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Preface
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There is something I need you to know before we begin.

We are human first. Gay second. The world has spent a considerable amount of time and energy trying to convince us otherwise, trying to make the second thing the whole thing, the defining thing, the thing that sits at the front of every sentence about who we are. And we have spent, many of us, a considerable amount of our lives either fighting that or believing it. Sometimes both at the same time.

These essays are not about being gay. They are about being a person. A specific kind of person, yes, one who grew up knowing something true about himself that the world wasn't always ready to hear, one who found his people in rooms with sticky floors, with dollar drinks and music loud enough to feel in your sternum. But a person first. With heartbreaks that didn't care what his orientation was and friendships that mattered more than any of it and a body that has carried him through more than he ever planned to ask it to carry.

If you are reading this and you are gay, I wrote this for you. Specifically and deliberately and with the full knowledge of what it cost you to become who you are. I see that. I know that. This book is yours.

If you are reading this and you are not gay, I wrote this for you too. Because the human underneath the gay is the part I am most interested in. And I think you will recognize him. I think you will find yourself in these pages in places you did not expect to.

I am also sad about something and I want to say it plainly before we go any further. The generations coming up behind us are going to miss something they don't even know exists. They will never understand what it felt like to walk into a room with no information, no profile, no checklist, no algorithm deciding who belongs with whom. To see someone across a bar and feel something happen in your chest and have absolutely no data to work with beyond that feeling. To let something find you because you were both just there, both just hoping in the dark.

They will never know the specific feeling of a sticky floor under their feet. What it meant to be in that room, that particular kind of room, where something costs almost nothing and means almost everything. The dollar drink in your hand. The night was young and the bar loud and nowhere better to be and not knowing yet what was coming next.

That not knowing was the whole thing. That was where we lived — where we found each other.

I miss it. I wrote this book because I miss it. And because I think some part of it is still available to us if we are willing to leave the door unlocked and put down the phone and walk into a room before we have decided what is going to happen there.

These are essays about boys and bars and becoming. About the men we were and the men we are still trying to figure out how to be. About the accidental and the intentional and everything in between.

The things we don’t always like to admit. The ways we learned to protect ourselves, and the ways those protections followed us longer than they should have.

––––––––
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I’m going to say things we don’t usually say out loud.

Some of them don’t make me look good.

Pull up a stool.  

The first round’s on me.
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Part One:  The Rooms We Came From
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The generation, the shared history, and the "sticky floor" world that made us.

––––––––
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"We discovered each other through conversation and awkward silences, through a slow, vulnerable unfolding that required not knowing the ending in advance."
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Death of a Gay Bar
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Friday night, 10 pm. This is the room I’m talking about. I walk through the front doors of the Yacht Club. Not the biggest bar. Not the brightest. Nothing like the bars in New York City.

It was fifteen minutes down a road with nothing else on it — no signs, no reason to turn, nothing that would tell you anything was out there. How people found it, I still don't entirely know. But they did, every weekend, because the place was always packed. This was home, and nothing beats home.

Todd behind the bar already knew what I was drinking — alcohol in a plastic cup, because that was how it worked here, though if you ordered a soda, they gave you a glass, and I never once understood the logic of that. Familiar faces everywhere, which meant even if I arrived before my friends I wasn't standing in a sea of strangers — I was just early.

The floor vibrated under your feet before the music fully registered in your ears. And the floor itself — sticky in the way that only a well-loved bar gets sticky, the kind you could hear pulling off your shoes even over the music. The ceiling low, the disco ball doing exactly what a disco ball is supposed to do, the drinks stronger than they should be and cheaper than made any sense.

The DJ played good tracks but I think he just had CDs and didn't entirely know how to mix them, so between songs there was always a lull, a brief silence where the room just breathed for a second before the next one started. La Bouche came through the speakers and nobody needed to be asked, you just sing. And whatever handsome stranger was there that night, he was propped against the cigarette machine like he'd been placed there. Like the room knew what it was doing. It was impossible to have a bad night in that place. I didn't know that was something I should be memorizing.

For a lot of us, that bar was never just a bar. That's the part that gets lost when we talk about this, when we frame it as simply a change in how gay men met each other. It wasn't just a venue.

It was, for a lot of us, the only place in the entire world where you got to exist out loud. Fully. Without explanation, without code-switching, without the low-grade performance that most of us ran constantly just to move through daily life without incident.

