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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This is a work of fiction.

Or maybe it isn't.

Some characters, conversations, places, and circumstances have been created, modified, combined, exaggerated, or conveniently forgotten in order to build this story and protect the privacy of those who may—or may not—recognize themselves in these pages.

Any resemblance to real people—living, in love, confused, married, single, emotionally unavailable, or making bad decisions over a cup of coffee—is, of course, purely coincidental.

Of course.

The only thing I can guarantee is that the questions in this book are real. Maybe because someone had to ask them at some point. Maybe because sooner or later, all of us end up asking ourselves at least one of them.

The rest stays between the coffee, the person who wrote these pages, and the reader's imagination.
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To her.

I don't know if you'll ever read this.

And if you do, maybe it'll take you a few pages to find yourself.

Or maybe you'll recognize me from the very first one.

Thank you.

Not for coming into my life to save me.

Not for teaching me how to love.

And not for being perfect, either.

None of that would be true.

Thank you simply for being you.

For the long conversations and the completely absurd ones.

For the laughter.

For the trust.

For the truths I sometimes didn't want to hear.

For being there on days that mattered to me, even when you probably had no idea how much your being there meant.

For letting me know your virtues and some of your contradictions, too.

For making me laugh.

For making me angry.

For challenging me.

For trusting me.

For the hugs.

For the desire.

For the complicity.

For all those little things that will never appear in these pages, because some stories deserve to keep places that belong only to the people who lived them.

Thank you for being my friend.

More than anything, for that.

I don't know how long we'll remain in each other's lives.

After writing an entire book about uncertainty, it would be pretty ridiculous to try to predict that now.

But I know my life is different because our paths crossed.

And I'm deeply glad they did.

If you ever read these pages and wonder how much of this story was real, the answer is probably:

more than you imagine and less than it seems.

Because I changed places.

I moved things around in time.

I hid details.

I invented others.

But there is one thing I never had to invent:

I truly loved you.

And that was enough to write everything else.

To my friend.

For that coffee that ended up becoming much more than a conversation.

You came looking for answers and, without knowing it, forced me to put my own in order.

Your story reminded me of something it had taken me months to understand: sometimes we can be there for someone better when we stop trying to decide for them.

Thank you for trusting me with your confusion.

For telling me what scared you.

For asking me questions that eventually found their way back to me.

And for letting me discover that everything I had lived through could be useful for something other than sitting around thinking about my own story.

I hope you lived yours.

However it turned out.

I hope you didn't let fear steal all the beautiful parts from you.

And if things went badly...

I hope you at least lived enough of it to have a good story to tell me over another coffee.

To life.

For its terrible habit of ignoring my plans.

For the jobs that came.

For the ones that ended.

For the trips that happened and the ones that never got off the ground.

For the people who left.

For the ones who arrived when I wasn't looking for anyone.

For showing me, again and again, that almost none of the important things happen exactly the way we imagine they will.

Thank you for the changes in direction.

Even for some of the ones I hated while they were happening.

Today I know a life doesn't have to unfold according to plan to become a good life.

To God.

For allowing our paths to cross.

I don't know why some people appear exactly when they do.

I don't know what purpose every encounter will have, and I don't believe every answer has to arrive while we're still living the story.

But I am deeply grateful that I got to know her.

Thank you for allowing me to feel something I thought I might no longer know how to feel.

For holding me up when I confused love with fear.

For staying with me while I learned to let go of what had never really been under my control.

For reminding me that my life was always bigger than a single story.

And for giving me the chance to live this one.

I don't know how long it will last.

I don't need to know anymore.

Thank you for what already was.

Thank you for what is.

And thank you for everything I still don't know.

And to myself.

This was the hardest acknowledgment to write.

Because for far too long, I was much better at recognizing what other people did for me than what I did for myself.

So thank you.

For being afraid and moving forward anyway.

For leaving when I thought I needed to.

For coming back when I understood that running away wasn't the answer either.

For the times I got it wrong and had to look at myself without excuses.

For learning to apologize.

For setting boundaries.

For breaking some of them.

For building them again.

For working on myself when it would have been so much easier to make someone else responsible for everything I felt.

For going to the gym.

For traveling.

For working.

For starting again.

For writing.

For learning to be alone without turning solitude into abandonment.

For allowing myself to love someone without using that love as a reason to stop loving myself.

And above all, thank you for not closing the door.

After some things, it would have been understandable.

It would have been safer.

But it also would have made for a much smaller life.

