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TO YOU

 

For letting me be - not needed, not strong, not right, but simply myself. For your silence, where there’s always an answer.

 

For infinity - not one, but two.

 




FROM THE AUTHORS

 

The more a person pretends, the larger their social circle becomes. The more real a person is, the smaller that circle becomes.”

Let’s be honest: we bought into a very elegant, highly optimized scam.

We were promised that if we just hit the right KPIs, secured the right title, bought the house with the floor-to-ceiling windows, and maintained a flawless digital footprint, we would eventually unlock the "Happiness" achievement. So, we did. We learned to move effortlessly between cities, languages, and cultures. We became masters of the facade.

We schedule our "quality time." We meditate to increase our productivity. We have successfully turned ourselves into human Swiss watches. We don’t live anymore; we function.

I wrote this book because I got tired of the noise. I didn't want to create another pop-psychology manual on "how to quit your job, move to Bali, and find your true self." That’s just trading one cliché for another.

Instead, this is an autopsy of modern success. It’s a story about two men who chose opposite sides of the spectrum. One sold himself to the corporate machine. The other sold himself to the illusion of bohemian freedom. 

Both ended up in a cage. 

Both forgot how to breathe.

This story is a dialogue on the border of two worlds—the sterile, airtight reality of Wall Street and the decaying, visceral heat of Barcelona. But mostly, it’s a story about the terrifying transition state between who we are supposed to be and who we actually are.

If you are reading this, there is a good chance you have a showcase of your own. You know exactly how thick the glass is, and you know how much it costs to keep it polished.

Breaking it will be terrifying. It’s going to be messy. You might lose the crowd that gathered to watch you shine.

But it’s the only way to breathe again.

 

Welcome to the silence.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 1. THE SWISS WATCH

June 12, 2023 Greenwich, Connecticut. 5:00am

The worst part of a personal hell isn’t the cauldrons or the flames they lied to you about in Sunday school; the worst part is the alarm clock that rings at exactly five in the morning, tearing a man from the warm, merciful darkness of oblivion back into a reality where he has absolutely no reason to open his eyes—except for the fact that he is a "successful man."

Alex woke a minute before the chime, as if an invisible detonator inside him, wired to the frequency of anxiety, had been triggered. The bedroom was filled with a thick, expensive, climate-controlled silence that smelled of lavender—Elizabeth had read somewhere that this scent soothes the nervous system and encourages deep-phase sleep. But lately, the aroma reminded him of the sickly-sweet tang of formaldehyde in a morgue—that cloying, nearly sterile scent of preserved flesh.

Beside him, cocooned in a shroud of blankets woven from thousand-thread-count Egyptian cotton, his wife slept. Her breathing was rhythmic, her face terrifyingly calm, devoid of even a shadow of doubt or a nightmare. She slept with the peace of a woman whose life was mapped out five years into the future on a Google Calendar, color-coded for their son, school holidays, and charity galas.

Alex lay there, staring at the perfectly white, matte ceiling of their flawless home, feeling himself being pinned to the bed not by gravity, but by a concrete slab of pointlessness.

Somewhere far below in the kitchen, the espresso machine—programmed by his assistant—turned on with a low, almost human sigh. The sound acted like the shot of a starter’s pistol at a race he had been running for fifteen years without a single pit stop.

It had begun.

In forty minutes—a personal training session. The body must match the status; the muscles must be toned, even if the soul has atrophied. In ninety minutes—a black SUV idling at the gates. In two and a half hours—a board meeting in a glass tower on Wall Street, where they would discuss a merger designed to make wealthy people even wealthier and him—even emptier.

He had to be sharp. He had to be a leader. He had to be "that Alex," the one the shareholders prayed to.

But he lay there, feeling physically unable to move even a finger. It wasn’t laziness. Nor was it fatigue—he was used to eighteen-hour workdays, he was resilient, and he had pushed through exhaustion countless times, even when it seemed impossible. This was a physical rejection of his own life. It was as if his body, that faithful biological mechanism he had exploited for years, had suddenly gone on strike and said: “That’s it. From here on—you’re on your own.” 

