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			As I passed through the doors of Oliver Hall to the outdoors, I was engulfed by two sensations: one, the blast of heat like opening an oven door, and the other, the deafening sound of a few million cicadas singing their little guts out, desperate for a hook-up. I could relate.

			I walked to a small grove of trees just off the parking lot, appreciating the shade. A few hundred yards away was the men’s baseball diamond, and though I could see the players, I couldn’t hear the announcer over the piercing noise of the bugs. In the grove of trees, the cicada noise was ominous, starting as a low hum, building to a deafening buzz, then dropping to a low hum again, over and over and over: zzzzzzZZZZZZZZzzzzzzZZZZZZZZ. You could hear them indoors. You could hear them while driving down the street with your car windows up, the air conditioning on and the radio blasting. Everyone was complaining about it. People were also pretty much over the brown papery skins the cicadas left everywhere after molting. I thought about shipping a box of them home to my little brother, Cade, since he’d think it was hilarious and our mother would be repulsed, but I hadn’t gotten around to it. 

			The leaves of the trees were dotted with the cicadas, lazing around like fat, loud, alien berries. All I had to do was reach out and coax one into my hand. I sat down in the grass to get a good look at him. I’d be in my mid-thirties before I’d see these little beauties again, and I wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to study one up close. I knew he was a he because he was buzzing, though it was a quiet purr, as opposed to his full-out song, probably because he was a little freaked out at being held. It’s the male cicadas that sing to attract the females. My new friend crawled to the end of my finger and crept around on the tip, tickling every nerve. He had an exoskeleton so dark blue he was almost black, with stained-glass orange wings. He stared at me with his shiny-red, beady eyes, and I couldn’t help but smile back at him.

			He was beautiful.

			This was a bug experience I knew I’d remember the rest of my life: a seventeen-year cicada emergence during my freshman year of college. The seventeen-year cicada spends seventeen whole years as an ugly, wingless nymph underground, sucking the juices from tree roots to survive. When seventeen years are up, they claw their way out from underground, molt, and that’s when they get their wings and stylish new exoskeletons. These aptly-named Magicicada would live for a few, brief weeks, mate, and the females would lay eggs in the ground to ensure the next brood. The adults would all die after mating, and it would be another seventeen years before anyone would see them again. Not that most people wanted to see them, even though they didn’t bite or sting or chew on anything. 

			They were just loud.

			I pulled out my phone and took a million photos of him from all angles, until he gave a startling BUZZ! and flew back up into the tree. I was sad to see him go, but also kind of glad, because it meant I could go back into the air-conditioning. Still, it had been nice to get away from the bustle of the dorm for a bit.

			So… I’m Kymer Charvat, but don’t call me KC, because I hate it. And I suppose it’s helpful to know my name isn’t really Kymer. It’s Kylie, which is perhaps the most vomit-inducing name ever. Thankfully, I learned about chimerism in a particularly enlightened biology portion of my sixth-grade science class, and I was so taken with the concept that I adopted it as my nickname, much to my mother’s dismay. If you’ve never heard of chimerism (pronounced ky MER ism), it’s incredibly rare and sounds like something out of a sci-fi story. You know how one twin can absorb another in utero? Well if they’re fraternal twins, then their DNA doesn’t match, which means there are a few individuals walking around on the planet who are made up of two distinct DNA profiles. Wild stuff. 

			Anyway. Once every seventeen years! Walking back to the dorm, I was super jazzed. I would’ve given anything to have kept the little guy in my live bug collection, but I didn’t want to piss off my new roommate, and he’d simply be too loud to keep. So far, my new roommate, Siren, seemed pretty cool. 

			AAs I pulled the heavy glass outer door of the dorm toward me, the refrigerated air washed over me in cool relief, giving me goosebumps. There were already a handful of students waiting to take the elevator up, so I opted for the stairs instead, which were stuffy and warm. Walking up the nine flights made me even sweatier. Back in our room, I fell onto my bed. It was late in the afternoon, and I was tired after walking up the hill to classes that morning. I was lying there, listening to the cicadas singing away outside, when Siren burst through the door. She was wearing her server outfit, which consisted of a black miniskirt and a tight t-shirt that said BAZONGAS across the chest, the name of the breastaurant where she worked. She tossed her purse on her bed, dug into the pockets of her miniskirt, and pulled out a wad of money. She placed the money on her desk, plopped down in the chair and began smoothing out the bills, putting them in order from largest to smallest. Then she counted it. Twice.

			“Dammit. Fifty-six and change. I still have to make another two hundred dollars payment toward my tuition this month. If I’d known the ridiculous prices they charge for books in college I would’ve saved up more cash before I got here.” She stood up, pulled her t-shirt over her head, sniffed it and wrinkled her nose. “Ugh! The fried shrimp appetizers are on sale right now and it’s disgusting. I am so sick of smelling like greasy fish.” She tossed the t-shirt toward her open closet, where it landed in her hamper.

			“How was your shift?” I asked, trying to make small talk. “I mean, besides not making enough tips.” 

			She sighed, putting on a clean t-shirt. “Oh, I mean, normal I guess,” she said, taking off her sneakers. “Mostly the business-lunch crowd. A couple of families.”

			“Really?” I sat up on my bed.

			“Really what?” She pulled the scrunchie out of her hair and tossed it on her desk. 

