The Aftermath of Love:

Some of the Women I've Loved and Hurt

By Keu Reyes



Dedicated to the women who loved me.



Not all love stories end in love.



Prologue

Early Awakenings

One of my first experiences with something I could now call love, or at
least the beginning of a feeling powerful enough to stay with me for life,
happened in elementary school in Puerto Rico.

We were very young. Too young to have any real language for what
was happening, but old enough to feel something powerful and know
that it mattered even if we could not explain why. In the classroom, the
desks were arranged so that one side faced inward and the other side
faced back toward them, with the teacher moving up and down
between us. Across that room was a girl named Miriam.

Even at that age, I knew she was beautiful.

Not pretty in the soft, careless way adults talk about children.
Beautiful in a way that pulled attention. The kind of beauty that made
you look without deciding to. I remember looking at her one day and
getting caught. At first I felt that little jolt of fear a child feels when he
thinks he has done something wrong, like maybe she would be upset,
embarrassed, or tell on me somehow with her face.

But she did not look away.
She looked back.

And then something started that I had never experienced before.

We began looking at each other directly, intensely, and for long
stretches of time without saying a word. No smiles. No gestures. No

notes passed. No little games. Just eye contact. Deep, silent, unwavering
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eye contact that felt bigger than what should have been possible
between two children sitting in a classroom.

After that, it became our thing.

Every day, that was the ritual.

We did not really talk outside of it. We did not turn it into
friendship. We did not play together. We did not make it social. It lived
entirely in the looking. And when I say looking, I do not mean casual
glances. I mean getting lost in it. I would fall into those moments so
tully that I barely paid attention to class. And I think she did too. It felt
like the room disappeared. Like no one else noticed, or if they did, they
could not understand what was happening between us.

What I knew was that I could not stop thinking about it.

I thought about it after school.

I thought about it at night.

I thought about it lying in bed.

I thought about it in the morning when I woke up knowing I would see
her again.

That may have been the first time in my life that a feeling followed
me home.

That matters.

Because that is the real beginning of this story. Not sex. Not dating.
Not heartbreak. The beginning was being seen by a girl and feeling that
seeing turn into a private emotional world that stayed alive even when
she was not in front of me. Looking back now, Miriam may have been
my first real encounter with desire, connection, and the mystery of
another person feeling larger than the moment that contained them.

After Miriam, I moved to the United States.



And with that move came another kind of awakening.

I was bused to high school, still carrying the disorientation of having
left Puerto Rico and entered a world that felt colder, older, and less
familiar. I had skipped a couple of grades, so even though I was
technically a freshman, I was much younger than almost everybody
around me. I was about eleven. Most of the other students were closer
to fourteen. So there I was, placed in high school by academics, but still
a child in ways I did not yet understand.

On the bus, I had to sit next to a girl who, to me, was stunning.

She had beautiful eyes, a beautiful face, and a smile that seemed to
carry its own language. She had recently come to the United States as a
refugee from somewhere in Eastern Europe, maybe Kosovo, maybe
Bosnia, maybe somewhere nearby. At the time, I did not understand the
geography clearly. I only knew that she had come from somewhere
broken, somewhere adults talked about with the heaviness of war,
escape, and tragedy.

And in a strange way, we met each other inside a double silence.

She did not speak English because she had just arrived.
I did not speak English either because I had just moved from Puerto
Rico.

So there we were, sitting next to each other, unable to speak the
language around us and yet somehow understanding each other
anyway.

I have never been shy in the usual sense, so I looked at her.

She looked back.
And just like that, another staring ritual began.

But this one was different from Miriam.



With Miriam, the looking had been still, intense, almost sacred in its
silence. With this girl, the looking had more motion in it. She smiled in
different ways. Her face changed with feeling. She would try to
communicate little things without words, and I would do the same.
Sometimes it felt like she was complimenting me with her eyes, or
reacting to my shoes, or teasing me silently about something small.
Sometimes I was doing the same back. The whole bus ride became its
own private world.

Before long, everybody knew.

It became the kind of thing people joke about because it is so
obvious. People would tease us. Say she was my girlfriend. Say we liked
each other. And in a strange way, she did become a kind of
pseudo-girlfriend, even though we were never officially anything. We
only belonged to each other during that bus ride. I did not go to class
with her. I did not really see her during the school day the way you
would if you were actually dating. But on that bus, in those small seats
made for two people, something real was happening.

We sat close enough that our bodies touched naturally, not in any
inappropriate way, just close enough to feel each other’s warmth. I
remember how comfortable I felt next to her. How safe. And I think she
felt something similar. There was peace in it. Recognition. A quiet
belonging.

And when one of us was not there, it mattered.

If T missed the bus, she would let me know in whatever way she
could that she had noticed. That she had missed me. And the same was
true for me. There were days when her face changed and I could tell her

mood was different even though we had almost no spoken language



between us. That was one of the first times I understood that intimacy
does not always need words. Sometimes two people create a whole
emotional world without ever formally naming it.

Looking back, I think that was my first non-relationship
relationship.

It had the emotional texture of a relationship without any of the
official structure of one. No labels. No declarations. No conversation
about what we were. And yet there was anticipation, comfort, routine, a
litctle ache when the rhythm broke, and a kind of private loyalty that
lived only in those bus seats. I had seen beautiful girls before. But this
was different. This girl clicked with me in a way I was not expecting,
and I do not think she was either.

What happened with us is that life just kept moving.

School continued. Time passed. We got older. Whatever existed
between us stayed where it had always lived, inside that narrow world of
the bus ride, inside the looks, the smiles, the silent understanding, the
warmth of sitting close without needing to explain anything. It never
turned into some official relationship. There was no dramatic ending.
No confession. No day where one of us finally named what it had been.

And maybe that is part of why it stayed with me.

Some connections do not become powerful because of what they
turn into. They become powerful because of what they are while they
exist. Ours never became anything formal, but it was real enough to
mark me. It was one of the first times I understood that language is not
the only path to intimacy, and that some of the most important
experiences in life happen in spaces too small and too undefined to be

called anything at all.



Then there was Lourdes.

By the time she came into the picture, I was in high school and
already part of a circle of Puerto Rican friends, mostly kids from the
island itself. That mattered because we felt different from the Puerto
Ricans who had grown up in New York or were already more
Americanized. There was a cultural difference, a flavor, a shared
understanding that made our group feel like its own little world inside
the school.

Within that group, Lourdes liking me was almost public knowledge.
She made it obvious.

She did not hide it. She did not try to act cool. She liked me, and
everybody knew it. So naturally the group kept it alive. They teased me.
They joked about it constantly. She was pretty, and I knew that, but I
was not really drawn to her in that way at first. It was not that there was
anything wrong with her physically. There just was not that same
automatic pull I had felt with certain girls before. At that age, I was not
the kind of person who would sit there and analyze why.

I'just did not feel it.
But the teasing kept building.

And eventually people started joking that I was scared of her.
That got under my skin.

Pride got involved. My personality got involved. So I started teasing
back, acting like I was not the one who should be worried. It became a
little challenge. A game. Something playful on the surface, but charged
underneath.

Then one day the group was gone.



We were both running late to class. She was heading downstairs and
I was going up. We crossed paths on the stairs, alone. No audience. No
friends. No noise. Nobody to perform for. And in that moment I said
something like, “What’s up?” It was half challenge and half flirtation,
still carrying the energy of the game we had all been playing.

She stopped.

Then she turned around and came back toward me.

And when she said, “What’s up?” back to me, everything changed.

Because the way she said it was not joking anymore. She got close.
Face to face. She met me directly, like this had stopped being a group
joke and become a real moment that was now mine to either step into
or retreat from.

I could not back down then.

Part of it was pride. Part of it was curiosity. Part of it was the fact
that something magnetic happens when a girl turns a joke into a real
invitation. So we kissed.

That was my first real kiss.

Not some childish peck. Not some half-moment. A real kiss. Mouth
open. Tongue. Heat. Contact. The full shock of crossing a line I had
never crossed before. We kissed there on the stairs for a few seconds, and
even though it was brief, it changed me instantly.

Afterward we looked at each other and laughed.
She went her way.
I went mine.
But I was not the same boy walking into class.
I remember putting my head down on the desk and replaying it over

and over again. Not in confusion. In charge. In shock. In awakening.
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Up to that point, so much of what I had lived with women was built
out of looking, energy, silence, tension, anticipation. With Lourdes, the
physical world opened. Once that line got crossed, I could not uncross
it. From that point forward, my relationship to women, attraction, and
possibility was no longer only emotional or energetic. The physical
dimension had awakened, and that changed everything.

Nothing serious ever developed with Lourdes after that.

In a strange way, the kiss itself diffused the whole thing. It proved
what needed to be proved, at least inside the world we were living in
then. I was not afraid of her. The tension found its release. We stayed in
the same school, stayed within the same general social world, and
eventually just continued as friends. I do not know if it was her first kiss
too, but I know it mattered to me. Not because it turned into a
relationship. Because it marked a crossing.

After some time, she moved back to Puerto Rico, and I lost contact
with her.

But the moment stayed.

That is why all three of these girls belong here at the beginning.
Miriam was the first time I understood that being seen could become a
private emotional world.

The girl on the bus was the first time I experienced intimacy without
language, a relationship without a relationship.

Lourdes was the first time desire became physical and the body entered
the story.

That is the real beginning.

Before heartbreak.

Before girlfriends.
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Before betrayal.
Before marriage.
Before children.
Before all the women who would later change my life in ways bigger and
more destructive and more permanent.
These were the first awakenings.
And once those awakenings happen, nothing after them is ever

completely innocent again.
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Chapter One
Ginie

Her name was Georgina, but everyone called her Ginie. She came into
my life in a way that did not feel dramatic at first. It felt natural. Easy.
Like someone stepping into a room and, without trying, changing the
air in it. Once she came to live with us, it did not take long for us to fall
into a rhythm. She was not going to school then, so every day I came
home from school, she was there. Before her, I would usually come
home and disappear into my own world, go to my room, play
Nintendo, do whatever I was going to do. After she got there, that
changed. I started spending my time with her instead. We talked. We
talked about music. We would walk to the nearby 7-Eleven to buy
Slurpies. We kept finding reasons to stay around each other. And
without making any announcement about it, without calling it

anything, we became close fast.

It was one of those connections that stops feeling casual almost
immediately. Every hour I was not in school or asleep, I was usually with
her. We talked about everything. It did not feel forced. That is what I
remember most. It did not feel like either one of us was trying to create
intimacy. Intimacy just kept showing up. She smoked cigarettes, so she
would go outside to smoke and ask me to come with her. I would sit on
the stairs while she smoked, and we would talk there too. Those stair
conversations became their own world. Looking back, that was

probably where it really started. Not with a kiss. Not with some big
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declaration. With time. With rhythm. With the feeling that the day was

better if she was inside it.

