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INTRODUCTION






	
			

			


It’s been almost exactly ten years since the creation of Humans of New York. I’m still not sure what exactly to call it. “Photography project” seems a little reductive. “Blog” sounds a little too digital. After a decade of evolution, the work seems to strain against all the labels I’ve used in the past. Even the title itself seems outdated. Having collected stories from more than forty countries, Humans of New York can no longer be taken literally. My hope is that the name now signals a certain type of storytelling. 
When I first set out on this journey in 2010, the concept was quite simple: I wanted to photograph ten thousand people on the streets of New York City. I had the added goal of plotting these photos on a map. It seemed like the mission of a madman, especially because I had no training as a photographer. But the impracticality of the goal served a purpose. It got me out on the street. Day after day. Not only learning to photograph, but also to approach strangers, make them feel comfortable, and engage them in conversation. Over time, these peripheral skills would become more central to Humans of New York than the photography itself. 
As I collected thousands of portraits, I’d naturally have conversations with some of my subjects. I began including short quotes in the captions of the photographs. Some of the quotes were humorous. Others were thoughtful. Still others could be heartbreaking. But all of them provided a brief glimpse into the 
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inner life of a random person on the street. For a long time these quotes remained quite superficial. I was still uncomfortable in the presence of a stranger: afraid of invading their space, not wanting to offend, unsure of boundaries. I spent very little time with each person. I’d ask a few simple questions, then I would write down the first thing that came out of their mouth. 
But as time went on, the conversations grew longer and longer. My questions became less casual. More searching and intimate. I grew bolder in the realization that most people enjoyed the process. They welcomed the opportunity to share about their lives, even with a stranger. Many were honored that someone cared enough to listen. Often I’d spend hours with someone I’d just met, huddled on the edge of a busy sidewalk, examining the events of their lives, trying to understand where they came from. Sometimes people shared secrets about their lives that they’d never told another person. And Humans of New York became known for the candor and intimacy of its stories. 
As millions of people began to follow Humans of New York on social media, it also became clear that the appeal of the work had little to do with the city. It wasn’t New York that was commanding so much attention. It was the people. It was the power of the individual story. Building on this realization, I took the process that I’d developed on the streets of New York and began to travel overseas. I photographed in many different countries. With the help of talented interpreters, I interviewed hundreds of people around the world. The conversations felt refreshingly familiar. The work felt the same. And the audience came along 
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on the journey, which allowed me to keep traveling. This book is the result of these travels. 
But before we begin, a quick note on what this book is not: 
With a title like Humans, it might seem that this book aims to cover the entirety of human experience. And I certainly felt that pressure. I spent a long time away from home. I pushed the book deadline back a full two years so that I could cover as much of the world as possible. But no matter how exhaustive my efforts, Humans was never going to be an anthropological study. It was never going to be the perfect balance of every ethnicity, every religion, every voice. It just wasn’t possible. In the end, this book is what it was always destined to be: the collected conversations of a single photographer—who traveled to as many places as he could, and met as many people as he could. 
Thanks to everyone who’s been along for the ride. I get caught up in the work and I don’t say it nearly enough: you are the best group of people on the internet. You’ve created this magic little corner of the Web where people feel safe sharing their stories—without being ridiculed, or bullied, or judged. These stories are only honestly shared because they have a long history of being warmly received. Thank you for the encouragement you’ve given to everyone I’ve interviewed. And the encouragement you’ve given me. 
I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed  making it. w
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“I spent my childhood working, so I never had the chance to get an education. I was always envious of the boys who got to wear uniforms. This is her first month of school. She comes home and tells me exactly what happened, every day. I love it. If I’m not home for a few days, she’ll save up all her stories, then tell them to me all at once.”
Lahore, Pakistan
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“I graduated more than one thousand kids from elementary school. I’d still be teaching but my eyes went bad. It’s such an important time in a child’s life. It’s when they learn speech, grammar, and how to pay attention. It’s when the tree gets its roots. If you’re taught wrong in elementary school, you’ll be trying to catch that train for the rest of your life.”
St. Petersburg, Russia



