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For the ones who keep doors just doors and rooms just rooms.

For the people who practice softness as operations—agents, cleaners, baristas, ground crew, wayfinders, and the quiet choir.

For anyone who has stood at a lip and chosen to step, who took the first good seat, who believed that temporary counts.

For the person in the blue cap, reverent and competent.

For the kid in the dinosaur hoodie and his felt whale—may your windows always be for looking.

For Riley—daylight without rope.

For Mara, who gave circles their orbit.

For Gracie, who keeps a lamp lit and undercooks the vegetables on purpose.

And for you, reader—may your 12:17s be kind, your hinges speak softly, and your sign always say: Still Open Tomorrow.

Keep the door a door.

Lights guide; people land.

Arrive as many times as you need.

— from the Manual for Thresholds
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​Preface
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This book started because I needed a better way to stand at a door.

Once, I mistook a story for a future. I flew to Florida with a heart that wanted rope and came home with a room that wanted a door. In the days after, I put on a blue vest at Gate Twenty-Six and began writing sentences in a small notebook so my hands would know what to do when my heart didn’t: Lights guide; people land. Temporary counts. Home is a verb. I called it the Manual—not policy, not scripture. Just instructions that kept me kind.

What you’re holding is a novel made from those instructions. It’s also a manual disguised as a story. If you came here for spectacle, there is some (headwinds, holds, a go-around), but most of what happens is competence. The drama is in doors, remembering they are doors. The romance is in refusing rope and discovering echoes—signals that come back softer and truer after you stop shouting.

Names and a few details have been changed because rooms deserve privacy and people deserve ordinary lives. The airport is real, the way weather is real: specific and shared. If you work at one, you’ll recognize our saints by their habits. Mara, who runs Lost & Found like a chapel with a label maker and believes softness is operations. The man in the blue cap, reverent and competent, who returns circles, keys, and unlaunched hopes to their right size. A child in a dinosaur hoodie traveling with a felt whale who knows windows are for looking. Riley, daylight without rope, learning how to be furniture in the best sense—reliable, there when needed, otherwise simply holding.

You’ll hear a bell that chimes once and behaves itself. You’ll see a shelf called ORBIT where rings return to being circles. You’ll read the gospel written on café coasters in thick pen—OPEN ≠ OWE, CALM IS A JOB, STILL OPEN TOMORROW. You may notice that at 12:17 the day remembers its manners; that’s not mysticism, just a clock we all learned to trust.

How to read this:


●  Treat the numbered lines as field notes, not laws. Dog-ear them. Argue with them. Replace them with your own.



●  Skip ahead if you like; thresholds repeat. Most chapters can be read as rooms you enter and leave in a different order.



●  When a door tries to audition as a mouth, close the book for a minute. Breathe like you’re under a skylight. Come back when the room agrees with itself again.





What you will not find: perfect people, perfect timing, tidy destiny. What you will find: apologies that land, decisions made at humane heights, a community that learns to keep the exits clear while singing softly. You will see love change shape until it can be carried—less vow, more practice. You will watch strangers form a two-hour neighborhood in open seating and disband without bitterness. You will learn that “first good seat” is both an airport strategy and a life one. You will watch a city teach itself to say welcome without demanding theater.

I’m grateful to the people who let me borrow their weather. To the ground crew who wave daylight with wands. To agents who translate chaos into options and keep their voices steady for a living. To cleaners who hum harmony into floors, the rest of us believe because they do. To the baristas who flip BACK IN 10 to OPEN and mean it. To volunteers who learned the Listen Line and left the fire lanes like rivers. To readers who understand that quiet has a payroll and tip in ink.

If you are between—flight to flight, story to story, version to version—this book is a bench. Sit. Drink some water. When you stand again, check the lip where the jetway meets the plane; we forget seams even when we’ve built them ourselves. If someone offers urgency, loan them your calendar, not your pulse. If two pieces don’t fit, let them be beautiful in their own boxes. If you lost a circle, there’s a shelf for that. If you need to hear it in one sentence before you go on:

Keep the door a door. Lights guide; people land.

At 12:17, somewhere, a PA will say welcome to our city. May it mean you, even if you’re already home.
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​Introduction — A Quiet Manual for Thresholds
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Airports are rooms that pretend to be cities. Cities are rooms that forget they’re rooms. Either way, a gate is just a hinge with seating, and the work is the same: help a doorway stay a doorway while people decide what to do with it.

This is a book about that work.

At Gate Twenty-Six, I learned to translate noise into instructions and panic into posture. I carried a little notebook I called the Manual—not scripture, not policy, just sentences that helped me keep my hands kind. I wrote them in the margins of days that kept arriving: Lights guide; people land. Temporary counts. Home is a verb. The Manual never asked to be right; it asked to be useful.

You’ll meet a handful of people who taught the room to be a room. Mara, who believes softness is operations and runs Lost & Found like a chapel with a label maker. The man in a blue cap, reverent and competent, who returns circles and keys and unlaunched hopes with the calm of weather. A kid in a dinosaur hoodie who travels with a felt whale and understands windows are for looking. Riley, daylight without rope, who learned to be furniture in the best sense: reliable, noticed when needed, otherwise just holding. There is coffee that flips BACK IN 10 to OPEN and means it, and a small bell that chimes once and behaves itself. If you hear the PA at 12:17, that’s just the day remembering its manners.

