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​The Paul Project

Ruben Eberly
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I guess I should explain why I'm writing this, even if it's just going to be deleted once -or if- I finish this thing. Or maybe it's going to stand the test of time, a note-to-myself made public for all prying eyes to see.

Though if I'm being honest, it's probably just for you to see.

Alaska. I never thought I'd see myself here. I've started writing this story in all sorts of places. I’ve backtracked and skipped ahead and tried to start at the beginning and tried to start at the end, but how can I even begin to put this situation into words?

Alaska. That's where Paul wanted his story to end. And so, I write this, a tribute to him and his hopeful recovery. Or, a journal of my thoughts and feelings surrounding my life right now?

No, the ramblings of a madman, clearly. Incoherent thoughts intertwined with brief glimpses into clarity. Lately I struggle with all of it. I hate most of it.

I hate everything I make.

Every day it gets harder and harder to put things into words.

Because of him. Because of her. Because of me, and my infatuation with wanting things I can’t have.

But Paul, you deserve to know I’m sorry for what I did to you. Consider this, whatever it may end up being, an apology.

I don’t want it to be about me like you said before. I don’t want to go on being a success on your part.

I want you to be a success with me.

And maybe if you have something physical, something to remind you of how I see you, how special you are, how much I love you and how much I need you, maybe I can save you.

Maybe I can save myself.
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​Chapter 1

The Silent Flight
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His hands were dancing like a chattering teeth toy, shaking without rhythm, giving a mere glimpse past the gates of his mind and nothing more.

His eyes were on the sky outside, taking in the clouds as they drifted by the porthole windows, sunlight beaming through them and illuminating the blue orbs back on Paul's face.

He gulped dryly, a finger to his lips while his knee began to rattle subconsciously, his leg nodding left and right in a half-assed effort to keep himself calm.

I put the book I was reading down on my lap, and turned to him.

“Nervous?” I asked, he turned to me, then quickly went back to his cloud watching, as if taking his eyes off the skies would cement our doom.

“It's nothing.”

“It's okay if you're nervous.”

“Jesus, Ruby, I know I can't be blamed for not finding the idea of being stuck in a metal tube thousands of feet in the air fun, but no amount of admitting that is gonna change anything.”

“Hey,” I reached for his hand and caressed it under my thumb, looked at him and continued, “statistics say we're safer in here than we were on the road.”

“Statistics mean nothing when you're careening towards the earth in God's tampon applicator. At least in a car it's over in seconds.”

I nodded slowly, processing what he just said with the efficiency of a sloth in a typing contest, “Forgive me for being blunt but, didn't you initially hope to end it in Alaska?”

“You really think death is the part of a plane crash that sounds terrifying to me?”

“Look, you and I both know the plane isn't going to crash.”

“I don't care if it's not going to crash, I don't like flying!”

“You wanted to go to Alaska. I was fine with turning the car around and heading home.”

“I have to follow through with this. Maybe not all of it but, I need to do this. Doesn't mean I can't be uncomfortable with the metal tube situation though.”

“I’m sorry, maybe?”

“Oh don't get so hung up on semantics, you know what I mean.”

“Look,” I squeezed his hand and looked in his eyes, feeling like if I could save his life with just one look it would be this one, “you're gonna see your friends in Alaska, we're gonna do some soul searching, then we're gonna come home, get you help, get you a job and get on with our life together, alright?”

“Right, right. Because what I haven't managed to accomplish in thirty one years you can surely fix right up in less than a month, right?”

“Well I'm not going to give up on you. You might have given up on yourself but I won't.”

“Don't blame me for not believing til I see it, Dr. McGraw.”
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Florida men don't belong in Alaska.

Soon as the temperature dropped below forty I was transformed into a shivering, helpless infant. Florida wasn't a perfect state by far but I definitely took comfort in the consistent heat, as debilitating as it might be for other people. The zaps of cold as we moved farther inland on our initial trip were hard to get used to, but not impossible. I wasn't spending too much time outdoors anyways, unless it was to indulge Paul in a late-night jacuzzi hop or smoke a cigarette.

But the bitter chill when we stepped out of the airport hit me like a freight train.  Despite the glorious sight of snow-capped mountains in the distance imitating the experience of stepping onto an alien planet, I longed for my palm trees and sandy beaches back home.

In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to have a Pina Colada in one hand, a cigarette in the other, and the soles of my feet pressed into the soft warm grains of finely shredded quartz as the wind soothed my soul and the waves washed my worries away.

