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STEPHAN cracks open a beer as he flops down on the avocado-green couch, wincing at the creaking noise from the battered piece of furniture. It’s probably a decade older than he is, bought by the university to furnish the “new” graduate student housing when it was first built in the late 1960s. Still, it’s good to be back on campus.


“Lazy bastard,” Jim groans, lumbering through the door with a box nearly larger than his torso.


“Fuck you; I’m finished,” Stephan says with a grin, swinging his feet up onto the coffee table.


Jim makes a face at him. “It’s going to be like this when you finish your homework and I’m still slogging through mine, isn’t it?”


Stephan raises his bottle in a teasing salute. “Yup. Just like when we were undergrads. Half the joy in being done is rubbing it in the faces of all those who aren’t.”


“I’m going to remember this, you know.”


“You remember everything; I can’t even remember what the hell you’re getting a degree in, man. Tree-hugging crap, that’s all I know.”


“Environmental Toxicology,” Jim supplies in a long-suffering tone. “And if you drank less, maybe you’d remember more. You’re killing brain cells as well as poisoning your liver, you know.”


“Goody-two-shoes,” Stephan says, flicking the bottle cap at his friend.


“Alcoholic.” Jim catches the object midair and tosses it back at Stephan, plinking him in the forehead.


Stephan’s mouth drops open. “Oh, it is on, Davis, you fucker.”


“I’m shaking,” Jim mocks, putting down his box and flexing his arms. Which are pretty impressive, actually, because Jim definitely puts in his hours at the gym, not to mention jogging more than can possibly be good for a person. In other words, he’s built.


With a grumble, Stephan lurches off the sofa and over the coffee table, and tackles Jim to the ground. Jim might be bigger, but Steph’s devious, and he’s no stranger to the Soloflex, himself. Laughing, they roll across the mostly empty living room, coming to a stop up against a wall, legs entangled.


Stephan is pinned underneath, swearing and shrieking as Jim digs his fingers in between ticklish ribs, when someone speaks from the open doorway.


“Goddamn, Steph.” The tone of voice can only be described as aggrieved. “First day back on campus and you’re already rolling around with another guy.”


Stephan reaches down and grabs Jim’s ass, giving it a squeeze as he moans theatrically. “Come on, Eric, tell me you could keep your hands off this fine ass if you were alone with it.”


“There’s a person attached to that ass, you know,” Jim huffs, managing to knee Stephan in the stomach as he gets disentangled. “And also? You suck.” He makes for the door, giving Eric a grin as he brushes past on his way to get more of his stuff.


“If you were horny, you just had to text me,” Stephan’s boyfriend scolds, strolling in and making himself comfortable on the sofa. Well, trying to; the sofa is adamantly resisting all efforts at cushioning and doing its best to imitate stone, longevity having been more important to its design than comfort. Also, at four inches over six feet tall, Eric doesn’t fit on most furniture very well. His lankiness, floppy hair, and pointy features combine to make him seem very boyish.


“Well, you’re here now; let’s go find out which box the lube is in,” Stephan suggests with his naughtiest grin.


Eric laughs and sits down, kicking off his flip-flops. “Seriously, are you all moved in? I thought I’d drop by and see if you needed a hand.”


As usual, Eric’s completely oblivious to Stephan’s disappointed sigh. “All moved in, not terribly unpacked. I’ll get to it later. I was just kicking back, watching Jim lug boxes around, making fun of him, and drinking that beer,” he growls, lunging to reclaim his bottle.


Eric holds it out of reach, using his unfairly long limbs to play keep-away as if Steph was some pathetic little kid reaching for his milk money. After a light punch to Eric’s shoulder, Stephan gets up, grumbling, and retrieves another one from the fridge.


“So, do you wanna get dinner?”


Stephan gives Eric one of his what the hell are you babbling about? eyebrow quirks. “It’s two p.m.”


“Oh. Okay, um. We could play some PS2 or something, if you’re not going to unpack…. Did you eat lunch? I bet the pizza place at the Student Union isn’t totally swamped yet and might get it here in under an hour.”


They play around for a while, getting the TV and game consoles set up with only one minor argument, and dividing a pizza and responsibilities for harassing Jim equally. Just like the majority of their evenings over the last nine months, they settle into companionable, mellow hanging out. Being with Eric is like being with one of his best friends, only with sex. Sometimes. Stupid Jim had foiled Stephan’s plans and objected loudly to his suggestion that he and Eric play strip-SSX Tricky, and Eric hadn’t taken him seriously about a strip-game anyway. There is some kissing and minor groping while Jim is in his room, cussing as he tries to install some shelves and stubbornly refusing any help. It’s nice.


And Stephan’s definitely getting laid tonight. Probably for sure. They’ve been together for nearly a year now, although separated for the last two months while Eric did a summer outreach program in his hometown, but now they’re back together. It’s easy and comfortable, reassuring, the way they just fit with each other. Physically and figuratively, both.