			“Both of those things. The business-lunch crowd and families? At Bazongas?”

			She shimmied out of the miniskirt, throwing it in the direction of her closet. “Oh, hell yes. This is America, Mama! Tits and ass are the free appeteasers, don’t ya know.” 

			“Gross. Not gross you, I mean. Gross that people want boobs with their lunch.” I wasn’t sure what I thought about her calling me Mama.

			She shrugged her shoulders. “Use ’em if you got ’em is my philosophy. You know what they say. Big tits, big tips.” She shrugged off her bra and threw it at her bed, then grabbed her bathrobe off a hook and drew it around her, slipping off her underwear and tossing it in her hamper.

			“Fair enough,” I said, wiping some sweat off my forehead.

			She looked at me. “What happened to you? You’re all sweaty… You go for a jog?” 

			I laughed. “Definitely not. I don’t jog. I went to have a look at the cicadas.”

			“Ohh, right. Of course you did,” she said, smiling and nodding. Then she glanced at the shelves above my bed and the smile was gone. “Oh, God.”

			“What?”

			“Is that another bug?”

			“Uh… yeah,” I said, glancing up at the two mini-terrariums. My second night at the dorm I’d collected about a dozen Big Dipper fireflies (Photinus pyralis) out on the lawn and brought them inside, and Siren had seemed to like the soft blinking. But that morning I’d been lucky enough to find a gorgeous, chartreuse praying mantis with red eyes (Stagmomantis carolina), in some hedges on the lawn in front of the architecture building on my way down the hill after English class. She was big, about sixty millimeters (two-and-a-half inches) long, and resting on some twigs I’d collected from the hedge. Siren walked over to get a closer look.

			“I was hoping to have four terrariums of bugs in total,” I said, and her eyebrows went up. “I wasn’t going to keep anything noisy or messy or anything…” I said quickly “… but if they make you uncomfortable, I can get rid of them.”

			She furrowed her brow, looking skeptical. “I guess it’s okay. As long as they’re quiet… and they don’t stink.”

			“Oh, no,” I replied. “I’ll be sure to keep their terrariums clean.”

			“Okay,” she said, though she still didn’t sound convinced.        “And nothing too disgusting either.”

			“Disgusting?”

			“You know. Nothing that’s gonna make me want to yack. No slugs, nothing slimy or creepy or with too many legs,” she shuddered. “No centipedes.”

			“Okay. Um… slugs aren’t insects.” 

			She gave me a look. “You know what I mean.”

			Centipedes and millipedes I could live without. “What about spiders?” I asked.

			She looked at me pointedly. “Spiders aren’t insects.” 

			She had me there. “True… but I do like to study arachnids as well as insects.”

			She plopped down on her bed. “Ew. Maybe. It depends.”

			“Depends on what?”

			“On whether or not it’s a spider that freaks me out,” she shuddered.

			“That’s fair,” I said. “I’ll try to stick to cute bugs.” I was glad she was letting me keep any bugs at all, so I didn’t push it. I wanted us to get along, seeing as how we were going to be living with each other all year.

			She grabbed a handful of her thick, dark blonde hair and smelled it. “Ugh. Welp, I am going to shower now, because I smell greasy. I feel greasy.” She grabbed a towel and her basket of toiletries and turned to look at me. “You wanna come with? You look pretty sweaty.”

			“Uh… sure,” I said, trying to feel casual about showering in a bathroom we shared with fifty other girls. 

			I still wasn’t quite used to the whole community bathroom thing. I’d already learned to avoid it in the morning, when all the other girls showered and did their hair. It was a steamy, loud, wet, giggly mess. Ugh. I never understood how some women could hang out naked together and talk. Siren was definitely one of those women who was comfortable in her skin. She never batted an eyelash changing in front of me. I, on the other hand, tried to always change my clothes as quickly as possible, or even better, when I was alone. 

			But I was learning dorm life meant I had to get over being undressed around the other girls. The worst was trying to find alone time in the bathroom to poop. I could not deal with anyone being in the bathroom with me for that. 

			We gathered up our towels, baskets of toiletries, and put on our flip-flops, click-clacking our way down the hall to the bathroom. The bathroom was the ultimate in utility, tiled in black and white. It was big and cold and echo-y when no one else was in it, like now. Most of the girls on our floor were hanging out in their rooms, studying or watching TV or on social media, since it was so hot outside. I actually kind of liked the bare function of the dorm bathroom, compared with my mother’s fussy bathrooms at home, with towels and soaps we weren’t allowed to touch. I just wished there was more privacy.

			“I’m supposed to go see Gabriel in his room tonight. His roommate will be out,” Siren said. “You want to come with?” She’d met Gabriel during the first week of school, and they’d hooked up almost immediately. I’d already had to spend two evenings out in the commons area so they could have some alone time in our room.

			“I mean, if you want me there, I will,” I replied. “But if it’s okay, I’ll stay in tonight and give you two some alone time.” 

			“Oh, okay.” She said it casually, but I was pretty sure she was relieved.

			As soon as we passed through the bathroom door, before the door had even swung shut, Siren dropped her towel. She was long, tall and smooth with caramel skin. She had slim hips and really big boobs. Bigger than mine, which was saying something. I kinda felt like a pale dumpling next to her. We turned on our showers, waiting for them to heat up before stepping in.

			“Oh my God, I need to tan again,” Siren hollered over the shower noise.

