


FALL





FALL
T.A. Noonan
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5

 The boyfriend and I meet at a late showing of Ever 

After. Our separate friends, somehow connected, in-
troduce us. He is from a small town. He says “wash” 

with an accent, so it sounds like “warsh.” He is Baptist. He 
has shoulder-length blond hair. We sit next to each other. 
As Drew Barrymore cries thirty feet overhead, I take his 
hand. I do not mean anything by it. But he is old-fashioned 
and believes it is courtship. When I do not call, he tells our 
mutual friends that I confuse him. His mistake charms 
me. I think, How does a boy in 1998 think holding hands is 

dating? I dream about touching his hair. Then I remember 
my ex-boyfriend, who raped me less than a month ago. We 
had been listening to The Cure. I want something safe. I do 
not want to ruin something good. When the boyfriend calls 
again, I tell him I want to be his girlfriend.
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 My roommate is Amy. This is not the first time 
we’ve lived together. We have history—boarding 
school, anime club, the secret click of a Game Boy 

beneath her graduation gown. She has piercings and tattoos, 
wallet chains and dyed hair, a brown belt in karate and more 
than a dozen black t-shirts. I keep my little cauldron and 
books on witchcraft and Wicca on my side of the room, 
broomstick skirts and Birkenstocks in the closet. She sleeps 
on the bottom bunk because she is afraid of falling out of 
bed. We both dream to the Beetlejuice soundtrack.
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 The boyfriend has two roommates. One is Francisco, 
who goes by Frank. The other roommate is terribly 
skinny, tall, in his mid-twenties. When I ask why he 

is still in college, the roommate says he dropped out to take 
care of his family and just returned to school. We all take 
turns playing Soul Blade. I do not know the game—neither 
the one in my hands, nor the one where the roommate 
brushes my bare foot when the boyfriend is not looking.
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 The roommate and I have lunch together when I 
cannot have lunch with the boyfriend. We are never 
alone. There is always a cache of friends between us. 

Sometimes he brings his calculus homework. We discuss 
differential equations, as if this is what friends normally do. 
When I grab his textbook to look at a formula, he touches 
my hand and says, “You’re better at this than I expected.” I 
ask if it’s because I’m a girl. “No, it’s just that you’re good at 
everything.” I do not believe him. No one knows I am failing 
chemistry.
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 Sometimes, the boyfriend and I meet at the library. 
Sometimes, the dorm. I like being seen with him. We 
do not talk religion. He does not believe what I believe. 

We do talk about music, though. Like everyone else here, he 
has both Are You with Me? and Deluxe. I say that I must have 
skipped the part of freshman orientation where they handed 
out Cowboy Mouth and Better Than Ezra CDs. He also owns 
everything Weird Al has ever recorded and albums by every 
artist Al has ever parodied. Frank and Amy both say the 
boyfriend has an impressive collection for a country boy. I 
borrow several CDs. I listen but do not dream to them. They 
keep me company when he’s in class, when I’m pretending 
to work. Really, all I do is make soundtracks for our dates. 
The number of wrestling theme songs and party anthems 
surprises me.
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 I barely know this campus. I know Allen Hall, land of English. 
Prescott Hall, papered in multilingual flyers. Coates Hall, 
home to computer labs and blowjob scandals. Lockett and 

Choppin, where I should be studying calculus and chemistry, 
but usually don’t. There are a couple of other buildings 
I know—the boyfriend’s dorm, my dorm, the Union, the 
Honors College, the houses on Greek Row with white-
washed columns. When the roommate asks if I’ve taken the 
tour, I tell him I skipped that part of orientation, too. “Did 
you even go?” he asks. I did, but only long enough to get the 
bag of free stuff, which was mostly toothpaste, tampons, and 
koozies. Frank tells me the guys got free condoms. I say that 
this is sexist, and I mean it. I’ve heard that there are free 
condoms at the clinic, but I don’t know where that is, either.
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 Amy has early classes. I don’t. Most nights, I stay 
up. The boyfriend is responsible, goes to bed 
by midnight. He also has early classes. I’m not 

