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  Please note, 


this series contains heavy themes and scenes revolving around homophobia, violence, abuse, bullying, depression, and suicidal thoughts and acts which some readers may find distressing to read.









  
  Prologue


“Theodore Williams?” 
“Here!” I raised my hand high up in the air when I heard my name being shouted.
“Sabrina Windsor?” continued my homeroom teacher, Mrs. Quentin, who was a chubby and short, almost fifty-year-old woman with long, curly hair and a pair of glasses.
I put my hand down and waited patiently with the other students while Mrs. Quentin shouted the last name on her list.
It was the final day of our adventure-filled, week-long field trip. We’d spent the entire week rock-climbing, canoeing, hiking and studying, so we all were exhausted, but happy. I could see wide smiles wherever I looked.
The afternoon was nice and warm even though winter was coming. We were far from home, and I wished we didn’t need to leave the resort where we were staying. It was colder where I lived, but that wasn’t the only reason I didn’t want to return home.
I sighed when I thought about the next day, but I refused to give in to my sadness. There was a chance my life was going to change for the better within the next few hours, and that cheered me up.
“All right, everyone, listen up!” Mrs. Quentin spoke with a loud voice, waking me up from my thoughts. “After dinner, you have the rest of the day off. You know the rules, and do not leave the camping site!” she added, talking directly to the notorious troublemaker of our class, a guy named Deon Steele. “That’s all!”
I cheered with the rest of the students. Everyone was happy that we had the entire day to do whatever we wanted, but to me, it was also important. That day was going to be very special to me.
I turned my attention to my best friend, Beau Silver. God, even his name was beautiful. I’d never met a boy as beautiful as him. He had gorgeous golden-brown eyes, and chopped, tawny hair. His face was pure perfection. He had high cheekbones and a straight nose, and his silky skin was smooth and flawless. He was tall and toned, and his voice was honey to my ears. He was an amazing person. I’d been watching him for months, and he really was perfect.
And I had a severe crush on him. I’d been in love with him as long as I could remember, and my longing for him was only growing stronger. I’d known for a while that I was gay, but I’d never found the courage to tell anyone about it. Homophobia was too strong in my home city, so I had decided to keep it to myself.
However, I couldn’t live in a lie anymore. I’d decided weeks ago to tell Beau how I felt about him by the end of this field trip. I’d tried coming out to him countless times before, but I’d never had enough courage to actually say those words. I knew if I wouldn’t confess my feelings to Beau by the end of the day, I would never have the guts to tell him.
“Come,” Beau said and touched my arm lightly. “I want to go to the lake after dinner.”
“Me too!” I practically squealed.
It would be so much more romantic if I told him about my feelings by the lake! It would make such a pretty scene for us. I just wished we’d be left alone… I knew I wouldn’t be able to confess to him if there was someone else listening.
Because I was already getting nervous…
I followed Beau to the cafeteria. The entire time, I stared at his strong back and tried to mimic his graceful walk. He walked like he was the king of the universe. Everyone who stood in his path gave him the way, and I almost expected them to bow their heads to him. They should’ve done so simply because he was Beau. He deserved to be respected like that.
I knew how weird my thoughts were, but I worshiped him and everything about him and related to him. It wasn’t just because of his looks or because I was in love with him. He had saved me. Because of him, I was still sane and alive.
My mom, Hannah, passed away when I was just fourteen years old, but she wasn’t the only one I had lost. My dad, Derek, never got over her death. He stopped being my dad and turned into a mean old drunk who kept yelling at me and my brother. And my brother, Allen… He wasn’t in his right mind anymore.
I wouldn’t have survived losing my whole family if it weren’t for Beau. He kept me company and comforted me when I had no one else. He was my hero and my savior, so it didn’t take me long to start growing strong feelings for him.
When we sat down to eat our spaghetti, l wondered why Beau was friends with someone like me. I had been trying to figure it out for ages, but I never understood why he was wasting his time with me.
I mean, I wasn’t anything special. I was just a scrawny, short kid with a few acne scars, boring blue eyes and even more boring black hair that was always hanging in front of my eyes. I wasn’t smart or athletic or artistic. I wasn’t anything, really. I had no special skills of any kind, unless being clumsy and awkward all the time counted.
And yet, Beau wanted to be friends with me.
I peered at him while he talked to his friend, Sean, who was big, arrogant, and the complete opposite of me. He was kind of my friend too, but I never really had the courage to talk to anyone else except Beau. Though as long as I had Beau, I didn’t mind. He was all I needed in my life.
Once we were done eating, and we left the cafeteria, Beau gestured for me to follow him without saying a word. I had a wide smile on my face the entire time as he led the way to the lake. We were the first two people to arrive… I was suddenly so nervous I could hardly breathe…
But it was time. This was it. The moment I’d waited for so long already…
“I really like this place,” Beau said when we sat down on the warm sand. “It’s so peaceful.”
