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Author’s Note on Currency and Time

This story takes place in Belgium in October 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 53 BEF and 1 GBP was 76 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), “bleusaille” (initiation ritual), or affectionate nicknames and idioms used by young people of that time. These are clarified in the Glossary at the end of the book.

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

Author’s Note on the story

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

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

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

Friendship doubles joys and halves the sorrows. 

(Francis Bacon) 

The characters and situations in this story being purely fictitious, any resemblance to people or situations existing or having existed can only be fortuitous 
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Classes were heckled this morning. The baptism committee and other seniors stormed in during the break in our mathematics lecture, shouting their usual threats and jibes to promote Wednesday’s baptism. They declared there was still time to surrender, lest we suffer their so-called merciless torments. Some of the students booed and whistled in disapproval, especially the rowdy lot who always sat at the back of the auditorium, passing the time with idle chatter or thumbing through newspapers, rather than attending the lesson. Yet, they would later complain that they hadn’t understood, forcing the assistants to re-explain the most basic concepts.

They picked out a few of us blues, myself among them, to drink on the spot, dousing us with beer and flour for good measure. The jeering from the back row intensified. I had become a magnet for ridicule, for reasons I couldn’t fully discern. Was it because they’d seen me in tutorials? Or was it the simple fact that I walked beside Stéphanie, who never deigned to respond to their crass advances?

It was difficult to concentrate afterwards, soaked and itching, trying to maintain a shred of dignity. Stéphanie was cross with me, not because of the ceremony, but because I’d worn the new shirt and trousers she had bought last week.

“That’s why I never wear nice clothes,” I said. “You never know what’s going to happen.”

At 10 a.m., I dashed home to change before the mathematics tutorial. At least I’d had some sleep the night before, a miracle in itself considering her relentless playfulness. Even in the morning, she had risen before me, stunning and ready, brimming with mischief.

“So, even when you’re asleep, your brain lives elsewhere,” she teased. “You can’t blame me; I was in the bathroom. Did you notice? I let you sleep last night. Am I not a good girlfriend? Come on, breakfast’s ready.”

She enjoyed my nudity far too much. And whenever I asked, timidly, respectfully, to see her breasts, she would call me a pervert.

She had made me explain, in detail, the workings of my adolescent physiology: the reasons why, even in sleep, my thoughts (or rather, my blood) might travel south. I cited what I had read in a medical book: the inevitable influence of testosterone, independent of conscious desire.

“Perhaps you’re dreaming of me?” she asked, eyes gleaming.

I didn’t tell her I seldom remembered my dreams. And I certainly didn’t confess that I had always resisted having certain dreams involving her. It had felt almost sacrilegious. But lately, with eyes closed, her image did haunt me: her form, her body, those fleeting seconds when I’d caught a glimpse...

“You didn’t answer my question,” she said between spoonfuls of yoghurt.

“What question?”

“Remember when I told you how useful you were, you cook, you carry my books, you kiss me, and so on. So, what about me? How useful am I?”

“Stéphanie... you’re not a thing. You’re not useful.”

“What?” she exclaimed, eyes narrowing. “Are you saying I’m useless?”

“No!” I stammered. “No, I mean, I don’t use you. You’re my girlfriend. You mean... well, you mean everything to me. And you’re my best friend.”

Her face softened into a smile.

“That’s better. I thought you found me useless. I was shocked.”

“I’d never think that. Never.”

She laughed, teasing me all along. But I could never quite tell when she was serious. And upsetting her, even by accident, was the last thing I wanted.

Later, in the lecture hall, Sandrine and Annick approached me with unexpected gratitude. Apparently, their evening had been filled with cocktails and a shared reading of my green notebook.

“You wrote some sweet things about us,” Annick said.

“And what you wrote about a few other girls, well, harsh, but fair,” added Sandrine, grinning.

They each kissed me on the cheek. No doubt that too contributed to the rising tide of scorn from our peers.

I just made it in time for the tutorial. Half the students were missing, as if they had already surrendered. How could they give up on mathematics? It was finally moving at a reasonable pace. I almost wished I had come to university earlier. Perhaps I could have skipped secondary school altogether, plunging straight into the serious stuff, mathematics, sciences, Latin, Greek, and literature (without the butchering of texts by uninspired teachers). How much I might have learnt in six years unspoiled by mediocrity.

At the break, I went straight to Mrs Dubois. It was the first time I’d gone to her voluntarily, like a lost puppy.

“Yes, Frédéric?”

She knew my name. That certainly didn’t help with my popularity.

“I’ve been thinking about game theory, decision trees, and Nash equilibrium. I prepared some diagrams over the weekend.”

“You did?”

“Yes, but my point is: what happens if someone cheats? What if the game isn’t fair, or if you play with loaded dice?”

She chuckled. “Frédéric, that’s the sort of question the professor loves to include in the final exam.”

“So? Isn’t it better to know in advance?”

“At least you’ll be prepared. In game theory, introducing a cheater, or a player using loaded dice, alters the rules. It breaks symmetry and the assumption of fair information. For example, suppose two players throw a six-sided die. Highest number wins. Expected gain: zero. But if one player uses a loaded die, skewed to roll a six half the time, then the game’s fairness collapses. The second player is at a systematic disadvantage. The equilibrium breaks. The second player must adjust, refuse to play, or change the rules.”

“So, you can’t foresee a cheater before the game?”

“If you suspect one, your decision tree must adapt.”

“But what if I reach the final node and win, and the opponent refuses to admit defeat?”

“Then you’ve moved beyond game theory, unless that refusal is one of the parameters. It’s a different model. We’ll discuss such cases later in the year. I like your question, Frédéric.”

I liked it too, though I didn’t say so. I had just earned an exam question. Priceless. I wouldn’t share it with Stéphanie, not yet. Her friends would get wind of it. Better to keep it until term’s end.

I returned to my seat and began designing a complex model that included cheaters and defiers, until Mrs Dubois resumed the lesson.

Stéphanie had to physically pull me out of my trance.

“Let’s go. Time for lunch.”