I opened my eyes to shift from the fantasy, and found myself homesick among the beauty I was surrounded by.

I didn't care about majestic mountains or picturesque pine trees or the shimmering beauty of snow that could tickle my crotch in some areas. I wasn't holding my breath to witness the sight of a magnificent moose that could pummel me or beautiful bears that could maul me or tall muscular luscious lumberjacks who could slash me in two with one blow of a finely sharpened ax, or any other Alaskan stereotype I could conjure up on a whim; I wanted to go home.

Paul, on the other hand, looked at peace.

He had his hands nestled gently in the pockets of his candy pink jacket. His shoulders were relaxed and his features looked soft and young. 

His gaze was everywhere but on me as he took in the new world around us, the lights that shimmered along the horizon, the peachy tint of the sky as clouds of lavender curtained around and through it.

Every mountain he could conquer, every pub he could frequent, every bird he could capture with nothing but a pencil and a sheet of paper.

He was looking at the land before him like it was his home. A home torn away from him long ago, a home he never quite got to know.

A home he never stepped foot in before. A home to a past life he had long ago forgotten, but a home nonetheless.

The glimmer of hope in his eyes as he glanced in my direction sent a shiver sprinkling down upon my core, and I could only contemplate why.

Was he still idealizing going through with it despite his promise that he wouldn't? Was he still holding out hope that taking his own life was the only way out of the woods?

“Your friend on his way?” I asked, snapping myself from my thoughts and him in turn. I was shivering in spite of my layers, my cheeks were growing more bitterly chilled with every second that passed by, and if I couldn't have my Pina Colada and my warm beach in Florida, I at least wanted a nice fireplace to cozy up to soon and a cup of hot coffee to fire up my blood.

“Morgan is picking us up,” he said the name like he had a million times before, and didn't bother acknowledging the fact that he hadn't.

“Morgan?”

“A friend of mine. And Billy’s. Runs the inn with Angel.”

“Angel?”

“Billy's cousin.”

“Morgan better not be the one who promised you they'd help you, you know.”

“Don't worry about that.”

“I think I will worry about that.”

“Well don't.”

He pulled out his phone and looked down at it, his other hand grasping the black plastic handle of his suitcase, knuckles white with the chill of the air yet remaining in place instead of working to keep his other hand steady.

His tremor had become significantly better since we left his parent's house in Texas. I still caught it from time to time, but it was nothing like it was on the way there from Florida.

He had been a big ball of anxiety for most of our trip, like a cat trapped in a tub that was slowly filling with water, his fate being sealed but his body fighting against it regardless.

I don't think he could have even partially anticipated what went down that day in Texas. When he confessed his faded memories to me, his childhood assault, I didn't know whether to believe them or not. 

Neither did he. 

When Peter came clean about the entire plan to turn his son straight, reality came undone, and Paul left that prison a new man, scars and all.

Whether that was for the best or not was still up for debate.

A vibration from my pocket ripped me from my thoughts once more, and I hesitantly reached for the rectangle only to have my chest tighten uncomfortably from the sight of the name. 

Julie. 

I swiped the red phone icon into ignore territory and put the device back in my pocket. I walked closer to Paul, the wheels of my black suitcase rolling roughly along the cold concrete behind me, and reached out to pull his waist towards me. 

He was warm despite the chill around us, I leaned towards his neck and felt the heat, smelled his musk within the mix of the vapor coming off his body, and took a deep comforting breath of it.

The aroma of heated vanilla emanating from freshly baked cookies in your mother's kitchen, the earthy hint of marijuana being burnt in your older brother's bedroom, and a dash of cologne from your father's suit jacket as he walked through the front door.

Paul smelled like home. 

It was a scent that I found brought me into a special kind of high, one tinted by arousal and desire but overwhelmingly chaste despite the initial sensual thrill. 

Something deep and connecting, needing, hoping, wanting him to feel the same, wanting him to feel anything that would make him happy. 

I kissed his neck, and he flinched before moving to tap my lips away with his fingertips. 

“I can't kiss you?”

“Never said you couldn't, just not my neck,” he said softly, his hand still pressed firmly against the spot where I planted my lips on him. 

“So this inn,” I began my segue, “I assume we'll be sharing a room?” 

He smiled, some amusement in his voice as he quipped, “Angel can't afford to give us more than one.”

“Well, I was thinking,” I rubbed his side with my thumb, unsure if he could even feel it under his jacket, “we'll be here a while, maybe we'll manage to... overcome a few things.”

