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Freedom!

Dear Miguel,


I don’t know what to do anymore. I’m still thinking about how to tell them. I hope they’ll be fine but I still don’t want to risk it. I'm expecting a bad reaction. My dad is drinking again and I don’t know what his reaction will be. I love him and my mom too and I don’t want them to feel bad. I’m not so sure about her either. I think I'll just risk it today 

Miguel stopped writing. His head was starting to ache and he didn’t know what to write next. He had written the exact same letter ever since school ended, sometimes so much he saw the words before he wrote them down. The chair creaked as he leaned back and rubbed his head to try and keep it from exploding. He ripped the page out and crumpled it. 


 It was a warm summer afternoon except the sun had barely begun to go down. A dark purple wash would later cover the rest of the clear sky. Outside the window, a very large mosquito was trying to get in through the bug screen. A tired and faded face stared back at him from the glass. The wooden frame screamed as he reached over and pulled the window up. The sound of cars and the cool air that came in calmed him. 


A woman’s voice from a different room broke the calm, “Miguel! Hurry up, your food is going to get cold.”


Miguel closed the window a little too hard and felt the glass shake. He took one last look at his room. Above his bed, there was a lonely poster of a rock band who's lead singer stared intently at the audience. A desk and computer, both gifts, next to the window. The closet was completely packed with boxes and old clothes, some of it hand-me-downs from family members he barely knew. It was almost just as difficult to enter it as it was to come out of it. 


“Miguel! Te hablo tu mama.” his father called. 


Miguel made sure to pick up the crumpled paper on his way out. The hallway to the kitchen was so short and wide it looked more like empty space used as filler for the house. There was a metallic rattle as the door closed. He didn’t have to look back to know it was one of the silver crosses his mother had hung up. There was one on every door of the house, but his had gotten particularly large in middle school. The kitchen that also served as dining room was very white and very bright. He pulled a chair and sat across from his father. His mother was slapping flour tortillas on a counter.


“God knows what you do in that room. My voice is going from all the times I’ve called you. And your dad is starting too. Hay mijo.” Maria came, wiping her hands on a towel and shaking her head. “Levantate. Get up. We have to say grace.”


The three held hands and lowered their chins to Maria’s example. There were a few mumbles from Maria and an "Amen" from everyone. They sat and ate quietly with little talk. Their forks and spoons were having their own excited conversations and clinked loudly in the silence. Every now and then there was a slurp as Jorge cocked his wrist and drank from a bottle. 


Miguel tried to eat but his stomach flipped every time as he remembered what he was going to do. His opportunities thinning down. He felt hot and dizzy and was pretty sure the floor had disappeared completely. His feet were dangling in mid air and he tried not to fall backwards like in the cartoons. Every time Maria got up to check on the food, he stabilized himself to the point where he could breathe normally. Then she came back and he was floating again in thin air. He didn’t want to risk anything with his father. He needed his mother alone. As if in response, Jorge stood up.


“I’ll be right back. We forgot to buy some dessert for dinner.” Jorge got another bottle and opened it with his callused fingers.


“Fine. Come quick. And bring Alberto with you. I think he gets off at this time.” she said.


Alberto was Miguel's uncle but he felt more like a stranger. He had mysteriously reappeared when Miguel was in middle school. Jorge walked with his bottle across the room and left. Miguel finally had her alone. Maria’s face was tightened around serious brown eyes that could curve upward or down, depending on the situation. They were in the upward curve now and that was a good sign. He studied her carefully, saw a chance, and whispered, “Ma.” The light from above reflected on his palms just as it did on the silverware.


“Si, mijo?” 

“Ma... mom... don’t get angry with me.” He tried not to meet her eyes because he knew they had started to curve downward in concern. “It’s really hard and I don’t know how to say this.” He tried to dry his hands on his pants and shirt. He took a deep breath and said, “I’m gay.”


There was a moment of silence or what should’ve been silence. Miguel knew that the loud drumming he heard was his heart pounding in his chest. He forced himself to look at her now serious eyes for an answer to his remark. There was only a blank stare and more silence.


