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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack Miller watched his little brother, Billy, race down the stairs from the dais, swinging his big brass candle lighter like it was a wand. The boy smiled broadly and proceeded to skip down the aisle. Suddenly, the candle lighter swung wide, catching Mabel Green on the right side of her head. The brass stick didn’t actually hit her in the head or even touched her scalp—that would have been disastrous based on the woman’s advanced age. Instead, the hook at the curved end of the stick tangled in her too dark to be real hair, catching a few strands. When Billy took his next skipitty-hoppity-step, the hair stayed with the candle lighter instead of Mabel.

      There was a brief moment when silence ensued just after everyone in the straight-backed church pews sucked in a breath. Jack wished that moment had been captured on forever film, available for him to replay at will. It would be cool to see the looks on people’s faces based on the gasps and shrieks that went up all over the congregation two seconds later as Mabel’s hair flew through the air, landing in Missy Sanders’ lap.

      Laughter bubbled in his chest, and he fought to quell it, lest he offend one of the congregation’s conservative members. “It can’t get any worse,” he whispered under his breath. Then his father, Pastor Nathaniel Miller, stepped out of his vestibule, his face already pink and turning redder by the second. Many in the crowd were trying to fight their laughter demons, a few kids were giggling, and one little girl was crying.

      Jack sobered quickly, jumping up to smooth over the situation. He grabbed Mabel’s hair and handed it back to her before racing up the aisle to Billy, taking the candle lighter from his hands before scooping him up, ignoring his caterwauling, and carrying him out of the sanctuary to the hall. With two quick steps, he exited the church through the side doors, leading him into the prayer garden.

      Billy stopped his yelling as Jack placed him on the ground, but that didn’t stop him from kicking at Jack, aiming for his shin.

      “Hey, stop being such a jerk. You’re going to be in enough trouble.”

      Billy squared his shoulders and placed his fists on his hips, doing his best Peter Pan impersonation. “You aren’t the boss of me,” Billy yelled, his shout filling the small garden.

      Jack dropped to his knees and held Billy by the shoulders, forcing his brother to look him in the eyes. “No, I’m not, but if you don’t behave, Daddy is going to be mad. It’s not a threat; it’s just the way he is. Don’t be like me and have a sore backside for months on end. Just be good.”

      Billy’s shoulders sagged. “I am good.”

      “I know, but Billy, Daddy is probably going to give you a spanking, and there isn’t anything I can do about that. You need to be calm and not do things to get in trouble.”

      “I didn’t do anything. Not my fault that old woman doesn’t have real hair.”

      Jack’s nose twitched as he fought his laughter. “I know, buddy. It’s wrong, and if Daddy could just laugh about it, everything would be fine, but he’s not going to laugh. He’s going to tan your backside, taking his anger out on you, and there isn’t a damn thing any of us can do to change that. So Billy, please, from now on, try to be good.”

      Billy sighed and a little tear leaked from the corner of his eye. “I’ll try, but I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Jack stood and watched as his brother wandered off in the garden, cupping the flowers with both hands before taking a long sniff. Billy watched the butterflies, trying to get close before they flew off. If Billy were closer to four or five, Jack wouldn’t worry about it, but Billy had turned seven last Thursday, and seven-year-old boys didn’t chase butterflies unless they were gay—at least not in his family.

      Jack hated that kind of generalization, but it wasn’t just the butterflies Billy chased that made Jack think Billy was gay. There were other signs that turned his blood cold, leaving him fearing what would happen to his little brother once he went off to college. Billy had to learn how to act, but he didn’t seem interested in fitting in.

      Jack shivered, remembering the first time he got excited seeing another boy without a stitch of clothing covering his body parts. He knew well and good what gay was and how it behaved because when he was honest with himself, he admitted that girls did nothing for him. However, the backside of a boy had him wondering what it was all about and how he could find out more. When he saw another guy’s dick, that sight sent him into orbit. Not all guys, and none on the team, but there were a few at school he was interested in.

      There were days he wondered if he could sneak just one little touch. Just a little brush of his hand against another guy’s bare chest and not while there were nine other guys on the court playing basketball, watching his every move or on the football field, where the entire town had their eyes on him. He wasn’t asking for much, not even a kiss, but he knew his desire was a bigger request than anyone, even God, could deliver to him at this time in his life.

