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This is not a ghost story.
 It’s what comes after one.
I wrote B.O.O. to name the silence that raised me — the quiet between breaths, between languages, between the versions of myself I kept burying.
 Every page is an act of noticing: the sound of garlic hitting oil, the geometry of old tiles, the flame that both hurts and heals.
 These small rituals became my scripture when faith collapsed.
I learned that haunting is just another word for remembering too deeply.
 The dead don’t vanish — they reorganize as architecture, as scent, as rhythm.
 And the only true resurrection is attention: to the ordinary, to what survived, to what’s still warm.
If this book speaks, it does so softly — in the language of those who were told to stay quiet, but chose to write instead.
And if you listen closely, you might hear it too:

 Boo.

— J.H.
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They called it B.O.O.
At first, it was just a sound --- a small, sharp noise I made when I wanted someone to notice me.
Then it became the sound they made when they wanted me gone.
Funny, how one word can mean existence and erasure all at once.
I learned early that the world doesn't wait for anyone, that attention is borrowed and can be reclaimed at any moment.
Not a ghost story --- not really.
It's what comes after one.
The echo of someone who refused to vanish.
A boy learning how to haunt without hiding.
Not for revenge. Not for spectacle.
Just because he had nowhere else to be.
I wasn't broken in the poetic sense.
Not tragically, not beautifully.
Broken like a fault line --- silent for years, holding tension until it finally cracked.
Every love, every longing, every tiny refusal to numb myself added pressure.
I bruised easy.
I cracked first.
They called me "overthinker."
Maybe they were right.
Because silence is never quiet.
It hums. It trembles.
It teems with ghosts: unfinished conversations, the versions of myself I never became, the small kindnesses I never gave, the apologies I never made.
I replay them until even my grief feels rehearsed, like a song I can't unhear.
And then there's the world outside, which never softens.
Lights too bright. Voices too loud. Touch that feels like electricity running under my skin.
I asked for rain once, but life delivered a flood.
Overstimulated. Overwhelmed.
But I didn't want less.
I only wanted to feel without shattering.
To dance in the chaos, to hear my own heartbeat even when it skipped, to know I was still alive inside the noise.
This book is not a story --- not in the traditional sense.
It's a seismograph.
A record of what cracked.
Of what survived.
Of tremors I mistook for endings and moments that were only beginnings in disguise.
B.O.O. isn't my ghost anymore.
It's the boy I used to be, still knocking on the door, still asking:
Is it okay to come home?
And here, for once ---
the answer is yes.
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Thirty-one.
Alone.
The word didn't bounce; it lodged itself under my ribs, a splinter of finality.
This wasn't just another birthday. It was an audit.
And the ledger, opening in the hollow church of my chest, showed a devastating balance:
I was still here.
And she was not.
The air was thick, holding its breath, pregnant with the scent of damp wood, the vanilla-and-dust perfume of unread books, and that persistent metallic tang—regret, or maybe just the city's ghost, its iron breath seeping in through the cracks.
Candles flickered on the counter, their light weak, apologetic.
In the black mirror of the terrace window, the clown stared back.
Me.
Jordi.
Pierrot—the eternal fool, the professional mourner of his own life.
I raised a glass to the reflection, a toast to the absurdity.
Cigarette smoke curled from my fingers, lazy and mocking, a performance of ease I'd rehearsed in a thousand lonely rooms.
Joy painted on, a careful, cracking fresco, never landing—never reaching the eyes.
Two dark pools of observation.
Between us, Hopper's Soir Bleu hung slightly crooked, torn from a library book in a moment of desperate communion.
A sad clown in a crowded café, isolated by his own nature.
My only true companion here.
Half-friends drifted at the edges of the room, their forms blurry, their laughter distant, a muffled radio play.
Oscar—loud, well-intentioned—slapped a shoulder.
Mine? Someone else's?
The impact was a jolt. A reminder to inhabit this body, this costume.
Luba stood at the doorway, quiet, her gaze sharp enough to cut through the air and catch the candlelight like prey.
I laughed a beat too late.
The sound tore from my throat—raw, unfamiliar—like a cough held for years.
They laughed anyway, a wave of noise washing over me without touching the core.
Water on stone.
My body moved through the room like a ghost learning to mimic life.
And I was failing the audition.
Then her voice cut through the noise—not memory, but command. Natalia's, marrow-deep, smoky, and precise:
"Demasiado callado. Levanta la mirada. Solo mira."
Too quiet. Eyes up. Just watch.
The Rioja sloshed over my wrist—cold, dark, a small sacrament bleeding through the fabric.
From across the room, Lena laughed.
Did her lips form the words?
Or was it all a beautiful, cruel hallucination?
My heart hammered a frantic rhythm.
It was starting. The night was becoming a séance.
The terrace door was ajar.
The city's nocturnal hum drifted in.
And suddenly—the present dissolved.
Tarragona.
I was seven.
A cold Formica kitchen table.
Natalia pushed a plate of lentils toward me.
Come.
The word was soft, but the silence that followed was heavy as a wet coat.
My father—a silhouette in the doorway.
My mother—humming a pop song under her breath.
And Natalia—sixteen, already an oracle—leaning against the counter, eyes cataloguing every fracture.
The food congealed into a dark, unappetizing monument.
This was a silence you could chew.
The adults exorcised their demons on the altar of my quiet.
The lesson was simple: move slow, speak light, let adult eyes pass over you like wind.
Observe everything.
Say nothing.
Survival 101.
Flash.
The basement.
The hum of the furnace vibrating in my teeth.
Natalia sat on an upturned crate, shuffling tarot cards with deliberate, snapping precision.
Snap. Snap. Snap.
Each one a gunshot in the stillness.
"Siéntate."
Sit.
No smile. Just gravity.
She slapped down the Five of Swords—a cruel figure dancing under storm clouds.
"Freedom. Chaos. Restlessness," she said. "You won't settle. Even when you want to. Life will kick you in the teeth just to check if you're paying attention."
Then—The Tower.
Lightning splitting stone, bodies falling from height.
"Destruction before freedom. You have to learn to love the fall."
I never loved it. I survived it.
Picked myself from the rubble like a ritual.
Made broken look beautiful—or at least manageable.
Her eyes stayed with me, even now—patient, omnipresent—teaching precision, endurance, and how to fold into corners without breaking.
The apartment door groaned, shattering the vision.
Half-friends drifted back from the terrace.
I smiled—too quickly.
Laugh. Tilt the head. Nod.
A perfect robot.
A perfect ghost.
"So, London? Do you miss it?"
A half-friend leaned in, his name already lost.
The question was a trapdoor.
The rain, the grey, the overdrafts—they waited below.
I gave them curated answers, safe artifacts from a life I didn't live anymore.
Facts stripped of blood.
"Did you cook again?"
Someone gestured toward the stove.
I nodded. Bolognese.
The one true thing in this room of ghosts.
I could still smell it beneath the perfume and wine—garlic hitting hot oil, the slow surrender of onions, the rich tomato reduction thickening with time.
An alchemy of patience.
Steam curling from the pot like a smoke signal: I am still here.
No one noticed.
But I did.
It was proof of life—a small defiance against the quiet tide of nothingness.
Frank Ocean's voice pulsed low through the speakers.
A glass was raised.
A toast made—to something, anything.
Laughter again.
I played along.
But my mind was elsewhere—back in the basement, watching Natalia's cards, her smoke, her calm defiance.
Every gesture now was choreography.
Every smile, a muscle memory of absence.
Thirty-one. Alone.
The candles flickered—weak, pale, but stubborn.
They refused to go out.
I am a clown.
Not a metaphor.
Painted white. Rouge slashed on.
The thrift-shop costume clinging like a confession.
Everything I'd built—the imagined life, the fragile scaffolding of belonging—hollowed out, a husk.
A vessel haunted by the ghost of who I was supposed to be.
And still—a pulse.
A small, stubborn, biological fact:
I exist. I breathe. I have survived.
Then it happened.
One candle—guttering near the end of its wick—flared.
Then steadied.
A small, brave flame defying the inevitable.
The question rose, quiet and unforgiving:
Was survival still enough?
Or was the ghost ready to demand a life?
I leaned closer to the glass, breath fogging the clown's face.
The reflection blurred.
And for a second—just a man.
Tired. Thirty-one.
Impossibly alive.
"Happy birthday, cabrón," I whispered.
Now what?
[bookmark: _8azmj56ydg4r]
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We didn't move far—just quieter. One day a door slammed shut, final as a verdict; the next, we were in Salou. The new apartment smelled of bleach and lemon peels. Everything was too clean, too polite. The silence pressed against the walls like someone holding their breath.
The building faced the sea. From the balcony, the Mediterranean was a vast, blue-grey expanse. Below, children shrieked on the beach, scooters thrummed, waves crashed. But inside, the air was measured, sterile. It was the kind of clean that hides a profound fatigue.
Here, I learned the first rule: attention is everything.
A drawer shut too hard was a warning.
A cup on the table—judgment.
A sigh through the bedroom door meant: change course, now.
I mapped danger with my feet. Each tile was a coordinate: safe, uncertain, forbidden. I could cross the kitchen blindfolded, guided by the grain of linoleum and the specific quality of silence—whether it was empty, waiting, or charged.
Dinner was the daily recital of this brutal grammar.
The table, set for four, felt deeply ceremonial. The only sounds were my grandfather's knife scraping his plate and my grandmother's glass clinking between sips. Words would have been too heavy; they might have cracked the delicate china. My muscles tensed, waiting for the wrong sound. A cold dread pooled in my stomach, making food taste like ash.
Once, my napkin slipped from my lap. The white linen fluttered like a tiny flag of surrender.
The meal didn't stop, but the silence sharpened, its edge turned toward me. For the rest of the evening, I was erased. A glass filled for three. A question answered to empty air. I learned how a single misplaced object could undo your existence.
So I practiced disappearance. Breathing shallow, making no sudden sounds. I became a statistician of shadows.
Ten seconds. That was the interval between my grandfather's irritated newspaper rustle and the storm's arrival. I timed it religiously. My heart matched the count, frantic against my ribs.
This was my childhood's foundation—an architecture of fear poured over deep silence.
Then, Natalia arrived.
Natalia was already there. Thirteen, maybe fourteen. She moved through the apartment like someone fluent in its invisible language. Every floorboard had a rule, every sigh a warning, and she knew them all.
When she turned, she didn't smile—just looked, as if she'd been waiting for me.
"Hola, enano," she said.
And just like that, the silence had a translator.
Her first lesson came disguised as repair.
I had a toy soldier whose head had snapped off. I sat holding the two pieces as if they might magically heal. Natalia crouched beside me, produced glue from a drawer.
"Watch," she said, her voice low.
Her fingers applied a precise bead to the broken neck. She pressed the head into place, holding for thirty counts. The seam where head joined body was visible, a faint line.
"It's ruined," I said.
She held the soldier to the light. "No. It's stronger now. The breaks are part of its story." Her eyes met mine, soft. "This," she traced the shiny scar, "is the strongest line. The one that held."
Fracture as foundation.
She never explained directly. Her wisdom arrived through gestures, through weather.
One afternoon, she handed me a potato and a dull knife. "Peel."
I hacked at it; she watched. When I'd made a mess, she took the knife. Her wrist moved in a clean, fluid motion. The skin came off in one long, unbroken ribbon.
"You don't fight it," she said, the potato naked in her palm. "You guide it. The good part's just beneath the skin."
It wasn't about potatoes. It was about restraint. Survival could be elegant.
At the market, she taught me reconnaissance.
"Look at the hands," she whispered as we passed the fishmonger. "They'll tell you everything."
The fishmonger's fingers, plump and trembling—lying hands.
The herb-seller's palms, cracked with earth—honest hands.
"People are books," she said, selecting thyme. "Most are too loud to read properly."
She showed me life's small victories: weeds in cement, a stray cat sleeping, salt crystals on windows. "Life always finds a way to stay."
When the apartment grew too heavy, she'd throw open every window. Curtains billowed inward like white lungs, outside world rushing in.
She wasn't fearless, but fluent in danger. When my grandfather's temper began its atmospheric rise, she intervened with diversion: a question about news, a spilled glass. She didn't fight the current; she bent it around us.
One night, a proper storm rolled in.
Lightning cracked the horizon; windowpanes rattled. I hid under the duvet, counting between flash and roar. The door opened without a knock. Natalia sat on the bed, pulled the blanket from my face.
"Come," she said. "Watch. Count with me."
Lightning tore the sky.
"One, two, three..." I began, shaky.
Thunder hit on four.
"See?" Her face illuminated by the next flash. "You can measure the distance of the danger. Knowing how far away it takes away its power."
Lesson two: quantify fear.
After that, I counted everything—seconds before my grandfather's sigh, beats between my grandmother's glass touching table and her swallow, time for comfortable silence to harden. Numbers became my shield; predictable structure, my defense.
Natalia was teaching me to turn chaos into pattern. I was no longer just a victim of silence; I was becoming its cartographer.
Our quiet alliance grew.
Secret notes in false-bottom drawers. Coded knocks on the shared wall. A single look across the dinner table that said: I see you. You are here.
Even her rebellion came with gentle precision. Library books left on the counter after being told not to. Humming while washing dishes. A brilliant red scarf at weekday dinner—a bright wound of color in sepia air.
Each act was a hairline crack in my grandfather's control. Proof you could exist within a structure and not belong to it.
When they fought—those wordless wars of glances and gestures—the air pulsed. Afterwards, she'd whisper on the balcony, words carried on salt breeze: "Never let them make you small."
I wrote it down, hid it. The final rule in my secret survival manual.
Then, the distance began.
Natalia changed faster than the Mediterranean light. Her hair darker, temper sharper, silences more cutting. Ink stains on fingers, torn jeans, talking back to teachers. In a world that prized compliance, she was a glorious architectural error—the crack that would not be sealed.
"They think rebellion is a disease," she told me. "Maybe it is. But you—you'll turn it into structure."
She spent more time outside: on the pier, in the market, in the library. Sometimes she came home late, smelling of night rain and unfamiliar cigarettes. She'd ruffle my hair, drop a sea-smoothed shell on my desk. "You're keeping the maps safe, right?"
I was. I always was.
The verdict came two weeks later.
Boarding school abroad. Strict, reputable, far enough inland that the sea couldn't reach her.
The night before she left, she packed a single suitcase: jeans, notebooks, drawings of impossible houses. The glued soldier stood watch on the windowsill.
"You'll stay here," she said, not looking at me. "You're better at surviving the quiet."
"I don't want you to go."
"It's already decided. The concrete is dry." She smiled, half-defiant, half-infinitely tired. "You'll turn rebellion into structure. Make it useful."
She pressed a page into my hand—a line drawing of a plain room, light flooding violently from one side.
"This is yours now. Learn where the light enters. That's the most important part."
When she left, the apartment didn't erupt; it imploded.
Air grew thin, starved of oxygen. Her absence was a new pressure—the vacuum before thunderclap.
I kept her side of the room exactly as she left it. The indentation on her pillow. Her chipped blue cup. The fading scent of her shampoo. My grandparents moved as if balance had been restored. But I was learning that balance could be just another, more polite kind of mourning.
Without her, sound changed. The refrigerator's hum grew aggressive. My breathing echoed. The three knocks on the wall meant nothing now—a code without its counterpart.
I began measuring time by quality of echoes, by drafts moving through rooms. Every observation became a brick against collapse. Attention was no longer survival—it was memory work. Devotion.
Letters arrived, rarely. Thin blue airmail envelopes, her tidy handwriting marching across pages.
"I keep counting the seconds between bells. It helps."
I recognized my habit reflected back—a shared tic across distance.
I replied in the same careful code—describing waves, tiles, the daily geometry of light through shutters. Never emotion, only structure. Our way of staying within the same blueprint.
Eventually, her letters stopped. I learned, as a final survival skill, not to ask. Inquiry was the most vulgar noise of all.
Still, I kept her rituals.
Counting during storms. Measuring silences. Gluing back what was broken instead of throwing it away.
Where she saw rebellion, I now saw underlying design. Every sound, every crack in plaster, every tremor belonged to a larger pattern. I was no longer just surviving it; I was drafting it, learning its laws.
The silence was no longer my prison; it was my medium.
My adolescence unfolded in tiny calibrations—silence adjusted, grief tiled over, absence transformed into new architecture. The rectangle of light on the wall was no longer a fleeting visitor, but a permanent resident of my internal blueprints.
Sometimes, late at night, when fear rose in my throat, I'd whisper her line to the dark:
"You can measure the distance of the danger."
And I'd count, heartbeat slowing to match the rhythm, body remembering the lesson in its cells—
One, two, three—
And wait for the thunder, always, on four.
She was far, but the voice she built inside me still traveled through walls. The voice that taught me to see fracture not as an end, but as beginning.
The strongest line is the one that held.
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Birthdays are audits.
They arrive with spreadsheets, not balloons. After thirty-one, the ledger opens in your chest. You see clearly: who left when lights dimmed; who stayed for the encore; who never showed.
The columns aren't labeled "Love" or "Friendship." They're colder: "Durability." "Return on Investment." "Tolerable Level of Permanent Damage." You trace the numbers with a ghost's finger. The sum is always the same: you are the remainder. A persistent integer no equation resolves.
Barcelona doesn't love you.
It tolerates you like a stray dog at a doorway—kicking it would take more energy than letting it lie. The city is a beautiful, indifferent machine. Its rhythm—the pre-dawn rumble of delivery trucks in Gràcia, the metallic shriek of trains at Plaza Catalunya—continues with or without you.
You are dust on its gleaming surface.
Every street corner is a wager: how much humiliation can you absorb before you flinch? How many glances that slide through you, as if you were smoke, can you endure before you shout, I am here, I am solid, I bleed?
You never do.
Kindness here isn't soft. It's surgical.
A quiet blade slipped between ribs when you're distracted. So sharp you don't feel the incision. You only notice when you try to breathe fully, to laugh from the belly, and air catches on something broken inside.
A delayed paralysis. A kindness that asks for everything in return.
I earned my PhD in blades before I was ten.
The curriculum of cruelty wasn't on streets, but at home. In the space between a question and the absence of an answer. I mapped exits, rehearsed escapes mentally. Memorized the head tilt that meant danger, the sigh that preceded storm fronts.
Sometimes the cut didn't land—it hovered, a millimeter from skin, still leaving bruises on the nervous system.
The first lesson was the floor.
Footsteps on stairs. Not running. Not angry. Just that deliberate thud-thud of someone who's already decided. A door closing not with a slam, but with the soft politeness of resignation. The latch click was more terrifying than any explosion—the sound of a boundary becoming absolute.
I remember the cold. Lying on hallway tile, cheek pressed against grout lines. The pattern was interconnected crosses, a never-ending tic-tac-toe where no one won. I traced them with my fingertip, following grooves like scripture, as if they'd spell out an answer: Why do some people stay and some don't?
From the living room, the TV shouted with manic cheer. A game show contestant won a car. The audience roared—synthetic jubilation crashing against hallway silence. The dissonance was physical pain.
In that bubble of manufactured joy, I cried. Not dramatically. A leak. A slow, silent seepage. An unnoticed valve quietly giving way.
Natalia found me.
She didn't scoop me up. Didn't whisper comforts. She wiped my face with her apron hem—coarse, scratchy, smelling of detergent and flour. It wasn't a caress. It was damage assessment.
"Los hombres no lloran," she said, voice flat. Men don't cry. "Llorar es debilidad." Crying is weakness.
It wasn't cruelty. It was policy. A rule written by ghost of ration books and swallowed grief. In her world, feeling was hazardous. Sensitive was insult. The vocabulary contracted until only one word fit: aguantar.
Endure.
Lesson One: Become a cartographer of silence.
Before the rupture, there was Salou. And my gentle grandfather.
He carried softness like contraband.
I remember asking him for a Barbie. No hesitation. Just a slow nod. "Vale."
We went to the shop. He stood patiently as I surveyed the pink-packaged universe, selecting one with a glittering evening gown. He paid; the doll passed over the counter like secret delivery.
The counter-memory is cold and loud. My father, finding the doll. His face went still. Without word, he snatched it, marched to the balcony, hurled it into void. I still hear the sound—plastic stutter, shame echoing up the building's façade.
My grandfather didn't argue. He went out and returned with another Barbie, this one in a ballerina's tutu. He placed her in my hands.
"Esta es más fuerte," he said. This one is stronger.
No wink. No apology for world's brutality. Just fact. Stronger.
Three days after my tenth birthday, he died. The silence he left was hollowed-out space where kindness lived.
Lesson Two: Softness can exist, but it must be stronger than pavement below.
Adolescence became an acting workshop.
I practiced the other family's posture in the mirror: chin down just so, eyes lowered but not shifty, spine straight to absorb whatever came. Rehearsed lines. "I like her." "The game was good." An actor in a play nobody clapped for.
My father taught the opposite art: invisibility. Smile so the slap becomes rumor. Apologize for space you occupy.
For my twelfth birthday, he promised Toy Story 2. I sat by the window for two hours, holding my breath like currency.
The phone rang. A secretary: "He's been held up."
A lie, transparent as tissue.
I didn't cry. I stood, walked to my room, folded the clean shirt back into the drawer. Neatly, as if folding away a myth.
Lesson Three: Hope is currency that depletes.
The rupture didn't explode—it clicked.
Search bar accepting its terms.
The first time I typed "gay," I wasn't looking for porn. I was looking for proof. A name for the locked room in my chest.
He saw. My father. He didn't yell. He absorbed the word on screen like verdict. Closed the browser, handed the laptop back, flat as law.
"Seventh floor."
Two words. Trial. Judgment. Sentencing.
Natalia was already waiting, face a mask of rehearsed grief. I took the elevator down. Stood on curb, staring up at building's edge. Thought about walking past it—to feel the weight of choice.
But I didn't.
I walked back inside.
I let them do it.
They killed me with kindness.
No blows. Only tears. Whispers of "we're doing this because we love you." Constant, suffocating pressure to be normal. Slow, psychic suffocation.
Afterward, I became lead in a play called Normal.
Costume: girlfriend.
Props: smiles on cue, lips rehearsed for kisses that never landed near chest.
The applause was quiet but constant—a relieved sigh from my mother. My life became unending rehearsal dinner for a wedding that would never arrive.
The cruelest cut came from my other grandfather.
The one of iron wills. I had copied his posture for years. For a time, I thought he saw himself in me.
Then one day, he did. He looked into my face, past the performance, and flinched. As if a mirror had cracked in his hands. Pride curdled into distance.
I wasn't enough. Or maybe I was too exact a reflection of something he didn't want preserved.
The Final Lesson: You cannot resurrect yourself by pleasing the people who buried you.
And still—I lived.
Small rebellions kept me breathing. Scribbling words. Giving things true names. Humming until my voice shook the tiles.
Natalia's gift was teaching me to find victories no one else could steal: a shard of blue glass holding the sky, light through olive oil painting the wall gold, soup too salty but still warm. Smallness became cathedral.
I built a counter-ritual:
I let beds stay unmade.
I cry at cliché film endings.
I text too fast and send anyway.
I say the sentence I was never allowed: "That hurt me."
I love in floods because I was trained to trickle.
They taught me silence.
I write instead.
They taught me denial.
I confess.
They killed me with kindness.
I survived by refusing their arithmetic of affection.
I learned to walk Barcelona's streets differently, soft soles on wet cobblestone, listening for gaps where stories might be abandoned. I learned to name the air, the curve of a balcony. Small kindnesses became flares in the dark.
Natalia built me to notice the tiles—chipped, dirty, but still holding. A map of survival no one else reads. She handed me the blueprint.
That architecture lives in me. The foundation is the cool tile of that hallway. The walls are reinforced with my gentle grandfather's contraband strength. The windows are my own, thrown open to the chaotic, beautiful noise of a life lived on my terms.
The city would've watched, impassive. It would have noted the data point. Another life, concluded.
And I, for the first time, having audited the ledger and found myself worth saving, closed it.
The remainder was me.
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I never sold a book.
I sold the dream of being understood.
Paper and ink were only the medium—borrowed worlds that let the world mistake me for someone who belonged in them. Illusion was my first language, and I spoke it fluently, silently, meticulously.
Mornings began before the city woke. The streets were still, the neon of the night slowly fading into gray light. I entered the cathedral of stories—wood, dust, and the hush of a thousand unread voices—and began my devotions: straightening spines, smoothing covers, pressing my palms over other people’s potential escapes. The shop window waited, merciless and unblinking. It reflected a boy dressed in borrowed authority, shoulders squared, eyes careful, jaw set. I learned not to flinch. If you don’t flinch, the glass begins to believe you.
The store had a rhythm, and I was its silent heartbeat. Every book, every shelf, every alphabetized section mattered. Covers needed to face forward perfectly, genres arranged with intuitive precision, recommendations whispered like secrets. I performed for everyone.
For the student who needed armor before an exam.
For the lover choosing a novel as a peace offering.
For the old woman measuring the remainder of her life in pages.
Each customer had their ritual, and I was its priest. I delivered what they needed—a little ceremony to make them believe their choice was the right one. And in that quiet, I began to understand the most dangerous truth of my work: belief is contagious. A flicker of gratitude in their eyes became my own.
Behind me, the manager reshelved returns in silence, his judgment a low hum in the air—unspoken, absolute. I learned to obey it the way one obeys gravity.
But my body began to betray me. My shoulders ached as if the weight of all the unread words was punishing me for the lie. Mornings tasted of metal and old paper. I called it literary residue—the hangover of pretending.
Sometimes, at lunch, I'd slip out to the stoop, loosen the noose of my tie, and watch the city go by. Out there, I existed—not as a bookseller or shadow, but as a pulse among millions. And I'd catch glimpses of him—the boy on the balcony, the impossible red scarf, a defiance that refused to die, a fragment of myself still unbroken, twirling through memory like a flame that survived wind.
The first crack came quietly.
The manager looked up from his inventory list and said,
“You recommended Giovanni’s Room to the Henderson boy.”
It wasn’t a question. It was a diagnosis. And for the first time, I stopped pretending it wasn’t true.
That night, I began my rebellion. Small at first. A copy of Orlando face-out in the Classics section. A poem by Lorca tucked into a book on gardening. I was making the canon breathable.
The next recommendation changed everything.
A young man stood before the Romance section, sweating under his father’s expectations. His eyes were wide, cheeks pink with shame. He whispered, “I don’t know what I’m looking for.”
The script demanded I smile, reassure, sell the bestseller.
Instead, I said nothing. I reached for another book—The Price of Salt—and handed it to him. “Try this,” I said. “It’s about finding what you weren’t supposed to look for.”
When his eyes met mine, I saw it: that flicker of unguarded relief. It was gone in a second, but it had been real.
A lie, I realized, could sometimes be a bridge. Or a mercy.
The manager reprimanded me the next day.
“We sell escapism, not complications.”
I nodded. But inside, I was already gone.
From then on, rebellion became curation.
A secret recommendation here.
A misplaced classic there.
I began shelving for the parts people hid—their doubts, their quiet rebellions, the wish to be someone else for a day. Customers began to light up with recognition they couldn’t explain. And for a heartbeat, I was no longer an impostor. I was a conspirator.
The store was a theater. Its walls were lined with books like silent witnesses. The shop window reflected not only the displays, but the soul behind them. I learned to read customers like literature: the tilt of a chin as they considered a cover, the curve of a mouth at a particular line, the tremor in a hand reaching for a forbidden author. These were the gestures that told the true story. And in these gestures, I saw myself, a fragment beneath the mask, learning to exist.
The breaking point came one night under rain that refused to stop. Puddles mirrored the neon glow of the city, fractured like shattered glass. I caught my reflection not in the shop’s perfect window, but in a puddle—distorted, alive. The boy and the impostor stared back, merged. And the question came, simple and cruel:
If the books are a mask, what would happen if you took them off forever?
The next morning, I declared war with a display—Transgressive Literature front and center, flamboyant, unapologetic, absurd. The manager scowled. A customer smirked. But the boy in the reflection laughed out loud.
From that moment, I leaned into the chaos. Bold recommendations. Daring pairings. Poetry sections that bled into politics. The store became a stage, and I, its director. Every sale a little revolution disguised as commerce.
The performance changed me. My body, once aching under borrowed authority, grew used to bending without breaking. I learned to wield rebellion as both shield and weapon. Every book placed, every section rearranged, became a statement: here is someone living within rules but not enslaved by them.
I spent mornings memorizing the rhythm of the store: the precise alignment of spines on shelves, the delicate sound of a page turning, the faint smell of ink and aging paper. I cataloged the minor victories—a customer’s surprised delight, the barely perceptible nod of someone understanding themselves for a moment through my recommendation.
I cataloged the failures too. The hesitation when a parent questioned my choice for their child. The stiffening of shoulders when someone found a book “too political.” The flash of irritation when I dared to suggest something outside their usual taste.
Sometimes, I left the shop early. The streets were wet with rain, neon reflections dancing in the puddles. I walked without a map, just following the hum of my own pulse, imagining new sections, new ways to subvert expectation. The city became my library. Its lights, its wet asphalt, the smell of exhaust and bread from early bakeries—all of it informed the next small rebellion, the next perfect imperfection.
At night, alone in the shop, I would stand before the philosophy section. Books half-shelved, categories slightly blurred, my hair damp and restless. I would stare into the shop window and trace the line where impostor became self. The anatomy of an impostor is not a flaw. It is architecture. A structure built of fear and finesse, designed to endure until you learn to live without scaffolding.
I learned to see the city, the customers, the coworkers—all through this lens. Small interventions mattered. Tiny rebellions rippled outward like concentric waves. A knowing smile, a “misplaced” novel, a subtle recommendation tucked into a conversation—they became instruments of freedom, instruments of identity.
I learned to measure distance in people, to gauge their comfort, their insecurity, their unspoken desire to be seen. I measured it silently, with the precision of someone building scaffolding out of air. And slowly, imperceptibly, I learned to build a version of myself that existed both inside the bookstore and entirely outside it.
Now, I walk neon streets with chalk dust in my pockets, the city vibrating faintly underfoot. My apron still hangs too neatly, but that's all right. It keeps me awake. The first truth of impostors is that survival is performance. The second is more dangerous: performance can become freedom.
I still work at the bookstore.
But the bookstore no longer works me.


