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Author’s Note on Currency and Time

This story takes place in Belgium in October and November 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). The exchange rate for 1 USD was 54 BEF and 1 GBP was 77 BEF

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), 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 fourth volume of The Freshmen. While the story can be read on its own, it continues the journey that began in The Freshmen, The King of the Blues and The Passage. 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 books.

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

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

“All things come to him who waits — provided he knows what he is waiting for.”

(Woodrow Wilson)

“Youth is happy because it has the ability to see beauty. Anyone who keeps the ability to see beauty never grows old.”

(Franz Kafka)

“Patience is bitter, but its fruit is sweet.”

(Jean-Jacques Rousseau)

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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A new week began on that Monday morning. It was my seventh week at university. It was a special week, but then again, each week here seemed special. I had not had a single moment of boredom in those seven weeks. I had experienced more events than some people might in a decade.

Besides, there was only one Stéphanie, and out of the two and a half billion human males on Earth, I had her. I loved her, and I was the only one she loved. Could I say, “I have her”? She was a goddess, she was Aphrodite, she was that divine figure in Botticelli’s painting, standing on a great scallop shell with Zephyr breathing a soft breeze through her golden hair – a vision I had seen in April 1983 in Florence, during a school trip to Italy. She had been there at the same time, in the same places, yet we had never met.

She was even more beautiful than in the painting.

I had told her yesterday that I loved her, and she had said she loved me in return. She had been almost cross – the classic Stéphanie – because I had waited so long to say it.

She also told me that I didn’t have to wait until April 1988 to make love to her. She had been teasing me, of course. How stupid I had been! How could I ever have believed that girls didn’t like sex? I needed to be more careful; I did not want to look a fool. Stéphanie and her friends said that I was innocent and that I knew nothing about girls. It was probably true. I believed what they told me, and I didn’t understand their behaviour. Myriam had once told me I ought to gain some experience in real life, and not only in books.

I had thought I knew enough of life, but I had been wrong. Not everything was in the books.

Still, Stéphanie loved me. That was astonishing.

This was to be my first time participating in the 24 Hours Bike of Louvain-la-Neuve as a student. I had been there twice before as a schoolboy, once as a mere daytime visitor, but last year with a senior team from my school, when I had enjoyed the atmosphere all through the night. This year, I was free to truly plunge into the revelry all week, with my new friends, my old friends, those from school, those from university, and those from my various activity groups. My five scout brothers had promised to come too, but like idiots, we had never set a time or place. At least Étienne was now a senior at my former school; I would certainly find him.

We rose together that morning after a short night. We had both woken up very early. When I opened my eyes, she was watching me tenderly.

“I love you.”

And she kissed me.

“I wanted to be the first to say it.”

Another kiss.

“I didn’t sleep too well. I just kept thinking about us. It’s so wonderful. So... do you love me?”

“Yes,” I replied with a smile. “I love you.”

I held her tightly and we kissed for a long while, until she realised we were treading dangerous ground. Since the night before, I had sensed that Stéphanie wanted more than just kisses. She had been able to fool me until now, but I could feel her body demanding the next step. What a fool I had been! How could I have believed otherwise? I had known so many girls – even Suzy had taught me things about sex and about pleasing a woman – which meant that women could indeed be pleased, that sex was not painful. Why on earth had I believed it was?

So, with our bodies on fire, we pulled apart, almost by consensus, a little sorry and frustrated. And I felt proud of myself for holding back. When she left the bed and then the room, I managed, in less than ten minutes, to forget her and focus on the week’s great festivities ahead. I would not be fooled again. Yes, how many times had I told myself that? I knew everything from books, but in real life I was just a blue, a rookie, a boy who knew nothing. All Stéphanie’s friends laughed at me.

I got up. But the moment I entered the living room and saw her, I wanted to embrace her and forget everything else.

After all, why not put my project into action? Stéphanie was preparing breakfast – pastries her mother had given her the day before. The fridge and cupboards were full. Last week, she had decided that we must live together; she and her friends had emptied my studio and brought all my belongings here. I had insisted on paying half the rent, but she had replied that her father had already paid for the year, and that I would only need to contribute to food. The very first thing she had done was to take her own money and go on a great shopping expedition in Wavre.

I went to her and slipped my arms around her from behind. Her hair smelt fresh and sweet; I traced her waist lightly through the fabric of her pyjamas. She paused in her work to savour my embrace, then slowly turned, clasped her hands behind my neck, and kissed me.

Instant conflagration. Stéphanie became even more ardent than I, as though I had set alight a twig that had ignited the whole meadow beyond my power to extinguish it. I felt overwhelmed. I was going to break. In truth, she was breaking too – she pushed me towards the sofa and pressed me down, her hands slipping under the towel around my waist. I ached for her; this time we were going too far.

When her lips left mine, I found the courage to say:

“I think we’d better stop. You decided that our first time would be on the eighth of November, didn’t you?”

She looked at me in surprise. I instantly regretted my words – I had just frustrated Stéphanie, cutting her momentum short. What a bastard! I insulted myself inwardly. A beautiful girl wanted to make love to me, and I told her to stop. Had I just refused sex with Stéphanie – the girl I had always loved?

She bit her lip, and at the last moment, she found her own pleasure by pressing against me. I could hardly believe it – she had dared... and me?

Stéphanie got up, crouched beside the sofa, and stroked my face.

“Thank you,” she said simply.

“Why?” I almost choked.

“For being a man. You wanted to calm me down. You wanted to respect me, to wait for the date I decided. Thank you. You’re wonderful.”

A compliment, right in the middle of the insults I was throwing at myself.

“Stéphanie, I really want you.”

She placed a finger on my lips.

“I know, darling. And I appreciate your gesture. You’re right, our first time should be better than on the floor, this morning. Thank you for stopping me. I think... I wouldn’t have been able to stop. You make me so happy, after those magic words yesterday, after everything in these last few weeks. Thank you.”

Slowly, she rose. Was I being thanked for acting like a coward? For refusing to make love to the most beautiful girl in the world? Was this indulgence – or pity – because she loved me?

“I like that you put me first, that you put my feelings above all else. You’re the best boyfriend.”

“Yes... but in the meantime, I’m suffocating, and you’ve had your release.”

“I know. I love you for that. You suffer for me. And now you understand that girls enjoy themselves?”

“You’re really sadistic.”

“What? Another insult? All right, wait for the tortures I’m going to inflict on you. I can’t make you believe anymore that I’ll postpone the date to your birthday in three years’ time, but I have plenty of other ideas. You know I have imagination, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I muttered, half afraid of what she might invent to torment me.

“My darling, if you could see your face. I’m going to drive you mad. I warned you and you still kept coming to my flat.”

“You’re forcing me to live with you.”

“Oooh, poor little Frédéric, wicked Stéphanie has forced you... am I really so strong? Don’t make comments about me, or I’ll enchant you even more. Go and take a shower – and leave the door open. I know what boys get up to on their own.”

She could still make me blush. Would she ever stop?

I went to take an icy shower, to cool my head and put my thoughts back in order. Come on! It was the 24 Hours Bike! Celebration! The giant carousal! I released the pressure while Stéphanie was in her room, ensuring there was absolutely no trace of it afterwards.

“Come and eat! Don’t get dressed yet. Thank you,” she added again. “I love you, and I really want to make love with you. Am I a good girlfriend?”

“Yes,” I mumbled, “you are.”

“Good. I like when you’re intimidated. And I prefer your compliments to your insults.”

“But... Stéphanie, I’ve never insulted you.”

