o B S _\_ K

* \..-‘{--,_‘v.: " __,fb V{'ld‘“ﬂk"ﬂl -f

- ."_ - _-_ ._ ‘ ‘B d-: L
= T T e e Y e v
&) . : s me =

T """.--'--q.‘
- . . & =
; T,
34 —q._..._.

f

WA TEETFAESRER B D




THE FULELSST() RX

CHAPTER I

Betore the Fall

Vs
&



CHAPTER ONE: BEFORE THE FALL

OCTOBER 2023—JANUARY 2024

This story does not begin with the moment someone hurt me. That would be wonderfully
convenient: introduce the villain, establish the victim, and quietly declare the moral
complexities resolved. Unfortunately, I am responsible for the first consequential choice in this

history.

Before there were accusations, there was affection. Before the silence, there were conversations.
Before the unanswered questions, there were moments when [ believed I had found someone
extraordinary. And before any of it, there was a decision. Mine. An uncomfortable admission,
certainly, but one worth making before I begin examining anybody else's conduct.

This story began with an affair. [ was in a committed relationship, and I knew the danger I was
introducing into the life I had already built. Medical scares, difficult circumstances, and
prolonged stress formed the context, but they did not excuse the choice. By October 24, 2023,
after quietly browsing hookup applications for some time, I was preparing to act.

Browsing, mind you. Like some pecuiiar Victorian gentieman admiring forbidden merchandise
through a shop window, fully aware that entering the establishment would create problems that
could not be resolved with an apologetic letter and a firm handshake. I looked. I wondered. I
occasionaliy entertained the possibilities. But I never followed through.

Until him. He had appeared before. There had been messages, photographs, invitations, and
opportunities that [ had declined. He was attractive. Quite extraordinarily so, at least to me.
And something about him had lodged itself in my imagination. I couldn't have explained
preciseiy what it was.

Attraction is an irritatingly irrational phenomenon. The human brain can perform
extraordinary feats of reasoning and still surrender its dignity because somebody has a
handsome face and an appealing smile. Mine was apparently no exception. I knew that I was
concealing something important. My existing relationship wasn't disclosed on my profile, and
the conversations took place within a context where secrecy had already become part of the
arrangement. I won't pretend that I was unaware of what I was doing. I was.

Nor will I atcempt to present the difficulties in my personal life as justification for the choice I
eventually made. They provide context. They do not absolve me of responsibility. Nevercheless,
after a particularly difficult strecch, something in me shifted. I began entertaining a proposition
that was simultancously simple and catastrophically foolish. Just once. Two words that have
undoubtedly preceded an impressive percentage of humanity's regrectable decisions.

Just once, I told myself, and then I could return to the life I knew. Just once, and nobody would
have to know. Just once, and perhaps whatever restless, frightened, curious part of me had been
demanding attention would finally quiet down.

The trouble with that reasoning, of course, is that it presumes you can predict the consequences
of an experience you've never had. I couldn't. But on October 24, I decided to proceed anyway.
We began discussing logistics. Times. Availability. Where to meet. The mundane practicalities
of arranging something that felt anything but mundane. There was excitement in the exchange,
and [ felt it too. Fear, certainly. Guilt, undoubtedly. But also anticipation. An unfamiliar
sensation had begun to make itself known, something electric and almost adolescent in its



intensity. [ wanted to meet him. Finally, after all the previous hesitation, I finally intended to
do exactly that.

The following afternoon, October 25, I made my way downtown. At 3:53 p.m., [ sent a message.

"Here." He was finishing a work meeting. "Wrapping my meeting." A few minutes later, anocher
message arrived. "Coming in a sec. Michael here. What's your name?”

[ answered. "Jared." Four ordinary letters. A name. The simplest introduction imaginable.

[ sometimes return to that exchange and wonder what I would have thought if someone had
told me what the next chirty-two months would contain. The affection. The laughter. The nights
away. The gifts, the letters, the poems. The apologies. The departures. The recurns. The
extraordinary accumulation of moments that would eventually become an archive [ never
wanted to have to assemble.

Would I have walked away? I would like to think I could answer that question. But the truch is
considerably more complicated. Because the person standing there that afternoon knew none of
those things. He knew only that he was about to meet someone he found extraordinarily
attractive, that he had made a choice he could not casily undo, and that his heart was behaving
as though it had forgotten its most basic responsibilities.

We met. We entered the building and went upstairs. And for the next couple of hours, the
world became something unfamiliar. When I finally left and made my way home, I remember
the electricity. That almost unbearable sensation of having experienced something I wasn't
entirely prepared to understand. I had crossed a boundary I could never pretend hadn't existed.
But I also felt something I hadn't anticipated.

The beginning of an attachment. Not love. Not yet. | knew far too little about this man to make
such a declaracion. Burt there was somethiﬂg there that [ wanted to experience again. And
therein lies the first uncomfortable truth of this story.

I did not know what would follow. I did not know how important he would eventually become
to me. I did not know that I would one day write poems inspired by our experiences, spend
mornings together in a cabin in the mountains, or come to associate a stained—glass window
with the memory of someone I once trusted. I certainly did not know that nearly three years
later, I would be sitting alone attempting to reconstruct the entire history, wondering how the
person who had once seemed so familiar could eventually become so difficult to recognize.

All'T knew was that I had met Michael. And T wanted to see him again. That was how it began.
Not with cruelty. Not with betrayal. Not with a prophecy of catastrophe. Just two people, a
decision, and the dangerous assumption that whatever happened next would be something we
could manage. We were, as it turns out, rather spectacularly mistaken.

T



The following morning began much as the previous evening had ended: with an increasingly
explicit exchange of messages about everything we wanted to do to one another. I couldn't get
him out of my mind. It was intoxicating, exhilarating, and perhaps most troublingly, something
I had never genuinely imagined myself doing.

I had opened a door into one of the darker corners of my own desires, a place I had kept hidden
away for years. And now, rather than simply entertaining the fantasy, [ had stepped through it.
There was, of course, one rather substantial problem. I was being unfaithful. To my partner of
nearly six years. Did I feel abject regret? Shame? Disappointment in myself? Absolutely.

[ was betraying someone who had stood beside me through some of the most difficult years of
our lives. Someone who, at that very moment, was recovering from foot surgery. One operation
among what had begun to feel like an endless procession of medical procedures, hospital visits,
recoveries, and complications that scemed determined to arrive with the regularity of a
particularly sadistic subscription service. And there I was, entertaining another man. Burn me
at the cross, you heathens. I had certainly earned my place in the congregation of sinners.

We met again the following day, after I had made sure my partner was settled comfortably at
home. That remains one of the more difficult details for me to revisit. It is one thing to
acknowledge infidelity as an abstract moral failure. It is quite another to remember the actual
circumstances surrounding it. There was someone at home recovering from surgery, someone
who trusted me, and I was planning to see another man.

[ knew what I was doing. I did it anyway. And somehow, despite that knowledge, the
excitement continued to grow.

Our conversations became a steady exchange of flirtation, innuendo, and anticipation. There
was something almost absurd about how profoundly a simple notification could affect me. His
contact card contained only his first name. Michael. Five letters. That was all it took.

Whenever his name appeared on my phone, the surrounding world seemed to lose its urgency.
Whatever I was doing could wait. Whatever occupied my thoughts a moment earlier would
briefly disappear. It was as though someone had reached into the machinery of an otherwise
ordinary day and interrupted its operation.

He frequently reached out at hours that were inconvenient for me. Our schedules were
practically designed to avoid one another. I worked early mornings while his working hours
extended well into the evening. Sometimes his messages arrived when I was already asleep.
Sometimes I would wake to discover that he had been thinking about me while T was
unconscious, blissfully unaware that my phone was holding anocher invitation to temprtation.

October eventually surrendered to November, and our clandestine arrangement continued.
Then, on November 12, something happened that briefly interrupted the usual nature of our
conversations. He reached out to ask what I was doing. I told him I was having a few drinks
before going to the hospital the following day. An innocuous statement, perhaps, though
hospitals had become such a recurring feature of my life that I could practically have requested
a loyalty card. This time, however, the appointment was for me.

I had been experiencing a mysterious physical ailment involving pain, tingling, and an
increasingly uncomfortable sensation throughout my right arm. It had been worsening for some
time, and I was beginning to worry about what might be happening.



Ultimately, the medical explanation seemed to point toward nerve irritation or damage
associated with an old injury, Compounded by muscular tension and my spectacuiariy
inadequate posture. Apparently, spending one's life shaped like a question mark has
consequences. But the physical discomfort was only one part of what had become an
extraordinariiy difficult period.

My best friend's husband had died by suicide shortly after their Halloween wedding. The shock
of it was devastating. Here was a coupie who had oniy just celebrated the beginning of their
marriage, and scarcely ten days later, she was confronting a loss of almost unimaginable cruelty.
[ was grieving alongside her while attemprting to navigate my own circumstances, which already
felt as though they were coiiapsing under the Weight of one crisis after another.

I was exhausted. I was depressed. And, if I am being entirely cruchful, I had become somewhat
disconnected from the world around me. So, when Michael asked what was happening, I told
him.

I wasn't expecting anything particuiariy pi‘of‘ound. We were still reiativeiy new acquaintances
whose interactions had largely revolved around physical attraction. Whatever emotional
significance I had begun attaching to him was something I had scarcely acknowledged, even
privateiy. But he listened.

He expressed concern for my healch and sympathy for what had happened to my friend. He
encouraged me to take care of myself and made it clear that I could reach out when I wanted or
needed to. It was a small exchange, perhaps unremarkable to anyone reading it without context.
To me, it meant something.

For a moment, I was not merely the man he wanted to meet behind closed doors. I was someone
experiencing genuine distress, and he responded with kindness. There was no grand declaration.
No extraordinary promise. Just compassion offered in a moment when I hadn't expected to
receive it.

And naturaily, being the emotionaily Weli—adjusted creature that [ was, | promptiy redirected
the conversation away from my suffering and toward the considerably less philosophical
problem occurring inside my trousers. God forbid I allow a tender moment to exist without
immediateiy serting it on fire. We met the foilowing day.

The weeks continued slipping past, and on November 26, I awoke from a particularly vivid
sexual dream involving him. Naturally, I felt compelled to share this information. Some people
wake up and contemplate the meaning of their dreams. Others consult books on symbolism or
ponder the mysteries of the unconscious. I apparently preferred direct correspondence with the
subject of the dream. We began coordinating another rendezvous, and during those exchanges
he asked whether I had any poppers. I didn't. But I could obtain some, and I offered to make a
quick trip to do so. It was another small accommodation in what was becoming a growing series
of arrangements around the time we could spend together.

A few days later, our conversations began turning toward the possibility of a longer encounter.
Something less constrained by the narrow windows of availability that had defined our
meetings. This was dangerous territory. Every additional hour required another explanation,
another adjustment, another carefully arranged absence from the life I was still living at home.
The logistics of adultery, I discovered, are astonishingly tedious for something advertised as
spontaneous excitement.



There were also increasingly candid discussions about drugs and the role they sometimes played
in sexual experiences. The subject had surfaced early in our correspondence, but as December
approached, those conversations became more substantial. There was a vulnerability attached to
that topic for me. I had previously experienced being drugged without my knowledge while out
drinking, an incident that ended with me Waking ina hospitai with a head injury. It was a
frightening experience, one that had left its mark on how I understood personal safety and
[TUust.

When I explained this history to Michael during our discussions surrounding December 11, he
was understanding. He did not insist that I participate in anything I was uncomfortable wich.
We agreed to hold off. Again, I remember his compassion. I remember it because it mattered. In
a relationship that had begun almost entirely through physical desire, these moments of
consideration were beginning to accumulate alongside the more explicit memories. And chat
accumulation was Changing something in me.

Our December 11 encounter was one of the first extended periods we had managed to arrange
together. Without the usual urgency of a brief meeting, there was more room for conversation,
experimentation, and simply enjoying one another's company. The flirtation continued
afterward, growing increasingly familiar. Then came another development. I learned about
Andrew, his former partner.

There is considerably more to that history than I intend to recount here, because it is not my
story to tell. I was beginning to learn that Michael had lived an entire life before our paths
crossed, filled with relationships, memories, losses, and complications of his own.

I was curious about him. Not mereiy his body, though I certainiy wasn't about to pretend that
particular fascination had diminished. I wanted to understand the person. And on December
14, he expressed something that made the possibility of spending more time together feel
suddeniy tangible. In his own words:

"l receceally eventually want you alllll night."

Such an ordinary wish, dressed in the gloriously excessive spelling conventions of modern
courtship. But I remember what it represented. Until then, so much of our time had been
borrowed from the margins of our respective schedules. A little time before work. An afternoon
between appointments. A brief window before I needed to return home. Now he was talking
about an entire night.

[ wanted that too. Desperately. But wanting something and arranging for it to happen were two
different matters, especially when the relationship existed under circumstances that required
secrecy.

We continued discussing the possibility, even as I acknowledged that I wasn't certain how |
could make it work. Still, the suggestion remained. An entire night. The possibility of falling
asleep beside him rather than watching the clock and preparing another departure. It was an
idea I found increasingly difficule to dismiss.

We managed another meeting before the holidays, but travel and our respective obligations
soon intervened. Michael had plans to leave town, and I was housesitting outside Seattle,
making another visit impractical. December came to an end. The year turned. And on January o,
2024, we finally saw one another again.



By then, I was beginning to recognize something about the time we spent togecher. I didn't
particularly enjoy leaving. The anticipation before our meetings was wonderful, certainly. But
the moments afterward had begun developing a peculiar melancholy. There was something
about his physical presence that lingered long after we separated. His scent. The feeling of his
body against mine. The warmth of being held. These were details that refused to remain
confined to the encounters themselves.

On January 15, I sent him a message that, 100king back, reveals Considerably more than |
understood at the time.

"I like that I can still taste you on my lips, and smell you on my hoodie. I want to bottle up your
scent so bad.”

It was an intensely physical observation, but there was something almost embarrassingly
sentimental about it. I wanted to preserve him. Not in the grand, dramatic sense of everlasting
devotion. At least, I wasn't prepared to admit anything resembling that. I wanted the smallest
remnants of our time together to remain with me after I left. A scent trapped in the fabric of
my clothes. The memory of a kiss. Something tangible enough to make the distance between
visits feel less pronounced.

I had begun carrying pieces of him home without recognizing what I was doing. And perhaps
that was the first indication that the arrangement was becoming something I could no longer
neatly separate from the rest of my life. January 18 brought another small milestone.

He sent me a photograph of himself—a selfie. Ordinary as that gesture was, it felt different
from everything we had already exchanged. I had offered him countless glimpses of myself while
receiving comparatively little in return; now his face looked back at me from my phone, making
the man who occupied my thoughts feel suddenly present. I remember how handsome I found
him, how I smiled, and how astonishingly happy so small a gesture made me.

There is something almost painful about revisiting that period now, knowing what would
eventually follow. But I refuse to pretend those moments were anything other than what they
were to me. I was happy. I was infatuated. I was behaving selfishly, certainly, and the moral
consequences of my choices had not magically disappeared simply because another person made
my heart race. All of those things were true at once. And for a lictle while, I somehow managed
to inhabit that contradiction without forcing myself to confront what it meant. But secrets
have a particularly irricating habit of refusing to remain where we put them.

By January 19, the truth I had been keeping from Michael could no longer remain unspoken.
And January 20 was when the spell finally began to break.

F
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CHAPTER TwO: ASK FOR PITY

1961: Ask not what your country can do for you. Ask what you can do for your country.
2024: Ask not for forgiveness. Ask for pity.

There was no dignified confrontation or beautifully composed confession—only me, a
telephone, two people [ cared about, and the hortifying realization that honesty might cost me
both relationships. The question was no longer whether the truch would emerge. It was whether
anything could survive once it did.

January 20, 2024. The consequences of what I had been doing finally arrived, and they did so
with all the subtlety of a grand piano falling from a sixth-story window. Charles had discovered
the affair. I was at work when his message came through, and I remember the immediate
physical sensation of reading it. My stomach dropped. Then the rest of my body seemed
determined to follow.

There are moments when fear feels less like an emotion and more like an internal mechanical
failure. Every organ appears to abandon its assigned position, the blood drains from your face,
and your mind begins calculating a thousand possible consequences while remaining utterly
incapable of producing a coherent thought.

This was one of those moments. The secret [ had carefully maintained was no longer a secret.
And suddenly, the excitement of the preceding months seemed extraordinarily far away. [
stepped away from work to call Charles. It was not a conversation I could reasonably have
conducted while continuing with my tesponsibilities. Nor was it one that could be postponed
without making an already terrible situation considerably worse. He had questions. Naturally,
he had questions. Who was this person? What had happened? How long had it been going on? Why had
I done it?

No answer could make the betrayal disappear. Charles had trusted me for nearly six years,
continued showing up through physical suffering, medical procedutes, and frightening
uncertainty, and [ had wounded him. Whatever explanation I offered, that fact remained.

There is no particularly elegant way to describe that realization. I had fucked up. Spectacular]y.
And unlike the smaller mistakes we make throughout our lives, this was not something that
could be corrected with an apology and a promise to pay closer attention next time. I had
damaged something fundamental. Trust.

[ didn't know how to repair it. I barely knew how to remain composed long enough to have the
conversation. I remember feeling so overwhelmed by shame that I wanted to disappear from
everyone's life entirely. Not because disappearing would have solved anything, but because the
prospect of confronting what I had done felt almost unbearable. Yet there was another person
who needed to know what had happened. Michael. And this was where my fear became

particularly complicated.

Until that point, our arrangement had existed within the circumstances I had presented to him.
Now the truth had emerged, and I had to acknowledge that I had not been entirely forthcoming
about my relationship. I had placed him in a situation whose full implications he had not
understood. Whatever feelings I was developing for him, that was unfair.



So, at approximately 6:30 that evening, [ sent an apology. A spectacularly long, emotionally
disorganized apology. A sprawling collection of explanations, regret, self-reproach, and
increasingly desperate attempts to communicate that I had never intended to hurt him. It was
less a carefully composed message than the literary equivalent of someone emptying every
drawer in a butning house.

I explained what had happened. I acknowledged my selfishness. I admitted chat the relationship
I had been conducting was not permissible under the arrangement Charles and I had previously
maintained. And I told Michael something that, looking back, reveals just how emotionally
invested I had already become. I liked him. A great deal. More than I had anticipated. Possibly
more than was good for me. I also acknowledged something he had said when I initially
disclosed the situation.

"Way to buty the lede." An economical assessment, teaiiy. Not exactiy the sentence one hopes to
hear while attempring to explain an extraordinarily uncomfortable personal catastrophe, but
not entirely undeserved.

I apologized repeatedly. I told him that if he wanted to end our involvement, I would
understand. I told him I didn't want to hurt him or drag him into the consequences of my
decisions. And then I waited. He did not respond that evening.

Which, naturally, gave my imagination ample opportunity to begin conducting its own private
tribunal. By the foiiowing morning, | had convinced myseif‘ that [ rnight never hear from him
again. Every passing hour seemed to reinforce that possibility.

I had aiteady devastated Charles. Now [ was confronting the possibility that I had also
destroyed whatever was developing between Michael and me. And then, on January 21, his name
appeared on my phone. Michael.

Those same five letters that had previously caused such an extraordinary rush of excitement
now produced an entirely different sensation. Dread. I could see the beginning of the message
in the notification preview.

“Sorry I did not respond until now...”
y P

My heart practically imploded. There it was. The beginning of the goodbye, surely. I could
already imagine the remainder. A polite acknowledgment of my honesty, perhaps an expression
of\disappointrnent, followed by some variation of‘wishing me well. I didn't particuiariy want to
open it. But eventually, I did. And what I read was not what I had expected.

"You have absoluteiy nothing £o Worry about and I look forward to seeing you lacer tonight.”
[ stared at the words. What? I read them again. What the actual fuck?

Where was the condemnation? The rejection? The polite dismissal? The devastating conclusion |
had spent the previous several hours rehearsing in my mind? Instead, he explained that he had
been occupied with plans and suggested we meet after he finished seeing a friend. He was still
willing to see me. He wanted to see me. And I had absolutely no idea what to do with that
information.

Relief arrived so violently that it was almost indistinguishable from the anxiety preceding it.
felt as though lightning could strike me where I stood and I might have requested a second bol,
purely to ensure the experience was complete.



We coordinated for later that evening. Around nine o'clock, I made my way over. [ was nervous.
Of course I was nervous. | had spent the previous day convinced that my entire life was about
to collapse, and here I was preparing to walk into the home of someone who had responded to
my confession with reassurance rather than rejection.

