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For everyone who has ever been the oldest man in the room and pretended not to notice.

Love.  Peace.  Release.









––––––––
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Derek Walcott, "Love After Love" (1976)


The time will come when, with elation, you will greet yourself arriving at your own door, in your own mirror, and each will smile at the other's welcome.
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​The Face Pic
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The lighting in the bathroom was wrong, but it was wrong in a way Daniel had been correcting for so long he no longer thought of it as a flaw. The overhead bulbs were too cool. The sconces by the mirror were too warm. The trick — perfected over the course of nine years and roughly four hundred face pics — was to leave the overheads off, the sconces on, and angle his head three-quarters to the left so the shadow ran along the line of his jaw and made it look like a line still.

He had taken this same picture, in this same bathroom, on this same day of the week, for most of his adult life.

Tuesday was a good day for it. The gym on Monday had pumped him up just enough that the trapezius muscles read in the photo without looking obvious; by Wednesday, the effect would be gone. Tuesday at 6:47 PM was the window. Tuesday at 6:47 PM was, statistically, the window for the city as well. He had read an article about it once. The article had said gay men in Los Angeles opened the apps in highest numbers between 6:30 and 7:15 on weeknights, after the gym, before dinner, in that small soft hour when people allowed themselves to want something and had not yet decided what.

He raised the phone. He tilted his head. He inhaled, held, did not smile.

Click.

He examined the result with the focused neutrality of a man examining a CT scan.

It was — fine. It was a fine picture. The jaw still read. The shoulders still read. The eyes had that slightly hooded look he'd cultivated since 2014, when a man at a Palm Springs pool party had told him he had bedroom eyes, and he had decided, on the spot, that this was his face now. The man had been forty-one at the time, which had seemed old. Daniel had been thirty-six. He had thought, smugly, that he had years.

He had years. He had had them. They were behind him.

He swiped through the camera roll. Twelve nearly identical pictures, taken in the last forty-five seconds. He picked the third one. He always picked the third one. The first one was always too eager and the second one was always too tense and by the third one his face had remembered itself.

He opened Grindr.

✦

The grid loaded with the same dispiriting efficiency it had loaded with for nine years. Twenty-four small squares of torso. Two faces, both blurred. A profile picture that was just a logo for a podcast Daniel had never heard of. Someone's dog. The dog had three thousand views, which Daniel registered with a small private wince.

He scrolled down.

Most of the men were younger than he was. This was not new information. The information that was new — that had been newish for about four years now and was still arriving at him in fresh waves of indignity — was that the men younger than he was no longer registered him as a peer. They registered him, when they registered him at all, as terrain. As a feature of the landscape. As the slightly older guy who was still, you had to give him this, in shape.

He had been giving himself this for some time.

He scrolled. He tapped. He sent the picture to one man who looked twenty-six and lived four hundred feet away, because four hundred feet was, on Grindr, the unit of plausibility. Closer than that and you were in the building. Further than that and you might as well be in Pasadena.

The man wrote back in eleven seconds.

hey

Daniel stared at the screen for a moment longer than was dignified, because eleven seconds was, in the economy of these things, very fast. Eleven seconds meant the man had been in the app, looking at his picture, and had decided to write back before swiping past. Eleven seconds was a small concession to his existence, and concessions to his existence had been getting rare.

hey

He typed it without the question mark. The question mark would have been needy. The lowercase was important. Lowercase signaled that he was the kind of man who could not be bothered to capitalize, which was the kind of man who was busy, which was the kind of man worth talking to.

what u into

This too was a kind of grace. 

Daniel knew, with the precision of a man who had read the menu of his own life so many times he could have ordered for himself, what the next four messages would be. He had been here before. He knew that he would say something noncommittal and lightly suggestive, and the man would respond with something more specific, and Daniel would say sure, and the man would ask for a face pic, and Daniel would send the third one from the camera roll, and then —

Then would come the pause.

The pause was the part of the transaction that interested him now. The pause had not always been there. The pause had begun, by his estimation, around 2019, and had grown over the years, and had become so reliable that he sometimes thought of it as a piece of climate. The face pic went out. The pause arrived. The pause lasted between four seconds and four minutes. And then, in the great majority of cases now, the conversation simply ended. Sometimes with a kind word. Sometimes with a stock phrase. Sometimes — and this was the most honest, in its way — with nothing at all, just the small grey indicator that the man had read the message and then closed the app and gone on with his evening.

Daniel had developed, over time, a private taxonomy of the silences. The Polite Silence. The Embarrassed Silence. The Brief Resurgent Hope (a follow-up emoji, ten minutes later, that meant nothing). The Block, which was its own category, and which he had stopped taking personally somewhere around 2021.

