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      To the brave souls who have endured the harrowing ordeal of domestic violence. Your courage to reclaim your voice, your body, and the very essence of your soul is a testament to your indomitable human spirit.

      

      Your journey, marked by battles fought in the quietest corners of existence, speaks of your profound strength and unbroken will. May it lead you toward healing, transformation, and the triumphant life you richly deserve.
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      Amid the vibrant pulse of city life, my cozy apartment emanates a sense of familiarity and coziness. The sunlight streams through the windows, casting a golden glow on the walls adorned with my sketches while Anna sleeps on my bed. The distant traffic sounds are white noise to my creative sanctuary, with Lily, my vivacious roommate, bursting through the door. Her eyes sparkle with excitement, clutching a colorful flyer in her hand as if it’s a secret waiting to be revealed. 

      “Isla, you won’t believe what I just found out!”

      My attention lifts from my sketchbook, curiosity instantly ignited by her exuberance.

      “What’s up?”

      Lily moves with a lively energy. She blames it on her mom’s Turkish heritage, something I know nothing about but am slowly learning the longer we live together. As Lily crosses the room in animated steps, the flyer dances in her hand.

      “An open audition for Travis Jackson’s upcoming off-Broadway production! They’re searching for new talent, and honestly, Isla, I can totally envision you shining on that stage.”

      While I highly regard Travis Jackson’s work, stepping onto his stage feels like a distant aspiration—one that directly conflicts with my studies at Parsons.

      “Lily, you’re the thespian, not me.”

      Her grin broadens, undaunted by my excuses. 

      “You exude this old soul aura. Your mere presence could capture anyone’s attention. Besides, it’s just an open call. A chance to dip your toe in and see how things work.”

      I shake my head gently, a small smile curving my lips. 

      “You’re the adventurer in this friendship. I’m more of an observer and content being the moral support.” I tap my charcoal pencil against my lips. “Old soul aura. I like it.” 

      As she continues prattling on, trying to convince me, my mind drifts back to that enchanting rooftop retreat and the promises we made up there. The rooftop was a tapestry of vibrant blooms and fragrant floral air, with potted plants lining the edges. A rustic wooden bench stood against one wall, where we sat daydreaming about making it big in the city that never sleeps. 

      Lily as a famous Broadway actress. Me—as a successful fashion designer. One day, collaborating, where I design the pieces for the show she headlines. From our elevated vantage point, the city skyline stretching out before us, we planned where we would live, what type of men we would marry, and how many kids we’d have. She said none, and I said some, undecided on the number. There is a yearning in me to prove to myself that I can be a better mother to my children than my mom was to me. That bar is set incredibly low. Anyone would be better than her. 

      Lily’s touch on my shoulder brings me back to reality. 

      “Okay, maybe not an audition, but how about working on the sets or costume design? Ya know, get some real-life experience.”

      Her idea is appealing. Although she’s more of a risk-taker than I am, I need to step outside my comfort zone more often. This seems fairly safe with Lily there. I can sit in the theater and watch how everything is arranged, then decide. Worst case scenario, I bring my sketch pad and do my homework in a place other than my bed. 

      “All right, I’ll go. But no promises on the audition, and I’m bringing my sketchbook, just in case.”

      I hold up my finger in warning. Triumph shines in her eyes, her infectious enthusiasm unwavering as she does arabesques around the room.  

      “Yay!” Lily claps with glee. “I just know it’ll turn out great for both of us.”

      As she continues dancing and leaping about the room, apprehension swirls within me. The thought of going piques my curiosity. It is exciting to see how a theater works behind the scenes, but auditioning and being given a part terrifies me. She snatches my sketchbook off the bed, holding it at eye level to study my latest design, due tomorrow. 

      “The bow is in the wrong place.”

      I scoot to the edge of the bed, trying to reclaim it from her grasp. This scene is familiar. She often critiques my work, even though most of her advice is misguided. With other pressing assignments demanding my attention, I’m not in the mood to entertain her critiques. Her finger hovers over the illustration of the bow, and she nods with a knowing look. 

      “Just as I suspected, no bow.”

      She tosses the sketchbook back onto the bed beside me, sending particles of dust dancing in the sunlight.

      “I’m heading out for brunch with my bestie from Connecticut. I’d invite you, but I already know you’ll say no, as usual.”

      “I’ve got a ton of homework to finish, but if you pass by a salad place, I won’t say no.”

      I glance from my sketch, gauging her reaction to see if she’ll bring me back some food, which she typically does. She sighs, and her exasperation is evident in her tone. 

      “That’s the thing, Isla. You’re always buried in work. You’re never going to meet anyone by holing up in here.”

      An overly dramatic sigh punctuates her frustration. I can’t help but chuckle at her flair for theatrics. If this act keeps up, she’ll definitely get a part. 

      “Love you too,” I tease in response, deferring the whole guy discussion as I always do.

      Although I’m lonely and the fantasy of my dream guy crosses my mind, given my history, the last thing I want is to get into a relationship and have to explain what I’ve been through. 

      With a huff, she flounces out of the room, leaving me alone. Irritation prickles within as the possibility that she might be right about my design lingers. I wait for her to exit the apartment before I mimic her action, placing my finger over the bow. 

      “Shoot. She’s right.”

      My hand searches for the eraser on the tufted white comforter, finally locating it near Anna, which awakens her. Her sweet eyes fix on me, and her nose dips into the pillow. I crawl up next to her, smothering her in affectionate kisses.

      “We don’t need anyone else, right, Anna?” 

      She closes her eyes in contentment as I press my face against her fur. In moments like these, I find solace in her unwavering presence. She’s always been there for me. The magnitude of how my life has evolved since the day I got her is nothing short of astonishing. The trial itself was grueling—a painful rehashing of my past, where I had to confront my haunting memories head-on. The courtroom became a battleground of emotions, made even more challenging when my mom made a chaotic appearance, her addiction evident as she pleaded with my parents for money. 

      Ever my protector, Dani jumped out of her seat, ready to launch herself at Rick if it weren’t for Officer Hamilton holding her back and Uncle Tomlin escorting her from the courtroom. She was almost held in contempt of court that day. 

      Uncle Tomlin, the pragmatic one, devised a plan that she could put tally marks on a piece of paper every time she wanted to punch someone, then take it out later on the punching bag at her garage. As the days grew and frustrations mounted, her knuckles became redder and redder until one day, she came in with bandages on her hands. He quietly advised me not to inquire about it. 

