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Chapter 1: Angst




My heart raced for the umpteenth time as I trudged through the school cafeteria with my food tray. Nothing was going to change, and just about everything was predictable. Every time I was at school, whether in a classroom or the cafeteria, my emotions were always tested. Why did my high school experience have to be so different from most of the other students’ experiences? At least after having turned eighteen over the weekend, it meant I was officially no longer a child by law. My four-year journey through high school would soon come to an end, leaving me with no choice but to vanish forever, just me and God.

It was the last week of May, another typical day at Hell High (or so I liked to call it). What was special about this week in particular, though, was that it was the final one before Mull High School’s senior class graduated on Saturday. That included forgettable me, otherwise known as Arturo Blasco, Jr. (or just Art). I’d never choose to live in the small suburban town of Mull in central Wisconsin, surrounded by countryside and Amish communities. It just happened to be where my parents and much of my family were from, which made me stuck here with them. College in a bustling city was my most probable escape.

Hard laughter echoed in my ears during the half-hour break before the last of the final exams of the day, and, still, no one was here to save me from it all. I’d never learned how to make friends aside from the phony ones at my parents’ church. Short chitchats from the occasional classmate didn’t count. I was sure my spine was somewhere behind me, hiding at the times I needed it the most.

How could I look at everyone while their ribs and bellies probably ached from laughing so hard at me? I pictured Laughing Elmo sitting in front of me while a toddler named Art’s Luck pulled the string repeatedly, a devious smirk never failing to make an appearance on such an otherwise innocent face. The string was actually the most enjoyable part of the toy, and the repetition of piercing titters in heavy reverb drove me to pop the dream bubble, only to find out it wasn’t a dream. That was my K–12 experience. Laughter after laughter after laughter at any little thing I did. Being preppy here was considered a bit posh, while having a mind darker than the hair on my head was considered weird. It also didn’t help that I walked a bit funny.

And to top it all off, I was a Christian softie whose faith in God was too strong to do much about it. Love thy neighbor and all. It simply came with the territory. I was also considered a prude because I refused to say bad words. Vulgar language of any kind just wasn’t my thing.

The laughter finally subsided, leaving behind the occasional snicker. Either the adult supervision needed to grow some competence and the kind of spines I lacked, or said adults intentionally avoided the fact that it wasn’t the leg of a chair my foot was suddenly caught by on my way toward whichever table I could reach. It was the leg of the bully du jour. Some high schools had one main bully. Mine? Too many to count.

Great. My food on the floor was supposed to serve as my snack between finals for an improved concentration, with yet another round of laughter to complement the oh-so-hilarious scene. But if I left it there, the faculty would blame it all on me. I’d already tried that once.

I needed an aspirin every time I dealt with all the stuff going on here. What was it about the endless cycle of laughter that was obviously contrived? The pettiness had to reach its limits at some point. Strangely enough, whenever the victim decided to laugh immediately after a humiliating event, the ability to release even the slightest chuckle suddenly seemed nonexistent on the bully’s behalf. Maybe the event wasn’t all that comical to begin with. It just made one look cool to laugh. I’d never understand why that was, and I imagined it would never change.

If only I could go full-on ninja and whip each bully with infectious kindness, not that I had it in me to be violent. After all, my bony figure would give up all its strength before my mind would, and, well, I was better than that.

I didn’t want to anger God any more with those kinds of thoughts, so I prayed silently for a brief moment. Love thy neighbor, love thy neighbor, love thy neighbor. I never prayed for too long. My prayers were usually short but sprinkled throughout the day.

Once I reached a lonely table that had the misfortune of being placed toward the center of the room instead of the back, I was able to tune out the background racket with a new drawing to see what new fantasy characters I could create for a spiritual graphic novel. I avoided the rumbling of my stomach after avoiding the floor-touched food on my tray. While the food here wasn’t great, I would’ve still eaten the mashed potatoes clumped on the floor. I loved potatoes in all forms.

I decided to shift my focus to the only thing besides God that mattered in my life: art. I’d developed an obsession with dark faeries that portrayed an angelic charm with a deadly lure leading to a bloody feasting event. Maybe they’d been turned by vampires, or maybe they were hybrids. Even though I’d only been writing stories since middle school, I still planned to use my writing skills to create my dream graphic novel someday. Of course, I was fully aware of the fact that my dream career wasn’t easy to achieve simply because being an artist relied on subjective creativity that might’ve or mightn’t have sold anywhere.