He typed: 

fun, what about u

✦

The man's name, or what passed for it on the app, was JX. The profile said 6'1", 178, vers, masc4masc, no fems no fats no Asians sorry just a preference. Daniel had read this so many times across so many profiles that the words had lost their power to land. They were a kind of weather report. They told you what the climate was, in this small fluorescent room you had walked into. You took your jacket off or you put it on and you adjusted.

JX wrote back: 

down to host? got a place in the building

Daniel almost laughed. The building. They were not in the same building; he had checked. The building was a thing JX said because the building meant immediate, and immediate was the only kind of currency that moved on this app anymore. He had probably said the building to fifteen men in the last hour. Fifteen Daniels.

sure. face?

The reply was instant.

The reply was a face. 

It was — and this was the part that always undid him, even now, even at fifty-two, even after he had told himself a thousand times that he was past being undone by such things — it was a beautiful face. It was a face like the faces had always been, on the apps; faces of a kind that did not seem to exist at the gym or at brunch or at the parties anymore, but that arrived, mysteriously, abundantly, on these small backlit grids, every Tuesday at 6:47 PM. The face had bone structure. The face had eyes. The face had the small distracted half-smile of someone who knew, with the knowledge of his cells, that he was lookable-at.

Daniel sent his picture.

He picked the third one. He always picked the third one.

And then he set the phone down, face up, on the marble counter beside the sink, and turned the water on, and washed his hands, because washing his hands gave him something to do that was not watching the screen.

The water ran. The pipes in the building made the small ticking sound they had made since 2008. The light from the sconces fell on the marble in two warm pools.

He dried his hands.

He looked at the phone.

The screen had gone dark.

He picked it up. He tapped the home button. The notification — the small green badge that meant a message — was not there. He opened the app. The thread with JX was still there, still at the top of his messages, and Daniel could see his own face pic, the third one, sitting in its little blue bubble at the bottom, awaiting its reply.

There would be no reply.

He knew, before he knew, with the way a man knows a piece of his own weather. He refreshed the app once anyway, the small downward tug on the screen, the optimistic spinner. The spinner spun. The thread did not change. And then, as he was watching, the thread itself disappeared — not the messages going unanswered, but the thread vanishing entirely, the small orange tick at the top of the conversation indicating that he had been, in the soft and bloodless idiom of the platform, blocked.

He stood for a moment in the warm pools of light.

It was nothing. It was absolutely nothing. It happened every day. It had happened every day for years. He had built, over those years, a small useful set of phrases for absorbing it: 

his loss. Or: not my type anyway. Or, the most reliable, the one he reached for now: I'm not even on these apps to find anything serious.

He was, in fact, not on these apps to find anything serious. He was on these apps because they were the apps and because Tuesday at 6:47 PM was the window and because he had been, more or less continuously, on them since 2009. The seriousness of his presence on them had been declining steadily over those fifteen years, like a stock that no one wanted to admit they were still holding.

He looked at himself in the mirror.

The face that looked back was the same face he had photographed three minutes ago, with the small adjustment that he was no longer trying. The jaw was the jaw. The eyes were the eyes. The lighting, without the angle, was simply the lighting; the sconces fell where they fell. He had a small wing of grey at his temples that he kept colored. He had a softening along the underside of the chin that no amount of mewing — and he had, briefly, a year ago, looked into mewing — was going to fix. He had been forty-one once. The forty-one-year-old man had thought he had years.

He had had years.

He turned the bathroom light off.

He went to make dinner.

✦

Dinner was a piece of salmon and a small pile of asparagus and a glass of white wine that he had bought because Trevor had said, two months ago at a restaurant in Silver Lake, that this particular Sancerre was having a moment. Trevor said many things were having moments. Daniel had been buying the things that were having moments, in small unobtrusive quantities, for as long as he had known Trevor.

He ate at the kitchen island, standing up, with the phone face down beside the plate.

He did not turn the phone over. This was an act of discipline. He turned the phone over later — perhaps twenty minutes later, perhaps twenty-five, in any case longer than the situation required — and there was nothing. No notification. The home screen was the home screen. The wallpaper was a photograph he had taken at a vineyard outside Healdsburg in 2017, with a man whose name he could no longer recall.

He scrolled, briefly, to the wallpapers folder. He scrolled past the vineyard, past a beach in Tulum, past a balcony in Lisbon. He stopped at none of them and went back to the home screen and put the phone down again.

It was nothing. It was absolutely nothing.

He finished the salmon. He finished the wine. He rinsed the plate and put it in the dishwasher. He wiped down the marble. He turned out the kitchen light. He stood for a moment in the dim apartment, the light from Sunset Boulevard coming through the slatted blinds in the long parallel bands he had once thought were elegant and that now seemed merely the way light got in.