He caught my meaning immediately.

“You won't let me get high anymore so don't bet on it.”

“Snail's pace, Paul. We don't have to do anything if you don't want to.”

He looked at me, his eyebrows high but his lips stuck stern. 

“I want to. But you know I can't do it the way you want me to.”

“Well you don't even have any weed on you right now anyways. Living life sober will be good for you. Maybe cold turkey is best.”

“Please. You talk like I popped out of my mom with a joint in my mouth. As much as I wish that was the case, I've never been a fan of sobriety and I never will be.”

“You said you'd try for me.”

“And I have been since this morning.”

“You've had no choice. I might've given you leeway after coming back from your parents but, but I need you to want this. Please, while you’re here, I don’t want you getting intoxicated. Alright, babe?”

He flinched again, like my hand on his side had suddenly gone aflame.

“Don't call me babe.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don't like it.”

“Then what do you prefer I call you?”

“Paul. I'm Paul, not babe.”

“We're engaged, I can't call you pet names?”

“No, because I'm not a fucking pet, I'm a person.”

“Fine. How about Paulie then?”

He stopped his scowl like he was thinking about it for a second, then shrugged and looked at the ground.

“Just call me Paul. I don't want any other names I'll have to remember to respond to.”

“I don't think Paulie is all that difficult to remember considering-”

“I don't like it. Not from you. Leave it.”

“Fine, Paul,” I took my hand from his side and returned to merely standing by him once more before I continued, “What'd you do with your stash anyway?”

“Left it in the glovebox. Auntie ain't gonna go looking for it.”

“Will it last til we get back?”

He gave me that are you stupid face and sighed in mocked irritation. 

“Yes, it'll last. It's weed, not milk.”

A little red sedan rolled up towards us, a window on the passengers side collapsing as the driver made themselves known.

”That’s them,” Paul’s face suddenly beamed like a streetlight as he walked towards the car and waved his hand in greeting. The androgynous blonde opened the door and leapt from their seat, barely taking a step before Paul grabbed them in an excitable hug.

Their pale lithe figure looked familiar.

My pulse spiked at the insinuation I was arriving at. I was growing certain this was one of the two women Paul had been texting that day at the diner. They looked less physically feminine in person, an angular jawline dotted with stubble, thick brows that hung above big, expressive green eyes.

It had to be them. Even if the assumption was wrong, the features matched. Same smile, same gaze, same haircut, same jacket.

I put the pieces together faster than I could blink, an assumption thrown in for good measure.

This is the person who wants to help Paul end his life.

They were smiling at him, talking to him just out of earshot, examining the ring on his left hand and patting his back before both of them turned to me and waved.

I forced a smile, waved back, and began walking forward with my luggage in tow.

”You must be Morgan,” I began as I approached them, “Paul has shamefully told me very little about you.”

Despite the obvious, I still wasn’t expecting the crisp, masculine tone in their voice when they said, “I’d consider that a good thing, I’d much rather you get to know me in person than go off of whatever this guy has to say about me.”

They patted his back, and walked him over to the trunk of the car to begin loading it up with our suitcases.

“I’d consider it a shame, how do I know you’re not some whack job who’s lured us here to murder us?” I said it with the slightest hint of irritation in my voice, something just falling off the cusp of being benign, evidence that I knew what Paul had originally come here to do to himself.

They paused and gave me an unsure look, like they couldn’t tell whether to take me seriously or not. Like they couldn’t tell whether I was well aware of their so-called good intentions or was still blissfully unaware of my fiance’s death wish.

They looked at Paul for reassurance, and Paul turned to me with a glare that read knock it off, asshole.

“Well I don’t think Angel would appreciate me using his inn to murder guests in. You’re safe with me, Ruben.”

I looked to Paul, “You’ve told them about me I see.”

“He doesn’t shut up about you. If you two weren’t engaged it would border on concerning,” I smiled, and tried not to acknowledge the irritation I detected in the end of that sentence.

So he talks about me so much, they're probably sick of hearing about me.

In contrast to feeling ill by the realization that this person likely intended to help my fiancé end his own life, my heart was admittedly warmed by that.

I looked at Paul again, and I couldn’t help but smile as wide as he was.
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The inn was spacious, yet cozy. There was a sizable common area with a big burly taxidermied bear in a spread out walking position, a fake fish flopping in its mouth. Sitting in front of it on a large C shaped couch was a thin dark man who wore his hair in an afro, his concentrated eyes barely ripping from the laptop he was focusing on as I passed by and attempted to give him a friendly wave.

