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This book began, as many stories do, in silence—born not from an idea, but from a question we couldn’t quite shake: What if grief didn’t mean goodbye? What if love, in its purest form, could still find a voice?

To those who walked with us through the long drafts, the slow mornings, the late nights spent chasing the right sentence—thank you. Your insight, encouragement, and patience made all the difference.

To our early readers, who saw what the story was becoming even before we did—your notes were thoughtful, your faith unshakable, and your belief in these characters kept us going when the path felt uncertain.

To the friends who answered strange messages at stranger hours, who entertained metaphysical hypotheticals over coffee or wine—this novel carries your fingerprints.

And finally, to anyone who has ever lost someone they loved and longed to hear their voice again—this story is for you.
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The day of Addie's funeral dawned bright and clear—of course it did. Not a single cloud marred the perfect sky, the kind of morning that could almost leave a person feeling guilty for grieving, as though God had either missed the memo or simply didn't care. Sunlight poured sharply through the east-facing windows, laying long, golden bars across the hardwood floor. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked, and on the porch rail, a cardinal landed softly, cocking its head expectantly, as if waiting for him to step outside and greet the day.

Ethan Riley stood motionless at the bedroom window, his shirt untucked, a tie dangling loosely from one hand like a strangled snake. He hadn't moved for at least ten minutes, maybe longer; the clock behind him ticked relentlessly, marking the silence like a dripping faucet—one slow, patient drip at a time.

Today, he was burying his wife.

Addie Rose had been fifty-two. Fifty-fucking-two. People repeated her age at the visitation as if the number itself somehow explained the raw emptiness she'd left behind. “So young,” they'd whispered, as though her death had been a cosmic clerical error, as if she'd simply been skipped over rather than snatched away.

Three months. That was all it had taken. A single strange shadow on an X-ray, and then the relentless race began—appointments, consultations, an endless carousel of tests. Doctors speaking in calm voices, eyes hollowed by practiced compassion. More scans. More needles. Hope, then fading hope, and finally hospice. She died in their bed, holding his hand and apologizing—apologizing as though leaving him were something she'd chosen, as though the grief poised to consume him were somehow her fault.

The house still smelled like her—lavender lotion and lemon verbena shampoo. A scent that lived in the towels, in the sheets, in his skin. He hadn’t touched her side of the bed in eight days, couldn’t bring himself to fold the sweater draped over the chair or move the mug she’d left in the kitchen—blue, with a cracked handle and the words “I ♥ Quarks” in fading font.

They never had children. They’d meant to, once—talked about it in the kind of soft, half-lit conversations that happen just before sleep, made loose plans, even lingered over a few names they both liked. But then life, in its usual unruly fashion, pulled them in separate directions—deadlines stacked on deadlines, trips that couldn’t be postponed, that one relentless year when Addie was writing two books at once and Ethan was unraveling a corporate embezzlement case that nearly cost him his job. Time passed. Intentions softened. The window closed without ceremony, without blame.

Still, Addie had a way of filling that space. She collected people the way magpies collect shiny things—drawn to the overlooked, the extraordinary, the quietly luminous. Friends, colleagues, former students—she had a gift for turning passing moments into lasting ties. She once spent twenty minutes in a grocery store line convincing an elderly woman to try a bag of lentils, and they exchanged Christmas cards every year after.

Addie wrote physics textbooks—not the kind that dulled your senses or sent you reaching for coffee, but books that crackled with life, that made you laugh, that felt like someone pulling up a chair beside you and saying, “Here, let me show you something beautiful.” Her writing was electric, sharp-edged and funny and personal, the kind of voice that could make quantum theory feel like a bedtime story. She’d won three Texty Awards, but you wouldn’t know it unless someone else brought it up; the accolades never mattered to her. What mattered were the letters, the emails from kids who said, “I didn’t know science could feel like this.”

Ethan wrote business columns. Less fireworks, more fine print. Nothing glamorous—just a quiet byline in a local paper, syndicated here and there, steady work that involved breaking down mergers, interpreting interest rate moves, crafting headlines like What the Fed Isn’t Telling You. Addie once told him he had the soul of a poet trapped in the body of a CPA, and he loved her for that—loved her for seeing him so clearly, and for saying it out loud.

Now he stood barefoot in a bedroom that still held her warmth, the late morning sunlight spilling boldly across the hardwood as though it had the audacity not to notice what was missing. The tie felt suddenly heavy and unfamiliar in his hand, like something he wasn't sure how to use anymore, as if slipping it around his neck might somehow help him remember how to breathe.

Outside, the world moved forward without pause. The bastard sun climbed higher, birds flitted carelessly from branch to branch, cheerful and indifferent. Somewhere down the block, a lawnmower growled to life, its mechanical hum insisting today was just another day. Because why the hell not?

He took a breath—deep, sharp, unsteady—and looked toward the bed.

“I don’t know how to do this, Addie,” he whispered. “I really don’t.”

He sat on the edge of the mattress for a long time—five minutes, maybe fifty. Time, lately, had stopped behaving like something you could trust. Eventually, he looped the tie around his neck and fumbled with the knot until it looked passable, which was enough. In the mirror, he caught sight of himself: gray stubble, hollow eyes, shirt still creased from where he’d slept in it. He didn’t fix a thing.

Let them see it, he thought. Let them see what it looks like when the best person in your world disappears.

The suit he reached for was the same one he’d worn to Addie’s last award dinner. It still held the faint trace of her perfume, clinging to the fabric like memory, as if that night it had absorbed something essential and refused to let it go. He remembered the way she’d looked at him across the banquet table—hair pinned up, eyes dancing, laughing at a joke no one else had heard. God, she’d glowed. And now he was slipping into the same jacket, pinning it across his chest like armor.

He walked out to the living room and found the funeral program on the kitchen counter, resting beside her mug. Cream cardstock, black ink, her full name printed across the top like it belonged on the cover of one of her books.

Adelaide Rose Riley
Beloved Wife. Teacher. Writer. Friend.
March 12, 1971 – October 8, 2023
The dates looked wrong—like something carved too soon, as if someone had hurried it into stone before the story had finished telling itself.

Outside, the hearse idled at the curb, long and black and hungry-looking. The funeral director, a polite man with tired eyes and a practiced stillness, stood near the driver’s door with his hands folded, offering Ethan time. Too much time.

The service would be held at St. Mark’s, the little Episcopal church Addie had always liked for its worn wooden pews and stained-glass windows. She hadn’t been religious, not really, but she used to say the light that poured through those windows on Sunday mornings felt like a poem.

He locked the door behind him.

The drive was silent. The city had the gall to look ordinary—traffic lights blinked on schedule, joggers puffed their way down sidewalks, and a child in a Batman cape ran laughing across a lawn, arms flung wide, like joy was still something the world could hold.

Ethan sat in the back of the car, hands clasped tight in his lap. The driver said nothing, which he appreciated. The silence, at least, felt honest.

When they pulled up to the church, he saw the crowd. Not overwhelming, but steady. Familiar faces. Friends, colleagues, former students. People who had come because, at some point, Addie had made the universe feel like a place they might one day understand.