In the bedroom, he set the phone on the charger. He set the alarm for 5:45. He performed the eleven-step skincare regimen — cleanser, toner, vitamin C, hyaluronic acid, niacinamide, peptide serum, eye cream, retinol (alternate nights), moisturizer, facial oil, lip balm — with the absent competence of a pianist running scales. He checked, in the mirror, that the application was even. He turned out the light.

He lay in the dark for a long time.

It was nothing, he told himself. It was absolutely nothing. It happened every day.

And it was. And it had. And he had absorbed each of those nothings, every day, for fifteen years, and the absorbing of them had not been free. The absorbing of them had cost something. He had not, until tonight, done the math. He did not, even now, do the math; the math was too large to do, lying in bed at fifty-two, in a building he could no longer afford, in a city that had stopped seeing him a decade ago.

He turned onto his side.

Outside, on Sunset, a car passed, and another, and another. The slatted light moved across the ceiling and was gone.

He slept.
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​The Gym

[image: ]




The next morning, and the morning after that, and every morning of the week that followed, Daniel went to the gym.

He went at 5:55, because at 5:55 the parking garage was emptiest and the locker room was cleanest and the music had not yet started and the morning had the small private quality of a thing that had not yet been used. He had been going at 5:55 for nineteen years. The 5:55 crowd was a crowd of perhaps fifteen men, all of whom he recognized and none of whom he had ever spoken to. They occupied a kind of social weather, like commuters on a train. You nodded. You did not nod. You arrived at the squat rack at the same moment and one of you, by some unspoken protocol established in 2007, took the first set.

The week passed without incident.

That is — there was no incident. The thread with JX was gone. There was nothing to refresh. Daniel did not, in the days afterward, return to the apps. This was, he told himself, not a decision; it was simply the absence of a decision to return to them, which was different. The absence was itself a kind of relief. The relief was something he tried not to examine.

He worked. He went to a meeting on Wednesday with a woman named Hannah who was twenty-eight and the head of development at a streamer he could not have named six months ago, and he sat in her office and listened to her describe a project he had pitched her predecessor in 2019, a project that had been described back to him now as a fresh idea from a writer she had just signed. He nodded. He said it sounded great. He said he would love to be involved. He drove back to his office and sat in the parking lot for a few minutes with the engine off, listening to a podcast he had stopped following the plot of, and then went up to his desk and opened a spreadsheet.

The week was, in this way, like any other week.

On Tuesday — the next Tuesday, the Tuesday a week after the picture — he went to the gym in the morning, and he saw JX.

✦

It took him a moment to be sure.

The man at the cable cross was facing the mirror, and Daniel was on the bench behind him, and the angle was wrong; what Daniel saw first was a back, a shoulder, the small confident way the man set his stance. The recognition was preverbal. It moved through Daniel's chest before it reached his head. He had time, in that small moment, to think: 

no, surely not, surely not at this gym, surely not at six in the morning.

Then the man turned to grab a towel from the rack, and Daniel saw the face, and there was no doubt.

It was the face from the picture. The same face. The bone structure that on the screen had seemed almost too good — too sharp, too even, the kind of face that on the apps looked Photoshopped because the apps had so thoroughly trained him to expect Photoshop — was, in person, simply the face. He had not been Photoshopped. He had been twenty-six and beautiful in real life, in this gym, four hundred feet from the building Daniel did not live in.

Daniel was on the bench, on his second set of dumbbell presses. He completed the set. He set the dumbbells down. He sat up.

Across the floor, JX was now in conversation with another man — a man Daniel had not seen come in, a man of roughly the same age and roughly the same build, the two of them standing at the cable cross with the easy proximity of friends who had arrived together. They were laughing at something. The friend was holding his phone up, showing JX something on the screen. JX looked, snorted, said something Daniel could not hear, and they both laughed harder.

Daniel sat very still.

He was wearing the shirt he wore on Tuesdays — a soft grey thing with the sleeves cut just above the bicep, a shirt he had bought in 2016 because it framed the deltoid in a particular way. He was wearing the shorts he wore on Tuesdays. He was sitting on the bench he sat on on Tuesdays, in the same spot, in the same posture, with the same towel folded on the same corner. He had been visible to that part of the floor, in that grey shirt, for the last twenty minutes.

JX had not seen him.

This, Daniel understood — and it was the understanding that was the wound, the true wound, the one that arrived behind the smaller wound of the unmatching as a larger wave arrives behind a small one — this was not because JX was being polite, or because JX was avoiding him, or because JX had not noticed him. This was because Daniel was not, in JX's seeing, present. He was furniture. He was the ambient grey of the gym at 6:14 on a Tuesday morning. He was a man, of a type, at a bench, of a type, doing a thing, of a type, that men of his type did at this hour. To register Daniel as the man from the photograph would have required JX to remember the photograph, which would have required the photograph to have been, at some point, worth remembering.

