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Chapter One

MY FRESHMAN YEAR of college was about to start, and I felt certain I was screwed.

I lay alone in my fourth-floor dormitory room that resembled a prison cell: cinder-block walls painted taupe, asphalt tile floor, two twin beds, two Formica bureaus, two metal desks with chairs, and two closets. The showers and toilets were down the hall. Outside, a misty rain fell from a sky the color of dishwater. Weak light entered the room through a pair of casement windows framed by plastic drapes. The windows offered a view of a parking lot and a row of dumpsters.

I didn’t know a single soul on campus nor in the city of Gainesville where my school was located.

I could have felt sorry for myself, but what good would it do? I put myself in the situation—I made the choice to come there. Instead of staying at home and attending community college, I enrolled at the University of Florida, and now it was too late to change my mind. My mom had left me there two hours before—that was right after we unloaded my things from her car—and by now, she was probably halfway back to St. Petersburg Beach.

Great.

I’m Johnny Darling, and that’s not a nickname by the way. Darling is my legal name, and you can only imagine the shit I’ve taken ever since I reached seventh grade, and guys started getting cruel about qualities that made someone different in any way.

“Want to suck my dick, Darling? I’ll bet you’d love to.”

“Do you wear panties under your chinos, Darling?”

“Hey, Darling, will you be my homecoming date? I’ll buy you a corsage.”

And so on.

I was always slender, so it wasn’t like I could stop the taunts by slugging some guy who outweighed me by thirty pounds. I’d never even thrown a punch—I wouldn’t have known how to—so all the way through junior high and into early high school, I endured the crap.

I am also queer as a flamingo; I figured that out the first time I viewed a television show called Flipper when I was thirteen. The series starred a bottle-nosed dolphin and a sinewy blond boy named Luke Halpin who frequently appeared shirtless in the show. Mostly he wore only a skimpy pair of cutoff blue jeans. Luke had a washboard stomach, shoulders that bulged like softballs, and a chest that looked like it was carved from marble. The first time I saw him I grew so excited I thought I might bust through the zipper on my shorts. After that, I never missed an episode of Flipper during the three years it aired because—and I’ll freely admit this—I was insanely in love with Luke Halpin. He became my go-to fantasy whenever I lay in my bed at night and touched myself under the sheets.

Oh, Luke…

But I digress.

This was 1969, and the world I dwelled in was not kind to faggots. The only way I could survive was to hide my urges and pretend to be straight. That way, I wouldn’t get my teeth knocked out. My sex life—and this was pathetic—was a tube of jelly and my right hand. In high school, I actually went on dates with girls to the prom and all, but never felt anything sexual when I held a girl’s hand or put my arm around her waist. Even then, I knew marriage to a woman wasn’t going to work for me.

Now, in the dorm room, I lay on the bed closest to the windows and wove my fingers behind my neck. I stared at the plaster ceiling, then at a cobweb waving in one corner. My hang-up clothes were stored in one of the room’s closets, while my folded clothes rested in a bureau. My manual Olivetti typewriter—it weighed twenty pounds—hulked on the desk I’d chosen to use.

Cool air wafted from a ceiling register, so at least the room was climate-controlled. I’d heard some dorms on campus didn’t even have air-conditioning and I figured the rooms in those buildings must have felt like ovens right then, so I had something to be grateful for. I wasn’t sweating and—

Someone rapped on my door, and my body jerked in response. Who could it be?

I turned my gaze to the door and hollered, “Come in.”

When the door swung open, three people stood in the hallway, peering into my room. Two were a middle-aged couple. The third was a slender guy my age. All three carried cardboard boxes.

“Hi,” the younger guy said. “I’m Ben Stonecipher, and I guess we’re roommates. Mind if we come in?”

I swung my feet to the floor and rose. Then I shook Ben’s hand after he put down his boxes. His grip felt firm and warm.

After I introduced myself, he pointed to the couple behind him. “These are my folks, Will and Sarah Stonecipher.”

Will Stonecipher looked like a doctor in a TV series: tall, with salt-and-pepper hair, a trim waist, and an easy smile. He wore dress slacks, a Banlon shirt, and leather slip-ons.

