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    To Marco. You were the best dog.
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​Draft
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There is a folder on my phone
where you still live.
I wrote it in the parking lot,
engine running,
the kind of November cold
that makes you say things
you've been carrying since spring.
I miss you.
I think about that summer.
I don't know how we got here.
I read them back.
Deleted the last line.
Rewrote it softer,
then harder,
then left it blank.
Someone walked by with a dog.
The dog looked at me.
The person didn't.
I closed the app.
Opened it again.
Watched the cursor blink
at the end of your name
like a small hope.
My thumb found the button.
I held it there
the way you hold a door
for someone still too far away,
and then I didn't.
The drafts folder
keeps no record
of how many times
you've almost sent something.
It just holds the draft,
faithful and silent,
waiting for you to be braver
than you turned out to be.
I still have your number.
I still have the draft.
Some nights I open it
just to see the words.
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​The Slow Disappearance
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We didn't have the fight.
That's what I keep coming back to.
No door slammed,
no word too sharp to take back,
no moment I can point to
and say: there,
that's where we ended.
Just the texts that got shorter.
The calls that stopped being scheduled.
The birthday message
that was a paragraph one year,
then a gif,
then nothing,
then a like on a photo,
then not even that.
I used to know the sound of your laugh
before you laughed.
The little intake of breath
right before you got there.
I still hear it sometimes
in strangers.
We said we'd get coffee.
We said it in October,
and again in December,
and somewhere in the gap between those two months
it became something we only said.
I'm not angry.
That's the strange part.
I've looked for the anger
and found only this:
a low, quiet ache
like a room I used to know
that someone else lives in now.
I hope you're well.
I mean that.
I hope you have people
who know the sound of your laugh
before you laugh.
I hope they don't let it go quiet.
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​Who You Were at Twenty-Three
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I keep a version of you
that you would not recognize.
You are twenty-three in it.
You are laughing at something stupid,
something neither of us would remember
the next day.
You are wearing the jacket
you wore until it fell apart.
This version of you
doesn't know what's coming.
Doesn't know about the marriage,
the money, the city you'd move to,
the person you'd slowly become
over so many small decisions
that there was no single one to blame.
I try not to think of it as loss.
You are still here.
I can call you.
Sometimes I do.
But the person who answers
is careful now
where you used to be reckless,
certain where you used to wonder,
closed where you used to be
the most open door I knew.
I don't know which of us changed first.
Probably both.
Probably we changed toward different things
and called it growing up
and meant it,
and it was true,
and it still cost something.
I miss the you
who didn't know yet
what you would decide to be.
I miss who I was
when I was standing next to you.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Still Here

[image: ]


The strange ones are not the people who leave.
The strange ones are the people who stay
and become someone else
while standing in the same kitchen,
sleeping in the same bed,
answering to the same name.
I watched it happen
the way you watch weather move in
over a long flat field:
a darkening at the edge,
then the edge is everywhere,
and by the time you understand what you're seeing
you're already inside it.
You still laugh at the same things.
You still take your coffee the same way.
But there is something behind your eyes
that I don't have a key to anymore,
some room you moved into
that you didn't tell me about.
I have tried to find the before.
I have gone back through photographs
looking for the exact year it changed
and found nothing I could point to.
Just a slow replacement,
one thing at a time,
until I went looking for the face I married
and found I couldn't say which year it went.
People say: you can fall back in love.
People say: you just have to try.
What they don't say
is what to do
when the person you're trying toward
is no longer the person
you fell toward in the first place.
What they don't say
is that you can grieve someone
who is standing right in front of you,
close enough to touch,
and still be completely alone
in your grief.
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We were not wrong for each other.
That was the hardest part.
You were good.
I was good.
We were good, mostly,
in the ways that count:
kind to each other in the small hours,
honest when it mattered,
trying.
But I wanted the coast
and you wanted the city.
And it sounds simple when I say it like that,
like a choice between two good options,
but it wasn't simple.
It was us.
It was four years,
the dog and the lease
and the drawer I had at your place
full of things I kept meaning to take home.
I have looked for the villain
and found no one.
Just two people
who loved each other
and wanted different things
and finally had to stop pretending
the wanting could be negotiated.
The night we decided
you made tea.
We sat at the kitchen table
until it went cold.
Outside, someone was moving into the building
across the street.
We watched them carry boxes for a while,
neither of us speaking,
both of us thinking
what I assume was the same thing:
that this is what it looks like.
That it doesn't look like anything
at all.
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You didn't leave.
You just stopped answering.
Which is a kind of leaving
that doesn't let you grieve properly,
because there was no ending,
only the slow realization
that the ending already happened
and you missed it.
I kept writing for a while.
Not every day,
but more than I should have.
Checking the little marks
that tell you whether it's been seen:
delivered, then read,
then nothing,
then the nothing becoming
its own kind of answer.