They turned as he stepped from the car. Someone reached for his hand. Another whispered his name. A woman in a navy hat—her editor, he thought—folded him into a hug that smelled faintly of rosewater and grief.

He nodded. He thanked them. He climbed the steps slowly, each one its own quiet mountain.

Inside, the sanctuary was saturated with color and scent. Bouquets of white lilies, bright sunflowers, and the soft blue of hydrangeas filled the air with a layered, almost overwhelming fragrance, each bloom a whisper of Addie’s favorites. The perfume of it clung to the room like memory—dense, persistent, unwilling to let go. At the front of the church, a string quartet played something mournful and restrained, the kind of melody that moved without effort, curling into the rafters like smoke. Ethan didn’t recognize the piece, but it slipped through the silence with the quiet authority of grief.

He moved down the center aisle slowly, each step measured, his shoulders taut with the weight of presence, and slid into the front pew without once glancing toward the casket. He couldn’t. Not yet. The thought of it—its shape, its finality—sat in his chest like stone.

Instead, he looked upward, toward the stained-glass window above the altar, where the morning sun spilled through in fractured shafts of color. The light scattered across the sanctuary in sharp, defiant strokes—deep red blooming across his hands, a streak of gold running like fire along the aisle, a narrow band of violet stretched across the floor like a bruise. It was beautiful—stunning, even—but it felt wrong. All of it. The flowers, the music, the kaleidoscope of morning light. It was the kind of beauty that felt like betrayal, showing up in a moment that should have belonged only to sorrow.

The casket sat at the front of the church like a full stop at the end of a sentence he wasn’t ready to finish. Pale wood, smooth and unadorned. No filigree, no gloss. Addie would have hated anything ornate. “I’m not a damn Fabergé egg,” she’d said once, flipping through a funeral brochure with her usual dry wit.

He could picture her inside it, and the image made his throat tighten. Her hair combed back, makeup soft and neutral—Addie, who never wore lipstick without smudging it on her teacup. Addie, who used to twist her curls into a messy bun and tuck pencils into it absentmindedly while she worked. He tried not to imagine her now. He failed.

The priest stepped to the lectern—a tall, quiet man with a voice that sounded borrowed from the hush of a library. He read from the Psalms, something about still waters and green pastures, but Ethan barely heard it. The words floated over him like wind across a wheat field, stirring the surface without ever touching what lay beneath.

He glanced to his right. The pew beside him was empty. Several people had offered to sit with him, but he’d declined.

“No, thank you,” he’d said. And that had been enough.

In the second pew, one of Addie’s former grad students, Mariah, sat with a crumpled tissue clasped tightly in both hands, her shoulders drawn in as if trying to hold something fragile together. Ethan thought she’d flown in from Boston—or was it Chicago now? He couldn’t remember, but it hardly mattered. What mattered was that she was here. Mariah had adored Addie, once calling her “the Mary Poppins of Modern Physics” in the acknowledgments of her dissertation, a phrase that had made Addie laugh for days.

Behind her sat Dr. Kwan, Addie’s co-author on the thermodynamics book, his posture composed, reverent, and beside him, two full rows of former students—faces Ethan couldn’t quite name but somehow still recognized. The ripple effect of a life well lived.

The priest stepped forward and invited the first speaker to the pulpit.

Elaine rose. Addie’s college roommate, one of her oldest and dearest friends. She wore a charcoal-gray dress and a pin on her lapel in the shape of a spiral galaxy—Addie’s favorite. Her voice trembled when she began, but she found her footing quickly, steadied by memory and affection. She told a story from their undergraduate days—how Addie had once convinced an entire lecture hall that Schrödinger’s cat wasn’t just alive and dead, but actively plotting its escape. The laughter that followed was soft, surprised, the sound of people remembering that their lungs still worked.

“She didn’t just teach,” Elaine said, her voice catching as she neared the end. “She translated. She made sense out of mystery. She gave people permission to wonder.”

In the front pew, Ethan folded his hands tighter in his lap. His knuckles had gone white.

Others stood to speak—briefly, gently. The editor from her publishing house read an excerpt from Addie’s last textbook, a passage about entropy and elegance that felt, somehow, like a benediction. A woman from the community college where Addie had guest lectured choked on her goodbye halfway through, and someone stepped forward with a glass of water, her hand shaking.

Each word felt like a stitch, threading something shut inside him—too tight, too final.

And still, Ethan hadn’t looked at the casket.

Instead, his thoughts wandered to their study at home, to the way Addie used to trail her fingers along the spines of their books, murmuring to herself as she hunted for a passage she half-remembered. The way she sang while she cooked—softly, always off-key. The way she passed him notes during dull work dinners, scribbled messages like he looks like a sentient elbow or please fake a stomach ache so we can leave.

Now the quartet began to play again. Something slow and spectral. The low ache of a cello, the shimmer of a single violin moving just behind it, as if chasing something lost.

The priest cleared his throat. “If anyone else would like to speak...”

The silence that followed was long and thick with expectation, stretching out over the pews until it felt almost physical. Ethan could feel its weight settle on him like dust.

He should speak. He knew that much.

And then, somehow, he was on his feet.

He wasn’t entirely sure he’d meant to stand—the motion had risen in him like breath—but there he was, upright, heart hammering, knees unsteady. The wooden pew gave a hollow creak as he moved, loud in the hush. Every head turned. Every eye found him. The shift in attention felt slow and vast, like a lighthouse beam sweeping across dark water until it settled on a wreck.

The priest stepped back, his hands folded gently in front of him, giving Ethan space.

He made it halfway up the three steps to the pulpit before doubt caught him by the collar and yanked. His breath came too fast. His palms had gone damp. He glanced back toward the casket—toward her—and his throat closed without warning.

He reached for the lectern and set one hand against it to steady himself. It was cool beneath his fingers, worn smooth by the years and by the countless trembling hands that had gripped it before him, each one trying to say goodbye.

He looked out across the pews. Every face turned toward him, quiet and waiting. Kind and caring.

He opened his mouth, but no words came.

From the back of the sanctuary, a single cough broke the silence. A shoe scuffed faintly against tile.

“I...” he began, and then stopped. The sound of his own voice startled him—it was smaller than he remembered. Thinner. Older.

He cleared his throat, but even that felt too soft to fill the room. His gaze dropped to the lectern again, to the wood shaped by sorrow and farewell. He could feel Addie everywhere and nowhere at once—in the slant of colored light through stained glass, in the scent of lilies, in the hush that wrapped around the sanctuary like a held breath.

“I keep thinking,” he tried again, quieter this time, “about the night she taught me how to balance a chemical equation.”

He let the silence stretch, the memory filling the space between syllables.

“I was twenty-three. Arrogant. Convinced I didn’t need help. Addie sat beside me on the floor with a slice of pizza in one hand and a Sharpie in the other. She wrote across the top of the box like it was a whiteboard, crossing out my mistakes, laughing when I argued. By the time we finished, the crust was cold and I was in love.”

