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Excerpt from Adam’s journal:

My feet settle gently on soft sand, and I am standing on the bottom of the Caribbean Sea, 104 feet below the surface, outfitted only with a dive mask. I slowly open my eyes to see a blue-green world of pure wonder. The rope that I used to guide me to this spot hangs in front of my face, snaking all the way to the surface buoy that it’s tied to, and slowly moves back and forth from an unseen current. Several lazy fish are completely ignoring me. 

The sunken cargo ship off to my right towers above me and I’m shocked at its size. It must be as tall as a five-story building, and I feel very small next to it. I look farther up to the surface, where the air is, and a wave of fear goes through me. Wow, that’s a long way up. My heart rate responds to the fear and starts to increase. My brain’s survival instinct is kicking in, demanding that I surround myself with air instead of water. I fight the urge to grab the line and make a panicked dash to the surface, which would burn the oxygen I have left at such a fast rate, it would likely cause the very thing my brain wants to avoid. Drowning. Chill the fuck out, Adam! I focus and start going through my process of reframing the experience. I’m not scared, I’m exhilarated. Look at this amazing world you’re in, I tell myself. You’re totally fine and in control, you can hold your breath for over four minutes and you’ve been down barely a full minute. Enjoy it. 

The tension in my body eases, and I feel my emotions begin to relax. Continuing to force the calm, I take another look around, really acknowledging what is taking place here: that I’m standing in this stunningly beautiful spot on the ocean floor, deeper than I have ever dove (even with a scuba tank), feeling free in the way that I did the first time I jumped out of an airplane, but far more peaceful. With the weight of four atmospheres of pressure pushing down on me, my lungs are almost completely collapsed, giving me a distinct sense of the ocean’s hug. 

I slowly raise my hand and grab the rope in front of me and give a nice easy pull to start my rise to the surface, slowly scissoring my legs to use the massive fins I’m wearing to add a little extra thrust. Pull and glide, pull and glide, over and over again. “Stay in control,” I repeat to myself as the diaphragm contractions begin in my body from the CO2 building in my blood. Counting the contractions to keep myself distracted, I get to five, ten, fifteen, then they stop for a few moments before starting again with renewed vigor. Nice and easy, keep it calm, the surface is getting closer. I catch a glimpse of the dive watch on my wrist reading 55 feet, almost halfway home. Pull and glide, pull and glide. I see my safety diver swimming down to keep an eye on me during the final 30 feet, where a blackout is most likely going to occur if I’ve stayed down too long. Force the calm, force the calm. The last 10 feet glide by, my face breaks the surface, and I feel the sun while I take a big gulp of air.

I’ve made it back from a journey that seemed impossible when I first started, to a world I thought I could never go to. I’ve faced my fears and opened up possibilities for myself extending far beyond those precious seconds at the bottom of the sea. 



I think every guy out there knows what I mean when I say, Sometimes you meet a woman (or a man) and your insides just kinda do multiple somersaults. Maybe it’s pheromones, maybe it’s just pure physical beauty, maybe it’s the brain, or maybe it’s a healthy mix of all three. Jane was that person to me, and the more I got to know her, the more she kept getting under my skin. Highly intelligent, well educated, incredibly sexy, loved to party, and adventurous as fuck in every sense of the word. The confidence she exuded in everything she did was palpable whether it was warranted or not, and I was drawn to it.

Jane liked sex, and she liked it a lot. No place was off-limits. We hooked up in taxicabs, at the Metropolitan Opera, on flights, in restaurant bathrooms, on a boat trip with ten other people right around us. The woman was wild in every way imaginable, and satisfied so much of what I wanted in a partner: we would fall into deep, stimulating conversations on a wide array of topics from books to movies to politics; she enjoyed theater as much as I did; our taste in art was the same; she had started to engage in adventure sports and wanted more of it. 

She had been clubbing since she was 13, absolutely loved deep house music, and we would dance all night, high on ecstasy, at underground warehouse clubs in Brooklyn. But I could also take her rock climbing up remote walls of granite, or snowboarding in the backcountry of the Rocky Mountains. There was this one catch though: she was completely nonmonogamous in a way I didn’t even know existed, and she had no intention of changing that. 

