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From the Universe to Me

 

Scott E. Garrison


To my husband, Josh. Thank you for always believing in me even when I didn’t believe in myself.


Chapter One

I ONLY GRADUATED high school two months ago, and I’m already excited to start Ashelford University as a history major.

I’m a huge nerd and love to learn, so college has been a goal of mine and of my parents since I could form sentences. When my parents and I sat down to discuss which university would be the best fit for me, I knew that the hometown university would be a no-brainer due to funds and the proximity.

I’ve spent countless hours on campus exploring every building and classroom, including the school’s black-box theater where I performed as a chorus member in the production of Once on This Island. I pretend I’m an explorer on a new adventure every time I visit. I like to think I’m a stealthy spy, looking for a secret passage that will lead to an exciting new discovery, which I’m sure makes me seem even more nerdy, but the cherry on top of my nerdiness sundae has to be the fact I showed up for my enrollment meeting with my advisor, Dr. Helena Richards, for my freshman year a few hours early.

With my adventures for the day complete, I make my way toward the Liberal Arts Building, which towers over me like a giant about to devour its prey. As I stand on the sidewalk, my eyes climb the red-bricked exterior that seems to grow infinitely the more I stare. I feel small in its shadow. I straighten my back and confidently make my way up the front entry stairs.

My mission—should I choose to accept it—is to put together a list of classes I want to take prior to my meeting, which rests clenched in my sweaty right hand. I’ve heard so many great things about Dr. Richards, but I’m still extremely nervous to meet her in person. We have emailed since I got accepted into the university, but I still worry she might not like me because I’m an immature freshman.

As I enter the main lobby, everything looks as I remember. Everything seems to have a purpose; a reason for being placed in its seemingly permanent location. I take a deep, calming breath. This is where I will learn new, exciting life lessons that will leave me a more educated student ready for graduate school; one step closer to becoming a professor.

I’m ready to make my dreams a reality, something my parents have always encouraged.

They have such high hopes for me. My parents have always told me I could never disappoint them, but there is still that hesitation I’m sure every child has when faced with big life decisions. In the back of my mind, I wonder where those limits end. I know deep down my mother and my father are my biggest fans, but my anxiety makes me overthink every decision before acting.

Over the years, I’ve struggled to be myself around my parents, never revealing too much of myself, hiding behind masks I’ve created. I know I’m attracted to men, but I do my best to convince myself that I’m straight. I fear being different and being rejected by the people in my life. These fears feed the energy-sucking parasite formerly known as my depression. I’ve had many opportunities to reveal myself to my loved ones, but as I have done many times before, I remain silent because my fears always win.

I walk up to the front desk in the history wing where a tired-looking girl with blonde hair, wearing a white and green Ashelford University T-shirt and a black skirt, sits staring at the computer. I might think she was dead if I didn’t hear the clicking noise made by the mouse in her hand.

She has a name tag that reads Anna Pasley pinned to her shirt. She doesn’t look up at me as I approach.

“Can I help you?” she says, forcing the words out with all her strength. She looks like she hasn’t slept in weeks. God, I know college is difficult, but do they force all students to stay up for hours studying and testing their academic prowess? Like the Hunger Games but centered on academia.

“Excuse me. My name is Tobias Gavin. I have an appointment with Dr. Richards to discuss my schedule for my first semester.” Anna flinches in her chair when she hears me speak.

Anna looks at me with bloodshot eyes. She looks like she has accomplished the horrifying skill of sleeping with her eyes open. She has tons of books open in front of her, but I can see the game of Solitaire open on the computer screen, which explains the mouse clicking away as I walked up to the desk.

“Do you have an appointment with Dr. Richards?” she asks.

“Um, yes, I have an appointment. She asked me to be here at 2:00 PM to discuss my schedule for my first semester.” I am baffled by her inability to register my previous statement.

“You realize it’s 1:15, right?” Her questioning expression makes me feel like I’m a small, insignificant freshman starting high school all over again.

I chuckle and sport a half-assed grin, so she doesn’t realize I’m embarrassed for arriving forty-five minutes early. This isn’t how cool college kids behave. They arrive fashionably late, acting like they have zero cares in the world. This isn’t me, so I blush in response.

