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Chapter 1
 

Face down on my bed, I buried my face in my pillow and waited for him to finish.

“Tell Daddy you like it,” he said through grunts.

I ignored him. He may be married to my mother, but he was not my daddy. My daddy was dead.

“Say it, Brian,” he said behind me.

I continued to ignore him, pushing my face further into the pillow, which smelled of stale tears from many previous nights just like this one.

He lifted one hand off the bed, slapped the back of my head, and dropped his hand back to the mattress. I peeked up from the pillow and looked at those hands, one on each side of my head. His fingernails were bitten off far past the tips of his fingers. Faded blue tattoos spelled G-O-O-D across the fingers of his left hand and E-V-I-L across those of his right. I doubted there’d ever been a time when his left hand had prevailed.

I tried to stay relaxed. It hurt less that way. The pain was intense enough to make me want to cry. But there’s no way I’d let him see me. No way.

As he sped up and I felt him tense, I knew it was almost over. But I also knew that the worst part was getting ready to happen. I squeezed my eyes shut tightly and tried to imagine I was somewhere else, though even in my mind I had nowhere else to go.

He went at me harder now, grunting like a madman, slamming himself against me faster and faster. Then, he stiffened and held his position for a few seconds before collapsing on me, forcing the stench of cheap beer and cheaper cigarettes into my nose, even through the pillow.

He was sweaty and panting, his bitter breath hot on the back of my neck. He was dead weight on top of me, and I was afraid the moment I’d always feared was now becoming a reality. Had he passed out on me? Was I going to suffocate beneath him? Just when I thought I’d pass out from the lack of air, he pushed himself up off me and off my bed. I took a deep breath - more like a gasp - and was assaulted with more than just the smells of beer and cigarettes. His sweaty and foul body odor hung in the air and clung to my skin where his had touched mine. But more than that was the horrible smell of sex.

I heard him zip his jeans and walk heavily from the room, staggering and bumping into things as he went.

For a while, I lay there, crying silently into my pillow, not caring that the springs from the mattress poked into my flesh. It was nothing compared to the pain I was experiencing in other places.

I didn’t feel sorry for myself. I just didn’t understand why this had to happen to me. Why didn’t bad things happen to bad people and good things happen to good people? I was tired of it. This had been going on for years and it was really wearing me down.

When I was all cried out, I got off the bed slowly, my butt burning. I made my way to the bathroom as quietly as I could to avoid drawing his attention. I sat on the toilet to rid myself of his stuff, and then showered.

I hated him. More than I’ve ever hated anybody. I don’t know why my mother stayed with him. I don’t know why she ever got with him in the first place.

That wasn’t really true. I knew why. My mother was with him because she was terrified of being alone. In fact, as far as I knew, she’d never been alone. She had married my father and moved from her parents’ house into a house with him. Shortly after he died, she allowed Travis to move in with us. That’s when my life went to hell.

After scrubbing away any traces of him, I slowly and quietly made my way across the hallway and back to my bedroom, being extra careful to not do anything to attract his attention. I quietly shut the door and crept to my bed.

It hurt too much to sit on my butt, so I found a comfortable position on my side where no springs poked me and I finished my homework.

I fell asleep that night, like so many before it, thinking of all the ways I could kill my step-father.






  

Chapter 2
 

Monday morning, I woke as usual. I got out of bed and threw on some clothes that my mom had bought for me at a yard sale. The jeans were too short, showing more than just a little of my ankle. The fabric was worn thin, even fraying in places. On the right knee, a hole had begun to form. The shirt, once black but now faded to gray, barely covered the top of my jeans. In fact, if I raised my arms, you could see my belly button. Most of my clothes fit me wrong, but I rarely got new clothes. In fact, I never got new-from-the-store clothes. I did occasionally get new-to-me clothes, bought at yard sales. Sometimes they would fit when I first got them, but I had to wear them for so long, they eventually didn’t fit at all. I had to keep wearing them, though. They were all I had.

After stuffing my books into my worn backpack (another yard sale gem), I headed quietly to the kitchen. We didn’t have much to choose from for breakfast. Or any other meal for that matter. I settled for stale cereal. It might have not been so bad if we’d had milk, but we didn’t, so I washed it down with a glass of water and headed out the door.

I walked to school as I always did. It wasn’t far, only a mile. I could’ve ridden the bus, but two of those buttholes rode the same bus and I didn’t want to be around them any more than I had to be.

As I got closer to the school, my steps slowed. I dreaded going to school in the mornings just as much as I dreaded going home in the afternoons. I just didn’t know how many more times I could drag myself into that building.

Maybe if it was just the bullies I could handle it. Or if it was just my failing grades it wouldn’t be so bad. But it was both. And sometimes, it was just too much to bear.

As the other kids bustled loudly in the hallway around me, I put my books in my locker and hung my backpack on the hook inside.

My first class was basic Algebra with Mrs. Schmitz. I hated it. I never understood what the teacher was talking about. Maybe it was because she was German and had a funny accent. Or maybe it was because she was dyslexic and wrote half the problems on the board backwards. Either way, I was flunking.

Slowly, I walked into the room, books in hand. There were already a few students in their seats. I knew immediately I was the subject of their conversation. It was obvious in the way they looked at me and giggled.

Stupid girls.

I didn’t really care what they thought of me. I didn’t like any of them anyway. I only liked one girl, and she didn’t hang out with the gigglers.

Walking to my seat, I pretended not to notice their eyes following me. Just like every other day of my life.

I sat down and began doodling in my notebook, paying no attention as the rest of the class filed in and took their seats. I barely paid attention when Mrs. Schmitz began talking about square roots. It wouldn’t have mattered if I gave her all my attention. I just didn’t get it. That was evident when she told us to pass our homework papers one person to the left to be graded.

My paper went to Carly Hanson, the one girl in the whole school I actually liked. I’d had a crush on her since we were in third grade. That’s why it was so embarrassing when she handed back my paper. I’d missed twelve. That was out of a possible fifteen. Another F. But it softened the blow to see that she had written ‘sorry’ on the paper.

I looked at her, and she smiled and shrugged. She was so pretty. Her dark hair was full of bouncy curls. They weren’t the kind that couldn’t be tamed, but the kind that you could run your fingers through without them getting tangled. I knew this because I’d watched Carly do it thousands of times over the years. When she smiled, cute little dimples formed in her cheeks. And she had the most amazing blue eyes I’d ever seen. Normally, I didn’t even notice people’s eyes, but there was something about hers that always caught my attention.

I knew she’d never be with me, though. That’s why I’d never asked her out. And even if she would’ve gone out with me, I didn’t want to make her suffer the embarrassment and harassment she’d have to endure once people realized she was my girlfriend. I liked her too much to put her through that.

We were assigned more homework that I wouldn’t understand, and were released by the bell.

Keeping my head down, I returned to my locker and put my Algebra book in my backpack since I’d be taking it home with me. I grabbed my English Literature book and made my way down the hall through the crowd. I kept my head down as I walked, trying not to draw attention to myself. It almost worked.

“Hey, Boozer,” said Dominic Hawkins. The sound of his voice made my skin crawl. He had been hassling me my whole life.

I kept walking, pretending not to hear him.

“I know you hear me, Boozer Loser,” Dominic said. He was closer now and I got the feeling that he was following me. That feeling was confirmed when he knocked the book from my hand.

I watched as the book flew out in front of me and skidded across the floor, getting stepped on and kicked in the crowded hallway.

Reluctantly, I looked up into the faces of Dominic and his cronies. The four of them stood there, staring at me and smirking. Just like they always did.

Dominic, the leader of the pack, towered over the other three. Puberty had hit him harder and earlier than the rest of us, sending him sprouting up like a weed and causing his face to explode with acne. He’d let his dark bangs grow long, and they hung over his bumpy forehead in a failed attempt to hide the massive amount of pimples that littered his skin.

Dominic’s brother, Garrett, stood to his left, a year younger and a foot and a half shorter. I could tell he didn’t like Dominic much and didn’t want to hang around with him. But knowing Dominic, I assumed he told Garrett what to do and if he didn’t do it, he’d beat him up or tell their parents. He was that kind of bully.

Garrett, having not yet reached puberty, didn’t have to hide his forehead behind his hair. He had pimple-free skin and a voice that didn’t sound like that of someone being tortured. It was even, unlike Dominic’s voice, which was scratchy and deeper now, and broke often.

To Dominic’s right was his best friend, Taylor Reynolds. Taylor, who was a little taller than me, stood glaring, arms folded across his chest. He tried to look mean, but he didn’t need to try. He was mean. He always had been. And it showed on his face. His eyes were always squinty, as if he were constantly suspicious of everything and everyone. His squinty eyes made his brows furrow, which made him always look angry. It didn’t help him that his jaw always seemed to be clenched. Yeah, he looked every bit as mean as he was.

Beside Taylor was Spencer Griffin. He was short and heavy and wore braces, which caused him to talk with a lisp. His face hadn’t seen acne yet, but it had seen an overabundance of freckles. Most people with red hair had a lot of freckles, and Spencer was no exception. The other three boys might’ve made fun of him if he didn’t do everything they said. If they said jump, he asked how high. He did whatever he could do to impress them and seem cool. I guess that was one way to avoid being bullied. If you can’t beat them, join them.

These were the boys that made school worse for me than it already was. They’d made it their mission in life to make me miserable. For years, they’d done a bang up job.

And they all stood there staring at me now, wicked smiles on all their faces except Garrett’s. He looked like he wanted to run away. Him and me both.

“You hear me the first time, Boozer?” Dominic asked.

I considered not answering, just picking up my book and going on to class. But I knew they wouldn’t let that happen. They never let that happen.

“No,” I lied.

Dominic stepped closer to me, towering over me. “No what, Boozer?” His face was only inches from mine. This close, I could see the fuzz above his lip, and I knew he’d had sausage for breakfast. Not only was there a piece still caught in his teeth, but the smell was potent.

“No, I didn’t hear you the first time.”

“He heard you,” said Taylor. Of course he’d agree with him. If Dominic said the world was flat, Taylor would back him up.

“I didn’t,” I said.

Dominic pushed me. “Maybe you need to clean out your ears. Or we’ll clean them out for you.”

The bell rang. Dominic shoved his finger into my forehead, pushing my head backward and creating a small circle of pain on my skin between my eyebrows, and the four of them walked away.

I grabbed my book off the floor and went to class.

Everyone was already seated when I walked into the room.

They all stared at me when I walked in, but I was used to it. They’d been staring at me my whole life. It’d be weird if they stopped now.

I struggled through English Lit. I just didn’t get it. We were reading The Rhyme of the Ancient Sea Mariner. What did the albatross have to do with the story? And what was an ancient sea mariner anyway? And why couldn’t they translate this story into a more modern way of speaking so I could understand what I was reading? No one else complained about not getting it, so I figured it was just me. Dumb old me, once again not understanding something. So I suffered through it in silence.

When Mrs. Wayne gave us a pop quiz, I knew I’d failed it. We didn’t grade it in class, but we didn’t have to. Out of the five questions we were asked, I knew the answers to none of them. But I knew I got my name right. Although, now that we’d passed the papers forward, I couldn’t even remember if I’d put my name on my paper. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d forgotten to label the paper, letting the teacher know which idiot to assign the F.

I returned to my locker, hoping I wouldn’t run into Dominic or his buddies. I’d been trying unsuccessfully to avoid them since Kindergarten. I was getting tired of it.

Luckily, I made it to my locker, switched my English Lit book for my History book, and made it to class without incident.

We had to take turns reading sections out loud. I hated it. I wasn’t good at reading aloud. That wasn’t a surprise to anyone since I wasn’t good at anything. Except maybe pretending I didn’t hear the snickers and sneers as my classmates laughed at the way I stuttered and stammered while I read. They didn’t realize that part of the reason I read that way was because they made me nervous.

But I pushed through and was glad I’d had a short paragraph to read.

After History, I put my book in my locker and headed to Woodworking class. I didn’t drag my feet about getting there like I did to my other classes. It was one class I didn’t dread. I liked working with the wood. I liked the smell of the lumber, the hum of the lathe, and the feel of the tools in my hand. It was one of only two classes I wasn’t flunking.

Plus, I shared my worktable with Carly. I had a lot of classes with her, but this was the one where we talked the most. You didn’t have to be too quiet in Woodworking.

“Could you help me for a minute, Brian?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said, putting down the planer I’d been using.

“I’ve measured this board three times and have gotten three different numbers.” She smiled.

I took the tape measure from her and measured her board. This close to her, I could smell the scent of her over the smell of the wood. Even mingled together, it was a wonderful smell.

“What’s it supposed to measure?” I asked.

“I don’t really know, to tell you the truth.”

I looked at her.

“You think I’m stupid?” she asked shyly.

“No. I’d never think you were stupid.” I said quietly.

She smiled at me. “Well, I feel stupid. I have no idea what I’m doing.”

“I’ll help you,” I said. I began working with Carly on her project, a shelf for her mother. I spent more time working on her project than mine. That was fine with me. No one cared about my project anyway. Travis would probably just smash it during one of his drunken fits.

“Thanks for helping me,” she said after class as we walked to the cafeteria.

“You’re welcome. I don’t mind.” I looked at her. She looked back at me and smiled, and my heart pounded.

Of course, when we entered the cafeteria, she ran off to join her friends and left me to myself. I was used to it. But at least I had the time we spent together to think about.

I stood in line and waited to be served my food. I glanced around the cafeteria, happy not to see Dominic or his friends. I knew they’d be here, though. They always were.

With my tray, I headed out to the tables. There was no one willing to let me sit with them. I always sat at a table on the far side of the room, usually alone. The only time anyone ever sat at the table was if a new kid had no one to sit with. Usually, they had already made at least one friend by lunch, which made it even more pathetic that I’d gone to school with these kids my whole life and had none.

But it was okay that I didn’t have friends. Friends were trouble, work. If I had friends, I’d have to do a lot of explaining. ‘Hey, Brian. Where’d you get that bruise?’ ‘Hey, what happened to your eye?’ ‘Did you cut yourself?’ ‘Is that a cigarette burn on your arm?’ ‘Have you been crying?’

Yeah. It was easier to not have friends.

So I sat alone eating a chunk of dry lasagna with undercooked noodles, tasteless green beans, peaches that tasted a little too much like metal, warm chocolate pudding, and drinking my milk. It wasn’t a delicious meal, but it would fill the hole in my stomach. Besides, I wasn’t paying attention to the food. I was thinking of Carly.

A few times, I risked peeking up to get a glimpse of her talking and laughing with her friends. I was careful not to be noticed looking at her by anyone. If someone saw me, I had no doubt that what my life would become would make what it was now look like a breeze.

She was the prettiest girl in the whole school, and her attitude made her even prettier. I couldn’t remember a single time that she’d ever made fun of me like everyone else did. She talked to me when I talked to her, unlike the other girls. If I asked them a question, they ran off to tell their friends that Brian Boozer actually had the nerve to talk to her. Carly would even start conversations with me, which no one ever did. Carly was different. It’s the reason I’d liked her for so long.

Her warm smile, kind blue eyes, and adorable dimples made her cute. But the way she treated me made her beautiful.

I finished my lunch and walked over to dump my tray. Had I not been so preoccupied with thoughts of Carly, I might’ve seen Dominic rushing toward me with his tray. Before I noticed him, he slammed his tray into my chest, pretending to have tripped.

“Oh, Boozer. That sucks.” He laughed. The three buttholes behind him laughed too.

Dominic pulled his tray away from my chest, revealing the mess. Lasagna and chocolate pudding covered the upper half of my shirt. Here and there, a green bean was stuck to the goo.

“You did that on purpose,” I said quietly.

“Did I?” Dominic asked, stepping toward me. “Prove it.” He jabbed his finger into my forehead and walked away.

I looked at Carly, hoping she hadn’t seen what just happened. She was looking directly at me. So were all her friends. So was everyone else in the cafeteria. But out of all those people, Carly was the only one not laughing.






  

Chapter 3
 

I stood in the restroom, trying my best to wipe the food off my chest with paper towels that felt more like thin cardboard than paper, hating Dominic more by the second. Why was he like this? Why did he single me out and pick on me the way he did? I looked at myself in the mirror and wondered for the millionth time if I looked that different from the other kids.

My hair was a very average shade of light brown. It was a little long; not I’m-a-hippie long, but I-need-a-haircut long. I kept it combed forward. Seeing nothing unusual about my hair, I moved on to other things, like my face.

I had a few freckles, but not nearly as many as Spencer had. Lots of people had freckles. So that didn’t make me different. My teeth weren’t horrible. There were a couple of crooked ones on the bottom, but it was only noticeable if I smiled, and that sure didn’t happen often. My lips weren’t too thick or thin. My nose wasn’t too big or too small. My ears didn’t stick out either. Seeing nothing wrong with my face, I moved on the rest of me.

I was shorter than Dominic, but was as tall as most of the other boys my age. It wasn’t like I was freakishly big or freakishly small. I wasn’t fat. In fact, I thought I was too skinny. My arms and legs weren’t too long or too short. My feet weren’t too big or too small.

I didn’t see anything about me physically that would make me the laughingstock of the school. And yet I was. I always was and probably always would be. The thought of going through this hell for the next five years made me want to cry. In fact, my chin quivered and my vision blurred, but I quickly stopped it. I wasn’t going to cry here, where anyone could walk in at any time and see. I never let anyone see my tears, especially the people that caused me to cry. I didn’t have much, but I had that.

Already late for Biology, I didn’t hurry. I didn’t even care. I was flunking Biology anyway.

Slowly, I walked to my locker and opened the door. At first, I thought I had gone to the wrong locker, but when I saw my backpack, I knew I hadn’t. Hanging beside my backpack was a t-shirt. Taped to the front of the t-shirt was a note written in a familiar scrawl.

It said: Brian, this is my gym shirt, but I think it’ll fit you. Carly.

I smiled inside, though my lips never moved. I put the note in my pocket and held up the shirt. It was a plain light grey t-shirt. There were no indications that this was a girl’s shirt. But even if it had been pink with glitter and unicorns, I would’ve still worn it. After all, it was Carly’s shirt.

Bringing the shirt to my face, I buried my nose in it and inhaled the sweet scent of Carly. Breathing deeply, I closed my eyes and for a second, nothing else mattered. It didn’t matter that the whole school had laughed at me. It didn’t matter that I had a tray of food smeared across my chest. Nothing mattered except that Carly had thought of me.

I didn’t even bother going to the restroom. I was the only one in the hall now, everyone else having already gone to class. I yanked off my ruined shirt and threw it to the bottom of my locker, and then pulled on Carly’s shirt. It was soft and smelled good. It was a little snug, but not noticeably so. Besides, none of my clothes ever fit properly so I was used to it.

I grabbed my Biology book and headed for class, fifteen minutes late.

When I walked into the room, everyone was already in their groups dissecting their worms. The teacher, Mr. Wilson, placed me in a group. Of course, we were next to Dominic and his buddies. I always seemed to end up next to him. But at least I hadn’t been stuck in his group, so I counted my blessings.

I saw the way Dominic looked at my shirt, undoubtedly wondering where I’d gotten it. But then he turned his attention back to the worm. Apparently, slicing open dead things was more important than bothering me. I was happy to know that something was.

Standing there in my group, I watched as the other kids did all the work. They didn’t even acknowledge that I was there. No one asked me anything, no one offered to let me do any cutting, no one asked for my opinions or observations on anything. That was fine with me. I wouldn’t have known what to do or say anyway. After all, I was flunking this class along with all the others.

“Brian, are you participating?” asked Mr. Wilson in a low tone. I liked him. He was a soft-spoken man with white hair and a constant smile. He never singled me out in front of everyone the way the other teachers did. If he had anything to say to me, he said it quietly, to avoid embarrassing me.

I looked up at him. “Not really.”

“Well, you should. It would improve your grade.” He nodded once and walked away.

I looked at the other kids in my group, sure that one of them would now hand me a scalpel or ask me a question or something. Anything. But it was as if they hadn’t heard a word. No one offered to let me in on the dissection, so I continued to stand there, feeling dumb and useless, until the bell rang.

At my locker, I put my book on the shelf with the others and headed to gym class, both wishing the day was over and dreading when it would be.

Walking to the gym through the crowded hall, other kids bumped into me, knocking me this way and that. When I heard the squeak of tennis shoes on the floor behind me, I automatically cringed. It had become instinct to do so. Then, I was shoved forward. I fell onto the crowded hallway floor with just enough time to brace my fall.

Nose to floor, I lay there, knowing who’d pushed me without even looking. When I heard him laugh, I looked up and saw Dominic and his stupid friends walking away from me toward the gym, laughing as they went.

I pushed myself up from the floor, wincing from the pain in my left wrist. It had taken most of the impact, and I’d gone down on it pretty hard. Slowly, I worked my wrist back and forth as I continued on to the gym, refusing to cry.

I walked down the steps into the gym, across the basketball court where a couple of older boys were dribbling basketballs, and into the locker room. Instead of turning and going into the actual locker room where the lockers and showers and other boys were, I went into the coach’s office where our teacher sat at his desk doing paperwork.

I briefly wondered what kind of paperwork he could possibly have to do, then said, “Mr. Laughlin?”

“Yes.”

“I just fell in the hallway and hurt my wrist. I was wondering if I could sit out today.”

“Don’t you sit out most days, Brian?” he asked, looking up from his papers.

“Yes,” I answered quietly, suddenly feeling ashamed that I didn’t participate more in P.E.

He stared at me for a minute without speaking. Then, “How bad is your wrist? Is it broken, you think?”

I bent it back and forth slowly. I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s broken, but it’s sprained, I think. It hurts when I move it.”

He stood up and came over to me, holding my hand in one of his hands and my wrist in his other. He slowly moved my wrist around.

“I don’t think it’s broken, either. I can call your mom if you want and she can take you for an x-ray.”

“No,” I nearly shouted. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

“Okay. Go do some stretches, run a couple laps and take a bleacher.” He went back to his desk.

Doing as I was told, I stretched my legs, stretched my arms and my back, and then I quickly ran two laps before grabbing a spot on the bleachers. I tried to be finished before the boys came out of the locker room. A few of them had begun to trickle out onto the court, but Dominic, Taylor, and Spencer hadn’t emerged yet and that was the most important thing.

The girls were coming out of their locker room now and taking their end of the basketball court. I watched them do their stretches, especially Carly. Since I was wearing her gym shirt, she had to wear the shirt she had worn to school. I felt bad that she’d gone to such trouble for me. She’d made a special trip to the gym to fetch the shirt, wrote the note, and placed both in my locker. I don’t know when she’d had the time, but it was nice to know she’d been thinking of me.

The boys were goofing off on their end of the court as they waited for Mr. Laughlin to come out and start the class. I watched them, wondering what it felt like to be part of them, to be a part of the group. I longed to know what it felt like just to be a regular kid with a lot of friends, never having to worry about an abusive step-father waiting at home or having to worry about class bullies. A kid who wasn’t picked on and made fun of. I’d surely never know.

I sat through the class on the bleacher, trying not to make it obvious that I was watching Carly. I couldn’t help myself.

A couple of times, she looked at me and smiled.

Once, the ball came over by me. Carly ran over to get it. She smiled at me and said, “You wear that better than the pudding and lasagna.”

I said, “Thanks.”

She headed back to the game.

I remained on the bleacher while everyone went back to the locker rooms to change. When the bell rang, we all walked out of the gym, headed for our final class of the day, which fortunately for me, didn’t contain Dominic.

Art had always been my favorite class. I guess it was because there really was no right or wrong answers. Art was as you saw it, and everyone saw it differently. Even I couldn’t flunk Art.

Our assignment was to draw a still life. Our teacher, Mrs. Madison, had arranged some flowers in a vase with petals lying on the table around it.

I went to drawing, thinking of nothing but the details. The veins in the petals, the shadows, the coloring, and the angle of the light all had to be perfect. I was so focused on my drawing I was startled when Mrs. Madison announced we only had five minutes left in the hour.

Quickly, I finished and sat back, picking up my drawing. I held it in both hands in front of my face, then slowly dropped it and raised my eyes to the actual flowers on the table. It was perfect. I’d gotten everything just as it was supposed to be. Just like I always did. I may not know what an ancient sea mariner was or be able to calculate square roots or dissect worms, but I could draw better than anybody else I knew.

I looked back at my drawing and noticed the grey on my fingers. It was a side effect of using my fingers to shade the drawing. I quickly put the drawing on the table and wiped my fingers on my jeans. I didn’t want grey finger smudges all over the picture.

By the time the bell rang, I had nearly wiped away all traces of the grey. Everyone stood and walked to the front, placing their drawings on the teacher’s desk before leaving the room.

As always, I was bringing up the rear of the line. I was the last one to put my drawing on the pile. Mrs. Madison saw it.

“Brian,” she said, picking it up. “This is magnificent.”

I looked at her face, saw it light up the longer she looked at my picture, and knew she was serious. She wasn’t teasing me. But then again, she never did.

“Thanks,” I said quietly.

“This really is breathtaking. You captured all the details perfectly.”

I stood there, watching her admire my work. She was the only one who’d ever praised me for anything. I’d stand there all day if I could.

“Are you entering anything in the art show?”

I shook my head. I knew there was an art show coming up. I wanted to put some things in it, but I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. What if everyone laughed at my work?

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.”

“Brian, you have to. You have such an amazing talent. You absolutely must show it off.”

“What would I have to do?” I asked.

“Anything you want. Sketches, paintings, chalks, charcoals, whatever you want. I’m sure anything you do will be fantastic. And do as many as you want. There aren’t a lot of students putting things in, so we have plenty of room.” She returned my drawing to the pile of others on her desk.

I looked down at the floor, thinking of what it’d be like to have other people look at my work.

“Brian, please think about it. Not everyone has the ability to draw like you do. Don’t hide it from the world.”

I nodded. “I’ll think about it.”

And I would think about it. But right now, I had more important things to think about. Like how to avoid my step-dad when I left here and went home.






  

Chapter 4
 

The closer I got to my house, the heavier my feet became and the slower I walked. I didn’t want to go inside that house and face him. I never wanted to. But there was nowhere else to go. So I crept up on the porch and eased my way into the house. As quietly as I could, I crept to my room. I didn’t know where he was, but I didn’t want to find out.

I made it all the way into my room and managed to shut the door without running into him. I sat on my bed quietly and unzipped my backpack, worried that the zipper - which seemed extremely loud to me - would draw the attention of the man I despised.

I took out my English Lit book and tried to work my way through the sea mariner story. I wanted to get it. I wanted to understand what it meant. But I just didn’t. I kept reading it, and the words kept not making any sense to me.

Then, a loud banging on my door made me jump, knocking the book off my lap and onto the floor, where it landed open, face-down, creasing many of the pages.

I closed my eyes and wished he’d go away.

“Brian,” he yelled through the door. “Get out here.”

I didn’t want to. But I knew that if I didn’t, things would only be worse for me. A hard lesson learned a hard way.

Slowly, I got off the bed and walked across the room. My heart raced. My palms grew damp. Reluctantly, I opened the door and faced him.

Filling the doorway to the top but not nearly to the sides, his long, bony body wobbled. He raised his left arm and put it against the doorframe, bracing himself. His shoulder-length hair looked especially stringy today. He’d obviously attempted to straighten his goatee, but in the process had made it uneven. It must be difficult to function when you were always drunk.

He stared at me for a minute, swaying. His dark eyes were glassy, and when he spoke, his speech was slurred.

“Get your ass in here.” He turned and stumbled his way down the hall toward the living room, keeping one hand on the wall to steady himself.

I followed.

“Make me something to eat.” He pointed to the kitchen as he plopped down on the couch. Without a shirt to cover his upper body, I could see every one of his ribs. And every one of his ugly tattoos.

A lump the size of a baseball had formed in my throat and I tried to swallow it. I had no idea what he wanted to eat. I never knew. I just had to make something with what little we had and hope for the best. This rarely worked out well for me.

After rummaging through the cabinets and refrigerator, I found a few pieces of bread and a couple slices of cheese, but no meat to go with it. We had little else, so I made a grilled cheese sandwich, and hoped like hell he’d leave me alone.

I took it to him on a saucer and stood over him, waiting. He lay on the couch, one leg thrown up on the back of the couch the other on the floor, with his right arm draped over his eyes.

“Travis,” I whispered.

He grunted, and then moved his arm from his eyes, trying to focus on me.

“Here.” I held out the saucer for him to take.

He struggled to sit up. When he did, he looked at the sandwich. Then at me. Then at the sandwich. Then at me. Then, he used his G-O-O-D hand to knock the saucer from my hands. I watched the sandwich plop to the floor, gooey cheese spilling out from between the slices of bread.

He stood, angry.

“Do I look like I’m fucking three years old? Well, do I?” he screamed.

I shook my head.

“Then what the fuck are you doing making that shit? I said make me something to eat, not something to nibble on. Goddamn retard.”

“We don’t have anything else,” I managed to say, though it was barely above a whisper. I wanted to remind him that it was his fault we never had any food. My mother gave him money for groceries, but he spent it all on beer and cigarettes. He had no one to blame but himself.

“We have plenty!” he shouted.

Then, he used his E-V-I-L hand to backhand me across the face so hard, I was certain that if I looked in the mirror I would actually be able to see the letters of his tattoo on my face. My right cheek felt as though it had been hit by lightning. I heard my neck pop as it jerked to the side. I stumbled, but managed to not fall down this time.

I fought back tears. I wouldn’t let him see me cry.

“You fucking brat. Clean this shit up and take your ass to your room. And you can forget about supper. You don’t deserve to eat.” He half-plopped, half-fell back down on the couch and added, “Idiot.”

Worse than the things he said to me was the way he looked at me. I knew he hated me. Even if he didn’t do the things to me that he did, I would know just by the look on his face that he despised me. I found it weird that he could hate me so much and still come into my room at night and do what he did to me.

I picked up the saucer, which hadn’t broken this time, and the grilled cheese. I walked them to the kitchen. I put the saucer in the sink and the sandwich in my pocket, gooey cheese and all. Then, I tiptoed back to my room trying to avoid further confrontations.

I took the sandwich out of my pocket, made sure it wasn’t too dirty, then sat on my bed and nibbled on it. He might not care if I starved, but I did.

As I ate, I thought about my mom. I hardly ever got to see her. She was a waitress at Jack’s Diner. She and Jack had an agreement. Since she was a good waitress and she needed two jobs to survive, he let her work sixteen hours a day, the same as if she’d had another job somewhere else. She worked from two in the afternoon until six in the morning. And she did it six days a week, sometimes seven.

I missed her. She wasn’t perfect and she’d made mistakes, but she was still my mom. I still loved her.

We’d been pretty close when my dad was still alive. But after he died, we drifted apart. We were both really sad, and I guess we dealt with it in different ways. Then, she met Travis. Things hadn’t been the same since.

Once, when she was dating him, she asked me what I thought of him. I told her I didn’t like him. I thought maybe she’d stop seeing him, but she didn’t. She told me I’d better learn to like him because he was going to be my new dad. But that wasn’t true. Travis wasn’t my dad. He wasn’t even close. My dad would’ve never done the things to me that Travis did.

Travis didn’t work. He hadn’t worked the whole time he’d been with my mom, and I doubted that he’d ever had a job in his life. But that didn’t stop him from drinking and smoking and blowing the money my mom worked so hard for. One of the reasons I hated him was because if he worked more, my mom could work less and we could spend more time together. But he was lazy and wouldn’t do anything except sit around and drink.

However, he always found enough energy to beat me. It had started out as slaps, but once he saw that he could get away with that, he went for it all. He’d kicked me, punched me, spit on me, slapped me, hit me with his belt - buckle and all, and had even pulled a knife on me once and said he ought to kill me. I looked into his eyes as he’d said it, and I had no doubt then or now that he’d meant it. He wanted to kill me. I wish he would have.

He was always telling me how I should’ve never been born, and that I was the reason my mom had to work so much. He said that my dad had died just to get away from me. I knew these things weren’t true. My mom worked hard because he wouldn’t, and my dad had died in a car wreck when I was six. He’d been hit by a drunk driver. Probably someone like Travis.

Mom didn’t know what Travis did to me. She was never around to see it for herself, and when she asked about any bruises on me she might see, Travis was always there, quick to tell her how clumsy I was.

And then there was the other thing he did to me. I’d only been seven when he and my mom got together, and I was eight when he’d started coming into my room. My mom didn’t know about that, either. I couldn’t tell her because Travis was always around.

I really did hate him. But there wasn’t much I could do about it. I was only thirteen years old.

The rest of the night, I stayed in my room, hungry and thirsty, with the exception of the one time I had to go to the bathroom. I’d held it as long as I could.

It was after midnight when I quietly sneaked across the hall and into the bathroom, and peed as quickly and quietly as I possibly could. Before returning to my room, I bent over and drank some water from the sink faucet.

Then, I tiptoed back to my room and shut the door.

I got back in bed and pulled the covers over me. I closed my eyes and waited for sleep to find me again.

Then I smelled him. Beer breath and body odor. His trademark smells.

I slowly opened my eyes and turned my head to face him. I couldn’t see him in the dark, but I imagined his unshaven face with the lines around his eyes and mouth. I’d spent a lot of years staring at that face, wishing I could make him disappear. It was the same face that haunted my nightmares.

“You know what to do,” he grumbled.

Briefly, I considered not doing anything. I wondered if I just lay there, if maybe he’d go away or pass out. But I knew that wouldn’t happen. I knew what would happen, though. It had happened before. He would beat me, and then it would happen anyway. So my only option was do it with or without a beating.

As much as I hated to, I took off my shorts and my underwear.






  

Chapter 5
 

After I dressed for school Tuesday morning, I walked out of my room, turned left and crept down the hallway to my mother’s bedroom where she and Travis were sleeping. I slowly pushed open the door, hoping not to wake her.

Watching her as she slept, I wished things were the way they were when my dad was still alive. I’d give anything for it to be my father lying beside her instead of that monster.

I shut the door and left for school, skipping breakfast. We didn’t have anything to eat anyway and I wasn’t hungry now. I’d been starving last night, but after finding Travis in my bed, I had lost my appetite.

At school, I hung my backpack in my locker and headed to Algebra, praying I didn’t have a run-in with Dominic. I kept my head down and made myself as invisible as possible. And it worked.

Shortly after I sat down, Mrs. Schmitz began talking. I tried to focus, but my mind kept wandering. Twice, it wandered so far, I forgot where I was. It was a surprise to look up and realize I was sitting in class. I saw other kids writing in their notebooks while the teacher graded papers at her desk, but I had no idea what our assignment was or what I should be doing. So I just sat there.

It was the same thing in English Lit. I wanted to pay attention, but couldn’t. All I could think about was my mom and my dad, and how things used to be. And of course how they were now. I couldn’t forget that.

For homework, we were assigned a story to read and were told to write a summary about it. Then, the bell rang and everyone scattered to their next class.

I walked to my locker with my head down as always, being pushed along and bumped by other kids as they rushed through the hall. As I wondered what it must feel like to be eager to get somewhere, I opened my locker door, unzipped my backpack to put my English Lit book inside it, and that’s when I saw it.

At first, I just stared at it. I couldn’t be seeing what I was seeing.

I pulled down the flap of my backpack and tilted my head to the left to allow in more light so I could see. Unfortunately, this maneuver also allowed me to smell. I realized that it really was what I thought it was.

Lying in the bottom of my worn backpack was a dead cat.

Suddenly, I heard laughter. A lot of laughter.

I turned and saw Dominic, Taylor, Spencer, and about ten other boys standing on the other side of the hallway laughing and pointing at me. Garrett was the only one of them not laughing.

“Thought you might like a little pussy, Boozer,” Dominic said, creating a whole new roar of laughter from the group.

I said nothing. I stood there like a fool once more, English Lit book in one hand, the other clenched into a fist.

“You like it?” Dominic asked.

“Take it out,” I said quieter than I would’ve liked, but firmly.

“What was that?” he asked, stepping closer to me.

“I said take it out.” I had to fight to keep my voice steady, though it cracked.

“Why? Don’t you like pussy, Boozer? Or do you prefer cocks?”

His audience chuckled.

I trembled inside with anger.

“I just want you to take it out.” Then I added, “Please.”

He turned and looked back at his followers. “You boys hear that? He’s begging me to take it out.” Then, he turned back to me and said, “That’s probably what his girlfriend would say. If he had one.”

More laughter.

Dominic stepped even closer to me. He leaned down toward my face and said, “If I take it out, I’ll shove it up your ass. Do you still want me to take it out, Boozer Loser?”