Finally Jim comes out, holding some ice to a reddish-purple finger. “Aww, look at you two, all cozy on the couch. So sweet and romantic.”


And it is—it’s almost sickening, the way they’re leaning equally against the sofa and each other’s shoulders. But it feels right, so Stephan isn’t arguing. It’s good to just be with his boyfriend again. Even if he is so horny he might explode. Literally.


Eric stretches his arms above his head, exposing a strip of tummy Stephan wants to lick in the worst way. “Are you sure you don’t need to unpack?” he asks, clueless to the lustful look he’s getting.


“Dude. It’s good,” Stephan sighs, rolling his eyes.


“Aw, come on, I’ll help you at least make the bed and stuff.”


“Does that mean I’m finally going to get you in it?” Stephan asks as he gets up, sensing the futility of arguing.


“Maaaaybe.” Eric grins.


They’re pretty much finished when Steph’s cell phone buzzes, and the piercing voice of his friend Kristine greets him. It sounds like she’s at a rock concert or something, with the volume of music and voices and her yelling into the phone, but after a few minutes he manages to glean that a bunch of people are going out to 99 Bottles to celebrate the start of the new year, and he should join them and bring everyone he sees along with him.


They meet up with the usual suspects, mostly friends still in school, and spend the evening alternately mourning the end of summer and anticipating the joy of the new semester. Surprisingly, it’s mostly couples: Jim and his girlfriend Jamie, Eric and Stephan, and Kristine and her new girlfriend, Tina. It strikes Stephan as a bit odd that everyone paired off when he wasn’t looking, but he guesses that it’s just another sign that he’s getting older. The coupling, not the unobservant thing. He’s always been unobservant.


It’s too loud to have any decent conversations other than idle chitchat about the upcoming year. A few of the others are first year grad students, too, and only one isn’t in the Division of Humanities. They spend some time commiserating together about their nervousness regarding the differences in coursework from when they were undergrads and the orientation the next day, when they’ll find out which classes they’ve been assigned to as teaching assistants. The wrong professor could make their lives utter hell.


The cheap beer and greasy appetizers are plentiful, and Stephan eats with the mental note to do an extra twenty minutes of cardio the next time he works out. Although maybe carrying all his boxes up to his new apartment counted? A few more beers and he decides that the exercise was definitely good enough, even with the pizza he’d eaten earlier. Eric, of course, at barely twenty-one, can eat whatever the fuck he wants, devouring grease and sugar like they’re going out of style. It totally isn’t fair, and Stephan would hate him except that he knows that one day the kid’s metabolism will catch up, and on that day he is planning to laugh his ass off at Eric’s soft little beer belly.


“Will you still love me when I’m a bear?” Eric asks, fluttering his eyelashes as Stephan dutifully passes him the last of the jalapeno poppers.


“Fuck no.” Stephan shudders. “I’ve dated older guys, yeah, but not bears.”


“Aw, Steph. Love is supposed to be unconditional.”


Stephan wipes a bit of ranch dressing off the corner of Eric’s mouth with his thumb, and then kisses him. “Sweetheart, I do love you unconditionally. Just so long as you never, ever get old. Or cut your hair. Or stop working out. Or change how you look in any way.”


Eric sticks his tongue out in response and wiggles it suggestively. Stephan is pulling him close for another kiss, when they’re interrupted by a tiny blonde throwing herself bodily at them.


Allison, a friend of Eric’s, whom Stephan has always disliked. Not that there’s anything wrong with her in particular, just that she keeps pawing at Stephan and never seems to pick up on the fact that he’s really, truly, completely 100 percent gay, and will never be interested in her that way no matter what. Not to mention that she’s also brought Chad with her—Chad, who’s been Eric’s best friend since they were freshman-year roommates. The guy seriously rubs Stephan the wrong way; he’s constantly making comments, which Stephan thinks barely conceal Chad’s inner homophobia, and which Eric always insists are just “manly teasing.” And of course Chad has dragged along his flavor of the week, a perky little brunette, and Perky’s friend for good measure. Stephan wonders if Chad is going to manage to get both girls into bed with him; women just seem to turn stupid around the guy.


Ignoring the newcomers and not wanting to cling too much to Jim and Jamie, Stephan finds himself with Tina and a guy she knows from the Philosophy Department, another first-year grad student, who has the most amazing blue eyes. Not a bad body, either, and Stephan has had enough beer to let his gaze wander appreciatively while Eric’s busy talking to Allison and Chad and the rest of his crowd.


He’s abruptly interrupted from his leering by a hard elbow to the ribs. “Hey, I was just looking,” he pouts, rubbing his side.


Eric rolls his eyes. “Better be all you’re doing, Burke.”