You may expect scenes of disaster; there aren’t many. Headwinds, yes. Holds, yes. A go-around or two. Mostly, competence. People doing jobs, making space, allowing arrivals to be plural. If you want spectacle, every other door in the world has a megaphone. This book likes murmurs that tell the truth.

You may expect a love story that ties itself in a bow. What you’ll find is love changing its shape until it can be carried—less rope, more echo. Echoes are what remain when you stop shouting, and the room answers anyway. They’re emails sent at humane hours, hands lifted to show the seam at the jetway lip, a coaster that reads STILL OPEN TOMORROW in thick pen.

If you need a map for reading, use this one:


●  Treat the numbered lines as mile markers, not laws. They’re field notes, learned by standing where air turns into verbs.



●  When someone pauses at a threshold, notice the lip. Name it. Offer a wrist, not a script.



●  If two pieces don’t fit, let them be beautiful in their own boxes.



●  When nothing happens, notice what didn’t. Quiet has a payroll.



●  If you get lost, look for the man in the blue cap or a child with a whale. Or listen: the janitor-priest will hum the room back to itself.





I didn’t come to the gate to be noble. I came because I had mistaken a story for a future and didn’t want to confuse them anymore. The gate turned out to be a good teacher. It isn’t romantic about departures. It thinks arrivals should be honest and repeatable. It believes in chairs and water and clear instructions. It believes in people.

So here’s what you’ll read: days that behave, days that don’t, and what to do with both. Small mercies offered at scale. Rules that are really invitations. A shelf called ORBIT, where rings return to being circles. A Listen Line taped on the concourse floor so music never blocks the exits. Time that sets itself to local and stops trying to be impressive. The training of hands that learn to help without holding.

If, while reading, you feel a door start to audition as a mouth, close the book for a minute. Breathe like you’re under a skylight. Come back when the room agrees with itself again. This isn’t a test; it’s a set of ways.

And if you’re looking for the thesis in one sentence, it’s this:

Lights guide; people land.

The rest is rehearsal and kindness. The rest is maintenance. The rest is arriving, still.
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​Prologue — Before the Manual
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I didn’t have the Manual yet.

I had a phone, three sentences rehearsed too smooth, a carry-on that believed in fairy tales, and a boarding pass that said Florida like it was a plot.

The airport there was bright, the way citrus is bright. Doors were mouths. Air-conditioning declared itself. The WELCOME sign wore sunscreen. I arrived at 12:17 because even then the day liked its joke.

First breath for the light grid overhead.

Second, for the body with my name on it.

A third because I didn’t know what else to do.

We had met on a screen and stayed there far too long. Years of typing built a city that didn’t have trash pickup. We were good at echo: you said something, I sent it back warmer, truer, edited until it fit. Rope hid inside those sentences, coiled and patient.

At the curb, I practiced smiling like a person whose face belongs to them. I held the strap of my bag the way you hold a railing on a moving walkway and told the future not to rush. The weather ignored me and did what it always does: arrived.

They came through the sliding doors the way change comes—obvious and untranslateable—and waved before they knew what body their hand belonged to. The hotel paper in their pocket had creases like a map that preferred one route. We walked toward each other because people do.

“Hi,” they said.

“Hi,” I said.

Between us: the seam where jetway meets plane, translated into sunlight and tile. We both looked at it. Neither of us named it.

I remember the way the BACK IN 10 crown leaned on the coffee stand; how the person behind the counter underlined OPEN like a promise they were trying to keep without lying. I remember a child in a dinosaur hoodie practicing sovereignty by dragging a felt whale along the floor, collecting airport. I remember a man in a blue cap—somehow already in this book—picking up a ring near the security trays, holding it like an orbit he was not entitled to.

I remember not taking the ring personally. That came later.

We were polite the way people are when they can still blame the air. “Hungry?” they asked. “Thirsty?” “How was the flight?” “Are you real?” The questions were reasonable, and none of them were the real ones.

I noticed the lip where the floor changed color and decided not to write about it because I was tired of turning physics into poetry. I noticed their hands, which had been practiced typing for a living, and were unprepared for holding. We tried anyway. We made contact and called it proof.

Lunch had sentences. The park had sentences. The room had sentences that wanted to be vows and did not know how to be furniture. I slept beside a person who was mostly a story and woke with a mouth full of narration. Morning peeled us like labels. We were recognizable and not.

On the last day, the airport put its bright face back on and asked us to decide at two different counters. We both said yes to boarding passes like citizens. We both said no to questions we pretended were about luggage. We shared a drink and did not share a future.

“Maybe,” they said, because maybe is a very useful weather pattern.

“Maybe,” I said, because I wanted to be kind without auditioning for forever.

At the doors, we hugged the way people hug when they are short on nouns. I placed my hand on their shoulder and did not steer. They placed their hand on my back and did not press. It was the most honest choreography we had yet invented.

“I’ll write,” they said.

“I’ll read,” I said.

We meant it and didn’t know what it meant.

Inside, a PA announced something ordinary and made it sound like mercy. The man in the blue cap walked past carrying the ring to Lost & Found with reverent competence, as if the circle needed a shelf to remember its job. The child held the felt whale up to a window and declared that the sky was for looking. The coffee stand flipped BACK IN 10 to OPEN and meant it. The sliding doors practiced their hinge.

