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​Chapter One: Adjacent Lives
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The clay wouldn't cooperate.

Silas stepped back from the sculpture, wiping rust-colored residue on their jeans—already paint-flecked, already ruined. The piece was supposed to be about connection, about bodies in orbit, but the forms kept collapsing inward. Too much weight on the left side. They'd been at it for three hours and the studio light was turning golden, late afternoon bleeding toward evening.

Their phone buzzed on the workbench. Fletcher.

Still good for tonight?

Silas glanced at the sculpture, at their clay-stained hands, at the comfortable mess of their studio in the commune's converted barn. Yeah. They were good for tonight.

Yeah. 8?

Perfect. I'll bring bagels for after.

Silas smiled despite themself. Fletcher always brought bagels. Two years of this—casual, uncomplicated, exactly what they both wanted. No feelings to navigate, no scripts to follow. Just bodies and laughter and falling asleep in their own bed after.

They turned back to the sculpture, touched the curve where the two forms almost met but didn't. That was the point. The space between. The not-touching that still held gravity.

Their hands moved automatically, smoothing clay, building up the left side's foundation. The work settled them the way it always did—thinking in textures and weight distribution instead of words. Outside the barn windows, late September sun caught the commune grounds: vegetable garden gone to seed, Dayo's ceramics studio with its kiln chimney, the main house where someone was probably starting dinner prep.

Four years here. The longest they'd stayed anywhere since leaving home. Leaving Lowell and his disappointment, his inability to understand why Silas couldn't just settle down with a nice girl, get a real job, stop with all this art nonsense.

Silas had stopped trying to explain. Stopped trying to make their father understand that they weren't broken, weren't waiting to be fixed. That aromanticism wasn't a phase or a wound. Just who they were.

The studio door creaked open.

"Knock knock." Dayo's rich voice filled the space before she did, her long locs wrapped in a burnt orange scarf today. She carried two mugs, steam curling up. "Thought you might need this."

Silas wiped their hands on a rag and accepted the mug. Chamomile. She always knew.

"Thanks."

Dayo settled onto the battered couch Silas had dragged in last year, the one with springs that groaned but held. She sipped her own tea, dark eyes taking in the sculpture, the scattered tools, Silas themself. Reading the room the way she always did.

"How's it coming?"

"It's not." Silas turned the mug in their hands. "I keep trying to make them touch and that's not what this is about."

"Mm-hmm." Dayo's version of I'm listening, keep going.

"It's about..." Silas searched for words, artist brain fumbling in verbal territory. "Proximity without merger. Two things that matter to each other but don't lose themselves."

"Sounds like you know exactly what it's about." Dayo smiled. "Your hands just need to catch up with your head."

Silas nodded. Took a sip of tea. The studio settled into comfortable quiet—one of the things they loved about Dayo, about this place. No pressure to fill silence with noise.

"You filling out that grant application?" Dayo asked after a minute.

"Yeah. Mostly."

"Mostly?"

Silas grimaced. "Got stuck on the emergency contact part."

Dayo's eyebrow lifted, subtle. "You wrote my name, didn't you."

Not a question. Silas shrugged.

"You're my emergency contact for everything." It came out defensive, which Silas hadn't intended. "Studio insurance, gallery applications, all of it."

"Child." Dayo set down her mug, leaned forward. "I'm honored. You know that. But you've been here four years. You've got people."

"I've got you."

"You've got more than me." Gentle, firm. "Fletcher. Maren. Ivy asks you questions about art twice a week."

Silas looked at their tea. "Fletcher's not my emergency contact. We hook up."

"And he's your friend."

"Yeah, but—" They stopped. Tried to articulate the thing that sat heavy in their chest. "It's different. Emergency contact means... primary. It means you're the person who matters most. And I'm never that for anyone."

Silence. Dayo waited.

"I'm adjacent," Silas said finally. "I'm important to people, but I'm never the main person. Fletcher has his actual close friends. You have your partners. Everyone's got their romantic relationships or their family or whatever, and I'm just... I'm the artist friend. The hookup. The person at the commune who gives good advice about sculpture technique."

"Is that really how you see yourself?"

Silas met her eyes. "It's realistic. I don't do romance. I don't want it. But that's what makes people primary to each other, right? So I'm always going to be secondary."

Dayo was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice carried something sad and knowing at once.

