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For my daughter






Suddenly I realize

That if I stepped out of my body I would break

Into blossom.

—James Wright, “A Blessing”







Most of the names and many identifying details have been changed. Some events and conversations have been reordered and/or combined for narrative purposes.
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At home in Henrico, Virginia, 1990s








Introduction

Her name was “Girl.” That’s it. I was in my third year of drama school at a classical acting conservatory and Girl was my character in the play Boys’ Life by Howard Korder. It’s a comedy about three young men navigating the complexities of adulthood, relationships, and sex. Because Girl was in only one scene, I wanted to make that one scene a scene. Girl is the lead character’s (Don) one-night stand. Don picks up Girl in the record store where she works. Then he sleeps with her, cheating on his girlfriend.

The scene opens, postcoital, with Girl babbling about her dreams. Don is guilt-ridden, too filled with his inner turmoil to hear her fanciful stories.

But then she starts talking about really crazy shit—incest in her past, aliens eating oranges, her anorexia. She says that she lied to him about working in the record store. That she does that sometimes, she lies. That maybe she’s been lying all along. Or maybe she’s even lying to him about lying, because actually? She does work in the record store, haha! Girl starts talking so wildly that it snaps Don out of his head and into the present moment, and that’s when he finally hears her.

It’s a turning point in the play. We see the once lighthearted Don finally grapple with the consequences of his immaturity. Girl functions as a catalyst for Don’s self-realization. That’s why she’s in only one scene, why she doesn’t have a name. Because the play isn’t about her—who it’s about is right there in the title: Boys’ Life.

I was glad to play this unnamed part. I’d already had some big leading roles during my time in drama school, so it was a relief to let the boys do the heavy lifting in this play. I got to be loose and free, knowing I wasn’t responsible for carrying the story. It was so fun. I loved playing Girl.



The director and I decided that Girl was OUT-THERE. My costume was a ripped T-shirt and underwear. I put on a bunch of temporary tattoos and stuck fake piercings on my lips, nose, and eyebrow. I wore messy hair, excessive black eyeliner. Dark lipstick. I moved with spindly arms, loose mouth, bobbing head. I didn’t sit like a lady; I sprawled. I was funny and the audience loved it! Girl was zany! And my peers delighted in seeing me, a conservative suburban Virginia girl, playing someone so out-there. Someone with tattoos.

I loved the response. I kept my tattoos on during nonperformance days because they made me feel tough. I took pleasure in surprising people with the contrast.

One night, during a performance when I was very loose, saying my lines and going through Girl’s wild movements—something happened.



Girl spoke to me.

Her voice came into my head out of nowhere; a complete surprise. I am more than what you’re giving me, she said.

My lines remained the same, but in the middle of that performance, everything—the way I approach acting, the way I think about people—changed. I’d written Girl off as just tattoos and black eyeliner. A crazy person. But I am more, she said. Listen to me. So, I did. And what she told me broke my heart.

Girl wasn’t crazy. It’s that Don wasn’t listening to her…. She had just shared her body with him, was telling him her dreams. But he’s so consumed by his own guilt, he barely registers her. That’s why Girl had to get crazy, make a scene. Just to be heard.



Growing up, I was taught to never make scenes. It’s unbecoming. Unladylike. As a kid, I held back so much. And whenever I reached a breaking point—the accumulated feelings avalanching out of me in tears or tantrums—I found that to be ineffective too. No one heard my words; they only heard the tone and responded by saying things like “Whoa, you’re intense” or “Calm down” or “Why can’t you just be grateful?” Patronizing, reductive phrases that made me feel even worse. It’s probably why I love theater so much: it’s the only place where it felt acceptable—nay, commendable—to have big feelings.

At the end of the scene in Boys’ Life, Don gets freaked-out and tries to leave Girl’s apartment. No, wait. Stay, she says, realizing she’s gone too far. She doesn’t want him to go; what does it say about her if he leaves? She begs him, flatters him. She apologizes. She tries to have sex with him again—and that’s the tactic that finally works. Don gets back into her bed. Girl blows out her candle, the stage goes black, and that’s the end of the scene. She never appears in the play again.