I boarded. The plane did what planes do when you stop asking them to be symbols: it followed lights. Somewhere over water, I pulled the cocktail napkin out from under my plastic cup and wrote the first line I ever trusted:

Lights guide; people land.

I didn’t know it would be a Manual yet. I only knew that the rope didn’t belong to me, and echo—if I was careful—might.

Back home, the city was its same competent self. I set my suitcase on the floor and my heart on a chair and stared at both like appliances I could learn from. I taped a scrap of paper to the fridge that read NOTHING TO DECLARE because sometimes lies need the right paperwork to confess.

The next morning, I put on a blue vest I hadn’t earned yet and stood at Gate Twenty-Six like a person who has decided to practice being useful. A janitor hummed a hymn into a mop bucket, and the floor believed him. A volunteer named Mara taught me the word ORBIT for the shelf that keeps circles honest. The day said welcome at 12:17, and nobody made a speech.

I opened a small notebook and wrote Rule 1, even though I didn’t number it then:

Keep the door a door.

This is the book that came from that napkin. The old story didn’t become a future. It became a room I could walk out of and back into without worship. Love changed shape until it could be carried. The echo learned to stop shouting. The room learned to speak.

If you need to know how it ends, you can skip ahead: the shelf gets labeled ORBIT, the bell behaves, the whale gets a passport, the coaster says STILL OPEN TOMORROW, and I write here on a form and mean it. But for now, we’re at the beginning.

The doors slide. The air decides. The light is honest.

We start where we should: at the lip, with our feet, saying hello.
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​Chapter One – The First Message
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The glow of the screen was the only light in the room. It painted the walls a ghostly blue and made the empty coffee mug on my desk gleam like porcelain under a full moon. Midnight had already passed, and still I sat there—half-tired, half-restless—scrolling through pages of strangers’ words.

That was how most nights went back then. Sleep didn’t come easily, and silence felt heavier than noise. So, I filled the hours with voices I didn’t know, usernames strung together like codes, fleeting conversations that kept me from remembering how alone I really was.

I almost closed the laptop when it came through. A small, unremarkable message in a chat box I had nearly forgotten was open.

“Hey, are you still awake?”

I stared at it for a moment, uncertain if it was even meant for me. But then I typed back:

“Yeah. You?”

Seconds later, another reply:

“Couldn’t sleep. Thought I’d find someone to talk to. Lucky me, huh?”

I smiled. Something about the casual playfulness in the words felt different from the usual chatter. I typed back before I could overthink it.

“Guess we’re both lucky then.”

And just like that, a door opened.

We talked about nothing at first—weather, music, how strange it was to be wide awake when the world seemed tucked under its blankets. But the conversation kept stretching, reaching for new corners like vines finding places to climb. By the time the clock on my screen read 3:17 a.m., we had traded stories about childhood fears, first heartbreaks, and the kind of random confessions you usually only tell a stranger on a plane.

Their username was simple, but I remember it felt like a name I already knew, as if I’d seen it carved somewhere long before tonight.

At one point, they asked:

“So, why are you awake at this hour?”

I hesitated, then told the truth. Because silence keeps me awake. Because my head won’t stop talking even when my body is exhausted.

They didn’t laugh. They didn’t call it dramatic. Instead, they said:

“Yeah, me too. Some nights are too loud to sleep.”

That was when I felt it—that small, almost imperceptible shift. Like something inside me leaned forward, drawn toward them through nothing but words on a screen.

Over the weeks that followed, those midnight conversations became routine. I would open my laptop as the world outside darkened, half-expecting to see that familiar username glowing online. When I did, it felt like the first spark of warmth on a winter morning.

They had a way of writing that felt alive, almost like I could hear the rhythm of their voice between the lines. Sometimes playful, sometimes sharp, sometimes carrying a weight that made me want to reach through the screen and take it away.

We swapped playlists, each song becoming a thread binding us tighter. They introduced me to a band I’d never heard of, and I sent them an old track that had carried me through one of the hardest years of my life. “That’s our song now,” they joked, and though I laughed, I saved the track in a folder I would never delete.

The distance between us never mattered—at least not then. We lived states apart, yet the hours we spent with each other’s words made it feel like they were just across the street. I didn’t realize it yet, but I was already weaving them into my idea of the future.

It was late one night when the promise slipped out.

We’d been talking about places we’d never been but wanted to see. They mentioned Florida, how the beaches there felt like stepping into another world, and I admitted I’d never been anywhere south of Virginia.

“One day,” they typed, “we’ll meet there. You and me. Airport first. That way, the moment we see each other, it’s like the beginning of something.”

I remember staring at that line until it blurred, a smile tugging at my mouth. I typed back something simple—just “Deal”—but inside, it felt monumental.

A promise.

A thread to hold onto.

Something to look forward to when nights felt endless.

And though I couldn’t have known it then, that single message—their words, my silent hope—would grow into years of waiting, believing, and dreaming.

Because in that moment, I didn’t just read a line on a screen. I believed it.

I believed in them.

And I believed in love.

Chapter Two — Falling in Words

In the days that followed, I carried our first conversation around like a warm coin in my pocket, turning it over in my hand when the afternoon went flat or the office air felt chemical and too bright. I kept catching myself smiling at nothing—the way their joke had landed perfectly at 2:04 a.m., the image of them leaning over a keyboard somewhere else in the world, typing into the same dark.

