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      William at Fifteen

      “Get up, you little queer.”

      “Yeah, you pussy. Drama nerd. Stand up and fight like a real man.”

      “I bet Little Willie has a little willy!”

      As William lies on the ground, curled in a protective ball, he holds back the tears that threaten to rain down his cheeks. He remains unmoving since they pushed him from behind and he fell flat on his face, toppling over to land on his hands and knees before quickly drawing up his arms to shield his face. He tries to wipe at his cheeks, the loogies and spit-wads they spat at him now covering his face and sticking to his hair.

      It’s not like this is the first time this has happened to William. He’s dealt with these types of bullies since the sixth grade, when William began to express himself in a manner the other boys didn’t understand. He’s gotten used to protecting himself against their ignorant taunts about his appearance that didn’t quite conform to their idea of what a boy should act like. He’s learned that avoiding and not poking the bear when it comes to their attention is the best course of action. William will do anything to keep from drawing attention or antagonizing the offending pissants.

      Normally, the cavalry—aka the teachers—will swoop in and break up the fight before he’s accosted too badly if it’s on school grounds. For some reason, though, they are taking their sweet time today. Maybe no one wants to bother getting involved in what some might call a natural survival of the fittest.

      Things like this have been happening since the dawn of time. The bigger the body and the more ignorant the brain, the more these bullying kids want to pick on someone they perceive to be smaller, weaker or different than them.

      And yes, it’s clear that William’s different.

      For as long as he can remember, he’s been considered the eccentric kid, the one who wears bright and bold clothing, not the camouflage jackets, ripped jeans, and dark colored T-shirts the other boys wear. But William also stands out from the crowd because he loves to sing and dance and act. Which, for some unknown reason, seems to be offensive to their ball-playing sensibilities.

      And William swears he’ll never understand why what he does bothers them so much or has any bearing on their lives at all. What should it matter? Why can’t they just accept it and leave him alone?

      Instead, William has had to learn how to take their bullying behavior and endure the incessant name-calling, hostile treatment, and severe homophobic attitude toward him.

      It gets exhausting.

      And teachers and administrators of his school, although they tout an anti-bullying policy, will frequently turn their heads away, forcing William to find alternatives to getting beaten up.

      William vowed that, if he ever became an educator, he would always stick up for the little guy, no matter what.

      The only thing that gets William through it all, day in day out, and keeps him from falling down a dark hole is the knowledge that he has a future ahead of him. He can see the lights ahead that will lead him through the next three years of high school, when he’ll pack his things and go to a fancy Ivy League college, get his degree, and do whatever the hell he wants with his life. And he’ll tell them all to fuck off if he ever sees any of them ever again.

      The four boys who terrorized him seem to get bored with William’s lack of fight, and head on to something better. As their laughter and voices begin to grow distant, William slowly pries his fingers open, peering through the space to see if he’s alone. However, there’s still a pair of feet standing at his side.

      The boy bends down and offers William his hand. William scoffs at the help from his oppressor. Instead, he slowly unravels himself from the ball he was curled up in and pushes up on his hand.

      Benny “The Bully” Vega shakes his head, shoving his hand back in his jacket pocket and stares down at William.

      “Why don’t you learn, man? Either fight back or just act like everyone else, then you wouldn’t get it so bad from these guys.”

      William stands to his feet, wiping his bloody nose on his shirt sleeve, and stares off in the direction Raul and his posse have gone. Then he quickly glances at Benny, wondering why he’s remained behind.

      He sweeps a hand down his front and shrugs. “This is who I am. I can’t be anyone else. Changing to fit their expectations won’t solve the problem. It’ll only make me more miserable.”

      Benny gives an unamused laugh. “I don’t know about that. You look pretty fucking miserable now, if you ask me.”

      He turns his head over his shoulder, nodding a chin toward the group of boys who are now trying to deface a street sign with their bare hands. When he returns his gaze to William, there’s something in his eyes that William can’t quite recognize. Is it sympathy? Or maybe a bit of his own shared misery?

      Nah. Benny isn’t anything like William. They could just as easily be from two different planets.

      But the brief moment disappears just fast as it happens, and Benny’s eyes darken and then narrow on William.

      “Just do yourself a favor, bro. Stay under the radar and steer clear of Raul. I’ll do what I can, but I can’t promise anything. He has it out for you.”

      Before he can say thank you, Benny has turned and is jogging off across the park, catching up with the loud obnoxious boys, as William swipes his palms over his thighs and considers what just happened.

      He doesn’t know Benny well, only that he runs with a rough crew. But he will consider Benny’s suggestion and do his best to keep his distance. Because William can endure this now, knowing the end is in sight and he won’t ever have to put up with their homophobia again. William will be able to live his life in the open, surrounded by people like him. The queer kids.

      Until then, though, he just needs to make it through another day with their ridicule and hateful behavior.

