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Tim and Rod became two of the most-loved faces on Aussie television when they won Network 10’s The Amazing Race in 2019. As the first gay married couple on Australian TV, they loved inspiring the LGBTIQA+ community and normalising the appearance of queer people in prime time. Aside from television, the pair have launched The Real Househusbands podcast series, celebrating their guilty pleasure of reality TV, as well as maintaining a social-media presence that includes more than 87k followers on Instagram. Through their stories and oversharing, Tim and Rod are devoted to encouraging all young people to embrace who they are, no matter how different from the mainstream, usually by having a good laugh at their own expense. Tim and Rod live in Newcastle, New South Wales, and The Greatest Feeling in the World is their first book.
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We would like to dedicate this book to our younger selves. Thank you for not giving up and for finding the courage and strength to be your true, authentic selves. One day you will meet your Prince Charming, who will love you for all your quirks and for not being afraid to be ‘Different’.
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Prologue





TIM


THIS IS IT. We are about to get married and live happily ever after!


Well, kind of. To quote Shakespeare (former theatre geek that I am), ‘The course of true love never did run smooth,’ and that is certainly true for us. But the issues in our relationship rarely come from within.


When the Sattlers are on board, they are 100 per cent on board. Everyone wants in on the wedding action. Mum’s going to walk me down the aisle, my brothers Ben and Trent are my best men, Aunty Jenza is our celebrant, my cousin Amy and her boyfriend are doing the music, my nephew Winston is our ringbearer and, most importantly, Uncle Damo is on standby for any emergency bottle-o runs.


I am so full of pride; not only am I ready to fly the rainbow flag as one of the first gay people to be legally married in Australia, but I am also beyond proud to come from a family who would do anything in their power to support me. Yet I’m trying to downplay their roles in the wedding because the more they contribute, the more it seems to underline the absence of Rod’s family.


As much as Rod is being his strong, steadfast self, it’s obvious to me that he is hurting. A lot. His family’s distinct lack of interest and excitement is clear. Their strong judgement is ever-present. They wholeheartedly believe that we’re sinful and that two men should not get married.


I don’t ever want to make this about me, but I can’t help feeling humiliated and confused by the fact that Rod’s family are so against us getting married. The guilt weighs heavily on my heart. I also struggle to understand why they feel this way. Do they really believe their God doesn’t approve of same-sex marriage?


With Rod’s family, I feel like an outcast. I’ve known that because I’m a gay man they’ll always keep me at a distance, but I’d thought they would be able to separate me as a person from my gender and sexuality. Apparently not. I am clearly not what they want for their son and they shun me in the hope I’ll be replaced by a woman – any woman. For someone who has always felt rejected and alienated, I find this fucking hard.


This does not fit with my fairytale ending at all.


ROD


We’re about to get married and my Prince Charming is waiting on the other side of the rope bridge. But in my way is a dragon in the shape of my family’s rejection.


‘Mum and I are having a hard time coming to terms with you marrying a bloke,’ my dad tells me.


What?


‘Mate, it’s nothing to do with Tim, it could be any bloke. We just don’t think it’s right.’


Meeting Tim had helped mend my heart, broken by family rejection. Now it’s shattering all over again.


My parents refused to show at our engagement party. They also ensured my brother and grandparents didn’t attend either. What’s more, they told me flat out that a wedding was out of the question. There is no way in the world Mum’s Christian beliefs will ever let her attend a same-sex wedding. My parents think that being gay is a choice and that gay marriage is wrong.


Does my happiness just not matter? This and so many other questions bounce around my head on countless sleepless nights as the wedding approaches. I want all of my family there and for them to, just this once, celebrate me for being me. To be happy for me.


I try to tell myself and everyone around me that my anxiety and doubts are normal, it’s just ‘21st-century gay wedding’ cold feet from all the wedding planning and stress. Not to say I’m not having some very real wedding stress – I mean, what even is a ‘gay wedding’? Same-sex marriage has only recently been legalised in Australia and neither of us has ever been to a gay wedding. We have no idea what we’re doing!


