





























FROM BOYS 
TO MEN






















FROM BOYS
 TO MEN

 




GAY MEN WRITE ABOUT
 GROWING UP








EDITED BY
ROBERT WILLIAMS AND
TED GIDEONSE















[image: i_Image]


























FROM BOYS TO MEN
Gay Men Write about Growing Up




Carroll & Graf Publishers
An Imprint of Avalon Publishing Group, Inc.
245 West 17th Street, 11th Floor
New York, NY 10011






[image: i_Image1]



Copyright © 2006 by Theodore K. Gideonse and Robert R. Williams




“Sleeping Eros” © 2006 by Michael McAllister, “The Story I Told Myself © 2006 by K.
M. Soehnlein, “Preppies Are My Weakness” © 2006 by Tom Dolby, “Barbie Girls” ©
 2006 by Eric Karl Anderson, “Signs” © 2006 by Raymonde C. Green, “No Matter What
 Happens” © 2006 by David Bahr, “The Lives and Deaths of Buffalo Butt” © 2006 by 
Todd Pozycki, “Dick” © 2006 by Alexander Chee, “The Upshot” © 2006 by Trebor 
Healey, “Guide” © 2006 by Austin Bunn, “Terrence” © 2006 by Joe Jervis, “The Boy
 with the Questions and the Kid with the Answers” © 2006 by Horehound Stillpoint, “A 
Brief History of Industrial Music” © 2006 by Viet Dinh, “The Competitive Lives of Gay
 Twins” © 2006 by Michael Gardner, “Five Stories about Francis” © 2006 by Francis 
Strand, “Mom-Voice” © 2006 by Vestal McIntyre, “Growing Up in Horror” © 2006 by 
D. Travers Scott, “Inheritance” © 2006 by Lee Houck, “Whatever Happened to ...” ©
 2006 by Aaron Hamburger, “Peristalsis” © 2006 by Mike McGinty, “Aplysia californica” 
© 2006 by Jason Tougaw




First Carroll & Graf edition 2006




All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in whole or in part without written permission from the publisher, except by reviewers who may quote brief excerpts in connection with a review in a newspaper, magazine, or electronic publication; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or other, without written permission from the publisher.




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.




ISBN-13: 978-0-78671-632-6 
eBook ISBN: 9780786735525




Interior design by Bettina Wilhelm
Printed in the United States of America 
Distributed by Publishers Group West























Introduction





When we were asked to edit an anthology of essays about growing up gay, we knew what we didn’t want the book to be: a collection of coming-out stories. Those narratives are important, and they need to be told and read, but American gay literature has come to a point of maturity when our stories are not just about fighting to be heard and having our existences validated. Our literature now is often concerned about the complexities of our actual lives, the yearning for love, the ambiguity of our identities, and our odd and wonderful gay sensibilities. And our childhoods are different not just because we are singled out by bullies or feel disassociated from our families—as many kids are—but because we experience the world through, to twist and abuse a cliche, pink-colored glasses. The essays in this collection are about growing up and coming of age with that nearly inexplicable sensibility. To the gay reader, these memoirs will reverberate like the clearest of bells. To the straight reader, we hope you will understand that whom we love is not our only difference: so are the ways that we see the world.


The eyes through which these stories are told belong to a stellar new generation of gay writers. Not only are we giving you original essays by writers whose novels or collections you already (or should) have read—writers like Alex Chee, Vestal McIntyre, and Aaron Hamburger. But we are also introducing you to writers whose work will soon be famous and lauded—people like Viet Dinh, Michael McAllister, and Jason Tougaw. And we have included three writers—Joe Jervis, Francis Strand, and Todd Pozycki—known best for their blogs, arguably the most important thing to happen to gay storytelling since the invention of the paperback.


After we chose the essays, we noticed certain themes in common. Many of the essays dealt with what most of us consider our most pressing concern and largest source of anxiety as gay kids: our families. David Bahr, in “No Matter What Happens,” remembers not one, but the two women who shaped his life as he bounced back and forth between his mother and foster mother. Sometimes, as Joe Jervis explains in “Terrence,” the forging of other, or alternative families (as he does with the title character, a melodramatic fellow collegian with asymmetrical bangs and a Gucci briefcase), helps us to better understand the family we are born into.


In “Sleeping Eros,” which is part of Michael McAllister’s memoir, it is 1981, and ten-year-old Michael’s divorce is only half of the story: “I was going to have to be more than I was now. I’d be called upon somehow, in some way, and demanded new displays of courage.” The title almost says it all in “The Competitive Lives of Gay Twins,” as Michael Gardner discovers “it’s impossible to be just another face in the crowd when there is another face in the crowd that looks exactly like you”—and it’s doubly difficult when both are struggling with sexuality. What should have ensured a bond between two brothers actually drove them apart, as the author tries to distance himself from his more flamboyant and essentially more honest twin brother. And recalling his grandfather’s funeral, Lee Houck describes not only the precise hem of his great-aunt’s dress but also his realization of where his grandfather’s animosity had stemmed from: “I was sure that he saw who I was—gay, creative, my entire personality slightly off-center—before anyone else.”


Vestal McIntyre’s “Mom-Voice” introduces us to the author’s endearingly eccentric family, who find endless ways to amuse and entertain themselves—doing imitations of their parents, acting out scenarios from nighttime soaps. The games and scenarios, he posits, are as much about fun and amusement as they are about keeping the connections and bond between each other as we mature and, eventually, grow apart. Trebor Healey also details the ever-evolving family dynamics of gay kids in his essay, “Upshot,” describing nightly gab-fests while washing dishes with his mother, the alternating attraction to, competition with, and growing resentment toward his older brother, and a father who is mostly out of the loop.


Our first crushes, first infatuations, and first broken hearts are among the most profound moments of our adolescence, because they are often frustratingly silent and solitary experiences. The shy Tom Dolby of “Preppies Are My Weakness” goes to boarding school, where he develops a crush on the charismatic mop-topped soccer player with “lovely dark eyelashes” and comes to understand that “we are imprinted from an early age, that the boys or girls we are captivated by at fifteen, sixteen, or seventeen years old are the types we will pursue for the rest of our lives.” Austin Bunn’s “Guide” is a family friend, and he recalls with fondness his ill-fated near affair with the slightly older man, discovering that “we’re all guides, at some point, for each other.” The introduction of television to Hor-chound Stillpoint’s late-1950s household coincides with a disastrous crush on an older, more popular boy from grade school in “The Boy with the Questions and the Kid with the Answers.” Aaron Hamburger revisits the boys of his youth in “What Ever Happened To ...,” aching to be with them but also longing to be considered like them—popular, athletic, accepted. The night that college student Ray-monde C. Green finally admits to himself that he’s gay stirs troubling memories of the “signs” he refused to see of his sexually confused childhood.


