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CHAPTER 1 

I sat outside of Pixar's main building in late 
April 2009, tears welling in my eyes. I had 
just learned that my internship would not be 
turning into a full-time position—the only 
intern of the bunch set free. I was being 
consoled by one of my in-house mentors, 
Sally (@garbidoll), who assured me that 
exciting things were ahead, despite my not 
getting the job I so desperately wanted. "You 
might be the luckiest intern here," she told 
me. "You don't need to get what you want 
the first thing out of school. And besides, 
how do you even know this is what you 
want? You convinced yourself of it, but now 
you can try other things, and then decide 
with a little more experience." It wasn't what I 
wanted to hear; I had spent five years of my life plotting how to get that internship, and 
even graduated early so that I could work in the Story Department of Toy Story 3, under 
the studio's brightest minds, under Oscar-winning screenwriters, and with the idea that I 
would never in my life have to leave the company. Everything was planned on getting 
that internship—every extracurricular, every screenwriting class—on staying put, on 
concepting and producing films with the best of the best. As a bumbling idiot kid from 
South Dakota, I had already come so far, and this felt like I was the first person voted 
out in some cruel reality show competition. "I don't know what the hell to do now," I said 
between sobs. "I was supposed to get a job. I was supposed to be here forever." Bless 
Sally for being so patient with me then, because I'm embarrassed at how entitled I felt, 
at how naive I was to think things would pan out so simply at 22. If I were her, I'd have 
said "Get over your fucking self and grow up, kid." I was such an idiot. 

During that internship, I was secretly seeking out men for hookups on Craigslist. This 
was all pre-Grindr, pre-Scruff. I drove into San Francisco's Marina one night. I met a 
man named Joe—that's what he called himself, while sounding unsure of it—and told 



him my name was Leonard (my actual middle name). It's funny two closeted men felt 
comfortable having sex but not sharing real names. And of the sex: this was my first 
time going so far. How romantic that he was a stranger, and that I let him do it without a 
condom. I left feeling stupid, but mostly just glad I knew what sex felt like, even if it 
lacked intimacy. When the Pixar internship ended—six weeks after this encounter—my 
lymph nodes swelled to the size of chickpeas, and I woke each morning in a sweat-
soaked bed. I had pink eye twice in a week, and my tongue was furry with candida. I 
knew what was wrong, and recorded a video on my laptop saying goodbye to my family, 
sniffling through my apologies for any hurt I would cause them. I planned to disappear; 
to what degree I did not yet know. It would be the easiest way to escape my own 
shame, because I hadn't even convinced myself that I was gay yet (despite the 
hookups) and now I would have to tell people I was HIV-positive, too. First, though, I 
needed an official diagnosis. I made an appointment with a testing clinic five days out—
unaware that San Francisco is filled with walk-in clinics—and suffered through the week. 
At the appointment, I showed the counselor my symptoms, and saw great concern wash 
over his face. We did a rapid test, and he came back with my results: HIV-negative. "Are 
you having a nervous breakdown, a panic attack? Is everything ok with work?" he 
asked. I sobbed in his arms for 20 minutes. He was patient. Understanding. He held my 
hand the entire time, and urged me to please take time off, to grow into myself, to love 
myself, to be well. To talk to my parents soon. I walked three miles home, with a second 
chance to do things properly, to not be ashamed. I deleted the pathetic 10-minute video 
without rewatching it, then vowed to never be so miserable—or so secretive—ever 
again. I didn't want to be that version of myself anymore. 

To center myself, I drove alone 4,200 miles to Maine. I applied for a summer camp 
job—as staff photographer—and spent the next two months teaching 11-year-old boys 
how to not wet the bed and how to use a point-and-shoot camera. ("OK, use auto-focus. 
Just aim it at whatever. Click the button. Nice. Great pic, kiddo.") I made out with a few 
female counselors, still coming to terms with my accepted sexuality. I turned my cell 
phone off for weeks at a time, and checked my email and Facebook just once a day, 
shutting out all my friends' updates of new jobs and good fortune. I needed to not 
compare myself to them. Instead, I helped kids muster up the courage to ask their 
crushes to the dance, wrote campfire songs, survived two bouts of bed lice, and hiked 
the backwoods of New Hampshire. Sometime mid-summer, I realized my lymph nodes 
had shrunk to their normal size, and that I felt an intoxicating wave of content from 
having no expectations or saturated plans. How foreign, to feel settled and free of 
ambition. That calm was short-lived, though, because next came New York, on the $500 
I had in savings. I moved in with my college pal Abbey (@afaris24) for a month, rent-
free, and a temp agency promised that I would have a job in the entertainment industry 
in no time. The next day, they offered me a crossing guard position at the Friends 
Seminary School for $12/hour, helping the children of many famous actors cross safely 
from the main building to the high school annex. The worst days were when it would 
downpour, though it at least complemented my mood and the renewed sense of failure. 
After learning about my writing ambitions, I got an unofficial offer to help teach drama 



classes to kindergartners. I was offended they would assume it was what I wanted, that 
teaching drama to privileged children was at all related to screenwriting. I declined, and 
they didn't beg me to reconsider. I quit the crossing guard gig after a few weeks, 
realizing I had approached this move entirely wrong: with no plans or realistic 
expectations. So I pointed my car home to South Dakota, a terrific place for a closeted 
man and aspiring screenwriter. I was such an idiot. 

When I left Sioux Falls for college in 2005, I vowed to never move back again. I had no 
plans for such a static, homogenous place in my future. I spent summers at school in 
hip Lawrence, KS, or interning in San Francisco. So, asking my parents for help and 
haven at age 23 was a bit humiliating, but they were happy to have me back. And 
luckily, I had numerous childhood friends who were in the same boat; that's the Class of 
2008 and 2009 for you. I took a job bartending for a restauranteur who had employed 
me throughout high school. Then one Friday, I got a call from a Vice Principal of a 
middle school across the street, asking if I wanted to teach seventh grade social studies 
for the remainder of the year (the current teacher was gravely ill, and they needed a 
replacement who wouldn't have to get hired full time the next year. In South Dakota, 
long-term public substitutes only need a bachelor's degree, in anything. Seriously.) The 
following Monday—three days later—I was in the classroom, writing lessons, grading 
tests, disciplining punk teenagers, and still bartending nights and weekends. Meanwhile, 
I started exchanging sexual emails with the father of a former classmate. (Thanks, 
Craigslist.) I nearly met up with him, but backed out when he said "I just need a man to 
cuddle with sometimes, you know? That's hard to find here." It validated why I couldn't 
stay in Sioux Falls, why I could never be happy there. Then, I started hanging out with 
another former classmate—one I had a secret crush on all through middle and high 
school. He was living at home too, also teaching, also closeted, also wanting out. Seven 
consecutive days of sexual tension turned into five months of sneak-out-of-the-house-
at-2am-and-back-in-at-6am sex, plus cuddling, late night dinners, and validation for 
having moved home. It was the high school romance I never got; he was my first 
boyfriend, my impetus for finally coming out to my friends. We broke up after the school 
year ended, when I had saved enough money to return to the Bay. I knew that breakup 
was coming, because I was nearly 24 and needed to get the hell out of my dead-end 
South Dakota. I vowed to never move back again...again. 

I drove with my likeminded North Dakotan cousin Jenny (@approximately) across 
Canada, then south to the Bay. She would spend her collegiate summer living with our 
aunt Amy (@amycleonard) in her vacant Russian Hill in-law unit (as I had twice done). 
Amy was the youngest sister of both of our mothers, and had herself fled Dakota for 
blue oceans, blue politics, and blue jeans; at the time she was heading Levi's product 
development. She was proof that we could make a sound and unprescribed living for 
ourselves. I moved to Berkeley for the summer with childhood friend Britta 
(@runbmcee), who had also flown the South Dakota coop after a year at home. We 
house sat for Amy's colleague, where he and his husband lived with their two biological 



sons—very Berkeleyan, too: one boy from each father, but from the same mother, who 
was also present in their lives. We looked after their 13 chickens for the summer. One of 
them was crippled, which is worth mentioning only because it felt just as Berkeleyan for 
them to spare her life. She—Clarice—died while I was watching her, of course, because 
I was still a fuck-up. I spent the summer months holding a production internship with the 
Telluride Film Festival (based in Berkeley), and my reticent aunt connected me with a 
modeling agency because I wanted to try fit modeling at Levi's. With fit modeling, you 
just try on clothes for the designers, to see how they fit; it seemed so easy and lucrative. 
The agency said no, since a bunch of firefighters already held the post and weren't 
giving it up any time soon. But, they wanted to send me on other calls. So I wasted lots 
of time in waiting rooms, for no ambitious reason whatsoever. At one call, I heard a 
group of wannabe models congratulating one guy: "Thad, congrats on the Colgate ad!" 
Replied Thad: "Thanks. Seven years of waiting tables and going on calls, finally 
validated. Feels good." I shook my head subtly and held back my laughter; that was my 
last waiting room. After summer, I swapped cousin Jenny for the no-rent studio, and 
took a video-rental-clerk job in North Beach for $7/hour, 12 hours/week. For four 
months. Because I was still a fuck-up. 

Things turned around in December 2010: My aunt convinced me to take a government-
run Americorps job with the Bay Area Red Cross. ("You've got free rent, they'll hold your 
loans, and above all, it's applicable job experience.") So, I started managing projects 
and developing youth programs across six counties, working 40+ hours each week for a 
$9,000 salary. I count that year a major victory, mostly because I didn't switch jobs or 
move. Another win: I was coming into my life as an out gay man. I told my entire family 
back home, knowing I had the spirited support of my aunt and her family in San 
Francisco. Luckily, nobody in South Dakota melted into a puddle like I had predicted. I 
still didn't talk about my gay life with any of them, though, because I didn't see how they 
could possibly relate. There wasn't exactly a parade held in my honor, either, so you 
can understand why I shut that part of my life off to anyone less than enthusiastic. In a 
way I created a whole new version of myself that they didn't get to meet. I was happy. I 
had a terrific boyfriend who made me happy—God, that's not the ticket to happiness, 
don't get me wrong, but it played a big part here. He was four years older and, like my 
aunt, showed me the life I could have, the blissful reality I deserved. He took me to 
restaurants, to hidden corners of the city, to parties with his friends. He helped me pick 
out nice clothes, introduced me to his family, and gave me this mold of a life that I knew 
I wanted. Suddenly, my entire existence in SF was framed by the parameters he and my 
aunt had built for me. Our boyfriendship lasted six months, and although we sustained it 
on and off for the next couple seasons, we never were fully on again. That's because, 
as my Americorps year ended, my sights were set back on New York City, on properly 
and permanently landing a film job this time. On being totally independent, on making 
my own friends and my own life instead of having it handed to me. So, I flew away from 
free rent, from my Bay Area family, from another relationship, and from the city that 
gave me enlightenment—to put an end to my bumbling about. 



Once in New York, I stayed with friends for a month, then secured a rent-stabilized 
apartment with two darling women in picturesque Prospect Heights, Brooklyn. It would 
be my home for the first three years of my life here. As for work, it wasn't so direct: I 
started temping with a publishing company. A $29,000 job offer had me jumping ship to 
a film talent management job. Perhaps, I hoped, this was my elusive film gig. But the 
long hours, even lower pay, and moderately abusive culture proved otherwise. They 
made me go by my middle name—Leonard—since there had already been an assistant 
named Adam. "Leonard, you only need to do this for 6-8 years and then you get to be a 
manager. Just hold out." For the $22,000 salary and daily misery, the joke was on me. I 
didn't have time or savings to waste, so some friends got me into their tiny marketing 
agency as a copywriter. I was using my journalism degree for the first time since 
graduating three years prior. The job was quite plain, but I was stupidly happy each day, 
largely because of my terrific colleagues, somewhat-livable income, health insurance, 
and stability. I spent the majority of those 18 months interviewing for other jobs, though, 
to find something that excited me, as if commitment wasn't still exciting enough. I must 
have applied for 100 jobs and interviewed for 5, only half-wanting any of them. I never 
had the luxury of calling my own shots—not since landing that Pixar internship first thing 
out of school—so when I went after an Associate Editor role with @BirchboxMan in 
summer 2013, I expected the same disappointment. Three months, eight interviews, 
and ten writing samples later, I had a job offer. With it came an even more livable salary, 
unlimited time off, health insurance, incredible colleagues, stock in a growing company, 
plus a job writing and editing articles AND videos about grooming and style...me, a 
video writer and producer! The 22-year-old Adam would probably think I had 
compromised myself for this job, because it wasn't an Oscar-winning film studio, but 27-
year-old Adam knew he struck gold. I haven't felt restless in the two years, either. 
Because I know how good I have it. I'm no idiot. 

CHAPTER 2 

I met Lindsay Zoladz (@lindsayzoladz) 
in fall 2007 when we were both college 
juniors, at the Telluride Film Festival’s 
Student Symposium. Each year they 
take 50 students with various film-
related interests, and those selected get 
to meet all the filmmakers, see the top 
awards contenders, and network with 
other students who share a love for 
movies. We formed a small clique of six 
or seven people, saving seats at each 
theater, staying up late to talk about the 
films afterwards, and discussing what 
we hoped to do with our lives after 
graduation. I wanted to write films, and 



Lindsay wanted to write about them. We sort of lost touch in the years after the fest, 
especially since she keeps a low profile on social media. We tried a few times to 
connect after she moved to New York from Washington DC in late 2012, but both kept 
rescheduling due to our busied, social lives; I still didn't know what she was up to here. 
One day in September 2014, I got my New York Magazine in the mail, and saw at the 
top of the cover: “Zoladz on Summer’s Pop Sisters.” Surely, there was no other Zoladz, I 
thought to myself. It was her column, indeed, and it was about the various multiple-
female collaborations that dominated airwaves over the summer (think Iggy + Charli, 
Nicki + Ariana + Jessie J, Beyonce + Nicki), and the curious, sometimes conflicted 
undertones behind such collabs. I beamed as I read the column on my morning 
commute, then sent Lindsay a congratulatory text on her new role at @NYMag: Music 
wasn’t movies, but this was the same heightened plane. And, to my delight, she had just 
moved to Clinton Hill, a few blocks from me in Prospect Heights. Our reunion was firmly 
on the books, and once we finally caught up, I was tickled and stupefied when I learned 
about her circuitous route to such a prestigious position. 

“I’m not a person who plans ahead,” Lindsay admits. “I did no internships. None.” She 
spent her collegiate summers at a filmmaking camp outside of DC, assuming her bases 
would be covered. It was how she put her American University film production major to 
use. Lindsay was humbled to learn that, after her 2009 commencement, she was 
perfectly unemployable. Dirt broke and lacking any plans, she moved her bed into a 
friend’s living room, and sectioned it off with a sheet, like in a hospital room. Lindsay 
grew accustomed to falling asleep as her friend’s roommate watched TV late into the 
night, and finally came to the conclusion that she would have to move home with her 
parents—the first in a series of sobering realizations: “I couldn’t find a job, and without a 
job, I couldn’t afford rent.” So, for the first time since high school, she returned to “the 
part of Philadelphia that’s in New Jersey” (Washington Township, to be exact). Her life 
back home fell into a very compromised rhythm: “I have the distinct memory of knowing 
that there was a second, late-night Happy Hour at TGI Fridays,” she says with laughter, 
recalling how she frequented the restaurant on weeknights. It was in that Fridays 
bathroom that she had her next sobering moment: She was examining her singed 
eyebrows, a sad result of lighting up in the back of a friend’s car as he hit a speed 
bump. She studied her face in the bathroom mirror while her friends ordered drinks. “I 
took a cold, hard look at myself, very metaphorically, and thought ‘WHAT ARE YOU 
DOING HERE?’” It’s almost cringe-worthy, how cliché millennial the whole thing is, like 
something a Lena Dunham character might do. But Lindsay is ever aware of this, and 
none too forgiving of her past self, which is why I am instantly in love with my long-lost 
friend. 

Lindsay bolted back to DC, determined to get work and make good. She found a small 
attic apartment for $500/month in the Van Ness neighborhood. It had no A/C and no 
heat. It did, however, have a stink bug infestation. “Dozens at a time,” she says. “A 
friend was over one night and I cried as we peeled like thirty of them off the screen and 



curtains.” Employers were also peeling her resume out of consideration for various film 
and writing gigs, and after failing to get any interviews, she once again found herself 
without any clue for what to do next. “Go figure,” she says now, shaking her head and 
wondering what that younger version of herself must have been expecting. Then, in 
October 2009, she got an offer on the spot: with Georgetown Cupcake. As a cupcake 
clerk. But not the one in Georgetown—the stepsister one in Bethesda, MD. “I couldn’t 
even get a serving job or a fancy barista job without prior experience, and they were the 
first place to say yes. I needed money. I had no other choice.” And so, she worked each 
weekday 10-6, for $10/hour selling $3 confections. Idle time was spent folding boxes—“I 
could still do this by muscle memory today, I’m sure.”—or making glittery fondant, that 
weird edible topping that can take the shape of a rabbit or rose or heart. Her colleagues 
fit one of two molds: other liberal-arts also-rans, and high-achieving high school 
students whose parents insisted they get a part-time job as a character-building 
exercise. "You could see the beginning of the millennial dream just crumbling, as they 
looked at me and the other college graduates. Here, they were stocking up on AP 
courses preparing for a prescribed life, and my experience was their way of seeing that 
maybe things won't go exactly as planned." Still, she found herself in a mentor role, 
giving the younger girls advice on who to take to prom or how to get into a good college. 
That's as far as her advice could go, really. 

Lindsay started writing for the music zine Coke Machine Glow. It was pro bono; the 
exchange was that she wanted a portfolio, and that they had the platform for publishing 
her articles. She was already buying these albums and going to the shows, and now 
she could pair interest with opportunity. She would jot notes and write in the break room 
at the cupcake shop, hoping the side hustle would lead to something. For the time 
being, however, she was stuck making fondant, leaving each day covered in glitter and 
frosting. One afternoon, some television producers came in to meet with her boss, and 
Lindsay overheard them planning the logistics of a reality TV show about the 
business—what would become “DC Cupcakes” on TLC. Lindsay connected the dots: a 
video crew, filming here, at her job…this could be the production gig that validated her 
private education film degree. She ceased rolling and cutting little carrot fondant 
shapes, and surreptitiously asked one of the producers if his whole crew had been 
hired. His response: “Yes, but don’t worry, they’re all really cute guys.” Another sobering 
moment: she was nothing more than “Cute Cupcake Girl.” She would soon sign a waiver 
allowing them to include her in the show, when one of her "save-me-from-this-hell" job 
applications—for an administrative assistant role at AARP—turned into an interview. 
Her teenage colleague Nina helped her get ready in the back of the shop, coaching 
Lindsay on her outfit, hair, and talking points. Lindsay left work early for the interview, 
got the job, and had her one-way ticket out of “DC Cupcakes.” On quitting the role of 
Cute Cupcake Girl: “It was the best day in a really long time.” 

The AARP chapter of Lindsay’s progression is the most interesting, I think. She started 
as an office assistant and was, of course, unsettled. “But it felt like a respectable thing to 



tell people I was doing, because I was sitting at a desk with a computer and working for 
this big, well-known organization.” When a web producer quit unexpectedly, Lindsay 
was asked to step into the role despite being five years too junior. (Her film production 
background finally worked for something.) She was assigned to the series “Your Life 
Calling,” hosted by Jane Pauley, which aired monthly on The TODAY Show. It followed 
12 people who, fresh off a mid-life crisis, had reinvented themselves and significantly 
altered their careers. There was a Broadway dancer who became an acupuncturist and 
moved into a chicken coop. Another, a lawyer turned chocolatier. “These people on our 
show, they were miserable for the prime of their lives because they were defining 
success on something they didn't believe in their heart,” she says. They were much 
happier after pursuing whatever synced with their passions and interests, but still 
pragmatically. It’s why I—and Lindsay, I'm sure—hope that our generation is much 
happier for the prime of its life. These meanderings and compromises and frustrations 
that are more common with us often start from a place of entitlement, but they’re 
sobering, too. And better to be humbled at 25 than at 50. So, after a year at AARP, 
Lindsay had her biggest realization yet: “I recognized that I was on that path of 
inaccurately defining my success, too. I didn't want that to be my life. So, I quit." She 
vowed to make ends meet by freelance writing. Considering AARP’s purpose—helping 
people plan and lead a secure retirement—nobody understood her decision to leave 
without anything permanent lined up. “These people all hated working there too, but 
they each thought they had to keep doing it.” To be fair, they were also probably 
supporting families or nursing tenure. They had something to lose, and being stuck kept 
all of that preserved. 

Lindsay began writing features for the Washington City Paper, and doing reviews for the 
music site Pitchfork. "I read an article in the Columbia Journalism Review a year ago 
about 'the right time to go freelance,' and they said 'When you know at least five editors 
at major publications well enough that they'll open any pitch email from you.' I laughed, 
because that was not at all the case when I went freelance—I just dove right in. I didn't 
follow the rules. And yet, looking back, I think that getting in over my head was crucial to 
succeeding as a freelancer, because it put me in this survivalist, sink-or-swim mindset." 
She was tired of sinking further behind her peers who did something practical right out 
of school, or who had at least derived some pleasure from their day-to-day profession. A 
visit to New York turned into a little idea that maybe this city could offer her more 
culturally, and particularly on the music scene. Three months after moving—January 
2013 now—Pitchfork offered Lindsay a full time job as Staff Writer. She was finally living 
one month ahead on her freelance paychecks, and seriously considered declining the 
role, if only because it might slow her momentum. But, she was rounding 26, and would 
soon be off of her parents’ health insurance. So she took it, largely for practical reasons. 
She stayed with Pitchfork until August 2014, having graduated to Associate Editor. New 
York Mag’s lead music critic Jody Rosen left for the Times earlier that summer, and 
Lindsay was asked to apply for the vacancy. After enduring numerous intense 
interviews and writing a slew of “audition articles,” she found herself with a job offer that 
would make a humiliated, humbled Cute Cupcake Girl very proud. It's been over a year 



now, which she counts a feat: "There's part of me that feels like one year is a really long 
time. I've never made it two years anywhere. When that happens, it will be an 
achievement because longevity is not something I ever had to value. It never before 
played into my perception of how my life is going." And now, the loyalty and practicality 
matter for something, particularly because she is happy. 

It's funny to me that just a few years ago, Lindsay would impart advice on her cupcake 
colleagues—she a floundering college graduate, they high school seniors—about 
crushes and prom dates and college applications. Now, she speaks on music panels 
and answers questions from college students and adults who want to know how she got 
where she is. On her meandering years: "I'm not embarrassed by it at all, especially in 
retrospect. In a way, I don't think I would have had the same passion for writing had I 
been able to do it professionally right away. The unexpected bright side of having a job 
you kind of hate is that you figure out pretty quickly the things you care about enough to 
do in your spare time for free." With each recounted story, she shakes her head in 
humored embarrassment, taking claim and making fun of her past decisions—
everything from TGI Fridays to stink bugs to glittery fondant to abrupt resignations. It's 
humorous now because it all finally made sense. The knot unraveled, and Lindsay 
seems pretty damn settled, or at least realistic about how she defines success: "I'd love 
to look back on what I've done and see a steady improvement over the years. I think 
that would be the most satisfying thing for me, to always feel like my best work is ahead 
of me." I don't know how many idiot things we both had to do before we got tired of 
stalling, but I will admit, I do discount a person a bit when I hear that life unfolded 
seamlessly for him or her after college, and that that person's point of view is still some 
bullshit, unchallenged idea that everything works out when you plan ahead and set 
realistic expectations. Planning ahead doesn't save you a change of heart, a broken 
heart, an identity crisis. What saves you all those things? Precisely those things: 
wanting, but not having. Having, then not wanting. Having again, then letting go. 
Wanting it back, but not having it back. Then, at long last, wanting what you have. And 
never fucking letting it go. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 3 

I met Buckminster on Scruff—traditionally 
a gay hookup app, for many a gay dating 
app—in early 2014. On our first date he 
disclosed that he'd be returning to grad 
school in the fall. He was humble about 
his applications, but knew that he had the 
pick of whichever architecture program 
he wanted to attend. In my head, I 
shouted "Columbia! Pick Columbia!," so 
that he wouldn't have to move, and 
because I liked him right away. But he 
was leaning toward Yale, which isn't far 
but still two hours by train. Buckminster 
(not his real name, obviously) was 
everything I wanted in a significant other: 
smart, humble, ambitious, charming, 
handsome, healthy, scruffy. Our first-date 
chemistry was a synchronized blend of wit, sharing histories, making eyes—all very 
charged, very jittery. It was that rare, harmonious collision that tells you "This...this is 
going to be an event." At risk of growing too attached, I set the countdown timer for his 
departure in my head, and built a fortress around my heart. Guys like him didn't come 
along often, and I wanted to soak him up while I could. After a drink, he walked me to 
my dinner plans, down Ninth Avenue and into West Village. My buddy was there waiting 
outside, and I told him to go in and get a table. I wanted to steal a kiss goodnight from 
Buckminster, and to ask for a second date. I got both. 

One thing I adored about Buckminster: he would stop mid-block, on any random street, 
at any odd hour, and look up to admire a building. He would tell me the architect, the 
history of the structure, details on the trim or the windows or the foundation, as well as 
the period in which it was built. He knew the questions I would ask before I knew to ask 
them. Another thing: he wore dark calf socks with shorts, a style that looked misdirected 
but that he owned with such confidence, so it worked. I started mimicking him, getting 
sometimes-curious, sometimes-complimentary comments from colleagues and friends; 
I'll never do it as well. He would also wear brightly colored socks under his cuffed work 
khakis. He was so good with socks. A third thing: he had the best restaurant 
recommendations, like Bobwhite on Avenue C for dinner, or Eisenberg's Sandwich 
Shop for lunch, near both our offices in Flatiron. They always hit the perfect cross-
section of New Yorky and Not Pretentious. And he would routinely get food stuck in his 
beard in an endearing way. Another thing: he was intentional, which is sadly very rare 
among gay men. For its elusiveness, it is the most attractive quality to me. Buckminster 
would say what he felt. He would address concerns. He would divulge insecurities. I 
trusted him wholly from the start. 



In my 2.5 years as a New Yorker at this point, I had dated dozens of men—most just 
once or twice, but three others very meaningfully. For me, "meaningful" meant that they 
lasted anywhere between two and six months. None of those was ever integrated into 
my group of friends, however, as I was very cautious about giving anyone the face value 
until I knew he would stick around, or that I would keep him. Buckminster broke mold, 
and fast. He always accepted concert invitations, awkward office +1s, or 2 a.m. dancing 
at Bedlam. And he invited me to parties at his apartment, introduced me to his brother, 
and showed me around his own office. Like I said, he was intentional, and his actions 
further expressed his motives. It took me a month, still, to be exclusive with him. I 
allowed myself to continue seeing other men for a few weeks, but after a couple aimless 
pursuits, I realized I was taking away from someone who deserved my complete 
attention, someone I thought about nearly every minute of every day. I wanted to focus 
all of my energy on him, since he seemed to be giving me his. After all, our 
togetherness was finite before he would leave the city, before we would yield to 
unfortunate timing and split ways at the fork just ahead. 

One night at Buckminster's apartment, his close friend introduced me to another as "the 
boyfriend." She didn't think twice of her word choice, but it lingered in my head the rest 
of the night. We were just two months into dating, and he had only two more in the city 
before moving to New Haven. We were exclusive—or at least I was to him, and 
presumed the same of him to me—but I hadn't once considered any sort of 
permanence. After all, he was going to be nose-down in books and sketches and 
projects for the next three years...in New Haven, which is not a charming place, and a 
haul to get to. And he would be far too busy to get back to New York very often. Plus, I 
was finally on my feet in the city, with a good job and a solid group of friends. I wanted 
to be present in the life I had worked hard to earn, to keep, to preserve. I went into 
things with Buckminster quite protected, but fully excited, because I knew he fit the mold 
of the partner I wanted. Only now, with an actual title lingering in the air, I felt myself 
peddling backwards, afraid he might soon use that loaded word, too. 

We went to dinner in Williamsburg for his birthday, to a cute New Yorky and Not 
Pretentious place below the JMZ line that he had suggested. (I forgot the name of the 
joint in writing this, which irked me since he probably remembers what we both ordered. 
I tracked down my April 2014 bank statements, saw an ATM withdrawal for the date, 
and googled the line-item's address: Café Moto! All better.) After dinner, we walked 
hand-in-hand up the waterfront and to Baby's All Right for a Tove Lo concert. She was 
hardly off the ground back then, and this was her first U.S. show, so she played maybe 
seven songs. Before the gig, he halted our cutesy, easy talk and, in his intentional way, 
opened up to me very vulnerably: "I was checked out, ready to go back to school and 
say goodbye to everything here. But then I met you. And suddenly I don't want to go. I 
have to leave, obviously, but I've thought a lot about this, and, since I like you a lot and 
since things are going so well...I think we should be boyfriends. And we'll make the 
distance thing work. I've thought a lot about it; I know I want to do this." He said it with 



such an earnest, heartfelt, warm expression, that it pained me to tell him we should 
discuss it at another time, since the show was about to begin. My intentions had never 
been made clear, but now they were emerging. He smiled in humiliation, in shame, in 
recoil, in hurt. The opening band took the stage: "Ladies and gentlemen, thanks for 
having us, we are Great Good Fine OK!" What a shitty name. What shitty timing. 

It was agreed that Buckminster and I take time apart—a full week—to find common 
ground. I went to a wedding in Kansas, and was asked numerous times if I had a 
boyfriend. It seemed too difficult to explain, and unfair to say I was single, so I told them 
I was seeing Buckminster. A lot of people were very happy for me, equating success 
with finding a partner, as many in Kansas do. Upon my return, Buckminster and I met to 
discuss our union. He went first, and had decided that we needed to end things 
promptly. Go cold turkey. No more contact in any way. It would be the easiest way to 
move on, he said. I told him I originally thought we could have made it to July, that we 
could have enjoyed two more months together. But on this night, we found our common 
ground: my mind was also changed, and I too believed we should cease contact. We 
embraced one final time in his doorway. A tearful goodbye kiss, a "good luck kiddo," and 
a "you too." I walked very, very slowly down his stairwell, my vision drowned, already 
missing him, and unsure if I should curse timing or my own stubbornness. At the 
landing, I found my phone, opened Instagram—the only social network either of us 
used—and noticed my follower count tick down by one. He had already done the deed, 
a moment before I was going to do the same. Cold turkey indeed. 

I checked Buckminster's Instagram daily, of course, to get the updates I wasn't allowed 
to acknowledge. I ate at his favorite lunch joint, Eisenberg's, a few times in those interim 
months—and still do to this day. (I always assume some piece of an ex, for nostalgia 
and for my own refinement, as if to say "You have affected me in this way, so it belongs 
to me now.") I looked out the window while sitting at the bar, wondering if I would see 
him walk by. And then, one day, I did see him. Not at Eisenberg's, but further down on 
Fifth Avenue. It was midday, midweek, mid-June. He was in his final days of work, and 
out to a goodbye lunch with his bosses. We noticed each other from 20 yards, smiling 
nervously as we approached, knowing it couldn't be avoided. After an awkward greeting, 
I said to his bosses "You must be so sad to see him go," and they both responded "yes" 
with ramblings of his good character and hard work, only I wasn't paying close attention. 
I just stared into his eyes—very charged, very jittery—trying to force "I'm sorry" into his 
own anguished, smiling gaze. "OK, well, good luck then," I said, cutting the moment 
short and feeling terribly rude. A couple weeks later, on the day of Buckminster's 
departure—my birthday—I "liked" his Instagram post in which he bid his apartment and 
New York City farewell. I don't know, maybe it was to tell him I still cared, and that I was 
very proud of him. Shortly thereafter, I got an email: "Adam, I want to wish you a very 
happy birthday. I'm all moved out of New York. I look forward to that point in the future 
when we can grab a coffee and catch up as friends. Until then, I wish you all the best." 
A bittersweet start to 28. 



CHAPTER 4 

"You always sabotage yourself," says 
Dan Pelosi (@grossypelosi) of that stifled 
relationship with Buckminster. "It's what 
ruined us, too." He's now talking about 
our own boyfriendship, which started after 
we met on OKCupid in November 2010. 
His dating profile was written in his 
characteristic, self-deprecating humor 
which I found very endearing. He was 28, 
and seemed to have a perfect, self-made, 
well-rounded life in San Francisco. I had 
gone on a couple dates since moving 
back to the Bay, but nothing of substance 
until I met him. I was working at the video 
rental store at the time, and this was right 
when I accepted the AmeriCorps job offer 
to make $9,000 over the next 12 months, 
so I was certainly a project by most people's standards. Combined with the facts that I 
was newly out of the closet and living two stories below my extended family (Uncle 
Jesse style), I can’t believe he showed any interest at all. After dinner on our first date, 
we went to a now-closed Marlena's near his Hayes Valley apartment for drinks and a 
drag show. That sounds really tacky to me now, but only because most New York drag 
shows are supremely tacky, whereas San Francisco ones reek of spirit and community. 
Plus, Dan doesn't do tacky. Since it was the holidays, there were a thousand Santa 
Clauses hanging from the ceilings and adorned around the walls. One at a time, a half-
dozen queens marched out to lip-synch Top-40 songs and holiday numbers, with dollars 
being thrown from every which way by smiling, cheerful, not-tacky men and women. 
When the head queen—Marlena herself, aged 70+—got up to wish everyone happy 
holidays, she fought back grateful tears and acknowledged the unparalleled, 
unconditional love in the room. Dan took my hand in his, and squeezed it as a lightness 
filled my head and then my body. It was the first time I felt like my entire past was 
behind me, like someone new took my place. Someone with potential. Someone who 
could learn to be happy. Someone who believed he deserved that for himself. 

On our second date, we celebrated Dan's promotion and raise, which was more than 
twice my annual AmeriCorps salary. I felt this inferiority wash over me, seeing someone 
who had compounded five years of real-world work experience so smartly, whereas I 
had wasted the first two years of mine on being a crossing guard, and watching 
chickens, and sitting in waiting rooms with idiot models, and working at a video rental 
store, and now making just four figures. Yet he didn't seem to care about any of that. 
"You can equate it to a talent scout, which I know is weird to say," Dan tells me today, 
from his West Village apartment. (He moved to New York in 2014.) "I could see the 



potential. Socially, as our relationship progressed, I could throw you into any situation 
and never had to worry about you sinking or swimming; you always swam. However, 
you never saw that in yourself because you felt like I didn't know who you were, or like 
you weren't whatever version of yourself you were most proud of. You had this whole 
'superstar, young Oprah' persona from college that you claimed was gone, that had 
been defeated recently, and you allowed it to affect our relationship. And I think you saw 
in me the thing you wanted to become. I could understand that kind of attraction. It was 
exciting to you but it also killed us." We agree that if we had met at the same age—both 
24 or 28—we would have had a much longer relationship. "You were at such a different 
social and economical place than I was," Dan adds. "And it was like sticking a hot poker 
into your insecurities. I think the upside of that is that I was able to leave a lasting 
impression on you in the months we dated. You would take my advice and you still do, 
but the hard part for me was that I knew, five years later, you were going to be in that 
same place as me, but it was never going to settle you then." 

So we obviously didn't last. But between that second date and my psychological 
dismantling of our union, we really melded our lives together. We went to Austin to meet 
his best friend and her husband. I met his parents and sister, he met my aunt, uncle, 
and cousins. My friends from home would visit and, upon leaving, felt sadder to be 
leaving Dan than they did me. I ate at every notable restaurant in San Francisco, and 
some in Oakland and Marin, too, because if anything was in good taste, Dan was first to 
know about it. He called me "Baby Bear" because he convinced me to stop shaving my 
chest and grow into the proud, self-respecting gay man I needed to be, and because no 
meal with Dan ended without me having a giant potbelly of food to show off. (And now, 
like many gay men—and Dan too—I have adopted the bear as my spirit animal.) To this 
day, Dan is one of the first people I consult for anything, whether it's restaurant picks, 
financial advice, dating expertise, or a sartorial opinion. Most of us can think of one 
person who has had such an impact on us that, in a sliding-door scenario where that 
person never came along, our life would be almost entirely different. Dan is that for me: 
He was patient with me when I didn't deserve it, because he was deserving of someone 
who could play at his speed, someone who wouldn't pump the brakes to spare a bruised 
ego. Where most guys would have lost interest or judged my profession or just wanted 
to hook up and leave me in the dark, Dan put me in the sun. 