We want to show the world that our love is just as important as any other couple’s and that it’s our right to call it marriage. But we also want to show off! We feel intense pressure to have this extravagant event, a stereotype to live up to, a hectic dance break at the reception that will go viral online and the most boujee set-up you have ever seen. We need to set a precedent, a high bar for all gay weddings to follow.


It’s also an amazing time and we’re so happy. But every time I get excited, I think, If my family aren’t going to be there, what’s the point? How can I give myself completely to someone if it means leaving behind such a big part of who I am?
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TIM: ‘That’s so gay’


My school life is so shit. It does have some high points – mostly just the school holidays – but it’s mainly riddled with bullying, insults and insecurity. Being a gay kid is tough and being a gay kid in Newcastle is tougher still. It’s a huge coal town with a rough exterior. Everyone seems to know one another so there’s just no place to hide. Not only am I struggling with the fact that I’m ‘different’, but that difference is also pointed out to me daily in Year 6.


Why do you act like a girl? You’re such a fairy. That’s so gay! You scream like a girl. You’ve got to be a faggot, right? We don’t want a sissy on our team.


The more that the kids in class, at recess and lunch, and on the oval drill home that I’m different or weird, the more I’m starting to believe they’re right. Worse, I’m starting to think that being different is wrong.


I’d do anything to make the bullying stop and I just want to be like everyone else. Instead, I feel like a freak who doesn’t deserve to be alive and, on some very dark days, I want to leave this world completely, to simply escape the pain. It’s soul-destroying to be made fun of and ridiculed for just being myself. Nothing I do is right. I hate sport but love dancing, I hate video games but love acting, I hate playing cops and robbers and instead I’m obsessed with art and craft. All the other boys want to be famous soccer players and I just want to be one of the Spice Girls: Scary, of course! I want to wear her outfits, walk in her shoes, have big hair and perform confidently in front of thousands of people like she does.


If my interests aren’t enough of a giveaway that I’m different, then the hand-me-down clothes that I’ve covered in glitter and stick-on diamantés would certainly confirm it. I’m an outcast and there seems to be nothing I can do about it.


Every day at school I find myself walking around eating lunch to save myself the humiliation of sitting alone. I can’t shake the overwhelming fear and embarrassment of clearly being different. As I do continuous laps of the schoolyard while eating my sandwich, I look around at all the other kids. Everyone has their private cliques and bestie groups. It’s my worst nightmare to run around with the boys in the scorching-hot sun and as much as I’d like to sit in the shade with the girls talking about Britney Spears, who I’ve recently become obsessed with, there’s no way in hell they’ll accept me. I secretly bought her first album, Baby One More Time, and am playing it non-stop on my Discman. I’d love to talk to the girls about Britney’s dance-break routines and amazing costumes, or about the Titanic movie. (I desperately want to be Rose and have a Jack to sweep me off my feet!) Anyway, the girls’d just say, ‘Why would a boy want to sit with us?’


As I pace the blazing concrete, I can’t wait for the lunchtime bell to ring and put me out of my misery. Sometimes after doing a lap of the school for what feels like the hundredth time, my feet are sore and I need to sit down. I’m not going to sit down by myself in plain sight, that’s for sure, so the only place to go is the boys’ toilets.


Walking into the toilet cubicle, I’m confronted with the most disgusting smell and hundreds of flies. This is the last place I want to be. Most of the other kids live for recess and lunchtime fun with their friends, but here I am in the toilets, afraid and embarrassed, waiting for the bell to ring and rescue me from this stinking, filthy, gross coffin I’ve locked myself in.


Pacing the school on my own, I’ve had plenty of time to observe how the social world works. I know that if I want to be like all the other boys, I need to pretend that I enjoy playing sports. When the lunchtime bell rings, all the boys rush to team up and play never-ending rounds of soccer, footy, cricket, basketball, handball. Meanwhile I would rather play Barbies with the girls and see what bits Ken has under his clothes. But if I want to stop the insults, protect myself a bit and finally make some friends, I need to make the other boys believe I’m a sports super fan.