Boys’ Life was written in 1988, well before the world of the internet as we know it. But Girl’s appearance in it feels relevant today: whenever we encounter public figures, we’re often only getting one short scene—an Instagram picture, a fifteen-second video, a clickbait headline—and judging it. The scene ends, and the ensuing public commentary becomes the play. It’s like how I’d initially interpreted Girl. I read her one scene and got carried away with my own narrative about her…. She works in a record store! She has casual sex! She tells crazy stories! She is OUT-THERE! I’m gonna give her intense makeup and tattoooooooos!

But then she spoke to me and I finally listened—really listened—to her. I stopped thinking of her as a girl making a scene, and started thinking about the scenes that made the girl. When I did that, when I took the time to look deeper, it changed my life and my craft for the better.

The stories in this book are memories of the people and events that have shaped my humanity and determined the direction of my life. Just because Boys’ Life only gives Girl one scene in the play doesn’t mean we have to. Her story doesn’t end when the scene ends. She has a future. She has a history. That’s what I’m trying to do with this book. To tell the story of my own inner Girl, ya know? Give her a few more scenes.
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In New York City, 2006






Lucky Bucks

My heart dropped down to the bottom of my feet. The only other time I’d had that feeling was when my dad was very sick, and I saw him collapse because he couldn’t breathe. As his airway constricted, his eyes glazed in panic. His arms reached out around him as if for balance, for air, for anything at all, until he fell to the floor. Terror and love and helplessness flooded every cell of my body; a feeling as dull as underwater voices and sharp as a needle piercing your chest. And when I first saw Rob, when my heart dropped to the bottom of my feet again, it was a lot like that, but good.

Years later, Rob would admit to me that when he first saw me, he felt all the air leaving his lungs. That I took his breath away. Not because I was some hot thang, but because I was a surprise. He hadn’t expected me.

Because I came in the wrong entrance. It was my first day of training as a waitress at a trendy New York restaurant called XYZ. Rob was the maître d’, so he stood at the front of the restaurant, behind the host stand. I did everything wrong that day. They told me that trainees should arrive wearing black. My previous waitressing job had been at at a hip cocktail bar in Union Square, where the dress code was: something sexy, but NO denim. So, I took the “wear black” directive as the same, and I wore a cute strapless black minidress. Trainees and staff were supposed to enter through the service door, but I didn’t know that, so I walked straight through the front door of the restaurant in my black minidress. That’s when Rob looked up and I saw him and my heart dropped and he lost his breath. We both hid it, recovering quickly, becoming overly casual.

“Hi, where do I go?” I asked.

“Go?” he said, puzzled, not realizing I was a trainee.

“Oh, I’m a new waitress? I’m training today?” He looked at my dress, gave me a practiced, cool smile, and motioned to the back corner of the restaurant, where a group of trainees was gathered. They were all wearing formal black button-up shirts, pressed black slacks, and black dress shoes. My face turned bright red. Stupid minidress. They should have been more specific when they said wear black! But they let me train anyway, and I felt embarrassed the whole shift.

It was a large restaurant, and for the first month or so Rob and I didn’t interact much. But of course I was aware of Rob; everybody talked about him. As maître d’, who kinda ran the restaurant, he was the gatekeeper to the trendiest spot in town. Celebrities and finance bros gave him green handshakes to be sat immediately, floating right past fuming diners waiting for tables they’d had reservations for for months. Usually tourists, they’d protest, and it often got heated. But even when customers were screaming in his face, he always kept his cool. He was tall and lean with sculpted features, golden skin. He wore black Converse sneakers, blue jeans, and threadbare vintage T-shirts in muted colors that hung on his body just right. Somehow these clothes looked appropriate on him even though everyone else was in uniform. It was powerful and alluring to watch him at work—his casualness, the way he stood, hip cocked to the side, one foot on top of the other as he scanned the reservation screen. The way he’d lightly tell the hostesses what section to seat. Of course, that heart-falling-to-feet feeling had meant something. But I brushed it off as physical attraction. And when I heard, through waitresses’ whispers, that he was a model, I really wrote him off. No way, I thought. I date smart people, deep people. So Rob was a no-go. He was a model, he ran the restaurant, and everybody wanted him. I rolled my eyes—just another hot person in a city of hot people. Nothing special.

Sara was the one who made it happen. Sara was one of my first friends at XYZ. She was a waitress and an aspiring singer. She was thick, sexy, and confident. She had an Afro and pronounced her name “saw-raw,” trilling the r. She loved astrology and crystals. I wasn’t into that kind of stuff, but when Sara talked about it, I liked to listen.