A soft ripple moved through the pews—not laughter exactly, but the breath that comes just before.

“She didn’t believe in fate,” he continued. “But she believed in trajectories. In velocity and mass and force. She used to say, ‘Ethan, once something’s in motion, it takes a hell of a thing to stop it.’ And she was right. Because she never did stop. She just... redirected.”

His throat tightened again, but he didn’t stop. The words were rising now, slow and steady, like steam curling up from a cup left too long untouched.

“She made things clear. That was her gift. Not just in textbooks or classrooms—but in life. She walked into a room and it got brighter. Not in the easy, sentimental way. But because when she was there, things made more sense. Even the hard things.”

At last, he looked up. His eyes moved slowly over the congregation—some tear-streaked, some smiling softly through their sorrow. All of them listening.

“I don’t know how to do this without her,” he said. “But I know I was lucky to have her. And if you’re here today, I bet you were too.”

He stepped back from the lectern. One breath. Then another. The quiet of the sanctuary held him like hands.

He returned to his seat, unsure if he’d said enough. Only sure that whatever came next would arrive one heartbeat at a time.

And the service went on, slow and solemn, the way such things do. But something had shifted—barely visible, not announced, but real. Something had cracked open, quietly, without ceremony. And Ethan Riley, who had spent most of his life explaining things to other people, sat in silence now and let the unexplainable move through him like music.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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The house was too quiet—not the peaceful kind of quiet, the soft hush you'd welcome at the end of a long day. This quiet had teeth. It followed him from room to room like something alive, sharpening every sound. The creak of the floorboards rang louder than it should have, and each tick of the clock landed with the weight of a gavel. Even the refrigerator's steady hum felt intrusive—too constant, too present, too real.

He kicked off his shoes at the door and left them where they fell, one tipped onto its side as though it had tried to escape. His jacket slid from his shoulders and landed in a wrinkled heap on the back of a dining chair. He didn’t bother finding a hanger. Addie would have said something, half-joking, half a gentle nudge.

“You treat your clothes like they've wronged you,” she used to tease.

He stood in the middle of the kitchen, unsure of what should come next. The refrigerator was packed—overpacked—with casseroles, sandwiches, layer cakes, and condolence meals wrapped in foil and good intentions, as if he were recovering from surgery rather than grief. He opened the door, stared blankly at the abundance inside, then closed it again.

But food wasn't what he wanted—he wanted Addie, alive and moving through the rooms again. Restless, he wandered through the modest house, past two bedrooms—one they'd long ago converted into a shared office—and toward the sunroom where her plants reached persistently toward the light, green and stubborn, because she had always remembered to water them and he had always forgotten. Moving slowly down the hall, he breathed in faint traces of her that lingered in the air: rosehip lotion, crisp pages of books, the subtle tang of ink on paper. Addie had always smelled like a bookstore in bloom, and now her scent clung gently to the walls, as though unwilling to depart.

In the bathroom, her toothbrush still stood upright in the ceramic cup—pale yellow, its bristles splayed from use. He stared at it for a long moment, then turned off the light and closed the door as if sealing up a wound he wasn’t ready to reopen.

Eventually, his wandering brought him to the office—their office.

Addie’s side of the room was still its familiar tangle of open books, paper stacks, and curling sticky notes. Her handwriting was everywhere—looping, decisive, always in purple ink. One note stuck to her monitor read: Remind Ethan to buy more coffee. Or marry someone else. A second note beneath it added: Kidding. But seriously, coffee.

He laughed—almost. It came out sideways, more breath than sound, cracked at the edges.

He touched the back of her chair, gave it a single, absent-minded swivel. The wheels clicked gently against the wood floor. He could almost see her there, hunched over some equation, mumbling to herself, twisting her wedding ring as she worked through some stubborn corner of the universe.

He sank into his own chair, stared across the desk at hers, and realized—suddenly, stupidly—that he didn’t know the password to her computer. For a moment, the fact of it felt like betrayal. Then it just felt sad.

A stack of manuscript pages sat beside the printer, double-spaced, covered in pencil marks. He picked up the top one. In the margin, she had written: Make this sentence sing, Addie. You’re not writing tax code.

He read it again, folded the page once, then again, and tucked it into the breast pocket of his shirt like something sacred. He stayed there until twilight spilled across the floor like ink.

That night, when he crawled into bed, the full weight of the day settled on him like a second gravity. Her side of the mattress was cool. Untouched. He tried not to notice, but it was like trying not to notice missing limbs. He lay on his back, arms at his sides, staring up at the ceiling fan spinning above him. The blades made a soft, repetitive thump. Around and around, motion without meaning.

Sleep didn’t come. But memory did.

The way she used to read physics papers aloud in bed and explain the metaphors behind the math. The way she’d press her cold feet against his legs and say, “I’m conducting a thermal transfer.” The way she’d fall asleep mid-sentence and murmur through dreams about black holes and dinner parties.

He rolled onto his side and pressed his face into her pillow. It still smelled like her. And that undid him. He didn’t sob. It wasn’t even that graceful. It was quieter, more primitive—a sound that lived somewhere between a breath and a prayer, rising from a place inside him he hadn’t known could hurt.

He whispered her name into the pillow, as if it might echo.

Then again, softer. “Addie.”

Outside, the world kept turning. Inside, Ethan Riley clung to her side of the bed like it might keep him from slipping off the edge of it.

*****
[image: ]


THE NEXT MORNING ARRIVED without permission.

There had been no real sleep, no dreams—just a slow, gray drift between darkness and dawn, until the sky outside turned the color of wet paper. The air in the house felt heavy, like the world hadn’t quite finished forming.

Ethan padded barefoot into the kitchen, still dressed in yesterday’s black slacks. His shirt hung open, buttons undone, sleeves creased from a restless night spent curled on top of the covers. His hair stood crooked in one spot, like it had been arguing with the pillow all night.

He rubbed his face with both hands and, out of habit, half-expected the scent of coffee to greet him.

It didn’t.

The kitchen sat quiet and hollow, the only sound the dry ticking of the stove clock. He stood motionless in the middle of the room, letting the silence press gently against him.

Addie always made the coffee.

Addie had always made the coffee. It was her ritual—measured scoops, a preheated carafe, and a soft flourish of cinnamon in the filter, like a magician’s graceful final touch. She used to hum while she did it, tuneless and sweet, a sound that meant morning and warmth and her.

He tried. He honestly did.

He found the canister, popped the lid, and frowned at the meager grounds inside. No cinnamon. No grace. He dumped what was left into the machine, poured in water without measuring, and pressed brew.

The machine sputtered, hissed, and began its mournful drip.

He turned to the fridge. Eggs. He remembered eggs.

Addie had made them soft and slow over low heat, stirring gently, folding them like silk. She used to clip a sprig of parsley from the pot on the sill—a ridiculous flourish she insisted made all the difference.

Ethan cracked three eggs into a bowl, a shard of shell sinking like a tiny shipwreck. He fished it out with his finger, then wiped his hand on a dish towel that still bore a faint smudge of her lipstick at the corner.