On the surface, her nonmonogamous lifestyle was interesting to me, since the rush of pushing myself to places that both terrify me and take my body to the limits is the fantastic part of life, and fantastic beats the shit out of mundane. That desire for intense experiences drew me deep into the world of extreme sports and it has expressed itself in my sex life too. I’ve sought out a wide variety of sexual experiences with, well, a wide variety of women. 

Those experiences have been exciting, eye-opening, incredibly erotic, and sometimes even downright repulsive. Some were just enjoyably strange, such as when for a few months, in my first apartment after graduating college, I was sleeping with my 45-year-old landlady in lieu of rent. Some were highly charged, like the first time, as a young man, I had an older girlfriend, a professional ballet dancer, who taught me the ins and outs of anal sex, which she preferred to vaginal sex. Some were a “No, that didn’t work for me so much,” like Dom Daddy/little girl roleplay (you can look it up). Others were an absolute “never again,” like some bathroom-level events (no judgment, just wasn’t for me). And then there are nights you never forget, such as having a threesome with two stimulating women in a positive and emotionally charged erotic environment, one of whom I was deeply connected to, the other being an object of my desire. Nights like that were, without a doubt, on a par with finishing a hard mountain adventure or standing on the bottom of the ocean without an air tank. Those natural highs are a consequence of my desire to seek out the edge of experience, in places where I was afraid to go, just for the sake of the experience itself.

Before I met Jane, I had dabbled in some form of nontraditional relationship or other for most of my adult life. Previous girlfriends and I would occasionally have other women join us, and sometimes meet up with other couples in a swapping situation. But Jane was different. She thought of that kind of non-monogamy as beginner mode, or “a good start.” She respected it, but she needed something with a lot more intensity, freedom, and edge. As Jane liked to say, she was at the extreme end of the novelty-seeking spectrum. Coupled with her high sex drive, that meant her idea of a nonmonogamous relationship was that she had every intention of sleeping with whoever she wanted to, whenever she wanted to. 


Excerpt from Jane’s blog:

There is some fuckwit’s article in the Huffington Post on the reasons why women shouldn’t be having casual sex. Here are her reasons and here are my reasons why I think she’s a moron.



Reason 1: Casual sex rarely satisfies female sexual needs . . . because women only want sex when they are in love. And when single women feel horny, it is “an extension of their emotional need for companionship.”

That is the most patronizing, offensive bullshit I’ve heard in a long time! How dare you tell me what I want?! I know this may be difficult for someone stuck in the 17th century to understand, but I often need sex as much as (if not more than) I need love. And when I feel horny, it’s because I want a big fat cock in my pussy, not arms around my back. And casual sex with someone I find attractive is a great way to satisfy my sexual needs.



What Jane wanted from our connection was way beyond what I had ever thought of as a legitimate relationship model. It was scary, the idea of a completely open relationship that was essentially public for the world to see. As Jane and I got closer, I could feel the fear; I could feel the evolutionary survival instinct kicking in, telling me to run away, it’s too dangerous. But the adventure seeker in me was being drawn to her. Drawn to this vibrant woman who stimulated every part of my mind and body in a way nobody else ever had. This was a situation where I knew my assumptions were going to be tested, and my ability to cope and to be self-aware was going to be challenged in ways I probably couldn’t even comprehend.

In deciding to move forward into a relationship and then marriage with Jane, I turned to my experiences in the world of extreme sports to help me through. I found out that they weren’t so different. Yes, one has more physical risk, and the other more emotional risk, but participating in extreme sports at high levels requires the ability to handle powerful emotions, fear first among them. That would prove to come in handy in this open-as-fuck relationship I was being drawn into. It was just a question of training myself to have the kind of mental and emotional awareness I would need on this new terrain. The beauty being that in both areas, the lasting results, the impact of the experience, correlates directly to the amount of effort put in and the risk taken.

