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Chapter 1: The Weight of Loneliness

Every time he heard the word “Daddy,” Chapter 1 felt like a moment suspended in
time, as if he were still a child himself, or perhaps Flora was still young enough to need
him in that way. Yet, even as he attempted a reassuring nod or forced a semblance of
a smile, he could feel the weight of inadequacy tightening around him—a restless and
insidious force that thrived on his every disappointment. No matter how much he tried
to silence it, it was always there, whispering reminders of the things he hadn’t
accomplished, the paths he hadn’t taken, and the person he feared he had failed to

become.

His career, the one thing that should have given him purpose, was failing to do so.
After six months of painstaking effort, he had just presented his firm’s proposal for a
new community center in Red Hook, a project he had poured himself into with
unwavering conviction. The design was more than just functional—it was bold, modern,
and deeply integrated into its surroundings, a space that could genuinely transform
the neighborhood. Yet, as soon as he finished speaking, he could sense the inevitable
rejection settling in the air. It was too ambitious, too costly, too much. Instead, they
would choose something forgettable, a structure lacking soul, devoid of passion—a

hollowed-out version of what could have been.

He could already picture it: a drab, uninspired building, with a lifeless brick facade,
sterile fluorescent lights, and small windows that let in barely enough sunlight to
remind people of the world outside. It would be a monument to mediocrity, a daily
reminder to the people of Red Hook that their community, their aspirations, were
never worthy of anything more than the bare minimum. The thought gnawed at him,
making him question everything—his work, his purpose, even his decision to pursue
architecture at all. If creativity and ambition were always to be sacrificed for cost-

cutting and convenience, then what was the point?



Instead of heading home, he let his feet carry him through the restless heartbeat of
the city, past streets lined with familiar yet distant places, places that had once felt
alive with possibility. He wandered without direction, through SoHo, past Chinatown,
until he found himself on Lispenard Street, standing before the building where Jude
and Willem now lived together. He hadn’t planned on coming here, but something
about the sight of their home made him pause, made him consider the kind of life they
had created. It was warm, solid, built on a foundation of trust, and it was everything he

had begun to doubt he could ever have for himself.

Hesitation gripped him as he stood before the buzzer, his fingers hovering over it for
just a moment before he pressed down. A beat later, the door clicked open, and he
stepped inside, greeted immediately by the familiar scent of Jude’s cooking, a scent
that had once meant belonging. He ascended the stairs, his heart caught between the
pull of nostalgia and the ache of present loneliness, knowing what he would find
inside—a world where Jude and Willem existed effortlessly together, sharing their lives

in a way he couldn’t help but envy.

As he knocked on the door, a complex mix of emotions welled inside him—relief at
being here, unease at being an outsider in a home that was not his own. Yet, when
Willem answered, there was no hesitation in his welcome, no question of whether he
belonged here in this moment. They ushered him inside, made space for him on their
couch, placed a plate of food in front of him as if it had been waiting for him all along.
For a few brief hours, he could forget the things that haunted him, sink into the
warmth of shared conversation, of easy laughter, of a friendship that had never

wavered.

But even as he embraced the comfort of their presence, he knew that when he
left—when he returned to his parents’ house, to his empty room, to the hollow
uncertainty of his future—the ache would return tenfold. The contrast between this
moment of connection and the solitude that awaited him would carve into him, sharp
and unrelenting. He wasn’t sure which was worse—the loneliness he felt when he was

alone, or the way it deepened after moments like this, after being reminded of what it



felt like to belong.



Chapter 2

Whenever they shared their work, he couldn't help but feel that everyone else's visions
were far more ambitious than his own. Chapter 2 of his journey revealed designs that
weren’t just structures; they were statements, cultural critiques, and exercises in
reshaping human interaction with space. His own work, in contrast, seemed almost
embarrassingly simple—buildings that looked like buildings, with roofs to shelter, doors

to enter, and walls to enclose.

The realization gnawed at him, making him wonder if he had fallen behind or if he was
simply on a different path. His peers were designing more than just functional spaces;
they were reimagining the very philosophy of architecture, creating blueprints that
spoke in metaphor rather than utility. Meanwhile, he focused on creating spaces where
people could live, work, and find comfort, but he questioned if that was enough—if, in
an industry driven by statements, there was any space left for the unembellished

necessity of good, practical design.

At twenty-four, twenty-six, or even twenty-seven, it was acceptable to still be finding
yourself, testing ideas, refining a style. But at thirty, an age that seemed to mark some
unspoken professional milestone, he felt the pressure to have already arrived, to have
something definitive to show for all his years of study and experience. He envied those
who seemed to know exactly what they wanted to do, who spoke about architecture
with absolute certainty, as though they had unlocked some fundamental truth he had

yet to discover.

The fear of stagnation settled deep in his mind, whispering doubts about whether he
was really growing as an architect or merely going through the motions. While his
friends spoke about revolutionizing urban spaces and breaking the mold of
conventional design, he found himself drawn to the quiet beauty of practicality—to

spaces that weren’t necessarily groundbreaking but that worked, that felt natural, that



invited people in without making them feel as though they were part of an experiment.
But he worried that others saw his approach as uninspired or outdated, that he was

designing things that had already been done rather than innovating for the future.

He thought back to the buildings that had inspired him as a student, the ones that had
first made him want to pursue architecture. They weren’t avant-garde masterpieces or
bold declarations against tradition—they were the homes, the libraries, the schools
that had shaped his world, the spaces that had felt safe, warm, and human. Perhaps
that was what had drawn him to architecture in the first place—not the desire to
change the world, but to create spaces where people could exist without effort,

without needing to adjust to the design but instead feeling naturally at home within it.

Yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that architecture, at least in his professional circles,
had become less about what was useful and more about what was provocative. If a
structure wasn’t challenging convention or subverting expectations, was it even worth
designing? He saw his colleagues thrive on their ability to articulate abstract ideas, to
embed philosophies into their work, and he wondered if he lacked that ability—if he

was simply too straightforward, too ordinary, to be considered great.

As he walked the city streets that night, he let these thoughts weigh on him, his mind
cycling through every project he had worked on, every design he had abandoned,
every sketch that had felt both promising and inadequate. He thought of his younger
self, the one who had dreamed not of grandeur but of functionality, of warmth, of
spaces that could be lived in rather than merely admired. And he wondered if that was
enough, if creating something simple but lasting could ever hold the same prestige as

designing something revolutionary.

Maybe, he thought, he would never be the kind of architect that redefined skylines or
challenged the fundamental principles of design. Maybe he wasn’t meant to make a
statement or disrupt an industry. But maybe, just maybe, there was nothing wrong
with building a building that was just a building—as long as it was built to stand, to

shelter, and to endure.



Chapter 3: Jude’s Silent Struggles

Chapter 3 began with Willem still feeling the lingering cold from outside, the dampness
clinging to his skin and the residual tension of their rooftop struggle sitting heavy in his
chest. The contrast between the freezing night and the warmth of the apartment was
striking, yet it wasn’t enough to erase what had just happened. As Jude worked on the
window with quiet determination, Willem found himself studying him—the furrowed
brow, the precise movements, the way he shut out everything else to focus on the task

at hand.

It amazed him, as it always did, how Jude endured things most people would crumble
under, moving through life with an unshakable composure, never asking for sympathy
or understanding. His hands, despite the cold, moved deftly, his focus unwavering, and
Willem realized that this ability—to keep going, to push through pain as if it were
merely an inconvenience—was something Jude had mastered out of necessity. Willem
often wondered how much of it was learned, how much was simply survival, and how

much was sheer force of will.