The pan was too hot; he knew it halfway through, but he didn’t care. He stirred too quickly, walked away mid-stir to check the coffee, and returned to find rubbery clumps edged with brown. He scraped the eggs onto a plate and poured himself a cup of what looked like swamp water, tasting of burnt wood and a faint floral note that shouldn’t have been there. He winced but drank it anyway.

The eggs were awful. He ate them in silence—one bite, then another—until he stopped suddenly, the fork suspended halfway to his mouth.

Sunlight had caught the table just right, slanting softly across its surface the way it always did when Addie sat across from him, legs tucked underneath her, glasses perched low on her nose, tablet open beside her plate. She would read some journal article, chuckling softly, reaching out absently to touch his wrist as she scrolled.

Ethan set the fork down, the sound louder than it should have been.

He glanced around the kitchen—the mug tree, the chalkboard calendar still turned to September, a basil plant shriveled in its pot, and a framed photo of the two of them in Vienna: Addie wearing that red scarf, pointing at the camera as if daring it to blink.

It was too much.

He stood abruptly, the chair scraping loudly across the tile, and placed the unfinished plate into the sink. The mug followed with a soft clink of ceramic against ceramic. A smear of yolk streaked across the counter, but he didn’t wipe it away.

Instead, he walked to the back door, unlatched it, and stepped barefoot onto the porch. The air hit him like a baptism, sharp and cold and filled with birdsong. He folded his arms against the chill and stared out at the garden she’d once tended.

Now there were only brown stalks and wilted vines, a single red glove lying forgotten on the stone bench, its fingers curled as if reaching for something long gone. Ethan didn’t cry—not yet—but the ache in his chest felt a little less like drowning, and a little more like breathing through broken glass.

*****
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LATER THAT MORNING, after the sun had risen high enough to chase the shadows from the kitchen corners, Ethan wandered back inside—not with purpose, just in motion, one foot following the other, the way a body keeps moving even when the mind has quietly stepped away.

He paused in the hallway, eyes resting on the office door. The purple sticky note still grinned at him from the monitor:

Coffee, or divorce.

He reached out, peeled it free, folded it once, then again, and slipped it carefully into his back pocket.

Inside, the air felt undisturbed—sacred, even—and he left the light off, reluctant to disturb the quiet reverence of the room.

He paced slowly, fingers trailing gently along the edge of the desk, brushing open books, highlighted pages, a chipped mug bearing a Newton quote. From her reading stack, he lifted a worn paperback—The Elegant Universe—its spine cracked and corners softened with frequent use. When he opened it, a sticky note fluttered loose, drifting to the floor:

Page 87 – good metaphor about strings. Use it in chapter 4 if they let me.

Her scrawl, brisk and certain, made his throat tighten. He set the book down gently on the desk and reached absently for the cabinet beside it, just to give his restless hands something to do.

Inside were familiar traces of her: neatly labeled files, drafts stacked meticulously in chronological order, and a small bundle of rejection letters pinned together—reminders, she'd often said, that made the wins feel real. A tiny tin of mints from a physics conference they'd attended in Seattle rested forgotten, gathering dust. Behind a stack of old notebooks, half-hidden, lay an envelope, unsealed and unmistakably addressed to him.

Ethan

He stared at it for a long moment, caught between hesitation and urgency, then finally drew the card free. It was a simple white card, its cover bearing only a few carefully chosen words:

“Time is the longest distance between two places.” – Tennessee Williams

He ran his thumb gently across the text, then opened the card to find Addie's familiar, looping script inside:

You’ll probably find this after the fact, because you always beat me to the mailbox. So much for surprises. But I wanted you to have it on your birthday anyway—
In case I’m not there.
You’ve been my home. You still are. Always.

Love you across every dimension,
Addie
He lowered himself slowly into her chair, the card resting in one hand, the other trembling softly in his lap. His birthday. Two weeks away.

And there was something else.

Hidden behind the notebooks lay a small box wrapped in paper printed with tiny galaxies—swirling stars and nebulae, spirals of distant light. A tag was taped to the top in that same purple ink:

Don’t open until November 12. Seriously. I mean it, Riley.

He lifted the box gently onto his lap, turning it once, then twice, listening carefully. It made no sound—just a soft, mysterious weight that offered no hint as to what lay hidden within. He didn't open it. Not yet. Instead, he held it carefully against his chest, leaning back into her chair, letting the silence settle around him once more—a silence subtly changed now, feeling less like the quiet of a tomb and more like the patient hush of a waiting room.

After a long while, Ethan finally leaned forward again, holding the small gift carefully in his palm. 

He read the card again. And then once more.

“Across every dimension,” he murmured softly.

He traced the galaxies printed across the paper one last time, then reached behind the monitor, nestling the box safely behind the stack of notebooks—half-hidden but not forgotten, exactly as she'd left it, waiting patiently for another day.

Sunlight crept across the desk, gently warming the wood beneath his fingers, and outside, on the garden bench, the red glove stirred quietly in the breeze.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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Ethan had lost track of the days.

Maybe three had passed. Maybe five. The calendar on the wall still insisted it was October. Mail lay abandoned on the hall table in a slumped heap—unopened envelopes, likely bills, sympathy cards he hadn't read, grocery flyers from a world that hadn't yet noticed she was gone.

In the kitchen, dishes multiplied like rabbits, bowls stacked within bowls, plates crusted with hardened egg, two coffee mugs bearing identical dark rings at their bottoms. A single fork teetered on the edge of the counter, balanced as if issuing a dare; twice now he'd caught it just before it fell.

In the hallway, the laundry basket overflowed, shirts tumbling out with sleeves dangling like limp, forgotten arms—some still imbued with her scent, untouched since she'd left. The house resembled a paused movie, soundtrack muted, actors vanished offstage, leaving him drifting through scenes like a man submerged underwater. Sometimes he sat in the sunroom, gazing blankly at the garden grown wild; other times he stood motionless in the kitchen, unable to remember why he'd entered. Often, he lingered at her desk, staring at the unopened gift she'd left him, half-hidden behind the notebooks and monitor, its galaxy-patterned wrapping paper still pristine but gathering a faint film of dust—a quiet, patient reminder of promises yet to be kept.

Life moved on around him. He just wasn't part of it.

Then one afternoon—though perhaps it was morning, he hadn't checked—Ethan found himself standing at the office doorway, one hand resting lightly against the frame. Addie's side remained untouched. Her galaxy mug. Her notebooks. That absurd rubber chicken someone had given her after a lecture on quantum humor.

His eyes drifted toward his own desk. Cluttered. Dusty. Lifeless. Still, he stepped forward and sat down slowly.

He powered on the computer, the familiar hum filling the silence, the monitor flaring gently to life. Icons crowded the desktop—half-finished articles, neglected spreadsheets, unanswered emails. He opened a draft he'd abandoned: a column on retail economics heading into the holidays.

What’s Next for Retail? Five Predictions as the Holidays Approach.

