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Author’s Note on Currency and Time

This story takes place in Belgium in 1985, a world without mobile phones or the internet, where handwritten notes, bicycles, cafés, and long conversations shaped student life.

The currency was the Belgian franc (BEF). For reference, when Belgium adopted the euro in 2002, the fixed conversion rate was 1 EUR = 40.3399 BEF. In the mid-1980s, a student beer often cost about 20–25 BEF (50 cents).

Readers may also encounter French expressions and cultural references typical of Belgium at the time, student societies (circles), hazing rituals (baptism), scouting, and the unique atmosphere of Louvain-la-Neuve. A fuller explanation of these can be found in the Glossary at the end of the book.

Author’s Note on Language

This novel is set in French-speaking Belgium in the mid-1980s. The characters naturally spoke French, with its local nuances and occasional Flemish or Walloon expressions. For the sake of readability, the story is told in English, but I have preserved original names, place names, and certain expressions in French, as these carry cultural meanings that cannot easily be translated.

For instance, readers will find references to “circle” (student society), “bleusaille” (initiation ritual), or affectionate nicknames and idioms used by young people of that time. These are clarified in the Glossary at the end of the book.

This mixture is intentional: it reflects the cultural reality of Belgium in the 1980s, while allowing the novel to reach an international audience.

Author’s Note on the story

This book is the second volume of The Freshmen. While the story can be read on its own, it continues the journey that began in The Freshmen. For the fullest understanding of the narrator’s world, his friendships, struggles, and the delicate bond with Stéphanie that shapes so much of what follows, I warmly encourage you to begin with the first book.

To Her, thanks to whom, I am who I am,

because of whom, I am not who I should be. 

Friendship doubles joys and halves the sorrows. 

(Francis Bacon) 

The characters and situations in this story being purely fictitious, any resemblance to people or situations existing or having existed can only be fortuitous.
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The mathematics lecture had proven unexpectedly difficult. After the first two sessions, I had presumed game theory to be child’s play. But as the lesson unfolded, the professor summoned concepts never addressed in our Latin-Greek secondary curriculum. For the first time at university, I encountered a subject complex enough that I dared not dismiss it as kindergarten fare.

Still, I disliked not grasping things immediately. I had read and annotated the course material over the weekend in anticipation. So what now? Had I become as dim as the others populating the lecture hall? A quick glance around reassured me: vacant expressions confirmed that I was not alone in my bewilderment.

The subsequent tutorial offered little solace. Instead, it compounded our confusion. Mrs Dubois checked on me often, hovering nearby and scanning my notes. I found it deeply unsettling, ashamed of my inability to solve the problems. She must have come by thirty times in two hours. Why me? Did the others think I was the teacher’s pet? Was her attention a consequence of her friendship with Suzy? Perhaps Suzy had painted an unfavourable portrait of me: a boy who degraded women, collecting them like trophies, discarding them like used tissues.

I had fancied myself a genius, but today I failed to deliver. That stung.

When the class concluded, I insisted that Stéphanie join me for a game of tennis to clear our minds. Mathematics would eventually fall into place; I had no doubt about that. I simply needed time. Yet I couldn’t help marvelling at how I had persuaded her to come. She rarely conceded, unless she had already reached the same conclusion on her own that sport might help to reset the brain.

Perhaps it wasn’t such a great idea for me, though. As we played, my focus strayed from the game to the hypnotic allure of her short, white skirt. I wasn’t playing to win, I was playing to catch glimpses of what she kept hidden. Unsurprisingly, she defeated me, and with no small delight. I, too, was content. Victory was relative. She may have won on points, but I had been granted a far sweeter victory: no fewer than thirty glimpses beneath her pleated white skirt. Each time she stretched or leant forward, revealing those slender, sun-kissed thighs, the fabric struggled to conceal. When she approached the net, her sweeping arm movements lent a splendid motion to her breasts.

Why was I so utterly captivated by her body? She was exquisite, indeed. Yet, ordinarily, once I saw something, it was imprinted in memory, like a painting visited in a museum. But with Stéphanie, I had to keep looking. I never tired. My eyes returned again and again, endlessly curious, insatiably drawn. Was this some universal curse among men?

Yet I won something else: she had changed her mind.

So had I, in a way. I needed mathematics to distract me from trying to see beneath my girlfriend’s clothes.

We had once been evenly matched at tennis, but I had recently begun winning more often, largely due to increased physical strength. It was she who introduced me to the sport in the early months following our first meeting. I had begged my parents to enrol me into her tennis club, pretending not to know anyone there. The club was in Odrimont, not far from our home, though most of my acquaintances, including Thomas and Étienne, played at La Hulpe. It had been tricky to invent an excuse for choosing Ohain instead.

I was eleven. My parents, at that point, suspected nothing about opposite-sex attraction. Later, my father would become convinced I was homosexual, simply because I never invited girls over, only a handful of friends who tolerated the eccentricity of our household. I adored poetry, classical music, and art, and spoke in an old-fashioned way that sounded theatrical to most ears.

We didn’t take lessons together. She was far more advanced than I, and it took me three years to catch up. She revelled in being better. She enjoyed match play with me because she delighted in winning. I, on the other hand, hated losing. I was a fighter; every defeat demanded that I train harder and grow stronger. The first time I won, she was visibly displeased, nearly furious. My pride evaporated. What use was a petty victory if it endangered my unique bond with this extraordinary girl?

So I began to lose deliberately. Anything to see her smile. I feared she might otherwise refuse to see me. Tennis was her domain. I don’t know whether she ever realised I was losing on purpose. In any case, it wasn’t always a lie: each rally brought the familiar flutter of her pleated white skirt, the graceful flash of her long legs, and, more subtly, more astonishingly with each passing season, the delicate blossoming of her breasts, as though nature herself were unveiling a slow and private masterpiece before my eyes. She was special, the only girl who wasn’t a mere game to me.

Last year, I began winning more consistently. She told herself it was because I was a boy and therefore stronger. It was a convenient excuse. The truth? I was playing with strategy. I placed the ball perfectly, made her run, and pushed her to lose her breath.

As a child, my tennis idols had been Jimmy Connors and Björn Borg. I sometimes watched Wimbledon or Roland-Garros, but only when I had absolutely nothing else to do. I had once sported a headband and wristbands like the champions I admired on television, but I’d abandoned the habit last year after hearing some snide remarks from Stéphanie’s friends. This time, though, my hair had grown too long to go without it, playing bare-headed would have meant constantly brushing strands out of my eyes, which would have ruined everything, including my concentration.

I gathered the balls and returned them to the basket before the next players arrived. A new couple stepped onto the court to warm up.

“So what?” said Stéphanie, feigning impatience. “Am I supposed to wait all day?”

“Wait for what?”

“I won. Don’t I deserve a victory kiss?”

The newcomers gave us odd looks. I dropped everything, took my girlfriend into my arms, and kissed her long and hard.

“Get a room,” muttered the guy.

“Oh stop,” his partner replied. “They’re adorable. You’d never do the same.”

“Well no, we’re here to play tennis, not star in a porn film.”

Stéphanie stopped kissing and smiled, while the other couple began bickering about lost romance. Was I some kind of hero? A boy who could tame desire with honour, or merely a fool pretending nobility while his fingers itched with longing? I had craved to slide my hand down to her buttocks, but I’d resisted. What was this impulse, so sudden, so raw? I was seventeen, not an animal. Surely, I could govern myself, at least in front of her.

Once the balls were stored away, I took the bags in one hand, Stéphanie’s hand in the other, and we left the sports centre.

The autumn proved to be benevolent, with gentle rays of sunlight illuminating our late-afternoon stroll, and all eyes were fixed on Stéphanie. I wasn’t the only one entranced by her little white skirt and her impossible beauty. She had that luminous kind of elegance that made people stop and stare, and more than once I caught her glancing at me.