[bookmark: _kiq5ufmyaxwl]

[bookmark: _9esoofn9s3f5]Feliz Sant Solterín

Barcelona rehearsed its annual romance, and I was the spectator who refused to clap. For a week, the city had been methodically soaked in commercial syrup—red ribbons bleeding from balconies like open veins, florists staging floral warfare on every corner. The air itself felt thick with the cloying scent of purchased affection, like a perfumed fog intended to suffocate anyone who refused to participate.

I walked through it like a ghost who had skipped rehearsals for the grand performance of coupledom. Couples passed in perfect formation, hand in hand, speaking a language of whispers and chuckles that sounded foreign to me. I was an intruder in a world that demanded rehearsal, applause, and synchronized sighs.

My counter-ritual began the night before.

The bathroom scrubbed until the tiles remembered their original shine, the grout lines emerging pale and clean from years of accumulated shadow. This wasn’t cleaning; it was excavation. I was digging out the self that had been buried beneath the debris of obligation, expectation, and unacknowledged longing. Bleach, sponge, rhythm—each swipe an exorcism of routine.

The mirror fogged, blurred, and in its merciful opacity, reflected only my true, unperformed self. The face that stared back at me was tired, yes, but honest. It had learned to survive by observation, by calculating distance, by keeping edges sharp enough not to be crushed by the press of other people’s narratives.

Next, the kitchen. I attacked the stove with focused determination. The burners, usually flecked with remnants of hurried meals, gleamed like newly forged metal. I wiped down the refrigerator, cleared away the magnets holding receipts and reminders—the detritus of a life lived in anticipation. I kept only one: the small, chipped tile from Park Güell Natalia had given me. “A piece of broken beauty,” she said once. “The most honest kind.” I placed it prominently on the counter, a talisman, a declaration: I am my own witness.

Sleep came thin and fragmented. Dreams shuffled like failed drafts—London cafés where I had played versions of myself carved from balsa wood and hope, borrowed mouths speaking lines that weren’t mine. I woke with the metallic aftertaste of old roles clinging to my tongue.

Morning sun cut through the gap in the curtains. The hollow ache that had been my constant companion was gone. The stone of absence in my chest had been replaced by something solid—a cornerstone of my own making.

Valentine’s Day, rebranded in the quiet of my own skull.

Sant Solterín. Patron saint of the unpaired, gloriously whole. My invention. My rebellion.

I imagined his iconography: not a bleeding heart, but a well-used key. His sacred symbols: a seasoned cast-iron skillet, a library book with a cracked spine, a pen that never ran dry. His miracles: transforming loneliness into ritual, absence into presence, solitude into sovereignty.

In the kitchen, coffee hissed its morning rebellion; garlic cracked under my knife. Toast burned at the edges. I didn’t scrape it off. I ate the char, claiming it as part of my day. Each act was deliberate, seasoning this day to my own taste.

Natalia once said, her voice echoing across the years: freedom isn’t peace, it’s motion. The decision to keep moving when every cell begs for the paralysis of safety.

By 11 a.m., I was at Sant Antoni Market—a cathedral of abundance, a riot of scent, color, and human energy. The air itself was thick, a stew of smells: the iodine punch of the sea from fish counters, the earthy perfume of mushrooms, the bright tang of citrus, the warm sweetness of ripe tomatoes. Fishmongers chanted prices like ancient scripture. Lovers brushed hands over avocados with reverence. The crowd pressed, a warm, breathing organism, then parted around my stationary form. I was a stone in their river, observing but not participating.

I went to my usual stall. Rosa, flour-dusted forearms and eyes that had seen a thousand Tuesday mornings, knew me. She knew I came alone.

“Bon dia,” she said, her smile a crease in her weathered face that had never needed pretense.

I bought a blood orange, its skin unnaturally bright, almost defiant in color. A wedge of idiazábal, smoky and pungent, clinging stubbornly to its rind.

She wrapped it carefully. Then came the ritual question: “Para alguien especial?” For someone special?

The air tightened. This was the moment the script demanded a lie.

I looked her directly in the eyes. “For me,” I said, clear and unapologetic.

The space between us shifted. Her smile deepened from politeness to something resembling respect. She added a sprig of fresh rosemary. “On the house,” she said. “For the fragrance.”

That small, green gift felt like a medal.

I wandered further, through stalls of peppers and spices, past piles of fresh herbs that smelled of sun and soil. Each scent became a punctuation in the narrative I was writing for myself: a story of attentiveness, rebellion, and slow, deliberate pleasure. I watched a child select a lemon, roll it between his palms, and drop it into a wicker basket. His mother smiled, oblivious, and I felt a rare pang of recognition—freedom is not a solitary act, but a conscious claim to presence in the midst of other lives.

Back home, the apartment welcomed me in silence. Its texture had changed: not empty, but full, curated, deliberate. I lit a candle, not for lost love, but for the boy I used to be—the one who hid in wardrobes, lip-syncing to pop songs he was terrified to love openly.

I placed a single rose in a glass of water, one petal already bent, beautifully imperfect.

Every object in my small apartment conscripted into my quiet rebellion: the chipped mug that fit my hand perfectly, the clean knife resting on the board, the folded kitchen towel. I was building a republic of one, its constitution written in small, deliberate acts of care.

Afternoon light bled gold across the floorboards. I read for an hour, underlining sentences that spoke to me. I answered no emails. The digital world, with its constant demands, was held at bay.

The balcony door was open. The city throbbed with other people’s narratives. A man across the way struggled with a trumpet, notes faltering, brave, hopelessly out of tune. I loved him for it. Scents rose from a hundred kitchens. The old ache whispered from its shallow grave: this is what life should smell like. Shared.

I exhaled long and slow. It wasn’t nostalgia. It wasn’t longing. It was just air. My air.

Evening came, and I enacted the final ritual. The table set for one: bread torn, not sliced, cheese thick, orange peeled in one continuous spiral. Wine opened, the glug-glug-glug—the only prayer I needed.

The city roared outside; inside, a calm so profound it felt like music. I sat. Unfolded the napkin. Looked at my feast. No one was coming. No one was late. The setting was perfect because it was complete.

Each bite deliberate. Each chew an act of presence. Stew rich, cheese sharp, orange startlingly sweet. Bread crusty and dense. It was enough. I was enough. The thought landed not as consolation, but triumph.

Washing the single plate, the single glass. Water ran warm and clean. A closing ritual. Candle guttered—a thread of smoke spiraling up—the incense of a mass for one.

Night deepened. Cold air bit through my sweater. The city shimmered with a million stories. Laughter echoed from a hidden street. Someone sang badly, joyfully, entirely for themselves. I didn’t wish to join. I was happy to be their audience.

I leaned against the balcony railing, inhaling deeply. Silence, absolute. The city holding its breath. I whispered into the wind: “Feliz Sant Solterín.”

No one answered. No echo returned. And that was the entire, breathtaking point.

The miracle wasn’t love, or its absence. It wasn’t finding someone, or being found. It was this: to stand on a balcony in the same city where I had once disappeared into other people’s reflections, and feel the night air touch my skin without asking permission, without needing to be anything other than itself—just air, just night, just cold—and for me to be nothing other than what I was—just a body, just a breath, finally, my own.

Freedom had a texture: the weight of a single key in a quiet pocket, the sight of one plate drying in the rack. It tasted of blood orange and burnt toast, of idiazábal and honest wine, and the quiet, undeniable sovereignty of one body, unapplauded, unpaired, utterly, completely, magnificently alive.
[bookmark: _zetsvzh55evh]The Geography Of Longing 

The plan was always New York. I polished that dream on night buses in London, face pressed to cold glass while neon smeared into the damp. The city bled through the windows: black brick, orange haze, rain‑streaked posters for concerts I would never attend. It was my shield against grey flats, overdraft notices, mould in the corners---against the quiet conviction that I would never be someone worth keeping. I traced imaginary subway lines on the glass, sketching escape routes. Every puddle, every buzz of a neon sign became a coordinate on a map of the self I hadn't yet become.
The Camberwell Grove's shoebox, radiator rattling all winter, a single bulb swinging in rhythm with my heartbeat. A whispered rebuke over wool and chalk lodged in my stomach and refused to leave. I closed the door on humiliation, opened my laptop to a folder called Exit Music: grainy fire escapes, stoops crowded with ghosts I imagined as friends. New York was less a city than a verb: be more, want more, move faster. In New York I would deserve myself. The dream was a raft. Some nights it was also an anchor. Some nights, a noose.
Barcelona was never the plan. It arrived like the hiss of a balloon letting go---Plan Z, the letter you reach when the alphabet runs out. Its streets were tiles I hadn't walked, shops whose smells pressed in like memories I hadn't earned. The end came not with a bang but a Tuesday: the tailor‑shop boss called me back to a room smelling of chalk and submission. He didn't look up.
"The position in New York," he said, tapping a pen. "They've gone with a... different profile."
Different profile: a clinical euphemism for everything I was and wasn't. I hadn't been denied a visa. I'd been fired from the dream itself.
I moved in with a friend in Gràcia, a temporary harbour for a man whose ambitions had gone bankrupt mid‑flight. His apartment was a monument to settled life---plants watered, books shelved by genre, an ordered calm that felt like accusation. My room was a converted storage space, mattress smelling of coffee and damp linen, walls slanted as if conspiring to keep me small. Barcelona wasn't a home; it was a stopgap. I slept in someone else's life while mine puddled at the door.
I told myself it was temporary. Then I realised there was no "after." Sunlit plazas, bougainvillea‑draped balconies, the Mediterranean glitter felt less like promise than judgment. You don't deserve this, the air seemed to whisper. I walked the streets like a student auditing a course I hadn't enrolled in: careful, wide‑eyed, cataloguing every detail that proved I was out of place.
I tried borrowing energy from transient expats---their tapas‑tinted postcards, optimism rented by the month---but their bars were previews for a film I hadn't bought a ticket for. Small talk skimmed my skin like cheap cologne. I finished my beer and walked back into the night, watching neon reflections pool in puddles like discarded dreams.
Each morning I wandered the city tracing routes I had once imagined running to New York. Every corner held a memory of a life I hadn't lived. Café windows reflected a distorted self still believing. The smell of frying squid, the metallic tang of the beach at dawn---all became coordinates on a map of absence.
This was not longing for a place. It was longing for a path not taken: the version of me who had boarded a plane to JFK instead of hauling a suitcase up these same streets. Every block became a missed exit. The geography of longing was vertical, not horizontal---the distance between who I was and who I might have been. It pressed down when I climbed staircases, crossed streets, or simply breathed.
There were reprieves. A bookstore on Carrer de Montcada, musty and generous with spines. A tucked‑away record shop where scratchy flamenco albums cleared the silt in me. Fifteen minutes of a singer's wail and the world narrowed to one raw nerve of sound. A street musician tapping a cajón. A child chasing pigeons. Each absurd, fleeting note tethered me to existence.
I kept watch for ghosts---not only Natalia's, but the London self who thought ambition could protect against loneliness, the boy who believed a skyline could measure worth. Reflections revealed them: puddles after rain, cracked tiles, sunlight slicing a broken lamppost. Each backward glance was a small mourning.
Natalia's ghost hung everywhere---dry humidity on skin, laughter in a café chair rattling, light striking the harbour gold. On a bench in Ciutadella, a memory would ambush me: the two of us with a cheap bottle of wine she'd smuggled in, her laugh a knife against evening. "Even ugly things know how to dance," she'd say, pointing to a bat. Her laughter lived in the Rambla; cafés preserved the shape of her absence in empty chairs. The sea felt complicit: how could it shimmer when she no longer could? After she died, Barcelona wasn't Plan Z. It became a tomb.
And yet, ridiculous gestures tethered me. Bread scent from a bakery on Carrer de la Llibreteria. Wind tangling my hair. Simple continuations of the world. For a flicker, I felt a pulse---not belonging, not fulfilment, but proof I was alive.
I began noting the rhythm of Barcelona: the way trams hummed under the morning sun, pigeons forming uneven mosaics on rooftops, cicadas rattling in the heat. I mapped smells---bread cooling, espresso bitter, sea brine carried by alleyways. I mapped myself into the city: slow steps, careful breathing, a notebook of impressions that made absence legible.
Barcelona stayed, too---mocking and merciful, empty and full, cruel and tender. Each step felt part penance, part proof‑of‑life. I passed through Gothic arches and balconies, cafés where people admired art I'd never earn the right to touch. The message was the same: you are still here. You survived the job, the dream, the death. You survived yourself.
Evenings became ritual. I followed lights bouncing on wet cobblestones, lingered at markets watching shopkeepers counting cash, murmured to stray cats. I wrote notes I never sent, read letters I never mailed. Small gestures, each a line in the ledger of my presence.
When I finally left Barcelona, it wasn't for triumph. It wasn't for a skyline demanding everything of me. I left because staying felt like calcifying---fossilising inside the city's memory beside ghosts, beloved and cruel. Even beauty suffocates when it becomes a mausoleum.
The city turned its face to me one last time. I turned my back, carrying the streets like scaffolding in my bones.





[bookmark: _em11hbqi9l9d]The City That Didn’t Save You

Barcelona doesn't save you.
It doesn't serve you absolution on a plate of patatas bravas.
It doesn't soothe the ache in your chest with warmth.
The city keeps moving: a ceaseless organism of stone, sun, motorbikes.
From my balcony on Carrer de Provença, I watch its choreography unfold:
Café chairs scraping pavement at seven.
Women shaking dusters from balconies.
Fishmongers shouting over melting ice.
A language of commerce, survival, insistence.
Motorbikes weave through Eixample, snarling at ghosts etched into modernist walls.
I arrived with fantasy stitched into my skin, London's damp desperation clinging to my bones.
Mediterranean light was supposed to bleach it all away.
But Barcelona has teeth.
It chews illusions like bread---hard and cracking---and spits them back with an iron taste.
It offers not salvation.
Only truth.
The crack in my armor came as a buzz---her name on the screen.
A ghost threading through digital walls.
I ignored it.
Deliberate cowardice humming in my chest.
Then the audio arrived.
I sat cross-legged on the bare tile, olives clutched in a jar between my knees.
Walls jaundiced with absence.
My blood ran cold.
The phone hovered like a secular confessional.
Her voice: calm, sharpened, deliberate.
"Hey. I wasn't gonna call. But fuck it, right? It's not like you ever listened anyway."
A cigarette flicked. I could see her wrist.
"You came back from London with two bags. One unpaid therapist. Eight grand in debt. And that look---like someone who'd rather die than be mistaken for ordinary..."
Her words didn't cut---they flayed.
She accused me of rehearsed grief, of seasoning pasta water with tears for effect.
I wasn't a phoenix.
I was combustible.
Leaking the small warmth I had left.
"You have to cut the cameras. Rewrite the script. This... isn't your story anymore."
The words lingered, a heartbeat too long.
Then I pressed delete.
Gone.
First unperformed act of letting go.
I never replied.
She wanted me soft.
My collapse had been her scaffold.
But I was spilling out.
Memories surfaced like incense:
Lentils, week three of performative healing.
Organic lentils in paper.
Kale chopped like communion.
"This is healing," she had said.
"Nourishment. A fresh start," I replied.
Duty on my tongue.
Days later, the pot fossilized in the sink---a monument to resignation.
The breaking point arrived fluorescent-lit at Bon Preu.
Milk, bread, wine up six flights.
Red welts cutting into my palms from handles.
She appeared an hour later, doorway framed in quiet accusation:
"You didn't say thank you."
"For what?" I laughed hollow.
"The groceries. I bought them. I gave you the home to put them in."
Transactional presence. My grief a debt.
Packing became ritual: zippers, folded sweaters, tap-tap-tap of her keyboard.
Nobu's nails clicking like a metronome of loyalty.
I left the lentil pot.
An affirmation card against her pillow.
At the door, I knelt. Nobu pressed warm fur into my chest.
Truth heavier than anything she'd given.
She did not come out.
Did not say goodbye.
Silence---the only honesty left.
The new flat was blank, cruel, forgiving.
Bleach-streaked tiles, naked bulb swaying.
Cold seeped into marrow.
I traced tile cracks like constellations.
Memorized dust motes' flight. Counted shadows.
I bought a pot, a camp stove.
Chopped onions, translucent.
Added water.
Ate soup on my knees.
Sang her songs louder than memory allowed, deliberately wrong.
Danced---torn underwear, wrong rhythm, no reflection.
Windows open to sirens, motorbikes, the city's breath as lullaby.
Barcelona didn't save me.
It didn't offer redemption.
It didn't give a fuck.
And in its magnificent indifference, I finally heard my own voice:
small, steady, alive beneath the wreckage.
I began walking.
Not through tourist maps or Instagram feeds, but alleys, side streets, shadowed corners.
Pigeons coiled like smoke.
The Gothic Quarter pressed close, stone walls whispering centuries I'd never earn.
Narrow streets tangled like veins, reminding me how small I was. How quiet.
I traced uneven tiles, soles scuffing memory into wood and cobblestone.
Markets sang: Sant Antoni's chaos, fruit stacked like altars, vendors shouting over the clatter of carts.
Hands exchanged cash, fingers grazed skin---a fleeting intimacy that wasn't mine.
I felt like a ghost, but a solid one. My presence a fact.
I bought a single blood orange, a wedge of smoky idiazábal.
Held the vendor's gaze.
"Bon Sant Solterín," I whispered---a private incantation.
Small gestures: a stray cat watching from a drainpipe.
A child chasing pigeons.
A busker's cajón rattling.
Each absurd, fleeting note tethered me to existence.
Nobu was there. Always.
His patient head on my knee, eyes wide, unjudging.
Presence, radical.
I learned to watch him watch me.
I learned to allow myself the same attention: small, deliberate, constant.
Evenings became rituals of absurdity and devotion:
Boiling water, chopping onions, stirring soup in circles meant to trace arcs of control.
Music on, wrong key for comfort.
The city hummed below. Neon lights fractured in puddles. Sirens cried. Motorbikes snarled.
Its magnificent indifference became a lullaby.
I traced the sea. Harbor gold at sunset, reflections on water like burned photographs.
Boats moored, sleeping, indifferent.
Each wave, a heartbeat. Each gull, a punctuation mark.
I mapped streets, market stalls, stray cats, the shape of sunlight, the rhythm of my own breathing.
By winter's end, I had learned a new language of presence.
I walked streets that had once threatened me with insignificance---and claimed them as mine.
I left postcards unopened, unsent emails unsent.
I ate alone, walked alone, sat on benches alone---and finally, felt no absence.
The city remained indifferent.
It never promised rescue.
Never handed comfort.
Never asked permission.
And in that brutal, magnificent lack of caring, I finally heard the quiet truth:
I exist.
I am.
Barcelona didn't save me.
I stayed.
I became.






[bookmark: _rnpljqv936hm]Reckoning of Self

Spotlight on the exile.
I tried to belong.
I wore the right suit, smiled the rehearsed smile, pitched laughter everybody expected. But the stage---oh, the stage---folded beneath me. Buttons popped. Threads tore. The applause was polite, hollow, a mechanical ritual I could no longer honor. I walked off mid-performance, leaving echoes never meant for me.
Eight years of London endurance dissolved---not because I failed, but because my vision could not be confined. That stolen future, a skyline I'd imagined as mine, vanished the moment Barcelona's indifferent streets wrapped around me like a question: Who are you if no one watches?
It began with a costume.
Savile Row, cathedral of aspiration, smelling of camphor, sweat, old money. Dust motes floated in sunlight like tiny gold filaments over bolts of cloth worth more than my rent. I watched men mimic authority with smiles rehearsed for generations; their shoes polished to an impossible lie. I saw the rot immediately. These leaders, terrified of unobserved moments, preached loyalty while hiding knives behind their smiles. They didn't hate my acting---they hated that I could see through theres. That was my crime: perception without submission.
Chaos had trained me. A house of shouting, burnt toast, hollow praise. London honed those instincts into both a shield and a burden. I learned to fold my body into gestures permitted, to survive without leaving evidence of my revolt. Every corridor was a test; every glance, a measure of my endurance.
The company promised sanctuary. A golden path to New York. On day one, the air staged itself. Carlos whispered, "You belong here." Hollow words. I did not. These men had clawed for every inch of attention; I arrived already seen, orbiting a sun of my own making. I burned differently. My fluency in chaos was a language they feared.
Alistair. Dead eyes like a taxidermied fox, sharp as the crease in his trousers. A jackal in a waistcoat. "The boss wants to see improvement. Or perhaps Barcelona is calling you back." He treated my past like a stain. He dragged me into the stockroom.
"You think you're special? Your continental flair makes you better than us?"
"Are you finished?" My voice was flat, calm. It was my seven-year-old self facing my father's rage.
Alistair left. He never returned.
The boss leaned in. "You have a gift. But gifts need direction. My direction." His mask was slipping. He wanted soldiers, not suggestions. "I don't pay them to be happy. I pay them to be perfect." The arithmetic of belonging was simple: fold or vanish.
Then there was Lucas. Beauty like a monument, a cathedral of bone and skin. We danced on disaster's edge: a sterile museum wedding in Copenhagen, a hundred wines, no food. Playing gods on polished marble. The boss clapped Lucas's shoulder, slurred: "Glad he's here. Thought you'd be the buffoon." He looked through me, to the terrified small man inside.
"Fuck you." Quiet. Precise. A twirl. Laughter. The smoke smelled like freedom. I burned the bridge to New York myself.
The fallout was swift. "We need to talk about fit." Fired. Not for my work. For my morality. My comportment. Not a fit. The translation was clear: I didn't kneel. The key to New York was revoked.
"Thank you for the opportunity." A polite British lie.
Barcelona felt like waking from a fevered coma. London receded into fog. Had I really lived that life? Debated Super 150s wool? Walked those carpeted corridors? I had been a ghost among suits.
Now, disoriented, I woke into a life that adhered to my bones: sticky bar tops, loud laughter, tangible truth. The streets smelled of salt and diesel, not ambition. Sunlight carved patterns across the tiles---small, daily proofs I was still alive.
The flight to Stockholm felt like an exile disguised as reward. The invitation arrived folded in corporate politeness---cream cardstock, embossed initials, a request dressed as celebration. "A wedding," they said, but everyone knew what it was: a social performance, a demonstration of belonging.
I packed my suit as though preparing for trial. Every crease was evidence. Every choice---tie, cufflink, cologne---an argument for assimilation. In that world, fabric mattered more than honesty; texture carried moral weight.
At the airport, colleagues laughed too loudly, their camaraderie polished like glass. The flight was long, recycled air pressing against my chest. When we landed, the city was wrapped in snow and efficiency. Stockholm glowed like an operating room---white, immaculate, merciless.
The hotel lobby smelled of pine and anxiety. The company had paid for everything, of course. They always did---generosity as surveillance. "You deserve this," someone said. The sentence carried a small threat inside it, like a capsule that dissolves later.
The wedding took place in a museum---marble floors, vast ceilings, art that stared back. Candles shimmered in glass cylinders, multiplying themselves in reflection until the room felt overpopulated by light. Waiters glided by like choreographed ghosts.
It was beautiful. It was unbearable.
We weren't guests; we were witnesses in costume. Every table was an ecosystem of hierarchy. Every laugh contained an asterisk. Every smile carried unspoken ledger entries of performance.
Lucas stood across the room, framed by the light of a chandelier. His beauty was almost cruel---precise, self-contained, sculpted by ambition and restraint. We hadn't spoken much since London. After the confrontation there, he'd kept his distance---not out of resentment, but out of survival. The company had flown him from New York; his visa, his livelihood, his belonging were tethered to their approval.
He smiled when he saw me, a quick flicker of recognition before professionalism shuttered it away. I wanted to hold that half-second---that ghost of warmth---but the crowd closed around him.
We became silent rebels. In corners, between columns, whispers passed between champagne flutes. Our laughter was sharp and dangerous in the echoing hall. Every shared glance was a small theft, a stolen sovereignty. But every moment together was a risk. He depended on this job. Belonging meant everything. Intimacy became a liability.
Then the tap on my shoulder.
"Behave."
Just that. No accusation, no context. As if proximity itself were a crime. As if our closeness was contagious. As if Lucas belonged to them as much as he did to himself.
I returned to my table, burning with a private, furious awareness: this was not freedom, not connection, not permission. It was exile disguised as courtesy, policing disguised as protection.
Later, on a terrace overlooking frozen rooftops, the air biting, the city spread in patterns beneath us, I traced Lucas's profile in the half-light. I wanted to speak, to reach across the distance, to say that it had been a rebellion worth every cost. But I knew he couldn't risk it. He couldn't risk being seen with me. Belonging required erasure.
So I let him go.
I watched the frozen city inhale and exhale. He melted into the crowd. And I understood: the true cost of survival was silence.
The rest of the night---I remember in fragments. Glass in my hand, wine burning the tongue, a dizzy vertigo of realization. My farewell.
By the time the cold reached my fingers, I stumbled back to the hotel room. Alone. A blackout swallowed everything that followed---the marble floors, the speeches, the applause.
When I woke, the light was pale and honest. The city outside was unmoved. Lucas was gone, and he would never come back.
The morning after Stockholm was a void. My head throbbed, the taste of wine clinging to every thought. I sat on the edge of the hotel bed, hands pressed to my face, trying to remember the gestures I had made, the words I had spoken. Nothing solid remained---just the memory of cold tiles, laughter, and the unbearable weight of farewell.
I had drunk to erase, but all I had done was accelerate the fracture. The blackout was not liberation; it was acknowledgment. I had reached the end of the bridge. There was nothing left to perform.
Travel back to Barcelona was mechanical. Each airport was a corridor of fluorescent light and announcements, each seatbelt click and tray table fold a rehearsal I could not muster. I watched other passengers, tethered to their devices, pretending to control time. I had no such illusions. My mind was a fog, a smear of memory and anticipation.
Barcelona appeared gradually, a city that did not demand performance. The air was different---less compressed, more tangible. The streets smelled of salt, diesel, and yeast. The light cut across the tiles in uneven patterns, indifferent to my fatigue, my guilt, my relief. The city existed without me, and that was a mercy.
The first days were a blur of motion without purpose. I walked until my feet burned, let the sun dictate waking hours, and ate whatever was near. Time stretched, unmeasured, and for the first time in years, I did not try to fill it.
Every so often, Lucas's face floated through the mind, a ghost of warmth and regret. I did not seek him. He would not come. His silence was a mirror of survival. Some people remain tethered to the machine; I had broken free.
I began to reclaim small gestures. Bread from the bakery, coffee from the corner shop, counting the pigeons on the plaza as proof of motion. I traced graffiti on walls, listened to street performers, catalogued the rhythm of the city as though it were a language only I could read. Each act, small and deliberate, was a reclamation of self.
The company never called again. Emails stopped. My name disappeared from directories. Deletion disguised as efficiency. I checked once, then never again. The absence of notice became its own kind of relief.
I wrote, though not for anyone else. Fragments, sentences caught between waking and sleep, observations of light and sound. Words that didn't need to convince, didn't need to perform.
Sometimes, at night, I sat at a window, watching light fracture across walls, thinking of Lucas, thinking of Stockholm, thinking of the life I had burned. Memory was a landscape seen from a moving train---visible, receding, unreachable.
In these quiet hours, I understood the truth: I had survived. Not gloriously, not elegantly, but fully. The world continued without judgment, without recognition. Its indifference was permission.
The days stretched into weeks, unmeasured by calendars, by expectation, by the eyes of anyone else. I moved through Barcelona as though learning the city for the first time---its streets, its smells, its indifference. The Raval, the Gothic Quarter, alleys where sunlight struck only in slivers: each space became a ledger of existence, a record of survival, a monument to freedom earned in silence.
I no longer spoke of Lucas. He existed now only as a memory---a ghost not of loss, but of a lesson: survival sometimes demands distance, and desire is a luxury the machine can never tolerate. His absence, complete and resolute, sharpened my own clarity. No one would tether me again. No one would stake a claim over my steps.
The blackout in Stockholm became a story without narration. I remembered fragments---laughing alone in a hotel room, the dizzy vertigo of wine, the city reflected in frozen rooftops. But it was no longer shameful. It was my witness. It was proof that I could endure the extremity of farewell and still return intact, though irrevocably changed.
I claimed small rebellions. I painted a wall in a color I chose. I bought a flower for myself. I hummed under a shower, letting the steam envelop my chest like forgiveness. I cooked meals, ate slowly, breathed the ordinary as though it were sacred. Barcelona did not save me. The city did not judge. It merely existed, and in its indifference I found my voice, small, steady, alive.
At night, I would watch the city exhale. Streetlights traced shadows across the walls. Children called names into the darkness. Water in the harbor fractured the light into restless patterns, and I traced each ripple as though it were a living map of my own endurance. I saw myself reflected in puddles. Not the ghost who chased New York, not the actor in Savile Row, not the boy who bent under expectation. Just me. Solid. Breathing. Alive.
Every step became a sentence. Every breath, a syllable. The streets composed a language I could speak without permission. Loyalty no longer demanded performance. The city no longer demanded obedience. I no longer demanded anything from anyone.
I walked. I watched. I felt. And for the first time in years, I recognized the full weight of my own autonomy.
I thought of Lucas sometimes. Not in longing, but in clarity. Fear had kept him tethered to the company, to its hierarchy, to a world where survival was measured in compliance. I honored him in my memory for enduring, for surviving in the only way he could. But I did not mourn him in the way I once might have. I mourned the version of myself who had thought I needed permission to exist.
I walked further into myself, deeper into the territory that had always been mine. My chest, once crowded with expectation, hollowed into space that could hold grief and joy in equal measure. My hands, once trembling with the burden of performance, carried nothing but the reality of presence.
The city became my witness. It hummed indifferently, breathed with me, and allowed me to reconcile the past without demanding explanation. Every alley, every shop, every café, every crack in a tile told me: you have survived. You exist. You are enough.
I was free. Not because the world had changed, not because anyone forgave or noticed. Free because I no longer carried the need to belong in anyone's measure but my own.
I am enough.
And so I walk.
Every step is reclamation. Every movement, proof. I am not a character in someone else's story. I am the author of every pulse, every breath, every tremor of this existence. And the world---indifferent, sprawling, alive---hums quietly in recognition, a silent audience to the reckoning of self.
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[bookmark: _5e41qqkdupt5]Norman. Fucking. Rockwell.