I made up reasons.
I tried on a dozen of them
like coats in the wrong size:
too busy, too depressed,
something I said,
something I didn't say,
something about me
you figured out
before I did.
I would have taken almost anything.
Even a bad reason.
Even something I couldn't argue with.
Just a door with a shape to it
instead of this wall,
this smooth white wall
with no handle and no hinge,
no way to knock
and no way to know
if anyone is still inside.
You're still in my phone.
I haven't deleted you.
I keep thinking
one day you'll explain.
I keep thinking that
less than I used to.
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We said we'd keep it.
We meant it, I think,
standing in the parking lot in May,
diplomas somewhere in our cars,
squinting in the same sun
we'd always squinted in,
saying things like: nothing changes,
saying things like: we'll visit,
saying things like: this is just geography.
And it was just geography.
For a while.
Then it was geography and jobs.
Then geography and partners
and the partners' families
and the holidays the partners' families required.
Then geography and children,
geography and money,
geography and the ten thousand daily urgencies
that crowd out the things you only said you'd do.
Now there is a thread.
We surface for birthdays.
Someone posts a photograph sometimes
from a bar we used to close,
the same faces, except older,
except we are looking at the camera
instead of at each other.
I love them.
I'm almost certain they love me.
But we have become the kind of love
that lives in the past tense,
that visits like a holiday,
warm and brief and over
before you've remembered
how to be easy with each other.
We said nothing would change.
We were twenty-two
and we believed it
and I have never blamed us for that.
I only miss the people
we were
when we still could.
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It didn't happen at once.
That's what no one prepares you for.
First it was the small things:
a name forgotten,
a story told twice in the same hour,
a look that lasted too long
before the recognition came,
like a lamp in the next room
going quiet by degrees.
Then the stories started changing shape.
Things that happened differently
started happening your way,
and you couldn't say anything,
because the version being told with such certainty
was so close to the true one
that correcting it felt like cruelty.
I started keeping a list.
Not to use against anyone.
Just to hold somewhere
what was real,
what actually happened,
who we actually were.
There are days when the old face appears
without warning:
the laugh that used to embarrass me,
the way of saying my name
with two syllables
stretched into three.
I have learned to be glad for these.
I have learned to stop reaching for them.
What you reach for recedes.
What you hold too tight
slips anyway.
This is my parent.
This is still my parent.
I say it to myself in the car
on the way home
so I will still believe it
when I come back.
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We grew up in the same house.
We shared a wall for eighteen years.
I knew the sound of your sleep,
the specific rhythm of your breathing
when you were pretending,
when you were really gone.
Somewhere after we left
we started needing different things
from the story of where we came from.
You needed it to be one way.
I needed it to be another.
And neither of us is lying,
that's the terrible part,
we both remember it true.
Now there is a careful distance at holidays.
A subject we don't approach.
We talk about your kids,
we talk about my work,
we say things are good
and mean things are fine
and both know the difference
and neither says anything.
I miss fighting with you.
I miss when we cared enough
to make it ugly.
This politeness feels more like
two countries
that used to be one.
I have imagined the conversation
a hundred times.
I have never had it.
I think you have imagined it too.
Maybe this is just what siblings become:
people who share a past
and meet it from different directions,
each holding a piece
the other can't confirm.
I still know the sound of your sleep.
I wonder if you know mine.
I wonder if you know
I'm still listening.
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Your face is going.
I noticed it last year:
the specific shade of your eyes
(I would have said gray,
or green, or somewhere between the two
depending on the light)
has softened into a general color
I can no longer name.
Your voice I keep better.
I can still hear you saying my name
in the way you had,
the slight hesitation before the last syllable
as though you were always deciding something.
We were eighteen.
We were so young
it embarrasses me now,
not the feelings,
but the certainty.
The absolute certainty
we had about everything,
including each other.
I have told the story of us
enough times
that I no longer know
how much of it is real.
The parts I've told
have been smoothed by the telling.
The parts I've kept to myself
have changed in the keeping.
What I have now
is a feeling with a shape
and a shape with a name attached
and a name that belongs to a face
I am slowly losing.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Turning

[image: ]


You were the first person
who told me I was good at something
and meant it in a way
I could believe.
That matters.
It still matters.
I have tried to unknow it
and found I can't.
For a long time I thought
what you did later
would cancel what you gave me first,
the way a flood is supposed to erase
what grew before it,
leave the ground clean
and nothing else.
They can't.
They're both still here.
You are why I kept going.
You are also why I flinched
for years after,
why praise from certain people
still lands at an angle,
why I check the exits
in rooms I should feel safe in.
I've heard you're still at it.
New rooms, new people.
The same voice, I imagine,
the same warmth
that feels like being chosen.
I was chosen.
It was real.
What came after was also real.
I have had to learn
to hold both at once,
to not let what you became
erase what you were to me,
to not let what you were to me
excuse what you became.
