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“If one more person asks for my number I’m actually going to feed my left hand to Ajaw,” Kinich announces to his favorite pillow on Mualani’s couch.

Mualani glances up from her phone and does a double take. “How’d you get in?”

“I know he wants it,” Kinich says, which does not answer her question at all. “I can see the bloodthirst in his beady little eyes every time I give him lettuce. He craves meat. My hand. My left hand.”

“Ajaw is a tortoise.”

Kachina pokes her head in from the kitchen to say, rather ominously, “Some tortoises are omnivores.” Then, seeing Kinich facedown in the couch, “Oh, hi! How’s your day going?”

Kinich lifts his head to look at her, as if to say,  how does it look like my day is going.  Outwardly, he says, “Great. Fantastic. Never better.”

“What was this about your number?” Mualani reminds him, setting down her phone on the coffee table. She’s been sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall by the bathroom and scrolling through mermaid princess makeup tutorials.

All the fight bleeds out of Kinich’s face. He drags himself listlessly to sit up on the couch and says, “I’m too hot.”

In truth, Mualani has known this for a while. The worst part is that Kinich isn’t just hot—it’s that he  knows  he’s hot, and doesn’t even bother pretending otherwise. It drives Mualani crazy, the way he wears compression shirts and cargo pants and carabiners and knows damn well that he’s the most attractive guy in every room he walks into. Even  that  part is hot. In his second year of university he got bored and calculated the most attractive walking speed by conducting his own survey. With random sampling. Actual random sampling. Like, what? Who does that?? Mualani hates it, because it  works  on her. He’s fucking hot. Granted, Mualani would probably think that even without the walking speed thing, but. Like. Details.

“That’s kind of on you,” Kachina tells him, when Mualani forgets to respond. Oops.

“It’s not my fault,” Kinich says petulantly, glaring at the blank TV screen. “I’m supposed to be the kind of hot that makes people look at me and go,  Damn,  and then move along. I’m not supposed to be ‘Stop me and ask for my number’ hot.”

“It’s—” Mualani checks her phone again real quick because of her goldfish memory. “Ten forty-four AM, and someone asked for your number?”

“No,” Kinich says drily. “The number-asking was at eight thirty, actually.”

Eight thirty on a Tuesday? Yikes. Mualani envies whoever’s functional enough to not only identify a hot person on the bus, but work up the courage to ask said hot person for their number, all before the clock even strikes double digits.

Wait. The bus? “You have  class,  Kinich!” Mualani reminds him. “Aren’t you nerdy about that stuff? Why are you skipping a lecture?”

“I missed it.”

“But you never miss lectures,” Mualani says, a little helpless. “You’re super punctual. Nothing ever holds you up, I swear, even the bus schedules! You have a predictor app that actually  works,  dude! How could you have missed the lecture?”

“This,” says Kinich wearily, “is exactly the problem.”

“What?”

Kinich looks at her in disappointed silence for about ten seconds. She runs back through their conversation. What was the point again? Lectures, punctuality, Kinich being absurdly hot, eight thirty… “OH,” says Mualani, as it dawns on her. “Your bus leaves at eight thirty, doesn’t it? And you said the person asked for your number at eight thirty. So… you…”

“Missed the bus,” Kinich says flatly, with a twitch of his mouth that’s basically his equivalent of throwing himself onto a fainting couch in despair.

“Oh,” says Mualani again, a little sad. She sits down on the couch next to him and stares at the blank TV too. “Sorry you didn’t get to go to your lecture.”

“It was Modern Statistical Practice and Machine Learning, too. I like that class.”

Kinich is the only person Mualani knows who actually calls all his classes by their full names. It’s stupid, but also stupidly endearing. “You could call it Modern SPAM. Or just SPAM.”

“No one,” Kinich says, somehow managing to convey exasperation without looking at her, “calls it that.”

 “I  do!”

“You and what army?”

“Um,” says Kachina loudly to announce her presence. “I made lemon ricotta pancakes…? And I have raspberries and strawberries. No blackberries. Sorry, Kinich, I know you like them, but they weren’t ripe at the store. And there are chocolate cinnamon overnight oats in the fridge if you want.”

Kinich gives her a small smile. “Thank you,” he says, very politely. Then, raising an accusatory eyebrow at Mualani, he says, “I forgot you’re rich.”

Mualani scoffs. They’ve had this argument before. It’s not much of an argument, because Mualani is, in fact, rich. Well, rich for a college student at least. “You want the pancakes or not?”

“Hell yes I want pancakes,” Kinich says with conviction. “Why do I have friends if not to eat their trust fund ricotta.”

Kachina smiles and hands him the plate of pancakes. They’re cooked just how Kinich likes them, a little underdone because he likes weird textures. He piles half a carton of raspberries on top—”Four dollars worth,” he says sagely—and proceeds to mix the whole thing together into a mess on his plate. The pancakes don’t have enough structural integrity to hold up to the berries, and they crumble under his force. He’s basically eating pancake soup with a spoon.

Mualani scrunches her nose a little. “Burn mine to a crisp, please, Kachina. And you can turn your music up!”

“You got it, chief,” Kachina says, and returns back to the kitchen, turning up the volume of the ‘80s song on her bluetooth speaker. Kachina and Mualani often make breakfast together; today Mualani helped make the batter, but Kachina wanted to cook them on her own, so Mualani let her. And then Kinich came in, and, well. Yeah.