I shook my head no, still angry but having lost the will to stand up to them.

“That’s what I thought,” he said jabbing my forehead with his finger. He walked back to his group. They were all looking at him like he was a rock star.

I struggled to stop my chin from quivering.

Dominic turned to me and said, “Take it home, Boozer. Have your way with it. It’ll probably be the only pussy you ever get.”

The group roared with laughter as they walked away, some of them fist-bumping Dominic as congratulations.

I unclenched my fist. Feeling a tickle in my palm, I brought up my hand and looked at it. There were four bleeding arches in my palm where my fingernails had cut into the flesh.

Looking down at my feet, I blinked rapidly a few times to clear away the tears that wanted to come. When I had it under control, I turned back to my locker.

I zipped the backpack and put my book on the shelf. I would have to carry my books home. I’d leave the cat in the backpack until I got home and could bury it. What other choice did I have?

Just as I grabbed my History book, the bell rang. Great. Now I was late for class. Everyone would stare at me and giggle when I walked into the room. I hated it, but I was used to it. It had been happening to me for too many years to count.

Just as I predicted, everyone stared and a few kids giggled at me when I walked into the room late. One girl leaned toward another girl and whispered in her ear, never taking her eyes off me. I took my seat, pretending not to notice. The teacher kept on talking as if there’d been no interruption.

It was an uneventful class, other than I failed a test. It didn’t surprise me. I failed most tests. It wasn’t that I didn’t try. History was a dry subject and meant nothing to me. It was boring. Every time I tried to read from the book, my mind ended up somewhere else. It was the same thing when I took the test. I read the questions, but as I read through the multiple choice answers, my thoughts strayed. So I guessed. And apparently, I guessed wrong.

My thoughts didn’t stray in Woodworking, though.

“I’m really glad you’re helping me,” said Carly. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

I looked at her as she smiled at me. She’d gotten a new haircut and was even prettier today than yesterday. Not wanting to take my eyes off her but not wanting to seem like a creep, I turned my attention back to her shelf.

“I’d probably flunk this class,” she continued.

I looked at her again.

She added, “You know, if it weren’t for you helping me.”

“Flunking isn’t so bad,” I said quietly.

She looked at me for a second, then asked, “You’re flunking a lot of classes, aren’t you, Brian?”

I couldn’t lie. She had most classes with me and knew as well as I did that I wasn’t doing well.

I nodded.

“Why? You seem like a real smart guy. Why are you flunking?”

To keep her from seeing the pain that was surely written all over my face, I looked away from her and shrugged.

“You’re flunking and you don’t know why?” she asked.

I looked back at her. I wondered if I could trust her with anything.

“I just don’t get it.”

“Don’t get what?”

“Like the story in English Lit about the bird and the sea mariner. I don’t get it. I don’t know what the bird had to do with the story and don’t get what the story is even about. And in Algebra with the square roots. I hear the teacher talking, but I can’t seem to focus on what she’s saying. It just doesn’t click in my head.”

I looked at Carly, suddenly very embarrassed. I couldn’t believe I’d just told her so much about me. I felt stupid. I looked away from her quickly, hoping she wouldn’t realize how stupid I really was.

“Are you blushing, Brian?” she asked with a smile.

“No,” I said.

“Yes, you are. Why? It’s nothing to be embarrassed or ashamed about. Lots of people don’t get it.”

“Well then how come lots of people aren’t flunking all their classes?” I asked, a little harsher than I’d intended.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe they have tutors.”

“Tutors?” I looked at her. She really wasn’t going to laugh at me. She was serious.

“Yeah. You know, they help you with your homework. They help you understand it and stuff. They help you get it,” she said, smiling as she tapped my elbow with hers.

“Do you have a tutor?”

“No, but my mom makes me bring home all my books from all my classes everyday and go over everything we did in class again, just to make sure I get it and understand it. So everything we do in school today, I’ll have to do again when I get home. Nice, huh?” She smiled.

“That doesn’t sound fun at all.”

“It’s not.”

We looked at each other for a few seconds, and then I turned my attention back to her shelf.

She watched me work in silence for a little while. I didn’t mind her watching me. It made me a little nervous, but I liked knowing I was the center of her attention. I never wanted to be the center of anyone’s attention. In fact, I’d spent my whole life doing everything I could to not draw attention to myself. But with her, I loved it.

“If you want, I could help you with your homework sometime.”

I stopped working on her shelf. No one had ever offered to do anything for me before.

My brows crunched together as I looked at her, and she smiled.

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah. I have to do it all over again anyway. I might as well help somebody with it while I do it.”

“That’d be nice.”

She grabbed her notebook and tore off the corner of a sheet of paper. She wrote on it and handed it to me.

“That’s my phone number. Call me when you get started on your homework and we’ll do it together.”

I took the paper, glanced at it, and stuffed it into my pocket. My heart raced. I’d never had anyone offer help, and I’d never had a girl give me their number. And here she was, doing both. Another reason I liked her so much.

I didn’t have the heart to tell her we didn’t have a phone.






  

Chapter 6
 

I put my books on my bed quietly and slipped out the back door, holding the stinky backpack in one hand as far away from me as I could. So far, I’d managed to avoid Travis. I was pretty sure he was in bed. He usually was when I came home from school. I had a feeling he slept all day. Probably so he could stay up at night and bother me.

At the edge of our backyard was a forest. I used to like to walk around in it, exploring. But lately, I’d just been staying in my room trying to avoid Travis. Taking a shovel from our shed, I walked into the woods for the first time in a long time. I’d like to be able to say I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gone into the forest behind our house, but that would be a lie. I remembered it very well. I probably always would.

It was a beautiful Saturday morning, and I needed to get away from Travis. He’d been in my room the night before and had been rougher than usual with me. To take my mind off things, I set out into the woods preoccupied with finding a nest of baby squirrels.

I didn’t wear a watch. I didn’t even own a watch. Not then, not now. So I’d lost track of time. Disappointed that I hadn’t found any squirrels, I made my way back to the house. There was a rumbling in my stomach, and I hoped I could sneak some food to my room without Travis noticing me. And I might’ve been able to. But when I emerged from the tree line and stepped into the yard, Travis opened the back door. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to.

As I saw the look on his face, I considered running to a neighbor’s house. I knew that if I did, what would happen to me would be far worse than what would happen if I just went into the house now. So I walked across the yard, dragging my feet. I slowly climbed the rickety steps that lead to the back door, my feet heavier with each step.

This close to Travis, I smelled the alcohol. I could also still detect the smell of sex left over from the night before. He stepped back so I could come inside. As I walked past him, he slammed the door, wrapped his arm around my neck, and dragged me into the living room where he beat me for more than an hour.

He told my mother I’d ran away and returned home battered and bruised. He said I must’ve been beaten up and realized that life outside our house was harder than I’d thought and returned.

All because I took a walk in the woods.

As I walked into the forest now, backpack clutched in my left hand, shovel in my right, I walked much farther than necessary. I just felt better with more distance between Travis and me.

I sat on my knees on the ground and put the backpack in front of me, unzipping it. It didn’t smell any better now than it had when it was hanging in my locker. Wishing I’d brought gloves, I reached in to pull out the cat, and then decided to dump it out instead.

With the cat lying on the ground, I tossed aside my backpack, which now had a large brown stain on the bottom from the cat’s blood.

He wasn’t a very large cat. He was black with grey stripes. One eye was missing, and his little pink tongue was hanging from his mouth. A rib was poking through his side. This was where the blood had come from. Looking at him, I couldn’t tell how he had died. He’d probably been run over. But it wouldn’t have surprised me to learn that Dominic had killed him somehow.

I stared at him for a long time, wondering what it felt like to be dead. There had been so many times that I wished I could die. I wanted to be dead. I wanted to be with my dad, and be rid of Travis and Dominic. I wanted to be where it didn’t matter that I was flunking almost all my classes. And the only way I knew to get all those things was to die.

I picked up a stick, and poked the cat with it. Then, I wondered the cat felt like. I knew what cats felt like when they were alive, but I’d never touched a dead one.

Tossing aside the stick, I slowly stuck out my hand, getting closer and closer to the cat. I thought of pulling it back, but I really wanted to touch it, to know what it felt like.

It was hard and stiff. I poked it with my finger a few times, but it was no better than poking it with a stick.

So I petted it. It sort of felt like petting a live cat, only it didn’t purr or meow or turn its butt around to face me.

So I picked it up. It felt like I was holding a fake cat. It was stiff as a board and not warm at all. If a stuffed animal was stuffed with concrete, I imagined this was what it would feel like.

In my mind, I heard Dominic telling me to have my way with it. He said this would be the only pussy I ever got. Sadly, I realized he was probably right, and the trembling I’d felt earlier when he made fun of me in front of all those boys returned. I didn’t fight it this time. I was alone in the woods. No one would see if I cried or got angry.

I punched the cat.

If the stupid thing hadn’t died, Dominic wouldn’t have found it and then he couldn’t have put it in my locker and he couldn’t have made fun of me and all those boys would’ve had no reason to laugh at me. Everything would’ve been fine.

I punched it again.

And again.

And then, I grabbed it tightly with both hands and raised it above my head. I brought it down quickly, slamming it against the ground to the sound of crunching bones. Again, I raised it and brought it down. And again. And again.

It felt good.

I kept slamming the cat’s lifeless body against the hard earth. After twenty or so times, I realized I was crying. And cursing. I was damning Dominic and Taylor and Spencer and Garrett. I was damning my mother and father. And I was double damning Travis.

How dare they? How dare they do this to me? I did nothing to any of them. I didn’t deserve to be treated the way they were treating me.

And there was nothing I could do about it.

After I’d exhausted myself, I stopped abusing the cat. I sat there, crying, until I’d calmed down enough to dig a hole. Overwhelmed with guilt, I then placed the cat’s broken body in the hole and filled it with dirt. I took my backpack back to the house where I tried to clean the blood out of the bottom. I got most of it, but I could still see the outline of the stain. I didn’t even care anymore.

I threw the backpack on the floor of my room and collapsed on the bed. As soon as I did, I heard Travis coming down the hall toward my room. I shut my eyes and prayed for him to just keep walking.

He threw open my door.

“Where the fuck have you been?” he yelled, shirtless and drunk.

“Outside.”

“Doing what?”

“Nothing.”

He stomped into the room and jerked me off the bed by one arm.

“You ask me to go outside?”

I shook my head no.

“That’s right, you didn’t. Prick. You’re supposed to ask me. I’m your daddy. Right?”

I said nothing.

He slapped me across the face hard, causing my ears to ring.

“Say it,” he said through clenched teeth. “Say I’m your daddy.”

I hated him. I didn’t see him as my daddy so I said nothing.

He shoved me aside, sending me flying into the chest of drawers. He was at me before I could recover.

“Say it, you little bastard.” His eyes were wild and spit flew from his mouth as he spoke, splattering my face in foul-smelling drops.

“No,” I said, scared to death. I didn’t want to say it. It would be a lie.

He punched me in the face, his fist connecting with my left eye. I saw white flecks floating in front of my eyes, and blackness at the edge of my vision. I felt like I was floating. Unfortunately, it didn’t kill me. It didn’t even knock me out. And somehow, I’d managed to remain standing. Then I realized I was using the chest of drawers for support. I was pushing myself up against it, and with my hands behind me, was clutching the sides of it.

“You disrespectful little son of a bitch,” he said. He backhanded me with his E-V-I-L hand, making my head snap to the left.

He unzipped his pants.

“Don’t,” I said quietly, voice cracking.

“Shut up. If you won’t say what I tell you to say, keep your mouth shut.”

He grabbed my shoulders and spun me around so fast, I nearly fell.

“Drop your pants,” he shouted.

I hesitated.

“Now,” he barked into my ear, slapping the back of my head.

I unfastened my jeans as I fought to keep tears from falling. I didn’t want him to see me cry. I had a feeling he’d like it. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he’d hurt me.

I let my jeans fall to my ankles.

He punched me in the ribs.

“Underwear too, dumbass.”

I felt my chin quiver as I dropped my underwear.

He grabbed my throat from behind with his G-O-O-D hand and used his other to guide himself into me.

The pain was horrific. Not only the pain of what he was doing to me back there, but I was forced to watch in the cracked mirror that hung over my chest of drawers.

I saw my left eye growing black from where he’d punched me. My right cheek had his handprint welted on it from the backhand. I saw his hand wrapped around my throat, squeezing until I could barely breathe. And I saw his face as he raped me. He was enjoying himself. But then again, he always did.

And then I saw something that froze my soul. Tears were making their way down my cheeks, dripping onto his arm.

I’d fought so hard for so long to keep him from seeing me cry. And now it was over. I couldn’t hide it. I couldn’t stop it. I was crying openly, though it was very difficult with the little oxygen I had. I had no brave front now. I had nothing to hide behind, no false bravado. He knew. He knew he hurt me and how bad he hurt me.

But I hadn’t called him daddy.

He met my eyes in the mirror, saw the tears, smiled and went at me harder.






  

Chapter 7
 

As I walked to school Wednesday morning, I struggled to think up a lie to explain my black eye. I didn’t want to say I fell down. It was lame and everyone would know it was a lie. Besides, I’d used that one before.

I wanted to tell the truth, but I didn’t want to put my mom through that. She’d be sad and hurt. I’d seen her suffer after losing my dad, and it’s something I didn’t ever want to see her go through again. If she found out what Travis was doing to me, it would crush her.

I hung the stained but less smelly backpack in my locker and headed to Algebra. It wasn’t until I was seated that I realized I’d forgotten to bring my book to class. I didn’t care. It’s not like I was going to learn anything from it anyway. I had remembered to bring my notebook, though. So I spent the hour doodling.

Feeling Carly’s eyes on me in class, I didn’t look at her. I wanted to. But I was afraid she’d see my shame. A lot of people said that the eyes are the window to the soul. Other people said you could have things written all over your face. If either of those things were true, one look at me would tell Carly everything I didn’t want her to know about me. So I kept my eyes on my notebook.

When the bell rang, she followed me out of the class and to my locker, asking me questions. Questions I wanted to answer truthfully, but couldn’t.

“Brian, what happened to your eye?”

“I was playing baseball and took one to the eye. I’m not a very good catcher.”

“It’s pretty bad.” She continued walking with me, but was silent for a minute. “Why didn’t you call me last night?”

“Call you?”

“Yeah. You were supposed to call so I could help you with your homework.”

“Oh yeah. I got busy. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. It happens. You can call anytime. I’ll always be there to help you with your homework.”

We were at my locker now. She turned to me and leaned in a little bit and said, “I’ll be there to help you with anything, Brian.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“If you want to talk or anything, just call me. Okay?”

I nodded. She walked away, and I got the feeling that she had an idea of what I was going through. I’m sure she didn’t know the half of it, but she knew something was going on with me. Maybe I should call her. Maybe talking about it would help. But I couldn’t. I didn’t want to put so much on her. She was just thirteen too. What did I expect her to do? She couldn’t stop any of it anymore than I could.

In English Lit, I wasn’t surprised at all to realize I’d not only failed to read the story, but I hadn’t written the summary. Another F. Oh well.

Maybe I could focus more on my homework if I wasn’t always trying to fight off my mother’s husband.

I should’ve made the time to do it, though. Carly was trying to help me. I should be trying to help myself as well. But after Travis had used me, I’d spent the rest of the night curled in the fetal position on my bed crying. Except for the fifteen minutes I’d spent in the bathroom with the handful of pills, trying to think of a reason not to swallow them all.

But from now on, I needed to make time. No matter what was going on at home, I needed to make time to concentrate and get my homework done. At least if I failed because I got the answers wrong I’d know that I tried. Failing because I didn’t do it at all was really failing.

The next couple hours went smoothly. In Woodworking, Carly and I talked about the Spring Fling dance that was coming up.

“Who are you taking?” she asked.

“No one.”

“What? Who’d you ask? You did ask someone, didn’t you?”

I shook my head while taking measurements of a board.

“Brian! Why not?”

“I don’t want to go.”

“Really? Are you just saying that to get out of it or do you really not want to go?”

I thought about just asking her to go with me. The worst thing that could happen is she’d say no. But I’d rather live the rest of my life thinking she would’ve said yes if I’d only asked than hearing her actually reject me.

“I don’t want to.”

She looked at me and thought for a moment. “What are you going to be doing that night if you’re not going to the dance?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I need to study.”

She nodded. “Yeah, you do. But you could study any other night. The Spring Fling only happens once a year.”

I said nothing.

“You should go.”

“Are you going?” I asked.

I could feel her looking at me as I marked the board for cutting.

Finally, she said, “I don’t know yet.”

“Has anyone asked you?”

“Yeah. Derek and Jake both asked me, but I don’t want to go with either of them.”

I finished marking the board and picked up the handsaw.

“Why not?”

“Derek’s a jerk and Jake only asked me because Miranda told him no.”

“So who do you want to go with?” My heart stopped in anticipation of her answer. Then, suddenly, I was afraid of her answer. There were plenty of other boys she might want to ask her to the dance. It would crush me to hear her say one of their names. But I’d already opened my dumb mouth and asked, so I braced myself for whatever answer she gave.

“I don’t know. I think I’ll just wait and see who else asks me.”

Breathing a huge sigh of relief, I began cutting. I wanted to ask her. More than anything I’d ever wanted. But I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. What if I’d read her wrong? What if she wasn’t referring to me asking her to the dance? How stupid would I look then?

I spent the rest of class cutting her boards. We then went to lunch, where I ate alone at my table and managed to avoid Dominic. In fact, my day was going pretty smooth. No incidents at lunch. In Biology, he ignored me because slicing open a frog was much more entertaining to him. But then came P.E. That’s when my day went to hell.






  

Chapter 8
 

I’d been given permission to sit out today. When I told Mr. Laughlin I didn’t feel like participating because I had a headache from getting hit with the make-believe baseball, he reminded me that I sit out most days, and then told me to stretch and take a bleacher. I did as I was told, finishing just as the boys were emerging from the locker room.

Occasionally, I watched the boys playing basketball, but most of my attention was on Carly. Her hair was in a ponytail today. I liked it when she wore it that way. But then again, I liked it no matter how she wore it.

Halfway through the hour, a rumble rolled through my lower stomach area, followed by a sharp pain. I had to use the restroom. Now.

I jogged around the gym, butt clenched tightly. By the time I entered the locker room, I was running. I ran into the nearest stall and barely got my jeans unfastened and pulled down before it happened. It must’ve been the meat loaf at lunch that wasn’t agreeing with me because I hadn’t had breakfast.

I sat there, stomach gurgling, emptying my bowels. Even though it was little more than liquid, it smelled horrible.

Several minutes later, I finally trusted that I was finished. I stood, feeling weaker than when I’d come into the restroom. I pulled up my underwear and jeans, and just as I was fastening the button, the stall door burst open, nearly hitting me in the face.

Standing there smiling was Dominic and Taylor.

Dominic said, “Hey, shithead.”

Taylor laughed.

Dominic looked around me at the stuff floating in the toilet. “I always knew you were full of shit, Boozer.”

I stood there like an idiot, just like always, hoping they’d go away and forget I was alive. And just like always, they didn’t. It seemed everyone could forget I was alive but the people I wanted to.

Taylor, still laughing at Dominic’s hilarious joke, tried to make one of his own. “Looks like you filled your diaper,” he said.

“Leave me alone,” I managed to say, though it was far quieter than it should’ve been.

Dominic stepped into the stall. “What’s that, turd?”

“Turd,” Taylor said to himself, laughing. “That’s funny.”

Oh, yes. Dominic was bound for comedic stardom.

Dominic glanced back at him over his shoulder and smiled. “Yeah, it’s funny.” He looked down at the mess in the toilet. “Turds from a turd.”

“Please,” I said.

“You hear that, Taylor? He’s begging me.”

“Yeah, begging like a little girl,” Taylor smirked.

“A little girl who shits little turds,” Dominic said.

“Just leave me alone, guys,” I said, feeling my stomach gurgling again.

Dominic stepped even closer. He was in my face now, looking down at me. Taylor took up the doorway.

“You think you can tell me what to do, Boozer Loser?”

I shook my head no.

“Yeah, he does,” Taylor said from behind Dominic. “He has shit for brains.”

Dominic nodded. Then he laughed. “He has shit for brains. Let me show you what shit for brains looks like, Boozer.”

He grabbed the back of my head and spun me around so fast I thought I was turning circles. Taylor was in the stall before I was even facing the toilet. I felt him grab my wrists and hold my arms behind my back. Dominic forced me to my knees. He placed one of his knees against my spine and pushed, causing me a great amount of pain. His knee pushed on my back, forcing my stomach and ribs against the cold, hard porcelain. Then, with his hands on the back of my head, fists holding wads of my hair, he pushed my head forward, toward the smelly brown water with the floating chunks.

“No,” I said. “Please don’t.” I wanted to cry, but didn’t want them to see me. Plus, I didn’t have time to cry. At least not right now.

“Shut up, Boozer,” Dominic said and pushed my face further into the toilet. I panicked. My heart was beating frantically, and my breaths came in gasps and gulps.

I struggled as much as I could. I couldn’t push away from the toilet as my hands were being held behind me by Taylor, whose grip was cutting off the circulation to my fingers. They were starting to tingle. I couldn’t lean back because they were holding me forward with their hands and legs. I was stuck.

And my load loomed before me.

“You ever hear that saying, Boozer? Eat shit and die? Well, open up,” Dominic said.

Before I could plead any more, he shoved my face into the murky water. I didn’t even have a chance to take a deep breath or close my mouth. I did manage to get my eyes closed before plunging into the darkness.

I felt some pieces bump against my face and I gagged. When I felt pieces bumping against my tongue and the inside of my cheeks, I nearly puked.

He kept holding me under, and I kept struggling. It was muffled because my head was under water, but I heard them laughing.

Just when I thought I was going to drown, I felt myself being pulled up. When I felt my face hit air, I gasped a deep breath of air.

Then I smelled it. Everything my body had rejected filled my hair, my eyes, my ears, my nose, and my mouth.

I threw up. I couldn’t help it. I threw up in the toilet, getting plenty on me and the toilet seat. I watched as my vomit mingled with my diarrhea, and hoped this was only a nightmare.

“Gross,” Taylor shrieked.

Funny. He thought me puking was gross but thought nothing of shoving my face into my own diarrhea.

“Let’s go,” Taylor said.

“Wait,” Dominic demanded. “One more time.”

He plunged me forward again, this time, submerging me in diarrhea and vomit.

My body retched and shook. I jerked and struggled, but it didn’t help. He didn’t hold me down as long this time. He pulled me up, let go of my hair, and kicked me in the lower back before leaving.

“Shit for brains,” he said as he left the stall.

The two of them laughed hysterically as they left the restroom, probably to go tell the other boys how they’d once again made a fool of ol’ Boozer Loser.

I collapsed onto my side on the floor of the stall and vomited.

My stomach gurgled again, and this time it didn’t stop there. I wouldn’t have had time to get up and get my pants down and sit on the toilet even if I’d have had the energy to try. So I emptied myself into my pants, and I didn’t care. What was a little diarrhea in my jeans when my upper body was covered in it?

For a while, I lay there, praying for death to find me. When I saw that it wasn’t going to, I got up, weak and exhausted, and made my way to the sink, breathing only through my mouth.

I turned on the water and stuck my head under the faucet. I rinsed off the best I could, watching chunks of meat loaf and poop fall from my hair and find their way down the drain. Using the rough paper towels, I wiped myself off the best I could. I looked in the mirror and knew it was going to take far more than a rinse in a sink and some cheap paper towels to make me look better.

I had chunks of crap still in my hair and stuck to my shirt. The puke had soaked into the shirt and couldn’t be wiped away. And then there was my jeans and underwear. Both were filled with watery crap. It was running down my legs.

Two thoughts were in my head.

One, at least it was my own puke and crap.

Two, how was I going to get home? I wasn’t going to my next class for sure. And that sucked because it was Art, and it was my favorite class. But I couldn’t go like this.

I was too tired and angry to go anyway. The best thing for me to do was go home, which brought me back to how I was going to get there from here. I didn’t want to show my face in the hall. I would just have to leave my backpack in my locker. Other kids were in class, and other grown-ups were at work. Surely no one would see me.

I took a deep breath, smelled the awful odor of vomit and diarrhea, gagged, and then headed home.






  

Chapter 9
 

I stood in the shower, letting the hot water turn my skin red, until Travis pounded on the door. Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any worse. I’d hoped he would stay in bed until I’d had a chance to sneak into my room. But I guess not because he was beating on the door hard enough to rattle the mirror hanging above the sink.

Quickly, I got out of the shower, wrapped a towel around my waist, and left the bathroom without drying myself.

Travis glared hatefully at me as I walked past him. Surprisingly, he didn’t say anything. He went into the bathroom, and I went into my bedroom and closed the door.

After I dried myself, I put on sweatpants and a t-shirt, and crawled into bed, pulling the blanket over me. I laid there for awhile thinking about what Dominic and Taylor had done to me, and I fell asleep thinking about all the things I’d like to do to them.

When I opened my eyes the next morning, it took a second for me to remember the events of the previous day. When the memory came back to me, it brought with it the anger I’d felt toward them. The memory of my head plunged into the toilet filled with my own diarrhea was enough to make me want to puke again. I quickly pushed away the thoughts and got out of bed.

Looking at the alarm clock on my nightstand, I saw I was already late so I dressed for school in no hurry at all. For the first time, I considered not going. Usually, I was eager to leave the house and be away from Travis. But lately, Dominic was just as bad as my step-father, just in a different way. So I had to ask myself, which was the lesser of the two evils. I could stay home and be raped and beaten. Or I could go to school and be broken down and humiliated in front of everyone. I was used to both of them. And I was tired of both of them. I really didn’t know how much more of either I could stand.

I went ahead and went to school. After all, it was Thursday. Just one more day would finish out the week. Then, I could spend two days only worrying about one bully instead of five. I took my breaks where I could get them.

The hall was empty as I walked to my locker. I was still in no hurry. I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want to be home, either. In fact, I didn’t want to be anywhere. There was nowhere for me to be.

When I opened my locker, the smell hit me. At first, I thought maybe it was my all in my head. Perhaps a lingering smell from yesterday’s incident. A figment of my imagination.

Standing there looking into the small space, I tried to find the source of the foul odor, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. My books were on the shelf and my backpack hung from the hook below it, just like I’d left it.

I reached in and unzipped the backpack, afraid of what I might find. As I pulled the front flap of the bag toward me to peer inside, the smell grew worse. I leaned to the side to allow in more light. Lying at the bottom of my backpack was a plastic bag, the kind with the zipper. Beside the bag was a pile of crap.

There was no doubt who’d done this. I couldn’t believe he’d go to the trouble of scooping up crap in a bag and dumping it into my locker, though. It seemed like a lot of work. Usually, he just used whatever was handy at the time to torment me. Like a toilet. But this, he’d put thought into. This, he’d planned.

I thought of dumping the contents of my backpack into his locker. Or throwing it at him. Or shoving it down his throat. That’s what I wanted to do. But instead, I took my backpack down the hall and threw it into the trashcan.

By this time, I was so late that by the time I walked to Algebra, it would be over. So when I returned to my locker, which still smelled horrible, I grabbed my English Lit book and slowly walked to class, thinking about how much I hated my life.

I passed through most of the day invisible, as I preferred. None of the teachers called on me. None of the students talked to me. Well, none except Carly.

She was watching as I sanded the edge of one of her boards in Woodworking class.

“So have you asked anyone yet?”

“Asked anyone what?” I asked, still sanding.

“To the dance.”

“Oh. No.” The dance hadn’t even crossed my mind since yesterday at lunch. A lot had happened to me since then.

“You don’t have much time left, you know.”

I didn’t reply. I still wasn’t sure if she was hinting to me to ask her, so I kept quiet. Better safe than sorry, I figured.

“Your eye looks better today.”

“Thanks.” I didn’t tell her that it might look better, but it didn’t feel any better. It still hurt to touch, and it hurt even worse if I squeezed my eyes shut.

An awkward silence fell between us while she thought of what to say next.

“Are you okay, Brian?”

I nodded. “Why?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes, I feel like...I don’t know. Like you’re somewhere else. Like you’re not there. Like now. You’re standing right here beside me, but I feel like your mind is somewhere else.”

I stopped sanding and looked at her. She had no idea how right she was. That’s exactly the way I felt. But I didn’t want to tell her that.

Instead, I said, “Yeah. Sometimes I do a lot of thinking. I’m sorry.”

She smiled. “Don’t be sorry.”

I went back to sanding.

“Brian?”

“Yeah?”

“How do crazy people go through the forest?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“They take the psycho path,” she said, laughing. She reached over and tapped my arm with her hand. “Come on, Brian. That’s funny.”

I nodded. “Yeah, it is.”

“Then why aren’t you laughing? You’re not even smiling. You never smile. Why not?” she asked, turning serious again.

I shook my head. “I guess I don’t have much to smile about.”

She was silent for so long, I had to stop sanding and look at her to see what was wrong. She had a strange look on her face.

“That’s so sad,” she said. “I want to see you smile, Brian. And I will.” She smiled and nodded once, firmly, confirming that her mission now was to make me smile.

I turned my attention back to her shelf, feeling pretty good that she cared. It was a new feeling for me to have someone care about me. Well, I suppose it wasn’t new, but it had been so long since I’d felt it, it was like new.

Twenty minutes passed before Carly tried to make me laugh again.

“Brian,” she said, sitting on the stool beside me, elbows on the worktable. “What do Eskimos get from sitting on the ice too long?”

I gave it a bit of thought, but couldn’t think of anything so I shrugged. “I don’t know. What?”

“Polaroids.”

I felt her watching me, waiting for me to smile. And I wanted to. But there just wasn’t one in there. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d smiled. Or for that matter, the last time I’d had a reason to.

She sighed.

In the last five minutes of the hour, as we put our tools and wood away, she gave it another shot.

“Brian, why don’t aliens eat clowns?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t they?”

“Because clowns taste funny.”

She almost got me. That one was pretty funny. But I guess my level of sadness was greater than I’d thought because I just couldn’t get my lips to widen into the smile she longed to see.

“Dang it. I just knew that would get you. Don’t worry, Brian. I will make you smile,” she said with emphasis on ‘will’.

As we walked to the cafeteria, Carly gave it one more try.

“Alright, Brian. If this doesn’t do it, something’s wrong. What do prisoners use to call each other?”

Nothing came to mind so I said, “I don’t know.”

“Cell phones.”

Again, nothing. I didn’t even feel my face try to smile.

“Oh, Brian. You’re impossible. But I’m not giving up. It may not be today, maybe not even tomorrow, but I will make you smile. Just watch.”

I did watch. I watched as she giggled and ran to catch up with her group of friends. I don’t think she realized what a job this was going to be for her. But I loved her for trying.






  

Chapter 10
 

I had a close call with Dominic in the cafeteria, but it didn’t develop into anything. He walked past me, slapped me on the forehead as he went by, and called me a shithead. My stomach knotted in anger, but I was glad that’s all he’d done. Maybe he’d done enough to me for the day and would let me be.

Yeah. And maybe frogs would fly out of my butt.

Although the day was going smoothly, I should’ve suspected it wouldn’t end that way. They rarely did.

It was in P.E., and nothing good ever happened in P.E. Case and point, yesterday’s diarrhea incident. I didn’t even ask to sit out this time. I just walked in and sat on the bleachers, near the door. Surely by now, Mr. Laughlin knew that I wasn’t an athlete, and no matter how many laps he made me run I never would be.

I watched the girls play basketball on their half of the court and the boys play on their half. But mostly, I watched Carly. I couldn’t help but notice that her shirt fit tightly across her recently developed chest, or that her shorts were short enough to show more than a little of her legs. I enjoyed watching her. From the tingle I felt in my underwear, I enjoyed it too much.

Quickly, I looked away, trying to take my mind off her. If anyone saw what was going on in my lap, they’d think I was a pervert.

I saw Mr. Laughlin looking at me. I saw him motion to me to follow him, then turn and walk into the locker room area where his office was located.

Slowly, I walked around the court. I didn’t know what he wanted, but it was probably about me sitting out all the time or sitting out today without asking him. I wondered what my punishment would be. A stern lecture about how I needed the exercise and the experience of being on a team? I’d heard it before. Or maybe he would send a note home with me. I had thrown more than a couple of those in the trash. Or maybe he’d threaten to fail me. I’d add it to the list of other classes I was failing.

I turned right at the corner, going from the gym toward his office. I made a left at the next corner. His office was at the end of the short hallway. To the right was the locker room.  That’s where Dominic and Taylor were waiting for me. Unfortunately, I didn’t see them in time.

Dominic stepped behind me and clasped one hand over my mouth and the other around my waist. Taylor jumped in front of me and grabbed my legs.

I looked down the hall to Mr. Laughlin’s office, where he stood with his back to the window, reading a piece of paper. He was of no help to me. He didn’t even know I needed his help.

I yelled for him anyway, though it was muffled by Dominic’s hand. I bit his bitter-tasting fingers as he and Taylor carried me out of the hallway and into the locker room. Dominic cussed at me as they carried me to the far side of the room, behind a row of lockers.

They dropped me onto the cold, hard concrete floor and began kicking me.

I rolled onto my side and tried to protect my face and head. My ribs and back took most of the blows, except for the one that landed squarely in my crotch. Any tingle that had been there because of Carly was definitely gone now, replaced by a deep, throbbing agony that seemed to grow more intense by the second.

“Stop,” I yelled. Of course they didn’t. Why would they? Because I said so?

“Shut up shit for brains,” Dominic yelled, kicking me again. He was aiming for my head but I saw it coming and managed to roll over, blocking it with my shoulder.

“Stop,” I yelled louder.

Dominic stepped around me and sat on my chest, pinning my arms under his legs. It was hard to breathe, but by this time, I wished I’d never breathe again. I wanted him to sit there on my chest, smothering me until I died. It would bring me a sweet relief.

But instead of killing me as I’d hoped, he began slapping me across the face, back and forth. Left cheek, right cheek, left cheek again. Then he spit on me. A big wad of his mouth water landed directly in my left eye.

“You’re such a damn loser, Boozer,” he said. Then, to Taylor he said, “Get his pants.”

Dominic began pulling at my shirt. He yanked it up and over my head, fighting my weak, flailing arms while Taylor unfastened my jeans and pulled them down my legs. I tried to kick him, but it was hard to fight with barely any air. Then, just as my back kissed the cold floor, I felt Taylor take off my shoes.

I looked up at Dominic as he tossed my shirt over his shoulder. Taylor caught it, wadded it up, and tucked it under his arm along with my jeans and shoes.

I sucked in as much air as I could and said, “I hate you.”

Dominic laughed. “You should, Boozer.” Then, he unzipped his jeans.

“What are you doing, Dominic?” Taylor asked.

“Shut up. Come around here and hold his arms.” Taylor did as he was told, as usual. “Watch and learn,” Dominic said. He laughed as he pulled out his wiener and aimed it at my face. Just as I realized what he was going to do, a yellow stream emerged from the tip and quickly made its way to my face.

I turned my head quickly to the left. He aimed that way. I jerked my head to the right. He aimed that way too. I laid there, arms trapped under him as he sat on my chest, barely getting any air to begin with, as he peed on my face from only inches away. All I could do was hold what little breath I had in me and keep turning my head from side to side, trying to avoid his urine as much as I could.

When I told him I hated him, it had been an understatement.

I felt the anger inside me swell, and could feel the heat of my boiling blood. My fists were clenched so tightly my knuckles throbbed.

And the pee continued.

I was starting to think that he would pee forever. But before I could find out, the darkness found me.

When it left me, I was alone. I opened my eyes, smelled pee, and suddenly remembered everything that had happened. I was furious with those two, but the feeling wasn’t as strong as it had been earlier. I no longer felt the heat of my blood, no longer felt it pumping through my veins with every beat of my heart, no longer heard the whooshing sound as it rushed past my ears.

I sat up slowly. My face stung from Dominic’s slaps. My ribs ached from his punches and kicks. It didn’t feel like they’d broken any bones, but I wasn’t in top shape.

I crawled over to the corner, every muscle in my body aching, and leaned against the cold wall. I drew my knees up to my chest, leaned my head back, and closed my eyes and cried. Not the tears-running-down-my-face-silently crying either. This was full-on soul-shaking, bone-rattling sobs that made my throat and chest hurt. And I couldn’t stop it once it started.