The soft click of the latch giving way was almost imperceptible over the muffled
sounds of laughter and conversation drifting from inside. They climbed through the
window awkwardly, shaking off the cold as they entered the lively warmth of the party,
their abrupt shift in environment almost surreal. Around them, people drank and
talked, completely unaware of what had just transpired on the rooftop, the contrast

between their reality and Jude’s silent struggle almost too stark to comprehend.

Jude’s transition from near exhaustion to perfect host was seamless, a switch flipped
as he adjusted his posture, his expression slipping effortlessly into something
welcoming, composed. Willem watched him closely, noting the way he moved through
the room, greeting guests, engaging in easy conversation, hiding every trace of the

ordeal they had just endured. It was remarkable, but also deeply unsettling, the way



he carried himself as if nothing had happened, as if he wasn’t still shivering slightly
from the cold, as if he hadn’t just pulled them both out of a precarious situation with a

quiet competence that belied his exhaustion.

The room was full of people who adored Jude, yet Willem couldn’t shake the feeling
that he was utterly alone. He had spent years watching Jude keep everyone at arm’s
length, offering just enough of himself to be loved but never enough to be truly known.
Willem had always accepted it as part of who Jude was, but now, seeing him laugh and
joke while the weight of his private struggles pressed invisibly on his shoulders, he felt

a familiar pang of helplessness settle deep inside him.

As the evening stretched on, Willem felt himself fading into the background, retreating
into his thoughts while the conversations and laughter around him became nothing
more than white noise. He wanted to tell someone what had happened, to pull them
aside and say, ‘Look at him, really look at him, and see what | see’, but he knew it
would be pointless. Jude was too good at keeping his pain hidden, too practiced in

making sure no one ever saw the cracks beneath the surface.

It was an unspoken agreement between them, this delicate balance of knowing when
to press and when to step back. Jude didn’t need rescuing—not in the way most people
thought—but he did need someone who saw him, someone who wouldn’t let him
disappear into his own silence. And Willem had made peace with the fact that his role
in Jude’s life would always be just that—the person who saw him, who stayed, even

when Jude insisted he didn’t need anyone.

The night carried on, the energy of the party never faltering, but Willem remained
painfully aware of the undercurrent of exhaustion that Jude carried with him. He
wondered if anyone else noticed how Jude’s smiles never quite reached his eyes, how
his laughter was perfectly timed but never entirely natural. Probably not. Jude had
spent too many years perfecting the art of making himself appear fine, and most

people were all too willing to believe it.



But Willem wasn’t most people, and he never would be. He saw the shadows Jude
carried, the moments where his expression would go distant for just a fraction of a
second before he pulled himself back into the present. He saw the weight Jude bore,
the battles he fought in silence, and the quiet, relentless strength that kept him going

even when no one else noticed.

By the time the party began to wind down, Jude’s energy was visibly fading, though he
still kept up appearances, still made sure everyone felt welcome, still ensured that the
evening had been a success. Willem lingered in the doorway, watching him, wondering
how much longer he could keep doing this—pretending, enduring, convincing the

world that he was fine when he so clearly wasn’t.

At the end of the night, as the last of the guests departed and the apartment finally
settled into stillness, Willem stayed behind. He didn’t say anything, didn’t push, didn’t
ask questions he knew Jude wouldn’t answer. He simply sat beside him in the quiet,
offering the only thing he knew Jude would accept—his presence, his understanding,

his unwavering willingness to stay.



Chapter 2

rewarded for it.



Chapter 1: Enduring the Pain

Chapter 1 begins with exhaustion weighing heavily on him, his pain too overwhelming
to resist. He surrenders himself to the care of someone who understands him too
deeply to ask unnecessary questions. Andy works in silence, his movements precise
and steady as he examines the fresh wounds—cuts and bruises that tell of an internal
battle. There are no inquiries about the cause or circumstances; Andy knows better
than to seek explanations when the pain is still raw. In moments like these, when the

wounds go beyond the physical, silence provides the only comfort.

The air is thick with the familiar antiseptic smell, a clinical cleanliness that somehow
feels like a lifeline in this moment. He closes his eyes, focusing on the soft tearing of
bandage tape, the occasional clink of metal instruments, and the rhythm of Andy’s
hands, which move with a care that borders on tenderness. It's strange, this
combination of sharpness and solace, but it wraps around him like a cocoon, easing

the edges of his despair just enough for him to breathe without it hurting.

Andy’s hands pause for a moment, pressing gently against a particularly deep bruise,
as if to anchor him back to the present. There’s no judgment in his touch, no
expectation—just the quiet patience of someone who has stood in this place before,
who understands the delicate balance between healing and enduring. It's a moment
that shouldn’t feel significant, but it is, and he clings to it, letting the quiet comfort of

Andy’s presence tether him to the here and now.

When the bandages are secure and the routine instructions are delivered, he nods
automatically, his head heavy with the weight of familiarity. The cycle has become so
ingrained that he doesn’t need to hear the words to know them: rest, pain relief, avoid
further injury. And yet, even as he listens and agrees, he knows deep down that the

cycle is unlikely to break anytime soon. This quiet, unspoken understanding between



him and Andy is both his salvation and his sentence, a constant reminder of the

fragility of his own existence.

As he prepares to leave, he hesitates at the doorway, glancing back at Andy, who
busies himself tidying the sterile workspace. There’'s a weight in his chest that feels
like shame—shame for needing this help, for being so dependent, for bringing his
broken self to Andy’s door yet again. But mingled with the shame is something else,
something softer, quieter, and harder to define: gratitude, affection, perhaps even

love, though he’s'long since tried to banish that word from his vocabulary.

The city is alive when he steps outside, the air brisk and sharp against his skin, the
sounds of honking cars and distant conversations weaving together into a symphony
of routine chaos. Each step feels heavy at first, but as he moves further away from the
office, he begins to feel lighter, the cool air waking his senses and reminding him that
he is, for now, still here. The promise of temporary relief, however fleeting, allows him
to imagine a version of recovery—not one where he is whole or healed, but one where

he can keep moving forward, even if it’'s only by inches.

He breathes deeply, the cool air filling his lungs and grounding him in the moment. The
pain hasn't disappeared, but it's quieter now, subdued beneath the rhythmic sound of
his footsteps. The city’s pulse mirrors his own, persistent and unyielding, and
for the first time in what feels like forever, he dares to think that maybe this
is enough—that existing, in all its raw and imperfect glory, is enough for

NnOow.

As he approaches home, the morning light softening the cityscape, he resolves to face
the day ahead, whatever it might bring. He knows the cycle will repeat, knows that the
pain will return, but also knows that he has people like Andy, who will be there to

steady him when he falters. For today, that knowledge is enough to keep him walking,

one step at a time, toward whatever comes next.



Chapter 2: The Power of Connection

In Chapter 2, the narrator delves deeply into a moment of profound connection,

reflecting on the transformative power of relationships and the layered emotions they
bring. At the heart of this contemplation lies a significant realization: the moment one
chooses to regard someone as their child, a seismic shift occurs. This bond transcends
biological ties, rooted instead in an emotional commitment that brings both boundless
love and a haunting fear of loss—a fear magnified by the knowledge that protection is

often beyond their control.

The narrative weaves through memories of parenthood, grief, and identity, exposing
the multifaceted nature of these experiences. The narrator recounts the loss of their
child, Jacob, a pain that echoes across time, softened yet never silenced. Alongside
this grief is a raw acknowledgment of relief—an unspoken reprieve from the constant,
suffocating dread of something terrible happening. It is a paradox, the coexistence of
sorrow and solace, one that encapsulates the emotional complexity of love so deep it

borders on fear.

