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For my Natasha









Neville Andenauer was a young man who, by all reasonable estimations, possessed a future. He awoke during a winter night in December. Snow had fallen and continued to fall without interruption, accumulating with a consistency that suggested neither urgency nor hesitation. It followed a cycle whose duration could not be measured from within it, persisting until it would, inevitably, exhaust itself. The snow falls naturally, no thoughts to make them hesitate for just a second. No thoughts to bother them. So they may go through their cycle uninterrupted, peaceful. Like every other. In a way, the snow was complete at birth.


Neville Andenauer was young. He was intelligent. His mental faculties exceeded those required of him, and this excess did not produce clarity so much as complication. At present, he regarded this condition as neutral. Its consequences had not yet made themselves fully apparent.


He lived alone. This arrangement required little explanation. His body was weak and unsuited to sustained physical exertion, though it functioned adequately for work and for those activities that demanded attention rather than strength. He did not engage in pursuits beyond these limits, not from discipline or resignation, but because there seemed no reason to do so. He confined himself to what was possible and, within that confinement, remained occupied.


Apart from his studies and his work, he occasionally permitted himself to write. Writing was an activity that stimulated his mind in the precise manner he required. It gave form to thoughts that otherwise remained inert, present yet unusable. At least, this was how he explained it to himself. He considered the act less an indulgence than a necessity, a mechanical process through which language could be arranged into something tolerable.


He was markedly solipsistic. Even had he desired otherwise, he found himself incapable of perceiving the presence of others as anything more than theoretical. Their existence was acknowledged, but not felt. Perhaps this was acceptable. To recognize others as equal participants in the world might have introduced disturbances for which he had neither the strength nor the patience. This difficulty had followed him since childhood. Over time, he had grown accustomed to it, and with familiarity came a peculiar comfort. There was something almost masochistic in this acceptance, though he did not dwell on the implication.


A contraction in his stomach drew him back from his fatigued abstraction and redirected his attention toward necessity. Hunger, at least, required no interpretation. For the moment, his obligations were simple. He had to consume in order to remain alive. He did not eat for pleasure. He ate solely for sustenance, for continuation. With this understanding, he moved himself out of bed, one foot at a time. Each motion appeared deliberate, measured, as though governed by calculation.


He preferred to believe that his life followed such a principle. Order, structure, and precision were concepts to which he was devoted. Yet even these arrangements were prone to weakness, to moments of collapse. He was aware of this, though he did not resist it. Some failures, he understood, were not interruptions, but features.


His room admitted no illumination. It had been closed off from the rest of the world for nearly a week. The curtains remained drawn, the air undisturbed, the hours indistinct. He had called off from work many times before, enough that the act itself had lost any sense of exception. Yet now, even in his most fragile condition, he could not permit himself further absence. He recalled his mother’s instruction with an accuracy that bordered on obedience.


You are allowed twelve days. No more. He had already exhausted them. Even if he were to die the following day, he would still attempt to arrive at work, or at the very least complete what he considered his necessary obligations, the tasks he believed must be finished before leaving this world.


One might be tempted to compare him to men worn down by decades of labor, figures who had aged prematurely beneath the weight of obligation. Yet such a comparison would be inaccurate. He was very young, and his work was not especially demanding. No, the insistence did not arise from exhaustion or necessity. It arose from principle. He rejected the idea of absence itself. Missing work was not a logistical failure to him, but a moral one. The same conviction governed his attendance at school. He insisted on being present, precisely because there had been a time when he was not.


For a period, he had retreated entirely into himself and remained there far too long. During that time, the world continued without him, and he missed it almost completely. He remembered that state as fragile, unstable, and dangerously familiar. It belonged to a former version of himself, one he did not wish to restore. The feelings associated with it were ones he refused to engage again. And so he fled from them with a persistence that bordered on desperation, a flight so strained that it might have appeared pathetic to an outside observer. He did not consider this possibility. Avoidance, for him, was not cowardice. It was preservation.


He had to make his way to work. The destination was modest, located downtown, unremarkable in both appearance and function. He worked there consistently, often in a state of fatigue that seemed disproportionate to the demands placed upon him. Yet he accepted this exhaustion without protest. He regarded it as something inherent, not imposed. To be tired was, in his view, natural.


It belonged to him.


He did not struggle against it. To struggle against one’s nature, he believed, was to struggle against oneself. This was not a conflict he was willing to enter. He would not describe himself as submissive, nor as resigned. He simply refused to frame the matter as opposition. Still, this refusal itself carried a contradiction. To be unaware of one’s resistance does not necessarily mean it is absent. A person who does not recognize himself as being opposed to his own nature may, by that ignorance alone, already be in opposition to it.


He held that individuals were meant to acknowledge certain things. Their failures, their entitlements, and their decisions. A decision, he thought, required awareness in order to be legitimate. Without that awareness, it became unclear whether the choice belonged to the person at all. If one does not know that a decision has been made, can it truly be said to be one’s own. Or does the decision instead originate elsewhere, shaped by conditions, habits, and limitations, until it produces the individual who believes he has chosen.


