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Synopsis

Brendan Madden is starting his freshman year of
college and, although excited, he is sad to say good-bye to his
high school boyfriend, Mark. After a rough transition, Brendan
carves out a place for himself at school, where he has new friends
and newfound independence. With the added strain of distance,
however, he now finds it hard to maintain his relationship with
Mark, especially due to the fact that Mark still must hide the
relationship from most of his friends. Brendan’s college life
allows him to be open and honest about who he is. He debates
whether he is willing to compromise this for Mark, especially since
staying in the relationship means forgoing the possibility of
finding new romance at college.
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By the Author

Bottled Up Secret

 


Breaking Up Point


This novel is dedicated to those who are brave enough
to be themselves, regardless of the consequences or judgment that
they may face.


Chapter One

“It’s small,” my mom says, looking around my dorm
room.

“It’d be even smaller if I only had one roommate,” I
respond, standing in the entryway.

On the right side of the room, I see a small couch
and built-in desk with a chair. On the left, a longer desk with two
chairs as well as an open space for what I assume will be our TV.
Beyond that is the bathroom. I walk through a doorway to my right
and do a quick scan of the bedroom to find one set of bunk beds and
a third, stand-alone bed, which is already covered in sheets and a
comforter. One of my roommates has already been here.

“I’m just glad there’s a separation between the
bedroom and living area,” I say.

“All right, which box has your sheets?” my mom asks.
“I’ll make your bed while you unpack. I’d start with your clothes.
That’s easy.”

After I put most of my clothes in one of the open
closet spaces, my sister Maggie appears in the doorway.

“Found a parking spot,” she says. “Oh, look at this!
Nice, Brendan. Bigger than my college dorm, that’s for sure.
What do I need to do?”

“Can you find me the scrub brush?” my mom asks,
surveying the bathroom. “I need to clean this. Brendan, you’re
going to need to do this every week.” Maggie shakes her head at me
while rummaging through a box. I start to take out my computer and
random desk supplies.

“Hey, man,” I hear from the doorway. I turn to see a
cute guy a couple inches taller than I am, smiling. “Scott or
Brendan?”

“Brendan,” I say. “That makes you Jay?”

“Yep. Nice to meet you.” He reaches out his hand to
shake mine. I introduce him to Maggie and my mom.

“Need me to help you with anything?” he asks.

“Nah, we’re good. Thanks though.”

“So, where are you from?” Maggie asks him.

“A small town near Dayton,” Jay says. “Like, really
small.”

“What time did you get here today?” I ask.

“I actually moved in yesterday. I’m in Army ROTC and
we had something this morning.”

“Cool!” Maggie says. “Don’t you have to wake up super
early for that?”

“Yeah. Six a.m. fitness training every Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday.”

“Looking forward to your alarm going off,” I say
jokingly, hoping he gets my sarcastic humor.

“I’ll put it on vibrate,” he says, smiling.

I really don’t have that much stuff, so after about
ten more minutes, we finish unpacking and walk off campus to find a
lunch spot.

“So, are you excited?” Maggie asks after we sit
down.

“Yeah. It hasn’t hit me yet. Like, it doesn’t feel
like I’m moving here permanently.”

“I was telling Mom that I didn’t realize how nice the
campus is. There’s a lot of green space.”

“Has Reese moved in yet?” my mom asks.

“Yeah, she said she was going to leave bright and
early.”

“Are you going to see her today?” Maggie asks.

“I don’t know. We decided that during the first few
weeks we weren’t really going to hang out with each other so that
we can make our own friends and not rely on each other. Same with
Kelly.”

“I think that’s great,” Maggie says. “There are so
many people on campus. You’ll make a bunch of new friends.”

Reese and Kelly have been two of my closest friends
since I was in grade school so I’m curious to see what it’s going
to be like to suddenly not talk to them. Since we went to different
high schools, it was common for us to go days without
communicating, but I have a feeling that it’s going to be harder
here, especially since Reese and I will be living practically next
door to each other.

As hard as it might be for me, I predict it will be
even harder for the two of them. Reese and Kelly have been
inseparable for as long as I can remember. Sure, they’ve had their
fights and have needed breaks from each other, but everyone still
views them as a pair.

“I saw in the move-in pamphlet something about an
activity fair this week,” my mom says.

“Yeah, the Student Involvement Fair. It’s tomorrow.
All of the clubs and organizations set up tables.”