We broke up because of Palm Springs. Dan was having his 29th birthday party there, 
and it was going to cost upwards of $1,000 per person. I couldn't afford it since each of 
my paychecks was $400. Dan volunteered to fly me there, to pay for my housing and 
food, because we were boyfriends and we should be together on his birthday. I said no; 
I didn't want to be a financial burden. It was the last straw in a series of smaller, similar 
moments where I discredited his interest and attraction. I thought it would look bad on 
me, like he was my sugar daddy who had to tow me along because I was too stupid to 
get my own life together. I wanted to be around him and learn from him and get all the 
benefits of dating a cultured, settled man, without any of the social stigmas that might 



come with it. So, he ended things. "I had expressed that I was completely aware of your 
vulnerability," he says. "And thought that my transparent generosity should far outweigh 
your hesitation." After we split, though, we didn't go cold turkey. We continued an on-
and-off togetherness for the remainder of my life in San Francisco, which was another 
six months. It came up a couple more times that maybe we should just be boyfriends 
again. I enjoyed being less committed, primarily because, when we lost the title, I shed 
myself of the idea that I belonged to him. My guard came down, and those second six 
months were much more vivid than the first six. Plus I was moving to New York at the 
end of 2011, which I decided should prevent us from building anything too serious. 
However, even after the move, we endured 10 months of long-distance, not-fully-
committed connectedness. When I called things off in October 2012, it was because I 
had met someone I wanted to date seriously. It was unfair for both Dan and me to draw 
things out while we both searched our own worlds for somebody who could replace the 
other. I ended it permanently while he was visiting, and I remember watching him 
saunter away after our final morning together; I felt big enough to go forward without the 
man who taught me all I knew. His two years of patience, of faith in me, realized. In that 
moment especially, I didn't deserve him. 

Most people don't understand why Dan and I remain friends, or why either of us cared 
so much to get back in touch a few months later so that we could rebuild our 
relationship platonically. My gay friends are the most understanding of it, though. 
There's something ingrained in most gay men, I think, that allows us to herd our exes 
into a separate category of peers, but a heightened one at that. I remain close with 
nearly all of my exes—though I use that term generously having only been in two official 
relationships—as I am grateful for the things each of them taught me and allowed me to 
experience. I'm not sure how this will affect a significant, long-term relationship in the 
future, but that man should also be grateful for these ones. They all possess a small 
part of my history, and while it seems pragmatic to cut someone out of my life when we 
break up, I strive for a lasting connection, even after a mandated buffer. After all, I 
chose to invest a lot of thought and care and attention into that person, as he did in me, 
and I always pick a significant other on that basis: I know he is someone who will 
continue to impress me for his entire life, because of the dynamic and intelligent 
decisions he makes. I want to be able to celebrate his wins, even after our chapter has 
closed. In turn, his support of my endeavors will serve as benchmarks for growth, as if 
my past lives are converging into the current one. Having that kind of filter on who I date 
makes everything richer: the conversation, the sex, the quiet moments between the two. 
Dan sees things the same way: "I was sad for a really long time about us ending things, 
and I think the sense of loss would be a lot greater if we weren't communicating still. I 
don't get in serious relationships often. It's rare to find anyone I want to spend that much 
time with, so any truly significant others will ultimately be in my life forever, unless they 
do something so horrible to me that I can't have them around." 



"The playing fields are getting much more even," says Dan of me, and of why we 
continue to get along so well. "We can talk about things coming from a similar spot, and 
that power dynamic that plagued you is gone, partially because we aren't dating." Dan 
lives in a brilliant West Village studio now, which would indicate that the playing fields 
aren't really all that even; he's still master of his craft in the retail design space, pulled to 
New York by a former boss, and king of his own tightly-knit world here, the same way he 
was in San Francisco. He's 33, and I'm 29. I am older than he was when we first met 
five years ago. That four-year age gap feels a lot less significant, and not just because 
we're both older and the ratio of days lived is smaller. I think the bigger reason is that I 
now frame things with a more settled mind, without concern for where I'll next move, or 
what my next job will be, or if I'll make my own likeminded friends. He can finally ask me 
for advice, and I can give it from a place of experience, and because I've also seen him 
change so much in these five years and understand his needs. It's the same reason he 
can cater his advice to me: our union merely evolved after breakup. "If we had stopped 
talking," says Dan, "And I ran into you today, I would be so delighted that you were 
exactly where I always knew you would be, and that all the things that perhaps 
sabotaged our relationship and all the things that burdened you—wanting a good job, a 
great set of friends, the ability to travel—were resolved. Of course, I do get to see this 
change in you since we hang out all the time. I guess it's just good to know you're over 
those hurdles, and that you feel as comfortable as I do in keeping up our friendship." I 
can't fathom my life without Dan, because I might not have all the things I do—and 
strong self-worth, above all—had he not been in it. 

Dan recalls when Buckminster and I dated in 2014, and his vantage on the relationship 
was of course unique to any other friends'. "When you showed me his photo and were 
excited and somewhat enamored, I could tell it was a good fit," Dan says. "And that the 
two of you would get along solely based on the impression he put out." There was one 
night when @springstreetsocialsociety hosted an @avanlava concert in the old, gutted 
NY Times building, and I invited Buckminster to attend with all my friends. He met most 
of them for the first time, including Dan: "Seeing him there in the front row with all you 
guys, it felt like you finally found this person who fit into your world really organically," he 
says. "You have this great energy with that group of friends, and he was there blending 
into it. It was a relief to see your life just...put together. Finally." And, on my ending 
things with Buckminster, he offers tough love: "You kept telling me how much you liked 
him. But you had already decided it wouldn't last because he was moving to New 
Haven. And you were closed off to being with someone who was a couple hours away. I 
was so mad that you were willing to give up someone who wasn't logistically 
convenient. Back in San Francisco when you and I started dating casually after I first 
broke up with you, you already had it in your head that we could never get off the 
ground again, since you were moving to New York six months later. You weren't willing 
to put in any extra work to at least try. You should make whatever sacrifices you have to 
make just to be with a person you like. It's so rare to have that connection, even on a 
few months' foundation. I just didn't get it, in either instance." Hear me out, though: My 
life was in order, at last. I felt like I had to be selfish, to sacrifice a relationship so that I 



could defend everything else that I didn't want to lose. Dan broke up with me in 2011 
because I was unsettled. I broke up with Buckminster in 2014 because I finally was. 
  

CHAPTER 5 

I have Scruff to thank for most of the men 
I've dated in New York City; Romeo is 
one of them. I knew who he was before 
we began speaking in mid-July 2014, 
which was just a week after 
Buckminster's departure from New York. 
Rather, I didn't know it was Romeo right 
away because his photo on the dating 
app was just a handsome, tanned torso. 
After saying hello and establishing our 
flirtatious tone, I asked to see his face. 
What I got was a face I knew as the ex of 
my ex. Romeo had dated my ex, 
Tolliver—a mid-2013 "event"—exactly 
one year before me. When I dated 
Tolliver, I always felt like the emotional 
rebound in a six-month relationship that 
lasted six months too long. Still, I held a place in my heart and my history for Tolliver, 
just as I knew he held one for Romeo and for me. "I know who you are," I wrote to 
Romeo on Scruff. "I'm Adam. I dated Tolliver after you." "And I know who you are," he 
wrote back. "I've seen you on his Instagram. Let's go for a walk to formally meet? Just 
because." It seemed pointless, but also completely harmless. An hour later, I was 
outside his apartment. An hour later, walking through West Village, looking every 
direction as if we'd get spotted and hanged, but jiving and laughing like old friends all 
the while—and flirting a little, too. An hour later, laying casually in the grass of Highline 
Park well after dark, electricity surging between us. An hour later, back at his apartment, 
in his bed, keeping our underwear on because we wanted to respect Tolliver—someone 
I still counted as a friend. (This makes me a very bad friend.) An hour later, on the 
subway home to Prospect Heights, feeling thrilled, feeling dangerous, feeling bad, but 
feeling good. 

There was no runaround in dating Romeo, no "Are we together or aren't we?" We just 
were. I don't recall ever being anxious about whether or not he liked me or was going to 
text me, I just knew it was happening and never questioned it. We skipped past 
courtship, and settled into the vacuum in which we lived for many months. He and I 
were cursed from the start, though; everywhere we went, I was certain Tolliver would 
round the corner and bump right into us. We both still cared for him, and knew that he 



thought highly of each of us. If he found out, it would devastate him, knowing that two 
very important, emotional parts of his past came together because of that common 
ground. Romeo and I were both afraid to risk losing that respect from him, too, even 
though we liked each other enough to start our own unofficial union. We started ordering 
delivery instead of going out, and would take taxis anywhere we went, to get door to 
door without risk of awkward run-ins, knowing that Gay New York City is far too small. 
Only our best friends knew we were together, because Tolliver and his network of 
friends—which overlapped both of our networks—could be peering out any window or 
sitting in any restaurant. We kept our Instagram accounts clear of trace, too: no 
following each other, no posting photos of our joint ventures. That way of documenting 
romance was forbidden to us. But for these same reasons, we grew close. Every 
moment was private, was playful, was affectionate, was ours alone. Maybe it wasn't so 
cursed after all. 

Romeo rented a car and drove us to Connecticut one Saturday afternoon in late 
summer. We met some of his closest friends for drinks—they were all slightly older, 
creative-director types like him: owned houses, had families, came from money, or at 
least made a ton of it now. I felt inferior, given I was a mid-level editor and owned 
nothing more than a bed and a few nice jackets. I definitely had the best hairline, 
though. I would certainly NOT be in the same financial wheelhouse as them in the next 
few years, which made me feel significantly behind them professionally, even if my 
variables were different, even if my definition of success was already being realized. 
Romeo saw all of these thoughts unfolding in my head; my quieter demeanor and 
critical stare must have given me away. Every introduction he made, every conversation 
he started, he was sure to make me feel equal, to make me feel like I belonged, and 
that it mattered for nothing that he had money and I did not. I hate that I feel small 
around people like that. I don't even want lots of money; I just get uncomfortable 
because I've never had any, and because I make unfair presumptions about people who 
do, despite the fact that I've taken many a handout. After this moment where he 
introduced me to his friends, I felt understood, and also like the chip on my shoulder 
was gone, at least around him. Sure, I felt smaller than them, but I also felt deserving of 
the affection he directed at me—a self-worth test I had failed when dating Dan 
(@grossypelosi). I loved that weekend, and I loved Romeo that weekend. 

During that same weekend in Connecticut, we stopped off the highway at an antique 
shop. Romeo wanted to browse, hopeful he might find a cool end table or mirror to bring 
home. I certainly didn't need anything, seeing as my queen bed took up 90 percent of 
my bedroom, and my clothes took up the other 10. But then, while he spoke with the 
owner about a certain piece, something caught my eye: a carved, painted wooden doll, 
maybe eight inches high. An old woman—a gypsy. Her hair was tucked into a shawl, 
and she was clutching a bible, smiling. Scribbled m on the bottom was "A.P. 1936." I 
turned to the shop owner: "How much for this?" "Uhhh," he hesitated. "10 bucks?" He 
stared at me as I stared at her, as if trying to force the sale. My wallet was in the car, so 



Romeo paid. Back on the road, we named her Heather. It seemed silly enough, and 
made the eerie idol a bit more innocuous. I set Heather in my windowsill when I got 
home, and posted an Instagram prompting everyone to say hello to her. A comment, 
from my friend Ben (@benjaminnyc): "What's your damage, Heather?" Nothing, yet. 

I ran into Tolliver once while all of this was going on. It was near Washington Square 
Park. We caught up very cordially for a few minutes, and the entire time I thought "I'm 
sorry. I don't want to hurt you. He doesn't want to hurt you. This doesn't change what he 
and you had, or what you and I had." This was one of the few times in my life that I felt 
like an actual terrible person: being face to face with my ex, feeling like I pulled the 
ultimate "All About Eve," only now it was All About Adam, about what I assumed from 
him. His place in Romeo's bed. Thoughtful texts. Terrific sex. Romeo had the same 
guilt, as if he stole me from Tolliver's memories too. I felt bad for Tolliver, that he was 
smiling at me, genuinely interested in my goings on, and that he still thought well of me. 
Then I just felt bad for myself, and for Romeo, for getting ourselves into this 
predicament, and for not getting out of it on principle alone. But also for being cowards 
who weren't willing to give him the momentary grief in order to sustain ourselves. I still 
wonder if either of us will ever tell Tolliver our secret. I don't want that truth to alter his 
memory or opinions. But, before you pity me and Romeo or feel too sorry for Tolliver, 
trust me here: Romeo and I really were a superb fit, and we can't help how we met. I 
often imagine what Tolliver might feel if he found out, since Romeo was his "one who 
got away." I think it would be like a sucker punch, doubly so because his heartbreak for 
Romeo was the sole reason Tolliver and I never got a fair chance when we dated. Or 
maybe he would think we were despicable, and that we deserved each other. He'd be 
right, if you asked me. 

Since we weren't public as a couple, Romeo and I were never exclusive. In all the 
months we dated, we did not vow fidelity, nor did it seem like either of us wanted total 
commitment to a furtive relationship. But we were committed in some way; we were 
each other's first priority, except that the entire time we were both searching for 
someone more compatible to come along, someone not anchored by guilt or shame. 
Neither of us made the effort to build toward longevity, to risk having to tell Tolliver. So 
we continued our weekly cadence of ordering in, having sex before the food arrived, 
watching a movie while we ate, and passing out promptly thereafter. One morning, as I 
left his place, I thought to check my Scruff messages, which had been ignored for a 
week or two, per usual. Then, a text from Romeo: "Two minutes out my door and 
checking Scruff already?" I was livid: "You had to check yours to even see that I signed 
in," I replied. "Plus, it's 9 in the morning, what do you possibly think I'm looking for?" We 
both knew the answer, though: Something else. 

This open door was part of our curse. Even once Romeo and I acknowledged that we 
wanted to keep seeing each another—both admitting that we had never imagined one 
date turning into two, into three, four, twenty-five—we still never brought up an 



exclusivity clause, just as we never brought up Tolliver. In refusing to acknowledge and 
let go of that past, we prevented any chance for a shared future. We were two idiots 
with love dangling right in front of their eyes, but looking in every other direction for 
something more, or something else. I had two minor romances that overlapped Romeo 
in those first few months, both of which lasted a couple weeks. They each had potential 
for more, but not enough dedication from me to foster them. My friends stopped taking 
my intentions seriously, as I would routinely outline the predicament I was in without 
ever removing myself from it. We felt stuck, but neither of us wanted to give the other 
up: we had both played the field long enough to know that our chemistry was nearly 
impossible to replace. And so, we bumbled along, happy and not. 

CHAPTER 6 

“We all have a history of falling for people 
who are unavailable to us,” says TC 
Milan (@tc_milan). He’s relating to my 
Romeo-Tolliver love triangle, making me 
feel not-so shitty. “It’s fucked up in theory, 
but you never acted out of spite. And at 
least it’s interesting.” I knew I could count 
on him for the support. TC is the lead 
singer of one of my favorite bands, 
@avanlava, and aside from writing prolific 
songs and throwing some of the best 
parties I’ve attended, he gives off a 
refreshing air that says “be dynamic, or 
don’t bother.” I first encountered him 
while visiting DC in 2013. Avan Lava was 
playing a big Pride party, on the third floor 
of an old Wonder Bread factory. A 
thousand men were body to body on the fourth floor to see some Drag Race demi-
celebrity, so my friends and I snuck one floor down to check out this band that was 
unfamiliar to us. We joined a crowd of maybe 200 people who were dancing and 
spinning to TC’s theatrical voice and the electronica-meets-pop instrumentals. It was the 
tail end of Avan Lava’s set, right before they launched into their show-stopping “It’s 
Never Over”; that’s when they always shoot confetti and body surf and rub sweat with 
the crowd and memorialize the evening. TC and a shirtless Jo Lambert (@jo_equality) 
came out into the crowd; she jumped into my arms as we twirled around. “Where are 
you from?” I screamed above TC’s voice. “Crown Heights, Brooklyn,” she yelled back, 
shaking her tape-covered breasts and locking eyes like she was casting a spell over 
me. “I’m from Prospect Heights!” I hollered back. “Neighbors!” She planted a kiss on my 
lips in celebration, then twirled away. I recommended them for a gig nearly one year 
later—at the concert where I introduced Buckminster to my friends—and befriended TC 
as we stepped through logistics for the show. That night was memorialized too, as they 



shot their confetti over the entire crowd, as we danced to TC’s words: “We’ll all be 
alright // If we stay up all night // Let it feel good // 'Cause it feels good.” Everything is 
perfect with TC as MC. 

TC got himself in a mum's-the-word bind recently, too. "I have a tendency to go after 
straight guys," he says, expounding on that general pursuit of "unavailable" people. "I’m 
around a lot of dudes and bros who are music nerds. They’re the type that is open to 
new experiences." My eyes are wide as I wait for the details. "This particular guy used 
to date one of my best girl friends." I choke on my salad as he laughs to himself. 
"Yeah...but it was after they broke up. They had been having trouble in the bedroom, 
which she would tell me all about. So it's not like I should have been that enamored or 
curious about him. But he's really creative. Always working on something, actually 
creating things for himself and as art, like 24/7. Most people aren't like that. I'm certainly 
not like that; if I write a song, it takes a while and then I need a break. But this guy just 
lived it. I found it really sexy. And after they broke up, he seemed to always be hanging 
around the studio, lingering after practice, taking photos, smoking pot. Even an 
occasional back rub. To the common eye, it looked like we were just becoming friends." 
I'm giggling like an idiot teenager the entire time. "Oh this is goooooood," I say as he 
shakes his head, grinning wide. 

"So, this guy was staying two blocks away from me. One night I was hanging out with 
my ex. We went to dinner then saw a movie, and I assumed we would hook up after. 
Instead, my ex said 'So good seeing you, let’s do it again soon.' I was upset, so I went 
to my drummer’s house, got drunk and then got a text from my friend's ex. It said 'Yo 
what’s good tonight?' I replied 'Drunk, defeated, what's up with you?' ... 'Nothing, just 
gonna chill, smoke. Watch a movie. You should come over.' So, I hopped in a cab, but 
when I arrived there was no vibe. I had no idea why I was there. We were talking about 
absolutely nothing in his bedroom for an hour. I got tired and said I was gonna go. At 
first he was quiet. Then he just moved to the bed, paused, and said 'Come here.' And 
so...I did. We started making out. Then got naked. Then he said that he had never done 
anything like this before, which, who knows. But it lasted a few hours. He was asking 
questions like 'Should I do it like this? What should I do next?' He gave me the whole 
'Nobody can know about this' bit. I was on the same page at first, because I was terrified 
of telling my friend I had just slept with her ex-boyfriend." I interject: "Are you sure I can 
write about this?" "Yeah, I mean, I had to tell her. I care about her, more than I do him. 
And our group of friends inevitably found out. People know by now, and my friends don't 
give a shit. They thought it was awesome that he felt comfortable to do that, and she 
wasn't mad because it's not like they were dating at the time." "When did you come 
clean to your friend about it?" "After enough time. Once I was sure she didn't care about 
him anymore. If you're thinking about telling your ex that you dated his significant ex—
knowing full well it would hurt him—, well, that information won’t do much good for him 
for a while. But tell me why you feel so guilty about it anyway? You're all adults, making 
your own decisions, and nobody cheated on anyone. The secret seems kind of 



straining, but after a while it won't mean anything. I hope you don't regret losing this 
Romeo for it." 

TC's story had me thinking about the "shameful" secrets any one of us carries around, 
and my mind jumped to 2007: It was the first time I hooked up with a guy. I was 20, a 
sophomore in college, and had a house in downtown Lawrence, KS. My roommates 
went to a basketball game so I knew they'd be gone for a while. I invited this stranger 
over; we had been chatting through the website Adult Friend Finder (ha!). I was excited 
to finally act out on this secret I had been harboring. This guy was in the closet too, a 
former military man, 25, super muscled and really boy-next-door. He parked his pickup 
truck outside my house and came in. We said few words before he was in my bedroom 
on his knees. We didn't even kiss, never once exchanged names. He peaked pretty 
quickly, but I was so nervous that it took me another 20 minutes or so. "I've got to hurry 
into Kansas City," he said after, while putting his clothes on. "It's my birthday and my 
fiancée has been waiting 45 minutes for me at the restaurant already." He chuckled at 
the fact, never mind that Kansas City was an hour away. He left, and I felt like a home 
wrecker. On the one hand, I was happy to have finally acted on my urges, even if it 
would be another 3.5 years before I came out. On the other hand, though: that poor 
woman. Even worse, he emailed me the following day saying he wanted to do it again, 
and, if I was up for it, he could bring me to hang out with this married couple he always 
had threesomes with. I declined, and deleted that fake email account. I wondered how 
many people I knew and loved and respected also had terrible, hurtful secrets like this 
guy. I hate that I still have such anguish over something like my Tolliver-Romeo love 
triangle, which involved no adultery or dishonesty, while what's-his-name in Kansas 
probably has two kids and a dog now with his unassuming wife, fucking college guys off 
Grindr while she makes up the bed. If he's still at it, I hope he's miserable. But more 
than that, I hope enough time has passed, and that he's been honest with himself, and 
with her, and freed of any burden. My trust in people shifted significantly that day. But so 
did my understanding of them. 

"When I was 15, doing Christian theatre, I had a very intimate relationship with one of 
the instructors, who was in his mid 20s," TC tells me. "It lasted a year or so. He had a 
roommate and she was always yelling at him, worried he would go to jail or something." 
I sit fascinated at the way he just shares this nonchalantly. And there was another: 
"When I was 16, I started seeing this 32-year-old man in San Diego," he tells me. "He 
directed a show in my hometown, and my best friend and I went to see it. We had fake 
IDs so we snuck into a gay bar afterwards, and these guys approached us, and they 
were the director and producer. They started flirting with us, so we lied and told them we 
were 18 and 19, which still means we would have snuck in. They invited us back to the 
hotel and we each hooked up with one of them. Then, for like nine months, I would drive 
down to San Diego, under wraps." I ask TC what he thinks of this now, the idea that 
these guys were twice his age and sleeping with a minor. "I think we all knew better, but 
I very willingly went into both situations," he replies. "Those relationships were an 



escape from my family, from any high school drama, and felt like an intriguing passage 
into adulthood. They were as secretive as my sexuality itself, so I was stoked to explore 
them. Either way, my being young forced us to be quieter, which kept things very 
intimate and private. I'm not encouraging relationships with minors, but am just saying 
that what you and Romeo did probably forced you to realize that you both want 
something substantial. Even as I have fun stories like hooking up with that straight guy, 
they just make me more grateful when something natural and long-term comes around. 
I like a challenge, yes, but I'm really looking for someone who challenges me, not for a 
good story. It's fun to have something interesting like that, but more than anything, I 
want someone I can easily integrate into my life. It's good to first experience the contrast 
to that...to know what you actually need for personal betterment." 

"I obviously don’t often get into relationships that are easy," TC says. "My last boyfriend 
was getting his PhD while we dated, and had very little time to invest in the relationship. 
I would ride my bike an hour to his house and we would have dinner just so we could 
spend time together. I fell for him partially, I think, because it shouldn’t have worked at 
all. I surprised myself at what I was willing to do. And just like you with the architect, we 
knew our time was limited because he was going to have to move for his program. So 
we broke up a year early, to spare that drawn-out goodbye." I think for a second about 
the handful of men I would consider my "significants," whether they had a title or not. 
They're the class of men I feel has most impacted me in the last five years of being out. 
There's Dan (@grossypelosi); I knew while dating him I'd be leaving San Francisco for 
NYC. My first boyfriend, in South Dakota, got dumped because I was leaving there for 
San Francisco. My first NYC love—the one for whom I left Dan—was bound for 
Amsterdam and emotionally unavailable as he plotted his move. Tolliver was a 
challenge because he was never over Romeo. Romeo and I were doomed because we 
didn't want to hurt Tolliver. Buckminster was moving so I never let my guard down for 
him. There was also a 48-year-old penthouser who spent most of his time away from 
the city, and a 21-year-old who lived in Montreal. See a pattern? Nobody who 
just...made it easy, nor anybody for whom I let my guard down when it made one bit of 
sense. If you gave me an agreeable, hardworking, handsome, intentional 30-year-old 
man who is settled in New York with a good job, friends, apartment, and the works, well, 
I'd probably consider myself unworthy and have a nervous breakdown. 

TC writes songs about the loves he has had, the passion and hurt he has felt. Some of 
those men have been referenced in multiple songs, and they should win a gold star for 
the void they've left in his life, for the impression they've made, whether lined with agony 
or gratitude. I ask if he has their permission to write about them, mostly because I 
haven't sought permission from all my own exes for this story. "I would never blatantly 
spit out their name; I haven’t gotten to my Alanis Morissette stage. It’s vague enough 
that people can have whatever feelings they have about it, and I should be allowed to 
project things through my own perspective, and to express how I feel about these 
scenarios. It's my platform. The main thing is that I can’t write about them when I’m 



deeply twisted up or still hurting, because otherwise I'll drown in those emotions. 
Recently, I wrote about a guy a year later, and it was great because I could focus on 
one aspect of the relationship, or on the entire scope. I could see how it affected me. I 
had all the perspective I needed. I had emotionally moved on but could still tap into 
those emotions I felt without drowning in them." To Buckminster and to Romeo: I 
suspect you're reading this. I hope nothing here, as told through my perspective, 
changes our history. To Tolliver: I don't think you're reading this, which is fine by me. It 
would change our history, and my secret keeps us safe. I'll always love you in some 
way, and I'm in no hurry to have you hating me. Maybe in five years you'll find it funny. 
Really though, I think dating Romeo made me closer to you yet. You never let me in, 
and he was the key. That's partially why I did it. The other part is more selfish: because 
it was interesting, it was forbidden, and it felt good. 
  

CHAPTER 7 

While it's important to surround yourself 
with exceptional people and to do fulfilling 
work, nothing can keep you as grounded 
as having a home that you love. This is 
the cardinal rule for surviving NYC, too; 
the days and people and cost are so 
unforgiving, that having a sanctuary to 
which you can retreat, relax, and 
rejuvenate should be every person's top 
priority. When I moved here, I knew I 
would probably end up in Brooklyn; most 
of my friends suggested I try 
Williamsburg. I looked at a half-dozen 
terrible, not-worth-the-cost arrangements 
there, when my ex Dan 
(@grossypelosi)—always looking out for 
me—asked for leads from his friends. His 
high school pal replied that she had an opening in her rent-stabilized, $750/month 
Prospect Heights 3-bedroom. I hustled to the 2/3 train later that night, and took it for 30 
minutes into foreign territory. I popped out in the crisp January evening, with no clue as 
to where I was, but humbled by the very first thing I saw: the majestically lit Brooklyn 
Museum. I walked down Eastern Parkway, which, with the enormous Soldiers' and 
Sailors' Arch at one end, feels like Champs-Élysées minus any commercialism. There's 
also Prospect Park, the Brooklyn Library, and Botanic Garden all on one side, across 
from a never-ending row of stunning pre-war apartments. "Do people in Manhattan 
realize this is here?" I wondered, already enamored—and even before I discovered the 
brownstones, charming restaurants, buzzing pubs, and quiet coffee shops. The room 
was in a row-house building, a first-floor unit. It was in the very back of the apartment, 



removed from any noise and with a large window that opened into the private 
backyard—which was only accessible through this space. It was a small room, big 
enough for a bed and a shelf, but at this point I only had three bags of belongings. I 
knew I needed this place, no hesitations. I charmed my potential roommates—two witty, 
intellectual best friends—over wine, and got a phone call an hour later with an invitation 
to move in. I knew this apartment would finally keep me anchored, and that Prospect 
Heights would be the foundation for the fruitful years ahead. 

The more stories I heard about other people's housing misfortunes—from bad 
roommates to stubborn landlords, from bug infestations to rent hikes—the more I 
realized how lucky I was to have landed where I did. Many of my friends were paying 
twice as much as me to have even less space in noisy corners of Manhattan, a tradeoff 
that seemed entirely illogical. Not only did they have to pay way more, but they didn't 
have quiet nights and weekends, nor did they have pristine, enormous Prospect Park 
just minutes from their stoop. It had all the perks of Central Park—even the same 
architects—minus any touristy gimmicks like pedicabs and horse-drawn carriages and 
street performers. My commute was 30 minutes, which is probably the average for most 
New Yorkers, even those living in lower Manhattan, and after any long work day, the 
stress melted away as soon as my eye caught the Prospect Heights brownstones. I had 
the best setup of nearly everyone my age, or at least those who had to earn their own 
keep and pay their own bills. For three years I stayed there, tolerating minor things like 
fussy radiators and occasional mice in the kitchen—nothing was so bad that I ever 
thought of leaving, especially for the price I paid. However, when my close friend Daniel 
(@danielseunglee) had a bedroom open up in his apartment in Crown Heights in 
November 2014, I decided to gamble my sanctuary and move slightly east. It was just 
$100 more for twice as much space, which was timely since my tiny room was now 
brimming with accumulated belongings. This new place was a third-floor walkup, still 
rent-stabilized, still a row-house, and still back-of-house, away from any noise. Plus, I'd 
have only one roommate, who was also a best friend. It all made perfect sense, like I'd 
be trading the old haven for new. I had it good, but I still thought I could do better, so, I 
rolled the dice and cut myself free of that three-year anchor. 

My move took place a few weeks after I got that wooden gypsy idol, Heather, from a 
roadside antique shop. I set her up on the desk in my new room—I had space for a 
desk!—alongside various trinkets and candles and whatnot, and just below a framed 
drawing of a friendly, burly bear. My room came together very quickly, as I didn't want to 
waste time settling in and calling it home. One morning in early December, I woke to the 
sound of a man screaming bloody murder, and I jolted upright just as the framed bear 
illustration leapt off the wall and shattered onto my desk. I jumped from my bed and 
tiptoed carefully to examine the scene, and there, underneath the face-down bear and 
broken glass, was Heather. Nothing else on the desk had been affected by the fall, 
despite the fact that she was neighbored by other objects; the bear somehow came off 
its mount and leapt atop her. I tried making sense of it, wondering what could have 



possibly caused this. And what of the man screaming in agony? I picked up Heather 
and examined her closely again. No tarnishes. She stared back, smiling and clutching 
her bible. I felt goosebumps everywhere. All of this happened in the span of 30 seconds, 
and then, to make matters even more curious, my alarm went off while I clutched her in 
my hands. I had been setting the buzzer for 7:09 a.m. each day, since July 9 was the 
day I met and fell for Romeo. So on this morning, everything had happened at 7:08, 
waking me just moments before my assigned 7:09: a scream, a leap, a crash, an alarm. 

Daniel and I smudged the apartment with sage, cleansing each room with smoke to 
ward away any bad spirits that Heather carried with her. Daniel believes in ghosts and 
the supernatural, and he worried about what sort of curse I had brought to the 
apartment. I found it a little silly, but played along because whatever had happened in 
my bedroom was disconcerting. Romeo was unsettled by it too, but pointed out that the 
black bear must have played some part in protecting me. I really loved Heather though; 
she was unique, a memento on my desk, a reminder of Romeo. I refused to actually rid 
of her, and picked her up that next night, while the sage still lingered in the air, to tell her 
this: "Whatever baggage you've got, it ends with me. I'm going to win this one." It was a 
challenge, really, and maybe an acknowledgment that I believed in the supernatural, 
too. Try me, old woman; nothing can shake me. I've been weak, and I'm not going back. 
I positioned her where she stood before, as if to prove to this silly doll that I had order. I 
re-framed the bear drawing the same day, and hung it above her again. She had a new 
neighbor, too: a small black bear figurine that Romeo bought for me, to look over her 
shoulder and keep me safe. I think Romeo felt some guilt, as if our togetherness created 
some sort of bad juju: "This bear is for your peace of mind, bub. Or maybe mine." 

I harassed the landlord daily to get us a new lease, one with my name on it that I could 
sign, one that fixed me to the stabilized rent and that would keep me there just as long 
as I had been in Prospect Heights. The tenants below us had recently moved out, which 
allowed him to hike the rent on the new guys moving in. Given the increasing popularity 
of the neighborhood, I understood why he didn't want my name on the lease, why he 
hoped we would also leave. So, I bugged him regularly, hoping that the nagging would 
have him finally deliver the document he owed us. Soon, I had a second complaint, too: 
Our top-floor unit housed the release valves of the building's heat pipes, which steamed 
out into our kitchen and bathroom. It wasn't just hot air, though; it also exhausted a 
pungent, sulfur-meets-burnt-plastic smell. I dreaded going home every day, since my 
stomach would turn over the second I walked in the door. I would get takeout to avoid 
using the kitchen, and would sprint to my bedroom to eat it. Showers were short, and I 
would have to breathe through my mouth to avoid feeling uneasy. Daniel's sense of 
smell must be compromised, because it only added to my angst that he didn't find any 
harm in the matter; I must be crazy. Paranoid, I suspected foul play from the landlord, 
like maybe this was some old building owner's trick for smoking out unwanted tenants. 
Perhaps I was just getting what I was paying for; I assumed the smell would eventually 
wear. At least I still had my room, which was free of pipes and instead heated by a 



radiator that I could control. I didn't have to worry, so long as I had that reprieve. So long 
as I had some control. 

One morning in mid-January 2015, I woke to the radiator spilling hot water; in a few 
minutes it had already lost a half-gallon. I was used to this happening a few times each 
winter at my old Prospect Heights abode, and knew how to bleed the pipes in order to 
get the steam flowing through. I received a text later that day from the landlord: the 
water had leaked into the apartment below mine, where the new tenants were living 
(and paying much more). He asked me to leave a key under the mat so he could 
examine the radiator while I was at work. I obliged, asking him to please bring a new 
lease (as I had been requesting) and to finally address the stench (as I had been 
requesting). He agreed to handle both. I returned home that night to the familiar rancid 
smell, and found exactly zero leases. Furious, I hurried to my bedroom and slammed 
the door, only something was different about my sanctuary: it was hot...boiling hot, in 
fact. The radiator was on full blast, and I could feel the searing metal from across the 
room. I tried turning it off, only now it was locked on. I texted the landlord: "What did you 
do to my radiator? Why is it locked? And where is the lease? And did you even look at 
the pipes to fix the stench?" His response: "Is the radiator leaking?" Now I was boiling: 
"No, you seemed to have fixed that. Congratufuckinglations." Then him again: "If it's not 
leaking, then there is no issue." I screamed when I saw that text. I was livid, but could 
do nothing. I plugged in the air conditioner, which had a built-in temperature gauge. It 
said that my room was 116 degrees Fahrenheit (roughly 47 degrees Celsius), and the 
cold air it generated was doing little to combat the internal heat source. I felt even more 
helpless now. There was a pit in my stomach, a desperation I had not felt in over five 
years, ever since that panic attack in San Francisco. This was supposed to be my 
home, my sanctuary. 

