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Chapter one

Chapter 1: The Final Journal







The journal seemed heavier than the others, even though it was the same size. It had the same worn leather cover and the same yellowed pages. Still, this one felt different. This was 1926. Owen's last year.

Claire had put it off for two weeks. She finished the 1925 journal and then stopped. She left the last one on her nightstand while she went about her daily routine—working a bit, answering emails, planting more in the garden. But the journal always waited. It held the last words Owen Mitchell would ever write.

On a Sunday morning in late November, she finally picked it up. It had been six months since she found the journals in her grandmother's attic. For six months, she had lived more in Owen's world than her own. Now, she had reached the end.

The first entry was dated January 1, 1926—New Year's Day. Owen's handwriting was still strong and steady, full of the careful precision that made every letter seem important.

"Another year begins," he'd written. "I'm twenty-three now, will turn twenty-four in April. Mother says that's a good age. Says a man at twenty-four has his whole life ahead of him. I hope she's right. I hope there's still time for all the things I've been waiting for. Still time to find her. Still time to know what it feels like to be truly seen by another soul."

Claire's throat tightened. There wasn't time. He had only four months left—sixteen weeks, one hundred and five days. She knew the exact date he died: April 16, 1926. She had learned it during her first week of reading, after checking the genealogy records. But knowing the date and reading his hopeful words from January felt completely different. Claire didn't want it to end the way she knew it would. Somehow she wanted it to change but in her heart she knew it was hopeless. It had all been decided almost a century ago and she had no power to turn it back, to stop it, or to do anything but to sit here and bear witness to the end. 

She kept reading. January's entries were typical Owen—thoughtful observations about winter, about work at the hardware store, about books he was reading. He mentioned feeling tired sometimes but dismissed it. "Just the season," he'd written on January 15. "Winter always makes me want to sleep more. Come spring, I'll have energy again."

But spring would not save him. Spring was when he would die. If there had been anything she could have had, it would have been for that spring to come and to keep Owen in its entirety throughout the year. 

By late January, the entries became a bit shorter. Owen mentioned a cough that would not go away. "Nothing serious," he wrote. "Father had the same thing last year. It passed after a few weeks. Just part of living through an Indiana winter."

Claire set the journal down and pressed her palms to her eyes. It was unbearable—seeing him unaware, making plans for a future that would never come, waiting for someone who would find him almost a century too late.

She made herself keep reading. February brought more references to not feeling well. The cough persisting. His mother worrying. A doctor's visit that didn't amount to much. "Doctor says my lungs are a bit congested but nothing alarming. Gave me some syrup. Should clear up soon."

Yet even as he wrote about his illness and daily life, Owen continued to write about love, connection, and hope.

"I've been thinking about legacy," he wrote on February 10. "What remains of a person after they're gone? Is it just memories held by the people who knew them? And what happens when those people die too? Does the person vanish completely then, like they never existed at all?"

Claire's hands shook as she held the page.

"I think words last," Owen continued. "I think if you write your truth down, it becomes something permanent. Something that can outlive you. Maybe that's why I keep writing in these journals. Not just for me. Not just to process my thoughts. But because maybe, someday, someone will read them. Someone will know that I existed. That I thought and felt and hoped for something beautiful. That I waited for her, even if I never found her. Maybe that matters. Maybe that's enough."

"It matters," Claire whispered. "Owen, it matters. You were right. Your words lasted. They reached me."

She read through February and noticed Owen's handwriting starting to waver. The changes were small—slight differences in the loops and slants, the ink less steady, and the letters sometimes running together when they used to be clear.

March was worse. Owen wrote entries only every few days instead of every day. He admitted he was "quite ill now." His mother was scared, and the doctor had visited several times. They tried different treatments, but nothing seemed to help.

"I'm very tired," Owen wrote on March 15. "Tired in a way I've never felt before. Not just sleepy. Tired in my bones. In my soul. Like my body is trying to tell me something I don't want to hear."

Claire sobbed. She had cried on and off since starting the journal, but now the tears came harder. She understood what his body was telling him. She knew how his story ended.

March 20: "Mother cries when she thinks I can't see her. I want to comfort her but I don't know what to say. Don't know how to make this better."

March 28: "Feels like I'm watching my life from a distance now. Like I'm already half-gone. But even now, even like this, I keep thinking about her. About the woman I never found. I wonder if she's out there somewhere right now, living her life, not knowing I exist. Not knowing I waited for her. I hope she's happy. I hope she finds what she's looking for, even if it isn't me."

"I found you," Claire said through her tears. "I'm here. I found you."

April brought the last entries. Owen's handwriting was shaky, and some letters were hard to read. Claire had to hold the journal close to see the words.

April 5: "Very weak now. Hard to write. But I want to. Need to. These journals—they're all I'll leave behind. Want them to be complete. Want whoever reads them someday to know the whole story."

April 10: "Mother holding my hand. Father reading to me. They're good people. I'm grateful for them. Grateful for this life, even though it's been shorter than I hoped. Grateful for the chance to think and feel and love, even if I never got to give that love to the person I wanted to give it to."

April 12: "Still here. Still hoping. Don't know why. Can't help it. It's just who I am."

Claire turned to the last entry, dated April 14, 1926—two days before Owen died. His handwriting was barely recognizable, shaky and uneven, as if it took all his strength to write.

"If love is real, if souls recognize each other, then time means nothing. I believe in that. I believe in her. If these words reach you, whoever you are, wherever you are, know this: You were worth every moment of waiting. You were worth everything. And somehow, someway, I believe we'll meet. Maybe not in this life. But somewhere."

That was it—the last words Owen Mitchell ever wrote. Two days later, according to the death certificate Claire found, he died of pneumonia. He was twenty-four, never married, and never found the woman he had waited for his whole life.

Claire closed the journal and held it to her chest. She sat on her bed in the November morning light and cried harder than she ever had. She cried for Owen, who died hoping. She cried for herself, born too late to answer his hope. She cried for the impossible timing of love, for how the universe could create two souls meant to understand each other and then separate them by a century.

She cried until she had no tears left, until her eyes were swollen, her throat raw, and her whole body ached from grief. She mourned a man she had never met—a man who had been dead longer than her grandparents had been alive, whose only link to her was words on a page and a genealogy tree showing them as distant cousins.

But he was not just words on a page. He was Owen. He understood her better than anyone alive ever had. His voice made her feel less alone. He proved that real connection existed, even if she would never experience it the way she wanted.

The journal rested in her lap, closed and finished. There were no more entries to read, no more of Owen's thoughts to find. This was the end of his story.

But her story was not over. Somehow, that was the hardest part.