Teenagers are often obsessed with and confused about their bodies, but many gay kids develop especially ingenious ways to come to terms with and celebrate their anatomy. In “The Lives and Deaths of Buffalo Butt,” Todd Pozycki’s wild imagination is the only distraction from his struggles with weight and body issues—and eventually he seeks advice from the lusty leader of an ex-gay ministry. For Alex Chee in “Dick,” the male body is not a symbol of confusion or repulsion, but curiosity and allure, and he “began to do whatever I could to see a penis.” By age twelve, he states, “I had mastered my surveillance.”


For many of us, lost in a world that we don’t quite fit into, we first tried to escape through our pop-culture fixations. In Viet Dinh’s hilarious, ingenious “A Brief History of Industrial Music,” the self-professed high school nerd escapes his feelings of invisibility by embracing late-’80s industrial music. “I could be Asian and still rock out to Meat Beat Manifesto. I could be gay and still stamp like a fool to Nitzer Ebb.” K. M. Soehnlein’s “The Story I Told Myself considers how his obsession with soap operas not only informed his early years but served as a precursor to his later creative endeavors: “Sure, April was miserable when Raven meddled in her marriage, but wasn’t such heightened emotion preferable to the flatlined routine I was living?” So much so that he creates his own fantasy soap opera, which includes the gay blond beauty, Kyle Johanneson. D. Travers Scott explains his childhood fascination with the blood and gore of the horror-film genre in “Growing Up In Horror,” where he finds parallels with his own burgeoning queerness and how “much of horror is about rebellion of the body, whether through sickness, invasion, or science out of control.”


Finally, a few of the essays begin even earlier, when we were first realizing that something about us, something very important, was different. Francis Strand’s “Five Stories about Francis” is a wise and witty mini bio of Francis from infancy to age seventeen, from precocious tot (with a strangely patrician accent) to rebellious teen—told with a Quentin Crisp-like confidence. Eric Karl Anderson (“Barbie Girls”) knew he was different when he “began helping my sister’s Barbie dolls commit suicide,” and goes on to divulge his painfully funny attempts in junior high to secure a social position by dating girls. Mike McGinty describes, in “Peristalsis,” how from the age of five to seventeen and a half he played baseball (or tried to), swam at the beach, had a girlfriend, and dreamt of male movie stars and being a cheerleader (unheard of for a male in 1976 Appalachia). And though his mother takes him to see a rerelease of The Sound of Music (for which he thanks her fourteen thousand times), she still wonders why her son is “so sensitive.” And finally, Jason Tougaw’s (“Aplysia californica”) Southern California upbringing included living on a school bus with his mother, brother, and his mother’s new husband. After an impromptu surf lesson teaches him more about desire than catching the perfect wave, the tan and sensitive Jason finds a new mission and sense of purpose exploring the sandy beach.






 What about your story? How did you see the world differently when you were a child? We hope that these moving, funny, and enlightening essays will inspire you to visit this book’s Web site, www.fromboystomen.com, and tell your own tales of growing up gay. 






Robert Williams and Ted Gideonse
 March 2006
 La Jolla, California























Sleeping Eros






Michael McAllister







IN JANUARY WE had visitors. Steve and Sharon, another married couple, had become friends with my parents in Milwaukee, where Steve and my father had worked together at an advertising firm. He and his wife slept that weekend on the pullout couch in the television room. Saturday morning I finished my bowl of cereal, parked in my usual spot on the floor in front of the television, watching cartoons. Steve, the husband, came in from the shower with a thin green towel wrapped around his waist.


“Hey, champ,” he said. I glanced up, and everything in me paused. With green eyes and perfect teeth he reminded me of pictures I’d seen: a man in a Newport cigarette ad, tan, strong, clad in swim trunks. Or the Sears underwear models in the Sunday paper who stood around in their briefs, footballs tucked under their arms, chatting casually about topics I could hardly imagine: fishing? The Minnesota Vikings? But unlike those men, Steve was here, in the flesh, in this room. I gazed at his chest hair, which was still curled damply in places.


“Hey,” I whispered.


“What’s that, Bugs Bunny?” he asked, crossing to the suitcase propped open beside the television. I managed a bare nod. He carried with him the scent of Dial soap and Old Spice, and I heard the Road Runner beep across a great distance. Steve bent over the suitcase, his back to me, and pulled out a pair of white socks rolled tight in a ball, and before I had time to take another breath a thought came: look under the towel.


I knew what was under there; I was in Advanced Beginner swimming with a bunch of other nine-year-olds on Sunday mornings, and had changed with them in the school locker room. But I’d never wondered before about what was under anyone’s towel. The thought was new and strange, prompted by something within me, particular, singular, focused on Steve. I bent forward until my head was near the floor, but could only see the shadow of the towel’s hem, which grazed the hard muscles of his calves. He turned around and I sat up quick, slipping on a mask of innocence. Just watching cartoons! It worked; Steve left the room whistling, clothes in hand. Wile E. Coyote ran off the edge of a cliff. He hovered over the dusty canyon, turned to me with wide eyes, and plunged out of sight.


Later that afternoon we all piled into my parents’ Cutlass and spent a couple of hours sightseeing. I was squeezed up front between my parents. Mark, my younger brother, sat in the back with Steve and his wife, Sharon. She was blonde, fair-skinned, thin and rather plain, and reminded me, in her delicacy and quiet charm, of the teacher I’d had in kindergarten. My father drove, pointing out the state fairgrounds and the red brick buildings of the U of M’s Saint Paul campus, where my father worked as an editor. We’d arrived last winter, when I was eight, our new backyard hidden under a record snowfall, the branches of the maple tree stark against the milk of the sky. We wore moon boots when shoveling and the shingles of our house were the color of French’s mustard. Our last move together, the fourth state in eight years. Running up the Midwestern corridor from Oklahoma to Missouri to Wisconsin to our last stop, Falcon Heights, a suburb of the Twin Cities.


An hour into my father’s guided tour my brother, who was four, whined that he had never in his whole entire life been so bored, so we drove to the Rosedale Mall and wandered together through the post-Christmas sales. Mark and I trailed behind the grown-ups. Steve had his arm around his wife’s shoulder, and every so often he’d pull her close, kiss her forehead, and sort of rub his chin against the top of her head. My parents walked beside them, not touching. My mother threw my father tiny glances every few steps, and I knew from experience that she was upset about something.