			“You do? You’re so dark.”

			“Nah. This is light for me in the summer. Hey! I have time after my improv class tomorrow to lay out. You wanna lay out with me?” She stepped into her shower, and I stepped into mine. 

			“No way!” I said. “I never subject my skin to solar radiation when I don’t have to. I don’t tan, I burn. It’s not fair your skin is so dark when your hair is blonde.”

			“Well, I do get my hair highlighted, so it’s not actually this blonde. But my mother’s side of the family is Lebanese, and I ended up with, y’know, what she calls ‘olive skin.’ But my brother is pale.”

			“Huh. Both my brother and I are light,” I said, soaping up. “Like pasty light. And we both have brown hair. Our heritage is all Northern and Eastern Europe. You know, Czech, English, Scottish… I think there’s some French in there, somewhere.”

			“Yeah, you are kinda pink,” she laughed. “It’s funny. There’s a big population of Lebanese people that settled in Wichita years ago. My great-great-grandmother is the one who came over from Lebanon. To this day, there’s actually a bunch of Lebanese-owned businesses in Wichita. My mom moved to Hutchinson later.”

			“That’s interesting. So I bet your family has lots of great recipes.”

			“Oh my God, I’m almost tired of it.” She laughed.

			“Really?” I asked, soaping up my hair. 

			“Every holiday of my life has been nothing but kibbeh and stuffed grape leaves and kanafeh. 

			“What’s kanafeh?”

			“Um… it’s sort of like Lebanese cheesecake deep fried inside a sweet, crunchy crust,” she said. The farty noise of Siren squeezing a shampoo bottle echoed through the room.

			“That sounds amazing!” I said, rinsing.

			She laughed. “Yeah. I guess it kind of is.” 

			“I think I would love that. Our holidays consist of all the regular, boring, holiday stuff. Turkey and dressing and mashed potatoes…”

			“See, I would love that. I would give anything to have turkey and dressing at Thanksgiving or Christmas. And sweet potatoes and pecan pie... or a ham at Easter. But every holiday in our family we’re stuck in the kitchen rolling up rice in grape leaves. It takes forever. So what’s family life like in Bethesda?” she asked. 

			“Um, you know,” I said. “Pretty basic, boring, suburban stuff.”

			“What does your dad do?” she asked.

			“He’s a computer programmer,” I said, realizing I missed him.

			“Tech guy, huh? What about your mom?”

			“She’s a realtor.” Victoria loved selling oversized modern monstrosities to other suburbanites. She was damn good at it, too. 

			“And your parents are still together, right?”

			“Yep. Thirty-one years,” I said. I only knew that because last year my mother had thrown a huge thirtieth anniversary party at our house. 

			“Jeez. I can’t even imagine what it’d be like to grow up in a nuclear family like that. My parents split when I was three. It’s been me and my mom and my brother for as long as I can remember. And Travis is five years older than me, so mostly it’s just been Mom and me.”

			“Wow. Do you know where he is?”

			“My dad?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Oh, yeah. He lives in New York City. He’s an artist—a painter. I mean, I don’t hate him or anything. I don’t know him that well, but I like him. I’ve visited him twice in New York, and we talk on the phone two or three times a year.”

			“Wow,” I said, not quite sure what to think. “Is he successful?”

			She laughed. “I mean… not really. He manages to feed himself most of the time, but sometimes he ends up crashing on other people’s couches. He seems happy living that way. It’s not what I’d want, though.”

			“I know what you mean. I don’t think I want what my parents have, either.”

			“How so?” she asked.

			“They’re just so… basic. I’m not even sure they’re happy. They just seem to kind of exist together.”

			Siren laughed. “See, I think that sounds chill. My mom was gone a lot, between working and partying. She and my grandmother taught me to cook from the time I was like five years old. By the time I was nine, I could make dinner for the both of us. I learned to do my own laundry when I was ten.” 

			I paused, squirting conditioner into my hand. “Aw. That sounds lonely.”

			“I mean, I didn’t mind it. In fact, I think I liked it too much. I got used to kind of running the house myself and doing what I wanted when I wanted. Of course, it left me lots of time to get into trouble, too, you know? I had lots of friends over, played a lot of spin the bottle. That kind of thing. Almost burned the house down a couple of times. But I always cleaned everything up before she got home. It was more annoying when she’d bring her loser boyfriends back to the house and hang around. I’ve had to call the cops on three of her boyfriends over the years.”

			“Holy crap,” I replied.

			“I know, right? I love the woman, but she is one flaming-hot dumpster-fire.”

			The sound of the showers filled up the silence until my curiosity got the better of me. “So… why did you have to call the cops?” 

			“Let’s see… One time when I was about ten or eleven, she and the guy she was dating at the time came home from a night at the bar and were screaming at each other at the top of their lungs in front of the house at midnight in the middle of the week. I didn’t even go outside. I just called the cops. I figured if I didn’t, one of the neighbors would anyway. And then a few years later—I remember I was seventeen because I’d just bought my car—she came home with a black eye. I drove her to the police station myself and made her file a report against the dick-bag. Luckily my brother Travis was home from boot camp.”

			“Yikes! Did the guy come back?”

			“No, thank goodness.”

			I was done with my shower, so I shut off the water and toweled off behind the white shower curtain.

			“Are you already done?” Siren asked.