He read the headline once, then again, his eyes skimming text as if written in a language he'd once known but had somehow forgotten. He tapped out a sentence, deleted it, typed another, then deleted that one too. The cursor blinked back at him, patient and blank.

He stared, and continued staring.

He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there—minutes, an hour—when a soft chime broke the silence, not from his own computer but from across the desk. Ethan turned. Addie’s screen was glowing. He frowned; she never left her computer in sleep mode. She'd always been meticulous about shutting down, tidy exits, powered-down goodbyes. Yet her monitor was awake now, casting a pale, uncertain light across her side of the room.

He pushed away from his chair and crossed the room slowly, barefoot against the wood floor. Her seat cushion creaked softly beneath him as he lowered himself into her chair, still bearing the faint shape of her, still carrying her scent—lavender, ink, and something warm and electrical.

Her desktop was already open, no login screen, no password prompt, as if someone had unlocked it from the other side. At the center of the screen sat a single box, softly pulsing.

Sentinel.

The word glowed white against muted gray.

Ethan blinked. He didn't recognize it. It wasn’t related to her work or projects, nor any textbook she'd been writing. It wasn’t a publisher, a citation tool, or anything he'd ever seen on her computer before.

Just—Sentinel.

He tapped a key. The box dissolved, replaced by a clean, minimalist writing interface spreading quietly across the screen, accompanied by the gentle hum of a typewriter in the background. A cursor blinked steadily in the top-left corner. His hands rested in his lap, not touching the keyboard.

And then—

The cursor stopped blinking. The screen flickered briefly.

Two words appeared.

Hello, darling.

The words sat perfectly centered, utterly still, achingly familiar. Ethan didn’t move. His limbs had gone slack, muscles turned to sand. He couldn't even tell if he was breathing. He read the words again.

Hello, darling.

The cursor blinked after them, steady and expectant.

A trick, he thought. A scheduled message. Perhaps something she’d programmed—though that wasn't her style. Addie didn’t leave digital breadcrumbs. She wrote on the backs of receipts, in book margins; when she left you a message, it came in ink.

His fingers hovered uncertainly above the keyboard.

“Addie?” he whispered, the word catching in his throat, feeling too large, too fragile to speak aloud.

Nothing changed.

The screen remained steady—those two quiet words and the gently blinking line. He reached for the mouse, clicked once. Nothing. No menus appeared, no dropdowns emerged, only the minimalist writing window, clean and still. Then, without any input, the cursor dropped smoothly to the next line. More words appeared, slowly, deliberately, as if someone were carefully thinking through each one.

If you’re reading this, then I’m gone.

Ethan didn’t blink.

But that doesn’t mean I’m not here.

He swallowed hard.

Don’t panic.

You’re probably panicking. Breathe, Ethan. In for four, out for four. You never do it right, but try anyway.

His lips parted, the ache in his chest pulling tight. He could hear her voice—not a simulation, not an echo, but her actual voice threaded into the rhythm of the words. The teasing tone, the gentle insistence.

More text appeared.

You’re doing that thing where you furrow your brow like the computer just insulted your mother. Relax. Just read.

A breath escaped him—half-laugh, half-sob.

You found Sentinel. Good. That means everything’s working. Or mostly working. I never liked the idea of my words sitting in someone else’s cloud. So I made sure they’d always be here.

(No, you didn’t sleep through me building an AI. You were just very invested in your March Madness bracket that month.)

His hand settled onto the desk, fingers curled slightly, anchoring himself.

The cursor dropped again.

I don’t know how long it’s been. Days? Weeks? You’re probably not eating properly. Are you? If I had to haunt you to make you drink water, I would. You know I would.

The chair creaked softly as he leaned in closer.

This isn’t magic. I’m not a ghost in the machine. But I am here, Ethan. Because I knew this would be the hardest part. Not the dying. Not even the funeral.

The after.

His eyes closed. He could feel her presence in the room.

I couldn’t stop what happened. But I could leave this. Something. A thread to hold when everything comes undone. You always said my writing made hard things feel lighter. So that’s what this is. One last footnote. One last chapter.

For you.

He sat motionless, reading the words again. His hands hovered just above the keyboard, trembling slightly.

Then, gentler now, the text continued.

Okay, I know what you’re thinking. “Addie, this is weird.”

And yes. It is. Spectacularly weird. But you’re still reading, aren’t you?

The cursor paused. Then blinked once more.

So let’s just keep going.

Another line appeared.

You probably assumed this was going to be a farewell letter. Something tidy. Something tragic. You’d cry (which is allowed), print it out, fold it into your wallet like a pressed flower, and go back to life.

But you know me better than that. I was never one for tidy endings.

His vision blurred.

Besides. You’re not ready to go back to life.

You need something else. Something to pull you through.

So I have a proposition.

He leaned closer.

Not physics. Don’t panic. I’m not going to make you solve wave functions.

A beat.

I want to write something with you.

He froze. The cursor blinked again. Steady as a heartbeat.

A story.
You and me. Together.
His chest ached. The room felt distant and close all at once.

Not a textbook. Not a paper. Not quantum mechanics explained through metaphors about toast.

A novel.

He swallowed. His fingers trembled.

I’ve always wanted to write one. You know that. A proper story. Characters. Kisses in the rain. Meet-cutes in diners. Hot cocoa and misunderstandings and at least one baking montage.

A romance, Ethan. A full-blown Hallmark-movie-in-paperback-form romance.

And I want to write it with you.

Ethan sat back like he’d been hit with a wave. His heart thudded against his ribs. His breath came shallow.

The cursor moved again.

Will you do it with me?

The question sat on the screen. Unassuming. Undemanding.

Just... waiting.

Ethan didn’t move. His hands rested in his lap. His eyes locked on the screen. Somewhere outside, a car passed. A dog barked two streets over. The furnace clicked on with a low exhale that filled the room like a blanket.

Still, he didn’t move. He read the words again.

A romance, Ethan.
Hot cocoa and misunderstandings and at least one baking montage.
Absurd. Perfect. So her.

Addie, who rolled her eyes every time a couple in a movie fell in love after one conversation, but cried at the end anyway. Addie, who kept a Hallmark bingo sheet taped inside the TV cabinet and filled it out every December with wild glee.

He’d always thought it was a joke. Maybe it was. But maybe it was also a wish. And now, somehow, she was asking him to help her make it come true. He leaned forward. Rested his forehead in his hands. His throat hurt.

This shouldn’t be possible. But here it was. Her voice. Her rhythm. Her fingerprints all over this strange, impossible grace. When he looked back up, the screen was still waiting. The cursor blinked. Patient. Unafraid. He moved the mouse slightly, shifted the window—just to see if there was something behind it.

There wasn’t. Just this. Just her. He reached for the keyboard. Fingers hovered. Then moved.

He typed:

Are you really here?

A pause. Then the reply:

Not in the way you mean. But yes. I’m here. As much as I can be. As long as you need.

His vision blurred again, but he didn’t look away. He let the tears come. He let the moment hold him.

Then he typed: Why a romance?

The answer came quickly.

