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For N. —

I saw you before I knew you.

You stepped into an ordinary room and something in me recognized you with a certainty I had no language for. A quiet knowing, the kind that arrives long before it explains itself. We moved around each other for a while—careful, distant, aware of a door neither of us was ready to open. Then time scattered us into other days, other versions of ourselves, until it didn’t. Until we found ourselves across a small table in a moment that felt like it had been waiting.

You asked something unfinished. I answered before I had a shape. I said yes to a life I didn’t yet understand, only that it was yours. We built a new one together. And then, without blame or thunder, it unraveled—quietly, inexplicably.

Everything before you was noise. You were the music. When it stopped, my heart still remembered the song. I never found the right language for us. So, I wrote around it hoping it would reveal itself. These are all of those unsent letters. And this is the only way I know to say it.

— Lawrence
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The Woman on the Train

To the woman in the grey coat on the 7:42 from Union Station,

You won’t remember me. There is no reason you should. I was a Tuesday. I was a Thursday. I was the man in the fourth row who pretended to read the news on a phone he wasn’t seeing because the whole world had narrowed to the width of your shoulders and the distance between your hand and the page of a book I could never read the title of, because your fingers were always spread across the cover like you were protecting it from something, or maybe holding it shut, the way you hold shut a music box when the song inside is too much and you need a moment before you can let it play again.

You touched your collarbone when you read. I don’t think you knew that. Every few pages, your right hand would rise from the book and rest against the hollow of your throat, and your fingertips would press gently into the skin there, the way someone presses into a bruise to make sure it’s still tender. I wanted to ask you what you were reading. I wanted to know which sentences required that—required your body to intervene, to acknowledge the weight of language before your mind could carry it forward. I wanted to know if you touched your collarbone for every beautiful thing or only for certain kinds of devastation.

I didn’t ask. I didn’t speak. I watched you the way people watch weather—with awe and distance and the knowledge that whatever is happening in the sky has nothing to do with you and will keep happening whether you look or not.

I rode that train every morning for three years. You were there Tuesdays and Thursdays, mostly, but sometimes you’d appear on a Monday like a disruption in the rhythm of the week, and the whole day would taste different—sharper, brighter, like someone had adjusted the contrast on a photograph I’d been looking at so long I’d forgotten it was a photograph and not the thing itself.

My marriage was dying. I should tell you that. Not because it excuses anything, but because it explains the hunger. When the person you share a bed with has become scenery—when love has become furniture—when you can walk through your own home like a museum visitor, looking at everything, touching nothing—then a woman on a train who touches her collarbone when she reads becomes a country. She becomes a continent.

She becomes every place you’ve never been and can’t afford the ticket. My wife reaches for me in the dark sometimes. I reach back. Neither of us knows why anymore—the body honoring a contract the heart cancelled years ago.

There was a morning in February. The windows were fogged. I drew a small smiley face on the glass near the doors—I don’t know why, I just did it, the way you do things without deciding to—and the condensation was making it weep, and I remember thinking how perfect that was—a smiling face crying—how it looked like every photograph of me at every family gathering for the last four years. I left it there. I don’t know how long it stayed. Longer than it had any right to, probably. Things like that tend to outlast their makers.

You looked up. I was staring. I didn’t look away. You didn’t either. Three seconds. Maybe four. Time doesn’t behave inside moments like that. It thickens. It becomes a substance you can stand inside of, a room with no furniture and no exits and no reason to leave. The shape of the air between us changed—I felt it, the way you feel barometric pressure drop before a storm. Your eyes were brown. I know everyone’s eyes are brown or blue or green, I know that’s not a revelation, but yours were the kind of brown that is warm at the center, darker at the edges, like soil after rain, like the earth remembering something it hasn’t told the trees yet.

You smiled. Just the left corner. Just enough to rearrange the gravity in the car. And then you looked down. And I looked down. And the train pulled into the station with its ordinary violence, its hydraulic gasp, and you gathered your bag and your book and the coat that was the color of pigeons and almost-rain, and you stepped onto the platform, and I stayed, because my stop was two more down the line, and I sat there with my hand on my chest—on my collarbone, I realized—and my heart pounding like a fist against a door that nobody was going to answer.

I changed jobs six months later. Different train. Different line. The new platform was cleaner. Someone had left a coffee cup on the floor beside the trash bin—not in it, beside it, close enough to have made the effort and stopped short—and I thought about that for longer than it deserved. I looked for you anyway. Not deliberately—the way you don’t deliberately look for the moon but you always know when it’s missing.

Eleven years. I’m writing this eleven years later, and the truth is both simple and impossible: I don’t love you. I don’t know your name. I don’t know the sound of your voice or what your laugh does to the air or whether you’re kind or cruel or generous or petty or the sort of person who returns shopping carts or the sort who doesn’t. But I loved the possibility of you. I loved who I was inside those three seconds—a man capable of being undone, a man whose chest still had a door in it, even if no one was knocking. Maybe that isn’t love. Maybe it’s just longing wearing a grey coat. But I’ll tell you this: it is the only love I’ve never had to recover from.

It’s still tender.

There’s something else I need to tell you. Something about why I was on that train, why the marriage was dying, why I was the kind of man who could fall in love with a stranger’s collarbone. There was a night—a specific night, a Thursday, the Thursday everything—but I don’t have the language for it yet. I’ve been in a room on Tuesdays for six years now, and even Dr. Owens hasn’t found the bottom of that Thursday. What I can tell you is this: the woman in the grey coat wasn’t the beginning. She was the intermission. And the second act is still playing.