Maria knew her family well. After all, she was the structure that held them together, so when she saw her son’s troubled face, she knew something was wrong. When he warned her not to be angry, she knew what it was. She had suspected something when Miguel started middle school a few years back. She thought he would just grow out of it by high school. She feared the day when he wouldn’t. 


Now, Maria wasn’t only angry at herself, she was also angry at Jorge for helping her in failing Miguel as parents. With Miguel, she was angry, sad, embarrassed, and disgusted. She couldn’t believe God would allow this to happen to her. He was now her son and a huge problem in the small family she tried so hard to save.


When he said he was gay, her delicate world fell apart but she couldn’t allow herself to show Evil her defeat. She would always love God and would always follow His word. 


It seemed to be hot dizzying hours until his mother gave an answer. However, it was the answer Miguel had expected and not the one he wanted. 


“I’m so disappointed in you” she said. “How... Why did you do this to us?...to me?”  The tears finally started to fill her eyes but she still fought with herself to stay under control.


“Mom, I’m sorry but I had to tell you.” The tears did not yet reach Miguel. 


The front door opened and Jorge, along with Alberto, entered. Maria made no effort to wipe away the tears that wet her cheeks. Jorge put bags on the table. Alberto, a taller male version of Maria, was the first to notice his sister's face.


“What’s wrong?” He looked at Miguel and back at Maria. “What happened?”


“Not now” she said quickly. Then to her son, “Go to your room. I don’t want to talk to you right now.”


“Mom, I’m sorry” Miguel whispered and walked to his room. He locked the door and kneeled at his bed, covering his face and breathing deeply, listening to the drums of his hammering heart. Stupidly, he thought it was about to burst out of his chest like the creatures in that alien movie. He couldn’t remember the title but that would be better than to deal with the “talk” he would have with his parents. Miguel had never come out to his friends at school. Although they seemed more like acquaintances by the way they treated him. He was always too afraid to tell anyone and it had already been a hard enough choice to accept it himself. Still, his mother had, for just a second, revealed an expression of deep horror and that scared him because it might affect their “talk” and what came after.


As soon as Miguel left the kitchen, Maria broke down and cried. Jorge seemed to barely notice and repeated Alberto’s questions. Her only response was “He wouldn’t... He wouldn’t...”


“Ya pues. Enough already. What’s going on?” he asked her, a little impatient.


“No. He would never allow this” She looked up at him. “God would never put this... this burden on us. He would never...” She stopped halfway and cried more. Alberto gave her a glass of water and she seemed to calm down a little. “He told me he was gay. Do you know how that makes me feel?”


“I’m sorry” Alberto said with complete understanding in his eyes. Jorge only sat down and drank a beer, his eyes finally turning glossy.


“It just feels like he threw away his future. But, why would he do it?” Maria held her hands to her face as if crying would somehow distort her face. This had brought back those memories of her own satanic-influenced acts.  A secret only Christ, her brother, and her own parents knew of. She knew what to do and when she looked up at Alberto, he knew too. There was only Jorge to tell, and according to the empty bottles, he wouldn’t mind much.


When he woke up the next day, Miguel almost didn’t remember the night before. Then he did, and his heart sped up. The morning was unusually quiet, as if the whole world held its breath waiting for some ominous event to occur. He changed  quickly and looked out to the clear morning sky. On his desk was a brochure. It had the word FREEDOM! written in large caps and there was a picture of a youngish woman on the front. On the back was a man with brilliant light shining from above. In smaller letters it read:


Greg Michael is the director of Freedom! For years, he has been deeply involved with communities in the movement against the crisis of homosexuality. Come and join him through a powerful and spiritual journey into the love of God. Follow these simple steps that will help you and your family continue growing in the Lord.

At first Miguel didn’t know what to think about it. He opened the folded paper and a note fell out. It read: We’ve already made arrangements. The “talk” would really be his family talking and him listening. It was clear he would have no opinion in this. He jumped as his uncle walked in. Alberto had a sad expression on his face. Miguel thought it was more like pity but he wasn’t quite sure.  He invited Miguel to sit with him on the bed.


