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PRAISE FOR FAILURE IS NOT NOT AN OPTION

“Failure Is Not NOT an Option is the real deal. One of life’s great lessons is to never give up on yourself, and this book is that mantra personified. Patrick’s honesty, huge heart, and humor shine through. It’s a great read that will leave you uplifted and inspired.”

—Bridget Everett, actress, comedian, singer, and star of HBO’s Somebody Somewhere

“Patrick’s story is just like the man himself: hilarious, loving, generous, exhausting, brilliant, endlessly entertaining, and ridiculously fun. He is living proof that every so-called failure is another chance to master something even more important: life.”

—Martha Plimpton, Emmy Award–winning actress and activist

“After reading Failure Is Not NOT an Option, I have a new mantra: WWPD (What Would Patrick Do?). Not all of us are blessed with the relentless, indefatigable, never-give-up gene that propelled Patrick to approach and conquer a less-than-welcoming world with his wonderfully open and vulnerable heart. But we can all take inspiration from this Energizer Bunny, bear of a man. Knowing Patrick, it’s no surprise that his memoir is funny, funny, funny. What I didn’t expect was to find myself cheering lustily for him as I approached the final pages of his deliciously entertaining, deeply personal book, with tears running down my cheeks.”

—Eric Marcus, founder and host of the award-winning Making Gay History podcast

“I cannot count the number of times I laughed out loud reading Patrick’s hilarious, heartfelt memoir, and my amazement at learning we had so much in common. Early, doomed career delivering newspapers? Check. Twirling like Wonder Woman in times of stress? Check. Being an absolutely adorable, chubby dork with a crush on every boy within sight growing up? Check. Reading this book is like spending time with the sweetest, funniest friend you have and not wanting it to end. You’ll find yourself rooting for Patrick through every failure, and falling in love with his big, gay heart.”

—Rabia Chaudry, attorney and author of Adnan’s Story and Fatty Fatty Boom Boom
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OH, HEY!

Hi! I’m Patrick! Thanks for buying my book! I am for sure one of those psychos who punctuates just about every sentence with an exclamation point(!). If that’s going to bother you, I hope it’s not too late for you to return this! But if you do return this, I implore you to pick up a copy of The Hours by Michael Cunningham instead. It’s great! And it’s nothing like this book. Very few exclamation points!

Still here? YAY! Before we get much further, I should also warn you that I’m kind of a lot. But, like, in a fun way! According to my mother, I was Big Drama from the beginning. As she will lovingly tell anyone who will listen, I was born in the middle of a blizzard, in the middle of a rerun of Barbra Streisand’s first TV special. She loves to frame this anecdote as if I picked that precise moment to extricate myself from her body in order to tell the world exactly what to expect from me. Forcing myself from her uterus in the middle of the worst weather event the country had seen in a generation meant that I’d be high maintenance. And the fact that I apparently popped myself out just in time for Babs’s big finale, “Happy Days Are Here Again,” most certainly meant that she’d also just delivered the world’s newest homosexual—a fact that delighted her. In fact, so flaming gay was I right from the start that, according to the legend of my birth, I didn’t make a single sound until Barbra hit the money note at the end of the song, at which point I burst into screams and tears.

“They were the shrieks of pure excitement and joy,” my mother would say, really driving home the gay icon worship of it all.

“Are you sure it wasn’t like the, you know, trauma of having just been born?” I would ask her. “Also, was there a TV in the delivery room? How were you watching that and giving birth to me at the same time?”

My mother never has good answers to these questions. She and I might share a slight penchant for hyperbole.

If you know anything about me at all, it might be that I co-host a pretty popular podcast called True Crime Obsessed. I’m one of the lucky few who has found a way to make a living making a podcast. I have a job I love and a family I love and so, in a lot of ways, I have, somehow, “made it.” Which is weird because before that, I failed at many, many things. My life has been a series of fiascos, missteps, and just plain bad ideas. As an eternal optimist, I’ve always thrown myself into everything I’ve done, even when I probably shouldn’t have. I devoted myself to becoming an actor even though I was terrible, I started a daycare even though I hated kids, and somehow I had a disastrous time with gay icon and former Golden Girl Bea Arthur, even though I couldn’t be gayer.

