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Chapter 1

Nora

Spring

The Funeral

It was as if the world had decided to stop spinning, leaving me suspended in a haze of disbelief. Ethan’s funeral was a blur of muted colours and hushed voices, the kind of scene you only expect to witness in movies. Yet here I was, standing on the edge of a grave I never thought I’d see, my chest hollowed out, my breath uneven.

The sky was unreasonably clear, a crisp blue that felt almost mocking. Shouldn’t it have been raining? Thunder storming? A snowstorm? Anything to match the chaos inside me? Instead, sunlight bathed the rows of mourners dressed in black, their faces cast with solemnity—but not the kind that matched the ache writhing in my chest. Nothing could.

The cold bit in, the winter had yet to let go of this spring day. I adjusted the hem of my black dress for the hundredth time. It didn’t matter; it would never feel right. Nothing felt right. My legs wobbled beneath me as if they couldn’t decide if they wanted to hold me up or buckle entirely. I caught a glimpse of my mother in the crowd, her lips pressed into a tight line. Her fake grief felt distant. Why was she even here?

My anger and frustration for her would never compare to the gaping hole Ethan’s death had left in me. Right now, I felt nothing for her, all I felt was in the casket before me. How can that be? How did this happen?

“Nora,” a soft voice interrupted. My best friend, Jenny, placed a hand on my shoulder. “You should sit down. You look like you’re going to faint.”

I shook my head sharply. “No. I can’t.”

She didn't push me further; she just did what she did best. Stood at my side and held me up when it felt like the very ground beneath my feet was being swallowed whole.

I couldn’t sit, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. All I could do was stand there, watching as the coffin was lowered into the ground. A sharp sob escaped my lips, unbidden, and I felt the eyes of the mourner’s flicker toward me. I hated them for their pity. No one here could understand what this felt like. How could they? Ethan was my life. My everything. And now he was gone. Just like that.

One minute we were having dinner and laughing about something stupid and the next, I was calling 911, begging him to wake up while the paramedics rushed in too late. I squeezed my eyes shut, but the image of his still, lifeless face was branded there as an inescapable nightmare. His once beautiful face was frozen in my mind with pain, as I watched the life being pulled away.

The priest’s voice droned on, offering comforting words I couldn’t hear over the roar of my own thoughts. “Ethan Merrick was a man of great kindness, a devoted husband, and a beloved friend...”

Beloved. Devoted. Kind. It felt like a cruel understatement. Ethan wasn’t just those things; he was the center of my universe. He was the kind of man who’d sing terribly off-key just to make me laugh, who left sticky notes on the bathroom mirror that read “You’re beautiful” even when I felt anything but. He made life—my life—something worth waking up for.

And now?

Now, there was nothing but a chasm of silence and the agonizing weight of what could’ve been.

When the priest finished speaking, a few people came forward to toss flowers onto the coffin. Jenny urged me forward, holding out a single white rose. My fingers shook as I took it, its petals soft and fragile against my skin. Just like him, I thought bitterly. Fragile in ways I didn’t even know.

My throat burned as I approached the edge of the grave. I stared down at the polished wood, the finality of it crushing me. “I don’t know how to do this,” I whispered, so quietly that only the wind could hear. My hand faltered, and for a moment, I couldn’t let go of the rose. Throwing it down felt like a betrayal, like admitting that he was really gone. But he was. He was.

Tears blurred my vision as I let the flower fall. It landed softly on the casket, a stark contrast to the weight of my grief. I stepped back, and Jenny caught me by the elbow, steadying me as my legs wavered.

The rest of the service passed in a fog. I barely registered the murmurs of condolences from people I barely knew. “He was such a wonderful man.” “He adored you so much.” “I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

Neither could I.

By the time the crowd began to disperse, I felt like a shell of myself, hollowed out and fragile. Jenny stayed by my side, offering to drive me home, but I shook my head. “I’ll take a cab,” I mumbled, needing the solitude of the ride.

When I finally got home, the silence was unbearable. The echoes of Ethan’s laughter, his footsteps, his voice calling my name—all of it was gone, leaving behind an emptiness that seemed to expand by the second. I slumped onto the couch, staring blankly at the wall. My hands trembled as I reached for my phone, scrolling aimlessly through photos of him. Us. Smiling. Happy. Alive.

