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For everyone who's ever waited at a stationfor someone who was never coming back.


For everyone who's learned that lovedoesn't always look like we think it should.


For everyone still learningthat moving forward isn't the same as forgetting.










  
  
"So we beat on, boats against the current,borne back ceaselessly into the past."— F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby



      ***"Grief is love with nowhere to go."— Unknown
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Prologue


The Disappeared





The candle had burned down to a stub, wax pooling around its base like tears the body no longer had the strength to produce. Ethan Pierce watched the flame dance in the darkness of the motel room, his right hand trembling as he pressed pen to paper. The morphine made everything soft at the edges, blurred reality into something almost bearable, but he fought against the fog. He needed to be present for this. Clear. These words were all he had left to give her. 

Dear June,

He stopped. Crossed it out. Too formal. Too distant.

My love,

Better. True. Even now, especially now.

The Millbrook Motor Lodge smelled of industrial cleaner and something older, darker. Decay dressed up as hygiene. Room 12 had become his confessional, his prison, his final station before the hospice three blocks away opened its doors to him in the morning. The bedspread was burnt orange and scratched his skin through his thin pajamas. He'd lost so much weight in six weeks that clothes hung off him like fabric on a scarecrow. The IV port in his chest ached. Everything ached.

Outside, rain hammered against the window. March rain, cold and relentless. He could hear the highway beyond, the sound of people going somewhere, living their lives, moving forward while he prepared to stop.

I am a coward, he wrote, and his hand shook harder. The medication. The truth. Both, probably.

I am selfish. I am yours.

The pen slipped. He caught it before it fell, gripping tighter than his failing muscles wanted to allow. The oncologist had warned him about the neuropathy, the way cancer ate away at everything, even the simple act of holding things. Holding on.

And if you're reading this, I am already gone.

He set the pen down. Flexed his fingers. Stared at the words until they blurred.

Gone. Such a soft word for death. Such a kind lie.

The nightstand held his last possessions: wallet, phone turned off forever, car keys he'd never use again. And the ring. The wedding band he'd bought seven weeks ago, back when he still believed in futures and forevers and the naive assumption that love could be enough.

Ethan reached for it with his left hand, the steadier one. The gold caught the candlelight as he lifted it, examined it like an artifact from someone else's life. Because it was, wasn't it? That hopeful fool who'd walked into the jeweler's shop belonged to a different timeline. The one where the dull ache in his stomach turned out to be an ulcer. Where the weight loss was just stress. Where the yellow tint to his skin was lighting, angles, anything but jaundice.

He turned the ring over. Read the inscription he'd had engraved on the inner band: June 15th. Always.

Their wedding date. The date that would never come.

His matching ring sat beside June's engagement ring twin on the nightstand. He'd bought them as a set, planning to propose again, properly this time. The first proposal had been rushed, both of them twenty-three and drunk on cheap wine and the invincibility of youth. He'd wanted to do it right. Get down on one knee somewhere meaningful. Say something beautiful instead of "I love you, let's just do this."

He'd had a whole plan. Dinner at the restaurant where they'd had their first date. A string quartet. The new ring alongside the old one, a promise renewed and strengthened. He'd even written vows.

Then the diagnosis came and crushed every plan into dust.

Ethan closed his eyes and he was there again, six weeks ago. Dr. Rahman's office with its terrible art prints and the smell of antiseptic trying to mask fear. The scans on the lightbox showing his insides turned traitor. Mass. Metastasis. Inoperable. Words that sounded like a foreign language even as their meaning carved into his bones.

"Stage four pancreatic cancer," Dr. Rahman had said, and her voice was kind but her eyes were already grieving. "I'm very sorry, Ethan."

"How long?"

"Six months. Perhaps less. The disease is quite aggressive."

Aggressive. As if the cancer had intent. As if it chose him specifically to destroy.

"Treatment options?"

Dr. Rahman's pause said everything. "Palliative care. Pain management. Hospice, when you're ready." A breath. "We can discuss experimental trials, but I need to be honest about the odds."

The odds. He'd looked them up later that night while June slept beside him, unaware her fiancé was dying by cellular treason. Stage four pancreatic cancer: five percent five-year survival rate. Ninety-five percent chance of being dead within five years. But realistically? Most died within months. Weeks, if the cancer had reached the liver. And his had.

He'd stared at statistics until they stopped looking like numbers and started looking like a countdown.

In the waiting room after that appointment, June had been reading a magazine, humming something under her breath. She'd looked up when he emerged and smiled, that sunlight smile that made the whole world feel possible. "Done already? How'd it go?"

"Fine," he'd said. "Just some vitamin deficiency. They'll run more tests."

The first lie. The one that started all the others.

Ethan opened his eyes. The candle flame wavered. He couldn't keep doing this, revisiting the moment everything broke. He had to focus. The letter. The plan.