As the narrator reflects on their upbringing as an only child, the story widens to
explore the ways familial structures shape identity. They recall the isolation that
sometimes accompanied their childhood, the way their parents’ expectations carried
both pride and an unspoken weight. This solitary upbringing informed their
relationships as an adult, instilling a heightened sense of responsibility and a need for
connection that often clashed with an innate self-reliance. These recollections reveal
how one’s early years create a blueprint for understanding intimacy, duty, and self-

worth.

The narrator’s professional life as a lawyer provides another layer of introspection,
offering a lens through which to examine fairness, justice, and morality. Legal

education, they explain, is designed to deconstruct instinctive notions of right and



wrong, replacing them with structured reasoning and adherence to precedent. In

classrooms filled with debates over hypothetical cases, the narrator learned to grapple
with the uncomfortable reality that justice is rarely absolute and often exists in tension
with human emotions. These lessons, though abstract at the time, became profoundly

real when applied to life’s moral dilemmas, where fairness and legality often collide.

Through the story of Dennys, a friend whose artistic brilliance was traded for the
rigidity of a legal career, the narrator highlights the sacrifices that come with
specialization. Dennys, once a free-spirited painter, found himself confined by the
strict frameworks of law, his creative instincts dulled by the relentless demands of
logic and precision. This transformation serves as a metaphor for the narrator’'s own
journey, where the pursuit of justice became a balancing act between professional

detachment and personal empathy.

Amid these reflections, the narrative pivots to the intimate and irreversible shift that
occurs when assuming a parental role toward someone, whether by choice or
circumstance. The narrator describes how such a bond forever alters the lens through
which they view the world, tethering their emotions to another’s well-being. This bond,
fragile yet unbreakable, underscores the vulnerability inherent in love—a vulnerability

that often goes unspoken but is deeply felt.

The chapter concludes with a poignant moment, as the narrator recalls a conversation
with a student, an encounter that encapsulates the themes of morality, fairness, and
connection. The interaction leaves the narrator pondering the limits of understanding
another person and the ways relationships are shaped not by definitive answers but by
shared experiences and fleeting moments of clarity. They recognize that love, in all its
forms, is an act of courage—a willingness to embrace the unknown and accept the

risks that come with it.

As the chapter closes, the narrator acknowledges that true understanding is elusive,
an ongoing process shaped by time, memory, and perspective. Yet, amidst the
uncertainty, there is solace in the act of trying—in the hope that each connection,

however imperfect, brings us closer to the essence of what it means to be human. This



realization lingers, leaving the reader with a sense of both the fragility and the

resilience of love, relationships, and the human spirit.



Chapter 3: Finding Connection Amid Silence

As he speaks, he hopes his words provide Felix with some reassurance—a feeling that
he belongs, that he is not as alone as he may think. Chapter 3 unfolds with a moment
of quiet vulnerability as he says gently, "I know it might seem impossible right now,"
trying to keep his voice steady despite the lingering uncertainty in his own heart. "But
one day, you'll meet people who truly see you, who understand and accept you, no
matter how much you feel like an outsider now." His words carry weight, a quiet plea
for Felix to believe in something he himself once struggled to accept. He hesitates,
feeling the vulnerability of his own admission, but he refuses to look away. "Just wait,"
he adds with a sense of quiet conviction. "I promise you will find your people, and

when that happens, everything will change."

He waits for some sort of acknowledgment—an indication that his words have landed,
that Felix has at least considered them. But Felix simply looks at him, his expression
neutral, his emotions impossible to read. Instead of responding, he reaches down,
picks up his calculator, and gestures toward the next problem on the page, as if the
moment had never happened. There's a flicker of disappointment, a familiar ache of
wondering if his attempt at connection had failed. But then, he reminds himself that
not all words take root immediately. Sometimes, their impact lingers beneath the
surface, waiting for the right moment to bloom. He exhales and shifts his attention
back to their work, allowing the steady rhythm of conjugating verbs and solving

equations to fill the space between them.

Despite the silence that follows, he can’t help but feel that something has shifted,
however imperceptibly. Maybe Felix isn’t ready to hear those words right now, but that
doesn’t mean they won’t stay with him. He knows from experience that sometimes,
reassurance doesn’t register in the moment—it settles in later, surfacing in

unexpected ways, at times when it's needed most. He hopes that someday, when Felix



is standing at a crossroads, feeling isolated or misunderstood, this conversation will
come back to him like an echo, a quiet reminder that someone once saw him and

believed in his future.

As they continue working, he finds himself reflecting on the nature of connection, how
often it feels like throwing messages into the wind, never quite knowing where they
will land. Not every act of kindness is acknowledged, and not every piece of advice is
immediately absorbed. But that doesn’t make them any less meaningful. Sometimes,

all you can do is plant a seed of hope and trust that it will grow in its own time.

Later, as they close their books and begin gathering their things, he steals a final
glance at Felix, searching for any indication that his words have made a difference.
There’s nothing obvious—no change in his expression, no shift in his demeanor. But
something unspoken lingers in the air between them, something heavier than the
mere exchange of words. Perhaps Felix will never say anything about it. Perhaps he
won't even consciously remember this conversation. But deep down, he hopes that
someday, when Felix least expects it, he’'ll realize that he isn't alone—that he has a
place, that he is wanted, that there are people out there who will care for him in ways

he never thought possible.

And maybe, just maybe, one day Felix will pass along that same reassurance to
someone else. He will find someone who reminds him of himself, someone struggling
with the same doubts and fears, and he will repeat these words—words he once
received in silence but carried with him nonetheless. This is how understanding
spreads, how kindness endures, how hope finds a way to survive even in the darkest of
places. He smiles faintly to himself as he steps away, knowing that even if he never

sees it happen, this conversation was worth having.

The room grows quiet as they part ways, but the moment lingers—existing in the
space between what was spoken and what was left unsaid. And in the end, that’s often
how change begins: not in grand gestures or immediate transformations, but in the
slow, unseen process of words settling into someone’s heart, waiting for the right

moment to shape the future.



Chapter 1: Grief and Moving Forward

Chapter 1 begins every night, as he found himself trapped in the echoes of their past,
recalling the conversations they once had, the dreams they had meticulously woven
together, and the life they had planned but would never live. Each plan had felt like a
brick laid in the foundation of their future, carefully crafted with an unshakable
certainty that they would grow old together, shaping a life that was uniquely theirs.
But now, that foundation had crumbled, leaving behind nothing but fragments of what
could have been, scattered across the lonely landscape of his grief. Without Willem,
there was no home to build, no future to sculpt, only a past to turn over and over

again, as if he could somehow smooth the jagged edges of sorrow by reliving it.

The joy they had shared in those early years had been real, tangible, and deeply felt,
but so, too, had been the struggles—the uncertainty, the sacrifices, the quiet fears of
what lay ahead. Despite those challenges, they had each other, and that had been
enough. Would he trade his current sorrow to return to those days? Perhaps not, but
the ache for just one more moment, for the simple comfort of Willem’s presence, was
an unrelenting hunger—one that neither time, success, nor any amount of distraction
could ever satisfy. He longed for the sound of Willem’s voice, the warmth of his
laughter filling their apartment, and the small, mundane gestures that had once been

so effortless yet now felt so impossibly out of reach.