“Do I have something on my nose?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “I’m just happy we’re together. And I’m proud to walk beside you. Proud that you’re my boyfriend. It’ll take a while to get used to it.”

She paused and kissed me right in front of the Pierre de Coubertin lecture halls.

It took us forever to return to her flat, so many whistles, so many grins, so many silent nods from men who approved of the goddess at my side. I felt like a champion. With every sign of admiration, I felt not just proud, but also as though I had won a tournament no one else had dared enter.

Once I’d showered and changed, I was ready to head out for a drink with friends. But she stood by the door, arms crossed.

“No,” she said. “Have you fully comprehended the mathematical concepts we covered today?”

“Not really.”

“Then you’re not going anywhere until you’ve explained it all to me and I’ve understood it.”

“Stéphanie, come on, it’s just the beginning of the year. Don’t stress like that.”

“It’s the beginning of a university year,” she said firmly. “ Barely 30% of students progress to their second year. You’ve been coasting for the last few years; that’s no longer possible. This afternoon, we’re working on mathematics. We’re going to understand the whole chapter, and then you can go out.”

“Yes, Mum.”

“And stop calling me that.”

Dragging my feet like a sulking child, I flopped into the chair by her table, syllabus and lecture notes in front of me. I already knew I’d grasp the material; it had probably just been a moment’s distraction.

One day I’d have to ask myself why I always caved when it came to Stéphanie. Anyone else, I’d have found an excuse or told them, politely or otherwise, to sod off. But with her, everything was different. The moment she asked me to explain, it became a mission, a sacred duty, not just revision.

And she was right. I loathed it when I didn’t immediately grasp a mathematical concept. Mathematics was meant to be clear, elegant, and absolute. However, game theory was murky and elusive. Still, Stéphanie was the only person in the world who didn’t mock me for wanting to know everything, for that endless hunger in me to grasp, decode, and conquer the world through knowledge.

We spent the rest of the afternoon at her table, buried in the mathematics lecture. It was hard going. Harder than usual. Concentrating became a struggle with her so close beside me. Every movement brought soft contact, her arm brushing mine, her hair trailing against my skin, her perfume swirling with warm notes of vanilla, musk and something else I couldn’t name. Oriental and intoxicating.

Last night was torture. I hadn’t slept a wink. And this morning, Stéphanie had pretended not to understand why. She’d even joked that her bed was far more comfortable than the old cot in my studio. But she knew perfectly well what she was doing. She always did. Whether through instinct or some quiet cunning, Stéphanie understood everything. Or else she lied, which was just as likely.

And truth be told, how could a girl like her still be a virgin? Men of every age fell at her feet, some even pushing thirty or more. They’d hit on her right in front of me, as though I weren’t even there. Hand in hand, we’d walk past them, and still they tried their luck. Did it mean I wasn’t good enough for her? Too young? Girls liked older men, men who looked the part. I still looked like her younger brother, slight, studious, and hopelessly underage. It was only a matter of time before she realised I was a mere placeholder, and her friends would surely convince her I wasn’t worthy, just a scrawny, carless nerd with no future.

That was the paradox, mathematics and Stéphanie. At night, she kept me awake, and I tried solving equations to dispel desire. By day, I tried to focus on the equations, but her presence undid me. Was there no way out?

“Concentrate on the exercise,” she said suddenly, half amused, half stern. “Where does your mind keep wandering off to?”

I didn’t dare answer. If she guessed, she might send me off to work alone, and truth be told, even struggling through this was a pleasure when she was near. A torturous pleasure, yes, but I wouldn’t have traded places for all the gold in the world. I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t think, but I didn’t want to leave her side.

It took me three full hours to grasp the lesson. Then it clicked. As always. Once it made sense, it was all so simple. That was the nature of mathematics: the clarity came in a flash. That’s why I’d chosen Latin-Greek instead of sciences. School psychologists had all labelled me a “literary type”.

At the end of my first year of Latin, my mother, relying on their advice and my good results, had enrolled me in Greek. I never complained. Mathematics had been a mess that year anyway. In the first month, we had a brilliant teacher. Then he was taken away to split a crowded class. The school had admitted too many students to meet demand. Life among the second years was chaos.

His replacement was a long-haired hippie who couldn’t explain a thing. We floundered for months. Then, in March, he vanished. He had resigned overnight to help found the Ecologist Party. A coward’s way into politics. The next man was a chubby young fellow awaiting his conscription. He was hopeless. He couldn’t manage the class and even caught and ate the peanuts we threw at him. Only in the final months did we get someone competent. No surprise most of us switched to Greek.

In the second secondary year, when Stéphanie and I discovered we’d both chosen the same subject, it brought us closer. We had the same courses, the same books, the same hours. The Greek alphabet even became our secret code. Since I didn’t want my parents to know about her, she’d write to me using Greek letters. They looked like homework, so I could hide them in my exercise books.

We struggled to transcribe French into Greek; of course, twenty-four letters can’t do everything. “Frederic” comes from old Celtic, so even the first letter, F, doesn’t exist. We replaced it with phi, improvised symbols for V and W, and slowly developed our own runes.

She was intrigued by it all. I remember when she found the word stephanos “crown”. She insisted on finding the etymology of my name too and unearthed it in her school library. “You know what your name means?” she said. “He who has the power to bring peace.”

And that was it, etymology became her weapon. “Stéphanie means crown,” she would declare. “So I’m the princess, and you have to obey me. And since you bring peace, you’d better do what I want.”

I’ve always hated having people tell me what to do. But with Stéphanie, I always gave in. I don’t know why.

She still hadn’t understood the mathematics. It was past seven and I longed to do something else with what was left of the day. When the breakthrough came to me, I’d found it laughably easy, but I didn’t want to hurt her pride, so I kept pretending it was difficult.

I kept explaining while she prepared a simple dinner. But it was no use. She still didn’t get it.

“Let’s stop for today,” I suggested. “It’s too much all at once. Nothing is getting in anymore.”

“Fair enough. You did well. Thanks. Even if the deal was for you to make me understand, and you failed.”

“Are you sure it’s not a trick to keep me locked indoors?”

“I genuinely didn’t understand,” she replied. “But look how nice I am: I’m making you dinner.”

I suspected she’d had a word with her mother about my eating habits, or lack of them. She was cooking a large, juicy steak with hash browns and a generous helping of green beans. Apparently, I didn’t eat enough vegetables.

A steak! I hadn’t had one of those since summer camp, when we were fed slabs of Scottish beef, the best in the world.

It was perfect. A beautiful, rare piece that was cooked to perfection. She hadn’t asked me; she simply knew. Over the years, she’d gathered so many details about me, tiny things I hadn’t even realised I’d shared. I cleaned my plate and praised her cooking.

“I have to take care of you,” she said. “Otherwise, you clearly won’t bother.”

“I’m a man—I know how to take care of myself,” I retorted. “You sound like some fifties housewife.”

“A man?” she repeated, raising an eyebrow and laughing softly. “I’m sure you can cook. But with what? Have you seen your flat? Your cupboards are bare, no food, no pans, and no utensils. So yes, I do have to look after you. Not as a woman from the fifties, but as your best friend from the eighties, who sees you’re not paying attention. And since we’re in the eighties, you can do the washing-up.”

We laughed together. I loved that about her: her humour, her ease, her quiet authority. She was the only person in the world I could talk to for hours without growing bored. Even aside from our new relationship, we never ran out of things to say. She liked having the last word, and I always let her. I’d learnt early that she liked to win.

But barely had I started washing up when she came to join me, arms around my waist, and rewarded me with a long, indulgent kiss.

“You don’t have to pay me, you know,” I murmured.

“It wasn’t for you,” she replied. “It was for me. I was rewarding myself for the delicious dinner. Did you notice? I cooked your steak rare, with that ground pepper I bought especially. Next time, I’ll try flambéing it with brandy. I remember you mentioning it last year.”

