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INTRODUCTION

 


 


You’ve got to start somewhere

Find a reason, get a clue

- For Sara

 


 


Everybody wants to make a difference. Once in
a while, we get a chance to.

My name is Andy. I was born in Seoul, South
Korea. Adopted while I was still in the womb, shipped to the USA
when I was a few months old, and American as baseball ever since.
In Korea, I received the name Ik Hawn Kim. I couldn’t tell you what
that means if my life depended on it. Here, my adoptive parents
named me Andrew Michael Butler. I’ve been Andy ever since. I’m
twenty years old, a junior at college, and last year, I had one of
those rare chances to truly make a difference. I was a resident
assistant.

Challenging, exciting, heartbreaking,
saddening, nerve-wracking. Being a resident assistant was all of
these things, but more than anything else, it was the most
rewarding experience of my life. I made some incredible friends,
was introduced to new cultures and perspectives, and learned more
about the world around me than I can even begin to explain. At some
schools, RAs are merely policemen, upperclass students who want
nothing to do with their residents and smile only when they’re told
to. Not at my school. At Ashford University, we’re about community.
And community is what I tried to build. In the process, stories
unfolded and relationships were forged.

The phrase “New House 5” could mean a lot of
things. It sounds like it could be a band name, a superhero group,
maybe a secret code. But for me, New House 5 means more than you
can imagine. New House 5 was my floor. New House was the name of
our dorm. It was so new, as we liked to say, that it didn’t have a
name. I was on was the 5th floor, the top of the building. Hence,
New House 5. In August, it was just a floor. By May, it was my
home.

The characters in my story have been
fictionalized to protect anonymity and some situations have been
dramatized, but what you are about to read is all based in truth.
And it all took place on one residential floor, in one year.
Thinking about it now, I can’t believe some of the things that
happened, and I feel fortunate that I had a chance to make that
difference. I think I made the most of my opportunity, but that’s
up to you to decide.

The friendships I made with residents on my
floor last year are some of the strongest I’ve made in my life. The
people in this story are people I truly connected with, people I
truly love, and people I will never forget. This story is for all
of them, for everyone who made my experience as a resident
assistant for New House 5 the most amazing year of my life. Through
all of the tribulations, through all of the drama, through all of
the problems, we were always there for each other. We were always a
community. That’s what this story is about: New House 5, the
community.

Now, I’m back at school for my junior year
and, sitting in front of my glowing laptop, nothing feels more
appropriate than telling you my story. Everything is true,
everything is real, everything elicits some kind of emotion in my
soul. Writing this will no doubt make me nostalgic about what has
happened to me and to the people around me over the last fifteen
months. The clock lets me know the time is 12:32 a.m. If I’m going
to tell you everything that happened last year, we might be here
for a while. So let me go put on my pajamas, make some hot
chocolate, and share with you the best story I’ve ever been a part
of.
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 A NEW BEGINNING

 


 


Summer comes and summer goes

And leaves me in its wake

- Things I Learned Over Summer Break

 


 


There’s nothing quite like driving seventy
miles an hour down the highway with the windows down and the radio
cranked up. Even after nineteen years, I still get the same thrill
when I stick my hand out the window and into the summer air. The
feel of the wind against your fingers, the burning sun turning your
skin bronze. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of that, not even
when I’m eighty years old.

On this particular day, in mid-August of
2003, I was heading back to school for my sophomore year. For me,
school is in Pittsburgh, a five-hour drive from my home in rural
upstate New York. The windows were down and the factory stereo
system in my ’96 Lumina was blaring. I love this drive. It’s easy,
it’s refreshing, and it always gives me time to myself. Five hours
of privacy has become something to write home about. In a few
hours, privacy would be a fantasy. Being a resident assistant is a
full-time job.

While I was driving, my excitement began to
build. I was more excited than I had ever been in my life. I knew
being an RA was a big responsibility. But I also knew if I did
things right, I could have a positive impact on a lot of freshmen.
My freshman year was an incredible experience. For the first time
ever, I was around ambitious people in an ambitious environment. No
more breezing through classes, no more slacking off on weekends, no
more sitting in the back with my hands neatly folded. I missed
Dean’s List first semester but I made it the second. I joined
groups I hated, found a few I liked. I made some friends I’ll keep
for the rest of my life, I had my heart broken. The typical
freshman year. What a rush.

My freshman experience had such a profound
impact on me that I decided to become a resident assistant, or “RA”
as the lingo goes. That is to say, I applied to be an RA, and I was
lucky enough to be selected. To me, being an RA was about helping
people. It’s what I love to do, and now, it was my job. I was in
charge of an entire floor of freshmen, fifty-six of them in all.
Goodbye free time, goodbye privacy. Hello responsibility.

I looked up and saw a sign marked with the
words “Grove City.” Grove City always sneaks up on me, but I’m glad
it exists. It always lets me know I’m about an hour from
Pittsburgh. It’s like a giant green sign that says, “I hope you
enjoyed relaxing. It’s time to start working.” In just an hour, my
peaceful ride would be over. During a five-hour drive, you spend
the first half getting into it and the last half anticipating
what’s ahead. That’s what happens when you think too much. Free
time isn’t really free time; it’s just an opportunity for your mind
to wander. Sometimes, that’s the worst thing you can let your mind
do. Me, I always think too much. But maybe that’s why I can connect
with people like I do.

Passing Grove City was my cue to turn off the
radio. Without the music, my brain had a chance to focus on the
world around me. And to think about what I was getting myself into.
I was coming back early, well before classes started, for RA
training and Freshman Orientation. I knew the next two weeks would
be the busiest of my year. A million scenarios ran through my head:
What if my floor doesn’t take me seriously? What if they see me as
too much of an authority figure? What if they hate me? By the time
I finished going through them all, the Cathedral of Learning was in
full view. The University of Pittsburgh claims the Cathedral is the
largest academic building in the world. Whether it is or not, I
don’t care. What matters is that it tells me I’m half a mile from
home. If home is where the heart is, then Pittsburgh is my
home.

A few minutes later, I pulled into the
parking lot behind my dorm, trying to keep my composure. “As much
as I worry,” I assured myself, “this whole RA thing will be easy.
Like cake.” During the next two semesters, I was in for quite a
reality check.

 


* * *

 


Walking into my dorm felt more like walking
into a Holiday Inn. The lobby was pristine, complete with a big
screen TV, live plants, and a trophy case. And in addition to
looking like a hotel, it felt like heaven. Air conditioning may be
the best invention since pizza delivery. And we were the only
freshman dorm to have it.

“New House,” as we were called, was just what
the name would make you believe. New. This was the first year it
would be occupied by residents. It had all the modern amenities
you’d want in a place you were going to live. It was one giant
house. And it was my job to make it a home.

New House was built between two other dorms
on Kensington Avenue, a street just off to the side of our campus.
Ashford University had been suffering recently from a housing
shortage, so it was time to build a new dorm. New House will be
called New House until someone coughs up enough money to change the
name. From the outside, it looked like any other new building. The
windows were big, letting in plenty of sunshine. The architecture
was modern, making the view from the front tasteful and intriguing.
On a hot day in August, stepping into the cool air conditioning
felt like being cleansed. A fresh start, a clean slate.

Five floors made up New House. On floors two
through five, there were fifty-six students. Twenty-eight girls on
one side, twenty-eight guys on the other. The first floor was
inhabited by twenty-six young men, while the other half of the
ground floor was occupied by a state-of-the-art kitchen, a laundry
room, a huge lounge, a dining area, a study room, and a
recreational room complete with pool and ping pong tables. Every
floor had a shared bathroom on each side with enough showers and
toilets that no one ever had to wait long to use the facilities.
Each wing was also complete with a “main” lounge at each end of the
hall as well as a “mini” lounge, halfway between the main lounge
and the elevators. With all these amenities, New House was not your
typical college dorm, but I wasn’t about to complain.

I was the first RA to arrive, as I usually
am. First to everything. First kid to class, sitting in the middle
row of the lecture hall, not too far away, but not too close. First
to volunteer if something needs to be done. First to take the blame
if something isn’t done right. And now, first to move in. I
unloaded my car and stacked my belongings outside my room. I lived
on the 5th floor, the top of the building. I figured it would be
easier to just get everything inside the building, then move it
into my room. The big stuff went first: the TV, the clothes, the
stereo. The smaller things came next: the books, the toiletries,
the sports equipment. And last of all, the object that occupies all
of my free time: my guitar.

Some people name their instruments, but I
just call mine “The Guitar.” It doesn’t really merit more than
that. It’s a bright red acoustic, made by a company most people
don’t even know exists. Every time I play it, my fingers hurt. In
spite of all that, I love it to death. My number one hobby is
watching sports. My number two hobby is writing songs. I had six of
them before I became an RA. Now, I have about thirty. I go through
spurts, times when I’ll write two or three songs in a week. Then
I’ll go a couple months without even thinking about it. I write the
music, the rhythm, and of course, the lyrics. I can’t play guitar
very well, I sing even worse, but my lyrics mean something, and
that’s what keeps me going. There’s an original song lyric at the
beginning of each chapter in this book. All of them relate to my
story in some way. I write songs about the people around me, and
being an RA gave me a lot to write about.

Once I got the guitar up to my room, I opened
up my door for the first time. The first thing that popped into my
head is what every college kid thinks when he opens the door: Man,
this is empty. So I moved my stuff in and spent the next two hours
arranging it all. Some people wait weeks to get their rooms
situated, but I have to get mine set as soon as possible. I’m
obsessive like that. My bed was lofted, which gave me tons of space
underneath it. This was on top of the space I already had because I
was living in a single. Having no roommate was going to be nice. I
was looking forward to living by myself. But I soon found that the
only time my room was occupied by less than two people was when I
slept.

I put one of my two small dressers underneath
my lofted bed. I then set my television on top of the dresser. I
put together the large maroon futon I had just bought and placed it
across from my bed, perfect for sitting down after a crazy day of
classes and watching some baseball. I liked my futon a lot. I found
it comfortable and homey, and as it turned out, I wasn’t the only
one. That futon got a lot of use over the next year.

My desk was placed right next to the futon,
close to the door. This way, when I sat down at my desk, a quick
turn of the head would let me see who was walking by. My fridge was
placed adjacent to the dresser, a cheap microwave on top of that. I
put up posters, everything from Finding Nemo to Field of
Dreams to the 1998 Yankees. After just a couple hours work, it
looked like a real dorm room. All I needed to do now was hook up my
computer, every college kid’s best friend. Just as I turned on my
laptop, there was a knock at my door.

“Hey, hey. What’s up, Andy?”

It was Elaine, my co-RA on the 5th floor. She
was in charge of the twenty-eight girls on the south wing and I was
responsible for twenty-eight guys on the north side. But the way we
saw it, we were in charge of fifty-six people together.

“I thought I’d be the first one here. It’s
only two o’clock, man. Nobody else is getting here until seven or
eight. Training doesn’t even start until Sunday morning.”

It was Friday. So maybe I was a little early.
But it gave me time to settle in. Elaine lived a few rooms down
from me during my freshman year, so she had no problem giving me a
hard time. Judging by her smile and enthusiasm, I’d say she might
have been almost as excited as I was. Almost.

“Yeah, yeah. I just wanted to get everything
under control before training starts. How was your summer?”

“How was your summer?” is every returning
college student’s favorite question. Over the next couple weeks I
asked it a hundred times, and got asked just as many. The thing is,
most people don’t really care how your summer went, they’re just
being polite. And most people don’t actually say how their summer
was. But not Elaine. She’s got the southern girl talk-your-ear-off
mentality, and she proceeded to tell me about her entire summer
spent in Houston, her hometown. I zoned out from time to time, but
hey, it was still a more interesting response than your standard
“Great, how was yours?”

Elaine and I talked for a while about what we
were looking forward to before she left to set up her own room.
Elaine and I were in a very exciting position. Unlike the other
floors in New House, the 5th floor was going to be an academic
housing cluster. That might sound scary, but all it meant was that
most of the residents (fifty out of fifty-six, as it turned out)
were in the same academic program. The program, called Science and
Humanities Scholars (or SHS for short), was comprised of about
fifty students per year. They had been identified as top
interdisciplinary students who had interests in both the sciences
and the humanities. One big draw for the program is that all SHS
freshmen are given an opportunity to live in the housing cluster
together, which had its benefits and drawbacks. On the down side,
it didn’t make for a lot of academic diversity within the floor.
There were no art majors or engineers on the 5th floor, only
students majoring in a natural science, social science, or
humanity. But the positives far outweigh the negatives. I know this
because I’m in SHS myself, along with Elaine, and we both lived on
the SHS floor our freshman year. It allows for a better community,
since the students all have similar interests, take similar
classes, and plan on pursuing similar careers. Because of this,
there was a lot of pressure on Elaine and me to turn the 5th floor
into an example for the rest of the campus, but I tried not to
think about the pressure too much. I knew I just had to do my part
my part and hope for the best.

I spent the rest of the day relaxing, because
in less than twenty-four hours, everything would start. RA
training, Freshman Orientation, and the academic school year. I
knew it would go quickly. This was my last chance to be alone and
stress-free. Before becoming an RA, I spent most of my life as sort
of a loner. I never had any “best” friends in high school, I always
depended on myself. And I let other people depend on me. So while I
was counting on my residents relying on me as an RA, I never
imagined that I would rely on my floor for some things. It’s funny
how that works. All I could think about was how excited I was for
the freshmen to arrive. I had a billion ideas rushing through my
head: how to get them motivated, how to make them feel comfortable,
programs, activities, trips, meetings. I wanted to do it all in
five minutes, make everyone each other’s best friend. All before
they even got to Ashford. I needed to calm down. I took a short nap
and dreamt of the year to come.