One shift, as we were sneaking peanut butter cookies in one of the private party rooms, she started grilling me about boys. I got embarrassed, embarrassed about being single. Sara thought this was nothing to be ashamed of. Then she said, “You need to go talk to Robert. Something is going to happen there.”

I scoffed “Rob? The maître d’? For real? Ha. No way.”

She continued eating her cookie, ignoring my dismissive laughter. “The way he looks at you, Constance.”

My face flushed with heat. “He looks at everyone like that,” I stammered. “He’s a model. It’s posing. That’s what models do.”

She stared at me like I was stupid. Then she said, “Okay, so the way he tries to not look at you.”

I hadn’t spoken to him since that first day of training. She insisted I go talk to him. I was so scared I felt like hiding in a corner but I obeyed Sara because you had to obey Sara. I put down my peanut butter cookie and went to find him. It was a quiet time at the restaurant, 4:00 p.m., after the lunch crowd had cleared and before the dinner service. The servers were setting tables, folding napkins, polishing wineglasses. The afternoon light slanted onto the floor, casting shadows in the denim folds of Rob’s blue jeans as he stood at the host podium, where he organized the reservations and seating charts for the evening. My heart started racing. He was so hot.

He was reading a book. Perfect. I read lots of books. I walked up to him and casually asked what he was reading. It was a psychology textbook, he explained, because that’s what he was studying in grad school.

“Oh, but everyone said you’re a model.” I rolled my eyes, teasing him.

He smiled. “I was,” he said. “But not anymore.”

“Why not?”

He closed his book and considered me. “I guess it’s sort of an impermanent thing, you know?”

“Well… isn’t everything?” I responded with a shrug. I saw something catch in his throat as I flashed a sly smile, turned on a dime, and walked away, leaving him speechless. I felt his eyes and his speechlessness behind me. Holy SHIT! How had I done that? I had never done that before! Where the hell had that confidence come from? It was the first time I felt like I had enchanted a man. And this man?! It was a power that I didn’t know I could possibly have over someone.



Maybe a week after that, he asked if he could take me out to lunch sometime.

Dinner, I said.

Deal.

Our first date was at an awful restaurant. Stainless steel decor and orange mood lighting, it was like Italian-Japanese-Mexican-Texan-farm-to-table fusion. (My fault, I chose it.) But the conversation was exhilarating. I ordered a pomegranate cocktail that was disgusting but strong. I drank it all, sinking into a warm daze of discovery and excitement. After dinner, we walked around the city for hours, aimless, just talking. Time disappeared. At some point, we started holding hands. Eventually we ended up in this little park on the west side, a few blocks from the Hudson River. There was a playground that had frog sculpture things for kids. We sat on a nearby bench and laughed at them like what even are these frogs? and it was there by the frogs that he first kissed me, filling my body with ache.

First it was like—we really liked each other. We spent every night together. Staying up late, talking by candlelight about philosophy and the meaning of life. Former loves and what we’d learned from them. Faith, family. Our dreams and fears. We had a connection that felt cosmic. For the first few months, we often talked all night, forgetting time. We were never even drunk or high, except on each other.

Then it was laughter. Fooling around. After sex we’d both be so happy it made us silly. Him doing funny little naked dances. Me falling over giggling as I watched his dick swinging along with his dance moves. We once played this prank at a restaurant where we staged a fake argument, just to make a scene, amplifying the fight until people were looking at us. I stormed out of the restaurant in a pretend fury. He ran after me, and we both collapsed in laughter on the sidewalk, delighted by our own game, knowing that everyone in the restaurant was talking about that crazy fight they just witnessed. We had a plan to go to the fanciest restaurant in the city and order a nice craft beer, then pull his beer bong out of my purse and bong it in the middle of the restaurant. We never actually did that, but we did lots of similar little games. Dumb stuff like that was funny to us. Looking back, it sounds annoying and attention-seeking. And it was—we were calling attention to our joy so that others might share in it. In a naive way, we thought our pranks and outbursts were gifts to the world.

We had sex that was both loving and great fucking. We experimented and weren’t afraid or embarrassed to ask for what we needed, to try different things. We ate cookies in bed. Big cookies from a brand called Nana’s that we bought at Westerly Market around the corner from his apartment. We fell asleep holding each other and woke up that way too.