By the time Kachina has poured out three pancakes’ worth of batter for her, Kinich is halfway done with his plate. Mualani turns back to him, and says, “But actually, how  did  you get into our apartment?”

“You gave me a key.”

Mualani frowns at him, racking her brain for the memory. “Uh, I’m pretty sure I didn’t?”

“Last year, Halloween. I took you home.”

Ah. Well, to be fair, Mualani’s memories of that night aren’t that clear, because she had just turned twenty-one and though she’d been drinking before then, she was so excited about her first legal Halloween that she got blackout drunk. Kinich was kind enough to agree to take her back beforehand, so she was never in danger. “Still,” she says, “we only have one spare, and Kachina gave it to Xilonen.”

“You gave me your key. I made a copy while you were asleep.”

“That is  not  giving you the key!!”

Kinich shrugs and waves his fork vaguely, as if to say,  Close enough.  “Can we get back to the part where I need to get less hot?”

“You don’t,” Kachina says firmly, looking over the kitchen counter again. “It’s not on  you  to make yourself less attractive. It’s on  them  for thinking they’re entitled to your time.”

Kinich looks up from his nearly empty plate of pancake soup and smiles a little. “Kachina, have I ever told you you’re my favorite person ever. You’re the best.”

“Rude,” Mualani tells him with a scoff. “I’m right here.”

Because Kinich is infuriatingly proper, he actually finishes his bite before defending himself. “I don’t even like you.”

Mualani scoffs. “You  love  me,” she says, like it’s an insult. “I’m your favorite person in the whole wide universe and you mentally thank me every night before you go to sleep for finding you hiding in a bush during freshman year and forcing you to become my friend.” And Kachina’s friend by extension, even though she was still in high school at the time.

“For the last time, I was only in there to get Ajaw back after he ran away. I’m not in the habit of leaf-diving.”

“Well even if you were I’d love you anyway.”

A clanging sound from the kitchen. Then, Kachina lights up in the doorway, brandishing the blue snowflake-patterned spatula in her hand like a weapon. “That’s it!”

Both of them stare at her. Kinich eats another very large bite of pancake soup.

“What,” Mualani says, because no one else is going to do it.

“The solution!” Kachina twirls the spatula around in her hand. “To Kinich’s problem. Oh, Mualani, I think your pancakes are ready!”

Kinich glances up. “Solution?”

“Uh huh,” Kachina says, carrying out the plate with Mualani’s lemon ricotta pancakes. She’s already piled strawberries on it, just the way Mualani likes. “If you don’t wanna get less hot, you just have to discourage people from interacting with you, right?”

Kinich looks skeptically at Mualani’s plate of pancakes. “…Did you burn those?”

Mualani is so ready to argue that she actually shoots to her feet. “They aren’t burnt!! Just because you don’t know what a  properly cooked pancake  looks like doesn’t mean you’re allowed to—to  insult  my poor darling Kachina! She did exactly what I asked her and I won’t have you slandering her in her own home!!”

Kinich’s mouth quirks up a little. “Oh, really? You assumed that ‘burn’ constitutes an insult, which means you  also  think pancakes should be cooked less. You’re already on my side.”

“WELL THESE AREN’T BURNT, ARE THEY YOU LITTLE—”

“You guys should kiss,” Kachina says very quickly, all in one breath.

Mualani blinks.

Kinich, having finished his own pancakes, steals a bite of Mualani’s. He makes a face and doesn’t go back for another.

“Um,” says Kachina, shifting on her feet a little. “Sorry if I, like, burnt them. I think they look alright.”

“No no, sweetheart, they’re perfect,” Mualani says, without once looking at the pancakes. “What the hell do you mean we should kiss?”

“You and Kinich.”

“I think I got that part,” Mualani tells her weakly.  “Why.” 

Kachina looks between both of them shiftily. She hesitates. “Well, because—”

“Obviously to ward off my admirers,” Kinich interrupts, as nonchalant as anything. “And your pancakes are way overcooked, by the way.”

Mualani glances down at her plate. The pancakes look perfect. She tries a bite nonetheless. “No, they’re just right,” she says. Then, once her brain catches up to her, “Wait, you mean you’d  do it??” 

“Do what, kiss you?” Kinich shrugs. “Yeah. It would probably help. Do you want to?”

If someone had set the entire room on fire, Mualani thinks she would reach approximately the same temperature as her face right now. “Sure,” she says, trying very, very hard not to sound too desperate. “Uh, when do you want to…?”

“Three p.m. on Friday,” Kinich says, all business. His face isn’t even flushed. “Statistically, the greatest number of people will be in the campus cafe then. You can make it there, right? It’s public, but doesn’t have connotations of intoxication. That leaves the fewest reasons to doubt our authenticity.”

He’s such a nerd. Mualani actually likes him so much. “Friday, three, campus cafe. Got it.”

“Okay,” says Kinich. “Thanks for the pancakes. Bye.”

Then he leaves through the front door. Mualani listens to it lock behind him and stares at the door for a solid thirty seconds. She’s not quite lost in thought. The opposite, in fact; she’s lost in thinking absolutely nothing at all.

“Are the pancakes okay?” Kachina asks, looking anxious.

Mualani forgot she had the plate at all. “Uh huh,” she says faintly. “The pancakes are great, Kachina. Just great.”

***

“We should kiss  now,”  says Mualani, apropos of nothing.

“What would be the point of kissing in private,” Kinich says flatly.