The worst of the crying was over by the time the rest of the boys came into the locker room to change back into their regular clothes. Tears were still rolling down my cheeks, falling onto my naked legs but the sobs were over.

No one had a locker on this side, so no one had a reason to come back here.

But one boy did.

His name was Jacob. He’d never bullied me, but he wasn’t a friend of mine. In fact, I couldn’t remember a time I’d ever talked to him or him to me.

He walked around to the end of the row of lockers to retrieve a shoe someone had tossed. He picked up the shoe and upon standing, saw me. He froze for one, maybe two seconds, and then went back to his life.

I must’ve been a sight to see. A naked boy, curled up into a ball in the corner, crying, bruised and battered, and covered is someone else’s pee.

I didn’t blame him. I would’ve walked away from me too.

I sat there for a while not thinking of anything. As my anger faded, so did my strength. I was drained. I wanted to sleep, but couldn’t sleep where I was so I got up. Barefoot and wearing only my underwear, I slowly walked around the end of the row of lockers.

The locker room was now empty, but for the heavy smell of sweat and urine and developing testosterone. I looked around the room for my clothes, but didn’t find them. I certainly couldn’t walk around the way I was, so I opened the nearest locker and took out the clothes and shoes. I put them on and left the locker room, holding up the shorts with my hand so they didn’t fall down. I didn’t know whose clothes they were, but the guy must’ve been huge.

No one was in Mr. Laughlin’s office. No one was in the gym. I walked out the side door of the gymnasium and saw that no one was in the parking lot, either. I must’ve sat in that corner much longer than I’d thought.

I walked slowly with a fistful of waistband and my head down, not wanting to go home. I never wanted to go home, but I had nowhere else to go.






  

Chapter 11
 

The first thing I noticed when I walked into the house was my mother sitting at the kitchen table drinking a glass of water and eating crackers. It surprised me so much I stopped in my tracks.

She glanced at me quickly, and then looked away.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hey.”

“What are you doing home?”

“Power’s out at the diner. There’s something wrong with the line. It flickered for about an hour before going off completely. Electric company’s coming to look at it. Jack closed down until tomorrow.”

I looked around. “Where’s Travis?”

“He went to the bar with Dale and Mike. You hungry?” she asked, offering me some crackers.

I walked over to the table and sat across from her. She slid the package of crackers toward me. I took one and nibbled on it, more for the time with her than for the food. I didn’t have much of an appetite at the moment.

“I can make you something else if you want,” she said.

“No. That’s okay.” I really wasn’t hungry, but I also didn’t want to make her do anything. She worked so hard, she deserved to just sit there. Besides that, we didn’t have much else.

“Suit yourself,” she said. “Where’d you get those clothes?”

“Somebody’s locker at school.”

She drew her eyebrows together and squinted her eyes a bit like she always did when she was confused or suspicious.

“Whose locker? And where are your clothes?”

“Some kids took them.”

“Who took them, and how’d they get them?”

I told her about the dead cat, the diarrhea incident, the poop in my backpack, and the taking of my clothes. I didn’t even leave out the part about Dominic peeing on me. I hadn’t wanted to tell her. I didn’t want her to worry. But once I started, I told her all of it. Well, all the stuff that happened at school. I still couldn’t bring myself to tell her about Travis.

After hearing the story, she shook her head. “That’s all part of growing up, Brian. Things like that make us the people we grow up to be. It makes us strong. You’ll see. Going through these things may seem horrible now, but it’ll benefit you in the end. You’ll grow up to be a strong, independent man.” She nodded, winked, and took a drink of water.

I wondered if she was right. I surely wasn’t the only person who’d been picked on and teased and bullied at school. And I probably wasn’t the only kid who’d been raped by his step-father. But it sure felt that way to me.

“Mom, there’s other bad stuff happening to me.” I wasn’t sure how to tell her, or if I even should. But I thought I’d give it a shot. After all, it wasn’t often I got an opportunity like this, where it was just her and me. Travis wasn’t here to lie to her and cover up what he was doing.

“Oh? Like what?” she asked, starting on another cracker.

“Well, stuff with Travis.” I wasn’t sure how to say it.

“What kind of stuff, Brian? I have a headache and don’t feel like playing these guessing games with you.” She finished her cracker and stood. I watched her take her glass to the sink. She walked back over to the table and stood, with her hands on her hips, looking at me expectantly.

“Well?” she asked again. This time, I thought I detected some annoyance in her voice. But I could’ve imagined it.

I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat. “He’s mean to me.”

“He may be strict, Brian, but like I said, it’ll make you a better person. You may not see it now, but believe me. It’s for your own good. Besides, you’ll be grown in a few years and move out. It’ll all be forgotten then.”

I thought of telling her the rest, making her see that it wasn’t just that he was strict. It was that he beat me and raped me. And even if it was over in a few years, it would never be forgotten.

But before I could say anything else, she rubbed her temples and walked away, heading to the bedroom to undoubtedly collapse onto the bed and sleep the rest of the night. I decided to let it go. I didn’t want to bother her with my problems anyway.

I showered and dressed in my own clothes. I thought of a way to return the ones I’d borrowed. I didn’t have a backpack so I’d have to carry them to school under my arm. If I left home early and put them back before everyone else got to school, no one would ever notice that I’d borrowed them, and no one would see me walking around with a load of laundry under my arm. I threw them in the washer and washed them, along with my clothes from the week so far.

With Travis at the bar, I went into the living room to watch television. When he was home, I stayed in my room. I didn’t want him to notice me. If he did, one of two things would happen, and I hated them both. So I rarely watched anything on television. But he was gone, and I was watching a sitcom I found pretty funny. I kept the volume low so I wouldn’t wake my mother.

I had finished that sitcom and another, and was halfway through the third when I heard Travis pull into the driveway. I quickly turned off the television and ran to my room. I listened as he stumbled his way down the hall toward his room, sighing with relief when he passed my door.

But now I had a dilemma. I needed to dry the clothes, but I didn’t want to draw his attention. I had no false beliefs that he forgot about me until I made noise or until he saw me. But I knew that the less I made him notice me, the better I was able to fly under his radar. It was like being in a crowded room. Everyone knew you were there, but until you screamed, no one paid you any attention.

So I waited a while, giving Travis plenty of time to fall asleep. I crept from my room to the laundry room. I didn’t want to run the dryer because that would be loud enough to wake him. And more importantly, my mother. So I hugged all the clothes to my chest, making my t-shirt damp, and headed back to my room.

I hung clothes over the curtain rods, over the closet door, over the lamp, and anything else I could find. They wouldn’t be as soft as if they’d been dried in a dryer, but they would at least be dry.

I quietly crawled into bed and curled up on my side, which was still sore from the kicking. I fell asleep thinking about what my mother had said, and wondering if all this would make me a better person.






  

Chapter 12
 

I made it to school early enough Friday morning to return the clothes to the locker from which I’d taken them. They were kind of stiff, but they were clean.

Slowly, I walked to my locker, hoping the day was uneventful. I knew it was a waste of time, though. I don’t recall the last time I’d had a day where something horrible hadn’t happened. Even the days Dominic wasn’t at school, Taylor and Spencer still were. They took up his slack.

I opened my locker, both wondering and afraid of what I was going to find. What I found was nothing like what I’d expected.

Taped to the inside of my door was a note. Written in Carly’s pretty handwriting was, ‘What’s red and smells like blue paint?’ I thought for a second before flipping the note over to find the answer. ‘Red paint.’

I looked down the hall to my right. Carly stood twelve lockers down - I know because I’d counted them a million times - looking at me, hoping this was what would make me smile.

But it didn’t.

The hopeful look fell from her face and she shook her head.

“I’m not done yet,” she yelled to me. She smiled and headed off to Algebra. I put the note on the shelf, grabbed my Algebra book and followed her.

I wanted to smile. I even thought I felt the muscles in my cheeks starting to tighten. But it just wouldn’t come. I guess it had been so long since they’d had to work, they’d forgotten how. But Carly sure seemed determined to remind them.

Wondering why she was so eager to see me smile, I replayed in my mind the conversations we’d had over the last few days. It seemed that she liked me, but I didn’t have anything to compare it to. No one had ever liked me before, which made me wonder why she would. Maybe she took the psycho path through the forest, because she had to be crazy to like me.

I sat down and opened my book. Before the teacher had even begun talking, Carly passed me a note. It said ‘Why was the Algebra book so sad?’ I flipped the note over. ‘It had a lot of problems.’ I slid the note between some pages of my book and looked at her, straight-faced.

She whispered, “You’re a mystery, Brian. But mysteries are meant to be solved. And I’m not giving up.”

I gave her credit for trying. I loved that she wasn’t going to give up. I loved that she cared enough about me to try so hard and put so much thought and effort into it. I loved knowing that she thought about me so much. Just knowing I was on her mind was enough to make me want to smile. But even that couldn’t force those muscles to work.

After English Lit, I returned to my locker to find another note from Carly taped to the inside of my door. It was another joke, another attempt on her part to make me happy. It said ‘Where do dogs go when they lose their tail?’ I turned over the note and read the back. ‘The retail store.’

I looked down the hall, where she was waiting for my response. I shrugged. She shook her head and walked to her next class.

After History, I expected to find another note but didn’t. I wondered if she’d finally grown tired of trying. I realized while in Woodworking that she hadn’t. I don’t think she was going to give up. She was serious and very determined.

She spent the hour telling me jokes and imitating our teacher. Carly was funny. I had fun around her. I just couldn’t laugh or smile. It wasn’t in me. Guess I was just sad to the core.

It really said something that she was trying so hard. I was starting to think she really did like me. Not just like me, but really like me. And when she asked me again if I’d asked anyone to the Spring Fling yet, I was almost positive that she did.

“No,” I answered.

“Are you still planning on not going?”

“Yeah.”

“I think you should go, Brian. You should ask someone.”

“Nobody would go with me even if I asked,” I said, gluing the boards of her shelf into place with wood glue.

“That’s probably not true. I’m sure there’s one girl who’d go with you if you asked.”

I glanced up from the shelf and saw her looking at me strangely, a look I’ve never seen on her face. While it’s true that I had no clue how to read people, I got the feeling that the look was one of hope. I truly believed that she was hoping I’d ask her to the dance.

And I thought about it. But the thought of what would happen when we got there and Dominic and his friends saw us together was enough to make me not ask her. I couldn’t put her through that. I liked her too much to do that to her. Plus, why would I want to bring more suffering on myself. I used the same trick with Dominic that I used with Travis. I tried to keep quiet and unseen. Why bring myself to his attention? And more importantly, why drag Carly down with me?

Carly got quiet after that. I hoped I hadn’t made her mad at me. I wanted to tell her why I didn’t ask her. But she’d probably just try to tell me that I was being silly.

I didn’t pressure her. I let her remain silent until I couldn’t take it anymore.

While we walked to the cafeteria, I tried to cheer her up.

“What do snowmen eat for breakfast?”

I glanced at her and saw her smile. “I don’t know. What?”

“Snowflakes.”

She laughed. It was a beautiful sound.

“Brian, you’re funny. I just wish you would laugh with me. But you will. Just wait and see.” She smiled and ran off to catch up with her friends.

I watched her, and wanted more than anything to have the guts to ask her to the dance. I imagined her all dressed up. She would be gorgeous. I imagined walking into the gymnasium with her, holding her hand and looking at the decorations. I imagined asking her to dance and walking her onto the floor. The thought of dancing close to her made me blush.

But as I sat alone eating my lunch, I realized it would never be more than that; just my imagination.

I didn’t have anything to wear to a dance.

I didn’t even know how to dance.

And worse still, I didn’t have the nerve to even ask her.

As I watched her laughing with her friends, I noticed that she spent a lot of time glancing at me. Usually, that meant that I was the subject of the conversation, and it was never good. But with her, I knew she wasn’t talking about me.

I wondered and hoped if maybe she was imagining me asking her to the dance. Maybe she was imagining me all dressed up, walking into the gym holding hands, and asking her to dance. It seemed so unlikely that anyone would like me, but I was becoming more and more convinced that she did.






  

Chapter 13
 

The rest of the day went smoothly, with the exception of the time in Biology when Dominic wiped his gloved hand across my face. It wouldn’t have been bad if we hadn’t been dissecting frogs. So now my cheek smelled like formaldehyde and dead frog. It was an easy fix, though. I washed well and could barely smell it after that. If that was all I had to go through today, I’d be happy with it.

Everyone was excited. They always were on Fridays. Kids talked more and teachers taught less. There was energy in the air as everyone shared their plans for the weekend.

As for me, I hated the weekends. It was two days of being stuck in the house with not only Travis, but his drinking buddies. As if he wasn’t bad enough by himself, he brought over other alcoholics who found humor in torturing me. Friday was the one day of the week I hated to see school end.

After Mrs. Madison urged me once again to put some of my work in the art show, I returned to my locker for the final time that week. Inside, taped to the door, was another note from Carly.

‘Brian, sorry I didn’t make you smile this week. Don’t worry. I won’t forget over the weekend. I’ve got two days to think of a way. Do you still have my number? Call me if you need to talk. Or want to smile. See you on Monday.’ She signed it, and listed her phone number again.

As I walked out of the school and headed home, I felt it. Tightness at the corners of my mouth. I almost smiled. It was as close as I’d been in years. I kept the feeling of happiness, or at least the closest thing I’ve ever experienced to happiness, until I walked through the front door of my house.

“It’s about time you got your ass home,” Travis said. He was sitting on the couch, perched on the edge, elbows on his knees. On the coffee table was a large pile of change. He was counting it, and putting it in stacks before rolling it.

I waited for him to start barking out his orders.

“Get this fucking place cleaned up. I got people coming over tonight, and I don’t want it to look like a dump.”

I looked around the room. The only making it look like a dump was Travis’ beer cans and bottles sitting around on tables, stacked in a window sill, and some were even lying on the floor. But I kept my mouth shut and set about cleaning the house. If he kept rolling his change and let me clean and go hide in my room, everything would be fine. But I had no doubt that it wouldn’t work that way. It never worked that way for me. There was always something else.

As I cleaned, he continued to spit out commands and insults.

“When my people get here, you’re to stay in your room, you hear me? I don’t want you running around the house. Nobody wants to see your ugly ass. Nobody wants to talk to you or hear a peep from you, you got that?” He looked at me with the usual scowl of disgust.

I don’t know why he felt he had to tell me to hide in my room. Hadn’t he been paying attention? And if he thought I was so ugly, why was he coming into my room at night and doing those things to me? I kept my mouth shut, and cleaned. I tried to pretend he wasn’t there, but I couldn’t. I walked on eggshells around him. I always had. I felt his eyes on me from time to time, and it made my skin crawl.

When I’d picked up all the beer cans and bottles, washed the dishes in the sink, swept and vacuumed, he looked around the living room and kitchen, inspecting my work.

“If you need anything to eat, you better get it now. I don’t want you back in here tonight. And make me something to eat too. Earn your fucking keep.” I watched him walk back to the couch and plop down. As he counted and rolled the change, change that my mother worked herself to death for, I bit my tongue to keep from telling him to earn his keep.

I made us both an egg sandwich. We didn’t have anything else. I would’ve thought that as much as my mother worked, we’d have been able to afford more food, among other things. And we would’ve been able to if not for Travis’ drinking problem. He had been nothing but a burden on our family since day one. I wished my mother would see it.

“Hurry up, asshole. They’ll be here soon,” Travis barked.

With no forethought and no idea what compelled me to do so, I lifted up the top piece of bread on his egg sandwich and spit on it quietly, looking into the living room to make sure he didn’t see me. It wasn’t much, but it made me feel better.

I carried his spit and egg sandwich to him and stood an arm’s length away, waiting for him to take the sandwich from me.  Half a minute passed before he looked up.

“Sit it on the table, moron. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

Quickly, I put the sandwich on the coffee table beside the piles of change, and retreated to my room with my sandwich. I nibbled away the fried egg and stale bread with no idea how I was going to spend the evening. With any luck, I would just spend it bored out of my mind. But I had a feeling that with his friends coming over, the night was going to be anything except boring.






  

Chapter 14
 

After I ate, I picked up my notebook and began doodling. Then, I remembered Mrs. Madison trying to talk me into entering the art show. She was right. I should. I didn’t want to be cocky, but I was good at drawing and painting. It didn’t even bother me anymore to think of other people looking at my work. I had already decided that no one would laugh. Why would they? My drawings weren’t funny.

So I stopped doodling and began to sketch some pictures I wanted other people to see. I had a few ideas bouncing around in my head so I decided to use them for the art show.

The first one was a picture of Carly, and was named so. She had her head back, laughing. A wisp of hair spiraled down and hung in front of her right eye. It was entirely made of shades of grey, and would remain so later when I drew this picture again, only bigger. Except for her eyes. I would color them blue. They would pop out of the drawing and draw attention to them, just as I thought they did in real life. They were mesmerizing, those eyes, and I only hoped I could capture that in a charcoal sketch.

When I was finished, I held it up and looked at it from arm’s length. It was good. When I could get to school and do it in charcoal, it would be even better.

The second was a picture of a girl’s hands. In her left hand was a daisy, with only one petal remaining. Her right hand was curled, and between her thumb and forefinger was a petal. Blurry, in the background, you could see all the other petals piled on the ground between her feet. I called this one ‘He Loves Me Not’. If you looked at it, you could see that she had one more petal to pull off the flower, and it would end with ‘he loves me’. I doubted anyone would get it. But that’s okay. No one ever got art except the artist.

As I flipped the page to get started on my third sketch, I heard a crash come from the living room. It startled me and I jumped, dropping my pencil to the floor. I strained to hear over the sound of Travis’ music. I heard laughing and loud talking, but it was too muffled for me to make out anything being said. One of them had no doubt broken something. Something of my mother’s that she had worked so hard to get.

It made me angry that they had so little respect, but there was nothing I could do about it.

Feeling angry and helpless, I picked up my pencil and sketched more pictures, excited now to be doing the art show. I finally, for the first time in years, had something to look forward to and be excited about.

After sketching several more pictures, all of them containing Carly, I yawned and stretched. Looking at the digital alarm clock on the bedside table, I saw that it was either 11:30 or 11:38. I wasn’t sure which because the line that would’ve made the 0 an 8 never lit up. The bulb was burned out when my mom had paid fifty cents for it at a yard sale.

Just noticing how tired I was and how cramped my hand had become, I decided to go to sleep. I put my notebook and my pencil under the bed in case Travis came in. I didn’t want him to see them, and he didn’t deserve to look at them.

I had to pee. I didn’t want to leave my room, though. So I improvised. I quietly slid open the window and peed out it.

With an empty bladder, I crawled into bed and turned off the shadeless lamp on my nightstand. Carefully avoiding the sharp spring, I curled up and thought of Carly. I thought of the way she’d worked so hard trying to make me smile, the way she gave me her t-shirt when mine had been ruined, and the way she had been hinting for me to ask her to the dance. I was sure of it now. She wanted me to ask her.

My mind was made up now. First thing Monday morning, as soon as I saw Carly, I was asking her to the dance. I considered calling her and asking her over the phone, but this was something I wanted to do face to face. I wanted to see her while I asked her so I could gauge her reaction. If I was wrong and she didn’t want me to ask her, I’d know. I certainly didn’t want any pity dates to a dance.

I was excited. I had something else to look forward to now. Between the art show and the spring dance, things were starting to look up for me. At least that’s how it felt.

For so long, I’d just been dragging myself through my life one day at a time. I hated every moment of every day. No matter where I was, at home or at school, I always wished I was at the other place. I faced the same type of enemy everywhere I was. I had no place in which to find comfort or solace.

But now, things were changing. I could feel it. Carly was my comfort. After years of feeling as though I were drowning, I finally felt like I was looking up and could see the surface. I was close.

I fell asleep and dreamt that I was underwater, reaching up for the surface. Then, I was abruptly pulled from the water.

My eyes snapped open, and I realized that it wasn’t just a dream. Travis was standing over my bed, kicking the mattress. He had my left foot in his hands, pulling at me.

I smelled the beer before I even rolled over.

“Hey, fucker, get your ass up and come out here. The boys want something to eat.”

I rubbed my eyes and quickly sat up in bed.

“Let’s go, dumb shit. Don’t make us wait.”

I watched him turn and stumble out the door, headed toward the living room.

Was he serious? Was this a dream? I figured it was better to walk into the living room and see if it was real than sit in here and guess that it was a dream. The beating would be severe if I didn’t obey him. I’d made that mistake before.

I got up and walked down the hallway, heart racing. When I stepped into the living room, I couldn’t help but notice the mess.

A lamp lay on the floor, shattered. The amount of beer bottles scattered around the room made me think maybe I hadn’t picked them all up earlier. They had drunk a lot of beer. But then again, they always did.

Travis’ friend Dale was a short, fat, bald man. He reminded me of Spencer. Much like Spencer, he would do anything to gain the approval of Travis. If Travis told him to eat crap sandwiches, I had no doubt that he would. Looking at Travis and Dale was a glimpse at what the future held for Dominic and Spencer.

Travis’ other friend Mike was tall and skinny. He was covered in tattoos, most of which he’d gotten in prison. He’d only been out for a few months after serving four years for rape. He had stringy black hair that hung past his shoulders, and a goatee. His teeth were crooked and dark near the gums. I liked him even less than I liked Travis.

He and Travis occupied the couch, while Dale sat in the chair at the end of the couch, forming an L with the furniture.

I hesitated as I stepped into the room, assessing the situation. It was a moment too long apparently.

“Boy, Travis,” said Mike. “You were right. He’s fuglier than the last time I saw him.”

The men laughed.

Travis chugged the rest of his beer before throwing the bottle at me. Luckily, he was drunk enough to have horrible aim. That wasn’t always the case. Once, he’d hit me in the head. A large knot had immediately appeared. I’d had a headache for two days after that. I wasn’t able to tell my mom when she’d asked. Travis was there, as usual, to tell her how I’d fell out of a tree. His story wasn’t believable, at least I didn’t think so, but my mother bought it.

She always bought the lies Travis told her.

“Yeah, he’s not a good looking son of a bitch, is he? If he was my boy, he’d be as handsome as me.”

The men laughed again and I crept into the kitchen. I had no idea what to make. We had nearly no food and I was supposed to make food for three drunk men. My options were limited on so many levels.

I opened and closed cabinet doors as quietly as I could, hoping to not draw any attention. It didn’t work, as so many things rarely did for me.

“Get your ass in here, dipshit,” Travis called from the couch. “What the hell are you doing in there?”

“Looking for some food,” I answered quietly as I walked into the living room.

“Damn, boy, didn’t you just eat?” he asked, making his voice go up to a higher pitch. The other men chuckled.

“He keeps eating like that, he’ll end up as fat as his momma,” Dale said. This made me mad for a couple of reasons. First, my mother was not fat. Not even close. She worked so much, fat was afraid of her. Second, who the hell was Dale to call anyone fat? He easily made two normal sized men.

“I wouldn’t mind him being fat,” Travis said, slurring his words. “It’s being stupid I wish he’d change.”

“He that dumb?” asked Mike before finishing a beer.

“Is he dumb? Is water wet?” Travis asked, sending the men into roaring hysterics.

Travis had an audience. When that happened, he was on. He was the usual asshole he always was, only with the glitz and the glamour of having an audience. He paused for laughter, and pretty much waited for applause before delivering his next line.

“Be careful, Travis,” Mike said while eyeing me. “He’s about big enough to whoop your ass.”

Travis blew air through his lips. “Shit. That fucker won’t ever be big enough to whoop my ass. Even if he got big enough, he wouldn’t ever be smart enough. Fucking kid can’t find his ass with both hands.” He paused for laughter, but there wasn’t much. He wasn’t always the comedian he thought he was.

“Now, Trav, he can’t be that dumb,” said Dale.

“The best part of him ran down his momma’s leg,” Travis said.

Mike howled at that. I did not.

“Well, Travis, maybe you ought to quiz the boy. Give him a chance to defend himself,” Mike said after he captured his breath. He wobbled into the kitchen to grab another beer.

“Yeah,” Travis agreed. I could see he was thinking because a look of confusion came across his face. “What’s two plus two?” he finally asked with a smirk.

“Four,” I said quietly.

“Took him long enough,” Mike said popping the top on his beer.

“That one was easy. I’m still surprised he knew it. How about this, dip shit. What’s the capital of Omaha?”

I wasn’t sure what to say. I looked from him to the other two men quickly.

“Shit, Travis! He doesn’t know,” said Dale, slapping his knee and throwing his head back, laughing.

“I know. I told you fuckers he was dumb as ass. You don’t know it, do you? Boy, you’re dumber than I tell people.”

“Omaha isn’t a state,” I said nervously.

“What’s that, pecker face?” Travis asked, getting up and walking toward me.

“I said Omaha isn’t a state. It’s a city. And cities don’t have capitals.”

I saw the anger on Travis’ face. He looked at Mike and Dale and back to me. I had no doubt that he’d beat me in front of them. Not as much as he would if they weren’t here, but he would still slap me. He’d done it before.

But he surprised me.

He walked up to me and stood behind me.

“Is that right, smart ass?” he asked.

I thought of turning to face him, but didn’t. “Yes,” I whispered, staring at the coffee table.

He put his left arm around me and across my chest, cupping my right shoulder with his hand.

To Dale and Mike, he said, “You hear that, boys? Mr. Smarty Pants says Omaha isn’t a state. I guess he thinks he’s pretty damn smart.”

Mike and Dale laughed.

In my ear, Travis said, “Well tell me this, shithead, since you’re so smart. What’s this?”

And then I felt the cold steel press against my temple.






  

Chapter 15
 

“Well, what is it?” Travis asked, spitting on the back of my neck as he spoke. “Shouldn’t be any trouble at all for a smartass like you to figure out what it is.”

I couldn’t be sure. It was cold. It felt rather small and left me with only one guess.

“A gun?”

He laughed.

“See? He isn’t a lost cause,” Dale said. He then lifted his leg and farted loudly.

Mike laughed and said, “Some asshole’s talking shit.”

Through laughter of his own, Dale said, “Yeah and his breath stinks.”

The two of them laughed until tears came to their eyes. Their heads were thrown back and their eyes squeezed shut, tears rolling down their cheeks. There was knee slapping and foot stomping.

Mike could barely breathe now, he was laughing so hard. But he managed to say, “That sounded like shit, Dale.”

Dale was laughing so hard he was close to sliding out of the chair and onto the floor. I was only thirteen and even I had never seen anyone laugh this hard at a fart joke. And they called me stupid.

Travis, feeling like he was losing his audience, thought of a way to regain their attention.

To me, he said, “Well, you know so damn much. You know what size bullet this gun takes?”

I had no idea. I knew nothing about guns.

“No.”

“See, boys? He don’t know much.”

Still facing Dale and Mike, I watched them try to regain their composure. Being drunk and stupid, it wasn’t easy for them.

Travis saw he once again had their attention. He was on.

“This here is a bullet big enough to splatter what little brains you have in that head of yours all over this room, ruining your Momma’s stuff.”

Mike chuckled.

“Is that what you want me to do? Splatter your brains across the room?”

When I didn’t immediately answer, he took his left hand off my shoulder and slapped me in the face. It wasn’t nearly as hard as he’d hit me before, but it stung. And it was embarrassing.

“No,” I said firmly.

Mike and Dale both issued ‘oohs’ at my tone. Their eyes were wide and they looked quickly at each other and back to us.

Travis, unsure of what to do now, stumbled for words for a second. I knew he didn’t want to look bad in front of his ignorant friends.

“Is that so? You think you can talk to me like that? I don’t know who the fuck you think you are, but let me tell you, you ain’t shit.” He leaned down closer to my ear and talked louder. “You’re just a wad of your daddy’s cum that your momma should’ve spit out. You’re good for nothing and you never will be. You won’t amount to shit. You won’t be shit. You’ve been nothing but a thorn in my side since the day I met your mother.”

He didn’t leave me, but he turned his attention to his audience, who sat staring at us.

“Did you boys know that numb nuts here is the reason his momma has to work all the time?”

“That’s not true,” I said. This wasn’t the first time he’d said it. It was as untrue now as it was all the other times he’d said it. I was tired of hearing it.

I watched as Dale’s and Mike’s eyes got even wider. Dale, whose face had turned a bright red, had a beer bottle brought up to his mouth, but was too shocked to take it the next couple inches and drink. Guess this was better than television for him. I watched the color leave his face as he watched the scene unfold before him.

“What’d you say, shit lips?” Travis asked, thumping the side of my head with the pistol, causing me to tremble.

“I said it’s not true. I’m not the reason she has to work all the time.” I’d put extra emphasis on ‘I’m’. I wasn’t sure he was smart enough to get it. But when he tackled me from behind and threw me to the floor, I was certain that he had.

“You little son of a bitch,” he said through clenched teeth.

He knocked me forward and fell on top of me as I fell onto the coffee table. I watched as all the circles that scarred its top from years of wet beer bottles sitting on it came toward me. I tried to brace myself but had little time.

I saw Dale jerk his feet back to get out of our way.

In my peripheral vision, I saw Mike lean forward on the couch, perching now on the edge to get a better view.

The coffee table broke. It was old and shabby anyway, and even in its prime wasn’t built to hold both Travis and me. So I now lay sandwiched between the broken table and Travis.

I felt Travis push himself up to a kneeling position. He grabbed me and flipped me over. I now lay there, staring up at him, trying to catch the breath that had been knocked out of me in the fall. Well, the fall hadn’t done it but the sudden stop at the end of the fall had. When I finally managed to suck in some air, my left side hurt terribly.

“You think you’re so fucking smart, don’t you?” Travis asked, sitting on me now.

I didn’t answer.

“Little prick. I told your momma we should send you somewhere, but she wouldn’t listen. When she gets home and sees this mess, she’ll listen. When I tell her how you talked back to me and tried to make a fool of me in front of my friends, she’ll listen. Then, your ass will be gone.”

He smiled.

Ignoring the pain in my side, I said, “No, I won’t.”

He slapped me. It very well may have been the hardest slap he’d ever given me. His right hand connected solidly with my left cheek and slung my head to the right, where I could see Mike sitting forward on the couch with his jaw hanging open, eyes wide. I watched him for a second, waiting for him to jump in and stop this madness. But he didn’t.

Then, Travis used his left hand to grab my jaw, squeezing it tightly enough to cause me pain, and turned my head back so I was facing straight up, toward him. Still squeezing my jaw, he leaned over and picked up the pistol off the floor. In an effort to relieve the pain in my jaw, I grabbed his hand with both of mine and tried to pull it away. It was no use. If anything, he squeezed harder.

He held the pistol firmly in his right hand. He aimed it between my eyes, placing the end of the barrel against my forehead, between my eyebrows, and he smiled.

I tried to tell him to get off me, but with him squeezing my jaw, it came out as garbled noise.

“I’m sick of you. I think it’s time you went to be with your daddy.” He chuckled.

I put my hands on his chest and tried to push him off me. The pain in my side intensified when I moved, but I had to try. It was like pushing against a stone wall. I’d never thought Travis was a big man. I mean, he was probably a couple inches over six feet tall, but I’d never saw him as muscular. But he was stronger than I’d thought. I couldn’t budge him at all.

Then I saw the muscles in his right arm tense. I brought my focus from his face with the scraggly beard, to his arm with the bulging veins, and down to his finger with the nails bitten too far back and the crooked letter tattoo, which was tight on the trigger.

In the background, I saw him smile. In the foreground, I watched as he squeezed the trigger.






  

Chapter 16
 

I held my breath for the second it took me to realize I wasn’t dead. I wasn’t even shot.

Then I heard Dale say, “Holy shit, Travis. What the hell are you doing?”

Mike said, “I can’t be around this shit, man. I just got out of the joint.”

There was a level of fear in both of their voices, but I bet it wasn’t the same level of fear I was experiencing.

Travis laughed and said, “Calm down, you pussies.It’s not loaded.” He pulled out the clip, loaded it with bullets from his pocket, and then slid the clip back into the handle of the pistol.

While he did that, I tried to figure out if I’d wet my pants or just had a close call, but the adrenaline coursing through my veins made it impossible to focus.

Travis looked at me. “It’s loaded now. All I have to do is pull this trigger and you’ll be nothing more than a stain on the carpet. You want to smart mouth me again?”

I shook my head no.

“That’s what I thought. You’re not as tough as you want to be, hero. Remember that,” he said as he got off me. “Now get the fuck out of here. I’m tired of looking at you.”

I struggled to get up. The pain in my side was a sharp, stabbing pain. It didn’t hurt to breathe so much, but if I tried to take a deep breath, I couldn’t. At least not without wanting to scream.

Just as I stood, Travis put his foot on my ass and shoved, sending me tumbling back to the floor. The pain in my side intensified and I shrieked.

Travis said, “Oh hell. That didn’t hurt. Quit being a pussy and get your ass to your room before I give you something to whine about.”

Slowly and painfully, I managed to get myself up from the floor and the pile of broken wood. I heard their laughter behind me as I made my way to my room. Leaning against the wall in the hallway, I walked slower than I would’ve liked and held my side. I went into the bedroom, closed the door, and managed to get into bed, not even caring that the spring was poking me. I wanted to sleep more than anything. I wanted to wake in the morning and find that this was all a nightmare. But I knew that in the morning, things would still be as horrible as they were every other day of my life. It was a nightmare, but it was one that I lived constantly. There would be no waking up from it.

I lay there crying for a long time, wondering what would’ve happened if he’d killed me. Dave and Mike would’ve surely covered up for him. No telling what he would’ve told my mother, and she would’ve probably believed him. She always did. And the worst part was that no one would’ve missed me. Except maybe Carly. And she would’ve forgotten about me in a short time. After all, I wasn’t memorable in any way. Plus, we weren’t even going out.

Then, I remembered that I was going to ask her to the dance. I stopped crying and thought about that for a few minutes. If I was going to be any good whatsoever at the dance, I couldn’t have this pain in my side.

I got up and crept down the hallway toward the living room, which was now quiet. I peeked around the corner and saw Travis passed out on the couch alone. Dale and Mike were gone, though the evidence of them having been there was everywhere.

I continued on into the kitchen where my mother kept her Tylenol. I didn’t want to flip the bottle over and let the pills rattle around, so I stuck my finger inside and pulled out two pills. I quietly ran a glass of water to wash them down. As I crept back to my room, I passed the couch and heard Travis move.

Heart racing, I froze. I waited for him to settle down, eyes squeezed shut, praying that he couldn’t hear the beating of my heart. When I heard nothing else, I looked over at him and saw his mouth fall open as he began to snore.

As I looked away, I saw the pistol lying on the floor beside him. I looked back at Travis, and then at the pistol again. Before I even realized I was doing it, I was inching my way toward the pistol.

I asked myself what I was doing. I knew nothing about guns, and had no idea what I was going to do with this one once I had it in my hands, but I knew I had to get it. I’d worry about the rest later. And even as I inched my way toward the gun, careful to not wake Travis, I knew that part of worrying about it later would be dealing with Travis when he realized his gun was missing.

But that was later. This was now.

My heart was racing wildly as I slowly bent over and reached for the pistol. A sharp, stabbing pain shot through my side, making me draw in a gasp of air.

I froze, bent at the waist, and looked quickly to Travis, who didn’t seem to have heard me.

Using my left hand to clutch at my side, I squeezed a little to relieve the pain. It didn’t make sense that it would work that way, but it did.

It felt like he’d cracked a rib earlier when he’d crushed me between himself and the coffee table. I would probably have to go to the doctor. I didn’t know how they took care of things like this. I’d never had a broken bone, amazingly. But there had been many times when I was sure I had one. Maybe this would be one of those times. Maybe I’d wake up tomorrow or Monday morning and just be sore.

I clutched my side and bent over farther, stretching out my arm until I could feel the cold steel of the pistol, the same cold steel that had been pressed against my temple earlier.

I glanced at Travis, and then back to the gun.

Curling my fingers around the handle, I picked it up. It was heavier than I thought it’d be. I slowly lifted it off the floor, glancing at Travis to make sure he was still passed out. I shuddered to think of what would happen if he were to wake up right now and catch me with the gun.

Satisfied that he was out cold, I clutched the pistol to my chest, careful to avoid the trigger. I hadn’t forgotten what he’d said. It was ready. All you had to do now was pull the trigger.

I tiptoed backward away from the couch and quietly made my way down the hall, still holding my side. Once in my room, I looked around for a place to hide the gun. I still wasn’t sure why I had even taken it, but now that I had it, I had to hide it.

