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Drafts

On the night Hannah Whitaker heard the song again, she was only supposed to buy milk.

It was just after ten, the hour when ordinary errands begin to feel like evidence of a decent life. People with decent lives bought milk because they had already decided what tomorrow required. They ran out of eggs because they cooked. They bought detergent because there were clothes worth washing. They did not stand in a convenience store under fluorescent lights feeling as if one old song had reached through the years to tap them on the shoulder and say, There you are. Still here.

Hannah stood at the refrigerator wall with the cold coming through the glass and listened.

The song was not famous. It had never belonged to radio. Leah had written it when they were twenty-two and deliriously certain that every unfinished thing in them was really just a future about to arrive. Hannah had written the second verse at a kitchen table sticky with spilled coffee. Leah had laughed, crossed out one line, kissed her once on the wrist, and said, "You're braver on paper."

At twenty-nine, Hannah still wasn't sure whether that had been a compliment.

The cashier scanned somebody else's chips. The machine gave a bored little beep. Outside, rain thinned the city into streaks of color. Hannah's phone lit up on the counter in her hand. The screen showed a reminder she had stopped seeing months ago because the human mind could apparently learn to ignore guilt if it appeared often enough.

Call Michael.

One hundred and forty-seven days overdue.

She swiped it away.

That was Hannah's talent. She could make delay look tidy. She could turn neglect into administration. She could tell herself she wasn't avoiding anything, she was simply waiting for the best moment to do it well. The right time to call her father. The right time to answer Grace's texts about the wedding. The right time to tell Daniel that the life they kept discussing in conditional verbs had started to sound like a room she was supposed to admire without ever opening the door.

The song reached the bridge.

Hannah closed her eyes for one beat too long, and in that beat she saw the old apartment on Mercer Street—the one with the radiator that banged like a bad drummer and the window that never fully shut in winter. Leah standing barefoot in an oversized T-shirt, tuning a guitar. Hannah pretending to edit an application essay while really watching Leah's mouth move through unfinished lyrics. The cheap blue mug with the chipped handle. The train tickets folded inside a cookbook because apparently that had felt safer than keeping them in a wallet. A whole season of almost.

She opened her eyes.

The milk in the refrigerator case looked aggressively practical. She took one carton because that was what she had come for and because it was easier to reach for something cold and ordinary than to stand there becoming a person with a history.

At the counter, the cashier finally looked up. "You want a bag?"

"No," Hannah said.

Her voice sounded normal. That annoyed her.

People always talked about life-changing moments as if the body announced them with thunder. But the truth, at least in Hannah's experience, was meaner and less cinematic. Sometimes a life changed by two percent. A tilt. A crack in the surface. The slightest refusal to keep telling the same lie in the same tone.

She took the milk, pushed through the wet glass door, and stepped into the rain.

Across the street, in the dark mirror of a closed nail salon, she caught her reflection: neat coat, sensible boots, expression arranged into competence. She looked like a woman who remembered birthdays and renewed prescriptions before they ran out. A woman whose kitchen probably contained lemons. A woman who had not once, in the last six years, opened the file on her laptop labeled FIRST DRAFT and then closed it again because some part of her still believed that wanting a different life was less dangerous if no one could prove it.

Her phone buzzed.

Grace: Don't forget tomorrow. Noon. Greenpoint. You promised you'd come early and help me not murder my cousin's florist.

Then, before Hannah could answer, a second text arrived.

Grace: And wear something that says “beloved guest,” not “regional manager at a telecom retreat.”

Despite herself, Hannah smiled.

Rain gathered at the end of her sleeve. Somewhere behind her, through the convenience store glass, the song ended. The next track began with no interest in who had just been undone.

Hannah stood there with the milk in one hand and the city moving around her, and felt something small but undeniable shift.

Not enough to call it bravery.

Not enough to call it change.

But enough to make tomorrow feel like a door.
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Thresholds

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


The Wedding Table

The wedding took place in a converted warehouse that had been taught better manners by string lights.

By the time Hannah arrived, ten minutes early and still somehow breathless, the florist was crying near a ladder and Grace Bennett was standing in the middle of the room holding three place cards and a roll of tape like a person moments away from committing a manageable felony.

"You're late," Grace said.

"It is eleven fifty."

"Exactly. Late emotionally." Grace thrust the tape into Hannah's hand. "The seating chart collapsed, my aunt has decided baby's breath is depressing, and my cousin Daniel keeps using the phrase 'elevated rustic' as if we are all supposed to know what crime that is."

Grace looked immaculate in a plum jumpsuit and impossible earrings. She also looked, as she often did when the world became inefficient, like a benevolent queen preparing to exile someone.

Hannah took the place cards. "What do you need?"

"Someone calm. You have the face of a woman who can survive an email thread. Tape table fourteen. Move the Berksons away from the bar. And if anyone asks, tell them the bride is radiant and not, as she currently is, threatening to cancel the entire institution of marriage."

Hannah smiled and obeyed. This, she understood. Small tasks. Visible outcomes. Objects that stayed where you put them.

She moved through the room with the old competence that had made her useful in every friendship she had ever had and essential in offices she had never loved. The tables were labeled with names of New York streets because Daniel and his fiancée had met on the subway and never stopped making that fact everybody else's problem. Flatware flashed in the early light. White linen softened the concrete. Near the far wall, musicians were setting up under a spray of hanging greenery.

One of them looked up.

The body recognizes before the mind agrees to.

Hannah stopped so quickly that one of the place cards slid from her hand onto the floor.

Leah Calloway stood on the small stage in a blue coat over black rehearsal clothes, a guitar strap across her shoulder, her hair longer than Hannah remembered and pulled into a loose knot that made her face look both older and exactly the same. There were new things—sharper cheekbones, a steadier stillness, the kind of presence people earn instead of inherit. But the essential fact of her was unchanged. She still looked like someone who had walked straight through her own life instead of waiting for permission.

For a ridiculous second, Hannah's mind offered a helpful administrative thought: so that's why the song was on the radio.

Leah's eyes widened, then narrowed in recognition, then gentled into something unreadable. She said nothing. Neither did Hannah. A drummer behind her asked a question about cables, and the moment broke before it could become public.

"Hannah?" Grace's voice carried from across the room. "Please tell me you're not dissociating by
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