      On the other hand, Officer Hamilton was far more subtle, leveraging his size and hard stare to communicate his feelings. Attending all my proceedings in his uniform helped paint the picture of an intimidating law enforcement officer while showing his support. Sometimes, Aunt Molli would attend, only long enough to make an appearance before the testimony made her nauseous, and she would leave. It didn’t help that she was pregnant at the time. Another reason Officer Hamilton was so protective was that he was like the uncle I always wanted and never had. 

      The worst and most heartbreaking part was when my parents were there. They had to hear every detail of the abuse with my mom, her boyfriends, and Rick. Too many times during my testimony, I avoided looking at their faces, choosing to focus on the prosecutor as we practiced behind closed quarters. When the defense’s line of questioning began, my eyes flickered between the defense attorney, my crying Papa, and my stoic Dad. 

      Always the more openly emotional one, Papa wore his feelings on his sleeve, crying into his handkerchief. He’d hug me and apologize for getting upset when we left each day after court, only to repeat it the following days. Meanwhile, Dad would envelop us both in his arms, murmuring encouraging words to calm us both—his quiet way of protecting his family. The difference in their personalities worked on so many levels. Something I appreciated as time passed, and I realized that both met my needs at various times. 

      Were it not for their unwavering love, Uncle Alex’s quiet yet formidable strength, Dani’s audacious defiance of conventional norms, Uncle Tomlin’s attorneys’ relentless pursuit of justice for me, and even Aunt Molli’s involvement in those church pageants, which led to my first costume design gig, I wouldn’t be standing where I am today—within the walls of my dream apartment and living my aspirations at fashion school.

      “We’re doing just fine because we’ve got each other. Like always.”

      With one last affectionate peck on her head, I sigh, my thoughts turning resolutely to the homework surrounding me. Clutching the eraser in my fist, I shift back to my sketchbook, making the change that Lily recommends while her audition idea floats around my mind.
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      As the day of the open casting call dawns, Lily’s excitement reverberates through our apartment, starting with her running into my room and jumping on me while I slept. Blurry-eyed and confused, I ask what is happening. With infectious enthusiasm, she practically sings the answer into my ear, then dashes out the door to get dressed. 

      Amidst her energetic chaos, I quietly get ready and stand before the mirror, adjusting my meticulous outfit with a subtle tremor of nervousness. Ensuring I pack my latest memoir, apples, crackers, and water for us in my favorite tote, I check on Lily. She stands in her closet, deliberating between outfits with a furrowed brow and a touch of indecision. Different ensembles emerge from the depths of her wardrobe, each reflecting a different facet of her personality and style. Her gaze shifts toward me, and she raises an outfit in question, seeking my opinion.

      “What do you think of this one?” 

      Uncertainty laces her tone, matching the look on her face. My gaze roams her room, and from the looks of it, she’s gone through several options. 

      “I like it! It pops against your dark hair.” 

      But her hesitation persists when she tosses it on the bed and moves to the next option, repeating the process a few times. Her bed is a kaleidoscope of patterns and hues, outfits strewn haphazardly, and it looks like an abstract work of art. 

      “I want to look my best, and I think I look too pale in this.” 

      I chuckle because she’s almost as pale as me, which irks her. The truth is, her complexion contrasts against her thick, dark waves, which draws upon her rich Iranian heritage. She’s striking, consistently garnering looks and catcalls on the streets of New York.  

      “Lily, you’re going to kill it. Your personality is what they want, not your outfit.”

      “Ugh! Why is this so hard?”

      As another outfit lands on the vibrant palette on the bed, she lets out a resigned sigh and sinks into her vanity chair. While her indecisiveness might have turned her room into an explosion of fashion, I’m reminded that this is just another part of her charm. Delving into the jumbled heap of clothes, I begin to sift through the assortment and gather pieces that I’ve always liked on her. Then I drape them over her large mirror, waving a hand to the outfit. 

      “How about something like this? And use this scarf as a headband to show off your long curls while keeping them off your face when reading your lines.” 

      “And this is why you’re in fashion school. You’re so brilliant.”

      She springs from her seat, envelops me in a tight hug, and sings my praises. I’m grinning ear to ear.

      “Brilliant might be a stretch. But I’m glad you like it.”

      She releases me, her eyes shining while her fingers trace the outfit.

      “You have an eye for this stuff. I’m so lucky to live with a fashion designer. One day, you’ll be famous, and people will ask who I’m wearing, and I’ll get to say you. Eeks! How cool is that?” 

      The image she paints feels simultaneously surreal and thrilling. 

      “Can you imagine?” I playfully exaggerate, walking around the room as she pretends to flash camera bulbs at me. “This is an original Isla Frank creation.”

       “And everyone will be like, ‘Who is Isla Frank?’ Then the camera will zoom in on me at my Broadway debut, and I’ll say, ‘She’s my fabulous roommate who just happens to be a fashion genius,’ and you’ll make even more money.”

      She mimics my playful tone, adding a touch of theatrical flair. Anna’s tiny paws tap across the hardwood floors when she runs into the room to investigate all the fun. I scoop her up and nestle her against me as I walk the imaginary red carpet. She also takes close-up shots of Anna, inquiring about her outfit since she’s dressed in a custom piece I designed for her.

      Our shared dreams take on a whimsical quality that matches her brightly colored room. I’m so grateful for our friendship, which started with answering an online ad on the school community board for a girl needing a roommate.  

      “I’m going out to the living room so you can get dressed. We’re already running a bit late.”

      She smiles before catching the door in her hand.

       “Sure thing, I’ll be out in a second.” 

      As the door clicks shut behind her, I press a kiss into Anna’s head and straighten the bow in her fur before lowering her to the ground. I text Papa quickly about Lily’s audition and how I’m going as moral support. My fingers hover over the keys, deciding to tell him how Lily also wants me to audition. I’m three-quarters of the way through typing it out when she reappears, looking happy and confident in what I picked out. 

      Doing a little spin in the doorway, she asks, “How do I look?” 

      “Radiant, darling,” I emphasize the word in the same accent her mom uses when she calls, eliciting a knowing chuckle from her. “Now, let’s go. Oh, and I packed snacks in case we need them.” 

      Walking toward my tote, I pat the side for effect and swing it onto my shoulder while waiting by the door. She takes a final look in the mirror, pulling a curl away from her face and fixing her scarf before joining me. 

      “You’re such a mom. Are those orange slices like the soccer moms bring?” 

      “Apples.”