The safest place I could see to hide the gun was between my mattresses. So I went to the far side of my bed and lifted the mattress enough to slide in the pistol. If I had needed to lift it any higher, I wouldn’t have been able to. It hurt my side just to lift it what little I had.

Satisfied that the gun would be safe, I got back in bed and curled up on my good side. I hoped the pain would be gone by morning, but I doubted it would be. It was too sharp a pain to disappear so quickly.

I fell asleep wondering what I was going to do with the pistol, and I woke to the sound of Travis yelling in the living room.






  

Chapter 17
 

I opened my eyes and listened, trying to make out what he was yelling about. Then I remembered the gun.

My heart beat faster and my palms began to sweat. I don’t know what I’d been thinking last night when I’d taken the gun from him. He was going to be more than angry. He’d probably beat me, and as angry as he was, he might very well beat me to death.

I got up and walked to the door, the pain stabbing my side. Slowly and quietly, I turned the knob and opened the door a couple inches. I heard him better now. He was making a lot of noise, flipping over furniture and stomping around the room. I could plainly hear him cussing.

Carefully, I eased my door open and walked down the hallway slowly, trying my best to avoid making any noise.

He was on his knees, looking under the couch. The cushions were on the floor between the living room and the kitchen. The remnants of the coffee table lay where it fell last night. The chair in which Dale had been sitting was flipped, cushion lying beside it.

I watched Travis for a few minutes as he felt around under the couch, cussing loudly.

Finally, he stood. He ran his fingers through his oily hair, growled in frustration, and then bent down and grabbed the bottom of the couch. He heaved it upwards with all his strength, flipping it over backwards, just as my mother walked through the front door.

I saw her confusion as her eyes went wide and she gasped.

“What are you doing?” she asked as her purse slid off her shoulder and hung on her forearm. Had her arm been straight, it would’ve hit the floor.

“This is bullshit,” Travis yelled.

“What is?” my mother asked. She walked into the kitchen and sat her purse on the table. Turning to him, she put her hands on her hips and waited for him to explain.

“My gun is missing.”

“What gun?”

“The gun I bought from Dale.”

“You bought a gun?” I could hear the surprise and disappointment in her voice. I wasn’t quite sure how she felt about it, but it made me mad that he kept things from her.

“Yeah, a bought a fucking gun, okay? And now the damn thing is gone. I fell asleep on the couch last night with it in my hand. I woke up this morning and it’s gone.”

“Was it loaded?”

“Of course. What the hell good is a gun if it isn’t loaded?”

I hated to hear him talk to her with that tone, but what was I going to do about it?

“Well, it has to be here somewhere. Let’s look for it,” she said as she walked further into the room and began looking everywhere he’d surely already looked.

“What the hell do you think I’ve been doing, Brenda?” he said her name sarcastically. “I’ve been looking since I woke up. It’s not here.”

“Where’d you get the money to buy a gun anyway?” She sat the chair upright and replaced the cushions, running her hand down into the bowels of the chair.

“That’s for me to know. Just find the fucking thing, will you?”

“What’s it look like?”

He laughed. “What’s it look like. What the fuck do you think it looks like, Brenda? God. I see why your kid’s as dumb as my pecker hair. He gets it from you.”

My mother stood and turned to face him. With her hands on her hips, she said, “I mean is it black or is it shiny?”

“Does it matter? How many guns do you think you’ll come across? Jesus. You find a gun, it’s mine, okay?”

My mother turned around shaking her head, and that’s when she saw the coffee table.

“What happened to that?” she asked, pointing.

“Your fucking kid came in here running around like a chicken with its head cut off last night and fell on it.”

I watched my mom look at the table, then at Travis, and I wondered if she believed him. She probably did. She always did. I hated it, but I guess she was too tired to try to sort out the truth from the lies. It was easier to believe what he said than to question it.

As my mother helped Travis look for his gun, she asked, “Why did you need a gun?”

“You never know, Brenda,” he said, spitting her name out like poison. “You can’t trust people. Someone could come in here and steal our shit, or kill us. I want to be prepared.”

“You’re ready to kill someone?” my mother asked looking behind the television.

Travis spun around to say something, but he saw me standing there, peeking around the corner. He stared right into my eyes without blinking, and answered my mother’s question with, “Yes. I’m ready to kill someone.”

Maybe I was wrong, but I took that as a threat. The look on his face when he said it, and the way he was looking into my eyes made me feel like he was saying he was ready to kill me specifically. And after the incident with the pistol last night, I had no doubt that he would. He would kill me, and then he’d tell everyone that I’d tried to kill him and he had to defend himself. My mother would believe him, as always. He’d murder me and get away with it. And clearly, he was ready to do it.

Our relationship had obviously crested. It had been building up to this for years. He’d tried to get my mother to send me away many times, but they couldn’t afford to send me to any kind of camp or school, and there were no relatives to ship me off to live with. He’d been stuck with me all this time, and I guess he was ready to be rid of me for good.

He stood there, staring a hole in my soul, and smiled. It wasn’t a good smile. At least not for me. It was the creepiest, scariest smile I’d ever seen. He must’ve been imagining what it’d be like to finally be rid of me. Or to kill me. Or both.

I began to tremble.

Slowly, he brought up his E-V-I-L hand. His index finger was straight, his thumb up, imitating a pistol. He aimed it at my head and jerked it upward, as if he’d fired it. As if he’d shot me.

I felt the warmth running down my legs. I hadn’t peed myself in quite a while, but I was now and there wasn’t anything I could do about it.

I took a step backward, then another. I didn’t dare take my eyes off Travis. When I couldn’t see him anymore, I turned and went into the bathroom. I didn’t want to make a mess on the floor.

Quickly, I took off my clothes, stepped into the shower carefully, and turned on the water. After dropping the soap three times because my hands were shaking so badly, I managed to wash myself. Figuring it was okay to do so in the shower, I cried. The tears mingled with the water, masking my pain.

With a towel wrapped around my waist, I quickly and quietly headed back to my bedroom to get dressed. I then went back to the bathroom for my soiled clothes. I carried them at arm’s length to the laundry room and loaded them into the washing machine. I put in the detergent and started the wash.

Then, I went back to my room and listened at the door as Travis told my mother he was certain that Dale or Mike had stolen his gun. They’d still been here when he’d passed out, so he was sure one of them had taken it. He was going over there to get it back.

I closed my door and sat on the bed, still trembling.

At least he didn’t suspect me of anything. At least not yet. But when he talked to Dale and Mike and realized that neither of them had it, he’d surely figure it out. Then, he’d know it was me.

What would I say to him when he burst through my bedroom door demanding the gun? Would I give it to him? Would I lie? What if I lied and he searched my room and found it? That would be even worse than if I just admitted having it when he asked me. I had no idea what I should do. I only knew one thing for sure. If he got the gun back, he would kill me.






  

Chapter 18
 

I sat on the floor of my room, my back against the bed, sketching pictures for the art show. It wasn’t until the third picture that I managed to keep my hands from shaking. It was no coincidence that it was also the same time I heard Travis squealing the tires of my mother’s car as he sped out of the driveway and down the street. He was undoubtedly going to confront Dale and Mike about the missing pistol.

I tried to imagine what would happen when Travis pulled into their driveway, jumped out of the car, beat on their front door, and then demanded to know where his gun was. Of course, both men would deny taking it because they hadn’t. Fights would surely break out among the men. Then, when Travis finally realized that neither men had the gun, he’d come home. I wasn’t sure how long it would take him to figure out that I had taken it, but I knew that he eventually would. Even Travis was smart enough to guess that.

Trying not to dwell on what would happen then, I continued to sketch. Worrying now wouldn’t do anything to save me when that moment finally arrived. I would just face it then, in the moment, when maybe I could do something.

I heard my mother walk down the hall. I listened as she went into the bathroom and took a shower. Minutes later, I heard her leave the bathroom and head to her room to go to bed.

I felt bad that she’d worked sixteen hours on her feet and had to come home and put up with Travis. But as bad as I felt for her, it was her choice. If she would make Travis do his share, she wouldn’t have to work so much. But I knew why she didn’t do that. I didn’t understand her reasons, but I knew them.

She was afraid of being alone. Lots of people were, and I didn’t hold that against her. I just wished she would’ve picked someone else. Actually, if I was going to wish for something, I wished she didn’t feel that she couldn’t be alone. It’s not like Travis added anything to our house. He had no skills, no job, no income, and he was mean. He didn’t beat my mother like he did me, but he was mean to us both. The things he said to and about my mother made my skin crawl. She could do better. She sure couldn’t do any worse.

I sketched several more pictures. I had no doubt that I would have the sketch pad full before school on Monday. Which was a good thing, but it made me sad. I didn’t know how I’d get another one. This one had been a gift from my art teacher at the beginning of the school year, after she saw how good my drawings were. She had given it to me with a red bow attached to the front cover and told me to unleash my inner artist. I had.

I was still thinking of ways to make enough money to buy another pad when I heard Travis pull into the driveway. As was always the case whenever I heard Travis come home, my heart began to beat faster, my throat tightened, and my stomach was filled with butterflies. My palms grew damp with sweat. I didn’t enjoy being on edge, but it was what my life had become.

To avoid ruining my sketches with my sweaty hands, I closed the pad and laid it on the table beside the bed.

I sat on the bed, back against the wall, and listened as Travis banged his way into the house. It made me angry that he never bothered to try to be quiet when he knew my mother was asleep. He knew how hard she worked and how much she needed her rest, but it didn’t bother him. Then I realized that he probably didn’t know what it was like for her because he’d never worked.

Soon, Travis came stomping down the hallway and threw open my bedroom door.

“Get in here,” he said gruffly. He then turned and walked back toward the living room.

Reluctantly, I followed.

He was standing in the kitchen, leaning against the counter, twisting the top off a bottle of beer.

I stood facing him, as far away as I could be without making him mad, afraid of what was coming.

“Have you seen my gun?” he asked.

I swallowed hard to remove the lump in my throat. I wasn’t sure what to say. I shook my head no.

“Don’t lie to me. Have you seen my gun?”

“Not since last night,” I said quietly. I wanted to add that the last time I’d seen it, he was pointing it at my forehead and pulling the trigger. But there was no sense in asking for trouble when it found me so often on its own.

“Well Mike and Dale both said they don’t know where it is. Now you say it too. Somebody’s fucking lying.” He walked toward me and I thought I was going to throw up, but before I could, he continued on past me. He walked out the front door, slamming it behind him.

I sighed, feeling a huge relief. Even as the relief washed over me, I knew it was temporary. This was far from over.

Since I was already in the kitchen and Travis was outside for the moment, I took the opportunity to eat. I made myself an egg sandwich because it was quick. I wanted to be in my room when Travis came back inside.

I stood by the sink gobbling down the sandwich and washing it down with a glass of water. I considered watching television, but I didn’t want to be in the living room when he came back in the house. So I went back to my bedroom.

I was reading an old comic book when Travis came to my door. He opened it and leaned his head in.

“If your momma wakes up and asks, tell her I went back to Dale’s house.”

With my heart racing and a deer-in-the-headlights look plastered across my face, I nodded and he left. I waited until I heard him squeal the tires as he pulled away before I moved.

I ran from my room, excited to be free of him if only for a little while. I went to the couch, flopped down and turned on the television. After searching through a few channels, I found a cartoon to watch. I settled in and enjoyed this rare luxury.

In the back of mind, I tried to remember what it was like to not feel fear every second of every day. It had been so long since I’d experienced the feeling of freedom, I was unable to remember. So I had to imagine what it would be like. Just to wake up each day with no butterflies in my stomach, no lump in my throat, and no sweaty palms or shaky hands. It would be nice to be able to go to bed every night without the fear that at some point, a man would force himself on me painfully. How great it would be to be able to live in my own house, not just my room, without fear of being beaten. And while I was imagining, I imagined having plenty of food to choose from. And my mother, who didn’t have to work at all, would always have hot meals ready for me. And I wouldn’t have to wear the ill-fitting clothes I wore now. I could be stylish and wear what the other kids were wearing. And that meant there would be no bullies. No Dominic, no Spencer, no Taylor, and no Garrett.

How I longed for a life like that.

Of course, my life was nothing like the life I longed for. It was the exact opposite. Every second of my day was filled with fear. Even as I sat there watching cartoons, my stomach was tight, waiting to hear the car pull into the driveway. Then, as always, I’d have to quickly turn off the television and dart to my room before Travis came inside.

I had learned years ago that it was better when I didn’t show myself in front of Travis. It was almost as if he forgot about me if he didn’t see me. I knew that wasn’t true, for he certainly didn’t forget about me in the middle of the night when he would come to my room. But as far as beating me, he beat me less often if I stayed in my room, out of his sight, out of his thoughts.

My mother slept, and I watched television until I grew tired. It was late, nearly midnight, and Travis still wasn’t home. I hated to end my spell of freedom, but it was time to go to bed. The last thing I wanted to do was fall asleep on the couch and be there when Travis returned. I turned off the television, stretched and yawned, and went to my room.

For a while, I lay in bed listening to the sound of silence. I felt relaxed, as I always did when Travis wasn’t home. I wasn’t at peace though because I knew that at some point, he would be home. The knot in my stomach would return, as would the sweaty palms. The life I longed for would never be mine. Not as long as my mother was married to Travis.

The clock on the table beside the bed said it was nearly two in the morning when I heard Travis stumbling down the hallway.

Immediately, my heart began to pound and my hands grew damp with nervous sweat. A lump formed in my throat and tears came to my eyes. I held my breath and my bladder, though it nearly released onto the bed beneath me. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

As I prayed for him to keep walking past my room and forget that I existed, images flashed through my mind.  Memories of things he’d done to me in the past.

Like the first time he’d came into my room at night. It was Christmas Eve. My mother had just started working night shift as a waitress and wasn’t home. Travis had been drinking all evening.

I had only received a few little toys for Christmas, as my mother didn’t have any money. But my favorite toy was a model car. Someone had already put it together, and I knew my mother had probably bought it at a yard sale, but I didn’t care. It was shiny and black, with lots of chrome. I had no idea what model the car was, but it was gorgeous to me. I loved it so much that I took it to bed and fell asleep holding it to my chest.

I don’t know how much time passed before Travis burst into my room, startling me awake and nearly causing me to wet myself.

He stood in the doorway for a long time, staring at me. I was afraid to move, so I lay there on my side, eyes wide, staring back at him, still clutching the car to my chest.

Unsure of why Travis had came into my room, I watched as he stumbled his way toward the bed. My mind raced to think of what I had done to make him angry. I had no doubt that he was going to beat me, but I couldn’t think of a single thing I’d done to deserve it.

He stopped beside my bed.

“Brian, wake up,” he said gruffly.

“I’m awake,” I managed to whisper, my voice trembling.

“Pull your pants down.”

There were many times he made me pull my pants down so he could spank me with his belt. I figured this was what he was going to do now. Even in the dark, as I began to pull down my pajama bottoms and I saw him fiddling with his pants, I thought he was taking off his belt to hit me.

I still lay on my side, afraid to take my eyes off him. I wanted to know when the hit was coming so I could brace myself. From this position, it was hard to pull my pants down. I’d only gotten them to my knees when Travis told me it was good enough.

“Roll over,” he demanded.

I rolled over slowly. I felt the car against my chest. I brought my hand up to pull the car out from under me, but before I could reach it, Travis crushed me. He lay on top of me, his weight pushing my body onto the bed, onto the car, which poked through my shirt and into my skin. It was painful. Every sharp part of the car found its way into my skin. Had I been able to breathe, I would’ve cried.

Of course that pain was nothing like the pain that followed. Travis raped me for the first time that Christmas Eve. I lay under him, face down on the bed, barely able to breathe, and I cried and begged him to stop. I pleaded with him with every ounce of air I could gather.

And he laughed.

When it was over and Travis had left my room, I continued to lay there in agony. I was crying harder than I’d ever cried before. I felt dirty and stupid. My butt hurt terribly. And the car still dug into my chest.

Finally, I rolled over. I picked the car up and saw that it was broken. Not fixable broken, but throw away broken. This made me mad. It was bad enough what he’d done to me, but my favorite toy had been ruined in the process.

I drew my arm back and threw the car across the room as hard as I could. It hit my bedroom door and shattered into a hundred little pieces. I didn’t care. I didn’t want it anymore. No one else would want it now either. It was ruined. Just like me.






  

Chapter 19
 

I was grateful when Travis passed my room and went straight to his own. If I was certain he wouldn’t change his mind and come back later, I would’ve breathed a sigh of relief. But I could never be certain that he wouldn’t change his mind.

For a while, I lay there, waiting for the trembling to pass and the sweaty palms to dry up, and the knot in my stomach to relax. I tried to find sleep, but it wouldn’t come.

Finally, I sat up, putting a pillow between my back and the wall. I leaned over and switched on the lamp on my bedside table. I picked up my sketch pad and flipped through it, thinking that even though I had nothing else, I could draw. I turned to the last sketch I’d been working on. Pulling my knees up toward my chest, I placed the pad on my legs and began to draw.

Sleep must’ve finally found me because the next thing I knew, I snapped open my eyes, aware that I wasn’t alone. I looked over and saw Travis walking toward my bed, still obviously drunk.

I snapped fully awake instantly, on guard for whatever he might throw my way. My body tensed, my stomach knotted, my heart pounded furiously.

Travis leaned over the bed, crinkled his nose as if something smelled bad, and said, “What the fuck are you doing?”

Shaking my head slightly, I managed to say, “Nothing.”

“Well it sure as hell doesn’t look like nothing.”

“I was drawing.”

“Do you know what fucking time it is? Well, do you?”

“I know, but I couldn’t sleep.”

“Oh. You couldn’t sleep.” He nodded his head and stood erect. “Having trouble sleeping, huh? Well, I can help you with that.”

He quickly leaned down over me and grabbed a fistful of my hair in each of his hands. He pulled my head forward, and then slammed it back against the wall. The sudden stop made my head pound.

He repeated this move several times, banging my head against the wall harder each time. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to brace myself for each hit. Instead of fighting against him, I went with it. When he pulled my head forward, I leaned forward. When he slammed my head back, I leaned back. It helped, but it didn’t stop the pain from growing more intense with each blow.

Finally, he grew furious that I hadn’t been knocked out. I could see it in his eyes when he let go of my hair and stood up. He stared down at me, nostrils flaring, and shook his head.

“You little bastard. Your momma works her ass off to pay these bills and you sit in here and waste electricity like this. Turn off the damn light,” he yelled. Then, he backhanded me across the face, sending hot flames spreading across my cheek.

Before I could recover from the slap, Travis said, “Turn off the damn light or I’ll turn your lights off for you.”

I saw him make a fist so I quickly leaned over and turned off the lamp. I didn’t want to do anything to provoke him or cause him to hit me anymore, and I was afraid his yelling would wake my mother.

He left, saying he better not catch the light on in my room again. I was certain that he would not.

I sat there in the darkness, knots growing bigger on the back of my head, and I hated him. I had done nothing wrong. I don’t think I’d ever done anything wrong. Even if I had, it was certainly not worth being beaten. The asshole beat me because he liked it. It was the same reason he raped me. He had fun doing it.

But I was getting tired of it.

My head pounded. I considered going into the kitchen for a Tylenol, but didn’t want to risk running into Travis. So I would just have to wait it out. Besides, it was far from the worse pain I’d ever suffered through.

As I leaned over to put the sketch pad back on the nightstand, I suddenly became very angry with it. After all, had I not been sketching, I wouldn’t have had the light on and Travis wouldn’t have come in my room. Realistically, I knew the sketch pad had done nothing wrong. It wasn’t alive. I also knew that I wasn’t the problem. I had done nothing wrong either. I knew the problem was Travis, but he wasn’t in here, and even if he was, there was nothing I could do to him. But the sketch pad was an easy target for my anger.

I held the sketch pad in my hand, angry with everything, and I threw it across the room. I watched it hit the wall and fall to the floor, pages fluttering. I slid down in the bed, making my head pound even harder. I rolled onto my side so I wouldn’t have to lay the back of my head on the pillow.

For a long time, I just laid there, unable to close my eyes. They wouldn’t shut. I was so angry at the way I was being treated. My eyes were locked on something across the room, but I didn’t know what it was. They weren’t seeing it, or anything else. They were just staring, unfocused.

At some point, I calmed down enough to sleep. It was a restless sleep, though. Every time I rolled onto my back, my head screamed in pain and I had to quickly roll onto my side. And if I rolled onto the wrong side, there was more pain from the almost certainly cracked rib. And of course, there were the nightmares.

I often had nightmares. I always had. Well, at least since Travis had been in my life. They were usually the bogeyman kind, where a large man was trying to kill me. Many times, he nearly had, but just before he killed me, I woke up. It seemed to me that the bogeyman which haunted me at night was Travis, the same bogeyman which haunted me during the day.

In this particular nightmare, the bogeyman shot me between the eyes. He stood there laughing while I bled. My head pounded and the blood trickled down my face from the hole in my forehead. I couldn’t take my eyes off him as he laughed while I died. The blood ran into my eyes, turning my vision red. From red, it began to grow black. The laughter grew louder. Just before I couldn’t see anything at all, I woke up gasping for air and covered in cold sweat.

I had no doubt what made me dream this particular dream. I knew it was the pistol. I knew it was the way Travis had told my mother he was ready to kill someone while he stared at me, and then had used his hand to pretend to shoot me.

Trying to calm myself down, I lay there shaking uncontrollably, knowing that it was only a matter of time before my nightmare became my reality.






  

Chapter 20
 

I managed to sleep late Sunday morning. It was nearly nine before I opened my eyes. The sunshine usually burst through my window and fell upon my face, waking me from sleep. But today, there was no sunshine. The sky was heavy with gray clouds.

Rubbing my eyes, I got out of bed, taking care to not hurt my side. I got up as slowly as possible to keep my head from pounding. Quietly, I eased my way out of my room and across the hall to the bathroom. As quietly as I could, I peed. I then combed my hair, taking care with the back of my head. The knots were sore. After my hair, I brushed my teeth. Then, before I left the bathroom, I flushed the toilet. I had the lid down and the door shut, trying to block out as much of the flushing noise as possible.

After dressing, I crept down the hallway and peeked around the corner. No one was in the living room or the kitchen. I walked on, relaxing a little.

My stomach gurgled and rumbled, creating the only noise inside the house. To ease the hunger pains, I quietly searched through the cabinets and refrigerator for something to eat, taking great care not to slam any doors or rattle any dishes or bags. We had little, as was always the case. Just once, I would like to have cabinets full of good food, with plenty to choose from. Things I liked, too. Not just healthy food. I wanted cookies and cakes, cheese that came from a can with a nozzle, potato chips, popcorn, and maybe some pudding. I wanted bread that wasn’t stale or that I didn’t have to pick the mold off of before I ate it. I would also love to have soda or Kool-Aid. Just once.

On the bottom shelf of one of the lower cabinets, I found a pack of crackers. The package had a hole in it, and I could tell it was where a mouse had chewed into it. Not only could I see the little teeth marks in the plastic and the crackers at the end, but he’d left his poop lying around it. The little guy had eaten half the crackers. He must’ve been hungrier than I was.

I considered throwing away the crackers, but I knew what it was like to be hungry and have little food to eat. So I put the package back where I found it. The next time he came, he would have food. At least one of us would eat well.

Searching on, I grew hungrier by the second. In the freezer, I found ice cubes and a frozen pot pie. It would take too long to cook that, so I kept looking.

In the refrigerator, I found a couple slices of cheese and three eggs. Those were hidden behind the beer bottles that filled the top shelf and the middle shelf, and part of the bottom shelf.

I was too hungry to even cook the eggs. I needed immediate satisfaction. I took out a piece of cheese and went for the bread. There were two pieces of bread in the wrapper, both hard enough to be considered toast, and one of them was the end piece. I didn’t like the end pieces, but I would have to eat it anyway.

After I slapped the cheese between the slices of bread, I went back to the refrigerator. I hoped to find some meat hidden somewhere, but didn’t. I took the ketchup from the door and poured a hefty amount onto the sandwich, leaving the bottle nearly empty. It would take the place of meat, and help soften the bread.

I placed the top piece of bread on the sandwich and pushed it down a little, causing ketchup to ooze out the bottom and drip onto the counter when I picked it up. As if it tasted good, I gobbled it down. I then drank two glasses of water to fill my stomach, tricking it into thinking it was full when in fact, it wasn’t. I was still hungry, but at least I wouldn’t starve.

I didn’t want to sit around the house all day. Mainly because I didn’t want to be trapped there with Travis, but also because sometimes I just got what people call stir crazy. Or cabin fever. I was tired of being trapped in my bedroom. I wanted to do something or go somewhere. I wanted fresh air. What I really wanted was a friend to do stuff with, but that wasn’t the case. It was never the case.

Leaning against the kitchen counter, I tried to think of something to do. When I realized that I was standing just as Travis always stood, I quickly pushed myself away from the counter and walked out of the kitchen, through the living room, and out the front door. I didn’t stop on the porch, or even in the front yard. I just kept walking.

I knew that when I went home, Travis would probably beat me for leaving without asking or even telling them where I was going. But at that moment, I didn’t care. It seemed that he was going to beat me no matter what I did, so since I was going to be beaten anyway, I might as well have actually done something to deserve it.

With no destination in mind, I walked. Thinking of as little as I could and paying no attention to where I was or where I was heading, I walked for a long time. When my legs grew tired, I took notice of my surroundings. I knew I was near the park so I headed there, where a handful of kids were practicing baseball on the field. There were a few families having picnics. One family was celebrating a birthday with a group of people.

Keeping my head down and walking past them all, I went to the far end of the park where I was the only person. I sat on the ground under a tree. With my back against the bark, I stretched my legs out in front of me and relaxed for the first time all weekend.

I knew what I would face when I returned home, but I wouldn’t worry about that now. Now, it was time to unwind myself a bit.

I pulled a blade of grass from the ground beside me and twisted it around my finger. I untwisted it, and then twisted it again, mindlessly.

Several minutes later, I heard someone calling my name. I didn’t respond at first, because usually when someone called my name, it was a shout, and nothing good was to come afterward. But then I recognized the voice and realized that no harm was to come to me. At least not right now.

“Hey, Brian. What are you doing down here all by yourself?” asked Carly.

I watched her walk over to me, curly hair swirling around her pretty face. She sat on the ground beside me, facing me. She smelled so good. Quickly, I had to bring my knees up to my chest to avoid an embarrassing situation.

“Just sitting here,” I answered. “What are you doing?”

“My mom dropped me off earlier. I had to go to my cousin’s birthday party.” She pointed in the direction of the party. I hadn’t even noticed her as I’d walked by. Of course, I hadn’t been looking. Living my life with my head down, there was no telling how much stuff I missed. “Here,” she said holding a small paper plate and a plastic cup out to me. “I thought you might like this.”

I looked at it. It was a piece of birthday cake and a cup of orange Kool-Aid. I didn’t get to drink Kool-Aid often, but when I did, orange was my favorite. And the piece of cake was a corner piece, which meant that there was extra icing on it. Also my favorite, though I hardly ever got any.

“Thanks,” I said, taking the cup and plate. I tried to not be overly excited about something as simple as cake and Kool-Aid. I didn’t want her to think I was a weirdo.

For a minute, Carly just sat beside me without saying anything, watching me eat. I had to force myself not to gobble it all down at once. Instead, I took slow bites, savoring the flavor.

Then, Carly said, “Brian, I’ve been thinking about you a lot.”

My heart thumped in my chest, and I had to swallow twice to get that bite of cake down.

She continued, “I’ve been trying to think of a way to make you smile. I’ve told you my best jokes, and that didn’t do it. I’m afraid I’m going to have to kick it up a notch.”

“Why do you care so much?” I asked, not wanting it to come out as snotty as it did. So I softened it a bit by adding, “I mean no one else does.”

“Maybe that’s why I do. Because no one else does. Besides, I bet you have an amazing smile.”

I looked at her, and she smiled at me. I wanted to smile back at her, but I couldn’t. Maybe it was because in the back of my mind, I knew what kind of trouble I was going to be in later when I got home. Or maybe it was the memory of the incident with the pistol. Or maybe it was living half my life afraid to move, scared of being bullied or beaten or raped. And maybe, just maybe, it was all of those things.

“Why don’t you smile, Brian? What happens to you that makes you so sad and serious all the time?” With her legs folded, she put her elbows on her knees and leaned toward me, eager to hear what I would say.

Wanting to tell her but fearing what might happen if I did, I said, “Nothing you want to hear about.”

I couldn’t help but feel that if Carly knew the things I went through, she would see that I was just as horrible and disgusting as I felt I was. If she knew the things that Travis had done to me, she wouldn’t see me the same way anymore. She wouldn’t see a shy boy who never smiled or laughed. She would see me for what I truly was, a broken down, abused, mistreated and neglected boy who struggled his way through every day of his life, hoping - for some reason - to see another one.

“Brian,” she said in a very serious tone. “I will listen to anything you have to tell me. I would never repeat any of it to anyone, and I wouldn’t judge you.”

I considered telling her. But I just couldn’t.

Setting aside the empty plate, I said, “Maybe one day, Carly.”

She nodded. “Okay then. I’ll be here when you decide to tell me.” Changing the subject, she added, “In the meantime, we should do something about that smile of yours that I’ve never seen.”

I finished the last of the Kool-Aid, and set the cup on the plate. I picked up the blade of grass, and began twisting it around my finger again. It was looking pretty bad now. I’d worn it thin.

“I’m thinking that since my jokes don’t make you smile, maybe I should tickle you.”

I jerked my head up and looked at her, which caused a dull throb to begin pounding beneath my skull. Shaking my head slowly so as to not make the pounding worse, I said, “No.”

She nodded. In a serious tone, she said, “Yes. You’ve left me no choice, Brian.”

“Don’t you do it,” I said.

“I’m going to have to.” She leaned toward me, got up on her knees, grabbed each of my sides and began to tickle me. It hurt my injured side, but fortunately, she kept her hand high enough on my ribs to not cause me to scream.

I playfully tried to pull her away from me. “Carly, stop,” I said, though there was no force in it. Had I not been afraid she’d touch some of my injuries, I would’ve cherished this moment more than I was. I wouldn’t have tried to stop her. In a perfect world, I would’ve pulled her to me and maybe even tickled her in return. But that was in a perfect world, and this world wasn’t even close to perfect. Although in that moment, it was as close for me as it had ever been.

“Smile, Brian, and I will,” she said, her face only inches from mine. She was even prettier this close. Oddly, the thought of kissing her popped into my head. It would be so easy to just lean forward a bit or pull her toward me and plant one on her lips. I wanted to more than anything. “Smile, Brian,” she said again.

I almost did. I felt it coming, felt the muscles around my mouth tighten and my lips begin to stretch. But before the smile could happen, all the wiggling around from the tickling caused me to hit my head on the tree. Instantly, I stopped the horseplay and grabbed the back of my head. The knots were screaming in pain, and the throbbing in my head intensified.

Carly must’ve noticed something had happened because she stopped tickling me and leaned back, resting her butt on her heels. I saw worry on her face.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

I struggled to keep from crying, though the tears came quickly to my eyes. “I’m fine,” I managed to say. Feeling I owed her some explanation, I added, “I just have some knots on my head, and when I bumped them against the tree, they started hurting again.” I wasn’t sure how, but I’d said it all without crying.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have been tickling you like that. I didn’t know you’d hit your head.”

“It’s okay.” The pain was starting to subside, as was the urge to cry. I blinked quickly to help it along.

For a few minutes, we just sat there, neither speaking. We didn’t have to talk. I enjoyed her company even if we never said a word to each other. She gave me a peaceful feeling that I couldn’t get anywhere else. It was just nice to have her there.

Finally, Carly broke the silence. “Brian, when are you going to ask me to the dance?”

I looked at her, trying to determine if she was serious. I’d suspected before that she was, and the look on her face now confirmed my suspicions.

“Don’t look so surprised, Brian. I’ve been hinting all week for you to ask me. I’m starting to think you don’t want to go with me.”

“That’s not true,” I said quickly.

“So then why haven’t you asked me?”

I shrugged, causing me to wince from the pain in my side. “I don’t know. I wasn’t sure you wanted me to, and I didn’t want to look stupid asking if that’s not what you wanted.”

She giggled. I loved the sound. “Of course I wanted you to ask me.” She hesitated, the look on her face suggesting she was trying to decide something, and then added, “You know, I didn’t really need your help in Woodworking.”

I was confused. “What do you mean?”

“Come on, silly. I just wanted you to help me so we could talk more and stuff. I know how to build a shelf.”

I loved that she’d gone to so much trouble to talk to me and spend time with me. No one ever had before. I felt my cheeks get warm as I blushed.

She laughed, then said, “Oh no.”

“What?” I asked.

“My mom’s coming. I’m going to have to go. Hurry up and ask me, Brian.”

Swallowing the nervousness, I asked, “Carly, will you go to the dance with me?” The words felt funny coming out of my mouth. I’d never asked anyone to go anywhere with me before. It felt odd, but good at the same time. It probably helped that I knew she wanted me to ask her, and I knew she was going to say yes.

She smiled and leaned toward me. She glanced at her mother’s approaching car and back to me. “Yes,” she said before planted a quick kiss on my cheek. Then, she stood and jogged off to meet her mother. Over her shoulder, she called, “See you at school tomorrow, Brian.”

She left me sitting under the tree with the memory of her warm lips against my cheek. My palms were sweaty and my heart was pounding in my chest. Only this time, it was in a good way.






  

Chapter 21
 

Feeling happier than I could ever remember, I sat under the tree and memorized the feel of Carly’s lips against my cheek. Though the kiss had been quick, her lips had been soft on my skin, her breath smelling of cake and Kool-Aid. I would never forget that feeling if I lived a thousand years. And her scent, a flowery smell that reminded me of summer. I committed that to memory also.

Somehow, the day seemed brighter now, though the sky was still gray. I felt lighter, and freer than I ever had.

Staring at the empty paper plate and the plastic cup made me blush. She had been thinking of me. She’d even said she had been. And she’d said a lot. It made me feel good. I sat there for a while, enjoying the feeling. When my stomach began rumbling again, I knew it was time to go.

I picked up the trash and carried it with me, dropping it into the first trash can I came to. I headed home, though I didn’t want to. First, Travis was there. I didn’t want to face him anymore than I ever did, but especially not today. He’d ruin the buzz I was feeling from spending time with Carly. Second, we had almost nothing to eat, and the rumbling in my stomach wasn’t going to go away on its own. So I changed courses and headed to Jack’s Diner.

When my mom was working, she’d sometimes give me something to eat. Hoping this would be one of those times, I walked into the diner and took a seat at the counter. There weren’t a lot of people in the diner, and for some reason, no one ever liked to sit at the counter. I didn’t understand why. I liked the counter. It sat up high and let me watch the people cook and prepare the food.

Mom came over to me after filling some coffee cups for an old couple sitting at a table.

“Hi, Brian. What are you doing today?”

“Nothing. I just went to the park.”

She stood with her hands on her hips. “Did you tell Travis where you were going?”

I shook my head.

She made a face. “You should’ve told him, Brian. You know how he worries about you.”

I wanted to tell her everything, but this wasn’t the time or the place, and I’d tried once already. She’d passed it off as a life lesson.

“Brenda,” said the man cooking.

My mom turned and saw that she had an order ready. She quickly grabbed the plates, balanced them on her forearms, and rushed them to the customers with a smile. She really was a great waitress.

When she returned, she asked if I was hungry. Had she ever had time to notice the lack of food we had at home, she would know that I was almost always hungry. But I didn’t blame her. She worked all the time. She gave Travis the money to buy groceries, which he never did. Mom never noticed the lack of food because she was barely home, and she ate at work. On the rare occasion that she noticed our cabinets were bare, she’d ask Travis and he would simply tell her he hadn’t had time to make it to the store yet. And as usual, she believed him. It was quicker and easier that way.

I nodded.

“What would you like?”

Excited at the thought of having a real, hot meal, I chose my favorite. “Cheeseburger and fries.”

She wrote it down on her order pad, and gave it to the cook. She then went to the soda machine, and poured me a glass of my favorite cola.

As she sat it in front of me, I heard the bell ding, meaning someone was coming into the diner. I watched as she rushed off to take their order. Then, I took a drink of my soda. As far as food went, what had started out as a pretty crappy day was actually shaping into a great one. First cake, and now this.

I would’ve come in more often for food, but Mom had told me a long time ago that I couldn’t be coming in all the time. She’d warned me that Jack may not like it and she couldn’t afford to get fired. So I limited my visits to once a week, sometimes, twice.

