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An excerpt from a senior comp: Bromance
by Abigail Forney

Thursday night when Pat walks through the door still sweaty from practice and the post-practice shooting he stayed for, he’s hit immediately with the wonderful smell of cooking food. He didn’t forget tonight was dinner—both Ingrid and Carter told him about it, and he has at least an hour before Ingrid will be at their house. Pat looks into the kitchen from just inside the front door and he has to stop and stare, because he never imagined that when Carter said he liked to cook, and Ingrid insisted he was really good, and even when Carter said that he would plan the ‘menu’ for tonight—Pat never pictured their kitchen like this. It’s full of light and steam, bread and spice, and Carter is moving between the counters, pots, and bowls so fluidly, with both extreme concentration and a smile on his face. Walking forward he can see a red sauce bubbling in one pot, water near a boil in another, and mixed vegetables frying in a pan. He’s surprised again when he notices how organized the countertop is even though it looks to him like the entire contents of their cupboard is out. Pat has never seen most of the little bottles that are out, but Carter picks them up without looking at them, adding to the sauce and vegetables as he stirs a brown gooey something in a mixing bowl.


Almost afraid to interrupt, Pat asks, “So, do you need any help?”


Carter looks up at him but isn’t surprised to see him, or the sweaty t-shirt, shorts, and backpack, even when he’s dressed in what Pat thinks might be the nicest clothes Carter owns: whitewashed un-ripped jeans, a real polo shirt that actually fits him and over that a dark green apron smeared with flour, something red, and something else gooey. “I don’t want your sweat to drip in anything here, and you really smell, which interferes with the good smells I’m creating.” His hands hold the mixing bowl and wooden spoon lightly, but his face clearly says ‘Get out of here,’ as he gestures to the stairs on the right with his shoulders.


Ten minutes later Pat comes back downstairs, clean, smelling fresh, and more confident about talking to Carter than he has been since they moved in. There’s something much more inviting to Pat about a Carter who is actively doing something, determined and in control than the Carter Pat’s used to seeing: lethargic, uninterested, and avoiding conversations. Turning back into the kitchen from the stairway, he sees Carter straighten up triumphantly after closing the oven, happily taking a deep breath.


“So, do you want me to do anything?” Pat asks again loudly.


Carter seems caught off guard and looks slowly around the kitchen, biting his bottom lip. “Well, this needs to be cleaned up ...” he motions to the countertops with at least a dozen bottles out, two cutting boards, and three mixing bowls, “but the noodles and the sauce both need to be stirred.”


“Okay.” Pat claps his hands together and walks into the kitchen and stands between the countertops where Carter is. “So you want me to stir?”


“No.”


“Clean up?”


“No.”


Pat raises his eyebrows and crosses his arms across his chest as Carter stands there, readjusting his apron and not looking at him. “Pick one.”


“Can’t you just go and play Halo with Michael until dinner’s ready?”


Pat looks over into the living room area and can see Michael playing, still wearing his practice clothes and lying back on the couch. “No. Ingrid’s my friend too, and this is our dinner with her and I’m going to help you.”


There’s a brief second where Carter looks at him with uncertainty before he says, “Okay, fine—you can stir.” Pat grins and steps up to the stove, reaching for the spoons, but Carter jumps in front of him before he can. “But don’t stir the noodles constantly, just about once every minute and a half.  But stir the sauce continuously. And don’t use the wrong spoon.” Pat looks down at the two identical wooden spoons lying on the stove top, except one is covered with a thin layer of red sauce and the other is wet. “They’re on the side of their pot.”


Pat grins wider, telling him, “Okay,” and letting Carter pass by him as he takes up the sauce spoon. He tries not to laugh because allowing someone to help him is clearly not something he’s used to doing. Once he can keep a straight face, even though he isn’t facing his roommate, Pat brings up the question Lindsey wants him to ask. “So Carter, you remember how you wanted us to agree to not have sex in our room?” Pat hears what he said again in his head and amends, “I mean, wanted us to not have sex with anyone in our room? Which for me is my girlfriend, Lindsey?”


Carter doesn’t respond, and all Pat can hear behind him is the water running in the sink so he turns to see if he’s even still in the kitchen. He is, and Pat doesn’t think he heard him speak. He’s bent over the counter slicing bread, placing the slices onto a cookie sheet next to the cutting board, and Pat sees his eyes dart quickly between the loaf, cookie sheet, and a tiny mixing bowl Pat hadn’t seen out earlier. Carter swivels around and turns off the water before cutting another piece and wrapping the loaf in plastic wrap. It takes a second for Pat to say something because he’s so in awe of Carter’s concentration, efficiency, and fluidity of movement. He’s not even sure the guy in front of him is the same roommate he had yesterday.


“Carter!”


His head pops up at his name this time, “What?”


“Did you hear what I said?”


