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Dedication
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For the men who came out late

and the men who never got the chance.

For those who loved in silence,

and for those who are loving loudly now.

For every body that kept going

after the fire.

And for anyone who has ever written a name down

because they were afraid of losing it.

Love.  Peace.  Release.
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“Love takes off the masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live within.”



JAMES BALDWIN, GIOVANNI’S Room (1956)
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A Note Before We Begin
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I came out at midlife.

There’s no graceful way to say that, so I’ll just say it the way it happened: messily, too late, with years of silence already behind me and the understanding that I’d spent the better part of my life loving people honestly while lying to them about who I was. If you know what that feels like, then you already know why I wrote this book. If you don’t, I hope this story helps you understand someone who does.

Frank is not me. Rafa is not me. But pieces of both of them are—the same way pieces of them might be you, or your father, or your son, or the man at the end of the bar who’s been nursing the same drink for an hour and looking at the door like he’s trying to decide whether to walk through it.

Walk through the door.

This is a love story. It is also a story about loss—about what happens when the mind that holds your memories begins to let them go, and whether love can survive in a body that’s forgetting why it loves. I did not write it to make you sad, though it may. I wrote it because I believe the most radical thing a queer man can do—especially one who started late, especially one who thought the door had already closed—is to choose joy anyway. Loudly. Recklessly. With his whole chest.

I wrote Frank for the men who are fifty, sixty, seventy years old and still hiding. I want you to know: it is not too late. It is never too late. Even when the clock is running, even when the light is fading—especially then—you are allowed to live.

I wrote Rafa for the ones whose families couldn’t love all of them. The ones who built themselves from scratch in borrowed rooms, who turned their pain into art and their art into armor and their armor into something so beautiful it made strangers cry on a Saturday night in a bar they’ll never visit again. I see you. I’ve been in that audience. You changed my life and you didn’t even know my name.

I wrote this book with the help of AI, and I’m not ashamed of that. Every word was chosen with intention. Every heartbeat in this story is real. The tools don’t write the truth—you do, by bringing your own broken, beautiful life to the page and refusing to look away. That’s what I did. That’s what I’m asking you to do now.

If this story finds you in the middle of your own late beginning—if you are standing at the edge of the water, trying to decide whether to step in—I wrote this for you.

The water’s fine. Come in.

––––––––
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WITH LOVE AND WITHOUT apology,

Pete Cossaboon

February 2026

––––––––
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​What the Fire Took
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The foundation smelled like a mouth.

That was the thing nobody told you about fire damage—not the char, not the blackened beams, not the way the roof had caved inward like a drunk trying to bow. It was the smell. Wet and organic and wrong, like the house had been alive and now it wasn’t, and what you were standing in was the open throat of something that had died screaming.

Rafa set his toolbox on the one section of concrete that wasn’t cracked and looked up through what used to be the second floor. May sky, pale blue, the kind of blue that made everything underneath it look damaged by comparison. A gull wheeled overhead, indifferent. The ocean was fifty yards east, past the dunes, doing what it always did. The house had burned and the ocean hadn’t even blinked.

“Échale,” he said to no one, and pulled on his work gloves.

He’d been on Fire Island for three weeks. Took the Sayville Ferry over on a Tuesday in early May, the boat half-empty because the season hadn’t started yet, carrying his tools and two duffel bags and the particular silence of a man who’d left most of his life on the other side of the Great South Bay. The Pines in the off-season was a ghost town with better architecture—the zigzag boardwalks leading to locked houses, the scrub pines bending in the wind, the harbor empty except for a couple of work boats and one catamaran that looked like it hadn’t moved since the Clinton administration.

Rafa liked it empty. Empty he could work with.

The house—Gerald’s house—had been a Horace Gifford original. 1971. Cedar and glass, cantilevered over the dunes on stilts, the kind of place that looked like it was trying to fly. Gerald had shown him photographs: the open living room with its conversation pit, the walls of windows facing the Atlantic, the deck that wrapped around three sides like arms reaching for the water. In the photos it was always golden hour, always summer, always a party happening just out of frame.

Now it was a skeleton. The stilts had survived—concrete and steel, sunk deep—but everything above them was gone or going. The fire had started in the electrical panel on a January night when nobody was on the island, and by the time the Cherry Grove volunteer fire department got their hoses down the boardwalk, the second floor was fully involved. Rafa knew the terminology. Fully involved. In the fire service it meant the structure was past saving. You switched from rescue to containment and watched it eat itself.

He’d been switching from rescue to containment in his own life for about six months now. The parallel was not lost on him.

He started where he always started: with what was still standing. The foundation. The stilts. The concrete pad that the original architect had poured fifty-three years ago, back when this stretch of the Pines was still being carved out of sand and pine barren. Rafa crouched and ran his gloved hand along the footing, feeling for cracks, testing the integrity of the base. This was the part of carpentry that nobody romanticized—the crawling, the checking, the hours spent with things that would never be seen. Everything visible was built on what was invisible. Rafa understood this better than most people.

