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That Night
by Matthew Mayo

It's 1 a.m. when I finally arrive home.

For the past week now I have spent the nights with you, unable to leave your embrace. I don't know quite what it is about you that makes me feel this way, but I know that I never want it to go away.

At first you were afraid, and I understand. I don't think many people we know would understand this—that it is possible for two boys to say “I love you” to each other and mean it.

I think, though, that as long as we know what we mean to each other, it will be okay.

For the first time tonight, our bodies have touched. I never thought that something could be so … beyond words. I never thought that a moment in time could be so special that I would carry it with me for the rest of my life.

I never thought that I could ever be so in love with anyone.

You have brightened my world. And this I will never forget.

I reach the door. Unlocking it, a familiar odor fills the air, burning my nostrils.

Alcohol.

My father has been drinking again. This is nothing new. My father has been drinking for as long as I can remember.

I don't know or understand why. All it has ever done is tear my family apart, opening new wounds, deepening old ones.

I take off my shoes and place my dress shirt on the chair. I would make some dinner, but it is late and I want to go to bed.

I silently creep up the stairs, trying desperately to avoid waking my father. Unfortunately, I don't try hard enough, and he stirs when I reach the top of the landing. Instantly, he begins yelling, speech slurred by the poison flowing in his blood.

“Where have you been! It's one in the morning! Probably out with that faggot friend of yours again!”

I don't know why, but something inside me snaps this time. I have always been able to insulate myself from the homophobia, from the gay bashing, from the hatred.

But not this time. Not this day. The moments with you still linger in my mind, still hold in my memory. They, those moments, will not allow this. Will not allow something so beautiful to be tarnished by something this disgusting.

My mouth opens before I can stop myself.

“Don't ever call him that. Ever. Don't ever say things like that again. You don't even realize what he means to me, do you?”

My mother is awake now. She realizes what I have just said. She just stares at me from the bed.

My father breaks the silence, his voice booming. “You're one, too, then. Another queer.”

A tear slides down my cheek as I run back down the stairs and grab my car keys. I should have known that something like this would happen.

That I couldn't hide it from my parents forever.

That sooner or later I would slip up.

I'm at your house before I realize that I have no shoes on. I dial your number on my cell phone and get no answer. I should have known you would be sleeping by now. I leave a message as I continue on to a friend's house.

As I park my car, I fall apart. Hot tears stream down my face, soaking my shirt. It is an hour before the sobs subside.

Andy lets me sleep on the couch for the night. Even if my father is gone, I can't go home again tonight. I can't face those stairs again tonight.


Being so up, then quickly dragged down.
I'm starting to drift to sleep when the phone rings.
I tell you everything.
You tell me everything will be okay.
I wish I could believe you, but right now I'm not so sure.



We spend the next two nights together, you doing your best to comfort and reassure me. I still don't go home.

I talk to my mom briefly on the phone. She tells me all I need to know.

“It's going to take your father some time.”

It's three days before I realize that I can't avoid my life because someone can't accept who I am. I resolve. I talk to you quickly for reassurance, then step through the door.

My father stares at me from across the room. We say nothing to each other for some time.

I break the silence.

“It's who I am. I really don't care if you like it or not, it's who I am. I'm not going to change for anyone, and I'm not going to stop being me to make someone else feel better about themselves. If you can't deal with it, that's just too bad.”

He says nothing, just continues to stare. Finally he stands and goes to the kitchen. I hear pans banging around, followed by the sound of butter sizzling. He has started to cook dinner.

It takes me a moment to realize that the hard part is past. It will be some time before I can have a real conversation about it, but for now they will let me be.

A week later you break my heart. You do it gently, but you don't do it in person. At first, I don't understand why you do it.

How can you say you love me and mean it? How can we share a moment like we have shared, and then in the next throw it all to the wind?

It takes me time, but I finally understand.
You are not yet ready to face what I have.

You are not ready to show the world who you really are yet. In all fairness, I wasn't either. But for some reason you have chosen to take this road alone, and there is nothing I can do to change your mind.

I move on slowly, to other crushes, other relationships, other heartbreaks. But I will never forget you.



Three Sunsets
by Robert Brittain

1.

I'm sitting on my patio.

Sky colors whisper commentary on the sun's movements behind the hills.

I vow to experience more sunsets.

I deceive myself into believing that certain experiences are limitless. If I tried, I could watch tens of thousands of sunsets in my lifetime, though I know the final tally will be closer to a few hundred. In terms of sunrises, I've only seen a mere handful, not to imply that those experiences were trivial enough to fit in the palm of my hand. No, I know they're very much beyond my grasp. And that's probably why I've seen so few.

I vow to experience more sunrises.

There's something about staring into a low-hanging sun that inspires introspection. I always want to talk with God during these times. And that's what I've done for the past six nights: lower my eyes with the sun.

My prayers always dwell on the same topic, the same boy: Devon.

I've never been big on intercession. It's probably because I don't know why I need to pray. Since God is sovereign, it seems like God already has a will … a plan … a purpose … not to be swayed by the requests of a twenty-something screwup in Oregon. But, like a good Christian, I pray. But, unlike a good Christian, I pray mostly for myself and the goofball situations I find myself in. Sometimes I see God answer my prayers, though I guess I'll never know if the answers came as a result of my requests or if they were God's intention all along. Perhaps it doesn't matter.

I've never been big on intercession. But lately I've found myself praying for Devon.


Dear God … I don't even know what to ask for.

I know so many spiritual people who pray for people they care about and yet their requests go unanswered. So I really don't know why you'd answer my prayers for Devon.

I know you love him…. I know your heart breaksfor him, and maybe that's why my heart breaks for him, too.

God, I want him to experience love. That's all. That's all I want. I know he and I aren't right for each other, so I won't even bother praying for that. But, God, I just want him to know you love him. He's gone his entire life hearing the opposite. God, convince him you're absolutely crazy about him.

Please put people in his life who will pray for him … who will love and care about him … who will reveal your love for him and what you're really about.

Keep pursuing him, God. Overwhelm him with joy. Overwhelm him with love.



I'm overwhelmed with grief. I'm overwhelmed with despair.

I can't help but weep and I don't know why. My heart has never ached like this.

I watch the sky's first night-freckles reveal themselves. I find peace in their company.

I sit lost in thought … lost in feeling.

Yielding to reality, I stand, not really wanting to face the barrage of heart distractions I know are waiting for me inside. But I guess that's what yielding to reality is all about.

I vow to experience more sunsets. More sunsets for Devon.

2.

I'm leaning against my car waiting for him.

The parking lot is almost empty. The sun has just set and everything glows pink.

I want to look busy when he sees me. I check the locked doors to my car. Locked. I check the pressure of my rear tires. Pressured. I check my watch. 8:55.

“Hey, Rob.” I hear the playful voice behind me.

I turn and see Devon approaching. My heart yo-yos in my chest.

“Hey, friend.” I hug him. He kisses me and I lose my balance.

“Whoa, there.” He laughs, steadying me with an arm around my waist. “We better get to the movie.” We start walking down Main Street, his arm still holding me.

“So how was your day?” I ask, interested.

“It was good, but I have the craziest story for you.”

“Oh, yeah? What happened?”

“Well, it's kind of a long one. I was hanging out at Will's house before you got here. I used the bathroom to change clothes and when I came out, he said there were three girls at the door asking to talk with ‘the blond-haired guy who just came in’—me. So I went outside. This one girl was like, ‘I know this is going to sound weird, but have you ever been discouraged?’ And I was like, ‘Well, yeah, of course I've been discouraged.’ And she said, ‘Well, I just want to let you know that God has a plan for you, that something great is about to happen, that you should just hold on. Just hold on.’ Then they left. Isn't that weird!?”

I don't know what to say. “It's definitely weird.”

Street-witnessers have always weirded me out—mostly because I believe that God prefers spiritual revelation to come through relationships, not five-minute conversations with strangers. But who am I to put limits on God? It is uncanny. I remember praying that God would place people in Devon's life, that God's love would be revealed to Devon in profound ways. Was this God answering my prayers?

I'm skeptical.

“So what do you think about it?” I ask, trying to remain neutral.

“Well. It was awkward. They're Christian. Of course they believe God has a plan. And of course good things will happen in my future, good things along with the bad. I don't know. Seemed kind of vague. Will thinks they were just hitting on me in a really weird way.”

“Could very well be.” I leave it at that.

We arrive at the theater and he buys my ticket.

I wake to the feeling of cold plastic on my belly.

I wake to the sound of music playing through Devon's stereo.

I wake to see Devon walking toward the bed.

“Good morning, cute boy.” He gets back into bed and kisses me with minty lips.

“Good morning.” I speak through my hand, knowing that I don't have minty lips.

“I made you a mix CD.” He grins. “So now you'll have a piece of me to listen to when you're at home.”

I pick up the jewel case and open it, curious about the track listings. I read the title he gave the mix: Afraid of Staying the Same.

That's all it takes. Reading those words unlocks a beast within me. I quickly shut the case and feel an emptiness devour me from the inside out. I know I'm about to cry. Since when did I become so emotional?

Devon sees my sorrow. “Awww, Rob … you don't like it?”

“No, it's not that…. I'm just touched.” I know it's not the complete truth, but I don't know what else to say. Why am I sad?

He kisses me, interlocking our lips, and grabs my hand, interlocking our fingers.

He holds me as we listen to each song on his soundtrack.

I want to cry through each refrain, but I refrain.

He explains why the songs are meaningful to him and begins to sing along with the final track, “Baby Mine,” as if the words were meant just for me.

I close my eyes, more lost now than ever.

3.

I'm scooping ice cream at the coffee shop.

And I hear it.

I know her voice.

I know the lyrics.

“Baby Mine” plays through the store Muzak, resonating in my ears, resonating in my heart.

I sigh without thinking. An instant flood of memories drenches my lowland plains.

“Are you okay?” my co-worker Jamie asks.

“I'm fine. My friend burned me a mix CD with this song on it. It just reminds me of my friend, that's all.” Jamie doesn't know I'm gay, so I'm careful not to tell her any more than this.

My managers had warned me about her—warned me not to talk to her about my orientation. When I asked why, they explained that Jamie's a “conservative Christian” who just graduated from a “conservative Christian high school” and would most likely “make the workplace awkward for everyone” if she knew.

“She must really like you,” Jamie interjects.

“Who?”

“Your friend … who gave you this song.”

“Oh, yeah. I hope so.” I don't correct her pronoun.

I place the espresso milkshake on the blender and turn it on high, successfully ending our conversation.

The last hour of my shift always seems longer than the rest. My feet drag like the time.

I overhear Jamie talking to a customer. “I love the co-op grocer in Ashland. I always shop there, too. Well, you have a nice night.”

“My friend lives right by the co-op,” I offer, watching the customer leave the store.

“Oh yeah, what's your friend's name?” Jamie asks, volleying the conversation.

“Devon.” I'm safe…. I'm not giving away too much.

“Devon?” She looks at me through the corner of her eye, suspicious. “Does he have bleached-blond hair?”

My heart skips a beat. “Um … yeah.”

“Does he have a soul patch?”

I try to stay calm, but my innards are starting to go AWOL. “Yeah …”

“Oh my gosh!” She starts to laugh.

I grin to hide my growing discomfort. Maybe I did give away too much. “Why … do you know him?”

“I think so. Okay, it's kind of a long story.”

I raise my eyebrows, prompting her for more.

“Last Tuesday I was walking through downtown Ashland with two of my friends. And I saw this guy go in a house. And I don't know why, Rob, but God was just telling me that I needed to talk to him. So I went and knocked on his door—”

I interrupt. “Oh. My. Lord. That was you?” I begin to have a breakdown. “I went to a movie with Devon that night, about an hour after you talked with him. He told me all about your conversation.”

Jamie's eyes widen, as does her smile.

“After we close, we need to talk.” She leaves to help some customers who just walked in, leaving me to melt like a summer snowman.

What's happening?

We sit on the curb behind the store. The sun is setting, which means we'll only have an hour to talk before it's dark.

“Okay, Jamie. Tell me everything.”

“Well, I was in Ashland about two months ago shopping at the co-op. As I was leaving, I saw this guy who had the most haunting blue eyes I've ever seen and, I dunno … he looked so sad. I instantly felt like God wanted me to encourage him, but I couldn't. I mean, how awkward would that be? For me and for him.

“But I kept seeing him around town…. I saw him every-where … and God kept prompting me to go say something. But I refused. What would I say? It was just too intrusive. I mean, I know what it'd be like if someone came up to me.

“So I shared the story with my best friend at church and we prayed together about it … about him. I prayed for him every night for weeks. Prayed that he'd have peace … that God would place people in his life to love him.

“I prayed and I cried for a complete stranger. My heart literally felt like it was breaking in my chest. I've had burdens for people before, but this was completely different.” She begins to tear, confirming her sincerity.

I want to chime in, want to tell her that my story is similar, but I'm too overwhelmed to articulate anything coherent.

“Whenever I saw him around town, I'd get these visions … and I don't mean … y'know …” She wiggles her fingers dramatically. “I mean, I just saw things. Like him looking into a mirror and seeing a perfect reflection. Simple things like that. Weird, huh?”

She doesn't have a clue how weird it really is. When Devon and I were waiting in line to see the latest summer blockbuster, he shared with me that he had a recurring nightmare as a kid where he'd look into a mirror and see a distorted, twisted reflection. I contemplate telling her this, but she continues before I have the chance.

“So last Tuesday, when I was walking downtown and saw him, I just broke down … started crying. I sat on the curb with my two friends and we just prayed. I had no clue what I was going to say to him, I just knew I had to say something. So we followed him … knocked on his door … asked this guy if we could talk with him.

“He came out and my mouth just started going. I asked him if he'd ever been discouraged or hurt. He said he had, like anyone would. So I just told him to hold on … to not let go because God had a plan for him. That things were going to get better, that something great was about to happen. ‘Just hold, just hold on,’ I kept telling him.

“I really don't know how he took it. His eyes kept shifting. I could tell it was awkward for him. I mean, it was awkward for me, too. I can't imagine what he was thinking.”

“Well, he told me what he thought about it,” I offer.

“What did he say?”

I repeat what Devon told me.

“He thought I was hitting on him?” She looks devastated.

“Well, he thought it was a possibility. I really didn't know what to say to him. I felt so divided.”

“Maybe I should have said more. I don't know. It was kind of vague.”

We both sit in silence.

“So how do you know Devon?” Jamie asks.

I stare at her, unsure of how much I should say. I figure the whole situation is too bizarre for me to hold anything back, so I jump into the water, knowing full well that the temperature is going to sting.

“Jamie, remember when you asked me about a rumor you heard—maybe two months ago—and I just brushed it off?” Her expression tells me she doesn't remember. “Well, the rumor is true. I'm gay. I wanted to tell you, I was just nervous, I guess … of how you'd react.”

I keep talking. I don't let her get a word in for fear she'd start condemning me. I talk about scripture and theology. I talk about the two years I spent in ex-gay counseling. I talk about the wonderful things I've seen God do in and through me as a result of my orientation, once I embraced it.

I realize that I've avoided eye contact through my entire rant. So, mustering the mustard seed of courage within me, I look back, preparing for the worst.

Her eyes are soft and watery. Her smile is muted, but genuine.

“Rob. I want to tell you that from the very first day you started working here, I knew you were a man of compassion. I could see how much love was in you. And it saddens me that you'd feel scared to talk with me.” She starts crying. “I want it to be obvious that I'm a person of compassion. That I'm safe to talk to. It's all about loving people. That's all … loving people. Rob, I'd never judge you. Never.”

I want to cry, but I have no tears. I want to thank her, but I have no breath. I mouth a silent thank-you.

Silence.

“Rob, this is so weird.”

What an understatement.

I tell Jamie about my prayers for Devon … about how I've felt a unique burden for him, too.

This is heavy. Too heavy for me.

I have absolutely no clue what my role is in Devon's life.

None.

No clue.

What once seemed like a happy romance now seems like a divine conspiracy … a conspiracy so big and so obvious that it doesn't even seem real. I second-guess everything.

I'm petrified I'm going to screw things up.

Maybe I already have.

4.

I'm walking to my car in the dark, but I can tell the sun is rising.

Sky colors again whisper commentary on the sun's movements behind the hills, but this time in reverse.

Everything feels alive and fresh at dawn. I'm a fan of beginnings.

I start my car and turn onto the roads that will take me to the coffee shop. I remember vowing to experience more sunrises months ago, and thanks to my new work schedule, I get to experience a new sunrise each morning of the week. I smile at the irony.

Waking before dawn makes me feel like an adult, like reading the newspaper with my legs crossed or writing a check to pay for health insurance. I must be growing up.

I've grown up a lot this year.

I've grown up a lot in the past three months.

