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Praise for As We Bloom


			“As We Bloom is a luminous, heartfelt journey into resilience, identity, and collective healing. Through raw honesty and tender storytelling, Mia Bolton weaves together her own transformative road trip with the lived wisdom of extraordinary people. Against a backdrop of personal heartbreak and societal injustice, As We Bloom is a reminder that even in the harshest landscapes, beauty, bravery, and connection still bloom. Bolton’s voice is intimate and courageous — a beacon for anyone seeking belonging, meaning, and hope.”  

			– Jeremy Bradley-Silverio Donato, Writer and 
Wishing Shelf Book Award Winner

			“Mia has written a brave adventure story, sharing her heart and experience along her travels in life and love. It will transport you to new places and just might give you a new understanding of yourself or someone you love.” 

			– Shelby Stanger, author of Will to Wild: Adventures Great and Small to Change Your Life and host of REI’s Wild Ideas Worth Living 
podcast and Vitamin Joy podcast

			“Mia Bolton is a writer and storyteller of enormous grace, wit, compassion and curiosity, with just the right elements of self-reflection and vulnerability. It is her endless capacity and desire to seek out the best in herself, her friends, her lovers, her family members, and the strangers she meets along the way that make As We Bloom a thoroughly enjoyable roadtrip of a book. But woven throughout the book is another layer — a complex, deeply personal tale of love, hope and loss to which almost any reader will most likely relate. Finding and losing love, and then finding it again in the most unlikely location, is one of this book’s most heart-tugging, rewarding byways. Take As We Bloom to the beach, take it to a bustling coffee shop, read it aloud to your traveling companion on a long stretch of open highway, or curl up with it by lamplight in bed. The hours you spend in Mia’s company will repay you over and over.” 

			– Mason Funk, Founder of The OUTWORDS Archive

			“Heartbreak often leads us to retreat, Mia does something far more courageous—she sets out on a journey, not only to heal but to connect. As We Bloom is a beautifully woven memoir that blends her personal narrative with voices from people she meets along the way, a profound exploration of connection. Mia takes to the road—not in search of distraction, but in pursuit of meaning. During her journey, she interviews strangers and friends. The narrative oscillates between the author’s inner world and the external stories she uncovers, creating a rhythm that feels both intimate and expansive. What makes this book particularly resonant is its authenticity. It is a gentle reminder of the power of human connection.” 

			– Carolina Amell, book packager and editorial designer behind Surf Like a Girl, Every Body Surf, and more

			“As We Bloom is thought provoking, delicate yet courageous. This kind of storytelling is needed right now more than ever and it is delivered in a way that both moves and calls on us to act.”  

			– Lucy Small, Surfer and Feminist Activist
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			To everyone who shared pieces of themselves with me along the way.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Since I began this journey in July 2018, humanity has witnessed both progressive and painfully regressive moments in the movement for gender equality and representation. Fans throughout the Stade de Lyon in France chanted, “Equal pay!” as the US Women’s National Soccer Team became world champions for the fourth time in 2019. Two LGBTQIA+ women—Sue Bird and Diana Taurasi—became the most decorated basketball players of any gender in US Olympic history. Maia Chaka became the first Black woman to officiate in the National Football League for the 2021 season.

			Meanwhile, pro surfer Bethany Hamilton and former competitive swimmer Riley Gaines disgracefully led a transphobic cross-country book tour and lobbied to ban transgender athletes in women’s sports. During this time, lawmakers wrote a multitude of bills attempting to keep transgender athletes from participating in sports consistent with their non-biological gender identity.1

			Off the fields, courts, and mats, America elected its first-ever female vice president, Kamala Harris. A 2019 documentary about menstruation from Rayka Zehtabchi won an Oscar. Victoria’s Secret featured its first openly transgender model in August 2019, and Sports Illustrated put a transgender woman, Grammy-winning Kim Petras, on the cover of its 2023 Swimsuit Issue.

			We endured moments of upheaval and heartache as the COVID-19 pandemic exposed how American institutions and systems—law enforcement, healthcare, education, housing, and more—by design, keep communities on the margins in perpetual struggle. Hate crimes surged against people of color as the murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Michelle “Tameka” Washington, and too many more sent the world into the streets, demanding justice. Asylum seekers and women in border detention centers faced horrific conditions, including Roxsana Hernández, a transgender woman from Honduras who died at the hands of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) in May 2018. American legislators continued to criminalize abortion, resulting in the overturn of Roe v. Wade—the constitutional right to an abortion—in June 2022, followed by fourteen states completely banning abortion and twenty-seven states banning abortion after a certain point in pregnancy.2

			And since October 2023 (although it has been going on much longer), the world has watched a genocide unfold before our eyes as Israeli Defense Forces kill women, children and families in Palestine using American weapons and funds.

			We said goodbye to Toni Morrison in 2019, a powerful literary icon and the first Black woman to win a Nobel Prize in Literature; Ruth Bader Ginsburg in 2020, the Supreme Court justice with a long history of defending women’s rights; and Cecilia Gentili in 2024, an extraordinary advocate for sex workers and the transgender community. And in early 2025, a new federal administration declared war on DEI and blatantly attempted to erode our rights and erase our histories.

			While this may feel unprecedented in our lifetimes, history teaches us that every struggle for justice is dotted with fantastic progress and equally fantastic turmoil. We turn to each other through our joy and grief to try to make sense of it all, but the truth is, it rarely makes any sense. 