As his gaze drifts across the room, his eyes settle on the wooden bust Richard had
carved, a tribute to the life and love that had once defined his world. There were scale
models of buildings, reminders of dreams they had envisioned together, their presence
a stark contrast to the emptiness he now carried inside. These objects, though
inanimate, felt like relics of a love that refused to disappear, a testament that Willem
had lived, that their time together had mattered, that even in death, their story had

not been erased. These artifacts of their life together were not just symbols of grief but



of love, proof that even though everything had changed, some things
remained—memories, emotions, and the profound impact of having loved and been

loved in return.

In that moment, clarity settles over him like a quiet revelation—it is not escape that he
truly seeks, nor the erasure of pain, but rather a way to carry it without being
consumed by it. He finally understands that grief is not something to outrun or outlast,
but something that must be lived alongside joy, woven into the fabric of his existence.
To deny the pain would be to deny the depth of the love they shared, and that was
something he could never allow. His suffering was not just an affliction—it was a
tribute, a reflection of something too deep to fade, and in that realization, he feels the

first small shift toward acceptance.

With a deep, unsteady breath, he makes a choice—to reach out, to reconnect, to stop
retreating from the world that still holds pieces of Willem in it. The loss had carved an
emptiness inside him, but it had also taught him the value of those who remained, the
people who had stood by him even as he pushed them away. JB, Harold, Richard—his
friends who still hovered at the edges of his solitude, waiting for him to let them back
in. Maybe he would never heal completely, but perhaps he could start rebuilding, not
in the way he and Willem once imagined, but in a way that honored the love they had

shared.

Perhaps, in time, these small steps toward the world would lead him to something
resembling healing, or maybe the wound would remain forever raw. But even if healing
never fully came, he would keep moving forward—not for himself, but for Willem,
because that’s what love demanded, even in death. The pain would never leave him,
but neither would the love, and somehow, he had to find a way to carry both, to exist

in a world where sorrow and love intertwined, neither negating the other.

He moves toward his desk, feeling the weight in his chest shift, not lightened but no
longer unbearable, as though the burden of grief had reshaped itself into something he
could carry. His fingers hover over his phone, scrolling until he lands on JB’s hame, the

act so small yet monumental in what it represents. With a quiet breath, he presses



call, letting the silence stretch as the line rings, then whispers into the emptiness of

the room, “For you, Willem. Always for you.”



Chapter 1: Jude and Love

Chapter 1 began with an energy that was light, their smiles effortless, carrying them
through the morning as if the weight of the past had never existed. When breakfast
arrived, they ate with an easy comfort, their movements synchronized in a way that
spoke of familiarity, of years spent learning the rhythm of each other. Willem watched
Jude closely, taking in every small gesture—the way he carefully examined the perilla
leaf, the methodical way he arranged his food—and he felt, once again, the deep

certainty of why he had chosen this life with him.

They had endured so much together, weathered storms that had threatened to tear
them apart, yet here they were, sharing something as simple as breakfast, and it felt
like everything. It wasn’t that the challenges had disappeared; they still existed,
lingering in the background like shadows that never fully faded. But in this moment,
those worries seemed smaller, less daunting, because they had each other, and that

was enough to quiet the uncertainties.

Jude had been through more than most could even begin to understand, yet he sat
here, present, strong in ways that weren’t always obvious but were undeniable to
those who truly knew him. His existence, his ability to find peace in these small,
everyday moments, was proof of a resilience that went beyond mere survival. And
Willem, more than anything, felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude—that Jude had
chosen to let him in, to trust him when trusting had always been the most difficult

thing.

There were complexities in their relationship, challenges that could not be ignored.
Willem knew there would always be things about Jude’s past that he could not fully
understand, pain that no amount of love could completely erase. But he also knew that

love was not about fixing or erasing—it was about staying, about standing beside



someone even when their wounds still ached, about holding onto them through the

days when the past felt too close.

As Willem looked at Jude now, he thought about all the nights he had spent wondering
if love alone was enough. He had questioned whether his presence could ever truly
quiet the echoes of Jude’s past, whether there was a way to shield him from the pain
that sometimes gripped him without warning. But looking at Jude, watching him in this
moment of quiet contentment, Willem realized that understanding did not always
require answers—sometimes, it was enough simply to be there, to bear witness, to

remind Jude that he never had to be alone again.

Jude lifted his gaze, catching Willem’s eyes, and in that instant, something shifted. It
wasn’t dramatic; it wasn’'t grand. But there was something unguarded in Jude’s
expression, something that looked like a quiet surrender—not to pain, not to fear, but
to the possibility that happiness, however fragile, was something he could allow

himself to hold onto.

Willem reached across the table, his fingers brushing lightly over Jude’s wrist, a silent
promise, a reassurance without words. There was no need for explanation, no need for

anything other than this small, simple act of connection. It was enough.

Outside, the world continued its steady march, full of pressures and expectations that
neither of them could fully escape. But here, in this shared moment, they had carved
out something sacred, something untouchable. The future was uncertain, as it always

was, but whatever came next, they would face it together.

Willem watched as a small, hesitant smile crossed Jude’s face, and in that instant, he
knew. He knew that love was not about guarantees, not about promises that nothing
would ever hurt again. It was about choosing each other, day after day, through the
good and the bad, and never letting go. And as he sat there, his hand still resting
against Jude’s wrist, he felt with absolute certainty that whatever struggles lay ahead,
whatever challenges they would have to overcome, this—this life, this love—was worth

it all.



Chapter 3
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Chapter 1: Jude and Friendship

Chapter 1 begins by introducing four close friends—JB, Jude, Willem, and
Malcolm—whose bond has remained strong since their college years at Hood. Even
though fifteen years have passed since they graduated, their connection has endured,
shaped by both shared experiences and individual growth. Despite the differences in
their personal and professional lives, they continue to find comfort in each other’s

presence, holding onto the familiarity that has defined their friendship for years.

Their evening together takes on a nostalgic tone when JB announces that Edie, a
former member of their extended college circle, will be visiting. Edie, who has been
living in Hong Kong while transitioning into a new career as a vegan consultant,
becomes a focal point of conversation. A humorous misunderstanding arises when the
group mistakenly believes she is undergoing a gender transition, leading to an
amusing yet insightful moment that highlights both their close-knit dynamic and the

occasional gaps in their understanding of one another.

The anticipation of Edie’s arrival serves as a moment for reflection, prompting each of
them to assess how much has changed since their university days. While they have all
pursued different paths—Willem achieving recognition as an actor, Malcolm struggling
with feelings of being overlooked, ]B remaining deeply connected to their past, and
Jude dealing with his own personal battles—they still find themselves bound by the
deep familiarity of their friendship. Their interactions reveal an underlying tension
between the comfort of their shared history and the ways in which their lives have

diverged.

As preparations for Edie’s welcome party unfold, the gathering becomes more than
just a social event—it serves as a backdrop for each character to examine their own

place in the world. For Willem, in particular, the evening triggers an intense period of



introspection. Despite the glamour and success of his acting career, he wrestles with
feelings of dissatisfaction, questioning whether he has truly found meaning in his work

or if he is merely performing a role in both his professional and personal life.

Beyond his career, Willem is also preoccupied with Jude, whose enigmatic past and
ongoing suffering remain a mystery even to those closest to him. Jude’s struggles with
self-harm and his unwillingness to share his pain create an emotional barrier that even
Willem, despite his deep care for him, cannot seem to break through. This silent battle
underscores a key tension in their friendship—how can someone truly offer support

when the person in need refuses to accept it?