At lunch, I ate in the park across the street and scrolled through the chat log as if rereading could make it more real. It did. Words had weight now; I could feel them on my tongue, inside my chest. I told myself not to make it anything it wasn’t. At the same time, when I closed my eyes, a voice I had never heard began to form around the syllables of their messages.

That night, I opened my laptop earlier than usual and waited. My screen’s blue light stretched into the dim room like a river. I tried not to stare at the contact list, at the small status indicator that would bloom green if they were online. I made tea. I checked the time. I told myself I had other things to do.

The green circle flickered on.

“You again,” they wrote. “I was hoping.”

I didn’t reply immediately. I wanted to be the person who didn’t rush, who had other open tabs and better things to do. The truth was, I had nothing else I wanted more in that moment than to press my hands into their words and feel them warm.

“Me again,” I wrote. “I guess I’m predictable.”

“Predictable is better than gone,” they sent back.

Something in my chest moved. I thought of all the times I’d been ghosted, conversations that evaporated mid-laugh, the way the air feels after a door shuts quietly.

“What should I call you?” I asked. “If we’re going to be predictable.”

A pause. Then: “Riley.”

The name fit like it had been there all along, the shape of it already pressed into the place I’d made for them.

“Hi, Riley.”

“Hi.” A beat. “And you?”

I looked at my own name typed out, then deleted it, then typed it again. Sharing a name is a small kind of trust. I sent it and sat back, listening for any change in the room, as if the air might carry a reply before the internet did.

“It suits you,” they wrote. “I keep picturing you with that mug you mentioned. The porcelain moon one.”

We became people to each other, then, more than the tidy rectangles of text aligning left and right. I pictured Riley’s desk, imagined a messy orbit of empty glasses, a window where the night pressed its face to the glass. I pictured their hands. I pictured their mouth forming my name.

The hours poured. We told each other things that had gathered like dust bunnies in the corners of our lives: how Riley’s father never learned how to say “I’m sorry” without swallowing the last word; how I’d kept a shoebox of ticket stubs and restaurant sugar packets and pieces of string because it felt like proof—that I had been places, that someone had sat across from me once and stirred their tea. We built a room between us where nothing had to be explained twice.

Riley asked me to send a song, so I sent the one I kept for rainy days when the sky was the color of old receipts. They played it while we were still chatting, and then, typing slowed, they wrote: “This—this feels like that stretch of highway before a storm, when the air is full of static and every radio station fades in and out.”

“Yes,” I wrote, dizzy at being seen. “Exactly that.”

We made a rule without naming it: every night, three questions. Sometimes they were light—“What was the first movie that made you cry?”—and sometimes heavy—“What would your mother be proud of if she saw you now?” We took turns answering honestly, and the honesty kept opening a door I hadn’t known was there. We didn’t flirt often, not with the usual signals, but there was an intimacy to the way Riley would say, “Hold on, I’m going to make tea,” and then return five minutes later, reporting, “Mint. Two leaves. I dropped one and picked it off the floor, don’t judge me.” I felt like I could see them standing barefoot in a small kitchen in the dark, sliding a finger along the lip of the cup to catch the steam.

The nights began to collect. My browser remembered the order of things better than I did—message window, playlist, a map of Florida I clicked open sometimes and stared at without seeing. We had made a promise the night before, the soft kind, the one you say like a dare to your own heart: Airport first. That way, the moment we see each other, it’s the beginning of something.

“Why an airport?” I’d asked.

“Because it’s a threshold,” Riley had written. “A place where people become either arrivals or departures. Where you don’t have to pretend an ending is anything but an ending, or a beginning is anything but a beginning.”

“And Florida?”

“Because the air there feels like the world is rinsing itself clean.”

I had looked up pictures of the terminals, the palms that lined the arrivals curb, the ceiling shaped like a shell, the way the sunlight fell in sheets across glossy floors. I imagined walking under that light toward a real person, the noise of rolling suitcases, the tiny squeaks of rubber, the blinking of the baggage carousel. I imagined the moment when words would finally grow bodies and stand in front of each other. I held that moment like a pearl behind my teeth, afraid to taste it and find out it was fake.

On a Thursday—this is how memory works; sometimes ordinary days wear the most permanent faces—I didn’t see Riley’s green circle flare. I waited a little, then a lot. I told myself life was not a machine; people were not always on or off. I made tea. I watched the clock’s punctuation mark blink. At two, I closed the laptop with a little more force than I needed to.

The next morning at work, my phone buzzed.

“I disappeared. I’m sorry.”

There was a longer message after that—something about a deadline, a friend, a night that turned into morning—but I barely read it. The apology felt like a light where I’d only now admitted there had been dark.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” I wrote. It was the right thing to say. It was also insufficient to the knot it had to cover.

Riley called me that night. We hadn’t done that yet. I watched my phone light up with an unfamiliar number and stared until the call nearly ended. When I answered, the first thing I heard was a breath. Not a dramatic inhale, just the ordinary sound of someone existing. It undid me.

“Hi,” I said, and my voice did that thing voices do when they recognize what they want.

“Hi,” Riley answered. The sound of their name in their own mouth was gentler than I’d imagined. The voice had a sandy edge, like waves after midnight.

“I don’t know if I’m more nervous or more... relieved,” I said, laughing quietly, because it felt too intimate to be loud.

“Relieved, I hope,” Riley said. “I’ve been hearing your answers in my head all day.”