But I guess by trying, and yes, failing at so many things, I finally found my way—to a great career, a great husband, and a great family. Even to Broadway! I guess that’s what this book is about: failure. But also succeeding by failing. Or failing while succeeding. Or maybe it’s about finding myself? . . . Anyway, we’ll see! And I promise there will be lots of exclamation points along the way. (!!!)




Chapter One

WORKING HARDER WHEN “SMARTER” ISN’T AN OPTION

In the spring of 1990, when I was twelve years old, I walked right past a dead body in the woods behind my house, but somehow completely missed it. I wish I could say that this was my true crime podcasting origin story, but no, it was just another sign that I’m not the world’s most attentive person.

I must have passed the body a little after five in the morning, when I had just finished my paper route. At the time, we lived in a place called Swan Pond Village, a government-subsidized housing development—the poor section of our otherwise middle-class town on Cape Cod. And because most kids are assholes, those of us who grew up there got a lot of shit. My sister Becca, younger than me by just a year, got it especially bad. One of the most memorable, and, with the benefit of hindsight, straight-up hilarious pieces of bullying my sister endured came at the hands of her classmate Dave O’Riley. Dave was a ratty little skater punk—totally my type—and an extremely talented artist. You’d think this hot little artsy freak would have been our people! But nope, the kid was a dick. Anyway, each little neighborhood in our housing project had a community dumpster. On the front of each dumpster was a sticker with the letters BFI—the initials of the sanitation company that owned it. So one day, hot brilliant artist Dave whipped up and widely circulated (!) an original piece: a drawing of one of these dumpsters with my entire family’s faces peeking out from the inside. And filling in the letters of the BFI sticker on the front of the dumpster, he wrote:

BECCA’S

FAMILY

INSIDE.

If you are doubled over in laughter or just did a spit take of some kind, I want you to know that you should not feel bad. Even though almost every time I’ve told this story, it’s been with a chuckle, I’ve been admonished that it’s actually cruel and not funny . . . but Becca and I both still find it hilarious, which is why I keep telling it. Also, through a recent Google search, I learned that Dave O’Riley is dead, so really my family had the last laugh. Just kidding. Dave is fine. But he is way less hot now, so still a win for us.

Anyway, I didn’t hear about the body in the woods until after school a day after breezing past it. The friendly neighborhood police officer—a hot twentysomething we called Officer Nick, who is definitely responsible for a minor men-in-uniform fetish that lives rent-free in my brain—was talking with our neighbor Jennifer.

“What was all the commotion down by the pond this morning?” Jennifer asked. Incidentally, Jennifer’s live-in boyfriend, Matthew, was a construction worker who would sometimes unzip his full-body jumpsuit and just let the top part dangle, leaving him naked from the waist up. A practice which . . . did not bother me at all. Looking back now, I realize two things: One, I was a very horny twelve-year-old. And two, with Officer Nick and construction worker Matthew, my neighborhood crushes were just a biker, a cowboy, and an Indian shy of being the Village People. Which totally tracks.

“We pulled a dead body down from a tree,” said Officer Nick.

“Oh my God,” Jennifer said. “Where?”

“Right at the top of the walking trail. The poor bastard was dangling over the trail. From the looks of it, he’d been there all night.”

This stopped me cold. “He was there all night?” I asked.

“At least,” Officer Nick said.

This was . . . concerning. The entirety of Swan Pond Village is about three-quarters of a mile long, and behind the line of houses is a thick forest, with the titular Swan Pond in its middle. The way my paper route was . . . routed . . . I would start at one end of the neighborhood and finish at the other. And the fastest way to get home once I’d delivered all the papers—usually at around 5 AM—was to walk down to the pond and then up through the woods on the trail to my back door.

