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1. A Fresh Start
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CHRIS SMITH ASSUMED he had led a mundane life for his entire eighteen years. In his mind, everything about him was ordinary. He was of average height and weight. He was neither handsome nor ugly. He had brown hair and hazel eyes. He spoke in a flat, monotone voice. Even his name was ordinary—Chris Smith. There was nothing at all special about him.

All his friends and acquaintances were the exciting ones. In high school, his best friend, Mike, had a passionate year-long relationship with a skater punk guy named Rocco. Rocco was a senior and was the lead guitarist in a local band. Another good friend, Jared, managed the reinvented band when Rocco left. Jared took his place as lead guitarist. Most of Chris’s friends knew how to skateboard. Chris wanted to learn but had not worked up the courage to try. 

He was the drummer of the previously mentioned reinvented band. Some would say that was exciting. Even still, Chris felt that, as the drummer, he was still out of the spotlight when they played. A part of him wanted to be the frontperson of the band. That spot was already taken by Haley, a fiery punk girl who was a year under him. Also, he couldn’t sing to save his life.

He played on the baseball team. However, he was one of the more average team members. He never hit a home run. He was never a star pitcher. Homeruns and star pitchers were the domain of his best friend, Mike. It was hard to compete with the guy who had a fluid sexuality and had pitched them to the State playoffs. In his mind, Chris was just another person on the team. 

Indeed, it was an uphill battle for Chris to stand out when everyone else had something exciting and special going for them. He felt no one ever talked about Chris Smith. His senior yearbook was filled with nondescript sentiments such as “Stay a sweet guy” or “Take care”. No one recounted tales of mischief like cutting class or cracking jokes in the middle of a lecture.

Chris was determined to change all that. Going away to college, he thought, was going to be the best time in his life. He was going to forge a new path—create a new identity for himself. He was going to stand out in the anonymous crowd. These next four years, Chris was going to make it a point that people knew who Chris Smith was.

Chris decided to go to a small liberal arts college a few hours away from his hometown. It was far enough away from home that his parents would have to give warning before visiting him. There would be no random Mom drop-ins. Chris had decided to attend Wellington University, which was almost 5 hours away from his hometown of Miners Creek, Tennessee.

Wellington University sits in the middle of nowhere, Illinois, USA. The midwestern town developed as an afterthought. The College came first—the town was born because people who worked at the college needed a place to live. Because of its isolation, Wellington was well known for hard drinking and partying. There was not much else to do except study, drink, and party.

All social life at Wellington was directly tied to its strong fraternity and sorority system. At Wellington, almost 90% of the students went Greek. All parties and bands happened at the numerous fraternity or sorority houses. Some fraternities and sororities were more popular than others. Each one had a nickname related to its membership. No matter what your rank in the social order at Wellington, there was a Greek organization that fit.

Chris had no idea which fraternity was the best or the most popular. He was unfamiliar with any of the workings of Greek life. He was also not aware that the students of Wellington were mostly upper class. Most of the student body had gone to elite prep schools and were well-versed in the culture of the upper crust. Many students were from wealthy families—old money families—families with debutantes and cotillions.

Chris’s family was not poor—or even middle class. His dad owned and ran a successful HVAC company. His mother was a small-town lawyer. The Smiths were upper-middle class. His family was prominent in Miners Creek, but their influence stopped at the city limits. His family would not have been able to send Chris to Wellington if he had not received a substantial financial aid package. Wellington offered Chris a full ride because they were eager to branch out. Wellington no longer wanted to be known as a rich kids’ school, so several years ago, they started to offer aid to promising public school students. Wellington wanted a richer diversity in its student body. Chris was a beneficiary of Wellington’s gesture. He could have easily gone to a state school with his high school friends, but his parents wanted him to elevate his status in society. Naturally, not wanting to go against his parents’ expectations, he decided on Wellington.

––––––––
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CHRIS ARRIVED ON CAMPUS in the late afternoon. He was to report to Stoggard Hall, which was one of several dorms set aside for incoming freshmen. He was astonished at the old-world feel of the campus located in the middle of the Southern Illinois flatlands. It was as if he had stepped onto the campus of Oxford University. All the buildings were in a Gothic style. It could easily be the movie set of a Dracula movie. It didn’t help that he arrived on a foggy dusk evening when the shadows of the towers and spires blanketed the ground with eerie darkness. 

His admissions packet had a map that did not do the campus justice. He had to pull over on the side of the street to get his orientation. Stoggard was a couple of blocks from him, but hidden from the main road among thick, dark oak trees. Luckily, the streetlights had illuminated, so he was able to see the street signs. The font of the street signs was in Old English script and difficult to decipher. He could, however, make out Stoggard Avenue and drove towards the sign. 

The campus was teeming with groups of students arriving on campus. Many of them must be upperclassmen since they seemed to instantly know each other. They all looked older, even though they were only two or three years older than him. Chris figured that the stress of college must add several years to one’s appearance. One thing that stood out to Chris was how happy everyone was against the solemn foreboding background of the university architecture. The dissonance between the cheerful attitude of the people and the dark Gothic setting left Chris uneasy.

Chris found a spot close to the dorm. He decided he was going to check in first before bringing in any of his clothes and other items that reminded him of home. His car was a midsize used domestic sedan, so he was able to pack it full of items. He instantly noted that most of the other cars were foreign and were much newer than his family’s hand-me-down sedan. 

“Okay, here goes,” Chris said to himself as he got out of his car and walked toward the Gothic dormitory. “Today, I’m a new guy.”

––––––––
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IAN PRIMERTON OPENED the door to his room in Stoggard Hall. The room was a single—a tiny closet of a room with a twin-sized bed. It had a single small window next to the bed. The window was big enough for a box fan if he needed some fresh air. It was unusual for a sophomore to have a single room. All single rooms went to either Juniors or Seniors. However, he had signed on to be a Junior Dorm Advisor not only to pay for part of his room fees but also to help incoming freshmen.

Junior Dorm Advisors served as floor wardens for a dorm. A Senior Dorm Advisor supervised all the juniors. As a junior, Ian would be responsible for enforcing quiet hours and reporting any suspicious activity to the Senior Dorm Advisor. They were also to be part of the peer support system for students. Since he was assigned to an all-freshman dorm, it would be especially important for him to provide whatever mental and emotional support he could for the new freshmen on his floor.

He was excited about the opportunity. He wanted to be sure that the freshman living in Stoggard thought of the dorm as their home, their haven. He remembered all too well how tough it was to be a freshman. He struggled in his first semester being away from home. In retrospect, he had a sheltered childhood. He was not emotionally prepared for being away from college. He could no longer rely on his parents or the safety of his home. His biggest challenge was having to get used to getting himself up and ready for classes without his mother’s help.

Ian had always been different from his peers. He liked punk rock and loved the fact that the alternative lifestyle was gaining traction in 1994. Ever since 7th grade, he had been listening to heavy metal and punk. His wardrobe started to quickly become all black after he bought his first Slayer cassette. In 10th grade, he bought his first black leather jacket and bleached his dark brown hair platinum blond. The first couple of times he did this, his hair turned into straw and then started to break off. His mother finally gave up objecting to his style choices and allowed him to continue bleaching his hair only if he got it done by a professional and only if he swore to condition his hair daily. 

Ian was also gay. Over the summer between his freshman and sophomore year, he fully accepted his sexuality. He started to wear it loud and proud over the summer. He began wearing rainbow buttons on his shirts and got himself a window decal for his car. He subscribed to Out Magazine over the summer, trying to get a feel for what it meant to be a part of the queer community.

This was not the case when he started his freshman year. Ian had always known that he was gay but tried desperately to suppress it throughout middle and high school. His outward alternative punk appearance offered him the luxury to be freer with his expression. However, he was not ready to admit his preference to anyone when he started at Wellington. He tried to remain in the closet the first semester of his freshman year. 

Wellington was not as progressive a campus as many other colleges. All the old money attitude among the student body did not mix with alternative attitudes. It’s not that homosexuality was forbidden—being gay was just not well tolerated. No one was physically assaulted. However, the intolerance was subtle. It came in the form of excluding openly gay students from the active social life of the college. No fraternity was willing to rush an openly gay male. 

Ian desperately wanted to fit in without sacrificing any part of his identity. Greek Life was the lifeblood of Wellington, and Ian wanted in on it. When he started to rush, he didn’t tone down his look. He still knew that, despite his appearance, if he wanted to fit in, he shouldn’t talk about his budding sexuality. It was obvious that he would be overlooked by three-fourths of the fraternities. His punk appearance did not meld well with the conservative country club feel of most of the fraternities. Despite the exclusion, he found three fraternities where he fit in. These were smaller fraternities made up of guys who did not traditionally fit the definition of a frat guy.