And finally it was love. It happened quite naturally. One late night, he told me to put my bare chest on top of his so we could feel our hearts beating together, so I did, and we really did feel each other’s heartbeats. It was a pleasure so delicate and fine, like a baby feeling the gentle brush of a feather on her eyelids for the first time, blinking and smiling at the new sensation. And while we were there, looking at each other, feeling each other’s heartbeats, we said “I love you” for the first time. We said it at the exact same second.

This sounds unbelievable, but sometimes we even dreamed the same dreams.

We still worked at XYZ together. He told me how sometimes, when he watched me talking to a table or serving a customer a drink, he’d feel so much insane love for me that he was overwhelmed with the urge to run and crash into me, like a damn linebacker. He never actually did it, but sometimes I’d glance up at him from my table and I could see it in his eyes. Like we both knew. Later we marveled at and theorized about that feeling. About how that’s what love was, wasn’t it? That’s why sex was what it was, we thought. You felt so wild about a person that you wanted to literally meld into each other. It was a need so strong it hurt. Painful that we had to live our lives in separate bodies.

His job as maître d’ required him to stay at the podium the whole shift, surrounded by pretty hostesses, but I was never jealous because they were my friends. Except for one, Penelope, who didn’t even work there anymore! When she came into the restaurant to visit, one of the hostesses told me she and Rob had made out a few times. While I wasn’t threatened, I was wildly jealous of her. She was blond and gorgeous and tall and went to Princeton. I knew Rob was impressed by intelligence. Even though I was smart, I was short and dark and had a degree from a performing arts college. Penelope’s visit brought out the worst in both of us—I was too naive then to know that it was uncool for a woman to be jealous and I talked openly about it. Rob told me that it actually made him feel good in a weird way, that I was possessive of him. A pompous sentiment, but he was too naive to censor it. There wasn’t any pretense. We just said what we felt and got mad or sad or irrational and forgave each other and somehow fell deeper in love because of it.



At work one of Rob’s duties was to give the hostesses little notes for them to deliver to the server. Those notes were called VIP dupes but they weren’t just for VIPs; sometimes they were special customer requests: “Birthday candle for man at table 12,” “Pre-authorized credit card at table 41,” “Peanut allergy for child at table 27,” etc. Most of the tables didn’t require VIP dupes, so you usually only got two or three dupes a night. But I got them all night, for every table. Whenever Rob sent a hostess to my section of the restaurant, he gave her a VIP dupe to pass on to me. They were usually little love notes or silly drawings of stick figures with dicks. Sometimes “I LOVE YOU!!!!!!!!!!!!” followed by a second dupe that continued “!!!!!!!!!!” Every VIP dupe I got from Rob flooded me with joy. It’s funny how reading those little slips of paper are some of my happiest memories. Just a little piece of paper. One time, he sent a hostess to my section with a VIP dupe attached to a plastic bag. Sometimes a guest would bring their own bottle of wine or a birthday cake, so I assumed that’s what was in the bag. But as soon as I saw the look on the hostess’s face I knew that something was up.

Barely able to contain her laughter, she handed me the bag. “This is from Rob,” she said. I opened it, stuck my hand in, and pulled out… one of his shoes! The hostess couldn’t hold it in anymore and we both burst out laughing. I looked at him from across the restaurant and there he was, cool as a cucumber, talking to a customer, knowing I was watching. I looked at his feet, and sure enough, there was his shoeless, socked foot stacked on top of his standing foot behind the podium. I told the hostess I was keeping the shoe for the whole shift. I watched her tell him that, and he looked over at me agape. I smiled back mischievously.

A few minutes later I gave a hostess a VIP dupe for him: “If you want your shoe back, come to the staff bathroom.” I sent her off and went down there to wait. He rushed in a minute later and play-wrestled with me for the shoe, which turned into covering me with kisses. We locked the door and kissed and pushed and played and then held each other and laughed. I tried to give him a blow job but couldn’t because I was also trying to hold the shoe behind my back and both of us were laughing too hard. He pulled me up and held my face in his hands, a stunned look in his eyes as he repeated, “I love you. I love you so much. You are my love.” Over and over again, as if it were a discovery each time. There were tables to wait on, customers to seat. But in that moment, in a grimy staff bathroom, me in my waitressing uniform, him in one shoe with his limp dick hanging out of his pants, in that moment there was just us and the miracle of love. Of having somehow found each other.



