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 early praise for Jeff Mann’s
Cub

 


“A warmly and poignantly written coming-of-age tale
of two bear cubs in West Virginia.”

—Dan Stone, author of Lambda Literary Award
finalist

The Rest of Our Lives

 


“It’s a book for those boys out there who have
discovered that they are different from many of their friends, but
who also feel the division within the subculture they thought they
could identify with. Their aloneness does not cease once they’ve
figured out their sexual proclivities, but knowing who they are
brings even more compartmentalization. Cub lets them feel
there’s room at the table for them. And I can think of no one
better to write this story than Jeff Mann, whose table is as broad
and wide as his heart. If this doesn’t become a classic, there’s no
justice.”

—Jerry L. Wheeler for Out in Print

 


“In Cub, you won’t find the typical gay kid
desperate to escape the farm for the bright lights of the city.
Instead, you meet Travis: someone not at odds with his rural
upbringing, a poet and a passionate young man who isn’t like any
youth I’ve read in gay young adult. …Lyrical and possessing a raw
honesty, Cub is Mann in fine form. Better, with Travis, Mann
has given a voice to the youth who haven’t found themselves in the
gay young adult books that have come before

—’Nathan Burgoine, author of Light

 


“An honest, engaging coming of age story about young
gay love. Travis Ferrell’s journey to self-acceptance will remain
with you long after you have finished reading.”

—Hank Edwards, author of the Charlie Heggensford
stories
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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


“Amo, amas, amat,”
murmured Travis Ferrell. Practicing his first Latin lesson, he made
his way through dense rows of corn. He loved to stride through the
satiny leaves, to listen to their rustle in September’s afternoon
breeze. It was like being sheltered inside a grove of emerald, a
place where he was safe. He loved the high tassels of the plants,
like frozen fireworks, and their scattered pollen, and the swathed
ears themselves. Four of them he picked for dinner: nubbled and
plump, with kernels so sweet that adding butter would be nigh unto
superfluous. He shucked the ears over the compost, enjoying the
ribbed-paper sensation of the husks, the gloss of the silk.

Tomatoes next. He plucked pungent suckers from a few
staked plants, diverting their efforts from producing more leaves
to supplying more fruits. He picked the ripest of the red-orange
globes—descended from heirloom seeds passed down in his family—and
placed them in the aluminum bucket beside the corn. Goddess-gifts,
his Wiccan books would call them, though his Methodist grandmother
would attribute them to Christ’s bounty. “Habondia,” he whispered,
“goddess of abundance. Queen of the harvest.” When he thought of
freshly sliced tomatoes atop mayonnaise-slathered buttermilk
biscuits, his belly rumbled.

Then the potatoes. “America est patria mea.
America est patria tua. America est patria nostra,” he
rehearsed, as he plucked off striped potato beetles and their
ravenous larvae, crushing them beneath his boot. The bright orange
eggs hanging like minuscule hives beneath the leaves he simply
smeared up between his fingers, as his father had taught him.
Travis hated to kill things, but he’d make an exception for garden
pests and such like. When he washed his hands in a barrel of
rainwater, colors oozed off in concentric circles: orange of the
crushed eggs, chartreuse of the tomato suckers’ juice.

Finished, Travis sat on the grass beside the bolted
rhubarb patch and green featherings of asparagus. He wiped sweat
from his brow and beard, fumbled loose his ponytail, and looked out
over his family’s Forest Hill farm. The late-summer garden was
coming in fast: along with corn and tomatoes, there were cucumbers,
squash, half-runners, okra, and eggplants to keep track of, and
frowsy ranks of weeds to yank out when time permitted. The porch
trellis was blue with twining morning glories; the two-story
clapboard farmhouse, painted a pale yellow, was shaded by a great
white oak. In the pasture up the hill, a few cattle grazed. To the
east, waves of forest-covered blue-green mountains marched all the
way to Virginia.

Hefting himself up, Travis grabbed the loaded bucket
and headed for the porch. He found his grandmother there in the
shade of the flowering trellis. She was a tiny woman, with a lined
face and short wavy hair kept perpetually auburn by weekly visits
to Mizz McNeer down in town. Stringing half-runners with her
gnarled hands, she broke them into bite-sized sections and dropped
them into a big zinc bowl. By her elbow, a cigarette smoldered.

“Here you go, Nanny,” Travis said, displaying the
bucket’s garden-haul. “What else can I do? Besides put out your
cigarette?”