After he set down his boxes, he shook my hand. “Pleased to meet you, Johnny,” he said in a gentle baritone flavored with a Florida drawl. Then he pointed at his son. “Don’t let that guy give you any trouble this year, understand?”

Sarah Stonecipher looked at her husband and pursed her lips while shaking her head. Then she took my hand in hers. “You shouldn’t listen a word my husband says,” she said with a grin on her pretty face. Her prematurely gray hair was cut short like my mom’s, and she wore minimal makeup. Her yellow sleeveless blouse, white capris, and sandals flattered her slim figure.

“I’m sure you and Ben will get along just fine, as long as you don’t mind a little snoring,” she said.

When I glanced at Ben, he rolled his emerald eyes.

Will asked where I was from.

“St. Petersburg Beach,” I said, right after I released Sarah’s hand. “My mom drove me up here this morning.”

Will nodded while he looked around the room. “We’re from Merritt Island, on the opposite coast. Ever been there?”

I shook my head. In fact, I’d never even heard of Merritt Island.

“It’s not a tourist destination like your town,” Will said, “but it’s our home.”

All three Stoneciphers left the room to retrieve more of Ben’s belongings. They returned with clothing on hangers, an electric typewriter, a desk lamp, and a tennis racket in a wooden press, held together with thumbscrews. When they finished hanging the clothes in Ben’s closet, I felt a little embarrassed that Ben’s wardrobe was twice the size of mine. He even owned a navy-blue sports jacket with brass buttons.

Okay, I also owned a sports jacket, but it was a houndstooth number my mom had bought at a church thrift store, and it didn’t look good on me because the sleeves were too short.

Ben also owned a portable stereo record player, a Magnavox model, along with an entire boxful of vinyl LP records. He set up the player on a folding metal TV tray he’d brought. The player resembled a small suitcase. When Ben opened it up, the player displayed two speakers and a turntable.

“Well,” Sarah said to Ben with her hands on her hips, “I think that’s everything from the car. We have a three-hour drive ahead of us, so I guess we’ll be going.”

Ben nodded and his mom hugged him. Ben and his dad shook hands; then Will shook mine too.

“I’m very pleased to have met you, Johnny, and good luck in school.”

“You’ll have to visit us sometime,” Sarah said to me.

I nodded, but then I asked myself how Ben and I would even get to wherever Merritt Island was. Freshman at UF were not allowed to have cars, so we wouldn’t have transportation. We would be, in a sense, captives on campus for the year.

After his parents left, Ben started unpacking boxes. Some contained books; others held things like toiletries, socks, underwear, and T-shirts.

I sat on my bed, watching.

Ben was good-looking by anyone’s standards, an inch or so taller than me, probably six feet, fair-skinned with thick eyebrows, a turned-up nose, and full crimson lips. He parted his dark hair on the side. His voice was deeper than mine, also flavored with a drawl like his dad’s. He wore blue jeans, penny loafers, and a button-up shirt with the shirttail untucked and the sleeves rolled to his elbows.

I rubbed the tip of my nose with a knuckle. “When I picked up my room key, the lady behind the desk said we’ll need to get our sheets and towels from the linen room downstairs. They close at five.”

Ben nodded and glanced at his wristwatch—a gold model with a band made from alligator hide. “I’ll be unpacked in another half hour. Why don’t we go after that?”

“Sounds good,” I said. “Which bed do you want?”

He pointed to the bed I wasn’t sitting on, the one closest to the door. “I’ll take that one if it’s okay with you.”

“It’s fine,” I said while I cracked my knuckles.

After Ben arranged his typewriter and lamp on the desk I hadn’t selected, he fished a framed photo from a box and placed it on his desk as well, a studio portrait of four people: Ben’s parents and two boys who were dressed identical and looked like younger versions of Ben, maybe age sixteen.

“Are you on the meal plan?” Ben asked.

“Yeah, are you?”

Ben nodded while he placed a few books on his desk: a dictionary, a Bible, and what looked like a high school yearbook. “I wonder if the food’s any good. I guess we can eat as much as we want, so I hope it’s decent.”

After Ben finished unpacking, I helped him carry all his empty boxes down a stairwell, where we tossed them into one of the dumpsters we had seen from our room. By now, the rain had stopped, and Ben checked his wristwatch again.