“Wait, let me finish this last simplex.”

“You’re incredible. How many have you solved?”

“All of them. I programmed my calculator. It’s simple.”

“Well, you’ll have to explain why it’s so simple. You do know you’re the only one saying that.”

Mrs Dubois had approached and was looking over my shoulder.

“You’ve completed all the exercises?”

“Yes, of course,” I replied, tucking my books and calculator into my bag.

“With your calculator?”

“It’s compulsory, isn’t it?”

“Certainly. But how did you use it to solve the problems so quickly?”

“I wrote a programme. This machine is brilliant. I just input the data, and it gives me the solution.”

Mrs Dubois gave me a curious look.

“When did you do that?” Stéphanie asked, wide-eyed with admiration.

“I didn’t take notes on the day or time... but probably in the evenings, alone in my studio. I bought this expensive machine; I wanted to make full use of it. Honestly, once I discovered what it could do, I thought this HP was actually quite cheap.”

I hoped I hadn’t offended the assistant. She turned and walked away just as I was explaining it to Stéphanie.

As we left the Leclercq building, Suzy appeared on the pavement ahead, clearly having waited for us. Had she memorised my schedule? She greeted Stéphanie first, of course.

“This evening,” she said with a sly smile, “Frédéric is requisitioned for a special event.”

“What kind of event?”

“Frédéric is my blue. He’s required for an RMO party.”

“What’s RMO?”

“Reginarum Mundi Ordo: the Order of the Queens of the World. It’s a girls’ corporation.”

“And what’s he supposed to do at a girls’ event?”

Suzy’s tone was calm, even playful. The aggression had vanished. She and Stéphanie were speaking like acquaintances, even friends – something that left me strangely uneasy. These two girls belonged to different universes. They should never have collided, and yet here they were, smiling at each other.

“To serve,” Suzy replied. “We’re holding a banquet, and since he’s my blue, he’s been requisitioned to help. But it’s a one-time thing. Males are otherwise forbidden at our events.”

“And I?” Stéphanie asked. “May I come?”

“It’s by invitation,” said Suzy. “Tonight is for full members only, but the initiates will join us at the next regular meeting. If you’re interested, we can talk more this week. I think you’d make a perfect sister.”

“Is it one of those formal things where you drink too much and wear silly outfits?”

“Not at all. I’ll explain later. It has nothing in common with what we do in the circles.”

“Let’s go to the Cambridge,” Stéphanie said suddenly. “We can lunch with the girls.”

“I’ll pass,” I said. “I’ll stop by your place later to drop off the latest summaries.”

“Sure? No wild outings with your depraved friends?”

“I promise.”

“You could still join us and work later.”

“No...”

“You’re afraid of my friends, aren’t you?” she teased.

“They make me uncomfortable. And now that you’ve forced me to give them my green notebook, it’s worse.”

“Wrong,” she said. “They told you yesterday – and this morning. You were kind to them. And as Sandrine said, everything you wrote was true.”

“Yes... Still...”

“You need to be their friend.”

She kissed me in the middle of Main Street, right outside the Cambridge. A long, deliberate kiss that drew a few stares. Suzy raised an eyebrow as we parted.

I continued walking with my godmother.

“What’s the deal with Stéphanie’s friends?”

“They used to hate me. Now they claim to like me, but they mock me all the time. They say I don’t understand anything about girls, and they just... tease me.”

Suzy burst out laughing.

“My poor little blue. Seems we’re not the only girls after you.”

“Yesterday, there were ten of them. Just to mock me. Because of that notebook. They read it.”

“What sort of notebook?”

“Nothing. Just something where I noted things. About girls. I know, I know it was wrong. I shouldn’t have. But it was personal. And it’s in the past.”

“And now it’s public. So, you’ve learnt something: whatever you do has consequences.”

“It shouldn’t. It was private. They even talked about publishing it, telling the girls what I’d written.”

“And how did they get their hands on it?”

“They forced me.”

“Forced you? Did they beat you?”

“No... They just forced me. In their own way.”

Suzy laughed again. “Come on, explain. How exactly did they force you?”

How many times would girls manage to embarrass me? It was relentless. Worse than childhood fears of the dark.

“I don’t know, Suzy. They just... have a way. They’re incredible. I never imagined girls could be like this.”

“Because you only know girls in books, not in life.”

They always say that. But everything was in the books. Everything I’d ever wanted to know had always been in a book. Why should it be different now?

“Still, Suzy, I knew girls before...”

“You played with them. You said they were like tissues. Now you’re dealing with real girls, and I’m sure they appreciate you. They want a normal friendship.”

“Probably,” I muttered, just to appease her.

“And things with Stéphanie?”

“Very well.”

Even saying her name calmed me.

“Are you in love, blue?”

“Yes. For six years. I’ve been in love with her.”

“But do you love her?”

“Of course, I... I like her. She’s my best friend.”

“That’s not what I asked. Do you love her? Love with a capital L.: L.O.V.E.”

What a question. Of course it was Stéphanie. But love means something definitive, something permanent. Like marriage. I didn’t want marriage. I just wanted Stéphanie. I wanted to make her happy, because she was my best friend.

“You’re not saying no,” Suzy laughed. “But you don’t know how to say yes. Girls love to hear those words, you know. A boy who shares his feelings. You should repeat some of what you said last Wednesday at the Gambrinus.”

“I don’t remember.”

“Too bad. You were drunk, but sincere. What you said about her, every girl deserves to be loved like that. I’ll invite Stéphanie into the Order. You’ll see. And she’ll party with you. She won’t be naked or vomiting in the gutter, but she’ll be there.”

“I wouldn’t want her to. She’s above all that.”

“Of course, blue.”

I stopped by the CIACO to buy a spotless white laboratory apron, then returned home. Suzy said she would come pick me up at 5 p.m.

I switched on my computer and began reviewing notes. I preferred working this way; typing matched the speed of my thoughts. Writing used one hand. Typing used ten fingers. When I’d received my first computer – a Tandy TRS-80, four years ago – I’d quickly learnt to type faster than my parents’ secretary. Faster than I could speak. It was my ideal tool.