Nanny sighed, giving Travis a tired smile. She was
accustomed to his objections to her tobacco habit. “Honey, if they
haven’t killed me by now, they aren’t going to. Why don’t you take
you a shower and get some homework done? Dinner won’t be till seven
or so. I should have gotten these beans on hours ago. We want them
good and tender.”

“With fatback?” Travis grinned, rubbing his
belly.

“Lord, honey. Of course. Who wants to eat
half-runners without some bacon grease or side-meat or
fatback?”

“City folks? Vegetarians? Or those folks into
Nouvelle Cuisine?” Travis’s eyes filled with satiric amusement.
“Remember that prettily arranged array of weeds they called a salad
in that highfalutin restaurant in Lewisburg?”

“Didn’t taste bad. But it did remind me of the
purslane we used to feed the hogs. Get on now. And if you’re
hungry, there’s some chips and dip in the kitchen.”

Travis wasted no time in savoring that quick snack,
followed by a big glass of sweet iced tea he flavored with squeezed
lemon. He peeked into the big pot simmering on the stove, delighted
to find a fragrant pot roast with vegetables. Even better, on the
counter he found not one but two home-baked pies: coconut cream and
cherry, his favorites.

Sighing with thoughts of the culinary comforts to
come, he headed into the bathroom. There, he kicked off his work
boots, peeled off his raggedy denim shorts and boxers, and tugged
off his baggy T-shirt. Blue with golden letters proclaiming his
allegiance to the West Virginia University Mountaineers, it was a
gift from Bill and Brenda.

Turning on the shower and climbing into the warm
stream, wistfully he thought of his friends: Bill, Brenda, and
Jean, the pals that, during his junior year, had helped him come to
terms with his feelings for men. How much he’d missed them since
they graduated from Hinton High School that previous June. Bill,
the butch woman with the short blonde hair, square jaw, and tough
demeanor, toughness Travis aspired to but could never hope to
match. And her girlfriend Brenda—soft-spoken, pretty, scholarly,
sharp-tongued—who tossed Pepsi on Brent Vass when he called her a
dyke.

And Jean, beefy-built lover of all things football.
She and Travis used to cruise in her Jeep down the rough road to
Brooks Falls, where they’d sip sneaked beers, watch white water
rush over rock, and compare notes on their hopeless crushes.
Travis’s passion was for athletic classmates like swarthy Robbie
Bowles and bearded Mike Woodson, or TV stars like Tom Selleck. Jean
was ardent over Robbie’s sister Sherry with her brandy-colored eyes
and curvy figure, and Kate Jackson in reruns of Charlie’s
Angels.

Travis sighed, soaping up his furry armpits, then his
beard, then his belly hair. Jean, Bill, and Brenda all left for
college weeks ago. Over three hours’ drive away, at the other end
of the state, in Morgantown, they were studying at West Virginia
University. It had been so much better to have them around, to have
other gay folks to talk to. As much as he loved Nanny’s farm, he
was lonely with his secrets in Summers County, where most people he
met would think he was a sinner if they knew the truth about him.
One more year of high school to get through, Travis thought,
and, if I keep getting good grades, I can follow my friends to
WVU. Living in a city won’t be so scary with my Sapphos to show me
around. There, maybe I’ll meet some wonderful man and fall in love.
Then we can move back here, buy a farm, and spend our lives
together.

 


“So how was the first day
of school?” Nanny asked, laying a slice of pot roast on Travis’s
plate, followed by a big spoonful of potatoes and carrots. “Did you
see any of your friends?”

“They all left for college, Nanny. Remember?” Travis
helped himself to the bowl of green beans and the plate of
biscuits. “They moved up to Morgantown the middle of last
month.”

“Oh, that’s right. Those big ole girls, Bill and
Jean. Not very ladylike, if you ask me. Downright mannish. Now that
Brenda, she’s a different matter. So pretty in those sundresses of
hers. I never did understand why you and she didn’t date.”

“We’re just friends, Nanny.”

“Yes, but…Lord, I remember my brothers courting and
sparking girls when they were your age. And your daddy too, like
his daddy before him.” Nanny sighed, pushing her plate back. “And
your cousin Johnny, getting that little girl pregnant. The Ferrell
men are always chasing women.”

“Are you saying they were all horndogs?” said Travis,
applying mayonnaise to the biscuit halves.

“Vulgar! I don’t know that word, but I bet I know
what it means. Yes, I guess that’s what I’m saying. I’m surprised
you’re not dating yet. Girls have always liked you. They can’t help
but admire your handsome face and good manners.”