Stephan puts his arm around Eric and grabs his ass, pulling him close for a quick little smooch. “Wanna go home and I’ll show you how sorry I am, baby? You know you’re the only one I want,” he teases, nuzzling Eric’s neck.


“Prove it.” Eric grins, and Stephan’s cock throbs a bit, reminding him that it’s been forever since they’ve fucked.


It’s technically true that they’d had reunion sex when Eric got back into town a few days ago, but Stephan had been couch-surfing at Billy and Scott’s until he could move in on campus, so it was just blowjobs. Stephan would have done more, but he was trying to follow Billy’s “No Spooge on the Couch” rule, and Eric is unbelievably shy about sex when someone might walk in on them. So Stephan is understandably looking forward to getting him alone.


They don’t bother saying goodbye to anyone, just leave, and Stephan is relieved that Eric seems as eager as he is, for once. In fact, he surprises the hell out of Steph on the drive home, running his hands all over his own body in the passenger seat, teasing, telling Stephan what he’s going to do once they’re alone. Apparently two months without sex has loosened up a lot of Eric’s inhibitions, and Stephan practically runs from the parking lot to his apartment, laughing as his boyfriend paws at him all the way.


They fall on the bed, kissing and laughing and shoving each other’s clothes off as fast as they can once Eric has kicked the door shut with a bang.


“Good to have a bed,” Stephan notes, rolling them so he’s on top and can get his jeans off the rest of the way.


“Good to have a door,” Eric groans as Steph bends over him to mouth at his chest and stomach, making his way down.


“Well, if you weren’t so inhibited,” he grumbles between licks and kisses. “Some people find the idea of getting caught exciting.”


“Not by Billy and Scott.”


“You just don’t want anyone to see the silly faces you make when you come,” Stephan teases, smirking as he runs the tip of his tongue along the length of Eric’s cock.


Eric sucks in a surprised breath as his dick jerks and a few drops of pre-come trickle out. He finally retorts, “Shut up, asshole,” with a stellar lack of wit.


Stephan grins a challenge at him. “Make me.”


“With pleasure.” Eric grabs Stephan’s head and pushes it down toward his cock. Barely a few moments have passed before he’s making little whimpering noises and pushing Stephan away again. “Wait, hold on. Don’t you want to fuck?” he manages to ask.


Stephan raises an eyebrow, answering with his lips still touching Eric’s erection, the vibrations making Eric moan. “Um, yeah? That was sort of my plan.”


“Your turn, then,” Eric says, sitting up and manhandling Stephan down onto his back instead.


Stephan thinks about protesting that he’d wanted to top, but then Eric’s mouth is on his dick and those fucking magnificent hands are spreading him open, and he decides he doesn’t care; it can wait. Eric is slow and gentle, like always, although Stephan doesn’t mind so much tonight, since it’s been a while. It takes him a few minutes to relax, far too long in his opinion, but Eric never listens when Steph wants to hurry up and says that he doesn’t mind the burn.


Anyway, it’s good. Great, even, especially when Eric’s fingers are replaced by cock—wonderful, thick, glorious cock. Say what you want about the boy, but he has a great dick and he knows what to do with it. Every stroke hits Stephan’s sweet spot, filling him up, making his eyes roll back in his head with bliss. They’ve been apart too long to make it last, but that’s perfect—not quite fast, yet still urgent. Soon they’re entirely twisted up in each other, arms and legs entangled as they both thrust furiously, eyes squeezed shut as they try to muffle their climaxes against each other’s shoulder and neck. 


Stephan’s hands clench so hard on the bedframe when he comes that it takes a moment to unbend them, and he feels a sore spot on his shoulder where Eric bit him a little too hard. They pant for breath, covered in a sheen of sweat, then gradually untangle. Stephan peeks into the hallway to discover Jim’s door is shut, and quickly retrieves a glass of water and a washcloth from the bathroom to clean up.


Even the wet cloth doesn’t wake Eric from his doze, and Stephan climbs back in bed, content to just crash out too. Their legs tangle together under the covers, his boyfriend’s quiet breath ruffling his hair. Stephan lies there listening to Eric’s heartbeat, the chirp of crickets, and the distant sounds of the undergrads’ all-night partying which drift inside with the cool autumn night air.


He’s back at school, back with Eric. All is right in his world again.




Chapter 2
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THE Humanities Division’s graduate student orientation is the next day at eight thirty in the morning, a time clearly designed by someone with a personal vendetta against Stephan. It’s just too damn early; the museum he’d worked at for the last year hadn’t opened until ten thirty, and the idea of being alert at this hour is just offensive. All the coffee beans in Brazil aren’t going to make it acceptable, but damned if Stephan isn’t going to try.


The orientation is held in one of the big auditoriums, and he actually gets there early, nursing his fourth cup of coffee and making a note to himself to kiss Jim’s feet for setting up and turning on the automatic coffeemaker the night before.


