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            PROLOGUE: THE WALK HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out of the charity office for the last time and into the night. I hugged my coworkers goodbye, promised I’d visit, and walked into the SoHo streets with a tote bag heavy from a year of work that barely paid the bills but meant more to me than I liked to admit.

      I strolled, letting the city move around me. Taxi horns, laughter, the rhythm of heels against pavement. Manhattan always felt alive, even on nights when I didn’t.

      Jobs had slipped through my fingers before. Boyfriends too. I worked hard and dreamed big, but nothing ever seemed to settle into place, not love, not work, not life.

      Still, there was a pull I couldn’t ignore. I wanted more, something solid, something that made the long days feel worth it.

      Tomorrow might be that chance.

      The interview.

      The listing was for a Social Media Specialist, someone who told stories that made people feel something. It felt close to what I’d been doing at the charity, only bigger. Better paid. Maybe enough to move forward.

      I adjusted my coat collar against the cool September air. The sidewalks still glistened from the earlier rain, reflecting the city lights in shallow puddles.

      A year at the charity had taught me patience, empathy, and more about people than I ever expected. Now it was time to move forward. I wanted more, even if I didn’t quite believe I could have it yet.

      The wind picked up as I turned onto a quieter street, boutique windows glowing behind glass. My shoes clicked against the concrete, steady even when I wasn’t.

      Tomorrow, I told myself.

      Tomorrow, everything could change.

      I didn’t know it yet, but it would.
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            THE SHOES THAT STARTED IT ALL

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled my coat tighter as I walked down the alley, the chill of late September sneaking through the seams. The city moved around me at a lower volume. I kept my head down, my thoughts spinning in the same loop they had for days.

      Tomorrow. The interview.

      My stomach knotted at the thought. I needed this job. I needed it so badly that I had been rehearsing answers since I woke up. What are your strengths? Why do you want to work here? The words blurred together, and no matter how many times I repeated them, they never felt strong enough.

      I slowed as a glow from a boutique window caught my eye. Behind the glass stood a pair of shoes that made me stop in my tracks.

      I’d needed new shoes for a while now. The pair I wore to other interviews never quite matched the rest of my outfit. A few months ago, when I still had a little more money, I bought a blouse that felt perfect for interviews. Back then, when Mia, my roommate, still lived with me, things were easier.

      The skirt I planned to wear, I’d owned for years, but it was a classic. Maybe all I needed now was a pair of shoes to finish the look and give me the confidence I was missing.

      My reflection caught in the glass as I leaned closer. Black heels, polished but not flashy. I saw myself in them, walking into the agency, heels clicking on the floor, shaking hands as if I belonged there.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I whispered.

      I hesitated. My bank account was nearly empty. Last week’s bills and groceries had taken almost everything. I promised myself: no extras, no slips, not until money was coming in again. Shoes were not a necessity, not by a long shot.

      But maybe the shoes would help me get the job. Perhaps they were the missing puzzle piece, the small thing that could tip the balance in my favor. I knew it was ridiculous to think a pair of shoes could have such a big impact. They seemed like a small price to pay for the perfect presentation.

      I leaned my forehead against the glass and closed my eyes. My mother’s voice came back to me: Sometimes you have to look the part before you feel it.

      I sighed. I think you’re right, Mom.

      The thought of her caught me off guard. I missed her voice and her certainty. She would have told me to buy the shoes, to walk into tomorrow like I belonged. But she wasn’t here. Hadn’t been for years. The realization stung.

      “Fine,” I muttered with a shaky laugh. “Fine, fine, fine. I’ll get them.”

      I stepped forward, grabbed the boutique door handle, and pushed. A small bell chimed overhead as I stepped inside.

      I crossed the threshold, unaware that my life had just shifted course.
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      Soft jazz played from hidden speakers, and the store felt hushed and polished. I moved slowly down the rows of shoes, my eyes sweeping over colors and styles I could only dream of buying one day. My gaze kept returning to the pair in the window. Black, sleek, and simple. They looked like the kind of shoes women in corner offices wore. They looked expensive. A tight feeling settled in me as I reached for them.

      “Can I try these in a seven and a half, please?” I asked the sales clerk.

      The young lady nodded and disappeared into the back. I sat down on a low velvet bench, nerves buzzing. I shouldn’t be here. I should be at home ironing my blouse and rehearsing answers again and again for tomorrow. Still, when the clerk returned with the box, my breath caught as I opened it.

      The shoes were flawless up close. I slipped one on, then the other. They hugged my feet as if they were made for me. When I stood, the heels clicked against the polished wood. I looked in the mirror. They made me feel taller and a little slimmer. They would look good with the blouse and skirt. I was sure of it. In them, I would feel like a professional, someone who belonged in that agency.