His phone buzzed in his back pocket. He ignored it. Then it buzzed again. He pulled it out with one hand, squinting against the glare.

Marisol. A photo: their mother at Iglesia Santa Cruz on Kingsbridge Road, kneeling at the altar rail, eyes closed, hands pressed together so tight the knuckles had gone white. Sunday morning light through stained glass falling across her face like a bruise made of color. Underneath, Marisol had written: Mami praying for you. Every week. You know she does.

Rafa looked at the photo for a long time. His mother’s face. The familiar topography of it—the deep lines around her mouth, the reading glasses pushed up on her forehead, the gold crucifix at her throat that she’d worn every day since her own mother gave it to her in Santiago when she was fifteen. Luz Guerrero praying for her son. Praying him straight. Praying him back. Praying him into a version of himself that God could love, because the real one apparently didn’t qualify.

He put the phone away without responding and went back to the foundation.

The toolbelt was his grandfather’s. Abuelo Ramón, who’d built houses in Villa Mella with hand tools and patience and the unshakeable conviction that anything broken could be fixed if you understood what had broken and why. The leather was cracked and dark with decades of sweat and oil, the pouches shaped to tools that no longer existed—a hand drill, a bradawl, a marking gauge worn smooth as a river stone. Rafa had added his own tools over the years—a speed square, a utility knife, a carpenter’s pencil he kept behind his right ear out of habit—but the belt itself was Ramón’s. Wearing it was the closest thing Rafa had to prayer.

By ten o’clock he’d cleared the last of the debris from the northwest corner and exposed the original floor joists—or what was left of them. Charred two-by-tens, some split, some intact enough to assess. He pulled out his moisture meter and started testing. A house was just a body, when you thought about it. Bones and skin and the systems that ran between them—electric for nerves, plumbing for blood. This one had been cremated, and now he was doing the archaeology, sifting through the remains, deciding what could be resurrected and what had to go.

His shoulders ached. His hands knew the work before his brain caught up—muscle memory, the body’s own architecture of repetition. He’d been building things since he was twelve, when Abuelo Ramón taught him to cut a mortise joint in the backyard of the apartment on Walton Avenue. The old man had taken one look at Rafa’s hands—long-fingered, precise, steadier than a twelve-year-old’s hands had any right to be—and said, “Tienes manos de constructor. No las desperdicies.” Builder’s hands. Don’t waste them.

He hadn’t. Even when everything else went to shit—Devon, the apartment, the carefully constructed life that had turned out to be built on sand—his hands still knew what they were doing. That was something.

Devon.

He didn’t want to think about Devon, but the body remembered before the mind could intervene. It always did. Not the arguments, not the last terrible month of silence in their Bed-Stuy apartment—his body didn’t care about that. His body remembered Devon’s back, the topography of his spine in morning light, the way he smelled after the gym, like salt and clean sweat and that expensive cologne Rafa could never remember the name of because Devon replaced it every few months, always chasing something newer, shinier, more appropriate. That was the word Devon had used. Appropriate. “I just need something more appropriate, Rafa.” Meaning: You embarrass me. Meaning: The drag. Meaning: You’re too loud, too brown, too much.

Rafa drove a nail into the new beam he’d been fitting and felt the satisfying bite of steel into wood. The sound was clean and sharp in the salt air. He drove another. And another. Each one a tiny act of violence that was also an act of repair.

Eso era lo que hacías. You build it back. Whatever they burn down, whatever falls, whatever walks out the door at three in the morning with a suitcase and a face like a man who’d already practiced his goodbye in the mirror—you build it back. That’s what hands were for.

•  •  •
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GERALD ARRIVED AT NOON, pulling a red Radio Flyer wagon loaded with what appeared to be an entire Whole Foods deli counter and two bottles of rosé.

“The patient lives,” he announced, surveying the exposed foundation from the boardwalk above. He was seventy-two and dressed like a man who’d given up on other people’s expectations sometime around 1983: white linen pants, a salmon-colored shirt unbuttoned one button past advisable, and a Panama hat that probably cost more than Rafa’s monthly rent. His face was a beautiful ruin—hawkish nose, deep-set eyes that missed nothing, skin that had seen too much sun and not enough regret. He leaned on the railing and looked down at Rafa the way a theater director looks at a set that’s not ready for opening night.

“You look like hell, darling.”

“Good morning to you too, Gerald.”

“It’s afternoon. You’ve been down there since sunrise, haven’t you?”

“Seven.”

“Which is sunrise for people who haven’t earned the right to sleep in.” Gerald navigated the temporary stairs Rafa had built—carefully, one hand on the railing, the other holding a paper bag that smelled like roasted garlic. His knees were bad. He’d had one replaced two years ago and the other was, as he put it, “on notice.” “I brought lunch. Prosciutto, fresh mozzarella, those little cornichons you pretend not to like, and a baguette I had to fight a woman in Sayville for. Actual physical combat. I won, obviously. She had reach but I had moral authority.”

