
It’s interesting that Matthew’s been all I’ve been able to think about since the night he got out of my car and ran away with tears that I couldn’t see but nonetheless instinctively knew were there, in his eyes.  So that’s whom I’m waiting on now, at 9 o’clock, on a school night outside of McDonald’s, where we both work.  I got off at 8; he’ll get off at 10.  The evening was pretty uncomfortable as we both worked in close quarters on the front line handing out hamburgers and French fries, depending on each other, and yet not acknowledging each other’s existence.  As I had removed my hat and headed for the door, Matthew cornered me.  He made a passing comment about my hair looking as unattractive as usual, but that he still needed to speak to me.  


“I can’t take this anymore, Misha.  You mean too much to me; I have to speak to you.  Will you wait for me to get off work?”  No one called me Misha, except Matthew.  My real name is Mihail, my parents call me that, but that’s too foreign sounding and all of the kids laugh every year when my teachers, on the first day, try to pronounce it from their lists of new students during role call.  “Everyone calls me Mike,” I always say, a little embarrassed.  It’s just easier that way; and no one laughs when they hear the name “Mike.”  


I have no idea what I’m doing out here waiting on him.  It’s already been an hour and a pack of cigarettes.  Which reminds me, I need to get more cigarettes.  I don’t know why I ever started smoking.  Everyone smokes during breaks here at work and everyone smokes at the parties.  So I guess I just gave it a try.  I wouldn’t say I enjoy it but it gives me something to talk about with everyone.  “Man Camels are on sale at the Shell station,” I can tell all of the people I guess I’d call my friends.  

He still has an hour more of handing cheeseburgers without onions and mustard to sixteen year olds, our classmates and peers, as they cruise the town in a circular lap, from McDonald’s to a gas station down the street and back again, enjoying their new found freedom.  I once tried cruising, but I guess I just don’t understand the appeal, but a lot of the other guys do it all of the time.  Sometimes I don’t understand everything the people here do.  It seems sort of unimportant or boring.  I guess I don’t understand how they find entertainment in it, but I figure it’s sort of like an acquired taste.  I didn’t like the taste of beer, when I first tried it, but now I’ve come to appreciate the taste.  I figure a lot of these other things are the same way.  


I’ve lived here, in Hicksville, Ohio, for most of my life.  I know that sounds like it can’t be the name of the town, but I’m not lying.  Get out a map and check in the Northwest corner of the state.  It’s there.  We’re about a twenty to thirty minute car ride, depending on whether you’re driving with parents or their kids, to Fort Wayne, Indiana just over the border.  I know it sounds dumb but I just recently figured out the joke behind the name.  It’s kind of an unspoken law in town that you do not joke about the name.  Any mention of Hicksville is always uttered without the slightest trace of disdain by anyone who lives here.  My father is the only person I’ve ever heard make fun of the name, and that’s how I finally came to get the joke.  He always says, “It’s incredibly funny because it’s so true.  This place is full of hicks.”  I guess I don’t really get the joke completely, but I laugh anyway because I don’t want him to think I’m a hick.  “You’ll understand when you finally get out of this place,” he always says.  I don’t know that I really want to leave though to be honest.  I kind of like it and the thought of going to some big city scares me, especially since all I ever hear about is how some murderer killed 2-5 people in City X.  


Sometimes I wish I could meet more people though.  I’m a sophomore in the local high school part of the Hicksville Exempted Village Schools district, which is, as you probably expected the only district in town.  I’ve known the kids in my class since Kindergarten.  I don’t have many friends.  It’s gotten better though since I got into high school.  I started hanging out with some of the other guys in my class.  Before high school Matthew and the twins were my only friends.  None of us were really popular so we all kind of banded together out of loneliness, so we’d have someone to sit with at lunch, someone to play with at recess.  Outside of that we rarely did any of the normal kid stuff.  There were never sleep-overs, I only went to the twin’s house once in my life.  When I was younger I tried a few times to invite them over to our house, but they always told me their mother did not want them coming over.  It was the same when my mom tried to give them both a ride home from the science fair.  They said they weren’t supposed to ride in our car.  My mom said it was because their mother thought we were too poor, and a bunch of good for nothing immigrants.  

I think my mom was just over-reacting, because she was born in Hicksville and raised here as well.  We aren’t really that different.  It’s my dad’s family that immigrated here, and we had little contact with his side of the family.  I’ve always been comfortable knowing that we were pretty normal, despite having a weird last name, Blahblahovich.  