It’s Wednesday, which is their movie night. Kachina has a late-night lab, and Kinich’s roommates, Mavuika and Iansan, are out at a women’s student union board meeting. They have Kinich’s dorm to themselves. It’s an apartment-style dorm, with an en-suite bathroom and a kitchenette and a tiny living space and everything. Since it’s only the two of them, they’re sitting on Kinich’s bed instead of using Iansan’s flatscreen TV by the couch.

Maybe the proximity is what’s making Mualani a little stupid. Or maybe it’s the three massive iced coffees she downed about an hour ago to calm her nerves. Kachina keeps telling her that coffee isn’t good for mental acuity. Someday she’ll listen. That day is not today.

“Practice!” Mualani leans closer to him, widening her eyes in hopes of catching some of the light from Kinich’s laptop screen. Kinich hits pause, because he’s annoying like that—he won’t let a movie play if someone is talking over it. Something about appreciating cinema to its fullest. “If it’s in public, we can’t mess it up. They’ll think we’re faking it.”

“No they won’t. They’ll just think we’re bad kissers.”

This guy! Mualani rolls her eyes at the ceiling and says, “But I don’t  want  people to think I’m a bad kisser.”

“Then don’t kiss me badly,” Kinich says, like that solves everything. He hits play and goes back to watching the movie like nothing happened.

“But—”

Kinich hits the pause button with unnecessary force and sighs. “You’ve kissed people before, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So it won’t be a problem.”

“But it’s  you,”  Mualani says, a little helplessly. “I’ve never kissed  you.” 

Kinich looks at her oddly for just a second, then glances away just as quickly. “The mechanics are the same, no matter who it is. Stop worrying so much. If anything, people will think  I’m  the bad kisser and I’m dragging you down.”

Mualani frowns. “Why would they think that?”

“Because you’re—” Kinich motions wildly with his hands, conveying some complex emotion that Mualani can’t comprehend. Eventually he gives up with the gestures. “You know.”

Mualani tilts her head to the side.

“You seem like you’d be good,” Kinich says eventually, flushed in the dim laptop lighting. “At kissing.”

Mualani blinks several times in rapid succession, then looks anywhere but him. “Um, thanks.”

Silence for another couple moments.

Kinich clears his throat. “Let’s just watch the—”

“Yeah,” Mualani says quickly. Kinich hits play. She doesn’t register anything that happens for the entire rest of the movie, even though the first half was pretty interesting.

So. It’s going great.

***

In hindsight, a terrible kiss would have been much better.

Because now Mualani has to live with the knowledge of what Kinich looks like when he’s being kissed: wide-eyed with his lips parted, his breathing suddenly a little erratic, the gentleness of his hands on top of hers, encouraging her to hold his waist, which he called “one of his best features” when he was doing that attractiveness study in their sophomore year, and he let Mualani touch that feature,  encouraged  her to, and didn’t even protest when she leaned in for another kiss, a completely unnecessary second kiss that only—

Something green waves in front of her face. She squints at it. It’s about seventy-five percent of a cucumber.

“Mualani?” Kinich asks, looking a little amused. It’s in his hand. He’s the one waving it. “Are you paying attention?”

“Yeah,” she lies super smoothly, if she does say so herself. “Yeah, totally. You were saying something, right?”

Kinich sets down the cucumber with a sigh through his nose that’s halfway to a laugh. “I was saying that 4NEMO is disbanding.”

“WHAT?!”

“No.” Kinich chops the cucumber with a particularly brutal slice. “That was just to get your attention.”

Mualani slumps in relief. “Thank fuck. I would have actually cried. …Wait! That was pretty mean of you! Why would you do that to me??”

“It was funny.”

“It was  not,”  Mualani sniffs. “If 4NEMO disbanded I’d spend all my time making sad Teyblr posts about it. The only way you’d know I was alive was by the fourteen GIFs of Vigilant Yaksha I’d post every ten minutes. You’d miss me.”

“Only a little,” Kinich says neutrally. He doesn’t look up from his cutting board. “I was  actually  saying that the kiss didn’t help at all.”

Mualani frowns as she leans against the kitchenette counter. “But I thought no one would ask you out after that?”

“Worse,” Kinich says drily. “Now that they know kissing is on the table, even  more  people are interested. And some of them are even  messaging  me.”

“What, they saw us kissing and thought you’d kiss  anyone?”  Mualani grabs one of Kinich’s cucumber slices and munches on it dramatically. “I’m a little offended. I like to think I’m kind of a catch.”

“You are,” Kinich says. “Stop eating the cucumber. That’s for Ajaw.”

Mualani crunches harder out of spite.

Kinich heaves a sigh. “Fine. I’ll just feed him my fingers like I know he wants.”

“Ajaw doesn’t want to eat your fingers.”

Kinich looks at her darkly. “You don’t know that.”

Ajaw’s terrarium sits on the bottom of the bookshelf in the living space. Mualani walks over to him and crouches down, waving at him. “Hi, Ajaw.” The tiny tortoise stares at her impassively. He moves one foot. Mualani dangles her fingers into the terrarium, right in front of his face. He does absolutely nothing. “See? He doesn’t want to eat fingers.”

 “My  fingers,” Kinich specifies, like this changes anything. “He’s my evil overlord. He thinks that when I die, he’ll get to possess my dead body.”

Mualani looks at him from her crouched position on the floor, oddly charmed. She gives Ajaw the other half of the cucumber slice she was eating earlier.

“So,” Kinich says. “Clearly the kiss wasn’t enough.”