Later the adults scouted for dinner in the food court while my brother and I saved a table nearby. Mark rolled his Matchbox taxicab across the table and gave a blow-by-blow conversation of its imaginary driver and passenger. “You drive like shit” he squealed. My brother had a mouth like a sailor.


“Fuck off.”


   “Fuck shit! Stop the fucking car!”


   “Hold on, shithead!”


None of us knew where he got it from. My parents were polite folks from Indiana and Kansas. They had master’s degrees and blushed at ribald humor. I was turning out like them, and while Mark and I had both inherited our father’s scrawniness, my brother had been stamped, as if by a rogue gene, with freckles and bright red hair. The cab, held in his little hand, roared off the table, its doomed passenger screaming in slow motion, “Asshoooooolllle!”


The grown-ups waited in line at Orange Julius, my parents standing just behind their friends. Steve, his arm draped over his wife’s shoulder, gazed up at the menu board, and I watched as he shifted his weight to one leg and leaned against Sharon slightly. I could see in his posture a certainty of himself and his place, here in the mall, surveying the menu’s choices as if everything on it and beyond were available to him. He was an account executive at the advertising firm where my father had worked in Milwaukee, and he stood with his arm wrapped around his blonde wife as though he were selling an image, one I couldn’t tear my eyes from. Sharon smiled up at him and tucked a blonde lock behind one ear, where a large gold hoop caught the neon light.


My mother and father, standing just behind them, were arguing quietly; my father, dark and thin in a corduroy blazer, nodded wearily as my mother whispered something to him, her eyes measuring his expression. My father said something in his soft voice, and I saw my mother’s lips form the words I can’t hear you. A flicker of irritation crossed my father’s face as he repeated himself, his eyebrows raised in effort. He’d been an editor at the advertising firm, and his own posture was stiff and his gestures constrained, moving as though his body were forever on loan. I couldn’t see then that he was handsome, only uncomfortable. My mother frowned, and glanced over the food court until she found us. I raised my hand but Sharon turned and asked her something. My mother’s expression changed, lightened, to hide her irritation at my father. She nodded, ran a hand through her loose brown curls, considering her words. She looked frumpy beside Sharon, dressed in an ankle-length down coat of powder gray, which might have looked elegant on another woman. But the pockets of her coat were stained with blue ink by the cheap ballpoints she carried, and its hem was smudged with dirt from where she tended to get it caught in the car door. Her eyes scanned Sharon’s face, and with nearly imperceptible movements she straightened her posture, and her smile grew in slight degrees until it matched Sharon’s radiance. Somehow she had made herself more refined than the moment before, and I measured her transformation with a strange satisfaction.




Later we drove home from the mall in the dark, our headlights reflecting off patches of smooth ice. Beside me in the front seat my mother turned around to say something to her friends, but then stopped herself. A moment passed in silence. Then she whispered, near my ear, “Aww.” On the other side of me, my father glanced in the rearview mirror. I twisted around, pulled myself up to my knees, and peered over the seat. Steve was sleeping, his head resting against his wife’s left shoulder, his lips slightly parted. “He looks like an angel,” my mother said. Mark, pressed against the door, glanced over briefly before turning back to the window. I looked down at Steve as his chest rose and fell. Something about his soft eyelashes, coupled with the strong, stubbled jaw, relaxed in sleep, stunned me. For the second time that day I stopped breathing at the sight of him, and though I felt Sharon’s eyes on me, I couldn’t look away from her husband. Through the windows, patches of streetlight slid across his face, and with them something moved through me. I wanted to watch him like this; I wanted everyone else to fade away, so that I could watch him undisturbed. I wanted to run my fingertips over the rough shadow of his beard, and feel his Adam’s apple bobbing at his throat. I wanted to curl against him, lay my head on his chest, and inhale the warm, clean scent he’d carried with him that morning, wrapped in that towel, a scent worn and deepened by now. And the things I wanted tangled and intertwined with another feeling, envy; I heard my mother’s voice again in my ear (looks like an angel), and I wanted to be like him, to resemble him, to have Steve’s angelic face for mine; my face softening the people who glimpsed it, compelling them to look at me, admire me, and guard me from danger.


The car turned a corner, and shadows slid back over his face. Somehow I knew I couldn’t have those things, and that knowledge only sharpened my hunger until I had to look away. As I did, Sharon smiled up at me, and for a moment I hated her easy ownership of the sleeping man. Anxious that she’d read my thoughts, I turned back, settling against the seat, my shoulder pressed against my mother’s side.


Rays of orange streetlight moved over the hood of the car and up the windshield. The week before I had stayed up too late watching Donald Sutherland on television running from aliens, pod people bent on taking over the planet. They looked like everyone else but lacked emotions, and as we made our way home I imagined the streetlights were alien sentinels scanning cars and passengers for joy, anger, or laughter. If they sensed the things I wanted from the man sleeping behind me, they’d snatch me up and carry me off to their oozing nests, and lay a trembling pod beside me, an alien boy inside, his skin running like hot wax till his face matched mine.


My father tapped the turn signal. I exhaled, slowed my breath, and held my body still until my heartbeat matched the flashing arrow, my body still, my face drained of expression. My mother glanced out at the neighbors’ houses with her hands in her lap. She tucked her left thumb into her fist, and pushed against the bottom of her wedding ring so that it seemed to dance by itself. My father held his hands at two and ten o’clock on the steering wheel, his eyes returning, again and again, to the rearview mirror.




Several weeks later, in early February, our parents called my brother and me into the living room. Mark and I sat awkwardly on the love seat, and my parents ignored the couch and perched instead on the edge of the oak-veneer coffee table, inches away from us. This was not comforting. My father cleared his throat.


“You boys may have noticed that your mother and I haven’t exactly been getting along lately.”


“Fighting?” my mother added. It sounded like a question, and I wondered for a moment if she was asking for our confirmation, but then our father spoke again.


“We’ve decided to try separating,” he said.
    “Just for a while. Just to see,” she said.


“I’m going to be moving down to the basement for a while,” he said. At this I looked up. The basement? Which room? Not the laundry room, with the boiler. Not the rec room, strewn with Lincoln Logs and Tinker Toys. Must be the other room, with the old couch and the mildewed, rainbow-colored shag carpet left by the former owners. We hid in that room for tornado warnings, when the sky through the window wells turned still and green. I tried to picture my father sleeping down there, as if it were some strange adventure, like camping out in the backyard. The idea thrilled me.