“It’s only two thirty,” he said. “Feel like taking a walk around campus before we get our linens?”

I nodded. “My first class tomorrow morning is in a building called Peabody Hall. I checked a school map; it’s located in the northeast part of campus. Let’s see if we can find it.”

Our dorm was in the southwest corner of campus, and the first buildings we passed were pretty austere, built of red brick with awning-style windows and few architectural features. But everywhere huge trees soared thirty or forty feet: longleaf pines, multi-trunked live oaks festooned with Spanish moss, magnolias, sabal palms, and a Shumard oak with a rutted trunk so wide two grown men couldn’t wrap their arms around it. The sidewalk we trod on snaked through expanses of damp Bahia grass. Azalea and camellia shrubs hugged the flanks of most buildings we encountered.

I asked Ben where Merritt Island was located.

“Do you know the Kennedy Space Center?” he replied.

I nodded. “Some friends and I drove over there to watch the moon-landing launch, back in July. The night before liftoff we slept in my car in Titusville.”

“The space center is actually a part of Merritt Island, at its north end. Our property is close to the middle of the island and a short drive from the Atlantic. My dad’s family has lived there since the Civil War; we own citrus groves and also a beef cattle ranch. It was a great place to grow up.”

I thought of the little two-bedroom cottage my mom had raised me and my sister in, and the fact I had no idea where my father was or even if he was still alive. Clearly, Ben and I had come from very different backgrounds.

My last two years of high school, I’d worked at a gas station. Four nights a week, five hours per night, I pumped gas, checked engine oil levels, fixed flat tires, and performed oil changes. I drove a rusty Ford Fairlane to school, one I bought from a station customer for a hundred bucks. My cuticles, the free edges of my fingernails, and the whorls on the pads of my fingers all stayed perpetually black no matter how much I scrubbed them with Lava soap. My beat-up work boots looked like I’d dunked them in a grease vat, and the coveralls I wore to work were oil and sweat stained.

I could only imagine what Ben would have thought had he seen me back then. And what would he think of me in the days and weeks ahead, when he learned I didn’t have a pedigree like his?

As we approached the northeast section of campus, the buildings looked older and statelier, with mullioned windows and pitched roofs rimmed by battlements. Some were covered in ivy. Peabody Hall was a small building, really, just four stories with a gabled tile roof. Its western flank faced a broad and grassy plaza shaded by longleaf pines.

I glanced at my Timex wristwatch and realized it had taken us fifteen minutes to walk there from the dorm. My first class the next morning was at 8:00, so I’d need to leave the dorm no later than 7:45, maybe 7:40 to be safe. I didn’t want to be late the first day of school, now did I?

“Have you bought your books yet?” Ben asked while he studied the buildings around us.

“Not yet; I guess I will after classes end tomorrow. What about you?”

Ben nodded. “My mom drove me over here last week to buy them from the campus bookstore, and get this: when I checked out at the register, the cashier tried to sell me a beanie.”

“A what?”

“It’s a silly little orange-and-blue cap that male freshmen are expected to wear their first quarter.”

I made a face. “I don’t understand. Why?”

“So upperclassmen can pick on them—it’s a tradition here.”

“Did you buy one?”

Ben shook his head. “It’s not required, so why invite that sort of treatment from guys? I have more respect for myself than that.”

I decided not to buy a beanie either.

 

BACK AT THE dorm, we had to sign a card for our linens: three towels, two bedsheets, and a pillowcase, all tattooed as university property. The little woman behind the laundry room counter had a moustache and a mole on her cheek the size of an M&M. Speaking with a drawl as thick as molasses, she told us we could exchange our dirty linens for clean ones every Thursday. If we lost anything, a towel or whatever, we’d have to pay to replace it.

Just before we made up our beds, Ben cued up a record on his stereo, an album I knew well, Surrealistic Pillow by the Jefferson Airplane, a San Francisco-based band. My favorite song on the album was “Somebody to Love.”

While we put sheets on our beds, Ben asked me about St. Petersburg Beach.

“I like it there,” I told him. “We live in a section called Pass-a-Grille. The homes there are older and our neighbors are nice. The beach is real pretty; the sand looks like table sugar and the water’s clear. I spend a lot of time at the shore when I’m not at school or working.”

“Working?”