			“Yeah,” I answered. 

			“You’re fast! It always takes me a while to condition all this hair.”

			“I bet!” I said, drying my legs. “ So what happened with the third guy?”

			“Oh yeah. So one night Mom goes out to the bars at like nine o’clock, and at ten thirty, I hear this weird clicking noise at the front door.”

			I stepped out of my shower with a towel wrapped around me. “Clicking noise?”

			“Yeah, like tick, tick, tick at the front door. I look out the peep hole and it’s my mother. Which was weird, because it was way too early for her to be home. So I open the door, and her friend Tanya is with her, holding her up. She could barely stand. She was trying to get her key in the lock. Turns out someone slipped her a roofie at the bar. Thank God Tanya was with her.”

			“Jesus.”

			“Right? I called the cops, and they came out and took a report, but they never called us back.”

			I stood in front of one of the many sinks and mirrors, combing out my hair and applying product. Usually I let it air dry. “It’s nice you and your mom get along, though,” I said. “She’s lucky you look after her.”

			“So you and your mom don’t? Get along, I mean?”

			“No, not really.” 

			“How come?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t get her and she for sure doesn’t get me. She’s into all these dumb clubs full of fake people.” I parted my hair on the side and combed it out again. 

			“Clubs? What clubs?”

			“Oh, you know. Like the Businesswomen’s Association and Rotary.” 

			“Rotary?”

			“Yeah, it’s like this charitable organization,” I said, readjusting my towel, which had come loose, and made a mental note to buy a terrycloth robe.

			“That sounds okay.”

			“Well, yeah, it is, but I mean, some people belong to Rotary because of the charity. Other people belong to Rotary because of the business connections and being seen.” Having finished with my hair, I sat down on a bench against the wall and wondered how much longer it would take Siren to finish showering.

			“Oh, I get it. Your mom’s a social climber,” she replied.

			“Absolutely. Our whole house looks like something out of a magazine. She has a lawn service come out weekly to poison the lawn and mow and trim our perfect grass.”

			Siren laughed. “See, now I think you’re the one who’s crazy. Most people would kill to grow up like you. I know I would.”

			“I think you’d get bored. And it pisses me off that she has all those chemicals poured all over the place. She still has an exterminator come out twice a month.”

			“That bitch!”

			“Seriously. She hates that I want to go into entomology. She hates bugs.”

			Siren stepped out of the shower, sans towel, and I tried not to blush. She bent over, twisted up her big mass of hair and wrung the water out of it. Then she put it up in a towel-turban on her head. “Still, I don’t think I’d ever get bored not having to worry about money or whether or not some scumbag might kill my mom,” she said. She took her time putting a towel around herself. I was having trouble concentrating on her face. 

			“You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry. That was a dumb thing for me to say.”

			“Oh, no worries. It’s all relative, right? I know a lot of people who’d feel sorry for themselves if they had my upbringing.” She took herself in, in the full-length mirror, adjusting the turban.  “Except, you know, the being poor part. That part sucks, but most of the time, we figure out how to make it work.”

			“Are you worried about her?” By now I was getting into my clothes and Siren was carefully drying her hair, massaging the big diffuser into her scalp. A couple of girls walked in to use the restroom.

			“Worried about my mom?” she asked.

			“Yeah. Now that you’re off at college and not there to look after her.”

			“Not for now, anyway. She’s actually with a decent guy right now. As long as she doesn’t sabotage it, Rick is taking care of her.”

			“And what if she screws it up?”

			Siren stood up, shook her hair out and checked herself out in the mirror. She shrugged. “Everybody has to grow up sometime, right?”
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			How’s life in Oz?" That’s the text I woke up to a few days later, from my boyfriend Zach who was attending school at the University of Maryland, home of the Terrapins (or Terps), which is a turtle native to the Chesapeake Bay. He and all our friends back home had been giving me non-stop crap about going to school in Kansas. Still, it made me smile.

			Haha. I texted back. It’s great. Lots of cool bugs here.

			Well at least I know you won’t be meeting any new guys until you’ve finished studying all the local vermin.

			Vermin. That’s how Zach referred to insects. That or “pests.” Speaking of vermin, meet any hot lady turtles yet? I typed, wondering if he’d tell me the truth if someone had caught his eye. 

			Long pause. Oh, there are a few pretty shells around, but nothing compares to your gorgeous beak.

			I rolled my eyes. So dumb. You’re full of it.

			I miss you Lampinator.

			Lampinator. A bastardization of Lampyridae, the Latin name for firefly. Goofy, but okay when Zach said it. No way I’d let anyone else call me that.

			I miss you too, you bloodsucking lawyer, I typed.

			You miss parts of me, he replied.

			Yup. Especially the big throbbing one.

			That’s my girl. always go for the brain

			Always

			Got 2 go. Contracts class starting

			OK have fun! I typed, and he texted back a kissy face. Aw. It made me miss him. And then I thought about how I wouldn’t see him until Christmas, which was five months away, and I stuffed the feelings down. It didn’t do any good to miss him, because it wasn’t going to work out between us, anyway, and I had to get ready for my English class. I put on my favorite pair of shorts and a button-up sleeveless blouse. I made sure to put on a cute pair of earrings and necklace, too, and a little mascara on the eyelashes and lip gloss. I didn’t bother with more than that because I’d sweat it off. I smoothed my hair into a careful ponytail, grabbed my backpack and took off for class.