“Mike?” my mother said. She’d been talking. “Do you understand?”


Trick question. I nodded to prove I’d been listening, but she looked unsure.


“Do you boys have any questions?” my father asked.


They were sitting so close, nearly upon us, and I couldn’t meet their eyes. Mark rubbed his thumbnail against the love seat’s fabric, tracing the stripes of yellow and green. My father crossed his arms, and my mother’s thin, gold-plated watch slipped down her wrist. Outside I heard the heavy rumble of a snowplow passing the house. The silence extended uncomfortably. We sat there like a family of mannequins at JC Penney. As if someone could carve the living room from our house and set us all down at the Saint Paul Science Museum. My classmates at school would visit on field trips. They’d read aloud from the display case: Minnesota Family, 1981.


The furnace kicked in and heat poured through the floor vents. We stirred, and my parents glanced at each other and sighed, together, as if exhausted by what they’d just put into words. They told us that they loved us and that we were free to go.




For the next three months my father slept on the foldout couch in the damp basement, around the corner from the laundry room and the litter box. It didn’t quite change things. Like skittish animals, the four of us kept to our separate caves, emerging now and then to bristle at each other’s sight.


There were some good moments. Some weekends my brother and I would play together in the rec room, building spaceships from Legos for hours. Nearly five years separated us: an awkward number, as I was neither his peer nor his mentor. Unlike me, he was not particularly reflective, hardly ever quiet, and though I knew how to ignite his temper without drawing attention to myself, whatever trouble Mark got into was quickly known. We had separate interests, separate friends, and for the most part I ignored him. But sometimes I’d show him tenderness, in spite of myself. We’d paw through the pile of Legos, and hand each other pieces the other needed. And when he’d finish a ship he’d hold it before me and I’d say, no matter what it looked like, “Cool.” We wanted to get along and, though I didn’t know it at the time, he looked up to me. But inevitably one of us would say the wrong word, and my tenderness would snap. One afternoon I smashed our ships against the wall, and shoved and taunted him till he came at me. His face was dark, and I knocked him back at the wall, where he collapsed, howling. His expression went beyond pain to something bigger: utter confusion, as if his last and only friend had betrayed him. Lying on the floor, he kicked at the pile of Legos. It hurt to see what I’d done, and I slinked from the room without another word, taking the stairs two at a time. My self-disgust grew and festered, but I couldn’t help myself. One day that spring we fought in the front yard. I pushed him around till he picked up an enormous stick and swung it at me. I caught it with my hand, and a piece of broken bark punctured the skin between my thumb and forefinger. My mother took me to the emergency room where they gave me three stitches. I didn’t tell her that it had been my fault. For years afterward, Mark would mention that afternoon, the story growing till it took the shape of family legend, his voice proud and slightly awestruck, as if his own powers astonished him: I fucking gave you stitches.




One night a noise woke me: my mother yelling at my father somewhere in the house. Drowsy, I looked over at the nightstand as the numbers of my digital clock swam up through the darkness. 3:00 A.M. A heavy set of footsteps pounded down the basement stairs, followed by a lighter, quicker pair. Before, they had always pounded upstairs, to my parents’ bedroom, as my mother followed my father through the house, and I remembered, sleepily, what had changed with us, and where my father was now living. Muffled voices drifted up through the floorboards. I turned on my side and pulled the blankets up to my chin. There was something comforting about burrowing into my bed’s warmth while the fight raged beneath me, as if I had woken to a thunderstorm.




Spring came, though clumps of snow lingered in the shadows under our house’s eaves into April. Then, on the first of May, a month after my tenth birthday, my father rented a small, “garden level” studio in a new, ugly building near his office. He moved out, taking the foldout couch with him, which my brother and I now slept on when we visited him on the weekends. He did not know how to cook, so he bought a Crock-Pot and made us soup and ham sandwiches every dinner. We ate sitting around a cramped table in the corner of the apartment near the kitchen sink. After dinner my father often fell into little trances, staring off into space, unblinking, his face taking on a hard, absent expression. Minutes passed as the silence was broken only by the quiet hum of the refrigerator. My brother and I would set our bowls in the sink and slip outside, where we’d explore the construction site of a new building next door. We’d scramble to the top of an enormous pile of dirt left by a bulldozer, beat our chests, and holler like Tarzan.




Every evening my mother drew a bath. She’d soak for an hour and call to me for a glass of wine. White was in the fridge, red stashed in the highest kitchen cabinet with a few liquor bottles. I’d climb onto the counter, fetch the bottle, and pour a healthy amount into a wineglass, like I was pouring myself a glass of orange juice. I’d carry it through the house and knock on the bathroom door as if I were room service, proud of my task. She’d drag the shower curtain shut and I’d step into the thick steam, walking to the end of the tub where her pale hand poked from behind the curtain, her fingers waiting to close around the glass’s cool stem.


As the summer progressed, she’d call out for a second glass. Sometimes she’d forget to hide herself, and when I’d open the door she’d start, grasping for the curtain, water smacking the sides of the tub. I’d catch sight of the dark shock of her pubic hair, and her plump, pale body lolling in the bath like some shiny aquatic creature.


One night, late, she cried upstairs in the bedroom she’d shared with my father. I listened, curled in my bed, wondering if Mark was doing the same, and the sound cracked open something within me, a gap between the present and the past. I’d be called upon now, to be the kind of boy who could comfort her, and new displays of courage would be demanded of me. But none of the words I whispered to myself in bed seemed right. After an hour she grew quiet, and then I fell asleep.




My father had been gone a few weeks. That summer I left the house when I could. Falcon Heights had a population of less than six thousand, but for twelve days each year it grew into Minnesota’s largest city when the state fair opened for twelve days at the end of August. Neighbors rented out their lawns for five bucks a car, and the tourists swarmed our streets, littering our yards with plastic beer cups and corn-dog sticks.


On the last day of August, I roamed the enormous fairgrounds, skirting tractor displays and bingo parlors, passing through cavernous convention halls with displays of corn, soybeans, and roses. Radio stations parked brightly painted RVs near the stadium, where the fireworks displays were held, and crowds gathered to watch deejays hunched over their microphones, reeling off weather reports and plugging that evening’s Linda Ronstadt concert. Every year, the Midwest Dairy Association held a pageant for girls from local counties, and the winner was crowned Princess Kay of the Milky Way. Her first official duty, on the first day of the state fair, was to sit, wrapped in a ski parka, in a glass-enclosed rotating cooler for nine hours, where her likeness was carved from a ninety-pound block of butter. Afterward, busts modeled on the eleven finalists were also carved, one per day, until the refrigerated display case held an entire shelf of dairy princesses. To me they all looked like the same girl, and I spent more time worrying about the health of Princess Kay, refrigerated for nine hours, than I did admiring her golden smile.