Because you always said you didn’t understand them. And I always said you didn’t try hard enough.
Besides, it’s us. It has to be.
Who else would I write a love story with?
A breath escaped him. Choked and grateful. His hands steadied.

He typed: Okay.

The cursor blinked once. Then came the reply:

Good.
Then let’s get started.
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The dishes had been washed—not merely rinsed and stacked, but meticulously scrubbed, dried, and returned neatly to their proper shelves. Even the one mug he'd avoided—the one bearing her lipstick smudge and a faint shadow of tea leaves clinging stubbornly to the rim—he saved for last, washing it gently, drying it with careful reverence, and placing it on the windowsill above the sink, facing outward, as though it might watch the morning unfold.

The laundry lay neatly folded, some pieces pressed to crisp perfection, a domestic ritual he hadn't practiced in years.

And he was dressed—truly dressed—not funeral dressed, nor grief-slumped-on-the-couch-in-sweatpants dressed.

He wore clean trousers and a freshly pressed collared shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows, the way he used to wear them in spring. No tie, but that omission felt deliberate, as though leaving the top button undone signaled some quiet act of surrender.

Addie had insisted.

Not in so many words, perhaps, but clearly enough in the message she'd left glowing on the screen after they'd agreed to write the novel together:

First thing’s first—go shave. And for God’s sake, change your shirt. We are not drafting a meet-cute in mustard-stained flannel.

So he had. And now, finally, he sat down at her desk.

Not because he couldn't sit at his own desk, but because hers felt like the place where this story should begin. The chair still rocked gently when he leaned back, and the keyboard still held a crumb or two wedged stubbornly between its keys—she had always eaten almonds while she worked.

The screen was waiting. Sentinel—her voice, her program, her presence—already open. The blinking cursor pulsed softly, a quiet heartbeat of anticipation.

Then: words appeared.

Okay, Mr. Riley. Let’s make some magic.

Ethan smiled, small but real. He shifted in the chair and typed: You’re sure about this?

Have I ever not been sure about something once I made up my mind?
(Don’t answer that. It was rhetorical.)
He shook his head, releasing a soft laugh.

The cursor blinked again, and more words followed.

We’re starting from scratch. That means we need characters. Setting. Tone. And rules. The rules are important.

Rule #1: No killing anyone. This is not your moody journalist phase. This is not noir. This is cocoa and candles and maybe one tragic misunderstanding that gets solved during a rainstorm.

Ethan leaned forward, grinning openly now. No murder. Got it.

Rule #2: Absolute veto power over any character named Chad—because, let's be honest, the world has met enough Chads.

Rule #3: There must be a dog.

Ethan typed: A golden retriever?

Obviously. Named Newton. Or Boson. We’ll fight about it. That’s half the fun.

He could feel her in the rhythm of the exchange, the familiar cadence, the absurd certainty. She was truly here—not just in the idea, not just in the typing, but in every word.

You pick the setting, she wrote next.

He hesitated, then typed:

A small town. New England. Autumn. Leaves, cider, flannel. All the clichés.

Perfect. Let it be over-the-top. Let it wear its heart on its sleeve. We’ve earned that.

Now—tell me about her. The heroine. Our girl. Who is she?

Ethan’s hands paused above the keyboard. The hum of the computer filled the room, accompanied by the soft tick of the stove clock in the kitchen and the gentle creak of the house settling around him. He felt something shift inside—a warmth, the spark of a story starting to bloom.

Slowly, carefully, he began to type. The words didn’t rush forward like they once had, back when the world was whole and deadlines meant columns rather than caskets. But the words were there now, coiled somewhere deep within his chest, like seeds that had waited patiently beneath the frost.

Ethan sat quietly, the soft glow of the monitor washing gently over his face, and felt something he hadn’t experienced in days. Not peace, exactly. Not joy, either. But presence.

He hadn't truly felt present in his own body since the morning Addie died. He’d drifted through days like a misplaced shadow, bumping into things he'd once cared about, avoiding mirrors, avoiding their bed—avoiding himself. Yet now—this strange, impossible moment—they were building something again, together.

He ran a hand slowly down his face, fingertips brushing against the rough stubble he hadn't shaved as carefully as she would have liked, and smiled slightly because she would have called him out on it.

The cursor blinked. Then more words appeared on-screen.

She’s kind, but not softly. She’s sharp, witty. Works with her hands—maybe owns a bakery, or repairs clocks. Something tactile. She’s been through something, but she’s not brittle.

Ethan read the lines twice, then leaned back, exhaling slowly through his nose.

Addie was describing someone—a character, of course—but there were shades of herself hidden within, echoes of her woven gently into the phrasing.

He moved his fingers to the keyboard.

You said I could pick.

I know. I’m just nudging.

You always nudge.

And you always pretend to resist before giving in. You’re very consistent that way.

He shook his head, throat tightening—but this time, it didn't close.

This was how they talked. It was the rhythm of their love, threaded through banter and eye-rolls and nights spent editing each other's work from opposite ends of the couch. And now it was happening again, impossibly, beautifully.

He rested his fingers on the keyboard again.

He could feel it now, just below the surface—the urge to create, the gentle lift of imagination returning like birds after winter. A name. A gesture. A story. Something knocking quietly from inside his chest.

But it wasn’t just the story.

It was him.

It was Addie, too—but more than that, it was the way she always made him more fully himself. And somehow, impossibly, she was near again.

He swallowed and typed:

She owns a used bookstore. An old house turned shop, creaky floors, the smell of dust and lavender. She drinks too much tea and keeps a baseball bat under the counter in case someone tries something.

A pause.

Then, like a smile in text: Oh, she’s perfect. I already want to marry her.

He laughed—a sudden, warm, startled sound that felt like coming up for air.

The cursor blinked again.

Let’s give her a dog. A big lazy one who knocks over stacks of books. I like Newton.

Boson.

A dog deserves dignity.

Boson has dignity. He’s just very curious about gravity.

He leaned back in the chair, smiling now without effort. There were dishes in the cupboard again. The laundry was folded. The windows were cracked open slightly, and the house smelled faintly of fresh air, rosemary, and possibility.

And Ethan Riley, who hadn’t written anything real since the day Addie died, began to fall back in love—with words, with the quiet rhythm of a story taking shape, with the gentle presence of her voice whispering to him through the screen.

The cursor blinked. Patient, waiting. Ethan rested his hands lightly on the keyboard, unsure exactly where to begin. He'd wanted to write a novel for years—quietly, almost secretly. It was a dream he’d folded behind business columns and market forecasts, always promising himself he'd start when the time was right. After the next deadline. After the next raise. After painting the house, after the taxes, after...

But he'd never truly begun.

He’d scribbled a few character sketches in notebooks, half a page of dialogue in an unsent email draft. Fiction always felt like a luxury he hadn’t quite earned—indulgent, something meant for other people.

Yet now here he was, hands poised on the keys, sitting in her chair. And the world, miraculously, was giving him another chance.

Creating characters had always felt a little like summoning ghosts—empty vessels you breathed life into, word by word.