But I had forgotten to eat. I dashed to the Walloon Square to buy a sandwich.

Back home, I played with formatting my notes. Stéphanie’s father had sent me new software and programmes that allowed proper equation typesetting. My documents now looked sharper than the professor’s syllabus, which still bore the marks of a rattling typewriter. Some of the formulas were even handwritten. Mine looked like real books.

I spent time programming my calculator; it could now resolve optimisation equations, identify local maxima and optima, and even display successive calculation steps, line by line, all programmed to my preferences.

Then I turned my thoughts back to Mrs Dubois’s comment that morning. What happens when someone cheats? It isn’t always a matter of fairness; it could simply be a matter of asymmetric information. A player might possess insight the other lacks. That altered the whole game.

I had just read, in the syllabus, something we hadn’t yet studied in class: the Stackelberg equilibrium. One player leads; the other follows. The leader may cheat – or bend the rules – and still not be punished. But nothing in the syllabus addressed cheating directly. Which meant, as Mrs Dubois had hinted, that this was a question the professor would surely ask. I needed to be ready to model an altered game.

I printed my latest notes. Could I call them a compendium? They were more substantial than a mere summary.

Suzy arrived at my studio.

“You really have worked this afternoon.”

“Is it so strange that I work?”

“Well, blue, you give off the vibe of a party boy. Someone unserious. So yes, it is. But I’m glad you do. What’s that?”

“Some reflections I jotted down.”

“Are you sure they’re for a first-year class?”

“Yes. I’ve a few ideas for potential exam questions.”

“What? But the exams are in three months.”

“So? If I’ve ideas and information now, I may as well prepare.”

“You amaze me more each day, little blue. Come on, let’s go.”

“I want to drop these off with Stéphanie.”

“Let me see.”

We left my place as she read through my compendium.

“Well done, blue. You’re a champion. This is excellent stuff. I wish I’d had notes like these in my first year. It took me two years to move up, too much partying. And I never liked mathematics.”

Stéphanie came to the door. I could tell at once she wasn’t alone. From the clinking of glasses and the laughter echoing from the sitting room, I realised a small party was underway, many of the same girls I had seen yesterday. They were sipping cocktails, seated in a loose circle of confidence and complicity. What did Stéphanie say about me when I wasn’t there? The thought unnerved me. I hesitated as I handed her the compendium.

Suzy, naturally, was amused.

“You’re a very serious boyfriend,” said Marie-Dominique, raising an eyebrow.

“But you forgot Sandrine and me!” cried Annick from the kitchen, where she was preparing some suspiciously colourful concoctions.

“He’ll print more,” Stéphanie offered cheerfully.

“Let me see,” Laetitia said, snatching the papers from Stéphanie’s hands. “Wow, Frédéric. That’s top class.”

“May I speak with you in private?” Suzy asked Stéphanie.

“Of course. Come to my room.”

And then, I was alone with the tigresses.

“Frédéric,” said Donatienne, her voice dripping with faux innocence. “Stéphanie tells us you’re a great cook. When are you making us dinner?”

“Huh...”

“Shirtless, obviously,” added Virginie. “She says you’re very sexy.”

“A dream boyfriend who cooks and knows poetry,” said Linda, sighing.

“And who is very sexy,” echoed another.

“Come here, don’t be shy,” Marie-Dominique said, taking me by the hand and pulling me into the centre of the room.

“Stéphanie said you weren’t doing so well in your studies,” Sandrine remarked. “But this? This is brilliant. I want to revise with your notes.”

“He’s already agreed,” Annick chimed in.

“But only with Stéphanie,” Sandrine replied. “Not with us.”

“So you come from Latin-Math,” Laetitia smirked. “And you need help from a boy in Latin-Greek? Shame!”

They began arguing among themselves. It was oddly familiar. Their banter reminded me of my scout brothers, bickering, theatrical shouting, and mock rivalries, masking real affection.

For a moment, I was left in peace.

But not for long. Laetitia turned to me again.

“We read your green booklet, dear Frédéric.”

I swallowed. What fresh humiliation awaits me?

“I’m jealous I wasn’t in it!” Donatienne shouted. “That’s so unfair.”

Laetitia kissed my cheeks noisily.

“You were very kind about me,” she said. “Even after what we did to you.”

“And I apologise again,” said Marie-Dominique, stepping close. Far too close. She kissed me and hugged me like a sister, or rather, a sister who didn’t believe in personal space. “I regret not seeing you for who you really were. I feel terrible.”

“You shouldn’t,” I managed. “It’s in the past.”

“So you’re not angry with me?”

“No, not at all...”

“Good. Then we’re going to be best friends. You must, because you’re Stéphanie’s boyfriend. And according to the rules of our sorority, yes, the Pussy Power, as you’ve heard, the real boyfriends have to be friends with all of us.”

“There are other rules too,” Linda added. “You’ll learn them in time.”

“First, we have to educate you on girls,” Sandrine reminded me.

She and Annick were leafing through the compendium. I felt exposed.

“I like this one,” Annick said. “It’s better than our syllabus.”

“I’ll bring you a copy.”

“Really?”

I thought: no, not this version. This was for Stéphanie’s eyes only. I’d make a more digestible version for the others.

Suzy and Stéphanie returned from the bedroom. They looked like old friends. I didn’t like it. Of course, I had no say in my girlfriend’s friendships, but it made me uneasy knowing they’d spent that time talking about me.

The girls were tipsy.

“Stéphanie,” said Sandrine, “we demand that Frédéric explain mathematics to us.”

“Losers,” Laetitia mocked. “What did you do for five years with seven hours of mathematics per week?”

“We want his notes,” Annick insisted.

“Don’t worry,” said Stéphanie, as if my opinion didn’t matter. “You’ll have everything.”

“Let’s go,” said Suzy, taking my arm. “I don’t want to be late.”

“Where are you taking him?” asked Marie-Dominique.

“To my sorority. He’ll be serving us tonight.”

“Well, then,” said Marie-Dominique, grinning. “No excuse now. You will cook for us.”