"Love takes a lot of forms, Silas. Romance is just the loudest one." She stood, touched their shoulder in that blessing-like way she had. "Don't discount what you're building here just because it doesn't fit the script everyone else is following."

After she left, Silas stared at the grant application on their laptop. Emergency contact field, cursor blinking. They typed Dayo's name again. Dayo Okonkwo, 555-0147, friend/mentor.

It felt hollow.

They saved the document and shut the laptop. Checked the time—6:47. Hour and change before Fletcher. Enough time to clean up, shower, change into clothes that didn't smell like wet clay.

Silas washed their hands at the studio sink, watching rust-colored water spiral down the drain. Through the window, they could see people gathering on the main house porch for dinner. Ivy setting out plates, someone else bringing a steaming pot—probably Dayo's curry, if the smell drifting across the grounds was any indication.

They should go. Should be social, eat with the others. But the feeling from earlier still sat in their chest, that particular loneliness that wasn't about being alone.

Their phone buzzed again. Not Fletcher this time. A text from Maren, the poet who'd been at the commune for six months now, the one with the auburn hair and the tendency to leave sticky notes with doodles everywhere.

Studio dinner tonight! Dayo made curry. Come eat with humans.

Silas smiled despite their mood. Maren was good at that—reading when someone needed a nudge without making it weird.

Be there in 10

They locked the studio and walked across the grounds. Early autumn air carried the smell of woodsmoke from somewhere, turning leaves, earth getting ready for cold. The kind of evening that felt like it should be significant, though Silas couldn't say why.

On the main house porch, Maren waved from her spot on the steps, that easy smile. She'd saved them space next to her, which meant navigating past couples touching shoulders, past inside jokes from people who'd known each other longer. Adjacent, always adjacent.

But Maren shifted over to make room and handed them a plate like it was the most natural thing in the world.

"Glad you came," she said. "Dayo's curry is life-changing."

Silas settled next to her, close enough to smell her perfume—something floral they couldn't name. "She guilted me into it earlier."

"Good. You work too much." Maren bumped their shoulder lightly, casual touch that meant nothing and somehow meant something. "How's the sculpture?"

"Fighting me."

"All the best ones do." She handed them a serving spoon. "Here, before Ivy eats all the naan."

They ate and talked about nothing important—Maren's latest poetry draft, whether the commune should invest in a second kiln, the best bad movies to watch when you couldn't sleep. Easy conversation that required no performance, no pretense.

Across the porch, Dayo caught Silas's eye and smiled. Knowingly. They looked away.

After dinner, people scattered. Ivy cornered Silas to ask about mixing metallic paint ("The kind that looks like copper but isn't actual copper"), and they explained about pigments while half-listening to Maren talk to someone else about a teaching job at the community center. Her voice had that animated quality it got when she cared about something.

"So you'll come Friday?" the other person asked Maren.

"Maybe. I'm terrible at parties but I'll think about it."

A date offer. Silas recognized the cadence, the careful not-quite-asking. They focused on Ivy's questions about paint ratios.

When the crowd thinned, Silas found Maren wiping down tables, and grabbed a rag to help without asking.

"You don't have to," she said.

"I know." They wiped curry residue from a table edge. "Are you going Friday? To that thing?"

"The gallery opening?" Maren shrugged. "Probably not. I don't really know the artist and I'm not great at making small talk with strangers while pretending to understand conceptual photography."

Silas almost said me neither, but that wasn't quite true. They were fine at gallery openings when it was their own work. Just hated them otherwise.

"Plus," Maren added, "I think David was asking me on a date and I'm not interested."

"Oh." Silas wasn't sure why that information settled something in their chest. "You could still go. For the art."

"Nah." She grinned. "I'd rather stay in and watch you work on that sculpture you keep swearing at."

"I don't swear at it."

"You absolutely do. I can hear you from my studio."

They shared space sometimes—Maren in the corner with her notebooks, Silas at the worktable with clay or metal or whatever the piece demanded. Parallel work that felt comfortable in a way Silas couldn't quite name. Like the sculpture they were making. Proximity without merger.

"Fair enough," Silas conceded. "It's not cooperating."

"Want to talk it through?"

They did. Which was strange, because usually Silas worked through problems alone, thinking in images instead of words. But Maren had this way of asking questions that didn't feel invasive, that helped them articulate what they were seeing in their head.

They ended up back at the studio, Maren perched on the couch with her tea, Silas explaining the sculpture's geometry while moving their hands through the air. She listened the way she did—full attention, those green-hazel eyes tracking every gesture.