It goes without saying that if you want to climb sheer rock faces, BASE jump off of cliffs bridges and buildings, snowboard epic remote mountain terrain, or participate in any other kind of extreme sport, you need to spend some time training, learning skills and the environment before setting out. I had never really thought of my romantic relationships in that way, for the simple reason that I hadn’t had to. But now here was a woman who was showing me that same tension of fear and excitement in an intimate connection.

I have always appreciated sexually liberated women, and sought out women who proudly flew their freak flag as my partner. But I had a blind spot I was completely unaware of—I sought out these women as long as they conformed to what I deemed was the correct amount of “freakiness.” This blind spot was brought to my attention with all the subtlety of a two-by-four to the face as I got deeper into my connection with Jane. 

Excerpt from Jane’s blog:


●  I’m a total, proud, and unapologetic slut.

●  My definition of a slut: A person who fully embraces her sexuality, whatever that may be and regardless of what others might think about it.

●  I’ve always been a slut.

●  I’ve had threesomes, foursomes, moresomes, group sex of all kinds.

●  I’ve slept with over 500 people.

●  I love adventure sports: rock climbing, snowboarding, surfing. I’ve even made a skydive.



I imagine if you have picked up this book, you are at least curious about non-monogamy and may be interested in someone else’s experience to help you understand your own journey. Please know, I’m definitely not here to preach that it’s the right way to live, or to tell you I’ve figured out some easy secret to being successful at it, and I certainly don’t have an advanced degree in psychology or human relationships (though, ironically, Jane does). As far as my professional life goes, I can’t say that I’m anything more than above average in terms of success, although if I were fabulously rich from my business acumen, would you listen to me any more intently on this subject? 

Honestly, I’m just a guy—a guy who’s hopeful he’s above average, a guy who frequently wears a tool belt and who’s trying to navigate through the world with some semblance of class and grace, a guy who wants to sample all he can of what’s on offer during this thing we call life. Or as I like to call this life model, experience hunting. 

What I can offer you is my story, which is very real and hard-earned, and whatever perspective I’ve picked up along the way. My daily struggle is real, my desire for happiness normal. I keep trying to find that perfect balance point on what I call the bland-to-toxic masculinity continuum, with Sensitive New Age Guy on one end and Bro on the other. Neither end of the spectrum appeals to me, hypersensitive and completely harmless on one side, emotionally (and possibly physically) dangerous on the other. Figuring out how to take the best part of both ends of the spectrum seems to be the goal: embracing my strength, and toughness, while allowing my softer side to appear when appropriate. 

I’ve asked myself: “What does it mean to embrace my masculinity?” Part of it is I want to be thought of as the provider—keeping the roof over your head, putting food on the table, the breadwinner, a very gender-normative male vision. I’m all about being the boy. 

There is also a part that wants to instill a healthy mix of safety with a slight element of caution in my female counterpart. Safety in that you know I can be a safe space for you, that I’ll hold you, that I’ll listen and be empathetic to your needs, emotional or physical. Safety in that you know I’m physically strong enough to protect you and that I always will, but with a little caution too, because you recognize that my strength could be used in unvirtuous ways if I were less of a man. The term Fierce Gentleman seems to encapsulate all of the above and the exact, elusive balance point on the continuum for me, so I’ve chosen to adopt it to direct my own ambitions as to who I want to show up as.

My life and “career,” if you can call it that, have been incredibly varied. I’ve started businesses and closed them after they failed. I’ve worked on Wall Street because I wanted to make a lot of money and then left it because it kinda sucked and was filled with soulless individuals. I lived out of my truck for a couple of years, and dumpster-dived for food at times. I’ve won a bronze medal in an extreme sport at the national level, renovated several houses with my own hands, and traveled to every state in the Union. I’ve had chlamydia and crabs (but not at the same time), jumped out of airplanes thousands of times, and coauthored, with Jane, a lengthy article published in Cosmopolitan about what happens at a high-end New York City sex party, under the byline Anonymous. 