Stéphanie leaned in for a kiss.

“Go and have fun,” she said. “I would have liked to come too.”

“Stéphanie,” said Virginie, “we demand a dinner prepared by Frédéric.”

“Don’t worry, girls, it will happen.”

“Why only one?” I heard Linda say.

I looked at her. She seemed radiant, proud, playful, utterly in her element. My girlfriend. Her confidence, her dominance over the room, filled me with conflicting emotions: admiration, resentment, guilt. I owed her so much, for the holidays, the prom night, the quiet loyalty she had shown through years of ambiguity. I had to do something meaningful for her. I had money now. Perhaps a gift. Something that would show how deeply I cared. Something that might make her forgive me for all my past mistakes.

Suzy took my arm.

“Stop dreaming. Let’s go.”

At the door, the wave goodbye was brisk, except for Stéphanie, who came forward with a long kiss.

“Have fun,” she said, her eyes gleaming. “And don’t forget, when it’s over, you come directly back here. And just to be sure, give me your wallet and keys.”

“What? You don’t trust me?”

“Because yesterday, you tried to run away.”

I was too stunned to protest. She smiled and reached straight into my pockets, retrieving what she wanted with the nonchalance of a seasoned empress. Her friends giggled in approval.

She was the queen of the room. And I? I was her jester.

A final kiss. Impossible to resist her.

Suzy looked as if she might explode from laughter. Let them mock me. Let the world jeer. Only Stéphanie mattered.

We walked to La Casa, the one on Walloon Street. The RMO had rented the lower hall for their special evening.

“Stéphanie’s the perfect girlfriend for you,” Suzy said, amused.

“Why?”

“She knows how to handle you. And you can’t resist her.”

“Well, she knows me too well. And she plays on my guilt.”

“What guilt?”

“I’m angry with myself for not kissing her sooner. For all those years of waiting.”

Suzy laughed.

“Blue... you really do need lessons about girls. Honestly.”

They all kept saying that, as if experience meant nothing. I’d had many girlfriends. I knew the female body in detail. And whatever I hadn’t known, Suzy had quite thoroughly taught me in the first week.

“It seems you’re the star of Stéphanie’s circle.”

“No. They hate me. They mock me constantly.”

“Blue, you really need to learn about girls.”

“Why?”

“Because I am one, and I know how we are. I saw them; they like you. They’re jealous of Stéphanie, but not in a malicious way. What do you expect? Love declarations? Hugs? It’s good that you spend time with them. You’ll learn a lot. And you’ll learn how to respect girls. They can be your friends.”

“And you deduced that in two minutes?”

“Yes. They’re exuberant, not shy at all. They know what they want. Trust me, they like you.”

“But they mock me. They want me to be their domestic. To cook for them.”

“Blue... I misjudged you, you know. You’re not a pig, not a jerk, certainly not an idiot. But you know nothing about real girls. Sure, you know anatomy, even if you didn’t exactly know how to please a girl when we first took you. But listen. They want you to cook because Stéphanie bragged about you. They want you shirtless because you’ve a nice body. That’s why I chose you for tonight. Stéphanie is proud that you cook like a chef, so, of course, they want to experience it too. It’s not servitude. It’s admiration. And let me tell you: most boys can’t cook. I wish a man would cook for me. I’m incapable of cooking anything at all. Got it, blue?”

“If you say so.”

“I just gave you a lesson on girls. And believe me, I won’t lie to you or trick you. You’re my blue. I take care of you. I might not help you with your coursework, but this is my domain. And by the way, I’ve only received compliments about your Friday performance. Some people have already asked me to organise another evening, minus the bridal gimmick.”

“I don’t know... It’s...”

“Not paid enough? Do it twice a month and you’ll live comfortably. Don’t give me that look. I watched you; you enjoyed it.”

“That was your pink pill.”

“Fine, take another one next time. Blue, I’m helping you. I’m not just the vicious senior in charge of hazing. I like you. I want to mentor you. I want you to come to me if you have problems. You’re handsome, blue. Use that. Women are becoming independent. They go for what they want. As I said, educate yourself about girls. Real ones. Not just those in books. Stéphanie and her friends are perfect for that. They’ll teach you well.”

“You said during the first week that I was terrible with girls. And now you want me to participate in... in these events. The last time, the bride got an orgasm on me!”

“And so? When you jerk off to Stéphanie’s pictures, isn’t it the same?”

I blushed violently.

“I’ve never done that.”

“Why not? Isn’t she beautiful enough?”

“She’s... she’s Stéphanie. I couldn’t. It would be a sacrilege.”

Suzy burst out laughing again. I never understood what they all found so funny in my answers. I never made jokes.

“Blue, you’re one of a kind. Of all the blues I’ve taken, you’re by far my favourite. So clever and so innocent. It’s adorable. So, how do you jerk off?”

I blushed even more. What kind of question was that?

“I had a thousand girlfriends,” I lied. “And as you said, I was... masturbating in a cunt.”

“Well said, blue. I like it. You have wit. Ah, here we are.”

“Are there two Casas?” I asked.

“Yes. The big one’s on Galileo Square. This is the small one. We call it La Casa de las Penas.”

The venue was a large basement hall, with a side kitchen. As expected, only girls.

Suzy explained that RMO stood for Reginarum Mundi Ordo, Order of the Queens of the World. It was a female order created to bring more feminine influence within regional corporations and circles. Suzy, the Substituta (Vice-President), insisted on translating everything as grandly as possible.

Each year, they organised a Roman-style banquet to welcome the new academic year. One boy – only one – was invited to play the slave. The rest followed rituals common to all student orders.

“You’ll learn the rites when you become a member of an Order.”

“And how do I do that?”

“You’ll see after the baptism. You’ll likely receive several invitations. I’ll introduce you to an ex-boyfriend – final year law student. He can tell you which one to choose, or even sponsor you.”

“Why would you take me?”

“Because I’ve seen you without clothes, blue. Often. And well... your personality suits these kinds of evenings.”

