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    For anyone who has ever looked across a familiar table and felt like they were looking at a ghost. And for those who are still searching for the words to bring them back.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The most important things are the hardest to say. They are the things you get ashamed of, because words diminish them—words shrink things that seemed limitless when they were in your head to no more than living size when they're brought out."— Stephen King
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Chapter One: The Division of Paper and Dust
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The apartment was not a home anymore. It was a collection of echoes and cardboard boxes. The wooden floor, which used to be covered by a soft blue rug, was now bare. It showed the scratches from years of moving furniture and the marks of a life lived together. Sunlight moved across the room in a slow, indifferent line. It touched the dust motes dancing in the air and highlighted the places where pictures used to hang on the walls. The walls were a pale cream color, but the squares where the frames had been were a brighter, cleaner white. Those squares were like ghosts of memories they no longer owned.

Hana sat on the floor in the center of the living room. Her legs were crossed, and her back was straight, but her shoulders felt heavy. She was surrounded by books. There were tall stacks of novels, thick textbooks from their university days, and small, colorful travel guides. To her left was the box for things she would take. To her right was the box for things Thomas would take. In the middle was a pile of books they had not yet decided on. These were the shared books. These were the stories they had read to each other on rainy Sunday afternoons.

Thomas stood by the window. He was not looking at the books. He was looking out at the street below, where people were walking dogs and carrying groceries. He wore a grey sweater that Hana had bought for him three years ago. The sleeves were slightly frayed at the wrists. He kept his hands in his pockets. He looked like a guest in a room he had lived in for seven years.

"We should finish this," Thomas said. His voice was quiet. It did not sound angry. It sounded thin, like a piece of paper that had been folded too many times.

Hana picked up a small, hardback book with a green cover. It was a collection of poetry. She opened it, and a dried yellow wildflower fell out from between the pages. It hit the floor with a tiny, brittle sound. The petals were transparent and delicate. It looked like it might turn to dust if she breathed on it too hard.

Hana stared at the flower. She felt a sharp, cold pinch in her chest. She remembered that flower. She remembered the day she had picked it.

"October fourteenth," she whispered.

Thomas turned away from the window. He looked down at the flower on the floor. He frowned, a small line appearing between his eyebrows. "What did you say?"

"This flower," Hana said. She picked it up carefully, holding it by the stem. "I put this here on October fourteenth. Last year. Do you remember that day?"

Thomas stepped closer. He stayed outside the circle of books, as if there was an invisible fence between them. He looked at the flower, then at Hana. "October fourteenth? That was the day of your sister’s wedding. The one we did not go to."

Hana shook her head slowly. "No. That was the week before. October fourteenth was the Saturday it rained for twelve hours without stopping. We stayed inside. We were supposed to go to the botanical gardens, but the storm was too loud. Do you remember?"

Thomas rubbed the back of his neck. He looked confused. "No. That is not what happened. October fourteenth was a Saturday, yes. But it did not rain. It was the day I had to go into the office because the bridge project had a structural failure. I was gone until eight in the evening. When I came home, you were already asleep."

Hana felt the world tilt slightly. She looked at the green book in her hands. She remembered the sound of the rain hitting the glass. She remembered the way the light in the kitchen had looked orange and warm against the grey sky outside. She remembered sitting on the sofa with Thomas for hours, talking about everything and nothing. She remembered him picking this flower from a pot on the balcony and sliding it into this book.

"Thomas," she said, her voice trembling just a little. "You were not at the office. You were here. We spent the whole day together. It was the day we talked about buying the house in the countryside. It was the day I thought we were finally okay."

Thomas sat down on a box across from her. The cardboard creaked under his weight. He looked at her with an expression that was half-pity and half-fear. "Hana, I do not know what to tell you. I remember that day perfectly because it was the day I realized I could not keep up with the work they were giving me. I remember the silence in the office. I remember eating a sandwich at my desk alone. I was not here."

Hana looked at the flower. It was real. She could see the veins in the yellow petals. If his memory was true, then where did this flower come from? If her memory was true, why was he standing in a different version of the past?

"We are remembering two different lives," Hana said.

"It was just a Saturday," Thomas replied. "It was just one day."

"No," Hana said. She felt a sudden, urgent heat in her eyes. "It was the day everything started to feel quiet. It was the day I thought we found each other again. But you are telling me you were not even in the room."