I wandered the aisles of sheep and pig barns where the thick smell of hay, manure, and mud rose from the pens. I held my palm out to geese and calves and stared into the brown intelligent eyes of show ponies. I earnestly believed that animals could sense the depth of the kindness I had to offer; they could read my thoughts, choose me from the crowd of fairgoers, and find protection at my side. Goats nibbled at my fingers. Caged roosters cocked their heads. Horses shifted their bulk, their tails swiping at flies. “I know,” I whispered to them. “I understand” Farm boys from Eau Claire gave me narrowed looks. Pigs snorted at the edge of their pens.


I spent my allowance on funnel cakes and the Tilt-a-Whirl, and trudged home in a daze, where I collapsed in front of the television with a pack of saltines. Later that afternoon my mother returned home early from work. She’d picked up my brother from day care, and he carried a sack of burgers and fries. Mark and I ate in front of the television, and a few moments later there was a knock at the back door: our father. He and our mother stepped into the kitchen, where we could hear the low murmur of their voices. I’d nearly forgotten about them when they came to the doorway.


“We’d like to talk to you,” my mother said. I glanced up, and saw that it was serious. She did not look at Mark.


“Just meP” I asked.


She nodded. “Just you.”




Once again they perched on the edge of the coffee table. No doubt they were aiming for intimacy, but the effect was disturbing. Like strangers trapped together in an elevator, we adjusted our feet around each other awkwardly. My mother, elbows resting on her thighs, her hands clasped together above her knees, tried to catch my eye.


“Do you know what gay means?” she asked.


Another trick question? It means lame, I thought. Doesn’t it? My heels knocked against the base of the love seat. I fingered a tiny bruise on my thigh and considered my options. Lie or admit stupidity?


“Mike?”


I lied. “Yeah, I know.” I gauged their reaction. A smile passed between them, a smile that said they were on to me.


“Are you sure?” my father asked.


Wrong answer. I wasn’t supposed to know what it meant. If they demanded proof, I’d be out of luck.


“Well,” my mother began. “Sometimes . . .” She paused. I watched her eyes scan the wall behind me. “Most of the time men and women, they’re attracted to each other. They fall in love with each other. They ... well, they have sex with each other.”


My father cleared his throat. “Do you remember when we talked about sex?”


Another trap. I was losing this game, fast.


“When a man puts his penis into the woman’s vagina?” His voice was too loud. My mother and I blushed. The brass clock on the mantle ticked. To end the agony, I nodded. This pleased them, and they relaxed.


“Well,” my mother continued, “sometimes women are attracted to other women ...”


“And sometimes men are attracted to other men,” he said.


“That’s right,” she said, nodding. “That’s what it means.”


“That’s what it means,” he said. The corners of his mouth curled up, but his eyes stayed the same. “And that’s what we are.”


They watched me. Somewhere along the way, I had lost my place.


“I’m attracted to other men,” my father offered.


My mother smiled at me. “And I’m attracted to other women.”


I looked past them, out the picture window. The mailman, still clad in his summer shorts, turned up our front walk, shuffling through envelopes. Last week someone had tucked a firecracker in our mailbox and blew it off the front of the house. These things happened during the state fair. A dent remained in the aluminum siding, and the sturdy mailbox sat on the front porch, leaning up against the house. After my father had moved out, little projects had collected all summer. I heard the mailbox rattle open and shut. The mailman retreated, the back of his shirt stained dark with sweat. I wanted to run after him down the front walk, but he moved so fast, taking with him my escape.


My father was talking. “But that doesn’t mean that your mother and I didn’t love each other,” he said. “We were attracted to each other for many years.”


“But sometimes people change,” my mother said. Her lips set in a hard line.


“Yes, we changed,” he said. “Now, this might be difficult to hear, but we think you’re old enough to understand.” He paused. “This probably means that your mother and I won’t be getting back together.”


“But that doesn’t mean that we don’t love you. That hasn’t changed,” my mother said. My eyes had settled on her hands. Her knuckles turned white. “Mike?”


What? I thought. What do you want?


“We still love you.”


They watched me. My vision blurred, and my mother’s hands swelled and glittered.


“It’s okay,” she said, reaching forward. Her hand rubbed my shoulder awkwardly and then fell back in her lap.


Neither of them understood. The tears weren’t mine; they didn’t come from me. In that moment I was the doll that cried when you pulled her string. My parents, sitting so close, wanted something from me, some reaction, and I had responded. They pulled my string and got their tears.


They kept talking, their voices distant.


We aren’t going anywhere, my mother said.


You’ll still live with us, my father said.


We’ll take turns, she said. Okay?


Nothing they said would make sense until I could get away from them and be alone for a while, somewhere quiet where their words could settle down inside me. I was worried, but not sure why. The tone of their voices was helpful, but I knew that their words held hidden dangers, which in time would come out. I prayed for the end of this discussion. I plotted retreat. I’d fall back and breathe, away from them, in my room, in the woods. I’d map new trails over the ground shifting beneath us. Without their help. An image came to me: a young Indian brave stalking prey through the woods. Silent, stepping toe-to-heel over the trail. I’d tread with caution and avoid the traps they kept leaving in their wake.


“The thing about all this,” my mother said. I blinked, and the room came back. “You might. . . well, this is something that a lot of people might not understand.”


“You probably shouldn’t tell anybody about this,” my father said. “Your friends.”


I heard footsteps on the kitchen linoleum. A moment later my brother appeared. My parents, who’d been leaning in toward me, pulled back.


“Mark ...” my mother said.


“Mark, we’re talking to Mike right now. A private conversation.”


He didn’t move. The day before he had cut off his bangs with a pair of scissors. A week later his kindergarten picture would capture his mistake for eternity. Dork, I thought. He paused in the doorway, staring at me. His brown eyes measured me, and for a second I softened. I knew something he didn’t, and wasn’t sure I liked it. Our father stood up and went to him. He took his shoulder gently and turned him, but my brother’s eyes stayed locked on mine until my father guided him back through the kitchen.


