
Elizabeth Quarles – First place 

 

Peach Fuzz 

 

Wednesday 4:35p.m. 

We’re at this shitty folding table. My mouth’s in the produce section, aisle three- total 

peach fuzz. We’re sitting around and she’s wearing these strappy shoes. She’s lean, muscular, 

and wearing these red shoes that make her sort of bunch up when she sits at the card table. I 

don’t know why I can’t stop looking at them. My shoes are weird and old and red and kind of 

look like something someone who doesn’t care about shoes would wear. She’s all caramel 

colored, although I would never say it to her face. She calls herself tan. She’s wearing this white 

tank top and her curls are everywhere. She’s on a different plane of existence, I think. I’m 

sweating, I think. But that’s because it’s hot. She looks me in the eyes. 

“It’s your roll.” she says. Even her eyes are perfect. Dan’s sitting to one side of me and 

Hannah to the other. Dan is the only man in the group and damn, it’s obvious he knows. He 

keeps smiling like he’s the only one in on the secret. Fucking hell. We’re playing Catan. In her 

dorm. I roll a seven and have to give up four of my cards and now I’m out of wheat. 

Fuck. 

She rolls her eyes. She. She owns the pronoun like it’s her name. She’s every she. Her 

name’s Jen. She makes me feel like less of a she. In a way that makes my chest pinch. Across the 

room Will Smith tells me it’s dental floss bikini season before rolling into commercials. I laugh 

and it comes out harsh and fake against the laugh track. Dan flicks the TV off, opting for silence 



over the Fresh Prince. I cough. Hannah rolls a three and I get wood. We play because its Jen’s 

favorite game and I never win. 

 

 

Thursday 9:25a.m. 

She hasn’t snapped me back. Which is fine. I don’t need her too. We have a thirty-five-

day fire streak, best friends, gold heart- we might as well be engaged. I feel like we’re engaged. 

Connected. Together. We’re not. 

I’m in an office. On a couch. The walls are grey. There’s a painting on the wall of a cat 

sleeping in a basket and fuck, it still feels like a cubical. I’m ripping the stitching out of a pillow 

and my therapist isn’t even back yet and I guess what I’m saying is I feel like this isn’t going 

well. I don’t think they’re supposed to leave in the middle of a session, in the middle of my 

hands shaking and the silence in between my words that are piling up on each other. I don’t think 

he’s supposed to take a break. I don’t know how you decide when the coffee break starts in the 

middle of something like that. I’m not sure when the timer between us buzzes. I think that’s part 

of the problem. 

I told my therapist her name. Her name. Jen’s name- Jen. I don’t know why. I didn’t 

want to. It’s nothing serious. But I told him and now I can’t take it back. He knows now. It’s like 

we’re dating or something, or that she’s important enough for me to mention. Like maybe she’s 

the kind of person I could date. And that thought sends this wild thrill through my stomach and I 

kind of want to throw up. I might change therapists. It won’t cost me to, I don’t think. He comes 

back in the room. Smiling. Tweed sleeves all askew. It feels out of context, his smile, I guess. I 

rip the fringe off the edge of the pillow and stick it in my pocket. 



“I’m sorry about that, you know how it is, with wives and all.” he says. I don’t know, 

though. I wouldn’t know. He’s leaning on his elbows in his chair and it kind of feels like he’s 

waiting for the camera to roll. Like there’s an audience here bigger than just me. 

“It’s okay, I-” 

“So, Jen, tell me about her. What’s she like?” he asks. 

What’s she like. What isn’t she like - that’s a better question. That’s a shorter list. I’m not 

sure what she’s like. I don’t even know what that means. What’s she like I’m not sure. I just 

know she’s her. She’s every room she walks in. She makes everything she touches hers and 

sometimes I wish I was one of them. That I was one of those things. That it was possible to feel 

like something she’s touched, is what I’m saying. Which sounds weird I know, I know, I know. I 

want to be on the same plane as her, I think. Like, of existence. That I could be a part of it, that 

I’m not lingering on the outside of everything, that I’m part of the cast and not an extra in 

whatever story she’s living in. That’s really what I want, is what I’m saying. I want to be part of 

the same narrative- I want us to share ink and pages and glue. 