Being a parent myself now, I have to question my mother’s wisdom in allowing me to do this at that age. Like, I get it: twelve-year-olds have paper routes, it’s a rite of passage or whatever, but the walk home, through the pitch-black forest (!?!), all by myself at five in the morning . . . sounds like something a parent should have advised against? Then again, maybe she was hoping I’d get kidnapped or murdered? At twelve, I was a very big eater and my family was living on a fixed income, so this is all starting to make sense.

But if what Officer Nick was saying was true—and the very newspaper I delivered the next day would confirm that it was—and this dead body had been hanging above the entrance to the trail since sometime last night, then, I, on my way home, would have Walked. Directly. Under. The. Body.

This, it turns out, was my “indoor kid” origin story.
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This story has so many of the elements that would feature prominently later in my life: true crime, a general obliviousness to the world around me, money problems, and musical theater. Oh yes, musical theater. Because you see, I wasn’t working as a paperboy just to earn a little walking-around money, like most paperboys. And it wasn’t, strictly speaking, because we were poor, though that was part of it. No, I was risking life and limb in the woods at 5 AM because I was determined to become a Newsie.

Earlier that year I had seen the Disney movie musical Newsies about the 1901 newspaper boy strike, and like any twelve-year-old, musical-theater-addicted, horny-homosexual-preteen, I was completely obsessed. The singing! The dancing! The boys running around their “orphans’ home” in just their underpants! Sure, twelve-year-old me liked looking at them, but mostly I wanted to be them. I begged my mother for dance classes, voice classes, a n y t h i n g classes that would help release my Inner Newsie. But being as poor as we were, there was absolutely no way. Unless I got some kind of job. So when my neighbor Luke gave up his paper route, I jumped at the opportunity. I was killing two birds with one stone. I thought I could earn some money for classes, but also hone my craft every morning by becoming a real-life Newsie. (It’s called method acting, people.)

From as far back in my childhood as I can remember, anything I wanted, outside of the extreme basics, I needed to pay for myself. It’s not that my mother didn’t want to get us things; it’s just that, after she left my father, extras were no longer an option.

My parents’ divorce was finalized just before I turned eight. From then on, money was always a concern in my mom’s house. Of course, my father could have made things easier for us by paying the court-ordered child support. But after losing his half-hearted custody battle, his bruised ego wouldn’t allow it. And I have to say: in a way, it’s still sort of remarkable that my mother got custody. Don’t get me wrong; she was absolutely the right parent for us to be living with, but this was the late ’80s—not exactly the most progressive of times. And my mom was now a poor, single, newly out-of-the-closet lesbian, who had just started Alcoholics Anonymous. So how unimpressive must my dad have been for the judge to look at him and think to himself, Yeah, no, the kids are going with the boozy carpet muncher whose car has just been repossessed.

Anyway, with the court breathing down my father’s neck over his reluctance to make his support payments, on one of our weekend visits with him, things took a turn for the kidnappy. Yup, I was once kidnapped by my father. Ish.

Again, I was this close to a true crime origin story. But whereas I almost never give up when I should, my father has always been a quitter (except when it came to his carton-a-day smoking habit). On the Friday of my near kidnapping, he picked me and my three siblings up in his dirty Ford Escort. Just a quick aside about my father and his car: The man loved to drink chocolate milk by the quart, which, I mean, who could blame him? But when he was finished with the quart, he would just toss the empty container into any vacant corner of the car where it would rest forever among the pile of previously discarded candy bar wrappers and pretzel bags. Is this description of my dad’s filthy car relevant to the story? Not really. I’m mostly just writing this for my husband, Steve, to explain that slovenliness is in my DNA, so maybe he should go a little bit easier on me.

We were about twenty minutes into the ride to my father’s house when he announced that we’d need to stop at a Goodwill someplace to get us some clothes.

“Why?” my sister Sarah asked. As the oldest, she was naturally sitting in the front seat.

My father hesitated, which is what caught my attention and made me start actually listening.

“Because you’re going to live with me now,” he said, with not a lot of confidence.