And then the looks began.

I had felt that kind of thing before. The silent current. The charge that
passes between two people before either one says what is happening. I
had felt it with Miriam. I had felt a version of it with the girl on the bus.
But with Ginie it was stronger because now it was happening inside a
friendship that was already emotionally alive. We were not strangers
staring at each other across distance. We were already close. So when the
looks started, they carried more danger. More meaning. Our words
started becoming less important in certain moments because our eyes
were already doing too much. We would just look at each other with
that same charged stillness, and it got obvious enough that other people
noticed. One time our neighbor was sitting with us. She was around our
age, and she saw the way we were looking at each other and said
something like, “Oh my God, you guys like each other.” I remember
laughing. Ginie laughed too. But that laugh was not denial. It was more
like both of us knowing she had just said out loud what we were already

living inside.

At the time, our house was full of people. The younger ones, or the
ones considered the kids, slept in the living room together, spread out
on the floor under blankets. It was crowded, noisy, full of life, the kind
of house where privacy barely existed. And somehow that was exactly

where things started happening between us. That was the stage. The
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dark living room. Family all over the house. Bodies nearby. Noise
settling into sleep. Us lying there next to each other, close enough to feel
each other breathe, trying to act normal while something between us

was building fast.

Lying there at night, we started talking about kissing.

Then we kissed.

And that kiss was not like the one with Lourdes. Lourdes had been
important because she woke something physical up in me. But with
Ginie, the kiss felt deeper than that. Longer. More electric. It had more
emotion inside it. More danger. More awareness. People were asleep
near us. Family was right there. The room was dark, and the fact that we
could get caught only made it stronger. We knew it would cause
problems if we were seen, but that did not stop us. If anything, the risk
made the whole thing feel more alive. That first kiss did not feel like a
random teenage moment. It felt like crossing into something serious,

even if neither one of us had the language for that yet.

What started with that kiss became a nightly routine.

That is part of why I call it love without hesitation now. Because it was
not one kiss and a fantasy afterward. It became pattern. Repetition.
Expectation. We kept doing it. Every night the dark made room for us
again. The kisses got longer. More intense. Then they became more

than kissing. For the first time in my life, I experienced more than that.
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Our bodies joined each other in a way I had never shared with anyone
before. And because all the emotion was already there, it did not feel
like something merely physical. It felt physical fused to feeling. That is
what made it so powerful. It was not just that I was discovering sex. I
was discovering sex inside attachment, secrecy, longing, anticipation,
and emotional closeness. At that age, that hits with a force that is hard
to explain to anyone who has not lived it. By then she was all I thought

about.

What we had was secret, or at least we believed it was.

Between us, it was absolutely a relationship, even if we never stood up
and called it one in front of anybody. Years later I found out my sister
and other people already knew, which makes sense now. Something that
intense does not stay hidden just because nobody says it out loud. It
leaks into the room. Into the way two people move around each other.
Into the silence when one of them is upset. Into the feeling of the
house. But to us, it felt hidden, and that secrecy was part of what made
it ours. It made everything sharper. The waiting. The touching. The
looks. The jealousy. The sense that we had built something real in a

place where we were not supposed to have it.

And it had all the elements of a real relationship.

I was working in fast food then, and there were days when I would go
from school straight to work and not get home at the usual time. She

noticed. She tracked it. If I came home later than normal, she
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questioned me about it. That mattered to me because it meant
something had formed between us that was not vague anymore. There
was jealousy in it. Concern in it. Accountability in it. The kind that
only appears when two people have started belonging to each other
emotionally. There were also times when she would get upset with me
and stop talking to me, and people around us would notice the shift.
That was part of what made it feel so real. We were inside a house full of
people, yet somehow we had built a private emotional world strong

enough that when it trembled, the atmosphere around us changed.

So yes, I call it love.

Not because it lasted forever. Not because it was mature. Not because it
was clean. But because it had too many of the elements not to be.
Desire. Attachment. Longing. Secrecy. Jealousy. Anticipation.
Consequence. She was part of my daily life and my inner life at the same
time. She was not just a girl I liked. She became part of the structure of
my days. I expected her. Thought about her. Measured my life around
her presence. That is what first love really is. It is not just strong feeling.
It is when another person starts becoming part of the normal

architecture of your existence.

Then she went back to New Jersey.

She wanted to return, and I think her family wanted her back too, so she
was sent back. I do not know whether what was happening between us

had anything to do with that decision. Maybe it did. Maybe it did not.
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But I know it hurt. I know the house felt different after she was gone.
Before cell phones, if she wanted to talk to me, she had to call the house
phone and ask for me. And she did. She called often. I would go into my
room and talk to her privately, and we would stay on the phone for long
conversations. She told me she missed me. I missed her too. For a while,
those calls kept us alive. They stretched what we had across distance and
tried to preserve it. That is what long-distance love looked like then. No
texts. No late-night scroll. A house phone. A voice asking for you. A
room with the door closed. A cord running from the wall while you

tried to keep something real from thinning out.

But slowly the calls became less frequent.

Then less again.

And eventually they stopped.

There was no dramatic final explosion. No betrayal scene. No giant
ending. It faded the way some young loves do. Not all at once. Just
enough each time that by the time you realize it is dying, part of it is
already gone. That was its own kind of pain. Not to be violently torn
away from love, but to feel it slowly leaving the body of your life while
you are still trying to hold it in place. That was Georgina. She did not
break me with one act. She taught me something more subtle and
maybe just as important. She taught me that even a love that feels woven

into your routine can disappear.
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Ginie was my first real love.

Not because she was the first girl I noticed.

Not because she was the first girl I kissed.

Because she was the first girl who became part of my daily life and then
left a real absence when she was gone.

The house felt different.

The nights felt different.

And when the calls finally stopped, something in me understood for the

first time that love could be real and still fade.
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Chapter Two

Siobhan

After Georgina, something in me had changed.

She had left me with more than a memory. She had left me with an
experience I could not uncross. Once I knew what that kind of closeness
felt like, I wanted it again. Not only with her. With life. With women.
With the world. Before her, I had carried confidence like a bluff. After
her, I felt like I actually knew something. I had touched a deeper level of
intimacy, and from that point on, the way I moved through the world
changed.

Women responded to it.

That did not mean my life got easier.

I was still living in government housing. Money was still always tight. I
worked in fast food for four dollars and twenty-five cents an hour,
which was basically nothing, especially after taxes. I did not have
clothes. I did not have status. I was bused into a richer school where
other kids had better shoes, better houses, better everything. I had one
pair of slacks, one pair of shoes, and whatever version of myself I could
build out of nerve, humor, and hunger.

So that is what I built.

If T could not win with money, I had to win with personality. If I could
not walk in dressed like them, I had to walk in sharper than them.
Funnier than them. More present than them. I had to make my
personality do the work that money could not do for me. And it did.
Around that time, my friend Carl and I used to go downtown after
school. Carl was Haitian, and like me, he had gone through his own
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process of learning English and figuring out where he fit. We were
around the same age, both attracted to girls, both trying to make
something out of ourselves in a world that was not exactly handing us
the advantages other kids had. Downtown became part of our routine.
We would walk around, watch people, notice girls, and then eventually
work up the nerve to say hello. It was part hunger, part adventure, part
practice.

There was a Catholic school downtown, and the girls there wore
uniforms.

To me, they all seemed beautiful.

But there was one in particular who stood out.

She was tall, taller than me at the time, with long curly hair, freckles, a
beautiful smile, and a body that was already turning heads. She had a
look that made it hard not to notice her. I remember exchanging looks
with her when we crossed paths downtown. It happened more than
once. The kind of repeated silent contact that starts saying something
before either person ever opens their mouth. Eventually I went up to
her and said hello.

I got her number.

Back then, getting a girl’s number meant getting her house number,
which made every call feel more exposed. You could not just text
someone at night and slide into their life privately. You had to call the
house and hope the right person answered. Hope her parents were not
listening too closely. Hope your timing was right. Even that carried its
own kind of intimacy.

Her name was Siobhan.
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She was Trinidadian and Jamaican, and I was Puerto Rican and
Dominican, so there was already something there beyond pure
attraction. A cultural bridge. Rhythm. Flavor. Family. A certain shared
Caribbean energy that made conversation feel easier. She was
fair-skinned, with freckles, and something about her landed on me in
both a physical and personal way. She was not just beautiful to me. She
felt distinct.

We started talking on the phone, and what began as attraction deepened
quickly. Then at some point I convinced her to start coming over to my
room after school.

And she did.

She came over often.

We would talk about music, spend time together, and get physical. That
became our thing. Then after a while it went further. There were times
when she actually spent the night in my room, completely hidden from
everybody else in the house. No one knew she was there. She was just in
my room, tucked into this secret space we had somehow created, and for
a while we kept it hidden.

That kind of secrecy makes a relationship feel bigger than it is.

Maybe that is part of youth. Maybe that is part of danger. But when a
girl is sneaking into your room after school and sometimes staying the
night without anybody knowing, it does not feel casual. It feels like the
two of you have built a separate world inside the ordinary world
everyone else is living in. And when that happens young, the feelings
grow fast.

I started liking her a lot.
Quickly.
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The connection was not exactly the same as what I had with Ginie, but
it was moving in that direction. It had depth. It had routine. It had
intimacy. It had that feeling of becoming part of my actual life. She was
no longer just a girl I met downtown. She had become part of my days,
part of my room, part of my private emotional structure.

And maybe part of what made it complicated was that there were things
about her life I did not yet know how to read.

She was in that Catholic reform-type school for a reason. That should
have told me there was more going on beneath the surface. But I was
still innocent enough in certain ways not to ask too many questions. Or
maybe I did not want to. When you are inside attraction and secrecy
and access, you often do not go looking for the information that might
complicate the fantasy.

Then came the first real betrayal I can remember feeling.

There was a big festival downtown one day, and she had told me she was
going to be home. I believed her. I had no reason not to. At least not
yet. But when I went to the festival, I saw her there.

I can still feel the shock of that.

Not just because she was there.

Because she had lied.

And at that stage in my life, I did not yet have the emotional calluses for
that kind of moment. I did not yet have a mature language for betrayal.
I just knew I felt hit by something I had never felt before. It was like the
whole image I had of what we were cracked open in one second.

When she saw me, she looked caught.

That alone would have been enough.