“Are you going to do tennis?” my mom asks with a
smile, no doubt still a little upset that I won’t be playing for
Ohio State’s official team.

“I’ll do intramural or something.”

After lunch and a quick walk around campus, the three
of us end up back at my mom’s car. I give them each a hug and see
the tears come to my mom’s eyes. This is harder than I thought it
would be. As I watch them drive away, such a weird feeling comes
over me. I’m officially at college—no parental guidance, no rules.
Freedom.

I go back to my room and see my second roommate,
Scott, organizing his things. After introducing myself, I can tell
that he’s much more reserved than Jay, but he seems nice. I
definitely don’t foresee him causing any problems. As he and I
talk, I come to find that we are both business majors—he’s focusing
on accounting.

I don’t really know what to do with myself and I’m
not used to being in such a cramped space with other people, so
after arranging my things, I decide to walk around campus some
more. I find myself near Reese’s dorm and decide to break our rule
and give her a call.

“Hello?”

“Hi, this is your friend, Brendan Madden. We agreed
not to hang out our first few weeks here, but I’m thinking that
that should start tomorrow. Thoughts?”

“I’m in room four twelve. See you soon.”

I laugh before hanging up and running to her room.
Her door is open when I get there and she and her roommate, Abby,
are sitting at their computers.

“I like what you did with the place,” I say before
they spot me.

“That was so fast,” Reese says before getting up and
hugging me. I give Abby a hug as well. I don’t know her that well,
but we’re friendly acquaintances.

“What’s up?” Reese asks as we sit on her couch while
Abby types away at her computer. “How’s your dorm? It’s two rooms,
right?”

“Yeah, but your dorm almost feels less cramped
because it’s one big room.”

“Have you met your roommates?” she asks.

“Yes, both of them.”

“Give me the scoop.”

“Scott is quiet and nice. Harmless.”

“Cute?” Reese asks with a smile.

“Eh…not bad-looking. But let’s talk about my other
roommate, Jay.”

“Cute?”

“Yes. Sexy.”

Abby turns her head and looks at us, trying to hide
her smile.

“Oh, whoops,” I say. “Yeah, Abby, I’m gay.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” she says.

“No worries,” I say. “I don’t care who knows
anymore.”

“We’re in college now,” Reese says in a melodic tone.
“Nothing to hide anymore. Okay, back to Jay.”

“Okay, he’s in ROTC. He has a lean, muscular body.
He’s about six feet tall…”

“Single?”

“I don’t know,” I say, laughing. “I’ll find out.”

“Good. Not that it’s a competition, but I must
get a boyfriend before Kelly.”

Abby laughs. “Being single is fun, Reese!” she says.
“I miss it sometimes.”

“You two aren’t allowed to talk,” Reese says to Abby
and me. “You’re both happily coupled.”

“All right, I’m going to go get some food,” Abby
says. “I’ll be back.”

“It’s cool if Abby knows you have a boyfriend,
right?” Reese asks after Abby leaves. “I didn’t mean to blurt that
out. Sorry.”

“No worries. It’s cool. She wouldn’t even know who he
is anyway.”

Reese is still one of my only friends who knows about
my boyfriend, Mark. I was thrilled when she figured it out earlier
this year. I’m thankful that I’ve been able to talk to her and our
friend, Kara, about him. I wish all of my friends knew about us,
but I’m still respecting his wishes to keep our relationship under
wraps.

“Isn’t it weird that we’re here?” Reese asks. “Like,
officially in college? We’ve been thinking and talking about this
for the past year.”

“For the past four years pretty much.”

“I already had a breakdown,” she says.

“What? It’s been a few hours!”

“After my mom left, I took a shower and just let
myself cry. I got it out of my system and feel good now.”

“Aw.”

“I just needed a release, you know?”

“Yeah, I hear you. And you’re close to your mom. I’m
sure it was hard saying good-bye.”

After about twenty more minutes, I leave Reese and
vow to keep my pact with her for at least the next couple weeks. I
return to my dorm and find both of my roommates still there. It’s
crazy how small a space the three of us have to share. My bedroom
at home is bigger than this dorm room. Living in such tight
quarters will definitely be an adjustment.

My meal plan hasn’t kicked in yet, so for dinner I
pick up a couple slices of pizza at a place right off campus. Let
the unhealthy college eating begin. I sit and people watch while I
eat.