Sometimes I was tempted to make my life vanish and get it over with, but God wouldn’t like that at all. It wasn’t the first time those kinds of thoughts invaded my mind, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last.




Chapter 2: Allure




Saturday evening brought a graduation celebration in the form of a one-person dinner with a Meats ’N’ Mugs Steakhouse gift card my parents had bought me. I really didn’t expect much, and I did enjoy the food here. However, I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or annoyed that my parents couldn’t join me because of a special worship service at their church. What could I say? Church came first, and while I could understand the general importance of it, I refused to return to that church after it’d become too toxic lately. I’d told my family I needed a break from the hypocrisy—as in their failure to love their neighbors and let God be the judge of everyone—which had hurt them a bit. We weren’t close, anyway.

So, here I was, alone at a four-person booth, perusing the professionally designed menu while many other graduates scattered across the dining room with their families.

“Hello, can I get you a drink to start with?”

I didn’t know why I shifted my gaze to him, since eye contact had never been my strength, but that soothing voice with a nice depth to it made me do it. When I did, I froze like in the most trope-driven, struck-by-Cupid scene in the history of romance tales. It might as well have been in slow motion for good measure. Okay, maybe I was being melodramatic, but I stared longer than what was probably appropriate.

The brown-haired waiter’s brown eyes pierced into my equally brown ones. I could’ve sworn the tip of his tongue that barely peeked out wanted to lick his lips for whatever reason, until his eyebrows arched, and his face told me something different from what mine said. False alarm. He so didn’t want me like that.

“Do you still need a minute to decide, or…?” he asked with a pause.

I snapped back to reality and swallowed, blushing. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to stare at you like that. That was probably rude.” However, my eyes did sneak back to him for a moment to check out his nametag: Cole P.

But his chuckle alleviated me, so I was safe. “It’s okay, not a problem. You graduated today, didn’t you? You look a little familiar.”

Oh? He knew me? Was he as irrelevant as I was? Or was he one of the bullies showing a change of heart all of a sudden? Wait a minute, but why was he working on Graduation Day? He’d graduated with me, so shouldn’t he be celebrating instead? Either way, I nodded. “Something like that.”

His face beamed. “I graduated too.” His joy faded into a droopy expression. That was fast. “But I’m stuck here working all night. Sucks.”

“Why?” Better yet, why were we making conversation in the first place? Not that I minded, of course. I didn’t know why, but my eyes could magnetize back to his if I weren’t careful enough. He could be a catalog model at the very least, easy on the eyes.

He looked around his shoulders before nonchalantly lowering himself to me, his hand on the table. “I was supposed to be the one to get the day off and two of my coworkers were supposed to be here, but they decided to bail for some talked-about grad party going on.”

“Oh, wow. A no-call no-show, huh?”

“Yep. I already complained to the manager about it because it’s beyond ridiculous. They weren’t even the ones that graduated. I was and now I have to cover for them.”

Aw. My heart suddenly went out to Cole. Aside from volunteering at Mull High School’s main office with an entry-level position for two years as part of the work requirement to graduate, I’d never had a job in my life because my parents had said I didn’t have to work until I started college. If I’d had one, though, I’d assume I’d feel the same way. “Sorry to hear that.” What else was I supposed to say?

“Oh, it’s not your fault. It does show my loyalty to this company. It’ll be good in the long run, I guess. I’ve been working here since I was fourteen.”

“Fourteen? Oh, wow. That’s young.”

“Well, I was extremely limited at the time. I was a busboy and a backup waiter for orders with no alcohol. I also had some minor kitchen duties which I practically begged for more than anything. Just washing dishes, but still.”

My eyebrows shot up, and I let out a scoff that sounded more like a half-chuckle. “You begged to work in the kitchen?”

Cole’s eyes lit up with enthusiasm. I could look at them for a long time if given the chance. “I’m actually majoring in culinary arts this fall. I’ve been working in the kitchen for years and finally started cooking all types of meals when I turned eighteen in January, some stupid law about what teens can and can’t do at work or something. I love it.” So, he was only four months older. Nice. And he liked to cook? So did a merman in an abandoned graphic novel that I would never show anyone, my worst one yet. He cooked seafood underwater in a magical sort of way, which was probably a stupid idea. How could that even be believable? Though, I suppose there was SpongeBob.

“But why are you waiting tables tonight?” I asked.

“Because the kitchen’s fully staffed right now and we don’t have enough waiters. The cooks working tonight are more experienced than me, so they have seniority over the kitchen.”

“And I bet you’re just itching to prepare a meal.”

We laughed softly.