Rafa took the bag. “You didn’t have to.”

“Of course I didn’t have to. Generosity loses its meaning when it’s obligatory. That’s what I used to tell the board at Lincoln Center when they complained about the catering budget.” Gerald settled himself on an overturned five-gallon bucket as if it were a throne, crossed his legs at the ankle, and surveyed the wreckage with the practiced eye of a man who had watched many beautiful things be destroyed and rebuilt.

“How bad?”

“Foundation’s solid. Stilts are good—whoever poured this original pad knew what they were doing. Joists are about sixty percent shot. I can sister the ones that are still viable and replace the rest. The real work starts when we go vertical.” Rafa peeled off his gloves and sat on the concrete, legs dangling over the edge. Below them, through the stilts, he could see the sandy ground and the scrub grass and a rabbit that had made its home in the space that used to be a wine cellar. “We’re talking a full rebuild above the deck line. New framing, new sheathing, new everything. You want it to match the original Gifford plans?”

“I want it to be exactly what it was.” Gerald’s voice softened, which was the only tell he had. The acidity stayed in his face—the arched brow, the slight curl of the lip—but his voice went quiet when something mattered. “Arthur and I bought this house in 1986. We had our first dinner party the weekend we moved in. Liza was there—not Minnelli, the other one, you wouldn’t know her. We danced on that deck until three in the morning and Arthur said, ‘This is the house where we’ll grow old.’”

Gerald looked at the empty air where the deck used to be.

“Well. He didn’t grow old. But the house did, for a while. And now you’re going to bring it back.”

Rafa unwrapped the sandwich and ate without speaking, because some silences were load-bearing and you didn’t put weight on them. He understood loss. He didn’t understand Gerald’s particular species of it—three decades of love followed by three decades of grieving, the AIDS years, the friends who vanished one by one like candles being blown out at a party nobody wanted to leave. But he understood the impulse to rebuild. To put your hands on something wrecked and say: Not yet. You don’t get to be gone yet.

After a while, Gerald said, “You performing this weekend?”

“The Ice Palace booked me for Saturday.”

“Splendid. What’s the number?”

“Haven’t decided.”

“May I make a suggestion?”

“No.”

“Something with fire. Appropriate to the theme.” Gerald gestured at the burned remains around them with a cornichon.

Rafa almost smiled. “La Llamarada doesn’t perform in daylight.”

“Neither did Garbo, and look how that turned out.” Gerald ate his pickle with the air of a man who had just delivered the final line of the first act. “I’ll be in the front row. I’m always in the front row. It’s the only seat worth the price of admission.”

•  •  •
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AFTER GERALD LEFT—HAULING his wagon back up the boardwalk with the careful dignity of a man who refused to acknowledge that his body was betraying him—Rafa worked until the light changed.

Late afternoon on Fire Island had a quality he’d never found anywhere else. The sun came in low across the Great South Bay and turned everything amber—the boardwalks, the pine trees, the remaining bones of the house, his own brown arms with their dust of sawdust and char. The wind shifted, bringing the ocean closer, and for a moment the destruction around him looked almost beautiful. Like ruins. Like something worth painting.

He wiped his face with his shirt and felt the ache settle into his lower back, his shoulders, the balls of his feet. Good ache. Construction ache. The kind that meant you’d done something with your body besides lie in bed trying not to text the man who’d left you.

He’d promised himself: no contact. Not with Devon, not with the life Devon represented—the brunches in Williamsburg, the gallery openings where Rafa stood in the corner with a drink he didn’t want, the dinner parties where Devon introduced him as “my partner, Rafael” and then, later, when someone asked what he did, said “construction” in a way that foreclosed further questions. Never “he’s a carpenter and a drag performer.” Never La Llamarada. Devon had seen the show exactly once, early in their relationship, and his review was delivered in bed afterward with the particular cruelty of someone who thinks honestly is a gift: “It’s a lot, babe. It’s just... a lot.”

A lot. Rafa had heard that his whole life. Too loud, too femme, too much hip in his walk, too much fire in his mouth. His father said it without words—the turned back, the newspaper raised like a shield. His mother said it with prayers—each rosary bead a tiny “be less.” Devon said it with a suitcase and the word appropriate and the apartment lease transferred into Rafa’s name like a consolation prize for losing the only person he’d let himself love since Tomás.

Nah. He wasn’t doing this. Not today.

He packed his tools with the care he’d learned from Abuelo Ramón: each one wiped, each one returned to its place. The belt went over the sawhorse. The hard hat went on the hook he’d screwed into the one surviving stud. He rolled down the tarps and secured them against the wind that would pick up after dark, and then he stood for a moment in the center of what would be the living room and looked at what he’d done.