She winked. “I’m also rewarding myself for winning the tennis match and for keeping you inside all day. Now, you may take me for a walk. But you’ll have to hold me by the waist.”

There could be no other Stéphanie in the world, I thought, as I wrapped an arm firmly around her waist and led her outside. She wore tennis shoes, maybe to match my stride more effortlessly, or just to appear slightly diminutive next to me. Every so often, I stopped to kiss her right in the middle of the pavement, or pressed her gently against a wall. She seemed delighted.

Our wandering steps carried us towards the bridge until we found ourselves at the foot of Rue Buret.

“You believe that you have convinced me, don’t you?” she whispered, her eyes sparkling. “I let you do it.”

She kissed me tenderly.

“Thank you for spending so much time on those mathematics exercises. I’m not like you; I don’t catch on as quickly, but I trust you’ll find a way to help me. And thank you for this romantic walk. You really are a wonderful boyfriend.”

“Don’t worry,” I said solemnly. “I’ll keep helping until it’s crystal clear. You’ll get magna cum laude, I swear. Honestly, this chapter is eas... well, I managed, so you will too.”

“When we’re alone like this, you’re allowed to say it’s easy for you. I admire you for it. And I don’t feel offended. Got it?”

“Uh... yes.”

“This is who you are. I know I used to ask you to tone it down, to hide your intelligence, to choose your words carefully, but with me, you can be free.”

“You never said that before,” I replied.

“You weren’t my boyfriend, and we weren’t at university. This is a place for clever minds. Show them who you are, the smartest in the faculty. You’re already the most handsome.”

I was stunned. Intelligence I could own, but handsome? Coming from her, it was dizzying. I hoped I didn’t look like a grinning fool.

We entered the CESEC circle. It was still early, but the place already buzzed with chatter and clinking glasses. I let go of Stéphanie’s waist and stepped over to the arcade wall to scribble my name onto the Blues’ list for tomorrow’s football match. The paper was soggy with beer, and my pen tore through in places.

Freshmen were expected to wear blue, of course. It would be fun. As I finished, I turned towards the bar, spotting Thierry in conversation with a girl and an older student.

“Come on,” said Stéphanie, gently tugging my arm. “Let’s go.”

“Let me have a quick drink with the guys.”

“You’ll be drinking enough tomorrow and Wednesday.”

“Tomorrow is tomorrow. Just a little fun now.”

Damn it. What was that tone? How could I speak to her like that? She let go of my hand, and I walked away without looking back. A pint was already being handed to me; I drank it in one go, then another. Thierry was in stitches, telling me how he’d been caught snoring in a mathematics tutorial.

“These lessons will be the death of us,” I muttered. “We should drop the lectures and study full-time at the CESEC.”

“Hear, hear!” bellowed a voice behind me. “You’re a proper Blue, lad, you’ll go far! Pint for this one!”

The senior slung an arm around my shoulders, reeking of beer and cheer. A Vieux-Temps was placed in my hand, the kind with the sturdy handle. It was laughably easy to make friends here: no one asked for my name, no attempt to decipher my origins, to weigh my background by the social clues embedded in a surname. And, certainly, no one cared about my academic record. I drank, I laughed, I was embraced and introduced. I was a good Blue.

“Who’s your godfather, Blue?”

“My godmother: Suzy.”

“A pint for Suzy’s Blue!”

“Ever tried the Leffe Radieuse, Blue?” asked another.

“No.”

“Then one Radieuse for Suzy’s Blue! Not in a goblet. Give him a proper Leffe glass. We drink like civilised men here.”

The Radieuse was strong and fragrant. As I drank, my eyes found Stéphanie. She waited alone near the window, far from the beery chaos, too close to the toilets. Her expression was solemn, her light dimmed. My princess looked wilted, like a bloom at the end of its season.

Seizing a lull, while our senior toasted “to absent ladies!” I slipped away to join her.

“What’s wrong? You look down.”

“You don’t listen to me,” she said quietly.

I didn’t want a scene. All eyes were already on us; I could hear Alex and Mop laughing and shouting.

“So Fred, off home already? That’s married life for you. No time left for the lads!”

“Come on,” I pleaded. “Let me stay just a little longer. I’ll join you after.”

“Promise? You swear you’ll come?”

“Yes.”

“Say it, then. ‘Stéphanie, I promise you I’ll join you in no time.’”

“Stéphanie, I promise you I’ll join you in no time.”

She offered a faint smile and kissed me gently before turning away.

I returned to Alex and Mop, who had already drained my Radieuse.

"Thought you were off shagging," Mop said. "Didn’t want a good Leffe to go to waste."

"Another Leffe for Blue Fred!" barked the senior, whose name turned out to be Frankie.

The chalice of Leffe appeared in my hand once more, but my heart wasn’t in it. Stéphanie was sad, and I hated it.

Half an hour later, as the group decided to head to the other side of town for the philosophy students’ party, I slipped away.

It was nearly midnight when I reached her flat. The moment I rang, she opened the door. She didn’t say a word, just took me into her arms.

"Thank you," she said softly.

"Stéphanie, you’re overreacting. It’s only the start of the academic year. Can’t we enjoy ourselves a little?"

"I just don’t want you going off the rails. I know you, you’ll get swept up in some absurd story, and before long, you’ll be drinking like mad every night."

"Come on," I replied, half-laughing. "That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? To keep me in line. Look, I’m fine. But if we can’t have fun now, when will we?"

"You’ve already said that," she sighed. "And yet you still keep messing about."

"Each age has its pleasures. I want to savour every moment. Carpe diem, darling, have you already forgotten?"

"You keep repeating that, but if you want to carpe diem for the rest of your life, you’ll need to make some sacrifices. Otherwise, in a few years, you’ll be carpe diemming on the dole."

"Very well, dear Stéphanie, I let you win again. I’ll behave, I’ll follow your advice. You know I pick things up quickly in lectures. I swear I’ll make you understand today’s eas... I mean, this is an extremely complex material. But please don’t give me a public telling-off; I end up looking like a fool. You’ve crushed my morale so completely I didn’t even enjoy the evening."

She smiled. She knew far too well how to handle me. Cupping my cheeks, she kissed me. She had won.

"Let’s go to bed," she said. "Take a shower first and get rid of all those beer-and-sweat smells from the circle. Then come join me. I don’t care about any of that stuff; I like you best when you’re here, with me, in my bed. I had to wait so long. You seem to forget how much you owe me."

"In another life," I murmured, "the day I met you at eleven, I’d kiss you straight away. Then six years later, you’d let me out for parties."

"In another life," she replied, "if you kissed me straight away, you’d be so obsessed with me six years later you wouldn’t think of anything else. And I’d have you to myself all the time."

"One doesn’t preclude the other," I said, slightly piqued.

She laughed, kissed me again, and nudged me towards the bathroom.

"I’m waiting. One day, I’ll tell you more about my great power."

It was true, my clothes stank of old beer and cold tobacco. I undressed, showered, brushed away the foul taste in my mouth, and returned, wearing nothing but my underwear.

She was already lying in bed. As I slipped in beside her, she stopped me.

"Take off your boxer. I like when you sleep naked."

I reached for the switch.

"No," she said. "Leave the light on. I don’t want to sleep yet."

She lay on one elbow, watching me. I felt awkward. I’d never undressed like this in front of anyone, not even her, certainly not her. The torment continued.

"Come on, you know you shouldn’t argue with me."

Stéphanie didn’t even blink. She simply wanted to look. She wasn’t acting like a normal girl. I felt terribly self-conscious. This wasn’t like fooling around in the street with friends. This was real. I quickly slipped off my boxer and got into bed. She nestled against me, laughing. Her leg slid across my body, pressing against me in a way no girl had ever dared. Her face on my chest, she kissed me gently.

"Stéphanie?"

"Yes?"

"How do you always get me to do what you want?"