I gave myself the chance to feel.

I gave myself the chance to make mistakes.

I gave myself the chance to stay.

I gave myself the chance to change my mind.

I gave myself the chance to live something without knowing how it would end.

And today I can look back and say something I didn't know how to say for a very long time:

thank you for giving me the chance to live my own life.

PROLOGUE
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​Two Coffees and a Confession
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We had agreed to meet for coffee.

Nothing extraordinary. Two friends, a small table by a window, and the usual noise of a café that was far too crowded for the hour. Around us, teaspoons clinked against porcelain, someone laughed too loudly, and the espresso machine interrupted conversations every few minutes.

My friend had been stirring a coffee that hadn't needed more sugar for quite a while.

I knew him well enough to know it had nothing to do with the coffee.

—What's going on?

—Nothing.

—Right.

He gave me a halfhearted smile.

Then he set the spoon on the saucer and stared at his cup.

—I talked to her again.

I didn't have to ask who.

He'd been mentioning her for weeks.

A friend from his past. Someone he'd reconnected with almost by accident and who, little by little, had begun appearing in our conversations with suspicious frequency.

First it had been:

We talked.

Then:

We went out.

Then:

You have no idea how well we get each other.

And finally he'd reached that stage where you say someone's name while trying to sound casual and your entire face betrays you.

—So what happened?

He shrugged.

—Nothing. That's the problem.

—Doesn't look like nothing.

He looked at me.

—We talk all the time. We can spend hours together. She tells me things she doesn't tell just anyone. I tell her things too. We laugh about the dumbest shit, but we can talk about serious things too. Everything feels way too easy.

—What a tragedy.

—Asshole.

I laughed.

He didn't.

And that was when I realized there was still something missing.

—She's married.

There it was.

He lowered his voice when he said it, as though the people at the neighboring tables had any particular interest in his love life.

He waited for my reaction.

I didn't give him one.

—I already know what you're going to say.

—I haven't said anything.

—But you're thinking it.

—Actually, I'm waiting for you to finish.

He sighed.

—I'm scared.

That got my attention.

He didn't say he wanted to take her away from her husband.

He didn't say he was waiting for her to leave her marriage.

He didn't even start by talking about desire, though I knew it was there.

He said he was scared.

—Of what?

He looked at his coffee again.

—Of her becoming too important.

For a few seconds, I didn't answer.

I knew that fear.

I knew it far too well.

—It's hard to find someone like that, he continued. Someone you can let your guard down with. There's attraction, obviously. A lot of it. But it isn't just that. If it were only sex, it'd be easier.

He smiled, frustrated.

—I like being with her. I like talking to her. I like who I am when I'm with her. And that's starting to scare me.

That last sentence was what finally took me years back.

Not the attraction.

Not the marriage.

Not the danger.

I like who I am when I'm with her.

I knew exactly what that felt like.

—I've never met anyone like her, he said.

And I had to look down at my own cup so he wouldn't see my expression.

Because I knew that sentence too.

I'd thought it.

I'd said it.

I'd fought it.

And for a long time, I'd tried to convince myself it meant something completely different.

My friend went on.

—Part of me thinks I should walk away now. Before it gets complicated.

There was that word too.

Walk away.

The universal solution.

When we don't know what to feel, we walk away.

When we feel too much, we walk away.

When a connection doesn't fit into a familiar category, we walk away.

When we're afraid of losing someone, sometimes we have the brilliant idea of losing them voluntarily first.

—And the other part? I asked.

He looked at me.

—Doesn't want to lose her.

A brief silence followed.

The coffee machine hissed behind us again.

I could have told him a lot of things.

I could have told him to walk away.

It was the easiest answer socially. Probably the one he expected to hear.

I could have told him it was too dangerous.

Not to get involved.

To find an available woman.

Not to complicate his life.

I could have given him an entire speech about dignity, boundaries, and common sense.

I could also have gone to the opposite extreme.

Told him to follow his feelings.

That you only live once.

That he should fight for her.

That maybe she was waiting for someone to come along and change her life too.

But neither answer felt honest.

Because I had discovered, in the most uncomfortable way possible, that between "leave" and "win her over" there was an enormous territory.

One almost nobody talks about.

—What do I do? he asked.

—I don't know.

He raised an eyebrow.

—Fantastic. Thanks. Really glad I invited you.

—I'm not finished.

I took a sip.

—I don't know what you should do because I don't know what you can live with without destroying yourself.