I explained about the gas station.

Ben spread a sheet out on his mattress and tucked the edges under. “I’ve never had a job like that. Instead, I work for my dad in the groves or helping out with the cattle. He pays me a buck fifty an hour. It’s not bad, except in summer when the weather gets hot and the mosquitoes swarm.”

I shook my pillow into my pillowcase. “I know what you mean. Summers at the gas station were brutal ’cause I normally worked in the daytime when I wasn’t in school. The pumps weren’t shaded by a canopy, so I roasted while servicing customers.”

When Ben asked about my family, I wasn’t sure what to say. How to explain?

“It’s just me, my mom, and my sister, Tricia. My dad…doesn’t live with us.”

“Your parents are divorced?”

I nodded, then pointed at the framed photo on Ben’s desk. “I guess you have a twin brother?”

Ben lowered his gaze and rubbed his lips together. He held his pillow to his chest and fingered one corner while he spoke. “I did, but not any longer. He died in a boating accident last February.”

Shit.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “That must’ve been tough for you and your parents.”

Ben worked his jaw from side to side. Then he looked up at me. “The whole thing was a nightmare. It nearly killed my parents—they’re still not over it—and to be honest, I’m not either.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I asked, “What was your brother’s name?”

“Charles but we always called him Chuck.”

“I guess you guys were close?”

“We did everything together. When he died, it felt really strange, like I’d lost a limb or something.”

Again, I didn’t know what to say, so I busied myself with spreading a cotton blanket on my bed. I’d brought the blanket from home. I tried to imagine losing my sister—we were pretty close—but I couldn’t even bear to think of it.

Ben cleared his throat. “Let’s talk about something else, okay?”

“Sure,” I replied, but neither of us spoke again for several minutes, and the silence that hung between us seemed as thick as tar.




Chapter Two

OUR FIRST WEEK of classes had ended, and my head spun like whirligig in a gale. Most days I only attended three hours of class, but then I had so many reading assignments that I was usually at my desk with my nose in a book at least five more hours a day. For the most part, the material wasn’t too difficult with the exception of my physical science course.

Science and I had never gotten along; I always struggled with it in high school. Now, at the university, I could stare at the same page in my physical science text for a half hour or more, but nothing sunk in. My brain didn’t want to comprehend what I was reading or the diagrams I looked at, and it was frustrating.

Ben and I seemed to get along well. Like me, he didn’t know a single person at the university. Each day, we ate breakfast and dinner together at the cafeteria connected to our dorm. The food was okay. Most weeknights, we spent an hour in the lounge on our dorm floor, where we shot pool or watched a little TV. Ben had a subscription to the Orlando Sentinel, and after we both read an issue, we discussed the events of the day.

Right then, Richard Nixon was trying to appoint an ultra-conservative guy named Clement Haynsworth to the US Supreme Court, but the Democratic-controlled senate was balking at the appointment. It looked like the New York Mets might actually win the National League pennant, something no one had anticipated when the season began. And activist students were trying to organize a nationwide “moratorium” on college campuses to protest the Vietnam War, so a lot was going on.

This will sound perverted—I know—but the best part of my day came when Ben took his evening shower. In our room beforehand, he undressed completely, and when his briefs came off, I stole glances at his private areas while my mouth turned pasty and my crotch tingled. Once he was naked, he wrapped a towel around his waist and left for the shower room with his toiletry kit in hand. Fifteen minutes later, I was done jerking off into a tissue and Ben was back, smelling of soap and shampoo. He’d peel off his towel and reach into a bureau drawer for a fresh pair of briefs while I stole more glances.

Aye-yi-yi.

I’d never lived with another guy, so I hadn’t been exposed to male nudity on a daily basis like that. In high school, I’d taken one mandatory year of PE, which involved showering with my classmates, but that was in a smelly locker room with a bunch of sweaty guys and the whole thing was nasty.

With Ben, it was different. It was just him and me in our room, so the situation felt…intimate.

And Ben was so damned sexy. I loved the way his body tapered from his broad shoulders to his narrow waist. I liked the dark hairs on his calves that reminded me of raindrops tumbling toward his ankles. His genitals enchanted me, of course, but his best feature was his butt—two cream-colored melons as smooth as porcelain. When I walked to classes, I often found myself thinking about Ben’s body, and sometimes I’d go stiff in my chinos—no joke.