Not much. A cleared foundation. Exposed joists. The first new beam—pressure-treated Douglas fir, golden against the char—fitted and nailed into place where the house’s spine would be. One beam. One piece of new wood in a field of old damage.

But it was there. It was level. It was strong.

He put his hand on it. The wood was warm from the sun, and smooth where he’d planed it that morning, and solid in a way that nothing else in his life currently was. Not his family, not his heart, not the ground under his feet, which was literally sand. But this beam was solid. He’d made it so.

“Tranquilo,” he told the house. “Te voy a arreglar. We’re going to fix this. Dale tiempo.”

He walked back to his rental cottage on the ocean side of the Pines, the boardwalk zigzagging through scrub pine and beach plum. A deer stood in the undergrowth, watching him with the particular stillness of an animal that had learned humans weren’t dangerous here. A raccoon was doing something unspeakable in a garbage can. The air smelled like salt and pine resin and the very beginning of summer, that green electric smell that meant the island was waking up, that the ferries would start running full next week, that the bars and the clubs and the beaches would fill with men and the Pines would become what it was every Memorial Day through Labor Day: a country of its own, with its own laws and its own language and its own way of loving.

Rafa showered in the narrow stall of his rented cottage and stood under the water until it went cold, feeling the sawdust and sweat sluice off him and down the drain. His body in the spotted mirror afterward: lean from work, brown from sun he didn’t try for, the flamboyán tree on his left shoulder bright as the day Yesenia’s artist friend had inked it—roots at his collarbone, branches reaching toward his chest, the flame-red blossoms that gave the tree its name. His grandmother’s tree. The one that grew in the courtyard of the house in Villa Mella, the one she said bloomed so red it looked like the yard was on fire.

Fire. Everything in his life came back to fire.

He put on sweatpants and a tank top and sat on the tiny porch with a plate of rice and beans he’d made in the kitchenette—his mother’s recipe, the one he could make with his eyes closed, the habichuelas simmered with sofrito and a piece of smoked turkey neck the way Luz had taught him when he was nine and still small enough to stand on a chair to reach the stove. She’d taught all her children to cook, but Rafa was the one who’d paid attention, who’d watched her hands and learned the rhythms—the way she tested oil temperature with a drop of water, the way she salted in stages, the way she talked to the food like it could hear her. Mija, you’re going to be beautiful. Even the rice got encouragement.

She hadn’t talked to him like that in years.

He ate. He watched the sky go dark over the Atlantic. The first stars appeared, and then more, and then the whole dome of it was lit up in a way you never saw in the Bronx, where the light pollution turned the sky into a flat orange ceiling that pressed down on everything beneath it. Out here, the sky was infinite. Out here, you could see exactly how small you were, and somehow that was a comfort.

His phone was inside, face-down on the counter, and Marisol’s photo of their mother was still unanswered, and Devon was still gone, and Rafa was still here—on this island at the edge of things, in a borrowed cottage, rebuilding a dead man’s house for a living man’s grief, trying to figure out what came next.

He didn’t know. He didn’t know a goddamn thing about what came next.

But tomorrow he’d go back to the house. He’d pick up his grandfather’s belt and put it on. He’d drive nails into wood and cut joists to length and plane boards until they were smooth enough to touch without flinching. He’d build it back, beam by beam, because that was what you did. You stood in the wreckage and you started. You didn’t need to see the finished thing. You just needed to see the next piece.

You build it back.

That’s what hands were for.
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​The Ferry
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The ferry was smaller than he’d expected.

Frank stood on the dock at Sayville with his duffel bag at his feet and watched the boat come in across the Great South Bay—a flat-bottomed vessel, white with a blue stripe, built for function and not for anyone’s idea of romance. It looked like a floating bus. Which, he supposed, it was. The dock smelled like creosote and brine and diesel, and the late-May sun was doing something to the water that turned it into a field of moving light, and Frank thought: I am about to get on a boat and go to a place where men are allowed to be what they are, and I am fifty-eight years old and this is the first brave thing I’ve done since I stopped running into burning buildings.

He picked up his bag. His left hand trembled slightly—not the disease, not yet, just nerves—and he gripped the strap harder to steady it.

Inside the duffel: five days’ worth of clothes, all new. Not new-new, not expensive, but chosen with a deliberateness that would have made Linda laugh. He’d stood in the Target in Galveston for forty minutes picking out T-shirts, holding each one up and thinking: Who am I now? What does a fifty-eight-year-old gay man wear to Fire Island? He’d settled on plain colors—navy, gray, white—because he’d spent thirty years in a firehouse where the uniform was the same every day and some habits were load-bearing.