“Listen. I know how you must feel. Evil placed this challenge on you, but just know that we are all here to help you.” Alberto placed a hand on Miguel’s shoulder and smiled. He continued in his scripted speech. “Your family and most of all God will make sure you do not fall deeper into this terrible sin.” Miguel started to understand what this was leading into and he didn’t like it. He had heard of these special treatments homosexuals went through in order to be cured. However, that was in the crazy stories his acquaintances told of life in the South. He had ignored the badly researched stories of arranged marriages and mutated babies but one story caught his attention. That one featured Christianity clashing with homosexuality. Miguel half believed the story and it had never crossed his mind to ask his mother about the issue. Now he felt himself starting to float off the ground, knowing that there was such treatment in the “open-minded West”.


Alberto noticed Miguel had a blank stare and said, “Look, I know people who’ve gone through the process and they all ended up living a normal and happy heterosexual life. It’s a process that will not only cure you, but it will get you so much closer to God.” He said the last part with emphasis and excitement.


Miguel was still in shock and stared at him. “But, I’m not sick” he said at last.


“You’re right” His uncle breathed after a moment. “You’re not sick. You have sinned. I just want you to know that the satanic thoughts that are going on in your head, the ones about the boys, will only remain there until you open up yourself to God.” He looked for a reaction in Miguel, found none and said, “Give it a chance. I know we will all pray for you to be better soon." Then he frowned and looked down as if something at his feet caught his attention. "Just don’t disappoint us again.”


Alberto stood and left the room without looking back at Miguel. He could almost taste the family’s rejection in the air as his uncle left. He thought it would pass after a while but the feeling only became stronger. It choked him. The knot in his stomach left only to be replaced by a knot in his throat which made the suffocating feeling worse. If he could only tear open his chest and let the air breath into him... His eyes watered, his heart pounded inside him, and he floated higher than ever.


The couple with scrutinizing eyes stared. The atmosphere emanating from the house in front was strange. There was no other way to say it. It was just strange. The family coming out of the gray house was strange. The woman that looked like she had slept too few was strange. The man that looked like he had drank too much was strange. Most of all, the pale-faced boy was strange. It looked like he had just been scared into puberty. He was the pink boy. The scrutinizing woman smiled at the thought.


A man younger than the woman but older than the boy stood by a small car. The family, although it looked more like they were strangers forced to live together, exchanged a few words and hugs and kisses. The two younger men entered the car and drove off.


Such a strange people, the scrutinizing woman thought. She would make sure the children didn’t go too near to that house. Her husband went back in the house but she stayed behind to keep watch.


When the car left, Maria felt the tears forcing themselves back out. She fought to hold them inside. Ignoring Jorge, she walked back to her room. Inside her cramped closet there was a box hidden by shoes. She pulled it out and heard her muscles crack loudly as she forced herself to open it. The box hadn’t been opened in so long she vaguely remembered what was inside. To her disappointment there wasn’t much to distract her from what she really looked for. There were some pictures of people she half remembered and a few pieces of junk she used to collect as a girl. Most of these were rocks, jewels, and pieces of cloth. The envelope she wanted was wrapped in one of these pieces so tightly the paper had bent in the middle. Her hands trembled as she unfolded the letter.


“Perdoname. Forgive me. ” she mumbled as she looked up. She had reluctantly told Jorge about the letter the night before and he only hugged her very tightly. He drank and there was little to do to change his habits but Miguel was still young and had hope. She read over the letter directed to Samantha and the memories brought the same anger, sadness, embarrassment, and disgust Miguel had brought her. The tears came rolling down. She looked up and shook her head. The last line: I hope that you understand that how I feel about you now will change our lives tomorrow. filled her with mixed emotions. She didn’t understand why she had ever written it in the first place or why she even kept the letter. The last words she ever wrote to Samantha were her greatest sin: Love, Maria.


This is a training program... This is a training program... you are a sinner... 