“I’m just trying not to be like Cousin Johnny.”
Travis winked and chewed at the same time.

“Thank God we got them married in time.” Nanny wiped
imaginary perspiration from her brow. “I’m just saying that you’re
a good-looking boy, Travis. There ought to be lots of girls at
school who’d love for you to ask them out.”

“Good-looking?” Travis rolled his eyes. “No one at
school thinks that. They think I’m fat.” Gingerly he patted his
love handles.

“You’re not fat. You’re pleasingly plump. You’re
built like your daddy was at that age. And one of these days you’re
going to fill out like he did. You’re going to grow up into a big
strong man any day now. With those hairy legs and that manly new
beard of yours, you already look like an adult.”

“That’s why I grew it.” That, and ’cause I think
guys with beards are sexy, and maybe if I wear a beard, some other
guy will think I’m sexy. “I’m tired of folks treating me like a
kid.” Rubbing his chin, Travis smiled with pride. “You like it?
It’s pretty full for my age, isn’t it?”

“Yes indeedy. Your daddy tried to grow one in
college, but it came in patchy, so he’s been clean-shaven ever
since.”

“Most of the other guys at school couldn’t grow one
if they tried.” Travis snickered. “Franklin Grimmett has this wispy
stuff on his lip and cheeks that looks like someone glued pigeon
feathers to his face. Downright pathetic.”

“I’m sure you’re right, honey. Those Grimmetts always
were a sorry bunch. His daddy Givens is as homely as a mud-fence,
bless his heart.”

“Ugly as homemade sin.” Travis snickered again,
feeling pleasantly superior.

“True, son. True. But you got me off the topic. Beard
or not, you should be dating at this age. I hate for you to spend
so much time alone. You need more in your life than me and this
farm.”

“Next year I’ll go off to college and be with my
friends again. Meanwhile, I have you. And my guitar. And my books.
And your biscuits and pie. That’s enough for now.”

“Your books and your guitar…maybe you’ll run off to
Nashville and make it big, become another Travis Tritt. You’re
always hiking in the woods or fooling around in the garden, so
maybe you’ll become a forester, or an agricultural consultant like
your father. Or a college professor. You have so many books. How
did your classes go today?”

“All right,” Travis replied, taking in swift
succession a big bite of the meat, then a forkful of half-runners,
then a bite of tomato-topped biscuit. “I won’t like Physics or
Geometry, ’cause I don’t like math. I think I’m kind of dyslexic
that way. But American History will be cool, especially when we get
to the Civil War stuff.”

“You can tell them about your Civil War ancestor,
son. My grandfather Isaac. He was a Rebel artilleryman, you know.
You and he look a lot alike. Dark hair, dark eyes. The Black Irish
blood.”

“Yes, ma’am. Daddy showed me pictures of him down at
the courthouse, at those Confederate veterans’ reunions. Mmm mmm.
This is all so good.”

Nanny chuckled. “I love to watch you eat. You’re like
your father. A farmhand’s appetite. Whatever little girl you do end
up marrying, I sure hope she knows how to cook, or we’ll all be in
trouble. What other classes do you have?”

“Latin. I love it. We learned some words today, and
we read a little about Rome. And I have English Literature. We’re
going to read more Shakespeare.”

“Your daddy was always good in English. He called
today while you were at school. They’ve settled into their
apartment, and his job starts tomorrow.” Nanny shook her head and
sighed. “Mercy, I can’t believe they’re in Germany. So far away.
Why couldn’t Earl stay in America and do his consulting? You want
more meat?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Travis, lifting his plate. “It was
a great opportunity, Daddy said, and they’ll be back next spring.
How are they liking Berlin?”

“Pretty good,” Nanny said, doling out another chunk
of beef. “Earl’s making good money, which will sure help your
college fund, and Frances is all excited about being able to visit
galleries and attend operas and other sophisticated city events.”
Nanny chuckled. “With that Virginia Tidewater blood of hers, she
always has been a little too fine for West Virginia. They miss you,
honey. I know they wish you’d gone with them.”

Travis forked up a potato, rolled it in gravy, popped
it into his mouth, and chewed. “Mommy wishes I’d gone. Not Daddy, I
bet. He and I fight all the time. Everything’s always about
him—his projects, his interests. He never asks me
what I’m into, what I want to do. It’s all about what I can do for
him, and what I do’s never right or never enough. ‘That’s good for
a start, but…’ is his standard line.”

“I know he can be critical, Travis, but he does want
the best for you. Don’t you miss him at all?”