He slowly turned his head and looked at the nightstand. The phone screen had already begun to flicker with the first silent notifications, pulsing like an inflamed nerve. Partners from London, investors from Tokyo, golf club buddies, family friends—they all wanted to “connect.” They were all reaching for him. But they weren’t calling him. They were calling what he had become. The one who responds quickly, speaks correctly, and never doubts. And the more flawlessly, the more virtuously he played the role of the “successful, reliable, powerful Alex,” the more people gathered around him—not because they needed him, but because they needed certainty. “If I stepped out to them right now as the real me—tired, lost, stripped of my skin, without any answers—how many of them would stay? One? Two? None.” 

Alex sat up on the bed, lowering his feet onto the cool oak floor. His head spun, as if he were standing on the edge of a skyscraper with the wind pushing at his back. The silence in the house was ringing. In the past, he had been terrified of this silence. He would drown it out with productivity podcasts, audiobooks, music, Bloomberg news, phone calls—any information at all, just to avoid being left in the vacuum. To him, silence had seemed like the absence of life. But this morning, in the pre-dawn cold shadows of Connecticut, he suddenly sensed and felt something else: silence is not emptiness. It is space. A space where someone lived whom he had forgotten many years ago. Himself. And the meeting with this stranger—with the forgotten, suppressed, silenced man within—frightened him more than a stock market crash, more than bankruptcy, more than death. 

He stood up and went into the bathroom, trying to step quietly, like a thief in his own home. He didn't want to wake Elizabeth. He didn't want to see her questioning gaze, didn't want to hear her proper, caring questions: “Are you okay? Maybe you should take some vitamins?” She loved fixing things. But he wasn't a broken thing. He was a thing that had begun to realize it was a thing. 

In the study on the first floor, it smelled of leather, old books he had bought for the sake of their beautiful spines, and expensive tobacco, though he hadn't smoked in five years. He sat at the massive desk and ran his hand over the cool, polished wood. He opened his laptop. The screen flared up, illuminating the gloom of the room with a harsh bluish light, demanding a password, demanding a login, demanding a return to the game. 

But he didn't open his work email. He opened a blank text file. A white sheet—pristine as the first snow, and as terrifying as the abyss he was about to jump into. The cursor blinked in the upper-left corner, rhythmically counting the seconds of his indecision. He needed to talk. It was a vital necessity to spit out this lump of gray dust stuck in his throat. But with whom? With his wife? “Honey, we have everything, we’re rich, we’re healthy, but I feel dead.” She would be frightened. She would start looking for a solution: vitamins, hormones, a vacation in the Maldives, a new house, a different therapist. She wouldn't understand that it wasn't a matter of “settings,” but that the system itself had begun to rot. With colleagues? That would be professional suicide. A weak leader is a dead leader. In a world of sharks, you can't show that you're bleeding, even if that blood is metaphysical. With friends? He had no friends. He had “useful contacts,” “squash partners,” “old acquaintances” with whom he measured successes once every six months over dinner. 

Only one name surfaced in his memory. A name from another life. From that life where he wore stretched-out sweaters, drank cheap wine on the dormitory roof, listened to Radiohead, and believed that the world could be changed not by money, but by ideas. 

Marcus. 

They hadn't seen each other in more than seven years. Not since Marcus had sold his share in their first business and left for Europe to “seek the light,” while he stayed behind to “make money.” He had considered him a weakling. A runaway. A romantic who couldn't withstand the pressure of reality. He had even felt a slight contempt for that weakness. 

But now, sitting in a chair that cost the annual budget of a small family, Alex realized: Marcus was the only person on earth who knew him before. Before the mask. Before the armor. Before the function. He didn't know if this email was still active. He didn't know which country Marcus was in now. He didn't know if he would even want to read a letter from a man who had traded friendship for a quarterly bonus. 

But his fingers were already resting on the keyboard. They moved slowly, as if recalling a forgotten language—the language of honesty, which he hadn't spoken for a very long time.

 

 

 

From: Alex <a.miller@sbe.mask>

To: Marcus <marcus.art@sbe.mask>

Subject: (Emty)

Date: June 12, 2023, 5:45am

 

Marcus, hi.

 

I don’t know where to start. With the truth, I suppose, though it seems I’ve forgotten how to tell it even to myself. And to be honest, I’m scared—scared that you won’t understand. Scared that you’ll look at the sender’s name and think: “Case in point—another rich guy whining about his life when he has everything.” And maybe you’ll be right. Maybe that is exactly who I am.