Carter thinks for a second before answering. “Yeah.” And then looking at Pat he adds, “Keep stirring!” Pat jumps and turns around again to stir while still looking at Carter expectantly. Carter turns back to the bread and starts brushing whatever is in the mixing bowl onto it before he says, “And yes, I remember our sex agreement.”


“Well,” Pat starts, “I was talking to Lindsey about it, and we don’t really think it’s fair. I mean, that’s half the reason to have your own place off campus.”


Carter doesn’t miss a beat, replying, “Pat, we made a deal. You don’t want me to smoke in our room because you’re a prude and I don’t want sex happening in our room because I want it to be my room too—where I relax and sleep.”


Pat is still staring at Carter, and he stirs the noodles a little more vigorously than he intended to. “I am not a prude. I don’t want you to smoke because secondhand smoke is just as bad, and your lungs look totally disgusting because of it.” In his head, Pat can see the jar his health teacher has with a smoker’s lung inside, floating in disgusting black muck. “But it’s my room too, and my girlfriend and I want to use it.  I didn’t get a house so we could spend time in my truck.”


Carter’s face is blank, and the controlled euphoria that had been on it is gone as he puts the bowl in the sink and walks to Pat with the baking sheet full of garlic bread.

Before he says anything or Pat moves out of the way, they both hear the front door open and shut and a very familiar voice calls, “Heeey!”


Carter manages to open the oven and stick the sheet into it as Pat turns, smiling, to see Ingrid walking into the kitchen. Her bobbed hair is its usual dyed candy red, held back by a wide bright yellow hair band. She immediately owns the room as she marches proudly into it even though she’s only tall enough so that the top of her head reaches to about Pat’s abs. Ingrid’s solid, square frame emanates confidence, and in spite of the upwelling rush of happiness of seeing her, Pat’s emotions are still invested the argument he’s having with Carter. He wonders vaguely if in the future he might have a similar rush of happiness seeing Lindsey, or Carter, or even his own family members. But for now, Pat’s smiling widely as he sees Ingrid dressed in white tights, a yellow skirt, red suspenders, and a white top.


Ingrid’s in the kitchen before either of them can stop her, saying, “Carter, it smells wonderful—you’re outdoing yourself again.” And she hugs Carter, leaning up and kissing him on the cheek in greeting.


“You’re early,” Carter accuses, moving around the kitchen again, putting things in the sink and pulling things out of the cupboard.


“It’s because I couldn’t wait to see you guys.”


“Well, Ingrid, welcome to our home. I would hug you, but Carter’s got me chained to the stove,” Pat says warmly as she turns to him.


“You’re lucky to get Carter to chain you anywhere, let alone in the kitchen.” They both chuckle lightly and Carter stops what he’s doing and comes back to the stove where Pat’s still stirring.


“Move,” he says. “It’s done.”


Pat is barely able to move out of the way before Carter deftly turns the stovetop off, swooping the pot full of boiling water over the sink, dumping the noodles into a colander sitting in the sink. “Do I get a hug now?” Ingrid asks coyly, and Pat realizes he had actually forgotten in that half second of watching Carter move around the kitchen.

“Of course!” Pat bends down and grabs Ingrid around her waist and lifts her up off the ground, spinning her around several times, migrating across the kitchen. She links her hands around his neck as they both laugh, and when he tries to set her down next to their small dining room table, she clings onto him and won’t stand on her own. Pat spins her around once, and then re-grabs her, lifting her up as high as he can so her head and shoulders are over his head. He grunts a little for effect just because he knows she’ll laugh harder if he does, and she giggles as she reaches up towards the ceiling.


Michael pops up off of the couch and turns off the TV, looking over to Ingrid and Pat before he says, “Alright, nerd’s here, I’m leaving.” He runs up the stairs without looking back at them before they have a chance to reply.


As Pat sets her down Carter yells over to the two, “Now that you’re out of my kitchen, you guys can set the table.”


Pat rolls his eyes at him while Ingrid looks over at him in disbelief. “I still can’t believe you let him in the kitchen, Carter.”


He doesn’t look up as he answers. “Well, it was more like he forced his way into my kitchen in his effort to control the whole house.”


Pat picks up the dishes off the counter and shakes his head, but Ingrid turns back to him, her eyebrows raised. “Pat, please tell me you’re not being a controlling asshole.”


He shakes his head again and opens his mouth to answer, but Carter answers first. “He’s definitely controlling our room like an asshole.”


“I really don’t think wanting to have sex with my girlfriend means I’m being controlling,” Pat fires back, but more to Ingrid than to Carter.

“I only care if you have sex with her in our room.” He glares in Pat’s direction before turning back to the cabinets and pulling out more bowls and some food dye.