      And then he can move away and never come back to Jersey. Good riddance.
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      William

      “Principal Garrison. Excuse me, but do you have a moment?”

      I peer up from my laptop where I’ve been looking over the teacher’s union contract in preparation for my meeting tomorrow and see our school office admin, Stella Connelly, her round cheeks painted a bright pink to match her neon pink lipstick, peering through the crack in my slightly ajar office door. She smiles sheepishly.

      I sigh, closing the laptop and glancing at the relic of a clock hanging on the yellow wall. It’s only ten a.m., and it sounds like trouble is already brewing in the student body.

      “Yes, Stella. What can I help you with?”

      She opens the door wider and ushers in a young man, all skin and bones, a face full of acne and anger. His dark head of hair hangs low, chin hitting his chest, and his hair drips large drops of water onto his T-shirt and shoulders.

      “Principal Garrison, this is Benjamin.” She carefully swings an arm over his shoulder as she introduces him.

      “It’s Ben,” he mutters willfully, his shoulders stiffening.

      She waves a hand. “Oh, silly me. I’m sorry. I’m so used to seeing your full name on your school records. Anyhoo, Mr. Dalton found Ben coming out of the boy’s restroom dripping wet and looking a bit…bothered. So, he brought him down here. Perhaps you two can chat for a bit.”

      Ah, poor kid. Ben obviously ran into some trouble with some other boys but doesn’t want to share what happened to protect himself from further backlash.

      I gesture toward a seat. “Thank you, Stella. Why don’t you have a seat, Ben? And maybe Stella can go get a towel from the nurse’s station so you can dry yourself off.”

      “I’ll be back in a jiff,” she says breezily, waddling through the door and closing it behind her, leaving me with young Ben.

      By the looks of things, he appears to be about fifteen and probably a freshman. I’ve not seen him in the hallways or in the classrooms this semester.

      I wish I could say I’ve never dealt with a bullied kid before, but sadly, the psychology of survival of the fittest is ingrained in our human nature. The biggest and strongest win the game, so to speak. But I learned as a kid when forced to endure that kind of behavior from others, it either builds character or breaks you. It either gives us empathy toward others or hardens us to hate. It either makes us relentless in our pursuit to prove them wrong or makes us just give up.

      I proved them all wrong and make it my daily goal to help other kids do the same.

      “Can I assume you don’t normally walk around with wet hair, Ben? Or is this the latest style?” It’s an attempt to make the boy smile, but it doesn’t work. He crosses his arms defensively, slumping down in his chair in a sulking manner.

      “Am I in trouble? Why am I even here? I have algebra class right now.”

      “Mrs. Clarke’s class?” I inquire, hoping to get a bit more information to try and piece together what may have happened this morning.

      He shrugs disinterestedly, avoiding eye contact and looking down at his shoes.

      “She’s a good teacher. I wish I’d had her when I was a freshman. I was never very good with math or science. I liked English but was more of a music and drama geek.”

      “Good for you,” he mutters insolently, and I stifle a chuckle.

      Oh, the angst these kids deal with in high school. Their bodies and minds are a mix of raging hormones and poor impulse control, leaving them unable to properly handle all the curve balls life throws at them. Add the need kids feel to fit in with their peers, social anxieties and depression, family strife, school stress, and it becomes more than a little difficult.

      It’s the reason I got into this profession in the first place. After going through what I went through, I wanted to be a guiding light, an adult who could support young minds as they deal with the pitfalls of adolescence.

      “So tell me, Ben. Aside from what appears to be swimming,” I gesture to his wet head and lift an eyebrow, “do you have any other hobbies, extracurriculars, or afterschool sports you’re involved in?”

      Once again, he gives a half-shrug. “I don’t know. Gaming, I guess. I used to run track in middle school. Even if my dad says it’s not a real sport.”

      I frown at this. “Really? All the track stars I know are top-notch athletes. They train like crazy.”

      Ben makes a noise of discontent. “It’s not boxing. The only sport my dad cares about.”

      “Hmm.” I ponder a bit, not wanting to discredit his father but also wanting to encourage this kid to do what he enjoys for himself, not his dad. “Boxing is certainly a sport that requires physical endurance. But so does track. Both sports need physical strength and stamina.”

      I’m about to explore this topic further when Stella knocks on the door and walks in, offering the towel to Ben to dry off his hair.

      I nod appreciatively to her. “Thanks, Stella.”

      “No problem. I’ll leave you two to it.” She smiles politely and leaves us alone again.

      I watch as Ben towels off his dark shaggy hair, and I can’t tell if he’s letting it grow long on purpose or if he hasn’t been able to get a haircut.

      “Ben, I’m just going to be blunt and bring up the obvious. I don’t think you did this to yourself in the boys’ bathroom this morning.” I swirl my finger around in the air toward his damp hair. “My guess is someone, maybe more than one, held your head down either in the toilet or the sink.”