Travis rolled his eyes. “Yeah. I guess. I sure miss
Mommy.”

“You should have gone with them.”

“Then you’d have been alone, and I would have worried
about you all the time. You can’t keep this place up by
yourself.”

“I could have hired someone, honey. I don’t want you
to lose out on opportunities because of me.”

“Hired someone? Waste of money,” Travis snorted,
sprinkling pepper on his food. “I’d rather be here with you on the
farm. I don’t want to live in some foreign city. Cities scare me. I
want to finish high school here.”

“You’re a country boy through and through, that’s for
sure,” Nanny said, fetching Travis a second biscuit. “And you know
your daddy loves you. You and he are just too much alike to get
along.”

“He sure doesn’t show it. I don’t think he loves
anyone,” Travis said, reaching for the bread-and-butter
pickles.

“Travis! That’s an awful thing to say.”

“All he thinks about is himself.”

“Well, his father, Earl Senior, was like that. You
got a little touch of that yourself, now don’t you, son?” Nanny
carried her emptied dishes to the sink. “Then again, I guess we all
do. The Lord knows Earl Senior was selfish as they came till he
found Jesus during the last months of his life. He used to drink so
bad. And he had a terrible temper.”

“That where Daddy gets his temper, huh?”

“Yes. And where you get yours. How Earl and I used to
fight.”

“I remember,” Travis said, sopping his plate with the
last bit of biscuit. “I was there the time you threw that bowl of
wilted lettuce at him. Talk about tossed salad. And that time at
the Christmas party at the Old Homeplace when he chased Cousin
Kimmy and tried to hit her over the head with his banjo. That was
really scary.”

“Mercy, don’t you forget anything? You’ve always been
so smart. Just like your Daddy. I remember when your parents left
you here for me to wean from the bottle…”

“I know this story. And you told me that you’d given
my bottle to the little lambies ’cause they needed it more.”

“Yes. And then the next time your parents brought you
by, you told me…”

“I said, ‘Nanny, you told me a fib. I saw those lambs
in the pasture. And they couldn’t have used my bottle, ’cause they
don’t have hands. They can’t hold a bottle with their
hooves.’ ”

“Wasn’t that precious? Too smart for me. Too smart
for Summers County. You’ve always been so good in school. I’ll bet
you’ll be valedictorian this year.”

Travis shrugged. “Maybe. I can’t do basketball
layups, but I can make A’s. The kids at school call me ‘nerd’ and
‘bookworm.’ ”

“They’re just jealous. With those grades, I’ll bet
WVU will pay you to attend. Ready for some pie?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Travis leaned forward, eyes eager.
“Could I have a little piece of each?”

 


Travis’s bedroom was stuffy
with late-summer humidity, despite the fan he’d set in the window
to provide him with an artificial breeze. It was nearly midnight.
Nanny, as was her habit, had gone to bed hours ago. Travis sprawled
on his sheets in his underwear, reading ahead in his English
textbook. None of his teachers had ever mentioned that many of
Shakespeare’s sonnets were written to another man, but widely read
Brenda had. She’d coached Travis in some queer literary history
before she left for college, introducing him to works by Sappho,
Shakespeare, and Whitman, plus paperbacks by Patricia Nell Warren
about contemporary gay life and novels by Mary Renault about men
wanting men back in ancient Greece. “Shall I compare thee to a
summer’s day?” Travis read aloud, wiping sweat from the crease
between his chest and belly.

Faint lightning illuminated the window; thunder
grumbled in the distance. Travis closed the textbook and pulled a
padded envelope from his desk, one he’d received a week back.
Inside it was tucked Bill’s letter, plus a pink stone. Opening it,
he reread her angular scrawl.

 


8-28-1990

Hey, there, Baby Butch,

Well, Brenda and I are college students. We have a
room to ourselves in Arnold Hall, which is sheer heaven. It’s so
nice to be so far from Hinton, in a town where Brenda’s father
isn’t around to have us spied on, the bastard. We’re both working
in the dorm cafeteria. Classes aren’t bad. I love my karate class.
The next time someone calls me a queer, I might just kick his ass.
(You’d think the sensei—that’s the teacher—was cute. Hairy chest
and big red mustache. You should take the class when you get
here.)