As I start to let reality sink in, my heart starts to
race. I live here now. I’ll be living here for the next four years.
For someone who was born and raised in the same city, it’s a pretty
daunting realization. I’m not usually an emotional person, but I’m
starting to have a similar reaction that Reese had not too long
ago. I shake the feeling off and try not to think about it.

When I get back to my dorm, I lie down in my bed and
give Mark a call.

“Talk to me,” he answers.

As soon as I hear his voice, I smile. When he and I
got back together in the spring, I definitely had my doubts that we
would last. He abruptly broke up with me once due to his fear that
people would find out about us. A part of me was waiting for him to
do it again since he still hadn’t come to terms with his sexuality.
Thankfully, this summer turned out to be nothing but easy. He and I
got along great and I was able to balance the time I spent with him
and my friends.

It sucks that we’re now a couple hours away from each
other. It could be worse, but I just know how busy he’s going to be
with his senior year of high school. He’s already gearing up for
his soccer season, which will take up most of his nights and
weekends.

“What’s up?” I say.

“Nothing. How is it?”

“It’s good. Um…interesting. I don’t know how to
describe it. Just a really strange feeling.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I think it will take time for it to sink in
that I live here now, you know?”

“I’m sure. Are your roommates cool?”

“Yeah, they’re nice. I don’t think I’ll be friends
with them or anything, but…”

“So what are they doing tonight?” he asks.

“One is here watching TV in the main room. Not sure
where the other one is. I know other people on my floor were going
to try to go to a house party.”

“Not your scene.”

“Yeah, I don’t know. I don’t want to be antisocial,
but I never did the party thing in high school and still don’t have
a desire to.”

“Well, don’t worry about it. It’s day one and there
are a million people there. You’ll find some who share your
interests.”

“Exactly,” I say. “I’m not worried…yet.”

“Aw.”

“Anyway, how was your birthday dinner? I’m surprised
you answered. I figured it’d still be going on.”

“Everyone cleared out early. It was good. My
grandparents bought me a few dozen lottery tickets. Trying to
hammer down the point that I should be buying those now that
I’m eighteen and not cigarettes.”

“That’s cute.”

“My family is already asking me about colleges, by
the way,” he says. “I just started senior year.”

“It won’t stop until you pick one. Then it will be,
‘What are you going to major in?’”

“Two questions I still don’t have the answers
to.”

“I’m living proof that you don’t have to decide for
another eight months.”

“So when do classes start?” he asks. “Tomorrow?”

“No, the day after tomorrow. I’m nervous.”

“Well, they can’t be harder than French with Mr.
Trumble, right?”

“I guess not, but his classes always had such a huge
curve. I still usually ended up with an A.”

“I’m sure Ohio State has plenty of dumb people to
bring down the curve.”

“Thank God I chose OSU and not Georgetown.”

He laughs. “Right?”


Chapter Two

The next day, I head to the Student Involvement Fair
out on the main oval of our campus. The place is packed with
winding rows of tables, each representing a student organization.
It’s cool going to a school this big—anything you want to do, you
can find it.

I seem to enter the fair at the fraternity / sorority
area. I quickly walk past those tables to find some club sport
posters. One of the guys behind the table for club tennis tells me
that they travel to other schools a lot during the season and that
they usually practice at ten p.m. during the week on the west
campus courts. On the off chance that I want to do it, I put my
contact information on the email list, but I’ll probably just stick
with intramural tennis.

Club gymnastics would be fun, I think as I
pass that table. I actually took some private gymnastics classes
when I was younger. For some reason, I wanted to learn how to do a
back handspring. I was eventually able to do one with a spotter,
but I could never do one on my own. If I can’t do one of those, I
doubt I could be a part of the gymnastics team.

A few minutes later, I pass some pre-med society. I
add my name and email to that list, curious what it entails. Even
though I’m a business major, I’m considering doing the pre-med
classes as well in case I want to go that route. Easier said than
done, I’m sure.

As I continue my stroll amidst the mob of students, I
hear someone call my name. I turn around to see Kelly walking
toward me with a girl I don’t know.

“Yes!” I say, excited to see her.

“And we ran into each other spontaneously,” she says.
“We didn’t violate our ‘No Hanging Out’ rule. This is Holly.” I
turn to the short brunette next to Kelly and introduce myself. “We
live on the same floor,” Kelly adds.

“Have you guys signed up for anything yet?” I
ask.

“I signed up for some future teachers of America
thing,” Kelly says.

“Ballroom dancing,” Holly says.