One day, we decided to jump out of a plane. It was fall, and the leaves were orange and red. They blurred past the windows of the bus we took upstate to a skydiving ranch in New Paltz, where we strapped up, hopped in a plane, and dropped out of the sky. We went tandem with professionals. They paired your tandem skydiver according to weight, so if you were small, you had a bigger tandem guy, and if you were big, you had a smaller one. My guy was a big Russian dude who kept telling jokes. Rob’s was a short, compact man who was very serious. Even though it had been Rob’s idea to skydive, he was nervous. But me? I was giggling the whole time, giggling on the plane ride up into the sky and giggling as I fell out of the plane door. Somehow, I didn’t have any fear. When you skydive, you don’t “jump” out. You are in the plane’s open doorway, holding the frame, and then you just sort of… let go. There’s so much pressure against your body and your lips that it doesn’t feel like falling; it feels hard, like a firehose blasting your whole body. Then you pull the chute and are jerked up from the firehose blast to find yourself suddenly floating, gently. Like a bubble. It was beautiful to look at the world this way. So high in the air, over the orange trees and green fields.

When we finally landed, I tried this runway technique they had taught us where you put your legs out in front of you at an angle to gently scrape the ground, to help you decelerate until you came to a stop. I was not very graceful. Rob looked more graceful, though he later said the second he put his legs out, the straps tightened around his balls, and he was like, OW, OW, OW. It made me laugh. We both had a juvenile sense of humor.

We went to a nearby café and got lunch and enjoyed being out of the city. By the time we got back on the bus, we were a nice kind of tired. With my head on his shoulder, and his leaned on top of mine, we fell asleep and stayed that way the whole ride back to the city.



After a year or so, we started calling each other “Buck.” It had started out as “Lovebug,” then morphed into “Bug.” It was just Bug for a while. If I had to leave earlier in the morning than he did, when I returned home I would see “BUG” spelled out on the bed with spoons and pencils and socks. We’d answer the phone and just say “Hiiii BuGGG,” really hitting the G like we were gulping. We hit the G so hard that one day, Bug became Buck. And Buck stuck. I haven’t called him anything but Buck since.

When we first fell in love he called it a “love seizure.” That initial excitement could not be sustained, so it waned, but it was replaced by something deeper. We grew up together. We talked about our problems. We listened to each other’s points of view and came to appreciate our differences. I helped him write his PhD application essays. He had great ideas, but he wasn’t good at syntax and rhythm and style. I enjoyed working with him. We took care of each other when we were sick, even when it was inconvenient. We made decisions together. When we both felt that our restaurant jobs compromised the energy we could be putting toward our actual goals—his PhD in psychology and my acting career—we discussed quitting the restaurant.

I was always bad with money and in a lot of debt, but I was also a Modern Woman and Feminist who refused financial help from him or anyone else, so I decided to continue waitressing. He was good with money and had plenty saved (being a maître d’ at a trendy NYC restaurant gets you a LOT of lucrative handshakes). He felt guilty for being able to quit the restaurant when I couldn’t, but we talked through it and my genuine support of his choice freed him from guilt. And seeing his freedom made me happy.

Working at XYZ wasn’t as fun without him around, so I got a different waitressing job that was closer to my apartment. He’d study while I was working, waiting for me to come home. At my new restaurant, they served these great tuna steaks, which they threw out if there were any left at the end of the night. They were sushi grade and really thick. Buck loved tuna steaks. So, whenever there were leftovers, I would take a couple home, where I’d sear them rare with a little salt and pepper and mustard while we caught up on each other’s day. Then we’d eat, our bodies close, in front of the TV watching So You Think You Can Dance or The Ultimate Fighter, feeling like kings for having such fine food for free. Later we’d microwave cheap mini-brownies in plastic dollar-store bowls and eat them hot.

After we’d been dating awhile, my sister Helen moved to the city with her boyfriend, Mike. The four of us quickly became a friend group. Of my three sisters, she was the one I’d grown closest to in adulthood. Mike and Rob really hit it off too. When Helen and Mike went out of town, we’d dog-sit for them and stay at their nice apartment on the Upper West Side, watching their TV, eating their good snacks, and panicking over any slight thing that happened with the dog (the dog was always fine).