I've learned that there's purpose behind everything, if one stops to look for it. The people I meet, work with, date, or bump into at the grocery store all play integral roles in my dramedy of a life. I owe a lot to these friends, these co-workers, crushes, and strangers, for without their contribution to my life, I'd be without one—at least one worth sharing.

I think back on the next night, eating dinner with Jamie before she left for an internship in Los Angeles. It's marvelous how we came together. She will always be special to me.

Our dinner conversation naturally drifted to Devon. I told her that he and I were no longer dating, that he was dating someone else. I told her I wasn't disappointed, that it was better this way. Things-That-Should-Be always have a way of changing into Things-That-Are. I no longer question my role in his life, for at last it has been defined by our new circumstance. I will be Devon's friend and confidant. I will continue to invest in him, continue to hope for him.

I will continue to love him.

I know that something good always comes from love.

I roll down my window, allowing the morning air to chill my cheeks.

Everything feels alive and fresh at dawn.

I'm a fan of beginnings.


Break-up in Slow Motion
by Joshua Dalton

So my first boyfriend and I, I guess we kinda bypassed the whole “dating” thing and stumbled right into deadly serious commitment. It was a matter of availability, mostly; I only knew one other gay guy at my school, an overweight Queer as Folk wannabe, and was still hardly comfortable enough with the whole homosexual thing to waste the emotions on him. Of course, it probably didn't help that Ryan and I were both lonely, introspective teenagers, still naive and overly romantic, overflowing with testosterone.

The first time we met was straightforward enough. My friend Courtney brought him along as an afterthought to see The Ring with us; he'd been at her house when I called to invite her, and it would have been rude to just send him home. In my dad's pickup, Ryan and I shared the backseat, a big pit with two little chairs that faced each other. His knees kept brushing mine, and both of us kept turning our heads to avoid the awkward business of being two strangers staring directly at each other. The only word to describe him, really, was goofy, with his overly large head, laughter that burst out like a sputtering engine, random clothes, and wild eyes. He bubbled with this endless manic energy, fidgeting and tapping his fingers. When we ate, he spun the coasters around and shared lame jokes, looking around and laughing whenever an awkward pause crept up, anything to break the silence. There was something so relaxed, so self-assured and cool about him.

At the movie I was in the middle, Ryan to my left and Courtney to my right. Between jumping at the scary parts and whispering predicted endings with Courtney, I kept looking at Ryan's hand. It was just perched on the armrest, long fingers delicately planted like a bird on a telephone wire. I felt funny around him—that's the only way to say it. I'd never had a real guy crush before, or hadn't let myself—at least not with a real, live person who wasn't miles away because we'd met only on the Internet. I liked being around him, after just that short time. I liked his aura of coolness, felt I could bask in it and maybe soak it up, get a nice tan of confidence to block out my usual worried self.

Wandering around at Barnes & Noble, waiting for our ride, Courtney said that Ryan had something to tell me. They were both laughing a lot and exchanging odd glances. My brain did that thing it always seems to do at crucial moments, completely checking out and leaving my body to stupidly perform on its own. I never had the conscious thought that Ryan was gay, but of course I wasn't surprised when he handed me the note, written with a pen borrowed from a bewildered cashier. Having someone else be gay made it suddenly acceptable. “Me, too,” I said, and we all kept laughing.

That night I talked to Courtney online. My brain was doing that thing again. “So,” I IM'd her, “what's Ryan's screen name?” She asked if I liked him. I said of course not—he was just funny and stuff, another fun person to chat with.

Naturally, I became completely infatuated. Ryan and I started e-mailing each other, gooey notes with awkward lines about how he wished I was there on the couch with him, or me pointing out that I'd never been kissed, just to get him to say “You could practice on me.” Checking my e-mail during second period, while I was supposed to be working on the school Web page, I was happy for the first time in ages, genuinely happy.

That lasted about a week.

God popped up. He has a habit of doing that, just when things are getting good. I heard the voice of Jesus himself, telling me how wrong this was. I shouldn't be having e-mails like this. I shouldn't be with a guy at all. If I didn't get right with God, I knew the horrible feeling in my stomach would never go away. I asked Ryan if he believed in God and he said, “Fuck God. Who would believe in someone so angry, someone who wants to send people to hell?” Words like that scared me even more than my burgeoning homosexuality. He dared to vocalize the doubts I squashed, and that made him dangerous. I had to break it off.

One year later, all religion abandoned, outed to most of my friends and frustrated that the only gay guy in my grade was still so obnoxious, I looked up Ryan again. We'd talked some, in the intervening months, but only for a few brief phases, a couple of weeks here and there. This time I asked Ryan if he wanted to go see a movie.

My parents didn't really understand. “Ryan who?” they asked when I begged them to drop me off at the theater. I tried to jog their memories: “You gave him a ride once, remember?” They gave the parental equivalent of a “whatever” and dropped me off, happy that I was at least getting out of the house. I waited awkwardly, leaning against a column, hands burrowed deep in my pockets. Then I looked over, and there he was—my Ryan, mostly the same after a year. I had picked out my clothes carefully, choosing streaked jeans and one of the tighter preppy shirts in my closet; Ryan never cared what he wore and stood in a bland jacket and wind pants. His gray T-shirt didn't even have a logo on it, much less some mildly subversive phrase thought up by the marketing wunderkinds at Abercrombie & Fitch.

We said hey.

The rest of it is all very disjointed. We ended up in the theater— we were supposed to be seeing some lame comedy. It started with hand-holding. Then him showing me the silver charm bracelet his friend Natalie had given him, which I grabbed and challenged him to get back. All innocent and flirty, until I slid the bracelet across my crotch, daring him with my eyes to grab for it now.

Next thing I know we're on the floor in the unisex bathroom, door locked and lights out, fumbling all over each other. At one point on top of me, he began ramming his tongue in my mouth and swirling it around. When I started laughing, he admitted, in the same casual tone with which he'd later dump me, that he didn't know what the hell he was doing either. I didn't need the lights on to see his characteristic shoulder shrug.

Afterward we slid against the wall of the theater's small arcade, looking at each other and vaguely smiling, miles apart, still processing. We ended the night simply saying goodbye. No one said we were going out; he didn't give me his letter jacket and ask to go steady. But all of a sudden we talked on the phone every day and he was at my house every weekend. Suddenly we were both Committed and Very Serious, always having chats about the state of our Relationship. Before this, my problem had been just allowing myself to have a boyfriend—I never realized how difficult it would be to maintain.

Every few nights some new conflict arose. For a while he decided that he was bi and maybe liked girls. Another night he worried that he was in love with an online friend instead of me. Often he returned to the whole “I-can't-care-about-someone-because-I'll-just-end-up-moving-like-I-always-do” argument. I didn't help matters much, worrying each day that while he was at school, all the girls who constantly had crushes on him would finally win him over. Our online chats were tainted with my knowledge that while he talked to me, he could also be chatting with Zach, the classy New Yorker who shared Ryan's love affair with music like I never could. Just as one conflict subsided another one would pop up, rearing its ugly head like a nightmarish game of relationship whack-a-mole.

Not to say there weren't sweet times: finding his violin performances on my voice mail, or rare blissful moments when we would both forget that we could fall apart at any second and actually enjoy each other, lounging around watching movies or playing on the computer. And we had our share of adventures. Once we skinnydipped in the neighborhood pool, ignoring the fact that it was the middle of the day and the windows of the surrounding houses were open. Another time we nearly gave an old security guard a heart attack when we emerged from a golf course bathroom together late one night as the guard was trying to lock everything up. We ran away, hearts pounding, checking over our shoulders for his golf cart. And, of course, there was the time my parents came home from work unexpectedly for lunch and Ryan had to hide under the bed. I smuggled him some food and a 7UP, then forgot it was lying there. When my mother asked about the errant can lying on the floor, I had to make up some ridiculous story explaining why I wanted to sit in the corner and drink a soda, squeezed between the bookcase and the bed. When she bent over out of habit to pick up a dirty sock lying dangerously near the gap below the bed, I leapt to the floor, shouting that I would get it, so she wouldn't see his silhouette among the old boxes and stray books.

But the arguments never stopped. We were like a really boring soap opera—constant melodrama without any exciting twists; we had no evil twins or baby abductions to keep our relationship from cancellation. We were a bitter married couple with impending divorce overshadowing our every moment, and we didn't even have the legal process or custody battles to slow things down. So I guess it was easy for him, calling me that day, to break up.

At first I couldn't believe him—we'd “broken up” several times before, so how was this different? And my brain did that thing again, deciding that it would be a good idea for us to do something as friends, right that second, instead of staying home and giving myself time to process.

When I got to his house to pick him up, there he was, fresh out of the shower and wearing a towel, running late as usual. Empty house, semi-naked boyfriend—usually the towel would have gone flying. But this time he shut the door while he changed, and my defense mechanism began to crack. Once he emerged from his room, I kept hugging him, my words saying that I just wanted hugs to say goodbye, but I wasn't thinking or feeling a thing, just wrapping my arms around him with no plan to let go.

On the car ride to the theater, we didn't hold hands. I didn't buy his ticket. And while standing in line in the wait to get seated, our casual conversation lacked any emotion. But it still wouldn't hit me. Letting myself even have this relationship, then all the stress of keeping it, had been a long process, and this sudden ending just would not compute.

He sat to my left again, only this time I didn't have Courtney to turn to on my right. Staring firmly at the screen, I resolved that this wasn't over. I put my hand on Ryan's leg, testing. Held it there and waited. He didn't budge. We both just watched the movie. Earlier was just a misunderstanding, I told myself, and slowly I slid my hand into his.

He pulled back and said, “Josh …”

It was our first movie alone together, all over again, only in reverse: my hand reaching out, not his, followed not by happy images but shards of painful memory. I know at one point that I took his keys, the only sharp thing I could find, and tried to cut myself— driven by instinct, a trapped animal trying to bite off its own leg in a struggle to escape. He didn't even stay, not wanting to deal with me any longer. He went to the bathroom. I found myself alone in this crowded theater, halfheartedly attempting suicide, when I suddenly decided I would not let Ryan's slinking away be the end of the only first love I would ever get.

So I followed him to the bathroom, finding him at a urinal, and closed myself in a stall. We peed awkwardly among the unaware men around us, so much unsaid. At the sink, trying to ignore others' curious glances, I convinced him that we just needed to go back to the movie, that I'd be fine.

Naturally, I ended up on the floor, just inside the screening room in the little hallway leading up to the seats, crying and kicking like I was auditioning for The Exorcist. “Get hold of yourself,” Ryan said, sounding angrier than I had ever heard him. I rattled off a list of apologies but none of it made any difference. Ryan asked me then, as he would again and again, what had he done? How did he do anything to cause this break-up? I tried to explain that I cared about him more than he ever cared about me, but he didn't understand. He just sat there, aloof as always, as much a stranger to me as when we first met, sitting in the pickup more than a year earlier.

I asked him if there was someone else, and he admitted that he did like another guy. Later, I found out that my replacement was Stuart, a kid I'd gone to elementary school with. Stuart had thick glasses and a nasal voice, and his mom wouldn't let him go to camp with the rest of the fifth graders. “He's gentle and sweet,” Ryan answered each time I would ask what Stuart had that I lacked. I tried to tell myself that what Ryan really wanted was just someone passive who wouldn't expect anything from him, but this was too hard to believe. Ryan had chosen someone else over me, so of course I had to have done something wrong.

Crying is hardly ever the beautiful single-tear-falling as movies would lead you to believe—it's messy and noisy. Still at the theater, coughing and wiping snot from my nose, I called Ryan's mom, Maggie, who I'd actually been pretty close to. She answered and from the voices in the background I could tell she was at a party somewhere. “Hi,” I forced out, in between chokes and gasps. “Just wanted to say bye, and thanks for being so supportive of us, and … say bye to Billy for me, because he was always so nice to me.” Ryan's younger brother had always made me fit in, and the thought of losing him along with Ryan sent more shock waves of grief through my body. Maggie said that she was sorry and asked if I was going to be okay, and told me to not do anything drastic, knowing how dramatic I could get. I understood what she was saying: Don't kill yourself over my son. Don't kill yourself over him, even though he meant more to you than any other human ever has, even though you fought past a rocky beginning and all sorts of fights and you tried so hard to make it work, so sure that you'd be together forever, soul mates who met as teenagers like your parents did. Don't kill yourself, because I don't want that on my conscience, and neither does he.

Ryan didn't say anything throughout my brief conversation with her. I called my mom next, just asking if she could come, unable to explain why. Confused and sounding slightly irritated, she said that she was on her way. I told Ryan that I would never see him again, and walked off. Of course, we saw each other seconds later, outside the theater, standing on opposite ends as we waited, people streaming in and out, oblivious.

Both my parents were in the car to get me, which only happened when they were worried. I climbed into the back, still crying, barely able to explain. “I don't understand,” my mother said. “If he was going to break up with you, why did he make us drive you to the movies first?”

I couldn't explain my stupidity, my insane thought that somehow, if we were together, Ryan would change his mind. That my brain had done that thing again.

Ryan was my first boyfriend. Although I managed, for better or for worse, to fast-forward through the early stages, nothing could make the ending unfold in anything other than wrenching slow motion. While he went on to date Stuart, I staggered through a series of unsuccessful flirtations and months of misery, often regretting Ryan as much as longing for him. Maybe Jesus had been right all along.


A Fairy's Tale
by Travis Stanton

Like all things, I suppose my fairy tale started at the beginning. Pardon the cliché, but for me, it really did. People often ask when I first knew I was gay. My answer: since I was a fetus.

The fact is, I truly believe I knew I was different from day one— or at least as early as a child can have coherent thoughts. I'm not naive, or New Agey enough to believe that I was having homoerotic fantasies in the womb, but I do believe I sensed the fact I was somehow special. Looking back on my childhood, so many confusing memories now make sense—certain feelings I had for childhood playmates, bizarre emotions surrounding my heterosexual dating experiences, and specific moments that stand out in my mind like photographs.

But for me, knowing I was different and realizing I was gay came at two distinctly different moments in my life.

I remember growing up in a small town in eastern South Dakota, where everyone wore the same kinds of clothes, had the same kinds of childhood aspirations, and did the same sorts of things. Looking back, I sometimes wonder how growing up would have been different if so much of my early years hadn't already been predetermined by small-town societal norms. Would I have still played baseball with the other boys, or would I have taken up gymnastics with the neighborhood girls instead? And how would that one tiny variation in my path affect the person I am today? Similarly, I sometimes wonder what life would have been like had I grown up in a world where being gay was accepted and understood. Would I have still been taunted by school bullies? Would I have still dated girls in high school? Would I have taken a boy to the prom instead? Would I have fit in better by being myself than I did by trying to be who others expected me to be?

In the end, I always remind myself that when questioning the past it is less important to ponder what could have been different, and more important to take inventory of the lessons reality taught us along the way.

Part of the difficulty in growing up gay, for me, was having this overwhelming internal understanding that there was something unique about me, but not knowing precisely what it was. Some of this was alleviated by the elementary school message that we are all unique. But I sensed what made me different from everyone else was more significant than your everyday individuality.

I remember wishing I had some sort of visible difference to which I could attribute these feelings—to be outwardly beautiful, visibly wealthy, or to have a different skin color than the rest of my homogeneously white schoolmates. At times, I thought even being particularly unattractive, or visibly impoverished, would have made being me simpler. That way, others would accept the fact I was not entirely like them. I suppose I thought being markedly different would be a Get Out of Jail Free card when it came to the expectations people placed on me, to walk a certain walk and talk a certain talk. But to most, I was your run-of-the-mill child—and that mediocrity, coupled with the intrinsic knowledge I was anything but, was suffocating.

And yet, despite the fact I sensed I was different, I never really thought the difference had anything to do with my attraction to other boys. In fact, I assumed that in that respect I was just like everyone else. I assumed all boys had these feelings, but didn't act on them. I couldn't comprehend that something so basic could be what made me different.

In so many ways, I grew up like I imagine many young girls do. I enjoyed the company of girls, didn't particularly enjoy sports or the rough-and-tumble activities typically associated with young boys, and was noticeably more sensitive and compassionate than most male children. In hindsight, I don't think I confidently embraced the male side of myself until high school.

In elementary school, I experienced difficulty in fitting in with my classmates. I don't believe I had a hard time making friends, per se. I got along with most people, but didn't have that one group of close friends that most kids have growing up. When you think about those early friendships, they are almost always based on chance occurrences—your parents are friends, or you live in the same neighborhood. But for me those childhood friendships seemed to disintegrate when chance occurrences didn't translate into commonalities beyond geography and parental acquaintanceship.