			For me, transcribing the conversations I had with twenty extraordinary everyday women and gender nonconforming people into this book was my way forward – my own act of healing and resistance. The people you’re about to meet are our mechanics, our coaches, the owners of our favorite small businesses, our neighbors, and our friends. They’re the person across the table or sharing our park bench. They are all around us. They are us. I’ve compiled their recorded interviews in the hopes that hearing from them can feel like a way forward for you, too.

			This story begins with the discovery of the brave people surrounding me, which sent me stumbling into discovering the bravery within myself. May we all find pieces of ourselves in the following pages and realize that we are more magnificent than we think, more alike than we know, and never, ever alone.

			“I hope you will go out and let stories, that is life, happen to you, and that you will work with these stories from your life—your life—not someone else’s life—water them with your blood and tears and your laughter till they bloom, till you yourself burst into bloom.

			That is the work.

			The only work.”

			~ Dr. Clarissa Pinkola Estés, Women Who Run With the Wolves: Myths and Stories of the Wild Woman Archetype

			

			
				
						1 “Transgender Exclusion in Sports: Suggested Discussion Points With Resources to Oppose Transgender Exclusion Bills,” American Psychological Association, accessed July 23, 2024, https://www.apa.org/topics/lgbtq/transgender-exclusion-sports.


						2  “State Bans on Abortion Throughout Pregnancy,” Guttmacher, State Laws and Policies, July 20, 2024, https://www.guttmacher.org/state-policy/explore/state-policies-abortion-bans.
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			1

			“No one will ever create what you will create,
because no one else is you.”

			July 30—San Diego, California 0 days on the road, 0 miles

			I’ve loved to tell stories for as long as I can remember. My parents once showed me the first book I ever made—a collection of small, pink papers ripped from a notepad on my hardworking mother’s desk and bound together by three neatly placed staples. The front read: LEITTEL SEEDS WET FLOOTING BY, BY MIA B. The pages told a pleasant story about a little seed that gets put in the ground, and when the rain comes, it grows into a flower—or, as I wrote it, “the begist flawr you ever Saw!” On the back of the last page, it said “$1” in my best six-year-old handwriting. My dad maintains it’s still his favorite book, even though “it’s expensive.”

			As years passed, the back of Mom’s pink notepads became countless journals packed with doodles. Doodling became a degree in communications, and after college, that degree transformed into a young career as a freelance writer. By the time I was twenty-nine years old, I’d written and taken photos for national and international swimming, surfing, and outdoor adventure magazines.

			Growing up in a suburb equidistant to Baltimore, Maryland, and Washington, DC, I had access to big, bright, beautiful cities while also enjoying the comforts of a quiet neighborhood I called home. Mom and Dad were each other’s second marriage, and my dad had three daughters from his first—Angela, Grace, and Mercy—who were about ten years older than me. Although my half sisters lived in California, my younger brother Nathan and I loved them like we’d grown up in the same house together our entire lives. Every summer for years, they flew across the country from the San Francisco Bay Area to spend a few sunny, humid months rotating between the football field, the playground, and the pool within walking distance of our small Maryland townhouse. When I think of my childhood with four siblings, I feel sticky hands from melted popsicles that we got from the ice cream truck and sunburnt bodies that became swimsuit tan lines. I also feel the tall grass scratching my mosquito-bite-ridden legs and the sadness of tearfully saying goodbye to my sisters when the summer was over. Nathan and I lived far from them and missed them when we weren’t together, but we all loved each other deeply, nonetheless.
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			From what I could tell, my parents had a happy relationship. They fought so rarely that I distinctly remember each time they did, notably the one time my dad kicked over the trash can, and the whole house smelled like garbage for a few days. Mostly I remember them hugging in the kitchen and kissing me on the head as they told me how much they love me. They never let me wonder.

			They were hardworking and kind parents who made sure their children always felt supported—within reason, of course. When I was tired of getting participation ribbons at local swim meets, they signed me up to swim with the year-round swim club. It didn’t matter that they called swim lanes “aisles” and never remembered the order of strokes in the individual medley. They cheered no matter how I did, and I could always count on them to wrap me in towels afterward and drive me home while I slept in the car.

			As a young teenager, my life revolved around school and swimming, with your usual young girl drama and a smattering of good friends from the various parts of my life: school, my neighborhood, my babysitter’s neighborhood, my summer swim team, and my year-round swim team. Getting my friends together for birthday parties was awkward for everyone but me; none of them knew each other, but I knew them all. I was the only common denominator in my friend groups for a long time. Not until much later would I recognize the gift of finding friends anywhere, with all kinds of people.

			When I was fourteen, I became a competitive swimmer, and as many young girls do, I thought the world of my coach. He seemed like the key to unlocking my potential as an athlete, and as I leaned on him for emotional support, I also became dependent on his approval—both in and out of the water. I craved his wisdom and felt validated when I was the object of his attention, at least for a while.

			At the time, I didn’t realize that our close relationship was abnormal for a man in his late twenties and a girl in her early teens. I didn’t realize it was abnormal that we kissed one time, and I had to get up and check my underwear because they were wet, and I didn’t understand why.

			After that, I noticed that my coach paid me special attention in a way that felt confusing and unpredictable. Sometimes, he was extra kind and thoughtful, and other times it felt like he was taking out a personal vendetta on me in front of my teammates. Over time, I found myself uncomfortable with how involved he was in my life. The tiresome saga came to an end when I graduated high school and moved to Baltimore for college, though it took much longer than that to process his impact on me.