A blurry month of dizziness and half-forgotten lectures sped by,


This is a training program... change is your test... change... He’ll answer when you learn to love Him...

then two more confusing and frustrating months forgot themselves in the time. The people who had begun to give up were overjoyed of their victory. Those who still held onto their broken hearts and fought were cowering in the corners. All were sick


He will test you... training program... the light is beautiful... you are a Struggler and that is a sin... you are a sinner... change...

but on the fourth month, more than half the people had been cured. The training program worked for them. Those who were still fighting with the crisis were called Strugglers. They couldn’t change because the ineffective program was working against them. They had already started on the path to the failure of their most difficult test. Miguel was glad he was failing. He would leave these people who wanted to stop a changing world when they knew that the world would never stop growing. 


The church wanted him to change and he learned that he wouldn’t change. No. He couldn't. No one could. It was like the more the Strugglers prayed, the more they understood who they really were. They were gays and lesbians and God had wanted them that way. Some denied it, others accepted it but gave up later in fear. Still others were on their way to a confusing psychological and emotional breakdown because they fought a war in their own heads. They knew they would never change completely.


To their families, they were like some strange new disease that left knots on a tree. No matter how hard their families tried to reshape the structure, the knots never changed. The trees would branch out and grow old but the knots would always be there, unless they changed for themselves. 


The program and counseling were difficult. Mainly because the ministry tried to prevent something that was instinct to humans. "Sex and love are pre-installed functions in people. We can't stop it. We can love a man or a woman or God." An older brown-haired boy told Miguel. He had been in the program a few days when Miguel met Christian. His sister and him had been caught with their partners, and now their family wouldn't see them. Miguel liked Christian, but in fear of getting too close and never leaving the church, he tried hard to ignore him, but Christian always talked to Miguel. 


"Love will always be love, no matter who it is. That what you're trying to say?" asked Miguel. "Love a man or a woman or God." He repeated the words under his breath.  


"Exactly! They only bring us closer to finding what life really means. At least that's how I'm going to find my own God." said Christian. The only God they knew, however, was the heterosexual white male the ministry told them hated homosexuals.  


“The deeper you get into Satan’s influence, the harder it is to rise above it” the ministry corrected. They always tried to correct them.


Well into the program, a stubborn girl had once told the minister that maybe God had actually intended some people to be gay. It was Christian's sister. In response, she was given extra assignments.


“There’s more praying, more copying, more trying to prevent homosexual thoughts” she said. “We were told that we would never change just by having a heterosexual relationship. And yet, they want to change us by having us think and act straight!” she exclaimed sarcastically to an audience of teenage-ex-gays in training. “If they really think that all of this is in our head, isn’t it possible that Satan is in their own head too?


“I’m being honest!” she cried when the teen’s eyes widened in shock. “I was forced to be here. I don’t believe in this.”  Some people gaped at her, others didn’t want to even listen. She missed a few sessions after that and when she came back, she was the first to give up her identity confusion that, according to her, was falsely influenced by a demon that didn’t exist.


Miguel thought that people were really scared after that. Christian and his sister were always the ones that gave him hope. Now they refused to talk about sexual freedom. Miguel believed that the people who were cured only admitted defeat out of fear. They didn’t want to be rejected anymore, either by God or by their own families. 


An ex-gay speaker once told them that there were times when he felt weak and that he should give up. “Minor temptations” he called the feelings. All he did was remember that God would not like it if he surrendered after fighting strong for so many years. Miguel felt sorry for him. He was an ex-gay that was more confused than the people who were still struggling. The speaker tried to tell his patients that they had to erase their false identity. 


“The only false identity I have is pretending I’m straight” thought Miguel.


Very soon in the counseling and praying, Miguel realized the Strugglers were all average people. The difference was that their families believed they would rot in the hottest abysmal chamber because of their homosexual involvement. Some Strugglers actually had an added bonus to their life-changing challenge. The musicians and artists were teased because their style was not manly enough, the lonely ones were made fun of because they found safety and acceptance among other gays, and the people like Christian were shunned because they were too outspoken. Still they all continued to go to the classes and continued to pray to find an answer. They were lost and God could not find them.


This is a training program. You are a sinner and you will change!

The light shone through the dusty curtains and cast an eerie glow around the room. The box with the letter still lay out in the open near the closet. On the bed, sitting cross-legged, was a woman with very messy hair, carelessly tied in what should have been a ponytail.