"It’s my great power, darling. I know you too well. I can do anything I want with you. For six years I’ve been studying Frédéric de Hespel, it’s no small thing. And the more I know you, the stronger my power grows."

"Well... huh... girls don’t do that."

"Don’t do what?" she asked, curious.

"Like... now. Making their boyfriend undress in front of them."

"You’ve your usual bias. First, I’m not ‘other girls’, so stop comparing. Second, who told you girls don’t do that?"

"Um... no one, I guess..."

"You take your cues from books and films, not real life. It’s fine for mathematics and poetry, not for girls. So stop arguing. I do what I want. I’m a real girl, in the real world!"

I held her close and kissed her. She kissed me back with intensity. It was the longest kiss we’d shared all week, and there had been many. Everything she said moved me deeply: she really cared. She had observed and analysed me for six long years. It made me feel chosen and special. Who was I to be studied like that by a goddess?

I kissed her again; she let me. Her hands slid along my back. Emboldened, I touched her lower back and reached her buttocks, round and firm beneath the silk. Her breasts pressed against me, her nipples hardening. I kissed her more slowly, my hand slipping to her thigh, under her nightdress...

She pulled away slightly and stopped my hand.

"Not tonight."

"Don’t you want to?" I stammered.

“I’ve wanted to do this for years. But you’ll wait. We’ve only been together a week. I want to make you wait."

I made to rise, but she pushed me back down.

"Stay where you are."

"I need a cold shower."

"No. You’re not going anywhere. Do like me: control yourself!"

"I can’t. That’s a chick thing."

She held me tight. I gave in. I didn’t want to hurt her. I fell silent.

"Why do you want a cold shower?"

"To cool off."

"Fine."

She threw off the quilt and looked at me, at all of me.

"Get up then. But I’m coming too."

"Why?"

"Because I want to be with you. I don’t want to be alone for even one more second."

"Fine," I sighed. "I’ll stay in bed."

She smiled. Did she really know what she was doing? Slowly, she pulled the quilt back over us and returned to my arms. Good Lord, she was beautiful. How many times had I dreamt of holding her like this? I’d never imagined it would be so wonderful... and so hard.

"Do you hate me?"

"No, Stéphanie. But enduring your whims isn’t easy every day." 

She kissed me.

“I’m just letting you simmer a bit for making me wait six long years. And again, it was me who took the first step. You don’t yet realise how much you owe me. I want our first time to be unforgettable.” Somewhere exceptional. So that we’ll always remember it."

"I always thought a relationship was like: kissing, spending time together, getting to know each other, then sex, then living together. We have everything except sex."

"So what?"

I didn’t dare tell her I’d never even imagined sleeping with her. And yet, here we were. My hand had moved on its own. I was ashamed, ashamed that I had touched her like that, and ashamed she had stopped me like a little boy.

"So what?" she repeated.

"That’s not... how people do it."

"I’m not ‘people’. And as I told you, you owe me six years without a single kiss."

"We could go somewhere nice this weekend," I dared.

"Not until you’ve finished all your freshman rituals."

"But they’ll go on all year! Are we supposed to wait until the end of our studies?"

She laughed.

"No, I couldn’t. I want you terribly."

"Really?"

"Tell me, Mr Expert, don’t you know when a girl wants it?"

I didn’t answer. I thought briefly of Suzy and her friends, but shoved those images aside. I had no right to think of anyone but Stéphanie.

"So?" she asked. "You don’t know?"

"Yes... I do."

"Doesn’t seem like it. I’ve wanted you for years, even more since last week. But you never noticed. And you call yourself an expert in game theory. You explained it so well, but you never applied it to yourself!"

"But..."

"Am I not right? If you’d noticed, you would have kissed me, wouldn’t you? So now... you’ll wait."

"Do you want...?"

"I just told you, idiot. And I can’t believe you’re still asking."

"Then why..."

"Because I want to wait. My brain’s in my head, not in my pants like yours. I have to be reasonable. For both of us."

"My brain is not in my pants!"

She smiled and sat up.

"You love Rimbaud, don’t you?"

"Yes..."

"Recite your favourite."

"‘Elle était fort déshabillée et de grands arbres indiscrets aux vitres étendaient leur feuillée malignement, tout près, tout près​[1]’” 

"I love when you say that one. Go on, the rest."

She slid on top of me and kissed my face, her body undulating gently against mine.

"‘Assise... sur ma chaise...’ er... ‘ma haute chaise’... no, wait, ‘ma grande chaise, mi-nue...’."

She laughed.

"See? Your brain’s gone. You used to know that poem by heart. You’ve recited it to me before. And I loved it. But now? One kiss, my body against yours, and you’re scrambled. So? Where is your brain now?"

"I... I don’t know. Wherever you want it to be."

She moved her hips slowly.

"Exactly. Your brain’s here, my lovely boyfriend. So, in conclusion, I’ll think for both of us. And you’ll do what I say."

"Yes, Stéphanie."

That triumphant look again. She kissed me. I was burning.

"When, then?" I asked, full of hope.

"I’m not giving you a date. Not yet. Anyway, I still need to start the pill. And that takes six months."

"Six months?"

She burst out laughing.

"I really wonder how you managed with all your thousands of temporary girlfriends. Didn’t they ever tease you? Don’t you know anything about girls?"

"But..."

"I’ll just have to teach you everything. As I always intended."

I groaned, frustrated. She could always twist me around her little finger, and I always let her. She was the only person I’d ever allowed to decide things for me. I said nothing. I couldn’t think straight anymore. Stéphanie curled into me again, warm and radiant. I thought of her body and of her soul. I thought of her.

She kissed me once more. I was done for.

"Are you angry with me?"

"No, Stéphanie. Not really. You’re right, completely right. I’m sorry for all these years. I’ll try to sleep now."

"No. Not just yet. I am angry with you, and you owe me a lot, but don’t you dare be angry with yourself. Got it? That’s forbidden."

I was cooked. She could be furious, but I couldn’t blame myself. And I couldn’t even recall a single poem by Rimbaud. Not one. I used to know them all, reciting them while raging silently against my teachers’ inane commentary. At least I still remembered the recent mathematics course, game theory. Clear. Logical. Easy. Unlike Stéphanie. She watched me closely, and I was certain she could read my thoughts. But she was smiling. And maybe, just maybe, she was happy. Because of me.

"I bet you didn’t understand a word I just said," she murmured. "Well, don’t worry. One day, you will. Tomorrow morning, you’ll make me breakfast. Shirtless."

She kissed me once more and nestled into me.

"Good night, Frédéric. I’ve never slept so well as I do in your arms. Another reason to be mad at you: I slept badly for eighteen years," she whispered as she drifted off.

Lucky girl. She sleeps beside me every night. I, on the other hand, just lie there, awake, on fire, and entirely sleepless.
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On Tuesday, after lectures, I had to head to the agency to pay my rent. None of my friends had been in the amphitheatres today, and it seemed nearly half the students had failed to show up at all. Were they already giving up, just as the courses were starting to get interesting?

As we exited the Agora, a few students tried to hover nearby, clearly hoping to strike up conversation. The “hot girl effect”, no doubt. I still couldn’t understand why they refused to speak with their fellow students. They’d already divided the world into castes, those deemed worthy of their company, and the rest. A lingering habit from their schooldays, perhaps. A flock of ultra-snobbish girls, with Stephanie as the notable exception. At first, they had merely tolerated me in their midst; this year, my status seemed to have been upgraded. Why, I still couldn’t say.

This elitism didn’t appear to be grounded in wealth. After all, the boy flaunting his Porsche received nothing but disdain from them. Nor was it a question of fashion. So what then? What secret algorithm had they devised to determine who was allowed to exist within their orbit?

Apparently, I had passed the test. Maybe because I understood mathematics. A new axiom, then: beautiful girls permit a handful of bright, awkward boys to loiter near them, provided we help with their homework and carry their bags. I’m fairly certain Stephanie doesn’t see me that way, but what about the others? Annick and Sandrine had already asked for help with the syllabus. And my compendia, those annotated study guides I crafted, rich in detail and context. They seemed to want those, too.