Every evening, usually around nine, Ben’s mother called him on our room’s wall-mounted phone. She did most of the talking and Ben spoke to her with a gentle tone. He always reassured her that everything with him was good, that school was going well, and he and I were getting along fine.

One evening, after one of those phone calls, Ben lay down on his bed. He stared up at the ceiling with his hands joined behind his neck. Then he drew a breath and let it out.

I was at my desk and looked up from my American Institutions text.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

Ben wore briefs—that was all—and his genitals bulged beneath the cotton. “I wish my mom wouldn’t worry so much about me. I know why she does—it’s because of my brother. She’s afraid she’s going to lose me, too, that I’ll get run over by a bus or something. I know she means well—I try to be understanding—but sometimes, I feel suffocated.”

I didn’t know what to say. My mom had never been the clingy type. Even as a child, I’d had more freedom than most kids my age. I made my own decisions on everything, from whether to attend church to what clothing I wore to school.

Since arriving at the university, I hadn’t even spoken to my mom. Long-distance calls were expensive, especially on weekdays, so Mom and I had agreed that she would call me at 8:00 p.m. every Sunday, when rates were the cheapest.

“It’s probably tough on your mom, having you live away from home for the first time,” I said. “But after a while, I’m sure she’ll get used to it.”

Ben looked at me and scowled. “Not her.”

An hour later, we were getting ready for bed. Both of us brushed our teeth down the hall at a row of sinks. After Ben rinsed his mouth out, he pulled an orange plastic bottle from his shaving kit. He uncapped the bottle and dropped a pale-yellow tablet into the palm of his hand. Then he placed the tablet on his tongue and bent to gulp water from the tap.

I’d seen Ben do this several times and was curious what the pills were for.

One day when Ben wasn’t around, I did something sneaky. I unzipped his shaving kit and plucked out the bottle. The label had Ben’s name on it and also the logo of a Merritt Island pharmacy. The name of the drug Ben took was called imipramine.

 

BEN’S VOICE WOKE me. “I’m sorry, Chuck. I’m so sorry.”

I opened my eyelids. Our room was dark, but outside a three-quarter moon shone in an inky sky, offering a bit of light. I turned to check the alarm clock on the nightstand. The time was 2:30 in the morning.

“I didn’t mean to,” Ben said, but he wasn’t even awake. He talked in his sleep, babbling incoherent stuff that sort of dribbled out of his mouth. He thrashed around under his bedcovers like he wrestled a demon.

After I pulled my covers aside and rose, I grabbed Ben’s shoulder and shook it. “Hey, wake up.”

Ben settled onto his back, and his eyelids fluttered open. At first, it seemed like he didn’t know where he was. His gaze flitted here and there, and then he looked at me.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I think you were having a bad dream.”

“Was I?”

“You were talking to your brother.”

“What did I say?”

“You kept telling him you were sorry for something. That’s all I could understand anyway.”

Ben tossed his tangled covers aside and sat up on his mattress. He planted his feet on the floor. Bathed in moonlight, he yawned and scratched his head. “What time is it?”

When I told him, he frowned and shook his head.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yes and no.”

I sat down on my bed. “What does that mean?”

Ben cocked his head to one side while he studied his bare feet. Then he looked at me. “It means I’m not dying, but the inside of my head is terribly fucked up right now.”

Huh?

“I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

Ben rubbed his jaw with the flat of his hand. “I killed my brother.”

“You mean Chuck?”

Ben nodded.

“How is that possible? You said he died in a boating accident.”

“But the accident was my fault. There were four of us guys in the boat, and I was at the helm. We were all drinking beer and acting stupid. I wasn’t watching where we were going. I hit a channel marker, the boat flipped, and Chuck…drowned.”

When Ben uttered those last two words, his voice broke like a twelve-year-old’s. Then he started crying, and I mean sobbing out of control. His shoulders shook. He curled up into the fetal position on his bed while he continued to wail. Moonlight reflected in the tears streaming down his cheeks and nose. His face was contorted; he didn’t even look like himself right then, but more like some tormented soul in a crazy house.