“I really like this place too,” I hastily repeated his words like a parrot without sparing a single look at our surroundings.
Beau gave me a smile, but he didn’t continue talking. His smile took my breath away…
There was nothing but silence surrounding us while I gathered all the courage I could muster to speak the words I’d wanted to say for months. Beau was playing with the sand, completely oblivious to my struggle. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was so mesmerizingly beautiful.
I knew I had to speak up right then and there, so I opened my mouth, and without thinking any further, or hesitating any longer, I spoke the words I’d longed to say for so long…
“Beau… I like you.”
Beau chuckled without looking at me. “Where did that come from?” he asked lightly.
“I mean it. I really like you,” I said, getting up on my knees.
“Guys aren’t supposed to say such things,” he said nonchalantly.
I took a deep breath. Beau clearly didn’t understand what I was trying to tell him.
“Beau. I’m…” I paused to savor that one tiny moment when I’d finally taken the chance. “I’m gay, and I… I like you. A lot.”
There. I said it.
I watched as Beau slowly turned to look at me. He wasn’t smiling anymore.
“What?” he asked with a frown.
“I really like you,” I repeated my words, but my voice wasn’t as strong anymore.
And at that moment, when it was far too late, I knew I had made a huge mistake. I could read it on Beau’s face. He just stared at me, his expression changing from shock to anger. I knew what he was going to say before he had even opened his mouth.
“Are you serious?” he asked. “Fags are disgusting! Don’t make jokes like that!”
“Beau–” I whispered, trying to take his hand, but he stood up and glared down at me. “I’m not…”
“So you are serious?! You’re a… you’re a fag?” Beau shouted, taking a step away from me. “A fucking fag…” he muttered and brushed his hand through his hair.
“Beau, please…” I stood up too and tried to get closer to him. “It’s all right, Beau, don’t be like that, please…” I was about to cry in fear of losing him. “Can we just talk? Let me explain!”
“Don’t touch me!” he hissed and stepped back when I reached for his hand in hopes of stopping him from leaving me. “Don’t you dare come close to me ever again!”
“No, please, don’t go,” I said, sniffing hard, but after giving me one last disgusted glance, he sprung around and left so fast he almost ran. “Beau!” 
I shouted after him a moment longer until tears started running down my cheeks.
I’d tried to prepare myself for being rejected. I’d always known my chances were slim, because even if Beau considered dating boys, someone like me wouldn’t be his first choice. I’d tried to brace myself to get rejected… But not like this.
Not like this. 
I never considered he’d say such things. I’d never even imagined he could be so mean to anyone. I’d always thought Beau wouldn’t say those words to anyone, especially to me. Not my Beau… The kind and sweet Beau… But he did. 
And he did a lot more than just that.
I didn’t follow him to the camp. I collapsed on the ground and sat there on the warm sand, crying my heart and soul out. At that moment, my whole world came crashing down. I had no idea how to get up anymore. I didn’t have the strength to do so. I believed I had just lost everything. The pain in my heart was so severe I wished for death to end it all.
But my story didn’t end there at that lake.
It was where it started.






  
  one
In the Darkness


I never should’ve told Beau that I loved him. I’d been childish enough to think he wouldn’t hate me even if I told him I was gay. I’d believed that even if he rejected me, we’d still remain friends. 
I had never realized he hated gays, and that I wasn’t an exception. By the time I had gotten back up on my feet and dragged myself to the camp, everything had changed. They all knew already. Beau had told them about me.
In a heartbeat, I had become the most hated kid in the entire school. All my friends, everyone I knew, turned into my bullies, and I had absolutely no one left in my life. I had nothing good left in my life. There was only loneliness and ridicule, and eventually, pain.
“Where are you? Come here, little fag! Let’s have some fun!”
Four months later, I found myself hiding behind thick bushes at the back of our school. The last bell had rung a long time ago, but I couldn’t go home yet. A few of my bullies, led by Sean Curtis, had noticed me earlier at the entrance of our school. They never wasted an opportunity to pick on me.
“Come here, little faggy!” Sean shouted, laughing and whistling like he was searching for a lost dog.
I saw him prowling toward my hiding place with two of his friends, Drake Stone and Glen Mellow. I nearly panicked when I thought they had seen me, but when they reached the bushes, they turned left.
I held my breath when they passed by the spot where I was sitting. I had nowhere to run if they saw me lurking there. The back entrance of the school was thirty feet away from me, but the doors were closed already. There was a narrow pathway starting at the doors, leading to the parking lot. It was surrounded by walls and tall iron fences, making it a dead end.
