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The Dartmouth football office was above the locker rooms and smelled that way, normally. Except the windows were open and the spring air seeping in smelled good and fresh and made me think of trees and clouds of pollen and shit like that until a waft of air thick with the scent of burning charcoal spilled across the sill and took a seat in my lap.

There was a barbecue somewhere in the Upper Valley. I thought about Isabelle. Maybe she was at that barbecue, drinking and cracking up at bad jokes from guys with their hands in their pants, admiring their fucking river sandals. She can be kind of a slut and a flirt when she drinks—and when she laughs it’s like she’s sticking a fist full of flaming sparklers in my stomach with her left hand and tickling my balls with her right.

The nausea hit me. I got up and paced around the empty office. I looked at the photos of former teams on the walls and checked out those on the empty desks. All of the secretaries and low-level coaches were gone. All of them had funny-looking kids. I was alone. Waiting.

The skin above my ass constricted when it hit the icy green leather sofa. I yanked my pants up, shifted around a bit, and closed my eyes, trying to relax. I imagined the barbecue. It was so real. I could smell perfume and beer. Lipstick. Jell-O shots. I could make out jokes, the way Isabelle doesn’t listen when bored, scanning the porch for somebody she wants to impress or charm or seduce. She pets the dog—probably named Dune or Cody. And I smelled her worming away from me as I drunkenly creep toward her, watching her, wincing. Her laugh burned through me. I tasted the electric residue on my tongue like the top of a battery.

I opened my eyes and ripped off six or seven hard coughs. I almost puked. I was drooling and sick and wanted to run when I realized I was getting furious over the scent of a distant barbecue and jealous of imaginary laughter from a girl who was not my girlfriend. I had a girlfriend and wouldn’t have dated Isabelle, even if she wanted to date me. She wasn’t hot enough.

Nebson walked out of Zeda’s office, his fists balled up, eyes red. His head looked unbelievably square, even for Nebson, whose square head was practically his trademark.

“Hey, Nubby.”

“Fuckin’ assholes.” He blinked, eyes wet.

Clearly, Nubby had gotten passed over. He was going to be a senior in the fall and would probably never play in a varsity game at Dartmouth.

Berkus, Nubby’s offensive line coach, shuffled out after Nebson and went to his office, looking glum and guilty. I watched Zeda pick up his phone through the open door. I heard a ring in O’Mally’s office, which was directly to the right of the couch I was sitting on. His door opened.

“Hauser.” O’Mally had one of those classic bushy gray mustaches that jumped around when he talked. Just watching it booking all over his face could put someone in a good mood. He used to be a New York City cop. Before that he was a paratrooper in Vietnam. Now he was the defensive line coach, and I played defensive end. I smiled. “Hey, Coach.”

He had a tape and my file in his hands. “You need anything before we get started? I got sodas in my office.”

“No, thanks, Coach.”

O’Mally sat on the edge of Zeda’s desk. Zeda looked up at me, his black bull neck bulging out like walrus fat over his necktie.

“Take a seat.”

I sat. Bigs, our weight-training coach, nodded at me from a chair in the corner. Bigs was huge, probably six eight. He played tackle at Williams and got drafted but only made the practice squad for some professional team. The Dolphins, I think.

I assumed that I’d get the same treatment as Nubby. Not that I was as bad as Nubby, who blew. I just wasn’t much of an athlete, wasn’t recruited, was undersized at six three, sucked in the weight room, and was not very enthusiastic about football. Frankly, it bored the hell out of me and I’d almost been looking for a reason to quit. I was sort of hoping for one of these deals where the coaches tell you that you’re probably never going to play but they love having you on the team and appreciate the work, so, you know, it’s up to you. That’s what I expected. The easy out.

The only bummer about quitting was I did like that odd afternoon, when you’d be out there, jogging around in the autumn sun, sweating a little, thinking about even less, and you’d just sort of forget you existed. That was nice. Plus, Coach O’Mally wanted me to play. My friends wanted me to do it. They liked me. And sometimes, I guess, that’s all it takes.

So, I was sitting there vaguely aware of Zeda’s mouth moving and throat swelling, thinking about Isabelle, trying to smell charred sugar and going over my practice sales pitch in my head when Zeda said, “Hauser. What did I just say?”

“Ummmm…You were talking about rushing.”

Zeda pursed his lips. “Is there something going on outside the window that’s more important than what we’re doing here?”

“No. I’m just tired. Exams. Sorry.”

“Well. What I was saying is that, we don’t usually like to play walk-ons, but it’s happened before. Clearly you need to work on your lifting.” I nodded, trying to be as attentive as possible. “But there’s a difference between how a player looks on paper and how he actually plays. Your stats ain’t all that impressive.”

Bigs said, “Fuckin’ pitiful. You are THE worst athlete I have ever seen in the weight room—female teams included.”

Zeda continued, “But I’ve been watching your JV game tapes and some of the practice tapes here.” He patted the tape on his desk. “And somehow you get it done. I think there are guys who know how to play well and there are guys who know how to win. I want to show you something. Pat, put in the tape.”

