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Chapter one

Even Boys Can Learn That





The summer ended uneventfully for me. 

Right now, I’m standing outside my closet, looking in, trying to decide which clothes to pack. To be honest, the past year has forced me into huge, terrifying spaces into which I never thought I’d fit. Luckily, I grew into them and survived. Still, I find myself feeling scared from time to time.

And now, college, and an uncertain but exciting future, lie ahead of me. 

I pull another shirt from my closet—my favorite, with the words No Fear emblazoned across the chest. I slide it into my garment bag. I’m still amazed that I was accepted at Wofford University, especially since my stats look better on my SAT than my high school transcript. Which makes me suspicious: Perhaps Wofford’s decision has more to do with my father’s influence than my academic performance.

Last February, my father and I paid a visit to the dean of admissions. She was a heavy, serious woman with short-cropped hair. She listened patiently to my father’s explanation of my roller-coaster ride through high school. 

Then, in a skeptical, subdued voice, without even a glance at me, she said: “I’ll see what we can do.”

The decision was surprisingly fast. I’d held the letter, addressed to me, for a long time before opening it. Immediately after scanning its contents, I called Dad at work to tell him the good news. Though he congratulated me, there was a telling lack of surprise in his voice.

Several voices come from outside. I stop packing and cross my room to the only window, from which I stare into the yard. The three of them are gathered around the barbecue, cooking hamburgers, my favorite food—don’t judge; I have simple taste—for lunch in my honor. Weirdly, I feel a little nervous about the prospect, primarily because I know what’s happening. Another case of nerves when I'm forced to confront a situation I can’t second-guess. It’s time for leaving—a first—even though I feel that somehow, my life began just ten months ago. Still, I can hardly wait for the new chapter ahead of me. I’ve waited far too long for other things, like hitting the books and telling the truth, and the cost was always high.

I laugh out loud at a couple of jokes they don’t realize I can hear. At least these voices are real. At least I know where they’re coming from. In my short life, I’ve lived too long with ghosts.

A shudder comes over me, and I quickly move away from the window to finish packing. I leave a few items of clothing in the closet for weekend visits, then move into my bathroom to gather my toiletries. I smile at the image of myself in the bathroom mirror. It’s a pleasing one, my face. One might even call it handsome and inviting—necessary qualities to make new friends at college. For a dark moment, I recall another face—a sad, angry one—that the mirror would have reflected once, when I was a lonely kid with mysterious secrets and forbidden questions. In school, other kids, I think, sensed my loneliness and for a long time, making friends seemed almost impossible.

But now? My face, tanned by the Lake Juniper sun, seems brighter. My auburn hair sparkles with speckles of red and blonde in the harsh bathroom light. My blue eyes are more intensely curious than ever. New life stirs below the surface, and as corny as it sounds, I can’t wait to see what discoveries lie ahead.

After completing the chore of packing, I peer through my bedroom window once again, this time at the park across the inlet on whose shore my father’s house is situated. A group of kids play a vigorous game of volleyball. Several young women lay on their backs, sunbathing, their swimsuit tops pushed down as far as they dare. Noisy children scurry along the lakeshore with plastic buckets and muddy shovels.

An impatient teen stands close to the lakeshore as he holds the payphone to his ear. The scene is a catalyst for a memory I will forever long to forget, when I made a call to my mother, filled with desperation and an urgent plea for her to save me from a frightening ghost taunting me.

Suddenly, the doorbell rings. I hear my mother’s voice. I try to listen, but the sounds are nowhere close to my threshold of hearing. I close my eyes and think, for only a moment, of Charleston, the city that was once my home. It was while living there, with my mother in that historic city, that I discovered my own history, part of which had been snipped away by parents who were only trying to protect me. A history that, once revealed, had driven out all the lies I’d been told for my own good, before the truth made its contribution to establishing something like an identity.

When I finally open my eyes, I am aware of a presence behind me. I turn around. I'm startled to see Frank, standing nervously in the doorway.

“Mom told me you’d called this morning,” Frank says, right away. He glances at the boxes waiting to be hauled away to Wofford. “So you’re heading out this afternoon?”

My feet feel frozen to the floor. Frank is the person I most want to say goodbye to. And yet, the person I'm most reluctant to leave. “My orientation starts tomorrow. After that, it’s on to registration, then classes.”

Frank steps into the room. He leans against the chest of drawers—an antique my mother gave me—then folds his arms across his stomach. “I don’t have to be in Winston-Salem until Labor Day.” He shrugs. “Just means I have to work at my shit summer job for three more weeks.” He grins then winks at me. “Working is a vastly overrated experience.”

I stare at the floor, worrying that I might cry. Or fall into his arms. I regret that conversation with Frank has become this difficult. This halting. “At least the money will come in handy.”

“Maybe.” Frank sounds as though he’s not fully convinced. I know money is not what he’s really thinking about right now. He glances toward a corner of the room, where I’ve propped my Alien Workshop skateboard. “You’re not packing your board?”

I feel myself blush. “I think I’ve finally outgrown it. Hard to believe, isn’t it? Used to be I wouldn’t go anywhere without it.” I touch the board then spin one of the wheels. Then, awkwardly, I stuff my hands into my pockets. “So it’s true? You’re really going to the University of North Carolina School of the Arts?”