I muster up as much courage as I possibly can and reluctantly walk over to the soccer pitch – court? Oh my God I don’t even know what it’s called – where all the boys are playing soccer. I stand there on the sideline, watching them play together so effortlessly, my stomach a bundle of nerves. The voices in my head tell me I’m never going to fit in and this is a stupid idea, but the desire to be like everyone else is way too strong to ignore.


I nervously walk up to one of the coolest boys at my school, Alex, and mutter, ‘Can I please join in?’ His jaw drops open. He looks around at all the other boys to see if anyone’s going to confirm that I’m serious. I knew this was a bad idea. I start to backpedal to avoid total embarrassment: ‘I can just be a goalie, so I don’t get in the way of everyone.’


Alex hesitates, then probably to avoid awkwardness he just goes, ‘Yeah I guess so.’


This is it: I finally have an opportunity to fit in. I know my soccer skills aren’t going to change the world, but how hard can it be to stop a ball from entering a net? As I walk towards the goal, I see the other team all trying to hide their smiles. They clearly believe they’re now going to win, but I’m determined to prove Alex and his mates wrong. This is my time to shine and show the entire schoolyard that even though I like drama, dance and playing imaginary shopping games with the girls, I can also totally smash it on the soccer field.


Alex aggressively throws the ball down and the game is back in action. My heart starts racing a million miles an hour. What if the ball hits me in the face? What if I kick it and break my ankle? What if it smashes me in the chest and my heart stops and I die? I stand there like a deer in headlights, praying the ball doesn’t come anywhere near me. In fact I wish it would spontaneously pop and the game would be called off forever.


Instead the ball starts hurtling directly towards me at the speed of light.


Oh my God oh my God! I scream in my head. I know that if I stuff this up, I’ll be humiliated in front of everyone and once again the butt of everyone’s jokes. So I close my eyes, let out a scream and jerk my leg in what I think is the direction of the ball.


Nothing happens. I slowly open my eyes, look around and realise the ball has flown straight past me and into the goal. I look back and all the other boys are laughing and pointing at what they’ve just witnessed. Not only have I just let out the most high-pitched scream in the history of the schoolyard but I’ve also lost the deciding point. I stand there feeling totally embarrassed when suddenly the bell rings.


Yay, I think, saved by the bell.


The other boys run back to class, still chuckling, while I hang my head in shame and hurry back to the boys’ toilets. I feel like I’m going to burst into tears and don’t want anyone to see me looking even more pathetic than I already do.


The one place I can be myself is dance class. Dance and performing arts are the only things that fill me with joy and allow me to truly be myself. I feel like I can survive the school day, all the insults, all the exclusion, because I know that for those few hours a week I can escape and just be happy. Without that, I don’t think I’d make it through.


I’m obsessed with making up dance routines and I choreograph entire Super Bowl performances in the privacy of my bedroom. I need my hit of dance every day and if I don’t get it, I feel like I’ll explode. I continually beg my parents to let me be part of the yearly school dance concerts and get so excited when I receive outrageous outfits. I’m fixated on all the bright colours, glitter and sparkles.


My parents never tell me I’m not allowed to dance. My mum wholeheartedly encourages and supports me to pursue my creative interests and even enrols me in dance lessons, a craft group and a weekly drama class. Mum is the most genuine and kind-hearted person you could ever meet. She’s a kindergarten teacher and so passionate about her job; her other main mission in life is to make the people around her happy. Wherever she goes and whatever she does, she’s always spreading positive vibes.


My favourite weekend outing is going to Spotlight with Mum to pick out the most over-the-top material I can get my hands on. On the drive I’m not sure if I’m more excited going shopping with Mum or driving past the enormous penis-shaped observation tower that Newcastle’s famous for. As we arrive in the city we can see the smoke billowing out of the coal-plant chimneys and we hear the horns of huge coal ships entering Newcastle Harbour.