Zeda passed O’Mally the tape on his desk. O’Mally stuck it in the VCR and hit play. It was the Cornell game. “Okay. Watch how you come off the line. You’re the first person to move after the snap. The technique on your swim move isn’t great. But look, here.” The VCR was playing in slow motion. I had slipped past the right tackle and was running down the line. The tackle on the opposite side of the ball was charging toward me. Zeda pointed at the tackle. “This guy outweighs you by fifty pounds. It looks like he’s going to pancake you. But watch.” In the tape, you can’t see it, but I remember crouching down a little when I saw the tackle and then exploding up under his helmet with my fist cocked under my shoulder. I punched him in the neck. It felt like hitting a cold turkey—a little slime, some cartilage, and a big hollow thud.

On the tape, all you could see was our bodies colliding, the flash of my fist, and his head snapping backward. I plowed forward, directly into the fullback as he received the handoff. I knocked the fullback on his ass, tattooed his chest with my cleats, and then glanced back over my shoulder to see the ball bouncing around at the quarterback’s feet. One of our guys dove on it. The lineman I punched fell onto his knees, struggled to take his helmet off, and then toppled over sideways, gripping his neck. The tape cut out just as the Cornell team doctor rushed onto the field.

O’Mally made a sound with his mouth. He shut off the TV. Zeda twisted his ass around in his hard wooden chair until he faced me, his eyes wet and tired. Shitballs. I was caught.

“I think you are someone who knows how to win. That’s a great quality. It will get you places on and off the field…That is why I want to move you up to varsity and at least get you in some late down formations. But the other part—what you showed in this clip, the ability to play mean, to bring it when they don’t expect it—that is what will get you a starting spot. That’s where you have a real edge. You’re not an athlete like the other guys out there. You’re never gonna beat ’em in the weight room or in an arm-wrestling match. But if you bring that mean-spirited shit, you will beat them.” He repeated himself. “You will beat them. Do you know what I’m saying by that?”

“I think I do.”

Zeda smiled. “You know. Otherwise we would have cut you in preseason with the other walk-ons.”

Zeda shuffled some papers on his desk. “All right. Coach Shrier’s designed a workout schedule for you. I want you to stick to it. A lot can change over a summer, but so far you’ve shown promise. Have a nice break.” He glanced at Shrier. “Send the next guy in.”

One of the place-kickers was sitting on the couch, waiting. He looked like he had an ostrich egg up his ass. A phone rang somewhere in the building. O’Mally and I stepped out into the stairwell.

“Congratulations.” He patted me on the shoulder.

I looked at my feet, kind of nervous and surprised. “Thanks. I didn’t expect that. I wasn’t all that sure that Zeda knew my name.”

“We all have different coaching styles. Zeda likes to keep his cards close to the vest. My style is more straightforward. I would have given you a heads-up during spring ball, but Zeda asked me not to and he’s the boss.” O’Mally crossed his arms, scratched his chin, and nodded at me. “I know you were thinking about quitting.” He shrugged. “Woodsy told me. He’s worried.”

“Yeah. Well. The situation’s a little different now.”

“I thought it would be. Obviously, we all expect you to be great, and I assume that you’ll be coming back. But call me if you have any doubts. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Hell. Call me anyway, just to let me know when you’re coming. It’ll help me sleep better.”

“Will do.”

O’Mally and I stood there for a second or two, feeling awkward until he said, “I hear you’re working for Stuart this summer.”

“Yup. He’s running an office.”

“Oh, shit. I’m sure that’ll be a smooth-running office. You gonna try to lift together?”

I didn’t tell him that Stuart’s office was in Covington, Kentucky, and I’d be working outside of Detroit for most of the summer. It was too complicated to get into. Instead I said, “I don’t know if he can hang with me in the weight room.”

O’Mally laughed. He gripped my hand like we do before running out on the field and said, “Death from above.”
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I cut across the lawn, toward the street and the frat parties on the opposite side. It was dark and warm and I felt good. I saw a reddish blond figure pedaling down toward me. I got excited. Every redhead I couldn’t make out from a distance could have been Isabelle. This one wasn’t.

There were parties in Herrot and AD. Kids who finished finals, or failed a final, or aced one, or didn’t care. AD was the fraternity that the movie Animal House was based on. Herrot was the hockey frat. This time I did not need to imagine the stench of rotting beer. It blanketed the lawn, oozing from the grass like hangover sweat. Someone on the AD porch recognized me. “Hauser!”

Woodsy’s body was silhouetted in the light coming out of the windows. His face was dark, but I recognized him immediately. His torso was longer than his legs. He sat about a foot higher than the rest of us. He was white but he had the perfect hair texture for an Afro. It was reddish blond and formed a streamlined tuft over his head. His profile was hilarious.

I walked up under the railing. “Thanks for ratting me out.”

“You’re not quitting and that’s final.”

“We’ll see. Right now I want to play.”

“Yeah. What changed?”

I thought about telling Woodsy about how surprisingly well the meeting with our coaches went, but I couldn’t figure out how to do it without seeming like I was bragging, so I didn’t say anything.

He got up and leaned on the porch rail. “We got a game of pong later. I reserved us a table.” He meant beer pong.

“Gotta work.”

“Thought you were done with finals.”

“With Stuart.”

“Oh, yeah. Fag. You two are such homos. When you going home?”

“Day after tomorrow. My dad’s coming in the afternoon, we’re staying the night and then he’s driving me home in the morning.”

“Come out after you and Stuart fuck each other.”

“Maybe.”

“Come out or I swear I’ll come to your room and piss on you. I’m sleeping there, tonight, by the way.”

