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​​Not Like Them
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“Stay back homo, I don’t want to get infected,” I push Randy away from me as everyone else laughs.

I know it isn’t contagious, and I feel like an asshole doing it. Still, I’d rather be here with the crowd than where he’s standing right now, or even yesterday. The bullying has been a constant this whole semester. Name calling, physical, destruction of property and everything else. I don’t get why he hasn’t just dropped out of school yet. It would be unbearable for me to go through what he’s going through right now. Maybe he’s just hoping he could hold out until graduation in a few months.

I don’t know how it all started for sure. What I do know is he told Erica, his best friend since grade school. Next thing you know, she’s told the whole school that he was gay. Indianapolis is a big city, but religion, bigotry and everything else still have a firm hold on it. The Midwest is just The South with snow. More "Northsouth,” than Midwest. At first it was just rumor, whispers in the hallway. We’ve all been the victim of rumors, it sucks. People spreading stories about you that aren’t true and the only thing you can do is smile and deny it. I remember there was a rumor that I threw up on the Ferris Wheel back in seventh grade. I was ready to die of embarrassment, and it wasn’t even true. I can’t imagine how Randy feels, considering it might be true.

Everything got out of hand when some guy from the football team snatched Randy’s cellphone at lunch. He went through Randy’s browser history and read it out loud. Nothing was crazy at first. Some Japanese comic books, some music he enjoyed. Then it got to the porn, which wasn’t bad. A lot of guys watch porn, especially at eighteen. A lot of women read erotica; this is just human nature, nothing wrong with it. But as the titles of the porn Randy watched were read out loud it became clear that it was gay porn. 

“Twink dominated by black bear! Daddy Destroyer! Cross Dressing Boy Seduces Straight Friend,” I remember every name called out in that cafeteria. 

There’s nothing wrong with gay porn either. The guy just happens to have a fetish is all. I read an article recently about how many straight men watch gay porn when they masturbate because the taboo nature is arousing to them. Everyone has gotten curious and taken a look before or maybe even accidentally clicked a video on one of the less organized sites.

Even if he is gay, it isn’t like he can just infect other people. People are born that way, the same way they’re born with disabilities. It isn’t a choice, just something they don’t have control over. Nobody would choose to live that way. It just happens, but I’ve heard that there are places where it can be changed. Sort of like teaching people to walk again, you just teach them to like the right gender again. Maybe one of those places could help.
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Randy missed class on Tuesday and nobody said anything. Wednesday more jokes started to fly. People joked about how Randy had moved to Mexico to be with his Latin lover. On Friday, everyone had forgotten about Randy. But, I didn’t. I hadn’t unfriended him on Facebook like everyone else, we went to the same church. Our families had known each other for years, maybe that’s why it hurt me so much to bully him. A lot of people were asking that we keep Randy in prayer as he struggled with some of his recent life choices, and current phase. That’s church code for being gay. His mother mentioned something about the hospital and I got worried. I sent her a message on Saturday morning.

“Hey, is Randy okay? He’s missed school most of this week.”

“Please keep him in your prayers Nate. Randy is in the hospital.”

“What happened,” although I knew.

She took a while to respond, “The devil tempted him, and he tried to take his life, but God brought him through.”

I cut the messages short, I felt like shit. It wasn’t much longer before I was walking through the doors of the hospital and being directed through the sterile halls by a nurse. My hands were shaking, and I wasn’t sure what I would say when I got there. 

“Here’s the room,” the nurse let me inside.

Randy was lying there in his hospital gown, peacefully sleeping. I didn’t sit down right away; I couldn’t take my eyes off his face. I could see where he had been crying and it looked like some snot had dried around his nose. Closer, he didn’t seem so peaceful, even in sleep his face was twisted, agonizing, tormented. I knew I was a part of that, hopefully a small part of it, otherwise he wouldn’t be able to forgive me. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. 

I take a seat in the chair next to his bed and silently play Tetris on my phone, waiting for him to wake up. Every now and then I’d look over and see his wrist. He tried to slit his wrist; he went the wrong direction. If he wanted to kill himself, he would have taken some pain killers first, then cut up his wrist towards his shoulder, with a deeper cut. I don’t want him dead; I’ve just thought about it from time to time. I figure most of us have, Randy was just brave enough to try. I’m actually really glad he didn’t die.