She introduced me to two older girls, definitely over twenty. Possibly over twenty-five. The first, Lydia, was the Magistra. The second, Martine, the Censora. Neither was particularly pretty.

“Do you know what that means, blue?” Lydia asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m the Grand Mistress,” she continued. “And Martine is the Censor.”

Must she explain such obvious Latin? A woman who looked close to thirty approached Suzy and gave me a critical once-over.

“Good choice this year, Suzy. We’ll have fun.”

Some of the girls were arranging couches in the Roman style. A proper triclinium. The beds were aligned, cushions placed carefully.

“A connoisseur,” Lydia remarked. “Indeed, our rites are inspired by that era. How do you know that?”

“I went to school before coming to university,” I replied, slightly irritated by her surprise.

“This blue knows everything,” Suzy boasted. “You’d be amazed. He can recite Latin and Ancient Greek. You won’t understand, but it’s impressive.”

“Is it true, blue?” Martine asked.

“Uh... yes.”

“Say something in Latin!”

I recited from memory: “Summum est acumen summa frugalitas; amat me, quod castitatis indicium est. Accedit his studium litterarum, quod ex mei caritate concepit. Meos libellos habet lectitat ediscit etiam. Qua illa sollicitudine cum uideor acturus, quanto cum egi gaudio afficitur! Disponit qui nuntient sibi quem assensum quos clamores excitarim, quem euentum iudicii tulerim. Eadem, si quando recito, in proximo discreta uelo sedet, laudesque nostras auidissimis auribus excipit. Versus quidem meos cantat etiam formatque cithara non artifice aliquo docente, sed amore qui magister est optimus.”

“Wow,” Lydia whispered. “I’m impressed. Suzy, you’ve brought us a scholar. I’ve never heard someone speak Latin.”

“What does it mean?” asked a woman behind me.

“It’s a letter by Pliny the Younger,” I said. “He’s speaking about his wife, Calpurnia.”

“Why did you choose that one?” Suzy asked gently.

“Because I thought you’d appreciate it. You know what it was like for women in Roman times. This is the only text I know where a man praises his wife, not for her body, but for her character, intelligence, and affection.”

“Are you a feminist, blue?” Martine asked.

“No.”

“Then why do you know this text in Latin?” Suzy pressed.

“I learnt it for Stéphanie. I could never quite tell her, but she wants women to be in power, and this was the only text I could find that actually praises a woman. Otherwise... well, your rites are in Latin, you should understand.”

“Don’t patronise us,” Martine snapped. “Normal people don’t memorise Latin texts. It’s dead language. What does it even mean?”

“In her the keenest intelligence is combined with the most perfect conduct; she loves me, and that is proof of her virtue. She also has a taste for letters, which her love for me inspired. My writings are in her hands; she reads them and rereads them, and even learns them by heart. What anxiety in her heart when I am about to plead! What joy when it’s over! She assigns messengers to report to her the applause, the cheers I have raised, and the success I have obtained in my business. Or, if sometimes I do a public reading, she stands nearby, hidden behind a curtain, and eagerly collects the praise I receive. She even sings my verses accompanied by the lyre, instructed not by an artist, but by love, the best of all masters.”

“Blue,” declared the Magistra, “tonight you shall entertain us. I command you to add to your duties the recital of Latin, Greek, and French literature. Do you know any texts in other languages?”

“Yes... English and Dutch.”

There was a brief silence, as the women around me considered this. Meanwhile, more activities filled the hall. Several new girls arrived carrying boxes, likely for the kitchen. I scanned the room, still only women. Older, more formal than Stéphanie’s friends. And yet, somehow, less intimidating.

A girl introduced as the Cancellaria, the Chancellor, showed me into the kitchen. She opened the fridge, revealing an army of wine bottles, cheap stuff, far removed from the Château Lamothe I’d once served at Carole’s place. She began explaining my duties. I was to pour wine into faux Roman amphorae, each carved with the sorority’s insignia. Then, I’d heat and serve the food.

“Always respect precedence,” she droned. “Begin with the Committee, in order: Magistra, Substituta, Censora, Cancellaria, and Quaestoria. Then the Areopagus, the elder alumnae. Afterwards, the rest according to the number of tassels.”

She spoke to me as if I were mentally deficient, as though I couldn’t possibly know what precedence or Latin titles meant. Had she not heard me earlier?

When we returned to the hall, the decorum had been fully established: candles flickered, a grand blue-and-silver coat of arms adorned the far wall, and flags in matching colours hung from the beams. Suzy and the other members of the Curia wore their blue togas with matching capes and white sashes striped with silver.

I had seen Suzy in this ceremonial garb before – it was undeniably impressive. I hoped, for their sake, that this banquet wouldn’t end like the Roman orgies described by Suetonius, or worse, like those in Asterix and the Helvetians.

It was still unsettling. A room full of women. One might fantasise about such a scenario but the reality was frightening. Less so than with Stéphanie’s crowd, perhaps, but still enough to make me uneasy.

There was music playing faintly. Suzy caught my eye and approached.

“Come on. Time to change.”

She led me to a small side room.

“In Roman orgies, servants are slaves. So you’re going to wear a slave costume. Strip.”

“Again? Is it like last Friday?”

I shivered involuntarily.

“No, blue. Tonight you’re a servus. You’ve read about orgies, haven’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Then you know the Patricians recline, and the slaves serve them.”

Reluctantly, I removed my clothes, keeping only my underwear.

Suzy pulled a white loincloth from her bag.

“Put this on. Only this. Off with the briefs. Come on.”

I complied. The loincloth was low-slung, barely reaching ten centimetres past my buttocks. I felt like Alix, or worse, Enak, at a Roman banquet.

Next came leather bands for my wrists and ankles, and finally a harness for my chest and neck.

“Well,” Suzy mused, tightening the straps, “you really do look like a Roman slave. The handsomest one we’ve ever had. Let me check, don’t want your loincloth falling off. This harness suits you. I should’ve borrowed it for your first week. Stephanie would love it.”

“No!” I blurted out. “Please. No.”

She laughed.