“You just said I was sadistic! And you once called me wanton. You’re mad, you know that? You know you owe me so much – and that I have to retaliate. Come on, sit at the table. I want to have breakfast on your lap.”

So nothing changed; she was simply more fiery than before. Before, I had been too hungry to eat; now, I had food in front of me, but her presence blocked my appetite. I could hardly eat with this beautiful, tempting girl on my lap. At least I could see the end of my Calvary: only nineteen days left. How on earth could I have imagined holding out for three years? Behind me, the calendar still hung on the wall. How credulous could I be!

I tried to chew, thinking of the great festivities ahead. I had no real desire to attend lectures this week; my mind was already wandering to the carousal across campus. I felt in a mood for revelry and to stop thinking about love and its frustrations. But Stéphanie was watching me.

“You will attend as many lectures as possible. There’s no party this morning yet.”

She had prepared my outfit for the day.

“You haven’t ironed your clothes again. I had to find the least creased shirt. You owe me more! I’m going to undress you more and more. A boyfriend should always be naked for his girlfriend, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know, Stéphanie, you make plenty of rules.”

“Of course. I’ve wanted to tease you for six years. I never thought you’d believe me. But in reality, boyfriends do what their girlfriends want. And you’ve always done what I wanted. Only now you do even more. Am I right?”

“Yes, you are. But... er... where do you get these rules from?”

“Don’t you believe me?”

“I do... but it ought to be written somewhere.”

“I’ll show you one day. In the meantime, just trust me. I’m your girlfriend, I tell the truth.”

“Of course, as with the idea that girls don’t like sex.”

“That was a joke.”

“And what tells me you’re not joking now?”

“I promise you, Frédéric, you’ve always done what I wanted because you love me, but also because you want to please me. So why these questions? Even if there’s no official law, you do it anyway, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“But I promise you, one day I’ll show you the text. All the Pussy Power girls follow these rules.”

“Of course, it suits you.”

“Just as you want to follow rules that suit you, like the idea that men must lead and be heads of the family. I don’t want those rules. I want my boyfriend to follow the same ones as me. All right?”

“Yes, Stéphanie.”

I was hardly going to contradict her. She was a goddess. Following her was good; she was right. I could only do what pleased her, as always. I didn’t mention Rousseau to her, even less Montesquieu. I was sure that she had a response to say that I was wrong. 

“Come on, I authorise you to get dressed. You’ll need to learn how to look after your clothes.”

So we went, hand in hand, towards the Agora. Near the station, she stopped at a phone booth to call the house of her friend Marie-Dominique, to check on her health. Her mother told her that she had already returned to Louvain-la-Neuve, so it seemed she was fully recovered.

We promised to go and see her later. Many people greeted us in the streets, far more than usual. Of course, there were always the glances men gave when a very pretty girl passed by, but this time there was something different: a look of recognition, as if they had seen us somewhere before. Most of them knew what had happened on the boat. Strangers came to greet us as though we were old friends, though, in truth, they only knew our names and faces.

When we reached the Agora, even our classmates came towards us, including the snobbish brats who usually looked down on me and mocked my questions during the tutorials. Every one of them had their “Bravo”, their “Congratulations”.

Articles have appeared in several newspapers – Le Soir, La Libre Belgique, De Standaard, Het Laatste Nieuws. They all told the story of the arrest of a thug in Antwerp who had tried to assault a young UCL law student. My name was given, along with a mention of my first-year economics studies at UCL, and one paper had published a photograph of me as the “saviour” who had made the arrest possible. The man was well known to the police.

I silently thanked the reporter of De Standaard for not showing the whole ridiculous picture of me in my hospital gown, barefoot in my Church’s shoes – the image had been cropped at the chest. Just a quick mention in the middle of the news.

That weekend, no politician had managed to say anything idiotic, José Happart had not caused a stir in the Fourons, and no war had broken out in Africa or elsewhere. The front pages carried the usual headlines: Gorbachev in the USSR, trouble in Israel with some Muslim fighters, and the latest remarks from neighbouring presidents.

“I think it’s Marie-Dominique’s dad,” Stéphanie whispered to me. “When I called, her mum asked if I’d read the papers. I’ll put the articles in our souvenir album.”

I hadn’t even known we had a souvenir album.

Naturally, we had to answer questions and give details. Stéphanie did it for me, which only increased my aura. Had I recounted my actions myself, it might have sounded pretentious but with a pretty girl speaking on my behalf, I was transformed into a hero.

Without having seen the scene herself, she told how I had defended her friend, already thrown to the ground, when the man was about to rape her and how I had fought off a rapist armed with a “large knife”. In truth it had been a small switchblade, but in her telling it had become a machete, if not a two-handed sword.

I was, she said, “slightly injured” but had nevertheless disarmed him, knocked him unconscious and handed him over to the authorities. What a fine story! For a moment, I almost wished I had seen it myself.

A girl told Stéphanie that she was lucky, that I was “hot”. Apparently, the open chest of my hospital gown had caused a few people to faint. Stéphanie, naturally, was proud and boasted of my physique to the other girls. I had not been particularly pleased with the photographs – I had felt ridiculous before the crowd and the press – but, in the end, I did not look so bad. Even without the tuxedo, I was a touch of James Bond.

I spotted Thierry and Alex in the distance and went to join them.

“So, you managed to get noticed again this weekend?” they joked.

“All right, lads – routine work. I’d trained well in Agro last Wednesday. This time there was just a little Walloon-Brabant bastard. Easy, you’d think.”

“Fred, we’re staying with you. Have you seen all those girls staring at you? Don’t be a moron – introduce us.”

“Yeah,” said Alex, “tell them we’re your sidekicks or something.”

“Here, some beers,” said Thierry, handing me two cans of Maes.

We downed them quickly before Stéphanie arrived, still busy praising my exploits.

“Stéphanie,” I said with a pleasant smile, “do you remember my friends? They were with me on the boat to defend the honour of Marie-Dominique.”

“Ah?”

“Just tell the girls, so they’ll like them.”

“Do you need that to talk to girls?” she asked them, amused.

“Yes,” Alex admitted. “We don’t have Frédéric’s pretty face.”

“All right, I’ll talk to some friends. If you’re good boys, they’ll like you.”

My two friends didn’t need more encouragement; they almost jumped in the air as if they had scored a goal. 

“Is it possible with the two hotties always with you?” Thierry hoped. 

“I can ask,” Stéphanie tried to elude. 

“They will accept,” I said. “They want me to help with math. No date with you, no help.”

“Are you serious?” Stéphanie exclaimed. “It’s a joke, guys. He has no influence on my friends, and I don’t want him to blackmail them.”

I stifled a burp as the crowd began to enter the amphitheatre. Stéphanie took my hand.

“I’m the hero’s girlfriend,” she whispered. “Did you see the envious eyes of all those girls? But you’re mine. They’ll never have my boyfriend.”

She led me to our usual seats on the fifth row. When Professor Richer entered, he began by asking where the hero of the day was. I stayed perfectly still, but the whole room pointed at me. The professor congratulated me and praised my civic sense, even mentioned me by name. Extraordinary.

Then, without further ceremony, he launched straight into the lecture.

A mathematics professor praising me! This was new, unheard of, at least in the last four years. I regretted that I had no way of recording this moment. No one would ever believe me.

At least I was known to the professors now and for something positive. When you were only a number in a sea of more than five hundred students, that was always welcome. Fortunately, Stéphanie had insisted I attend today; Professor Richer might otherwise have asked after me, and someone might have said I was already at the circle bar.

The subject was straightforward, and I was in a state of euphoria. Stéphanie also understood it at once. I felt a selfish contentment, one less worry for a week devoted to the festivities. I turned to my girlfriend.

