Back To School
By Alan Bennett llagan

The ominous sgns have been up for months. The days are shorter and crisper, the sun
more intense asit dices through a deep blue sky, and everything is more vibrant, more dive as
the summer’ s dtifling hold releases and the firgt frosty nights sngp us into awareness. It'sthe time
for those three words that till have the power to fill me with dread and fear: Back-To-Schooal. It
makes no matter that | graduated from college over five years ago, | till cringe and quiver with
foreboding when the big ydlow and black sgns go up in the stores.

Looking back, it seems somewhat odd that | would dread it so. In grade school | was one
of the most popular kids ~ funny, entertaining, smart, dways-impeccably-dressed ~ and |
enjoyed the time with friends, the art projects, and even the activities of physica education.
Music dass was a favorite, lunchtime was filled with laughter, and while everyone € se groaned
with the mandatory minutes of “slent reading”, inwardly | was glad for the momentary respite
from socidization. Still, 1 would have much preferred to have been on my own a home —
exploring the forest behind our house, reading the books | wanted to read, drawing and painting
and creating projects of my own choosing.

Therigors of schoolwork and test-taking came easy to me ~ straight-A report cards were
just happy accidents for which | never had to work very hard. | tended to be a gregarious show-
off, to ease the boredom of being there and to entertain those around me. | was the fastest to
climb the ropes to the top of the gymnasium, dapping the dusty ceiling beam with my hand until
the teacher noticed, dl to the exhilarating sounds of kids caling out my name in congratuletions.

Of course, at that time of our lives, sexudity played absolutely no part in our existence.
Boys and girls played together without awvkwardness, while boys played with boys and girls
played with girls without anything questionable about it. Most of my closest friends were girls,
with whom | confided secrets and inside jokes. | felt attracted to certain boys, but had no idea
what that feding meant. It was just awarmth in me, a cozy, giddy sensation that escaped just
before cognition came to fruition. There was confusion here as well. The crazy thought of doling
out exquisite pain upon those very boys unfathomably thrilled me. Maybe | knew then that one
day they would turn, that their acceptance of me was limited to the al-too-brief years of
childhood, and that the ondaught of adolescence would irrevocably ater the purity of our
friendships.



Asthe years passed and adol escence encroached, my popularity waned. | withdrew from
the easy interaction | once shared with amost everyone ese, turning inward when | sensed |
wasn't like other boys. They began to notice girls differently now — it was rare for the sexesto
mingle outside of volleyed insults and teasing. Middle school became high school and soon |
found mysdf drowning in pools of depresson, despondent without knowing why.

Though | remained for the most part well-liked and accepted, | was never completely
myself. The droll, witty, sarcastic comic that cut down jocks and cheerleaders with anarchistic
abandon was just a cover for the cowering queer within me. Outwardly | didn’t care. Mantaning
acynicdly-cool fagade isthe goal of many ateenager, and | excelled at it. | wasn't taunted that
much because | kept well below the radar. Subversively | gazed a the footbal playersin their
tight pants outlining the underlying lines of their underwear, gaudy golden lycra catching the
light and dinging to every curve and bulge. | stole surreptitious glances at the older guysin gym
class ~ white briefs and muscles and chest hair at once erotic and intimidating. Would | ever
grow into one of those men? Would the desire for women reved itsdlf to me suddenly? Quietly |
waited, but the revelation never came.

One day | was eating lunch when aboy | didn’t know approached my table. He dapped
me across the face, called me afaggot, dapped me again, and waked away. | met his violence
with vehement denids ~ inwardly and outwardly ~ and somehow shrugged it off. That boy, in all
his stupidity, had unwittingly said the one thing that was true, and |, scared and confused and
aone, fought that frightening truth to its death. Somewhere inside | knew too, but | wasn't ready
to acknowledgeit.

That was my junior year of high school. Thefirst boy | ever had acrush on would kill
himsdf that spring. My best friend would move to Denmark. My high school years were nearing
their end. The innocence was over ~ suddenly summer was no longer the release it had once

been, and life, not school, was what | now feared.