But memory was a sadist tonight.

He saw June's mother in that hospital bed five years ago. Watched her waste away over eleven months of surgeries and chemo and hope that curdled into horror. He'd held June while she sobbed after each visit, watched her fracture a little more each day until by the end she was barely holding together. The night June's mother died, June had made him promise.

"Don't ever let me watch someone I love die like that," she'd whispered, her face pressed against his chest, her tears soaking through his shirt. "Promise me, Ethan. If something happens to you, if you get sick like that, just go. Don't make me watch. I can't do that again. I can't."

"I promise," he'd said, because you say anything to stop the person you love from hurting. Because it seemed theoretical. Impossible. Something to soothe her in the moment.

He'd forgotten that promises were binding.

When Dr. Rahman said "pancreatic cancer," the first thing Ethan thought was: I made a promise.

The second thing was: June will have to watch me die.

The third: I can't let that happen.

So he'd constructed the lie carefully. Methodically. The way he designed buildings, with attention to structure and detail and making sure nothing collapsed prematurely. He'd started taking clothes to the dry cleaner and never picking them up. Moved his books to his car trunk one armload at a time. Withdrew cash in small amounts. Made it look like he was having doubts. Getting cold feet. Building an exit that wouldn't point to sickness.

He'd even manufactured a fight the night before he left. Something small and stupid about wedding venues. Made himself distant. Cold. Let her think he was pulling away because he was scared of commitment, not because he was terrified of dying and taking her down with him.

At 1:30 AM on March 14th, while June slept, Ethan had packed the last of his things. His toothbrush. His favorite jacket. The framed photo of them at the beach. He'd stood in their bathroom and stared at the shower they'd shared that morning, the towels still damp, her makeup scattered across the counter like she owned the space. Because she did. She owned everything. The apartment, his heart, the future he was about to destroy.

No note. That was crucial. A note meant intention. Explanation. He needed her to think he'd simply chosen to leave. That he was the bastard who abandoned his fiancée without warning, without reason. Better she hate him for cowardice than mourn him for dying. Hate was clean. Anger was survivable. Grief like the kind that took her mother would destroy her.

This way, she'd move on. Find someone better. Someone who could actually give her the wedding, the house, the children, the growing old together. Someone alive.

The phone call to Noah Park had happened two weeks before Ethan left, when he'd finally accepted that he couldn't do this alone. The hospice social worker had recommended LifeLines Ghostwriting, specializing in end-of-life narratives. "Some patients find it helpful," she'd said gently, "to document their story. Leave something behind."

Noah had met him at a café, this quiet man in his thirties who'd lost his own wife to a car accident and turned grief into a career writing other people's final words. He'd listened to Ethan's plan without judgment, his dark eyes understanding things Ethan couldn't articulate.

"You want me to document your last months and deliver it to her after," Noah had said. "When she's ready."

"When she's stopped looking for me," Ethan corrected. "Not before. That's the condition. Watch her. You'll know when. She'll let go. She'll move on. Then give her the truth."

"And if she never lets go?"

Ethan had considered this. Hoped against it. "She will. She's strong. Stronger than I ever was."

He'd paid Noah everything in his savings account. Fifteen thousand dollars for the recordings, the writing, the watching, the waiting. For carrying a secret that would be heavier than any manuscript.

"One more thing," Ethan had said. "If she falls in love with someone else before you deliver this, don't stop her. Don't feel guilty. I want that for her. Do you understand?"

Noah had nodded slowly. "I think you're making a mistake. I think she'd want to say goodbye."

"I know what she wants," Ethan had said. "I know what she can survive."

He'd been so certain. So absolutely sure that leaving was mercy.

The candle sputtered. Ethan picked up the pen again.

But you are finally free.

He looked at what he'd written. The beginning of the manuscript Noah would spend three months recording, transcribing, shaping into something coherent. The goodbye Ethan couldn't say to her face.

Tomorrow, St. Catherine's Hospice would admit him. He'd surrender to the morphine and the decline and the inevitable. He'd documented everything for Noah already: the diagnosis, the reasoning, the love that made him run. Now he just needed to finish this letter and walk away from the life he'd had.

But first, he needed to see her one more time.

At 2:17 AM, Ethan stood outside their apartment building in the rain. Third floor, second window from the left. The light was off. June would be asleep in their bed, the one he'd never share again. He'd climbed the fire escape before, countless times, usually to surprise her. Tonight he climbed it to say goodbye to someone who didn't know she was being left.

The window was cracked open slightly. She always slept with fresh air, even in winter.

Ethan peered through the gap in the curtains.

There she was.