Mualani freezes with her hand still hovering over the terrarium. “Shouldn’t we, like, stop? If it didn’t work?”

At this, Kinich looks at her for a moment, as if considering her words. Then, slowly, he says, “I didn’t think you were a quitter.”

Mualani’s jaw drops in indignation. “Of course not!!”

The corner of Kinich’s mouth ticks up. “I thought not. You have to see this through, then.”

This is when Mualani realizes she’s been played. She’s so impressed by Kinich’s effortless manipulation that she doesn’t even feel mad about it.

“It’s not that the kiss didn’t get to enough people,” Kinich says, all business. “I saw images of us on Natlagram. Instead of focusing on publicizing more widely, we should focus on intimidating individuals who think they stand a chance.”

Mualani stands back up, considering. “How would we do that? I’m not usually with you when it happens.”

“Exactly,” Kinich says gravely. “So here’s the plan.”

***

Kachina looks at her with more skepticism than she does at Mualani’s oat milk in the fridge. “You’re picking up Kinich,” she repeats, sounding suspicious. “To go where?”

“To his dorm.”

“Which is only fifteen minutes away from campus.”

“Twenty minutes away, actually,” Mualani says brightly. “He’s locked in a bathroom stall on the third floor, so I’m gonna go pick him up from there and then we’ll walk to the bus! It’s all part of the plan. He won’t get accosted by anyone if I’m with him, so I have to walk him around campus all the time.”

Kachina makes a sound halfway between anguish and exasperation.  “This  is the plan you two came up with?”

“Yep!” Mualani fumbles with her keys, attaching them to the carabiner Kinich gave her. So everyone would know she was with him, he’d said. It makes her feel pretty cool, listening to it jingle from the waistband of her skirt every time she walks. “Well, mostly Kinich, but I helped.”

“I,” Kachina says wearily, “am never leaving you two alone again.”

Mualani frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’ll have you know we’re both loads more experienced than you. Our wisdom is unsurpassed!”

“Uh huh,” says Kachina, who is a meager nineteen to Mualani’s twenty-two and Kinich’s twenty-one, and therefore knows nothing of the world. “I’ll let you make our chore charts and keep track of all our groceries, then.”

“Nononono nevermind,” Mualani says immediately. “O great Kachina, thou art wise beyond thine years, and this lowly servant prostrates before thee, overlord of the household.”

Kachina giggles. Then, seeing Mualani by the door, she says slowly, “There’s a much easier solution to all this.”

Mualani perks up, curious. “What?”

“You could just date Kinich publicly.”

“I couldn’t do that,” Mualani says breezily. She, too, has thought of this solution, but came to the conclusion that it was implausible and maybe even downright cruel. “I don’t think Kinich should date someone he doesn’t like, even if it would help him avoid attention. It’s not nice to him.”

Silence.

“You know,” says Mualani awkwardly, to fill the quiet. “Because Kinich doesn’t have a crush on me.”

Kachina makes a sound like she’s choking.

Mualani turns back from the doorway. “Kachina! Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” Kachina sighs, rubbing her eyes. Then, quietly, “I think I might need a coffee.”

“Those don’t help with your mental acuity, you know,” Mualani calls, as she locks the door behind her.

***

The escorting is, to put it mildly, an utter failure.

Kinich still gets approached by no less than three people during the twenty-minute trip back. When he looks uncomfortable, Mualani interjects and says, “We’re going home and we’re in kind of a hurry.” This dissuades the first and second ones, which gives Mualani hope.

When the third one approaches them at the bus stop, she does the same. Instead of leaving them both alone, he offers to take Kinich back with him on his electric scooter. He even holds out his helmet for Kinich. Mualani thinks it’s kind of sweet, actually, and glances at Kinich to check if he’s interested, but the expression on his face is so distressed that Mualani instantly eliminates the romantic scooter ride back. “Um, not tonight,” Mualani says. “He’s not up for it. It’s okay, the bus is gonna be here in four minutes anyway.”

“Well, what about you?” the third guy asks, tilting his head with a grin. “You’re pretty good-looking too. I’m not a one-team player.”

Objectively, he’s kind of cute, with fluffy black hair and attractively neat stubble. Ordinarily Mualani would actually take a second to think about it before making her decision. But this time, she doesn’t even look at him. “No. I’m getting Kinich back. Have a good night.”

This gets him to leave. He accepts their dual rejection easily and waves goodbye as he rides off on his scooter. Mualani waves back. Kinich glares.

“You don’t need to look so pissed about it,” Mualani says, nudging his shoulder. “It was a nice offer, and he wasn’t mean when we said no.”

“You hesitated,” Kinich bites out. “When he asked if I wanted to—” He cuts himself off here and looks pointedly at the sidewalk beneath him.

Oh. This time Mualani doesn’t look at him either. “Well, I dunno. You like guys, right? He wasn’t bad looking, so I thought I’d check. You know.”

“And girls,” Kinich says quietly. “Both.”

“Yeah, I know. Me too. We’ve been over this, like, eighty times already.” Mualani flicks his nose gently with her neon blue fingernail. The polish is chipped, but she can’t be bothered to repaint them, not until at least one nail is completely devoid of color. “Isn’t that why we watch  Oath of Guili  every June? To thirst over Morax and Guizhong?”

Kinich huffs a laugh through his nose. “No. We watch it ‘cause it makes you cry.”

“Well it’s a  sad movie.” 