I’ve said things I wished I hadn’t, and behaved in ways I wished I hadn’t. I’ve tried to make it as a photographer and failed, tried to make it as a writer and failed (obviously), tried to play a musical instrument with some level of proficiency and failed. I’ve surfed waves that terrified me, taught college-level physics, played in dad-bod sports leagues after miserably failing to become a pro athlete, read a lot of books, dated women twenty-five years older and twenty-five years younger than I was, been swept off a mountain in an avalanche, worked as a biomedical research engineer, done copious amounts of drugs, and made deep, life-enhancing, lasting connections with friends that have stood the test of time, which is the achievement I’m most proud of. 

Experience hunting has drawn me to free solo (no ropes) rock climbing, extreme snowboarding where falls have consequences, free diving (no tank) to astonishing depths, midnight skydiving while high as fuck, BASE jumping, bandit bike racing through downtown traffic, and entering into a relationship with Jane, a publicly nonmonogamous, self-described slut and the quintessential party girl of New York City.

A lot of these activities required getting comfortable with risk, as well as getting at least proficient enough in the skills needed to keep the risk manageable. The more dangerous, risky, or precarious the experience, the more intense the emotions that accompany it. And to me, that has always been a major part of the allure, whether the emotions are good, bad, or ugly. The struggles I go through physically to train, and emotionally to keep the anxiety and fear at bay, in order to participate, have made me what I am.

My friends and I refer to this as “Seeking the Risk, Not the Reward,” which is a way to make sure your motivations are authentic: Am I seeking out the experience, and all the attendant risks, or do I just want the reward of being able to say I did it? Beyond that, I know if I immerse myself in an experience for the right reasons, then I’ll embrace all the effort and all the struggles and all the risks along the way. Over the long run, that approach leaves permanent marks on my soul. That’s what I’m searching for, and to me, that’s what life is about.

Experience hunting is the opposite of what I call trophy bagging—merely adding notches to one’s bedpost for the sake of a number, or to gain an edge in social competition. (Trophy bagging is definitely all about seeking the reward, not the risk.) As a younger man I certainly exhibited more trophy-bagging behavior than I am comfortable admitting. The starkest example of which was a pivotal moment in my late twenties. I was setting out on a big climb with a college buddy, and I was nervous about it because we were taking a route that was not standard and had some significant risk associated with it. As we started the climb, which was going to take several days, I remember wishing it were already over so I could add it to my climbing résumé (a notch on my bedpost). I was shocked when I realized what I was thinking, and it produced an extraordinary moment of clarity. I realized how critical it was for me to understand my motivations, and I fully comprehended the difference between wanting to do something hard, versus wanting to be able to say that I did something hard.

As I embraced this idea and started to scrutinize my motivations around the extreme sports I engaged in, it bled over into my sex life. I began to see how much I had been driven to accumulate notches on the bedpost because I needed validation from other people that I was a sexually desirable man. Sport fucking, whether you think it’s good or bad, is certainly like anything else in that it can be done for the right reasons or the wrong reasons. Too much of my motivation for doing it was coming from the wrong reasons, which meant I wasn’t being authentic to myself or to the world. That wasn’t the person I wanted to be, and that became of paramount importance to me as I got older. 

I didn’t stop the casual sex, but I stopped doing it for a number and I stopped telling my friends about it. It was an interesting experiment. If no one was going to know about my exploits, how would it affect the sexual choices I made? To choose to engage or not became purely a matter of self-gratification (and my partner’s of course) and nothing more. This seemed a more authentic way to live.
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​Ladies and Gentlemen, the Bronx Is Burning
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When things get too easy or comfortable, I generally make a drastic change in order to stir the pot. I put myself into some sort of stress and conflict, both because life is more interesting to me that way, and stress and conflict produce growth in me in a way that doesn’t seem possible with a comfortable existence.