June, sleeping on her side, one hand tucked under the pillow, dark hair spilled across the white sheets. Her face peaceful. Unaware. In the morning she'd wake to find him gone and that peace would shatter. He was doing that to her. Breaking her on purpose because he loved her too much to make her watch him break slowly.

"I'm sorry," he whispered to the glass. "God, June, I'm so sorry."

She didn't stir. The rain covered his words.

He memorized her face. The curve of her cheek. The slight part of her lips. The ring still on her finger, catching ambient light from the street. She was twenty-six years old and she'd wake tomorrow to a ghost story. To a missing person who would haunt train stations in her mind for however long it took her to heal.

Ethan pressed his palm against the cold window, as close to touching her as he'd ever get again.

"Live," he said. "Please. Live enough for both of us."

Then he climbed down and walked away, leaving wet footprints that the rain erased behind him.

The Greyhound station at 4 AM was fluorescent bright and mostly empty. Ethan bought a one-way ticket to Millbrook with cash. The clerk didn't look at him twice. Just another person going somewhere, another transaction, another departure.

He sat on the bench watching the departure board until his bus was called. Millbrook: population 8,000, known for nothing in particular, home to St. Catherine's Hospice and the room where he would die.

Before boarding, Ethan pulled out his phone one last time. Composed a text to June: At the station. Taking the 5 AM to Millbrook. Need to clear my head. Don't wait up.

He stared at it for a long moment. Then deleted everything after "Millbrook" and hit send.

Let her think he'd meant to write more. Let her wonder.

He turned the phone off. Dropped it in a trash can.

On the bus, while the city disappeared behind him and dawn began to gray the sky, Ethan took out his notebook and started the first real entry of the manuscript.

June, my love.

I am a coward. I am selfish. I am yours. And if you're reading this, I am already gone, but you are finally free.

I need to tell you why I left. Why I'm leaving. Why by the time you read these words, I'll be ash and memory and nothing that can hurt you anymore. You're going to hate me. That's the point. That's the mercy.

Six weeks ago, I went to the doctor for what I thought was a stomach ache.

The bus rolled on. The words came slow but steady. Ethan wrote until his hand cramped, until the morphine pulled him under, until Millbrook appeared on the horizon like a final destination.

He thought about June waking in an hour. Reaching for him and finding empty space. Calling his phone and getting nothing. Checking the closet and seeing his clothes gone. The moment of confusion giving way to panic giving way to the terrible, dawning realization that he'd simply left.

He'd ruined her morning. Her month. Maybe her year.

But he'd saved her from eleven months of hospital rooms and false hope and watching him disappear one cell at a time.

That had to be worth something.

It had to be.


      ***At 7:43 AM, June woke to an empty bed.

The apartment was too quiet. That was the first thing she noticed. Ethan usually had music playing or coffee brewing or was humming in the shower. But today, silence pressed against her ears like water.

"Ethan?" she called out, voice rough with sleep.

Nothing.

June sat up. His side of the bed was cold. Not just empty but cold, like he'd been gone for hours.

She checked the bathroom. His toothbrush was missing from the cup. The shower was dry.

Back in the bedroom, she opened his closet. Half empty. His favorite jacket gone. His work boots. His winter coat.

June's heart began to hammer.

She grabbed her phone. One text from him, sent at 4:17 AM: At the station. Taking the 5 AM to Millbrook.

Nothing else. No "I love you." No explanation. Just those eight words like a ransom note written in his absence.

She called. It went straight to voicemail.

Called again. Again. Again.

Voicemail. Voicemail. Voicemail.

June stood in the center of their apartment, surrounded by half-empty spaces where Ethan used to be, and tried to breathe through the rising panic. Maybe he just needed space. Maybe the wedding stress got to him. Maybe he'd be back tonight with flowers and apologies and explanations that made sense.

Maybe.

But the missing toothbrush said otherwise. The empty closet said otherwise. The cold sheets said otherwise.

June sank onto the bed, still wearing the engagement ring he'd given her three years ago, and stared at her phone, waiting for it to ring.

It didn't.

Outside, the city woke and moved and lived, and June waited.

She would wait for three years.

And Ethan, dying slowly in a hospice bed in a town she'd never visited, carrying a secret that would outlive him, had no way to know that his mercy was the cruelest thing he'd ever done.










  
  

Chapter one

The Ritual





The bathroom mirror knew June's face better than she did. Every afternoon at 4:45 PM, she stood in the same spot on the tile floor, under the same fluorescent light that made her skin look corpse-pale, and practiced the expression she'd need for the world outside. 

Smile. Not too wide. Grief-stricken women weren't supposed to smile like they meant it.

But not too sad either. Nobody wanted to see the raw thing. The real face underneath.

June tilted her head slightly, the way she used to when Ethan would compliment her. Found the angle that looked most like a person who was fine, who was managing, who wasn't spending every waking moment waiting for a ghost to materialize on a train platform.