The hours after the funeral crawled by in a haze. The house felt like a stranger’s, too quiet, too still. I wandered aimlessly from room to room, picking up objects that used to belong to Ethan. I put on his watch, traced my hand over his favourite book that he left on the coffee table... the book he wanted to finish that night. My hands shook and my chest hurt... something as simple as a book he would never finish. I stood shaking, looking around the room that once held so much warmth and laughter. The half-finished crossword puzzle was still on the end table by his favourite chair, he hadn't finished it because I’d distracted him that morning... wanting his attention. Oh god, the way it felt to have his full attention his love... I frantically scanned the room again looking for anything that might hold some part of him I could cling to.

Night fell, but I couldn’t bring myself to go to bed. The idea of lying there, staring at the empty space where he used to sleep, was unbearable. Instead, I sat on the couch, wrapped in one of his sweaters, and let the weight of the day press down on me. Nuzzling into the collar and breathing deep, it smelled like him. Ethan smelled like fresh linen on a warm summer morning—the crispness of clean cotton mingled with a hint of cedarwood, grounding and steady. There was always a faint trace of citrus, like the tang of orange peel. It was the kind of scent that wrapped around you like a hug, familiar and comforting, like home. It was safety and love.

My tears ran dry, but the ache in my chest remained a dull, relentless throb.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the windows. It sounded almost like a whisper like his voice calling my name. I squeezed my eyes shut and whispered back, “I don’t know how to do this, Ethan. I don’t know how to do any of this without you.”  I sat wrapped in his smell until the darkness of the day finally pulled me under.


Chapter 2

Nora

Spring

The Gift

I hadn’t left the house since the funeral. The thought of stepping outside, of facing the world without Ethan, was unbearable. The walls of our home felt oppressive and comforting all at once, holding the weight of memories I wasn’t ready to face but couldn’t escape from either.

The phone rang incessantly, each vibration grating against my nerves. I knew it was Jenny, or my mother, or one of Ethan’s friends, all of them trying to check on me, to make sure I hadn’t completely fallen apart. But I couldn’t bring myself to answer. What could I possibly say? That I was fine? That I was okay? Those words felt like lies, too heavy to push past my lips.

When the doorbell rang, I considered ignoring that too. But the persistent chime was enough to drag me off the couch, where I’d been curled up in one of Ethan’s old sweaters. My feet felt leaden as I shuffled to the door, my hand trembling as I turned the knob.

A man in a crisp gray suit stood on the porch, holding a leather portfolio under one arm. He was middle-aged, with silver-streaked hair and a sympathetic smile that made my stomach twist. Sympathy had become a currency I didn’t want.

“Mrs. Merrick?” he asked, his voice measured and professional.

“Nora,” I corrected automatically. “Can I help you?”

“I’m Arthur Langley, your husband’s lawyer.”

The words sent a jolt through me. I tightened my grip on the doorframe. “Lawyer? I didn’t even know Ethan had a lawyer.”

Arthur offered a faint smile, one I didn’t want to trust. “I understand this might come as a surprise. May I come in? There are some things we need to discuss.”

I hesitated, my instincts warring between slamming the door in his face and letting him in to unravel why he was here. Eventually, I stepped aside, motioning for him to enter. He walked in, his polished shoes clicking softly against the hardwood floor.

We sat in the living room, the air thick with an awkward tension. I perched on the edge of the armchair, clutching a throw pillow to my chest like a shield. Arthur settled on the couch, opening the portfolio to reveal a stack of neatly arranged papers and a small velvet pouch.

“Ethan left detailed instructions for me to deliver this to you after his passing,” Arthur began. He grabbed the pouch and carefully took a small item out, sliding a single key across the coffee table. “It’s the key to a property he purchased. A lakeside cottage.”

I blinked, the words not registering at first. “A cottage?”

“Yes. He wanted you to have it.”

Confusion swirled in my mind. Ethan had never mentioned a cottage. In fact, we’d often joked about how impractical owning property was when we could barely decide where to take a vacation. “Why wouldn’t he tell me about this?” I asked, my voice sharper than I intended. My chest tightened and I absentmindedly rubbed at it.