			As years passed, I had boyfriends—well, boys who were friends, and boys who were more than friends. In retrospect, I’m not sure how much mind I truly paid those relationships. It was as if every interaction fell under a hazy veil of “I like him. Let’s see where this goes.” More often than not, it didn’t go at all. There were heartbreaks and assholes, and of course unrequited, out-of-the-blue crushes on long-term friends. (The agony!)

			There was also the unwanted attention from boys—like the guy who came back to my room my freshman year of college and, despite me telling him that I didn’t want to have sex, decided that he did, and that that was more important. I remember pushing him off me and forcing him out of my apartment. The next morning, I went for a four-hour swim to clear my mind, and memories of my swim coach began to resurface and insert themselves into the mix. Two experiences with abusive men left me feeling like I was crawling out of my own skin. I hadn’t yet used words like, “boundaries, “abuse,” “sexual assault,” or “rape” to describe what had happened. I was terrified that admitting these words to myself would be life altering. I might never be able to go back to the way I was before. It took me a long time to understand how to talk about these moments and the power in owning my own story. I’m still working on it.

			Despite how much we loved each other, my mother and I butted heads as I got older. It’s hard to remember exactly why, just that everything she did felt wrong. She cared too much. She didn’t say the right thing. She embarrassed me. We walked on eggshells around each other for a while, often ending our interactions with yelling or slamming doors. Still, when I was eighteen years old, she paid for me to have breast reduction surgery, and I was grateful. As a young girl with a large chest, I had been constantly aware of my big boobs—how to manage them, the way they looked, or the way other people looked at me because of them. This one part of my body didn’t fit me. I admired girls with small chests, who didn’t have to wear bras or worry about their cleavage and the icky attention it drew. It wasn’t something I thought of on my own—my mom had had the surgery, and she posed breast reduction as an option. Overnight, I was down two cup sizes. The recovery was intense, but the relief was immediate.

			I’ve never regretted having breast reduction surgery, but looking back, I do wonder what might have happened if I talked more about why I wanted the surgery and how to love myself and the body I had first, the same way I wonder what would have changed if I had talked about my coach or the guy in college. I feel shaken when I realize just how the effects of a silencing, patriarchal culture have manifested in my own life. But young Mia didn’t know what she didn’t know, and I won’t let her feel shame for that.

			When I was twenty-three, I moved from Maryland to San Diego. My entire thought process went like this: My friends are doing it, and I don’t have anything keeping me here, so why not?

			For my parents, particularly my mom, the transition was hard. It broke her heart that I wanted to be so far away from her. She called me crying almost weekly, while my dad simply reminded me to “Have fun, baby,” even when his voice sounded sad. I knew they missed me, but underneath the temporary sorrow, they still supported me the way they always had. Cheering me on. Calling the lanes “aisles.” Wrapping me in a towel. A few years after I moved to San Diego, they packed up the small house I grew up in and began a new chapter in Destin, Florida.

			Across the country, the sunny-and-70 adventure turned into almost ten years in San Diego. The city changed me in ways that I’m still discovering, but two big revelations feel clear.

			The first: I found a career I loved. With a communications degree, I wasn’t sure how to narrow down a broad set of skills, like knowing how to talk to people and write well. I knew I could tell stories, but what did that translate into? I spent close to a year juggling part-time jobs at a surf shop and as an executive assistant before I met Jamie. That changed everything.

			Jamie had started a communications agency in 2012, now called Mixte Communications, that supports environmental and social justice organizations in San Diego. I still remember the outfit I wore to my first interview: a black cotton dress with tiny flowers and buttons down the middle, and a pair of black Vans with holes in the toes. We had an incredible conversation for more than two hours, and the following week, I became the company’s first full-time employee.

			Each day after that, I rode my bike to Jamie’s condo a few miles from my house and spent the day in her second bedroom-turned-office. We sat at our desks facing opposite directions, wheeling around in our chairs to verbally workshop whatever was on our minds. One day, Jamie turned to me with tears in her eyes.

			“I’m getting a divorce,” she confessed shakily, admitting she didn’t know what that would mean for anything—including me.

			“I’m not going anywhere,” I reassured her. “We’ll figure it out.”

			After that, we became not only colleagues but very close friends. When she moved out of her condo, I followed her to all the places she relocated, dutifully showing up each day to new friends’ houses and coffee shops for work. On the weekends and after work, we’d hang out and watch movies, go on bike rides, and explore San Diego together. When we weren’t on bikes, we took trips in her 1981 Vanagon up the coast for an adventurous combination of work and play. In my eyes, Jamie had it all figured out. Even in her hard moments, my confidence in her never wavered.

			The second way San Diego changed me? I realized I wasn’t straight.

			I vaguely remember the first time I met KC. I was twenty-five and had just started working at Mixte. One day, Jamie took me to her favorite bike shop in San Diego, which happened to be where KC worked. I watched them wrap my handlebars in red tape with careful focus and precision. Then I said thank you, and we left. There was nothing exceptional or memorable about that particular interaction, except for when I look back and realize that it was the beginning.

			Two years passed before I crossed paths with KC again. This time, they owned their own bike shop and were active and outspoken about making biking accessible for all people. As our lives mutually centered on bikes, we began to see a lot more of each other—on group rides, at community events, art shows, and the like. Through these interactions, I began to see them. Their gritty sense of humor. Their stained hands, neck tattoos, and strawberry-blonde curls peeking out from under their hat. Their consistently mismatched socks. How they never tried to impress anyone. How their laugh made everyone around them smile—including me.