In Spotlight, I run around like a headless chicken. We spend hours showing each other fabrics, the brighter and more outrageous the better. Mum sparks up conversations with other customers like she always does. She loves meeting new people and learning about their lives. Dad often says, ‘Your mother can talk underwater with a mouth full of marbles,’ which is so true.


Even though I always feel I have Mum’s complete support, it’s a different story with my dad and two older brothers. They’re the definition of ‘Aussie men’. My brothers Ben and Trent are the cool, popular kids in school, stars of the local rugby league team and surf competitions. While I’m practising dance routines, they’re playing rugby; when I’m at craft group, they’re surfing; and I’m in drama class when they’re at soccer practice. We have nothing in common and I struggle to relate to them in any way. Even though they accept me, I’m always enormously ashamed that I’m not like them.


Dad’s a builder but he suffered a bad work injury when I was young. He fell off a ladder and broke his leg badly; his leg has never fully recovered and his life has been seriously affected by it. No son wants to let his father down and I always feel like my dad would be a lot prouder of me if I was more like my brothers.


While he’s always there for me, I still worry that I’m failing him as a son. Everywhere I look, I see families just like mine, living in houses just like mine, with blokey dads just like mine and sons … well, nothing like me! Dad comes to my dance shows to cheer me on and to make me feel loved and supported, but deep down I wonder how he really feels.


Like everyone else in Year 6, I’m obsessed with Baywatch. Why wouldn’t I be? It’s a TV show about ultra-hot people running up and down a California beach in red swimwear.


Dad has only recently paid for a yearly Foxtel subscription and one lazy afternoon I’m sitting alone flicking through the hundreds of channels, desperate to find something to fill my boredom. My brothers are of course outside, skating up and down the street with their best friends.


As I mindlessly flick through the channels something catches my eye and I stop, fixated. It’s an episode of Baywatch, and I’ve changed the channel at the exact moment Cody Madison is working out at the beach. Cody is one of the red speedo–wearing hotties on the show: incredibly beautiful and lean with the cutest smile I have ever seen. His exquisite golden locks never look out of place, even while working out. He is my idea of perfection. And I cannot believe what I’m seeing.


Mesmerised by his washboard abs and perfectly tanned skin, I slink off the couch onto the floor, directly in front of the TV. I’m instantly transported to my ultimate Malibu fantasy; I can almost feel the salty air on my skin and smell the coconut oil dripping off Cody’s body.


I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I want to be like him. Wait, maybe more? I’m confused. Lost in my imagination, I begin to fantasise about him rescuing me from the ocean. He runs along the beach in signature Baywatch slow motion, his athletic body cuts through the water towards me, his muscular arms reaching for me, then he throws me on my back, grabs me tight and powerfully swims me to safety.


I become incredibly turned on.


My head filled with thoughts of Cody, his smile and his muscles, I run to my room and start to touch myself. It feels great. I just keep going with the flow. With two older brothers in the house, I know what masturbation is, but knowing about it and doing it are two totally different things. The magazines they have are full of women, and looking at those glossy images never makes me feel this way.


Suddenly it dawns on me that I’m touching myself while thinking of a man! Am I really masturbating while thinking about Cody from Baywatch? Should I quickly change to thinking of Pamela’s boobs instead? No way, I want Cody! It feels too good to stop, so I don’t. This is what everyone was talking about, I think. My imagination is running wild, my body is following its lead and it feels amazing, I keep going and it’s incredible. Then – boom.


HOLY SHIT!


As I sink back into the pillow, a wave of relaxation washes over me. That was unbelievable. I promise myself to take note of every day and time Cody will grace my TV screen and that I won’t miss a single second. From that moment on, Baywatch – okay, Cody – becomes my newfound obsession. And in temporarily escaping into that sun-kissed fantasy, I felt released from any awkwardness, shame or embarrassment.


For a moment.


Fear, guilt and sadness come crashing back in, taking me over in the same way the intense pleasure did just a few minutes ago. Oh. My. God. What have I just done? I am disgusted with myself. No one can ever know what just happened. This will be my secret forever.