I opened the window to let the freezing air enter my bedroom, turned the AC on full 
blast, and filled my humidifier each night. At its coldest, the ventilated room got to 101 
degrees F (38 C), and I would sleep naked atop the covers to avoid overheating. I woke 
each morning with chapped lips, dry skin, and the frustration of knowing that boilers 
aren't usually turned off until April. Even then, I would dread the following winter's 
approach, waiting for both the smell and the heat to return. I stayed at Romeo's 
whenever I could, but felt like a burden even though I was welcome. I had to move. I 
had to. I hated my home, and I refused to let any sense of floundering helplessness 
back into my life. Late one night, after stalling my sleep with plans in the city, I returned 
to my sauna and opened Craigslist, determined to find a new place. Everything nearby 
was out of my price range—hardly a listing under $1300. But then, one in Fort Greene 
caught my eye: it was just under my spending cap, but still a few hundred more than 
what I was paying in Crown Heights. It was in a desirable location northwest of Prospect 
Heights, with two charming female roommates. I sent an email and got an immediate 
response, inviting me to meet them the next night. It was an obvious fit on first 
impression, and although this room was half the size for 50% more each month, I knew 



the value of my sanity, of finding a home I could love. I said yes to the sublet, broke the 
news to Daniel—who, having seen my slight unraveling, understood my need to leave—
and moved into my third apartment in as many months. I sandwiched my life into the 
tiny bedroom, unpacking the frames and the trinkets, even wondering why the bear 
figurine had allowed this to happen. I kept Heather in the move, and laughed when 
Daniel told me the new roommate had no issues in the bedroom or with the stench. Was 
it all in my head? I couldn't dwell. I painted my new walls on the very first night, staying 
up until 5am to match the exact same shale gray color that my first apartment had, 
trying to make it familiar. I hastily lowered my anchor, desperate for a new foundation, 
and sorely missing Prospect Heights. 

CHAPTER 8 

My cousin Jenny Christen 
(@approximately) arrived in New York 
just three weeks after me; she initially 
moved for an unpaid design internship to 
round out her fine arts degree, and nearly 
backed out, but bought a one-way ticket 
that would force her to uproot every 
security in Moorhead, Minnesota: the 
academic bubble, a new car, a cheap 
rental home, a boyfriend who loved her. 
When she landed at LaGuardia late on 
January 3, 2012, Jenny took her 38-lb. 
suitcase ("I remember that because I had 
gone to the airport the night before, 
nervous that it would be over the 50-lb. 
limit.") and gave the cabbie her Brooklyn 
cross streets. Of all the Craigslist 
outreach she did to find an apartment in New York, this was the only listing for which 
she got a reply. All she had seen was one photo with a brief description of the 98-
square-foot Prospect Heights room, but at $650/month, it was one of the few affordable 
options, too. "The photo showed some sunlight coming in," Jenny says. "It looked so 
quaint, so I kept going back to it. I followed up over and over, badgering her, and when 
the woman picked me, she said I seem led like I really needed it." Jenny grew fearful as 
the car crept south through each pitch-black neighborhood. She wondered where it 
would stop, when the driver would deliver her to her new home, her new life, and a lot of 
uncertainty. For a starry-eyed 23-year-old from Minot, North Dakota, it was terrifying to 
pass abandoned warehouses, police cars on every fifth corner, and to be dropped on a 
snowy stoop in what felt like the middle of nowhere. The woman from the emails was 
there, and let Jenny upstairs to pass off the keys. She left behind two towels and a tiny 
child's bed. "My feet hung over the end," says Jenny, who is all of 5'1". The room was 
cold, so Jenny put on her coat, pulled a towel over herself like a blanket, and tried to fall 



asleep. "I was trying not to freak myself out," she laughs. "I knew that if things were bad 
the next day, I could be skeptical, but because she left me a bed and towels, at least I 
had something for the first night. At least I could start with that." And hopefully, come 
morning, a sliver of sunlight, as advertised. 

In the morning, Jenny woke and mapped the nearest grocery store. She walked outside, 
passed row houses and brownstones—okay, Brooklyn, not so bad—and found charm 
on that gritty January day. A Jamaican man catcalled to her: "Hey, pretty lady, you 
wanna have some zebra babies?" Okay, Brooklyn, you're luckily unlike Minnesota or 
North Dakota, and that was a funny reminder. At the store, she bought a loaf of Wonder 
Bread and a jar of peanut butter: "That's what I ate for all three meals for the next week. 
I had quit my college-student job, and moved with hardly any savings. I had an unpaid 
internship and put half of my money toward my first month's rent, so...." She came into 
Manhattan that night—I was couch surfing in Alphabet City—and we met near my 
offices in Flatiron for a Thai comfort dinner, to toast to our new life sans Wonder Bread. 
Jenny described her place, sounding tepid but optimistic, and recounted her night on the 
child's bed wrapped in a towel for warmth. I've known this darling woman for her entire 
life, and after our road trip across Canada and down into San Francisco two summers 
prior—where we spent the season acclimating to life outside Dakota, where I saw her 
smile wider than I thought she was capable, before she went warily back home to finish 
college for another 18 months—I worried she might never allow herself that added 
meandering to New York, that leap of fear and faith and weightlessness. But here she 
was, with next to nothing in her name, freezing cold, completely broke, and terrified, 
slurping coconut soup and trying to stay calm but seeming, above all, freed. What a 
blessing to have my cousin here, sharing this transition. Even better, when I snagged 
my own Prospect Heights apartment two weeks later, it was, coincidentally, on the 
opposite corner of the same block (thus making her "Jenny from the block"). Both of our 
mothers breathed a sigh of relief when they got that news. Jenny helped me pick out 
shale gray paint for my bedroom walls, and together we blanketed the space in its new 
color, manifesting a prosperous, hard-earned life. 

Jenny's and my aunt Amy (@amycleonard) graduated from Minot State University in 
North Dakota in 1986, the year I was born. Armed with a business degree, she has 
worked in the sourcing side of retail, holding VP and SVP roles at Gap, J. Jill, Levi's, 
JCPenney, and Banana Republic, traveling around the world to farms and production 
factories. To a lot of hard-working people, this probably seems par for the course—
move to a big city, land a job with one global name, put in the labor, get promoted—but 
from my roost in Sioux Falls, and from Jenny's in Minot, Amy was remarkable. She 
broke mold. I couldn't believe she did all of that, given my small scope on things, given 
that she started as humbly as I. Not to mention, she married a charming photographer, 
has three brilliant, wisecracking children, two senile wiener dogs, and bought a four-
story building in San Francisco's Russian Hill (with a vacant loft for transient nieces and 
nephews). She got the worldly version of that small-town ideal. In Sioux Falls, there's a 



big advertising campaign called "Stay Close, Go Far" that encourages high school and 
college students to invest themselves in local industry. Jenny saw this kind of "stay 
local" propaganda too, especially in Moorhead, MN, where she attended college: "Most 
people wouldn't leave the Fargo-Moorhead area," she says. "Everyone talked about 
Minneapolis as 'the big city' since it was close enough to home, and since there were 
big enough jobs and industries there. It seems good enough, and safe enough." Close 
enough, big enough, good enough, safe enough. I understand that we're all wired 
differently, but let's paint a scene: Amy and Jenny and me, backdropped by the smoggy 
city skyline, pointing to it, beckoning them to join us. Our jaws are agape that hundreds 
of our classmates point to the blue-skied suburbs of Minnesota and Dakotas behind 
them, shrugging like "Why risk it?" Our response, as we turn our backs and walk toward 
the metropolis, eyes on the skyline, on the dynamics: "Risk what?" 

For Jenny and me, Amy was the torchbearer for this idea that maybe our frustrations 
with the way people accept a fate of...homogeneity, of guilt for leaving their families to 
start a selfish life, of staying local and letting their opinions go unchallenged and 
curiosities go starved, of using religion as a crutch for interpreting the nuances of the 
world, of not experiencing contrast before committing to something like love or vocation 
or location...maybe those frustrations could be escaped. I think Jenny and I both felt like 
we didn't deserve the life Amy gave us when she opened that loft to us. She could have 
rented it for a few thousand dollars a month; there's this California-king bed nestled on 
the landing, ceiling-high windows (the ceiling is two stories high) overlooking the entire 
San Francisco Bay and Alcatraz, all right off a private backyard nook. When we put our 
bags down in that room and were told that the city was ours to discover and explore, 
and that we could bring boys home and have parties and treat this loft like it was 
privately our own, so get out there and have some fucking fun and make mistakes and 
be grateful but don't be so polite about it...it was easy to feel like we weren't worthy of all 
that had suddenly been handed to us on our respective occasions. Amy worked at our 
self-esteem to show us that we were deserving, and that the expectations we had for 
ourselves could be reset to this new open-minded, aspirational world. Here was a taste, 
for however long we needed our hands held. And then, like our parents, she expected 
us to cut ties and work for it ourselves. Because we were still Midwesterners, and 
always would be. 

After a few months in her Prospect Heights apartment, Jenny graduated to the next-
biggest room, when one of her three roommates moved out. It allowed her to upgrade to 
a full-size bed, get a tiny desk, and rediscover the perks of closet storage. A small 
victory, but one made possible by other successes: having consistent graphic design 
work, feeling anchored in Brooklyn, loving her roommates who felt like sisters. The small 
graduation was really an affirmation, a confident settling. We still had to earn our New 
York stripes, but I got to see my anxious cousin blossom; that nervous girl I greeted in 
January just a half year before...she was gone. Jenny attributes her peace of mind to 
the initial paring down she did to first get herself here: "I learned to live with less. 



Learned to feel lighter. I had so many things I saved, and it was a way of stashing things 
I didn't have any feelings for. And so I trimmed the fat. There was nowhere to hide those 
accumulated things; it was all about owning less, about only having things with purpose, 
things that you love because you have to consider their worth, and how they fit into the 
small sanctuary that you are so proud to call your own." What I love about this mentality 
is that, while she refers directly to the lack of storage space and frivolous belongings, it 
also applies to the more conservative lifestyle one must lead to feel calmed: You cannot 
hide your insecurities behind expensive clothes, overpriced dinners, or monogrammed 
handbags; anyone who finds interest or intrigue in those things interprets status (or 
perceived status) as success. Really, you are only successful if you are proud of 
yourself, if you have to earn something, and if you have to defend it every single day—
even if it's intangible. Most people would look at my or Jenny's life and find us 
unremarkable, average. But to each other: potential, actively being realized. 

Jenny shares an anecdote about her brown-stoned Prospect Heights street: "A few 
months ago I was walking by my apartment and there were a bunch of skateboarders. 
As they passed me, one turned to his buddy and said 'This is a really nice street.' They 
skated away, and his comment made me turn around and really admire it all. I noticed 
the colors of the trees and the homes, the serenity. It made me realize how far I've 
come in the four years I've been here. I was so proud of this place, and of myself. Then 
my boyfriend told me that the skateboarder's comment was probably in regards to the 
actual pavement, since it is quite literally a nice street. It's very smooth. But, I can 
appreciate that too....It's like when you're in love with someone and it's been a while 
since you last felt intensely passionate, then one thing happens that affirms that love, 
like "THIS is why I'm doing it. THIS is why I love you." She says this having now 
graduated to the largest room in the apartment, resultant of anchoring herself, of 
outlasting her roommates, of taking command of her home and picking her new sisterly 
housemates, of preserving the sanctuary she has built. And, with the bigger room 
comes the chance to gather even more thoughtful pieces: a beautiful antique dresser, 
an armchair, numerous plants, a few rugs, plus a headboard that we found on the curb, 
which, within two hours, she had repainted and installed to the back of her bed frame, 
after first sawing off the one it replaced, and entirely by herself. Little 5'1" Jenny, 
determined as ever. Remarkable, if you ask me. 

"Going home is how I remind myself where I'm from," Jenny says of her annual trips 
back to the plains. "I need a taste for the things that I grew up loving, and still do love. I 
need a dose of family, of North Dakota. But I'm always happy to fly back to New York. I 
always get my fill." I can relate; I try to get to Sioux Falls every year and see my parents. 
They're 55, which is young, considering they've got four grown children, aged 19 to 31. 
They've known each other their whole lives, started dating in high school in North 
Dakota, married at 24. When I go home, everything feels on hold. It dissolves. My 
parents don't know who my friends are, or who I've been dating, or much about my job 
other than it gives me certain comforts and securities. I keep a lot of my life private—



and I know Jenny tends to do the same, though I've watched with envy as she has 
introduced significant others to her family. I've been waiting for the right person to get 
me over that hurdle. A person who can see this humble home and lifestyle, and know 
that I am proud to come from this place, from these hardworking parents. He must be 
someone my parents will take as a good representation of the life I've built, a slight 
variation of what they had imagined for me, even if it is foreign to them. It's not so much 
about my being gay as it is my being in New York, and about my being unsettled (by 
comparison) as I near 30. My parents married themselves into permanence at 24. 
That's how old I was when I finally came out, when I learned to start dating and how to 
handle crushes and heartbreaks and bad blow jobs. I think life feels on pause at home 
because I understand THEM, but I don't know if THEY understand ME. I can appreciate 
where I'm from, because I've lived that life, but they haven't lived the one I'm living now. 
I'm working toward getting them more informed; it doesn't just involve introducing them 
to the right man, but that's a thing that they will understand: a union, a commitment, 
permanence. Until then, I always land back in NYC, crawl into a cab, a feel an 
immediate sense of warmth, familiarity, and relative permanence as the car gets closer 
to my friends, investments, and home. 
 

CHAPTER 9 

At our Birchbox editorial team meetings, 
we go around the room before getting to 
any business, and each person shares a 
“smile”: it has to be good news or 
something that he or she is excited 
about. “My smile…is that I paid off my 
credit card debt for the first time since 
opening both accounts when I moved 
here,” I told the team in January 2015. 
That got plenty of oohs and ahhs, and a 
few people expressed that they, too, 
would use their tax return and bonus 
check to pay off debts. I had moved to 
New York in December 2011 with $1k in 
the bank, but it was really my Visa that got me stationed: I had to purchase furniture, 
winter outerwear, nicer work clothes, monthly transit passes, expensive groceries, even 
more expensive takeout, even more expensive alcohol….That was all on salaries of 
$29k, $22k, and $39k for the first year and a half, so my Visa was soon joined by an 
AmEx, and my debt rose as high as $10k while maintaining just $1k in savings. Never 
mind that my student loans were still piled high; those would be much more manageable 
without the $800 monthly payments toward credit. When I paid off both of those cards in 
early 2015, I felt very adult. Like this new version of me had arrived—the one I knew 



would clean up the mess of Adams past, the one who finally had control, despite still 
only having $1k in the bank. 

That same month, I noticed a cramp in my stomach. It got more painful as I ate, and 
persisted for a few days, growing heavier and heavier. My appetite all but disappeared, 
because food would go in, and nothing would come out. I was uncomfortable doing 
anything: walking, sitting, sleeping—it all hurt. Soon, I had a series of doctor 
appointments, as one generalist would refer me to a specialist who would refer me to a 
separate specialist who would refer me to another specialist who would have no 
answers. Unfortunately for me, I had just gambled on my deductible at work, following a 
very healthy 2014, and within the first few weeks of 2015, accrued nearly $3000 in 
medical bills, prescriptions, and co-pays, all after insurance. I hated that I also had to 
decide which credit card to put it on: the Visa with lower interest rates, or the AmEx with 
better mileage perks. The AmEx won, because I was planning a trip to San Francisco. 
The month ended with a colonoscopy—at my ripe age of 28—and the doctor found 
nothing wrong. Nothing. “I think you body’s just being weird,” he said. “I’m sure this will 
pass in a few more weeks. Just drink lots of water, get plenty of fiber, and eat green 
vegetables, ok?” I wanted a refund. I got charged $800 after insurance for that 
procedure, and my solution was vegetables? Sure enough, the pain dissolved a couple 
days later—I had eaten few vegetables—and my doctor laughed at “the crazy things the 
body can do.” For a few minutes, I thought of all the stuff I could have bought with the 
$3000 I paid doctors, all for nothing. Then I realized: That money never existed in the 
first place. It’s just a fake number, a constant debt, one that always reminds me of my 
limitations. 

Winter wasn’t all bad, though. I was getting settled into my new home in Fort Greene, 
content with the much higher rent since I again had a home that I loved; the extra 
hundreds of dollars was worth my sanity, even if it put me further into debt each month. 
A very handsome, very charming distraction came my way, too: let’s call him Cold 
Hands. We had weekly dates, and it seemed that each one was plagued by a blizzard. 
We’d be sprinting through the freezing wind and snow, from a bar to a restaurant to a 
theater, and the dummy would never wear gloves. He’d have to run with his hands 
tucked away, wobbling like a penguin as he sprinted for warmth. Cold Hands 
overlapped my dating Romeo, so now at least two nights each week were filled with 
dates, and I was doubly enamored. Where Cold Hands won out, though, was that I saw 
myself mixing in with his friends, and he with mine. On top of that, he let me take him on 
dates to Whole Foods, where I could pick at the salad bar and bland chicken, in 
accordance with the doctor-prescribed diet that I had to follow. (No restaurant would 
offer anything so plain.) My weird diet endeared me to him, and his indifference to it 
endeared him to me. The entire month was sexless, too, with both men, since I was so 
agonized by stomach cramps. It further endeared Cold Hands to me that he respected 
this compromise , though not without a friendly joke or two; I kept a good humor about it, 
too. Most importantly, our worlds felt even-planed, and it was a much more public 



courtship than I could ever have with Romeo; it felt full of potential, reminiscent of a 
certain architect I let slip away. I decided I would finally end things with Romeo, and 
instead invest in what I knew was worth my time and energy. 

My symptoms were still plaguing me one night as Cold Hands and I watched a movie in 
his apartment. I didn’t much feel like having sex, but it seemed inevitable given the 
location of our date. Luckily, because of his predilection, it mattered for nothing that I 
had a stomach ache. So, after an hour of foreplay in the living room, we consecrated 
things in the bedroom, then finished our movie before staging a sequel. I left his 
apartment enamored, and our communication in the days following cemented the fact 
that I needed to break up with Romeo. So, I called a summit, and went to Romeo's 
apartment a couple nights later for what we both knew was our last hurrah. We ordered 
dinner, and had our talk while we waited for the food to arrive. It was the single nicest 
breakup I will ever experience: We professed our love for each other, admitted that we 
could never get to higher ground despite that fact, anchored by our own guilt. We had 
both been dating around for the seven months of our togetherness, and promised to 
stay friends, to remain very close, to support one another in our separateness. Lucky for 
me, my symptoms had dissolved in the days following sex with Cold Hands—maybe he 
had magic hands, too—because my predilection with Romeo required a healthier 
disposition. The food arrived, but we set it aside to fully appreciate each other one last 
time. In the morning, he skirted away early for a flight. I woke alone in his apartment, 
and stole a final glance at every angle of the place, taking mental photos and a few 
actual ones; I wanted to have it all in my memories. I soaked up his scent, studied his 
adorned walls, kept the sticky note he left on the espresso machine (“All set for you bub. 
Just push. xx”). After cleaning up, I latched the door and escaped to work, grateful for 
our union, but imagining another. 

A late-January blizzard kept much of New York indoors. I texted Cold Hands to see that 
he was safe and sound, worried mostly for his fingertips. He was indeed fine, but was 
also nursing a fever. He confirmed my own refuge, then signed off for the night so that 
he could sleep away the ailment. While cleaning, I found a pair of extra gloves in my 
apartment, and thought it would be cute to give those to him on our next meeting. The 
following morning, I checked in again, to see how he was feeling. I never got a 
response. Initially, I thought maybe he was actually very sick, certain he wouldn’t just 
drop interest so suddenly. However, Instagram confirmed that he was alive, as he was 
posting photos with friends and looking healthy as ever. I wanted a refund on my 
expensed energy, and I wanted Romeo back, too. I would get neither. I also wanted an 
explanation, but had been down this road plenty of times—on both sides of it, too—and 
knew I wouldn’t change his mind, and that there might be no explanation at all. These 
things often end after sex, after all mystery is removed. I chalked it up to him losing 
interest, to dating other people and being through with me. Even then, I mailed the 
gloves to his office, with a note: “You need to take care of your hands, kiddo. xx” I didn’t 
sign the letter; he’d know it was from me what with all the grief I gave him over his 



exposed mitts. Part of me hoped those gloves gave him some grief over his cold feet, 
too. Then, a text from him upon receipt: “You sent me gloves! That’s so sweet. Thank 
you!” I responded politely—“You’re welcome. You really should be more careful with 
yourself...”—hoping the cold-hearted subtext came through: “...and with others.” 

I coasted through February and March with no substantial pursuits—light fare only, open 
to more, but not needing it—somewhat defeated by the Cold Hands conclusion. I also 
wanted to save money by not going on as many dates, and hoped to spend more time 
at home, more time cooking, more time writing, more time at the gym, less time 
wondering how I'd make it to the next paycheck without over-drafting three days after 
payday. I got home early one night in early April, lit a couple candles in my room to send 
some calm into the air, then went to the kitchen to make dinner. I returned to my 
bedroom with plate in hand, and noticed the candle had been snuffed out, despite it 
being fairly new. At first it didn't phase me, but when I grabbed the lighter to reignite the 
wick, I caught the wooden gypsy Heather's gaze from her perch beside the candle. "Are 
you responsible for this?" I asked her aloud. "Very funny. You'll recall that I'm in charge 
around here." I lit the candle again, and faced her toward the flame, just to prove my 
point. The next morning, I woke up with a walnut-sized welt on my left shoulder. It itched 
like a hive, and throbbed all morning, before being joined by two others on my right 
hand and elbow. "Terrific," I thought to myself at work. "Now I'm allergic to something 
and I have no clue what." I decided not to involve doctors just yet, seeing as I didn't 
want to waste more money on their supposed expertise. "This will subside," I convinced 
myself each day, as more and more bumps began to appear. "I'm totally in control. I 
have complete control and this will subside." 

On April 9, I sent a rare tweet into the world, trying to make light of my concerns: "i am 
breaking out in hives and am kind of excited! i am finally allergic to something!" Two 
strangers starred it, validating my thrill and making it somewhat more relevant than my 
previous tweet: a photo of my French press coffee maker being used to strain peas. I 
scheduled an allergy test to diagnose my breakouts, because the itching was becoming 
unbearable. I failed to isolate any one part of my diet or behavior that may have been 
causing the bumps. I even asked my roommates if they were getting any of the same 
symptoms, to rule out bed bugs or other weird at-home factors. Neither woman had any 
such evidence, and I turned my mattress over every day just to check for pests myself. 
Then, a text from my roommate Kara a couple days later kicked off a nightmare: she 
had found a cluster of bed bugs on her own mattress, and traced them to the luggage 
beneath her bed. So clearly they had also migrated into my own room, and who knows 
where else. My mind went immediately to my little rent-stabilized apartment in Prospect 
Heights, the happy home I voluntarily left four months prior, and the stabilized life I had 
when I resided there for three years. I wanted a refund. A redo. I arranged a place to 
stay for two weeks so that we could douse the place in poison multiple times, but first 
had to stuff all of my belongings in plastic trash bags, sorted by what could be 
laundered, what could be thrown away, and what could be sprayed with poison and tied 



off for months. "I'm totally in control," I told myself as I filled the bags: "I have complete 
control and this will subside." I left Heather out on the desktop, so that the exterminator 
could coat her with a layer of poison, too. Maybe I was projecting. But maybe not. 
  

CHAPTER 10 

One mid-March night, my Fort Greene 
roommate Shannon Byrne 
(@shannonleebyrne) returned home late 
and gasped as she opened a letter from 
our stack of mail. It was past midnight, 
and we both looked defeated by our 
respective days. Next to my computer in 
the living room were two opened bills, 
totaling nearly $500 from two minor 
doctor visits (a small portion of the final 
tally, you'll recall). Shannon's news was 
worse than my own: She owed nearly 
$6,000 in taxes and fees before the April 
15 filing deadline just a few weeks away. 
I assumed it was another unexpected 
cost associated with her music startup A Song A Day (@asongaday.co), which delivers 
daily song recommendations for dozens of genres—"from humans, not robots." 
However, it was a tax return from a job she had held the previous year. "I was a 1099 
independent contractor working full time for a French company," she explains. "They 
hadn’t incorporated in the U.S. yet, and I didn’t save enough money or plan well. I’ve 
been doing my own taxes since I was 21, and lately spending too much on my New 
York life, and didn’t realize I was going to have to owe that much so quickly." She shook 
her head as she read the details of the notice, unsure of how she'd come up with the 
money, but sure of something else: She would figure it out. If anything, when you're 
struggling to get off the ground, you get good at avoiding that final six-foot descent into 
your own grave. 

Shannon launched A Song A Day a few months before we met. She cites its birthday as 
October 21, 2014, the day it first popped into her head. "It started as an idea while I was 
on a run, which is funny because the demand of operating it has since prevented me 
from having any time to run," she laughs over brunch in Prospect Heights. We're 
speaking just after @asongaday.co's first birthday, for which she held a party that 
doubled as a fundraiser: The startup's Kickstarter was in its final week, and needed 
more than half of its $25,000 ask in order for Shannon to receive any (and all) of the 
money. On why she had the idea for ASAD: "My friends knew me as the music lover, 
and would ask me how I found new songs and artists. It was such a routine thing for me. 



After sharing lots of my secrets with them, I realized on that run that they were all too 
busy to hunt for the songs themselves and just wanted me to hand them over, but not in 
some algorithm-style way. They liked the personalization. So I got home and bought the 
domain, then started laying out the site. I sent the link to a few friends who for some 
reason were also awake, and they all tweeted about it. A few people with high-quality 
tech networks re-tweeted it, and the next day it was featured on the site Product Hunt, 
which showcases the most innovative new efforts in tech." One day, A Song A Day 
didn't exist. The next day—and the next year—it controlled Shannon's life, bringing her 
the highest highs and lowest lows. 

Just before our catch-up brunch, I got an email from the A Song A Day Kickstarter: 
Shannon would be hosting a telethon each of those final three nights to try and make up 
the $15,000 deficit. That was very like Shannon, to fill every pocket of her free time with 
@asongaday.co, right up until the last minute, and to send off an email seconds before I 
arrived at the restaurant. I was glad to take her offline for a couple hours, even though I 
knew she wanted to be emailing editors and friends. The campaign had a strong launch: 
It was featured on Kickstarter's music vertical, and more than 300 people contributed. It 
overwhelmed Shannon, who had spent nearly eight months planning the precise details 
of the fundraiser, down to when it should launch, how to reward donors, what the video 
pitch should say, and exactly how much to ask for (fundraisers can set their goal, but 
that target must be met entirely). At our catch-up brunch, I ask how she is planning to 
make up the difference, in the event that the campaign wouldn't receive its full amount. 
A lot of my friends had launched their own Kickstarters, and many of them had an angel 
donor waiting in the wing, to make up the difference with a personal loan (and only 
sometimes did mommy and daddy want it paid back). "I have no fallback," Shannon 
replies. "Friends are volunteering to cash out their stocks at work, but I'll never let them 
do that for me. I might just move the campaign over to Indiegogo." (That's a 
crowdfunding site that doesn't set ceilings and pays out whatever you receive, which 
then also prevents you from setting and clearing ambitious goals.) "If I do that, I'll lose 
most of the original donors, but I'll still end up with a few thousand dollars, which will 
help. People have come out of the woodwork this week to tell me things they did to get 
their Kickstarter funded, and they're not things I'm ok doing. It feels a bit dishonest. I’d 
rather fail in funding than do something unethical. And maybe that makes them better 
businesspeople than me, and more successful than I will ever be." 

Above all else, Shannon wants A Song A Day to be a large community of music lovers. 
She wants conversation about songs and artists, running dialogues where people can 
share their love or hate or indifference about something they've been recommended. 
She currently sends automated emails every weekday to her thousands of subscribers, 
each of whom is assigned to a genre that fits their taste. She has 44 curators, including 
herself, and 500 more people who have volunteered to be one. (I'm the curator of the 
Dance Pop playlist, I'll have you know. I derive so much happiness from sharing five of 
my most recent favorites to this pool of strangers, and to have them respond to my 



emails with rousing support or bitter—albeit friendly—disgust.) But building that 
community, which includes managing the conversations and all of the automations, 
takes tons of time. Two of Shannon's best friends, Danielle (@danifleisch) and Maria 
(@bhimtastic) have been by her side since Day 1, and have sacrificed their own nights 
and weekends for a project they feel strongly about, and quite selflessly to support the 
honest efforts of their pal. Every weekend, the three women would be churning away in 
our living room, scheduling and responding to emails, fixing bugs, assigning subscribers 
to playlists, and planning the eventual fundraiser. "They've taken on a lot of work," 
Shannon says. "It’s nice to have people in the trenches with me, with whom I can talk 
about it. They’re both such good advocates for the brand. It really keeps me going. They 
also know when to make me stop and take breaks. They make me live my life. If they 
weren’t there, it’d be hard. I need those people to talk to. I would be less motivated to 
keep going, especially now. Having their emotional support is far more important than 
making money. But I think we all agree that the money would be nice." 

Shannon seems certain that she won't get the $25,000 funding, but I remind her that 
she has still filled her entire week's slate—on top of a part-time job—with efforts to get 
there. She can't help but state her regret, though: "I wish I had only asked for $10K or 
$15K. But I was certain I could get to $25K, too." A Song A Day doesn't die if the 
funding doesn't come through, but it is significantly hindered from growing: "This money 
would buy us time. It would allow me to explore a more sustainable model for the 
business, and to get it monetized. There are steps that need to happen in order for us to 
get there, like streamline the admin stuff. I need that to be able to approach sponsors. 
And going out and selling the product would take time. I also want to build a curator 
database. I want a curator spending 10 minutes at most, and for those emails to arrive 
in each subscriber's inbox at the time that is best for him or her." So, most of that money 
would be Shannon's livable income—allowing her to pay her own bills, as well as the 
various costs that @asongaday.co throws her way, like registering the LLC, hiring 
consultants, and talking to lawyers—while she builds the community between curators 
and recipients. Another regret: "I wish I had a mentor. It's not too late, but I really need a 
businessperson or someone in the music industry giving me advice, calming me down 
or pointing me in the right direction. Someone to help me filter all of the unsolicited 
feedback I get from everyone else, and to save me from impostor syndrome." I ask her 
to explain that last part—impostor syndrome. "It's when you feel like you don’t deserve 
the attention, or the leadership on something. Like, how did I get here? Why am I the 
one calling the shots? Why are thousands of people using this thing that I created? Am I 
doing a good job, or at least doing my best? Do they know I'm a fake?" 

"Getting bed bugs when we did...that affected me in the worst way possible," Shannon 
says. "It stretched me so thin. I work from home. I was fortunate to be going out of town 
a few times when it happened, but I just didn’t have time to deal with it, to make it better. 
I also didn’t have time to move out nor the money to afford it." For all three of us in that 
Vanderbilt Avenue apartment, cost was the first concern when the bugs showed up. 



Dry-cleaning expenses, replacement furniture and bed sheets and pillows and clothing. 
Not to mention the mental cost: the dread of going home each night, the fear of falling 
asleep, the disbelief that any poison will effectively rid of the pests forever. The 
existential crisis that ensues: Why do we live in this dirty city? Why do we tolerate this 
shit for such high cost of living? "I even messaged my brother in Florida," Shannon 
admits. "Wondering if I should move home for a bit to save money. It’s so expensive 
and hard to get off the pavement here. The cost of moving home—of sacrificing 
opportunity—however, or of leaving New York in general, is too great. I can have so 
many meetings here within the industry, and go to every concert I want. People take me 
more seriously by being here. I’m where music is, and with so many tech resources. I 
either need to take better advantage of it, or I need to do something else with my life. 
Someplace where bed bugs aren't likely to follow." 

I have to admit, I have the same concerns for A Song A Day that many of Shannon's 
closest friends have: It's an uphill battle to fight Spotify, Pandora, and Apple. They all 
have custom curation down to a science, and present endless discovery based on 
listening history and tracked artists. And, had I not seen the passion and dedication that 
Shannon and her friends poured into it from our own living room, I would have written it 
off on pitch alone. But then Shannon subscribed me to the Indie Pop playlist, and I 
started getting daily gems in my email. So I begged her to let me curate my own list, and 
got even more pleasure from sharing my Dance Pop favorites. And now, having formed 
a music-based relationship with total strangers, I understand. "On our Facebook page, 
people have helped strangers find work in the music industry," Shannon says. "And I get 
emails from people all over the world telling me they look forward to their song every 
day, because we offer something that apps like Spotify or Apple don't: The songs are 
coming from a human, so they're more personalized and nuanced. They use it as a 
complement to discover music that an algorithm would never jump to based on their 
listening patterns. There's a group of coworkers that all subscribe and they share with 
each other at the office—one is even on your Dance Pop list! There's a cute couple that 
listens to all ten of their accumulated songs on Sunday after reading the paper and 
making coffee. My cold, dark heart really appreciates those things." I ask her this: If 
building this community is the high, then what's the low? "The financials," she says. "I’ve 
realized that my utopia is a barter economy. I hate money with a passion. I care less 
and less about things, and far more about experiences. But to fuel this particular 
passion, I'm coming to terms with the necessary evil." Three days after our brunch, the 
A Song A Day Kickstarter wrapped with 371 backers, falling $10,745 short of its all-or-
nothing $25k goal. Her consolation prize: A followup Indiegogo campaign salvaged 
$7.1k of the earnings, and rounded out at roughly $4.5k after taxes. 
  
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 11 

"Is everyone holding their phones in 
case I wanted to text you guys 
something and have you see it at 
once?" Ben Peryer (@benjaminnyc) 
sent that text to Kieran Dallison 
(@kierandallison), Zach Ames 
(@zachames), and me one early 
spring evening. I responded with a 
smiling selfie to announce my 
presence. Kieran chimed in as well, 
but Zach was preoccupied. "I'll 
assume Z's not far behind," Ben 
proceeded, then dropped a bomb: "I'm 
moving to Denver with Justin." A 
frowny emoji from Kieran, followed by 
a sad-faced Bitmoji that read FOR REAL. Then, a teary-eyed, frowny selfie from me, 
announcing my sadness. "For real," Ben replied. "Like for real, for real?" Kieran 
continued. "April Fool's was like a month ago." We had been half-expecting this news 
after Ben's boyfriend Justin (@justinhsmith) accepted an administrative position at 
Denver Public Schools a month earlier (a two-year residency), unsure if Ben would 
follow him or sever ties and stay put (since Denver is, to many of us, mile-high 
mediocrity). "For real for real. In July or August. Boyyyys, I'm really happy! This is 
exciting news!" "I know. I know! We know." I replied. Poor Zach would have to catch up 
on all of this at once. And poor Ben...poor Ben was going to live in white, homogenous, 
yoga-pantsed Denver. 

We all felt partially responsible for Ben's departure, seeing as we each played some 
kind of role in his meeting Justin. A year prior, a handful of us went to Provincetown for 
the first time, and squeezed six people into a tiny two-bedroom. The initial five 
attendees were Kieran, Zach, Ryan (@ryanfitzgibbon), Daniel (@danielseunglee), and 
me, but there was an extra spot for the taking. Ryan suggested his pal Ben, whom the 
rest of us knew peripherally. He seemed funny, a little weird in a charming way, and 
certainly worthy of throwing into the mix for our week in the Cape. Just before the 
vacation, though, Ryan had to back out, so I proposed to the group that we invite Tripp 
(@trippppp), someone we all had met but didn't know much about; I got unanimous 
"yeas." Long story short: We all bonded immensely that week, especially Ben and Tripp. 
Back in New York, we went out dancing one night and Ben met Tripp's roommate 
Justin. They flirted a little, but didn't think much of it. A couple weeks later, Ben tagged 
along with me to my friend Carlos' (@closalvarado) birthday party, and lo and behold, 
Justin was also in attendance. With enough liquid courage, they got cozy, shared their 
first kiss, and shortly thereafter were an official item. Just eight months after that, our 



Ben would follow Justin to a city he had never even visited. Within one year, Ben went 
from barely knowing us, to breaking our hearts. 