Sleep no longer came easily. I didn’t feel tired anymore, not even this morning, though I had only finally managed to drift off as the sky began to lighten. Stephanie had awakened me with soft kisses.

“Good morning,” she whispered. “As promised, you may now prepare my breakfast.”

I didn’t recall making any such promises, but I got up nonetheless. The shower revived me a little. When I returned to the main room, she was waiting on the sofa to remind me, playfully, that I was supposed to be shirtless. I told myself not to feel intimidated. I should be flattered. The way she looks at me still leaves me breathless.

“Well,” I said as I watched the Porsche guy try his luck with other girls, “I’ll leave you now.”

“I don’t understand. You don’t even like football; you said you weren’t any good at it.”

“It’s not real football. It’s just for fun. For the hazing rituals.”

She knew that perfectly well, of course. She only said it to tease me, especially in front of Annick and Sandrine, who were listening in, visibly amused.

Stephanie always took a peculiar pride in being the only one who truly understood me. She practised a kind of modern maieutic, that Socratic method we studied in Greek, the art of drawing out someone’s thoughts by asking questions. She would let me speak, knowing I couldn’t help but reveal myself. That’s why, back in July, I’d chosen to disappear without a word: to escape her piercing gaze. And even now, as I saw Annick approaching to ask me something, I made my exit swiftly and headed to the agency.

I was already missing Stephanie. How mad is that? Can’t I even have a few hours to myself anymore? It was as though I could no longer function unless she was beside me.

After paying the rent, I found myself nearly broke again, six thousand francs left on the counter, but thankfully, no immediate need to buy textbooks or supplies. It would do, for the week, at least. I returned home to change. At least I’d had something decent to eat last night and again this morning. I refused to feel ashamed. Stephanie had invited me to her flat. Naturally, she offered me food. I would do the same for her if I had a proper place of my own.

I joined the students gathering at the circle, Seniors and Freshmen alike. The Blues selected for the match were all dressed in varying shades of blue, as expected. I noticed two unfortunate lads whose underwear showed above their waistbands, decidedly not blue. They were promptly shouted at and sentenced to drink as punishment. Two teammates who would be less likely to be of much use on the field.

My own problem was that I had nothing appropriate to wear. The only blue shirts I owned were either new or expensive. Nothing I’d be willing to lose in the chaos.

We were foolish enough to believe we might win. We were in better shape, and a few of us even had proper football boots and shin guards. The baptism committee was easy to spot, clad in yellow togas. Other Seniors wore stained aprons, the inscriptions long lost beneath layers of filth. President Cirrhosis played the role of a referee while simultaneously being a player, flanked by a few line judges who looked barely more sober than the rest.

Before stepping onto the field, each of us had to down five beers and carry the referee in a heavy sedan chair. At least two hundred people had come to watch Blues and Seniors alike. The crowd booed us mercilessly as we approached the pitch. Most of the jeering came from senior girls and non-participating Blues, the latter compelled to whistle and howl as part of the show. The girls, for their part, had been assigned the role of masseuses for the Seniors: caressing their legs and backs in a grotesque parody of sports medicine while the match was being set up.

I looked for Stéphanie. She wasn’t there. Just as well, it wasn’t exactly a spectacle suited to her. The idea of her massaging some sweaty senior’s legs was unbearable. I could imagine her face, scandalised at the idea of muddy stilettos and hairy thighs.

We tried to warm up by jogging around the field, but the five beers had left us lumbering and heavy. Yvan and Thierry vomited behind the goal, their sandwiches following their pints in quick succession.

We assigned positions. I took central midfield. “Number ten,” I claimed, half-joking, in memory of Ludo Coeck, my favourite player as a boy. He’d died tragically in a car crash in Italy. I couldn’t say why I’d liked him so much, perhaps because I’d once spoken to him at the Lido in Rixensart when I was nine. That brief exchange in Flemish had earned me a strange kind of status among classmates, who suddenly realised that knowing another language wasn’t entirely pointless. It didn’t protect me from being bullied by the likes of Surlez and Daens, older, meaner boys who seemed to hate me for reasons I never fully grasped. Perhaps my face.

No one wanted to play goalkeeper. Cirrhosis solved that by appointing someone himself. Luckily, it wasn’t me; Oli had just informed everyone that I was Blue Number One, which apparently made me the prime candidate.

The team opposing us was an unruly rabble of sixteen Seniors in aprons or togas. They were positioned more or less randomly across the pitch, many of them with tankards hanging from cords around their necks. Thierry, ever the rebel, protested the sixteen-against-eleven arrangement and was instantly hissed at and given a yellow card before the game had even begun. His punishment: three pints and a full lap of the field.

It quickly became clear that there were no actual rules. The match began with Cirrhosis passing the ball to a Senior who ceremoniously downed his pint. When he missed the ball, it was put back into play for the Seniors, of course. The crowd roared, as if it were a proper football match, spurred on by the girls along the sidelines.

One of the Blues tried to take possession of the ball. The whistle blew at once. He was pulled aside and forced to drink, humiliated by the cheers and taunts of the crowd. The pattern was set. We would be penalised any time we showed signs of playing properly. Our goalkeeper, meanwhile, was being plied with beer by senior girls who blocked his view and surrounded him like flies.

We conceded three goals within ten minutes. Two were blatant offsides; the third occurred while the entire team had been ordered to down pints in unison.

Still, we fought on. Alex darted up the flank, and I passed the ball to Thierry, who returned it perfectly. Alex found himself alone in front of the goal. He was whistled for something obscure, but he kept going and scored. We leapt into the air and howled with triumph, until the boos rose. The goal was cancelled. All of us had to drink two pints as punishment. Alex, for the crime of scoring, had five more, and Thierry two more for his “excessively effective pass”. Cirrhosis awarded his team five penalty kicks to restore cosmic order.

Our poor goalkeeper, his legs tied together with shoelaces, conceded all five. He earned a nickname on the spot: “Sieve.” It would follow him for the rest of his university years.

You’d think we’d be bitter. But we weren’t. Not really. It was so absurd that it became hilarious. We weren’t here to win; we were here to be hazed, to drink, to laugh. And, honestly, it was more fun than serving breakfast naked or playing actual football. 

A sudden memory surfaced; a childhood match in Genval. I’d never been a star player; I just wanted to play to be admitted socially, but I remembered facing a team from some neighbouring village. The referee, a fat man in his forties, was clearly biased. In the end, one of my teammates asked him: “How much were you paid?” He got a red card for that, a real one. He was banned for two matches. Quite the scandal for a team of ten-year-olds.

Back on the pitch, we resumed the game. As long as we kept to short passes among ourselves, no whistles blew. Several Seniors had wandered off to get massages near the beer pump. Even the referee had turned his back on the match, ambling lazily towards the sidelines with an eye on the girls.

It was our chance. Despite our beer-induced stomachs and leaden limbs, we began playing football skilfully and in unison. We advanced, slowly but surely, into the Seniors’ half. I had the ball. Alex was calling for it wide, but I saw something else: the goalkeeper had left his post, flirting near the penalty area with a blue girl who was bringing him a fresh pint. The goal was empty.

I shot from just outside the centre circle high and arcing. The ball bounced near the penalty spot, then again past the small rectangle, and slid cleanly into the net.

We exploded. We screamed. We jumped and piled onto each other, euphoric.

The whistles came fast.

The Seniors roared in outrage, summoning us to the sideline. Apparently, Blues were never meant to score. The traditional result was 69–0. They were drunk, shouting incoherently, furious that we’d spoiled their numbers.

We were told to lie face down at the edge of the field.

“Who scored?” growled Cirrhosis.

I raised my hand just as a dozen others shouted my name and pointed at me.