When Mom sat the plate of hot food on the counter in front of me, the smell made my mouth water. Between the food and the attention from my mother, I nearly wet myself with excitement. It happened every time.

I ate slowly, not only to enjoy the burger and fries, but also to appear that I ate food like this all the time. I didn’t want to look like I’d never eaten before. For others, a meal like this was normal, but for me, it was a luxury. The rest of the week would be crackers, stale cereal, hard bread, and whatever else I could scrounge up. But today, well today was a hot meal that I could eat without the fear of Travis looming over me.

At least not yet.

When my meal finally and sadly came to an end, I was stuffed. Mom had refilled my drink three times because refills were free. Between all that soda and every morsel of food that had been on my plate, my stomach was bulging. My jeans even fit tighter than they had when I’d walked into the diner. I loved it.

When she came to get my empty plate, I said, “Mom, I need some clothes.”

“For what, Brian? Don’t you have clothes at home?”

“Yeah, but I need nice clothes. I’m going to the dance. With a girl.”

She looked at me with her head tilted, her eyebrows squinted together. “With a girl?”

I nodded.

“Is this girl too good to show up with you the way you are? Does she not like the real you? Because if that’s the kind of girl she is, you don’t need to be going to any dance with her.”

She turned to put my plate away and I wished I hadn’t even brought it up. By the time my mother came back, I’d decided to figure out something on my own.

I thanked my mother and left, heading home. She stuck her head out the door and called after me. “You mind Travis, you hear?”

I kept walking as though I hadn’t heard her. I don’t think she knew just how much I hated him. I knew she didn’t know about how he treated me. She’d once witnessed him smack me across the face, but had said nothing. I figured she knew. She had to know. I hadn’t been clumsy before Travis came into our lives, so why would she believe that I could be so clumsy as to cause myself all these bruises now. Because it was easier than dealing with the truth, that’s why.

The closer to home I got, the slower I walked. I was putting off the inevitable. Whether it was now or an hour from now, I was going to have to walk through that front door and deal with him.

Instead of working myself up into a panic before I had to, I turned my thoughts to Carly. She was a bright spot in the dark world that was my life. She was the only one I had.

This reminded me that I had to figure out a way to get decent clothes. My options were really limited. I wasn’t even exactly sure of what I should wear. A suit? Fancy pants? Slacks? I had no idea. I’d never been to a dance before. At the risk of looking like a weirdo, I’d have to ask Carly what I was supposed to wear. Then, I’d have to find something, and then find a way to get it. All this trouble for a dance. No, not a dance. All this was for Carly. And that made it no trouble at all.

While I’d been thinking about all that, I had failed to notice that I was no longer alone. Still a few streets away from my house, I became aware that I was being followed. I hadn’t been paying attention before, but I was certainly paying attention now, and I heard several footsteps behind me, keeping pace with me. I quickly glanced back over my shoulder and shuddered at what I saw.






  

Chapter 22
 

Dominic, Taylor, and Spencer walked side by side on the sidewalk behind me. Behind them, was Dominic’s unwillingly obedient brother, Garrett. He looked like he wanted to be here about as much as I did.

I kept walking, trying to ignore that they were there. Just a few more streets and I’d be home. Which was no safer at all, but at least with Travis, I knew what to expect. With these guys, I never knew. Lately, they’d taken their bullying to a whole new level.

Behind me, I heard them giggling, but I pretended not to notice. I walked a little faster, and so did they.

Fighting the urge to look back and see if they were any closer, I kept walking without seeming to be afraid. Bullies liked it when you were afraid, and I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction.

I kept walking. They kept following.

Only a couple streets away now, I was starting to think I could make it home without anything happening. Surely they wouldn’t start anything with me on a weekend when they had no audience. Bullies loved an audience. It’s why Travis was on when Dale and Mike were over. But now, there was no one around to witness and laugh about their cruelty.

As I started down my street, feeling better about the situation the more I thought about it, it happened.

A rock about the size of a baseball hit me between the shoulders. I stopped walking, unable to make my feet move. It knocked the breath out of me. While I grimaced in pain and gasped for air, I heard them laughing.

Before I could catch my breath and make my feet move again, I was tackled from behind. Face-first, I was forced to the sidewalk. Skin ripped open as my face slid across the rough concrete, rocks gouging my cheek where earlier, Carly’s soft lips had been. My knees were scraped, and I was sure my jeans had holes in the knees now.

As I tried to get my hands under me to push myself off the sidewalk, I was grabbed by the hair of my head, sending bolts of pain shooting from the knots. My head was jerked back and Dominic, who sat on my back now, leaned down and spoke into my ear.

“What are you doing out, Boozer Loser?” The others laughed as if this had been funny. When I failed to answer, he yanked harder on my hair, jerking my head back further. “Well? Answer me, assface.”

Barely able to speak, I said, “Nothing.”

“I didn’t ask you what you are, shitlips.” Again, the others laughed.

Dominic, fueled by his audience, slammed my face against the concrete. When he jerked my head up again, I saw the pool of blood that had come gushing from my nose, now seeping into the cracks of the concrete.

“Look at that, boys,” Dominic said. “He even bleeds pussy.”

As his entourage laughed, encouraging this behavior, Dominic slammed my face against the concrete a couple more times. The last time, he didn’t just slam it to the ground. He rubbed it around, making sure to give me lots of scrapes. I felt every one of them.

I yelled for him to stop, which was against my better judgment. I knew that would only make it worse, but it had fallen out of my mouth before I could stop it.

While he continued to rub my face against the concrete, I felt the others begin to kick my legs. I was actually glad that Dominic was sitting on my back, keeping them from kicking my sides. My ribs still hurt from the fall on the coffee table, and they wouldn’t have been able to take anymore abuse.

A car approached, and the four of them ran, leaving me lying in a pool of my own blood. The car slowed down, and I looked up from the hard, dirty sidewalk. I couldn’t have been a pretty sight to see. Blood gushed from my nose in a steady stream, and ran freely from the scrapes that now covered my face. As soon as the driver saw me, he sped up, driving on. But that was okay, because he had at least scared off the bullies. I don’t know what I would’ve said to him if he had stopped. It was probably for the best that he kept going.

Slowly I got to my feet and looked down, wobbling. As I’d suspected, the knees of my jeans were torn, my knees bloody. The puddle of blood on the sidewalk was bigger than I’d thought. My back was throbbing where the rock had hit me. My face burned and the back of my head was stinging. Without bothering to look around, I headed home, limping and hobbling the whole way.

Though my bloody lip trembled and my nose began to run, snot mingling with blood, I refused to cry. I was tired of crying. I was tired of having a reason to cry. I was sick of living a life where at every turn, someone was there beating me down, making me feel terrible about myself. But I was only thirteen. There was nothing I could do about it.

I hobbled home, dreading facing Travis. I hoped and prayed that he was asleep or over at Dale’s or Mike’s house. I’d settle for him being passed out on the couch. Surely I could tiptoe past him. But as was always my luck it seemed, he was home. And he was awake. And worse yet, he was waiting for me.

He sat at the kitchen table drinking a beer. From the eight or ten empty bottles in front of him, I knew it was far from his first of the day. I knew it as well as I knew it wouldn’t be his last of the day either.

“Where the fuck have you been?” he asked before I’d even shut the door.

“I went to the park.”

I walked farther into the house, planning to go to the bathroom to clean up and then to my room.

Noticing my appearance, Travis asked, “What the hell happened to you?”

“Nothing,” I said, hoping he’d drop it.

“Nothing, huh? I’ve seen nothing happen to people before and they sure as shit didn’t look like you do. What happened?”

At the edge of the kitchen, I stopped and turned toward him.

“Some kids beat me up.”

He tilted his head back and pulled his eyebrows together, looking at me down his nose.

How nice it would be, I thought, if he came to my defense this one time. If he grew angry at what those buttholes had done to me and he stormed over to their houses and told their parents. Just once.

Of course, that’s not what happened.

“You mean to tell me you let some snot-nosed brats beat you up? Have you learned nothing from me, dumbass?”

Had he been trying to teach me something?

“You didn’t fight back at all, did you?”

“I couldn’t.”

“Why the hell not? Were you afraid to ruin their dresses?”

“They attacked me from behind. I didn’t have a chance to fight back.”

“God, you’re such a damn pussy,” he said. He gulped down the rest of his beer and stood. “I try to teach you to fight like a man should, and this is what you do when the time comes. Looks like your momma should’ve been teaching you how to change your tampons instead.”

I looked at the floor in shame. Not the shame of not fighting back, because I knew I hadn’t been able to, but the shame of being in this situation. Standing here before him like this. It was humiliating.

He walked closer to me. “Looks like I’m not teaching you enough, fuckhead. I guess I’ll have to show you again, and this time, slower. And harder. Maybe then you’ll learn.”

I started to raise my head and look at him. Before that could happen, his fist connected solidly with my chin, throwing my head backward. My body followed, falling against the couch. I tried to keep my balance, but I fell, sliding down the back of the couch and hitting the floor with a thud. The fall brought about new throbs and aches from my head, and a whole new set of stabbing pains from my side. I laid there and waited for the white flashes to stop blinking in front of my eyes.

“Get up, shithead. Let’s do this.” I guess he didn’t need an audience to feel like a big shot.

Through the stars that still floated in front of my eyes, I saw Travis trying to bob and bounce around like a boxer. In his mind it might’ve looked awesome, but to me it just looked like a drunken guy stumbling around, fists flailing.

Even though every ounce of my being told me to stay on the floor, I got up. I started to ask myself what I was planning to do once I’d stood, but he used his other fist to punch me in the jaw, spinning me around. One second I was looking at him, the next I was looking at the wall behind me. But I managed to keep my balance this time, though.

I was getting angry. Not just angry, but abnormal angry. I was trembling, and I felt dizzy and light-headed. Maybe it was all the punches I was taking to the face and head. Maybe that’s also what drove me to do what I did next.

Without giving it much thought, I swung my right arm as hard as I could, backhanding Travis across his cheek. It barely seemed to have any effect on him, other than causing him to stumble a little more, making him angrier than he already was. It made me feel a little better, although I knew it would be worse now.

He stepped toward me and punched me in the stomach. It knocked the wind out of me, and nearly brought up the food I’d eaten earlier at the diner. I stepped backward, away from him, struggling to keep down the food and keep up the breathing.

He came toward me again.

“You think you can hit me, you little pussy?”

He swung his fist at my face, but this time I threw up my arms. I saved my face, but was certain my arm would be bruised to the bone. It was a hard hit.

Travis called me a son of a bitch, and charged at me. He slammed into me, wrapping me in a bear hug. I tried to use my legs to hold my ground, but it did no good. As Travis pushed me backward across the living room, surprisingly strong for a scrawny man, I tried to think of a way out of this. I’d never fought back before, and though it had caught him by surprise, it was doing nothing but making him angrier.

Out of options and wanting this to be over, I threw my knee up into his crotch. He released me, doubled over, and his eyes bulged.

“You fucker,” he hissed. “You sorry little fucker. You will pay for this. Mark my words, you will pay.”

For some reason, I just stood there, looking at him as he fell to his knees, his manhood clutched in his hands. The same manhood that he’d used to violate me for so long. I watched as he rocked back and forth, cursing loudly, and couldn’t deny that I got a lot of satisfaction from watching him suffer. I wanted to hit him again. And again. And again.

The opportunity was there. It was all too perfect. I clenched my fist tightly. This had to count. I brought my arm back, and released it with a force I didn’t know I had. I drove my fist into his eye as hard as I could, and sent him sprawling backward onto his ass. The look on his face as he stared up at me in shock was worth whatever was going to happen to me now.

“Fuck you, you sorry pussy,” he yelled, struggling and stumbling to his feet.

“No. Fuck you,” I said solidly, although I cringed at using the language. My mouth felt dirty having said those words, but it sure felt good to have said them to him.

Unsure of why, I continued standing there while he got up. Once on his feet, he stared at me only a second before swinging at me again. I leaned back and watched as his fist quickly flew past my face, the wind from it blowing my hair.

“You cocky little prick,” he said. “You think you’re a badass? A hero? I’ll show you a hero.”

With that, he stepped on my feet, and began punching my face. I couldn’t step out of the way with him holding me in place. Leaning back only caused me to lose my balance. He leaned forward, following me as I fell backward, continuing to hit me.

The first punch knocked me off balance.

The second punch broke a tooth.

The third punch knocked the broken tooth out of my mouth.

The fourth punch brought the darkness.






  

Chapter 23
 

When I woke, I was lying on my back on the floor of my bedroom, my arms stretched out above my head. I was staring up at the ceiling, blinking rapidly, and waiting for my vision to correct itself, when I remembered what had happened in the living room earlier with Travis, and how I must’ve gotten to my room. He’d knocked me out with his repeated blows to my face, and had probably dragged me in here to avoid having me sprawled out on the living room floor where he’d be forced to look at me.

That was fine. I didn’t want to look at him either.

Creating shooting pains that tore throughout my body like bolts of lightning, I rolled onto my side and pushed myself into the sitting position. Every inch of my body ached fiercely, and taking a deep breath was impossible. So was breathing through my nose. The scrapes from my run-in with Dominic had formed scabs. Bending my knees to stand tore open those scabs, creating a new stinging sensation and fresh blood. My face and head hurt the most out of all my aches and pains. But I somehow managed to push myself up from the floor and make my way to the bathroom. I didn’t care if I made noise now. What would he do to me - beat me? He’d already done that.

I locked the door and stood in front of the mirror, bracing myself against the sink. As I turned on the water, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror, and was shocked at what I saw. Before, I’d had some vague idea of what I must look like, but I saw now that it was worse than I’d imagined. It made me angry to see myself this way. My jaw tightened and my teeth clenched. I quickly looked away before the anger consumed me. It scared me earlier when I was fighting Travis, and I’d nearly been lost to the anger within me. So I averted my eyes to avoid a repeat.

With a cold, wet a washcloth, I daubed my face, scrubbing gently at the dried blood. It was a painful task, and one that wasn’t finished quickly. There was a lot of blood.

After removing as much of the blood as I cared to, I surveyed the damage. It didn’t look as bad now. Not so much like raw hamburger meat. There were a couple of cuts on my cheek that were pretty deep, but the rest were minor scrapes. They’d bled and formed long, thin scabs, but they weren’t serious. I had a new black eye, which took the place of the one that had just started to fade away. My lower lip was busted and swollen. My nose was swollen and red, but it was straight as ever. I didn’t think it was broken, but it was still full of blood, mostly dried now, making it impossible to breathe through.

I’d seen better days, that was for sure. But I’d also seen worse.

Carefully, I stripped out of my clothes, trying not to cause myself more pain than necessary. I inspected my body, noticing the bumps and bruises that covered my arms and legs. The blood from my knees had run down my shins. The blood from my nose had soaked through my shirt, and settled on my chest.

I took a shower, though it wasn’t as hot as I would’ve liked. The hot water stung too much, so I dialed it back and added some cold water. I lingered a little longer than I usually did in the shower. I was tired and weak, which was most of the reason why I took my time. The other part of the reason was at this moment, I just didn’t care. I didn’t care if Travis came in the bathroom right now and beat the hell out of me. I wouldn’t even fight him back. Whatever happened would happen. I didn’t care.

After I finally turned off the water and got out of the tub, I peed, flushed, brushed my teeth to rid my mouth of the old blood, and walked from the bathroom to my bedroom with the towel wrapped around my waist. After putting on a clean shirt and a pair of shorts, I took my dirty clothes to the washing machine and started them.

Still not caring, I paid no attention to Travis or his whereabouts.

In no more than a daze, I walked from room to room doing these things. When finished, I walked back to my bedroom, still in a daze, which may have been better described as a funk. My arms hung limply at my sides, and my feet barely cleared the floor. In fact, there were some steps I’d taken where my feet didn’t clear the floor, and had dragged along beneath me. When I returned to my room, I collapsed onto the bed, sending new bolts of pain throughout my body.

I rolled onto my side, facing the wall. It hurt less to lay on my right side. My back and the back of my head were covered with knots. My stomach was sore from Travis’ punch earlier. This was just the easier way to lie. And I didn’t fail to notice that I was taking the easiest path, just like my mother.

I stared at the wall and hated my life.

Every day of every month of every year that my mother had been with Travis, I woke up dreading the day. I never knew what was going to happen or when or where. But I always knew who. Travis.

Every night I went to bed wondering if he would storm into my room to drag me out of bed and beat me for some reason, or worse yet, crawl into bed with me.

My health had gone downhill. I was nervous and jumpy. I never got enough food, or the right kind. I wasn’t getting the right kinds of vitamins. The bruises, knots, cuts and scrapes weren’t good for the body, and they healed much slower now than used to. I wasn’t healthy. How could I be when I was going through so much?

I couldn’t concentrate on my school work. I wanted to. I tried to. But it was hard to concentrate when my mind was always racing around whether I’d done something to cause Travis to beat me, or trying to think up a lie for my newest bruises. I was smart. I knew it. I’d had good grades in every subject before Travis came into the picture. But I lacked the focus and concentration now it took to get those grades.

He really had ruined my life in every way. From my grades to my health to destroying the relationship with my mother, he’d ruined all of it, taking from me all that I had.

Except my relationship with Carly.

Thinking of her now comforted me. It was like being wrapped in a warm blanket on a cold day. As I remembered the way her lips had felt against my cheek, the anger began to fade. All the bad things that had happened to me throughout the day became distant problems as I focused on Carly.

I couldn’t believe that I’d asked her to the dance. I couldn’t believe she’d wanted me to ask her. All this time, I’d doubted that she liked me and all this time, she had. I had no idea why, but she did and that was all that mattered.

Unable to imagine the level of suffering I would be in right now if not for her, I drifted off to sleep thinking of the kiss and dreaming of the dance.






  

Chapter 24
 

Sometime later, I woke. I opened my eyes and lay there, enjoying the few blissful seconds I had before the memories of the days’ events of the day came rushing back at me, bringing with them the pain.

Coming from the living room were loud voices. Listening closely, I could tell that Travis had company. Dale and Mike were in there, and were no doubt being told tales of how awesome Travis was earlier when he beat up on a kid. Though I couldn’t make out many words, there was no mistaking the laughter that was undoubtedly aimed at me.

I didn’t understand how a grown man could take pride in beating up on a child. I wondered - and not for the first time - what had happened to him in his life that made him the way he is now. What had happened to him to make him beat me and rape me in the first place, but also to be happy about doing it? The only explanation I could come up with for an answer was that it had happened to him when he was young.

Of course, that didn’t make it right and it certainly didn’t make it okay. In fact, it should make him want to do the opposite. He knows what it feels like to be abused, so he should never want to inflict that on someone else. Yet he did.

As I lay there thinking of what Travis’ childhood must’ve been like, I realized that we all basically have two choices. We can either do what was done to us, continuing the abuse. Or we can do the opposite, stopping it. Clearly Travis chose to continue. I would never make that choice. If and when I had children, they would be loved, and never hit or abused in any way.

So should I hate him for making the wrong choice? I didn’t know if I should, but I certainly did. I hated him with every fiber of my being. I didn’t want to hate him. But he left me no choice.

Quickly, a thought floated through my mind, staying only long enough for me to realize it was there. What if Travis had a normal, happy childhood? What if he abused me because he enjoyed it? He certainly seemed to enjoy it while he did it. I’d always assumed he’d had a rough childhood, but what if he didn’t? Of course, that didn’t change a single thing. But the thought frightened me a little. There would be no reasoning with someone who did those types of things for fun. I’d always hoped he would feel bad for me at some point and stop. But if he liked it, well, there was nothing I could hope for now. Nothing short of his death - or mine - would make him stop.

And now I had to pee. I considered crossing the hall to the bathroom. After all, I really didn’t care anymore. But as I slowly sat up in bed and swung my legs painfully to the floor, Carly popped into my head. Suddenly, I cared. I didn’t want to be beaten again. She wouldn’t want to show up to a dance with a date that looked as I looked now.

Instead of crossing the hall and using the toilet, I opened the window in my bedroom and stood on my tiptoes. I pulled my shorts down in the front, and aimed away from the house as I peed on the grass. Looking around as I peed, I hoped no one could see me. Carly might not want to go to the dance with a guy who hung his wiener out the window to pee.

When my bladder was empty, I closed the window and headed for bed. I caught a glimpse of my sketch pad lying on the floor in the corner, where it had fallen when I’d thrown it. I walked over to it, suddenly sad that I’d thrown it and mistreated it in such a way. I bent down and picked it up, favoring my left side. Carefully, I straightened out the pages which had become creased from lying in a crumpled heap. I already felt bad for having thrown it, but seeing some of my pictures, some of my best ones, in this condition broke my heart.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, I reached for the lamp, but stopped before turning it on. I remembered the speech about wasting electricity, so I remained in the dark, the only light coming from the streetlight outside my window. I didn’t have room on my body for any more knots or bruises.

I flipped through the pad a page at a time, both admiring my work and making sure each page was smooth and perfect. It still amazed me that such beautiful work had come from my stubby, shaking fingers. I was never sure how it happened. I put a pencil in my hand, put it to the paper, and the next thing I knew, I was looking at a really great drawing. The shading and shadows were what made them so amazing, so realistic. Knowing that they came from me just blew my mind.

Looking at them now, I knew that deciding to put my work in the art show at school was the right decision. Other people should see these. Whether they laughed at them or loved them, they needed to see them. What good were they if I kept them to myself? And there was no denying that I’d lain in bed many nights fantasizing that my drawings were my ticket out of hell. Some fancy art guy, who just happened to show up at a middle school art show, would see my work, be wowed by it, and rush me off to a big city like New York where I would have my own shows and become very rich. Maybe even famous. Realistically, I knew it would never happen. But it was a fantasy, and after all, that’s what fantasies were for. To help you deal with your miserable life.

I placed the sketch pad on the nightstand, catching a glimpse of the clock. It was after one in the morning, by either ten minutes or eighteen minutes. It was impossible to tell with an alarm clock with the burned out bulb. Looking at it, a surge of anger rushed through me from head to toe. My stomach tightened. I was suddenly very anger with my mother. She bought me that piece of crap clock. She bought me all the pieces of crap I owned. I quickly shut my eyes and tried to calm myself, telling myself it was just a clock. Just a simple, digital alarm clock. No reason to get angry. One day, it wouldn’t matter. I should consider myself lucky to even have my own alarm clock. I kept my eyes closed until my stomach relaxed and I didn’t want to hit something. I glanced at the clock again, this time without the surge of anger, and realized that it wasn’t long until I had to get up for school, and I was still tired.

I stretched out on the bed as carefully as I could to keep from causing myself more pain. As I waited for sleep to return, I made several decisions about my life. I’m sure none of them were going to go well, but I was going to do them.

The first was to tell Carly how much I really liked her, and for how long. She had put herself out there a little bit, and I should do the same. I wanted her to know how much she meant to me, and how much she’d helped me survive without even knowing she was doing it. I may even tell her about my home life. Maybe.

The second was to tell my mother exactly what Travis had been doing to me all these years. She was going to see me covered in bruises and scrapes, and when she asked what happened, I was going to tell her. Even if Travis was standing there, ready to tell her a lie. She had to know. This couldn’t go on, and if she knew how badly he’d been treating her only child, she would get rid of him for good, even if it wasn’t the easiest thing to do. It was something I should’ve done after the first time, but I was terrified of what would happen to me. I wasn’t afraid of that now. The worst things that could be done to me already had been done, so I had nothing to lose.

Then, I had to do something with the pistol. I had a couple of options. I could hide it somewhere around the house and Travis would just think he’d overlooked it when he finally found it. But I didn’t want to do that because I had no doubt that he planned to kill me with it. And hopefully, when my mother found out about Travis beating and raping me all these years, he wouldn’t be here to find it anyway.

That left the other option, which was to get rid of it. Bury it next to the dead cat or throw it in a dumpster. Maybe I could sell it, buy a new sketch pad, and give the rest to my mom. Maybe. I wasn’t sure how that would work. Maybe after I told my mom about Travis and he was gone, I’d show her the gun and she could decide what to do with it.

As I thought of making these changes, I drifted off to sleep. I felt a smile start to form on my lips, but it never quite made it.






  

Chapter 25
 

The next time I woke, I was aware that something wasn’t right. As I lay there, my mind raced to figure out what was wrong. I heard nothing, I saw nothing, and I felt nothing. At first. Of course, I was lying on my right side, facing away from the door, so I couldn’t trust my senses completely. Plus, I was coming fresh out of a nightmare. I wasn’t sure whether I had brought the feeling with me to the real world or if the feeling was genuine.

As painful as it was for me, I rolled over onto my back. That’s when I saw him.

Travis stood at the side of my bed, shirtless. He wobbled on his feet, a sure sign of being drunk. Then the smell hit me and confirmed it. Although, at this point, I never needed physical proof that he was drunk. He was always drunk.

I trembled. My stomach knotted. My throat formed a lump so big it became difficult to breathe. My palms grew damp. And out of fear, my bladder threatened to release itself again. Maybe I shouldn’t have drunk so much soda at the diner.

No. Maybe this butthole shouldn’t be coming into my room at night to do unspeakable things to me. I can drink all the soda I want. It shouldn’t matter.

But when he undone his pants and told me to roll over, it mattered.

I didn’t move. My heart pounded, threatening to beat its way out of my chest. I’d never been defiant before like this, and I wasn’t sure what to expect. But the two most horrific things that he could ever do to me he’d already done, and had been doing them for years, so really, what did I have to lose?

He stood there, staring at me.

I lay there, staring back at him.

“Roll over, damn it.”

I slowly shook my head side to side, positive that I was going to throw up, half-wishing that I would. Maybe if I puked, he’d leave me alone.

He slid the belt out of the belt loops on his jeans, and folded it in half, his favorite hitting position.

“Roll over,” he said, saying each word slowly and deliberately.

I rolled my head from side to side, just as slowly and deliberately as he had spoken.

“You little son of a bitch,” he yelled. He raised the arm holding the belt high above his head, and brought it down with all his strength. It caught me across the belly, creating instant hot pain from one side to the other. My knees jerked up toward my midsection as a reflex, and my hands covered my belly to protect it.

As much as I hated it, a cry erupted from me that was so sudden, I couldn’t have held it back if I’d tried. Tears filled my eyes, but I blinked quickly to push them away. I wouldn’t let him see me cry if I could help it.

“Roll over,” he said, raising the belt again.

And again I shook my head no.

When he brought the belt down this time, it hit my arm. The buckle connected solidly with the bone, sending flames from my elbow to my shoulder. This time, I’d been expecting the cry to seep out of me, and had been able to contain it.

“Roll over,” he demanded, and again raised the belt high above his head.

I shook my head from side to side. As I watched the belt come toward me this time, I wondered what I was doing. This was crazy. He was going to keep hitting me until I rolled over, and then he’d get what he wanted. So all I was doing was causing myself a lot of pain, and in the end, I was going to be raped anyway. My defiance was of no use.

When the belt hit my ribs, the same ribs that were still sore and tender from the fall on the coffee table, tears escaped my eyes. They rolled down the sides of my head, falling into my ears and forming pools.

This time, when Travis demanded that I roll over, I did. I imagined the smile on his face as he watched me, knowing that he’d won. Again. But I took comfort in knowing that tomorrow when I told my mother about him, he would be gone. This was the last time he was going to beat me, and the very last time he was going to rape me.

I heard him take off his jeans, and I knew that it wasn’t a good sign. If he was going to take his time and be in here a while, he took off his jeans, and let them fall in a crumpled pile to the floor beside my bed. Otherwise, he just pulled them down to his knees. So having him crawl onto my bed naked meant I was in for a long night.






  

Chapter 26
 

As Travis climbed on top of me, jerked down my shorts and underwear, and took his usual position, I wanted to cry, I wanted to run away, I wanted to throw up, I wanted to scream, I wanted to die. These were the same feelings I had each and every time this happened.

In the beginning, I would lay under him and wonder what I had done to cause this to happen. Surely it was my fault. Maybe I was a bad kid. Maybe I didn’t listen. Maybe I didn’t behave as I should. Maybe I asked for this in some way.

Throughout the years of laying here finding ways to blame myself, I began to realize that this was in no way my fault. This was all him. I wasn’t to blame, not even a little bit. I never asked for this, in fact I begged him to stop more times than I cared to remember. This was not a punishment for something I had done. And I wasn’t a bad kid. I never had been. This was all Travis’ fault. He had a problem, and I had to suffer for it.

Usually, I felt sorry for myself. How could I not? But this time, I didn’t feel so bad because I knew that everything would change in the morning. When I told my mother what he’d been doing, this would all be over. I was going to save myself, and my mom was going to help. Knowing that I’d never have to see him again, or hear him yelling my name, or feel his hands on my body made it easier to deal with the anger that always came with lying under Travis.

As he continued to do the unspeakable to me, I felt that anger now. It was a fire in my belly that sometimes stretched outward. There were times when it burned so hot and stretched so far, it flushed my cheeks. This wasn’t one of those times. Feeling secure about ending my nightmare in the morning was keeping that fire contained where it started, and that was a good thing, because there had been a couple of times when it had scared me.

All I had to do now was keep my mind off what was happening to me. If I could make it through this I’d be okay. After all, it was going to be the last time.

I turned my head to the left, facing the window and the wall, and did my best to ignore the pain. When my neck began to hurt from this position, I raised my head as far off my pillow as I could, and turned to the right, toward the door. The door stood open, but it didn’t matter. The evil was already inside the room with me.

As my head fell back to the pillow, I thought I heard something other than Travis’ ragged breathing, the thumping of my headboard against the wall, and the sound of skin slapping against skin.

I raised my head off the pillow and listened. I heard nothing else, so I put my head back down, and continued waiting for this horror to be over.

What seemed like hours later but could only have been minutes at the most, I heard a floorboard creak. I knew the board because I’d spent most of my life avoiding it. To step on it was to bring attention to myself, and I didn’t want that. It was in the middle of the floor at the beginning of the hallway.

Someone was coming.

My mind raced to figure out who it could be. Surely, if it was Dale or Mike, they wouldn’t have been so quiet. They were just as drunk as Travis, and they couldn’t be quiet when they were drunk, even if their lives depended on it. They weren’t even quiet when they were sober. But who did that leave?

Travis, either in his drunken stupor or in his sexual excitement, didn’t hear anything. He kept going at me as if it were just another night.

But I heard it. A few moments later, another creak.

Whoever was in the hallway was so close now, I could sense them. It was the feeling you got when you knew someone had came into the room, even if they never made a sound.

I continued to watch the doorway, curious to know who was sneaking down the hall in the middle of the night.

Then, it came to me. It had to be my mother. Who else?

My heart began to pound and I nearly cried with excitement. This was going to end! She would sneak down the hallway, catch Travis in the act, which was better than me just telling her because now he wouldn’t be able to lie about it, and she’d fly into a rage and throw him out.

Into my pillow, I breathed a sigh of relief. All my years of suffering were about to end. It was going to be over. I could live a normal life, and finally be like everybody else. No more worrying about Travis sneaking into my room at night. No more fear of bringing attention to myself. No more staying in my room. No more walking on eggshells. It was over at last.

I kept my eyes on the door, waiting to see my mother burst into the room and throw Travis off me. I waited for her to scream at him, and call him some of the horrible things he’d called me. With growing excitement, I stared at the door and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

Finally, I saw her head slowly ease into the open doorway. Her body followed, and she stood there silently, watching her husband rape her son.

I tried to read her face, but it wasn’t easy to do with her hidden in the shadows of the dark hallway. I expected her eyes to widen, her jaw to drop, and her to come rushing into the room to save me. What I saw instead was her looking at what was taking place with no expression whatsoever. She might’ve easily been watching television, or a bird on the lawn. It was a blank stare.

I lay there in agony, watching my mother’s face with high hopes of her rescuing me from this nightmare. I watched her eyes slowly fall from Travis’ face to his lower body and up my body to my face. When her eyes met mine, I held my breath. This was it. This was the moment when she would save me. She would surely see the pain and suffering in my eyes and on my face, and would come in here and make it all go away.

Then, she closed her eyes, turned, and walked away. I listened to her footsteps as she walked quietly to her bedroom and closed the door, leaving me underneath her husband wondering why she hadn’t stopped this from happening. Why hadn’t she said something? Why hadn’t she done something? Why hadn’t she even looked surprised? How could she walk away from me? How could she shut her eyes to what was happening in here? Didn’t she love me?

I began to cry now, no longer caring if Travis saw me. All my hopes were gone, so why hold on to the shred of dignity I’d been clinging to so desperately? I let go of it and bawled openly, tears and snot mixing on the pillow and sticking to my face.

There was no one to save me. My only hope, the one person whom should’ve died if necessary to save me from any harm, had turned her back on me at the exact moment she should’ve sprang to my defense. I had no hope. Help wasn’t coming. This was my life now, and there was nothing that anyone would do to stop it. That she knew and did nothing was far worse than her doing nothing because she didn’t know. She abandoned me. At a time when I needed her most, she turned her back on me and walked away, leaving me to deal with this. Because it was easier for her, I’m sure. Well, easier for her was harder for me. I realized now as the tears and snot came faster and harder that my mother was selfish. All these years, I’d been defending her and keeping things to myself, all bottled up inside in order to protect her feelings, and all these years, she didn’t care about me at all. If she did, she would’ve burst into this room and ripped Travis off me, ending my nightmare for good. She would’ve thrown him out of this house and our lives forever. But she didn’t. She didn’t care. Because it was easier for her not to.

The anger that burned in my belly grew hot, and started spreading throughout my body. I considered fighting it back like I always did, but decided to let it go this time. I had nothing to lose now. There was no reason to fight it. Help wasn’t coming. Hope was gone. Why fight it?






  

Chapter 27
 

Before I realized I was going to, I began to yell. No words came, just yelling. I yelled into my pillow and clenched my fists. I felt Travis lose his rhythm, but he didn’t stop. Not yet.

The yelling grew louder and louder. I began to pound my fists against the mattress out of anger.

“Shut the fuck up,” Travis said.

As he continued pounding away at my backside, my yells turned to screams out of frustration. I wanted him off me. I wanted him as far away from me as he could possibly be. I felt like I was going to die if he touched me one second longer.

I screamed louder.

“What are you doing, dipshit? Why are you screaming like that? Knock it off,” Travis demanded.

I didn’t know why I was screaming. I was barely aware that I was. When my mother had walked away as though nothing were happening in this room, everything seemed to fade into the background. The sounds, the smells, the feelings, everything was duller now. In fact, Travis was gone from my room before I even realized that he’d gotten off me, or that I’d wet myself.

My fists continued to pound the mattress, the tears and snot still ran down my face and smeared into the pillow, and I still screamed. This continued for a while until I ran out of energy.

I lay there exhausted. My throat ached from screaming, and my eyes burned from crying so hard. I wanted to die. This wasn’t even close to the first time I’d wanted to die, but I thought maybe this time, since I’d already given up, I could actually force myself to die. If I squeezed my eyes shut tight enough and thought about it hard enough, maybe my heart would just stop beating, and my lungs would quit sucking in air.

I tried it.

With my eyes squeezed shut, I held my breath and focused on dying.

When that didn’t work, my eyes popped open. I was disappointed. Why couldn’t I just die, and put an end to this misery?

I lay there for a while, angry at my body for continuing to live. The anger that had begun to build was still there, stronger than ever. My body shook with it. I’d never been this angry before. I’d always managed to calm myself down before I let it take over, but this time, I hadn’t bothered to stop it. I didn’t know what was going to happen. It scared me the way my body was shaking uncontrollably. I tried to relax, thinking it would make the shaking stop, but it didn’t work.

I slowly rolled over and sat up. The smell of the urine on the mattress hit me, and I knew I had to take off the sheets and replace them with clean ones. I stood, wobbly. I felt the air, cool on my private areas and looked down. My underwear and shorts were still pulled down so I pulled them up again, covering myself. Mostly unaware of what I was doing, I began taking off the bedcovers. It felt like I was sleepwalking, and had anyone been watching me, they’d have thought I was. My movements were slow and jerky, though I’d pulled off the bedcovers a hundred times. But something was wrong this time. My mind wasn’t there.

After throwing the soiled blankets to the floor, I began pulling the fitted sheet from the corners of the mattress. When I’d freed both corners on the side next to the door, I half-walked, half-stumbled to the other side and began pulling those corners free.