She looked around the empty apartment. For months, they had been drifting apart like two ships in a fog. They had been polite. They had been kind. But they had stopped knowing the shape of each other’s thoughts. They had become strangers who shared a bed and a refrigerator. They had decided to end it because the silence had become too heavy to carry.

But now, looking at the yellow flower, Hana realized the silence had started long before they had said the word 'goodbye.' It had started on a day they both remembered, but in ways that did not match.

"We need to know," Hana said.

"Know what?" Thomas asked.

"What actually happened," Hana said. "If we cannot even agree on one day, then what was the last year even for? Was it all a lie? Was I alone when I thought I was with you?"

Thomas looked at the stacks of books. He looked at the boxes. He looked exhausted. "How can we know? The day is gone, Hana. It is just a date on a calendar now."

Hana stood up. She walked over to a small desk that was still pushed against the corner. In the drawer, she found her old journals. She found the one from last year. Her breath caught in her throat.

"I wrote it down," she said. "I always write things down."

Thomas stood up too. He looked at the journal. There was a moment of hesitation. It was a choice. They could finish packing the boxes and walk out the door. They could leave the mystery on the floor with the dust and the dried flower. They could go their separate ways and never look back. Or they could open the door to the past and see what was waiting inside.

"If we do this," Thomas said, "it might not make things better. It might just show us how far apart we really are."

"We are already leaving each other, Thomas," Hana said softly. "It cannot get any worse than this."

She opened the journal to the middle. She flipped through the pages until she found the month of October. Her handwriting was neat and small. She found the page marked with the number fourteen.

She began to read, but as she did, the room around her seemed to fade. The sound of the street traffic disappeared. The smell of dust and cardboard was replaced by the scent of damp earth and coffee.

The air grew cold.

"It started at eight in the morning," Hana said.

Thomas stepped closer. He was finally inside the circle of books. "For me, it started with an alarm clock at six."

They looked at each other. For the first time in months, they were truly looking. Not at the people they wanted to be, but at the people they had become. The air in the room changed. It felt thick with the weight of things unsaid.

The journey back had begun. They were no longer in an empty apartment in the city. They were stepping back into a rainy Saturday, searching for the moment the thread had snapped. They were searching for the exact second they had started to become strangers.
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Chapter Two: The Ghost of the Morning
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The alarm clock on the bedside table did not ring. It hummed. It was a low, vibrating sound that felt like a needle pressing into Thomas’s temple. He reached out a hand, feeling the cold air hit his skin. The apartment was freezing. The heater had been making a clicking noise for weeks, but he had not found the time to call the repairman. He hit the button to stop the humming and stayed very still.

Beside him, Hana was a quiet shape under the heavy blankets. She was facing away from him. Her breathing was deep and steady. Thomas watched the way the grey morning light caught the edges of her hair. He wanted to reach out and touch her shoulder. He wanted to pull her closer and stay in the warmth of the bed for another hour. But his mind was already miles away, sitting at a glass desk in a tall building, looking at blue-prints that did not make sense.

Thomas stood up. His feet hit the hardwood floor, and the cold traveled up his legs. He moved quietly. He was an expert at moving quietly. Over the last year, they had both become experts at moving around each other without making a sound. It was like a dance where neither partner wanted to step on the other’s toes, so they simply stopped touching at all.

In the kitchen, the air smelled of stale coffee and the lemon-scented soap Hana liked. He filled the kettle. The sound of the water running felt loud in the silence. He looked out the window.

It was raining.

Hana had been right about that. It was a thin, grey drizzle that turned the city into a watercolor painting. The streets were dark and wet. The trees in the small park across the street were losing their leaves. They looked tired.

"I have to go," he whispered to the empty room.

He did not want to go. That was the truth he had buried under his professional clothes and his leather briefcase. He wanted to crawl back into bed and tell Hana that he was scared. He wanted to tell her that the bridge project was failing, that the numbers did not add up, and that he felt like he was drowning in a sea of expectations. But Thomas had been raised to believe that a man’s value was measured by his stability. To be afraid was to be unstable. To be unstable was to be a failure.

He made a cup of coffee. It was too hot, and it burned his tongue, but he drank it anyway. He needed the heat. He felt like there was a block of ice sitting in the center of his chest.

He heard a movement behind him. Hana stood in the doorway of the kitchen. She was wearing a thick cardigan over her pajamas. Her eyes were soft with sleep. She looked beautiful and fragile, like a piece of glass that had been washed up by the sea.