One night, Ian drunkenly outed himself to the entire floor of his dorm. He had come back to his room after a secret rush party. Fraternities were not allowed to supply alcohol to potential members. However, this did not stop them from doing so. Ian had consumed massive amounts of tequila and beer at one of the fraternities that was interested in having him as a pledge. He had no idea how he managed to get back to his dorm room. He also had no idea how or why he found himself lying in the hallway on the phone loudly sobbing into the receiver, “I’m gay. I’m fucking gay. I like guys.” His antics woke up the entire floor. Several guys shouted for him to shut up. It was finally one of the Dorm Advisors who calmed him down and got him into bed. 

From that day forward, there was no point in trying to remain in the closet. All the alcohol finally dismantled the one wall that he had built up strong. Word got around quickly. People began to whisper and talk about him behind his back. Some of the guys he had befriended during rush started to laugh at the spectacle he had created. Once, when he was in the communal showers, a couple of guys started to reenact Ian’s outburst. As rush continued, he found the fraternities that were interested in him had gone silent. It may have been because of his drunken behavior. It may have been because of his newly announced sexuality. It may have been because they were afraid the administration would link his drunkenness to a secret rush party. Whichever the reason, Ian felt like the fraternities shunned him, so he dropped out of rush.

All the intolerance and isolation he faced as a freshman made him want to become a Dorm Advisor.  He wanted to make Wellington a more welcoming place. He thought that his struggle last year could help incoming freshmen in some way. If he could make the transition easier for just one awkward, struggling freshman, it would all be worth it. Besides, this incoming class did not know his struggles and his drunken behavior. It would be a fresh start to make a new friend.

Ian placed his bags on the floor of his room and sat down on the bed. There was already a packet waiting for him on the bed. He opened the large envelope stuffed with documents. There were copies of phone numbers that would be useful for a junior dorm advisor—the Dean’s number, the police, the hospital, etc. There were a couple of bundles of pamphlets for the university’s counseling services and the health services to hand out to the incoming residents. There was a list of the names of the occupants of the rooms he would oversee for the year. There were also two envelopes stuffed with room keys. One envelope had a large, full key ring. These were the keys he would have to each of the rooms in case he needed to enter due to an emergency. The other envelope had sets of keys that he was to give to occupants once they arrived. He was all set to be the mentor he was hoping he could be.

He had his door wide open when he saw a guy who looked lost wandering around the hallway. The guy was carrying a large envelope. Ian wondered if this guy was one of his advisees. 

Ian stood up and walked toward his door. The guy stopped and looked up.

“Hello, can I help you?” Ian asked in a friendly way.

“Maybe,” the guy replied. “I’m supposed to report to Stoggard Hall today.”

“Are you a freshman?” Ian asked.

“Yes,” the lost guy said, looking around the hallway.

“Okay, my name is Ian. I’m one of the junior dorm advisors. What’s your name?” Ian replied.

“Chris. Chris Smith.”

“Okay, Chris. Nice to meet you. Welcome to Stoggard. I’m guessing you’ll be living here,” Ian extended his hand. Chris shook his hand, then put his hands in his pockets, unsure of what to do next. 

“Let me look at my list to see where you’ll be.” Ian turned and walked into his room to get the packet of information. Chris remained in the hallway, looking around. “You can come in and have a seat.”

“Thanks,” Chris said and entered Ian’s room. 

The small room had a desk and chair in one corner. Chris pulled out the chair and sat down. He watched as Ian fumbled through the documents in the packet. Ian found a roster of names and room assignments. As Ian searched for Chris’s name, Chris began to look over Ian. Chris felt a familiar tingle throughout his body—the same tingle of excitement he got when he met someone he liked. Ian sensed that Chris was staring at him and looked up.

“Is everything alright?” Ian asked, raising his eyebrows.

Chris blushed and looked away. “Yeah, you just remind me of someone.”

“I do?” Ian said, pushing for more information.

“Y-yeah,” Chris stuttered. “My best friend’s boyfriend.”

“Oh well,” Ian laughed. “She must have good taste.”

Chris laughed. “He.”

“What’s that?” Ian said, giving Chris a puzzled look.

“He must have good taste. My best friend—a guy—his boyfriend,” Chris explained.

Ian raised his eyebrows again, this time intrigued. “Your best friend is gay?”

“Well, no. I think a few times, he called himself fluid. He dated both guys and girls,” Chris stated.

“Wow, you’ve got some progressive friends,” Ian said in an impressed tone.

“Yeah, I guess,” Chris replied.

Ian was a little reluctant to tell Chris about his sexuality. He looked back down at the paper and found Chris’s name. “There you are. Well, it looks like you are going to be right across the hall! We will be neighbors.”

“Cool,” Chris said and smiled. It made him feel better to know that he was across the hall from someone who didn’t flinch at hearing his best friend was sexually fluid. From the way Ian looked, Chris felt that he could confide anything to Ian. Ian dug into the envelope and found the keys for Chris’s room.

“Here’s your keys for your room and the front door. You can figure out which is which,” Ian handed the keys over. Chris held the keys and stared at them for a moment. It was the first set of keys he ever had that wasn’t connected to anything his parents owned.

“Thanks,” Chris said and looked up at Ian.

“There are carts at the end of the hall that you can use to bring in your things. If there’s anything you need, I’m just across the hall,” Ian said and stood up. Chris stood up as well and extended his hand. Ian shook Chris’s hand. Chris started to leave Ian’s room and stopped himself.

“So, is it true that this is a big party school?” Chris asked, looking over his shoulder at Ian.

Ian laughed and walked towards Chris. “Yes, yes, it is.”

“Cool,” Chris said and walked down the hallway. Ian leaned against the door frame, watching as Chris unlocked the door to his room.
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2. Cal
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CHRIS COLLAPSED ON his bed from the excitement of his first day at college and from the exhaustion of moving into his first-ever dorm room. It was a small room with two twin beds, two desks, two chairs, two chests of drawers, and two closets. All the furniture was made from standard office plywood. The carpet was a neutral shade that one would encounter in a bland doctor’s office. The walls were beige and covered with a layer of soft, porous material designed for sticking thumbtacks into it. Overall, Chris was not displeased that he would spend his semester in such a boring space. To him, it seemed to match how he felt about himself—boring and nondescript.

He was an average student as far as his grades went. He was on the honor roll but far from the top of the class. He had wondered ever since he got the acceptance letter from Wellington how he had managed to impress the Admissions Committee. He could not think of anything in his transcripts or his entrance essay that stood out. He also couldn’t figure out why Wellington offered such a generous financial aid package. Part of him thought it was all a mistake and that he would be called into the Dean’s office only to find out the offer was rescinded. However, he was on the list for a room, so there must be some legitimacy to the offer.

As he was staring at the stained ceiling, he heard the doorknob jiggle. He sat up in his bed and waited to see what was going to happen. The doorknob turned, and the door opened. Standing in the hallway was Ian and a massive specimen of a human.  The brute towered over Ian by at least half a foot. Chris and Ian were approximately the same height—5’9”—so this guy had to be at least 6’3”. This guy was thick and broad, almost twice the width of Ian.

“Chris, I’d like you to meet your roommate,” Ian said, pointing to the brute. “Chris, meet Caleb Forrester. Caleb, this is Chris Smith.”

Caleb entered the room, looking around before finally landing his icy blue eyes on Chris. Caleb extended his meaty hand. 

“I go by Cal,” he muttered in a deep voice. Chris extended his hand, which was engulfed by Cal’s hairy paw.

“Nice to meet you,” Chris squeaked, intimidated by the presence of this ginger beast before him. Chris noted that Cal’s arm was entirely covered in orange hair. His skin was tanned and freckled all over. 

“I go by Chris,” Chris nervously laughed, trying to make a joke which Cal did not pick up on.

“Cal will be playing football for the school,” Ian said, stepping into the room.

“Oh, great!” Chris said, anxiously looking up at Cal. Cal had not taken his eyes off Chris.

“You like football?” Cal said. Cal’s voice was deep and thunderous. Chris could pick up on a Southern accent but wasn’t sure what part of the South he was from. Chris was from Tennessee and had a little bit of an accent. Cal, on the other hand, had a thick drawl like that of Mississippi or Alabama. 

“Yeah, but baseball is more my game,” Chris said, smiling at Cal to show that they were compatriots since they both played team sports. 

“Okay then,” Cal said, unimpressed, and turned to put his bag on the unoccupied bed.

Picking up on the awkwardness, Ian chimed in. “We’re having a social in the common room this evening. Sort of a get-to-know-each other at 7. We’re going to have pizza. It would be great to see you two down there.”

“Cool,” Chris said to Ian. Cal didn’t say a word.

“So, I’ll leave you two to get acquainted. I’ll be having more students moving in, so I’d better get back to my room,” Ian said and looked over at Chris. Chris gave Ian a quick look and shrugged. Ian smiled as if to reassure him and closed the door.