We talked. We spent the night together. And the following morning, life continued, including a
physical therapy appointment waiting patiently to remind me that the rest of the world had
not suspended operations for my personal catastrophe.

Somchow, things were okay. Or at least they appeared to be. Charles and I had begun
confronting the consequences of my infidelity, and our relationship was entering a new,
difficult period of honesty and renegotiation. Michael, meanwhile, remained present. And 1
found myself increasingly grateful for that presence.

Our encounters became more comfortable. We had already managed the occasional indulgence
of seeing cach other twice in one day, and overnight visits were becoming a more realistic
possibility rather than a fantasy requiring extraordinary logisticai creativity. Charles and I had
discussed opening the relationship, and the arrangement that emerged permitted me to
continue seeing Michael under agreed conditions. He was the exception. The one person I could
spend the night with. A private, shiny, golden fucking hall pass.

Apparently, even my relationship agreements were becoming unnecessarily theatrical. And
perhaps because the immediate threat of losing Michael had passed, I allowed myself to become
comfortable again. Too comfortable, perhaps. The affectionate messages continued.

I told him how much I enjoyed sleeping beside him. How difficult leaving could feel. How much
I loved having his arms around me. After an overnight together on January 28, I wrote the
following morning:

"Every time I leave you I wish we didn't have to."

He responded warmly, remembering how comfortable the bed had been. I told him that being
wrapped in his arms felt like heaven and that I could happily remain there for days. Then, later
that evening, I jokingly apologized for being something of a human space heater. It was an
innocuous observation. A little affectionate banter. Nothing particuiariy extraordinary. At 11241

that night, Michael responded.

He began by assuring me that the warmth had probably been a combination of our body heat,
the blankets, the heating system, and the unseasonably mild weather. Then the conversation
changed. He explained that he had wanted to discuss some concerns during our previous
evening together but hadn't found the opportunity. What followed was the first explicit
articulation of the boundaries that would come to define much of our subsequent relationship.

He wrorte:

I. I don't like when you come over and you're drunk. I would prefer to
interact with sober you (well, alcohol at least &). If we have plans for you to
come over, please either go easy on the drinks beforchand or don’t drink. If you
do drink, let’s just plan to reschedule.

2. Is your husband truly ok with this? From comments you've made, I don't
get the sense that he is, and I reeceally don't want to be involved in any drama
whatsoever. Long story there.



3. [ appreciate the affectionate words and the romantic stuff, but it makes
me very uncomfortable. Cuddling in bed and holding you is one thing but the
rest (though nice) concerns me. I want to be ABSOLUTELY sure you know I am
not available for anything more than friends with benefits. The rest of it gives me
the impression you want or are secking more than that, and I cannot offer that.
We can definitely talk about that part.

And there it was. The Cei]ing. A boundary drawn in writing, accompaﬂied by the rather pecu]iar
assortment of qualifiers that would become increasingly familiar to me. Well, alcohol at least.
Though nice. Reeeeally.

Apparently, the English language had discovered that a sufficiently enthusiastic adverb could
soften practically anything. But the words themselves were serious. He was uncomfortable wich
the romantic nature of my messages. He wanted clarity regarding Charles's consent. He did not
want me arriving intoxicated. And he wanted to make absolutely certain that I understood he
was offering friendship with physical intimacy, not a romantic partnership.

Those were legitimate boundaries. I want to be clear about that. He was entitled to establish
them, and I was responsible for deciding whether I could participate in the relationship under
those conditions. But I also remember how abruptly the message changed my emotional state.
Only hours carlier, we had been reminiscing about the warmth of sleeping together. Now I was
reading a carefully articulated statement about the limits of our connection.

I felt embarrassed. Ashamed, even. As though I had mistaken something beautiful for
something it was not. As though I had been handed something precious, allowed to admire it,
and then reminded that I had misunderstood the conditions under which I was permitted to
hold it. I had not asked him to leave his life behind and build an elaborate romantic future with
me. [ had told him I enjoyed being held. But his discomfort was real, and I did not want to
disregard it. The distinction mattered to him. So, it had to matter to me. [ took some time
before responding.

On January 30, I told him I would appreciate discussing everything in person and clearing the
air. He agreed.

For several days7 there was little communication. I remained uneasy, private]y rep]aying what he
had written. Then, on February 3, he reached out. He wanted to know whether I was available
the following evening. I answered with a single word.

HYGS.H

No affectionate elaboration. No enthusiastic declaration. Just yes. The following day, he
explained that he was watching the Grammy Awards with friends and would need to postpone.

[ wasn't particularly upset. I was still nursing the embarrassment of January 29, and a little
distance was not unwelcome. He left the opportunity open for another evening. Then, on
February 6, he asked whether my schedule still permitted Sunday and Monday availability.
More interestingly, he asked whether I could now stay over on other nights, given that Charles
and I had opened our relationship.

We discussed the practical limitations of my early working hours and eventually settled on
Sunday. An overnight. Once again, the relationship continued. And once again, I found myself



attempting to reconcile the warmth of his invitations with the limitations he had established.
On February 11, I went over.

The following morning, I had a dental appointment. I was actempting to avoid another crown,
having apparently decided that the dental profession had already received enough of my money.
Fortunately, the procedure required only a filling. He checked in afterward to ask how it had
gone. A small gesture. Kind. Thoughtful. And another example of the ordinary attentiveness
that made me appreciate him.

Later that month, he reached out again. It was February 21, and he was preparing for the end of
his working weck. He told me about a little ricual of his. Pizza. Whiskey. The welcome
transition from a demanding week into the freedom of the weekend. It sounded wonderfully
simple. He wanted to know whether I could join him.

There was some confusion about which Friday he meant, because our respective work schedules
were practically operating in separate time zones despite our living in the same city. He
clarified that he meant his Friday. My Thursday. A perfectly absurd arrangement, but one we
understood. We coordinated the evening of February 23.

I don't remember every detail of that night, but I do remember the state [ was in emotionally‘ I
was struggling. Something had been weighing heavily on me, and I was not particularly good
company in my own mind. The following afternoon, I thanked him for having me over. |
apologized for being something of a mess and told him that his company had helped.

His response was reassuring. He told me it had been a relaxing evening and chat he was glad
spending time together had helped. Again, there was that kindness. The quiet, ordinary

consideration that required no extraordinary declaration to be meaningful. And I held on to it.

March arrived. I was housesitting again, surrounded by horses, mules, a donkey, and an
assortment of animals whose collective daily needs were considerably more straightforward
than those of the human beings in my life. Animals, at least, tend to make their expectations
clear. Feed me. Water me. Stop standing there 100king stupid. A remarkably efficient system of
communication. But there was grief accompanying me. I had recently lost my dog.

Anyone who has experienced the death of a beloved animal understands the peculiar
devastation of it. A creature becomes woven into the ordinary rhychm of your life, occupying
spaces so familiar that you barely recognize their significance until suddenly those spaces are
empty. [ was preparing to collect her ashes from the veterinarian. The loss had left me
emotionally exhausted.

Michael reached out on March 3, asking how I was doing and whether [ wanted to spend the
following evening together. I explained that I had several things happening and wasn't certain
what the next day would permit. He expressed sympathy for my loss. We left the possibility
open. Then, in the early hours of March 4, another emergency arrived. Charles had been taken
to the hospital by ambulance.

He had an existing esophageal condition that could cause serious swaﬂowing difficulties and
other frightening complications. This episode had become severe enough to require emergency
attention. There were also concerns involving pneumonia and an elevated white blood cell
count. And I had slept through it. Not deliberately. Not because I didn't care. I had simply
fallen asleep, unaware that paramedics had been called and that Charles had been transported
to the hospital.



I woke to the messages. I cannot adequately describe the particular horror of discovering that
someone you love has experienced a medical emergency while you were unconscious and unable
to help. There is an immediate, irrational sense of failure. A feeling that you should somehow
have known. Should have been awake. Should have done something. Anything. But there was
nothing I could have done differently once I was asleep. That knowledge did remarkably liccle
to diminish the fear. I contacted Michael early that morning and explained what had happened.

I told him I wasn't certain whether I would be rerurning to Seattle as pianned. Charles's
condition would determine whether I needed to rearrange work and remain wich him. Later, |

provided an update.

Charles was receiving treatment, and the immediate situation appeared to be improving.
Further care was planned, but the expectation was that he would be released. Michael
eventually responded, explaining that he had only just seen the messages and was relieved that
Charles was improving.

He called the situation frightening. He asked whether another evening might work. I chose the
following Sunday. I needed time. Time to recover from the emotional exhaustion, the
emergency, the grief, and the seemingly endless collection of misfortunes that had decided to
make themselves at home in my life. We agreed.

Sunday, March 1o0. A date I would come to remember for reasons far removed from anything
either of us had anticipated. That evening began with a small misunderstanding. Michael
reached out shortly after eight.

"Howdy!"

I responded. He asked how I was. I told him I was "fine," placing the word in quotation marks
because even then I apparentiy recognized its questionabie reiationship with reaiity. Then I
asked whether he was still expecting me that evening. He believed we had made plans. T agreed
that we had, but explained that I had been waiting for him to confirm. He apologized for the
misunderstanding and assured me he was ready whenever I was, needing only to shower. I told
him I would take care of a few things at home and let him know when I was on my way.

At 8:19 p.m., he responded: "Ok, sounds good!"

And that was the last ordinary message of the evening. Because somewhere between those plans
and the next time [ opened our conversation, my life took an abi‘upt and tettifying turn. I had
an accident. A serious one.

One that would leave me injured, frightened, and extraordinarily fortunate to be alive. The next
thing Michael received was not a message telling him that I was on my way. It was a message
from Charles. [ was in the hospital.

I remember the aftermath in fragments. The emergency room. The neck brace. The blood on my
face. The injuries that would require stitches and leave a scar beneath my right eye. And
Charles. Walking into that room and finding me there. The person I had already hurt so
profoundly was now confronting the possibility that something catastrophic had happened to
me.

I remember crying. I remember asking him to please let Michael know what had happened. And
[ remember realizing, with a fresh wave of guilt, what an extraordinary position I had once
again piaced Charles in. He was Standing beside me during a medical emergency, frightened for



my safety, and [ was asking him to contact the man with whom I had betrayed him. There was
no malice in the request.

I wanted Michael to know why I hadn't arrived. I didn't want him waiting. I didn't want him
worrying without an explanation. Burt intention does not erase impact. And I knew how much 1
was asking of Charles. That realization has remained with me. He contacted Michael.

Later, after I was discharged, I sent a message ofrny own. [t was shortiy after one in the
morning on March 11. I told him I was out of the hospital. His response was immediate concern.
He was sorry to hear what had happened and glad that my head appeared to be all right. Then
he asked something I had not anticipated.

Could he come see me the following day? I said yes. Please. He reassured me that no apology
was necessary and that he was simply glad I was relatively okay. We coordinated around his
work schedule. He even offered to come to me rather than making me travel. And the next
afternoon, he did. He came to my home. Not for the usual arrangement. Not because we had
managed to carve out another little window for physical indulgence.

He came because [ had been hurt. Because I was recovering. Because he wanted to see how I was
doing. That mattered to me. It mattered enormousiy. He asked whether I needed anything. |
thanked him for visiting. We discussed seeing one another again while I recovered, and he
offered to bring lunch. I was already considering purchasing an eye patch, partly for the
swelling and partly because, if life insisted on injuring me, I might as well atccempt to look
vaguely interesting while recovering. He suggested the accessory could only improve my
coolness factor. A generous assessment, considering [ was currently resembling the unfortunatce
survivor of an argument with industrial machinery.

Over the following days, he continued checking on me. He asked about the swelling. The pain.
My shoulder. Whecher 1 was resting. He offered food and company. He made time berween
appointments. And I found myself feeling extraordinarily grateful.

Not because he was obligated to do any of those things. He wasn't. But because he chose to.
There is a particular kind of affection that develops when someone sees you at your least
glamorous and remains willing to show up. I was bruised, stitched, exhausted, and emotionally
ﬁ‘agiie. And he came anyway. For someone who had spent so much of his life trying to remain
useful, composed, and reasonably attractive to the people around him, that meant more than I
knew how to express.

Then came March 17. Charles and I were driving home from dinner when my phone suddenly
interrupted the music playing through the car. The screen lit up. Michael. But this was different.
[t was not a message. He was calling me. Actually calling. This had never happened before. 1
remember being so surprised that I disconnected my phone from the auxiliary cable almost
reflexively. Even Charles noticed.

Michael was outside my building, waiting to pick me up. That was new. Unexpected. And, to
me, rather exciting. There was something intimate about the spontancity of it. Not an
claborately coordinated exchange of messages stretching across several hours. Just a telephone
call. He was nearby. He wanted to see me. And so we spent another evening together. By then,
Sunday nights were becoming something of an unofficial tradition. Our day. Not always, of
course. Nothing about our respective schedules was particularly predictable. But enough that I
had begun looking forward to Sundays with an enthusiasm normally reserved for holidays or
the arrival of particularly good news.



As March progressed, my injuries began healing. I provided updates. The bruising faded. The
swelling diminished. The stitches gradually disappeared. The scar beneath my right eye
remained. My shoulder was still giving me trouble, but I was recovering. Michael continued
expressing concern and encouragement. And somewhere amid chose visits, conversations, and
small acts of kindness, another aspect of our relationship began developing. We were becoming
acquainted with each other's creative lives.

He was settling into his apartment at The Cobb. I had known him near the beginning of his
time there, and looking back now, there is something strangely poignant about how much of
our history would eventually become associated with that building. The arrivals. The
departures. The nights spent together. The conversations. The books. So many ordinary
moments that would later become extraordinarily difficult to remember without feeling
something. I purchased copies of his work because I was genuinely interested in what he had
written. [ wanted to understand that part of him.

He was not simply a handsome man whose company [ enjoyed. He was someone with an
intellectual and creative life beyond our encounters, and I found that fascinatingi [ also gave
him a copy of my omnibus.

There was sornething meaningf‘ui about that exehange. Two peopie oi‘fering pieces of their
creative identities to one another. He signed his books for me. And those books became objects
I treasured. Not because they were especially valuable. But because they represented a
connection that had begun extending beyond the originai circumstances of our acquaintance.

[ was proud to share my writing with him. I was proud to own his. There were moments when
the whole arrangement felt surprisingly ordinary. Almost domestic. And perhaps that was part
of the problem. I had begun finding comfort in something whose boundaries had already been
made clear. [ was enjoying the closeness while trying not to examine too carefully what that
closeness meant to me. Then Easter arrived.

March 31, 2024. Michael reached out that afternoon. He wished me a happy Easter and
explained that he had expected us to spend the evening together, but preparations for an
upcoming trip to Palm Springs had overtaken his schedule. He was leaving the following Friday
and would not recurn until April 14. Could we catch up when he got back?

I told him that was perfectly fine. I wished him a pleasant trip and said I looked forward to
secing him afterward. He complimented my recovery and assured me that alchough he would be
away, we could still communicate by text or teiephone. There was nothing particuiarly aiarming
about the exchange.

Travel happens. Schedules change. People have responsibilities. And after the intensity of
March, a lictle interruption seemed entirely manageable. I had no reason to believe that Easter
would become one of the last relatively uncomplicated exchanges of that first chaprer.

April arrived. He traveled. We exchanged occasional messages. I continued sharing lictle pieces
of my life, the kind of ordinary things friends send one another when they encounter something
amusing or interesting. There was the ongoing absurdity of Seattle's infamous Hellcat driver,
whose vehicular antics had apparently become a shared source of irritation and entertainment.

We discussed the news. He mentioned work. I continued recovering. The reiationship had
settled into something that felt familiar enough that I was no longer analyzing every
interaction as a potential turning point. At least, not yet. After he returned from Palm Springs,



we attempted to coordinate anocher evening. His schedule was demanding. Mine remained
constrained by early mornings.

We made plans, adjusted them, and eventually managed another overnight on April 21. 1

enj oyed seeing him. I expected we would continue seeing one another. Why wouldn't we? We
had already navigated a difficult disclosure. We had discussed the limits of our relationship.
Charles and I had renegotiated our arrangement. We had continued meeting.

He had shown genuine kindness during my recovery. And we had begun sharing parts of our
lives that existed well beyond the physical nature of our connection. It seemed, at least to me,
that we had established something. Not a conventional romantic relationship. Nort a
partnership. But a friendship. A meaningful one. Something I wanted to preserve. Then the
communication began changing.

The delays became more noticeable. Messages that previously seemed to receive relatively
prompt actention began lingering unanswered. At first, I thoughe lictle of it. He was busy. His
work was demanding. He had just returned from vacation. There were perfectly reasonable
explanations for someone not responding immediately. But as the days passed, I began sensing a
difference.

On April 28, I sent a simple question.
"Would you like me over is the question?”

It remained unanswered. A week passed. And then, on May 5, 2024, Michael wrote. His message
began with an apology for having disappeared.

He explained that the period surrounding his vacation had been particularly scressful. His
workload had been substantial, with thirty-five sessions during the preceding week, technical
problems, and a client crisis. He had fallen asleep after receiving my previous message and
neglected to follow up.

Those were the circumstances he described. Then came the part that changed everything. He
needed to pull back socially. He wanted to stabilize his life. And he had begun dating someone.
He explained that a polyamorous arrangement was not ultimately what he wanted and that he
wished to focus his attention on one special person. Continuing our involvement, he said,
would therefore be inappropriate.

He wished Charles and me well. He acknowledged the care we had demonstrated toward one
another during my accident and recovery. And he wished me happiness in the future. It was a
thoughtful message in several respects. He offered an explanation. He stated his decision. He
acknowledged the significance of communicating it. And he did not leave the relationship
suspended indefinitely under some undefined arrangement of possible future availability.

The answer was no. [ understood that. I respected it. And it fucking hurt.

I had known him for barely more than six months. Six months. An almost laughably short
period when measured against the grand chronology of a human life. Yet somehow, within that
brief interval, he had become extraordinarily important to me. I thought about the first
afternoon we met. The excitement of his messages. The secrecy. The guilt. The discovery. The
night I thought I had lost him. The reassurance that followed. The boundaries. The comfortable
mornings. The way his arms felt around me. The accident. The hospital. The visits. The books.
The Sundays. All of it. And suddenly, there would be no more Sundays. No more invitations.



No more looking forward to the little notification bearing his name. At least, not in the way 1
had come to know ic. [ responded nine minutes later.

I thanked him for being my friend, even if the friendship had been short-lived. I wished him
well. And I told him that he would always have a special place in my heart. I meant it. Every
word.

He responded later that evening with a brief; affectionate goodbye.

I could have left it there. Perhaps I should have. But I was grieving something I had not yet
learned how to name. [ sent another message. A longer one. I told him that he could still wish
me a happy birthday or check in on me if he ever wanted. I expressed how grateful I was for the
time we had shared. And then I finally wrote something I had spent months circling wicthout
saying plainly. "I love you Michael." There it was. Not a request for him to abandon his decision.
Not an ultimatum. Not an expectation that he return the sentiment. Just the truch, as 1
understood it.

I loved him. I did not know what kind of love it was supposed to be. I did not know where it
belonged among the existing relationships in my life. I only knew that someone had become
important to me, and I was extraordinarily sad to watch him leave. I wished him happiness. I
told him how much he had meant to me. And eventually, after one final musical offering that
seemed appropriately suited to the occasion, I stopped.

The first chapter was over. And unlike the terrible uncertainty of January, this goodbye was
clear. He had made his decision. I had acknowledged it. There was nothing left to negotiate.

So I returned to my life. Or attempred to. I returned to the life Charles and I had built, a
relationship chat still deserved my attention and care. Michael’s departure did not suspend
those o]oligations7 yet griefcontinued long after the practical circumstances had been resolved,
surfacing inside a life that otherwise kept moving.

I missed him. Not Constantly. Nort every Waking moment. But enought Sometimes it was a
memory. Sometimes a place. Sometimes something ordinary would remind me of a conversation
we had shared. And sometimes I would simply wonder how he was doing. I had no particular
reason to expect another message. The ending had been clear, and I was doing my best to
respect it.

Then June 15 arrived. My bircthday. And at 11:41 that morning, my phone lit up. Michael.
"Happy birthday! Hope you're well.”

[ stared at the screen. There was his name. Again. After everything. After the goodbye. After the
weeks of absence. He remembered. It was such a small thing. Five words and a birchday
greeting,. Nothing elaborate. Nothing that could teasonably be mistaken for a declaration of
renewed intentions. But he remembered. And I cannot adequately explain how much that
meant to me. [ had spent the preceding weeks attempting to accepe the disappearance of
someone who had become unexpectedly important. I was still learning how to experience that
particular kind of grief. And here he was, briefly interrupting the silence to acknowledge that I
existed. That the day mattered. That somewhere, however momentarily, he had thought of me. 1
thanked him. Later, I sent him a photograph. Along with two words.