      With a smugness that has her smiling, I throw open the door and step into the hallway with her right behind me. When we hit the street, the city pulses around us, matching Lily’s energy. She chats animatedly about her audition piece the entire way until she asks about my piece. I remind her that I’m merely her moral support unless the notion strikes me to audition. However unlikely that is.

      The theater’s marquee shines brightly against the sky, a beacon of opportunity for all who pass under it. Lily’s eyes sparkle with anticipation, and I can’t help but feel a twinge of excitement. As we step into the lobby, the energy of the crowd envelops us—nerves, aspirations, and uneasiness about the unknown in the expression of most of the people waiting in line. I glance at the sign-up sheet, fingers itching as I debate being brave and taking the pen, but I quell the impulse. This isn’t my dream. It’s Lily’s. 

      “Isla, are you sure about not auditioning?” Lily asks as if reading my mind. I shake my head. 

      “No, I’m good. My role is the emotional support animal, like Anna of sorts.”

      Confusion wrinkles across her face before she glances at the competition ahead of her. 

      “All right, then, wish me luck!”

      As she heads backstage towards the audition room, I find a seat in the theater, content to watch the performances. With each audition, the actor or actress pours their soul into the emotional pieces they are reading, some resonating with the few of us sitting in the audience. Minutes stretch into hours, and I’m absorbed in watching the interactions of fellow auditionees.

      My heart quickens when Lily takes the stage. Her presence is magnetic, and her performance is vulnerable yet passionate. I watch in awe as she breathes life into her character, captivating me and the judges. 

      As the day progresses, I feel connected to the people auditioning. Pursuing their dreams in this off-Broadway theater motivates and invigorates my imagination. I daydream of the costumes, bringing my sketches to life, choosing the fabrics, and overseeing the dyeing of individual pieces. It makes me wanderlust as I envision the costume every person auditioning would wear, how the ballgowns would whisper across the stage, and how the beadwork would glimmer in the lights. I regret not bringing my sketchbook to capture the ideas floating before my eyes. 

      Lily plops into the seat next to mine, her face aglow with excitement. 

      “How did I do? Be honest. Did I suck or what?” 

      “Are you kidding? You’re one of the best.”

      My voice is overly loud as an unexpected silence sweeps throughout the room, broken only by light murmurs. A new presence emerges from the shadows at the back of the theater.

      “Who’s that?” 

      Her eyes widen, and she leans over to whisper, “Travis Jackson, the playwright. I never expected him to be here.”

      He stands near the entrance, his keen eyes scanning the room, assessing the sea of potential talent. My heart beats rapidly, and I am nervous for the people auditioning as a few fidget on stage. I instinctively hold my breath, trepidation for Lily, swirling with hope that she gets the part. 

      With his sandy blonde hair catching the spotlight’s glow and blue eyes reflecting the stage lights’ brilliance, he stands as a tall symbol of wealth and refined taste amidst the grandeur of his theater. His muscular frame, accentuated by the tailored fit of his designer clothes, commands the space with effortless grace, indicative of his success and dedication.

      Travis’s gaze settles on me, and for a moment, our eyes lock. My cheeks flush. He considers me for a lingering moment before returning to the proceedings. My heart races from that brief connection across the theater. The auditions resume, the theater slowly fills up with people watching, and Lily whispers in my ear.

      “I think he’s been here the whole time, watching every audition. Can you believe it?”

      “Don’t they do that? Fashion designers are always at their runway shows. In fact, most designers pick the models themselves.” 

      She dismisses the notion with a slight shake of her head, her gaze unwaveringly fixed on the playwright even though his back is to us—the intensity of her stare borders on being a tad excessive. 

      “Not usually. This adds a whole other layer to this audition. This play must be a big deal, but why open casting then? It doesn’t make sense.” 

      “Does that mean we can go home now?”

      “No way. Not until I figure out what he’s doing here.”

      I’m reminded that even though our creative worlds might have some parallels, others don’t, such as playwrights attending auditions. It temporarily piques my curiosity about how these things work before shrugging it off. She’ll explain it to me later. I slip further into my seat and drag my book and apple from my tote. With Lily’s audition complete and her unwillingness to leave the theater, I remove my bookmark to start reading and eating. 

      “Tales from the Back Row? Seriously? Of all the books, it has to be a fashion one?”

      I flash her a small smile and return to my book, content to sit in this cozy theater now that I’m sufficiently entertained by my book and sated with my snack.  

      The more time passes, the more engrossed I get in my book until Lily elbows my side. Assuming she wants my bag of snacks, I pass her the tote, but she points to center stage, where the playwright stands facing us.  

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for sharing your talents today. But I believe someone else in this room has something special to offer.”

      His voice booms across the rows of attendees. I lower my book, set it on the seat next to me, and wait for his announcement as surprised gasps ripple through the crowd. All eyes are locked on Travis Jackson, whose gaze is locked on me. I slowly finish my bite, the apple skin scraping down my throat and making me desperate for a drink of water. Something unexpected happens when he points to me.

      “Miss, would you consider joining us on stage?”

      My heart rate, a low thump in my veins while reading and enjoying my book, has now sprinted into my throat. Shock and reluctance pin me in place. I slowly shake my head, breaking his intense stare to look into Lily’s equally shocked face. Her response is a subtle shrug, a nonverbal acknowledgment that mirrors my uncertainty.

       I’m a casual observer, an emotional support animal, I joked to Lily, not a person auditioning for the playwright himself. I mildly considered it at the sign-up sheet and quickly decided against it, feeling comfortable watching Lily. My thoughts swirl around my brain, trying to make sense of his request. But the truth is, I’m not eager to unravel the mystery behind it. I’d much prefer to suddenly become invisible, blend into the plush theater seat, slide onto the floor, and crawl out of here. Anything that causes his attention to go anywhere else but me.  

      “Miss?” 

      I hand off my mostly-eaten apple to Lily, who’s reluctant to take it, and I can’t blame her. Who wants to hold an apple core? I grip the back of the chair in front of me and hesitantly rise to my feet, ducking my head in a bow of respect to him and his theater. 

      “Sir? Uh, Mr. Jackson?” My voice trembles from the sheer panic surging through me. My fingertips crush the velvet cushion under them. “With all due respect, I sincerely appreciate your invitation, but . . . respectfully, I must decline.” 

      He runs a hand through his wavy hair, which shows brown strands when it falls back into place. I might be inclined to appease him if it weren’t for his commanding presence and obvious good looks. However, something tells me that this man is used to getting his way, and my past experiences with men like him have made me wary of such charm. My mom, charmed by one too many handsome men, failed to convince me that intentions are always pure beneath such exteriors. 

