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“To be chosen is its own kind of vertigo.”

— Lover B
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HOW WE FIRST FELT SAFE

THE WITHHOLDER

“The body knows before the mind admits it.”

––––––––
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⸻

I NOTICED HER ON A Thursday, which felt like the wrong day for something to begin. Thursdays are administrative days for me, the day I return emails I've been postponing; the day I reorganize what the week has already undone. I was not looking for anything on that Thursday. I was carrying coffee in a paper cup and standing near the window of the office where we both happened to work, though we had never shared more than the peripheral awareness of each other that coworkers maintain out of professional courtesy.

She was talking to someone across the room. I was not listening to the conversation. I was watching the way she held her phone, loosely, in her left hand, like a thing she trusted not to fall. It was such a small observation. I filed it away without meaning to.

⸻

Inventory

She holds her coffee cup at the bottom,

not the handle.

Her laugh arrives before she decides to let it.

She uses the word "actually" when she means

what she says.

I have been collecting these things

the way a person prepares

for a winter they haven't announced yet.

Parallel Lines

We have been working in the same building

for fourteen months.

I know this because I checked.

Not obsessively.

The way you'd verify a fact

that you suspect is relevant

but aren't ready to name why.

Fourteen months of corridors

where we chose different directions,

which means we were choosing

without knowing we were choosing.

⸻

The first time we spoke, she asked me which conference room was double-booked on Fridays. I told her. She thanked me without lingering, and I returned to my desk thinking: she doesn't need anything from me, and I found that quietly appealing.

Most people want something. Information. Approval. The reassurance that they are interesting. She had walked away before I could offer any of these things, which meant she wasn't asking for them.

I began noticing the pattern of her presence, not in the way someone obsesses, but the way a person maps a familiar route. She arrived before nine. She ate lunch at her desk twice a week, near the window. She laughed at things that were actually funny and not at things that were just expected to be. These are small coordinates. They do not explain anything. But I started collecting them without deciding to.

⸻

The Conference Room at 2 PM

She explained the problem.

I explained the solution.

Then neither of us moved.

Outside, the afternoon was moving through its ordinary business.

Inside, the fluorescent light buzzed its small indifferent note.

I thought: I should return to my desk.

I did not return to my desk.

Something was being decided here

by everything except our decisions.

What Safety Looks Like from the Outside

Not the absence of edge.

Not softness performed for an audience.

More like:

the way she named what she didn't know

without cataloguing it as failure.

I grew up in a house where not-knowing

was something you kept behind the good furniture.

Where you waited until you were certain

before you let a thing be real.

She said: I've never learned to swim.

And the ceiling didn't fall.

And something in me began

very slowly

to reconsider the ceiling.

⸻

The second conversation lasted eleven minutes. I know because I was watching the clock when it started, not because I was impatient, but because I had a call scheduled at two-thirty and I am particular about preparation time.

She had a question about a project overlap. I had the answer. But the conversation continued past the question, and this is what I found myself thinking about afterward: not what was said, but the fact that neither of us moved toward the door.

She had a way of making silence feel like punctuation rather than failure. When I paused to think, she waited. She didn't fill the space with noise. I have been talking to people my whole life who fill the space with noise. I didn't know what to do with the alternative.

I finished the call at three. I was six minutes late and I didn't mind.

⸻

Guarded Hope (I)

The careful ones know how to wait.

We have learned to audit feeling

before releasing it.

This is not coldness.

This is what happens when you've been warm

in the wrong places

and have the weather to prove it.

I am not closed.

I am simply particular

about which doors I leave open

and for how long.

Guarded Hope (II)

I let myself think about it

once, briefly, on a Tuesday evening.

Just to see how it felt

to think about it.

It felt like standing at the edge of a room

with good light

and not going in yet —

not because of fear exactly,

but because some thresholds

deserve a pause.

⸻

I don't believe in instant certainty. I have watched people fall immediately into things and confuse velocity for depth. What I felt in those early weeks wasn't a fall. It was more like the gradual recalibration of a room's temperature, not dramatic, but eventually undeniable.

She mentioned, once, that she'd grown up near the coast but had never learned to swim. She said this without embarrassment. I had learned to swim early, had been taught that competence was the minimum expectation, that gaps in skill were gaps in character. I thought about the ease with which she had named her limitation, and I kept thinking about it for days after without understanding why.

I was not falling. I was leaning, slightly, in a direction I hadn't previously considered.

⸻

On Vulnerability

I have constructed this careful architecture,

each room sealed against unnecessary loss,

each window placed for light, not aperture,

each door a thing that opens at a cost.

You think I am not soft. You're partly right.

I've learned that softness used without intent

invites the kind of cold that follows night

when warmth is given freely and then spent.

But here: the way you sat without performance,

the way you named your gap and didn't shrink.

I felt it, some departure from my dormancy,

the small unlocking sound of a missing link.

I will not call this love. Too large a word

for something still too quiet to be heard.

Thursday Ritual

Thursdays I reorganize.

File the week's loose ends.

Make the calendar sensible again.

This Thursday I reorganized twice

and still couldn't account for

the eleven minutes I lost

to a conversation about

a scheduling conflict

that resolved itself.

Some inefficiencies

are not inefficiencies.

Some, you schedule in.

⸻

By the fourth week, I had begun adjusting my coffee schedule so that we might occupy the kitchen at the same time. I noticed this behavior in myself and evaluated it with some detachment. It was calculated. It was also, I recognized, the most optimistic thing I had done in at least two years.

We talked about: the building's broken elevator, a shared frustration with a particular vendor, a film that neither of us had seen but had both been told to see. The conversations were ordinary. I was aware, even then, that the ordinariness was the point. I have had conversations that performed depth. This felt like actual depth operating beneath the surface of ordinary things, and the difference was the kind of thing you can't manufacture.

I began to understand, around that time, that I was not just noticing her. I was organizing my days around the possibility of noticing her. That distinction felt important.

⸻
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