Frank picks up a pen from the chest of drawers. He clicks it over and over again. “It was a big surprise. I didn’t think I had a snowball's chance in hell.”

I slide my hands out of my pockets, then rake the fingers of my right hand through my hair. It’s my way of making sure I don’t grab Frank and pull him into a tight embrace. “You’ll be close to a lot of people who share your interests.” I try to smile, but it’s hard. “It’s a wonderful opportunity.”

With a sense of finality, Frank replaces the pen, then stares sadly into my eyes. I meet his gaze. Melt into it. Feel a hot desire that I’d be a fool to try to rekindle. All the words we probably need to say to one another hover just out of reach.

“You’re not upset with me, are you?” Frank finally asks. “I mean, I wouldn’t want that.”

My eyes dart back to Frank. I know my expression looks as though I’m challenging him. I hope he understands how hurt I am. How hurt, even though I do understand that sometimes, plans fall apart, no matter how permanent they feel. “Why would I be upset?”

Frank takes another cautious step into the room, as though he, too, craves proximity. “I didn’t mean to mislead you, you know.”

I swallow an anger that surfaces unannounced. “I was disappointed. I’m not mad, but I thought we were going to Wofford together. I was looking forward to that.”

Frank sighs heavily. “Those were my plans, too. That’s why I never even told you about the audition until the university called me. Getting in seemed like such a long shot.” He shrugs. “Really, Rusty. I had no idea I’d be accepted. Such a small percentage of applicants are.”

“I know it’s what you want. It’s what you’ve always wanted. You have to do what’s best.” I hesitate, then sit on my bed. I lean against my duffel bag and stretch my arms along the blue canvas. “Still, we’ll be so far apart. We’ll see each other even less than we do now.”

As though wary of my rejection, Frank walks across the room, then sits down—right beside me. “We can write. We can call.” Despite our physical closeness, the psychological distance between us stays the same. “Besides, it’s not like we’re on opposite coasts. The schools aren’t even that far from one another.”

I frown. I can’t help it. “For college students, two and a half hours is like being on different coasts. You know what I mean. We’ve been best friends—” My brain and my voice sever their connection. I brush my long hair behind my ears, then touch my earring, as though for reassurance. “Maybe it won’t be so hard. After all, the summer has been busy for both of us. We didn’t see each other very much.”

Frank bites his bottom lip. He seems to be fighting his sadness, but at the same time, he’s determined not to allow me to brush him off. I know, I can be cold sometimes, without meaning to be. “We were both working. When did we have time to spend together? It doesn’t mean I valued you less. Or that I cared for you less.”

My bottom lip begins to tremble. “Things used to be different. Things were easier after the ordeal we survived.”

Frank nods. “Of course they were. I think we grew closer as a result, don’t you? Being independent doesn’t mean we can’t be friends anymore. What difference will a little distance make?”

“Still, things just won’t be the same, will they?”

“But you have to admit, Rusty. We learned so much from the experience. Nothing can take that away. Not even the distance between two schools.”

I bow my head as I fold my hands in my lap. I think of that December night.

The night our friendship began.

The night that exposed all secrets.

“Frank?”

He looks up. My face is close to his now, and my expression probably seems both mysterious and plaintive. Frank knows how difficult it is for me to open up. To say what I really feel—though I've gotten better at it.

“We’ve been through so much shit together, Frank. We became so close. Much closer than friends.”

I choke up, as it is my wont to do when intense feelings enter the picture. 

“In just a single night, we were forced to stand up for ourselves. The things that happened to us? They might take us years to fully absorb. No one could possibly relate to what we went through. No one else could ever understand feeling hated and despised to the extent we felt.”

Frank smiles at me. His shoulders relax. “I know what you’re saying, Rusty. I know exactly. We’ll always have a sublime connection. Or what my Mom would call spiritual.”

Frank rises to his feet and walks slowly to the door. I follow him. It cannot end like this. I won’t let it.

Once again, laughter comes from outside. Laughter that feels new to Dad’s house.

Deliberately, Frank pauses in the doorway. There is no protocol for a departure like ours. He turns to face me. Then, smiling, he extends a hand. For an awkward moment, I just stare at it even as I feel a vague sense of insult. 

How can a mere handshake ever be enough?

Slowly, I take Frank’s hand and squeeze.

“Good luck, Rusty. I won’t forget you.”

I release Frank’s hand and swallow my tears. I think of the past, my past, when it was impossible to live in a world I could trust.

Now, I know I’m growing stronger. Now, I feel I’m growing closer to myself with each passing day. The faith I’d lost because of the lies is gradually returning.

I think of all the people in whom my faith has been restored. 

My parents.

My friends.

Even myself.

And Frank is part of that world, no matter how far away he might be. No person, no object, not even time nor distance can ever take that away from me.

Easily, I open my arms to receive Frank. We cannot part as adversaries or as strangers now. Sometimes, an embrace is the only way to close the distance between two people. 

Even boys can learn that—just as we had.

Long moments pass. Moments I don’t want to relinquish. We hold each other tightly. Then, surprised, I feel Frank’s lips against my cheeks. He disappears almost as fast as this kiss. I hear his car, the engine idling, then groaning, as Frank drives away, leaving me all alone in my room. I think of what we might have been to one another. I wonder how long we will remember each other, and how much time must pass before the sadness goes away.

