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To the real-life Wendys and Wandas who brought me joy during my time as a Wellesley student.

And to the people who are about to realize they’re asexual and/or aromantic after reading this book. (You never know. It could be you.)




Dear reader,

I’m going to be fully honest with you: Dear Wendy was first and foremost written to entertain myself while stuck in my room doing Zoom class. And it achieved that purpose! But secondly, it was written out of love for many things: Wellesley College, the asexual and aromantic community, and queer people of color.

This novel is a fictionalized and at times idealized portrayal of the college I attended. The Wellesley of Dear Wendy is a perfect place for Sophie and Jo to be (did COVID even happen in the DW universe? Who’s to say!), but the real Wellesley, like any institution, is not perfect. Nevertheless, there are many things that I have found to love about it, and I’m happy to have had an overall positive experience as a student. I hope that this story can immerse you in all the most fun, quirky, and admirable parts of campus life.

Although this is not a semiautobiographical novel, the discussions of aromanticism and asexuality in this book, as well as many other aspects of identity, are largely informed by my own experience. Jo and Sophie, as well as all their friends, reflect the knowledge that I have, based on my life and the lives of those around me. One book cannot reflect every single a-spec experience and all of its intersections with other identity markers—my goal with Dear Wendy was to add to the a-spec literary canon, not to encompass it. I hope, though, that at least some parts of this book will resonate with readers who are looking for familiarity. I know that Dear Wendy certainly would have helped me when I was a teenager. It still helps me now.

Finally, all my love goes to the queer kids (or adults!) of color who have picked up this book. Sophie has been living in my head since I was thirteen and desperate for my life to be represented on a page, and I’m endlessly glad that I finally found a place for her in the form of this story. If you see parts of yourself in Sophie or any of the other QPOC characters in this book and you’re not sure what comes next, please know that you are not alone, that there are many of us out there, and that you will find your community one day—if you haven’t already.

On a lighter note, I’m, like, such a Wendy for writing this author’s note. I promise the book itself is not this serious. I wrote it just for funsies, after all.

Sincerely,

Ann






CHAPTER 1
Sincerely
SOPHIE



Giving love advice to the chronically heartsick students of Wellesley College is practically a full-time job.

When I started Dear Wendy last semester, I already expected it to take up a lot of my time. But in the months that I’ve been on Instagram anonymously answering my peers’ questions about how to navigate their love lives, I’ve devoted more and more time to this endeavor. Day after day, my mind is occupied with thoughts of how to advise dozens of strangers on their personal lives. I’ve even had a dream or two about it.

I’m crafting a response to my latest question when my roommate, Priya, says, “Hey, Sophie, look at this.”

Priya is still in her pajamas—a maroon T-shirt from high school that reads JOHNS CREEK GLADIATORS and a pair of checkered fleece pants. Her long, wavy hair is a mess, but her brown skin is annoyingly clear despite her total lack of a skin care routine. She looks absolutely indignant.

She hands me her cell phone, open to Instagram, on a profile page with three posts, all slideshows in Comic Sans.

I frown. “What am I looking at?”

“The profile,” Priya says, pointing at the username. “Look at the posts.”

I take it all in. The username is @wandawellesley69. The profile picture is the Wellesley W logo but distorted and discolored. The display name says, “sincerely, wanda,” the bio reads “dm your submissions!!!”, and the account has just over a hundred followers. I grab Priya’s phone from her hand, muttering, “Let me see,” and open the first post.

anon: my boyfriend keeps ignoring me every time i tell him that the way he talks to me makes me feel insecure. how do i tell him to stop???

And on the next picture in the photoset:

answer: omg dump his ass!!!!!!!!! get a partner who can treat you right!!!!! life is too short for you to be dealing with dickheads!!!!!! [image: ]

The other two posts look pretty similar: an anonymous person asks a question, and the person presumably behind the account answers.

“Okay … well, this is weird,” I say.

“It looks just like your account,” Priya says. “Like, besides the aesthetic and the general attitude.”

She’s right.

Priya is the only person at my school who knows my secret. I won’t lie, it’s wonderful to know that so much of Wellesley pays attention to my advice. I’m used to telling people what to do—I am, after all, an eldest daughter—but with Dear Wendy, I think people actually listen because I’m a disembodied wall of text instead of a petite Chinese girl who sounds shrill if she tries to raise her voice.

This account looks like what would happen if someone with absolutely no sense of professionalism decided to try being me.

Aside from the fact that they’re calling themself “Sincerely, Wanda,” thereby making it very obvious who they’re trying to imitate—Wendy and Wanda are our college’s jargon for type A and type B personalities—@wandawellesley69 offends me because they seriously have no style. There isn’t much worse than Comic Sans on a blank white background.

“Oh my god,” I say, not really knowing how I feel about all this just yet. “Um. Yeah, that’s definitely like me. That’s—that’s so rude of them.” I glance at the clock in the corner of my computer screen. “Hey, it’s almost 2:15. Go to class.”

