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IT WAS ALL BECAUSE of Stanley. That winter break, how I stopped chasing girls, how I lost my virginity, how I became a man, a new man, an adult man, a college man—all because of Stanley. When I first met Stanley Braun, during First-Year Orientation, I didn’t know that I would even get to know him. He seemed so far outside my social reach, out of my social league. 

Some nerdy guys who talked about console gaming and some plain or chubby girls who were those guys’ perennial admirers—that was my social scene during that first college quarter. Then winter break came, the dorms went into lockdown, and it was just Stanley and I, not going anywhere for break, having Coulter House all to ourselves, us and our hormones.

When I first saw him, moving in down the hall from me at Coulter, I assumed he was one of those people who go to college later in life, perhaps after the military, because he seemed to me to be in his early twenties. 

It wasn’t so much his physical appearance—although his six feet and four inches of height and his permanent stubble did help that impression—but how he seemed to be practiced and expert at all those small things in life, like the way he knew how to prop the automatically shutting dorm room door open, how he knew exactly whom to call about the non-working internet in his room, how he seemed to approach everyone in a manner that made people assume he was some sort of resident advisor or other university employee, not just a first-year college student along with us.

I didn’t talk to him much, just because I was afraid, and I was sure socially he was out of my league. His looks, his height, and his self-assurance intimidated me. At the time, I didn’t yet know about his smarts. 

After we took the first-year placement exams, there were stories going around about the guy who scored so far off the scale on the math and science placement tests that they had put him in second-year math and science courses in his first year of college. At the time, I had no idea that was Stanley, until someone said, “Hey, doesn’t that guy live in Coulter, just like you, Ben?” I asked for a name, and when they said “Stanley Braun,” I had to admit to knowing of him, knowing him vaguely, but not really knowing him. My acquaintances assured me that they heard Stanley is a really friendly and low-key guy, nothing intimidating about him, and I said that yeah, I would try to chat with him more and become friends.

I wanted friends. College was where I would find them. 

Life in Oklahoma City had been—limiting. I was always the best student, yes, but that didn’t help me make friends, nor to gain acceptance from my family. I’d always been the odd one out, in school and family. My academic excellence was viewed as a token concession, some one good thing that I could bring to the world, since I was an odd duck in every other way. 

When I decided to attend the University of Chicago, I knew that I would find people more like me, nerdy maybe in ways similar to my own nerdiness, and that I would no longer be considered too weird, too quiet, too academic, too curious to have a group of friends. Or maybe even a girlfriend.

I’d always looked at girls, but never had a girlfriend. My parents and my brother especially had always had lingering suspicions that I was gay, because to them, my liking to read books and signing up for extra-credit projects in my classes was a gay thing to do. 

Meanwhile, I longed for girls, gazed at them styling their always Oklahoma-bleach-blonde hair—only after I graduated from Casady did I realize the statistical improbability of every white girl in my class having light blonde hair and realized they all dye—and I masturbated to thoughts of doing who-knows-what with them, but at Casady I never got closer to any girls than a few awkward, forced conversations in the library or classes. I wasn’t gay. I just wasn’t having any success with girls.

That first quarter of college went by so quickly, but so much happened. I made friends, some friends. I worked harder than I’d ever worked in my life, reading hundreds of pages every night and cranking along on problem sets for my dreams of being a doctor. 

Girls were around, and the girls at the University of Chicago were definitely more accepting of an unassuming, tall, slim, glasses-wearing, intellectual kind of guy than the Oklahoma peroxide queens had been. I felt as if having a girlfriend, or just having sex for the first time, was finally in reach, although I had neither the time nor the social connections to really pursue it much. Mostly, I studied. Almost exclusively, I studied.