But then it got worse.
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She was high.

Acid, or something like it.

I did not even know she was involved in that kind of thing. Maybe the
signs had been there and I was too inexperienced to read them. Maybe it
had never come up at all. Either way, that moment did not just hurt
because of the lie. It hurt because I realized there was a whole side of her
I did not know existed. What I felt in that moment was not simple
disappointment. It was confusion. It was humiliation. It was the
collapse of the version of her I thought I knew.

I left feeling horrible.

Not angry in some clean, cinematic way. Just wrecked. Split open. It
took me days to even begin understanding what had happened inside
me. That moment forced me to grow up quickly in a way I was not
ready for. Something in me stopped taking intimacy at face value after
that. Something in me became more watchful.

She kept calling me afterward.

For a while I did not want to talk to her. I needed distance from the
feeling of what I had seen. But eventually we did talk. She asked for
forgiveness. And even that was confusing, because some part of me still
cared. Some part of me still remembered the room, the music, the
phone calls, the hidden nights, the way she had become part of my life.
Betrayal does not erase attachment instantly. It just poisons it.

Then the conversation turned again.

She started suggesting that she might be pregnant.

That dropped me into a different level of fear.

Because now it was not just betrayal. It was consequence.

Responsibility. Future. I thought, if that is true, then everything
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changes and I have to deal with it. I was young, broke, still trying to
build myself out of almost nothing, and suddenly I was staring at the
possibility that my life might take a turn I had not even begun to
prepare for.

Later it turned out she was not pregnant.

To this day, I do not know whether she said that because she wanted to
pull me back in, because she was afraid, or because she genuinely did
not know what else to say. Maybe she was panicking. Maybe she was
manipulating. Maybe she was just young too. In the end, it did not
matter.

What mattered was that the betrayal stayed in my mind.

Even when we tried, for a little while, to smooth things over and
continue, something in me had already broken loose from it. The
relationship was no longer working for me. I could not go back to the
version of us that existed before the festival. Once I saw what I saw, once
I felt what I felt, something was over even if it still looked alive from the
outside.

That was Siobhan.

I could not go back to the version of her I had before the festival.

Not after the lie.

Not after seeing her there.

Not after realizing there were whole parts of her life I had never even
imagined.

We spoke again.

She asked for forgiveness.

Then came the pregnancy scare.

Then the confusion around that.
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But none of it restored what had broken.
Something in me stayed altered after her.
Not ruined.

Not hardened all at once.

Just less innocent than before.
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Chapter Three

Janelle

After Siobhan, I was not innocent in the same way anymore.

That does not mean I became wise. It just means I had already learned
that people do not always show you the part of themselves that will hurt
you until later. Sometimes the betrayal comes after the closeness, after
the phone calls, after the bedroom, after the trust. So even though I was
still open, still curious, still moving toward girls and life and experience,
something in me had already started protecting itself. I did not hand
trust over as easily anymore. I could still connect. I could still attract. I
could still get pulled in. But a piece of me had started standing back and
watching.

At the same time, I was building myself harder than ever.

My English got better because it had to. If I wanted to communicate,
connect, and move through this world with any kind of power, I needed
language. So I kept reading. Not just school reading. Everything.
Religion. Psychology. Whatever I could get my hands on. I was trying to
understand people, understand myself, understand why certain people
had presence and why others disappeared in a room. I remember
finding a psychology book that talked about eye contact and even gave
exercises to make your gaze stronger, to make your eyes hold weight. I
practiced them. I wanted my presence to say something before I even
opened my mouth.

Looking back, I can see I was already studying influence before I had a
name for it. I was building myself out of hunger, observation, reading,
instinct, and trial and error.
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My clothing changed too, though not in any clean or noble way. Carl
and I had no money, but we both knew that looking better would make
us feel more confident and probably make us more attractive too. So we
started shoplifting at the mall. It was wrong, of course. I can say that
now without any hesitation. But it also became part of the shell I was
building. Now I had more than personality. I had a little style. A little
wardrobe. I grew my hair into an afro, and because I am Puerto Rican
with very curly hair, it gave me a look that stood out. Girls noticed me
before they even knew me, and when they got to know me, they found
somebody even more different than what they first saw.

My conversations were not typical for my age. I did not only flirt. I paid
attention. I listened. I remembered details. Back then, before cell
phones held everything for you, if you wanted to keep up with girls, you
had to keep a black book. Names, numbers, notes. I did not just write
down a number. I wrote where I met her, what the weather was like,
what she wore, her birthday, favorite color, little fears, goals, details she
told me in passing. So later, when I called or saw her again, I could bring
things up that made it seem like I remembered everything naturally.
Maybe part of me really did care. But I was also learning something
deeper: attention itself creates impact. Being remembered is seductive.
Making someone feel seen is power.

That made me popular fast.

Girls liked me. A lot of them. I liked a lot of them too, in different ways.
Pretty soon people around me started seeing me as the girls guy. Every
group has its role system. One guy is the fighter. One guy is the music

guy. I became the guy who knew the girls. If there was a house party, I
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was expected to bring girls. People from other schools would ask me if T
could come through with girls. That became part of my identity.

But even with all that attention, I was still holding something back
inside. I could charm and attract and move through women’s energy
more easily than before, but trust did not flow out of me the way it once
had. Then I met Janelle.

What caught me first was not only how she looked. It was how hard she
liked me. She liked me openly. Strongly. Without hesitation. And after
the secrecy and betrayal that had already shaped me, that landed hard. It
made me feel special in a way I had not felt before. More than that, I
believed her. I believed the sincerity in it. That was what drew me in.
Not just beauty. Not just chemistry. The feeling that she was choosing
me loudly and without games. Janelle never made it a secret.

That was one of the first things that made her so different. With the
gitls before her, even when the connection was real, there was usually
some layer of hiding, some stolen world behind closed doors. But
Janelle was all over me in public. Hugging me. Kissing me. Telling me
how much she loved me with no hesitation at all. There was nothing
subtle about her. Being on the receiving end of that did something to
me. It made me feel seen in a louder, clearer, more undeniable way than
I had experienced before. It made me wonder if maybe I really was that
special, that lovable, that worth choosing so openly. And because she
gave me that feeling so freely, I started loving her back harder too.

There was another layer to her too, and it pulled me in just as strongly.
Sexually, she was exploratory in a way I had never experienced before.
She wanted to try things I had never done, in some cases had never even

imagined. She was open, fearless, curious. It made me nervous in a way
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that also excited me. It felt dangerous, and I liked that. But more than
that, it felt like trust. She was opening parts of herself to me that no one
had opened before, and that created a stronger bond between us. It
made the relationship feel deeper, more charged, more consuming.

Like the girls before her, she started coming to my house in secret.

She would stay in my room.

Then she started spending the night.

But unlike Siobhan, who would spend the night and then leave, Janelle
stayed longer. She stayed through the day. Then more days. And little
by little, without me fully grasping the seriousness of it, she was
basically living in my room for stretches of time. I knew enough to feel
nervous. I knew she should probably have been in school. I knew she
was not really going home. I knew this had crossed into something
bigger than teenage sneaking around. But I was still too young in my
understanding of consequence to fully grasp what was building.

What I only later understood was that she had become consumed by the
relationship. She was not talking to her family the way she should have
been. She did not want to go home. She wanted to be with me. That
kind of intensity feels amazing when you are inside it and too
inexperienced to see where it is headed. It feels like being chosen at the
highest level. But it was also a disaster building in slow motion.

Her family started calling my house.

No one in my family knew what was really going on, so when they
asked if she was there, they said no. That was the truth from their
perspective. They had no idea this girl was essentially hiding out in my
room.

Then one day we were out walking and a car drove by.
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It was her family.

They had been searching for her and found us.

We ran. Or at least I ran. She stopped and went back toward them, but
fear took over me and I kept going. I did not know what I was running
from exactly. Maybe consequences. Maybe adults. Maybe the realization
that the private world I had let grow in my room was now breaking
open in public.

After that, her family came to my house with the police.

They had reported her as a runaway.

My family was in complete disbelief. They did not know she had been
staying in my room. They let the police in, and that was when
everything got exposed. They found her clothes there, a whole bag of
them, proof that this was not a passing thing, not one sleepover, not one
hidden afternoon. She had really been living there. Her family took the
clothes and left, and then all of it came down on me.

When I finally came home later that night, after waiting for things to
calm down, it was bad. I got yelled at, questioned, confronted. Now I
was not just a boy in a secret relationship. I was the boy who had
brought a runaway girl into the house and hidden her there while my
mother was already trying to survive and hold life together. Looking
back, I can see how serious it was. At the time, I had not set out with
that in mind. I did not tell myself, I am going to let this become a full
crisis. I was just too inexperienced to understand how quickly emotion
turns into consequence when nobody is watching the boundaries.

That was Janelle.

A relationship no one knew about until everybody found out at once.
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And when they found out, it put me in a place I was not prepared for.
The intensity that had once made me feel chosen and alive was now
tangled up with stress, exposure, family pressure, and real trouble. After
everything happened, she still tried to contact me. But by then I was
done. Or at least I knew I had to be done. The consequences scared me
enough that whatever beautiful or intense thing had existed between us
no longer felt worth holding onto.

Then it got even more dramatic.

She started saying she was pregnant.

Her family began calling my mother saying they were going to drop her
off because now she was pregnant. That brought another wave of
pressure into the house, another layer of chaos, another burden my
mother did not deserve. Later it turned out she was not pregnant, or at
least there was never any proof that she was. To this day I do not know
if it was true for a moment, a lie, or a desperate attempt to keep the
connection alive. What I do know is that it added more strain to a
household that already had enough.

That part matters to me now in a way it probably did not then.

My mother was already working two and sometimes three jobs just to
survive. Life was already hard enough. And there I was, at that age,
causing a level of drama I did not yet fully know how to measure. I was
moving too fast inside my own becoming to understand the cost I was
creating for the people around me.

By then I was entering another stage of freedom too.

I got my first car, one I bought for a hundred dollars. It was almost
nothing, but to me it was everything. Now I could go farther, stay out

later, disappear longer. There were nights I came home late and nights I
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did not come home at all. Back then there were no phones everywhere,
no easy way to call and explain yourself. So my mother was left
worrying, not knowing where I was, what I was doing, or how far I was
drifting from the life she was trying to hold together. Having my own
money from work and my own car made me feel more independent
than I really was, and I started acting like it. Girls were validating me.
Their attention was feeding my identity. Their desire was becoming a
mirror I looked into too often. In a strange way, it also pushed me
harder. I started working more. I even started doing construction in the
mornings.

That was Janelle.