The text came two days prior. First, a meme---sunburned irony, the kind of humor that carried exhaustion like a badge. Then the words themselves:
"Drinks?"
I remembered him from a half-lit launch in Gràcia, holding a battered copy of Infinite Jest, thumb obscuring the title. He had said something about irony being devalued, a currency exchanged for small change. I remembered the glass cradled in his palm, delicate, hesitant. A gesture that claimed fragility as armor.
I said yes. Not because I wanted him. Because I wanted the experiment: could two people, who approach intimacy like archivists cataloging fragile documents, generate anything human? Could anything untheorized pass between us?
Tuesday arrived humid, citrus-slick. The air pressed against skin like damp cloth. The bar was all design: distressed wood, fake patina, curated chaos. Authenticity had been decided, and dim lighting enforced it. He was already seated, posture precise, occupying space with calculation, not presence. A corner booth, strategic. I slid in opposite him. Leather sighed.
"You don't listen," he said five minutes in, before I'd spoken. Calm. Diagnostic.
I laughed, short, dry. "I'm listening now."
"You absorb. That's different."
Absorbing is safer. Listening implies care. I was there to collect data, not be altered.
He ordered a craft beer, staring at the label as if it might confess its existential purpose. I ordered Txakoli---dry, performative, pretending to belong. He asked about my writing.
"I'm revising," I said. True in part---always revising. The manuscript, the self, the story of why I was here.
"Autobiographical?" His voice carried contagion.
"Is there any other kind?" I offered a thin smile.
No laugh. Not reading me, just examining. Turning me over like a suspicious coin. Same disease, different patient.
"Soft edges but violent energy," he said.
"So I'm a storm front in a cardigan," I replied.
"Maybe you are."
The performance assembled itself between us---an invisible scaffold of expectation. He parsing damage for texture. Me performing casual ruin. Two men mistaking recognition for intimacy.
"Love is a mutual hallucination sustained by language," he said, swirling his beer.
I told him he was halfway to being interesting. A real laugh---short, sharp, unguarded. His hand flew to his mouth, as if to catch it. He studied a watermark on the table, a ghost of a previous spill. That's when I saw the nervousness, the small animal kept sedated by intellect. Not cruel, just terrified of sincerity. A pandemic of un-felt feeling.
He asked if I still drank.
"Enough to remember I'm alive."
He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. He had quit last year---panic attacks, caffeine-only now. A cocktail of respect and pity stirred in me.
We both knew we weren't there for romance. The script was thinner. He wanted confession without consequence. I wanted witness without weight.
"You write like you want to be forgiven," he said.
I let silence fall. "Is that how it reads to someone who's given up on it?" That ended the conversation for a while.
The silence was heavy, not awkward---like two frequencies trying to overlap but never matching. He traced a ring on the table, perfect, endless. Tenderness---maybe accident, maybe longing, maybe just a man circling a ghost.
When the bill came, he reached first. I didn't argue. Some gestures aren't worth undoing.
Outside, the city roared---feral, awake. Mopeds zipped, laughter erupted in alleys, neon flickered over wet stone. He said he had edits to finish. I said I had nothing to finish. He smiled: "That's worse."
We walked opposite directions. No touch. No glance back. But across the street, his reflection lingered in a darkened shop window. Shoulders tight, breath shallow. Folded into his jacket. Smaller than I remembered. Maybe I was too.
At home, the space felt both mine and foreign. I poured a glass of Garnacha, no pretense. The city breathed its nocturnal gospel: mopeds, laughter, arguments about love in Catalan.
I bit into a peach, ripe, reckless. Juice ran down my wrist, sticky and sweet. The most honest thing I'd tasted in months. Norman. Fucking. Rockwell. started playing, unplanned or maybe not. I laughed---real. At him, at me, at the farce of it all.
Lana's voice flooded the room. Samantha Jones made desire tactical. Me? Somewhere in between: grief on purpose, desire with theory.
I lit a candle, a line of defense against the sterile:
No more tragic lighting.
No more being quoted instead of held.
I want to be fucked, not framed.
Held, not highlighted.
Heard, not heisted.
The words stayed.
I opened my notebook. The pen felt heavy, truer than my voice. I wrote without style, without polish:
I am not your case study.
I am not your muse.
I am not your anecdote.
I am the author.
Ink wet, breathing. The city moved outside---indifferent, honest.
Leaving a bar is easy. Leaving a pattern takes work. That night, I started both. Deleted his number. Left the window open. Let the candle burn out.
By two a.m., the city smelled like wet concrete and oranges. I wasn't healed. I wasn't over it. But I was real. Presence, finally, without witness.
That's what survival looks like some nights:
A glass of wine.
A song that names you too well.
A peach pit in the sink.
Proof that you stayed.
I looked at the pit. Flawed, hard, finished. No one's material. Just alive.

[bookmark: _czpii3ejrunh]Lovers, Haters, Gunners

Tarragona did not welcome me. It examined, appraised, catalogued. Salt-stung stone folded the past into sun-warmed creases; dust gathered in corners like silent witnesses, testifying to histories I could not rewrite. The air carried brine and asphalt, smoke from wood fires, faint traces of lives long concluded. Each alley whispered a ledger of absence—what I had tried to leave behind, what refused to go.
January 24, 2021. Thirty-three. Natalia’s age. Christ’s age. She had leapt. Her absence was thick, a gravity that pressed against the city itself. My cousin was spared immediate chaos; I was left to navigate it, brick by brick, memory by memory.
The bus from the airport crawled through half-familiar landscapes: olive groves fractured by sunlight, glimpses of the sea through underpasses, abandoned gas stations smelling of diesel and nostalgia. I watched everything as if through gauze. Ghosts accompanied me—some living, some absent—threaded into the rhythm of Tarragona’s streets. London demanded precision; Tarragona demanded negotiation. Each step required endurance, observation—endurance with accountability.
The apartment door stood slightly ajar. “¿Quién te ha abierto la puerta? ¡Te dije que llamaras!” My mother’s voice carried urgency, care, and reproach. “The door was open,” I said. Hollow. Calculated. Her embrace followed—meticulous, strategic—an attempt to mold me back into the son she recognized, the man she thought I should be. Each squeeze was a negotiation, a silent tally of losses and attempts at reclamation. Inside, everything smelled faintly of lemon polish and the past. My old school jacket hung by the door like an accusation. Photos I’d forgotten existed lined the hallway—smiling versions of myself, paper-thin evidence of lives that had never truly belonged to me.
The city pressed close. Its sounds—bells, seagulls, distant traffic—folded into one another. Tarragona was a palimpsest: Roman stones repurposed for modern houses, layers of faith and forgetting mortared together by centuries of resignation. The streets were a map of past selves: first flings, schoolyard geometries, churches where sins were imposed rather than chosen. Dust tasted of memory; brine reminded me that survival was measured in attention and repetition. Faces glanced, lingered, returned in increments. Tarragona’s indifference became a framework: each shadow, each whisper, demanded engagement.
The first nights, sleep fractured. Dreams collapsed into repetition: a balcony, a sharp wind, the sound of glass. Sometimes I woke certain I had heard her voice—Natalia’s—calling from the corridor. The silence afterward was physical. In the mornings, I walked. Down Carrer Major, across the Plaça de la Font, toward the cathedral. The city insisted on ritual. I obeyed. Flashbacks struck at irregular intervals. Ten years old, balcony. “Everyone will betray you, even the ones you love.” Twelve, supermarket, pivoting too sharply, laughter too loud. Instability as tide. Learning to swim before understanding water, before understanding self. Each memory chipped the ground beneath, threatening to dislodge the present.
Outside, the city offered lessons in endurance. On Carrer Major, an elderly couple argued. The woman’s hand struck the counter; the man paused, inhaled, adjusted. A moment of suspended tension became rhythm. The choreography of survival, performed unconsciously, visible to anyone paying attention. I lingered, noting cadence and consequence, internalizing the silent rules of coexistence. At noon, light flattened everything. The Mediterranean’s glare demanded surrender; shade became a form of prayer. I sat near the Roman amphitheater, watching tourists squint at history. They smiled in photos, oblivious to the bones beneath their feet. I envied their ignorance.
My mother’s kitchen was an ecosystem of precision: ceramic jars labeled in neat handwriting, dried herbs hanging like small trophies, a crucifix slightly tilted above the doorway. She spoke of neighbors, news, weather, and silence. Silence was her favorite subject. “Comes the day you’ll settle,” she said once, handing me coffee. “You’ve always been restless. It’s no way to live.” I wanted to say: it’s the only way I know. But I nodded instead, sipping bitterness as apology. In the evenings, I sorted through boxes in my old room. Postcards from cities I’d fled, notebooks thick with half-thoughts. In one, a drawing Natalia had made—our hands intertwined, absurdly idealized, lines too clean for what we were. She had drawn herself as light; me, as shadow. I folded the page and slipped it into a drawer, unable to throw it away, unwilling to keep it visible.
Small victories accumulated. A smile at a stray dog, a silent acknowledgment to a neighbor whose gaze lingered too long, a casual nod to a shopkeeper who remembered my previous visits. These acts, incremental and almost imperceptible, became a ledger of presence, a personal reclamation of space and attention. Evenings elongated into observation. Trams hummed beneath the setting sun, dogs barked in distant courtyards, elders coughed on balconies. Rosemary, brine, smoke from distant kitchens—layers of sensory testimony. I followed the pulse, mapping it, tracing it, letting it settle into the margins of my awareness. The cathedral steps became a theater. Tourists traced paths with oblivion, pigeons formed shifting mosaics on stone, priests moved in deliberate cadence. Shadows shifted. Sunlight fractured. Tarragona’s indifference provided structure; a scaffold for cataloguing grief, memory, survival.
Letters arrived from friends—tentative, polite. Invitations, concern, curiosity. I responded selectively, selectively absent, deliberately measured. The city offered the illusion of stability; I wasn’t ready to test it. Once, walking by the port, I saw a child drop an ice cream cone. The mother knelt, cleaning his hands while he wailed. She didn’t scold; she replaced it. A small act of mercy, almost invisible. I caught myself smiling. That night I wrote Natalia’s name on a napkin and burned it in the sink. The smoke curled upward, faintly sweet, faintly cruel. I watched until it dissolved. The ritual did nothing. But the act of watching—that was enough.
Days slid forward with the slow inevitability of tide. My mother’s rosary beads clinked softly in the evenings. I began to understand their rhythm—not as faith, but as discipline, as method. Tarragona was teaching me the same thing in a different language. Flashback: Natalia laughing in the kitchen, a knife in hand, the light slicing through her hair. Vulnerability and danger intertwined. Every trace of her vitality pressed into walls, furniture, memory. Her presence was both sanctuary and threat, shaping my understanding of boundaries, intimacy, survival. I had never learned to inhabit stillness. Now it was the only language I had.
By February, I could trace the city blindfolded. Each turn carried a memory. Carrer Cavallers: first heartbreak, under a rainstorm that refused to end. Plaça del Rei: first drink with Lucas, the friend who tried to warn me about her, who later vanished into marriage and mortgages. The sea wall: where I once promised myself I’d never return. And yet here I was. The apartment became a studio for reconstruction. Morning light carved the walls in slow geometry. I rearranged furniture, not for comfort but for control. My mother noticed but said nothing. She understood architecture as therapy; she just wouldn’t call it that.
At the bakery one morning, the clerk argued with a customer. Voices sharp but precise, movements carefully calibrated. The exchange dissolved into silence. I witnessed. The city taught patience, observation, negotiation. There was a man who sold oranges near the port. He never smiled, never raised his voice. One day I asked where he was from. “Aquí,” he said, without looking up. Here. The word hung between us—simple, absolute, untranslatable in its certainty. I envied him.
March arrived with a false spring. Warm light, colder evenings. I walked daily to the Mediterranean Balcony, that narrow viewpoint overlooking the tracks and the sea. Couples posed there, children climbed the rails, old men smoked in silence. I leaned on the iron balustrade and watched ships idle on the horizon. Tarragona, I realized, was not indifferent by choice. It had simply seen too much. Empires had risen and receded on its stones. Grief, here, was a familiar tenant. At a café near Rambla Nova, I began to write again. Notes at first—observations, fragments. “Dust behaves like time: it settles until disturbed.” “Absence can be mapped through noise.” Each line an attempt to order chaos. Sometimes, in the clatter of plates and Catalan chatter, I imagined Natalia sitting across from me. Her fingers tapping the table, the impatient rhythm of someone who hated silence. She’d smirk, tilt her head, say something cutting and true. Then she’d vanish, as quickly as she’d appeared. The city tolerated my hauntings.
Weeks passed. Patterns thickened. Morning walk along the port, tracing tile mosaics with attention to fissures, watching light fracture across water. Afternoons in cafés, cataloguing rhythms, mapping voices and gestures. Evenings tracing invisible lines between memory and presence. The buskers on Rambla Nova rotated in predictable order: accordionist on Mondays, flamenco guitarist on Fridays, a teenage violinist on weekends. Each sound layered over the previous one, like sedimentary memory. One afternoon, I watched a wedding procession spill from the cathedral. Confetti clung to wet stones. The bride looked terrified; the groom, distracted. Someone’s grandmother crossed herself twice. Life continued, stubbornly indifferent to private grief. I found comfort in that.
My mother began leaving doors open—bedroom, kitchen, balcony. A gesture of trust, or surrender. I wasn’t sure which. We ate dinner together most nights, silence stitched with small talk. Her eyes studied me like a weather pattern. “Duermes?” she asked once. “Lo intento.” It was enough.
Spring deepened, and the city loosened. Tourists returned, the air thick with sunscreen and fried calamari. I avoided the crowds, preferring side streets where the stones remembered more than they revealed. At night, I took to the rooftops. The air was cooler there, more honest. Below, lives flickered—arguments, laughter, televisions leaking blue light. I traced constellations without naming them, letting the sky’s indifference mirror the city’s. One night I heard music from a nearby terrace: an old bolero, scratchy but alive. A man sang along softly, off-key, drunk perhaps. I listened until the song ended, until silence felt earned. In the quiet afterward, I realized I no longer feared the city’s indifference. It was, in fact, mercy. To be unnoticed was to be free to rebuild.
By June, the rituals had become second nature. The port walks, the coffee at 11, the evening silence. I no longer measured days by grief but by observation: how the light hit the tiles, how the sea’s color shifted with the wind, how the smell of rosemary at dusk carried memory without demanding it. I began teaching English to a neighbor’s daughter. Eleven years old, impatient, curious. She asked once if I had a wife. I said no. “Porque no quieres?” I laughed. “Porque no sé.” She nodded, satisfied, as if that were a perfectly adult answer. At night, I reread old letters. Natalia’s handwriting—looped, assertive—looked like a language I could almost remember. In one, she wrote: You mistake intensity for truth. It’s charming. And fatal. I folded it carefully, the paper soft from years of handling. She had always been right about me. The apartment smelled of cedar and old books. Each breath was a negotiation with absence.
By the end, the city had not altered its nature. I had not changed it. But within the small, accumulative gestures—the observed arguments, the dogs, the bricks, the mosaics, the smells—an internal architecture had emerged. The ledger was full. Losses accounted for, ghosts observed, small victories quietly tallied. Tarragona tolerated my negotiation—indifferent, alive, patient. In that tolerance, depth unfolded. And for the first time, I mistook it—beautifully—for peace.



[bookmark: _wr9cguv4sxx9]How To Break A Spell

I waited.
Waiting had become unbearable---a slow erosion of muscle and thought. The smell drove me out: stale air thick with yesterday's reheated dinner, faint sweetness of overripe fruit, cat fur clinging like static memory, beneath it all the suffocating silence of a room I no longer trusted. My solitude had become a cage, walls lined with expectation, dust, and memory I could neither reconcile nor discard. I needed somewhere else. Anywhere else.
El Rincón del Olvido.
The Corner of the Forgotten.
A thrift shop on Carrer de Riera Baixa, open past reason, the bell above the door sighing like a tired herald of lost things. Inside: mothballs and perfume ghosts, thick with the residue of absent owners and abandoned lives. Every shelf felt like a gravestone. Postcards from Sitges, sea drained to grey, whispered wishes for someone long gone. A child's scuffed shoe, a fossil of growth. A cracked porcelain cup---argument or laughter ended badly. A veil folded in a hatbox---marriage over before rice hit the floor. A forgotten accordion, yellowed keys silent. Stacks of leather-bound diaries, cracked, pleading to be opened, each a testament or a warning.
This was no shop. This was a mausoleum of futures that never arrived, a museum of what-ifs.
I wandered, hand trailing along shelves like a séance, brushing the edges of other lives, feeling temporality settle into my chest. A music box groaned when wound; tin gears protested with off-key perfection. I imagined Natalia shaking her head at the dissonance, a small smile curling her lips. Her absence weighed heavier than anything else in the room.
A cracked mirror caught me. Not one reflection---but hundreds. Splintered selves, blurred, unrecognizable. Each shard held a question I'd never answered: Where did you go wrong? Who did you leave behind? I wanted to smash it, scatter the fragments, stop being claimed by their gaze.
Then, pulse. Not thought, but pulse.
The spell was not grief itself. It was memory.
I remembered the morning after her death. Sunlight never reached my bedroom floor. I sat on the mattress, waiting for something to crumble, waiting for absolution that never came. Natalia's death had not shattered me---it had calcified into ritual. Every dawn, every room, every silence replayed the collapse like an incantation. Coffee poured with precision. Cigarettes counted like prayers. Dishes stacked as if order could stave off chaos. Grief was not punishment. It was habit. I had been practicing absence like scales.
I ran fingers over old letters. Yellowed, brittle, curling like tired smiles. Cinnamon, cheap cologne. Each letter a curse, a charm, memory folded tight. I realized I had been living inside a spell, not outside it. Routine. Anchor. Cage.
Flashback: Natalia. Brilliant. Volatile. A force charming rooms with laughter, hollowing them with a glance. Childhood---a minefield of unpredictable affection. One moment warmth, the next storm. Small cruelties disguised as jokes, tiny silences loaded with accusation. I learned instinctively to walk around her moods like a tightrope walker.
Volatility grew. Drugs, neglect, men who came and left. In her final years, she was a hollowed vessel, brilliant and terrifying, unable to sustain her own gravity. Childhood awe became adult apprehension. I had loved her, feared her, survived her---and yet, I had not known how to release her hold, how to step out of the orbit of her chaos.
And then---a voice, memory-born, pierced the years. Natalia, cross-legged on a sunlit balcony in Salou, laughing at some absurdity I could not recall.
"Even ugly things know how to dance," she had said.
Her joy, irreducible. I realized I had performed stillness in her honor, letting absence dictate every breath, every gesture.
"Cinco minutos," the shopkeeper rasped, closing her till. I was the last ghost in the room.
Then I saw it: a battered locket, tin rubbed down to brass. Cold, almost weightless, stubbornly gravitational. I hesitated, palm resting over it, chest tightening. Breath measured. Seconds stretched. I opened it. A girl's face, almost erased by time. Sepia. Tilted head. Smile dissolving at the edges. Not her. But my chest refused logic.
I pressed the locket to my sternum and whispered:
Natalia.
The pulse returned, not hers, not the city's---mine.
And then the city intruded. A bell outside clanged, a moped rattled past, the brine of the harbor reached me in a gust. Each fragment of Tarragona---the cobblestone street slick with rain, the scent of chestnuts roasting, stray cats weaving between shadows---became a symphony I could enter, not flee. The locket's weight became an axis. Memory and pulse intersected. I moved through the streets, slow, deliberate, touching railings, leaning against walls, inhaling the city like an elixir.
The spell loosened further. Each shopfront, each shuttered café, each pedestrian glance became a proof of continuity. I lingered at a pastry cart, watching a boy chase pigeons, juice running from his orange-smeared hands. Laughter, unclaimed and pure, threading through the alleys like invisible rope. The air itself seemed to pulse in agreement: life goes on, grief goes with it, not against it.
Back at the flat, the air was no longer rancid with silence. It waited. Patient. Witness.
I placed the locket on the sill where morning light would find it. Not hidden---witnessed.
I cooked a meal I hadn't made in months. Chopping onions became ritual, slow and deliberate. Steam rose from the pot, fogged the windows, aroma tangible proof life persisted. I hummed an old tune she'd liked. The sound felt like pulse---connection across absence. Soup warmed my bones. Silence stretched. No narrative, no expectation. Just ordinary miracle.
Outside, the streets carried on: mopeds, lovers arguing, a dog barking. The city hadn't paused. Neither had I. Presence became motion. Presence became gravity. Presence became rhythm.
The spell had never broken by words, analysis, or logic. It broke by presence. By her face, my hand, the city continuing ordinary, brutal, beautiful business. By the recognition that absence is not annihilation.
I closed the locket. Soft click. Final. The pulse I felt wasn't hers. Not the city's. Mine.
Rooms breathed with me. Streets hummed. Memory and life converged.
Breaking a spell is not exorcism. It is acknowledgment. Presence. Continuation.
I lit a candle on the sill. Let it burn while I made tea. Witnessed survival. Let grief be a companion, not master.
And in that quiet, I began again.
Moving Outwards


First, the blood.
Then, the broth.
Natalia taught me this in a kitchen that smelled of bay leaves and damp plaster. She held a knuckle of beef between her fingers, the marrow bone pale and dense as a forgotten secret.
"You cook the hurt until it softens," she said, her knuckles white as she pressed the bone into the pot. "You strain the shards, you drink what remains."
She believed the marrow held the strength --- the condensed essence of endurance. She was right. But she never warned me what strength costs: the slow simmering, the scum you have to skim from the surface, the way the heat must be kept low and constant for hours --- a vigil that exhausts you before it ever nourishes.
I learned the rest the hard way.
Grief, raw and untranslatable, colliding with a different, sharper trauma. A knife flashing not with metaphor, but with intent. It left my body mostly intact, a superficial graze the doctors called lucky, but my mind was scorched earth.
It began three weeks after Natalia died. The calendar was a liar; time had melted.
Mornings collapsed into afternoons, both feeling like waiting rooms for ghosts. I'd sit in the same chair, the fabric imprinting itself on my skin, and watch the light move across the floor, measuring the day by the lengthening shadows of my own stillness.
Dinners were silent performances. The scrape of a fork against a plate was a thunderclap. Nights were not restful; they were too long, too loud with the tinnitus of absence. I'd lie there and hear the whole city breathing without her.
London promised refuge --- or at least a new, different kind of pain to distract from the internal one.
I took a flat in London Fields, a place that held grudges. The radiators hissed and clanged, promising heat they never delivered. The curtains were a thin floral betrayal, letting in the relentless orange glow of the streetlamp. It wrote its own version of insomnia on my ceiling, a scrawl of light and shadow I'd trace until dawn.
Every crack in the plaster, every squeak in the floorboards under my hesitant step, whispered: you are broken, yet very present.
Grief wasn't a storm; it was a seep. Quiet, insidious.
It leaked through the hinges of doors I kept closed.
It echoed in the plumbing, a gurgle that sounded like a drowned word.
It lingered in domestic betrayals --- coffee gone cold in a mug I forgot I was holding, shirts folded inside out, towels that smelled not of sun or care, but of the stale, metallic breath of the building itself.
Tears never came. My body had forgotten how to perform that particular release.
So I rehearsed the body instead.
I'd walk from room to room, listening. Every squeak a punctuation mark. Every crack a reminder.
I am broken. I am alive.
"You should grieve properly," my boss said over the phone, his voice dry as chalk.
He meant I should take the allotted bereavement days, follow procedure, and return.
Sorrow as a duty on a rota --- something to be signed off.
So I found another kind of heat.
In a brutalist cocktail bar beneath a railway arch, where the trains rumbled overhead like a perpetual headache, I learned to serve it.
My hands were scalded by hot tumblers, the sting a welcome proof of life, a sensation that existed purely in the present.
Men paid for drinks named after emotions they'd never own --- Regret's Resolution, *Nostalgia's Kiss.*
I sold honesty in paper cups and collected confessions from lips slick with gin.
It was a small, noisy liturgy. Steam hissed from the espresso machine, glass clinked with forced cheer.
And for a few hours, the silence inside me retreated, outnumbered.
And still, I moved outwards.
In small, desperate things.
Distractions designed to make me forget to starve.
I walked dogs for a company that promised "wellness through wagging tails."
Spaniels and labradors who had no use for my past, only the next smell, the next patch of grass.
Habit became scaffolding.
Poop bag, leash, the steady heartbeat of my soles on the pavement.
Salvation, I discovered, smells of wet dog and diesel.
London's alleys spoke in a vocabulary of passing.
Hackney in the rain smelled of overbaked bread and wet brick.
Night buses were refrigerated arteries, carrying us --- the half-alive --- through the city's veins.
I learned to shrink in public, and in private, to grow enormous.
My handwriting exploded across pages --- letters never sent, ink that trembled with urgency.
I read them aloud to Buster, the cocker spaniel. His tongue, a pink eraser, smudged the grief.
Sometimes he'd make a sound that was almost a laugh, and a fragile, miraculous echo would come from my own throat.
Then there was him.
He arrived like sunlight on scratched film --- a beautiful distortion.
A gallery boy who curated his own chaos like a priceless installation.
He baked almond cake that tasted of a home I'd never had. His eyes were holy with a light I mistook for depth. His voice was a low, practiced prayer.
He found a poem I'd written for Natalia --- raw, unedited, scrawled on the back of a receipt.
He read it with clinical detachment and said, "It's a bit on-the-nose, don't you think?"
He handed it back like a used tissue.
A tiny, precise incision. I should've bled. Instead, I calcified.
Three lines of text ended it. This isn't working for me.
And then the world itself shrank.
COVID-19.
Bars closed. The liturgy of noise silenced.
Street noise fled, replaced by an eerie planetary hum.
My flatmates learned performative kindness. Notes about milk on the fridge.
Passive-aggressive emojis in the group chat, like modern heraldry for despair.
Then he came --- the one with the knife.
Not cinematic. Not dramatic.
A Tuesday.
A shadow I'd let in months ago.
His breath was sour beer and mint.
The knife, a cheap thing with a textured black handle --- the kind you buy in a packet of two.
A half-second of glint, then the hot, precise tug above my hip --- a seam ripping from the inside.
Warmth spreading through denim, a dark stain of proof.
A shove. A sound that wasn't a scream.
Superficial, the doctor said. Lucky.
Luck has no warmth.
Luck doesn't answer when you wake at 3 a.m. replaying it in real time.
Paramedics, police, forms.
Flatmates peeking from behind doors.
My pain --- a footnote in other people's stories.
Hospital, antiseptic, the fluorescent hum of indifference.
"Not very ill, were you?" the young doctor said, like an accusation.
I nodded. It was easier.
They let me go.
I walked home under sodium light.
On the way, I dropped a shirt he had liked into a charity bin --- a burial by proxy.
An offering to a dead future.
The scar itched as it healed, a living map of survival.
The world assigns pain a curious value: curiosity, anecdote, warning. Nothing more.
Two days later, the city felt rearranged, like someone had moved its bones in the night.
I drank less. I wrote more.
Letters unsent gathered on my desk like psalms.
Each word a small resurrection attempt.
The grief had moved inside the marrow now --- private, slow-burning, self-sustaining.
The absence became armor, and the rituals calcified.
Cigarettes as rosary beads. Coffee as fuse.
The body itself became an altar for repetition.
Healing, I realized, is not redemption. It's logistics.
Antibiotics. Fluids. Sleep.
Folding towels. Washing sheets. Feeding yourself when you'd rather disappear.
Inside, the exhibits shifted.
The boy with the scarf was freed from his glass case.
Natalia's tarot deck became an instruction manual.
The Savile Row jacket lost its glamour, just another costume from a closed play.
The scar was a new exhibit: Proof of Continuity.
London began to smell different.
The damp was still damp --- but now, it was just weather.
Bread was bread, not metaphor.
Windows opened to conversations that didn't bruise, just passed by.
I moved through it all with attention, not fear.
Natalia's voice returned: broth.
No longer rationing. Nourishing.
Protect the marrow --- the quietest part.
I learned who stirred the pot, and who only waited to be served.
The scar throbbed, asking to be remembered. I traced it.
"You left. I stayed," I said aloud.
Not triumph. Just truth.
Months folded forward.
Broth every Sunday became sacrament.
Letters to the spaniel became confession.
A music box, wound and off-key, stitched the silence together.
Natalia's locket on the sill --- a slow benediction of sunlight.
Saying her name no longer detonated me.
It only echoed.
Practicalities took over.
A new flat. Reliable locks. Neighbors who took parcels and didn't ask for my story.
Pages written and burned, others kept.
Some prayers need fire. Others need shelves.
Near-death is not enlightenment.
It's a ledger: who came, who didn't, who stayed long enough to matter.
It gives you brutal clarity --- and then, quietly, it gives you back your appetite.
The marrow, once protected, reveals its obligations:
Feed your spine. Carry your books. Sit in the sun.
Call a friend. Clean your sheets. Let a dog touch you.
Make a cake for no one. Fold a shirt neatly. Say goodbye softly.
I am not whole. I am not perfect. I am not healed.
But the broth is good.
The marrow tastes of salt and survival.
I drink it. I stay warm.
Final scene:
Balcony. Natalia's scarf.
The music box playing its stubborn melody.
Dog asleep at my feet. The locket warm on the sill.
Natalia not gone --- just diffused. A quiet ember.
The city hums its indifferent song. Someone laughs --- a bright, ordinary sound.
A bus exhales.
Life insists itself with the impertinent, stubborn energy of crows.
My thumb rests on the scar.
The short version, whispered to the night: Almost died. Gallery opened.
I have walked the exhibits of my own life.
I did not beg for mercy. I collected what mattered.
Broth in a large pot. Spoon against bowl.
A small, deliberate sound. Like prayer.
Life is not a performance for applause.
Pain, falling, survival --- they are all exhibitions of the self.
I am curating. Choosing. Refusing to be a prop in anyone else's narrative.
Simmer. Strain. Pour.
Some return the favor. Most do not.
That's the grammar of the world --- imperfect reciprocity.
Some are ovens, radiating heat. Others, mirrors.
Some nights, it's just soup and an off-key music box.
The mirror sees it all: the scar, the man, the boy, the woman stirring her pot.
All here. Exhibits and curator. Presence.
Near-death didn't make me holy.
It made me human. Capable of mercy for myself.
Come to the exhibit.
Do not gasp.
Stand. Look. Eat.
Tell a story that doesn't require death to be heard.
Just this.
And continue.
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[bookmark: _yjhyrh7ri4su]Lonesome Lullaby