Since my first full day at college, what I dreaded most was that I’d have to go home for winter break. My whole first two days, I was focused not on what was around me, but that I’d have to go back, from this natural-feeling place where I felt more accepted and included than I’d ever been, to Oklahoma City and my parents’ and brother’s snide looks and repeated snide comments to make me feel unwanted. And then I realized: I didn’t have to anything. I didn’t have to go anywhere. I could just stay in the dorm during break. There wouldn’t be much going on, but it would certainly be better than going to my family. 

As soon as I knew that my college experience would not be interrupted by being ripped out to go to Oklahoma for a “break,” I became newly energized. I knew college was the place where I belonged. And my view of the immediate future consisted of fall quarter, followed by break spent in the dorm, followed by winter quarter, followed by break spent in the dorm, followed by spring quarter—and then some new way I’d find not to have to go back to my parents.

Thanksgiving, I knew I wasn’t going to go home, and studying was a very valid excuse, because exams were just two weeks after Thanksgiving. About half of my dorm mates also didn’t leave for Thanksgiving. Exams were just too close, and for many of us, home was just too far away to fly away for a long weekend. 

Over that break, the dorm population thinned out. My plan was that I’d use the less crowded environment to get to know some girls. It was only Thanksgiving of the first year of college, and most girls hadn’t yet paired themselves up with boyfriends. With no classes, and maybe less competition around, I hoped to make a move and get myself a girlfriend. 

That was an utter fail. I hadn’t realized: those eighteen-year-old girls’ parents all badly want to see them home for Thanksgiving. No girl would be allowed to spend Thanksgiving in the dorms. Or, even if she wasn’t going to fly all the way to her parents, she’d be going to her boyfriend’s or male “friend’s” house to spend Thanksgiving with his family. 

Girl population of Coulter House dorm during Thanksgiving break: 0. Girls didn’t hang around dorms during Thanksgiving. But Stanley did.

He was always around, bringing us his Thanksgiving cheer. He had actually taken a taxi to a grocery store and come back with a full cooked turkey for us, his dorm mates, to share with him, on his own dime, because he said the dining hall turkey was, in his terminology, “rank.” 

And without classes in session, Stanley usually had the door to his room cracked open; Stanley was ready to have a friendly word with anybody, eager to ask his fellow dorm residents, his fellow students, his fellow men, his fellow humans how their day was going. He cared.

With the girls gone, Stanley was less careful about covering up after showers, or just in general. Who cared if his muscled ass slipped out a bit from under his towel as he came back from the showers? Or who cared if he brushed his teeth totally naked in front of the bathroom mirror, foamy toothpaste dropping down on his perfectly defined pecs? I didn’t care. Or at least I didn’t mind.

Not only were the girls gone, but all the popular kids were gone too—if not gone home to parents, then gone on ski trips to Jackson Hole or Aspen, or joining their families on a Caribbean cruise or some such shit. I got a strong sense that Stanley was also from that kind of background, that his parents spent Thanksgiving not hunting Wal-Mart for deals but skiing Vail or scuba diving Aruba, or both. 

Kids like that almost always went back home for breaks. The only kids who didn’t go home for breaks were the poor kids, the seriously academic kids, and the kids who felt like misfits at home. I was in all three categories, but especially the last one. Though I couldn’t manage to figure out why Stanley had stayed behind in the dorms, until I decided to ask him.

That same Thanksgiving weekend, we were sitting in the dorm lounge, enjoying the vaunted University of Chicago beverage tradition of malt liquor served on ice to toast any victory or defeat, or any holiday or event. I poured Stanley a refill of his Colt 45 and asked him whether he’s sticking around the dorms to study before finals, or why else he’s not going to visit his parents. He blew down some of the foam on the malt liquor. Then he sniffed the glass and made an exaggerated face of disgust, also very much part of university tradition. Then, of course, he took a swig. And with the pungent malt liquor came the pungent reality of his home situation.

“Staying around to study is a part of it. But not really. I mean I could still study even if I went home.”

“Yeah? So you just don’t feel like going home?”

“Ah, haha, Ben—tough times over there now. I
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