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Ink Stained Goodbye

Chapter 1

The Girl at the Door
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The first time Tony Balbados noticed Marry Nockdown, she was standing in a doorway with a book pressed against her chest.

It was a warm afternoon in the spring of 1938, the kind of afternoon when the streets seemed quieter than usual and the sunlight settled softly over the roofs of the houses.

Tony was sixteen.

He sat at the dining-room table in the Nockdown family home with three sheets of mathematics problems spread before him. Across from him sat Vicky Nockdown, who was fifteen and already convinced that mathematics had been invented solely to make her miserable.

Tony pointed at one of the problems with his pencil.

"You skipped a step."

Vicky frowned at the paper.

"I didn't."

"You did."

"I didn't."

Tony leaned over the table.

"Look. You multiplied before you moved the number."

Vicky stared at the equation for several seconds.

Then she sighed.

"I hate numbers."

Tony smiled.

"You don't hate numbers."

"I do."

"You hate being wrong."

She looked up at him.

"You're enjoying this."

"A little."

Vicky threw her pencil at him.

Tony caught it.

For a moment they both laughed.

Tony had been coming to the Nockdown house twice a week for nearly a year. He and Vicky attended the same school, and when her grades in mathematics began slipping, her mother had asked Tony if he would help her.

He was good at mathematics.

He was patient.

And, most importantly, he did not charge much.

His own family could use the money.

So he came after school, usually carrying a worn notebook beneath his arm, and sat at the same table while Vicky complained about fractions, equations, and teachers.

It had become ordinary.

So ordinary that Tony hardly noticed the house anymore.

He knew the sound of the front door opening.

He knew which floorboard creaked in the hallway.

He knew that Vicky's mother always put a glass of lemonade on the table during the warmer months.

He knew that Vicky's younger sister sometimes walked through the hallway while they studied.

But until that afternoon, he had never really looked at her.

The door at the end of the hallway opened quietly.

Tony glanced up.

A girl stood there.

She was holding a book against her chest.

She was perhaps fifteen, maybe younger by a year.

Her dark hair had been tied loosely behind her head, though several strands had fallen around her face. She wore a simple pale dress and had one foot slightly behind the other, as if she had been caught doing something she wasn't supposed to do.

Tony looked at her.

She looked back.

Neither spoke.

Vicky noticed.

"Oh," she said.

Tony turned toward her.

"What?"

"My sister."

The girl rolled her eyes.

"I have a name."

"I know you have a name."

"Then use it."

Vicky smiled.

"Tony, this is Marry."

Tony looked toward the doorway again.

"Hello."

Marry's expression softened slightly.

"Hello."

There was something about the way she said it that made Tony suddenly aware of himself.

He looked down at his shirt.

There was an ink stain near the cuff.

He had not noticed it before.

Marry looked at the papers on the table.

"Are you still torturing her?"

Vicky groaned.

"See?"

Tony laughed.

"I'm tutoring her."

"That sounds worse."

"It isn't."

"That's what a torturer would say."

Tony smiled.

Marry smiled back.

It lasted only a second.

But Tony remembered it.

He would remember it years later, when there would be oceans between them and the world would no longer resemble the quiet place it had been that afternoon.

At sixteen, however, Tony knew nothing about war.

He knew nothing about military trains or uniforms.

He knew nothing about telegrams delivered to front doors.

He knew nothing about hospitals filled with wounded men.

He knew nothing about letters that would cross an ocean only to arrive after the person who had written them was already gone.

He only knew that the girl standing in the doorway had smiled at him.

And somehow, that seemed important.

Marry shifted the book in her arms.

"What are you studying?"

"Mathematics."

She made a face.

"I don't like mathematics either."

Tony raised an eyebrow.

"You haven't even seen the problem."

"I don't need to."

Vicky laughed.

"She's terrible at it."

"I am not."

"You are."

Marry looked at Tony.

"Are you going to agree with her?"

Tony considered the question.

"No."

Marry smiled.

"Good."

Vicky stared at him.

"Traitor."

Tony laughed.

Marry stepped into the room.

She placed her book on the corner of the table and looked over Tony's shoulder.

"What's that?"

"An equation."

"Looks difficult."

"It isn't."

"Then solve it."

Tony looked at her.

"Do you want me to?"

"Yes."

He took the pencil.

Marry leaned slightly closer.

Tony wrote the first line.

Then the second.

He explained each step.

Marry listened.