The three of us stroll along for another fifteen
minutes or so before calling it quits. We’re not too far from their
dorm so I decide to pop in to see what it’s like. Kelly’s room is
almost identical to Reese’s. The beds and desks are in the same
locations, just mirror images of each other. The only difference is
Kelly’s small flat screen TV—a gift from her parents—compared to
Reese’s that is probably a good decade old.

“It’s so weird,” I say. “I can, like, sense the chaos
of south campus. There are so many more dorms down here. North
campus is quiet.”

“Oh, yeah,” Kelly says. “And most of the dorms on
north campus are honors and scholars dorms. They’re filled with a
bunch of quiet nerds.”

“That’s a good point. My floor is pretty tame—at
least, so far.”

“God only knows the crap I’m going to find in the
communal showers here,” she says.

“Oh my gosh. Thank God I don’t have to deal
with those.”

“Brendan, you can’t even pee in public bathrooms. How
the hell would you—”

“Stop, please. I don’t even want to think about it.
I’m just happy that I have a private bathroom that I only have to
share with two people.”

“You ready for classes?” she asks.

“God, yes. I need something to do. Remind me what
your major is—elementary education? Is that a thing?”

“Mmm, that’d be early childhood education, but no,
I’m not doing that. I’m doing special education.”

“That’s right. So what classes do you take? Like,
don’t you need to know how to teach every subject?”

“Yeah, kind of. Like, I’ll take classes called
Mathematics for Teachers or Children’s Literature so I can learn
how to teach the subjects. But because it’s special education, I’ll
then take classes that are geared toward teaching students with
disabilities. Then by senior year, I’ll student teach at a
school.”

“Okay, gotcha. That’s awesome. So then what grade do
you want to teach? Do you know?”

“High school. I can’t deal with that pre-teen
crap.”

*

The next day, I have my first day of classes and am
thrilled to start. It’s always nice to have a routine—plus all the
free time I had over the past couple days was making me restless.
With that said, it’s cool that classes start on a Wednesday this
semester so it will be a quick week to help me transition to my
schedule.

I’m taking four classes—Calculus, Psychology,
Business Statistics, and Computer Science. My advisor recommended
taking only three, but I need to make sure I have room in my
schedule for all of the pre-med classes in the future. Thankfully,
I also have AP credits from high school, which count toward some of
my required courses.

Going into my first day, which consists of Calculus
and Computer Science, I wasn’t sure what to expect. I wondered how
different these classes would be from the ones I took in high
school. It turns out, not that different. Just like my high school
teachers did on day one, my college professors pass out the syllabi
and go over what the classes will entail. They then start their
lectures while we take notes.

The one thing that is different is the size of
the classes. In high school, most of my classes had about thirty
students in them. My Computer Science course has about a hundred
and fifty students in it. My Calculus lecture has over three
hundred.

On Thursday, I find that my Psychology course is much
smaller—about thirty students. A teaching assistant teaches the
course, but she seems very smart and knowledgeable. And she’s less
intimidating than a professor.

The biggest difference between high school and
college is the amount of time spent in the classroom. In high
school I had class almost nonstop from eight a.m. to three p.m.
Here I sleep in until nine, head to class, come back to my dorm for
a couple hours, and then head to another class at one thirty. My
schedule is even more open on Fridays, when I’m in the classroom
for less than two hours. It’s great, but I don’t know what to do
with myself during my free time. I’m sure I’ll become busier as the
semester goes on.

Another exciting difference between college and high
school is the fact that I no longer have to wear a uniform every
day. After twelve years of doing so, I didn’t realize how much I’d
enjoy the luxury of showing up to class in sweatpants and a
T-shirt. I just wish I were more stylish. My lack of fashion
knowledge is going to quickly become apparent, as I have to decide
on a new outfit every day as opposed to rotating my usual
button-down shirts and dress pants.

*

That Friday, I get a call from my mom.

“How’s everything going?” she asks.

“Pretty good. Just finished my last class.”

“Oh, you’re done early.”

“Yeah, I only have one class on Fridays.”

“How are your classes? Do you think they’ll be
hard?”

“Computer Science is the only one that might be
tough. The others don’t seem bad. Actually, my Statistics course
will be pretty tough too.”

“You think you’ll get As?”

“Yeah, it’s definitely doable.”

“And how are your roommates?” she asks.

“They’re nice. We kind of just do our own thing.”

“Oh, okay. Why don’t you hang out with them?”