His expression softened. “There’s more. Ethan was… quite wealthy. He set up trusts and accounts to ensure you’d be well taken care of.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. “Wealthy?” I repeated, incredulous. “We weren’t wealthy. We had a modest life. He worked a normal job—”

“He worked very hard to maintain that illusion,” Arthur interrupted gently. “But Ethan’s investments and business ventures were extraordinarily successful. He sold it all and planned meticulously to make sure you’d have everything you need after…”

After. The word hung in the air, unspoken but suffocating. I stared at the key, its metal surface catching the light. It felt heavy with meaning I couldn’t yet comprehend.

“Why didn’t he tell me?” I whispered, more to myself than to the man across the room from me.

“He thought it would complicate things,” Arthur said as if that explained everything. “Ethan wanted to focus on living in the moment with you, not worrying about… logistics.”

Logistics? My chest tightened further, anger bubbling beneath my grief. It felt like a betrayal; a strange secret he’d kept from me. But why? “And this cottage?”

“He believed it would be a sanctuary for you,” Arthur said. “A place to grieve, to heal. He left instructions for you to go there. He said everything would become clearer once you did.”

I stared at him, searching his face for answers he couldn’t possibly give me. My fingers curled around the key, the cold metal grounding me in the midst of my swirling emotions.

“I... I don't understand...I don’t know if I can,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper.

Arthur leaned forward, his tone gentle but firm. “Ethan cared for you deeply, Nora. He put so much thought into this. I think you owe it to yourself to see what he’s left for you.”

I nodded slowly, the weight of the key pressing into my palm. I didn’t know what I’d find at the cottage, but something in Arthur's eyes told me it would be important. Maybe even necessary.

As he stood to leave, he handed me a folder containing the details of the cottage’s location and a stack of other documents. I walked him to the door, feeling dazed and unsteady.

When the door clicked shut behind him, I leaned against it, clutching the key so tightly it bit into my skin. A cottage. A secret life. A wealth I never knew we had. The man I thought I’d known better than anyone had left behind a puzzle I wasn’t sure I was ready to solve.

I let the weight of everything pull me down as I crumpled onto the floor, staring at the key in my hand one thought stood out from them all. How did he know I would need somewhere to grieve?


Chapter 3

Nora

Spring

The Cottage

The key to the cottage sat on the kitchen counter, its metallic surface glinting in the sunlight that filtered through the curtains. I’d been avoiding it for days, the weight of Ethan’s secrets pressing down on me every time I walked past it. The lawyer’s words lingered, gnawing at the edge of my thoughts. A sanctuary, he’d called it. But it felt more like a reminder that Ethan had kept things from me—things I couldn’t begin to understand.

“You’re going,” Jenny announced, crossing her arms and fixing me with a no-nonsense glare. She sat at my kitchen table, sipping a cup of coffee like she hadn’t just steamrolled my indecision. She was perfectly put together as usual, her petite frame dressed in light layers and her blonde hair pulled back tight into a high ponytail. Seeing her reminded me that I couldn't remember the last time I showered... or looked in the mirror.

“I don’t know,” I mumbled, staring at the key as though it might bite me.

“Nora,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been stuck in this house for far too long. You’re barely eating. You’re not answering your phone. Ethan would hate to see you like this. Maybe the cottage is exactly what you need.”

I sighed, running a hand through my tangled hair. “You sound like Arthur. My mom, on the other hand, thinks the cottage is just the tip of the iceberg.”

Jenny raised an eyebrow, her green eyes flaring at the mention of my mother. “What does that mean?”

“She thinks there’s more,” I said, my voice heavy with sarcasm. “A secret family, or some elaborate double life.”

Jenny snorted into her coffee. “Your mom watches way too much daytime TV. And what would she know? Because the life I saw with you, the man I know... Ethan? A secret family? The man could barely keep a straight face when he tried to plan a surprise birthday party for you. Come on, Nora. He adored you. Everyone could see it. If he kept secrets, it wouldn't be ones that would hurt you like that. Plus, when would he have time for anyone else in his life, he was with you all the time.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Ethan had been terrible at keeping secrets… or so I thought. But the cottage, the wealth, the careful plans he’d made without me—they all painted a picture I didn’t recognize. I felt like I’d been living with a stranger, and the thought made my chest ache. It just didn't make sense, why would he keep things hidden from me?

