
When the man first arrived, no one paid him any heed. He yelled in the streets, calling for attention from passersby. Glances were spared his way, but the crowds easily moved past, their own lives occupying their thoughts. His ravings and hatred blurred with the noise of the city, words fading against closed ears. The people flowed past, day after day. But one day, something changed. Someone stopped.

Angela Clarkson was average. She didn’t have many hobbies, and her day mainly consisted of school and homework. But the first time she saw the man preaching on the street, she knew something could change. She saw the passion in his eyes and how fiercely he spoke. While others walked by, she listened to his words, really listened. And she stopped.

Eliana Martinez had a secret. It was a big, dark secret, and it was eating her alive. She knew her family wouldn’t accept her if it ever came to light, and she couldn’t imagine telling her friends. Jokes about the subject brought forth nervous laughter, and she’d quickly deny and change the topic of conversation.

“What, you aren’t gay or something, are you?” She was. Eliana Martinez was extremely, unchangeably gay. If just the thought of that wasn’t terrifying enough, then the posters started showing up.

Angela was finally excited. She didn’t know for what, entirely, but the man speaks so strongly she can’t help but feel he definitely knows a lot more than she does. She’s willing to nod and go along with what he says, and he always has a smile for her in return. A few others have joined their cause, but Angela holds place proudly at the man’s side. So when he asks her to put papers around the school advertising their cause, she does. And if she leaves in the evening and stays out until early morning, her parents either don’t notice or don’t say anything.

The posters were full of hatred. At her, at others like her. Judging words and cutting phrases printed on crisp white sheets. Eliana lifted a trembling hand to brush against the words, before wordlessly backing away. Flustered and confused, she gripped her arms around her chest and briskly walked down the hall, eyes down and away from the littered walls. When her friends laughed about the posters later, Eliana did as well. But if her laugh seemed a little too high or a little too loud, no one commented on it.

The people began to listen more as their numbers grew. When the man went to the streets, the crowd stopped. They listened, they stopped, they cheered. Angela stood proudly at the side of the man, alongside many others. They were perfect, the man had said. They were superior to the rest, in mind and body. He often told them all this and attested to their supremacy over the common masses, living ignorantly. He was like a prophet, his words pulled in others and enlightened them. She didn’t miss her old way of living, with empty rooms in a house and hours of just laying there, staring at the ceiling.  She had a new life now, as though she had been reborn.

It was suffocating. Family dinners began to feel more like interrogations, and Eliana could barely make it through lunchtime before dashing off from her friends. She wasn’t sure if they were still her friends at this point. She was certain they wouldn’t be if they knew the truth about her. Not a day went by without her locking herself in the bathroom, breath coming in shallow and much too fast. Her nails cut into her arms, but the stings were barely noticeable. A sharp inhale broke through wheezing gasps, and her tear-streaked face twisted with muffled sobs. She just wanted to be. She just wanted to hold hands, to find someone and love, to laugh and love with someone. And if that someone happened to be the same gender, why, why did it change so much?

They were growing rapidly. New members flowed in daily, and their size had increased exponentially from her first day. Some of the people that joined had less than savory characters, but the man said they would help them. Angela soothed her fears about them, she trusted the man. He knew a lot more than she did. But it didn’t stop a mildly uncomfortable feeling whenever they stared at her a moment too long or threatened those who disagreed with the man’s words. She knew the man was right, he always was. But did they have to beat the boy who was seen pressing a chaste kiss onto the cheek of another? Surely he could’ve been taught some other-- no. She had to stop thinking. The man told her that sometimes. She thought too much. Following was so much easier. The man knew what he was doing. But if pleading eyes haunted her dreams at night and a mouth opened in a silent cry for help stayed in the back of her mind, that was nobody’s business but her own.

Eliana walked through the streets with her head down. The atmosphere of those walking held a certain weight, people filled with a mindless hate towards her mixed into the crowds. Glancing up, brown eyes met pale blue. Eyes locked together for a moment before one or both looked away. The connection was lost.