I’m annoyingly early to everything. My family and friends hate and love me for this quality. My friends like the fact I will always arrive early to help set up parties but hate when I’m adamant about getting to the movies an hour early to find the best seats, which you select when you buy the tickets. I’m smart, but my anxiety runs my life more than my common sense.

I glance at the screen. “You can move the Queen of Hearts to the King of Clubs to free up another space.” Who knows, maybe we will become good friends?

“She is with another student so you will have to wait,” she responds, ignoring my tip. “She won’t finish with this student for another forty-five minutes. You can wait over there on those couches.” She says turning her attention to the Solitaire game. She waves her hand with a small amount of effort in a random direction. Her lack of acknowledgement of my statement assures this is where our relationship ends and dies.

I notice red couches in the room’s corner, so I shuffle over to them and sit down. I glance around the room, wondering how many people have sat on this same couch. Where are they now? Did they attain their goals or fail miserably?

Failure isn’t an option for me. I have too many dreams I want to accomplish. I want to become a history professor. Personally, I don’t care what college I end up teaching at as long as I can fill the minds of my students with illustrious, educational information about our world’s history.

I would never admit this in public, but I have secretly aspired to be like some of the teachers that have encouraged my goals of becoming a professor.

I have been in this building many times before today but sitting here with the excitement of attending college makes me want to scream. I don’t because that would be very embarrassing. I’m sure Anna would fall out of her chair and give me that same “stupid freshman” side-eye from before. Maybe I should, to give her the adrenaline boost she needs to wake up. Instead, I bounce my leg in anticipation.

My phone buzzes. I pull my phone out of my jeans pocket and notice my mom’s picture on the screen.

Mom: Good luck today, honey! I hope you can enroll in the classes you picked out. They sound very fun.

I send her a quick text back.

Me: Thanks, Mom!

She is the mother who would text back over and over, asking if I got her previous text and the one before that and the one before that—a never-ending cycle. She isn’t a helicopter parent. She is not the most confident person when it comes to technology.

I love my mom for this. She makes me laugh all time, and I don’t mind showing her how to work various devices and helping her navigate the social media world even though she always places “The” before everything, like “The Facebook” or “The Twitter” or “The Snapchat.”

She must get the oldie speech from her parents because they do the same thing.

My grandparents are the stereotypical old-school traditionalists who talk about walking everywhere as children in five feet of snow to get to school, work, etc. They tell me this story all the time, which makes me think they lived in Antarctica because walking through five feet of snow plays a role in all their stories.

Luckily, my dad uses computers daily at the grocery store he manages, so I don’t have to help him with technology; however, he has zero interest in learning about social media. He thinks people should stay in contact by having a conversation over the phone or in person and not online because it is too impersonal.

I’m startled out of my thoughts when I hear doors open, but to avoid any more agonizing contact with Anna, I don’t glance over until I hear the deep voice of a man talking to Anna.

I glimpse Anna out of the corner of my eye and notice her entire personality has changed. She appears more alive and filled with energy. She twirls her hair between her pointer and middle fingers, flirting with the man, which goes unnoticed by him. He is standing there exchanging pleasantries with her. When he turns to look in my direction, my heart literally skips a beat.

He is beautiful.

Wow. Drop-dead gorgeous isn’t even the best phrase to describe the man standing before me. The stylish brown hair rising in waves from the top of his head looks natural and void of any hair products, like he rolls out of bed looking like McDreamy from Grey’s Anatomy on a daily basis. His light brown skin and dark brown eyes shimmer, reminding me of silky, smooth milk chocolate. Everything with me always goes back to chocolate, which is why I can’t stop looking at him as he stands next to the receptionist’s desk talking to Anna.

He isn’t ridiculously muscular, but his biceps look statuesque underneath his tight plaid button-down shirt. Dark Levi’s accentuate every muscle and curve his lower body has to offer. My mind immediately drifts to what his legs would look like if he set them free with short shorts or even his underwear. What is wrong with me?