Woodsy always slept in my room and I didn’t think he’d piss on me, but he’d annoy the shit out of me if I didn’t come out. Woodsy stuck out his cup. “Take a swig.”

“Later.”

“You promise?”

I thought about it for a moment. “Okay.”

“I’ll be right here. I’m waiting for you.”

Stuart Parsi. We called him Stuey. His shirt was off, as usual. He was simultaneously cupping his balls with one hand and scratching his nipple with the other, as usual. He had a scar on his finger (the one scratching the nipple) that looked like a booger. Stuart’s roommate glanced up from a book. I nodded at him. He stuck his head back down.

“Yo, dude,” I said to Stuart.

“You ready to work?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s go.”

I watched Stuart pull his hand out of his boxer shorts and raise it up to his nose. He sniffed.

“Stuey. I just saw you smell your balls.”

“I did not.”

“Like hell you didn’t.”

The roommate sighed.

“Grab the stuff.”

I picked up my roll of knives and a notebook and stepped into the hallway. Stuart followed me, laughing. “I got ball cheese, what can I say?”

We walked down into the basement, past the study area, which was packed with students cramming for finals. Stuart had his shirt off and was wearing only his dirty boxers. Some of the people studying looked up at us and laughed. Stuart was a funny guy, always doing weird shit, like smelling his balls, or one time over spring break he unplugged his fridge “for the environment” but he’d forgotten that he had a piece of raw chicken in the freezer compartment. His entire dorm needed to be fumigated. Stuart winked and giggled at some of the girls as we walked past.

We walked through the storage space, where everyone’s trunks and boxes were stacked up to the ceiling in metal cages. It was pretty tight. We stopped right in front of the boiler. There was a table set up that we’d stolen from the study area. The room was hotter than hell.

Stuart started. “Okay. You want to take it from the top?”

“Sure.”

“You ring the doorbell, I open the door.”

“Oh. Hello, Mrs. Smith. It’s nice to meet you. How do you do?” I stuck out my hand. Stuart stuck out the one with the scar that moonlighted as a booger. We shook.

“I’m fine. I’m in a rush. Over the phone you said I don’t have to buy anything, right?”

“Of course not.” Smile. “I just have to go through a presentation for you and whether you buy anything or not, I get paid. Plus, I get points toward winning a scholarship.”

“How long will this take?”

“Not long. Thirty minutes maybe.”

Stuart broke out of character. “Dude. It’ll take an hour.”

“I know. Just let me go through this my way, okay?”

“Okay.”

“A half hour, maybe a little more.”

“Like I said, I’m in a rush.”

“I’ll try to be as quick as I can. Do you mind if we go to your kitchen? That’s probably the easiest place to do it.”

“Sure. But it’s messy.”

“You should see my dorm room.” Stuart laughed at my joke. I motioned to the table.

We both sat. I unrolled my knives as I talked. “This is a beautiful kitchen, Mrs. Smith. It’s not messy at all. Listen, I’m a little nervous about this, so do you mind if I leave my notebook open?”

“Not at all.”

“Okay, before we begin, I’d just like to tell you a little about Bladeworks knives. The company was started in 1953, by a metal manufacturer in Orion, New York…”



Keating, Panolini, and Woodsy were lounging in Stuart’s room when we came back. Panolini high-fived me. “I hear you’re playing next year.”

“Maybe.”

Woodsy said, “He’s playing.”

Stuart slapped my ass. “Good to hear.”

Keating put down his beer and stared at Stuart, who was drenched in sweat. He could see through his boxers. “What the fuck you been doin’?”

Woodsy piped up. “I told you they were fucking.”

“We were working next to the boiler.” Stuart took a look at Woodsy and shook his head. Woodsy was reclining at Stuart’s computer, sideways with his feet up on the corner of the desk. Woodsy’s dirty sandals were resting on what looked like a freshly printed term paper.

Stuart glanced around the room and asked, “Where’s Siwat?”

“Who’s that?”

“My roommate.”

Woodsy won his game. “The Indian kid?”

“He’s Malaysian.”

“We told him to go to the study lounge.”

“This is his room. That’s why we were in the fucking boiler room.” Stuart was sensitive about this kind of stuff. That’s also why I liked him. He was considerate.

“This is my room.” Woodsy belched. “So y’all can blow me.” Woodsy winced as he slid his sandals off Stuart’s desk, streaking the term paper with a thick brushstroke of mud and grass. “Let’s go to Delta Theta Chi.”

“I thought we had a game,” I said to Woodsy.

“You took too long. I played with Keating.” I was relieved. I hated beer pong. Woodsy’s voice changed to a sort of British retard. “Not to worry, though, since you’re both heretofore and since Stuart will certainly be playing with Keating as those homosexual gentlemen always tend to do, then I’ll allow you to play with me, sir. If you’d be so kind. Pray thee.”

He was trying to do some sort of imitation, but it didn’t work.

“Jesus, Woodsy,” said Panolini. “That sounded incredibly gay.”

Keating said, “Woodsy’s been doing that all night. I think it has something to do with an English exam he had.”

“And aced!” added Woodsy.

We all looked at him. No one needed to say a word.

These were my friends. It was always the same.



None of us were members of a fraternity. You had to be at least a sophomore to join, and we were only freshmen. We went around to the brothers’ entrance anyway. It was in the parking lot, level with the basement. Someone was pissing between two cars. Woodsy was talking and leading the way. “I’m definitely pledging Delta Theta Chi. Hauser, I expect you to do the same.”