The first morning I truly woke up after the stabbing, the city staged its usual act of cruel irony: April, brazen, fragrant, insistently alive. The air smelled of wet stone and pollen, asphalt sunbaked into memory, the faint sweetness of bakery yeast drifting from the corner café. Life didn’t wait. It never had.
My body still felt like borrowed machinery—limbs cautious, skin stretched over bone and bruised muscle, pulse of a hesitant metronome counting out survival. Darkness hadn’t left; it had merely changed rooms. It sat now in the back row of my skull, a bored spectator, whispering: I am here. Do not rush me.
Fine. I wouldn’t.
I catalogued the world instead—the railing’s cold bite against my fingers, uneven cobblestones rasping under my soles, the April wind carving small hieroglyphs of confession into my collarbone. Pain became syntax. Survival became grammar. I held everything together as if the threads themselves were pages, fragile and necessary.
Natalia threaded through it all—not a ghost, not a hallucination, but commentary etched into marrow.
 You are allowed to be whole, she whispered.
 Allowed? I barely remembered the keys to this body. But her ember lingered—sarcastic, precise, faithful. Her laughter hummed like a metronome keeping time with my pulse.
Days folded into one another. Some mornings, I’d sit on the balcony, coffee cooling between my hands, watching the city conduct itself without apology. A street violinist practiced the same three notes until they became prayer. A woman in red swept her stoop with slow, militant grace. The world rehearsed continuity while I rehearsed existence.
Darkness was still my companion—sometimes a tutor, sometimes a heckler. It projected slideshows of stabbing, of loss, of self-dissection, looping endlessly. My work was to stay seated, to listen without obeying. To make peace with the bureaucrats of my body: the lungs negotiating with air, the heart drafting apology notes to its own insistence.
Ritual became anchor. Broth simmering. Scar traced. Letters read aloud to no one. The music box wound until its crooked melody filled the flat like breath. Every act a declaration: I remain.
At first, the world outside was too loud—sirens slicing through thought, bus engines coughing up diesel ghosts. Even the wind sounded interrogative. But slowly, sound lost its menace. The rhythm of life outside my window began to resemble something merciful. A neighbour arguing about laundry. Children shrieking laughter down the courtyard. A bottle rolling down the pavement. All of it—noise as proof that existence went on, indifferent but abundant.
I began venturing farther. The market first—wet fish glinting like medals, oranges piled into small suns. I bought tulips, because they were temporary. The florist smiled with the wary tenderness reserved for someone visibly trying.
 “You look better,” she said.
 “Define better.”
 She laughed. “Alive will do.”
Later, a boy chased a pigeon through puddles and looked at me as if seeking permission for joy. I gave it. The city, ruthless as ever, applauded with sirens.
Sometimes, I passed the alley where it happened. I no longer crossed the street. I let my gaze rest on the graffiti, the scuffed bricks, the shadow that still remembered the knife. It didn’t paralyze me anymore; it instructed me. Pain as mentor, not master.
At night, the flat regained pulse. Dog breathing steady at my feet. Music box. Locket on the sill. Soup thickening on the stove. Rituals overlapping like layers of lacquer—each softening what once cut too sharply.
The scar became a conversation partner. On cold mornings, it stiffened, reminding me of how near absence had come. On humid days, it itched, as if the skin still argued with the fact of having survived. I stopped resenting it. The scar was not a wound. It was an artifact. A signature from the body to the soul: We made it through.
Months passed. I grew a small, deliberate defiance: humming off-key in the shower, cooking with both hands, sleeping without checking locks twice. I even started walking home at dusk again—not to tempt fate, but to reclaim the map. The city’s geography rewrote itself, one intersection at a time. The corner where I collapsed became the corner where I breathed deeply. The alley where I bled became the alley where I exhaled and kept walking.
Some evenings, I’d meet a friend for coffee and pretend not to notice the way they watched me for tremors, for cracks in the calm. I let them. Caring, after all, is another form of survival. And every so often, when the conversation drifted toward ordinary things—rent, politics, recipes—I realized the miracle of it: ordinary had returned.
One afternoon, the sky cracked open with spring rain—silver and theatrical. I stood on the balcony, let it soak me through. The scar caught the light like punctuation. I whispered to it:
 You almost died. You returned. You curated your life.
The city answered—drains gurgling, thunder rolling somewhere beyond Dalston, a thousand windows reflecting a thousand small survivals.
That night, I didn’t light a candle. I didn’t need to. The locket caught the lamplight on its own, steady, unflinching. I sat beside it, broth steaming, dog snoring, the music box still slightly off-key. And I realized: the lullaby had changed tempo. It no longer mourned. It kept time.
Survival, I learned, is not the prelude to something grand. It is the symphony—uneven, absurd, sacred. Thriving is the art of listening to darkness without obeying it, of letting grief, love, and sunlight coexist without hierarchy.
I pressed my thumb to the ridge of my scar and whispered the truest version:
 You almost died. You returned. You continued.
The city hummed. Life insisted. I answered.
And somewhere in that reply—in the hum of the refrigerator, the rain against glass, the small, defiant pulse behind my ribs—I understood: healing isn’t a destination. It’s the stubborn choice to remain, to keep time with a world that will never pause, and to call that persistence by its true name—living.
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The night is quiet in that suspicious way that feels rehearsed, as if the world has been waiting for me to notice it. The clock’s soft hum, the dog’s breathing from the corner, the faint smell of rain pushing through the cracked window. I sit at the desk with a cup gone cold and a notebook open, the paper too clean, too expectant. My hand hovers over the first line, and for a moment I imagine the words already there—inked, articulate, final. But the page stays blank, and that blankness becomes its own kind of mirror. There are things I want to say but cannot bear to fix in print. The act of writing feels like sealing a curse: once you name it, it begins to live.
The pen waits. The body waits. The city outside murmurs to itself, traffic sighing through wet streets. Somewhere, someone laughs, too far away for it to sound like hope. The lamp’s light falls over the notebook in a perfect circle, like an interrogation.
And then, finally, I begin.
There are letters I never wrote. Whole notebooks I could have filled with ink and ache, margins pressed with questions I could not ask aloud. I held their ghost-weight in my hands—the crisp potential of blank pages promising catharsis, or at least the illusion of one. I believed in the alchemy of confession: translate chaos into elegant sentences, and someone might finally look up from their phone, their paper, their appointed indifference.
They would read.
They would stay.
They didn't.
Language is not always a bridge. Sometimes it's the rope they hand you to hang yourself. Sometimes the sharpest, most powerful message is nothing at all: a curated void. Silence is not absence; sometimes it is strategy, sovereignty, final punctuation.
I was raised to explain myself. If I explained well enough—loud enough, beautiful enough—someone might look up from the thing that mattered to them and see me. But people rarely want your truth; they want the version that fits their story. They ask for translations until your own name tastes foreign.
So I learned another grammar: the unwritten letter. The plea unsent. The door closed without crashing; the latch's soft click louder than any slam.
I imagine the first letter to my father like an accusation folded in my pocket—pages of evidence, each sentence a splintered plank from the bridge he never built. From thirteen on, I drafted it in margins, in the dark before sleep: Why didn't you stay? What was wrong with me? Was I not loud enough, quiet enough, boy enough?
I remember waiting by the window for three hours on my tenth birthday, the plastic dinosaur cake sweating under its dome. When the phone finally rang at 9 PM, your voice was distant, tinny: 'Something came up, kid. Next week, I promise.' The cake tasted like sugar and failure.
The letter would have been a courtroom speech in an empty theater, a catalogue of absences—birthday presents that never arrived, apologies always scheduled for the wrong day. I pictured the lined page, the stamp's glue on my tongue, the satisfying cruelty of sending truth as a final exam.
I never posted it.
Fantasy collapsed against a harder truth: you wouldn't have read it. Or worse, you'd have mined it for proof of my "dramatic nature." You spoke a fluent dialect of absence—missed calls, thin holidays, chairs that echoed—and I grew bone-weary of translating need into a language you refused to learn.
So I answered with silence. Not childish muteness, but deliberate architecture: I inspected your rotten foundation and calmly built elsewhere. My silence said everything: I saw you, measured what you offered, and decided it wasn't enough.
You are not the standard.
I am.
That quiet was the first sovereign thing I ever did.
There was another letter half-formed to a lover—one I never sent because the narrative I feared most is the tidy tragedy. You liked me fragile; you called it "care." Fragility made your calm look heroic. I was never a partner—only furniture in the drama of your life, an interesting lamp that made your stability flattering. After I left, the urge for closure burned like cheap incense. I wanted to hand you a parcel of explanation so you could neatly shelve our story: See? I tried.
But that would have been my last performance—me playing the tragic role you'd already written.
So instead, I deleted your messages. Each swipe was punctuation—period, paragraph, a quiet full stop that cost me nothing and saved me everything. The black screen became my favorite verb.
I remember the night I almost wrote—rain sketching impatience on the window, my fingertips tracing apologies on fogged glass. The letters refused to form. The storm outside was sufficient witness. I let the world keep your narrative. I refused to teach you how to rewrite mine.
When it comes to Natalia, there is no letter I could have made fit the scale of what she left. You cannot dispatch an instruction manual to someone who burned the map to see what wonders might appear. She owed us nothing; her silence was education. While we tried to fold grief into tidy paragraphs, she taught me that words can be cages. She pulled The Tower and lived it—demolition as doctrine. Paper burns easily; her absence did not. It demanded a different literacy, one written in ash and stubborn gestures.
I still remember the last evening we spoke. She was standing at the window, cigarette hanging from her fingers, the city reflected in her pupils like an argument she had already won. "People think I'm running away," she said, exhaling smoke toward the ceiling, "but maybe I'm just moving toward the only thing that doesn't ask me to explain." I wanted to stop her, to name all the things worth staying for, but her voice made it sound naïve. She'd already signed the letter with her leaving.
If I had written to her, the page would have been match-struck. I would have started with something mundane—The kettle broke again. The city smells like rain and diesel. You'd hate it.—and then somewhere between one sentence and the next, language would have lost its footing. I'd have tried to translate the way she laughed at the wrong time, how she left bottles like votive offerings on the floor, how she read tarot cards upside down just to test fate's sense of humor. But the letter would have collapsed under its own weight—a pale mimic of wind and light, nothing that could hold her shape.
So I never wrote. Instead, I speak to her in other registers. I light candles not as superstition but as witnesses; I set a iron pot on and watch the steam make the room honest. I talk to her when the dog growls at nothing, when the clock stutters, when the song we loved ambushes me in a supermarket aisle. She answers in mischief—coins falling, doors sticking, the smell of cigarettes where none should be. Her grammar has no tenses, only presence.
Sometimes I think her silence was a kind of mercy. She spared me the illusion of closure. Had she stayed long enough for explanations, we would have tried to translate loss into something polite, something we could both survive. But she knew better. She left before language could domesticate her, before we could reduce her to metaphor. Her absence became an instruction manual written in disappearance: If you must go, go completely. Leave a silence that teaches.
She remains my impossible correspondent—the addressee who never reads, the teacher who never grades, the echo that refuses to fade. When I fold laundry, when I pour the broth, when I trace the scar, she is there, not hovering but integrated, like salt in the soup: unseen but necessary.
If I ever write that letter—and I won't—it will begin and end the same way:
You were right, Natalia. The words were never the point. The silence was.
After her, I understood that some letters are not meant to be sent or even written—they are meant to be lived, dissolved through the body until what remains is only the gesture of endurance. The unwritten becomes muscle memory.
The seasons turned, indifferent to epiphanies. Tarragona's air thickened with salt and exhaust, the same old ghosts rehearsing their routines. I began walking at night—no destination, just the quiet discipline of motion. The city does not forgive, but it does forget, eventually, if you keep walking long enough. That's all grief is: forward momentum disguised as survival.
I passed the harbor where fishermen muttered prayers into the water. The stone walls still held their Roman pride, chipped and patient. I pressed my hand to one of them, felt the ancient chill travel through my palm like a slow inheritance. History isn't buried here—it lounges in the open, sunburned and unrepentant. The gulls screech as if they remember every empire personally.
And yet the city looked at me with the same detached appraisal it had when I first arrived. Tarragona never welcomed me; it examined, appraised, catalogued. Salt-stung stone folded the past into sun-warmed creases; dust gathered in corners like silent witnesses, testifying to histories I could not rewrite. The air carried brine and asphalt, smoke from wood fires, faint traces of lives long concluded. Each alley whispered a ledger of absence—what I had tried to leave behind, what refused to go.
I realized then that place, too, is a kind of letter. Every street an unfinished sentence; every doorway, a salutation to someone who might return. But the city does not care if you stay. It remembers you only as residue. You can leave your breath, your fingerprints, a laugh echoing down Carrer Major—but the stone will shrug and continue aging.
Sometimes, at dusk, I'd sit by the amphitheater and watch the tourists take photos. Their voices in five languages braided into a sound like surf. They were cataloguing themselves into existence, turning moments into proof. I watched and thought: perhaps that's all any of us are doing—sending dispatches into the void, praying that someone somewhere will open them and understand.
The difference is, I stopped believing in replies.
When Lucas arrived, I mistook recognition for remedy. He had that same habit of looking at the world as if it were a secret he'd been trusted to keep. He spoke softly, but his silence was crowded—an entire parliament of unfinished thoughts. I liked that about him. He didn't interrupt my quiet; he added to it.
At first, I thought he might be the exception to the rule—that I could write again, speak again, without the words turning poisonous. We'd meet after work, sit in the small square behind the cathedral, watching the orange light bleed from the stones. He'd roll cigarettes with a precision that felt monastic. When he smiled, it was never for display; it was as if something private had found a reason to surface.
But tenderness, when unexamined, can become performance. The more we leaned toward each other, the more the world began to close in, taking notes, whispering. The others at the job noticed, and their amusement had that metallic ring of ownership—like we were props in their soap opera. I was told to behave, to remember appearances. That was when I realized how people react when they feel excluded from intimacy: they moralize it. They wanted Lucas for themselves—his kindness, his lightness, his convenient silence. They resented that it bent toward me.
At the wedding, when your hand accidentally brushed mine during the toast, you pulled back as if burned. Your smile stayed perfect for the cameras, but your eyes went elsewhere—somewhere safe, somewhere I couldn't follow.
I tried to make it invisible, our closeness, but invisibility asks for erasure, and I'd already done too much of that in my life. One night at a colleague's wedding in Stockholm—a sterile affair of forced joy and champagne gone flat—I was told again to tone it down, to remember where I was, who was watching. "You two look too close," someone laughed, eyes not laughing at all. It was like being told that breathing too deeply was indecent.
Lucas caught my eye across the room, a flicker of apology and defiance mixed in one. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to. We both knew the verdict had been handed down: connection, once again, was a threat to the script everyone else was performing.
That night, in the hotel room, he tried to explain—how it wasn't about us, how people always talk, how he didn't want to make trouble. I listened, and in the middle of his apology, I realized I was already drafting another unsent letter. It would have said: You were kind, and that is both your gift and your prison. You wanted peace more than truth. You wanted to be liked more than seen. I wanted the opposite.
I didn't write it. Instead, I lay beside him, counting the seconds between his breaths, feeling the small tremors of a man divided between courage and comfort. When morning came, he looked at me with that practiced calm—an expression people wear when they've already begun to leave.
After he was gone, I found the ashtray full of half-burnt cigarettes, each one a tiny resignation letter. I cleaned them out, opened the window, and let the cold air erase whatever trace of him the room had kept. Outside, the Swedish sky was an almost white blue, sharp enough to cut. I walked until my feet stopped belonging to me.
The world, once again, refused translation.
In the months that followed, I stopped pretending to chase closure. I understood that every unsent letter is a proof of life—evidence that feeling existed, even if it was never reciprocated. Each silence has its own architecture: you can live inside it if you keep the windows open.
So I began to make peace with the unsaid. I stopped archiving what should have been spoken. I left gaps on purpose—because absence, when chosen, becomes design.
Sometimes at night I still sit at the same desk, the same lamp haloing the same blank page. I hold the pen, let it hover. The silence between intention and act is its own kind of prayer.
There are letters I never wrote.
There still are.
But now, I understand them differently. They are not failures of courage; they are monuments to discernment. Not everything deserves an audience. Some truths live best unperformed, private as breath.
I have stopped needing the page to confirm I existed. I exist in the pause before the word, in the decision not to send, in the stillness that follows restraint.
The night, again, performs its quiet rehearsal. The air hums with salt and memory. The city sleeps, or pretends to. I put down the pen, close the notebook, and let the darkness speak the rest for me.
There is peace, finally, in the unwritten.