Her engagement ring caught the light as she reached for her makeup bag. Three years and she still wore it. The diamond had a small chip on one side that she'd never gotten fixed. Some days she pressed her thumb against that chip until it hurt, just to feel something sharper than the dull ache that had taken up permanent residence in her chest.

Foundation first. Cover the circles under her eyes that looked like bruises. The makeup artist at the department store had tried to sell her a color corrector once, something peachy-toned to counteract the purple. "You look tired, honey," the woman had said, her voice dripping with the kind of pity that made June want to scream.

She'd bought the corrector. Never used it. The exhaustion was honest, at least.

Mascara. Two coats. Ethan used to say her eyelashes were like spider legs, long and delicate. She'd pretended to be offended but secretly loved it. Now she applied mascara with mechanical precision, each stroke a tiny armor against the world.

Lipstick last. Not red. Red suggested passion, life, forward momentum. She chose a muted rose that made her look pleasant. Approachable. Normal.

The woman in the mirror looked almost human.

June picked up her purse and walked out into a day she'd already lived a thousand times before.


      ***The restoration studio smelled like chemicals and old paper and the particular mustiness of time itself. June had worked at Heritage Photo Restoration for four years now, three of them spent moving through the days like a sleepwalker who'd forgotten how to wake up.

Her workspace was in the back corner, away from the front desk where clients came in with their damaged memories. She preferred it that way. Less small talk. Fewer questions about her own life when she was surrounded by the remnants of other people's dead.

Today's project was a Victorian photograph, a post-mortem portrait of a child who couldn't have been more than three years old. The photo was common for the era. Parents dressed their dead children in their finest clothes, propped them up, held their eyes open or painted pupils onto their closed lids. One last photograph. One final proof that this person had existed, had been loved, had mattered.

The image was badly damaged. Water stains had bloomed across the bottom right corner. The child's face was obscured by a crack that ran diagonally through the frame. June had already scanned it, uploaded it to her computer, and now she worked pixel by pixel to reconstruct what time and tragedy had destroyed.

Her hands were steady. They were always steady when she worked with the dead. It was the living that made them shake.

She zoomed in on the child's eyes. Painted on. The parents had chosen to make their daughter look alive one last time, even though everyone who saw the photograph would know the truth. Death couldn't be hidden, only prettied up. Made palatable.

June understood that impulse more than she should.

She worked in silence except for the soft hum of her computer and the occasional footsteps from the front of the studio. Her supervisor, Marcus, poked his head in around 3:30.

"You okay back here?"

June didn't look up from the screen. "Fine."

"You've been working on that one for two days."

"It requires patience."

Marcus lingered in the doorway. He was a kind man in his fifties who'd hired her despite her complete lack of professional experience because, he'd said, she had the right kind of sadness for the work. At the time, she'd been insulted. Now she understood he'd been offering her sanctuary.

"Don't stay too late," he said. "It's Friday. You should do something. See people."

"I have plans," June lied.

Marcus knew it was a lie. He always knew. But he nodded and retreated, and June returned to the dead child's face, reconstructing it with more care than she gave her own reflection.

By 4:30, she'd finished the restoration. The little girl looked peaceful now. Whole. As if death had never touched her.

June saved the file and shut down her computer. She had somewhere to be.


      ***Union Station at 4:55 PM was a study in controlled chaos. Commuters flooded the main concourse, moving in currents toward their respective platforms. Friday meant everyone was in a hurry to escape the week, to get home, to start their weekends, to live their lives.

June moved against the current toward the ticket counter.

The clerk was new. They usually were. High turnover in a job that required smiling at stressed people all day. This one was young, maybe twenty-two, with a name tag that read ASHLEY and a forced cheerfulness that would be beaten out of her by Christmas.

"Hi! Where are we headed today?"

"Millbrook," June said. "One way."

Ashley's fingers flew over the keyboard. "Millbrook, Millbrook. Okay, that's the 5:17 departure from Platform 7. That'll be thirty-four dollars."

June handed over exact cash. She'd long ago memorized the price.

"Will you be returning today?"

"No."

Ashley printed the ticket and held it out with a smile that was starting to look uncertain. Maybe she recognized something in June's face. Maybe she'd seen her here before, buying the same ticket, day after day.

"Have a great trip!"

June took the ticket without responding and walked toward Platform 7.

The station was beautiful in its way. High vaulted ceilings, art deco fixtures, the old-world grandeur of a time when train travel meant something. June had memorized every detail. The crack in the tile near the newspaper stand. The advertisement for life insurance that had been up for two years. The exact number of steps from the main concourse to Platform 7.

Eighty-three.

She counted them every time.