      Heck, his father preached over and over again how bad it was to be gay, drilling in the evils, leaving him wondering how he’d survive long enough to escape to college where he wouldn’t have to hide his love of men every second of every day. According to his father, gays would go to hell and burn forever in damnation. For the longest time, Jack believed him, hating his own mind and body, wondering how he’d been born wrong. Then last summer, he’d kissed Ryan Whitefield at camp, opening up a world of excitement he didn’t know existed. It hadn’t even been a big kiss, just a sweet brush of lips over his. Ryan hadn’t spoken to him again. They’d been at the lake, saying goodbye, and Ryan stood to leave, but before he jumped up all the way, he moved in close, his lips brushing quickly over Jack’s. It had changed everything, taking away the hatred he felt toward himself and his desire to change. Jack had wanted more, but there wasn’t any time. Ryan ran off, and Jack’s bus was set to leave. Any hope for another kiss disappeared down the road from camp, leaving him longing for more.

      But Billy would be squashed by his father’s intolerance. Jack hid his gayness well with his love of sports, hunting, fishing, and muscle cars. Billy loved butterflies and flowers, pink dresses, and pretty paintings. More than once, Jack had caught Billy trying on their mother’s dresses and bras. He didn’t want to crush Billy’s love for all things soft and colorful, but his little brother would have a hell of a time if he didn’t change soon.

      Jack could hear the organ music rise before dying off. The service was halfway over. He had no intention of going back into the sanctuary, and he sure as heck wasn’t going to make Billy go in there.

      He sat back on the bench and sighed, wishing that things could be different. Their family was large: four girls and six boys. He was the oldest, the one who had to be responsible and lead the others. Of course, odds being what they were, two of them were gay. Well, at least he was gay. Little Billy might be bi, but he’d be surprised if that were the case.

      Billy spun to face him, the smile on his face huge. He’d taken four flowers and arranged them in his hair, placing one behind each ear.

      “Lookie Jack, I’m pretty!”

      Jack groaned and jumped up. “Billy, you’d best get rid of those flowers and tuck in your shirt.” Jack cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes. “Billy, please tell me you didn’t.”

      “What?” Billy skipped closer, his smile huge, framed with bright pink lips.

      If they’d been in any other family, it wouldn’t have mattered. But because they were the minister’s kids, it did matter. Not only did it matter, it would get Billy a beating he’d never forget.

      “Good Lord, Billy. You can’t do that. Let’s go wash your face. If daddy sees you with that lipstick on, he’ll beat you. You don’t like to get beaten, do you?”

      Billy screwed up his face, his brows pinched together. “I don’t get it. Why would he beat me? Mama wears pink lipstick all the time. She looks pretty in it, and I want to be pretty.”

      Jack rubbed his hand over his face, squeezing his chin tightly before clenching his fists at his sides. It pained him to have to change Billy. God, if his parents were different, Billy could wear a dress if he wanted. He saw articles about moms and dads who didn’t care that their boys wore what would be considered girl clothes. Their daddy would kill Billy if he saw the child in lipstick and flowers, wearing a dress and dancing around the garden. Jack sighed and set his lips in a thin line. If he understood why other little boys had it better, life would be so much easier, but he didn’t understand and never would.

      Maybe he should take the bible more seriously, or maybe he should contemplate his soul’s place in the heavens, but he’d already prayed so hard he felt that God had granted him an all-access pass. There’d been a time when he’d felt shame, and sometimes those bad feelings came back up to haunt him when he was down, but he’d accepted that God didn’t make mistakes, and his desire for other men wasn’t going to go away. The kiss from Ryan had enlightened him, and now, he just needed Billy to survive long enough to grow up and move out. He wouldn’t be here to protect the boy. One year, two at the most, then it was off to college for him. He wanted to go to the university his freshman year, but his father had threatened to have him stay at home and attend the local college, getting his basics taken care of.

      Then there was the worse option—religious school. There was no way he could go to one of the extremely conservative Christian schools his dad wanted him to attend. He needed the freedom of a state university because he wouldn’t last staying here in Sweet, and if he were surrounded by churchy boys, he’d wither and die.

      In a flash of rebellion, Jack had sent his application to Auburn. His father would never agree to let him attend the huge university, but he’d applied for a scholarship and had a good chance of getting it. It hurt him that he had to send in his application without his parents’ knowledge, but he’d decided over the summer that he had to live his life for himself, and that made Billy all the more tragic for him. If Billy didn’t change and change immediately, their father would annihilate him. There wasn’t anything he could do. He couldn’t forego his life for Billy’s.