“I still have time,” she insists as she takes back her phone from me. “And besides, this is important. We need to know: Who’s Wanda?”

I roll my eyes at her. “Dear Wendy has over a thousand followers who don’t know her identity, so why don’t you put this aside for later and try not to be late to class on the second week of the semester?”

Priya sighs. “Fine. But we’re coming back to this.”

While Priya pulls on an acceptable outfit for her 2:20 P.M. English class, I turn back to my computer, to the response I’m supposed to be typing. This is an easy enough question to answer—just another person hesitating over whether their crush likes them or not. I start typing: I’ll admit, the line between platonic and romantic relationships can be pretty confusing—

“Hey, I’m going now,” Priya says, snapping me out of my thoughts.

She’s standing by the door, all bundled up in a winter coat that’s far too long and bulky for the late January weather. (Thanks, climate change.) Her hair pokes out from under a hand-knit beanie—I think her girlfriend, Izzy, gave it to her. She has a tote bag slung over her shoulder.

“Have fun,” I say. “Wait, are we doing dinner tonight?”

“Yeah, I’ll text you.”

She leaves and closes the door.

As soon as I look back at my screen, at the mess of words I just typed, I know I can’t focus. Sincerely, Wanda is on my mind.

I get up and walk across my room. After moving three potted plants out of the way—African violet Fernando, cactus Janet, and crocodile fern Ted—I have enough space to sit down at our window seat. Priya and I accumulated these plants over the course of fall semester, and it’s a miracle they survived in the care of our neighbors during winter break while we were hundreds of miles away—me in Illinois, her in Georgia.

I pull out my phone and look up the username. @wandawellesley69—how very creative and mature. I look through the account, reading the posts over and over again and trying to find some indication of what all this is about. Sincerely, Wanda is definitely trying to be … well … something like me.

I don’t want to start anything, but what exactly is going on?






CHAPTER 2
Dear God, I Really Don’t Want to Answer a Sex Thing
JO



Wendy Wellesley is a state of being. A mindset. The archetype of the perfect Wellesley student—a high-achieving, no-nonsense young adult of the twenty-first century.

That student who always gets called on by the professor? A Wendy. The one who actually eats three meals a day? A Wendy. Someone who reads nonfiction for fun? Definitely a Wendy.

So, you know … not me.

If anything, I’m a Wanda Wellesley: just trying my best to have fun and relax (most of the time). So that’s what I named the Instagram account I created a few days ago. Everyone knows about the Wendy/Wanda dichotomy, so everyone is going to know exactly what I’m trying to do here.

Funny that I’m getting followers now—lots of questions too—when it was originally supposed to be just one post.

It was all because my roommate Katy Murphy had the shittiest boyfriend to ever exist: Jason Wilmington-Montgomery.

Look: I always hate it when my friends date people. I hated it in high school, the way it made my friendships fluctuate endlessly. I hated it in middle school, when relationships barely count as such yet, because it simply made me uncomfortable. But when I say I hated Katy’s relationship with Jason, I mean it.

You can’t trust MIT frat boys, you can’t trust guys with J-names, and you definitely can’t trust guys with pretentious old-money last names (two of them, at that). Katy met him on Tinder in December. They became official just before winter break and dated through almost all of it—as it turned out, the two of them live two towns away from each other in New York.

The few weeks that they were together were torturous. For Katy, for me, and for Lianne, the third roommate in our triple-occupancy dorm room. We weren’t even on campus. Lianne and I experienced all of it through Katy’s frantic texts.

How do you describe a guy like Jason?

Frankly, he’s an asshole.

When Katy brought up her bisexuality, Jason insisted she was straight but “wanted attention.” After Katy pushed back against that, he started saying that it was “kind of hot” that she liked girls. He tried to pressure Katy to have sex when she didn’t want to yet. Every now and then, he made some vaguely racist comments, expecting Katy, who’s also white, to agree with him, and when she challenged them, he got mad.

She tried telling him that the way he treated her made her feel insecure and generally terrible, and he ignored her. After two weeks of dating him, Katy went back to her high school therapist for an emergency session.

Good on Katy for having her life together; I would’ve just wallowed in despair if I were in that situation. Not that I’d ever be, since I have no interest in dating, but all the same.

With help from her therapist, Katy was already making plans to break up with Jason when I came up with my Instagram idea last week, after we’d all come back to campus for spring semester. She never asked Dear Wendy for help since she’d gone straight to counseling, but I didn’t want her to miss out on the already-iconic Wellesley experience of getting advice from some random person who we all decided has the authority to tell us what to do.

It was easy to fashion a simple Q&A template. I made the two slides, created an account on Instagram, posted the images, and DMed them to Katy, saying “You’re welcome” and adding a silly set of emojis.