allowed to sleep over, so I hang out in the lobby. One night, 
the roommate joins me, suggests we take a walk. “Let me 
show you the campus, give you a real tour.” We go to Mike 
the Tiger’s habitat, which looks so small from the sidewalk.  
I wonder if it’s big to him, like elementary schools to children. 
Mike shuffles from one side to the other, his stripes muted 
by the sodium lamps. The roommate laughs at the way I 
circle the tiger. “Are you stalking him?” Perhaps. “Have you 
ever seen him before?” Only in pictures. “You up for one 
more stop? I know a place with a great view.” I feel eyes focus 
on me, my view, the quiet marvel of my body moving in the 
dark.
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 We sit on the roof of a building. We are not 
supposed to be here. But I can see almost the 
entire campus, the blaze of stadium lights, the 

soft glow of distant dorm windows. It is beautiful, and I say 
so. “You’re beautiful, you know,” the roommate says. “You 
should be my girlfriend.” His voice is soft, but confident. 
Strong. I thank him for the compliment, his friendship. Say 
that I’m happy with the boyfriend I have. Smile. He touches 
my shoulder, brushes his lips against my ear. “I’m not used 
to not getting what I want.” He pushes me back. I collapse 
into gravel, dried tar. “Ah, fuck it.” He unbuckles his jeans. 
Tears open a condom. Forces my legs open.
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 I remember how, when I was sixteen, a car hit me as I rode 
my bike home from school. I landed in a gravel pit. The 
impact knocked the wind out of me, lodged gravel in my 

arm. I still have the scars.
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 It was nothing like this.
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 I am quiet at lunch. The boyfriend asks if I’m okay. I want  
to say I took nine showers this morning and still feel dirty. 
That I threw out my underwear from last night. Instead, 

I blame chemistry. He has a class, so we walk across cam-
pus. The roommate comes out of a nearby building, offers 
to escort me back. The boyfriend thanks him for taking care 
of me. As we cross the Quad, the roommate takes my hand. 
I yank it away. “Don’t be like that.” I start to cry. “No one 
will believe you if you say anything. Everyone knows what a 
fucking slut you are. If you want to stay with him, you’ll do 
what I say.” And so I let him lead me back to the cafeteria, 
where I buy him lunch and sit silently as he reaches under 
the table to stroke my thighs.
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 The roommate calls, asks to borrow my computer. 
He needs me to sign him in. I go, write my name 
next to his in the visitor logs. The girl behind the 

desk, Judith, drinks a Big Peach. She buys them from the 
basement Coke machine when she works the lobby. The 
roommate follows me to my dorm. Amy is in biology lab. He 
sits down for a moment. Sticks a disk in the drive. Stands. 
“No one is here.” He pushes me to the wall between the sink 
and the beds. Pins my arms. “This is no good,” he says. That’s 
when he notices the duct tape under the sink. He lets me go 
to pick it up. Run, I think—but where can I run if I’m in 
my own room? All I can do is drop my arms. He grabs them 
again. Tapes my wrists above my head. Throws the roll back 
under the sink, knocking over the Windex. “That’s better,” 
he says. Yanks my skirt and underwear down. Thrusts three 
fingers inside.
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 Every day is this: I go to class or don’t. I see the boy-
friend. We hang out, sometimes make out. We don’t 
have sex. At some point, the roommate finds me. Some-

times he hangs out with both of us, but we always end up 
alone. I resist. He reminds me what a slut I am. Then he 
fucks me with his hands, his dick. We never kiss, though 
he sometimes mashes his mouth against my neck when 
he comes, breathes how much he loves having me. That I 
must enjoy this, or I would have stopped it. I start to believe 
him. No one would tolerate this unless there was something 
wrong with them.
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 Judith and I become friends. We talk geology, anime, front 
desk gossip. She has a theory: people who come from 
having sex in the dorms always have perfect clothes but 

messy hair, as if they forgot that one detail when cleaning 
up. I ask if I ever have messy hair. It sounds like a joke, but 
I worry that she might know. “No, your hair always looks 
nice.” She smiles. “If you’re sleeping with your boyfriend, 
you’ve gotta be doing it in his room.”
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 For once, I go to chemistry. I see a mohawked guy two 
rows up. He draws on his jeans with a Sharpie. The legs 
are covered in tribal vines and thorns. After class, I 

catch up with him, note his animal skull necklace, like him 
instantly. He introduces himself as Lukas. We grab a late 
snack and talk. I find out he’s Polish, made his necklace from 
a salvaged cat skull, lives next door to the boyfriend, the 
roommate, and Frank. “Come over, then,” he says. “We’re 
practically neighbors.”
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 Like the boyfriend, Lukas also lives with two roommates. 
One is Justin, a programmer I’ve seen in my boyfriend’s 
classes. The other is Francisco, who goes by Cisco. They 