She did not pretend to understand.

When he finished, she looked at the page.

"So that's it?"

"That's it."

She nodded slowly.

"I suppose it's not as bad as I thought."

Tony smiled.

"Most things aren't."

Marry looked at him.

The sentence seemed to mean something different to her.

"That's a good way to think."

Tony shrugged.

"My mother says worrying doesn't make tomorrow easier."

"Your mother sounds wise."

"She is."

Marry picked up her book.

"What's it about?"

Tony glanced at it.

"Poetry?"

She nodded.

"I like poetry."

"I don't understand much of it."

"You don't have to understand everything."

Tony smiled.

"Then why read it?"

"Because sometimes you understand it later."

He looked at her for a moment.

He did not know why that answer stayed with him.

Perhaps because there were things he would understand much later.

Things he could not have understood then.

Vicky cleared her throat loudly.

Tony turned back toward her.

"We still have the last problem."

Vicky groaned.

"I was hoping you had forgotten."

"I haven't."

Marry laughed softly.

Tony looked at her again.

She was already walking away.

At the doorway, she stopped.

She turned around.

"Goodbye, Tony."

He smiled.

"Goodbye, Marry."

Then she disappeared down the hallway.

Tony watched the empty doorway for a second longer than he should have.

Vicky noticed.

She said nothing.

Not then.

Instead, she pushed the mathematics paper toward him.

"Come on."

Tony looked down.

"What?"

"The last problem."

"Oh."

He picked up his pencil.

But for the rest of the lesson, he found himself thinking about the girl with the poetry book.

Outside, the afternoon sun slowly moved across the windows.

Somewhere down the street, a radio played softly through an open window.

Children shouted as they ran through the neighborhood.

A car passed.

A dog barked.

Life continued in the simple way it always had.

Tony did not know that some moments become precious only because they are ordinary.

He did not know that one day he would close his eyes and try to remember this exact afternoon.

The table.

The sunlight.

The smell of lemonade.

Vicky's complaints.

And a girl standing quietly in a doorway.

He only knew that when he finally left the Nockdown house that evening, he looked back once.

The upstairs window was open.

The curtain moved gently in the breeze.

And for reasons he could not explain, Tony smiled.

Then he walked home.
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Chapter 2

One Year Apart
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Tony began finding reasons to visit the Nockdown house.

At first, the reasons were real.

Vicky still needed help with mathematics.

She had another examination coming, and her mother had asked Tony if he could continue tutoring her.

There were problems with fractions.

Then algebra.

Then geometry.

There was always something.

But after a while, Tony began to suspect that mathematics had become a rather convenient excuse.

It was Thursday afternoon when he found himself standing on the Nockdowns' front porch with his notebook tucked beneath his arm.

He knocked.

The door opened.

Marry stood there.

She looked at him for a moment.

Then she smiled.

"You're early."

Tony glanced at the small watch on his wrist.

"Am I?"

"Vicky isn't ready."

"She isn't?"

"No."

Tony looked past her into the house.

"Where is she?"

"Upstairs."

Tony sighed.

"I suppose I'll have to wait."

Marry stepped aside.

"You could go home."

"I could."

"But you won't."

Tony smiled.

"No."

She smiled back.

"Come in."

Tony stepped inside.

He could hear footsteps overhead.

Then Vicky shouted from upstairs.

"Tony! I'm coming!"

Marry called back.

"You've been coming for ten minutes!"

"I know!"

Tony laughed.

Marry closed the door.

"You see?"

"See what?"

"She's always like this."

"I know."

"You've been tutoring her for nearly a year."

Tony nodded.

"She's improving."

Marry raised an eyebrow.

"Really?"

"Slowly."

"That's not what I would call improving."

Tony laughed again.

Vicky came down the stairs holding several books.

"Stop talking about me."

"We weren't," Marry said.

"You were."

Tony took the books from Vicky.

"Ready?"

"No."

"Good."

Vicky stared at him.

"Why is that good?"

"Because if you were ready, I'd have nothing to teach you."

She frowned.

"Sometimes I don't like you."

"I know."

Marry laughed.

Tony looked at her.

For a moment, neither of them said anything.

It was a small moment.

Nothing happened.

But Tony noticed it.

He had begun noticing many small things about Marry.

The way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was thinking.

The way she laughed quietly when she didn't want someone to know she found something funny.

The way she sometimes sat nearby while he tutored Vicky, pretending to read.