Chris watched as Cal silently unpacked his bag. Cal methodically laid out his clothes on the bed. Chris was amazed at the massive size of this guy’s calves. He had never seen a guy as thick and muscular as Cal. Cal’s lack of engagement was starting to make Chris nervous. He wanted to break the silence somehow.

“I’m from Miners Creek, Tennessee,” Chris started. “It’s a small town about an hour west of Chattanooga. What about you?”

Cal stopped and turned his head toward Chris. “I’ve heard of it. Y’all have a nice lake there.”

“Oh, yeah, we do,” Chris laughed.

Cal turned and sat down on his bed. “I’m from Mobile.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s cool,” Chris said, looking at Cal. 

“Yeah, I guess,” Cal said, looking at Chris. Chris couldn’t think of anything else to ask. He was bad at small talk, especially with such an intimidating specimen as Cal.

“Hmm,” Chris said.

“What made you want to come here?” Cal asked Chris, catching him off guard.

“Oh,” Chris said. “I guess because Wellington gave me the best financial aid package.”

“I hear that,” Cal replied. “Same here.”

“I take it you played football in high school,” Chris said, feeling slightly at ease with Cal’s willingness to engage.

“Yeah,” Cal responded. “Ever since middle school.”

“Cool, my best friend’s brother played football,” Chris replied, trying to find some common ground.

“No kidding?” Cal said.

“No kidding,” Chris said. “He was pretty good.”

“Is he on a college team?” Cal asked.

“Yeah, he’s on the team at UT,” Chris replied.

“No shit!” Cal exclaimed. “What’s his name?”

“Joe Barber,” Chris replied. Cal’s face quickly turned into a broad smile.

“Yeah, I know that name! He’s pretty good,” Cal said.

“Yeah, he is!” Chris said. “Small world.”

“Yeah, small world,” Cal said with a chuckle. “What are you thinking of majoring in?”

Chris thought for a moment. “I really don’t know. I guess biology. I’m thinking I might go to medical school.”

“That’s cool, man,” Cal said.

“You?” Chris asked.

“No idea,” Cal replied.

“That’s alright. You don’t have to decide for a while,” Chris said.

“That’s what they say,” Cal said and laughed. Chris reciprocated his laugh, feeling like he had successfully broken the ice with this beast before him.

“Are you going to rush a fraternity?” Chris asked.

“Nah,” Cal said. “At least not this semester. Football players can’t rush until the Spring,” Cal replied.

“Why is that?” Chris asked.

“It messes with the game schedule during the fall,” Cal replied.

“Ah, that makes sense,” Chris thought.

“What about you?” Cal asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t know anything about fraternities,” Chris responded.

“A guy on the team here who went to my high school is a BUP. It’s the football fraternity,” Cal said, looking at his neatly folded clothes.

“BUP?” Chris asked with a puzzled look on his face.

“Beta Upsilon Pi,” Cal responded. Chris nodded his head, but still, he was unclear about what all that meant.

“So that’s the fraternity that all the football players join?” Chris asked.

“Not all, but the majority of BUPs are on the team,” Cal stated. Chris was certain that he would not pledge Beta Upsilon Pi. He was no football player and did not interact with them during high school.

“What about the other fraternities?” Chris asked, eager to find out where he fit in this system.

“I don’t know all of them, but there’s Mu Psi Beta, or the Mu’s, which are all stoners and artists of some variety. There’s Gamma Iota Rho, or the GIRs, just next door from the Mu House. They are all nerds. There’s Tau Beta Zeta for all the trust fund babies living off their daddy’s money,” Cal explained. “That’s all I know about.”

“How do you know all about this?” Chris asked. His head was swimming from all the information he had just gotten.

“The guy who went to my high school,” Cal replied.

“Oh, right. I had no idea about all of this,” Chris said in amazement.

“That’s just the ones I know about,” Cal said. “There are like 10 fraternities here.”

“Ten???” Chris asked in shock.

“Yep,” Cal replied. “So, if you want to go Greek and can’t get into one of them, you’re pretty much a loser.”

Chris shook his head. He quickly made up his mind that he had to get into a fraternity. None of the ones Cal mentioned were of interest to Chris. There had to be a group of guys he would fit in with. He had six other chances.

“Yeah, I don’t want to be a loser,” Chris said trailing off in thought.

“Hey, do you know about our Dorm Advisor across the hall?” Cal chimed in.

“Ian?” Chris said, snapping out of his train of thought about fraternities. “He seems like a cool guy.”

“Word is he’s gay,” Cal said, but he spoke in a lower tone as if he thought they were being overheard.

Chris blinked a couple of times, not understanding the secrecy. “Okay.”

“My friend on the team said he was drunk as a skunk and started balling on the phone that he was into guys. Woke up the entire dorm,” Cal said, laughing.

“Oh man. Really?” Chris said. He didn’t understand why Cal thought this funny.

“Yeah! Wrecked his chance at getting into a fraternity,” Cal replied with a chuckle.

“Dude, that’s pretty sad,” Chris replied, feeling bad for Ian. After hearing this, a part of Chris wanted to instantly go give Ian a warm, friendly hug.

“You don’t think that’s funny?” Cal asked.

“No, not at all. My best friend in high school, Mike, dated a guy. He and his boyfriend went through some bad shit,” Chris said in a serious tone. Cal quickly stopped laughing and blushed. He became uncomfortable.

“Oh, shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you would be offended,” Cal said.

“I’m not offended, but I feel really bad for Ian now,” Chris said, looking at their door. The spark he felt for Ian when they first met intensified. 

“Wait a minute,” Cal said. “Your best friend’s name is Mike. I think I remember that Joe Barber has a brother named Mike.”

“Yeah,” Chris said. “We’re talking about the same guy. Mike’s brother is Joe.”

“Oh shit,” Cal said. “Joe Barber’s brother is gay?”

“Mike prefers the term fluid. He likes the person, not the gender,” Chris replied nonchalantly.

“I never would have seen that coming. A guy on Tennessee’s football team has a queer brother,” Cal said, looking over at Chris.

“Dude, don’t use that word that way,” Chris curtly replied. “And so, what? What’s that got to do with Joe?” 

“Excuse me!” Cal said, giving Chris an exaggerated face. “I didn’t know you were Mr. Gay Rights over there!”

“Let’s drop it,” Chris said, rubbing his temples. 

He had no idea that his past would follow him to college. He also did not anticipate that the same attitudes that plagued the gay students at Miners Creek were still alive and kicking in college. Chris thought college was supposed to be welcoming and accepting.

“I’m going to take a shower before our get-together,” Cal said, standing up. “I smell like I’ve been driving all day.”

“Yeah, okay,” Chris said, lying back on his bed. 

The information about Ian that Cal just told him started echoing around in his head. That poor guy. For such a warm, caring guy, Chris would never have imagined that he was going through some emotional turmoil about his sexuality. To have guys laughing at another person’s struggle was a little sickening. Chris was beginning to understand that no matter where you were, there were always going to be assholes. He resolved that he was going to make it a point to try to get to know Ian more. He wanted Ian to know that he had an ally. 

He also wanted to explore the spark he felt when he met Ian.

––––––––
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“DO I GET MY ROOM ASSIGNMENT and my keys from you?” a guy with a thick Southern accent asked, standing at Ian’s door.

Ian looked up from his pile of clothes. Before him was a towering brute of a ginger standing in his doorway. Ian gulped in both astonishment as well as intimidation.

“Yeah, what’s your name?” Ian said nervously.

“Caleb Forrester,” Cal said. “Can I come in?”

“Oh yeah,” Ian laughed. “Of course.” Cal came in and sat down in Ian’s chair. Ian pulled out his paper of room assignments and keys. He found Cal’s name. 

“Oh yeah, you are going to be just across the hall. Chris Smith is your roommate. He’s already moving in,” Ian replied, digging for Cal’s keys.

“Okay,” Cal said flatly.

“He seems like a nice guy,” Ian said, finding the set of keys to give to Cal.

“Cool,” Cal replied, looking down at his bag. 

Ian stared at Cal for a moment. Even though he was a humongous brute, Cal was still a handsome man. He had short, fiery orange hair and soul-piercing icy blue eyes. He was tanned and freckled. It was clear to Ian that he spent all summer at a beach, likely topless, showing off his thick, muscular trunk. Cal was covered in thick strawberry blond hair all over his body.

He was wearing a loose pair of shorts. As Ian reached over to hand Cal his keys, he could tell Cal was going commando because he got a glimpse of his heavy scrotum through the leg of his shorts. Ian started to blush. His breathing got heavy. Just as Cal was about to catch Ian getting a peek, another guy showed up in the doorway.

“Is this where I get my dorm key?” the guy asked, causing both Cal and Ian to look over at the door. This other guy was shorter than average height with a slim build. He was wearing a bucket hat pulled down almost over his eyes. He had on a band t-shirt and a pair of JNCO jeans that flared at the bottom, covering his shoes entirely.