Platform 7 stretched long and narrow, with benches spaced at regular intervals. During rush hour, they were all occupied. June had learned to arrive exactly on time, not a minute earlier or later, because Bench 12 had to be available.

It was.

She sat down in the same spot she always did. Right side. Three feet from the edge of the platform. The metal was cold even through her skirt. Above her, the departure board clicked and whirred, updating constantly. 5:17 to Millbrook, Track 2, On Time.

Five years ago, this bench was where Ethan had kissed her for the first time.

They'd been waiting for a train to take them to her mother's house for Thanksgiving. June had been anxious, talking too fast, worried her mother wouldn't like him. Ethan had put his hand on her knee to still her bouncing leg, leaned in, and kissed her so gently she'd forgotten everything except the warmth of his mouth and the sound of trains departing around them.

"She'll love me," he'd whispered against her lips. "How could she not?"

Her mother had loved him. Everyone loved Ethan.

That was three months before the cancer diagnosis. Two years before he disappeared. A lifetime ago.

Now June sat on the bench and waited, and the memories played on a loop she couldn't stop.


      ***The regulars were already in position.

The business woman with the purple scarf sat three benches down, typing furiously on her phone. She took the 5:17 every Friday, June had noticed. Always dressed in expensive suits. Always harried. Always making it to the train with seconds to spare.

The old man with the chess set was there too, though he never played. He just set up the pieces on the board balanced on his knees and stared at them like they might reveal some secret. June had wondered, in her darker moments, if he was also waiting for someone. If she'd someday be him, elderly and still holding vigil at a station.

The young mother with twin toddlers struggled past, a child on each hip, diaper bag sliding off her shoulder. The kids were crying. They were always crying. June had watched them grow over three years. They'd been infants when she started coming here. Now they were walking, talking, living proof that time was passing for everyone except her.

All these people had destinations. Homes to go to. Lives that extended beyond this platform.

June had Bench 12 and a ticket she would never use.

She pulled the ticket from her purse and stared at it. The paper was thin. Official. The barcode would let her through the gates if she ever decided to board. But she wouldn't. She never did.

Instead, she let herself fall into the fantasy.

The 5:17 would arrive. The doors would slide open. Passengers would emerge, tired and ready for their weekends. And then, impossibly, Ethan would step off the train.

He'd be wearing his gray coat, the one that brought out the blue in his eyes. His hair would be messy the way it got when he ran his hands through it too many times. He'd scan the platform and his gaze would land on her and his whole face would transform with recognition and relief.

He'd run. She'd stand. They'd collide in the middle of the platform like a scene from a movie.

"June, god, I'm so sorry. It was a mistake. All of it. I had to go but I'm back now and I love you and please, please forgive me."

And she would. Of course she would. Because the alternative was this: the endless waiting, the empty apartment, the life on pause.

In the fantasy, they'd go home together. They'd plan the wedding that never happened. She'd forgive him for the three years of hell and they'd get their happy ending because that's how these stories were supposed to work. People didn't just disappear forever. Not people you loved that much.

The train horn sounded in the distance.

June's heart rate kicked up the way it always did. This time. Maybe this time.

The train pulled into the station with a screech of brakes and a rush of displaced air that smelled like diesel and possibility. The doors opened. Passengers spilled out onto the platform.

June scanned every face.

Businessman in a suit. Elderly couple holding hands. Teenager with headphones. Woman on her phone. Man with a briefcase. Another businessman. College kid with a backpack. Woman with a crying baby.

Not Ethan. Not Ethan. Not Ethan.

The flood became a trickle. The platform cleared. The train sat there for three minutes, per schedule, before the departure warning sounded. Doors closed. The train pulled away.

And June was still sitting on Bench 12, holding a ticket to nowhere, waiting for a man who'd been dead for three years.

The stone of disappointment settled in her chest exactly where it always did. Heavy. Familiar. Almost comforting in its reliability.

She'd been wrong. Again. For the 1,095th time.

June opened her purse and pulled out a small leather box she'd bought specifically for this purpose. Inside, arranged chronologically, were 1,094 unused tickets to Millbrook. She added today's to the collection. Three years of tickets. Three years of hope measured in unused paper and wasted money.

She was snapping the box shut when someone sat down beside her.

June stiffened. Bench 12 was hers. Everyone knew that. Even if they didn't know why, the regulars respected the unspoken rule. You didn't sit on someone else's grief bench.

But this man did.

He didn't say anything. Didn't acknowledge her at all. Just sat down on the far left side of the bench, pulled a worn paperback from his bag, and opened it to a dog-eared page.

June glanced at him from the corner of her eye. Tall. Dark hair that needed a cut. Canvas messenger bag that looked like it had seen better days. He held the book like he actually intended to read it, not like he was using it as a prop to justify sitting.

She waited for him to look at her. To recognize that she was there first. To apologize and move to another bench.