      They’d made it to the bathroom without being seen. Jack grabbed a stack of paper towels and knelt in front of his little brother. They had the same angled nose, but Billy still had baby fat to pudge out his cheeks, whereas his fat was mostly gone, replaced by a few dark whiskers and sharp angles. Not that he’d be allowed to grow out his whiskers and have that sexy look cute gay men seemed to sport in the city, but he could imagine how sweet he’d appear with the scruffy look darkening his already sharp jawline.

      “Why’d you roll your eyes?” Billy asked.

      “Sorry, I was thinking. Now we need to get rid of this stuff.” Jack wiped at Billy’s mouth, taking away most of the pink. When Billy no longer had any lipstick stains, Jack sat down on the bathroom floor, not caring that it was undoubtedly getting his pants dirty. Though his father preached cleanliness was next to godliness, that didn’t extend to hiring a competent janitorial service. Paying for work, any work, seemed to go against his father’s code. Usually, he’d manipulate church members into “serving,” which really meant he’d pester them and call them names until they gave him what he wanted. At school, that would be called bullying; in the church, it was known as business as usual.

      Though the floor was dirty, he pulled Billy down onto his lap, holding him like the boy was much younger than his seven years. Billy was physically small, leading others to think he was younger than he was. Sometimes Billy acted immaturely, but Jack knew it was because the kid was just happy with life.

      “Billy, you really have to think about things.”

      The boy screwed up his face, pinching his brows together. “What kind of things?”

      “You can’t put on lipstick.”

      “But Mama does.”

      Jack nodded and smiled, wondering just how shitty of a life his younger brother would have. “No one, other than you or I, will understand that. There are rules, and one of the rules is no makeup for boys.”

      “I like lipstick. It makes me feel pretty.”

      Jack hugged Billy tighter, his heart squeezing hard. “I know, Billy, it does make you pretty, but you have to promise me that you won’t put on the lipstick unless you’re going to be alone, and you have to take it off before Mom or Dad see you.”

      “Really, I can do it then.”

      “Yeah, but you have to really promise me. You can’t be caught with makeup on, not even lipstick.”

      “Okay.” Billy jumped up and spun around, lifting his hands high above his head. “I want to be a ballerina!” Billy yelled.

      Jack smiled and nodded, wishing for Billy’s sake that a miracle would happen, changing the shape and direction of their family, but it was too much to hope for. His daddy was hell-bent on being a man of God, no matter who it destroyed.
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      Nathaniel’s breathing had evened out, signaling that he was actually asleep. Ever so carefully, Dianne pushed the covers off her body, waiting to make sure her husband didn’t stir. Once satisfied, she swung her legs to the side of the bed and sat up. She’d lie and say she had to pee if he woke now. Halfway to the door, the floorboard creaked, and Nate snorted in a breath before rolling over and settling.

      Her heart raced as she started thinking about the real reason to be out of bed. Nate wasn’t a cruel man, but on the subject of being gay, he was uncompromising. More than once, he’d called Billy a faggot when they were discussing disciplining the children. She’d disagreed with his punishment for Billy today. He shouldn’t have been walking with the long brass stick on his own, but since the older boys had all taken to the responsibility of lighting the candle by the age of seven, he felt Billy should buck up and be responsible too since the boy’s birthday had come and gone.

      It wasn’t that Billy was irresponsible that was the problem. When he was just a baby, his personality blossoming, she’d known he was different. Billy gravitated toward the girls’ toys. He wanted the fluffy stuffed animals and the cute dolls. He loved playing dress-up. Billy was the best gardener of all her children. If she asked him to get a bouquet of flowers for the dinner table, he could pick the perfect combination, arrange it, and place it in a fitting vase. None of her older children could accomplish it properly. Even Amy and Lucy had difficulty with the task.

      Billy had a good eye for color. It wasn’t that she’d purposely taken him shopping for clothes, but he was the youngest, and they’d held him back a year from entering kindergarten. He always knew which clothes would look good on her. When Billy told her how to get her hair styled, she’d worried a little. He always picked out the best accessories to go with her dress. Every time Billy dressed her for a party, all the women raved about her jewelry, her clothes, her scarf, or whatever Billy had told her to wear. Last month, when he began giving her makeup tips, she’d pulled him into her arms and asked him not to do that. He didn’t understand at all.