We didn’t talk about big things at first. We talked about the weather—storm warnings inching up the coast—about the neighbor’s cat who kept visiting Riley’s windowsill, about the way the supermarket changes when it’s almost closing time, the echoes of footsteps down long aisles. But the ordinary things were exactly what I needed to hear, each detail a stitch closing some invisible wound.

“Say your name again,” Riley asked, somewhere near midnight.

I did. It felt like repeating a spell, like pulling my own shape more clearly into the space between us.

They said it back, just once, and I closed my eyes. If I had to describe the exact moment I fell in love, it might have been that: a stranger saying my name like a promise that I existed where they could reach.

We started sleeping with the call still on. Not often—maybe twice a week, on the nights when the words ran out, but neither of us could bear to hang up. The first time, I woke close to dawn to the soft rasp of Riley’s breathing. It knocked something loose in me, a small grief for what I hadn’t known I missed. I lay there listening until birds started writing the sky with sound, and when I finally whispered good morning, Riley stirred and whispered the same back.

The world felt possible those mornings. Coffee tasted like something that might carry me. The office felt less like a fluorescent box and more like a place I could pass through on my way to the thing I was building.

We kept building. A Google doc we called “Someday,” where we collected lists and small future plans: places to eat when we finally met, movies to watch side-by-side, a thrift store in Orlando with great vinyl selections, and a bookstore near the airport that carried poetry zines. We added stupid things: “Buy the cheapest snow globe in Florida.” “If it rains, dance like we are in a terrible music video and do not apologize.” We added tender things: “Hold hands in a grocery store and pick the ripest peach.”

Some nights, we would open the doc at the same time and watch our cursors wink at each other like fireflies.

The doc made us brave enough to talk about dates. We set one in pencil. We said “summer” and then narrowed it to a week. I opened another tab to check prices on flights and found myself doing math I hadn’t had to do since school. The numbers felt real in a way love rarely does; they were a rope I could hold.

“Airport first,” Riley would say, like a refrain we both recognized.

“Airport first,” I echoed, and the words felt like a key turning.

Not all of it was easy. It shouldn’t be, I suppose. There were nights when Riley went quiet, and I saw the way silence could widen a room faster than a scream. Once, after three hours of back-and-forth, I asked if we could video call; the request felt like stepping off a curb I hadn’t measured.

Riley was gentle. “Not yet,” they said. “I like this. The sentences. The time they take.”

“Okay,” I answered, and meant it. I told myself it was romantic, the way we were building something out of patience and imagination. But when I caught my reflection in the blank screen between messages, I watched my own mouth form the words not yet and wondered what part of me was learning to make itself small.

We sent each other pictures eventually—of our desks, of a sunrise, of the view from Riley’s window (a row of houses with wet roofs, a utility pole shouldering a tangle of wires like a burden), of my favorite corner in my living room (a chair with a throw blanket that looked like a coastline). No faces. I didn’t press. I wanted whatever we had to stay unspooked.

“I look like a person,” Riley texted once, when I joked about it. “Average height, average hair, average worries.”

“You sound like a heartbeat,” I wrote back without thinking, and then I stared at the sentence until shame and pride braided themselves into something I couldn’t untie.

Riley didn’t reply right away. When they did, it was with a voice note: a laugh that startled me with its nearness, then a soft, “You’re going to be trouble, aren’t you?” The voice note ended on a half-breath, and I listened to it three times before I let myself reply.

I told my coworker Gracie about Riley one Monday when the printers went down and we all stood around pretending to be helpful. I tried to keep it to facts—met online, good conversation, might meet in Florida in the summer. Gracie listened, her head tilted. “Just be careful,” she said in that careful voice people use a fraction of a second before they say something they know you’ll ignore. “Sometimes the person we meet in our head is kinder than the person we meet in the world.”

“I know,” I said, and I did, the way you know you shouldn’t touch a hot pan and then touch it anyway to be sure. “This is... different.”

It was. That’s the dangerous thing: sometimes it really is.

At night, I wrote letters I never sent. That’s another thing I will confess: I wanted to practice saying certain truths before I laid them at Riley’s feet. In one, I described the way I’d once seen lightning split the sky and felt it in my molars. In another, I told the story of the woman I’d almost stayed with out of habit, how, in the end, we’d divided our books like we were splitting a river. In a third, I wrote about waiting rooms and white tile floors and how grief sounds when it sits down beside you and decides not to leave for a while.

I tucked the letters into the back of the “Someday” folder on my desktop. I told myself the day would come when I would read them out loud, with Florida air pressed warm against the window, with Riley’s hand somewhere within reach.

One night, the storm we’d been whispering around finally grazed the coast. The weather map looked like a bruise. I asked Riley if they were okay; they sent back a picture of rain blurring streetlights into halos and wrote, “Meet me there.”

I laughed. “There where?”

“At the edge of a storm,” they wrote. “That’s where summer really starts.”

We stayed on the phone while thunder shouldered the horizon. Our conversation kept finding small, honest places to land.

“What scares you?” I asked when the lightning paused.

“Being misremembered,” Riley said, and I heard the truth arrive before they finished the T. “And you?”

“Being remembered exactly,” I said, words surprising me as I spoke them. “Like someone could name the part of me I’ve always left nameless.”

Silence then. Or not silence—static and rain and our two breaths negotiating the space. It didn’t feel empty.