He had also noticed that lately she seemed to appear whenever he arrived.

He told himself it was coincidence.

He wasn't entirely convinced.



The lesson lasted nearly an hour.

Tony explained equations.

Vicky made mistakes.

Tony corrected them.

Vicky complained.

Tony ignored her.

Marry sat in the adjoining room with her book.

Every so often, Tony glanced toward her.

Every so often, he found her looking back.

Neither mentioned it.

When the lesson finally ended, Vicky closed her notebook with exaggerated relief.

"Thank goodness."

Tony gathered his papers.

"You have another lesson on Monday."

Vicky groaned.

"I know."

"You'll practice before then?"

"Yes."

Tony looked at her.

"Really?"

"Probably."

"Vicky."

"Fine. Yes."

Marry appeared in the doorway.

"Would you like some lemonade?"

Tony looked at the clock.

He should have gone home.

His mother would probably be expecting him.

But the afternoon was still young.

"That would be nice."

Vicky stood.

"I'll have some too."

Marry looked at her.

"You have legs."

"So?"

"Get it yourself."

Vicky stared at her sister.

"You're impossible."

Marry smiled.

"Thank you."

Tony laughed.

They went outside.

The Nockdown house had a small wooden porch at the back, overlooking the garden. There were flowers along the fence and an old apple tree near the far corner.

Tony sat on the porch steps.

Marry handed him a glass.

"Here."

"Thank you."

She sat beside him.

For a while they simply drank their lemonade.

It was different from being inside.

There was no mathematics.

No books.

No Vicky complaining.

Just the two of them and the sound of birds in the trees.

Tony looked toward the garden.

"It's peaceful here."

Marry nodded.

"I like it."

"Do you?"

"Very much."

"What do you want to do when you're older?"

She looked at him.

"Older?"

"Yes."

She smiled.

"I'm already older."

Tony laughed.

"You're younger than me."

"By one year."

"Exactly."

"That's hardly anything."

"It's enough."

"For what?"

Tony pretended to think.

"For me to know more than you."

Marry laughed.

"You don't know anything."

"I know mathematics."

"That doesn't count."

"Why not?"

"Because mathematics is boring."

"You said that before."

"And I still mean it."

Tony smiled.

Marry looked toward the garden.

"I'd like to travel."

"Where?"

"Everywhere."

"That's ambitious."

"I don't care."

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

"I want to see the ocean. A real ocean. Not just pictures."

Tony looked at her.

"You haven't seen the ocean?"

She shook her head.

"No."

"I have."

"When?"

"When I was little. My father took us."

"Do you remember it?"

Tony thought for a moment.

"Not very well."

"Then it doesn't count."

He laughed.

"That's not fair."

"It is."

She smiled.

"What else do you want?"

Marry thought.

"I'd like a house."

"A big one?"

"No."

"Small?"

"Warm."

Tony looked at her.

"Warm?"

"A house that feels like home."

Her voice had become quieter.

"I don't care if it's large. I just want people to be happy inside it."

Tony looked down at his glass.

He thought about his own home.

About his mother working in the kitchen.

About his father coming home tired.

About the bills on the table.

About the things his parents rarely spoke about.

Then he said:

"I want something like that too."

Marry turned toward him.

"You do?"

"Yes."

"What else?"

Tony smiled.

"I'd like a steady job."

"How exciting."

"It is."

She laughed.

"I suppose you want a respectable little life."

"Maybe."

"With a respectable little house?"

"Maybe."

"And a respectable little garden?"

"Definitely."

Marry laughed.

Tony looked at her.

"And someone to share it with."

The laughter faded from her face.

For a moment, the only sound was the wind moving through the apple tree.

Tony suddenly felt embarrassed.

He looked away.

Marry lowered her eyes.

"Someone special?"

Tony nodded.

"Yes."

"Do you know who?"

He looked at her again.

"No."

It was not exactly a lie.

Not yet.

Marry smiled faintly.

"Good."

Tony raised an eyebrow.

"Good?"

"I think you should take your time."

"Why?"

"Because you might choose badly."

Tony laughed.

"And you?"

"What about me?"

"Do you know who you'll marry?"

Marry looked toward the garden.

"No."

Then she smiled.

"Maybe someone who can fix things."

"I can fix things."

"You can't."

"I can."

"You couldn't fix Vicky's bicycle."

"That was one time."

"It was yesterday."

Tony laughed.

"She broke it."

"I heard."

"She asked me to fix it."