When I woke up from my nap, I went downstairs
to the kitchen to see if we had any food. During training, the RAs
were told we would be fed, and I hoped the fridge was already
stocked. When I went into the kitchen, I was startled to see a
large black woman standing in front of the refrigerator. She turned
around, apparently just as startled as I was. When we got over our
initial surprise, we laughed at each other. It was just Tamira.

Tamira was the housefellow for New House.
During the last few years, Ashford has phased in a new way of
staffing dorms. As normal, each house has a staff of RAs, but now,
they are supervised by a full-time, salaried faculty member who
lives off-campus, also known as a housefellow. Tamira was
originally from Arkansas, in her mid-twenties and excited about
working at Ashford. She was essentially the boss of New House, and
any problems with residents were discussed with her. In the
kitchen, we exchanged pleasantries and went our separate ways, but
I would have more than my fair share of conversations with Tamira
before the year ended.

That evening, I got a chance to meet the rest
of the New House RA staff. There were ten of us total, one RA for
each wing plus one Community Advisor, or CA. The CA was basically
the head RA, the RA for the RAs. He was a friendly, heavyset guy
named Jimmy, who I would get to know well as the year progressed.
Jimmy struck me as a guy who knew exactly what he wanted to do, a
man of incredible maturity. Thankfully, he never let me down.

I had met the rest of the staff during
training sessions we had the previous spring, but for the first
time, I was seeing all of them in a relaxed, natural state. There
was Anisha, an Indian girl from Houston who loved to party and
program computers. Jack, from Chicago, was the stereotypical
Ashford nerd, complete with bad jokes and a wry sense of humor.
Rohan, an often clueless kid who lived in India, loved soccer
almost as much as he loved beer. Doug was a big half-Asian guy from
Maryland who reminded me of every fun-loving college kid I’ve ever
met. Sara, an incredibly sweet (if sometimes ditzy) blonde girl,
was planning her business career after she graduated. Jane, an
African-American who laughed more than the rest of us combined, was
from New York City. Thurm, who lived in Boston whenever he felt
like it, was probably the most eccentric guy I’d ever met. Then
there was Elaine and me.

My staff played a huge role in helping me
become a better RA throughout the year. I won’t talk about them
much, because this story is about my floor, not my co-RAs. But on
that first night, as we all fooled around and ordered pizza, I
realized we all had something in common. Despite our different
backgrounds and interests, we all wanted to help people. It’s the
reason we became RAs. Rarely will you find a group of people as
dedicated and selfless as the group of people I ate with that
night. Some of us became friends, others talked only at staff
meetings, but we all had a connection. And we all respected
that.

When we departed to our respective floors for
the night, we each took a deep breath. Tomorrow morning, everything
would be different. A change was coming, a change to our lives and
to everything we thought we knew about the world. Everything we
thought we could handle, everything we thought we could be strong
about was going to be challenged. When I closed my eyes that night,
I accepted the challenge silently, confidently.
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 FIRST IMPRESSIONS

 


 


No clue what to expect

I’m so nervous now

I’m just a wreck

- Keep the Light On

 


 


RA training was a blur. Ten days of non-stop
motion, non-stop thinking. Seminars, role playing, discussions. We
were supposed to think about our strengths and weaknesses, but by
the end of the week, I was so burnt out I didn’t want to think at
all. I slept a few measly hours each night and spent the rest of
the day learning how to build a community, how to plan a program,
how to build genuine relationships. Ninety percent of what they
teach us is pointless, but that ten percent that opens your eyes is
worth the whole week. For me, the payoff was realizing how
important it was to be myself. Trying to be everyone’s best friend,
trying to be a policeman, trying to be the perfect RA—it doesn’t
work. I just had to be myself.

Move-in day was an adrenaline rush. The ten
members of our staff had collectively gotten about eight hours of
sleep the previous night. Last-minute rushing to make bulletin
boards and door decorations didn’t help our growing apprehension.
But even with the sleep deprivation and physical fatigue, I could
not have been more pumped up and excited at eight o’clock that
Tuesday morning. Like the rest of my staff, I was wearing a kelly
green shirt, distinctly marked with the letters “RA” on the back so
everyone would know who we were. We sat in the kitchen, silently
eating bagels, mentally preparing ourselves for the most grueling
day of the year. My heart was in my throat. In less than an hour,
students would begin to pour in. It was our job to move two hundred
residents into a dormitory in an eight-hour span, be enthusiastic
the whole time, and then lead a floor meeting at the end of the
day. We sat and waited. The clock struck 9 a.m. The first cars
pulled in. Move-in day was upon us.

After move-in day was over, I wanted nothing
more than to sleep for the rest of the week. With help from the
myriad of Orientation Counselors (OCs) and fraternity brothers, we
helped get everyone and their luggage into the dorm. Each floor is
assigned three or four OCs to motivate and encourage the incoming
freshmen, and one of their jobs is to help with move-in. The
fraternities, on the other hand, use this opportunity to advertise
and recruit, wearing their letters and introducing themselves to
awestruck freshmen. More than once I’ve had to kick out frat guys
who were hitting on the freshman girls as they unpacked. I guess
there are a variety of motivations.

We spent the day directing traffic, lugging
suitcases up five flights of stairs when the elevators were full,
stacking boxes onto dollies. I was thanked profusely by students
and parents who appreciated my help and friendliness, but I was
chewed out by just as many for not being careful with baggage or
being too intrusive. I introduced myself about a thousand times, to
parents, to students, and sometimes accidentally to siblings who I
thought were students. Towards the end of the day when I was
becoming delirious, I introduced myself to a poor family that I’d
already greeted on three previous occasions. My arms felt like
jelly, my legs were about to collapse, I was hoarse and thirsty,
but I could not imagine a more fun and exhilarating way to spend
that sweltering Tuesday.

I don’t think I ever explained what my job as
a resident assistant actually is. While OCs are just around during
Orientation, I actually live on the floor in a single room. I told
my residents, “You’ll never be able to get rid of me.” As I said
before, I was in charge of twenty-eight guys, Elaine was in charge
of twenty-eight girls, and we were separated by wing. I had four
main jobs: an administrator, a crisis responder, a community
builder, and a peer counselor. I was there as a resource for the
students. If they needed suggestions about classes, had a burnt out
light bulb, wanted to complain about janitorial services, or talk
about private issues, I was there. If someone needed to go to the
hospital, I was the first contact. And more importantly than
anything else, I planned events and programs to bring the floor
together as a community. I wanted everyone on the floor to feel
comfortable with each other. That was my ultimate goal. All for
fifty-five hundred dollars a year. But honestly, I would have done
it for nothing.

The floor I was in charge of was all
freshmen, as I’ve also said. This makes my job more hands-on than a
mixed-class dorm and it can also be much more rewarding. When I
wasn’t lugging crates, I was on the floor, getting to know my new
residents. I met young men and women from New York City,
Philadelphia, Washington D.C., Houston, San Jose, Nebraska. City
dwellers, rural farmers, rich snobs. Whether or not they wanted to
admit it, they all had one thing in common: They were clueless.
Most of them were scared as hell, and I sympathized with them
because that’s exactly how I felt on my move-in day. I assured
those who seemed uncertain and awestruck that Orientation would
more than prepare them for the start of the school year. And I
explained to those who seemed over-confident that Orientation was a
learning tool to be taken seriously. Everyone comes in on page one.
If you think you’re on page twenty, you’re in for a surprise.

Early in the afternoon, a tall, lanky kid
with dark hair and thick eyebrows called my name. It startled
me.

“ANDY! Hey, you told me to yell at you if I
needed anything. So my parents and I are trying to figure out where
to go eat dinner. Do you have any suggestions?”

“Yeah, there’s a bunch of places down towards
the University of Pittsburgh that you can walk to.”

I spent the next few minutes explaining the
pros and cons of such eateries as Fuel and Fuddle, Uncle Sam’s
Subs, and Joe Mama’s. Before he left, he asked me a few more
questions about my major, my freshman year, and my views on
Ashford. I answered truthfully, pointing out the good and the bad.
I think he respected that.

“You know what,” I said, “I just realized
that I don’t know your name. I’m sure I introduced myself to you
earlier, but I probably introduced myself to about a hundred people
today. I’m really sorry.”

“It’s okay, I understand. I’m Samuel
Dahl.”

“Do you go by Samuel?”

“Sam, actually. Samuel sounds too official
for me.”

Sam told me a little about himself. He was
raised Jewish in a liberal part of the Midwest and planned on
studying psychology. He mentioned that he still had a lot of
uncertainties about Ashford. I got the impression that Sam was
confident in himself and his surroundings, but also somewhat of a
pessimist.

“I’m majoring in psychology, but I really
have no clue what I want to do. I’m a failure at life. The only
things I’m really passionate about are photography and guitar.”

“Hey, I play guitar, too,” I told him. “We’ll
have to jam sometime.”

This caught his attention. “Yeah, that would
be cool. I’m not very good but I love to play.”

“I’m in the same boat as you, man. And as for
figuring out what you want to do, we can talk about that later. You
know what you’re passionate about, so you’re a couple steps ahead
of most people.”

“Thanks a lot, Andy. I’ll see you tonight at
the floor meeting.”

I waved and watched him walk away. Sam always
looked sort of awkward with his tall, thin body that clothes never
fit on very well, but he never hesitated to talk to me if he needed
to, and that’s all I could have asked for: someone open to my
help.

As I turned away from Sam, another freshman
walked towards me and asked if I had a screwdriver.

“Yeah, I’ve got one. Follow me to my room,” I
said.

“Thanks a lot, man. I have to put this stupid
bookshelf together.”

I chuckled. “What do you think of Ashford so
far?”

“Honestly, I’m still in awe. This dorm is
amazing. My older sister goes to Georgetown and I figured the dorms
would be like hers. But this is overwhelming.”

As I handed him my screwdriver I saw
something that made me cringe. He was wearing a Boston Red Sox
hat.

“Um, there’s going to be a problem this year,
buddy,” I said gravely.

“What’s that?”

“I’m a Yankees fan.”

“Ooooh.” He laughed heartily. “Yeah, there’s
going to be a serious problem. I’m Rob, by the way.”

Rob Chang and I became friends
instantaneously. He was a short Chinese kid from Boston who
reminded me a lot of myself: quiet, confident, and excited.
Initially I thought he was a little reserved, but I’d soon find out
just how wrong that was.

We talked baseball for a few minutes, each of
us passionately defending our respective teams. Rob had pitched in
high school before he threw out his arm. He lost a lot of his
physical ability but never his love for a game that most people
can’t stand. If for no other reason than that, we knew we shared a
bond. As Rob walked away with my screwdriver, I couldn’t help
thinking that this year might not be so bad.

 


* * *

 


6 p.m. was the calm before the storm. Most of
the students were out eating with their parents, saying their
goodbyes, making some last-minute purchases. I sat in the study
lounge and looked out the windows over the entrance of the
building, watching the students part with their families from five
stories up. I would often have to remind myself over the next few
weeks that for many of these kids, it was the first time they were
going to be away from home for longer than a weekend. The freedom
excited some students, it scared others to death. Luckily, in the
age of the cell phone, Mom and Dad were only ten digits away. As I
watched from my comfortable perch above, I saw a lot of hugs, a lot
of tears, and a lot of eager freshmen. This is one day when Mom is
allowed to cry, son is allowed to say “I love you,” and daughter is
allowed to hug Dad for more than three seconds. Goodbye meant
goodbye for a long time. It was easy to pick out the parents who
had other children in college from the first-timers. I smiled at
one mother as I walked by the elevator back to my room. She was
wiping her eyes, trying to hide the fact that she was crying.

“I feel so dumb. It’s not like he’s going to
die. It’s just college.” She spoke softly between sniffles.

“Hey, don’t worry about it. My mom did the
same thing. If you weren’t upset about leaving your son for the
first time, I’m not sure what that says about you as a parent.”

She looked at me and smiled again, a few
tears trickling down her face. “Thank you.” And with that, she
stepped onto the elevator.

“I’ll keep your son in line, don’t worry,” I
yelled as the elevator door closed. I had no clue which of my
twenty-eight guys her son was, but I meant what I said.

6:45 p.m. rolled around and it was finally
time for the first floor meeting. This was the most important hour
and a half I would have with my floor. It was the first time the
entire floor would be in the same place at the same time, and it
would be their first impression of me, an impression that would
last for the rest of the year. It was time to put aside all the
exhaustion and make the most of the day’s last adrenaline rush.

When I walked into the lounge area, the eyes
of twenty-eight freshmen turned to me. The furniture had been moved
around to allow everyone to sit or stand comfortably. As I looked
around at the students, I saw twenty-eight different emotions on
twenty-eight different faces. Fear, apprehension, eagerness,
uncertainty. In the next ninety minutes, I had to make all of these
feelings go away. I started by relating their current state to my
own experience.

“Before we start this meeting, I just want to
tell you all something. First of all, you’re here. You’re a
freshman at one of the world’s most prestigious colleges. You’ve
spent all summer getting ready to come here, you’ve spent all day
moving in, and now you’re on your own. Take a second to breathe in
deep and think about what you’ve just accomplished, because it’s
pretty amazing.”

After a short pause, I continued.

“Secondly, I want to let you all know that
freshmen on the first day of Orientation generally fall into two
distinct categories. Scared as hell or not scared as hell. If you
fall into the ‘scared as hell’ category, it’s okay, because most of
this room is in the same boat and I can tell you that’s how I felt
on my first day of Orientation, too. Just relax, try to take
everything in, and I can promise you that by the first day of
classes, you’ll already be a veteran on this campus.”