Without even moving, he exudes confidence I only wish I could have. My mediocre body isn’t nearly as memorable as the physique standing before me. Anyone would want to talk to him, to be near his gorgeous face…touch his toned body. This man hit the gene-pool lottery when whatever higher being or the masters of the universe made him.

“Hello… Hey…. Is somebody in there?” he asks, waving his hand near my face.

My eyes adjust to his waving hand, and I realize I have been staring at him with an open mouth, looking like a brainless buffoon.

“Uuhhhh…what?!” I say like a blubbering fool.

“I asked if you are here to meet with me,” he responds with the sweetest expression, ignoring my inability to carry a conversation, which makes my cheeks burn red.

“Hahaha… I wish.” I freeze… What the fuck did I say? Oh my god, I could die. I should run out the door and lay down in the street, praying someone will take pity on me and end my suffering. I’m positive I have turned as red as the couches I’m sitting on.

He chuckles and gives me a bright and warm grin, revealing his perfectly whitened teeth. He towers over me, holding out his hand. “My name is Gareth David. I’m Dr. Richard’s teaching assistant. Who are you?”

Suddenly, an overwhelming urge to jump into his arms and put my hand through his radiantly manicured hair skips jauntily through my mind. That is perfectly acceptable for people to do, right?

I grab his hand, applying enough pressure to give an adequate handshake, so I look less like a dope.

When our hands meet, a rush of warmth spreads throughout my entire body. He glances at our hands and back into my eyes, giving me that perfect grin again. I can’t help but wonder if he observed the same jolt of energy when our hands met. The way he is looking at me makes me feel something I can’t put my finger on, but I don’t want the erotic energy to end.

After gaining my composure, I respond, “My name is Tobias Gavin. I’m here to meet with Dr. Richards about setting up my schedule for the fall semester.”

An Adonis-like smile spreads across his face, and I melt again. “Are you a freshman? I haven’t seen you around or in any of my classes.”

I look at him confused. “Didn’t you say you’re her assistant?”

He chuckles. “Teaching assistant. However, I teach my own classes and cover her classes when she is away. I know it seems weird, but Dr. Richards has taught me well. Besides, I’m almost finished with my graduate degree. I turned in my thesis a few weeks ago.”

His voice exhibits pure kindness that sends warmth through by body, helping me relax.

“May I have my hand back?” He laughs.

Shit.

My body going tense again, I realize I’m still holding his hand. I hesitate for a millisecond—my body wanting our embrace to continue—before letting go of his hand.

“I’m so sorry. I was listening to you talk and forgot to let go.” Kill me. Someone, please hire a ninja assassin to come kill me now.

“No problem. I didn’t mind. Your hand is nice and warm,” he says with a quick wink.

Is he flirting with me? Holy fuck! I think he’s flirting with me. No. There’s no way. He is being nice. Trying to make me feel welcome and less stupid for blubbering and for holding his hand for much too long. There is no way this sophisticated graduate student—soon to be professor—would flirt with me, an undergraduate freshman.

I’m a small nothing in the sea of eligible fish he must have swimming at his feet. I bet he has no issues finding a significant other, unlike me. I have never had a girlfriend or had any romantic adventures—small or big. Not that I have never wanted to be in a relationship. I’ve always told myself my lack of relationship game is because I’m so awkward, but deep down, I know the real reason I haven’t found a girlfriend is because I’m gay.

Besides, I’m positive he is 100 percent straight and being nice to help me feel less awkward for my behavior. Even if he was gay, he would be out of my league.

He is looking at me oddly, as if pondering what he should say next, so I blurt out, “What is it like working with Dr. Richards?” There I go. I found my voice again. Good job, Tobias!

He sits on the couch beside me. “She is an absolute gem in the history department. She is a genius, and I could not ask for a better mentor. She has been my rock and biggest supporter since I came to Ashelford. I owe her everything. She has been there for me and has helped me so much.”

He loses his train of thought, glancing down at his hands; emotion cascading across his face, showcasing the first crack in his demeanor since he approached me, which makes my heart flutter.