Ian snapped out of his trance. “Yeah, what’s your name?”

“Joe King,” the guy in the JNCOs replied.

“Hang on. Come on in,” Ian said. Joe glided into Ian’s room. “Joe, this is Caleb.”

Joe looked Caleb up and down. “Sup.”

“Hey,” Cal replied. “I go by Cal.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Ian said.

“No problem,” Cal said.

“You play football or something?” Joe asked, eyeing Cal suspiciously.

“Yeah, how’d you know?” Cal asked, looking at Joe, puzzled.

“You look like you play football,” Joe replied caustically.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Cal defensively asked.

“You just got the build,” Joe responded.

Cal huffed gruffly at Joe. Cal didn’t like the tone of Joe’s comments. Ian picked up on the tension in the room.

“Joe, why don’t you have a seat on the bed. Let me get Cal to his room. It’s just across the hall, so it won’t take a minute,” Ian calmly said. Joe plopped down on Ian’s bed impatiently. Cal continued to eye Joe as Ian gave him his keys. 

“Let’s get you settled in,” Ian said.

“Yeah, okay,” Cal said, still watching Joe.

Ian and Cal walked across the hallway to Cal’s room. Cal put the key into the doorknob and opened it. They found Chris lying on the bed he had made.

“Chris, I’d like you to meet your roommate,” Ian said, pointing to the brute. “Chris, meet Caleb Forrester. Caleb, this is Chris Smith.”

––––––––
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IT WAS 6:00 WHEN IAN made the call to the local pizza place to get an order in for the social at 7:00. He ordered several pepperoni pizzas as well as a couple of cheese pizzas, along with enough sodas for 20 guys—all to be charged to the university. This was going to be his first event as a dorm advisor. As an advisor, he was required to hold three get-togethers for the guys under his purview. 

The first one was an introductory meeting within the first two days of the arrival of freshmen. The second was to be a week after classes started to see how things were going. The third was to be a month after the second. He was glad the university required these meetings. It was something that he would have wanted to do, but he couldn’t afford it on his own. Attendance was not required for freshmen, but he was not going to tell the freshmen that. He wanted everyone to attend—after all, it was all for the incoming students.

The pizzas were going to be delivered to the dorm at 7, which would be perfect timing. His plan for the meeting would be to have everything set up just in time to start. He had an introduction he prepared about himself. He was going to hand out the pamphlets about the university’s health and counseling services. He would say something about mental health. The university had a few suggested icebreakers. He chose the one where guys break off into pairs to introduce themselves to their partner. The partner would then introduce them to the group.

He had an hour to spare. The first thing he set up in his room was his stereo equipment. He had a decent Aiwa system with a CD and dual cassette player. He put in the Dookie album by Green Day, which he had played so much lately that the writing on the CD was beginning to wear off. He cracked open his window and packed his little pipe with a bit of weed to calm his nerves. He took a deep hit, held it, and slowly exhaled straight out the window opening. He took a second hit by the time “Burnout” ended and put his pipe on his dresser. When “Chump” started, the weed had taken effect, chilling him ever so slightly.

Ian decided around 6:30 to go down to the common room to make sure everything was set up. He was not high, but he was feeling good and steady at this point. He had a silly grin on his face, and his hunger was starting to kick in. The pizzas were not going to arrive until close to 7, so he got some tortilla chips from the vending machine in the common room.

The common room was a large multipurpose room in the basement with a large TV and several couches and chairs scattered about.  There was a pool table with a large rip in the felt. Off to the side was a small kitchenette. Ian found a table to set the pizzas on and another for the drinks. He pulled some fold-up chairs from the closet and started to situate the seating into a rough circle.

He turned the TV on after he had situated the room as he liked. He had fifteen minutes until the meeting started. He was watching an evening game show when Chris wandered into the room. Ian looked up and turned the TV off.

“Hey Chris!” Ian said happily.

“Hey, man. I’m early,” Chris said, noticing no one was in the room.

“Yeah, but it’s no problem. I’m just waiting on the pizzas and sodas to get here,” Ian said, resting his feet on a coffee table. “Sit down. In the excitement of freshmen move-in, I haven’t had a chance to chat to get to know my guys.”

Chris walked in and sat down on one of the loveseats. He was facing Ian. Ian’s bleached hair was a spectacle. In all his years in high school, he had never known any guy who bleached their hair. He had seen the style on TV more and more, but never in person. It didn’t match his dark brown eyebrows, his dark stubble, or his dark green eyes. It didn’t look awful to Chris. It just didn’t look natural—it was a golden, brassy tone with dark roots starting to show.

“How are you and Cal getting along?” Ian asked, putting his hands behind his head.

“Meh, he’s alright,” Chris said, looking around the room.

“That’s not the sound of lifelong friends,” Ian chuckled.

“He’s a bit...” Chris searched for some diplomatic words. “Conservative?”

“You said like you are asking,” Ian said, smiling. “How do you really feel about him?”

“Well,” Chris looked around the room. “I get the feeling he’s homophobic.”

Ian took his feet off the table and sat up. “Did he say something specific?”

“I was telling him about my friend in high school who dated a guy. He didn’t seem open to it,” Chris said. “He actually used the word queer.”

Ian’s face turned serious. “Oh, I see.” Ian breathed in deliberately and exhaled. “Listen, there are all types of people here at Wellington. There’s going to be some that are going to say offensive things.”

“Yeah,” Chris said. “I know. I just didn’t expect it on the first day.”

“Maybe he was just putting on a front since he’s on the football team. Guys like that have to give off a macho persona,” Ian explained.

Chris wanted to get into what Cal told him about Ian, but he didn’t want to make Ian uncomfortable or embarrassed. Chris was feeling very comfortable around Ian and didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize that. There was something about looking into Ian’s green eyes that excited Chris—something he hadn’t ever experienced.

“Yeah, you’re right. I guess he just gave a bad first impression,” Chris thought.

“Yeah, he might come around. I get a feeling that you are a sensitive guy. You pick up on a lot of stuff,” Ian said, leaning in closer to Chris.

“Yeah, I guess so,” Chris looked up at Ian. Chris could feel butterflies in his stomach.

“Macho guys get scared around us sensitive guys. They think we want something from them,” Ian said.

“Like what?” Chris asked with a puzzled look.

Ian started to blush. He looked around the room, then straight into Chris’s eyes. “Like we want to seduce them—be their boyfriends.”

Chris crossed his legs and started to feel uncomfortable with where the conversation was going. He looked down at the floor. “I don’t want to be Cal’s boyfriend.”

“Oh, I know,” Ian said, sitting back in his chair.

Chris sat silently for a moment, uncomfortably looking at the floor. He cleared his throat and looked up at Ian. “I know you’re gay,” Chris said quietly.

Ian was surprised at the direction the conversation took. “How did you know I’m gay?” Ian asked.

Chris sighed heavily and thought he might as well fess up. “Well, Cal told me he heard about how you were crying in the hallway last year about being gay.” Ian looked away. 

Chris continued, “I think it’s terrible that people treated you like a disease after that. I think it’s sickening that Cal thought it was funny. I want you to know, I don’t care. I already think you are a cool guy, and I really want to be your friend. I want to be your ally.”

Ian was deeply embarrassed but looked up at Chris. “You do?”

“Absolutely!” Chris exclaimed. “Truth be told, I’m not so sure I’m 100% straight. I’d be curious to try it out.” Chris felt an instant relief in admitting this to another person. It was especially pleasing that the other person was Ian.

Ian burst into laughter. Chris gave Ian a look of shock. “Oh, Chris. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. It’s just that there’s a lot more to being gay than curiosity.”

“I’m sorry,” Chris said, looking crestfallen.

“Okay,” Ian said. “It’s very admirable that you have such an open mind. And I would love to hang out and be friends.”

Chris smiled at Ian and nodded. At that point, one of the guys in the dorm entered.

“Did you order a bunch of pizzas?” the guy said, looking at Chris and Ian.

“That would be dinner,” Ian said. “Chris, do you mind helping me out?”

“Sure!” Chris said. “What can I do?”

“Just tell the guys to have a seat and stay put while I take care of the pizzas,” Ian said. Chris gave him a thumbs-up sign. Ian went to the front of the building and led the pizza guy to where the food and drinks were to be set up. 

Other freshmen started to show up. Chris told them to take a seat just as he was instructed. Ian and the pizza guy set up the pizzas and sodas. The delivery guy handed Ian a receipt for him to sign so that the university would get the bill.

Now that the pizzas and sodas were in place and the room was full, Ian was ready to get started.