      “Who is this woman?” 

      He impatiently snaps his fingers as if that will get me to answer. His assistant, clad in all-black clothing and a bulky headset, hurriedly removes them from her ears, rifling through a stack of papers before showing him something. She then shakes her head, and his attention returns to me.

      “You’re not on the list?”

      His question comes across more as a statement, and the certainty in his voice is hard to ignore.

       “No.”

      I turn and gesture to Lily, still puzzled by the situation, as am I.

      “I’m moral support.”

      My hands wave in front of me as physical confirmation of my words. My gaze wanders the room, and a myriad of expressions bore into me. Disgust, shock, confusion, and amusement—all entertained by this exchange that has me convinced my racing heart will explode in my chest at any moment. 

      “You’re not on the list,” he repeats, his statement now tinged with a hint of surprise.

      It’s almost as though he’s grappling with the fact that I’ve thrown a wrench into his carefully organized proceedings while he’s thrown that same wrench into my cozy spot, minding my own business.

      “And yet, you’re in my theater.”

      “Um, yes, sir.” 

      Lily smacks her hand against my thigh, and I shrug at both of them. What else should I say when he’s stating the obvious? 

      “I can leave. Well, I . . . we can leave. We’ll leave.”

      My words carry a sense of confidence even as panic twists my insides. I can’t help but feel responsible for disrupting any chance Lily has of getting a part. Something I’ll rack my brain to resolve and make up to her later when I’m not being interrogated.

      My actions mirror my words as I swiftly retrieve my book from the empty seat. I whisper to Lily to pass me the tote resting in her lap. However, she seems to be in shock and not moving. Her eyes are transfixed on something behind me. 

      “Lily, get up. We’ve got to go!” 

      “You there.” 

      My attempt at a swift exit is abruptly halted by a sharp snap of fingers and an authoritative demand. My book slips from my grasp, clattering to the floor as the blood drains from my body in fright. Whirling around, I’m met with seeing him, positioned just two chairs away. He effectively blocks the row, squashing any hope of our impending departure.

      “What’s her name?” 

      His inquiry pierces through the charged atmosphere. Still clutching my apple core, Lily turns her surprised eyes towards me, the unanswered question lingering between us. He directs it at her but insinuates I should answer. I’m frozen in place—a fish out of water, trying to leave and not being allowed. Do I ask him to move? Do I jump over the seats or climb over Lily? 

      “Isla Frank.” 

      She answers him, but her tone says sorry to me.  

      “Well, Isla Frank,” he addresses me, his words ringing with authority. “Everyone who steps foot into my theater is required to audition. Hence the term, open auditions.” 

      He makes a sweeping gesture around the room, and my gaze follows it, only to realize more people have joined to watch this spectacle we’re creating. My body trembles and I feel uncomfortable being the center of this much attention. I clear my throat, attempting to dislodge the sudden lump that seems to have taken residence there. I’m pretty sure his definition of open auditions is wrong and definitely different from Lily’s.

      “If you please?”

      His voice is expectant, an invitation laced with an unspoken challenge. Obligation weighs me down as I glance at Lily, regretful that I ruined her chances. For her, I will do this. I will be brave and read whatever he wants, so she’s still a contender. With a sidestep down the row, I navigate past the two seats, conscious of his towering presence as he shifts to the side, allowing me clearance to pass. 

      “Um, what do . . . what do I do?” I stammer, my voice betraying my nervousness. I didn’t bring a piece or practice like I assume everyone here did. Do I recite my favorite poem or maybe some song lyrics? Will they give me something to read? A script, perhaps?

      His expression softens, taking my anxiety down a fraction before he shouts, “Lines,” to that same assistant, causing me to jump. She darts over, a crumpled script in her hand that she passes to him before hurrying back to her spot at the front.

      “Read from here to here.”

      He moves in closer, his cologne lingering in my nose as he points at the passages. My hands tremble as I accept his script, our fingers brushing. I open my mouth to say them when he immediately shakes his head.

      “Not here, up there.”

      “Oh, right.” 

      I glance at Lily, who has come out of her shocked fog long enough to give me an encouraging smile. Taking a deep breath, I smooth the fabric of my dress and slowly make my way to the stage. My legs feel like jelly while my heart thunders in my chest. 

      I climb the stairs to the side, noticing the grooves in the old wood as the whole stage seems to tilt toward the patron’s seats. The lights are excessively bright, and I put my hand up to block them long enough to find him again. 

      “Take a moment to read it over. We’ll see what you can bring to this character whenever you’re ready.” 

      His instructions do little to damper the sudden sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I drop my hand and glance down at the lines on the page, the words blurring together. Lily’s audition echoes in my mind as I inhale deeply, trying to steady my shaking body. I am thankful this is a different part than hers. With trembling hands, I hold the script in front of me and clear my throat, attempting to sound confident as I begin to recite the lines. But my voice falters, barely above a whisper.

      “Louder, Isla Frank. We need to hear you project.” Travis’s tone turns authoritative again. “And think of this as a real-life scene, a conversation you’d have with, say, your friend here.”

      I swallow hard, my cheeks burning with embarrassment. The lines are not a conversation, more a monologue, but I’m not about to split hairs with him. Summoning all my courage, I take a deep breath and raise my voice, my words becoming more audible. Travis walks closer to the stage, waving his index finger in circles and urging me to continue.

      As I delve into the lines, something strange happens. The nervousness I felt earlier begins to fade, replaced by a growing confidence. Travis’s presence, though intimidating, becomes strangely reassuring. With each word, I immerse myself in the character, letting go of my fears and relating to the material I’m reading. 

      He watches intently, his eyes locked on me when I glance up. Surprisingly, his intensity spurs me on. My voice gains strength, and I lose myself in the moment, forgetting the room full of spectators since I can’t see them against the blinding stage lights. 

      The monologue is about love and loss, abandonment and longing. It is about wanting to be seen, heard, and appreciated for the core of who this woman is and not the mask she presents to the world to feel accepted. It resonates so deeply that a tear drips down my cheek as I come to the final words before quickly wiping it away. When I finish, there’s a moment of silence before a smattering of applause breaks out.

      “Thank you, Isla Frank. That’s exactly what we’re looking for.”

      Travis’s tone softens, and when I put my hand back up to block the light, a warm smile appears on his handsome face. I clutch the script, the tremor gone from my hands as I hurry off the stage. My legs are still wobbly as I race to Lily, who’s moved up to the front of the theater with our stuff in tow.