“Anyway, you are very lucky to have her as your advisor,” he continues. “She is fantastic. My best advice is to work hard and show up to class. She will be your biggest supporter and will help you succeed, as long as you put forth an effort. She believes in all her students, but she doesn’t waste her time with people who waste her time. She wants everyone to succeed, but you can only succeed if you do the work and show up to class, obviously.”

As he talks, I get lost in his eyes. I hear and register everything he is saying, but I can’t help but lose myself in the pool of chocolate. No one has ever caught my attention as much as Gareth. I want to learn more about him. I want to spend some one-on-one time with him and see what makes him happy, cry, dream, whatever. I want to know him and have him know me.

Suddenly, I register the thoughts swirling inside my mind, sending a wrecking ball swinging toward my heart. This isn’t who I am. I’m not gay. I’m straight and I like girls.

My sexuality has been a constant struggle in my life since puberty. I internally understood that I was different from my peers, but when I hit puberty, I learned what exactly made me different.

I remember my thirteen-year-old self looking at my mom’s lingerie magazines and getting slightly too aroused seeing the half-naked men posing in their underwear. Once I recognized what this moment of arousal meant, I tried to force myself to have normal, heterosexual thoughts. I don’t know how my family would react, but society has shown me being gay isn’t always accepted. I feel myself losing this battle each time I see a handsome man, especially right now with Gareth sitting beside me. I know I’m not looking for a princess to call my queen. I’m looking for a prince to rescue me and awaken me from my eternal slumber.

He must notice the change in my demeanor because he straightens and looks over at Anna, who is still staring at her computer screen as her eyelids fall.

When his head turns toward me, his gentle smile is replaced with a stern, emotionless face. In a more authoritative voice, he asks, “I assume you are studying history since Dr. Richards is your advisor. What do you want to do after you finish your degree?”

Sadness grips ahold of me like a snake coiling around its victim, but I push past it. “I want to be a professor. I don’t know where yet, but I still have time to decide. I want to teach world history and write books about World War II. I have always found this era to be interesting and haunting.”

His face softens again, and there is a slight twinkle in his eye. “A man after my heart. I wrote my thesis on political propaganda during World War II. In many regions, propaganda influenced people to encourage war. I researched which propaganda succeeded and which failed. World War II is my favorite topic. I can’t get enough of it.”

I swoon again. If I let myself feel what comes naturally, I would not be struggling so much and fall deeper and deeper into my depression. This battle is exhausting.

As I talk with Gareth, I think about what my life would be like if I let myself kiss him or any man. Would that feel right? If fireworks appeared, would I relax and let myself be gay? I don’t know, and a part of me feels like I’ll never know the answer to my questions.

“It sounds like you really enjoy history, and that sounds like an excellent topic,” I respond, relaxing into the couch. I feel my walls falling again. I want to know this man and for him to know me. As I ponder this final thought, he stands.

“Well, I should probably get to my office. I have syllabi to finish.” As he says this, a brief moment of hesitation flickers across his face, which only intensifies my desire for him to stay.

“Do you have any other advice for a simple freshman?”

He sits down, looks into my eyes, and says, “I’ve only just met you, but I know you are anything but simple.”

I blush.

After a pause, he continues, “I think the best advice I can give is to not lose focus or lose yourself. Stay true to who you are. You seem like a smart guy with a good head on his shoulders. Don’t forget to get involved, but don’t lose sight of your goals. You have a dream. Dreams can change and don’t be afraid if your dreams change. Accept it. Don’t be frightened of it. Change is inevitable, so embrace it. You may go to sleep as one person and wake up a different person. You should always let your true self be your real self. College is the time in your life to meet people that will change you. I believe the universe brings people into our lives for a reason. I believe fate brings people together. I don’t believe in love at first sight or anything like that; I’m not that kind of romantic, but I believe the universe puts people in our paths for a reason. Those people may not always affect our lives positively, but they will always help shape us. Don’t change for anyone. No one is ever worth losing yourself.”