When she saw it, she rolled her eyes and said, “Thank you, I think.” I also showed it to Lianne, who responded, “You’re literally the worst. Do one for me.”

Katy broke up with Jason the next day. It’s been nearly a week now, and all is right in room STO-202.

I did end up making a post for Lianne as well, just so she wouldn’t miss out.

anon: i think i am extremely cool and sexy, so why don’t i have a girlfriend? pls help

answer: it’s funny how everybody at this school complains about being single, sees each other complaining about being single, and then you all remain single anyway!

It was funny. It made Lianne laugh, at least. But then Katy shared it to her story, and she has a lot of friends here, so the followers came streaming in.

My school is very different from most other colleges in America. Different, even, from most other liberal arts colleges. It’s part of the historically women’s college charm. (Not just a women’s college. We’re not all women here, despite what our administration often says.) Being in an environment where none of your peers are cisgender men really compels you to be your most authentic self, including on social media. Actually, especially on social media.

Sure, there are many official Wellesley Instagram accounts run by offices of the college. Most of our clubs and organizations have accounts too. But we also have a ton of weird anonymous ones. The one that tells you what ice cream is at what dining hall. The one that posts pictures of various patches of grass. Dear Wendy, the love advice account that only just popped up this year, is the one I modeled my account after.

At this school, as soon as you make an account, people find you. All it takes is one or two students following you to cause a massive ripple effect as the algorithm suggests you to anyone even tangentially affiliated with the college, which is magnified when you follow them back, which, of course, I always do, because that’s just basic internet etiquette.

Since then, I’ve been getting a lot of DMs asking for my take on people’s problems.

I talked it out with Katy and Lianne, and I guess I’m doing this. I’m going to run an advice account. I don’t want people to think of me as a replacement for Dear Wendy. More like … an alternative. A second opinion. Someone fun and honest instead of dead serious and oddly chipper. Someone who’s as much of a disaster as they are, instead of the poster child for the light academia aesthetic, which is outdated and uncool anyway.

I’m making a fourth post to put up. Someone asked me a sex thing, and dear god, I really don’t want to answer a sex thing, but I’ve already replied to their DM saying I’ll give it my best shot.

Except what are you supposed to say when a person tells you their boyfriend doesn’t want to wear condoms? I sure don’t know. I’ve never experienced sexual attraction, and I’ve certainly never experienced sexual intercourse.

There’s only one person I know who’s had sex with a guy before.

I look over at Katy. She’s sitting on our beanbag chair in the corner of the room, sketching on her iPad. Her headphones rest perfectly over her long, straight hair, a few shades darker brown than my curls, and she’s wearing a floral maxi dress that drapes loosely over her curves.

She looks so serene and comfy. I almost don’t want to bother her.

I do anyway. “Katy?”

No answer. Either the music is incredibly loud, or those headphones cancel noise better than I thought.

“Katy!” I say again, waving at her.

She looks up, alarmed, and removes her headphones.

“Everything okay?” she asks.

“I have a question,” I say.

She raises her eyebrows. “What is it?”

I take a breath. I don’t know how to start this lightly. “So, you’ve had sex with a cisgender man before.”

What a great way to start a conversation, Joanna. Isn’t it fun to talk about your roommate’s sex life? I love having the knowledge that Katy has had other people’s parts touching her parts. Very cool. Very awesome. Couldn’t be me! I would not like my vagina to be seen in any context except medical.

Thankfully, Katy doesn’t seem too fazed. “Uh … not since high school, but yeah. Why?”

“Um.” I shake my head. “What would you do if he refused to use protection?”

She considers this for a moment. “I mean, I just wouldn’t have sex with him. I didn’t do it with Jason, right?”

“Mm. Yeah, that makes sense.”

“Why do you ask, is this for your Instagram?”

“Yeah, I don’t know what to tell them.”

Katy shrugs. “Unless this person is fine with going on birth control and insisting they both get tested for STIs and trusts that their partner won’t cheat—”

We’re interrupted by our door opening to reveal Lianne coming back from class. She’s wearing a silk-lined knit beanie that completely covers her closely cropped hair, and her leather jacket has little drops of water on it from the rain outside. Despite this, her dark brown concealer, which I know is covering a few acne scars, looks entirely undisturbed.

Comparatively, Lianne is a bit more of a mystery to me than Katy. We didn’t get along super well when we started living together—we had such different living habits and schedules—but now she’s the only person I know who can match my energy at any moment.

Case in point: She takes one look at me and Katy and says, “Am I interrupting something? ’Cause you two look way too serious.”

“We’re talking about condoms,” Katy replies, totally nonchalantly.

Lianne’s eyes grow wide. “You’re—what? Why?”

To be fair, there’s pretty much no serious reason why Katy and I would talk about condoms. I’m not going to need to procure one anytime soon. Or probably ever.

“Someone DMed me asking what to do if their boyfriend refuses to wear condoms,” I explain.