"You are leaving already?" she asked. Her voice was small.

"The office called," Thomas said. It was a half-truth. No one had called this morning, but they had called yesterday, and the day before. The crisis was waiting for him. It was a monster that needed to be fed.

"But it is Saturday," Hana said. She walked to the counter and touched the edge of his sleeve. "You promised we would go to the gardens. You said we would look at the autumn colors."

Thomas looked at her hand. He felt a sudden, sharp pang of guilt. He did remember promising that. But the guilt made him feel defensive. It made him feel like he was being hunted.

"I know what I said, Hana. But the bridge... if we do not fix the calculations, the whole project stops. People lose their jobs. I lose my job."

Hana let go of his sleeve. She pulled her cardigan tighter around her. "It is always the project. It is always something else."

"I am doing this for us," Thomas said. He had said those words so many times they had lost their meaning. They were a shield he used to protect himself from the reality that he was simply running away. Work was a place where problems had solutions. Relationships were places where problems just grew like weeds.

"Are you?" she asked. She did not sound angry. She sounded tired. "Because it feels like you are doing it for a version of 'us' that does not exist anymore. I am right here, Thomas. I am in the room. But you are already gone."

Thomas turned away. He could not look at her eyes. If he looked at her eyes, he might stay. And if he stayed, he would have to admit that he did not know how to fix the distance between them.

"I will be home by five," he said. "We can have dinner. We can talk then."

"The rain is supposed to get worse," she said. She was looking out the window now.

"It is just water," Thomas replied.

He picked up his briefcase. He walked to the door and put on his heavy coat. He waited for a moment, his hand on the doorknob. He wanted her to say something else. He wanted her to ask him to stay one more time, maybe with more force. Maybe if she demanded it, he would have an excuse to fail at work.

But Hana did not speak. She stayed by the counter, a quiet ghost in the grey light.

Thomas stepped out into the hallway. The door clicked shut behind him. The sound was final. It was the sound of a lock turning.

As he walked toward the elevator, he felt a strange sensation. He felt as if he had left something behind in the apartment. He checked his pockets. Keys. Wallet. Phone. He had everything. But the feeling did not go away. It followed him into the elevator. It followed him into the lobby.

When he stepped out into the street, the rain hit him. It was cold and sharp. He opened his umbrella, but the wind caught it, jerking his arm. He started walking toward the subway station.

He remembered the office. He remembered the long, silent hours under the hum of the fluorescent lights. He remembered the blue-prints and the cold coffee in paper cups. He remembered the feeling of being a machine.

But as he stood in the empty apartment in the present day, looking at Hana and her journal, the memory began to flicker.

"Wait," Thomas said, his voice cutting through the silence of the room.

Hana looked up from the page. "What is it?"

"The elevator," Thomas said. He sat down on the floor across from her. His knees felt weak. "I remember the elevator. I got inside. I pressed the button for the lobby. But the elevator did not move."

Hana frowned. "The elevator was broken that day? I do not remember that."

"It was not broken," Thomas said. He was staring at the wall, but he was seeing the small metal box of the elevator. "I pressed the button, but I did not let go of the door. I stood there for a long time. I was looking at my reflection in the silver metal of the doors. I looked like a stranger. I looked like someone I did not want to know."

He looked at Hana. "I think I went back."

Hana’s breath hitched. She looked down at her journal. "You told me you were at the office until eight. My journal says we spent the afternoon together. But you just told me you remember the office."

"I remember the office," Thomas repeated. He felt a cold sweat on the back of his neck. "I remember the blue-prints. I remember the sandwich at the desk. But if I went back to the apartment... if I opened that door again... why do I have two different lives in my head?"

Hana turned the page of her journal. Her fingers were shaking. "Because something happened that day. Something we both chose to forget. Or something we both chose to rewrite."

She looked at the entry for ten in the morning.

"In my journal," Hana said softly, "it says you came back at nine-thirty. It says you were soaked to the bone. It says you were crying."

Thomas felt a jolt of electricity go through him. He never cried. He had not cried since he was a child. The idea of him standing in their hallway, wet from the rain and weeping, felt like a story about a different person. It felt impossible.

"I did not cry," Thomas said. But even as he said the words, his heart began to beat faster.

"The journal says you told me the bridge did not matter," Hana continued. Her voice was a whisper now. "It says you told me that nothing mattered
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