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Chapter One – The Subway Stop
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The 6 train jolted to a stop, lights flickering, and the collective groan of commuters filled the air. A voice crackled over the intercom, announcing delays, but most New Yorkers had already guessed as much.

Eli adjusted the strap of his messenger bag, exhaling through his nose. He had a meeting at the legal aid clinic in thirty minutes. Of course the subway would stall today, when every second mattered. He opened his case notes, flipping pages with practiced precision, though the words blurred in the dim light. His jaw clenched. He hated being late—it meant giving people another reason to dismiss him, to underestimate him.

On the other side of the car, Marisol pulled her sketchbook out of her tote, balancing it on her knees. Her fingers were smudged with charcoal, evidence of hours spent sketching designs in cafés between shifts at the boutique. She should have been exhausted, but the pause felt like a gift—a stolen pocket of stillness in a city that never stopped demanding. She began tracing the lines of a gown she couldn’t get out of her head: layers of chiffon cascading like water, bold shoulders softened with unexpected curves.

Her pencil broke just as the lights sputtered again, plunging the car into near darkness. She muttered a curse under her breath, her voice carrying just enough for Eli to hear.

“Here,” he said, reaching into his bag and pulling out a spare pen. Their eyes met briefly as he extended it across the aisle.

Marisol hesitated, then smiled as she accepted it. “Thanks. Lifesaver.”

Eli shrugged. “No problem. I know the feeling—running out of ink in the middle of something important.”

“What do you do?” she asked, curiosity bright in her tone.

“I’m a law student,” Eli replied, straightening a little. “Legal aid, mostly. Tenants’ rights cases, asylum applications.”

Marisol raised her brows. “Heavy stuff.”

“Yeah.” His lips twitched into the ghost of a smile. “And you?”

“Designer.” She tapped her sketchbook with the pen. “Well—aspiring. Right now it’s more like assistant, errand-runner, and occasional miracle-worker with a sewing machine.”

The train jolted again, sending both of them swaying. For a moment, their hands brushed as she steadied herself against the pole, and he steadied his papers. They exchanged a quick, embarrassed glance.

Silence lingered, but not the heavy kind. It was more like the space between beats of music—anticipation, not emptiness.

The intercom crackled back to life, announcing movement. Groans turned into sighs of relief. Eli gathered his things, but his gaze flicked once more to the woman across from him, still sketching furiously with his pen.

“Maybe I’ll see that dress on a runway someday,” he said as the train lurched forward.

Marisol smirked. “And maybe I’ll see your name on a courtroom door.”

The doors opened at 14th Street. They both hesitated, caught between the press of bodies and the unspoken possibility in the air. Then the crowd surged, and they were swept apart, each carried up different stairways into the restless heart of New York.

Neither noticed they were still holding onto the fleeting warmth of that brief, unexpected connection.
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Chapter Two – After the Train
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Eli surfaced from the subway into the noise of Union Square—honking cabs, shouting vendors, the smell of roasted nuts mingling with hot asphalt. He tugged his jacket tighter and pushed through the crowd, his thoughts already snapping back to the clinic. Deadlines, affidavits, court dates. Always pressure. Always proving himself.

Yet, as he dodged a cyclist and hurried across the plaza, he kept thinking about the woman with the sketchbook. Marisol. She hadn’t even given her name, but he couldn’t shake the image of her bent over her drawings, her expression alive in a way that felt rare. Free.

He shook it off. He didn’t have time for distractions. Not now, not with exams looming and clients depending on him. Still, when he dug for his MetroCard later that night, his hand brushed the missing pen. And damn it, he smiled.



Across the city, Marisol sat cross-legged on her apartment floor, fabric samples scattered like fallen leaves. She lived in a walk-up in Bushwick, ceilings low, pipes rattling when the neighbors ran water. But she loved it. Loved that it was hers, messy and imperfect and full of possibility.

She traced the gown again, refining the lines with the pen she’d borrowed. His pen. The stranger’s. Law student, she remembered. Serious, sharp eyes, but kind. The kind of kind you didn’t expect on the subway.

She caught herself grinning and shook her head. “Get it together, Mari,” she muttered. She had deadlines of her own—alterations due, fittings scheduled, her boss breathing down her neck. Daydreams wouldn’t pay rent.

But the city had a funny way of circling back. Everyone said it was too big, too fast, too crowded to make real connections. And yet, Marisol felt certain she hadn’t seen the last of him.