Also in the duffel: a journal, leather-bound, a gift from his therapist. Sunscreen. A paperback novel he’d bought at the airport without reading the back cover. And inside his dopp kit, nested between the toothpaste and the electric razor, a weekly pill organizer with the days printed in large blue letters—a precaution his neurologist had suggested because the pills were small and the mornings were variable and the brain, Dr. Chen had said with a gentleness that was worse than bluntness, was already beginning to play its tricks.

Donepezil, 10 milligrams, once daily. One small yellow pill in each compartment, lined up like days he was borrowing.

He didn’t think of them that way. He refused to think of them that way. But the pills were there, organized by a hand that still remembered which day was which, and the organizer was hidden inside the dopp kit because Frank Reyes had spent his entire life hiding things and apparently a diagnosis hadn’t cured him of the habit.

The ferry docked. A deckhand threw a line and cleated it with the automatic grace of a man who’d done it ten thousand times. The handful of passengers from the island disembarked—two women with a cooler, a man in a wetsuit carrying a surfboard, an older couple with matching sun hats. No one looked at Frank. That was fine. He’d spent most of his life being a man nobody looked at twice: sturdy, quiet, useful. The kind of man who held doors and carried bags and was told he had a nice smile by women at church who never once suspected that his nice smile was a locked door.

He boarded. Found a spot on the upper deck, port side, where the bench was warm from the sun. Set his bag between his feet. The engine rumbled to life beneath him—a vibration he felt in his chest, in his molars—and the boat reversed from the dock and swung its nose south toward the barrier island.

Twenty minutes. That’s what the website said. Twenty minutes across the Great South Bay to Fire Island Pines. He could see the island from here—a low dark line on the horizon, improbably thin, like a sentence someone had written across the bottom of the sky and then thought better of. Hard to believe a whole world existed on that sliver of sand. Hard to believe he was heading toward it.

•  •  •
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THE OTHER PASSENGERS were younger. Of course they were.

A group of four men in their late twenties occupied the bow, shirtless already, their bodies the kind of lean and maintained that came from boutique gyms and intention. They were laughing, passing a thermos back and forth, taking photographs of each other against the water. One of them—dark-haired, tattooed, beautiful in the way that all twenty-seven-year-olds are beautiful and none of them know it—caught Frank’s eye and held it for a beat before looking away.

Not cruising. Just clocking. The brief, reflexive assessment that men made of other men in spaces like this: Are you one of us? Are you a threat? Are you someone I might want? Frank recognized it because he’d been on the receiving end of it in the handful of gay bars he’d visited in Galveston and Houston since coming out, and each time it happened he felt like a man who’d shown up to a conversation in a language he’d studied but never spoken aloud.

A man alone on the ferry, older, thick-bodied, wearing a plain navy T-shirt and khaki shorts and sneakers that were clearly not the right sneakers. Invisible. He was invisible again, the way he’d been invisible his whole life—first as a closeted man performing straightness, now as an aging man performing relevance in a culture that worshipped youth.

Fuck it. He turned his face to the wind and closed his eyes.

The bay smelled different from the Gulf. He’d grown up on salt water, the warm brown Gulf of Mexico that came in lazy and gentle and withdrew the same way, and this northern water was something else—cooler, greener, sharpened by whatever came down from the Atlantic. The wind on his face felt like being slapped awake. He kept his eyes closed and listened: the engine, the water against the hull, the men laughing on the bow, the cry of a gull working the air above the ferry’s wake.

He thought about the doctor’s office.

•  •  •
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SIX MONTHS AGO. NOVEMBER. Houston. The neurology department at Methodist Hospital, which had the particular beige carpeted hush of a place where people received news they couldn’t un-receive.

Dr. Nina Chen was younger than he’d expected—mid-forties, no wedding ring, a directness he appreciated and would later be grateful for. She sat across from him at a desk bare of everything except his file and a computer monitor and a single framed photograph of a German shepherd, and she told him what was happening inside his skull with the same measured clarity with which he imagined she told everyone: this is the structure, this is where the fire is, this is what we can do and this is what we can’t.

Early-onset Alzheimer’s disease. The MRI had shown it. The cognitive tests confirmed it. The word-finding difficulties he’d been writing off as stress, the moment last month when he’d driven to the H-E-B and sat in the parking lot unable to remember if he needed milk or why he was there or, briefly and terrifyingly, which direction home was—these were not stress. These were not aging. These were the early, quiet footsteps of something that would eventually take the house down.

“The good news,” Dr. Chen said, and Frank almost laughed because every sentence that began with “the good news” was a door you walked through into a room that was smaller than the one you’d been standing in, “is that we’ve caught this relatively early. You’re still high-functioning. Your procedural memory—the kind that lets you drive a car, tie your shoes, perform tasks you’ve done a thousand times—that’s likely to stay intact for a good while. It’s the episodic memory that’s most vulnerable. New experiences. Recent events. Names.”

“Names,” Frank repeated.

“Names tend to be among the first things to become difficult. Faces usually stay longer.”