“Blue,” he announced, “for that abominable offence, you are sentenced to drink twenty beers and run laps around the field, two beers, then a lap, two more, then another.”

The match resumed without me. While I drank and ran and vomited repeatedly, the Seniors continued to score. Blues were being tied together by the thighs in pairs, easy prey, even for half-conscious opponents. The scoreboard, if there had been one, would have wept.

Half-time was whistled: 38 to 1.

I kept running, ever more slowly, now forced to drink five pints per round. At last, during the break, I was permitted to stop. I collapsed near the others, breathless, drenched, and ruined. I’d once believed that running purged alcohol, but clearly not when one continues to drink with every lap. And no one had warned me about the cramps, or the leaden weight in my thighs. Alcohol may settle in the stomach, the gut, and the bladder, but it seems it also punishes the calves, the lungs, and the very soul.

At least I had a moment’s respite. The others were having a very damp half-time, but I was flat on my back, head spinning, heart pounding.

Someone decided it would be funny to pour beer over my face. Not to drink, just to soak me. The liquid came too fast, choking me. I almost drowned. The flow stopped suddenly.

Above me, three faces appeared, distorted by my dizziness: Suzy, Carole, and Cynthia, laughing.

“So, you just had to get yourself noticed?” one of them says.

I don’t know if I replied. I was vaguely aware of their presence, but nothing more. The dozens, perhaps hundreds, of beers I swallowed, despite the frequent vomiting and forced sprints, dulled my senses. I felt like a rag doll, hollowed out and swaying.

Suzy bent me double and pressed my stomach with brutal precision. I retched violently, long jets splashing the grass, my legs, and someone’s shoes. My throat burnt and my eyes stung. My shirt was ruined, again. But even that seemed far away, another casualty in the great farce of my initiation.

Later, how much later, I couldn’t tell, I still felt as though I was adrift in the middle of a storm. The world tilted and heaved. Somewhere in the distance, I heard the final score: 69 to 1. A sacrilege, apparently. An outrage that I shall have to answer for.

Why me? Alex scored as well, but his goal was disallowed. Mine stood. In this grotesque parody of a match, it would seem I have committed a form of heresy.

I don’t know whether the second half was even played in full. Most of the spectators have gone. On the pitch, a few Blues remained: those least skilled, least useful, least drunk. A handful of girls still stood, having been forced to take over from their fallen male teammates.

And then they carried me away.

The sky span. The ground trembled. My legs were limp. My mind, a puddle.

The storm hadn’t passed. It had merely entered me.
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I came to my senses in my bed, groggy and disoriented. There was light in the room, but I couldn’t tell the time. My tongue felt like a sponge, my head still spinning with that peculiar post-alcoholic nausea. I sat up and spotted my clothes thrown over a chair. I stood naked. Of course. Those girls had clearly taken some twisted pleasure in undressing me. A tradition, no doubt. Next year, I would do the same with some lovely girls.

Or would I?

No, I couldn’t picture myself forcing a girl to strip in front of me. That wouldn’t be right. It’s like some feudal rite of the modern age: “Do you wish to be baptised? Fine. Show me your body. And in my case, use your tongue while you’re at it.” How can people stomach such things?

The room stank of vomit. I doubled over the sink and retched again. After rinsing my mouth with cold tap water, I flung open the window. A few clothes, hastily hung after my last trip to the laundromat, tumbled outside. I hadn’t folded them, nor placed them in the non-existent wardrobe. I can’t stand the smell of vomit – it only ever leads to more.

I gathered the soiled clothes, dumped them into the sink, poured over some shampoo, and left them to soak. That wretched smell had to go. It was already dark outside. At least, after all this, the air in the flat felt a little less poisonous. First things first: brush my teeth. Then a long, hot shower.

I emerged feeling vaguely human again, though still far from glorious. I downed a full litre of water and had just sat back down when the door of my studio burst open.

“You’ve outdone yourself this time,” said a voice I recognised only too well. “Aren’t you ashamed?”

“Good evening, Stéphanie,” I mumbled. “You didn’t come to see me play? I scored.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Look at yourself! You’re a wreck. I don’t care if you scored – you hate football. And you’re drunk. Again.”

“I had to drink. I scored, remember? Besides, everyone else was flat out too.”

“Don’t give me that – don’t talk to me about the other boozers.”

She stepped closer, and I suddenly realised I was still entirely naked. Somehow, my state prevented me from feeling properly embarrassed.

“You barged in without knocking. It’s not my fault if I am... on display.”

“Don’t change the subject. You’ve nothing to hide from me.”

She was furious, and the sight of my naked body did nothing to soften her tone. In reverse, had she been even slightly undressed, I’d have forgotten my anger instantly. No justice. 

What did she say? I have nothing to hide? Does it mean that she finds my genitals so small that they are nothing? When I saw other boys in the scouts or in the lockers, I was proud of my size and volume. Am I going to satisfy her one day? 

I made for my suitcase, needing clothes – any clothes. Talking to her like this, in a state of undress left me in an even more inferior position than usual. More particularly if I have nothing. 

“Stop acting like my mum,” I grumbled. “We’re the same age, we’re friends. And I’ve a splitting headache.”

“No, you’re acting like a child. Someone has to inject some common sense into you.”

“Fine,” I sighed. “But please, not so loud.”

I managed to reach the suitcase, crouched awkwardly to rummage inside, only for her to move right up behind me. I felt humiliated – naked, crouching, her gaze fixed. She did it on purpose, I was sure.

I stood.

“Stéphanie, don’t take this the wrong way. Let’s just have a good evening, please. Stop complaining about the way I blow off steam. I swear, I want to spend as much time as possible with you. But there are other things in life, too. I always wanted you to join me at these student parties. You always refused.”

“I don’t enjoy vomiting or having beer thrown at me,” she said, her voice softening now.

The anger had left her face. Could my nudity have something to do with that? I might be clueless about girls, as she and her friends delighted in pointing out, but I thought I caught a flicker of something else. Amusement? Attraction? Surely not. Women don’t care for male nudity... do they? 

“Well then, don’t drink. But come for the rest. There’s a party tonight at the circle. Let’s go have fun.”

“What? Now? You’ve barely sobered up from this afternoon’s orgy.”

“So what am I supposed to do? Sleep it off? Come on. We’ll find something to eat, then head to the CESEC. We won’t stay out late. Just this once. Can we go with my plan?”

She stared at me for a moment. I was calculating whether I had enough money left to take her out.

“Fine,” she said. “I trust you.”

Relief. Thank God I’d opened the window before she arrived.

“But first,” she added with that maddening glint in her eye, “come here. I want you to hold me. Now.”

I paused. I was still entirely naked. She smirked and closed the gap, pressing herself against me. She tested the air near my mouth then kissed me, long and slow.

“I should be furious with you,” she whispered, “but... I forgive you. You’re naked, I’m in your arms, it’s very sexy.”

She set me on fire for a full ten minutes, then pulled away with theatrical innocence.

“Now get dressed, Frédéric. I’m starving. And I want another kiss like that. Soon.” 

How could she toy with me like this? It was torture. But worse: I liked it. I rummaged for clean clothes and found something vaguely decent. I could take her out, sure but if I ended up at the CESEC, I’d be filthy again within the hour. At least she found the kiss sexy even though she said I had nothing. 

As I searched for my wallet, she was back to inspecting the studio.

“Still no food in the fridge or cupboards?”

Her tone had shifted again: amused but judgmental.

“You’ve kept me at yours since Sunday,” I protested. “I haven’t had time for groceries.”

“And that!” she said, pointing at the sink. “That’s a sink, not a septic tank.”

“I don’t have a washing machine. I poured in drops of shampoo, let it soak. I’ll do laundry soon.”

“You’re unbelievable.”

Then she turned back, smiling.

“That’s part of your charm. I have to look after you constantly. Now come here; I need another kiss. But it was sexier when you had no clothes on.”