“Don’t you want to please her?”

“I do, but not like this. Not again.”

“As you wish... Come on.”

I followed her out, entirely unsure of myself.

The contrast was jarring. All these women were dressed in formal ceremonial attire and I was standing among them in a miniature Roman skirt. I had worn a kilt proudly among my scout brothers. This was different. This was exposure.

“Move,” Suzy commanded, dragging me by the harness into the centre of the room.

The older women – some easily over thirty – were already in their places.

“Suzy, your blue is really something.”

You’d think they were admiring a new piece of sculpture. Some younger girls peeked in from the doorway.

“We saw him from the fountain,” one said. “He looks even better up close.”

“Definitely better than when he was covered in... well, that.”

Now I was frightened. We were surrounded by couches – blue togas everywhere – an entire triclinium of women observing me as a specimen. This wasn’t paradise. It was hell. I remembered a conversation from a scout camp: a fantasy of heaven filled with lascivious girls. In that dream, they were naked, and I was dressed.

The Magistra approached, gently touched my arm, then my chin.

“Look at this servus. Excellent choice, Suzy. Miam.”

I was meat. They had no shame. Students, yes, but acting like drunken soldiers.

A murmur from the entrance. Five more women entered, dressed in the same robes, exchanging ritual Latin greetings. They looked like vestal priestesses, adorned with medals and chains. Some were older still, with silver tassels as well as blue. Suzy whispered that these were former students. The Order had been founded fifteen years before in Leuven, and its founders still attended.

One woman, nearing forty, wore a faded toga covered in medals. Colette Something. The first Magistra. She studied me with a clinical eye.

“You take them younger every year,” she observed. “Are you sure he’s a student?”

“Guaranteed,” Suzy replied. “He’s mine at the CESEC. First year in Economics.”

“Well chosen then. Although he looks fifteen.”

What an insult. I wasn’t fifteen. Who the hell did she think she was?

“You’ll be amazed,” the Magistra said. “This blue is unique. Just look at him, and he recited an ode to women in Latin. He speaks Ancient Greek too.”

“And French poetry,” Suzy added.

“Then perhaps we’ll have a performance later,” Colette smiled. “Last year’s slave was pretty but dumb as a log.”

“And hairy as a monkey,” her friend added.

“This one has baby skin. Not just on the face. He looks underage.”

“Don’t worry,” Suzy said, laughing. “He’s a student. Lovely body, and you’ll be impressed. Better that than finding hair in your food, no?”

Several women shuddered with disgust at the thought.

I had to smirk. Suzy and her friends had already eaten my hair, and probably worse, the sweat from my testicles. And they had survived.

Colette turned her back on me to greet another woman. Forty-year-old guests. This was no longer a student party; it felt like a gathering of aunts, godmothers, or even mothers.

I scanned the room again and froze. Among the older members, I recognised my mathematics assistant, the one who taught me on Mondays. She was wearing a similar toga, adorned with medals. I’d assumed the silver tassel signified alumni status, but she wore only blue.

“I know you in a more decent outfit,” she said with a wry smile.

“He’s in your class on Mondays,” Suzy clarified.

“Yes, I know, Suzy. A mathematics lover, I do like that. Frédéric, I’m surprised to see you here.”

Without hesitation, she reached out and brushed my chin, then lightly touched my chest. A teacher. Touching me.

“A mathematics lover?” Lydia repeated. “In addition to all the ancient languages?”

“A brilliant mind,” the assistant added. “He’s even predicted the kinds of questions the professor favours.”

“Is that supposed to be interesting?” a younger woman chimed in. “I prefer a nice bum to a nice mind. At least for tonight.”

Laughter broke out all around. Yes, women in groups were no easier to endure than men. Perhaps worse. I could already tell tonight would be a nightmare.

Mrs Dubois continued to study me, as though trying to read an equation written across my bare chest. Then she turned away to speak with other older women. I overheard her mentioning my calculator skills and my knack for solving equations at lightning speed.

And then – damn it – another mathematics-related teacher. First, Laetitia’s father, soon to be my second-term professor. Now, the assistant. And I was here, half-naked in a skimpy, white loincloth.

“What’s wrong?” Suzy asked.

“That woman... she’s my mathematics assistant.”

“I know. So?”

“She saw me here. What will she think?”

“Whatever she likes. She’ll keep teaching you mathematics.”

“But... how can she be here?”

“See Colette, the founder? She’s the district attorney for Charleroi.”

“What?”

“Don’t be shocked. We don’t break laws. We just have fun.”

“But the assistant recognised me.”

“She already knew you. I’ve spoken to her about you. Don’t worry, she’ll make sure you understand everything in mathematics. She’s my friend. A sister.”

I shouldn’t have come. I was surrounded by women, half-naked, and now under the watchful eye of my academic mentors.

“Blue,” Suzy said, noting my expression, “this is a good thing. She just praised you. She’ll always be there for you now.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re here. This night creates a bond. And for a freshman, that’s valuable.”

“Come with me!” barked the Cancellaria. “Suzy, you didn’t bring the leash like in town.”

“No, not today. It’s not part of the standard attire.”

“It should be. Follow me, young man.”

She led me back to the kitchen.

“You’re going to serve the first round. Pour the wine into these cups and take them out. Once everyone has a drink, you’ll serve the hors d’oeuvres. Understood?”

“Yes.”

“And be polite. Address everyone as Miss or Madame. I’m watching you. If you misbehave – even once – you’ll regret it. Not just tonight. Do you understand who we are?”

Another threat. I nearly cried. Was this punishment worse than primary school bullying?

Left alone, I took the amphorae from the fridge and opened them, my hands trembling. I found a case of metal cups and rinsed them, even though no one had asked. Old bartender habits. A part of me wanted to spit in the wine. But not yet. I would wait. Observe.

I returned to the room with the tray of wine. There was laughter, raucous and unfiltered. I counted perhaps forty guests, based on the triclinium beds I’d helped arrange earlier.

“Each of you will keep your cup for the evening,” the Magistra announced.

Some women whispered as I passed.

“Sexy slave this year.”