			Outside, it was already hot and humid. Luckily, the breeze was cool, because I didn’t feel like waiting for the bus. I made my way up Naismith Drive and past Allen Fieldhouse, the place where basketball freaks worshiped on game days. This part of the walk was the easiest. Just past Allen Fieldhouse, though, the hill got steeper. As I trudged along, checking out dudes from behind my sunglasses, I tried to imagine the perfect college freshman-year friend-with-benefits. He’d be a chill guy. Kinda cute, but not a pretty-boy. Definitely smart. We’d have fascinating conversations and hot, hot sex in his apartment, because who wants to have dorm sex?  It would be simple and uncomplicated, a relationship that was fun, without being too serious. I wanted to concentrate on my schoolwork. And maybe party once in a while. Nothing too crazy. I was excited about the possiblity of a new sex partner. I still loved Zach, but we were both young, after all, and it wasn't like we were going to be together forever.

			The steepest part of the hill was the last bit before the summit. The more out-of-shape folks were huffing and puffing by this point, and everybody was happy to reach the top. Once on top of the hill, the main thoroughfare, Jayhawk Boulevard, was flat. As usual, the sidewalk was packed with students heading to and from classes, most of them wearing earbuds. Buses packed with students trundled past, along with the occasional university vehicle, but general traffic on campus was prohibited during the week. Vehicles that did move through campus did so slowly, as the students never gave traffic the right-of-way. Students pretty much wandered across the road wherever they wanted, like animals on a preserve.

			Once you passed the Chi Omega fountain, which sat in the middle of a traffic roundabout, the buildings on campus were a hodgepodge of styles. Many were built of native Kansas limestone, while others were utilitarian and concrete. Some were modern, others traditional, some even gothic, complete with gargoyles and turrets. My English class, Nineteenth Century British Authors, was in Wescoe, which was considered to be the ugliest building on campus. Campus lore told it had originally been built as a parking garage, but then for some unknown reason the architect lost his mind and converted it into a building. 

			I liked my English class, for the most part. The grad student who taught it was British, but not like regular British. He was like a character out of a Monty Python skit British. His name was Basil Bunting (pronounced bazz-uhl). He had a dirty blonde afro, round, coke-bottle glasses and a round belly to go with. 

			  We had just started reading Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad and were discussing it in class. It was dark and disturbing, and it contrasted the stiff antiseptic nature of British life against the wildness of jungle. It was creepy and mysterious.

			“Let’s talk about the significance of color in Heart of Darkness,” Basil said, after everyone had shuffled in and found seats. “Notice that the word color is spelled correctly throughout the story, with a ‘U,’ which you Americans bafflingly opted to drop from your bizarre lexicon.” Several of us laughed. I was sitting in the middle of the room and saw the guy whom I’d come to think of a DudeBro Number One roll his eyes at his friend, DudeBro Number Two. They were sitting a couple of rows in front of me. 

			“Specifically, let’s talk about the significance of the colors white and black in this story, because it’s already apparent that these two colors are recurring, persistent themes.”

			A few students put their hands up, myself included. “Yes, Susan,” Basil said, pointing at a girl who liked to twist her hair around her index finger. 

			“Well, I mean, like… there’s a lot of… contrast… between white and black? Like one is like as light as it can possibly be and the other is as dark as it can possibly be... and so there’s a lot of contrast between those colors… ” There was a pause as though no one was sure if Susan was done talking or not.

			“Yes, yes, that’s true,” Basil said, finally. “There is perhaps no more contrast that can exist between two colors than the colors black and white. But what is the nature of that contrast in the story?”

			“Well, like… so… black is everything dark and bad and evil, and white is like…” her hair-twisting hand flailed in the air, “…white is like everything light and good and pure.”

			“Yes, one might say that,” Basil said, adjusting his thick, round glasses. “But does that metaphor also extend to the characters of the story?”

			“I don’t agree with that at all,” DudeBro Number One interrupted. “Obviously in this story, the white people are bad and the Black people are good.” 

			“Is it really that simple, though?” Basil asked.

			“Um, yeah,” DudeBro One said. “I mean, isn’t that the way it always is? The whites are always portrayed as being bad and wrong.”

			“Well sort of,” I put in, and suddenly everyone was looking at me. “Marlow isn’t all bad. And there is this idea that the whites are almost god-like with their technology.”

			“Yes!” Basil said, flipping through his copy of the novella. “Kurtz says here in chapter two that the whites must ‘necessarily appear… in the nature of supernatural beings.’”

			“But let’s be honest. Ultimately, the white people are bad, right?” DudeBro One said.

			“Well, yes, one could definitely argue that,” replied Basil.

			“That’s what I said,” he huffed and folded his arms.

			“Well, in this story, aren’t they the bad ones?” I said, a little too loud. 

			DudeBro Number One and DudeBro Number Two turned in tandem to look at me. “How? By taking advantage of resources the natives are too dumb to even know what to do with and teaching them to not be so backwards?”

			“By invading a country that isn’t theirs and stealing resources that don’t belong to them?” I shot back. “By forcing people into subservience and slavery? Is that what you’d call good?” 

			“If it’s the only way to get some people to quit being so ignorant, maybe it’s not so bad,” DudeBro Number Two replied. I was stunned.