Sunday evenings were awful times for me while attending elementary school. My family would spend them with my grandparents, eating together, playing games together, watching made-for-TV movies together. That togetherness, in stark contrast with my lack of close friends, made the idea of starting another week of school unbearable. I sank into something of a childhood depression. I was lonely, but not because others weren't there to eat lunch with and talk on the playground with. I was lonely like a foreigner who's away from home—who longs to see someone who resembles them.

I began meeting with a counselor. While I enjoyed having someone to confide in, I felt that the therapist violated my confidence by discussing our sessions with my parents. I don't know for a fact this occurred, but certain things they would say and do seemed to be the logical result of the funneling of information from my counselor. The other thing I noticed about therapy is that, while it made me feel better (if for no other reason than verbalizing internalized frustrations), it didn't alleviate the outward problems. The feelings of isolation didn't disperse that easily.

Throughout counseling, I sensed tension building between me and my parents. They were always supportive, but as with most parents unknowingly raising gay children, they couldn't begin to understand or comprehend the emotions of my young mind. I sensed their frustration in attempting to understand, and that alone made me try to hide my problems from them.

In addition, it was all too obvious to my fellow students that I was going to counseling. That indicated there was something wrong with me. And as anyone who has ever worked with children will tell you, they have a keen ability to sense and exploit weakness.

I was at something of a standstill. While the problems had not gone away, I could no longer discuss them with my therapist because doing so would alert my classmates there was something wrong, as well as my parents, who appeared to be as affected by what troubled me as I was. So began a process of bottling up all the crap life threw in my general direction.

It's interesting when you think about it, the idea of holding things inside. Part of me marvels at how strong I must have been—a kid holding back his pain to spare his parents the frustration of having a son who for one reason or another can't fit in. But on the other hand, I suppose I was weak, or at least too weak to deal with things as they happened. Either way, the decision to keep it all inside was an unhealthy one. I've always marveled at those individuals who are able to keep things to themselves—not in order to hide them, but just in order to live a more private life. I guess I'm just not good at keeping things private—or at least not major things. As much as I tried to restrain myself from letting the world get me down enough to let it show, it did.

In middle school, I remember wondering how I was ever going to survive the experience. I certainly never expected I would ever be sharing my story with others—who else would care to listen? Who else could possibly understand the turmoil that I tried to ignore, all the while being beaten by the reality that I couldn't escape it?

I doubt a single day went by without someone calling me a fag, or threatening to hit me, or actually doing so. Somehow I managed to make it through middle school without sustaining any visible wounds, but the ones that went unseen likely hurt more. When these kids taunted me with anti-gay epithets, I knew instinctively they were right. How they could possibly know my most intimate secret, I couldn't fathom. At this point in my life, being gay simply meant having the occasional thought about other boys. As I hadn't acted on those feelings, it baffled me how anyone could be observant enough to notice.

Growing up completely isolated from any positive gay role models, I never considered coming out. Instead, I contemplated ways to prove the bullies wrong. But how can you prove to someone you're not gay? I later read somewhere, “ ‘Straight’ always has the possibility of being in the closet.”∗ Had I known that at the time, I suppose it would have empowered me. Still, as much as I may fantasize that being openly gay would have disarmed the bullies—my reclamation of words like “fag” and “homo” leaving them unarmed—it is likely far from the truth. I wonder how much time and energy I spent dreaming up ways to make those insecure little boys believe I was straight. I dated girls, but that didn't stop the name-calling. Sometimes when I happen to run into exgirlfriends of mine, I feel the need to either apologize or thank them for being there for me at an absurdly difficult time. Without knowing it, they made life a little bit easier. Even though the other boys didn't stop harassing me, these girls gave me something to throw back in their faces. And while one could make the assumption I was simply using these girls, I believe they needed me as much as I needed them. Middle school is a tragic time for us all, and as we held hands at school dances, the skeletons in our closets were able to tango without too many people noticing.

I vividly remember one individual who seemed to exist for no other reason than to make my childhood a living gay hell. On nearly a daily basis, he would stand up in class, in front of my home economics teacher, and announce to the students that I was gay. He yelled it down the hall between classes, yelled it in the

∗Benjie Nycum and Michael Glatze, XY Survival Guide (San Francisco: XY Publishing, 2000).

locker room before gym class, and yelled it in my face one night while he and a friend of his took a few swings at me.

When I reported the harassment to a school official, I suddenly found myself in the office of one of the school counselors. The counselor never asked me if I was gay. He assumed I wasn't. It's funny, the majority of kids assumed I was, and the majority of adults—including my parents—assumed I wasn't. The school official gave me tips on how to walk, talk, and appear more masculine. This, he assured me, would prove to them I was not gay. What a wonderful lesson to teach a young person: If someone makes fun of you for being different, try your hardest to act just like them, so they'll see you're just the same. What happened to everyone being unique?

I will always harbor some resentment to the gentleman who thought it easier for me to change who I was than to solve the real problem of intolerance and homophobia in the halls of my school. But life is too short to hold too much of a grudge. I ultimately forgave the bully who taunted me—I later learned he was just as gay as I was. And I hereby forgive Mr. Elshere for never asking me the most obvious question, “Are you gay?”

I forgive him mostly because I'm not sure I would have answered honestly. And even though I believe I deserved the option, I can't expect people to think in a way they may never have been forced to think before. I only hope that the children of Watertown Middle School are no longer assumed to be anything but individuals who deserve to be themselves, to walk their own walk, talk their own talk, and be as masculine or feminine as God made them.

Oh, I almost forgot about God. In the midst of middle school, there was another force at work. Having grown up in the Wisconsin Synod Lutheran Church, I was making my way through two years of confirmation at the same time I was starting to realize I was gay. Growing up gay is a series of baby steps—knowing it, realizing it, acknowledging it, living it. And I was still just beginning the journey.

Spiritually, I always took the teachings I learned in Sunday school to heart. The fact was, Christianity made sense to me. You could attribute that to the fact I grew up in a Christian household, but I think the basic concepts of forgiveness, unconditional love, and striving to avoid temptation were what made sense. Now the problems with Christianity were about to unfold in front of me. See, Christians like to construct implausible expectations of how everyone around them should live their lives. Then, at least in my church, they attempt to deceive the rest of the congregation into believing they must meet those unattainable standards of heavenly perfection. Sermons in my church seemed to damn people to hell for the most ridiculous reasons—divorce, marriage outside the church, worshiping in a different and therefore wrong way. How awful it must have been for churchgoers who fell into those categories to listen to such an ungodly message. Before long, I found myself falling into the worst category of all. I wasn't just a sinner, I was an abomination.

Religion was something of a mystery to me. I think that's because the church that I grew up in tended to imbue religiosity with a sort of smoke-and-mirrors ambiguity with regard to logic and reason. Congregants were expected to believe wholeheartedly, and were discouraged from questioning. Like a parent with no answers, the pastors I grew up with expected me to be content with “Because it says so in the Bible” as the answer to some of the most important questions I was asking. The source of infinite wisdom, the Bible, was selectively utilized—some passages set in stone, while others were unimportant or dismissed when they inconveniently threw a wrench into the aforementioned illogicality.

Why, for instance, if homosexuality inevitably results in damnation, did it not make God's Top Ten list? And why, if homosexual intercourse trumps all other sins, does the Bible clearly state that no sin carries any more weight than another? And if I was wrong, and they were right, and being gay was a sin, then why didn't Christ forgive that sin—like he promised to forgive all the others?

For many years after that, and still in some ways to this day, I turned away from organized religion. I personally believe that the road to one's own spirituality should be a journey, not a roadmap handed to you by your parents that you blindly traverse. If it weren't for my frustration with my church, I may have never found my own personal relationship with the spiritual side of myself—a relationship I am still courting.

Despite the chaos of those two years of religious indoctrination, I survived—sanity intact—and began high school ready to start anew and reinvent myself. I don't know if I had a particular grasp on who I was in middle school, but I knew I didn't want to be that person anymore. I wanted to find my own voice, even if I wasn't quite ready to use it.

I began competitive speech, an activity I seemed to have a talent for. I made friends and began to build a reputation for myself— aside from simply being the kid everyone thought was gay. In fact, the anti-gay epithets seemed to decrease—or maybe I was just too busy to notice them. Either way, life improved. And for a moment, I thought just maybe I would never have to face the difference I felt.

I don't need to go into the details of my first homosexual experiences; doing so would out individuals who may or may not appreciate my openness. Suffice to say that high school opened doors for me—doors that I didn't entirely understand.

I remember the first real sexual encounter I had as a young man. For years I blamed that particular individual for making me gay, as ridiculous as I now know that to be. The relatively innocent experience made me sick by how dirty and wrong I felt afterward, and for many years, I wondered if those negative feelings meant that being gay was wrong. Hindsight seems to lend credence to the fact that the negative feelings were a combination of disappointment and fear as I began the lengthy and confusing process of shedding society's expectations and creating the me I was born to be.

In a way, my high school busyness was just a diversion. It left me little time to worry about what other classmates were saying about me, both behind my back and to my face. But as with any diversion, I soon realized that the problems I was trying to escape from didn't go away. Luckily, instead of losing myself in drugs or alcohol, I was losing myself in activities like speech, debate, theater, and student organizations. After three long years of working to establish a name for myself other than “faggot,” I began to realize that no matter what sort of reputation I earned for myself, being gay would always be a part of it—and the sooner I could accept myself, the sooner other people would be given the chance to wholly accept me as well.

The relationships I cultivated in high school were tenuous at best. I always wondered if the friends I had would still be my friends if they knew my secret. So while I was outwardly surrounded by friends and acquaintances, I couldn't help feeling lonely. Despite the progress I had made, not much had changed since elementary school.

But one thing had changed. The journey, even though not yet finished, had armed me with tools I would later use to defend myself. Having to stand up for myself in my conservative Midwestern hometown had taught me how to stand up for myself, and that lesson proved to be an invaluable one.

I will never forget the first time I actually came out to myself. My senior year in high school, I traveled to various parts of the country speaking on the issue of gender roles and individuality. In the speech, I made an untrue confession. “I'm not a homosexual, I just don't fit the standard,” I said, in reference to the rigidity of gender stereotypes. Sometimes I look back and fault myself for not having the strength to come out in high school. Surely I would have opened minds and helped my sleepy little town wake up to the fact that gay people are not so different from the rest of society. But it wasn't that easy. I spent weeks in Internet chat rooms, typing away about my problems to nameless, faceless strangers who offered some degree of comfort. A pen pal provided solace as we both came to grips with our sexuality simultaneously. And one evening, alone in my room, I said it aloud—almost as a way of testing myself to see if I could really do it. I'm not sure what I expected to happen. I think part of me honestly believed that verbalizing this internalized part of me would somehow stop time in its tracks— and, in a way, I suppose it did. At first I said it quietly. Then again, and again, louder and louder, until my face was awash in tears, and the words “I'm gay” were barely audible beneath the sobbing. The world didn't stop turning. The experience was both empowering and terrifying. I had finally taken the first and most important step in accepting myself—and accepting my path unconditionally. Now that I had, in effect, admitted what I had known to be true for so long, there was no turning back. The path ahead looked dangerous and difficult—definitely the road less traveled. But I suddenly realized I was stronger than I had ever given myself credit for. And as I sat there, alone in my room, drying my tears, I was both proud and ashamed of that strength.

While saying it aloud to myself was the first step in coming out, it was only the beginning. Moving away to college, I again had the opportunity, as I did in high school, to reinvent myself. I spent a lot of time deciding whether or not to reinvent myself as loudly and proudly gay, or if I should continue to hide my secret and attempt to maintain the lie I had been living.

One evening, I had the good fortune to hear Archbishop Desmond Tutu speak to an arena full of students and faculty at my small private liberal arts college in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. Toward the end of the presentation, Tutu allowed for a brief question-and-answer period. One student stood up and addressed the archbishop. She noted the work he had done in his own country of South Africa to address the issue of gay and lesbian equality, and asked, “Isn't that contradictory to what the Bible has to say about homosexuality?”

The archbishop paused for what seemed like an eternity. I remember naively thinking that his answer would change the world—either opening up the hearts and minds of the audience members, or forever slamming the door on my neatly appointed closet. Then he started to laugh. “The Bible says a lot of things I hope you don't believe,” he chuckled.

That evening, empowered by the archbishop's message, I came out to my best friend. I hope that someday I am able to thank Archbishop Desmond Tutu for the strength it must have taken to live his life in such a way that led him to that auditorium to deliver his message of acceptance, tolerance, and unconditional love.

Later that year, I came out to my sister in an airport before I boarded a plane for Germany. “I love you,” I told her. “I love you, too,” she said, somewhat surprised by my statement. “Well, then, there's something I should tell you.” “Okay …,” she responded. I hugged her as I said my next few words, partly because I was shaking so hard I needed her support to stand, and partly because I wasn't sure I could look her in the eyes for fear she'd turn away. “I'm seeing someone,” I said. “His name is Nolan.”

She hugged me back and said, “I am so proud of you.”

There are moments in life when no matter how strong you are, you feel too weak to keep yourself from falling. Some people describe those moments as feeling like the weight has been lifted from their shoulders. But I had been carrying that weight for so long, and the burden was so heavy, that I nearly collapsed when it was removed from me. My sister's support, both physically and spiritually, held me up, and continued to support me, encourage me, and love me unconditionally.

The next step out of the closet was the most difficult. Several months later, a familiar scene played out. Again at an airport, this time in Atlanta, moments before boarding a plane for Ireland, I stood, trembling as before, as I held a letter I had written to my parents. My friend Keryn, whom I came out to after the arch-bishop's speech, held me as I dropped it into the post office slot, addressed to my mom and dad. I cannot begin to put into words the range of emotions that flooded my body as that letter left my fingertips and became lodged in the mail slot, forcing me to once again summon the strength it took to make the impossibly difficult decision to mail my coming-out letter.

I will forever cherish these difficult moments, both for the intensity of the experiences and the unbelievable strength they demanded of me. We've all read about moments of tragedy where people are able to summon superhuman strength, lifting cars off of victims trapped below, or racing into burning buildings to rescue those inside. These moments of greatness astound others, who wonder how otherwise normal individuals were able to do such unbelievable things. And while some may disagree with the comparison, these coming-out experiences were my moments of greatness.

Luckily for me, these moments all ended happily. I never experienced the difficulty of losing friends, or having relatives turn their backs on me.

For several years after coming out to my parents, I lived life as a loud, proud, out gay man, eventually earning a job writing and editing a GLBT magazine called Lavender. Still not out to my grandmother and extended family, I walked a tightrope between being proud of myself and living the lie I created so many years ago. Just a few months ago, my grandmother happened upon a copy of Lavender. She saw my picture, and read my coming-out story. It was both awkward and interesting to find myself back in the door frame of my closet, taking the final step out.

When I was younger, struggling to come to terms with myself, to be comfortable in my own gay skin, I read a lot of books, watched a lot of television, and listened to a lot of people talk about homosexuality, and I never saw the rainbow that I see today. Maybe it was the fact that gayness was always the punch line of a joke, or the insensitive remark used to hurt, rather than the adjective it really is. Gay is not positive or negative, it just is. And being gay is not a good thing or a bad thing, it's just a part of who you are. For me, it has proven to be a big part of who I am, and in many ways contributed to aspects of myself that I am extraordinarily proud of. Knowing what it's like to be different has made me tolerant and accepting of diversity. Recognizing the benefit of diversity has shown me the value of being different. And being different has given me the chance to discover myself.

But the world is still a scary place, and we are still in the minority. We live in a day and age when being gay is not nearly as difficult as it was decades ago. We exist in a society that, while not fully accepting, is far less hostile and intolerant than in the past. The world is changing, and we are a part of that change. Someday we will win the war for equality, but not simply by virtue of being the good guys. Someday coming out will be a non-issue; but until then, we will continue to fight for the right to be different.

We have all heard the saying that hate is a learned behavior, but acceptance is also a learned behavior. I've watched firsthand as friends and family members have learned to be accepting of homosexuality. Today my relationship with my parents is wonderful. They accept me, and will welcome into our family whatever man wins my heart. But that didn't happen overnight. My father had questions, my mother had concerns, and they both had to struggle with their inability to understand. Some people will take longer than others, and some will never quite come around. That's why it's important for us to be visible and tell our stories, because that's how we win the acceptance and the understanding of the mainstream community. And the straight allies we earn in that struggle are the allies we will need as we continue to push for GLBT equality, and same-sex marriage, and employment nondiscrimination, and the host of other issues that we need to create a more accepting America.

We must continue to tell our stories in hopes that others are listening.

Unlike my fairy tale, I'm not so sure how or when that acceptance will begin, but I am confident it will. When it does, my happy ending will have just begun, and we will all live happily, or at least equally, ever after.


Jill Sobule and Four Other Torture Devices
by Ella Pye

One. French-Kissing for Girls.