The best thing is this. There’s a gay bar just
downtown. It’s called Foxfire. We’ve been several times, even
though we still aren’t old enough to drink. Lots of people dancing.
Most of the guys are too fey for you (our favorite is a drag queen
we call Miss Jerry; he looks like Suzanne Somers when he dresses
up), but there are a few you’d like. They’re sort of like you, with
boots and denim jackets and beards. One of them, Bob, is a truck
driver—Italian, dark features, leather jacket. He looks mean but
he’s a real teddy bear. I described you to him, and he’s eager for
you to come visit.

We have a couple of new friends we met at the bar:
Cin is a butch from DC, and Laura is a classy lady who’s quite a
flirt. And Farron, he’s a painter. Plus we hear there’s a gay
student group on campus, so we might attend their meetings.

Laura’s a pagan, by the way, a feminist Wiccan. I
told her about your interest in witchcraft and how much you wanted
a boyfriend, and she gave me this stone for you. It’s rose quartz,
she says, and it’s meant to attract love. Carry it in your pocket.
I hope you meet some wonderful guy soon. You deserve it.

There are loads of gay folks here. It’s so cool to
be someplace that’s so different from back home. No sanctimonious
little dipshits like those morons in Hinton High’s Bible Club. Do
well in school this year and get that scholarship. We can’t wait
for you to join us!

Sorry so short. Got to do some laundry.

Your Buddy Bill

PS. Brenda says Hi. She misses cooking for you and
says she has some new recipes to try on you once we get our own
apartment. Spanish and German. Exotic!

 


Travis refolded the letter and slipped it back into
the envelope. The stone he warmed in his hands. Rose quartz.
Love charm. Horned One, send me someone, he thought, addressing
his favorite Wiccan deity. He pictured the god, grinning and
handsome, with glowing eyes, a hairy body, an erect penis, and stag
horns sprouting from his brow.

Rising, Travis slipped the stone into his backpack
and locked his door. He stood before a long lamp-lit mirror,
studying his body and wondering if another guy would ever find it
attractive. The boy facing him was six foot one, with green eyes,
an oval face, shaggy shoulder-length auburn hair, and a close beard
of the same color. His shoulders were broad and freckled, his fuzzy
arms sporting a farmer’s tan. His chest and belly were chunky,
dusted with a sparse coating of hair. His legs were even furrier;
Brenda used to call him her little Pan as a joke, which appealed to
his pagan sensibilities. Still, he wished he were hairier, or
thinner, or muscular, like the guys he admired on TV, or the
country boys he saw driving around shirtless in their pickups all
summer, or the jocks at school showing off their buff bodies in
shorts and tank tops during after-school events.

Sighing, Travis flipped off the fan. Gift of the
coming storm, a cool breeze streamed through the screen, and
lightning flashed again. The thunder in its wake was louder,
closer. He peeled off his underwear and stretched out atop the
double bed. For a few minutes he flipped through his journal. Ever
since Nanny had given it to him for his sixteenth birthday, he’d
been recording ideas, images, and fragmented lines of verse, most
of it inspired by good-looking boys at school and the desire they’d
engendered in him. When he compared Shakespeare’s sonnets to his
own attempts at writing poetry, his heart sank. None of what I
write holds together. It’s musical and sort of pretty, but it isn’t
real. And how could it be? I’ve never really been in love.

Flipping off the bedside lamp, Travis closed his
eyes. He thought about the subjects of so many of his journal
entries, the guys at school he wished he could touch. He recalled
Robbie Bowles’s glossy dark hair, how white his smile was in Latin
class. He pictured last year’s student teacher Mr. Manley—so aptly
named—with his big chest swelling against his shirt in math class.
He remembered scruffy Mike Woodson, in Phys Ed back in tenth grade,
the way his furry torso and muscled arms moved as he played Shirts
and Skins. He remembered Mike down by the Bluestone Reservoir last
summer, swimming half-naked in the green water, sunning on the
rocky beach, giving Travis a sip of his Boone’s Farm and then a
brief ride on his motorcycle, Travis’s arms around his waist,
Mike’s belly hair tickling Travis’s palms.

Aroused, Travis moved on from memory into the
confusingly perverse fantasies he most savored, running through a
mental catalog borrowed from television he’d watched as a kid.
First, a cowboy was surrounded by villains. Next, a beefy detective
climbed from a pool in nothing but Speedos, wet brown hair
plastering his torso. Travis joined the action. He grappled with
the hapless cowboy, wrestled with the bushily mustached detective.
The cowboy and the detective became the same man, one whose big
muscles and wild struggles were no match for Travis, who
overpowered him, tied him to a chair, and knotted a rag in his
mouth.