"Doing superbly!"



A cheerful lictle declaration. Almost offensively optimistic. He responded with a heare. And
that was that. The conversation ended. But I remember smiling. I remember how profoundly
such a small acknowledgment could affect me. And I remember that, beneath my enthusiastic
declaration of doing superbly, I was still learning how to live with the loss of something I had
never entirely understood. It was my birchday. He had remembered. And for one brief moment,
that was enough.

T
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In the Flesh




CHAPTER THREE: IN THE FLESH

CYCLE II | AUGUST—DECEMBER 2024

By August, I had spent three months teaching myself not to expect Michael’s return. Hope
survived anyway—not as confidence, but as the humiliating reflex of checking a silent telephone
and imagining that one ordinary morning might undo the ending I had accepted. Not because
hope is inherently foolish, although history provides an almost inexhaustible collection of
evidence suggesting that we might benefit from exercising a little more rescraint. No. The
cruelty lies in how quickly it returns.

You can spend months attempting to make peace with a loss. You can convince yourself that the
ending was reasonable, that the separation was necessary, and that the person you miss has
continued liVing a life in which you no longer have a place. You can do everything expected of a
mature, emotionally competent adult. And then, one ordinary morning, your telephone lights
up. And all that carefully assembled composure goes straight to hell.

August 9, 2024. [t was approximately 6:46 in the morning. [ was preparing for another workday,
moving through the familiar rituals of the morning while carrying the private grief that had
followed me since May. Nothing about the routine suggested that the silence was about to end.
Three months had passed since Michael ended our involvement. He had remembered my
birthday in June, an unexpected kindness that had meant considerably more to me than the five

words themselves could reasonably explain. But afterward, silence returned. I had no reason to
believe that would change.

Then a notification appeared on Sniffies. An anonymous profile. Nothing particularly
extraordinary about that. The application was hardly renowned for its commitment to
meaningful personal introductions or carefully considered emotional disclosures. But chis
particular stranger seemed to know something about my schedule. Something oddly specific.
My morning commute.

I was confused. How did this anonymous person know when I would be heading to work? Then
a photograph appeared. A familiar face. The beard. The eyes. The man I had spent the previous
three months trying to stop thinking about. And beneath it, a message.

"How ya been? 3"

I stared at the screen. Surely not. Surely my brain had finally decided that ordinary waking
consciousness was no longer sufficient and had begun manufacturing its own extraordinarily
claborate hallucinations. I responded, "Ummmmmm....Michael?"

And chen came the answer.
"Tn the flesh!"

Jesus fucking Christ. There he was. The man who had said goodbye in May, whose departure |
had accepted even while grieving it, had apparently decided to reintroduce himself wich all che
ceremony of someone returning from a particularly uneventful trip to the grocery store.

I couldn't process it. Not immediately. My body seemed to recognize the significance of the
moment considerably faster than my mind. I had spent three months trying to accepre that I
might never see him again, and now he had appeared before seven in the morning, srniling at

me through a photograph and behaving as though he'd simply been away for the weekend.



I told him exactly what was happening to me. "I'm so fucking confused now." And then, "And
my heart is racing. This must be a fevered dream.”

His response was almost disarmingly casual. "That makes two of us. Text me when you're able
&'

That makes two of us. Apparently, neither of us had anticipated this particular reunion,
although one of us had possessed the considerable advantage of knowing he was about to
initiace it.

I moved our conversation back to the familiar text thread. Seeing his name at the top of the
screen was strange enough. Discovering that we could simply resume talking was stranger still. 1

asked what had happened. Why now? His explanation was brief.

"Fairly sure I'm single again."

There it was. The relationship he had chosen to pursue when we separated in May appeared to
have ended. | expressed sympathy. Whatever complicated feeiings I might have carried about

losing him to someone else, I had never wished him unhappiness. And despite everything, I still
cared about him.

He told me that I had been on his mind as well. I admitted that I had been reading one of his
books during our separation and told him how much I admired his writing. It was a
surprisingly ordinary conversation, considering the circumstances. Two people catching up.
Discussing books. Exchanging lictle updates. Except one of those people was me, and I was
having what appeared to be a small neurological event before completing my morning
commucte.

I asked whether this was genuinely happening. He assured me chat it was. "Sure is hotstufl"
confessed that I had believed everything was finished. That I had even wondered whether he
had blocked me. And then, finally, I told him what I wanted. I would love to see him again.

He said he would love that too. Perhaps Monday would work. My response was not particularly

dignified.
"PLEASE AND YES"

All capital letters. Apparently, the emotionally composed adult I had spent three months
attempting to become had abandoned his post and been replaced by an overexcited golden
retriever. Subtlety has never been my most reliable talent.

We exchanged a few more affectionate words before the morning's ordinary responsibilities
finally demanded my attention. By 7:02, we had agreed to speak again. And just like that, the
day continued. The buses still ran. People still went to work. Seattle continued its daily
operations with a Frankiy offensive disregard for the extraordinary event that had just occurred
in my personal life.

But something had changed. That morning had begun with me trying to make peace with the
possibility that I would never see Michael again. Now I was wondering what I should wear

when T did.
And for the moment, that distinction felt magnificent.

T

The first few days were not entirely smooth. We had discussed reconnecting, but the weekend

passed without the follow-up I had been anticipating. And I reacted.



On August 11, I sent a message expressing my fear that perhaps nothing would come of our
unexpected reunion. It was a premature conclusion. I can see that now. A few days of
uncertainty did not justify assuming that I had been forgotten again. But at the time, I had only
recently emerged from a separation that had hurt considerably more than I expected. T was
afraid that the return might disappear as abruptly as it had arrived.

On August 12, Michael apologized for not following up. He explained that he had an opening in
his schedule and suggested that we meet the following afternoon. I agreed. We originally
planned to meet outside his apartment building. Then, on August 13, he asked whether I would
mind coming to his office instead. The Fairmont. His office was located within the business
center, and he provided instructions for navigating the building. Through the main entrance.
Up the escalators. Find the elevators. Select the appropriate car. Proceed to the twelfth floor. A
reasonably straightforward operation, one might imagine. Naturally, I managed to become
temporarily confused about the elevators.

At 4:43, I informed him that [ was on the mezzanine and couldn't find the correct car. Less than
a minute later:

"Never mind found it"

A triumphant moment for contemporary navigation. I arrived. He asked me to wait a moment.
And then, finally, we were together again.

There are memories that become important because of what happened during them. Ochers
become important simply because they happened at all. That afternoon belongs to the latter
category. I had imagined the possibility of seeing Michael again so many times that [ was almost
unprepared for the reality of his presence. There was no great public declaration. No
extravagant reconciliation. No theatrical apology delivered beneath a stained-glass window
while a choir burst into spontancous song. We were simply two people who had known one
another, separated, and found ourselves occupying the same room again. And for me, that was
enough.

I remember that meeting as one of the purer moments of our friendship. It was not merely an
encounter arranged around physical desire. It was an opportunity to reconnect, to talk, and to
experience the company of someone I had genuinely missed. The distinction mattered. Because
throughout the preceding months, one of the things I had grieved most was not the loss of
physical intimacy. It was the loss of my friend. Someone whose company I enjoyed. Someone
whose writing I admired. Someone who had shown kindness during some of the most
frightening moments of my life. And suddenly he was there again. When I left, I sent him a
message.

"Thank you friend, the crows have stopped fluttering and my heart is full.”

That was how I described it. The crows. Those restless little creatures that seemed determined to
take up permanent residence in my mind whenever I became anxious. For the first time in
months, they had gone quict. I thanked him for the afternoon and told him I looked forward to
seeing him again. We began making plans for the following Monday. For a little while, the
future looked remarkably uncomplicated.

Naturally, the universe found this offensive.

August 18. Charles suffered a stroke.



I have become intimately acquainted witch the peculiar language of medical emergencies over
the years. The terminology. The tests. The cautious explanations. The way doctors discuss
potential outcomes with practiced restraint while the person receiving the information
attempts not to disintegrate in front of them.

Burt Famiiiarity does not make such experiences easier. It mere]y makes you more efficient at
being terrified.

Charles was admitted to Harborview for observation and testing. The initial assessment
suggested that the stroke had been relatively limited. But limited is an exceedingly strange word
to hear when the subject is someone you love. A stroke is still a stroke. And Suddenly7 whatever
emotional confusion I had been experiencing about Michael became considerably less
important than whether Charles was going to be all right.

I was frightened. Exhausted. And alone with far too many thoughts.

That evening, | reached out to Michael. I explained what had happened. I apologized for
bringing such distressing news into our newly reopened correspondence. And I admitted that I
was not doing particularly well.

[ wanted company. I needed someone to help me remain grounded. It was an uncomfortable
admission because I had spent much of my life accempting to manage difficult circumstances
without asking other people to carry any of the weight. But the weight was becoming
unbearable.

The foilowing morning, Michael responded.
"Always happy to help in any way — just let me know what you need."
It was a kind message. Simple. Direct. And extraordinarily welcome.

We arranged to meet that afternoon. I remember asking for something almost embarrassingly
modest. A hug. Good company. A little time in which I wasn't required to be the person who
knew whart to do next.

He agreed to meet me outside his apartment building shortly after noon. And we did.

[t was another moment of genuine support. Something I want to preserve accurately, because
the eventual deterioration of our friendship does not give me permission to erase the kindness
that preceded it. He made time for me. He listened. And I appreciated it.

That evening, however, the reality of Charles's hospitalization remained. The doctors were
continuing their investigations. The possibility of further complications had not been
climinated. And I was still scruggling with the prospect of returning to an empty home.

I asked Michael whether I might spend the night with him. Not because I expected him to solve
anything. I simply didn't want to be alone.

He explained that his former partner was expected to visit that evening to discuss their
reiationshipi He was exhausted, and the timing was uncertain. But he left the possibility open,
encouraged me to consider other available support, and told me to reach out if I found myself
in difficulty.

[ understood. He had his own circumstances to navigate. Still, I wished I could have been there.

The foilowing day bi‘ought additional uncertainty. More testing. More waiting. More
information that seemed to produce questions rather than answers.

[ cried. Frequently. I took time away from work. I found myself repeatedly refreshing messages
and waiting for updates from the hospital.



Michael continued checking in. He asked how Charles was doing. He acknowledged how
frightening the situation must be. And late on August 20, when [ was once again struggling
with the prospect of spending the night alone, he offered me a place to come.

There was another guest with him, so the arrangement required some coordination. I waited. At
approximately 1:07 in the morning, August 21, he told me the guest had left. I could come over.
And so I did.

[ arrived a lictle after one. For a few hours, I was no longer alone with the machinery of my own
imagination.

That mattered. It mattered as much as the earlier messages. And it deserves to be remembered
alongside them.

T

August 21 was also Michael's birchday. A detail that introduced an almost comical contrast into

an otherwise miserable week. Here I was, emotionai]y disintegrating while Charles underwent a
series of medical investigations, and the man whose birthday it was had apparently decided to
spend a portion of his evening helping me navigate my anxiety.

I told him to stop worrying about me. It was his birchday. He should have been celebrating.

But he continued offering reassurance. At one point, he asked whether I wanted advice or a
virtual hug. I told him that an actual hug would naturally be preferable, although I did not

want to burden his evening.

His advice was practical. Worrying endlessly about possible outcomes would not change the
outcome itself. Charles was receiving medical care. I needed to find some way to interrupt the
cycle of catastrophic possibilities running through my head.

Then he made a remark about joining me at the hospital to eat gelatin and pace if the situation
uitimateiy required surgery. [t was a humorous image. Two peopie haunting a hospita] corridor,
surviving on institutional desserts while waiting for news.

[ understood the spirit in which he offered it. He was attempting to comfort me. Not drafting a
legally binding attendance agreement. And it helped. For a little while, I could imagine
something other than disaster.

I thanked him repeatedly. Probably more than was necessary. But gratitude has never been
something I ration particularly well. Especially when I am frightened.

The days continued passing. Charles remained under observation longer than initially
anticipated. The doctors were investigating possible causes and determining what further
treatment might be necessary. There were moments when the uncertainty felt intolerable.

Michael continued corresponding with me during that period. He asked for updates. He offered
reassurance. He made himself available in the ways his circumstances permitted. He did not
come to the hospital during that episode, but he had met with me, welcomed me over, and
continued offering support. Those things are part of the record. And I remember being grateful
for them.

[ also remember the extraordinary contrast between the fear I felt for Charles and the relief I
experienced at having Michael back in my life. Two different relationships. Two different kinds
of love. Two people whose importance to me could not be measured against one another
without redueing both to something smaller than they deserved.



Charles was the person whose medical emergency had consumed my entire world. Michael was
someone I had only recently regained and whose companionship helped make that uncertainty
more bearable. Both mattered. And neither relationship could be understood honestly by
pretending the other did not exist.

T

By September, the immediate crisis had begun giving way to the ordinary Complications of life.

Work. Schedules. Appointments. Bills. The endless administrative indignities of adulthood.
And, increasingly, plans with Michael.

One subject began appearing in our conversations with growing frequency. The cabin. Camp

David.

I had heard about it before, of course. It was a place he had invested time, energy, and
considerable effort into making his own. There were projects to finish. Repairs to undertake.
Improvements to make before the weather became too severe. And he wanted me to accompany
him.

I was delighted. Not simply because it offered the possibility of anocher overnight together.
There was something meaningful about being invited into a part of his life that existed beyond
the apartment, the office, and the familiar arrangements of our earlier encounters. I wanted to
see the place he spoke about. I wanted to understand what made it important to him. And,
perhaps most importantly, I wanted to be useful.

[ come from a family with practical skills, and I have never been particularly opposed to getting
my hands dirty. Carpentry. Tools. Repairs. The occasional battle with an object that refuses to
obey the laws of physics. These things are not foreign to me. So when Michael began discussing
what needed to be done, I was enthusiastic about helping.

[ arranged time away from work. We discussed departure times. Friday evenings. Saturday
mornings. Sunday afternoons. The exact amount of time required to pack everything into the
car, travel to the property, and return before work resumed.

At one point, he accidentally recorded our planned weekend on the wrong date. On September
13, he messaged me as though we were leaving that evening. We were not. We had planned for
the following weekend. I reminded him. He realized the mistake and laughed ac himself.

It was harmless. Almost endearing. The kind of ordinary scheduling confusion that happens
when two busy people are attempting to coordinate their lives. I wasn't particularly troubled by

it. I was simply happy that we had plans.

On September 20, we finally departed. Before leaving, Michael asked whether I had certain
tools. Wrenches. Something that could grip firmly. I checked what was available and arranged
to bring what he needed.

[t was such a small exchange, yet I remember the feeling behind it. I was participating. Not
merely visiting. Not just arriving at an appointed hour for a carefully limited evening of
intimacy. I was helping him with something that mattered to him. And for someone who has
frequently measured his worth through what he can offer other people, that felt particularly
satisfying.

The weekend was wonderful. Not because anything extraordinary had to occur. But because we
were together. There were projects, photographs, conversations, and the welcome interruption

of familiar routines. The cabin offered a different rhythm from Seattle. A different relationship
with time.



I could imagine returning. Helping finish the work. Watching the place gradually become what
Michael envisioned.

When the weekend ended, I thanked him. I told him that it had been perfect the way it was. [
sent photographs. And I asked him to let me know when he would like me to join him again.

He responded warmly. He appreciated the pictures, although apparently not all of the
photographs of himself. He also expressed interest in another cabin weckend, particularly if 1
was willing to lend a hand. I was. Enthusiastically.

[ began coordinating additional weekends away from work. There were discussions about doors,
flooring, wood, tools, coffee, and other wonderfully mundane things. Things that made the
connection feel less like a series of isolated encounters and more like a friendship occupying
ordinary space in two people's lives. I was becoming familiar wich his projects. He was
becoming familiar with my cagerness to contribute. And the cabin was slowly becoming a place
I associated with happiness.

>¥<

October arrived. And with it came one of the more revealing conversations of that period. On
October 10, Michael was discussing another cabin weekend. A friend of his, Rob, might also be
joining us. Michael explained the possibility before the trip and asked whether I would be
comfortable with the arrangement. He specifically made it clear that it was acceprable if 1
preferred that we spend the weekend alone.

I appreciated being asked. It was a simple courtesy. An acknowledgment that Changing the
people involved in an anticipated visit was something worth discussing rather than assuming.
I told him I was comfortable with the possibility. We discussed the sleeping arrangements and
the practicalities of having an additional person there. Then, somewhere in the middle of that
entirely ordinary conversation, I wrote something that revealed how much uncertainty I was
still carrying. I mentioned that I hoped to obtain another of his books before our friendship
ended again.

He was Surprised.
"What makes you think that is going to happen?"
[ answered with an expression of intuition rather than evidence. I could feel it in my bones.

That was not particularly fair to him. Nothing in the immediate conversation established that
he was preparing to end the friendship. I was allowing the memory of May to intrude into
October. But the possibility of another goodbye frightened me. I had already experienced one.
And despite my happiness at having him back, I had not entirely recovered my confidence that
the relationship would remain available.

Michael responded. He described the earlier separation as a compromise made during an
unsuccessful dating period. Then he said something I would remember for a very long time.
"You're a good friend and you'll stay that way as far as I'm concerned.”

There it was. An assurance. Not a declaration of romantic love. Not a promise that we would
spend the rest of our lives together. Just an acknowledgment of friendship. And at that
moment, friendship was what I wanted most.

[ wasn't asking him to abandon his independence. I wasn't asking him to redefine the
relationship. I wanted to know that the person who had returned to my life intended to remain
part of it.



His response made me happy. The conversation continued, and when I asked directly whether
the weekend was still happening, he answered enthusiastically.

"We are absolutely on."
And then:
"We're friends always LA

Always. A dangerous little word. One whose emotional significance has a tendency to exceed its
practical usefulness.

People say it casually. They say it affectionately. Sometimes they say it because, in the moment,
they genuinely cannot imagine circumstances changing.

I don't know precisely what Michael intended beyond reassuring me. But I know what I heard.

We were friends. And he expected that friendship to continue. That was enough for me to let
myself relax again. At least for a while.

s?
The following weeks were filled with more ordinary exchanges. We made plans. We discussed
the cabin. We checked in on one another.

There was even a rather prolonged investigation into an unidentified creature visiting the
property. The trail camera eventually revealed the culprit. A rat. A thoroughly uninvited liccle
bastard who had apparently developed an interest in the structural possibilities beneath the
cabin.

Naturally, the situation called for further investigation. And perhaps traps. Apparently, even a
retreat into the wilderness required the occasional confrontation with urban politics.

Meanwhile, I continued thinking of small ways to contribute. One involved coffee. Michael
enjoyed it, and I had access to some particularly good varieties. | arranged to bring him a

special blend.

When he learned how much it had cost, he offered to reimburse me. I refused. It was a gift. 1
had purchased it because I wanted him to enjoy it.

There was no debr to settle. No exehange to balance. | sirnply liked giving him thingsr I liked
remembering the small details about someone and finding something that might make an
ordinary day a lictle more pleasant.

Then, on October 18, another planned weekend was disrupted. Michael became ill. Quite ill, by
his description. He had been struggling through his workday before finally acknowledging that
his body was no longer interested in cooperating. He canceled his remaining appointments and
went home to rest. Our plans would need to change.

[ understood. Charles was also feeling unwell, and I had already been tending to the various
ailments circulating through our household.

[ offered to bring supplies. Medicine. Soup. Whatever he might need. I told him that his healch
was more important than our plans. And [ meant it.

He thanked me. He rested. Over the following days, I checked on him. Eventually, he began
improving.

On October 19, he wrote that seeing me and having some close time together sounded heavenly.
Again, such a small expression of affection. And yet it stayed with me. We arranged to see one
another after he recovered sufficiently.



There is a memory from around that period that I remain particularly fond of. I arrived one
evening to find him presenting himself in an altogether unexpected state. A white clay facial
mask. A bathrobe. A towel wrapped around his head. The overall effect was less distinguished
gentleman and more Robin Williams conducting an emergency domestic performance in Mrs.

Doubtﬁre.
I was delighted. I half expected him to offer me cucumber slices.

We spent the evening relaxing together. At one point, we watched a film about Sigmund Freud,
an entirely appropriate selection for two people who apparently believed that a quiet evening
should also involve che psychoiogicai excavation of the human condition.

We settled into bed. I rested against his chest in the familiar position I had come to enjoy. His
arm around me. My head tucked near his collarbone. The ordinary comfort of another person's
bi‘eathing.

He eventuaily tell asleep. I continued Watching for a while, drifting in and out of sieep rnyseif.