			“Surely you can’t be serious,” Basil said, and someone snorted a laugh.

			“Yes, I’m serious,” DudeBro Two blustered. “If those people understood what kind of resources they had available to them, they wouldn’t be walking around half-naked in the jungle.”

			“Those people? Wow.” There was one Black girl in the class. She usually sat near the back of the room and didn't say much. Now she was the center of attention.

			“No offense,” DudeBro Number Two said, twisting further in his seat to look at her.

			She looked him dead in the eye, arms crossed. “None taken,” she said in a tone indicating to everyone offense was very much taken, then under her breath she muttered, “Fool,” and most of us heard it.

			I laughed out loud. If looks could kill, DudeBro Number One would’ve vaporized me on the spot, but he didn’t say anything. He turned away. 

			“Alright, then, let’s leave the question of black and white characters aside for now and discuss how black and white—or rather light and dark—are used in the landscape of this story,” Basil said, trying to steer the discussion back on the rails. I refrained from participating, still mad at the DudeBros but also wondering if I’d been too loud and harsh.

			The ominous tone of the campus steam whistle signaled the end of class. I packed up my stuff, trying to avoid looking in the direction of the DudeBros, taking my time so they’d leave first. When I walked out into the hallway, they were still there, hanging around. They started walking slowly, talking. I decided to follow at a distance. 

			“Bullshit fucking class with their bullshit crybaby liberal crap.”

			“And we have to put up with four years of this.”

			“Four years? It takes more than four years to get a master's in business, dude.”

			“Yeah, but at least we’ll be out of these bullshit classes and in our real classes by then.”

			“Yeah. I don’t know how much of this I can deal with. My Western Civ prof is such a bleeding heart she makes me want to fucking puke.”

			Outside Wescoe, they headed off down the sidewalk in the opposite direction I needed to go, thankfully, as I didn't really want to listen to their priveledged bullshit anymore. I heard enough talk like that at home in Bethesda, where I routinely found myself wanting to slap random clueless socialites for being heartless monsters with their heads firmly inserted up their bleached assholes. I had another class in three hours, so I walked back to the dorm to study and grab lunch. Thankfully, it was all downhill. 

			When I got back to the room, I found Siren cutting up a hot pink t-shirt while watching an algebra lecture on my computer. I had a nice one, and I let her use it when I didn’t need it so she didn’t have to always use the computer lab. 

			I checked on the Carolina mantis, who seemed to be healthy. Her color was good, and she was still fat and sassy.

			“Hey, Caroline,” I said. 

			“Who?” Siren asked.

			“Oh… this is a Carolina mantis. I think I’ll call her Caroline.”

			“You are so weird,” Siren said. “Dammit. I’m going to have to watch this video again. I was hoping if I understood more about quadratic equations I could memorize the formula. No such luck.” The t-shirt had been folded up like a snowflake, and Siren had cut strategic little holes all over it in an intricate design. She snapped open the t-shirt with one hand, a pair of scissors in the other. 

			“Damn,” I commented. “That looks fantastic.”

			“You think so?”

			“Yeah.” I meant it, even though I’d never wear something like it myself.

			“I can make you one,” she said. “Or I can show you how to do it.”

			“Thanks, but I don’t think I’d actually wear it.”

			“Why not?”

			“It’s not my style, that’s all,” I said, trying to put a look of sincerity on my face. “It’ll look great on you, though.” 

			She started the process of crafting her look for the day, which was a thing with her. She put on a cute bra and a black cami with lace trim and layered her new t-shirt creation over the top. Then she changed in and out of various shorts and skirts before settling on a flouncy skirt that was black with pink and purple flowers. She went to the mirror, running her hands through her hair, putting it up in various ways, securing it with a hair tie and stepping back to take in her reflection. It was funny though, when she just rolled out of bed in the morning, she was kind of a hot mess. But after a few minutes and a little makeup, she was absolutely gorgeous.

			After messing with her hair and makeup for several minutes, she was satisfied with her reflection. “I’m starving,” she said. “Let’s get lunch.” Just then, her phone rang. She looked at it and rolled her eyes.

			“Hey, Bubba,” she said, flatly, answering the call. “Whassup?” And I knew it was her brother, Travis, because I’d listened to a few of her conversations with him. He seemed to call every three or four days. Of course I could only hear one side: “Yeah, I’m fine. Yes, I like my roommate. She’s ah-mazing,” she turned and winked at me. “Yeah. She’s tight,” she rolled her eyes.… “Yes, I’m going to my classes. Yes, I’m doing my homework. No, I am not having unprotected sex.… You’re not my dad, Travis.… Yes, I know. Yes. Yes, I will. I swear. I SWEAR. I WILL. Stop it! I love you too. Don’t kill anyone.... YOU stink.… YOU do. Eat shit, Marine. Bye!” and she hung up. “Ugh. I have so had it with my brother. He thinks he’s my dad!” 

			On the way out the door, we grabbed our KU IDs, so we could eat in the cafeteria. We were meeting our friend, Mattie, who lived down on the fourth floor. He and Siren had an improv class together, and the three of us had started having meals together. 

			Out in the common area, the RA for our floor, Cheyenne, had her arm around this girl named Staycee, who lived a couple of doors down from us. Staycee was from Chicago. She was straight-up bawling—tears and snot and everything—with her face in her hands. Cheyenne the RA patted her back and whispered: “It’s her little sister’s birthday, and she’s missing her family.” Siren gave Staycee a quick hug before we stepped into one of the elevators and rode it to the fourth floor.

