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Mook and I were an odd couple, as best friends went.  Opposites attract. Stanford University threw us together as freshman roommates as some sort of cruel joke or maybe another Zimbardo psychology experiment: a jock from California with a nerd from South Carolina, an extrovert with an introvert, an athlete with a weakling, a ladies’ man with a social nobody. 

Your roommate for the 2015-2016 academic year: Mortimer Walcott

There it was in my freshman housing packet, the thick envelope full of cheery photo collages of multi-ethnic groups of Stanford students playing Ultimate Frisbee. But I’d be rooming with a guy named Mortimer? Stanford fantasy, California fantasy, college fantasy—ruined. I imagined a maroon sweater vest, premature balding, maybe a Ben Gay aroma. He’d suffer from gout or boils or some other old-man disease. He’d wear coke-bottle glasses and look at me, even nerdy Raffy me, absolutely sternly and humorlessly.

It took me a full day to realize that Mortimer had gotten the same packet, except in place of Mortimer Walcott, it said Rafael Hernandez, and maybe he thought I was a Panamanian salsa singer or a Puerto Rican baseball prodigy or just the Mexican taco man. It still didn’t quite dawn on me that first impressions, based on names and words, can be deceiving.

The letter had a phone number and even Facebook link to Mortimer. Out of fear of facing something fearsome, and out of the desire to postpone coming to terms with Mortimer’s Mortimorness, I delayed and didn’t add him on Facebook or call the phone number given or even look him up on Imessage or WhatsApp.  As eager as I was to get the hell out of South Carolina and go to Stanford, my imagined idyllic Stanford experience hadn’t included rooming with some dude named Mortimer.

As I was lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, fantasizing about my new Stanford life, my phone lit up with a call. 714 area code. Orange County—a place I’d known only from TV. 

“Hello, can I speak to Rafael please?”

“It’s me.”

“Oh hey. I’m your roommate for next year. I got your number from the packet.” He didn’t sound like a Mortimer—more like a Brad or a Chad.

“Uh, Mortimer?” I did my best to say the name without giggling.

“Yeah, I go by Mook. Call me Mook.”

“Mook. Ok, cool.” And thusly the dark shadow of Mortimer had been lifted from my coming freshman year at Stanford. 

“You go by Rafael?” He pronounced all three syllables, though I thought the way he said the last el made my name sound gay.

“Raffy. Raffy.” I was nervous enough to repeat myself.

“Ok, Raffy. Cool. Hey I wanted to call to get in touch, especially like what to bring and shit like that, and make plans to hang out.”

“Yeah, we can definitely plan.” He didn’t know that I wasn’t a bro or a jock. He should’ve guessed. I knew the invitation to hang out together would evaporate once we met—he wouldn’t want me in his orbit—but of course I wouldn’t say it directly. Mortimer—Mook—was himself not so direct. The cool jocks in my high school would’ve just told me off rather than even vaguely entertained the idea of me hanging out with them.

He called me two more times that summer. Each time, I felt uncomfortable because I thought he was working hard to be nice to me and include me socially. Why else would a popular jock make all that effort to make plans to hang out with me, to get to know my musical tastes, even to ask what I like to eat for breakfast?

On the first day of freshman orientation, we had somehow, by some galactic coincidence, both arrived at our room at exactly the same time. We had all day, in fact all of three days, to arrive at our rooms. But Mook and I both arrived August 22nd, at 11:13 A.M. I know the time because my mom snapped a picture of me confusedly approaching the room door, Mook already standing next to it and figuring out the key.

“Raffy! You’re Raffy, right?”

“Hey Mook. How, uh, what’s up?”

“Did you fly in?

“Yeah. With my parents.”

“Awesome, awesome! We just drove up from Orange County, just got here.”

A buff middle-aged seeming retired surfer-cum-golf-pro walked in carrying a mini-fridge in both his built arms. There was the strong resemblance to Mook. I imagined Mook slowly aging into the image of his father, decades flashing by.

“Raffy! You awake?” Mook’s hand gripped my shoulder. Its power felt like a vise grip. Swimmer hands.

“Oh, sorry man. Just thinking about something.”

“Let me tell you something, Raffy.”

“Tell me what?”

“We made it to Stanford, man!” and Mook high-fived me, without irony, without mocking, totally dissimilar to the smirking faux high-fives I’d gotten from the jocks back in high school. 

“Yeah! Alright!” I hoped I could pull it off—the earnest enthusiasm. Mook seemed to appreciate my enthusiasm, even if I didn’t appreciate it much myself.