The party itself is filled with conversations and interactions that reflect the
complexities of their relationships. There are moments of laughter, nostalgia, and
connection, but beneath the surface, there is also a quiet undercurrent of unresolved
emotions. Jude’s presence, while physically there, often feels distant, as if he is only
partially engaged in the world around him. Willem, who has always been attuned to
Jude’s moods, finds himself growing increasingly concerned, though he struggles to

articulate exactly what it is that unsettles him.

As the night winds down, Willem accompanies Jude back to his apartment, their walk
through the city filled with a heavy silence. Willem’s thoughts drift between memories
of their younger years and the stark reality of their present lives. He contemplates the
weight of friendship, the unspoken responsibilities that come with truly caring for

someone, and the difficulty of bridging the gap between love and understanding.

Jude, for his part, remains guarded, unwilling to reveal the depth of his struggles.
Willem is left wondering if he will ever fully grasp the extent of what Jude has endured,
or if some parts of his friend will always remain hidden. This moment of quiet
contemplation encapsulates a central theme of the story—the longing for connection,
the barriers we place between ourselves and others, and the complexities of

supporting someone who keeps their pain locked away.



This chapter serves as an emotional foundation for the novel, exploring themes of
friendship, identity, and the search for meaning amid personal and professional
struggles. Through the lives of these four men, the narrative delves into the push and
pull of nostalgia and growth, highlighting the delicate balance between holding onto
the past and embracing the future. As they navigate their intertwined paths, the
central question remains—how do we truly stand by the people we love when they

refuse to let us in?



Chapter 2: Jude and Hope

Encircled by the presence of those who care for him, he feels no lingering sorrow from
the past. Chapter 2 unfolds with no weight of regret from investing time and energy
into people who never deserved his kindness. As they walk, Malcolm hesitates mid-
step, his expression etched with something unreadable, but he waves it off, urging

them to keep moving.

Their path leads them to Washington Square Park, where the late afternoon light
drapes everything in gold, and the sound of children’s laughter echoes through the air.
The city moves around them, lively and chaotic, yet an unspoken tension remains
between them, thick as the summer humidity. Malcolm’s steps slow as his gaze locks
onto a couple seated on a nearby bench, their conversation silent yet heavy, their

gestures sharp with unspoken emotion.

Watching them, he wonders if Malcolm is thinking of Sophie, if he is recalling the quiet
conflicts that grew between them like cracks in a once-solid foundation. Perhaps he
sees his own reflection in their strained interaction, recognizing the same weight of
words left unsaid. He turns to Malcolm, ready to offer something—advice, comfort, an
opening for discussion—but Malcolm is already looking at him, his stare piercing,

searching.

There is something in that look that unsettles him, a weight behind it that makes him
feel as though every fractured part of himself has been laid bare. He is not ready for
this—not for the truth buried within him, not for the feelings he has never dared to
fully acknowledge. The loneliness that grips him in the dead of night, the cold
emptiness that coils around his ribs, the doubt that gnaws at the edges of his

mind—he has kept them locked away, unwilling to face them.



He has spent years wondering if he has ever truly known love or if he has only ever
existed as a quiet presence in other people’s lives, a ghost lingering at the periphery.
The shame that festers inside him, dark and heavy, makes him question whether he
has ever belonged anywhere or if he has simply been tolerated, a temporary fixture
rather than something permanent. Admitting any of this aloud feels impossible, the

words catching in his throat before they can ever form.

Malcolm speaks, his voice steady but thick with something unspoken. “Jude,” he says
with certainty, his tone carrying the weight of something far deeper than reassurance.
“Whatever you choose, we’'re here for you. You are not your past. You are not your

scars.”

For a moment, time seems to hold still, the city’s noise fading into a distant hum as

those words settle between them. He cannot respond, not because he doesn’t want to,
but because something within him shifts, like a door creaking open after years of being
sealed shut. He nods, a small movement, but in that moment, it feels like the first step

toward something different, something unfamiliar yet necessary.

Maybe healing isn’t about erasing the past but about learning to exist alongside it, to
acknowledge it without allowing it to define him. Perhaps vulnerability isn't a
weakness, but a form of courage, an acceptance of the truth rather than a retreat from
it. Love, he begins to realize, is not a transaction, not something to be earned or
repaid, but something given freely, something that does not demand proof of

worthiness.

They stand in the park, the city continuing its endless rhythm around them, yet in this
moment, everything feels suspended, weightless. For the first time in a long time, he
considers the possibility that he is not meant to endure alone, that he is not beyond
saving. He allows himself to entertain the idea that maybe—just maybe—he is allowed

to want more, to need more, to hope for something better.

As the warmth of the late afternoon fades into evening, something within him settles,

quiet but undeniable. He is not whole, not yet, but for the first time, he lets himself



believe that maybe one day, he could be. And in that moment, in the quiet
understanding of something shifting, he feels, perhaps for the first time, the true

weight of what it means to belong.



Chapter 3: Jude and the Past

There were times when he wanted to say the name aloud, to let it pass his lips and
dissipate into the air, as if that might finally free him. Yet every time he began, the
words would catch-in his throat, swallowed by fear. Chapter 3 of his life felt like a
turning point—what if speaking it made the memories sharper, gave them weight, or
summoned the person he most wanted to forget? It was easier to leave the name

unspoken, to let it remain a ghost haunting his thoughts rather than risk giving it form.

But even in silence, Brother Luke was real—undeniably real. He existed as vividly as
the scars on his skin and the memories in his mind, an indelible part of who he was. It
was a truth he wrestled with daily, this idea that someone who had caused him so
much pain could still hold such a profound presence in his life. He hated him for what
he had done, yet there were moments, fleeting and disorienting, when he found

himself missing something about him.

How could he hold such conflicting emotions at once? He despised Luke for the harm
he caused, for the way he had stolen so much from him, yet there was a part of him
that couldn’t entirely let go. That part remembered the moments of kindness, the
illusion of safety, the twisted facsimile of love that Luke had provided. And even as he

rejected those feelings, he couldn’t deny their existence.

Luke was gone, but he wasn’t—not really. His absence was a presence, an invisible
weight pressing down on him, a shadow stretching over every interaction, every touch,
every attempt to move forward. He haunted his thoughts, slipping into his mind when
he least expected it, disrupting even the moments that should have brought him
peace. Luke might have been dead, but his influence lived on, shaping the way he

navigated the world and his relationships.



Every time he flinched at a kind gesture, every time he hesitated before trusting
someone, every time he pulled back from touch, he felt Luke’s legacy in his bones. It
was maddening, this realization that even in death, Luke had power over him. He
wanted to believe that he was free, that he had reclaimed himself, but the truth was
harder to face. The past wasn’t something he could outrun—it was something he

carried, no matter how much he tried to set it down.

He had spent years convincing himself that survival meant forgetting, that moving
forward required burying the memories deep where they couldn’t reach him. But
burying wasn’t the same as healing; it was only hiding, and the hidden things had a
way of resurfacing. The name he refused to say, the memories he tried to suppress,
the emotions he couldn’t untangle—they were all still there, waiting in the silence,

unspoken but undeniable.

Luke's presence wasn't just in the memories; it was in the way he saw the world, the
way he saw himself. It was in the way he mistrusted kindness, doubted love, and
feared vulnerability. It was in the way he braced for pain even when there was no
threat, in the way he questioned his worth even when he was surrounded by people
who cared for him. How could someone who was gone still hold so much sway over

him, still dictate the way he lived his life?

Yet despite it all, he was still here. He was still standing, still breathing, still trying.
Maybe that was the greatest rebellion of all—not erasing the past, not pretending it
hadn’t shaped him, but continuing to exist in spite of it. Each day he woke up, each
time he allowed himself to smile, each moment he spent building something new, he

defied the weight of what Luke had left behind.