There was nothing remarkable about it. And perhaps that was precisely why I loved the
memory. No grand gesture. No elaborate declaration. Just a quiet evening. The kind of
experience that makes another person's presence feel familiar rather than excraordinary.

I was happy. And I was beginning to believe that happiness did not necessarily have to be
temporary.

.?

November arrived. We continued seeing one another. On November 3, Michael invited me over

for dinner. Chinese food. Chicken fried rice, and something else | rnight enjoy. It was another
ordinary evening. The sort of thing friends do without requiring an entire philosophical
discussion about what friendship means.

A few days later, he teased me about having forgotten my lunch again. I apologized. He
responded playfully.

We were discussing another cabin weekend, and T had managed to obrain the necessary time
away from work. I was excited. Winter was approaching, and there were still projects to finish
before access to the property became difficult.

On November 10, he told me about the progress he was making on the bathroom. We began
coordinating the following weekend. I wanted to arrive Friday evening. More time together.
More time at the cabin. More time neiping him with something that matrered. He agreed.

[ remember che excitement. I had ai‘i‘anged my schedule. T was iooking forward to the trip. |
expected another weekend resembling the ones we had already enjoyed. And there was no
particular reason, at that moment, to think otherwise.

Then came Friday. November 15.

Michael reached out that afternoon. He explained that his day had been extraordinarily busy.
One appointment after another. And now something had arisen that might affect our plans.

A friend had been hospitalized and needed transportation back to Seattle. Michael might have
to drive to Mai‘ysviiie after work to collect him. The friend might also need somewhere to stay
overnight.

This was a legitimate competing obligation. Someone was leaving the hospital and needed help.
[ understood that. But the arrangements were changing, and I needed to know what to expect.



Michael explained the possibilities. If his friend needed a ride and somewhere to sleep, we
could meet Saturday around noon rather than Friday evening. He also had items to collect from
Facebook Marketplace before heading toward the cabin. If the friend did not need help, our
original arrangement might remain intact.

I acknowledged the information. Then I waited.

As the evening progressed, I still did not know which version of the weekend was happening. [
reached out to say that I would assume we were meeting the following afternoon. Michael
explained that he was still awaiting confirmation. Later, he informed me that he would indeed
be Collecting his friend and allowing him to spend the night. We could meet at noon Saturday
and proceed with the other errands.

Then came another complication. A winter storm warning. The forecast suggested substantial
snowfall near the cabin. Between the medical situation, the changed schedule, and the weather,
the weekend had become considerably less straightforward than cither of us originally
anticipated.

I answered.

'Ok

One word. A 1‘emarkably economical contribution from someone who could ordinarily write an
entire funeral oration in response to a question about dinner. But I was disappointed. And 1
was trying not to make that disappointment someone else's problem. At least, that was the
intention.

T

Something happened that Saturday that I have never been able to reconstruct entirely from our
written messages alone. There was a conversation. A change in the atmosphere. And a reaction
on my part that I later recognized as unpleasant.

I do not want to invent the missing portions of that interaction merely because the subsequent
silence became painful. The text log gives us the aftermath. And the aftermath is revealing
enough.

On November 18, I sent Michael an apology.
"I want to apologize for my attitude Saturday.”

I acknowledged that the situation had caught me off guard. I assumed our upcoming plans
might no longer be happening. And I told him that [ would see him whenever he wanted to
invite me again. [ wished him a pleasant trip to Victoria. Then [ signed the message.

"Warmest, your friend Jared."

Your friend. Two words [ had come to regard with particular importance. Because despite my
disappointment, despite whatever tension had arisen, I still regarded him as my friend.

[ was apologizing for my conduct. I wanted to move forward. And I expected that, once things
settled, we would be able to discuss whatever had happened.

He had reassured me only weeks earlier that we were friends always. I believed that reassurance.
Or at least [ wanted to.

But no response came. A day passed. Then another.

The silence began developing a familiar quality. The same uncomfortable uncertainty I
remembered from earlier in the year. The same internal questioning.



Had I said something unforgivable? Was he simply busy? Was he traveling? Did he need time?
Was the friendship ending?

I had no answer. And without one, I began supplying my own.

That was not always fair. I recognize that. My anxiety could move considerably faster than the
available evidence.

But I was also responding to an experience I had already lived through once. In May,
communication had diminished before a formal goodbye. Now communication had diminished
again. Only this time, no goodbye had been offered.

On November 22, I sent another message. I told him that I wanted to ask for closure. I wanted
to understand what I had done wrong. I described the silence as deafening. And I apologized,
yet again, for the possibility that even asking the question might be unwelcome.

Looking back, I can hear the fear in those words. I can also recognize the self-defeating quality
of some of them. I was already describing myself as pathetic for attempting to understand what
had happened. I was taking responsibility for an entire relational rupture without knowing
whether the other person even considered one to have occurred. And I was frightened enough
of losing the friendship that I seemed prepared to make myself the sole explanation for its
deterioration.

I told him I wished him well. I said I hoped we might someday be friends again. And I ended
with the words:

"Love you my friend."
[ meant them. I had meant them in May. [ had meant them in August. And I meant them now.
There was no answer. No explanation. No reassurance that we weren't. Just silence.

T

There is an important difference between a goodbye and an absence. I had been hure. But I

understood the decision. And I respected it.

November was different. The person who had reappeared in August had told me that we were
friends. He had invited me into his life again. We had spent time together. We had traveled. We
had laughed. We had discussed future visits. And when I became frightened that the friendship
might disappear, he had explicitly reassured me.

Now the conversation had simply stopped. I did not know whether to mourn something that
had ended or wait for something that had merely been interrupted. And there is a particularly
exhausting kind of grief that exists between those two possibilities.

You cannot quite put it away. You cannot confidently call it over. You cannot move forward
without wondering whether you have misunderstood the situation. So you wait. And then,
eventually, you become embarrassed by the fact that you're waiting.

The rest of November passed. December followed. The holiday season arrived with its
customary insistence that everyone participate in displays of cheer, generosity, and emotional
togetherness. A charming tradition, particularly for those of us whose emotional lives have
begun resembling an abandoned railway station.

[ continued living. Working. Spending time with Charles. Attempting to remain occupied.

The relationship I had built at home still deserved my care and attention. Charles had endured
a frightening medical crisis, and neither his recovery nor our shared life could be reduced to a



subplot in my grief over Michael. There were responsibilities. There were ordinary pleasures.
There was a life to continue.

But I missed my friend. I missed the conversations. I missed the little exchanges about books
and coffee. The jokes. The cabin. The strange, wonderful comfort of being able to rest my head
against his chest and forget, briefly, that the world outside contained anything troublesome.

I missed having someone | could send a ridiculous news article to and expect a Suitably
ridiculous response. More than anything, I missed the feeling that we had successfully moved
beyond the uncertainty of our first separation.

I had believed we were rebuilding something. Perhaps we had been. But whatever it was, I could
no longer reach it.

On Christmas morning, December 25, I sent one final message.
"Merry Christmas and Happy New Year"

That was all. No accusation. No lengthy apology. No elaborate emotional declaration. Just a
holiday greeting. A small acknowledgmem that I still remembered him. And perhaps, buried
somewhere beneath those ordinary words, a quiet hope that he might remember me too.

The message was marked as read. There was no response.

I looked at the record later and realized how extraordinary the contrast had become. On June
15, he had remembered my birthday after ending our relationship. In August, he had
unexpectedly reappeared. In October, he had reassured me that our friendship would continue.
And by Christmas, I could not even be certain whether he wanted to hear from me.

I did not know what had changed. I did not know whether there would be anocher
conversation. I did not know whether I would ever see him again.

For the second time that year, someone who had become familiar was suddenly absent. But May
had given me a decision I could respect; December gave me only silence. I did not know
whether to grieve an ending or wait for an interruption, and that uncertainty made this
disappearance harder to understand. But this time, I had no final message to read. No stated
decision to respect. No explanation to accept. Only the strange, unfinished feeling of a
conversation that had stopped in the middle.

And the memory of something he had told me in October.
"We're friends always."
I had believed him. Perhaps he believed it when he said it. I cannot know.

But [ remember how much those words meant to me. And [ remember the silence that followed.

T
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE LANTERN TABLE

CYCLE III |_]ANUARY—MARCH 202§

By January 19, 2025, I had grown accustomed to the absence of Michael's name on my telephone.
Nearly two months had passed since our last meaningful exchange, and even my Christmas
greeting had gone unanswered. [ had stopped expecting anything from him, which made the
notification that arrived at 9:12 that morning all the more extraordinary.

[ didn't open it immediately. I simply stared at the screen, trying to comprehend how a few
words from someone I had spent months attempting to let go of could still possess the power to
alter the trajectory of an otherwise ordinary day.

He began by explaining that life had been extraordinarily busy. Work. Obligations. The
seemingly endless procession of appointments and responsibilities that had consumed the lacter
part of the previous year.

He had been attempting to compose a response to my last message. Not simply a hurried
acknowledgment, he explained, but something thoughtful. Something appropriate. Throughout
December and into January, he had apparently written, edited, reconsidered, and rewritten
what he intended to say.

And then, according to him, he finally scopped himself.
"What the fuck am I doing?!"

An excellent question. One [ had been asking myself with increasing regularity for
approximately fifteen months.

Then came the sentence that changed everything.
"You are way more important to me than a text.”
[ stared at it. Read it again. And then again.

He wanted to talk. Not eventually. Not during some undefined future interval when every
conceivable obligation had finally been satisfied. He wanted to arrange a conversation that
week. He was at the cabin, but he would be returning shortly. Could I come over?

[ cannot adequately explain what those words meant to me at that moment. There is a
particular kind of emotional exhaustion that develops when you have repeatedly attempred to
understand an unresolved disagreement.

You begin by assuming a conversation will happen. Then you wait. Then you wonder whether
you should ask again. Then you become embarrassed for asking. Eventually, you begin
questioning whether the relationship mattered to the other person in anything resembling the
way it mattered to you.

And then, suddenly, that person tells you that you are important. Important enough to warrant
more than a text. After everything that had happened in November, the acknowledgment felt
enormous.

I had wanted a conversation. He was offering one. I had wanted to preserve our friendship. He
seemed interested in doing the same.

And perhaps most significantly, he was the one reopening the door. I had not demanded
another audience. I had not arrived at his apartment uninvited. I had not constructed some
elaborate excuse to force an encounter. He reached out. Of his own accord.



I was astonished. Delighted. And, naturally, frightened. Because by that point, I had learned
that the recurn ofsomething precious did not necessarily guarantee its permanence.

Still, T wanted to see him. Desperately.

I replied that afternoon. I had the following day off and would be available. We coordinated
around his work schedule.

Monday evening. After nine. An inconvenient hour for someone who worked early mornings,
certainly, but I had rarely allowed something as trivial as the necessity of sleep to interfere with
an opportunity to spend time with Michael. Apparently, I considered chronic exhaustion a
perfectly reasonable admission fee.

>¥<

January 20. I arrived at his apartment that evening.

I remember being guarded. Not hostile, exactly. But guarded. I had spent weeks attempting to
reconcile what I believed our friendship had become with the silence that followed November.

[ was happy to be there. I was also afraid. Afraid that the conversation would become another
goodbye. Afraid that I had misunderstood his intentions. Afraid that whatever he wanted to
tell me would once again establish that the relationship I valued could not continue.

So I entered cautiously. We sat together in the living area and talked. It was not some grand
philosophical confrontation. There were no raised voices. No elaborate proceedings. No cribunal
convened beneath the watchful eyes of a jury composed entirely of emotionally unavailable
men.

We simply discussed what had happened. The tension. The misunderstandings. The reactions.
The things that had been left unresolved.

I listened. I apologized for my part in the deterioration. And we found enough common ground
to move forward. That was the important thing. We moved forward.

Eventually, the evening became more familiar. The guardedness diminished. The distance that
had separated us for weeks began to feel less substantial. And when the conversation was over, |
remained with him. I stayed the night.

There was something extraordinarily comforting about waking in that familiar place again. The
room. The bed. The quiet. The person beside me.

It was not the first time [ had experienced those things. But after believing I might never
experience them again, their return carried a particular significance.

[ left early the following morning. Michael was still asleep. I remember kissing his forehead
before I went. He did not stir. Later, he told me that he had been so thoroughly asleep that he
hadn't even heard me leave.

At 5:55 that morning, I sent him a message. [ thanked him for having me over. For talking. For
allowing us to resolve what had happened. I told him that I felc magnificent. And then I wrote
something that captured the entire emotional significance of the evening.

"l missed that feeling so badly."

Because I had. Not merely the physical intimacy. The comfort. The familiarity. The simple
pleasure of being around someone [ had come to regard as an important friend.

He replied later chat morning.

"Thank you for being open to talking and moving forward. All’s good."



All's good. Three ordinary words. Three words that seemed capable of quieting an entire
congregation of restless thoughts.

And then, almost immediately, we were planning another weekend together. At the cabin.

T

[ had been looking forward to returning to Camp David. The property had become one of the

places I associated with the happiest moments of our friendship. There was something about
being away from Seattle that appealed to me. The absence of familiar obligations. The quiet. The
strange luxury of allowing time to pass without constantly measuring it against the next
appointment, shift, or responsibility.

[ liked the work that needed doing. The unfinished projects. The tools. The various little
improvements Michael was perpetually planning.

And 1 liked the way he seemed to inhabit the place. It was a world he had buile for himself. Not
complete. Not polished. Not particularly interested in conforming to anyone else's idea of
comfort. But his. And he was allowing me to share it.

We began arranging the trip almost immediately after our reconciliation. Michael wanted to
leave early on Saturday, January 25, racher than arrive late in the evening and have to haul
everything through the darkness. A perfectly reasonable preference.

The cabin, after all, did not offer the amenities of a luxury resort. One could hardly telephone
the front desk and request assistance with one's luggage. The front desk was a collection of trees.
The concierge was probably a rat. And the housekeeping department had apparently been on an
extended leave of absence since the invention of indoor plumbing.

But I loved the place. And I loved the idea of returning.

On January 24, we finalized our arrangements. We would meet that evening and depart for the
cabin early the following morning.

[ was excited. After the uncertainty of November and December, this was beginning to feel like
something genuinely renewed. We had talked. We had reconciled. And now we were returning
to a place that had already become important to me.

[ wasn't approaching the weekend as someone preparing for another difficule conversation.
was approaching it as someone looking forward to spending time with a friend. Someone whose
company I had missed terribly. Someone who had once again welcomed me into his life. And 1

was happy.
>¥<

The cabin was cold. Bitterly cold. There was snow on the ground, and the winter air seemed

determined to remind us that we had voluntarily abandoned the relative conveniences of
civilization.

The interior required warming. There was a fire to tend. Supplies to arrange. The familiar
assortment of small tasks necessary to transform a chilly, unfinished building into something
resembling a comfortable refuge.

[ remember the fire. The light. The smell of woodsmoke. And the peculiar intimacy of
occupying such a small space with someone whose presence had come to mean so much to me.

The evening unfolded without the usual interference of the city. There were no immediate
demands from work. No hurried departure. No need to glance repeatedly at the clock and



calculate how much sleep I might be able to obrain before returning to my ordinary life. For
once, the time seemed to belong to us.

We were intimate. We laughed. We allowed ourselves the indulgences that had become part of
our shared experiences.
There were moments of extraordinary physical closeness, certainly. But what has remained with

me most vividly is not merely what we did. It is how [ fele. Comfortable. Wanted. Safe enough
to stop bracing myself for the next disappointment. And, for a little while, extraordinarily
happy.

There was a moment that night when Michael remarked upon the possibility of how we might
sound to someone outside. I remember laughing. The observation was absurd and wonderfully
irreverent. A pair of grown men tucked away in a cabin, apparently providing the surrounding
wilderness with a thoroughly unsolicited performance. Somewhere, I imagine, an owl filed a
formal complaint.

But beneath the humor was something considerably more meaningful to me. I was experiencing
a kind of happiness that had become increasingly rare. The freedom to enjoy a moment without
immediately preparing for its loss. Or at least atcempting to.

Because even during the happiest periods of my life, there has always been some small part of
me waiting for the other shoe to drop. An unfortunate inheritance from circumstances
considerably older than Michael. And that weekend was no exception.

But for a time, the feeling receded. There was the warmth of the fire. The presence of another
person. The quiet of the surrounding woods. And the sense that, however briefly, the world
outside could wait.

T

Morning arrived. | remember tending the fire. The quiet. The liccle ricuals ofwaking somewhere
far removed from the noise of ordinary life. Coffee. A warm room. The pleasure of watching
someone else sleep without feeling compelled to interrupe them.

I had brought coffee for Michael. A small offering. Nothing extraordinary. Just another
expression of that persistent instinct to care for someone through the ordinary details of their
day.

I had begun learning what he liked. What he appreciated. The small comforts that made him
smile. Coffee was one of them. So [ made sure there was coffee.

I remember sitting quietly while he rested. The cabin around me was still. There was a
particular place near the wall where he had spoken about wanting a stained-glass window.

I liked that idea. A stained-glass window. In a cabin. A lictle piece of deliberate beauty installed
somewhere most people would have been satisfied with ordinary glass and a view of the trees. It
appealed to the part of me that has always believed beautiful things should exist in unexpected
places.

I read. I thought. I watched the light move. And when he began stirring, I remember the
pleasure of being able to greet him with something as ordinary as a cup of coffee.

For all the intensity of our physical relationship, this was the kind of moment that stayed with
me. The quiet ones. The moments requiring no performance. No elaborate discussion about the
exact nature of our relationship. Just the simple comfort of sharing a morning.



There was breakfast. There were the ordinary tasks of preparing to leave. And somewhere amid
those little details, a memory began taking shape in my mind.

I did not yet know what form it would eventually assume. I only knew that I wanted to preserve
the feeling. The firelight. The quiet. The presence. The strange, almost sacred quality of a

morning that had absolutely no reason to be extraordinary. Yet somehow was.

That memory would eventually become The Lantern Table. And another part of the experience
would find its way into a poem. A poem for Michael.

T

The weekend ended on January 26. And almost immediately, I began feeling sad. Not because

something terrible had happened. Quite the opposite. I had enjoyed myself so thoroughly that I
found the prospect of returning to ordinary life almost unbearable.

There was work waiting. Responsibilities. The usual obligations. And the knowledge that I
might not see Michael again for some time.

[ wanted another night. Just one more. Another evening. Another morning. Another
opportunity to exist in that quiet little world before returning to everything outside it.
Apparently, the emotionally sensible portion of my brain had again elected to take an
unscheduled vacation.

Michael noticed my mood. That evening, he asked whether I was angry with him, sad that the
weekend had ended, or experiencing something else entirely. I explained. I wasn't angry. I was
sad. I had enjoyed the weekend so much that I wished it could continue.

And then I admitted that I had found a poem I had written for him during our separation. I
had intended to give it to him but hadn't been able to bring myself to do so.

[ was embarrassed. Nervous. Concerned that the gesture might seem excessive. A familiar
assortment of anxieties.

Michael reassured me. He said he didn't consider my sadness greedy. The weekend had been fun.

He had enjoyed it too. And then he encouraged me to appreciate what we had experienced
rather than mourning its conclusion.

He also expressed interest in seeing the poem. Perhaps [ could give it to him next time.

We began discussing another weekend together‘ And once again, | felt relieved. We had not
quarreled. He had not interpreted my disappointment as an insurmountable problem. He had
asked what was wrong. I had answered. And the conversation continued.

[t was, in hindsight, a small example of precisely the kind of communication I had always
hoped we could maintain. A misunderstanding arose. We discussed it. And we moved forward.
For the moment, everything seemed remarkably simple.

?‘

February arrived with snow. A considerable amount of snow. Enough that additional trips to

the cabin became difficult, and we found ourselves arranging weckends in Seattle instead.
didn't mind. I had already discovered that the location mattered considerably less to me than
the company.

On January 30, I found something I had been searching for. A coffee plant. A lictle Arabica.
Michael had expressed interest in growing one, and I had been attempting to locate a suitable
specimen.



[ eventually discovered a small plant shop near my bus stop. I called to make sure they had one.

They did. And I was delighted.

It was such an absurdly small thing to become excited about. A plant. A collection of leaves
attached to a modest root system. Hardly an event warranting a national holiday. Yet chere 1
was, practica”y celebrating.

[ had found something I knew he wanted. Something alive. Something he could nurture.
Something that might someday become much larger than it was when I first brought it home.

We joked about whether he might eventually manage to grow his own coffee. I explained that it
was theoretically possible, though it would require patience and the appropriate conditions.
Years, probably.