He meets up outside with some people he knows and feels the conflicted sort of familiarity—been there, done that—of someone who’s been on the campus for four years already, mixed with the uncertain anticipation of beginning something brand new. He has been here, but he hasn’t done that, and in some ways it’s like being a freshman all over again. Only without the pimples. And with more sex and booze.


The orientation starts, and it’s mostly just a lot of garbage about the different departments and what the faculty in each of them is focusing on. The division is trying to emphasize interdisciplinary relations this year, get people to work with the experts no matter what department they’re in. On one hand it seems like a great idea, but on the other hand it sounds like a massive pain in the ass, a great idea strangled by the usual university red tape. The graduate classes are fairly small, though, and evidently the budget cuts mean a general pooling of resources. Including teaching assistants.


When Stephan realizes this could mean that he might end up TAing for one of Eric’s literature classes he has to clench his jaw to keep from laughing out loud—that would be so fucking awesome! He can’t keep the malicious little grin off his face and ends up having to pass a note to Kristine to explain after she jabs him in the ribs with her sharp elbow.


Unfortunately before Kristine even passes the note back, his evil glee is ruined by the Dean’s overview of the Academic Code of Conduct and his sharp emphasis about inappropriate relations with students and abuse of positions of authority. It’s such a load of bullshit; no one really cares what the grad students do, whether they fuck undergrads or faculty or sheep, but the university has to cover its ass, he supposes. It’s improbable he’d be assigned to one of Eric’s classes anyway, and it’s made clear that all he’d have to do is make sure Eric’s not in his section.


Finally they get to the part that they’ve all been waiting for, where the Assistant Dean talks about the TAships. Unfortunately, the Assistant Dean this year is one of the Theater Arts faculty, an energetic and unbelievably sincere man who gives new meaning to the word “flamboyant” and makes Stephan cringe just on general principle.


The Assistant Dean talks a little bit about the need to be at each lecture for the classes they are assigned to, and if there are sections they are assigned to teach, that they’re not allowed to cancel more than one meeting without getting in trouble. He makes a very stern frowny face and emphasizes the need to get assignments graded on time. Then, in conclusion, the guy stands up in front of the lecture hall and says to the hundred or so new graduate students seated there, “The pedagogical bond between Student and Teacher is a sacred one. I could never presume to tell you how to teach your classes. Just go out there and do your thing!”


After a very long moment of shocked silence, the Dean clears his throat and moves on to talk about how and when they will be paid for their TA work, while the students blink at each other, dumbfounded. That, it seems, was the sum total of their training on how to be teachers: “Just go out there and do your thing!”


Un-fucking-believable.


Stephan zones out on all the financial stuff about grants and loans and fees and payment schedules, and doesn’t really tune back in until he receives another jab in the ribs from Kristine. The girl really should wear elbow pads; he makes a mental note to sit next to Tina after the break.


Kristine has helpfully awoken him from his That’s honest-to-God all they’re going to say about teaching? stupor in order to check out the lists being projected onto the screen above them of which classes have had which grad students assigned to them. Stephan’s thrilled and relieved to hear that he’s TAing for the big Intro to American History class, as are two other students. It has the temporary downside that no faculty ever wants to teach the Intro classes, so it’s unassigned at the moment and will go to whomever is lowest on the faculty totem pole, but it doesn’t really matter.


Looks like he won’t be grading his boyfriend on his sexual skills after all. Unless he can get Eric into some role playing or something, and he decides to follow up on that subject later. His sudden awareness of his dick makes him also realize those four cups of coffee need an outlet. He’s almost squirming by the time the Dean finally announces a short break and he can run to the restroom.


He looks over the guy already in the can: older, a little rough around the edges, rugged, maybe. Facial hair somewhere between stubble and beard, but it’s his eyes that really make Stephan do a double take. There’s nothing really special about their color, but they’re just… warm. Welcoming.


Their gazes catch and hold for a moment in the mirror above the sinks, but then the door bangs open and Mark, a guy Stephan sort of knows through Jim, comes in followed by two others, and no one stands around a men’s room staring at another guy without getting his ass kicked, so Stephan heads out and makes his way back to his seat.


Armed with a fresh cup of coffee, of course; if the university’s going to welcome them with free coffee and bagels, who is Stephan to say no? Although honestly, those bagels? Probably older than he is. He tried one once, as a sophomore, and nearly lost a tooth. He’s not surprised that no one seems to have touched the artistic display the catering staff has made.


He wonders idly if they’re the same bagels, every time, at every function. Maybe they’ve been shellacked or something, glued together to stay in formation.


Okay, maybe he might have had a little too much caffeine on an empty stomach.


Once they’ve all reassembled, the Dean introduces the faculty: their names, classes they’re teaching this year, and what sort of research they’re doing. Stephan dutifully notes down all of the History faculty, along with anyone else who sounds like they’re doing work in his area of interest, namely the history of religions in America.