My bullies had cornered me without them even realizing it. They were standing at the other end of the pathway, right next to the parking lot. I had no choice but to try to blend in with the shadows and wait for them to leave.
“Where are you? Come here, little fag! Let’s have fun!” Sean shouted again, and I shivered.
I knew awfully well what they meant by having fun. If they caught me, I would be in a world of pain. Again.
The three of them were the ones who bullied me the most. They were the first ones to start picking on me. It started as light shoving and calling me bad names, but eventually it got worse.
“I guess the little shit got away,” Glen said with an annoyed voice. “Too bad.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Sean growled angrily. “How the fuck can he just disappear like that?”
“Come on… Let’s go,” Drake spoke quietly. “We’re just wasting our time.”
I prayed to any god to make Sean listen to his friend. I was exhausted, tired and feeling sick from all the fear, and I just wanted to go home and get some sleep.
“Fine,” Glen spat, and they finally entered the parking lot.
After they sat down in Sean’s car, I let out a relieved sigh and leaned my head back against the brown wall. I could hear the roaring of Sean’s car when they drove away. I waited for a couple of minutes in case they decided to return, but when I couldn’t hear anyone close by, I wiggled around in my tight hiding spot.
I had always hated how small and thin I was, but during the past couple of months I had started to appreciate it. I could fit in the smallest of places and squeeze through the tiniest of gaps where my bullies couldn’t follow me.
I almost laughed out loud when I thought about all the things I disliked about myself back when Beau and I were still friends. I never liked my hair. I hated my acne scars. I didn’t like the clothes I wore and was always buying new ones. I loathed homework, and I got annoyed when I had to do chores at home… Those problems felt so meaningless compared to the new ones I now had.
The list of what I didn’t like had changed a bit. I didn’t like being hated, bullied and beaten up every day. I didn’t like it when other students stole my things, burned my books, tripped me over, pushed me down and called me bad names. I didn’t like being too scared to eat, or sleep, or even stand out in the open where people could see me.
I sniffed and wiped my face clean. I hated it when I started crying from relief after I’d managed to slip away from my bullies.
I took my black backpack from the ground and stood up carefully, trying not to make any sounds. I kept an eye on my surroundings while I crawled out of my hiding place. I couldn’t see anyone anywhere, so I stopped for a moment to wipe my clothes clean.
My black skinny jeans were torn around my knees from all the times I had fallen to the ground. The sleeves of my hoodie, of all my hoodies, had holes in them from all the times I had tried to catch myself after my bullies tripped me. I still had stinging wounds on my palms, and when I turned to see my reflection in a window, I could see more scratches on my cheeks.
I stared at my face and pushed back my long black bangs to see my blue eyes. I had deep, dark shadows around my almond-shaped eyes, and my skin was pale. I couldn’t tell my acne scars apart from the scars my bullies had given me. I looked like a poorly made wax figurine with a crow’s nest as my hair. I usually dyed my hair black, but now my roots were showing, and the dry tips were just a tangled mess, barely reaching my shoulders.
I had no idea why I even tried anymore. The old me, the one who cared about how I looked, tried to come out when I brushed my hand through my hair, trying to straighten it. It was useless. I couldn’t fix it.
I couldn’t be fixed. Not anymore.
I hugged my bag and turned my back on my reflection. The yard was empty. Even the teachers had left for the day. I could see only the old janitor closing the doors close by. I made sure he didn’t see me as I hurried to the gates. He once caught me hiding behind the gym, and chased me away with a broom, yelling profanities at me. He knew what I was, and he hated me just like everyone else.
When I walked through the gates, I saw a group of students hanging around on the other side of the street. I instinctively pulled my hood over my head and stared down as I hurried away from them. I wished they hadn’t noticed me, but I never had such luck.
“Hey fag!” they cooed with cruel laughter. “Where do you think you’re going? Come back here!”
I started running without hesitation, and they laughed. Everyone thought it was hilarious to see me run in fear… Thankfully no one followed me this time, but just to be sure I was left alone, I kept running until I was gasping for air and had to stop to take a breath.
I leaned against my knees, waiting for the dizziness to pass. It was dangerous to stay still for too long, so I continued my way down the street, pushing my hood back so I could see my surroundings. I was close to my home already. It was safe for me to walk, but I could see people looking at me in disgust, so I kept my guard up.
Sometimes I felt like the whole city knew I was gay. They all seemed to recognize me, and even complete strangers pointed at me wherever I went. I didn’t feel safe anywhere.
When I was about to cross a street to get to my home that was looming right up ahead, a car stopped in front of me. A blue car. Sean’s car.
“There you are,” Sean spoke with a friendly voice through the open window, but his eyes were gleaming triumphantly. “We’ve been looking for you.”