I think that eased the tension a little, and
the meeting went on smoothly from there. I explained to everyone
what my role was and went over some basic community standards for
the building. The Orientation Counselors assigned to my floor—two
amazing guys named Matt and Eugene who were more enthusiastic than
I could have ever hoped for—talked about the purpose and logistics
of Freshmen Orientation.

Elaine and I decided to bring both sides
together for this first night, so with fifteen minutes to go, I led
the guys over to the girls’ side. As all fifty-eight of us took
turns introducing ourselves, the mood once again grew quiet and
tense. When I introduced myself, I explained that I liked to play
guitar. One of the guys across the room said, “Maybe you can teach
me.”

Laughing, I replied, “I can teach you how to
suck.”

As soon as I closed my mouth, Rob Chang
yelled, “What? I’m telling my mom my RA is teaching me how to
suck!”

That single immature comment sent the room up
in laughter, and from that moment on, the 5th floor of New House
was no longer separated by wing. It was a single entity. All thanks
to a lewd remark by Rob Chang. It wouldn’t be the last time Rob
made a difference on the floor.

Following the first floor meeting, we led
everyone to Ashford’s football stadium to take part in the school’s
notorious freshmen initiation, known as Playfair. Playfair is one
giant icebreaker involving the entire freshmen class that lasts for
two hours. It’s one of those events you can never forget, no matter
how hard you try. Watching it as an upperclassman did give a very
different perspective, though. My freshman year, I thought Playfair
was the most pointless activity ever, but as I watched the
students, all clad in their black Orientation t-shirts, running
around the field, learning hundreds of names, sorting themselves by
birthday and major, I couldn’t help seeing the purpose. Very few
people like Playfair when they’re doing it, but when you look back,
it’s really cool to think that your entire class, all one thousand
plus people, were confined to one small area making fools of
themselves and not caring one bit. The essence of college. I
smiled. When the festivities ended, I walked back to the dorm for
some much needed sleep.

The rest of Orientation went smoothly. As the
week progressed, residents of the floor grew more comfortable with
each other and with me. On the first night, most of the floor went
to bed relatively early, but after that, people started hanging out
in the lounges at night. On the second evening, I heard music
coming from the lounge. I walked in to find two of the guys playing
guitar and singing along to a Weezer song.

“We should have a 5th floor band or
something,” I said.

“We’ve got enough people for one.” The
response came from Eric, a tall redhead from Boston. He was
athletic, temperamental, and very, very Irish. As it turned out,
Eric was the best of several guitar players on our floor.

The other guitarist in the lounge was Gary, a
goofy Korean kid from New Jersey who had one of the most distinct
personalities on the floor. He was loud, obnoxious, and constantly
stoned. The first time I saw Gary in action was that night when he
played a song he’d written. In one of the most annoying singing
voices I have ever heard, Gary wailed lyrics that included, “I hope
he gave you STDs, I hope you die from AIDS.” I walked away shaking
my head. It would be an interesting year.

I swung over to the girls’ side where I ran
into several residents I had already met. Rosalyn had gotten to
school before the other freshmen for minority student Orientation,
Meghan had come early for soccer. I said hello to them and
continued down the hall, following the noise I could hear emanating
from the lounge. When I arrived, there was a heated debate
going.

“The most important quality in a guy is
definitely his brains. It’s a total turnoff when a guy is stupid. I
could date someone who doesn’t have a fabulous body, but not an
idiot.”

“No way, I disagree. It’s definitely how
whipped you can make him. I want a guy who doesn’t know how to say
no.”

As I walked around the corner, the four girls
having the conversation burst into laughter.

“What do you think the most important quality
in a guy is, Andy?” one of the girls asked me.

“Definitely his body,” I said sarcastically.
“I couldn’t date a guy without nice pecs.”

More laughter told me that I had given a good
answer.

“Hey, Andy, can I ask you sort of a strange
question? Are you going to be a cool RA?” It was one of the girls
with dark brown hair.

“What exactly is a cool RA?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Are you going to be, like, a
jerk?”

I suppressed a laugh. “No, I can guarantee
you I won’t. I just want to try to help you guys out. The whole
policeman deal, I don’t like that stuff. As long as you guys are
open with me and respect me and the rules, we’ll be cool.”

“Sounds good.”

The group of girls was a diverse bunch. There
was Elyse, a friendly and enthusiastic Virginian who was very
interested in religion. Val was an opinionated New Jersey girl who
turned out to be a mother figure to several of the residents.
Melissa was also from Jersey, an avid worker who thought the three
most important things in life were school, service, and sex, in no
particular order. She was a big help when our floor did volunteer
work. And finally, there was Alicia, the girl who first spoke to
me. Alicia was a sweet girl from the Midwest, short and pretty with
brown hair and a captivating smile. But I would learn as the
semester progressed that Alicia had some confidence issues. She was
quickly categorized by the floor as a J.A.P., or Jewish American
Princess. She was spoiled, she was beautiful, and she always got
what she wanted. Later that night when I was walking around the
floor, I saw Alicia staggering down the hall wearing a soaking wet
shirt.

“ANDY!” she screamed two inches from my face.
Her breath reeked of alcohol. “I was just at one of the frats! The
guys are soooo nice. I just went in the dunk tank. It was so much
fun. They wanted me to stay but I promised my mom I’d go to bed by
one o’clock.”

“Hmm, you should probably get to bed then,
Alicia.”

With that, she stumbled into her room and I
made a mental note to keep an eye on her.

 


* * *

 


The Orientation events were a hodgepodge of
sessions about Ashford, campus life, and diversity. There were sex
talks (complete with “Condom Man,” an upperclass student in a
prophylactic costume who threw condoms into the audience),
diversity discussions (how to deal with your homosexual roommate,
how to deal with your neighbor who doesn’t speak a word of
English), and tours of Pittsburgh (where to get the best ice cream
and cheap food). Orientation was tiring for the freshmen. They were
up every morning by eight, ran around all day, and didn’t get much
free time until well after the sun went down. But as I said, this
gave the floor a chance to bond. They were around each other
constantly, and by the end of the week, friendships and groups were
already beginning to form.

By Friday, I knew everyone’s name, where they
were from, and some interesting thing about them. Aaron was a
Philadelphian who was already eligible for upper-level chemistry
classes. Kim was a half-Asian girl from Houston who loved to write
and dance. Jeremy was a basketball player from an affluent area of
Boston. Hillary was from Detroit, and she lived and died with the
Red Wings. Kate was a quiet but good-looking girl from New Jersey
who liked to keep to herself. Chad was from the Pittsburgh area, a
first generation Italian who loved offending girls almost as much
as he loved hitting on them.

I won’t be able to talk about every resident
on my floor, though I wish I could. Every person has an incredible
story behind their past, their future, their desires. I was
fortunate to learn many of these stories throughout the year and I
only wish I could have learned more. These students taught me more
about myself, about life, and about not taking anything for granted
than I ever could have expected. Even from the first week of
Orientation, I knew this floor would have a profound impact on how
I looked at the world. On Friday night, I said to Elaine, “I’ve got
a feeling that this floor is going change our lives.”

“I get that feeling too, Andy. Like we have
no clue what we’re getting into. But when we’re done, we’ll be
thankful we had the opportunity.”

 


* * *

 


As Orientation came to a close, the floor
started getting anxious about classes. Students printed out their
schedules and walked around campus, timing how long it would take
them to get from class to class. The line to purchase textbooks at
the school store was a forty-five minute wait. I was bombarded with
questions like “How hard is this class?” and “Is this teacher
cool?” and “How do I know what classes I can skip?”

I tried to assure everyone that after the
first week of classes, they would get a feel for how the whole
school thing worked. “You’ll learn what you can and can’t get away
with, and you’ll figure out real quick that you’re not in high
school anymore. That first 50% on an exam will shock you into
shape.”

I made a deal with the floor that if they
collectively got a 3.5 GPA the first semester, I would dye my hair
pink. This excited them immensely, but I was secretly not worried.
A 3.5 is tough to get your freshmen year, especially at this
school. You’re still adjusting to college, you’re taking required
classes that may not coincide with what you’re best at, and you
have to figure out how to study. What got you an A-minus in high
school will probably get you a D-plus at Ashford, so I figured my
hair was probably safe.

The last big event before the start of the
school year is a glorified field day we like to call House Wars.
The freshmen in each dorm compete against each other in events such
as tug-of-war, passing a soapy watermelon, and three-legged races.
As ridiculous as it sounds, House Wars is, without question, my
favorite part of Orientation. Our floor tie-dyed t-shirts and
painted our faces green. We screamed and yelled until we couldn’t
breathe as we ran around the grassy area in the middle of our
campus, taunting other dorms and throwing water balloons. It was a
great community-building activity. The freshmen worked together to
accomplish their tasks while the Orientation Counselors, Elaine,
and I led the cheerleading for our floor. We made a giant flag out
of a bed sheet and sprinted across the field with it.

At the end of the night, New House was in one
of the top two positions. For the final event, we had to pick our
twelve strongest guys to do a winner-take-all tug-of-war with
another one of the first-year dorms to determine the ultimate
winner. The rope actually broke, but since we were winning when it
snapped, New House won the coveted House Wars trophy. To celebrate,
some of the kids took the New House flag and hoisted it up the flag
pole in the middle of campus. I smiled to Elaine and said, “I’m
sure that’s illegal in some way, but it sure is cool.”

Sunday night marked the last floor meeting of
Orientation. By then, the entire floor was very comfortable busting
my chops, making fun of me when I misspoke, and giving me a hard
time about the Yankees’ losing streak. I thanked my great
Orientation Counselors, thanked the students for being so
enthusiastic, and wished everyone good luck on their first day at
school. As the crowd dispersed and the chatter switched to who had
what class and when, it gave me a chance to reflect on the hectic
week that we had all just been through.

Despite the complaints, the lack of free
time, and the bad food, I could tell that everyone had enjoyed
Orientation. We’d all made an impression on each other during those
first few days. Some first impressions turned out to be right,
others changed with time. But this first week got the ball rolling.
I saw early signs of the community that would eventually form on
New House 5. It’s hard to develop strong friendships in a week when
you’ve known your friends back home for eighteen years, but
everyone on the floor kept an open mind, and that’s the key. An
open mind and a little patience will take you a long way. I went to
bed that night feeling good about the week and confident that New
House 5 would become more than just a place to sleep.

 


 


* * *

 



SETTLING IN

 


 


Leave your mark and sign your name

We’ll mail your fifteen minutes of fame

- Perfect Sense

 


 


The first day of classes felt refreshing. It
was cool and crisp outside, the type of weather that lets you know
autumn is on the way, so enjoy the summer while you can. There’s
something about walking outside onto a bustling college campus and
for just a few seconds, breathing in deep and remembering why being
alive is so amazing. After two weeks of nonstop running around, it
was finally time to start school. It’s easy to forget the main
reason you’re at college is to get an education, especially during
Freshmen Orientation. But I knew once I got to class, the
professors would remind me all too well.

The bathroom was the busiest place in the
dorm at 8 a.m. Every shower stall was occupied, every sink was
being used, and each young man was checking his hair in the mirror.
The first day of college doesn’t have the same feel as the first
day of high school. In college, you feel more independent, more
confident, and a hell of a lot older. Fashion takes a back seat to
comfort and convenience. Sometimes I go to class in my pajamas. So
although the freshmen tried to look nice on the first day, I knew
they would soon slip into the habit of forgetting to put on
sneakers when they left the dorm.

On my way out, I walked by Rob, who was
knocking on someone’s door.

“Chad told me to wake him up for class. He
said he’d probably sleep through his alarm. But I’ve been knocking
for like five minutes. I think he died.”

As Rob spoke, the door creaked open, and
there stood Chad, shirtless and half-asleep. He looked around with
squinted eyes and opened his mouth to say something, but before it
came out, he realized why we were standing there.

“Oh shit! Hang on, let me put some clothes
on!”

Rob and I laughed. I walked away and wished
him good luck.

For the first time in my life, I was looking
forward to my classes. In high school, you don’t have much say, and
freshman year of college, you’re just fulfilling general education
requirements and figuring out a major. But now I was finally taking
classes more firmly rooted in my interests. I took a look at my
schedule. Organic Chemistry, Macroeconomics, Professional Writing,
Probability, and Multivariate Analysis. Okay, so maybe it doesn’t
sound like the most exciting course load ever, but it sure beats
Intro to World History and Computer Skills Workshop.

My classes on Monday went as expected.
Nothing too exciting, nothing too involved. It was nice to see some
of my friends from freshman year. I greeted a few of them, knowing
that even though I would see them every day in class, our
friendship would never go beyond a wave and a smile. One tough
thing about college is that you cannot possibly become close to
every person you meet. Often there’s some sort of common interest
that brings people together, sometimes it’s simply proximity.

For me, the latter usually determined my
friends since I’ve never been extremely extroverted. But being an
RA helped me shake off some of my inhibitions as I made an effort
to become friends with every one of my residents. I quickly learned
that this was impossible, even if it was a noble thought. I learned
that you don’t have to be friends with everyone, just dedicated to
the friends you have.

When I returned to the dorm, the halls were
abuzz with talk of what classes sucked, which teachers were hot,
and who had already been skipping. I asked my residents if they
were able to understand their teachers’ English (which can be a
problem at times) and what they thought about the classes. Everyone
had a good first day. It’s important to get off on the right foot
academically, and the 5th floor seemed to have done that.

As the week progressed, so did the community.
At night the common areas were filled with people talking about
their life goals and ambitions, and the study lounge was already
being put to good use by groups working on physics, economics, and
calculus. The mini lounge in each wing became a popular place for
people to gather and eat lunch while they discussed the day’s
gossip. One Friday evening, I walked into the main lounge on the
guys’ side and saw about twenty of my residents sitting in a circle
laughing hysterically.