There’s a silence except for the scrape of Carter’s mixing bowl and the clunk of dishes being put on the table by Pat. Ingrid looks back and forth between the two, biting her lip, her eyebrows knit together as she thinks. “Not that I don’t love ignoring your sex life, but I have to ask—why can’t you do it in her apartment?”


“Because she shares her room with Rachael, the room is tiny, and I don’t fit in her bed.” Pat replies calmly, leaning back against the table.


“You share a room with someone, too.” Ingrid tells him, smiling.


“Yeah, and the rest of a house, not a small bedroom, small kitchen slash living room slash barely a bathroom.”


Leaning on the countertop separating the space, Ingrid says to Carter, “It’s a good point. What’s your rebuttal?”


“Our room isn’t just a different place in the house than the living room. It’s sacred, safe, quiet, and clean. I need it to stay that way, and you just want to violate it.”


“What?!” Pat says incredulously. He doesn’t understand how this makes any sense—how sex can violate a room, or why one room is so different than another, but he sees Ingrid, and her expression looks like pity to him.  She is staring sadly at Carter, who is no longer mixing, but making and breaking eye contact with both of them.


Carter’s eyes are blazing with anger and frustration, but he doesn’t look at either Ingrid or Pat. “I need our room to be a place where I can go, an unchanging safe space. Sex just changes the dynamic and instead of calming down when I look across the room to your bed I’ll think about you having sex with her and it ruins everything.” 


Pat doesn’t quite understand what he’s saying, but what he gets out of it he can respond to. “That’s ridiculous,” he replies. Ingrid moves over to stand next to Carter, and Pat can imagine her holding one of his hands lightly like she sometimes does for him when he’s upset or overreacting.


 “Okay,” Carter snaps back, addressing Pat. “Why don’t you think about it from my point of view and imagine I’m the one having sex in our room with some guy. Does that bother you?”


Out of the corner of his eye, Pat sees Ingrid sigh and cover her face in one hand before asking in an unusually happy way, “So Carter, what’re we having for dinner?”


Ignoring her, the politically correct voice in his head, and his mother’s comments, Pat answers, “It would be weird.”

“Well, that’s how I feel about you and Lindsey. Or you and some random girl, or you and some guy.”


Pat’s scowl doesn’t go far in the thick silence as Carter suddenly bends down and takes the cake out of the oven. When he straightens up, Pat says, “Just because it would make me feel weird doesn’t mean I would stop you from doing it. I would grow up and move on with my life. I can deal with a roommate having all kinds of sex, so why can’t you?”


Now Carter’s actually looking directly at him and Pat can see that he’s broken through with his argument, but his face is still as a stone.

But Ingrid’s turned to look at Carter, pity in her eyes and her hand on his arm again as they continue to glare at each other. “C’mon, guys,” she says. “What looks like spaghetti is done and getting cold, the wine on the table is getting warm, and we have cake here, and how can anyone be angry when there’s cake here?”


Carter looks down humbly, taking off his apron and hanging it on a hook Pat’s never noticed before that’s next to the pantry. “Sorry I have to wait to frost it, and I’m sorry this is such a lame dinner, Ingrid.”


The three sit in their seats, Pat and Carter at either end with Ingrid in the middle, and she scoffs. “Stop being ridiculous. Anything that isn’t macaroni and cheese or cold pizza is a fancy meal for us poor college students.” Carter looks like he’s going to interrupt so she plows on. “And you’re you, so I bet you made your own sauce, your own garlic bread, and that cake is from scratch.”


Without realizing he’s saying it Pat adds, “It’s true, the only thing you didn’t do is make your own noodles and bake your own bread.”


Sighing as he sits down and puts the garlic bread on the table, Carter says, “I know, but I didn’t have enough time and I’m out of yeast.”


Ingrid laughs, saying, “Like we said, it’s still great. You did a fantastic job, and I can tell because it smells amazing.”


Pat can’t see if he responds to that in any way because he’s determinedly looking at the noodles and sauce he’s putting on his plate to avoid looking back at him, and he’s pretty he’s still really angry with him. He’s really uncomfortable and he doesn’t know how he’s supposed to respond, or if he’s ever going to have a real conversation with his roommate again. But he grabs the wine, pouring some out to Ingrid and himself and hoping that maybe things could work out.

He’s prepared to eat in complete silence when Ingrid speaks up again. “Okay, guys. You can do this, mostly because I say you can do this. Pat—you don’t always say what you mean or mean what you say, or even imply, but I know you mean well. And Carter, I know you’re absolutely crazy, and so do you, but you sometimes forget how logical you are underneath all of that OCD crap. You can compromise.” She glances back at each of them, who are both staring at her in disbelief, adding, “Mostly because I’m here right now.”


Pat snickers a little before saying, “I’m good with any compromise that lets me have sex in my own house.”


“That compromise needs to also make sure that our house doesn’t turn into a brothel,” Carter comments without looking up from his plate.