			We eventually began hanging out as friends, spending our days going to the Anza Borrego desert or to a Dolly Parton show, and evenings on my back patio, talking and looking up at the sky as they smoked cigarettes and I drank beer. We made each other art. We texted constantly. When I left on trips, they were the last person I’d see. When I got back from trips, they were the first person I’d call—I never could wait to show them all the photos. When we spent time in groups, we were never far from each other’s side. They came to events I hosted to support me, driving me home afterward and telling me they were proud of me. I showed up to their bike shop to support them, whispering that I was proud of them too. We flirted and laughed and snuck in compliments about each other subtly, the way people do when they’re trying to figure out if someone likes them back.

			One year, I won a contest hosted by New Belgium Brewing that gave me the opportunity to trade in my very old car and use only a bicycle for a year. When I won, I gave the prize money to KC and asked them to build me a custom bike.

			“The only thing I know is that I want enormous panniers,” I told them, sitting in their bike shop on a Sunday morning, hungover.

			“Mia, I’ve seen you bike commuting for years. I already know how I’m going to build your bike,” they said. “You just have to trust me. Do you?”

			“I trust you,” I told them, smiling.

			I became infatuated with the person I saw—this person full of creativity, talent, and wit, with a big heart for the people they cared for.

			The first time we kissed, they had invited me camping with them and a few friends. In the tent that night, I planted my lips on theirs from the safety of my sleeping bag. The next day, I called my parents to tell them the simple truth: I was pansexual.

			I was met with initial silence, followed by a simple question: “Are you happy?”

			“Yes, I am.”

			“Then that’s all that matters to us,” they said simply, followed cautiously by, “Also, what is pansexual?”

			I smiled to myself as I told them it means being attracted to people regardless of their gender.

			When I remember the acceptance from my parents in this moment, I always tear up, especially knowing how unusual this experience is for too many LGBTQIA+ people.

			So yeah, life was good for a while. I had a job I loved while doing work that mattered. I was understanding my own sexuality, and I had a partner who made me feel a way I’d never felt before.

			A few months passed like this before KC called to tell me it would be best if we stopped seeing each other. I was stunned. Out of stubbornness and a sheer inability to understand what they were saying, I called a Lyft to drive me to their shop. I cried the whole way there, and when the poor driver asked where I was headed, I said, “To convince my partner to not break up with me,” and continued sobbing in his backseat.

			Ultimately, it wasn’t worth the cringeworthy drive; nothing came of talking to them. They’d made up their mind and barely made eye contact with me as they told me we were done. I texted them after I left, desperately seeking clarity while trying not to appear as distraught as I felt. They ignored my messages.

			Barely a week later, I got an email reminder for the upcoming trip to Alaska that KC and I had planned together. I decided to go alone. Fuck it—I wouldn’t let our breakup keep me from doing something I wanted to do.

			So I went. Alone. I camped, explored, hiked, drank beer, and asked strangers to take pictures of me as I tried to not look sad in front of pretty stuff. But no amount of guided glacier tours and fresh air made me any less distraught about my situation. One minute I could’ve sworn we were happy. The next minute, they’d brushed me off. Like I was disposable. Like we hadn’t known each other for years. Like I hadn’t loved them.

			On my last day in Alaska, social media served me a picture of KC camping with their ex-girlfriend. It had been less than a month since we’d split, and they had already moved on with a girl they used to date—or maybe had been dating this whole time? Did everyone know I’d been so quickly replaced? Did I ever even matter at all? It was like I’d walked into a cement wall, and all the healing I’d been stitching together unraveled. I left Alaska the next day.

			When I got home, a combination of internet stalking and talking with friends made my new reality clear: They were together, and I had been blocked—both literally and emotionally. I had already been devastated about the abrupt loss of a special person in my life. It didn’t take long for that devastation to become bitterness—the kind of bitter where you cringe when you see happy couples holding hands. I avoided hanging out with friends in happy relationships because pretending to be happy was exhausting. After almost a year, the confusion, anger, and longing for closure faded into the dull acceptance that we simply weren’t in each other’s lives anymore.

			To cope with heartbreak, I buried myself in work, which after a year, meant burnout. I’d been working exceptionally long days and making more mistakes than I ever used to, missing deadlines and sending emails to important clients with glaring typos or entire sentences missing. More importantly, I didn’t feel like myself. I cried. A lot. I lost my purpose and passion for the work. I couldn’t shut my brain or my heart off, even though it was what I wanted most desperately to do.

			When I started to lose my footing, I craved being able to talk to someone who knew Mixte but wasn’t in the day-to-day of it with me. I hadn’t talked to KC in a year, but I texted them impulsively anyway.

			Hey, can you talk?

			Thirty seconds later, they called me.

			“I think I need to leave Mixte,” I choked. I couldn’t believe I had said the words out loud or who I had said them to. The whole situation was a mindfuck. Finally admitting to myself that I had to leave the company I’d helped build brought on a wave of emotions I was barely ready to face. I had tethered my identity to Mixte so tightly—what would I be without it? It was like I would lose myself in the abyss of the world, like the astronaut in that movie who goes outside to fix the ship and accidentally floats off into space.

			“You can do anything,” KC said. “You’re the most amazing person I know.”

			Their support only made me cry. Suddenly I stopped thinking about Mixte, and the ache I had worked to bury for the past year came rushing back to the surface, demanding to be felt. The wound of losing the person I had loved was instantly fresh all over again. I had no idea what to do—with any of it.