He stared at the watercolor on the wall behind her—a sailboat on blue water, the kind of generic office art that existed to give patients something to look at while their lives were reorganized by a stranger in a white coat. Linda had loved sailboats. She’d kept a calendar of them in the kitchen, a different boat for every month, and she’d look at them while she did the dishes and say, Someday, Frank. Someday we’ll rent one. They never did. She got sick before someday arrived, and someday turned into never, which was a destination nobody bought tickets to but everybody reached.

“What’s the timeline?” he’d asked.

“Every case is different. With medication and lifestyle adjustments—exercise, cognitive engagement, social connection—you could have five good years. Possibly more. Possibly less. I don’t want to give you a number because the brain isn’t a clock. But I want you to understand that this is not tomorrow’s problem. This is a slow process, and you have time to make decisions about how you want to spend it.”

Five good years. He was fifty-eight. If he was lucky—lucky, what a word—he’d be sixty-three when the fog rolled in for good. Sixty-three with his mind going and his daughter in Austin and nobody in the house but himself and the disease.

“Is there someone you’d like to call?” Dr. Chen asked. “A partner? A family member?”

“No,” Frank said. “There’s nobody.”

He’d driven home to Galveston with both hands on the wheel and the radio off, the only sound the tires on the causeway and the Gulf wind buffeting the truck, and he’d gone inside his empty house and sat at the kitchen table and looked at the space where Linda’s sailboat calendar used to hang and thought: I spent fifty years hiding who I was. I came out at fifty. I’ve had eight years of being myself. And now the self is going.

He didn’t cry. He’d spent a long time learning not to cry. Instead he’d opened his laptop and searched for Fire Island.

•  •  •
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THE FERRY WAS SLOWING.

Frank opened his eyes. The island was close now—no longer a line but a place, with texture and dimension. He could see the harbor at the Pines: a cluster of docks, a few commercial buildings low and weathered, the zigzag of boardwalks disappearing into a canopy of scrub pine. Beyond the harbor, the houses rose among the trees—cedar and glass, cantilevered and angled, modernist geometries that looked like someone had scattered expensive dice across the dunes.

No roads. No cars. Just boardwalks and sand and the persistent, astonishing fact that you could only get here by water, that the world you’d come from had to be crossed to reach this one. Like a baptism, if Frank still believed in those. Which he wasn’t sure he did. He’d been Catholic once—raised, altar-boyed, confirmed, married in the Church—and then Linda died and he came out and the Church made it clear he was no longer welcome in the version of God’s house that required a membership card. He didn’t miss the institution. He sometimes missed the structure. The certainty that there was a plan, even if you couldn’t see it. Now the only plan was five good years and a pill organizer in a dopp kit and a ferry pulling into a harbor on a thin island where men were allowed to want what they wanted.

The young men on the bow were gathering their things, pulling on tank tops, checking their phones. One of them—the dark-haired one who’d clocked him earlier—looked at Frank again and this time smiled. Not pity. Not desire. Something simpler: recognition. Welcome. You’re here.

Frank picked up his bag.

The deckhand threw the line. The ferry bumped against the dock with the gentleness of something that had done this ten thousand times and knew not to be dramatic about it. Passengers filed off. Frank waited—let them go first, old habit, the firefighter’s instinct to clear the exit for others before taking it himself.

Then he stepped off.

The dock under his sneakers was salt-bleached wood, warm from the sun. The harbor smelled like sunscreen and pine and something cooking somewhere—garlic, maybe, or grilled onion. Across the harbor he could see the Canteen, the harborside restaurant the website had mentioned, and a small market, and a few people pulling red Radio Flyer wagons loaded with groceries and luggage down the boardwalk.

Red wagons. On Fire Island, you pulled your groceries home in a red wagon because there were no cars and no roads and everything you needed you carried yourself. There was a metaphor in there but Frank was too tired to find it.

He followed the boardwalk. It zigged and zagged through the pines, elevated on posts above the sandy ground, and the trees closed in overhead and the sunlight came through in shafts and the world narrowed to this wooden path through green and the sound of his own footsteps and the distant crash of the ocean on the other side of the island.

The rental cottage was on Atlantic Walk, near the ocean side. Gerald had arranged it through a friend—Gerald, whom Frank had found through a website for older gay men traveling alone, who’d emailed back within an hour with an offer of a discount cottage and the words: Come. The island will take care of you.

The cottage was small. Efficient. A single room with a bed, a kitchenette, a bathroom with a shower stall, a screened porch facing the dunes. Someone had left a vase of dried wildflowers on the counter and a handwritten note that said WELCOME in careful block letters. Frank set his duffel on the bed and looked around at the place where he was going to try to become someone.

He unzipped the dopp kit. Took out the pill organizer. Set it on the bathroom shelf next to the sink, because hiding it here alone was pointless—he was the only one who would see it, and he already knew what he was.