“You trying to catch the gay,” a voice asks me.

“What?”

“You’re holding my hand,” Randy squeezes.

I let go immediately, I didn’t realize I had been holding his hand, I play it off and pretend I was just trying to see how his scars were healing. He didn’t buy it at all. I don’t have any other excuses for why I was holding his hand. I just need to change the subject.

“I’m sorry,” is all I can say, even if there’s so much more on my mind.

“Sorry for you, or sorry for me,” I deserve that question.

“Both. I feel, terrible, about what happened to you. Despite that, I hate myself more because of what I did. I don’t expect you to forgive me, I just had to say I’m sorry,” and that wasn’t enough.

“I’ll forgive you if you go to Taco Bell for me,” He forces a smile, like the old Randy I knew.

I didn’t hesitate, I took his order and I went to Taco Bell. I’m not sure if he knew there was one right across the street. Personally, I would have went for Qdoba, they’re basically right next to each other. I can’t complain, if a few dollars at Taco Bell buys me even a little forgiveness, I can pay that price.

As we eat, we joke about the old times. We used to be inseparable until just after starting high school. I wasn’t cool by any means, but I got along with everyone. I just managed to fit into any clique, while Randy had his choir friends. I fell in with Javon, who happens to be Mr. Popular, but a solid dude. Then there’s Tevin, he’s on the football team, but I do his Math homework, so he keeps me around. Randy didn’t have that safety net like I did, and I didn’t try to protect him when things got bad either.

“You’re gay too aren’t you Nate,” the question came out of nowhere.

“No, I couldn’t be. Never.”

“I know what they say in church, but forget that. I could tell because you always looked sad, no, angry, when the topic would come up in church. You’re the only person who came to apologize, you didn’t even ask if I was really gay. Then, you were holding my hand just now. Remember at Bible camp that time we...” Randy just keeps going with a list of reasons he thinks I’m gay.

“I don’t care what you think you know. I’m not on that faggot shit,” I leave the room before he can respond.

We did it to him, but you can’t just go around calling people gay. People die for that, still every day. It’s not just some Hoosier Hicks doing it either, people get killed in the city too. They killed an old gay couple last year and a young couple this year. He threatened me, that’s what that was. I’m not like him. I never could be.
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“Where were you this morning? We were going to hang out before the party tonight,” Javon turns down the music.

“I went to see Randy in the hospital.”

“Y’all did used to be friends, right?”

“Yeah, same church.”

“What happened to him?”

“Tried to kill himself.”

“Word? That’s wild,” Javon doesn’t turn the music back up, but he doesn’t speak anymore. He’s waiting for me to speak. That’s just how he is.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“I’m an open book, all you have to do is ask.”

“What do you think of gay people,” I just need to gauge his opinion.

“I don’t really care,” he shrugs like I asked his favorite M&M color.

“What?”

“It’s not any of my business.”

“But isn’t it?”

“Nah. Why would I care about someone else’s relationships, or sex life. It isn’t like it involves me. Nobody is forcing anyone to be gay or whatever,” he’s so nonchalant about the thing.

“Could you be friends with a gay guy?”

“If he’s a solid individual. My turn. You thinking about Randy,” he turns the question on me.

“Yeah. I feel bad,” in more ways than one.

“Then apologize, and try to make amends. Same as with anything.”

“I guess you’re right.”

Now that I think about it, I should have known Javon’s views. He never picked on Randy, didn’t even discuss it. He doesn’t make fun of anyone, except his friends and he never takes things too far, if he does he apologizes. I’m sure he was serious when he said he really doesn’t care one way or the other. It always seems like he’s lost in his own thoughts and doesn’t care about the world around him, but that might be a good thing. He doesn’t judge people, or bully anyone.

Parties have never been my thing, but I go, because I’m invited. If I don’t go, I basically become forgotten in the social hierarchy. Then again, I’m sure Randy wishes people just forgot him. Sometimes I wish people would forget me too. Then I could just move through the world, unbothered by anyone or anything. That’s how I move through these parties, floating from conversation to conversation. Throwing something into the mix here or there so people remember I was there next week.