			A few months later, in the spring of 2018, I found myself saying goodbye to a job that had defined me for years. I untangled myself from long relationships with clients, colleagues, and even Jamie—at least as my boss. And while a piece of me felt lost without her by my side day in and day out, there was another piece of me that acknowledged the quiet liberation of being able to enjoy our friendship without the undercurrent of her as my supervisor.

			“I have no idea what I’m doing, Jamie, but I think I have to go,” I told her as tears welled in my eyes. “I will always love you and Mixte, and I’m so grateful for every opportunity you’ve given me.”

			“I know,” Jamie said, putting her hand on mine. “And as your friend, I’m not going anywhere.”

			I nodded, at a loss for words. A blink sent the tears spilling down my cheeks.

			#

			Meanwhile, that phone call with KC had brought us barreling back into each other’s lives. After our short conversation about Mixte, we didn’t really stop talking, despite the fact that they were in a relationship with someone else. At first it was a few texts. Another phone call. A few more texts and a few more phone calls. After a few weeks, we developed the habit of talking on the phone almost every night. We always started out light and humorous before drifting back to the achingly familiar long stretches of silence. It wasn’t long until we started to acknowledge what the silence implied, telling each other the truth of what brought both of us to the phone every night: we missed each other. We missed each other’s voices, laughs, and company.

			One night, I got brave enough to ask if they ever regretted ending things.

			“I play the what-if game,” they said hesitantly, “but it’s not a good game. It never gets me anywhere.”

			“Well . . . everything happens for a reason, right?” I responded with my untimely optimism. “You just have to do what’s best for you.”

			“Yea-a-ah,” they said slowly, as if their mind had wandered off. As if they didn’t believe me. I also didn’t believe me. I wanted to be with KC.

			Despite being so confused, I didn’t push any harder for clarity from them. Instead, I relished this time with just the two of us in our own space, the way it used to be. My nightly routine of climbing into bed and pulling the covers up over my head as we talked for hours made me feel like we were in our own world—a world that no one knew about except us. It felt precious and tender. Untainted by anything or anyone else. But I also didn’t trust it or know if it was real, which made it hurt. More times than not, our calls left me with conflicting emotions—energized yet empty, alive yet alone—which usually resulted in crying myself to sleep. To me, we were clearly in love with each other, but we were still so far from being together

			The first time I saw them in person again, they were exactly as I remembered, which made me feel weak and comforted all at once. We drank too much for too long. Outside one of our favorite bars, they played delicately with a ring on my finger in between drunken laughs.

			“Were you in love with me?” they asked suddenly.

			The question surprised me. I almost thought they were joking, but when I looked at them, I could tell they were serious, their gray-blue eyes fixed on me earnestly.

			“Yes.”

			Then, they kissed me, and we spent a stolen, foggy night together.

			In the morning, I couldn’t face myself. Not only did I feel hungover, I felt like a terrible person to my core. They were in a relationship with someone else. I didn’t want to be a homewrecker; I was just in love. And if I was being honest with myself, which I finally was, my feelings for KC had never gone away.

			Tormented, my self-doubt and anxiety hit an all-time high as I questioned my own character and moral compass. What had I done?

			Finally, I told KC I needed to know what we were doing. While they didn’t know what the future held for us, they promised to break up with their girlfriend so we could figure it out. I felt a familiar tightness clenched in my chest. I didn’t know right from wrong or up from down, and the Mia-KC saga resembled a twisted game with tons of collateral damage and no real resolution. We resumed our emotional and physical intimacy as if no time had passed. But time had passed. And that time had been defined by unreconciled hurt and sadness.

			Over the next few months, we attempted to find moments of lightness in our relationship 2.0, but the foundation was undeniably shaky and unsettled. One night, I met them at a bar, and they had their ex-girlfriend’s dog with them. They assured me they were just doing their ex a favor. Another day, I drove past them on the street while they were running an errand, also for their ex. A favor. My friends urged me not to trust them while the rose-colored mantra in my head went something like this: If we just spend more time together, if we just talk more, if we just make more new, happy memories, I will eventually trust them again, and the ground will stabilize beneath us. It will get better.

			One evening, we were in the kitchen making dinner after spending a night out with their friends. We had a nice time, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that they all knew something I didn’t. I caught them darting looks at KC that I didn’t understand, as if they were speaking a language I didn’t speak.

			When KC and I got home, I propped myself up on the counter as they searched the kitchen to find the utensils. Suddenly, as they were shuffling through drawers, I started to cry, and I couldn’t stop. I had my head in my hands, sobbing while they looked for the forks.

			They stood in front of me with their hands on my knees, asking why I was crying.

			Without thinking, I said, “I don’t trust you anymore.”

			Hands still on my knees, they hung their head. They didn’t argue with me or try to convince me otherwise. Instead, they said, “You shouldn’t.”

			That’s when I learned that new, happy memories can’t fix what’s still broken.

			On a rollercoaster of temporary bliss, turmoil, and every red flag imaginable, I carried on loving them. I knew the other shoe was going to drop, and it was going to be awful, but I couldn’t walk away. KC would tell me they loved me, they always had and always would. My friends and family warned me. I’d tell KC I loved them back. They would spend the night. I’d cry the next day, then invite them back. They’d text me, and I’d be happy. They wouldn’t text me back, and I’d feel anxious. Warnings. Crying. Texting. Anxiety. Round and round we went.

			A few weeks later, I was at breakfast with my family when I got a text from KC that said:

			She knows about you, and she’s really mad. I don’t know what she’s going to do. I’m sorry.