He takes a breath and looks at me. His intense gaze digs deep inside me, and I wonder if he feels what I’m feeling right now. Even though I barely know him, I kind of wish he would kiss me, but when he continues, I push away my thoughts. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to ramble. I wish someone would have given me this advice when I was a freshman. I think it would have helped me during my undergraduate years.”

In that moment, I feel an overwhelming urge for Gareth to wrap me in a tight, passionate hug.

His gaze glitters with anticipation.

“Thank you. That was beautiful,” I reply.

He responds, “You’re welcome, Tobias. Good luck! I truly hope to see more of you in the fall. Don’t be a stranger.”

With this, he beams, stands, and walks away. Deep down, I don’t want him to go. I want him to stay and talk to me. I want to hear more about his life. There is something about him that makes me want to open myself up to him and bask in his wisdom. I have been so afraid to tell people my secret, but Gareth made me want to do that in mere seconds, which makes me feel strange…almost happy.

“Dr. Richards is ready for you.” Anna snaps me back to reality.

As I walk toward her, I look in the direction Gareth went—seeing the empty space he once occupied.

I hope I see more of you too.


Chapter Two

MY HEAD IS still reeling as I enter Dr. Richards’s office, but distraction pulls my brain in a different direction.

Dr. Richards sits at her desk in the office’s corner. She stands and greets me. She has short, gray hair and is wearing a powerful looking business suit that fits comfortably against her body, but she looks younger than I know she is, which I only know after reading her bio on the university’s webpage when I found out she would be my advisor.

She is sixty-two. She received her master’s degree and doctorate from New York University before starting her teaching career here at Ashelford. She received tenure a few years later and received a promotion to the head of the history department shortly after.

“Tobias Gavin, I presume. How are you doing? I have read great things about you in your letters of recommendation, and I see you are quite the intelligent student, based off your transcript.” She states warmly while extending her hand.

She already seems like a remarkable woman. The way she presents herself is spectacular. “Your grades are impeccable, and the essay you submitted to the admissions office was a wonderful read.”

I shake her hand, attempting to apply enough pressure to seem professional, which I practiced a few thousand times with my dad. “Thank you, Dr. Richards. I…”

“Please call me Helena. Dr. Richards is very formal. We won’t see a lot of each other until you begin your higher-level courses, but I want you to know that if you need anything at all or have any trouble, I’m here to help. I’m your advisor but think of me as your guide at Ashelford; although, I also hope we will get to know each other over the next four years.”

“Okay! Dr. Rich— Sorry, Helena. I’m very ecstatic about starting at Ashelford University. I have heard and read marvelous things about the university and the history department. Honestly, I have been wanting to come to this university for a very long time.”

With a slight twinkle in her eye, she promptly responds, “Well, we are excited to have you. Now shall we begin? We have a lot of work to do to get you ready for your next adventure.”

*

I’M GIDDY AS I leave Dr. Richards’s office… I mean Helena’s office. I will never get used to that. My teachers until now have always encouraged us to speak formally to them. It has always been Mr. or Ms. or Mrs. Blah Blah.

I look at my phone to see if my mom will be off work yet. I can’t wait to tell her I can get enrolled in all the classes I selected prior to my enrollment meeting. Unfortunately, it is only 3:00 PM, so she will not be off work yet. Instead, I call one of my best friends, Cydney Williams. She will be happy to know we will have the same English Composition class together.

“What’s up, C-dog?”

“Tobi, how many times have I told you not to call me C-dog? It sounds like it is short for the C-word or bitch,” she scolds me, but I can hear the smile in her voice and know she gave a dramatic eye roll.

“Never mind that, Cyd. I have some awesome news. I got enrolled for my first semester and pause for dramatic effect… I will be in your English Comp class!”

She laughs, “Only you would get excited about enrolling for college, but yes, to support your nerdiness, I’m so happy you could get enrolled in that class. What else are you taking?”

“Well, I’m taking the freshman History class, choir, a theater course, college algebra, English Comp, and general biology. I hear they are doing Little Women the Musical, and I plan on auditioning for Professor Baer. You know I was born to play that role.”