“I like the way you say things,” Riley murmured after a minute.

“I like the way you hear them,” I said.

The date shifted from pencil to ink. I bought a ticket and forwarded the confirmation email to myself twice, as if backup could make the future more secure. We set a tentative arrival time: afternoon, when light would spill through the high windows and pool like melted gold on the tiles. We swapped flight numbers the way people used to swap house keys. I researched the terminal again, a ritual I performed now when anxiety spiked. The map showed a small coffee stand near the elevators. “I’ll be there,” I texted.

“Airport first,” Riley replied.

I started noticing Florida everywhere: a billboard at the bus stop with a cartoon orange wearing sunglasses, a child in the grocery store tugging on his mother’s sleeve and begging for a seashell, a woman on the train with a tote bag that said Palm. The universe was building a chorus. I listened.

On the last night of May, we fell asleep on the phone again. I woke to the sound of a plane overhead, low and muscular, a sound that had become a kind of prayer. Riley was still breathing on the line. I whispered, “Good morning,” and listened to the word go elsewhere first, then return to me with a soft, “Good morning, you.”

That day at work, I bought a small notebook in the gift shop downstairs. On the first page, I wrote, When we meet, ask if they still like mint tea with two leaves. Ask what the air tastes like there. Ask if they want to stand still or walk. Ask if they want to hold hands or not yet. Ask if they want to watch people arrive or leave. I drew a crude palm tree in the margin and felt ridiculous and exactly like myself.

If someone had asked me, When did you begin confusing the future for the present? I could point to that notebook, to the careful questions I had written for a person I did not yet know how to touch. But love is a map we draw from memory; we sketch the roads before we travel them and hope the cities will be where we say they are.

A week before my flight, Riley sent a message at an hour when morning and night were shaking hands.

“I’m thinking of canceling Saturday with Mia,” they wrote.

I stared at the name. It sat there in the sentence like a door I hadn’t noticed in a wall I thought I knew.

“Who’s Mia?” I asked, typing slowly, carefully, like the words might crack the floorboards if I laid them down too hard.

A pause. I felt it in my throat.

“A friend,” Riley sent. “It’s not... important.”

I nodded at the screen as if the camera were on. “Okay.” I was proud of my voice for sounding like a person who trusts. “You don’t have to cancel anything for me.”

“I want to,” they returned, quick and bright, like a match. “I just—want to make space.”

I folded that sentence like a small flag and put it in my pocket. I did not ask the questions I held in my mouth. What kind of friend? Do they know about me? Do I know about them? It felt impolite to interrogate the shape of the world I’d been welcomed into. It felt immature to care. It felt unavoidable to feel the new bruise forming, the tender place I’d press later to remind myself I was alive.

That night, on the phone, we returned to the weather. It was easy. We could lay our voices on top of the forecast and both hear what we needed.

“Do you think it will rain the day we meet?” I asked. I was thinking of thresholds again, of airports shiny with fresh water, of the particular romance of arrivals through a curtain of new weather.

“I hope it does,” Riley said. “I want to step into it like we’re stepping into a story.”

“We already are,” I said, and the line went quiet in that way that means a smile.

We ended the call with our ritual: three questions. Riley asked the last one.

“What will you wear at the airport?” they said, playful, ceremonial.

“A shirt you’ll recognize from the picture of my chair,” I answered. “The color is impossible to describe.”

“I’ll find it,” Riley said. “I always can.”

“Your turn,” I said. “What will you wear?”

“Something that feels like me,” they said, and I could hear the grin. “You’ll know.”

After we said goodnight, I stayed awake a while longer, picturing the moment through different lenses—like a photograph, like a film still, like a memory I hadn’t earned yet. I didn’t imagine the colors; I didn’t imagine the precise shape of the room. I imagined the exact second our eyes met and everything else fell away, the way a camera drops focus on the background to curl the world around two faces. I imagined the sound of suitcase wheels, the soft click of the phone sliding into my back pocket so my hands could be useful. I imagined saying their name and having the echo answer back from someone with a mouth.

When I finally slept, I dreamed of an airport I’d never seen, a ceiling ribbed like the underside of a whale, the scent of coffee and flight metal and tide. In the dream, the speakers called out arrivals from cities I had never been to, and somewhere, past a crowd that parted and closed and parted again, a person lifted their hand. I could not tell you their face when I woke. Only that the hand felt like a lighthouse telling the ocean where to go.

In the morning, there was a message waiting.

“Airport first,” Riley had written. “I’ll be at the coffee stand by the elevators, probably earlier than I should be. I want to watch you arrive.”

I opened the window. The day smelled ordinary—car exhaust and dew and someone else’s toast burning two floors down. Still, I felt the air as if I had taken a bite out of it. I wrote back, “I’ll find you.” Then, because the truth was climbing into my mouth and I was tired of resisting, I added, “I can’t wait.”

“Me neither,” Riley wrote. “Not long now.”

I pressed my palm to the screen, as if warmth could cross. I do not know if this is the part where I should have noticed the shape of the word probably in their message, the hedge built into the promise like a hidden beam holding up a wall I had mistaken for open sky. I do not know if caution could have saved me, or if love is only love when you walk into it without a helmet.

I know this: that week, every sound became an arrival announcement, every light a window brightness shining on glossy floors. I told Gracie I would be out next Friday, and she raised both eyebrows and said, “Florida?” like a dare. I nodded. She hugged me the way good people do when they want to bless your hope without owning any of the risk.