      I paced a few steps, testing them. They felt comfortable, maybe the most comfortable pair of heels I’d ever worn.

      “I’ll take them,” I said before my logic could stop me.

      The clerk took the box from me and carried it to the register. I followed. I pulled out my debit card and slid it across the counter. The clerk swiped it, and the machine beeped.

      DECLINED.

      “Sorry, can you try again?” I said, my voice tight.

      The clerk swiped once more. The same beep.

      DECLINED.

      My heart thudded.

      “That’s… strange. I thought I had enough.”

      I pulled out my phone, opened my banking app, and saw the truth. The balance stared back: $23.17. My stomach dropped. I had one paycheck left from the charity where I worked, but it wouldn’t hit until Friday. Two days away. Too late for tonight.

      Behind me, someone cleared their throat. I became suddenly aware of the people waiting in line, the clerk’s expression sharpening into impatience, and the sting of eyes on me. I wanted to disappear, vanish into the polished floor, anything to escape the humiliation creeping up on me.

      A voice came from behind me before I could even think.

      “Put it on my card.”

      I spun around, startled.

      A man stood a few feet away, tall and confident in a dark coat that skimmed his frame. His brown hair was slightly tousled, and it framed a face that might have belonged on a magazine cover. There was a boyishness about him, balanced by something steadier beneath it, an assuredness that didn’t need to announce itself.

      Then he smiled, and for a second I forgot where I was.

      He slid his card across the counter without hesitation, his movements smooth and deliberate.

      “You don’t have to,” I started, but the clerk had already swiped the card.

      “Done,” the clerk said, bagging the shoes.

      My cheeks burned. My throat worked as I swallowed.

      “You can’t just buy my shoes. I don’t even know you.”

      He grinned, like none of this was a big deal.

      “Consider it paying it forward. One day, you’ll help someone else.”

      I hesitated.

      “I appreciate the gesture, but I can’t accept this.”

      “That’s fine,” he said. “Then don’t. Pay me back instead.”

      He reached for the pen by the register, scribbled a number and his name, Daniel, on the back of the receipt, and slid it toward me.

      I hesitated, my hand hovering for a second before I picked it up. With a quick breath, I dug into my bag, pulled out a crumpled notepad, and tore off a scrap of paper. I wrote my number and signed it Emma before handing it to him.

      He watched me in a way that made me feel seen. His brown eyes didn’t waver. Whatever he was, important or otherwise, in that moment his attention was on me.

      The attention made me self-conscious, almost shy, yet I couldn’t bring myself to look away.

      “I will pay you back. Don’t think I won’t,” I said.

      His eyes crinkled as he smiled.

      “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t. And I’m looking forward to hearing from you.”

      Just then, his phone buzzed. He pulled it out, and the screen lit up. One name glowed: Elisabeth.

      My stomach knotted. Girlfriend. Of course. A man like him wouldn’t be single. Handsome, kind, swooping in like some hero. The disappointment came before I could stop it.

      He caught my glance as if he read my thoughts and shook his head.

      “My sister. She gets into trouble sometimes.”

      I arched a brow but said nothing. He seemed serious, but part of me still wondered why I even cared. I didn’t know him. After I paid him back, we wouldn’t see each other again.

      “Right,” I said, hugging the bag closer. “Well. Thanks for… this. I’ll pay you back.”

      “I’ll hold you to it,” he said, his grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

      We exchanged a small, almost reluctant smile before I turned toward the door. My hand lingered on the handle. I couldn’t help it. I looked back once.

      He was still watching me.
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      As I stepped out of the shop, the bell above the door chimed again behind me. My hand gripped the shopping bag as if someone might try to snatch it away.

      I couldn’t lie; this whole encounter left me feeling both ashamed and curious about the man who stepped forward and paid for the shoes. I kept wondering what he thought of me. Silly me, trying to buy shoes without enough funds to cover them. I wanted to hide. And now I gave him my number. Why did I do that? A part of me must have wanted him to have it. But to what end? To remind me I still owed him money? I doubted he even cared.

      It was the way he looked at me, his eyes fixed on mine, his smile disarming. He stepped in as if helping me were the most natural thing in the world.

      I shook myself and tried to stop thinking about him, that beautiful stranger named Daniel, and forced my thoughts back to the interview tomorrow. The thought of it made me tense. One chance. One room. One set of questions that could tip my future either way. I prepared, practiced, and did everything I could, but interviews never came easily. Too often, my nerves took over; then my real self, my ideas, my personality stayed locked away where no one could see them.