He did none of those things.

For three years, June had sat on this bench alone. The regulars gave her space. They'd watched her buy tickets and not board and they understood, in the way that people who haunt the same spaces understand each other's ghosts.

But this man was new. This man was disrupting the ritual.

And something about that disruption felt like a stone tossed into still water. The ripples were already spreading before she could decide if she wanted them.

June looked at the clock above the platform. 5:45 PM. She usually left at 6:30, after the rush hour crowd thinned and it became obvious Ethan wasn't coming today. But now there was this stranger on her bench and everything felt slightly off-kilter.

She glanced at him again. He'd turned a page. His hands were steady. No wedding ring. The book was The Great Gatsby. She could see the title on the spine.

Ethan's favorite book.

June's breath caught. She looked away quickly, heart hammering. Coincidence. It had to be. Lots of people read Fitzgerald. It didn't mean anything.

But the universe had been so stingy with signs for three years. Every time she thought she saw Ethan in a crowd, every time a stranger's laugh sounded like his, every time she smelled his cologne on someone passing by, it was nothing. Just her brain playing cruel tricks.

So why did this feel different?

The man turned another page. He was really reading, not performing. His eyes tracked across the lines with genuine focus. There was something familiar about the way he held himself. A stillness that reminded her of her own.

June realized she was staring. She forced herself to look at the departure board instead.

6:00 PM. Thirty minutes until she'd normally leave.

But the ritual was already broken. The stranger had broken it simply by existing in her space.

She should leave now. Get up. Walk away. Resume the ritual tomorrow when Bench 12 would be empty again.

But she didn't move.

Instead, she sat there beside a stranger reading her dead fiancé's favorite book, and wondered if this was what it felt like when things started to shift. When the waiting finally cracked. When the story decided it was done with one chapter and ready to start another.

The stranger turned another page.

And June, for reasons she couldn't name, stayed exactly where she was.








  
  

Chapter two

The Ghostwriter





Noah Park's apartment was a mausoleum for other people's deaths. 

Every wall held floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and every shelf was lined with bound manuscripts. Memoirs he'd ghostwritten for the dying. Final words for people who'd run out of time to speak them. Each spine bore a name and a date: Margaret Whitmore, 1943-2019. Thomas Brennan, 1955-2020. Sarah Kim, 1967-2018.

Lives reduced to names and brackets of years. Stories that began with birth and ended with Noah's last interview, usually conducted in hospice rooms that smelled like institutional soap and something sweeter, darker. The specific scent of bodies shutting down.

He'd written forty-seven memoirs in five years. Forty-six of them had been delivered to their intended recipients.

The forty-seventh sat on his desk in a manila envelope, sealed and waiting.

The Long Goodbye by Ethan Pierce.

Noah stared at it the way an alcoholic stares at an unopened bottle. With longing. With dread. With the knowledge that opening it would solve nothing and destroy everything.

Three years. He'd carried this manuscript for three years. Three years of watching June haunt Platform 7 like a ghost who didn't know she was dead. Three years of honoring a promise to a man who'd asked the impossible: wait until she's ready.

But when was someone ready to learn that their missing fiancé had died alone in a hospice bed while they searched for him at train stations?

Noah picked up the envelope. It was heavier than it should be. Paper shouldn't weigh this much. But guilt was dense. Secrets had gravity.

He'd memorized the opening lines years ago:

June, my love. I am a coward. I am selfish. I am yours. And if you're reading this, I am already gone, but you are finally free.

Free. Ethan had genuinely believed that disappearing would free her. That his vanishing act was an act of love rather than the cruelest abandonment imaginable.

Noah had tried to tell him. That last week in the hospice, when Ethan could barely speak through the morphine haze, Noah had leaned close and whispered, "You're making a mistake. She'll never forgive this."

Ethan's response had been barely audible: "She'll forgive me when she's happy again. When she's moved on. When she's living. That's when she'll understand."

Then, with more strength than seemed possible: "Promise me, Noah. Don't give this to her until she's ready. Until she's stopped looking. You'll know."

And because Noah had been a professional, because he'd prided himself on fulfilling his clients' final wishes no matter how strange, he'd promised.

He shouldn't have.


      ***The recording device sat on Noah's desk beside the manuscript. A small digital recorder that contained sixty hours of interviews with Ethan Pierce. Noah kept meaning to archive them, transfer them to his external drive with all the other recordings from other dying people. But he couldn't. Not yet.

Instead, sometimes late at night when he couldn't sleep, he'd play them.

Tonight was one of those nights.

Noah pressed play on the last session. Recorded March 21st, three years ago. Two days before Ethan died.

The audio crackled. Then Ethan's voice emerged, thin and breathy, barely recognizable as the confident architect Noah had first met.

"Noah? Are you there?"