			As I stared at my phone, my heart sank into my stomach. I suddenly felt nauseous. My vision tunneled and blurred on the sides, the way it does just before you pass out. The shoe had dropped. When I called KC, the defeated voice on the other end told me their ex had demanded to see their phone and had read our texts. She knew everything.

			I was confused. Why would you let your ex-girlfriend go through your phone? Why didn’t you just say no? This doesn’t make sense.

			In a moment that was both excruciatingly slow and instantaneous, it clicked: KC had never broken up with her at all. I had been the other woman all this time. 

			KC didn’t have to say it; in fact, they never did. I hung up the phone, swirling in a collection of feelings I knew all too well. I couldn’t believe I’d thought it would be different this time. I couldn’t believe how naive I’d been, that after everything, I was here, heartbroken by the same fucking person.

			San Diego changed for me after that. With Mixte and KC both gone, a light inside me went out. I felt broken. Places I used to cherish lost their magic, and I started avoiding them for fear of running into KC or someone who would recognize me in relation to them. When I had to go to those places, I’d be so overcome with memories that I just wanted to—and often did—cry and leave. A city that had once been full of excitement and possibility became a collection of places that didn’t feel safe—emotional minefields of things I once loved. Paramore’s “Fake Happy” played on repeat as my carefully chosen bike routes took me the long way home, avoiding anywhere that might unleash the flow of painful memories I didn’t know how to manage. San Diego was caving in on me, and I was caving in on myself.

			I don’t remember when I got the idea to leave, but once I did, it became impossible to think of anything else. Instead of a week in Alaska, this time I wanted to spend a few months driving around the country.

			My trip was initially just to get out of San Diego, but with further thought and more conversation, it transformed into an opportunity to meet women and gender nonconforming people who embodied everything I felt like I had lost: courage, bravery, determination, purpose, and wisdom.

			I longed for exposure to ways of life that jolted me awake. I wanted to find myself overcome with inspiration and possibility so immense and so grand that I couldn’t help but feel alive—everything I felt achingly far away from in San Diego.
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			I went all in. I gave up two-wheeled transport and bought a 1999 Toyota Previa, a car KC had once told me they liked because it “looked like a spaceship.” Funny how you can want so badly to get away from someone and want to keep them close at the same time, I thought. I took too many freelance jobs at once and, instead of putting a third of that income aside for taxes, I poured it all into getting my van ready for the trip, leaving her at the mechanic for weeks and paying thousands of dollars for them to replace anything that seemed problematic for such a long journey. I also bought a lot of equipment I thought I would need for months on the road, like a Goal Zero battery to charge electronics, camping equipment, and various other things (snacks) to make life on the road easier. I took out the seats, and my friends built a wooden bed out of two-by-fours for the back of my van. I ordered a three-inch memory foam pad to fit. I bought a series of long, thin Tupperware containers to store clothes, toiletries, cameras, and other miscellaneous provisions, and I tucked my mid-length surfboard underneath the wooden bed frame next to the extra engine oil and tire pressure gauge. Finally, I topped the bed with a quilt from my grandmother and two pillows.

			One day, I was telling a friend about my trip, and he suggested I meet his friend, Erin. She was just getting certified as a life coach and needed practice hours, and I was apparently an excellent candidate for some coaching on life.

			Erin and I started talking once a week over the phone leading up to my trip. She listened as I shared everything going through my mind and reflected things back to me objectively, helping expand my perspective and making her one of my closest confidants. She gently challenged my negative self-talk and any limiting beliefs I had about myself while sweetly supporting the journey I was preparing for. To that end, I began calling her “sweet Erin.”

			The final, hardest piece to figure out was where I would go and who I would talk to. I had no idea what I was doing and felt a tremendous amount of impostor syndrome, which I coped with by becoming hyper-organized. I started a detailed spreadsheet outlining exactly what city I’d be in for exactly how many days, with exactly who I’d talk to and exactly where I would stay. The only concrete date I had was in October for my friend Steph’s wedding on the East Coast. I planned everything else around that with so much precision that there was zero margin for error.

			My roommate and one of my best friends, Kaley, pointed out that I wasn’t accounting for possibilities of life on the road, such as a postponed interview, a mechanical issue with my car, or a spontaneous detour. She made the case that there was only so much planning I could do, and the rest would fall into place. If I tried to do it all now, it would only be more painful later when I inevitably had to change plans. Even though I knew she was right, this perceived lack of organization made me deeply uncomfortable at a time when I craved control over something.

			As I got ready to leave, sans spreadsheet, my self-doubt gained momentum. What qualifies me for this adventure? Why would anyone talk to me? What if I do it wrong? What if I run out of money? What will I do when I come back? When will I come back, and who will I be when I do?

			Still swimming in my sea of self-doubt a few days before my trip, I went surfing with my friend Cori—three-time longboard world champion, queer environmental activist, city council member, and one of my personal heroes. Cori’s unwavering commitment to justice, demonstrated at one point when she quit professional surfing because the industry didn’t accept or support her as a gay woman, drew me to interview her for a piece I was writing a for a magazine. We’d become friends after that, going for the occasional surf whenever I got lucky enough to align my schedule with hers.

			As we paddled next to each other, I mentioned my trip to Cori, still grappling with how to explain it in a way that felt right.

			“I’ve been planning this trip around the country to talk to women and gender nonconforming people who are living in unconventional ways,” I told her before the self-sabotage began. “But I don’t know what I’m going to do with any of it, and there are so many other people doing similar work out there that I might not. It might be too redundant—I don’t know that anyone will care.”