A thousand thoughts passed through my mind in a second. Why me? Why did they keep following me? Why couldn’t they just leave me alone? I was tired. I wanted to sleep. Please let this be a nightmare. Please make them go away. But one thought rose above all the others.
Run.
I turned around and without wasting another second, I sprinted toward the nearest batch of woods I could see. They couldn’t follow me there with their car, so I had a tiny chance of losing them – if only I could outrun them.
I heard the revving of the engine behind me when Sean hit the gas pedal. The screeching of the tires hurt my ears and made my heart quiver in fear. I was exhausted already, but I had to get away.
I knew they were going to beat me up. I was sure that this time they wouldn’t hold anything back because I had made them chase me. It was like that every time I managed to escape. They would punish me when they got their hands on me again.
The small forest was right there, right up ahead, but Sean sped up and got past me, suddenly turning right in front of me. I slid to a halt next to his car, barely avoiding getting crushed by it.
There was no time for me to stop and think how close to death I had been. Sean was already opening his door, so I hurried to climb over the hood without hesitation. Glen was getting out of the car when I jumped down and continued running for my life.
“Fag thinks he can outrun us!” Glen shouted with a cheery voice. “This is getting fun!”
Glen was on the football team, and he was the fastest. I could hear them all running after me, but Glen’s footsteps were closer than the others. I saw no one else around, so I was on my own against them, and I couldn’t run forever. The bullies were big and fast, and I was small, clumsy and exhausted.
My lungs were already burning, and my legs were hurting. I couldn’t run fast enough, no matter how hard I tried. I was way too tired, but somehow, I managed to dash past the first trees of the small forest without being caught.
I ran deeper, wondering why they were being so slow. Then I realized that it was exactly what they wanted. I was deep in the woods where no one could see or hear me getting beaten up. It was then that I sensed someone right behind me, grabbing me by my hood and forcing me to stop.
I turned around and tried to fight back, even though I knew it was useless. I saw Glen’s smirk above me, and I tried to pry his hand off me, but he was stronger. He didn’t have any trouble holding me still.
“Let me go!” I screamed.
Glen had a cold, uncaring expression on his face when he tossed me on the ground and kicked me hard. I tried to scream and shout for help, but the kick had cleared all the air from my lungs. I tried to shield my body with my arms while Drake and Sean ran to us.
They looked down at me like hyenas stared at their prey.
“Did you really think you could run away from us, little fag?” Sean laughed and kicked me on my back.
“Please! Stop!” I cried, fearing for my life.
“Emo fag thinks he’s better than us, don’t you?” Drake said, smirking, and kicked me on his turn.
I cried and screamed helplessly when the first shower of hits and kicks poured down on me. I tried to curl up into a tiny ball to protect myself, but it didn’t help at all. The pain I was in was something I’d never felt before. I tried to cover my head with my arms, but Glen had kneeled right next to me, hitting me straight in the back of my head with so much force he knocked me out cold.

      [image: ] The next morning, I woke up in the forest where my bullies had left me. My whole body was in horrible pain, and I couldn’t move a muscle at first. I stared at the gray sky for a long time, wishing I had died.
It must’ve been raining during the night. My clothes were soaking wet, and I was shivering from the cold. I held back my tears, trying to push myself up from the wet and freezing ground. My back felt like it had snapped in half, and my head was hurting so badly I almost threw up as I got up on my knees. I tasted blood in my mouth…
I sniffed quietly while trying to wipe the blood off my face with my sleeves. I spotted my backpack close by, and everything I’d had in it was now scattered all over the ground. I sat down and picked up the remains of my math book. All my belongings, everything I had with me, had suffered the same fate. My books were torn, my new notebook was covered in mud, and I couldn’t see my pencil case anywhere. They must have stolen it.
I had gotten used to it by now, but it still hurt my soul. Why didn’t they just leave me alone? Did I really deserve all the beating? Was I somehow a bad person? Maybe I was. Maybe my existence was bad for the universe, and it was only right for me to suffer. 
Maybe I really was such a bad person I needed to be punished like this.
Once I collected what was left of my stuff, I started limping home. It was still early in the morning, but I knew I was going to be late for school. I had to go get the rest of my schoolbooks from home, or I would get in trouble with my teachers. I’d stopped going to my locker since the bullies were always there, waiting for me, so I had to keep everything at home.
When I got home, I had to ring the doorbell because someone must’ve taken my keys last night. My heart felt heavy when I waited for my brother or dad to come open the door for me. I knew they wouldn’t be happy to see me. At all. To them, I was only a nuisance, a rat in their household they couldn’t wait to get rid of.
It was my brother who opened the door.
“Did you find a nice hole for yourself to live in?” Allen asked angrily when he saw me standing at the door. “You dirty piece of shit, look at yourself!”