"So it's about being connected without touching," she said when they finished.

"Yeah."

"Two things that exist together but separately." She tilted her head, considering. "That's lonely and beautiful at the same time."

Silas looked at the sculpture. At the two forms that would never merge but couldn't exist without each other's gravitational pull. "Yeah. I guess it is."

Maren was quiet for a moment, then stood and moved to the sculpture. She didn't touch it—knew better than to touch work in progress without asking—but studied it from different angles.

"I think it's almost there," she said. "But you're trying too hard to make the connection visible. The whole point is the invisible thing between them, right?"

"Right."

"So stop building them toward each other. Build them as themselves. The space between will speak for itself."

It was so simple it felt like a revelation. Silas nodded slowly, seeing it.

Maren checked her phone. "Shit. It's almost eight."

"Fletcher's coming over." The words came out automatically. Silas never hid their hookups—saw no reason to. Sex was sex, uncomplicated and honest.

"Oh." Maren grabbed her bag from the couch. "I should go then."

"You don't have to—"

"No, it's fine. I need to finish a draft anyway." She headed for the door, paused. "Thanks for dinner. Well, for showing up to dinner."

"Thanks for making me."

She smiled, that warm one that crinkled her eyes. "Anytime."

After she left, Silas stood in the studio alone. Through the window, they could see her walking back toward the main house, silhouetted against the last of the sunset. Something in their chest did a thing they didn't have words for.

Their phone buzzed. Fletcher, texting from the driveway.

Here. Let me in?

Silas went to unlock the studio gate. Fletcher appeared, tall and grinning, carrying a paper bag—the promised bagels—and wearing that expression that meant he'd had a good day at work and was ready to decompress.

"Hey, man." He pulled Silas into a quick hug, then held them at arm's length. "You good? You look weird."

"I'm fine. Just working."

"On that sculpture that's been kicking your ass?"

"That would be the one."

Fletcher set the bagels on the workbench, shrugged off his jacket. Easy and familiar. They'd done this dance dozens of times. Comfortable in a way that romance could never be for Silas—no expectations, no performances, just this.

After, lying in Silas's bed above the studio, Fletcher scrolled his phone while Silas stared at the ceiling. The sex had been good like it always was. Uncomplicated. But Silas's mind kept drifting back to the sculpture, to Maren's insight about building the forms as themselves.

"You're distracted," Fletcher said without looking up.

"Sorry."

"Don't be." He rolled onto his side, propped his head on his hand. "You wanna talk about it?"

Silas thought about it. "Do you ever worry about being secondary?"

Fletcher's eyebrows rose. "Secondary to what?"

"To people. Like, you're important to them but never the most important."

"Huh." Fletcher considered this. "I mean, I'm aromantic. I'm not trying to be anyone's most important person. That's kind of the point."

"Yeah, but..." Silas struggled to articulate it. "What about emergency contacts? What about the person who shows up when everything goes to shit?"

"I have people for that. My brother, my best friend from college. Why?"

"Just thinking." Silas turned onto their side to face him. "Do you ever want something more permanent? Not romantic, just... someone who's yours?"

Fletcher was quiet for a beat. "Sometimes. But I figure if I want that, I'll build it when the time comes. Right now this works." He gestured between them. "We work."

"We do."

"But you're asking because something's shifted for you."

It wasn't a question. Silas nodded.

"With the poet?" Fletcher asked. "Maren, right?"

"How did you—"

"Dude. You talk about her like three times whenever I'm here. She left you a sticky note. She thinks your texture work is chef's kiss." He grinned. "It's not exactly subtle."

Silas felt heat in their face. "It's not like that."

"Like what? Romantic?" Fletcher's grin softened into something gentler. "I know. But it's still something. And that's okay."

After Fletcher left—1 AM, both of them sated and easy—Silas couldn't sleep. They went back down to the studio, turned on the work lights, stared at the sculpture.

Build them as themselves. Let the space between speak.

They grabbed fresh clay, started building up the left form's foundation. Not reaching toward the other one. Just existing, solid, complete on its own. They worked until their hands ached and their eyes burned, until the piece finally looked like what they'd been seeing in their head.

Two forms, separate but bound by something invisible. The gravitational pull of chosen proximity.

At 4 AM, they finally climbed back up to bed. On their nightstand, the grant application stared at them. Emergency contact field still filled with Dayo's name.