Things weren't improving on the home front. Here's what life is like when you get bed 
bugs: You have to wash any clothing and bedding with hot water, then dry it on high 
heat. Anything that can't be washed needs to be bagged up, labeled, and sent for 
special dry cleaning. First however, an exterminator needs to spray everything in your 
house with heavy-duty poison, and you have to bag up anything you don't want sprayed 
(generally, clothing that you will otherwise wash to those heat specifics). There are three 
rounds of spraying, each spread ten days apart: The first spray kills the living bugs. The 
second one kills the ones that hatch after the first spray (before they have matured 
enough to reproduce), and the third one is a peace-of-mind spray, killing anything that 
may linger. In theory, you can move back into your apartment after the second spray—
while still living out of garbage bags—and then you can start reclaiming your life after 
the final one. Our apartment looked like a war zone once we moved back in two weeks 
later—all of us afraid to put ourselves out as decoys, to see if the bugs had in fact 
disappeared. Whenever I would get home each day, I would put my messenger bag in 
the freezer, retrieve my pajamas from there as well, and quickly shower. Then I would 
put my dirty clothes in the freezer, select from a garbage bag the following day's 
clothes, and place them in the freezer as well—all for assurance that no bugs would 
inhabit them. And I'm just getting started.... 

I pulled my bed away from the wall, and it now inhabited the entire walkable space in 
the tiny room. I fastened a double-sided moat of tape around my mattress, so that it 
would catch any bugs that tried creeping up. I also sprayed Raid around each leg of the 
bed, and made tape barriers on them, for added security. I slept in just my underwear, 
with a loose sheet over top me, so as to maximize the surface area any bugs might 
have for feasting. Some friends recommended I sleep fully clothed, but I didn't want the 
bugs to only have my face as their source of food. I kept the light on every night, and 
curled the sheet around myself so that it wouldn't obstruct my moat. I would fall asleep 
staring Heather in the eyes, trying to blame her for this, because it all felt inexplicable to 
me. Ten nights I spent this way, waiting for that exterminator to come back, and also 
wishing for Romeo back, if only to curl up in his lavish apartment, to have him cradle 
me, to have respite from this joke of an existence. I envied Ben, knowing he would get 
to escape bullshit things like this, like insurmountable cost of living, like rats, like metal 
bars on apartment windows, and body-to-body subway commutes. He could act his age 
in Denver, instead of being a pathetic 28-year-old man who slept each night with the 
lights on, praying to get through without letting the bed bugs bite. 

I worked from home on the day of the third and final extermination spraying. We hadn't 
seen any bugs in the ten days prior, and were eager to get that assurance spray done; it 
meant we could do our dry cleaning, wash our clothes, ideally not have to replace any 
furniture, and get on with our lives. We lived in a large building with dozens of units, so I 



had called the management company the day before to confirm the appointment; I 
wasn't going to risk them forgetting about us. So, as the hours ticked away on the 
scheduled date, I called the company again, asking if they knew when an exterminator 
would arrive. "You're not scheduled for an exterminator," the woman on the other line 
told me. She was the same one with whom I had made the appointment, AND 
confirmed it. In a split second, I became brutal in a way I have never been: "WHAT THE 
FUCK DO YOU MEAN I DON'T HAVE AN APPOINTMENT? DID WE NOT SPEAK 
YESTERDAY TO CONFIRM THIS? HUH?" "Yes, sir, I do recall speaking yesterday." 
"THEN WHY THE FUCK WOULD YOU TELL ME I HAVE AN APPOINTMENT WHEN 
YOU DIDN'T DO YOUR GOD DAMN JOB AND ACTUALLY SCHEDULE A FUCKING 
APPOINTMENT? WE SPOKE TWO WEEKS AGO TO SCHEDULE THIS 
APPOINTMENT. I AM TAKING TIME OFF WORK TO SIT ON MY ASS IN MY BUG-
INFESTED APARTMENT SO THAT WE COULD FINISH THIS, SO THAT THE REST 
OF YOUR FUCKING BUILDING WON'T ALSO GET INFESTED. YOU COULDN'T 
FOLLOW THROUGH ON SOMETHING WE SPOKE ABOUT NOT ONCE, BUT 
TWICE? DO YOU KNOW WHAT IT'S LIKE TO HAVE TO LIVE OUT OF GARBAGE 
BAGS AND SLEEP WITH THE LIGHTS ON? HOW DO YOU EVEN HAVE A JOB?!" 
"Sir, you don't have to yell." "I FUCKING YELL WHEN SOMEONE LIES TO ME AND 
PUTS ME IN A COMPROMISED POSITION AND IS INCAPABLE OF DOING THE JOB 
I PARTIALLY PAY THEM TO DO. NOW TELL ME WHY THE FUCK THERE ISN'T A 
FUCKING EXTERMINATOR AT MY APARTMENT RIGHT NOW. HOW SOON CAN HE 
BE HERE TODAY, HUH?" "Sorry, sir, it takes a few days for us to schedule someone. 
The earliest is next Monday." "ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME? LET ME SPEAK TO 
YOUR GOD DAMN MANAGER." You tell me: Should I be proud of myself? 

Six days later, we finally got the last spraying. We spent that extra week in the same 
compromised state, entirely miserable and avoiding the apartment except to sleep—an 
irony given that nighttime was when we were most susceptible. I worked from home 
another day to wash all of my clothes and bedding, then dry them on high heat. I was 
eager to unpack them and get my apartment back in an operable, livable state. My 
roommates were a few paces behind, still playing it safe for a couple weeks, wanting to 
be certain we were bug free. This is where bed bugs get really tricky, though, as you 
recover from their presence: You don't know they're totally gone unless you see one, or 
get bit. So if you don't have those physical signs, you wait. And wait. And wait. Because 
they can go a while without food, and perhaps some are still unborn; after all, our 10-
day window had lapsed on that final spray, and some remaining bugs might have 
reproduced and laid eggs. Simply put, the waiting-out is psychologically debilitating. But 
I knew I could only get on if I pretended they were gone. I got dinner with cousin Jenny 
(@approxmiately) a couple nights later, boasting to her about my purified apartment, 
and then walked her home to see the large bedroom she had just taken over at her own 
apartment; it looked like it had been professionally curated, as her taste is so sharp. I 
was so proud to see her beaming and glowing in this space. As she was explaining 
some component of the room, I felt an itch on my right shoulder. A familiar itch. I 
excused myself to the bathroom, peeled off my shirt, and examined it: A welt was 



coming in, with a small bite mark at center. (Quick aside: I wasn't worried that I brought 
the bugs to Jenny's, since bumps come in many hours after a bite.) I composed myself 
and hugged Jenny farewell, giving her some made-up excuse for leaving. As the anxiety 
swelled, I sauntered home, or at least to the place where I paid rent and stored my stuff. 

Back at the apartment, I summoned both roommates, and we took turns examining our 
mattresses, locating a cluster of bugs in Kara's bed. After a communal panic and careful 
mass killing, we gathered in the living room for an emergency powwow. What would we 
do? What were our options? We could all cut ties when the lease was up on June 1, and 
ride out the agony for the final month. We could look for a place together, or go separate 
ways. But what if the bugs came with any one of us? None of us had a savings account 
to afford a move, to pay a broker's fee, to cover a security deposit, to afford replacing all 
of our furniture for the promise that we could start over without any problems. We also 
didn't know with certainty where the bugs had come from. They could very well be 
elsewhere in the building, above us in the neighbor's bedroom, crawling through his 
socket and in through ours, or a crack in the walls. My vote was for moving, for starting 
over, whether together or separately. "Let's just... start spraying again," Kara suggested. 
"The building will pay for it." "That didn't do us any good this last time, did it?" I pointed 
out. I texted some friends who had recently gone through the same debacle, and they 
all agreed that paying for it out of pocket was a smarter guarantee—but for $700 per 
room. "They'll poison-bomb the place," one friend said, highly recommending it. Again, 
we didn't have that money, and I would just as soon cut ties with the tiny bedroom and 
expensive rent. As we debated—still unsure of how to proceed but certain we would 
need the apartment sprayed again—I felt a tingle on my left foot. I looked down, and 
sure enough, there was a little red bug nibbling at my toes. I remained very calm, very 
ominous: "There's one on my foot right now. There's one. On my foot. Right. Now. 
Jesus. What is happening?!" Shannon fought back vomit, while Kara went to get toilet 
paper, to grab the pest, squish it, and flush it away. I would wake the next morning with 
two welts in that exact spot. 
 

CHAPTER 12 

As I said, my darling friend Ben 
(@benjaminnyc) had been dating his 
boyfriend Justin (@justinhsmith) for just 
eight months when Justin accepted a two-
year fellowship at the Denver Public 
Schools. Still, 28-year-old Ben agreed to 
uproot his promising life in New York City 
and relocate, wanting to invest in the 
relationship instead of the various things he 
had going for him here: numerous close-knit 
friend groups, a brother in Brooklyn, parents 



a few hours north, a prestigious marketing job at @newyorkermag, and 10 years of 
history with the city. Ben was a product of New York, and hadn’t lived anywhere else, 
hence the appeal of the Rockies, or moreover, of Not-New-York. Still, when I think of the 
making-it-on-their-own friends I have here, it is Ben who is the poster boy for hard work, 
rational thinking, and unsinkable spirit. His departure felt like some sort of broken 
allegiance. It reminded me of when my old talent management boss was discarded by 
an A-list client, someone she had represented for many years and someone who owed 
his household name to her. I started working for her just as they pulled off all his posters 
from the walls. She was heartbroken, as if her own child had double-crossed her. His 
name was off limits. I imagine that’s how Lady Liberty must have felt when Ben left: “I 
fucking made you! What can Denver possibly provide you? You hardly know Justin. You 
must hardly know yourself.” Maybe I’m projecting. 

Outwardly, I was supportive of Ben’s decision. That’s because my unspoken 
disapproval was almost entirely selfish: He was fracturing our perfect group of friends, 
signaling the end of what I deemed my richest year. It’s extremely difficult to find gay 
friends you don’t secretly despise or want to fuck, yet here was this crew of idiots—said 
endearingly of course, because as is subconsciously requisite, they’re all extremely 
sharp, both intellectually and emotionally—and we had been living a honeymoon since 
cementing our togetherness. Our dynamic largely hinged on Ben’s introduction to the 
group in a 2014 Cape Cod summer vacation, hence why this announcement felt like a 
dagger. “I didn’t expect any of you to feel that excited for me,” Ben says now. “What did 
we know about Denver? But part of why making the decision to leave New York was 
easy was because of our group’s strong dynamic. I knew moving away wouldn’t 
compromise our friendship. I moved to Denver, I didn’t die! Finding you guys may have 
been my last big achievement before leaving New York. I think we’re all in a very special 
place—on the brink of something really great—and I can see each of us start to make 
decisions for ourselves that will set us up for the rest of our lives. We’re over wandering 
aimlessly, and we have each other to make sure we don’t get lost. If it weren’t for that 
support, I’m not sure how easy the decision to move my life to Denver would have 
been.” Ben wasn’t running from a void; he was running toward an opportunity, and 
needed all of us to tell him he should pursue. 

Ben reminds me that he had a very different life before we knew him. Let’s call that 
person @BenjaminNYC 1.0: From 2005-2012 he was in a relationship with his 
freshman-year college roommate (hot, right?), and they had never not been roommates 
until their mutual separation. They would host dinners in their luxury high-rise apartment 
in Long Island City, Queens (“Floor-to-ceiling windows are the New York equivalent to 
white picket fence, right?”), and their best friends were all couples. He also hit the 
ground running professionally once he arrived in NYC, getting PR and marketing 
internships at high-profile places. It was no real surprise when he landed a marketing 
job with @VanityFair right after his 2009 graduation. Everything had unfolded 
seamlessly, until he and his then-boyfriend realized that, over the course of eight years, 
they were no longer compatible. “He was brave to initiate the breakup,” Ben says. “We 



thought we had everything we wanted. We just grew up to be different people.” Ben 
moved his life into a windowless Williamsburg basement, which flooded numerous times 
in those first few months. “I had to get rid of most of my belongings. Imagine me 
strutting around and pouring cocktails in our luxurious apartment, and suddenly living in 
a marsh and surviving off falafel sandwiches. I was afraid to ever be without plans; I 
knew if I got bored that I’d realize how sad the breakup really made me. So whenever I 
was lacking plans, which was often, I’d go to Diner in South Williamsburg, slouch over 
the bar and convince myself I had my shit together, like I was choosing to be by myself. 
I think I became a person desperate for attention, even when I was alone.” Let’s name 
that person—the guy I met and loved—@BenjaminNYC 2.0. 

Ben 2.0 also felt professional unrest at Vanity Fair—not a surprise given that most of his 
life was asunder and unfamiliar. He went after a gig at The New Yorker, and was offered 
the job while on a two-week solo trip to Paris, where he picked up a smoking habit and 
perfected his table-for-one dining. He returned to the new job and moved to Bushwick 
with a college friend, soon loving the new life he had adopted. Shortly thereafter came a 
solid group of single gay friends—hi!—and rapid-fire dating. This is the Ben I first 
received: In a given week, we would have many dates between the two of us, with 
absurd stories and shared commiseration for the fickle sport. I think I’ll look back at this 
part of my life very fondly forever, as much as I despise aspects of it. “I love picturing 
them all in a lineup and seeing how insanely different they all are,” Ben says of his own 
history. “One guy: extremely successful, 12 years older, brownstone in Fort Greene, had 
a dog, made me feel like a prince. We were in different places. He would want kids 
much sooner than I would want them, which terrified me, and his friends liked to remind 
me how young I was. So I ended that. After him was an artist, 21, who lived in this weird 
treehouse loft in Bushwick, did NOT treat me like a prince, would climb down his ladder 
to smoke cigarettes, and I thought it was so cool. I don’t know if we were even dating or 
just sleeping together, but I had become so averse to the idea of a relationship it didn’t 
matter. The fact that these two very different relationships happened one after the other 
paints an appropriate picture of how exciting and weird dating was for me. 
Experimenting with different guys, comparing their bodies, their friends, their homes, 
their jobs, then trying to remember all their names. I figured I’d eventually want a serious 
relationship, but not before I got this out of my system. Remember, I was fresh out of a 
seven-years-and-then-some relationship.” 

At the end of Ben’s dating spree, he met Max. “I thought this guy was it,” Ben says. “A 
filmmaker, a little older, maybe a little more responsible than me, but had a wild side 
that was endlessly appealing to me. He was a funny combination of those last two guys; 
treated me like a prince, but was so mysterious and entertaining. Max and I would start 
a day reading the newspaper, drinking coffee, talking about writers and books. Well, he 
would do all those things—he was much smarter than me. I remember getting nervous 
every time I’d hear him say, ‘Have you ever read…?’ Then at night we’d go to some 
party, get a little drunk, and fool around. I was completely infatuated with him and after 
running from potentially good relationships for so long, I realized, I’m ready for a 



boyfriend; Max is showing me that I’m finally ready again. Unfortunately, he wasn’t. He 
left me right after that realization—somewhat abruptly—and I was, honestly, destroyed.” 
But Ben stayed upbeat in his heartbreak: “What Max did was show me what I actually 
wanted in a partner. I owe him a lot for teaching me that, and for making me as happy 
as I was while he did.” I admire Ben, for seeing the upside to the heartbreak, for 
cataloging Max as a positive experience despite the sad ending. 

“We were both rooting for Denver, to be honest,” Ben says of Justin’s fellowship 
placement. The other option was Brooklyn, though it was up to a fellowship selection 
committee. “Justin had been in New York 10 years as well, and was ready for a change. 
At the same time, I was worried I had settled so easily into New York that I’d only ever 
live there. I had a great job, but I had become complacent at work. And at the time I was 
still moving from one month-to-month lease to another. ‘Why not?’ became as good of 
an excuse as I needed to move.” Ben is unique in that way: New York City is very easy 
for him. It became a core part of his identity a decade earlier, and now was holding him 
back from experiencing something entirely new, from evolving his perspective. 
“Breaking up was never an option, either,” he adds. “I met someone I would be very 
willing to spend my entire life with, and Denver could be just the first of many challenges 
we would get to face together.” He says it with such confidence, so I call bullshit on him: 
“What about the two jobs you had nearly received just prior?” I ask him. Ben had been a 
finalist for two very prestigious, anyone-would-die-to-have-them positions, and the back-
to-back, ego-deflating rejections overlapped Justin’s outward glances toward Denver. 
“Would you have moved if you had gotten either of those jobs?” I pose. “I didn’t get 
those jobs.” “That’s not my question.” “Well, I didn’t get them.” ‘Would you have 
moved?” A pause. “Probably not.” 

“A huge part of my own personal decision to move with Justin was that this was a game-
changing moment in his career,” Ben says in his own defense. “I wasn’t facing that 
moment in New York anymore. There was no way he could turn down this job. We had 
made it past our honeymoon phase by the time he got the offer, yet our relationship was 
still so new and full of potential. I didn’t want to have to get to know him long distance. 
He’s made a two-year commitment to this job. After two years I guess we’ll have to do a 
gut check. Stay in Denver? Go home to New York? We’ll decide as it comes.” Ben has 
taken on clients as a marketing consultant, working remotely from home. “I’m 
challenged professionally now more than I ever had been in New York. I’m reclaiming 
this expression: ‘If I can make it here—in Denver!—I can make it anywhere.’ How 
fucking refreshing to figure that out!” I really am happy for Ben and Justin, because I 
want them to stay together. Justin is so terrific to my friend—and he has become a close 
friend now, too. I’m just selfish sometimes; Ben’s friendship was one thing I had worked 
hard to earn for myself, and I hate that people can move away as quickly as they come 
into my life. Mostly I hate that we’re old enough to actually have answers, to know 
what’s best for us, or where to gamble for something more. Sometimes, a good thing 
needs replacing by another hopefully good thing, simply because you know the new 
thing’s inherent value, or moreover, its potential to thrive. 



CHAPTER 13 

When Romeo and I split, we promised to 
check in after a couple months, to get dinner, 
catch up, and make a concerted effort to stay 
friends. I’ve said this before, but after a 
breakup, I’d hate to think I ever spent so 
much time with someone that we couldn’t root 
for one another, support each other, and 
build a new platonic relationship, especially 
after sharing such a high level of intimacy. 
The timing of our eventual dinner was hard 
for me, as I found myself hoping I could fall 
back into the rhythm of happily complacent 
dates at his apartment, wanting desperately 
to escape the hell I was living in Fort Greene. 
He told me he had been seeing someone for 
a month now, and that it had the makings for 
a long-term relationship. I didn’t press him for details, and instead felt excited and happy 
for him. I played down my own anxiety, trying to seem strong, to let him know I was 
doing really well at work, with friends—though bummed about Ben and Justin moving—
and that the bed bugs were already under control: “They’re an annoying hiccup. We’re 
getting over it just fine.” (Lies!) And my own dating life, well…I wasn’t trying to force 
anything, I told him. Just casual dating, looking for something lasting, though. I didn’t 
want to seem as brokedown as I felt. As far as he could tell, things were neither here 
nor there, very steady, very normal. If you panned across the scene, things weren’t very 
normal, though: There we were in public, relaxed, joking, lacking any paranoia. Two 
friends, none too concerned for who might spot us together. While part of me wished 
this could have been our reality as a couple, most of me was just grateful for the 
assurance that I had this friend, that I could forever love this person I had loved. Our 
history was rich—dating back to our joint affairs with Tolliver—and now our future could 
be, too. 

In late April, I woke to a calendar alert on my phone: It was Buckminster’s birthday. 
Since I don’t have Facebook, I am in the habit of plugging people’s birthdays into my 
calendar, so that I can text them on their respective mornings. I hadn’t forgotten 
Buckminster’s to begin with, but I had forgotten in our cold-turkey goodbyes to remove 
this particular notice from my phone. I decided, though, to send him a text anyway, 
seeing as it had been nearly a year since his final email to me, and just under a year 
since we had broken up. His birthday carried with it the sad reminder of our demise, too: 
It was then that he proposed being boyfriends, and when I shut off emotionally. I 
digress…I sent him a text: “Happy birthday! Hope you’ve had a great year and that you 
have fun plans to celebrate.” Ten minutes later, his reply: “Sorry, who is this?” Oh 
brother. OK, play it cool: “Lol. It’s Adam Hurly.” // “OOF. Nice to hear from you. Looks 



like I gave my phone a bit of a cleanse after we ended things.” // “I take no offense. Kind 
of hilarious. Have a good bday :)” // “Or completely catty. Thanks for the note. Very 
sweet. I’ll be back in the city in July for work. Let’s grab coffee and catch up.” // “Sounds 
great! I would like that a lot. Maybe save my number.” // “Deal.” I’d soon see 
Buckminster again, and so looked forward to that summer coffee. 

Another text exchange brought another ex back from the dead: Cold Hands reached out 
to say hello, to see if I wanted to get dinner and catch up. It was weird to me that each 
of these exes surfaced back to back, but I’m superstitious and saw it as an opportunity 
to iron out my past year of ruffled dating, to plan for a more practical, have-my-shit-
together 30th year. Perhaps by revisiting each one, I could prevent another false start, 
another failed launch. It had been nearly three months since Cold Hands abruptly halted 
our blossoming romance without any warning; I was well over the spurning but still had 
unanswered questions. It was curious to me that he would even want to be friends, but 
given the opportunity, it seemed worth entertaining, as I cared very deeply for him in our 
month together. So, as is my habit, I accepted the invitation, and promised to elicit from 
him an explanation for the abandonment—without any resentment. 

Cold Hands and I met for dinner at Fette Sau in Brooklyn. Admittedly, I felt the same 
attraction as I had in winter, and realized this was a bad idea. We covered the standard 
bases: travels, work, dating. (The last one is always loaded when there’s a romantic 
history.) In his update, though, he spoke of a long-term, somewhat unhealthy pursuit he 
had had with a very unavailable man, something that had been going on for many 
months and that he hoped would soon end. He admitted it had overlapped his and my 
dating in January, and did in fact play a part in his diversion from me. This and a few 
other factors had also led to him going on anti-depressants, which put him in no place to 
preserve any kindle. He didn’t seem proud of himself, and said he felt stuck. That 
confession moved us quickly from ex-lovers to confidants, and any confusion turned into 
empathy. It was an opportunity for me to tell him about Romeo, and what I had similarly 
endured in that relationship. I told the full story, though: that Cold Hands pulled me out 
of the dead-end affair, and that I had liked him enough to finally identify what it was I 
needed in a significant other. So, yes, I was fairly let down when he disappeared, but at 
least it got me calibrated again. I was proud of both of us for being so transparent. After 
dinner, we walked up the Williamsburg pier together—as friends—and I realized that, 
finally, we had spent an evening together without any storm at our back. 

I got back to my disgusting apartment feeling optimistic, which I needed. With home life 
in such disarray, camaraderie from any angle was appreciated. I had told Cold Hands 
about my bed bugs too, but in the same way I had Romeo: All was looking up, all 
tension was past. Still, my reality was that we were nearing the end of the second 
attempt at ousting the bugs, and I didn’t have much faith that we would win this time, 
either. Luckily, we hadn’t seen any or been bitten in a couple weeks, which was a good 
sign. It meant we had no major threats to them reproducing or having survived, and that 



the final assurance spray would put us in the clear. I placed my belongings in the 
freezer (remember, this was practice at our home during the infestation), and tiptoed 
into the bathroom to shower before bed. I stared at myself in the mirror, probably 
noticing how old and stressed and always exhausted I appeared, but glad that the day 
was over, and that I was one closer to mental clarity, to pushing my bed back against 
the wall, to unpacking my life from tied-up bags, to not feeling like a leper despite paying 
exorbitant New York City rent. As I turned the shower on and waited for warm water, I 
grabbed my toothbrush and looked down at the sink. Something caught my eye: a little 
red critter, crawling across the bowl. Upon closer examination: a fully grown, 
reproductive adult bed bug. In the bathroom. On porcelain. Not on fabric. Not on wood. 
Not on a bed. In the tiled, cold bathroom, one of the places that is supposed to provide 
refuge. The bigger concern was that our assurance spray wouldn’t give us relief after all: 
The adult bugs were still here, and in places we hadn’t even suspected. I didn’t know 
what to do, so I started serenading the pest with a pathetic, heartbroken rendition of 
Deborah Cox’s “Nobody’s Supposed To Be Here.” Then, I smashed it with my thumb, 
washed it away, and slinked down against the wall, and onto the floor. I couldn’t believe 
this was my nearly 29-year-old life. I couldn’t live here any more. But I had no plan, and 
no money for a quick fix. So I took out my phone, and summoned the help of my dearest 
friends. 

My desperation email: “Hi everyone. I apologize up front, as this is a bit of an SOS. Most 
of you know I have bed bugs in my apartment. I have not been embarrassed nor 
ashamed to talk about it. But it has been a debilitating reality and, despite the 
exterminators coming once more this last week, I continue to find adult bugs. They keep 
popping up long after they’re supposed to be dead, and in every room of the house. The 
lease is up June 1 on my apartment. My roommates are thinking about staying. I’m 
subletting and have the complete freedom to leave. After working til 1130 tonight and 
coming home to an adult bug on my bathroom sink, I feel at a breaking point. I’m ready 
to get rid of 90% of my belongings and start over. Start completely over. My bed, my 
desk. My dresser. Most of my clothes. Everything. I asked a few of you recently to 
house me short term. Now I’m reaching out for a bigger favor. Is there any window of 
time in the next few months where you’ll be gone and your apartment or room will sit 
empty? I don’t have much money saved. Not enough to move and start over 
immediately. So my thought is to spare myself rent for two months if I can, and live out 
of a couple duffel bags (new ones!) while I pick up extra writing assignments and build 
up a couple thousand extra dollars to get a new apartment, and hopefully some peace 
of mind. I really do apologize. I’ve drafted this email three or four times in the past 
couple weeks and keep telling myself not to hit send, that it would be weak and 
shameful. Admittedly, I am embarrassed to finally hit send, at 1:15 in the morning. I just 
want my sanity back. I want to start over and rid myself of all these things. The thought 
of it makes me so relieved. Please let me know. I’m going to try to piece a schedule 
together and I’ll do any and every favor you need in the while. I know work will be 
especially flexible with me as I sort things out. THANK GOD I have that security 



covered. Feel free to chuckle at this too. It really is kind of funny. And it’ll be funnier yet 
when it’s past tense. Help me make it funnier yet? Love you all. Adam.” 

I sent two dozen people my cry for help, and woke to replies and texts from each of 
them the next day. Half of my friends outlined summer vacation dates, letting me know 
when I could crash on a couch or in a bed—each taking a risk on the fact that I could 
possibly bring some bugs with me. Others said they would keep ears to the ground, and 
would check in to see that my bases were covered. In coming days, a few other people 
caught wind secondhand and extended their homes to me as well. Two particular emails 
made the biggest difference, though: One, an offer from my longtime pal Wade 
(@wadeaddison) to house me and my belongings in his large Lefferts Gardens one-
bedroom apartment as long as I needed, and whenever I didn’t otherwise have a place 
to myself. The other email, from close buddy Tripp (@trippppp) laid brick on a new start: 
“Hey! You know Justin is moving to Denver. We don’t have much space currently 
(though you’re welcome to share a bed or use our couch!) but if you’re looking for cheap 
rent and a nice place, we’ll have an open room starting tentatively July 1st. I’d live with 
you in a heartbeat. Let me know if you’re interested!” So, because his roommate Justin 
was moving—and taking my best pal Ben with him—I would have a new home come 
July 1. That was as silver a lining as I ever knew. And, with a rent-stabilized (cheapest 
yet!), studio-sized bedroom in a two-story Crown Heights brownstone apartment in view 
(just two blocks from my old place in Prospect Heights), the entire “moving-three-times-
in-five-months” saga had the most silver lining of all. I replied to each email and text that 
morning, warmed with gratitude as a wave of bumps—goosebumps, not bug bites—
washed across my body. Friends are the fucking best. 

CHAPTER 14 

Kieran Dallison (@kierandallison) and I 
met in April 2013. A mutual peripheral 
friend had invited both of us dancing at 
Sugarland in Williamsburg. Our pal did 
introductions—Kieran certainly caught my 
eye—and then the friend immediately 
offered us a certain dance-your-ass-off 
substance. Kieran declined, and in a fit of 
“try everything once” and “you dragged 
yourself all the way here, now have fun”, I 
said yes. Flash forward one hour and I’m 
really tearing up the floor, at one point 
cornering Kieran against a sea of bodies 
so that we can talk “privately”. Bless him 
for tolerating my obnoxious questions and 
terrible first impression—we got as deep 
as why he hadn’t yet come out to his father, mid-dance floor while Britney or Ke$ha 
blared behind us—and we forged a small flirtation. I woke up the next morning, drank 



three gallons of water, and immediately located his social media accounts. I befriended 
him, got an “I was just going to befriend YOU!” in response (I must have done 
something endearing), and we arranged a date. Over the next few weeks, I really got to 
know and adore the former fat kid, the humble Arizona native who had been a prized 
CFDA student designer, at the time working under Prabal Gurung (and now Joseph 
Altuzarra). He was far more talented than anyone I had met in fashion, but also didn’t fit 
the mold of the kind of people I knew in that business (read: he didn’t take himself too 
seriously, and didn’t expect anyone else to take him seriously, either). Our courtship 
unfolded like many: good chemistry, a few dates in a couple weeks, a little TLC, then 
the realization that the dynamic is better played out platonically. We ended things 
amicably and mutually, and I assumed I would never see him again, aside from the 
occasional run-in. Then, four months later, I got an invitation to his New York Fashion 
Week show when our mutual friend’s date backed out (Kieran had suggested me as the 
alternate). I knew nothing about fashion but jumped at the chance to see my 
acquaintance’s designs on the runway. That small gesture resuscitated our contact and 
launched not one, but a handful of the most treasured friendships I have had the 
pleasure of keeping. 

I’ve always had a breadth of friends; there are endless “catch-up coffee dates” and pals 
passing through town, but few people with deep-rooted, unconditional investments. 
What always eluded me—and thus what I sought out—was depth with a core group. I 
saw the breadth thing happening again after coming out; I hopped between groups of 
gays and never felt quite at home. It’s a big reason I so willingly left San Francisco; I 
pinned a lot of hope on New York for it, too. I needed gay friends like me: adventurous 
but not mischievous—in everything, including an approach to sex; broke, but gradually 
less so; humble roots, with a respect for family values and perhaps a tinge of jadedness 
on the matter; not competitive, whatsoever. When Kieran and I reconnected and made a 
conscious effort to start hanging out, that’s when things started to compound. My 
friendly acquaintance Zach (@zachames) invited a couple buddies over to watch the 
Miss America pageant (this is a thing gay men do), and asked everyone to extend the 
invitation, so Kieran tagged along. I’ll spare details of our beauty-pageant commentary, 
but will say that a weird connection happened in Zach’s apartment that night: A handful 
of mid-20 something gay men, all in the same earnings bracket, all single but one, all 
admittedly lacking a core group of gay friends, all confident in their point of 
view…everything clicked. Odd as it may be, the analogy that makes the most sense is 
Tarzan meeting Jane and the other humans; I had met my people! Soon we were 
planning weekend trips together, booking a house in Provincetown for a summer 
vacation, meeting for dinner at odd weeknight hours to vent about dumb boys or broken 
hearts or work frustrations. “I felt like I had found friends who wanted to become better, 
and who wanted to rely on one another to do that,” Kieran says. “None of us was from 
NYC, and we all had to work hard to get what we wanted, and were still at the start of 
that. We hardly overlapped professionally, and it created this incredible dynamic or 
encouragement and appreciation. That first year that I knew you boys, it felt like so 
many years condensed into one. It was just…rich. Finally.” 



“There are certain moments I look to as far as personal benchmarks of my authenticity 
to living in New York,” Kieran says. “One was moving out of the dorms and into my first 
apartment. Graduating into a real design job was another. Meeting you boys was the 
biggest emotional fulfillment, though. Not only did I live here—in the one city I knew I 
needed to be in—but I felt comfortable in it. New York was capital-H Home now. There 
was a built-in support system; somebody was available to talk or make jokes or sulk to 
or celebrate. Not a day goes by that a group text or email thread isn’t lighting up with 
snarky comments. I’ve had plenty of friends at any point, but you all feel less fleeting.” I 
agree wholeheartedly. Sure, life events—like Ben moving to Denver with Justin—will 
continue to happen, and in ten years, I’m sure we’ll all have offshoot groups of friends, 
but I can say with certainty that this is the one I will reflect upon most fondly. There’s 
@robbiegordy, the Nebraska-native art auctioneer who looks like a surfer but talks like a 
prince; the 6-foot-6 Utahn @zachames who works in corporate diversity and is known to 
ride the 6-train in full Barbie drag; long-haired copywriter goofball @jeffkies from 
Missouri who says all the best inappropriate things; Los Angeleno photographer 
@danielseunglee who endures our jabs of being the “baby” of the group, despite being 
the only one with a car and having to drive us everywhere; the Arizonan, womenswear 
designer @kierandallison, of course, and his Long Island-born, brain-researcher 
beefcake boyfriend @bryangonzales who gradually and graciously accepts that we are 
all idiots; the now-in-Denver integrated marketing wiz @benjaminnyc and his Missourian 
education administrator darling @justinhsmith; and theater contract negotiator 
@trippppp, the Atlantan-turned-Chicagoan-turned New Yorker who pretends to be 
grumpy but is actually the warmest of the bunch (he did, after all, invite me to be his 
roommate when I needed it). I don’t know what I did to deserve these men. My worst 
days with them are better than my best days without. 

Once Ben and Justin announced their departure, I had this sinking reality that 
everything is finite, that a good thing is good because it is temporary, because it must 
be earned and can be lost. I admired Ben on the one hand for taking a risk on his 
relationship and professional life, but I was upset for selfish reasons. I wanted this 
Kumbaya group dynamic to stay whole, to be my reality long enough to grow old with it, 
not to have it yanked instead from our hands. “As Ben grew serious with Justin and then 
told us he was moving, I had an ‘oh my god’ moment, too” says Kieran. “It was us being 
reactionary and immediate. At the same time, Bryan (Kieran’s boyfriend) was applying 
to schools that weren’t in New York. They were on the West Coast, or in Boston. I 
couldn’t help but wonder what I would do if he had to move. Had Bryan decided to go to 
school outside the city, I’m not sure I would have been as courageous as Ben, given 
that I’m so rooted in New York professionally, and since our relationship felt so new at 
that point.” (Though it’s nearly a year older than Ben’s and Justin’s, to be fair.) “It felt like 
Ben was leaving the party at its height,” Kieran says. “I’m glad his moving didn’t fracture 
our group’s dynamic, though. Instead, it just felt like an unfortunate reminder that as 
much as we want to preserve life as-is, it will never be guaranteed.” My thoughts on the 
matter: Everything is more valuable when you take the time to earn it, to experience 
imperfect versions of friends or jobs or apartments before realizing what it is that you 



need. A lot of us in our group had a chip on our shoulder about our togetherness, since 
it was hard-earned and past due in each of our lives. Ben’s 1,600-mile separation felt 
like the curtain being pulled back to reveal one of the unfortunate realities of growing 
older: Coping is often best done by accepting things as matter of fact, as “just the way 
things work.” Luckily, I had a handful of friends with whom I could cope. I only wonder 
who’ll be next. 