"And?"

"I did."

"You made it worse."

Tony shook his head.

"That's not true."

"It is."

"You weren't there."

"I saw it."

Tony laughed.

Marry laughed too.

Their shoulders nearly touched.

Neither moved away.

Tony looked at her.

She looked back.

For a few seconds, neither spoke.

Then Vicky called from inside.

"Marry!"

Marry sighed.

"What?"

"Mother wants you!"

"I'm coming!"

She stood.

Tony remained seated.

Marry looked down at him.

"You should go home."

"I suppose."

She smiled.

"Your mother will wonder where you are."

"She probably already does."

Marry turned toward the door.

Tony stood.

"Marry?"

She looked back.

"Yes?"

"Do you really want to see the ocean?"

Her smile returned.

"Someday."

Tony nodded.

"Then you will."

"How do you know?"

"I don't."

She smiled.

"Then don't make promises you can't keep."

Tony looked at her.

"I'll try."

She disappeared inside.

Tony stood alone on the porch.

He should have gone home immediately.

Instead, he remained there for another minute, listening to the voices inside the house.

He didn't know what was happening to him.

He only knew that he had started looking forward to Thursdays.

And that it had very little to do with mathematics.



The following week, Tony arrived ten minutes early again.

Marry opened the door.

She looked at him.

Then at the clock.

Then back at him.

"You're early again."

Tony smiled.

"I suppose I am."

"Vicky isn't ready."

"I know."

Marry smiled.

"You knew?"

Tony shrugged.

"She told me yesterday."

"Then why are you here?"

Tony looked at her.

He could have said many things.

He could have said he had come to tutor Vicky.

He could have said he was returning a book.

He could have said he was simply passing by.

Instead, he smiled.

"I thought I'd come early."

Marry looked at him for a moment.

Then she stepped aside.

"Come in."

Tony entered.

Neither of them said what they were beginning to understand.

They were becoming friends.

And somewhere inside that friendship, quietly and almost unnoticed, something warmer had begun.

Something neither of them yet had a name for.
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Chapter 3

The First Letter
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By the time summer arrived, Tony had stopped pretending that his visits to the Nockdown house were only about mathematics.

Vicky knew it.

Marry knew it.

Even Tony knew it.

Only no one said anything.

Every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon, Tony appeared with his notebook beneath his arm. Sometimes Vicky was ready for him.

Usually she wasn't.

Sometimes she had forgotten her homework.

Sometimes she had forgotten the lesson entirely.

And sometimes she had decided that the weather was too beautiful to spend an hour indoors solving equations.

Tony had learned to expect all three.

But there was another reason he kept coming.

Marry.

She was often there when he arrived.

Sometimes she sat at the kitchen table reading.

Sometimes she worked in the garden.

Sometimes she came down the stairs just as he entered, as though she had been listening for the sound of his footsteps.

They had become friends without either of them deciding to become friends.

It had happened gradually.

They talked after Tony's lessons with Vicky.

They walked together to the corner store.

They sat on the porch when the evenings were warm.

They argued about books.

They teased each other.

They spoke about the future as if it were something that belonged entirely to them.

Tony liked listening to Marry talk.

She had a way of describing things that made ordinary places seem larger.

A train passing through town became a road toward somewhere neither of them had seen.

A book became a door.

A summer evening became something worth remembering.

One afternoon, Tony arrived to find Marry sitting beneath the apple tree with a book open on her knees.

She looked up.

"You are late."

Tony checked his watch.

"I'm three minutes early."

"That's late for you."

He smiled.

"Vicky?"

"Inside."

"Ready?"

Marry laughed.

"No."

Tony sighed.

"Of course."

Marry closed her book.

"She says she has a headache."

"She doesn't."

"I know."

"Where is she?"

"Kitchen."

Tony started toward the house.

Marry called after him.

"Tony."

He turned.

"What?"

"She really does have a headache."

He looked suspicious.

"How do you know?"

"Because she told me."

"That doesn't mean anything."

Marry smiled.

"Go ask her."

Tony shook his head.

"You enjoy watching me suffer."

"A little."

He smiled.

"You're becoming just like your sister."

Marry stood.

"That's insulting."

"Sorry."

"You should be."

He laughed.

She walked beside him toward the house.

Their shoulders brushed once.

Neither mentioned it.



The lesson lasted forty minutes.

Tony knew Vicky was distracted.

She kept looking toward the window.