“She’s cool.” I say. “She’s alright, I mean.” I say. He’s nodding his head. 

“Uh-huh, Uh-huh, good.” he says. He scribbles something down on a notepad. There's a 

silence between us and I realize that it's me. That he's waiting for me to finish, to explain, to go 

off about her, to word-vomit up all my thoughts all over his leather shoes. 

“I’m not-” 

“Can we talk about Sam, for a minute?” he asks. 

Can we talk about what it means to feel sick at the sound of a name? To throw up a 

person out of your system? To expel a feeling like a virus? Can we talk about locked car doors? 

Chrome spoilers? Hands on my legs that shouldn't be. Lips and a mouth that I don’t want to feel. 



Should we talk about it, about the click they make when they lock? About ice- what it means to 

freeze? About the sweat sticking to my shirt? 

“I’m good.” I say. “I’m cool, is what I mean.” 

“Of course.” he says. He scratches his pen across the notepad and the paper rips. 

“We play board games together,” I say, “we watch Fresh Prince.” 

“And do you like doing that, being with Jen?” he asks. I ball my fist into my sweater 

sleeve. I let my nails poke through the holes around the cuff. 

“I think so.” 

 

Thursday 10:32a.m. 

I’m walking, back to the street, back to class, away from the cubical. I feel off, like the 

sidewalk’s sideways. I lick my teeth. My mouth’s still peach fuzz. I keep drinking Gatorade and 

the carpet on my tongue continues to grow. That I didn’t tell my therapist. That I don’t tell 

anyone. It’s not the kind of thing you’re supposed to tell. I’m not the only one. 

I’m walking to class and I’m not checking my phone. I’m making an effort. I don’t want 

to know if she’s snapped me back. I don’t want to think about it. To worry. To let it affect me. I 

don’t want to watch the time tick by on the message screen, to see if she opened it. It’s hot and I 

see Hannah across the street. She smiles some kind of smile and waves. When I’m in class she 

texts me to come over on Saturday night. I think about saying no and to compromise I say we’ll 

see. It’s such a killer response, to say we’ll see. It’s not yes, it’s not no, it’s not even saying I 

want to go. It’s saying we’ll see. It’s a power move. A guarantee. 

I’m sitting in class when I get a snap from Jen. I wait until I’m in my dorm to open it.  

I stop thinking about her. 



 

Friday 8:36p.m. 

I’m at her dorm. Hannah and Jen’s dorm. Jen’s dorm. 

 

I feel weird. 

I shouldn’t. I come here to feel normal. That’s what’s important, it’s important to feel 

normal. I feel normal here. Jen is my normal. And I feel weird. I’m sitting on the couch even 

though the TV’s off. There’s a lot of talking, I mean a lot of talking and a lot of people and the 

room is starting to feel too warm. I forgot this week was Jen’s birthday. I forgot this would be a 

party. I’m starting to feel a little out of my element, enough out of my element that I’m working 

on coming up with an excuse to leave. That’s how I’m passing my time at this party- thinking of 

ways I can leave. 

I think Jen’s drunk. She’s laughing so much and talking so much. She gives me a drink 

and it looks suspiciously like a red plastic cup full of Fireball. I taste and it is and I feel surprised. 

I’m in this in-between place where sometimes when I talk everyone in the room can hear 

me and sometimes I’m talking into nothing. I don’t make jokes, that’s not really what I’m doing, 

but when I talk people laugh anyway, and it’s kind of making me feel okay. I think it means this 

is working. I think it means I’m not coming off like someone who doesn't want to be here. 

I’m staring at the cup of fireball and my stomach pinches, just a little. I’m nervous, I think. I 

don’t really know what I’m doing. Getting drunk, sure, that’s great, but then what do I 

do? 

I’m not sure what I should be doing with my hands. There’s music but no one’s dancing 

and when I catch myself bobbing my head I abruptly stop. I feel like I might be out of my depth 



here. It’s not that I don’t drink. But I don’t really drink. I don’t really know what I’m doing. 

