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Dear Reader,

You could have picked up so many other books to read, but you chose 
this one. So, first and foremost, thank you for that.

The question of what it means to be a gay man, and where I fit in with my 
community, is something I’ve spent a lot of time pondering since I first 
came out as a graduate student in 2005. As you can imagine, there’s no one 
answer to this question, but that doesn’t make the struggle to come to some 
sort of understanding with oneself and one’s place among others any less 
significant.

Let’s Get Back to the Party is a fictionalized imagining of this conflict through 
the very different experiences of two very different men: Sebastian Mote, 
who cares too much about the past, and Oscar Burnham, who cares too 
little about it. But the novel, at least as I intended it, isn’t meant to choose 
sides. To me, it’s about mutual understanding and respect—which is where 
love starts.

I hope you and your book club find something to connect with in these 
pages, or at the very least to discuss and debate (discussion and debate 
themselves being ways of connecting). Any moment of recognition, 
however significant or slight, will make having written this novel worthwhile.

Best,

Zak Salih

A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR



Sebastian speaks in the past tense, Oscar in the 
present tense. Why do you think this is? What 
does the choice of narrative tense say about each 
character’s fixations on—and fears of—the past and 
the present? And why, when Sebastian and Oscar 
share an intimate moment at the end of the novel, 
do their narrative voices briefly switch?

Generational envy plays a predominant role in this 
story. In Arthur, Sebastian sees the out and open 
youth he could have had for himself; in Sean, Oscar 
sees a radicalism he finds wanting in a community 
focused on marriage equality. How are Sebastian 
and Oscar misguided in their obsessions? Does ev-
ery generation crave the innocence or experience 
of the generations before and after it?

Which of the principal narrators, Sebastian or 
Oscar, did you most identify with? Did that change 
at all? If so, what moment changed it for you? Did 
the author intend one character to be right and the 
other wrong? Which would you most want to meet 
in real life? What would you talk about?

Advertisements that target the needs and desires 
of gay men are everywhere in this novel—on bus 
stops, on T-shirts, on parade floats, on smart-
phones. At one point, Oscar laments that “we 
arrived at equality years ago when we became just 
another demographic to be marketed to.” Is there 
any truth to that? Do corporate marketing oppor-
tunities somehow cheapen the struggle for social 
equality?

Oscar is preoccupied with visibility. In a moment 
of weakness, he even confesses to Sean that he 
doesn’t want to be invisible. What is it about in-
visibility that scares Oscar? Is it connected to his 
complaints about how equality robs people of any 

queerness? Why isn’t Sebastian bothered by this? 
Do you think he prefers to be invisible?

The novel’s two narrators are shaped in some way 
by the culture around them. For Sebastian, art 
both introduces him to his sexuality and contextu-
alizes his past. For Oscar, the early novels of Sean 
Stokes inspire him to act out against the conven-
tionalism he sees as a threat to gay culture. In what 
ways has cultural expression (including literature, 
film, and music) shaped your memories—and your 
place in the world?

Of all the works by Sean Stokes, it’s The Little 
Deaths Oscar isn’t keen on reading. This also hap-
pens to be the book that chronicles Sean’s personal 
experiences during the years of the AIDS plague—
experiences Oscar never had. Is Oscar really just 
wary of the book because it isn’t crammed with 
sexual escapades, or is there a larger fear at work 
here? Does his reluctance to read The Little Deaths 
say something about the reluctance of some people 
to confront historical trauma they have no direct 
relationship with?

Sex in Let’s Get Back to the Party is a means of 
discovery, rebellion, frustration, and even con-
solation—yet it’s almost always accompanied by 
feelings of sadness. Sean notes about Oscar that 
he’s “never seen someone so melancholy over his 
own come.” What are your thoughts on the vari-
ous sexual encounters in the novel? Why do you 
think sex—Oscar’s hookups, Sebastian’s casual 
encounter in a New York City hotel—comes with so 
much emotional baggage? Can it ever be just about 
pleasure?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR
LET’S GET BACK TO THE PARTY



The relationship between Oscar and Arthur is 
destroyed when Sebastian learns that Arthur sends 
nude photos of himself to people online—including 
Oscar. Is Sebastian more enraged at Arthur for 
taking the photos or at Oscar for sending them to 
him? Is he more distraught by the photos them-
selves or the relationship with Oscar they suggest? 
Is Sebastian right to confront Arthur the way he 
does?

