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    * The following pages contain depictions of depression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts, sexual assault, and other written topics, which some readers may find disturbing.
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Time is a series of house fires. We’re engulfed in the heat of yesterday and passion transports us to a heavenly state of mind. Blueprints in the making. We’re an eternity of nuance. All our lives we float through success and under failure, but need we not forget, every ending hones a new beginning. Everything is as it will be, but we are much greater than who we once were. All the daily burdens can be good fortune in disguise. We blaze and burn and are taken to the ground, but watch as we flourish better all over again.

        

    

[image: Image]





Introduction

I’ve always felt a level of mental displacement and physical dysphoria in my brief existence in this world. Things are never fully right, and when they are, they rarely maintain a sense of ease, stability, or remain situated in their permanent, or perceived to be, places, and I’ve frequently fought the notion the world could so easily be black and white. It’s complex and so are we. I’m reminded time and time again: Just because things are bad sometimes doesn’t mean they will be that way forever. And, likewise, just because happy moments don’t bolster endless effervescence doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy them while you embrace them in your arms.

This perpetual struggle, however, has fueled a growing anxiety over time. Like a shadowy creature, it wraps a set of thin, bony hands around my life’s throat—even when I’m not fully aware of it—gripping silently and slowly until a smoky vignette closes in around me, until I’m engulfed in darkness. Or, taking a “glass half-full” perspective, this general sense of (sometimes sweat-inducing) curiosity has led me to question seemingly all of the day’s wonders—from if God’s classification of “him” was a creation by men to hang a forgoing power over women since the very beginning of time, to why the fuck are eggs mainly classified as a breakfast food when they’re clearly delicious enough to not remain exclusive to morning meals?

Who wrote all these rules? I have notes and just want to talk!

There are millions of potential algorithms that lead to why we are the way we are, how we become the people eventually we become, and although I think we’ll ultimately never pinpoint one singular cause, I won’t allow it to halt my search for today’s many hidden answers.

Life’s wildly too short to blindly accept all the automated responses, and it’s too complex to believe in singular outcomes. There are seven billion people in this world and 52,850 light-years of galaxy around us. I refuse to believe we actually fully know anything at all. Our current understanding is that of a star amongst an ocean of nebulas. Our mere existence is malleable, so why not push the shapes our perspectives can take?

Why would anyone choose a sphere after discovering a great icosahedron exists? The search is where the fruit lies, and for me, it’s always sweetest after the long haul. Come now, let’s forage for nectarines.

In my first book, A Work in Progress, I reflected on the past—sliding across the surface of general details and simple stories from my youngest of years; offering a loving glimpse into Midwestern childhood whimsy and closeted teenage fantasy; stumbling into good fortune—and all the little pieces of how I’m putting together the puzzle that is myself.

In my second book, Note to Self, I released the painful truths of my then present, allowing those secrets to scream validity out of their void, and explored complex feelings rooted in sorrow dripping from a broken heart: the weight of wandering aimlessly into adulthood, the terror of wanting to take my own life, and the less written joys of dancing in the warm, euphoric unknown that comes from being free to be careless.

In this book, House Fires, I would like to question the increasing severity of the human experience in these modern times; the clarity that comes with transitioning away from childhood and into adulthood; the struggles, triumphs, confusion, magic, exhaustion, liberation, and all that lies in between. From camaraderie to sex to religion to casualty to identity to enlightenment, and beyond, this book explores all the lesser discussed facets of humanity in pursuit of nuanced vulnerability—an open examination of yesterday’s corners and tomorrow’s cosmos. These pages depict an autopsy of all my emotions.

For those who have followed along since the beginning, you’re in for a real cherry on top of this trilogy sundae. If you are joining here as a first-time reader, that’s wonderful too. You don’t need to know the past to bask in the honest present, so this collection of writing is also wholeheartedly for you. Plus, the previous book is very very sad, and I don’t want to put anyone through that depiction of heartache again. Well, you may cry here too, so don’t drop your guard yet.