It was different with Matthew though.  We went to the same church and lived not far from each other.  We used to ride our bikes from our separate homes and meet at the creek on Buckskin Road.  Most kids our age were out pretending to be soldiers or catching frogs but Matthew was always different.  He was interested in movies and theater and other arty things.  We used to talk about that kind of stuff, while sitting underneath a big tree by the creek.  I used to draw pictures; he would write poetry.  We’d share our work with each other and always have something nice to say, even if we didn’t like it, because we knew that this was the only place we could show these things and didn’t want to lose that.  Sometimes Matthew would write scripts for us to act out.  We’d sit by the creek, Matthew dreaming about Broadway and I not quite sure where I should put myself in my dreams.  The subject matter of our artistic creations got to be a bit more intense as the years went by.  I think I’m getting ahead of myself though.  I should probably start at the beginning.  

When I was in third grade one of my bold classmates revealed a dreaded secret, that I think we all secretly knew was true but simply acted surprised because it was easier that way.  It may seem insignificant to anyone older than eight or nine years old but that boy told us all that there was no such thing as “cooties.”  I had grown up on the philosophy of cooties, knowing that certain people had them and they were to be avoided, especially girls.  It was a communicable disease that you could catch if you weren’t careful, and once you had it you were equally as undesirable as a friend or playmate as all of those people that somehow had managed to catch a chronic case of cooties.  Everything revolved around this imaginary condition that we had all collectively created and at the same time denied being the creators.  So when we were forced to admit that it had all been a lie, there was a desperate attempt to find some new reason to avoid girls and all of the other former cootie carriers.  

It wasn’t long until someone discovered something even more powerful.  “Faggot,” “gay,” “homo,” “queer,” and a few other words soon found their way into our vocabularies.  At first I didn’t know what the words meant.  All I knew was that there was something inherently bad about them so I had many playground arguments with other children, that went something like this:

“You’re gay,” one of my classmates would say.

“Well you’re a faggot,” I would reply, satisfied with my ability to defend myself with my new found weapon.  

It took me a long time to discover what the words actually meant.  As I join the long line to load the bus home one afternoon after school an older boy shoved me out of his way and told me I should go find another way home because I wasn’t getting on this bus.  

“Shut up you homo let me on,” I said, immediately regretting it because of the potency of the insult I had just used.  I knew I was in for it.  The older boy just laughed and asked me if I knew what a homo was?  

“It’s somebody who’s really stupid, like you,” I said, again very satisfied with my response.  The boy laughed hysterically, obviously trying to make me feel inferior because of my ignorance.  “Well what is it then?”  I demanded.

“A homo is a homosexual you idiot,” he told me still laughing.  Of course it took him only seconds to realize by my face that I did not have even the slightest of clues what a homosexual was.  This sent him into even more violent laughter.  When he was finally done laughing he told me that a homosexual was a guy who likes other boys.  An even more puzzled face was my only response.  I had no idea how that could possibly work.  I liked my friends, and they were boys, and presumably all of the other boys in my class liked their friends, who were also boys.  This continued confusion was all the more funny to the older boy as he said, “Homos and faggots want to kiss and do stuff with other boys.”

I was relieved.  For a moment I had been worried that I was a homo or a faggot.  Luckily I was quite certain that I did not want to kiss other boys.  Honestly the thought of kissing girls was repulsive enough, so I certainly had no desire to go around kissing other guys

On the ride home I stared out the window as I always did and continued to ponder this bit of wisdom I had just been given.  I, being eight years old, could not imagine wanting to kiss a girl let alone a boy.  Kisses from my mother were bad enough, but I unfortunately had to live with those.  Though this new found wisdom began to make sense and seem actually gratifying.  It explained why everyone had a mother and a father, why the teenagers I saw kissing in the park were always one boy and one girl, and why mothers always hugged and kissed their sons before dropping them off at school but fathers did not.   This revelation explained a lot to me.  Clearly everyone knew being gay was wrong.  Adults never accused each other of having cooties or got their “cootie shot” before shaking hands with people.  However I certainly had never seen two men kissing.  It was perfectly logical; I was glad to know that I had found some principle on which I could stand.  I would, like most of my classmates, carry that principle of the inherent negativity of homosexuality unquestioned.  It was not until after I had reached puberty and high school that I would be confronted with the issue.