It had not been worth remembering.

Daniel picked up the dumbbells. He did the third set.

He did the third set with the form he had been doing it with for nineteen years, and he counted the reps in the back of his throat the way he always counted them, and he set the dumbbells down at the same place on the rack he always set them. He stood up. He picked up his towel. He moved to the next station.

The next station was the cable cross.

He had known, when he stood up, that the next station was the cable cross. He had a sequence. The sequence had been, more or less, the same sequence since his trainer in 2011 had drawn it on a napkin at a smoothie place on Santa Monica. He had, in nineteen years, considered and abandoned approximately fourteen variations on the sequence. The current sequence had been the sequence since 2018.

He could have gone to the leg press.

He stood at the bench for a moment longer than was necessary, considering, and then he went to the cable cross, because to have gone to the leg press would have been an admission, and he was not, this morning, in the business of making admissions.

JX and his friend were standing at the cable cross.

Daniel walked toward them. He arranged his face into the small neutral shape his face arranged itself into when he was about to ask a stranger how many sets they had left. The face was a useful face. He had been making it for nineteen years. It said: 

I am not interfering, I am not flirting, I am not anything, I am a man with a question about cable use.

He came up alongside them.

"Hey," he said. "How many you got left?"

JX looked at him.

He looked at him with the perfect uninterested civility of a man being addressed by a stranger about a cable cross. His eyes did not catch. His eyes did not flicker. There was no flash of recognition, no half-pause, no small flicker at the back of the gaze that would have indicated — even at the level of a buried instinct, even subliminally — that this face was a face he had recently seen and dismissed. The face he was looking at was simply a face. The face was Daniel's face. Daniel's face was nothing.

"Two more," JX said. "Sorry, man."

"All good," Daniel said. "No rush."

He stepped back. He stood about eight feet away, with his arms folded loosely, and watched them finish their sets. JX did one. The friend did one. JX did one. The friend did one. They were not hurrying. There was no reason for them to hurry. They were, in fact, talking — about the friend's car, something about the lease running out, something about a dealership in Glendale — and they continued the conversation through the remaining sets without any particular awareness that another human being was waiting.

Daniel waited.

He waited the way a person waits at a crosswalk when the don't-walk is up and there is no traffic for a hundred yards in either direction; he waited because it was what one did. He kept his face arranged in its neutral shape. He kept his arms folded. He looked, at intervals, at the clock on the wall, and at the floor between his feet, and at the row of stationary bikes against the far wall, where one of the regulars was reading the New York Times on his phone.

And as he waited, he noticed — and this was the strange part, the part he would think about later, sitting in his car, sitting in his apartment, lying in bed in the long thin hour before dawn — he noticed that he was, very faintly, hoping.

Hoping, specifically, that JX would point.

Or laugh. Or nudge his friend. Or do, at any rate, the small cruel theatrical thing that Daniel had braced himself for as he walked over: the lean-in, the half-turned head, the eyes flicking over Daniel and back to the friend and then the small smirk, the shared laugh, the moment of being seen, even if seen as ridiculous, even if seen as old, even if seen as the man from the photograph he had been blocked over a week ago.

To be pointed at would have meant: 

you were noticed.

To be laughed at would have meant: 

you registered.

Daniel stood eight feet from the cable cross with his arms folded and waited for JX to point at him, and JX did not point at him, and the friend did not point at him, and they finished their sets and wiped down the cables with the small grey towels the gym provided and walked away toward the leg press without ever — not once, not for a single second, not at any point in the ninety seconds Daniel had been standing there — having looked at him again.

The cable cross was free.

Daniel stepped onto it.

He set the weight at fifty pounds, which was the weight he had been setting it at since 2019, when he had stopped worrying about the weight and started worrying about the form. He stood between the cables. He drew them across his body in the small controlled arc he had been drawing them in for nineteen years. The pulleys made the small whickering sound the pulleys made. He completed the set.

He completed the next set.

He completed the third set.

Across the floor, JX and his friend had moved to the leg press. They were spotting each other, taking turns, making the small grunting noises young men made when they wanted other young men to hear them making them. They were having, as far as Daniel could tell, an entirely good morning.

Daniel finished his workout.

He went through the rest of the sequence with the precision of a man who had decided not to feel anything until he was done, and the precision held, and he was done at 6:52, and he wiped down his bench and put his towel in the laundry bin and walked to the locker room without looking back.

✦

In the shower, the water was hot enough to be uncomfortable, which was the temperature he liked.