The corner by the headboard was giving me trouble. It didn’t want to come loose. I used my right hand to lift the mattress, and my left to grab the sheet and pull. But once my right hand went under the mattress and locked around the pistol, I no longer cared about the sheets.

I was suddenly thrust back to the night Travis had put the gun to my head and pulled the trigger, laughing with his friends as I was horrified. I remembered how I’d felt in that moment, and I became furious. I felt a rumble start deep within me, quickly forcing its’ way outward, becoming a tremble like no other before it. My body shook so hard it caused my teeth to chatter, my vision to blur, and I seemed to disappear from myself.

While I checked out of reality and disappeared into the recesses of my mind, I stood beside the bed, smelling of urine and holding a pistol.






  

Chapter 28
 

By the time the sun burst through my window Monday morning, causing me to squint even before my eyes were open, the angry me had subsided, and I had found my way back.

When I opened my eyes, I realized I was on the floor. In those few brief seconds of bliss that falls between the dream world and the real world, I had no idea why I was on the floor because I couldn’t remember anything about anything. I didn’t remember the fight with Dominic and his friends, the fight with Travis, none of it. But then, before I could give it much more thought, it all came rushing back to me. And I remembered that I’d wet the bed, which was surely why I was lying on the floor now.

Though it brought me much pain and took all my effort, I stood. My back and neck ached from sleeping on the wood floor.

Rubbing my eyes, I made my way to the door. As I reached out to turn the knob, I noticed a funny thing. Not joke funny, but weird funny. A chair, one of the four that usually sat at our kitchen table, was lodged under the doorknob, preventing it from being opened inward. Staring at it, I wondered how it had gotten there. And more curiously, why was it there?

I pulled the chair away from the door, and set it aside. With my hand on the knob, my heart began to pound. I listened, but heard nothing other than the sound of blood whooshing through my ears. I turned the knob and opened the door, pulling it toward me slowly.

The first thing I noticed was the smell. It reminded me of metal. Other odors mingled with the metallic scent, creating a smell that was altogether new to me.

Crinkling my nose, I stepped into the hallway. The silence that met me there was louder than it had been in my room. It wasn’t just quiet now. No, it was weirdly quiet. I looked down the hall to the right, toward the living room, wondering if Travis was in there. But I had this feeling, nagging at me.

I looked left down the hall, toward my mother’s bedroom. For some reason, I wanted to go in there. I had to, but I wasn’t sure why. She was at work. If I opened that door and Travis saw me, well, nothing good would come of that. Of that much, I was certain. But yet I had this feeling.

Unable to ignore the nagging feeling that gnawed at the back of my mind, I crept toward the end of the hall, careful to not make a sound. When I opened the door, the smell grew stronger. My stomach rolled, the spit in my mouth turned sour, and I was positive that I was going to puke. I turned my head toward the hall behind me and took a deep breath, breathing only through my mouth to avoid smelling the stink. I then peeked around the open door, and found myself face-to-face with the source of the odor.

At first, I thought I was dreaming. I had to be. I sure couldn’t be seeing what I was seeing. There’s no way my mother, half-sitting with her back against the wall, could have a hole in her chest with a dried trail of blood leading to the pool in her lap. And there’s no way Travis, lying on his side, facing away from me, had a matching hole in the back of his head.

Neither of them moved, and it was no wonder why. They were dead. Both of them.

I turned and ran back to my room, slamming the door behind me, and quickly shoved the kitchen chair back under the handle as it had been when I’d woke up. I ran across my room, fell to my knees, and shimmied under my bed.

Trying to control my breathing and my furiously pounding heart, I cupped my hand over my mouth and listened for the sounds of someone in the house. Surely, that’s what happened. Someone broke into the house while we slept, and had killed my mom and Travis. They probably robbed us, which I thought was odd because we had nothing to steal. Anything we’d had that was worth selling, Travis had already sold. But whoever had done this might still be here, and I didn’t want to die.

Funny that I should think such a thing, when just earlier, I’d been trying to force myself to die.

Thinking of that, I began to remember things. I remembered Travis coming into my room, raping me once again. I also remembered planning to tell on him today. I was going to tell my mom everything he’d ever done to me, which reminded that my mother had come home early and saw it for herself, and that she also had walked away from me.

I dropped my head to the floor, remembering now I’d felt then. Crushed. Betrayed. Hurt. Angry.

As the first tears seeped from my puffy eyes and splattered on the floor, I turned my head toward the door. That’s when I saw the pistol lying on the floor, next to where I’d slept. I don’t remember putting it there. In fact, I really didn’t remember much after watching my mother walk away.

As I struggled to remember, bits and pieces of the night began to come back. I could remember stripping my bed of the covers because I’d peed, struggling with the sheet, and finding the gun. I didn’t remember much past that, though I tried hard.

Flat on my belly, I stayed under the bed for what felt like ever. I heard nothing at all anywhere in the house, and knowing that there were dead bodies in the bedroom at the end of the hall was starting to scare me. Everything I knew about zombies sprang into my mind, giving me the creeps. Having stood it as long as I could, I crawled out from under the bed and stood, still reeking of urine.

I suppose the first thing I should do is call the cops. I wasn’t sure what to say to them. After all, I had no idea what had happened. What I did know was there were two dead people in my house, and a gun in my room.

I bent down to pick up the pistol, planning to put it on the chest of drawers until the police arrived. But once I had it in my hand, everything flooded back, knocking the air out of my lungs.

The weight of the pistol, clutched in my hand, was familiar to me now. A flash flickered in my mind of squeezing the trigger, feeling the gun buck in my hand, hearing the thunder it created and smelling the gunpowder.

I gasped.

Another flicker. A scream. Another shot. More thunder, then eerie silence.

Tears rolled down my cheeks as I realized that there had been no intruder, no robber. It was me. I was the one that had killed them. I didn’t remember much, but I certainly remembered the important parts.

I sat on the edge of my bare bed, matching its smell of stale pee, and cried.






  

Chapter 29
 

Finally, the tears stopped coming, and I knew I had to do something. I couldn’t just sit here in the house with dead parents forever.

Forcing myself to move, I stood and began to tremble, not from anger this time, but from fear. What had I done? More importantly, what was I going to do?

I looked down at the pistol. It was real. It hadn’t been a nightmare. It had all really happened.

Slowly, I moved the chair from under the doorknob and opened the door. I peeked into the hallway but saw no one so I opened the door all the way, and stepped out of the room. I thought of going into the living room first to see if Mom or Travis was in there, but I knew they weren’t. I knew, sadly, that they’d be in their bed where I’d left them.

Unsure of what to do first, I decided to shower and dress. After that, I could decide what to do next.

And I did. After showering, brushing my teeth, and dressing, I decided that the best thing to do was go to school. I could talk to one of the teachers about what had happened and what I’d done. Surely a teacher would know what I should do next. As for me, I had no clue. I thought I should call the cops, but that idea scared me. They didn’t know the story and wouldn’t listen to it. They’d show up, see I killed my parents, and arrest me without ever asking me why I’d done it.

So I walked to the front door, prepared to leave for school, but then thought maybe I should take the gun. If they didn’t believe me, I could show them. And maybe they’d need it. I didn’t know. So I went back to my room and grabbed the pistol. Turning to leave, I caught a glimpse of the sketch pad. Without much thought, I grabbed it too.

Back at the front door with my hand on the knob, I realized I couldn’t just go walking to school carrying a pistol. I needed something to put it in, and I’d thrown away my backpack. I searched the house until I found a brown paper bag. It was what Travis brought home his beer in, and it would have to do. I put the pistol inside and folded down the top, making it look like I was taking my lunch to school. Then, I left the house with the brown bag in one hand and the sketch pad in the other.

Just like every other day, I walked to school, dreading actually getting there. But just like every other day, I couldn’t go back home. I hated what faced me there.

As I walked, I tried to decide what I would say. How do you say something like that? And which teacher should I talk to about this mess? I wasn’t sure who the best choice would be to tell something like this. It was big, and had to be handled properly. And it had to be someone who wouldn’t judge me. I just wanted someone who would tell me what I should do next.

Mrs. Schmitz was out. I hated her accent. I hated the way she wrote the Algebra problems on the board backward too, but mostly I just hated her accent. She wasn’t a friendly teacher, and I wouldn’t trust her to give me sound advice.

Mrs. Wayne was a possibility. She was friendly and had always been nice to me. She seemed to be busy all the time, though. I never saw her sit idly at her desk the way a lot of other teachers did. I made a mental note to make her a maybe.

Then there was Mr. Herbert. He made History even drier than it already was. He spoke in a monotone voice. He did everything by the book. He didn’t seem approachable to me. I dismissed him as a probability, by kept him as a possibility just because he went by the book. He would surely know the steps I should take.

My Woodworking teacher, Mr. Johns, was a young man. He was normal, hardly seeming like a grown-up at all. He knew the words kids our age used, and he got our jokes, unlike most of the other teachers. It was probably because he was so close to our age. Too close. Being so young, he probably wouldn’t know what to do so I skipped him.

Mr. Wilson was a good option. He was a friendly, sensible teacher. He was an older man with white hair, which alone made him seem to be the right choice. He made Biology less of a chore than it was. He seemed to know a lot about most things, so he was high on my list.

Mr. Laughlin was more concerned with sports than anything else. I didn’t feel that he was the one to talk to about anything other than sports.

That only left Mrs. Madison. She’d always been kind to me. She pushed me to open my mind and let the artist in me come out. She wasn’t too young or too old. She seemed smart. She was a good choice.

With no idea of what to do or how to do it, and still unsure of which teacher I would tell, I walked to my locker. I placed the brown paper bag on the top shelf and pushed it to the back. I arranged the books so that they covered the bag. Out of habit, I then grabbed my Algebra book and headed to class, though I had no intention of using it.

When I took my seat, I realized where I was and wondered why I was there. Why hadn’t I just told the principal, and gotten it over with? Why was I sitting here in class as if today were just another day? In answer to my own questions, I was scared, and I felt that whoever I told had to be the right person. If I told the wrong person, it would only make things worse.

Since Mrs. Schmitz wasn’t the right person, I sat through the class without ever opening my book. I felt Mrs. Schmitz look at me a few times and pause, wondering why I wasn’t paying attention. I think I even heard her calling my name. But I wasn’t there. At least my mind wasn’t. It was back at my house reliving the events of the weekend, and wondering if there was something I could’ve or should’ve done differently. I wondered if any of it was my fault. Of course, they were going to say killing my parents was my fault, and technically it was. I did kill them. But I didn’t feel that it was my fault. I hadn’t wanted to kill them. That’s why it was so important to tell this story to the right person. It had to be someone who would hear the whole story and could understand that I wasn’t a bad person. I wasn’t a murderer, even though I’d killed.

When a hand fell upon my shoulder, I snapped back to the present, and realized that everyone had left the classroom. Kids I didn’t recognize were coming in for the next class.

I looked at the hand, and followed it up to the shoulder, and from there to the face. It was Carly. She’d stayed for me.

“Brian, what’s wrong? Come on,” she said, urging me to stand.

I did, grabbing my book even though I’d probably never need it again. I was sure that once I told what I’d done, they’d arrest me. After that, I had no idea what would happen to me, but I was pretty sure it didn’t involve an Algebra book.

As Carly and I walked to our lockers, she asked me again what was wrong, her voice thick with worry.

“Nothing,” I said. I could hear the hoarseness of my voice from the yelling and the screaming, but I was pretty sure that she didn’t notice. She also didn’t seem to notice the flat tone that I easily detected.

She was quiet for a minute, and then she said, “Remember what I said about if you need to talk, Brian. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I have a feeling it’s horrible. I mean, look at you. You look awful, and I know you didn’t make yourself look that way. I won’t judge you. Ever. But I think you shouldn’t walk around with all that on your mind. It’ll eat you up.”

She was right. It was eating me up and had been for a very long time. As we neared our lockers, I looked at her and actually thought I might tell her. What could it hurt? Maybe if I’d told her before, I wouldn’t be so stuck now because someone else would’ve known what kind of hell I went through in that house.

Stopping in front of my locker, I swallowed hard, forcing the lump in my sore throat down in order to talk.

“It’s bad stuff, Carly,” I said as a warning to her that she may not want to hear it.

She turned to me and stepped closer. “I figured it was, Brian. I’m not one of those girls who think life is all rainbows and roses. I know that the other side of rainbows and roses are storms and thorns. I can handle it. I promise you.”

Sick of going back and forth as to whether I should tell her, I said, “Put your books in your locker and come with me.” If I gave myself time, I’d talk myself out of it. If I just did it now, without thinking, I could do it.

I placed my book on the shelf, shut the locker and waited for her. She ran to her locker, threw her books inside and ran back to me. Dodging the few kids that were left in the hallway, we walked side by side, heading for the safest place I could think of to go.

The gymnasium was empty when we walked in. The kids who had this class this hour were in the locker rooms changing. We went under the bleachers, unseen by anyone, and made our way over and around the bars and poles. We sat on the floor, our backs to the wall. I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. Carly stretched her legs out in front of her, crossing them at the ankle.

Even in the midst of such a disaster, I was still human, still a thirteen year old boy. I didn’t fail to notice her bare legs. She wore low-top white canvas shoes and no socks, showing her thin ankles. From there, my eyes made their way up her legs. Her shorts lived up to their name, and showed a wonderful amount of skin. As my eyes slid upward past her knees and toward her thighs, I had to look away. Before anything embarrassing happened, I switched my focus from Carly back to the reason we were skipping class and hiding under the bleachers.

Now that we were here and the moment to talk had arrived, I was scared. I shouldn’t tell her. I shouldn’t tell anyone. I should keep it to myself forever. I really liked her, and it was clear that she liked me back. Once she found out all about me, she wouldn’t like me anymore. How could she?

As I opened my mouth to tell her that I’d changed my mind, I remembered that I had to tell. There were two dead bodies in my house. I had to tell, and I might as well tell Carly first, to hear how the story sounds and see how she reacted. Then, I’d know what to expect when I told a teacher.

I closed my eyes, hoped with all my strength that she’d still like me when this over, and began my horrific story.






  

Chapter 30
 

Starting at the beginning, I worked my way toward this morning, leaving out nothing. I told her of the beatings, the rapes, the time Travis put the knife to my throat, the night he put the gun to my forehead and pulled the trigger, I told her all of it. I even told her what had happened last night.

Halfway through the story, she scooted closer to me, and put her arm around my shoulders. I wondered why, but when I felt the tears falling off my face and onto my arms, I knew. I hadn’t even realized I was crying. A little later, she laid her head on my shoulder.

When I finished telling her the things I wished I didn’t have to tell, I took a deep breath and turned to her. As much I hated it, I figured this was the part where she’d run off screaming that she never wanted to talk to me again. But she surprised me. She was always doing that.

I saw tears falling from her chin as well. She didn’t look at me with disgust as I’d feared she would. She was looking at me with kind eyes. I don’t know if she was feeling sorry for me or not, but she certainly wasn’t running away screaming.

“You hate me now?” I asked quietly, wiping my cheeks with my hands.

She shook her head slowly. “No, Brian. I would never hate you.”

“You think I’m gross?” I asked, and quickly looked at the floor, suddenly embarrassed that I’d asked.

“No,” she said. And then she turned toward me and threw her arms around me gently. She pulled me toward her and I let her. She hugged me for a long time. It felt really good to be wrapped up in the arms of someone who cared. “I’m so sorry, Brian,” she whispered into my ear. I put my arms around her and hugged her tightly.

And there we sat, under the bleachers, hugging and crying for a long time. Even in my sadness and shame, I was aware of her newly-developed breasts, pressed against my chest. I continued to cry, even as my jeans grew tighter. These feelings for Carly, which were stronger now than ever before, made me cry harder. Any chance I had of being with her, any chance of any kind of relationship with her, was ruined now because of what I’d done. I’d blown it. I’d let the anger take over and had ruined everything. I held out hope that I wouldn’t go to jail for killing them. If everyone understood what I’d gone through, maybe I’d go to a foster home or something and could still be with Carly. I doubted that would happen, but I hoped with all my heart that it would.

Aware that this could very well be the only time I ever got to hold Carly like this, I squeezed her tightly and did my best to memorize every detail of the moment.

I felt so many things at once, it was overwhelming. I was angry that my life was what it was. I was aggravated with myself for probably ruining my chances with Carly. I was relieved that I’d finally told someone. I was happy that Carly cared about me and still liked me. I was scared because I was still going to have to tell someone what I’d done. And I was exhausted.

Finally, we pulled away from the hug and sat there, staring into each other’s eyes.

“What are you going to do now?” Carly asked, wiping away her tears.

I shrugged. “I’ve got to tell someone. I tried to think of which teacher would be the best one to tell as I walked to school this morning. I’m still not sure. Mrs. Wayne was on my list of maybes, but since I’m here and not in her class, I guess she’s out.”

Carly reached out to me, and softly ran her hand down my cheek. I closed my eyes and memorized the feeling. No one had ever touched me that way before.

She sighed. “Why do such bad things happen to such good people, Brian?”

I thought about this, but for the life of me, I couldn’t think of a single reason except, “Maybe bad things happening to people are what make them good.”

“You’re very smart,” she said, smiling. After a few minutes, she said, “You’ve spent most of your life trying to be invisible.”

I nodded. “Yeah, but you saw me.”

“Yes, I did. And I’m glad.”

“So am I. You know, Carly, there were so many times that you were the only thing that got me through what was happening to me.”

She hung her head and nodded, sending tears flying from her cheeks to her lap.

“If I hadn’t had you to give me a reason to go on, I wouldn’t have made it.” My voice cracked as I said it, but it was true. I’d considered not telling her that part, but I had no reason not to now. I’d already told her everything else. Besides, whatever happened when I told, I wanted to make sure she knew how important to me she was.

She smiled as big tears rolled down her cheeks. “Then it’s a good thing I’m here, isn’t it?”

I nodded.

Then, I leaned forward and surprised us both by kissing her softly on each cheek, kissing away her tears.

The way she said, “Brian,” made me think she was going to tell me I shouldn’t have kissed her. Instead, she followed it with, “Here you are hurting terribly, and yet you kiss away my tears.” She shook her head. “You are amazing.”

She wrapped her hands around my arm and laid her head on my shoulder. I rested my head on the wall. Neither of us said anything for a while. I reached up and stroked her hair. It was every bit as soft as it looked.

The bell rang, dismissing this class. We ignored it.

When another bell rang, signaling the beginning of the next class, we ignored it too.

She pulled away from me a little. “Brian, I’ve liked you since like third grade. I like you because you’re a nice guy. You’re easy to be around.” I wasn’t sure what to say, and she looked uncomfortable that she’d it. Then, she added, “I just wanted you to know.”

“You’ve liked me since third grade?”

She nodded.

“That’s when I started liking you. And I have every day since then.”

“I know.”

So here we were, alone under the bleachers, having spent the last five years liking each other, but never saying it. Most days, this would be the perfect situation for a first kiss or some other landmark moment. But not today. Today, I had to tell on myself for killing my parents. And I was running out of time to do it.






  

Chapter 31
 

Carly and I sat under the bleachers for most of the next class too. We talked a little, but no more about the heavy stuff. We talked about the art show. I told her how I’d filled my sketch pad over the weekend, and that she was the inspiration for nearly every sketch. That made her happy. I promised to show her the sketch pad sometime today. I didn’t tell her it was because I was afraid I may never have another chance.

As much as I hated to end my time with her, I wanted to be at History class as the hour ended. Mr. Herbert was one of the teachers on my list of teachers I could tell. The day was getting close to half over, and I still hadn’t told.

Carly understood. We sneaked out of the gymnasium and headed for History class. We waited outside the door until the class ended. When the bell rang, the door was thrust open and the kids filed out quickly. When they’d emptied the room, I went in, stomach full of butterflies. Carly waited outside.

Mr. Herbert sat at his desk, grading papers. He looked up and saw me, then turned his attention back to his papers.

“Where were you, Brian?” he asked in that monotone voice of his.

With sweaty palms, I stood beside his desk, struggling to find the right words.

“Mr. Herbert, I need to talk to you.”

“Can it wait, Brian? I’m busy here.” He continued grading his papers.

“No, it can’t. It’s really important. I have to tell someone, and I thought maybe you—“

“Look, Brian, I’ve got to grade these papers before the next class starts. Now either you’ll have to wait, or tell it to the counselor.” He said all that without looking at me.

As I watched him scribble a grade on a paper in red ink before shoving it aside, I heard the kids coming into the room and taking their seats behind me. It was painfully obvious to me now that telling Mr. Herbert wasn’t a good idea, especially since he wasn’t going to listen to me.

Frustrated, I walked out of the room and stomped down the hallway, passing Carly, who was leaning against the wall beside the door. She rushed to catch up with me.

“What happened? You weren’t in there very long.”

“He wouldn’t listen to me. He was too busy.” I made my fists relax, just realizing that they were tightly clenched.

“Well, you’ll just have to tell someone else,” she said calmly.

“Yeah. I guess,” I mumbled. Carly had a calming effect on me, and I had no doubt that it was a good thing she did. Clearly, when I got angry, I was capable of anything.

Carly followed me to Woodworking where we pretended to work on her shelf, but our hearts and minds just weren’t in it. We were both worried about what was going to happen when I finally found a teacher who would listen to me.

In true Carly fashion, she tried to cheer me up and lighten the mood. She hated to see me down, even at a time like this. So she told me jokes and funny stories, reminding me that she was still determined to make me smile.

As well as everything else about her, I admired her persistence.

After Woodworking, Carly walked with me to lunch just like always. The part that surprised me was that she didn’t run off to be with her friends like she usually did. She stayed with me. She was behind me in line, getting her tray immediately after me and following me to my table. She sat across from me and spent all of lunch eating and talking with me.

I wasn’t sure if she was trying to keep my mind off what I’d done and what I had to do, or if she was sitting there because our feelings were out in the open now. Or maybe, like me, she sensed that once I told of what I’d done, we would never see each other again.

Unable to ignore my curiosity about our situation any longer, I asked her as we left the cafeteria.

“Carly, are you my girlfriend?” I felt like an idiot asking such a question. I had always assumed that if I ever had a girlfriend, I would certainly know. And even though I thought of Carly that way, I wasn’t sure.

“Do you think of me as your girlfriend?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I think of myself as your girlfriend, so I must be.”

So this was what it felt like to have a girlfriend. And not just any girl, either. It was Carly. The girl I’d loved from afar for so long. It felt really good. For once, I didn’t feel alone. I didn’t feel like it was me against the world now. At least not as much as before.

Carly was about to head off to her next class when I was suddenly pushed to the floor. I hadn’t had time to brace myself for the fall. I hit hard on my right shoulder, sending bolts of pain down my arm.

When I heard the laughter, I knew immediately knew who it was. From the floor, I looked up and saw Dominic, Taylor and Spencer. They stood pointing at me and laughing.

Carly reached out her hand to help me up. I reached out for her hand, but before I could lock hands with her, Dominic slapped her hand away.

“What are you doing trying to help up the loser?” he asked her.

She glared at him with fire in her eyes. “The only loser I see around here is you.”

Taylor and Spencer gasped in unison, jaws hung open. Being embarrassed in front of his friends, especially by a girl, made Dominic’s cheeks turn an angry shade of red.

“Who do you think you’re talking to?” Dominic asked, stepping closer to Carly.

Without backing down, she stared up into his face and said, “I’m talking to the biggest nobody in school. You pick on everybody else to make yourself look better. Well it doesn’t work. You look like nothing but the fool you are.”

A crowd had started to gather around them. As I stood up, Dominic leaned toward her and said, “You just fucked up, princess.”

I stepped forward. “Don’t talk to her like that,” I said sternly.

Dominic turned to me. For once, I wanted his attention. If he was focused on me, he would leave Carly alone.

“What’s that, Boozer Loser?”

As he stepped toward me, I stood my ground with my head up as Carly had done. If she was brave enough to face him, I could be too. I’d never stood up to Dominic before, but I wasn’t defending myself now. I was defending her.

“I said don’t talk to her like that.”

“I’ll talk any way I want to anyone I want, even if it is your bitch.”

Without thinking, I swung at him. I wasn’t thinking of anything. All I knew was that I couldn’t stand there and let this butthole call her something so horrible.

My fist found his jaw easily enough. One second, he was standing in front of me, and the next, he was sprawled out on the floor, staring up at me with a shocked and confused look on his face. It served him right.

From the corner of my eye, I noticed Taylor and Spencer. They stood staring down at Dominic, mouths hanging open even farther now, eyes wide. They’d surely never seen their hero in such a position before. They didn’t know what to do.

Carly rushed to my side. “Brian, you’re going to get in trouble,” she whispered.

“I don’t care,” I said. Seriously, how much more trouble could I possibly get in?

“You boys get in my office,” said Mr. Barrister.

I turned and headed to the principal’s office, Carly at my side. Behind us, Mr. Barrister’s voice boomed. “Not you, young lady. Just the boys.”

I looked at Carly and saw right away that she didn’t want to leave me. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine. I’ll see you later.”

She reluctantly stopped walking and stood in the middle of the hall, watching as I went on to the principal’s office. It was nice to have someone worry about me. It was horrible to have her worry about so much so soon. It wasn’t fair to her. But it sure felt good.

I sat in a chair outside the principal’s office and waited for him and Dominic. Minutes later, they arrived. Mr. Barrister didn’t look happy. Dominic looked angry, and wouldn’t look at me directly. Good. I didn’t want him to look at me anyway. I’d wanted that for a whole lot of years.

“Both of you, get in my office,” Mr. Barrister ordered. I stood and followed Dominic into the office. “Sit,” he said, motioning to the two chairs that sat facing his desk. We each took one while Mr. Barrister walked around the desk and sat in his black leather swivel chair.

“What do you two think you’re doing out there? I’m not running a fight club here. I’m running a middle school. And there is no fighting in middle school. You two got that?”

We nodded.

“Whatever problems you two have needs to be worked out some other way. Fighting isn’t the way to do it.” He took a moment to stare at us each in the eyes. “Now what are we going to do about your punishment?”

I said nothing, waiting for whatever he threw my way. I really didn’t care.

“How about I call your parents and ask them what they think we should do?”

My heart began to pound. I calmed myself quickly, telling myself that even if he called my parents, the worst that would happen is no one would answer the phone. It’s not like by calling, he would see their bodies lying in their bed. Although, when this meeting was over, I was going to have to tell him.

Seeing that threatening us with a phone call to our parents wasn’t scaring us, he decided on a quicker punishment.

“How about this? How about you boys stay an hour after school every day this week? Think that’ll teach you to quit fighting?”

We nodded.

“Okay then. You’re dismissed.”

I remained seated as Dominic stood and walked out of the office.

“I said you’re dismissed, Brian. You can go to class.”

I wiped my palms on the knees of my jeans and leaned forward.

“I need to talk to you about something important, Mr. Barrister.”

“Important? What is it?” he asked, putting his forearms on the desk and folding his hands into each other.

Finally, someone was going to listen to me. I took a deep breath, and prepared to tell my horrific story.

The phone on Mr. Barrister’s desk beeped and his secretary told him he had a phone call on line two.

“I’ve been waiting for this call all day, Brian. You’ll have to excuse me. Whatever you have to tell me will have to wait until later.” I watched as he reached for the phone and hesitated, hand hovering over the earpiece. He looked at me, waiting for me to leave.

Seeing there was nothing more I could do here, I left his office. Maybe I’d come back after his phone call. I was getting pretty tired of being ignored, though, so maybe not.






  

Chapter 32
 

I made it to Biology halfway through the hour. I had gone straight from the principal’s office so I had to sit there and listen without the aid of a book. I’d hope the class was still dissecting, and I could fade into the background and think, but they weren’t. That was okay, though, because my head wasn’t in Biology anyway. It was on my dead parents, my girlfriend, and my enemies.

I looked across the room to Dominic, and wished like hell he wasn’t there.

The butterflies in my stomach fluttered madly as I realized that the day was rushing along, getting close to being over, and I still hadn’t been able to tell anyone what I’d done yet. I couldn’t go home. I couldn’t walk into that house as if nothing was wrong. I had to tell someone. And soon.

I watched Mr. Wilson as he talked and walked around the room. I considered raising my hand and asking to speak with him in the hall. I could tell him, and he could make whatever calls he needed to make, and then we could get on with our lives. But there was only a few minutes left in the class now. I could wait.

But unfortunately, two minutes before the bell rang, someone knocked on the door. When Mr. Wilson answered it, he excused himself, stepped into the hallway, and closed the door. I waited patiently for him to return, while the rest of the class threw paper airplanes and giggled and talked.

When the bell rang ending the class, Mr. Wilson hadn’t returned. We walked out of the room, passing Mr. Wilson and the woman he was talking to. It must’ve been an important conversation because they both looked serious, and neither looked at any of us as we walked by them. I walked away from Mr. Wilson, feeling my shoulders drop in disappointment.

It was starting to feel that I was never going to be able to tell anyone. Why was it so hard? The one time I actually needed to tell someone something, no one was willing to listen.

As I passed the counselor’s office on my way to the gym, I remembered Mr. Herbert saying I should tell the counselor. So I opened the door and stepped into the tiny office. She had no secretary or outer waiting area. When I stepped through the door, I was only a few feet away from the desk.

Behind the desk sat the counselor, Mrs. Warren. She was a heavyset woman with black hair, full of grey. She wore thick glasses on a gold chain, and far too much makeup.

She was on the phone when I walked in, and she made no motion for me to sit down. In fact, she didn’t acknowledge me at all. So I took it upon myself to sit in the chair, facing Mrs. Warren across the desk.

“Okay, thank you,” she said and hung up the phone. Without looking at me, she asked, “What brings you to my office?”

“I need to talk to you about something. I did something terrible, and I don’t know what to do now.”

She checked her cell phone for new messages. She must’ve had one because she began typing out a text. She didn’t say a word to me until she’d wrote and sent the message. She laid the cell phone down on the desk and opened her mouth to say something to me, but the phone on her desk rang. She answered it before the first rang had ended.

The anger that had consumed me last night began to burn hot again in my belly. I swallowed hard, hoping to put out the fire before it got out of hand. My leg bounced quickly out of frustration as I waited for her to finish the phone call.

As she hung up the phone, she asked, “Now. What brought you to my office?” For the first time since I’d came into the room, she looked at me, thought it wasn’t for long. Her cell phone vibrated on the desk, and she snatched it up before it vibrated a second time.

“I’m listening,” she said absently, reading a new text message.

I repeated what I’d said before, but I knew she hadn’t heard me. I waited for her to reply to the text, which she did.

She put the cell phone back on the desk and looked at me. “Now, what brings you to my office?” she asked.

I looked at her, thinking there was no way she could be serious. What kind of counselor was she?

“I’ve told you twice now. How many times do I have to tell you before you actually hear me?”

Her face remained frozen for a few seconds as she stared a hole in my face. Then, in a smart tone, she said, “It’s been a busy day.”

“Yeah. It has for me too. Apparently it’s harder to get someone to listen to me than I thought it would be.”

“Well, I’m listening now,” she said, still with a smart tone.

Against my better judgment, I once again told her why I’d come to her office. At least I started to tell her. After the third word was out of my mouth, the phone on her desk rang, and she again answered before the first ring had stopped.

Frustrated and angry at her and me and the whole situation, I got up and stormed out of the room, slamming the door shut behind me. I usually didn’t like using language like this, but she was a bitch.

I began stomping my way to the gymnasium. The day was almost over, and I was running out of time and options. I considered going back to Mr. Wilson’s class, but didn’t want to interrupt. He might be angry. The only teachers I had left in the day were Mr. Laughlin and Mrs. Madison. I’d decided against telling Mr. Laughlin because all he cared about was sports. Mrs. Madison was a good option but she was at the end of the day. I don’t suppose it mattered, though. If the police were going to arrest me, they could do it at the end of the day as well as at the beginning.

Nearly the only person in the hall, I headed straight for the gym, eager to see Carly. I knew she’d be worried about me. Besides that, I missed her. I felt better with her near.

I was halfway to the gymnasium before I realized that everyone was going in the same direction. Usually, kids were struggling to make it through the crowded hall in both directions, trying to get to their next class. But today, it seemed that everyone was heading to the gym.

As I wondered what was going on, I overheard a couple of kids talking behind me.

“What do you think the assembly’s about?” asked the first kid.

“I heard it was about drunk driving,” said the second kid.

“For two hours?” the first kid asked.

Another kid said, “Come on, you guys. Hurry so we can sit at the top of the bleachers.” The three of them ran around me, headed to the gym.

So everyone was going to an assembly in the gym. This meant there would be no P.E. for me today. And no Art either. A two-hour assembly was really cutting into my day. It did explain why all the teachers had been so preoccupied and busy. But that didn’t help me any.

I continued with the flow of traffic. Once in the gym, I looked for Carly. I expected her to wave to me or call out to me so I could find her easily, but she didn’t. I walked up and down in front of the bleachers, scanning the stands for her but not seeing her anywhere. Nearly every seat was taken now, and I still hadn’t found her. Once more, I started at one end of the bleachers and slowly walked to the other end, searching every face for Carly, but not seeing her. Then I realized that she wasn’t the only one I didn’t see. Dominic, Taylor, Spencer, and Garrett weren’t in the stands, either.

I told myself it meant nothing. There was no telling where those four were. They were probably in the locker room goofing around, or perhaps under the bleachers looking up skirts or poking people’s ankles. I couldn’t worry about them right now. I still had to tell someone what I’d done. But first, I needed to find Carly.






  

Chapter 33
 

With a heavy heart, I slowly walked out of the gym in search of Carly. With my head low, I shuffled along in a daze, trying to recall which class Carly had at this hour, and wondering if she was there. I barely noticed when a kid that looked to be a senior bumped into me, and nearly spun me completely around. I just kept walking.

I walked down the hall, checking each of the rooms. I even checked the rooms I was sure she wouldn’t be in, just in case she was. I was having no luck. Not with finding Carly, not with telling someone what I’d done, not with anything. Today was certainly not my day. Other than gaining a girlfriend, nothing had gone right for me. Then again, nothing ever did.

As I walked down the hall, opening door after door and sticking my head in room after room, I became insanely aware of the ticking clock. Time was running out.

When I left my house this morning, I had no intention of ever returning. I had thought that I’d come to school, tell a teacher about what I’d done and why I’d done it, they would call the authorities, and I would be taken away, either to jail or a detention center or a juvenile hall or something. I had never thought that the day would go the way it had. Here I was, the next to last hour of the day, all the teachers were busy with the assembly, and the only person I’d managed to tell anything was Carly. And now I couldn’t find her.

Even though it was all in my head, the tick tick tick of the clock was deafening. Every breath I took was another tick counting down the seconds of the day, leaving me with no option but to return to the house where my mother and step-father lay dead where I’d shot them. The thought of walking into the house, being met with the silence and the smell, made me break out with chill bumps. It was as though someone had poured ice water down my spine.

Thinking maybe Carly had gotten sick and gone home, I checked her locker. There wasn’t any sense in continuing to search for her if she wasn’t here. That was wasting valuable time. Her backpack was still hanging on the hook in her locker. All of her books were there. She was still here somewhere. The only question was where. Standing in the hall in front of Carly’s locker, I looked around. I didn’t know what to do next. I knew what I had to do, what I needed to do. But I had no idea how to do it.

I knew the teachers were at the assembly, but I wasn’t sure if the counselor would be. I absolutely hated the thought of walking back into her office and having her ignore me again, but the sound of the ticking clock was growing louder.

Opening the door to the room closest to Carly’s locker, I glanced at the clock on the wall. Immediately, my stomach dropped to my feet. I only had an hour and a half left in the day. I had to get moving.

With sweaty palms, a racing heart, and a heavy stomach, I walked to my locker. I reached in behind the books on the top shelf and grabbed the brown paper bag. I wouldn’t have time to come back to the locker and get it, so I carried it with me down the hall to the counselor’s office, determined to not be ignored this time, no matter how many times her phone rang.
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Ahead, I could see the door to the counselor’s office. It was small from this distance, but I could see it, and that made me more nervous and worried than I already was.

As I passed the boys’ restroom, I stopped and stood, clutching the wrinkled brown paper bag in my sweaty hand. I considered going inside to pee. I always needed to pee when I was nervous, and I didn’t get much more nervous than I was now. Not wanting to waste any more time, I decided it could wait until after I’d told the counselor. But when I took the first step toward her office, I knew I couldn’t wait. I quickly turned around and went into the restroom.