"I'm here, Ethan. We can stop if you're too tired."

"No. Have to. Finish." A pause filled with labored breathing. "Did you see her? At the station?"

"Yes. She was there today. She bought the ticket. She didn't board."

"Good. That means she's still. Looking. Still hoping." Another pause. "I did that to her."

"Yes. You did."

"Don't. Don't let her. Stay there. Don't let her spend. Three years. Five years. Ten years. Waiting."

"How am I supposed to stop her, Ethan? I can't just walk up and hand her this manuscript. You specifically told me not to."

A sound that might have been a laugh or a sob. "You're smart. You'll figure. Something. Make sure she's happy. Before she reads. The truth. Make sure she. Finds someone. Loves again. Lives."

Noah remembered sitting there in that sterile hospice room, holding the recorder, watching Ethan struggle for each word. The man was days from death and still trying to control June's grief from beyond the grave.

"You're asking the impossible," Noah had said.

"I'm asking. What I should've. Asked three years ago. Will you. Watch over her? For me?"

And Noah, fool that he was, had said yes.

The recording continued. Ethan's breathing grew more ragged. The morphine was taking him under, pulling him toward sleep that would eventually become coma and then death.

"If she. Falls in love. With someone else. Before you. Give her. This." Ethan's voice was fading. "Don't stop her. Don't. Feel guilty. I want. That. For her."

Then, so quiet Noah had to strain to hear: "Tell her. I loved her. Enough to. Let her go."

The recording ended with the soft click of Noah shutting off the device.

Two days later, Ethan Pierce died at 3:47 AM. Alone, because he'd specifically requested no witnesses. Noah had arrived at 4:00 AM to find the nurses already preparing the body. They'd handed him Ethan's personal effects: a wallet, a watch, and a small box containing two wedding rings.

"He wanted you to have these," the nurse had said. "Said you'd know what to do with them."

Noah had known. The rings were meant for June. Part of the manuscript's final revelation.

He'd never delivered them.


      ***Noah turned away from the recording device and opened his notebook. The leather journal was worn smooth from three years of constant handling. Inside, written in his careful handwriting, were observations. Field notes. A dossier on a woman who had no idea she was being studied.

June Reyes. Age 29. Resides at 847 Maple Street, Apartment 3B.

Occupation: Photo restoration specialist at Heritage Photo Restoration.

Physical description: 5'6", dark hair usually worn loose, dark eyes. Always wears the engagement ring on her left hand. Never removes it, even when washing her hands.

Daily routine: Works 9 AM to 5 PM, Monday through Friday. Leaves work at approximately 4:35 PM. Arrives at Union Station at 4:55 PM. Purchases ticket to Millbrook at ticket counter. Proceeds to Platform 7, Bench 12. Waits until approximately 6:30 PM. Never boards the train. Leaves station. Returns home.

The observations went on for pages. Three years of watching had given Noah an encyclopedic knowledge of June's habits. How she touched her ring when she was anxious. How she ordered black coffee at the station café but never drank it. How she dressed in muted colors, nothing bright, as if she was in permanent mourning. How her smile, on the rare occasions when she used it, never reached her eyes.

He knew things about her that no stranger should know. The tilt of her head when she was lost in thought. The way she clutched her purse against her chest like armor. The precise moment during the train's arrival when hope flared in her face, and the exact second after the doors closed when that hope died.

He'd watched her break 1,095 times.

And somewhere along the way, watching had become something else.

Noah had broken his own cardinal rule: never get emotionally invested in the people connected to your clients.

But June wasn't a client. She was a ghost story. And he'd spent three years watching her haunt a train station, and at some point, that observation had curdled into something dangerous. Into care. Into fascination.

Into something that felt uncomfortably like love.

Which was insane. You couldn't love someone you'd never spoken to. Someone who didn't know you existed. Someone you were only watching because a dead man had asked you to.

Except apparently you could.

Noah closed the notebook and rubbed his eyes. He hadn't slept properly in weeks. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw June sitting on that bench. Waiting. Always waiting. And he saw Ethan in that hospice bed, whispering his impossible conditions.

Don't give it to her until she's ready. You'll know when. She'll stop wearing the ring. She'll board the train. She'll let him go.

But she hadn't done any of those things. Three years and she was exactly where she'd started: frozen in time, waiting for a man who was never coming back.

How long was Noah supposed to wait? How long did Ethan expect him to carry this secret? Five years? Ten? Until June was old and gray and still buying tickets to nowhere?

Three years is long enough, Noah thought. Ethan would understand. If he could see what his disappearance had done to her, he'd beg Noah to end it. To free her from this prison of false hope.

Or maybe Ethan would be furious. Maybe this was a test of Noah's integrity, and sitting on that bench today was the first step toward failing it.