Perhaps there was something particularly appealing to me about giving him something that
could continue growing. I liked the idea of leaving behind lictle things that might remain useful
or beautiful long after the moment of giving them had passed.

We arranged another overnight on February 1. The snow prevented another cabin excursion. So
we stayed in Seattle. And during that weekend, I finally shared the poem. He accepred it.

[ remember the nervousness. The peculiar vulnerability of offering something that had come
directly from my own imagination and emotional experience.

Writing has always been easier for me than speaking. On paper, [ can arrange my thoughts.
Revise. Reconsider. Find the exact words I mean.

In conversation, my feelings sometimes arrive considerably faster than my ability to articulate
them. The result is not always elegant. But a poem allows me to give those feelings a structure.
Something another person can hold. Something that can be read without requiring me to stand
there desperately searching for the right sentence.

And Michael had become someone I wanted to write about. Not because I expected him to
reciprocate every feeling I had. But because he had inspired something in me. Something [
wanted to acknowledge.

In the days that followed, I prepared a more permanent presentation. I typed the poem.
Arranged it. Had it framed.

I wanted it to be something he could keep. A proper gift. Not another disposable piece of
correspondence destined to disappear beneath the endless accumulation of messages on a
telephone. Something tangible. Something made specifically for him.

When I presented the finished piece, I remember him needing his glasses to read it. I had put
considerable thought into the presentation, and the moment felt almost ceremonially
important to me.

Then I did something that seemed both utterly natural and extraordinarily frightening. I read it
aloud.

I wanted him to hear it the way I had written it. The cadence. The pauses. The weight of the
words. All the things that sometimes disappear when a poem exists only as text on a page.

And I remember watching his face. He listened. When I finished, I thought I saw tears in his
eyes. He removed his glasses. [ remember a movement near his face, as though he were wiping
away a tear.

[ cannot say with certainty what he was feeling. But [ remember what I saw. And I remember
how profoundly it affected me.



He told me that no one had ever written a poem about him before. I was astonished. How could
that possibly be? How could someone who had lived such an interesting life, who possessed
such a curious mind, who had inspired so much admiration in me, never have been the subject
of a poem? I could scarcely comprehend it.

I asked whether he remembered the night that had inspited the piece. He said that he did. And

then he kissed me.

It was one of the proudest moments I can remember from that period of my life. Not because 1
had accomplished something professionally significant. Not because a publisher had accepted a
manuscript or someone had praised my iitetaty abilities. But because I had made something for
another person. Something personal. Something that seemed to move him. And for a brief
moment, [ fele that I had succeeded in communicating exactly what I wanted him to
understand.

[ appreciated him. I valued our time together. And I wanted him to know that the memory
macttered.

The framed poem eventually found a place on his dresser. When I visited afterward, I could see
it there. A quiet lictle monument to something we had experienced together. I loved seeing it. I
loved knowing he had kept it in a place where it was visible.

And somewhere in that happiness, I made another promise. I would include him in the
dedication of a book I was working toward completing.

It seemed appropriate. He had become an important ﬁgure in my creative life. A muse,
certainly. But also a source of encouragement. Someone whose presence had helped me
remember why I loved making things. I intended to keep that promise.

T

The rest of February continued with a familiarity that I found deeply comforting. We saw one

another regularly. There were dinners. Overnights. Conversations. Plans interrupted by weather.
Lictle domestic exchanges about food, schedules, and whether the cabin would ever become
accessible again.

At one point, Michael suggested that the absence of proper cabin facilities could be recreated in
Seattle with the addition of a bucket. A touching atcempt to preserve the rustic experience.
respectfully declined. Civilization had already invented functioning toilets, and I saw no reason
to reverse several centuries of sanitary progress merely for atmosphere.

He cooked. We spent time together. And gradually, those weekends began feeling almost
routine. Not obligatory. Not burdensome. Comfortably familiar.

On February 28, he acknowledged that we had been secing each other on weekends for roughly
a month and that the arrangement had worked well with our schedules. He couldn't meet that
particular weeckend. But he intended to reconnect with me during the following week to
arrange another visit.

It seemed ordinaty. Reasonable. Nothing about it suggested an ending.

Then I asked him something important. Charles had a cardiac procedure scheduled for March
18. Would Michael be available to provide support?

I knew it was a substantial request. His professional schedule was demanding, and the hospital
visit would occur duting WOtking hours. I did not want him to rearrange his life unnecessariiy.



But I wanted him there. I wanted the reassurance of having a friend beside me during another
frightening medical experience. And perhaps, somewhere beneath the practical request, |
wanted to experience a moment in which the different parts of my life could exist together
without secrecy or discomfort.

Michael considered his schedule. He had some availability that afternoon. He might be able to
move an appointment. If not, he could come afterward. He would work out the details.

I thanked him. And then he wrote something that meant enormously to me.
"Without question would want be there!"

I believed him. And I had every reason to. He had supported me during my accident. He had
offered kindness during Charles's stroke. He had demonstrated that our friendship could extend
beyond the private circumstances in which it had originally developed. Now he was offering to
show up during anocher genuinely important event.

[ was grateful. Not simply because he had agreed. But because he appeared to understand why it
matrtered.

T

Then March arrived. And with it came the return of an old fear. The weekend following
February 28 passed without the follow-up I had expected.

[ was struggling with work. I was exhausted. I was carrying more anxiety than I knew how to
manage. And, rather than asking a straightforward question about his availability, I began
filling the silence with conclusions.

On March 3, I sent him a message. [ suggested that perhaps I had been forgotten. I described
myself as forgettable. And I admitted that I had begun fearing another separation.

Looking back, I can see the problem. I was taking uncertainty and transforming it into an
accusation against myself. And perhaps, indirectly, against him.

[ was not simply asking whether we were still making plans. I was asking whether I mattered.
Again. After everything we had discussed in January. After everything we had enjoyed in
February.

I was frightened. And I expressed that fear badly.

Michael responded by explaining that he had been working since eleven that morning and
would not finish until nine that evening. A demanding schedule. A perfectly reasonable reason
not to have coordinated another visit.

I apologized. I recognized that my message had been unfairly worded. But the anxiety did not
immediately disappear.

Over the following days, I attempted to arrange a conversation. I wanted to apologize properly.
[ wanted to explain what had happened. And I wanted to know that I had not destroyed the
friendship again.

The more frightened I became, the more urgently I sought reassurance. The more urgently |
sought reassurance, the more difficult it became to allow the conversation to happen at a
mutually convenient time. It was an ugly little cycle. And I was contributing to it. I can
acknowledge that now without reducing the entire reiationship toa problem residing
exclusively within me.



Michael eventually told me that he needed some time and would reach out when he was ready. 1
asked whether it would be another three monchs. Not an especially constructive question. But
an honest expression of what I feared.

He assured me that we would speak before then. I tried to accept that. And I waited.

T
March 17. At 2:26 in the morning, Michael sent a lengthy message. He apologized for the delay.

He explained that his time was extraordinarily limited.

Then he addressed my behavior. He said he could not continue spending time with me if those
encounters were followed by reactive emotional responses, questions about my standing with
him, or assumptions that I had been discarded. He believed we had alrea y addressed those
issues during our January reconciliation. And he was frustrated that cthey had recurned.

[ read his words carefully. There were parts I understood. I had reacted poorly. I had repeatedly
allowed fear to influence how I communicated. I had made assumprtions when a direct question
would have been more appropriate. And I knew that those reactions could be exhausting for
someone else.

But there was another aspect of his message that unsettled me. He suggested that the problem
originated in my past rather than in anything he had done or said. I wasn't certain how to
respond to that.

My past undoubtedly influenced how I experienced uncertainty. I knew that. But I also
remembered the earlier departures. The unanswered messages. The difﬁcu]ty obtaining clarity
when our arrangements changed. Those experiences had happened too. I did not believe the
explanation was as simple as one person's old wounds creating an entirely imaginary problem.
Still, I was not interested in conducting another argument. There was something considerably
more important happening the following day. Charles's procedure.

And Michael addressed that directly. He would be there. He confirmed that he intended to
come after his morning appointment. He would stay as long as his schedule permitted. And
after the procedure, when things had settled, he wanted us to meet and discuss how our
friendship could continue without repeating the difficulties that had brought us to this point.

[ was relieved. There would be a conversation. Not merely another argument conducted through
a screen. An actual conversation. And he was still coming to the hospital.

I thanked him. I acknowledged my recent difficulties. I admitced that I had been struggliﬂg
emotionally and that I needed help managing some of the patterns I was beginning to recognize
in myself.

[ was exhausted by work. Overwhelmed by medical circumstances. And frightened of losing
someone [ regarded as one of my few remaining close friends.

I did not want Michael to become responsible for repairing those difficulties. I wanted to begin
addressing them myself. But I also wanted to preserve the friendship. And I was grateful that he
was still willing to show up.

»?‘
March 18, 2025. University of Washington Medical Center. Montlake.

Another hospital. Another waiting room. Another day organized around a procedure whose
technical details I could barely begin to comprehend, despite the increasingly impressive
collection of medical terminology I had acquired through sheer involuntary exposure.



Charles was undergoing a cardiac ablation. It was an important procedure. And I was

ﬁ‘ightened.

I had spent so many hours in hospitals over the preceding years that the environment had
become depressingly familiar. The corridors. The waiting areas. The little updates delivered by
medical staff. The peculiar relationship with time that develops when someone you love is
undergoing a procedure and all you can do is wait.

I had become accustomed to waiting. I had also become accustomed to doing much of it alone.
But this time, Michael was coming,

He finished his morning appointment and contacted me shortly afterward. He needed to know
where to go. I provided the hospital information. He arranged transportation.

At approximately 12:49 that afternoon, he arrived. And suddenly, there he was. Not in the
apartment. Not at the cabin. Not somewhere associated with the intimate and carefully
separated world we had shared.

He was in a hospital. In my ordinary life. The part involving Charles. The part involving fear,
responsibility, exhaustion, and the kinds of things that cannot be solved by affection alone.

[ remember seeing him. [ remember the extraordinary mixture of emotions. Relief. Gratitude.
Nervousness. And something resembling disbelief.

He had actually come. For all my fear that our friendship might be ending, he had honored this

commitment. And it mactered.

There is a photograph from that afternoon that I still remember vividly. Michael asleep in a
chair near the window. His jacket. His clothing. His body folded into the uncomfortable
arrangement that hospital furniture apparently considers an acceptable substitute for rest.

He was exhausted. He had been working. And yet he had made time to come. He stayed long
enough to fall asleep.

There is something almost painfully ordinary about that image. A tired man in a hospital
waiting room. Nothing theatrical. Nothing romantic. Nothing intended for an audience. Just
someone who had shown up. And I was deeply grateful.

Then came another moment | had searcely allowed myse]F to imagine. Michael met Charles. For
the first time. The two people whose lives had become so complicated by my decisions were
suddenly standing in the same room.

[ remember the strange collision of joy and shame. Joy because they were finally meeting. Shame

beeause I knew hOW much pain my earlier COl’ldUCt had eaused.

And now they were meeting under circumstances that were hardly ideal. Charles was recovering
from a medical procedure. Michael had come to support us. And I was trying not to cry.

I remember Michael acknowledging the unfortunate circumstances of their introduction. It was
a considerate observation. And somehow, that made the moment even more overwhelming.

I wanted to believe that something good could come from it. That the people I loved could exist
within the same reality without everything becoming a source of pain. That the complicated
history behind us did not have to determine every moment ahead.

I don't know whether either of them experienced that afternoon witch anything approaching the
significance it carried for me. I can only describe what I fele. And what I felt was enormous.



When Michael left, I thanked him. Repeatedly. Later that afternoon, he responded with his
customary humor, acknowledging that he had been happy to be there, even if he had spent
some of the visit asleep.

[ smiled. It was such a Michael response. And for a moment, [ felc that the kindness I had
always admired in him was once again the most important thing about our friendship.

Charles was recovering. Michael had kept his promise. And we still intended to talk. I thought

we were going to be okay.

>¥<
The following day, Michael checked on Charles. He asked how the patient was doing. I told him

that TCCOVEery was progressing. We exchanged a few more messages.

He asked how I was holding up. I was still shaken. But I was relieved that the procedure was

behind us.
I thanked him again for being there. I had probably thanked him enough times by then to

qualify as a one-man appreciation committee. But [ meant every word.

Then I began attempting to arrange the conversation we had discussed. I wanted to address the
difficulties between us before Michael left for an upcoming trip. I wanted us to have the
opportunity to speak without the urgency of a hospital visit hanging over everything. And 1
wanted to explain something I had been struggling to articulate for a long time.

By then, I had been writing. A great deal. Writing had always been my preferred method of
organizing difficult emotions. When speaking became overwhelming, I could retreat to the
page.

I could examine a sentence. Take it apart. Find the proper words. Try again. There was comfort
in that process.

But sometimes the writing grew beyond its original purpose. Something intended as a brief

explanation became a longer reflection. A reflection became a letter. And the letter became
something I was no longer sure how to deliver.

[ had been working on a deeply personal piece of correspondence. One that atcempted to
communicate things I had struggled to express face-to-face. I decided to send it. By mail. An

actual physical letter. Because apparently the twenty-first century had not yet developed an
adequate electronic delivery system for the emotional freight I was attempting to transport.

I knew it was substantial. I knew it would require attention. And I knew that giving someone
such a deeply personal document could itself create complications. But [ hoped it would help us
communicate.

I wanted Michael to understand me more clearly. Not necessarily agree with everything I felt.
Not accept responsibility for every difficulty between us. Just understand.

[ was frightened of another conversation collapsing before I could explain myself. On paper, at
least, I could finish a thought without losing my words.

The letter was mailed. And I waited.
s?c

March 29. Michael responded to my request to arrange our conversation. He apologized for the

delay. He had been preparing for another trip, and his schedule had been demanding. Could we
meet Sunday?



I agreed. I asked whether we would be speaking by telephone or in person. I wanted to prepare
myself.
He preferred an in-person conversation. Good. So did L.

[ had a funeral to attend that Sunday. A neighbor had died, and there would be a service
followed by brunch.

It was an unfortunate collection of emotional obligations for one afternoon. A funeral. A
difficule conversation. And the possibility of confronting another ending.

One might reasonably have requested that the universe stagger its programming. But I had
already become accustomed to a certain lack of consideration from the celestial scheduling
department.

We arranged to meet after the service. Sunday, March 30. At four o'clock.

Earlier that afternoon, Michael told me that he had finally checked his mailbox and discovered
the letter. He said he would try to read it before I arrived. I apologized in advance for its
weight. And then I made my way to his apartment.

[ arrived at four. I was already emotionally exhausted from the day. The funeral had been
difficule. And I was nervous about the conversation ahead.

[ wanted privacy. I wanted time. [ wanted to understand where we stood and what could be
done to prevent the same difhculties from recurring.

But when I arrived, the circumstances were not what I had expected. Someone else was present
in the bedroom. There were belongings visible elsewhere in the apartment. I recognized enough
of the situation to understand that the afternoon was not going to unfold in the private setting

I had anticipated.
[ was uncomfortable. And [ said so.

Michael did not appear to regard the other person's presence as relevant to our conversation.
did. The distinction was immediate.

I had sent him something deeply personal. We had agreed to discuss a difficult subject. And 1
had arrived expecting an opportunity to speak candidly without an audience.

Whether the other person was actively listening or merely occupying the room was not
something I could establish. But his presence affected my willingness to speak. I felt exposed.

The conversation was brief. Uneasy. And ultimately unsatisfying.

I learned that Michael had not yet read the letter in its entirety. That made a substantive
discussion of its contents difficult.

I left with the understanding that we would continue the conversation the following day. 1
would finish work ac three. I could rake che bus directly to his apartment and arrive around
four.

[ sent him a message that evening confirming the plan. I specifically expressed the hope that we
could speak privately and without distractions.

[ wanted the conversation to happen. I wanted to be able to explain myself. And despite the
discomfort of the afternoon, I was still trying to move forward.

The following day, I went to work.



March 31, 2025. At 2:54 in the afternoon, Michael sent me a message. Six minutes before I was
scheduled to finish work.

I had been preparing to leave and make my way toward his apartment. We were supposed to
talk. I had arranged the afternoon around that understanding. And then my telephone lit up.
Michael.

He began by saying that he had read the lecter. He said he did not take offense. He said we
agreed on much of what I had written.

Then he explained his understanding of our relationship. He had enjoyed meeting me. He had
appreciated our time together. He had come to regard me as someone whose company he
genuinely liked.

But he had never viewed our involvement as a developing romantic partnership. He wanted a
monogamous relationship. And he did not believe that the circumstances of my relationship

with Charles, or the emotional difficulties that had arisen between us, were compatible with

what he wanted.

He believed that our friendship had become caught in a repeating cycle. We would spend time
together. I would subsequently become distressed or uncertain. The situation would deteriorate.
And we would return to another difficule discussion.

He did not want to continue participating in that dynamic. Not romantically. Not as friends
with benefits. And, ultimately, not as friends. He believed my feelings made an ordinary
friendship unlikely to work.

Those were his conclusions. I understood that he was entitled to make them. I could not require
him to continue a relationship he did not want.

But the message was devastating. Because I had not been preparing to receive another goodbye.
[ had been preparing for a conversation. A difficult one, certainly. Perhaps an uncomfortable
one. But a conversation nonectheless.

And now, before I had even left work, I was being told that the conversation would not be
happening. He did not consider an in-person goodbye productive. He believed nothing useful
would come from it. So he ended the relationship in writing. Again.

"So we must now part.”

Such a beautifully composed sentence. Almost licerary. The kind of line one might discover in
an old novel, spoken beneath a gray sky as the last train prepares to depart.

Except this was not a novel. I was not a character standing on a windswept platform. I was a
man finishing another ordinary workday, staring at a message from someone I loved.

Someone who had been lying beside me only weeks earlier. Someone who had accepted a poem 1
wrote for him. Someone who had told me that our time together could happen again. Someone
who had sat in a hospital waiting room while Charles underwent a procedure, fulfilling a
promise that mattered enormously to me. And now he was saying goodbye.

I continued reading. He wrote about appreciating the experiences we had shared. He said he
would miss them. And then came another sentence that would remain with me.

"But I don't mourn them because they're not happening now, I celebrate them because they did

happen.”



[ understood the philosophy. At least intellectually. The idea that one should appreciate an
experience for what it was rather than allowing its conclusion to erase its value. There is
wisdom in that. [ still believe there is.

But in that moment, the distinction felt almost impossible to inhabit.

Because I was mourning. Not merely the experiences that would no longer occur. I was
mourning the person. The friendship. The future conversations. The books. The dinners. The
cabin weekends. The possibility of watching that little coffee plant grow. The ridiculous
exchanges about rats and tools and whether the cabin bathroom would ever become a fully
functional triumph of modern civilization.

I was mourning all the ordinary moments that had not yet happened. And perhaps that was the
part I could not reconcile. He was describing the relationship as something whose past could be
celebrated. I was confronting the disappearance of a future I had believed remained possible.

Not necessarily a romantic future. Not an elaborate domestic fantasy in which Michael
abandoned his own ambitions to join Charles and me in some extraordinary arrangement. Just
a friendship. A place in one another's lives. Something durable enough to survive the occasional
difficult conversation.

I had believed we were trying to build that. And suddenly, there was nothing left to build.
t

At 3:08 that afternoon, I responded. Fourteen minutes after his message.

I thanked him. I wished him well. I acknowledged the memories and the friendship. And I told

him that the goodbye was bittersweet. That there were tears on my face.
I signed it simply.
"Forever, Jared"

I did not attempt anocher argument. I did not demand that he reconsider. I did not ask him to
explain the decision again.

He had explained what he wanted. He had made his choice. And however profoundly it hure, I
understood that the relationship was over. For the third time.

[ had spent the preceding months believing we were repairing something. We had talked in
January. We had gone to the cabin. We had spent weekends together. We had shared ordinary

moments of warmth and consideration.

He had accepted my poetry. He had supported me during one of the most frightening medical
experiences Charles and I had faced together. All of those things had happened. They were real.

And now the relationship was ending again.

I did not know what to do with that contradiction. Perhaps there was nothing to do with it.
Perhaps two people can share meaningful experiences and still arrive at entirely different
understandings of what those experiences require of them. Perhaps someone can genuinely care
about another person and still conclude that continuing the relationship would be unwise.

[ can accept those possibilities. But accepting them does not make the loss painless.

And there was something particularly difficult about the timing. Only thirteen days carlier,
Michael had arrived at the hospita]. I had watched him sic beside me. [ had watched him meet
Charles. I had experienced what felt like an extraordinary moment of compassion and

friendship. Now I was reading his goodbye.



The distance between those two events was less than a fortnight. In calendar time, almost
nothing. In emotional experience, an entire lifetime.