Cole shrugged. “You know me already.” When he smiled, my heart was like a sprite soaring through an enchanted forest. What a face on him. Even though I had no experience with anyone at all—not even a kiss—I still had the ability to swoon over a nice face. To be honest, I’d never been interested in anything with anyone beyond a kiss. If that made me broken, then I didn’t want to be fixed at all.

A familiar face from both school and my parents’ church approached Cole with the kind of smirk that reeked of trouble. He was an all-American jock who’d never liked me since we’d met in elementary school. “Now that your girlfriend dumped you because you’re bi, are you going to start boning this God-hater?”

I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. “I don’t hate God.”

“Well, you don’t love Him enough to go back to church. And I’ve always suspected stuff about you. I doubt you’re even straight since you two are probably messing around with each other, so you’re not right with God. Makes sense why you left church like a typical sinner.”

Cole sighed and pursed his lips. “Do you want me to have the manager remove you from the premises? Because unlike you, she doesn’t have a problem with my sexuality and she also doesn’t tolerate bigotry like most people in town do, so you’re not so superior here.”

Why was I suddenly giddy that another non-straight person existed in town? He’d be the first to accept me, that was for sure.

The bully rolled his eyes. “Whatever. At least I’m not the one going to Hell, you sick perv.” He swaggered away as if his nose was up high in the air. That was one of the major reasons I’d stopped going to church.

Cole shook his head. “Sorry about that. I had to bite my tongue because I have a professional rep to uphold. I mean, at the end of the day, he is a customer even though he graduated with us.”

The corners of my mouth rose. “I don’t care if you’re bi, just so you know.” Oh, wow. Had I just said that? Then again, it wasn’t as if I would come out after discovering it myself a few years ago. I also hardly knew him well enough to take the plunge.

His eyes lit up once again. “Nice to hear. About what you heard, though, I really did love my girlfriend. A lot, actually. I never cheated once. But when I came out to her after feeling guilty about her not knowing she blew it all out of proportion and turned the whole school against me. And I was always around the popular crowd even though I wasn’t popular myself, but everything changed after that.”

“Oh.” While only my parents knew about my sexuality, I could still relate to the ridicule. If only I could break out of my shell and come out.

“Thank God it happened when there were only a few months left to graduate so I didn’t have to face four years of that drama.”

I knew exactly what he meant.

“I do have a couple of friends left, though. They don’t care that I’m bi, so I’m not completely friendless.”

I shrugged. “More than I can say about myself.” Okay, my pity party wasn’t flattering at all. Will you stop it, Art? He’s just a guy! Relax!

“What’s your name, by the way?”

“Arturo…er…just call me Art.” My cheeks flushed at the unnecessary formality. “And you’re Cole.” Obviously.

“Yep.” He flashed another flitter-worthy smile. “You know, if you’re not doing anything tonight, maybe we can have our own little celebration. Only if you want to, of course. I mean, today’s a big deal for us, so I thought it’d be fun to do something, like, hang out or whatever.”

A celebration with me? And of course, a smile just had to creep up on my face, albeit a lopsided one. “Um…sure. Sounds like a plan.” Keeping it casual despite the truth.

“Are you alone, by the way? I thought maybe your parents were in the bathroom or something.”

“Nope, I’m alone. They had to go to some special church service, and I got hungry.” Leave it at that.

“I see.” Cole peered at our environment before pulling his phone out of his pants pocket. His phone trumped my low-end one, probably the latest of the greatest. “What’s your number? I’ll text you mine, but we have to make this quick ’cause I shouldn’t be on my phone right now.”

I nodded in a rush and gave him my number as speedily as possible. It was ironic that of all the days I got to make a possible new friend, it had to be Graduation Day, the very day I’d escaped high school forever. Then again, maybe that was a good thing. Two outcasts in two different ways. I’d accept that.

A wolf howl from my pocket startled Cole as he put his phone away. His eyebrows formed a V. “What was that?”

I grinned helplessly. “It means I have a text, which is yours, most likely.”

“Oh.” Was he fazed by my weirdness? His face didn’t make it easy to tell. I’d never change him to suit my approval, since he had every right to be different from me. I prayed he felt the same way.

He looked around his shoulders again. “I have to get back to work. I’ll talk to you later—” He slapped his forehead. “Oh, that’s right. I asked if you wanted a drink ’cause I’m your waiter. Duh.”

Aw. His forgetfulness lifted my heart and made me chuckle. “Just give me a large root beer for now. I still need more time to decide what I want to eat.”