“I don’t know. I guess they’re just not my type of
people.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. Just because two people get along
doesn’t mean they’re going to be friends. There are other things
that are important—like personality, sense of humor…”

“Well, maybe you should give them a chance.”

I’m not quite sure what to say. I’ve never really had
close straight guy friends. I’m not saying it’s impossible, but in
my experience, I haven’t had as much in common with them so I’ve
never formed close friendships with them. Maybe I’m being too
judgmental. I just tend to have more in common with girls and gay
guys.

“Did you sign up for tennis?” she continues.

“Yeah, but they only play once a week. The club
tennis team plays more.”

“Oh, only once a week? So are you going to do the
club tennis?”

“They travel a lot for the matches. I’d rather take
it easy first semester and just do intramural.”

“Okay. Yeah, better to focus on school for now.”

“What are you up to?” I ask.

“Well, Sarah is going to be coming over soon. You
know she’s having a C-section next week, right?”

“No, I didn’t know that. Why?”

“There’s a minor issue with the baby. It’s safer to
deliver it that way. So I’m helping her get everything in order
because she’ll be at the hospital for at least a couple days
afterward.”

“Gotcha.”

“Are you doing anything this weekend?” she asks.

“No plans yet.”

“So, what are you going to do tonight? Don’t just
stay in your room.”

“I don’t know yet,” I say, getting frustrated but
staying calm. I’m stressed out enough about making friends. I
really don’t want to get extra pressure from my mom.

Unfortunately, that night I do just what she told me
not to do—stay in my dorm room. I thought that not hanging out with
Reese and Kelly would force us all to build our own social lives.
If only I knew how to do that. I enjoy my alone time, but I feel
pressure to find friends as soon as possible. If it doesn’t happen
within the first few weeks of school, it might be harder later
on.


Chapter Three

The next day, I do some exploring on Ohio State’s
website, trying to find something to do that night. At a school
this big, events are going on constantly. I stumble across an ice
cream social for freshmen that starts at eight. Sounds
delicious.

After a session in the gym followed by a couple hours
of watching TV shows on my computer, I head to the social. I walk
in to find a small swarm of freshmen mingling with each other. I
immediately get a pit in my stomach. This would be so much easier
if Reese or Kelly were by my side.

The first thing I do is get some ice cream. Eating it
gives me something to do while eyeing the crowd. After awkwardly
walking around the room for a few minutes, observing people’s
conversation, I spot a girl wearing a Kelly Clarkson T-shirt. She’s
a cute blonde who seems very sweet—at least that’s what my creepy
observations tell me.

After she gets some ice cream, I approach her.

“Hey, I like your shirt,” I say.

“Thanks! Are you a Kelly fan?”

“Yeah, I love her. She’s my favorite singer.”

“I saw her in concert last year. She’s so good
live.”

“I know! I’ve seen her a couple times. I’m Brendan,
by the way,” I say, reaching out my hand.

“Haley. Nice to meet you.”

“You too. Did you come here with anyone?”

“Yeah, a few people from my floor. Do you live on
south campus?”

“North.”

“I like it up there. It’s much quieter.”

“So what are you studying here?” I ask. “Do you know
yet?”

“Yeah, music education with a minor in vocal
performance.”

“Nice! I’m a singer too.”

“Are you in the School of Music?”

“No, I’m studying business, but I’ve done musical
theater all my life.”

“Awesome.”

“Well, I don’t want to keep you from your friends,” I
say. “Do you want to exchange numbers or something? I’m just trying
to get to know new people.”

“Of course! Do you want to join us?”

“No, no. It’s okay,” I quickly say without
thinking.

What the heck, Brendan? I think as Haley is
typing her number into my phone. Why would you not join her and
her friends? This is my problem. I’m not used to getting out of
my comfort zone, so I resist when someone tries to push me out of
it.

The two of us say good-bye and I’m back to my
lonesome wandering. A few minutes later, I run into a high school
classmate of mine. We weren’t friends in high school, so we just
exchange hellos as we walk past each other. I finally find a bench
to sit on, from which I continue my observing. It seems that almost
everyone here is part of a group of friends. I see very few loners
like me. I can’t seem to find the courage to approach anyone else
so I decide to head back to my dorm.

When I get back, I find myself even more stressed out
than the night before. This whole college thing is tougher than I
thought it would be. Until now, I’ve never known what it’s like to
feel left out, like an outsider looking in. I’ve been very
fortunate in that sense. I’ve had a bunch of friends since as long
as I can remember.