He took Wednesday’s pill with water from the tap. Swallowed it. Looked at himself in the mirror: broad face, brown eyes, the gray coming in at his temples and through the stubble on his jaw. The scar on his left forearm, white and smooth as wax. He looked like what he was—a retired firefighter from Galveston, a man who’d spent his life being useful to other people and was now trying to figure out what it meant to be useful to himself.

He looked tired. He looked scared.

He looked alive.

•  •  •
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HE WALKED TO THE BEACH.

It was late afternoon and the beach was nearly empty—just a couple of walkers in the distance and a man reading on a towel and the ocean, that Atlantic he’d only seen once before, on a trip to Virginia Beach with Linda twenty years ago when Margot was fourteen and had spent the whole vacation with her headphones on. The Gulf was warm and brown and familiar. This ocean was something else—colder, bluer, wilder, with a chop the Gulf didn’t have and a horizon that seemed farther away, like the planet was showing off how much water it had.

Frank took off his sneakers and socks and stood at the edge where the foam ran up the sand and over his feet. The cold was a shock—a full-body snap that ran from his soles to his scalp—and for a second he was completely present, completely here, not in the doctor’s office, not in the empty house in Galveston, not in the thirty years of marriage he’d performed like a role he’d been miscast in and played anyway because the alternative was unthinkable.

Here. Feet in the water. Sand pulling out from under him with each retreating wave. The island thin and fragile behind him, the ocean enormous and indifferent in front of him, and Frank Reyes standing at the junction of the two with his pants rolled up and his shoes in his hand and his brain doing the thing brains do when they’re still mostly working: recording. Cataloging. The temperature of the water. The color of the sky. The particular angle of the late-May light, which came in low and gold and made the foam look like something precious before it dissolved.

He thought: I am fifty-eight years old.

He thought: I have maybe five good summers left.

He thought: This is the first one.

He pulled the journal from his back pocket—he’d transferred it from the duffel at the cottage, already beginning the habit of carrying it everywhere, already understanding that the journal was not a luxury but a lifeboat, a place to put things before they disappeared. He sat on the dry sand above the tide line and opened to the first blank page and wrote:

May 29, 2024. Fire Island. I am here. The water is cold. The sky is enormous. I don’t know anyone. I don’t know anything. For the first time in my life, that feels like the right place to start.

He closed the journal. He watched the sun go down—not a Gulf sunset, which was a slow orange melt, but an Atlantic dusk, faster, cooler, the light draining from the sky like water from a basin until what was left was a band of color at the horizon, deep pink fading to violet, and then the first star, and then more, and then the darkness came and it was kind.

He walked back to the cottage on the boardwalk, barefoot, the sand still warm under his feet even as the air cooled. He could hear music from somewhere deeper in the Pines—someone’s house, bass thumping, laughter. The season hadn’t started yet, not officially, but the island was stirring, waking from its winter sleep, and Frank could feel it the way he’d always been able to feel a fire’s direction before the wind told him—a kind of knowing that lived in the body, beneath language, beneath the parts of the brain that the disease would take.

At the cottage, he brushed his teeth. He set the journal on the nightstand. He lay in the unfamiliar bed and listened to the ocean, which was louder here than the Gulf ever was, a persistent low roar like the building breathing, and he thought about calling Margot and he didn’t, and he thought about the pill organizer on the bathroom shelf and the yellow pills lined up like days he was borrowing, and he thought about the dark-haired young man on the ferry who had smiled at him like it was nothing, like welcome was a thing you could give to a stranger for free.

His eyes were wet. He didn’t wipe them.

He lay in the dark and let himself arrive.
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Frank woke early and didn’t know where he was.

Not the disease. Just the ordinary confusion of a body that had slept in the same bed for eight years and was now somewhere else—the ceiling was wrong, the light was wrong, the sound was wrong. Instead of the hum of the window unit and the distant truck-rumble of the Seawall Boulevard, there was wind and ocean and something scratching at the screen of the porch. A branch, probably. Or a raccoon.

He lay still and let the room assemble itself: the cottage, the island, the journal on the nightstand, the pill organizer in the bathroom. Fire Island. Right. He was here. He’d done it.

Thursday. The pill organizer said so.

He took his donepezil with tap water, standing in the bathroom in his boxers, and looked at himself in the mirror the way he used to look at a scene before walking in—assessing. The face was the same face it had been yesterday: broad, brown, creased at the eyes, stubble going silver. The body was the same body—thick through the middle, heavy in the shoulders, the burn scar on his left forearm catching the light like a seam in old leather. He looked like a man who could carry things. He’d spent his whole life carrying things. Other people’s emergencies, other people’s expectations, the enormous invisible weight of his own silence.

He dressed—khaki shorts, white T-shirt, the wrong sneakers—and walked out into the morning.