He stood under it for a long time. The wall of the shower was a pale tile he had been looking at for nineteen years. He had, at various points in those nineteen years, noticed that one of the grout lines in the corner had a small chip. The chip was still there. He looked at it now. The chip had outlasted three of his relationships, two of his cars, and the entire television industry as he had once understood it.

He thought, with a kind of clinical interest: 

I am not going to cry.

He was not. The not-crying was not a choice; the equipment for crying was not in the room. What was in the room was a kind of low, even buzz behind his sternum, the buzz of a small appliance that has been left on in another part of the house. He could have located it more precisely if he had wanted to. He did not want to. He had not, he understood, located anything precisely in some time.

He turned the water hotter.

It would have been better, he thought, if JX had pointed.

He let the thought stand for a moment, the way one lets a houseguest stand in a doorway before deciding whether to invite him in. It would have been better. The pointing would have been a recognizable injury. The pointing would have given him something to absorb, to metabolize, to tell to Andrew at brunch on Sunday in a tone of rueful self-deprecation, and Andrew would have shaken his head, and Trevor would have made a joke, and they would all have laughed, and the thing would have been laughed about, and the laughing would have been a kind of small shared digestion of it, the way the apps' silences had been digested over the years, the way the years themselves had been digested, by all of them, around all of those tables.

There was no story to take to brunch.

The thing that had happened at the cable cross was, by any external account, nothing. A man had finished his sets. Daniel had used the cables. The man had left. Daniel had stayed. The man had not, in the strict accounting, done anything.

Except — and this was the thing Daniel would not say to Andrew, would not say to anyone, would not, in fact, fully say to himself for some weeks yet — he had not been visible. He had not, in the moment when JX looked up from the cables to acknowledge his question, been a person.

And he had been a person.

He had been a person standing eight feet away.

The water ran. The chip in the grout did not move. Daniel, in the careful neutral way he had washed himself for nineteen years, washed himself, and turned off the water, and stood for a moment in the small enveloping cloud of his own steam, and then reached for the towel.

✦

In the parking garage, he sat in the car for a moment before starting it.

The garage was almost full now. The 7 AM crowd had begun arriving, which meant the 5:55 crowd was leaving, the changeover overlapping in the elevator and at the valet stand. He could see, through the windshield, men he half-recognized walking past — a tall lawyer he thought was named Greg, a small ferocious woman in pink leggings whose name he had never known, the man with the dachshund who somehow brought the dachshund into the gym lobby every morning.

He started the car.

The radio came on at the volume he had left it at the night before, which had been louder than he wanted now. He turned it down. The voice on the radio was a voice he had been listening to in the mornings for some years. The voice was talking about a thing that had happened in Washington. Daniel listened to the voice the way one listens to running water — as a feature of the morning, not as content.

He thought, and the thought arrived with an unsettling lack of drama: 

I have to tell someone.

And immediately after, the second thought, the corrective: 

There is no one to tell.

This was not, strictly, true. There were people to tell. There was Trevor, who would make it funny. There was Reece, who would not understand what the problem was. There was Andrew, who might. There was his sister, who would be kind, and whose kindness Daniel had been declining for fifteen years for reasons he could not, sitting in the car with the radio low, immediately recall.

There were people to tell. There was no one he could tell who would not, in some way, require him to first explain the apps, the picture, the unmatching, the building, the four hundred feet, the entire small grim economy in which what had happened at the cable cross was a thing that could happen. The explanation was the part he could not face. The explanation was the architecture of his life laid out flat for inspection, and he was not, this morning, inviting inspection.

So there was no one.

He put the car in reverse.

He drove out of the garage and onto Sunset, and the sun was up now, the eastward light coming hard against the windshield, and he reached for the visor without thinking and pulled it down and adjusted it, the way he had pulled it down and adjusted it on this same stretch of road for nineteen years.

By the time he had reached his apartment building, the buzz behind his sternum had gone quiet.

By the time he had showered again — a second shower, a thing he had not done in a decade, a thing he did not understand the necessity of and did not examine — the buzz was gone.

By the time he had dressed and made coffee and sat at the island with the laptop open and the morning emails loading, the morning was an ordinary morning, and the cable cross was a thing that had happened, and the wound had gone, as wounds in Daniel Reyes-Whitfield's life had been going for some time now, underground.

It would surface again. He did not know that yet.

He drank the coffee.

He answered the emails.
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​The Architecture
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To understand what was at stake — to understand, that is, why what had happened at the cable cross was a thing capable of going underground in the first place, why it had not arrived at the surface as the simple piece of nothing it ought to have been — one had to understand the apartment.