“Rusty?”

My father’s voice comes from the bottom of the stairs. It’s the same kind but commanding voice I love to hear.

“Come on down, Son. Lunch is ready.”

I brush my disheveled hair from my eyes. Mom likes to see it neat. It’s the least I can do, since she never bitched when I decided to wear it long.

I stack my luggage outside the bedroom, in the hall. My father’s voice lingers in my short-term memory. It is clear and strong as he calls for me once more. 

“Sorry, Dad. I’m on my way.”

My father’s voice, no longer a stranger’s, as it once was. 

Then, after that time, I heard the same voice calling from the darkness.

Slowly, the world opened wide and began to make sense to me.








  
  

Chapter two

Just Another Way to Hide





I’ve grown out of my old habit of interpreting out-of-mind experiences as though they are messages from the Universe. However, during my adolescence, a dream often held crucial meaning for me. 

I remember waking from one of the strangest dreams I’ve ever experienced. My pajamas clung to my skin, drenched in perspiration. My entire body trembled uncontrollably.

In my dream, I was swimming in an Olympic-sized pool. It was the same pool where, at the age of twelve and at my mother’s insistence, I’d taken swimming lessons. In reality, the lifeguards always prohibited swimming in the diving well unless a person had accessed the boards. But in my dream, no one reprimanded me for slipping beneath the barrier rope. No one blew the whistle on me.

Suddenly, I felt a wrenching stomach cramp. Even in my dream, I feared I might vomit as panic struck like a hammer. No matter how hard I tried, I could not move my arms or my legs. Slowly, like a pearl in a bottle of shampoo, I began to sink. I dreamt I kept breathing in water through my nostrils; my lungs expanded and contracted with burning pressure, even as I grew confused and terrified. Of course I knew my lungs were capable of working properly, but my body kept filling up with chlorinated water, then sinking, like an anchor, to the bottom of the diving well.

As the watcher of my dream, I opened my eyes. Through gallons of cool, blue water, I caught a welcome glimpse of the sky. Desperately, I tried to move my arms again. This time, I found I could. Reaching through the resistant water, I tried to touch the aquamarine sky. Some invisible force, more powerful than gravity, continued to pull me down. Though I knew the diving well reached a depth of over nine feet, I feared, in my dream, that it had no bottom. That I would spend an eternity sinking.

Sinking and suffocating.

Panic grew with each inhalation of water. I cupped my hands, the way they’d taught me in swimming class, and tried, with all my might, to propel myself toward the surface. I even kicked my legs which were, inexplicably, no longer paralyzed. Still, I managed to get no closer to the air my lungs craved. 

Then, with a sinking heart, I noticed the sky as it taunted me once more. It was growing darker now, and people would soon be leaving. My dead body would go unnoticed in the diving well.

I stopped thrashing and grew still. A half-familiar, squatting figure, his fingers interlaced between his knees, appeared at the side of the pool. I saw the image as it towered against the navy blue sky. Dare I begin to hope for rescue? 

A man, dressed not in swimming but business attire, was staring into the water. 

In my dream, I was struck by a sense that the man cared about me in some way. He must have, else why would he continue to kneel there, his face full of fearful concern?

Then, suddenly, my name escaped his lips.

With surprising clarity, I glimpsed the man’s right arm, reaching out for me. He was the savior sent for me! The man was attempting to pull me from the suffocating blanket of water. 

Then, something happened. No longer did I even have the strength to reach for the man’s hand. 

I must face the fact that my death was imminent.

Sputtering and gasping, I woke up just as my scream ripped me back into reality. I sat straight up in bed and wiped my hands across my sweating face.

I glanced at the clock on my nightstand. Its luminous face taunted me. Mocked me. Reminded me that its alarm would not sound for another two hours, when it would be time to dress for school. 

The dream rendered it impossible for me to go back to sleep, so I reached for the lamp. I squinted against the flood of light, then felt beneath the mattress for my journal. I slid it out, opened it to the next blank page and began to write. I managed to eke out several pages, but then inspiration abandoned me. Curious, I began to leaf back through the entire journal.

Had I really written almost eighty pages over several months?

At first, I was convinced that some other sick fuck had stolen my journal and made his own embarrassing entries. All of it, pure bullshit. The entries rambled on and on about loneliness, about poor me being misunderstood, about having no friends who really knew me, the real me, or even cared to know that guy.

My face, I remember, grew hot with shame. I remember thinking this crap was the incentive I needed to see a shrink. 

Journaling, I think, isn’t a way to bring anything out into the open. It’s just another fucking way to hide.

I glanced at the clock. Only four-thirty in the morning. I was wide awake and feeling restless. I crawled out of bed, knelt beside my bookbag, then retrieved my physics notebook. In retrospect, I know it was such a lame-ass thing to do.

Except it wasn’t, really. Dr. Holland was my physics teacher—and boy, was he hot. He also possessed an irreverent sense of humor which endeared him to all his students, making me jealous as hell. 

Dr. Bob Holland was in his early thirties and unmarried. In class, he never spoke of any romantic involvement, the way some teachers, especially the married ones, did. No doubt, out of defensiveness, a testimony of heterosexual marital bliss. His favorite sports were soccer, tennis and basketball. Matter of fact, he coached both boys’ tennis and girls’ soccer.