Your family didn't know. Your coworkers didn't know. Maybe your neighbors had a suspicion they kept to themselves. And you carried that, all week, every week, the quiet weight of being a partial version of yourself in every room you entered. And then Friday night came. And you walked through that door. And for the first time all week, you were the norm. You were the majority. Nobody was looking at you sideways or asking questions you didn't feel like answering. You just got to be. Fully, completely, without footnotes.

That is not a small thing. That is not something you can replicate with an app.

The acceptance we have now is real. I want to say that clearly because I don't want to romanticize the past in a way that erases how hard people fought to get us here. What gay men can do now, where we can go, how openly we can move through the world, that matters. That was paid for. I don't take it lightly, and I don't think any of us should. But acceptance being more widespread doesn't mean we didn't lose something in the process. Both things can be true at the same time.

We lost the dynamic. And I don't hear anyone talk about that.

And then there were the sticky floors. I mean that literally, but I also mean it as a kind of shorthand for everything that came with them. Dollar drinks on a Tuesday night when you had no real reason to be out except that staying home felt unbearable. The particular energy of a bar on a slow night, when the crowd was thin enough that you actually had to talk to people, actually had to be in a room with strangers and figure out how to be a person. The guy whose number you didn't get. Didn't even know his name, barely saw his face in the low light, but something happened for a moment and then he was gone and you went back the next week just to see. Just in case. Maybe he was there again. Hoping in that low, specific, ridiculous way that you hoped when you're young and the world still felt like it might surprise you.

That's gone now.

The hoping without coordinates.

The accidental.

And here is what I think about most when I think about what we lost. There was, at the end of the bar, in every bar I ever went to, an older guy. You know the one. Maybe he was in his fifties or sixties. Maybe he'd been coming to that bar longer than you'd been alive. He wasn't necessarily looking for anything. He was just there.

And in being there he was carrying something, a history, a set of experiences you didn't have and couldn't fully imagine. He had lived through things you had only read about, if you'd read about them at all. He had fought, literally or quietly or both, for rights and dignities that you walked around assuming were just facts of life. And he was right there. Available. Present. Not on a screen, not behind a profile, just a man at the end of a bar who might tell you something that changed how you understood your own life.

And the younger guy, the one who had just figured himself out, maybe the first gay bar he'd ever been to was that one, maybe he was terrified and electric and needed to see with his own eyes that it gets better, not as a slogan, not as a YouTube video, but as a real human being sitting across from him holding a drink, he needed to see that man. He needed to know the older guy existed and had made it and was okay.

Back then, when a straight woman came to the bar with you, she was your girl. Your person. What people used to call, with real affection, a fag hag, though the term has aged unevenly. The point is, she wasn't a tourist. She wasn't there for a bachelorette party looking for a story to tell on Monday morning, looking for a fun and safe and slightly exotic backdrop to her celebration. She chose you. She showed up on a random Wednesday because she wanted to be where you were. Because she loved you enough to enter your world, not just pass through it. And you felt that. It meant something specific that is hard to explain to someone who didn't experience it.

So the older man and the younger guy and the fag hag, the three of them never meet anymore. The older man is at home. The younger man is at home. They're both swiping. They're both performing for an algorithm. And the thing that should have happened between them, the thing that used to happen naturally in that room on that sticky floor, it just doesn't.

The bar used to hold every version of a gay life at the same time. Every age, every story, every way of being a gay man in the world, all in one room, all breathing the same air, all briefly part of the same thing. That was the melting pot nobody talks about when they talk about gay bars. Not just a place to find someone to go home with. A place where the whole community, messy and complicated and beautiful and unresolved, actually showed up together.

That doesn't exist the same way anymore. And I miss it in a way that feels almost embarrassing to admit.

And I have to be honest about the room I'm describing. It was comfortable for me. There was a woman who came to that bar. I didn't have the language for who she was — whether she was a trans woman or a crossdresser — and I've come to understand that doesn't matter. We weren't friends. At most it was a nod at the bar when we were both reaching for a drink. But I noticed something without knowing what I was noticing. She never looked as free as I did. Never looked as comfortable. There was something unsettled in how she occupied the room, like she was there on provisional terms that could be revoked at any moment.