[bookmark: _r0wul5ljwx41]
The Wrong Kind of Right 


Desire isn’t a map. It’s a riddle that keeps rewriting itself in my bones. What I want rarely aligns with what I deserve, and what I need never looks back at me. I’ve always been drawn to the wrong kind of right—a love that doesn’t scream, only smolders. Familiar ache. The sort of bruise you press just to be sure it’s still there.
That night Barcelona throbbed—humid, half-feral, gold around the edges. The city had a fever and wanted witnesses. Heat clung to the walls like guilt; the sky pressed down, velvet and electric. Somewhere a tram screeched, metal on metal, a confession that refused polish. I stepped into it all as if stepping into someone else’s pulse.
The streets smelled of burnt sugar and petrol, the mix only cities understand: sweetness decaying into urgency. Banners from last week’s protest drooped between balconies; music spilled from windows without genre or apology. Even the stones beneath my shoes felt awake, buzzing with arguments and the leftover laughter of strangers.
By the time I reached the building—five floors of cracked tile and remembered parties—my dress clung like a confession I hadn’t meant to make. The stairwell was narrow, painted in shades of old joy and cigarette smoke. Someone had carved No existe el después into the plaster. There is no after. I smiled at the accuracy of it and kept climbing.
When the door opened, the room swallowed me whole. Light stuttered, bodies pulsed, the bass collapsed distance into heartbeat. The air was a communion of perfume, sweat, and smoke. Every inhale tasted borrowed. Everyone moved as if motion itself might save them.
And then—there he was.
 The wrong kind of right.
Leaning on the balcony rail, a silhouette carved from hesitation. Beautiful in that exhausted way only people who’ve lied well can be. A cigarette smoldered between his fingers; its ember timed the space between glances. The kind of man who looks at a room and already imagines the exit. His shirt hung open, careless, a declaration and a defense.
He looked at me the way people look at things they’ve already decided to ruin. A half-dare, half-apology that made the air thin. I recognized it instantly. I’d lived there before.
He placed a pill on his tongue, washed it down with beer gone flat, and waited for chemistry to grant him permission. I could have written the rest of the scene from memory: the slow lean, the practiced smirk, the hands pretending curiosity instead of hunger. I’d been that pill too many times. The body as pharmacy. The silence as side effect.
The song shifted—Rusowsky, soft and dangerous. Búscate una gata que te quiera. Find someone who loves you. I mouthed it for myself, not him.
The crowd blurred. He didn’t. His eyes asked for translation, for a script I refused to audition for. I stayed still. Stillness can be its own language, and tonight I was fluent.
He stepped closer, the space tightening like a held breath. His fingers brushed my arm—barely there, an experiment more than touch. My body answered before my mouth did.
No. More.
It wasn’t loud. It didn’t have to be. The syllables landed between us like glass cooling. He froze mid-gesture, shame flickering through his jaw, a small storm behind the eyes. I turned before mercy could ruin it.
Outside, rain softened the asphalt, as if the city had been waiting for a cue. Neon bled through puddles—red, blue, violet—colors with pulse. I followed their shimmer down the street, each step an act of reclamation. Refusal echoed louder than music. Desire could wait. I couldn’t.
At Carrer de la Riera the noise thinned, leaving one streetlamp humming its own prayer. Rain stitched silver threads through the air. I tilted my face upward. Each drop a small benediction, cool against the heat still clinging to my skin. For a moment, I wasn’t surviving or performing; I was simply there—a body, breathing, self-evident.
But ghosts have perfect timing. They don’t knock—they slip in through memory’s unlocked windows.
Thomas at the bus stop, his forehead pressed to the glass, saying love had to hurt or it wasn’t real.
 The soldier in the barracks light, trembling, asking me to forget his mouth.
 The boss who touched only after midnight and prayed for amnesia by dawn.
A procession of men rehearsing want but never honesty. I had mistaken rehearsal for intimacy too many times.
And over it all—Natalia.
 London.
 The locket still warm against my chest.
Her laugh, that wild punctuation that made rooms shift key. She would have thrown her drink at him, stolen his cigarette, danced barefoot through the mess. Natalia believed in the sanctity of chaos; she called it evidence of being alive. She’d told me once that pain was only sacred if it made you pay attention.
Her ghost moved through the rain with me, reckless and sure. The city became our duet: her tempo, my restraint. Every slick stone underfoot was a lesson in balance, every window reflection a reminder that survival isn’t stoic—it’s stylish.
I thought of the first time I ever said no.
 Old Street. The man’s breath hot, hands too confident. My refusal trembled but held. The moment after was both terror and honey—the taste of sovereignty still new on the tongue. That night rewired something essential. Tonight confirmed it. Autonomy isn’t a theory. It’s muscle memory.
By the time I reached my flat, the ache had shifted. Desire didn’t sting anymore; it hummed—steady, deliberate. I unlocked the door, kicked off my heels, let the candle find flame almost on its own. The room exhaled. I poured water, sat cross-legged on the cool tile, and listened to rain hit the balcony rail like quiet applause.
The scar along my side—thin, white, insistent—caught the light. Not a wound anymore, a sentence. Punctuation at the end of what didn’t kill me. A small signature of endurance.
I placed the locket on the table where the morning would find it. An altar without religion. Natalia’s whisper came, sly and certain: Take it all. Name it. Walk away with it.
And I did.
Morning arrived like an afterthought. Barcelona never really sleeps; it only changes temperature. The city exhaled steam from its stone lungs, and the streets smelled of bread and ozone. I woke to the sound of pigeons conducting their chaos above the balcony, the candle’s wax solidified mid-gesture, the locket glinting where I’d left it—proof that some things survive even when you don’t watch them.
My body ached in the way survival always does—every tendon stiff with the weight of being kept. I brewed coffee, dark and unsweetened, and watched the cup fog the window. Outside, delivery trucks performed their small ballets; a man whistled off-key. The ordinary had never looked so brave.
I replayed the night, not out of regret but curiosity. What had shifted? A single word, softly spoken, had rearranged the furniture of my life. No. Such a small syllable. Such a vast perimeter. I’d thought freedom was something earned in grand gestures—moving cities, cutting ties, burning bridges—but it turns out it’s quieter. It happens in a single refusal that the body finally believes.
I remembered his face when I said it. Not rage—just confusion, the look of someone who’d never met resistance in that dialect before. There was pity in me for him, but I didn’t water it. Mercy can dilute clarity. Some lessons arrive as friction.
The phone buzzed once. A message unsent. He’d written something at 3 a.m. then deleted it; I could almost feel the absence of words. I left it that way. Let the silence be mutual—a clean wound rather than a festering apology.
I opened the balcony doors. The air was soft, heavy with wet iron and yeast from the bakery below. Somewhere a radio played an old bolero, the singer’s voice cracked but faithful. The lyrics talked about returning home, about the miracle of staying. I thought: maybe home isn’t a place or a person. Maybe it’s the state of not flinching.
The city glittered under the newborn sun. Shopkeepers hosed down the pavement; a woman in curlers argued with a cat. I leaned on the railing and let the breeze find the pulse under my jaw. The scar itched slightly—a reminder that the body remembers everything but also forgives in its own slow syntax.
I thought about the catalogue of the wrong kind of right that had shaped me:
 Thomas, who mistook devotion for ownership.
 The soldier, whose trembling hands asked for salvation I couldn’t give.
 The boss, who worshipped me in secret and erased me in daylight.
Each of them had written footnotes in my body’s dictionary. I’d memorized their definitions, carried them until the pages tore. But last night, I realized I could rewrite the lexicon. Desire didn’t need to be a transaction or an autopsy. It could be an art form of its own—abstract, self-referential, imperfect. A compass, not a contract.
The kettle hissed. I poured the second cup. Small rituals keep you honest; they remind you the world continues whether or not you do. I cleaned the wax from the candle, watered the plant I’d almost let die, and watched sunlight crawl across the floor like a quiet apology.
When I finally sat down to write, the words arrived without struggle. Not a confession, not a letter—just observation. The act itself felt like respiration. I wrote about the taste of the rain, the way the music had shifted keys right before I walked away, the particular sound of heels on wet stone—a percussion of release. Writing no longer felt like explanation; it felt like inventory. A list of what I was keeping.
Later, I walked to the market. The stalls bloomed with color—tomatoes swollen with sun, figs splitting open from ripeness. I touched the fruit the way one touches memory: gently, with reverence for what bruises easily. The fishmonger greeted me with that Catalan half-smile that suggests both skepticism and warmth.
 “Hoy sí,” he said. Today yes.
 I didn’t ask what he meant. I nodded, bought oranges, and let the phrase follow me home.
At the crossing by the tram line, a little girl offered me a daisy. “For luck,” she said. Her mother called her back before I could answer. I tucked the flower behind my ear. Maybe luck is just the courage to accept gestures without demanding prophecy.
Back in the flat, the daisy wilted quickly, but it didn’t matter. Everything honest fades at its own pace. I placed it beside the locket. Two symbols of impermanence, side by side, neither asking to last forever.
I thought of Natalia again—not as ghost this time, but as accomplice. She had loved with a kind of feral precision. She used to say that people confuse intensity with truth. “Sometimes it’s just noise, cariño. You have to decide what frequency you’ll live on.” Last night, I finally tuned in.
Her absence no longer howled; it hummed. I could live with a hum. It’s the sound of continuity.
Evening fell slow, molten. I cooked lentils, nothing special, just the kind of meal that anchors a day. The apartment smelled of cumin and rain. I set one plate, poured a glass of wine, ate with both hands steady. Between bites I caught myself smiling—not the performative kind, but the small one that comes when a body recognizes itself.
Later, I stood by the mirror and looked—not searching for beauty, just proof. My reflection didn’t ask for apology. It waited, patient. I traced the scar again, then the curve of my shoulder, the pulse in my throat. I whispered what felt like an incantation: You’re here. You stayed. That’s enough.
The candle flame bowed in agreement. The city outside kept on humming—mopeds, laughter, the clink of glasses. Life moving forward without needing witness.
For the first time, desire felt like something generous. Not hunger, not desperation—just the willingness to reach for warmth knowing it might vanish and doing it anyway. To touch without erasing. To want without owning. To stay without performing permanence.
I wrote one last line before sleep claimed me: The wrong kind of right was always the rehearsal. Now comes the life that doesn’t need an audience.
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I didn't inherit a house. I inherited an architecture. Not the comforting kind—gable, garden, hearth—but the kind that dictates how you stand in a room: where silence gathers, which door never opens, whose footsteps count for more. The family home wasn't refuge but rehearsal—a conservatory for avoidance. The walls were listening, the ceilings judging. Every floorboard whispered expectations I could never quite reach.
We spoke in glances, translated emotion through the tilt of a cup or the length of a pause. Words were risky; they implied responsibility. So they became ceremonial, sparse, dishonest. Dinner was an orchestral piece of forks and avoidance—utensils doing the talking because the truth would have been too loud. Every gesture became a note, every sigh a melody in the ongoing symphony of who could pretend best.
In the attic, there’s a frame waiting—heavy, carved ivy, varnish glossy with judgment. Grandfather’s portrait stares down with permanent authority, eyebrows capable of flattening rebellion. Each time I pass, I feel the old command: behave. I run my fingers along the frame’s edge and imagine it empty, replaced by something kinder—an abstract print, a photograph of someone laughing without calculation. Refusal can be small. Leave the frame unclaimed. Sometimes omission is the loudest revolt.
On my father's side, love was ledger, not language. A scraped knee earned a whisper: don’t make a scene. No bandage, no arm, just the lesson that need inconveniences others. I learned to balance affection like accounting—measured, rationed, allowable. Gratitude for crumbs. On my mother’s side, love performed. Her affection came with lighting cues and a five-minute monologue about her childhood on my birthday, the cake sweating under her spotlight. I learned to unwrap gifts with curated delight, my gratitude a prop in her one-woman show. The best performance was the one where I made my need for her seem small. Applause as punctuation. I learned the choreography of visibility: present, but only as scenery to fill her story. Hunger was private—tuck it in your pockets, smile on cue. Presentation as survival.
By fifteen, at dinner in Leo’s house—the only one where a mother actually listened—I’d already mastered translation. When she said, “You seem so normal, considering your family,” it landed like a verdict. That’s the real inheritance: the conviction that love is conditional. That we must be extraordinary just to be tolerated.
So I shrank, not by accident but by curriculum. I became fluent in the architecture of other people’s comfort—how to laugh on cue, how to turn grief into décor. My father arrived late to birthdays, drunk on performance, my mother narrating over the candles. I smoothed my edges into something that could fit through doorways without consequence. Grandfather’s doctrine echoed: Strength is everything. Weakness eats families alive. A man who confused numbness for fortitude. I absorbed the rule by osmosis—sit taller, say less, hide what needs bandaging.
But inheritance isn’t destiny. Somewhere between that carved frame and my thirty-first candle, I learned about refusal.
Refusal began as tiny rebellion: laughter in the kitchen when no one asked, singing off-key in the bathroom until my voice occupied space. These were stitches—small, defiant, mending what was frayed. I still flinch at raised voices. I still say sorry to empty rooms. I still scan for exits at parties. But the muscles are different now. I let myself cry in the street without apology. I leave messages unread. I answer the question that matters: what am I afraid of? Not rejection—repetition. I refuse to rebuild the same ruined shelter.
Once, last winter, I stood outside my father’s door, hand hovering over the bell, rehearsing the old line: “I want to fix this.” The words tasted like obligation. I didn’t ring. I drove away. The silence that followed was pure electricity—my first sound that wasn’t for someone else. Not forgiveness, but freedom.
London taught me the kindness of strangers. A barista remembering my name, a neighbor turning off my forgotten kettle. Dogs—saints of immediacy—reminded me that affection can exist without transaction. Habit became scaffolding the way faith does: small, repeated gestures that hold a life in place.
There were near misses. In the cold flat after Mark—who loved just enough to test me—I almost disappeared. Grief hollowed the air. I sat on the floor, folding a sweater that smelled like someone else, thinking: maybe stopping is easier. But I boiled water, lit a candle, and whispered, stay here for you. A teaspoon of choice against an ocean of inertia.
Refusal isn’t always dramatic. It’s folding a shirt into a charity bag and not looking back. It’s the weight of a wool sweater in my hands, still holding the shape of his shoulders, and the hollow thud it made hitting the bottom of the bin, a sound more final than any goodbye. Leaving a party early because your mood isn’t a costume. Calling a friend at two a.m. because you mean it. Turning down a love that confuses use for intimacy.
Some refusals are preservation. Saying no to a father-shaped argument doesn’t sever history—it refuses to rehearse it. Strength can be tenderness spent wisely. I reject the false binary. I want softness that endures, not dissolves.
Small rituals keep the house upright: flowers on Tuesdays, broth simmering like prayer, the locket Natalia left warmed by sun. I sing like an idiot in the shower and mean every note. I let people see me small, making the radical request: stay anyway.
Refusal can also be volume. At family dinners, I no longer sit as wallpaper. I speak—not to wound, but to exist. I hold boundaries like light—steady, portable, mine. To love anyway is rebellion. To love not because someone earned it, but because the heart is mischievous and stubborn. In a house of whispers, loving loudly feels like treason. So be it.
I refused the tidy narrative, the cautionary tale. I refused to make my pain decorative. I refused self-erasure. Refusal tastes bitter first, then honest—salt and blood and proof of life.
Sometimes refusal means leaving the table and building your own kitchen. My apartments became small experiments in freedom: dishes clean, feelings named, no one narrates another’s mood. Some people left. Some stayed. Those who stayed understood that houses are built from repairs, not performances.
The old architecture still haunts me. Forks clink. Silence waits. But the new structure holds. My refusals stack—bricks of small mercy, rooms of deliberate noise, windows open on my schedule.
If the family gave me a blueprint, I burned it. Used the ashes for mortar. I’ll pass on something different: no apologies disguised as empathy, no inheritance of self-shrinking. Saying no isn’t cruelty—it’s care with a spine.
I don’t expect immunity from ghosts. But I can name the beams: empathy, honesty, endurance. I build slowly, patient as someone raising a roof on fragile ground. Foundation: choice.
Last week I laughed—unplanned, too loud—mid-meal. The table froze. My mother blinked, waiting for explanation. I gave none. The laugh was enough. Architecture shifted an inch. That’s how revolutions start: quietly.
What we inherit sits like dust until someone cleans. I wield the cloth. Dust lifts. Light enters.
The frame in the attic still waits. I imagine hanging a different picture—one that doesn’t demand apology. Refusal can be boring, domestic, holy: ignoring a call, ending a habit, choosing gentleness that doesn’t erase you.
I refuse comfort as currency. I refuse to be backdrop for someone else’s redemption. I refuse silence that devours edges. I refuse the politeness that costs truth.
This house I build is imperfect, noisy, alive. No judgment frames. The kettle sings. The dog trusts. The curtains close for sleep, not shame.
Inheritance is stubborn—it crawls through seams. But refusal is just as patient. I choose my blueprints: who enters, what language lives here, how loudly to say enough.
We inherit minutes, songs, silences. The task is to decide what to hand forward, what to bury. I bury the lessons that taught me to worship hunger. I keep the ones that say: cook the broth, answer the call, lock the door on cruelty.
I refuse the old blueprint. I will not be its ghost. I am its demolisher and its mason. I refuse, in order to love. To be less careful with hurt. More fierce with tenderness.
I build a house from my own hands—roof against shame, windows wide for light, kitchen humming with life, air that smells of broth and rain and someone singing off-key because they can.
I inherit their rooms. I refuse their doors. And in the spaces I claim, I finally live.
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It was never mine. I folded his name into my days like a habit tasting of copper—a small, metallic hunger I'd learned to tend long before meeting him. Not hope. Not longing. Just a familiar ache, a rhythm honed by years of being seen only in fragments. Familiarity can masquerade as love when you’ve been trained to confuse the two.
He arrived like a question I already knew how to answer. Gallery opening in El Born: white walls, overpriced small talk, people wearing seriousness as couture. He stood against a canvas expanse, reading brushstrokes like weather, certain he'd always be the forecast. Confidence teetering on aggression. Me, reckless as a moth, drawn to a light that promised singe. His face: bored made gorgeous—neat jaw, polite smile, eyes hunting for better things.
“You’re intense,” he said once, mannered curiosity masking a verdict, as if intensity were a hobby, not a climate. “You look at me like you’re translating something.”
I had already done the translation. His grammar was familiar—verb forms learned from older ghosts. Men scripting tenderness in fragments, offering presence in installments. I knew the ending long before anyone spoke it aloud. Someone notices your gaze, names it a mirror, then looks away. Reflection is usually a prelude to absence.
Courtship became digital choreography: midnight texts, memes landing like jokes at my expense, confessions wrapped in irony. “You up?” Not an invitation. A summons. Old rhythms have inertia. Dressing in the dark, smoothing my hair in vain. His apartment smelled of staged loneliness—candles signaling taste without warmth. His body present, attention elsewhere.
Afterward, I learned to disappear gracefully. He rolled onto his side, phone screen more important than my breath. I traced cracks in the ceiling, whispering apologies I never meant. Inventory-taking, ritual in the economy of needing: how much of me could be visible before he felt crowded?
He liked me quiet, like someone likes a painting: interesting at a distance, not allowed to speak during dinner. I tried to make it meaningful, mostly solving for X: presence on a schedule, affection in neat, minimally disruptive portions.
Years of this made me fluent in placeholder language. Smile while someone borrows the sun. Convince yourself you're not alone because someone calls when they need you. Forget how to stop being useful when usefulness is the only currency you’ve ever been given.
Then the grey dots appeared. Blinked. Vanished. Blinked again. Tiny digital torture, teaching breath-holding, pulse-measuring against silence.
He claimed no labels. Presence without the freight. I contorted to fit the shape he found least demanding. Pressureless, riskless, ephemeral. I learned to survive colder erasures: empty promises dressed as casual honesty.
Then the worst came—ordinary, unremarkable. Rain sliding down his windows. I asked to read him a poem for Natalia—the one that had kept me alive when staying felt too large a choice for my muscles.
“Sure,” he said, polite distance: “I will listen while I keep my options open.”
My voice trembled, offering stitched wounds in ink. The poem was small, terrible, true: laughter folded into rooms, absences teaching breath-measurement, bones remembering warmth and nothing else. Rain tapped insistently. Silence grew taut, like a net waiting to catch what fell.
He laughed. Short, derisive, checking a box. Not softening. Not seeing. He turned back to his phone, slamming a silent door.
Something in me snapped—not noisy, just feral correctness. Eyes dry in the mirror; tears economized long ago. I touched him like rewiring a house—inspection, not entreaty. Fingertips became ledger entries: I was here. I mattered. I existed beyond cameo.
He had called me “always in my feelings,” back to coffee, back to his screen. Emotion: a leak to be corrected. I didn’t answer. I folded the hoodie I’d left weeks ago, tight, precise—motion as exorcism. Walked out. Five minutes later, he texted someone else: You up? He never held me. Never learned my absence’s shape.
We were never parallel lives. Mismatched radio frequencies. I transmitted; he skimmed for a stronger signal. Real heartbreak is not losing someone loved—it’s realizing they never listened. He saw me as an interesting problem set; I saw him as a reason to stop rehearsing old vanishings.
For a while, I believed him. Thought my poetry childish. Thought my heart inconvenient. I wandered the city like a ghost with a pulse: rain-slicked shutters, light leaking from narrow windows, distant sea breath. The city held me at arm’s length, teaching inhalation anyway. Pockets empty but memory full. Bread ovens, bakeries—proof the world still made lasting things.
I used to call it fate. Now I call it repetition—inherited choreography. Faces shift; lines stay the same. Vanishing acts predate digital ghosts: in cutlery clinks, in a father’s absence behaving like a locked room. Socialized to make myself small. Hunger ornamental.
Yet something persisted. A memory: a friend’s dinner, years ago, gentle questions, silver bracelet chiming like a metronome. Ordinary curiosity changing a life. “You seem surprisingly normal, given where you come from.” Sentence landing like misfiled kindness. Normal: modest survival, not mere survival. Softness itself a rebellion. Poetry a refusal to silence the self.
Worst betrayal wasn’t his apathy. It was nearly forgetting my voice. That night, poem shaky but true, was reclamation. The real me—writing, coughing metaphors like stubborn truth—didn’t belong in his taxonomy of belongings. I refused to drape silence in mystique.
So I kept the poem. Folded the hoodie. Placed my voice where it would be heard: in pages I refuse to burn, in friends who answer at stupid hours. My love ceased to echo; it became a demand. No answer? Walk away. No apology ritual.
Apartment smells of paper and coffee, faint expensive candle fruitless. Couch cradles me. Silence lands like dust. Outside, Barcelona breathes: shutters clap, guitar strums, laughter cuts the dark. City sounds score my movements. Ink traced on palm, pulse felt—not borrowed, not contingent. Body remembers edges.
Night low, forgiving over Eixample. Streetlamps drown stars but existence persists. I walk without urgency. Steps as punctuation marks. Night asks nothing, gives freely. Hands empty. Heart full. Small, defiant country carried forward.
I am the voice I’ve waited for. City no longer scenery for another’s story. Mirrors me. Poem held close. Hoodie folded where it belongs. Scar tissue of a thousand near-loves: a map. Loud when needed, soft when chosen.
No triumph. No dramatic reveal. Scarred, steady, relentlessly alive. I smile—survival signal. Small. True.
And then I keep walking.
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I think of her often. Even when I swear I won’t. Even in the hollow pauses between sentences, when the world feels thin as tissue—there she is. Not called, not wanted. She arrives like steam after a hot shower, settling into corners, invisible but heavy. A presence less ghost than weather: warm, humid, inevitable. She sits beside me in rooms pretending to be empty.
She is in the small things: the first chord of a Lana Del Rey song opening my chest like a wound; the metallic scent of rain on asphalt; the defiant tilt of a stranger’s chin on the metro, making me imagine her smile. Ordinary things hold her like a photograph left in the sun—faded at the edges, more precious for it. I catch myself in the mirror, half-smiling at the thought of her laugh, the quick turn of her head, the way she could make rebellion feel like poetry.
After she left, I tried to lock her away. Not her name—that was impossible—but her rhythm: the way she laughed when she meant to cry, how light lived in her eyes. I wrapped those things in grief because grief is tidy. People know grief; they buy flowers, hand you tea, tell you to be strong. Memory is not tidy. It multiplies. It spills. It seeps between floorboards, it presses against the chest like a fist you never noticed. You live in it whether you like it or not.
At the funeral, hands patted my shoulder with rehearsed phrases: “Be strong.” “She’s in a better place.” Warm hands. Words cold as cut paper. They wanted a monument: solemn, slow, neat. They wanted me to wear sorrow like a suit. They did not want the riotous flash of her at three in the morning, barefoot, hair wild, laughing as if the world misfiled its rules. They wanted mourning. Not daring.
I wanted to tell them about the time she tried to dye my hair pink and it came out furious orange; how she taught me to throw my head back and laugh at fear until it stopped hurting; how she stole mandarins from a market stall because the seller winked at her and she wanted to be young. But words curdled in my mouth. People are allergic to messy truth.
During lockdown in Spain, my mother’s apartment smelled of lemon, disinfectant, old linens. Silence pooled beneath the furniture. The phone blinked: S O F Í A. My hands wanted to fold the world in half, step across borders like a cheap apology, catch her before she fell. My lungs knotted. My mouth found betrayal’s smallest word.
“George,” my mother said—small, careful. “Sofía misses you.”
I wanted to go. To hold her hair, to say, I love you enough for both of us. Instead, I whispered:
 —I… can’t.
Fragile. Stupid. Too little. Her absence nested in my chest like stone. Life since then has been learning to live with that stone. I walk streets with its weight, carry it in coffee lines, in the grocery aisle, in quiet apartments with peeling paint. The city hums; the stone hums back. It reminds me that absence can be a guide as much as it can be a wound.
Memory is barbed. I carry the sharp things: how she read menus like weather, sighing at the safe; how she flicked cigarette ash into an empty glass, drawing constellations; how she made me inherit refusal as a form of survival. Salou—endless summers at sixteen. Air thick with jasmine and rot. Terrazo tiles hot enough to burn our feet. We learned to be loud because the sea drowned shame. She taught me to steal eyeliner and wear it as armor. We spun disco records and danced like there was no outside. One night, the whole block lost power. She lit candles, placing them like constellations we built with our hands.
“We’re our own stars,” she said. “We don’t need theirs.”
Her delight made me inherit a refusal to be ashamed. We practiced queerness like language until words came easier than apologies. She taught me to laugh at fear—in movies, in protests, in rooms demanding caution. Art was oxygen. Risk was breath. Survival, I realized, was less about holding back and more about moving through the rooms of life as if you owned them.
She did not teach me to survive her absence. That education fell to me, slow and cruel. She lives in my bones: her voice scaffolding, her gestures bricks. When the world tells me to tuck joy into shame, I pull it out. She is why I keep the radio up and sing loudly enough for the neighbors. She is why I trace my fingers across notebooks and leave letters unsent, a record for the self, a testament to insistence.
I wrote for her. Not for applause, not for a CV. I wrote because someone must carry the weight. Naming refuses dissolution into hashtags. I let the candlelight be witness. I let the locket warm in the morning sun. I let the dog sleep beside me, teaching patience through his faithful breathing. Sometimes, late, when the city exhales and the neighbors stop practicing loudly, I sit with candle and locket and let myself weep. Tears: salt and heat, private proof that a human can break and still make sound.
People want tidy endings. I cannot give them that. No clean archive for before and after. Only a life carrying its map of cracks. Some nights, I sit with cracks and make tea. Others, they widen like river mouths. I stand at the threshold and feel water climb my bones.
Then, in small increments, a new grammar: I am permitted to want. To be ridiculous. To sing off-key. To refuse the neat roles others dress me in. This is her inheritance: burn bright. Refuse shame. Love like a dare. I light the candle tonight. Not to summon her. She is already here. Always has been. I light it for me, for her, for the boy who once disappeared and now stays. For the girl who taught him to burn without fear.
The flame quivers like held breath. Then steadies. Wax curls into memory. My chest loosens. My hands stop shaking. I close my eyes. She is there—barefoot, laughing, hair wild, eyes blazing. Unbearable. Brilliant. A flame refusing to be polite.
I walk streets remembering her. Rain on pavements. Pigeons skittering. A man arguing on the phone. The smell of roasted chestnuts. Each fragment recalls her rhythm, her insistence on being more than the world allowed. She is in the space between breaths, in the tilt of my own shoulders, the small rebellion of saying what matters.
And in the glow, I whisper, because saying it is a small, stubborn prayer:
 Nobody said it would be easy.
I keep walking anyway.
 Through the humid Barcelona nights, the drizzle-soft streets, the alleys where neon bleeds into puddles. Through my own heartbeat, erratic and insistent. Through memory, through absence, through the faint, metallic ache of being alive.
I am alive.
 I am not apologizing.
 I am remembering.
 I am refusing to vanish.
 I am here.
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Grief doesn't knock. It kicks the door in. Drinks your whiskey—the good stuff you were saving. Sleeps in your bed, leaving a cold indent. In the morning, it leaves the empty bottle as a monument, daring you to remember—or to forget.
After Natalia, my nerves were live wires stripped bare. A car door slammed, and my heart became a gunshot. A phone buzzed, and it was an indictment. Time did not heal; it deformed. It stopped being a river and became a single, stretched minute, while weeks vanished into the smoke of forgotten cigarettes.
I wasn't broken. That would imply I could be glued back. I was poorly reassembled. Same body, same scars. Beneath the skin, a web of hairline fractures only I could feel. I was sure I could never hold anything again—joy, a man's hand, a thought—without it leaking through the cracks.
I didn't just lose her. I lost my compass. Her laugh—a loud, unapologetic bark that turned heads—had always pointed true north. Her sequins at job interviews. Ten-hour fasts shattered by devouring a loaf of bread over the sink, crumbs like fallen stars. Her refusal to shrink. When she left, the map dissolved. I became a satellite whose planet had blinked out.
I returned to Barcelona with one suitcase, a yowling cat, and an ache behind my sternum that pulled breath, hope, shoulders into a collapsing star. No job. No plan. Only the brittle knowledge that London was a poison I had been sipping for years. The city had become a funhouse mirror, reflecting a version of myself I despised: efficient, palatable, hollow. In my empty flat, with the cat weaving between my legs, I whispered the dangerous truth: maybe I didn't even want to survive.
The performance was over. Tailored blazers for startups that paid in equity and burnout. Polished charm for men who loved complexity in theory but fled its daily silence. I had been a consumable product. I was being consumed, not seen.
Mourning is not cinematic. It's a dish shattering on the floor into a thousand silent accusations. A fluorescent light burning tiny holes in your skull. A stranger brushing your shoulder—not contact, but violation. Any laughter that wasn't hers felt like mockery.
My ADHD, once a hum in the background, became tormentor-in-chief. My brain spun like a washing machine stuck on the spin cycle, churning grief while I tried to feed the cat, pay the electric bill, breathe. I cried into his fur. No milk in the fridge. She hated milk. Repeat.
Routine became sanctuary. Small, repeated actions bricked into a fragile shelter against the void. Café con leche at 11:11. Not coffee. Ritual. Sun on the nape of my neck. The barista's silent nod. Porcelain warmth in my palms—a small, external constant against the chill in my chest. For sixty seconds, I was anchored.
Then, one morning, a moment clear as a photograph: shirt unbuttoned, collarbone catching the light. No intention. No performance. Just skin. Just me. Alive.
I walked for coffee and realized I wasn't trudging through water. Air sharp in my lungs. Pavement gritty and real. Barcelona's soundtrack rose—the screech of a tram, rapid-fire Catalan at the market, the sigh of the sea. Beneath it, the steady rhythm of my own breath.
The sun fell gold on Plaça de Sant Felip Neri. Walls pockmarked, scarred by bullets—a square wearing its grief openly, refusing erasure. It asked only to be remembered.
And I thought of Thebes.
 Of the Sacred Band. One hundred fifty pairs of queer lovers, shields interlocked, fighting not for conquest or king, but for the man beside them. Tenderness as armor. Devotion, their blade.
My battle was internal. My weapons: brittle routine, caffeine, ghosts. But I saw myself in their choice: love as strategy, intimacy as resistance. Across three thousand years, they whispered a truth my blood had forgotten: softness is not weakness. It is the only thing worth defending.
The thought detonated. Quietly. Internally.
Freedom wasn't absence from grief. Freedom was carrying it openly. To stop hiding the fracture lines. That day, I didn't want to be strong. I wanted to be witnessed. Shirt open. Grief braided into fragile, defiant joy.
For months, I walked the city as a half-formed ghost haunting my own life. Every corner echoed laughter that would never return. Tram bells sounded like accusation. Graffiti screamed in colors Natalia would have loved. Air smelled of salt, fried food, hot asphalt, layered history. I breathed it all in. Mine to endure. Mine to survive.
When Natalia died, I stopped believing in heroism. I started believing in survival. Feeding the cat when I forgot myself. Washing the same dish through tears. Reaching for a man's hand on the metro, unapologetic.
I didn't know who I was becoming. Only that the polished son, adaptable boyfriend, efficient employee—they died with her. The man who remained was rougher, sadder, real. Unsure if he deserved to stay.
But he stayed. Quietly. Doggedly. Choosing sunlight in the ruins.
I am no soldier. I've never held a sword. My medals are unwashed dishes and tear-streaked mornings. My victories are the breaths taken when none seemed possible. Survival is my quiet rebellion.
Thebes taught me this: queer love does not need palatability to be powerful. Their history, half-erased, survived. So would I.
For years, I measured safety by how much of myself I could hide. Now, by how much I can reveal. I wear pink. I cry on the metro. I flirt without shame. Every act of self-choice is a victory.
I remember nights when grief returned like a high tide, riding the metro beside me. I let it engulf me. I had to feel it to know, bone-deep, that I was still here.
Freedom isn't absence of fear. It's walking forward anyway.
And so I walk. Through this scarred city. Through a body learning to be a home, not a fortress. Through grief fused into my anatomy.
Not fearless. But free.
I leave traces behind: a poem on a bar napkin, an unanswered text, a half-smile to a stranger. Little rebellions that stitch me together when the world tries to unravel me.
I am alive. Pulse stubborn. Hands messy with ink. I carry grief like a sword. I wear it as armor. I walk like a man who has been destroyed and is now, patiently, teaching his feet to dance in the ruins.
Thebes, city of death and devotion, taught me that.

[bookmark: _ujp8oj71rp90] I Wish I Knew How To


Sunday arrived like a sigh, heavy and exhausted, a sound carrying more airlessness than breath. Low, brittle light poured over Barcelona's rooftops, staining the city the color of old paper, of faded love letters, of a bruise healing yellow at the edges. The streets were slick with rain long gone, glinting black, and from the drains rose the smell of iron—city’s blood, or mine, the scent of something vital left to rust.
The world had been scraped of everything but memory. The ordinary had been excised, leaving only negative space shaped exactly like her absence.
Grief does not knock. It barges in, shoving past deadbolts of composure. It doesn't just smash furniture; it rearranges ruins into a labyrinth only you can navigate. It moves your belongings into corners you'll never reach, leaving you standing uninvited in the center of your own life, a ghost startled by its own reflection.
After Natalia, every sound grew teeth.
 A car door slamming downstairs wasn’t a sound; it was gunfire, a report echoing hollow in my chest.
 The wind scraping a bare branch against the shutters wasn’t weather; it was a threat whispered through a keyhole, a promise of cold that would never lift.
 Even joy betrayed me: the first sip of coffee, a sudden patch of sunlight on floorboards, a song we once loved spilling from a passing car—it all felt like a prank played by absence itself.
I tried to speak of her once, to a friend. My voice was foreign, forgotten. Words curdled in my mouth, sour and shameful. Silence pressed against my throat like a collar. Speech became a ritual I no longer knew how to perform.
The living demand neat eulogies: stories that end with he’s in a better place, or she wouldn’t want you sad. They want purpose, lesson, clean arcs.
I could not comply.
My grief was furious, uncontained, seeping under doorways like floodwaters with no receding tide. Sticky, clinging to my skin like honey mixed with shards of glass. Alive—a feral entity occupying the space her body once filled.
I carry her now in fragments, a mosaic of a lost world:
The flare of her anger at injustice, bright and quick as lightning, scorching yet purifying.
The reckless brilliance of her laughter, barking and impossible to ignore, shattering tension and decorum alike.
The way her spine would straighten, her chin lift, defiant yet inviting.
Every shard is sharp. I handle them with care, and still they cut. Every memory tastes metallic, like biting foil, blood, or winter air promising numbness.
Some nights, silence becomes a presence with gravity. I press palms to walls, tracing echoes of her absence in plaster. I am a cartographer of a country that no longer exists. Charts useless. Compass spinning. Documenting coastlines vanished into sea, capital cities of joy reduced to names on forgotten treaties.
Outside, the city hums, indifferent: trams squeal, markets buzz, strangers brush past, each carrying invisible weights. Nothing pauses. Indifference is the world’s cruelest cruelty.
And yet: I think of her in the very air. February smells of salt and wet stone, but underneath, if I strain, is the faint ghost of her perfume on a scarf I haven’t worn in years. I inhale it like stolen life; the stone in my chest flutters like a frantic bird.
The mind is a broken projector, looping her laughter, her smirk, the fire in her eyes when someone told her to shrink. Ghosts haunt the present, making joy more real than the tangible world.
The city itself has become an archive of her. Streetlamps flicker in her rhythm. Shadows suggest her form. Every reflection teases me, suggesting she exists somewhere I cannot reach.
She taught me rebellion is in small, sacred acts:
Lifting a street sign just to see if it would wobble.
Making a joke at a funeral, because awe was better than fear.
Singing badly, loudly, when silence was demanded.
She refused to negotiate with mediocrity. Every morning she drew a line around her life with a blade of defiance, cutting herself on the edges if necessary. To live fully, she taught, was to court chaos in tiny, sacred doses.
I wonder if I inherited her fire, or if it inherited me. I am messy, incomplete, a collection of sharp edges and tender bruises. Yet the ember glows. Memory is fuel; absence, oxygen.
I think of the Sacred Band of Thebes: one hundred fifty pairs of men, shields intertwined, fighting not for conquest but for the man beside them. Tenderness as strength. Courage soft, visible, intentional. I mirror it daily, and fail. My shield is vulnerability; my blade, refusal to pretend I am not wounded.
Every step through the city is rehearsal for a life I am still learning to inhabit. I reach for a stranger’s hand, brush shoulders, laugh unbidden—tiny collisions, proof that I exist, that the world exists, that life continues stubbornly.
Survival is no longer quiet endurance. It is demonstrative, claiming space, demanding visibility for both pain and persistence.
I remember nights with her like battles we didn’t know were coming:
Summer storms in Salou, charged with possibility.
Wind ripping sheets, white flags of surrender to chaos we welcomed.
Laughing until breath ran scarce, bodies victorious over despair.
Candlelight trembling on walls, marking constellations we named and renamed, claiming our universe.
Each memory is a lesson carved into bones:
Vulnerability is a weapon.
Tenderness is resistance.
Desire is defiance.
Absence is not erasure. It is punctuation—a brutal ellipsis. Every sentence of life becomes longer, harsher, demanding new words, grammar, syntax.
So I walk. Lit fuse tied to my chest. Let them see the spark. Let them step back.
Sometimes, the ache is gravity, the center of the earth behind my sternum. I curl into corners, trembling, let tears carve hot, salt channels, eroding composure until only raw nerve remains.
Her gaze, incandescent and impossible, makes the world infinitely small and unbearably vast. I imagine her laughing at gravity, flipping off expectation, turning dirge into disco with a single eye roll.
Grief and love are not opposites; they coexist, intimate and cruel. One amplifies the other. Grief is the price of real love. I would pay it again, bankrupt myself without hesitation.
My chest is the vault holding both. Hands tremble under the weight of this essential equation.
I do not survive neatly. No graceful arc. Jagged, lacerated by memory, hollowed by longing, scarred by the city. Alive, fierce, unbowed.
And yet: I walk.
Teeth clenched against the constant scream. Heart lodged in throat, a second stone. Lungs full of smoke, winter, lingering scent of her.
The world expects me intact, a monument to loss. I am neither.
Every street, every stranger: she was here. She is not. Two kingdoms, irrevocable.
And still, I walk. Collapse would be surrender. Surrender is a language she never taught me. The only word I know is forward. And so I speak it, again and again, with the soles of my feet.
In the rhythm of movement, in the cadence of the city, I feel her: not shadow, not echo, but elemental—raw, unyielding, impossible to forget. She is not behind me, she is not ahead. She is the air I move through, the pulse I cannot stop, the friction that keeps me burning.
I walk. And walking, I honor her—fierce, untamed, infinite.