play Dungeons and Dragons, their d20s clattering around a 
stolen lunch tray. “Welcome to the Batcave,” says Justin. I 
ask why it’s the Batcave. “Because it’s dark in here,” he says. 
“Like my soul,” Lukas adds.  Everyone laughs.  When I excuse 
myself to pee, I discover they share a bathroom with my boy-
friend and his roommates. I wonder how I never noticed. 
The bathroom. The door. The kindred behind it. After a few 
hours of dice rolling, I ask to visit again. “Anytime,” says 
Justin. “Just knock from the bathroom. Convenient, huh?”
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 The boyfriend helps me sneak into his room. No one 
else is there. We sleep together, fully clothed. I wake 
up, find that the roommate has returned. He watches 

me rise, shuffle to the bathroom. As I turn on the shower 
and lock the door to Lukas’s room, he joins me. Drops his 
pants. “Suck it,” he says. I refuse, citing the boyfriend in one 
room, the neighbors in the other. He grabs my hair, pries my 
mouth open with his fingers, pushes me onto the cold tile. I 
decide, as I gag on him, that it’s better if I stop fighting. My 
knees are bruised. No one will believe me anyway.



22

 “No one will believe you if you say anything.”
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 I don’t know what happens next. There is leaving, this I am 
sure of. I think I go back to my room. I think Amy is there, 
and she’s listening to Disintegration by The Cure. She 

doesn’t know I hate that album. It makes me cry, and now it 
makes me cry harder than ever. Not because it reminds me 
of the ex-boyfriend, but because his refusal to stop seems like 
romance. This is the only clear thought I have: What the ex-
boyfriend—Shawn, his name was Shawn—did was easy. His 
push past no was a one-time thing, almost forgivable. It was 
something to survive, something I could survive. Nothing 
like this. Or maybe it was something I didn’t survive, and it 
was exactly like this. I think that’s when I tell Amy what’s 
happening with the roommate. And when I say my boyfriend 
doesn’t know, I think she says, “He needs to know what 
you’re going through.”



24

 So I do. I tell him on the patio that runs between my 
dorm, East Laville, and the matching men’s dorm, West 
Laville. I chain unfiltered Camels and Djarum Blacks, 

prop myself against a wall. I need it to help me stand. At 
first, he doesn’t believe me. He asks why I didn’t stop it. He 
begs me to tell him that I just cheated on him. But I didn’t. I 
wish it were that easy. He is angry and wants to confront the 
roommate. I don’t want to face anyone—not my boyfriend, 
not the roommate, and certainly not the nameless students 
who stagger past as we cry together.



25

 Frank is there when we face the roommate, who loun-
ges on his bed like an overfed cat. My boyfriend asks, 
“What did you do with my girlfriend?” The roommate 

laughs. “So, you know,” he says. He is casual, bemused. Says 
how good I felt. Sighs. “It’s a shame you haven’t fucked 
her yet.” I begin to scream. I can’t help it, even though I don’t 
want to do this in front of other people. The Batcave boys 
emerge from the bathroom. I’m attracting a crowd. I look at 
the roommate. For the first time, I can give words and voice 
to this.



26

 “You raped me.”



27

 He grins. “And you loved every minute of it.”



28

 I am rarely graceful, but in this moment, I discover the ele-
gance that rage inspires. I step forward, lift my right foot, 
slide off my Birkenstock, and swing it across his face in one 

fluid movement. He buckles into a pillow. I continue to beat 
him with the sandal, wailing louder and louder with each 
strike. The boyfriend pulls me away. I freeze. Stare at the 
roommate and his red face. Feel the ghost of fingers on my 
arms. Across my lips. Between my legs. The violence of it 
all overcomes me. I drop the shoe, bolt to the shared bath-
room, vomit into the toilet. Justin puts a soft hand on my 
shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get you out of there.”