I was too busy being free to understand what that meant. The room that was saving my life was barely tolerating hers. Sometimes we are so deep inside being part of the problem we don't even know it. We claim the history of these spaces, we name-check Stonewall like a litany, and we leave out Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera — trans women of color who threw the first punches so that men like me could dance without footnotes. I was enjoying freedom they paid for and I gave her a nod at the bar and called it community.

I am writing it here as another place to document it and remember actual history. Not the nostalgic version that lives in my head.

When the apps arrived, the gay bar started dying. We didn't notice because it felt like an upgrade — like progress, like something we had earned. Why put on shoes and drive fifteen minutes down a road with nothing on it when everything you needed was already in your pocket, already sorted, already filtered? It made sense. It still makes sense, on paper. But sense and better are not the same thing, and I have spent a long time sitting with the difference.

Because the gay bar didn't die of natural causes. It wasn't evolution. We killed it. One download at a time. One night, we stayed home instead. One profile opened before we'd even put on our shoes. We made a thousand small choices that each felt reasonable and together added up to the end of something irreplaceable. Nobody held a gun to it. We just slowly stopped showing up. And the thing about a room is that without people in it, it's just walls.

I graduated from the Yacht Club the way you graduate from anything — not by deciding to leave but by life moving you somewhere else. A new city. A relationship. The ordinary machinery of a life in motion. And when it ended, when I found myself single again and back in the bars, I wasn't worried. If anything I had an advantage. Fresh meat, as they say. The room should have worked in my favor.

It didn't feel the same.

Not because the bar was different. Not because I was older, though I was. Something in the energy had shifted in a way I couldn't immediately locate. People weren't talking to each other. Not in a somber way exactly, but close. They stood there. Present and absent at the same time. And then I noticed the phones. Heads down, screens lit, thumbs moving. They were on the apps. Checking who was nearby. Looking at a screen to find the man standing ten feet away from them instead of just looking up. The room was full of people using technology to locate each other inside the room they were already sharing.

It felt transactional in a way it never had before. Not who are you, let me find out, let me make you my next great story. But who are you here to meet, and when that's done, where are we going.

I stood there in a room that should have felt like home and felt like a stranger in it. Not because the room had rejected me. Because something the room used to hold had quietly left while I wasn't paying attention. And nobody had said a word about it.

We got access. We got options. We got convenience.

We lost the accidental.

The guy you never would have swiped right on because his photos were bad or his profile was thin or he didn't fit whatever checklist you'd built in your head. The one who was just standing next to you because that's where he happened to be standing on a random Tuesday night. And something happened.

And it changed you.

And you would never have chosen it, but it found you anyway because you were both just there, both just human, both just hoping in the dark with a dollar drink and nowhere better to be.

You don't get found the way you used to get found.

And I think a lot of us are lonely now in ways we can't quite put a name to. Not for the lack of options.

Lonely in the specific way you get when something has been quietly removed from your life and nobody held a funeral for it.

Nobody marked the moment.

Nobody even said goodbye.
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100% Pure Love
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They don't make them like this anymore. I wanted to say that up-front, before I tell you anything else, because by the time I'm done I want you to feel the full weight of what that sentence means. This is a public thank you to Ree and Nic. The first two people I ever met in a gay bar.

I don't remember exactly what I was wearing the night I finally worked up the courage to walk into the Yacht Club. I remember everything else. Driving past the parking lot eight times, can’t pull in because there is a car behind me and they’ve seen my license plate. Finally pulling into a dirt parking-lot and the  attendant asked me to move my car closer to another one. This was a dirt and gravel parking lot with no clear lines. Sure, sure I’ll move my car and right back out of the lot.

But eventually I found myself back there and parked. I sat in my car mustering my courage. I remember the particular quality of the nervousness, the kind that lives in your chest and your stomach while simultaneously opening the car door.

Taking a breath. More like holding your breath, the most counter productive thing when you are trying to look like you belong. It makes you walk a little too deliberately, a little too carefully, like you're trying to look like someone who does this all the time when you have never done this even once. Standing at the entrance a beat longer than was probably necessary. I was just about to bail when the door swung open and three people left. An unexpected invitation.

And then I walked in.

And I was met at the door by one Black lesbian and one bleach-blond twink in a striped black-and-white wrestling singlet.

Ree. And Nic.

I didn't know a single person in that room. Didn't know the layout, didn't know the bartenders, didn't know the unspoken codes and rhythms of a place that everyone else seemed to already understand instinctively.