They’re silent for another few moments. The bus arrives, and they board. They sit in the back row, Kinich at the window and Mualani right next to him. Three empty seats lie to her left.

“I don’t want any of them,” Kinich says suddenly into the quiet hum of the bus. “The people who ask me out, I mean. You can tell them all no.”

Mualani looks at him, surprised. “But don’t you  want  to date someone? You dated in sophomore year after the hotness experiment. Wasn’t it fun?”

“Not really.” Kinich looks out the window, then pulls out his phone to have somewhere else to look. He tabs idly through his apps, not clicking on anything. Mualani doesn’t call him out.

“But why the blanket rejection?” she asks gently, once he shows no sign of elaborating.

“I don’t want them.”

Mualani frowns. She opens her big mouth to say something stupid, because she’s always saying something stupid, when—

“You should kiss me again.”

Mualani’s mouth clicks shut.

“Not right now, I mean,” Kinich says, still staring at his phone’s home screen. “It’s not nice to the other people on the bus. You can do it when we get to my apartment. Maybe outside the door, as a goodbye kiss.”

Mualani distinctly remembers Kinich telling her that another kiss wouldn’t help their situation. She thinks that if she kisses him again she might die from it. She looks at him—really looks at him, a long hard gander—puts aside her rational thoughts, and says, “Yeah, okay.”

“Okay,” Kinich echoes. He puts his phone back in his pocket. He spends the rest of the bus ride looking out the window. Mualani spends it looking at him.

***

In the hallway outside his dorm, Kinich hesitates, his keys hanging loosely in his hand. He looks at the doorknob, then at Mualani, then at the floor, then at the doorknob again.

Abruptly Mualani realizes what he’s waiting for. “Oh! I’m going inside,” she tells him. “So it’s not time for a goodbye kiss yet, since I’m not saying goodbye. You’re okay with letting me in, right? I thought I could say hi to Ajaw and study with you.”

Kinich releases an audible breath. “Okay. Good. Get in.”

Mualani beams. She follows him into the dorm.

“Good morning,” Iansan says from the kitchenette counter. She’s sitting on it, cross-legged, with her eyes fully closed.

“It’s like five in the afternoon,” Kinich tells her, taking off his shoes.

“Um,” says Mualani to announce her presence. “I don’t think you’re supposed to sit on that. It’s not stable, is it? And it’s not a very big counter?”

Iansan opens her eyes the barest fraction and peers down at her from her lofty position on the counter. “I am finding my inner peace.”

Mualani raises an eyebrow. “On the counter?”

“Yes.” With that, Iansan closes her eyes again and returns to her cross-legged posture.

“She does that,” Kinich says in an undertone. “Mavuika tried to get her into healing crystals and stuff but she ended up doing kitchen counter meditation instead. Don’t worry about it.”

Mualani wants to stare at her a little more, but gets the weird feeling that Iansan can tell when she’s looking, so she politely averts her eyes. Instead, she just follows Kinich into the bedroom, where he takes off his messenger bag and collapses into a boneless heap on his bed.

Oh. Mualani didn’t even consider how tiring all those interactions would be for him, even if she was able to handle most of the talking. “Hey,” she whispers, sitting down on the bed next to him. He hums into the comforter. “Are you okay?”

Kinich makes another noncommittal noise.

“You’re gonna smush your nose.”

“I don’t care,” Kinich scoffs, but turns over to lie down on his back instead. He’s lying diagonally so that his feet dangle off the edge of the bed, giving Mualani enough space to sit.

“Put your feet up,” Mualani tells him. “That doesn’t look comfortable.”

“Not enough space.”

Mualani sighs and drags his head onto her lap with a significant amount of force. Kinich yelps a little at the treatment, but finally does put his feet up on the bed so he’s fully supported. He stares at the ceiling and exhales, long and slow.

“No one’s mad at you,” Mualani says, leaning back against the wall. “No one cares that you don’t wanna date them. And if they  do  then they’re shitty people. Your life is your business.”

“I just feel like maybe it’s my fault,” Kinich mumbles. “I used to hook up kind of a lot. They don’t get that I want to stop.”

Mualani remembers those days. Back in their sophomore year, Mualani was trying anything and everything to avoid her crush on Kinich. She went to  frat parties,  for fuck’s sake. Then Kinich did his hotness study and she gave up. It was such a nerdy way to approach dating. He even made confidence intervals and bar graphs and shit and Mualani was so charmed that she realized, right then, it was him or nothing.

But the minute she realized that, so did everyone else.

Kinich had a few people in his corner before, but after he changed his clothes and his walk and took off his glasses, people who hadn’t given him a second glance before were all over him. It made her furious because none of them  really  liked him; they just liked his image. The worst part was that Kinich didn’t even care. Mualani used to tell him it was weird that they liked him all of a sudden when they didn’t before. Kinich would just look at her and say his study was working and that he had a date that night and she shouldn’t wait up.

Kinich huffs a dry, humorless laugh. “You think it’s my fault too, don’t you?”

Belatedly Mualani realizes she’s been quiet for too long. “No! Of course I don’t. Kachina was right: it’s  theirs  for demanding your time. You changed your mind. Everyone’s allowed to change their mind.”

“I didn’t change it.”

Mualani blinks. “But you stopped wanting to date people, right?”

Finally, Kinich tears his gaze from the ceiling to look at her. “I never wanted to date them in the first place. Why do you think I dumped them all after a couple weeks?”