			I’ll never forget the way Cori stopped dead in her tracks and reached her hand out to grab the rail of my surfboard. She looked me so squarely in the eyes that it startled me.

			“Don’t ever say that,” she said, her eyes a crisp, bright blue. “Your project will be different because it’s coming from you. No one will ever create what you create, because no one else is you.”

			After that moment with Cori, I settled on one straightforward statement that was enough to get me to day one: just try. I didn’t know if I was the “right” one to do this, whatever that meant, but I was going to do it anyway. I didn’t have much money, but I had enough to go. I didn’t have a vision for where I saw myself in the next five or ten years or a way to explain the future gap in my resume. I didn’t have a backup plan. I didn’t have a perfectly planned spreadsheet. I didn’t even have a car from the twenty-first century.

			None of it mattered.

			What mattered was that I needed to do something about the layer of perpetual gray that covered everything. I wanted to see in color again. I longed to rediscover my self-worth and self-love, my general enthusiasm for life, my sense of potential and possibility that had slowly slipped away from me. My entire being felt fueled by the fear of waking up twenty years down the road, listless and depleted. No spark. No drive. No joy. Unable to see the beauty around me or feel the life within me.

			I wanted to be as simple and unfettered as a little seed dancing with the wind across unfamiliar places, but that felt unfathomably far away. I had no clue where to begin, but I couldn’t stay. Without knowing much, I knew the best way to start was to go.

		

	
		
			2

			“I’ll go anywhere I can admire nature. 
She is the grand architect—the best artist I know of.”

			August 1—Malibu, California 1 day on the road, 151 miles

			Anna Gudauskas (formerly Anna Ehrgott) and I had friends in common but had never gotten to know each other. I admired her surf adventures in remote places around the world, and I enjoyed watching her from an environmentally conscious, entrepreneurial perspective; she made handmade board bags from recycled materials like fabric and old coffee sacks. When our mutual friend Sarah suggested I connect with her, I reached out over Instagram, and she agreed to meet up at a beach near her house.

			When the day came, Kaley and I drove my Previa a few hours up to Malibu to surf and meet Anna.

			“I hope we make it back to San Diego,” Kaley said as we drove north, only half-kidding. “It still freaks me out that the engine is under your seat.”

			“Me too,” I said with a slight laugh, trying not to think about it and freak myself out too.

			It was a hot, sunny Southern California afternoon, and the waves were small and perfect. I surfed until my skin was pink and the sun began to set, turning the sky beautiful shades of lavender. When Anna arrived, she waved to us with one arm as she tucked her longboard under the other and jogged across the street to meet us.

			Suddenly, I felt a burst of nerves. Anna was not only the first person I would talk to on my adventure—she was also about my age and already so many things that I longed to be, like an amazing surfer who traveled and advocated for a better and more sustainable world. What if I had to justify my project? What if she thought it was a dumb idea? What if I ran out of things to ask? How personal was too personal, and what was so impersonal that it felt shallow? Would she feel comfortable enough to answer? Suddenly, the realization that I didn’t know her at all and that I didn’t actually know how any of this project would go, set in.
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			“Kaley, I just got nervous,” I whispered. “What if I say the wrong things, or she thinks this whole thing is lame? What if I’m lame?”

			“She wouldn’t be here if she thought you or your project were lame,” Kaley said. “Don’t worry. You’re going to be great. I’m here too. I won’t let it get awkward.”

			Before I had a chance to think more about it, Anna kicked off her handwoven sandals and gave me and Kaley a hug before we made our seats in the warm Malibu sand.

			“If you’re comfortable with it, Anna, I’d love to record our conversation,” I said. “Mostly so I can be present now and still remember all the details later.”

			“Oh, no problem,” she said, giving me permission to open the voice recording app on my phone and press start, setting it on the towel between us. I had so many things to ask that I barely knew where to begin, so I jumped into what seemed most approachable: her travels.

			“Traveling taught me that the world isn’t a place to be terrified of—and to trust myself,” she said as we began talking. “Now I plan strange surf trips to destinations a lot of people don’t have on their radars. I’ll spend hours and hours on Google Earth, researching to find remote surf breaks.”

			I laughed. She’s right—they are untraditional surf trips, like Alaska or Iceland. I became inspired scrolling through snapshots of crystal-blue water surrounded by white-capped mountains and snowy hillsides. Anna often wore the thickest wetsuit I’d ever seen, smiling with purple lips. Her adventures captured surfing in a whole new light, exposing more depth than the mainstream marketing of sun-kissed women in bikinis holding surfboards. Surfing felt more real and raw to me because of Anna.

			“What I seek from travel has changed over the years,” she said. “First, it was a selfish pursuit of surfing good waves, eating good food, and coming back tan. In retrospect, what I remember most from every trip is my connection with people. I remember a kid I met, or a Buddhist temple I stumbled across, or something I learned from people I shared a meal with. That’s what’s most moving to me; that’s where I want to put more energy moving forward.”

			As she spoke, I noticed the reflection of the moon beginning to cast a white glow over the ocean ripples. The sand between my toes. The light breeze. The periwinkle horizon. We all paused, swept up in the moment.