But if you read to the end—if you even open this at all—then perhaps you’ll understand: this isn't about whining. It’s about the fact that I’ve found myself at a point that no one ever talks about. Not on the popular success podcasts, not at the business conferences where we teach others how to live, not at those trendy men’s retreats in the mountains where top managers scream in the woods just to feel like warriors.

It is quiet here. And terrifying. 

Here, it is absolutely, deafeningly empty.

I look at my life and I see a flawless spread for Forbes magazine. The career, the family, the investment portfolio, the recognition, the status. I built my career like a tower: brick by brick, precise, logical, beautiful, following the blueprint we were all handed back in university.

Everyone said: “Alex—he’s like a Swiss watch. Reliable. Accurate. Efficient.” And I believed it, Marcus. I became that watch.

I have the perfect wife—Elizabeth. A wonderful son. A house in the country that looks like a movie set—all wood and glass, just like we once dreamed. Scheduled workouts. The right diet. Morning meditation. I did everything, absolutely everything, that a “mindful, successful adult” is supposed to do. And then one day… this morning, at five o’clock… I woke up and realized I didn't want to get out of bed.

No, it wasn't like clinical depression. I wasn't sobbing into my pillow. I just lay there staring at the white ceiling while the light grew outside and the espresso machine clicked in the kitchen, preparing a drink I didn't even want. Everything seems fine. And yet I lie there—unable to understand why I should keep going.

Everything that used to ignite me—the career, the new goals, the strategic tasks, closing deals, even my family, if I’m being completely honest—evokes nothing. No joy, no interest, no irritation. Just a flat, gray-dusted silence inside. As if someone has muted the sound in my world.

I got up, out of sheer inertia. In a moment I’ll close this laptop, go to the shower, put on my expensive suit, pick out a tie, and head to the office. I’ll hold a meeting with partners, speak at a panel session on the future of the economy. They will applaud me. I will smile, shake hands, joke, say intelligent things. All day long, I will virtuously play the part of Alex—the man who has everything under control. But inside, it’s as if I won’t be there.

There will be a mannequin. A shell.

You know what’s the strangest and most frightening part? I’ve started envying the people in the subway. The ones I used to overlook or pity. The ones just heading to work in a cramped railcar. The ones drinking cheap coffee from a paper cup on a park bench. The ones who don’t write OKRs for the year ahead and don’t read The Economist on their way to the gym. I watched them yesterday from the window of my Audi and thought: they have something alive, while all I have left is a function. I feel like I’ve reached the point where the old structures no longer work. I know how to live successfully. But I’ve forgotten how to feel why I’m living. I’ve lost the spark.

You went through this too, didn’t you? You didn’t just run away back then for no reason. You know this state, when you can’t stop—because if you stop, it might suddenly turn out that you don’t know who you are besides your job, your projects, your accolades. And I don’t know either. I was Alex—the partner, the father, the husband, the investor. But who am I when all of that is stripped away? Who am I when I don’t have to be an “example”? When I don't have to “speak up”? When I don't have to be photographed in a suit in front of a logo?

I started remembering who I was before all this. I remembered how I used to write music in university. Remember? Just sitting up at night with a guitar, recording strange, imperfect tracks on a voice recorder. I wasn't thinking about monetization then, or personal branding. But I needed it. I felt alive. When was the last time I felt alive? Not productive. Not useful. Not “successful.” Just—alive. I asked myself that one evening. There was no answer.

And so I sit here, while my perfect house sleeps, writing to you. Not as the successful Alex. But as a man who suddenly realized he has lost himself. Somewhere between the calendars, the KPIs, the speeches, and the parent-teacher meetings—I lost the part of me that breathes. The part that lives not by a checklist, but by the heart.

I’m scared. Truly. Scared that I’ll never get it back. Scared that I built all of this—only to find that inside this tower, it’s empty. But you know what? For the first time in a long time, I feel like I’m writing the truth. That I’m not playing a part. That I’m not convincing, or selling, or inspiring. I’m just saying: “I don’t know who I am. But I want to find out.”

I don’t know if you’ll answer. I’m not even sure you’ll read this. But I needed to send these words somewhere where life still remains.