You may know of the game “Never Have I Ever,”
a popular college and high school drinking game. In the game, the
person next in the circle says “Never have I ever…” and finishes
the sentence with something he or she has never done. (For
instance, “Never have I ever had sex in a car.”) If you have done
what that person said, you’re supposed to take a shot or sip of
alcohol. On this night, they were playing a modified version with
water instead of booze, much to my happiness. I arrived as the game
was coming to an end. As the crowd dispersed, Eric said, “That was
an interesting game. I learned a lot of things about people I wish
I really didn’t know.”

I just laughed, extremely pleased at how
comfortable my residents were becoming with each other.

During the first week, a few of the guys
asked if we could purchase a TV for the lounge. I told them that if
everyone chipped in, we could do it. After a couple e-mails and a
six dollar donation from everyone on the floor, we had three
hundred bucks. A week later, we had a 32” television in the boys’
lounge that would get a lot of use during the year. Sitcoms, sports
shows, movies, video games. They got their money’s worth. A crazy
idea can go a long way when people are willing to work
together.

For the first couple weekends, I took the
floor on outings to various museums and places of interest in the
Pittsburgh area. I was shocked at how many people went. On the
first Saturday morning, over half the floor got up at 10 a.m. (an
ungodly hour for a college student) to check out a museum full of
stuff that some people don’t even consider art. It still amazes
me.

We took a bus downtown to the Andy Warhol
museum, which is just around the corner from PNC Park, where the
Pirates play. The bus system is one of those oddities that you get
used to when you live in Pittsburgh. Each year, we pay a preset fee
to use the public transportation system. All you have to do is
flash your student ID to the driver and you can use any bus in the
city. Every single time I’ve gotten on a Pittsburgh bus—and it’s
been over a hundred times—I’ve met someone worth telling a story
about. But as crazy as the bus system can be, it’s an excellent way
to get around Pittsburgh quickly and cheaply.

On the way back from the museum, I fell
victim to the first of many practical jokes. We began the day with
thirty-five people. Being the frantic, paranoid “mother” that I am,
I took a head count at least six times during the trip. When we
finally boarded a bus to head back to campus, I breathed in deep. I
was home free.

Then my phone started vibrating. It was a
number I didn’t know.

“Who has a 713 area code?” I yelled to anyone
who would listen.

I got blank stares. I answered the phone and
heard a familiar voice on the other line.

“Hi, Andy. This is Derek. Um, I’m still at
the museum. You guys didn’t leave, did you?”

I froze. I’d counted six times and somehow I
had left someone behind. This was my worst nightmare coming true. I
was the worst RA ever, I should be fired, I would be fired, someone
kill me.

Derek was from Rochester like me. I didn’t
even remember seeing him on the trip. I stood up, phone pressed to
my ear, frantically looking around the bus. The two old women
sitting next to me discreetly moved further away. Everyone on the
bus stared as I yelled into the phone. Then, from the back of the
bus, I heard an eruption of loud laughter. It was coming through
the phone as well.

“Hey, Andy. This is Aaron. Got you!”

I turned bright red. I don’t get embarrassed
easily, so I had to give Aaron credit. He knew I wouldn’t recognize
Derek’s voice over the phone yet, and since Derek hadn’t come in
the first place, there was no way I could have found him on the
bus. Had I thought about it, I would have realized that Derek’s
area code should have been the same as mine. 713 was a Houston area
code, so Aaron must have borrowed Kim’s phone to make the call.

I hung up and the entire bus burst into
laughter. “Aaron, don’t ever do that to me again.”

He grinned. It wouldn’t be the last time he
was smiling while my face was bright red.

 


* * *

 


The community was coming together in a
variety of ways. For one thing, we signed up for several intramural
sports on campus. Intramural sports are a great way to have fun and
fit some physical activity into your schedule. Any group of people
can sign up, but for the most part, teams are formed by large
student organizations or fraternities. Residence halls don’t
usually have enough unity, but New House 5 had teams in soccer,
basketball, volleyball, and softball. We never did very well, but
we always had a blast. No one had as much fun losing 15-1 in soccer
as New House 5. Because that one goal made us feel like the
greatest athletes on the planet.

Embarrassing ourselves was getting to be a
pretty popular method of bonding on the 5th floor. There’s an exact
moment I can point to when I realized how comfortable the floor was
with each other. It was Micah’s birthday, and the guys wanted to
celebrate. They thought of a lot of different things to do, but
everything sounded too cliché, too boring. Then Sam came up with an
ingenious idea.

“I’ve got it! How ’bout all of the guys take
off their shirts and put on a tie? We can all go to dinner topless,
wearing ties.”

Micah was known for walking around the floor
in only his boxers. Initially, it sounded like one of Sam’s
ludicrous ideas that most people let go in one ear and out the
other. But this time, he caught the attention of everyone in the
room. And for a second, it sounded like the greatest idea in the
world. And that second was all it took.

When I heard the commotion in the lounge, I
pushed through the crowd of giggling girls and guys shaking their
heads. Then I saw one of the funniest sights I have ever witnessed.
There were twelve of my residents, all topless, all wearing silk
ties. They posed for pictures and then, as promised, they all
walked across campus just like that to get food. As it turned out,
they weren’t let into the dining area, but it was certainly one of
the most memorable moments of the first semester. And it let the
entire floor know that no matter what you wanted to do, no matter
how crazy it was, New House 5 would help you accomplish it. No need
to hold back, no need to be embarrassed. Find yourself. Then be
yourself.

 


* * *

 


Ashford is known for being academically
rigorous. Ashford students are known for studying until they drop.
By the second week of classes, almost everyone was a workaholic,
reading textbooks, going over notes, preparing for exams three
weeks in advance. When freshmen first come to college, especially
at an academically renowned institute, they usually start the year
strong and motivated. Then, a few weeks into the school year,
people begin splitting off into different categories. There are
those who decide they want to be all social, hanging out at
fraternities all the time, watching television, skipping class, and
blowing off work. These students don’t do well academically for
obvious reasons. But there are also the students who continue to
push themselves to the limit, studying for hours a day without any
breaks. While some people can do this effectively, it’s very rare,
and most of these students get burnt out midway through the
semester. They have breakdowns, they go crazy, they can’t focus,
they can’t sleep. And when the end of the semester arrives, the
time that really matters, they’re too fried to do anything and end
up with C’s and D’s when they were used to getting straight A’s in
high school.

The key is finding a healthy balance between
the two: the students who do well are those who can maintain
equilibrium between socializing and academics. For some people, a
bad grade on an exam will let them know they have to work a little
harder. For others, three straight nights with no sleep might tell
someone he needs to slow down the studying. Then there’s a third
type of student, one who already understands he needs to have
balance and plans that from the beginning.

I watched as the residents on my floor began
shifting into these categories. I was pleased by the number who
learned very quickly that they had to find a balance, and kept an
eye on those who were still figuring it out.

For most of my freshman year, I fell into the
category of too academically minded. Towards the end of second
semester, I realized that college was going to suck if I stayed in
my room the entire time, so I started going out with my friends and
had a blast. Because of this, I sympathized with the students on my
floor who were showing signs of burning themselves out
academically. One student I was particularly worried about was
Taylor.

Taylor was one of the few students on my
floor not in the SHS program. He was a business major who lived
about three hours outside of Pittsburgh. His roommate Marcus, who
was also a business major, had a very social life. Marcus had been
heavily recruited to play on the varsity tennis team. He went out
on weekends and frequently had friends over. But Taylor was
different. He was a nice guy, I knew this from talking to him a few
times, but he was very quiet and studied nonstop. I dropped by his
room one day to see how he was doing.

“Hey, Taylor, what’s up?”

“Hey, Andy, not too much. Just doing a little
reading.”

“I see that,” I said tentatively. “Dude,
you’re always reading. I never see you out of your room. You ever
think about taking a break? You know, just coming out and hanging
around on the floor once in a while?”

“Yeah, I don’t know, man. I never really got
to know any of these people. I mean, I’m not in any of their
majors. It seems kind of late in the year to try to work my way
onto their good side.”

I walked into Taylor’s room and shut the door
behind me. I sat down in Marcus’s chair and noticed a “How to Play
Poker” book on Taylor’s desk.

“Do you play poker?” I asked.

“Um, yeah. I’m trying to learn some
techniques. I play online a little bit, but it’s not as fun as
playing with real people. I used to play with my friends at home,
but I don’t have as much time here. I just study all the time.”

“You know, a lot of the guys on the floor are
into poker, too. They play in the study lounge sometimes. You
should join them.”

While gambling was technically illegal in the
dorm, I didn’t mind when the guys played. It was never for more
than a few dollars, and it helped bring the community closer
through a common interest.

“Really? I didn’t know that. I guess I
haven’t really been out on the floor much. I was sort of
overwhelmed during Orientation so I kept to myself. I figured it’d
be good for me, though. It gives me more time to study.” He
laughed. “But my eyes hurt from staring at my computer screen for
so long.”

“You can’t study too much, man. Seriously,
you’ll burn yourself out. You have to remember that part of college
is having a good time, too. Meeting new people, making friends,
learning new things. You’ve already got a common interest with a
lot of the guys. I bet if you just sat down and played with them
once, you’d find a lot more.”

“I just don’t feel like I have the time, you
know? I’m doing well in school, and I want to keep doing well.”

“I think you can still do well even if you
take some time out for socializing. Maybe start with a couple hours
during the weekend. They always play on Friday nights. Just check
it out, man. See what you think. If it’s not your thing, it’s
not.”

“Okay, okay. You’re right. I actually do see
them in there playing sometimes, I just never wanted to stop in.
Next time I’ll ask if I can play.”

“Awesome. Because they do all know who you
are, they just don’t know much about you.”

“Thanks, Andy. I’ll let you know how it
goes.”

That Friday, there were five guys from the
floor in the study room playing poker as usual, so I mentioned that
Taylor might be stopping by. They graciously invited Taylor to join
them, and so began a tradition of New House 5 poker games on Friday
nights. Taylor is one of a million examples of a college student
who just needed to find some balance in his life. A little
studying, a little fun, a little sleep, and you’ve got a happy
college kid. The trick is convincing the college kid of that.

 


* * *

 


As my residents got settled in to their
college lives, the traditional college problems began popping up.
The most prevalent of these problems was the notorious “Freshman
Fifteen.” Everyone wanted to know if it was true and how to avoid
it. The Freshman Fifteen does exist, and for a variety of reasons.
Most people who played sports in high school stop playing in
college, so their level of physical activity goes down. Students
eat more snacks and unhealthy food at university dining facilities,
which ups the amount of fat and calories they consume each day. And
of course, college students drink, and nothing will kill a diet
like a beer, or as some like to call it, “liquid bread.” Lack of
physical activity combined with poor nutrition leads directly and
inevitably to the Freshman Fifteen.

As some of the students began to see a little
more of themselves in the mirror each morning, a few of them asked
me how to avoid it. I said it was very simple: exercise regularly
and eat healthy. I could not have been any more vague and generic,
but it was the truth, and the people who asked me took it
seriously. The biggest complaint was “I don’t have time to work out
or eat healthy.” So I sat down with a few people to plan out a
schedule. Maybe running on a treadmill for twenty minutes each
morning was the answer. Maybe lifting weights between classes
instead of taking a nap. Or maybe jogging outside while you listen
to music. There’s always time to fit in physical activity.



As for the nutritional problem, the easiest
things to eat on the run are usually unhealthy, but that doesn’t
mean you can’t eat healthy when you’re in a hurry. Substituting a
yogurt for a candy bar, a sandwich for a slice of pizza. I felt
like a mother telling people these things, but it helped. I saw
people making immediate changes in their habits. Elyse began
working out on a daily basis early in the morning. I saw Julie take
a banana with her to class everyday instead of a coffee and a
doughnut. When people don’t want to gain weight and make a
conscious effort to stay in shape, they figure something out.

Homesickness was just as common a problem as
the Freshman Fifteen, but it was usually rooted in something much
deeper than poor nutrition. For a lot of people, homesickness
kicked in during low points. At home, Mom may have taken care of a
cold and Best Friend might have been consoling about a poor grade,
but at college, it’s hard to trust people you’ve only known for a
few weeks. A lot of people are eager to make lifelong friendships
like they have at home, but that’s not something you can rush into.
It’s impossible to cram an eighteen year friendship into eighteen
days, but people try. The best cure for homesickness is a phone
call to a good friend back home and a chat with someone close at
college who at least understands that you’re upset, even if they
don’t understand why.

And of course there are the long-distance
relationships. At least half of my floor came to college with a
significant other waiting for them back in their hometown or at
another college. By the end of the first semester, only a handful
remained. For some people, long-distance relationships work. For
others, they can be a disaster. Erin, one of the girls on the 4th
floor who hung out in the 5th floor lounge occasionally, broke up
with her boyfriend of four years in October. She went on a rampage.
She had previously only had sex with her ex-boyfriend, but in the
next two weeks, she slept with three different guys. She started
dating someone she barely knew, all with the intent of getting over
her ex. Every case isn’t this extreme, but it happens. The first
thing someone wants to do when they go through a break-up is find
someone else. I tried to keep an eye out for these situations, but
most of the time, long-distance relationships would break off
without anyone but a roommate and a close friend knowing.