Lianne scoffs. “Break up, obviously. Would they rather get chlamydia? Or … uh … pregnant?”

“Well, wait,” Katy says. “Maybe they can negotiate somehow. Not every guy is a total piece of garbage.”

“Yeah, I do feel like I shouldn’t say dump them for every question I get,” I add.

Lianne shrugs. “Say what you want. It’s your account.”

Oh yeah. I can say whatever I want.

Except no, I can’t, because if I say something wrong, everyone will hate me, and I would very much like not to be publicly canceled by all the chronically online students at this college before I finish my first year.

“Anyway,” Katy says, “Lianne, how was class?”

Their voices fade out from my mind as I unlock my phone, where I have … six messages on Instagram from @dearwendywellesley.

Huh.

This is much more interesting than hypothetical social media shame.

I should’ve known Dear Wendy would find me. But I didn’t realize it’d be so soon.

@dearwendywellesley:

Hi! My name is Wendy, I’m the person who runs this account

(I mean, that’s not my real name, of course)

(Or maybe it is! Who knows!)

I found your account today and it’s very funny!

And I just wanted to welcome you to the Wellesley Instagram community

I’m sure you’ll have a lot of cool things to contribute:)

What kind of passive-aggressive bullshit is this? A smiley face? Seriously?

@wandawellesley69:

oh

hello

thanks? glad to be here lol??

I can’t tell what this person is up to. Do they want me to take down my Instagram? No, right? Because they’re welcoming me.

@dearwendywellesley:

Glad to have you!

I just wanted to know, if this wasn’t too much to ask …

Is your account supposed to be a parody of mine or something??

It’s cool if it is:) but I was curious

Again with the smiley face.

@wandawellesley69:

oh uh … not really???

more of

a mockery of my friends

that turned into giving actual advice to wellesley people, sort of

i’m not trying to tread on your territory though! just wanted to do something fun

If I were truly altruistic, I would offer to shut down my account now that my initial goal has been achieved. But I was consistently given a check-minus on my elementary school report cards for being “considerate and kind to others,” so naturally, I don’t say anything else.

And it honestly works in my favor.

@dearwendywellesley:

Ah totally fine!!

I wanted to make sure haha

Might be cool to have another advice-giver on board

Interesting. I can’t tell what their motive here is.

I send off a reply that I think is adequately passive-aggressive—super cool:)—and a couple seconds later, I see they’ve liked my message. And that’s it.

Should I be intimidated or something?



 

Dear Wendy,

I have a crush on one of my friends, but I can’t tell if she likes me back. We’ve been spending a lot of time together lately; sometimes, I come over to study, but then we end up watching Netflix on her laptop. One time, we decided to meet up for lunch, and she replied, “It’s a date!” but I don’t know if she meant that in a friend way or a romantic way. She likes to hug me a lot when we see each other, but I’m not sure if she’s a touchy person with everyone or if it’s just me. How do I talk to her about it?

Best,

Confused and Gay (she/her)

Dear Confused,

I’ll admit, the line between platonic and romantic relationships can be pretty confusing. We all sort of flirt with each other in a platonic way, even the straight girls. (Especially the straight girls, if I’m being honest, but let’s not unpack that today.) Some questions to ask yourself: Does she spend as much time with other friends as she does with you? Is she as physically affectionate with others? Does she have a habit of flirting with all her friends? If the answers to all those questions are no, then maybe she likes you back, and even if the answers are yes, it’s still possible for her to be open to dating you (unless she’s straight, of course, but I’m assuming you’ve already considered that).

The next time you’re together, pay attention to the way she acts around you. Look for signs of attraction—lingering eye contact, leaning toward you, blushing. And in return, adjust your own body language so she can tell you like her.

If playing this waiting game feels a little slow for you, though, then tell her how you feel! Look at my post from January 22 for tips on how to tell someone you like them; the most important thing is to make it clear that you respect their boundaries and will only pursue a type of relationship that you’re both comfortable with.

Sincerely yours,

Wendy Wellesley

priyachakrabarti05 9h

ah the eternal gay struggle

3 likes Reply

floresalicia214 8h

absolutely losing my mind at “especially the straight girls, if i’m being honest, but let’s not unpack that today”

7 likes Reply

wandawellesley69 10h

lol just make out already

4 likes Reply

dearwendywellesley 9h

Or they could handle the situation like a mature adult??

1 like Reply

wandawellesley69 4h

someone tell wendy that adults do, in fact, kiss

2 likes Reply






CHAPTER 3
Services
SOPHIE



I’m hunched over, my right ankle delicately balanced across my left leg, listening to ABBA on blast, when Priya calls my name.

“Sophie! Hello?”

My eyes snap upward, and I take my earbud out of my left ear. Priya, tucked under a massive pile of blankets on the bed across the room, is glaring at me. We just woke up and are doing our usual morning routine (Priya groggily checking her notifications while I put on my workout clothes and stretch before a run).