“Tell me I wasn’t dreaming; a mathematics professor just praised me.”

She laughed.

“I heard it. I can testify.”

“The F, for God’s sake!” cried Oli, appearing suddenly.

“F?” said Stéphanie. “That’s new.”

“You’ve been fooling around again; in the North Sea, this time.”

My friend shook my hand and congratulated me.

“So, what the hell were you doing on that boat?”

“It was an open bar,” I joked. “I don’t remember the rest. You probably know better than I do.”

“Yeah, you saved a girl. And you were in the thick of trouble again.”

“It seems your friends know you very well,” observed my girlfriend, smiling broadly.

“And besides,” Mop cut in, “he’s buttering up the professor! Did you hear? The mathematics professor too!”

“I’m going to the bookshop,” said Stéphanie. “I want to find every paper that mentions your exploits.”

“Don’t forget to reward our friend,” Thierry told her. “No punishment this week.”

They laughed. I gave them a personal, highly embellished version of the event as soon as Stéphanie was out of earshot.

“F,” said Oli, “you’re bluer than us. Since last week, we’ve our calotte.”

To prove it, they screwed their brand-new caps onto their heads and paraded me around until the end of the break, when Stéphanie returned with a stack of newspapers. They then decided they’d done enough mathematics for the week and preferred to drink in town.

Stéphanie showed me a few of the articles, but we resumed the lecture.

We went next to the mathematics tutorial. Mrs Dubois made much the same speech as her professor about me. With only about twenty of us in the room, it was less embarrassing but, of course, some smirked, whispering mockeries. Still, she was able to begin, and the absence of the brats made the class far more interesting. With fewer students, the assistant could give better attention and keep up a brisker pace. I liked this woman; she knew her mathematics and she enjoyed teaching. Her explanations were clearer than any mathematics teacher I had ever had, though perhaps the appeal also lay in the satisfying complexity of the topic.

During the break, she came over.

“So, Frédéric, you’re the hero now. What happened?”

“I imagine you’ve read the papers, haven’t you?”

Naturally, Stéphanie stepped in and recounted the whole story. With every retelling, the account grew more dramatic. Nicolas had now vanished from the scene altogether; I was alone, Marie-Dominique was half-naked and unconscious, and the giant rapist had come at me with a terrible long blade and wounded me. In her version, only my training in martial arts had enabled me to defeat him. I was not yet carrying Marie-Dominique in my arms towards the sunset but we were not far from it. Even at the age of eleven, I already rescued her from four giant thugs who were assaulted her. 

“A head of mathematics and a fighter too,” Mrs Dubois praised. “I’m impressed.”

The second hour was as captivating as the first. I had forgotten that she had made an appointment with me. When the class ended, she called me over. Stéphanie wanted to come too, but the assistant sent her away, saying she had not called her.

“I can still stay,” she protested, with her usual defiance.

“No, Stéphanie, you’ll stay when I tell you.”

That could not have happened to her often; she was struck speechless for a moment, then turned on her heel, muttering curses.

“It’s for Sunday night in Ottignies. What time can you be at my place?”

I swallowed. Damn. I had forgotten and I didn’t want to do this sort of thing. But I complied.

“I have a Cub meeting until seven in La Hulpe, then I can hitchhike to Ottignies. Where exactly is it?”

“On the road to Louvain-la-Neuve, near the Christ the King School.”

“I know it – it was my old school. Rennivaux Street, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

She gave me the house number and her telephone.

“Come as quickly as possible – we start at eight, but you need to get ready and have things explained to you.”

“All right,” I mumbled. “I’ll be there. But I should warn you, I have big bandages. I had a rather... hectic weekend.”

“That’s fine, I’ll see. And don’t forget, I’m the one marking the mathematics exams...”

I took the scrap of paper from her. That last sentence troubled me. Was she hinting that my grade in mathematics might depend on how I performed? Had she just blackmailed me?

Stéphanie was waiting for me. I needed a pretext quickly.

“Why does she want to see you alone?”

“She wanted to hear some details about the weekend,” I evaded. “You know, your story was like a film.”

“And why would she want to hear that from you alone?”

“I don’t know; perhaps she wanted the real version.”

Stéphanie looked at me strangely.

“Strange,” she said at last, taking my hand. “Let’s go.”

I doubt she believed me. I hated lying to her, but I couldn’t tell her what I had done, or what I was going to do next. How could I admit that, to earn some money, I took off my clothes – and that it was with that money I had bought her jewellery and paid for the food she had eaten at the restaurant?

What would her reaction be? Above all, what a shame to me – to disappoint her, especially now, when I was the hero who had saved her best friend, and that very morning had stopped her in time when she was on the verge of surrendering to physical love.

And I had to admit; I didn’t want to do anything that might endanger the date of our first time.

But the most pressing thought was the blackmail from Mrs Dubois. She had said she was marking my exam. So, if I didn’t come or didn’t perform as she commanded, might I fail my favourite subject this year?
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“Let’s go to the CESEC,” she said as we left the building.

“Wait – did I hear that right?”

“Don’t play clever; you heard perfectly well. And you promised Daddy you’d take me to your parties. Show me, or I’ll tell on you, and he’ll hate you like all fathers do.”

She was unbelievable. There could not be two girls like her. At least this time I understood her joke. I wondered what her reaction would be in a situation like Chimène and her father Don Gomès – not that I would kill her father, but if I opposed him. Would she stand by me, or side with him? If he told her she could no longer see me, would she disobey or dump me without a word?

Cheerfully, we walked to the circle to buy a sandwich. Finding the bar empty, I offered to tend it. Stéphanie came behind the counter with me. I showed her how to serve beer, either from the bottle or from the keg. She enjoyed it and we had fun together pouring the malt juice.

It took less than ten minutes for everyone to notice there was a stunning blonde behind the bar, and the place filled quickly. Those working on the circle’s folkloric bike drifted in, along with anyone looking to start the party early.

A girl that beautiful behind the bar was magnetic. I lost count of how many students openly flirted with my girlfriend. To my surprise, she didn’t shut them down as firmly as usual; without being overly encouraging, she answered with a smile and accepted the compliments thrown at her. She served beers with practised ease. When I tried to do it myself, a senior with six stars barked at me.

“Fuck off, blue – let the hot blonde serve our beers; they’ll taste better!”

She even got tips. Everyone wanted to pay – often more than necessary – when normally I had seen students try to slip away with their drinks unpaid.

Stéphanie laughed, clearly enjoying herself. One man leaned in too close, pressing for her phone number so he could invite her to dinner – a smooth talker, for once. Stéphanie walked over to me and kissed me full on the lips, just to make things clear.

Unseen by her, I gave the man the middle finger. He slunk away.

“Do you like serving at the bar?” I asked her.

“If I hadn’t met you, I never would have. But I have to say, it’s fun. Especially seeing the effect I have on these big dullards. They’ve bought me I don’t know how many beers – I haven’t drunk them. I think I’ve filled the till nicely. Mostly, I like being with you and taking part in your activities. That way, you can report back to Daddy.”

“Admit it’s funny – you’re having fun.”

She looked at me for a long moment before answering.

“All right,” she said at last. “I admit it, this is a lot more fun than I thought. Will you give Daddy a glowing report?”

She served two beers to a fat man practically drooling over her.

“I’m sure if I raised the price to a hundred francs, they’d still pay and tip me. Boys are really stupid. I like that.”

“Thank you.”

“Not you, my darling. You’re in love, and you have to obey me. That’s different.”