I am five and Katie is six. Her birthday is in September. Mine is in June. We are both in kindergarten, she in the p.m. class and me in the a.m., but we go to day care together. We are best friends. We both love New Kids on the Block. I like Jordan the best, and Katie likes Donnie. Katie's parents are divorced, and she and her mother move a lot. It seems exciting. I've lived in the same house since I was two. Katie lives in apartments.

Today I am going to Katie's for a playdate. I have never had playdates with anyone before Katie. We listen to the New Kids and have concerts off the end of her bed. We like to pretend we're Paula Abdul, even though I guess we can't both be Paula Abdul. That's okay, though. We play Barbies, and hers have much better clothes than mine.

Katie is wearing ugly blue shorts today. She is too tall and her clothes always look weird on her. We go to her room. Her room is round and the doors are double. It's really neat. You have to walk through her mom's room to get to it, though, and it makes me feel rude. We listen to Eagle 102.1 and talk about going to concerts. We chew New Kids on the Block gum. I thought each piece would be shaped like a New Kid face but they're not. Katie said they would be, but she lied. They're just pink and yellow dots in a plastic case with a New Kids sticker on the front.

Katie pulls her shorts off. She is wearing blue and white polkadotted Hanes underwear, the kind that I have at home. They come in a three-pack with a matching blue pair and a matching white pair. She lies down on her floor and pulls her underwear off over her butt, and tells me to spank her because she's the baby and I'm the mommy. It seems kind of weird and she yells at me to do it. Then she makes me be the baby and she spanks me, too. She tells me that I should learn how to French-kiss because boys always do that, so she kisses me and puts her tongue in my mouth. I roll my tongue hot-dog style, because that is fun.

Her mommy drives me home, and in the backseat of her white car Katie Frenches me again.

We are in second grade now, and Katie still makes me practice Frenching her. It feels weird and kind of slimy. I am visiting Katie, and she has a new bike for her birthday. She is living in a new apartment and they don't have a good backyard. The whole thing is made out of cement and they share it with the house behind theirs. She rides her bike around the stones and falls. She breaks her wrist and tells everyone in our dance class that I did it. My mother says I can't talk to Katie anymore and I don't mind.

Two. Jill Sobule.

I am thirteen and my soul bleeds poetry. I hate the world and the world hates me. I want to start saving change so I can get my own apartment instead of living with my stupid parents. They think they know everything about me and can tell me what to do. I hate them.

My best friend is Nicole now. It used to be Kim, but she's so annoying. Nicole moved here last year. I sleep over at her house almost every weekend, because my dad doesn't let me have friends over. Sometimes we skip school. I'm really good at faking my mom's handwriting. Once I wrote a note saying that I had to get my wisdom teeth out that afternoon. They didn't even notice. Then I just walked over to Nicole's, and we flipped her couch upside down and watched her dad's porn, which was weird.

I overhear my dad screaming about me to my mom sometimes. He says that Nicole and I are dykes and that I shouldn't let the door hit me on the way out.

Nicole's dad has this friend named Chris. He's really cool. He's eighteen and he comes over to Nicole's house to play Magic: The Gathering and drink beers with Nicole's dad. He usually spends the night, because Nicole's dad doesn't want him to drive home. Kim is sort of dating him. She thinks they're engaged. Nicole and I sleep in the basement, and Chris sleeps upstairs in the living room. He picks on us sometimes. He rips the head off Nicole's stuffed buffalo, Bill, because he's a total asshole. Sometimes he picks us up and won't let us go. We both like him, so we don't mind. We hate Kim, though.

One night Chris kisses me in the dark on Nicole's living room floor. It's after five in the morning, which I know because I watch the clock the whole time. His mouth is huge. I've never kissed a boy before. It turns into a habit, and sometimes Nicole and I lie in sleeping bags on either side of him, pretending we don't know that he has one hand up each of our shirts. Once, Chris has his hand in my pants and asks me if I'm awake.

Kim has sex with Chris on her kitchen floor one night in December, and Nicole and I want her to die. I swear privately to starve myself until Chris calls me again. I last about three days.

Nicole turns fourteen, and at her birthday party we play a game called Suck and Blow. You take a business card and pass it down the line on each other's mouths, sucking in the air to hold it to your mouth, and then blowing it to get it on the other person's mouth. The card falls between Nicole and Kim and they touch mouths for a minute. Kim freaks out, probably because she saw a character in a movie act this way, and wipes her mouth and spits for like fifteen minutes. When we get back to school someone tells, and then the whole eighth grade knows, but they blame me instead of Kim and everyone calls Nicole and me dykes.

We have Language Arts during fifth period, and for almost a month, every time we come in the room a bunch of kids starts singing “I Kissed a Girl” by Jill Sobule. I start cutting my arms with a razor blade in the bathtub. No one understands me except Nicole, who cuts her arms, too. The kids who sing Jill Sobule at us start calling us Satanists as well as lesbos. The girls won't sit next to us because they think we're lesbians. This lasts for the rest of eighth grade. I hate myself.

I leave my schoolbooks on the table one afternoon, and my dad writes “Ella loves Nicole” on the covers of all of them.

The January after I turn fourteen, I am at Chris's house with my pants off and my sneakers on while the movie Twister is playing and I am losing my virginity. It hurts and it never gets better. When I get home there is blood in my underwear. I refuse to acknowledge that it hurt, because then I would be a wuss and sex isn't supposed to hurt, anyway. I tell no one. Chris talks to me on the phone for a few days afterward, but it is the last time I see him for a year. On Valentine's Day the next year, he invites me over and while we are having sex, another girl calls. He drops me off on a street corner and I walk two miles to Nicole's house to cry. Kim is there and I can say nothing. The next time I see Chris, passing him outside of the high school, where he has no right to be, he glares at me like I've done something to him. Later, he is arrested for molesting an eight-year-old boy.

Three. “Exile in Guyville,” Track Ten.

I am going to be seventeen in three weeks. I am madly in love with Noah, and for the weekend we go to the beach with his best friend, a case of Heineken, and a lot of weed. I don't know where he got the Heineken. In the car on the way there, someone drives on our ass and I am afraid that we will get rear-ended. I imagine the beer spilling out onto the highway unceremoniously, bottles of Heineken spraying all over the asphalt. Noah seems unfazed, singing along to a song about a guy who finds out his girlfriend is a lesbian with such passion and dedication that you would think this happened to him frequently.

One night when we are drunk, Noah whispers, “I've got a condom, what do you say?”

I say yes. He hitches up my black skirt right there on the beach. It hurts and he doesn't kiss me, and I don't think it's good at all. There is something wrong with me. The next day we don't exchange more than two sentences. We get so drunk and high that we pass out on the beach for seven hours and I get third-degree sunburns on my legs. Later, they turn blue and ooze pus from blisters that I pop with safety pins.

He drops me off at home when we get back, and I don't talk to him again. I write him a long letter. I apologize for being bad in bed, for being fat, and hope that he will understand my deep pain and speak to me again. Nicole and I egg his car.

He kills himself several years later, and I don't find out until he's long gone.

Four. Vermont.

I am twenty and she is twenty-eight. She is smarter than me, better-read than me, wittier than me, classier than me. Essentially, she's everything I'm not and everything I wish I was, and I want to crawl inside of her to be closer to her. Love doesn't even seem like an adequate word. We make grand and indecent plans to build log cabins in Vermont—twin cabins beside each other, with a crawl tunnel between so that we can access each other easily but still have our separate space. It's an odd fantasy, but we find it somehow perfect. I want to make blueprints.

She makes me feel beautiful, succeeding where no one else has tried.

We are nerds, and I am comfortable with that. We quote books and cult television shows together, saying how much we belong to each other. She is my best friend, and I feel like she is the only one that I have ever had.

At work, they ask me if I am seeing anyone, and I say yes. They ask if he lives with me. They ask his name. I make things up, because I am a coward. I feel like I am punching her every time I do it. One day my supervisor says that another employee is “a little bit faggoty,” and I don't feel nearly as guilty.

When I have loved her for more than a year, I write my mother a long letter. She knows how to read the language from The Lord of the Rings, I write. She makes me feel beautiful. I am terrified to give it to my mother. Finally, in a cop-out, I e-mail it to her. We agree to discuss things over dinner. I order chicken fajitas and a Long Island Iced Tea. The food takes forever to get there.

My mother and I sit across from each other at the table, and I fold and refold my straw wrapper. I sip my drink, and my mother bursts out with the oddball question that she has apparently been yearning to ask: “Does she like cats?”

It is okay, after that. My mother asks how she is every now and again, and although I will never be comfortable talking about it with my mother, she does not stop loving me. She does not tell me that it is a phase. She does not cry behind a closed door. She does not tell my father.

This is how my worst broken heart goes: She is smarter than me, better-read than me, wittier than me, classier than me. I start feeling stupid and inadequate. She doesn't want me to touch her anymore, and I feel like a rapist when I do. I am jealous, wildly, and I am immature. She quotes Shakespeare to me, and I am left feeling clueless as to what it means. I tell her that I feel stupid, and my nagging insecurities annoy her.

I am dumped seven months later, and I am too embarrassed to tell my mother that all of the things I wrote (I know that you probably think I'm too young to know whether or not I'm in love. This is real) were wrong.

Five. History.

It is 2004. Nicole is my best friend, and one night we go to one of the bars in our town. I mean to tell her about how my ex has a new girlfriend, imagining us gabbing like all girls do, though this has not happened once during the other few times I've talked about my ex. When we get to the bar, nearly everyone there is a boy we went to high school with, the boys who called us dykes and sang Jill Sobule in our faces. They are still friends, much as we are. Nicole lives with her boyfriend now, and is probably unaffected by their presence. I am terrified that they will laugh at me and declare that they were right all along. I wonder if I would have turned out this way if not for eighth grade. If it's like when someone calls you fat and you overeat in response.

In movies, the ones who were picked on forget about high school and go on to be successful. The nasty, popular kids are the ones who dwell upon their glory days, while the geeks they tortured have forgotten all of it in their newfound success. In the real world, the popular kids are still just as popular, just as lighthearted, and they don't recognize the geeks. The geeks recognize them, remember every name.

The guys at the bar don't even look at us. They have lost none of their confidence, and I have found none. I hightail it out of the bar and never go back.


Trans-ventures of an F2M
by Alexzander Colin Rasmussen

I thrived so much on small displays of affection and love. I spent so much time living in a body that wasn't mine, and hearing my mother, father, and other people in my life tell me that I was useless and nothing, that I wasn't worth being loved or cared for, that I would never amount to anything. This is what I believed and how I felt before I came out as transgender.

I guess it started when I was five. I didn't like girls' clothes, and instead of playing with dolls and playing house, I wanted to play with fighter jets and Tonka trucks. I had this notion that I would eventually grow a penis and that the mistake would be fixed. It was like I had the flu or a cold. With some medicine, rest, and a little tender loving care, this would be cured.

My mom, Katie, was a cocaine addict, and she was searching for love in all the wrong places. She would bring home men who would beat her in front of me and my sisters. I watched my mother literally waste away from the effects of the drug. It was scary. But I was so young that I was oblivious to what was going on.

Along with the addiction came the abuse toward me and my sisters. At school the nurse or my teachers were always questioning me about why I was so thin or why I had bruises. I would not answer because I had been told that no one had the right or business to know what went on at my house. The teachers always told me to go home and soak in the bathtub, put on some clean clothes, and eat more food.

My father was never there. He left when I was really young and faded in and out of my life. He only came to see me when he was drunk because that was the only time he could handle seeing how badly he had screwed me up. I was very scared of him because he beat my mother in front of me.

He was a very violent man and he taught me at a young age that the best way to let people know when you were angry was to break or throw things, or hit people you care about. That was how he got heard. When he didn't feel as though he was in control or that my mom was listening to him, that is what he'd do. I didn't like him even when I was a little kid. But I so badly wanted him in my life so he could play catch with me or show me how to shave.

People from my school found out about how I was living, and my sisters and I were torn away from my mom and everything that I thought was normal, all in a period of fifteen minutes. With nothing but a trash bag with some dirty clothes and a thought in my mind that it would only be a month before I would come back, I got into a red Department of Youth and Family Services car and was taken to live with my family on Cape Cod, Massachusetts.

For the first few weeks it was good. This lady from the Department of Social Services came to question me and my sisters about the abuse we were victims of while living with my biological parents. This is when things initially started to careen out of control. I wasn't used to getting hugs and having people care so much about me. The woman asked me all these questions about things that my mom used to do and whether I was sexually abused. I answered all the questions with complete honesty. That was the only time during the next ten years that I would be completely honest about my life.

After the woman was finished asking the questions, I looked over to my aunt and she was crying. She picked me up and held me. She felt so warm and smelled so good that I didn't want to let her go. She got up and carried me into the house and held me while I cried myself to sleep. I didn't want that feeling to go away because then everything would go back to normal. She would pretty much pretend that I wasn't there and that I was just something that she had to deal with.

I longed for that warm smell again on so many occasions but was too afraid to ask. So I went to her with tears running down my cheeks and told her about what had happened to me when I lived with my mother. I got a warm, smell-good hug and felt so good.

I soon noticed that the only time that I would get that love was when I told them something that happened to me when I lived with my mother. So I told them everything, sometimes repeating stories, and over time adding exaggerations to them because the reactions weakened. I would still get hugs, but they got shorter. As a result, I began fabricating stories. They knew I was lying. I hated myself every time I told a new story but the love and affection was so important to me.

My older sister started showing a lot of her problems, and in response my life at home became World War II. I considered school my refuge. It was the only place where I could escape from the sound of my grandmother and sister physically fighting, and the sounds of their screams and cries.

Watching my grandmother pile things in front of the basement door so that my sister could not come out was hard. I could not stand it. I was cutting myself almost every day. To numb my pain, to find the boy inside, to feel pain and know that I was alive and awake rather than in a dream. I questioned the point of my life and attempted suicide for the first time at the age of twelve. I took some clonidine, my sister's medication. It didn't work but I wanted so badly just to fall asleep and never wake up again, to escape these lies I had created and this life that did not really exist.

I wanted it all to disappear. I hated myself, everyone who was around me, and everyone who believed my lies. I hated everything about myself. At the age of eleven, I'd begun throwing up after I ate because my grandmother constantly pressed into my brain that I had to be the intelligent, skinny, strong, and sensible one. She wanted me to be the example that my older sister should learn from. For me, the desire to be perfect soon became a need. It became the reason that I lived, the reason I breathed. How, though, could I be perfect if I had the wrong body? By this age I knew for certain that I was a boy inside. I just did not know how to face it or what to do. I was holding this horrible secret inside me that hurt more each time I got dressed in the morning and went to bed at night. Every time I heard someone call me Heather, I cringed and something didn't feel right inside. Deep down I knew that it wasn't.

In August of 1999 I was admitted to the hospital for the first time, and at the same time as my older sister. I stayed for almost three weeks. When I went home, I was told that my sister would not be returning to live with us. I was devastated. My sister and I had always been close, and even though our relationship crumbled when we left my mom, I loved her and had a bond with her that no one saw from the outside.

I hated everything and myself. I didn't want to live with my grandmother, because the pressure to shine to perfection was too much without my sister around. I wasn't allowed to bring home a school paper unless it had an A on it. I didn't eat anything unless it was salad. I threw up even lettuce and woke up at three in the morning to do sit-ups. I stayed up until early morning completing homework. I threw myself into my books and studies, even making up extravagant assignments to learn something new and have an excuse to be up studying. And if I wasn't studying, I was cleaning my house.

I spent the seven years after I left my mother living my life to make my grandmother and family happy with me. It was never enough, though. I always missed a spot with the vacuum. I could have gotten an A+ and not an A. I should have studied for three hours, not just two and a half. I could not do anything that would make them love me. I cut myself up to sixteen times each day, and wore long-sleeve shirts to cover the cuts.

Again I was admitted to a hospital. I wanted to go, though. It was a chance for me to be sad and have people there who cared enough to ask me what was wrong. It was a chance to get away from being perfect. I had a week or two where I did not have to clean the house or stay up late doing homework. I still threw up and eventually chose not to eat for sometimes up to four or five days. The cycle of hospitalizations continued until 2002. I entered Pembroke Hospital in July, and was there for five months before I entered a residential program on New Year's Eve.

So much happened in those months at the residential that a year and a half passed in what seemed like a day. I went through some very scary times. Just the thought of cutting seemed like a death sentence for me.

I ended up going to a partial hospitalization program after cutting two arteries in my wrist. (I went to the hospital every morning at eight o'clock, and came back to the residential at night.) I had gone into the bathroom hoping that no one would find me until I had died. But when I saw that I had lost control of the bleeding, and that my life was pouring out of my wrist and leg, I prayed that someone, anyone, would find me before I died. I made it through, and life seemed to get better. But one thing was still wrong.