I was new in the way that is both exciting and quietly terrifying, standing at the edge of something I had wanted for a long time without fully knowing how to want it.

And they grabbed me like I already belonged there. No hesitation. No sizing me up. No polite but cautious hello from people who weren't sure yet whether they had room for one more.

Just an immediate, unconditional, completely unearned welcome that felt like something I hadn't known I was starving for until someone handed it to me. You're with us now. That was the whole transaction. That was the entire onboarding process. One sentence and it was done.

About twenty minutes later I was standing with a drink in my hand, music loud enough to feel in my sternum, people pressed shoulder to shoulder in the particular way of a good bar on a good night, and I remember looking around the room slowly, taking it all in, and thinking, quietly, to nobody but myself: yeah. I'm home.

There was no interview. No what do you do, no where did you go to school, no let's find out what we have in common before we decide if this is worth pursuing. We were young and we were gay and honey, that was enough. That was the entire foundation. We built everything else on top of it later, but we didn't need it that night. That night we just needed to be in the same room, on the same side of the door, finally.

Ree and Nic became my people with a speed that I think can only happen when you're young and the world is still open and you haven't yet learned all the reasons to be cautious. We went everywhere together. NYC Pride, which in those years was something I can't fully describe to anyone who wasn't there for it, the specific electricity of that many people being that free in public all at once. Down the shore, which if you're from Jersey requires no further explanation and if you're not from Jersey I'm sorry, you missed something. Every person that one of us thought might be the one. Every messy, complicated, occasionally spectacular aftermath when they turned out not to be.

We loved each other through all of it, immediately and without reservation, no audition required.

Ree would see me walk in as she almost always arrived before me  and she would come across that bar like there was nothing and nobody between her and where she was going, which was me, and she would all but climb on me and say My Baby. Not quietly. Not with any awareness of who was in her path or whose drink was at risk. Just full volume, full speed, completely unashamed of how much she meant it. There is no feeling in the world quite like being someone's My Baby. Like being claimed that loudly in a room full of people.

And Nic. Nic would not let you have a bad night. This was not a suggestion or an offer. It was a policy. In a mood over a guy? We're dancing. Work is terrible? We're dancing. He didn't give you his number? We are dancing, and also we are dancing directly in his line of sight so he understands what he is missing, which never worked as a strategy but always worked as a mood. The situation never changed. The night always did.

Back then you just walked in. And the only real requirement, the one that was non-negotiable, the one that every single one of us understood without it ever being stated, was this: when Crystal Waters came on, when the opening of 100% Pure Love started moving through the speakers, you were on that dance floor. Every one of us. Without discussion, without deliberation, without anyone needing to be asked. You were just up. You were just there. Together.

That was it. That was the whole membership requirement. I still talk to both of them. I want you to know that because I think it matters.

Because this essay could easily read as a eulogy for something lost and I don't want it to be only that. Ree and Nic are still in my life, still real, still people I love with a completeness that I don't have a more precise word for than boundless. The friendship that started at a door in North Jersey on a night when I didn't know anyone in the room has outlasted apartments and cities and relationships and versions of ourselves we've all left behind.

I am a better person because I walked through that door.

Ree. Nic.

I still love you both. This one's for you.

They really don't make them like that anymore.

We were lucky that they made them at all[image: ][image: ].
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The Common Denominator
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My entire dating criteria on a Friday night was one thing. Just one. Were they attractive? That was the list. That was the whole of it, the full consideration, the complete metric by which I decided whether or not something might happen tonight. I wasn’t on an app. I wasn’t on Gay.com at two in the morning, lying in bed with the blue light of my laptop illuminating the specific loneliness of a person hoping someone interesting was awake somewhere. I put on a shirt. I walked into the bar. I saw someone across the room and something happened in my chest, or it didn't, and that was the data I had to work with.

I didn't know if he was a top or a bottom. Didn't know if he wanted monogamy or something more complicated. Didn't know his last name, his job title, whether he owned or rented, or whether his politics would make Sunday morning conversation impossible.

We had a drink. We talked, or didn't talk much at all. And either went back to his place or made plans for the next night.  Then we let the chips fall where they may.

There was something genuinely beautiful in that. I've been thinking about it for a long time and I keep landing in the same place. It was beautiful not in spite of its uncertainty but because of it.

Because what happened next was organic in a way that almost nothing is anymore. We learned
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