The rest of the day, Mook and I got sweaty lugging boxes of stuff into our room, then again got sweaty arranging it in our room. It was just a light sweat, not a drenching one. I only smelled soap and a bit of expensive cologne on Mook, not any musky sweaty aroma. 

There was no air conditioning in Stanford student housing, but Northern California August was nothing like South Carolina August; Stanford’s August felt light, bearable, tractable, as opposed to the sticky wooly mammoth that was the South Carolina summer heat. When I’d told my South Carolinian relatives that my dorm at Stanford didn’t have air conditioning, they thought I must’ve been going off to a penal colony.

Mook and I managed to bid our respective families goodbye, my mother insisting on planting a kiss on my cheek as she stepped out the door and wiped off her tears. At 8 P.M. we were supposed to have a dorm introduction, meet-and-greet, and pizza party. I wanted to shower before meeting new people—especially girls—and I awkwardly unpacked my towel and toiletries and flip-flopped down to our floor’s guys’ bathroom. Mook acknowledged showering was a good idea, confirming it to me by ripping off his shirt and jeans while still in our room, and following me to the bathroom in his own flip flops.

I ducked into the shower stall before stripping off my clothes. An only child,  I wasn’t used to anyone seeing me in the nude—although I knew that might have to change if I had a roommate. I was busy lathering myself up from the bottle of shampoo my mom had packed when I heard a voice in my ear: “ready for good times, Raffy?”

“What? Where?”

“I mean this year! Dude! College! Stanford!”

“Oh, yeah, yeah, I’m ready for good times! Yeah!”

“Awesome, awesome.”

Mook’s shower went silent, and he flip-flopped it back to our room—without the pause that would’ve been required to put on clothes. He must not have been shy walking through the dorm hallway wearing just a towel. As a swimmer, he must not have been shy about his body at all. As for me, I was generally shy about anybody seeing me naked, and anyway, my body wasn’t much to look at. Not hideous, but not a finely sculpted machine for cutting through the water as Mook’s body was. 

I shyly toweled off and put some clothes back on. When I got back to the room, Mook was ready to go, but said he won’t go anywhere without me. I got my room key and phone and set off for the common-room meet-and-greet together with Mook. 

Voices were already bouncing around the dorm hallways, emanating from the common room. They were starting the usual introduction games—your name, your first concert (I’d never been to a concert), your favorite shoe brand, whatever. Entering the room with Mook, I felt improved, upgraded, elevated. They already knew him, somehow. “Hey Mook!” and “The Mook man! Get over here bro!” rang out.

“Guys, hey, what’s up. This is my cool roommate, Raffy.” I was introduced. Thumbs up and fist-bumps. I’d never been introduced to so many popular, athletic guys. And there were girls—in various shades of brown-haired, Stanford t-shirt and shorts-wearing, smartphone-checking—sitting in a semi-circle around those guys, like electrons orbiting an attractive nucleus. This was the life. I felt unworthy of hanging out with these guys, but if I could somehow just be in their tailwind, if I could even get their unwanted crumbs socially and romantically, I’d be set.

The introduction games circled around the room, and I focused on trying to remember the girls’ names—Tiffany from Daly City whose first concert was Britney Spears, Shauna Annapolis Black Eyed Peas, Brandi Atherton Taking Back Sunday.  Then there was Mook—“well, my birth certificate says Mortimer, but everybody calls me Mook”—from Huntington Beach, whose first concert was Kanye West, and who was definitely the most naturally confident person in the room, maybe the most naturally confident person I’d ever seen. He didn’t even smirk or make a self-deprecating joke when saying Mortimer. He just was who he was.

And then there was me. “Rafael Hernandez. I go by Raffy. Raffy Hernandez. So you can call me Raffy.” That’s how my introduction started, and it didn’t get much better than that. I somehow forgot the name of the town where I lived, then spent a few minutes explaining that I’d lived there for only a month before leaving for college, then confessed to never having attended a concert. 

“Ok, but you’ve been to your high school band’s concert, right?” Mook inquired, like a reporter at a press conference.

“Yeah.”

“So there you go, Raffy man, you’ve been to a concert! And you got in for free, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, awesome.”

The pressure was off. Mook had saved the day. No one was laughing at me. The female phalanx that had formed along the wool-pill sofa seemed mildly impressed, slightly grinning without malice. My first six hours of college had gone not so badly. Even the pizza tasted amazing. I managed to make some small talk. A projection screen rolled down and started showing cartoon hot dogs dancing—I felt almost intoxicated by the social interaction, and I thought maybe the dancing weiners were my hallucination—but Mook shouted out, “Hey, it’s Sausage Party! This movie’s hilarious.” Mook even knew movies.