 While Oscar and Sebastian reconnect in the 
novel’s first chapter, a significant amount of time 
passes before they actually meet up again. Why 
do you think that is? Is Sebastian right to resent 
Oscar for brushing him off for so long? How have 
smartphones made it easier for people like Oscar 
and Sebastian to connect with—or to avoid—one 
another?

 Oscar and Sebastian have completely different 
ideas about what it means to be gay. Is there one 
right or wrong way to belong to a specific com-
munity? Should there be any requirements? Is 
belonging to a cultural group about the behaviors 
you practice, or is it about something more than 
that? Think of your own cultural identity—what 
(if anything) makes you different from others who 
share that same identity?

 One of the scant lines about Oscar in Sean’s note-
book reads, “How to take someone like O. seriously?” 
Did you take Oscar seriously throughout the novel, 
despite his arrogance and his unwillingness to see 
a world beyond himself? How do you explain his 
perpetual fear of being judged by others? Why 
does Sean’s judgment in his letter to Oscar spark 
a change, rather than everything that happened 
before?

Let’s Get Back to the Party is bookended by the 
Obergefell v. Hodges marriage equality decision and 
the Pulse nightclub massacre in Orlando, Florida—
national events that happened almost a year apart 
from each other. Why do you think the novel takes 
place during this short period of time? How does 
the current state of the world shape your reading 
of the novel? Does it imbue the story with more 
hope or dread?

 The novel ends with Oscar and Sebastian joining 
up—one willingly, the other unwillingly—with a 
group of their peers. What does this suggest about 
the ways community can save us? Is it better to be 
on your own or to be part of a group? What do you 
think the lives of Oscar and Sebastian will look like 
ten years in the future?

 We’re never allowed into the minds of Sean and 
Arthur, despite the powerful influence they have 
on Oscar and Sebastian. Why do you think this is? 
What does it say about the feelings of envy and 
desire that drive so much of the story? How would 
this novel be different had Sean and Arthur told 
their own sides of the story? What do you think 
they would say?
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LET’S GET BACK TO THE PARTY



IN A FAUX-LEATHER TRUNK IN MY OFFICE, under shoe boxes of college newspaper clippings and floppy 
disks of adolescent short stories, are seven pages ripped from a yellow legal pad in the fall of 2005. 
Written on an otherwise uneventful afternoon at the University of Virginia (calm skies, library hush), 
the pages begin with the words I’m a gay man and end with the words Now it’s time to start living like 
one. Between these two declarative sentences, in handwriting that grows more frenetic as the pages go 
on, as if I knew I stood on the cusp of something new and frightening and that to stop writing meant 
the end of everything I was daring to do, is a letter I wrote to myself in the days before coming out. A 
sophomoric, operatic, but nevertheless genuine manifesto of who I wanted to be, how I wanted to live.
 This is not a phase—it’s something I’ve been denying and ignoring and trying to weasel my way 
out of for almost a decade. But I’m 23. Not getting any younger and filled with such an intense desire 
to fall in love with another guy that I can’t take it anymore.

[…]
If I don’t come out and become proud of my sexual orientation, then I will never  
know how it could have been.
[…]
My sexuality is not my choice or my fault. I will not be a burden or a black sheep of the 
family—even if they don’t appreciate me, I will not let them make me feel that way.  
I am still the same person I ever was. Now I can just be all of me around everyone.
[…]
This life is mine, no one else’s. No one has the right to pressure me into living  
a different life, even though I may have my own doubts at times.

At the top of these pages is a brief list of everyone I planned to come out to. My parents, my sisters, 
my grad school friends. There’s even a note to post these words on my AOL Instant Messenger profile. 
And I did it all in the space of several weeks in October. After a decade of repression, without even 
the luxury of satisfying my passions and urges in secret, I had no more patience to spare. I told my 
friend Blair in a parked car in a garage after dinner, told my friend Natalie on an evening walk by Scott 
Stadium, where the Rolling Stones were performing. I told my mother at a Chili’s in Charlottesville, my 
father in the family living room at dawn, my sisters in the hallway on their way to the bathroom. I had, 
of course, prepared for the worst. In my mind, I had already packed my bags and was at peace with my 
possible exile. If my coming out were to be a disaster, the fault, I knew, would be theirs and not mine.
 Unlike so many others before me (and, alas, so many still), I was fortunate. There was surprise 
and concern and adjustment—my mother, for example, telling me to be careful out there, as if being 
gay required one to apply for a handgun license. But I was accepted. I was loved. My luggage could  
stay where it was. I could stay where I was.
 I had done what I said I was going to do.
 I had come out.
 So now what?