Silas thought about Maren's text earlier. Come eat with humans. Thought about her saving them a spot on the porch, about her insight into the sculpture, about the way she'd said anytime like she meant it.

They picked up their phone, pulled up their emergency contacts in settings. Dayo was listed for everything—insurance, bank, the works.

Silas stared at the screen for a long time. Then they shut off the phone and turned out the light.

Tomorrow. They'd think about it tomorrow.

But as they drifted toward sleep, that feeling from earlier sat in their chest. Not loneliness exactly. Something else. Something that felt like possibility and terror at once.

The feeling of wanting to matter to someone. Not romantically. Not sexually. Just... to matter.

To be primary.

To be chosen.
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​Chapter Two: Sticky Notes and Studio Time
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The sticky note wasn't there when Silas arrived at the studio Tuesday morning.

They noticed its absence the way you notice a missing tooth—tongue probing the gap, brain insisting something should be there. For three weeks, there'd been a new note every few days. Small sketches, encouraging words, the occasional terrible pun. Yesterday's had been a doodle of a coffee cup with steam that looked like a ghost, captioned brew can do it.

Silas told themself they weren't disappointed. Maren didn't owe them sticky notes. It wasn't a contract.

They made coffee in the studio's battered percolator, the one that hissed and spat like it had a personal vendetta. Outside, October morning light turned everything amber. The sculpture from last week sat on the worktable, finally finished. Two forms in gravitational orbit, the space between them speaking louder than any touch could.

Silas had photographed it yesterday for the grant application. Submitted the whole thing before they could second-guess themself. Emergency contact: Dayo Okonkwo. The same as always.

Their phone buzzed. Not Maren. A client asking about timeline for a commissioned piece—something about marriage, two figures intertwined. Silas read the description twice, felt that familiar tightness in their chest. They could do it. Could make beautiful work about romantic love even if the concept made their skin crawl. That was the job.

They texted back: Can do. Send reference photos and timeline.

The studio door opened. Maren, carrying two travel mugs and a paper bag that smelled like cinnamon. She wore an oversized cardigan over a vintage band tee, her auburn hair in a messy bun with a pencil stuck through it.

"Morning," she said. "Brought sustenance."

Silas blinked. "It's eight AM."

"I know. I've been up since five working on a poem and my brain is fried and I needed human contact before I went fully feral." She set the mugs on the workbench, pulled out two enormous cinnamon rolls from the bag. "Also I stress-baked last night and made way too many of these."

"You stress-bake?"

"Among other things." She handed Silas a mug—black coffee, the way they liked it—and settled onto the couch without invitation. Easy, like she belonged here. "I stress-clean, stress-organize, stress-research obscure poets from the 1800s. Last week I alphabetized Dayo's spice cabinet."

Silas took a sip of coffee. Perfect temperature. "What are you stressed about?"

"Teaching job interview tomorrow. Community center wants me to run poetry workshops for teens." She pulled her legs up under her, broke off a piece of cinnamon roll. "Which is great, I want it, but also I have to do a sample lesson in front of the hiring committee and I'm terrified I'll forget how words work."

"You won't."

"You don't know that."

"You're a poet. Words are kind of your thing." Silas grabbed the other cinnamon roll, surprised by their own hunger. "What's the sample lesson about?"

Maren's face lit up the way it did when she talked about writing. "Using concrete images to convey abstract emotions. I'm having them write about loneliness without using the word 'lonely' or any synonyms."

"Huh." Silas thought about that. About their sculpture, about the space between forms. "That's good."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. Makes them think differently." They took a bite of cinnamon roll. Still warm. "This is really good."

"Thanks. I make them when I can't sleep." She watched Silas for a moment, that assessing look she got sometimes. "You're up early too."

"Couldn't sleep."

"The sculpture?" She gestured at the finished piece.

"Finished it. Submitted the grant yesterday."

"Silas, that's amazing!" Maren jumped up, moved to the worktable to look at the sculpture properly. She circled it slowly, seeing it from all angles. "It's exactly what you wanted. The space between—it's like you can feel the gravity."

Something in Silas's chest loosened. "Thanks."

"What's the grant for?"

"Artist residency in Vermont. Three months, stipend, studio space. They focus on sculptors working with alternative materials."

"Three months in Vermont," Maren said softly. Still looking at the sculpture, not at Silas. "That's a big deal."