From what I’ve been able to observe, this principle applies more generally. Take New York City, for example. Back in the 1980s, New York produced some of the greatest artists we have seen in recent history. Jean-Michel Basquiat, Richard Prince, Keith Haring, and Jeff Koons, to name a few. And it’s no coincidence, I think, that New York in the 1980s was a scary, dangerous, and crazy place to be. I know this firsthand because I grew up there. Perhaps it was my childhood during this tumultuous time, when there was no shortage of adventure and fear on the streets, that shaped my desire to seek out the ragged edge of experience. 

I exhibited experience-hunting characteristics from an early age, or to read that another way, I was probably a fairly typical ADD 13-year-old boy living in a dynamic environment. My upbringing as the only child of liberal parents in rough-and-tumble New York definitely helped instill in me the idea that seeking risk, adventure, and knowledge is what made my life rich. My parents were both born here as well—my mom is from the Bronx and my dad from Brooklyn. They still live here and will most likely die here, both of them lifers in a city that has had its ups and downs during their time. 

By all accounts, the 1960s and 1970s were not good to New York City, but my parents and their friends refused to follow the great white flight out to the suburbs. Instead, they stayed put, enrolling their kids in public school and entrenching themselves in the fabric and culture of what was a city in turmoil. They put up with the crime and rotting infrastructure because the theater, the arts, and the museums were the point for them. That’s who my role models were growing up, pushing through the shit because there was gold underneath if you knew where to look. It’s because of people like them, who stuck with New York and understood what the city was and why it was a great place to live, that we even have a city worth living in today. 

My mom was a lifelong public-school teacher in an impoverished neighborhood in the South Bronx and was part of the first teachers’ strike in 1968. The neighborhood she taught in became increasingly depopulated and desolate in the 1970s and early ’80s, a casualty of deindustrialization and the city’s economic collapse. These were the years when landlords torched empty buildings for the insurance money and left blocks of rubble in their wake (look up “the Bronx is burning” online—the pictures will blow your mind). During that period, cops started calling the precinct by her school Fort Apache, and the nickname spread when a movie about the precinct called Fort Apache, the Bronx came out in 1981 (residents of the area were less happy with the implications of the name, and protested the movie).

After finishing film school in the early ’60s, my father, a beatnik folk singer, came back to NYC to try to make it as a musician. He sang in the various Greenwich Village music venues, such as Cafe Wha, the Bitter End, and Gerde’s Folk City, and rubbed elbows and performed with many of the greats, such as Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, Joni Mitchell, and Pete Seeger. When he met my mother, he abandoned his struggling music career and started a small film company whose biggest claim to almost fame was creating and producing the public service spot for the NYPD to help catch David Berkowitz, better known as the Son of Sam serial killer, in 1977. Berkowitz was apprehended the day before the release of the PSA. 

My parents were not the overbearing kind, and by the time I was 13, I had the run of the city. I learned to love the adventure that NYC had to offer me and I was drawn to the funky and artistic, albeit rougher, neighborhoods. I know a lot of people romanticize that period, when the artistic scene was on fire, but the reality was that the city was overrun with crime and garbage, and I had my fair share of brushes with violence. Hanging out in the East Village, aka Alphabet City, had its wonderful moments but also plenty of close calls—on one memorable occasion a friend got a bottle broken over his head, and on another a different friend was shot (he lived). Either I was a faster runner or just damn lucky that I never had any serious violence imparted on my body. But without a doubt, those risks introduced me to the impact of intense experiences and the emotions that accompany them. 

I wanted to feel as alive as I could, and New York City was full of opportunities to feel that way. Going into bad sections of town to buy fireworks or weed. Spending all night in the dark public parks doing who knows what with my friends. Running around on rooftops and jumping across the gaps between buildings. With luck and some street smarts, I managed to come through it all mostly unscathed, and stronger for it. 

As I grew older and traveled outside New York, my adventures got bigger. I wanted to experience it all, try everything, and meet everyone. If it was challenging, I wanted to do it. If it was different, I wanted to experience it. If I hadn’t been there, I wanted to go there. I was a full-fledged experience hunter, seeking out variety and intensity wherever I could find them. 