“We haven’t decided yet what to tell Mark,” my mother said. “He may be too young. So please don’t say anything to him, either, okay?” Her face flushed, as if she were nervous being left alone with me. “You can talk to me,” she said. “To us, I mean.”


My father returned, alone. He sat again on the coffee table and asked what he’d missed.


“Nothing,” I said.


We were quiet for a minute. My mother asked if I had any questions, and I shook my head.


“Are you sure?”


We stood up together. “Can we have a hug?” my father asked. I squirmed from each embrace.


An hour till sunset. I pushed through the back door. Mrs. Carlson, the retiree from next door, waved from her backyard with a pair of pruning shears in her grip, her gloved hand smudged with dark soil. I ducked my head and raised my hand in return, wiping my eyes against my sleeve with one quick movement. I hurried to the garage, stepped through the side door, and smacked the button on the inside wall. The door rolled open, spilling light over the rakes and shovels and my bike leaning against the far wall. I grabbed the handlebar and spun the bike to face the street. I smacked the button again, swung my leg over the crossbar, and pushed off on the pedals. I bent low over the handlebars and coasted under the closing door.


I’d learned to ride in Wisconsin before our last move. That winter, two years earlier, my parents had bought me a bike: bright yellow, with training wheels. I’d spent a few months circling the cement floor of the unfinished basement, weaving around the furnace and the wooden support beams, the wheels spinning and clicking beneath my weight. When spring came, my father had removed the training wheels and coached me outside one afternoon. I fell, again and again, on the grass that lined our sidewalk. An hour later—my elbow scraped, my knees stained green—my frustration spilled into anger. He couldn’t find the right word that would bring me into balance. I threw the bike down on the sidewalk and collapsed on the grass. A moment later my friend J.B. came by. He was a freckled boy from my first-grade class who lived in a large rambling house down the block, and he’d long been rid of training wheels. Some kind of silent communication took place there on the sidewalk between him and my father. A minute later he ran alongside me, urging me on after each fall. His voice never wavered. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go again.” He did not comment on my tears, which seemed the most generous thing anyone had ever done for me. My father watched for a few minutes and then went inside. Not long afterward, when my parents told me that we were moving again, the fourth time in eight years, they mentioned J.B., and said they were sorry. The concerned tone in their voices moved me, made me believe somehow that these decisions were out of their control. Things just happened to us, and we did our best to hold on. They’d used the same tone just now, sitting on the coffee table in the living room.


I turned left on Pascal. Lights came on in the windows of our neighbors’ homes. Televisions washed the walls of their rooms with a flickering blue. A woman bent over a kitchen sink in yellow light, her face hidden by steam. My shadow lengthened on the street and I followed it, obeying some instinct. The cool air ripped layers of heat from my skin as I twisted through the quiet streets. I stood on the pedals and pumped my legs till the wind filled my ears with meaningless sound.





















The Story I Told Myself




 K. M. Soehnlein 




THE HIGH SCHOOL day ends at three. I don’t take part in many after-school activities—no sports, certainly, and only the occasional club meeting for the yearbook or the model U.N.—so most days, just minutes after the last bell, I’ve begun the almost two-mile walk home. The distance is noteworthy. Were it more than two miles, I wouldn’t be walking, I’d be on the school bus. Students whose homes are less than two miles away are not eligible for the bus, and for this I’m eternally grateful. The school bus, from all I’ve heard, is the site of bullying, peer pressure, and racial tension, a noisy free-for-all where the timid, like me, are picked on, and the aggressive, which is to say most other boys and a few of the girls, rule without supervision.

 My goal is to get home by four, when The Edge of Night begins. Edge, as its devotees call it, is the last soap opera of the day, the half hour that follows the more popular General Hospital. Edge is darker, more gothic than the usual doctors-and-nurses-in-heat fare. Its story lines tell of porn rings and Manson-like cults, international spies and upright citizens falsely accused of murder. There’s a villainess named Raven, a dark-haired schemer who tries to ruin the marriage of April, her frail blonde rival for the affections of a handsome-yet-hapless district attorney named Draper Scott. There’s a menacing bald giant named Gunther with an identical twin named Bruno, one of them (it’s not always clear which) serving as the henchman who does Raven’s bidding. There are a couple of tough, appealing detectives—Deborah Saxon, a free-spirited redhead, and Calvin Stoner, a lithe, handsome black man whose brown eyes express skepticism and anger almost simultaneously. I like all these exotic names. I like the fact that the show seems to always take place in the dark—not at the “edge” of night but smack in the middle of it. I like that the show is only a half hour long and begins at four, because this allows me enough time to walk home, watch each episode in its entirety, and turn off the TV before my parents return from work.


This last fact is important. My mother, unlike the other mothers in the neighborhood, doesn’t watch soaps. My father doesn’t approve of them. Neither of them approves of me watching them, which has something, though not everything, to do with the essential femininity of the form. Only girls talk about soaps; only girls, apparently, watch them. Of course, throughout my life I have done many things that “only” girls do: played with Barbie dolls, listened to the soundtrack of West Side Story over and over on the stereo in our living room, performed gymnastics routines on the wall in front of the school next to our house, a wall that we have designated as our “balance beam.” We in this case refers to my two younger sisters and the three girls next door and the two girls next door to them. This little army of girls has been my primary play group since I moved to this neighborhood, and by high school my parents have gotten quite used to, if not entirely resigned to, the shape of their son’s life. Which is to say: the fact that soaps are for girls is not my parents’ only problem with them.


In a household with strict limitations on how much TV could be watched, soaps, with their addictive nature—the dailiness of the viewing habit, the threat that this manufactured world might overtake the real one—engendered an extra measure of scorn. I remember the day my father came home early from work, found me in front of the television set watching Edge, and exclaimed, “You gotta be kidding me!” His expression was equal parts astonishment and disappointment, as if he’d caught me doing something I knew was bad for me, like smoking. I understood his reaction as a rebuke of the inanity of melodrama.