 “You  dumped  them?”  Mualani asks, bewildered. She remembers each one of Kinich’s breakups, because he’d always come over to her place and eat all of her salt and vinegar chips. “I thought you were sad about getting broken up with??”

Kinich laughs with more humor this time. He’s even smiling, just a little. “No. I wasn’t sad. I just like salt and vinegar chips, and I wanted to see you.”

“Oh,” Mualani says, feeling a little silly. She adjusts her legs, trying to regain some circulation, and Kinich sits up, propping himself against the wall next to her. They look at the other side of the room, and sit in the quiet together. It’s oddly comfortable.

After a while Kinich gets up and stretches his arms above his head. “I should study,” he says. “I have a CS61B test tomorrow. It’s in Java and I keep messing up variable declarations in Java because Python is simpler.”

Mualani grins. “Nerd.”

Kinich rolls his eyes at her. “You didn’t even bring your notebooks, did you?”

“Everything is on the internet these days, grandma.” Mualani pulls out her phone. “I have everything I need right here.”

“Uh huh,” Kinich says, smiling as he pulls out his computer science notebook. Who writes down code in a notebook? It’s literally about computers?? Mualani thinks he’s adorable. “See how long it takes you to get distracted. I bet fifteen minutes.”

“What?” Mualani scoffs. “No way. Thirty at least.”

It only takes ten minutes before Mualani gives up on reading her textbook PDF and starts learning a new dance instead. Kinich props his chin in his hand and watches her copy moves from her phone in the cramped space of his dorm. She messes up the footwork four times in a row.

By the time Mualani has finally finished learning the dance, and filmed a successful run of the entire thing, including the lip-sync at the beginning, Kinich has finished his review and moved on to doodling with a black pen. Mualani leans over to look at what he’s drawing, and—

“Why are you drawing squares??”

“They’re good squares,” Kinich says, like this explains anything. “Look at those ninety degree angles. That’s all freehand. Most people wouldn’t even come  close  to this.”

Mualani giggles. “Let me try.” When Kinich hands her the pen, she draws a heart. It’s lopsided and uneven and not even remotely square.

“See,” Kinich says flatly. “That isn’t anywhere close to ninety degrees. What did I say?”

Mualani cackles. “You,” she accuses, trying to glare at him through a grin, “are the funniest person I know. And I know a lot of people.”

Kinich looks at her for a long, long moment. His eyes are intense through the lenses of his glasses. He doesn’t ever wear those in public. Mualani doesn’t understand why; they make him exponentially hotter. How did his study not find that?

The sound of the door makes them both jump.

“Rejoice, peasants, your savior is home,” Mavuika declares, twirling through the living room. Then, catching sight of Mualani through the doorway, she pauses. “Oh, hi.”

“Hi,” Mualani says, waving. “I’m just gonna say hi to Ajaw, and then I’m going back. Kachina wants me to help make dinner.”

“That’s ‘The Great and All-Powerful Dragon Lord K’uhul Ajaw’ to you,” Mavuika sniffs. “Oh, and could you bring this to Kachina?” She hands Mualani a small, round stone that glows orange. “It’s a sleep aid. Just put it by her pillow.”

“Shhh,” Iansan tells her. Has she been sitting on the counter this whole time? “I’m trying to reach true inner peace and connect with the deeper self.”

“I think your sense of self is plenty deep,” Mavuika says, but obligingly lowers her voice.

Mualani says goodbye to Ajaw quickly—”See? He doesn’t want to eat my fingers. You’re just being weird.”—and waves goodbye to Mavuika and Iansan as she steps out. Kinich follows her out. The door clicks shut behind him quietly. Mualani’s heart thunders in her ears.

“Well,” she says, suddenly a little out of breath. “Um. Goodbye…?”

Kinich waits for five seconds in silence. Then, when she doesn’t move, he says, “You don’t have to. If you don’t want to. I just thought it would be nice. It’s not goodbye for long, anyway. I’m still coming over for lunch tomorrow. It’s fine either way if you don’t—”

Mualani shuts him up with a kiss. It’s brief, barely anything, just a quick press of their lips together before she steps back again.

Kinich’s expression changes from startled to pleased quickly. “Is that all?” he asks, eyebrows raising into his bangs.

Mualani plants her hands on her hips. “Look at this man,” she says to the empty hallway. “So demanding. He hasn’t even brought me flowers and paid for my groceries yet.”

Those seem like good parting words. Confident that she’s won this battle, Mualani walks off as dramatically as possible, and doesn’t let herself start giggling and kicking her feet until she’s at least partially out of sight in the stairwell.

***

The next day finds Mualani waiting by the door for their lunch delivery to arrive. Kachina said it was her turn to cook, but Mualani didn’t want to, so she ordered arroz con mariscos and quinoa chaufa with fried eggs. Kachina glared at her a little, but then realized she would be getting mussels and quickly changed her tune. When the doorbell rings, she thinks it’s going to be their order.

It is not. It is a mountain of pink and green flowers with Kinich behind them.

“What!!” Mualani takes the flowers from him as quickly as she can, hefting them out of his arms. It takes both hands to carry them all. “What the hell is all this for, huh? This was probably more than my lunch order for all three of us!”

Kinich, instead of responding, holds out two tote bags from his shoulders.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mualani says. “Don’t tell me those are more flowers? What if Kachina was allergic? What would you do then?”

“I’m not allergic to flowers,” Kachina says from behind her. Mualani jumps. When did she get there? “I’m only allergic to pineapple and Red 40.”