By the time everything came out, it was no longer just about me and
her.

It was in my mother’s house.

In her family’s panic.

In the police showing up.

In the clothes they found in my room.

In the calls afterward.

In the pregnancy claim that brought another wave of pressure into a
house that already had enough.

What had felt intense and exciting in private looked very different once
it was dragged into daylight.

That stayed with me.

Not because it made me wise all at once.

But because it was one of the first times I saw how fast desire can turn

into fallout when nobody inside it knows where the boundaries are.
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Chapter Four

Melody

I graduated high school at fifteen, going on sixteen.

Because I'd been skipped a couple of grades, I got there before almost
everybody else my age, and that changed the shape of my life
immediately. Other people were still waking up to school bells and hall
passes and trying to survive another day of class. I was already out. The
official plan was that I would continue with community college, keep
moving through the educational track, do what was expected. But that
was not how life felt to me then. What felt real was work, gas money,
movement, girls, freedom, and the sense that the world had started
cracking open in front of me.

So I worked.

Construction paid more than fast food, and that mattered because by
then I was hungry for motion. I also worked through a temporary labor
place that would pick up workers and send them wherever they needed
bodies. It was rough work, not glamorous, but the money was better,
and better money meant more gas, more freedom, more life. Even
though I still came from very little, I could feel myself wanting more
than survival now. Not in some abstract philosophical way. In a
practical way. I wanted movement. I wanted a car with gas in it. I
wanted access. I wanted to go where I wanted to go and not feel trapped
inside the same narrow life forever.

Around that time, my uncle had just gotten out of jail.

He was not some perfect masculine model. He had spent a lot of his life
in and out of prison, and nobody looking at him from the outside
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would have called him stable or polished. But I did not have many male
role models. So a man who was present still meant something. He
occupied that space in my life whether he deserved it in the cleanest
sense or not. He got a job where I was doing construction, so I spent
time with him there. Then after the workday he started a kind of
makeshift car wash in the parking lot of the contracting office, and I
helped him wash cars afterward. That time around him taught me a lot,
especially about women.

He was nothing like me.

Up to that point, whatever success I had with girls came through my
own style. Presence. Humor. Attention. Memory. Wit. Intensity.
Emotional pull. I studied women. I paid attention. I knew how to
create connection. My uncle did none of that. He would walk right up
to a woman, look her straight in the face, and say something like, “I
want to go on a date with you.” It was direct to the point of almost
sounding rude. Almost confrontational. And what shocked me was
how often it worked. Women who I thought would be turned off by
that kind of force actually seemed to melt under it. They responded to
the certainty, the pressure, the unapologetic male directness of it.
Watching him taught me something important: there was more than
one language of attraction. I did not need to become him, but I learned
that women can respond just as deeply to certainty as they do to
emotional subtlety. That made me stronger in my own style.

By then my life had become a blur of work, motion, and girls.

I started dating girls from richer neighborhoods, girls who lived in big
houses with swimming pools, girls whose lives looked nothing like

mine. I came from poverty, from government housing, from one pair of
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slacks and one pair of shoes. They came from space, ease, landscaping,
money, and polished families. I think some of them were drawn to the
roughness in me. I was different from the rich, clean, preppy boys they
were surrounded by all the time. And for me, those girls opened another
kind of door. Through them I entered worlds I had never seen from the
inside. Mansions. Pools. Driveways bigger than my whole life had felt.
Walking into those spaces lit another hunger in me. It made me want
that kind of life one day. Not only the girls. The world around them.
Then one day, on the way back from one of those neighborhoods, I
stopped for gas.

Even getting there had already reminded me that I did not belong in
those places yet. My car was beat up enough that police had harassed me
before just for being in neighborhoods where I clearly looked out of
place. That is how class works in real life sometimes. You do not just feel
poor because of what you have. You feel poor because the world around
you lets you know it can see you do not match it.

At that gas station I met a group of girls.

One of them was Melody.

At the time, I had no idea she would become such a major chapter in
my life. At first she was just one girl in a group. But almost immediately
I could tell she was different from the girls who had been around me up
to that point. She was not openly all over me. She did not hand me
certainty and let me relax inside it. If she liked me, and she did, she made
sure I never got to rest too comfortably inside that fact. She had a
hot-and-cold energy that pulled me in harder because it never let me
fully settle. One of her favorite phrases whenever she did not like

something was, “Why do I even bother?” She would say it like I was
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beneath her, like dealing with me was some burden she was constantly
questioning. Half of it was playful, half of it was real. That was her style.
She kept me emotionally leaning toward her even when she was already
there.

That was part of what made her powerful to me.

She was not simple. Not soft in the easy way. She could be dismissive
and then suddenly very deep and emotionally clear. She could seem
almost nonchalant and then make it undeniable that I mattered to her.
She carried emotional tension in her, and I got pulled into it.

There was another layer to her too.

She was older than me, and she was still a virgin.

I was her first.

That mattered. Not in some conquest sense. In the emotional sense. It
made the relationship feel weightier, more serious, more defining. It felt
like something that would leave a mark on both of us, not just pass
through. And over time she became my first official girlfriend, the first
girl I ever willingly brought home to my mother and introduced as my
girlfriend. Before that, girls entered my life through secrecy, accident,
drama, or exposure. Melody was the first one I brought into the light on
purpose.

That changed everything.

Because once you make a relationship official, it is no longer just
something happening in the shadows between two people. It starts
entering family. Identity. Reputation. Social structure. Other people
now know. Other people now measure it. Other people now start

building expectations around it. That is what Melody represented: for
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the first time, love was not just being lived privately. It was standing in
daylight.

And in my mind, she was different from the others.

That is important to say clearly. Because even though girls were still part
of my orbit, even though female attention had already become part of
my identity by then, I knew internally that Melody was not in the same
category. She was the one I took seriously. The one I could imagine
really building with. The one who felt like she belonged not just to my
present, but maybe to my future. The problem was that my feelings had
outrun my discipline. I knew she was my real girlfriend, but I had not
tully learned how to shut every other door cleanly. I had not learned
how to align my behavior with the seriousness of what I felt. So while
she meant something different to me, there were still other girls in the
background of my life. Not because they meant what she meant, but
because I was still a fragmented young man who had not yet learned
how to make the life around him obey the truth inside him.

That fracture would cost me.

Someone I considered a friend knew about the other girls, and he liked
Melody too. Later I found out he had told her things about me, about
the other girls in my orbit, and that changed something. She confronted
me about it. We never fully resolved what it all meant, at least not in any
mature clean way. But once that doubt entered, it stayed. If she already
had reason to question what I was doing while I was right there with
her, then once I left for the Navy and ended up on the other side of the
country, she had every reason to imagine worse. Looking back, I can see
Melody taught me two truths about myself at the same time: I had the

capacity for seriousness, for real commitment, for future-minded love,
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but I also had a weakness when it came to shutting down temptation,
background attention, and emotional side roads. My feelings were
ahead of my discipline.

Her family saw something in me too.

They were not fully comfortable with me. I could feel it. I was rough.
Edgy. Strong in a way that made adults nervous even if they could not
tully explain why. I was not polished. I did not come with the calm, safe,
predictable energy most parents want around their daughter. They
knew I was part of the reason she was out so much. They knew I was a
force in her life. But instead of pushing me away, they did something
smarter.

They invited me in.

They started asking me to go to church with them on Sundays, and I
did. They were Christian, and I was not exactly looking to become some
churchgoing young man, but I went anyway. At first maybe I did it
because it gave me another legitimate way to be beside her. But I ended
up enjoying it more than I expected. I would wear a dress shirt when I
had one and go with them. It made the relationship feel grown up. Real.
Legitimate in a way I had never experienced before. This was not
sneaking around anymore. This was sitting in church beside my
girlfriend and her family, trying to behave like a young man with
direction.

At the same time, my mother still thought I was wasting my life.

In her eyes I was working, chasing girls, drifting, and not going to
school. To calm her down, I kept telling her I was going to join the Air
Force. I used it almost like a placeholder for responsibility. As long as I

said that was my plan, she could not push too hard because at least it
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sounded like direction. The truth was, I was not really doing anything
about it. Then one day she called my bluff.

She said we were going to the Air Force office.

I remember hoping it would be closed by the time we got there. That
would let me act like I had tried without actually having to do anything.
We went to the shopping center where all the recruiting offices were,
walked to the back where the Air Force office was, and sure enough, no
one was there. I felt a little relieved. Then, on the way out, a Navy
recruiter saw us and called us over. He was a salesman, and he sold us
right there. My mother was with me, and because I was only sixteen, she
had to sign for me. In one afternoon, a bluft I had been using to keep
peace at home turned into a real departure plan. I was not even
seventeen yet, but the process had started, and my ship-out date was set
for right after my birthday.

Everything changed after that.

When I told Melody, it hit her hard. It hit me too. I did not want to
leave her, but I also knew I could not keep drifting the way I had been. I
needed structure. I needed money. I needed movement. So the story we
held onto was that this was not the end. I would go, get myself together,
get through boot camp and into the next phase of life, and then we
would build from there. It may not have been a formal promise, but it
was a real belief between us. Or at least we wanted it to be.

Then I left.

I went to boot camp in Great Lakes, Illinois, and suddenly I was in a
world much bigger than the one I had known. I saw Chicago. I met
people from all over. Then I got assigned to an aircraft carrier out of

Alameda, across from San Francisco, and the first time I crossed the
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Golden Gate Bridge something inside me shifted. I felt the size of life for
the first time in a new way. There was a whole world out there I had
never touched, and once I touched it, it changed me. It was exciting.
Frightening. Expansive. It made my old life feel smaller than it had ever
felt while I was actually living it.

With Melody, the relationship started thinning.

We still talked on the phone all the time. She was still my girlfriend. But
I could feel something loosening. Maybe she felt me moving too far
away into a life she could not follow. Maybe I was already changing too
fast inside that larger current. Maybe we were both holding onto the
relationship while some deeper part of us already knew it was drifting.
Neither of us may have wanted to say it directly, but the distance was
doing what distance does. It was widening the space between the people
we had been together and the people we were becoming apart.

Then came the phone call that ended everything.

She called me crying.

Before she even said it, I knew something had happened. I knew there
was another man in the story now. And then she told me. She had had a
one-night stand, and she had gotten pregnant from it. Because she was
religious, she was keeping the baby. That was it. There was really
nothing left to build after that.

It hurt.

Of course it hurt.

But strangely, it did not feel shocking. It felt final. Like fate had arrived
in the form we had both been circling without saying out loud. Not

because I wanted that ending. But because our relationship had already
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been carrying too much distance, doubt, and drift to survive that kind
of news. The phone call did not create the end as much as reveal it.