Fire Island in late May was a held breath. The season hadn’t officially started—Memorial Day weekend was still two days off—but the island was pre-loading, the way a building pre-loads before it fails: subtle shifts in pressure that you could feel if you knew what to listen for. A few more houses had their shutters open. A water taxi cut across the harbor trailing a white wake. Someone was hammering somewhere, the sound carrying clean and rhythmic through the salt air.

Frank followed the boardwalk toward Cherry Grove.

He’d studied the map in his cottage—the Pines on one side, the Grove on the other, and between them the stretch of sandy forest called the Meat Rack, which even the tourism website described with a vagueness that was its own kind of information. The Pines was the moneyed side: the Gifford houses, the tea dances, the harbor with its boutique and its restaurant and its air of curated effortlessness. The Grove was older, scrappier, louder. The Grove had the drag shows and the community theater and the Ice Palace nightclub and a history that went back to the 1940s, when being gay in America meant being a criminal in most states and this thin strip of sand was one of the few places on the continent where two men could hold hands in daylight.

Frank wasn’t sure which side he belonged on. He wasn’t sure he belonged on either. But the Grove was where Terry Washington lived, according to the welcome email Gerald had sent him, and Gerald had written: Find Mama T. She’ll sort you out. Everyone starts with Mama T.

The walk from the Pines to the Grove took twenty minutes if you went the long way, along the beach, which Frank did because the beach was open and the boardwalks still made him feel like he was trespassing in someone else’s neighborhood. The ocean was on his right, gray-green and restless, the waves coming in at an angle that pushed him slightly sideways in the sand. On his left, the dunes rose and fell, tufted with beach grass, and beyond them he could see the rooftops of the Grove—lower than the Pines, more colorful, cottages instead of architectural statements.

He crossed over at the public access point and found himself on the Grove’s main boardwalk, which was narrower than the Pines’ and had the lived-in quality of a place that had been walked on by generations of people who weren’t trying to impress anyone. Rainbow flags on porches. A hand-painted sign that read CHERRY GROVE: AMERICA’S FIRST GAY AND LESBIAN TOWN. A cat sitting on a railing with the territorial calm of an animal that understood it outranked every human on the island.

Frank had been in gay spaces before. A handful of bars in Galveston and Houston—dark, loud, overwhelming, full of men half his age who moved through the rooms like water while he stood at the bar and nursed a club soda and tried to remember how to be a person. He’d gone to a Pride parade once, in Houston, and had lasted forty minutes before the noise and the bodies and the sheer visibility of it drove him back to his truck with his heart pounding and a feeling in his chest that was equal parts joy and terror.

This was different. This was morning. This was men on porches drinking coffee in their underwear, reading paperbacks, waving to neighbors. Two men in their seventies walked past holding hands with the easy grip of people who’d been doing it for decades. A woman in a sports bra jogged by with a golden retriever. Nobody was performing. Nobody was proving anything. They were just living, in the morning, in this place, the way people lived everywhere—except that in most places, the men on the porches couldn’t hold their coffee with one hand and their boyfriend’s thigh with the other without somebody calling the police or the pastor.

Frank stopped walking. He stood on the boardwalk and looked at the two old men holding hands and felt something open in his chest that he had no word for. He’d spent thirty years in firehouses where the word fag was punctuation—not even meant as an insult, just the air they breathed, the water they swam in, so constant and pervasive that Frank had internalized it the way lungs internalize oxygen, until the hatred was part of his own respiration and he couldn’t separate it from the act of drawing breath.

And here were two men in their seventies holding hands in the sun.

He kept walking before anyone could see his eyes.

•  •  •
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HE FOUND TERRY WASHINGTON on a porch on Bayview Walk.

Or rather, Terry Washington found him.

“Oh, baby.”

The voice came from above and to the left, from a screened porch on the second floor of a shingled cottage painted the color of a ripe peach. Frank looked up and saw a woman—or a person who occupied the word “woman” the way a cathedral occupies the word “building”—leaning on the porch railing with a glass of what appeared to be orange juice and the expression of someone who had just been given a gift.

Terry Washington was sixty-six years old and built like a song. Tall—nearly six feet barefoot, which she was—with skin the deep brown of good soil and cheekbones that could have been designed by an engineer with a protractor and a grudge against mediocrity. She wore a silk kimono the color of a sunset and her hair was wrapped in a scarf printed with yellow birds, and even at nine in the morning, without a scrap of makeup, she carried herself with the settled grandeur of a woman who had been fabulous for so long it had become structural.

“You,” she said, pointing at Frank with her juice glass. “You’re new.”

“I—”

“Don’t tell me. Let me read you.” She squinted. Took a sip of juice. “First time on the island. Not first time out—you’ve been out for a minute, but not long. Come-out-late energy. Strong come-out-late energy. You’re not a weekender because weekenders don’t arrive on Thursdays looking like they’re about to take the SATs. You’re here for the season, or at least trying to be. And you’re alone.” She paused. “You’re Gerald’s.”
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