 

Yours, Alex.

 

 

 

 

He pressed "Send." The sound of the departing email—a faint, almost toy-like whoosh—seemed louder to him than any sound in this massive, sleeping house. It sliced through the silence like a scalpel, dividing his life into "before" and "after." Alex leaned back in his chair, feeling the cool leather upholstery against his back through the thin fabric of his T-shirt. His heart beat somewhere in his throat—rapid, uneven, and foolish, like a teenager who had just committed a crime or confessed his love, knowing he would be rejected.

He closed his eyes. Colored circles swam beneath his eyelids. He had done it. He had confessed. Not to a therapist who charges three hundred bucks an hour for polite nodding. Not to his wife, who would have been terrified. But to a man who might have already forgotten his name. 

Alex looked out the window. The gray, uncertainly rolling dawn had given way to an equally gray but now hopelessly certain morning. It began to rain. Small, slanted drops beat against the glass, blurring the outlines of the perfect garden, turning trimmed bushes and gravel paths into the smeared patches of an impressionist canvas.

The study door creaked. He flinched with his whole body and slammed the laptop lid shut, as if he had been caught watching pornography rather than writing a letter about the meaning of life. It was a reflexive movement—the motion of a man accustomed to hiding. 

Elizabeth stood on the threshold. In an ivory silk robe that flowed over her figure like liquid metal. Her hair was gathered in a careless but elegant bun—even upon waking, she looked as if she were ready for a photoshoot for a "Happy Life" catalog. In her hands, she held two cups of steaming coffee.

“Good morning,” she said in her soft, throaty voice, which never carried any morning rasp or irritation. “You’re up early today. Calls with Asia again?”

She stepped into the room, and with her came a scent—the cozy, warm smell of home, face cream, expensive fabric softener, and that very stability that made him want to howl at the moon. She set a cup before him on the desk. Black coffee, no sugar, just how he liked it. Or how he had grown used to liking it. She knew his habits better than he knew them himself.

“Yes,” he lied, not looking her in the eye but staring at the dark surface of the drink reflecting the lamp. “Asia. The markets don’t sleep, Liz. Tokyo opens when we go to bed.”

The lie tasted familiar, like old chewing gum that had lost its sweetness. Elizabeth walked around the desk and stood behind him. Alex felt her warm hands on his shoulders. She began to softly knead his tense muscles, and from this touch—full of care, love, and a sense of ownership over him—he felt physical pain.

“You work too much, darling,” she whispered, leaning down so her breath brushed his ear. “You need more rest. Your shoulders are like stone. Maybe we should go to that new restaurant in Soho on Saturday? Anna said they have an amazing chef, and they serve wild sea bass brought in on the morning flight.”

Restaurant, he thought, feeling everything inside him tighten into a hard knot. White tablecloths again. Muted light. Conversations about private schools for Thomas. Discussing the summer vacation on Lake Como. Choosing wine from a list where the prices looked like phone numbers. An imitation of life served under a truffle sauce. He covered her hand with his. Her palm was soft and warm. His was ice cold.

“Of course,” he said, stretching a smile like a tight rubber glove that pinched his soul. “Sounds great. Book a table. I’d love to.”

She kissed the crown of his head—a light, weightless kiss, a seal of approval.

“I love you, Alex,” she said simply. “I love you too,” he replied automatically.

And that was the most terrifying part. He wasn’t lying. He loved her. But he loved her like a beautiful painting, like a piece of the interior, like a person who made his life convenient. He didn't love her in his gut. He didn't love her enough to want to tell her about the emptiness. She smiled, satisfied that the ritual had been observed, the weekend plan approved, and her husband was in his place, at the helm of the family ship.

“Don’t stay too long,” she tossed back, leaving the study. “Thomas needs you to drive him today. The driver has the day off.”

The door closed. Alex was left alone. Alone with the cooling coffee and a lie that now, after the sent email, felt especially viscous. He stood up. He needed to go to the shower. He needed to wash off the scent of sleep and doubt. He needed to put on his suit—his armor. Tie his necktie—his noose. He needed to become a Swiss watch once again. 

But somewhere inside, in the deepest depths of the complex, fine-tuned mechanism, a tiny, unnoticed gear had already slipped off its axis. And the countdown to a full stop had already begun.