The next day at school, I try to put the whole thing behind me. In the corridor I comment to a boy in my class how amazing Pamela Anderson’s boobs are. He starts nodding but then looks up, realises it’s me who said this and looks confused. I’m obviously the last person he expected to hear this from. In an awkward moment I wish I could forget, he mutters, ‘Yeah she’s got nice tits,’ and quickly walks away.


Still, this attempt does make me feel a little better, and in some weird and twisted way, gives me a bit of hope that no one will ever find out my deep dark Baywatch secret. I just need to learn to perfect more believable Pamela Anderson compliments.
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ROD: ‘Not Adam and Steve’


My pop is the most important man in my life. My dad is a shift worker so I don’t see much of him. He works nights in the mines that feed the coal trains running through the city to the harbour. I spend more time with Pop. It’s Pop who teaches me how to peel prawns; in my family you learn how to do it quickly or you miss out.


Pop looks out for everyone – he’s the warmest, most caring person and totally devoted to his kids and grandkids. He kisses and cuddles us all the time and always makes a point of kissing his sons and grandsons. We hear Nan before we see her because she has such a big laugh, and she always seems happy. Nan and Pop are so involved in all our lives.


Until one day, Pop isn’t.


Nan and Pop were on holidays with friends up at South West Rocks on the Mid North Coast. Pop went out fishing with his mates on the boat and had a heart attack. He was sixty. Nan’s fifty-four.


Pop’s death hits my mum hard. Mum’s gorgeous, with her curly black hair and the most beautiful olive skin she got from Pop, who was Maltese. She goes from being this fun-loving, active, happy preschool teacher to someone unrecognisable. It’s as if her mind can’t take the fact that she has lost someone so dear to her. She starts staying in bed all day.


I don’t really understand what’s going on with her, but I know I love her and I want to help. Each morning, I wake up and make Mum her Weet-Bix and a cup of tea. I place it all on a big serving platter decorated with flowers and deliver it to her upstairs. I carry it ever so carefully into her room and place it on the bedside table, then I help her sit up and place these huge blue decorative pillows behind her back. I always remove the tea bag because she hates her tea too strong. Then I jump into bed next to her, turn on the TV and … watch Pokémon, my favourite show ever. That, Mum just has to endure.


Even though she is sad, Mum always forces a smile when I walk in each morning.


She’s on medication and she doesn’t want to feel this way anymore.


Nan thinks Mum should go to church. It takes some convincing, but eventually Mum agrees to give it a go.


When Mum comes home she tells me the pastor had talked about heaven and never being alone. He described being a Christian and having a relationship with God like having someone looking out for you all the time. The thing that really made an impression, though, was what the pastor said about being reunited with your loved ones in heaven after you die, which was like music to Mum’s ears.


The pastor’s message gives Mum hope and something to live for again. She becomes a born-again Christian and commits her life to God, and from that day on we attend the local Baptist Church every Sunday.


All I know is that Mum’s decision to turn to God saved her life. She quickly goes from being sad all the time, bedridden and on heavy medication to being a strong, beautiful woman who no longer needs medication at all. I have my mum back again, and it makes me believe in miracles.


Church is okay. It’s an incredibly old brick building with stained-glass windows that reach from the floor to the ceiling. Inside are long, hard wooden pews, a stage with a lectern the pastor preaches from and an enormous gold cross on the wall at the front of the church with the words HE IS RISEN above it. I usually stay in church for a bit of music and worship then head out to the Kids Club and play with the other kids.


By the time I’m eleven Kids Club doesn’t amuse me anymore, so I stay in church for the entire hour-long service and listen to the pastor preach each week.


Seems like church is a bunch of rules that we have to live by, or else!


If it’s not ‘Do not lie or steal’, it’s ‘Do not swear or use God’s name in vain’. The list – or ‘commandments’ as the Bible calls it – goes on and on. ‘Don’t murder.’ ‘Honour your mother and father.’ ‘No sex before marriage.’