In front of him on a coffee table sat a white cup with dark brown liquid in it that permeated the air with an emission of steam. The scent was unmistakable, though I doubted it was purely that one cup giving off the aroma.

Coffee.

And before I knew it, there it was in the corner. A small barista station, complete with an island counter and old wooden barstool chairs. The area was outlined by fake pothos vines, strips of gently shimmering fairy lights weaved throughout the green leaves.

It was a mini caffeine-addict’s paradise.

“And here lays my pride and joy,” Morgan excitedly walked behind the counter, popped on a blue apron and leaned over the island, “I had to beg Angel to put this in but it’s been a big hit ever since.”

“Your pride and joy is playing barista?”

“Who said I’m playing? What’s your favorite? I’ll whip it up better than you’ve ever had it before.”

I stuck my hands in my pockets, “I typically take what I can get.”

They nodded, and sighed, “That’s a fun way to say you're indecisive.”

I shrugged, “So my coffee comes with a horoscope?”

“Funny. I've actually got a little fetish for figuring people out.”

I raised a brow, “Fetish is an interesting word to use there.”

“You clearly don't realize how much I enjoy it then.”

“I’d bite, but according to you Paul doesn't stop talking about me so, you probably already know all there is to know.”

“I'll just have to figure out whatever Paul doesn't know about you then.”

“I'd argue there's quite a bit he doesn't know.”

They lit up almost as brightly as the glimmering lights that illuminated the area. It rubbed me wrong, first this person wants to take the love of my life away from me, and now they're getting off on the idea that they can figure me out?

“Alright, let's see... Give me a foundation to work with, what's an area of your life Paul never prods for?”

I can't say I felt like indulging this person, but I rolled my eyes and shrugged, “I don't know, work?”

“Okay, okay. Your stubble is uneven which means you haven't been shaving which means you usually do shave which means you probably work some kind of cozy indoor job. But you're too old to be fresh in that kind of environment, so I'm thinking... Management of some sort?”

I shook my head, “Close. You're right, I'm usually clean cut but, well. Let's just say I can hardly manage my own life, I'd be a shitty manager.”

“Well, one out of two isn't so bad. General pencil pusher then?”

“Pencil pusher isn't an official job title.”

“You could throw me some hot or cold’s you know.”

We were both thrown from the conversation by the hollow sound of a paper cup being slapped onto the counter to the right of us.

The man from the couch had finally been torn from his computer, his dark eyes locked to Morgan and his throat clearing to get their attention.

“‘Scuse me, could I get a refill?”

“No problem, Zeke,” Morgan took the cup and got to work behind the counter. A crispy mechanical whirling sounded out as the scent of freshly ground espresso beans filled my senses and got my tired mind drooling for a sip.

Morgan was exquisitely professional behind the scenes. Every movement was fluid and practiced, I was witnessing a creator knee deep in their craft.

In the end they popped the lid back on and handed it back to the man, and he took it with a nod and a mumbled “Thank you,” as he walked back to his spot in the common room.

I felt jealous as he walked away with a fresh cup of hot coffee in his hands. The scent was stronger now and lingering; I wanted it like sex, I needed it like food.

I probably just needed sleep, but regardless.

“So, you don't charge for your services?”

“It's charged to the room.”

“Oh,” my eyes wandered and I thought out loud for a moment, “so what if I wanted something?”

They smiled, “Well, you and Paul are here because of me anyways. It would be on the house.”

Right, we were here because of them.

That was far from being a good thing.

Still, free coffee.

“Did Paul tell you anything about how I like my coffee?”

“Can’t say he did. You said you take what you can get though, so, what will you take?”

“Something strong. But sweet. Whatever the coffee equivalent of a margarita is.”

They shrugged, “So a latte?”

“Fine, a latte.”

They smirked at me and got to work, steaming milk, brewing espresso, whisking in a small serving of brown sugar, and at the end topping it off with a fluffy cloud of cream and a generous drizzle of caramel.

As they worked, they continued chatting me up, “By the way, get on Angel's good side and he'll show you his bartending skills.”

“I haven't even met Angel yet. Feels weird staying here free of charge without the owner even knowing who I am. With how Paul cuts up the truth, if he even knows I'm here at all.”

“Angel knows you're here. And don't let him intimidate you. He can be off-putting but he's sweet if you don't screw him over.”