I got up and sat next to Ben on his bed. I put my hand on his shoulder and felt him tremble. I’d never seen a person so shaken up and I honestly didn’t know how to handle the situation.

“Tell me what I can do,” I said.

He didn’t answer my question right away, but only after his sobs diminished to whimpers.

“There’s nothing you can do,” he finally said. “It’s too late for anybody to do anything. Chuck is gone and it’s my fault. My folks pretend that they don’t blame me, but I know they do—everyone does. I’m just a miserable fuckup, Johnny, and now I have to live with that for the rest of my life.”

Say something.

“I don’t think you’re a fuckup. In fact, I think you’re a really decent guy. You shouldn’t hate yourself because you made a mistake. That’s what people do—they make mistakes.”

“But mine was a huge one.”

“I know but—”

“Chuck is dead because of me. How am I supposed to go through life with that on my conscience?”

 

LATER THAT MORNING, when we dressed for class, Ben apologized to me for his emotional meltdown.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Anytime you want to talk about Chuck, just let me know.”

Ben nodded.

“Thanks, Johnny—I’ll do that.”

 

A FEW DAYS later, right after we shared dinner in the cafeteria, Ben and I took a walk to Lake Alice, maybe a half mile west of our dorm. Rain had fallen earlier and now everything around us was damp, the trees and shrubs and the ground we trod on. It all had a loamy smell. The sky was overcast, the air was still and heavy with moisture, and the lake’s surface looked like a mirror. A little way from shore, two wood ducks paddled around in a stand of cattails.

“I always thought I was a strong person,” Ben told me. “I’ve never been one to cry or feel sorry for myself. But this whole thing with Chuck has turned me into jelly. I’m a mess these days.”

“You have a right to be,” I said.

Ben looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “Can I tell you something I’ve never told anyone? And if I do, will you keep it to yourself?”

“Of course.”

Ben stopped walking and I did as well. His hands were in the front pockets of his blue jeans, and he lowered his chin for a moment. Then he drew a breath and looked at me.

“Back in July, I decided to kill myself. I couldn’t stand the guilt I felt over Chuck any longer. My dad owns shotguns for quail hunting. One afternoon, I took a gun from his case, loaded it, and brought it with me in my mom’s car. I drove to one of our orange groves, way off where no one would see me.”

“Jesus, Ben.”

“Looking back, I know it was a stupid thing to do, but at the time, suicide seemed to make sense. I sat there in my car, holding the shotgun in my lap and thinking about how much I missed Chuck and how I’d feel better if I were dead. Plus, I figured if I shot myself it might partially make up for my mistake.”

“But you didn’t. What happened?”

Ben shrugged. “I chickened out—I didn’t have the balls to stick the gun in my mouth and pull the trigger. I couldn’t even get that right.”

“You’d have only made things worse for your folks if you had died.”

He looked at me and his eyes glistened. “You don’t think they secretly hate me?”

“Your parents?”

He nodded.

“They don’t hate you. If they did, then your mom wouldn’t call you every night. Think about that for a minute.”

Ben rubbed the tip of his index finger against the pad of his thumb, and I could almost hear his brain fluids churn. Meanwhile, I was close to going nuts. When I had first met Ben, he seemed so self-assured and smooth, like a guy cruising through life effortlessly. But clearly he wasn’t. I tried to imagine him sitting in the orange grove and holding the shotgun in his lap, and a shudder ran through me. I’d felt bad at times in my life, but never that bad. What must it have felt like?

“Listen,” I said, “I’m sure glad you didn’t kill yourself. I’m glad you’re here today.”

Ben looked at me and crinkled his forehead. “Are you?”

“I am. Now what do you say we get back to the dorm? I have a ton of reading to do.”




Chapter Three

SOMETIME IN LATE September, around eight at night, a knock sounded on our dorm room’s door. A pair of attractive guys wearing fraternity jerseys and blue jeans stood in the hallway. One was blond with some muscle on him, the other slender and dark-haired. The dark-haired guy knew Ben from class and they shook hands. He introduced Ben to the blond guy, and then Ben introduced me to the fraternity guys.

It seemed our dark-haired visitor was also a freshman. He had pledged the fraternity. The blond guy was a brother in charge of recruiting new members, and he spoke to Ben in a self-assured tone.