“Pfffft, no we’re not,” Sarah blurted out, instantly—and hilariously—emasculating our father with a snort and three one-syllable words. She was fourteen.

My dad paused again. He did not have a plan for this. How to counter the scathing skepticism that tween girls wield so effectively? She had barely looked up from the magazine she was leafing through.

“Yes . . . you are?” he said, sort of as a question. “If that woman thinks she’s getting a dime out of me, she has another think coming. You’re going to live with ME and she can pay ME child support.”

Sarah thought for a second, and then said, “Wait, are you seriously kidnapping us right now?” She was not afraid. She said this with a genuine mixture of curiosity and amusement. This had finally gotten more interesting than her magazine.

“Uhhhhh,” my father stammered.

She waited to see if he had anything else to say and then said, “Okay, so you can bring us back now, or I can jump out of this car right here in the middle of the highway.”

“Sarah don’t be ridic—WAIT, WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” he yelled, as Sarah rolled down her window, blasting us all with cold New England air. We were going about sixty miles per hour. She stuck her arms out the window and started waving them at the car in the lane next to ours.

“SARAH, STOP IT RIGHT NOW!” my father shouted. The poor bastard was panicking.

The woman in the car next to us did a double take and then rolled down her own window, mouthing the words “Are you okay?”

And then Sarah, her voice dripping with boredom, and punctuated with what I can only imagine was an epic eye roll, started yelling, “THIS MAN IS KIDNAPPING USSSSSS!”

“OH FOR CHRIST’S SAKE,” my father screamed. “ROLL THE WINDOW UP AND I’LL TAKE YOU HOME.”

Next-lane-over lady, having not heard my sister because we were all going sixty miles per hour, shook her head, mouthing, “What? WHAAAAA?”

Sarah just waved, gave her a thumbs-up, and went back to her magazine. My dad got off at the next exit and we were home less than an hour after he picked us up. It might have been the world’s shortest, and laziest, kidnapping attempt.
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We didn’t see a whole lot of my dad after this, and we certainly didn’t see any of that child-support money. So into the workforce we went. Sarah was fourteen, so she could work, like, legally. And this was Cape Cod, so there was no end of shitty T-shirt stands and frozen yogurt carts that were happy to throw her five dollars an hour. But I was still underage for most real jobs, and one near miss with a human corpse was enough to put an end to my newspaper-delivery career.

I’d heard through friends at school that a local tourist attraction called the Family Farm would hire underage kids for the summer and pay them cash under the table. Even better, the place was within bike-riding distance from my house. “The Family Farm” sounds wholesome, but it was the kind of place that no local ever went to. The entrance was set back several hundred feet from the main road and, from the outside, the whole place looked dark and sort of scary. (Also, didn’t Charles Manson call his ranch the “Family Farm”?) Arguably, this place had a much more murder-y vibe than the Swan Pond Village walking path, but I didn’t care. I had tap classes to pay for. I would have helped the owners perform ritual human sacrifices if it meant having the money to learn to time step.

After a brief interview, I was hired on the spot. I was told to arrive for my first day of work at seven in the morning. Early, yes, but compared to my newspaper job’s 4 AM wake-up time, a luxuriously late start.

Upon my arrival, Danny, one of the owners, walked me down to the petting zoo, a main attraction at the farm. This petting zoo was huge, maybe a third of a football field, and was home to all kinds of barnyard animals—goats, sheep, chicken, pigs—who just roamed freely within the confines, rolling around in the mud and eating their own shit. As we approached, the smell hit me. Oh my GOD, I thought, had one of them died? Having narrowly avoided a human body on my paper route, was I now about to have to deal with a rotting fucking pig corpse? I wasn’t ready for this. I just needed to earn money for my poor family, and for dancing and singing lessons. My stomach started to turn. Jesus, how long has that thing been dead, I wondered as I instinctively covered my nose and mouth. I looked up at Danny, fully expecting him to break into a sprint, kick the gate open, and find that poor dead son of a bitch. Instead, he just stared back at me blankly. Then he got annoyed. “Haven’t you ever smelled a FARM before?” he sneered.