      Today, she’d cornered Nate after the service, telling him that Billy didn’t mean to do what he did. But Nate was determined to make Billy understand that he had to change. Nate had threatened football again, and she cringed. Football was fine for Jack and the other four boys, but not Billy.

      She pushed open the door to Billy and David’s room. At first, she thought Billy was asleep, then she heard the quiet sobs. David always slept so deeply she didn’t fear him waking, so she entered the room and pulled Billy onto her lap. He snuggled close, burying his face in her hair.

      They sat together for a long time, and eventually, his crying quieted. She stroked his hair, wondering how she could get Nate to accept Billy as he was.

      “I don’t think God made me right,” Billy whispered.

      That exact thought had crossed her mind more than once, but she’d never let it take root. “Baby, don’t say that.”

      “I just want to be pretty, like you or Lucy.”

      “What about Amy?”

      “She’s not nice enough to be pretty.”

      Dianne bit her lip. She’d need to work with Billy and Amy on that bit of information, but right now, she needed to deal with Billy. “Honey, you’re perfect just the way you are.”

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to have a penis.”

      Shock silenced her for a moment. “Wh-why do you say that?”

      “I think I’m a girl.” Billy hid his face in her hair.

      If Nate heard Billy talking this way, he’d freak out. He’d be so angry she feared what he’d do to little Billy. The boy wasn’t defective. She prayed for all of her kids, but she prayed for Billy the most.

      “I’ve prayed to change, but God always tells me I’m good just the way I am. I’ve asked over and over again, and not once has he told me I’m wrong.”

      “Oh, baby. I don’t know what to tell you. I know it’s going to be hard, but could you try to be calmer at church? It’s a lot to ask, but try to be more like David, or even Luke, or Matthew. Heck, if you could try to be like Mark, that would be great.” She wouldn’t mention Jack. Billy was too much like Jack already. Jack wasn’t girly, but she feared he was gay. A few years ago, when all the other boys his age were noticing girls, she saw the way Jack’s eyes brightened when a cute boy came near. It had shocked her at first. She watched him closely when Nate wasn’t around. There was no doubt in her mind that Jack liked boys. He hadn’t acted on it, and he appeared to be like other boys, casually dating a few girls in school, but the fear was still there. It would devastate Nate if Jack were gay, so she said nothing. Jack was Nate’s hero, his manly man whom he could brag about. Being gay would ruin that.

      “What about Jack?” Billy’s small voice pierced her heart with the innocent question.

      “Jack’s too old. You’re much too young to act like Jack.”

      “I like Jack best.”

      “I know, sweetie. Now, you need to sleep. I love you. You’ll always have my love, no matter what happens. Forever, my little Billy. I’ll love you forever.” She kissed Billy on the cheek and laid him back on the bed. She covered his little body before bending down to kiss his forehead. “Sleep now, my love.”

      She left Billy’s room and went to look in on Jack. No matter how much he grew or how old he was, he’d always be her little one. He was the reason she’d married Nathaniel Miller. Had she not been pregnant, she would have dumped Nate. But she’d been stupid to think that sex with Nathaniel wouldn’t be that big of a deal. Then she was stuck with him. Both of her parents thought divorce was a sin, and by the time she realized how huge her mistake was, she was pregnant with her third.

      It could be worse, she supposed, though now that they’d been together for eighteen years, she didn’t believe a word he said. He wasn’t mean, and he’d never hit her. If Nate had, she would have left a long time ago.

      She shut Jack’s bedroom door and moved back to her and Nate’s room. Nate rolled over when she lay down.

      “Where were you?”

      “Just checking on the children.”

      “Billy needs to change. I won’t have a little faggot in my family.”

      Dianne sighed and shook her head. “Why label him? He’s just seven. Not everyone matures at the same rate.” The dig was small, and Nate probably wouldn’t get it. He’d acted like a baby long after entering grade school. The stories he relayed in church were far from how life really was when they were younger. Nate had never been popular, he’d had few friends, and he’d never been a football player. She had been a cheerleader. When they moved to Sweet, Nathaniel had told his new congregation that he’d been a football star. She’d stayed in New Mexico since she’d just given birth to their fourth child and let him go to his new post before her. By the time she arrived, Nate had built an alternative past. He begged her to say nothing, telling her that Southerners lived, ate, and breathed football. With him as a football hero, they’d connect easier.