But really? I couldn’t have cared less about the man’s role in the athletic department. Instead, I worshipped him. When Dr. Holland lectured, he glanced frequently at me—so I was convinced—as I sat on the edge of my seat, in rapt attention and awe. A casual observer might think that I considered Dr. Holland to be the most intelligent man who ever lived, and maybe I did. But what was I really doing? Watching the movement of his lips, the dimples at the corners of his mouth, his gorgeous blue eyes, and even the gestures of his perfect hands. My mother would have said he had the fingers of a potentially great pianist.

I wanted, more than anything else, to be my teacher’s best friend. I knew it would be a role I’d have to hide from other students. Yet, knowing my friendship with Dr. Holland must be kept shrouded in secrecy made me feel guilty, as though my love for this man was something ugly I must make every effort to hide.

Occasionally, while students worked quietly at their desks, Dr. Holland roamed the classroom. Pausing at my desk to check over my seatwork, he reached across my back, then placed his right hand flat on the desktop close to my arm circling my paper as though to keep cheaters at bay. I held my breath, praying that he would touch me. I even considered writing a note in the margin of my worksheet, asking Dr. Holland if he wanted to be my friend.

Of course, it was a plan never executed. I might have been smitten, but I wasn’t stupid.



[image: ]

In a panic, I noticed the time had slipped up on me. I raced to the shower, knowing that I didn’t have enough time to rub one out before school, the way I normally did. After getting dressed, I crammed my books into my backpack, slung it over my shoulders and took the stairs, two at a time, to the kitchen. I grabbed a granola bar, kissed my Mom who was sitting sleepily at the table sipping the first of her customary three cups, then leaped into my car. The garage door opened and I backed out of the driveway.

I skipped homeroom. Dr. Holland’s physics class was the beginning of my day and I was the first student to arrive. I realized that a few minutes remained before the bell would ring, so I used the extra time to take a leak. I passed Barbara in the hallway as she headed toward Dr. Holland’s class that we shared.

“Slow down, dude, you're going the wrong way,” she said. “Are you in trouble?”

I stopped for a moment, assured her that I was only going to take a bathroom break. "I'll be back in a couple of minutes."

Once Dr. Holland called the class to order, I reached into my backpack for my physics notebook. The protective flap was unfastened, I noticed. Instantly, I knew that it was not my doing. 

Frantically, I searched through my stuff. Twice, I searched, but it was clear: My notebook had vanished. 

My stomach churned as I checked beneath my desk.

Nothing but cold steel, dust and pencil shavings.

A quick scan of the area close to my desk revealed nothing but a poorly swept floor.

Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder. 

I turned around to see what Barbara wanted. 

She smiled remorsefully at me. With a downward glance, I noticed my notebook on her desk.

She placed her fingertips on my notebook, then slid it toward me.

“I fell asleep last night before I finished the review questions,” she whispered. “I copied your answers for the three I didn’t get around to finishing.” She grimaced apologetically. “I hope you don’t mind.”

I shrugged. “Why would I mind?”

But I knew why. There were some pretty revealing poems—bad ones, admittedly—that I’d written on the last few pages following my physics notes.

Once the dismissal bell sounded, I bolted from the classroom.

Barbara caught up with me at the top of the stairs.

Out of breath, she grabbed my arm and pulled me aside.

“I read a couple of your poems.” We stood against a couple of lockers. "Hope you don't mind."

I doubted that my confused expression was convincing. “What poems?”

Barbara’s tongue clicked against her teeth. “The ones in the back of your notebook, silly.”

“Oh! Those!” I tried to act surprised. Even nonchalant. As though they were inconsequential and not worthy of my effort to remember them. “I’d forgotten.”

Barbara laughed. “Sure you did.”

I bristled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“For one thing, those poems are not just random verses. They’re obviously love poems. Nobody forgets about writing those. Hell, I’ll bet you can recite a few of them by heart.”

I swallowed hard, knowing I'd been caught red-handed. “So what?”

She ignored my defensiveness. “They’re not bad. Actually, some of them are quite good.”

I refused to trust her, despite my feeling somewhat disarmed. I waited for the slam.

Barbara cleared her throat. “The sketches, too. I never knew you could draw. You’re pretty good, y’know.”

I blushed. “Thanks.” I turned my head quickly toward the stairs, trying to appear impatient when what I actually wanted was the opportunity to escape this interrogation. “Is that the reason you stopped me? To tell me that?”

Barbara took a step closer to me. She lay her fingertips briefly on top of my right hand. 

“Are you gay?” she whispered. Because, as every student knows, schoolhouse walls have ears.

My legs began to tremble. I fucking couldn’t believe how bold she was. I wanted to die, right then, and collapse into a silent heap of flesh and bone.

“Hell no!” I remember saying angrily. “What kind of question is that?”

She shrugged. “It would be okay with me. It wouldn’t change anything. I don’t have any stupid hangups about homosexuality.”

I looked into her eyes, checking for something malicious, some mysterious challenge.

It wasn’t a question I was ready for.

Not yet. 

Not from her. Nor from anyone else.