Your teens and your twenties are an eternal journey around the Talladega Superspeedway, and my jaw drops as I accelerate around every corner. I’m on my way out of the described “most influential time in a person’s life,” and although it remains uneasy, it’s one hell of a nonsensical journey, and I’m honored to take part in it. Just when I think I have an aspect of it locked down—whether it be finance, routine, friendship, purpose, or romance—I peek over a new ledge and drop down, hurtling into a triple loop-de-loop spiral and humbled by another wobbled landing.

Things rarely remain serene. Things never seem to maintain the same. Just when you get a grip on one page of your existence, the next slips through your fingers, and it honestly seems like that cycle will continue forever. How PEACHY is that? Right sometimes. Wrong all the others.

Truth, and it’s the last thing most people want to read about, is: I’m happy most of the time nowadays. I’ve finally located a balance in these tornado times, but it wasn’t without effort or practice, and who knows how long it will last. But, all I know is I’m here right now and I couldn’t smile bigger writing those words.

Over the past three years, I’ve been marinating in the young adulthood experience and I have a lot to say. Whether it be love, drugs, sex, religion, euphoria, trauma, triumph, heaven, or hell, it’s all in here. And this, what you’re reading, is everything I have now. All of it. This is brutal vulnerability in its rawest form, and similar to before, my words are wildly imperfect at times, but they are real and come directly from my heart of hearts, so I only ask that you open yours and take an interstellar dip with me into the chaos. My horizons are panoramic, and these perspectives have never been this crystal. And trust my words here, I am very well aware: Just because things are peaceful here in my present doesn’t mean they were always this way, and it sure as hell doesn’t properly convey the tall fires I walked through to arrive at this doorstep.

Adolescence is bliss and adulthood can be brutal, but the in-between is where the two intertwine in madness and in love.

This house may not yet be home, and many others have burned to the ground wrapped in warm fire along the way, but oh, I’ll gladly dance in purgatory from sunup to sundown. You can count on it.
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Chapter One A Room Full of Mirrors


It’s an odd time to be queer because a future is no longer a luxury.

The other day I realized how the fog surrounding the years in front of me formed there in the first place. It was an early morning amidst a California autumn (much warmer than you may think, and honestly, warmer than I’d like it to be). After putting away last night’s clean dishes, warming up a kettle of water, and downing the tart coffee that followed, I pulled on my running apparel and was off to the streets for an unwinding sixty minutes of energy-induced endorphins. Bliss. Usually during my daily sunrise escapes, I entertain my mind by allowing it to wander, ponder, and get lost freely in a thought train. Today’s staggeringly prolific topic (for me, at least) dawned on me while moving through one of America’s queer arteries, the aorta if you will: West Hollywood, known for its rainbow sidewalks, thunderous drag queens, overpriced vodka sodas, relocated assemblage of twink clones, and the most visible male midriffs you’ll ever spot in a single metropolitan area.

Rounding the corner somewhere between Sunset and Santa Monica, speeding past several versions of the humans just described, I began to wonder out of seemingly nowhere: Have I ever properly seen what lies in the future? And does it simmer down to the fact that millions of LGBTQIA+ people just like me never made it to a destination much farther than where I’m at now, for a multitude of reasons? Before the twenty-first century, queer people were never given the chance to properly eat the fruits of their days due to violence, persecution, disease, bigotry, hatred, and general careless abandonment pouring in from all directions. Not a single chance. At the time, most were set up to be let down as soon as they spoke their truth, and for those who did voice their opinions, many were blatantly ignored and left unaided by higher governmental powers during the AIDS crisis in the eighties and nineties. Many, of course, evaded the horrors and survived the unimaginable pain of those decades, but they are few and far between when compared to their heterosexual coupled counterparts who exist without question.