It took me a second to process that there was no rotting carcass. This was just what this place smelled like. All the time.

Danny shoved a large yard rake into my hand and said, “I need you to rake all the animal shit into one corner and then shovel it into a barrel. We open in an hour, so chop-chop.” And with that, he turned and walked away. This seemed like an impossible, not to mention fucking disgusting, task. Also, if I cleaned up all the shit, what would the animals eat all day?

I should have just left right then; I mean, we all see where this is going, right? But you have to understand: I had visions of dance shoes in my head. So I grabbed the rake and walked into the pen. Instantly, I was assaulted—yes, I said assaulted—by a stampede of starving, sticky, grunting, mouth-breathing creatures. Before we go any further, I want to be clear that I do not blame these animals for being disgusting, for stinking, for living just to smell each other’s butts or eat their own shit. Animals gonna animal. These filthy animals were living their best goddamn lives. I just wanted them off of me. So I did the only thing I could think of: I screamed in as high a pitch as I could muster and spun around clumsily like Wonder Woman. The animals backed off immediately, and I swear I could see pity in their fuzzy faces.

Things did not improve when I started raking. Probably assuming I was there to feed them, the animals followed me wherever I went. How many times could I whirl like Lynda Carter? I just had to rake and hope that they’d grow bored of me. But they grew more aggressive. When I didn’t present them with food, the goats started chewing on my shoelaces and the bottom of my T-shirt. I’d shoo them away just as a larger lamb or another fucking goat—WHAT ON EARTH IS THE DIFFERENCE??—would jump up on me, putting two legs on my shoulders and its wet, slimy snout in my face. The slow-moving, relentless push of these animals felt like a goddamn zombie apocalypse, and I fully expected that once they were done with my shoes and shirt, I’d be eaten alive.

It was when I heard myself making terrified gay grunts—it’s the combination of breathiness and high pitch that makes these grunts singularly homosexual, in case you were wondering—that I knew I wasn’t going to last. And I want to be clear: I’m not afraid of hard work. In fact, I’ve always prided myself on my work ethic, and I push myself to the limits of my abilities; it’s just that sometimes . . . I don’t have much ability. And I’m not necessarily prissy, either; I have no problem getting my hands dirty. But there was something about this combination of filthy animals, poop, the stench of, like, the outside, and the heat that was just too unbearable. Even for this little queen who thought he would have done anything to learn to dance like a Newsie.

Somehow, someway, I made it to the end of that day. After hauling goat feed, cleaning rabbit cages, and then going back to raking animal shit until I could barely stand, I finished the day by leading pony rides on a grumpy old horse named Cinnamon. Cinnamon, incidentally, gave off very strong lesbian energy, so you’d think we’d have gotten along. But nope, she bit me twice and then kicked a pig in front of a group of waiting children, I swear to God, just to make them cry.

At the end of the day, the owner handed me a twenty-dollar bill. A. TWENTY. DOLLAR. BILL. For eleven hours of work. I folded the money and put it in my pocket knowing I would not be coming back. To nobody’s surprise, farm life was not for me.
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By the summer between eighth and ninth grade, I was finally old enough to get a real job. My sister Sarah’s boyfriend, Joey, was a line cook at a restaurant in a beachfront hotel called the Red Jacket Inn in the fancy part of town. Everyone in my family was obsessed with Joey, even my mother. We all still talk about him to this day. At seventeen years old, he was tough, a little mean, and very, very cool. So when he asked me if I wanted to work as a dishwasher at the restaurant, I jumped at the chance. ANYTHING that would make him like me better.

Restaurant kitchens have a reputation for being intimidating places to work. They’re hot, cramped, full of machines that burn or cut you, and are almost always staffed by arrogant, macho, straight men. The kitchen at Red Jacket was no exception. The assortment of characters who worked there, at least in their own minds, were all tough, “manly” men. And this is where I feel the need to address one strange and fascinating thing that I’d come to learn was a cornerstone of restaurant kitchen culture: These guys can’t keep their hands off each other. Like, sexually. I mean, I guess I don’t doubt that all of these men are heterosexual if they say they are, but the sheer amount of ass grabbing, crotch groping, pretend humping, and just plain over-the-clothes handsiness I saw in that and every kitchen I’ve ever worked in is astounding.