“All right, I’ll be back with your root beer.” But before rushing away, he gave me a wink.

My jaw nearly dropped as I watched him leave. A wink? That had never happened to me before. I suddenly couldn’t help but grin like the dork I was. Who would’ve thought that someone could actually flirt with me a little? Well, okay, maybe it wasn’t exactly a flirt, but it wasn’t completely platonic, either. I didn’t think so, anyway.

I grabbed my phone to read his text, and along with his number appeared a wink in the form of an emoji. Oh, wow. Two winks. I wasn’t always a very optimistic person, but something about Cole told me I’d hear from him again. I prayed I wasn’t wrong.




Chapter 3: Audacity, Part 1




It hadn’t darkened outside yet when I returned home from my celebration dinner. A longtime friend of the family, Hank Seyfried, lounged in the two-seated swinging chair on the front porch while seemingly enjoying the lush view. Judging by the cut grass and his damp hair, he’d mowed the lawn and had just showered. I waved at him before entering the house to go to my room, and he waved back with a reserved smile.

Since my parents and I lived in a spacious American craftsman house, Hank and his wife were living with us temporarily until the renovations of their new home finished later in the summer. Their four children were grown and on their own, so it was just Hank and Patty. He never seemed to judge me despite his old-fashioned way of being at fifty or so.

The celebration would’ve been much better if Uncle Dino hadn’t died last year at thirty-three. He’d been the only person who’d willingly spent time with me, so he should’ve celebrated with me. Since he’d been gay, I would’ve come out to him by now so I’d have someone to relate to. I cried hard when he died, and I was still sad. I missed him.

Regardless of Uncle Dino’s cause of death, I chose not to believe Mom and her assertion that AIDS was a punishment from God for living his lifestyle as a gay man. Whether or not it was actually wrong, we all sinned, and she needed to realize it was irrelevant in God’s eyes. Besides, Uncle Dino had been her baby brother, so her love for him should’ve outweighed her perception of God’s judgment on him. Dad and much of my family had turned their back on Uncle Dino for the same reason.

After changing into something more comfortable in my room, I threw myself on the bed and listened to some Christian dark rock until that wasn’t enough to quell the boredom. What time did Cole want to meet? He was probably still at work, and I had no idea when he’d get off, so who knows?

I went back outside and noticed Hank still lost in his own world. I joined him. What else was there to do? If only I had friends or even siblings to keep me company. Even a pet would’ve been cool had my parents allowed me to have one.

Hank’s lips curled upward on his semi-wrinkly face. “How goes it, Arturo?”

I cringed at the sound of my formal name. Why couldn’t he just call me Art like everyone else? Still, I forced a neutral face. “Okay, I guess.”

“How do you think you did in school overall?”

I shrugged with no verbal response. A cumulative GPA of 2.2 wasn’t much to root for. If only I’d paid more attention in class and studied harder instead of drawing and writing all the time.

“That bad?”

“No, but…not great.”

“You needed to excel in school so you wouldn’t have to be stuck going to a community college. But I guess it’s better than nothing. Just make sure you go this fall so you don’t ruin your life.” His tone was stern but not mean.

I controlled my eyes from rolling and bit my tongue. It wasn’t as if he could talk after having dropped out of high school to then land an industrial job. Though, he did make money whereas I didn’t, so there was that. Still, I was tired of my family telling me what I should’ve and shouldn’t have done. It was my life, and I wasn’t a kid anymore. But I just bit my tongue as usual.

Silence fell between us.

I looked across the street just because. An elderly neighbor hovered over the tall garden surrounding her red brick home. All kinds of flowers bloomed, and her eyes were sharper than a watchdog’s while she grabbed the water hose nearby. She’d probably walk her old dog later on as their daily routine.

I stared at the house and often wondered what kind of life she lived inside the four walls of the immaculate construction. I often wondered how the internal environment was. Did the elderly woman even have any friends? It would’ve been sad if she had more friends than I did. Then again, most people in Mull probably did.

Mull was actually never referred to as just that among the residents. It was either East Mull (my side of town) or West Mull because of how the town was divided, with all the government buildings and most of the shops in the center. I often spotted Amish people in their horse-drawn carriages whenever they shopped for necessary items. They came from the surrounding rural area, so it wasn’t exactly a shock, and they kept to themselves at all times. They didn’t bother me. If anything, it was nice they didn’t shove their extremist views down my throat the way my parents went out of their way to do so, no matter how many times I expressed my faith in God. It was never good enough that I always tried my best to be a good Christian, and I only wished—
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