IN SEARCH OF AUTHENTIC PRIDE
An Essay by Zak Salih



Twelve years later, in the winter of 2017, I left my comfortable office job and sat down to write the first 
draft of what would become Let’s Get Back to the Party. The urge was the same: If I didn’t try to commit 
myself to writing, to risk discomfort in the pursuit of something inextricably linked to my spirit, I would 
never know how it might have been.
 In many ways, the novel was an answer to the question of what I should do as a gay man, how 
I should live as part of a generation sandwiched by years of plague I was born too late to identify with 
and an era of growing queer visibility of which I was born too early to take advantage. Here I was, in my 
mid-thirties, pulled between the past and the future and wondering what I had to show for it. Not just 
the experiences most of us have: first loves, broken hearts, missed connections, forgetful encounters, 
evenings of public pride and private shame, empowering friendships. Not just the cultural messages like 
highway billboards telling you how your body should look, who you should sleep with, how you should 
spend your Saturday nights, why you should (or shouldn’t) get married. But the larger obligations we 
carry to our ancestors, our successors. To the living and the dead.
 There is, of course, no one right way to live as a gay man, just as there is no one right way to 
live as a human being. But what it took me years to learn is what my two protagonists, the estranged 
childhood friends Sebastian Mote and Oscar Burnham, are forced to confront in the space of a single 
year that begins with the social victory of marriage equality and ends with the tragedy at the Pulse 
nightclub in Orlando. Two men who couldn’t be more different: one of them melancholic, one of them 
manic; one of them drawn dangerously toward an idealized vision of queer futures, one of them pulled 
dangerously back to an idealized vision of queer pasts. Both of them, through their unhinged relation-
ships with gay men from the generations around them, reflecting my own restless search for communal 
meaning, for an authentic pride that’s less about brilliant rainbow crowds and more about how to live in 
your head, alone.
 It doesn’t matter if you’re an Oscar or a Sebastian. Gayness (or queerness, for that matter) is 
as much about community as it is about individual identity. We all exist on an unavoidable continuum: 
Sometimes we’re the future, sometimes we’re the present, and sometimes we belong to the past. As 
sad or as angry as we can be about lives and experiences denied to us, we are all, in our glorious messi-
ness, in our respective outrages, in this together.
 I sometimes wonder how I’ll think about this novel in 2037, at age fifty. What will the world be 
like then? Will I wish I was still the person writing these words now instead of the person looking back 
on the past? Will I long for the world we’re living in now or be content in the 
world that awaits us? Whether for better or worse, our lives will undoubtedly 
change. They’ll change and change until we die. And for me, the fiery heart of 
Let’s Get Back to the Party is about the inevitability of this change, what it does 
to us as individuals, as communities. It’s about finding some precarious balance 
between the past, the present, and the future. It’s about the most important 
lesson I learned since I first put those words, I’m a gay man, down on paper: 
However we choose to live, sometimes it’s enough just to be alive.



The relationship between my 
sexuality and literature began, 
as it does for many gay men, 
in secret. Erotic passages 
in paperback horror novels, 
diagrams in impossibly heavy 
medical books in my parents’ 
basement, panels in comic 
books for mature readers—my 
interests at the time, as you can 
imagine, had little to do with 
language. Then the internet 
came along, and that was the 
end of that.

Years later, on the other side 
of coming to terms with who I 
was, I discovered an incredible 
library of queer literature: 
novels, memoirs, plays, and 
poems—a library I no longer felt 
compelled to read curled away 
in obscure corners of libraries 
or bookstores. This time, I 
wasn’t reading for titillation. 
I was reading for consolation 
and inspiration, for a sense 
of history, of experience. Of 
community.

There are too many queer works 
by too many queer writers to 
make up a list of favorites that 
wouldn’t drag on interminably. 
(There are also, shamefully, 
too many important books I 
have yet to read.) These five, 
however, are ones from which  
I continue to learn.

ANGELS IN AMERICA by Tony Kushner
I first came upon this masterful play via the HBO miniseries, and 
subsequently read it on the cusp of coming out. There is, to my 
mind, no other literary work that captures the tumult of being gay 
in America at the end of the twentieth century: the shame and 
stigma; the humor and love; the personal made political. 