I think what brought us together is a certain level of ambition, anchored by the fact that 
we are at the same point professionally, financially: We’re all middle class, which I’m 
certain plays a role. Furthermore, none of us is aroused by a muscled body or 
impressed by opulence—OK, Kieran’s whole job is about creating opulence, but his 
oxford shirts and khakis allow his art to speak for itself—and there’s a certain level of 
not taking oneself seriously that is absolutely important. Kieran nails that—they all do. 
No egos. No holier-than-thous. “We are never in competition with each other,” Kieran 
says. “We can make fun of each other’s insecurities and nobody feels targeted or 
ashamed. It always feels loving, feels brotherly.” Maybe you’re thinking “OK, Adam, you 
guys just described a bunch of good things, and only an insane person would cite his or 
her friendship requisites as ‘malicious, shallow, egotistical, lazy, rich since birth, gym 
bodies only…'” It’s true that I’ve met plenty of great guys who fit the bill of our dynamic, 
but who would never fit in. I don’t intend to imply that anyone should WANT to fit in, or 
that we’re anybody’s best option. Instead, we’re each other’s best option, and our 
friendship was formed by some perfect storm of variables that allowed us to find each 
other precisely when we did. I’ll take a moment to brag about one thing, though: In the 
past year, no fewer than 20 people have told me that they envy my group of friends for 
how charming and hilarious and intellectual the guys are, and that I’m very lucky. And, 
that I seem exponentially happier since these people came along. This suggests that I 
really needed these guys, and that I kept high standards in finding them. So maybe that 
was our requisite: We all just…needed to find each other. I like thinking there are a 
groups like ours being formed around the city all the time, little perfect storms of people 
like us, needing one another, finding one another, and each of them realizing, finally, 
that this is as good as it gets—these are my people, and it was worth the wait. 

If you ask Kieran to brag about himself, it’s like pulling teeth. He won’t try to impress 
strangers with his employer’s name. He undersells his talents and honors. Since I know 
him well, I can get a more candid side: “I’m so lucky to be at Altuzarra right now,” he 
says. “I met Joseph (Altuzarra) just before graduating, after I won a couple CFDA 
scholarships. (That’s Council of Fashion Designers of America, the big deal.) CFDA 
asked where I wanted to work after school, and Altuzarra was by far my top choice. At 
the time he was picking up momentum, but now his company is on a crazy upward 
trajectory. I was a fan of his aesthetic and liked his ‘woman’. However, the industry is so 
different from when I graduated in 2012. When I was 21, sure it might have been my 
ego and a couple scholarship wins talking, but I thought I was well on my way, on a fast-
track to being a creative director. Now, at 26, I see how naïve that was. Arguably, with 
the right amount of money and some sharp ‘made-to-go-viral’ PR, anyone can carve out 



15 minutes for themselves, but what’s happened is that this industry has now become 
diluted and there are so many clothes shown each season. It inevitably got me 
wondering how necessary my perspective really is at the end of the day. The answer is 
‘It’s not necessary.’ The world will be fine without it, but it leaves me and a lot of people 
wondering what the point is. It’s like I’m on square one because I identify more with 
students than I do with the big-shot names we all know. I feel like a sophomore in high 
school; I’m not a pitiful freshman, but I’m not cool enough to hang with the seniors, and 
I’m sure I’ll feel that way for some time.” I chime in: “Do you have the stamina to be a 
sophomore for the foreseeable future?” “This is the only thing I’m trained to do. I have 
invested a lot into this, and I literally have no idea what else I would rather do. I know 
this world, and I love this world.” I think that sentiment encapsulates a lot of us here, and 
at least sums up my closest friends: Trapped by ambition or will or potential. But 
hopeful. Focused. Patient. Not deterred, for now. 
 
I have really fucking great friends. They’re all like Kieran: sincere and selfless and 
talented and ambitious and unique and confident but only recently and broke but 
unbreakable and witty and handsome and healthy and humble and all around perfect. 
When I’m away, I miss them; I miss Home because they are Home. When they move 
away, my heart breaks. Whenever people ask me how I’m doing, it’s hard to ever say 
anything bad, even if bed bugs have rendered me a gypsy, even if I’m maxing out credit 
cards to pay bills and replace furniture, even if men are making mince meat out of my 
ego, because I am happy. I am happy because I am actualized as a grown person. I am 
confident in who I am. I have a job I love. I appreciate my family more with each passing 
year. Yes I want a partner, a best friend who fits with me like these friends fit with me, 
but all of that feels so secondary to the fact that I have found my people; THEY have 
fully actualized me. I work hard because they work hard. Their success encourages 
mine. My pain is met with their support, and the favor is returned. Every year, I think to 
myself “this is the most interesting period in my whole life” because everything is 
compounding and opportunities happen so quickly. Now, though, as we all near 30, it 
seems like that sentiment may stop occurring every year. Life will continue to be good, 
but it may not be as dynamic. It won’t be teeming with as much uncertainty—yes, of 
course life will always be uncertain, but this type of uncertainty, the “what if I never get 
there?” and “do I have 10 years of stamina left in me?” and “why am I putting myself 
through this with such little to show for it?”—it’s all is finite. We will probably have all 
those answers, along with enlightenment, along with bald heads and maybe a couple 
kids. However, given where we are right now—all prospective somethings—I’m grateful 
to be at the height of my own potential while surrounded by the people who hold 
themselves to equally high expectations and standards. I wish, for everyone, a Kieran, 
or a whole set of Kierans. 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 15 

Alongside finding my best friends, a good 
profession, and a lasting home city, my 
late 20s are also largely memorialized by 
my pursuit of intimate companionship—I’ll 
henceforth call it “dating” if you 
understand that I’m lumping in any and all 
pursuits, from strictly physical one-offs to 
substantial relationships. I’ve lacked the 
“boyfriend” title since I was 24, when Dan 
and I formally broke up in San Francisco. 
I don’t know why that makes me feel like 
a pariah on paper—that I’ve spent the 
last five years of my life floating from one 
man to the next, and oftentimes 
overlapping them in the process. I don’t 
WANT it to be this way. In fact, since 
Buckminster moved, I have only wanted a 
committed, monogamous-for-the-foreseeable-future boyfriend. But honing in on only 
Buckminster-esque men (those whose worlds easily intersect mine) is not so simple: It’s 
not always obvious up front, and keeping an open mind about this is what creates such 
a process. I’ve been on hundreds of first dates—be it a bar, a diner, a walk, a bed—and 
far fewer second dates, and I can only wonder how different my self-esteem or point of 
view would be if I could just, for one fucking block of time—6 months, 6 years, 60 
years—not have to constantly re-evaluate myself. There are positives to dating 
endlessly: Dating has given me some of my best friends and dozens of good 
acquaintances. Dating has given me mentors and mentees. Dating has given me red-
flag examples of people I absolutely must avoid (and whose decisions I must not 
emulate). Dating has given me standards of things like politeness and thoughtfulness 
and intelligence and wit and sex. The mold of what I want and need is quite obvious to 
me now, but I haven’t been able to pin anyone down—or allowed anyone to pin me 
down—because all of these men seem to be just as harried and volatile and 
contradictory as I. I’ve seen many of my also-harried, also-volatile, also-contradictory 
friends get wrapped up in selfless love this last year (our “party of 8” is now 12), but all I 
can seem to find are detours and dead ends. Though let me tell you—in a way I’ll be 
sad to give up those detours and dead ends, too. (Did I mention ‘contradictory’?) 

After ending things with Romeo, I got into a flirtatious back-and-forth with an NYU 
student. “Charlie” was smart, beefy, handsome, and we had a nice PG13 text exchange 
going. One day, he flipped the switch and went NC17, which threw me for a loop; I had 
really liked our cute, innocent dialogue. There was no going back now, though, so we 
encouraged each other with more texts, and then made plans to meet up. He had to 
cancel last minute to cram for a test (classic student!), so we rescheduled our evening 



encounter for a later date—first he had to fly home for a family occasion. When Charlie 
was home in the south, he started texting me some concerning things: He didn’t feel 
safe with his family, and knew that they would cut him off and possibly harm him if they 
ever found out he was gay. Our dynamic was flipped again, and I felt somewhat capable 
of handling this. I talked about his amazing future, how good his life could be without the 
burden of an unaccepting family, and that he would one day soon be in a position where 
he could entirely support himself, and that he just had to bide his time until then. We 
kept this exchange up throughout his whole vacation. When he returned, he switched 
back into hyper-sexual mode, but I couldn’t bring myself to reciprocate, much less to 
meet up for anything physical. I told him that if he ever needed to talk to someone about 
personal stuff, I’d be around, and would happily meet up to chat if he needed it. But 
otherwise, I couldn’t get any more intimate with him; it’d feel like I was taking advantage 
of his vulnerability, and I didn’t want to risk hurting him when he had invested all of that 
trust in me (granted I was still a stranger). I hope Charlie realizes I made the right 
decision; he didn’t seem to think so at the time, and we soon lost touch. 

In February, a weeks-long, slow-burn Scruff conversation with a handsome young man 
turned into a quaint, no-plans-all-afternoon Fort Greene brunch. From my perspective, 
Taylor was the full package: intellectual, well read, emotionally intelligent, extremely 
fucking handsome, terrific sense of humor—with a pinch of self-deprecation—physically 
fit but it wasn’t his fallback, ambitious with a nice job, and, most endearing of all, fairly 
neurotic. We realized quickly that he was the ex of a good friend of mine—until then he 
only existed in lore—and laughed at the small world, though it left neither of us surprised 
anymore. (This same friend had previously dated Buckminster, too, and really, everyone 
has crossed wires in our world.) We had all the ingredients for a second date, now 
hours-deep into our brunch, subsisting on coffee refills and idiotic banter. After, Taylor 
walked me halfway home, until he met his turn toward Bed Stuy. We pecked on the 
cheek, made the classic “Let’s do this again soon?” plans as we departed, then followed 
up with texts after the fact: “Let’s be friends? You’re a riot. I think we’d get along great.” 
We shared this sentiment, realizing we had the social chemistry but perhaps nothing 
elevated. In theory, I’d probably count most of the guys I’ve dated as “friends”—people 
I’ll stop to chat with if I see them around—and a handful are actual friends, and one or 
two (like Kieran) are bests. Whenever a date ends “as friends” it usually means you can 
write the person off entirely, which is fine. Right when I was sure I didn’t need any new 
close friends, Taylor (@tpg_) slipped in and we began hanging out multiple times a 
week, and now I probably speak with him more than any other gay friend. Whenever 
gay men swear off these dating apps—”I don’t want to meet my boyfriend that way!”—I 
think of all the wonderful people that the technology has introduced me to; I wouldn’t 
have Dan, or Buckminster, or Romeo, or Cold Hands, or even a platonic relationship 
with Taylor. That’s what I’ll miss about dating around—the occasional kismet, the funny 
ironies of all kinds—whenever the time comes to turn it all off. 

In early March, I got a “Hi” on Scruff from someone who was physically far out of my 
league. When I get attention from guys like that, I think “Well, he’s not my type but I 



shouldn’t say ‘no….'” We chatted—nothing substantial—and made plans to get a drink, 
to see where it went. I met “Omer” in Chelsea, and learned through his broken English 
that he was a Turkish refugee, here on asylum. He had his own fashion line but fled 
because, as a gay man, it became unsafe for him to stay home. Now, he was broke, 
waiting for his papers to clear before he could earn proper pay, working for petty cash at 
a Chinatown denim shop, and crashing on a friend’s couch. It was quite fascinating, and 
admirable. As was his body. I wasn’t sure why he found me interesting. I walked him 
home, and imagined him sleeping on his friend’s couch. Then I imagined him sleeping in 
my bed and doing other things in my bed, so I gambled. He accepted my invitation, and 
we hailed a cab. Back home, we immediately disrobed and overcame the language 
barrier. Ten minutes in, he abruptly stopped. He looked me square in the eyes and 
asked “You HIV-positive, yes?” I thought it was curious, because usually guys ask if 
you’re negative. “Uh, no,” I replied. “Are YOU HIV-positive?” I was sitting up atop him 
now, my objectifying on hold. “Yes,” he said, his voice layered in shame. “That’s fine!” I 
said. “It is. We’re gonna use a condom anyway. We’re fine!” Only it wasn’t fine: I was 
the first person he had told. It was a recent diagnosis. He didn’t even have an assigned 
counselor yet. His confession killed the buzz—that’s not a complaint—and we talked for 
an hour about where he could find help. He cried as I did my best to listen. Honestly, I 
wanted to disappear. I really hate that I felt so ill-equipped to handle what he was 
dealing with. After, as we slept, he clung to my body. I made him coffee when we woke, 
and we walked to the train. “Thank you,” he said, hugging me. “It nice to hold someone 
again. To be close someone. To talk.” I also hate that I was relieved when he left. I saw 
him out a few months later, dancing with friends. (He didn’t see me, though.) He looked 
happy. 

In late March (pre-bed bugs), I picked up my sheets from the laundromat and excitedly 
made up the bed in anticipation of a Canadian visitor. “Paul” and I met on a dance floor 
in August 2013, on his Montreal turf. He made the first move, and the second, and the 
third. I batted him away each time. My pal Wade (@wadeaddison) encouraged him to 
keep at it, and I eventually accepted him into my dancing radius. I had been silly to push 
him away, seeing in the strobe of the disco that he was fairytale handsome. We could 
hardly understand one another over the noise, so our first few hours together were 
entirely non-verbal—dancing, eye contact, smiling, and soon, kissing. He stole me away 
from my pals afterwards for poutine—not a euphemism. I learned he was just 21, a 
recent grad on the hunt for work. Before my departure, we set another date, a simple, 
charged coffee chat, and made plans for him to visit me in New York a few weeks later. 
His visit was playful. Passionate. Intellectual. We fell deep, but I kept my wit about me: It 
wasn’t sustainable, given age and distance. He felt scorned, but we kept in touch. I’ve 
since helped him with job searches, broken hearts, and green-card plots. Naturally, I 
was excited for his return to NYC 2.5 years later. When he arrived that week in March 
2015, he opted to sleep on the couch, implying plenty with non-verbal cues (despite 
being single). Now I was the scorned one. Nevertheless, our brotherly bond continued 
all weekend, and it pained me that we couldn’t be intimate given our history and 
connection. On his last night, he gifted me a sweater at dinner that said “AU REVOIR 



MONTREAL”, not recognizing the irony it packed. Our waiter kept asking questions 
about our relationship, and neither of us corrected him. Paul found it cute, and I liked 
pretending that we were together. Back home, as he made up the couch, I invited him 
very directly and politely into my bed. “It’s not like that anymore,” he replied, knowing it 
hurt. I moved close to him, and asked for one kiss. “Just one. Please. I need this.” It was 
non-verbal from there: I told him I loved him with my stare, stole the kiss off his lips, and 
disappeared into my room. 

In early April, I went to the movies in Union Square. I was alone—I’m usually alone at 
the movies, and prefer it that way. As I rode the escalator to the top floor, a young 
woman cozied up two stairs below mine. (I was stalled by the person in front of me, who 
was not walking, which is my ultimate pet peeve. It’s a very long escalator ride, too.) I 
turned, gave the woman a half-smile in commiseration, and minutes later, again noticed 
her behind me in line for concessions. Another half-smile to the beautiful, young Andie 
MacDowell lookalike. She switched lines after anticipating that the other one was 
moving faster. “You’re smart,” I commented. “We’ve been doing a lot of waiting already.” 
She got to the front of her line, turned to me, and asked if I wanted her to order for me. 
“Very kind of you, thanks. I’ll get mine. It’s just a popcorn.” She ordered a large Sprite, 
then joined me in line. “No beverage?” she asked. “Nah, I hate having to pee during 
movies. No food for you?” She shook her head: “We are opposites. See you in there.” 
Now, a full smile as she left my side. When I went into the theater, she waved me down. 
I waved back, and stupidly took a seat by myself near the exit. After the film, she hustled 
to follow me out. We shared our opinions, mostly in agreement, and then discussed 
each of our evening plans. Hers were open-ended, and only now did I realize that she 
might have been romantically interested. I was wearing my best “aspiring Brooklyn dad” 
look, after all—dark jeans, flannel, brown boots—and didn’t “read” gay. She introduced 
herself as Alex, and asked why I came to the theater alone. “I don’t usually wait on my 
friends to see movies,” I said. “Plus I like to be in my own headspace.” “Me too,” she 
agreed. “I’m always here alone.” At this point, we were at the bottom of the escalator, 
and exiting the building. I accompanied her to the subway; she was heading to Park 
Slope, and I was walking to my temporary home in West Village. “Nice to meet you, 
Alex,” I said. “Maybe see you soon.” It felt presumptuous to say anything else, like “I’m 
gay, by the way.” We went separate ways, and I wished for a moment that it could have 
been so easy. 

For everyone who makes an impact, there are dozens who make an impression in some 
way or another. In a given week, I’m probably rolling the dice on at least one person, 
keeping an open mind to whatever we could be, or what fun we could have. In this same 
few-month period, I had a couple of more promising pursuits that fell flat; one charming 
lead faded and then reached out a month later to say he had met someone else; 
another guy kept rescheduling dates until I ran out of patience; there was a pointless, 
subpar hookup that existed just to validate my other efforts. The whole process is 
taxing, and as exciting as it can be to stack these anecdotes, I already feel 
accomplished as a dater. I’ve been run in circles, I’ve had examples of idiots and gems 



and have made three dozen friends whom I could call for a platonic dinner. Sleeping 
around is fun, too—it’s half the reason I understand the appeal of an open relationship. 
I’d hate to forever curtail getting to know people so wonderfully and intimately, but I also 
understand now, more than ever, the value of having that one person who can be 
trusted, who can rely on me as I can on him. There would be no running around, no 
room for poor accountability, no audit of one’s worth as each encounter fizzles and dies. 
I’m very grateful for these histories; I’d hate to have married the first person I slept with, 
or starve those very human curiosities that I have fed for five consecutive years as a 
single man (though it feels like 20). I’m young yet, and I imagine there is a lot of dating 
in my future, a lot of great sex and bad, plus plenty of stories that I would happily 
experience but could live without. For now, though, I’m fucking tired. Defeated, really. 
When I added bed bugs to the mix, I was hovering somewhere just above worthless. I 
would never say I NEED a boyfriend, but could admit with certainty that I was finally 
ready to have one, and to be good one in return. 

CHAPTER 16 

One Saturday night in November, I was out 
in East Village with Taylor Griggs (@tpg_), 
Carlos Alvarado (@closalvarado), and Eliot 
Glazer (@eliotglazer). Our sentiment was 
shared: None of us had made any effort in 
the last few months to “go out”—which, 
let’s be honest, involves standing around in 
a closed-off circle, sipping beers, and 
leering around the bar at people we A) 
almost dated, B) recognized from the apps, 
C) made out with once, or D) had never 
seen before (“He must be visiting town.”)—
so there we were, “seeing and being seen”, 
and really just wanting to talk amongst 
ourselves. We noticed, though, that Eliot’s 
gaze kept drifting to a guy at the bar. 
“Who’s that—the guy you’re staring at?” I inquired. “This guy I’ve been chatting with on 
Tinder,” he replied. “He’s so cute. Should I go say something?” The rest of us looked at 
each other like “Wait, is THIS what we are supposed to do when we go to bars? Un-
cross our arms? Introduce ourselves?” “YES. Go say hi!” We nudged him. Eliot went to 
the bar to order a drink, parking himself next to the guy. The three of us stared like we 
were watching a dramatic scene unfold. Eliot paid for his drink, turned toward the 
bearded guy, then kept turning and walked back to us. “What do I say?!” he asked 
anxiously as he returned. It was all so exciting. “Just say hi!” “Yeah, you already have 
equity with him!” (I hate that I use the word “equity” like that…) He went back to the bar 
and introduced himself. “I could tell he remembered me the whole time,” Eliot recalls. 
“But wanted me to be the one who said anything.” (This is how most of us “play it cool.”) 
The conversation ended soon after it started—Eliot felt like he was imposing on 



something—and we all departed shortly thereafter. In the cab home, Eliot sent the guy a 
friendly message on Facebook: “Sad we didn’t get to talk more.” He saw no harm in 
trying this method, especially since their flirtation started online. The guy replied a week 
later: “Yeah, sorry too. Also, I’ve been dating someone. Let’s be friends though?” 
Knowing better, Eliot never responded. 

“There was this famous blog post about something called ‘The Fuck Yes Theory’,” Eliot 
says over lunch a couple weeks later. “It discusses all the grey area that exists in 
dating. The runaround. The waiting. The guessing. The pushing and pulling. The 
author’s theory is that if someone isn’t saying ‘fuck yes’ about you and you aren’t saying 
‘fuck yes’ about them, then it’s not worth doing. If you have to convince someone to like 
you or have to be convinced, and it’s just not happening, then don’t waste your time.” I 
wait for Eliot—a comedian and television writer with a well-crafted and vulnerable point 
of view—to explain why he supports this theory, but he turns on it: “It’s an unrealistic 
concept because it says you have to have an instantaneous reaction to someone, and 
history has said you can fall in love with people slowly, especially given that you can 
grow toward one another, if you weren’t initially in a place to be together. Besides, I’ve 
had that ‘fuck yes’ feeling with plenty of people, and more often than not, it ends within a 
couple days or weeks. I can’t ever explain why; it just ends. And I’ve been on the 
receiving end of it, too.” This is actually how Eliot and I started: He messaged me on 
Scruff, and after one BBQ date and another gushy, Greek-seeking quest to Astoria, our 
excitement faded into friendship. Since then, our platonic dates involve us bitching 
rapturously about everything like two old senile old women; Eliot’s bicep tattoo of Bea 
Arthur always seems to be smiling back at me as we do. We’ve never spoken about 
why our romance ended, but we’ve bickered plenty about other people we’ve dated—
Fuck Yeses, Fuck Nos, and fickle boys who change their hearts or minds. 

“In 2008, I struggled to get over a breakup,” Eliot says as we wait at the vet to pick up 
his sick, 11-year-old dog, Atticus. “I tried putting myself back out there, and after a while 
found myself disgusted by the behavior of almost everyone I met—primarily online. 
Every guy seemed so entitled, and everything just felt like a dead end or a power play.” I 
reach my own threshold with this once or twice a year, and need to shut down any 
online presence and active pursuits; I have to starve myself of seeking attention just to 
spare myself the constant ego-checking. (I also make my fair share of excuses and 
ignore a handful of app messages, fearing I’ve probably checked a few egos, as we all 
have. I hate knowing that we all have that power, and on the other side, the 
vulnerability.) “Maybe it was because the pickings felt so slim, but it made me consider 
dating women,” Eliot adds. “Seriously.” He says ‘seriously’ as a skeptical look falls 
across my face. “Really, though, it was from a place of reason. Women are so much 
more emotionally available. They have foresight past a single fuck, and are emotionally 
intelligent enough to make considerations beyond ‘what does he look like with his shirt 
off?’ I had low self-esteem, clearly. I was thinking I could make it work, that I could train 
my dick to be interested in women. I say that in all seriousness—that’s what I thought I 
could do. My best friends were astonished since I kept up the idea for a while. I was so 



convinced that I would never find a requited, unconditional relationship.” Moments later, 
after Eliot pays a pretty penny to retrieve Atticus, the vet brings the Havanese-
Schnauzer pup back to his owner. Despite his ailing tummy, Atticus climbs into Eliot’s 
arms, his tongue drooping low as he pants happily. Eliot hugs him close, and both are 
relieved to be reunited. “So did you ever date any women?” I ask. “No, of course not,” 
Eliot replies. “But that’s also right when someone very significant came along. A person 
that I was certain didn’t exist.” 

After being set up with “Howie” in 2009, Eliot found himself on a date that felt kinetic. “At 
the end of it, I sort of gave him an ultimatum,” Eliot says. “I had been so beat down by 
dating in Gay New York that I outwardly told him how much I liked him. He said he liked 
me too, so I replied by saying ‘Please tell me right now if you want to see me again, 
because I’ve been burned a lot, and I want to know that I’m not going to be burned 
again.’ A lot of guys would have been freaked out, rightfully. And I was willing to risk that 
because if he didn’t like me enough, it’d be easier to just find out right away instead of 
wait on him to let me down later. Luckily, he responded with ‘I am into it, but calm down, 
ok?’ He was a good sport. I just needed that assurance.” That assurance turned into a 
three-year, finally-this-is-what-I’ve-needed relationship: “With him I felt deserving of 
something,” Eliot says. “How did it unravel, then?” I ask. “Well, to preface, he would 
always remind me that you have to love yourself more than anybody else,” Eliot begins. 
“I thought he had the right idea with that, and got the reality of it after those three years. 
We were talking about marriage by now, and living together. Then he just woke me up 
on a Saturday morning and ended things abruptly. And like, is that him loving himself 
more than other people? It was a level of selfishness that was so astounding. I never 
really got closure from him, because he didn’t want to talk about why things stopped 
working. He didn’t want to invest anything more into it. He just wanted to leave. I don’t 
know how you vet somebody to say ‘You’re not going to up and leave one day without 
warning, are you?’ And now…everything—any pursuit—it all feels like one big joke.” 
The irony in this, I think, is that Howie might have been right after all: You have to love 
yourself more than anyone else. Guard the heart, keep expectations low, and find the 
positive and security in being left alone. 

“Howie and I met up a month later to get closure, but like I said, I still don’t have 
closure,” Eliot says. “He started crying and felt like a bad person. I told him that what he 
did was cruel—to just back out. He eventually moved to London, but I didn’t find out until 
I went to a friend’s apartment, and she had inherited his furniture—OUR furniture, the 
stuff we bought together and that made our home. That’s how I found out he left. He 
spent three years of his life with me, and not long after, he didn’t even tell me he was 
leaving the country. I think I at least deserved to hear that from him.” I never knew this 
side of Eliot—this spurned, broke-down, defeated side. He’s well past the breakup now, 
which is why this is the first time it’s been brought up, but it probably contributes to the 
fact that he hasn’t had as nearly a significant relationship since Howie: How could you 
trust anyone after the person you most love abandons you? I’ve seen him make a solid 
effort at dating in our two-year friendship, and before you mistake Eliot for a sad sap—



humorously jaded, yes, but not a sad sap—I also speculate that this history with Howie 
makes him wiser by the sheer fact that he has to guard his heart more. The Eliot I first 
met—on our BBQ date in Prospect Heights—was upbeat, playful, confident. He still is 
those things, despite any characteristic skepticism. He’s the only Eliot I’ve really known, 
this post-Howie one. A delight I’ve had in aging toward 30 has been that I meet more 
people who have been brokenhearted, or whose wisdom and wit comes from a place of 
pain. Not just in love, but in any aspect of life. I don’t mean to imply that I want people to 
experience pain, but as we round the corner into having children, losing parents, 
running businesses, and getting divorces, I know these smaller, significant-at-the-time 
ego-checks play a big role in toughening our hides, in shaping our point of view. We can 
still grow angry with others, or get confused by the cards we’re dealt, but we can do so 
without feeling sad for ourselves, without having to stop and nurse wounds. It seems to 
me that we’re always healing, so it’s best to press onward. 

Eliot and I meander to a cookie-baking contest in Gowanus, where we share a plate of 
25 cookies—and go back for seconds—while pondering the dating game. (There’s no 
better time to question your single life than while eating 10,000 pure-sugar calories.) I 
had just reactivated my OKCupid account, something I routinely do once a year before 
deleting it a week later. He helps me edit my profile so it sounds less self-deprecating. 
“Don’t expose any vulnerabilities on here,” he advises. “It just gives them one thing to 
hold on to, so they have some stupid reason for rejecting you.” Together we compose a 
message to a self-loathing, recently-out, total-top, femme-hating New England Patriots 
fan. We laugh at the fact that I would even care to message this guy, but to be frank, 
he’s extremely handsome and I want the challenge; I want to know if he finds me 
attractive. “What’s my handicap for being a lifetime Packers fan?” I say in the message. 
(He logged in later, viewed my profile, and never responded.) We look in my old 
messages, from as far back as 2012. There, un-returned, is a message that 
Buckminster wrote me in 2013, half a year before we met on Scruff. It was so well-
composed, so smart but short, so vulnerable but sincere, and…I never even wrote him 
back. I completely ignored a person I would meet six months later and who would form 
the mold of what I wanted in a partner. “That’s the game,” Eliot says. “More cookies?” 

Eliot’s dating strategy had already turned toward LA, as he was plotting his December 
2015 move. (He spent a good portion of the year there already, as a writer on 
@youngertv, and now the move will allow him to shop around his own original scripts to 
networks and executives.) Even with the new slate of men to pursue, he’s got his guard 
up: “I’m talking to this guy on Tinder in LA. When we text he is genuinely really funny 
and dry. He’s from Germany, so I tease him about Nazis and he’s accepting of the 
humor. But I’m nervous about meeting him because I’m almost certain he won’t be the 
same in real life. We are at a point now where we are our texts, we are our Facebook 
pages and our Instagram accounts. Everyone is a brand, and no matter how smart or 
dumb they are, they have access to the same mentality: Either base everything on your 
looks, or you use a dating site to craft the personality of someone who is aspirationally 
funny. Everyone is trying to be goofy in a way they believe they need to be, because 



Twitter and meme culture has told them so. We all speak in Internet hyperbole. It’s 
become a little more confusing to pilfer through these people, to differentiate when 
someone is special. And…ugh, the fact that people can link their Instagram or Facebook 
to their Grindr and Tinder accounts means all the walls have come down. Guys are 
learning how to codify themselves as amateur porn stars the way they never could in 
the back of classified ads or on Craigslist. For better or worse, that’s now so 
commonplace. It’s one in the same. Someone being porny on Grindr will link you to his 
Instagram where he’s innocently posing with a nephew or colleagues.” We’re both in a 
sugar coma by now, staring at a dozen uneaten cookies. I imagine for a second that we 
are boyfriends, as if our temporary romance had been fully realized. It seems almost 
perfect, as if those two senile, old-man Muppets—Statler and Waldorf—fell in love and 
bickered in unison until they died. I think we both like the agony too much to do 
something so easy. 
 

CHAPTER 17 

As I prepared to move, the first step of 
starting over was doing a belongings 
audit: Which things would I keep? 
Certainly not my ultra-comfortable-and-
perfect bed, given I had been bitten in it 
numerous times. My wooden desk and 
shelves were as good as garbage 
considering their potential for harboring 
the pests. That left me with no furniture. 
Framed artwork would be doused with 
poison and kept. Clothes were the 
hardest audit: I had accumulated so 
much in my three years in New York, 
and actually saw this as a past-due 
opportunity to downsize. I only allowed 
myself to pick 10 t-shirts, a few 
sweaters, five pairs of pants, and anything that was nice enough be dry cleaned. I 
dropped my boots, leather bags, coats, and suits at the dry cleaner, and grimaced when 
I was given a bill for $700; I saw it as insurance that the things I wanted to keep would 
indeed be bug-free as I moved into a new home. I put it on my Visa—the now-
designated “life-recovery credit card”, with my AmEx being the “travel and bills” card—
knowing it was the first of more hits to come, especially given I would have to buy new 
furniture. I hope this doesn’t sound too mopey; I was actually excited to start over, and 
more than willing to pay for it, even if it came with high interest rates. 

The physical belongings audit was joined with a very “head above water” approach at 
work and on social media. I had told a lot of my colleagues what was happening, which 
gave me flexibility to take time off when I needed it, for those no-show exterminator 



appointments, and to work from home as I did laundry and threw out dozens of 
mementos from past lives—I would start this next phase with just a few storage bins 
and duffel bags. It’s a very unsexy thing, though, becoming a temporary gypsy and 
feeling like you’re in a kind of free fall. I didn’t want everyday people learning I was 
miserable, that I dreaded going home, and believing that I was crying for help from 
anyone except that innermost group of friends. Those close friends would never see me 
as a pariah, but not the hundreds of acquaintances or strangers with whom I share 
innocuous life updates. So, it was happy faces as usual—or a lack of anything, really—
throughout late April and early May. “Oh look, Adam is hanging out with a beagle in the 
park. There he is with friends in Chinatown. Nice, a throwback to when he had a 
mustache. His life is so normal right now; no problems here!” I know how to play the 
game: show the good, filter the bad. It was a nice reminder though, to absorb the blow 
and just move forward. 

I needed an escape from everything, and very luckily had a long trip just two weeks 
away: first, home to Sioux Falls for my brother Keith’s high school graduation, then 
“home” to San Francisco for the wedding of two college friends who also moved there 
after leaving Kansas. The trips were back to back, meaning I would get ten days away 
from hating-it-for-the-first-time New York, and would move out of my hellhole apartment 
prior to the trip. My chief complaint about going home to Sioux Falls is that it feels like 
my life is on hold there, that New York City may as well not exist. That has been my 
biggest fear for some time, oddly enough: New York City not existing in my day-to-day 
life. I can’t fathom leaving this city for anything. Not an equally metropolitan place like 
London. Not sunny LA or even darling San Francisco. But, at this moment, nothing felt 
more perfect than a long weekend at home in South Dakota, where I could pretend like 
my New York life was a dream. Where I could put thousands of miles between her and 
me, and pretend it wasn’t such a nightmare. 

The most vivid day of the months-long bed bugs debacle was the very last one in that 
Fort Greene apartment. My roommates were both away, and I had to throw out 
everything I wasn’t keeping, then pack the rest of it strategically: What did I need for the 
first two weeks of couch hopping, then for two weeks on the road, then for another 
month of couch hopping, and what did I need to save but would keep locked away in 
bins for another year? I washed all the clothes I was saving—twice in hot water, then 
dried them on high heat, as prescribed. Paranoia hit hardest when I found a bed bug on 
my flip flops as I packed—I would soon see four individual bites between each of my 
toes—and couldn’t trust that I had actually rid of the bugs from my belongings. But I had 
to convince myself that I did it properly, since I had sprayed every single non-clothing 
item with poison—framed photos, toiletries, appliances, a certain gypsy figurine—then 
sealed off the bins, sprayed them too, and taped them shut, then sprayed them again. 
After five or six hours of washing, cleaning, packing, spraying, and throwing away 
valuables, I took a minute to open Instagram, mostly out of habit. I scrolled through my 
feed, then navigated to Romeo’s feed, also out of habit. There, just a few minutes fresh, 
was a photo of the guy he was dating—a guy who, based on features, may as well be 



my brother—and the photo announced their togetherness in a public way that we were 
never allowed. At the same time, it pronounced my own not-together-ness. Maybe it 
was the poison I had been inhaling all day that suddenly made me feel light headed, 
and that brought tears to my eyes. Or maybe it was the fact that I’ve never felt so 
desperately and deservedly alone. 

I obviously wasn’t as alone as I felt, since my friends all lent a hand to keep me on my 
feet. Wade (@wadeaddison) helped me rent a small van to shuttle the few storage bins 
to his apartment, a risk I’m not sure I would ever take on someone, even having needed 
the favor extended to me; it’s such a risk. Those bins stayed stacked there in his 
bedroom for an entire two months, and I spent roughly half of that time with him, too, 
whenever I didn’t have any other friends’ empty apartments to stay in. It reminded me of 
my first six weeks of couch hopping in New York when I moved in 2011: crashing with 
friends while trying to not overstay my welcome, buying time on small favors and living 
one week in Harlem, the next in Alphabet City, then in Greenpoint, Williamsburg, Park 
Slope, and Bed Stuy. This was actually kind of refreshing, getting a different angle on 
the daily commute, understanding the various routines my friends live each day—the 
agony of living off the G train, how different the morning feels in the Upper East, the joy 
of walking to work from the West Village. Less fun is shuttling the same luggage 
between each home-stay and living out of bags like a drifter. Even so, there was an 
upside to experiencing all these sliding-door routines again: realizing that a new start in 
New York is just one move away, and that my own was nearing. 

The week before my trip home, I stayed in my ex Dan’s (@grossypelosi) studio in West 
Village, since he was traveling for work. I had looked after his apartment before, or 
rather, watered his one plant and otherwise pretended like the studio was my own—
hosting rooftop dinners, gossiping with the neighbors, and running along the West Side 
Highway. I could avoid taking the subway for days at a time when I stayed there; it 
made the city much smaller in a good way. The studio itself felt much smaller on my 
final day, though: I overlapped Dan on the last night, since I had my bags packed for my 
flight home and it made the most sense logistically to stay put, which was also Dan’s 
suggestion. We blew up the air mattress for me to sleep on the ground while he stayed 
in his loft, and then he got a call from a college kid he was dating, someone who lived 
outside the city and had missed his bus back to Boston. He too needed a place to 
crash. Dan wasn’t about to kick me to the curb, so suddenly I was staying in my ex-
boyfriend’s studio with him AND the younger version of me that he was now dating. I 
went for a run so they could have some privacy, and returned to an empty apartment—
they went out on a date as I cooked and did some writing—then received them with 
smiles as they got home. We each took turns showering and stepping over my air 
mattress real estate, and neither of them made me feel unwanted or in the way. One 
week of gypsy life down, seven to go. 
On my flight home to South Dakota, I thought about how willing I was to throw away my 
belongings and start over, to rely on other people to get me out of my defeated state. 
That I have friends who are willing to help me is, of course, the best affirmation in this. 