One day, he thought, he might finally say the name and feel nothing. One day, it might
lose its power, becoming just a word, no longer a weapon or a wound. And maybe that
day would mark the beginning of true freedom—a moment when the ghost would
finally fade, and he could step into the future unburdened. Until then, he carried the
contradictions, the scars, the memories, and the hope that, one day, he would no

longer have to carry them at all.



Chapter 3: Jude and Redemption

In Chapter 3, JB finds himself in the throes of addiction, struggling against isolation,
regret, and an unfulfilled need for redemption. The story unfolds over the Fourth of July
weekend, a time when celebration and freedom dominate the city, yet for B, it serves
as a stark contrast to his own imprisonment within his habits and self-destruction.
While his friends disperse to various destinations—Malcolm heading to Hamburg, Jude
traveling to Copenhagen, Willem escaping to the landscapes of Cappadocia—)B

remains behind, caught in a personal battle he cannot seem to win.

The absence of his friends only magnifies the weight of his solitude, a silence that
makes the city feel more abandoned than ever. Though he tells himself that staying
behind was a choice, a statement of defiance, deep down he knows it was something
else—a resignation, a quiet admission that his struggles have kept him anchored in
place while the rest of the world moves on. As he roams through the empty streets, his
mind swings between moments of clarity and spirals of self-doubt, the desire to

change warring with the temptation of old habits.

JB’s journey through addiction is not just about the substances he clings to but about
the deeper wounds he has never addressed. He refuses to call himself an addict,
insisting that he is in control, yet every decision he makes tells a different story. His
body bears the consequences of his choices—his energy drained, his art suffering, his
relationships crumbling beneath the weight of his denial. Even as he convinces himself
that he can stop whenever he wants, the pull of dependency is too strong, wrapping

around him like an unshakable force.

The suffocating summer heat in New York mirrors the suffocation he feels within
himself, pressing down on him, making every breath feel heavier. The city, once a

place of inspiration and connection, now feels empty, its streets void of the laughter



and presence of those who once kept him tethered to reality. He hates the humidity,
the stillness, the way the sun beats down mercilessly, but he stays anyway, unable to
articulate why. Perhaps it is an attempt to prove to himself that he can survive this

alone, or perhaps he simply does not know how to leave.

In the midst of his struggle, his thoughts frequently drift to his friends, particularly
Jude, whose presence in his life has always been complex and unwavering. There are
memories that bring comfort, but also ones that sting with regret—times when he
failed Jude, when he failed all of them, when his addiction pushed them away. His
friendships are frayed but not yet broken, though he wonders how much longer they

will remain intact before he loses them completely.

Determined to regain control, JB resolves to stay clean, at least for this weekend, as if
proving his strength to himself and his absent friends will make a difference. Yet the
temptation is relentless, the loneliness pressing in on him, suffocating him in ways he
refuses to acknowledge. He paces his studio, the space that once fueled his artistic
passion now feeling more like a cage, a reflection of his internal turmoil. He wants to
believe that he has the willpower to endure this, but every second feels like an

unbearable weight.

His downward spiral reaches a breaking point when his friends unexpectedly arrive,
attempting to pull him back from the brink. Their intervention is meant to be an act of
love, but JB, defensive and full of self-loathing, lashes out, his desperation manifesting
as anger. The confrontation is heated, raw, filled with words he immediately regrets
but cannot take back. In pushing them away, he feels an instant sense of loss, a sharp

awareness that he may have just severed the last lifeline keeping him afloat.

The night ends with JB in a hospital, restrained and lost in his own mind, grappling with
the weight of what he has done. His body is healing, but his thoughts remain
fragmented, cycling through flashes of the past, visions of the future, and the
suffocating uncertainty of whether redemption is even possible. He has spent so long

convincing himself that he doesn’t need help, but in this moment, strapped to a



hospital bed, staring at the ceiling, he begins to wonder if accepting it is the only way

forward.

This chapter delves into the depths of addiction, capturing the profound loneliness and
psychological warfare that comes with it. JB’s fight is not just about substance
abuse—it is about self-worth, about the battle between wanting to be saved and
believing he is beyond saving. His journey is a painful but necessary confrontation with
the truth, a portrait of a man on the edge, torn between the seductive pull of

destruction and the fragile hope of redemption.



Chapter 3: Holding Life Together

Chapter 3 begins as sunlight filters through the trees, with Willem glancing at the deep
red of the car and chuckling. “It’s harlot red,” he jokes, the words rolling off his tongue
as if they’'ve been rehearsed, though the humor is effortless. Malcolm shakes his head

in amusement, his smile mirroring the warmth of the moment, and together they drive
onward, the lush greenery of summer stretching endlessly on either side of them. The

world outside feels vast and bright, yet it is the comfort of their shared understanding,

the years of friendship woven into every laugh and exchange, that makes this simple

drive feel significant.

Arriving home, they are greeted by the comforting aroma of simmering tomatoes and
garlic, the air thick with the scent of a meal in progress. Jude is at the stove, stirring a
saucepan of sauce with a careful, practiced hand, his wheelchair positioned
comfortably near the counter. The kitchen, alive with warmth and familiarity, quickly
fills with the chatter of friends as Willem and Malcolm join Jude, their voices
overlapping as they recount their drive, the heat, and their excitement for the evening
ahead. In the midst of it all, Jude looks up at Willem, offering one of those small,
private smiles that speak volumes—a look filled with history, quiet understanding, and

the kind of love that does not demand words to be felt.

As Willem watches Jude move through the kitchen with a practiced grace, he feels a
deep sense of admiration for the way Jude navigates his world. There is strength in the
way he carries himself, never letting his disability define him, never allowing it to
overshadow the life they’ve built together. These quiet, everyday moments—the
laughter of friends, the ritual of preparing dinner, the simple act of being present—are
what Willem has come to treasure most. They are the essence of their Happy Years,
not defined by grand gestures or perfection, but by the unwavering comfort of knowing

they are home, in every sense of the word.



The dinner table is filled with the lively hum of conversation, plates being passed
around, and the occasional clinking of glasses in silent toasts to nothing and
everything at once. JB may be missing, but his presence is still felt, woven into the
fabric of their shared memories, his absence only a temporary pause rather than a
loss. As they reminisce about their younger days, the struggles, the triumphs, and the
moments of reckless joy, Willem realizes how much they have all changed, yet how
the foundation of their bond remains unshaken. In this fleeting but tangible moment of
togetherness, he understands that despite the hardships, they have built something
extraordinary—a life shaped by love, resilience, and the quiet strength of enduring

friendship.

As the evening winds down, Willem finds himself lost in thought, reflecting on the road
that led them here. He thinks of the past—their early years, the struggles that once
felt insurmountable, the uncertainty of what their lives would become. And yet, here
they are, standing in the aftermath of all those battles, still together, still choosing one
another every single day. It is a revelation that fills him with both gratitude and a quiet

certainty that what they have is rare and unbreakable.

Later, as he helps Jude prepare for bed, the intimacy of these small moments carries
more weight than any declaration of love ever could. The brushing of teeth, the quiet
exchange of glances, the gentle ease with which they move around each other—these
are the pieces of their life that matter most, the small things that add up to something
monumental. Willem feels a deep, unshakable appreciation for it all: for Jude, for their

friends, for the simple yet profound act of being able to share another day together.