One New Year’s Eve, Rob and I went over to their apartment. Helen made yummy hors d’oeuvres, and we played board games and drank several bottles of wine. We put a party hat on the dog that she kept shaking off. We listened to music and rolled around on the carpet, playing with the dog. It was relaxing and comfortable. We laughed about nothing and everything. Just the four of us. While I’ve had lots of lavish and exciting New Year’s Eves, that small, casual night of board games and laughter is still the nicest one I’ve ever had.

When he was in his final year of grad school, Rob was nervous about the GRE. He needed a good score for his PhD applications and he wasn’t great at standardized tests. The night before his GRE he was so stressed that he said he needed to be alone to focus, and I said of course and went to my own apartment. At 2:00 a.m., he called me and said, “I can’t sleep…. I’ve been trying for hours. I’m so nervous. Can you come over? I need you.” I jumped into a cab (that I couldn’t afford) in my pajamas and sped to him. He opened the door, his eyes in a panic. I loved him so much in that moment. We sat down in the kitchen, and he unloaded his worries under the fluorescent lights. He didn’t know if he was smart, he said. He really wanted to be smart. What if he didn’t get into any schools?

We got in bed, he put his head on my shoulder, and I stroked his hair and talked softly about nothing until he fell asleep. He ended up doing great on the GRE. He was going to go from being a model to being a person who would have “Dr.” in front of his name.



After a couple of years, I did a Shakespeare workshop where I met another guy who I probably had a connection with back then, but I was so incredibly in love with Rob I honestly didn’t notice. When I was with Rob, I didn’t notice anything else.

I really didn’t. I didn’t notice how serious he was becoming. How it was making me nervous. How he had stopped doing silly naked dances. How we didn’t have pretend fake fights in restaurants just for kicks. He was on his way to being a doctor. I was still in the same place: trying to be an actress. My trajectory wasn’t changing, but his was. And as I witnessed him go from cool guy model and maître d’ to PhD applicant, I began to feel insecure and insufficient. That insecurity started bleeding into my acting auditions and I wasn’t getting parts or even callbacks anymore. He’d ask me how my auditions went, trying to express support and interest. But I’d snap at him, embarrassed because I knew I didn’t get the part.


THE SCENE: AN UNFLATTERING PORTRAIT OF THE INSECURITY THAT LEADS TO THE END.

Rob and Constance sit on a crosstown bus in Manhattan. Constance seems irritated and self-conscious. Rob senses this and attempts to cheer her up.

ROB

How’d the audition go this morning? I told Kurt about it…. He loves that show!

(Constance, suddenly scowling, snaps at him.)

CONSTANCE

Ugh, why do you have to do that?

(Rob’s face falls with genuine empathy and apology as he sees her distress.)

ROB

Oh, I’m sorry, Buck…. What did I…?

CONSTANCE

It’s really fucking annoying when you ask me about my auditions.

ROB

Oh Buck, I’m sorry, I just know how important they are to you….

CONSTANCE

No they’re not! They’re NOT fucking important! And it’s fucking annoying when you act all “caring” about them.

ROB

…

CONSTANCE

Don’t give me that innocent look. You don’t get it. This is just an actor’s life. We do it every day! Not every audition is a big deal. And it’s fucking annoying when you get all excited over something that, like, I’d already forgotten. It makes me feel like shit. Like, when you ask me about every stupid audition, it’s really fucking shitty to do to an actor. It’s like you’re putting pressure on me. You just don’t get it; don’t talk to me about stuff you don’t get.

ROB

I’m really sorry, Buck.

(Constance holds back tears by storming to the back of the bus.)

(Rob doesn’t quite know what to do. After a moment, he goes to her, hat in hands, at the back of the bus.)

ROB

Hey. Buck. I’m sorry. I’m glad you told me, and I won’t do it again. (He tries to hold her hand.) Okay, Buck? I’m sorry.

(Constance, trying not to cry and full of horrible feelings she doesn’t understand, snatches her hand away. She won’t even look at him, because she knows it will make her cry. She can’t cry. The world will fall apart if anyone sees her cry. The only way to not cry is to stay silent and angry, so that’s what she does. When the bus reaches her stop, she gets off and the tears finally pour out, one after another, dropping onto the sidewalk as she buries her head and walks away.)