“I think—” I began, my voice quivering. Then, my throat constricted against honesty’s temptation. I forced the words out, with a laugh. “Yeah, Barbara. I’m as queer as a three-dollar bill.”

I hoped my response sounded like a joke.

She smiled. I could tell she saw through my self-deprecation. “Well, if you ever need to talk, I’m here. Don’t forget that.”

I arched my head to one side. “What do you mean? Talk about what? Being a faggot?”

“I have a sister,” Barbara explained. “A junior at Stanford. She came out last year. Sometimes, people don’t know these things for a long time. But Rusty. I read those poems. It’s clear that you’re struggling with something.”

My voice emerged in response, though it seemed to belong to a stranger. “Look, Barbara. Please don’t let this get out. If the assholes who go to this shitty school thought for one minute that I—” My voice trailed off.

Barbara glanced at her watch. At first, I was convinced I might be off the hook with her.

Boy, was I wrong.

“The man you sketched? The one on the page before your poem, ‘Lone Bird’?”

“What about him?”

“It’s our physics teacher, isn’t it?”

I swallowed hard and almost choked on my own saliva. I blushed and looked away.

Well, fuck it. Now, she had her answer. I must have been a better artist than I gave myself credit for.

“I thought I recognized him.”

Then, I prayed for an earthquake. A hurricane. A global war.

Instead, the bell rang. That was answer enough.

We scrambled to our next class which, thankfully, we did not have together.








  
  

Chapter three

The Bully and the Jogger





During my senior year, I began cutting school. 

Often, I would visit one of my favorite spots in the Charleston area. Known colloquially as The Caves, these concrete artillery storage rooms at Fort Moultrie on Sullivan’s Island, one of the barrier islands in Charleston County, provided a sanctuary for a teenager with lots to figure out about himself. Now a tourist attraction run by the National Park Service, the fort had remained active—with improvements, of course—from the Revolutionary War through World War II. Visitors were allowed to tour the pentagonal fort, constructed for operation during the Civil War, for free. (A replica of the Colonial fort had been constructed with palmetto logs, which acted like quicksand when a cannonball struck them, as the ammo would sink into the soft bark of the tree.) I really enjoyed following all the narrow, underground artillery storage rooms and the corridors leading to those rooms. Sometimes, I even instructed the wayward tourist on how to get out of the intricate network. Although the Park rangers discouraged it, I also enjoyed climbing on the dysfunctional cannons pointing toward the Charleston Harbor, ready to make any invaders sorry. What made this older section of the fort most interesting for me was the fact that, for a short period of time, my favorite writer, Edgar Allan Poe, had been stationed there during the nineteenth century. The fort had even been his inspiration for his short novel, The Gold Bug. I liked Poe, not only because he wrote some of the most bitchen stories, but also because he had the guts to do whatever he needed to escape some uncomfortable situations. Like the time at West Point, when he ran naked across the campus, just to get kicked out.

Now, that took balls! 

I could feel Poe’s presence here. I identified with him. Admired him. Bought The Gold Bug at the Fort’s gift shop, and even read it. His presence had, in some ways, become more real to me than the teacher on whom I had a crush. 

Lately, I'd noticed, my crush seemed to be fading.

The Caves were remote parts of the overall defense structure where visitors weren’t allowed—at least, not officially. But what was an arbitrary rule to a teenager? Originally, they were part of the battery system, hastily constructed by the military prior to World War I. They appeared to be gigantic slabs of black-painted concrete; the Park Service officials were required to paint the rooms annually, else the paint would peel and present an unsightly mess. They obstructed the view of the Atlantic Ocean. In a disconcerting way, they looked like tombs, if not for the military green machine guns bolted on top of the concrete obelisks. Not so obvious from a distance were the steel stairs descending below ground. These were the gateways into The Caves, which were similar to the network of underground corridors and artillery storage rooms easily seen in the pentagonal fort, yet more intricate and covering more distance in this newer section. Because of the danger of getting hurt here, the island police tried their best, with little success, to keep trespassers away. I’d learned that, because one’s voice not only echoed but was substantially amplified in The Caves, if I kept quiet, the police would never know of my presence inside.

One day, in late October, I cut school, drove to the island, and parked in the empty parking lot beside the Catholic church across the street from Fort Moultrie. After scanning the area for any police squad cars, I carried my skateboard deep into the dark recesses of The Caves. Not the first time, I’ll admit, that I’d skipped school for the purpose of skating. Cutting school was a cinch to get away with, especially for a senior with years of experience under his belt. Having learned to imitate my mother’s handwriting, I composed convincing excuses to take to my homeroom teacher who, so far, always marked my absences as “parentally excused.” But what I’d overlooked was that after a certain number of absences, regardless of their status, an assistant principal called the culprit’s parents to remind them of the state’s minimum attendance requirement to earn academic credit.

After enjoying over an hour of skating inside the fort’s tunnel system, I decided to leave. On my way home—Mom would soon report for her lunch break—I stopped by the Book Bag to purchase the latest issue of Thrasher, a magazine about skateboarding, surfing and music. I took my sweet time perusing the racks of books and magazines, waiting until I could be sure that Mom would have returned to her office before I headed home.

However, when I stepped into the kitchen, she was standing in the middle of the room, glaring at me.