But I wondered why, at 28, I wasn’t in a position to stay and fight, to pay exorbitantly out 
of pocket to rid of the pests. I felt too free of responsibility still. I’ve always enjoyed being 
“low to the ground” with little savings; it’s easy to bounce back, to stay nimble. I didn’t 
need to change spending habits: I spend frugally for fulfillment, for expedience, for 
experience. But I did need to chain myself to the ground. Mostly I hoped I had used up 
my last lifeline. To abandon everything like that was a discredit to my successes, of 
having a job I love in a city that I love. I felt like a fake. I wasn’t owning up to my 
problems. The thing is, I’ve felt like a fake most of my life—this undiagnosed impostor 
syndrome of feeling unworthy of simple lavishes—because I’ve always had to rely on 
other people, ultimately unable to survive without dialing in support, without reverting 
back to those first few years post-college, where everything I got was a lifeline from 
relatives and friends. Having people to rely on for things is pretty terrific, but feeling like I 
couldn’t return the favor if asked, well, that’s pretty scary. That’s really what I wanted: to 
finally be stable enough to start doling out favors, to give instead of take. Because 
eventually, someone’s going to ask. And, as I realized, sometimes that person is me, 
and I hated that I couldn’t even help myself. 

CHAPTER 18 

On a late night in October 2014, I sat at 
Think Coffee near NYU with Ben 
(@benjaminnyc) as we both toiled on 
work projects. Our pal Patrick Janelle 
(@aguynamedpatrick) texted that he 
had just landed from Paris—where he 
attended numerous Fashion Week 
shows—and wanted to lay low with 
friends for the evening. He biked over to 
join our work session, and we heckled 
him when he arrived, because it was the 
same day he had been featured on the 
front page of the New York Times Style 
section. Patrick was pictured 
prominently, wearing a piercing blue 
wool blazer as he leaned over to mingle 
with dinner guests at one of his Spring Street Social Society 
(@springstreetsocialsociety) events. The article, entitled “The IRL Social Clubs” 
discussed how Patrick, with the help of his business co-founder and creative partner 
Amy Virginia Buchanan (@amyvirginia), built a somewhat-secret society from a 
combination of creative friends (entertainers and culinary experts) as well as a huge 
Instagram following. (At the time he had 276K, and now 440K.) Spring Street started as 
a small cabaret show in his backyard (on Spring Street, duh), and burgeoned into these 
ambitious, sensory-overload evenings of gourmet food, craft cocktails, and top-tier 
performances. They are held in magnificent locations around NYC and LA, sometimes 



for $200 per head. SSSS recently turned profitable—it employs Amy full-time—and 
Patrick is able to support himself though sponsored partnerships on his Instagram feed. 
(You can imagine what some brands must be willing to pay for direct access to that 
many eyeballs.) But the society, like all of his endeavors in 2014, was barely paying for 
itself. As we congratulated him on that October evening, he confessed to us that 
ironically, he had “$0 in savings. Nothing in checking. I paid my way through Paris on 
credit cards.” He laughed at the fact, almost defeatedly. The barista offered us free 
sandwiches as the shop closed, and he took a few of them for the road. Here was 
Patrick, trying to build something from all of his social currency, and a persona that 
didn’t reveal he ate day-old sandwiches, much less without choice. 

Just sixteen months later, Patrick is doing more more than fine. He’s moved out of a 
shared studio in Nolita and into his own SoHo one-bedroom. His Instagram bio “Man 
about town” may as well be his professional title, too, because the tides have turned: 
Between photographs of travels, coffee shops he frequents, fellow creatives, and Spring 
Street events, there are #sponsored posts for tequila, champagne, beer, hotels, 
shipping services, home goods, credit cards, suiting companies, fashion houses, and 
more. He tries to keep each sponsored post under the aesthetic he calls “accessible 
aspiration.” Says Patrick: “The great thing about working through Instagram is that these 
companies are integrating into my personal life. So they give me plenty of control about 
what makes the most sense for me. We often have to meet certain objectives for them, 
but ultimately for me, it’s about making sure that this advertiser or brand fits into my life. 
How can their campaign align with what I’m already doing?” I have a handful of 
acquaintances who have monetized their social media channels, and it always 
fascinates me how it starts to control their lives or change their behavior, as if they’re 
suddenly filled with self-importance. The reason I defend Patrick among this particular 
crowd is that he was authentically living this “man about town” life long before social 
media took over—even if he once had to do it all on a shoestring budget—and also, he 
actually lives it, he doesn’t just project it. Take, for example, the bizarre encounters 
we’ve had: I’ve bumped into him unplanned in Venice Beach and Mexico City(!); I’ve 
met him in the ocean while swimming at the Rockaways, and once, after I cheekily 
texted him a photo of my cortado at a coffee shop in Crown Heights (just check 
#dailycortado for a strange but aesthetically pleasing trend that he started), he walked 
through the cafe doors within two minutes to greet me, despite living four miles away in 
Manhattan. It was like I sent out a bat signal. This is Patrick, though, and not just 
@aguynamedpatrick. He is everywhere, doing everything, knowing everyone. A man 
about town—authentically so. 

To better understand the projection of Patrick’s “accessible aspiration” (and the fact that 
he’s turned it into a monetized career, with a creative partner, a part-time assistant, and 
a business manager), you’ve got to know a little about who he was before he was 
@aguynamedpatrick: He grew up in Colorado in a very Protestant Evangelical home, 
then attended a Fundamentalist Baptist college in Florida. However, he got kicked out 
during his senior year (2004) for being gay; only a few people were aware, but the news 



still made its way to the administration. So, he never graduated. Instead, he rode his 
Vespa across the country and settled in Los Angeles, in 2005. It was there he found his 
first and second boyfriends and started a freelance graphic design career. After his 
second boyfriend was laid off and decided to move home to Germany, Patrick followed 
to Frankfurt. For 2.5 years, he continued to do graphic design, while feeling somewhat 
left out of everything back in the US. “I started seeing from afar, on social media, that 
my friends were making opportunities for themselves. I was living this domestic lifestyle 
that I had taken on, in a country without knowing the language. It was isolating, 
especially seeing my friends flourish. I wasn’t jealous but definitely grew discontent. I felt 
like the only one not growing in a creative way.” In November 2011—a few weeks shy of 
his 30th birthday—he ended the relationship, and bought a one-way ticket to New York. 
This is where Patrick draws a line between his past self, and the more actualized 
current one. “That previous life, after college and in LA and Germany, was really 
important to me because I lived in this kind of isolated existence where I grew quickly as 
an adult but also got a lot of meandering out of my system. So, by the time I moved to 
New York City, I only cared about doing the things that I knew wanted and needed to 
do. I was 30, a nice round number for starting over. In my 20s, I was learning about 
myself, about cultures, about different lifestyles, be it as a gypsy on a Vespa or an expat 
in Germany with a serious boyfriend. It was my life education, and very fulfilling until it 
ran its course.” On the ground in NYC, Patrick continued to do freelance design. After 
just one month, he met the art director of Bon Appetit (@bonappetitmag), and she hired 
him into a perma-lance role, which he held for two years. “Working there was the thing 
that ‘set me up’ in a critical way,” he says. “It was a livable wage, and it put me in touch 
with a world of individuals who were midway through their careers but also at the heart 
of something with a lot of visibility.” A few months later, in September 2012, Patrick met 
his now-creative-partner Amy (@amyvirginia) after their jointly favorite barista 
introduced them at her birthday party. Because Amy is a musician and performer, their 
very first conversation centered on the fact that Patrick had this amazing backyard on 
Spring Street, and wanted to host a beautiful showcase of some sort. He didn’t know 
what kind of event to host, and Amy suggested a cabaret variety show, since she had a 
network of performer friends. That’s when @springstreetsocialsociety started—he could 
tap his foodie rolodex—and it was also when his new persona took shape. All that was 
missing now was Instagram. 

Shortly after Patrick started at @bonappetitmag, he joined Instagram. “I was initially just 
trying to be part of a conversation with my friends,” he says. “I felt out of the loop. One 
friend posted a photo of me, and a random pal of mine from Los Angeles commented on 
it and said ‘We need to get this guy on Instagram.’ It baffled me that they knew each 
other through social media. So I saw this opportunity to connect with people—even with 
strangers, unlike Facebook. At first it was about capturing little moments that were 
representative of my life. I remember wishing I had something like this as I traveled the 
US on my Vespa, as a way to document my trip on a map and have people follow along. 
I saw the value in it right away.” Patrick curated his account beautifully, and was soon 
made a “suggested user” by the app’s editorial team, so his followers jumped to 22K. 



“Bon Appetit was featuring my photos a lot, too, since I was working for them, so I was 
able to grow a little from that,” he adds. “Over the course of the next year, I grew mostly 
as a food Instagrammer, and all these little press moments grew my following to 80K.” 
Then, something kind of peculiar happened: The Council of Fashion Designers of 
America (CFDA) awarded him with its first-ever “Fashion Instagrammer of the Year” 
distinction. We knew he liked photographing the city, his coffee, food, and friends, but 
never really fashion. There were a handful of people actually TRYING to be fashion 
Instagrammers, so why him? “I think the committee liked that I wasn’t a fashion blogger. 
They said it was about the seemingly fashionable lifestyle I was presenting, and the 
quality of the photos. I think they knew that if they partnered with me, I could give them 
content that they were interested in.” Fair enough. “That award put me on the map and 
made a huge change,” Patrick says. “Even if I was paying for my own airfare and 
housing, I was getting access to Fashion Week in Paris and New York, and feeling 
included and accepted by these big brands and significant individuals.” Not long after 
that self-funded Paris appearance, the onslaught of paid partnerships would follow. 

In 2014, Patrick launched @theliqrcabinet with his brothers, which has 15K followers 
(and counting). He describes it as “your favorite bartender, everything you want to know 
about liquor and cocktails: interesting facts, recipes, uses for a bottle of liquor, and 
beautiful imagery.” He bought the domain TheLiquorCabinet.com in 2011: “This was a 
project I always wanted to do, but needed the right things in place first,” Patrick says. 
“Right now the site is minimal—some information about cocktails and liquor, but we’re 
launching an app this spring, and it will evolve as the brand does.” Much like 
@springstreetsocialsociety, it is born of Patrick’s aesthetic…and of his Instagram base. 
He’s got the social muscle to launch something from nothing and grow it incrementally 
until it is, in fact, something. I watch with fascination as people find new careers and 
opportunities from their social reach on technologies like Twitter, YouTube, or 
Instagram. It feels like the ultimate “fake it ’til you make it” mantra that New Yorkers 
adopt: If you project something long enough, and you convince yourself that it’s 
authentic, then eventually you’ll be surrounded by people—some friends, many 
strangers in your cache of followers—who also believe it true, and suddenly, you’re an 
“expert”. I don’t say that entirely critically, though. I am, by accident, a “men’s grooming 
expert” seeing as I’ve been a grooming editor for two and a half years, and since I 
spend 40 hours a week buried in moisturizers, toners, hair masks, and beard trimmers. 
It was just a job that I assumed in 2013, and suddenly I’m helping friends plan their 
long-hair growth journeys, advising on beard styles and skincare regimens, and my own 
morning routine involves about 15 lotions, powders, pastes, sprays. I really find it 
fascinating that this happens to most of us in one way or another, and particularly on our 
own personal channels. I love nothing more than taking a deep-dive into “how people 
want to be perceived”, trying to read the subtext and see if they’re compensating for 
something, or trying to be someone they’re not…yet. 

Patrick aside, I’m skeptical of a lot of these “Instagrammers” who think having an 
audience makes them interesting. I find it hilariously offensive that 20-somethings who 



routinely pose shirtless are also parading themselves as “life coaches” (mostly I feel bad 
for actual life coaches, whose certifications and educated advice are being bastardized), 
and that thousands (if not hundreds of thousands!) of people are validating these 
dweebs with a mix of salaciousness and gratitude. But, give the right (read: wrong) gay 
editor an assignment, and he’ll go to the first person he thinks of for a quote on personal 
wellness—that cute shirtless boy in his Instagram feed, the one with all the positive 
messaging and former-fat-kid #TBTs. Suddenly, with enough back-links and press 
impressions, that 26-year-old pretty boy actually thinks he’s a life coach, because 140K 
followers, plus 5K “likes” and 100 comments on a half-naked “Transformation Tuesday” 
selfie can’t be wrong. Then, there’s the other lot, the type that projects aspirational 
imagery to seem mysterious, or elevated, or too-fucking-cool-for-school. They’re usually 
more self-aware than the first bunch, but they spend a disproportionate amount of time 
on a couch for the “lifestyle” they claim to be #living. I think this rant is a way of saying 
that I don’t envy Patrick on the one hand, for having to navigate these waters and often 
keep this company. I do envy him, though, for his entrepreneurial mind, especially given 
that he wasn’t always entrepreneurial. He waited—he let life sink in a little first, and he 
didn’t put the cart before the horse. This lifestyle he leads—the one that the CFDA team 
noticed—is lived with a little extra perspective, and some grounded business acumen. 
There’s an actualized person behind @aguynamedpatrick, and I don’t think that goes for 
many of the rest. I hope that someday soon, I can cut ties with these apps altogether. 
(Understandably, I’ve got a lot riding on Instagram right now.) But, if I cease projecting 
anything, and if I abandon my nest of followers, then that means I’m the only one 
accountable for daily affirmations… and where’s the opportunity in that? 

CHAPTER 19 

“You’re sure you didn’t bring any bed bugs 
with you?” This was Dad’s first (and 
serious) question when I got home to South 
Dakota. So much for taking a vacation from 
my pariah life. Still, it got a chuckle, even 
though he needed to hear me say “No, Dad. 
No bugs,” before he laughed too. Dad 
always speaks impulsively. He has never 
been eloquent—an opposite of Mom. He 
has opinions, and it’s easy to understand 
why he has them. He values saved money 
above everything, having been an 
accountant, and having been accountable 
for four kids for 31 years. He’s conservative 
in every way of the word; fiscally of course, 
but he was raised in a zealously Catholic home, one of nine in Minot, ND. His world has 
always been Dakota. Mom’s has been too, but her childhood wasn’t as repressed by 
religion and fear of the unfamiliar. Dad knows more about global cultures and history 



than anyone, but he’s never gone out to experience them for himself; this willingness to 
learn—with a fear of engaging—is common for a lot of people down the fold of the US. 
After I came out to my parents in 2010, Mom was motherly from the start, but still tiptoed 
around any discussion because it’s ingrained in her to not dabble in other people’s 
personal affairs. However, I wanted her to make this her business; I wanted her to ask 
questions, because I needed to gauge her comfort level with it. Her politeness held out, 
despite her stating that she had always known, and was happy that I was happy. Dad, 
for some reason, acted blindsided by the news, which is funny because I begged for My 
Little Pony figurines as a child. He said it would be a long time before he would be 
comfortable discussing anything “gay”—if ever. I thought it was fair for the immediate 
future, because I wasn’t ready to discuss it with him, either. But, considering that “gay” 
was now my life, I hoped the wait would be short, so that he could learn about me as I 
grew into a new identity. In other words, I wasn’t eager or willing to refer to any future 
boyfriend as “my roommate”, nor would I ever date anyone who was so spineless as to 
dilute me in the same manner. 

My annual visits home are indication that Dad and I are closer than ever; while he’s not 
without liberal conspiracy theories and unsolicited financial advice, we’ve both come to 
realize how few interactions we have remaining, given the unlikely nature of us ever 
living close to one another. However, his gradual comfort with my sexuality still starts 
and stops with the parent-child relation: I am his son, and I am gay. That’s all that’s 
been asked to accept. As I’ve said before, whenever I go home to Sioux Falls, my life is 
on hold because very little about my reality—New York, gay, broke, agnostic, liberal—
registers with theirs. My 31-year-old sister speaks with them nearly every day from 
Boston, but she married a South Dakota-native architect (at 22), is pregnant with her 
third child, is a devout Christian, and her husband’s parents are my parents’ best 
friends. My folks have no clue what to ask me about my relationships—platonic or 
romantic—much less how to process the possible responses, even if I offered up 
information unsolicited. For this reason, it’s always a month or two between phone calls 
before I realize I should check in with them. Each call—and the conversation while 
visiting home—is lovely by nature, but consists of very top-line metrics: Work is good 
(the most important thing to Dad), cousin Jenny is doing well, travels have been nice. I 
wonder if they still see me as the son they raised for 19 years, and again for that 
closeted, self-loathing 10-month window of time in 2009-2010 when I lived at home. I 
hated being that kid. I hated it so much. The life I started at 24 is the one I should have 
started at 14. Don’t get me wrong; I think I’ll owe an impregnable mind and persisting 
happiness to the fact that I refuse to ever again be so private, so stifled, so miserable. 
But if my parents only know the version of me that was miserable, and if they don’t know 
how to respond to “I’m stuck in a messy love triangle!” or “I’m dating a Middle Eastern 
guy!” or “I spent $250 on Beyonce tickets!”, well…how do we get there, without shoving 
it down their throats? 

The impetus of this trip was my youngest brother Keith’s high school graduation. Keith 
is 10 years my junior, and is currently my parents’ only hope that one of their children 



might stay in South Dakota (again, third child Sam is in Utah and looking further west). 
Baby Boy is now studying pre-med at the University of South Dakota. It was weird 
seeing my parents prepare for an empty nest: “Keith is rarely home,” Mom said. “I won’t 
realize he’s gone until the fridge stops mysteriously emptying itself.” “I think we’ll take a 
trip,” Dad told me. “Mom wants to visit Hawaii.” I hope they will actually take said trip; 
after 31 years of parenting, a vacation is the least they deserve; I only hope they don’t 
talk themselves out of it. At Keith’s graduation party, I was designated the task of 
photographing him with each guest—something I probably did at my own reception and 
have since forgotten half those guests’ names—and was awkwardly greeted by a few of 
the students I instructed five years earlier, when I was a seventh grade social studies 
teacher. They were all Keith’s age, and are now his close friends. “Mr. Hurly! Whoa! Hi! 
Sup dude?!” How weird that was, to see them nearly grown up, and, despite forgetting 
most of their names, too, to instantly recall the lesson planning, test writing, and paper 
grading, and to revisit the individual emotions that each one of them gave me: stress, 
delight, even more stress, but mostly happiness. They were great kids, as patient with 
me as I had been with them. The biggest highlight, though, was seeing how Keith has 
turned out: gets terrific grades; prioritizes his health; works two jobs; volunteers 
regularly; is open minded (Read: He thinks it’s cool that I’m gay.). As a gift for his 
graduation, I gave Keith a “redeem anytime” visit to New York City. He was elated, 
though I’ve had to since remind him that it’s his for the taking; he and Mom keep making 
excuses as to why timing is hard: He can’t miss fall break with his buddies; he should be 
working to make money; he can’t skip a single day of classes; I should save MY 
money…while my door remains open, waiting. 

The visit to Sioux Falls lasted four days, which is always enough time to see family and 
friends, to drive around and feed nostalgia, then to hurry back to my regularly scheduled 
programming. On this excursion, however, I was headed to San Francisco for a week, 
to get an entirely different kind of nostalgia: It’s more familiar, and feels like a recurring 
love affair rather than a divorce. I suppose both cities are equally responsible for how 
I’ve turned out, though: San Francisco was electric because Sioux Falls was not. I can 
never plan a long enough trip back to the Bay, even if I spend half of it alone. I try to run 
to Crissy Field every other day, an 8-mile venture that I used to do daily, since I once 
had that kind of free time. I go out in the Castro, take the N-train all the way to Ocean 
Beach for coffee and a stroll, then take BART to the Mission for a burrito at La Taqueria, 
and into Berkeley to visit friends and my favorite restaurants on Telegraph Avenue, then 
hop on Emery-Go-Round to say hello to Pixar friends in Emeryville. I project so much 
onto a future scenario where I can take a significant other to San Francisco: We’ll stay 
in the Russian Hill loft that my aunt and uncle own, maybe hit a Giants game, drive to 
San Rafael for an afternoon lunch, walk down the hill and pose for photos in front of the 
now-shuttered video rental store where I hilariously wasted months of my life, visit to the 
Farmers’ Market on Saturday, take a Sunday drive to Big Sur, drink brown-bagged 
beers in Dolores Park, see a drag show at Aunt Charlie’s, relive my morning commute 
through North Beach as I tried (usually successfully) to walk faster than the 45-bus, and 
eat dinner with my favorite city resident Juanita MORE (@missmore8). In a few short 



years there, I fell in love with so many things, so many people and habits and places 
and, above all, the way of life. One week every year is simply not enough. 

While I needed a reprieve and refresh on this trip, I still had to work. I negotiated a 
situation—as in, asked for it without hesitation, and got a “yes”—where I could pack 
three days’ remote work into my San Francisco travel; I was happy to sacrifice a few 
nostalgic check-ins if it meant having a guilt-free leave. Birchbox is always good about 
this; I couldn’t help that I had a graduation in South Dakota immediately followed by a 
wedding in California, so my manager and I devised the scenario that made it feasible. 
This employer flexibility and open leave is hard to find, a norm that I hope changes 
soon. Birchbox expects me to get my work done, and to do it well. Similarly, they trust 
me to take time off when I need it. So, I feel respected and in turn respect them. With 
other employers, I have experienced quite the opposite: At one place, I needed to work 
a full six months to accrue any sick days or PTO; I was scolded for attending a wedding 
without any time off accrued. At another, the work day started at 9 prompt, and I had to 
take a quarter of a vacation day if I showed up later than 9:15. Never mind if a train 
stalled, or if I got just as much work done or worked late; as soon as 9:16 rolled around, 
I owed them an entire 2 hours’ vacation. Go figure why every employee in that office 
aspired to go someplace else. Birchbox granted me time off to move apartments three 
times—moving day is rarely on a weekend—and I book flights on inexpensive travel 
dates so I can travel more and save more, while adding a small bit of work to my 
itinerary. If I arrive at 10 or 10:15, I work through lunch or stay late. As do my 
colleagues, thanks to office-wide flexibility. The company isn’t perfect; each person’s 
opinion of it is dependent on his or her role, team, manager, growth opportunities. For 
me, it feels like a relationship that I know is worth my investment, after having “dated” 
plenty of dud jobs; my five-year meandering taught me as much, if anything. In time—
maybe a year, or 10 or 20—some variable will take me away. But Birchbox will remain 
the job that allowed me to be happy, to stop and let something good soak in. 

There’s a photo of me taken on my aunt’s roof in Russian Hill, mid-2011: The night sky 
glows purple, and my side profile is silhouetted against the Transamerica Pyramid and 
Bay Bridge. When I see it, I see what I think is the most pure version of myself. Not pure 
in the prude sense, but in that I was out of my idle, jobless funk, a year into my gay adult 
life, and I had my one-way ticket to New York on the books. When I look at myself now, 
I see a tired, jaded, overly pragmatic man. He’s exhausted by his commute, by long but 
fruitful work days, by a relentless and expensive social calendar, by expenses in 
general, by dating. Especially by dating. The 25-year-old Adam had no credit card, 
much less heaps of debt on two of them. Even when he was single, he wasn’t invested 
in dating since he wasn’t invested in San Francisco. He was fearful of open 
relationships, quite sure that long-term monogamy would be easy to find and maintain. 
The 28-year-old Adam isn’t even sure he wants it, much less for a partner to value it. 
He’s not romantic about much. Adam-25 smiled a lot more. He was in shape because it 
made sense. I’m in shape now because it’s required to stay competitive and desirable 
within the dating pool. He wanted a lot of the things that I have now accomplished, 



which I think is what made him so pure: He was only potential, no reality. He was 
endearingly naive. I don’t know if I would have the patience for him today; I’d laugh 
watching him move to New York and struggle those first months. But then, he’d 
suddenly be gone. Every time I’m back in the Bay, I go up on the roof first thing and 
greet the view: Alcatraz, the Wharf, Coit Tower, the Bay Bridge, North Beach, the 
Pyramid. I crept up there late one night on this trip, for another midnight vantage. I 
recalled the photo, the moment captured right before I jumped, right before I cut ties with 
naivety. On this night, Adam-Almost-29 stared quietly over the foggy city, with the faint 
sounds of the Wharf’s sea lions making their way up the hill. “Thank you,” I whispered to 
someone who wasn’t there. “I’m trying very hard. I promise. I promise.” 

After visiting ghosts in Sioux Falls and San Francisco, I took the redeye back home, 
back to five weeks of couch hopping, of sardine-like commutes, of buying new (and 
worth-an-investment) furniture, of the unique, not-terrible, mostly-just-pesky realities that 
I had on my platter. There wasn’t any relief to being home—there usually is, which also 
manifests as a “what am I missing in New York” anxiety even if I’m someplace 
comparably magnificent. The honeymoon with my city was officially over. This looming 
knot in my stomach told me that life would be this way so long as I lived here; I might 
never get off the ground financially, much less out of steady debt. Dating would 
continually disappoint me, whether I was insatiable or unrealistic or just part of a matrix 
of men who could only pursue dead ends. And, just as things might seem normal, shit 
like bed bugs can happen and fracture any remaining sense of stability. That was 
weighing down on this particular taxi ride home—and not to my home, but to a 
temporary one, a charity one. Like I said, nothing was truly terrible about my life, but 
when you feel like you’re doing a good job and then suddenly understand the low 
likelihood of it compounding into a permanent, sustainable existence, especially when 
so few places in the world will make you comfortable and happy as this place can…you 
realize that maybe the potential that once filled your pretty little head is gone, and in its 
place, behind the aging, unamused expression is this permanently pessimistic and 
hardheaded notion that the problems are only just beginning, that what is pesky now will 
be a cakewalk compared against what’s to come. … I first routed the car to Fort Greene, 
to collect my dry cleaning. “We will miss your business,” the owner said after I swiped 
my credit card for $700, reclaiming things that probably never had bed bugs on them in 
the first place. Then the car took me “home”, and drove me past Prospect Park, past the 
Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Arch and the Brooklyn Museum—those landmarks that 
overwhelmed me with optimism on my first glimpse of this life—and I sighed to myself: 
I’ve no option but to keep going. 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 20 

Upon interviewing Kate Canary 
(@katecanary) for a job in March 2014, I 
knew that we would very likely be 
working together, and that we would get 
along famously. She had applied for a 
copywriting role on our team at Birchbox 
Man, and although the company’s hiring 
process is always slow—it was four 
months between her applying and 
starting—I knew almost instantly that 
she was “the one.” Her writing was 
quick, witty, and precise, and she was 
the last copywriter (of 15) to survive the 
massive layoffs that Fab.com had 
endured the year prior. That told our 
team two things: She was a stellar candidate, since she was their sole survivor, and she 
was desperately needing a new job. “They were growing explosively so they just 
needed the help,” Kate says of her being hired at Fab in May 2012; it was her first 
writing job after a career switch from non-profit theater administration. “I was blissful at 
Fab, because I was writing all day and getting paid twice as much as I was in theater. I 
was also loving tech life and the utopian things: free lunch, unlimited vacation, beer on 
tap.” Then, in mid 2013, the layoffs started: “Twelve copywriters alone. That was 80% of 
my team, and similar numbers across the company, just decimated.” Subsequent, 
smaller layoffs would follow, leaving her as a team of one. Kate was desperate for a 
career-defining challenge, but also for job security. At Birchbox, we both started timidly 
(I joined 9 months prior, in October 2013), but would grow to own our respective 
verticals of the men’s editorial operations: Kate writing and supervising the production of 
nearly every men’s webpage (sometimes a hundred per month), as well as the copy for 
all email and marketing campaigns; and I, managing the production of all articles and 
videos that educate men on how to build a better grooming routine, how to get healthier 
skin, fuller beards, fancier coifs, and of content that would sell our products. For each of 
us, there was an immediate sense of gratitude, of requited value and purpose. A void 
was filled. 

If you honed in on our men’s editorial team in its fullest state—five people for 18 
months, until @thomaspardee got a new job last December—we were a close-knit, 
nimble crew, supportive of one another but each autonomous as we built a men’s 
grooming authority. We got each other through bad breakups, through bed bugs, 
through deaths—Kate’s father passed away in November—and through happier 
milestones. (Her fiance John confided in us, upon first meeting, that he would be 
proposing in Paris a week later. They’re getting married in May.) The five of us were and 
will remain bonded in this way. “Everyone in creative environments calls their 



colleagues a family,” Kate says. “I always thought it was an overused word, because 
‘great colleagues’ are just great colleagues. What about friendship? Why do we call 
coworkers ‘family’? But this was the first time I felt it—you guys are my family. We care 
so intensely about each other and respect each other, and we would never, for 
example, abuse our unlimited-leave policy, because if you check out and leave without 
proper planning, it affects the people you love. They have to cover for you.” As I’ve said 
before, this same policy gave me such solace when I also needed it most, allowing me 
to work remotely from South Dakota or San Francisco and thus enjoy time with my own 
family. Kate compares this relationship to the one she had with her parents as a child 
and adolescent: “I never had a curfew and I never got in trouble. While a lot of that is my 
nature, it was also because my parents trusted me. I wanted to make them proud and 
show gratitude for their trust. That’s how Birchbox operates too. And even when my dad 
became ill, and I knew I would be away for an indefinite period, I wanted to make it 
easier for you guys having to cover for me when I was gone. My ability to plan for that 
was taken away, but everyone just took over for me, and picked up the pieces so I could 
be with my family.” Kate and I both grew to appreciate Birchbox as the stability in our 
lives; if anything goes awry, at least our professional selves could feel settled. At least 
the means by which we afford our stressful existence is supportive, is strong. 

What I also love about Birchbox is that it celebrates “learning through failures.” If you try 
something and it flounders, then it isn’t a lost effort. It is knowledge gained; discovering 
what doesn’t work is an important part of knowing what does. This creates a very open-
minded, patient, cooperative community—it’s certainly part of why our small team grew 
so close. Adds Kate: “From day one, I felt like I was being pushed out of my comfort 
zone. I got to pitch ideas and know that it was OK for people to disagree. Maybe one in 
100 ideas is a good one, but that’s what is expected: to propose new ways of thinking, 
to see things differently.” It took me nearly a year, I’d posit, to really take the reigns of 
my job, to feel as if I had stumbled enough and tried all the wrong keys before turning 
the one that worked. But when I did, everything clicked. My boss was able to take a few 
steps back, allowing him to focus on bigger business strategies, as I commanded things 
with confidence, writing scripts and delivering video edits with such assurance, 
defending editorial decisions that might otherwise interfere with brand or company 
goals—”This video isn’t for sales, it’s for traffic. This article isn’t being written for 
longevity; it’s for short-term, immediate revenue.”—and educating colleagues on best 
search-engine practices, data-backed and revenue-driving content strategies, YouTube 
channel growth tactics, and the likes. I finally became a fully-fledged editor, confident as 
a writer and producer, and delightfully surprised that the circuitous, mostly depressed 
years had led me to this. Birchbox baits its employees with a three-year “tribbatical”: 
Work for three years, and you get a three-week, completely disconnected, paid leave, 
plus a travel stipend. (My pal Carlos—@closalvarado—is on his now, in South 
America.) Before Birchbox, I had never been in any job for more than a year and a half. 
October 2016 marks three years since my start, and it baffles me that just three years 
prior (in 2010), I was working at a crummy video rental shop in North Beach, San 



Francisco. That’s what Birchbox is to me: marked change—the learned solution after 
many failures. 

There was a palpable shift in the office air on January 28. (That’s 2016, just a month 
ago.) We’ve all signed NDAs, and I have to respect a lot of the finer details here, but I’ll 
say this: I could see meetings happening—with my own eyes, and on significant 
people’s calendars—that told me a big business shift was going to occur. Every year, 
we would make more revenue than the last, but as is the case with most startups, it 
costs a ton of money to operate the business and get it off the ground, and those costs 
can increase as the business expands. Birchbox, now in its sixth year, was no 
exception, and it’s difficult to navigate this rapid expansion without shuttering; this is 
precisely what Kate experienced at Fab, and a fate that Birchbox would need to avoid. 
Like any young business, we wanted to be profitable as soon as possible, and rightfully: 
We needed that confidence from investors, and from the public, in the hopes that we 
could become publicly owned soon—this is textbook startup growth protocol. Late that 
night, Kate and I received a meeting invitation to “talk about some changes to the 
business”, set for 10:45 the following morning. I texted her and said that I was fairly 
certain of something: We were getting laid off. It was speculation, but I wanted to be 
ready for the worst, and I wanted her to be ready for it, too, even if it gave us grief now. 
Just an hour earlier, Kate was with a friend who asked her how work as going. “Work is 
the least of my problems,” Kate told her. “When you texted me, I was surprised on the 
one hand because I was sure that we were too valuable. But, then I thought about the 
inevitability of cost cutting, and about how Fab had to let go of so many talented 
people…it very quickly made sense to me. They would need to be leaner.” 

I couldn’t sleep that night. I was in bed by 12, asleep at 2, up at 5. My stomach kept 
turning, and I laid motionless until 7:30. I made a hefty breakfast to pass some time, 
then did a full morning grooming regimen, which I rarely make time to do; I wanted to be 
as put-together as possible for my final day as a grooming editor. I got in the shower, 
hydrating my hair with my favorite conditioner, then using my favorite cleanser and 
exfoliator to make sure my complexion looked extra clear for my likely last day; I shaved 
my neckline precisely two fingers above the Adam’s apple, in a U-shape up to both 
ears, as I had demonstrated to our subscribers. I returned to my room, and first applied 
toner to my face (it balances the skin’s oil production), then followed with a serum (the 
real secret to looking young), and a tinted moisturizer (to mask any redness in the face). 
I put some concealer under my eyes to hide the dark circles from lost sleep. I blow-dried 
my hair into place, then applied my favorite styling paste, and locked it in with some cool 
air from the blow dryer, exactly as I had taught other guys to do. I rubbed unscented 
lotion on my hands, arms, and neck, then sprayed the pulse points with my favorite 
fragrance, a scent longevity hack I included in a video about maximizing the 
effectiveness of cologne. I put on some nice slacks, a new sweater, and a beautiful top 
coat, so that I would look as professional as possible as they cast me into 
unemployment. I stared at myself in my bedroom mirror, one last time, very proud, very 
scared and unsure of what would come next, but very ready to walk into the fire. I 



promised myself to stay poised—and Kate followed suit. At least we would be together 
when it happened. And so, I walked to the 4/5 train one last time on this routine, 
commuting to Union Square and transferring to the 6, then up two stops where it lets out 
just below our building. I timed my arrival for 10:30, so that I wouldn’t be dragged into 
any other meetings—just the one with my friend, my family. 

Forty-five people were let go that day. This was close to 25% of the U.S. headquarters. 
By 11 a.m., Kate and I had our white folders with our severance letters, staying entirely 
calm, even smiling to one another in support. We agreed again to stick together—to 
gather our belongings quietly, then make our exit in tandem. By now, many of our 
colleagues were hugging their own departing teammates, and the news had quickly 
infiltrated the whole office that many of us were making one grand exit. We closed our 
computers and quickly scooped up our things, as our devastated, teary-eyed coworkers 
surrounded us for a goodbye embrace. We mostly held it together, but I lost it when the 
adorable PR women surrounded me just as I neared the exit. There was so much 
uncertainty and confusion in their eyes, and they had been some of my best friends for 
over two years. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” they said over and over and over, as 
if this was anyone’s fault. “It’s ok. It’s fine,” I said. “It happens. OK? It happens. I’ll be 
fine. We’ll all be fine. I love you, OK?” We composed ourselves in the elevator, then 
rode down to the lobby where a dozen other sad, confused castaways were waiting. 
“You too?” we asked, receiving grim, tearful nods. I couldn’t believe who joined us—
entire marketing teams, vice presidents, and the most recent employee of the month. 
We gathered the troops, put out a call to others who were cut, and marched across the 
street to our company’s favorite pub, where we drank and bitched and made light of 
everything for seven hours. We exchanged contact information and promises of support, 
eventually joined by those colleagues who felt welcomed enough to join. That was one 
of my favorite days I’ve ever lived; I’ve never experienced community and camaraderie 
and revelry like I did in that bar. I was with people I loved and wanted to help, and the 
feelings were requited—a fitting conclusion to our Birchbox tenure. 