I moved closer; she wrapped her arms around my neck and held me tightly.

“Never leave me for too long without a kiss. Got it?”

Before I could reply, her lips were already pressed to mine.

“Do you think kissing you is a chore?”

“Yes,” she replied, deadpan. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have waited six years to do it.”

She burst out laughing.

“Poor Frédéric. I love teasing you – and you fall for it every time. And I won’t stop. You owe me far too much. So – where are you taking me for dinner?”

Another kiss before I could answer.

We managed to leave my place at last. That was, by far, the longest time Stéphanie had ever spent in my studio. I imagine it must have felt like visiting a rubbish tip for her. She hadn’t even sat down; hovering near the door, carefully avoiding my mattress as if it might contaminate her. What an ordeal it must have been.

Even that made me feel guilty. I’d have liked to invite her properly, cook her a meal, then gently lead her towards the bed, like men do in the films. Well, in the films, they don’t cook, but they pour a drink into a clean glass, put on some music, and gradually seduce the girl. That’s never going to happen to me.

She still needs to wait six months after starting the pill. Will she really have the patience to stay with me all that time? Even if she’s drawn to my charm – assuming I have any, won’t she eventually tire of having a poor boyfriend? And if not, won’t her posh, snobbish friends manage to convince her she deserves better? No money, no class and... nothing. 

She locked the door with her own key as we left, a gesture that felt oddly like marking her territory. And then came the admiration of two pudgy boys whose jaws dropped when they saw this radiant girl strolling hand in hand with me.

Funny thing: I don’t know my neighbours, and I don’t particularly want to.

I took her hand as we headed towards the town centre.

“I like it when you hold my hand,” she said.

“Me too.”

“Aren’t you afraid the other girls will see us?”

“I don’t care about other girls, Stéphanie. There’s only you.”

She smiled, radiant. “Good answer. I’m proud to be with you and to show we’re together. You used to tell you avoided affection so you wouldn’t ruin your chances with other girls. But now, you’re holding my hand like it means something. That makes me happy.”

“Really? Even in the state I’m in?”

“Your clothes are fine. I recognised most of them. I made you buy half last year. You just don’t look after them. Everything’s crumpled. I saw you take them from your suitcase like that.”

“I don’t have an iron. I’ll try to be more careful. I hang everything after laundry; that’s it.”

“Yes, and I’ll be more careful with you too. Honestly, I have to do everything. Now kiss me,” she ordered, mock authoritarian.

A little later, I asked, “What do you feel like eating?”

“Let’s go to the Cambridge.”

Of course. Her favourite place. Not mine. Probably because she was sure she wouldn’t run into any of my friends there and I’ll have to spend double. Still, don’t be cheap, I told myself. It’s Stéphanie. You’ll survive. Make sacrifices later.

I followed her inside. She knew a lot of people. We greeted them, and without hesitation, she introduced me as her boyfriend. Just like that. That evening, it seemed, it wasn’t about playing the socialite – just the two of us. I didn’t see any of her usual clique. She led me to a table in the back, looking vaguely displeased.

“What’s wrong?”

“You know.”

“I swear, after the week of the 24 Hours, I’ll do exactly what you want. One whole week. No going out, nothing. Just you. Deal?”

She brightened. Her smile lit up the room. My heart skipped.

“I’m holding you to that.”

“I’ll keep my word. You’ve always looked out for me. Just understand: I need to live this part of my life to the fullest.”

She took my hands and squeezed them.

“I want to trust you. I really do.”

“You can. I’ll never let you down again. You’re the most important person in my life. I’ve suffered too, you know. All I want is to see you smile. I want to make you happy.”

Her smile again. And that glow in her eyes: such an intense blue, deeper than any I’ve ever seen. Not the pale blue of northern skies, nor the washed-out greyish tint some mistake for blue. No: hers are sapphires. Precious, impenetrable, and luminous. I could drown in them. I was already fascinated by them when we met. 

“I know, Frédéric. But look how far you’ve come. I’ve had to step in more than once to rescue you.”

“I know. I did plenty of stupid things. But nothing truly bad.”

“Oh, really? What counts as ‘truly bad’? You didn’t rob a bank or deal drugs, fine, but let’s list a few: you ran away in May, you banged your head against the wall so people would think your father hit you, your grades dropped, you got detention over and over, until you were even suspended last year. And let’s not even talk about the awful friends you picked.”

“Stéphanie, you make me sound like a delinquent. I was just having fun, all right? I ran away because my father threw a knife at me!”

“You have told me that. But I’m sure he didn’t mean to kill you.”

“Maybe not. He was drunk and furious, grabbed the first thing in reach and that was a knife.”

“And what did you do to make him that angry?”

“Nothing that warranted him throwing a knife at me. He shouted at me for something I hadn’t done. I gave him a smug little smile and used a few big words. He turned crimson and lost it. I fled. And if I recall, you were glad to have me at your place. And yes, I had fun at school. I didn’t want to be the good, shy little boy anymore. He was always the target. I had to change. You encouraged me, remember? Well, maybe not for all I ended up doing – but I made memories I wouldn’t trade. You encouraged me to be more social, to get acquainted with boys in school, and you were right. And I always knew you were watching over me.”

I took her hands and kissed them gently.

“Stéphanie, I owe you everything. You’ve been my rock for the past six years. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you. I promise to be more careful. And I know if I stray again, you’ll be there to put me back on track.”

She smiled just as our food arrived. She’s gone for a salad. I took a steak, chips, and another salad – insisted upon by her, to “put some green” in me. I can’t help a twinge of guilt. I probably should’ve ordered something cheaper.

“You can count on that, Frédéric.”

Like a parent with a stubborn child, she insisted I eat the salad first. I protested – my steak would be cold. She granted me a compromise: one bite of meat per portion of leaves. I tried to argue that steak is, after all, the cow’s way of converting salad into something delicious, so by eating it, I’m consuming salad by proxy. She just laughed.

“Nice try. But you’re still doing what I say.”

I don’t think I’ll ever grow tired of her. I can’t understand how I let her boss me around like this; only that I never want her to grow tired of me. She lives on another plane entirely. She’s a goddess. I’m a mortal. If we ever did mate, our child would be some demigod, like in ancient times.

Yes, that’s it. She’s Aphrodite. She has the magic girdle that makes her irresistible and drives men mad with desire. She is exquisite, temperamental, and capricious. Her emblem is the golden apple. And she uses green apple shampoo. It all fits. She gave birth to Priapus, hence this permanent state of arousal she induces in me. But I’m just a mortal. How long before she tires of this plaything and turns her gaze on another?

“Frédéric, stay with me. What are you thinking about?”

“You,” I murmured, returning to the present. “I’m just happy to be here with you.”

Why did she look so pleased with that? She is divine. Shouldn’t she be used to flattery?

Our plates are empty. Stéphanie has left a few bites. I’ve devoured every crumb; bad manners perhaps, but I paid for it, and God knows when I’ll next eat properly.

She noticed a few acquaintances and waved at them.

“Let’s go,” I suggested. “Please, allow me to settle the bill.”

“Of course, Frédéric. You invited me.”

We rose. While I made my way to the counter, she joined her friends at their table. I handed over a thousand-franc note – my last sizeable bill. All I had left then were coins and a few crumpled notes of fifty or a hundred. Just enough, perhaps, to get me through to Saturday evening. A pang of regret tightened my stomach. I hated this feeling. I ought to be proud to take her out, not calculating the cost of each bite, not wondering how I’ll eat for the next three days. She deserved so much more – a proper dinner in a fine restaurant, not just the most elegant place within reach of a student’s wallet.

Still, I waited for her near the door. She came back and took my hand with assurance.

“Let me introduce you to my boyfriend – Frédéric de Hespel.”