Why the fuck did I not see her car? I wondered, only to discover a short time later that she’d parked it a block or two away from our house, just to avert my suspicion.

She was pissed. Very pissed. I’m not sure I’d ever seen her this pissed.

“Where have you been?”

I glanced at my watch. Yep. It’s after her lunch hour. She must have canceled a class to welcome me home.

“I guess you got a call from the school,” I said in a deadpan voice.

I dropped my backpack next to the fridge.

Mom placed her hands on her hips. “Specifically, your principal called,” she replied angrily. “I’ve never been so humiliated in my life. He said you’ve already missed seven days of school. You’re allowed only ten unexcused absences. Otherwise, you fail.”

I swallowed hard. I looked away.

“Imagine how surprised I was, young man, when he said he has, on file, an excuse from me for every single day you’ve missed.”

Caught red-handed, I did what any red-blooded truant would do. I shrugged nonchalantly and defiantly headed toward the living room.

She grabbed my arm as I passed by. I stopped, surprised, because Mom had never before touched me in anger.

“This is one time, Rusty, you’re going to listen to what I have to say!”

I jerked my arm away. “I don’t give a shit what you have to say!” I felt so fucking angry and guilty, tears welled in my eyes. “Just like you don’t give a shit whether I’m in school—as long as no one’s complaining. That way, you can maintain your role as the perfect parent. I know how you operate. Appearances are all that matter to you. What bothers you most right now is that I forged your name and made you look stupid to the principal. You can't have that, can you, Dr. Gloria Finch?”

With surprising strength, she pushed against my chest with both hands. I stumbled into a chair. She leaned over me, her face uncomfortably close to mine. For a moment, I was convinced she was going to slap the shit out of me. 

“Don’t you ever—ever!—speak to me that way again. I am your mother, whether you like it or not. You’ll treat me with respect, or you’ll regret it. That includes going to school every day—not just when you’re in the mood. And the nerve! To say I don’t care—” 

She stood up straight, choking on the sentence she could not finish. I knew I’d hurt her. But I was too angry to give a shit.

“How can you say that, Rusty? Is it because I don’t keep tabs on you? Is it because I’ve trusted you to be where you’re supposed to be?” Mom brushed her hair away from her forehead. She looked frazzled and tired. Still, I felt no sympathy for her. “You know I have to work. I don’t have a choice. I can’t be here for you every minute of the day. Nor can I spend every moment of every day worrying about you. If we’re going to survive, I have to have a decent income. Your father was a young man when he was killed. He hadn’t accumulated very many resources that he could leave behind. Can you understand that?”

I couldn’t help it. I rolled my eyes. “Please don’t go into that tired old dead father routine again. I don’t buy your lousy story anyway. Not anymore. There are too many holes.”

Apparently, it was the touch I needed to calm her down. 

Her eyes widened. “What does that mean?”

Her question made me angry all over again. “No one remembers the accident. No one remembers him. I can’t find a soul who does.” Then, I smiled—a sarcastic, challenging smile, to let her know I didn't care how many times I hurt her. “What happened, Mom? I mean, what really happened? Was Dad a criminal? A swindler? A bum? What?” I brought my face close to hers, and she flinched. “Why the hell can’t you even show me his grave if he’s really dead?”

But Mom stood her ground. “You’re not sidetracking the real issues this time. No way. The point is, you’ve missed seven days of school this year—a year that has barely begun—with no legitimate excuse for any of them.”

I stared at her, cold and distant. “So what now? Are you going to kick me out? Is that where this interrogation is leading? Are you planning to put me in some alternative school to straighten me out?”

She laughed bitterly. “Cute, Rusty. That’s really cute. You’ve been determined, haven’t you, to prove my inadequacies for a long time. But I want to remind you of one very important thing. I’ve never run away from my responsibilities. So don’t equate any of my offers to get help for you to skirting my role as a parent.” She sank into a chair near me, then, with a determined glare, nodded for me to sit next to her. For some reason, I complied without protest. “Besides, any suggestion I made to get counseling for you was never a threat. That was always your interpretation. Why would I threaten you? Right now, your principal is taking care of that.” She took a deep breath. “When you return to school tomorrow—and you will—you must stop by his office. He’s putting you on an attendance contract for the rest of the semester. With my blessing, I might add.”

Feeling defeated, I grew complacent. “What’s an attendance contract?”

“Each one of your teachers must sign the contract, constructed by the principal, verifying that you were in class. It’s your responsibility to return the contract to the principal at the close of every school day.”

I felt outraged. I was a senior, for fuck’s sake, and the school intended to treat me like a child. “That’s bullshit!”

A wry smile spread across Mom’s face. “Well, it’s bullshit you’ll have to put up with, isn’t it? And if this doesn’t work, the district office’s truancy division will get involved. After that, who knows? Perhaps you’ll move into that group home you keep mentioning whenever you get pissed at me. I also hear they’re pretty quick to place a miscreant into foster care. Then you won’t have to put up with your shitty mother anymore. Ever! I’ll be history, just like your father.”

I rose to my feet indignantly, folded my arms across my chest, and stared at the floor. “Why does anyone give a shit whether I’m in school anyway?”