“Huh?” I say.

Priya laughs. “Did you even hear me at all?”

“Oh. Sorry.” I stand up straight. “What’s going on?”

“I was asking if Izzy can come over tomorrow.”

Priya’s girlfriend—and my only remaining friend from high school—is a freshman at Brown University, which is just close enough to us that the two of them visit each other every couple of weeks. They are disgustingly cute together.

“Oh, yeah,” I say.

I never deny Priya (or myself) the opportunity to see Izzy. I’ve been friends with Izzy since one fateful school lunch period where we bonded over being queer Chinese American former-gifted-kids who spent all our free time on our high school extracurriculars (me in yearbook, her in a politics club).

“Is it fine if she gets here at, like, 1:00?” Priya says.

“Go for it.”

“Cool,” Priya says. She smiles. “I can’t wait to see her.”

“Ew,” I say jokingly.

“Ew yourself,” she retorts.

This is a frequent exchange of ours. Priya says something cute about Izzy; I mock her.

It’s all in good fun. Izzy is the reason Priya and I live together. They’d been friends for a couple of years because of their politics club and had been dating for just a little while when I got into Wellesley.

I was scared at first to get to know Izzy’s girlfriend. High school relationships don’t tend to last, and this wouldn’t be the first time that I’d be friends with two people who were dating each other. But luckily, I didn’t have to worry. Priya and I immediately hit it off when I messaged her, and I quickly realized after a few conversations with both of them that their relationship was more than just a high school fling.

It’s a breath of fresh air to be friends with a couple that doesn’t shove me to the side, which has happened to me before. Izzy talks to me as much as ever, and the two of them always consider my feelings when they make plans. For that, I am eternally grateful.

I exit my room to take the elevator down to our basement; there’s a treadmill in Claflin Hall’s ugliest common room. While I’m descending in the elevator, I check my phone, where I see that Wanda has replied very rudely to me. Of course I know adults kiss.

I shake my head and send them a DM.

@dearwendywellesley:

Are you going to be putting sassy comments on all of my posts from now on?

Would’ve appreciated a heads-up lol

The thing is, I don’t really mind these comments, but it does feel a little weird for this account that just popped up to be suddenly antagonizing me, even as a joke. I work too hard for this.

I turn on the treadmill and start running in the empty, echoing room, trying to put Wanda—and my own account—out of my mind.

But my mind will not cooperate.



Dear Wendy started because Priya asked me a question last November. A pretty simple one, at that.

We were sitting around a table in our crowded, poorly lit dining hall eating brunch with our next-door neighbor, Alicia. Alicia, as a vegan, hates weekend brunch because she can never eat anything except a salad or a poorly constructed sandwich. I, however, love weekend brunch, in that I also hate it, but it’s an opportunity to send my dad—a home cook—a picture of what I’m eating so that he can share my disgust for mass-produced scrambled eggs.

That day, I sent him a picture of my eggs with some off-brand sriracha on them. I thought I was being fancy. He promptly sent me some money on Zelle to buy a carton of real eggs, which I sent back because I don’t have a skillet, a spatula, or the patience to wait for my dorm kitchen’s incredibly slow burner to heat up.

Anyway, while I was taking a bite of these gross eggs, Priya spoke out of nowhere.

“If I haven’t seen Izzy for a couple of weeks, and I don’t really, really miss her, is that bad?” she asked.

My immediate thought was, Of course not, your relationship is the most stable one I’ve ever encountered, what are you talking about?

That would be a little rude to say outright, though, so I took another bite of eggs and said, “Well, I think you’re just out of the honeymoon phase.”

“Imagine being with someone long enough to move out of the honeymoon phase,” Alicia said, which earned a laugh from me and a pout from Priya.

“But I don’t want to,” Priya whined. “It’s fun being in the honeymoon phase. It’s how I know we’re still in love.”

I laughed. “I never said you didn’t love each other. But these days, you’re used to being a couple, and you’re used to being far away, so it doesn’t hurt as much when you’re apart. That’s all. And besides, it’s only been two weeks since you last saw her. You spent senior year hundreds of miles apart.”

I’m still in awe that they managed to do long-distance like that, with Izzy in Chicago and Priya in Atlanta. I guess that’s what happens when you meet the love of your life by doing remote work as high school club leaders.

Priya seemed to consider this, and then she let out a breath. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I don’t know. I just feel bad because, like, what if Izzy still misses me a lot?”

“Then … she misses you a lot,” I said. “It doesn’t mean you love her less; it just means her brain’s taking a little longer to slow down its release of happy hormones. And you call each other, like, every day. Also, let me reiterate: It’s been two weeks.”

“It’s technically been less than two weeks,” Priya admitted, which was true; she’d taken the train down to Providence on a Sunday, and the day we were talking was a Saturday.