[bookmark: _z11zmeko07gq]

[bookmark: _7kbywcig0yvx]Becoming, Or Something Like It

I never trusted the word becoming.
It smelled of seminar rooms and self-help slogans, a glossy promise that life unfurled in a clean arc: seed, sprout, blossom. My life was not a garden. It was a site of successive collapses, a ruin where I was both the wrecking ball and the architect, rebuilding scaffolds with splintered wood and trembling hands. Every time I thought, This is it, I've arrived, I was merely rehearsing for a new disappearance. Becoming wasn't a staircase. It was learning to build with the debris. Something stitched together with clumsy thread. Something that, if you squinted, looked like progress.
"Or something like it" is the crucial clause. The disclaimer. The truth-teller. Without it, the story becomes a lie. No one wakes up completely formed. I have only ever known myself in fragments:
The boy on the balcony, a fuchsia scarf a defiant flag against a beige world.
The adolescent practicing a swallow in the mirror, forcing softness down his throat to make room for hardness.
The man in Savile Row, a costume of wool and confidence tailored for a body that wasn't his.
The exile in Barcelona, a ghost on a borrowed couch, mistaking the act of not-dying for a destiny.
None of them were whole. All were drafts---unfinished, messy, half-erased, the pencil lines still visible beneath the ink.
Natalia once handed me a crayon when I was eight. "Draw what you want to be."
Other kids conjured astronauts, policemen, superheroes---roles with clear uniforms. I drew a magician. A boy on a stage, not sawing a woman in half, but pulling endless silk scarves from his mouth, a torrent of impossible color until the drab room drowned in it.
"You just want attention," she teased, smoke curling from her lips like a second, more interesting thought.
"No," I lied. I didn't want attention; I wanted permission. To astonish. To transform the mundane. To exist beyond the narrow corridor of silence I was assigned.
That picture yellowed in a drawer. And I waited, too. For the promised transformation, the moment the chrysalis would crack and the finished thing would emerge, gleaming and legible to the world. It never came.
Adolescence is supposed to hand you a body that announces who you are to the world. Mine was a muted instrument. My shoulders refused the mantle of breadth; my voice cracked, betraying me with a softness that felt like a moral failure. I became an ethnographer of other boys, studying them like a difficult algebra: the specific slouch of belonging, the physics of a spit, the calculus of a locker-room laugh. I mimicked the language, but I was all accent, a student who'd never heard the mother tongue.
At fourteen, I stood before the mirror, a director coaching a terrible actor. Lower the voice. Swallow the laugh. Keep the wrists still. Erase the flicker. Become a still life. Mirrors are cruel confessors. They reflect parody, not potential. Every forced gesture was a badly tied knot in a costume that never fit. I kept waiting to wake up and feel the "self" click into place, a final, solid state. Instead, I woke perpetually in transit---a ghost in the hallway between the boy who folded paper cranes and the man he was contractually obliged to be.
London sold the gospel of reinvention. Every great city does. Start fresh, they whisper from the neon and the damp. No one knows you here.
But London didn't offer freedom. It offered a bigger wardrobe. In Savile Row, men made of old money and older prejudice mistook my suits for skin. I learned their lexicon---super 120s, half-canvas, the pitch of a placating laugh. I wore their fantasies like armor, a knight in borrowed steel.
Walking home through rain-slicked streets, I would peel the suit off. Beneath it, I was raw, untranslatable. I hummed old songs into a leaky sink. Cooked meals that smelled of my grandmother's prayers. Wrote Natalia's name in the margins of notebooks until the paper tore.
London commanded: Become respectable. My marrow whispered: Survive. I split the difference. I became the most elegant ghost you'd ever see, haunting a life that was never mine.
Barcelona was not salvation. It was a tactical retreat. A borrowed couch that smelled of someone else's dreams. A sublet with plumbing that groaned like a dying animal. Waiting rooms have their own gravity; sit in one long enough and the fluorescent hum starts to sound like home.
I made a critical error: I mistook survival for destiny. The logic was brittle but comforting: If I haven't collapsed by sundown, perhaps I am someone worth keeping.
But survival is not becoming. It is a stasis that expertly masquerades as strength.
My body was the primary site of this unfinished business. It was too soft, too queer, too attuned to tremors in the emotional atmosphere. I tried to carry it like armor, but it insisted on remaining an exposed nerve.
Other boys learned to swing fists. Mine learned to map shadows and decode footsteps, to rehearse evasion routes in every room. Lovers would trace the geography of my skin, and my body would not, could not, unclench. Intimacy became a negotiated ceasefire. Some touches were permitted in the demilitarized zone; others were strategic threats. Every point of contact was a treaty.
People tried to save me through desire. "Just relax," they'd whisper, as if muscles held in a fifty-year clench could obey. But desire, no matter how warm, cannot rewrite the muscle memory of fear. Even in the most tender embrace, a part of me was braced. Even in love, I was counting the seconds to a blow that, often, never came.
To become a body, I first had to survive inhabiting it. It was a slow, hesitant negotiation---a long and painful conversation between skin and pulse.
I chased becoming through people the way mystics chase God. Lovers who promised transformation with their hands. Friends who offered blueprints for a better personality. Therapists who underlined sentences until the page was a bruise. Each handed me a script: You're so sensitive, so intense, you're almost there. I stitched these fragments together, a Frankenstein's monster of potential, convinced the sum of these borrowed parts would equal a coherent soul.
But every salvation collapsed under the weight of its own promise.
A lover mistook my devotion for decorative lace, and discarded me when I ceased to accessorize his life. Another used my wounds as mirrors to admire his own capacity for compassion, growing bored when my healing required more than his reflection. A therapist framed healing as a matter of discipline, as if trauma were a mismanaged budget.
Each collapse whispered the same truth: Rubble is the pattern.
Becoming isn't about waiting for the construction to be complete---it is about learning to live inside the ruins. To make a home of the wreckage.
Work was just another proscenium stage. Offices demanded costumes even tighter than Savile Row. I glued confidence to my face. Scripted my laughter. Nodded when silence threatened to expose the chasm beneath. Every compliment was a weight: You're a natural, they said. And I counted my heartbeats, waiting for the inevitable exposure. Imposter syndrome wasn't a condition; it was my theology.
And yet.
There were moments---flecting, unscripted, and therefore sacred.
Catching my reflection in a shop window and, for once, not flinching.
Reading my own words on a page and knowing, with cellular certainty, that they belonged to me.
Maybe becoming is not a grand unveiling. Maybe it is this: the patient, deliberate collection of these flashes.
I found a new kind of intimacy in failure. The raw, unperformative collapse in front of someone who doesn't leave. For one breathtaking second, you are not a story, or a problem, or a potential. You are real.
Natalia once said: "Freedom isn't about arriving somewhere. It's about not collapsing when the mask comes off." I didn't understand then. The masks were my survival gear. Now I see: survival is about staying visible, staying present, when the costume hits the floor and you are standing there, naked and flawed.
If collapse is inevitable, then reconstruction becomes the highest art form.
You gather the pieces. Not the grand, monumental slabs, but the humble fragments: a laugh that escapes without rehearsal. A sentence that lands with the quiet ring of truth. The taste of coffee that is simply coffee, a moment of pure presence. They are smaller than you were promised, humbler. But they are yours.
This reconstruction is achingly patient. You fold the laundry---a ritual of order. You buy a single flower---an act of beauty with no apology. You say I love you and do not flinch at the silence that may follow. Each small act is a brick laid in the foundation of a house that only you will ever inhabit.
I sabotage it constantly, of course. I shake the walls, test the beams. Because survival is not about achieving permanence. It is about finding a rhythm to the rebuilding. The structure must be made flexible enough to be reassembled each morning, with the quiet understanding that it may very well fall again by nightfall.
Forgiveness feels like a betrayal. Fathers who vanished. Lovers who abandoned ship. Friends who performed affection then faded to black. Yet forgiveness, when it arrives, does not come with a drumroll. It is quiet. Accidental, even. A fire that finally burns out, leaving only the scar tissue. And scar tissue, for all its flaws, is stronger than the original skin.
Forgiveness does not complete you. It doesn't tie the story with a neat bow. It simply creates space. It clears out a room in your psyche where the child, the adolescent, the man, and the exile can all co-exist. All the drafts, together, finally allowed to overlap, to argue, to sing their imperfect, contradictory songs.
That is becoming. Not the erasure of your previous drafts, but the integration of them.
Becoming is not future tense. Enough is present tense. It is the daily practice of noticing yourself, unadorned, in the quiet moments.
Now, the balcony.
The city churns below---a symphony of indifference and life. Motorbikes snarl. A neighbor hangs laundry, a semaphore of the mundane. Children kick a ball, their shouts etching the air.
I am not waiting for an arrival anymore. I exist within the hum. My pulse is a quiet drumbeat against the world's massive indifference.
The ache of loss is a permanent tenant. I feel it curled under my ribs, in the sleep-deprived corners of my mind, in the ghost-weight of Natalia on the pillow beside me.
Sometimes, I press my hand against the empty space, tracing the outline of her absence. My heart thrums---not with nostalgia, but with something sharper, more brutal: the recognition that I cannot summon what is gone. I cannot fix what never should have ended.
I walk anyway.
My steps are not triumphant. They scrape against the uneven pavement of my own mind, dislodging memories, exposing tender tissue, but sometimes, unexpectedly, revealing a sliver of light.
Light in the smallest of things: the hum of a tram, the raw cry of a bird, the copper smell of wet streets after rain.
Each fragment is a beat of proof: I am alive. I endure. I persist.
Unfinished. Always unfinished.
Here.
Rubble beneath my feet.
Nerves alive, singing their electric song.
Breathing, deeply, inside the ruins.
Becoming, or something like it.
Still burning.
Still fractured.
Still standing.
[bookmark: _4gav9y1txiak]




[bookmark: _s92sqj5rsca0]Bull-Coming


I came to Barcelona to disappear. To become another ghost in the Gothic Quarter's shadows, another foreign silhouette against Gaudi's curves. I came to fold myself into the crowd's anonymity, to shed my skin and leave it rotting somewhere over the Pyrenees.
But the bull was waiting.
It was never waiting in pastures. The bull waits in the sterile silence of museums, in the damp breath of metro tunnels that smell of electricity and forgotten things. It waits in alleyways where the city's true scent collects---diesel, citrus, old stone ground down by centuries of footsteps---thick as incense in the throat. I felt it first as a pressure behind my sternum, a low-frequency hum that predated thought. A second, wilder heart nestled inside my civilized one.
The bull is universal. Like grief. Like desire. Like the raw, animal insistence to exist on your own terms. It does not negotiate. It does not compromise. It simply is.
My first corrida came to me through static---a grainy broadcast in my grandparents' living room. The air hung heavy with roast chicken and cigarette smoke, the two smells of my childhood. The matador moved with impeccable artifice, his sequined suit a second skin of arrogance. Each sweep of the cape was a punctuation mark in a sentence everyone but the bull had already read.
But I didn't watch him. I watched the danced-against. The bull: a seismic mass of black muscle, pawing the earth until dust rose like incense. It vibrated with a hunger both physical and existential. Its eyes held the entire ring---the screaming crowd, the colorful lies of the cape, the inevitable end---and reflected back a total, unnegotiable refusal of its script. Even as the banderillas pierced its hide, even as blood etched dark rivers down its flanks, it did not bow. It lowered its head. It charged.
I understood then, in my bones: the world will always draw a ring around you. It will dictate your movements, your desires, the very rhythm of your breath. It will applaud your compliance. But your body, your spirit, retains the ancient right to refuse. To charge. To live, unbroken, for as long as you have breath in your lungs.
Spain's relationship with the bull is a national paradox---worship through destruction. A spectacle of mastering untamed force. Goya captured its brutal truth in black washes: lowered horns, men flung like rag dolls, faces twisted and addicted to the violence. Picasso abstracted it in Guernica---the bull no longer a victim but a monolithic, grieving witness to atrocity. Lorca sanctified it in verse: sacred and doomed in the same breath.
For me, the bull transcended symbol. It became a mirror. Desire unapologized. Hunger refusing choreography. A body that charges not for victory, but simply because it must.
This pulse found its flesh-and-blood embodiment in the banker. American, JP Morgan, mid-forties. A monument to control, every strand of hair, every defined muscle, every dollar arranged in a sterile tableau of success. Dinner at Hisop was a seminar in scrutiny, the white walls like a laboratory for dissecting human failure. He spoke of his ex-wife's new husband---a "failed novelist"---with the same clinical dispassion he used to discuss market portfolios. I ordered the lobster, a deliberate provocation. He didn't flinch. Just added it to the mental ledger.
Later, in his minimalist apartment, sex was corporate. Efficient. A transaction devoid of pulse. His touch was a survey, mapping me for resources he could extract. I felt myself becoming data under his hands: a variable in his algorithm of conquest. I left before dawn, letting Barcelona's beautiful chaos---the stink of diesel, the shock of orange blossoms, the honest stench of urine, the warmth of baking bread---scrape his sterile starch from my skin. I wandered, hollowed out, a ghost he had briefly considered acquiring, then discarded.
I found myself in another kind of arena: the museum.
Here, silence didn't just exist---it roared. Spotlights carved wounds into the white walls, illuminating canvases that were not images but events. One painting was just that: a wound. A gash of red and black. My throat tightened. That scream---my scream, smothered for years in London suits and polite conversation---landed in my chest with the force of recognition. I pressed my palm to a cold steel sculpture. The metal was relentless. Unyielding. But beneath its industrial chill, I felt it: a pulse.
Between the idea / And the reality / Between the motion / And the act / Falls the Shadow.
The Shadow was mine. My hunger. My chaos. My bull. Mine to inhabit. Mine to claim.
And at that moment, it rose. Not from the canvases, not from the pages of Lorca, but from the fractured terrain of my own self. It was a heat in my gut, a solidity in my spine. My shoulders, which had spent a lifetime learning to curve inward, pulled back. My jaw, trained to stay soft and agreeable, set like stone. This was not an emotion. It was a physical rearrangement.
The corrida is choreography. The matador dictates the rhythm: wave, dodge, tire, strike. But the bull embodies rupture. What if it refuses the rhythm? What if it stops reacting and simply acts? What if its charge is not an attack, but a statement of pure, undeniable survival?
I was done being a spectacle. The banker had played torero, flashing his wealth and world-weariness like a cape. But my body obeyed a deeper, older law. Desire is not shame. It is not a balance sheet. It is not a test to be passed or failed. Desire is its own justification.
Spain parades the bull to prove its mastery over chaos. But the bull does not live for applause. It does not perform for an audience. It lives in the earth churned beneath its hooves, in the dust kicked up by its refusal. It comes because it must. It charges because it is its nature.
That night, I was bull-coming.
I walked out of the museum and into the Rambla, but I was no longer wandering. I was tracking. My senses were dialled to a feral frequency. I heard the lie in a shopkeeper's pitch, saw the fear in a lover's possessive grip. I felt the city not as a postcard, but as a territory. I thought of Natalia. She would have thrown her head back and laughed at the banker, a sound that could shatter glass. Her pulse throbbed in mine: a syncopated rhythm of insistence, joy, and absolute defiance.
The bull demanded more. I answered.
It woke in me, coiled in the sinews of desire, screaming for release. Desire is not polite. It does not wait for consensus. It will not negotiate. It is a storm in the chest, a drumbeat in the loins, a charge of pure insistence. To deny it is to deny oneself life. And life, I thought, is the only arena that matters.
Barcelona became a cathedral of chaos. I moved through the Gothic Quarter like a storm, every step a summons. The night opened for me, doors and alleys bending to my hunger.
Each encounter---skin to skin, mouth to mouth, pulse to pulse---was an argument, a negotiation of chaos with chaos. Desire became philosophy in motion. Every gasp, every groan, every shiver was a syllable in a language older than law, older than etiquette. It was the bull speaking through me, telling me: live, now, or be invisible forever.
Freedom is not the absence of rules; it is the courage to step into the ring despite them. Desire is not shame---it is the affirmation of existence. Every man I touched was a witness to my refusal to flatten, to vanish, to perform. In this multiplicity of bodies, I glimpsed something eternal: the self as force, the body as arena, the city as witness.
Bars became jungles. Rooftops became temples. Squares became sanctuaries of fire and flesh. The city did not judge. It did not intervene. It moaned and vibrated and pulsed under our bodies, responding to the rhythm I carried: the bull's heartbeat in my chest, pounding, uncontainable.
I was everywhere. On every balcony, in every doorway, pressed against walls slick with sweat and heat. Each man a bull, each man a witness, each man a participant in the charge. There were no names, no shame, only motion and friction and ecstasy.
And mid-thrust, a revelation struck: to embrace the bull is to embrace the universe's indifference. The world does not demand our consent; the world does not reward compliance. It is ours to move through, ours to charge in, ours to inhabit with full force, our own pulse declaring existence against the silence of expectation.
The Rambla trembled. Cafés emptied, unaware, or perhaps unwilling to interfere in the tidal wave of bodies surging, pressed, grinding, releasing. I rode the city, rode its men, rode the very architecture of desire, until the streets themselves seemed to pulse with our frenzy. I fucked Barcelona, and Barcelona fucked me back. Every stone, every puddle, every shadow became an altar. Every gasp, every groan, every shiver a prayer to Sant Solterín---the saint of unchecked, glorious, animal liberation.
When dawn approached, the city was slick and stained with the evidence of our communion. I was spent, unrecognizable, a cyclone of exhaustion and satisfaction. The bull settled in my chest, its pulse a quiet drumbeat. The men scattered, whispers and laughter trailing them like smoke. I walked through the streets, barefoot, blood and sweat drying in the sun, a solitary god in a city I had claimed in ways no ritual, no matador, no market could ever match.
The next morning, ordinary light baptized the city. Pigeons cooed their chaotic benedictions from the rooftops. I brewed black coffee. No sugar. No disguise. No apology. I didn't need to conquer or vanish. I needed only to be. I held the warm cup in my hands. Breathed. Let the silence, my own silence, finally name me.
The bull's lesson is the sacred violence of being. The life force that cannot be catalogued, contained, or curated. The pulse that beats beneath ritual, law, and expectation. To embrace the bull within is to make survival an act of refusal: refusal to flatten, to vanish, to dissolve into someone else's architecture.
The freedom of a self, finally, undeniably, claiming its own ring. The bull waits for no permission. It does not ask. It does not plead.
It charges.
And in that charge---however desperate, however doomed---there is a freedom that cannot be given, only taken.
The city exhales around me. Streetlamps flicker, pigeons scatter from wet cobblestones, the smell of diesel and orange blossoms thick in the chill. Barcelona watches, indifferent, yet alive, and I walk through it---hooves pounding in my chest, heart ablaze---claiming my own ring.
[bookmark: _4fyqmeo59f3k]

[bookmark: _21fbf52fyi0b]Petals Through Fire

It started with violet. Not a color, but a frequency---a vibration humming beneath the surface of things, a shift in the air that always preceded pain. Before I had language for dread, for the particular love that bruises deeper than it blesses, I knew violet.
Twilight over suburban rooftops: the world holding its breath for fathers who might come home---or not. My mother's wrist, blooming royal purple beneath her sleeve. She said she caught it in a cupboard door, but I understood the silent geometry of that bruise. Hydrangeas in my abuela's garden, trembling under their own lush weight, a beauty so intense it felt like confession.
At seven, the staircase was my observatory. The worn plum carpet at the bottom step, my entire continent. Fights upstairs were tectonic hums. I pressed my ear to the wall---not to decipher words, but to feel the tone. Violet meant safety was temporary. Home was a color that ached, a grief not yet arrived but already taking root.
I learned to read the house by its chromatic scale. Slamming doors: blinding white. Silent treatment: a swallowing grey. Arguing: always violet. Bruised, blooming, both wound and omen.
Then came the rest. Every laugh I learned to swallow. The boy who shoved me against lockers: "Not you. You don't get to laugh." Walking London streets after the tailor shop, trying to outwalk the shame clinging to my skin. Every borrowed suit---pressed, misfitted, my body hunched to make someone else's armor fit.
Every click of my mother's knitting needles counting out silences. Every empty chair at school plays. The friend who held my poem like a receipt, said, "This isn't worth anything," and lit a match. Thanks for the kindling.
And then, Natalia's voice. Thin, stretched, exhausted.
"I'm tired, Jordi. So tired."
I told her to rest. I didn't know she was teaching me her final vocabulary. Her words hung between us, unclaimed, a melody I would play on loop for the rest of my life. She called me George. She said Sofía missed me. I couldn't go. COVID kept my feet anchored in Spain, my hands empty of everything but the shape of her absence.
I. Woolf's River --- Water
Virginia Woolf walked into the river as if the water had been waiting for her return. Not a storm, not a spectacle---just stones quietly tugging at her skirt until her reflection forgot how to hold her shape. She left her walking stick on the bank, a deliberate punctuation. She didn't drown from weakness. She chose the current over the cage: the cage of being Mrs. Woolf, of seeing everything with impossible, unbearable clarity.
I walk beside rivers now---the Lea's lead-colored water, rusting trolleys gathering algae like failed prayers. I feel the weight they offer: stones, my body, the silence I carry. I never stepped off the bridge. But I let the cold seep into my palms until it burned, the closest I came to understanding her choice. I turned away not with courage, but with a different, more mundane logic: who would feed the cat? Fold the damp laundry? Sweep the floor of this small, domestic universe while the vast one demanded the impossible?
Rivers taught me patience. Water moves, reshapes, fills hollows, wears down the sharpest edges through relentless, gentle persistence. I dipped my fingers in, let the current tug at my skin, and imagined it carrying away the accumulated violence of expectation and fear. The river never asked for my story. It simply carried on.
II. Natalia's Balcony --- Air
Her threshold wasn't water. It was air. Five stories. Her railing came exactly to my waist. A terrifyingly simple geometry---so easy to climb, so final on the other side.
Her fall began long before her body followed. It began in the world's relentless treatment of her fire---men who used it for warmth then called her dangerous when they got burned. Laughter that died around her, leaving only echo. The hollowing out behind her eyes. I saw her punch a wall once. Knuckles split and bloody. She shook her hand, laughed that sharp bark.
"It's fine."
"The wall had it coming."
Her laughter wasn't joy. It was defiance. A dare thrown at the world's feet. And the world, eventually, picked it up.
When she jumped, life didn't pause. A dog barked. A car alarm wailed. The world was brutally, magnificently indifferent. No cinematic hush. Just the terrible physics of a body meeting the air.
I choose to remember her alive. The girl who hoisted me onto her shoulders to steal sun-warmed apricots.
"Reach, George, reach!"
Our hands came back sticky, triumphant. Her true element wasn't the air she fell through, but the air she filled. Every balcony, every street corner where we ran breathless, I can still feel her voice vibrating in the walls, claiming space simply by existing.
III. My Fire --- Survival
And then there's me. Not water. Not air. Fire.
Fire devours. Fire clears the ground. Fire scars. I wear them---on skin, around the heart. I don't hide them. If Woolf chose dissolution, if Natalia chose the fall, I chose to stand inside the burn. I let the flames lick at me. I didn't run. Some nights, I didn't want to.
Fire is a seducer. It whispers: Wouldn't it be easier to stop?
Sometimes, yes. But stubbornness, rage, the echo of Woolf's sentences, the memory of Natalia's scream---they pulled me back.
The fire is quieter now. A pilot light. It doesn't need to roar to prove it exists. I tend it by writing, walking, cooking, loving Nobu, calling friends just to hear their voice. Fire is not gentle, but a pilot light can still sing.
Tending fire is building a hearth, not a pyre. Warmth and destruction from the same source. The choice is yours which one you feed. I watch the blue flames dance beneath my kitchen pan, imagining they illuminate everything I thought was lost. The smoke curls, rises, and I let it carry away the residue of others' judgments, leaving only what is mine to feel, mine to hold.
IV. Ash --- Integration
Before Earth, there is Ash. The grey residue. The soft aftermath. Post-pain. Hollow. Scorched clean.
Months after London, in an unfurnished flat on Carrer de Provença, I ate soup from a bowl in my lap. The silence was ash. Dust motes dancing in sunlight were ash made visible. A quiet, terrible, necessary stillness. The soil for what comes next. Not heroic. Often boring. Always essential. The first pale shoots in scorched earth. Ash is pure potential. Waiting.
I traced patterns in the imaginary ash. The smudges became maps. Every line a memorial. Ash holds history. It remembers the shape of what burned. I wrote notes on scraps of paper, folded them into tiny boats, and watched them blacken and curl in the candle's flame. Each ignition, a lesson: destruction is not annihilation.
V. Earth --- Grounding
Earth is not a metaphor. It is the basil plant I have kept alive for three months. The olive tree I repotted this morning, its roots teased gently apart, new soil spread. Stability given. Growth within boundaries.
These daily acts are my liturgy: watering, pruning, turning leaves toward the light. The city hums its own below: diesel and orange blossoms, the dog's contented snore. Chipped tiles, stubborn plants, my own presence in the room.
I am learning to walk through life like soil. Dense. Patient. Stubborn. Fertile even when neglected. Earth is quiet proof of persistence. I kneel, touch the leaves, feel the pulse of green, and understand that life insists on existing, even under my rough, uncertain hands.
VI. Breath --- Continuity
Breath is the silent thread stitching everything together. Inhale. Exhale. The violet sky, the river rushing unseen, the balcony air, the pilot light, the ash and soil, the basil trembling at dawn. Breath is the constant. The proof. The tether.
I practice it. Morning, midday, night. Let it fill my chest, draw me back when my thoughts scatter, root me to this moment, this body, this presence. Breath is simple. Stubborn. Unflinching.
Coda: The Botany of Survival
This morning, I watered the basil. It is not dying. It is thriving. New leaves tremble in the violet dawn. I feel a smile---a small, private declaration: I survived.
Survival is not always the roar of fire. Sometimes it is the patience of soil, the persistence of water, the space of air, the quiet unfurling toward light. The soft, insistent whisper of life saying: continue.
I have become something for which I have no name. Not a hero. Not a victim. A man who was burned and is learning to cultivate gardens in his own ashes.
Beyond the ash, the trees remain: the gnarled olive in Tarragona, the plane tree in London, the palm on the Rambla. They were always waiting for me to look up.
I did.
The sky was violet again. Not the color of bruises or omens, but survival's own stubborn hue. A bloom persisting between fire and shadow.
And in that fragile color, I find all my pieces---the fragments, the scars, the pulses---impossibly, undeniably alive. Breath, roots, flame, water, air---every element a witness. Every day a reclamation. Every small act is a victory.
I exist. Unfinished. Persistent.
Petals through fire.
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Even fire bows to trees that refuse to fall.
Some griefs are loud. Others stand tall and wordless—ancient trunks weathering countless storms, reaching stubbornly for light.
When great trees fall, the air remembers. The body remembers. The silence after the phone call. The cold press of the kitchen floor against my knees. The metallic taste of a world suddenly wrong. And I—I remember everything I had tried to bury: the weight of her head on my shoulder, the smell of her cigarette smoke, the sound of her arguing with the television, the way her fingers always found mine when mine were hiding.
I remember the exact weight of her head on my shoulder that last summer in Salou—not the idea of it, but the physical reality: the damp heat of her skin through my shirt, the particular way her breathing changed when she was falling asleep, the smell of salt and cigarette smoke in her hair. I remember counting her breaths, thinking if I could just remember the pattern, I could keep her safe forever. She was already teaching me about roots—how they work in darkness, unseen, holding up everything visible.
The silence after a great falling is not empty. It hums. A transformer on a hot day. A refrigerator in the deep night. A low, constant energy surrounding something too vast to name. It is the shadow of the tree, already gone, still shaping the light.
The light in my apartment is different because she is not in it. It falls longer, lonelier, illuminating dust motes tracing the edges of an absence I can no longer ignore.
I think of Maya Angelou—her voice both thunder and balm. Her words found me first in a library, dog-eared pages waiting. And I think of Natalia. Her name is a trunk split down the middle. Something that roots me even as it burns. She is the root system beneath my life: sometimes feeding me, sometimes tripping me. Always there. Always.
I remember the house quiet, the television glow blue and underwater. Us, young, our eyes learning to navigate the deceitful lies adults tell children to make the world feel safe.
A woman on the screen, immense, her voice a storm and a prayer: Maya Angelou. She spoke of trees—blooming year after year, thicker, fuller, stubborn.
“They try to cut us down,” she said, her gaze reaching through the camera, into me. “But we grow back. We always grow back.”
I wanted to be that tree. To feel full. To belong to something unburnable. But I felt like a sapling in a hurricane.
Natalia sat beside me, black hair a curtain of smoke, cutting pictures from magazines, assembling a collage of a life she intended to claim. She repeated Maya's words, half in Spanish: “Cuando los grandes árboles caen…” Half in the language of our shared silence—a glance, a kick under the table, a quiet that said more than words ever could. Her voice never trembled. Not when she was scared. Not when she was sad. It was both weapon and shield. She carved lessons into our family's bark long before we knew the word 'survival.'
I didn’t know then that Natalia was already one of those trees. Her roots split infertile ground, holding a weight she never asked for: our mother’s bottomless sadness, our father’s echoing absence, my own swirling confusion. Our shared silence taught her what fire could do. We earned a PhD in what went unsaid.
London came later. A city of masks. I walked its streets as a shadow, practicing the art of passing for someone else. My body learned to lie before my words ever had the chance. Buskers and fog. Wet leaves stuck to my shoes. The subway's screech beneath my feet—it all reminded me: transient. Temporary. Disposable. Concrete substituted for soil. Office glass replaced sky. Trees were absent.
I clung to small, green things. Basil on a windowsill. An olive tree sent by my grandmother from Tarragona. Anything with roots. Anything that refused to be moved. I touched the leaves like prayer. Held them. Memorized their quiet texture. It was my first lesson in survival outside the body of our forest. These roots anchored me when my own feet could not.
Years passed. Natalia solidified into memory. London hardened into exile. I tried to inhabit the words of others—friends, lovers, therapists. Each handed me a script, a blueprint, a roadmap to becoming someone acceptable. I collected them, stitched them together, folded them into the cavity of my chest. Each time, the structure collapsed. A lover discarded me for being “too much.” A friend vanished when proximity began to require real empathy. Pain became a rhythm—uninvited, terrifyingly consistent.
Then, Barcelona. The city unrolled beneath me like an offering. Sun piercing through orange blossoms, diesel fumes mixing with the salt of the sea, stray cats patrolling their domains like tiny emperors. Here, I could not hide behind costumed selves. The city demanded visibility. In that forced visibility, the memory of Natalia was unavoidable, etched into every surface.
Her absence was palpable as the tiles beneath my feet. Her voice echoed in the narrow streets and shadowed alleyways, in the scuff of my shoes against ancient stone. The city itself pulsed with the heartbeat she had left behind. And I—still a sapling, still leaning into the wind—tried desperately to grow in her immense shadow.
Grief arrived sometimes as air: sharp, biting, threatening to lift me to heights I never wanted to see. Other times, it was water: slow, dragging, filling my lungs with the cold, hard knowledge of loss. And sometimes, fire: licking, scorching, leaving ashes that stung but somehow, also warmed. Survival is less about triumph than attending to these elements with a gardener's patience.
The trees taught me more than any person ever could. They did not demand. They did not plead. They simply stood. Even after the storm. Even after the axe. Even after those who wished them gone had left. I watched the plane trees along Carrer de Provença—their branches stripped by Tramuntana wind, trunks scarred by time, leaves shredded. And yet, each spring, a green whisper returned. Life refused to be quieted.
I became one of those trees, or I am trying to. My body rooted itself in small, defiant routines: coffee made without apology. A walk without destination. Music that required no one’s approval but my own. I tended my own soil: letters to friends who stayed, notes to a past I couldn’t change, brutal honesty with myself. Ash became compost. Fire became nourishment. Silence became a language I could inhabit, not just endure.
And still, her ghost—Natalia—rises in unbidden moments. A streetlamp flickers in her rhythm. A scarf left on a balcony reminds me of the one she never wore again. Her laughter, in memory, punctuates the air, a shadow as vivid as any sunbeam, a voice as strong as any wind.
When great trees fall, they do not vanish. They exist in the rings beneath the soil. Their pulse continues in sap and root. They are remembered in leaves clinging stubbornly to branches, in birds nesting in hollows, in shadows stretching across earth in quiet defiance. Natalia is like that. I am learning to be like that. Even fire bows to trees that refuse to fall. Even I, in stillness, find I cannot fully collapse.
I whisper her name into the wind, into the tile, into concrete, into soil. I remember: I am rooted. I grow anyway. My leaves may be misshapen, edges burned. My branches may twist toward violet light, seeking something perpetually out of reach. But I am alive. Always alive. Holding the weight. Holding the history. Holding the echo of her pulse within mine.
Even now, as the sun falls low and pigeons coo their vespers, when I pour coffee black as memory and simply breathe, I feel the tremor of her roots beneath me. I feel the sap rising in my own trunk, thickening, making me unmovable.
My name is Jordi. Her name was Natalia.
Trees may fall. Roots may sever. Leaves will brown.
But life insists. Life insists.
I rise.
And in the hum between branches, between heartbeats, between ash and violet light spilling across wet cobblestones, I hear her. I hear me. I hear the entire forest.
A great tree, still standing.
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Requiem Upon Arrival