I was surprised when she didn’t answer. Instead, she was staring blankly, into space, at an invisible point between the table and the sink. I knew she was worried about me. Then, when I tried to understand my hostility toward her, the reason struck me like a bolt out of the blue. 

Somehow, I blamed her for my father’s absence.

It was simple. I needed him. And if he was really out of my life forever—if he were really dead—then I needed to know about him. About his history. His life until his death.

Suddenly, I felt the loneliness of our silence. I had to get her to speak again. To say something.

“I’m flunking anyway. Everything, that is, except physics.”

She turned to me abruptly. “And there’s no reason for that.”

Well, that statement irritated the hell out of me. “Please don’t start quoting my test scores to me again. I hear it all the time. How smart I am. How I’m not applying myself. How I’m not working to my potential.”

When Mom spoke again, she moderated her voice to a lower level. She almost sounded sympathetic. “It’s your senior year, Rusty. Your junior year, if you recall, wasn’t bad. But you have to earn these credits to get into college. You have to improve. How embarrassing it would be to fail your senior year. Everyone knows—and you yourself know—you’re college material.”

“Jesus Christ!” I began pacing the room, like a caged animal. “I hate being called material. I’m not a piece of fucking hardware. I can’t be programmed to dance to everyone else’s tune. And I won’t have you, or anyone else, making my decisions for me.” Our eyes locked. “What if I don’t want to go to college? Have you bothered to consider my feelings?”

“Well, okay. Maybe not. What do you wish to do with your life?”

I remember thinking of my skateboard in the trunk of my car. Of the magazine tucked inside my backpack. Right now, I’d be perfectly happy just skating and surfing for the rest of my life. Whose idea was it, anyway, that you had to set a goal for life to be meaningful?

Then, I thought of turning the ripe old age of thirty. How ancient that age seemed to me. Eventually, I knew I’d have to find something else to do because I didn’t know then—and I don’t know now—of very many thirty-year-old men who skated and surfed to their heart’s content.

I decided to be honest. “I don’t know.”

Then, Mom changed strategies. 

“Tell me, Rusty.” She leaned forward, then folded her hands on top of the table. “I’ve been wondering since my conversation with Mr. Santelli. What do you do when you’re cutting school?”

Abruptly, I stood. The chair fell loudly against the floor. Defiantly, I grabbed the edge of the table with my fingers, hating this bitch for intruding into my personal life. Did I not have a right to my own secrets? My own inner musings?

“First of all,” I said with as much snark as I could muster, “my friends and I check into homeroom. The homeroom teacher marks us present. When the first period bell rings, we haul ass. A friend of mine, who was expelled just last year for peddling dope, picks us up, then takes us to his parents’ condo on Kiawah Island. We smoke crack all morning long. At lunch, we pick up a few rich, hot bitches from the beach. To be hospitable, we pop open a couple of bottles of cheap vodka—you know, the kind you drink—then get them drunk. Then, we screw for the rest of the afternoon. When we’re sick of them, we send them on their way. My friend drives us back to school for our cars. You and the other parents are none the wiser.”

Slowly and deliberately, Mom rose from her chair. She stood directly in front of me. Our noses were almost touching. 

“You are a sick little bastard,” she whispered hoarsely.

With bullet speed, she slapped me hard across the face. “Now go to your fucking room.”

There was no way in hell that I would have stayed in the house now. Not after that. I bolted from the kitchen, raced through the living room and out the front door.

I remember Mom calling after me, but there'd be a cold day in hell before I was going to stop. 

God damn her! I hated that bitch! Hated her more than I thought myself capable of. 

And I knew why. 

I hated her because she didn’t understand what was happening to me. I knew my hatred was illogical, but I felt she should, somehow, sense my pain, my confusion, and do something about it. She should be able to make my life easier and clearer. She should have had all the answers I needed. 

She should even know my questions.

And yet, how unreasonable was that, considering that I didn’t even know how to put my questions into words?

The biggest mystery of my life? Why am I not interested in girls, like most of the other boys? 

It lingered there, in my head, the driving force of my life. 
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Feeling lost and alone, I wandered the streets and cul-de-sacs of our neighborhood, seeing it through different eyes. Hundreds of people, living so close to me—living right under my nose—and I hardly knew a single one. I was too busy wondering what they would think of me if I told the truth. So what did I do? I locked myself from my neighbors, from the world, anticipating their rejection and taking no risks.

I even locked myself off from my mother. You see, I’d heard stories of parents who rejected their sons and daughters because of who they loved. Some parents even kicked them out. I’d read many accounts of young people who’d wound up on the streets, marketing their bodies, selling drugs or begging for food and money. I didn’t want to be one of those kids. But in my mind, my mother had the potential to be one of those parents. In some way, at least to my thinking, she’d already kicked me out—not out of the house, but out of her life. 

Then, all of a sudden, I remembered a large, blue Victorian house not far from us, and the person who lived there. I’d love to see this man again. But I spotted no car in the driveway. Besides, the house felt dead and stagnant, and I realized no one lived there anymore. There wasn't a For Sale sign in the front yard, but that wasn't unusual when historic homes went up for sale in our exclusive West Ashley neighborhood.

I stood in front of the house, desperate to see a light or a rustling curtain. I even considered ringing the doorbell, then thought better of it. If someone answered it, I wondered whether I’d even be remembered. And if I weren’t, well, I doubt I could handle my disappointment.