      Now she wished she’d demanded he tell the truth. Then Jack wouldn’t be forced to live up to a ridiculous history that had no truth behind it. In the morning, she’d start working with Billy. If he calmed down, Nate might not notice him so much.
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        * * *

      

      On Monday morning, Billy’s eyes were downcast at breakfast, and he barely picked at his food. Jack hadn’t heard everything, but he knew Billy was grounded for the week. He tried to joke with his little brother, but the boy would have none of it. When his mother came in, Jack stopped trying to draw Billy out of his shell.

      After eating a bagel and cream cheese, Jack went to his room to grab his book bag before heading out to his truck. This was the first year his parents allowed him to drive to school. Previously, they’d either driven him, or he had to take the bus. Then last summer, he’d purchased the truck with his own money the first day of July. He’d spent years earning cash by doing any type of odd job that came his way. He flipped burgers at the local hangout, swept floors at the grocery store, cleaned toilets at the baseball stadium, and babysat kids. It was worth it to own his wheels. When he went off to college at the end of the year, he’d have his truck.

      Lucy, his closest sibling, born just ten months after him, stepped out of her room as he breezed past her doorway. “Hey Jack, I’m riding with you this morning.”

      “Are you ready?” Jack asked.

      “Yeah, let me grab some orange juice.”

      Lucy took off to the kitchen, and Jack followed. His dad blocked their path, halting their progress. “Jack, Lucy, I hope you have a productive day at school. Jack, I need you to drop by the church on the way home today. A new family is moving into town, and the parents want to make sure their son meets with the right kind of people. He’s not starting school today. Instead, they are waiting until tomorrow. And Jack, I know you’re the right type of boy to show this kid how to be a real man.”

      Warning bells went off in Jack’s head, but he hid his reaction. Guilt chiseled away at his confidence, leaving him adrift in a family full of homophobes. “Yes, sir, I’ll be there right after school. Football practice ends at four today, and I’ll need to shower first.”

      His dad nodded. “Sounds good.” He winked at Lucy and patted her on her head. “Do me proud, girl, and look pretty all day.”

      Jack gritted his teeth as Lucy giggled and swished by. He moved to follow his sister, but his dad grabbed his arm. “On the team, I’m just making sure, you know”— Nathaniel glanced over his shoulder, then nodded to the kitchen door. “Let’s step outside.”

      Jack didn’t want to have this conversation with his father. He had a feeling what it would be about, and his breakfast threatened to come up. Nathaniel turned to him once the door was closed, his brows bunched together. Finding something funny to say wouldn’t work this time. His father seemed to be on a mission.

      “I just wanted to make sure that there were no boys on your team into funny business.”

      “Funny business?” Jack asked. His heart hammered, and he wanted to scream, telling his dad to shut up, but he stuffed his anger down, breathing calmly and trying to look like he had no idea what his dad was talking about.

      “You know, those freaky girly boys—faggots—sissy boys. None of them are on your team, right?”

      Inside, Jack felt like he was going to explode. I’m one of those freaks, as you like to call them. Yeah, me, your precious oldest child, the one destined to be the pastoral heir to the Miller family church. But seriously, fuck you.

      Jack shook his head, his mouth turned down in a frown. “No, sir.” The truth longed to spill out, finally allowing him to come clean about how he really felt. He wanted to talk about the issues he was living with since he realized he wanted a man, not a woman, to spend the rest of his life with. Prince Charming would save him, not a princess. Well, maybe not save him, but at least look at him and think, Wow, he’s cute.

      But living in this small town where his father was the pastor of the largest church in the county, being gay wasn’t an option. So he hid, waiting for salvation that was a bit different from what his dad preached.

      Jack had heard of gay pride events because some parishioners wanted to drive into Atlanta and picket. He thanked God over and over again that his dad called them off, claiming they needed to focus on prayer this year, then next, they would go picket if God wanted them to.

      Jack was sure God would be against First Congregational protesting gay pride, but so much of church was random. Usually, they were stuck doing what his father wanted instead of following scriptures. He was sick of bending to the leader’s will instead of using biblical principles. It wasn’t something he could ever say to his father. He’d toe the line, living as his dad wanted until he was free. Then, he’d find a boy he could love, holding him close and keeping him safe. They’d both keep each other safe in a real family where each member was valued. But that was a long time off in the future. Right now, Jack needed to tell his dad what he wanted to hear.