“Give me a break.”

“You’re such a fag. You want to quit football and you don’t want to join a house. What’s your problem?”

“I think fraternities are gay.”

“You’re gay.”

Woodsy banged on the parking lot door. I hung back, more or less hiding in the shadow of the Dumpster. I pulled my hat down. I couldn’t stand trying to get into fraternities. It took a minute, but Scooter eventually opened the door. He leaned out with a beer in his hand, looking surprised.

“Hey. What do you want?” Of course, he knew what we wanted. He was just giving us shit.

Woodsy answered, “Open up, Scooter.”

“Oh. Are you delivering a keg? I don’t see the Scotty’s van.” He looked around behind us, pretending.

“Fuck off.” Woodsy smiled. Scooter didn’t like this.

“Sorry, freshmen can come in the front.” Scooter grinned, and his bloated red face split like a cracked cherry.

“Dude. There’s a line.”

“Then get in it.”

“C’mon, man. Open the door. Don’t make me have to lay my goon hand down on you.”

“All right.” He said to us, not Woodsy, “You guys can come in. Aborwoods, go get in line.”

Woodsy had another comment in development, but Panolini put a stop to the situation before he could get it out. “Woodsy, why don’t you tell him why you really came here.” Woodsy turned around. “To suck Armbruster’s dick.”

“In that case…” Scooter pushed the door open, allowing Woodsy to walk past. “I’m next. Okay?”

“Fuck off.”

I usually found Woodsy’s antics entertaining, though sometimes they got on my nerves. In this particular situation, I could see that Woodsy was really being an idiot, which irritated me in so far as I knew he wanted Scooter to like him. He just had too much pride to ask nicely. However, in the case of Woodsy versus a guy guarding a fraternity door, I would always take Woodsy’s side. So I was inclined to be a dick to Scooter, who I only knew by name but kind of hated anyway. But as I walked in, he looked at me, surprised, and said, “Shit, Hauser, I didn’t know you were out there.”

This was weird. I nodded and said, “Yo.”

He waved me through and gave me a mini–dude hug. The basement was shaped in an L, with a bar to the left as we walked in, a pong table behind it, and two more set up around the corner. It was packed with people watching the pong games and waiting for beers. The blended scent of beer, vomit, wine, and garbage was overwhelming, but no one seemed to mind, least of all the girls, all of whom were dancing in puddles of the mixture. I grabbed a beer on my way in and started looking for Isabelle. I really didn’t want to see her hooking up with anybody.

It was finals. Isabelle liked to party, and there were only so many chances left to hook up before everyone went home for summer break. I was supposed to have dinner with her and my father and her mother the following night, and in my paranoia I assumed that she’d be hooking up somewhere tonight. I just didn’t want to see it. And Delta Theta Chi was Isabelle’s fraternity of choice. She loved the guys there. She was from Washington, D.C., she played field hockey at Dartmouth, but she always said she was attracted to lacrosse players. Delta Theta Chi was mainly lacrosse players, but they had some football players too.

Hellman was a member of Delta Theta Chi. He played lacrosse and football and was legendary at both. I tried to walk on to the lacrosse team. That was my best sport in high school, but I was from Michigan, which has a reputation in the East for bad lacrosse. The coaches didn’t even let me try out. Actually, I missed the tryouts because of football, and asked the coaches if they’d just watch me in a couple practices and told them that they could cut me if they wanted to, but they said it wouldn’t have been fair. Try again next year. Fuck you.

I was actually relieved. I didn’t like the guys on the lacrosse team, except Hellman. He said very little, and people worshipped him. At this very moment he was sitting on the edge of the bar, saying nothing and throwing beers at people who weren’t drinking. That’s what the guys in Delta Theta Chi did. Someone would be there, typically a girl or some dork, not drinking. You’d hear a senior sitting on the edge of the bar say, “Drink.” And the beer would already be flying through the air. Hellman wouldn’t say anything. He’d just chuck his beer.

I kind of looked up to Hellman because he was a good athlete and he was cool, but he was also nice to me. He’d laugh at the shit I’d say. And one time when Bigs was screaming at me, calling me a pussy because I could only do fifty push-ups and not a hundred, Hellman said, “Why don’t you do it? You fat fuck!” and walked away. Bigs was silent. Then he went bananas on me and lectured us all on Hellman’s shitty attitude. Most important, Isabelle had a crush on Hellman’s best friend, Brice. So Hellman was safe.

Brice was sitting next to Hellman on the bar. They were kind of a combo. Brice the chatty one, Hellman the silent one. Naturally, I had all the reason in the world to hate Brice, but I didn’t. He was a hard guy to hate. He never threw any beers, and he was funny.

Also, as I mentioned before, Isabelle was not my girlfriend. My girlfriend at home, Brooke, was superhot. She was two years older than me, had jet black hair, pale blue eyes, white skin, a few freckles across her nose and cheeks, plus really nice tits that her parents bought her when she turned sixteen. I can’t stress enough how incredibly hot she was. And Isabelle wasn’t hot enough—for me. Not that Isabelle wasn’t hot. She was. She was hot the way the lead girl in a teen movie is hot, you know, she’s the girl that seems a little dorky at first but she has that spark in her eyes, the cute body and vivacious personality. And fifteen minutes into the first act she’s the girl that everyone loves. The problem was I needed more than that. Or, I should say, I needed more than that standing next to me.

