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POV: Evelyn Crane

I should have worn a warmer coat.

That’s the thought that moves through me as I walk onto the bridge — absurd and mundane and somehow the most human thing my mind can produce in this moment. February has no patience for inadequate clothing. The wind comes off the river in sheets, cutting through the wool of my jacket like it isn’t there, finding every gap between collar and skin with the focused malice of something personal.

I stop at the railing. Look down.

The river is black tonight. Not dark blue, not deep grey — black, the way water gets when the sky above it has no moon and the city lights don’t reach this far and the cold has pressed everything into its most essential, unforgiving form. It moves fast below me. I can hear it more than see it — a low, continuous sound that isn’t quite roaring and isn’t quite whispering and sits somewhere between the two like a held breath.

I’ve been on this bridge before. Dozens of times. It connects the east side of the city to the old financial district and I’ve crossed it in taxis and on foot and once, memorably, on a borrowed bicycle that had no working brakes. It’s a practical bridge. It has never felt significant until tonight.

Tonight it feels like the end of something.

I grip the railing with both hands and try to locate the specific moment everything became irretrievable. The board vote was this afternoon — unanimous, which I still can’t fully process, because three of those board members shook my hand last year and told me the company was in good hands with me. The vote removed me from Crane Holdings’ leadership structure with a legal efficiency that suggested the paperwork had been prepared well in advance. Which of course it had.

The inheritance challenge was filed this morning. My father’s will — the real one, the one I watched him sign, the one that had my name in it — has been contested on grounds I don’t yet fully understand because the attorney I tried to call this afternoon has apparently transferred to a different firm and his replacement is unfamiliar with my case.

And Daniel.

I don’t think about Daniel. I’ve been not thinking about Daniel for six weeks with the determined focus of someone who understands that particular wound needs to stay bandaged until everything else is stable, and nothing else has been stable, and so the bandage stays.

The river moves below me. Fast and black and indifferent.

I hear footsteps on the bridge behind me. I turn.

Sophia.

She’s dressed better than I am — of course she is, Sophia is always dressed better, always more prepared for the conditions she walks into — dark coat, gloves, her hair pulled back with the elegant severity she favors for serious occasions. She stops a few feet away and looks at me with an expression I’ve never seen on her face before.

Not quite concern. Something more complicated.

“I thought you might come here,” she says. “You always walk when you’re processing something.”

“How did the vote feel?” I ask. My voice sounds strange to me — flat, like something with the resonance removed.

“Evelyn — "

“I’m not angry,” I say. Which is true, in a specific and terrible way. I’m past angry. Anger requires energy and I have spent all of mine in the last fourteen months trying to hold something together that was being systematically dismantled from the inside. “I just want to understand. That’s all. Help me understand.”

Sophia looks at me across the two feet of cold air between us. In the dark I can’t read her eyes as well as I normally can — they’re unlit, careful, giving me nothing.

“The company needed different leadership,” she says. “The board agreed.”

“You told them to agree,” I say.

She doesn’t confirm or deny it. She just stands there, beautiful and composed and entirely still, and I look at her — my best friend, the woman I’ve trusted with everything, the person I brought into every room I ever opened — and I feel something in me simply stop.

Not break. Stop. The way a clock stops. All at once, quietly, completely.

“I gave you everything,” I say. Not accusatory. Just factual. “Do you know that? I gave you every single thing I had. Every connection. Every idea. Every room I was ever in, I brought you with me. Every person who mattered to me, I introduced you to. I thought — " I stop. Start again. “I thought that’s what friendship was. I thought I was sharing my life with someone who wanted to share it.”

Sophia’s expression doesn’t change. That’s when I know — not newly, I think I’ve known for a while in the part of myself I’ve been refusing to consult — that there is no version of this conversation that ends the way I need it to end.

“Evelyn,” she says. Her voice is careful. Almost gentle. “You should step back from the railing.”

I turn back to the river. Look down at the black water moving fast below.

“How long?” I ask. “How long has it been this?”

She doesn’t answer.

I hear her move. Not toward me — a shift in position, a slight step to one side, the way you adjust your stance when you’re deciding something.

And then I feel it — the railing, icy under my palms, and my feet losing purchase on the frost-slicked walkway, and the world tilting in the specific, irreversible way of things that cannot be un-tilted once they’ve begun.

I don’t know if she touched me.

That’s the thing I carry into the water with me — I don’t know if she moved or if I slipped or if the line between those two things was so thin on that bridge on that night that it doesn’t matter anymore.

The cold takes me before the question resolves.

I remember the water filling my lungs. I remember looking up through the black surface and seeing the pale oval of her face above me on the bridge — still, watching, making no move toward the railing, no shout for help, no sound at all.

I remember thinking: she’s waiting.

I remember thinking: I should have been paying attention.

Then nothing.

Then gasping. Warm air. Fairy lights above a headboard.

Not this time.
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Evelyn’s POV:

I wake up screaming — except no sound comes out.