Maybe arrival isn't crossing a border or paying rent. Maybe it isn't standing on a balcony with a key in your pocket, or posting pictures online to convince yourself you belong. These are props, stage directions for a play called A New Life, but the curtain never rises on the promised transformation.
Arrival is soil. Not dirt, but soil alive with the rot and potential of everything that has died to feed it. You feel it under your feet—cool, grainy, patient. It hums beneath the city's noise, a frequency you'd forgotten you could transmit, reminding you that the weight you carry isn't something you can put down—it’s part of the ground itself. Ballast for your new geography, if you can call it that.
Barcelona didn't save me. Salvation is violent, singular, impossible to stage. It offered silence instead. A Mediterranean silence threading through the scooter din, the Catalan arguments spilling from cafés, the echo of someone’s music bouncing off uneven pavement. It forces you to hear your roots stretching quietly beneath all the noise you've carried for years like a suitcase full of stones.
I came carrying ghosts. The suitcase wasn't heavy with clothes; it was heavy with absence. London was a graveyard I hadn't yet exhumed: the boy I'd been, soft and believing; the man I pretended to be, all sharp edges and performative strength; the cousin I couldn't save, his memory a shard of glass pressed into the palm of my mind. Every fragment of expectation rattled in the corners of my skull, whispering names I didn’t want to say aloud, lest I give them power in this new air.
Technically, I’d been here for months. Job. Rent paid. Metro rides without flinching. A favorite bench in the Ciutadella where I watched lovers and stray cats with the same detached curiosity. Directions memorized for tourists who mistook my knowledge for belonging. Smiles when expected. Rooftop selfies with the Sagrada Família dwarfed in the background. #Blessed. #BarcelonaLife. Social media lies we tell ourselves, dressing survival up as choice, curating the evidence for a trial where we are both accused and judge.
I even made lentils once. A recipe from a blog titled 10 Easy Spanish Dishes! They were bland. Eaten over the sink, staring at a single light in the apartment across the courtyard. Not nourishment. Ritual. Survival disguised as domesticity, the way a bird builds a nest from whatever scraps it finds.
But I hadn’t arrived. Not really. The flat still smelled like bleach and the faint floral ghost of a past tenant's perfume—not like me. Not in the corners that whispered her name while I folded socks. Natalia. A puff of air, a daily séance. I landed in August, but my mind paced the damp streets of London like a phantom limb.
I could still see the damp patch on the ceiling in London Fields, a Rorschach test of failure shaped like a map of a country I’d never visit. The night I vanished was quiet, intentional. No goodbye drinks. No sentimental text to the group chat. Just a ghost leaving its own life, turning off lights one by one.
Before leaving, I gave everything away. Furniture to charity shops, books to a free library. The denim jacket I sewed myself into, forget-me-not embroidered on the cuff, I left on a park bench in the rain. This was not generosity. It was exorcism. Ten years in London had built a version of me I didn't recognize. A boy stitched from longing, polished to survive. I buried him with each relinquished item. A funeral with no mourners, just relief.
I paused at the corner of the street for the last time. A man passed with a small dog, a child swung her backpack, laughing at nothing. I looked at them, their ordinary lives flashing past me. A brief, human tether—just a glance. It didn’t stop the suitcase from being heavy, but it reminded me of something almost forgotten: life continued around you, indifferent, as you carried your own weight.
Grief doesn’t respect fresh starts. It’s a vine, subtle and persistent. It lingers in crumbs of old routines. The automatic reach for a kettle to make tea the British way. The way a shirt no longer fits—not your body, but the person you were when you bought it. Old London slang slipping through new sentences, ghosts pressing against your ribs.
That night, something shifted. Not a breakdown. A quiet rupture. A stitch popped on a well-made garment. The whole thing didn’t fall apart—but the integrity was compromised. I felt it in the wrong wind through the window, in a way laundry folded slightly off-center felt like a tiny betrayal. Folding shirts became a prayer to domestic normalcy. If seams aligned just so, maybe the life could follow.
Nina Simone—Montreux, 1976—looped for days. Her voice was no longer just song; it was gospel, aftermath. Sound of coming through fire, not around it. Not pretty, but true, scoured of decoration.
“Some make it when they’re young…” The washing machine churned frantic, mechanical. A grey marl t-shirt, thin from years of wear, collapsed in my hands. “…before the world has done its dirty job.”
Natalia’s photo sat buried under old bills. I thought: if someone walked in now, would they think I was becoming—or surviving? I moved through the rooms, ghostly. Beautifully. Quietly. Almost alive. Almost a person. Almost arrived.
I finally turned the song off. The silence was sudden, absolute—but it stayed. It was in the breath I held, in dust motes dancing in a lance of evening light, in the metallic tang of delay. This was a different silence. Not empty, waiting.
I had a corner for things to rot. A pile of clothes with memories stuck like stubborn stains. I couldn’t throw them out. I couldn’t wash them. Erasure felt like forgiveness I wasn’t ready to grant. The pile became a sacred, pathetic thing. A messy, sad, holy altar. Each t-shirt, each sweater, a relic of the self I’d been. A testament to absence more real than any present object.
Then, “Feelings.” Montreux. Her voice cracks on the first line; the piano player holds his breath. “…Nothing more than… feelings…”
I floated first, disembodied, watching the man with the laundry. Then the thread tore. The last thread of pretense. I didn’t just cry; I wept. For Natalia. For the boy who wanted to dance, who believed in offering flowers. For the man who begged to be loved without knowing how to stay in his skin. Surviving feels disposable. You fight just to be alive, and then… this. This quiet.
All my life I’d lived in my feelings, a servant to their tides. Now, they were tenants. Mine. Untranslated. Undeniable.
That was the moment I arrived. Not wheels on tarmac. Not a smile at work. Not rooftop selfies. It was in the silence between wash cycles. In the shrine of unwashed clothes, I saw not rot, but story. My story. Not heroic, but fragile, human.
Acceptance felt radical. Escape is loud. Acceptance is a whisper. Survival is rebellion. A radical defiance in simply existing, in bearing memory and breathing anyway. I could fold the t-shirt, put it on, feel the fabric like a second skin. It was enough.
The grey t-shirt slipped over my shoulders. Soft. Fit. Enough.
I walked to the window. The city breathed beneath me—diesel and orange blossoms mingling with August heat. Pigeons circled in pointless perfection. Rooftops glowed. Street lamps flickered on slowly, unsure of the coming dark. The world kept moving, indifferent, magnificent.
Natalia’s laughter lingered in the neighbor’s song, a remembered cadence in a passing guitar. The basil plant on the sill—the same leaf pattern she had in her window—quivered. Her absence was no longer a scream but a note woven into the chord of life.
I remembered the ghosts I carried: London, Natalia, the boy I thought lost. Somehow, with this city under my feet, I felt the soil stir in my chest. Rooting. Pressing against absence. Growth. Quiet, stubborn, insistent.
I brewed coffee. Black. No sugar. No apology. I sipped it slowly, swallowing the possibility of tomorrow. Laughter somewhere, guitar strumming somewhere else. Life bloomed somewhere else.
And I stayed. Not healed. Not whole. But present. Alive.
I held the warm cup, feeling the heat seep into my palms. The apartment breathed with me. Dust sparkled briefly, fell. The basil plant quivered—a small fist of life. The boy I once was lingered in corners, shy, curious, waiting to be noticed. Integrated.
I tilted my head, listening, feeling the pulse beneath my ribs. Cracks in the walls like rivers on a map. Sun warming terracotta tiles. Shadows bending in familiar, comforting shapes. Survival needed no name. Arrival needed no claim. It simply was—a quiet entanglement of life, memory, and city.
I sipped the coffee. Warmth. Bitterness. Ordinary. Profound. The hum continued beneath my feet, through my chest, curling around the spine of the city. Nothing resolved. Nothing declared.
I stayed. And in staying, I found myself inhabiting the space entirely. Not triumphant, not healed, not whole—but awake. And for this breath, it was everything.
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The Language Of Safe Harbour
I avoided her for the longest time. Sofia. My aunt's daughter. A small, seven-year-old satellite whose gravity threatened the fragile orbit I had constructed around my grief. Her existence was a living echo, a testament to the absence that had become my central fact. Natalia's fire, her seismic laughter, the way she could fill a room not just with sound but with a kind of charged, potential energy---all of it lingered in the spaces between Sofia's shy smiles and the dark, serious eyes she had inherited. To love this child felt like pressing on a bruise that had only just begun to yellow at the edges. I feared that closeness, that raw tenderness, would unravel the few stitches I had managed to sew into the torn fabric of myself. I was a vase glued back together, and I feared the vibration of a child's voice.
I did not go to the funeral. I could not. The very idea of it---a room choked with perfumed sorrow, the press of damp hands, the collective, performative rhythm of mourning---felt like a vise designed for my chest. It was a script I had no capacity to follow. So, while others donned black and travelled to the cemetery under a sky the colour of bruised slate, I stayed behind. I was given the simpler, more terrifying task: to mind the child.
The flat was too quiet, a cavern of held breath. I turned on the television, a blare of primary colours and manic cartoon physics. I thought noise was a shield, a distraction from the immensity of what had happened. But Sofia refused the offering. With a solemnity that chilled me, she picked up the remote, her small thumb a pale judicious thing, and pressed the mute button. The silence that rushed back in was absolute, more profound for having been briefly interrupted. It was the gesture of a priest closing a sacred text. The ceremony was over; now, the real work began.
She wanted to speak. Not to be distracted from the weight in her chest, but to lift it out, to examine it in the quiet light of the living room. She sought to excoriate her sorrow with words deliberate and unflinching.
"Uncle," she said, her voice not much more than a whisper, yet it held a terrifying precision. "I forgive her. I forgive my mother."
The air left my lungs. *Forgive her?* For what? For leaving? For the terrible, mundane tragedy of a body that failed? The concept was so vast, so generous, it felt almost heretical.
She continued, her gaze fixed on some point in the middle distance, where dust motes danced in a sliver of afternoon sun. "And I can hear her now---roaring free around the moonlight, the stars. Watching us. Taking care of us while we grieve. She is solemn, like the sun. Not always present, but always around."
For a seven-year-old, it was not just miraculous; it was alchemical. This was no childish fantasy of angels on clouds. This was a liturgy of presence and forgiveness, a cosmology where absence was transmuted into nourishment, where loss became a form of vigilant, celestial attention. Solemn, like the sun. The phrase landed in me like a stone in a still pond, its ripples touching shores of my own grief I had not yet mapped. Children, I realised, do not learn courage; they are born with it, and we spend our lives unlearning it, only to strive, with aching slowness, to reclaim a fraction of their wisdom.
Her metaphors were not mere pretty words. They were tools, vital and precise. Moonlight spilling over wet cobblestones became a path her mother walked. A sudden warmth in a cold room was her mother's embrace. Stars were not distant, cold fires, but patient, non-judgmental witnesses. In speaking this way, Sofia was not denying the reality of death; she was building a new reality around it, one with footbridges between memory and life, between the gone and the living. And through her, I could hear an echo of Natalia's own voice, her fierce, practical love transmuted into this new, gentle poetry: Endure. Stay. Witness.
Without my realising it, Sofia became a safe harbour. She did not replace Natalia---such a thought was a violence to both of them. Instead, she became proof that the very things I feared most---the silence, the absence, the terrifying vulnerability of loving again---could be transformed. They could become something living, reciprocal, and profoundly sustaining. Through the steadfast reality of her, I began to learn the grammar of a new language: how to care without reservation, how to stay open when every instinct was to board the windows, how to offer attention without the fear that it would lead to my own erasure.
The days that followed unfolded not as a linear progression from grief to healing, but as a series of deliberate, ordinary miracles. Morning light, thick as honey, would spill across the worn, terracotta tiles of the kitchen. My hands, which for months had felt like clumsy, disconnected things, began to move with a new intention. Pouring milk into a blue ceramic bowl, scrambling eggs with a pinch of salt, slicing a peach into perfect, crescent moons---these were not just tasks. They were revolutionary acts when performed with presence. She would sit at the wooden table, her small legs swinging a few inches from the floor, her hair a wild, black flag against the bright window, her eyes---Natalia's eyes---following my every motion with a solemn trust that felt both like a gift and a immense responsibility.
I read to her, my voice, rusty from disuse, gradually finding a rhythm in the cadence of storybooks. I guided her small hand as she learned to form her letters, her brow furrowed in concentration. In teaching her, I was teaching myself how to navigate the world with a new gentleness. Each of these gestures---tying a shoelace, brushing tangles from her hair, wiping a smudge of chocolate from her cheek---became sacred. They were vows, whispered not to any god, but to life itself, a promise to remain tethered to this world of the living.
The shadows did not vanish. They lingered in the corners of the flat, in the sudden, hollow ring of the telephone, in the way a certain scent on the evening breeze could make my heart stutter. I flinched sometimes, haunted by the ghost of Natalia's fiery impatience, her brilliant, sometimes overwhelming intensity. But in those moments, Sofia's small, warm hand would find mine, or she would ask a question about the clouds, or simply lean her weight against my side as we sat on the sofa. It was a tether, a grounding wire to the present. She was teaching me, by sheer embodied example, that love could coexist with grief, that joy was not a betrayal of loss, and that safety was not a pre-existing condition but something you constructed, brick by tender brick, through repeated, careful acts.
Care for her became active, alive. It was not transactional---I do this for you, and you give me solace. It was not performative---a show for an unseen audience to prove I was a good man. It was a daily offering of attention, and it was returned in kind, in the currency of a child's unfiltered world. In her laughter, which was like the sudden shattering of crystal, I heard the possibility of my own joy. In her questions---"Why do we have to be sad if love is so big?"---I found the seeds of a new philosophy. In the quiet gravity of her gaze, I saw that love could be whole, a sphere that could contain both light and shadow. Absence, when honoured, could become a compass pointing toward what truly mattered, rather than a cage locking you in the past.
Our life together became a tapestry woven from these small, luminous threads. A balcony glistening after a sudden summer rain, the scent of wet asphalt and jasmine rising in the steam. The shared silence of a meal, the clink of our utensils against the plates like small, secular prayers. Natalia's lessons, which had once felt like abstract, difficult commandments---*endure, witness, stay*---were now becoming tangible. They were being built into our flesh, our habits, the quiet poetry of our daily routine. They were in the way I now automatically checked the temperature of her bathwater, or the way she saved the crusts of her bread for the pigeons in the park.
Sofia's insight remained her superpower. She could hold grief and joy in the same breath without contradiction. She could forgive her mother for leaving, honour her memory with fierce loyalty, and insist that this absence be held not as a void, but with reverence. Through her, I was learning that love could be a safe country to inhabit. It could be offered without the fear of being consumed, accepted without the defensiveness of one who expects to be hurt, witnessed without the demand for perfection.
The boy I had been---the one who had learned to hide in closets, to interpret silence as a precursor to storm, to flinch at raised laughter---was no longer alone in the dark of my memory. He was being held. By the man I had become, weathered and scarred but still standing. By Natalia's lessons, which were now my own. By Sofia's living, breathing presence. That frightened boy could finally rest. He could learn to trust. He could allow tenderness to touch him without bracing for a blow. And I, the man, could finally hold him, could whisper to that old version of myself, *It's safe now. You can come out.*
Love, I saw, was not in the grand, sweeping gestures of movies and ballads. It was in the sustained attention, the repeated, careful acts. It was presence, endurance, reciprocity. It was the morning light spilling across the floor, the city waking outside our window, the feel of Sofia's small, sticky fingers in mine, the attentive tilt of her head as I read aloud. In that space, grief became translucent, no longer a solid wall but a stained-glass window through which a different light could shine. Memory became guidance, not a prison. Love became a practice, a discipline as real as any meditation or prayer.
Even the most mundane tasks became vessels for this new language of care. Washing the dishes while she stood on a stool beside me, narrating the intricate dramas of her day at school. Folding the laundry together, her small, earnest hands brushing against mine as we matched socks. Walking to the park, counting the pigeons, noticing the particular map of cracks in the pavement, the way the sunlight caught on a spiderweb beaded with rain. Every detail became a word in our shared vocabulary, a way to translate simple attention into a fortress of protection.
I watched her learn to trust the world again, a world that had taken her mother. It was a slow, luminous process, like a plant turning toward the sun. She would place her hand in mine and not pull it away. She began to ask questions that truly mattered, not the rote curiosities of children, but profound inquiries into morality, hope, endings, and beginnings. "Do you think Mami can see the same moon we see?" "Is it okay to be happy today?" "Will you be here when I wake up?" And I answered, sometimes haltingly, sometimes with a voice thick with emotion, but always honestly. I owed her that.
The world beyond our flat continued its indifferent, beautiful, brutal march. Sirens wailed, markets bustled, lovers met and parted on park benches. But inside our fourth-floor sanctuary, we built our own rhythms, our own rituals, our own small certainties. The quiet hum of the refrigerator during breakfast, the measured sound of our footsteps on the wooden floors, the safe harbour of a shared silence that was no longer empty, but full of a quiet understanding.
I let myself breathe. Truly breathe, drawing the air deep into the bottom of my lungs, air that smelled of coffee, of Sofia's strawberry shampoo, of the dusty, sun-warmed scent of our home. I let myself notice the physical world: the solidity of the floor beneath my feet, the specific warmth of her small hand in mine, the rhythm of a life unfolding not dramatically, but quietly, insistently, like a green shoot pushing through cracked concrete.
Here, in this ordinary sanctuary built from grocery lists and bedtimes, from small hands and big questions, I learned what it truly meant to arrive. It was not a triumphant crossing of a finish line, not a performance for a social media gallery, not a state of perfect, pain-free bliss. It was in the simple, stubborn, daily act of being present. Of showing up. Of choosing, again and again, to stay.
The weight of Natalia's absence remained. It would always be a part of the ground I walked on. But now, it was tempered. It coexisted, not with the bleakness I had carried from London, but with the sound of Sofia's laughter, with the warmth of her head resting against my shoulder during a movie, with the way the evening light caught the dust in the air and turned it to gold. Presence, attentiveness, care: these were our roots, steadying us in the soil of this new life.
And in that fragile, luminous certainty, born not of grand revelation but of a thousand small moments, I finally understood the language Sofia had been teaching me all along. It was a grammar of the heart, a syntax of survival.
Love could hold.
Love could hold me.
Love could hold the scared boy inside me.
Love could hold her, her memory, her absence.
And I, having been rebuilt by that same love, could finally hold it all.
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I learned to stay.
 But first, I had to learn how to break.
 Not the cinematic kind—the clean fracture that heals in a montage.
 No.
 The kind that pulverizes. Dust too fine to ever fit back together.
 A ruin. Not a fallen building—the foundation itself, ground to powder.
It’s a slow archaeology of self. You dig through the debris and find fossils of who you were:
 a laugh trapped in an old sweater,
 a leaf of hope pressed between unread pages,
 a shard in the carpet waiting for a bare foot.
Even healing cuts. The scab is part of the wound.
 You’re not rebuilt—just rearranged. A mosaic held together by salt, grief, and refusal to vanish.
 A testament not to wholeness, but to the stubborn will of the fragments.
And so I stayed—long after staying had become its own bleed.
 Quiet, internal, unseen.
 Long after I mistook endurance for virtue, my own suffering for sanctity.
Most days, I could pass for human.
 Water the half-dead plant, send emojis that mimed emotion,
 post proof of life—a coffee cup, a filtered sunset, hieroglyphs for I’m still here.
Three small lies kept the roof from caving in:
 I’m okay.
 I’m functioning.
 I’m here.
Then memory moved.
 A Tuesday sunset over Barcelona—the sky split orange against deepening blue.
 And silence grew teeth.
 It chewed through the drywall of my composure until all that was left was his laugh, his hand at my back—warmth disguised as ownership.
They returned not as nostalgia, but as razors. Not reminders of love, but punishments for remembering it.
And then, always, the song.
 Yebba’s Heartbreak.
The night I bled that song into the air like confession—my heart laid bare between us, pulsing, human, stupid.
 His reply: a white heart emoji.
 Cold. Bloodless. A punctuation mark where I had written a universe.
 That tiny glyph lodged under my ribs for months—a minimalist monument to indifference.
 My grand opera answered with a text message.
This is how I love:
 I step off the cliff. No harness. No plan.
 A fool planting flowers in a burn zone, believing the planting itself is holy—that love lives in the bent knee, not the bloom.
Natalia taught me that.
 Not through words, but through absence.
 She left mid-sentence—“And then he said…”—and the line still hangs there, years later.
 No closure, just air. Just silence that hums like a held note.
After her, I learned to breathe with one lung.
 Every heartbreak since has been a dialect of that same silence.
I thought my scars were maps, that someone could trace them home.
 Instead, they led only to other wanderers—
 people mistaking my depth for a well to drink from.
 They drew constellations on my wounds and left when my stars didn’t align with theirs.
Love doesn’t save you.
 It burns.
 Sometimes gently—an ember’s warmth.
 Mostly like wildfire, consuming the oxygen until you’re gasping in the smoke of what you used to be.
 Ash isn’t rebirth when it’s still hot. It’s just hurt.

Then came him—the gallery boy.
 After the stabbing. After my body felt borrowed, my skin foreign.
 He seemed a soft place to land.
 He wasn’t.
He curated his own chaos—“Damage, circa My Childhood.”
 He wore trauma like cologne; you either recognized the scent or you didn’t.
 I did. It smelled like home.
 I mistook his silence for depth, his stillness for wisdom.
 Our first kiss drew blood—a warning I ignored. I was thirsty, and he was the only water in sight.
I learned the song of his floorboards.
 Poured drinks without sound.
 Closed doors like a ghost.
 I became invisible to keep the peace.
He drowned my plant in whiskey.
 “Nothing deserves to thrive,” he said, and didn’t look at me.
 I watered it anyway—a futile baptism.
 By morning, the soil smelled like rot. Hope had drowned at the root.
He marked my poems with red pen:
 Love. Soul. Ache.
 “Sentiment undermines the form,” he said, handing back my heart edited for concision.
 He called me “beautifully unoriginal.”
 Pain as cliché. Suffering as a rerun.
 And I believed him—briefly—until I saw what he’d made of his own heart: a spreadsheet.
He left it open on his laptop. Emotional_Ledger.xlsx.
 My name a column.
 Listened to trauma: 45 min.
 Provided affirmations: 12 instances.
 De-escalated panic: 1.5 hrs.
 Love, quantified.
 Care, itemized.
 I was a line item—an expense written off as nothing owed.
Then his brother died.
 Grief turned him sharp.
 I fed him calm, soup, silence, my own stability.
 Until I was empty.
 One morning, I dropped a plate. It shattered, and I screamed—a sound I didn’t know I could make.
After that, I didn’t recognize the face in the mirror: a caretaker consumed by his charge.
 I stayed past love, past reason.
 Believing endurance was redemption.
 It wasn’t.
 It was self-erasure.
The cruelest truth wasn’t that he left.
 It was that I stayed.