			When the elevator doors opened, Mattie was there, waiting. He was tall—at least six foot—and thin, with gangly arms and legs, a cool, fade-locs hairstyle, and oversized, square-rimmed, white glasses. He seemed to have an endless collection of brightly colored high top sneakers, tight t-shirts and super-slim jeans that were always white or black, but never blue. He was chatty and friendly and funny as hell, and weirdly, he was a townie born-and-raised, the first I’d met since I’d moved to Lawrence. Mattie was studying film at KU, and since Siren was studying theater, they crossed paths on campus a fair amount. Today, his purple t-shirt said OH HELL NO in silvery, glittery font, and I laughed out loud.  

			“Love your t-shirt,” I commented. 

			“Why thank you, Kymer!” he replied. As soon as the doors of the elevator slid shut, he turned to us. “Okay, ladies. You need to keep Friday evening open, because I have managed to get my hands on some rare—let’s call them ingredients—and the three of us are going to have a tea party, because you two are my new best friends in Oliver, and thank goodness. There is a little too much testosterone down on my floor, if you know what I mean.”

			“Tea party?” I asked, skeptical. And what did Mattie mean by ingredients?

			“What tea party?” Siren asked. 

			“I have a special treat all worked out for us, but you can’t have any other plans, for serious. For at least,” he looked at his watch, “three to five hours. No studying, no dates, no virtual sex appointments with males on the internet… or females… Nothing.”

			“Okay,” I said. “That should be easy for me, anyway. Well, I do have that biology quiz Monday.”

			“Oh please,” Siren said. “You’ll have the whole weekend to study, you big nerd.”

			“True,” I said, though I knew I was going to need the whole weekend. I learned in my first week at KU that college biology was a hundred times tougher than high school biology. Never once in high school had I doubted I’d get an A in biology class. Now it was looking like I’d be lucky if I managed a B.

			Siren shrugged her shoulders. “I’m free.”

			Mattie clapped his hands. “Excellent! We’ll need to head out to the library around eightish, I think.”

			“The library?” Siren said, wrinkling her forehead with confusion.

			“It’s that big building between Fraser and Stauffer-Flint,” I said.

			She play-slapped my shoulder. “ I know where the library is.”

			“Ow. Sorry,” I said, rubbing my shoulder.

			Siren tossed her hair. “I’m just saying, the library seems like a weird place to have a tea party,” she said, crossing her arms. “There’s got to be a better place to hang out than the library.” 

			“Don't knock it till you've tried it, Sister," Mattie said, pointing at her. Then he clapped for our attention. "Ladies! I’m going to need you to have a good attitude for our tea party Friday! If we don’t have a good attitude, we won’t have a good time. All of your questions and concerns will be addressed. You just have to trust me.”
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			Watson Library was like something out of my dreams. My good dreams. First of all, it looked like what I imagined a European cathedral looked like, at least on the outside. Inside, it was a cathedral of books. The smell was amazing. Everyone referred to the miles of bookcases as “the stacks,” and the stacks went down underground like a labyrinth. It was cool, and creepy, and kind of disorienting, and easy to get lost. 

			As we traipsed up the hill and away from the dorm, the cicadas buzzed away at a deafening volume. It was almost eight-thirty and the sharp heat of the day had lessened, just slightly. The library would be open till 2 a.m. to accommodate studying students.

			Mattie wore a purple sequined top hat that was almost blinding to look at in the setting sun, and a black satin backpack. Mattie and Siren were debating whether Vagina Monologues or Mule Bone did a better job at getting their respective messages across. Mattie was in favor of Vagina Monologues. I thought Siren was also for Vagina Monologues but was arguing in favor of Mule Bone because she liked to debate. 

			“The Vagina Monologues is kind of the point in history when it finally began to be OKAY to say vagina,” Mattie said. “I mean, nowadays, vagina is almost passé. But when that play came out? It was downright subversive.”

			“Okay, yeah, I get that, but Mule Bone is operating on SO many levels: There’s race, socioeconomics, religion, gender,” she ticked them off on her fingers. 

			“Pssh. You think Vagina Monologues doesn’t have all that? It has literally all of that.”

			I’d never seen either play, so I listened to them talk, I looked up the summaries of both plays on my phone and read them over. Interesting. The sun loomed big and low in the sky, and fluffy clouds blazed orange and pink. Kansas had gorgeous sunsets.

			We made our way through campus, Siren and Mattie chatting away. I’d been so busy in those first weeks of school I wasn’t even missing Zach that much. Sometimes we only texted once a day, right before bed. Some nights I’d just get: Sleep tight Lampy! And I’d text back: You too! And that was all. Which was okay. It was kind of how I thought things would go.

			Victoria texted every two or three days, usually to ask how the weather was or to tell me she’d sold a house. Dad texted a couple of times a week wanting to know all about campus and my classes. It was cute. He was clearly reliving his college days and was happy I was at KU. Cade never texted me unless I texted him first. Usually I’d say something like, Hey Fartbreath! and he’d text back, Sup, Mouthbreather? And that would be about it.

			“Kymer!” Mattie said, breaking into my thoughts.

			“What?” 