These are problems students encounter at
every college, and it was no different on my floor. What was
different was how people dealt with them. I always wondered exactly
how a community formed on a residential floor, and I was seeing it
in action. If someone was stressed about gaining weight, someone
else would give that person tips on how to stop it, maybe go work
out with them for a few days. If a guy was feeling homesick, a few
of his pals took him out to see a movie. And if a girl had just
broken up with the love of her life, some of the other girls would
take her out to drown her sorrows in ice cream. The point is, on
New House 5, no problem went unnoticed. Everyone was looking out
for everyone else, everyone was willing to help because they knew
that someday, they could be in the same position. I was already
seeing the development of a different kind of floor, a floor that
seemed more like a home than a place to sleep. New House 5 was
becoming a place you knew you could count on.

 


 


* * *

 


 


 PICTURES AND POETRY

 


 


Conversation never felt so perfect

- Whispers

 


 


Greatest inventions of the last three
thousand years: the clock, the printing press, Friday. At college,
sometimes thinking of Friday is the only thing that gets you
through the week.

This particular Friday was even better than
most. It was early in September, the second weekend of the school
year. Pittsburgh hadn’t turned cold yet, so campus was filled with
students playing frisbee, soccer, and touch football. As the year
progresses, less and less people come out on Friday afternoons. The
temperature drops, the work picks up, and the laziness that lurks
in every college student takes over. But not on this day. I walked
outside wearing a white Fruit of the Loom t-shirt and mesh shorts,
letting the soft breeze surround me, immerse me. In fact, I rarely
wear anything besides white t-shirts. When people see an Asian guy
wearing a red cap and a white t-shirt walking in front of them,
they automatically yell my name. And on days like today, those
white t-shirts feel like the best thing in the world.

I love our campus on days like this. It’s
small, serene, and beautiful. Sometimes I forget we’re only three
miles from downtown Pittsburgh. If Forbes Avenue, one of
Pittsburgh’s main streets, didn’t go right through our campus, I
might forget altogether that I went to school in a big city.
Standing on the highway and looking south gives one of the most
detailed views of our school. A large grassy area we like to call
“The Cut” runs through the middle, bordered by academic buildings
and libraries. On days like this one, students utilize The Cut to
play sports, hand out pamphlets, or rehearse scenes for an upcoming
play. On days like this one, I really feel like a college student,
and it really feels awesome.

I spent most of the evening by myself. Half a
mile from our school is the University of Pittsburgh, a public
school that has four times as many undergraduates as we do. This
means that half a mile from my campus, in the area called Oakland,
the streets are lined with restaurants, novelty shops, and other
businesses targeting college-aged students. I love walking around
Oakland at night. The sidewalks are filled with people going every
direction, hurrying to find a friend, get to a party, make a
reservation. Clips of stories ring in my ears, glimpses of
beautiful girls last for only a few seconds. Everyone is rushing
past. Sometimes it’s nice to not rush. Sometimes it’s nice to watch
everyone else rush. It puts your own life in perspective.

When I got back to the dorm at around 10
p.m., the hallways were buzzing. The second weekend of the school
year meant the fraternities were all having rush parties, and
everyone was going. The term “rushing” refers to checking out
different fraternities to see which one suits you the best. So
while the guys wanted to see which fraternity, if any, they fit in,
the girls wanted to check out some real college parties. Dancing,
socializing, drinking, sex—this is what college is supposed to be
about. Most of our fraternities are housed in a quadrangle across
from my dorm. This can be annoying at times when you’re trying to
study for an exam and every fraternity has its stereo system
cranked up to full volume, but you get used to it, and it’s never
that bad.

Alcohol is always a concern in college,
particularly for an RA on a floor full of freshmen. And rush was
the first chance for most people to drink at school. I never worry
about the kids who drank in high school, the ones who know their
limits already. I worry about the sheltered students who are
drinking for the first time, the guys and girls who don’t have good
friends to keep an eye on them, the ones who wouldn’t necessarily
know when to stop. They’re the kids who end up in the hospital.
When everyone headed out to the frats, I reminded them to be safe.
When I went back to my room, one of the girls was standing there
holding a large, flat plastic object. It was Meghan.

“Hey, Andy, I’m trying to hang this giant
picture frame on my wall, but I can’t find anything that will hold
it up. Do you know if anything will work?”

“Actually I think I have some mounting tape.
Let’s try that out.” I grabbed the tape from my drawer and followed
Meghan to her room.

Meghan lived three doors down from me. She
was from just outside of Dallas. The first time I talked to her was
when she arrived almost a week before all the other freshmen for
soccer. She struck me as a very nice girl, sort of shy, sort of
reserved. It turns out she was highly recruited as a midfielder.
She could have gone to Rice, Dartmouth, or Princeton, but she chose
Ashford. And I’m glad she did.

Meghan appeared to be the prototypical
All-American girl. Tall, athletic build, cute face, great smile,
brown hair up in a ponytail, and Texas pride oozing out of her
ears. I saw her a few times during Orientation but never got a
chance to really talk to her. She came out to eat with a group of
us one Friday night but for the most part, she kept to herself.
Soccer consumed most of her life during the beginning of the school
year, but I noticed that she was beginning to spend more time
hanging out in the floor lounges. And she was obviously comfortable
enough with me to ask for my help decorating.

The giant picture frame was actually a bunch
of smaller ones glued together in an oddly shaped pattern. It was
the largest picture frame I had ever seen. I applied the mounting
tape in appropriate spots and tried to hang it up where Meghan
indicated. It stuck, so I spent the next few minutes getting it
straight. As I did this, I took a close look at some of the
pictures. Many of them were simply of her hanging out with her
friends at various places. The beach, someone’s living room,
school, soccer fields. One picture was of Meghan dressed in prom
attire, presumably with her date.

The picture frame hung over Meghan’s dresser,
which was right beside her lofted bed. On top of her dresser was a
pile of pillows and sheets. I asked why she had them there.

“Watch,” she said. She hopped up onto the
dresser and sat down, leaning back against the wall, just beneath
where we had hung the frame. A homemade chair.

I sat down on the ground beside her. “So
since I helped you put it up, do I get to know what all those
pictures are of?”

This question was probably a little
intrusive. I still didn’t know Meghan well at all, but I figured
this was a good way to start. One person at a time, one picture
frame at a time.

Meghan smirked at me. She turned her head and
began explaining the pictures. As I expected, most of the dozen or
so pictures were simply of her friends hanging out in Dallas.
Meghan went to a well-known high school in the Dallas area, and I
found out just how big soccer was in her community.

“My team won states a couple times. We were
really good. It’s kind of strange coming here and playing at almost
a lower level. Trinity is one of the top teams in Division III. My
club team beat Trinity two years ago.”

To me, it was fun to meet someone who was
good at a sport. Meghan was never going to play for the national
team, but there’s something to be said about being dedicated to
what you do, no matter what level you’re at.

I pointed to the picture in the center of
frame, the prom picture. Meghan had her hair done up in typical
formal dance fashion, her blue dress glistened in the light. Her
date was a few inches taller than her, with clean cut dark hair and
a sinister face.

“Is that from your senior prom?”

“Oh geeze, I forgot that was still up
there.”

Meghan removed the picture from the case like
it was burning a hole in the wall. She looked flustered. She rolled
her eyes. Whether it was at me or the situation, I’m still not
sure.

“Bad question?”

“Haha, um, yeah actually. That’s Rick. He was
my boyfriend for two years in high school. We’ve actually been best
friends for a long time. Well, we had been. We had a pretty bad
falling out. We don’t talk anymore.”

She spoke almost nonchalantly, in sing-songy
voice, like she was trying to downplay Rick’s importance.

“I call him ‘Jackass,’ so if you ever hear me
refer to Jackass, it’s Rick.”

I dropped the subject for now. It wasn’t the
last I would hear about Rick that night. In fact, I would learn
quite a bit about Rick as the year progressed.

I turned my attention to the picture Meghan
had replaced Rick with. It was another young man, with scruffy
hair, hunched over and smiling.

“Who’s that?”

“Thaaaat is Arnie. He’s sort of my stalker.
He’s one of my best friends, but he’s a little overwhelming
sometimes. I always know he’ll be there, whether I want him to be
or not. I take him for granted sometimes.”

Meghan’s phone rang. Since everyone at
college has a cell phone, no one uses the traditional ring. People
download songs and jingles to use instead, everything from
Beethoven to hip-hop. Meghan’s phone rang to the beat of “Beautiful
Day” by U2. I approved.

“That’s Arnie right now actually. I’ve
already talked to him today. If it’s important he’ll leave a
message.”

Meghan paused for a moment in deep thought.
She hopped down from her perch on the dresser and grabbed a bottle
of orange juice from her mini-fridge. I noticed the side of her
mesh shorts read “Hogg High School,” just like the hooded
sweatshirt she wore. When she climbed back on her seat, I asked her
about it.

“How big was your high school?”

“Hogg was pretty big. We had eight hundred
people in my graduating class. It made it hard to find a group of
friends. I hung out with the soccer girls my first couple years of
high school. I still did towards the end of school, but I also got
really into debate and started hanging out with those kids. I loved
debate, and I was good at it, but those weren’t the best kids in
the world to hang out with. That’s where I met Rick and
Andrew.”

“Who’s Andrew?”

“Yeah, I usually forget to mention Andrew.”
She said it in a matter-of-fact tone, like it was embarrassing.

“Andrew is Rick’s twin brother. Before I
dated Rick, I dated Andrew. Yes, I dated twins, and yes, it was the
worst decision of my life. I don’t talk to either one of them
anymore. I heard from friends that they both started drinking.” She
rolled her eyes. “I think drinking is so gross and pointless. I
don’t know why anyone would do it. It shows how much they’ve
changed.”

I could tell there was a lot to this story,
just like I could tell Meghan wasn’t yet comfortable telling a guy
she had only gotten to know in the last half hour all the details.
I respected that. I later found out that Meghan rarely told anyone
about her relationships with the twins beyond the fact that she
dated them. “I don’t like to tell the world about my past, I always
feel like I’m being egotistic when I do that,” Meghan once told me.
“And I’m trying to shake that mindset, but it’s hard.” I felt bad
for her. So much was floating around her mind that she wanted to
let out, but was too afraid to tell anyone.

“One Christmas, my friend got me two
identical pairs of socks. She said, ‘These socks are twins. Once
you’ve stomped all over one of them, you can throw them away and
stomp all over the others.’” Meghan smiled faintly.

I did everything in my power to keep from
laughing hysterically. Now that’s wit. Meghan saw I was trying to
contain my amusement and giggled a little as well.

“Okay, it was pretty clever.”

Then she paused and bit her lip. Clearly,
Meghan didn’t think it was as clever as she said it was. Meghan
changed the subject quickly.

“Hey,” she said, “do you have a copy of your
song lyrics that I can read?”

When Meghan came out to eat with a bunch of
us earlier in the year, I told her briefly about my songwriting
endeavors. Her eyes had lit up. She made me promise to let her see
my lyrics sometime. It’s not that I forgot, it’s more like I’m
always a little embarrassed to show my song lyrics to other people.
I’ve gotten over that, but I still can’t perform publicly. To this
day, not a single person has ever seen or heard me perform one of
my own songs.

“Yeah, I’ll print a copy out for you later
tonight, promise. Why are you so interested in them?”

“I don’t know, I just love that stuff. I love
words. I think song lyrics and novels can be so touching and
important. I try to find writing that’s relevant to me.”

“That’s really cool. Do you write at
all?”

“A little bit, nothing too big. I try writing
lyrics. That’s what I love the most. I love those verses that stick
with you, that float around in your head for days. I always have
some sort of song lyrics or inspirational writing in my online
profile.”

The term “online profile” will be used
frequently. A product of the information age is instant messenger,
an internet service that allows you to constantly be connected to
anyone else in the world with the same software. America Online has
a monopoly on the industry. You can sign on to your computer and
chat online with one hundred of your closest friends, whether they
are down the hall or twelve states away. It allows people to stay
close, to become close, and to waste time.

Another voyeuristic benefit of AOL Instant
Messenger (or AIM as it is often called) is that you can make a
profile for yourself. The service gives you a certain amount of
space to quote your favorite songs, tell people your contact
information, or express how you’re currently feeling. It’s all just
a mouse click away so you can stalk people even without talking to
them. Many college students keep their instant messengers logged on
all the time. This lets people leave messages on your computer, so
you can return a couple hours later and read at your leisure.

At college, AIM is a way of life. People have
gotten in fights over each other profiles. People stay up until
five o’clock in the morning talking to six different friends.
People ask others out, break up, and make up, all without having to
actually say a single word. It’s getting to the point where you
don’t ask if someone got a phone number, you ask if they got a
screen name. Welcome to the 21st century.

“I usually keep song lyrics that express my
current mood in my profile,” I said. “What do you have in there
right now?”

“I have a quote from The Pastures of
Heaven by Steinbeck,” Meghan said excitedly. “John Steinbeck is
my favorite author ever. I could seriously live off just reading
everything he’s ever written. I love his writing style. It’s so
simple, ironic, and thoughtful. Let me show you.”

Meghan ran to her cluttered desk. She swept
away crumpled papers, Caramello wrappers, and old sticky notes. The
excitement in her eyes and her voice when she spoke of Steinbeck
was clear. Everyone needs to be passionate about something, and
Meghan was clearly passionate about John Steinbeck. Finally, she
pulled from the rubble a thick paperback book that looked worn with
age and use.

“This is my Bible. It’s the John Steinbeck
companion book. They took some of his best work—chapters from
books, essays, even full novels—and stuffed it all between two
covers. If I ever lost this I don’t know what I’d do with
myself.”

She smiled widely as she thumbed through the
book. The pages were marked with pencil and highlighter, miniature
Post-Its noted various passages. She finally came to a stop and
handed me the book, pointing to a spot halfway down the page.

“This is what I have in my profile now. It’s
my single favorite Steinbeck line ever.”