I shook my head, “You're not helping my anxiety by mentioning he's intimidating.”

“I didn't say he was intimidating, I said don't let him intimidate you,” they said as they slid a small porcelain cup over to me on a tiny white plate.

“Ah, well, that makes all the difference in the world, doesn't it?” I raised the cup to my mouth and blew for a few seconds before taking a sip.

It was warm, creamy, with a nice hint of sweetness, but not so overbearing as to drown out the coffee’s natural flavor, just enough to mask the bitterness.

It felt like an attempt at an apology in a cup.

“You like it?”

“I, I almost don’t want to say yes.”

“Why not?”

I sighed, finally gave in and took a seat down in front of them. I laid my head on my hand, sipped the warm brew, and admittedly felt comfort in it; like a tender hug on my tongue.

“Paul told me some stuff and...” I trailed off, feeling something like I did a week ago when we began this trip.

“And?”

“It’s been bothering me. A lot.”

They looked at me like they suddenly knew exactly what was going on, and their face turned from playful smugness to uncomfortable realization.

“Paul told you, didn’t he?”

I looked at them like I was surprised to hear the words come out of their mouth. My heart clenched and sputtered with fear. A confirmation was about to take place, I just knew it. Yes, I’m the one who got the medication for him. It’s painless, it will be like he’s fallen asleep. I’ve already given it to him. He didn’t want you to know until he was gone.

I was waiting for it, that admission. That admission that I was sure would fall from their lips.

I gulped.

My following words had already gathered in the back of my throat like bullets loaded into a revolver. He says you're the one who's going to help him do it, that you're going to help him kill himself.

They beat me to the punchline.

“Ruben, please don’t hate me for this,” they placed a hand on mine, caressed it gently, and I tried not to flinch. 

Here come the words I don’t want to hear.

“I lied to get him here.”

The glare quickly faded from my eyes. I looked at them.

“You, you did?”

Their voice had dropped from their previous cheery tone into a hesitantly panicked sound that was just above a whisper, “He was in the middle of a spiral, I had no way to help him, I threw everything I could at him just to get him to back down.”

“Back down from what?”

They sighed, physically collecting themselves, “He called me up one night from the top of a building and told me he was going to jump. He was in Florida, Ruben, how was I supposed to help him? So, I told him how awful it would be if he didn’t die and instead had to live the rest of his life paralyzed or brain dead. I told him if this was something he actually wanted then he’d...” they stopped suddenly, gulped and looked down before reaching the end of their pause, “he'd need help to make sure it was done right.”

I nodded as they explained, but couldn’t help my stare growing stronger as every word came out of their mouth. 

My eyebrow twitched and I clarified, “So, you told him you’d help him kill himself?”

Their head shook with urgency, “Hear me out, okay?” they looked around, as if looking for Paul to ensure he wasn’t in earshot, “I care about Paul just as much as you do. But he hasn't been okay in a very, very long time. I was terrified of what he’d end up doing next. I said I had a boyfriend who could help me get the medication, and if he got up here in one piece, I’d give it to him.”

Something about the confession was bittersweet, even humorous. Some could call it karma, and Paul would call that a bitch.

He lied to get me here. Morgan lied to get him here.

I could suddenly tell exactly why these two were friends in the first place. There was an energy in Morgan that was reminiscent of Paul in his youth.

There was something like a smile on my lips when I said, “You bribed him with his own death.”

They didn't seem to like the way I put it, “It’s not like I wanted to lie to him.”

“But you did.”

“Well what would you have done? Your best friend is crying into the phone while standing on the edge of a building and you’re four thousand miles away, what would you do?”

“Look, I’m not mad that you’re not going to help Paul do anything stupid, okay? I’m frankly relieved if it’s not obvious.”

They smirked and blew a humored whiff through their nostrils, “If you think anyone here is gonna help Paul do something stupid you should be worried about Billy.”

“Please, give me at least twenty more hours before you revive my paranoia.”

They were about to say something else, they had both their palms face down on the counter and they were leaning in towards me. But just before their mouth could form the first word, their green eyes shifted and their head turned right, a tender smile flickering to their face like a dying light bulb.

“Hey Paul,” they greeted with something next to a swoon, and I turned, the man looking like he just awoke from a thousand year nap.

“Ruby, Morgan,” he was grinning, genuinely enough that I was sure he hadn’t overheard the more sensitive bits of our conversation, “you two fuckers conspiring against me or something?”