Worse still, I recognised some of them, from parties, from the Leclerq, from the humiliating processions. Girls who had thrown things at me, or seen me leashed like a dog. And now here I was, serving them wine in little more than a loincloth.

I spent half an hour pouring wine and distributing finger food. It was exhausting. One boy for forty women, madness. No pause, no respite. Sometimes a girl with one tassel joined to help in the kitchen.

As I returned from the kitchen carrying a refilled amphora, the Magistra stood and called the room to order. A ceremony began. The girls sang in Latin, a hymn to feminine superiority. From what I understood, it praised women’s wisdom, power, and right to rule. Beer consumption was declared irrelevant. Stephanie would love this. Latin, though, was clearly modern. Not classical, poorly declined. 

They formed a circle, greeted the committee members one by one, then took their seats at the tables. Their gowns were removed, revealing a simpler blue dress. Each was slit on both sides to show off a garter belt and blue stockings. They now lay on the triclinium couches like patricians.

The Magistra held a pie roll embossed with the Order’s emblem.

For a moment, I forgot my own humiliation. Garter belts. Forty women in split dresses. I had never seen one on a real woman. And now, I saw dozens.

A new girl approached. She introduced herself as the diachteirist, oddly Greek instead of Latin. It meant something like steward, if I remembered rightly. She grabbed me firmly.

“Come on, servus. Hurry up. You’re here to work, not stare at women. Pig.”

Three others were preparing trays in the kitchen.

“You take these to the table. Start with the Curia. Leave the tray and return. Understood?”

“Of course. I’m not an idiot.”

“Silence, servus! I don’t like your tone. Don’t you dare leer again. Servus, who misbehave are whipped.”

“Servi,” I muttered.

“What?”

“You are using Latin, the nominative plural of ‘servus’ is ‘servi’. So, servi who don’t behave are whipped, or if you want to express in the language: servi qui se bene non gerunt verberantur.” 

“Bloody hell, blue! Are you correcting me? Get out! Serve!”

She was short and stout, not remotely as intimidating as Stéphanie or the senior women. This diachteirist is stupid, and she hates to hear that she is almost illiterate, so she doesn’t impress me. On the contrary, I will train with her to reply and use sarcasm. 

I take the first plate and bring it to the table with the committee. Suzy is watching; she seems to encourage me with a smile, while others are more frightening. I guess that if I screw up, she will be blamed; therefore, I want to play the good game. After all, besides the first week, she has been kind to me if not helpful. 

I had several journeys back and forth to the kitchen, bringing trays and amphorae, laying out dishes before the reclining guests, filling and refilling goblets. Every time someone snapped their fingers and barked, “servus!" a little fire of indignation rose in my chest. My parents had taught me to respect those who serve, never to condescend. But these women revelled in condescension. They didn’t know what I knew and had read what I’d read. Even with all their years in university – or in life – how many had ever really studied?

And now the true orgy has begun.

They ate with their fingers. They threw food. Wine flowed freely and spilled just as generously. With every passing round, the atmosphere grew more debauched. Conversation turned coarse. Sexual jokes multiplied. Their voices became bolder, their language ruder.

I had always imagined women as neat, poised, their vocabulary refined. But here? They were lewd, relentless, and drunk. Even Mrs Dubois – my mathematics assistant – was drinking far more than any responsible person should. Her blue dress had shifted to reveal too much skin, the edge of her garter belt glinting with every movement.

It was not that I looked – no. But what could I do? I had to watch where I stepped, and the room was filled with legs, cleavages, and stockings.

I was in another world, and it was unsettling.

So women could be vulgar too? Worse than men, even? I counted the synonyms they used for genitalia, for acts, and for fluids. Words I had never heard, unrecorded in any book I’d ever opened.

“Pussy” seemed to be the favourite. I had heard it for the first time only days before, from Stéphanie’s friends. Now, it echoed everywhere. At university, there was no taboo anymore.

And the revelry escalated. I’d thought men were the ones to descend into madness, but these women proved me wrong.

The Magistra clapped her hands. “Servus, kneel!”

I obeyed, cautiously adjusting my loincloth to keep what modesty I had left. I bent the way girls do when they don’t want their underwear seen, an automatic reaction.

“Massage my feet,” she commanded, snapping her fingers.

I looked at Suzy. She nodded encouragingly. So I knelt further and began to massage her feet to the raucous cheers of her companions. Her feet smelled. Strongly.

Yuck.

I’ve really done it all now. At least it was a woman. Alex had once had to wash his godfather’s feet. Perspective.

“That’s enough,” the Magistra said. “Continue your service.”

I got up, didn’t even wipe my hands, and resumed pouring wine. No one minded.

They drank like beasts. More than my father. The wine was awful, cheap, sour stuff that burned the stomach. I recognised the smell. General-store rubbish. Not the refined vintages Stéphanie’s father collected, many bottled in 1967 to commemorate her birth.

I brought in the blue cake – obscenely bright, clearly artificial. The Magistra made a speech peppered with Latin expressions. I wasn’t listening. I was trying to pour wine without drenching their laps. Many could barely hold their cups.

This was filth. Food on the floor. Cake on dresses. Wine on legs. I thought women’s legs were supposed to be elegant. Not tonight. And yet – even the less attractive ones took on a strange allure in uniform garters and stockings. Strange how clothes could trick the eye.

Was it the magazines I’d once read? Were we conditioned to find these things alluring? Even the ones in sports shoes – with stockings – offended my aesthetic sense. Stéphanie, always elegant, knew how to wear them. And paradoxically, I preferred her casual. It made her feel more real. Less divine. If I saw her in this attire, I’d probably faint. Better not.

Back in the kitchen, the smell was getting worse – cheap wine, sweat, feet. Disgusting.

They sang vulgar songs. I didn’t know the lyrics. I hadn’t been a student long enough. It was degenerating fast. Where were the composed women who used to scoff at us for crude jokes and half-empty pints? Here, they threw glasses and spat wine. I was drenched in cheap alcohol and artificial cake. My loincloth was stained blue. The harness itched.