That was Melody.

She was the first girl I brought home on purpose. The first girl I stood
beside in daylight. The first girl I went to church with. The first girl I
could honestly imagine a future with.

And in the end, she was still just a voice on the phone, crying from far
away, telling me she had slept with someone else and was pregnant.
There was nothing left to argue with after that.

The future I thought I was building with her ended in a sentence I had

to hear from across the country.
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Chapter Five
Melvina

After Melody, I was hurt.

Not shattered beyond function. Not destroyed in some dramatic way.
But hurt enough that I felt the absence. Hurt enough that there was a
real hole where she had been. Part of why it did not devastate me
completely was because distance had already started the damage before
the final phone call came. I had already imagined something like that
ending. I had already lived with the possibility in my head, so when it
finally happened, the pain felt less like a surprise and more like
something I had been emotionally rehearsing without wanting to admit
it.

What hurt most was not only what happened.

It was losing her.

It was losing someone I had already built into myself and then realizing
that where she had been there was now space. Empty space. Space that
wanted to be filled.

And I filled it with life.

By then I was in the Navy, and the Navy had blown my world wide
open.

I was traveling. Seeing places I had never imagined touching when I was
younger. Cities, ports, countries, hotels, cars, women, entire
atmospheres that had not existed in the world I grew up in. I was
seventeen years old, and because we were deployed so much, my money
just stacked up. Out at sea there was nowhere to spend it. Meals were
covered. Life was confined. So then we would hit port and suddenly I
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had more money available to me than I had ever had in my life, at least
from my point of view then.

And T spent it exactly the way a young man with fresh money and old
hunger spends it.

Hard.

If we got somewhere like Hawaii, I wanted the full experience. I wanted
the hotel room. I wanted the view. I wanted the rental car, even if I had
to get an older person to rent it because I was too young. I wanted to
feel rich for two or three days at a time. I wanted the version of life that
scarcity had denied me. Looking back now, I would not call any of it
smart. But back then it felt like freedom. Reward. Identity. Revenge
against every version of not-enough I had lived with before.

And that phase brought a different kind of woman into my life too.

Not the gitls from home. Not the girls from school or the girls whose
phone numbers I kept in a black book. These were older women. More
experienced women. Women from all kinds of places. Women who were
living at a different rhythm than the girls I had known as a teenager.
And there I was, seventeen, with money in my pocket, a uniform
behind me, ports in front of me, and enough female validation around
me that it no longer felt like something happening to me. It felt like
who I was.

That was dangerous.

Because there is a point where attention stops feeding your confidence
and starts becoming your identity, and I was in that zone. Women had
helped shape me before. They had helped form my sense of self. But
now the whole thing felt bigger. More adult. More public. More
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permanent. I was no longer the boy trying to be chosen. I was becoming
the man who expected to be.

Around that time, one of my closest friends was Jean-Claude Clairvoy.

I do not know if I am spelling his last name exactly right now, but that
was him. French Creole. Light-skinned. From Louisiana or somewhere
in that southern world. Sharp. Fluent with women in the same way I
was. A lot of men around us could not understand how me and him got
the kind of attention we got, but we understood each other
immediately. We shared a hunger. A style. A language. We became fast
friends because both of us knew how to move in that world and enjoy
it. He was one of my running partners through some of the wildest
adventures of that chapter.

That was my Navy life then.

Movement.

Money.

Ports.

Hotels.

Cars.

Women.

Reinvention through experience.

And right in the middle of all that, I met Melvina.

Not in some glamorous place.

Ata7-Eleven.

She was stopping there, I think maybe coming from the gym or
somewhere like that. I met her, got her number, and we started talking.
What made her different from almost everybody around me then was

not that she was louder or hotter or more dramatic.
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It was that she felt stable.

Mature.

Held together.

She was a few years older than me, but the age difference was less
important than the difference in actual adulthood. Even though I
carried myself like a little grown man by then, I was not really grown in
the deeper sense. She was. She was calmer. Smarter. More reserved.
More supportive. She had a steadiness to her that I could feel
immediately because I had spent so much of my life moving through
volatility, hunger, improvisation, and pressure.

With Melvina, I felt safe.

That safety mattered more than I could have admitted then.

Because beneath the cars and hotels and women and motion, there was
still a part of me that wanted something I had not had enough of: peace.
Care. Safety. Softness. A place where I did not have to perform all the
time. A place where I was not only exciting, but received.

That is what she became.

And it was not just her.

It was her family too.

With Melody, I had gotten a taste of what it felt like for a relationship to
move into family space. Church. Parents. Legitimacy. But with Melvina,
I entered family much deeper than that. I was not just some guy she was
dating. I became part of the family. The kind of part where they bought
me Christmas gifts too. The kind of part where people made space for
me. The kind of part where you stop feeling like a visitor and start
feeling like you belong there.

That hit me hard.

46



Because I was far from my own family. I was building my life away from
home. And however much freedom I was enjoying, there was still
loneliness under it. So being absorbed into her family gave me
something emotional I had been missing for a long time. It gave me a
version of home. Maybe not my first home. Maybe not my truest home.
But a real one.

I did not just fall for Melvina.

I fell for what being with her felt like.

And what being with her felt like was structure, peace, and belonging.
We lived together for a long time, even though that was not exactly the
respectable thing in the eyes of everybody around us. But that was how
I moved then. I still did what I wanted. And living with her felt natural
because by then she was already woven into every part of my life that
mattered. At some point, marrying her began to feel like the right thing.
Looking back now, I can admit more clearly that the decision may have
been premature.

But it was not irrational.

It was layered.

I loved her. I valued her. Iloved the peace she gave me. Iloved the safety.
I loved the way she had become emotionally functional in my life, not
just romantically present. That part matters. She had become like a limb
to me. Not only in love, but in structure. Without her, I felt like I might
fall back into old chaos. With her, I felt stabilized. That kind of
dependency is not always easy to separate from love, especially when
you are young enough to still think peace and permanence might mean
the same thing.

So I married her.
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And she refined me.

That is one of the deepest truths of her chapter. She was cultured in a
way I was not. She knew things I did not know. She moved through the
world with more grace, more understanding, more composure. Being
with her made me aware of how rough I still was. How unfinished. She
did not try to erase me. But she elevated me. Softened some of my
rougher edges. Civilized me in certain ways. She did not make me weak.
She made me more aware of what a more developed version of myself
could look like.

That was Melvina.

Peace.

Belonging.

Family.

Refinement.

And she supported me.

During those years I started seriously pursuing stand-up comedy. It was
not paying bills. Not even close. But I believed in it, and I believed in
myself inside it. And to her credit, she stood beside me while I chased
something uncertain, unstable, and hungry. That matters. Because
support in the middle of ambition is one of the purest things a partner
can give you. It means they are with you while you are not yet finished,
while you are still trying to build something out of yourself that has no
guarantees.

And still, even inside all of that, something in me started shifting.

This is where the chapter turns.

It did not turn in one dramatic moment. It turned slowly, which was

worse. Because when love changes shape slowly, it becomes easy to avoid
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naming what is happening. You can still care for the person. Still respect
them. Still feel gratitude. Still share a bed, a life, a structure. All while
some quieter part of you has already started moving away.

That was happening in me.

The hard truth is that I did not have the courage then to just say it
cleanly.

Instead, I began moving in ways that created distance without forcing
me to own the truth directly. One of the biggest versions of that was Los
Angeles. On the surface, going there was about entertainment, career,
ambition. And that part was real. But under it was another truth too:
part of me hoped she would stay in the Bay Area. Part of me saw the
move as a way of slowly breaking us apart without having to do the
brutal thing of saying the relationship was over.

That is one of the ugliest truths in this chapter.

Because it means I was not only ambitious.

I was avoidant.

I was trying to create distance without having the courage to call it an
ending.

But she did not accept that version of the story.

Instead of staying, she followed me.

She came to Los Angeles. She got a job there. She rearranged her life
around what we were building. And when she did that, it forced
something in me to respond. On one level, it felt like proof. It made me
see the seriousness of what she was offering, the depth of her
commitment. So for a while, I recommitted too. At least emotionally.
At least enough to come back toward the relationship with a renewed

seriousness.
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But life kept applying pressure.

I still was not making real money, not the kind of money that could
support the life we were trying to hold together. Responsibilities kept
piling up, and too much of that weight landed on her, especially
financially. The stress kept building until one day she sat me down and
said she wanted to break up.

She wanted out.

What made that moment strange was that if she had said it earlier,
during the phase when I was already drifting, there was a version of me
that would have welcomed it. But by the time she said it, I had come
back enough emotionally that I did not want it then, not on those
terms, not on that timing. So I pushed back. I wanted to work it out.
And that created another turn in the cycle.

She had reached the place I had once reached.

And I had moved away from it.

Then because she wanted out, it reopened the old part of me that had
wanted out too. So now we were out of sync. She wanted to leave when
I wanted to stay. Then she softened and tried again, and I slowly drifted
back toward wanting to leave. We were not in the same emotional
season anymore.

Eventually I moved out.

Even then, I was not fully honest.

I told myself I needed to find myself. Needed space. Needed to figure
things out. And some of that may have been true. But it was also
another way of avoiding the cleaner truth, which was that I did not have
the courage to end it directly. So I got my own apartment and created

distance without fully naming what the distance meant.
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She was still trying to work it out.

I was already moving on, whether I admitted it or not.

Then one day she came by unexpectedly.

And found another woman at my place.

That was the real break.

That hurt her deeply, and it should have. It created a chaotic scene, and
in that moment whatever had still been hanging between us finally
snapped. After that, the separation became real. She filed for divorce.
We went our separate ways.

Looking back now, that whole chapter is much clearer to me than it was
then.

At the time it felt like blur. Stress. Reaction. Drift. Just life happening.
But now I can see the real failure in me more plainly. It was not only
that the relationship ended. It was that I did not end it with courage
when I should have. I caused pain that could have been reduced if T had
told the truth sooner. It still would have hurt. But it would have been
clean hurt instead of the dragged-out damage that happens when a man
cannot say the ending before he starts acting it out.

That was Melvina.

The woman who received me.

The woman whose family made room for me when I needed room the
most.

The woman who brought peace into my life and refinement into my
world.

The woman I married before I fully understood the difference between

love and dependence.
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And in the end, after all her support, after all her patience, after all the
ways she held me while I was still becoming, what she got back was a
man who did not know how to end things before he had already started
leaving.

By the time she found another woman in my apartment, the truth had
been living there before she ever walked through the door.