A lot changed for me when I entered high school.  I still ate lunch every day with the twins and Matthew at the beginning of my freshman year but things between us changed.  The twins, David and Johnathon, had always been a bit different and actually socially awkward but I had tolerated it because, well, so was I.  However when I entered freshman year I had grown half a foot and was one of the biggest kids in my class.  Matthew and I were sought after by a few of the girls because it was said we had “beautiful, blue eyes.”  In fact, Matthew had the attention of most every girl in the school, including the older ones, who thought he was “very sensitive.”  I never told him they said that, I figured he’d be offended or embarrassed.  He seemed pretty unaware and pretty uninterested in them; I figured with him out of the picture I could move in.  I also started going to parties with our classmates and their older friends especially after the football games.  

One day during lunch Matthew had asked me about it, “Misha how was that party you went to Friday night?”

“It was pretty cool.  The team won.  There were lots of girls and lots of beer.  I almost drank five beers, so I was pretty trashed.  You should have come.  I didn’t see you at the game though.”

“Yeah sorry I just wasn’t feeling up to it I guess,” he said trying to avoid the question of football which he had always contended was brutal and boring, “Did either of you two go?”  he asked Johnathon and David.  

They shook their heads.  “No one invited us,” David said.  They had been at the game, because they were in the band.  I had seen them, but avoided them, I was trying to avoid the band geek image that year.  I had just dropped out of band, because I was tired of being teased for being in band.  I had been the only boy that played clarinet, and had grown tired of hearing my classmates laugh as I played my “fairy flute.”  Matthew was glaring at me, because I suspect he knew that I had purposely avoided them and instead hung out with the other guys I had recently started socializing with.  

No one knew me like Matthew; no one knew Matthew like me.  When I started hanging out at the parties and ignoring him and the twins he seemed disappointed in me.  I suspected they were all just jealous really.  I was on my way to being popular and they wanted to be the one who became popular.  

“You think I’m jealous of you and your stupid parties and your so-called new friends don’t you?”  Matthew asked me after the twins left the table.  


“Well are you?”  I asked.


He sighed, removed his glasses, rubbed his eyes, and just looked away.  Then he was fair skinned with dark hair and his eyes always seemed troubled behind those glasses.  The most noticeable part of Matthew was his clothing.  While I spent my money putting gas in my car, Matthew spent his McDonald’s paycheck on the most fashionable of clothing.  While most guys were seen wearing loose fitting jeans and tight fitting T-shirts with dirty baseball caps, Matthew wore well-fitting jeans with button down shirts in various lighter, almost feminine colors.  His glasses were those of a stylish new age intellectual and he was one of the few people who make glasses look stylish.  He was better dressed than most of the girls in our school and it caught considerable attention from the other guys, as probably being the sign of a homo.  


“So is that Matthew fairy really a faggot?  He sure dresses like one,” one of the football players had asked me at the party that Friday night.  I had not really known how to reply, so I simply chuckled along with him and got him a beer when he told me to, happy to be out of that uncomfortable situation.  I, of course, knew that all of the football players suspected Matthew was gay.  The idea had never occurred to me until this year but I knew it to be completely ridiculous.  Matthew was too good with girls to ever be gay.  Plus I had grown up with him, he would have told me.  I had always told him everything, or most everything.  Why would he ever keep something from me?


David and Johnathon emerged carrying their books for Algebra class.  As they sat down two of the football players from our grade sat down next to them.  Brent and Troy, both had survived summer training with the older high school boys and were ready to prove to the rest of us that they were men.


Troy grabbed David’s calculator; Brent grabbed Johnathon’s binder.  Troy asked “How does this thing work?” as he pulled the back battery cover off and purposefully let the batteries roll onto the floor.  Brent followed suit by opening the rings on Johnathon’s binder and letting the papers fall to the floor.  The bell rang as Johnathon and David’s faces grew red with embarrassment and rage.  I watched them gather their things.  They were fraternal twins but you would have never guessed because they looked identical.  Most of the teachers could not tell them apart.  They were the two tallest kids in our class, very skinny, with brown hair and deep set eyes.  They resembled walking skeletons and moved about as gracefully as them.  They dressed similarly too, tight fitting jeans with a T-shirt tucked in everyday.  