Stepping through the doorway, I heard several boys talking at once. Taking the first step inside, I was too lost in my thoughts to register that everyone else was at the assembly. There should’ve been no one in the restroom. As I raised my leg to take the second step, I realized that I hadn’t seen Dominic and his buddies in the gym, and it was just my luck that it would be them in the restroom.

There were enough things going on in my life today without adding something else to it. So I decided to slip out of the restroom as quietly as I’d come in it, hopefully unnoticed. I still had to pee, but I’d pee my pants before I’d walk into that room, knowing they were there.

Quietly, I stepped backward, planning to ease out the door. But then I heard something that made me stop cold. A girl. And not just any girl. My girl.

It sounded like she’d said ‘stop’, but over the laughter of the boys, I wasn’t sure.

The only thing separating me from them was a concrete wall that protected you from being seen by the people in the hall when the door was open. If I took two steps, I’d be at the end of the wall. If I then turned right, I could see into the restroom. If I took one more step, I would be in the restroom with them, and would be facing what I hoped with all my might wasn’t what I thought it was.

I took a step away from the door, the first that would lead me into more trouble than I wanted. My hand trembled, causing the bag to shake. Fortunately, it didn’t make noise loud enough to be heard by anyone other than myself.

When I heard her voice again, my blood ran cold. Knowing that someone was in trouble was bad enough. Knowing it was a girl made it even worse. And knowing it was my girl was the absolute worst.

When the squeal came, I nearly dropped the bag. I quickly took the two steps that brought me to the end of the concrete wall. I made the right turn, and looked into the restroom. I took the final step, the step that brought me face to face with everything I feared I’d find.

I reached out and placed my right hand on the wall, steadying myself. With my head swimming, and the clock ticking in the darkest corners of my mind, I felt dizzy. As the fire in my belly burned and the bag in my hand rattled, blackness threatened to take over my vision. I blinked quickly a few times and squinted, determined not to pass out. Not now. Not with so much at stake.

As quickly as I could, I gathered all the information from the scene before me. I only had a second to do it before I was noticed.

Standing in the center of the restroom was Dominic, Taylor, Spencer, and Garrett. They stood in a sort of circle formation, facing each other. In the center of the circle was Carly. None of them had noticed me yet.

But that was about to change.
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Unsure of how I did it, I managed to avoid puking. Maybe it was the fear of the fire that burned in my belly burning me as it came up. Maybe it was the knowledge that I was needed now more than I’d ever been needed before. Whatever the reason, I kept myself from puking as my mind raced with what I could do to stop this madness.

Again, Carly spoke. This time, I was certain that she was telling them to stop.

I watched as Dominic shoved her to Taylor, who then shoved her to Spencer, who shoved her toward Garrett. Garrett didn’t seem to like this game. He barely touched her, but managed to send her stumbling back to Dominic, who grabbed her arms roughly and pulled her toward him before sending her again toward Taylor, this time so fast she almost fell.

I stepped forward.

“Hey,” I yelled.

They turned to face me, their laughter trailing off and their smiles fading.

Taylor stepped toward me. “What are you doing in here, Boozer Loser?”

“What are you doing?” I asked him.

He chuckled. “We’re having a little party. And you’re not invited.”

Spencer stepped up beside Taylor and said, “No, but your girlfriend is,” the ‘is’ sounding like ‘ish’.

The two of them stood there smiling like the idiots they were while the anger inside me grew stronger.

I looked at Carly, who was on the verge of tears now. She came running toward me, but Dominic grabbed her arm and squeezed, causing her obvious pain.

“You stay here, princess.”

“Let me go,” she said, her voice breaking.

Ignoring her, Dominic said to me, “Don’t you have somewhere else to be, Loser?”

The tick of the clock grew louder in my mind, and I was mad that these idiots were costing me precious time.

Ignoring Dominic for the moment, I glanced between Taylor and Spencer, past Dominic and Carly, to Garrett, who stood staring at the floor, arms crossed over his chest.

Looking back to Dominic, I asked, “What’s going on in here?”

“Nothing you need to concern yourself about, shithead,” Spencer said before Dominic could answer.

“Yeah. It’s none of your business. Why don’t you take your loser ass on down the hall to the assembly? Or better yet, why don’t you find a toilet, stick your head in it, and flush. Save us the trouble.” The two laughed and bumped fists. Clearly, they thought they were funny. I didn’t.

I stepped toward the two clowns and started to walk between them, but Taylor put his hands on my chest and pushed me. It wasn’t hard enough to make me fall, but it was hard enough to make me step backward.

“Where you think you’re going?” he asked.

“I’m going to stop this.” I stepped forward again.

“No, you’re not, assface. You’re going to turn around and leave. Now.”

“Yeah, leave,” added Spencer.

“I’m not going anywhere. Get out of my way,” I ordered, managing to sound braver than I felt.

Taylor puffed up his chest, raised his chin, and said, “Make us, pussy lips.”

I tried to swallow down some of the fire that was rising up, struggling to free itself from the pits of my stomach. I felt my whole body begin to tremble, and I started to worry a little. I didn’t have time to work myself up into a full worry, though. Everything was happening so fast. The whole day had happened fast. Too fast.

Trying to say something to make him as angry as he’d made me, I said, “The only pussy lips I know are your mother’s.”

His eyes grew wide, and his cheeks turned a dark shade of red. Without looking away from his eyes, I noticed his fists clench at his sides.

“You son of a bitch,” he took a step toward me. I had no doubt that he was going to punch me. And he would have if Spencer hadn’t stepped in between us.

“Take it back,” Spencer said.

“No.”

“Take it back and apologize and we won’t kick your ass.”

“How about I don’t apologize, and you just kiss my ass?”

“Who do you think you are?” Taylor asked from behind Spencer. I could tell they were shocked that I dared speak back to them. What they didn’t know was I was fed up. Things were different now. I’d had enough.

I stepped around the two of them, who actually let me pass this time. They were too shocked to try to stop me. Or maybe they just realized that I was walking further into the restroom, closer to the stalls, and I would be cornered.

Garrett looked up from the floor as I approached him. He tensed, but did nothing else. I stared him in the eyes, letting him know that even though he wasn’t usually an active participant, he was still a part of this. Standing idly by and doing nothing to stop them made him just as big a part of it all as the other three.

Carly continued to tug on her arm, trying to pull it free of Dominic’s grasp.

“Let her go,” I said sternly.

“Boozer Loser, just go on. You know what’s gonna happen to you if you don’t.”

“Let her go, Dominic,” I ordered.

Behind me, Taylor said to Spencer, “He must like licking toilet bowls.” The two morons laughed, though nothing was funny.
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I stared at Dominic while he stood there, smiling at me with that evil smile of his. Before, I hadn’t thought it was possible to hate him any more than I did. Now, I knew it was possible because I was doing it.

Three things happened all at once.

Dominic asked, “You want a turn, Boozer?” Then, he laughed.

My eyes fell upon Carly. She stood there, her thin arm clutched tightly in the grip of Dominic’s long, thin fingers, trying not to cry. Her eyes met mine, and I could see the pain and fear written across her face. To see that look on her pretty face caused me a pain greater than any I’d known so far. My heart ached and my stomach knotted into a wad of crushed steel.

That’s when the third thing happened.

I teetered on the edge of falling backward, not onto the restroom floor but into the bottomless pit of anger and fury that longed to be released. The fire that burned in my belly threatened to consume me, and there wasn’t much I could do about it. I didn’t even want to do anything about it. I wanted it to take over.

I stood there staring into Carly’s eyes, wishing like hell we were other people in other places, but knowing that we were not.

Big tears finally escaped from her eyes, rolled down her cheeks, and fell from her chin in what felt like slow motion. I watched them until they reached the floor. They fell with a splat, making little puddles.

I looked at Carly, at the one person that had saved me in my darkest moments, the person whom I’d failed to save in her darkest moment. I almost let myself go, finding the blackness that I’d spent so long avoiding. There was no reason not to.

My precious Carly. The only thing I ever loved. The only thing I’d had to hold onto. They’d hurt her.

My hands, now two tightly clenched balls hanging off the ends of my arms, began to shake noticeably. My arm pits grew damp. The back of my neck tickled, both from the cold sweat and the hairs standing on end. I felt the beads of perspiration pop out on my upper lip, another result of the fire that was coursing through my veins. My jaw clenched tightly shut. My nostrils flared. My chest heaved with each heavy breath I took.

I felt all of these physical changes taking place, but it almost felt as if it were only a memory. As my body changed, I felt myself slipping away into the darkness that had taken over last night. The same darkness that I’d been lost in when I’d shot my parents. It was the same darkness that I didn’t understand, the darkness that terrified me. What if I lost myself in it and couldn’t find my way back? What if I hurt Carly? I didn’t think I was capable of causing her harm, but yesterday, I didn’t think I was capable of hurting anyone. Yet, I’d gone to sleep last night having killed two people. The darkness, as welcoming as it seemed to be, was frightening.

I pushed against it, trying to hold my place, trying to stay with myself. I realized that I’d never be able to control my anger and calm myself down while I was faced with Carly’s pain. Though I hated to do it, I looked away from her.

I focused on Spencer’s shoes to try to keep the fire at bay. They were dirty shoes, black canvas with white trim. They were the same shoes that had kicked me while I was face-down on the sidewalk, bleeding onto the concrete.

Feeling the anger growing at the sight of those shoes, I turned my attention to Taylor. He stood beside Spencer with his arms crossed over his chest. I could feel his eyes burning holes in me, but I refused to look at him. I couldn’t. Not yet. If I did, I would lose myself in the darkness. Instead, I looked at the holes in his jeans. Both knees were exposed, and part of one of his thighs. In fact, the harder I stared at that hole, the more certain I was that I could see the bottom edge of the white fabric that was his pocket.

I was winning the fight against the darkness. I was keeping my mind focused on stupid little things until I’d gotten my anger under control. And it was working. Until Dominic spoke.

“What the hell are you doing, Boozer? Did you just come to watch because if you did, step aside. We’re not done with her yet.” The three of them laughed, but I didn’t hear Garrett as much as giggle.

Looking at Taylor’s knees, I said, “How dare you.”

No one said anything for a minute, and I could feel them exchanging looks of confusion.

“How dare me?” Dominic asked, handing Carly off to Garrett. “How dare you. You came in here and stuck your nose into shit that didn’t concern you.”

Breaking my focus on the holes, I looked up at Dominic. “It does concern me. Anything that happens to her concerns me.” I hoped they didn’t notice the cracking in my voice.

“My god, Boozer,” Dominic said throwing his arms up and his head back. “You get a girl, though I’ll never understand how, and suddenly you think you’re a tough guy. Some kind of hero. You come rushing in here to save her. As if you stand a chance.”

Taylor and Spencer chuckled and nodded in agreement. Spencer shifted his weight from one leg to the other.

Dominic continued, “What you need to do is take your retarded ass down to the assembly, and forget that you were ever in here.”

“No,” I said without breaking eye contact with him.

I heard Carly sniffle. It was like a punch in the stomach.

“No?” Dominic asked.

“No,” I repeated.

He looked stunned. Then, he stepped toward me. He’d only been about five feet away from me. He was less than half that now.

“You sayin’ no to me, Boozer Loser?”

“Yeah. I am.”

His cheeks flushed red with anger, and probably embarrassment. He sure hated it when someone made him look stupid or weak in front of his buddies.

“This is the last time I’m gonna say it, dick spit. Get out of here and walk away,” he said slowly, emphasizing each word to scare me. But it didn’t. I was too far past that now.

“No,” I said, emphasizing my word as much as he had his.

As I watched Dominic’s jaw clench in anger, Taylor asked, “What are you trying to prove, Boozer?”

“Yeah,” Spencer chimed in. “What good does it do you to be in here?”

Dominic laughed, but it was a nervous laugh. “Maybe he wants to watch. Get some lessons on what to do with a girl once he has one.”

“Is that it, Boozer?” Taylor asked. “You need to know what to do with a girl?”

“Well, he sure wouldn’t know,” Dominic said. “The only girl that’s ever seen his pecker is his mother.”

The three of them laughed, but Garrett remained silent.

“Does your mom spank it for you too, Boozer?” Taylor asked.

“I bet she does,” added Spencer.

“Stop it,” I said quietly, trying to push away the darkness.

“I bet you don’t tell your mom to stop it,” Taylor said.

“No, I bet you beg her for more,” said Spencer. He then looked to Taylor and Dominic to see if they liked what he’d said.

The three of them stood there having a good laugh on me. I stood there trying to remain calm, though inside, I was anything but.

“How’d you get a girl like her anyway, Boozer Loser?” asked Dominic. “I’m serious. How? I wanna know. Did she like the way you kissed her?”

“Stop it,” I said.

“Did she like the way you squeezed her tits, Boozer?” he stepped closer to me.

I held my ground.

“Did she even let you squeeze her tits, Boozer?”

“Stop it.”

“No. I wanna know. Come on. Did you get to stick your hand down her pants?”

I stared into his eyes without answering him. My body was trembling, and I felt that I was losing the battle with myself.

Dominic leaned forward. He was only a foot away from me now. “I did.”

My heart was beating frantically in my chest. My mouth was dry as a desert road, and my breathing was unsteady.

He must’ve seen that he was getting to me because he smiled and kept on. “I did more than just stick my hand down her pants, Boozer. A lot more.”

“Stop it,” I said. This time, it was loud and bounced off the concrete walls of the restroom.

I glanced at Carly. She looked at me, shaking her head no.

My outburst had startled Dominic. He jerked back from me and stood upright, eyes wide with surprise.

Taylor’s arms uncrossed and hung at his sides now.

Spencer continued shifting his weight back and forth from foot to foot.

Garrett remained silent, holding Carly an arm’s length away, and with much less force than Dominic had.

Carly sniffled again.

And me, well, I wobbled on the brink of the darkness, leaning dangerously toward the black.
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Spencer, seeing something on my face the other two didn’t, asked Taylor, “Why does he look like that?”

“Cause he’s a dipshit,” Taylor answered.

“I think it’s time you left, shit face,” Dominic said to me. He was clearly tired of me, and was no longer amused by my presence. But I wasn’t to be dismissed to easily.

“I’m not leaving,” I said, though it felt almost as if someone else had said it.

“Well, what are you gonna do then?”

“Yeah. What’re you gonna do, ass face?” Taylor asked.

“Maybe we should leave,” Spencer suggested. He was clearly uneasy at whatever he saw on my face. When Dominic and Taylor shot him a dirty look, he quickly said, “Well, if he’s not gonna leave, maybe we should. We can’t stay in here all day.”

“Shut up, Spencer,” said Dominic.

“Yeah, Spencer. Shut the hell up,” added Taylor.

“You’re not leaving either,” I said.

They all looked at me strangely.

“What did you say, dick breath?” asked Dominic.

“I said you’re not leaving either.”

“You can’t tell us what to do,” said Taylor.

“How’re you gonna stop us?” asked Dominic.

I remained silent. Honestly, I didn’t know how I was going to stop them. What I did know was that if they walked out of the restroom now, they would get away with everything they’d done. Not only to me, but to Carly as well. I wouldn’t stand by and let them get away with it. They’d gotten away with far too much for far too long as it was. It had to end, and today was as good a day as any.

“He can’t stop us,” Taylor said. “He’s a pussy. A big, sloppy pussy.”

Turning my attention to Taylor, I said, “You’d know about big, sloppy pussies. You came from one.”

His eyes grew wide and his jaw hung open. I turned back to Dominic. He had a similar expression on his face.

Feeling that now was the moment to take control of the situation and get the upper hand, I barked out orders without taking my eyes off Dominic.

“Carly is going to go get Mr. Barrister and bring him here. Then, she’ll tell him what you all done to her. I’m a witness. I’ll tell him what I saw. Then, you assholes will finally get what you’ve got coming to you.”

No one moved or spoke.

“Carly?” I asked.

In a quiet, shaky voice, she answered, “Yes?”

“Go get Mr. Barrister. Bring him here. Don’t take no for an answer.” I watched as she slowly walked a wide circle around the three boys. Fearful that one of the boys would suddenly reach out and grab her, she kept her back to the wall and slinked away. No one spoke until she’d left the restroom.

“You can’t keep us from running out the door right now, dumbass. You should’ve thought about that before you sent your slutty little girlfriend running around looking for the principal. When they get here, you’ll be the only one in here,” Dominic said. Then he added with a smile, “Unless they stop somewhere so she can give it up to him like she was gonna give it up to me.” He chuckled. “Come on, guys. Let’s go.” Dominic turned to leave, waving his hand at his buddies to follow him.

I watched Taylor and Spencer turn.

“I can stop you,” I said.

This piqued their interest.

Dominic turned around to face me. “How? With those big, strong arms of yours?” he asked sarcastically and laughed.

I shook my head.

“Then how? With those powerful little fists of yours that don’t even have enough strength to beat your meat?” The three of them laughed.

Again I shook my head.

Dominic held his arms out to his sides. “Then how?”

I slowly raised the crumpled brown paper bag. I noticed the way it shook in my trembling hand, but I doubted they did.

“What’s that? Your sorry ass lunch? How’s that gonna stop us?” asked Taylor.

“Indigestion’s a bitch,” Spencer said. They all laughed.

I didn’t intend to stop them with it. I just needed to hold their curiosity until Carly and Mr. Barrister returned. So far, it was working.

“Well, Boozer Loser? What’s in the bag?” asked Dominic.

“It’s not my lunch,” I said.

“Okay, dipshit. It’s not your lunch. Now that we know what it isn’t, why don’t you tell us what it is?”

“I can’t.” I lowered the bag to my side. I noticed their eyes following it.

“Why can’t you? What’s in there?” Taylor asked, folding his arms across his chest again.

“I can’t tell you, but it’ll hold you here until Mr. Barrister comes.”

Dominic looked up at the ceiling for a few seconds. I could tell that he was aggravated with me, but I didn’t care. I just had to keep him here a little longer.

“Look here,” Dominic said, and suddenly stomped his way to me, closing the gap between us in only a couple of steps. He stood right in front of me, leaned his head down so his face was only a couple inches from mine, and said, “Give me the damn bag, and we can all be on our way.”

I shook my head side to side.

“Give me the fucking bag, Boozer!” Dominic screamed into my face, covering me with his spit.

“No,” I said.

Quickly, Dominic reached down and grabbed my left wrist in his right hand. His hand was larger than mine, and he had more strength than I did. Damn puberty for hitting him before me.

“Give me the bag, Boozer,” he ordered.

“No.”

“Give me the bag, Boozer.” He tried to pull the bag from my hand, but I had a stronger grip on it than either of us had thought. He used his right hand to hold my wrist, and his left hand to pry my fingers off the bag.

“No,” I said. “Stop it.”

He glared at me, temporarily forgetting the bag. “You stop it,” he said, and used his left hand to push against my chest, causing me to step backward to keep my balance.

Hopefully, Carly had no trouble finding the principal, and would return soon. If all went well, I could keep them here long enough.

Keeping my balance, I used my right hand to push him as he’d done me. It didn’t have quite the same effect, though. He was bigger and stronger than me, so when I pushed him, he barely swayed on his feet.

It did, however, successfully make him angry enough to push me again. This time, he knocked me off my feet and onto my butt. As I landed on the floor, my back struck the wall. Standing to my left was Garrett, still staring at the floor.

Then, I noticed that I was no longer holding the bag.

But Dominic was.
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I watched as he realized the bag was in his hand. He was as surprised as I was to see it there.

As his left hand closed in on the bag, I knew he intended to open it. That was obvious. What was also obvious was the fact that I couldn’t let him see what was in it. There were a couple of ways it could go if he did, and neither of them was good for me.

In a flash, I was off the floor and standing in front of Dominic. Amazingly, he hadn’t opened the bag yet. He was close, though. I put my hand on the bag, just under his.

“Give it back,” I demanded.

“Yeah, right, Boozer. Back off,” he said.

“I’ll back off when you give me the bag.”

“I’m not giving you the bag so back off,” he said. He brought his left hand up to put on my chest, undoubtedly planning to push me again. I knew if he pushed me, he’d get the bag open before I could get back up. I couldn’t let that happen. So I grabbed his left hand with my right before he got a chance to plant it on my chest and push.

Before I could realize my mistake, Taylor had rushed up to us and grabbed the bag. I should’ve been watching him. But I couldn’t watch them all as closely as I would’ve liked. That was one of the problems with being outnumbered. You never had enough eyes.

For a few seconds, the three of us stared at the bag. Then we exchanged glances, and I was afraid I’d lost. There was no way I could wrestle the bag away from them both. With just one of them, I had a chance. But not two.

My mind raced to think of a solution to this problem. After all, what was the worst thing that would happen if they took the bag, opened it, and found the gun? They would rush off to tell on me, which is exactly what I’d spent the day trying to do. Only, I had no doubt that for them, there would be plenty of people willing to listen. Maybe it was best they find out and tell on me. I certainly wasn’t having any luck getting people to listen to me, so maybe if four wild-eyed kids showed up talking about a crazy kid with a gun, someone would pay attention and this whole mess would be over and behind me. I could move on with my life, or what was left of it.

Without further thought, I let go of the bag, surprising them all. They looked at me oddly for several seconds, then at the bag, and then back at me. I could see the puzzled look in their eyes by the way their brows were drawn together.

Dominic and Taylor stood there, both still holding the bag. Behind them, Spencer continued to shift his weight from one leg to the other. I wondered if this was a nervous habit of his. As I glanced at him, he used his finger to pick a piece of food out of his braces. They were all staring at me.

“Fine. Take it. There’s nothing in there anyway,” I said casually, trying to make them think the bag wasn’t worth looking into.

Dominic’s eyes narrowed and he squinted at me suspiciously.

Taylor let go of the bag. “If there’s nothing in there, Boozer, why’d you make it sound like there was?”

“Cause there is something in it,” Dominic said. He put his left hand on the bag next to his right, and prepared to open the bag.

I swallowed the lump in my throat as best I could and said, “No, there’s not. I just said that. It’s just trash from my lunch.” I wiped my palms on my jeans.

“If it’s trash, why didn’t you throw it away?” asked Taylor, crossing his arms over his chest again.

Dominic let go of the bag with his left hand. Holding it in his right, he bounced the bag up and down, judging its weight. “Doesn’t feel like trash to me.”

“It’s an apple. And a bottle of water,” I said pathetically.

Dominic laughed. “I don’t think so. How stupid do you think I am, Boozer?”

“Pretty,” I answered.

The smile slid quickly from his face. “Is that right? You think I’m pretty stupid?”

“Yeah. In fact, I’m surprised you put that together so fast.” I was walking in unfamiliar territory here, poking the bear as people said. I should’ve shut my mouth. I should’ve let them open the bag and do whatever they were going to do. But I was still trying to buy time, hoping that Carly and Mr. Barrister would rush through that door and this would end. If I could keep them here a little longer, surely it would be long enough.

Dominic blew a puff of air through his lips and shook his head. He also lowered the bag, holding it now at his side. “You amaze me, Boozer.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Well all this time, you’ve just been a spineless coward. Now suddenly, you grow a backbone. What happened? What made you so brave all of a sudden?”

Taylor said, “It’s Carly.”

To me, Dominic asked, “Is that it, Boozer? Does playing with her titties make you feel like a man?”

“Shut up,” I said.

Spencer giggled. For some reason, something as small as his giggling set me off. I glared at him and said, “Well at least my tits aren’t so big I could play with my own.”

Spencer’s giggles died quickly. His face turned red and he looked embarrassed. He should be. They all should be.

Dominic said, “Look at you, Boozer Loser. If you weren’t so damn pathetic, maybe you could hang with us.”

“I’d rather die than hang with you idiots,” I spat.

Dominic stepped closer to me. Inches from me, he leaned his head down and lowered his voice. He said, “That may just happen, fuck stain.”

Faster than I’d hoped for, I reached out and snatched the bag from his hand. He’d loosened his grip just enough, let his guard down just in time to allow me to pull the bag from his fingers easily. In the split second that it took to do that, I considered jerking the bag around and holding it behind my back, away from him. But I hadn’t forgotten that Garrett was back there. I didn’t know that he would take it from me, but I didn’t know that he wouldn’t either. I didn’t trust him. He did whatever Dominic told him to do, and I had no doubt that Dominic would order him to grab it. So instead, I shoved the bag under my right arm and clamped my arm down on it. I didn’t let go with my left hand, either. If they wanted it, they’d have to fight me for it.

And yet, somewhere in my mind, a small voice asked me why I hadn’t just let them keep it. Oh how differently things would have gone if I had.
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“You shouldn’t have done that, shit stain,” Dominic said, stepping closer to me.

Taylor and Spencer followed his lead and walked toward me. I considered standing my ground, but surely at any second Carly would be here with the principal. If I could keep my distance just a few more seconds, a couple minutes at the most, I could leave this room undamaged.

So I stepped backward as they stepped forward.

I saw the anger in Dominic’s eyes. I knew he was mad. But I also knew that he had no idea what real anger was. I hoped with all my strength he’d never find out.

In two steps, my back was against the wall. The cold concrete quickly and easily penetrated my thin t-shirt. It did little to put out the fire that burned just under my skin, threatening to burst into flames at any second. I’d done a good job at holding it off so far, but I was backed into a corner now.

I noticed Garrett standing to my left, against the stalls. He had his fingers in his front pockets, the tops of his hands hanging out. He had moved out of our way, turning so that he faced us. Our eyes met briefly, and I thought he was going to say something, but he didn’t. He looked back at the floor.

I looked back at Dominic who had stopped about a foot from me. “I’ve wanted to tear you up for a long time now, Boozer.”

“Like you haven’t,” I said angrily. I tried to control myself. The last thing I wanted to do now was lose myself in the darkness.

“Everything I’ve done to you so far will seem like nothing compared to what I’m going to do to you.” He looked around the room. “We’re all here. We’re alone. And the best part is everyone else is all the way on the other side of the school at the assembly. No one will hear you scream, Boozer.”

They laughed.

I looked at them one at a time, watching them laugh at my suffering, and hating them each on different levels. Garrett was the least, then Spencer, then Taylor, and then Dominic. I hated him the most.

Unable to control it any longer, the fire burst through my skin and burned us all.

No longer able to control my voice, I screamed. “What do you think you’re going to do to me?”

The three of them, surprised at my sudden outburst, took a step backward.

I held out my arms, bag clutched in my left hand.

“Look at me! What could you possibly do to me that hasn’t already been done? Huh? What? You gonna trip me? You gonna kick me while I’m down? You gonna hit me? You gonna tease me? You gonna punch me? You gonna rape me?”

I was aware that as I talked, my arms were flailing about, swinging the bag as they went. I was only vaguely aware of the possibility that the gun would tear through the bag and fly across the room, maybe even discharging as it landed.

“Rape you? Why the hell would we do that?” Taylor asked.

I hadn’t meant to say that part. I’d lost it. My voice had a mind of its own, going to levels I’d never taken it to before.

Looking at their feet, I tried to control my fast, raspy breathing. I knew I was shaking. I knew it, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. Just like last night. I shut my eyes and tried to force myself to calm down. All that did was allow the real me to slip into the darkness and the angry me emerge.

 They took me closing my eyes as a sign of weakness, and they used the opportunity to pounce. When I felt their hands on me, I felt myself slipping further away. I felt my face flush red from anger, which had now turned to fury. When I felt someone’s hands wrap around my throat and begin to squeeze, I fell backward into the blackness I’d been trying so hard to avoid. The feeling of falling lasted longer than it had last night. That was surely not a good sign. But then again, none of it was.

Whoever had my throat continued to squeeze as they pulled my neck forward and back, forward and back, bouncing my head off the hard concrete wall behind me. I was sure it must’ve been Dominic. He was the only one of them with that kind of strength.

I heard shouting and laughing from them. They were saying things, but I couldn’t make out the words over the roar in my mind and the repeated thud of my skull striking the concrete.

 Then, I heard yelling. As it turned to screaming, I realized it was me. With a hand clamped around my neck squeezing my throat, it was hard to scream, but I managed.

 I thought I still had my eyes closed because I didn’t think I was seeing anything. But I realized that my eyes were open, and I was seeing things. Probably everything. I just wasn’t registering it. What I saw was snippets, just clips of what was happening in front of me. It was as though the real me, crouched in a dark corner of my mind, was stealing glances of what the angry me was doing. Just like last night. That’s why I’d only remembered flashes of what had happened in my mother’s bedroom.

I saw Dominic’s face, close to mine.

Then, I saw Taylor laughing.

I saw Spencer’s belly jiggle as he laughed at me.

Dominic’s fist coming at my face...I felt the impact.

As my head was thrown to the side, their eyes were all on my face. With their attention held high, they didn’t see that down low, out of their line of sight, I was opening the bag.

Dominic spit on me. Then Taylor. Then Spencer stepped forward to have his turn.

One of them punched me in the belly, knocking the wind out of me and causing me to drop the bag, bend over, and gasp for air.

Bent over, I was staring at the pistol, held tightly in my right hand. I was vaguely aware that Taylor had stooped down to pick up the bag. I was even less aware that Dominic was bringing up his knee. I only noticed it when his knee hit me under the chin, causing me to bite my tongue and jerk into the upright position.

Without a thought, I brought up the pistol.

I felt my finger tighten on the cold, curved steel. I felt my arm jerk upward. From what seemed to be a thousand miles away, I heard what could’ve been thunder, followed by screams. Deep down, I was wondering if the screams were mine. It was so hard to tell over the roar in my head.

I heard the thunder again. And again. And again. With each boom of sound, there was less screaming.

When I no longer heard screaming, I froze. The room was silent except for the whooshing of the blood as it roared past my ears. Shaking uncontrollably, I stood in the restroom and struggled to find myself.

There were no hands on me now. No one was calling me names or saying terrible things to me.

My pounding heart slowed, but didn’t return to normal. The roar in my head began to quiet, but was still too loud for comfort. I began to regain my senses. I smelled my sweat, mingled with that horrible, metallic odor. I recognized the scent, but hoped I was mistaken.

My vision still hadn’t focused itself. It was like looking through a sheet of black paper. I knew my eyes were open. I knew they were seeing everything in front of me. But my mind didn’t see it. It’s like my eyes had become detached from my brain.

Suddenly overcome with the feeling that I needed to get out of this room, I took a step in the direction I thought the door would be. Then, I took another, faster than I should’ve. Blind people shouldn’t run.

I stepped in something slippery. My legs flew out from under me, causing me to fall to the floor with a thud and a plop. Even though my butt hit the floor first, my head hit the hardest. Bright white specks flickered in my eyes, and I heard a high pitched ringing in my ears.

I lay there for a minute with my eyes squeezed shut, waiting on things to return to normal. When the ringing stopped, I opened my eyes. I was happy to see that my vision had returned to normal. I could see the ceiling fine now. There was no longer a sheet of paper in front of my eyes.

I sat up slowly, my head spinning and throbbing. I shut my eyes briefly, waiting for the pain to subside.

When it finally did, I prepared to stand, putting my left hand on the floor beside me, right into the puddle of whatever I’d slipped in. I turned my head and looked down at my hand, which seemed much whiter than it really was surrounded by all the dark red blood.

I looked around and noticed there were actually four growing pools of blood. They followed the slope of the floor and all ran to the center of the room, where the drain was. For a moment, I was mesmerized by the dark red liquid as it seeped through the holes in the drain and fell away, out of sight. But then, my attention returned to the sources of the blood.

The bodies were scattered on the floor of the restroom. Garrett lay on his side, his upper body in a stall, his lower body out in the openness of the room. There was blood smeared down the door of the stall where he’d fell against it and slid to the floor.

Taylor and Dominic lay on their backs in front of the stalls.

Spencer must’ve tried to run. He was close to the concrete wall on the other side of the room and was lying on his belly. His head was turned toward me, his eyes open. Blood was coming from underneath him, as well as trailing out of his mouth.

Looking at what I’d done, at this irreversible damage I’d caused and at the lives I’d taken, I began to sob.
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Sitting there in a pool of blood and crying my heart out, I realized that I had nothing. I had no more time. I had no more options. It didn’t matter now whether Carly brought back Mr. Barrister. I might’ve explained away murdering my parents. Most people would’ve felt that I was right in doing so. But there was no way I could justify killing four classmates. No one would take my side for that. No one. It was over.

I cried so hard, I lost my breath many times. I sat there with the backside of my body covered in warm, sticky blood, causing my shirt to stick to my skin, and I rocked back and forth.

I was sorry. Sorry for everything I’d done. I was sorry that I wouldn’t be able to go to the dance with Carly. I was sorry that I’d failed to protect her. I was sorry that I’d brought her into the whole mess. I was sorry that I’d put such a heavy weight onto her shoulders by telling her my story. If it wasn’t for me, she wouldn’t have been in this room, never would’ve been the target of these boys. It was my fault.

I brought my right hand up to wipe my eyes, and realized I was still holding the pistol. The same pistol that had taken so many lives. I’d shot six people with this pistol, and had killed them all. I stared at the gun in my hand, thinking that surely there was one bullet left.

Then the restroom door opened. I looked up as Carly stepped around the privacy wall. I watched her face as she noticed the bodies and the blood. She brought up her hands, covering her mouth as she gasped. Behind her hands, she muttered, “Oh my god.” She then looked at me.

What a sight I must’ve been. Poor Brian Boozer, sitting on the restroom floor among the bodies and the blood, holding a gun and sobbing. What a lucky girl she was to have such a boyfriend.

She came to me and squatted down. She looked me in the eyes and asked, “Brian, what happened? Are you okay?”

Through my sobs, I was unable to do anything more than shake my head.

“Oh, Brian,” she said and hugged me. “Mr. Barrister’s on his way. He said he’d be here in a minute. I told him to hurry. Are you sure you’re okay? Are you hurt?”

As she looked me over, checking for injuries, I realized that I was hurt more than anyone knew. And I was not okay. I would never be okay, and there was nothing that anyone could do to change that. Except me. I was going to change it.

I forced myself to stop sobbing so I could talk to her. I had to hurry. Mr. Barrister was on his way. Using the back of my hands, I wiped the tears from my eyes and cheeks and the snot from my upper lip.

With red and burning eyes, I looked at Carly, desperate to get my point across before Mr. Barrister came in. “Carly, listen to me. I want you to go out into the hall and wait for Mr. Barrister.”

“Why?”

I swallowed hard, still struggling to keep from crying. “You shouldn’t see this. You should wait outside.”

She nodded and stood. After looking at me for a few seconds, she turned to walk away.

“Carly?”

She quickly turned to me. “Yes, Brian?”

“Don’t come back in here. No matter what. When Mr. Barrister gets here, let him come in alone. You stay out in the hall. Okay?”

She didn’t agree. She just looked at me.

“Promise me, Carly.”

She slowly nodded. “Okay, Brian. I promise,” she said quietly. She started to turn to leave, but instead of leaving the restroom, she rushed over to me and knelt down in front of me. She grabbed my chin gently in her left hand and lifted my head. For a second, she just stared deeply into my eyes. Then, she leaned forward and kissed me. Not on the cheek as she’d done before, but on the lips. It was a real kiss. My first, and sadly my last. It was beautiful.

When she pulled away, I felt my facial muscles tighten and pull my lips wider.

She smiled and put her right hand on the back of my neck. With her forehead against mine, she said, “See? I knew I’d make you smile.”

We sat like that for a few seconds. I wish it could’ve been forever. As weird as it was, I never wanted this moment to end. I breathed deeply through my nose, ignoring the metallic smell of the blood and my sweat, and focused only on the sweet scent of Carly.

“Brian?”

“Yeah.”

“Please don’t do anything stupid.”

“It’s too late to tell me that.”

“You know what I mean,” she whispered.

“Carly, I’ve screwed everything up. There’s no way I can fix this. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry that I dragged you into this. It’s my fault and I’m so sorry.” My voice cracked, so I stopped talking. I didn’t want to ruin this moment by bawling.

“Brian, it’s not your fault. You didn’t do it, they did. I’m not mad at you. I could never be mad at you. You saved me.”

“Whatever.”

“You did. If you hadn’t come in when you did, no telling what would’ve happened.”

She was right. But if she wasn’t my girlfriend, they never would’ve bothered her. So in the end, it was still my fault.

“Please, Brian. Don’t do anything stupid.”

I said nothing.

“You have to take me to the dance,” she said weakly. I think we both knew that wasn’t going to happen. Even if I didn’t do anything stupid as she said, I’d be in jail and wouldn’t be able to take her to the dance. That was a dream that would never happen now. One more thing I’d screwed up.

“Yeah,” I said. “You better get out in the hall and wait for Mr. Barrister.”