			“Siren says you all have talked about drugs like weed and such, and… like… you’re down with all that kind of stuff, right?”

			“I mean… sure... I guess so.”

			“Well now, what does that mean?”

			“I mean… I’ve smoked marijuana a few times. But, y’know, not all the time.”

			“Mmkay, then. I just wanted to make sure we’re on the same page. And what’s your opinion on hallucinogens?” 

			“Like LSD?”

			“Yeah. Like LSD. Or peyote.”

			“Well, peyote, from what I understand, makes people vomit violently before they hallucinate.”

			“Oh, well, we don’t want to do that, then,” Mattie said, and he gave Siren a look. She laughed.

			“But theoretically… sure, I’d try it.”

			“Oh my God, you’ve never tripped?” Siren asked. She grabbed my shoulder. “You have to try it. You have to. You’d love it. I can’t believe you’ve never done it.”

			“No, I haven’t. But like I said, I wouldn’t be opposed to trying it. As long as I was in a safe environment, and I trusted the source of the drug.”

			“So what I’m hearing you say, Kymer, is you like your drugs to be organic and clean,” Mattie said, and Siren snorted.

			I shrugged. “Of course. I’m not taking random chemicals from some random person. I always look up the side effects and the likelihood of physical addiction, too.”

			“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Mattie said. He looked at Siren. “She’s serious. She researches her drugs before she takes them.”

			“Oh she’s serious,” Siren said. “She researches everything. She probably researches her tampons before she buys them.” And we all burst out laughing. 

			“I do,” I wheezed, and none of us could breathe from laughing so hard. Mattie collapsed on the sidewalk. 

			Siren helped him up. “I told you so,” she said.

			“Just to be one-hundred-percent clear, Miss Kymer, you would be okay with taking an all-natural, organic drug that grows out of the ground, isn’t addictive and is fun as hell?” Mattie asked.

			“Sure,” I said, assuming he meant marijuana.

			We were still laughing as we struggled up the front steps of the library. We breezed through the heavy front doors, lowering our voices.

			“Where are we going?” Siren said in a stage whisper.

			“This way,” Mattie gestured, and he took the lead. He walked briskly across the library, cutting through seating areas and past study stations, with the occasional student glancing up to see us scurry by. We followed, giggling, trying to keep up. He turned and admonished: “Settle down, ladies. People are trying to study.” I snorted and we all laughed, louder than we should’ve, as Mattie snaked us through shelves of the reference section, and then the DVD collection, to a door on the east wall of the building marked 2 East Stacks. Mattie flung open the door, and we followed. His nimble feet, though large, took the stairs at an amazing rate, and Siren and I struggled to keep up as he rounded the first turn in the stairs before we were even halfway down the flight. Down, down, down, we went, our laughter echoing in the stairwell. 

			“Dude! Wait up!” Siren exclaimed, though at this point she was ahead of me by a flight of stairs while I was at least two full flights behind Mattie—I could see his purple sequined hat bobbing up and down below me. Just when I wondered how many more stairs there could possibly be, and what a pain it was going to be to climb back up all of them, we were at the bottom, facing another door with a small window. Through the window were stacks and stacks of books. 

			“Ya’ll ready?” Mattie asked. 

			“Ready for what?” Siren asked.

			“For the fun,” Mattie said, and he opened the door, motioning us through. “Ladies first.” Siren and I walked through the door, then waited to follow Mattie, who made a right turn, walking past the aisles of books that seemed to go on forever in every direction. Siren and I followed, and I marveled at the stacks, packed top to bottom with books, all the way to the ceiling. The walls, and the floor, down here were concrete. The light was a sickly, flickering, yellow-green, the fluorescent tubes buzzing overhead. The air was still and stale and smelled of old books. There was nothing down here to make any noise except the three of us. We were alone. We passed through one room, then another, and finally another, the rows of books seemingly endless. Mattie finally stopped walking when he reached the corner of the third room. He took off his backpack and set it on the floor. He unzipped it and removed a small, flowered tablecloth. He snapped it open, and I laughed. 

			“SHHHHHHHH!” he said, smoothing it out on the floor. Then he sat down cross-legged and patted the floor next to him. He was still wearing the crazy hat. Siren and I sat down criss-cross applesauce, she next to him and me across. On the concrete wall behind him was a bee stenciled in stark black, likely done by some free-spirited art student. Then he produced an old thermos from the backpack

			“Jesus,” I said. “Where did you get that amazing artifact?” The thermos was one of those old-style metal and glass ones with vinyl plaid printed on the outside.

			“My pops likes to fish,” he said, as though that explained everything. He then pulled a box out of the backpack, set the box down on the tablecloth, and removed the top with a flourish. It was an honest-to-god kids’ tea set. White china with delicate pink and green flowers. Even though Mattie’s family lived in Lawrence, he’d moved into the dorm to get some separation from them. Especially since he also worked for the family business.

			“Matthew,” I said, “What is all this?” 

			“DON’T call me Matthew,” he said, continuing to unpack the tea set. Then, more quietly: “Only my moms gets to calls me Matthew.”

			“Sorry. Okay, Mattie. What is all this? What are we doing?” 

			“Will you please keep your voice down? It is a tea service, obviously. It’s my little sister’s. I swiped it from the playhouse out back. Our dog Lola almost licked me to death before I got out of there. I told you we were having a tea party.” Mattie
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