For twelve years I had been eaten up by this terrible secret. I was a boy and I was a girl. I was trapped. I was something that no one else I knew was. I confronted my situation by speaking to a staff person at my program. She told me to pick out a name and just be myself. Often in my life I had thought about names. I went through Adam, Alex, Zack, Trevor, Xavier, and many others. Finally I settled on Alexzander Colin Rasmussen. I talked to my program director. “What would you say if I asked you to call me Alex and use he pronouns?” Her response was that it was not going to happen because she did not call people by nicknames, that I wasn't a boy, and that it would not be allowed because I lived in an all-girls program. Thinking that my attraction to girls could only identify me as a dyke, I identified as just that. I was, in that program, known as “Heather the dyke.”

The need for me to find out what was wrong with me and my body, and why they did not match, grew urgent. I met some friends that I still consider very close, Billy and Kevin. They were both identifying as female-to-male (F2M) transgender. What was this word to me then? Absolutely nothing. I had never heard it before and didn't know that something like it existed. Investigating, I found the term described me virtually to a T. I am transgender. Settling this into my head before speaking to the program director again, I prepared for what I would say. I sat with her that day and explained what I needed to. Her response was the same.

I went onto the Internet and looked up transgender, finding a plethora of information from youth and adults: support forums, Web pages, clothing and passing tips, and legal information. I was overwhelmed at first but excited for myself. I had found the answer to something that had troubled me almost my entire seventeen years. Betty, my family worker, set up a meeting with the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender, and Questioning (GLBTQ) Group Home called Waltham House, and they came to speak with me at my program. I was set free from my cage within the first three minutes of meeting Kerry and Anne. The second I walked into the room, they asked me how I would like to be addressed, what pronoun and what name. I was stunned and quietly replied, “Alex, and, um, in the male pronouns, please.”

Before the meeting, I had a lot of trouble. At school, the teachers were instructed not to accept my papers if they had Alex on them. Kids were getting suspended for calling me Alex and the girls who I lived with threw hurtful and homophobic/transphobic insults in my face. Ten minutes into the meeting, the advisors from Waltham House said that there was no reason why I could not live as Alex. And so began my adventure living as an out transgender youth.

The reaction from the people around me was mixed: some good, some confused, and some ignorant. The teachers slowly began working on switching the name and pronouns they were using when addressing me. It was extremely hard for them because they had known me for a year and a half as a female. The kids at my house were ambivalent about it and some accepted the idea while others hated me. I faced so much adversity that at some points I wondered whether it was worth it to be myself.

Now, as a resident at Waltham House, I live full-time as Alexzander Colin Rasmussen. I am eighteen years old and can't wait to legally change my name. Some days are harder than others, and it makes it so much easier knowing that I have a home where I am cared about and embraced for everything I am and everything I come with.

Recently, I was faced with a harsh reality. Since the age of nine I have wanted nothing more in life than to become an orthopedic surgeon in the United States Air Force. It was the one thing in my life that I wanted to do to make myself happy. However, a very important person to me, who is in the reserves, told me that due to the ignorance of the nation's government, I would not be able to serve my country.

First, I was told that I would not be able to serve because I am transgender. What does it say about our country if we are denying people the right to serve their country and tell them that their desire to put their lives on the line for the sake of America is not honored because of their gender identity or sexual orientation?

I am also ineligible due to the fact that I am medically diagnosed with cerebral palsy. This is a muscle disorder caused by my mother's drug use while she was pregnant with me. I went through ten operations to have the ability to walk. This is a physical disability that doesn't stop me from running two and a half miles in twenty minutes, or doing three hundred push-ups, among other things. I am fully able to live life like a normal teenager, and enjoy skateboarding, snowboarding, lacrosse, tennis, Hacky Sack, and other activities.

I am the type of person who gets a dream and stops at nothing until I get it. When people tell me “no” or “you can't do it,” that makes me want it even more. Even if I don't serve my country, I will spend my life fighting for the rights of others like me to fulfill their dreams.

I am part of the up-and-coming queer generation, and standing on the front lines of the battle. Growing up and living as a transgender youth has been quite an adventure. My name is Alex and I am an eighteen-year-old female-to-male. I am strong. I am smart. I am willing to fight, not quit. I am willing to show the world and everyone in my life that ever challenged my abilities that I can do the seemingly impossible. I am courageous and brave. I am hurt and in pain. I am angry. I am a perfectionist. I am stressed, worried, and scared about my future. I need love and acceptance. I need support, and I need confidence. I am an eighteen-year-old male who is trapped and scared. But I am not alone.

I have been given the chance to write my story and my hope is that it will not only help me, but that it will help any other youth who is feeling alone, trapped and stuck. I want to let them know that there is hope and a way out, but one has to keep fighting. For those who feel trapped, alone, diseased, scared, and stuck, there is hope. There are people out there who feel the same. You are not alone. There is someone out there who cares.



Notes to the Reader

I have a confession to make.

As much as I hate to admit it, and as weird as it sounds for me to introduce these pieces by acknowledging I made a mistake while first reading them, it's true—and in a collection such as this, in which truth and honesty are being celebrated as each of these young writers reveals to us, bravely but sometimes painfully, their individual takes on the world we're all living in, it seems important to write this so that you may be less likely to make the same mistake as me.

It may be obvious to you that the queer experience has changed severely over the past decade. It may also be obvious that things are still changing, I would like to think for the better. But as obvious as this is, I'm still surprised when I talk to older friends about their experiences in high school and college, especially when, while sharing coming-out stories, I'm told that someone didn't even know they were gay until they were much older.

Having realized relatively young that I was queer, and having come out to a few friends shortly after, the idea of going through adolescence and partway through adulthood before figuring oneself out seems foreign to me, almost impossible, though I know it isn't.

I had heard of people being gay and not wanting anyone else to know. Even if from the moment I knew at least a few other people did, too, I can relate to those who kept it hidden. But keeping sexuality hidden isn't as easy as it once was. We live in a society that labels people, for better or for worse. Long before I started being attracted to guys, I was aware of the fact that other men were. I've come to understand that a big part of my being comfortable with my sexuality so early on was due to my having understood this to be a possibility. I was forced to defend my sexuality long before I had a firm grasp of what any of it meant. I had no clue if I was gay or not, but after spending years having to think about it and having to explain myself when, at sixteen, I started being attracted to men, I knew immediately.

This isn't to say that I expect it is the same with everyone else. All of my friends seem to have different sets of experiences. Some knew younger than I did and waited to tell; others still aren't sure or don't think it's as important as everyone seems to think. But one thing that most people have in common is an ability to say, even if only to themselves, where in the spectrum they fall at any particular moment.

Which is why, when I made a friend recently who wasn't willing to state his sexuality, it made me uneasy. Even if people don't think sexuality is important, they usually still told me where they stood, individually. Even if people preached that labeling another is wrong, they were usually willing to label themselves. I hadn't realized how much I relied on knowing how people categorize themselves as a way of better understanding them.

When after a year of coffee talks and lunches, poem critiques and class gossip, my friend finally talked about, for lack of a better term, his sex life, I found myself instantly more comfortable with him. This really made me think about the sexual politics I preach. How can I agree that labeling people is destructive, that sexuality is fluid and doesn't fit into neat categories, and still expect people to label themselves in order for me to be comfortable? How can I stand behind queer theorists who advocate acceptance and rail against the concept of “normality” and still expect this friend of mine to out himself in order for me to feel close to him? And, most of all, how can I be compiling an anthology of voices and in fact giving voice to the various queer people of my generation if I'm not able to practice the acceptance I preach?

Which brings me to my confession. Only after my realization did I further realize the mistake I had made reading the hundreds of pieces that were sent in for consideration: I didn't only have this expectation of my friend, it turns out; I had the same expectation for each of our writers.

Because the selection process was anonymous and I didn't know the name, age, or gender of each speaker as I was reading his or her work, I found myself reading initially to figure out what category of “queer” the entrant was. Is this one a guy or a girl, an F2M or an M2F? Is she gay, bi, curious? Is he still questioning or is he certain? And only after I found that information out could I enjoy the important part of each piece, which was never the revealed sexuality but the revelation of what sexuality means.

I invite you to read on, with all of this in mind. What you'll find is a sampling of voices not unlike your own, voices tense with longing but rich with experience. They each have their own individual truths to tell, though rarely are they looking to confess. So be patient and accepting, and they will tell you in their own time what they've seen or felt to be real.

But keep my mistake in mind. In the end, I don't think I would have chosen the pieces differently, so perhaps my apology is unnecessary. Still, it isn't enough to say that society labels people or that expecting labels from one another isn't productive. Society, after all, is made up of each of us. The theory I had preached turned out only to be theory, meaning that unless we make our ideals a reality, they're only words on paper.

—Billy Merrell, October 2005

This book would have been very different if it had been compiled fifteen years ago, when I was in high school. It would have been different ten years ago, or even five years ago. I have faith that in five years, times will have changed enough to alter our snapshot here. And in ten years. And in fifteen years. This is a remarkable time to be young and queer in America. There is progress, and there is backlash. There is love, and there is hate. There is hope, and there is despair. Things are changing fast, and they're not changing fast enough. We know who we are, our friends know who we are, our families (for the most part) know who we are, and we are all able to look our identities in the eye. It's the rest of the culture, the rest of society, that hasn't quite gotten it yet. We still don't have equal rights. We still can't walk most streets holding hands without that fear creeping in. We are still seen by our protestors more for what we are rather than who we are. But a change is going to come. Maybe in five years. Maybe in ten. Maybe longer. Maybe sooner.

One way to effect change is to share truths. To tell our stories. To make our hearts and minds heard.

This anthology started in many places at once. It started in the lives of the writers contained within its pages. It started because Billy Merrell and I wanted more LGBTQ voices than just our own and those of our author friends to be a part of teen literature. It started because our editor, Nancy Hinkel, heard a LGBTQ teen panel moderated by Robert Lipsyte and wondered why there hadn't been a major-publisher anthology of young queer voices.

Billy and I set up a Web site—www.queerthology.com—to accept submissions. All the writers had to be under twenty-three, and all the writing had to be nonfiction. (Some of the names within the stories have been changed to protect the identities of the people being written about, but all of the stories are true and all of the writers' names are real.) We spread the word through our author friends, our own Web sites, and good old-fashioned word of mouth. Then we had the good fortune of partnering with GLSEN (Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network), the leading national education organization focused on ensuring safe schools for all students. Proceeds from the sale of this book will go to GLSEN to support what they do.

Of course, there is no way for a single anthology to encompass the fullest spectrum of today's young LGBTQ experience—to do that, we'd have to have essays from every single LGBTQ individual, since every story has its own unique place on the spectrum. We've aimed to present as wide a range as possible within the confines of the book's length; some parts of the spectrum are better represented than others, and there are still voices to be heard from. We view this as a start, not an end.

There are a number of people we have to thank—many of whom we don't know yet. Thank you to all of the contributors. Thank you to everyone who submitted their stories. Thank you to everyone—authors, teachers, friends, librarians, editors—who spread the word. Thank you to everyone at Knopf, especially Nancy (for her amazing dedication), Allison Wortche (for her incredible support), and Melissa Nelson (for her fantastic design). Thank you to everyone at GLSEN and all the other organizations that have supported this project, its contributors, and LGBTQ youth. Happily, there are more of them than we could possibly list. Thank you to all of the students, LGBTQ and straight, who are allying for equal rights. Billy and I have been lucky to visit towns and cities where communities are coming together to make a safe, tolerant, encouraging space for all people. We hope, in its own small way, this book helps.

One of my favorite e-mails ever came from a seventy-year-old who, looking at LGBTQ youth now, said, “Things sure have changed since I was a teenager in the 1940s.” Well, I'm happy I can say, “Things sure have changed since I was a teenager in the late 1980s and early 1990s.” May they continue to change. For the better of us all.

—David Levithan, October 2005

For more, check out www.queerthology.com




When You're a Gay Boy in America
by Danny Zaccagnino

When you're a gay boy in America, you quickly learn you need to develop a thick skin. This protects us from all the hateful words and unjust treatment we face every day. Our method of survival does have its flaws, however. Sometimes our armor is just not quite thick enough. Sometimes the pain can go so deep that it cuts through our skin and touches us. When it does, it leaves us with a scar. Gay boys are full of scars. There are the scars we can't see but still feel. These are our emotional scars. I carry an emotional scar given to me by a Scout leader who once said I wasn't boy enough to be in the Boy Scouts. Then there are our physical scars. Each holds a memory and tells a story. They tell of battles, weakness, pain, recovery, and accidents. Some scars we wear with pride and celebrate their stories. Other scars we attempt to cover up and pretend they don't exist.

Some scars can be intentional. I spent ninety minutes straddling a leather chair while a stranger dug into my flesh with an electric needle and black ink. It was the moment every suburban punk waits his whole life for: the day I got my very first tattoo. It was a gift from my parents on my eighteenth birthday. I had only been legal for a few hours when I eagerly went under the needle. When the rebellious act was over, I was left with a black dragon between my shoulder blades with the initials E.M. next to it. I had planned this day many years in advance. I wanted to make sure I had the perfect tattoo. There would be no cheesy tribal bands for me. I chose a dragon because they are protectors. I placed it on my back so I would always have someone watching my back. I wanted a tattoo that had meaning and told a story.

My tattoo tells the story of a very dark time in my family history. My grandfather's initials were added to my tattoo because his death marked the beginning of an eight-month period in my life when there was nothing but death around me. I was only twelve and had never had anyone close to me die before. My grand-father's death was quickly followed by the death of my uncle. Then a good friend of mine's mother passed away from cancer. Shortly after that my other grandfather died. Right before Christmas my close neighbor's infant baby fell out of her crib and died. Then the series of tragic events ended with the death of my grandmother. They say she died of cancer but really she died of a broken heart. I attended a funeral once a month.

This was such a horrible time for my family to live through. I felt like we were cursed. I thought we must have done something wrong and that's why we were being put through all this sorrow. I remember feeling like death was stalking me and my family. I don't know if it was an Italian thing or a Catholic thing, or maybe it was just a pothead thing, but I was constantly paranoid and scared that at any moment death would take me or someone I loved. I thought I could never be truly happy again, because if I was, that meant I or a family member would die. It took me a long time to get past it but eventually I did. I wanted my tattoo to depict this hard time I lived through. I wanted my dragon to protect me from the curse I felt lingered in my life. I took an emotional scar and made it a physical one.

That was me at eighteen. I was a boy who lived through a family curse and was slowly inching out of the closet. I had never been in a relationship. I had experienced only one sexual encounter with a man, and that had left me somewhat disturbed and traumatized. I discovered him in an Internet chat room. If you're a gay person living in a suburban or rural area, the Internet may be your only outlet to the gay community. You are able to look up support groups, get health information, and get a boyfriend. The computer is popular among gay people because it provides one vital feature: ambiguity. You can do, say, and look at whatever you want, secretly and safely in your own living room, without anyone else knowing. The Internet protects you from the dirty looks given to you by a Barnes & Noble clerk while you discreetly try to buy a copy of The Advocate. The Internet saves you the embarrassment of having a childhood friend spot you running out of a gay bar. You are safe there because you have no identity. You have no face. You are only a screen name and nothing more.

The Internet was a place of sexual exploration for me. I didn't even know how gay people had sex until I looked it up on the computer. This was something they never taught me at the Catholic school I attended. At first I would only talk in chat rooms and look at pictures. Eventually I graduated to the phone. I would call strangers I met online but usually got freaked out and hung up on them mid-conversation. One St. Patrick's Day, when I was sixteen, I decided to take the ultimate plunge. I was going to meet a man from the computer in person. I'd talked to him for several hours and he'd described himself as very good-looking and only in his early thirties. He seemed nice, and early thirties wasn't really that old. He kept asking me to meet him. I declined numerous times but my curiosity got the best of me and I finally agreed.

We decided to meet at a park near my house. This was the same park where I'd attended arts camp and tried mushrooms for the first time. It had always been a place of exploration and danger for me. I slowly entered the park and nervously lit a Parliament Light. In the distance I spotted a man in a gray suit. I knew right away he was my secret date. We made eye contact but I quickly looked away and continued to stroll. We both circled the park, far away from each other, for several minutes. One of us would occasionally stop to see if the other was watching or following. This awkward dance carried on for some time. I was strangely excited by the whole scene. Anxious to see what would happen next, I took a seat on a bench and waited for him to pick up on my signal. He slowly approached and took a seat next to me. I was so nervous I thought I was going to vomit right on the park's freshly mowed grass. He must have been my father's age and looked nothing like the way he described himself on the computer. I was not attracted to him at all. I wanted to run away right then but something kept me glued to that bench. I guess I was just so desperate for this kind of attention from a man. I guess I was just curious to see how far we could take this.