That shut him up.

—What does that mean?

—It means there's a difference between enjoying someone for who they are and staying beside them while secretly waiting for them to become what you need.

—And how do I know which one I'm doing?

—That's a much better question.

He leaned back in his chair.

—All right. Enlighten me.

I smiled.

—I can't.

—Again.

—But I can tell you something.

He looked at me curiously.

—I loved a woman too. A woman who wasn't available to build the kind of relationship with me that everyone would have considered the logical outcome of what we had.

He frowned.

—Actually loved her?

—Yes.

—Did she know?

—Eventually.

—Was she with someone?

I thought for a few seconds.

—She had a life she'd built that didn't revolve around me.

—That's a pretty elegant way of not answering.

—It's the only answer you need.

—And what did you do?

I smiled.

Such a small question for everything it contained.

What did I do?

I desired her.

I became her friend.

I let her know me.

I got to know her.

I laughed with her.

I told her things I didn't usually tell people.

I saw her on good days and impossible ones.

I got angry with her.

She got angry with me.

We told each other truths other people would have softened.

We hurt each other sometimes without meaning to.

We took care of each other many more times.

There was desire.

There was intimacy.

There were silences.

There were times when we talked every day and others when weeks went by.

I tried to understand what I felt.

I called it attachment.

I called it obsession.

I called it infatuation.

I tried to turn it into anything that came with a simple explanation.

I walked away to prove to myself I could forget her.

I didn't.

I came back.

Then I wanted to walk away again.

And at some point I had to admit that the problem wasn't that this woman was destroying my life.

The problem was that I'd learned that any love that didn't end in a relationship had to be destroyed before it destroyed me.

—It's complicated, I finally said.

—I got that part already.

—But I don't regret it.

His expression changed.

—None of it?

I thought for a moment.

—Specific mistakes, sure. I'm not going to romanticize everything I did. But loving her? No. Living what we lived? No.

—Even though she didn't end up with you?

I smiled.

There it was.

The question everything had revolved around for so long.

—Who told you something has to end with you for it to have been worth it?

He didn't answer.

—Think about it, I continued. A friendship can change your life and nobody asks why it didn't end in marriage. A trip can be extraordinary even when it has a return date. You can love a city knowing you'll never live there. We enjoy hundreds of things without demanding permanence from them. But when it comes to a person, suddenly we think feeling deeply gives us the right to demand a destination.

My friend looked at his cup.

—So you're telling me to keep going?

—No.

—To walk away?

—Not that either.

He looked at me, exasperated.

—You're infuriating.

—I'm telling you that before you decide, you have to figure out what you actually want from her. Not what you should want. Not what your friends expect you to want. Not what a movie says you're supposed to do when you're in love.

I leaned forward slightly.

—You.

If what you're really doing is waiting for her to leave her husband, you need to admit it. If being close to her is consuming you, admit that too. If you start abandoning your own life while waiting for her messages, you need to see it. If you need to become the center of her world to feel like you matter, this will probably hurt you.

I paused.

—But if you can love her without turning your life into a waiting room... then the conversation changes.

He said nothing.

—Could you?

I looked out the window.

—Not always.

And that was probably the most important answer I could give him.

Because along the way there had been moments when I felt too much.

Moments when I needed distance.

Moments when I wanted to know what I meant to her.

Moments when I was afraid that someone who mattered so much to me was beginning to take up too much space inside me.

But something else happened too. Something that had never happened to me before.

I could love her and keep living.

I could miss her and still be okay with myself.

I could spend time with her and then return to my own life without feeling as though half of me were missing.

I could know someone else held an important place in her world without feeling like I had to compete for it.

And maybe for the first time, I could love someone without feeling that I had to disappear in order to do it.

I looked at him again.

—Want to know how I got there?

He nodded.

His cup was empty.

I looked at mine.

So was mine.

I raised a hand toward the waiter.

—Then we're going to need another coffee.

And while we waited, I understood exactly what I wanted to tell him.

Not a story about how to get the person you love.

Not a story about how to forget them either.

Much less a recipe for surviving impossible relationships.

I wanted to tell him the story of how one person came into my life and forced me to question almost everything I thought I knew about love.

How I learned that loving someone doesn't always mean wanting to own their future.

How I discovered that uncertainty doesn't always have to be a threat.

And how, after spending half my life believing that love meant either holding on or running away, I found a third possibility.

Staying.

Without trapping her.

And, above all, without abandoning myself.
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