I start to think about the kids who haven’t been as
lucky as I have. I’ve had a feeling of isolation for only a few
days now. I can’t imagine what it would have been like to go
through all of high school feeling like this.

*

When it comes to my friends, there is one to whom I
always turn when I’m in need of a little therapy session—Kara.
She’s always there to give me logical, unbiased advice. After all,
she held my hand throughout my secret relationship—and temporary
breakup—with Mark. I’m still glad that Mark let me tell her about
him and me. He knew out of all my friends that she would be the one
who could manage to keep it to herself.

The next day, I call her, seeking her advice when it
comes to my life here at Ohio State. Since Northwestern is on
quarters, she still hasn’t left for school, so I figure she’s got
plenty of time on her hands anyway. Knowing her, she’s probably
sitting in her usual spot in her basement, watching TV.

“Hello?” I hear from the other end of the line.

“Hi, Kara,” I say with a sigh.

“How’s it going?”

“I’m kind of having a little freak-out moment.”

“Oh no. Why?”

“I’m just not really sure how to make friends here.
The people on my floor are fine but just not my type of people, you
know? So I don’t know how one goes about making friends at a school
this big. I went to an event for freshmen last night and I was very
reserved for some reason. I talked to one girl who was really nice
and gave me her number, but that’s it.”

“Gave you her number, like, in a romantic way?”

“Who knows, Kara? We talked about Kelly Clarkson and
musical theater, so I’m hoping her gaydar went off, but she seemed
oblivious.”

She laughs. “Well, you had no problem making friends
in high school. How did you do it?”

“I made a lot of friends through the musicals I did.
And made a couple through tennis. But even with tennis, I was
reserved at first until I felt comfortable.”

“So can you get involved with theater or tennis
there? You have to find a way to make the campus feel smaller.
Otherwise, you’re right—it’s so massive that you can get lost in
the shuffle.”

“I’m going to do intramural tennis. As for theater, I
looked into it, and the School of Theater isn’t doing a musical
until the spring. They do a play in the fall.”

“Okay, maybe you could do, like, glee club or
something?”

“That’s true.”

“I understand how it could be hard for you.
Obviously, you’re not a party guy so it’s not as easy to fit in
right away at a school like Ohio State. You need to figure out how
to meet people who are like you.”

“What, you mean gay?”

“It wouldn’t hurt,” she says, laughing. “No, I mean
people who are quirky and funny—not the meathead frat guys or the
nerdy honors kids who are in your dorm.”

“Speaking of frats, my sister told me I should join
one to make friends.”

“Your family knows you so well,” she says
sarcastically. “I mean, I’m sure some aren’t bad, but I think you
should concentrate your efforts other places.”

“I agree. I feel pressure from them, which is adding
to my anxiety. My sister called me earlier today to check in. I
know they’re just looking out for me, but I feel like I need to
update them on my progress of establishing a social life here.”

“Well, if it makes you feel better, I’m sure I’ll be
calling you in a few weeks when I’m at school, asking for
the same advice.”

“Aren’t you glad I’m going through it first so I can
give you insight?”

*

As I’m walking to class the next day, I pass a
bulletin board with a posting about auditions for the musical
Footloose. After reading further, I see that it’s a
student-run group—Off the Lake Productions—that is putting it on. I
don’t remember seeing that group at the Student Involvement Fair,
but I could have easily missed it amidst the mayhem.

The group had an information session regarding the
musical last week and is holding auditions tomorrow. I take down
the info and research some more when I get back to my dorm.

The website for the group is a mess. It’s hard to
find much info, but I do learn that everyone in the
group—performers, director, choreographer, et cetera—is a student.
Also, all rehearsals are held on campus in small performance spaces
in various dorms. Maybe this could be cool. I’ve got nothing to
lose by going. Plus it says that all auditions are a cappella
unless you bring your own pianist, so that’s easy to prepare
for.

The next night, I head to south campus for the
audition, not sure what to expect. I walk in to find a cute girl
sitting behind a desk, in between a thirty-something woman and
thirty-something man. I come to find that the girl is the director
and the older people are advisors for the group.

There are about twenty people—I assume all
auditioners—sitting in the seats that have been set up in front of
the slightly elevated stage. Watching them interact reminds me of
my high school theater friends. They have the same animated
personalities, which makes me laugh.

After four people get up and sing, my name is called.
Already?! Apparently, people want to watch for a little before
signing up to audition.

