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Growing up gay in a small town like Cloud Hill
was never easy, but if anyone was ever going to survive it, that
person was me. The first time in middle school a kid called me a
slur, I grabbed him around the neck and wrestled him to the ground
right in the middle of the cafeteria, all while a hundred students
watched. That day had set the tone for the rest of my time in
public schools, and the week of being suspended from class after
that was totally worth it. I became a top student and a star
pitcher for the school’s baseball team, popular and accepted
despite being gay - something that was very unpopular in
Cloud Hill at that time. The one or two fellow gay kids at Cloud
Hill High didn’t get by as easily as I did. Though I tried to scare
off the bullies as much as I could, I didn’t have much power. And
really, I was just set on getting out of Cloud Hill myself as soon
as I possibly could. I even went as far as looking into dropping
out early and moving away to work a fast food job anywhere else but
that town, but I knew that my mom would kill me, and that I would
hate for Alec Fisher to take over my place as pitcher on the
baseball team. So I stuck it through and applied to colleges,
writing over-dramatized personal essays about the terrors of being
a gay baseball player in a small town that got me wonderfully cushy
scholarships. Eventually, everything ended up pretty okay as soon
as I got out of town and into my college dorm. At least, until my
freshman roommate ended up being a guy from my own high school in
what felt like the worst, most impossible luck I’d ever
experienced.

Garrett Cooper knew I was gay. Everyone
from my high school knew I was gay. I wasn’t sure if that was the
reason he was so standoffish and quiet around me, or if it was just
his personality. He was never outright mean or hateful to me, but
we certainly hadn’t developed any kind of friendship in the first
few weeks of living together. And maybe it was my own fault. Maybe
I was the one being aloof. I was pretty annoyed that my chance at
finally escaping my old life hadn’t fully worked, and that someone
from my past had somehow followed me. Maybe I was just blaming him
for my frustration. Either way, weeks went by with us seemingly
only tolerating one another.

That’s why, when I came home from class one
Friday afternoon, it surprised me to hear him speak to
me.

“Are things better for you now in
college?”

I put my bag down on my desk and looked around
the small dorm, almost as if there could be anyone else in the
small space he was talking to. All there was was Garrett, lying on
his bed with his cell phone on his chest.

“You mean compared to high school?” I asked,
then let out a laugh. “Yeah. Oh yeah.”

“It must have been hard for you being openly
gay.”

I tried not to let the comment get to me. I was
a baseball player and a great student. I was funny and had a lot of
friends. But to the kids at Cloud Hill High, I was just the gay
guy.

“It’s easier here,” I said after a lot of
thought. I’d gotten used to being patient about it. “Nobody
cares.”

Garrett’s eyes went up to the ceiling. I could
see the thoughts working through his head, but I didn’t want to ask
about them. They were probably as small-minded as most of the
thoughts about me back home tended to be.

“Mind if I get a shower?” I asked. “I’m going
out tonight.”

“What, like on a date?” Garrett asked. He
leaned up on his elbow to watch me as I entered our shared
bathroom. I stood in the doorway and looked out at him.

“No, just out,” I said. This was the most
personal conversation we’d had since moving in together, and I
wasn’t sure what to make of it. He’d never indicated that he was
weird about being my roommate, but I couldn’t think of anything
else from his questions. I wanted to get out of this and away from
the feeling of being judged. I closed the bathroom door and got
that small amount of privacy that I needed. I looked at myself in
the mirror and replayed the conversation I’d just had over again in
my head. Even after more thought, all I could determine was that it
had been puzzling.

 


 


 


 


 


I returned home to my dorm late that night,
feeling pleasantly light. I’d had an evening of hanging out with a
really cool group of friends thanks to a girl from my Intro to
Psychology class inviting me over. Less than a month into my first
semester of college, and I was excelling in ways I never could have
dreamed. Of course, being back in my dorm came with that heavy
awkwardness. I was always going to feel it living with a stranger
after growing up an only child, but something about living with
Garrett made it that much more uncomfortable for me. Of all the
thousands of students, why did it have to be a guy from my high
school?

“Did you have fun?” Garrett asked as I came in.
He’d spun his desk chair around to look away from his computer.
There was a blank Word document in front of him, and something
about that felt unnatural. Was he working on homework on a Friday
night? Or had he just been waiting for me?

“Yeah, I did,” I said. “I met this girl in my
class, and we did our first project together, so we wanted to
celebrate and hang out.”

“A girl?” Garrett asked, and his tone was full
of a strange amount of surprise.

“Uh huh,” I said, kicking my shoes off at the
door and then going to my tiny closet. I took my pants off and
glanced back at Garrett, not really sure what he was getting at. To
my own surprise, he’d been watching me undress. He jerked his gaze
away as soon as I’d caught him, and my heart began to race, and I
hesitated before pulling my shirt off. “You okay?”

“You don’t like women at all?” Garrett asked,
not really answering my question. “You know, like them like
that?”