I wish I hadn’t snapped at him like that. I know that it was just because I was afraid and insecure, but I didn’t realize that then. I am still sorry I took it out on him. But my wonderful Buck, he never got defensive and never fought back. He simply saw that I was hurting, said sorry, and took care of me in the moment. He was a really good person. He knew not to take things personally when I was going through a rough time. Because, through it all—the meanness, the insecurities, the feelings of aloneness and shame—he really loved me.

And then he got into his PhD programs. One in Pennsylvania, one in DC, one in New York. He was leaning toward Pennsylvania. I was scared that he’d be leaving, but I hid those feelings; I didn’t want to taint his pride and happiness with my selfish fear. But hiding that fear meant I was hiding in general, and he started to hide too. One day he just said, “I think I’m going to Pennsylvania, and I don’t want you to come with me because that wouldn’t be fair to you because you’re an actress and you need to be here.”



Once, during the early days of our relationship, when the love was especially intense, he broke up with me for three days. It came out of nowhere. One morning, while we were cuddling in bed, he was wide-awake, but I was still half-asleep. I draped an arm over him and nestled into his shoulder, so happy I was practically cooing. As I continued dozing in his arms, he lay still and stared at the ceiling. Then, with an abrupt decisiveness, he said, “I want to break up with you. I am not ready for something this serious.” His face was neutral. His manner matter-of-fact.

I was shocked awake. I didn’t understand—less than a week prior, we had felt our hearts beat together and said “I love you” at the same time. I went home blurry with tears. At a loss, I called him when I got home and asked, “Are you sure?”

He was quiet for a long moment. “I… think so,” he replied.

I became desperate. I looked up advice on how to get your boyfriend back. Everything on the internet said that you had to act like you agreed with the breakup, pretend you weren’t upset. Like you wanted whatever made him happy. And if you were happy and independent, he’d realize what he lost and come crawling back. So, I did that, writing him a long letter full of acceptance and grace, letting him go. Three days later he came back to me more wildly in love than I ever thought possible.



So when he wanted to break up this time, I was armed and ready. It wasn’t like when we first started dating, where I expressed all my uncomfortable feelings even when it was uncool. I really had changed. I had learned manipulation, pretense. I acted calm and logical, agreeing with him that we should split. Pretending it was the practical, loving thing to do. We decided to have a great last summer together, and then leave each other at the end of it when he went off to grad school. And if one of us met someone else, we met someone else. My heart was broken but I thought I could fake my way into not feeling.

On the outside, I was serene. But inside, I became frantic. I decided to pursue another career to impress him, to show him I could change from actress to serious student too. I’d always had an interest in linguistics; I discovered that I could apply that interest toward a career in speech-language pathology. I enrolled in post-bacc classes and applied to master’s programs. I told him I was quitting acting, that I wanted to be steady and academic. Trying to prove I was independent, didn’t need him. He was confused but supportive and maybe a little sad.

I began talking to a writer whose work I loved. I had corresponded with him to tell him I was a fan. We started emailing every day. He was much older than me. I constantly talked about Rob, so he knew I had a boyfriend. But when Rob was out of town visiting a grad school, the writer asked to meet up. I said okay and met him at a burger joint. I smiled hard and laughed light the whole time but inside I felt wild and desperate, my eyeline zig-zagging around the room like a pinball machine. He was nice, my heart raced. Fake laughs came out of me like hiccups. He led me out to the sidewalk on his arm. It was an overcast New York day but somehow the gray sky felt aggressively bright. When he tried to kiss me, all I could think of was Rob…. My heart ached for my Buck. But I was pretending, manipulating, so I kissed him back.

I told Rob as soon as he got home, hoping to ignite a jealousy and possessiveness that would make him stay, make him love me like he used to. I was sitting at the kitchen table when I told him. It was a round acrylic table from Ikea that used to be white but had become scratched and gray. He was standing by the bookshelf across the room, putting some shirts away. “Buck… I need to tell you something. I’ve been talking to this writer…. We went out while you were gone and… he kissed me,” I confessed, heart pounding so hard that it felt like it could burst out of my skull. A pang of pain flashed across his face. He got quiet and something in us broke forever. We didn’t talk for a bit, but he forgave me. Buck always forgave me.