The only History faculty member who’s new since Stephan graduated is introduced as Professor Jeffery Tegan, and it’s the guy from the bathroom, with the warm eyes. He waves at the auditorium and corrects the Humanities Dean, saying, “Just Jeff,” in a gravelly but friendly voice, before he sits down again. His focus is American history, and Stephan makes a mental note to see what he’s about and if he’d maybe make a good advisor for his thesis. Or something.


After an interminable speech about how hard they can expect their classes to be now that they’re grad students, and how there won’t be any slacking off, that they’re “adults now,” they’re released. It’s such bullshit; everyone Stephan’s talked to (including his undergrad faculty advisor) has told him over and over that the coursework is about the same; he’s just expected to take it a lot more seriously than most undergraduates do. Since being serious enough was never a problem for him, Stephan figures he’s pretty much set. He’s used to working hard, putting in long hours, missing parties in favor of working on research papers.


Well, some parties. Not all of them, because that would suck, and you’re only young once, right?


Still, he loves what he’s studying, is fascinated and turned on by it in an amazingly geeky way. It’s kind of weird, because he doesn’t talk to his parents more than every couple of months and only sees his family over the Christmas holidays, but it’s largely his upbringing that spurred his interest in religion. They’re all very good Christians, churchgoing, involved with the community, and have been his whole life. They’re less than thrilled about his “sinful lifestyle choices,” so it’s not a topic they talk about, and therefore, they don’t have much to say to each other beyond the pleasantries.


The whole religious you’re-going-to-hell thing has always mystified Stephan, and especially since he figured out that he was gay and discovered that some churches didn’t have a big problem with that. It’s funny to him, and a little bit sad, that so many churches teach that everyone but the individuals in their congregation is going to hell. That’s just illogical, not to mention kind of meanspirited.


And hey, if he’s going to hell for liking cock? Then heaven would probably suck anyway.


Just as Stephan’s about to leave the auditorium, he notices the other two students assigned to TA the American History intro class waving him over. They exchange names and e-mail addresses, and plan to hook up again right after the first session next Monday. The guy, Will, says that he talked to the Chair of the History department, who said that someone would be e-mailing them sometime within in the next two days about which faculty has been assigned to teach. They laugh when Lauren, the other TA, points out that if the university follows its usual communication patterns, they’ll probably find out when they set foot in the door of the classroom. They both seem pretty cool, easygoing but organized, and Stephan’s glad they’re all in the same boat.


Lunchtime seems like a blessing, and Stephan’s not surprised when he checks his cell phone and has a message from Eric, suggesting they meet up somewhere. It’s sweet, makes a little fluttery thing happen in Stephan’s chest area, but it’s also a little weird. They’ve been together since around New Year’s Eve—their first kiss, Steph’s embarrassed to admit, it’s so nauseatingly romantic—but since Eric was at school and Stephan was working at the local history museum all year, it’s going to be weird now to be seeing so much more of each other. Every day, even. Of course, Eric’s living off campus while Stephan’s on, but still.


It’s not bad, just different.


“So, how was it?” Eric asks, joining Stephan at one of the cafés scattered around the sprawling campus. One of the upsides of having the campus be its own little island apart from the town is that it’s fairly insular. There are coffee shops or small cafés near almost every large cluster of buildings, and the buildings are grouped more or less by academic division. Stephan can’t even remember the last time he was at Science Hill for anything other than the taqueria located there.


“Not bad. Long. Boring as shit. And they had those bagels,” Stephan says, eagerly starting on his sandwich.


“The ones from catering?” Eric grins. “Wow. They must really have it in for you guys.”


Stephan nods. “And there was a possibility that I’d end up TAing one of your classes, but no, I got assigned to Intro Am Hist.”


“You’re lucky I speak your code language,” Eric says, shaking his head with a smile. “So who’s teaching it?”


“Dunno yet; it’s unassigned. But I met the other two TAs, and they seem cool. We’re all new, so we’re all equally lost.”


Stephan goes on to tell Eric about the great one-line “teacher training” they got from the Assistant Dean, and Eric almost chokes to death on his Coke, laughing so hard.


“Wow. Sink or swim, huh?”


“No kidding. And now you know exactly how much they care about the undergrads, letting us try and teach you guys with no guidance whatsoever. No wonder most of my TAs sucked so much, and those study sections were such a waste of time,” Stephan says, shaking his head with disgust.


“Well, some of them know what they’re doing,” Eric offers. “I had a great TA last year who really helped me with my writing. Of course, she was PhD track, so she’d been doing it for a while….”


“Yeah.” Stephan wads up the paper wrapping from his sandwich and twists it into a ball. “Bet I can make it into that trash can?” he asks, indicating the one in the corner.


“Maybe? That’s not a good bet. How about if you make it, you get a reward?”


“What kind of reward?”


“PDA? Maybe we can gross out those freshmen dudes at the other table.”