      She embraces me and loudly whispers, “See, I knew you should have auditioned! You were amazing up there!”

      I can hardly believe what just transpired. Travis Jackson, the playwright, noticed me and forced me on stage. Even though I was terrified and trembling, I somehow found my footing. The words swirled around me until I started comprehending the message, the meaning resonating deeply.

      Maybe this is the magic that draws people into the theater to audition. The feeling of doing something so outside my comfort zone that I want to vomit until it turns out good, excellent even. Having overcome this personal obstacle of not wanting to stand out or be noticed by others makes me feel empowered, slightly invincible, as if I can do anything I set my mind to. 

      Blending in and being a wallflower is how I survived most of my life. It’s my default behavior. How I assimilated to make it in this world before being adopted allowed me to come out of my shell around trusted friends and family. But this experience, this feeling, being seen and appreciated by a handsome and successful stranger who is not my parents or Uncle Alex or Uncle Tomlin, well, it’s something I could get used to. Addictive, almost, if it can transform the quietest observers, such as myself, into an aspiring actress.

      “I can’t believe I did that.”

      She releases me, and I hand her the curled-up script, which she shoves into my tote. I shake my hands, trying to expel the nervous energy coursing through my body.

      “What happens next?” 

      “We leave and hope they call us back from another audition.” 

      “Oh, okay, then.” 

      As she transfers my belongings back to me, I begin stowing everything into my tote. Just as I’m about to complete the task, a tap on my shoulder sends a jolt of surprise through me. I pivot around, my eyes meeting those of Travis Jackson—catching me off guard again.

      “Isla Frank. Leave your information with my assistant before you leave.” 

      It’s another directive, delivered with authority, that has me wondering if I even want a part in his new play or if I’m just proud of myself for being brave and auditioning. 

      He senses my hesitation and adds, “Please,” with a touch of humility. 

      The juxtaposition of his commanding presence and this subtle plea elicits a smile from me. I can leave my information. It doesn’t necessarily commit me to returning to his theater for another audition. After all, is he genuinely open to hiring someone like me with no prior experience, or is this just a fleeting whim of his? 

      “Of course I will.”

      I swing my tote onto my shoulder in a bold move of confidence. He acquiesces to that tough playwright’s demeanor and lets a little smile slip onto his lips. 

      “Only if you can guarantee my friend here gets a callback.” 

      The smile falls from his face, and a glint appears in his eye. He wants something from me. I want nothing from him, but Lily does. 

      “No, Isla!” Her hand is on my arm in a flash. “That’s not how this works.” 

      Little does Lily know, this is precisely how it works. I’ve seen it far too many times with men to know any difference. Everything is a negotiation. Give a little to gain a lot. It’s how life works. Nothing is free, and everyone has an angle.  

      My smile brightens when I gaze up at him, tilting my head toward Lily without her noticing. His jaw clenches, my eyebrows lower, and the trepidation I feel is completely gone. I recall having to negotiate to eat lunch in the library instead of the cafeteria at school when the bullying got too bad. I promised to stay after school to help various teachers grade papers in exchange for peace and quiet to eat my humble lunch. 

      I realized most life situations are similar to that negotiation. I casually brush my hair over my shoulder, and the long stare he’s giving me now reminds me of my principal when I begged for library time. His attempt to intimidate me into surrendering my contact information is laughable compared to other negotiations I’ve had, especially with my time with Rick.

      Those were some of the worst in my life. I got pretty creative in negotiating my way out of having sex with him, but toward the end, he was catching on. As the tension between us lingers, my confidence continues when I break the silence. 

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Jackson,” I utter with a final nod. I pivot on my heels and begin to stride towards the exit, Lily’s jogging to catch up with me.

      “Are you crazy? You can’t do that to a guy like him. He’s famo⁠—”

      “You’ve got yourself a deal, Isla Frank.” 

      Before she can finish, his voice reverberates through the rows of seats, carrying an unexpected declaration that freezes Lily and me in our tracks. His words catch me off guard for the umpteenth time, and we turn in unison to look at him. 

      He bows with a gracious flare, the gesture laced with a hint of humor that seems at odds with the stern playwright I had initially perceived him to be. Bemused, I chuckle. Lily gasps at his gesture. It’s as if fate orchestrated a scene right here in his theater—one that I never anticipated being a part of.

      With another harsh snap of his fingers, the assistant runs up the aisle, clutching the clipboard to her chest before shoving it toward mine. She mutters instructions on what they need, not realizing I already saw the sign-up sheet before. I quickly scribble my information and glance up when done to find his eyebrow cocked when looking at me. I mirror his expression.

      Challenge accepted. 

      The assistant relays a bunch of stuff about callbacks and scheduling, the time commitment for this play, and other stuff that conflicts with my school schedule and makes it nearly impossible for me to be in his play. These are all the things Lily needs to know, and she nods her head as she takes it all in. When the assistant scurries away again, my gaze lingers on his for a few seconds before he turns away, barking orders to a crew member at the back of the stage about lighting. 

      Lily loops her arm in mine, drawing me close as we turn to exit and waiting until we are out the door and back on the street to explode. 

      “NO ONE, and I mean no one, is ever going to believe me when I tell them you got THE TRAVIS JACKSON to acquiesce to you! Like no one!” 

      Her exclamation sails over the loudness of the traffic on the street before us. She walks sideways, excitedly bouncing on her feet to look at me while she talks. I’m busy making sure she doesn’t get hit by a car rounding the corner at an obscene speed and turning against the light. 

      “Guys like that are used to getting their way.”

      I shrug, appearing calm when I feel as capable as a superhero saving the city. Not wanting to waste this boldness, I want to try something new and continue the streak of operating outside my comfort zone.

      “Let’s go to City Climb. Like right now. Wouldn’t that be fun, Lily?” 

      “What?” 

      Confusion is written all over her face as the smell of waffles floats by us from a nearby street vendor. The aroma causes my stomach to growl as lunchtime was hours ago, and the apple no longer sustains me. 

      “You heard me. I think they put you in a jumpsuit anyway, so me wearing a dress isn’t a problem. Then we can grab dinner at that new place you want to try. Pho something?” 

      Her hand lands on my arm, pulling me to a stop with an incredulous look on her face. 

      “You want us to scale the side of a building with a few cords preventing us from plummeting to our death and then eat pho afterward. Who are you? Are you out of your mind? No way!” 

      When she says it like that, I guess I did jump ahead three spaces without letting her know what’s going on in my mind. 