>¥<

The cabin remained. Somewhere beyond Seattle, the lictle building continued standing among
the trees. The firewood. The unfinished projects. The wall where Michael had wanted a stained-
glass window.

The table. The lamps. All the ordinary objects that had become inseparable from one of the
happiest weekends I could remember.

I wondered about them. Not because the objects themselves held any extraordinary power. But
because they had witnessed a moment I wished I could preserve.

[ remembered the morning. The coffee. The quicet. The way the winter light entered the room.
The peculiar comfort of watching someone sleep without needing anything from him.

[ remembered the poem. The frame. The glasses. The expression on Michael's face when I read it
aloud. And I remembered how proud I had felt when he told me no one had ever written a
poem for him before.

I did not want those memories to disappear simply because the friendship had ended. T did not

want the kindness of March 18 to become meaningless because of the message on March 31. Nor

did I want the happiness of January to become evidence that I had been foolish for experiencing
it.

I had been happy. That was true. [ had been frightened. That was also true. I had behaved poorly
at times. | could acknowledge that. Michael had shown me genuine care. I could acknowledge
that too.

And now he had decided that continuing the relationship was not something he wanted. All
those truths existed together. I simply did not know how to live comfortably among them yet.

There was, however, one promise [ intended to keep. The book. I had told him that I would
include him in its dedication. I had made that promise during a time when our friendship was
flourishing, when the possibility of an ending seemed distant enough that I had not seriously
considered it.

Now the ending had arrived. But I had made the promise. And the affection that inspired it had
been genuine. I could not rewrite that affection simply because it had become painful. Nor
could I pretend that the person who inspired so much of my work had never existed.

So, I returned to writing. Not immediately with any grand revelation. Not because I had
suddenly achieved some extraordinary philosophical understanding of grief. I returned because
writing was what I knew how to do.

It was how [ survived difficult things. How I organized experiences that otherwise refused to
arrange themselves into anything coherent. I wrote because I did not know how else to preserve
what had happened without allowing the loss to swallow the memories whole.

And somewhere in that process, the image of the cabin returned. The light. The stillness. The
lictle table. The morning that had asked nothing of me except that I be present for it.

I began to understand why I had wanted to write about that night. Not because I believed it
could be repeated. Not because I expected Michael to return. But because it had happened.

For one brief period, I had experienced something beautiful. And whatever the future brought,
I wanted to remember chat beauty without requiring it to justify everything that followed.



There is something terribly human about our determination to preserve the moments that made
us happy. A photograph. A letter. A poem. A book. A stained—glass window that has not yet
been made.

Little monuments erected against the passage of time. Perhaps that is what memory has always
been. An attempt to keep the light from going out simply because the people who shared it
have gone their separate ways.

I could not keep Michael in my life. That decision was no longer mine. But I could keep my
promise. And I could remember the morning when the world had seemed quiet enough for me
to believe that, for once, I had found somewhere safe to rest.

The lanterns were cold. The room was empty. And I was alone with the memory of how

beautifully they had burned.
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CHAPTER F1vE: THE MAKING OF WALTER RED

There is a peculiar misconception about grief that I have never particularly understood. People
imagine it as an interruption. Something arrives, devastates your world, and eventually departs,
allowing the machinery oi‘ordinai‘y life to resume.

A wonderfully convenient theory. Unfortunately, ordinary life has never demonstrated much
willingness to wait for anyone.

The bills continue arriving. People get married. People get sick. Someone needs groceries.
Someone else needs a ride. Your employer still expects you to appear at an appointed hour,
perform your duties, and preferably refrain from experiencing a complete psychological
collapse during business operations. And somewhere amid this extraordinary collection of
inconveniences, you're supposed to find time to recover from losing someone you love.

March 31, 2025, had been another goodbye. The third. And this time, Michael had made himself
clear. We were not going to continue seeing one another. Not romantically. Not physically. Not
even as friends.

I understood what he had written. Understanding it, however, proved rather different from
knowing how to live with it.

I remember the sadness. The exhaustion. The peculiar humiliation of having once again become
overwhelmed by a relationship whose limitations I had known from the beginning.

I remembered his kindness. The cabin. The hospitai. The poem. | remembered the person who
had sat beside me while Charles underwent a cardiac procedure only thirteen days before
ending our friendship. And I scruggled to understand how those memories were supposed to
occupy the same emotional space as his goodbye.

But I could not spend the rest of my life examining March 31. There were other things
happening. Many other things. And they were not particularly interested in waiting until I had

TGCOVCTGd.
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Charles and I were still navigating an exhausting succession of medical concerns. Surgeries.
Procedures. Appointments. Recoveries. The endless practical arrangements that accompany a
long period of uncertain health.

There are oniy SO many times one can become familiar with a hospitai before the entire medical
establishment begins feeling like an especially unpleasant extension of one's social calendar.

But alongside those difhiculties, there were celebrations. Weddings. Family gatherings. Holidays.
Visits. Little journeys away from Seattle. All the ordinary rituals through which people
maintain cheir connections to one another.

Charles's family remained part of our lives, and those gatherings were a reminder that the
world contained relationships considerably older and more established than the one I had just
lost. There were moments of laughter. Moments of comfort. The peculiar joy of attending
someone else's wedding and briefly allowing yourself to believe that human beings might,
against all available evidence, be capable of making lasting promises.

It would be dishonest to describe that period as nothing but misery. There was happiness. Real
happiness. And Charles was part of it.



He was also the person who had already experienced the consequences of my decisions at the
beginning of this story. That fact did not disappear simply because my involvement with
Michael had ended. If anything, the separation forced me to confront how much of my
emotional attention had become occupied by someone outside the relationship in which I had
spent nearly all my adule life.

I had responsibilities at home. I had promises of my own. And I had a person beside me who
deserved considerably more than the exhausted remnants of whatever emotional energy I had
left after grieving someone else.

That realization was uncomfortable. Necessary, perhaps. But uncomfortable. I had spent so
much time trying to understand why Michael could not meet my needs that I was beginning to
recognize how frequently I had neglected to examine what Charles might need from me.

That did not make the two relationships interchangeable. They weren't. Nor did it mean that
loving one person invalidated the significance of another. But I could not continue pretending
that my grief existed without consequences for the people living alongside it. And Charles had
already carried enough.

i

Then my professional life began collapsing. I had spent years working in an environment that

had become increasingly draining. The accumulated frustrations, institutional complications,
and ordinary exhaustion of employment had already been wearing me down.

Then came an investigation. Serious allegations were raised against me. | disputed them. The
process became frightening, exhausting, and increasingly difficult to navigate. I was asked to
participate in a formal interview without feeling that I had received enough information to
understand precisely what I was expected to answer.

I could have continued contesting the matter. But by then, I was exhausted. Emotionally.
Professionally. Financially. And I no longer believed I had the resources or desire to endure
what I feared might become a prolonged dispute.

Sol resigned. [ left. Not triumphantly. Not with the magniﬁcem satisfaction of delivering some
extraordinary resignation speech while an orchestra performed in the background. I simply
reached a point where continuing seemed less survivable than walking away.

There was grief in that decision, too. A different kind. The loss of professional identity. The loss
of routine. The loss of the structure around which so much of my daily life had been organized.
And the uncertainty of what I was supposed to do next.

Then, almost immediately afterward, someone attempted to blackmail me. Because apparently
the universe had reviewed the existing situation and determined that it lacked sufficient
administrative complications.

I will not turn that experience into another person's identifiable story here. The details belong
in their appropriate record. But the effect on me was substantial. I felt cornered. Angry.
Frightened. And increasingly exhausted by the expectation that I should somehow remain
composed while multiple areas of my life appeared to be collapsing simultanecously.

I had lost Michael. I had left my job. I was dealing with an attempted coercion. And the
familiar medical and domestic responsibilities of my life had not magically ceased.

There was no grand period of recuperation. No restorative retreat. No charming little interval
in which I could sit beside a window, contemplate my circumstances, and emerge several weeks



later with an improved personality and a tastefully understated understanding of the human
condition.

There was simply the next day. And then the next. And I had to find something to do with
them.

»?

[ began writing more intensely. Not because I had developed some extraordinary plan to
transform my suffering into a publishing empire. That came later. At first, I wrote because the
alternative was allowing everything to remain an indistinguishable mass of grief, anger, shame,

and unfinished thought.

Writing gave those experiences edges. A beginning. A progression. An ending. Even when my
life seemed stubbornly determined to provide none of those things.

[ returned to older manuscripes. Revisited ideas. Reconsidered projects that had remained
unfinished. And slowly, an ambitious undertaking began taking shape.

Walter Red. The name had existed before this period. It was familiar to me. A literary identity.
A voice through which I could explore things that were difficult to approach directly.

But I had begun using it for something more complicated. Walter Red could say things that
Jared found difficult to admit.

Walter Red could be theatrical. Cruel. Devotional. Absurd. Tender. He could build cachedrals
from grief and populate them with ghosts without requiring anyone to ask why the archicect
had spent so much time studying the dead.

[t was an extraordinarily convenient arrangement. A man could place his most uncomfortable
emotions into literature, give the resulting figure a different name, and claim the entire
experience was a creative exercise. A wonderful lictle piece of psychological bookkeeping.

The trouble was that the books were mine. The memories were mine. The grief was mine. And
eventuaiiy, | began reaiizing that the distinction between niyself and the person writing them
had become less clear than I wanted to believe.

I had been constructing a refuge. But somewhere along the way, the refuge had begun
resembling a second identity. And I was no longer entirely certain which of us was supposed to
be living the life outside the pages.

T

[ did seek help. I began therapy. For a period, I had access to someone who offered me room to
examine the experiences that had been accumu]ating beneath my more recent difficulcies. The
relationship with Michael was part of that. But it was not the whole of it.

There were older wounds. Older fears. Things that had shaped how I responded to rejection,
uncertainty, confrontation, and intimacy long before October 2023.

I had developed habits of survival that had once been useful. The problem with survival habits
is that they rarely receive notification when the original emergency has ended. They simply
continue operating. Sometimes for years. Sometimes long after the circumstances that created

them have disappeared.

I began recognizing how certain reactions had become almost automatic. The urgency. The need
for an answer. The fear that silence meant something terrible. The way I could begin
constructing elaborate explanations for events before anyone had provided sufficient
information to justify them.



[ was learning. Not always gracefully. But learning.

At one point, I spoke with my mother about something I had carried for more than twenty
years. It was a deeply difficult conversation. I cried. I told her things I had struggled to
articulate for much of my life.

And afterward, I felt as though some terrible weight had shifted. Not disappeared. Not
magically dissolved. Burt shifted enough to let me understand that I had been carrying it.

There is something profoundly strange about realizing that an old wound has influenced so
much of your life while remaining almost invisible to you. You begin reconsidering memories.
Reactions. Relationships. And the person you believed yourself to be.

I did not emerge from that period cured of every difficulty. That would have been remarkably
convenient. But something important had begun changing.

I was no longer exclusively interested in explaining why other people hurt me. I was beginning
to ask why certain experiences had such extraordinary power over me. And what responsibility

I had for the ways I responded.

i
June arrived. My birthday. Thirey-six. A perfectly respectable age at which to begin discovering

that one's emotional operating system contains several undocumented features and at least one

catastrophic design flaw.

Charles and I traveled to Portland to celebrate. We stayed with a close friend. I reconnected
with people who had been important to me long before Michael entered the picture, including
someone who had once been my first great love.

Charles and that old friend got along well. I remember enjoying that. There is a particular
comfort in discovering that people from different periods of your life can occupy the same
room without anyone needing to conduct an emergency diplomatic summit.

It was a good trip. A reminder that my life had contained meaningful relationships before
Michael and would continue containing them afterward.

[ was capable of happiness. I was capable of connection. I was capable of participating in the
world without spending every waking moment wondering whether someone who had left it
might return.

And when we came home, I received news that would become one of the defining moments of
my creative life. June 18, 2025. Walter Red Books LLC had been certified by the State of
Washington.

It was official. My publishing imprint existed. Not simply as an idea. Not as a folder on my
computer filled with increasingly elaborate plans. As a legal business. My business.

[ remember the excitement. The disbelief. The peculiar satisfaction of watching something that
had existed in my imagination take on an independent, tangible form.

For the first time in what felt like an extraordinarily long period, I had built something that
could continue growing regardless of whether a particular person wanted to remain in my life.
[t was mine to maintain. Mine to develop. Mine to shape.

There were books to finish. Covers to design. Production details to solve. Pub]ishing
arrangements to understand. And an increasingly elaborate universe of symbols, settings, and
characters demanding my attention.



[ had created an extraordinary amount of work for myself. Nacurally. Apparently, when
presented with an opportunity to simplify my life, I preferred to establish a publishing house
and populate it with an entire theological bureaucracy.

But I loved it. I was building. And that felt considerably better than waiting.

»?

The books became more than manuscripts. They became a way of examining the person who had

written them. Daddyland, in particular, took me somewhere I had not anticipated. I had begun
working within a familiar literary identity and eventually found myself confronting aspects of
my own experience that I had hidden behind that identity.

The material became darker. More personal. And increasingly difficult to regard as something
entirely separate from me.

I remember reaching a point when I was disturbed by the direction my own imagination had
taken. There were ideas I did not want to pursue. Material I did not want to release. Things that
seemed to belong more appropriately in a private archive than in a book intended for readers.

And for once, I stopped. I reconsidered. I recognized that the ability to create something did
not automatically mean I ought to publish it. That distinction became important.

There is power in writing. Particu]ar]y when the subject is connected to experiences that have
wounded you. You can construct entire worlds in which the person who hurt you is finally made
to understand.

You can write their confession. Their punishment. Their redemption. Their destruction. You can
give every unanswered question a reply. Every unresolved conflict a verdict. You can create the
ending reality refused to provide.

But that power carries responsibility. And I began recognizing that my work could not simply
become an instrument for doing whatever my most wounded impulses desired.

Some things belonged in the archive. Some things needed to remain sealed. Others could be
transformed into literature without preserving their original, more destructive intentions.

I chose to continue creating. But I also began making decisions about what creation was for.

That was part of what I later called my liminal rupture. A period in which the boundaries
between the identities [ had constructed and the person living behind them became painfully
difficult to maintain. [ was no longer satisfied with hiding inside the character of Walter Red. I
wanted to understand what he represented. And why I had needed him.

It was uncomfortable work. But the result was not simply another book. It was a recognition.
I was responsible for what [ created. And I could no longer pretend otherwise.

>¥<

There was, however, a promise I had made before the final goodbye in March. A dedication. I
had told Michael that I intended to acknowledge him in one of my books. At the time, it had
seemed like an ordinary expression of gratitude. An acknowledgment of someone whose

presence had helped inspire me.
The relationship was over now. But the promise remained.

I considered it. I could remove his name. Pretend the inspiration had never existed. Rewrite the
history until the finished book appeared to have emerged untouched by the experiences that
had helped shape it. But that would have been dishonest.



Whatever happened between us, Michael had mattered. He had shaped memories, encouraged
work, and inspired art—but the work was still mine, and its meaning did not vanish when the
friendship ended. He had encouraged me. Shared his own creative life with me. Offered
practical insight into things I was trying to understand. And inspired work that I might never
have written in precisely the same way without knowing him.

Those were facts about my experience. The ending did not erase them.

So I kept the dedication. Not as an invitation. Not as a request for reconciliation. But because 1
had promised. And because I wanted the work to preserve the truth of what had inspired i,
even if the relationship itself could no longer continue.

There were other things I had prepared, too. Letters. Artwork. Poems. Little offerings created
during a time when I was still trying to understand how to live with the absence.

For the most pare, I kept them. I did not send them. I had been told the relationship was over. 1
intended to respect that.

If Michael ever returned of his own accord, perhaps there would be an opportunity to share
some of those things. If not, they could remain in my archive. They had served a purpose simply

by being made.
I did not yet fuiiy understand that distinction. But [ was learning it.

An artwork could be meaningful without being received by its subject. A letter could help me
organize my thoughts without becoming another message demanding someone's atcention. A
poem could preserve affection without requiring the person who inspired it to do anything in
return.

Those were important lessons. And during those months, they allowed me to keep creating.

Summer passed. Then autumn. The publishing work continued. The books developed. The lictle

iiterary universe expanded into something increasingiy elaborate.

The cathedral. The garden. The relics. The strange symbolic geography through which I had
begun mapping the experiences of my life.

[ was creating places for things I did not know how to leave behind. Some memories became
rooms. Others became flowers. Some became characters. And some became objects placed

carefully inside imagined buildings, where they could remain without occupying every available
space in my actual home.

[ was buiiding an architecture ofmemory. Not because 1 believed memory could resurrect the
past. But because it could preserve the parts of the past I still wanted to understand.

Charles remained part of the life surrounding that work. Our home. Our celebrations. Our
continuing responsibilities. The ordinary and extraordinary difficulties of keeping a
reiationship alive while boch peopie carried the consequences of what had happened.

There were moments of closeness. Moments of exhaustion. Days in which the practical demands
of life left little room for grand emotional reflection. And I was still working to become
someone who could participate in those moments more fully.

I missed Michael. Constantiy, of course. There were memories that remained tender. The cabin.
His smile. The way he had looked when I read him the poem.

But the grief was no longer the only thing happening in my life. I had begun developing
something independent of him. An identity. A vocation. A world. And while I could not



honestly say that the loss had become painless, I had reached a point where I no longer believed
my future depended on whether he would return.

Then October ended. November began. And at 3:22 in the morning, November 2, 2025, the past
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knocked on the door again. This time, however, the person answering was not quite the same
person who had watched it close in March.

T
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CHAPTER S1X: THE CONDITIONS OF RETURN

At some point, you would imagine, the human brain might develop an adequate defense against
repetition. A warning light, perhaps. An audible alarm. Some small internal clerk rising from
his desk to announce that the present circumstances bear a suspicious resemblance to three
previous catastrophes and that the appropriate response might therefore involve declining
furcher participation.

Mine had apparently been dismissed for misconduct.
November 2, 2025. 3:22 in the morning. Snifties. Again.

I had kept Michael's old profile saved. It had no personal photograph attached, but I recognized
it.

There was something almost absurd about the familiarity of the circumstances. An anonymous
profile. An unexpected message. A person [ had spent months attempting to place safely in the
past. And once again, the past had decided it was not finished with me.

"I know you."
That was his opening. I recognized him.

"Yeah. Michael."

There was no need for the elaborate revelation that had accompanied his August 2024 return. [
knew who he was. More importantly, I knew what had happened the last time.

The response I gave him was not the delighted explosion of affection that had characterized our
previous reunion. I was guarded. Confused. And not particularly pleased to discover that the
careful distance I had maintained was about to be disturbed.

I asked what he wanted. I told him that I was already struggling and that his sudden appearance
was not helping. I reminded him that my number had never changed. That I had never blocked
him. That he could have contacted me directly.

He explained that he had not blocked me either. Then, sensing the reception was less
enthusiastic than anticipated, he suggested that saying hello might have been a mistake.

Perhaps it was. Perhaps it wasn't. I did not know.
P p

But I was no 10nger prepared O treat a message as sufficient evidence of a repaired friendship.

We had already established how badly that assumption could go.

Still, we began ralking. And eventually, as had happened before, we arranged to meet.

»?

November 3. I saw Michael again. Seven months had passed since his March goodbye. Seven

months during which I had lost my job, navigated difficult personal circumstances, founded a
publishing business, completed major creative projects, and begun attempting to understand
myself differently.

And now there he was. The familiar face. The familiar manner. The strange sensation of seeing
someone who had continued occupying a place in my memory suddenly standing in front of me
again.

There is something deeply unsettling about that transition. Memory softens people. It removes

the awkward pauses. The inconvenient realities. The complications. Then the person returns,
and the mind must reconcile the living human being with the version it has preserved.



[ was trying. [ was also carrying things [ had written during the separation. Letters. Arcwork.
Pieces of a life he had not witnessed.

I brought them with me. Not because I believed a collection of beautifully prepared objects
could repair everything. But because they represented the time that had passed. I had not spent
those months sitting motionless in grief. I had made things. And some of those things had been
inspired by him.

Then, during our encounter, something happened that would remain with me for reasons both
ridiculous and painful. In the elevator, Michael wished me a happy birthday. My birchday is

June 15. It was November.

I remember my disbelief. He offered an explanation involving his calendar. I cannot reconstruct
precisely how that happened. Perhaps an old reminder had resurfaced. Perhaps he confused the
date.

People forget rhings. It happens.

But this was the same person who had remembered my birthday during our first separation in
2024. That unexpected greeting had meant so much to me. And now, after returning to my life
again, he seemed unable to place the date correctly.