She nodded. She kissed my forehead and stood. As I watched her disappear around the privacy wall, my heart sank. That was it. That was the last time I was going to see her.

I hoped she did as I asked and stayed in the hall. She didn’t need to see me lying here, bleeding a pool of my own blood to mingle in and swirl down the drain with the others. That’s not how I wanted her to remember me.

I took a deep breath and put the gun to my temple. Funny thing. I didn’t even hear the thunder this time.

####






  






 

Afterword
 

 

I won’t keep you long, Reader. I just wanted to explain this story a little. 

Bad things happen. Often to good people. It’s been this way forever, and I don’t see it changing anytime soon. The boy in this story, Brian Boozer, is a good kid having a bad time. Unfortunately for him, it’s not just one part of his life that he’s having trouble with. It’s every part of his life. He’s pushed, and though he resists as long as he can, trying to survive the madness that is his world, he is - as is often the case - pushed too far.

So what happens when a person is pushed too far? They snap. And there are horrible consequences.

From Moses Lake, WA to Madison, AL and all the schools in between, including Littleton, CO (Columbine) and Blacksburg, VA (Virginia Tech), kids have been pushed too far. They’ve retaliated against those who have pushed them the hardest. It’s the only way they’ve known how to deal with the overwhelming pressures they’ve faced. Of course it wasn’t the right way of dealing with it, but how were they to know that? They were children.

What has always bothered me the most in cases of school shootings is that everyone is so quick to blame everyone and everything else. It was the violent video games, it was the rap music or the heavy metal music, it was bloody and violent movies...The list of blame is a long one. But instead of immediately blaming violent video games, why don’t we look closer and see the truth. Maybe the child was being molested. Maybe he was being bullied. Maybe both. There are a number of things that happen to children, many of which are never known to anyone else.

Brian Boozer is a made-up character I’ve created. But he represents many real children. I’m using him as an example, to show the world what drives children to violence, and to perhaps prevent future occurrences.

This novel isn’t intended to be a handbook for children. It’s not a roadmap for violence. It’s simply a light, shone on the real problem. It’s an answer to the question that’s always asked in the aftermath of such a tragedy - why?

 

Kimberly A. Bettes

September 14, 2011
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Bonus Material
 


  

Poor Charlotte
 

 

As I drove the shovel into the dark, damp earth, I heard her yell, “Stop!”

I looked up and watched as she ran across the yard, skirt swishing around her legs. She ran over to where I stood, shovel in hand.

Her hair was wild, her eyes red and puffy.

“What is it, Charlotte?” I asked, not hiding my annoyance at being interrupted.

“I want to say goodbye to him.” Her voice cracked as she spoke.

I opened my mouth to protest, but she cut me off.

“I didn’t get to say it before and if you don’t let me, I’ll tell Mom.”

Her soul might’ve been in mourning, after all, she’d lost five dogs so far this year and it was only May, but her spirit remained unbroken.

Seeing that she was serious and determined, I took a few steps away from her to give her a moment. Chester was her dog. If she wanted a moment with him before I buried him that was fine. But only a moment. I had other things to do.

I watched as she rubbed the dog’s belly, scratched behind his ears, and patted his head for the final time. She was doing all his favorite things for him, though he didn’t know it. I watched the tears fall from her eyes and land on his fur with a plop, and I wished she’d hurry. I had to bury this dog and finish my chores.

She sobbed now. I wondered why anyone would cry over the death of a dog. I’d had dogs that died. I’d buried them myself without as much as a sniffle.

“Hurry, Charlotte,” I urged.

“Shut up, Robert!” she yelled through tears. She quickly glared at me, but it was long enough that I could see the snot sliding from her nose toward her upper lip.

I rolled my eyes and waited.

The hole wasn’t deep enough yet for Chester. If I didn’t get this finished now, I wouldn’t be able to get all my chores done before dark.

“Charlotte,” I snapped.

Without a word, she stood up and took off running to the house. I watched her for second, certain she was mad at me.

Oh well.

I finished digging the hole, put Chester in it, and filled it again with dirt. I returned the shovel to the shed and went about finishing my chores.

When we were called to dinner, I noticed that Charlotte was already seated at the table, eyes still puffy.

I looked from her to my mother.

“What?” I asked.

My father entered the room, belt in hand.

“What?” I repeated.

My mother said, “Charlotte told us you wouldn’t let her have a moment with Chester.”

“She had a moment. She was keeping me from getting my chores done.”

“Turn around,” my father said gruffly.

I did as I was told. I faced away from my father, toward Charlotte, who sat on the opposite side of the table. I held onto the back of a chair while my father struck me again and again with his belt. Each lash hurt like the dickens, but I didn’t let it show. I could cry later, when I was alone. But for now, I just stared at Charlotte, who wouldn’t look at me.

When my father was finished, he told me to leave the table without supper. I walked outside, to the shed, and grabbed the shovel. The same shovel I’d used to dig Chester’s hole, and the holes of the other dogs. It was the same shovel I’d used to kill Chester.

I walked over to the fresh grave of Charlotte’s beloved dog and began to dig a hole beside it. This hole would have to be much bigger though because Charlotte was much bigger than the dogs had been.






  






The following is an excerpt from Annie’s Revenge, available at online retailers now.


  

Annie’s Revenge
 

Chapter One
 

I ran. I heard laughing and yelling in the distance behind me. “Annie! Annie!” Repeatedly, they kept calling for me, taunting me. I ran faster in the complete darkness. I had no idea where I was or where I was going, but I knew for sure that I had to get away from them. My heart pounded against my chest. My breathing came and went in raspy puffs, my lungs afire and my ribs aching fiercely. I had to keep going. Stopping was not an option.

My mouth filled with blood, its metallic taste nauseating me. Missing teeth, a busted lip, and a bitten tongue were all sources of the bitter blood. I also felt blood running down my thighs. My left eye was swollen shut and throbbing, and
the other was attaining a haze. My unseeing eyes mattered little, as the darkness around me was so absolute, I couldn’t have seen under normal circumstances. The sky stood moonless, but moonlight wouldn’t have reached the thick forest floor to illuminate my way had it been in its fullest phase.

My head ached and I felt blood pouring out of the gash above my right ear. I was dizzy, but I couldn’t let myself lose consciousness. I couldn’t let them get me again.

I kept telling myself that people had lived through far worse than this, so I would too, but every step jarred my entire body and reminded me of how bad this experience really was.

I knew my jaw was broken. There was a large lump in the middle of my forearm, which I presumed was another broken bone. My ankle was sprained. My ribs were aching. My swollen face was covered with scrapes and scratches, not all of which I received from the limbs and branches that I ran into blindly.

I was aware of the aches, but I was so worried about getting away that my mind numbed the pain, or at least pushed it down into my subconscious so I could go on. It was a good thing it did. I knew that if my mind let the pain in, I’d probably stop right where I was, sit down and cry, and they would get me again.

I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let it happen.

I was nearly naked now, as my blouse was ripped to shreds, and they had taken my pants and panties. I was even missing a shoe. My hair was in knots, some of it having been torn out in handfuls. My scalp was burning. I smelled a sweet, unfamiliar smell coming from my lower body. My stomach turned. My whole body ached.

I was filthy and smelled horrible, and I couldn’t help but cry as I stumbled on into the darkness. The salty tears ran down into some of the cuts on my face and made them sting worse than they already did. Still, I barely noticed. That pain was nothing compared to the constant burning and stinging that emanated from between my legs. It felt like those monsters were still ripping apart my tender flesh.

Of all the times in my life that I wished I wasn’t fat and was in better shape, this one counted the most. I needed to be able to run quickly, but the extra weight I carried held me back, slowing me down. I hated myself so much for being fat at that moment that I almost stopped running. I wanted to let them come find me and start all over again with their torture and torment. It would almost be better anyway. Wouldn’t I rather die now than live the rest of my life knowing what they had done to me, and with knowing that it was all because I was fat? If they found me, the torment would continue, but I also knew that I would not escape twice. They would kill me, and death wasn’t looking like such a bad thing at this point. At least the pain and misery would end.

While I was thinking of dying to end my suffering, my steps slowed to no more than a jog. For another minute, I thought of whether to pick up my pace or stop altogether. I thought about what my father would do and say once he found out what happened. I couldn’t keep this a secret. I shuddered to think of how I must look. My father would blame me, and he’d look at me for the rest of my life with disdain and disgust. He’d looked at me with little more than that my whole life. I’d always felt that he was ashamed of me and this would surely only add to that. My mother was what made me run. No matter what my father said or did, my mother would be crushed if she lost me. My mother never acted ashamed of me. She was never afraid to let me know that she loved me, and I’d always appreciated that. My father never showed any love or affection for me, but my mother had made up for it as best as she could. I couldn’t let her down. So I ran harder than before.

My legs were weak, and getting weaker by the second. I needed to stop and catch my breath, but I couldn’t risk it. I had to get help. If they caught me, it would be over.

I don’t know how long I ran, but it felt like days. My feet were sore and blistering, especially the one missing a shoe. I couldn’t hear them cheering and calling out my name anymore, but faintly, somewhere up ahead in the distance, I could hear a vehicle pass occasionally. I knew I was near a highway and if I wanted to live, I had to get to it.

Every time I thought I should be at the highway, I’d hear a vehicle and realize I’d been running in the wrong direction. I’d turn and run in the direction where I’d heard the last vehicle, only to hear the next one off to the right or left. I was going in circles and I knew it. I fought to keep from panicking.

I was sure I was running in the right direction until I came to the top of a small hill. What I saw at the bottom of the hill stopped me. My knees quivered and nearly buckled beneath me. My heart stopped pounding. In fact, it seemed to stop beating altogether. The forest grew silent, though only in my mind. There were no sounds, not even my labored breathing. Then, I realized I wasn’t breathing. I blinked quickly, trying to clear my vision in the eye with which I could still see. I wanted to make sure that what I thought I was seeing was what I was really seeing, and it was. It was the three of them.

They’d heard me run up the other side of the hill. They looked at me and time seemed to stop. The three of them in unison stood and stared at me. Suddenly, my heart and the world started again, only both were going too fast. I screamed.

Panic took hold of my body. I ran harder than before; faster than I had ever ran in my life. I was scared. I expected my heart to pound the flesh open on my chest and beat its way out. It was hard to take a breath and it hurt like hell when I let it out, but I was running to save my life. I could recover later, but I had to move now.

I heard them coming up the hill after me! I tripped and fell several times, but I was up as soon as I hit the ground.

“Annie! Annie!” They called repeatedly. They were still taunting me, still laughing at me, and still cursing me. If they caught me, they’d kill me for sure. There were many times in my life that I’d wished I were dead and there would surely be many more, but right now, I was certain that I did not want to die. Especially not this way. It would mean that they won, and worse than that, no one would miss me other than my mother.

The next thing I knew, bright lights shone directly into my eyes. I heard tires squealing on the asphalt. I was relieved. They couldn’t get me now.

I stopped running.

A man jumped out of his truck and ran around to the front where I stood paralyzed by shock.

“Are you okay?” he asked, sounding nearly as scared as I was.

I felt him take my elbow in his hand. I tried to tell him what had happened to me in the woods, and that I needed to get to the hospital. I needed to tell him that I had to get away from them – and that they were coming – but I couldn’t find my voice.

Then, everything went black.






  






The following is an excerpt from The Good Neighbor, available at online retailers now.

 


  

The Good Neighbor
 

1 Owen
 

I didn’t believe Jenson was a serial killer, hacking up the bodies and hauling them out of his house in black trash bags. Though his behavior was odd, and there were a lot of bags coming out of his house, and other residents of Hewitt Street thought he was, I didn’t believe it.

As I watched the old man struggle with his bags, I wondered why he just didn’t put them in a can at the curb like the rest of the world. What was in his garbage that required him to dispose of it wherever it was that he disposed of it? I had no idea where that was. I never followed him to see where he went once he loaded the heavy bags in his car.

The real puzzle was why he had two different garbage bags that he disposed of in two different ways. He had white trash bags, which he carried to the curb once a week and placed in a curbside trashcan.

Then, there were the black bags.

I sat on my front porch watching him, thinking maybe I should cross the street and help him. After all, he was in his sixties or seventies, and I was still a youthful thirty-five. It was the polite thing to do, and certainly the neighborly thing to do.

“What’s he doing?” someone asked. I turned to see Andy, the neighbor to my left, standing on his porch in his robe.

“Him? What are you doing? It’s almost noon.”

He tilted his red head down to look at his robe, as if seeing it for the first time. “You don’t think I rock this ensemble?” As he spoke, he put one foot on the porch railing, placing his elbow on his bent knee.

“Well, I do now that I see your shoes.”

“Like ‘em? Jill got ‘em for me.”

“Nice. They complement your...uh, carrots.”

“Don’t hate the bunny shoes. You’re jealous, I can tell.”

I laughed, turning my attention back to the trash bag-toting senior.

Andy, seeing where my attention went, asked, “What do you suppose is in that bag?” he asked, starting a conversation we’d had many times before.

“I don’t know, but it definitely looks heavy.”

“Aren’t they always heavy?”

Changing the subject, I asked, “Why are you still in your robe?” I didn’t take my eyes off the old man.

“I’m not still in my robe. I just got in my robe.”

“Ah, must be on the night shift this week,” I deduced.

“Yeah. I’ll be heading to bed soon. Just wanted to come out and see what was happening out here. I heard the moving truck.”

I turned my attention to the truck a few driveways down the street, where two men were carrying furniture into the house. Two children, a boy and a girl, were running around the yard. Occasionally, a young woman – presumably their mother – would step onto the porch and say something to them.

Andy said. “Think she’s the mom? Or maybe the older sister? She’s hot.” His smile broadened.

“Yeah, she’s alright. But is she hotter than, say, Jill?”

He lost his smile. “Of course not. My wife is the hottest woman on the planet,” he said in a robotic voice, then smiled.

“You’re crazy,” I said, laughing at him.

“I see Jenson finally got that bag in the trunk,” Andy said.

When I looked across the street, I saw the old man close the lid of the trunk. I could tell from the stiffness in his gait that he was in pain and having some difficulty getting around. It was probably from dragging around all those heavy bags. And age, of course. I watched as he got in his car, backed out slowly, and then drove away.

“Wonder where he goes,” Andy said, reading my mind. “One of these days, we should follow him. See what he does with those bags.” He saw the look I was giving him and added, “I’m just curious.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is nosy.”

“So you’ve never thought about it? You don’t wanna know what he’s got goin’ on over there?”

“Yeah, but I’d never follow him. Some states call that stalking. They even have laws against it.”

He laughed. “It isn’t stalking if you do it once, and just see where he goes. No big deal.”

I didn’t respond. In my mind, it was still stalking. It was still something that would make me feel guilty, as though I was doing something wrong. Even if it was just once.

“Well, think about it. Maybe one of these days, we’ll go sleuthing, see what’s up. But now, me and the bunnies here are going to turn in for the afternoon.”

“Yeah, go get some sleep. You’re losing your charm.”

“That’s impossible. And, Owen, try to keep it down out here. I’m tired of telling you. You’re the loudest neighbor on Hewitt Street.” He laughed, knowing that was the farthest thing from the truth, and then went inside.

Andy was my best friend, and I was lucky he lived next door. He and his wife Jill had taken great care of me when my life fell apart last year. I still hadn’t picked up all the pieces yet, but I was a lot closer than what I would’ve been if it hadn’t been for them. They’re the only ones who knew how bad things had been for me.

I reluctantly went inside the house. I couldn’t sit on the porch all day, even though I spent as much time on the porch as I could to avoid spending time alone in the house. There were too many memories, all of them best forgotten, that consumed me when I was inside the house. It just hurt too much to be in there.

However, there were things to do.

Once I’d finished my chores and ran my errands, I stopped off and grabbed some dinner. I wasn’t much of a cook, so I ate a lot of take out. A couple times a week, Jill made more than enough food just so she would have an excuse to feed me. This wasn’t one of those nights.

I sat on the porch, my feet propped up on what was supposed to be a table. It suited me better as a footstool. I held my burger in one hand and scooped fries from a bag on my lap with the other.

It was funny how I didn’t mind the silence of being alone when I was outside. Inside, I wanted to scream. Outside, I was fine. I knew the reason. I hated the reason. I struggled every second of every day to not think about the reason.

Inside reminded me of her. Inside is where she lived and loved me. I had no memories of her out here on the porch. But as soon as I walked through the door, I was engulfed with her smell, the sound of her laughter – though it was only in my mind, and everything she’d touched. Her things were still in the house where she’d left them. Things she’d bought or gifts she’d received. Everything was as it had been. Everywhere I looked, there was a reminder. A reminder of what had been, what I’d had, and what I’d lost.

At first, those reminders saved me. They comforted me. They were all I had to hold onto. Now, they taunted me. It was all I could do to let go. Holding on to the memories wasn’t saving me anymore. It was killing me.

It wasn’t a lie or an exaggeration to say Andy and Jill had taken great care of me. They were there from the beginning. They stood by my side as I fell apart. Andy stayed with me the first few days and nights. Jill kept me eating, even though it was an absolute job to do so, for both of us. They made me keep up my hygiene, even though there was no reason to. They made me get out of bed and quit wallowing in my pity. If they hadn’t, I’d have laid there, in the fetal position, and died.

But the one thing they couldn’t do was make me quit missing her. She was everything to me. She always had been. She was the only woman I’d ever loved and that had ever loved me. And then she was gone, vanished from my life. The only evidence that she’d ever even existed was the very things in my house that I could no longer stand to look at.

Thinking of her now brought images to my mind. I could see her dark hair, her brown eyes, and her warm smile as if she were standing in front of me now. I could almost hear her voice. As was always the case when I dared to let myself think of her, I couldn’t help but wonder what I had done to make her want to leave.

I had to force down the mouthful of cheeseburger I’d been chewing. It just couldn’t seem to find its way around the lump that had suddenly appeared in my throat. I knew there’d be no way I could finish the meal now. Not with thoughts of Holly on my mind. I’d lost my appetite.

I looked around for the dog that roamed the neighborhood, planning to give him the remnants, but I didn’t see him. I sat the food on the table, also known as my footstool. I leaned forward in the chair, putting my elbows on my knees, unsure what to do now. I had a restless feeling. It was the same restlessness that always came when I thought of Holly. And with Andy working night shift, I had no one to take my mind off her.

I hated when Andy worked nights. It meant I had to sit on the porch alone, until it was late enough to go to bed without feeling guilty that I’d turned in too early. There had been many nights where I’d given up and gone to bed before the sun had set. I felt as though I’d wasted valuable, nonrefundable time out of my life by doing so, but I was just unable to continue dragging myself through the day. The loneliness, the emptiness, the hollowness that had become my life was sometimes just too much to bear. There were days when I didn’t want to get out of bed at all, but I forced myself. I knew that the amount of time that had passed since Holly had disappeared from my life was appropriate for me to move on. But somehow, I still couldn’t manage to do so. Though things had gotten a lot better for me, my wounds were still not completely healed. There wasn’t an open wound now, but there wasn’t a scar either. It was more of a scab. I was close to being healed, but not quite there yet.

I sighed deeply and closed my eyes, listening to the crickets chirp. The sound of a door closing snapped them open.

“You still out here?” Andy asked as he came out of his house.

“I’m not still out here. I’m out here again,” I said, referring to what he’d said this morning about his bathrobe.

“You need a hobby, my friend.”

“I see you’ve decided to shed the robe for a night on the grind. I’m sure your co-workers will appreciate that. Do they know how awesome you dress while at home?” I teased.

“They’ve heard stories.” Andy indicated the house across the street from me when he said, “Quiet at Jenson’s place tonight, huh?”

“I guess so.”

“Thought you were against all forms of stalking,” he said, furrowing his brow with feigned suspicion and folding his arms across his chest.

“Is it stalking when I never have to leave my front porch?”

Andy laughed. “Guess not.”

Suddenly, the peaceful sound of a quiet night was shattered. Andy’s head jerked abruptly and I shot out of my chair as if my ass were on fire.

“Was that a scream?” he asked in a loud whisper.

I could only nod. We ran off our porches simultaneously, in search of the sound. Both of us stood on our lawns, heads tilted, scanning the street, listening for another sound. Finally it came.

Andy breathed a huge sigh of relief. “Damn,” he said. “That scared the hell out of me.”

“Me too,” I said. My nerves were tingling. The sudden rush of adrenaline had brought everything to life in me that had been dormant for so long. My heart raced. I enjoyed the feeling. It reminded me that I was alive. Something I’d seemed to have forgotten. I couldn’t help but smile.

“Who lets their kids run around the yard at night screaming like that? Especially when you just moved into the neighborhood?” he asked, watching the kids down the street run circles in the yard of their new home.

“I don’t know. Probably someone hot,” I said, teasing him.

“I only said that for your benefit,” he said smiling. When I didn’t return his smile, he looked at the ground, suddenly embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Owen. I didn’t mean anything by that.”

“It’s okay,” I lied. It wasn’t okay. I may be ready to try to let go of her memory, but I certainly wasn’t ready to move on that way. I didn’t even know how to move on that way.

“Still. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Andy?”

“Yes?”

“Aren’t there some people somewhere waiting for you to grace them with your presence?” I smiled, letting him know to forget about it.

“Yeah. Can’t keep my fans waiting,” he said in a lighter tone, walking to his car. “I’d tell you to be on the porch when I get home and we’ll keep an eye on Jenson, but I’m sure you’ll be there already, not stalking him.” He laughed and got in his car before I could respond.

He drove away, leaving me standing on the lawn listening to the sounds of chirping crickets and screaming kids.






  






 

2 Owen
 

When I stepped out the door the next morning, I saw the mess. I’d forgotten to bring in the burger and fries. The neighborhood dog had found and eaten it, but the wrappers were lying on the porch. At least he hadn’t ripped the wrappers to shreds as most dogs would have done. I stooped down to pick them up.

“Hello,” said a sweet, feminine voice.

I looked up as she stepped off the top step and onto the porch, only a couple feet from me. I stood, trying to appear as though I wasn’t looking. But I noticed her painted toenails, her sandals, her ankle bracelet, her toned legs, her curvy hips wrapped in jean shorts, her white blouse, her slender neck, and her beautiful face.

“Hello,” I said in return. I wasn’t sure what else to say. I thought I was doing good to manage to speak actual words. I was so taken with her that I was certain all I’d be able to do was spew forth some nonsense. But somehow my tongue hadn’t failed me.

She smiled. “I just moved in down the street. I wanted to introduce myself. My name is Carla Jones. You probably heard my kids last night. I hope they didn’t bother you, but they were so excited to learn that we’re walking distance from a park.” She laughed lightly.

“Well, I did wonder if you always gave them caffeine before bed,” I said with a smile.

She laughed again. “No, usually, you don’t even know they’re there. They’re very good kids. Thankfully,” she said.

Andy pulled into his driveway. I could feel him staring at us. I did my best to ignore him.

“Why thankfully?” I asked.

“Well, being a single mother would be a lot harder for me if they were unruly.”

“Yeah, I guess that would make it harder. So are you moving from somewhere else or another part of town?”

I felt Andy gawking as he slowly made his way into his house and I felt myself start to blush. I knew there’d be a lot of questions from him later.

“We moved here from Dallas. My Aunt Elaine passed away last February and she left me the house in her will. I packed up the kids, and moved here. It’s scary, you know. Starting over.” She looked down the street at her kids playing in the yard and smiled.

“Elaine was your aunt, huh?” I did what I could to keep my voice from tightening.

“Yeah. Did you know her?” she asked, turning her attention back to me.

“I did. I used to shovel her walkway in the winter. I helped her carry in groceries a few times. That sort of thing. My wife knew her better than I did,” I said tightly. I was losing the battle to keep my voice loose and nonchalant. I quickly added, “I never found out what happened to her.”

“Oh, I thought you knew. Her body was found in a ditch outside of town. She died of head trauma. It looked like they used a poker. Never found out who did it.” She paused a moment, deep in thought. “You don’t think I made a mistake moving into the house, do you? It seems like a nice, quiet neighborhood, but, well, it’s the same house, and...”

I saw the hope in her eyes. I knew she needed to hear that she’d be fine on this street, in that house, and that the horrible things that had happened to her aunt were not going to happen to her. I could do that. I could tell her what she needed to hear. “No, no. You’re fine. This is a great neighborhood.”

She must’ve read something in the look on my face. “Is something wrong?” She looked at me expectantly.

I was still upset about mentioning my wife. It was like slapping a sunburn. I was used to the pain, but when I mentioned her, it stung as if it were fresh.

“No,” I said. “I know you and your kids will be very happy here.”

“Good,” she said, clearly relieved. “Guess I’d better get back. I’ll talk to you again soon. Meet your wife perhaps?” She had turned to leave, but once she saw the look on my face, she stopped. “I’m sorry,” she stammered. She pointed to my wedding ring. “I just...assumed. I’m sorry.” She was clearly confused.

I looked at my ring. Struggling to keep my voice steady and my eyes dry, I said, “It’s a long story.”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” 

Of course she didn’t. How could she?

“Well,” she said, trying to rectify the situation. “If you ever want to tell it, let me know. I’ll cook dinner. I’m a great listener.”

“Maybe I’ll take you up on that.”

“Good. You could meet the kids.” She turned and walked away, heading for her new home and leaving behind the faint scent of her perfume. I inhaled through my nose and watched her walk away, realizing that Andy was right. She was very attractive. I immediately felt guilty for thinking such thoughts.

I didn’t have to feel guilty for long, though. Andy dashed out of his house and over to mine, running up on the porch.

“Well?” he asked, excitedly. He appeared to have been hovering at the door, waiting to run over here and bombard me with questions. When I didn’t answer, he repeated, “Well?”

“Out of the eleventy bazillion questions you have for me, this is the one you lead with?” I sat down in my chair, Andy taking the one next to me.

“I’m working my way up to the others,” he said as he crossed his legs, placing an ankle on the opposite knee.

“She’s nice. Elaine was her aunt.”

“Oh. She’s nice. That’s all you have to say?”

“What more do you want me to say? We talked for like five minutes. Besides, don’t you get enough gossip at work?”

“One can never have enough gossip. Thought you knew that. Besides I don’t think of it as gossip. I think of it as informed entertainment.”

“Informed entertainment?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I guess if that’s the word that separates you from the other ladies, then fine.”

Andy laughed. He relaxed further into the chair.

“You know what we need?” he asked. Before I could answer, “We need beer.” He jumped up and ran back to his house, returning only moments later with two ice cold bottles of beer. I would’ve protested that it was too early, but for him, it was evening. Things were always weird like this when he worked nights. Handing one to me, he plopped into the chair and put his feet up on my table. “Nice footstool,” he said.

“Don’t hate the patio furniture.”

“What’s Jenson been doing today so far?” he asked, opening his bottle.

“Don’t know. I haven’t been paying attention.” I opened my beer, appreciating the hell out of the twist off top.

From the corner of my eye, I could see Andy looking at me with a huge grin smeared across his face. I wasn’t sure how, but I knew he was going to turn this conversation into something more than it was.

“What is it, Andy?” I asked, not turning toward him.

“Haven’t been paying attention, huh? You have, just not to Jenson.” It didn’t take a team of scientific engineers to figure out what he meant by that.

I fought the urge to glance in Carla’s direction. I ignored his point and continued staring across the street at Mr. Jenson’s house.

“You ever talk to him? I mean, like really talk to him.” I asked. Andy hadn’t lived in the neighborhood as long as I had, but he was more outgoing than I was so I assumed he’d talked with him at some point. Andy had never met a stranger. While I’d been caught up in work, Andy had socialized. I teased him often about being a gossip, but it was just that he talked to everyone, so he knew more than most people did.

“Not really. Said hi a few times when he moved in a couple years ago. He’s not much of a talker, though.”

“Well, I’d have thought you’d love to talk to someone who wouldn’t interrupt your monologues and soliloquies.”

“Yeah, well, I need a challenge. You don’t exactly talk my ear off either, you know.” He took a long drink of his beer.

“Doesn’t have many visitors, does he?” I asked, ignoring his statement about my silence.

“He’s never had a visitor. At least not that I’ve seen. Of course, I work odd hours, so it’s possible that he had some and I didn’t see. Possible, but not probable. Jill’s never seen him have a visitor either.”

“You think we should visit him?”

I could almost hear the snap in his neck when he turned and glared at me.

“Are you serious? No way.” He sounded as if I’d just asked him to eat a platter of whale wiener.

“Well, you’re the one who was all for stalking him. Now you don’t want to visit? Why not? What better way to find out what he does with those bags than to be in his house and look around. Maybe even work it into a conversation.”

“Stalking is different than visiting. Besides, what are we going to do? Go over there and say ‘Excuse me, sir. But we were wondering exactly how many people you’ve killed this month. We lost track. We were keeping count of the body bags you hauled out of here, but we lost our paperwork.’ You’re crazy. No way.”

“Of course not. That’s silly. I wouldn’t call him sir.”

Andy chuckled.

“He must be lonely over there. I know how that feels,” I muttered.

Andy was silent for a while. Then, “You know, that girl really seemed to like you. If you want to visit someone, maybe you should visit her.” Holding his hands out, palms up, as if they were scales, he said, “Hot girl or old man? If that’s a tough decision for you, you’ve got problems, buddy.”

I laughed.

“I’m serious. I’ll walk you down there, if you want.” He leaned forward, as if he were going to jump out of the chair if I’d only give him the word.

I laughed again. “I’m not ready for that, Andy.”

Growing a little more serious, Andy said, “I know, but I think you should be. It’s been a long time, Owen. She’s not coming back.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat so I could down the rest of the beer. I hoped it would take some of the sting out of those words. But it didn’t. I don’t think Andy realized how raw that wound still was. I also don’t think he realized how fully aware I was that she wasn’t coming back. She would never come back. I knew that. I just don’t think he knew that I knew that.

“I’m sorry, man. I just...you’re my best friend, and I hate seeing you like this. It pisses me off. You’re a great guy. You need to be happy. And if a hot mother of two is what’ll make you happy, then I’ll walk you down the street myself.” He smiled.

I chuckled. “I’m okay.”

Andy dropped the subject for now. I knew it wasn’t over. I knew that the very next opportunity that arose, he’d be trying to talk me into going down the street to her house and asking her out. I also knew he wasn’t trying to be an ass. He was trying to be helpful. He only wanted what was best for me.

While Andy slept, Jill came over. “I figured you were hungry,” she said, handing me a large covered dish.

I waved the dish under my nose. “Smells good. Lasagna?”

“Baked spaghetti.” She shrugged her shoulders and laughed. “Same thing, I guess.”

I took the dish into the kitchen and put it in the refrigerator. I quickly returned to the porch, where Jill sat, waiting for me to sit before talking.

“Don’t you ever get tired of sitting out here?” She crossed her short legs at the ankle and clasped her hands over her belly. She rested her head on the back of the chair and fell deep into thought.

It always amazed me how every time she came over and sat on my porch, she appeared to be on vacation. It was like my porch slowed down time for her. She even looked as though she were on vacation. She had on white canvas shoes, green socks that matched her green shorts and green blouse, and a white hat with her ponytail pulled through the hole in the back. She had tourist written all over her.

I knew what she was thinking. It’s what she was always thinking and I didn’t want to talk about it. I knew I needed to talk about it with someone, and Jill would probably be the one when the time came. But I just didn’t feel that now was the time.

“Owen?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said quietly, dreading where this was heading.

“You don’t deserve what she’s done to you. No matter what happened between you two, you don’t deserve this.”

I decided to open up a little and test the waters, see if I was ready to talk about it yet. “That’s the part that kills me, Jill. Nothing happened between us. One day, everything was great, and the next day, everything was gone. In the blink of an eye.” I did my best to hide the pain from my voice, but I knew it was there. I heard it. I felt it as I spoke, and I knew she hadn’t missed it. She never missed it.

“Everything isn’t gone, Owen. Only she’s gone. And if she could do this to you, then it’s better that she left. How could she put you through this? She had to know what it would do to you. I’m going to say this, but I don’t want you to take it the wrong way.” She hesitated, probably thinking about keeping it to herself. “I’d rather you were alone than with someone who could hurt you so deeply, so easily. Does that sound horrible?”

I shook my head. I knew what she meant. And she was right. But why did it still hurt so badly after all this time? I closed my eyes and wished the hurt would stop. I wished I could either rewind my life to a time when Holly was still with me, or fast forward my life to a time when Holly’s absence meant little to me. I wondered if there would ever be such a time.

“How long will the pain last?” I asked, fighting the lump in my throat for the ability to speak.

“Until you find something to fill the hole she left.”

I looked at her unable to hide the doubt in my eyes.

“Think about it,” she said. “If your boat leaks, it’ll leak until you plug the hole, right? In this case, the boat is your heart.”

I thought about what she said. She was right. She was more than right. She was spot-on. But then again, she always was.

“How’d you get to be so smart?” I asked, smiling to lighten the mood.

“Well, I’ve been around. I’ve seen some things, done some stuff. Are you surprised that I’m good for more than filling your trough?”

I laughed. “No. It’s just that you knew exactly what I needed to hear.”

She smiled. “And I knew when to say it.” I could tell by the look on her face that there was a reason we were having this talk. When I saw her glance at the house down the street, it was clear.

“Andy told you about the girl down the street, didn’t he?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Of course. But he was right to tell me. We’ve been talking about this for a while. It was just complete coincidence that she showed up like this.”

“Good,” I said. “I was starting to think you two had killed Elaine so her niece would move here and you could unleash your plan on me.” She laughed. “You should consider using your powers to do good,” I suggested.

She stood. “I’ll consider it. I better go. It’s almost dark. How long do you stay out here?”

I shrugged. “Until I get tired of it.”

She left, bidding me a good night.

I looked at the house down the street. Maybe they were right. What was the harm in my moving on? Holly was gone. I couldn’t expect myself to continue to mope after her forever. It wasn’t fair to expect that of myself.






  






 

3 Bernie
 

My head felt like it was splitting open. I stumbled into the bathroom and threw open the door to the medicine cabinet. Bottles tumbled out and fell loudly into the sink. I said some bad words as I fumbled through the bottles until I found what I was looking for.

I thumped a couple of pills into my hand and sat the bottle on the counter without replacing the lid. Who cared? I turned on the water. I threw the pills in my mouth and bent over, drinking water straight from the faucet.

I kicked some dirty clothes out of the way and walked to the toilet. Without lifting the lid, I pissed, getting some on the seat. I knew as I was doing it, I wasn’t going to wipe it off. Hell, I couldn’t even remember the last time the toilet had been cleaned. But who cared?

I went to the kitchen to grab something to eat. My gut was growling.

I stood at the sink, holding a slice of pizza left over from a couple of days ago. I flicked a cockroach off it and took a bite. It wasn’t bad. Kind of stale. It didn’t matter to me. I didn’t care what it tasted like. I could’ve been eating cardboard and I wouldn’t have cared. Food had long ago lost all flavor and appeal to me.

I looked out the window at the broad next door. I’d watched her make a few trips in and out of her house yesterday, and even watched her go down the street to that loser Owen’s house. I wanted her. It was just a matter of time until I had her.

I picked up a can from the counter and shook it to see if it was empty. I heard liquid sloshing inside so I drank it. It was a very flat, warm soda. As I drank, I felt a floating roach brush against my lips. It must’ve drowned in the soda. I made sure not to swallow it as I drank, but I wouldn’t have cared much if I had.

I watched the broad pushing her brats on the swing set in the back yard. Noisy little bastards, they were. But I could put up with it if it meant getting some of the mother. I’d crawl through burning embers on my gut, naked, if it meant I could get some of her. She wasn’t like the women I usually brought home. They were just bar whores, used up and past their prime. She was in her prime, and didn’t appear to be used up. Yet. It was only a matter of time until I had her.

Of course, if things worked out between us, I don’t know what I’d do about those stupid kids. Maybe their father would take them. The last thing I needed or wanted was a couple of snot-nosed heathens running around my house. I didn’t have the patience for that sort of thing. All I wanted was her. I wanted to do things to her that you couldn’t tell other people about even if you were in prison. Things that I’d been dreaming of doing to somebody, anybody. Her moving in next door was meant to be. It was almost like she was asking me to do it to her.

Watching her now, I was pretty sure she was inviting me over. Her shorts were short. Her top was tight. Yeah, she was asking for it, alright.

I decided that perhaps later tonight, after all the nosy bastards on this street went to sleep, I’d slip over to her place and give her a little bit of ol’ Bernie Bear.






  






 

Coming Soon
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