That is what I cannot escape.

I did not only lose Melvina.
I failed her before I lost her.
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Chapter Six
Caro

Her name was Carolina, but everyone called her Caro.

I met her online, back in the Yahoo Chat days, when people still got

pulled into each other through words before anything else. Before the

whole world turned into images and instant access, there was something

more dangerous about that kind of connection. You could build

tension with someone through typed sentences alone. You could start

imagining a life before you ever stepped into the room where it would

actually have to exist.

That was how it started with Caro.

At first it was just conversation. Curiosity. Late messages. The feeling

that this person kept appearing in your mind after you logged oft. We

built enough of a connection there that meeting in person felt

inevitable. And once we did, one of the first real things I learned about

her was that she had two children.

She had not told me right away.

I remember the way she held that truth when she finally said it, like she

was bracing for me to pull back. Like she had already lived enough to

know that some men get excited by the woman and then disappear the

second the whole life around her comes into view.

I did not disappear.

I told her it was not a problem, and at the time I meant it. But I also

know now that I meant it from the mind of a man who still entered

relationships through feeling first and consequence later. I was not yet

standing there thinking in full-family terms. I was not asking myselfif I
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was ready to step into a household, become part of children’s lives, or
absorb the weight of a woman whose life had already split open into
responsibilities far beyond romance. I was simply drawn to her, and the
fact that she had children did not stop the momentum.

So we kept going.

One thing led to another, and before long she was staying over at my
apartment in Hollywood. Then I started spending more time at her
place. Then I met her family. Then I met the kids. Then I stopped just
visiting and slowly started living there. That was the real shift. Once I
was in that house enough times, once the rhythms of that place started
becoming familiar, the relationship stopped being only about me and
her.

It became a household.

That is what made Caro different.

She did not just come with beauty, chemistry, and adult complications.
She came with a whole world already in motion. Her mother. Her
father. Her siblings. Her children. Noise in the house. Family
conversations. Meals. Tension. Domestic repetition. A full ecosystem.
Once I stepped inside it, I was no longer dating one woman in isolation.
I was entering a living structure that already had roots before I ever
arrived.

And over time, that house started feeling like mine too.

The kids mattered more than I expected.

That is the truth.

At first they were just part of her life, and because they were part of her
life, they became part of mine by proximity. But proximity becomes

attachment if it happens every day long enough. They saw me
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constantly. I was there in the mornings, there at night, there around
meals, there around arguments, there around quiet. I stopped being
some occasional man connected to their mother and started becoming a
daily presence.

That changes children.

And it changes you too.

I remember little things more than big speeches. A child saying my
name from another room like it was normal for me to answer. One of
them coming close without hesitation, already trusting that I belonged
there. The kind of everyday moments adults do not always notice until
later, when they realize those small repetitions were exactly how love
and dependence were being built. It was not dramatic. It was daily. And
daily is what makes these things dangerous.

Because daily becomes real.

I had never occupied that role before. I had never felt myself becoming
part of a child’s structure like that. Their father existed, but I was the
man who was there most consistently. That fact sat in me heavily, even
if I did not yet have the maturity to fully grasp how much. It made me
want to be better. More stable. More serious. It made me feel the weight
of my own presence in a way I had not felt before.

That was part of why I stayed.

Not only because I loved Caro.

Because I was becoming attached to a life.

There were moments in that house when things felt almost normal in
the best possible sense. A dinner. A morning. A child talking to me like
I had always been there. Family sounds in the next room. The feeling of

stepping into a structure bigger than my own appetite. That kind of
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belonging can fool you into believing the whole thing is healthier than it
is. It can make you confuse attachment with safety.

And safety is not what that relationship was.

Not really.

There was love in it. Real love. Real connection. Real family gravity. But
there was also volatility living under the same roof, and over time that
volatility became physical.

I do not want to soften that now.

Caro could become violent.

That does not make me innocent. I am not telling the story as if I was
some blameless man standing quietly in a storm I had nothing to do
with. I know I brought my own damage, my own confusion, my own
failures into that marriage. But the violence was real, and if I leave it out,
the chapter becomes false.

One of the clearest moments was Las Vegas.

We were there as a family, and my mother was there too. That matters
because once your mother sees certain things, the illusion changes.
Private chaos can stay private for a long time if it lives only behind
closed doors. But once your own family sees the marks of what you are
inside, you lose the ability to pretend it is just a rough patch or some
emotionally intense love story.

At some point in Vegas, Caro got upset and decided she was leaving. I
did not want her to leave. We argued. Things escalated. And in the
middle of that, she scratched my face and neck hard enough to draw
blood.

My mother saw it.
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That image stays with me as much as the pain itself. My mother seeing
me bleeding because of my wife. My mother witnessing the thing I had
been living in. That changes a relationship instantly, even if no one says
it out loud. It tells the truth in public.

And that was not even the worst of it.

There was another fight, another escalation, another moment when the
line got crossed so hard that my body had to remember for me. I
remember her knee coming into my head. Then fragments. Then
confusion. Then the emergency room. I woke up with a serious
concussion, with parts of the memory missing. There are stretches of
that night I still cannot fully retrieve. But the body tells the story clearly
enough: I was hurt badly enough to lose pieces of time.

And still, T stayed.

That is the part people outside these kinds of relationships do not
always understand. They want one clean answer. Why stay? Why not
leave the first time it gets that bad? But relationships like that are never
made of one thing. If it had only been me and Caro, maybe I would
have left sooner. But it was not only me and her. It was the house. The
family. The children. The fact that leaving meant not just leaving a
woman, but ripping myself out of a whole emotional system that had
already made room for me.

The children were a huge part of that.

If T left, I was not just leaving conflict behind. I was also becoming
another man who disappears from children’s lives after they have
already started building him into their normal. That thought kept me
there longer than it should have. I did not want to do that to them. I did

not want to become one more absence in a child’s story. So I endured
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more than I should have endured, and I called it commitment because I
needed some way to justify it.

But the truth is simpler than that.

I was trapped between love and harm.

That is what Caro was.

A relationship where the good was real enough to bind me and the bad
was real enough to damage me.

Eventually we got married, and marriage only made the whole thing
heavier. Marriage has a way of making people stay beyond the point
where truth has already started screaming. It adds identity, public
weight, failure, pride, denial. It makes the breaking harder to admit. But
by then the relationship had already crossed too many lines. Too much
volatility. Too much emotional chaos. Too much normalized harm.

I knew I had to leave.

And when it came time to leave, I was carrying another ghost with me
too: the lesson of my first marriage. With Melvina, I had failed by
dragging the ending out too long, by not being honest soon enough, by
letting rot do what courage should have done. I did not want to repeat
that. I did not want another long, soft, dishonest ending.

So this time I went hard in the other direction.

Too hard.

I left clean in the sense of contact. Clean in the sense of finality. Clean
in the sense that I cut it off fully and tried to disappear from the whole
structure so it would not keep bleeding into me. At the time, that felt
like the only way to survive it. I told myself that staying half-connected

would only drag the pain forward, that keeping any bridge open would
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invite more chaos, more guilt, more reopening. Maybe part of that was
true.

But I can admit now that I do not know if T handled it the best way.
Because leaving Caro also meant leaving the kids.

And there is no clean way to do that once they have already made you
part of their daily emotional architecture.

That is still one of the hardest parts of this chapter for me. Not just that
I left a violent marriage. Not just that I left a woman I'loved. But that in
doing so I also stepped out of a family system where children had
already started reading me as part of the structure. I know what absence
does. I know what it means when a man is there and then one day is
not. I know that because life teaches those lessons early.

And still, I became that absence.

That was Caro.

Not a simple love story.

Not a simple mistake.

Not a simple victim story either.

A chapter where family and harm lived in the same house.

A chapter where children made everything heavier.

A chapter where love and violence kept colliding until I finally had to
walk away.

A chapter where staying cost me too much and leaving cost more than
only me.

And once it was over, I did not go back.

Whatever that chapter was, it was finished.

59



Chapter Seven

Charon

Charon came into my life through a work acquaintance.

From the beginning, there was no awkward climb, no long stretch of
uncertainty where two people circle each other trying to figure out
whether anything real is there. We clicked fast. Cleanly. It felt natural
right away. And after some of the relationships I had already lived
through, that kind of immediate ease felt rare.

What drew me in first was not chaos.

It was peace.

That mattered because by then I already had enough history with
intensity to know how deceptive it could be. I knew what it felt like to
be pulled hard into a relationship through desire, volatility, or
emotional force. I knew how quickly that kind of energy could make
something feel meaningful. But with Charon, the attraction was not
built on turbulence. It was built on calm. We communicated well.
Really well. When we were together, things felt balanced in a way I was
not used to. It did not feel like work. It did not feel like managing
impact. It did not feel like living inside a fire. It felt natural, steady,
almost like something that was simply meant to be because it did not
need to be forced.

And yet, some of the best parts of us were not quiet in a boring way.
They were private in an intense way.

When we were together, especially in those early stretches, it felt like
time changed around us. We could lock ourselves in a room for days and
it would feel like hours. That is not an exaggeration. We could disappear
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into each other completely. Late nights. Drinks. Deep conversations
that kept unfolding and turning into other conversations, then other
confessions, then other dreams. We talked about goals, hopes, what life
could become, what kind of future made sense, where we wanted to go,
what we wanted to build. Those were some of the purest times I had
with her.

Just me and her.

Nothing else.

No chaos from outside.

No other people.

No family drama in the room.

No pressure except whatever pressure came from wanting to stay inside
that feeling longer.

I truly enjoyed our private adventures.

Some of the funnest times I ever had with a woman were with Charon
in those hidden little stretches of time where the rest of life went silent
and it felt like only we existed. She had this East Coast clock in her body
that never quite adjusted. Her sense of time was all over the place. I
remember her waking me up at six in the morning with a shot of tequila
like the day had already started in some other universe she was living in.
And I would go along with it. I cannot say I regret it. It was reckless in
its own way, but it was also ours. That kind of weird, private ritual is
what makes a relationship feel real from the inside. It is not the big label.
It is the little madness two people normalize together because it belongs
to their world and no one else’s.

That was part of Charon.

Not just peace.

61



Private intensity.

Not just calm.

A kind of cocoon.

And we did make the effort.

She would come to Los Angeles and stay with me. Other times I would
go to New York and stay with her. That matters because long-distance
relationships can become fantasy if the distance is all there is. But ours
was not fantasy. We were in each other’s worlds. In each other’s homes.
In each other’s cities. We built actual memory together. I met her
family. She met mine. That always means something. Once families are
involved, a relationship stops being just private emotion and starts
becoming part of a visible life. It gains roots. It gains structure. It starts
carrying the shape of something serious.