“Well, duh! Everyone who’s anyone knows you are a meant to be Professor Nerd, the most dramatic historian in all Nerdsville. I hear Nerdsville is having a slow tourist season this year. Care to comment?” She loves giving me shit about my love for school, even though she is as studious as I am.

“Ha-ha, hilarious,” I say sarcastically.

“So, dude. Did you meet any cute girls while you explored campus?”

This question haunts me in any social situation. My parents ask me this any time I go on a school trip. I know they are making conversation and taking an interest in my love life, but my responses are rehearsed. I feel like I’m lying to everyone in my life about who I am.

The fact people still struggle with coming out to their friends and family is fucking ridiculous. Life should not be this difficult, and I wish the closet didn’t exist; however, I know deep down I’m comfortable with its existence because the closet has kept me safe for so long as I attempt to find myself.

I do my best to mask my obligatory lie with humor like I always do. “You know me. I’m a young Chris Evans.” Sometimes, I feel like a horrible friend and son because I’m not honest with my loved ones. I can’t accept this part of myself, so why should they? I feel exposed when I’m asked about girls, so I do my best to guide the conversation in a different direction.

Gareth enters my mind. I’m fully shaken by his ability to make me feel normal. I felt free for a moment. I didn’t feel like hiding behind a wall or mask. I felt like I could be myself around him, which is something I’m not used to feeling.

“You wish you were a young Chris.” She scoffs. “You are too shy. You need to put yourself out there. You don’t want to become Steve Carrell’s character in The 40-Year-Old Virgin.”

A half-hearted snicker escapes my lips. “Anyway, I wanted to tell you the good news. I’ve got to go to work. Have a wonderful afternoon. See you tonight.”

I hang up on her before she mentions my lack of game again. She is one of my best friends, but she gives me a lot of sarcasm. I think that is why we get along so well. We are extremely sarcastic people.

I drive to our ranch-style one-level home that looks similar to the other houses in our neighborhood. No originality in our town. As I get ready for my glamorous job as grocery store bag boy at the Food Emporium my dad manages, my mind wanders to Gareth again. Could he be flirting with me, or is that all in my head? Do I even care if he was flirting?

I’m straight, I yell internally a few hundred times as I get dressed for work.

I can’t help thinking about Gareth and his plump lips. I picture myself leaning in to kiss him, but I don’t let myself finish the scenario. I lie down on the bed as I look at the ceiling, wondering what all of these thoughts mean.

I’m not gay. I’m straight, I repeat to myself for the thousandth time. It has become my personal mantra over the years.

But… Gareth is something so spectacular. I can’t stop thinking about him. He is such a gorgeous man, but me recognizing that doesn’t make me gay, right? Straight men can call other guys handsome and keep their “straightness.”

I need to forget about Gareth. I might see him in passing at school, but I never have to worry about being in his class. He is a graduate student, and even once he graduates, they would not let him teach upper-level classes at first. I will not even have to worry about him. He will never be my teacher, and I will never be his student. I head out to my car to go to work, and as I back out of the driveway, I think to myself again. He will never be my professor, and I will never be his student, which means I have nothing to worry about.


Chapter Three

I’M SITTING IN my room the night before classes begin, and all I can do is look at my clock with anticipation. Sleep eludes me, which only means I will be dead to the world if I don’t get some sleep. This isn’t good. My brain is fluttering in so many different directions due to the excitement for tomorrow.

Question after question reels through my mind like the opening credits of any Star Wars movie.

The biggest question is whether I will make any new friends. I mean, Cydney will already be there and so will Matt Stevens, my other best friend. I’m lucky I get to go to the same college as my best friends.

I got into the college with a great history program. I will work on the degree that has been my dream for years, and I have an exceptional advisor to help guide me throughout my collegiate career. We will each be in different departments, but we promised each other we would make time for each other all the time.

Cydney plans on studying theater because she wants to be on Broadway, and Matt will be working on his English degree. He wants to become a writer. All three of us even plan on joining the university’s Student Senate, which will allow us to spend more time together. Cydney and I plan on auditioning for shows, which will give us more time together. Matt even talked about joining the History Club. They attend a fun pop culture conference every year.
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