￼ “I’d like them to be ministers or businesspeople. But this one is supposed to start school this year, and I don’t have the money to send him.” 
Kasangulu, Democratic Republic of Congo
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“When I was eighteen, a large group of students visited Ghana from the UK for a youth development program. It was an expensive program. It cost thousands of pounds. But I got to join for free because they needed some Ghanaians for a smattering of cultural diversity. The program was a mixture of community service and adventure. We actually came canoeing on this very lake. The whole time I was thinking about how much money was being made from our natural resources. And how much of that money was leaving Ghana. I became determined to make Ghana money out of the Ghana environment. So after graduating college, I set out to build a world-class adventure company. It’s been over five years now. We have twelve full-time employees and twenty-five adventure locations. Best of all, I think we’re creating an adventure culture in the country. Our clients were seventy percent foreign when we started. Now they’re eighty percent Ghanaian. Behind me is Survival Island. It’s my latest project and biggest risk yet. I constructed a full ropes course, and one day I hope to build the world’s longest zip line. That would really put Ghana on the adventure map.”
Accra, Ghana
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“I think sixty is a pretty good age for life to terminate. It would certainly clear out some room for younger generations. Everything deteriorates after sixty, anyway. After that we’re just old plants being kept alive with extra fertilizer. The pains get worse every day. It’s not natural. Think of the millions of people sitting in retirement homes right now. Nothing to do. No future to look forward to. It’s no way to live. Everyone needs a pill. That would be great. Enjoy your life as long as you want, but the moment the pain becomes too much, it’s in your hands to stop it.”
Amsterdam, The Netherlands






	
			

			


“I told my daughter to wash the dishes, and she called me an alcoholic. It really hurt. I’ve known I was an alcoholic since I was a teenager, but that was the first time that someone else had called me one.” 
New York, united states
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“I thought it would always be in balance. That I’d always feel compensated. That parenting would always be exhausting, and always be fantastic. But sometimes it’s just one or the other. There are moments when it’s nothing but anger, frustration, and powerlessness. Maybe we’re late for an appointment. Or I need to get to work. And she doesn’t want to leave the house. She’ll fall on the floor, throw a fit, and not move. You’ll try to reason with her but she won’t even hear you. And at moments like this you feel so tired. All of the patience, all of the love, cannot be found. You wonder: ‘Why did I even start this?’ But then in the same day, the same hour, it all turns around. She’ll come back from an errand with my wife, and she’ll jump out of the car, run up to me, and squeeze me harder than you can possibly imagine. And I can’t imagine ever being angry. All I can think is: ‘What on earth did I do to deserve this little scoundrel?’”
Amsterdam, The Netherlands
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“I’ve seen a lot of death.”
Tongping Internally Displaced Persons Site, Juba, South Sudan




“There’s nothing hard about being four.”
New York, united states
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“I was allowed to borrow my granddaughter this morning so we are walking through the park. It’s our personal pastime. She likes to look at the dogs and birds. Today we saw some blackbirds which was quite exciting.”
Santiago, Chile



▼ “Grandma was supposed to babysit today, but she wasn’t feeling well. So I got the nudge at six a.m.”
New York, united states
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▲ “He’s my only grandchild. Every time he does anything, I enjoy it. The other day he pulled down the TV set. I didn’t even mind.”
Karachi, Pakistan



“We’re eating cookies before lunch because Grandpa doesn’t have any rules.”
Paris, France
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“I’d always leave the house dressed like a man, but then I’d change my clothes. My mother told me the devil was in me. My father said that I was useless. They even took me to the doctor to find out what was going on. But my grandfather always supported me. He was more open-minded than my parents. I think it’s because he worked at a twenty-four-hour restaurant and met all the people who came out at night. Even when I was a child, he’d see the clothes I wore, and he’d tell me: ‘If you were a girl, you’d be very beautiful.’ When I finally told him everything I was feeling, he said: ‘You’re a great person, and I’ll never be afraid of what’s going on with you.’”
Buenos Aires, Argentina
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“When my grandmother died, there was a feeling that I’m all alone in this world. Her favorite saying was: ‘I’m always here for you, whenever you need me.’ Without asking questions. Without judging. My parents were different. They wanted things from me. They wanted me to be a good person, and graduate, and get a job, and do well. But I kept failing. I questioned everything. I was bad at school. I didn’t follow the rules. I had purple hair. And a nose ring. And to make things worse—I had this perfect, beautiful little sister who did everything right. But every time I messed up, I could go to Oma. And she’d tell me: ‘Don’t worry so much. These things aren’t important.’ And ‘I love you, darling.’ And ‘You’re not a bad person.’ And ‘You’ll find a way to be happy.’ It could be so hard growing up. It felt like the world wanted so much from me. But my grandmother was different. She just loved me.”
Berlin, Germany
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“I grew up in a very strict household. I had to dress in a modest way. I couldn’t drink. Couldn’t stay out late. And my family certainly wouldn’t want me marrying a non-Muslim. Especially a white guy. It’s not even possible to have an Islamic wedding with a non-Muslim. But he’s made it clear that he’s not willing to convert. And I understand his position. We were just talking about our future yesterday. I know the situation bothers him. He wants me to commit. He wants me to be clear, and say that none of this matters, and that I’m willing to lose everything to be together. But it’s not that easy. My uncles would turn away from me. My aunts would turn away from me. I’ve seen it happen to other members of my extended family. I’d like to think that my mom would never leave my side—but she’s a people pleaser, so I can’t be sure. My father divorced her. And she’s been carrying that shame all her life. So I’m not sure if she can handle any more. Right now I feel like I’m living two lives. I went home for Eid and it felt like I was living a lie. I’m not sure what to do. I know he thinks I’m doubting our relationship. But it’s not like that at all. I wouldn’t have invested this much time if I didn’t want to be together. And I’m willing to do it. I’m willing to tell the whole world, and my family, and have them never speak to me again. But in the back of my mind, I can’t help asking myself: ‘Why won’t he convert? Just for a minute. He doesn’t have to follow. But that way I can tell everyone that we’re Muslims. Why am I the one that has to make the sacrifice?’”
Amsterdam, The Netherlands
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“We have to keep our relationship secret. Our parents would not approve and we’re not courageous enough to tell them yet. So we meet in secret three or four times per month. Since the beginning of our relationship, we’ve shared a diary. We take turns keeping it. Whoever has it will write down our memories. They’ll also write down what they want from the other person, and how they feel misunderstood. Then every time we meet—we hand it off.” 
Calcutta, India
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THE APPROACH