I catch Jen’s eyes across the room. 

I’m not really sure. I’m not, I’m not. I tip the drink back. And I don’t chase. Someone 

high fives me and suddenly it’s like the world is in color. Suddenly I’m in color and it's not 

because I’m getting drunk it’s because I’m drinking and those things are different, they are, they 

are. I drink as much as I can with each sip and I do what my therapist has been telling me to do 

all week. I give myself a break. I absolve myself from anything that’s going to happen and 

everything that has happened. I get drunk, and when it feels like I’m too drunk, I get drunker. I 

try to crawl out of my own head. 

 

Friday 11:45p.m. 

I’m outside. 

Jen has this little porch on the outside of her apartment and I’m sitting out on a bench, 

inhaling as much night air as I can. I’m watching all the colors go by and it occurs to me that I 

drank too much. My stomach hurts. A song’s playing and it reaches me outside. I’m tired. I 

wanna be Jen’s man. I like the concept. I like what it means to be someone’s man even if I’m a 

woman. I like the way it makes my stomach feel, like light and warmth. I like what it implies, I 

think. I think that’s what I’ve decided. 

I’m not sure if I’m outside because the noise is too much or the room is too warm. Maybe 

it’s both. I blow air into my hands to keep them warm and my breath smells like alcohol and a 

little like McDonalds. I’m on a bench and I push myself off and move into the grass. I tangle my 

fingers in the weeds and try to get a sense of direction. Something grounding- I’m grounding 

myself. I’m sitting in the grass, my legs sprawled out, my sweater a mess around my hips, pulled 



and tugged in a thousand different directions- worn. That’s how Jen finds me. 

Jen comes outside. She’s a wild mess, her hair floating around her, shoes untied, eyes too 

bright. The talking hits me like a wall and disappears when she closes the sliding glass door. 

She’s sitting next to me. Or near me, I think. That’s what being drunk is. Being too close to 

someone’s face when you talk (everyone’s face is too close) (hers is too close). She’s talking but 

I can’t catch all her words ,it’s impossible. The air’s too thick for anything to sound like more 

than a half laugh. She leans in and it’s like the headlights of a car shine in my face. 

“Having….good time?” she asks. I nod, and when it feels like my head’s not moving 

enough I nod harder. 

“Yeah, I am,” I say, “are you?” I ask. She laughs, maybe too hard, she snorts. 

“Yeah, of course, it’s my birthday.” she says. I bump her elbow, or maybe I just sling my 

arm at her. 

“Happy Birthday.” I say. 

“Thanks,” she says “It’s been a pretty good one.” 

“Do you feel different?” I ask. 

“Being 22?” she asks. I’m nodding again only in the other direction- I’m shaking my 

head. 

“Being drunk.” I say. She’s laughing, doubled over, I think, and I’m smiling. There’s a 

pause, or maybe a moment or two, and it’s quiet between us, but it’s a good quiet. It’s 

comfortable. Two people tumble out of her apartment and wander past us without saying 

anything and I wonder if they don’t notice that Jen’s not still inside. She pokes at her sneakers 

“Are you happy?” she asks her sneakers. She asks me. I’m looking at her sneakers too. 

“Am I happy?” I ask. “Are you?” I ask. She shrugs. I reach over and tug at a lace. She 



laughs and it comes out breathy. 

“I just wanted to know. Sometimes you just want to kno-” 

“Are you happy?” I ask. I’m asking my sneakers now. There the same red shoes I’ve 

always worn. They’re low cut, red, old. They aren’t like her shoes. 

“I mean-“ she cuts herself off to move a leaf. 

“Are you happy?” I ask. I can't remember if I’ve asked before. She’s stumbling, and I 

think I’m ruining this. 

“Are you?” she asks. And I don’t know I don’t know I don’t. I just reach out and then her 

curves are in my hands. She leans in and she kisses me. I’m too drunk to kiss her back. 