In my various extreme adventures, I’ve touched the void and come back, time and again, to a better place. It’s what the journey has produced in me that in itself is the prize—the changes that are forever imprinted on my person. I learned from seeing the effect that my adventures had on me, whether they were successful or not, that I must seek the risk not the reward.

I now try to apply this principle to every area of my life—I want to always find the courage to run toward the burning building. Sometimes I’m doing just that even though the interaction might seem completely ordinary from the outside. While still in the courtship period with Jane, one evening we went to a fancy downtown party where there were lots of well-dressed and put-together socialites. I walked into the main room and saw a few groups to talk to, and then I saw a gentleman standing on his own who was very disheveled and physically unappealing. 

It’s at moments like this when all the shit of growing up comes crashing back into the forefront of my consciousness. Part of my brain sends me back to being a child at the playground, with an image, accurate or not, of being a slight, geeky redhead who was teased relentlessly. There I was at a chic party with a group of superhip-looking socialites and a woman who I was hoping to impress, and that one glimpse of an “uncool” person brought back that old, old feeling, front and center, that perhaps I didn’t belong either.

We know there is a pecking order to social situations whether we choose to pay attention to it or not, and I’m not embarrassed to admit that my initial reaction was to avoid the “unpopular” guy for fear of being associated with him. It was the playground all over again. When that formative-years shit starts bouncing around my head, it’s almost inevitable that fear will start to arise. This is when all the extreme-sports experience kicks in and I become acutely aware of the emotion. Rather than being a slave to fear, it triggers my experience hunting philosophy, and my aversion to engaging with him was exactly the thing that motivated me to approach him.

By this point in my life, I understood that my preconceived ideas about who he was, as well as my childhood fears of being judged by the room (the playground), were preventing me from living my best life. The push—getting past my fears, taking on the risk, and taking note of my reactions—is precisely the point. The key question I keep returning to is “What am I missing out on because of these fears and a desire to stay in my comfort zone?” The only way I know to answer that question is by making a concerted effort in my life to get comfortable being uncomfortable.

Back at the playground (that is, the stylish downtown party) I ended up having an amazing conversation with the man and learned a lot about living with physical challenges. He had an infectiously inspirational outlook on life, which I assume he had developed as a way to cope with all the difficulties he had been through. Also, without my knowing it at the time, Jane took notice of whom I chose to engage with, which leveled me up in her eyes—the exact opposite of what my irrational fears were telling me would happen.

So, I would like to tell you a story about how deep I got into the non-monogamy world with Jane, who pushed me to go way beyond my comfort zone in a lot of different ways. As I bare to you all of my insecurities, many failures and embarrassments, and some rather intimate moments in my life, you should know that sharing these things has been no easy task for me, and I think I have that in common with a lot of men. 

Oddly, one of the reasons I have written this narrative is to try to learn how to be more grounded with who I am, and to be vulnerable about the things that I’m uncomfortable admitting. Here too, I’m outside my comfort zone, and that’s why I can’t walk away. So just telling my story is no doubt taking some work here, and your involvement as the reader has now made you complicit in my journey for a more authentically lived life. I thank you for that.

​As you read, I hope you will see that I decided to take on the challenge of this relationship with Jane, one that certainly put me in harm’s way emotionally, because life had already shown me that even if the relationship failed miserably, which I felt it probably would, there was a very good chance I would come out the other side a fantastically better version of myself.​
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​The Disruptions Are Where True Living Begins
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There are those hard moments in a lifetime of moments that you keep coming back to over and over again, thinking, If I could just change this one tiny thing, the world I inhabit would be completely different. One of those moments was when I asked Tommy, my housemate and one of my closest friends at the time, if I could use his truck. It was such a simple request.

A few years earlier, I had taken advantage of the rampant mortgage opportunities of the mid-2000s and used just about every penny of savings I had to cover the down payment and materials to renovate a historic but rundown multifamily townhome in Manhattan. I had gotten to know Tommy from the competitive skydiving world. He was a contractor, so I hired him to help me tear the place apart and put it back together. Working on a shoestring budget, I lived in the building as we were renovating it, while at the same time I was trying to hold down a regular job as a programmer on Wall Street. After I ran out of money, Tommy offered to continue working on the project if he could live there rent-free for the foreseeable future. I enthusiastically agreed and what was already a good friendship just got deeper. 