The apartment was on the seventh floor of a building on Crescent Heights Boulevard, in a stretch of West Hollywood that the realtor in 2008 had described, with the small breathless reverence reserved for adjectives ending in 

able, as highly walkable — meaning that within three blocks one could reach a Pilates studio, a juice bar that had since become a different juice bar, a CVS, a dry cleaner whose proprietor had emigrated from Tehran in 1979, and the gym. The gym was the principal feature. The realtor had not mentioned the gym, because in 2008 the gym had been a Bally Total Fitness with carpet, and it was not until 2011, when the carpet came up and the Equinox went in, that the apartment had revealed its true purpose, which was to be, in essence, an annex to the gym.

Daniel had bought it in March of 2008, three months before the financial system collapsed and approximately fourteen months before he understood what the financial system was. He had been thirty-five. The apartment had cost him, with the small adjustable-rate mortgage that had seemed at the time like the kind of arrangement adults made, four hundred and sixty thousand dollars. It had been, by any measure available to a thirty-five-year-old in 2008, a steal. It would later turn out to have been less of a steal than the realtor had implied; it would later turn out, in fact, to be one of the units the previous owner had been trying to unload before a special assessment that had been mentioned to Daniel in passing, in language he had not at the time understood. But that was a future Daniel's problem. Present-tense Daniel had a balcony with a view of the Sunset Plaza Drive sign and an unobstructed sightline, on a clear morning, to half of the Hollywood Hills.

He had loved it. He had genuinely loved it. The first night he had spent in it, he had stood on the balcony with a glass of Chianti and looked at the lights of the city and thought, the way one thinks at thirty-five with a balcony and a Chianti, that he had finally arrived at the life he was meant to be living. The thought had been, at the time, true. The life he had been meant to be living, at thirty-five, was very precisely this life. The error had not been the apartment. The error had been the assumption that the life one was meant to be living at thirty-five was the same life one would still be meant to be living at fifty-two.

By fifty-two, the apartment had become the architecture.

The architecture was, by Daniel's own quiet reckoning, the following:

✦

In the bathroom, on the long marble counter, eleven products. He had, in the wake of an article he had read in 2017, organized them in the order of application — left to right, like sentences. He cleansed first. He toned second. He had, in the years since, considered streamlining; he had read, with the small reflexive horror of a man hearing his religion described as a phase, the various pieces about how skincare was a wellness scam, how niacinamide was overhyped, how the only three things that demonstrably worked were sunscreen, retinoids, and time. The articles had not changed his behavior. The behavior was no longer about skin. The behavior was about the eleven minutes the application took, twice a day, twenty-two minutes total, which was the only time of day he was entirely alone with himself and not interrogating the situation. Skincare was his meditation. Skincare was his prayer.

In the closet, the shirts were organized by sleeve.

This was the system he was, on most days, willing to admit to. The deeper system — the system the closet was actually organized by — was by deltoid coverage. The shirts that ended above the deltoid were on the left. The shirts that ended at the deltoid were in the middle. The shirts that ended below the deltoid were on the right, and these he wore only on family visits and at one annual lunch with his ex-girlfriend from 1995, who lived in Pasadena and had three children and had once, gently, when he had taken her to a restaurant on her birthday in a shirt that ended above the deltoid, said: 

Daniel, sweetie, you don't have to.

He had not, in the eight years since, fully forgiven her for the 

have to.

In the dresser, the underwear was a single brand he had been wearing since 2014, when a man at a pool party in Palm Springs (a different man, a different pool party; Palm Springs was full of pool parties and full of men) had complimented him on a particular cut and Daniel, who had been wearing them only because they had been on sale at Bloomingdale's, had taken the compliment as a kind of revelation and bought, over the course of the following year, twenty-three pairs. He still owned all twenty-three. They had stopped being made in 2019. Each pair, when it failed, was mourned. He had eight pairs left. He rotated them with the small attentive parsimony of a man rationing an antibiotic.

In the kitchen, the wine fridge held twelve bottles, all of them recommended by Trevor.

In the living room, on the bookshelf, the books were organized by spine color, because a designer Daniel had briefly dated in 2013 had organized them that way one Saturday afternoon and it had seemed at the time charming. Daniel had not read most of the books. The books had been, in many cases, gifts. The books had also been, in many cases, purchased to be photographed, in 2014, when he had been briefly persuaded by Trevor that a stack of the right books on a coffee table was a kind of social accessory, like a watch. The books on the table now were 

Just Kids, which he had read; The Argonauts, which he had not; and a Taschen monograph on Slim Aarons, which functioned, at this point in his life, less as a book than as a small rectangular admission of who he had once hoped to be.

On the wall, three photographs. One of him with a man named Sebastian on a beach in Tulum in 2017. One of him with a man named Mark on a balcony in Lisbon in 2019. One of him alone, in 2021, on the prow of a small sailboat off Catalina, taken by someone whose name he could no longer recall.