I couldn’t see much difference, but I accepted that Stéphanie moved in mysterious ways. I knew I turned into a fool when she wanted to play. Still, I also knew that if I had not been with her, and some other girl had been serving behind a bar surrounded by twenty drooling men, I would have stayed well clear.

Around five o’clock, there was a lull, and two students fresh from classes took over. Vroom reminded me that I was expected later for my calotte deflowering.

“Stéphanie, you’re requisitioned. I’ve never seen the bar work so well – and the takings! Incredible!”

“They paid more than we expected.”

“I’ll hire you to refill the coffers,” he said, only half-joking.

“I might do that – I asked some of them a hundred francs per pint, and they agreed.”

“Wow, you must come again. I’ll even give you a cut.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll work for pleasure. I don’t need commissions.”

We left the circle.

“I’m surprised you answered those advances,” I said. “You’re usually much more distant.”

“Does it bother you?” she asked, perfectly candid.

“I just noticed it. I’ve never seen you so open to conversation – especially in a place like the CESEC.”

“You’re jealous!” she teased.

“That’s not the point; I’m just saying I noticed. I trust you.”

“I don’t know why I flirted with them. Do you blame me?”

“What an idea! I’m glad you’re fitting into circle’s life. Besides, you kissed me when some idiot came too close, there must be a few men who hate me now.”

“You’re right. I have the best boyfriend, and I love him so much; why would I go anywhere else? Where are we going?”

“To your flat, surely?”

I took her by the waist – the way she liked – and we kissed.

We walked to her apartment. She still hadn’t given me a key, though she’d had mine for ages – in fact, she now had all my keys. I wouldn’t ask; she would think of it herself if she wanted to. Perhaps she was afraid I’d mess up her place in her absence, or poke through her belongings. She was right – that day she’d left me alone at hers; I had looked around a little. But she did the same at mine. And in my case, it was only to find a book or one of my own things.

I was so hungry my stomach cramped; a reminder of my first weeks in Louvain-la-Neuve. Now, I was a DJ and occasionally played the go-go dancer at private parties, and I could keep myself fed.

“What are you going to cook?” asked Stéphanie as we entered her flat.

“A risotto.”

“Wonderful! Brilliant!”

“Never had it before? It’s easy to make.”

“I’ve had it in restaurants, never at home. I’m sure you’ll impress me.”

She pressed up against me and began unbuttoning my shirt.

“If you really want to make me happy, take that off.”

“I’m cooking...”

“I know it’ll be even sexier. You know, I like to see my boyfriend cooking. And consider yourself lucky; next time you won’t wear anything.”

“But...”

“Don’t say anything; you did it for Suzy and her friends.”

I felt the heat rise to my face; I was certain my body was sweating to the floor.

“You didn’t tell me,” she reproached. “And you promised to tell me everything.”

“That... that was before we... well... uh... the first week.”

“But you hid something from me. Why?”

“It was very embarrassing, Stéphanie.”

“Why did you agree to do it?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, finding a little more confidence. “I’m sorry. Things are better now, but in the beginning, they hated me.”

“Because you were womanising, not respecting girls!”

“Yes. But it was a misunderstanding. They thought I didn’t respect girls; they even forbade me to go out with you.”

“But you did... That’s why I had to protect you from them the night of our first kiss?”

“During the first week, they were awful to me,” I told her. “They were nasty, mocking me... I don’t know if they told you all the details. The worst part was when they laughed at a hole in my socks, mocked my chances of even passing the philosophy exam, and blackmailed me with Mrs Dubois and the dean. I was scared, Stéphanie. I saw myself being thrown out of university. I could have gone to another, but I had already paid for everything and I would have been far from you. I was stuck. But we made peace; I convinced them I wasn’t the man they thought I was.”

“Suzy was amazed by your erudition. When you stood up and refused to accompany them. And they also told you that you were blind... I’m sorry it happened to you, but at the same time it’s a lesson. You played with girls, and girls retaliated. Anyway, you cooked for Suzy; you’ll do it for me. I have the right. I’m your girlfriend.”

I said nothing more and went to the kitchen without my shirt. If she knew what I’d done in the food back then...

“Come back!”

I turned and faced her. She hugged me and kissed me.

“Do you still love me?”

“Yes, Stéphanie, more than anything.”

“Then I would like to hear it.”

“I love you, Stéphanie.”

I felt her fingers at my waistband, unbuttoning my jeans.

“I’d prefer you take your trousers off too. Tonight, I’m being nice; you can keep your boxers on. Girlfriend privilege.”

“I’m sure this is just like your ’no sex before 1988′ thing.”

“What? You don’t believe me? Ask anyone: girlfriends have all the rights, and boyfriends do what their girlfriends say. Remember your books, the epic poems of chivalry, it’s always been like that, even in times when women couldn’t vote.”

She was probably right. Still, it sounded strange. Well, if it pleased her, I only had to comply. I owed her so much.

I prepared the risotto wearing only my boxers while she stood nearby watching me. We had never eaten it at home; I didn’t remember my mother ever cooking rice. I’d learnt it at a scout camp in my first year, when the second of my patrol was Italian. He had taught me how to make risotto, lasagne, and pasta with sauces other than the usual Bolognese. I remembered, too, that when I went to Italy for two weeks in April 1983, I never once ate spaghetti with Bolognese but I did have pasta every day.

“It looks delicious,” my girlfriend remarked. “When you cook, you don’t need a recipe book. It looks simple but I’m not sure I could do it.”

“You haven’t seen everything, Stéphanie. If I could do the shopping myself, I’d cook you some great meals.”

“You’ve told me that before.”

“And I will – the opportunity just hasn’t come yet.”

“It will – we have so many days to live together, haven’t we?”

She watched me work, sometimes coming to hug me, kiss me, or stroke my back. It was hard to concentrate, but I managed to pull off the risotto.

“And my friends want to taste your food,” she added.

“Why?”

“Because I brag about my boyfriend all the time. I was amazed you could cook. You kept that secret from me for six years – just like you kept the secret that you were in love with me.”

“Maybe I kept it to surprise you.”

As I was adding the finishing touches, the doorbell rang.

“Damn,” my girlfriend exclaimed. “Who’s disturbing us? I told them I’d meet later.”

She went to the door.

“No, don’t get dressed, I’ll just see.”

She opened it a crack.

“Myriam! What are you doing here?”

“To see Frédéric’s injuries, obviously. How is he?”

“Come in, he’s just made us a great risotto. I’d only ever eaten it in a restaurant, but it smells wonderful.”

So Myriam came in and saw me in the kitchen wearing only my underwear.

“Well, Stéphanie, you have a nice life. Has Frédéric lost his clothes again?”

“I prefer him to cook like that; it’s much sexier.”

I could feel myself blushing again. Stéphanie seemed to delight in placing me in such situations. How could she show me off like this? I would never do that to her – at least not without her being clothed. I wasn’t even allowed to see her myself.

Myriam came over to hug me.

“How do you feel?”

“Very well,” I replied as confidently as I could.

“Are you in pain?”

“Just a little, as if the skin were pulling.”

“I’ll have a look at it.”

“Have you already had dinner? Otherwise, you can taste Frédéric’s cooking.”

“Gladly,” the future doctor replied, removing her jacket.

Stéphanie set a third place at the table, and I brought the risotto over with bottles of water and white wine. Then I headed for the bedroom, but Stéphanie intercepted me.

“Come and sit down.”

“Stéphanie, I’d like to get dressed.”

“No need, Myriam’s a doctor; she’s used to seeing bodies. And my plan was to eat with you dressed like this tonight.”