      Despite myself, my thoughts drifted back to Daniel. He hadn’t looked embarrassed for me. He’d stepped in without hesitation and left me standing there, dazed. I tried not to think about his face, his grin, the way he pulled me in, but it was no use.

      I bit my lip. Then that phone call happened. Elisabeth. His sister, he said. He answered, almost too quickly. Did I believe him? I didn’t know, and I shouldn’t care. Still, I did. I’d never felt this kind of pull toward someone I barely knew. I was good at daydreaming about things that would never become reality. I needed to stop. Nothing would happen between us. Time to get back to real life.

      I chanced a glance back, just for a second, at the shop where everything had happened. There he was, Daniel, hanging up a call, probably with Elisabeth, but still watching me as I walked away. Was he looking at me, or just staring ahead, lost in thought? My breath caught. I turned back quickly, forcing my feet to keep moving. I had to leave this street and not look back again. Not tonight.

      The street stretched ahead, busy and bright. Neon signs blinked, bikes cut through traffic, and the crowd pressed forward as I neared the corner. I reached the crosswalk, waited for the light to change, and stepped out, forcing myself to focus on tomorrow. The shoes were only part of it. I needed to believe in myself, to walk into that office and show them I wasn’t just another girl trying to make it in the city. I was ready.

      Still, the image of Daniel lingered: his grin, his name scribbled on a receipt tucked into my bag. I shook my head again. He was just a stranger, someone I’d probably never see again. But something had already shifted, even if I didn’t know it yet. Our paths were closer than I realized, already crossing in ways I couldn’t yet imagine.
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            THE INTERVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up feeling lonely, the silence of the apartment pressing against my ears until it almost hurt. I blinked at the ceiling, fighting the urge to roll over and pretend it wasn’t morning. Today was everything. The interview. My one chance to step into a better life.

      My heart thumped as I sat up. I needed this job, not only to grow my career but also to keep myself from slipping backward. Without a job, I would soon have to search for a new roommate, and the thought made me uneasy. No one could replace Mia.

      I remembered how hopeless I felt before she arrived. One stranger after another had come to see the room, each visit leaving me a little less hopeful than the last. Then Mia walked in with confidence, and the place felt instantly like home. For almost two years, we shared that space, but now her room stood empty, the half-open door a reminder she’d moved in with her boyfriend Ryan to chase their dream outside the city.

      I didn’t change a thing in the room. No money for furniture, and I lacked the extra energy to redecorate. Just an empty space that made the apartment feel too big for me alone. I rubbed my arms against the chill and swung my legs out of bed.

      My thoughts went straight to my bank account, the numbers hovering in the back of my mind like a shadow. Tomorrow my last paycheck from the charity would come in. The job had always been temporary, a one-year contract meant as a stepping stone, but knowing that didn’t make the ending easier. After tomorrow, things would get hard without a new job. Even with a roommate, I couldn’t stretch what little I had much further. The truth pressed down on me. I was running out of time.

      Crossing the living room, my eyes fell on the blanket draped across the sofa. It had belonged to my grandmother, the woman who took me in when my mom died. Maggie passed away two years ago, but I still reached for that blanket on nights I felt most alone. I ran my fingers over the fabric now, holding on a moment longer.

      “Today has to work,” I whispered.

      In the bathroom mirror, I studied my reflection. My light-brown hair needed taming, my skin looked pale, and doubt flickered in my brown eyes, a hint of green catching in the light. I held my gaze a second longer, then reached for the pair of shoes sitting in their box by the door.

      The shoes. I promised myself I would pay Daniel back, but for now they were mine, and they gave me something I hadn’t felt in weeks: confidence.

      My mother’s words came back to me. Look the part before you feel it. I straightened my shoulders and slipped the shoes on. I stood taller with them on, almost convincing myself I belonged in the version of life I wanted.

      The subway ride to Midtown would give me time to rehearse my answers. My nerves twisted already. What if I stumbled, or froze on a question I didn’t know? I closed my eyes and repeated what I practiced all week: my skills, my experience, and my ideas. I had to believe it would be enough.

      I picked up my bag, checked for my portfolio, and locked the apartment door behind me. As the elevator carried me down, I pressed my hand to my chest and steadied my breathing. This wasn’t just another interview. It could decide what came next. I stepped out, focused, holding on to my mother’s words.

      By the time I reached the street, the city already roared to life. Cars pushed through morning traffic, steam rose from the grates, and the air buzzed with the rush of New Yorkers, who never seemed to slow down. I stepped into the flow, my nerves sharp but my stride steady.