Sensing my distress Jenny continued. "Also, why the hell are you talking to your mother Nora? Please don't let them back in because he is gone. They are toxic horrible people, and they don't know you or Ethan or what you had together. He loved you so much Nor, the kind that made everyone else around you two jealous."

I closed my eyes, letting her words soothe the ache in my chest. I took a deep breath to try and calm myself. The faint scent of citrus wrapped around me. Wrapping his sweater tighter around me like a hug I let myself picture him, I let myself take in his warm smile, his always perfect dark brown hair and his eyes. My bottom lip quivered, and I tightened the sweater further allowing myself to see him in my mind his deep blue eyes that had always even from the beginning held so much depth, so much love, held my every second of attention. He wouldn't hurt me... not my Ethan. I opened my eyes to see Jenny quietly watching me.

“I’ve already taken a leave from work,” I muttered. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to spend some time there.”

Jenny’s face lit up. “Exactly! It’s a gift, Nora. From Ethan. Let it be what it’s meant to be.”

Her optimism was contagious, if only slightly. I nodded, more to appease her than because I believed it myself.

The drive to the cottage was longer than I expected, winding through narrow roads that cut through dense forests. The scenery matched my mood, that time after winter when the colours of spring hadn't taken hold yet and everything looked brown and drained of life.

By the time I reached the gravel driveway, the sun was dipping low on the horizon, casting the lake in hues of gold and amber. The cottage stood at the edge of the water, its wooden frame nestled among towering pines. It looked picturesque, like something out of a magazine—too perfect to feel real.

I stepped out of the car, the gravel crunching under my boots. For a moment, I just stood there, taking it all in.

The air smelled of pine and damp earth, the kind of clean, crisp scent you couldn’t find in the city. The lake stretched out before me, its surface shimmering in the fading light. A loon’s haunting call echoed across the water, sending a shiver down my spine.

“Well, here goes nothing,” I muttered to myself, clutching the key in my hand as I approached the front door.

The lock turned smoothly, and the door creaked open to reveal a space that was both cozy and meticulously organized. The living room was filled with warm, earthy tones, with a stone fireplace as its centrepiece. A knitted throw was draped over the couch, and the bookshelves were lined with titles I recognized—books Ethan had loved… books he’d recommended to me. It was uncanny as if he’d curated the space just for me.

I wandered through the cottage in a daze, my fingers brushing over the surfaces. Every detail felt deliberate—the framed photographs of landscapes I’d dreamed of visiting, the mug in the kitchen with my favourite silly quote, the blankets folded neatly on the bed. It was all Ethan, through and through.

When I reached the kitchen, I spotted an envelope propped up against the vase of fresh flowers on the table. My name was written on it in Ethan’s familiar handwriting. My breath hitched as I picked it up, my fingers trembling.

“My Dearest Nora,” the letter began.

Forgetting my luggage in the car or the open front door, I sank into the nearest chair, my legs no longer able to hold me. Tears blurred my vision as I read his words, the sound of his voice echoing in my mind with every sentence.

My Dearest Nora,

If you’re reading this, then you’ve found the cottage. I can imagine you standing there, taking it all in, and I wish more than anything that I could be beside you right now. But even though I’m not, this place—your place—is filled with all the love I’ve carried for you since the moment we met.

Do you remember that day? I don't know if you know but I was having a really bad day, and I just started walking. And then I heard it, heard you laugh. It was like my entire being was drawn to you, I stopped in my tracks. You were outside of the coffee shop you love so much, talking with Jenny and then you looked up at me, we stood there for what felt like forever and you smiled at me, in that moment, I knew my life would never be the same.

You were a force of nature, Nora. You still are. Bright and warm and utterly captivating. You didn’t just walk into my life; you transformed it. You gave me joy I never thought I’d know, a love so profound it still takes my breath away when I think about it.