I could swear she winked at Myriam, but I let it pass, and Stéphanie walked with me to the table. I didn’t have my usual place opposite her; tonight, Myriam sat there, with me between them at the end. Stéphanie served the risotto.

“So, Stéphanie,” began the doctoral student, “did I hear that girls – and you in particular – don’t like sex?”

She laughed.

“I made him believe it but yesterday I told him the truth. You could have backed me up.”

“No, I’ll always defend Frédéric, except if he aggravates his injuries this week.”

“When your sister heard about this, she decided to hit his thighs and arm so you can join our team.”

“In that case, I’ll hit my nasty sister. Frédéric is like my little brother, I’ll defend him. I’ve forbidden him to see any doctor other than me. In June I’ll graduate and have my own practice while continuing my studies. Frédéric, this meal is delicious, another gift I didn’t know about. Fabulous. You should become a chef rather than whatever you’re doing now.”

“Out of the question,” said Stéphanie. “Frédéric is studying with me. He’ll cook for me too. I’ll benefit from all his talents.”

“It seems you’ve already arranged his future very well. What does he think of it?”

“He thinks like me, don’t you, Frédéric?”

“Huh... yes.”

“Stéphanie, you make him eat half-naked. Do you think that’s fair? He doesn’t look comfortable, even if it’s very pleasant for us.”

“He likes doing what I like. I love to see his body. I’m a modern girl, I don’t want to hide, and I’m not ashamed to want to see my boyfriend without clothes.”

“It’s to your credit but it shouldn’t be at your boyfriend’s expense.”

“It’s all right,” I said. “If Stéphanie likes it, I want to please her.”

“You see? Today I was considerate: he was allowed to wear underpants!”

Myriam smiled.

“But don’t worry,” my girlfriend added, “I love him so much I’ll never do anything bad. I love the way he is. He’s more wonderful than I thought he’d be. He’s even accepted to live platonically with me because I didn’t want sex. Do you know many boys who’d accept that? So don’t worry about your little brother, I’ll take care of him, dear sister-in-law.”

“Yes, I think I can trust you for that. In any case, Frédéric, your risotto is excellent. And remember, I’m always expecting another meal with you. I have some questions to ask you.”

Myriam’s presence made me feel more at ease as time passed. She was almost a doctor, an adult. She wanted to defend me. She liked me and seemed to support me, though I couldn’t quite explain why. I remembered her in music theory lessons, always nearby, ready to defend and encourage me, calming me when I grew frustrated because my hands wouldn’t move quickly enough, or when I failed to make myself understood. She had always been on my side, and when we graduated, I missed her. But I had never had her address and I wasn’t sure I’d even known her surname before meeting her again at her house, with her father, who would be my mathematics professor from February.

Myriam made several remarks about my body, even confessing her pleasure at dining with me bare-chested. Was she looking at me as a woman might, rather than as a big sister? Had she come here for me? I doubted I needed a doctor before the end of the week.

I was struck by how much she had changed. When I was a small boy, she was a teenager; now she was an adult, young, attractive, as intimidating as her sister and as Stéphanie. And she played the same games, approving my nudity even at the dinner table.

“I didn’t tell him anything, Stéphanie, he worked it out. I asked him to tell me the story of Tiresias. He did.”

“And you ruined our joke.”

“I’m sure you have a hundred more ready in your bag, haven’t you? Frédéric,” she took my hand, “you need to learn about real life and about girls”.

“I’ll show him, Myriam,” my girlfriend intervened.

We finished the meal, and Myriam asked me to lie down on the sofa so she could check my wounds again and change the dressings. Her enthusiasm for looking after me was remarkable. Stéphanie stayed close by; I couldn’t ask any of the questions that would have to wait for another time. I wanted to know if it were possible to control my penis – she should be able to answer me – but I didn’t want my girlfriend to hear the question. Why couldn’t I normally react when it was erect?

“There, my little Frédéric – yes, I know you’re taller than me now, but you’ll always be my little Frédéric – you’re on the right track. You’re healing quickly. I wanted to take more care of you than was really necessary. Stéphanie, he needs to keep his bandages dry.”

“I’ll make sure.”

“See you on Friday. I hope you take care of yourself – otherwise I’ll throw you to my sister and the whole gang. Be well.”

She kissed me and Stéphanie walked her to the door, where she collected her jacket.

Then my girlfriend came back and threw herself at me.
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I supposed I was glad she had to meet her friends; otherwise, I would have had no excuse to go out – what could I possibly do with the sexiest girlfriend in the world draped over me? But she got ready to go to the Cambridge, her favourite bar in town.

“Come and say hello,” commanded Stéphanie as we arrived outside the place.

I was compelled to follow her in. All her gang were there, gathered at a large table in the back of this rather posh café.

Marie-Dominique was among them. When she saw me, she got up and threw her arms around my neck.

“My saviour!”

Then she turned to Stéphanie:

“Aren’t you jealous? You’re no longer the only one to have been saved by your prince charming.”

Stéphanie laughed, as did the whole table.

“Not prince charming, knight servant, at most,” she corrected.

“It’s not bad already,” replied Marie-Dominique. “Whatever the title, a boy like that, we keep him.”

She hugged me again. It unsettled me. How could she do that in front of her best friend? Yet my girlfriend said nothing.

I was suddenly basking in sainthood within Stéphanie’s circle.

“Frédéric, do you remember Stéphanie’s birthday two years ago?”

“Uh... yes, of course.”

“I’ve changed my mind. I want to go out with you. I’ll replace Stéphanie right now.”

“What? No, I don’t want...”

They all burst out laughing.

“I’m joking! But if Stéphanie throws you away, we’ll keep you. No question of letting you go. Am I right, girls?”

They nodded, making me even more embarrassed. There was something about these girls that left me tongue-tied, shy, and almost introverted.

But tonight they greeted me warmly, congratulating me for my actions on the boat.

“Are you recovered?” I managed to ask my new so-called friend.

“In great shape – thanks to you. Just a few bruises, fewer than you, and the hatred of that man. I’ll be more careful now. He looked so nice... I can’t believe I fell for him! I think I’ll always hate the Matthieus now. Stéphanie told me you knew him.”

“No. I’d only seen him before, and had him arrested two years ago, for the same reason. I’m sorry, I should have remembered sooner – but he’s changed.”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything,” Laetitia cut in. “If you’d told her earlier, she’d have told you to mind your own business.”

The whole group laughed.

“Just so she could be saved,” Linda teased.

“So, my dear saviour,” said Marie-Dominique, “my parents absolutely want to invite you.”

“Er... yes, all right,” I answered awkwardly, “but I’m pretty busy these next few weeks.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll arrange it with Stéphanie, and she’ll tell you the date. And she’ll tell you to come with her, won’t she?”

The whole table laughed at my confusion.

“I’ll buy you a drink, not for Friday night, but to apologise for doubting you for six years, and for insulting you. Except ‘super-blind idiot’ last year but that was deserved!”

More laughter – another thing, it seems that everyone knew about.

“I agree with your comments in your green notebook. But you still owe me for the discipline points I got in the first Latin year. I’ll tell you what I want in payment.”

“She wants a massage,” Donatienne almost shouted. 

“Uh, I can’t do that,” I muttered. 

“Why not?” Wondered Linda. 

“It’s not appropriate, I can’t...”

“Don’t you know about massages? Sandrine insisted. 

“I can’t... put my hands on her, I mean... it’s not... Stéphanie...”

“Stéphanie can’t refuse,” Vinciane this time answered. 

“Uh...”

Stéphanie came over to kiss me.

“I’m glad all my friends like you. They are joking, okay?”