Ingrid just smiles as she chews, glancing between them. “I think I have your solution,” she says nonchalantly before taking another bite. Both look at her as she chews with her mouth closed, and Pat’s annoyance grows over how much she’s obviously enjoying holding this calm power over their heads. He gives her a few more seconds before clearing his throat loudly, making her open her eyes with a sly smile on her face.


“Right. Here it is: Pat, you let Carter know in advance when you and Lindsey, or whoever, want to use the room. Then you, Carter, will make sure they have it then, and whether being in the living room or across town makes you more comfortable, you be there. And Pat: post-sex, you will make sure nothing is different in the room. It will smell the same, if not better, the bed will look and smell the same, and Carter should be able to pretend that no one has had sex in the room. Does that work?”


Pat nods his head and tells Ingrid ‘yes’ subconsciously, trying to figure out why neither of them thought of that, and how easy is seems to be to please Carter’s weird, impossible demands. But Carter’s nodding and smiling reluctantly because Ingrid could swoop in and read what he really wanted and knows Pat well enough to know how much he would give.


Pat watches Carter as he cleans his plate and goes to frost the cake while he and Ingrid put more spaghetti and bread onto their plates. Now Carter’s relaxing. Pat can see it in his shoulders and in the easy steps he takes around their small kitchen, but he can sense Carter is still acting guarded.

Carter walks back to the table and refills his plate; all three of them are eating slower now. Pat keeps accidentally meeting Ingrid’s eye because he keeps glancing towards her, convinced she’ll pick up a new subject and run with it, but she resolutely stares back at him in silence.


“So, Ingrid.  Which of us is your favorite?”


She nearly spits out her drink. “What? I can’t answer that!”


Carter smiles down the table at Pat and then at Ingrid. “Yes you can. For example: if you were stranded on a desert island, which one of use would you rather have?”


She chews on her lips for a second before smiling, answering, “If I was trying to get off the desert island I’d want Pat, but if I planned on staying there forever I’d choose you, Carter.”


Pat doesn’t even ask her reasoning because it seems so obvious, and he tries again. “Which of us would you rather have on a worldwide adventure?”


It takes her a few more seconds this time, but she still answers confidently: “I want to say Carter because he’s been pretty much everywhere, but he’d probably ruin it with his hate.  So probably you, Pat.  We could discover the world together.”


Carter snorts at her answer, which Pat assumes has something to do with what she said about him, but he’s too pleased to care too much. “Which of us would you rather be seen on campus with?” Carter fires back.


Ingrid laughs. “You, definitely,” she points to Carter before turning in her chair to point back at Pat. “If it was you, I’d never escape another fangirl or faux reporter asking about knowing you. I get enough of that already.”


Pat shrugs, pretending it doesn’t matter and that he’s used to it—just like all of his teammates are—even though he isn’t and Ingrid knows that. “Oh, well.  Which of us would you rather to Disneyland with?”

“Why on earth would you want to go to Disneyland?” Carter asks before Ingrid can open her mouth.


Feeling defensive, Pat resoinds, “Everything about Disneyland makes you want to go to Disneyland. The rides alone are worth it.”

Carter smiles unexpectedly. “That’s the correct answer.”


Pat notices Ingrid suddenly fidgeting with her earrings and twirling her short hair, her eyes dancing back and forth between the two. He smiles at her and then back at Carter, who is now sporting a very tiny smile.

“I didn’t think you would be the kind of guy who’s into Disney. I’m surprised.” Carter’s voice drips with condensation, but Pat can tell there’s approval in his eyes.


“So am I.” Pat’s instinct to gloat and tell him about his season pass dissipates. Ingrid is grinning between her hands on his right while Carter studies him from across the table.


“I told you guys you would turn out friends,” Ingrid says with a sigh of relief.


Carter shakes his head. “I wouldn’t jump that far.”


“Right,” Pat adds. “But I will say—to be friendly and tell the truth—that this was a delicious meal.”


He shrugs. “Thanks. And I guess you didn’t screw up the food, either. You might be an okay kitchen assistant.”


Under her breath but intentionally loud enough to hear, Ingrid says, “Wow,” shaking her head.


Pat sees her roll her eyes, and he does feel a bit ridiculous.  But he still can’t say that he’s really going to miss the awkward, sometimes resentful roommate relationship they’d had so far. Pat coughs away some of the awkward and asks Carter which of the areas is his favorite, a question that sets the first real conversation into motion. The three argue good-naturedly about good and bad rides, movies, and merchandise. The rest of the night is easy and relaxing as they all trade spaghetti for chocolate cake, and debating Disney while Ingrid complains about her roommate and residence life rules. They clear the table and do the dishes before they all realize they have schoolwork to do and early classes to get up for. Ingrid leaves, Carter goes outside to smoke while he works, and Pat goes upstairs, going to bed early and smiling at the turn of events.