A week later, she was right.

Marisol was delivering a garment bag to a client in the East Village when she spotted him across the street, standing outside a cramped legal office, phone pressed to his ear. Even from a distance, she could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his free hand clenched and unclenched as if he were holding an entire world together.

She hesitated on the corner, debating. Say something? Walk away?

But then, as if he felt her gaze, Eli looked up. Recognition flickered instantly, followed by surprise, then—something else. Relief, maybe.

He ended the call and stepped closer, threading through the crowd until they were standing face to face.

“You,” he said, slightly out of breath. “The designer.”

“And you,” she countered, lifting her garment bag. “The lawyer.”

They both laughed, the city blurring around them.

Maybe this was coincidence. Or maybe—just maybe—it was the beginning of something neither of them had expected.
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Chapter Three – Coffee on 2nd Avenue
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“Coffee?” The word slipped out of Eli’s mouth before he could second-guess it. He wasn’t usually this forward with strangers, but something about Marisol’s presence cut through his usual caution.

Marisol tilted her head, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Coffee? That’s your big line?”

Eli felt heat rise to his cheeks. “Well, I could have gone with something better, but...” He gestured vaguely at the noisy street. “This isn’t exactly the best backdrop for deep conversation.”

Her laugh was quick, warm. “Alright, lawyer. You’re on.”

They ducked into a café tucked between a tattoo parlor and a bookstore, the kind of place where the barista knew half the customers by name. Marisol ordered a cortado; Eli went for black coffee. They slid into a small table near the window, the city flashing by outside.

For a moment, neither spoke. Eli tapped his cup, searching for a safe topic. “So—you design clothes.”

Marisol smirked. “I try to design clothes. Right now, I fetch coffee and steam blouses for my boss. But someday...” She opened her sketchbook, flipping to the gown she’d drawn on the train. “This is what I really want to do.”

Eli leaned closer, studying the bold lines. “It’s... beautiful.”

“Thanks.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, suddenly shy. “Most people don’t get it. My mom still tells people I ‘play with fabric.’”

“I get it,” Eli said quietly. “Trying to be taken seriously—it’s harder than it should be.”

Her eyes searched his. “Law student, right? Legal aid?”

He nodded. “Yeah. My family wanted me to do corporate law—big firms, big money. But I couldn’t stomach it. I want to help people who don’t usually have someone in their corner.”

“That’s... noble,” Marisol said, genuine admiration in her tone. “Exhausting, I bet.”

“It can be,” he admitted. “Sometimes it feels like trying to stop a tidal wave with a teacup.”

Marisol laughed softly. “Maybe that’s why we met on the subway. You with your teacup, me with my sketchbook, both trying to build something bigger than ourselves.”

The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It hummed with something else—recognition, maybe. Connection.

When their coffees were empty, Eli glanced at his watch, wincing. “I have to get back to the clinic. But—” He hesitated, then scribbled his number on a napkin. “If you ever want to talk again. Or, you know... if you run out of pens.”

Marisol folded the napkin neatly, tucking it into her sketchbook. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

As Eli left, the bell over the café door chimed, and Marisol found herself smiling down at the napkin, her heart beating faster than she wanted to admit.
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Chapter Four – Unspoken Truths
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The third time they met wasn’t by accident. Marisol had texted Eli two days after the coffee, her message casual but carefully worded: “Need to return your pen. Also, maybe coffee again?”

Eli had smiled when he read it, shaking his head at her excuse. By now, the pen was more of a symbol than an object. Still, he replied: “Coffee sounds good. You can bring the pen if you want.”

They picked a café in Chelsea, this one brighter and louder, filled with students typing furiously on laptops and artists hunched over notebooks.

Marisol arrived first, sketchbook already open, her hand moving quickly over the page. Eli slid into the seat across from her, loosening his tie, still carrying the weight of the day in his shoulders.

“You look like you’ve had a week crammed into a single day,” she said softly.

He exhaled, running a hand through his hair. “Clinic was rough. A client’s case got denied, and I had to be the one to tell her. She cried the whole time. And I just... sat there, knowing I didn’t have the power to fix it.”

Marisol reached across the table without thinking, her fingers brushing his wrist. “You don’t have to fix everything. Just showing up for people—that matters more than you realize.”

Their eyes held for a beat too long before Eli gently pulled back, not out of rejection but out of fear of wanting too much. He cleared his
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