Soaps back then were a kind of national craze. The staggering ratings achieved by General Hospital were remarked upon in the news media. The phenomenon of “Luke and Laura” was something everyone was aware of, the way everyone knows today that Donald Trump dispatches contestants on The Apprentice with “You’re fired.” I remember an article in Time magazine attributing the popularity of soaps to the fact that the average viewer took pleasure in spying upon characters whose lives were more miserable than her own. (It’s not so different from cheering a particularly vicious tackle in football or a body check in hockey, or watching Donald Trump “fire” some average Joe with dreams of climbing the corporate ladder.) But for me the allure of soaps was the inverse: the thrill of watching people whose lives were fuller, more exciting, more dramatic, than my own. Sure, April was miserable when Raven meddled in her marriage, but wasn’t such heightened emotion preferable to the flatlined routine I was living? I was a well-behaved boy from a kind, middle-class family. We went to church every Sunday and celebrated birthdays with ice cream and cake. My parents were happily married; my grandparents gave us money for good grades. Soaps were alluring, not because misery and manipulation seemed preferable to happiness but because activity and unpredictability were preferable to stasis and routine. In their everydayness, soap operas allowed for the possibility that real life might be felt this deeply.


By the time high school rolls around, I have been watching soaps for years.

 Watching soaps grew out of my friendships with girls, which arose from the physical layout of my neighborhood, on Third Avenue, in Westwood, New Jersey. The Soehnleins (me and my two younger sisters) lived next door to the Milos (five daughters, three of them in my age group), who lived next door to the Fedeles (four/two), who were in fact first cousins with the Milos (their mothers were sisters). Our houses faced a busy street, with traffic so heavy and steady that we rarely crossed it. Our backyards connected, and we ran freely between them. Fedele, Milo, Soehnlein: three houses in a row, and on the other side of mine an elementary school stretching across a big chunk of property: school building, lawn, two playgrounds, two parking lots, a tennis court abutting a twisty, tree-lined creek, our high school’s football field, a soccer pitch, a baseball diamond where the town league played. . . . From my bedroom window I looked through tree branches onto all this open land. It was as though I were a citizen of some frontier outpost, the only boy among a generation of girls playing outdoors—in our weedy backyards, on the manicured lawn in front of Ketler Elementary, and among the evergreens and oaks behind it, where everything seemed a notch more dangerous. In those woods, we found a dirty magazine, a dried-out rubber, the butts and beer cans of a teenage party.


The games we played had started with variations on “house” when we were quite young. We would gather up toy pots and pans—girls, of course, have these things—and play “restaurant,” jostling over who got to be the person standing at the hostess station, announcing into her podium-top microphone, “Party of two, your table is ready.” The Milos or the Fedeles must have eaten in a restaurant with this particular setup and then brought it back to the rest of us. My family didn’t eat at restaurants like that. We went camping, in a pop-up trailer that hitched to the back of our station wagon, and at campsites we cooked our food on a propane stove and ate at a picnic table, all of which made for a fun vacation but which nonetheless lacked urban glamour. I remember the first time Paula Fedele, playing hostess, announced, “Milo, reservation for five, your table is ready.” It was the first time I’d heard the word reservation used like this, and it clicked in my head like a key unlocking a door. I wanted a reservation. I wanted a life where I could make a reservation, and have it announced in public, and have it lead to a table held especially for me and my party.


The other games we played, me and all these girls, sprang to life from TV shows, especially those mid-to-late 70s programs that featured gorgeous women saving the world: The Bionic Woman, Wonder Woman, Charlies Angels. We could “play” these shows for hours, picking a particular episode, assigning parts among us, then acting out those parts. For The Bionic Woman, this involved a lot of punching, kickboxing, and bounding over tall obstacles in pretend slow motion, complete with imitations of the sound effects used by the show to underscore each super-strength feat. Indeed, when I think of what exactly we did for all those hours when we played like this, I remember not full-on scripted episodes but a series of gestures and poses, repeated countless times, the way models prancing down a fashion runway reiterate the same moves endlessly. We even made up a crime-fighting TV program of our own, with me and Stephanie Milo and Paula Fedele starring in Neil and the Dolls. We were like two of Charlie’s Angels plus a guy—a young, cute guy, not some puffy old eunuch like Bosley on the show. Neil, in my imagination, was Parker Stevenson from The Hardy Boys crossed with Fred, the blond cartoon hero from Scooby-Doo—fair, not swarthy, with shiny, feathered hair. As Neil and the Dolls, our primary gesture entailed crouching with one arm extended across the other, the hand held as if gripping a pistol. When the pose was achieved, you’d yell to the bad guy, “Freeze, turkey!”


The Milos and the Fedeles watched soap operas—their mothers did, and the girls with them, at least during the summer. During the school year, we would get our soap-opera fix from Mrs. Milo and Mrs. Fedele, who worked evenings as waitresses at a nearby country club. They were hooked on the NBC lineup, which included The Days of Our Lives, The Doctors, Another World, and, briefly, a spin-off of Another World called Somerset—a three-hour block in the middle of the day that was referred to by all as “our stories.” Because this was back before recording television shows was possible (though the Fedeles would soon own a Betamax), our stories were talked about as much as they were watched. If you missed that day’s stories, someone had to update you. Mrs. Milo would tell one of her daughters, who would tell me, who might pass it on to my own sisters. This telling and retelling was usually accompanied by a little performance: “No, Heather didn’t really get shot, ‘cause at that very moment she bent down, lil$e this, to pick something off the floor, see, and the bullet flew right past her, phshew!” It was not so different from acting out the slow-motion slugs of the Bionic Woman as she battled the Fembots.


There was another way to keep up with our stories. In the Sunday edition of the Bergen Record, alongside the horoscopes and the crossword puzzle, was a weekly recap of each and every network soap. The column bore the title “What’s Happening,” which made it sound both informal and semiurgent, not unlike gossip. It was written by a man with a perfect late-’70s name, Jon-Michael Reed. That the author was a man was significant. He was, as far as I knew, the only other male besides me who paid any attention to the crowded, teeming world of daytime drama. Reed’s recaps were artless: Raven ran to Logan when Kevin left her, but Logan rebuffed her. Raven fumed that Logan is dating Winter, and tried to reconcile with Kevin, who refused to see her. Denise continued to plot against Miles and Nicole. A man wearing a Halloween mask threw a chemical in Mice’s face. Still, returning every Sunday to these bare-bones synopses, I found myself captivated.


In the privacy of my bedroom, a room I had all to myself because there were no brothers to share with, I started writing my own. My own summaries of soaps that didn’t exist:






All the Days






Tim was injured when Danny’s bomb exploded unexpectedly. Joel was forced to perform the surgery to save Tim from partial paralysis. Carolyn rushed to his side but Artie told her to get lost. Abby cut short her business trip with Ham to return to Clarksdale, putting a damper on Ham’s romantic intentions. Keith and Jenny frolicked at their mountain house unaware of the accident.