Finally he put his pencil down.

"You aren't listening."

"I am."

"What did I just say?"

Vicky stared at him.

Tony waited.

She looked at the paper.

"Something about numbers."

Tony laughed.

"Exactly."

She pushed the notebook away.

"I'll do it tomorrow."

"You said that yesterday."

"I meant it yesterday."

Tony shook his head.

"You are impossible."

"And yet you keep coming back."

Tony paused.

Vicky looked at him.

Then she smiled.

Tony narrowed his eyes.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"You know something."

"I know many things."

"What do you know?"

Vicky leaned back in her chair.

"You don't come here because of mathematics anymore."

Tony's face grew warm.

"Of course I do."

"Of course."

"I do."

"Then why do you look toward the garden every five minutes?"

Tony glanced toward the window.

Vicky laughed.

"Exactly."

Tony closed the notebook.

"Your lesson is over."

"Why?"

"Because you are irritating me."

She smiled.

"Tell Marry I said hello."

Tony stood.

"I won't."

"You will."

He walked out of the room.

Marry was sitting on the porch steps.

She looked up.

"Finished?"

"Yes."

"That was quick."

"She was impossible."

Marry smiled.

"She's always impossible."

Tony sat beside her.

For a few moments they watched the sunlight move across the garden.

"What were you reading?" he asked.

She held up the book.

"A collection of poems."

"Again?"

"I like them."

"I still don't understand why."

"You don't have to."

"I know."

She looked at him.

"Then why do you always ask?"

Tony smiled.

"Maybe I'm trying to understand."

Marry studied his face.

Then she quietly said, "Maybe you are."



A few days later, Tony brought Marry a book.

It was an old copy he had found in a secondhand shop.

When he handed it to her, she looked at the cover.

"What's this?"

"You said you wanted to read it."

"I did?"

"Last week."

She turned the book over in her hands.

"You remembered."

Tony shrugged.

"I remember things."

Marry smiled.

"Thank you."

"You don't have to thank me."

"I want to."

She held the book against her chest.

Tony looked at her.

There was something different between them now.

Not something large.

Not something either of them could explain.

But something had changed.

They were no longer simply the boy who tutored her sister and the girl who happened to live in the same house.

They had become important to one another.

Tony knew it.

Marry knew it.

Neither was brave enough to say it.



In August, Tony received unexpected news.

His school was arranging a short educational trip.

Several students had been selected to visit another city for a few days.

Tony would be gone for four days.

When he told Vicky, she said, "Good."

Tony looked at her.

"Good?"

"Maybe I'll get some peace."

He laughed.

Marry was sitting nearby.

She did not laugh.

"When do you leave?"

"Monday morning."

"And when will you come back?"

"Thursday."

She nodded.

"That's not long."

"No."

But her voice was quieter than usual.

Tony noticed.

"You'll survive."

She looked at him.

"I know."

"Four days."

"I know."

"Three nights."

"I know."

He smiled.

"You're counting?"

"No."

"You are."

"I'm not."

Tony laughed.

Marry looked down at her book.

"Don't be late coming back."

"I won't."

"Promise?"

He nodded.

"Promise."



Monday morning arrived too quickly.

Tony stood outside the train station with a small suitcase.

His mother had packed too much food.

His father had given him advice about looking after his belongings.

His classmates were laughing and talking nearby.

Tony's attention, however, was fixed on the station entrance.

He had hoped Marry might come.

He told himself he hadn't.

Then he saw her.

She was walking toward him.

She wore a light coat despite the warm morning and carried something in her hand.

Tony smiled.

"You came."

Marry stopped in front of him.

"Of course."

"I didn't know you were coming."

"I didn't tell you."

"I noticed."

She smiled.

For a moment they stood quietly while people moved around them.

The station was crowded.

Trains hissed.

A conductor called out instructions.

Suitcases rolled over the pavement.

But Tony barely heard any of it.

Marry looked at the train.

"Have you ever traveled alone?"

"No."

"Are you nervous?"

"A little."

"You'll be fine."

"I know."

She looked down at what she was holding.

Then she handed it to him.

It was a small folded piece of paper.

Tony looked at it.

"What's this?"

"Nothing."

"Then why are you giving it to me?"

"Because I wanted to."

He smiled.

"Can I open it?"

"Not here."

"Why?"

"Because I said so."

Tony laughed.

"All right."

The conductor called for the passengers to board.

Tony picked up his suitcase.

"I should go."