Not that Brooke was a model, or that I was after dating a model, but she was about as close to that type of girl as I had been exposed to in my life, and I wasn’t ready to let go of what she did for me. She not only made me look good, but she worshipped me, and when she really tried or just forgot what she was doing she could be perfectly well behaved. Isabelle might need a little training—no, she needed taming. She was totally uncontrollable.

There was this one time when Isabelle attended a formal at a fancy hotel. The dance floor was right by the pool. It was kind of packed and this girl who Isabelle hated was dancing right next to her, acting real slutty (in fact pretending to go down on the guy she was dancing with) until all of a sudden, Isabelle jumped up, barefooted, and kicked the girl square in the back, launching her into the pool. Isabelle might’ve seemed like a total bitch, but she dove in after the girl and then her date followed and then everyone went swimming. That kind of shit intimidated me. I admired Isabelle for doing it, and from a distance I was entertained by it, but when I imagined myself as her date it scared me. Would I follow her into the pool, or just lurk back over to the bar, smirking and smiling as I ordered us another round of Sea Breezes?

The deal with Isabelle kind of caught me by surprise. I had met her a couple of times through Keating, but never really paid any attention to her or knew her name. Then one night a few weeks into the school year I was stumbling across the Delta Theta Chi lawn to puke in the bushes. I didn’t realize that the entire lawn was a few feet higher than the hill that bordered it, so when I slipped and unleashed my vomit on a choice patch of roots and tried to step through the bushes to steady myself, I toppled, still puking, off the terraced lawn. I landed on my face on the opposite side of the hedgerow.

I was lying on my stomach when I noticed that Isabelle and her friend were standing downhill from me in the center of a brownish delta, bitching about their shoes. I tried to apologize, but the girls wouldn’t hear any of it. All Isabelle did was throw a five-dollar bill at me and told me to get something to eat. Even though I didn’t remember her name, and could barely recall anything else that happened that night, I tracked her down and repaid her the money she chucked at me.

I think this impressed her, and as Isabelle quickly became my best friend at school I slowly fell in love with her. I was in denial until one day when Brooke was visiting. I realized that I couldn’t stop fantasizing about Isabelle while Brooke and I were having sex. After that I still tried to resist acknowledging it until one night when Isabelle was hanging out in my dorm suite. I was in the room with the bunks, lying in bed. Everyone left and she came into the room with me. I don’t know what she said, but she was talking and I was looking at her, convinced that at any moment she was going to climb up and get into bed with me. She had done it before, but this time I knew it would be different. And I was scared, because I wasn’t sure if I wanted to take the risk of hooking up with her, but as she spoke I forced myself to honestly and deeply assess if I was in love with Isabelle. I was.

She must have seen the change in me. I may have looked at her too hard. I don’t know exactly what happened, but something suddenly changed. She looked terrified. She said she’d call me later and left.

She vanished for a while. Everyone was puzzled as hell and kept asking me about Isabelle and why she wasn’t around anymore. All of my friends thought she was in love with me. And I did, too—to a degree. But what my friends didn’t realize was that it was impossible not to love Isabelle.

Enough time passed and eventually we became friends again. Isabelle kindly pretended that she didn’t know I was in love with her. I dealt with it by bragging about Brooke. As I’ve said several times, I wouldn’t be with Isabelle anyway, because she wasn’t hot enough, but I could still hang out with her, which was the best.

We had to spend time together alone, though, because in public I clammed up around her and got jealous when she’d pay attention to anyone else. And when I saw her at parties I got that good old sparklers-in-your-stomach feeling. Sometimes if I was stone-cold sober and hadn’t seen her in a while I’d get so nervous and excited that I thought I might puke.

Thank God, Isabelle had yet to arrive.

Woodsy called game and started filling a rack. I stood by the bar, chugging beers. I wasn’t the type to approach girls I didn’t know and I didn’t like watching pong so all there was left to do was drink. Plus, I was really worried Isabelle would show up, so I wanted to be as drunk as possible when she got there.

I began to loosen up. They served “Beast” at Delta Theta Chi. Milwaukee’s Best. It was really hard to drink unless you were drunk. I was headed there fast. The Beast tasted sweet and cold. I slid over to Hellman. “I dare you to hit Laura Fleming.”

“Laura’s a senior.”

“Don’ care.”

Hellman waited a sec. “Okay, you throw it.” He handed me the beer. Fuck. This was a problem. Laura was the hottest girl at Dartmouth. She had huge cans.

I had a crush on her and I had never thrown a beer at anyone before, let alone a girl who was probably pretty nice. I looked at the beer. I swirled it. Suddenly it was sailing. The froth looked like the tail end of a comet. It hit Laura in the head and exploded in her face. The beer then magically shot out of the cup, rose in the air, fell down, and then—like the sand in an hourglass—disappeared, twirling, into her cleavage.

The chatter in the basement stopped abruptly. A Phish song played on the radio. Laura ran over. There was a beer slick in her hair. That part laid flat. The rest rose up behind her like a bent wing. Crack. Her hand hit my face. “Who the fuck do you think you are, you ugly brace-faced faggot?!”

She screamed faggot so loud that I jumped back. Her lower lip was wet and shaking. The beer running down her face was getting blown at me in misty plumes. It looked like she might cry.

