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 The Spider and the Web 

 Self-hatred is a web. Each new layer is created by ourselves and our surroundings, an 

 event or word or memory that struck us so deeply that it captures our minds. It tangles around 

 our arms, our legs, our stomach, and squeezes until we’re breathless, until the panic begins to set 

 in and we think  I am going to die, like this, and  no one will care. 

 Self-hatred is a good friend of mine. We hold hands when I go out, lay in bed together as 

 I try to sleep. It whispers to me, in the darkest part of my mind, and promises that nothing will 

 come of  this  . If self-hatred is a web, then I am the  spider, coming to devour my own self in a trap 

 of my own creation. But the world is not always as black and white as that implies. The notion 

 that self-hatred is self-inflicted is, well, in the name. What isn’t in the name is everything else: 

 the friends, the school, the parents, the romance, the gender, the sexuality, the  what ifs.  We do not 

 just start hating ourselves, or any aspect of ourselves, because we simply feel like it. There are 

 more external effects than we realize, perhaps already deeply rooted into society, that influence 

 this hatred. A teenage girl will not look in the mirror and think she is fat unless someone has 

 made her think that anything other than the societal standard for beauty is unacceptable. But it’s 

 usually too late when we realize what is influencing our own self-hatred, and the damage is done. 

 Self-hatred is a blight. It spreads, and burns, and scars. It is an enemy and a friend. 

 Every teenager has their moments of self-hatred, especially in the halls of smelly, 

 awkward high schools. Some of that is natural. Everyone is growing into themselves, learning 

 their style, exploring the dating scene. And some of us are realizing we are gay. 

 Already an awkward, quiet kid, one filled with self-doubt, I was not prepared for this 

 revelation. I was not prepared to have my entire life reshaped. I did not allow myself to think I 
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 was gay, or even say the world for almost four years from my realization. In fact, I told myself 

 this:  You are not gay and you cannot tell people you  are gay, because you are just confused and 

 want attention.  The first thoughts I had about it,  a little freshman already thrown into a stressful 

 situation of high school, are the hardest to think about now. Even now, as I sit and write this, I 

 was struck with the thought:  what if, after everything  you’ve been through, you’re not actually 

 gay? What if you’ve been tricking yourself this whole time, you attention whore? 

 What if? 

 My junior year of high school, my best friend and I decided to go to our Homecoming 

 dance. We were both relatively happy, and when we were happy, we wanted to try new things. I 

 wore a red lace dress, one that sparked a rare amount of confidence in me. I was excited when 

 we arrived, walking through the doors to the gymnasium. It was already packed with people, 

 dimly lit, with thumping music. I had never really been to a party like this before. At first, it was 

 exciting. I’m not sure when it all went downhill, but it happened fast, as most internal crises do. 

 Anxiety is different for everyone. My own anxiety is deeply rooted in my chest. My heart 

 feels like it’s bouncing, like it weighs nothing and everything all at once, and I can feel it hitting 

 the wall of my chest like a hammer. I get very lightheaded, and quiet, and tearful. Of course, I 

 always dread crying in front of my peers, so those are forced back, forced in, until I can get some 

 fresh air. That night, I had my anxiety attack, went to the bathroom, and then left the dance with 

 my friend. No one ever noticed, or asked me if I was alright. And that’s okay, because I wouldn’t 

 have handled that well, either. Now, I’m left wondering what about that night sent me 

 spirling--was it the music, the noise, the people, the closeness? Why, at one of the happiest points 

 in my high school years, was I still feeling this way? 
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 I am a major advocate for loving yourself, but I am also a hypocrite. I felt confident that 

 night at Homecoming, only to have my anxiety take over. That’s because of the atmosphere 

 itself. School dances are inherently heteronormative, and that’s okay. I wouldn’t expect them to 

 be any different. It’s just that heteronormativity is suffocating for someone who fears that little 

 part inside of them that isn’t, well,  heteronormative.  (  Writing that sentence, I almost slipped up 

 and used the word  normal  . It persists). When I saw  couples together, or people dancing, I just 

 could not stop thinking about my own sexuality. There’s the stereotype of gay people being 

 “flamboyant” or “out there”. Well, I don’t particularly like those words, but there is a reason for 

 those cruel stereotypes. It’s because our sexuality is all we think about. It’s a bowling ball on our 

 chest. Moving through every moment of the day, I am thinking about my sexuality and the way 

 people perceive me. It’s a funny little thing, to be sitting in fourth period English, and think,  if  I 

 came out to my parents today, I don’t know what would happen. Oh, time to analyze  The Great 

 Gatsby  ! 