“And you’re still super happy every time you see her, right?” Alicia said.

Priya sighed. “You’re right. I’m overthinking. How are you so good at this?”

I kicked my foot up and crossed my legs dramatically. “This is all a hundred percent from personal experience.”

We all burst into giggles. I’m aromantic and asexual; I had, and still have, no experience whatsoever. My relationship knowledge at the time came almost exclusively from reading romance novels, though that would soon change.

“Really, though, you should capitalize off your relationship advice,” Alicia said.

I gave little thought to that sentence for the rest of our conversation, but later that day, I suddenly remembered it. Maybe she was onto something.

I thought of a few ways I might be able to offer my services to the Wellesley community, and one thing led to another. I found myself coming up with some designs and making an Instagram account. I checked out a couple of self-help books from the library to do research. I created a Google Form for people to anonymously submit their relationship questions and confessions. I followed all the Wellesley students that I knew of.

I started getting submissions just days after that conversation with Priya and Alicia. And thus, Dear Wendy was born. Ever since then, I’ve been spending my free time fielding questions and restoring balance in people’s lives as a neutral third-party observer.

It’s one of my favorite parts of my day.






CHAPTER 4
A Slowly Dying Art
JO



I’m so glad it’s the weekend.

I manage to sleep in a bit—always difficult when you have two roommates—and when I wake up, I find out that I have fifteen new followers (oh my god?) and two new questions for my Instagram alter ego. I then respond to a rude DM from Dear Wendy; dude, I don’t need to give you a heads-up for my own comments.

After I eat a quick brunch with Lianne, I head over to my main commitment of the day: my radio show.

College radio stations are a dying art, but my college is nothing if not stubborn. I trained to be a DJ last semester for WZLY Wellesley, and now I host a weekly show on Sunday mornings.

Not many people listen to it. My roommates play the internet stream, and a few other people from my dorm might listen if I remind them in our group chat. A couple other students might tune in just for fun. My moms tune in every week because, as my moms, they will support anything that I do, and as local residents, they listen to the college radio anyway. That’s about it; I don’t really have any friends outside Wellesley that I can bully into listening.

I walk inside Billings Hall and down the stairs to the radio station. The white cinder-block walls of the lounge are covered with notes and scribbles from DJs past. It’s mostly heartfelt messages from people who’ve graduated, but there’s also a circle where someone traced their boob, song lyrics, and a few confessions from people who’ve had sex here.

I try not to think about that whenever I’m in this room.

Down another small flight of stairs are the actual studios. I wait for a couple of minutes for the last hour’s DJ to finish, and then I walk inside Studio A, hearing pop music playing softly through the speakers as I set down my bag and take off my winter coat.

Playing my music is pretty straightforward. On the computer in the studio, I search my username on Spotify to find the playlist I made last night, and then I reach over to the soundboard, fade out our auto-player, and turn on the mic.

“You’re listening to WZLY Wellesley, 91.5 FM,” I say. “My name is Jo Ephron, no relation to High School Musical star Zac Efron. You’ll note our names are pronounced slightly differently. We’re going to start off with one of my all-time favorites; this is ‘Oh No!’ by MARINA from her album The Family Jewels.”

Turn off the mic, click play on Spotify, fade in the music. All that’s left to do is sit back and listen while the next three songs play.

I’ve gotten into a routine with this. Sometimes, I text my friends about my song choices. Sometimes, I have a dance party. Sometimes, if I’m pressed for time, I’ll do homework.

Today, I’m answering questions from Instagram.

I pull out my positively ancient laptop from my bag. It’s closer in age to my younger brother than to my phone, but I won’t part from this computer until it refuses to turn on.

It takes a moment for my browser to open up so I can make my posts. I’ve been using Google Slides to do it, which I think is pretty ingenious of me but Katy thinks is deeply uncool.

If she were here, she would say something like, You should really use Illustrator for these kinds of things. Ha. Like my computer can house Adobe Illustrator without crashing for good.

Google Slides finally loads, and I get to work. I have a question from Jessica Nguyen, a fellow resident of my dorm.

@jessie.nguyen14

Hi! I have a submission for you if that’s ok

Someone else at W who’s never talked to me before liked a bunch of my Instagram posts out of nowhere

Does this mean we’re married now or???

Ah, Wellesley. Never change.

For a few moments, I consider what I can say in response and then type up her question and my answer.

lmao pls,,, i know people are desperate for love but this probably means they don’t understand proper instagram etiquette. (esp if they have a weird following/follower ratio, y’know??) pls chill sdklfjklsffjldks

That’ll suffice.

Right? Well, maybe not. I don’t know. I think this is fine. This is funny enough. And it’s not really that mean.

Okay. Yes. This looks great.

As “Oh No!” comes to a close and “Love Me More” by Mitski starts playing, I download my slides onto my phone and put them on Instagram. Easy peasy. Wendy seems to take this advice-giving stuff very seriously, but I’m having a good, fun time.