For a couple of years, we lived and breathed renovations as well as wild and crazy fun, and I think back to that time with such happiness. We were young and dumb and the city was our playground. Many a night we would ride our bikes downtown to the East Village, get completely fucked up on cocktails and cocaine, and then race each other in the traffic back uptown on First Avenue at 3 a.m. Yeah, not the smartest, but fun, and it helped burn off some of the alcohol and drugs before bed. 

The New York Post even did a full-page spread on a nighttime BASE jumping adventure we did off of Riverside Church, where I was working ground crew and acting as the handler for the reporters while Tommy jumped. On more than one occasion we had a fun MFM threesome in the construction zone that we were living in. Something about men in tool belts really worked to our advantage. We were wild together, although to be fair I always thought he was far crazier than I was. Of course, I lived life on the edge, too, but I was in control, unlike Tommy. (There is that timeless bit of wisdom from George Carlin: “Everyone who drives slower than I do is an idiot, and everyone who drives faster than I do is a maniac.”)

One Friday morning I asked if I could borrow the truck to head up to the Shawangunk Mountains for a weekend of rock climbing and skydiving. He said he was planning on using it to go BASE jumping that weekend out in Pennsylvania, but since the weather was good, he could take his motorcycle instead, so I could use the truck.

A short time later I got the call that he had wrecked on the FDR Drive going a hundred miles per hour. He lived through the crash but slowly died over the next three weeks, which was brutal to watch. The last time I saw him alive he was in a hospital bed, unable to talk, and struggling to breathe, but his eyes focused on mine when I walked in the room and I saw the panic in them. He knew the end was near. He died two days later. 

Through Tommy’s death I came to understand how valuable, and how fragile, the relationships in my life are, which allowed me to feel wealthy in a way I had never considered. It’s not like I didn’t value my relationships before losing him. I had formed many deep friendships in my life, starting with my first-grade pals, whom I am still incredibly close to, and adding a few more in high school and college. Then I formed a tight group of friends when I was full-time in the adventure sports world. 

I know there must have been a part of me that always valued deep connections, especially those that challenged me or could open my eyes to other perspectives. But in losing someone so close to me, I realized I had been taking a lot about those connections for granted. I started to see how much work and effort my friends and I had put into them, and how much better they certainly made my life. I knew my friends felt the same way. 

I was in my thirties when Tommy died, and the cataclysmic shock turned my world upside down. “Relationships above all else” was how I was going to live my life from that point forward. But by “relationships,” I was referring only to friendships, as I still hadn’t gotten a grasp on what a lifetime romantic partner would look like. Interestingly, Jane told me at one point that one of the things that attracted her to me was my ability to maintain such great long-term friendships.
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​Just When I Had Life All Figured Out
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In my twenties, I pursued intense experiences not only for themselves but also, I’m embarrassed to admit, because they seemed to impress my peers. Given that I had a highly active sex drive, impressing women was of paramount importance to me. I cared about the way other people perceived me, both women and men, and sexual prowess was a big part of that. The more women who wanted me, the better I felt, so naturally, I tried to have sex with the greatest number of women possible. Yes, the sex was fun and exciting, but much of it was pursued because I hoped to boost my image among my friends. Total trophy-bagging behavior.

But as I entered my thirties, the lessons I had learned from climbing mountains—about seeking the experience rather than the notch on the bedpost—helped me understand my motivations in other parts of my life. I began to look at my interactions from a new angle: What if I established my own identity, set my own standards, rather than allow the rest of the world to do it for me? Could I do it? Could I get to a point where the way other people saw me mattered less? Could this mean I was actually starting to grow up? Was I becoming a fully baked adult at what I considered to be the incredibly experienced age of 35? I felt so goddamn mature.

As I moved into my late thirties, it was remarkable how sure I
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