“You’re on,” Stephan says. He aims carefully and the trash lands in the exact center of the bin. Eric wads his trash up and follows suit, then hooks his foot around the rung of Stephan’s chair, drags it over with a loud screech, and bends him backward in a kiss straight out of some old black and white movie.


The idiots at the other table are making grossed-out noises and muttering under their breath, but Stephan doesn’t care. He doesn’t even mind being bent over backward like this, obviously the “girl,” because the thrill of being manhandled by Eric cancels out just about anything else. Eric rarely takes control or uses his size to his advantage, and Stephan doesn’t care if it makes people think he’s submissive or whatever—it’s fucking hot.


Plus, the campus is pretty safe. It’s super-liberal and full of leftover hippie types, and has a pretty big GLBT community. The town is like that, too, and it’s really one of the best places to be gay, probably in the whole country, as far as Stephan knows. The freshmen guys are going to learn pretty goddamned fast that if they want to be homophobic, they’d better keep their thoughts to themselves or they’re going to be subjected to some seriously uncomfortable “interventions” by the residential staff in the dorms.


When he starts giggling, remembering some of the “outreach” he participated in as an undergrad, Eric lets him up, looking puzzled.


“It’s that funny?” he asks, pouting a little.


“Nah. Just thinking about some of the things we did to the homophobes when I lived in the dorms. Remember when I told you about how Mike and Jim made those two losers wear feather boas and tiaras and high heels for two days after they made fun of drag queens?”


Eric snorts. He wasn’t there, of course, being three years younger, but he’s heard a lot of the stories. “Where is Mike, anyway? Haven’t seen him in ages.”


“Took a few months off or something. He turned twenty-seven in July, if you can believe it, and decided to do some traveling, ‘find himself’ or some bullshit. He’s been sending me random-assed e-mails from God knows where.” Stephan grins.


“Is he back in town? On campus? Or did he finally finish his doctorate?”


“Man, I don’t think that guy’s ever going to finish. I think he likes school and doesn’t want to be faculty. Just likes working in the labs, doing ‘research’,” Stephan says, making little air quotes with his fingers.


“Inventing new drugs,” Eric clarifies, shaking his head with amused disapproval.


“Hey, he’s in Biochem—that’s what they do. And he’s cooked up some seriously good shit.”


Eric snorts and Stephan rolls his eyes. His boyfriend can be so uptight sometimes. It’s not like Stephan does a lot of drugs, and nothing aside from Ecstasy and smoking pot in the last couple of years. Well, and mushrooms that one time over the summer, but still. It’s not like he’s an addict or shooting up heroin or dropping acid every weekend or whatever.


“Anyway, yeah, I think he’s back. I should call him or something,” Stephan says, changing the subject.


“Yeah, I’m sure there’ll be a few parties this weekend.” Eric nods. “I’ll check around, let you know. We can decide what we want to do.”


“Sounds like a plan.”


Eric kisses Stephan again, and they walk across campus, headed toward Stephan’s apartment. They’ve got all day to hang out, play games, and eat junk food, and he’s not going to waste it. Classes start soon, and these last few days to goof around, before he’s buried in coursework, are precious. He doesn’t know what’s ahead of him, exactly, but it feels big, like it’s important to store up these moments, these last dregs of frivolous playtime with Eric.


Just in case.




Chapter 3
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CLASSES start on Thursday, which is baffling and always has been. Who the hell thought that up, and what the fuck were they smoking? Thursday? Honestly.


The day before was spent unpacking, getting the apartment organized, and thanking God that although Jim’s taste in music sucks, he’s as much of a neat freak as Stephan is about the kitchen and bathroom. Living together looks like it’s probably going to work out pretty well, which is actually a little bit of a surprise. He and Jim have known each other for years, but they’ve never been super close, hang-out-all-the-time, best buddies or anything. But Jim’s mellow and his girlfriend is pretty low maintenance, and their relationship seems relatively drama-free. Jim and Jamie have been together forever, and she’s got some job at the County Planner’s office or something. They both seem to like Eric well enough; sometimes Stephan thinks Jim likes his boyfriend more than he likes Stephan; they’re both so conservative about some things. Anyway, it looks like they’ll all get along fine.


All the History grad students get together at a local bar for an afternoon meet-and-greet and for the more experienced ones to offer some tips to the newbies: figure out who you want your advisor to be right away and ask them before the end of your first year, because no faculty wants more than two or three advisees and the good ones get taken up fast. Don’t ask Garcia to be your advisor because he’s got some weird deep-seated hatred of grad students and will make you rewrite your thesis over and over until you quit school. Always have at least five discussion topics for your TA sections, and if it’s going miserably and none of the students will talk, see another TA or the professor teaching the class before it gets too bad.