      “No, sir, everyone on the team is a good guy.”

      “Good, we need to keep this town pure. If you hear of any of their types, I need to know. We can take care of it, showing them right from wrong.”

      Jack’s stomach turned again. His world was a mess. He shook his father’s hand and turned to leave.

      “Don’t forget, stop by the church after school.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jack entered the kitchen, trying like hell to keep his feelings off his face, but Lucy saw. She felt pity for him. It was obvious, and he hated it. Of course, she had no clue he was gay. She just knew he was sad.

      When he came back from camp, she sensed something was up. Lucy was cool and nothing like Amy, who seemed to have it in for him. If Amy found out about his kiss with Ryan or even suspected anything about it, she’d immediately tell their dad. Lucy wouldn’t care.

      “Time to roll, Lucy.”

      Lucy flashed him a smile. “Cool. Let me grab my bag.”

      “Are you taking Amy?” His mother stepped into the kitchen as they were walking out the backdoor.

      “Sorry, Mom,” Lucy said. “Jack agreed to take me early. We don’t have time to wait.”

      “Oh, okay. I guess she’ll get a ride with your father.” His mother opened the refrigerator and pulled out the milk and cereal that David, his second youngest brother, liked. She was too nice to be with his dad. He wondered how a woman like Dianne Flemington had hooked up with a man like Nathaniel Miller. A few years ago, he’d found her old yearbooks when she’d had him clean out the attic. From the stories and the pictures, he could tell that his mom was smart and vivacious. She’d been a cheerleader and the captain of the glee club. She had so much going for her, and yet, she’d married Nathaniel.

      During his attic cleanout session, Jack had searched for his father in the yearbooks, looking at pictures of the football team and other clubs he was supposedly a member of. Nathaniel hadn’t been the football team’s captain, nor had he been president of the senior class. Jack found his father’s photo in the junior section when his mother had been a senior. At the time, Jack had been devastated, wanting to question and expose the lie. But Jack had too much he needed to keep hidden, deeper secrets that could destroy everything if they got out. If his dad and mom wanted to lie, telling everyone in their congregation that his father was a high school football great, who was he to argue?

      Jack moved close to his mother and kissed her cheek before walking out the door. She’d had such a bright future and seemed so lively. Now she just seemed old and run down.

      He approached his black truck, and pride filled him. It wasn’t new, and it needed some work, but it was his. He slid into the driver’s seat and put the key into the ignition. Lucy shut her door and sighed.

      “Thank God you’re running early.”

      “Thanks for covering for me back there.” Jack started the truck, smiling again as the engine roared to life.

      “Are you kidding me? Amy is a blabbermouth. I have secrets too.”

      He stiffened as he pulled out on the main street. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Whatever, just know that we all have secrets.”

      Fear, terror, something horrible and indescribable twisted through him, stealing his breath while making his heart race. “I don’t.”

      “Please. I know you are trying to help Billy hide it. He’s sweet as sugar, and he’s gay as can be.”

      Jack took his foot off the accelerator and turned to stare at Lucy. It seemed as if the world froze around him, but they were still rolling forward. He turned back to the road, praying she didn’t say more, half wishing she would. She knew about Billy, but did she know about him?

      “He’s not,” Jack defended his brother.

      “Please. I heard you telling him not to wear lipstick. The women’s bathroom is connected to the men’s by a vent. I have no idea why they did that. In that bathroom, don’t say one word if you want to keep a secret.”

      “Oh shit.” Cold sweat broke out over Jack’s body. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Hell no. But I agree. Billy needs to hide that shit, or Daddy will find out and kill him. There ain’t no way under heaven Daddy will allow any child of his to be gay.”

      “Do you really think he’d kill Billy if he were gay?” Jack didn’t want to know the answer, but he had to hear what Lucy had to say. She was smart and knew their daddy. Lucy was his favorite sister. Really, Jack had only gained favorite status with his dad because he was a boy and the oldest. For some reason, the old man thought that mattered. But Nathaniel really liked Lucy, and she played him, acting perfectly when he was around. Jack had spent enough alone time with Lucy to know she cursed like a sailor, drank like a fish, and was in love with a boy whose parents weren’t Christian.