	
			

			


The creation of Humans of New York has always felt like a mixture of art and door-to-door salesmanship. The interview is the fun part. The conversations are always interesting, and people seem to enjoy the process once it’s under  way. And since every person has had their share of battles and triumphs, it’s usually not hard to learn a good story from a willing participant. What can be difficult is finding someone who is willing to share. The toughest part of my job has always been getting people to stop for a moment. To give me a chance. Because most people hate being stopped on the street—especially in big cities, where being stopped normally means you’re being sold something. 
No matter how gently I approach someone, and no matter what words I use, a lot of people are going to say no. There can be days when not a single person says yes. So it takes a lot of endurance. And patience. And understanding. Some of it is just timing. A person might turn me down because they’re having a horrible day, or they might be in a hurry. But if I discover that same person later, in a moment of relaxation, they might be feeling open to a new experience. Many of my portraits are taken in parks, which has nothing to do with my love of nature. It’s because people are much more approachable when they’re sitting under a tree than when they’re rushing down a sidewalk.   
In big cities especially, people will develop a bit of a shield to avoid unwanted interactions. They avoid eye contact. They re
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fuse to stop walking. They seem to be permanently “late for a meeting.” A lot of people will turn me down before they even know what I’m asking. This can come across as rudeness, but it’s not. It’s just a natural defense mechanism honed by years of urban living. And it’s almost always driven by fear. It’s quite rare to find a person who enjoys being rude. Rudeness is almost always a reaction to stress. It’s a means of protection. It’s a shield. And getting past that shield has always been my biggest challenge. 
In the early days of Humans of New York, it was hard to not feel like I was doing something weird. It was hard to maintain faith in the meaning and value of the work. After hearing several no’s in a row, I’d want to go home and quit. But every time I broke through a shield, and found a person on the other side, it was energizing. The moment a person agrees to be interviewed, everything changes. It’s amazing how people transform when they realize you’re not a threat. They become much more relatable. More familiar. More recognizable. Big cities can feel so isolating because we rarely get past this point with people. Everyone is hiding behind their shield. They’re on guard at all times. At least until the end of the day, when they get back home, around people they love and trust, and suddenly become themselves again. 
For all these reasons, the approach is perhaps the most impor- tant part of my job. It’s the process of getting through to the real  
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person. Finding what’s behind the shield, and presenting it to others. If our shields are what separate us, it’s what’s behind them that brings us together: the struggles, the worries, the pain, the weakness. All the soft spots. The places we protect. These are the things that make us most relatable to others. These are the things that connect us—­﻿if only we allow them to be seen. w
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“I’ve been sitting here for four hours thinking about what I should do. I don’t want to go home. I fucked up again. I’ve been a drug addict my whole life. But I was clean for three months. I got a job at a call center. I was doing well. Then as soon as I got my paycheck, I went out drinking with some coworkers. It was supposed to be a normal thing, but then I tried a little coke. Same story as always. I ended up going on a binge and lost my job. And now I don’t want to go home. I live with my mother. She’s never lost faith in me. My brother was killed in the army so I’m her only son. She doesn’t deserve this. She was so happy that I had a job. She’d convinced herself that things were finally going to be OK. And I’ve got to go home and tell her what happened. And I don’t want to do it. She’s not even going to be mad. She’ll just be so hurt. Then she’ll ask me if I’ve eaten.” 
Bogotá, Colombia