      Ben’s hands stall mid-air, the edge of the towel drooping over his head. His eyes pop wide in fear as they peer at me from under the cover. “How…I mean, why would you think that?”

      Leaning across my desk, I give him an empathetic smile. I prop my chin in my hands, elbows on the desk, and look him straight in the eyes.

      “When I was your age, I got bullied a lot, too. It got to the point in my sophomore year that I would avoid going to the bathroom at all during the day. Sometimes I barely made it home before I peed my pants.”

      My smile is warm and self-deprecating and his lips twitch, a thin acknowledgment of the humor in my sad tale and perhaps some camaraderie.

      “Ben, I know exactly what you’re going through because I’ve been there myself. I also know that it serves neither of us any good if I ask you who’s bullying you because you probably won’t tell me. You think that, by not snitching, you’re protecting yourself from retaliation. But I promise you, it won’t stop them. They’ll keep coming at you until you stand up to it safely.”

      His bottom lip trembles slightly and my heart breaks for his needless suffering.

      “I want to help you, Ben. You don’t deserve this. No one deserves to be beaten down and picked on by ignorant jerks. So, what do you say? Will you let me help you?”

      The kid seems to think this over, glancing everywhere but at me, and then finally gives me a shrug of agreement.

      It’s a start and I can work with it.
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      Benny

      “Hey, Sonny Boy, you upstairs? I’m home.”

      I shift the grocery bags in my arms and set them on the edge of the countertop, calling upstairs to Ben to see if he’s around. I’d stopped at the corner bodega after work to stock up our nearly bare fridge with more than just beer and condiments.

      Fuck me, I’ve been an absent and shitty dad lately. It hit me square in the face this morning when I opened the fridge and realized my son had been existing on nothing but bologna sandwiches and hot dogs for the last week without complaint. I’ve been so busy working on my new construction project that my head hasn’t been at home even when the rest of me is.

      And it should be. I’m the only parent looking out for my son, Benjamin. It’s been the two of us since his mom left when he was five.

      Ten years of being a single dad and raising my son the best I can, all while running my construction company and helping out at the boxing gym down the street that I co-own with my cousin, Mateo. Or Matty as we call him. Or shithead. I have a lot of nicknames for my younger cousin. But that’s beside the point.

      “Hey, Ben! Come down and help me with the groceries while I make dinner.”

      If I have to hazard a guess, the boy is likely up on his game console, headphones over his ears, playing some Fortnight game or whatever other game he plays with his virtual buddies. I honestly don’t understand the kid. When I was his age, I was out playing and having fun with my buddies on the block. And for the most part, I’m still friends with them, with the exception of Luis. He got sent down the river for a dime after being caught with a chop shop out his garage. He always was a dumbass.

      I always tried to steer clear of that kind of trouble once I got out of juvie, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t get into a hell of a lot of other shit I shouldn’t have back then. Like knocking up Ben’s mom, Camile, when we were seventeen. It turned out to be both the biggest mistake and the greatest thing to happen to me in my life.

      Good riddance, Cami. Part of me doesn’t blame her for leaving us. Or rather, leaving me. I absolutely resent her for taking off without any further contact with our son.

      At the time, she was young and beautiful, and at twenty-three, she’d had enough of playing house with a man who didn’t love her. I get it. But fuck her for leaving her son without a mother. Who does that to their kid and then never even tries to contact him again?

      Last I heard, she’d shacked up with some guy and they’d moved to Miami.

      Me? I’m Jersey, born and bred. But my Puerto Rican blood and heritage also defines who I am. My parents were both born and raised in Puerto Rico before moving to New Jersey in the 80s. They raised their family there, which included my older sisters and me, and did the best they could until things got tough and my dad left my mom when I was ten. To say that shaped who I am is an understatement.

      All I ever wanted was to give Ben a better life and a better example of a father figure than I had growing up. What I couldn’t give him, though, was a mother to replace Cami. I tried. But something was always missing.

      I felt broken inside and never knew how to relate to a woman. There were times I wondered if something was wrong with me.

      I begin unloading the groceries with a huff, wondering if Ben either didn’t hear me or is using his skills in selective hearing that all fifteen-year-old kids seem to have and is just ignoring my request. After stuffing the milk and cheese in the fridge, I take the stairs two at a time and give a hard-knuckled rap on Ben’s door. I wait the required ten seconds, in the event he’s in the middle of something I shouldn’t interrupt, then open it. Popping my head in the crack, I peer around the dark room to find him sitting in front of his gaming monitor, as I had guessed, with his gaming headset on, blocking out any of my attempts to gain his attention.

      I step in, hopping over a pile of dirty laundry I told him to put in his hamper on Tuesday. For fuck’s sake, how hard it is it to throw the clothes in the basket not three feet from where they lay?