Marry nodded.

"Yes."

Neither moved.

Tony looked at her.

"Four days."

"I know."

"I'll be back Thursday."

"I know."

He smiled.

"Don't forget me."

Marry gave him a look.

"I could never."

The words came out quietly.

Tony stopped smiling.

For one brief moment, they simply looked at each other.

Then Tony leaned closer and kissed her cheek.

It was quick.

Almost shy.

Marry's eyes widened.

Tony immediately looked embarrassed.

"I—"

"You should go."

He nodded.

"Yes."

He turned toward the train.

After a few steps, he looked back.

Marry was still standing there.

He lifted his hand.

She waved.

Then Tony boarded.



That evening, in the small room he shared with two other students at the hotel, Tony remembered the folded paper.

He took it from his pocket.

For a moment he simply held it.

Then he unfolded it.

The handwriting was careful.

He recognized it immediately.

Tony,

I hope you have a good trip.
I know four days isn't very long, but the house will probably feel quieter without you.
Come back safely.
Marry

Tony read it twice.

Then a third time.

One of the boys across the room looked over.

"What's that?"

"Nothing."

The boy smiled.

"Looks like something."

Tony folded the paper.

"It's just a note."

"From a girl?"

Tony smiled despite himself.

"Yes."

The other boy laughed.

"Then it's definitely not nothing."

Tony put the note inside his wallet.

That night, before sleeping, he took it out again.

He read it once more.

Then he folded it carefully.

He wanted to answer her.

He didn't know why.

She had only written a few lines.

But suddenly, four days seemed longer than they had that morning.



The next afternoon, Tony found a quiet corner in the hotel and sat down with a sheet of paper.

He borrowed a bottle of ink from one of his classmates.

For several minutes he stared at the blank page.

He had written school assignments.

He had written notes.

He had written letters to relatives at Christmas.

But this felt different.

He dipped the pen into the ink.

Then he began.

Dear Marry,

He stopped.

The words looked strange on the page.

He continued.

He told her about the train.

He told her about the city.

He told her that the hotel food was not nearly as good as his mother's cooking.

He told her that one of the boys had already lost his room key.

He told her that he had seen a bookstore and wished she had been there.

Then he hesitated.

Finally, he wrote:

I keep thinking about your note.

He stopped again.

He almost crossed it out.

Instead, he continued.

I didn't know four days could feel so long.

Tony read the sentence.

His heart beat faster.

He finished the letter.

At the bottom, he wrote:

I'll be home Thursday.
Tony
He looked at his name.

Then he smiled.

The ink had left a small dark mark on the side of his hand.

He didn't wipe it away.



On Thursday afternoon, Tony returned.

The train arrived just before sunset.

His mother was waiting at the station.

His father stood beside her.

Tony greeted them, carried his suitcase home, and answered questions about the trip.

But when he reached the Nockdown house the following afternoon, Marry was already outside.

She saw him walking up the street.

Her face brightened.

"You came back."

Tony smiled.

"I promised."

She walked toward him.

"How was your trip?"

"Good."

"Did you enjoy it?"

"Yes."

"Did you think about home?"

Tony looked at her.

"Yes."

Marry smiled.

"Me too."

Tony reached into his jacket.

"I wrote you something."

Her smile disappeared for a moment.

"You did?"

He handed her the letter.

Marry held it carefully.

She looked at his handwriting.

The ink was slightly uneven in places.

"You wrote this yourself?"

Tony laughed.

"Who else would have written it?"

"I don't know."

She ran her fingers lightly over the paper.

"Thank you."

Tony nodded.

Marry looked at him.

"Do you want to know something?"

"What?"

"I kept your note."

Tony smiled.

"You did?"

"Of course."

"Why?"

She looked down at the letter in her hands.

"Because it was yours."

Tony didn't answer.

He didn't need to.

The afternoon breeze moved through the apple tree behind them.

Marry folded his letter carefully and held it against her chest.

Neither of them knew how many letters would one day pass between them.

Neither knew that handwriting could become a lifeline.

Neither knew that paper could cross oceans.

They only knew that they had begun writing to one another.

And for two young people who had never been apart for long, that first letter seemed like a small thing.

Just a few pages.

A little ink.

A few words written because four days had suddenly felt too long.

But years later, Marry would remember the first letter more clearly than almost anything else.

Because it was the first time Tony had left something behind for her when he was gone.

And neither of them yet understood how precious that would become.
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