Morgan straightened up and took a step towards Paul, a subtle hand coming up to twirl their hair, “Yep, working out how to spike your next meal with cilantro.”

“Ugh, the true devil's grass. Willfully consuming anything that tastes like lemon dish soap should be considered insanity.”

“You're the genetic freak, to everyone else it's just a tasty plant.”

I looked between the two of them with interest as their worlds seemed to join together at the hip, Paul had hardly acknowledged me by the time I noticed him looking Morgan up and down, something sincere and pure in his eyes.

Morgan was just as focused during their chat, green irises sparkling in the golden light of the faded fixture above us, locked tightly on his face like they'd both cease to exist if they didn't.

The hidden intensity between them didn't seem warranted given the conversation, so far it was just various praise and contempt for cilantro. And yet their body language spoke differently to one another, expressing longing, that it's been a rough time for both of them since they had been out of each other's lives and they were looking forward to healing together.

It relieved me even more. It drew me to Morgan as not only a potential friend, but Paul's probable rock during the time we had been separate.

He hadn't been alone, as I thought before. He had Morgan, in one capacity or another.

And Morgan wanted to save Paul's life too. We had a shared goal to connect us.

I felt happy to know I wouldn't be alone in the battle.

I continued to sip at my coffee, the sound alerting Paul to the presence of caffeine and triggering his grubby hands as they reached out and pulled the cup away from me.

“Excuse me?”

“You're excused,” he smiled and sipped, and turned to Morgan, “Morgy, make me one of these.”

“Where I come from people say please.”

“Where you come from people burn books and advocate for queer genocide.”

“Thanks, you just narrowed it down to most of the middle-east and half of America .”

Paul turned to me with a giggle, “Morgan also hails from the hell state known as Florida by the way.”

I chuckled, “You willingly took this over sandy beaches and beautiful weather?”

“I didn't have much of a choice,” they began to pick at a spot on their finger absentmindedly, “it was either die there or live here.”

“Die is a strong term.”

“Good. It should be.”

“So it's accurate then?”

“Let's just say not all of me got out alive,” they did a quick tap with their foot on the wood floor, and I had no idea what for. 

I was feeling exhausted as the conversation moved between us. Paul was the single thread that tied the three of us together, filling in gaps and finishing stories. I sipped at my coffee, but the only thing it seemed to do was make me more alert of how tired I was. 

I called it in, said goodnight to both of them, and headed up the stairs towards the rooms. 

As I walked up the steps I could continue to hear them talking, and something stopped me in my heels right at the top of the staircase.

“So,” Paul began, “how's the boyfriend?”

“You know I don't discuss my love life.”

“You used to. With me at least.”

“People change.”

“Well you're better than most people. I thought you were the type to never change.”

“You never change, you never grow.”

“Growth is overrated.”

“You say that, and yet look at you. Just weeks ago you were at the lowest point in your life and now-”

“Don't let a demeanor fool you, dear. I'm just as fucked up today as I was weeks ago.”

“But you have to admit having Ruben here changes things, doesn't it?”

“Sure it changes things. But it doesn't change me.”

The conversation paused, and curiosity took over as I knelt down and looked through the railing, getting the slightest view of the pair in the kitchen while remaining out of their sight.

Morgan had their face turned to Paul, revealing the start of tear ducts swelling in preparation for the impending storm.

“You still wanna go through with it?”

He pauses, his shoulders going slack. He runs a hand through his hair, “I don't know.”

They sniffle and wipe the wetness from their eyes. Then I saw them place a hand on his chest, hesitating just before touchdown.

“I know you're hurting, honey. I know things are awful but you need to reconsider.”

He seemed eager to assure them this was no longer a sure thing, nodding his head as his hand crawled up to rest upon theirs, “I am. I am reconsidering. But I need reassurance.”

They moved their hands down and out to grasp Paul's, holding them between loose fingertips, softly caressing the tops of his hands. The moment felt strangely intimate, I felt like a creep for intruding upon them the way I had, and yet I kept telling myself this was nothing to be concerned with, they're friends. Close friends.

And besides, I continued, Morgan's not a man, right? Paul likes men. Always has.

So why did this feel different? Did it count as different? Did I even know what counted? Could I ever?

Morgan had been silent during the trip they took into Paul's eyes. It was like watching two robots communicate through binary code flashed at each other through front-facing screens. Neither one was saying anything out loud, and yet here they were speaking without words.

Their silence was finally broken. 

Morgan shook their head and gently spoke
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