“Birchbox was a very obvious step forward in my career, but more than anything, it gave 
me confidence,” Kate says. “That’s a quality I’ve had to learn in my life, because I came 
from such a vulnerable world in theater, with all my imperfections on display, and then 
Fab kept me on my toes the entire time. Learned confidence has become one of my 
greatest professional assets. I see the layoffs as necessary business. It’s disconcerting, 
yes. You can look at it negatively and personally, but it had nothing to do with us or 
whether or not they valued us. It’s just what a business does to survive.” I agree with 
her; for both of us, Birchbox was that fulcrum point in our careers, and to reflect on it 
any differently would be a disservice to the company and to our time spent there. 
“Layoffs should never pull the rug out completely,” she adds. “Within six months, I will 
have lost my dad, gotten laid off, and gotten married. So in the scheme of my life, this is 
the least impactful event. I absolutely loved this job and it mattered so much to me and it 
was so generous to me when I needed it to be, but I can take this as a change that 
opens up another opportunity. It doesn’t mean I wasn’t scared and heartbroken, 



especially with me being so Type-A and craving stability. But it feels manageable, and I 
suspect that good things will come of it. Life gets harder, but people get better—that has 
been my family’s ethos while grieving our loss. We keep saying ‘We will never get over 
this, but we will get better.’ I used to think I had to deal with each problem one at a time, 
and once I dealt with each one, I could be happier. But the problems never stop. The 
only thing that gets better is how I handle them. The whole point of life is that you must 
grow from each problem, each lesson. You have to use those experiences to strengthen 
yourself. And it’s actually nice to realize that they forever remain a part of you.” To 
Birchbox: Thank you, for everything. From both of us. 

CHAPTER 21 

In early June, I was house-sitting for my 
pals Taylor (@tpg_) and Audrey 
(@4udr3y_) in Bed Stuy—a free crash 
pad while I watched his cat for the week. I 
was just three weeks away from moving 
into my Crown Heights apartment, and 
ever appreciative of the shelter provided 
all month by friends. It was fun seeing a 
new angle on my New York City routine 
every few days. Also fun was seeing a 
new grid of handsome guys in each 
neighborhood; I was in no position to go 
on dates, much less hook up, but it 
always made for a good 20-minute 
distraction each evening as I flirted with 
strangers before bed. I love the scenery changes in each place: affluent braggadocios in 
West Village, bare-chested 30-somethings in Chelsea, bare-chested 20-somethings in 
Hell's Kitchen, awkwardly stale lawyers in Upper East Side, furry 30-somethings in 
Williamsburg, furry 20-somethings in Bed Stuy, grab-bag everything in Lefferts Gardens. 
I particularly liked the scene in Bed Stuy, because it most resembled Prospect Heights 
and my soon-to-be-home Crown Heights. On one weekend night, I got a hello from a 
handsome, bearded guy my age. He was 100 feet away, having a drink at 
@cmoneverybodybk before heading home to Park Slope. The attraction was evident, 
even through the app, and even more so through our let's-switch-to-texting-here's-my-
number conversation that immediately lit up. He was a violinist at a very prestigious 
orchestra in town; for that, let's call him Strings. He admitted to already following me on 
Instagram—which gave me the ammo to "stalk" his account, to see this attractive life, 
his charming friends, and to learn that many of his pals were also my own...how did I 
not know that Strings existed? For the next two days before our first date, he was the 
only thing that existed—and the feeling went both ways. 



When I met Strings in a Park Slope bar that next Sunday, the attraction was confirmed. 
It felt lasting. He was holding court with the other "events"—my first boyfriend in Sioux 
Falls, Dan in San Francisco, Buckminster and Romeo and Cold Hands in New York. 
Our bevy of mutual friends gave us conversation fodder, as did the fact that he was from 
Berkeley—where I had twice lived and where I still secretly dream of settling down—and 
he had also been to my South Dakota hometown on an orchestra tour (and even ate at 
the restaurant I worked at throughout high school). He was my age, he was 
professionally actualized, and he was obviously intelligent, which told me he would have 
a promising future should the music career ever end. (I find myself more and more 
attracted to people whose overall aura says "I'll be stable my whole life regardless of 
what I pursue.") I liked his raspy voice, his bushy beard, his broad smile, his dark eyes. 
We polished off two rounds of beer, and left the bar as the sky cracked and a downpour 
fell through. Sans umbrella, my trek to the G-train seemed impossible now. However, he 
confessed that he lived two doors down—he had picked a bar just below his apartment, 
the rascal—and so I accepted the invitation upstairs. We sprinted to the door, with little 
care or need for our wet clothes once inside, soundtracked by the rainfall and lit by the 
neon signs of commercial Park Slope. 

It's a risky move, going to bed after one perfect date. I caught a cab home that night, 
and Strings and I were back to texting non-stop the next day. We made plans for a 
second date—a concert at Barclays, to which I had an extra ticket—after he returned 
from a week of performances in New Haven and Boston. He texted me photos from the 
road, and I checked in every night to see how the shows went. We were just two weeks 
into knowing each other, but it felt like two months given that there were no "Does he 
like me? Should I text him?" woes, no push-and-pull, no power play. Then I became 
unrecognizable: I told every friend about him when prompted with "What's new?" I lost 
interest in pursuing anyone else and knew not to gamble him away. It was a second 
chance at Cold Hands, only he would stay. A second chance at Buckminster, only I 
would stay. Strings would fit seamlessly into my life, and I into his. He wasn't running 
me in circles; he thought of me at 8 in the morning and at 4 p.m. and at midnight, and in 
between. My friends predicted that Strings would last, given my rare behavior. I was one 
week away from moving into my apartment (at last!), and from turning 29: Everything 
was looking up, a perfect benchmark to a desperately needed new year. Two nights 
before our second date—a few weeks into our courtship, though—I opened Instagram 
and saw that he had just posted a photo. There was one "like" already: from 
Buckminster. What. No way. Strings and I had already done the "audit" of our 
friends...surely I would have noticed that he knew Buckminster too? Then, I poked 
around, desperate for an answer: They both sat atop one another's "Followers" lists, 
indicating that they had only just met. Strings had performed two nights in New Haven 
right after our first date...and Buckminster lives in New Haven. I met them both on 
Scruff, a dating and hookup app. I knew enough about them to know that they would be 
attracted to each other, should the option present itself. My head filled in all the blanks. 
My heart sunk. My stomach turned. No. No no no. NO. 



I didn't know what to do. What does one do when his current lover goes to bed with his 
ex lover—unbeknownst to either of them, no maliciousness intended? I don't have 
lingering feelings for most exes, but I do for Buckminster, because we never used up 
our potential; it was hardly put to the test before I let it burn away. I couldn't be mad at 
them, but I was very upset that this unlikely thing had probably happened. This was all 
still a presumption, but it made perfect sense to me: The app that united me with both of 
them also united them. If I was attracted to both of them, why wouldn't they be attracted 
to one another? The worst part was that I knew Buckminster would be back in the city in 
a few days, per his texts with me a couple months prior: "I'll be back in the city in July for 
work. Let's grab coffee and catch up." If they had hooked up in New Haven, why 
wouldn't it continue in New York? And now I was feeling bitter toward Buckminster, 
unsure if I could handle seeing him at all, should he reach out as planned. That was for 
the better, perhaps, but I had looked forward to that day for a year, if only to remember 
what I felt for him, to be proud of him and to remind myself not to let the next one go. 
But Strings felt like the next one. I was psychologically dismantling myself, and nearly 
sabotaging my attraction to Strings at the same time. The fact was, he and I weren't 
exclusive, and—silly me—we had only been on one date in our weeks of steamy 
flirtation. I asked a dozen friends how to handle the situation, whether or not to bring it 
up. In a normal scenario—one where I don't know who my potential suitor is sleeping 
with, nor does he know my own pursuits—I would say it's all fair game until a mutual, 
vocal commitment. But this—my discovery—wasn't normal, especially given the history 
at play. Worse yet, I saw Strings texting someone with Buckminster's actual first name 
throughout our concert date a couple nights later, as we gushed and kissed and held 
hands and locked arms and made eyes. I essentially had my answer. 

"This is karma for dating Romeo," a few friends were kind to point out, seeing as I had 
knowingly dated (for 7 months!) the ex of my ex—surreptitiously meddling in our shared 
histories. "Now you know how Tolliver would feel if he found out you two had dated." I 
wasn't sure it was a comparable situation (I was an ass hole, these guys weren't), but 
the karma part rang true. Worst of all, after the next date with Strings—the one where I 
saw him texting Buckminster all evening—he said: "I like you a lot. Like. A lot, a lot. I'm 
so excited to see where this goes." He didn't want to go home together that night, "So 
that we can do this properly. So that we can make it more than just about hooking up." 
Yes. Yes yes yes. YES. But also. Please stop texting my ex? And stop sleeping with 
him? Imagine, for the following couple days, before our next date (and my final ones as 
a roving gypsy), me losing my mind on the matter every minute, and losing sleep at 
night. It was partially because of my feelings for both of them, but it was also partially 
me thinking I deserved it for tampering with the emotional equilibrium of my own dating 
history. "Somewhere, Tolliver is laughing to himself," I would think to myself. As soon as 
I moved into my new apartment and helped Ben and Justin move out, Strings texted 
me, asking for a photo of the new space: "Can't wait to see it, congrats on the move. Big 
day!" He was still thinking of me all day, at least, but I could only focus on the fact that it 
was now July, which meant Buckminster was back in town. A few times, I wondered 
how I allowed myself to become so unraveled in such a short period of time. I sulked to 



myself as I unpacked a couple bins—the ones I felt comfortable unpacking. On this eve 
of my 29th birthday, I was half-expecting the bed bugs to come back—convinced I 
would unravel further—especially as I lifted the first lid and found the wooden-gypsy 
Heather smiling back at me. 

That night, Kieran (@kierandallison) came over to see my new space, and to ring in my 
birthday. It had been a long day of moving what few belongings remained, receiving the 
bed delivery, helping Justin move out, and straining over the love-triangle thing. But 
mostly, this day was a relief, because the hellacious few months were behind me, 
perfectly benchmarked by a new year, a clean start at 29. We toasted beers on the roof, 
and he brought up Strings, to see how I was feeling. "I think I'm going to ask him point 
blank, right now, if it happened," I said. "He deserves to know that he's entering 
awkward territory, and I should give him the chance to shut it down." "Just stay calm 
about it," Kieran advised. "It'll be easy to sound like a crazy person, for finding it out." "It 
was placed in front of me," I said, though I agreed with him. "And it's making me a crazy 
person as I worry about it. I just...need to know. I need an answer. I like him too much. If 
this ends us, then I can move on sooner." I was glad Kieran was there with me, as I had 
seen him transition away from the perils of dating, and into a healthy, lasting 
relationship. He and his boyfriend took their time to fit the pieces together, and he was 
right that this was one small piece, one very fragile thing that needed proper caution. I 
wasn't asking Strings to commit to me, but I did need to be intentional in order to clear 
this hurdle. I started with a text, explaining that I learned on Instagram, and that 
Buckminster and I had history. "Oh boy," he wrote back, confirming my concerns. "We 
hooked up once—and we had a date last night, too. I really hope this can be not-
awkward..." My first response: "New Haven...?" / "Yeah..." / "Listen. Don't worry about 
it," I said back. "Let's talk though. Definitely a weird overlap. And it's fine—he's amazing! 
But, a continued overlap would be not very good." At that point, we got on the phone, 
ironed it out, laughed it out, and both admitted that we saw serious potential in each 
other. He agreed he couldn't date both of us simultaneously. We hung up, and I felt a 
foreign confidence. It was trusting. Intentional. Shared. Happy birthday to me. 

On July 3, 2015, I woke with an unfamiliar sense of security—one too good for me to 
deserve. This was my first time waking in my new abode, in this huge bedroom with a 
fireplace and a sitting nook and wall-to-wall oak closets. It was a Friday, but I took off 
work to settle in, and to honest-to-God appreciate my new reality: I had a home again—
a really fucking charming one—in a neighborhood I love, and for little rent. And, I had 
requited feelings for someone—actual articulated and sensible feelings for a guy whose 
life could easily synchronize with mine. I met Strings for midday birthday drinks in 
Prospect Heights after he finished a music lesson. I couldn't believe that this extremely 
fickle part of my life was possibly firming up. I got "Happy Birthday" texts from loved 
ones all day, and when my parents and siblings each called, I seized the opportunity to 
tell them about Strings. I wasn't planning on it, but with this surge of optimism going 
through me, it made sense to relay that I had met somebody I adored, especially 



considering the cleared hurdle from the night before. This, to me, was a bigger victory 
than having a new apartment: I could finally communicate to my parents openly about 
my little gay life, as if to welcome them in, if not a bit forcefully. Relationships are 
something they could relate to—the security of commitment, of investing trust in 
someone—and I deemed Strings the person who could help me show my parents that I 
would, after all, find these securities for myself, that I was tired of withholding this 
important facet of my life from them. In that moment, a milestone: My parents seemed 
interested. Excited for me. Excited to meet him. He and I were just one month in, and 
though I would caution anyone else with such little history, I cherished having someone 
who made all of that meandering—hundreds of dates with hundreds of men, some 
princes, some toads, some bringing out my best, and some my worst—feel worthwhile. 
This man was the contrast, a renewed sense of worth, a second chance, or 200th, 
really, to do it right. 

CHAPTER 22 

"It’s so weird to have lived one year 
financially free, all around the world, 
after living a while in New York, and to 
now be at home with my mom in 
Portland," says a 33-year-old Kevin 
Truong (@kevkevtruong). "I'm saving 
enough money to move back to New 
York, but this has been quite an 
adjustment." In July 2015, Kevin 
completed a one-year, Kickstarter-
funded trip around the globe for his 
docu-photo-series The Gay Men Project, 
on which he visited 32 countries and 66 
cities. (He had already photographed 
men in 20 other major cities, in five 
countries.) After that trip, his tally of gay male subjects—each photographed in a very 
approachable, non-threatening, usually-fully-clothed manner—is 700 strong. I met Kevin 
through the project; he photographed me in late 2012 when TGMP was still part of his 
senior thesis at Pratt Institute. I wrote an accommodating personal essay (because he 
asks each subject to write a reflective piece to complement the images), and it remains 
a wonderful time capsule of how I saw the brooding gay world at age 26, just two years 
out of the closet and fresh to New York. My friend Thom (@steadisdead) referred me to 
Kevin, who had put out a call for subjects to his pals; like everyone else who got 
involved, I then gave Kevin a list of my own friends I thought he should feature, whether 
in New York or elsewhere. This is how the endeavor has snowballed: Word of mouth 
has created a huge network, a portfolio of global gay voices, and has thus taken over 
Kevin's entire life for the better part of four years. Despite his living at home in 



Portland—for now—it has made Kevin one of my most actualized, wise, and—of 
course—worldly friends. 

Like me, Kevin got his professional foundation with the AmeriCorps VISTA program; 
that's "Volunteers in Service to America", a 12-month non-profit management 
assignment, in which workers receive poverty-level wages and earn an education/loan 
stipend. Kevin's LA-based term focused on improving literacy, particularly in Orange 
County's children's hospitals. He stuck with non-profit for four more years in Portland, 
OR—his hometown—running after-school programs for at-risk youth. "My life was going 
down a certain path," Kevin says. "So I decided to try the biggest service endeavor: 
Peace Corps." He was placed in Belize, an extremely impoverished country where it is 
illegal to be gay. "I asked to get re-placed, and they were understanding, but explained 
that many Peace Corps placement countries have anti-gay laws. A lot of them were 
colonial and might not necessarily enforce said laws, so I felt safe enough to at least 
give it a try." Two months in, Kevin was the eighth person to leave (from an initial group 
of 30; only half lasted a full two years). "The Peace Corps is clear that they want you to 
leave if you are unhappy and feel the need to do so. On the one hand, I was adjusting to 
living in a developing country. But mostly, I hated having to hide that I was gay, 
especially in fear. I had only just finally fully come out to everyone back home after a 
long, labored process, so to hide it for another two years felt impossible. At one point, I 
just broke down and bawled. I totally lost it. I was afraid to tell my amazing host family 
that I was gay, because I convinced myself that the laws were reflective of the general 
culture and ideologies. I felt like the biggest failure when I left, but I also felt lucky to be 
able to leave. I imagine that many gay people there have to just deal with it, hide it. I can 
at least see why the experience led me to doing this documentary project, to travel all 
over and meet these people, to share their point of view." 

Kevin, then 27, found himself back home with no plans, because he had originally 
intended to be gone for two years. He wanted to do something drastically different—
something creative—so he applied to three art schools in New York (to get a second 
bachelor's degree), and wound up enrolling in Pratt's photography program. In his 
second year, he had an assignment that required him to photograph just one kind of 
subject for two months. He was feeling inspired by Catherine Opie's series "Domestic", 
which showcases lesbians posing around their homes; it's very modest and voyeuristic. 
Kevin photographed 10 subjects and then gave each man the opportunity to supplement 
the image with his own narrative. "It was never high-concept," Kevin explains. "That's 
the point: me wanting it to feel like you could be beside them in the room, then give 
each the chance to share his point of view. It felt like the perfect way to marry 
photography with the socially conscious components of nonprofit work." He kept the 
project up in his free time, and started building a network of subjects via friends. He flew 
to the West Coast to shoot guys in Portland and San Francisco, then to Panama, then 
London and Paris—now it was "international"—always crashing with friends to make 
things affordable. A Buzzfeed feature brought him a truly global audience, and he 



started receiving emails from admirers all around the world. Then, in January 2014, after 
college: "I was freelancing but also broke. Part of it wasn’t my fault; I had some 
payments from clients coming it, but there was one moment where I had less than $40 
in my name. I had just paid rent and needed to do laundry but couldn't withdraw the $20, 
because then my utility check wouldn’t be cleared and they might've shut down 
everything. I wanted to keep shooting, keeping growing, but the project was costing so 
much money and not paying for itself in the least." So, he threw a Hail Mary and 
launched a Kickstarter campaign to fund a worldwide trek, to build a culturally diverse 
catalog; should it get funded, he would know it was worth continuing, worth every 
penniless strain. 

"I made so many budgets, and a huge list of every person I knew, and estimated how 
much I thought I could raise and how much I needed to raise," Kevin says of his pre-
Kickstarter launch plans. "I estimated needing 35K, but was only sure I could raise 25, 
so I landed in the middle and shot for 30." As I've mentioned before, Kickstarter has an 
all-or-nothing policy; your endeavor must be fully funded at the end of your 30-day 
window, otherwise nobody is charged a dime. "The scary thing for me was that I was 
using it as a way to validate what I was doing," Kevin explains. "It’s very personal as a 
creator to throw it out to the world. The people who comment on the Gay Men Project 
site—the ones who would let me know that I was reaching them—it wasn’t entirely clear 
if they were showing up with their dollars. So I just had to trust that other people wanted 
to support it and get a collective thumbs up or thumbs down from the public." The 
campaign got a lot of press from LGBTQ outlets right away, but the momentum quickly 
slowed down. Luckily, though, a few more generalized news outlets picked it up, and the 
traction stayed steady. "That felt especially validating," he says. "To see it coming from 
non-LGBTQ sources. Also, a few classmates from high school—who if I recall correctly, 
teased me for being gay—they donated to the project. It wasn't guilt money or anything. 
It was just cool to see how some people change as they grow, that they would put their 
own money into my hands to do this thing." Kevin's efforts would cap at 33K, giving him 
a green light for the global excursion. Now, Kevin had to actually plan said excursion—
and rally subjects at every stop—while relying on the same word of mouth to carry him 
along. 

"I just looked at a map and started doing groundwork of where I knew people I could 
stay with," Kevin says. It was important to him to go to places that were culturally 
different from the mostly affluent cities he had already logged. High on his list were 
Kenya, Cambodia, Indonesia. "It was half being practical and economical—could I crash 
on a friend-of-a-friend's couch?—and half going to places I felt like I needed to go." He 
had to plan out the first half (in South America) more diligently, because flights aren't as 
cheap on a whim. In many other parts of the world (Asia, primarily), that's not the case, 
so it allowed him to travel on less notice. When he wasn't staying with friends or 
extensions of, Kevin was sourcing local nonprofits for contacts, for any leads, and the 
same went with finding subjects to shoot; he would often just trust that it would come 



together once he was on the ground in each respective place. "I would check #gaypride 
on Instagram in places like Cape Town and reach out to potential subjects that way," he 
says. "I would even find people through channels like Grindr and Scruff and Tinder, 
always linking to the site and making sure it was perceived as genuine, not creepy." 
Through all of this outreach and word of mouth, Kevin would photograph such notables 
as Prince Manvendra Singh Gohil of India; Carlos Bruce, a gay congressman in Peru; 
and Michael Kirby, Former Justice of Australia's High Court. This whole web of gay men 
just formed for him, and now he has over 700 friends around the world who have 
invested in him their wisdom and anecdotes. One personal story I love to tell people: 
When my friend Zach (@zachames) and I went to Buenos Aires in late 2014, we asked 
Kevin to introduce us to a couple guys who might take us out dancing or give us some 
local advice. We missed Kevin by just a week there, but he connected us with his friend 
Nico; he met Nico through his outreach and also stayed with him while visiting. As it 
would turn out, Nico's apartment was in our Airbnb's building, on the same floor, staring 
directly into our own kitchen...small world! "That," Kevin says, "is the six gay degrees of 
Kevin Truong at its finest." 

We've all said and heard cliches about the world being small, and especially in New 
York City, and even more so in a niche community within that city, like gay men," says 
Kevin. "But to rely on that fact, and to experience firsthand how interconnected we are—
particularly within such a niche group—was proof of how small the world is. It quickly felt 
very manageable, since one day I was in South America, then off to Africa the next, and 
into the Middle East soon after." Even then, Kevin was meeting with people who were 
likeminded, who share his core beliefs and who largely see the world the same as him, 
regardless of nationality. He cites social media for the fact that we can now so easily 
connect with people who share our point of view, despite the miles between us; there 
are few taboos about befriending strangers online, or meeting a significant other in the 
same manner; I would go on three dates a year if I couldn't fall back on these apps. But 
even then, it speeds up the likelihood that our world starts folding atop itself, especially 
in a singular place like New York, or even New Haven. "And look," Kevin says. "You 
also realized through an app that these two men had met and were staying acquainted. 
Social media brings people into your life, creating opportunity and connecting you with 
people it might be impossible to meet otherwise. Then, on the other hand, it poisons 
your brain, even if it's showing you the truth. It has the power to both connect and 
destroy us. It shrinks the world down even further; this is equally wonderful and 
terrifying." 

The Gay Men Project might be nearing an end. "I either need to take it to a new, 
innovative place, or find a way to tie it all together," Kevin says. "Plus, I'm 33 now; it's 
the age where lawyers have come into their own and are running practices. Finance 
people have had crazy promotions and own multiple homes. All my friends are doing 
those things and I’ve just moved back with my mom to start saving money again, just so 
I can move back to New York and do the starving photographer thing again." He's not 



tired of the project, but he is tired of doing it for no profit—and often times at his own 
cost. He plans to pursue freelance when he's back in NYC, relying largely on his body of 
work to get jobs that actually pay. And of that catalog, I find it so admirable that it's 
gotten as huge and eclectic as it is without Kevin cutting any corners; I think he was 
smart to keep it no-frills, to be nimble and low to the ground with it so that he wouldn't 
get lost in hours of re-touching images and editing essays. While he may be broke, he is 
now rich with years of travels, with seven hundred new friends, with added perspectives 
and experiences that a very small fraction of the world will ever get to emulate. He 
speaks with such confidence, even when addressing his uncertainty, because he knows 
more than anything how to survive in this world, how to earn trust and turn strangers 
into companions. He actively makes his world smaller, not by shutting it off and being 
provincial, but by pulling everything close, accepting each perspective, and embracing 
the variety. 

CHAPTER 23 

On the morning of July 4, I walked from 
mid-Crown Heights to south Park 
Slope—about an hour's haul—to Strings' 
abode. I still felt so electric, so renewed, 
and wanted to appreciate the 
brownstoned neighborhoods and 
beautiful weather and surging optimism, 
thus the distance was no matter. I was 
disgustingly sweaty upon my arrival, so 
we set all my clothes aside to dry for 30 
minutes. After our extended hello, we 
mused about where to eat brunch, 
dressed ourselves, and walked hand in 
hand toward Talde, our chosen 
destination. Just before we stepped inside, an old woman jumped in the way, cutting us 
off in the doorway. She positioned herself beneath the frame: "Are you two a couple?" 
she asked us, cackling each word. She stared at us through a pair of broken aviators; 
one was punched out to give them a pirate's eye-patch effect. She was hunched over 
and looked worn down. We could hardly process what was happening; why was this 
old, haggard woman inquiring about our relationship status? Strings responded first: 
"Uhhhhhh, yeah?" I smiled at the fact that he said yes. The woman continued as she 
waved her hands: "I could tell. You're perfect for each other. The way he's looking at 
you, and the way you were opening the door for him. Your smile. You guys deserve 
each other." We still didn't know how to react, so we thanked her very awkwardly while 
pushing our way past. I caught one quick glimpse of her exposed pupil before the door 
closed behind us. "What the hell was that?" Strings asked. I shook my head. I didn't 
want to think twice about it, about her. 



Brunch was normal. Totally normal. Decent food, good conversation, neither here nor 
there. We walked the two blocks back to Strings' home as the skies fell down—
reminiscent of our first night together—only this time I came prepared with an umbrella. 
Back home, Strings made coffee, and I made him a playlist with some recent favorites, 
an annoying thing I like to do. He sat down on the other end of the couch, and I scooted 
myself to sit beside him. He quickly stood up, went back into the kitchen, then returned 
and sat on the other side of the couch, from where I had just moved. I thought that was 
weird—we had just hooked up two hours before, had professed our affection and 
probable long-term interest in one another just two days before, but now he seemed to 
be avoiding direct contact with me. I scooted over again, put my hand on his knee as we 
spoke for a few minutes more. He returned no physical contact, then he got up again to 
put the coffee away. He didn't return to the couch after that. I took the cue, packed my 
things, and hoped he was just processing something independent of us. We walked out 
together, both headed to the G train—me to Bed Stuy, he a few stops further to 
Greenpoint. He sat in the seat beside me on a mostly-vacant subway car, which was a 
relief. We made small talk, reached my stop, and quickly kissed goodbye. I was very 
confused as to where his head was, so I texted him a test: "Good to see you again :)" 
His average response time had been a few minutes, but three hours later, I got my 
reply: "You too!" I didn't want to think twice about it, but I did. And a third time. And so 
forth. 

I went to cousin Jenny's (@approximately) for fireworks that night—her Prospect 
Heights street has its own highly illegal display, with explosives going off just a hundred 
feet overhead—and I sat very quietly on the side of the roof as she and her boyfriend, 
her roommates and their boyfriends, and everyone else paired off to watch the show. I 
hadn't heard from Strings the rest of the day, nor had I contacted him. I hated feeling so 
sorry for myself over someone I had only known a month, over a stupid, fleeting 
romance. Hadn't I known better than to put so many eggs in one basket, and so soon? 
God, I had told my family members about him. If he was bailing now, then that was a 
huge waste of an opportunity, a chance to welcome my parents into my life, to say 
"Here is someone who is a good reflection of my decisions, someone you will respect, 
someone I trust—at least enough to tell you about him." I was mostly mad about that. 
Strings felt like such an obvious "Fuck Yes", and we had both articulated to one another 
that we felt a special kind of attraction, a promising one. I re-read all of our texts and 
walked through all of our interactions; had I said something weird at brunch? How could 
his feelings have changed so drastically in 36 hours, after we breezed through the 
terribly awkward details of him and Buckminster hooking up? I handled that so well, I 
thought. And so had he. He even texted me excitedly the next morning, on my birthday, 
and got drinks with me that afternoon, disrupting his schedule to arrange the date. I 
stepped through everything...it didn't add up. Did I get what I asked for, when I told him 
it wouldn't be good to keep overlapping me and Buckminster? Was he still seeing 
Buckminster, who was now in the city for a summer internship? Was I being crazy, 
thinking all of this? Maybe everything was actually fine, and I'd see him the next week 
and things would seem promising again. I decided to hold off texting him the following 



day, to see if he might reach out. He didn't; every day for a month, he had. And now it 
stopped. 

Come 9 the following night, I couldn't stand it anymore: I texted him, to say hello, to 
pretend like everything was normal, just in case it was, in fact, normal. But seeing as I 
was certain it wasn't normal, I wanted to know sooner than later, so really the text was 
to spare myself the agony, to give Strings the chance to cut any strings, to take the blow 
all the sooner, so I could recover sooner, so I could forget him sooner. "Hi hi. How was 
your dia?" An hour later: "Very nice! Went to the pier to lay out. Got ice cream. Just 
finished dinner with friends. You?" OK...he gave me a detailed response and asked me 
the same question...so far so good. "Whoa! Fruitful!" I sent a couple texts with the 
highlights of my day—I got blinds for my room, installed said blinds, super exciting—and 
he replied with a "Nice!" Then, nothing. Here was my opportunity, to get what I came for: 
"Free for dinner this week?" That would give him a chance to tell me no. Twenty 
minutes later, my confirmation: "I've been on both sides of this before, and I know it 
sucks to be led on, so I have to be honest. I think you're really cute and smart and nice, 
but I'm not really feeling a romantic vibe here. Wish I felt differently, because you're 
awesome, and a catch, just don't think it's right for me. I really do hope we can be 
friends." I let it sink in for a few minutes, mostly to craft a response that didn't show too 
much vulnerability, but just enough of it anyway: "I'm definitely bummed. A lot actually. 
But I'll be fine, and I'm sure I'll see you around." Him: "Sorry it ended this way. Definitely 
see you around!" (I haven't seen him since, by the by.) I felt embarrassed, and pissed 
off, and ashamed, and disappointed. I allowed myself a few minutes of self-pity, then 
readied for bed, to sleep it off. While brushing my teeth, I noticed it...a familiar feeling on 
my skin. On my right leg this time. The itching. It was back. No. No no no. NO. I stripped 
the bed, checked for bugs, tears taking residence in my eyes. I found nothing, but the 
itching prevailed. I took a sleeping pill, crawled into my bed, and euthanized the 
remaining hour of the day. 

I quickly learned about "phantom bed bug itching", which "survivors" of the pests often 
experience. I was a candidate: You don't trust that you're in the clear, because you've 
spent so many fearful nights not believing that the coast is clear, that the pesky things 
have gone for good, that they won't come back, that your sleep is safe, that your home 
is clean, that your mind can rest. I was also in that window of time where I had just 
unpacked my belongings (some of them, anyway) for the first time since boxing them up 
two months prior, and wasn't yet sure if I had brought any bugs along with me. I had to 
hope not, but I knew it would be a month before I could assume I was in the clear. It 
didn't help that my body was itching all over in the same way as when I had bed bugs 
(only without actual bite marks), especially after the stress of the Strings release. I 
stripped my bed for the next few nights, paranoid, anxious, not believing I deserved or 
should expect the peace of mind that comes with a fresh start, not trusting myself to 
have taken proper measures. Funny enough, I felt this exact way about another part of 
my life, about the conditioning that dating had done in the past year and a half. Each 



"relationship"—Buckminster, Romeo, Cold Hands, Strings—had some fickle thing about 
it, whether on my end or his. I was trying very hard to not be the fickle one anymore; I 
was attracted to Srings' intentional nature—the way Buckminster had shown it too—only 
Strings changed his mind, and I felt an embarrassing recoil from his rejection, for 
showing my vulnerability to him. I felt Pavlovian now, after four somewhat promising 
men had come and gone. The conditioning I was receiving—at risk of making myself 
sound like a victim, which I am not—was that I was not worthy of an honest, open, 
trustworthy, not-fickle partner, and that I shouldn't trust that anyone with those 
characteristics would ever come along. Or, if he did, that it'd be a fluke, or that I'd fuck it 
up and run for the hills. As I mulled over this one night, I looked over to my mantle and 
saw Heather staring back. My arms and legs suddenly itched. "My problems started 
when you showed up," I said, half-crazy. 

I packed Heather in my bag that day, and asked my colleague Maura (@liljupe) to help 
in ridding of the figurine. We took a quick break from work and walked to Madison 
Square Park, just a block from the office. I knew I needed to pass her along 
unceremoniously to someone else. Maura asked why I couldn't just throw her out or turn 
her into firewood. "Because then this bad energy might be stuck with me forever," I said. 
"We have to watch someone else take her away, and hopefully they'll fare better." I was 
projecting a lot of agony on this wooden doll now, especially once I decided that I had 
seen the real-life version of Heather at brunch with Strings: the crazy old woman with 
the pirate-patch aviators who stopped us in the doorway. She was waving her hands 
furiously as she told us how perfect we were together, which I now decided was her 
putting some sort of breakup spell over the two of us. I only half believed it, because it 
was quite illogical, but it was peculiar to me that everything pesky started happening 
once Heather came into my life: It was just as I met and kept dating Romeo (kicking off 
the seven stifled, guilt-laden months), and my departure from my secure Prospect 
Heights abode (leading to nine months of moving, roving, gypsying). And now, with her 
sitting on the mantle in my new bedroom, I couldn't risk feeling sorry for myself. I 
needed it all to stop—including the itches, the uncertainty. I needed to project it onto 
something, and I thought it was entirely rational to project it onto her. So, Maura and I 
walked to the park that afternoon, placed her on a bench, and crouched behind some 
bushes 30 feet away. A few tourists came up and pointed, taking her photo. Then, a 
park tenant strolled by, gripped her in his garbage clippers, and walked her to a trash 
bin. "Don't toss her," I pleaded quietly. "Keep her. Keep her." He held Heather over the 
bin, studied her closely, then looked every direction, and pocketed the doll. I sent him 
positive wishes, but didn't want to think twice. I already felt lighter. 

Just as Maura and I got back to the office, my phone buzzed with a text message...from 
Buckminster. I thought that was so peculiar, to finally hear from him just as I rid of 
Heather. I wasn't sure what he knew about Strings and me, much less if they were still 
seeing each other, which I half-suspected because of their continued interactions on 
fucking Instagram. But now I was free of caring, and of sulking. His text—"Hey, I'm in 



the city now for the summer. Let's catch up as planned?"—was received with poise, with 
gratitude, because of course I still cared about him, and always will, so to have him back 
in my life in the smallest way meant something big. It felt like a chance to forget what 
terrible coincidence had occurred, to spend an hour of time focused on him and me, on 
our 2.0 as friends. Plus, he wouldn't have reached out if he knew there was any 
emotional fragility; he doesn't have a malicious bone in his body. We made plans for 
lunch the following week, and I made a mental list of things I wanted to accomplish at 
our reunion (Thanks, Birchbox, for turning me into a performance metrics person.): 1) I 
wanted to make no mention of Strings, because this lunch was about Buckminster and 
me only. 2) I wanted to remind him through our interactions and conversation that I had 
been a good choice for him, that I wasn't an ass hole for ending things, and that our 
compatibility wasn't a lie. I wanted to feel a hint of electricity again, if only because two 
people with even a small history should be able to appreciate that. And 3) I wanted to 
leave lunch feeling that, in some small way at least, we could each count the other as a 
friend, as someone to trust. I think ultimately, it was closure that I wanted, but in a turn-
the-page, new-leaf kind of way. It seemed that maybe, if Buckminster could leave lunch 
thinking "Adam isn't half bad; I'm glad to have dated him," then maybe I could project 
hope and confidence that someone as smart and handsome and sweet and intentional 
and trusting and compatible might one day roll the dice on me, just like he had. ... Oh, 
and that same night—after ridding of Heather—the phantom itching stopped for good. 