Lying in bed, Willem allows himself a moment of stillness, feeling Jude’s warmth beside
him, listening to the rhythm of his breath. The future is uncertain, as it always has
been, but what he knows for sure is that they will face it together, just as they always
have. As sleep begins to take hold, he whispers into the darkness, the words meant for
no one but himself, yet carrying the weight of every promise ever made. "For you,

Jude. Always for you."



Chapter 2: Jude and Healing

Chapter 2 began with his body no longer feeling like his own. It was as if it had become
something separate from him, something unpredictable and unreliable, a vessel that
could betray him at any moment. He carried an unease within himself, moving through
the world cautiously, ensuring that no one got too close, no one could breach the

invisible walls he had carefully rebuilt around him.

Only in solitude did he feel safe, when the world could not impose its presence upon
him, when he was free from the threat of an unexpected touch. He had grown
accustomed to shielding himself, to keeping distance between his existence and those
who cared about him, because that distance felt like the only way to maintain control.
He had always struggled with trust, but now, more than ever, it felt impossible to let

anyone in, to believe that their presence was anything but a prelude to pain.

In many ways, it felt like he had regressed, like he had stepped backward into the
person he had been when we first brought him into our home. In those early days,
every touch, every act of kindness from Julia or me had seemed to trigger an
instinctive flinch, as though he expected affection to be followed by punishment. It had
taken years for him to accept that love was not conditional, that it would not suddenly

be taken away or used against him, and now, all of that progress had crumbled.

We had spent so long proving to him that he was safe, that no harm would come from
our love, that he did not have to keep his guard up around us. But one night—one
person, one betrayal—had been enough to unravel everything. Caleb had managed to
shatter his sense of security in a matter of hours, leaving behind the wreckage of a

trust we had spent years building.

What | never admitted to him was the anger | felt—not just at Caleb, but at him. | was

furious that he had not let us in, that he had not trusted us enough to share his pain,



that he had decided to carry it alone as if we were incapable of shouldering it with him.
But | also understood why he couldn’t; to admit he needed help would be to
acknowledge his vulnerability, and for someone like him, that was the most terrifying

thing of all.

For so long, survival had meant convincing himself that he was self-sufficient, that he
could endure anything as long as he relied on no one but himself. To need someone, to
lean on others, to acknowledge that he was not impervious to harm, was a risk he had
never allowed himself to take. And after everything that had happened, after the
wounds he had spent his life hiding, it was easier for him to believe in his own isolation

than to risk believing in the safety we tried to offer him.

So we let him decide how to heal. We followed his lead, never pushing too hard, never
forcing him to share what he wasn’t ready to say. It was a slow process, often
frustrating, but we took solace in the small victories—the moments where he allowed

himself to let go, even if just for a second.

There were times when he laughed without immediately stifling it, when he sat in our
presence without recoiling, when he let Julia hug him without tensing up. Each time it
happened, it felt monumental, a tiny piece of proof that, despite everything, there was
still a part of him that wanted to believe in love, in safety, in us. But we never spoke
about the night that had broken him, never confronted the shadow that loomed over
everything, because we knew that acknowledging it might mean losing the fragile

progress we had made.

That night became an unspoken presence in our lives, a ghost that lingered in the
corners of every interaction. It was there in the way | instinctively scanned a room for
potential threats when we were out together, in the way Julia watched him closely at
family gatherings, always ready to step in if anyone unknowingly got too close. It
existed in the silences between us, in the way he avoided certain topics, certain

places, certain memories, as if pretending they didn’t exist might erase them.



But most of all, it was in the way he fought with himself every day. He pushed himself
harder than ever, throwing himself into his work, into distractions, into anything that
kept him from having to confront the pain lurking beneath the surface. He was
desperate to prove that what had happened hadn’t broken him, that he was still whole,

that he was stronger than the trauma he refused to acknowledge.

We could see the contradiction in him—the way he tried to reclaim power by acting as
though nothing had changed, even as his actions revealed the weight he carried. He
was afraid that if he let himself feel, if he admitted to the fear, the shame, the anger, it
would consume him completely. And so, he chose denial, believing that ignoring the
wounds would somehow make them disappear, even as they continued to shape every

part of his existence.

Yet despite all of it, there was love—constant, unwavering, fierce. We could not erase
his pain or undo the cruelty he had faced, but we could offer him one thing: a place
where he was safe, a place where he was never alone. And maybe, in the end, that
was the most important thing we could give him—not the promise that he would heal
overnight, but the assurance that no matter how long it took, we would be there,

waiting, ready to catch him when he was finally willing to fall into our arms.



Chapter 1: Jude and ldentity

Chapter 1 begins with identity as a constant, an equation that remains balanced no
matter what external forces act upon it. A number retains its value even when
multiplied, divided, or broken apart, and just as in mathematics, he realizes that
despite all the changes around him, his core self remains unaltered. No matter how
many times the world has tried to redefine him, he is still himself, whole in ways that

even he has failed to recognize.

As he feels himself plunging into the darkness, weightless yet aware, this realization is
the only certainty he has ever known. The chaos around him, the pain he has endured,
the scars he carries—none of it has erased his fundamental existence. He has been

torn down, reshaped, and left with pieces that sometimes seem impossible to put back

together, yet something within him has remained untouched, unwavering.

He has spent years believing that his identity was something fragile, something easily
shattered by the hands of others, but now he begins to question that assumption. If he
were truly broken, truly undone, would he still be here, still breathing, still thinking,
still feeling? The fact that he exists, that he has continued to move forward despite

everything, proves that he is not as fragile as he once thought.

Even as he braces for impact, for another moment that threatens to shake his reality,
he holds tightly to this one undeniable truth. He is not merely a product of what has
been done to him, not just a sum of his suffering. There is something in him that no

one—not time, not circumstance, not even his own doubts—has been able to erase.

He has spent so long allowing his past to define him, allowing the weight of old wounds
to dictate his sense of self. But if those wounds have not changed his core identity,
then perhaps they do not hold as much power over him as he once believed. Perhaps

he is something more than the accumulation of all that he has endured, something



greater than the echoes of his pain.

A new thought emerges, one that he has never dared to consider before—if suffering
has not rewritten who he is, then maybe healing is possible. Maybe his existence is not
meant to be a constant repetition of hurt and survival. Perhaps there is a version of
himself that is not defined by endurance alone, but by the capacity to experience joy,

to accept love, to embrace life without fear.

For so long, he has believed himself to be trapped, bound by the past, incapable of
change. But now, in this moment between falling and landing, between fear and
understanding, he begins to wonder if he has had more agency than he ever allowed
himself to believe. If his essence has remained intact despite everything, then perhaps

he is not as powerless as he once felt.

The thought both terrifies and exhilarates him. If he is not merely the sum of his
wounds, then what does that make him? If he is not defined by suffering, then what
else is left? The uncertainty is overwhelming, but for the first time, it does not feel

suffocating—it feels like possibility.

Suspended in the stillness of his thoughts, he considers the idea that his life does not
have to be dictated by the past. He has spent so much time believing he is only what
others have done to him, that he has failed to see the parts of himself that exist
beyond the pain. Perhaps, instead of carrying his past like an anchor, he can learn to
carry it as a reminder of how much he has survived, how much strength still resides

within him.

The idea of transformation has always seemed impossible, but maybe it was never
about becoming someone nhew—maybe it was about rediscovering who he has always
been. If nothing has fundamentally changed him, then he has the power to decide
what his future looks like. The past may always be a part of him, but it does not have

to be the only part.

And so, as he continues to fall, to move through the unknown, he no longer fears what

comes next. The impact will come, as it always does, but now, for the first time, he is



not afraid of what he will find on the other side. He is not just surviving—he is existing,

he is becoming, and in that, he finds something he never thought he would: hope.