I remembered why the house held meaning for me. When I was only seven years old, an older boy stalked and harassed me every chance he got. I never knew why. Perhaps there wasn't a reason—just something a bully had to do. Whenever this turd saw me playing in my own yard, or riding my bike on the quiet streets of The Crescent, my neighborhood, he’d come after me. Terrorize me. He’d even designated certain areas in the neighborhood that were off-limits to me. If I ventured into those areas, he’d charge me a fine. Which usually meant giving away part of my allowance or even all of it. If I had no money, he’d punch my shoulder or arm—really hard—or kick me in the shin with his clunky brogan shoes. Shamed because I could not defend myself, I’d hide my bruises from my mother. I was even cautious to make certain she was nowhere near whenever I changed clothes. How could I explain to her that I wasn’t boy enough to stand up for myself?

This kid had sworn to me that if I ever squealed on him, I would die. And I believed him. 

“I’ll kill you, faggot, with my bare hands,” he'd said, his breath, hot and stinking, pumping into my face. That's how close he stood. “Then, I’ll cut your body into little pieces and hide every part under your house when your bitch of a mom isn’t looking. Nobody’ll even know until you start rotting. Then, the whole fucking neighborhood will smell you.”

One cloudy day, I wore my brand new athletic shoes to school. They were Nikes, and I was proud of them. After the school bus dropped me off at my street, the rains began. I ran toward my house, determined to avoid the bully’s abuse. Suddenly, the boy leapt from behind a gardenia bush and tripped me. I fell, skinning my knee badly and ripping my favorite jeans. The older boy grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet. Then, he placed his big fat hands around my neck—not tight enough to cut off my air flow, but tight enough to make me think he could. 

He forced me to walk in the rainwater flowing like a steady stream in the gutter. It was a crazy kind of torture that amused the hell out of him.

My new shoes quickly became wet and muddy. It was an unusually cold day and my feet were freezing. I began to cry. Though Mom made good money at the College of Charleston, she was a frugal sort, and expected me to take care of the things she bought for me. 

Suddenly, for a reason I could never fully ascertain, the bully relaxed his grip. Like a gazelle, I broke free and scampered away, toward my house. Just before I veered into my yard, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I’d lost my masochistic tormentor. In that split second of inattention, I slammed into a jogger.

"My bad, sir. I'm really sorry. Won't happen again."

Now, years later, I turned away from the big blue house and continued on my way home. I remembered the jogger very clearly. I also remembered another detail about his life. The man lived with another dude in that large house. At the time of the incident, I hadn’t given the arrangement much thought. Nothing about his living arrangement seemed especially strange to a seven-year-old. After all, I lived with a single parent, which also deviated from the norm.

Then, I recalled an especially ugly time leading up to their relocation out of our neighborhood. From what I heard, parents had begun to talk. To complain. They told their children to steer clear of these men. Yet no one would explain why. But obviously, parents felt these men were dangerous.

What had they done? I wondered. What crime had they committed?

The tone of adult voices, the frowns on their wizened faces, made it clear. The two men were peculiar men, and they were to be avoided because of the danger they posed. Some kids in the neighborhood were convinced the two men hated young children, and would hurt them if they weren’t careful.

As I glanced at the house again, I was struck by a memory. Mom had never been one of those fear-mongering adults. She never talked of these men. Never said anything negative about them.

She never said anything at all.

It was that memory—the memory of her silence—that perplexed me.

As it turned out, after I’d made my escape from the bully, the man grabbed me by both of my arms, then knelt in front of me. He had a kind smile. He placed his hands firmly on my shoulders, and searched my teary eyes.

“What’s going on, buddy? Is something wrong?”

My fear, both of the bully behind me and of the man in front, forced honesty from my lips. I told the man exactly what had happened. I told him how I’d been made a prisoner of my own neighborhood, and if I got out of line, I would be harshly punished.

The nice man turned angry as he stood and stared down into my face. “No one has a right to treat another human being like that,” he said, oblivious to the sprinkling rain. “And I’m going to put a stop to it myself. What’s your name, son?”

“Rusty.”

He held out his hand. Tentatively I took it. He squeezed my hand gently. “My name is Sean. I want you to promise me one thing. It’s important for me to have your word.”

Here it comes, I thought. The speech to entreat me to defend myself.

But I was surprised. “If someone bigger, or more powerful than you, ever bothers you again, I want you to let me know. Is that a deal?”

My response was weak. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Sean smiled again, patted my shoulder, and jogged away.

I ran into the house, then climbed onto the living room sofa. I pulled back the drapes. Not far down the street, Sean was giving the bully a piece of his mind. The boy looked angry, but what could he do but listen? Apparently, Sean had no intention of letting him go until he’d heard every fucking word.

I never had any trouble after that. At least, not from the neighborhood Gestapo of one.








  
  

Chapter four

Selling Out to the NRA





The bell signaled lunch to end. Hundreds of students headed to their lockers to get their books for the next class. 

“Rusty?”

Barbara called my name as we passed each other in the hall. She curled her fingers around my forearm to stop me.

“I really need to talk.”

“Sure. But now?”

She pulled me across the hall in front of a crowd of students. We leaned casually against a couple of lockers.
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