 


After the bare requisites of living and
reproducing, man wants most to leave some record of himself, a
proof, perhaps, that he has really existed. He leaves his proof on
wood, on stone, or on the lives of other people. This deep desire
exists in everyone, from the boy who scribbles on a wall to the
Buddha who etches his image in the race mind. Life is so unreal. I
think that we seriously doubt that we exist and go about trying to
prove that we do.

 


“You’re really into this stuff, huh?”

“Totally.”

“I think that’s so cool. Most of the people I
know still view reading as nerdy. I never got a chance to read any
Steinbeck in high school. Maybe I should start.”

“You definitely should. Rick was a huge
Steinbeck fan, too. He sort of got me into Steinbeck. He got me
into music, too.” She looked ashamed when she said this.

“He seems to have had a big impact on
you.”

“More than I’d like to admit. I guess in the
back of my mind, I still can’t believe we don’t talk anymore.
Sometimes I wish I could just call him up and ask him how he’s
doing. Things change, but they shouldn’t have to. I’ve
changed.”

“You should call him.”

“It’s not that easy. We’ll leave it at
that.”

I did leave it at that, for the night anyway.
I looked at my watch. It was midnight. I didn’t realize how long
I’d been talking to Meghan. Even though our conversation was
awkward at times, due partly to us not knowing each other and
partly to our reserved personalities, talking to her felt very
natural to me. Meghan was never the most vocal or outgoing person
on the floor last year, but she turned into one of my best friends.
It took me so long to get to know her because I assumed she didn’t
want to get to know me. You should never assume what someone else
is thinking, you can never guess another person’s personality.
Sometimes just saying, “Hi, my name is Andy,” can show you what a
person is really like. In this case, all it took was a picture
frame.

“I should get back to my room and do a little
work before I go to bed,” I said.

“Yeah, me too actually.” Meghan yawned.
“We’re huge nerds, doing homework at midnight on Friday. I love
it.”

“Me too. I’ll see you around.”

“Yeah, definitely. Thanks for helping me with
the picture frame. It looks like it’s going to hold.”

As I left Meghan’s room, I had a good feeling
that this would not be my last long conversation with her. I
returned to her door an hour later. The lights were off. She had
gone to bed as I expected. I slid a copy of my song lyrics
underneath her door. There’s nothing like keeping a promise.

 


* * *

 


Kate was an intriguing girl. I never had a
chance to talk to her very much because for the most part, she
stayed in her room and kept to herself. But unlike some of the
other girls who kept to themselves, Kate wasn’t constantly on the
phone with a boyfriend from back home or typing away on instant
messenger. She was a loner, in every sense of the word. From what I
could tell, she wasn’t involved in any campus organizations or
clubs. She just did her homework and sat in her room. Occasionally
she kept her door open, and I would walk by to see her sitting on
her bed, curled up with a book. She had a black fleece blanket that
I had never seen her without. And one day when I walked by her
room, I decided to stop in and talk.

Kate’s room seemed more spacious than the
other rooms I had been in. Everything was neat and organized. Her
roommate, Allison, was rarely there. Allison was the opposite of
Kate, involved in every school activity she could fit into her
schedule. Different people find different ways to stay
occupied.

When I knocked, Kate smiled and asked me to
come in. She was from northern New Jersey, just a short drive from
New York City. Her walls were covered with pictures of the city.
Very few of the photos had other people in them. Kate was a
creative writing major who wrote about as often as she breathed.
What exactly she wrote, I have no clue. But when I did see her
walking around the floor, it was always with that black fleece
blanket wrapped around her, notebook in hand. And Kate was
beautiful. Not the typical hot college girl who showed off her body
and made up her face, but strikingly beautiful. One of those girls
who you know would have been worshipped as a beauty no matter where
she lived, no matter what time period.

I walked in and sat on her desk chair. She
was on her bed as usual, sitting Indian-style and hunched over a
book. Her long brown hair drooped down over the pages. Every few
seconds she had to place a fallen strand behind her ear. I waited
patiently for a few minutes, letting her finish her page or chapter
or whatever she needed to finish. When she was done, she looked up
at me.

“What’s up, Andy?”

“Well, I’m glad you know my name,” I said
jokingly. “I never see you around.”

She smirked sarcastically, as if to say, “No
shit, there’s a reason for that.”

“Yeah, I pretty much keep to myself,” she
said. “I keep busy with my work and my hobbies.”

“What hobbies?”

“Mainly reading and writing. I love to read,
anything I can get my hands on. I used to read two or three books a
week in high school. But my high school was a joke, so I had more
time. Here, my studies keep me pretty busy. I put my schoolwork
first.”

“That’s good. What kind of stuff do you
read?”

“You’re really pressing here.” She said it
jokingly, but there was a hint of seriousness in her voice. “What’s
with the sudden interest in me? Are you going to be quizzed or
something? Are you supposed to know the favorite color and animal
of everyone who lives on your floor?”

Now she was serious, and she was mildly
upset. I couldn’t help smiling as I answered.

“No, actually. I’ll tell you why I’m in here
now, talking to you, asking you questions that you think I don’t
care about. It’s because you strike me as a very interesting
person. Honestly. And I wanted to get to know more about you. But
since you’re not volunteering much information, I guess I have to
pry a little bit more.”

“Nothing against you, but I’m not big on
forced friendships.”

“Okay, I’ll make a deal with you: I get an
answer to two more questions and then I’ll leave you alone.”

She thought about it for a second. Realizing
it was the only way to get me to leave, she agreed.

“So what kind of books do you read?” I
asked.

“Poetry. Some classic fiction, but I love
poetry. I could read it all day. Sometimes, I’ll go into a
bookstore and stay there all day, just reading through the
different poetry books. I’ve written entire poems on my arm before
in ballpoint pen, just so I don’t forget them.” She paused,
realizing that she had begun to ramble. “But yeah, poetry. Next
question.”

“What do you write?”

“Same thing. Poetry. I probably have a
thousand poems. They’re stored on my laptop, in boxes full of
journals at home. I carry around this little journal with me.” She
picked up a ragged looking book. It used to be orange, but the
cover was faded and peeling. “If I think of an idea, I’ll jot it
down. Then I’ll go back to it and write. I’ve started to write more
in the last three or four years. I don’t read as much, because
writing is much more fun. It’s one of the few things I really enjoy
doing. It takes me away from reality for a moment and lets me be,
well, sort of alone in my own little world.”

She sighed deeply and stared out the window.
She looked depressed. And not the whining college student kind of
depressed. She looked like she was really lost in the world.

“So I have to leave now?” I asked.

“Well, that was the deal we made. But I don’t
care. You can stay if you want to.”

“Do you have any friends here?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I was just curious. I never really see you
hanging around with anyone.”

“No, not really. I talk to Allison sometimes,
but that’s just because we live together. I didn’t plan on making
any friends when I got to college. I have a few friends back home,
but no really good friends. People suck, so I just keep to
myself.”

“Oh, come on. Not all people suck. That’s a
crappy way to live, hating people.”

She glared at me. “How much do they pay you
to say that?”

“Listen, Kate. I’ll leave soon because you
obviously don’t want me here. But just because I’m your RA doesn’t
mean I’m the biggest fake the world has to offer. No one else comes
in here because no one else cares. And maybe you don’t think I
care, but you can at least admit that I was curious enough to ask.
I understand you don’t want to talk to people, that’s cool. I don’t
know why, and it’s none of my business. But I have issues trusting
other people sometimes too, so it’s cool, and I understand.”

Kate’s head popped up. “Why don’t you
trust people?”

“Well, I don’t distrust everyone, but I am
hesitant about what I tell other people about myself. And who I
give confidential information to. I’m not sure what it comes from,
actually.”

“I’m sort of the same way, but I don’t trust
people at all. The only people I’ve ever really trusted were my
ex-boyfriend Jared and my parents. And they all let me down. In so
many ways.”

“How so?”

She just shook her head.

“What do your parents do for a living?”

“My dad is a doctor at a local hospital. He’s
like the town hero.” She rolled her eyes as she said this.
“Everyone loves him. I can’t walk anywhere without someone saying,
‘Your dad this, your dad that.’ My mom is a housewife, but I don’t
call her that. She’s a bitch who has made it her goal to ruin my
life.”

I tried to keep my surprise at Kate’s comment
to myself. “How’s that?”

“I’m an only child, so she only has one thing
to worry about since she doesn’t work. And that’s me. When I was
little, she used to go out everyday and do her own thing. I never
even knew what she did. But when she was around, it was all about
nagging me. What do your parents do?”

This question caught me off guard. Not
because it was a strange question, but because it was the first
question Kate had posed to me. I’m used to asking other people
about themselves, so when someone asks me about myself, I’m always
underprepared. I paused for a second before responding.

“My dad works at Kodak, like every other
father in the Rochester area. Most people have about a dozen
friends or relatives who either work for Kodak or got laid off by
them. My mom is a physical therapist. I guess I have sort of a
strange relationship with my parents, too. I’ve always been pretty
independent so my parents have just kind of sent me on my way and
said, ‘Good luck.’ I have a younger brother who is in seventh grade
and a sister who’s a senior in high school. They both need much
more attention than I do, so my parents focus on them and assume
I’m doing okay. We’re more like acquaintances than family almost. I
talk to them about once a month.”

“I can’t imagine that. I think it would be so
nice for a little while to not have my parents wondering about
everything I do. I’m at college, I make good decisions, but they
always assume something is going on. They can be ridiculous
sometimes. Whenever I left the house with a male friend, my dad
would say to me ‘Kate, what are guys?’ The proper response would
be, ‘Guys are evil.’”

I laughed out loud at this. I always imagine
that I would be an overprotective parent. I tell people that if I
have a daughter, I’m putting up barbed wire around the house as
soon as she is old enough to walk.

“That’s amazing. That sounds like something I
would say. Your dad is the man.”

Kate glared at me again.

“Don’t say that.” She laughed nervously.
“They do all kinds of irrational stuff like that. It just gets so
tedious and annoying after a while. One time my dad got really mad
at me for coming in late and threw my computer out the window. It
shattered on the sidewalk. That kind of thing happens a lot. He
always buys me something to replace it, though. It really sickens
me that people with money think they can buy friendship and
forgiveness. Money can’t buy a lot of things. I learned that at a
very young age. Like I said, they really look out for me, but I
don’t know, sometimes I just wonder.”

“What about this guy Jared you were talking
about?”

“This is a quiz.”

“I’m just asking.”

“I dated him my junior and senior years. I
was really quiet in high school, too. Guys used to try hitting on
me, but I never responded. It got to the point where they would
just say really gross and rude things to me to get a laugh. But
Jared was different. As much as I can’t forgive him now for what he
did to me, he really was different. He stood up for me. I started
hanging out with him a lot my sophomore year because I had no other
friends. He understood me. He understood everything going on in my
life.”

“And what happened?”

“It all just sort of fell apart my senior
year. I stopped talking to him and spent the entire year in my
bedroom. Thinking and writing. It kept me sane. That’s why I love
to write so much.”

“Well, listen, I can see why you might not be
open to being friends with everyone, but you just seem sort of
miserable in here. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing if you hung
out on the floor a little bit and made a few friends. Some of them
are probably not your type, but there are fifty-six people on this
floor. You live with them. It’s worth a shot.”

“You totally just changed the subject,” she
said abruptly.

“I was thinking about it, though. What do you
think?”

She hesitated for a moment. “I’ll give it a
shot. Maybe. It is kind of boring in here sometimes. You’re not as
bad I thought. Thanks for coming over.”

“No problem.”

I left Kate’s room that day as her friend.
She did start to come out of her room more often. She hung out in
the mini lounge a lot, talking to people about random stuff. I
couldn’t tell if she was really enjoying it or if she was trying to
make herself enjoy it, but she seemed a lot happier. I talked to
her more frequently as the weeks went on, and each time, she was
more open, more easygoing. Maybe all she’d needed was a little
nudge, I thought.

It turned out she needed a little more than
that, but I wouldn’t find out what until later.

 


* * *

 


Despite their obvious differences, Meghan and
Kate seemed to have something inherently in common. I’m not sure
exactly what it was, though. Kate was cut off from the world, while
Meghan was a more social, outgoing person. But they both seemed to
have cynical outlooks, even if they didn’t talk about them in
depth. Each had a past that, for whatever reason, haunted and
frightened them. With Meghan, it had something to do with Rick. For
Kate, it was her parents. Meghan and Kate didn’t seem like people
who could ever become good friends. I think each saw too much of
herself in the other. Funny how similarities act as barriers
sometimes. But it’s just as funny how those barriers can be broken
down with a little effort.

 


 


* * *

 


 


 CREATING A COMMUNITY

 


 


Grab your suitcase

And bring some spare change

Make your own movie

Live it scene by scene

- Untitled

 


 


Over the summer, I had developed a personal
goal for myself as an RA. I wanted to form a strong friendship with
every individual on my floor. Looking at that goal now, it seems
both ridiculous and stupid. It sounds very mechanical, like I was
going to develop a concrete method to gain the trust of each
person. It just doesn’t work like that. You’re naturally more
compatible with some people than others. I realized early on in the
year that this goal was bad for me and bad for my floor. People
were beginning to grow tired of me asking how classes and
extracurriculars were going every time I saw them. And I was
getting tired of asking.

So a few weeks into the school year, I had an
epiphany: I needed to be myself. Yeah, yeah, I know. Some epiphany.
But it’s something I wasn’t doing. I was trying to be the perfect
RA and in turn, I was being fake and boring. And I wasn’t having
fun. From that point on, I decided to forget everything I ever
thought I should do and just do what felt right, what made me feel
good. And from that point on, New House 5 began turning into the
community I had envisioned. From that point on, I started loving
every minute of being an RA.