Right as my post uploads, I get a text message. It’s Jessica, complimenting my choice of music. She must be listening to the stream.

I was just answering her Instagram question, and she has no idea.

This is fun.






CHAPTER 5
At the End of the Day, What Is Gender?
JO



“What the hell did she say?” I whisper.

The person next to me shakes her head and shrugs.

Most of the professors here are extremely smart. That’s, like, a baseline requirement for being a college professor, right? But being smart doesn’t mean you have to be all pretentious about the way you speak, and my professor in WGST 110 (an intro-level class in women’s and gender studies) doesn’t seem to know that she can talk to us like we’re normal people.

I’m pretty sure Dr. Lisa Fineman is talking about toxic masculinity. She keeps on using words like “hegemonic” and “juxtaposition” and “pervasive.” Do I know what these words mean? Technically, yes. Do I know how to understand them when they’re used together in a sentence along with a dozen other big words? Absolutely not.

You’d think that a 100-level class would be a little easier to comprehend. But I’m on week three of this class, and I have yet to figure out what’s going on.

“Now, I’d like you all to turn to the person next to you for a few minutes and talk really quickly about the readings you did for today,” Professor Fineman says. “And come up with at least two key takeaways that you might be able to share with the class.”

I turn to my neighbor again. She’s an East Asian girl with long hair held in a high ponytail, wisps of it tucked behind her Wayfarer glasses. She is positively swimming in her oversized mustard-yellow turtleneck sweater.

“Okay,” she says, giving me a small smile. “Hi.”

“Hey!” I say. “Uh, sorry, what’s your name?”

I still don’t know everyone’s names, which I guess is okay because it’s only the fifth time this class has met. It doesn’t help that people constantly switch where they sit. But it looks like she doesn’t know my name yet either, based on the way her shoulders lose their tension.

“I’m Sophie,” she says. “She/her.”

“Cool,” I reply. “Jo, she/they.”

Pronouns are second nature in introductions at our college, which is a fantastic improvement over high school. “She” and “they” both feel right to me, so I tell people to use both, and they don’t question my femme appearance or pry about the precise nuances of my gender identity.

Which, to be honest, I don’t even know myself. I’m a girl, but I’m sort of not a girl? Maybe? At the end of the day, what is gender?

That’s actually the title of our class: “What Is Gender?” Ha.

Sophie seems unfazed. “Nice to meet you, Jo.”

I nod. “Same to you.”

We look at each other blankly. Class has been like this: Fineman tells us to talk, but none of us know each other that well, so we sit there not sure what to say for five minutes straight.

Best to begin by being relatable.

“Okay,” I say, “before we talk about the reading, am I the only one who’s fully lost whenever Fineman says anything?”

Sophie’s eyes widen. “Oh, no, I can’t figure it out either. It’s like, I can tell she’s saying things, and I know what all the words mean on their own, but together, they make no sense.”

The sigh of relief I emit!

“I thought I was the only one,” I say.

“You are definitely not.”

That little icebreaker is enough to get us talking about our reading, which was actually pretty interesting. It’s an essay about ways that the gender studies field has become more inclusive over time. Sophie notes, though, that most of the field is still super privileged: cishet, white, affluent, nondisabled, et cetera, et cetera.

“Mm,” I say, a blank smile spreading on my face. “Disgusting!”

Sophie chuckles. “Yeah, there’s still a lot of work to do.”

After our class reconvenes and shares thoughts on the reading, Fineman reminds us that we’re going to start doing group presentations next week.

“Please do not overexert yourself on this assignment,” Fineman says. “You’re leading a discussion on a reading, like what I do during class. You can use a slideshow, give handouts, or simply stand up here and talk. Your groups can have two to six people. The assignment is designed to be flexible.”

She puts up a link to a Google Doc so we can sign up for a day to present.

I look around and make eye contact with Sophie. She raises her eyebrows hopefully. I’ve only known her for a few minutes, but … I guess we can work together.

I shrug and say, “Sure. Why not. Um, what day should we sign up for?”

Sophie frowns and scrolls through the document. Already, people are starting to sign up for slots. The only one still completely empty of names is the first possible day to present.

“Hmm.” Sophie clicks her tongue. “The first day? The reading is about TERFs.”

Trans-exclusionary radical feminists, the bane of my existence.

“Oh, perfect,” I say. “Great way to let out some pent-up rage.”

“I can’t wait to slander some celebrities,” Sophie says.

“It’s not slander if it’s true,” I counter.

“You make a good point.”

We decide to meet up tomorrow to start planning since we have such a quick turnaround time. After class is over, we exchange phone numbers and head off in opposite directions.



When I settle down in the library, hoping to get work done, I want to do anything but our reading, so I check Instagram and find a new DM for Wanda.