“Hi, what’s your name and what will you be singing?”
the girl behind the desk says after I step onto the stage.

“Hi, I’m Brendan Madden. I’ll be singing ‘Run,
Freedom, Run’ from Urinetown.”

“Great. Whenever you’re ready.”

I proceed to sing for no more than forty-five
seconds. I figured I’d keep it short and sweet. After all, they
recommended singing only a verse and chorus of a song, not the
whole thing. After a light applause from the crowd, I pick up my
things and head out. That was easy.


Chapter Four

As soon as I start warming up with my first
intramural tennis opponent, I realize that I maybe should have
signed up for club tennis instead. Intramural tennis is open to all
levels, and today I see that firsthand. I can be so conceited when
it comes to my tennis ability, but the truth is it’s not fun to
play someone who is at a much lower level than I am.

I don’t want to completely destroy him, so I hit the
ball at about seventy percent of my usual pace, whipping the
occasional forehand at full force to boost my ego. After my
victory, I call Mark, who should be finishing up his soccer match
any minute.

“Did you crush him?” he answers.

“Yep. Did you crush your opponents?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say crush, but we won.”

“Solid.”

“You sound a lot more upbeat than you did the last
time we talked,” he says.

“Well, guess what—I got a callback for that show I
auditioned for!”

“Didn’t you just audition yesterday?”

“Yep. They sent out an email really late last
night.”

“Congrats. Are you excited?”

“So excited,” I say. “The part I got called
back for is a total tenor so I’m not going to get it, but hopefully
I’ll at least make the show.”

“When is the callback?”

“Tomorrow. I haven’t practiced my song with the piano
yet, so I don’t know how the accompaniment is going to sound. I
just keep practicing with the cast recording which has, like, a
full orchestra.”

“You’re going to stop halfway through and be like,
‘Um, this is where the drums are supposed to come in.’”

I laugh. “Pretty much. Thankfully, there are six
other guys who will be singing this song at the callback, so as
long as I’m not first, I’ll be able to hear it before singing.”

“Well, guess what I’m doing tomorrow night,”
Mark says.

“Wait. Let me think. Something Croatian.” His parents
are from Croatia, so he’s always doing fun things with his cousins
that revolve around their heritage.

“No. Chris is taking me to an improv show.”

“Fun. Where?”

“Buckley Center.”

“Oh, I took acting classes there. Is the show, like,
an end-of-class performance?”

“I don’t know. Did you take the improv class?” he
asks.

“Yeah, but it was just the beginner’s class, so we
didn’t have a performance at the end.”

“Okay, so the show tonight will at least have some
experienced people in it.”

“Sure. Just lower your expectations. Trust me.”

“By the way, are you going to the football game this
weekend?” he asks.

“I am but I don’t know who I’m going with. This is
why I need friends!”

“Aw, just tag along with Reese.”

“That’s okay. I don’t want to intrude on her social
circle. This is why I’m so excited for this theater group. I have
no doubt that I will quickly make friends.”

“For sure,” he says. “Well, while you’re at the game,
guess what I’ll be doing.”

“Oh no. SAT?”

“Yep. You took it twice too, right?”

“Yeah. I ran out of time on one of the sections the
first time I took it. I’m sure you’ll do better this time.”

*

As soon as I walk into callbacks for
Footloose, I can feel the energy of the group. People are
talking and laughing even louder than they were at auditions. I
quickly find a place to sit and start to look over my sheet
music.

The guy sitting to my right turns and says, “Hey,
dude.”

“Hey, how’s it going?”

“Good. You got called back for Ren?” he asks, looking
at my sheet music.

“Yep. How about you?”

“Same. But I’m not much of a singer so I’m not going
to get it.”

“I’m not a tenor so I’m not going to get it
either.”

He smiles. “Are you a freshman?”

“Yeah. You?”

“Sophomore. I did the musical with this group last
year.”

“Oh, nice. What was it?” I ask.

“42nd Street.”

“No way! I love that show.”

“Were you not at the information session for this
show? They showed clips of our performance there.”

“No, I didn’t find out about auditions for this until
the day before.”

“Oh, wow. First off, what’s your name? I’m Evan
Engel.”

“Brendan Madden,” I say, shaking his hand.

“Can I call you B-Mad?”

I laugh. “Sure.”

“Cool. So do you know much about OTL?”

“What’s OTL?”

“Oh, sorry. Off the Lake—the name of this group.”