It wasn’t until very recently that LGBTQIA+ people have even been given the chance to live a “normal” life. If you were privileged enough to come out as a teenager in the recent years of the twenty-first century, fall into the open arms of familial acceptance, and live in a geographical location where you didn’t face persecution, you must realize: This has never happened. EVER. In all of human history. You are trailblazing an era of hope and freedom. And, because I fall into most of those unparalleled categories of pure fortune, I now know why it’s been nearly impossible for me to picture my future: It’s almost never been done before. Or, at the very least, it’s incredibly scarce, and that uniqueness must be acknowledged.

There are barely any living examples existing in my personal life’s blueprint to show me the way to tomorrow; no gentleman to invite me over to his home, introduce me to his husband, dog, adopted children, tell me about his twenty-year professorship at the nearby university, babble on about just having paid off his heavy student loans, cook an impressive meal he’s too modest to fully boast about, whisper about current celebrity gossip, etc. A person to offer me an impressive array of beverages, snacks, and life’s little luxuries along the way to their den or sitting room (oh wow, imagine a gay sitting room… chic as fuck), thus sharing with me a little something otherwise known as Gay Adulthood. I’m obviously stretching across many stereotypes here, but this is a heavy topic and I don’t want to bring you down into a dark basement already, all right? There are plenty of opportunities to do that with my own life’s musings let alone a fictional burgundy-cashmere-cardigan-wearing man with a well-mannered silver-haired companion who goes exclusively by Christoph. Not Chris. Not Christian. Not Christopher. CHRISTOPH! Behind every lined jacket is sewn a golden thread of the truth—guys, gals, and nonbinary pals. Or, at the very least, in modern, urban, queer North America, the potential for validity is strong in this one. Champagne? Purified lemon-mint water? Gah, God love you. Okay, I’ll stop with the clichéd lunacy. Let’s proceed.

Now I’ve officially gone off the rails and onto the laughably fictitious gravel road. I’m kidding. Don’t mindfully roast me. Anyways, I do know that older queer people obviously exist in today’s timeline (I’ve met them in all their beautiful shapes and sizes), but there aren’t as many of them as there could be. They don’t exist in the quantity that should have been. Millions of potential futures were lost during a gruesome and downright shameful period in global history. It’s not like HIV/AIDS had an easy cure to be swiftly developed, but absolutely NOTHING was done for a struggling community and that’s unspeakably insidious. For the ones who did live through this tragedy, they continued on through an unimaginably heavy period of persecution. My struggles with being out, loud, and proud are a sliver amongst their forest. Only years ago, it was universally dangerous, and like in countless countries around the world today, even, completely illegal. Regardless, I’m coming from a good, curious, yet confused place here, so allow me to work through this with you knowing that I may make a few mistakes.

It’s become increasingly more difficult to picture me in a life like that of my parents—a married couple of thirty-five years with four children living peacefully in a small Midwestern town. Now, this could be a sign of the times, a direct result of my unprecedented career path, this gay conundrum I’ve proposed, or countless other impossible factors that will no doubt send me into a panicky spiral. WE DON’T NEEED TO GO THERE, yet. Do you remember the origami paper fortune-telling contraptions you used to make as kids? You’d take a sheet of 11- by 8.5-inch computer paper, fold it into various triangles, while writing various vague life questions on each flap, then you’d proceed to add numbers, colors, a new fold, another question, etc. The end resulted in an intriguing little toy laced with potential personal tidbits demanding innocent honesty of you. I don’t remember much about that game or the specific time I played it, but I do often think about the point in the game where the “How many children will you have?” question would present itself like a rare Pokémon. I’d choose a number, the game host would open and close the paper toy the designated amount of times, and my fate was sealed.