 

* * *

 

 

 

 

Barcelona, El Raval. June 12, 2023. 12:15pm

The mid-June heat in Barcelona is not a climatic phenomenon. It is a heavy, sweating physical body that lunges at you the moment you crack open the shutters, pinning you to the floor. You could cut the air here with a knife and spread it on bread: it is thick, dense, saturated with the smell of rotting fish from the Boqueria market, the sweet, cheap perfume of tourists, cat urine, fried onions, and the sea—that specific, filthy, harbor sea that offers no refreshment, only leaving salt on parched lips.

Marcus sat on a high, rickety stool in the center of his studio on the third floor of an old building without an elevator. The studio was vast and echoing, with high ceilings from which old moldings flaked off like dandruff. On the floor was the famous Catalan hydraulic tile, worn down by the soles of several generations of seamstresses, anarchists, and unrecognized geniuses who had lived here before him.

The massive windows were flung wide open, inviting in the scorched noon, but it brought no relief. Below, in the narrow stone well of Carrer de Joaquín Costa, the eternal hive hummed: mopeds rattled, seagulls shrieked hysterically, neighbors shouted to one another in sharp Catalan, and lost tourists thundered by with the rolling wheels of their suitcases. Life boiled, seethed, and overflowed, utterly indifferent to the fact that one of its inhabitants, currently sitting above, was slowly and methodically rotting from the inside out.

Marcus wiped his forehead with the sleeve of a stretched-out T-shirt stained with black acrylic. He was cold. In this hundred-degree sauna, he was shivering with a shallow, nasty, visceral chill—the faithful companion and side effect of his new pills.

On the easel before him stood a canvas. Virgin white. Terrifyingly blank.

For two weeks now, he hadn't been able to draw a single line. Hands that used to feel a brush as an extension of the nervous system now lived their own separate, treacherous life: they trembled, went numb, and refused to obey the impulses of the brain. He looked at his palms, covered in small specks of paint and aged, premature veins, and felt powerless.

He reached for a plastic bottle of warm water but instead caught his elbow on a stack of medical bills from the Teknon clinic, carelessly tossed onto the edge of the table. With a dry rustle, the papers scattered across the mosaic floor. One of the reports landed right at his feet, displaying a bold stamp he knew by heart, yet read every time as if for the first time. Prognosis: 12-18 months.

“Mierda,” he exhaled. Without anger. Just a statement of fact.

The phone lying on the windowsill vibrated briefly.

Marcus reluctantly picked it up. The screen was a spiderweb of cracks—he had dropped it a week ago in the bathroom during a coughing fit. Through the cracks, a name glowed.

Alex.

Marcus froze. His heart skipped a beat—painfully, hollowly. Alex Miller. A man from a past life. From that life where they were both immortal.

Marcus hadn't heard from him in seven years. Not since the Corporation arrived with a check to buy out their company. Not since that rainy evening when Marcus, drunk on cheap whiskey and despair, screamed in his face that a corporate career was a velvet-lined coffin with music. Alex had looked at him then with his trademark gaze—the look of an "adult patiently talking to an unreasonable, hysterical child." “You’re going to screw it all up, Marc,” he said then, adjusting his flawless tie. “You’re running away because you’re weak.”

Alex had ignited then, blossomed, saw the perspective, saw their chance to achieve success. And Marcus… Marcus had hit his ceiling, as it were. As if he felt that in this game, Alex would always be number one, while he would be the perpetual runner-up, the eternal shadow of a brilliant partner.

And so he ran. He framed it as a rebellion, as a choice of freedom, as a rejection of the “corrupt world of high achievement.” But now, so many years later, even he was beginning to suspect and gradually admit to himself: he had run away from the fear of failure. He had gone to Europe to build his own little world where he would be the main character, where there was no need to compete. He had so virtuously replaced the function of "businessman" with the function of "bohemian artist" that even his closest circle couldn't see how that same frightened little boy remained inside.

And now—a letter.

Marcus slid his finger across the screen, opening the text. The email was long. He began to read.

“I don’t know why I’m here…” “Inside is a gray-dusted silence…” “I envy the people on the subway…” “I’m afraid to stop…”

Marcus read, his lips curling into a bitter smirk. The smirk turned into a cough—dry, barking, tearing at his chest.