	
			

			


“My mom works in restaurants and cleans houses. All her money goes to my tuition. She always tells me just to focus on school. We were short on money last semester, but she told me: ‘Don’t worry about it. I’ll find it. You just continue.’ She’s always been like that. She never wants me to be stressed. My dad passed away when I was a young child. So we’ve always struggled. Sometimes when I was growing up, there would only be enough for one meal. And my mom always said that she wasn’t hungry. I didn’t realize until I was older that she had only been pretending.”
Lima, Peru






	
			

			


“When I was twelve years old, I really wanted a bicycle. So he bought one for me. Shortly after that, I noticed that he wasn’t wearing his favorite ring. He told me that it was being repaired. When I became an adult, I asked him again: ‘Dad, where is that ring? I want to make one just like it.’ Finally he told me: ‘I sold that ring to get your bicycle.’” 
Jaipur, India
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“One night, I was walking up the hill with my soccer ball and the police and drug dealers started to shoot at each other. I jumped over the wall and ran all the way home. I told my mom what happened, and she got so mad at me. I told her that I was just playing soccer and I didn’t do anything wrong. Then she started to cry. And I started to cry. And then we went to the church and prayed for a very long time.” 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil






	
			

			


“Two years ago we took our entrance exams for university. The school announced our results in an auditorium. One by one, they called the number of everyone who passed. When I didn’t hear my number—I couldn’t breathe. I wanted it to be a dream or a lie or a prank. For my entire life I’d wanted to be an engineer, but I wasn’t even smart enough to attend university. I have a habit of walking when I feel hopeless. And that night I walked twenty kilometers I felt lost. Like I had no path. I stayed in bed for the entire next week. But you can’t stay in your room forever, so I finally mustered the courage to consult the people around me. My favorite teacher suggested that I apply to be a civil servant. She reminded me that I have a strong sense of justice. So I spent an entire year studying for the exam. The results arrived yesterday, and I locked myself in my room to open the envelope. It said: ‘Accepted.’ I’ve been looking backwards for so long. I’ve been feeling ashamed of myself. But that’s finally over. Right now I’m in Tokyo for a career fair. All of the ministries will be presenting. Whatever position is chosen for me, I will give it my all. I’ll be happy with anything. I’m just excited for the opportunity to spend my life helping others.”
Tokyo, Japan
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“I’ve got to find a way to get more views for my YouTube channel.”
Tokyo, Japan
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“We are the first female athletes from Saudi Arabia. It makes us feel wow. It’s one of the nicest moments in our life. I have to be happy and positive because I am the basketball team captain. Whenever we make a shot, I clap. I also clap if we miss it. And I clap if the other team makes it. If somebody is sad, I tell them, ‘Don’t be upset, my sweetheart.’ And then I rub their shoulder. This is my teammate Dahwi—I am her friend and she is my friend. I love her so much. She loves food and we dance together. We blow each other kisses during the game. Yesterday we won. But it doesn’t matter if we lose because at the end we always dance.”
Special Olympics World Games, Abu Dhabi, united arab emirates
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“I’ve always wondered if I’m a mean person. A lot of people think that I’m cold. I don’t feel cold when I’m alone. Or when I’m with my close friends. But it’s not easy for me to get to know people. I guess I’m just guarded. I don’t really talk about my feelings. The more I talk about them, the more I feel misunderstood. I don’t like to sit close. I’m not a hugger. I don’t even like to be touched by people I don’t know. It’s taken me so long to know myself, I don’t want people feeling like they know me immediately.”
Warsaw, Poland
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“We don’t have any hobbies. But we do try to get together a few times a month to judge people and complain about things.”
new york, united states
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“My wife wanted to wash her hair and cook dinner, but the baby started crying. So I brought him outside to see if it would help. We’ve gone about thirty minutes without screaming. We’re from Mozambique. I originally came here to find work as a ceiling installer, but I brought my wife along when we found out she was pregnant. The healthcare is much better in this country. It’s too early for them to go back home because the child was born premature, but I’ll feel safer when they’re gone. It’s too dangerous for them here. South Africa is a good place to work, but they don’t like us being here so much. The abuse mainly comes from other black people. They call us names. They tell us to go home. They attack us because they think we’re stealing their jobs. But I’m just doing what I know. They don’t understand what it’s like in my country. You can’t survive with kids. I’m just making the only choice I have.”
Johannesburg, South Africa