      Today had to go right.
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      The lobby gleamed with glass and steel, brighter than I expected. A tall wall behind the reception desk carried the company’s name in bold silver letters: WH Agency. The place looked new, sleek, and alive with energy. Young people hurried past with laptops tucked under their arms, their voices quick and purposeful. My palms felt damp. I smoothed them against my skirt and forced myself toward the desk.

      The receptionist, a polished woman with glossy hair, looked up. “Good morning. You must be Emma Carter?”

      “Yes,” I said, my voice tighter than I wanted.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Mikaela, but everyone calls me Mika. Please have a seat. Mr. Harrington will be with you shortly.”

      I lowered myself into a modern chair, more design than comfort, and let my gaze wander around the waiting area. There was an untouched magazine rack and a bold abstract painting on the far wall. Everything screamed ambition. I crossed one ankle over the other and glanced down at my shoes. They gave me strength, but only if I could keep my nerves in check.

      A door opened, and a man in a tailored suit stepped out. About Daniel’s age, late twenties, with dark hair neatly styled. He held a phone to his ear, speaking low enough that I couldn’t make out the words at first. “Yes. I understand,” he said, his tone even. “I hope she feels better soon. Take care.” He slipped the phone into his pocket and looked at me.

      “I’m sorry my business partner couldn’t join us today. Something personal came up last minute. But I’m glad you’re here.”

      I rose, smoothing my skirt again. “That’s all right. I’m glad to be here.”

      He stepped forward and offered his hand. “Alexander Harrington.”

      “Emma Carter,” I said, shaking it. His grip was firm but not overbearing.

      “Let’s head in,” he said, motioning toward a glass-walled office.

      The office overlooked the city. I tried not to gape at the view as I sat across from him. Alexander settled into his chair, folding his hands. “So, Emma. Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself?”

      The question was simple, but my mind scrambled. “I, uh… I studied marketing in college and completed a master’s in digital marketing. I worked for the past year at a nonprofit charity, running their social media through a one-year graduate program.” My throat felt dry. “It wasn’t much money, but I learned how to stretch a campaign on almost nothing.”

      He gave a small nod, his expression neutral. Heat crept into my cheeks. I tried again, leaning forward. “We didn’t have a budget for ads, so I focused on storytelling. I created posts that showed real people and real impact. We grew our online following by almost sixty percent in one year. It brought in more donors than the charity had seen in years.”

      My words picked up speed as I spoke, my hands moving as if sketching ideas in the air. “I believe people want to connect with stories, not numbers. Social media should feel human, even if it’s for a brand. Especially then.”

      Something shifted in his eyes. He still wore his measured look, but I caught the spark of interest. He tapped a pen once against the desk, then smiled faintly. “Sixty percent without a budget. That’s impressive.”

      My shoulders loosened. “Thank you.”

      “You’re right about stories,” he said. “Clients want numbers, but audiences want connection. Balancing those two is the game.” His tone stayed professional, but the hint of warmth calmed me.

      “Exactly,” I said. “And I think I can help with that balance. I’ve done it before. I’d love the chance to do it here.”

      He glanced down at my résumé before looking back at me. “Your background shows commitment. And honestly? People who care enough to work hard usually figure the rest out.”

      I blinked, unsure how to respond.

      Then his mouth curved slightly. “Don’t quote me on that. My business partner already thinks I’m going soft.”

      A small laugh escaped me, and I relaxed for the first time since walking in.

      We spoke for another half hour, Alexander asking about my process, my ideas for different clients, and how I handled pressure. Each time I stumbled at first, then found my footing once I started talking about the work. By the end, I felt steadier.

      Finally, Alexander closed the folder. “Thank you, Emma. We’ll be in touch soon.”

      I stood, shaking his hand once more. “Thank you for the opportunity.”

      As I stepped back into the hall, doubt rushed in. Had I impressed him, or just rambled? His face had given away so little. The receptionist smiled as I passed, but I barely noticed. I rode the elevator down, still trying to process it.

      Outside, the city moved around me. I looked up at the tall building, then down at my shoes. They caught the morning light. Maybe Daniel had given me more than just shoes. Maybe he’d given me the push to try. I straightened, lifted my chin, and stepped into the flow of people. Unsure, but hopeful.
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      The interview replayed in my head, every stumble and every spark. Alexander Harrington’s measured gaze when I finally found my footing. I did my best, but was it enough? I couldn’t tell.

      I drifted past a coffee shop. The smell of roasted beans and fresh pastries curled into the air, pulling at me. For a moment I pictured myself inside, sipping a latte, calm and composed, like someone whose future wasn’t balanced on one phone call. Then I forced myself forward, remembering how much money was in my bank account.