The bitter, angry, hysterical laughter of a man who had just appraised the scale of a universal, ruthless irony.

Alex. His successful, rich, healthy, righteous friend Alex. Sitting now in his perfect, eco-friendly home, sipping his elite coffee and suffering because he’s lost his meaning. Alex, who has another forty, fifty years ahead of him. Alex, whose lungs breathe at full capacity, soaking in oxygen, whose heart pumps healthy, strong blood, and whose body isn't trying to kill him every second. And he writes to him, to Marcus, a letter about emptiness. About boredom. About how hard it is to be successful.

“Emptiness...” Marcus whispered, looking at his hands covered in small specks of paint and aged, premature veins. “You know nothing of emptiness, my dear friend. Not a damn thing.”

“Emptiness isn't when you're bored at a board meeting. No, Alex! It’s when you sit in a doctor’s office that smells of bleach and fear, and he averts his eyes because he can’t tell you to your face that you're a corpse. It’s when you look at your unfinished paintings and realize they will never be finished. It’s when you walk down La Rambla and the vivid, noisy crowd of tourists flows right through you, and you realize with absolute clarity: next year, next season, they will all be here. They will eat paella, drink sangria, laugh, and buy souvenirs. But you—you won't be here. You will be erased.”

Anger rolled in like a hot, suffocating wave, burning away the remnants of sentimentality. How dare he? How the hell does he dare complain about the boredom of life to someone who is having that life taken by force, piece by piece?

Marcus grabbed the laptop lying on the floor among stacks of art books. He yanked the lid open. It took an eternity to load. He opened a "New Message."

He had to reply. Right now. He had to hit Alex with words, shatter his glass showcase, and force him to wake from this lethargic dream of sated prosperity.

His fingers hammered against the keys, beating out a rhythm of rage.

 

 

 

From: Marcus <marcus.art@sbe.mask>

To: Alex <a.miller@sbe.mask>

Subject: RE:(Emty)

Date: June 12, 2023, 12:40pm

 

Alex,

 

I’m sitting in the center of Barcelona, in a studio that smells of fish, urine, and turpentine, reading your letter about how sad you are in your sterile paradise. And you know what I want to do? I want to buy a ticket to New York (with the last bit of money I’ve set aside for painkillers), walk into your oak-paneled office, and deck you.

You’re an idiot, Alex. You’re a blind, spoiled, privileged idiot.

You write: “I built a tower, and it’s empty.” Congratulations! Bingo! You’ve had an epiphany at forty-two. Welcome to the real world. But do you know the difference between us, my friend? Your tower is still standing. Your foundation is solid. You have time, damn it! You have time to tear it down, rebuild it, burn it to the ground, or turn it into a museum of your own stupidity.

But my tower is on fire, Alex. And I’m on the top floor, and the staircase has already collapsed.

You envy the people on the subway? Well, I envy you. I envy every single breath you take without thinking, without feeling the air clawing at your alveoli. I envy your mornings, when you wake up and your body doesn't ache, doesn't groan, doesn't fall apart. I envy your boredom! Boredom is a privilege of the immortal. And I am no longer immortal.

The doctors here at the Teknon clinic are very polite guys. They wear white coats, they smile, they say “Vamos a ver,” and they write out bills with so many zeros you could buy a small yacht and sail into the sunset. They say: a year. Maybe a year and a half. If I’m lucky. If the tumor “cooperates.”

But I’m not cooperating, Alex. I’m dying.

While you’re searching for your “true self” and playing hide-and-seek with meaning, I am physically losing myself. My hands shake so much I can’t hold a brush. I can’t paint. I’m no longer an artist; I’m just a patient with a number in the exit line.

You want to know what real emptiness is? Come here. I’ll show you my MRI scans. There, where the lungs should be—black spots. That is emptiness. What you have is just unused space. A vacancy for life.

So do me a favor. Stop whining. Stand up. Walk out of your office. Kiss your perfect wife while you still have her. Hug your son while your arms can still lift him. And live. Live fiercely, messily, wrongly, stupidly—however you want—but live. For yourself. And for me.

Because you can. And soon, I won't be able to.