I always chose four because I come from a family of six, so it seemed fitting to desire the outcome I myself got. Also, odd numbers freak me out, but that’s something I’ll leave for my therapist to dissect. The reason this question is particularly poignant (there were many others, of course) is because, even then, I couldn’t picture myself with a wife, thus how could I imagine an adult life with kids in it? Even if by some biblical miracle I ever came out (surprise bitch! haHA), my destiny seemed to undoubtedly be different than any journey I’d ever come in contact with. It was scarce that I met anyone who was adopted and even more rare to find someone with two gay parents. The latter never happened, by the way. Well, it did, but it took two whole decades to do so. I met a boy who told me he had two moms while we were on a first date together. He was too cool and I attribute that fully to his lesbian upbringing.

The predetermined future presented to me on a single-item dinner menu at an extremely overrated restaurant was quickly deemed impossible in my young mind—impossible to plan, impossible to actualize, impossible to ever have for myself. And, that unsettledness made my prepubescent soul radiate six shades of queasy.

There were approximately 62,000,000 married heterosexual couples in all of the US in 2019. There were approximately 568,000 married homosexual couples in the US. That means 0.009 percent of all the couples you know are same-sex couples. I’m a numbers person, so researching those simple statistics blew my mind to smithereens. NO WONDER I FEEL SO ALONE AND CONFUSED… IT’S BECAUSE I KINDA AM. Not even kinda! If I’m lucky, I’m a 1/100? That’s fucked! There aren’t a lot of pathways to watch, study, and one day decide to wander down. Do you genuinely think I even know one hundred couples? Huh? Do you??? Gun to my head, I’m not even sure I can name the first and last names of one hundred individuals in my life. ALONE. All signs point to ALONE. I need to set out for a moment to gather myself before I lose the rest of this moldy muffin I call a mind. If there were a time to take up chain-smoking slim French Gauloises (don’t look at me like that), now would be the optimal time.

Let’s add some technicolor to the dooming statistics above. The past can eat shit in comparison to the promise the future holds for LGBTQIA+ people. It’s nowhere but up from here. And, luckily, since many things have yet to be done by us (be elected president of the United States, be an astronaut who stands on the moon, win an Olympic gold medal in Solo Synchronized Swimming… well, just kidding, we all know ONLY gays have won that… I digress) the world is our oyster! If we flip the trope on its head, the act of never being here before means this experience really should be something exhilarating! There’s unbound, infinite potential bubbling behind living the modern-day privileged LGBTQIA+ lifestyle. In a way, we all have been gifted a little of it purely by existing in these modern times. By growing up in the twenty-first century, with marriage equality, common workplace protection laws, and copious amounts of media representation, we’re on our way toward the typical melancholic existence our straight peers currently have, and that our valiant elders have fought tirelessly for decades to obtain for us all. So, now that we’re on the cusp of total equality, with it currently sliding across our calorically deprived taste buds… now what? Sis, we’re basically here, what do we do now? You don’t work for months to stop a few miles before a marathon’s finish line. You cross it at all costs. No looking back. Defeat isn’t even an option.

Don’t get me wrong: The fight for equality across the board is never out of sight, and we have so much work to do, but things are better than ever. It’s undeniable. And that progress breeds potential. And potential emits hope. So, I can’t help but ponder what it’s actually like to live a full gay life (coming to a theater near you!). Let’s not entertain the mere concept of equality, but let’s see it performed live in-person at its sold-out stadium tour.

As I wrapped up the final steps of my lengthy run, I approached the final hurtle in the form of a crosswalk hidden among blazing Los Angeles traffic. Every morning I approach this specific path, I wonder if the timing will be right. Will I land on this street in between red lights and engine silence or will it be during peak rush hour with horns blaring and rubber burning? Truth is, no matter the outcome, I know I can take the right-of-way. It’s my virtue to pass over this hurdle, onto the parched concrete, and through these blurry, white lines. It may be dangerous. I may lock eyes with chaos. I could just as easily avoid this stress by pausing for a more relaxed moment. Or, on the contrary, I could assert myself, thrust forward, and speed onward toward my home nestled in the distance. A dangerous game is rarely won without taking a little risk.
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