On the balcony, two outdoor chairs and a small teak table. He had eaten exactly one breakfast on the balcony, in 2009. The wind had been bad. He had not eaten on the balcony again.

In the safe in the closet, the watch he had bought himself for his fortieth birthday, which he wore on Sundays.

In the drawer of the bedside table, two bottles of poppers, one full and one nearly empty, the empty one approximately seven years old.

On the phone, sixty-three apps.

Of the sixty-three, eighteen were dating apps. He had downloaded them at various points in the last fifteen years and had not deleted any of them, because deletion implied a finality he was not, at any single moment, willing to commit to. They sat on the second screen, in a folder he had labeled, in 2016, in a small flash of what at the time he had thought was wit, 

Work.

✦

On Instagram, he had fourteen thousand and three hundred followers, of whom an estimated forty percent were bots, an estimated forty percent were gay men in cities he had never visited, and the remaining twenty percent were the slow ablating residue of all the people he had ever actually known.

He posted, on average, twice a week. The posts were of two kinds. The first kind was a picture of him doing something — at a restaurant, at a vineyard, at a friend's birthday — in which the angle of the camera and the cut of the shirt and the lift of the chin were managed with an absent professionalism that he no longer consciously thought about, the way a pianist no longer thinks about scales. The second kind was a picture of a thing — a sunset, a cocktail, a plate — that functioned as a kind of resting tone between the first kind, the way an aria has its recitatives. The captions were brief. The captions used a particular voice. The voice was not exactly Daniel's voice; it was the voice Daniel's voice would have used if Daniel's voice had been written by a slightly arch younger writer who had been hired to make Daniel sound effortless.

He had been writing in this voice for so long that he could no longer hear it as a voice.

The posts were liked, on average, by between two hundred and four hundred people. The number had been declining slowly since 2019, in a curve so gradual that he had not, until very recently, allowed himself to call it a curve. Comments were a separate matter. Comments came mostly from a rotating cast of perhaps thirty men, half of whom Daniel had slept with at some point and half of whom he had not, all of whom commented in a vocabulary so consistent that he could have predicted the comment from the picture: 

stop. Or: ok daddy. Or: the lighting in this. Or, the most reliable, the comment that arrived on every post and that he had stopped reading some years ago, the small fire emoji, sometimes one, sometimes three, never two.

Trevor commented on every post. Trevor commented in lowercase, in fragments, in a tone that managed to suggest both that Trevor was complimenting Daniel and that Trevor was performing the compliment for an unseen audience that would understand the compliment was, secretly, a kind of joke. 

ok mr. WeHo. Or: this lighting again. Or, once, on a picture from Lisbon in 2019: babe is this filtered or did u finally rest.

Daniel had, for nine years, taken these as compliments.

✦

On Wednesdays, he had a meeting at his office.

The office was a converted warehouse in Culver City, the converted warehouse in Culver City, the original converted warehouse, the converted warehouse from which all subsequent converted warehouses had been, in a sense, copied. The company occupied the second floor. Daniel had been there for eleven years. He had been a Senior VP for seven of those years, which in the industry was a long time to be a Senior VP, long enough for the title to mean something different than it had meant when he had received it. When he had received it, in 2018, it had meant 

this is a man on his way somewhere. It now meant this is a man who has been here for a while. He had been here for a while.

The Wednesday meeting was the development meeting. There were eleven people in the meeting. Of the eleven, six were under thirty-five, three were between thirty-five and forty-five, one was Daniel, and one was a woman named Diane who had been at the company since 2003 and who was now, by general unspoken agreement, the institutional memory. Diane and Daniel were friendly in the way that two survivors of a bad cruise are friendly. They did not, in the meeting, look at each other.

The meeting went for an hour. In that hour, Daniel said three things.

The first thing he said was a question about the budget on a project that was not his. The question was a good question. The question was, in fact, the question that needed to be asked. A young man named Ben answered the question, and the answer was wrong, and Daniel, who could have corrected him, did not, because to have corrected him would have required Daniel to have been the kind of man who corrected younger men in meetings, and Daniel was no longer the kind of man who corrected younger men in meetings. He had been that man, briefly, in 2014. The man had not been popular.

The second thing he said was an agreement with something Hannah said.

The third thing he said was a small joke about the catering.

The joke landed. Five of the eleven people laughed. The laughter was the laughter of people who were laughing at the joke and not, in any reductive way, at the man who had told it; but it was also the laughter of people who had laughed at this kind of joke from this kind of man at this kind of meeting many times. The laughter was efficient. The laughter did not pause. The meeting moved on.

Daniel had, over the course of the hour, contributed less to the meeting than he had contributed to any meeting he had attended in 2018.

He was paid, for his contributions, four hundred and twelve thousand dollars a year.