I feel like church is teaching me how to be a ‘good’, respectable person. It’s not that hard not to lie, steal and murder; I respect my parents and am mostly a well-behaved kid. I am not even thinking about sex; in fact, the word ‘sex’ makes me giggle. I say ‘hump’ or ‘doing it’ instead and think ‘penis’ and ‘vagina’ are swear words.


The Senior Pastor is a cranky old dude with thinning, partly grey, partly white, partly brown hair combed over to the side. Every week he makes his entrance from the foyer at the back of the church and struts down the aisle between the rows of wooden pews. He has his Bible in one hand and never makes eye contact with anyone as he makes his way to the stage. He walks up the three steps at the front to get to the lectern, puts his things down, fixes his glasses with his thumb, walks on the spot a few times, hitches his pants then says, ‘Let’s pray.’ It’s the same every single week.


Most of the time the pastor stays behind the lectern while he preaches, but when it’s time to make a point, he paces from one side of the stage to the other using a lot of hand gestures, stops for one his infamous ‘walks on the spot’, then delivers his punchline. This routine must work because I always feel like the entire message is aimed at me when he moves away from his lectern and I swear he makes hectic eye contact with me when making his point. I may not know what he is talking about, but I am paying attention to that punchline!


I have no idea why the pastor is looking at me when he preaches or why, week after week, I seem to be hearing the same message.


‘Man must marry a Woman.’


Yes, that makes sense. Everyone I know has a mum and dad. I have aunties and uncles. Every movie, book and fairytale has a prince and a princess who fall in love. I want to fall in love and get married, but I don’t understand why the pastor’s statement makes my armpits sweat and my heart rate increase, or why he is looking into my soul when he says it. There’s this old gold clock on the wall and every time the pastor looks directly at me, I quickly look up at the clock to break eye contact.


The other frequently preached statement is ‘Sinners will go to Hell’. In fact, in church they speak more of hell than they ever do of heaven. It’s this evil place where the devil lives, filled with fire and brimstone. The pastor describes hell as a place where you will be alone, hearing all your loved ones screaming in pain for eternity and you will be helpless with no way to reach them. This is petrifying for me. The pastor teaches that ‘if you are not in a committed relationship with God then you will burn for eternity’, ‘we must ask for forgiveness’ and ‘God is the only one who can save you’. I even learn that ‘good’ people will still go to hell if they don’t have a personal relationship with Christ or become a born-again Christian.


Scarily, I have started realising that I am different, which makes me extra worried about hell. I don’t really understand the term ‘gay’; all I know is that I have an admiration for men. But I also have a sinking feeling that this puts me in the sinner camp …


At the end of Year 5, my sister Emma and I are offered a scholarship to a private Christian school. A woman from church passed away and her will provided for two children to be put through the Christian school. It’s an expensive school with a good reputation and way too good an opportunity to turn down. It’s not so bad for Emma because she was about to go into Year 7 and needed to change schools anyway, but I’ve just been made school captain so it’s a bigger deal for me to leave. But it’s both of us or neither, so I have to go.


Mum and Dad tell me that we’ll start there in the new year, which is a bummer as I have to turn down the school captaincy. I’m upset about that because I totally smashed it in my speech to get that role. It also means I have to dump my girlfriend, Karen, because ‘a long-distance relationship just isn’t going to work for me’. My school will be fifteen minutes away.


I don’t think the new school will be that different, but boy am I wrong. This school is strict; uniform has to be perfect, and we even have to wear matching school bags which are soooo ugly. We have a subject called Prayer and Praise, and they don’t even teach religion – it’s called biblical studies, which is compulsory by the way. We pray during roll call and at the beginning of many classes. I’m not in my small public school anymore.


The school is an old mine colliery converted into a school and owned by the Baptist Church we’re attending; the toilets are the original washrooms. But it’s now a very expensive place to attend. I’m embarrassed about telling people I got a scholarship so I just keep it secret.