	
			

			


“I would give my soul if I could fix her brain.”
Dohuk, Iraq
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“My daughter had a hole in her heart. I prayed constantly because I never knew the moment that God would be listening. We were given medication from the doctor, and then God healed her.”
Lahore, Pakistan
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“I sell grain for people to feed the pigeons and cows. It’s a way to get good karma. This has been our family’s business for eighty years. It began with my grandfather, then my father, and now it’s mine. I have about 250 or 300 clients that I see every day. Things were going very well. We had two houses. A car. Lots of gold. But a few years ago my brother-in-law got kidney disease. Our family spent everything to save him. We traveled all over India. People said: ‘go here, go there,’ and we always went. And we always paid whatever they asked. My mother even donated her kidney. But nothing worked. He died seven months ago. My parents passed away soon after because of the stress. Now I’m all alone. I own nothing but a scooter. I still believe in karma. Without it I have nothing left. But only God knows what I did to deserve this. If I knew, I wouldn’t have done it.”
Jaipur, India
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“I took him to see Brokeback Mountain when it came out. I thought I was challenging him with the choice. But at the end of the film, he turned to me and said: ‘That’s me.’ We’d been married for thirty years. Our kids were still young. I didn’t know what to do. Do I leave? Do I stay? We were expats in another country at the time, so we were all alone. I had nobody to talk to. We went to a therapist to see if it was possible to stay together, and she told us: ‘I’ve seen it work. But only if one person is very discreet and the other is very tolerant.’ So I agreed to try. It’s been ten years. It’s been exhausting in a lot of ways. I asked too many questions at first. I made myself miserable. Now I give him a lot of space. And I get a lot of space in return. I’ve been traveling alone for about two months now. I know what’s going on back home but I don’t ask about it. My friends ask me why I don’t move on with my life. I don’t know the answer. Maybe I’m just too afraid to be alone at this age. But I still feel like he’s my soul mate. We have the same view of the world. We both love children. We love traveling and good food. He really is a good man. He’s just gay. And we’ve had such a good life together, I’m just not ready to stop sharing it.”
New York, united states
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“When I first told my mom, I was crying my eyes out. It took me ten minutes to even begin speaking. When I was finally able to say it, she told me to think more about it. And that maybe I was uncertain. After that it was like it never happened. She never mentioned it. I tried bringing it up a few weeks later, and she said something painful. I don’t know if she meant it or not­—but she told me that staying single is OK. She gave me examples of people in our family who had never married. It made me feel like she’d rather me be alone than gay. I’ve decided not to push it. I don’t want to cause a fight in my family. I don’t want them to get our church involved. So I’ve begun to create stories in my head about how a relationship would be impossible anyway. I try to magnify my flaws: I’m too insecure, too jealous, too possessive. Nobody would be attracted to me. It makes it less painful to think about. Like I’m not missing anything. Because even if I could be with someone, they’d never want to be with me.”
Hong Kong
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“I love my mum because she’s the nicest mum and is so kind to me. And I love my dad even though he has a new girlfriend and he doesn’t live with us anymore. But Mummy says he loves me very much and he cares for me so much, even if he’s very busy and doesn’t have time to talk to us, and he works far away so he can’t come see us. But Mummy says he loves me so much.” 
London, England
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“I don’t even know why they have Father’s Day. Fuck Father’s Day. Dad’s vagina didn’t rip open and his nipples never bled once.” 
Singapore
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“I can do all the same things as my wife except for the milk part. And I try to make up for that by reading a lot of stories and showing her my vinyl collection.”
Buenos Aires, Argentina



“I’m not sure why Dad loves touching his phone so much.” 
Seoul, South Korea
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“I’ve been a single father ever since my son was two. He saved my life in a lot of ways. His mother and I used to consume a lot of drugs, but I did a full stop when he was born. But his mother never got her life together. She’ll show up sporadically but then disappear for months at a time. I try to fill in the holes with as much love as possible, but I know it bothers him. He’s just not at an age where he can fully express his feelings. I try to protect him from all the volatility of my own life. I broke up with my girlfriend yesterday. And I’m sitting here wondering how I’m going to explain it to him. I actually waited a long time before introducing them because I didn’t want her to be another absence in his life. But now it didn’t work out. And I’ve got to figure out how to break that down for him.”
Bogotá, Colombia
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