“Hey Nate, come over here,” Tevin calls out to me.

“Wassup,” I dap him up but refuse a beer, Javon passes me a coke. 

“My aunt works down at the hospital,” he starts to tell the small group of us. “she said Randy tried to kill himself,” he feigns care.

“That’s wild,” our friend Kevin says. “Maybe we should help him out,” he gets a big laugh.

“A couple guys holding him down and beating him might be his thing,” Tevin mimics masturbation.

“Chill, he’s been through enough,” I try to speak, but it comes out almost as a whisper.

“You trying go through his butt,” Tevin jokes and more people laugh.

“Yo, it’s 2010, we’re about to graduate. Does it really matter,” Javon seemingly senses my anger.

“Yeah, it matters,” Kevin responds.

“Why,” Javon asks, the laughter starts to die down but there’s no answer. “A lot of us were friends with Randy until last week. Now we can’t accept him? If you ask me, we need to be talking about Kevin’s crackhead tendencies. It’s getting way out of line,” Javon gets a big laugh and we all move on as Kevin tries to land a comeback.

He’s right, we should accept Randy, and everyone else. But I can’t do it. I thought I just disliked gay people, but I hate them. I can never accept them. What gives them the right to walk around all proud? They haven’t done a damn thing to be proud of. Nobody gets an award for being straight but being gay is an act of courage. How? Javon is saying all this crap, and it sounds good but nobody really accepts a fag. 
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“Sodom and Gomorrah had to be destroyed, every soul walking through their ranks, is still burning in hell right now. Their evil homosexual desires, running wild. An abomination in the eyes of God,” the preacher gets a handful of claps and some hearty shouts.

I close my eyes and put my head down, pretend I’m sleepy. Tired from the party last night, if I pretend long enough, I’ll sleep. I just don’t want to hear any more of his sermon. I’ve heard it over and over again. A thousand different ways. God hates fags. I know, I get it. How many more times do we have to hear it? Are you telling us, or yourself? Who are you repeating this tired ass, played out, sermon for? Is it the Little Richard looking ass choir director? You trying to make Randy’s mom feel like she’s doing the right thing by shaming her son online? Who the fuck is this for? My mom nudges me, not allowing me to sleep.

“Through Jesus Christ, the homosexual demons coursing through the veins of the modern-day Sodomites can be removed. Rebuke the homosexual, rebuke the sodomy, rebuke the bull dagger, rebuke the leg licker, the fudge packer, rebuke the fags, rebuke them in the name of Jesus. Sweet Jesus rebuke them. I say rebuke them so that they may find a home with Christ,” the pastor sits down to claps, shouts and cheers. 

I don’t know how the choir director gets up and leads them after the pastor finishes. Everyone can tell he’s gay, and he’s just okay with this as if he’s exempt. He sings a few songs and he’s not gay anymore? He likes women now, it’s just out of his system because he prayed it away.

“Hey, you feeling alright,” dad asks as we get in the car to leave.

“Nah, just not feeling well after the party last night,” I lie, I don’t even drink.

“Well, you did better than me. I was so hungover, I couldn’t even make it to church when I was your age,” he jokes, and a fake a laugh.

“Don’t you encourage that. What did pastor just preach about,” mom stops him.

“The fags have nothing to do with drinking,” he retorts.

“I’m sure they were drinking plenty in Sodom and Gomorrah,” mom doesn’t let it go.

“Do you mind if I skip family dinner to go home and rest today,” I ask, again pivoting the topic. 

“No problem sweetie,” Mom glances at me through the rearview mirror.

Inside the house I watch as they pull off, and I know I’m alone. I make my way upstairs to my room and take off my church clothes. I just lie on my bed and cry into my pillow. The same way I had so many times before. It was routine at this point, I couldn’t hold it back. 

Why the fuck did you make me gay God? I didn’t want this shit. This is a fucking curse. We’re supposed to praise you and you give us good fortune, but instead you curse me. You make me a fucking faggot and surround me with a bunch of people who straight up wish I would die. Why God? Why would you do that? This shit isn’t fair, it isn’t right. Nobody should have to hide who they are. I’ve been praying for a change since I was nine years old. Can’t you hear me? Do you give a fuck? I gave my life to that damned church and you can’t even make me straight? 