He glanced at the screen.

She deserves a name, Addie typed.

She does.

He let his hands linger over the keys.

Claire.

Claire?

Short for Claribel. But she hates that. Only her great-aunt calls her that. Everyone else gets “Claire, just Claire.”

A pause. Then: That’s perfect. It’s literary. Strong. A little stubborn.

Like someone I knew.

Stop it, you’ll make me blush.

Ethan smiled. It felt good to have her teasing him again—even this way, across some impossible divide. The act of naming the character, of seeing her take shape, brought a flicker of warmth to his chest. Like watching fire catch on a cold log.

Claire owns the bookstore. She inherited it from her grandmother. It’s creaky, kind of falling apart, but filled with light. She refuses to sell it even though she probably should. She brews terrible coffee, but loves tea. Knows every customer by name. Organizes books emotionally, not alphabetically.

He could feel her listening. Or at least, he imagined her listening. That was enough.

What does she keep in the drawer under the register? Everyone’s got something weird in there.

He thought for a second. A flask of whiskey. A pack of sticky notes. And a folded-up letter she’s never opened.

The cursor paused.

Now we’re talking.

What about him?

You tell me.

A former journalist. Small-town paper shut down years ago. Now he’s a freelance writer, working on something he won’t show anyone. Comes into the bookstore every Tuesday but pretends he’s just browsing. Claire calls him “Chapter Eleven” because he always ends up in the bankruptcy section.

Ethan...

What?

You’re writing yourself. And it’s adorable.

A chuckle escaped him, unexpected and unfamiliar, stirring the quiet room with its warmth.

Okay, okay. He’s taller. Better hair. Definitely drinks tea, not coffee.

Still you.

Fine. He’s French. Speaks five languages. Used to fence in college

You’re just describing Jean-Luc Picard now.

I can work with that.

The cursor blinked.

Let’s call him... Sam.

Sam?

Short. Kind. A little wounded. Good with his hands. Terrible at expressing feelings but excellent at baking. Claire will hate him for the first three chapters.

Of course she will.

And then he fixes her doorbell or something and she starts to reconsider.

Ethan leaned back and let the grin spread. It was the first time in days his face didn’t feel like it was made of stone. There was a comfort in it—the slow building of two imaginary lives, cobbled together from scraps of whimsy and wistfulness. It didn’t feel like an escape. It felt like a return. To her. To himself.

To the space they’d always shared best: the page.

Ethan’s fingers moved more easily now. The town’s called Maplewell. Population just under four thousand, unless you count the summer people. Claire does not count the summer people.

Claire’s right.

It has one traffic light, two churches, a hardware store that also sells fishing lures and bird feeders, and a bakery that closes whenever the owner gets bored.

What’s the bakery called?

The Crumb.
The sign is missing a letter, and no one agrees which one.
That’s awful. I love it.

The town came alive in pieces. A brick library with ivy creeping up the back wall. A park with a duck pond and a bench dedicated to someone’s cat. A white-painted town hall where a woman named Carol ran everything from zoning permits to gossip control.

Claire’s bookstore sat on the edge of the main street, in a crooked house with a blue door and a bell that never rang the same way twice. The paint was peeling in polite little flakes, and the porch sagged just enough to charm you.

She lives upstairs.

Obviously.

There’s a window seat in the back where she reads too late and eats cereal from the box.

She has a mug she never washes because it’s perfect. Sam will hate that.

Sam can deal.

He will. Eventually.

He lives outside of town. Rents a cottage on a hill. Drives a beat-up Volvo with a passenger seat he never uses.

Claire’s gonna sit there someday.

She’s going to hate how much she likes it.

That’s where we start.

Ethan leaned back again, the image taking hold in his mind—a town full of quirks and kindness, a woman rebuilding her life one paperback at a time, a man trying to outrun his own past who keeps coming back every Tuesday. And underneath it all, the gentle tension of something unfinished. Something waiting.

Just like him.

He sat quietly for a while, fingers still, not typing, not reading—just watching the idea take shape in his head like mist condensing into form. It felt... real. Like something he might actually do. He reached for the keyboard again.

Chapter One?

The response came after a beat.

Light snow. One dog. Two strangers. A bookstore. Let’s go.
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Chapter One
In Which Claire Reshelves the Poetry and is Not in the Mood for Strangers
The bell over the door gave its usual confused chime—something between a windchime and a tired sneeze—and Claire sighed without looking up from the stack of unshelved books beside her.

She pushed to her feet, brushing book dust from her jeans. Her hair was tied up in a pencil, her flannel rolled to the elbows, and she had a faint smudge of ink on her cheek she wouldn’t discover until later.

Boson, her golden retriever, had already abandoned his nap and was trotting toward the front of the store, tail thumping like a metronome with confidence issues.

Claire followed, one hand automatically reaching under the counter for her trusty aluminum baseball bat—a souvenir from her one semester of community college softball and the only thing that had ever truly shut down a late-night raccoon raid.

The man standing in the doorway looked like someone who didn’t do quiet well.

He was tall, but in a slightly unspooled way—like he hadn’t figured out how to carry his height properly. His coat was too light for the weather, and his jeans were the kind that had seen too many moves, too many knees-on-the-floor moments. Snow dusted the shoulders of his coat, melting fast.

He didn’t speak. Just stood there with his hands in his pockets, eyes scanning the shop like he was trying to decide if he’d made a mistake walking in.

Claire stepped out from the poetry alcove and leaned one hand on the counter.

“We’re open,” she said.

He blinked. “Oh. Sorry.”

He stepped in farther, brushing the snow from his coat, careful not to let it scatter.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“You didn’t,” she said. “Unless you hate Emily Dickinson. In which case, we can’t be friends.”

That got the barest flicker of a smile from him.

“I’m more of a Wendell Berry type.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Farm-boy philosopher. Classic.”

He wandered toward the nonfiction, stopping to glance at the handwritten signs she’d taped to the shelves—For When You’re Feeling Existential, Books You Pretend You’ve Read at Parties, Quietly Devastating Memoirs.

Claire watched him with the wary patience she reserved for new customers. He wasn’t from town. That much was obvious. No one from Maplewell looked that tired just walking in the door. He carried something behind his eyes. She recognized it. Not the sadness itself—but the trying-not-to-show-it part.

Boson stretched with a groan, and padded toward the stranger. Gave one sniff at the man’s knee, then sat squarely in his path.

The man looked down.

“Hello there.”

He didn’t try to pet him. Just let the dog look.

Claire felt something in her jaw loosen.

“His name’s Boson,” she said. “Like the particle. Not the city.”

“I figured.”

He crouched, let Boson sniff his hand.

“Mine was Newton.”

“Dog?”

“Cat.”

Claire crossed her arms. “That’s brave.”

He shrugged, still crouching. “He was very judgmental.”

She smiled before she could stop herself. It wasn’t much. But it was there.

He stood again, a little stiffly.

“I’m Sam.”

Claire hesitated. Then: “Claire.”

Another pause.