Kinich pushes both bags towards her, and she takes them, a little bewildered. “Well, the bags don’t have flowers,” he says. “Now let me in. It’s windy.”

Kachina takes the flowers from her. Mualani steps aside so he can come in, then peers into the bags curiosity. Inside is… fruit? Mualani frowns. She takes out the package of raspberries, and then a package of blackberries, and then a package of strawberries. Underneath them is a carton of oat milk, her favorite brand, next to Kachina’s two-percent cow’s milk. The other bag contains cucumber, spinach, bok choy, jicama, and a bag of grainfruit chips.

“Kinich,” she says slowly, as she unloads the last item from the bags. “You bought groceries? Our favorites?”

Kinich turns a little red. “Yeah,” he says. “Let me help you put them in the fridge.”

“Wait!” Mualani scrunches her eyebrows at him. “You always complain about how expensive our berries are. And you got organic ones. Aren’t these, like, six dollars a box?”

“The blackberries were on sale,” Kinich says, which does not answer her question at all.

She frowns judgmentally at the assortment of vegetables. “And why’d you get these? You know I don’t like most vegetables.”

“But you like cucumber and bok choy.”

Defeated, Mualani just huffs.

Kachina calls over to them from the living room. “What do you think of this?”

When Mualani glances over, she has the flowers in an oversized glass jar, bursting out with such liveliness that they radiate cheer all over their coffee table. Mualani’s heart feels full when she looks at them, like the joy contained inside it is going to burst out at any moment.

“It looks amazing,” she says, giving Kachina a smile. “I love pink and green.”

Kinich actually smiles, without even looking smug about it or anything. “I thought you’d like them.”

Mualani makes the fatal mistake of making eye contact with a smiling Kinich and almost drops the oat milk carton on the floor. Kinich looks at her curiously. Her face flares hot and she grins at him, feeling a little embarrassed. “Not that I don’t really love flowers,” she says, “but why did you get all these?”

Kinich inhales. He opens his mouth. The doorbell rings.

Mualani bursts out laughing.

“Oh!” Kachina rushes over to the door. “Um, I think that’s the delivery?” She opens the door, and the sounds of muffled conversation with the delivery person filter into the kitchen.

“Sorry for laughing,” Mualani says, bumping her shoulder into his. “It was a little funny though, you have to admit.”

“You said you wanted flowers and groceries,” Kinich blurts, out of nowhere. “So I bought them for you. Because you like strawberries, and Kachina likes raspberries, and I like blackberries. Maybe that was presumptuous of me, buying the things I like just to put them in your apartment. But I wanted to be here. I always want to be here. You’re my best friend and I love you. That wasn’t what I was supposed to say. I meant to just say the last part. I love you.”

Mualani gapes at him, stunned.

“It’s probably too soon for that. We’ve only been dating for two weeks. The median time to think about love is three months into the relationship. I should have waited for the three month mark so I wouldn’t seem too crazy. God, I’m an outlier now. I’m a fucking outlier.”

“You,” says Mualani, very slowly. “Love. Me. Romantically.” Then, once the rest of his words have caught up to her, “Wait. WE’VE BEEN DATING??”

“Yes. To both counts.”

“Why did no one  tell me???” 

“Um,” says Kachina. Her arms are full of takeout containers that smell fantastic. “I’m pretty sure I did?”

“You did  not,”  Mualani accuses, still reeling. “When??”

“I think I told you that you could date him publicly and it would solve the problem…”

Kinich raises an eyebrow at her and says, “Yeah, that implies we were already dating privately. That one’s on you, Mualani.”

“But—” She looks helplessly at Kinich. “You never told me!”

“I asked you to kiss me in private. Because I  wanted  you to.”

Mualani actually has a hard time disputing that one. “But!!” she says. “I’ve been flirting with you for  three years  and you’ve never done anything before now!!”

Silence. Kachina opens a takeout container. Seafood-scented steam wafts up from it.

“You flirt with everyone,” Kinich tells her, his voice flat. “You flirted with  three  TAs in freshman year alone.”

“But that was to get better grades,” she protests weakly, which in retrospect sounds like kind of a bad argument. “Anyway, maybe I’m just stupid, okay? Let me be stupid.”

“You’re not stupid,” Kinich tells her. “You’re really smart, actually. That’s why I like you.”

Mualani pouts at him. “What about my charming sense of humor and my winning smile?”

“UM,” says Kachina very loudly, interrupting them. “I’m going to eat now. If you want to keep doing this that’s cool but please let me eat in peace.”

Mualani laughs. “It’s fine, Kachina. I think we’re just about done, anyway. That smells great!”

“We weren’t done,” Kinich points out, even as he sits down next to Kachina. “I was still telling you about how much I like your charming sense of humor and your winning smile.”

Mualani throws her head back and laughs. Kachina, looking resigned, eats her mussels and rice.

***

“So if we were dating the whole time,” Mualani says two days later, in the campus cafe. She’s drinking an iced pumpkin caramel oat milk latte with foam on top. “Why did you never post silly pictures of me with heart emojis as captions? Or send me good morning texts at whatever stupid early time you get up? Or send me thirst trap selfies?”

Kinich takes a long sip of his drink—cold brew coffee, no milk, no sugar, nothing—and says, “I didn’t know you liked those things.”

“Of  course  I like those things,” Mualani tells him very earnestly. “I’m super corny, can’t you tell? I even changed your contact name yesterday.” She turns her phone proudly to display Kinich’s new name:  Sweetiepie pookiebear <3 <3 <3. 