“A bottle of champagne,” Marie-Dominique told the waitress, who had just arrived. “This boy must be celebrated. I was the one on the ship this weekend; I was almost assaulted, and he came to rescue me in time.”

The waitress smiled – a fake Waterloo-style blonde who tried to play it high but was still just serving drinks. She probably knew Marie-Dominique; everyone did. But I was sure very few could speak to her.

At last, Marie-Dominique released me from her arms. It had been pleasant – perhaps for the first time, a girl had hugged me simply because she considered me a friend. At least tonight she made me feel like one. She sat me down beside her, with Laetitia on my other side. I felt ill at ease at this table of girls, but Stéphanie smiled at me and took a seat on the far side of Laetitia. Did she have some taste for seeing me uncomfortable?

I barely had time to settle before things got worse. Marie-Dominique pressed me close to her and draped her leg over my thigh, as though to pin me there.

“Make yourself comfortable, my dear Frédéric. I’m so happy to see you.”

I glanced around for my girlfriend; she should help me. No, she was watching me and smiling. Marie-Dominique was far too close; I could feel the weight of her breasts against my arm, even brushing my chest. It shouldn’t happen – it wasn’t proper.

“So,” she began, “it seems you’ve learnt that girls like sex”?

Once again, the perfect line to make me blush. I wondered how far the embarrassment could go.

The girls laughed. They said they weren’t mocking me, that it was friendly – but it didn’t feel friendly. It didn’t make me laugh.

“Don’t you answer?” Laetitia asked from my other side.

“How could you believe such a joke?” Marie-Dominique pressed me. “After your brilliant action on Friday, I have to explain everything to you.”

“Yes – it seems you discovered that in Ovid,” laughed Sandrine.

They laughed again, unable to stop themselves. They’d boxed me in at the back of the table so I couldn’t escape.

“All right,” Marie-Dominique resumed when the laughter subsided, “how did you know that story about the man who became a woman? What’s his name again?”

“Tiresias,” I managed to say.

“Yes – how do you know him?”

“I’ve read Ovid. I’ve read most of the Greek and Latin authors.”

“Frédéric,” Virginie asked, “did your thousands of girlfriends seem to be suffering with you”?

More laughter. It was like being back at school – my thoughts, my reading, and my behaviour were turned into a joke. I’d managed to hide my difference for years, but now it was plain again. I was damned. They laughed at me. Once, girls had liked me; they’d hit on me, or I’d say a few words and they’d been ready. In truth, I could only hide my awkwardness for a short while – then I was found out. Stéphanie should never have spoken.

“Let’s stop,” Laetitia suggested. “Frédéric is our friend, let’s not go too far.”

The group calmed. It seemed Laetitia had authority among them. I said nothing, brooding over my impressions. Stéphanie swore they were my friends. But my friends didn’t laugh at me all the time. We could joke, we could tease but it wasn’t always the same target. This was harassment; it was primary school all over again.

“You’re right,” said Marie-Dominique. “Frédéric, in addition to saving me, last night I heard you finally saw the Light!”

“What?”

“You finally realised you were in love with Stéphanie, you finally told her you loved her.”

“Um... yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell her earlier?”

“I don’t know. You’re going to mock me again.”

“No,” said Laetitia. “We never did, and we never will.”

“You keep laughing, no matter what I say or do,” I ventured, trying to make my voice sound reproachful.

“No, I don’t think so,” said Virginie. “You’re our friend and you’re the boyfriend of our dreams. Didn’t Stéphanie tell you you’re exactly the boy we described in our mad gatherings? You’re so cute in the way you think – that’s what we love about you. We’re not mocking you; we like your answers. So why didn’t you tell Stéphanie you loved her until last night?”

“I didn’t know if I could tell her.”

They giggled but restrained themselves from outright laughter.

“And why couldn’t you tell her?” Linda asked me kindly.

“I don’t know. It seems to me it’s something adults say – we don’t say that at our age.”

“Even if that’s how you feel?”

The voices and expressions around the table softened, becoming almost indulgent.

“It doesn’t matter what I feel. I didn’t want to upset Stéphanie.”

“Frédéric, how many times have we told you that Stéphanie is your best friend? She can forgive you anything.”

“Yes, I know – but it’s not necessary to hurt her, even if she forgives me.”

The girls fell silent. Laetitia leaned over and kissed my cheek.

“That’s why you’re the best boyfriend. But you can try, okay? We know who you are now; we know that you don’t aim for bad deeds.”

“All boys should be like you,” Linda exclaimed.

“You should teach them,” Virginie smiled, under the approving gaze of Stéphanie.

“And then they’ll bully me even more. Thank you – I’ve had enough of that in the past.”

“We’ll stand around you,” Marie-Dominique assured me. “With girls like us backing you up and praising you, nobody will dare be nasty to you.”

“Sorry, but you’re even more naïve than I am if you think that will stop anyone. They’ll just act behind your back. I can give you examples from books – La Cousine Bette by Balzac, Colomba by Mérimée, or even Choderlos de Laclos in his Dangerous Liaisons. You know how people take revenge in secret while maintaining a good face in society.”

“Did you read all those books?” Annick sounded surprised.

“Yes – among others. But don’t mock me for my reading or my experience from books. I also know from personal experience what people do when you’re not looking. And I’m not the sort to go complaining.”

“But you must,” insisted Marie-Dominique. “We’re your friends, you can confide in us.”

“I never do. Once again, personal experience. When you’re bullied, you keep it to yourself; if you complain, it’s worse. I saw boys quit Christ the King College because they’d spoken out. And as in The Count of Monte Cristo, one day I’ll retaliate. I wish you’d read the books I mentioned – then you’d understand the difference.”

“What difference?” Laetitia prompted, smiling to encourage me to go on.

“Edmond Dantès was framed and sent to prison for years, then he retaliated. It was his right; he acted for the good. In the other books, the protagonists are bad people, hatching schemes like gangsters, against the innocent.”

“So you claim the right to be judge and executioner?” Marie-Dominique observed. “You don’t need the legal system?”

“You study law – you want to apply it one day. But is the law always just? You know La Fontaine: ‘Whether you are powerful or wretched, the court’s judgements will render you white or black.’ You’ve studied that at school. And better still, Montesquieu and Rousseau. Sometimes, when the law can’t defend you, it can be your moral duty to circumvent it. I believe that during the five years of your degree you should read them – it would give you depth, and perhaps another vision beyond the formal one.”

“Wow — are you lecturing me?” the future lawyer exclaimed.

“No, sorry, don’t take it badly.”

“Don’t be sorry, I’ll come to you for the references. I know these authors, but not what they wrote about law.”

Was her reaction genuine, or sarcastic? I needed to trust them – if Myriam said they liked me, I was sure she believed it – but she could be fooled by these girls. I still had to be careful.

“So,” continued Annick, “you love Stéphanie, that’s great!”

“What’s great,” added Marie-Dominique, “is a boy who dares to express his feelings. Let’s not forget that even though he waited, he still dared.”

And now they were applauding me. Other customers turned to see what was going on at the girls’ table, then smiled and returned to their own conversations.

“Just for us,” Virginie asked, “tell her now!”

“What?”

“What you told her for the first time yesterday.”

“Why?” I panicked. “That’s private.”

“No, you must tell her in front of all of us,” Marie-Dominique insisted. “She’s our friend, and we must all hear it and approve it, if necessary!”

They all smiled, their gazes insistent and expectant.

“Come on, Laetitia,” urged. “Don’t be shy.”

“Why do you need to approve?”

“Because that’s how we are,” Sandrine spoke up for the first time. “We must approve of each other’s boyfriends.”