But like I said, this was a “man’s world,” and it was not a given that I’d be accepted. Joey’s stamp of approval was great, but he’d be cooking dinners and I was the morning guy, so he wouldn’t be around to defend me. I was grateful then that on the first morning of work, the head chef, Bob Smith, met me with a warm and jolly welcome, “Hey, heyyyy! You must be Joey’s guy.” Bob, who had to be pushing sixty-five, stood no taller than five feet and was always dressed head to toe in uniform kitchen whites, including a Pillsbury Doughboy–style chef’s hat and a white kerchief around his neck. He was an avid smoker and had a mouth full of yellowing teeth to show for it.

“Yes, I am!” I said, excited to get going. The place smelled like a combination of corned beef hash, pancakes, and coffee. Ahhh, the smells of the inside. I was already feeling at home.

Bob walked me into the kitchen to meet Travis Johnson, the head dishwasher. Travis, of course, needed no introduction. He was a junior at my high school and a star athlete. He was popular and gorgeous—six feet tall, blond, slender, muscular. Standing in his presence, in the cramped kitchen of the Red Jacket Inn, I was starstruck and a little bit speechless.

“Travis, this is Patrick,” Bob said.

Travis didn’t say anything. He seemed unimpressed.

“He’s Joey’s kid. Be nice to him,” Bob said, before turning and walking away.

Travis thought for a second. Then he asked, “You like getting dirty, Billy?”

“Oh, um, it’s Patrick,” I said, shyly.

“I’m gonna call you Billy,” he said.

“Oh, okay,” I said. WAS HE FLIRTING?

“There’s this cartoon I like,” he explained. “It’s about a little donkey named Billy who eats everything around him. Not just food, but like, tables, trees, cars. Everything.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, lost in his big, beautiful eyes.

“You look like you like to eat too. So I’m gonna call you Billy.”

Reader, I swear to God, he wasn’t being mean. He was being hot and tall and dumb and using word association to remember what to call me. Call me Patrick, call me Billy, just call me!

“Do you like getting dirty, Billy?” he repeated, as he walked me over to one of the sinks.

“I don’t mind getting dirty,” I said. And it was true! I lived my life in stained clothes. Slovenliness! It’s in my DNA, Steve.

“Good,” Travis said. “If you don’t mind getting dirty, you’re gonna be great at this job. Your first task is the poaching pan.” He then handed me a contraption that was a cross between a skillet and a pot. I’d come to learn that the cooks filled this thing with water and kept it at a low boil throughout breakfast service to poach eggs in. By that point, the inside bottom of this thing was a stark black color. Travis turned on the water, handed me a scrub brush and walked away.

This was a test, and I was determined to pass it. I made the water as hot as I could take and started to scrub at the black residue. Nothing. I added dish soap and scrubbed again. Nothing—the bottom was still jet-black. Dishes started to pile up in the sink as the cooks unloaded their breakfast cookware. I was getting nervous; this was taking too long.

Maybe I’d misunderstood? No amount of scrubbing seemed to make a difference. It seemed like the bottom of the poaching pan was just . . . black? I walked over to Travis, trying to be casual.

“How’s it going, Billy?” he asked.

“Well, I’ve been scrubbing and scrubbing, but it doesn’t seem like I can get anything off.”

“Oh sure you can, Billy,” he said. “You just gotta use some elbow grease.”

“OH!” I said, genuinely grateful. I knew there had to be a reasonable explanation. “Okay, well, where do we keep it?” I asked.

Travis looked confused, which in turn confused me. Shit! Had he shown me and I’d forgotten?

“You want to know where we keep the . . . elbow grease?” he asked.