      “I feel . . . I don’t know, empowered . . .” My hands roll in a circle, causing hers to fall from my arm as I try to harness the profound feeling swirling in my body. “Like I can do anything, you know? Like Superman or something.” 

      “Endorphin rush, that’s what’s going on, Isla. It’s why theater is so addicting and jam-packed with actors auditioning. It’s the rush you’re feeling, the words coming to life within you in a way that resonates. Don’t think I didn’t see that happen when you were on stage. It was magical.” 

      The hustle and bustle of the New York streets feels electric, matching the adrenaline still coursing through my veins. As the daylight begins to fade, the city lights start their nightly dance, flickering on one by one, reminding me of a scene from Singin’ in the Rain, sans the rain and dancing man. But the joyful feeling on his face as he splashed through that choreography matches my feelings. 

      “Honestly, I surprised myself.” 

      Lily’s imploring eyes expect more of why it resonated. But some things are meant to stay inside, or at least shared between me, my court-assigned therapist, and my family. Although they don’t know it all either. Sometimes, there is just too much tragedy to keep piling on people, especially Papa, who cries easily and wants to cloak me in bubble wrap to save me from the world. 

      “Anyway, if climbing the side of a building like Spiderman is out, what else can we do? I feel like I’m walking on air, and that’s too amazing just to go home and watch old movies.” 

      Her laughter rings out loud against two cars, honking at each other over a stolen parking space as we walk by. 

      “With all these superhero references, I feel as if I should suggest a Marvel movie.”

      I wrinkle my nose at her idea and shake my head.

      “Good, ditch that idea and the Pho place. I know of a cozy jazz club nearby. Live music, dim lights, and some of the best bar food I’ve ever had.”

      The idea instantly captivates me. The thought of immersing myself in another form of the arts, the soulful music blending with my new emotion, just feels right.  

      “Perfect.” 

      She winds her arm through mine, drawing me close as she guides us down the street. Having been in the city two years longer than me, Lily always knows the best little places tucked into the various burrows around town. Her adventurous side takes her places that I could only dream about and, other times, scares me.

      Money is also no object to her, as she comes from a wealthy family that runs a thriving import and export business. I asked about it once, and she waved a dismissive hand, unwilling to get too in-depth other than saying it’s spices or wine and that she couldn’t care less. 

      I found that odd, as I spent most afternoons after school at Papa’s pet shop, which expanded when the landlord remodeled the exterior façade and drew in more business. Dad’s work was a little more complicated and, frankly, boring—something about trading commodities, which meant wearing suits and studying the markets all the time.

      He loved it and thought it entertaining enough to bore us with all the details over dinner on some nights. The almost three years I spent with them were the most wonderfully normal and quintessentially Norman Rockwell it could get. Those memories are the most cherished and provide the most comfort to me on my lonely nights here. 

      “You didn’t have to make him take me,” Lily says out of the blue, a flicker of uncertainty passing across her face. I feel guilty for hijacking her audition. 

      “I’m sorry if that made you uncomfortable. I’d been sitting in that theater all day, and when he asked, I was so caught off guard. Then, it seemed like I had to do it, and I ended up loving it. I don’t know what came over me, but you’re the amazing one. You should be the star of the show.”

      A radiant smile graces her face as she suddenly squeezes me even closer.

      “Thanks, but I want to be the villain, not the star. The villain has more complexity.”

      With a chuckle, I pat her arm, which is still looped with mine.

      “You’d make an incredible villain.”

      “I know. Now let’s go decompress with smooth jazz.”
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      “Isla! You won’t believe it. I got a call back!” Lily yells, sailing into the living room, her dark hair in waves down her back as she shoves her phone screen into my face. “And when I called his assistant to confirm the time, I asked her if it was because of you.”

      My heart, swelling with joy for her, is shrinking just as fast as I realize two things. The first is guilt all over again at sabotaging her ability to stand on her own and audition rather than forcing Travis Jackson’s hand. The second is disappointment that I didn’t get a callback, even when he seemed interested in me.

      “Lily, that’s incredible! I’m so happy for you.”

      She snatches her phone away, collapses onto the couch, and wraps me in a tight hug, much to Anna’s dismay at being disturbed on my lap. When she pulls back, her face inches from mine, she asks, “What about you? Did you get a call?”

      As close as we’ve grown as roommates, she’s a little too close right now, invading my personal space. That is something that always makes me uneasy. I tuck Anna in my arms and stand, collecting my empty glass to retrieve more water while adding the necessary space to make me feel comfortable again.

      I’m about to holler my answer, except she’s hot on my heels and following me into the kitchen. I use the refrigerator door to hold her at bay, a physical barrier to maintain my safe zone, even though I understand she’s overly excited and does not mean any harm.

      “I guess not.” She immediately lunges for me as my grip on the door tightens. “I’m so sorry! I don’t know what happened. I thought for sure you would.”

      She sees my uneasiness and stops her advancement on me, which has me dragging in a relieved breath.

      “It’s fine, Lily. I wasn’t expecting one anyway.”

      “Although, the lady did say she didn’t know who was with you that day when she looked at the list. I just now realize you never told him my name. So maybe I did get the part on my own merit.”

      I hate the doubt that lingers, and I immediately close the fridge to reassure her while still holding Anna.

      “Of course, you got it on your own merit. You’re good, Lily. Like, really good, and that guy would be a fool to pass on you. You didn’t need me at all, and I apologize⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare apologize to me again! You’ve done it umpteen million times already, and it's water under the bridge. It was the day it happened and every day since.” She holds up both hands with emphasis. “You need to let it go.”

      I open my mouth to object, and she waves her hands in a big X across her body.

      “No, I won’t hear of it any more. Now, what are you doing the rest of the day? I have a date with this new guy, and I can see about him bringing a friend. Wouldn’t it be fun to double date?”

      Fun? Or complete misery that has instant dread crawling through my veins? I don’t like surprises, and I certainly don’t like them when men are involved.

      “Um, I’m behind on my homework.” I gesture to the pile of books sprawled open on the coffee table. “Plus, it’s Tuesday night, and you know I always call my parents on Tuesdays.”

      She nibbles on her lip as if trying to think of new ways to rope me into going.

      “I know that look, and there is nothing you can say to convince me otherwise.” I shake my head at her. “I’m perfectly content staying in with Anna, making dinner, and finishing my assignments.”