“Hey guys, welcome to Wellington and welcome to the lovely Stoggard Hall,” Ian started. Most of the guys were attentive, although a few looked annoyed—Cal being one of them. “My name is Ian Primerton. I’ll be your Dorm Advisor this year. I met all of you when you got here to get your keys. I hope everyone is at least somewhat moved in. I’m a sophomore, and my major is undeclared. I’m thinking of majoring in French. I’m not sure what I’ll do with that, but we shall see how it goes. This is not meant to be anything formal. I’ll tell you some stuff the university wants me to tell you, we will do an icebreaker, and then you can stick around, or you are free to go.”

Ian passed out the brochures. He went over the information as well as what everyone should do in case of a fire, a tornado, or any other emergency. He went into a little bit about social life and the Greek system, as well as sports and other extracurricular activities. Finally, he handed out schedules for the freshmen for the next couple of days. The new students had been assigned an academic advisor who would enroll them in classes.

“Okay, I’m going to pair you up with another guy. I want you to get to know each other. Then I’ll have you introduce each other to the group,” Ian said. He randomly chose a partner for the first half of the guys in the room, trying to make sure guys weren’t paired with their roommates. Chris was paired with Joe King. Ian instructed all the guys to get pizza and sit off with their partner to work on the introduction assignment. 

Once the guys were settled with their partner and their pizza, Ian got everyone’s attention. “Okay, I’d like for your partner to find out where you are from, what your hobbies are, what activities you were good at in high school, and what you might major in.”

Ian sat down as the room filled with chatter. He looked around. Several of the pairs were already engaged in laughter and talk. There were only a couple of pairs that were quietly eating. 

“Why don’t you go first?” Joe said to Chris.

Chris put his pizza down. “My name is Chris Smith and I’m from Miners Creek, Tennessee.”

“Where’s that?” Joe asked.

“It’s about an hour from Chattanooga,” Chris replied.

“I’ve heard of Chattanooga, but I don’t think I know where that is,” Joe said.

Chris flattened out his hand. “Imagine my hand is Tennessee. Here is where Memphis is.” He pointed at one corner of his hand. “Here is where Nashville is.” He pointed in the middle of his hand. “Here is where Chattanooga is.” He pointed at the corner opposite where Memphis was located with his hand.

“So, Miners Creek is here?” Joe pointed at a spot on Chris’s hand where he thought it would be.

“Yeah, close enough,” Chris said. Joe was far off the mark, but it didn’t matter.

“And hobbies?” Joe said, taking a bite of pizza.

“Well, I played baseball in high school, and I played in a band,” Chris said.

“No way? What kind of music did you play? What did you play?” Joe was clearly interested.

“I was the drummer. We played alternative music,” Chris answered.

“Sweet! I always wanted to play in a band,” Joe attentively said.

“Well, what about you? Where are you from and all that?” Chris said, picking up his pizza to take a bite.

“I’m Joe King. I’m from Chicago. You know where that is, right?” Joe said sarcastically. Chris laughed. “My only real hobby is skateboarding. I’m into punk music.”

“No shit? I tried to skateboard but wasn’t at all successful,” Chris said lightly.

“Yeah, it’s just something I like,” Joe said. “I get a feeling the kids at this university aren’t too much into that kind of thing.”

“Yeah, what do you think about this place?” Chris asked.

“Trust fund babies,” Joe said. “I think these kids are into tennis, polo, and country clubs.”

“Yeah,” Chris sighed. “I think you are right. How did guys like us end up here?”

“Good financial aid packages!” Joe said. The two laughed as they continued to talk. Chris and Joe clicked well together. Joe made him miss home. He was the type of guy that Chris hung out with. They didn’t get to the rest of the questions before Ian stopped them to get the meeting back on track.

“So, I’m going to pick a pair to start the introductions. Chris and Joe, why don’t you get started?” Ian said.

Joe put his empty plate on his chair as he stood up. “This is Chris Smith. He’s from Miners Village, Tennessee—”

“Creek.  Miners Creek,” Chris corrected him.

“Oh, yeah, Miners Creek. He likes baseball and playing drums in a band,” Joe said to the group.

“And possible major?” Ian asked.

Joe looked at Chris and shrugged. “Um, not sure?” Joe asked Chris. Chris nodded his head. “We didn’t get to that question.”

“No problem,” Ian said. “Chris?”

Chris stood up. “This is Joe King from Chicago. He’s into skateboarding. I found out we like the same music...Green Day, Weezer, Nirvana...we were both wrecked when he killed himself.” There were some nods of agreement in the room. “Joe wants to major in PE.” Joe started to laugh.

“Sure, and concentrate on the shred arts,” Joe joked. No one in the room, except Ian and Chris, got the joke.

“Okay, thanks, Chris,” Ian said as Chris sat down. 

The other guys did their introductions leading into the 8 o’clock hour. By the time the last group was presenting, the rest of the room was getting anxious to leave.

“Alright, I’m going to pass around a sign-in sheet. If you want to hang out, feel free. If you want to get some more pizza and leave, that’s fine too. We are done for the night,” Ian said. 

Most of the guys left. Only five guys stayed in the common room—Ian, Chris, and Joe among the five. They continued to eat the remaining pizza and watch TV as they chatted. Chris was feeling good that he had met some new friends that night.
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3. The Schedule
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“MR. SMITH, TAKE A SEAT,” Dr. Anderson said to Chris as he entered the wood-paneled office filled to the limits with old books. 

Dr. Anderson was assigned to be Chris’s freshman advisor. He had taught English Literature at Wellington for the past 20 years. He was fully tenured and looked like a stereotypical professor at a liberal arts college. He was wearing a green tweed blazer and a red plaid button-up shirt with the collar undone. He had a thin spattering of grey hair combed back. His ruddy skin was flushed with rosacea. His nose ballooned into a bulbous gin blossom. His thin-framed reading glasses sat low on the bridge of his nose.

Chris looked around at the office clutter. He noted what looked like first editions of old books buried among a multitude of keepsakes and tchotchkes. There was an object of sentimental value in every space on the bookshelf. On Dr. Anderson’s desk were several stacks of papers and notebooks. At any moment, one of the stacks could collapse.

“So, I see you are from Tennessee,” Dr. Anderson said.

“Yes, sir,” Chris said quietly as he sat down in the overstuffed chair across from Dr. Anderson.

“Oh, don’t call me sir. You can call me Dan,” Dan said, looking up from the manila folder that was Chris’s file. 

“How are you finding Wellington so far?” Dan smiled at Chris to indicate that Chris should let his guard down.

“It’s been alright,” Chris said.

“Just alright?” Dan said, laughing.

“Well, I just moved in and haven’t gotten out any,” Chris said. His leg involuntarily started thumping.

Dan sensed that Chris was nervous. He reached around his desk and found a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. 

“Would it bother you if I smoked?” Dan asked.

“No,” Chris replied.

“Would you like one?” Dan asked as he opened the pack and extended it to Chris.

“Oh, no, thanks. I don’t smoke,” Chris replied.

“Okay,” Dan lit a cigarette and placed a coffee mug in front of him to use as an ashtray. Chris noticed a plaque on Dan’s desk that read “Thank you for smoking.” 

Dan inhaled deeply and exhaled. “Alright, the first thing I want you to do is to get out and enjoy Wellington. There’s quite an active social scene here. That’s the whole point of going away to college—so you can party without your parents knowing.”

Chris was taken aback. Never in his life had an adult advised him of such. He knew the students loved to party but had no idea that adults condoned such behavior. Dan took another drag from his cigarette.

“I will try,” Chris said, looking down at the floor.

Dan looked at Chris for a minute to gauge how receptive Chris would be to his laid-back attitude. He sensed that Chris was nervous and did not know how to react. “Listen, I was a student here way back. I know what goes on. My advice is that you savor every minute.”

“Okay,” Chris replied with a half-smile.

“What sorts of activities did you like to do in your free time?” Dan asked, now halfway finished with his cigarette.

“I played baseball, and I was in a band,” Chris responded.

“A band? That’s exciting!” Dan exclaimed.

“I guess so,” Chris replied quietly. He had never thought that being a drummer in a band was all that important, but everyone he encountered so far seemed impressed.

“You think you might do that while you’re here?” Dan asked.

“I don’t have a drum set with me,” Chris replied.

“I’m sure you can find one,” Dan said. “What would you say sets you apart from everyone else?”

Chris looked up at his advisor. He never thought himself special—never enough to be set apart from others. He had always been a part of the herd.

“I can’t think of anything,” Chris managed to say.

“Oh, bullshit,” Dan said, stubbing out his cigarette in the coffee mug. “You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t special.”

Chris was at a loss for words. He looked around the office. Dan picked up on Chris’s modesty.

“Okay, I get a sense you don’t want to open up. I understand. Let’s get to business, then,” Dan said. “What are you interested in studying?”

Chris thought for a moment. He had studied the various programs at Wellington. He knew the school was well-known for its humanities, but not for its sciences. He had no interest in subjects like English or philosophy. He had always been much better at science. 

“I’m thinking of the pre-med program,” Chris said.

“Okay, you’d like to be a doctor?” Dan asked.