I pulled on some sweatpants before sitting on
my bed. I’d gotten all sorts of questions about my queerness over
the years, so it was probably just a matter of time before my
roommate delved in. At least we were having conversations. As
awkward as this was, it was better than the typical silence between
us.

“I used to think I liked girls,” I said,
thinking back to my life. “But that was just in elementary school
when I didn’t really know much about anything yet. But no, I’ve
never liked a girl in that way.”

My first instinct was to clam up and not tell
any of this information to Garrett. However, I had to remind myself
that I wasn’t in high school anymore, I wasn’t in Cloud Hill
anymore, and if this was a guy trying to get a college education,
maybe he was intelligent and open-minded enough not to be a jerk
about me being gay.

“Is it okay if I ask these things?” Garrett
asked, and his gaze wasn’t quite meeting mine. “I get the feeling
that you’re kind of…”

“Kind of what?” I asked, then cringed at my own
defensive tone.

“You just kind of seem like you hate me,”
Garrett said.

“What?” I asked. “I thought…”

What did I think?

Garrett was finally looking me in the eyes. I
relaxed my shoulders and rubbed my face.

“Sorry,” I said. “Have I been weird this whole
time?”

“Kind of,” Garrett said. His tone was pretty
lighthearted. “I mean, I know we went to high school together, but
I never even talked to you back then. You were a jock, and I was
just kind of a nerd. But are you still carrying that around
here?”

I stared at Garrett with wide eyes.
What? He thought I was the cool jock bullying the “nerd”? It
was totally the other way around, though.

“I thought…” I began, but even thinking about
it now felt stupid. I couldn’t say my thoughts out loud, so I
simplified them. “I guess I just thought you didn’t like
me.”

“I thought you didn’t like me,”
he said, and we shared a laugh.

The room went quiet, and I realized then that
this was the first time I’d actually felt comfortable in this dorm.
The feeling was fleeting, but it was nice while it lasted, and
hopefully I’d feel it more often soon, with the awkwardness out of
the way sooner.

“Sorry, I should have brought it up sooner,” I
said. I leaned forward.

It was quiet for awhile, and when I looked up,
Garrett was looking at me. There was something in his gaze that
made my heart start to beat faster. I looked away, unable to handle
the pressure of the strange feeling that was rising up inside me.
When I looked back at him, his eyes were still on me. I looked back
at his face, trying to figure out why he was staring at me like
that. He took a deep breath and finally spoke.

“Sorry, I…”

I let out a nervous laugh. The room had grown
tense again, but it was a different way than it had been over the
past few weeks. There was a smile dancing on his lips. My mind
started to wonder if this was some sort of awkward attempt at
flirting, but…

No, that couldn’t be it.

Could it?

I’d never let my mind go to this place since he
was my roommate, and I was fairly certain he was as straight as any
other guy at Cloud Hill High had been. But looking at him now, I
had to admit he was attractive. What was annoying, though, was that
he had no idea how attractive he really was. He would do these
totally innocent things at times, but to my gay, horny mind, it
would be like a real-life thirst trap right in front of
me.

“So, like…do you have a boyfriend?” Garrett
asked. He was trying to appear so nonchalant that once again, I was
going down that train of thought… was he hitting on
me?

I had to laugh at that question. I couldn’t
have imagined the trouble of having a boyfriend as a high school
student. It did kind of piss me off now, but back then, just being
openly gay was hard enough. If I’d actually had a boyfriend that I
held hands with or was out in public with, I don’t think I would
have been able to withstand the bullying that came from that. Now
that I was in college, though, I was more open to exploring that
kind of thing. And after being so pent up, I was definitely doing
some exploring. However, I still hadn’t cared much about having a
steady boyfriend.

“Nah, I don’t,” I told him with a
shrug.

“Are you a virgin?” he asked next, almost
before the answer was even out of my mouth. I burst into
laughter.

“You and I have barely had a conversation
outside of what classes we’re taking and what we’re majoring in,
and now in our very first real one, you’re asking me if I’m a
virgin?”

“Sorry,” he said with a grin that made it clear
her wasn’t sorry. He made the short move to sit on the edge of his
bed and leaned forward. We were only about three feet apart like
that, and so I could see that blue in his eyes and the natural
highlights in his hair that were almost blond. He was hot.
Fuck.

“Wait, are you a virgin?” I asked. I
wasn’t sure why I cared all of a sudden. It wasn’t a question I’d
ever come up with in my head. I’d never been one of those guys who
obsessed about losing my virginity, but I guess that was easy for
me to say, considering it had already happened for me.

“Is it pathetic to say that I am?” he asked. He
tried to keep a brave smile on his face, but he brought his hand up
to rub his face in embarrassment.

I let out a small laugh. “It’s okay,” I said.
“It’s not pathetic. I mean, Cloud Hill wasn’t exactly a great place
for that kind of thing with how small it was.”

Garrett nodded slowly, looking unconvinced. His
eyes were on the scuffed tile floor between us. I watched him think
it all through.

“I kind of thought it would happen once I got
to college,” he said. “I don
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