No one made a sound. I was terrified, but I also wanted in the worst way to correct the situation. To this end, I said as timid and sincere as possible, “Sorry. I was trying to hit Stuey.” I pointed to Stuart, who was in the general area of where Laura got hit. “Aim’s off.”

She didn’t look at Stuart, but I did, for some sort of help. He was standing frozen in position, with his beer poised next to his mouth. I waited for him to nod or say something or throw his beer at me…And that’s when I saw it. He had a piece of chewed-up blue bubble gum stuck to his finger on top of the boogerlike scar. He was saving it.

I locked my lips under the edge of my braces, stifling a laugh. I breathed through my nose and thought to myself, please, don’t. She raised her hand. My lower lip popped loose, and titters came out of my mouth. They caught on. All-out laughs started bouncing off the walls. Her arm dropped and she ran out. When the door slammed there was applause.

I immediately knew I’d done something hilarious and legendary, but somehow I kept my cool. I just stood there for a while, sucking it all in, when Brice leaned over and handed me a beer. “Here you go. Looks like you lost yours.” I thanked him and he asked, “You friends with Isabelle Sloane?”

“Yeah.”

“She a ho?”

I thought about it. I didn’t want him to get any ideas, but I wanted him to like me, and the truth was that although she wasn’t necessarily a ho, it would have been extremely easy for Brice to hook up with her. It took me a while.

“No,” I said.

He looked disappointed and said, “Good. My girlfriend’s been hanging around her lately.” The sly bitch was trying to cozy up to Brice through his girlfriend. But nonetheless this was good news. I had even more reason not to hate Brice.

Hellman was smiling weirdly at me from the bar. I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Hauser. Come upstairs.” It was Defossy. Defossy was a linebacker and sort of a Hellman-in-the-making. He was cool and I suspect fairly good at football, although he didn’t start. I looked at Hellman. He winked at me.

“Okay.”

I started walking out and Woodsy yelled, “Hauser, we got next game!”

“Let Panolini play if I’m not back.”

My dudes watched me as I followed Defossy up the stairs.

We didn’t go to Defossy’s room. We went to Cutch’s. Cutch was in there with another kid, Pete San Francheesie. Cutch was from Chicago. Pete was from San Francisco. Cutch was a quarterback, the star of the football team and only a sophomore. He had long hair and smoked a lot of pot. One time Zeda told Cutch he didn’t want him smoking pot during the season, and Cutch said, “Sorry, bro. I’m not stopping. You can kick me off the team if you want.” I heard it. He actually said, “Sorry, bro.” It was in the locker room, after practice and late. Cutch had to stay to ice his ankle. I was there because I had to make up with Bigs for a missed session, after practice. I was sitting on the floor, trying to take my shoes off, but my forearms were so sore I couldn’t untie the laces. Zeda didn’t know I was in there. The freshmen lockers were separated from the rest. I couldn’t see them, so I can’t tell you exactly how Zeda reacted. I could tell that he didn’t flip, because there was only a short pause. I held my breath so I didn’t laugh. Zeda said, “All right,” and then his footsteps went out the door.

I didn’t laugh right away, because I thought Zeda might come back, and then I heard Cutch say, “Ya hear that, Hauser?”

“Yeah.” And the laugh I had bottled up in my face deflated. “That was awesome.”

“You can tell your buddies about it.” Then I heard an ice pack hit the floor and he walked to the showers.

Cutch was mixing drinks when I walked in, and he turned and handed me one in a plastic cup. He had flip-flops on and a faded silk robe with a flower print. A cocktails sign glowed behind him, illuminating his long, grimy mane.

“Thanks.”

Pete stood in the corner of the room looking freaked out and holding a bong with half a tube of smoke still swirling in it. He was actually halfway in the closet. I suppose he jumped in there when he heard the door open and didn’t know who was on the other side of it.

“Hey, Pete.”

Pete was also a linebacker. He looked like a cool guy but didn’t say much. “Heyyyyy,” said Pete, blowing out a lungful.

Cutch put his hand up for a high five. I slapped it. “Nice job fucking soaking Fleming’s tits. That’s balls-out. She’s a fucking uptight cunt too. Good job, man. I mean it.”

I said “thanks” but I was seriously feeling bad about what I’d done.

Defossy said, “She’s got great tits, though. Fuckin’ awesome.”

“I know,” said Cutch. “I came on them all freshman spring. Fuckin’ cum shot queen.”

I started fiddling with a ukulele Cutch had hanging from his bedpost.

Pete spoke, “Oh…right, you dated her.”

Cutch shrugged. “Sit down.” He had a dingy corduroy couch. I sat on it and noticed a small foam mat sticking out from underneath it.

“Is that a yoga mat?” I guess it was the way I said it, sort of sincere, but sort of incredulous. Pete and Defossy started laughing their asses off.

Defossy looked at Pete. “I told you he was cool. He fucking threw a goddamn beer at Laura Fleming! Soaked her fucking tits!”

I sipped my drink and looked at Cutch. All of this attention was making me nervous.

“Yes it is a yoga mat.” Cutch was trying not to smile. “You have a problem with the ancient art of yoga?”

“No. It’s great…” I was struggling to come up with something funny to say when Defossy cut me off.

“It’s the gayest thing I’ve ever heard of.”

“Whatever. I pull more wool than you fuckers could ever dream of. I’m trying to learn about tantric sex. You know what that is?”