      ***Noah stood and walked to his kitchen. The apartment was small, a converted studio in a building that should've been condemned decades ago. He'd chosen it specifically because it was cheap and anonymous. The kind of place where you could work with death without disturbing the neighbors.

He made coffee he wouldn't drink. It was something to do with his hands while his mind worked through the problem.

The problem was simple: June needed to know the truth.

The problem was impossible: telling her the truth would destroy her.

But wasn't she already destroyed? Wasn't three years of waiting at train stations its own form of destruction?

Noah leaned against the counter and thought about what he'd done today. Breaking his rule. Sitting beside her on Bench 12. Reading The Great Gatsby because he'd once heard Ethan tell a hospice nurse it was his favorite book, and some sick part of Noah's brain thought maybe it would resonate with her. Maybe she'd recognize it. Maybe it would open a door.

To what? A conversation? A friendship?

A relationship built entirely on lies?

Noah's therapist would have a field day with this. Dr. Martinez had spent two years trying to get Noah to process his wife's death, to understand that writing other people's final words wasn't the same as saying goodbye to Elena. That he was using hospice work as a way to control death, to give it narrative structure, to pretend that if he could just write the perfect ending for someone else, maybe Elena's senseless accident would somehow make sense.

"You're looking for meaning in other people's deaths because you can't find it in your own grief," Dr. Martinez had said.

And now Noah was doing something worse. He was using a dead man's girlfriend as a way to fix something he couldn't fix in himself. He was telling himself it was about honoring Ethan's wishes, but really it was about Noah's own need to save someone. To rewrite an ending. To prove that love didn't always end in train stations and unopened manuscripts.

This was manipulation. He knew that. He was using information he shouldn't have to pursue a woman who was vulnerable and grieving. He knew her routines. Her habits. Her vulnerabilities. He could engineer their meeting to seem like fate when really it was calculation.

He should walk away. Delete his observations. Deliver the manuscript anonymously and let June process the truth without him inserting himself into her story.

That's what a good person would do.

Noah wasn't sure he was a good person anymore.


      ***At 11:47 PM, Noah sat at his desk and made a decision.

Tomorrow, he'd return to Platform 7. He'd sit on Bench 12 again. And this time, he wouldn't just sit. He'd speak. He'd start a conversation. He'd introduce himself as someone who happened to be there, who happened to notice her, who happened to be reading the right book at the right time.

He'd help her heal. That's what Ethan wanted, wasn't it? For June to move on? To live?

What if Noah became the reason she moved on?

It was a terrible plan. Unethical. Built on a foundation of lies that would eventually collapse and destroy everything.

But the alternative was watching her sit on that bench for another three years. Another five. Another decade. Watching her waste her life waiting for a ghost.

Noah opened his notebook to a fresh page and began to plan. Not the manuscript's delivery. That would come later. Much later. When she was happy. When she'd moved on. When the truth wouldn't break her because she'd already built a new life.

He was doing this for her. That's what he told himself.

He was doing this for Ethan, honoring the spirit of the promise if not the letter.

He was doing this for himself, because three years of watching had become three years of wanting, and he was tired of being a spectator in other people's lives.

The manuscript sat in its envelope, sealed and waiting. Noah looked at it one more time before he shut off his desk lamp.

The Long Goodbye.

It was an appropriate title. Ethan had taken three years to say goodbye. And now Noah was starting something that might take even longer to end.

He grabbed his copy of The Great Gatsby from the shelf. Tomorrow, he'd use it as a prop. A conversation starter. A bridge between his world and June's.

Tomorrow, he'd cross a line he could never uncross.

Tomorrow, he'd stop being an observer and become a participant.

And somewhere in the back of his mind, in the place where guilt lived, Noah heard Ethan's voice from that final recording: If she falls in love with someone else, don't stop her.

Had Ethan meant him? Had he somehow known that Noah would become entangled in this? Or was he just giving general permission, assuming Noah would find some other man for June and step aside?

Noah would never know. And that uncertainty was exactly the permission he needed to lie to himself about what he was doing.

He packed his messenger bag for tomorrow: the book, a notebook, a pen. The costume of someone innocuous. Someone safe. Someone who just happened to sit on the right bench at the right time.

Before he turned off the lights, Noah opened the envelope containing the manuscript one last time. Just to remind himself what he was protecting her from. Just to reinforce that this deception was merciful.

He read the final lines:

I loved you enough to leave. Someday, I hope you'll understand that. But more than that, I hope you'll forgive yourself for living after I'm gone. You were always the brave one, June. Not me. Live enough for both of us. That's the only thing I'm asking.

With all the love I have left,Ethan

Noah sealed the envelope again.

Tomorrow, he'd start lying to June Reyes.

And he'd tell himself, over and over, that he was doing it for all the right reasons.