I hadn’t consumed any alcohol, not that there was any, not that I was 21—but I felt drunk as I sank down into the sofa and watched the animated homoeroticism and penis jokes. Even the girls were laughing. Even the girls were getting some of the subtler jokes. Maybe at Stanford I could fit in. For the first time in my social life, I was not an outcast.

I dozed off, feeling warm, feeling overfilled by the pizza, maybe sugar-crashing after the orange juice and Sprite, the white-noise chatter around me lulling me to sleep, a college student’s lullaby. I woke up to two girls, short, chubby, bob-haired Asian girls who looked like twins, whispering in my two ears, “Raaaaffffy! Wake up!” I jolted awake, initially confused about where I was, until I realized I’d been drooling down my chin and shirt. I cleaned up the drool and smiled as best I could.

“Where’s Mook?” was the first thing I said, and then I was immediately embarrassed I said it.

“Miss your boyfriend already?” Waker-upper Number One jostled me.

“Naw, just wondering.”

“I think those guys went to a frat party or something.”

“Oh, cool. Yeah. Ok. Nice meeting you.”

They giggled more as I did a second round of wiping the sleep-drool off my chin. I walked back to my room, back to my bed, without much conscious thought, only that I liked college life.

“Hey, Raffy, sorry if I woke you up when I came back last night,” Mook mumbled while waking up in our dorm room next morning.

“Naw man, I didn’t hear a thing. I was out cold. Good party?”

“Yeah, man, some swimmer guys know some frats.”

“Cool.” Had I just said that frats are cool? 

We went off to placement tests and club organizing meetings and campus tours and the like. I wanted to major in anthropology. Mook had planned to major in business, until he found out that Stanford doesn’t offer that as a major, casting him into the pool of those majoring in Undecided. There was a meeting for Undecided majors too. There was a place for everybody, and college was the time to explore.
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“Raffy, just tell me if we’re bothering you,” Mook apologized whenever he was chugging PBRs on his bed with his buddies. He’d sometimes have three or four bros on that bed with him, sometimes making the expected jokes about a man sandwich and three-way teabagging. But Mook was straight, of course, and so was I.

Down the hall—Sheryl Branson. Cute enough to be considered “pretty,” with her dirty blonde hair and wonderfully fitting jean shorts, but smart enough to be “nerdy,” with her computer science major and bagpiping hobby. She knew I existed. She said hi to me. I was able to sustain conversation with her for a few minutes at a time. But I was no Mook. I hoped, ventured, gambled that by being Mook’s disciple long enough, meeting his popular friends long enough, I could get in with Sheryl. Or if not Sheryl, then another girl. Or girls.

“That’s my awesome roommate, Rafael, Raffy,” Mook faultlessly, ceaselessly introduced me to each of his constant stream of new friends, strapping, athletic jocks. White hats, braided belts, and a few very full beards: how Stanford bros rolled. They politely fist-bumped and what’s-up-bro’d me, before moving on with their inscrutably popular lives. Back in high school, all of them would have been way, way out of my social league. In college, everyone welcomed everyone, but I still didn’t feel comfortable with dudebros like that—because I was not up to their level.

In high school, and especially junior high, the cool guys wouldn’t have been so polite. They would’ve at least snickered at me, or fakeout high fived me, or made some joke about me being tall and skinny. In college, the dudebros were at least slightly more mature, they’d at least put on a facade of accepting a nerd like me, even if they really didn’t. Other than Mook, of course. Mook accepted everything about me. He was a dudebro in all visible outward ways, but he was also my roommate, and he became my best friend.

Sharing our room, our lives, our meals, our smells, our woes, our studies, our victories and defeats, Mook and I grew not only to tolerate each other, but to become each other’s strangely close companions and confidantes. Our tangible similarities numbered exactly one: a shared room. Our intangible, unspoken similarities formed the deepest bonds. In our room, we had our own world, our own language, even if outside that room we looked, to the uninformed, like total opposites. 

I’d grown up a single child, a loner at that, and I hadn’t been inured to waking up and falling asleep to the sight of a perfectly muscled male torso, held up by sinewy bicycle-toned legs and a firm, round ass. It was during the middle of that first year when my eyes started slipping away from my control in Mook’s presence, and my young eighteen-year-old debutante of a cock started doing the same, springing into full erect glory under my flimsy blanket whenever Mook casual removed his shirt or flexed his arm curls in the dorm-room mirror; the mirror had seen a litany of jocks flexing, but I never had, and my cock took notice. Seeing Sheryl Branson had never produced such a visceral reaction.
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