It takes a bit to settle in. It seems strange to me that the majority of the kids attending this school are from Christian homes and from families that attend and are regular members of a church, until I find out that this is a requirement. Suddenly, without me even realising it, my life has become Christian. School, church, home, friends – everything has an underlying Christian teaching.


I don’t mind. I enjoy my new school and have become friends with the cool group and seem to fit in. I have scored myself a new girlfriend, one of the prettiest girls in school. We pass love letters in class then hold hands in the playground until the teachers tells us to stop. After school I give her a peck on the cheek and think I am so cool.


Except … I don’t actually want to kiss her, I just feel like it’s what I’m meant to do. I’m actually going home from school daydreaming about the popular boys a couple of years older than me, not thinking about the soft cheek of my girlfriend. This is my secret, and it doesn’t mean anything.


I can’t help what I think about, I just won’t act on it, I keep saying to myself over and over.


Meanwhile, from every angle, the messages I am getting are ‘Find a nice girl, get married young, have kids and get a golden retriever’ or ‘Dedicate your life to the Lord, spread the message of Jesus and do God’s Work’.


The phrases ‘you’re Gay’ or ‘that’s Gay’ are thrown around all the time. The people saying it don’t mean it literally; it’s more a figure of speech, but for the first time in my life I’m starting to put the pieces of the puzzle together. I start wondering, ‘What is a Gay person?’ ‘How do you become Gay?’ ‘Can you choose not to be?’


There is an ongoing joke at school that for some reason really rattles me.


‘GOD MADE ADAM AND EVE, NOT ADAM AND STEVE!’


I have no idea why this joke gets to me so badly. All I know is that I do not want to be feeling this way and I definitely do not want to be Gay. I feel like a crazy person. I want to get married and have kids, I want to have a girlfriend in school, I want to be making out with girls behind the demountable classrooms like the other kids, but everything in my being is screaming No! There is a tug of war between my brain and every other part of me.


Every so often at church, people choose to be baptised. As I sit in church and watch these people get dunked in water, I want to know more. I ask for a meeting with the youth pastor to find out more about it. Sitting in a small room at the back of the church, the youth pastor explains that for a born-again Christian, baptism symbolises being washed clean. I am holding onto every word he says. He continues to explain that as you enter the baptismal waters, you leave your old self and sins behind and as you go under the water you are washed clean and rise as a new person.


This is it! ‘I want to be baptised,’ I announce to the youth pastor. Surely the holy baptismal waters can wash my mind clean, and I won’t think this way anymore. My confusing thoughts can be washed down the drain with all my sins.


I prepare my testimony, to read out loud to the congregation before my baptism. On the day, I nervously state that God has saved my mum and that I want to dedicate my life to Him. There is no way I am going to say why I’m really doing this. Even as I speak, my anxious mind is puzzling, Will my baptism work if I lie about the reasons I want it? As I complete my testimony the congregation is clapping for me. The youth pastor prays over me, then, with his hand on my head, pushes me under the water and I rise a new, clean person.


I wish. As I stand there dripping, my heart sinks and I know, it didn’t work; I’m still me.


Back to the drawing board.


Many of the kids at school go to Pentecostal churches. They talk about the cool music they play, speaking in tongues, miracles and healings. They tell me about youth group on Friday nights and I decide I have to check it out. If these guys can pray for me and get rid of my confusing thoughts, then count me in.


During youth group they encourage people to come down and be prayed for by the youth pastor. He asks what I would like him to pray for and I mumble something generic about sinful thoughts. The pastor lays his hands on my head, speaks in tongues and tells me to give all my worries over to the Lord. All I can hear in my head while he speaks is:


GOD MADE ADAM AND EVE, NOT ADAM AND STEVE


GOD MADE ADAM AND EVE, NOT ADAM AND STEVE


GOD MADE ADAM AND EVE, NOT ADAM AND STEVE


He stops. I open my eyes. It didn’t work.


I’m going to a good school, I have amazing parents, I’m going to church and youth group and have the best friends in the world. Everything is perfect except for the feelings and voices in my head that just will not go away.