Travis pulled a Kleenex from the box beside his bed
and switched off the light. There was no one there to touch him, so
he touched himself. He kissed his imaginary prisoner, loving the
man’s gagged protests. Outside, the thunder boomed again, and rain
started its soft shushing on the windowsill.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


It was a sunny Friday
afternoon in Hinton, West Virginia, the only town of any size in
Travis’s home county of Summers, set very scenically along the New
River beneath the looming Allegheny Mountains. School had let out,
and kids eager for the weekend congregated along the long block of
the high school, waiting for their respective buses.

Across the street, avoiding the crowd, Travis sat,
leaning against the trunk of a maple tree, enjoying the cool
September air and crystalline light. The Misfit Maple, he called
it. It was where the outcasts and the asocial usually waited—his
acquaintances, Emo Anita and Goth Goddess Ella, and other heavyset,
brainy types like himself—but he was alone that day. He scrawled a
letter to Jean in his notebook and wondered what sort of tasty
meals his grandmother would make him that weekend.

That coming Sunday would be the autumnal equinox, so
after his grandmother retired, he planned to light a few candles
and celebrate the balance of light and dark. Nanny claimed to worry
about his soul since he refused to attend Forest Hill’s duo of
churches with her, so he kept his Wiccan books hidden and always
conducted his solitary rituals in his room after she’d gone to bed.
As far as it came to his two secrets—his paganism and his
attraction to other boys—he figured what Nanny didn’t know wouldn’t
hurt her. I remember what happened when Brenda came out to her
father, he thought, wincing. All hell broke loose.

A car stereo thumped by, followed by a ruckus of
voices across the street. He turned, grimacing, resentful that his
concentration had been shattered. There, just down the block, were
tall, curly-haired athlete Brent Vass and his crew of townies, in
their neat shirts and khakis, teasing a group of girls who were
making irritated faces but obviously enjoying the attention. Again
Travis thought with pleasure of how Brenda had doused Brent with
pop.

He’d turned his attentions back to his letter,
wishing he weren’t so sensitive to noise and thinking about how
sweet it would be to get back to the farm’s relative silence, when
he heard his name called.

“Hey, Ferrell, long time no see.”

Brent and his fellow jocks were approaching. All five
wore black and orange letter jackets, their smooth faces plastered
with grins.

Travis closed his notebook, zipped it into his
backpack, and stood. Ever since he’d realized he was gay, groups of
straight boys made him nervous. When he thought about what they
might do if they knew his secret, if they knew what he thought
about in his bed alone at night, he grew a little nauseated. Poor
Martin, a slender, effeminate boy he used to have some classes
with, had been so harassed by Brent and his kind with shouts of
“Queer!” and “Fag!” that he’d dropped out of school. Only Travis’s
bulk and relative masculinity, he knew, had kept him from being
recognized for what he was and treated to a similar fate.

Trying to appear nonchalant, Travis looked for the
school bus out of the corner of his eye, hoping it would show up
before the little pack of townies got any closer. If only Bill
or Jean were here to back me up. He’d felt vaguely unsafe ever
since his butch buddies left town.

“Hey, guys,” Travis said, forcing a smile. As much as
he wanted to snarl, “Fuck off!” he could hear his mother repeating
some old maxim about attracting more flies with honey than vinegar,
and besides, he was outnumbered. “How was your summer?”

“Great. My dad took us all to the beach. What’d you
do this summer? I bet I know.”

Travis crossed his arms across his chest and tried to
look amused. “Yeah? What’s that?”

“Oh, putting up hay. Feeding chickens and pigs. You
know, redneck things.”

“Well, I do live on a farm,” Travis said,
flushing.

“Oh, we know. And you sure dress the part,” replied
Brent, looking Travis up and down. “Jean jacket. Dirty boots.
Baseball cap. Flannel shirt. That messy hippie hair and beard. I
can see you on The Dukes of Hazzard, slopping the pigs and
making moonshine.”

“Nothing wrong with being a country boy, or so my
daddy says.” Travis cleared his throat, mustering a crooked grin.
Images of Hazzard stars John Schneider and Tom Wopat
shirtless took shape in his mind and then dissolved. “I’ll take
that as a compliment.” Part of him wanted to run, and part of him
wanted to punch Brent in the jaw.

“I’ll bet you will. I’ll bet you’re a big fan of the
Duke boys. At least that’s what Rhodetta told me.”

“Rhodetta?” Travis lifted an eyebrow. “Rhodetta
McNeill?”

