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There’s a ringing in Eli’s ears that lingers after everyone trails out of the lecture hall, and he only realises that everyone’s gone after a few seconds have passed. Abruptly, he straightens up, pulls his laptop toward him, and closes it shut, gripping at it.

He wanders through the corridors like a leaf on a stream, feeling dreamy and somewhat disconnected from the world at large – he shifts his head on his shoulders and it makes one of the bigger bruises at the base of his neck throb a little. That normally feels nice, and it doesn’t feel so nice now.

He’s grateful that he’s the only one in the elevator going up to the English department, and when he goes to Kennedy’s office, he doesn’t understand when he tries to turn the handle why it’s locked, and then he remembers that he’s got a lunch in town, he’d mentioned it this morning whilst Eli was getting dressed.

He’d been distracted and nervous – he had the place to himself or he wouldn’t have let Glen come over and stay, but he’d kept wondering if one of his roommates was going to abruptly decide to come home all of a sudden without telling him, and just walk in, and say something, to Eli or to Glen, or worse, not say anything, and just silently judge the situation, or laugh, or—

Neither of them had come home.

And Glen had slept pretty easily in Eli’s bed, had fallen right asleep, and hadn’t even seemed tired in the morning, even though Eli’s got a shitty old bedframe compared to Glen’s fancy hardwood one, and his mattress is a bit noisier and he doesn’t have a topper or anything, and his sheets are cheaper.

Eli doesn’t know how long he stands there with his hand on the door knob, just sort of frozen in the middle of the corridor like an idiot, thinking about Glen’s hands on his body early this morning, how it had gone from playful wrestling and laughing to him gripping Eli a bit too hard, moving him too roughly.

Eli doesn’t normally hate the hickeys that much, but Glen had sucked so high on his neck that he’d ended up digging in his chest of drawers for a turtleneck he doesn’t think he’s worn in years – it’s too small around the middle and too tight against his wrists, but at least it’s hiding the marks under his jaw.

It’s not like he’s stupid. He knows people know, he knows that people can put two and two together, but there’s a difference between people knowing that he and Professor Kennedy are probably involved and seeing that he’s got the older man’s hickeys on his throat, that he’s got pink stubble burn on his neck around it.

He needs to fucking pull himself together.

Rubbing at his face, he finally lets go of the doorknob and goes into the little kitchenette down the hall from Glen’s office, and he fills the kettle and puts it on the little hob ring that maintenance keep complaining that they have but won’t let them swap out for a British-style electric kettle, and he stands there and looks at it for too long before getting out some tea to steep.

He has an hour or so to reply to some student emails, and then after Glen comes back and they go over the grading he needs to finish for him tonight, he’ll go to his own cubicle downstairs and get some work done on his thesis.

He’s aware of the shadow behind him even though the other man doesn’t say anything, and he wouldn’t ordinarily say anything, but he feels weird and spotlit and oversensitive, so he turns around and snaps, “What? What do you want? Do you always have to stare at me whenever I’m in here!?”

Doctor Marx raises his eyebrows, leaning back on his heels and looking across at Eli like Eli’s just acted ridiculously, and that’s not actually unfair, because he is being ridiculous, he knows he is, he hasn’t even seen Marx all week, so there’s no need to fucking snap at him like that.

“I was going to ask if you wouldn’t mind brewing me a cup as well,” he says quietly, very calmly, and holding up his mug. “Since you’re boiling the kettle.”

Eli suddenly feels like bursting into tears, which is fucking stupid, and pathetic, and absurdly childish. He doesn’t know what it is about Marx that makes him feel so small and petty – it’s Freudian, probably, or something like that.

During his Bachelor’s Marx had done about six weeks of lecturing on the European Literature course, and Eli had always sat right at the back of the hall, normally in a corner, to avoid being pulled into the groups of Jewish students sticking together and chatting to each other, sharing jokes between themselves and Marx, as if they didn’t even notice other people in the theatre looking at them, staring at them sometimes. Marx had still noticed him, he thought, and still learned Eli’s name – he tried to learn everybody’s name, apparently, but the first time Marx had called him by name in the corridor he’d felt as if he’d been caught out, or just... caught, somehow.

