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Lena, your heart’s a desert bloom | Roots deep, you need no room | To wait for love that burns too dim | Fly now, your wings begin.

Introduction 

After the sudden death of her once-famous ex-boyfriend, a woman returns to New York for the first time in a decade — not for closure, but because she’s unexpectedly named in his will. There’s no inheritance, just a single key. It opens a storage unit filled with fragments of their past: love letters she never mailed, polaroids from nights she forgot, and a stack of notebooks titled “Goodbye #1, #2, and #3.” The last one is missing.

Each chapter unpacks a piece of their shared (and separate) lives — told in present day and memory — as she tries to find out what really happened the night he died... and whether she’s finally ready to say her own goodbye.
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​Preface

They say healing isn’t linear. That it comes in waves, in echoes, in fragments. I believe healing lives inside the things we don’t say out loud. The journal we’re too afraid to open. The place we avoid on the map. The name we delete from our phone but can’t quite erase from memory.

This story is fiction, but it was born from truth—scraps of conversations, old love letters, moments that lived too loudly in my chest to ignore. The Third Goodbye is about the kind of heartbreak you don’t outgrow and the kind of grace it takes to start over anyway.

To anyone who’s ever loved deeply, lost messily, or dared to come back home to themselves—this one’s for you.

Chapter One

I found out Aaron died on a Tuesday.

Not from a phone call, or a headline — not even from one of those nostalgic, too-late “Hey, thinking of you” texts. Just a message from Jules. Three words. No punctuation.

“he’s gone finally

sorry”

I stared at it for a full minute, the heat of my coffee seeping into my hand through a cracked ceramic mug that read: YOU GOT THIS.

A line from a wellness retreat gift shop I half-owned, half-tolerated.

Outside, the New Mexico sun already working overtime, baking the morning air into something thick and hot and unforgiving. My rosemary plant was wilting. Or maybe I was imagining that, because imagining is something I do too often these days.

I didn’t cry. Not right then.

I walked barefoot to the kitchen sink, poured the coffee out, rinsed the mug like it was just another Tuesday. Because in this life — the one I built out here in the desert — Aaron Hale had already died once. Maybe twice. This was just the paperwork.

But three hours later, a courier showed up at my door holding a manila envelope and an awkward smile.

“Are you... Elena Calder?”

Only my mother called me that. But I nodded.

He handed it over like it was nothing more than a cable bill. I didn’t open it until after he drove off, the dust from his tires still spinning in the air.

Inside was a key.

One of those thick, silver storage-unit keys — the kind you get when you’re keeping something too messy for home, but too important to throw away. Taped to a white card with a single line:

“Unit 173. 47-11 35th St. Queens, NY.”

Below it:

Aaron Hale. Deceased.

I sat down on the kitchen floor.

Not because I was overwhelmed, not exactly. But because the past had a funny way of pulling me down by the ankles when I least expected it. I pressed my back to the dishwasher, the tile cool beneath my legs. And I let the weight of his name roll over me like thunder.

Aaron Hale.

Beautiful. Tragic. Addictive in every sense of the word.

He was the kind of man you could spend your twenties surviving and your thirties pretending you didn’t still dream about. And apparently, even in death, he still had things to say.

Or worse — things he wanted me to find.

My phone lit up again.

Jules:

You got the key yet? Don’t ignore me. This is a plot twist.

And yes, I’m already booking your flight. Pack heels. And secrets.

I exhaled.

Because if there’s one thing I knew about Aaron — about us — it was that our story never ended clean. We didn’t do closure. We did cliffhangers.

And this?

This was just the beginning of the third goodbye.

Chapter Two

The airport was colder than it should’ve been. Or maybe I was.

I sat at Gate C19 with a scarf wrapped twice around my neck, watching other people live normal lives — families wrangling toddlers, business travelers glued to their screens, a couple arguing softly over a forgotten charger. None of them looked like they were flying into the arms of the past.

Jules had texted me three more times: updates on the Airbnb she’d booked in SoHo, reminders to “bring something black and fabulous,” and a playlist link called “Return of the Drama Queen.” I didn’t open it. Not yet.

The plane boarded late. New York always made you wait, like it wanted to know you still wanted it bad enough. I stared out the window the whole way, thinking about Unit 173.

Storage units are strange things. They're full of ghosts, even when the person isn’t dead.

When I landed, Jules was already at baggage claim, leaning against a column in a faux-fur coat and giant sunglasses, looking like a 1970s film star slumming it in Delta’s lost luggage.

“Oh my God,” she said, arms open. “You look... emotionally dehydrated. I’m obsessed.”

I laughed for the first time in days. Jules was still Jules — a human cocktail of sarcasm, beauty, and barely-repressed trauma.

We hugged too long. She smelled like Chanel and peppermint gum.