I didn’t reply to him. Allen wouldn’t even want to hear my answer. He just enjoyed humiliating me. When I didn’t say a word, he grabbed me by my hoodie and yanked me inside. I lost my balance and fell to the floor, hitting my elbow.
“Get up, idiot!” Allen spat at me without any remorse in his voice.
I got back up on my feet slowly. Everything hurt, but I didn’t cry or even flinch in front of Allen. I didn’t want to give him the pleasure of seeing my pain. And I was afraid he’d try to make it worse for me.
“You’re going to be late, fag,” he said. His voice was suddenly pleasant, but only because he was happy to know I’d get in trouble at school.
My family hated me. Dad didn’t care what was happening to me. He only cared about his beer. Sometimes I wasn’t sure if he even remembered he had children. Allen, on the other hand, was even worse than my bullies. He was determined to make my life a living hell.
He was one year older than me, and still in the same high school. I was a junior, and he was a senior. I had bullies at school, but Allen was everywhere, making the perfect ally for Sean and the others.
I kept my head down while Allen stared at me silently. I was too scared to leave the hallway without his permission. I didn’t even have the guts to look him in his eyes, which were exactly like mine. We looked alike, but Allen was bigger and stronger than me, and he had short, blond hair.
“Get the fuck out of my sight,” he finally snapped at me, and I didn’t waste a second to get away from him.
I hurried upstairs and into my bedroom to find my books. My room was small and messy, and I had taped the walls with posters of different bands. I loved listening to music, but someone had stolen my music player – probably Sean – and my dad had refused to buy me a new one.
After I found my books, I changed my dirty clothes into a clean black hoodie and a pair of black jeans. Black was my favorite color. It was easier to hide in the dark corners in black clothes. Besides, I had nothing good or colorful left in my life. Everything was just pitch-black darkness for me.
I combed my black hair, letting my bangs hang loose in front of my eyes. It was an old habit of mine to hide my acne scars with bangs, but I preferred them longer also because I was shy, and the bullying made it only worse. I didn’t speak to anyone anymore – like there was someone who even wanted to talk with me.
I stopped to stare at myself in the mirror. I had a busted lip and a swollen eye, along with new scratches on my forehead. I had more bruises all over my body, but I was pretty sure nothing was broken. At least, I hoped so.
Once again, I wished I would’ve kept my mouth shut about my sexuality and acted like everyone else. I shouldn’t have told anyone, even if it meant I’d never find love. Being completely alone was a lot more horrible than that. No one would love me anyway, and now I didn’t even have anyone to talk to.
Just before I was ready to leave for school, I checked my left arm. I’d never told anyone about the scars I was hiding under my sleeve. No one cared anyway. I had no one, no friends or relatives, who would listen. All I had left was a mean, drunken dad and an asshole as a brother, and neither of them cared. Actually, Allen would be thrilled if he ever saw the scars I had done to myself.
They were sore, but healing. I would need to do something about them soon, but at that moment I didn’t have the time. I was already late for school, so I rolled my sleeve back down and grabbed my bag before running out of my room.
Allen had already left. Good. I had to walk to school, and I was better off not doing so with him. I’d ended up in ditches way too many times already because of him. He had tried to push me under a passing car a few times too, so it was a miracle I was still alive.
The weather was chilly, as it always was in late January. The holidays were long gone, and life was returning to normal. I hadn’t enjoyed the holidays. I’d spent those days hiding in my room the entire time, while Allen spent that time visiting our aunt, Sheila. Dad had invited his drinking buddies to our home, so my Christmas had been loud, obnoxious and smelling like beer and bodily fluids. At least I’d been left alone, with no one picking on me.
I didn’t have a jacket on me when I stepped outside. I’d saved some money to buy a new one, but it got destroyed on the same day when I bought it since my bullies believed I didn’t need to protect myself from the cold. Thankfully, it hardly ever snowed, but the air was cold, especially during the nights.
I kept sneezing as I walked. I was probably getting sick after spending the night outside in the rain. All the coughing hurt my stomach and sides, but I still kept going. Sometimes I felt like passing out, but I didn’t want to go back home.
It took me twenty-five minutes to arrive at school, my personal hell. The classes had already started a long time ago, so I decided to skip the first period.
I had considered dropping out more than once, but I knew my mom wouldn’t have wanted that. She’d been the only person who had ever truly loved me. She was the best mom anyone could ever have, and I still loved her to death. I knew it would kill her again if she heard I had dropped out. She was the reason I still tried my best, even though she was already dead.
She got cancer four years ago and died six months later, just before my fourteenth birthday. After that, I never celebrated my birthdays. They only reminded me of her death.