      Somedays I have no patience for his adolescent idiocy.

      “Hey, kid,” I announce loudly, pulling the headphones away from his ears to gain his attention. He lurches forward and curses.

      “Fuck, Dad! Don’t scare me like that.”

      I give his shoulder a gentle reminder poke. “Watch the language, kid.”

      He scoffs. “Yeah, whatever. You and Matty swear all the time.”

      Kicking the clothes toward the hamper, I reach for the light switch and turn it on. Shit. That was the wrong thing to do because now I can clearly see what a pigsty his room is.

      “Time’s up, bud. Did I or did I not call you to inform you I’d be home in twenty and you were to come down to help unload the groceries?”

      Ben grouses rudely. While we have a genuinely good father-son relationship, and I give him a long rope on the majority of things, the one thing I will not tolerate is disrespect. Of me, his teachers, coaches, or any other adult in general. I taught him how to employ proper manners, and it’s a line I’ve drawn and will not allow him to cross or disregard.

      I swat him without malice on the back of the head. “Watch the tone. And after dinner tonight, you will clean up this room and do what I asked you to do with this laundry. You hear me?”

      “What the hell do you care? They’re my clothes. Just get off my back.”

      He throws his headset onto the desk and jumps out of his chair, brushing past me in a whirl of anger. I hold up my hands in surrender and watch him as he runs down the stairs, grumbling under his breath.

      I throw my head back with a sigh, running a hand through my hair, tugging at the short strands in discouragement. It’s been a long-ass week and I’m fucking exhausted, and I don’t have the energy to fight with him right now.

      Flipping off the light, I head back downstairs and find him slamming food into the pantry and cupboards.

      Sidling up next to him, I bump my shoulder against his. Not so long ago, I couldn’t do that because he was so much shorter than me. But now he’s on track to surpass my height, even though he has nothing on me in weight. When did this all happen? I blinked and he grew up. It makes me realize how soon he’ll be grown and out of the house, leaving me alone for the first time in my life. Jesus, I’m getting sentimental in my old age.

      “Want to tell me what those pickles did to you?” I tease, hoping to get a laugh with my stupid comment.

      No such luck.

      We work in silence for a few minutes until I start to fry up some hamburger, adding in the extra hot taco seasoning that I know Ben likes as much as I do.

      “Wanna tell me what’s gotten you in such a pissy mood?”

      Wrong thing to say, apparently. He snorts. “I was fine until you came home.”

      Okay then. It’s going to be that kind of night.

      “I see. Glad to know my presence is so difficult for you to endure. I did shower before I left the gym. I shouldn’t stink that bad.” I raise an arm and take a generous sniff at my pit. This earns me something that sounds a bit like a stifled chuckle.

      I take the opportunity to tackle him in a bear hug, moving behind him and throwing my arms around his chest, lifting him off his feet and swinging him around like a ragdoll.

      “Dad, stop it!” Ben laughs, giving me precisely the reaction I was hoping for.

      When I set him back down on his feet, he swings around to face me, raising his fists in the air in a fighter stance, ready to spar. That’s my boy.

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Ready for a round with the champ?”

      Over the next five minutes we jab and swing, mock-boxing each other until we find ourselves out on the living room floor and wrestling for the win.

      This is the boy I remember. The fun-loving, goofy, smart kid who is the best thing that ever happened to me. The one who loves with his whole heart and has persevered even after his mother left him.

      This kid is my hero.

      But I wish I knew what’s been going on in that head of his the past several weeks. I know he just started high school, and that’s hard even on the best of days. But something else is bothering him, I can tell. I want to help him get past it, whatever is.

      Because that’s what fathers do for their sons. They help solve and fix problems.

      If I only knew what the problem is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      William

      “Have you thought more about the drama club like we talked about last week? Or did you get a chance to talk to Mr. Shelton about the coding class?”

      I’ve been meeting with Ben now for a few weeks, discussing various options for him to look into, as well as hoping to create some trust between us so I can find out who’s been giving him problems.

      If it’s one thing I’ve learned over the years I’ve worked with teenagers, it’s that they often put off tasks that require follow-through or serious thought. Not from negligence or disregard, but as if their brains find it difficult to quickly form conscious thought and make decisions. Their brains’ prefrontal cortex is still in the process of developing, making their ability to solve problems or accomplish tasks less logical and more emotionally driven than that of adults. Or, at least most adults.

      This puts parents and educators in precarious positions, forcing them to balance a fine line between instructing and nagging. I’ve had more than my fair share of conversations with frustrated parents who can’t understand why their child can’t complete or turn in assignments and is failing their classes, when it has nothing to do with their child’s intellectual capabilities.

      After my first meeting with Ben, I had Stella provide me with his school records. Turns out Benjamin A. Vega is an excellent student with a solid attendance record and is
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