29

 For the next several hours, I stay in the Batcave. 
Frank’s the first to join us, then the boyfriend. I cry so 
much, my eyes swell shut. Justin puts Magic Knight 

Rayearth on in the background, and we talk about CLAMP 
and video games. Lukas makes me a CD of Godspeed You 
Black Emperor! and Opeth songs. Cisco and Frank discuss 
painful revenge tactics to employ against the roommate. 
The boyfriend holds me in silence, lets others do the work 
of distraction. When visiting hours end, he walks me back 
to my dorm. Kisses me on the cheek. I stay outside, smoke 
the last of my Camels, go back to my room. Amy is asleep. 
I quietly grab my towel and pajamas, go to the communal 
showers, stand under the hot water until my fingers plump 
and my eyes open again.



30

 I have to find the clinic. The boyfriend insists that I be tested 
for STIs. I feel like a leper. I don’t want to admit that I’ve 
found a sore between my legs. The clinic is on the edge of 

campus, far from any place I know. The rumors are true. 
There is a large bowl of condoms in the waiting area. By 
the time I make it to the exam room, I’ve already had blood 
drawn and peed into a cup. The gynecologist enters. He 
is very old with hands like baseball gloves. He takes out a 
speculum, K-Y Jelly. I mention the sore. My cheeks are so 
hot. He nods, helps prop my feet in the stirrups, carefully 
spreads my legs. “Oh, it’s just an ingrown pubic hair that got 
infected,” he says. “Nothing to worry about. We’ll take care 
of it after your Pap smear.” I try not to squirm as the metal 
enters me and, later, when he lances the boil. This is better 
than the alternative.
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 Every test comes back negative. The boyfriend is happy, 
says he knew I’d be okay. He no longer talks to the 
roommate. Word is, the roommate is looking for a new 

place to live. I can’t go to the boyfriend’s room anymore, so 
we hang out either in my room or the Batcave. The boyfriend 
proposes that we go out on a real date. He has a surprise 
for me. After dinner at Copeland’s, he takes me on a walk 
through campus, leads me to a rooftop. That rooftop. There 
is a thick blanket spread across the surface and a small 
bouquet of roses at its center. He’s obviously been here 
already. “I wanted to help you forget what happened,” he 
says as he lays me down. In spite of the blanket, the gravel 
pokes me in the back. This is the first time we have sex. 
When he enters me, it hurts.
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 Because Judith is working the desk, I buy her a Big 
Peach. Turns out she’s not on duty for much longer. 
She mentions going to Walmart to pick up a twelve-

pack, among other things. I ask to go with her. “Sure,” she 
says. “I’m parked in the Double-Rape Lot. You mind walking 
that far?” I’ve never heard the term. As we leave, she explains 
that there are three designated parking lots for our area. 
All of them are poorly lit. The first is called the Rape Lot, 
because they say a girl will be raped in the dark on the way 
to her car. The second is the Double-Rape Lot, where a new  
attacker will rape the girl again. The third and furthest is the 
Forced-Blow-Job Lot. “You can figure out the rest,” she says. 
It’s hard to gauge her feelings. She smiles, but I don’t think 
she finds it funny. I know she knows I don’t. I ask if they’ve 
thought about more security or better lighting. “It comes 
up at almost every Residential Life meeting. There’s never  
enough money in the budget.”
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 The roommate moves out, and we celebrate with a 
low-key party. The Batcave is invited. The doors be- 
tween rooms stay open, except when someone uses 

the bathroom. Everyone plays video games, watches Monty 
Python, talks about D&D. The boyfriend looks a little 
uncomfortable but joins in when the conversation turns 
to music. I end up sharing a pack of cloves with Courtney, 
Frank’s girlfriend, on my boyfriend’s bed. We’re not supposed 
to smoke indoors. She says she’s known the roommate for  
a while. He put the same moves on her once. He has a new 
girlfriend. She is almost sixteen, homeschooled, legally 
blind. She’s starting college in the spring. “He’s a predator,” 
Courtney says. “He’ll never change.”



34

 This is how weakness feels.