I thought about her while I walked around the main building to the back, and hid behind the thick, tall bushes where I’d been hiding from Sean and his buddies the day before. No one could see me hiding there, not even if they tried. I had loads of hiding places everywhere around the school since I had to stay hidden all the time. My bullies were everywhere, and no one was interested in helping me, so it was my only option.
I decided to do some homework since I didn’t get to do any of it last night. I sat down next to the wall where I had just enough room to move around a little. I grabbed my half-torn schoolbooks from my bag and tried to do my best, even though some pages were missing.
Soon I got interrupted when I heard laughter nearby. I saw movement on the other side of the bushes, and I recognized the pair of boots walking past my hiding place.
It was Deon Steele, the troublemaker. I moved a little to see him making out with some girl behind the corner. He had black chinos and a white ripped T-shirt with text on it. He had a chain belt, black combat boots and leather gloves, making him look like a rock star or a gang member. His shoulder-length hair was dyed black, but the tips were white, and he had a lot of piercings in his ears, eyebrows and his lower lip. I’d heard that he had two more piercings on his tongue.
I had to be very careful when I moved around because of him. He was skipping classes even more often than I did, and used a lot of the same hiding spots I did so he wouldn’t get caught. More than once, I’d run into him while trying to hide from the others, so I had to be careful even when no one seemed to be around, because he sure was scary. He hated my guts like the rest of them, but there was something really intimidating about him, something even Sean didn’t have.
I tried to concentrate on my math book, but the girl who had the pleasure of hanging out with Deon that day was giggling way too loudly. I didn’t know her name, but I knew she was a member of the cheerleading squad. She was most likely the captain herself. Deon, on the other hand, wasn’t on any of the sports teams, and he wasn’t that popular either, but the girls were really attracted to him, and I could see why. I did understand why. He was ridiculously hot with his dark eyes and rebellious attitude.
But he was not Beau… God, I missed Beau so much…
I sighed at the memory of him. I put my books away and rolled up the left sleeve of my hoodie to look at my scars again. I had carved Beau’s name on my arm with a razor blade. Whenever the scars healed, I cut the lines again, so I’d never forget him.
I didn’t want to forget all the good things Beau used to make me feel. The butterflies in my stomach whenever he looked at me… The way my heartbeat grew faster whenever I heard his voice…How I blushed whenever Beau laughed with me.
And… I didn’t want to forget that devastating feeling when Beau had called me a sick, disgusting fag for the first time. His cruel words had ripped my heart and soul apart, and ever since that day, I hadn’t felt anything good anymore. Beau, the guy I still loved, had made me realize what kind of miserable excuse of a human being I truly was, and that I was never supposed to be happy.
Never.






  
  two
Stupid


When the next period was about to start, I finally crawled out of my hiding place. I didn’t get all my homework done, but I hoped I’d find enough time to finish the rest before the afternoon classes. 
My whole body was aching from sitting on the cold ground, but I tried to ignore it. My cough was getting worse, and my throat was stinging, making it hard to breathe. I felt dizzy when I stood up, and I had to pause for a moment and wait for it to subside. I could almost feel my fever getting higher with each passing minute.
I didn’t care. I didn’t have the luxury of going home to rest.
I waited until the yard was almost empty before I sneaked inside the school and headed to my geometry class. I tried my hardest not to limp or show my pain while I walked. I didn’t want to let anyone know I was an easy target. Well, even easier than normal. The hallways were almost empty, and the few students I encountered were too busy getting to their classes to notice me, so I was left alone.
But the second I stepped into the geometry class, everyone turned to look at me. Beau was there, too, but he acted like I didn’t exist… That felt worse than the hateful stares I was getting… 
I swallowed hard, trying to find my bravery, and hugged my backpack tightly against my chest as I headed to my seat at the very back. My classmates gave me evil smirks when I passed them by. Two of them tried to trip me, but I managed to get to my seat without getting humiliated.
I put my bag on my desk to keep an eye on it so no one could steal it or put anything in it. I’d learned to do so after finding a bag of dog poop hidden in one of the pockets.
When the class started, and everyone had their eyes on their books, I peered at Beau sitting across the room. My heart ached every time I saw him. He was the only one who didn’t harass me, but after that last day at the camp, he’d never spoken another word to me. He ignored my existence completely, and that hurt even more than physical abuse.
“Fags are disgusting! Don’t you dare come close to me ever again!”
I shivered and closed my eyes at the memory of those last words he spoke to me. I held back my emotions and tried to focus on the textbook. I felt so empty. Empty and cold and lonely. I wanted to die, but I was still foolish enough to believe that maybe I could still find happiness. Maybe Beau would someday come to me and tell me how sorry he was.