This cottage is my gift to you. A place where you can breathe, where you can rest, where you can rediscover all the things that make you who you are. I know how much you’ve given of yourself, how often you’ve put others first, and I wanted you to have something that’s just for you. Somewhere to heal, to dream, to figure out what comes next.

And Nora, there will be a next. I need you to promise me something—that you’ll allow yourself to live. Not just survive, but truly live. You have so much brilliance inside of you, so much to offer this world, and I know that whatever path you choose, it will be extraordinary.

You’ll find that I’ve left you the means to follow those dreams, whatever they may be. Maybe you’ll finally take that photography course you always talked about. Or travel to the places we always dreamed of but never could make it to. Whatever you decide, know that you have my unwavering support, now and always.

I’ll explain more in time. For now, I just want you to settle in. Take your time. Let the lake and the trees and the quiet wrap around you like a balm. Let yourself feel whatever you need to feel, without judgment or rush. This is your space, your sanctuary, and my way of giving you a piece of me to hold onto.

Nora, you are my everything.

Loving you was the greatest privilege of my life.

Please don’t ever forget that.

I’ll write again soon. Until then, take care of yourself.

Take care of my Nora.

Forever yours, Ethan

I pressed the letter to my chest, a sob breaking free. The pain of his absence was sharper than ever, but for the first time, there was something else beneath it. A flicker of warmth. Of understanding. Ethan had thought of everything, even when I couldn’t bear to think of life without him.

I stayed there for hours, the letter in my lap, as the light outside faded into darkness. I could feel the cool spring air wrapping around me from the open door and heard the loon call again, its voice both mournful and comforting. I let his words and the feeling of being here in this space hold me. And for the first time since Ethan’s death, I let myself believe that maybe, just maybe, I could survive this.

Chapter 4

Ethan

Spring 2 Years Ago

She Saved Me

The smell of antiseptic from the doctor’s office was overwhelming, the sterile white walls closing in as Dr. Mallory spoke words, I already knew but couldn’t bring myself to hear. You would think that being sick as long as I have would have prepared me for today.

It didn't.

“Ethan,” she began gently, her eyes full of the pity I’d come to dread, “we’ve done everything we can. Your hypertrophic cardiomyopathy has progressed despite the medications and lifestyle changes. At this point, there are no other treatments available to us.”

The words felt like a punch to the chest. I tried to focus on her voice, to catch anything that sounded like hope, but there was nothing. Just a careful explanation of what I should and shouldn’t do, and how to manage the time I had left.

“You need to avoid high-stress situations and strenuous physical activity,” she said. “Your heart is under significant strain, and the risk of sudden cardiac arrest is high. I’d recommend you prioritize your quality of life. Spend time with loved ones. Do the things that matter most to you.”

“How long?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

She hesitated, her hands folding neatly on the desk in front of her. “It’s difficult to say, but if we’re being realistic… a few years at best. Probably less.”

The air left my lungs, and for a moment, I thought my heart might give out right there. A few years. A ticking clock counting down to the end of my life. It was an odd thing, knowing the time you had left. Most people didn’t get that. But in that moment, it felt more like a curse than a blessing.

I left the office in a daze, the doctor’s words echoing in my mind. Quality of life. Spend time with loved ones. Do the things that matter most. How could I do any of that when all I could feel was the weight of what I’d lose? What I’d never get to have?

Without thinking, I started walking. I didn’t know where I was going; I just needed to move, to put distance between myself and the suffocating reality of my diagnosis. The city buzzed around me, but it felt like I was moving in slow motion, disconnected from the world.

And then I heard it.

A laugh.

It was light and musical, cutting through the fog in my mind like a ray of sunlight. I stopped in my tracks, my gaze snapping to its source.

There she was, standing outside a coffee shop, her head thrown back in laughter as she talked with another woman. Her dark auburn hair caught the afternoon light and her smile… God, her smile. It was like my entire being was drawn to her at that moment, every fibre of me screaming that I needed to know her. It was beyond the fact that she was stunning, every feature perfectly crafted. She radiated warmth. Wearing black leggings, white sneakers and an oversized white sweater she was effortlessly perfect.