I laughed through the awkwardness. But the moment hurt. Not because [ believed remembering
a birthday was some extraordinary obligation. Because the contrast was so difficult to ignore.

I remembered October 25. January 20. March 18. The lictle details of our weekends. The things
he had told me. The places. The gestures. And [ was discovering, painfully, that cthe same
memories might not have occupied comparable space in his mind.

That did not prove indifference. It did not mean the friendship had been false. But it
confronted me with an imbalance I had spent a long time attempting not to examine too
closely.

I wanted to know whether we could move forward differently. And this time, I was determined
not to assume that tenderness alone would answer the question.

>¥<

We met again in November. There were conversations about what had happened. About the

carlier departures. About what rebuilding might require.

[ was trying to be more careful. More deliberate. Less inclined to treat a delayed response as
immediate evidence of rejection. I wanted to bring the things [ had learned during the
preceding months into the relarionship rather than sirnply resume the habits that had made our
carlier attempts so difficul.

The difference mattered to me. Because [ had spent seven months examining my own reactions.
[ knew there were things I needed to change. I wanted those changes to be visible through my
conduct rather than announced through another enormous letter.

And then came Thanksgiving. November 27. Michael sent me a message outlining what he
envisioned for our renewed connection.

We would spend more time together. At his place. At mine. Or elsewhere. We would become
reacquainted. The relationship would develop gradually. And eventually, perhaps, we would
return to overnights and the cabin.

[ remember reading it carefully. There was no promise of immediate romance. No declaration
that everything would return to the way it had been before.



But there was a direction. A proposed sequence. Time together first. Comfort. Trust. Then the
possibility of deeper closeness.

That seemed reasonable to me. More than reasonable. It was precisely the kind of gradual
approach I had hoped we might establish. Not an immediate demand for everything. Not an
assumption that the old relationship could be restored without discussion. A process.
Something we could both understand.

I was willing to move slowly. I simply wanted to know that we were moving. And for a lictle
while, T believed we were.

>¥<

December brought several genuinely pleasant encounters. We talked. We shared meals. We
became reacquainted. There was Sunday Sauce. There were conversations that seemed to suggest
the friendship might finally exist without requiring constant negotiation over its meaning.

[ wanted to believe that. But | had also become more conscious of the difference between
enjoying someone's company and knowing whether they intended to maintain it. So I began
asking more direct questions.

On December 20, I reached a point where I wanted clarification about our connection. Not a
declaration of love. Not a promise of lifelong devotion. A straightforward answer.

Was Michael actually available for an ongoing, clearly defined relationship with me? If the
answer was yes, I wanted us to establish a workable scructure. If it was no, I wanted to know.
Because I had already experienced the consequences of attempting to navigate a relationship
whose availability changed without clear explanation.

The following day, he responded. And somewhere in that exchange came a sentence I would
remember with extraordinary clarity.

"Boundaries are for caccle.”

[ remember being taken aback. It was such a peculiar statement. Particularly from someone who
had explicitly established boundaries carlier in our relationship.

I had never thought of boundaries as instruments of confinement. To me, they were a way of
making expectations understandable. An opportunity to say what was acceptable, what was
not, and what each person could reasonably expect. Without that understanding, how were two
people supposed to know whether they were respecting one another?

Michael regarded my questioning as unreasonable. From his perspective, we had only recently
loegun rebuilding the friendship, and [ was ali‘eady challenging it because communication had
not occurred as quickly as I wanted. I could understand why that might feel discouraging. I
could also recognize that some of my anxiety remained unhelpfully acute.

But I was not asking for constant attention. I was asking whether the relationship had terms we
both understood. And the answer remained difficult to escablish.

The holidays continued. There were gifts. I had prepared things for him. I remembered the
people who mattered to me through objects, books, and little gestures that might make them
smile.

Some people give gift cards. [ apparently construct entire ceremonial offerings and then wonder
why the wrapping paper becomes emotionally significant.

But these were not obligations I placed upon him. They were expressions of affection. I wanted
him to enjoy them. [ wanted to continue being generous without using generosity as a



substitute for the communication we still needed. Whether I always succeeded at keeping those
things separate is another question.

.?

January 2026 arrived. The gifts remained undelivered. Eventually, I brought them to the
Fairmont. [ had hoped to deliver them directly, but Michael's office was closed when I arrived. |
encountered his assistant and passed them along.

Later, Michael asked whether leaving them without speaking had been intended as a message. |
was surprised. I had simply been attempting to deliver Christmas gifts. But by then, I was
beginning to understand how easily even an ordinary gesture could become open to
interpretation.

There were more conversations. More attempts to arrange time together. And then an
unexpected encounter on Sniffies during a period when we were already communicating
directly. This time, Michael acknowledged that he had just texted me. A strangely comical
collision of two channels that seemed perpetually incapable of agreeing about the nature of our
connection.

But the more significant exchange came on January 7. We discussed the possibility of physical
intimacy. He said he was comfortable with the idea once our friendship had reached a level at
which we both felt comforcable.

Again, the future remained open. Not immediate. Not guaranteed. But possible.

[ was not inventing that possibility. He had introduced it. And I was trying to understand what
practical steps would allow us to reach the level of comfort he described. That was where the
difficulty began returning.

T

We made plans for lunch. On January 21, the meeting was canceled approximately an hour
beforchand. Personal circumstances. We rescheduled for the following day.

Then Michael was late. Considerably late. He explained that he was helping a friend escape a
domestic violence situation. A serious matter. Not something I wanted to dismiss.

But I was sitting there waiting, and the expected arrival time kept changing. [ began feeling
that familiar uncasiness. The difference this time was that I was trying not to turn the feeling
into another confrontation. I waited.

We eventually met. The gifts were opened. There was still kindness. There was still che
possibility ofenjoying the afternoon. But I was beginning to notice how much energy I spent
managing my expectations around meetings whose arrangements remained uncertain until the
last moment.

February brought more cancellations. One related to a public event. Another because Michael
overslept.

On February 17, I arrived for our planned meeting. I waited. I sent a message. Then another.
Eventually, I left.

Later, Michael apologized. He had overslept. He offered to make it up to me.

I accepted the apoiogy. But I also wanted a small practical change. If we arranged to meet, [
wanted confirmation at ten in the morning.

Nothing elaborate. No legal document. No ceremonial oath administered beneath the
judgmental gaze of a Victorian magistrate. A confirmation. At a specific time.



He agreed. And on February 20, he sent it. Exactly when requested. We had brunch. The
arrangement worked.

It was a small success. And perhaps precisely because it was so small, I found it deeply
revealing.

We had established a simple expectation. He had honored it. The meeting happened. Nobody
died. The repubiic survived. It was possibie.

?‘

Then came March 3. We met for approximately six hours. Six hours. A remarkable amount of

time compared with the brief, uncertain appointments that had characterized much of our
recent contact.

And we talked. Not simply about the immediate question of our friendship. About people.
Experiences. Connections. The complicated, overlapping social world in which we both lived.

There were disclosures that surprised me. Some involved people whose names were already
familiar. Ochers introduced connections I had not previousiy understood.

I learned things I had not anticipated learning. And somewhere in those hours, I found myself
wondering how many details of our respective lives had been developing independently while
we were trying to reconstruct this Friendship.

It was an unusually substantial meeting. I left with a great deal to think about. And, once again,
the sense that perhaps we were finally making progress.

But the following days brought another interruption. I reached out to arrange our next meeting.
The conversation did not develop into a plan. On March 11, Michael asked whether we could
remain TBD for the time being.

To be determined. Three extraordinarily efficient words. They communicated that nothing
could presently be scheduled while preserving the possibility that something might happen

lacer.
[ understood their literal meaning. I had simply grown tired of living inside them.

Because my life was not indefinitely available. I had work. Responsibilities. People. Projects. A
home. A publishing business. And I could not reasonably organize my time around
arrangements that existed primariiy as future possibilities.

I wanted to know whether we were actually rebuilding something. Not because I needed
constant reassurance. Because our stated intention was to spend time together. And spending
time together genera“y requires two peopie ro agree to be in the same piace at approximate]y
the same hour. A maddeningly complex concept, apparently.

t
By April, I had reached a point where I wanted to place the chronology on paper. Not simply

the painful parts. The commitments. The meetings that happened. The meetings that didn'e.

The plans. The explanations. My own reactions. The things I had attempted to change. And the
things I still could not understand.

The result was the Accountability Packet. A written account of what I believed had gone wrong
during this latest atctempt to rebuild the relationship. It was not an invitation to romance. It
was not another request for physical intimacy. It was an attempt to establish whether our
repeated difficulties could be discussed directly.



I knew it might be uncomfortable to receive. A packet of documents explaining the practical
failures of a friendship is not exactly the customary gift one expects from someone who
previously arrived bearing coffee plants and poetry. But I had spent months attempring to
understand the discrepancy between what we discussed and what actually happened. And |
wanted the discrepancy to have a name.

On April &, I arranged to hand it to him. I waited outside his building. We coordinated his
arrival. There was some unnecessary confusion about where we were supposed to meet, even
though I was already standing near his home.

By the time he arrived, I was exhausted. I gave him the packet. He began checking his schedule.
Then he suggested dinner the following Tuesday. Seven o'clock.

[ was surprised. After everything I had written, I had not expected an immediate invitation.
told him that he might feel differently after reading the material. He said he would decide that
for himself. We made the plan.

He also offered me the opportunity to come upstairs. It was the first direct invitation into his
new residence during this cycle.

I declined. Politely. I did not want to take up more of his time. And, perhaps more importantly,
I wanted the conversation we had just arranged to occur after he had actually read what I had
given him.

I went home.

The following day, I asked whether Tuesday was still happening. I received no answer. Then
another day passed.

Eventually, Michael responded. But the response was not a confirmation of dinner. It was a
statement that he could not presently offer the kind of relationship I needed. He explained that
circumstances in his life prevented him from meeting those expectations. And he suggested that
when those circumstances changed, he would reach out.

There it was again. The future. Still available in theory. Unavailable in practice.

I read the message. And I felt something in me collapse.

Because the question [ had been atcempting to resolve was not whether Michael could guarantee

me a lifetime of friendship. It was whether he wanted to participate in one now. And whether
that participation could include the ordinary courtesy of reliable communication.

Instead, I was being offered another indefinite interval. When circumstances changed. When
time permitted‘ When life became less demanding‘ Somewhere beyond the horizon of the
present.

The Tuesday dinner was never separately addressed. It simply ceased to exist.

[ had spent months trying to respond differently. Trying not to turn fear into accusation.

Trying to allow more space. Trying to recognize that people have obligations and that not every
delay constitutes abandonment.

I still believed those efforts mattered. But I was also beginning to recognize that changing my
responses could not, by itself, produce consistency from another person. A relationship
required participation from both sides.

I could become less reactive. I could become more careful. I could ask questions more directly. 1
could apologize for the moments when my distress made communication difficult.



But I could not confirm a meeting for someone else. I could not answer a message on his behalf.
I could not transform an indefinite suggestion into a plan simply by wanting it badly enough.

On April 20, I sent a further explanation. I asked a question that had become central to my
understanding of the entire relationship.

Was Michael unable to provide what I needed? Unwilling? Or did he simply not want to?

Those possibilities were not the same. And [ wanted to understand which one he meant. I had
spent too long treating different explanations as though they were interchangeable. I no longer
wanted to do that.

I also began recognizing a painful contradiction between the friendship he said he wanted and
the limited practical opportunities through which that friendship could exist. The relationship
was always something we might return to. Something we might develop. Something that could
happen when circumstances improved. But the present remained frustratingly difficule to
inhabit.

Then, on April 27, another message arrived. Michael described the situation through an A/B
formulation. He expressed feeling attacked by my criticism. He suggested that our needs and
expectations might simply be incompatible. And he placed conditions around the possibility of
continuing the friendship.

I read it carefully. Then I read it again. Because I still could not determine what, precisely, the
alternatives required.

What was A? What was B? What practical arrangement was being proposed? What behavior
would make the friendship possible? What behavior would make it impossible?

I wanted definitions. Not because I believed every human relationship required a contrace. But
because the absence of defined expectations had already become one of the recurring difhculties
between us.

I responded. I explained my position. [ attempted to distinguish criticism of conduct from an
attack on character. And I tried to make clear that I was willing to accept an ending if that was
what he wanted. I simply wanted the ending to be named.

The conversation did not produce the clarity I had hoped for. And by April 30, I had done

something I previously would have considered almost unthinkable.
[ closed the file. Not merely metaphorically.

I had created an actual case study. A chronology. A record of communications. An analysis of
the relationship's repeated beginnings and endings. And a formal instrument of closure.

Apparently, the only way I could finally persuade myself to stop negotiating with ambiguity
was to establish a bureaucracy powerful enough to deny it further permits.

There was absurdity in the process. I knew that. But there was also a genuine purpose.

I needed to distinguish what had happened from what I feared had happened. I needed to know
which commitments existed in writing and which expectations I had supplied myself. I needed
to acknowledge my own conduct without accepting responsibility for every difficulty between
us. And I needed to understand that an ending did not require both people to agree on the
interpretation of the past.

I could accept that the relationship had become unworkable. T could recognize that Michael
experienced my attempes at clarification as pressure. And I could still believe that many of my
questions had been reasonable. Those conclusions were not mutually exclusive.



The case file was closed. The correspondence was over. I had finally decided that the uncertainty
would no longer determine my next action.

Six days later, I reopened it. Because naturally.

¥
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HAPTER SEVEN: FIFTEEN MINUTES TO LOSE
VERYTHING

One of the more humiliating discoveries a person can make about himself is cthat intellectual
understanding and emotional self-preservation are not necessarily acquainted.

I had studied the chronology. Examined the correspondence. Identified the patterns. Written
the conclusions. Issued the closure. And somewhere amid chat elaborate process, I had
apparently forgotten that I was still capable of wanting the person at the center of it.

April 30, 2026. The file was closed.
May 5. I saw Michael again. The following day, I sent him a message thanking him for scopping
and asking whether we could discuss the questions that remained unresolved.

[ could have left cthings alone. I knew that. I had already written an entire account explaining
why continued participation in the relationship was painful. I had already identified the
difference between affection and dependable friendship. And I had already concluded that the

arrangement we kept attcempting to establish was not working.
But I still cared. And when the possibility of a conversation appeared again, [ took it.

[ cannot reasonably assign that decision to Michael. This time, I reopened the correspondence.
That matters. Because any account of this history that makes me exclusively the passive
recipient of someone else's decisions would be incomplete.

[ wanted an answer. [ wanted to know whether something could still be saivaged. And I was
willing to risk another disappointment to find out.

T

We met on May 8. At the Fairmont. A familiar building by then. One associated with some of

the earliest moments of our ﬁ‘iendship and several of its later compiications.

The conversation occurred between Michael's appointments. There was only so much time
available.

[ tried to explain what I needed. Not a perfect relationship. Not permanent access. Not a
guarantee that misunderstandings would never occur. I wanted us to be able to communicate

directly, make plans, and address difficulties without allowing them to become another
prolonged period of uncertainty.

We talked. We reached what seemed to be an understanding. Afterward, I asked whether chings
were okay between us. He reassured me that they were. But he added that we needed to do what
we had discussed.

And this was where another problem entered the story. What, precisely, had we discussed?

[ believed I understood. I had my interpretation. He presumably had his. But the terms were
never written down in a way that allowed either of us to confirm that we understood the same
arrangement.

[t was a remarkably familiar difficulty. Two people attempring to rebuild a friendship through
an agreement whose contents remained iargeiy private to their respective undei‘standings.

[ wanted to believe the conversation had helped. So I did. And we continued.



May 18. I finally entered Michael's new home. The condominium I had heard about for months.
The plaee that had appeared in conversations about future visits, shared meals, and the
possibility of becoming familiar with one anocher's lives again.

It had taken approximately six months to reach this point. We had coordinated dinner. I had
confirmed the arrangements. And now [ was actually there.

I remember wanting the evening to go well. [ wanted to enjoy the space. To congratulate him.
To experience the simple pleasure of visiting a friend's home without the encounter becoming
an examination of every disappointment that preceded it.

His roommate was present. I had been told he would likely be leaving. He did not.

The evening therefore became something different from the private conversation I had
anticipated. Not necessarily a bad evening. There was food. There was hospitality. There were
ordinary interactions. But once again, I found myself trying to adjust my expectations after
arriving.

I was not particularly good at concealing my discomfort. That is something I can acknowledge.
When I am disappointed, my face has an unfortunate tendency to announce the news before 1
have decided whether the information is appropriate for public distribution. And that evening
was no exception.

[ was quieter than [ wanted to be. Less expressive. Perhaps less pleasant company than I might
otherwise have been.

But I stayed. We had dinner. And afterward, I thanked Michael for having me. I told him that I
had enjoyed myself, even if I had not fully demonstrated it.

I also acknowledged that I sometimes struggled with understanding where I stood in the order
of things. That was my feeling to examine. Not his automatic responsibility to repair. And 1
wanted to be honest abour it without turning the evening into another conflict.

We continued making plans.

>¥<

June 4. Michael came to my home for dinner. For the first time. After years of visiting his
apartments, meeting him at the office, and accompanying him to the cabin, he was finally
coming into the place where Charles and T lived.

That mattered to me. It was another step toward something I had wanted for a long time. A
friendship capable of existing within the ordinary circumstances of my life rather than
remaining confined to occasional visits elsewhere.

[ prepared dinner. Michael arrived after work. We ate. We talked. And the evening was pleasant.

There was no catastrophe. No dramatic confrontation. No sudden announcement that the
relationship had become impossible. Just dinner.

He thanked me afterward. | was p]eased. [ wanted to believe that this was what our f}iendship
could become. Something ordinary. Something that did not require constant negotiation.
Something in which sharing a meal could simply be sharing a meal.

The following evening, I was going to bring the leftovers to his office. A small gesture. Nothing
particularly grand. I had enjoyed having him over. And I hoped we would do it again (but
unfortunately, like clockwork, I had forgotten them on the kitchen counter. A common theme
between us of me forgetting lefrovers.)



June 15. My birthday. The date that had become such a strangely complicated point in our
history.

Michael had remembered it after the first ending in 2024. He had mistakenly wished me a
happy birthday in November 2025. And only a few days before my birthday in 2026, he had

become confused about when the celebration was happening.

I remember being hurt by that. More than | expected. It wasn't Simply about a birthday. It was
about the accumulation of memories that seemed to matter so intensely to me and, at times, so
inconsistently in our interactions.

But he had agreed to attend. And on June 15, he did. He came to my home after finishing work.
He celebrated with us.

It was something [ had wanted for a long time. Michael participating in an important occasion
in my ordinary life. Not as a secret. Not as someone whose presence required elaborate
concealment. As a friend. Someone invited into my home. Someone welcomed by the people
around me. And I was happy that he came.

I thanked him afterward. I told him that his presence had meant a great deal. Because it had.

Whatever difficulties existed between us, I did not want to become someone incapable of
appreciating the moments when he made an effort. He had attended. That was real. And I was
grateful.

We also arranged another dinner. Tuesday, June 23. At his place. Iralian food. Eight o'clock.

A date. A time. A plan. I was looking forward to it. I could not have imagined how differently
that evening would end.

T

The week between my birthday and the dinner was difficult. There was another small
disappointment. Michael had expressed interest in collecting lefrover baked goods from my
birchday celebration. I arranged for him to come. I even provided access to the building.

But he did not arrive as expected. There was no timely cancellation. No explanation until later.

Another small incident. The sort of thing that, considered in isolation, might scarcely deserve
mention. But by then, I was no longer experiencing these events in isolation.

I remembered other plans. Other delays. Other occasions when I had prepared for something
that did not happen.

[ was trying not to let the accumulated history determine my response. But the history existed.
And I could not simply order my memory to stop functioning whenever doing so would make
an interaction more convenient.

Then June 22 arrived. Michael confirmed dinner for the following evening. I replied. I used the

plural.
"See you guys then."

That was deliberate. After the May 18 dinner, [ anticipated that his roommate might again be
present. I wanted to see whether Michael would correct the assumption or clarify who would be
there. He did neicher.

[ recognize now that an indirect test was not the clearest way to ask a question. I could have
said plainly that [ wanted to know whether we would have privacy. I didn'c. T was trying to
obtain information without turning a basic question into another point of contention. And the



absence of clarification allowed me to continue anticipating a situation I did not fully
understand.

?‘

June 23, 2026. The final dinner.

It began long before I reached Michael's building. That afternoon and evening had already been
difficule. A friend had been at my home experiencing symptoms concerning enough that
Charles and I believed he might be having a heart attack. We were frightened. We were trying
to help. Eventually, he went to the hospital. The situation left me shaken.