“Did Stéphanie approve of your boyfriend?” I shot back.

“No, and the last one was a total moron, a macho freak. So, since she seems to have the best taste for boyfriends, next time she will approve.”

Flattery. I didn’t believe a word of it. But I wanted to get this over with.

“I love you, Stéphanie,” I said, looking my girlfriend in the eye, burning with embarrassment.

The girls screamed and applauded.

“So sweet,” Marie-Dominique whispered.

“We can feel he means it,” Laetitia said. “Usually boys say that to get what they want.”

“Yes and Frédéric is patient; he’s even agreed to stay platonic,” another added.

They didn’t laugh; they seemed to admire me for once. Feeling a little more at ease while they commented on my words, I turned to my neighbour.

“Did you see Nicolas again?”

“We saw each other this afternoon. He’s in law like me – though he’s not very diligent. And he’s very wacky about it – doesn’t take notes, annoys the others, throws bits of paper, and makes strange noises.”

“So much the better. He’s fine. I haven’t seen him yet, but if you’ve noticed all that, it’s because you’re interested in him – that’s fine.”

“You want to set me up?” the beautiful Marie-Dominique protested, a little louder, drawing the attention of the whole table.

“No,” I said quickly, blushing. “I was just saying. You do what you want.”

“Your friend is like you, he has injuries, he’s in pain, but acts as if everything’s fine.”

“I’m not in pain,” I said quickly, glancing at Stéphanie.

“I won’t say anything,” the person concerned interjected.

“But he doesn’t interest me.”

“Ah, that’s a quick judgement.”

“I have several reasons, but I won’t tell you tonight. So, are you still in pain?”

“No, I promise. I just feel some tightness.”

“We decided to hit you,” said Laetitia, “since my sister is going to side with us if you are in pain, we’ll give her the opportunity.”

They laughed.

“Don’t believe that,” said Marie-Dominique. “We don’t need her to torment you.”

“Yes, look around the table,” Laetitia smiled with confidence. “We’re good enough, and all of us together are strong enough to do whatever we want with you.”

Marie-Dominique took my hands to inspect the minor injuries, then rolled up my sleeve.

“Don’t you feel any pain?”

She pressed lightly on the bandages, and I managed to remain stoic.

“Frédéric,” said Stéphanie, “even if you are in pain, I’ll let you go to your ceremony.”

“What ceremony?” Vinciane asked.

“My calotte deflowering. And, much as I’m enjoying myself, I’ll have to go.”

“Out of the question. I want to drink a glass of champagne with you,” Marie-Dominique declared, still holding my arm.

Fortunately, the waitress arrived with the bottle. She eased out the cork, and Marie-Dominique served two flutes, handing one to me.

“A toast to you, dear Frédéric. For Friday night – selfish of me – and above all, for everything else! I’ll repeat what I said that idiot on Friday: you are my best male friend!”

She sipped, then hugged me before planting kisses on both cheeks and – to my astonishment – aiming squarely for my lips. I nearly choked.

“Marie-Do,” Donatienne intervened, “you could serve champagne to everyone. We’d like to toast Frédéric too.”

“Frédéric doesn’t believe in our friendship,” Laetitia announced. “My sister spoke to him.”

“Why?” They all looked at me, almost reproachful.

“You are our best friend!” Marie-Dominique insisted.

“Stéphanie? Didn’t you explain?” Virginie asked.

“He says friendship must be reciprocal.”

“So you’re saying we’re not your friends?” Linda sounded cross.

“No,” I stammered, “that’s not what I meant.”

“Then explain.”

“And hand over the bottle,” Donatienne added. “Marie-Do, don’t be a selfish bitch.”

Marie-Dominique and Laetitia leaned in. It is difficult to argue – or even to think – when two extraordinarily pretty girls are close enough for their perfume to cloud the air around you.

“So?”

“It... No, well...”

“In French?” Laetitia came closer still.

“I said... we’ve only just met. I mean, I was your enemy before – you hated me. Now, suddenly, you like me. I’m trying to believe you, but even if I do, we can’t just become friends overnight. Look at the Little Prince by Saint-Exupéry – when he meets the fox, he teaches him how to tame him, how to become his friend.”

“Another book,” Linda exclaimed. “Go on as if we’ve never read it.”

“We read it in primary school,” Virginie said. “Come on, Frédéric, tell us.”

“Yes, tell us,” Annick urged.

They were all watching me, intent.

“The fox says, ‘Please, tame me.’ ‘I want to, very much,’ the little prince replies, ‘but I do not have much time.’ The fox answers, ‘One only understands the things one tames. Men have no more time to understand anything. They buy things ready-made in shops. But there is no shop where one can buy friendships, so men have no friends anymore.’ The little prince asks, ‘What must I do, to tame you?’ And the fox says, ‘You must be very patient. First you will sit down at a little distance from me, like that, in the grass. I shall look at you out of the corner of my eye, and you will say nothing. Words are the source of misunderstandings. But you will sit a little closer to me every day...’ Later he says, ‘It means establishing ties. To me, you will be unique in all the world. To you, I shall be unique in all the world... Please, tame me.’”

They listened in silence. When I stopped, they stayed quiet for a moment longer. Then the two girls beside me hugged me.

“So beautiful,” Laetitia whispered.

“It’s just The Little Prince,” I said defensively. “Everyone knows it.”

“Perhaps,” Laetitia replied, “but you said it with purpose. We can’t force you to accept our friendship. I’m going to tame you.”

“Not only you,” Marie-Dominique exclaimed, blinking back tears. “You’re right, I understand you. I’m furious with myself: the way I misjudged you, ignored Stéphanie, reacted like an idiot... I should have come to you sooner. I was blind.”

She hugged me harder and whispered, “Forgive me.” Then she drew back, her usual confidence restored.

“Since you’ve asked, I’m going to tame you – we all are – and you’ll be our best friend.”

The girls chorused their approval.

“Yes, but let’s skip the sitting-at-a-distance part,” Linda said, making everyone laugh.

“Frédéric is right,” Virginie confirmed. “We’ll tame him.”

“You’ll end up liking us all,” Annick concluded.

They had been moved by The Little Prince. I didn’t know why, but their overconfidence had ebbed.

“It will be later,” Stéphanie cut in. “You can go, Frédéric. I have things to tell my friends about you.”

“Aah, the next episode,” Virginie laughed.

“What have you done now?” Laetitia asked.

“I’ll tell you once he’s gone,” my girlfriend replied.

When they finally let me stand, I murmured to her, “What are you going to tell them?”

“Only beautiful things. I promised to tell them everything.”

“Everything? But...”

“Don’t forget this morning – very romantic.”

“And I’m going to look ridiculous again,” I groaned.

“Never. You’re a hero. And congratulations on The Little Prince. You found a new way to unsettle the gang. Even me.”

“Why?”

“Once again, Frédéric, I’ll teach you. Didn’t you see the tears? Marie-Dominique is so moved she regrets all these years. I told you, you’re the carbon copy of the perfect boyfriend we imagined in our fantasies. You trust me, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Go to your ceremony. What time will you finish?”

“I don’t know. You could come from eleven, say every hour.”

“So I get to hit you every hour if you’re late?”

“That’s not what I meant, but if you want, I’ll be here every hour from eleven. Or at your place – better?”

She smiled. “I’ll come. I’d like to see what they do to you.”

“You won’t see much – it’s not baptism. I’m told it’s very intellectual.”

“Oh? Then you’ll ace it.”

We kissed for a long time under the amused eyes and comments of her friends.