The Price of Power






Clarence dropped dead of a heart attack after a fling with Edie Sanford, his press secretary. Arden had Edie shipped out of town to cover up the mess, while Andrew fended off the reporters. Andrew felt guilty because his last words with Clarence were fighting. He retreated away from Morgan. Morgan turned to Claude for comfort . . .




I still have these summaries, pages and pages of them, some written in longhand in the plump, looping script I’d adopted back then, and some banged out on an electric typewriter. I was already entertaining notions of becoming a writer; I’d been commended by my English teacher for a little morality tale I’d penned called “The King of the Roller Rink.” But the soap-opera recap was the first literary form that came completely naturally to me—if “literary” can be applied to something so mechanistic. Unlike the string of repetitive gestures that made up most of the games I played, the soap summary advanced. One moment influenced the next, and the moment after was the consequence. This was bigger than dreaming up an individual icon like Neil, with his backyard crime-fighting poses. This was a whole world—a town, a hospital, a dynastic family lording over everyone else. A world in which action was mine to control, fate mine to imagine.


The almost two-mile walk home from school, which I undertake most days during my freshman and sophomore years, is the time when I am most free and, if not exactly at peace, then at least content. Upon these long stretches of mostly unpeopled suburban sidewalks, I am free to—well, I might say “free to think,” though what my mind does during the hour between departing school and turning on The Edge of Night is something other than thinking. Thinking implies conscious intent; my thoughts are less willed than that. “Free to daydream” might be a more illustrative phrase, except daydreaming connotes a kind of floating-through-the-ether, a supplication, that isn’t quite right, either.


What occupies my mind on these after-school walks is a story, an ongoing narrative that I’ve made up from scratch but which also feels like something I have found. Or perhaps something that has found me. This story just is, the way the weather just is, or, more to the point, the way a soap opera goes on and on, every day, whether or not you’re watching it. All I have to do is turn on the channel and there is the story, progressing forward, like life.


Because it is, in fact, the story of a life.


This story was different from the soaps I’d created, All the Days and The Price of Power. I didn’t summarize this one on paper, at least not at first. The story I told myself was not about adults but teenagers, about one teenager in particular, a boy named Brian Cal-lissy, who was a lot like me and also nothing like me.


I became aware of Brian around the time I started middle school, that gloomy age when the onset of puberty coincided with being placed in classes among strangers, the kids who’d attended the town’s other elementary schools; when I had to figure out how to make new friends and navigate rearranged alliances; when sports were no longer played for fun during recess but became deadly serious competitions that organized a hierarchy within the student body. It was against this backdrop that I gave my life over to the story that ran nonstop inside my head. Brian’s life was more realistic than a soap opera, more like an after-school special or one of those hour-long dramas (Eight is Enough or Family) that network TV was full of back then. Brian, as he came into focus, became everything I was not: he had guys for friends, and he had actual girlfriends rather than friends who were girls. He played sports—not super-jocky team sports like football and baseball but glorious solo sports like cross-country running and tennis. Brian went to the parties that I was not invited to ever since middle school had established the position a guy who played with girls occupied in the social pecking order.


The more time I spent in Brian’s world, the larger that world became. I placed him in a town, the one I’d created for All the Days—Clarksdale, a name inspired, maybe, by Hillsdale, a real town next to Westwood, or perhaps because Clark was a kind of anagram of my name, Karl (and “Karlsdale” wouldn’t have sounded right). Clarksdale became part of a county. I later drew a county map showing all the little townships nestled up against each other and placed this county in Pennsylvania, one state over from my home in New Jersey. The county contained a city, Wayne City, named for, I guess, Bruce Wayne, the alter ego of Batman, my favorite superhero. To get to Wayne City from Clarksdale, you took the Scenic Valley Highway to the Cross County Turnpike then went through a tunnel under Lake Wayne. Wayne City was more glamorous than any city in Pennsylvania ever was. It was a miniature Manhattan, complete with its own financial district, a seedy waterfront, an artists’ neighborhood, and a row of theaters running along a street called Little Broadway.


In Clarksdale, Brian might take a girl on a date to the movies, put his arm around the back of her seat, and make out with her. These movies were different from the real movies I went to see. The actors and actresses in these movies were also people I made up. There was, in fact, an actor named Karl Soehnel, who made his debut in a film about two boys on a camping trip in the woods, a film called We’re Buddies, a huge hit that sent Karl Soehnel into the pantheon of teen film stars in this other, alternate America. Sometimes I forgot about Brian and just concentrated on the more exciting figure of Karl. I gave him actor friends to hang out with in Wayne City, in which was headquartered a sort of trade union called YPAG, the Young People’s Acting Guild. I drew the floor plan to the YPAG building on Little Broadway in Wayne City. I imagined Karl and his We’re Buddies costar, Mike Stone—whose name sounds awfully close to the name of a boy, Mike Stein, who was the son of friends of my parents, the first boy who explained to me things like wet dreams and rubbers—together in the rec room of the Young People’s Acting Guild, playing Ping-Pong and, you know, bonding.


Almost from the start, sex began slipping into the story. This was no doubt a function of puberty, not only my hormonal explosion but those of the girls I hung out with, who were now interested in boys who did not act out Neil and the Dolls in the woods behind the school but who played sports and took them on dates to the movies, real movies. And so even though Paula and Stephanie remained my best friends—in the way of teenage girls, we proclaimed this frequently: “You guys are my best friends, let’s always stay best friends”—I knew I was losing them. The day is forever etched in my mind—June 1979, at the end of eighth grade—when a boy from our church, whom Stephanie had begun to date, called me a “fag,” not to my face but within earshot, and though Stephanie protested (“Don’t say that!”), she did not relinquish this boyfriend.


No one called Brian a fag.


I spent a lot of time alone during my early teenage years, not just walking home from school but at night in my bedroom, too, and this alone-time was when Brian rose up in my mind. I updated his eventful life in a continual stream—moving beyond the counties and cities and movies of this world to the guys he ran track with, the girls he made out with at parties, and the older brothers and sisters of these guys and girls, who all had their parts to play. It worked something like this: when I came in contact with someone new at school, a similar person would soon appear in Clarksdale. In concert band, for which I played—what else?—clarinet, my seat was moved next to a pretty girl a year older than me, who was so friendly (and a cheerleader!) that I decided I really lifted her. Next thing I knew, Brian, who was most definitely not in the school band, had a flirtation going with a cheerleader named Stacey, a year older than him. Soon after, I learned that my cheerleader was dating one of the school’s biggest jocks. So Brian dumped Stacey for a cooler and prettier girl named Erica.
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