      “Ugh, I love you, but you are such a fun killer.” Her smile betrays her words, and when she suddenly spins on her heels to exit the kitchen, I’m a little bewildered. “Give the fathers my love.”

      Her voice carries through the small apartment, where I hear her rummaging around in her room, probably trying to pick an outfit for tonight. I fill my glass, put Anna on the floor since I no longer need to use her as a barrier and resume my perch on the couch, eager to enjoy a quiet night by myself.
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      “Shoot, where is it?”

      Mumbling to myself, Anna trails behind me as I round the couch for a second time, looking for the book required for one of my classes. I’m sure I bought it at the start of the semester, which wasn’t that long ago when my parents were in town to help me move. With my hands on my hips surveying the room, Anna’s tiny nails stop clicking on the floor. I’m stumped, trying to recall if I’ve seen it here or if I just assumed I picked it up when Papa accompanied me to the bookstore while Dad worked at the hotel. If it were here, I’d spot it immediately with its distinctive orange, black, and white cover.

      “Crap, I’ll be back, Anna.”

      Glancing at my watch, I’m losing precious time before my planned call. If I leave now, I can make it to the bookstore and back in time to have dinner with them over the phone, something I like to do to feel reminiscent of home. Grabbing my keys and coat, I check my purse to ensure my phone is there before dashing out the door to get what I need.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m entering the bookstore, ready to hunt down the book and leave, when I see a new display dedicated to New York fashion. Like a moth to a flame, I’m drawn to the books they selected, glancing at the staff picks and reading their comment cards draped from the bottom of each shelf.

      My eyes greedily take in each book, picking them up, reading the back cover, and flipping through the pages. It’s a small indulgence, spending a few minutes in the world I aim to be a part of. After rifling through several books I’d love to own for my private collection, I feel a presence beside me that has me cautiously moving away.

      “I highly recommend the book you are holding.”

      A crisp and elegant British accent with a warm undertone grabs my attention. My gaze is drawn upward to a handsome individual with an air of refined elegance, his posture confident yet approachable. His skin is rich mahogany, and his short, curly black hair hints at his racial heritage.

      Dressed impeccably, his tailored suit fits him flawlessly in classic colors that enhance his complexion—his attire speaks of wealth. Yet, his taste for subtle yet luxurious details, like the silk pocket square, the expensive gold watch, and finely crafted leather shoes, display his sophistication.

      “Excuse me?”

      My lowered voice lures him nearer, forcing me to instinctively step back. He briefly glances down at my black ballet shoes, acknowledging my discomfort before mirroring my actions and stepping back.

      “That book.”

      He points to my hands, still clutching the hardbound book and wondering why he’s talking to me about fashion. Unless he’s either gay or in the industry, both of which would explain it.

      “I’ve read it and found it quite enlightening. It offers a unique perspective on fashion houses. One that’s both engaging and thought-provoking. I believe you’ll find it interesting.”

      The book suddenly feels more significant as I glance down at it and back up to his warm chocolate eyes.

      “Um, thank you?” I reply, a bit surprised. He’s definitely got to be in the industry. Maybe a designer for a fashion house, although I know most of the lead designers as I follow them on social media. “Are you in the fashion industry? Do you work for a fashion house?”

      I tilt my head when gazing up at him, trying to connect the dots between this older man and the fashion world. If he’s from England, could there be men’s fashion houses I’m unaware of? Not likely. Even though fashion is global, it’s still a small world.

      “Not exactly.” His answer is brief before he selects another book and hands it to me. “If you’re looking to learn more about the history of fashion, then I’d recommend this book.”

      I don’t even look at the cover as I take it and add it to the arm already holding the other. Despite his recommendation that it would be good, I’m still trying to figure him out.

      “I’m sorry, I’m not used to getting book recommendations from strangers, especially about fashion.”

      I brush my hair away from my face, waiting for him to catch my drift and explain himself. When he remains silent, not contributing anything more, I look around and then lean forward.

      Lowering my voice, I ask, “If you’re ‘not exactly’ in the fashion world, then are you by chance . . . gay?”

      There’s a very uncomfortable pause while his eyes narrow. I’m left scrambling to cover my inappropriate question.

      “It’s okay, my fathers are gay. I mean, my parents. I have two dads and no mom, well, sort of no mom, not anymore, but I’m rambling. I’m sorry for asking. That was rude and over the line.”

      I’m so embarrassed that I start shelving the books, ready to run out of the store without the book I need tonight. Suddenly, a delightful chuckle erupts from his deep baritone voice, stopping my actions. As his laughter grows, so does my discomfort to the point where I take a few more steps back.

      “Do you always ask strangers that you’re not used to getting book recommendations from their sexual orientation?”

      Even though the amusement in his tone is still there, my cheeks feel hot, and my embarrassment overrides any possibility of additional conversation. I assume his hand coming toward me is meant to be reassuring. I lean away from his touch, glancing at the front door to figure out how fast I can dash out of here.

      “I’m Gabriel Gannon. Most everyone calls me Gabe.”

      His ringless, manicured hand stills in the air between us, and a sliver of relief runs through me. A handshake I can do, especially if he’s gay and not hitting on me. Hesitantly, my gaze moves from his hand to his face, noticing his bright white teeth and how his smile adds age lines around his rich-colored eyes. He looks less intimidating and more like a model found in GQ magazine. I slip my hand into his, the warmth of his fingers curling around mine and sinking into my skin, matching the warmth of his expression.

      “I’m Isla Frank.”

      His grip is firm but not overly aggressive like some men. He releases it with two definite shakes, and I swallow some of my worry.

      “I didn’t mean to ask. I overshare when I’m nervous.”

      “I think that happens to the best of us.”

      He’s generous in letting me off the hook, especially since I called out his orientation so bluntly in public.

      “Have you read this one?”

      He points to a new memoir by a former Vogue executive that I heard about but haven’t had a chance to read, given my course load.

      “I haven’t. Have you?”

      That bright smile never fades when his fingertips tap various covers, giving a brief review and his rating system. His voracious reading is impressive, and his ability to recall intricate details from each book is beyond anything I can do. When he finally hits the last book in the display, I’m spellbound by his knowledge. He gushes out a big breath as if all that took it out of him, and I am left shaking my head.

      “How do you do that? How do you remember all that, and you don’t work in the industry?”

      My embarrassment and initial worries are long gone after the dissertation he just gave while looking marvelous and smelling great, with his musky cologne filling my senses. He taps his temple lightly with a finger.

      “I have a photographic memory. It was quite an asset during medical school.”