But I’m not a ghost.
 Ghosts don’t bleed.
 Ghosts don’t write.
 Ghosts don’t claw meaning from ruin.
I refused to be the pain itself. I made it speak.
I still carry Natalia—not as absence, but as architecture.
 Her silence built the frame. My survival fills it.
 I still offer flowers to burnt ground.
 It’s not hope; it’s defiance.
 Creation and destruction—same gesture, different lighting.
There are mornings now when I don’t catalog losses.
 Light hits the wall—it’s just light.
 The kettle whistles—it’s just steam.
 Ordinary things return, not as metaphors, but as mercy. That, too, is holy.
Healing isn’t crescendo. It’s repetition.
 Folding a towel. Paying rent. Washing sheets.
 Existing with no applause.
 No one’s watching. That’s the point.
My neighbor tends her roses every morning.
 No audience. No reward. Just devotion.
 That’s the goal—to love what lives, not for how it loves you back.
Yebba still hums in the dark sometimes.
 But the song is mine again.
 A lullaby for the boy who offered dandelions to a cruel world,
 and for the man who finally stopped mistaking loyalty for self-sacrifice.
No more ledgers. No more debts.
 I owe only breath to myself.
Still humming.
 Still breaking open, not apart.
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The Museum Of What Never Was

I am the curator of a private institution, a palace of echoes built behind my ribs. The Museum of What Never Was opens its silent doors each night when the city sleeps. Tonight, I walk its marble halls not as a visitor but as its chief custodian—a ghost among better-dressed ghosts.
Gallery 1: The Professional Suites smells of lemon polish and surrendered ambition. Here, behind glass polished to an impossible shine, stand the men I might have been.
Exhibit 1A: The Barcelona Interview, Age 28. The ghost wears the navy suit I almost bought. The one the tailor measured me for—his hands cool and efficient, tape snaking around my shoulders. “For important meetings, yes?” he’d said. I remember staring at my reflection in the shop's three-way mirror, a stranger staring back. The fabric was Italian wool, expensive enough to hurt. It would have hidden everything: the tremor in my hands, the way I never quite fill out my own skin.
The plaque reads: Version Who Took the Corporate Job. Would have earned €85,000 by now. Would own an apartment in Eixample. Would be married to Clara from accounting.
He looks at me, this polished ghost. “You’d be safe,” he whispers. “They would have stopped asking questions.”
I touch the glass. Cold. “But who would I have been answering?”
Exhibit 1B: The London Office. Here's the version that stayed in England. He holds a faded Oyster card and a corporate ID badge. His accent has been sanded smooth—less Catalan rhythm, more Thames neutrality. His display case contains a tube ticket from Piccadilly Circus, a photo with colleagues I don't recognize, all wearing the same strained smile, and a resignation letter he never sent.
Chose stability over authenticity. Learned to drink tea at precisely 3 PM. Never told his parents about Mark.
This version doesn’t accuse me. He just looks tired. “It was easier this way,” he says. “No one looked at me twice.”
I move to Gallery 2: The Romantic Wing, where the air changes—thick with the scent of perfume and regret.
Exhibit 2A: Elena's Fiancé. This one hurts the most. He’s standing in a half-constructed kitchen, holding a blueprint. Elena smiles from a photo on the counter. She wanted children. A house in the suburbs. Normalcy. The artifacts: an engagement ring receipt (returned), a set of house keys that never fit any lock, the last text I never sent: “I can't do this.”
He looks happy. Genuinely happy. And that’s the cruelest part.
“I loved her,” he tells me, defensive.
 “I know,” I say. “But you would have loved being invisible more.”
Exhibit 2B: The Paris Escape. The ghost is in a café, hands wrapped around a steaming mug, staring out at cobblestones wet from rain. He speaks a language he only half understands. He has chosen passion without safety, art without guarantee. The display contains postcards never sent, paintings sketched in margins, and a diary whose spine is cracked from overuse. He looks tired, but alive.
“Risk is a vocabulary,” he murmurs. “I am still learning the words.”
Gallery 3: The Family Man is dustier, the ghosts quieter here.
Exhibit 3A: Sunday Dinner. The version that visits his parents every week. He brings wine, discusses football, laughs at his father's jokes. He has learned the art of selective hearing. On display: a football jersey (FC Barcelona, of course), a photo album with all the right pictures, the silence he swallows like daily medicine.
He looks at me with pity. “They died proud,” he says. “Wasn't that worth something?”
I have no answer that wouldn’t break us both.
Exhibit 3B: The Wedding Guest. The version who attended every obligation without complaint, smiling while wishing to vanish. Invitations stacked neatly, handwritten thank-you notes never sent, the faint scent of perfume pressed into napkins. This ghost whispers, “I did what was expected.” I touch the glass. Cold. “And were you?” I ask.
He doesn’t answer. He only exists in perfect execution.
Then comes The Dark Corridor. I rarely come here. The air smells of antiseptic and fear.
Exhibit D: The Seventh Floor. The version that said yes. He sits on a narrow bed, hands folded too perfectly. His eyes are empty. No plaque. No artifacts. Just the faint sound of someone counting—one, two, three—waiting for thunder that never comes. He doesn’t speak. He just breathes in that measured way they taught him. In, out. As if breathing itself could be wrong.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper.
 He doesn’t hear me. He’s still counting.
Exhibit D2: The Unseen Promise. The version that committed to paths without exits. A wall covered in calendars, each day marked meticulously. Meetings attended, meals shared, confessions unspoken. The ghost tilts his head, acknowledging my presence. “I did what I promised,” he says. “To someone. To someone else. But never to you.”
I step back. This hall tastes of dust and lost time.
Tonight, something different happens. A sound from outside—real, not remembered. A child crying. I follow the noise to the museum steps. A girl, maybe seven, waging war on her shoelaces. Bunny ears collapsing, loops failing. Her mother hovers, exasperated.
“For heaven’s sake, Sarah, let me do it.”
 “No,” the girl insists. “I can do it.”
Before I think, I’m kneeling on cold stone. She looks up—serious, daring me to help.
“It’s a tricky knot,” I say.
 She nods. I don’t touch the laces. I show her: “Make the tree first. The bunny runs around. Watch—he pops right through.”
She mimics the movement. Loop, wrap, pull. It holds. Triumph breaks across her face—a sunrise.
I stand. The mother stares, gratitude and bewilderment mingling. I walk away without looking back.
Inside, the museum feels different. The ghosts are still there, but they’ve lost their power. They gather in the grand hall—the polished suit ghost, the London ghost, the family ghost, even the counter from the dark corridor. Their voices overlap in a dizzying fugue:
“You could have been respected.”
 “You could have been safe.”
 “You could have made them proud.”
 “You could have been normal.”
I walk to the center where they crowd around me. My voice, when it comes, surprises me with its steadiness.
“Enough.”
The word echoes through the marble halls. The ghosts fall silent.
“I’m not here to be respectable. Or safe. Or proud. Or normal.”
I look at each version in turn—not with anger, but with something like gratitude.
“You taught me what not to become. That was your purpose. Now rest.”
As I turn toward the exit, Natalia appears beside me—not the girl who laughed in sunlit kitchens, but the luminous version grief invented. She pauses before the polished suit ghost and shakes her head.
“You could have been tolerated,” she says.
 “But would I have remembered to live?” Her mouth curls. “No.”
Approval pretends to be comfort. But it tugs, and you only notice the leash when you try to run.
The morning light through the high windows feels different. Warmer. The museum will always be here. I’ll still visit. But I am no longer the curator—I’m just a man who sometimes comes to remember why he chose the messy, complicated, beautiful life waiting outside.
The truest museum isn’t of what never was, but of what endures. And right now, that’s me—walking out into the Barcelona morning, my imperfect shoes untied, my heart beating its own rhythm, finally free.
I breathe in the city, smelling the salt from the harbor, the sweetness of roasted chestnuts from the streets, the distant echo of a trumpet struggling bravely against the morning traffic. The world moves in orchestrated chaos, and I move within it, unpolished, unmeasured, utterly myself.
Freedom tastes like air through the lungs, sunlight on my shoulders, and the soft friction of shoelaces tied by my own hands. I step forward, and the museum waits behind me, its silent doors closed but never locked. Its ghosts watch, finally still, content to let the man who lives rather than the man who could have been take his rightful place in the world.
The Museum of What Never Was will always exist. But so will I—untamed, messy, imperfect, and gloriously alive.
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The final box was taped shut. It wasn’t cardboard; it was psychic, woven from will and weariness. The contents? A decade of resentments. A library of slights. A gallery of ghosts. I labeled it with a single, silent word: Done.
I forgive them all.
The declaration did not require a kneel. It did not need a whisper to a higher power. It was a secular sacrament, administered by my own hand.
I stood in the middle of the living room, anchorless and absolute. The afternoon sun, low and generous, hit the floating dust motes, turning each one into a fleck of suspended gold. The room itself had been waiting for this, holding its breath for the moment the air would clear. I forgave them not as a holy act, but as a practical one—like discarding a pair of beautiful, torturous heels that had pinched for years. A click of release. The sweet relief of space replacing the dull ache of nostalgia.
I finally understood: holding a grudge is a form of hoarding. Emotional hoarders live in houses choked with the furniture of other people’s failures, tripping over the ghosts of every wound. I am done with that. The attic of my chest is empty, swept clean. The windows are thrown open. The shadows that remain are my own, and they move freely now, no longer trapped by the clutter.
I paused. The floorboard creaked its agreement. The radiator hummed a low, steady note. Beyond the window, Barcelona exhaled its diesel-and-orange-blossom breath. The silence was no longer an absence, but a canvas. The memories were still there, but they had been stripped of their grief, becoming neutral facts. Stories in a book I had finally finished reading.
Later, I went for a walk. Not through the city, but inside myself.
Try it someday. Wear comfortable shoes and wander the metropolis of your own being.
You’ll find skyscrapers of unmade choices scraping a sky of perpetual what ifs. You’ll walk on cobblestones of regret, each one hardened by time into a monument you can’t dislodge. And there, on the familiar corner of Almost Avenue and If Only Street, you’ll find them: the boy with the polite mask, the one who learned to smile when he meant to scream. He is forever arguing with his spectral twin—the soft, quiet, London version of me, the one who thought survival meant assimilation.
They waltz a slow, tragic dance over the grave of possibility, each step a silent accusation. You were too loud. You were too quiet. You were too much. You were not enough.
I used to feel compelled to break them up, to play referee in a fight neither could win. Now, I simply watch. I lean against a lamppost of hard-won indifference, arms crossed. Witnessing, I have learned, is its own form of resolution. It is enough.
“You could have done it all differently, you know.”
The voice came from a park bench built of salvaged dignity. I knew who it was without looking. Natalia. The five-star general of a battlefield she never asked to own. Her presence was always a paradox—sharp enough to draw blood, warm enough to stanch the flow. A blade and a hug, simultaneously.
I didn’t look at her. My eyes stayed on the pathetic, beautiful dance of my former selves.
 “And died of boredom?”
 “Exactly,” she said, a smirk in her voice. “You survived not in spite of the mess, but because of it. You chose the brambles over the paved path. Messy. Brilliant. Human.”
A neon sign above us, advertising a long-closed dream, flickered a persistent, electric pink.
Then, another voice cut through the psychic atmosphere, raspy and glittering, wielding a punchline like a scalpel. “Life is the world’s ugliest, most repetitive joke. Stop crying about the punchline and for God’s sake, wear the crown.”
Joan Rivers. A ghost I’d invited in myself.
I smirked. She was, of course, right.
I understood then that forgiveness isn’t a ceremony. It’s surgery on the soul. You have to scrub in, take the knife, and cut away the dead weight—the necrotic tissue of old betrayals, the malignant growths of nurtured anger. Then, you stitch yourself back up with a thread of your own choosing. Gold, perhaps. Or something stronger.
I walked on, turning down an alley of memory, its walls plastered with fading heartbreak posters: First Love’s Fairytale! The Second Betrayal Tour! Friendships That Fizzled: A Limited Engagement! Every torn edge whispered the same command: remember.
I didn’t look away. I ran my fingers along the papery edges, feeling the tiny, familiar brands of pain. I let them breathe. I let them exist as part of the city’s architecture without letting them dictate the traffic of my present. They were landmarks, not residences.
A hum started in my bones. A vibration that had nothing to do with the city’s tram lines. My blood was whispering in a Morse code only I could understand, a message tapped out on the inside of my veins: You are here. You are here. You are here.
This body is not a temple—too many broken statues for that. It is not a battlefield—the war is over. It is the control room. The engine. The central command for this one, wild life. And it is mine. Every tremor. Every pulse. Every laugh wrestled from the dark—it is all mine.
And from the jukebox of my soul, a new anthem kicked in. Britney Spears, fierce and autotuned for armor, belted out the truth: You gotta work, bitch.
Not the grind for external validation. The work of showing up. The work of fully inhabiting the flawed, magnificent, ongoing creation that is you.
I walked the hall of mirrors, smiling at each fractured reflection. The polished ghost, the London performer, the heartbroken boy—they all stared back. But only one reflection mattered now: the one whose eyes held a steady, unapologetic fire. The one who refuses to apologize for the space he takes up. For the sound he makes. For simply existing.
I stepped out of the alley and into my city’s central square, bathed in the light of a self I no longer fought. Every memory, every shard of glass from a thousand breakages, became a prism. A dance floor.
And I danced. I twirled barefoot on the broken glass of the past. The pain bit my soles, a sharp, clarifying music. My spine arched in a perfect curve of tension and relief. Each step was a fusion of agony and delight. Every insult, every abandonment, every spectacular failure was swept up into the motion, transformed into part of the rhythm.
I forgave them. Him. Her. Myself.
And then, I stopped. The music faded into the wind. The rain began to kiss the pavement. The city’s endless, indifferent hum.
In the glassy, black eye of a pigeon pecking at crumbs, I saw my reflection—a tiny, distorted figure. A witness. Not a victor in triumph, not a saint in perfection.
Just this: my body. My pulse. My space.
I forgive them all. Not for them. For me. It is the final box taped shut and carried to the curb. Inside: my father’s silence. My mother’s performative grief. The banker’s clinical gaze. The gallery boy’s cruel laugh. The London suits that never fit.
I do not invite them in for tea. I do not offer them a chair. I simply look at the box, label it DONE, and leave it for collection. The space it leaves in my chest is not hollow; it is a clean, empty room where the light finally reaches the corners. This is not grace. This is architecture. I have been building a home for myself, and there is no room here for their ghosts. Forgiveness is the final eviction notice.
I am here.
 I breathe.
 I step forward.
And a final voice cut through the silence, dripping with diamond-grade certainty, putting a perfect, gilded period on the whole affair.
“Knock me down, I get the fuck back up. Period.”
Cardi B was right.
 Period-t.
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I discovered amusement like a hidden muscle. A part of my anatomy I never knew was there, atrophied from disuse. Not the laughter that hides fear, or the smile that pleads for acceptance. This was different. This was the laughter that defies gravity.
It started on a Tuesday. A Tuesday like any other, which is precisely why it had to be demolished.
I was walking past a boutique in El Born, a place I normally skirted with the respectful aversion of a peasant passing a cathedral. But that day, a slash of color in the window hooked me by the retina. A leather bomber jacket, the exact shade of midnight after a storm, with sleeves lined in orange silk so bright it could shock a crow. It was absurd. It was obscenely expensive. It was perfect.
I bought it. Not for an occasion, not for approval—not for anyone. I bought it for me. The transaction felt less like a purchase and more like claiming a piece of the sky, folding it into my own body armor.
I didn’t save it. I wore it immediately, strolling into a café I’d passed a thousand times without notice. The barista, a young man with a permanent look of mild exhaustion, froze mid-pour. His eyes tracked the jacket like it was alive. He smiled—not the polite, mechanical smile people give strangers—but a real, startled one, like he had just glimpsed something impossible.
“Para qué tanta valentía?” he asked, his voice soft with curiosity.
 “For me,” I said.
The words hovered between us, revolutionary in their simplicity. For me. Not for a job, not for a lover, not to impress the world. Just for me. A declaration that I existed first for myself, before anyone else.
That was the spark.
I began to curate my days for my own amusement. This was not the performance of ‘Normal’ for London, all sharp suits and muted edges. Nor the performance of ‘Broken’ for my family, a curated exhibition of damage. This was the performance of Jordi—unapologetic, absurd, and entirely for myself.
My apartment became a stage. I blasted David Bowie at impossible volumes and performed ridiculous, improvised dances, arms flailing like I was commanding a fleet of invisible battleships. I twirled with the broom, bowed to the empty walls, and saluted the fridge. The ghost of Natalia, ever the critic, clapped from the wings, and I imagined her laughter like a baton conducting the chaos.
At a dreadfully dull work event, a colleague asked about my weekend. The old me would have mumbled laundry and a quiet walk. The new me, curator of amusement, looked him straight in the eye and said, “Oh, you know. Helped a Benedictine monk retrieve a stolen goat from a surrealist painter in Girona. The goat was… stubborn.”
His expression cracked. The mental gears ground audibly. He didn’t know whether to laugh or retreat. The promotion, I assumed, was now his. But I had already won something better: the private, indelible joy of confounding him.
I left small, absurd gifts for strangers—a single, overripe tangerine tied to a bench with a note reading, Claim your citrus destiny. I started greeting pigeons in the plaza with the solemnity of a diplomat, tipping my hat like a knight in a forgotten play. I wore socks that refused to match on days I had meetings, a subtle rebellion that existed only between me and my shoes.
Amusement, I discovered, is rebellion in the mundane. It is laughing when the world expects a frown, defying gravity in the face of weight. It is the conscious decision to paint a mustache on the Mona Lisa of your sorrow, to dance when the universe demands decorum.
The city is a gallery, and I became its prankster curator. The architecture of grief still towered, but I tagged it with color and absurdity. I was no longer merely a tenant, cowering in shadow—I was a saboteur, leaving neon footprints across its walls.
And yet, somewhere beneath the laughter, beneath the absurdity, something else waited. A quieter, heavier rhythm. A memory that refused to be amused away. London still lived in the back of my throat: cold windows, broken heaters, the sweater folded into silence. I thought the silence would swallow me. But Barcelona pressed in: rain, exhaust, neon lights bouncing off wet cobblestones. I let it. I let it all in, let amusement be a rebellion against invisibility—but now, even rebellion could not disguise the pulse of gravity.
Oh Natalia,
 I carry you everywhere.
 Not as a ghost, not as a saint.
 I carry you the way a scar carries heat after healing—not pain, but the echo of it.
 I carry you in the lungs that are finally tired of breathing.
 In the knees that learned to kneel, and have no need to stand again.
 In the hands that remember how much nothing can weigh, and are ready to release it.
I am awake. For the last time here.
 The city presses its pulse into me from a great distance — rain, garlic, the faint smear of headlights far below.
 Everything insists on being real.
 I don’t resist it anymore.
 I let the noise come in. I let it go.
I made it here.
 To this ledge. This margin.
 Not gloriously. Not healed.
 Just here.
Survival isn’t some anthem.
 It was the small, unmusical act of staying.
 But staying has its final measure.
 Staying when no one notices, until you become the absence no one notices.
 Staying when even your own reflection looks away, forever.
 Staying when memory finally tears open your ribs and decides to stay in your place.
I have stayed.
 Now, I go.
The boy I was still lives in the dark corridors of my ribs — small, listening for danger.
 I don’t silence him anymore.
 I sit beside him.
 He trembles. I hum. This is the deal.
He remembers every slammed door. Every name that was supposed to mean love but didn’t.
 And I — the man — take his hand. I don’t promise peace. I promise an end to the war.
Because that’s all I’ve ever learned:
 To remain.
 And now, to let go.
I am not whole, but I am continuous, to the very edge.
 A cracked vessel, emptying itself.
 A body that learned to bear weight, and is now learning the physics of release.
I carry Natalia’s laugh. I will give it back to the air.
 My mother’s clumsy tenderness. I will return it to the wind.
 The letters I never sent. The poems no one read.
 The meals cooked for ghosts. The shirts folded for no one.
 I have carried everything, and I have not collapsed.
 But I am setting it down.
I am awake when it hurts.
 I am awake when it hums.
 I am awake for this final, un-wished-for waking.
Every step through this city was an act of possession.
 This last one is an act of divestment.
 The slick pavement, the breath of exhaust, the off-key music — I claimed them.
 Now I un-claim them.
 I let them fill the empty places I will no longer occupy.
The sweater has lost its scent.
 The rain smells of metal and nothing.
 There’s no revelation in that. Just time, running out.
I am not healed. I was healing.
 Healing is repetition.
 Folding a towel. Answering a message. Choosing to eat. Choosing to stay.
 I have chosen, for the last time.
The boy still flinches at raised voices,
 but now there’s a man who kneels, whispers, I’ve got us. I’ll end it.
 That’s enough.
 They coexist. Uneasily.
 This is the only peace that will ever be.
I am not redeemed. I am not better.
 I am just — here.
 A pulse refusing to forget itself, until it does.
I walk to the edge without apology.
 Unshielded. Visible.
 Still breathing. For now.
I carry grief. I carry joy.
 Both weigh the same now.
 Both are proof that I existed.
I don’t summon the dead.
 They’re already here — settled inside the language of my body, patient, unstartling.
 I am not haunted. I am inherited.
 And I am leaving the entire estate to the void.
I have stayed.
 With my breath. With my weight. With my name.
 Now, I relinquish.
Because sometimes survival is standing still in a burning room,
 and realizing you are the fire,
 and the only way to save the walls is to step fully into it.
I exhale.
 The city exhales back — a mirror breath I will not take again.
 Lights flicker on wet glass far below.
 Somewhere, laughter breaks — rough, human, real, and entirely for others.
There’s a silence that follows,
 a waiting, a held breath before everything ends.
I lean forward, whisper into it — not a prayer, not a plea, just the smallest, final confession:
B.O.O.
The city doesn’t answer.
 Only the night folds, softly, like a curtain.
For a moment, there is only air,
 and the weight of all I carried pressing free.
And then —
 a single step into everything.
He didn’t jump. It was an ego death.
The body did not fall. The performance did.
 The clown, the ghost, the boy pleading for a curtain call—they fell.
 The man, finally continuous, simply… continued.
 A final, quiet step into a self that needed no stage.
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Silence arrives first.
Not the emptiness that follows a scream,
but the quiet that has always lived behind sound—
ancient, patient, indifferent to time.

It coils around me before I move,
a presence waiting for notice,
for me to step inside it,
to finally exhale the weight of a thousand days.

The city stretches below, dim and distant,
its pulse a slow, reluctant echo against the bones of my chest.
Rain glints on glass—
mirrors for skies that will not answer.
Headlights smear like ghosts in fog.
Garlic, exhaust, wet asphalt—
everything insists on being real.

I do not resist it anymore.
I let the noise in.
I let it go.

London still lives somewhere in the back of my throat:
the cold window I pressed my face against,
the heater that never quite worked,
the sweater folded into silence and dust.

I thought the silence would eat me.
It did not.
It will.

I have made it here—
to this ledge.
This margin.
Not gloriously.
Not healed.
Just here.

Survival is not an anthem.
It is the unmusical act of remaining.
Remaining when no one notices,
until you become the absence no one notices.
Remaining when even your reflection looks away.
Remaining when memory tears open your ribs and chooses to stay.

I have stayed.
Now, I go.

The boy I was still listens in the dark corridors of my ribs—
small, alert, shaking.
I sit beside him.
I hum.
This is the deal.

He remembers every slammed door,
every name that failed to mean love.
I—the man—take his hand.
I do not promise peace.
I promise an end to the war.

Because that is all I ever learned:
to remain.
And now—
to let go.

I am not whole.
I am continuous, to the very edge.
A cracked vessel emptying itself.
A body that learned to bear weight
now learning the physics of release.

I carry Sofia’s laugh.
I give it back to the air.
My mother’s clumsy tenderness—
I return it to the wind.
The letters I never sent.
The poems no one read.
Meals cooked for ghosts.
Shirts folded for no one.

I have carried everything,
and I have not collapsed.
But I am setting it down.

I am awake when it hurts.
I am awake when it hums.
I am awake for this final, un-wished-for waking.

Every step through this city was an act of possession.
This last one—an act of divestment.
The pavement slick with rain,
the exhaust-breath of the city,
the off-key music spilling from bars—
I claimed them.

Now, I release them.
They fill the spaces I will no longer occupy.

The sweater has lost her scent.
The rain smells of metal and nothing.
There is no revelation in that—
only time running out.

I am not healed.
I was healing.
Healing is repetition.
Folding a towel.
Answering a message.
Choosing to eat.
Choosing to stay.
Choosing—
for the last time.

The boy flinches at raised voices.
The man kneels.
“I’ve got us. I’ll end it.”
That is enough.
They coexist, uneasily.
This is the only peace that will ever be.

I am not redeemed.
I am not better.
I am just—here.
A pulse refusing to forget itself,
until it does.

I walk to the edge without apology.
Unshielded.
Visible.
Still breathing.
For now.

I carry grief.
I carry joy.
Both weigh the same now.
Both are proof I existed.

I do not summon the dead.
They are already here—
settled inside the language of my body.
I am not haunted.
I am inherited.
And I am leaving the entire estate to the void.

I have stayed—
with my breath,
with my weight,
with my name.
Now, I relinquish.

Because sometimes survival is standing still in a burning room
and realizing you are the fire—
and the only way to save the walls
is to step fully into it.

I exhale.
The city exhales back.
Lights flicker on wet glass far below.
Somewhere, laughter breaks—
rough, human, real, entirely for others.

There is a silence that follows,
a waiting,
a held breath before everything ends.

I lean forward, whisper into it—
not a prayer, not a plea,
just the smallest, final confession:

B.O.O.

The city does not answer.
Only the night folds, softly,
like a curtain.

For a moment, there is only air,
and the weight of all I carried pressing free.
And then—
a single step into everything.

I do not fall.
I do not rise.
I move into the space I have carried my whole life.

The boy, the man,
the red nose, the bruised knees,
the hands that know release—
they uncoil inside me
like smoke from a candle I never wanted lit.

Sofia’s laugh spirals upward.
My mother’s tenderness drifts with the wind.
Letters, meals, poems—
finally weightless.

I find myself in a horizon without edges.
Light spills from everywhere and nowhere.
I am lost and found,
echo and thing echoing,
all at once.

A whisper curls through the air.
Boo.
It carries the shape of a promise—
or the shape of me, finally unmasked.

I see her. Natalia.
Not as she was,
but as she has always been—
a presence that lifts me upright without hands.

“You carried me,” she says.
Or perhaps I think it.
“Now let me carry you.”

I close my eyes.
Light thickens, liquid, infinite.
Heartbeat stretches like a drum fading into forever.

I move toward the shimmer ahead—
door, mirror, wound in the world—it doesn’t matter.
Each step dissolves,
logical, inevitable.

Guilt, joy, hunger to be seen—
all drift away,
as if they were never mine.

Here, contradiction is law.
I am both gone and present.
All masks dissolve into glow.

“You never had to haunt anyone,” Natalia whispers.
“You just had to stay.”

I understand.
The ghost and the house were one.
The clown, the man, the performance—
all can die.

And in that death, I am born again.

Another version of me steps forward.
Tired. Peaceful. Reconciled.
We nod.
We overlap.
For one infinite heartbeat—seamless.

Then silence again.
But warmer now,
as if it remembers my name.

I exhale:
Boo.
The sound ripples through the light, expanding outward—
soft, endless, a wave.
It touches places I’ll never know.
A final pulse saying:
I was here.

If this is death, it is gentle.
If life, infinite.
If dream, let it last.

The world folds once more—
neatly,
like a letter closing.

Somewhere, far below,
a window hums with refrigerator light.
The city watches.

I am the breath between.
Becoming less.
Becoming more.
Weightless. Transparent. True.

A child’s laugh drifts through the quiet.
Then another.
Then another.

Each one a bell tolling through everything.
Then silence—
softer than sleep.

This is not goodbye.
It is unburdening.

The body steps aside.
The spirit inhales.

Everything that ever hurt,
everything that ever loved,
becomes a single, sustained note
in the same eternal chord.

I do not fall.
I do not rise.
I simply continue—
quietly, completely,
woven back into the fabric of all that is.

And if someone, someday,
feels the air shift for no reason
and wonders why—
it is only me,
saying it one last time:

Boo.

The mask, now translucent as memory, dissolves.
No stage.
No audience.
Only breath.
Only pulse.
Solid ground.

I reach up once more—
the ghost of the red nose beneath my fingers—
and let my hand fall.

The clown has taken his final bow.
The man has come home.

The city exhales again.
And I—
finally, irrevocably—
stay.













The boy blinks from the shadows, small and tremulous, and smiles.
 “You stayed,” he whispers—a thread of sound through the quiet.
Natalia’s warmth folds around him, unspoken: all the weight, all the fear, finally carried. The faint snap of tarot cards echoes somewhere beneath the memory, precise as the rhythm of their survival. Light trembles where their shadows meet.
A trace of rouge lingers at the corner of his mind, a ghost of Pierrot, a reminder of laughter painted on, of performances rehearsed in rooms now silent. The faint scent of garlic and old paper hangs between them, a reminder of kitchens and books that once held him together.
Breath mixes with the coolness of dawn, fragile as smoke curling from candles long extinguished. Every exhalation is an acknowledgment, every pause a monument: they exist, still, here, now.
And somewhere between breath and morning, they know—
 home was never a place.
 It was this:
 the stillness after survival.
 The quiet that follows storms, not empty, but full.
 Full of having been broken, full of having endured, full of finally being seen.
The boy nods. Natalia nods. Shadows and light fold together like the careful architecture of memory, precise, unyielding, alive.





This book is for you, Natalia.