Finally, they say, whatever you do, make nice with the department secretary and bring her chocolate. If you cross her, you will Rue the Day. They all nod somberly, and Stephan can see the capital letters. It’s all good advice so far, so he decides to take them seriously on this, too, and pick up a box of Godiva’s next time he happens to be at the bookstore—he knows the secretary already from when he was an undergrad, but he’s not above a little bribery.


Eric decides to hang out with Chad and the rest of his housemates that evening, so Stephan gets to be alone all night to obsess about his first day as a grad student and generally let his neuroses have free rein. He’s not actually a total spaz, just, well, sometimes. He likes to relax and have fun, sure, but he’s also a control freak about most things, and not knowing what to expect in situations makes him tense. Nervous.


Fine, a total spaz.


Around midnight, after he’s tried on four different shirts and asked Jamie if she has an iron because maybe the last one was too wrinkled, he gives up and decides to watch whatever crap on TV will calm him down while he has a couple of beers before trying to go to sleep. While Jim’s in the bathroom, Jamie’s puttering around getting ready for bed and work the next day. Once she seems to have everything done, she comes over to Stephan, and he turns down the volume, assuming that’s what she’s going to ask him to do. She laughs and sits down on his lap, messing up his hair with her hand, and giving him a kiss on the cheek. “You’re going to be fine,” she says, smiling. “You’re good at school; you love this shit. Stop worrying.”


Stephan grins at her, feeling more relaxed by her offer of girly mothering comfort than he really has any right to be. “Yeah. Thanks, Jamie,” he says, arms wrapping around her waist to give her a hug. 


“Stop trying to steal my girl,” Jim calls from the hallway.


“It ain’t stealin’ if she’s givin’ it away,” Stephan drawls, then laughs as Jamie gets up in a dramatic huff. He pinches her butt, and she squeals and runs off to Jim’s room giggling.


“Steph get you all warmed up for me, baby?” he hears Jim tease, and then the door shuts, and Stephan turns up the volume a little so he doesn’t have to hear anything else.


Thank goodness they’re both fairly quiet. He offers them a silent toast with his beer. It’s fun to tease your housemates about overhearing them having sex, but it gets annoying pretty damn fast. He should know; he shared a wall with Danielle when they were housemates their third year. She might be his best friend, but he did not need to know that much about her sex life. Moaning and bedsprings squeaking are bad enough—hearing her yell “Ride me, Daddy!” was seriously TMI.


Steph’s schedule ends up being fairly light, at least at first glance. He’s got his required introductory seminar, Historical Method and Theory, for two hours on Tuesdays and Thursdays, with an hour each of Introduction to the Literature of American History up to the Civil War and French language on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.


He can’t get over how unbelievably stupid it is that he has to waste two whole semesters on taking a foreign language when his focus is on American history. The requirement makes sense for the other tracks; of course they’d need to occasionally read something in French or German or ancient Greek. But him? All of his source material’s in English, thanks, and he already speaks that language pretty fucking fluently.


Oh well. The most annoying thing about school is always all the stupid hoops they make you jump through for no apparent reason. And maybe he can go to France or something, someday, and it won’t be a total loss.


Or maybe there will be some hidden stash of papers from French explorers that he’ll need to read for something he’s working on someday.


Or maybe he’ll meet some hot French dude he’d like to fuck. After all, knowledge is never a waste, right?


Stephan will have to wait until Monday for the first session of the class he’s TAing and there’s still been no word on which professor’s been assigned to the class. Annoying, but typical.


He gets to his seminar Thursday morning nice and early and isn’t that surprised to find Tina there. They sit next to each other, both a little nervous and glad to have found a friendly face. Two hours later, they stagger out of the classroom with identical looks of panic on their faces, overwhelmed by the sheer number of texts they’re expected to read for just this one class. Sixteen weeks is not going to be nearly long enough.


They grab lunch together and then go to the bookstore, which is packed. It takes over an hour to find all of their books, lug them to the massive lines at the cashier counters, and pay. Poorer by more than $500, arms aching from the weight of so many hardcovers, grouchy and tired, he heads back to the grad student housing complex, thanking God that he doesn’t have to carry all his books to the bus stop and then to his apartment off campus, the way Tina does. Sure, he has a pang of guilt, a chivalrous urge to help her out somehow, but the I’m-a-self-sufficient-woman glare she shot him when he started to offer shut him up fast.


The next day isn’t so bad; he’s starting to get a feel for the rhythm of how his days are going to go, settling back into the student groove. Being able to find and make a cup of coffee first thing in the morning before his eyes are all the way open, without running into any walls, is also a big plus.


His Friday starts with French, which is taught by a petite woman, very no-nonsense, but with a wicked sense of humor that slips out occasionally. It’s a mixed class, mostly undergraduates, but that’s actually a relief since it means the pace will be a little more manageable, Stephan thinks. Madame Georges seems strict about the rules, that homework will be due every day, no late work accepted at all, and there will be a quiz every week. But the chapters in the book are short, and she seems more focused on them actually retaining the information than just flying through as much as possible at breakneck speed. Stephan took French in high school, so hopefully this won’t be too hard, even if that was six years ago. If he does well, maybe he’ll try to pass the GSFLE reading test in December and not have to take the second semester after all.