      My mind drifted back to the apartment in SoHo, to the empty room. I wanted so badly to dodge the roommate search. Once had been enough, even if it was how I found Mia. I couldn’t face that circus again.

      “Better nail this job, Emma,” I muttered. “Because the last thing you need is another stranger dragging a snake tank through the door to see if the snake likes the room.”

      I shook my head, a small smile slipping through despite myself.

      But it didn’t last. Another thought came in. Daniel. The way he’d stepped in at the store replayed in my mind, like he’d done it without thinking.

      I barely knew him, yet it didn’t feel that way. Part of me wanted to believe him about Elisabeth, about the sister who needed him. But another part of me kept wandering further, into questions I had no right to ask. Where he lived or what his life looked like when no one was watching. I wondered whether that confidence was something he carried everywhere, or something meant only for me. I imagined hearing him laugh again, not lost in the noise of the shop, but in a room where it was just us.

      Heat rose to my cheeks. “Stop it,” I whispered. “He’s just a stranger who bought your shoes.”

      But even as I said it, I caught myself smiling. I knew I was being carried away, letting one moment stretch into something it wasn’t. I couldn’t afford that. Not now. Not when so much else in my life hung by a thread.

      When I reached my block, I pulled out my phone and typed a quick message to Mia:

      
        
          
            
              
        Interview done. No idea if I nailed it or made a fool of myself.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her reply came in seconds:

      
        
          
            
              
        Mia

      

      
        You nailed it. I can feel it. Now stop doubting yourself.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled. Somehow she always knew what to say. My thumbs hovered before I added:

      
        
          
            
              
        Also… can’t stop thinking about that guy. Daniel.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her response was quick:

      
        
          
            
              
        Mia

      

      
        Ohhh, mystery shoe guy. Careful, Em. Don’t get too dreamy yet.

      

      

      

      

      

      I tucked the phone back into my bag. She was right. I couldn’t get carried away yet.

      The light flicked green. I crossed with the crowd, keeping pace. Tomorrow’s worries still pressed close, but beneath them, one thought lingered stubbornly: Daniel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            DINNER WITH A STRANGER

          

        

      

    

    
      I dropped my bag onto the sofa and sank down beside it. My shoes were still pinching from the walk home, but the loop in my head hurt more. I replayed the interview, the stumbles and the pauses. The way Alexander raised one eyebrow when I spoke about my ideas. Did that mean he liked them? Or that he thought I was out of my depth? I let out a groan and buried my face in my hands.

      The apartment felt too empty. The second bedroom door stood ajar, Mia’s old space a hollow reminder. I thought about heating up the same leftovers I had eaten twice this week and curling up on the couch with the TV on, just to keep from feeling alone. I sighed.

      My phone buzzed again on the cushion beside me. I almost ignored it. Another spam call, maybe, or some notification I didn’t care about. But when I glanced down, my heart gave a sharp kick.

      Daniel.

      My thumb hovered. I could let it ring out and pretend that I didn’t see it. Safer that way. But a familiar tension settled in me, and before I could stop myself, I swiped to answer.

      “Hello?” My voice came out tighter than I meant.

      “Hi, Emma. Daniel here, from the shop last night. Tell me I’m not calling at the world’s worst moment.” His voice was light, edged with a tease. “Full disclosure? I almost called you late last night. Your number sat in my pocket, and I kept thinking about it. But then I thought, midnight calls? That’s either an ex or a creep. And I hoped for a better first impression.”

      I hesitated, my thumb brushing the edge of the sofa cushion. “So… you stopped yourself from calling me at midnight? That’s impressive.”

      “Yes, impressive restraint,” Daniel said. “Don’t you think? I should probably get a medal.”

      I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see. “Or maybe you just didn’t want me to block your number right away.”

      “True,” he said. “I thought patience might be more flattering than desperation.”

      I bit back a smile, though my guard stayed up. “You make it sound as if you planned all this.”

      “Planned?” he teased. “More like wrestled with myself all night. I lost some sleep over you, Emma. I hope you’re satisfied.”

      I froze for a second, torn between amusement and caution. “You don’t even know me.”

      “That’s exactly the problem,” Daniel replied. “I’d like to change that.”

      I leaned back into the sofa, a tight feeling settling low in my ribs. I told myself I should decline, that this wasn’t how I did things. My mom would have warned me to be careful; Mia would have told me not to let a man distract me when everything else in my life was on the line. And yet part of me kept listening.

      Daniel didn’t give me much
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