“Yeah!” I said. “I knew I was missing something.”

“Um, you know, I’m not sure where we keep it now,” he said with a sly smile. “Ask Bob, he’ll know.”

“Great!” I said, as I trotted off to find the boss.

Look, I know most of you have heard of “elbow grease.” And I can’t really explain why I’d never heard the term before. It’s one of those weird holes in my knowledge at the time that is too specific to be a lie. It’s like how you mishear a lyric to a song and only find out that Fiona Apple is in fact not wailing “BASTARD, YOU ARE A BASTARD” in “Fast as You Can” when your best friend Mike overhears you singing it and then laughs and points at you in a room full of your mutual friends. Also, how has no one invented and bottled a high-powered cleaning agent and called it Elbow Grease? Seems like a missed opportunity to me.

Anyway, I found Bob in his office.

“Joey’s kid! How’s it going?” he asked, a cigarette dangling from his mouth.

“Good!” I said. And now was my chance to show him that I was taking initiative. “Actually, I’m working on the poaching pan and Travis said I needed to use some elbow grease, so I’m just trying to figure out where we keep it.”

Bob just stared at me. And then he cracked a yellow-toothed smile. “Hey Johno,” he shouted across the kitchen, “Joey’s kid is working on the poaching pan and he’s looking for the”—he stifled a laugh—“elbow grease. Where are we keeping that these days?”

Johno was Bob’s number two in the kitchen. He was one of those hot-adjacent, twentysomething beach-town guys who peaked in high school and then sort of resigned themselves to not accomplishing much after that. But he seemed happy and took off his shirt a lot, so who was I to judge? Travis had already gotten to him, and they were both doubled over.

“You know, I’m not sure, Bob,” Johno shouted back.

“You’re just gonna have to look around for it, Billy!” Travis chimed in.

And so I did. For the next thirty minutes, I searched every shelf, closet, and cabinet in that kitchen. I was going to find the goddamned elbow grease if it killed me. Then I’d be able to clean the pan and let the rest of the team know what had become of this very valuable cleaning solution. I was going to prove myself to be indispensable.

Eventually, one of the waitresses took pity on me. “They’re messing with you,” she whispered, as she walked past me. I was shoulder deep in the baking cabinet. “It’s an expression. It means ‘put some muscle into it.’”

I froze. I could feel Travis’s, Johno’s, and Bob’s eyes on me. And this is where something truly unexpected happened: I laughed. I knew I was supposed to feel humiliated . . . but I didn’t. And that surprised even me. Maybe I’m romanticizing things, but I remember this as a big moment of realization for me. A lot of thoughts bombarded me all at once: First of all, the prank was hilarious—and harmless—so why not laugh? Also, I really wanted this job, so what good would it do for me to get offended and, what—like cry or yell or something? And wait! Oh my Goddess, WHY NOT APPLY THIS TO LIFE? Just take shit less seriously to get the things you want! Okay, fine; that last one took much longer to internalize. But truly, learning that being “in on the joke” was one way to survive in the world was a true revelation for me. And it definitely felt like the right thing for the moment.

Stifling my laugh, I turned around and did a walk of shame back to the sink. I tried to act sad and confused and embarrassed—I wanted to give the guys that. They’d earned it. Later they’d tell me that they half expected me to burst into tears and run out the back door. Instead, I proved that there was a place in this macho kitchen for a lovable, effeminate doof.

I turned the water on as hot as I could make it, picked up the scrub brush, leaned all my body weight into it, and scrubbed like my life depended on it. When the caked-on black grit on the bottom of the pan started to give way, I pushed even harder. It took me fifteen minutes to get the thing clean, but when I was finished, to quote the musical Annie, because I. Am. That. Gay: the thing “shined like the top of the Chrysler Building.”

Bob walked over as I was hanging the thing up to dry. “Well shit,” he said. “Look who found the elbow grease.”

[image: ]

I worked in the kitchen at the Red Jacket Inn for seven (very gay) straight summers, which is the longest I’ve ever had any job. In my
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