“Alpha Tau Omega is one of the best fraternities on campus. Our membership standards are high. We want pledges with good looks, excellent grades, and leadership skills.” He pointed to the dark-haired guy who sat beside him on Ben’s bed. “Craig seems to think you’d fit right in at ATO, so we’re here to ask you to join us for dinner this Friday. You can meet the brothers and see the house. What do you think?”

Ben was seated on my bed, facing them. I still sat in my desk chair. I tried to concentrate on the text before me, but it was hard with the conversation going on. I glanced over my shoulder at Ben. His elbows rested on his knees, and his hands were joined before him. He took a few seconds before he spoke.

“Sure,” he said, “I’ll come for dinner.”

After the fraternity boys left, I asked Ben if he’d seriously consider joining ATO.

He looked at me for a second before he lowered his gaze and shrugged. “Maybe.”

Hours later, Ben and I lay in our respective beds in the darkness. Ben snored softly. I was wide awake, lying on my side and facing Ben so I could study his face and hair. I felt all stirred up. Partly because our visitors had shown zero interest in me, other than saying goodbye when they left, but mostly because I felt threatened by the possibility Ben might accept a pledge bid. If he did, I was pretty sure the fraternity would consume most of Ben’s free time, and then I’d be without the only friend I had at school.

In my mind’s eye, I envisioned Ben wearing an ATO jersey, and I winced at the thought.

 

FRIDAY NIGHT ARRIVED. After Ben took his evening shower, he combed his damp hair. Then he put on dress slacks, penny loafers, and a pressed Oxford-cloth shirt.

A Beatles album, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, played on Ben’s stereo. My favorite song, “Eleanor Rigby,” was on right then. It always made me feel a little sad.

“Are you nervous?” I asked Ben.

He looked at my reflection in his mirror. “A little. Craig told me ATO has over one hundred members. That’s a lot of people to meet at one time.”

That night I ate dinner alone in the cafeteria, among scores of chattering students. For company, I read the Orlando Sentinel. My food tasted like cardboard, and I felt so blue I wanted to cry. I had never been so lonely. When I finished eating, I took a long walk around campus. Light had faded from the sky, and a few stars had already appeared in the eastern horizon. Crickets chirped in the trees I trod under. Clumps of male students passed by me, laughing and cracking jokes, headed for the student union where guys went to bowl or play ping-pong.

I strolled with my hands in my pockets and my chin lowered most of the time. My loafers scuffed the concrete sidewalk. I felt a lot like I had the day Mom dropped me off at school, and I lay alone in the dorm, ruing my enrollment at the university. It amazed me how quickly those feelings had returned now that I knew it was possible my friendship with Ben would wither. I wasn’t the kind of guy who made friends easily—I never had been—so it was unlikely I’d find someone to take Ben’s place, not anytime soon.

I thought of my friends back in south Pinellas County, my high school buddies I’d spent all my free time with before coming up to Gainesville, and now I realized how much I missed them. Most were enrolled at St. Petersburg Junior College, a two-year school. They continued to live in their parents’ homes, and I suspected they were a lot happier than I was right then because they got to see one another constantly.

I decided to visit my academic advisor the following week. He was a nice guy who’d helped me create a classroom schedule before school began, when I visited campus for freshman orientation. I would explain my unhappiness with living at the university and ask about the possibility of a transfer to St. Petersburg Junior College. And maybe I’d have a chat with my mom about returning to live with her in St. Petersburg Beach.

I figured sometimes you had to face the consequences of a poor choice you’d made. And then you did what was necessary to change your situation—you had to act.

Right?

 

BEN ARRIVED BACK at our dorm room around 9:00 p.m.

I lay on my bed, reading a collection of short stories assigned by my English professor. The story I read was Jack London’s The Whale Tooth, a tale taking place in Fiji. London was a good writer; I liked him. He had the ability to describe a place so well I could see it inside my head.

Ben undressed while we talked.

“So, how was it?” I asked. Then I held my breath.

Ben unbuttoned his shirt. “I liked it, I guess. The food was good and the guys were friendly—they offered me a pledge pin.” Ben reached into his shirt pocket and showed me a shiny little brass thing he placed atop his bureau.

Shit.

“Did you accept the offer?”