He’s fucking crazy.

“Right,” he says, and turns back to the kettle. “Yeah. I can do that.” He pulls a second tea bag out of the box. “Sorry,” he says. He feels like his skin is on fire, feels like he’s red all over, feels like there’s a big sign over his head that says “stupid slut shtupping the professor”, or maybe a megaphone announcing it in one of his aunts’ voices, and he wants to throw up, but he doesn’t.

Marx closes the door, and a cold shiver runs down Eli’s spine, but Marx doesn’t get any closer to him, just sits down at the little staffroom table and pushes his mug across the table toward him.

The first time Glen had closed the door to his office whilst Eli had been in there, it had been toward the end of his office hours, and he’d said, “Let me just make sure no one disturbs us, I’m rather enjoying this little discussion,” and Eli doesn’t even know if it’s true, if he’d been enjoying it, because Eli tries not to actually talk that much about Austen with Glen, because he knows he doesn’t like her, knows he’s not interested, that he finds Austen boring.

He’d leaned past Eli’s body to close the door, and he’d smelt of a chocolatey cologne that Eli hadn’t been able not to inhale a big lungful of, and he’d gently nudged Eli to sit down and keep talking, and keep talking, and offered him whiskey, and Eli hadn’t tried whiskey before and had gagged at the taste, and Glen had laughed and teased him and offered him water instead, and when he’d asked, “Has that washed the taste away?”

Eli had laughed and said, “Almost.”

And Glen had said, “Let’s finish the job, then,” and had kissed him, and it had been tender, considered, and so, so, so nice.

He never kisses Eli that gently anymore. He’s always in such a fucking rush.

When he turns around with the mugs again, both of them now steaming with boiling water, Eli asks, “Um, do you want milk or sugar?”

“No, thank you,” Marx says, and after Eli squeezes out the bag with the back of the teaspoon against the side of the mug, Marx pulls the cup toward him and squeezes one of those little sweetener things over it, releasing two little white capsules into the mug before stirring it.

Eli takes his tea black, and he’s normally stupidly proud of the fact. Now, he wishes he had an excuse to walk away for the milk, but he doesn’t, and it feels like it would be impolite to leave, especially when he’s already shouted at the old man for no fucking reason, so he sits down across from him at the table.

Marx isn’t a super big man – he’s a little under six feet, Eli thinks, and he’s square with a broad chest, but he’s not very fat or very muscular. He has round features and blue-grey eyes, white hair, a very neatly trimmed white beard; he’s going bald on top, and the hair that’s still on his head is a darker grey than his beard and eyebrows, is more steely.

“How is work on your thesis coming?” Marx asks pleasantly, blowing on his mug before taking a sip of it.

“It’s going okay,” Eli says. He looks at Marx’s hands to avoid looking him in the eyes – he has quite broad hands, but it’s a big mug, and it’s not like they look weirdly big. He thinks about what it would feel like, sometimes, if Marx hit him, even though they’ve barely ever spoken more than a few polite words to each other, even though he doesn’t think that Marx is a violent man by any means.

There’s just something—

He doesn’t know.

Not sinister, not bad-spirited, or cruel. But Glen makes fun of him a lot of the time, and he always jokes about Marx being soft, or pathetic, says he looks like a Jewish Santa Claus, or implies that he’s like, wimpy, that he’s not a real man, and Eli never argues with him, but he’s always felt like that’s off.

He always looks really stern in the corridors or when he’s walking around – he laughs more in classes, makes jokes, smiles, but he always seems to Eli like he’s hard, somehow. Like underneath his big sweaters and patterned neckties and worn brown suits with patches on the elbows there’s something that isn’t soft at all, something that has teeth.

Glen would fucking laugh at him, if Eli said that sometimes
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