 For me, self-hatred and internalized homophobia are one and the same. How can I love 

 such a broken part of myself, how can I love something that makes my life so much harder? 

 Even as I prepared to write this, I hesitated. I hesitated writing to a larger audience, thinking that 

 no one would want to hear it. I thought of all of the straight people reading this and imagined 

 them laughing, or scoffing. In that way, I’m stereotyping them as well, but it has nothing to do 

 with them and everything to do with my self perception. I am convinced they will feel this way 

 because my hatred for my sexuality makes it so I am convinced everyone else will hate it, too. 

 That is the only way. Writing this, I would simply be forcing my sexuality in people’s 

 faces--have you ever heard someone say that? Yeah, well, it’s a real thing. My senior year, I was 

 as out as I could have been, and yet every time I made a quiet joke or remark about, say, liking 
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 girls, it haunted me for the entire day.  Why did I say that? They’re probably grossed out. They’re 

 probably annoyed that I said that. They don’t care, why would they care?  I had no right to my 

 sexuality. I was begging and begging myself to love something that was  mine  and only mine, but 

 belonged to my hatred. 

 The Tuesday following the dance, I was going to a Troye Sivan concert with two of my 

 closest friends. When I think of something that is the polar opposite of Homecoming, it is this 

 concert. It’s actually a very heavy topic in my mind, something I think about even now. When I 

 put them side to side, I lean back to look at them thinking  what went wrong? 

 The concert was in New York City and was sold out. My parents brought me and my two 

 friends, both also struggling with their sexualities in different ways (the three of us had been 

 friends since elementary school, so the case of all of us being gay was just an insane, if not lucky, 

 coincidence). Of course, my parents had no idea who Troye Sivan was, or how he was one of the 

 most popular LGBTQ+ artists out there. Their ignorance was my bliss, for that small instance. 

 I dressed in a jean jacket and T-shirt that read “More Love”, with my familiar red 

 converse. Back then, it was the “gayest” outfit I could have imagined myself wearing, and I was 

 immensely proud of it. My friend Marie even made a joke when we got to the theater that there 

 were so many jean jackets. But the apparel wasn’t what struck us so sharply. It was the 

 atmosphere. It’s a difficult thing to explain to people that haven’t been in building of almost 

 strictly queer people before. To put it gently, we looked like children. When you’re seventeen, 

 you  feel  like an adult, but when your age is actually  put to the test in the real world, you are 

 nothing but a kid. It wasn’t just in age, either. We were three very confused, young, 

 inexperienced gay children, surrounded by many 20-or-so-year-olds that seemed more 

 comfortable in themselves and their sexuality than we could ever imagine ourselves being. Our 
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 seats were on the top balcony, pretty close to the front row, on the end. I sat between Luka and 

 Marie, rubbing my grossly sweaty palms on my jeans. We were quite possibly the three youngest 

 people up in that balcony. Around us, people were drinking beer and wine, talking about their 

 day jobs, about going to clubs afterwards. Meanwhile, I was studying chemistry flashcards in my 

 lap for the quiz I had first period the next morning (it was not one of my proudest moments). 

 When I think of my sexaulity, I think a lot more of the hardship I had associated with it. 

 The anger I held towards myself was evident, even that night. But there was something different, 

 inside the walls of that theater. Something that could not be found within the walls of a high 

 school gymnasium. I was shocked by how friendly everyone was. The people who sat beside us 

 talked to us throughout the night, and in general people just smiled and waved when you passed 

 them to the bathroom. When the concert began, and everyone was on their feet singing along, it 

 wasn’t suffocating. It was the opposite. Emotions overwhelmed me, but not because I was 

 uncomfortable. I had never felt so comfortable in my entire life. This concert had everything 

 Homecoming had had: people, dancing, music. Yet I wasn’t feeling anywhere close to tears, or 

 fearing what people thought of me. The people around me were not strangers. They were humans 

 who had experienced the same things as me, the same emotions and struggles, the same 

 challenges. There was no knowing whether the woman next to me was out to her family, or if the 

 man behind me didn’t resent a small part of his sexaulity. The beauty was the fact that, in that 

 theater, we were able to leave all of those insecurities at the door. It didn’t matter what the 

 outside world thought about us, because in there we were a community, a family of sorts, that 

 would be there to catch you when you fell. There, they do not allow you to hate yourself, and 

 they teach you reasons you should love yourself. 
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 If you have ever hiked to the top of a mountain on a beautiful summer afternoon and 

 gazed down at a glistening river, it’s that. If you have ever watched a sunset with someone you 

 love, it’s that. If you have ever smiled down at your phone reading a message telling you  you are 

 beautiful, and I love you,  it’s that. It is the feeling  of release, of a million bricks on your chest 

 lifted just an inch or so, to give you room to breathe. It’s thinking,  Maybe I will be alright, and 

 things aren’t as horrible as they seem.  It’s a dream,  and a reminder that dreams awake to 

 nightmares. 