      “Jack, I don’t doubt for a second that if Daddy even thought you were gay that he’d kill you. Billy is the youngest. Daddy has a bunch more kids to do things for him, so yeah, he’ll kill Billy unless he can learn to cover it.”

      Lucy’s words chilled him. When they showed up at school, he was still worried. Could Lucy possibly know he was gay? He’d hidden it so well. The only person who even suspected didn’t live in their city, and he wouldn’t see him again unless they both went to camp the same week.

      “Hey, stop being such a dork. I swear I won’t tell Daddy that you’re trying to help Billy hide his true self. He’d be too pissed that you didn’t bring Billy’s failings to his attention immediately.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Just make sure never to tell them that I meet with Jace before school.”

      Jack nodded. “Your secret is safe with me. Trust me, I have no desire to get into that mess.”

      “If they ask why I come to school so early, what will you tell them?” Lucy grabbed the door handle but didn’t jump out. Instead, she stared at him, her eyes pleading for him to lie for her.

      “I’ll tell them the truth. That you really need to study a lot and need the peace and quiet before the school gets busy.”

      She smiled, and her shoulders sagged. “You’re not half bad.”

      “Thanks.”

      Jack’s day started slowly. Unlike Lucy, he needed the hour to study before heading to his first class. His grades were okay, but he’d never make valedictorian. He wasn’t failing, and if he kept at it, he might be able to pull a B out of government. Science he had a solid A- and math he had a B+. His other classes he wasn’t worried about. Eight months and he’d graduate. Somehow, he had to get out of town and find himself.

      First period was government. Mr. Archer was boring and hard to listen to. Jack tried to concentrate, and he was doing a good job of it until the door popped open and the school secretary stepped in. She waved Mr. Archer over, said something to him, and left the room. Archer glanced at him, his gaze narrowing before he resumed his position at the board.

      Jack spent the next thirty minutes wondering why the teacher had looked at him after the secretary left. They were discussing the tasks assigned to the legislative branch, which was hard enough to concentrate on when the interruption had ruined it for him. Later, he’d need to study the information if he wanted to pass the test, and he really wanted to pass it.

      After fifty minutes of torture, he escaped Archer’s class and raced to calculus with Beth Cole. The usual group said hi to him in the hall. Of course, everyone knew him, so he never stopped to talk. If he did, he’d never make it to class.

      “Jack, good game,” someone yelled out.

      “Win for the Spartans,” another voice rose above the din of the hall.

      “There’s the man.”

      “Hey, Tiger.”

      “What a stud.”

      Then there were the random comments about how he could date any girl on campus. How Betty Sue, Linda Lee, Brenda, Ashley, Jessica, Leanne, and so on wanted to go to prom, homecoming, the dance, or just out on a date with him.

      He put up with the comments, smiling and waving, all the while knowing that if they knew the truth, they’d hate him. Hate what he stood for and hate what he wanted to do. The real life he wanted was getting harder and harder to hide from the fake people who pretended to like him. They were only nice because he was good at football, basketball, and of course baseball, but football was his sport. It was his ticket out of town as long as his dad didn’t find out until it was too late for him to stop Jack from going to school where he wanted to attend. He had no idea how it would work, but he needed freedom.

      Nothing exciting happened in math and third period was just as boring. Fourth was torture because lunch was at the end of the period. He was starving and wanted to refuel so much it was hard to pay attention. When the bell rang, he raced downstairs, grabbed a tray, and loaded up on food. He didn’t care that only half of it looked decent enough to eat. He needed the calories if he planned to give his all at practice.

      The lunch table where he normally sat was already full, so he took a seat close to the lunch line. It was the geeks and freaks table, but he was past the labels and the degradation. He didn’t care if someone was a little weird; all he cared about was food. The two guys sitting at the table with him scooted as far away as they could. He sighed, wishing things could be different.

      “Whoa, what the hell is Jack Miller doing sitting with the rejects?” Bud Wilson sat down beside him and growled at the other two kids at the table. They both grabbed their lunches and took off.

      Jack shook his head. “Nice, Bud. Real mature.”

      “What are you doing sitting with those faggots? You sit with the rest of us, not over here in loserville.”

      Jack shoved his burger into his mouth, chewing around the bite. “I’m starving. I don’t care where I sit.”

      “You’d better. Don’t want people thinking you

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