Stress overtook him, and with it he neglected his hunger entirely. He did not cook. This was deliberate. He had made a promise to himself. He would eat only in the evening, only once a day. That single meal was meant to be sufficient, meant to satisfy whatever craving remained, until repetition rendered it unremarkable. He believed that the body could be trained in this way, reduced to compliance through habit.


He put on his coat. It was large and heavy, designed to resist the wind rather than accommodate it. The fabric seemed to oppose the elements actively, as though engaged in a quiet defiance. The coat enclosed him completely. In this sense, it resembled him. It functioned as a barrier, protective and absolute, permitting nothing from outside to reach him directly. Neither discomfort nor relief passed through it easily. Wind, rain, and cold were kept at a distance, but so were other, less hostile sensations.


He remained insulated from everything equally. The coat made no distinction between what might harm him and what might not. It rejected all intrusion. He accepted this without reflection, even though the question remained unresolved. If one shelters oneself so completely, if one isolates oneself to such a degree, how can one know what has been excluded.


With his departure, the apartment becomes empty. It usually is. Without movement, without intention, it contains no life of its own. Whatever vitality it possessed was borrowed from him, from his presence and the persistent activity of his thoughts, from the meanings he imposed upon the space and the interpretations he allowed it to carry. In his absence, it reverts to what it fundamentally is. A place. A collection of objects arranged without significance. Four walls, a ceiling, a floor, a door.


A window that remains shut. The apartment appears almost barricaded, as if against participation.


A bed occupies the upper right corner of the room. It is plain. The apartment itself is modest. The furniture has been selected without care, or perhaps without thought altogether. It bears no trace of preference or design. It exists only to fulfill function, as though its presence were incidental. The sole element that interrupts this neutrality is the accumulation of papers on his table. A disorderly mass of writing, stacked and scattered without intention. This is the only feature that suggests character, though it is not meant to be seen. He never considered the possibility of another person reading it. He wrote exclusively for himself, to remove thoughts from his mind and place them elsewhere. In this, the writing served its purpose.


It is a solitary existence. He has grown accustomed to it. He accepts it without protest, provided that he retains his pen. There was a time when his life was different. There were others. Family. Animals. Their presence filled the space and altered it. The effect they had on him was undeniable. Time, however, passed without delay or hesitation. It did not pause to account for this change.


There was a moment when he was a child, running after his sister in play, engaged in the uncomplicated pursuit of another body, governed only by laughter and exertion. There was a moment when his parents were present, attentive, and unreserved in their care. They welcomed him without condition, offering comfort at the slightest indication of distress. He acknowledges that he often rejected this closeness. He resisted intimacy even then.


Despite this, it remains. It persists without invitation. The memory of his dog’s barking surfaces unexpectedly, sometimes as he performs trivial tasks. When he sleeps, his dreams are populated almost exclusively by faces he no longer sees.


As the hours accumulated and aged, so did the day. Time advanced with the slow insistence of something that could not be hurried, and the sun followed suit, receding gradually, as though yielding to a fatigue of its own. When it finally withdrew, his work concluded as well. The end of daylight marked the limit of what was required of him. He returned home.


Before entering, he became aware of his own footsteps. They sounded unfamiliar, delayed, as if they belonged to someone else. There was a pause at the door. A hesitation. Perhaps reluctance. He remained still for a brief moment, then exhaled and inserted the key. The mechanism turned, and he entered.


Inside, he lowered his gaze to the floor. His exhaustion had reached a point where standing felt excessive. His eyes were heavy, more so than the rest of him, and he decided not to delay what he considered inevitable. He crossed the room and placed his keys on the table. He did not remove his coat. Without waiting, he sat down.


The motions that followed required no deliberation. He reached for a sheet of paper. He took his pen. The actions were familiar, practiced to the point of automation. He positioned the paper before him and began to write.


He writes a letter. It is addressed to Natasha.


Dear Natasha,


I have missed you. The absence of you has settled into my days with a persistence that would mark me a liar if I stated I did not anticipate it. I have longed and stay longing for your careful, comforting presence, for the familiarity of your closeness. You were there when the days grew cold, and now, on a day like this, the cold is more pronounced because you are not. I am deprived of you, and the deprivation is exacting. It causes pain with an almost meticulous precision. When I have finished writing this, I know that I will weep, if just emotionally. This knowledge does not surprise me.


I remember the years we spent together. I remember them continuously. Each moment remains intact. I hold them carefully. I savor them. What I do not understand is how you could leave them behind. How you could depart while everything we shared remains so present to me. You have never left my mind. Not once. Not briefly. Not even in the intervals where thought weakens.


I remember your smile. Your lips, soft and distinctly red, oval in shape, as though defined with intention. I remember the features of your face, rounded and gentle. Your blond hair. The way you applied your makeup deliberately, as if each detail served a quiet purpose. There was an expression you carried, one that suggested awareness, as though you understood what I was thinking before I articulated it. And your eyes. They were enclosing.
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