 Leaving the theater was a dream. We were led down the emergency staircase, hundreds of 

 us, turning in circles down the spiral stairs, round and round. Everyone was talking, but there 

 were no clear words. It was all a dull buzz in my ears. The white lights were almost blinding, 

 guiding me down to somewhere I realized I didn’t want to be. I felt like I was going down those 

 steps for an infinity, trapped in my own thoughts. 

 That was amazing. I’ve never felt so amazing.  Down.  I like being gay.  Down.  Maybe I 

 can come out to my parents.  Down.  Do I like being  gay? Am I gay?  Down.  I could never tell my 

 parents, what if I’m not gay?  Down.  I don’t want to  go back to school.  Down.  I don’t want to go 

 back out there.  Down.  I will never be like these people.  Down.  I cannot be these people.  Down. 

 By the time I reached the bottom, I was breathless. Not from the many flights of steps I 

 took, but the thoughts that taunted me as I did. My joy, and confidence, and hope unraveled 

 before me with each turn, and somehow, when I looked at my friends, I knew they felt the same 

 way. This was a moment, shared between the three of us, that none of us were even going to be 

 able to talk about with, say, our parents or friends. It was a moment, locked in our hearts forever, 

 because no one was ever going to be able to understand what it meant to so desperately want to 

 be a part of something, only to despise the very part of you that makes it possible. . 
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 I cannot understand it, even today. What makes me think, as I type this,  you are not 

 worthy of this attention.  I grew up with the phrase  “the gays just want attention”, within my own 

 house and my own school. I didn’t even bat an eye. Every time we discussed gay rights in middle 

 school debates, I never thought,  hey, maybe this is  someone’s actual life.  There is a cliche saying, 

 that words are weapons (and a pen is a sword), but homophobia is more often than not an 

 internal wound, rather than a surface one. 

 I am bleeding from the inside out, and there is nothing I can do about it. 

 I try, so hard, to make it better. I have come to love my sexuality. In fact, I can even call 

 myself a lesbian. That was something I struggled with immensely in high school. The word, used 

 most often as a slur or insult, was something that did not sit right with me. For years, I told my 

 friends that I was gay, but I didn’t like the term  lesbian  . The moment I realized I grew up with 

 gay women being referred to as “crazy lesbos”, my internalized homophobia was reshaped in my 

 mind. 

 Internalized homophobia, contrary to popular beliefs, is actually a chameleon. You go 

 through your days feeling like there’s something in the back of your mind, telling you not to do 

 things:  don’t look at that girl, she’ll think you’re  gay for her, don’t say lesbian, don’t daydream 

 about having a date to prom, don’t mention your sexuality, don’t even joke about it, they will hate 

 you for it.  It is, again, a good friend of mine, one  that kept me from wanting to wear my hats 

 backwards or flannels over hoodies (the simplest things make young gays very happy). It made 

 me think that I had to love looking feminine, rather than create my own style that was a good 

 amalgamation of the two. This was the norm, and when the moment comes that you realize your 

 everyday thoughts are not, in fact, your own thoughts, it’s a pretty terrifying thing. 
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 Yes, I was thinking these things, but I was  made  to think them. It's a lonely life, to 

 constantly be battling your own thoughts. Even now, as far as I have come with my sexuality, I 

 have to tell myself that I have a right to hang a pride flag in my room, or a right to tell someone 

 that  actually, I don’t like men like that.  I’m not  sure it will ever go away, and that scares me. 

 Everything about this scares me. I had never experienced depression before I realized I was gay. 

 Then, suddenly, it was long mornings of struggling to get out of bed, crying over the smallest 

 things, clawing my way through the school day with no true purpose. Sometimes, it doesn’t feel 

 worth it. What is the point of having pride in my sexuality, of loving it, if it makes me so 

 unhappy? Is it even worth it? Yet, I can’t pretend. Pretending is even more heartbreaking than 

 facing it. If facing your sexuality is suffocating, then ignoring it is a live burial. It will only end 

 in complete darkness. 

 I continue to wonder about that concert: why, if I felt so great there, did I melt back into 

 my oppressive thoughts right after? This burden will live with me forever, but it will get easier. I 

 refuse to be buried alive. If this self-hatred is a web, and I am the spider, then I must also be the 

 bird, ready to be mighty and powerful, a presence of positivity and love, there to devour the 

 spider in one fell swoop. 