“Yep. The pretty little president of the Bible Club.
She’s formulated a hypothesis, as they say in science class.” Brent
took a step closer. “She thinks she’s figured something out about
you.”

“And what is that? She doesn’t know anything about
me.”

“Well, we all think you’re a Satanist, of course,
since you don’t go to church and say you believe in evolution. But
that’s not all. When’s the last time you went out on a date?”

“Not…long ago. Why do you care?” Travis stomach
clenched.

“Well, Travis, look. The boys here and I, we’ve
pretty much had better things to do than pay attention to you. But
Rhodetta’s been studying you since last spring. You know how she
likes to sniff out sin. She pointed out to us that the only folks
anyone ever saw you hanging out with last year were dykes. That big
lumbering Bill Walker and that big ferocious Jean Bugg. And that
snooty little bitch Brenda Martin. So what kind of guy doesn’t date
girls but hangs out with dykes?”

Oh hell. Oh, no. Choking back fright, Travis
clenched his fists, suddenly regretting that Bill never gave him
any tips on how to fight. “Don’t call Brenda a bitch.”

Brent took a step closer. “Don’t tell me what to do,
Forest Hill trash. I can’t believe it. You’re a redneck and
a fag. What a great combination. A big old hairy boy like you a
cocksucker? Where’s your tutu and tiara?”

“Up yours, Brent,” Travis growled, his temper rising.
“The only reason you call Brenda a bitch is ’cause she gave you a
Pepsi shower. I sure wish I’d been there to see that. She should
have kicked you in the balls. Me, I wish that Pepsi had been horse
piss.”

Brent swung, punching Travis in the mouth. Dazed,
Travis staggered back against the maple tree. His father used to
take a belt to him every now and then when he was a mischievous
child, and he used to wrestle with Bill some, but he’d never been
struck in the face in his entire life. The pain and fear flooding
him shifted within the space of a few stunned seconds to rage. He
lunged at Brent, only to be seized by two of Brent’s friends and
pulled backwards. Brent punched him in the belly. Travis doubled
over. The boys holding his arms threw him to the ground.

“Stupid queer,” Brent said, looking around to check
for witnesses. “You should know better than to mess with us. Hey,
guys. Here comes my mother’s van. Let’s get out of here.”

Travis watched, teeth gritted and belly aching, as
his attackers jogged down the block. Legs shaking, he got to his
feet and felt his face. Already his lip was swelling. How was he
going to explain this to Nanny? If I tell her what happened,
she’ll want to know why I got in a fight. She might even call
Brent’s mother. And Brent’s mother might ask Brent why he punched
me. And Brent might share with his mother his opinion of my
sexuality. Got to lie. Got to lie.

The Forest Hill school bus rounded the corner. Wiping
blood off his mouth, Travis snarled, “Right on time.” He pulled on
his sunglasses, cocked his WVU baseball cap over his eyes, and,
face hot with humiliation, joined the line of students at the
curb.

 


“It’s nothing, Nanny.
Really. It’s nothing,” Travis grunted as his grandmother applied
peroxide. “I was just scrapping with friends. Some of us guys were
fooling around, teasing each other, learning how to wrestle. Don’t
make a big deal about it.”

“Wrestling?” Nanny tsk-tsked. “Like those big brutes
on TV? Y’all ought to be more careful. Elbowed in the mouth. Lord.
You could have lost a tooth. You’re all swollen up. I should call
the principal.”

“No! Please don’t. I’m fine.” Travis managed a pained
smile. “Guess I’m wilder than you thought, huh?”

“Wild’s nothing to be proud of. If your mother were
here—”

“She’d be all concerned about what folks thought. I
know, I know. She wants a gentleman for a son, not a redneck
brawler. Well, she isn’t here. You won’t tell her, will you?”

“We’ll see. Right now, I’m going to make us some
chicken and dumplings for dinner. That should be easy to chew. Oh,
your poor mouth.”

“Umm, dumplings sound good. Do you need any help? I
have loads of homework, but…”

Nanny waved him away. “You go on and study. I’ll
fetch you when things are ready.”

Travis grabbed up his backpack and headed upstairs.
Being alone in his bedroom, free of the need for a false façade,
was a relief. For a few minutes, he tried to focus on his Physics
textbook, but he was feeling too much to think. Brent. That
bastard. That bastard. I can’t believe he hit me.
Damn him. And I didn’t hit him back. I didn’t know how to fight.
Who knows how many people saw it all? Folks will think I’m a
weakling and a coward.