I hated it. But strangely – I no longer felt beneath them. Stéphanie and her friends were intimidating because of their poise. These were slobs.

Sluts.

They had sung earlier about dignity. Where was it now?

One girl, too drunk, lunged at me and reached under my skirt. I froze. Fortunately, the Censora intervened and sent her away.

I felt her filth on my skin. I couldn’t even wipe it away.

“Meretrix,” I muttered.

No one understood.

I was growing bolder. They didn’t know Latin. I could curse them all freely.

Still, the toasts continued. More wine. More songs. Girls stumbling to the toilets. The room stank of alcohol and abandon. Maybe this was their version of liberation. At least they were doing what they liked.

Suzy had been right: I knew nothing about women.

Then Lydia called me forward again. She asked me to declaim Latin texts.

I recited from Tacitus: passages on Roman prostitutes and low-class freewomen. They clapped but didn’t understand a word.

Then I tried Greek, some mangled Homer, errors and all. No one noticed. Few listened. Culture had left the room. When I forgot words, I made them up in Dutch with Greek endings. It made no difference.

Had it been a half-naked girl speaking Latin before me, I wouldn’t have listened either. I would’ve stared.

But after tonight, I doubted I ever would again. The behaviour I’d witnessed from these women, no man I knew had ever gone that far.

Some women don’t deserve respect. That much, I had learnt.

Then Suzy came toward me, smiling.

“OK, blue, nobody’s interested; they’re all too drunk. But I want you to declaim for me another time! Well, baptism is after tomorrow, but we’ll find the time. I’m not stopping being your godmother on Wednesday. By the way, what is a meretrix?”

“Why?”

“I heard you say that to Alexia. It sounded like an insult.”

“It comes from the same root as mereo, merui, meritum: to earn.”

“And how is that an insult?”

“Because it’s the name given to women who earn money by selling their bodies and giving pleasure to men.”

“So, in short, you just called her a prostitute!”

“No. I said meretrix.”

“You know too many things, my dear blue! I’m so impressed. Go on, continue the service! Party’s not over! And please, don’t use Latin words on me!”

“Even not ‘matrina’?”

“Which means?”

“Godmother.”

“Fine, this one you can,” she smiled.

I noticed I was filling glasses less; most of them had reached their limits. As I passed the founder of the association, she tugged on my harness.

“Come here, servus.”

She made me sit on her lectus, where she lay cradling a goblet of wine.

“Tell me, little servus, where are you from?”

“Genval.”

“Interesting. Do you live on campus?”

“Yes, Madame.”

Laughter burst around the table.

“Madame... hum... You’re quite polite. Is Suzy treating you well?”

“Uh... yes.”

“Has she raped you yet?”

“No... No...”

“Stupid! If I had been your godmother, I’d have done all sorts with you. Suzy! Come here!”

Suzy stood and joined us, sitting beside me.

“Suzy, you picked a sexy blue. He told me you hadn’t raped him. Are you ill?”

She smiled. “You know it’s not allowed.”

“That wouldn’t stop you, would it?”

Suzy looked at me and took my hand. “You’re right. Carole, Cynthia and I tested him. A good experience. But now, he’s decided to focus on just one girl.”

“Already?”

“She’s a future sister. We need girls like her in our Order.”

“How was he?”

“Excellent. You see the body, don’t you? Nice to have that in bed.”

How could girls speak like that? Among boys, yes, but not in front of girls. They all laughed.

“We taught him to use his tongue properly. I swear, Colette, he learnt fast!”

“You’re very handsome, blue, but you seem young, young enough to be my son. That would feel a bit strange.”

This woman was a district attorney. And she placed her hand on my butt.

“Did you enjoy our party?”

“Well,” I replied, embarrassed, “I wasn’t here to enjoy. I hope you did.”

“Well said, servus. Yes, we enjoy this orgy once a year. Does it shock you?”

“No,” I lied. “You’re free to do what you want.”

“Exactly. That’s good: the new generation of men is more educated.”

“Do you like my choice, Colette?”

“Excellent, dear Substituta. A good choice. He does look young, though.”

“That’s what I like. He’s not yet perverted by the world. Especially this one, he knows the world through books.”

“Why? Are you a nerd?”

“No...”

I hated that word. Nerds stayed in. I had plenty of friends. I was good at sports. How many cups had I won for my school?

“Don’t tease him,” Suzy said. “He’s a good guy. I misjudged him in the beginning. If not, I would’ve been very nasty with him today.”

I shivered. What could she have done to me? Tonight had already been awful.

“What?” she asked. “Don’t you believe me? Remember your time with us the first week?”

“Yes,” I murmured.

“Imagine something worse here. I told you I hated womanisers – boys who don’t respect girls. That would’ve been a very good revenge. You’d have feared all women afterwards.”

She laughed. “But you’re a great boy, blue!”

“Well, it’s late for little boys,” the district attorney added. “He really does look innocent. Suzy, you can send your servus off. We’ve things to do, admonitions and such. Some of our sisters went too far tonight.”

Suzy led me to the room where I’d left my clothes and helped me remove the harness and accessories.

“The evening was a success, great atmosphere.”

“It was really disgusting. How can women behave like that?”

“The same way men do. Do you want to make a difference? This Order was created precisely to increase female presence in student life and to show that we are worth just as much, if not more.”

“So to prove it, you drink, swear, and eat like sows?” I muttered softly, hoping she wouldn’t hear.

I was cold, soaked in spilled drinks. I stank. She had removed everything, and I now stood naked.

“Let me find a towel.”

She left. Two drunk girls entered.

“Wow, our ser-v-v-v-vus,” one slurred.

She clung to me, hanging from my neck.

“Y-you’re a fine boy. I’d eat you. I w-w-want to blow you.”

“Gina, stop,” said her friend.

Thankfully, Suzy returned.

“Sisters, out!”

They backed off, one caressing my chest as they left.

Suzy handed me a towel. I did my best to remove the grime. My skin still felt sticky.

“Are you OK?”

“Yes... I think I can say it was instructive.”
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