“Ah. Um, no, I don’t know much. I know it’s
completely student-run.”

“Yeah, we’re a service-based group, so we do various
service activities throughout the year and then obviously do a show
every year as well. Admission to the show is a canned food item,
which we donate to a food bank.”

“Nice.”

“Yeah, it’s really cool. And we are very casual here.
We don’t take the show too seriously. Obviously we want to put on a
great performance, but we’re a very talkative bunch, as you can
see, so we want to have fun during rehearsals and stuff.”

Our conversation is interrupted by the director of
the show, who has taken the stage.

“Hey, everyone!” she says, full of energy. “Are we
excited for callbacks?” Everyone cheers in response. “All right,”
she continues, “my name is Jackie. I’m the director of the show
this year. Congratulations on being here. That means you had a
great audition. We had ninety-nine people audition this year, which
is a new record. I almost grabbed someone from the hall to force
them to audition to make it a hundred, but I guess we have to wait
until next year to cross that threshold.

“So, here’s what we’re going to do now,” she
continues. “All the boys are going to go with Audrey to learn a
dance combo while the girls stay here to sing. Then you guys will
switch. And then I’m going to keep some of you to read some scenes.
Any questions?” Silence from the crowd. “Sweet! Ready? Audrey,
raise your hand. All right, boys, go with her. See you
shortly!”

As I’m heading out, I spot Haley, the girl I met at
the ice cream social. We’ve texted a little bit since meeting, but
I had no idea she auditioned for Footloose.

“Haley,” I say while approaching her.

“Brendan! I can’t believe you’re here. How’s it
going?”

“Good. I guess this campus isn’t so big after all if
I’m running into you.”

“Seriously.”

“I wish I could see your callback. Good luck!” I say
before heading out with the boys.

“All right, everyone. Come on in,” Audrey says as we
enter a small dance studio in the same building. “It’s going to be
cramped and hot. I apologize.” The other boys and I scatter across
the room.

Ten minutes into the dance session, I’m dripping with
sweat, but I’m having a great time. The other guys are
hilarious.

“It’s so funny,” I say to Evan. “Everyone here
reminds me of my theater friends from high school.”

“But your theater friends probably weren’t
quite as cool as we are.”

“No, of course not.”

The other guys and I return to the main audition room
to perform the routine in small groups. It actually goes pretty
well for me, especially after seeing some of the other guys. Evan
may not claim to be much of a singer, but he’s definitely one of
the best dancers here.

Next up is the singing portion of the callback. They
start with all the guys who are called back for Ren, which includes
me. I might have been confident with my dancing, but after hearing
some of the guys sing, my nerves get kicked up a notch. Some of
them are amazing.

Finally, it’s my turn. As expected, my high notes are
shaky, but overall I do fairly well. After everyone sings, Jackie
and the advisors chat quietly to decide whom they want to stay to
read scenes.

“So if we don’t get asked to stay, there’s still a
good chance of making the show, right?” I ask Evan while they
deliberate.

“Totally. They’re only going to ask three or four
people to stay for each role—well, each of the big roles.
They’ll end up casting a good thirty people.”

“Okay, good. Who’s that shorter guy who sang for
Ren?”

“Anthony. He was the lead last year. Isn’t his voice
insane?”

“Is he a musical theater major?” I ask.

“He used to be—at another school. But then he
transferred here after his freshman year and changed majors. That’s
what I love about this group—the majority of us are non-theater
majors, but the talent is still great.”

“All right, everyone!” Jackie says to try to quiet
the group. “You guys were amazing! Girls, we’re going to have you
do the dance routine in a minute, but first I want to let some of
the guys go. If you don’t hear your name, you’re free to leave. We
will be emailing out the cast list tonight, most likely at like two
a.m. We’ll also send out an email to those of you who don’t end up
making the show. If that’s the case, know that the talent this year
was insane, but please try again next year!”

She proceeds to read a list of about a dozen guys’
names. Mine isn’t one of them. Neither is Evan’s. He and I walk out
together and say our good-byes. I spend the rest of the night
incessantly checking my email, but by 1:15 a.m., I call it a
night.

I wake up the next day nervous to open my computer. I
had so much fun at callbacks. So far, it was the first time I felt
really comfortable at college. I really feel that I can find close
friends through this group. If I don’t make the show, I’m going to
be crushed.

“Good morning,” I say to my roommate, Jay, who’s
sitting on the couch, watching TV.

I sit at my desk
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