She looked up then, her hazel eyes meeting mine across the distance. The world seemed to tilt on its axis as we stood there, frozen in time. She didn’t look away, didn’t seem embarrassed to find me staring. Instead, she smiled at me, a soft, genuine smile that felt like it was meant just for me.

My feet moved before I could think better of it. “Hi,” I said, my voice shaky.

She tilted her head slightly, looking up at me, her smile widening. “Hi.” God, up close she took my breath away, her hazel eyes flecked with a light peridot green, light freckles danced across the bridge of her perfect nose and her fair skin glowed from within.

“I… uh…” I fumbled for words, feeling like a fool. “Sorry, I just… I heard you laughing, and I…”

Her friend nudged her playfully. “I’ll grab our drinks,” she said, giving me a knowing look before disappearing into the shop.

“I’m Nora,” she offered, her voice warm and inviting.

“Ethan,” I replied, finally finding my footing. “I’m not usually this awkward, I swear.”

She laughed again, and it felt like the sun breaking through the clouds. “It’s okay. Awkward can be charming.”

I smiled despite myself. Everything I had just learned felt like it was washed away in the realization that this woman existed in the same world as me. I spoke without thinking, “Would it be too forward of me to ask for your number?”

She hesitated, her eyes studying me for a moment before she reached into her bag and pulled out a pen. She scribbled her number on a notepad, ripped off the sheet and handed it to me. “Don’t make me regret this,” she teased.

I promised I wouldn’t, but as I walked away, the paper clutched in my hand, I told myself I couldn’t call her. My time was running out and dragging her into my mess… it wouldn’t be fair. I tucked the note into my wallet and tried to push the memory of her smile out of my mind.

But fate had other plans.

We ran into each other again two weeks later, at a bookstore this time. She caught me off guard, her arms full of novels and her smile just as dazzling as I remembered. “Ethan, right?” she said. My traitorous heart skipped a beat for her, and I knew then that I couldn’t walk away again. I took her in, her hair loose and wavy, a green dress covered with a jean jacket and the same white sneakers she wore the first time we met. It didn't look like she was wearing any makeup, just a slight blush on her cheeks from the cool spring day.

I tried to stay away from her, I was going to accept that my time was up and try and live with some sort of peace before my time came to an end.

But staring into her big hazel eyes, watching the green flecks warm with her laughter. I felt at home, in a way I never had in my life before.

"I thought you forgot about me." She said, her eyes darting to her feet before a hopeful look played across her face and she made eye contact with me again.


I tried to, I almost said. But it felt like she was my gravity, a force pulling me to her.


"I'm sorry, Can I make it up to you?" I asked.

Her smile was brilliant and cracked a part of me wide open that I thought had hardened a long time ago.

At that moment, I made a choice. I would love her with everything I had, for as long as I had. I would give her the best parts of me and keep the worst hidden away.

She didn’t need to know about the ticking clock. She only needed to know that she was my everything.

And she was.

From the very beginning.


Chapter 5

Nora

Spring

First Days Alone

The cottage was quiet—too quiet. No hum of the city, no distant chatter of neighbours, no Ethan. Just the sound of the lake lapping gently at the shore and the occasional rustle of wind through the pines. It should have been peaceful, but all I could feel was the absence of him.

The first morning, I woke up to light streaming through the windows, the kind of soft, golden glow that made everything look like a painting. I’d forgotten to close the curtains the night before. Ethan always did that. My chest tightened at the thought, and I curled deeper into the blankets, refusing to face the day. I reached with my right hand for the place he should be beside me while instinctively playing with my wedding ring on my left. I used to love the feel of my ring, playing with it was something Ethan told me I did to comfort myself. But it didn't bring me comfort anymore. It felt like an unbearable weight, but I couldn't imagine ever taking it off... how could I?

Eventually, hunger and the need to move dragged me out of bed. In the kitchen, I opened the cabinet and froze. There, neatly arranged, were my favourite teas. I pulled one out, turning it over in my hands, my throat tightening. He’d thought of everything. Even this.