HOW TO WRITE AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOVEL  
by Alexander Chee
“Write for your dead,” Chee says. “Tell them a story. What are 
you doing with this life? Let them hold you accountable.” I tried  
to follow this advice with Let’s Get Back to the Party. Chee’s 
brilliant collection of essays feels not like a haphazard compilation 
of pieces but a mosaic of advice on how to live: as queer, as 
human, and as a writer.

THE ELUSIVE EMBRACE by Daniel Mendelsohn
Blending personal history with literary criticism, Mendelsohn’s 
memoir of existing in “the middle voice” is my favorite in a 
wonderfully extensive list of works that tackle the complexities of 
life as a gay man: in this case, the duality of pleasure-seeking and 
parenthood. It’s a profoundly moving work I encourage everyone 
to read.

DEATH IN VENICE by Thomas Mann
If you’re mature enough to look beyond the elevator pitch of “old 
man lusts after young boy,” you’ll hopefully find in this slim novel, 
as I have, a haunting meditation on how desire can all too easily 
consume us. Mann brings together two things I think about all the 
time: beauty, yes, but also the passing of time (and its inevitable 
final destination).

THE ARGONAUTS by Maggie Nelson
“Some people find pleasure in aligning themselves with an identity 
. . . But there can also be a horror in doing so, not to mention 
an impossibility.” I am in constant awe of Nelson’s book and the 
complicated ways she (and the theorists she summons forth) 
makes me feel about queerness and queer identity.

5 LGBTQ BOOKS THAT SHAPED ME



Let’s Get Back to the Party is a novel concerned with duality: of ideas, of moods, of voices. 
That duality played a big part in the music I listened to while thinking and writing about 
Sebastian and Oscar. Some of the songs in this playlist appear in the novel itself; others 
simply echo the spirits of its two characters. All of them, to my ear, embody the many 

different ways we try to cope with the passing of time. 

Head over to Spotify to give them a listen: http://spoti.fi/3abEPX3

Track 1: “WOULDN’T IT BE NICE” BY THE BEACH BOYS (SEBASTIAN AND OSCAR)

Track 2: “EVERYTHING IN ITS RIGHT PLACE” BY RADIOHEAD (SEBASTIAN)

Track 3: “YOUR DISCO NEEDS YOU” BY KYLIE MINOGUE (OSCAR)

Track 4: “FEELS LIKE WE ONLY GO BACKWARDS” BY TAME IMPALA (SEBASTIAN)

Track 5: “TOUS LES GARÇONS ET LES FILLES” BY FRANÇOISE HARDY (OSCAR)

Track 6: “MOVIES” BY WEYES BLOOD (SEBASTIAN)

Track 7: “DON’T STOP THE MUSIC” BY RIHANNA (OSCAR)

Track 8: “VALSE” FROM HIROSHIMA, MON AMOUR BY GEORGES DELERUE  
(SEBASTIAN)

Track 9: “LEAVIN’ ME” BY BENT (OSCAR)

Track 10: “OPEN YOUR EYES” BY STRFKR (SEBASTIAN)

Track 11: “ALIVE” BY GOLDFRAPP (OSCAR)

Track 12: “GOD ONLY KNOWS” BY THE BEACH BOYS  
(SEBASTIAN AND OSCAR)

PLAYLIST



WATSON AND THE SHARK JOHN SINGLETON COPLEY 1778

THE MUSICIANS CARAVAGGIO 1595

I share with Sebastian Mote a love of art. I’m fascinated by the mysterious way paintings, 
sculptures, and photographs can conjure seemingly unrelated memories or sense 

experiences. Some of the works Sebastian reflects on I’ve had the pleasure of encountering 
in person (especially Copley’s Watson and the Shark, prominently displayed at the National 
Gallery of Art in my hometown of Washington, DC); some I’ve seen only in books. Here 

are my favorites of the many artworks mentioned, in detail or in passing, throughout  
Let’s Get Back to the Party. What sensations and memories do they conjure for you?

LET’S GET BACK TO THE ART



GAY LIBERATION GEORGE SEGAL 1992

PAOLO AND FRANCESCA (FROM PLATE 17 OF DANTE’S INFERNO)
GUSTAVE DORÉ 1857

 THE SWIMMING HOLE             THOMAS EAKINS 1884–1885