“You ready to find out what the hell he left you?” she asked, linking her arm through mine as we walked.

I wasn’t. But I nodded anyway.

Chapter Three

The storage facility smelled like old cardboard and denial.

Jules wrinkled her nose as we stepped into the long corridor of rust-colored doors. “Why do all these places look like they hide serial killer trophies?”

I glanced down at the silver key in my palm. Unit 173.

“I think that’s kind of the point,” I said. “Everything here is too hard to throw away but too painful to keep close.”

She looked at me, serious for once. “That’s a metaphor for your entire relationship with Aaron.”

I didn’t respond. My stomach was already twisting.

When we found the door — dented, scratched, unremarkable — I hesitated.

“Need me to do it?” Jules offered, already reaching for the key.

“No,” I said. “It should be me.”

The lock clicked open easily. I lifted the roll-up door. It groaned like it hadn’t been touched in years.

Inside was a single metal shelving unit, a few dusty boxes, and a black leather duffel bag. No shrine. No chaos. Just... quiet.

I stepped in.

The first box was labeled “Lena” in Aaron’s handwriting. That stopped me cold.

Inside: a bundle of Polaroids, some of my old letters — ones I wrote him but never sent — and a velvet pouch I recognized instantly. I opened it. My grandmother’s ring. I had lost it the night we broke up. Or thought I had.

I sank onto a folding chair beside the shelf.

“Holy shit,” Jules whispered, standing behind me. “This is like... his side of the breakup. A curated heartbreak exhibit.”

I picked up the second box. Taped to the lid was a note:

Goodbye #2 – For Her Eyes Only

I opened it slowly.

Inside were pages. Dozens. His handwriting, messy and frantic, as if he’d written them during one of his midnight spirals. The first page read:

I didn’t know how to leave you, so I made you leave me first.

Jules stepped back, giving me space.

I read the first few lines and felt like I’d been punched. It wasn’t an apology. It was a confession — about the things he’d done, the lies he’d told, and the moments he wanted to relive if the universe would let him.

There was no Goodbye #1. And no Goodbye #3.

“Where are the others?” I whispered.

Jules knelt beside me. “Maybe he gave Goodbye #1 to someone else. And Goodbye #3...”

She trailed off.

I already knew what she was thinking.

He never finished it. Or he hid it somewhere else.

Either way, Aaron Hale wasn’t done talking. And whether I was ready or not, I had started listening.

Chapter Four

I didn’t expect the building to still be there.

East 7th and Avenue B — the fire escape still slouching like a drunk spine against the bricks, the second-floor window cracked just enough to whisper memory. Our old apartment. The one with a crooked kitchen and a clawfoot tub Aaron once turned into an ice cooler for a party that never ended.

“I can’t believe this hasn’t been turned into a vape lounge,” Jules muttered, hands deep in her coat pockets.

I didn’t respond. I was already climbing the steps, slow, like each one asked a question.

The buzzer still worked. A voice came through — young, male, cautious.

“Yeah?”

“Hi... I used to live in 2B,” I said. “Years ago. I was wondering if—”

“You’re Lena?”

That made me freeze.

“Yes...?”

The door buzzed. Jules raised her eyebrows. “Okay, plot twist.”

We stepped into the narrow hallway, the scent of someone else’s cooking mixing with ghost memories of Aaron’s cologne and old records.

The guy who opened the door looked barely 25. Skinny jeans, bare feet, a guitar in the corner. He smiled — not awkward, but reverent.

“I’m Theo,” he said. “Aaron used to visit. Sometimes he’d sit on the fire escape. Said it helped him think.”

I blinked. “He came back here?”

Theo nodded. “Twice. Once just before Christmas. He looked... not great. But kind. He said this place used to be the only place he felt like he belonged.”

I didn’t know what to do with that.

“He left something. For you,” Theo added. “Didn’t say much. Just said you’d know what to do with it.”

He handed me a small, black moleskin notebook.

My heart hammered.

It wasn’t Goodbye #3. It was older. Weathered. But his handwriting danced across the cover.

She always wanted to believe in magic.

That night, I sat on Jules’s balcony, wrapped in a borrowed blanket, the city lights flickering like dying stars. I opened the notebook.

Inside: poems. Rambling, chaotic, beautiful. Notes in the margins. Mentions of our fights, our laughter, the smell of my hair.

And one line circled twice:

“I was always writing to her, even when I was writing about someone else.”

I closed the notebook. Looked up at the sky. Somewhere below, taxis honked. A couple argued on the sidewalk.

I wasn’t crying. But I wasn’t okay either.

Aaron wasn’t haunting me.

He was asking me to finish the story.

Chapter Five

The bookstore didn’t have a name. Just a faded awning, half torn, and a bell that rang like a memory when I pushed open the
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