Chapter 2: Grief and Unfinished Goodbyes

Chapter 2 finds Jude caught in a cycle of grief and reflection, struggling to reconcile his
past with the present as he navigates a world that feels increasingly distant. His visit
to Lucien and attendance at JB’s exhibition highlight the emotional weight he carries,
as every interaction forces him to confront the lingering pain of Willem’s absence. The
exhibition is meant to be a celebration of art, of shared history, but for Jude, it is a
visceral reminder of everything he has lost. The loss of Willem, the one person who
had given him a sense of unconditional love and safety, has left a void so profound
that even the presence of familiar friends feels hollow and unfulfilling. No matter how
much he tries to engage, Chapter 2 reveals how he remains haunted by the ghosts of
his past, unable to fully exist in a world that continues to move forward without Willem

init.

Walking through the exhibition, Jude is forced to relive moments of his life, each
painting capturing a fragment of the past he both cherishes and dreads. JB’s artwork,
deeply intimate and intertwined with their shared experiences, stirs something painful
within him, evoking feelings of nostalgia, regret, and longing for what can never be
again. The painting "Willem Listening to Jude Tell a Story" is especially gut-wrenching,
depicting a moment of love, trust, and connection that now exists only in memory. The
image pulls Jude back to a time when Willem was still by his side, listening to him with
the kind of understanding that Jude had rarely experienced in his life. He stands there,
staring at the piece, overwhelmed by a grief so raw it feels like it might consume him
whole. Despite the beauty of |B’'s work, or perhaps because of it, the exhibition
becomes less of a tribute and more of a painful reminder that time moves forward,

even when the heart refuses to let go.

The tension between Jude and JB reaches a breaking point when JB impulsively leans in

and kisses him, an act that takes them both by surprise. The moment is charged with



unresolved emotions, a culmination of years of friendship, pain, and unspoken desires.
But for Jude, the kiss is not a moment of warmth or comfort—instead, it unearths
feelings he isn’t prepared to face. His immediate reaction is one of shock and
discomfort, not necessarily out of rejection, but because the kiss forces him to
acknowledge something he has spent years suppressing: his deep fear of intimacy and
love. B, too, is struggling with his own unresolved emotions, his gesture coming from
a place of grief, confusion, and perhaps even desperation to reconnect with Jude in a
way that words no longer allow. But instead of bringing them closer, the moment only
deepens the rift between them, highlighting just how much Willem’s absence has
reshaped their lives and fractured the relationships they once thought were

unbreakable.

Despite Jude's best efforts to maintain some semblance of normalcy, he finds himself
drowning in the weight of his sorrow, unable to truly move forward. Every interaction
he has, whether with Lucien, JB, or Harold, is tinged with the inescapable reality that
Willem is gone and will never return. He tries to convince himself that grief is
something one can learn to live with, but the pain remains a constant companion,
manifesting in the quiet moments, in the spaces between conversations, in the
memories that refuse to fade. He questions whether his love for Willem has turned into
an anchor, holding him in place while everyone else has learned to let go. But how
does one let go of the only person who ever made them feel truly safe, seen, and

loved?

Jude’s past continues to dictate his present, shaping every thought, every action,
every relationship he tries to maintain. The tragedy of his existence is that even when
surrounded by people who care for him, he still feels utterly alone. The exhibition,
meant to be a celebration of art and memory, instead becomes a confrontation with
everything he has lost and everything he will never be able to regain. He sees himself
in the paintings, in the eyes of his friends, in the spaces Willem once occupied, and

realizes that no matter how much time passes, some wounds never truly heal.



As the chapter unfolds, the narrative delves deeper into the profound complexities of
grief, love, and human connection. It examines the limits of friendship, the fragility of
the bonds we build, and the devastating reality that some people never escape the
pain that has shaped them. Even as the world moves forward, Jude remains stuck in a
space between past and present, caught between longing for what once was and
fearing what the future might bring. His story is not just one of loss, but of the
impossibility of forgetting, the burden of memory, and the enduring ache of a love that

was never meant to last forever.



VII LISPENARD STREET

VIl Lispenard Street marks the starting point of a journey filled with remembrance
and sorrow. On the second anniversary of a devastating event, the narrator and their
close companions leave New York behind, seeking refuge in Rome, where memories of
grief and loss feel slightly less oppressive. Their visit coincides with a ceremony at the
American Academy, a tribute to a young architect’s scholarship funded by the Irvine
family in memory of their late son. Despite the gathering of familiar faces and the
shared solace of remembrance, an undeniable weight of sorrow lingers in the air, as if

grief itself had traveled with them across the ocean.

The narrator finds themselves reflecting on the intricate dynamics of their circle,
where moments of happiness and despair intertwine, shaping the collective history of
their friendships. Central to these reflections is Jude, a person whose presence was
once inescapable, yet whose absence now feels equally overwhelming. While Jude’s
life was marked by profound suffering, he had also been a source of great love and
connection, leaving behind an indelible mark on those who knew him. In an almost
mundane moment, the narrator recalls buying gelato in Rome, an act so simple yet
deeply significant, as it serves as a silent tribute to Jude, a reminder of the little rituals

and shared experiences that once brought fleeting joy amid his struggles.

Back in New York, the weight of Jude’s life and the complexities of his existence come
into sharper focus. The narrator revisits Jude’s battles with his past, the haunting
echoes of childhood trauma, and his relentless struggle with self-worth, which shaped
his every interaction. Despite the unwavering support of his friends, Jude often found
himself trapped in his own suffering, unable to fully accept love or believe in his own
right to happiness. Even in moments of tenderness, his trauma cast a shadow over his
relationships, turning even acts of kindness into burdens, as if he were always

anticipating the eventual loss.



The narrator struggles with the heartbreaking realization that love, no matter how
deep or unconditional, has limits when pitted against the monsters of the past. There
is pain in watching someone you love fight a battle you cannot win for them, a
sentiment that is painfully clear in Jude’s downward spiral. His suffering manifests in
silent anguish, in fleeting attempts at normalcy, and in moments of despair that seem
endless. Those who loved him grappled with their own emotions, torn between hope
and helplessness, between anger at his self-destruction and the unbearable sadness of

seeing him disappear piece by piece.

After Jude’s suicide, the narrative shifts, reflecting on the meaning of grief and the
impossibility of closure in the wake of such profound loss. The narrator, alongside their
friends, attempts to piece together the remnants of Jude’s life, finding letters and
recordings he left behind, offering a window into his thoughts. These messages bring
both comfort and torment, raising questions about what could have been done
differently, if anything at all. Was love ever enough to save him? Could anything have
changed the course of his fate? Such questions, ultimately, have no answers, leaving

only echoes of what was lost.

In the final moments of contemplation, the narrator considers the idea of an afterlife,
wondering if there exists a place where Jude has finally found peace, free from the
pain that consumed him in life. Whether in reincarnation, a parallel existence, or a
world beyond comprehension, they cling to the hope that somewhere, Jude is whole
again. The lingering ache of his absence remains, but so does the enduring power of

love, a force that refuses to be diminished by death, distance, or time.

The chapter masterfully encapsulates the raw and intricate layers of human emotion,
exploring mental iliness, grief, love, and the profound impact of loss. The writing
captures not just the tragedy of Jude’s story, but also the way his life shaped those
around him, proving that even after death, some people never truly leave us. The
depth of character, the lyrical, reflective prose, and the intimate portrayal of
relationships make this chapter a hauntingly beautiful meditation on what it means to

love and lose someone who could never escape their own pain.