I repeat to myself every single day, You like girls. If I do not like girls then why do I have girlfriends? I try to convince myself this is true, but the voices in my head tell me otherwise.


Every day I catch my eyes wandering to this guy’s muscles or that teacher’s bulge, and the voices start all over again. You like that, don’t you, You can look, That’s so hot.


I find myself daydreaming about boys in class then realise I need to conceal the boner raging through my shorts under the table.


Each week in church I sit there and am told that ‘God can heal anyone or anything’ and ‘God forgives all’. But why aren’t I being healed?


I have now been baptised and prayed for a hundred times. I cannot keep going down for prayers that don’t work and if I keep responding, people are going to get suss.


The Church would have me believe that the voices in my head are the Devil trying to trick me into being attracted to men. But the feeling seems to come from much deeper within my soul.


I’m conforming to what my new world tells me is ‘right’ but why is it making me feel so wrong? Why is it making me feel like something’s wrong with me? Why is it making me feel like I’m sinning? I’m so scared that if I keep thinking like this, I am going to hell.
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TIM: Thank God my balls have dropped


I have never wanted anything more in my life; I want it so bad it hurts. I have waited and waited for years and now it’s finally happening I’m over the moon: my balls are starting to drop.


I’m overwhelmed with happiness as my voice begins to change. I’ve always had a high-pitched, feminine voice and my laugh sounds like I’ve inhaled a full tank of helium. My mannerisms are also flamboyant and my physical characteristics very feminine (explaining why I’m mistaken for a girl at school most days). Basically, I have G-A-Y tattooed across my forehead in huge letters for all to see. I’m so relieved that my body is changing, and I’ve started developing stereotypical male characteristics. Being gay is going to be a whole lot easier to hide thanks to my new best mate, puberty.


I start sprouting crazy amounts of pubic hair and my testicles grow as well as drop. I have an insanely rapid growth spurt and become one of the tallest people in my school year. My entire body shape is transforming: my shoulders broaden, I gain lean muscle mass and develop a huge Adam’s apple. My saggy man boobs start to morph into a more muscular pectoral shape. Looking in the mirror, I’m becoming a man in front of my own eyes. You could not wipe the smile off my face.


I’m finally normal again and everything is going to be okay, I think.


I feel like I’ve won the lottery. Now I can fool everyone into thinking I’m just another run-of-the-mill straight boy obsessed with footy and surfing.


If I have a deep voice and facial hair, no one’s going to think I’m gay. Right?


I’ve spent my entire life in Newcastle, the harbour city at the mouth of the Hunter River in New South Wales. There’s a lot of energy in Newie, as us locals call it. The city is only a couple of hours north of Sydney, but it has a distinct, down-to-earth vibe all its own.


Newcastle has the largest coal port in the world so it’s an industrial town, with thousands of people working in mining and coal. The city is therefore very macho and rough.


This macho ideal goes hand in hand with the infamous drinking scene in Newie. It seems like everyone loves to drink and going for a beer down the pub with your mates is a daily part of life for most men. And the drunker you get and the more of a mess you become, the more people think you’re a hero and a legend. Even as a kid, you notice alcohol is always around, at Christmas parties, holidays and weekend sport.


I don’t know what to make of all this. I’m the opposite of everything my city seems to stand for so I feel like I don’t have anything of interest or value to offer the people around me. I don’t know of one gay person, there are no gay bars and no happily married (or even unhappily married) gay couples. The pressure to fit the macho mould is intense. The rugged ideal Newie man is always looming over me.


I attend The Hunter School of The Performing Arts in Newcastle (HSPA), which is like the school in Fame the musical. Every one of the students has stars in their eyes and in a weird way the main thing we all have in common is we are all outcasts just desperate to be heard, seen, and loved. I think Mum encouraged me to go here because she knows I love to dance, do drama, and perform. Also, I think deep down she knows I wouldn’t cope at my local high school, which has a reputation for being very rough.
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