After the meeting, in the hallway, Diane caught his eye for one second. The look was not unkind. The look did not say anything in particular. The look was simply the look of a person who had been in the meeting and who had also been in many such meetings and who was acknowledging, in the small wordless way that institutional memory acknowledged itself, that another such meeting had occurred.

Daniel returned to his desk.

He sat there until five-thirty.

He did, in those hours, approximately forty minutes of work.

✦

On the drive home, his sister texted.

Elena's texts were, by long agreement between them, infrequent and predictable. She texted on his birthday. She texted on Christmas Eve. She texted on the anniversary of their father's death, which was in March, with a small forwarded photograph of their father from some long-ago beach trip. She texted, occasionally, on Tuesdays — which was today, it was Wednesday, but Elena did not always remember which day was which — to say something brief and unspecific, the small low maintenance check-in of a sister who had been, for fifteen years, accepting the terms of his disinterest without complaint.

The text said: 

Hey. Mom asked about you. Just checking in. Hope all good.

Daniel, at the red light at La Cienega, looked at the text for a longer moment than he usually looked at her texts.

The longer moment was new. He could not, sitting at the light, fully account for the longer moment. He noticed himself noticing the longer moment, which was the second new thing in two days; the first had been, that morning, noticing the chip in the grout. He had a small uneasy thought that the noticing was a pattern, and that patterns were, in his experience, things that began before one was aware they had begun.

The light turned green.

He responded with a thumbs-up.

He had been responding with a thumbs-up to Elena's texts for, by his estimate, seven years. The thumbs-up was an act of small ongoing administrative competence. The thumbs-up acknowledged. The thumbs-up did not invite. The thumbs-up was, in its careful neutrality, the textual equivalent of the face he had made at the cable cross — the face that was not interfering, not flirting, not anything, the face of a man with a question that was not a question.

He could have, at the light, written more.

Tell Mom I love her. Or: Coming to see you guys soon. Or: I miss you. The third was a thing he had not said to Elena in writing or out loud since 2010. It was true. He did miss her. The missing was a small consistent low note in the chord of his life, like the buzz of a refrigerator he had stopped hearing because the refrigerator had been buzzing for fifteen years.

He did not write it.

He sent the thumbs-up. The thumbs-up sent. The blue conversation bubble registered as delivered. Elena did not respond, which was the agreement; Elena, having extended the small low pulse of her attention, withdrew it again, having received the thumbs-up. The thumbs-up was the entire transaction. The thumbs-up was, in fact, a thing they were now, Daniel and his sister, doing together. The doing-together-of-the-thumbs-up was, by some accounting, a relationship.

He drove home.

✦

In the apartment, he poured a glass of the Sancerre — not the same bottle from last week, a different bottle of the same Sancerre, also recommended by Trevor — and he stood at the window and looked at the Sunset Plaza Drive sign and the unobstructed sightline to half of the Hollywood Hills, and he thought, with the small distant clarity that had been arriving at him at intervals for two days now: 

I have built a life.

It was a true thought. He had built a life. The life had ten thousand small parts, each of which had been chosen, or at any rate accepted, and the parts fit together, and the life ran, and ran, and had been running for many years. There was the apartment. There was the gym. There were the eleven products. There were the deltoid shirts. There was the Sancerre. There was Trevor and Reece and Andrew and the Wednesday meeting and the fourteen thousand and three hundred followers and the eight remaining pairs of underwear. There was the sister who was now driving home in Bakersfield with the small private satisfaction of a woman who had checked in. There was, against the western wall, the photograph of him in 2017 on a beach with a man whose face he could still picture but whose voice, if pressed, he could not.

He had built a life.

The thought sat on him for a moment longer than was comfortable, and then a second thought arrived, the small companion thought that had been arriving for two days now in the wake of the first ones. The second thought said: 

I have built it for someone who isn't watching anymore.

Daniel turned from the window.

He drank the Sancerre. He drank it the way he drank it on weeknights, which was steadily, without ceremony, the small efficient method of a man who had been managing his own evenings for a long time. He turned on the television. He turned off the television. He looked at his phone. He put the phone down. He stood in the middle of the living room for a moment, in the dim apartment, the slatted light from Sunset moving across the bookshelves in the long parallel bands he had once thought were elegant.

He did the eleven steps.

He went to bed.

Outside, the city did what the city did, which was continue without him.
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​Brunch, Take One
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Brunch was at a place called Felix on Sundays, which had supplanted, in 2021, a place called Eden, which had supplanted, in 2017, a place called Joan's, which had supplanted, in 2014, the original place, which had been called something Daniel could no longer remember and which had been on Melrose. The pattern of supplanting was, by Daniel's reckoning, the only stable feature of the brunch. The place itself was a kind of weather; the four of them were the climate.
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