			“I’ll go anywhere I can admire nature,” Anna said, looking around. “She’s the grand architect—the best artist I know of. And we’re a part of nature. Yet someone going on a hike might think it’s not okay to go off the path or touch the trees or walk in the grass. Why shouldn’t we roll around in the dirt?” she questioned. “I wonder sometimes why I feel this way and others don’t. I think it comes down to the way I was raised. I grew up in Topanga, not far from here, where the suburban areas aren’t separate from nature. There aren’t paved areas and sidewalks and gates and then nature. There are houses built out of wood under an oak tree next to a creek and a dirt lot and mountain lions. Humans feel like a part of nature there, which makes me feel like nature is my home and that I need to take care of it.”

			“As opposed to feeling like we’re separate from nature, and we need to stay away from it,” I offered. “That perspective probably translates easily to surfing too.”

			“Yes, exactly,” Anna said, nodding.

			“So, as an entrepreneur who has this beautiful perspective on nature and sees so much of the world, how do you think that plays out in your business?”

			“I got horrible advice from somebody once,” Anna said. “They told me, ‘Don’t try to save the world with your first business.’ And it just ate away at me. It would kill me to know that I’m making a product that’s degrading the earth. My business started when I was looking to buy a board bag, and I realized that everything was cheaply made and would probably fall apart within a year. So I thought, okay, I need to step up and do this. The bags I make repurpose scraps of fabric and coffee bean sacks from roasters around Los Angeles that import coffee from around the world. I try to use ones from fair-trade, organic coffee because I feel like that’s a nice sentiment to put into the board bag.”

			Kaley, Anna, and I continued chatting about how beautiful it was to have things that are one of a kind—surfboard bags, travels, and friends.

			“I like when I have travel friends who will do low-budget things with me and dirtbag around a bit,” Anna said with a laugh.

			“Kaley is my dirtbag travel friend,” I chuckled, putting my hand on her knee so she knew it was with love.

			“Yeah, we have the van to prove it,” Kaley added.

			“Those people are super special!” Anna said excitedly as she continued talking about the friends she often finds herself traveling with.

			As we began talking about the impact Anna’s friends and family have had on her, she shared something unexpected.

			“You know, my dad passed away over a year ago, and in the beginning, I was sure it was the worst thing to ever happen to me,” she said. “I bottled it up because if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to get through the day. Looking back, I think that was the worst thing I could have done.”

			Kaley, whose dad had passed in June, shared, “I see my dad more in nature than I ever could have imagined, so I’m more aware of nature now because I feel like that’s where his spirit comes through to me. I’ve always loved being out in nature, but it has a different meaning to me now.”

			“If you think about it physically, humans become nature,” Anna said. “I can only imagine the same is true spiritually. For me, I still feel like I’m chipping away at it. Every day I spend a good amount of time thinking about the kind of person he was, what he meant to me, what he taught me, and the things I’m going to miss as well as the things I’m going to learn. I’m learning to be more gentle with other people as well, with the understanding that everyone is going through something. It’s funny,” she continued, “going through something like losing a parent puts you in this club of people who have suffered and experienced extreme pain, and you get so much closer to people who have lost people they loved or been through trauma.”

			“I read a cool quote the other day, because obviously I’ve been reading a lot of books about grief,” Kaley shared. “It said something along the lines of, ‘I know when I see people now who have true joy; they’ve done the hard work and gone through something fucking huge’—to put it in my own words. And it put everything into perspective for me, because I know joy in a different way now than I did before my dad died.”

			“Yes!” Anna exclaimed. “I feel that too. It’s like the bottom has dropped out, so the whole scale is extreme. And the lower you go, the more potential you have to go high. You just feel more. I was always the happy, positive one in my friend circles, and it became hard for me to learn how to ask for help from people when I needed it in order to find that joy again.”

			“I mean, when you’re grieving a loss, everything is hard,” Kaley said. “Ordering a coffee can feel brutal just because.”

			I hadn’t known Anna had also lost her dad in a sudden way, similarly to Kaley. As I watched them talk about the experience of losing a father, my mind spun around the words “grief” and “loss.” Perhaps I was a bit more like Anna than I’d realized—trying to maintain the optimistic disposition people recognized in me and not wanting to burden anyone with feelings of despair.

			The conversation began drawing to a close along with the day. Snapping back to the present moment, I thanked Anna for sharing so much with us and asked what advice she would give to young people who want to do good in the world.

			“I started my business because nobody else was doing it,” Anna said. “So my message to anyone would be to start a creative venture or some hobby that is your own thing and pour all your energy into it. Everything is connected, and every skill set you acquire has a place in your life. Even if you don’t get monetary value from it, it adds so much into your life. That in itself is valuable beyond measure.”

			I smiled. How many times had it seemed like the various things I loved were nothing more than a random collection of hobbies that operated in siloes: surfing, photography, writing, drawing, travel, and so on? Yet when they managed to overlap—like in this moment—it felt serendipitous.

			Darkness triggered the streetlights to flicker on as we stood and brushed the sand off ourselves.

			“Thank you so much,” I told Anna. “It’s wonderful to learn more about you and hear more of your story.”

			We hugged and headed toward our respective cars and cities. On the road back to San Diego, a small wave of relief and pride washed over me. The first interview was done. Even though there had been a few moments of anxiety on my end, the conversation had flowed naturally overall, and Anna had felt safe enough to open up, which was important to me. I’d finally put action behind something I had only been talking about up until this point, and it filled me with gratification. This was the trial run I needed to show myself that I could actually do this trip around the country. Maybe people wouldn’t think my questions were dumb or that I was lame. Maybe they’d be like Anna: open and honest, vulnerable and reflective. Perhaps they’d even be happy to have someone to talk to.
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