I answered, “It allows you to fuck forever and you don’t come. Instead, you have a body spasm.”

“Right. How quick are you, Hauser?”

“Shit. Real quick. Like two minutes at most. Can I borrow your mat?” They all laughed. “Fuckin’ need that thing.”

Cutch smiled. “You got a girlfriend? I see you running around with that short strawberry blond chick. What’s her name?”

“Isabelle.” I started to get nervous. I didn’t like Cutch, with his yoga mats and affinity for cum shots, asking questions about Isabelle. But then again, Cutch wasn’t Isabelle’s type. And she had a crush on Brice, who I just found out fortunately had a girlfriend. So I knew that momentarily, Cutch also was safe. He’d probably have to cut his greasy hair before she’d sleep with him anyway.

Defossy said, “Yeah, Hauser’s got a girlfriend. She’s fucking smoking. You met her at Homecoming.”

“I remember…You should probably be banging that Isabelle, though. She looks like she could be fun.” Cutch drew in a deep breath. “Do you know why we called you up here?”

“No.”

“Do you know what it means to be tapped?”

“Not really.”

“Every fraternity is allowed to tap one person a year. It means that you automatically get in the fraternity. And you don’t have to rush.”

“It’s an honor, Hauser.” That was Defossy.

“Once you’re tapped, you try to get your friends to join. We like you. We want you in, and we think that you can bring in some good guys.”

Pete, “We don’t want any meatheads. Only meat whistles.”

I laughed. “Would I have to go through pledge period?”

Defossy got indignant. “Of course you have to! What’d you think, we’d just make you a brother?”

Cutch said, “Don’t worry. I’ll go easy on you.”

Defossy, “I won’t.” He smiled. Pete grinned sadistically.

Delta Theta Chi had a very difficult pledge period. They shaved funny shapes into their pledges’ heads and called them “shit birds.” That’s what they did out in the open. There were rumors about sheep and that sort of crap, but I didn’t believe them. What I did believe was that they treated their “shit birds” like shit and basically tortured them. I didn’t want to be tortured or to join a frat.

“I don’t know. I wasn’t really thinking about pledging anywhere.”

Cutch, “What?”

Defossy, “Big mistake.”

Pete, “Get out.”

I stood up.

Cutch, “Sit down. Pete, shut the fuck up. Listen, I know where you’re coming from. I didn’t want to pledge either, I thought it was gay. But I’m telling you, it’s not. It’s fun. You want to be in a frat. If you don’t want to be in this one, fine. But you want to be in one.”

Defossy, “Hauser, you ever go to the cafeteria late at night?”

“Of course.”

“You see the losers hanging out there, playing Dungeons and Dragons? That’s the alternative. No shit. I ain’t fucking with you. This is an honor we’re offering you, a real honor. And it doesn’t just stop here.” Cutch coughed. Defossy looked at him. Cutch nodded. “The love continues…”

Cutch, “Listen to this.”

“Did you ever meet a guy named William Musineki?”

“No.”

“Willi Moosenutts? He was here for the pig roast.”

“Don’t recall.”

“Anyway, this guy, he’s a great guy, but he’s just about the biggest dumbass to ever take a shit on campus…Where’s he working now? Goldman Sachs. How? Fuckin’ Dan Abrams, a ’93 hired him. Both played football, both Delta Theta Chis, both earning a hundred K outta college in jobs they didn’t deserve.”

Cutch, “And that’s not the best part.”

Defossy smiled. “Basically, you go Theta. You get taken into the womb.”

I was lost. “The womb?”

Defossy and Cutch in unison, “The womb is in the tomb. Dragon!”

“What are you talking about?”

“They’re a secret society on campus. The Dragon. There’s a couple, but only two that matter: Sphinx and Dragon. You’ve seen the Sphinx house. It’s that pile of shit across from the football office with no windows and a door on the roof.”

“Sure.”

“They suck, but they’re the oldest. The Dragon house is up the hill, you can see it from the computer science building. Anyway, dude, if you want to get in one of those, it all starts right here.”

I handed Cutch my plastic cup. “Can I get another?”

Cutch took my cup and mixed a stiff one.

“Thanks. What about my dudes?”

Defossy had taken over. “Who we talkin’ about?”

“Woodsy, Panolini, Keating, Parsi.”

“All solid.”

Cutch made a sound. “Aborwoods’s gonna be tough.”

Defossy, “You’re right. He’ll probably get dinged.”

“Dinged?”

Pete answered. He put his leg up on the couch and leaned his forearms on his knee, the bong still in his hand. “All it takes is one brother to deny you. It’s called a ding.”

I asked, “Who’s gonna ding ’m?”

Pete, “Probably about half the house. The guy is fucking annoying.”

Cutch, “He’s all right.”

Pete, “Hell, I got no problem with him personally, but if he didn’t get dinged, I’d ding ’m just on principle.”

Cutch squinted and pointed his cup at me. “There’s one other thing you can do as a tap.” He sipped and flexed his neck. “You can argue for him during rush. If you can convince the brothers who hate him that he’s cool, he could get in.”

“Honestly, what do you guys think?”

Cutch, “Honestly, I wouldn’t count on it, but dude, you can’t always make decisions based on what your friends do. A lot of my bros went to Gamma Delt.” GDX was all football players and somewhat dorkier, because of the meathead factor. “We’re still bros. And it’s even cooler, because I can go over there and have a nice time and they can come here and hang, so it’s all good. Anyway, I’ll ask around and see what Woodsy’s chances are, but in the meantime, how’s your drink? Need a refresher?”