Maria felt that she had not slept, eaten, or lived in years. She was lost, and she knew that God would not find her. It had been a dizzying four months since Miguel had come out to her. She knew the ex-gay ministry worked perfectly if everyone involved believed in the Lord. She wasn’t seeing as much improvement in her son as she had experienced this far when she attended a similar church long ago. As for Jorge, Maria hadn’t seen him since. She knew he continued to drink and not much else. He was lost in his addiction.


During the nights Maria couldn’t sleep. Depressed and separated from the rest of the world, she slowly died in her own shame. She felt responsible for the fall of her family. Alberto would visit sometimes but she had stopped praying with him so he stopped visiting. She was anxious for results. 


When she was younger, her mother told her something she remembered until the day. “Satan knows of the small cracks every worshiper has. These are the weak spots left from a time of sinning. He knows these and gets into them and spreads them wider unless we can stop him” she had said. Now Maria wasn’t so sure she could prevent it from happening. She was so weak and listless. If Miguel refused to change, she didn’t know what would happen. He had already embarrassed the family once and that had completely broken up the delicate structure. 


If he refused to change...


By the time most people were healed, Miguel was very depressed and angry. 


"I can't take this anymore!" a horrified Christian told him before they entered the room. "It's so hard. I don't know what to do. I know that being like me is wrong and immoral and... and..." 


"Stop it!" interrupted Miguel. Christian's eyes were shiny with tears. "We are not wrong. They are wrong." Christian only shook his head. Miguel thought fast and said, "Remember what you told me? That 'God is a lesbian black woman'?" Christian's horrified eyes widened and for a second he wore the shocked look of a cartoon character.


"You said that if we believed that the one who could save us was a straight white male, we would believe all straight white males were saviors. These straight males are slowly killing you by trying to change you!" Christian covered his ears and shook his head.  Miguel grabbed Christian by the shoulders and, in a final attempt to save im, kissed him. Christian quickly pushed Miguel away and turned around, shaking his head more violently than before. Miguel had feared the worst but it was too late. The few Strugglers who were once at risk to never be saved were now entering the beautifully decorated room. The cloudy smoke in the room reminded him of the special incense Maria used to put out at home. It softened the edges and made the scene less threatening. The dozen Strugglers, with a puffy-eyed Christian in the lead, walked through two sets of six benches towards a man in a robe. On the walls were finely printed paintings of Jesus carrying his cross and the Heaven which everyone in the room hoped to enter one day. 


The Strugglers lined up in front of the priest and kneeled down as he spoke to them. Distracted and with a headache coming, Miguel turned to the last person on his left. Christian was listening intently to the priest. In the end, he had not been able to find his own God, but found the only God that was given to him. Behind him were Warriors, Strugglers who had realized the evil of their sin and learned to love their Savior. 


As the minister passed before each person, he placed his open palm on their head, whispered something, and closed his eyes. There was an exchange of words and a wet cross was drawn on the individual’s forehead. Miguel had forgotten what to say because he didn’t want to say it. He had studied for more than five months and he forgot because he didn’t want to say it. Beads of sweat began to appear on his forehead and his hands started to sweat. 


As the priest came closer, the floor around Miguel started to disappear. Mixed with the stuffy aroma of the incense, his lungs cried for air. His heart had been beating fast


boom-boom, boom-boom

since the beginning of the training classes and now his knees shook with each beat


boom-boom, boom-boom
 


The priest stood before him now. He was a white, purple, and golden blur. Miguel was spinning and falling backwards. He tried not to fight it this time because he knew he had lost. The head ache that started on his left side cut through his head like knives and reached his right side. He could feel the warm palm touching his forehead and he heard the whispered words. He thought he had forgotten but he answered back. It was all mumbling to him but he recognized the pattern of their whispered conversation. Miguel admitted defeat and he knew he didn’t mean the words he said. A cool wetness was on his forehead now; the cross that signified the end of a difficult journey in a life full of difficult journeys.


He was lost. Just as Christian was lost in the love of his new God. As his mother was lost in her dark hatred. As his father was lost in his addiction. The church wanted him to change and he learned that he couldn’t change. No.


He never would.