He asked me if I wanted to take a walk while we spoke. I agreed, and we aimlessly circled the park while we discussed music and South Park. He seemed to know a lot about adolescent topics for a middle-aged man. The whole time I kept looking over my shoulder to make sure there were no neighbors or past elementary school teachers visiting the park that day. After a long conversation about nothing in particular, we reached an uncomfortable pause. It was a perfect opportunity for me to run but once again something kept me there. I was attracted to the darkness and the novelty of this whole meeting. I was in way over my head, though, and should have said my good-byes right then. I still can't clearly remember how it happened, but he cornered me and touched me the way no one had touched me before in my life. I just froze and closed my eyes. I didn't really want it to happen but I didn't stop him. I guess I didn't know how much I was craving this until I got it. The whole incident lasted a matter of seconds. I was easily excited. Once it was over I quickly snapped back to reality. This enormous feeling of guilt and total disgust came over me. I couldn't believe what I had just let happen. I frantically pulled up my pants and ran away, not saying a word to him. I got home, avoided my mother's questions, and immediately hopped in the shower. I rubbed the bar of soap violently over my body, trying to wash the filth and guilt off of me. I could still smell the man's cologne on me. I grabbed the T-shirt I was wearing and threw it out in the garbage. I thought it held too many memories of my actions that day and wearing it again would just make me sick to my stomach. Then I locked myself in my room and quietly fought back my tears.

Being a product of the eighties, I unfortunately believed the prejudice that all gay people had AIDS. I immediately thought I was going to get AIDS because of what I had done. I used to spend hours in front of the mirror examining every new pimple or mark on my body. I thought every new mark was a lesion and a sign of impending doom. I was sure I had AIDS and was going to die soon. I looked up symptoms online and convinced myself that I possessed every single one. Every cough, sneeze, headache, or feeling of fatigue I believed to be a sign of my illness. I used to watch all the other kids my age with jealous eyes because they had their whole lives ahead of them and I was dying from a fatal disease for being gay. I thought my family's curse had finally reached me. I didn't tell anyone this because I was too ashamed to admit that I'd had a sexual encounter with a man. I lived with this stress and secret for months, until I educated myself a little more and learned it was scientifically impossible for AIDS to be transmitted through the sexual act I had participated in. My first experience as a gay man had not been an encouraging one. I thought all gay people were just creepy old perverts lurking in the shadows of neighborhood parks. I believed there was no love in this world for me and I would never find someone normal.

At age eighteen I was a confused and isolated gay youth with a fresh tattoo on my back. I was sure I would spend my life alone. I thought I could never find happiness being gay. On one particularly lonely afternoon I made a desperate prayer. I needed a miracle and I needed it fast. I needed someone to end my sorrow. I closed my eyes and spoke to my grandparents who had passed on. I asked them to please send me my angel. I asked them to please send me love. I finished my plea and headed out to visit the college campus I would be attending the following fall. While examining a sculpture of an eighteen-foot metal bear on campus, I met a cute freshman from Pennsylvania who was studying dance. He was a tall, gorgeous boy who smelled like Dial soap and Versace cologne. He was a little too preppy for my punk-rock attitude but I let that one pass. We had matching blue eyes and got along right away. He showed me around the campus and gave me the lowdown on the various social classes at the school. We were discussing modern dance when two photo majors approached us and asked to take our picture. We enthusiastically sat side by side on a bench and posed together for the budding artists. While the photograph was being taken I knew it would become a great piece of journalistic history in the story of my life. This picture would depict the day I met the love of my life. I had only known him for five minutes but I had a strong feeling. During our conversation the subject of tattoos came up. He informed me that he had just gotten a tattoo recently. I asked him if I could see it and he obliged. I slowly pulled down the neck of his shirt. There it was staring right back at me. He had a tattoo of a black dragon between his shoulder blades. My angel had been sent to me.


The Night Marc Hall Went to the Prom
by J. J. Deogracias

May 10, 2002

“I feel at ease now just knowing that we're getting free of discrimination.”

Seventeen-year-old student Marc Hall said this to reporters as he and his twenty-one-year-old boyfriend, Jean-Paul Dumond, hopped into a limousine and headed to the prom at Monsignor John Pereyma Catholic High School in Oshawa, Ontario. He said this just hours after a judge ruled Hall had the right to take his boyfriend to the dance. The school principal and the school board had told Hall he could not bring his boyfriend to the dance on the basis of Roman Catholic teachings.

“We think it's so cool that he's coming,” said a girl classmate who knows Hall. “Because he's the GREATEST! Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

The school board, disappointed with the decision, will abide by the judge's ruling but plans to fight it in court.

“I'm prepared to take it to trial in order to set a precedent so that nobody else will have to go through what I had to go through,” Hall told reporters.

“Wow, that's so amazing,” I say. I press the AM/FM button, and the neon green display flips from AM 680 to FM 97.3 in my boyfriend Wesley's silver 1992 Toyota Camry. I lie back in the gray passenger seat in the new black tearaway pants my mom originally bought for herself and my white T-shirt depicting a teddy bear doing weights, with “I'm in no shape to exercise” in baby blue print on its shirt. The commercial for Sleep Country Canada jingles, “Why buy a mattress anywhere else? (Ding!).”

“I don't think I could ever be so brave,” I say. “It took me until my final year to come out in an all-guys school.”

“Yeah, me neither,” says Wesley, who wears a blue sweatshirt and blue jeans. He steers the car, driving past orange-and-white-lit lampposts and the streaking lights of other passing cars. I stroke the small hair bristles on his right cheek.

He giggles. “Bunny?”

“Puppy!” I bark back.

“BUNNY!”

“PUPPY!”

“Bark, bark,” he barks back. “Too bad we didn't know each other back then.”

“Bark, bark,” I respond. “At least you wouldn't have been shafted by that girl and left all alone at your prom night.”

I reach over and clench his right hand. He smiles. I smile.

“Well, if I had to go back to change my prom night, I don't think I would,” I say. “Everyone was so shocked that I actually brought a girl. And then everyone at my table was so shocked that I didn't get drunk when I downed that screwdriver.”

Wesley laughs. “That's right. This little bunny likes to drink.”

“That's right! And that's why whenever there's alcohol, I'll drink for both of us,” I say. “It's a sacrifice I'm willing to make.”

Wesley smiles. He laughs. I laugh.

“Well, we're here,” Wesley says. “I'm surprised you didn't fall asleep.”

“Sometimes you just keep me going all night long,” I say, smirking.

We drive into Markton Park. The place where we first kissed when we met a year and a half ago. The place where we kissed for five hours on a cold January night. The place where we learned how much fun two people can have in a sleeping bag in the nearby forest. The place where we made a lot of memories.

Backseat down. Lying in the back compartment. Kiss. “I love you,” Wesley says. Selena sings “Dreaming of You.” Kiss. “I love you, too,” I say. Embrace. Kiss. Tickle my armpit. Kiss. Glasses off. Stare into his light blue eyes. Kiss. Stroke his dirty-blond hair. Kiss. Massage. Kiss. Car swooshes past. Duck. Breathe. Kiss. Takes his blue sweatshirt off. Kiss. Pulls down his blue Levi's. Kiss. Takes my “I'm in no shape to exercise” teddy bear T-shirt off. Kiss. Pulls down my black tearaways. Breathe. Kiss. Rubbing. Kiss. Windows fog. Kiss. Soft fingers caress. Kiss. Car lights approach. Kiss. Car lights stop. Red and blue flash. Kiss. Duck. Shit. Door slams. “Shit,” Wesley says. He scrambles for his jeans. Pulls them up. Knock, knock.

Wesley, bare-chested and wearing Levi's jeans, opens the car door. I huddle at the far end of the car, far away from the door. Naked. A cool breeze wheezes into the car.

“Yes, Officer?” Wesley asks.

The police officer's voice shoots through the door. “Is everything okay in there?”

“Everything is fine, officer,” Wesley stutters. “I assure you.”

“Can I see your ID?”

“Sure,” Wesley says. He reaches into one pocket, and keys clank. He picks his other pocket, and fumbles for his wallet. The wallet clinks with coins. He pulls out his driver's license, and hands it to the police officer.

“Okay, sir,” the police officer says as he hands the driver's license back to Wesley. “I would also like to hear from the woman, if you don't mind.”

I groan. My eyes narrow. I crawl forward, naked, toward the open door. Wesley lays his hand on my shoulder. I face the police officer. His face blurs with the flashing red and blue lights from the police car. I squint.

“I'm FINE, officer,” I mutter in a deep voice.

The police officer steps back. “Well … I'm sorry … for, um … disturbing you.”

Quick crunches of gravel. Door slams. The police car roars off.

Wesley grabs for the door and slams it. We sit there in the back compartment for a few minutes. Silence. Wesley bursts into laughter. I jerk my head to him, my eyes still narrowed. Then, my eyes widen. A smile emerges on my face. I break out in laughter.

“Oh my God,” I giggle. “Could he have run any faster?”

“You should have seen his face,” Wesley laughs. “When he saw you, he looked like he'd seen a ghost.”

“I think we better get out of here, before things get worse.”

“I think you're right,” Wesley agrees.

While Marc Hall—in blue-dyed hair and a blue tie, in a white tuxedo and white patent-leather dancing shoes—dances the night away with his boyfriend, my boyfriend Wesley and I tear out of Markton Park.

“Okay,” I say, “let's make sure that we do not let this happen again … and let's not tell anyone about this.”

“Why not?” Wesley giggles. “It's so funny.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I say, smiling. “At the very least, we can always say, ‘The night Marc Hall went to the prom with his boyfriend …’”

“… we fooled around,” Wesley continues. “And got caught by a cop.”

“And the cop thought I was the woman…,” I groan. “So I came out and flashed him….”

“… and the police officer ran,” Wesley concludes, laughing again.

A few months later, Wesley takes his class G driver's test. His examiner looks at his driver's record and asks, “So … did you and your boyfriend have a good time at the park that night?”


O.K.
by Courtney Gillette

My first kiss was a girl.

It was almost like a pity kiss, a kiss to get me through that rite of passage, the way I wanted it. Rose was the only person who knew I liked girls, she was the only one I trusted enough to tell. We went to junior high together in a small town in Pennsylvania. She had frizzy hair and a mother who took Prozac and yelled a lot. Rose lived on this surreal plane of reality, allowing the world to be as dramatic as it was at the age of fifteen, and I loved her for that.

We were in color guard together. While marching band appeared to be lowest rung on the ladder of popularity, color guard managed to go even below that, to a subterranean territory of uncoolness. I don't really remember what we were doing there. I had played the trumpet but was always last chair, so when they told me I had to join marching band, that I had to go out in those stupid costumes under those bright football-game lights, I opted for color guard instead. As if wearing costumes of yellow spandex and glitter while tossing six-foot metal poles with red flags was a better option. It seemed like a good idea at the time.

Rose and I were ugly, misfits. Most of the girls in color guard were social outcasts: frumpy girls too fat or too awkward for cheerleading. They became flag twirlers, “chicks with sticks.” I remember how much the bus would stink with our sweat and girl smells, the odor of panty hose and too much eye shadow, coming home from cavalcades in the fall. The seats were made of a sticky material, and Rose and I would be squished in the small space, sitting beside each other. We would each have a headphone from my Walkman on, listening to Björk and trying to drown out the chatter of thirty girls talking about the new cute boy in the trombone section. The other girls knew we were weird and kind of left it at that. They didn't like me because I refused to wear makeup. The captain of the squad, a short, fat girl with greasy brown hair, would yell at me as she wielded red Maybelline lipstick. “It's part of the costume,” she'd hiss. “You have to wear it.” I finally conceded and let them smear the cheap colors on my face, only to get back at them the next week when I came to practice with my hair dyed blue with Manic Panic. It was the week before championships, and our coach cried when she saw me. “What are we going to do?” she sobbed, pointing at me like I had lost an appendage, as if I was completely incapable of spinning a flag now that my hair was blue. We borrowed a scratchy brown wig from the theater department and I had to be very careful not to turn my head too fast, lest the synthetic locks go flying off my head and land on the fifty-yard line as I marched past, performing a flag routine to some Gershwin song. Rose and I came to enjoy being the social outcasts of color guard. It was an extra badge of strangeness for us.

Besides, Rose and I were deep, much deeper than those other girls who read YM and wore sweaters from the Gap. Rose and I were into poetry, we would read e. e. cummings to each other over the phone, part of long marathon conversations about the meaning of life. We were fifteen, we were invincible, we were enlightened. I would get off the yellow school bus and run home, dropping my schoolbag and picking up the phone as soon as I came in. I would always lie on the gray carpet in the family room as we talked for hours. My brother would play Nintendo and sometimes scowl at the weird things I said about true love and art and suffering. Rose had spent a few months in a mental hospital when she was younger, so she was my idol as far as real-life drama went. She never really told me why, kept the story mysterious, only saying that one day in the car with her mother she said something about death that caused her mother to drive her straight to the psychiatric ward of the local state hospital. I was fascinated. Rose was my Sylvia Plath, my muse and my heroine. As we trundled through the muddy waters of adolescence, I could tell Rose anything I felt, and she would agree, validating my virgin emotions. It was in all this intensity that I fell in love with her.

Rose had a boyfriend. He was kind of pudgy and had a really annoying laugh. They would hold hands as we walked around the mall, drinking milk shakes from the Dairy Queen. I didn't like it when they held hands. Her boyfriend couldn't understand how deep Rose and I were. I humored him because Rose did.

“Do you love him?” I would ask on the phone, watching the blocks of sunlight that came in through the window make patterns on the carpet. Rose would sigh dramatically.

“Yes, but I don't think he knows. I don't think he understands love like I do.”

I nodded emphatically. I understood love. Rose and I had charted the entire emotion out in terms of desire, affection, and completion. Solitude was to be savored, but being in love was a privilege.

It was this concept of affection that stalled our philosophies on love and intimacy, because I hadn't been kissed before. Once a boy at the roller rink in the seventh grade tried to kiss me, but I turned my face away and mumbled something about having a cold. There was something about boys I just didn't want. I would act like I wanted them, imagine that somewhere in the world there was a sensitive boy with long hair who played guitar and read books on feminism, and he would be my boyfriend. Then I would kiss boys. But at a high school where the homecoming football games were so big the whole town shut down for the occasion, I wasn't holding my breath on finding a sensitive, artistic boyfriend anytime soon.

In the ninth grade Rose's boyfriend went away to Bible camp for the summer and came back deciding Rose was just too weird. He thought he should be spending his adolescence having romances with good Christian girls, not with a girl who was obsessed with death and the color black. I was secretly relieved that he was gone. Now maybe I could hold hands with Rose at the mall. If we both knew so much about love, couldn't we be in love? I pondered it for weeks, listening to Tori Amos, lying in bed and staring at the trees outside, desperate for an answer. I finally asked Rose one day, during our afternoon phone conversation. “I have a question,” I posed formally, my body sweating with anticipation.

“Okay,” Rose said. I could hear her breathing softly, probably lying on her bed, in the room with the lavender curtains her mother had decorated the whole house with.

I thought I was going to puke with the anxiety of what I was about to say. I took a deep breath and said very slowly, “If I kissed you, would you kiss me back?”

Rose didn't say anything. I wanted to crawl under the gray carpet and die. I heard her clear her throat and then say, carefully, “Yes. But not with that tongue thing. I never liked that.”

I don't remember what we said after that.

That weekend Rose came over to spend the night. We did what we did every time we had a sleepover—we looked up lyrics to Björk songs on the Internet, we read comic books, we watched Saturday Night Live and ate ice cream sundaes. Turning off the TV, we went upstairs to my room to hang out. Rose had bought new incense at the mall, so we burned it by the window and lit a bunch of candles, too, sitting on the bed with the lights turned out. My room was a circus of Sailor Moon posters, dried flowers, and books spilling off the shelves, piles of paperbacks and journals in stacks on the floor. She sat across from me, looking at me with a sly grin. “I dare you,” she said.

“What?” I could only hear the sound of my heart crashing against my breastbone, a deafening noise inside of me.

She laughed a little, drumming her fingernails on her thigh. “I dare you,” she repeated. “I dare you to kiss me.”