“I guess,” Chris said quietly. Dan chuckled.

“Such decisiveness,” Dan said. “Wellington has a good pre-med program. It’s not our strongest program, but most of our pre-med students go on to medical school.”

“That’s good to hear,” Chris said.

“Okay, well, there are general education requirements you’ve got to tackle first. You’ll have to take English, a social science, a history class, a philosophy or religion class, a foreign language...all that kind of thing. You also have to take a lab science and a math class, which will count towards your major as well. You won’t major in pre-med. It’s just a collection of classes. You’ll have to pick one of those classes to major in. I guess that you may want to consider a biology major,” Dan explained. Chris blankly stared at Dan. “Does this make sense?”

“Yes,” Chris responded.

“Great,” Dan said and turned on his computer. “Let’s see what is open right now.” It took a few seconds for the screen to glow. Dan started typing in some commands. The clack of the keys loudly echoed in the office.

“What does the usual freshman take first semester?” Chris asked as Dan continued to clack on the keyboard.

“We will keep you at 4 classes every semester,” Dan said after pressing Enter. He looked at his screen and scrolled down with the arrow buttons. “Ah, I see there’s an English class you can take. Might as well sign you up for that. How does Tuesday and Thursday at 9 sound to you?”

“I’ve got a free schedule,” Chris said. Dan started to laugh.

“Now you’re opening up,” Dan said, smiling. “Now, let’s get you started with a foreign language. You’ve got to take a foreign language up to the 300 level. Usually, that will take a couple of years unless you try to place out. Did you take a language in high school?”

“I took Spanish, but I don’t want to take that,” Chris stated.

“Okay, what other language would you like to take?” Dan asked, looking at Chris.

Chris thought for a moment. “I was thinking of taking Latin since I wanted to go pre-med.”

Dan gave a look of contemplation. “Not a bad idea. Are you sure? That’s a tough one.”

“I’m willing to try,” Chris said decisively.

“Perfect,” Dan said and scrolled down the screen. “I see some availability in Latin 101. It’s Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at 8. You think you can handle Latin first thing in the morning?”

“Sure,” Chris said confidently.

“Okay,” Dan said and typed. “Now, how about History?”

“Okay,” Chris said, receptive to whatever Dan suggested.

Dan scrolled and found a World Civilization Class that met at 9:30 on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. “Now, let’s see if we can find you a biology class.” He continued to scroll and found a class on Tuesdays and Thursdays at 11 with a lab on Tuesday at 2. “Well, it looks like you’ve got a full schedule now.”

“Okay,” Chris said. Dan printed out two copies of Chris’s schedule. He put one in Chris’s file and gave one to Chris.

“You can go to the bookstore and get books for classes now,” Dan said. Chris took the sheet of paper. Chris got excited that he had an official schedule of college classes. “Unless there’s anything else you’d like to talk about, I’d say we are done.”

“Thank you,” Chris said and got up from his chair. He folded the schedule and placed it in his back pocket.

“Chris,” Dan said. “I’m serious about enjoying the social scene here. You should consider doing rush in a couple of weeks. It’ll be a great opportunity to get familiar with the Greek system here.”

“Thanks,” Chris said as he left Dan’s office. He was going to consider Dan’s advice. The only way he could get out of his shell was to try.

––––––––
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“CHRIS,” IAN SHOUTED from his open door. “How was your meeting with your advisor?”

Chris stopped in the middle of the hallway. He looked into Ian’s room to see him wearing a white tank top and a pair of green gym shorts. Ian had a slim build—not scrawny but not massive. His body was fit but not muscular. His dark armpit hair crept out of his underarms, contrasting with his bleached hair. As he got out of his bed, Chris was able to see one of Ian’s dark red nipples peek out. Chris took a gulp, feeling like he had seen something he was not meant to see, even though he had seen countless nipples in the locker room. Chris could feel the tingle he felt the other day when he first met Ian.

“It was fine,” Chris said, stopping as Ian approached him eagerly. Ian smelled like freshly excreted sweat brimming with male pheromones. The August heat of Southern Illinois made the dorm a little warmer than he was used to. Chris detected another scent on Ian—a familiar scent, yet Chris couldn’t place it.

“Who’s your advisor?” Ian smiling.

“Dr. Anderson?” Chris asked more than he said.

“I had him for English 101. He’s cool as fuck,” Ian said. 

“What are you taking?” Ian stepped away from the door, indicating to Chris that Ian wanted him to enter his room.

Chris stepped in and sat down in Ian’s chair. Ian walked back over to his bed and reclined leisurely as his room fan rotated slowly. The air conditioning on their side of the dorm must have been broken.

“Let’s see,” Chris said, looking off as if to read from an imaginary chalkboard. “I’ve got Latin, English, History, and Biology.”

“Whoa, that’s an intense load,” Ian said, chuckling. He knew Chris was going to have a lot of work to do.

“Yeah, I know,” Chris said, looking at Ian. “It’s what Dr. Anderson suggested.”

“I suppose it’s better to get the gen ed classes out of the way first,” Ian said. There was a gap in the legs of Ian’s gym shorts, exposing a glimpse of his privates to Chris. Chris quickly looked away, even though every fiber in him wanted to stare. 

Ian picked up on his unintentional exposure and tightened his shorts. “Sorry about that.”

“No problem,” Chris said. He was embarrassed that he had seen so much of Ian within the past few minutes. He had only met him a few days ago.

“It’s just so fucking hot in here,” Ian said and sat up on his bed in lotus position to ensure no further accidental flashing.

“Have you registered for classes yet?” Chris said, changing the subject.

“Oh, yeah,” Ian said. “I did that before summer break last year.”

“What are you taking?” Chris asked.

“I’ve got my 200-level French, Poli Sci, Calculus, and a psychology class,” Ian spouted out.

“Oh yeah?” Chris asked eagerly.

“Social Psychology,” Ian said.

“Cool,” Chris replied.

Ian looked at Chris straight on. “Listen, I’ve been wanting to talk to you. I hope I didn’t make you feel uncomfortable the other day.”

Chris gave a puzzled look. “Uncomfortable about what?”

“About the whole gay conversation we had,” Ian said. Chris blushed. “I’m happy that you are so open about all that.”

“Of course I am,” Chris said.

“It’s just that I was going through a lot of realization about myself and my sexuality last year. It was a tough time. It took a lot of drinking to make me uninhibited enough to come out—however awkwardly I could,” Ian chuckled.

“I know,” Chris said. “My two friends who were dating each other seemed to go through the same sort of thing. Being in the closet and all.”

“Yeah,” Ian said. “It’s hard to come to terms with being different.”

“I get a feeling this place is more conservative than I thought,” Chris said. Coming to terms with being different... The phrase hit Chris hard. He was beginning to realize he was more different than he thought.

“It can be,” Ian replied. “I think it’s not so much about being gay as it is how I went about it—making a complete ass of myself.”

“You were going through some intense shit,” Chris responded with empathy.

“True, but I made a name for myself for sure,” Ian laughed awkwardly.

“You can be yourself with me,” Chris said, smiling.

“Thanks, I appreciate that,” Ian said. “Isn’t this a twist? The advisor turned to the advisee.”

“Sometimes it happens like that,” Chris said. Ian and Chris stared at each other for a moment. Ian cleared his throat.

“And I didn’t mean to imply that your feelings weren’t just as valid,” Ian said.

“What do you mean?” Chris asked.

“You said you are curious, and then I said it’s more than curiosity,” Ian said. “I made it seem like I was discounting your curiosity.”

“Oh, I didn’t take it like that at all,” Chris replied.

“Well, in any case, I just wanted to let you know that your feelings are just as valid as mine,” Ian said, looking at the ground.

“I appreciate it,” Chris said.

“Are you really curious?” Ian asked, still looking at the floor. 

Chris felt a little panic rush over him. No one had ever asked him about his curiosity. It paled in comparison to his friends’ open, gay relationship in high school. That took front and center in his small-town high school. No one bothered to ask Chris what was going on inside.

“I mean...” Chris looked around the room. “Sure.”

“Nice,” Ian said quietly.

“But I’d probably chicken out,” Chris laughed nervously.

“I did several times,” Ian replied, looking up at Chris. Ian noticed how Chris’s light brown hair had dirty blond highlights naturally made by the sun. His hazel eyes contrasted perfectly with his dark brown eyebrows.

“So, you’ve done stuff with guys?” Chris asked.

“Just a couple. One was a one-time thing. The other, we messed around a few times over the summer,” Ian replied. His face started to blush. He was a little embarrassed to confess his sexual encounters with other guys, especially to someone he had just met.

“Were they guys you knew well?” Chris asked.

“The one-time guy was an acquaintance. The other guy was a friend from back home,” Ian said.

“Was?” Chris replied.

“Well, I guess it got too awkward for him,” Ian said, looking at the floor.