That was Charon.

Serious early.

Peaceful early.

Natural early.

But there was another truth in her chapter too.

She was probably ahead of my time.

That is one of the clearest ways I can say it now. Her expectations were
more realistic than mine, maybe more adult than mine. She saw life in a
way that was less romantic, less improvisational, less built on hope
alone. I was still a man with too much disorder in him, too much
appetite, too much unfinished transition, too much confidence in
emotion and not enough respect for what reality eventually demands.

Charon had warmth and softness, but she also had a more grounded
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sense of what things actually take to work. I think in that sense she was
ahead of where I really was, even if I did not fully know it then.

The distance became the central problem, but not because distance
always kills a relationship. It became the problem because of what it
stirred up in me. I did not handle uncertainty well. I had already lived
enough by then to know how easily distance can become drift, how
quickly a relationship can start thinning when two people are trying to
keep something alive from opposite coasts. And instead of sitting in
that reality honestly, I kept trying to control it.

I pressured her to move to California.

Too much. More than I should have. More than she responded well to. I
knew she was not the kind of person who liked pressure, and I still kept
applying it. Part of that was stubbornness. Part of it was selfishness. And
part of it was fear. I wanted the relationship to become easier for me. I
wanted the uncertainty removed. I wanted the burden of distance
solved in a way that required her to make the sacrifice I already knew I
was not going to make myself. Because the truth is, I was never going to
move to New York. My work was in California. My life was rooted
there. So even in that pressure, there was a quiet unfairness I can see
more clearly now than I did then.

That unfairness matters.

Because it says something about where I still was emotionally. I wanted
peace, yes. I wanted healing, yes. But I still wanted it shaped around my
convenience, my geography, my certainty. I was not yet fully living
inside mutuality. I was still trying to bend love around my own
anxieties.

And Charon became soothing in exactly the place where I was weak.
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That is part of why she mattered so much to me.

She felt healing.

I do not mean that in the cheap sense, as if I expected her to fix me. No
one was going to fix me. But she had a kind of emotional texture that
quieted things in me. A stillness. A maturity. A softness without
fragility. And because so much of my relational life before her had
carried turbulence, she arrived like relief. She became the person onto
whom I projected a lot of the peace I had been craving. In some ways I
was loving her. In other ways I was also loving what being near her did
to the noise inside me.

But she was not some blank peaceful figure dropped into my life
untouched by pain.

She had her own wounds too.

She came from a rough childhood. A difficult family background. Pain
that she carried quietly, with grace, but still carried. That matters
because it means this was never a story of one broken person and one
purely healed one. We were both bringing unfinished history into the
relationship. Mine was louder in certain ways. Hers may have been more
contained. But both were there.

And then there was the old ex.

That became one of the destabilizing factors in the relationship. There
was an ex-boyfriend from long before who somehow still existed in her
orbit, still unresolved, still not fully gone. When I found out about that,
it hurt me deeply. It felt like betrayal or at least the possibility of it. It
made the relationship feel less secure than I wanted it to feel. Less clean.
Less singular. And because I had already lived enough by then to be

sensitive to hidden instability, I reacted hard to it internally.
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But I cannot tell that truth without telling the harder one beside it.

My own hands were not clean either.

I was not living like some completely faithful man sitting still in Los
Angeles, offering perfect loyalty while asking for hers. I had my own
orbit. My own companionship. My own divided life. And one of the
contradictions in me at that time was that I still carried a private logic
that said if a woman was my main woman, then the rest did not count
in the same way. That may have made sense to me then. It does not
make it fair. It does not make it clean. And it does not erase the fact that
I was asking for a clarity I was not fully offering myself.

That contradiction poisoned the relationship from underneath.

Not all at once. But enough.

Because once distance, pressure, unresolved exes, hidden duality, and
old wounds all start living in the same relationship, the problem is no
longer one thing. It becomes a pileup. You stop being able to point to a
single betrayal or a single mistake and say that was the whole reason. It is
everything together. Two people each carrying history, each wanting
something good, each failing to meet the moment with enough
cleanliness to let the good thing survive.

That was us.

There is another truth from that period I cannot leave out, but I want
to place it carefully so it stays in its proper lane and does not swallow
this chapter whole.

While I was still with Caro, I had gotten involved with someone at
work. I do not want to use her real name, because she may have rebuilt
her life and I do not want this book to reach into whatever peace she has

made since then. So I will call her Diana. What started there as
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something secret and exciting became more serious than I expected. She
was married. I was married. From the beginning it lived in hiding. But
hiding does not prevent impact. What was happening with Diana
affected her life and mine. It definitely affected what was already
unraveling in my marriage.

I bring Diana up here only because she is part of the emotional traffic
around the time Charon entered my life.

Not because Charon belongs inside a triangle chapter.

She does not.

What matters is this: once Charon came into my life, my focus shifted
hard in her direction. What I felt with her seemed cleaner, calmer, more
serious, more worth building toward. That did not mean I handled the
transition with honor. I did not. I ended things with Diana abruptly,
and that hurt her. But the larger truth is that Charon represented a
direction, not just another relationship. She became the person I started
orienting my life toward, even if I did not yet have the discipline to do
that without collateral damage.

And then came the moment that forced everything into focus.

Caro showed up while Charon was there.

I would not let Charon open the door. So it turned into yelling through
the door, voices colliding across a boundary that should never have had
to exist in the first place. That moment stays with me because it stripped
away every excuse. No more pretending my life was simply complicated.
No more romanticizing overlap, appetite, emotional freedom, or
transitional mess. It was not complicated. It was messy. Too many lives
touching each other through me. Too many people hurt or destabilized

by what I had failed to clean up. Too many triangles, maybe even
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squares, all colliding in one place. Standing there inside that moment,
hearing the voices on opposite sides of a door, I understood something
with more clarity than I had allowed myself before: I was creating
disorder.

That realization matters more than the chaos itself.

Because it was the point where I stopped seeing my behavior as merely
the overflow of passion or freedom or imperfect timing and started
seeing it as something more serious. A pattern. A system of emotional
disorder. A life where people were colliding because I had not handled
endings, truth, or transitions with enough honesty.

That was the pivot.

And Charon became the person I chose to try to clean my life up for.
Not because she demanded it in some theatrical way.

Because being with her made the mess around me feel intolerable.

She gave me contrast. That is what she really did. She let me see what
peace could feel like, and once I felt that, the chaos I had been
normalizing became harder to excuse.

But choosing a direction and being ready for it are not the same thing.
That is one of the hardest truths of Charon’s chapter.

I chose her.

I moved toward her emotionally.

I made her the direction I wanted to go.

And still, the relationship did not survive.

Not because it lacked value.

Not because the love was false.

Not because there was no compatibility.
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It failed because too much unresolved life was already inside it.
Distance. Pressure. Mistrust. Her unresolved past. My unresolved
present. Her pain. My disorder. The relationship may have been
peaceful in its core, but it was still surrounded by too much noise to
stay protected.

And when it ended, it hurt me deeply.

That is important to say. Because some relationships are important for
what they taught you but did not necessarily break your heart. Charon
was not one of those. Losing her hit me hard because what we had felt
different from a lot of what came before. It felt more balanced. More
adult. More healing. More possible. So when it failed, it did not feel like
just another chapter closing. It felt like losing one of the more peaceful
versions of love I had known.

That was Charon.

She came into my life like peace and left me with caution.

After her, I still loved.

I still wanted.

I still reached.

But I never leaned in quite the same way again.
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Chapter Eight

Oksiris

I met Osiris through work.
At the time, I needed a makeup artist for a project, and she happened to
be the one working on it. At first, it did not feel like the beginning of
one of the biggest chapters of my life. She was simply there, doing her
job, doing it well. I noticed she was attractive, of course, but that was
not all I noticed. There was something in her personality that stayed
with me after the work was done. She had presence. Talent. A kind of
quiet confidence that did not force itself into a room but still changed
the room once she was in it.
So I noticed her, and life kept moving.
Later, she reached out because she needed models for a beer promotion
she was working on. She knew I knew women who might fit what she
was looking for, so I told her to come by my apartment and go through
my Facebook to see who she liked. I was living downtown then, in a
small studio. The plan was simple. She would stop by, look through
pictures, point out whoever she wanted, and I would help connect the
dots.
That was the reason she came.
But once she got there, that stopped being the real reason.
We barely ended up talking about models. Instead we started talking
about everything else. Work. Ambition. Talent. Direction. Websites.
Ideas. Life. The kind of conversation that starts practical and then
suddenly becomes intimate without either person announcing that
shift. What happened that day was not flirting in some obvious, shallow
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sense. It was recognition. I remember talking to her about what I was
building, what I wanted, what kind of future I imagined for myself.
And the more we talked, the more I saw that she was not just beautiful.
She was talented. Sharp. Creative. Grounded. She had substance. She
had her own gravity.

That mattered to me because by then beauty alone did not hold me for
long. Beauty can open the door, but it cannot live in the room by itself.
What kept my attention was talent, mind, originality, women who had
something in them beyond appearance. Osiris had that. She did not feel
like somebody just passing through one season of my life. She felt like
somebody who could build.

And the timing mattered.

Around then I had come out of one of those deeper inner seasons, a
spiritual retreat, or at least a period where I was looking at my life
differently and trying to become more deliberate about the man I was
turning into. I was more reflective than before. More aware. Maybe
more open. Something in me was moving away from appetite and
toward intention. I was no longer only asking what I wanted. I was
starting to ask who I was becoming.

And then she showed up in that frame.

We started spending more time together, and what grew between us
became intense quickly, but not in the old way. Not reckless. Not thin.
It was intense because it felt aligned. Like two people saw something in
each other before either one had the full language for it. There was
attraction, yes, but there was also a sense of direction. A sense that this

was not just another woman entering my life for a season. This was
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somebody whose presence was beginning to reshape the architecture of
my life.

And it did.

We dated for many years before eventually getting married. That
matters because it was not some fast emotional stunt. It was tested. We
lived together. We met each other’s families. We built shared routines.
Shared space. Shared history. We argued, adjusted, learned each other,
built habits together, built a life that did not happen in a flash but
through years of actual daily choices.

Somewhere along the way, even before I fully admitted it to myself, I
had already chosen her differently.

Up to that point in my life, I had never had children on purpose. That is
an important sentence in my story. It was not that I had never been
close to women. I had. Not that I had never loved. I had. But I had
never felt that deeper internal yes with anyone. Never looked at a
woman and felt that quiet certainty that said, with her, this makes sense.
With her, family does not feel like an accident or a trap or a burden I am
dodging. With her, it feels right.