How am I supposed to just accept this? I’m gay? I can’t be gay. I don’t have a lisp, I hate pop music, I like sports, I don’t like makeup. I’m not like them, I can’t be. I just can’t accept it, I won’t accept it. I just need you to fix me. 
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“You’re Nate right,” some guy I’ve never seen approaches me in the lunch room.

“Yeah, who are you,” I ask.

“I’m just the guy who heard you were in the hospital with your butt buddy Randy all weekend.” 

“I don’t feel like doing this today, get out of my way,” I walk around him towards the table where Javon and Tevin are sitting.

“Oh, your boyfriend isn’t doing so well,” he won’t let it go, and he’s gaining a crowd.

“Not my boyfriend, just a friend.”

“Which one of you is the girl? I bet it’s Randy. You look pretty straight. How did he seduce you?”

“You need to back up,” I don’t know what I’ll do if he doesn’t.

“What are you going to do about it homo,” he steps in front of me again.

“Don’t call me that.”

“Do you prefer faggot,” he’s going hard in the paint for no reason.

“Definitely not,” because that word hurts, more than I can admit to myself.

“Oh you don’t like faggots? Because you were just in the hospital with a faggot this weekend,” he just won’t stop. Just some nobody as homophobic asshole.

Tevin is standing behind him eagerly nodding. Javon is just calmly packing things into his backpack. I know they’ve got my back if he touches me. Tevin is always eager for a fist fight, and Javon will fight if he needs to. I’m the one who never fights, but this is my fight. It isn’t theirs.

“I’ve got a gift from Randy, just for you,” I try to sound cool.

“Is it a kiss? Maybe a blow,” people laugh at his joke.

“Nah, it’s this!”

I slam the plastic lunch tray across his face and watch as my lunch flies across the floor. Before he can recover, someone grabs me. I spot Tevin running across the table as if he’s Wesley Snipes or something. I’m let free and start throwing what are probably the sloppiest punches ever, but they’re fast and they’re hard. Javon pushes the table, clearing a path and making sure nobody else jumps in. I just keep punching and kicking with no plan. I know this guy could take me if he wanted to, but I guess getting hit in the face with plastic and chicken nuggets changes the plan.

“Let’s go,” Javon grabs Tevin and I, pushing us through a fire door.

Tevin pulls the fire alarm on his way out, always looking for some extra chaos. We make it to Javon’s car, adrenaline still pumping and decide school is out for the day. For once Tevin doesn’t argue about who rides up front or where we’re going to go. We all just take in the wildness of the moment.

“That was wild,” Javon says once we’ve calmed down.

“I didn’t think you would hit him,” Tevin is more excited than I am.

“Church boy got some hands,” Javon jokes.

I can take these jokes. These aren’t jokes aimed at me, and they aren’t being used to hurt me. That was my fight, and I took it head on. Being gay is my fight too, even if I’m not sure how to fight it. I’m alone in that, I choose to be that way. Even if I’m alone, I’m not alone because I know if I swing first, they’ll swing second and third.
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On Wednesday I was asked a most peculiar question. I had been discussing literature with my younger cousin, and our favorites. I had always been a fan of Octavia Butler; the way she mixed issues of racism, sexism and classism with science fiction was always amazing to me. He had become a fan of Maya Angelou for similar reasons.

"I've finished up most of my essay, but there's one thing I don't get," he turned to me.

"What's that," I ask.

"Why does the caged bird sing," he asked in all seriousness.

"What do you mean," I asked confused about his question.

"I just can't figure out why the caged bird would sing," he asked with a look that said this should have been a common question.

Maya Angelou's autobiography, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, I had read the book several times throughout my life and even the subsequent autobiographies. The answer should have been clear to me, and rolled right off the tip of my tongue, but it didn't. I had never thought about why the metaphorical bird would sing. I didn't have an answer for him. Instead I sat in silence and pondered the question with him.

As much as the book had been discussed at length, I couldn't remember anyone ever asking why the bird sang. Did everyone just assume the next person knew? It was an odd question. Nobody had ever asked why you want to kill a mockingbird, it was just rhetorical. At
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