“Send pictures,” she said. “Send proof that the world is kinder than I think.”

“I will,” I said, as if proof were not another name for faith.

That night, I couldn’t sleep. Not because of fear. Because the air felt crowded with the future. I lay there in the dark, phone face down on the pillow so it would light my cheek if Riley called. I listened to my own breath threading the hours together. When the phone finally vibrated, close to two, I didn’t even flinch.

“Hey,” Riley said, voice familiar enough now to loosen my shoulders.

“Hi,” I whispered, turning onto my side to face the sound. We talked about nothing and everything. We named the constellations of ceiling cracks above us like children learning the sky. We said the word “soon” until it lost its shape and became a sound like water, like the way the ocean keeps returning to the shore because it has nowhere else to be.

Before we hung up, Riley said, “When you step off the plane, don’t look for me right away. Look up at the ceiling first. I want you to see it before you see me.”

“Why?” I asked, smiling into the dark.

“Because I want your first breath there to belong to you,” they said softly. “Then—if you choose—give me the second.”

We stayed on the line a moment longer, long enough to hear the other person not speak, which is its own kind of tenderness. And when the call ended, when the screen went to black and returned me to my room, I lay awake thinking: I will give them every breath I have.

In the morning, I booked a seat by the window. I wanted to watch the world rearrange itself beneath me—rivers turning into threads, roads into stitches, clouds into the backs of animals drifting across a blank field. I wanted to see the horizon curve. I wanted my body to know the distance we were about to close.

I printed the ticket and tucked it into the notebook with the palm tree. On the next page, I wrote: Chapter One: Arrivals. Then I crossed it out. I didn’t want to curse anything by giving it a name too soon. Instead, I wrote, simply, Florida. Under that, Airport first.

Outside, the day was summer-like. Somewhere, hundreds of miles south, a city inhaled the wet heat and exhaled a thousand stories at once. In one of them, a person stood by a coffee stand near an elevator and checked the time. In another, a voice said my name and meant it. In a third, a single drop of rain hit the glass roof of a terminal and began to trace its route down, joining others until the whole surface sang.

I didn’t know which story would be mine yet. I only knew I had chosen to walk into it with my eyes open.

Chapter Three – The Promise

The week before the flight stretched and snapped like a rubber band pulled too far. Every hour felt both longer and shorter, a strange compression where time refused to move the way I needed it to. I marked off days on my calendar like a child waiting for summer break. Each “X” bled into the next, but instead of making the wait easier, it made my chest heavier.

I caught myself rehearsing in my head—what I would say when I saw Riley, how I would hold myself, whether I should smile immediately or let the moment breathe. I stood in front of the mirror and tried on expressions like clothes: casual warmth, startled wonder, calm confidence. Every version looked a little like a stranger.

At night, the rituals continued. Riley and I still traded our three questions, though lately their answers felt shorter, as if clipped by something unsaid.

“What’s your favorite smell?” I asked one evening.

“Rain on pavement,” they replied.

I wanted more—I wanted them to describe it, the way water carries the scent of heat, how the air hums with ozone—but when I waited, nothing followed.

So I filled the silence. “Mine is cinnamon. My grandmother’s kitchen always smelled like it, even when she wasn’t baking. Like the walls had absorbed sweetness.”

“That’s nice,” Riley said, and I tried to ignore the small bruise the brevity left.

The day before my flight, I printed the boarding pass and tucked it into my notebook. My coworker Gracie saw the corner of it sticking out of my bag and grinned like she’d caught me carrying contraband.

“Tomorrow?” she asked.

I nodded, unable to keep my own smile contained.

“God, you’re glowing. Don’t be crushed if it’s not...” She trailed off, searching for the right word. “If it’s not the movie version.”

“It doesn’t have to be a movie,” I said, a little too quickly. “It just has to be us.”

She gave me a look that was equal parts affection and warning, the kind only a friend who’s seen your heart bruised before can manage. “Just remember—words are easy. Reality’s heavier.”

Her caution followed me all day like a shadow, but I refused to carry it into the night.

That evening, Riley called. Their voice was steady but softer than usual, as though wrapped in cotton.

“You’re packed?” they asked.

“Almost. I keep adding things I don’t need.”

“That’s normal. You want to be ready for anything.”

“I want to be ready for you,” I said before I could stop myself.

A pause. Then a low laugh, quick, almost deflective. “You’ll do fine.”

Something in the tone struck me, but I brushed it aside. “I keep picturing it,” I admitted. “Walking through the terminal, finding you by the coffee stand. I wonder what we’ll say first.”

“You don’t have to plan it,” Riley replied. “Just let it happen.”

“Are you nervous?” I asked.

Another pause, longer this time. “A little.”

Relief spread through me. “Me too. But the good kind. The kind before something that matters.”

“Right,” they said, though the word sounded weighed down.

When the call ended, I lay awake staring at the ceiling, my heart too loud in my chest. It was easy to tell myself Riley was just tired, or distracted, or carrying something heavy I couldn’t see. But another part of me—the one that had always listened too closely for what people didn’t say—wondered if this was the first sign of distance.

I pushed the thought away. Tomorrow would prove it wrong. Tomorrow, we would stand in the same place, and the screen between us would finally disappear.