Kinich looks at it for half a second before he looks up. “I hate it.”

Mualani shrugs and hands her phone over. “Okay. Make it whatever you like.”

Kinich types. He hands back her phone. It now reads:  Kinich Malipo.  Capitalization and all.

“Nooo,” Mualani groans. “I can’t go around with your full government name in my phone. That’s so stupid.”

Kinich takes the phone back. This time, when he hands it back, it reads:  Kinich Umoja. 

Mualani takes one look at it and flushes bright red. “Yeah, okay,” she says, higher than usual. “We can keep that one.”

Kinich looks pleased with himself. He hides his smile into his coffee.

“What about the pictures, though?” Mualani reminds him. “And the good morning texts? And the thirst trap selfies?”

“You never did that with your previous partners.”

Mualani rolls her eyes. “Obviously! I didn’t like them enough. They weren’t  you.  I didn’t want someone  else  sending me thirst trap selfies. But yours would be alright.”

Kinich stares at her over the rim of his coffee cup. He takes another sip, smaller this time. Some of the coffee clings to his lip.

“Lemme get that for you,” Mualani says, and reaches across the table to wipe her thumb across his mouth.

Kinich gives her a small, exasperated smile. “You think I’m hot?”

“Me and everyone else,” Mualani mutters, looking darkly at some undeserving cafe patron to their left. “I swear, after that stupid hotness study you did, everyone was all over you. Why did you do that if you didn’t want to date, anyway?”

“I did want to date. I wanted to date  you.” 

Mualani blinks. “Oh. Wait, really? Even back then?”

Kinich nods.

“But I was so annoying back then! I bothered you every day after class. I kept asking for your notes even though I had my own. I always partnered myself with you in groups. I talked so much that you probably got sick of me.”

“That was why I liked you.”

Mualani blinks. Her thumb is still stained with Kinich’s coffee. She licks it off her finger. It’s a lot less cute than she thought it would be. “Your coffee tastes like ass,” she tells him, matter-of-fact.

“I wanted you to like me,” Kinich says in a rush. “That was why I did that study. I was trying to catch your eye somehow. But then I ignored all of my own advice around you. I wore my glasses and nerded out and shit. It didn’t work at all.”

“But that  is  sexy,” Mualani says, a little clueless. “Have I not told you how much I like your glasses? You look like a hot professor or something. And I could listen to you nerd out all day. Dude, when you told me about how to get hotter, all serious, I was actually so mad about how much I liked it.”

Kinich reaches down for his coffee and misses entirely, hand hitting the table. “You  like  my glasses?”

“I like  you,”  Mualani corrects. “I like that you’re smart and full of yourself and sarcastic and nice. …The glasses are a bonus though.”

“Uh huh,” Kinich says, grinning as he slips out his glasses case and unfolds the frames, putting them on. “My vision is getting worse anyway. You think I should start wearing them around?”

“Yes,” Mualani says immediately. “And you should wear whatever’s comfortable, instead of those fucking compression shirts, ‘cause I know they make your arms look good but you  really  don’t need to wear them all the time, I’ll lose my mind.”

“Oh, these are actually really comfortable. Not too hot, and they pack down well for travel.”

Mualani says a silent farewell to her remaining sanity.

“You should take a photo of me,” Kinich says offhandedly. “And post it on Natlagram. With all those emojis you were talking about.”

Mualani actually makes a little shriek of joy as she whips out her phone. “Oh my god!! Okay, so I’m thinking eight yellow hearts, eight green hearts—you like green, right?—then twelve blue hearts and sixteen pink ones. No, seventeen pink. And then two pink with a sparkle on them. And then I can write ‘Pookiewookiekins boyfriend beloved’ and put twenty-two more hearts.”

“That is the worst thing you’ve ever suggested,” Kinich says. “And you once suggested that I pour hot sauce on the thumbnail I tore off.”

Okay, well. This  is  the guy who put his full government name in Mualani’s phone. It makes sense that he’d be no fun. “Twenty heart emojis total,” she compromises. “And I’ll just say ‘the best boyfriend’ and call it a day.”

“You only found out that we were dating two days ago.”

“And?” Mualani says, crossing her arms with a lofty pout. “You’ve already surpassed all your competition. In two days you’ve accomplished what no one else could, and made me actually like you.”

“Wow,” Kinich says drily. “High praise.”

She takes this as tacit agreement, and types out her caption on the photo. “Okay,” Mualani sings. “Posted!”

She hands her phone to Kinich. He looks at the photo approvingly. Well, she thinks it’s approving at least, because he smiles slightly. He doesn’t even have to squint to read the caption, thanks to his glasses.

Mualani beams at him as she finishes off the last of her latte. “Good, right?”

“That’s twenty-one hearts,” Kinich says. “I counted.”

Mualani sighs, overflowing with fondness. “I knew you would,” she tells him, feeling more than a little charmed. “The extra heart is because I like you too much for twenty hearts to contain. Um, and also because you’re twenty-one years old. And because nine plus ten is twenty-one.”

Kinich takes out his own phone and opens Natlagram to like the post. “Stick to one reason in the future. It’s more believable that way.”

“Okay, yeah,” Mualani admits. “I just added another one for fun. But you like fun! You think I’m great. You  liiiike  me. Oh my god.”

“Yeah,” says Kinich. “I do.”

Underneath her post, he posts a comment: twenty-two heart emojis.
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