 

 

 

Marcus stopped typing. His breath hitched, and his chest tightened with a familiar, sharp spasm. He began to cough, pressing his palm to his mouth, hunched over the keyboard. The coughing tore at his insides. When he pulled his hand away, he saw small, bright splatters of blood on his palm, like rubies.

He stared at the blood. Then he shifted his gaze to the furious text on the screen. The anger vanished as abruptly as it had arrived. It was as if someone had pulled a plug. All that remained was an endless, leaden, dull exhaustion. If he sent this letter, what would happen?

Alex would fly here. It was inevitable. Alex was a man of action, a man of projects. He wouldn’t be able to sit still in his New York knowing his friend was dying in some Barcelona hole. He would drop his business, his family, his precious "emptiness," and rush over to save him. He would fill Marcus’s final months with bustle, clinics, false hope, and his own sticky guilt. He would look at Marcus with the eyes of a beaten dog. He would pay for hospital rooms where Marcus would die in comfort, but in captivity.

Marcus didn’t want to see guilt in his friend’s eyes. He didn’t want to be a "rescue project." He wanted to remain for Alex that very same Marcus—the free artist, the rebel, the man who chose life, wine, and art, and beat the system. Even if it was a lie.

"No," Marcus said quietly to the empty room. His voice was hoarse. "I won't allow it. This is your path, Alex. You have to walk it yourself. My tragedy shouldn't be your cure for boredom."

Marcus slowly, finger by finger, pressed the Backspace key. Letter by letter, line by line, his cry for help, his confession, and his envy disappeared from the screen. In place of the long tirade, there was only a blank white sheet.

He stood up, swaying, and walked to the window. Below, on the scorched street, an old Catalan man was selling roasted chestnuts despite the heat. A pair of young tourists were kissing passionately by the window of a closed shop. Life went on—crude, indifferent, sweaty, and beautiful.

Marcus returned to the computer. He had to reply. Reply in a way that Alex wouldn't suspect. He wanted to give his friend something to hold onto, but without letting him into his own darkness. He typed a short text. Every word was a struggle, but they were the right words.

 

 

 

From: Marcus <marcus.art@sbe.mask>

To: Alex <a.miller@sbe.mask>

Subject: RE:(Emty)

Date: June 12, 2023, 1:05pm

 

Hi, Alex. 

 

I got your email. It reached me. And I’m here. You know, it’s 90 degrees in Barcelona today, and even the asphalt is melting, but your letter gave me the chills.

I’m not going to give you the usual platitudes like 'everything will be fine.' Maybe it won’t. Maybe you really will tear it all down. But damn it, Alex, tearing things down is a part of life, too. Sometimes, to find the foundation, you have to demolish the walls. You’re a master builder. Try becoming a master of demolition.

You write about the silence. Don’t be afraid of it. Silence doesn’t kill. What kills is the noise in which you can't hear yourself.

I’m glad you wrote. Truly. 

I thought you had long since become a bronze monument to yourself, but it seems there’s still a living human being inside. Let him out. Let him be in pain, uncomfortable, scared. That’s normal. Being alive is inherently uncomfortable.

Write to me. I don’t promise to answer quickly or often—I’m going through my own period of... reimagining. I’m working a lot (I’m lying, I’m mostly just staring at the sea and drinking wine). But I will read it. Every word.

You aren’t alone in your emptiness. We’re all in it. It’s just that everyone has a different view from their window. Yours is of a manicured garden; mine is of the neighbors' laundry lines. But the sky is the same.

 

Best, M.

 

 

 

He reread it. Dry. Ironic. Classic Marcus. Not a word about the pain. 

He pressed "Send." 

He closed the laptop. 

The silence in the studio grew even thicker, denser. Marcus looked at his hands. The blood on his palm had already dried, turning into rusty streaks. He walked slowly to the bathroom, turned on the water, and spent a long time thoroughly washing away the red stains, watching them disappear down the drain of the old sink, spiraling into a pink vortex.

Then he raised his head and looked in the mirror. From the glass, a pale, haggard face with dark circles under the eyes and a three-day gray stubble stared back at him. But the eyes... the eyes were alive. There was no more fear in them. Only a secret. A secret he had decided to take with him to give his friend freedom.

"One-zero in your favor, Marcus," he said to his reflection and gave a crooked smirk.
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