Travis slammed the textbook shut and threw himself on
his bed. And now I have a reputation as a queer. Exactly what I
prayed would never happen. “A redneck and a fag,” Brent said. Now I
might get my ass kicked at any time. Damn it. I might end up like
poor little Martin, harassed and tormented and run out of
school.

Travis stretched out, clasped his hands behind his
head, and closed his eyes. He tried to imagine himself as a
skillful, brave, and muscular warrior, taking grand vengeance
against Brent and his cronies, but all he could think about was
being cornered, surrounded by jeering classmates, called “Fag” in
the halls of the high school, or punched and kicked by packs of
bullies. He was about to crowd out these fears with another attempt
at studying when the hallway phone rang.

“I’ll get it,” Travis shouted, bounding out of his
bedroom, eager for any distraction. “Hello, Ferrell residence.”

“Travis? Are you all right?”

“Anita? What’s up?” Travis said, surprised. Though he
and Anita had long chats at school, she’d never called him at home
before.

“I just heard about it. About what happened. I can’t
believe it. That fucker Brent Vass punched you?”

“Oh, great,” Travis groaned. “Soon the news will be
all over town.”

“So it’s true?”

“Yeah, it’s true. How’d you hear?”

“From Ella. Missy Meadows told her. Missy was waiting
for the Forest Hill bus like you. She saw the whole thing. She told
Ella your mouth was all bloody when you got on the bus.”

“I’m all right, Anita. Don’t worry about it. And
please don’t tell anyone else.” Travis cleared his throat. “I’m
kind of embarrassed. I tried to fight back, but his buddies held
me.”

“Have you ever been in a fight before?”

“Naw. Never. Guess I’ve been pretty sheltered. I just
realized today that I don’t know how to fight. And now I really
wish I did. I wish I were strong, so I could kick Brent’s ass if he
ever messes with me again.”

“I can’t really see you as a karate master.” Anita
giggled.

“Me neither.” Travis heaved a rueful sigh. “I’m about
as coordinated as a newborn calf. I was terrible in Phys Ed.”

“You have bulk, though.”

“Flab, you mean.” Grimacing, Travis pinched his
belly’s spare flesh.

“Well, toughen up. Get all athletic and then tear
that bastard Brent up. You could start lifting weights at that new
gym.”

“New gym? I hadn’t heard of it. Where is it?”

“It opened out in the West End a few months ago. It’s
in that old Laundromat across Temple Street from Coolheart Hollow
Road. Right beside the garage that Mr. Woodson runs.”

“Mr. Woodson? Mike Woodson’s father?”

“Yum, Mike Woodson. The sexiest boy in Summers
County. Yeah, Mike works in his father’s garage after school and on
weekends. With all the muscles he has, maybe he could give you some
tips about weight-lifting.”

“Yum, Mike Woodson” is right, Travis thought,
recalling again the sight of Mike’s bare chest down at the
reservoir. “Well, okay. Thanks for the advice, Anita. Maybe I’ll
ride into town with Nanny tomorrow, since she has another beauty
appointment, and check the place out.”

“Good luck. And if you see that stud Mike, tell him
‘Hi’ for me.”

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


 


Saturday afternoon, and the
little office of Woodson’s Garage was unstaffed. Taking a seat,
Travis waited for a few minutes, flipping through Sports
Illustrated and admiring photos of baseball star Mark McGwire,
his big arms and red goatee. Never having thought that patience was
a virtue worth cultivating, he soon left the office and stepped
tentatively into the open door of the garage proper.

“Hey. Anyone in here?” he said shyly, peering into
the dimness, breathing in heavy aromas of oil and gasoline.

There was a scraping sound, then someone rolled out
from beneath a jacked-up car. “Yeah, yeah, just a minute,” growled
a deep voice. It was Mike Woodson, the boy Travis had so powerfully
and so often admired in the past. He was dressed in filthy overalls
atop a grease-smeared white muscle shirt. Mike got to his knees,
looking annoyed. When he saw Travis, though, his face softened.

“Hey. What you doing here?” Mike stood, brushing off
his butt. “Travis, right?”

“Uh, yeah. Travis Ferrell. We had some classes
together a few years back, and, uh, you gave me that motorcycle
ride once. Last summer at the reservoir.”

“Right. That was fun. I miss that bike. My dad had to
sell it.”

“That’s too bad. I never see you around anymore. How
you been?” said Travis, extending his hand.

“Real greasy,” Mike said, holding up a blackened
palm. “Don’t think you want to shake.”

“I don’t care about grease. I shoveled manure last
weekend.”
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