His Intro to the Literature of American History class that afternoon brings a pleasant surprise: Danielle. He’s a little shocked to see her there, actually, not because it’s illogical—which it’s not, since she’s a second-year Am Lit grad student—but because she’s supposed to be one of his best friends and he hasn’t talked to her in almost a month. She hasn’t returned his texts or voicemails or e-mails, and he’s had no idea if she’d been swallowed by a whale or what.


She sits down next to him and leans her head on his shoulder. “Can you ever forgive me, baby?” she asks in a pathetic voice.


“I’ll have to think about it,” he answers, wiggling to get her to sit up. What he sees when he finally gets a close look at her makes his forehead wrinkle, all banter aside. “What’s happened?” he asks, reaching up to run his thumb lightly across the dark circles under her eyes.


She shrugs. “Short version? Broke up with Bryan. I ended it, but it still sucks.” She sighs, pulling him into a hug and burrowing into his chest.


He wants to say something comforting, but the best he can come up with is, “He was kind of a dick. I’m sorry,” as he wraps his arms around her.


“He was,” she says, and he can feel the half-laugh even though it’s silent. “From now on, you pick out all my boyfriends, okay?”


“Yeah, good plan,” he agrees, giving her a squeeze as they disentangle when the professor comes in.


The class looks amazing. They’re working closely with the primary sources, using literature to construct a picture of the society at the time. It’s the kind of thing Stephan gets the mental equivalent of a hard-on for, taking a text or an object from history and coming to his own conclusions about the people who created it, rather than working from what all the other scholars have said. Seriously, he gets really excited about this stuff.


Yeah, he’s kind of a history geek that way. So what? At least he’s got the “good-looking” thing going for him.


Anyway, the class looks great. A shitload of work, but work he’s excited to do, and he’s grinning like a total dork by the time the professor wraps it up and everyone heads outside. He’s not the only one who’s excited; it’s a smallish seminar, less than twenty students, and everyone seems pretty happy.


Well, except Danielle. Who looks happier, but not happy. Then again, he knows her pretty well, and how upset she must be if she’s gone incommunicado for a whole month. Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, he guides her outside into the afternoon sunlight.


He nods his head at a bench, then goes to get two drinks from the coffee cart across the way. He remembers to get hers with two shots of espresso and with soy milk and fake sugar, even though usually he’d argue about it since he thinks she’s already skinny enough and she looks even thinner now than the last time he saw her. She doesn’t need to hear that today, but he does buy an enormous brownie, hoping maybe it will tempt her into consuming some actual calories.


“Want to talk about it?” he asks, sitting down next to where she’s sprawled out, sunglasses on, eyes closed, face turned up to catch the last rays of the afternoon.


She’s quiet for a few minutes, thinking. “Not really.”


He’s always liked that about Danni; even a simple question, she takes a second to consider and answers honestly. And he’s relieved she doesn’t want to have a big breakdown and start bawling, at least not right now. She’s cried on him a few times over various assholes, and he doesn’t mind, but he’d rather not do it outside, in public, without a huge box of tissues nearby.


“I don’t have any Kleenex,” she says, the corner of her mouth twitching upward a little.


“Me and my shirt appreciate that,” he says, laughing. “So, we’re not going to talk about the asshole, then, or why you didn’t tell me what was going on. Fine. What classes are you taking, are you still sharing that hideous condo with Melissa, and did you get all your books already or do you need help? Also, I hope you don’t have plans for tonight because I’m taking you to dinner and a movie. I gotta warn you, though, I’m not going to put out.”


As he hoped, she laughs and nudges him with her knee. “They say a mouth’s a mouth, Steph.”


“I doubt Eric would see it that way,” he snorts.


“You two are still together, then?”


He nods, not wanting to talk about his relationship and rub his happiness in her face. “So, books? Dinner?”


“I’ve got my books. Dinner… would be really nice, actually. I haven’t been getting out much,” she admits, reaching for the brownie.


He pushes it toward her without looking. “Just you and me, or should I ask Eric if he wants to come along and annoy us?”


“Whichever,” she shrugs. He gives her a look, and she shrugs again. “Seriously, whichever. Not like seeing you happy is going to make me start sobbing. Eric’s a good guy; I don’t mind if he comes along.” She pauses a moment, then reaches over and wraps his hand around hers. “Just so long as he’s the third wheel. And no making out with him in front of me,” she adds, a mischievous look in her eye. “It’s my date with you, so I get to make the rules.”


“What have I gotten myself into?” Stephan sighs, the weight of the world in his voice, but a smile playing around his eyes as he digs out his cell phone to call Eric.
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