed grin did something to me that I didn’t fully understand.  I stared at him, stunned by a strange feeling that had crept into my chest.  It was in that moment that I realized how charming Justin was.  No wonder he had so many friends to entertain.

All of my initial determination had completely disappeared as I looked into Justin’s eyes.  “Yeah,” I said, leaning my side against the kitchen counter.  “Sure.  This weekend I’ll come out and say hi.”

Justin’s smile beamed even more.  He patted my on my arm and went back to making his lunch.  I wandered back into my room, shocked that I had actually agreed to participate in the thing that I hated.

Friday night came quickly, probably because I was dreading it.  I put on some dark denim jeans and the nicest shirt I had that still looked casual enough.  I was standing in front of my mirror, trying to determine if I looked like I was trying way too hard.  I didn’t want to look too done up, but I also wanted Justin to think I looked nice.  I was pretty sure that a compliment from him would make my self-esteem jump through the roof.  I fixed up my hair with some old products that I had lying around and decided there was no way I could get any better than I already was.  

The party had started about an hour earlier, but I wanted to wait to join it when everyone was a little bit inebriated.  That way, I hoped, I wouldn’t have to worry too much about starting conversations.  I gathered my courage and walked out of my bedroom.  The sign was still up, big black letters that read “do not enter!!”  Justin had put it up for me, and surprisingly, his friends had followed the order.  No one had ever tried to enter my room.  I closed my door, saying goodbye to my little haven.  I looked into the living room, taking in the sight of all the people, grouped up in threes or fours to chat, or big groups surrounding one person doing something stupid, or pairs who stared into one another’s eyes.  I didn’t recognize a single person.

I moved through the crowd, feeling like a ghost.  Nobody even noticed me.  I was just a stranger in the background.  And honestly, that thought gave me some comfort.  

I finally found Justin.  His black hair was tussled and sticking up, but it didn’t look messy on him.  He had a plastic cup in his hand and a man pressed against his other arm.  The guy was looking at Justin with star-struck eyes, and I hoped that that wasn’t the way I was usually looking at him.  Justin, however, had taken notice of me.  Those brown eyes were on me, not the guy next to him, and a warm smile was blossoming on his face.  My heart started beating faster.  I couldn’t believe it, but I was admiring just how attractive my roommate was.  

The top few buttons of his black shirt were undone, probably to get some air in the hot room.  With all the people, it felt like a sweltering summer day instead of a chilly autumn night.  I approached Justin, and the guy next to him gave me an annoyed look.

“Hey,” Justin said in a calm voice, as though we were the only ones in the house.  I leaned in close so that I could hear him while he spoke.  “I’m glad you came out to play.  Want a drink?”

I gladly accepted his offer.  He patted his friend on the shoulder and walked away to get me a drink.  I couldn’t help but feel a little smug as the clingy friend let out a visible sigh and walked out of the kitchen.  I leaned back against the counter, smiling.  Justin returned, handing me a cup.  We stood together and drank for a few moments.  When we had to speak, the only way to hear one another was to lean in close to each other’s ears.  Justin’s warm breath and silky voice were constantly sending strange shivers up and down my spine.  

I wasn’t much of a drinker, so after just one cup of beer, I was already getting a little braver.  I was cracking jokes with Justin, loving the sound of his warm laughter.  I had even begun to touch him, putting my hand on his arm while we spoke every once in awhile or moving in close and pressing my chest to his arm, anything to get some more contact with him.

“Tanner?” Justin chuckled into my ear.  Hearing my name from him felt good.  “Do you want to go dance?”

I looked at him, surprised that he would ask me that.  I was just tipsy enough that I actually thought it was a good idea.  I accepted his offer, and he took me by the arm to the living room where the music had begun playing earlier that night.  There was a big group in the middle of the living room where the coffee table usually stood.  The mass of people writhed together, dancing drunkenly.  We slipped right into the group, everyone too focused on themselves and the person they were with to care about us. 

I wasn’t the type of person to dance.  I didn’t even know how to dance.  But when Justin put his strong hands on my hips and pulled me close, rocking his body against mine in the middle of a sea of limbs, I had completely let go of all my inhibitions.  I moved against him, grinding my hips against his, letting my hands roam up his body.  He gave me a grin.

Something about Justin’s lips looked too inviting to pass up.  I leaned in closer to him, but I hesitated at the last moment, fearing his rejection.  I didn’t want to break the perfect moment between us.  However, Justin closed the remaining distance.  The sweaty mess of people surrounding me disappeared.  All that was left was Justin’s body and his lips pressed against mine.

Our kiss started out slow and lazy.  His tongue slipped between my lips, and I eagerly let him in.  Our lips and tongues clashed with more and more fire as our desire overcame us.  Our hands were digging deeper into each other, slipping other clothing so that we could touch burning skin.

Justin pulled away from me, and his warm eyes burned intensely.  Fiery desire had overtaken him.  He leaned in close again, and his voice was just a rasp.  “Let’s go to your room.”

I led this time, pushing through the crowd, not caring who I pushed out of my way.  I had a goal in mind, and nobody was going to get in my way.  I wrenched my
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