It is the hardest kind of carrying.
I am still working out how.
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Everyone wanted to know
whose fault it was.
They asked in careful ways,
in the silences between questions,
in the way they looked at me
when I said things like: it was mutual,
things like: we just grew apart.
You could see them
looking for the story underneath,
the affair, the cruelty,
the moment someone chose to end it.
There wasn't one.
Or there were a thousand,
each so small
that naming any of them as the cause
would be a kind of lie.
We were good to each other.
We tried.
We went to the sessions
and said the things you say
and did the work you do
and somewhere in all that trying
discovered
that the marriage we were saving
was not the one
either of us wanted to be in.
I still love you.
I say that to the ceiling sometimes,
the ceiling of the apartment
I live in alone,
where everything is mine
and nothing is ours
and there is a freedom in that
I haven't decided yet
if I deserved.
We split the books alphabetically.
We were very reasonable.
We cried once, together,
in the parking lot of the mediator's office,
holding each other
the way people do
when the thing they're holding
is already over.
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I have had this conversation
in the shower,
on the highway,
in the fifteen minutes before sleep
every night for four years.
I know exactly what I'd say.
I've revised it.
Taken out the parts that sound like accusations,
put back the parts that are true
even though they sting,
found the language that is clear
without being a weapon.
In my version you listen.
In my version
there is a moment, somewhere in the middle,
where your face changes
and you understand something
you didn't before.
Sometimes you apologize.
Sometimes you just nod.
Sometimes we sit in silence
and the silence means
what years of noise
never could.
In the real version
I don't know what happens,
because the real version
hasn't happened.
I keep finding reasons:
bad timing,
the wrong mood,
the fear of what comes after
if it doesn't go the way I've practiced.
What I haven't admitted
until now
is that the conversation
has become the relationship.
That I have been in communion with you
every day for four years
and none of it was real
and all of it was mine
and I'm not sure anymore
if I want the real version,
or if I've already said
everything I needed to say
to the version of you
I invented.
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There is a version of love
nobody talks about.
Not the falling,
not the finding,
but the standing at the door
of a room you can't enter,
watching someone choose
a thing that is hurting them
over everything else,
including you.
You loved me.
I know you did.
The addiction didn't cancel that.
But it translated everything.
Your love came through it distorted,
the way a voice sounds through a wall,
still recognizable,
still yours,
but at a remove
I couldn't close.
I learned your tells.
The brightness
in your eyes when it was good.
The flatness
when it wasn't.
I became a reader of signs,
a keeper of thresholds,
a person who weighed the greeting
to know what kind of night it was going to be.
I gave so much
to the altar of your almost.
So many nights,
so many plans I unmade and remade around you,
so much of myself I set aside
to make room for your chaos.
You are sober now.
I am told you're doing well.
And I am glad,
completely, genuinely glad.
And I am also
still learning to find myself again
here in the quiet,
now that I no longer have to read the room
before I've even entered it.
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You had a child in your head.
I know that now.
A child who was easier than me,
who needed less,
who was more like you
and less like the things in yourself
you were still running from.
I tried to be that child.
I tried as children try:
completely,
without holding anything back,
without understanding
that the thing I was trying for
was never possible,
that the template
didn't fit my shape.
I don't think you meant it.
I have decided to believe
you did the best you knew how,
and the not-knowing
was its own kind of damage
passed down to you
by someone
who also didn't know.
But here is what I want to say,
even now,
even in the soft retrospective
of an adult who has read the books
and done the work
and learned the language
for what happened:
I was right here.
The whole time.
I was right here.
Not the child you wanted.
Not the child you would have chosen.
But here, present,
wanting so badly to be seen by you
that I bent my whole self
toward the shape
of what you were looking for.
I am unbending now.
It is slow work.
Some days it feels like loss.
Some days it feels like
the truest thing
I've ever done.
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We meant to.
That's the thing I keep returning to:
we meant to.
We meant to visit more,
to call, to write,
to stay close in all the ways
that people mean
when they say "staying close"
while standing in an airport,
luggage in hand,
looking at each other
with the ache
of people who are already
in the future of this.
We sent cards at first.
Long messages.
Photographs of small things:
a view from a window,
a meal that reminded one of us
of something we'd shared.
The language of people who are trying.
Then the time zones got heavy.
Then the schedules narrowed.
Then a month would pass
and neither of us had written,
and the silence felt bad enough
that starting felt worse,
the way a long-unmade call
becomes harder to make
with every day you wait.
We still love each other.
I believe that.
I believe it the way I believe
in places I haven't been in years:
they still exist,
I could still go back,
but the me who left
and the me who would return
are not the same person,
and the place has changed too,
and the version we shared
exists now only
in the overlap of our memories,
maintained by no one.
I think about you
when the light is right.
I wonder if you think about me.
I expect that you do.
I expect it feels exactly like this.
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