You stopped taking the 7:42 eight months ago. I don’t know why. The seat three rows ahead of me has been filled by other people—a man with a briefcase, a teenager with headphones, once a woman in a green shirt who reminded me of someone I haven’t met yet—and I have ridden this train every Tuesday and Thursday for eight months, writing this letter on a phone no one is going to read. The seat is just a seat now. It doesn’t know it was a cathedral.

I’m still on the train. I have written this on the Notes app of a phone. I should delete it. I won’t. It will still be there when I get home tonight, and she’ll be asleep, and I’ll read it in the kitchen standing up with the refrigerator light on, and I’ll close the app, and I’ll pour a glass of water, and nothing will have changed. Except I’ll know. For the first time in eleven years, I’ll know what I actually felt.

That’s either the beginning of something or the end of everything. I’m too tired tonight to tell which.

But I think it’s the beginning.

I think.

M.

•   •   •
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Seventeen and Terrified

Dear Aisha,

I’ve started this letter forty-seven times. I know because I keep a notebook and every attempt is dated, and the first entry is from the night of prom, written on a Burger King napkin in the front seat of my mother’s borrowed Camry while the engine ticked and your porch light burned a hole in the dark and I sat there for eleven minutes trying to make the words behave. The first line was: “I think I might love you, and it’s making me stupid.” That was honest. Honesty is the only thing I was ever good at putting on paper. It’s the speaking out loud that murders me.

Here’s what I remember, Aisha: your braids. The weight of them. The way you’d twist one around your index finger when the teacher said something you disagreed with but hadn’t decided yet how to dismantle—that slow, coiling motion, like you were winding up a spring, loading the argument into your body before it reached your mouth. The way you laughed, which was never quiet, never polite, never the small, approved laughter of a girl who had been told to take up less space. You laughed like you were building something. Like joy was manual labor and you didn’t mind the sweat.

And your name. The way it felt in my mouth on the rare occasions I said it out loud. Ah-ee-sha. Three syllables. A breath, a climb, a landing. I used to say it to myself walking home, timing it to my steps, turning it into a rhythm that my sneakers kept against the pavement. I was seventeen and my whole body was a country I didn’t have a map for, and your name was the only road that went somewhere I wanted to be.

Here’s what I didn’t know at seventeen: how to be soft without bleeding. How to open my mouth and let tenderness out without hearing my father’s voice—not yelling, worse than yelling, that quiet, surgical voice he used when he was teaching you something he considered essential—saying:

Need is a wound, Elijah. Show it to someone and they’ll put their finger in it. Every time. Don’t you ever let them see where it hurts.

There was one night—I was maybe fourteen—when he found me writing. Not homework. The other kind. The kind where you take the inside and put it on the outside because keeping it in was making your hands shake. He picked up the notebook. He read it. And what he did with those pages, Aisha—what he said while he did it—I’ve started this sentence nine times in Dr. Owens’s office, and every time the words arrange themselves into a door I can’t walk through. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But that night is the reason I said “you’re cool” instead of what I meant. That night is the reason the boy stood at the cliff. The cliff didn’t start with you. It started in a kitchen, with a notebook, with a man who taught his son that the most dangerous thing a person can do is put words on paper and let someone else read them.

So, I loved you in code. I loved you in acts of service so small they were invisible: the extra pen I always had because you always forgot yours, the homework I “happened” to finish early so you could check your answers against mine, the way I memorized your schedule—every room, every period—so I could be in the hallway when your door opened, so I could see you for four seconds between classes, which was enough, which was never enough, which was the entire point. I loved you by picking fights with anyone who mispronounced your name. By standing too close to you in the lunch line. By never, ever, not once, in any language anyone could hear, telling you.

That night at Keisha’s party. The hallway. The music so loud the bass was living in the walls, and you pulled me out of the crowd by my sleeve—by my sleeve, Aisha, like I was a child, like I was something you were rescuing from traffic—and you pressed your back against the wall and looked up at me and said:

“Do you like me or not? Because I can’t keep guessing.”

Your eyes were wet. I didn’t know that until right now, writing this, but they were, weren’t they? You were already crying before you asked, because asking was the bravest thing either of us had ever done, and you did it in a hallway that smelled like cheap cologne and fruit punch while the bass shook the pictures on the wall, and I looked at you—the girl I would have dismantled the entire building for, brick by brick, with my bare hands—and I said:

“You’re cool.”

Two words. The two worst words in the English language arranged in the worst possible order. I watched them land on your face like a slap. I watched your mouth do something it had never done in my presence—it closed. That mouth that was always open, always laughing, always building joy with its bare hands—it closed, and something behind your eyes went out, not like a light switching off but like a light being carried into another room, a room I would never be invited into.

You dated Andre after that. Andre with his easy smile, his loud love, his ability to say your name in a hallway full of people like he was proud of the sound. I hated him with a hatred so pure it was almost admiration. He could do the thing. The simple, human, necessary thing. He could open his mouth and let the truth walk out, and I couldn’t, and you needed someone who could, and the universe doesn’t wait for boys who write love letters on napkins they’re too afraid to deliver.

I’m thirty-four. Six years of sitting in a room on Tuesdays, paying a woman named Dr. Owens to help me excavate the wreckage. And what we’ve dug up, week after week, Aisha, is a boy. A boy standing at the edge of a cliff his father built with his own two hands and his calm, surgical voice—not yelling, never yelling, worse than yelling—saying: the water at the bottom is full of teeth, Elijah. Jump and they’ll eat you alive. So the boy stood there. Stood there while you asked him to jump. Stood there while your eyes went wet and your mouth did something it had never done in his presence. Stood there and said you’re
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