And just like that, the goddess claimed her mortal. Her friends were older, perhaps from the Berlaymont, two or three years ahead of her. Even here, amid the confident smiles and subtle arrogance of the upper class, she held court with ease. As for me, I remained a curiosity at best, an outsider. The boys wore jackets; the girls gleamed with discreet jewellery and satin sleeves. I stood in jeans and a shirt half-ironed, ready for a student party. 

They did not sneer, but they did not speak to me either. I drifted into their world like a smudge of polished glass. I smiled politely, nodded, and waited. I met two of them; one has a junior sister I shagged. Penniless nobility, they even had to sell back their title of nobility to make some cash. Yet they looked at me with disdain. 

At last, Stéphanie glanced towards me and seemed to realise. She excused us with grace.

Once outside, she turned to me.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

“For what?”

“For dinner. You invited me. That was lovely.”

“But you do that all the time – at your place, even when I don’t ask.”

“It’s not the same, Frédéric.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not. You should understand that. You’re smart. And if you don’t, well, that’s why I always have to look after you. You can tell me the laws of Newton or the verse of an obscure Arabic poet of the Middle Ages, but you can’t understand simple facts of life. Now take my hand and walk me to the CESEC.”

I didn’t reply. She seemed annoyed, and, once again, I was left wondering why something so simple to her escaped my grasp entirely. I could solve equations she found opaque, but not this: the language of sentiment and of social nuance. She was right, even after years of trying to insert socially, she was still saying that I was not adapted to her life. 

“Those people,” she explained, “they’re not my friends. The girls were just ahead of me at Berlaymont, and the alumnae circle is rather close-knit. They don’t know you.”

“I noticed. At least they didn’t throw stones or stare at me like I was dirt.”

“Who would ever do that?” she asked, genuinely surprised.

“Oh, all your friends. Practically every single one of them.”

“You’re wrong,” she said calmly. “Now that we’re together, you’ll see: they’ll start to like you. Give them time. They don’t like womanisers.”

“I thought they hated me because I never kissed you.”

“No. They would’ve liked you if you hadn’t had a thousand girls in your arms and been too shy to date me. One day, I’ll tell you everything we said about you. And recently, you’ve been... not just a good boyfriend to me, but you’ve shown glimpses of who you really are. That’s what girls like us admire.”

She smiled to herself, then glanced at me sideways.

“No,” she added with a playful spark. “I’m not telling you. Not yet.”

I didn’t mention that I knew two of the boys.
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I made a triumphant entrance. I was the Blue who had scored a goal against the senior team. Apparently, it had never happened before or at least, no one present could recall such a thing. Stephanie’s presence at my side, as always, only magnified my rising popularity. I walked into the circle with my girlfriend, who looked more like an international model than a student. I still held her hand. I was proud – absurdly proud – to be able to show that this extraordinary girl was mine. No one else had that. And still I wondered why Aphrodite had chosen me, and what design she might be weaving around my fate. It was the first time in my life that I had a proper girlfriend – not just some fleeting fuckmate. And when the girlfriend is Stéphanie, it’s the most glorious feeling imaginable.

The other blues gathered around to congratulate me, mainly laughing at the number of beers I’d drunk and the hilarious effects they had caused. We chatted with all sorts of people. Someone thrust a beer into my hand, a plastic cup, of course. Stephanie stayed close. She gripped my right arm or hand, leaving me only the left to fend for drinks. I noticed that she accepted several cups and was now conversing with several seniors. They looked at her as if she were the eighth wonder of the world. As if their brains couldn’t quite process that such a girl might exist and, more shockingly, that she would set foot in this place. I understood the reaction. I’d had it myself.

I only sipped beer. After the afternoon excesses, I wasn’t ready to plunge into drunkenness again. My stomach was in open revolt, and, since I fed it so little, it probably had every right to rebel. Not that Alex, Mop, or Yvan were concerned. They were drinking like hollow tubes; they had probably never stopped since the end of the match.

While I laughed with friends and seniors – some of whom seemed to enjoy our nonsense – I suddenly realised Stéphanie had vanished. I looked around. And there she was... deep in conversation with Suzy. They seemed to be enjoying themselves. They were laughing. They even glanced at me as they did, which made me flush with embarrassment. What were they saying? Would Suzy recount our nights together?

Then the music changed: Goldman. “Quand la musique est bonne.” We couldn’t miss that. That was our song. Her JJG. Sacred ground. I made my way towards her, ready to invite her to dance.

“No, Frédéric. Not now. I’m busy.”

It was the first time she’d done that. I was stunned. Jean-Jacques Goldman was playing! Back when we were just friends, she’d considered it sacrilege to miss that song. She’d once made me abandon a girl mid-flirt just to find her and dance with her to it or risk being treated like a traitor. And tonight... she was busy?

Fuck. What was Suzy telling her? She’s going to be furious. Think I’m an idiot. Slap me. Dump me. Why the hell had I brought her to the CESEC? I should’ve kept Stéphanie as my secret garden. Every time I brought her into the open, things started falling apart.

Dejected, I returned to my comrades. A few seniors dragged me into their orbit, and I let them cheer me up.

“Fucking scorer,” said a large one.

“Goddamn it, Blue, no one’s ever scored against the seniors. You have to pay for it!”

They laughed and forced more beer into me. But I began to feel welcome. As I’d suspected, those who suffered the worst tricks were soon the best known, and integration came swiftly. It was the same with the Scouts: enjoy the initiation without becoming a scapegoat. The trauma with Suzy was behind me – a mistake, nothing more. I was finally enjoying the hazing ritual, like a grown-up version of Scout totemisation.

When they didn’t know my name, they called me “Blue One” or “Suzy’s Blue”. Everyone knew I’d scored, and everyone wanted to offer me a pint, which I did my best to refuse. I tried to lose myself in the moment, but the image of Stéphanie chatting with Suzy wouldn’t leave me.

“Hey, Blue, how’d you manage to land the hottest chick on campus?”

“We’ve known each other for a long time,” I replied warily, praying that come tomorrow, Stéphanie would still be my girlfriend.

“She got a sister?”

“No. Only child.”

“Blues shouldn’t be allowed to have chicks that fuckable.”

“Neither should you, Zaglo,” said another. “Otherwise we’ll have to shave you again, like last year.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, intrigued.

“Blues and seniors don’t mix until after baptism. If a senior sleeps with a blue girl, he gets shaved and plastered.”

“Everything gets shaved,” another added, “front and back. Then they pour quick-setting plaster down his trunks.”

“Doesn’t sound too bad,” I shrugged. “If the girl’s worth it.”

They laughed and handed me another pint.

“Try peeling off plaster with pubes still stuck inside.”

“If the girl is a hard ten, like my girlfriend, she is worth this pain, isn’t she?”

“Blue, you’re hilarious. We need blues like you. Come on, one more for Suzy’s Blue!”

“What about senior girls with blue boys?” I ventured. “Do they get shaved too?”

“Why? Did Suzy rape you?” one of them, I just heard, was nicknamed Tintin, jeered.

They all burst out laughing. I didn’t dare reply.

“Girls don’t get shaved. Pity, really.”

“Why’s that a pity?” I teased.

“Stupid question, Blue. Maybe we should let you do the honours: shave a girl’s twat.”

“And what if it’s just a blowjob?” I asked.

“Still counts!”

“Even a kiss!”

Thank God for Stéphanie. Without her, I might be tempted to tell about those three girls. But why regret? I got laid. I wasn’t going to complain. Besides, I’d learnt something: something all girls seemed to want, and that drove them wild.

The conversation slid into a series of obscene chants – tales of crabs and shaved vulvas. I gathered these were old student songs I hadn’t learnt yet. Apparently, there was even a special type of louse that lived only in pubes. First I’d heard of it.

They taught me a new tune about how wanking beats shagging: “You never come as hard otherwise” when I saw her. Stéphanie. She was coming towards me. Smiling.

She wrapped herself around me and kissed me.

“I missed you...” she whispered.
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