35

 The boyfriend and I continue to date throughout the 
fall and into the spring. We are happy. We love each 
other. We eat lunch together almost every day. Most 

of the time, I surround us with our friends from the Batcave. 
Our crew grows. We talk roleplaying games, computers, 
British comedy, anime, music, school. The boyfriend plays 
along but focuses his attention on me, for the most part. I 
am meeting people, laughing. I am doing well in my classes. 
I start to talk about marrying the boyfriend, tell him I won’t 
take his last name. “Why?” he asks. I say it’s because the 
combination of my first name and his last name sounds silly. 
It does. But the real reason is because I don’t want to be 
known by his name. For the first time in a long time, I am 
comfortable with my own.
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 The roommate’s girlfriend is in my figure drawing 
class. Even though she’s legally blind, her work is 
incredible. We get along. I find out that she lives with 

the roommate off-campus. I can’t believe her parents would 
agree to this, but she says they like him. She knows nothing 
of my history with him. What could I say that wouldn’t hurt 

her? I think. We share a set of charcoals, sketch the lanky 
model posed on a sheet-draped chair. She tells me what a 
cool boyfriend I have. I have no idea she’d met him. “Oh, we 
see him all the time. He’s always visiting.” Her eyes are on 
the model. She can’t see my color drain, knuckles whiten. 
I force a laugh, thankful we’re using compressed charcoal 
today. If it were vine, it would crumble between my thumb 
and forefinger as I squeezed. She would notice that.



37

 The boyfriend admits it without hesitation, as if he 
sees nothing wrong with rekindling his friendship 
with the roommate. “We understand each other,” he 

says. “He likes the same things I like.” He admits that our 
friends are really my friends; he has little in common with 
them. He wants to hang out with the roommate instead. He 
sees nothing wrong with that. I end our relationship that 
night.
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 My friends spend the next three years running in-
terference for me. They find out the roommate’s 
schedule, help me plan around it. They’re very 

good at avoiding him, and they make me very good at it,  
too. We only see him once. He finds us at the cafeteria, 
approaches the table with his girlfriend, leers at me while 
discussing the latest program he’s working on. After he 
leaves, I spend forty minutes crying, the next two months 
eating at the cafeteria on the other side of campus.
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 I get better, or at least I think I do. I change majors. Move 
out of the dorms. Work a few part-time jobs. Lose track of 
the number of men and women I fuck. Get counseling. Start 

taking Celexa, then Prozac. Lose my shit over rheumatoid 
arthritis commercials and a tube of toothpaste. Decide to 
wean myself off the drugs. Tell myself it will improve my 
writing. Date my best friend from high school. Get engaged 
to my best friend from high school. Have my tires slashed, 
my car vandalized. Officiate a Pagan hand-fasting. Graduate. 
Take a year off. Work. Move away. Go to grad school. Make 
friends who don’t have to hide me. Break up with my best 
friend from high school. Develop a drinking problem. Get 
more counseling. Move again. Go to a PhD program. Make 
more friends. Realize I’m nonbinary. Meet my future 
husband.



40

 A nd one day, after I’ve been married for over a year, 
I will look at my husband as Hellboy plays on cable 
and decide that I’d rather make love than watch 

a movie. I will lead him to the bedroom, leaving the TV on. 
He will strip my clothes away, shove some forgotten laundry 
onto the floor, kiss me better than the first time we kissed. 
And I will hear something in the background—I’ll never 
know what—and it will all come back to me. I’ll tense, push 
him off my near-naked body, curl into a ball, and sob. He will 
ask to hold me. I will tell him no. He’ll leave the bed, return 
with a robe and a box of tissues, sit beside me, promise that 
he won’t touch me until I’m ready. Later, I will have a lapse 
of judgment. Go on Facebook. See that the boyfriend has 
recently taken his wife, kids, and the roommate to Disney 
World. Realize that, despite all the conversation and the 
counseling and the so-called “getting better,” I’ve never told 
anyone about what happened that fall. Not really. I’ll tell 
my husband the story, that what hurts the most is that the 
boyfriend never believed me.



41

 “No one will believe you if you say anything.”



42

 But that’s not it. What really hurts is knowing why it  
took fifteen years to talk about it. I was eighteen. 
Scared. I didn’t know that witch and weak derive from 

the same root. Weik-, “to bend.” One is bending reality to self; 
the other, self to reality. Power, powerlessness. I thought 
talking gave the roommate power. A place in my reality. All 
I did was make reality bend around him. Or maybe I’m over-
thinking it. That happens a lot. I’m probably still doing it. 
Some days, I feel the ghosts of gravel, duct tape, tile. Run 
my fingers over the scars on my arm—the ones I got long 
before I ever knew the boyfriend, the roommate, the two 
Franciscos, the Batcave boys. Tell my husband that he 
can’t touch me, not today. I’m living with something. We all  
are, somehow. It’s scary imagining what everyone else lives 
with.
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