“I don’t know.” I say. “Are we dating?” I ask. She laughs, like really laughs and her head 

lands in my shoulder. She pulls off me. 

“We’ll see.” she says. She’s smiling. 

 

Saturday 10:29a.m. 

I stay the night in their apartment. On the couch. Outside her closed door. 

I wake up and feel weird but normal all at the same time. Or maybe I feel normal but 

gross. I’m definitely gross. The sun’s tilting through the shades and my ankle hurts. There’s a 

jungle inside my mouth. Someone’s passed out at the card table and a very scratchy blanket is 

twisted around me. I feel gross and when I remember last night I feel gross. I want to shower but 

Jen’s awake and asks if I want to get breakfast with her and I can’t say no. We walk to get bagels 

and the conversation rises and falls with our footsteps and dies when we order. We’re sitting 

now, quietly, and I think it’s me. I think I’m the reason we’re quiet. I don’t want to talk. I don’t 

feel great. This isn’t really how I want this to be going, not at all. 



She’s in gym shorts and a hoodie and while we’re eating I try to think of something to 

say. She leaves before I finish my bagel. And then she texts me an hour later to come over next 

weekend. I’m not really sure where I am, I guess is what I’m saying. I’m not really sure what I 

want. 

Monday 2:30p.m. 

My therapist asks me how I’m doing and I don’t tell him that she kissed me. I don’t tell 

anyone. Every time I think about it everything moves too fast and it’s hard to breathe. I’m not 

sure I want that. I’m not sure I’m willing to give up normal to have Jen become something more. 

I’m not sure I want more I just want more of the same and that’s difficult to explain to someone. 

That’s difficult to explain to myself. 

I’m beating the memory into a pulp, ruining it, letting all the colors run together, making 

it orange. I’m chewing it up. I’ve thought about it so much. It’s like a song that’s stuck in my 

head only it’s a memory and for the first time it’s not a bad one, I don’t think. I think it’s good 

and it’s making the contents of my stomach digestible. I’m calming down. I’m trying too, 

anyway. My mouth is still peach fuzz and it’s grounding. It’s normal. It’s become one of my 

truths. My mouth feels like peach fuzz and Jen is my normal. I would write those truths down in 

a notebook but I’m too afraid someone might read it. 

I’m walking home when I see Jen on the street. She’s laughing with a girl. She’s tall and 

blond and looks like Jen’s evil blond twin. And I feel relief. Something like relief somewhere in 

my brain. I feel more normal. Jen sees me and waves and I wave back. I’m okay with it. 

 

Tuesday 1:30a.m. 

I’m sitting on Jen’s bed, doing homework. It feels normal. I feel okay with it. Dan and 



Hannah are in the next room, playing Xbox and I can hear them yelling at each other through the 

wall. Jen slides next to me in bed and bumps her shoulder into me and I bump my shoulder back 

and I think I’m smiling. 

She’s near me and her face is too close. And I’m not sure what to do with my hands is 

what I’m saying. I’m not sure where my lungs fit anymore. She leans in and she doesn’t ask. 

And somehow that's worse but also better because now I don’t have to answer. I’m not really 

sure, is what I’m saying. And when her tongue hits the inside of my mouth I don’t feel panic. I 

stay calm. 

When I kiss back, the peach fuzz is in her mouth too. It is. It is. I keep my shit together 

and when she pulls away and smiles I smile too. I don’t ask myself if I want this. I don’t ask 

anything. I don’t ask how permanent this is. I don’t ask if we're dating. I don’t ask anything. I’m 

trying not to overthink this. I’m trying to let this happen. 

I’m trying to learn, I’m trying to understand that this is different. This is different. This is 

different. I tell myself I’m okay. I tell myself that I choose to, I want to. I tell myself the car 

doors aren’t locked. I don’t know what’s going to happen, I guess. I just hope that whatever it is 

that’s happening keeps happening. She whispers my name in my neck and so low, so low she 

can’t hear me I whisper back. 

In my head, I promise her I won’t run- I won’t run. 

I won’t. 

I won’t. 

I won’t. 

I’m trying. 