While I didn’t have an exact idea of what I
wanted New House 5 to be at the time, I can see now what I was
hoping for. I just wanted a floor full of people who cared about
each other. I knew not everyone would talk to me if they had a
problem. I certainly didn’t run to my RA when I had a problem my
freshman year. But everyone on the floor had someone they could
talk to, someone they could confide in and trust, and that’s all I
could have asked for. A community is a place where you can feel
comfortable being yourself. It’s a place where you know someone’s
always got your back. A place where you have the confidence to
speak your mind. It’s hard to believe that this type of atmosphere
is possible to have in a dormitory, but it is, and it’s what New
House 5 was turning into. As I tell people now, New House 5 was not
just a floor. It was a way of life.

 


* * *

 


It was becoming very evident that a “core”
group of students was forming on New House 5. This core group
became the students who were easily identified with New House 5.
While I thought it was really cool that the campus could easily
identify certain students with our floor, it also bothered me that
other students who lived on the floor were in some ways being left
out. What kind of community is it if some people within its borders
are disregarded? I looked into it closer and found that I was
wrong.

There were definitely different groups
forming. The main one consisted of over half of the floor. These
were the people who wore their New House 5 pride on their sleeves,
the Robs and Elyses and Aarons of the floor. There was also a small
group of Asians that hung out with each other as well. About six of
them became very close and were inseparable. Then there were the
handful of loners; people who kind of did their own thing, had
their own group of friends, and kept to themselves.

But the reality was, no one was being left
out. The Asians were close with the core group, so even though they
weren’t as excited about New House 5 the community, they helped
make New House 5 what it was. They hung out in the lounges, played
poker on weekends, and participated in intramural sports with us.
Even the loners were still involved in the community to some
extent. They came to the occasional floor activity, they hung out
once in a while, and they enjoyed the general atmosphere of the
floor.

I can’t control how people react to the
floor, but I can help control how the floor reacts to other people.
Some were taking advantage of living on New House 5 more than
others, but no one was being left behind. And that’s all I cared
about.

 


* * *

 


As the friendships on the floor grew, so did
the concerns. When people got to know each other better, they
learned each others fears, desires, and weaknesses. The generic
“How are you doing?” would now elicit a thirty-minute response
instead of a superficial “I’m fine.” As a resident assistant, I
always wanted to know everything that happened on the floor, every
concern, every deep-rooted problem. That was about as ridiculous as
wanting to be everyone’s friend. While I definitely found out
information that I was probably never supposed to know, I can only
imagine some of the things I never heard, the secrets that were
divulged between friends during 4 a.m. conversations.

I talked to Elaine a lot about what happened
on the floor. Certain people started going exclusively to Elaine if
they wanted to talk, some began coming exclusively to me, but we
tried to keep each other updated on what was going on. We pushed
the “two RA” idea on the floor and overall, it seemed like we were
doing a pretty good job so far. All we had to do was keep it
up.

Rob was quickly becoming my resource for
major concerns on the floor because he was also quickly becoming
the guy everyone on the floor went to if they had a problem. I
always considered Rob a more approachable version of myself. Even
though I tried to be as open and inviting as possible, most people
are still uncomfortable talking to their RA about sex and drugs.
Rob, though, was an extremely easygoing and sensitive guy. He was
smart, funny, considerate, and open, the perfect kind of person to
talk to about a serious issue. I liked him because he had a sense
of humility, he never acted like he was above anyone else. Rob kept
himself grounded in reality and optimism, which attracted the
friendship of almost everyone on the floor.

Rob came to my room one day to ask me about a
baseball game, but the conversation quickly turned to other
matters. He popped his head in while I was reading my e-mail.

“Andy, who’s pitching tonight for the
Yankees?”

“Um, Tanyon Sturtze. His ERA is like a
billion. You guys might take this one tonight.”

“Good, we need it. Forget winning the
division now, I just want to make sure we get the Wild Card.”

“You guys will be fine, man. It’ll be a
Boston vs. New York American League Championship series. Everybody
wants to see it.”

“I hope so. Hey, actually, can I talk to you
about something quick?”

“Sure, man, have a seat.”

He closed the door behind him and plopped
down on my futon.

The bright maroon fabric of the futon’s
mattress has worn down over the past couple of years, fading a
little each time a new person relaxes on it, each time a new story
is revealed. If it could talk, it would probably tell this story
better than I am right now. I learned a lot of things, good and
bad, from conversations with people sitting on my futon. It might
be a little worn out, but I still have it in my dorm even today.
There’s something about it that feels like home.

As soon as Rob closed the door, the relaxed
feeling I usually had around him died. Rob’s face looked solemn. He
glanced at me and made a weak smile, as if to say that what we were
about to talk about would not be fun, but was definitely
necessary.

“Okay,” Rob began. “So, I know you know that
a lot of people on this floor drink. I do a little bit, a lot of
people do a little bit. Actually, what’s your take on alcohol?”

“Personally, I don’t drink, but I have
nothing against it. I don’t have a problem with people who drink
socially, once in a while. And my policy about alcohol here is, if
I don’t see it, it doesn’t exist.”

“Right, right. I agree with you about not
having a problem with people socially drinking. The problem is,
we’ve only been at school for three weeks now, and every weekend,
there have been parties over at the frats. So like, I’ve noticed
that for a lot of people, it’s not a big problem. We all go out in
groups, most people will have a couple beers, a couple shots, then
that will be it. Once in a while someone will get totally trashed
like Luke.”

We both laughed. Luke wasn’t someone you
would ever take home to meet your mother, but I can’t think of many
people I’d trust more than him. Luke had a medium build, blonde
hair cut in the classic skateboarder style, and spoke in a deep,
eerie-sounding voice. He’d gone to a German high school where he’d
learned some calculus when he wasn’t learning how to drink. It was
always kind of scary when Luke got drunk and started speaking in
German, totally unaware that we couldn’t understand him, but aside
from his tendency towards drunkenness, he was an incredibly funny
and caring guy. Luke would never let anything happen to anybody on
our floor when he was out partying, and I respected that.

Two weekends before Rob came to talk to me,
Luke had a little too much to drink. He threw up into a plastic
trash can for several hours before finally passing out in his bed.
I found out the next morning and went to visit him in his room. His
breath still reeked of cheap beer and he had one of the worst
hangovers I’ve ever seen. We talked for a few minutes and he told
me that was the first time he had thrown up in a long time. I just
told him to be careful and he said he would. Luke ended up pledging
at a fraternity. Secretly, I was happy that there would be someone
to keep an eye the floor when they were at his fraternity. I don’t
worry about people like Luke, people who drink with some frequency
and learned their limits in high school. Every once in a while,
someone like Luke will have a bad night, but I knew he could take
care of himself or let someone know if he needed help. I worried
more about the people Rob was about to discuss with me.

“Yeah, stuff like what happened with Luke is
pretty rare,” I said.

“So anyway, I’m starting to see a small
problem,” continued Rob. “Some of the girls who had never drank
before wanted to go out and try it. So a bunch of us went over to
the frats with them and supervised while they had a couple drinks.
It was no big deal. That was a couple weeks ago.

“The problem is, they’re starting to get out
of hand. The people who normally drink on weekends only are
starting to crave alcohol on, like, Tuesday. The very casual
drinkers who never drank before they came here want to go out and
get trashed every weekend. And the people who never considered
drinking are starting to go out and test the waters. It just seems
like a downward spiral. I can see it happening, but I don’t know
what to do about it. It’s going to get to the point where no one
will ever be sober. It seems like a lot of people are getting
corrupted, and against their will. I guess I never saw peer
pressure in action until coming to college.”

I leaned back in my chair and stared at the
ceiling for a moment. This was an issue I had prepared for, but
hoped wouldn’t come up. But maybe that was a little too
optimistic.

“The problem with peer pressure is it’s more
intense when you don’t know the people very well,” I said. “A lot
of these girls who didn’t drink at home were probably comfortable
telling their friends they didn’t want to drink, and their friends
were probably cool with that. They knew that a certain person
wouldn’t drink and left them alone. At college, there are no best
friends yet. If everyone is going out to do something, you don’t
want to be the only one left out. I have noticed a few of the girls
who used to stay in on weekends going out with you guys. How much
do you think they’re being pressured?”

Rob looked uncomfortable. “Honestly, a lot.
And I don’t think it’s necessarily by people from this floor. I
mean, take Julie. She just started drinking a couple weeks ago, but
she’s already turning into a pretty frequent drinker. I think the
problem is that when she goes over to the parties and she wants to
meet some guys or talk to some people, she feels like she can’t do
that unless she’s sipping a beer. And it’s getting to the point
where she doesn’t see it as a problem anymore.”

“This goes back to the whole ‘reasons for
drinking’ thing, I think. Peer pressure, social lubricant, fitting
in. The unfortunate thing is that on a college campus, if you want
to go to parties and meet people that way, alcohol is going to be a
big part of it.”

“I know, I just see it with her specifically
as a big problem. She’s gotten out of hand a couple times. Luckily
we’re all there, but what happens if we’re not? Some guy could
easily rape her. I know that’s extreme, but it’s a
possibility.”

“I know, and that’s the biggest fear: getting
raped, making a bad decision that gets you killed. It’s a serious
issue. Here’s what I think. I would love to talk to Julie about
this but I’m the wrong person. This is a huge responsibility, but
is there any way you can talk with her about it, even if just in
passing? Sometimes, people might not even know that there’s someone
who cares, someone who sees the problem. She might be well-aware
that she’s starting to get herself in rough waters but she might
also think she’s being abnormal because she’s afraid. The worst
reason for her to be drinking is because she thinks others would
disapprove if she didn’t. Just letting her know you’re concerned
might be all it takes.”

“Yeah, I was going to talk to her about it at
some point anyway. I just don’t want to see anything bad happen to
her. I mean, I guess even getting drunk a lot isn’t horrible if
you’re into that.”

“I agree to a certain extent. There are so
many abstainers that look down on alcohol like it’s liquid evil and
look down on drinkers like they’re the most ignorant people in the
world. But I think if you drink in moderation, even if you get
drunk once in a while, it’s not the worst thing as long as you take
necessary precautions. I know a lot of people disagree with me on
that, but if students want to drink, they’re going to drink. What
concerns me is when they start looking forward to it on Tuesdays.
That can turn into a problem.”

“Yeah, yeah. I guess the thing is, on this
campus there’s a ‘work hard, play hard’ mentality. And it’s cool
that you know you can work hard all week then go nuts on the
weekend, but it doesn’t seem healthy.”

“It’s not healthy at all,” I agreed. “It
happened to some people on my floor last year and it was so sad to
see. When you look to drinking to relieve all of your stress, you
start becoming dependent on it. I think what we have to do at this
point, together, is just keep an eye out on what’s happening. If we
see a change in certain people, we can take a look. It’s good
because at this point, we know what’s normal and what’s not normal
for certain people. For one person, going out and getting drunk one
night might be nothing, for someone else, it might send up a red
flag.”

“Yeah, that’s why I came to talk to you. I’ll
just keep watching.”

“Thanks a lot, dude. And thanks for letting
me know this stuff. You know that what you say won’t leave this
room.” I laughed as he walked to the door. “You know, you’re like
another version of me, except you know a lot more about what goes
on here than I do.”

“Haha, yeah, I guess so. Thanks to you too,
man. I just wasn’t sure if I should be doing anything. I’ll let you
know if anything else comes up.”

Rob did end up talking to Julie, and she did
think she might be getting a little out of her comfort zone. She
didn’t stop drinking, but she did ease off a bit and it seemed to
work out well for her.

This was the first of many talks Rob and I
had regarding our collective concerns about members of the floor.
Rob and I respected how much we each cared about New House 5, and
it allowed us to be open with each other about our thoughts and
opinions. Though he was Chinese, Rob did not break off into the
smaller clique of Asian students on my floor. He kept in touch with
everyone, from the students who called English their second
language to the main group of friends that made up the core of New
House 5. I realize now that Rob helped in eventually bringing all
the factions of the floor together, something that wouldn’t happen
until well into the second semester. But his ability to respect and
gain the respect of every person on the floor made Rob the go-to
man if I was not around.

Rob was slowly becoming not only my source of
information, but also my best friend. We had so much in common, in
interests and personally traits, that we seemed destined to become
close. That night, the Red Sox beat the Yankees 7-2. Most of the
time, I would have been irate, but on that night, there was a
karmic balance in the world. Rob’s team deserved a win because,
well, they had Rob as a fan. I almost smiled when Derek Jeter
struck out to end the game. Almost.

 


* * *

 


Friendships were blooming all over the floor,
growing not only out of similar interests and similar backgrounds,
but also out of nowhere. One of the most intriguing things to me
was how certain roommates who appeared to have nothing in common
found a bond.

For example, Meghan and Kristen in room 518.
Meghan was the soccer player, the Texan, the epitome of
responsibility and realism. Kristen was a local girl, born and
raised less than an hour outside of Pittsburgh. She listened to emo
music, loved literature, and liked to drink. Despite all the
differences, these two seemingly incompatible people became good
friends. What actually brought them together, I never found out and
probably never will. Maybe they were talking late at night one
evening and hit upon a common thread, maybe a life philosophy or
personality quirk. It’s usually something like that. All I know is
just a few weeks into the year, Meghan and Kristen became
inseparable. They ate together, did homework together, and acted
like they had known each other for years. Meghan and Kristen had
their share of disagreements, many of them in a public forum, but
in the end, we all knew it was more like two sisters arguing than
two roommates fighting.