“Sure.”



The moon looked like a million yellow and silver snakes slithering down the Connecticut River. The rope swing hanging over it was a black stick. Hard. With a ball on the end of it. Panolini reached out for it with a tree branch. The silhouette broke as he pulled it over.

Panolini backed up the bank, stepped on the ball, and swung out. As the rope arched, he leaned back, flipped over, and disappeared softly into the water. He reappeared ten feet downriver and swam ashore. The rope swung back to me.

I hit the water squarely on my back. The needles shot into me, but I was drunk and it didn’t hurt so much. Still, I floated, waiting for the burn to go away, and when it did I felt the current and the boils swell up and push me. The water came in bunches at different angles. The sky passed overhead.

I could hear my friends calling to me. I didn’t want the river to stop. Bizarrely, I didn’t want to disappoint it. It occurred to me that I could stay in the river. Drift all the way to the ocean. Then I remembered the dam and the water got cold and I didn’t want my friends to think I was in trouble, so I swam to shore and walked up the bank to meet them.

I usually sleep late, but for some reason I woke up around ten. Keating and Steiner, my other roommate, were still asleep. I lowered myself down from my bunk. I almost fell over. I felt like my eyes were going to pop out and two spouts of beer would pour all over Keating. I stumbled into our common area.

Woodsy was passed out on our futon. We could never close the futon because he’d broken it a couple months earlier. His body was partially covered by a thin, greenish blanket. The futon was completely covered in Doritos shards. Woodsy loved Doritos, Cool Ranch in particular. The empty bag stuck to the sweat on his back, and he had a pillow between his legs.

“You can get into my bed if you want. I’m up.”

“Huh?” Woodsy blinked. His face was white and pink and puffy like a baby lab rat. His eyes were blind too.

“I’m up. Get in my bed if you want.”

Woodsy groaned.

I sat at my desk for a while, waking up. I stared at my computer screen. Woodsy smelled. I opened the window. The Doritos bag blew off his back. I smoked a cigarette and checked my “blitz-mail.” That’s what we called e-mail at Dartmouth. I had a bunch of e-mails from friends and whatnot, but Isabelle’s name immediately caught my attention. I opened it. It was from the night before. The first part of the e-mail was asking me where I was going that night; the second part was about Cutch. She wanted to know if I was friends with him and if he had a girlfriend. I replied, saying, “Yeah, sort of friends…And yeah, I think he’s got one. They seem pretty serious.” Fuck.

I lit another cigarette. Woodsy moaned again. “Put that out. I’m trying to sleep.” I didn’t say anything. Then in one quick movement he jerked out of bed, staggered, and smiled.

“C’mon! Let’s go get breakfast.”



I came to Dartmouth with an enormous amount of stuff but barely packed anything to take home. Most of it was going into storage. However, I didn’t pack that either, nor did I plan on actually taking it to storage. I had an alternative method of dealing with this problem.

Keating was packing up his desk stuff. I saw him put a book called Fun Christian Things to Do in College in the box. The first day Keating got there, I noticed that book and others like it on his bookshelf and made a joke about them. I said something like, “Your mom and dad left, you can take that crap down.” Keating seemed like a cool guy. I was genuinely surprised to see he had these books and just assumed someone forced him to put them up. Instead, he got upset with me and said, “They’re my books. That’s not a cool thing to make fun of at all.” I felt bad about it, because Keating was the nicest person at Dartmouth. And I was impressed that he owned up to having those books, which I’m sure he knew were dorky. I wouldn’t have.

Anyway, this is how I planned to pack—I zipped up my bag and said, “I’m done.”

“Dude. You didn’t even pack up your TV or your stereo or anything.”

“I’m leaving them.”

“What?”

“You can have them. I’m leaving them. I want to be more minimalist.”

“You can’t leave a TV, and that’s a stereo. They probably cost a couple hundred bucks—at least. And what about your other shit? Your fuckin’ bedsheets and your books and your CDs and your movies? And your…” Keating looked around. “You haven’t packed anything!”

“I packed some clothes and my computer.”

“It’s a laptop.”

“Whatever. It’s all I need. I’m leaving the rest.”

“But it’s a lot of shit.”

“I don’t care. The janitors can have it.”

“Dude, that’s ridiculous.”

“Then take it. It’s yours.”

“Okay.”

I walked out.

I was almost all the way down the hall when Keating practically fell out of the door, laughing. “Dude! I figured it out. We’re going to be roommates next fall!”

I knew that Keating would pack up all of the shit and put it into storage. He would probably get it out of storage and unload it in our apartment in the fall too, but I couldn’t just sit there and watch him do it without helping, so I had to find something else to do until my dad got there. Everyone else was packing. I didn’t feel like helping them, nor did I like to be in anyone else’s dorm room. Most of the rooms weren’t as nice as mine, largely because no one brought as much crap as I did.

It was hot and muggy. I’m not big on sitting in grass, and I didn’t feel like walking very far, so I crossed the green and walked into the Hanover Inn. They had copies of all of the newspapers, attached to rods hanging on a rack. I picked up the New York Times, settled into one of the nice chairs they had, and fumbled around with my newspaper on a stick. It wasn’t long before I dozed off.
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