      “Wait, you’re a doctor?” I blurt out, his refined appearance—the Hermes scarf around his neck, the sleek blue DE Bethune silver wheel watch, and the elegant Stefano Ricci overcoat making sense now.

      He nods with a humble smile.

      “Yes, I am. Reading helps me unwind, and I have a penchant for quality clothing. It’s a different world from medicine, but equally fascinating.”

      His revelation is another fascinating layer to the intriguing man standing before me. Then, a thought. What kind of doctor has the leisure time to immerse himself in fashion books? Surely, a successful medical professional wouldn’t have the time to delve into the history of polka dots and Vogue memoirs.

      “What kind of doctor?”

      I don’t dislike the suspicion in my voice when I ask. Men lie to get what they want. He’s no different. He picks up on my tone and retrieves his wallet, the same luxury brand Uncle Tomlin carries, to pull out a business card. When he hands it to me, I read it aloud.

      “Pediatric cranial neurosurgeon . . . wow.”

      I know my mouth is open, staring at the card and into his face. His smile is not as bright and slightly smug, probably getting this reaction all the time. The brain surgeon part is sad, but the pediatric part is even sadder.

      “Pediatric? That breaks my heart. What type of surgeries do kids need?”

      He pauses momentarily, tucking his hands behind his back as if in doctor mode, ready to give the results to an anxious family.

      “Isla, would you mind if we grabbed a cup of coffee? They have a café on the second floor, and I could better explain what I do in a quieter setting.”

      My instincts are instantly heightened. Initially, I worry this is an impromptu date. Then relief washes over me when I remember he’s gay.

      “Um, sure.” I adjust the strap of my bag on my shoulder. “But not too long. I need to study and get a book. It’s why I’m here in the first place, but I got sidetracked with this display. It’s actually upstairs, the book I need.”

      He gives an understanding smile, acknowledging my demands.

      “Wonderful, let’s pick up your book and find a spot to talk about medicine and what you’re studying.”

      We make our way upstairs, the noise of the bookstore below fading into a calmer, less crowded ambiance. The shelves aren’t quite as full up here. Academic books tend to be less popular. He trails behind me, scanning the books we pass as I hunt for the one I need for school. His interest in my choice is evident but unobtrusive as he offers to pay, which has me tilting my head in silent inquiry. I respectfully decline and hand over my credit card. He apologizes for overstepping and sounding very formal and very British.

      Shortly after, we’re drawn to the café by the strong aroma of coffee and the soft murmur of conversations, creating a welcoming atmosphere. I select a small table by the window, the city lights twinkling outside. He orders cappuccinos and a plate of biscotti for us to share. I don’t mind him paying for it, as I plan to get the next round if we stay that long.

      The conversation flows effortlessly as we sip our drinks. We discuss everything from medicine and my studies to literature and life in New York. He shares amusing anecdotes from his hometown of London, voicing different accents from the various parts of England. I find myself laughing more than I have in a long time. His stories are captivating and filled with a blend of humor and wisdom.

      When the conversation turns to his practice and what brought him to the States, his expression changes, morphing into an intensity that shows his passion and dedication to helping children. It all sounds important compared to my world, which he seems genuinely intrigued by while I dismiss my life as unimportant.

      The conversation slips into fashion, our shared passion, and one that brings out the best in us. It’s so easy with him. It’s as if I’m gabbing with my best friend. Time slips away while I pay for more sugary treats and two refills, decaffeinated for him as he has an early surgery tomorrow and needs to sleep. Caffeinated for me as I still have a pile of homework waiting for me at home.

      The café around us gradually empties, and before I know it, an announcement comes over the intercom that the bookstore is closing. We’re both surprised to realize we’ve been chatting for nearly three hours.

      “I’m sorry to have kept you, Isla.”

      He apologizes quickly as he stands to clear away the plate of crumbs and empty coffee cups. I cast him a bright smile, so happy to have made a new and interesting friend.

      “Not at all. This has been the most interesting thing that has happened to me this week,” I say, gathering my things into my bag before swinging it onto my shoulder and then frowning. “Second thing, actually.”

      The café staff wishes us a good night before cleaning the table as we walk toward the escalators.

      “Second, I’m wounded. What was the first, if I may be so bold to inquire?”

      The humor in his voice is unmistakable, and I glance at his face to ensure he’s not offended before gripping the handrail to step on it.

      “It was earlier this week when Lily, the roommate I told you about, had a casting call and dragged me along. The director, I mean, the playwright, forced me to audition. She got a callback, but I didn’t. Not that I was expecting one, though.”

      As we ride the escalator together, I can’t help but notice his proximity. Closer than before when we were downstairs, his arm clasping the rail behind me. Usually, I wouldn’t like it, especially considering he’s a large man, noticing his muscular frame when he removed his coat upstairs. However, something in the soft depth of his eyes, the way he spoke so highly of his mom back home, and that he saves children for a living makes me feel safe around him.

      “An actress too? Did I miss that part of the conversation upstairs?”

      His eyebrows wrinkle together, confusion ringing in his tone.

      “No, I’m not an actress, and I’m not aspiring to be one either, which I learned is very common here.”

      My mind wanders back to the script. The character I read about suffered so much loss that it still bothers me.

      “I don’t know, Gabe. Maybe a small part of me hoped I’d get a callback.”

      We proceed out the door, the night air cool and crisp compared to the cozy warmth of the café while the city buzzes around us.

      “Validation is always appreciated even if we’re not obviously seeking it.” His eloquence in capturing exactly what I’m feeling in the most concise manner possible is refreshing. “Can I give you a lift? My car is parked right over there.”

      My gaze follows his finger to a dark, expensive luxury vehicle parked under the streetlamp. Even though I feel comfortable with him in public, in a confined space, it's another thing entirely, and that's the reason I never take a car ride service. Bad things happen in locked cars. I learned that long ago.

      “Thank you, but no, I’ll take the subway.”

      It’s not ideal to be out this late and alone, but Uncle Tomlin taught me a fair number of moves to protect myself. I always carry pepper spray, so I’m well-equipped. Gabe’s face is aghast, the thought foreign to him that I’d turn him down for the subway.

      “Uh, I’m fairly certain I’m not comfortable with that. It’s late, and the subway at this hour? Are you certain I can’t drive you? It’s really no bother.”

      “I’m certain.”

      The finality in my voice has him frowning, looking from me to his car as if to invisibly will me into going. He releases a long sigh, obviously conflicted, when I decide for him by backing away toward the direction of the subway entrance.

      “If you insist, please let
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