I dreamed about it every night and even every day. I wished so hard we could be friends again. I didn’t even care if he could never love me like I loved him. I’d be more than happy to have him just as my friend… But that was never going to happen. I knew that already. Beau had made it painfully clear to me he didn’t want to have anything to do with me.
If only I had at least someone… Sometimes I lay on my bed, staring out of my small window and wishing I had someone in my life. Anyone. They didn’t even have to be my friend. I just wanted someone who I could talk to. Someone who’d listen and keep me company instead of bullying me. That was all I asked. It was all I wanted.
But I guess someone like me didn’t deserve anyone. I didn’t deserve anything.
I felt a light thump on my shoulder, and I looked up. For a second, I thought that maybe my wish had finally come true, and I would see a friendly face looking at me. But there was no one. The seat next to mine was empty, as it always was. I turned to look at my book and noticed a small paper ball lying on top of it.
My heart sank at the sight of it. The other kids loved to throw them at me, but I rarely opened them. This time, my curiosity won over reason. I hesitantly picked it up and opened it, but only to see a stick figure with a noose around its neck. The figure was smiling. There was only one word written below the gruesome picture:
Tonight.
I looked around, but no one was watching me. I couldn’t tell who had thrown the paper at me. It didn’t really matter because they all wanted me dead, and even if I went to show the paper to my teacher, he would just shrug it off. For all I knew, it could have been the teacher himself who had tossed it at me.
I turned my attention back to the hanged stick figure and the word ‘tonight’, and quickly scrunched the paper into a tiny ball and shoved it into my bag. I was getting used to the death threats, and frankly, I was too tired to care. At that moment I was feeling so devastatingly miserable that death by hanging didn’t sound so bad.
A silent sigh escaped my lips, and I looked at Beau from the corner of my eye. If only he would talk to me again… Just a simple hi would be enough. Then I could die happy.
But that was never going to happen.
When the lunch break started, I waited for the others to leave before I stood up. I pressed my bag against my chest, holding it like a shield. The teacher gave me an annoyed look because I was stalling and came to push me out the door before slamming it shut after me. I stumbled a few steps before getting my balance back. I heard mean snickering in the busy hallway.
I turned around and saw Beau and two of his friends. He wasn’t looking at me, but his friends were laughing at my clumsiness. I turned my back on them and hurried to the closest exit. Their laughter followed me all the way out, and once again I found myself clenching my fists together so hard the nails dug into my skin just so I wouldn’t start crying.
I hated how weak I was. I hated how easy it was for me to start crying. Real men didn’t cry, but I wasn’t a real man because I liked guys instead of girls. I’d been told that many times. Real men didn’t show their emotions, but I cried every day, so… If I could stop being such a crybaby, would people stop bullying me?
It had been a long time since I joined everyone else in the cafeteria. I had no lunch money, so I had no reason to go there. Besides, it was the worst place for me to be, anyway. It was where all my bullies gathered, and they’d take any chance to corner me, so instead, I rushed through the exit and ran across the yard toward the sports hall. Behind it was a maintenance building, a small shed for the janitor’s equipment. The students weren’t allowed to go near it, but there were no windows at the back of the sports hall, so no one would see me.
It was my best hiding place, and I needed to stay hidden between classes. I hated the breaks. When we sat in class under the teacher’s nose, no one dared to hurt me, but in the hallways and the schoolyard I was an easy target, and the teachers never seemed to be around when I was being bullied.
I hated hiding, but what else could I do? No one cared about me, and no one helped me. I just had to bear it all. I wanted the bullying and teasing to stop, but I knew that was never going to happen.
The small space between the sports halls and the maintenance shed was deserted, as it always was. Everyone feared the janitor, so they kept their distance from that place. No one would ever think to look for me there.
There were thick bushes and a chain-link fence surrounding the shed on three sides, and I had just enough room to squeeze through the gap between the wooden wall and the bushes. I had to be extra careful not to be seen, since the bushes didn’t have many leaves left, but once I was behind the shed, I was completely hidden.
I was safe for the next thirty minutes.
My stomach grumbled demandingly when I sat down on the cold ground, reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything since last morning. There was nothing I could do about it. I’d spent all the money I had saved on my new notebooks. Dad made me do all the shopping, but he gave me the money for it. He was usually too drunk to remember it, so I always kept the change.
I tried my best to ignore my hunger and opened my backpack. I grabbed one of the new notebooks and put the bag away. I stared at the black cover, and I hated it already. I was hungry because of that stupid thing. Because Sean had burned my old notebooks, I’d had no other choice but to buy new ones.
But it wasn’t the notebook’s fault. It was all my fault. I had been stupid.
“Stupid,” I muttered out loud.