My body jackknifes upright, hands clawing at my throat, lungs seizing like they still have water in them. My fingers find only air. Warm air. Dry air. I drag it in once, twice, three times, and slowly — slowly — the drowning sensation fades to a memory instead of a present thing.

I sit there shaking for a full minute before I dare to look around.

The room is wrong.

Not wrong in a bad way — wrong in a way that makes my chest crack open. The pale yellow walls. The string of fairy lights above the headboard that I always meant to take down and never did. The stack of business textbooks on the desk I spent three summers annotating with pink highlighters, convinced I was building toward something extraordinary.

My childhood bedroom.

I died in a black river on a February night at twenty-three years old, and I am sitting in my childhood bedroom.

My hand finds the duvet cover — white with tiny embroidered blue flowers, one my mother chose. I rub the fabric between my fingers once, twice. Real. Solid. Undeniably here. A sound escapes me that isn’t quite a laugh and isn’t quite a sob. I press the back of my hand to my mouth and hold it there until I’m sure I have myself under control.

Think, Evelyn. Think.

I was on the bridge. It was February. I remember the cold — God, the cold — and the ice-slicked railing under my palms as I lost my footing. I remember looking up as I fell and seeing Sophia standing there, her face pale and beautiful and completely, utterly still. Not reaching. Not screaming. Not moving a single muscle to stop what was happening.

Just watching.

I remember the water taking me. And then nothing. And then — this.

I swing my legs off the bed carefully, like the floor might not hold me. It does. I stand. My legs are steady, which surprises me. I walk to the vanity mirror on the far wall and stop in front of it.

The girl looking back at me is eighteen years old.

I stare at her — at me — for a long, still moment. Smooth skin. Wide eyes that haven’t yet learned to hide everything behind them. A face that still looks like it believes people are mostly good.

I reach up and touch my own cheek. The girl in the mirror does the same.

You know what they didn’t know the first time, I tell her silently. You know every name. Every move. Every smile that was a knife in disguise. You know how it ends.

I hold my own gaze until my eyes stop being frightened and start being something else entirely.

Good.

I smooth my hair back with both hands. Roll my shoulders down. Breathe in through my nose, out through my mouth, the way my father taught me before every important meeting — settle yourself before you enter a room, Evie, so the room has to adjust to you, not the other way around.

I have relived five years. The calendar on my desk confirms it without a shred of mercy — today is April 14th. My eighteenth birthday. The morning everything I didn’t know I was losing began to be lost.

Not this time.

I dress slowly and deliberately, choosing an outfit with more intention than my eighteen-year-old self ever brought to anything. A structured blouse. Tailored trousers. Small gold earrings. The kind of quiet put-together that says I am not someone you can afford to underestimate. I practiced this look for years in my first life. Here, I get to start it on day one.

From downstairs, I hear it — Sophia’s laugh.

It is bright and musical and warm, the kind of laugh that made me feel lucky to know her for the better part of a decade. Now it moves through me like a cold current, and I recognize it for exactly what it is: a performance. It always was. I simply wasn’t watching closely enough to see the seams.

I take one more breath at the top of the stairs.

Then I go down.

The kitchen is golden with morning light. My mother is at the counter. My father — my father is at the table with his reading glasses on and his coffee and his newspaper, alive and present and so painfully, perfectly himself that I have to grip the doorframe for just a half second before I release it.

Sophia is seated across from him, both hands wrapped around a mug, laughing at something he said. Her dark hair falls perfectly over one shoulder. Her eyes are bright.

She looks up when I enter. “Evie! Happy birthday, finally — I’ve been down here for an hour.” She says it with such easy affection that for one fractured second the muscle memory of loving her almost fires.

Almost.

“Sorry,” I say, and smile. “Slept deeply.”

I cross to press a kiss to my father’s cheek — I let myself hold it one second longer than I normally would — and then I sit down and pour myself coffee and let my eyes drift, casual and unhurried, around the room.

And then I see it.

On the kitchen counter, half tucked beneath my mother’s recipe binder, is a folder. A thin blue folder with the gold embossed letterhead of Crane Holdings — my father’s company. My company, eventually. The one Sophia would one day hollow out from the inside and hand to herself.

It wouldn’t have meant anything to me at eighteen. I wouldn’t have thought to look twice.

But I’m not eighteen. Not really.

I know that letterhead. I know that folder. It’s the same shade of blue as the preliminary partnership documents Marcus had been quietly circulating — documents that didn’t surface until two years into my first life, documents my father swore he’d never seen before they were used against him.

Except here they are. In my mother’s kitchen. On my eighteenth birthday.

My coffee cup is halfway to my lips. I set it down with perfect steadiness.

The betrayal didn’t start when I was twenty. It didn’t start when Sophia introduced herself to the board, or when she began rerouting my contacts, or when she smiled at my fiancé across a candlelit table and decided she wanted him too.

It started here. It started before here.

And my father — still laughing, still reading his newspaper, still so beautifully unaware — has been sitting three feet away from the proof of it this entire morning.

I pick my coffee back up. Take a calm, measured sip.

Smile at something Sophia says.

And begin.
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