"If I get it. Probably won't."

"Don't do that." She turned to face them. "Don't diminish it before you even hear back."

Silas shrugged. Took another bite of cinnamon roll to avoid responding.

Maren came back to the couch, brought her mug with her. They sat in comfortable quiet for a minute, the kind of silence that didn't need filling. Through the window, Silas could see Ivy hauling canvases across the grounds, probably heading to Dayo's studio for critique.

"Can I ask you something?" Maren said finally.

"Yeah."

"Why'd you stop leaving sticky notes on my door?"

Silas froze. "What?"

"Last month. You left three notes on my studio door. Little sketches, couple of words. Then you stopped." She wasn't looking at them, focused on her coffee. "I wondered if I'd done something wrong."

"You—" Silas had to reorient, brain struggling. "I thought I was being weird. You didn't respond to them, so I figured you didn't want—"

"I loved them." Maren looked up, eyes bright. "I kept every one. I just didn't know if I was supposed to respond or if that would make it a whole thing. I'm not great at knowing the rules for stuff like that."

"There are no rules."

"See, I always think there are rules and everyone knows them except me." She smiled, self-deprecating. "Social interactions: a mystery in twelve parts."

Silas felt something shift, settle. "I thought the same thing. About your sticky notes. That maybe I was supposed to respond but I didn't know how."

"Oh." Maren laughed, bright and surprised. "We're both disasters."

"Apparently."

"Okay, new rule." She held up her mug like she was making a toast. "We both keep leaving notes and neither of us worries about responding or not responding. Notes exist in their own ecosystem. No rules, no expectations."

"Deal." Silas clinked their mug against hers.

They drank coffee and ate cinnamon rolls while early morning light turned the studio golden. Maren asked about the commission—the marriage piece—and Silas explained what the client wanted. Two figures merged, becoming one.

"Sounds romantic," Maren said.

"Yeah. Not my thing but I can do it."

"Does it bother you? Making art about romance when you're romance-repulsed?"

Silas considered that. Most people didn't ask directly, either assuming they knew or too uncomfortable to broach the subject. Maren just asked, matter-of-fact, like she was asking about coffee preferences.

"Sometimes," they admitted. "When it's really performative stuff. But this is just about connection. I can do connection."

"You're good at it." She gestured at the sculpture. "This whole piece is about connection."

"Different kind."

"Still counts."

Silas studied her face, trying to figure out what she was really asking. But Maren just looked curious, open. No judgment, no agenda.

"Can I ask you something?" Silas said.

"Always."

"That date offer. Last week, at dinner. The gallery thing."

"David?" Maren made a face. "Not actually interested. He's nice enough but there was no spark. Also he called poetry 'pretty words' and I'm petty enough that it bothered me."

"Pretty words," Silas repeated, deadpan.

"Right? Like, technically yes, but also fundamentally missing the point." She grinned. "I'm allowed to be precious about my art form."

"You should be."

"What about you?" Maren asked. "When's the last time someone asked you out?"

Silas snorted. "People don't really ask me out. They ask if I want to hook up, which is different."

"And that works for you."

"Yeah. It's honest." They drained their coffee. "No pretense, no romance narrative, just mutual attraction and clear boundaries."

"Sounds nice actually." Maren tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "Straightforward."

"It is." Silas paused, then decided to push slightly. "You date much?"

"Not really. I go on first dates sometimes but they rarely go anywhere." She shrugged. "I think I want romance but then I get in the middle of romantic gestures and it feels performative. Like we're both following a script instead of actually connecting."

"Yeah, that's the part that kills me. The script."

"Exactly!" Maren leaned forward, animated. "Like, why do we have to do dinner and a movie and the goodnight kiss attempt? Why can't we just exist near each other and see what happens?"

Silas felt something click into place. "That's what I like about hookup culture. Everyone knows what it is. No guessing, no script."

"See, I want that clarity but with more... I don't know. Emotional intimacy? I want to matter to someone. But I don't want to perform mattering, if that makes sense."

"It does." Silas thought about the emergency contact field, about Dayo's words. About being primary versus adjacent. "I want to matter too. Just not romantically."

"What would it look like?" Maren asked. "Mattering without romance?"

Silas looked at the sculpture. At the space between forms. "I don't know. I'm trying to figure that out."

They sat with that for a moment. Outside, voices—Dayo and Ivy, probably. The commune
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