Osiris was the first woman who awakened that in me.

And eventually that is exactly what happened.

We got married.

We had two children.

My children changed everything.

That is not a sentimental line. It is structural truth. They did not just
add responsibility to my life. They changed my identity. They changed
how I saw time, consequence, legacy, love, purpose, and even fear.

Before that, I was still, in many ways, a man moving through women,
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ideas, risk, and ambition with myself at the center of the story. After
children, I could not live like that and still think of myself honestly.
Fatherhood rearranged the meaning of my life. Through Osiris, I
crossed into a world I had never truly entered before. Husband. Father.
Builder of a home. Protector of children. Those stopped being ideas
and became real.

That is why her chapter carries so much weight.

It was not only romance.

It was transformation through family.

And part of what made the relationship feel real was that it was not
small. We traveled. We exchanged worlds. I took her to Puerto Rico. She
took me to Sinaloa. Those trips mattered because they were not just
vacations. They were initiations into each other’s backgrounds, flavors,
landscapes, and emotional geographies. They made the relationship feel
larger than the two of us as individuals. It became culture. History.
Family. Bloodline. Memory. She saw where I came from. I saw where
she came from. When two people cross into each other’s origins like
that, the bond deepens in a way ordinary routine cannot fake.

And we seemed to have the same passions.

Not in some perfectly symmetrical way, but in the deeper way that
matters. We both cared about expression, image, growth, possibility,
building. I believed in her. I did not only love her emotionally. I invested
in her. I worked hard to help her build a brand for herself because I
wanted her to have stability beyond me. I wanted her to have something
with her own name on it, something that could support her, ground

her, protect her, whether I was there or not. That was part of how I
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loved her. Not just by wanting her near me, but by wanting her
strengthened beyond my shadow.

I gave her my all.

Atleast I gave her all T had access to then.

And that sentence needs honesty inside it.

Because my all may not have been my best.

That is one of the hardest truths of my life. A man can give sincerely
and still give imperfectly. A man can mean the love and still embody it
badly. A man can pour himself into a relationship while still carrying
enough damage, enough confusion, enough unfinished self that what
he offers, though real, is inconsistent, heavy-handed, and flawed. I can
say that clearly now. The intention to love her was real. Authentically
real. I did not move toward her halfway. I did not build with her
casually. I meant it. Whatever my failures later, the intention was not
fake.

But real intention does not protect a relationship from real damage.
And there was damage.

Some of it came from pressure, life, mismatch, stress, the ordinary and
extraordinary burdens that long relationships collect over time. Some of
it came from her side. Some of it came from circumstance. And some of
it came from me, directly. I was heavy-handed in some of my mistakes.
That is the phrase that feels truest. Not because I was the only source of
pain, but because enough of the damage had my fingerprints on it that I
would be lying if I told this chapter as though I were simply acted upon.
I contributed to strain. I made choices that wounded trust. I brought
pain where there should have been more protection. I can say that now

without dodging.
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But even with all of that, the deepest wound in me from Osiris was not
simply that I made mistakes or that the marriage broke.

The real ending, for me, was abandonment.

That is the word that still sits in my bones.

Because when everything finally fell apart, it was not happening during
a season when I was strong enough to survive it cleanly. It was
happening during one of the darkest periods of my life, maybe the
darkest. Financially, I was ruined. Emotionally, I was breaking.
Mentally, I was in a bad place. Physically, my body was failing me. My
heart condition was no longer abstract. Death had moved from theory
into proximity. Every major layer of my life felt compromised at once.
Money. Body. Mind. Direction. Stability. Hope. Identity. All of it
seemed to be collapsing together.

I'was at my worst.

And that was when I probably needed her the most.

Instead, that was when I had her the least.

I understand now that she may have had her reasons. Maybe some of
those reasons made perfect sense from where she stood. Maybe I had
done enough to create the distance that followed. I am not incapable of
imagining her side. But understanding has never touched the wound
itself. Because from where I stood, with my life breaking down on every
front, what I felt was not nuance. What I felt was abandonment.

And once that feeling burns its way into you, it changes the shape of
how you understand people.

It does not erase the trips.

It does not erase Puerto Rico or Sinaloa.

It does not erase the children.
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It does not erase the years.

It does not erase the effort, the building, the routines, the way we
exchanged worlds, the way I tried to help build her future, the way I
meant the love.

But it divides everything into before and after.

Before I knew what it was to build that much with someone and still
lose them.

Before I knew what it was to stand near death, ruin, and emotional
collapse and feel that the person I had once built life with was no longer
beside me.

That pain did not disappear quickly.

In some ways, it is still not gone.

Because heartbreak is one thing. Divorce is one thing. Failure is one
thing. But when the loss arrives at the same time as physical collapse,
financial ruin, fear, and the disintegration of your identity, it leaves a
scar that is deeper than the ordinary end of a marriage. It becomes a law
in you.

Anybody who abandons me at my worst should stay away from me at
my best.

That is not performance.

That is memory.

That is not revenge.

That is recognition.

And that is what remains when I think of Osiris now.

Not one clean story.

Not one simple verdict.

Not a chapter I can reduce to love or damage alone.
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She was the woman who made fatherhood feel right.

The woman I married.

The woman I built a family with.

The woman I took to Puerto Rico and who took me to Sinaloa.

The woman I believed in enough to help build beyond myself.

The woman I gave my all to, even if my all was not always my best.

And in the end, when my life collapsed in every direction at once, she
became the person whose absence hurt more than anyone’s.

That is what remains.

Not just the marriage.

Not just the children.

Not just the mistakes.

Not just the abandonment.

What remains is the knowledge that the greatest love of my life was also

the one that left the deepest scar.
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Epilogue

This is not the story of every woman I have known.

It is the story of the women around whom my life changed shape.
There were others. Some mattered briefly and still left something
behind. Some are not here because I wanted to protect who they are.
Some because naming them would expose more than I want exposed.
Some because, while they were meaningful, they were not the places
where the road bent.

This book is not a catalog.

It is a record of the sharp turns.

These are the women after whom something in me was no longer the
same. The women through whom I learned what it feels like to be seen,
chosen, wanted, deceived, steadied, refined, tested, trusted, wounded,
and left. The women through whom I learned that love can feel like
shelter, temptation, identity, family, danger, peace, and damage,
sometimes all at once.

That does not make the unnamed women unimportant.

It only means this book had to choose its pillars.

And when I'look back now, what I see is not just a history of women.

I see a history of exposure.

Because that is what love kept doing to me.

It exposed what I was like when I desired someone.

What I was like when I was loved.

What I was like when I had power.

What I was like when I was divided.

What I was like when I stayed too long.
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What I was like when I left too late.

What I was like when my private life started leaving consequences in the
lives of other people.

That is what this book became for me.

Not a tribute.

Not a defense.

Not a scorecard.

A witness.

A witness to the women who changed me, and to the man I kept
becoming around them.

I have lived a life with women that was full of beauty, confusion, sex,
tenderness, conflict, longing, betrayal, family, and consequence.

And if there is one thing I know now, it is that love does not only reveal
the other person.

It reveals you.

I know that now in a way I did not know it then.

And because I know it now, I cannot look at relationships the way I
once did.

Too much has happened.

Too much has been built and lost.

Too much has been beautiful and then costly.

At this point in my life, what I want most is peace.

Not because peace is glamorous.

Not because peace is thrilling.

Because after enough emotional weather, peace stops looking small.

It starts looking sacred.

That is where I am now.
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Not beyond memory.

Not beyond feeling.

Just more aware of cost.

So I am not ending this book with the claim that I figured love out.

I did not.

I am ending it with something simpler than that.

These women changed my life.

And whatever years I have left, whatever love or solitude or surprise still
waits for me, I know this much now:

the deepest work ahead of me is not finding another great love story.

It is becoming a man who knows what peace costs and does not waste it

when it finally arrives.
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Afterword

There is one last truth.

I hurt women I loved.

Not all in the same way.

Not all for the same reason.

But enough of them, deeply enough, that I cannot tell this story
honestly without saying it plainly.
I hurt women I loved.

Some through what I did.

Some through what I failed to do.
Some through dishonesty.

Some through delay.

Some through selfishness.

Some through confusion.

Some through wanting more than I was prepared to carry cleanly.

And the hardest part is this:
it was not because they were not enough.
It was not because they were unworthy.

It was not because they deserved it.

What they ran into was not a flaw in them.

It was a fracture in me.

That fracture changed form over the years. Sometimes it was

immaturity. Sometimes cowardice. Sometimes appetite. Sometimes
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divided loyalty. Sometimes the need to be loved by more than one
woman at once. Sometimes the inability to end something before I had
already started betraying it.

But whatever form it took, it was mine.

That is the truth I cannot escape.

And it does not stop with romance.
My mother loved me before any of these women did.

My daughter loves me in a way no romance can touch.

If T have hurt even women like that, then this is bigger than failed
relationships. Bigger than bad timing. Bigger than sex, betrayal, or the
ordinary wreckage of love. It says something about the kind of man I
became before I understood myself well enough to stop passing my

damage into other people’s lives.

That is harder to face than heartbreak.

Because heartbreak lets a man dwell on what was done to him.

This asks him to look at what moved through him.

Sometimes I loved sincerely and still loved badly.

That may be the ugliest sentence in this whole book.

Because it would be easier if the damage had come only from lies.
Easier if the women I hurt had only been women I did not care about.
Easier if intention were enough to excuse impact.

Butitis not.

Feeling deeply is not the same as loving well.
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Wanting love is not the same as being able to protect it.

Meaning it is not the same as embodying it cleanly.

I know that because I failed that test more than once.

I stayed too long.

I left too late.

I asked for trust while hiding parts of myself.

I wanted peace while still carrying disorder.

I wanted to be loved for the best in me while still letting the worst in me
participate too.

There is no elegant way to say that.

So I will not try.

This is not an apology to one woman.
Not a hidden message.
Not a last attempt to win the story.

It is an acknowledgment.

The man telling this story was not only shaped by women.

He also wounded some of them.

And if there is any dignity in telling the truth now, it is not in sounding
wise after the fact. It is in refusing to hide from the damage just because

time has passed.
I cannot go back and become another man in those moments.

I cannot return to those rooms, those phone calls, those marriages,

those silences, those endings, and do them over with a cleaner soul.
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But I can say this now without disguise:

If T hurt you, it was not because your love failed.

It was because something in me did.

And whatever peace is still possible for me now has to begin there.

In truth.
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