“Man, I’m sorry to hear that,” Chris said as he ran his fingers through his hair.

“Yeah,” Ian said, looking up at Chris. “I saw him around town a few times after that, but he seemed to run off before I could say anything.”

“What are you bitches talking about?” a voice said from the doorway. It was Joe. Both Ian and Chris were startled to see him standing there.

“Shit, dude,” Chris said. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Just now,” Joe said, entering the room. “What’s up?”

“Not much,” Ian said and patted the bed to indicate for Joe to sit down. Joe sat down beside him.

“I came to complain about the air,” Joe said.

“Yeah, I made a call to maintenance already,” Ian replied.

Joe nodded. Joe was the human embodiment of an anime character. He was not wearing his bucket hat. His light brown hair was parted in the middle and lay flat below his eyes. He had big blue eyes and small red lips. He was wearing a Vans t-shirt and a pair of loose leg shorts that hung low on his hips. His small frame and shorter-than-average height made him look like he was 15.

“So, I signed up for classes,” Joe said.

“And?” Chris asked.

“I’ve got English, History, Calculus, and Spanish. All mornings, so I’ll be done with my day before lunch,” Joe replied.

“That’s not a bad situation,” Ian said.

“What about you guys?” Joe asked.

“I’m taking French, Poli Sci, Calculus, and psychology,” Ian replied.

“Who do you have for Calc?” Joe asked.

“Dr. Tyler,” Ian replied.

“Tuesdays and Thursdays at 9?” Joe asked. Ian nodded. “Dude! We’ve got a class together!”

“Good!” Ian sighed. “I’m going to need some help.” Joe laughed. 

“What about you?” Joe asked as he looked over at Chris.

“I’m taking English, History, Latin, and Biology,” Chris replied.

“Latin? Why?” Joe asked in a puzzled manner.

“I thought it might come in handy with biology,” Chris responded.

“Maybe if you are naming new creatures, but you don’t have to learn the language,” Joe said.

“Well,” Chris said. “I’ve also been kinda fascinated with the Romans?”

Joe shrugged. “I hear it’s tough as hell.”

“I can drop it if I hate it,” Chris said. Joe and Ian nodded.

“Do you guys know your way around campus?” Ian asked after a slight lull in the conversation.

“Not really,” Chris said. Joe nodded in agreement that he was not familiar with the layout.

“Let me drive you around and show you where everything is. I’ll crank up the air,” Ian said.

Chris and Joe did not need any further convincing after Ian said “air”.
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4. Hic puer est bonus
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AS CAL REMAINED IN bed snoring away, Chris showered and got his books together for his first college class. He was starting his college career with Latin 101 on Monday at 8 am—quite a start for an 18-year-old from rural Tennessee. Everyone shivered at the thought of Latin, but to Chris, it seemed innocuous—just another foreign language. How hard could that be?

Chris looked over at Cal. Chris sneered with jealousy at the leisurely morning Cal would have. He still knew so little about his roommate. How did such a lug like a Cal get into a prestigious school like Wellington? Surely, it could not have only been for football. Wellington was not a large, well-known state school that drew in millions of dollars of revenue from football games. Cal had to be at least a little intelligent to get into this school. Perhaps, his parents were wealthy donors. Most of the student body was wealthy and benefited from close family ties to the school. Was Cal’s family rich? Cal did not seem the type to have been raised in a privileged family. However, most of the other kids did not overtly flaunt their wealth at Wellington. Doing so would be considered crass.

Chris was getting hungry and needed to get something at the dining hall to eat on his walk to class. He stood up and put his backpack on. He quietly left the room and locked the door. On his way out, he saw Ian coming out of the bathroom.

“Hey, Chris. What’s up?” Ian said. He had just come out of the shower and had a towel wrapped around his waist. 

“Just off to my first class,” Chris said with an eager grin.

“Like that?” Ian said, looking Chris up and down.

“Like what?” Chris asked, puzzled.

“Did no one tell you about the dress code?” Ian asked in a serious tone.

“Dress code?” Chris asked, now very confused.

“Yeah,” Ian said, rubbing a towel over his hair. “We have a dress code for class. Guys wear a blazer and tie; girls wear a blouse and skirt—at least until you figure out if your professors care about the code.”

Chris panicked. “No, no one told me.” Chris was wearing a solid color t-shirt and a pair of jeans—a far cry from the requirements of the dress code.

“You should go back and change—just for the first week,” Ian said as he walked towards his room.

“But I don’t have a blazer or a tie. I never thought I’d need them,” Chris said, suddenly realizing how out of place he felt.

Ian turned around. “You came to Wellington without dress clothes?”

Chris wrinkled his eyebrows. “I didn’t think it would ever come up.” Chris started to breathe heavily. He was starting college off badly already.

“Come with me. You can borrow a coat and tie until you can get one,” Ian said, smiling easily at Chris. Chris felt at ease once he realized that Ian was going to take care of him. “It might be a little snug, but it’ll work for now.”

“Oh, thank you!!” Chris sighed with relief. “You saved me!”

“Don’t worry about it,” Ian said. 

Ian opened the door to his room and motioned for Chris to enter. He went over to his closet, which was full of appropriate clothes. Chris could tell from Ian’s attire that Ian himself came from a family higher in status than Chris’s working-class family. All his shirts and slacks were neatly hung and arranged by general color scheme. It was clear that Ian, despite his alternative punk appearance, had been raised properly. 

“Take a coat and a tie that you like,” Ian casually said.

As Chris looked over Ian’s selection, Ian went over to his drawers to get a pair of boxers and an undershirt. Chris’s eyes grazed over Ian’s shirts and pants. They were all designer brand names that Chris thought were too exclusive for him. He was used to Levi’s and Bugle Boy. Ian’s clothes were from Brooks Brothers, Abercrombie and Fitch, and Banana Republic. The only brand he had heard of was the Gap—one of the higher-end stores in the malls that Chris knew. These other clothes came from stores in the “fancy” mall.

Chris found a striped Nautica tie and a navy-blue Brooks Brothers blazer. He pulled them from the closet and held them in his hands. He turned around just as Ian dropped his towel. Chris quickly turned back around after seeing Ian’s naked ass. However, when he turned, he faced a full-length mirror on the door. There was no way he could avoid watching Ian put his boxers on. Ian had a rounder, more bulbous rear end than Chris imagined. Over the past few days, Chris had now seen every piece of Ian’s body—all by accident.

“You may as well borrow an entire outfit. You can’t wear a tie and coat with a pair of jeans and a t-shirt,” Ian said, still with his back turned. 

Chris watched as Ian slid his undershirt down. Ian turned around as Chris looked away from the mirror. 

“That’s a good pick,” Ian said, seeing what Chris had in his hands. Chris hung the blazer and tie on the doorknob and took his backpack off.

“This is so nice of you,” Chris said, going back over to the closet.

“Anything for a friend,” Ian said and walked over next to Chris. “Do any of these shirts speak to you?”

Chris looked over the selection but couldn’t decide. He was still a little stunned from seeing Ian get dressed. 

“I don’t know,” Chris said quietly.

“Here,” Ian said. “I’ll pick something out for you.”

Ian quickly scanned his attire and pulled out a solid light blue dress shirt and a pair of khakis. “Try these on.” Ian picked out a shirt and a pair of pants for himself.

Chris took the shirt and put it on over his t-shirt. He buttoned the shirt up, leaving the collar turned up. The shirt fit snugly. He unbuttoned his pants and looked up. Ian was watching him with a grin on his face.

Ian took his outfit over to the bed and started to get dressed. Chris shyly slid his shoes off and unzipped his pants. Ian started dressing himself, so Chris quickly slid the jeans off and put the slacks on. Ian was a little smaller in the waist, so Chris pulled the waistband tight and buttoned the pants. He was going to need to get some nice pants quickly because he didn’t know if he could wear Ian’s pants all week. It would have to do for today, however.

He realized, as he took the tie, that he didn’t know how to effortlessly tie it. He had only worn a tie a few times in his life. His efforts always ended up with one end too long. His mother would eventually do his ties for him. Chris attempted the tie but failed miserably.

“Ian?” Chris said, looking at his lack of tie skills in the mirror.

“You don’t know how to tie a tie, right?” Ian said, smiling. 

Chris blushed and shook his head.

“When we have time, I’ll teach you,” Ian said. “Right now, come here.” 

Chris went over to where Ian was standing. Ian reached up and buttoned the collar. He saw that the collar was too tight, so he unbuttoned it. He wrapped the tie around the unbuttoned collar and started to effortlessly tie the tie into a Windsor knot. Chris watched Ian’s face as he slid one end through the knot. Ian had a look of concentration in his dark green eyes. 

As he completed the knot, Ian looked up into Chris’s hazel eyes. He gave Chris a little wink and finished the knot. “There.  You’ll have to leave the collar open, but no one will notice.”