Ben peeled off his shirt and tossed it into his hamper, then unbuckled his belt. “I told them I’d think about it. But before I make a decision, I want to talk about pledging with you, to see what you think.”

I set aside my book and rose to a sitting position. This was an important moment.

“Look, it seems like a good fraternity and a real opportunity if it’s what you want—being part of an organization.”

Ben kicked off his shoes, then lowered his pants to his ankles and stepped out of them. He talked while he draped the pants over a coat hanger. “It’s a huge commitment. I’d be expected over there for lunch and dinner every day. On weekends, there are pledge work parties—yard maintenance, housecleaning, that sort of thing. And then I’d have to study the fraternity’s history, memorize all the brothers’ names and their hometowns. I worry my grades might suffer.”

I didn’t say anything.

After Ben placed his pants and shoes in his closet, he sat on his bed, facing me. He rested his elbows on his knees, made a steeple with his arms and hands, and looked at me.

“And then there’s us. Right now, you’re my best friend and I think we understand each other very well. If I join ATO, things will change. I won’t have the time to spend with you that I do now, and I’m not sure I want that to happen. I’d like to hear your view of the situation.”

I heard my pulse pound inside my head. “I don’t want to get in the way of your opportunity, but I should tell you something.” I lowered my gaze and shifted my ass on my mattress, then looked back at Ben. “If our friendship fizzles—and it will if you pledge—then after Christmas, I’ll probably transfer to junior college in St. Pete. I felt so shitty eating dinner by myself tonight, and I don’t want to experience that every day. But that’s my problem. You aren’t obligated to take care of me.”

Ben squinted. “That’s not true. I need to look out for you because you’ve certainly taken care of me since I got here.”

“How?”

“You’ve seen those pills I take each night before bed?”

I nodded.

“I suffer from depression—I’m in a very dark place right now. My shrink believes my condition is related to my brother’s death. He says I feel guilty because Chuck’s gone and I’m still alive. The pills help some, but having a close friend—a guy I can talk to honestly about my feelings—is very important to me right now. And I don’t think I’d find someone like you at the ATO house.”

Ben’s knees crackled when he rose. He strode to his bureau and seized the pledge pin in his fingertips, then walked to his desk and dropped the pin into his metal wastebasket. The pin made a noise when it struck the basket’s bottom.

Twang.




Chapter Four

THE THIRD WEEK of October arrived, and Gainesville’s weather had cooled. I wasn’t dripping sweat when I walked across campus. Some mornings, I wore a sweater. Midterm exams had been given that week, and I thought I did well with the exception of physical science. I’d be happy with a C on that one.

On Friday night, Ben and I didn’t have to study; we could relax.

Back in August, just before I’d left St. Petersburg Beach for school, one of my regular gas station customers gave me a bottle of rum as a going-away gift. It had sat unopened on my closet shelf ever since I arrived in Gainesville.

Now, Ben and I decided we would mix Cuba Libres and get ourselves a bit drunk as a way of celebrating the end of midterms. Earlier, we had purchased a six-pack of cola, and since we didn’t have a fridge, we had no ice. We would have to drink the Cuba Libres at room temperature, but that was okay with us.

The Cuba Libres were sweet and fizzy. I wasn’t much of a drinker, and after I drained my first glass, I already felt a bit woozy. Ben and I sat on our respective beds, facing each other. I wore jeans and a T-shirt. Ben wore jeans but no shirt, and I found myself stealing glances at the thin line of hair that descended from his navel and dribbled into the waistband of his jeans.

A Simon & Garfunkel album, Bookends, played on Ben’s stereo. My favorite song on the album was titled “America,” and I wasn’t sure why because it always made me feel a little lonely when I listened to it.

Ben talked about the sport of surfing and how much he liked it.

“Brevard County is Florida’s surfing capital, and this time of year the waves fire. My friends and I always surfed three or four days a week during October, and right now, I find myself missing that.”

I nodded. “I miss the Gulf breezes and the smell of saltwater, also the sound of waves hitting the shore. Sometimes, Gainesville feels terribly confining to me because it’s landlocked.”

Ben bobbed his chin. “We should plan a trip to Merritt Island, maybe next weekend. We can ride the bus over there on Friday afternoon, and my folks can bring us back here on Sunday. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind.”
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