And then one day, it was over. I can’t remember how it happened, I really can’t. I don’t remember what was said or where we were. I don’t know who the first person I told was. I don’t know if I listened to sad music, I don’t remember if I stopped eating or if I binged on ice cream, I don’t remember how it felt. My mind sometimes blurs out painful experiences as an act of mercy. My breakup with Rob must have really hurt because it is gone from my memory.



When I think back on our relationship, parts of it seem cringeworthy and obnoxious. Those ridiculous faux fights in restaurants? Putting my heart on his heart and feeling them beat together and saying “I love you”? Part of me wants to groan and call it cheesy. Somewhere along the way, big feelings became foolish. Now that I’ve had more loves, I can see that what I had with Rob wasn’t that special, in context. Not that extraordinary in the scope of an entire life. When I think about how we were, I think, Ha, those young kids don’t know anything! They think they’re the first people to discover love.

But we really did.

Today, Buck and I are distant friends. We’re not regular presences in each other’s lives, but we might send an email every few years. It took a long time for me to get over him. For several years after the breakup, I still thought it might be possible to get back together. Then, when I knew that would never happen, he was the standard to whom I compared everyone else. I’ve had great loves since Rob, and smaller ones too. He was once my entire life, when I was young, when I thought of him every minute of the day. But then minutes became hours became days became months became years. Today, I only think of Rob on occasion. Maybe once a year.

He is now married to a wonderful Midwestern blond woman and they have three daughters. They have a house in the suburbs with trees and a big yard. He has his PhD and is a college professor. For a while, he was a stay-at-home dad so his wife could work full-time, and I thought that was really progressive and rad of them. He has become who he wanted to be, and more.

I’ve always found that the turning point in recovering from a breakup is when you can look back on memories with fondness, rather than pain. And I am so fond. I feel almost proud of him. Proud that this extraordinary person was a part of my life.

The next boyfriend I had after Rob broke into my email and read all of Rob’s old messages to me, because he suspected I was still in love with him. Of course I was, I will always love my Buck. I hadn’t been cheating, so that boyfriend didn’t find anything. But the passion of those old emails made him wild with jealousy. He made me permanently delete every email Rob ever sent to me and throw away every picture of us together. All I have now are a few photos my sister had. A poem he wrote me called “Holding All Else Constance.” One of his old T-shirts. A book he gave me for Christmas one year with a note tucked inside that said:


Love, like, laughter… not necessarily in that order. Looking forward.





I once heard that every seven years you are biologically a completely different person, on a cellular level. Some cells, like skin cells, turn over frequently, and others, like brain cells or bone cells, last longer, years. But all of our cells eventually die and are replaced by new ones. The longest-lasting cells in a human body live around seven years, so once they’re gone, once the longest-surviving cells in your body have turned over and been replaced, and your skin and hair and blood cells have already turned over many thousands of times, you are biologically a different person. No physical cells of the old you remain.

If that’s true, no cellular part of the me that loved Buck remains. But somehow, love remains. Once someone touches your heart, they can’t untouch it. Buck will always be my first great love, when love was still a miracle that could happen out of thin air. “I hadn’t expected you,” he’d said, “you were a surprise.”

There’s a window of time in life when you’re old enough for sex to not be new, but young enough to love without fear. It’s a small window. The miracle is that Rob and I found each other in that window, when I walked in the wrong door and my heart dropped to the bottom of my feet. “Something is going to happen there,” Sara told me before I abandoned my peanut butter cookie and found the courage to talk to him. When he’d said, “It’s sort of an impermanent thing, you know?” And I’d replied, smiling, “… Isn’t everything?” It was like we already knew. But we fell in love anyway and I am so glad. We were so lucky.






Montana Gold

In 1997, the legal age for employment in Virginia was fifteen years old, so when I turned fifteen, I immediately looked for a job because I wanted money for new clothes. I had frugal parents, two older sisters (double hand-me-downs), and a passion for fashion—earning my own money for cool clothes was a necessity. My previous work experience had been a little babysitting, which was boring and sporadic, so I applied for a counter job at McDonald’s. But they didn’t hire me.

After Mickey D’s rejected me, I moaned about it to my friend Jessica in chorus class. She said that the bakery where she worked was hiring and she’d put in a good word. And that’s how I got a job as a cashier at Montana Gold Bread Co.
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“There were times when | was reading Making a Scene
that | didn’t realize | was holding my breath; it’s that riveting
and personal.” —MINDY KALING, author of Why Not Me?
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