Chris looked down at the perfectly assembled knot. He looked back up at Ian. “Thank you so much.”

Ian laughed. “Come back tonight, and I’ll show you how I did that.” Ian went over to his closet to pick out a tie for himself. 

Chris put on the blazer and slid his arms through the straps of his backpack. He was going to have to skip breakfast today. He wanted to ask Ian if he had a granola bar, but he thought that would be asking too much. He would get a snack from the vending machine.

“Alright, now I guess I’m ready,” Chris said.

“Welcome to Wellington,” Ian said, laughing. Chris smiled at Ian and walked to the vending machine for a candy bar. He was going to cut it close in making it to class on time.

––––––––
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CHRIS QUICKLY WALKED across campus. He did not anticipate the distance. He was five minutes late for class. The professor was already reading over the syllabus when Chris quietly entered the room. The lecture hall for his Latin class was in an older building. The hallways were like a maze. The numbering system of the rooms was out of order. Chris had to ask a student where Room 145 was. It was on the opposite end of the building from where he entered.

Chris was both flustered and sweating when he entered the room. Everyone looked up at him since the room was small. He gave an awkward smile. The professor grabbed a syllabus and waved it, indicating for Chris to come up and get it. 

Dr. Bennington was a stooped-over man in his 70s. He was bald and had thick glasses. Chris approached Dr. Bennington, took the syllabus, and politely thanked him. 

“There’s a seat in the back,” Dr. Bennington said, pointing his wrinkled, bony finger towards the back of the room. Chris saw the one empty seat in the back corner of the room. Chris quietly walked to the empty desk while Dr. Bennington continued going over the syllabus.

Chris noticed that the class only had 15 students. He knew the student-to-professor ratio was small, but the reality of the small ratio didn’t sink in until now. He quietly sat down at the desk. He looked over at the guy next to him, who was impeccably dressed. His shirt was freshly pressed, and his tie was neat and tight. As he was writing a note on his syllabus, he looked over at Chris and gave him a nod and mouthed hello. Chris returned the silent greeting and got out a pencil.

The rest of the class was uneventful. Chris was relieved as he had already had quite an eventful morning. The class started working almost immediately on Chapter 1. Chris sat blankly as he learned about tenses, declensions, cases, and Roman history. On his first day of class, they already covered what would have taken weeks at Miners Creek. He was not prepared for the fast pace of learning at Wellington. Once class was over, Dr. Bennington assigned exercises in a complimentary workbook to the text to be completed by Wednesday. Chris knew he was going to have to up the speed of his class work.

As he zipped up his backpack, the guy sitting next to him stood patiently. Chris got up and put his backpack on with his back turned to the guy. Chris turned around to face his neighbor.

“My name is Dave. You must be a freshman,” Dave said, extending his hand.

Chris shook Dave’s hand. “Yes, I’m Chris.”

“Nice to meet you, Chris,” Dave said. Chris couldn’t help but notice Dave’s slicked back wavy, light brown hair. “That was quite an entrance.”

Chris nervously laughed. “Yeah, I didn’t realize the walk was so long. I guess I’ll have to leave earlier.”

“Yeah, you guess. Want to get breakfast?” Dave said.

Chris was a little taken aback. Dave was friendly enough, but Chris was not used to such a forward invitation from a stranger.

“I’ve got a class in thirty minutes, and I don’t want to be late like I was for this one,” Chris said.

“No problem,” Dave said. “I’m a member of Epsilon Lambda Zeta. We have a table in the dining hall off to the left. Come sit at our table sometime.” Dave walked out of the room, leaving Chris standing by his desk. He had just been invited to sit with a fraternity on his first day of class. He smiled to himself as he started towards his next class. Maybe this day would get better after all.

––––––––
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IAN SAT IN FRENCH CLASS, chewing on his pencil. He was deep in thought, but it was not about French. He kept thinking about Chris in his room that morning. Ian caught Chris watching him getting dressed. Ian noted how Chris’s eyes did not immediately dart away. There was a curiosity in his eyes. Ian also remembered Chris looking up the legs of his shorts the other day. Ian did not intentionally expose himself, but he was a little happy that Chris caught a glimpse. It showed Ian that Chris was telling him the truth. In the common room, Chris told Ian that he was curious. Chris’s stolen glances were proof to Ian that Chris was indeed a little curious about other guys.

Ian was more than a little flattered by Chris’s peeks. Ian never thought of himself as handsome, but he never thought he was ugly either. Ian was still an attractive guy despite his efforts to make himself as grungy as possible. He had dark brown hair and striking dark green eyes. A person had to look closely to tell the color of his eyes. They were light brown, closest to the pupils, and then, they turned to a rich green towards the whites of his eyes. They were rimmed with a dark green. His skin was a uniform warm medium tone. He tanned easily. He was three-quarters Northern European and one-quarter Southern European. His Mediterranean characteristics overshadowed his English and Irish heritage. The bleached hair was certainly a mismatch for his features, but it did not take away from his handsomeness. Ian kept in shape easily but could never achieve an overly muscular physique. He had a little definition in his muscles without being bulky. His body was mostly smooth.

He knew early on that he liked guys the way his friends liked girls. However, he never allowed himself to be true to his feelings. For the longest time, he denied the possibility of pursuing guys. His family was well-to-do but was not of the old money group. His father inherited his grandfather’s local real estate empire. So, while Ian’s family was more than comfortable, they could not pay for tuition at Wellington without assistance.

It wasn’t until he turned 16 that he started to indulge in the lifestyle. Over the years, he found a couple of Playgirls that he enjoyed flipping through. He found an X-rated video hidden in the cabinet of VHS movies that he watched that summer. He allowed himself to keep his eye on the males in the videos. He still felt guilty about ogling over the men, but he found himself slowly being at ease with fantasizing about the men in the video or the Playgirls when he masturbated. 

He was good at changing the subject when his friends talked about sexual conquests with girls. His friends would not have given him grief about being gay. He was just not ready to admit to his feelings yet. When he went away to college, he discovered the joy of drinking, which dissolved all his inhibitions. His freshman year, he tried to rush so that he could hang out with other guys more. He didn’t necessarily want to join a fraternity to find a boyfriend. He just hoped that the odds would be stacked in his favor—at least one other guy had to be willing to experiment. During his freshman year, he made out with another guy. He didn’t feel like it counted since he and the other guy were three sheets to the wind. Both barely remembered what they had done. Naturally, the other guy shunned him. Shortly thereafter, Ian had his drunken incident when he outed himself to the world.

He came out to his parents and his siblings, who were not shocked at all. The summer between his freshman and sophomore year, he began exploring the small gay scene that Carbondale, Illinois, had to offer. He went to a pride event and befriended a guy. The friendship, in retrospect, was just a quick courting leading to a hook-up. Once he and this other guy had their carnal fun, they never saw each other again. Ian hooked up with a random guy at Lollapalooza. It was nothing more than mutual masturbation under the influence of marijuana behind a concession stand. Once it was over, Ian went back to enjoying Jane’s Addiction. Ian’s experience as a sexually active gay man had been extremely limited up to this point.

There was a certain over-friendliness that Chris had towards Ian. Most of his interactions with guys at Wellington were both limited and transactional—let’s study for this test, or let’s compare answers to the homework. Most guys at Wellington tended to avoid Ian. This was likely because of his drunken confession. It could also be because Ian’s look did not fit in with the preppy attitude of Wellington. Ian did not fit the mold of a trust-fund baby from old money.  There was something about Chris that was different. Chris seemed interested in being around Ian. Chris had a glimmer of excitement when he was around Ian.

As class ended, Ian realized that he had been thinking about Chris the entire class. Ian realized that he wanted to spend more time with Chris. He was a little curious as to how far he could pique Chris’s curiosity about being with another guy. Of course, he would never push Chris into doing something he was uncomfortable doing. He would never push another guy’s boundaries. However, as he gathered his books and made his way to his next class, he at least wanted to find out where Chris’s boundaries were. 
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5. The Rush Before the Rush
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CHRIS WAS SITTING ON the floor of Ian’s room. Joe was sitting across from Chris. Ian was lounging on his bed. Rush for freshmen started early at Wellington. Most colleges didn’t rush until the spring semester, but Wellington wanted to be different. It always had to set itself apart from other colleges, such as the class dress code.

While Chris wanted to join a fraternity, he had no idea what any of the fraternities on campus were like other than what Cal told him. Joining a fraternity was a part of the college experience that Chris did not want to miss out on. He had heard stories of hazing, but figured those stories were from long ago and were meant to scare guys away from joining. 

Joe, on the other hand, was not keen on becoming Greek. Joe just didn’t know if he was the fraternity type. He had never been a joiner. Joe only considered rushing just to be around Chris. He had not made many friends in the two weeks he had been on campus. Granted, it was a short amount of time to make any real friends; however, he spent most of his time with Chris and Ian. He felt at ease around them. He could be himself.
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