I made a cup and sat at the table, staring out at the lake. The water sparkled under the sun, something that would normally make me feel at peace... but it only made the ache in my chest sharper. I sipped the tea, letting the warmth spread through me, but it did little to fill the void. I didn't think anything ever would.

By the second day, I began to explore the cottage. The living room had shelves lined with books Ethan must have picked out. Classics he knew I loved, thrillers he’d teased me about devouring in a single night. What looked to be my entire TBR list, books I had saved on social media, my bookstore Wishlist... had he got them all? My hands shook as I picked a few off the shelf stunned by the effort he put into this place. The tears threatened to spill again, so I tried to push them down, back behind the wall of numb.

On one shelf, I found a small wooden box. Inside were trinkets: a pressed flower from a hike we’d taken, a tiny glass figurine of a loon, a photo of us at a vineyard, laughing with a glass of wine in my hand. God, he was beautiful. He always said I took his breath away, but the first day we met I couldn't believe that he was approaching me. Ethan was always so put together, tall, with a lean but muscular frame, he took his health seriously and it showed. His dark brown hair was always kept at the same length, long enough to show a hint of his natural curl, but short enough that it always looked perfectly styled. His eyes were such a deep blue, they always drew me in and captured my attention. My fingers brushed over the photo, and a sob escaped the numb before I could stop it.

“What am I supposed to do, Ethan?” I whispered to the empty room. "Everything hurts so much."

On the third day, I found the journal. It was tucked into the drawer of the bedside table, a plain leather-bound book with a sticky note on the cover. Ethan’s handwriting was unmistakable.

Write to me, write your feelings, anything. It’ll help. Trust me.

I clutched the journal to my chest, tears spilling over. How had he known? How had he thought of this? I flipped through the blank pages, the promise of their emptiness both comforting and daunting.

I fell asleep crying with the journal in my arms.

I woke to darkness and stumbled my way through the unfamiliar place that felt like him, made myself a tea and lit the fire. When was the last time I ate? The fog of grief was so heavy I was having a hard time keeping track of things that shouldn't be hard to remember.

That night, I sat by the fire and wrote the first words.

Ethan,

I don’t even know where to start. I can barely hold this pen; my hands won’t stop shaking. Nothing feels right—not the air, not the light in this place, not even my own skin. I feel like I’m floating through some horrible nightmare, and any second now I’ll wake up and you’ll be here telling me everything will be ok and it was just a bad dream.

But you’re not here. And you’re not coming back. And I don’t know what to do with that. I don’t know how to breathe without you, how to be in a world that doesn’t have you in it. How am I supposed to?

When you died… oh, God, Ethan. I was so scared. One second, you were just sitting there, smiling at me, and the next… you were gone. Just gone. It happened so fast. I keep replaying it in my head, trying to find a moment when I could have done something, anything, to stop it. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t save you. And I don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself for that.

The cottage… it’s beautiful, of course. It’s exactly the kind of place you would pick. But I’m scared of it too. How did you know I would need this? How did you know I’d be here, staring out at the lake with a cup of tea, wishing it was your hand holding mine instead? How did you think of everything? The teas, the books, the little trinkets… it’s like you’re still here, Ethan, but you’re not. You’re not.

How long did you plan this? How long did you know you wouldn’t be here with me? And what else, Ethan? What else were you keeping from me? I don’t know if I want the answers, but I can’t stop asking. Every time I see something you left behind, it feels like a piece of a puzzle I don’t know how to solve.

I feel so empty. So lost. Like you took the part of me that made sense, and now all that’s left is this hollow shell. I don’t even know who I am without you. We were supposed to have more time. How could you leave me like this?

I’ll try to write again. You always said it helped. Maybe it will. I don’t know. I just… I just wish I could hear your voice one more time. I would give anything for that.

Yours always, Nora

The words poured out, messy and raw, but they were mine. And for the first time since the funeral, I felt just a fraction lighter.

On the fourth day, I met her. I was sitting on the porch with my tea when an older woman appeared, waving as she approached. She was small, with silver hair tied back in a loose bun and a kind smile that reached her eyes. There was something about her that felt oddly familiar, though I couldn’t place it.

“You must be Nora,” she said, stopping a few steps away. “I’m Margaret. I live just down the road.”
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