“Go on, Frédéric,” Stéphanie laughed. “I have stories to tell.”

I took my leave. Better that way – with Stéphanie, I tended to forget everything else. And if she told them everything in front of me, I might just die of embarrassment.
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Five minutes later, I was already at the CESEC. The circle seemed unusually calm that evening. In the large room, the tables had been arranged in a U-shape.

Suzy spotted me at once and came straight over.

“You’ve been noticed again! Can’t you be discreet for once?”

“Always there to defend a damsel in distress,” I replied with deliberate brashness. “And as luck would have it, she was a pretty one. That’s how I met Stéphanie.”

Good. I felt bold. They no longer intimidated me; I might even manage to impress them. If the evening turned intellectual, I could master this ceremony.

Carole and Cynthia joined Suzy to congratulate me. Where were the harpies of those first few weeks? From the boy they had stripped naked for menial service, or forced face down into the dirt, they now treated me almost as an equal. I was no longer the troublesome youth who “did wrong things to girls”.

I supposed the hazing was over; the rite of integration concluded, and with some brilliance on my part. Beyond the bravado of having rescued someone and taken an injury in the process, I had prevented a girl from being raped. That, it seemed, was regarded by the girls as the worst crime imaginable.

I thought of Bruno’s sister, a bright, lively girl, once. She had never been the same afterwards. More than one man had attacked her; she couldn’t bear even the presence of her father or little brother for a long time. One day she simply left. Bruno said she had drifted into a strange life, never finishing school. I no longer recalled where she went after she had stayed in Welkenraedt for a while. Yes, I had done the right thing. I would have taken worse injuries to prevent it. The hardest part had been overcoming fear. And if Myriam was right that intelligent people feared more than others, then I must be exceptionally intelligent.

Alex, Thierry, Oli, Yvan, Mop, those too were well integrated now. We were part of this world.

“Suzy, you spoke to Stéphanie!” I accused.

“Yes, I did. I didn’t want any misunderstandings with her. She’s a great girl. I told her what we’d forced you to do, and how sorry we were for having thought you were a pig, a jerk, and, mostly, an idiot. I skipped the sexual part, but I told her the rest of the wrongs we’d done. Now, let me explain what’s happening tonight.”

She explained that we were forming a corona, an assembly. The assembly would be chaired by a praeses (president) and there would be a censor to issue punishments for bad behaviour.

“A bit like your RMO business,” I said.

“Similar roles, but tonight it’s formal. We’ll still drink beer; it is a student gathering, after all.”

She ran me quickly through the protocol. Before speaking, one had to ask for permission with “peto verbum”.

I smiled. Six years of Latin would not go to waste, even if so far these phrases were child’s play.

“The praeses grants it or not with ‘habes’ or ‘non habes’. Then the censor can give a punishment or a reward. In the case of a reward, you say before drinking: ‘Gaudeo quod non-peccavi et illum poculum merui.’ If it’s a punishment, you say: ‘Paenitet me peccasse sive peccavisse.’ I presume you understand.”

“Yes, thanks. ‘You have it,’ ‘you don’t have it’, the floor, I suppose. Then, ‘I rejoice that I have not sinned and have deserved this cup’. And the punishment version: ‘I repent that I sinned if I had really sinned.’ 

“I don’t congratulate you,” she said, mock serious. “You know too much. Most importantly, have a good sense of humour, and show that you have culture.”

She stressed that it was nothing like hazing; rather, it was intellectual and steeped in humour.

More people arrived: the whole committee, several seniors, and Alex, Mop, Oli, Thierry and Yvan, whose calottes had been “deflowered” the previous week.

Bastards, I thought privately. I would have liked to see that.

“You’ve quite the following,” Suzy said with a grin. “You’re famous. But tonight, I want you to knock their socks off with your knowledge.”

People took their seats. My brand-new calotte lay on the table before the praeses. Vroom, and Cirrhosis, who would serve as censor. I sat alone in the centre of the U, facing the entire assembly.

The president rose and welcomed the nearly forty participants. I recognised several girls from the RMO, girls who had known me not long ago as their “servant” during the more debauched rituals. Vroom declared the gathering open. The crowd was large; either my reputation had drawn them, or they had come to bring down the troublesome blue, who had annoyed them so thoroughly during hazing. There were plenty of girls from the RMO; I must have left them fond memories, but in a different vein. I hope it’s not a place where I need to remove my clothes. 

“Applicant,” Vroom asked, “why do you come before this corona?”

“I’ve come to lose my flower,” I said.

The corona laughed.

“Your flower? We thought that with a girl like Stéphanie you’d have lost your virginity already.”

The one you are referring to was lost a long time ago.

“A long time? Then tell us about this other ‘flower’ you mean. But first, take a little inspiration from the beer.”

I took a long draught to get my voice in shape.

“Truth be told, it was so long ago I barely remember.”

“Applicant, don’t tell me it was that long ago,” Vroom exclaimed, to more laughter. “How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“So it can’t have been that long!”

“I was thirteen,” I boasted. “Before anyone else in this room, I’d wager.”

“Applicant, punishment for such presumption!” Cirrhosis declared, trying not to laugh.

I downed the penalty drink, using the formula Suzy had taught me.

“And yet,” said a girl from the RMO, “he’s not wrong. The way some blokes do it, they must have been virgins until last year!”

Booing from the men, applause from the women. It was a lively evening. My confidence was returning after those uneasy days among Stéphanie’s friends.

“Who here lost it more than four years ago?” Suzy asked.

All the men raised their hands; only a few women did. I was sure that my comrades baptised with me were not deflowered four years ago and probably not yet today. Yes, they didn’t raise their hand. 

“I think all the guys fuck with the same three girls,” Mop said.

The room dissolved into laughter, trading insults about girls’ virtue and boys’ inadequacy. I heard once again the phrase that most men simply “masturbate inside a woman”. Not a bad line.

I realised how meagre my own experience had been. I had thought myself capable of making love, yet I’d merely been pretending. And now, with the knowledge, I couldn’t bring myself to try again. At least I knew Stéphanie wanted me, and soon, just a few weeks.

And I had stage fright. One didn’t disappoint a goddess.

“Applicant!” I heard Vroom’s voice boom down the table. “Tell us your story that happened so long ago.”

“It was so long ago,” I began, “that if I had been a girl, my drum skin would have reformed already.”

The corona roared at that, the image obviously striking a chord.

“I call for a punishment,” Carole announced, barely able to keep a straight face, “for daring to compare the hymen to a vulgar drum skin.”

The uproar doubled, laughter rebounding off the walls. Cirrhosis tried, and failed, to bring them to order.

“Carole,” he finally said, “I declare that this comparison is excellent and that in no case does he deserve punishment. On the contrary. Applicant, a reward!”

I rose with my glass, adopting a mock-serious tone.

“Gaudeo quod non-peccavi et illum pocculum merui.”

I drained it slowly, deliberately, pacing myself for the long evening ahead.

“Hymen,” Oli intoned in the voice of a solemn priest, which kept the laughter going for another minute.

“Sorry, praeses,” Carole continued, “but I need to know, if the comparison is correct, who can tell? Did any boy here ever put his nose in the place to check?”

“We don’t put our nose in that smelly place!” someone shouted from the back.

Another round of mock outrage broke out, and Cirrhosis banged on the table to restore order. I smiled at myself. In truth, I rather liked doing that sort of exploring, and I intended to do it with Stéphanie. I wanted to know every inch of her, to make her enjoy it, to have her tell her friends: Frédéric is wonderful in bed. Not a Teddy Bear or a timid “gentleman” who stopped because the date she had chosen wasn’t right.
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