I couldn't feel my body. The room seemed ridiculously hot, and the pungent smell of the incense was making me dizzy. In between tracks I could hear the CD skipping in the stereo. I was frozen, my hands dead weights on the bedspread, and Rose just sat there and looked at me. Finally I lunged forward, put my lips on hers, and felt the heat of her breath on my face. We kissed slowly, timidly, my eyes squeezed shut. It hurt how much I wanted it, how much I wanted Rose. I found myself slipping my tongue out of my mouth, pushing it into the warmth of hers. I thought I would explode. Rose pulled back slightly, gave a small smile before shifting away from me, standing up and going to the CD player, changing the album. I sat on the bed, not sure whether to cry or to thank her. She turned on the lights, a cue that the moment was over. I suggested we watch more TV and she shrugged. Downstairs we channel-surfed through the infomercials and B-movies of late-night television. She was detached and cold. I wanted to scream. I sat on the couch in the living room next to her, sometimes munching leftover popcorn from the bowl we had made earlier. The cold kernels tasted stupid on my tongue. We finally gave up on the TV and decided to go to bed. Upstairs, Rose rolled her sleeping bag out on the floor, but instead of changing in my bedroom like we always did, she took her pajamas out of her schoolbag and went into the bathroom. I stood awkwardly next to my bed, wondering what I had done wrong.

The next Monday Rose didn't come to school. I ran home from the bus and dialed her number before I had even put down my backpack. Her mother answered.

“Hi, is Rose there?”

“Is this Courtney?” her mother asked in a sharp voice.

“Yeah,” I said.

Her mother coughed a little. “Rose can't come to the phone. She's indisposed.”

Indisposed. She pronounced the word long and hard. I had to go to the big dictionary on the shelf in the living room and look it up. Indisposed. To be averse, disinclined. To be or feel ill, sickened. To be rendered unfit, disqualified. I blinked, shut the book, and slid it back into place, next to the encyclopedias and the anthologies of Shakespeare. I hoped Rose was okay.

When Rose stopped talking to me, I just kind of accepted it. I didn't know what else to do. Our other friends were curious. Did something happen? Did we have a fight? I would shake my head madly or shrug my shoulders, trying to look aloof. They would shrug back, talk about how strange she was. Maybe she was having her period. I swallowed all the confusion and regret deep inside me, and nodded at their conclusions. Strange.

I thought I would be able to finish out the school year avoiding Rose as it seemed she wanted me to, but there was the marching band trip to Ocean City, Maryland, for a parade. We had been preparing for it all year. It was an overnight trip, and we would be staying in a hotel. I had signed up to share a room with Rose and our two friends Patricia and Julie. I panicked. One day after practice I went to the parent in charge of arranging the trip. “Is it too late to change room assignments?” I asked, making a pleading, desperate face. The woman had a perm and was wearing a sweatshirt with our high school's emblem on the front.

“No can do!” she said cheerily. “All the rooms are packed. If I switched you I'd have to switch other girls' rooms around, too. It's only two nights, dear. I'm sure you can work things out.”

The day before the trip I acted sick, told my mother I was vomiting and couldn't go. She took my temperature and patted my head when it read the normal 98 degrees. “Just nerves,” she told me with a smile. “It's such an exciting trip, you'll have so much fun.” That night I cried so hard into my pillow that my brother banged on the wall from his room, yelling for me to shut up.

On the trip I just stayed quiet. I figured if I didn't say anything it would look okay, normal. I listened to my headphones constantly and stayed in the room watching television while other kids played Ping-Pong and went in the swimming pool. Rose stayed out of the room, hanging out with some of the boys from the drum section. They smoked cigarettes outside by the Dumpster and she would come back reeking of Newports. Julie thought Rose had a crush on the guy who played snare. I sat stone-faced on the bed and said nothing. It rained the day of the parade and our flags drooped sadly; they made us march because it was only drizzling when we started. “Just a little spritz,” our coach encouraged us merrily. Our costumes were so cheap that the orange sashes bled onto our leotards, looked like rashes up and down our legs and arms. It was our last night in the hotel. We had some free time before we were scheduled to go out to dinner at some seafood restaurant on the boardwalk. I went into the room to get my headphones, thinking everyone was downstairs. When I came in, the bathroom door was slightly ajar. I saw Rose coming out of the shower, naked. “What are you doing?” she screamed. Her eyes became daggers and she slammed the door hard. I started to shake and walked out of the room, started walking down the hall, half running. At the end of the hall I collapsed into a heap in the corner by some fake plant and sobbed, burying my head between my knees. I heard the ding of the elevator opening. Soon Patricia and Julie were by me.

“I kissed her!” I yelled. “I kissed Rose! That's why she hates me! I kissed her!”

I was gulping for air. Patricia and Julie were staring at me. I thought about how I was losing more and more friends, about how stupid that kiss had been, how it had ruined everything. Patricia leaned forward and hugged me. “It's okay,” she said quietly. “It's really okay.”

The next week at school Patricia must have said something to Rose. She came over to me one morning before homeroom and asked me to talk. I picked up my book bag and walked down the hall with her. She looked at the ground when she spoke. “I'm just not like that, okay?” she said in an angry rush of words. She glanced at my face and then looked back at the ground again. “I just don't want people to think I'm like that. You can be whatever you want, but I'm not … I'm just not.”

I was fiddling with the strap of my book bag, the one that was frayed and dangling. I shrugged. “Okay,” I said, my voice hollow. I wanted to go back to my friends, I wanted Rose to be something that never happened. She mumbled something about being late and walked down the stairs, lost in the crowd of teenagers going to first period. I walked back to my locker and tried not to think about it. I consoled myself with the idea of college, that I could move far away to some city and have a girlfriend and be queer and make out with her whenever and wherever I wanted. I tried not to think of Rose anymore. I told myself that a kiss was all I had wanted.


All You Need Is Love
by Stefanie Davis

My sister is transgendered. There, I said it. It's strange that those words become so awkward any time I try to say them. I have recently been able to say out loud that she is gay, but that was with my GSA (Gay-Straight Alliance), so it doesn't count. I don't know why I can't say it—wait, I do know. I can't say it for fear of upsetting my parents.

My sister's birth certificate says Jessica on it; she likes to be called David. I am not fazed by the name nor am I fazed by other people calling her “him.” It gets tricky when they call her my brother. I can't say I see her as a “girl,” but she's not my brother. I guess in some ways it would be easier to say brother, but that would not go over well with my parents. They are accepting, for the most part. They love her partner and have no problem with the whole gay aspect, but when it comes to the transgendered part, it gets tricky. My mother has the most trouble with it. She worries that my sister was forced by other people to “label” herself as Trans. She blames herself by questioning how she raised my sister. Last but not least is her disapproval of the name choice, David. She hates it. She wanted her to choose a name that was more like the one they chose for her, such as Jess. This is where it gets tough for me because I get caught in the middle.

I can still remember this one fight my mom and sister had that happened around the time my sister was coming out. I was young at the time, maybe nine, and I didn't really know what was going on, but they were both crying and I wanted to comfort them, both of them, which was very hard to do when I only agreed with my sister. I went to my sister first and let her cry on me. Then, feeling guilty for not helping my mom, I wrote her a note explaining my opinion, but still trying to make her feel better. My mom rejected my letter, closed the door on me, and continued to cry.

I can understand how hard it is for my mom—I mean, she is the mother. My sister grew inside of her, but I wish that she would remember how hard it must be for her “daughter.” My father is not much help either way; he doesn't like to talk things over, he would rather pretend that they don't exist. So here I am, the younger sister, trying to find a way to please everyone.

I call my sister Truffy, short for Trufflebeast, a character she made up as a way to not use Jessica and, I have a hunch, to tell me what was going on. I try to avoid pronouns but I tend to stick to female. I have heard from my sister's old advisor and from her that I was so great and supportive when she was really miserable coming out. All I can say is love. I don't care what gender—or sex, for that matter—Truffy is. I will always love her or him. The person who is my best friend and who I love unconditionally is always going to be there. I can't say it isn't hard, but I am never ashamed or angry with anyone but myself for not being able to say what I need to. I have gained many new friends through the Gay-Straight Alliance at my school who are not there to judge and are able to help me. I want to be there for Truffy no matter what, and I know that my mom will always love her even if she is never able to accept “David.” Every time Truffy goes into the women's bathroom and is asked whether this is the women's room, my mom is there to stand up for her, and she's always ready to be a mom. It's never easy for anyone, especially not for Truffy, who has to put herself out there every day and believe in herself no matter what anyone says. But I have the easiest job—all I have to do is love, and that is more than enough. I hope that everyone will be able to do the same because it really is easier to love than to hate.
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Without a Trace
by Anthony Rella

Someone's dog is chasing a trio of mountain goats across a talus slope on Mount Princeton, leaving small avalanches in his wake. His owner's screaming causes the other hikers to stop and watch this high-altitude drama unfold, as the goats leap across a precipice and pause. The dog paces at the edge, posturing and threatening. It looks like a precarious situation; a mistake might send the dog sliding down the slope, which could make it a difficult hike home. Another hiker starts yelling with the owner. We know that the dog does not belong on the mountain, just as the goats have more right to the altitude than us; certainly their hooves are more adept at traversing the terrain than our Gore-Tex boots.

I am hiking with my friends Jack and Neal as part of a two-week road trip commemorating our mutual retirement as Boy Scout backpacking instructors in New Mexico the previous year. We pause and rest our packs against the rocks. “I bet the mountain goats win,” Neal says.

“The dog could probably take down one or two of them,” Jack says.

“No way, those goats know what they're doing. Dogs don't have any depth perception; he has no idea how long that jump is. I bet that guy is pissed he didn't bring a leash.”

“Why the hell did he bring a dog on the mountain anyway?” I say. I am not used to hiking in Colorado, so I have little experience with the backpacking culture and think that hiking with dogs is dangerous. It offends my sense of order, which is the second time this has happened today. An hour ago, we came across a man resting on one of the false peaks while his five-year-old daughter played on the perforated, spongelike gray rocks. She wore the tiniest backpack I have ever seen, possibly large enough to hold a quart of water and a baby jacket, and jumped around as though she were on the school's plastic playground equipment.

“You brought your daughter backpacking?” I asked, trying not to sound accusatory.

“Sure,” he said.

“I would have been panicking when I was her age. It's so steep.”

“Fear is a learned response,” he said with pride. “I want her to respect the mountain, not fear it.” Her ease made me a little jealous, even as I had a sympathetic twinge at the thought of her slipping. I wondered if her fearless upbringing would lead to boldness or boredom.

This dog is not bold, he's poorly trained. It takes five minutes of his owner commanding before he saunters back, unscathed. A little disappointed, the three of us continue our hike until we summit Mount Princeton and pause for lunch and the requisite nude picture that male hikers find so endearing. Then we stare at Colo-rado's Fourteeners, arguing over how we should descend and wondering why the marked trail on the map does not exist. Jack notices a ridge trail almost a thousand feet below us, and a path leading to it—which is actually a wash of loose rock nestled between the curves of the mountain, but we don't know this.

The year before, I was taking a crew of fourteen-to-eighteen-year-old Scouts through base camp to get their prepackaged meals from the commissary. It was my job to make sure the boys and their adult advisors had all the appropriate gear and supplies to survive a two-week trek through the Sangre de Cristo mountains, and then to hike out with them for two days and teach them notrace camping skills, how to inhabit a spot of wilderness and leave it exactly as you found it, as though you had never been there at all. There were various lessons: raising bear ropes to keep food out of the animals' reach, digging a hole for excretory duties, restoring the plants crushed by tents or boots. The purpose was to minimize environmental impact, sustain the campsites so that others could enjoy them for years to come.

I was enjoying my summer until I noticed that someone in the commissary had made a handmade placard announcing BOY SCOUTS WIN 5–4, the Supreme Court's decision to allow the Scouts to discriminate against homosexuals. I had known when I signed my contract that it would be a summer in the closet, but permitted myself some hope that it would change thanks to the nine people in charge of deciding the fate of an entire nation's laws. I stared at the poster while the Scouts loaded up on food, willing one of the votes to move in the other direction, until an advisor came up beside me.

“Thank God,” he said. “The First Amendment still means something in this country.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but it never should have gone to the Supreme Court at all.”

“Exactly.” He walked away before I realized we had not agreed on the same thing. I wondered, should I run after him and tell him what I meant? Would that get me into trouble? Should I get into trouble? My summer of ambivalence had begun.

I hate descents more than any part of the trek, especially down such slopes; my stomach always sinks with dread. Like Scotty in Alfred Hitchcock's Vertigo, I picture myself falling from any height, although my condition is less debilitating. I do not expect to find solitude and reflection when I go to the mountains—I go for the drama. Every success lessens the terror, broadens my limitations. I want to be like that dog, recklessly indifferent to the dangers of living. I do not know the origin of my phobias. Perhaps the flat forests of my native Indiana made me suspicious of the treacherously shifting land of scree and boulder, the curling scrub oak that reaches like a snare across trails. The arid silence of the Western wilderness unsettles me in the night, unlike home, where the sum-mer's evening air is humid with cicada noise. On my first nights here, the fall of a stick from a tree is loud enough to send me into paroxysms of fright, sure that something thick and hairy approaches to devour me whole.

But Jack and I are from the same town, we grew up in the same Scout troop, and he seems completely unaffected by this geographical displacement. It is my life that is dominated by fear. I am afraid of spiked iron fences, electrified subway tracks, freak incapacitating household accidents, the Department of Homeland Security, nocturnal intruders human or supernatural, the end of the world, mountain lions, darkness. I took an Enneagram personality test and discovered my type, 5, the Observer, has fear as its dominating emotion. There have been many times in my life when I allowed this to intimidate me from doing anything, but cowardice is not an option now, unless I think I can build a good life at 14,000 feet. So I tighten my belt strap and start baby-stepping down the wash.

I tried to police my behavior while working at the camp, weighing the queerness of every action or statement. My somewhat butch demeanor allowed reprieve from fear of discovery, but my friends were the most visible pursuers of our female co-workers. I wondered if my disinterest, more glaring than their interest, would draw some remarks. I was lucky to be sharing tents with Neal, a vocal atheist, anarchist, and sometime bisexual to whom I outed myself within the first few days. He often went to the local bar with our co-workers and discussed his sexual proclivities loudly to our friends, telling drunken stories. “There was one time I got so drunk and made out with this baby-faced guy, and he wanted to fuck me but I can't handle that. He was so hot!” This frustrated one of our closeted friends so much that he yelled, “Neal, why the hell can you run around screaming about being bi and making out with guys when I can't say one goddamn thing about—” before he realized they were surrounded by the camp administrators. Neal may have escaped suspicion due to his visible encounters with women— well-known stories that I witnessed firsthand one night when he and Jack, who had become friends through their mutual interest in women and punk music, brought girls to our tent and made out with them on his cot. I was trying to get enough sleep to go out on the trail with my crew the next morning. After a few minutes, Jack's girl pushed herself up and asked if maybe they should leave, to which her friend responded, “You can leave if you want.”

“My bed is the demilitarized zone,” I said. “You can sit here and not have sex.” She sat at the end of my cot and watched as her friend kissed Jack and Neal. Finally, the sandwiched girl said, “Do you really want to go?”

“Yes.” The girl on my bed stood up and pulled the other girl out from their clutches, leaving them to bemoan wussy chicks who can't handle their orgies. Neal slid over to my cot, his beard smelling of Pabst Blue Ribbon.

“What?” I said. “Your girls left, so you want to taunt the gayboy?” He laughed, and then kissed me. After a minute, during which my hormones began to shed their summer despair, he stood up and said, “Okay, time for bed.” Neal's bisexuality was a few kisses with a boy if there was no girl around, with no risk to him because he would sober up to his more pressing need for women. I went back to sleep, and nothing more came of the incident.

The problem with summiting mountains, I think, is that you look from the peak and realize you have to do the whole thing again. I see my descent not as a series of exact and gentle steps but as a jagged and bloody roll down. Kierkegaard says dread is “an alien power which lays hold of an individual, and yet one cannot tear oneself away, nor has a will to do so; for one fears what one desires.” I am not sure of the last clause; is my fear of falling an equally strong desire to fall? Do I have a yearning for pain and death too subtle and disturbing to acknowledge? I do throw myself into terrifying situations, promiscuously seeking fear the way some fall in love over and over again, discarding their lovers when the intensity of emotion has passed, looking for a fresh source. This is the feeling of dread, a tenuous marriage of fear and desire, an emotion of the time between the foregone and its conclusion, the desire for the stresses of fear to alleviate with finality—to either get off the mountain or die, no more of this uncertainty.

I mention the end of this thought to Neal, who has been trying to lighten the mood. He likes to develop personae, adopting the voice and attitudes of characters that he creates, and today he's “Pastor Dave,” a Christian youth counselor of dubious integrity.

“God made all this shit for you!” he yells. “You should love it with all your heart, not fear it like some Satan-worshiper!”

“He sure is great,” I yell back. I pretend to be indifferent, moving quickly, planting my heel firmly into the loose rock to form a brief foothold, and there is nothing to worry about, it's only fear that causes accidents—then my heel slips and I land on my ass, sliding. Marble-to-baseball-sized rocks line my fall, marking me with thin red cuts. The rocks counter every attempt to stand and my legs are beginning to shake from wear and near-panic.