I was also carrying the exhaustion of an already difficule birchday week. I had been writing
some intenseiy personai material. Revisiting experiences | ordinarily preferred to keep sai‘ely
beneath the surface. I was tired. Emotionally raw. And not particularly well equipped to
navigate an unexpected complication.

But I still intended to go to dinner. I had been looking forward to seeing Michael. He had
confirmed. And I wanted the evening to happen.

Our original start time was pushed later because his work ran long. I adjusted. Then I walked
over.

It was hot. Unpleasantly hot. By the time I reached the building, I was sweating and exhausted.

The entrance system was not cooperating. There was more coordination by telephone.
Eventually, I made my way upstairs.

And as I approached the apartment, [ began sensing that something was different from what 1
had expected. I could hear another voice. I could hear movement inside.

I tried not to assume anything. I had aiready learned how destructive assumptions could
become. But my body was responding faster than my reasoning.

[ knocked. Michael let me in.

T

[ stepped inside expecting Michael. Possibly his roommate, Rob. I had heard another voice
while approaching the apartment, but I hadn't been told anyone else would be joining us, and
there was nobody unfamiliar in the living room when I entered.

Michael noticed my demeanor almost immediate]y. I was Visibiy tense, exhausted, and
considerably less enthusiastic than someone arriving for a long-anticipated dinner ought to
have been. He asked whether everything was all right and offered to reschedule.

I declined. Partly because I had already arrived. Parcly because I had spent the better pare of the
preceding week 1ooking forward to this evening. And partly because I was tired of arranging
meetings that seemed perpetually vulnerable to disruption. I feared that accepting the offer
would become another example of my being difficult, another moment in which I had somehow
failed to navigate the reiationship Correctiy.

I wanted to stay. I wanted dinner. I wanted, for once, to enjoy an evening with my friend
without having to negotiate the circumstances surrounding it.

Then something happened.
A man emerged from the back bedroom area.
Someone | had never seen before.

He made his way into the living room and settled onto the couch.



I had no idea who he was. I had never met him, never been introduced to him, and had received
no indication that he would be present that evening. Not when we arranged dinner. Not when
Michael confirmed the appointment the previous day. Not when the time changed. Not even
when I arrived at the door.

This was Zachariah.

And suddeniy7 the evening [ had been trying so desperately to approach with patience and
composure had become something entirely different.

The problem was not that another person existed in Michael's home. He was entitled to have
guests. The problem was that [ had been invited into a situation without knowing its
circumstances, and [ was being forced to adjust to those circumstances after I had already
arrived.

I was not gracious. I wish I had been. I wish I could return to that room, set down the
exhaustion and anxiety [ was carrying, and ask one Sirnpie question without aiiowing the
accumulated history of our friendship to overwhelm the moment.

Burt I cannot.

What I can do is acknowledge that my reaction was mine, while also acknowledging that the
surprise was real.

And in that moment, the discomfort I had been struggling to contain became impossible to

hide.

I stood. I expressed my discomfort. I said that I did not think it was unreasonable to expect
advance notice when additional people would be present.

My delivery was poor. My frustration was visible. And I was no longer handling the situation
with the composure I wanted to demonstrate.

Michael became angry. The conversation escalated. Zachariah offered to leave. Michael refused
that offer. Instead, he told me to leave.

Then he shouted.
"GET ouT!"

I remember the force of it. The suddenness. The extraordinary speed with which a dinner I had
anticipated for an entire week became something [ wanted desperateiy o escape.

[ remember feeling humiliated. Ashamed. Furious. And devastated.

I had brought a gift. A copy of Jung's The Red Book. I had also brought a playful itinerary and a
piece of artwork connected with his birchday. Lictle things I had prepared because I was
looking forward to seeing him.

[ set the artwork down. I told him I had been making it for him. That I had been looking
forward to the evening. He said he had been looking forward to it too.

And then I left. I put on my boots. Walked out. And waited for the elevator.

I called Charles. I was outside Michael's apartment by approximately 8:44. I had been inside for
roughly fifteen minutes.

Fifteen minutes. After nearly three years of knowing someone.

After the nights together. The books. The hospital visits. The cabin. The poems.



The departures. The returns. The reconciliations. The promises. And the extraordinary amount
of emotional energy boch of us had spent attempting to understand what our ﬁiendship could

be.
Ten minutes. Apparently, that was all the evening required.

T

[ began writing an explanation almost immediately. I wanted Michael to understand what had

happened before the evening became another story about my behavior without the
circumstances surrounding it.

I explained the medical emergency. The stress. The exhaustion. My discomfort.

[ apologized for my reaction. And I acknowledged that I had arrived in a heightened emotional
state. I also expressed frustration with the recurring difficulties between us.

The message was not perfectly composed. I was upset. And I was still atctempting to process the
fact that [ had been ordered to leave someone's home.

But I wanted him to know that I had not arrived intending to create a confrontation. I had
wanted dinner. A pleasant evening. Another opportunity to enjoy my friend's company. And [
had instead become part of an argument whose consequences I did not yet understand.

The following day, I contacted the other guest. Zachariah.

[ apologized. I did not want him to believe that my conduct had been directed at him
personally. We had never met. He had not been responsible for arranging the evening. And 1
recognized that the situation must have been uncomfortable for him as well.

He responded kindly. He did not condemn me. He acknowledged that the evening had been
difficulc.

For a moment, [ felt a lictle relief. At least one person who had been present seemed willing to
discuss what happened without reducing the entire encounter to a moral verdict.

But there was still Michael. And I had not heard from him.
T

June 25. The message arrived. I read it. Then I read it again.

Michael rejected my explanation. He described my behavior as rude. Disrespectful. And
abusive.

He told me that I had ruined the friendship. He said he did not want to rekindle anything in
the future. And he no longer wanted me as a friend.

There it was. The final ending. Not an ambiguous disappearance. Not a temporary withdrawal.
Not another proposal that we might reconnect when circumstances improved.

A termination. Explicit. Unmistakable. And accompanied by a characterization of me that |
could not accept.

I knew I had behaved poorly. I had already acknowledged that. I knew my mood had affected
the evening. I knew I had become visibly uncomfortable and had not communicated that
discomfort gracefully.

But I did not believe those facts established that I was an abusive person. And I could not
accept being made solely responsible for the collapse of a relationship that had already
experienced years of difficulty.



That was where I drew the distinction. He was entitled to end the friendship. He was entitled
to believe that my behavior was unacceptable. He was entitled to decide that he no longer
wanted contact. But I was also entitled to disagree with his explanation. And I did.

That evening, [ responded. I acknowledged his decision. I accepted responsibility for the effect
my demeanor had on the dinner. And I rejected both the characterization of me as abusive and
the assertion that I alone had destroyed the friendship.

I reminded him that he had attended my birthday celebration only ten days earlier. That he had
accepted my hospitality. That we had continued interacting as friends. And that a single painful
evening could not reasonably erase the entire history that preceded it.

I also asked what he meant when he said I was no longer the person he had first met. Because 1
genuinely wanted to understand.

Had I changed? Certainly. Nearly three years had passed. I had experienced grief, illness,
professional upheaval, creative transformation, and a succession of personal difficulties that
would have changed almost anyone.

But the person he first met had also been capable of making mistakes. Capable of selfishness.
Capable of affection. Capable of extraordinary emotional intensity. I had never been a flawless
creature who suddenly became difficult. I had always been human.

My final position was simple. I would respect the ending. But I would not accept the accusation

as the definitive history of what had happened.
[ sent the message. And that was the end of the friendship.

Not the end of the grief. Not the end of the questions. And certainly not the end of the writing.
But the end of our relationship as two people attempting to remain part of one another's lives.
After thirty-two months, five cycles, and an extraordinary collection of beginnings and endings,
there was finally something neither of us had left open. He said he did not want me as a friend.
I acknowledged that decision. And there would be no sixth attempt to rebuild the relationship.

T
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PILOGUE: THE MAN WHO LIVED IN THE
HADOW

[ wish I could tell you that accepting the end of a relationship produces an immediate and
lasting sense of peace. It would make for a much shorter book.

Unfortunately, the human mind does not regard a clearly stated ending as sufficient reason to
stop searching for an explanation. Especially when the explanation itself has become part of the
injury.

June 25 had established that the friendship was over. But it did not resolve the question of what
had happened on June 23. Nor did it reconcile the final accusation with the history I
remembered.

[ had accepred the end. I had not accepred the verdict. And for a while, I continued trying to
make that distinction understood.

I wrote letters. Sent explanations. Attempted to correct what I believed had been omitted from
the account of the dinner.

[ wanted Michael to understand that acknowledging my own poor conduct did not require me
to accept sole responsibility for the relationship's collapse. I wanted him to recognize the
difference between an unpleasant emotional reaction and a deliberate attemprt to harm
someone. And I wanted an answer to a question that had followed me through several cycles of
the relationshipl

What had he actually wanted?

I could understand a person wanting casual intimacy. I could understand someone deciding
that a friendship had become too difficult. I could understand the desire to withdraw from a
relationship whose emotional expectations were incompatible with one's own.

But I had struggled to understand the repeated invitations to rebuild something whose
practical terms remained so difhicult to establish. I wanted him to explain the discrepancy. He

did not.

»?

July arrived. I attempted to return objects associated with the relationship. The signed books.
Things I had treasured. Things that had become difficult to keep in my home without
remembering the person who had given them to me.

I encountered Michael. He did not want to engage. [ remember his expression. I remember the
refusal. And I remember how painful it was to see someone who had once welcomed me react so
differently to my presence.

I cannot tell you what he was thinking. [ cannot establish chac his expression meant hatred. But
I could see that the encounter was unwanted. And I could feel what that rejection did to me.
There is a particular kind of devastation in discovering that the person whose smile you once
anticipated now wants you to leave. I had known intellectually that the friendship was over.

That encounter made the separation feel physical.

Not simply a message on a telephone. A person standing in front of me. A face. A refusal. A
boundary I could no longer pretend was abstract.



And yet I continued struggling with the unanswered questions. On July 16, I sent anocher
message. I told him that I had heard his verdict but not the charges.

That was how it felt. The moral conclusion had been delivered. The relationship had been
terminated. But the specific conduct that justified the most severe characterization remained
unclear to me.

[ wanted an answer. [ did not receive one.

Later, I continued sending material. An attempted clarification. A birthday card. Creative
work. A package containing memories, letters, and other things I had made.

I told myself that these were not attemprs to reopen the relationship. Some were intended as
acknowledgments. Others as corrections. Some as final expressions of affection. And in a
narrow sense, I believed that.

But I can recognize something else now. Part of me was still trying to be understood by a
person who had already told me that he no longer wanted the relationship.

I wanted the record corrected. I wanted my intentions recognized. [ wanted the care [ had
offered to remain visible. And I was still allowing those wishes to become reasons for
approaching a closed door.

The intention was not necessarily malicious. But the impact of repeated contact does not
disappear because the person making it feels justified. That is something I have had to confront
in my own account.

[ was wounded. And I was capable of making the sicuation more difficult. I was frightened of
being misunderstood. And sometimes my attempts to correct that misunderstanding became
larger than the relationship could bear.

[ was trying to explain myself. But explanation is not always an invitation another person is
willing to accept. And eventually, I had to recognize that continuing to offer it would not
change the terms of the ending.

T

Meanwhile, the archive continued growing. The original messages. The letters. The photographs.
The gifts.

The essays. The witness accounts. The timelines. The case study. Every fragment seemed to
require a piace.

[ was not satisfied with simply remembering what had happened. I wanted to know when. How.
In what order. Who had said what. Which commitments had actuai]y been made. Which ones |
had imagined. And which ones remained unresolved because no clear answer had ever been
given.

[ began treating the history almost as an investigation. Not because I believed the relationship

was a criminal proceeding. It wasn't. But because I had become frightened of losing confidence
in my own recollection.

[ wanted a record outside my memory. Something I could examine when the emotional
intensity of a particu]ar day made everything else difficult to see.

The case study gave me that. It established a chronology. Identified repeated behaviors.
Distinguished documented communications from later interpretations. And allowed me to
recognize that neither person had been consistently right or consistently wrong.



But it also had limits. A text message can establish that a promise was made. It cannot establish
the full emotional meaning of the promise to the person who made it.

A screenshot can show that a meeting was canceled. It cannot reveal every circumstance that
influenced the decision.

A witness can describe what they observed. They cannot provide direct access to another
person's thoughts. And a psychological framework can help explain a pattern without becoming
a diagnosis of the people involved.

[ had to learn to recognize those limits. Otherwise, the archive risked becoming anotcher version
of the very problem it was supposed to solve. A structure in which my interpretation acquired
more authority than the evidence could support.

I did not want that. I wanted something honest. Even when honesty required correcting my
own conclusions. Especially then.

>¥<

The writing developed its own language. Choking on Pride attempted to examine the entire

relationship through the problem of accountability. Not simply whether anyone had cared. But
whether the care had been accompanied by the consistency necessary to sustain the connection.

Fifteen Minutes to Lose Everything examined the extraordinary disproportion between the
duration of the final dinner and the consequences assigned to it. The event itself had been brief.

The history beneath it had not.

That was the distinction. The final evening did not contain the whole relationship. It revealed
how much unresolved history could suddenly become relevant inside a single room.

Then came The Homestretch Apology. A different kind of document. Not another argument about
who was responsible. An attemprt to acknowledge the things I had done poorly.

The emotional intensity. The urgency. The messages written from distress. The occasions when
my desire to be understood had become too forceful. The ways I had atcempted to make another
person recognize the full significance of experiences that might never have carried the same
meaning for him.

It was an apology that did not require me to pretend I had never been hurt. And that
distinction mattered.

I could regret the manner in which I expressed pain without denying that pain existed. I could
acknowledge that my actions affected Michael without accepting his account of every event.
And I could recognize that an apology did not obligate him to forgive me. Or respond. Or
reopen the relationship.

Finally, If I Had the Words After Loss confronted the possibility that there would never be a
satisfactory conversation. That no particular arrangement of sentences could force
understanding. That the right explanation might exist and still never be received.

For someone who had spent much of his life believing that suthciently careful communication
could resolve almost anything, this was an extraordinarily difficult conclusion. Because I had
always believed in the power of words. [ built my life around them.

I wrote books. Poems. Letters. Entire imaginary worlds.

I had always regarded language as a bridge between people. And now I was confronting the
possibility that a bridge could be beautifully constructed and still lead to a place where nobody
intended to meet me.



The creative work continued expandiﬂg. The documentary materials became part of a 1arger
three-part account. The case study became a separate analytical instrument. The poetry
developed into additional literary pieces. The video projects introduced another medium
through which memory could be represented.

There was music. An entire rock opera. A substantial musical reimagining of a book. The stories
began acquiring voices, imagery, melodies, and structures that no written chronology could
provide on its own.

It was an astonishing amount of material to emerge from one period of my life. Sometimes 1
looked at the collection and wondered what a person would think if they encountered it
without knowing the circumstances that produced it.

A three-part documentary. A multi-chapter memoir. A private case study.

Letters. Poems. Films. Albums. Dozens of pieces of music. All surrounding a relationship that,
to the outside world, might have appeared to be little more than an unusually complicated

friendship.

I could understand someone finding that overwhelming. I could understand Michael wanting
distance from material in which he occupied such a central place. I could even understand Why
being the subject of another person's extensive creative and analytical work might feel
uncomfortable rather than flactering.

There is a difference between inspiring an artist and consenting to become the permanent
subject of his archive. I had to recognize that.

Because the work belonged to me. But the person who inspired much of it did not.

That was the boundary I had struggled to understand. The difference between remembering
someone and retaining a claim upon them. Between documenting the past and continuing to
seck an audience from the person who had left it. Between creating a work of art and making
the person it depicts responsible for what the work means.

I had made extraordinary things. But Michael was not obligated to admire them. Nor was he
obligated to accept them as evidence that the relationship should have continued.

The work had to become capable of existing without his participation. Otherwise, it was not

truly finished.

.?

And then there was the building. The almost offensively literal detail that no novelist in
possession of a functioning editorial department would have dared invent. I could still see
where Michael lived.

The physical geography of our lives had not reorganized itself simply because the friendship

ended. He remained somewhere within the ordinary landscape of my days.

A building. A window. A familiar direction. A place I had once approached with excitement. A
place I had eventually left in tears.

It was possible to stop sending messages. Possible to stop visiting. Possible to stop asking
questions. But I could not reasonably expect the city to remove the building as an
accommodation to my grief. Seattle, with its customary emotional sensitivity, had declined to
participate in the healing process.



And so I had to learn something considerably more difficult. How to live near the place
without continuing to live inside the memory. How to look at che skyline without turning every
window into a question. How to allow a building to become a building again.

[ was not there yet. Perhaps I would not be for some time.

But I understood that this was now part of the work. Not the literary work. Not the
documentary. Not the psychological case study. The ordinary, unglamorous work of continuing
to live.

T

October 25 was approaching. Three years since the first meeting. Three years since I had arrived
downtown and introduced myself to a stranger whose presence would eventually alter the
course of my life.

I remembered that afternoon. The anticipation. The excitement. The extraordinary innocence of
believing that something intended to happen just once could remain confined to the moment in
which it occurred.

I remembered everything that followed. The infidelity. The confession. The forgiveness I had not
expected. The boundaries. The birchdays.

The departures. The returns. The hospital rooms. The cabin. The poem. The framed photograph

of a memory. The unfinished stained-glass window.

The books. The gifts. The dinners. The unanswered questions. And finally, the room in which the
friendship ended.

I could no longer look at the history and pretend it had been simple. Nor could I reduce it to a
story about one cruel person and one innocent victim.

I had entered the relationship dishonestly. I had experienced genuine affection. I had hurt
Charles. I had been shown kindness.

I had behaved badly during moments of distress. I had encountered inconsistency and rejection.
I had made things that mattered to me. And I had struggled for months to accept an ending
that did not contain the explanation I wanted.

All of those things belonged to the story. None could be removed without changing what
happened.

And perhaps that was the final lesson. Not that I had learned everything about Michael. 1
hadn'.

There were things I would never know. There were memories he possessed that I had never
witnessed. Experiences he understood differently. Feelings he never expressed. And perhaps an
entire account of our relationship that would sound astonishingly unlike my own.

I could not complete that account for him. I could only complete mine.

i

For a long time, I believed that the purpose of the archive was to arrive at a final answer. A

perfect explanation. Something so thoroughly documented, so carefully reasoned, and so
resistant to contradiction that it would become impossible for anyone to misunderstand what

had happened.

I no longer believe that. The archive cannot compel recognition. It cannot produce an apology.
It cannot create mutual understanding where one person no longer wishes to participate. And



it cannot transform the past into something less painful simply because every date has been
placed in its proper position.

But it can preserve a history. It can distinguish fact from interpretation. It can acknowledge
affection without denying injury. And it can permit me to stop treating unanswered questions
as obligations that must be fulfilled before I am allowed to move forward.

That is what [ want this work to become. Not a summons. Not a monument to resentment. Not
an elaborate attempt to persuade Michael to return.

A record. A testimony. And, perhaps, an ending.
The relationship has ended. The correspondence no longer needs to continue.

The books have been written. The poems have been preserved. The case study can remain
private. The music can belong to the people who hear themselves within it. And the
documentary can tell the story without requiring its subject to approve of the telling.
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As for Michael, T hope the happiness I once wished for him eventually finds him.

I do not know what he thinks of me now. I do not know whether he remembers the poem.
Whether he kept the books. Whether he ever looks at the arcwork. Or whether the lictle coffee
plant is still alive.

Those questions once seemed unbearably important. Perhaps some part of me will always
wonder. But I no longer need to answer them to understand what those objects meant when 1
gave them.

The care was real. The memories were real. The harm was real. And the ending is real. T can
preserve all four truths withour asking anyone else to reconcile them for me.

There will be another October 25. And another. The city will continue Changing. The buildings
will remain until someone decides to replace them.

Charles and I will continue living the life that exists outside these pages. I will keep writing,
and the books will continue finding readers beyond the history that helped create them.
The lictle cathedral of memory will continue standing wherever I choose to place it. And

somewhere within its stained-glass windows, there will always be a quiet image of two men
sitting beside a lantern-lit table in the mountains.

I do not need to break that window simply because the friendship ended. I do not need to stand
outside it forever, either.

[ can leave the memory where it belongs. In the past. Beautiful. Imperfect. Finished.

The man in the window was someone I loved. The man who walks away from it is someone |
must learn to care for, too.

And that, ﬁnaﬂy, is where the story ends. Not with a verdict. Not with another letter. Not with
a request for one last conversation. But with a life that continues after the person who inspired
so much of its art has left the room.

T