CHAPTER 24 

"Heather was a source of stress for 
you, and the more you collected 
anguish, the more you associated the 
bad experiences with her." My friend 
Laura Bolt (@la_vie_bolt) helps me 
feel less cuckoo about projecting every 
problem into a tiny wooden figurine. 
"The act of performing something, like 
releasing Heather, is a sense of 
theater, which is a valid way to stop 
bad things: Taking performative, 
ritualistic measures will often free the 
mind. Maybe you cursed her, not the 
other way around; maybe she was just 
an object and was representative of 
this part of your brain that you were pouring all your anxiety into. You had all these 
happy feelings towards this new life: great job, great friends, finally a great apartment, 
and suddenly a likely boyfriend. But there was still within you this bad energy that was 
harboring your guilt and emotional baggage and a belief that you aren’t worthy of these 
good things. I don't think what you did is crazy. It's the opposite; it's healthy." I jokingly 
compare it to Catholic reconciliation, though: Whenever I would go to "confession" as a 



child, I would only tell the priest as much as I was comfortable telling him—"I lied once. I 
did things I shouldn't do. I watched MTV at a sleepover."—and the priest would tell me 
to "say 10 Hail Marys" and all would be absolved. Heather just feels like some stupid 
carryover of that ritual to me: "Get rid of this idol and all problems will go away." Laura 
doesn't subscribe to any singular belief system, but instead pulls ideals from many. 
However, Catholicism is not one of them: "I have no perception of Catholic guilt, but it's 
fascinating how so many western, binary religions tell you that you must repent in order 
to feel free of anguish. In Buddhism, you are taught to examine your intentions. Were 
your intentions to cause pain? Do you honestly believe that Strings and Buckminster 
getting together was punishment for you dating Romeo? Really? Love-triangle karma? 
And that this guilt started your apartment-moving hell? Getting rid of Heather can't 
change those things that happened. But it can serve as a reminder that you're ready to 
move on from it all.... Embrace the ritual." 

Laura has been my spiritual advisor lately. I find solace in holing up at the two-blocks-
away Crown Heights apartment she shares with her best pal Jon (@jonmroth). The two 
of them, both editors as well, were laid off at @DETAILSmag in November, and they 
tackled unemployment with a good, healthy sense of humor; their energy and few-steps-
ahead-of-me perspective has been especially helpful in preventing me from feeling too 
wounded in my own unemployment. (Also, the cookies Jon bakes.) Just a couple weeks 
before losing her job, Laura moved out of a shared apartment with a long-term 
boyfriend, and into this one. She’s done a lot of embracing the unknown since then—
and who wouldn't, when job and home and love crumble in succession? And while I’ve 
seen her endure some pretty shitty days, the persistent sentiment is that “this too shall 
pass”, and that she will emerge strong, resilient, happy. Laura's advice to me: "We tend, 
especially as New Yorkers and people who are driven and put a lot into their work, to 
craft an identity out of our jobs, and when that goes away it's easy to feel like you've lost 
a part of yourself. But something like losing a job can force you to recalibrate, question 
the path you're on, and whether you're really doing what you want to be doing. It gives 
you a special kind of freedom to explore who you are at this point in your life. Well, you 
can do that anytime technically, but a big universal push—like unexpected 
unemployment—will allow you to do it better than almost anything else. Once the thing 
you are afraid of happens, then that fear is also gone. As important as financial stability 
is, maybe what you can find now is a better sense of self, which is the best way to align 
with what you want and how to get it." This outlook justifies the emotions, and draws a 
dotted line to the feeling I want to have (security) and away from the one currently felt 
(fear of the unknown): How can I get from here to there? "The mind will work it out," 
Laura says. "Understand that stress is part of that, and trust that you'll get there, maybe 
quickly but maybe slowly. Just hold onto that." 

Most of my friends’ parents tried at some point to introduce religion to their children. 
Some of these baby boomers will get through life without ever questioning the belief 
system into which they were born, while accepting it as moral law—wow, cool life—



while others have accepted their kids' dissonance and the fact that maybe religion is just 
one way of processing the unknown; it’s socially structured spiritualism. Laura’s mother 
is in the latter camp; the daughter of a Methodist minister, she tried taking Laura to 
church but knew it was futile when Laura would spend the entire service looking for 
ghosts and spirits—“It seemed like one of the best places to communicate with ghosts, 
so that’s how I would pass the time.”—and when Laura was insubordinate as a 13-year-
old acolyte: “That’s where they give you robes and a big candle-lighting wand. When I 
was walking down the aisle during church, I put on these huge Joan Didion sunglasses 
and just sat there on the bench with the light pouring in on me. Mom was so mortified, 
but she never punished me. She just accepted that I didn’t buy into it.” Neither does her 
father; her parents are still together but Dad has never gone to church: “They’re so 
philosophically and temperamentally different, but the vibe just works. Dad is really into 
existential philosophy, and we talk a lot about Buddhism together. Mom doesn’t talk 
about religion or make other people engage with it. It’s a thing she does, a thing Dad 
doesn’t do, and they leave it at that. Seeing them balance that was a big reason I stayed 
spiritual once I rejected religion; these two people existed in harmony while processing 
things in different manners. All I had to do was find my own manner—some malleable 
way of thinking, one that would keep me stable if nothing else made sense, if and when 
things get turned upside down.” 

Laura and I are having this conversation around her living room on the evening of 
January 23, which brings with it Tropical Storm Jonas and 26 inches of snow. “Tonight 
is a full wolf moon,” she tells me, sounding something like a Hogwarts Divination 
professor. “It's the perfect night for charging one's crystals.” She hands me a small 
drawstring bag filled with four crystals, and I smirk as I posit why she's gifting them to 
me. “Maybe you can use these as a more proactive ritual moving forward," she says. 
"Crystals provide a good way of stating intentions, and understanding your needs. I 
believe everything is based on energy. The direction and intention of energy really 
depends on who you believe you’re talking to: a supreme being, a goddess, the earth.” 
(I guess my “supreme being” is some sort of god or goddess, though I’ve never 
imagined it with any physical attributes.) “You’re going to take these crystals and pour 
your intentions into them whenever you want or need something, as you clutch them in 
your hands. Think about what you want to get strength from and to achieve. It’s not the 
most pragmatic way of doing things, but it’s a simple intention, and they’ll give you a 
good backdrop of energy. It’s like prayer; just channel your energy into them, towards 
that supreme being. But, before you do that, you need to clear them and charge them in 
the sun or moonlight. Anything with particular meaning, like a solstice or equinox or full 
moon, has especially strong energy.” OK, got it. I think. 

There are four crystals in the bag: quartz, amethyst, bloodstone, and citrine. “Quartz is 
the bind that makes everything more powerful; it's the activating agent, like yeast for 
bread,” says Laura. “Amethyst is for mental clarity and purity; you’ll be very focused 
because of it. Bloodstone is holistic; it’s for protection. And citrine is for luck and 



prosperity.” She shows off her Comparative Religions degree by connecting this 
stability-seeking practice to a Daoist principle: “We are flowing like the way water flows, 
and anything against that current is going to disrupt us. Nature is meant to be unstable, 
and humans have an innate need to stabilize themselves. We work really hard to have 
definition in our relationships, and the work that we do, and the way that we relate to the 
world. You can’t hold on to things with a tight grip—except for these crystals, of 
course—because everything has to change. You have to lose things—people, money, 
security. If you don’t accept this, then you’ll be constantly bracing for impact and trying 
to avoid the inevitable. Without an internal flexibility that allows you to evolve and 
change, you’re going to be in chaos, and you will lead a very tragic, isolated life. Having 
this flexibility will keep your head above water, no matter what drastic things might 
happen; it's the best way to preserve one's self-esteem. Keep that in mind as you state 
your intentions; always work with that understanding and openness.” 

I did charge the crystals that night, and the next morning I clasped them in my hand and 
channeled my intentions into them. I wished for a year of stability, of little excitement. I 
didn’t want to be closed off to changes—I felt ready to handle anything drastic, given my 
2015—but my preference was to have a solid block of uneventful months, to be able to 
focus my uninterrupted attention on whatever was next. Work was steady and I had no 
plans to leave; my home life was also in perfect shape. I hadn’t dated anyone 
significantly since Strings; that game felt like a big fucking joke to me, so I was still 
opting out. Then, a few days later, after all 26 inches of snow had melted away, I lost my 
job. So much for my desired stasis. “That doesn't take away from you focusing on what 
it is you want,” Laura says. “You want stability, security. Either way, you still get to focus 
on what is next, and look—your home life is still good, you have enough people to ask 
for work, and you only have yourself to support, so it’s all very manageable. Now you 
get to find security in your next endeavors. And you can still find it yet.” She’s right. It 
didn’t seem all that terrible; I got a good severance package, plus a prompt push away 
from happy complacency. I could pursue freelance writing and editing work and take 
time to find the next role to challenge me. I had a flashback to that poor, helpless, naïve 
kid who sulked outside of Pixar in 2009, totally entitled, totally heartbroken. I charged 
the crystals again the night I was laid off, and the next morning, sent into them my 
intentions of staying calm, keeping control, and, per Daoist wisdom, for flexibility and 
strength in times of change. 

Laura and I are both 29. She points out that this is our year of "Saturn returns": 
Basically, Saturn takes 29.5 years to round the Sun and return to the place in the sky 
where it was when you were born. Astrologers believe that anyone between the ages of 
27-29 crosses a barrier that ushers them into a new phase of maturity, of adulthood. I 
like the idea, but I also used to think that 25 was the panacea number, and then 27, and 
now 29 because this theory gives me something to latch onto. I'm not sure what to 
expect this year, but something about being told by Birchbox that I'm now free of a 
salary, of subsidized health insurance, of routine, feels like my supreme being telling me 



that "it's time to put your practice into play, to test the talents you've fostered, the 
network you've nourished, the wall you've built around your ego and conscience and 
heart... don't hesitate; run." Adds Laura: "There's a helpful Mysticism practice of 
determining your identity and purpose: Turn your focus inward; guide and teach yourself 
to look at what’s around you and to listen to your intentions, see the signs, and you'll 
see that you have far better tools than most people who are, as they say, 'out in the 
forest', searching for answers anywhere but within themselves." As she tells me this 
after my layoff, I feel a strange kind of strength and assurance. The barrier around my 
mind is so tested by time and elements: If Adam 22 had to stumble and fall and dodge 
arrows in order to lift himself up and evolve into Adam 29, then Adams 35, 45, and 70 
could only be born of a widened stance, firmly stated intentions—a god-damned battle 
cry, for that matter—and a full charge, right into the fire. 

CHAPTER 25 

I was all nerves as I rode the elevator 
down to greet Buckminster for our 
workday lunch. We met outside my 
building, and he looked every bit the 
charming architect I had dated a year 
and some change prior: smart specs, 
clean beard, white button-down shirt, 
pop-color socks (my favorite). We 
hugged awkwardly; I kissed his cheek in 
that polite way, but he refrained—
though he seemed plenty happy to see 
me. We turned toward Park Avenue and 
he stopped to look up at the high-rise 
building that had been under 
construction for a couple years. He spouted some knowledge about the project, as well 
as his opinion of the finished structure, and I sunk into a familiar, relaxed place. Once 
we were seated at the cafe with our food, we started where we left off: He outlined a big 
road trip from the summer before, then talked about the various highlights from school, 
as well as updates on his family and friends. My highlights weren't as highlighty—
benchmarks, more than anything—but I was lighthearted as I told him about my nine-
month moving saga. I never brought up Strings, despite the hundred questions I could 
have asked—Did Buckminster know we overlapped? Were they still dating? Who made 
the first move? Do you know this is killing me?—and we stayed clear of any mention of 
our dating lives. We sandwiched 16 months into one hour, keeping affectionate smiles—
no, appreciative ones—all the while. I felt the closure I had wanted, knowing we could 
sit here like this and resume our candor—perhaps with guards up ever so slightly—and 
I was proud of this person I had loved, was grateful for our history, and was excited for 
his future, regardless of who it included. I hope, very sincerely, that those feelings were 
and are requited. 



In September, the South Dakota Advertising Federation invited me to Sioux Falls to 
speak about how my team planned and created content at Birchbox. While it was great 
being flown home just to talk about my job with a couple hundred people, it was even 
better that I would get to see Mom and Dad again, and so soon after my May visit. 
Usually, I only get home once a year, and sometimes not even that. Once there, I 
realized that this was the first time in my life I had the two of them alone for more than a 
few hours. As the second child of four, I always had to share their attention, and with 
Keith so freshly out the door to college (just a few weeks prior), I was the first to witness 
them as empty nesters. There was a certain lightness to them now, a tinge of relief and 
maybe some confusion, but it felt like they were ten years younger than the pair I had 
visited just four months earlier. Dad grilled steaks for dinner that first night—the "Adam 
is home" meal—and Mom prepared some vegetables and a pasta salad. We sat down 
together, occupying one half of the 6-person table that hosted twenty five years of family 
meals. We said the usual "Bless us, oh Lord" prayer, then clinked our beer bottles—my 
kind of ritual—and I felt very lucky to be there with them, very proud to see my parents 
start this new phase together, 31 years after the last one began. It's a level of 
commitment and sacrifice that seems impossible, a selflessness that humbles me. 

A few minutes into dinner, Mom asked about Strings: Was he still in the picture? I felt a 
little humiliated, telling her no, and that he had left the picture promptly after she learned 
of him. I thanked her for asking, because I didn't want that to go unnoticed. "You know, 
I've joined a men's group," Dad said to break the silence that followed. "I meet with a 
few guys every week for coffee. They're old like me, conservative, family men. It's nice 
because I can bicker with them and spare your mom the noise. They see the world 
same as me. And well...I told them recently that I have a gay son. And that he's doing 
cool things with his life. And I just don't care anymore what people think about it. It 
shouldn't matter. And you know what else? They all think it's pretty cool, too. And some 
of them have gay sons also." That was Dad's way of holding the door open; this was the 
same man who preferred not to discuss my sexuality just five years earlier, when I came 
out. I don't know if being childless at home changed anything, like maybe he realized it 
makes more sense to prop the door wide inside making me knock. "Thanks, Dad," was 
all I could muster. This small thing was huge for him, and huge for us. He got more 
beers, and then started asking me bigger questions: Have I ever had any boyfriends? Is 
it normal for gay men to be friends with their exes? So, what happened with Strings?—
and this waterfall of information poured out of me all night. We very naturally navigated 
from Strings to Buckminster, then from Romeo into Tolliver. We talked about smoking 
pot—Dad thought he was pretty badass for doing it in the 70s—and I confessed to my 
own share of "tried its". We talked about how I almost disappeared in 2009, and how 
long I had been seeing men before I came out of the closet, and that I had a secret 
boyfriend when I lived at home in 2010, and that I still wanted to get married and maybe 
still wanted children. ("I keep thinking it'd be neat if you got to have kids," Dad told me. 
"You'd be a good dad.") Mom stayed mostly quiet, beaming behind a smile as I, for the 
first time in 29 years, introduced myself to them. 



My post-Strings recoil is the longest I've had. I haven't spent a night with anyone since 
then, nor have I carried on dating anyone more than a couple times. Gradually—since 
September or October, I'd say—I've grown accustomed to just being alone, and the idea 
of sharing my bed (or anyone else's) seems inconvenient and bothersome. I don't know 
what that represents on a grander scale; metaphorically I guess I've built up a wall. I've 
been here before, but not with such persistence, such insistence, such indifference. I'm 
not as good at dating anymore; I'm tougher to crack, to impress, to keep entertained, 
and I certainly care less to attempt those acts on anyone else. Or maybe I know when 
I'm wasting my time, which is almost always. If I had found Romeo after Strings, I'd have 
publicly announced our togetherness immediately, because I would have understood 
the value of our connection. Same with Buckminster. However, to counter that notion, I 
might now filter out anyone like them—an ex of an ex, or someone who was moving—
without even giving them a chance. My whole practice is limiting, is jaded, is defeated. 
The good news, though, is that I feel less disappointed in myself, and more 
disappointed in others. I can thank Strings for that—for being the careless one here, for 
saying something and not standing behind it. If my new practice is preventing me from 
meeting more Buckminsters and Romeos, at least it is also filtering the thread-thin 
Stringses. 

The two of them were in San Francisco at the same time, or so Instagram told me. Both 
for a wedding. Whose wedding, I don't know. Were they together, I don't know. I just as 
well assumed it. This was maybe September. It didn't sting as much, but it felt really 
fucking annoying, like everything else that had happened in the last year. I couldn't even 
try to keep them cordially in my life without feeling some sense of frustration or 
bitterness or minor rage. ... At our July lunch, I got Buckminster's blessing to write about 
him in this story. He didn't know the full extent, but he happily said yes, that this was my 
own perspective for the telling, and that I should absolutely do it. He texted me in 
October when Chapter 3 went up—it's the illustration of him and me—and gave me 
another indication of approval, of support. It felt like I should properly tell him where the 
story was going, that I'd eventually address this strange love triangle we were in. I got 
him on the phone and told him about everything, and it turns out he had not known of 
our overlap. But then I had to ask—if only because there would be no other appropriate 
time—if they were together. "First of all, no, we are not. Nothing really happened after 
we hooked up. We went on one date in New York, which was an overlap of you guys I 
guess...but the SF weddings were a coincidence. We didn't even cross paths while 
there," he said. "Second, I'm very sorry you had to deal with this. That was probably 
pretty straining. I don't apologize for what I did because there was no bad intent..." I 
agreed with him there; he owed no such apology. "Third, and I say this in all 
seriousness: Maybe you shouldn't give so much attention to Instagram. You really read 
into it, don't you? Obviously it helped you learn that he and I met, but it seems like it's 
adding some unnecessary stress to your life." I laughed a "yeah, yeah, yeah...", 
agreeing with him again. 



Zach (@zachames) and I went to Denver in October, to visit Ben (@benjaminnyc) and 
Justin (@justinhsmith), to check on their life and see their new apartment (as in, actually 
brand new, paint just dried), and to go hiking and meet their friends and try their favorite 
restaurants and feel a sense of relief that everything was good. And it was. After each 
activity, Ben would confirm with us that "Denver is awesome, right?", which was 
adorable and unnecessary, because we were having a great time and were thrilled for 
the happiness they were exuding. They had a new pair of best friends, this lovely female 
couple who had also just moved from New York, and their three-legged dog Cheyenne 
(@cheyenne_i_am), who spends many hours each week with Ben while he works from 
home. (Funny enough, all of his contracted clients are based in New York.) We tried 
some hip restaurants and dipped our toes in the Denver gay nightlife. New York has the 
obvious advantage there, though we all agreed that none of us would really pick a city 
for its nightlife anymore. Regardless, it's inconsequential when you're dancing with your 
best friends, when you're happy and they're happy and you can put to rest any worries 
that they moved too quickly. We're all moving too quickly, really; I envied that they found 
a way to slow it all down, to focus on one another, and to try something new. I returned 
to New York wishing I felt as confident about any one thing as Ben did about his life. 
Denver was a good fit, or at least he knew how to make it look and feel snug, to hide 
any trace of missing New York, if he even missed it at all. 

Until things got disrupted at work in late January, I found myself in this seven-month 
window of lacking any real life updates. There were a lots of trips in there, to South 
Dakota, Denver, Boston, Mexico, Vermont, Spain. Like the weather, that became my 
fallback topic, because there were no changes at work, no health scares, no financial 
upheavals, no romantic pursuits, no changing apartments, nothing that felt worthy of 
much dialogue...and thank God for that. I count that period of time as one of my biggest 
victories in adulthood; the prolonged stasis, until it becomes complacency, feels like a 
long weekend of lounging in the sun. Most people wanted the assurance that my home 
life was finally settled. And yes, of course it was: Crown Heights was bringing me as 
much satisfaction as Prospect Heights had, and now without radiators, with triple the 
space and for less money; it's one of the few rat races in my recent New York City life 
that I have without question "won". "Everything's good," I would say to anyone who 
asked. "It's good. It's all fine, really. I...I don't know what's new. Nothing much. I'm 
just...I'm doing really well, I suppose. I guess I'm trying to stay focused on that." 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 26 

Rod Thomas (@brightlightx2) and I 
met in early 2013; he had just moved 
to New York from London, and his 
publicist Talia was my roommate’s 
best friend. He’s a synth-pop singer-
songwriter who performs under the 
name Bright Light Bright Light; Talia 
was talking him up to me, and within a 
few weeks Rod’s name was 
mentioned by a few other friends who 
were meeting him, seeing him 
perform, and listening to his albums. I 
booked him for a small April 2013 
fundraiser performance that would 
inadvertently serve as a warm-up to 
his sold-out Joe’s Pub gig later that night. (For the non-New Yorkers, that’s not a 
standard pub; it’s a very intimate and prestigious venue, one fit for Adele as she 
showcased “25” to industry execs last winter.) I would interview him for a @HelloMr 
profile later that year at his apartment (just two blocks from mine in Crown Heights), and 
again booked him for a full-fledged concert at another fundraiser in January 2014, since 
his local fan base is a loyal and excited one. Through these various interactions, we 
forged a friendship that would blossom once I met my current roommate Tripp 
(@trippppp), who is one of Rod’s best mates. I’ve spent the last three Christmas Eves 
with Rod, staking out different restaurants and coffee shops around Crown Heights as 
we celebrate our respective families’ indifference to a silly traditional holiday. (We both 
prefer to visit home in warmer months, under less expensive and obligatory conditions, 
and our parents appreciate the logic.) Benchmarked at each of those Christmas Eves 
was a reflection on the previous year; being friends with Rod is a treat for this reason, 
because his talents make for interesting milestones. This last holiday, for instance, as 
he readied his third album (to be released this summer), we looked back on a year that 
he spent touring with Elton John, opening 55 shows on the legend’s world tour. The 
neighbor boy, Rod! Opening for Elton! At least someone had a good 2015…. 

Rod, 33, grew up between two villages in South Wales, surrounded by farmland and far 
from any of his friends. He would help his grandparents at their neighboring farm on the 
weekends, and the idyllic isolation gave him plenty of time to study music, to learn 
multiple instruments and how to record. He went to university in the Midlands in 
England, studying English Literature and Creative Writing, then moved to London in 
2004, where he started working for PIAS, a record company that distributes lots of big 
and small independent labels. (In a lovely turn of events, they now distribute Rod’s 
label, too.) During his two years at PIAS, Rod learned how the industry worked, then 
decided to seek out new challenges within that arena. He wanted to land a job in music 



PR, and in the “stop gap” after the PIAS job, he began busking in the London 
Underground and working at a bar to help pay rent. Without his realizing it, the job 
search went on hold, and the busking-bartending continued for two years. He set up his 
own label and released a 7” single on his 24th birthday. Rod admits that there wasn’t a 
brightly lit path in front of him as his own music career progressed: “I think forward 
movement has always been my biggest struggle—knowing what to do to keep growing, 
to keep improving, and keep progressing. Early on, a lot of it was total guesswork—just 
doing something and seeing what happened.” 

“It’s taken me a while to arrive where I am,” Rod says. His sound isn’t the Hot 100, 
chart-topping kind of pop that would compete with bubblegum divas, so he’s had to 
push his own career forward whenever execs and labels turn a deaf ear: “I didn't have 
anyone funding me, so recording took longer," he says. "I didn't have a label or 
publisher pushing me to other artists, so any connections were from friends and touring 
together." That has given him a different approach to the creative process: “All 
collaborations have felt incredibly natural and rewarding,” he says. “I also feel like I’ve 
had time to really think about where I wanted to go next, and how I felt about what had 
gone. There was a little luxury in that steady pace for contemplation, initially. But look, 
I’m 33 now, and after years of compounding, I’ve been able to build relationships—
actual friendships—with great musicians: Elton, all of the Scissor Sisters, John Grant. 
Some artists have had a much quicker rise to ‘success’—however you want to define 
it—but I feel like I've made genuine and long-lasting connections along the way, all while 
doing it without the traditional backing. That can only happen with time; it can’t be 
forced.” 

Besides the aforementioned artists, Rod has been able to tour or perform alongside 
Erasure, Kylie Minogue, and Grace Jones. He and Ana Matronic (of Scissor Sisters 
fame) covered Pet Shop Boys’ classic “West End Girls” which got glowing reviews from 
the band. His live performances are most memorable, because he can hit his high notes 
and always has a surprise in store; he might bring out his animated, equally talented 
friends, and he played a saxophone at his most recent New York show, to debut a new 
song from his forthcoming album. At that February 2016 gig, the room was packed with 
women, gay men, and music industry folks—the same faithful base that has bolstered 
most of Rod’s idols. “There have been vivid moments, like my first-ever shows in Seattle 
in 2013 and Chicago in 2015, where I didn't know what to expect for a turnout. In Seattle 
it was a packed room, and at Chicago's 'Market Days' festival, I played to a full outdoor 
lot. I never, ever thought growing up in South Wales that I'd have an audience the other 
side of the world. You can be comfortable with people coming to a show in a city where 
you live, or where friends live, but in a new city, finding a waiting fan base is very 
special.” It’s daunting to know he’s saying this after 10 years of metaphorical busking. If 
I keep my own writing cap on, I wonder how long it is before I’m not just making ends 
meet, but actually getting ahead—you know, saving something for my future, maybe 
being able to buy a house before I’m dead, or getting out of credit card and student loan 



debt. In that capacity, I’m not even sure Rod is getting ahead yet, but he’s pretty damn 
happy, and validated. And, since his momentum is still building, it’s hard to tally any real 
loss. 

I ask Rod to reflect on how his approach to the profession has evolved with age. He 
says he’s calmer now, less concerned with the uncertainty of things, and that time has 
played a big part in developing his place: “I really felt stressed in my 20s, and at times 
very lost. It is overwhelming and distressing to realize that there are so many other 
musicians, especially in London. I did a lot of shows where I saw label people swarming 
to all the other artists. I would feel like a failure even when things were going well, 
because I would compare myself to them. Plus, without ever knowing what was coming 
next, my brain would always be in panic.” He says he needed these experiences for his 
perspective before he could empower the right change, the right confidence. Rod cites 
his 2013 move to New York as a turning point, especially as he wrote his second album, 
2014’s “Life is Easy”. (Quite the title for someone who’s had to dial it in his whole 
career.) “That record became more about flipping the perspective from pessimism and 
anger to optimism and acceptance. It felt like a much better version of me. I feel more 
confident, both in myself and my music, and I'm having more fun than ever in the 
creative periods. I think it shows, and it gives me a better approach to everything—
personal and professional relationships, songwriting, finances...everything.” 

Rod’s songwriting is also a reflection of his growth. His first album was largely spent 
singing about other people’s experiences: “Feel It” was about Laura Palmer from “Twin 
Peaks”, while “Grace” and “Moves” were about his friends’ breakups, not his own. 
Things became much more personal on his second album, as he tapped into his own 
wealth of emotions for material. “I think my song 'In Your Care' is probably the most 
literal projection of where I was when making my second album, and my journey up to 
that point,” he says. “I did—and still do—have a horrible sense of guilt for being happy 
living in a place so very far away from my family and where I come from. I feel more at 
home in New York than I have anywhere. But I do miss my family and I do wish it were 
easier to see them. However, we have a great relationship and lots to talk about, and 
they love New York, so it could be worse. But the child's guilt of moving away is quite 
present. I had a very vocal response to that song from a lot of fans and friends, and 
people who have children. I think it's the most honest I'd ever been in a song. … On 
'More Than Most' from that same record, there’s a line that goes ‘Try to take some time 
out from dreaming what the world could be’. I had finally arrived to a space where I was 
really enjoying life, so I tried my damn best to stop wishing for things that weren't 
happening, to stop missing the moment.” Rod says his upcoming album will be his 
biggest fusion of artist and person: “Because I had the most fun actually making this 
record, I feel like it's the truest reflection of ‘me’. There's more humor in it, more of the 
tongue-in-cheek melodrama. Lots of emotion, and lots of the energy that I love to put 
into my live shows and my DJ sets. I feel like I've progressed a lot in this last year, 
particularly with all the touring, and I know my best creative skills more than I did on the 



previous album, which itself was an improvement on the first.” I admire this about him—
this measurable growth, this awareness and self-audit that positively affects his 
creativity. 

“I'm very grateful for the struggle years,” Rod says. “The busking, with its 6 a.m. alarms 
to sing to commuters. The bar jobs, the carrying a keyboard, guitar, and bag of 
equipment on my own for three miles across a city and up hills and through pedestrians 
to get to a show. It has made me who I am. But Jesus Christ, I don't wish myself back to 
my 20s for a second. Right now, I'm making the music that I most want to, in the way I 
most want to, so that the 45-year-old me can be really fucking proud of what I've 
achieved, with or without other people's help. I want to look back at my albums and feel 
like I really gave them everything, but also that I had fun doing them. I've given up trying 
to be something I'm not; I know what kind of man and what kind of musician I am. And 
now it doesn't interest me to be angry or pessimistic, so I'm working very hard to forge a 
life where I can avoid those, and hopefully make it last. I’m very excited to age 
gracefully towards that.” 

CHAPTER 27 

Hey everyone. @adamhurly here. It's 
time to wrap up this navel gazing. This 
series is starting to fold into itself, and 
it’s now too overlapped with the window 
of time in which I’ve been writing the 
story. I got the final idea for this second 
series within a few days of things 
ending with Strings; originally it was 
supposed to be a bunch of talking 
heads, discussing all sorts of topics: 
entrepreneurialism, health care, dating, 
sex, religion, work, family, and the sorts. 
Then I saw this interesting book-ended 
narrative that involved the love triangles 
and the weird gypsy doll. It felt too rich 
to not pursue, but it wasn’t dense enough to do without commentary from friends; I think 
the marriage of the two was a good decision, keeping things somewhat familiar from the 
first series. (Back me up here?) As with any endeavor, I’m happy to have written it, but 
the process of actually writing it was a pain in my side. For example, not only did I 
endure two months of bed bugs, but then I relived the nightmare when I wrote about it a 
few months later, then edited and published it a few months after that; suddenly I’ve 
been “dealing” with it for almost a year. Ditto for the relationships and family stuff and 
now work. This has been as good a self-exam as I’ve had, but taxing and somewhat 



unnecessary, all for the sake of what I thought was a decent narrative, a singular writing 
sample. So let's move on! 

Don’t get me wrong; I’m glad I wrote all this, just as I’m glad I endured all those 
annoying, pesky things that have made me slightly less affected by other annoying, 
pesky things. I admire the people I featured here (and many more) for the gradual steps 
they’re taking in their lives, and I consider this project—the bigger picture, including 
series 1 and the forthcoming series 3—one of my own gradual steps. But man, when 
people say “I would never want to re-live my 20s, but I am so grateful for those years…” 
(like Rod in last week's episode), I want to shout a very loud and punctuated “AMEN.” 
I’ve changed identities so many times in the past decade, grabbing at air as I try to form 
some semblance of a POV or clear direction, only to do an about-face a few months 
later as I put on a new career hat, or adopt a new city, or cycle through friends, or 
pursue the wrong romantic interests. I’ve run myself in circles, and with just three 
months to go before 30, I’m eager to pack up the past 10 years in airtight boxes and file 
them deep in the corner of my overly analytical and critical mind. I know the number 30 
is arbitrary, but I’m a sucker for symbolism. I don't wish away the unpredictability, but I 
do hope the next 10 are less frantic and more confident; in fact, I'm certain they will be. 

It feels good to have things so undefined again. It's familiar this time, not alarming. I've 
finally accepted that too many variables are beyond my control, and my expectations—
for career, for commitment, for stability and for stasis—have often let me down. I'm not 
lowering my expectations by any means, but I like knowing that I can approach them in 
different ways, at a steadier pace, and by embracing my shortcomings. I know that 
"failures" are also victories, because embedded in each conclusion are insights, 
reflections, lessons. ... In my own history, the short period of time documented here will 
probably be categorized as "the sinking reality years", as I know that this shit—pests 
(bugs and boys), minor debts, layoffs—is petty compared to everything that follows. I do 
feel more ready for it, though, like I've put on a helmet and fastened my seat belt. I 
guess that's why the stress doesn't feel as affecting now: I've raised a different kind of 
expectation—one for resistance, for impact—to more realistic levels. 

The friends I’ve highlighted here are but a fraction of the people who have made my 
recent years so colorful. That I’ve been in New York just 4.5 is astounding to me, mostly 
because it previews what’s in store for the next 4.5, or 10, or 20: hundreds, even 
thousands more perspectives of people who flock to the heart of the creative and 
economic world, and who endure a lot of uncertainty and anguish if only to prove that 
they can bleed for what they love to do, or to test the expectations they’ve set for 
themselves—often falling short before trying again. This city is as much a character as 
the people who inhabit it; even as I watch my precious dollars melt away—not one at a 
time, but hundreds at a time—I feel indebted to this place and its powers, because of 
the people I’ve met, and because of their ability to positively affect my thoughts and 
behavior. An especially gracious “thank you” goes to these 13 friends who let me invade 



their private lives for this project, for my own gain. My persistent happiness and 
confidence in New York, or anywhere, would be nothing without companions; they have 
given me a home when I had none, found me work when I needed it, offered advice 
when I felt lost, forgiven me when I've done harm, and fixed my heart when it was 
broken. Do not let your friends go; their love is the most unconditional. 

When I wrapped the first series, it meant saying goodbye to fictional characters I had 
created. It was fairly easy to find a concluding place, tie up loose ends, and get on with 
my own life. There are four characters in this story that feel somewhat fictional to me; I’ll 
be in no hurry to type the names Buckminster, Romeo, Cold Hands, or Strings again. I 
am happy to pack those names away along with that frantic version of me, and to move 
ahead as friends, without any silly pseudonyms. I see two regularly enough, and they’re 
considered among my best. Even though I was over these guys, I had to fall in love with 
them again as I walked through our relationships, then I had to fall back out of love as I 
moved things along. To the four of them, a thank you for letting me agonize, and an 
apology for seeming like a crazy person you dated. I hope what you read here feels 
sincere; it’s how I remember us and is, of course, just one perspective of two. More than 
anything, though, thanks for being wonderful and dynamic enough to write about, and 
for being highlights of my previous two years. 

And of course, my gratitude goes to each of you. It would be hard for me to write this if I 
didn't think anyone would read it. You really do validate the endeavor. I hope you’ll say 
hello and announce yourself, or send me a message on Instagram, or fill out the contact 
form on our website…I’d love to know your opinions, highlights, criticisms. I'd love to 
know where you’re from, or why you’re still reading. I’d love to know if you’re a literary 
agent. (Kidding!!!) A handful of you have said hello throughout the process, and it’s 
been great to count you as friends; it always means the most to hear from readers, and 
when you speak up, it gives me something to point to that says "maybe this is working." 
Thanks again. 

The next series will be fictional—hallelujah—and will be quite different from both of its 
predecessors, in tone and format. It launches this summer. And, yes, there's a different 
illustrator; we’ll announce who it is tomorrow, and will preview the series throughout the 
week. ... With that, a “thank you” goes to our series 2 illustrator, my now darling friend, 
Levi (@leviathanleague). Thanks for giving this story its personality and visual identity, 
and for being such a wonderful collaborator. And once more, to everyone here: I am so 
grateful for your attention, your feedback, your trust. Last year, whenever I was a roving 
gypsy or a heartbroken fool, I had this project and you people to look ahead to each 
morning of the first series. That has only continued with series 2. You’ve played a very 
big role in my persistence, in my moving forward and feeling confident. I’ll miss you in 
this short interim, and excitedly await our summer reunion. I love you, quite terribly. So 
thanks. 