Jack is watching all of this and seems unsympathetic. “Doesn't God hate gay people?” he asks. “Maybe he made all this to kill you.” Whenever I'm around the guys, I seem to take my rightful place as the group's weakest, the slowest one, the most damaged by falling, the gay one—despite Neal's borderline bisexuality and Jack's warm appreciation of any form of deviance. I think it's a dynamic with any group of guys; it's a metaphorical position that I happen to literally inhabit.

“No way!” Neal yells. “Jesus died on the cross for sickos like him, too! Isn't that fucking awesome?”

The fourteen-to-eighteen-year-old boys who comprised the Scouting crews provided numerous distractions to my political angst. I had a group from Big Clifty, Kentucky, who liked to climb all over the Ponderosa pines, getting butterscotch-scented sap all over their clothes. They also supplemented their weak vocabularies with heavy doses of “fag” and “gay,” which began to sound like George Orwell's Newspeak: “You are a faghiker. This is a gaybackpack. This is a doubleplusgaymountain.” Their crew leader was an eighteen-year-old bulk of fat and muscle whose face suggested a fairy tale in which the frog prince didn't quite complete the transition either way. He and his buddies would become defensive when I asked them to stop climbing the pines.

“Trees are strong,” he said. He never made eye contact when he spoke; his pupils rotated with no object permanence. “Who cares if we break a few—this is a forest.”

I explained that it was our policy. “That is a plusfagpolicy.” I gave the no-trace pep talk; our campsite was so beautiful and surprisingly well preserved, considering how many Scouts we got every summer, wouldn't it be nice if the next group to camp here had the same unspoiled experience? “That is gaythink.” I explained that it was a very long hike for medical help, so if any of them should fall and twist or break something, they would be in pain for many long, long hours. He shrugged.

The frog leader's parents were the adult advisors for the crew, and I found that I preferred them to any of the boys. I especially liked his mother, a no-bullshit rural woman who informed the boys that if the trees and rocks didn't cause them injury, she would. She told me that she and her husband went on a hiking or canoeing trip almost every other month, usually without their children.

“That's great,” I said. “I hope that I can find someone like that someday.”

“You've got to find the right girl who'll try it out with you,” she said. “Most guys try to convince girls that they're too slow or weak to pull their weight, but if you give them a chance and try to be patient, they'll pick it up.”

“Do guys still give you crap when they find out you hike?”

“Yep. The other leaders in our troop didn't want me to come. Said the boys wouldn't have a good time if they had to stop and wait for me all the time. But during the practice hikes it was a different story.”

I always liked having women advisors in my crews; all of their stories about the Scouts involved some patronizing man who told them they couldn't make it. Most of the women took extra time for endurance training and arrived in better shape than the men, and never complained about the tasks, unlike some of their macho, whiny offspring. Our conversation took an inevitable turn to the discussion of James Dale and the Supreme Court case. The father said, “I think they picked the wrong person to fire; it seemed like he was a great Scout leader. I wish he was in our troop.”

During that evening's debriefing, the father gave an impassioned speech about how much he enjoyed hunting, but the morons at his hunting grounds always left their trash and garbage lying about, and years of such abuse had ruined the forest. I followed with another speech about no-trace camping ethics, trying to impart some respect for the wilderness, help them to understand that it all has a reason to exist and should not be needlessly squandered. The next day the boys used the spectral whiteness of the Aspen pines as a canvas for their creative mutilations with rocks and sticks, as though I wasn't there.

We did manage to form an unexpected bond. The boys hated going to the programming provided by camp counselors at various sub-camps, especially the song-and-dance campfire programs: “I hate this gayfagcampfire. What a plusgaysong.” Normally such descriptive statements are mild linguistic irritations, but I was no longer in the mood to tolerate them and had spent many hours contemplating how to criticize them without giving anything away. After one “queer” campfire program, I remarked, “You're right, if that campfire had a sexual preference, it would definitely be attracted to other campfires of the same gender.” The boys thought this was hilarious, and for the rest of my time with them they tried to goad me into more similar comments with the adolescent belief that a joke only gets funnier with repetition: “Look at that gaydeer! What do you say about gaydeer?”

I hate Mount Princeton. Whenever I look down, the ridge trail seems to be as far away as it did on the peak, with an interminable decline of rock whose color varies from gray to dark brown. It's nearly noon, or past—I can't tell because I don't have a watch, but it's close to the time when experienced backpackers know they should be beneath the tree line in case a storm comes. If there were trees, perhaps the sun wouldn't feel like it was stealing the last drops of water from my body, making it easier for the rocks to jar me out of my senses. I want to move faster, recklessly, but it is not working at all. “Pastor Dave, didn't God make me gay?”

“That's devil talk!” Neal says. “You are gay because society told you it was cool and you wanted to be different. When Pastor Dave doubts his sexuality, he always finds a parishioner whom God has endowed with the greatest gifts, and invites her to his room for a prayer session, which is awesome. You should do the same!”

My dread of being outed was largely irrational; there were two men in upper leadership who had been “roommates” for nearly twenty years, and one of the staff sashayed through base camp in his highriding uniform shorts and leather choker. I never heard of a widescale expulsion of gay leaders, and the head of Scouting himself noted in a letter that the Scouts would make no effort to discover sexual orientation. However, some of my co-workers began wearing snippets of rainbow ribbon as a silent protest.

Jack was wearing his ribbon when he met one of his crews of Mormons upon their return to base camp, which prompted the advisor to write a tirade in Jack's evaluation to the effect that gay issues were better left to parental instruction and guidance, and we should not attempt to promote our own political views on the job. Someone in upper leadership took this evaluation and posted it anonymously, stating that the ribbons were not part of our uniforms and should be removed, although others had similar adornments praising morally superior institutions, such as Texas. Several people quit, gay and straight; one guy had a gay friend who had taken care of him while he was recovering from cancer surgery, and felt that his continued employment was a betrayal.

Another left with some controversy. I had suspected that he was gay for a few weeks and cultivated a crush on him. After the ribbon policy was made public, I overheard a few instructors remarking that he had written a huge letter to the leadership and resigned. I thought that he had come out in his letter. That evening, he was sitting with Jack and a few of his other friends, so I walked over to sit with them, unsure what to say. He was hot, dork-glasses and backpacker legs, and I had never approached a guy before to vocalize my desires, being fresh from my high school closet. He stood up to leave, and I knew I had to do something, or else I'd spend the rest of the summer feeling that I had let every chance to be courageous pass me by. I walked after him and stopped him.

“Hey.” The feeling of dread hardened in my stomach, I was now forced to go through with it. “I know we've never really met or talked but I have a lot of respect for you because I'm in the same boat but I don't know if I want to leave and it's too bad I didn't meet you earlier becauseIthinkyou'rereallyhot. So, uhh.” I wasn't sure if I could stop speaking. There were no clouds, which meant a freezing night but a clear view of the array of constellations. I could see Ursa Major, otherwise known as the Big Dipper or the Big Bear. That did not help.

It was hard to see his face; the only light was coming from one of the offices several feet away, which glinted off his glasses as he squinted at me. I started rubbing my face in embarrassment, feeling stupid; I couldn't handle his eyes. There's the Scorpio constellation, nemesis of Sagittarius the Archer, who is hiding on the other side of the hemisphere.

He put his hands in his pockets and leaned back, looking confused. Finally he said, “Okay, thanks.” I smiled and said no problem and quickly backed away, to tell Jack what happened.

“That was pretty ballsy of you,” Jack said.

“Why?”

“What if he wasn't gay?”

“I thought he came out in that letter.”

“No, he didn't. His letter criticized the Scouts and said he couldn't work for them because of the policy, but he never told anyone he's gay.” Oh, shit.

I saw him again a few minutes later. “Sorry about before,” he said. “You kind of surprised me.”

“Yeah, sorry about that.” I kept shifting around on my legs.

“It's okay. Thanks. It's too bad we didn't talk earlier, because you're pretty cute, too.”

“Oh.” I smiled. We looked at each other, crossing our arms, and I wondered if this was the moment when we would have our forbidden kiss, the moment of courageous subversion. “Well, have a good summer,” he said, and turned to leave. Then he stopped. “Don't give it up. Keep fighting.” But I did not care enough to fight. I wanted to have a good time and believe I was winning because my “oppressors” were paying me to hike. He walked away, and I wanted to follow, but I didn't. There was Cassiopeia, the stars in the shape of M or W—moron or wimp.

A man and his wife are approaching, so we give them space to pass, but he stops, huffing and puffing. “How old are you guys?” Early twenties. “Well, I'm sixty, and I've never done this before.” He seems to want us to affirm his inexperience, compliment him on his halfhearted bravado, but I am too exhausted to be impressed. His wife is also having a tough time breathing, but she keeps hiking while he leans into the rock, complaining. I imagine him dying from the exertion; this is the kind of thing that would concern me if I had been at camp and he had been one of the adults in my crew.

Now it only makes me think about people who speak of conquering the mountain, as though it cared if you live or die. The conflict is usually internal. I think about the times I had believed myself near death on hikes, whether it was valid or paranoid, and it seems that any death not related to hiking would seem rather mundane and unfair. The only noble death for me might be to break against the rocks and be devoured by scavengers until there is no trace of me left. The fantasies flit through my head, and I understand the meaning of dread, fear, and desire as one.

By the end of my summer at the camp, I began plotting various ways to come out. I had a romanticized notion that if I told everyone I was gay, someone might change something, somewhere, even though I knew such a self-inspired catharsis was impossible. It had become inconsequential; a week before, I had hiked in from the trail and saw Jack, who said, “Dude, last night Neal got so drunk, and he grabbed a guitar and started singing songs about the people we were hanging out with. Then he made up a song about you, and how you were a lonely fagscout in the wilderness. I hope you weren't planning on keeping this job.”

I threw my backpack in the tent. “Well, coming out is easier if other people do it for you, I guess.” I saw Neal a minute later and asked him to sing the song for me, but he had forgotten the words. “That was really cool of you,” I said, “after this whole summer, to go ahead and tell everyone for me.” I was burning from the hike; I wasn't sure if I was angry or not.

“It wasn't anyone important,” he said. “It was all our friends, who don't care.”

“Whatever,” I said, grabbing my shower supplies. “I was going to quit anyway.”

Still, I wanted to do something drastic and spectacular for my own amusement and closure. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints comprises a large portion of the adult leadership in the Scouts, and they have clearly stated that they will withdraw if the policy was reversed, so I took the Mormons to be an easy scapegoat. On the last day of my contract, someone from a neighboring tent came to mine with the Book of Mormon that one of his crews had provided, and asked if I wanted to help him burn it, so he, Neal, and I doused it with a bottle of white gas and set it aflame. I turned the pages with a stick to ensure that the whole book was well combusted. Some of the other staff passed by and stopped, including one of the few African-American employees of the camp, an attendee of Neal's sing-along.

“What are you guys doing?” he asked.

“Burning the Book of Mormon,” Neal said. “Does that bother you?”

“Hell no. In that book it says the people knew they were at paradise because everyone was white. They didn't even believe black people had souls until the NAACP sued them.”

“That's a good idea,” I said. “Maybe the Lambda Legal Defense could sue them.”

“Hey, at least you guys have souls.” He had a point. Most of the observers shrugged and kept walking. The fire was smaller than I had wanted, leaving wisps of ash all over the ground and a small burned spot. The rain came an hour later, and washed it all away. The world remained as I had found it.

I know several men have mailed their Eagle Scout badges back to the Scouts in a gesture of protest, but I held on to mine for one of the reasons that I used to justify continuing my employment— as a reminder that I am a product of the Scouts regardless of how they feel. Unfortunately, such gestures are meaningless when they remain unspoken, unacknowledged by anyone except myself. Perhaps if I had stayed with Scouting, moving up the ranks with discretion until I was in a position to effect real change—but what a sacrifice that would be. To be good, evasive, for the rest of my life, to alter some antiquated policy of a group that is quickly losing relevance? To fight, to be courageous, you need passion for your cause. I loved my time with the Boy Scouts, but I was no longer a boy.

I used to joke that I was not scared of heights, merely falling from them. The thought occurs to me when I finally half-slide my way to the ridge trail, almost two hours after leaving the peak. Jack and Neal sit waiting for me, only able to manage an acknowledging “Dude.” We're all out of water, due to poor planning, and have an hour and a half left to hike before we can make it back to the car. We hike quietly but faster, with more certainty, passing poor travelers who are only preparing to climb the summit.

After we put enough distance between ourselves and the descent, we pause to look back.

“Is that the trail we took?” Jack asks. The wash, discernible by its lighter white appearance and thin rock covering, stretches well into the valley.

“That would have sucked to fall down,” Neal says.

“What a plusgaymountain,” I say. I'm bitter. I never want to hike or feel that scared again. Then I notice the pine trees stretching beneath us, all the way down the slope, to the highway, which leads to the next peak, and I can see more peaks in the distance that I haven't summited. I'm tired but feeling good from the endorphins, the pleasure of success. The hatred has fled. I am a hapless lover of mountains, and I will continue on, until I find that eternal source of courage that makes every challenge a bore.


A Gay Grammar
by Gabe Bloomfield

This is not a story in which a helpless teenager is beaten. This is not a story about sexual repression. This is not a story about rape.

It doesn't involve confusion, it doesn't have any major breakdowns.

Nobody attempts to commit suicide in this story.

This may be an uncommon story. The main character is happy. The main character rarely feels pressured, except when it's by schoolwork. The main character is gay. But he is not gay-bashed; in fact, his sexual orientation barely feels part of him anymore, because he and his family and friends have so easily accepted it into their lives.

The main character does not feel gay. He just feels like himself.

The main character is I.

If you think that the last sentence of the previous section looks odd, or even wrong, you're probably not alone. The vast majority of English speakers would actually have said “The main character is me” (or, to avoid the conundrum altogether, “I am the main character”). This is grammatically incorrect; however, this type of grammatically taboo construction has been used so often that it has been practically accepted into English grammar as what is right.

You see, the verb to be does not take an object; it takes a predicate nominative, which is why you have to use I (the nominative) instead of me (the accusative). But that hardly matters. What matters is that if I said that sentence while talking to a crowd of people, I would get a lot of odd looks. Many people think that it's wrong, although most would not voice their opinion. My friends and parents would look at me and turn to one another and sigh, because they know that I'm a nut for grammar and that I say it the right way rather than the way that sounds right to most of the people in the room.

This is oddly like being gay. My friends and parents know it too well to notice, or if they do, they just smile. Just another one of my quirks, part of who I am. Other people notice it, too. It's not that hard to tell. Somebody could even say that it sticks out. But they may be confused, unsure, even frightened. Some people know the grammar and are comfortable with my gayness. Some people would have said “The main character is me,” and they do not know how to react to my strangely worded pronouncement.

To my gay self.

I inherited—yes, inherited—my grammar habit from my father. He was a stickler for grammar, too, and he often corrected my speech when I was younger. It worked—my grammar became flawless. However, I also inherited his tendency to correct other people's grammar. If, in the middle of telling a story, somebody says “Me and Kate went to the store,” I'll shove in “Kate and I” without missing a beat. The people around me will glance in my direction and then turn back toward the person telling the story, realizing that it was just Gabe, correcting grammar again. The storyteller will give me an evil look, then go on with the story. Sometimes he or she will repeat my correction and finish telling the story. Other times he or she will ignore it completely. Sometimes the speaker will deliberately repeat “Kate and me,” just to make me mad. I've learned to ignore it.

So that's what I do, I correct grammar. Do I like that I do it? No. Can I help it? No, it's just part of who I am. I deal with it.

If grammar is my gayness, then my correction of other people's grammar is my coming out, my “flaunting.” The first few times I did it, people started arguments about it. Why did I have to do that? Couldn't I just leave the grammar alone? Why did I have to shove the fact that I knew grammar well into other people's faces?

The first few times I did it, people were surprised. They didn't know what to say. I corrected grammar? I'm gay? What does this mean??

How are homosexuality and grammar even remotely alike?

People got used to it. People dealt. Now when I say that I think a guy is hot to one of my friends, the only argument I get is about my taste in guys. In fact, my gayness goes over much better than my grammar correction, which still garners a few evil looks every time I do it.

However, just as “Kate and me” or “The main character is me” have been accepted as part of our language despite the fact that they're obviously incorrect, so has it become okay to spit upon a culture, a lifestyle, a sexuality, whatever you want to call it, simply because what is right has been forgotten for what is easy. Being gay is difficult in a world that begins its sentences with conjunctions and allows participles to dangle unchecked.

Despite the wandering dependent clauses, despite the fragments passing themselves off as sentences, we're not going away.

We're here for the fight.