I’d been stupid when I told Beau that I liked him. I’d been stupid when I thought he would like someone like me. I was stupid to think that Beau would eventually come around and tell me he liked me. I was stupid enough to think it would actually happen. I’d been stupid when I thought that no one would care that I was gay. I’d been stupid when I thought I still had my dad and my brother by my side after Mom passed away. I’d been stupid to think that they cared.
And I had been stupid for thinking that someone would love me.
“Stupid,” I repeated the word again.
The first page of the black notebook wasn’t empty anymore. I had written the word stupid dozens of times on it. I was stupid. That word described me best.
I felt strange satisfaction when I stared at the words. It felt good to see them on the white page, like they were little truths about me. It was who I really was, a stupid fag who deserved to be bullied.
I heard a voice close by and looked up. I couldn’t see anyone, but I could’ve sworn I heard someone speaking my name. My heart started beating faster, and I swallowed hard. For a minute, I was sure someone had found me, but when I concentrated on listening to the sounds around me, I could hear my English teacher, Mrs. Ellis, talking to someone.
I crawled closer to the corner of the building and peered behind it. Through the bushes, I could see my homeroom teacher, Mrs. Quentin, having a smoke behind the sports hall with Mrs. Ellis.
“Gerry isn’t happy about it. I can’t blame him. That boy is destroying our reputation,” Mrs. Ellis spoke.
“I know,” Mrs. Quentin sighed. “He’s disturbing my classes!”
“Mine too,” Mrs. Ellis spoke and spat on the ground. “That abomination should be expelled, but the board…”
“They need a good reason. If we kick him out just because he’s a fag, all the hippie tree huggers would go nuts! All we need to do is prove to the board he’s not suitable for our school–”
“He’s getting detention already for disruption. He’s also missing classes, so it should be just a matter of time before we can get him expelled,” Mrs. Ellis agreed confidently.
“That can take months! Can we do something?”
“Just keep an eye on him. He’ll mess things up for himself soon enough,” Mrs. Ellis said and dumped her smoke on the ground.
I watched them both walk away. It was clear they were talking about me. I hid behind the shed and wrapped my arms around my stomach. Why did I even bother coming to school every day? No one wanted me there. No one wanted me anywhere.
Abomination… I knew the teachers didn’t like me, but I had no idea how desperate they were to get me kicked out. I had two choices: try my absolute best to attend classes… or fail miserably. The latter sounded like the best option because if I didn’t go to school anymore, no one would bully me.
Yet, Mom would be disappointed in me if I did that. I didn’t want that, but I didn’t want to be in pain all the time, either.
Soon the bell rang, interrupting my thoughts. I put the notebook safely into my bag and got up on my feet, swiping a few leaves off my clothes. I couldn’t see anyone in the yard when I pushed through the bushes and dashed toward the entrance.
For a moment, I felt better. It was surprising after what I’d just heard, but it gave me strength. Hearing the conversation between the two teachers had opened my eyes. For a short, tiny moment I fantasized about dropping out and leaving my bullies behind. It was a great dream.
But when I walked through the huge doors of our school, I saw Sean standing right in front of me. It took him two seconds to realize I was there. He gave me a mean grin when his eyes met mine. That good feeling I had was gone, and the first thing I thought of was to get as far away from him as I could. When Sean started walking toward me, gesturing to his friends to follow him, I found my survival instincts and ran.
I felt the familiar fear rising inside me when I heard Sean calling my name. I didn’t even watch where I was going. I just ran, trying to find a place to hide. I could still feel all the kicks and hits I’d received the day before, and my heart shivered in fear.
There was a corner right in front of me, and a stairway to the upper floor just behind it. If I could reach it, I’d have a small chance of getting rid of Sean and his friends. A few steps later, I reached the corner…
And ran straight into something big and solid.
“Watch it, idiot!”
I stumbled forward, trying to ignore the person I had run into, but he grabbed me by my arm and forced me to stop. Without looking back at the guy who was holding me, I tried to yank myself free, but his grip on me was painfully strong. I knew it couldn’t be anyone friendly. I had no friends in that place.
I looked at him, and shivers ran down my spine when I saw who was glaring back at me. Everyone knew his hostile brown eyes. It was Deon, and he looked pissed when he grabbed me by the front of my hoodie and threw me hard against the wall. The air cleared out of my lungs, and all I could see was a flock of stars dancing around me.
Deon kept me pinned against the wall, almost strangling me with his tight grip. I couldn’t see his face, but I knew he was angry. I prepared myself for getting my ass kicked, but then I heard Sean, Glen, and Drake stopping next to us.
“Nice catch, D,” Sean cheered and laughed. “You can go now. We need to have a little chat with the fag.”
“D?” Deon spat at him. “Don’t you talk to me like we’re friends,” he continued, loosening his grip on me.
He was still holding me against the wall, but at least now I could breathe. My vision became clear, and I
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