@coldsoymilk:

hello i have a submission for you (anon pls)

this guy from my high school keeps texting me all the time

and i never want to respond bc like i REALLY don’t like him

how do i tell him to stop???

i literally haven’t seen him in like two years??

Imagine having people from high school who actually try to talk to you. All my high school friends have moved on. Or I’ve moved on from them, I don’t know.

This is too simple of a question. I already know how to respond. I open Google Slides and begin typing.

lmao i’ve been there. just fucking,,, don’t respond to him?? if you don’t like someone there’s no reason why you should keep talking to them. muting is magic, blocking is bliss <3

I save the question and answer onto my phone and upload them.

Inevitably, I end up scrolling through Instagram since I’m already on the app. On my feed for my personal account, I get a row of suggested accounts to follow. The first one is @sophiachi_. Sophie from WGST.

I tap on her profile. Her display name says “Sophie Chi 池乐水,” the latter half of which I assume is her name in another language. I google “chi last name” out of curiosity, and it looks like it’s Chinese since the Korean spelling of it looks really different. Wait, do Chinese and Korean people have a lot of the same last names? Do they mean the same thing?

Okay, no, I can’t get into this. Back to Instagram. Sophie’s icon is a picture of her smiling in a field of sunflowers, her hair in two pigtail braids. Her account is on private, but her bio simply says “Chicago → Wellesley.”

I request to follow her. I hope she won’t judge my profile too harshly. My icon is from three years ago, and though I haven’t changed much in appearance—same long, curly brown hair, same round face, same sunburn-prone skin—I should probably update it soon.

Not twenty seconds later, I get a notification that Sophie accepted my follow request and has requested to follow me back. Looks like she’s on her phone a lot; that alone tells me we should get along great.

Now I’ve got to do some Instagram stalking.

Is this only furthering my procrastination? Yes. But is it necessary? Also yes.

I check who she’s following, and … she’s not following Wanda. Damn. But … she’s not following Wendy either.

Maybe she’s just not into love advice.

My phone buzzes with a text. Speak of the devil.

Sophie (5:07 PM)

Hey were you able to find the TERF reading??

I think Prof. Fineman might have forgotten to upload it or something

Great, I have to look for it now. Which means if I find it, I need to get started.

I could pretend I didn’t see Sophie’s text yet, but I’ve only just met her, and I don’t need her to think I’m the one who slacks off in a group project.

I force myself to put away my phone and open my computer to check our course website. Sure enough, I can’t find our reading anywhere.

I shoot a text to Sophie telling her this.

Sophie (5:12 PM)

Well that’s lovely

I’ll send her an email in a few minutes, just have to finish up something first

Me (5:12 PM)

cool thanks!!

Right when I think I might finally be ready to do something productive, my phone buzzes with a notification from Instagram on my Wanda account. It’s a comment on my most recent post.

dearwendywellesley 1m

Good call! There’s a certain Instagram account I’ve been meaning to block myself. They keep making these horrible comments on my posts …

Reply

Jesus.

Who the hell is Wendy, and why do they think this is a normal way to behave on the internet?



 

Dear Wendy,

I’ve been with my boyfriend since freshman year of high school. I love him beyond words, and I’m pretty sure we’re going to be in this for the long haul. But lately, I’ve been feeling like our relationship is kind of … well, kind of boring. The most exciting things we do together are, like, going grocery shopping. How do I bring back a sense of excitement?

Sincerely,

B.

Dear B.,

I think you should have a conversation with your boyfriend about how you’re feeling. You’re probably past that initial phase of newness and excitement, so it’s normal for things to stagnate (you’ve been together for years, after all!). But it’s important for you to be clear with each other about your feelings. Maybe he feels the same way, and you can brainstorm ways to keep things fresh. Think about what brought you joy in the early years of your relationship, and see if there’s a way to replicate that. Even in a years-long relationship, communication is still key!

In case you come up short, here are a few things I might suggest you try on your next date. Go to a new restaurant that neither of you have tried; ask each other the 36 questions that make you fall in love; cook or craft together, even if it ends disastrously. If you’re sexually active, try something new in your sex life.

My last piece of advice for you is to not devalue domesticity. Who’s to say that running errands can’t also be fun and exciting? Personally, I think my personality is best expressed when I’m in a near-empty Target with my friends or family. It’s good to find excitement in little things.

Best wishes,

Wendy

wandawellesley69 3h

you heard it here first, sibs, getting groceries at roche bros IS a date after all

4 likes Reply

floresalicia214 2h

tell that to @chen.sue.122

1 like Reply

chen.sue.122 2h

@floresalicia214 LSKDFJLSKDFLK don’t call me out like this

Reply

dearwendywellesley 41m

If both of you agree it’s a date, then yes, it is a date. Otherwise, it is simply running errands

Reply

wandawellesley69 11m

@dearwendywellesley booooooooooooooooo

Reply
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