On the flight, I pressed my forehead to the cool oval of the window and watched the ground dissolve into clouds. Florida was only hours away. The hum of the plane became a kind of lullaby, my heartbeat syncing with the engines.

I imagined Riley waiting already, coffee in hand, eyes scanning the arrivals board. Maybe they were nervous, too. Maybe they were pacing, rehearsing their own expressions in a mirrored wall.

I closed my eyes and pictured the exact moment: stepping into the terminal, my gaze catching theirs, recognition sparking like a fuse. That would be the proof—the silence between us collapsing, the distance finally rewritten.

I didn’t realize then how fragile a promise really is, or how easily it can bend into something unrecognizable.

All I knew, as the plane carried me south, was that I had built my whole heart around this arrival.

And that I was ready to hand it over.

Chapter Four – Parallel Lives

The night before the flight, sleep became impossible. I lay in the half-dark of my room, suitcase zipped tight at the foot of the bed, every item folded and refolded until it looked more like a ritual than packing. My passport, my boarding pass, my notebook—all stacked neatly on the nightstand like offerings.

I tried closing my eyes, but my mind kept rehearsing every detail of what tomorrow might look like: the walk from the gate, the hum of the terminal, the exact tilt of my head when I spotted Riley by the coffee stand. My stomach fluttered each time, equal parts thrill and fear.

Sometime after two, my phone buzzed.

Riley: You awake?

I answered immediately. “Yeah.”

Riley: I keep thinking about tomorrow.

Me: Me too. Can’t believe it’s finally here.

There was a long pause before their next reply.

Riley: It’s strange, isn’t it? We’ve known each other for years, but tomorrow it becomes... real.

Me: That’s what I’ve been waiting for.

Riley: And what if it feels different in person?

The words sat on the screen like a shard of glass. I read them once, twice, three times.

Me: Then it feels different. But I believe in us.

They didn’t answer right away. When the message finally came, it was shorter than I hoped.

Riley: I hope you’re right.

I stared at those words until my vision blurred. Hope, not certainty. For me, love had already crossed the line into inevitability. For them, it still lived in the land of maybe.

The next morning, I moved through the airport like a ghost tethered to one thought: soon. Every announcement, every rolling suitcase, every face felt like background noise compared to the idea of Riley waiting at the other end.

I imagined them pacing the concourse, thumb tapping at their phone, coffee cooling in one hand. Did they dress carefully that morning, thinking of me? Did they wake with the same nervous knot under their ribs?

The plane wasn’t even boarding yet, and still I kept glancing at my phone, expecting a message. Hours remained before I’d even land, but my fingers itched to type.

Finally, I sent: “On my way.”

The typing bubble appeared, then disappeared. Appeared again. Disappeared. When the reply finally came, it was simple:

Riley: Safe travels. I’ll see you there.

My heart leapt anyway. I’ll see you there. It was a promise, however small.

On the plane, I drifted in and out of shallow sleep. Every time my eyes closed, I dreamed of arrivals. Riley’s face was always a blur, but the feeling—that burst of recognition, that relief—was vivid. It left me breathless each time I woke, staring at the clouds like they could answer something.

At one point, I caught the reflection of the woman in the seat beside me. She was older, with kind eyes and a paperback balanced on her lap. She smiled when she saw me staring.

“First time flying?” she asked.

“No,” I said, fumbling. “First time... meeting someone.”

Her smile widened knowingly. “Someone important?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“Well,” she said, closing her book, “remember this: love isn’t built in the moment you meet. It’s built into all the moments after.”

Her words followed me like a trail of breadcrumbs, but I tucked them away. I wanted to believe our love was already built—brick by brick, message by message, all those nights of words and silence.

Hours later, when the wheels hit the tarmac and the plane jolted into landing, my chest clenched. Florida air pressed heavily against the windows, sunlight stretching sharply across the wing.

This is it, I told myself. Every mile, every message, every long night had led me here.

The seatbelt sign dinged. Passengers rose, tugging at bags, pressing phones to their ears. My hands shook as I reached for mine. I opened our thread, the familiar scroll of blue and gray, and typed:

“I’ve landed.”

The bubble appeared. Vanished. Appeared again.

Then, finally:

“Okay. I’m here too.”

Three words. Simple. But to me, they sounded like destiny.

As I followed the crowd into the terminal, my heart thundered so loud I thought the floor might hear it. Ahead, signs pointed the way to baggage claim, to arrivals, to where Riley waited. The hallway smelled faintly of coffee and disinfectant, and the ceiling stretched wide and pale like the inside of a seashell.

For a moment, I slowed, remembering what Riley had told me: Look up at the ceiling first. Make the first breath yours. Give me the second.

I tilted my head, drawing in a shaky breath.

And then, notebook clutched tight under my arm, I stepped forward.

Toward them.

Toward the promise.

Toward the beginning—or the end—I didn’t yet know was waiting.
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​Chapter Five – The Arrival
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The air in the terminal was thicker than I expected, heavy with recycled coolness and the faint tang of jet fuel. My suitcase rattled unevenly over the tiles as I followed the flow of passengers toward arrivals. The sound of rolling wheels, announcements crackling overhead, and the murmurs of strangers wove into one disorienting hum.

I scanned faces—families clutching balloons, couples locked in airport embraces, solitary travelers craning their necks toward the crowd. Every smile, every cry of reunion made my chest ache with anticipation. Somewhere in this noise, Riley was waiting.
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