Perhaps the most interesting pair of
roommates was Kim and Alicia. Talk about polar opposites: Kim, the
small half-Asian girl from Houston who loved to write, didn’t
drink, and made every effort to make new friends. Alicia, the
glamorous Jewish girl from the Midwest who partied at the
fraternities every weekend, brought home guys, and was more than
slightly arrogant. But each of them loved to help other people and,
being roommates, the easiest person for them to help was each
other. While they never hung out much during the day, many deep and
thoughtful conversations took place behind the door of room 521
last year. It was an incredible learning experience for both of
them. Kim learned how and why Alicia’s lifestyle was important to
her, and as a result, became less squeamish about certain types of
relationships. And Alicia got a few lessons in morality and
humility from Kim. Both of them became good friends of mine and
while both had issues living with the other at times, neither one
of them would trade the experience for anything.

On the boys’ side, I noticed Sam hanging out
with Aaron a lot more, though they lived a few rooms apart. You may
remember Sam from the first day of Orientation, the tall, thin,
mopey guy. Aaron was the chemistry major from Philadelphia who had
a very positive, realistic outlook on life. I talked to both of
them frequently, and saw a distinct difference in how they viewed
life and school. Sam was the typical pessimist, thinking everything
around him sucked, constantly questioning his decision to come to
Ashford, to leave home, to go to college at all. And he still had
no clue what to do with his life, which bothered him a lot. Aaron,
on the other hand, was very laidback. He wasn’t sure what he wanted
to do after he graduated either, but it didn’t bother him. I
respected that a lot. Most people don’t know what they want to do
after school, but the important thing is to not worry about it. You
have to keep an open mind and keep moving forward. Aaron was one of
the most active members of New House 5 when it came to floor
activities. He went on all the group trips, participated in all the
planned events, constantly hung out on the floor, and was one of
the masterminds behind the multitude of practical jokes that I fell
victim to.

For Sam and Aaron, the common thread was
religion. Both Sam and Aaron were Jewish, so they began going to
services together and got involved in Hillel, the Jewish student
organization on campus. I think the friendship was beneficial for
both of them. Sam was able to incorporate some of Aaron’s optimism
into his thinking, and Aaron was able to see where Sam’s doubt and
cynicism stemmed from. A simple thing like organized religion is
capable of bringing together all kinds of people. It’s about
finding someone who’s just as passionate about a certain thing as
you are.

Soon, the people who began the school year
shut away in their rooms started to venture out onto the floor.
Every time I walked by one of the lounges, there was someone else
sitting there that I wasn’t used to seeing. Rosalyn was getting out
of her room a little bit. I had never really seen her on the floor
before. Eric, the red-haired Bostonian who was seen as sort of a
nerd during Orientation, made his presence felt with his strong
opinions and sarcastic remarks. Jeremy, one of the basketball
players, started hanging out with the guys in the lounge to talk
about baseball, Taco Bell, and Harry Potter. One by one, the
residents of New House 5 were realizing that there was nothing
scary about people they didn’t know. College is about meeting new
people, and if you couldn’t find someone to connect to on New House
5, maybe life just wasn’t your thing.

Three of the guys had decided to join a
fraternity, each of them choosing a different one. There are a
handful of fraternities and sororities on our campus, so students
interested in getting involved in Greek life have some options.
Avery, a tall athletic guy in Army ROTC, was planning to “pledge,”
as it’s called, at one of the fraternities that a lot of his
friends in the Army belonged to. He was a very strong-minded guy
who I could see fitting in well in that environment. There was also
Luke, who quickly honed in on what was known as the “nerd”
fraternity, because he really liked the guys there. And of course,
he loved to drink. Then Devon, a social and friendly but sometimes
offbeat kid from Georgia, decided to join a fraternity he had
picked after looking at all of them first.

All three of them ended up pledging, but each
struggled with the decision. A combination of school priorities and
uncertainty about fraternity life made each of them hesitant, but
in the end, they all decided to take the chance. That’s what
college is about: taking chances. Not all of them had a wonderful
experience, but it’s one of those chances that sometimes, you just
have to take.

 


* * *

 


A few weeks into the school year, I had an
idea to bring the floor together in a different way. I wanted to
publicly recognize individuals who made an impact on the floor. And
to do that, I enlisted the help of everyone’s favorite Walt Disney
character: Nemo.

The idea for Nemo popped into my head one day
at an RA staff meeting. As I said before, our staff consisted of
nine RAs and one community advisor, or CA, who was basically the
head resident assistant in the building. My CA, Jimmy, began giving
a stuffed Care Bear to one RA at each staff meeting. Whoever had
the Care Bear on a given week brought it to the next meeting and
gave it to someone else. I thought, “Why can’t New House 5 do
this?”

After the staff meeting, I caught two of the
girls going down the elevator. It was Hillary (the girl from
Detroit) and Elyse (from Virginia). I had become closer to many of
the girls on the floor in the last week, simply from talking to
them about their classes and telling them about some
extracurricular activities they might like. They were hyper this
afternoon, giggling and jumping up and down while they waited for
the elevator.

“Where are you girls going?”

“We’re going to the Waterfront. Do you need
anything?”

The Waterfront was the nearest shopping
plaza. Knowing I wouldn’t have an opportunity to go there anytime
soon, I jumped at Hillary’s offer.

“Actually, I do. Go to Target, and buy me a
large, plush Nemo doll.”

The moment that followed was priceless. The
two girls, who had just been dancing and yelling, stopped dead in
their tracks, turned their heads to the side, and stared at me with
confused faces.

“Don’t ask. I’ll explain after you get
back.”

Finding Nemo, aside from being the
number one grossing Disney film of all time, is a universal movie
that is difficult to hate. The RA staff had a Care Bear, New House
5 would have Nemo. The girls returned two hours later with exactly
what I hoped for: a large, fluffy, soft Nemo doll, the perfect size
to carry under your arm. They were still confused but I promised
them they would find out what Nemo was for soon enough. I handed
fifteen dollars to Hillary, who glared at me again, uncertain what
the fate of Nemo would ultimately be. It was the best fifteen
dollars I have ever spent.

I decided to go all out. I printed out a
decal that said “New House 5 Lucky Fin Award,” named for Nemo’s
handicap in the movie, a “lucky” fin that is slightly smaller than
the other. I sewed the decal to the stuffed animal’s fin, figuring
the award name was appropriate since it would go to someone who was
willing to lend a Lucky Fin. When I showed Elaine, she turned away
and laughed. “That’s so ridiculous that it’s awesome.”

Then I called a short, unscheduled meeting
the following night to introduce Nemo to the floor. I was mildly
concerned that they would blow it off as childish or a waste of
time. Luckily, I knew my floor better than that.

Everyone gathered in the guys’ lounge. Even
three weeks into the school year, even after all the participation
in floor activities to that point, it still amazed me that over
half the floor showed up to an emergency meeting held on a
Wednesday evening. People came with backpacks and textbooks. They
yawned and checked their watches. But they were there, without
being forced, and that meant a lot to me.

Elaine and I stood in front of everyone. I
lifted Nemo above my head.

“We’ll make this really short, everyone,
since I know we’ve all got stuff to do. Let me introduce Nemo.”

The yawning faces stopped yawning. The
homework scribblers stopped scribbling. All eyes turned to the
large stuffed fish in my hands.

“Nemo is more officially going to be called
the New House 5 Lucky Fin Award. Every so often, probably once or
twice a week, Nemo will be given to someone for a big
accomplishment, an upcoming event, or for making a difference on
the floor. What I need from all of you are nominations. If you
think someone deserves Nemo, send me an e-mail. To start things
off, Nemo is going to Val for her expert care of Luke last
weekend.”

Val received a thunderous round of applause
that I soon realized was not sarcastic, but real congratulations.
She accepted her award with a huge smile. I felt like I was handing
an Academy Award to a well-deserving actress. I half-expected flash
bulbs to go off in the background.

Val, as I said before, quickly became a
mother figure on the floor. She was bold, opinionated, and
outspoken. She commanded respect and her strong personality
attracted many of the girls on the floor to look up to her. And
though she was very friendly, caring, and rational, everyone knew
that if they upset Val, there would be hell to pay. She told us all
a story once about how she got into a fight in high school. She’d
ended the fight decisively by running full speed and jumping on the
other girl, bringing her tumbling to the ground. Val referred to
her move as the “Flying Leap of Death,” and from that moment on,
the Flying Leap of Death became an everyday part of the New House 5
vocabulary.

Her title as the inaugural recipient of Nemo
was well-deserved. The previous weekend when Luke had been throwing
up, Val was the one to take charge of the situation. While several
people stood around and wondered what to do, Val stepped up as the
leader, a position she would take several more times throughout the
year. She calmed everyone down, assuring those who had never seen
an overly drunk person that Luke would be alright. Luke sat on a
couch in the lounge leaning forward into a garbage can while Val
sat beside him, comforting him and encouraging him to throw up. The
crowd dispersed and Val stayed with Luke until he felt well enough
to climb into his bed and get some sleep. After this, she had
earned the respect of everyone who was present. Had I asked for
nominations, Val would have received plenty.

After the meeting broke, I went to find Val
and ask her how she liked Nemo. I found her in the girls lounge,
curled up in a ball on the couch. Nemo was tucked underneath her
arm.

“Andy,” she said, “I never want to give Nemo
up. Ever. He’s the perfect size to sleep with. I hope you know
you’re not getting him back.”

With that she smiled again and turned over
onto her side again. Elyse came out of her room, which was just
across from the lounge. She looked at Val holding Nemo close to her
body.

“I think Nemo is going to be a hot
commodity,” she said. “He’s so cute and cuddly.”

She brought her hands to her face like fins
and sucked in her lips to make the classic fish face. We stared at
each other blankly for a few seconds before we cracked up together.
As we went our separate ways, Val began snoring, Nemo firmly in her
grasp.

What Nemo turned into was more than I ever
expected. Not only did the floor take him seriously, but finding
out who would get Nemo next became a big deal on the floor. I
received nominations almost daily. I sifted through the
nominations, consulting with Elaine and other members of the floor.
When someone was awarded Nemo, there was always a miniature
ceremony where the previous winner would pass the fish on to the
next. Nemo was always accepted with great pride. He became just as
much a part of the floor as any living person. He represented
everything good about New House 5: the selflessness of the
residents, the strong bond we all shared, the sense of community,
and the little bit of goofiness in all of us. Nemo changed hands
forty times during the school year, and each time was just as
meaningful and important as the next.

Nemo also gained campus-wide fame in a very
strange manner. One weekend, the floor decided to give Nemo to
Derek for good luck because he was playing an important role in a
student-written musical. Derek accepted Nemo graciously, and the
first night of the show, sang and performed wonderfully. On the
next evening, which was supposed to have the biggest turn out,
Derek took Nemo with him to the show. While waiting backstage, one
of the directors asked if Nemo could be used a prop. Derek handed
him over to the director, and the next thing we knew, Nemo was
being caressed in bed by one of the actors following an implied sex
scene. In the audience, the floor roared its approval, recognizing
their trophy. And from then on, Nemo was known at Ashford as the
dirty fish who weaseled his way on stage.

 


* * *

 


I remember the moment I realized how much our
floor had become a true community. It was a brisk October morning,
the leaves were beginning to change color and if you looked hard,
you could see your breath. You can complain about Pittsburgh
weather all you want, but there are few things prettier than
Pennsylvania foliage. As I walked to class at 8 a.m., I thought of
nothing more than how much I wanted to be in bed. I was hidden in
my sweatshirt, my hood up and hands buried in the front pouch. The
view of the bright orange and crimson leaves, uninterrupted by
harsh daylight and bustling crowds early in the morning, was the
only thing that kept me going. I walked past another RA I knew
without realizing it. He stopped me as he walked by.

“Sorry Tim, I didn’t see you there.”

“It’s okay, man. I just wanted to say that I
was walking down in Oakland the other day when I came across, I
don’t know, about twenty kids. They were walking in a group,
laughing and enjoying themselves. A panhandler went up to one of
them and asked for some change. When one of them said no, the
panhandler persisted and grabbed the kid on the shoulder. Then the
rest of the group turned around and went completely silent. Someone
said, ‘Yo, if you want to mess with him, you’re messing with all of
us.’ The guy backed off. I guess he thought it wasn’t worth his
time. After he left, I asked one of the kids where they were from,
where they went to school. They said they were from Ashford so I
asked them if they were in an organization or something. He said,
‘We all live on the same floor. New House 5, man. We’re one
person.’ You could tell he was sort of joking, but sort of being
serious at the same time. I don’t know what’s going on up there,
but it’s pretty cool.”

I took my hands out of my pockets, pulled
back my hood, and walked the rest of the way to class with my head
held high. The leaves looked more vibrant than normal, and even the
cold October air couldn’t keep me from smiling.

 


 


* * *

 


 


 WHEN IT RAINS, IT POURS

 


 


We know those tears fall when the sun goes
down

And you think the answer is a ticket out of
town

- Train Out of Paradise

 


 


On October 17th, I thought I knew
Rosalyn Morales pretty well. But that day, my perception of what it
meant to “know someone” changed drastically. Before October 17th, I
didn’t know Rosalyn at all.

If I had to describe Rosalyn in one word
before our conversation that day, it would have been “quiet.” She
was from a medium-sized town in the northeast corner of
Pennsylvania. We had an immediate connection because she had a
Wegmans in her hometown. Wegmans, for those of you who don’t know,
is the Mecca of supermarkets. In Rochester, it’s a way of life. You
can tell a person’s social status by which Wegmans they shop at in
my hometown. After a few successful years in Rochester, the chain
was beginning to branch out into Pennsylvania and other parts of
upstate New York. So the most intriguing thing we had in common was
that we went to the same grocery chain, but hey, you have to start
somewhere.
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