Then he asked, “Do you have anything for someone who doesn’t know what they’re looking for?”

She tipped her head.

“I’ve got a whole store full of it.”

The words sat on the screen like they were still warm.

“I’ve got a whole store full of it.”

Ethan leaned back in Addie’s chair, slow, like standing up too fast might scare the moment away. His heart beat a little faster than it had five minutes ago. Not racing. But awake. A pulse with purpose.

He didn’t move to type again. Didn’t reach for the mug of cold tea on the desk beside him.

He just sat there, reading the last few lines over and over. Watching how the characters had started to breathe on their own.

Claire.

Sam.

Boson, with his quiet dog wisdom.

They felt real. Already. Like he could picture their silhouettes through the frosted glass of that bookshop door. Like maybe they’d been waiting for someone to finally write them into being.

The cursor blinked once at the end of the line. Then again. And then, Addie’s words began to appear.

Now that, she wrote, was gorgeous.

Ethan’s lips twitched, but the smile didn’t fully form. His chest felt thick with something—not sadness, exactly, but the memory of sadness, stretched thin by the shape of what was returning.

It felt real, he typed.

Because it was.

He hesitated, hands resting lightly on the keys. Then: I didn’t know I could do that.

You never stopped being able to. You just forgot how much you wanted to.

The ache in his throat swelled again, unexpected and sharp.

You knew.

Of course I knew. You used to stand at the kitchen counter with a coffee mug and talk about “someday.” Like it was a town you’d get around to visiting once the weather was right.

He read that line twice. Maybe three times.

I didn’t think I’d be good at it.

You didn’t think you deserved it. That’s different.

Silence folded around him again, thick but not empty. His eyes blurred, and he pressed the heels of his hands into them for a moment. He didn’t cry. But it came close.

It’s not just the writing, she added after a long pause. It’s you. The way you watch people. The way you notice things. The way you carry quiet like it’s something sacred.

You gave Sam that. I saw it. I felt it.

You gave Claire all your stubbornness.

She’s perfect. You wrote her like you already knew her.

Ethan laughed, softly, and the sound startled him. He looked around the office. Same books. Same dust. Same cardigan of hers hanging on the back of the door. But something had shifted. The grief was still there—but it was sharing space now. With something lighter. Something urgent and alive.

The cursor blinked.

Waiting.

Then Addie’s words appeared:

Let’s keep going. Let’s stay in it. While it’s still glowing.

Ethan sat forward. Cracked his knuckles again. Cleared his throat. Then he reached for the keys.

He typed: Okay, your turn.

There was a pause. Just long enough for Ethan to wonder if she’d gone shy on him.

Then: Well, damn, Riley. You’ve set the bar awfully high.

And then, line by line, the words began to appear.

Chapter 1  continued...

Claire didn’t know why she said that. She wasn’t in the habit of offering herself up like a shelf full of misplaced titles. But something in Sam’s voice—low, unsure, carrying the dust of old disappointment—had pulled the truth out of her before she could decorate it.

He didn’t answer right away. Just looked at her, not in a way that made her want to disappear—but in the quiet way people sometimes looked at paintings they didn’t yet understand.

“Do you have a philosophy section?” he asked finally.

“Back left corner,” she said. “Next to biographies of people who should’ve had better editors.”

He gave a nod, half amused, and walked in that direction, boots clicking softly across the old wood floor. Claire watched him go, then bent down and scratched Boson behind the ears.

“Well?” she whispered. “What do we think?”

Boson gave a long blink and then turned to follow the stranger, tail swaying in unhurried approval.

“Traitor,” Claire muttered, but without heat.

She stood for a moment, hands in her pockets, heart doing something she didn’t quite like—it wasn’t racing, but it wasn’t calm either. Like the fluttery pause before a song began. She didn’t know this man. She didn’t need to. He was probably passing through. One of those semi-nomads who wrote articles in coffee shops and stayed just long enough to charm the locals before vanishing back to wherever people like that came from.

But she hadn’t imagined the weight in his voice. Or the way he hadn’t filled the silence with empty words. She liked that.

Claire wandered behind the counter and opened the drawer under the register. A notepad. A pen. A pack of gum she didn’t remember buying. She wrote down philosophy section—dust again, underlined it, then set the pen aside and leaned on the counter.

She could hear his footsteps moving slowly along the back wall.

A pause.

Then, his voice again.

“Do you ever read them?”

She looked up. He was holding a slim, dog-eared copy of Letters to a Young Poet, one finger tucked inside the pages.

“I used to,” she said.

“And now?”

“Now I shelve them for other people.”

He nodded once. Didn’t push. Didn’t look away either.

Claire tilted her head slightly. “You planning to stay in town?”

He looked down at the book in his hand. Then back at her.

“I don’t know yet.”

Something about that—honest, plain—made her chest ache a little.

“Well,” she said, brushing a curl behind her ear, “if you decide not to, I’d appreciate a heads-up. My dog doesn’t take abandonment well.”

A small, quiet smile ghosted across his face.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

The words unfolded like breath.

Ethan sat motionless in the chair—Addie’s chair—watching as her sentences bloomed onto the screen, one after the other. He hadn’t touched the keyboard since he’d typed “Okay, your turn.” And now here she was, answering. Not in memory. Not in flashback.

In story.

Claire’s voice felt different in Addie’s hands—still Claire, still the same quietly flinty woman Ethan had shaped, but now with edges softened just enough, something deeper stirred beneath the surface. Addie didn’t write loud. She wrote true. That was always her strength. She never went for the grand line when the honest one would do.

Claire’s interiority deepened, her silences gaining texture. And Sam, though barely present in this new stretch of scene, had already taken a different shape. Not just the quiet man at the door—but someone watching. Someone hoping.

Ethan leaned forward, elbows on the desk, chin in his hand. He couldn’t take his eyes off the screen.

This was the thing he thought he’d lost: not just her, not just love—but the rhythm. The rhythm of being in sync with someone. Of finishing a sentence they hadn’t said yet. Of knowing when to hand off the story and when to let the silence say what you couldn’t.

And here it was again.

He didn’t know how it worked. Sentinel. Addie. This miracle stitched together with code and grief and a little bit of magic. He didn’t want to know how.

He just wanted to stay in it. As the paragraph wrapped, the cursor blinked once. Then twice. Then three times, waiting.

A line appeared.

Your turn.

Ethan blinked. He hadn’t realized he was holding his breath. He sat back in the chair and stared at the blinking prompt. The warmth of her voice was still in his bones. Still echoing in his chest.

He placed his fingers on the keyboard. He didn’t think. He didn’t plan. He just followed the shape of the moment she’d given him, as if it were a warm stone placed in his palm.

Claire moved slowly behind the counter, pretending to rearrange the stack of outdated bookmarks she kept in a chipped ceramic bowl. Anything to keep her hands busy.

The man—Sam—had wandered to the back of the shop again, that poetry book still
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When grief opens a door,
who—or what—walks through?

Hello, darling. //
If you're reading this,
then I'm gone. -

But that doesn’t mean I'm
not here.
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