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For everyone who has ever sat alone on a late bus
and wondered if the person across the aisle
might change everything.


CHAPTER ONE
The Rain and the Stranger
The M15 bus hissed to a stop on Second Avenue like it was tired of the city. Ananya Rao stepped on with wet hair plastered to her neck and a half-dead phone in her pocket. It was almost one in the morning.
The rain had started as a drizzle somewhere near 59th and had turned serious by the time she reached the stop. Her canvas tote bag was soaked through. The sketchbook inside would be ruined if she didn’t get somewhere dry soon.
She scanned the nearly empty bus and chose a seat three rows from the back, window side. The fluorescent lights flickered once, then settled into their usual sickly yellow. Outside, the city blurred into streaks of red and white as the bus pulled forward.
She was still shaking water from her jacket when someone sat across the aisle. Not next to her. Across.
Close enough that she felt the shift in the air. He was tall, even sitting. Dark hair damp from the rain, collar of a black coat turned up.
A faint scar cut through his left eyebrow. He didn’t look at her at first. He looked at the floor, then at the window, then finally at the wet footprint she had left on the seat in front of her.
“Bad night?” His voice was low, a little rough, as if he hadn’t used it in hours. Ananya considered ignoring him. She usually did.
New York taught you that. But something about the way he said it—not pity, not flirtation, just a simple observation—made her answer. “The kind where the train is delayed, the Uber is surge-priced, and the universe decides you needed a full baptism.” The corner of his mouth lifted.
Not a full smile. Something smaller. “Lucas,” he said after a moment.
“Ananya.” He nodded once, as if filing the name away. The bus turned onto a quieter stretch. Rain drummed harder against the roof.
For a while neither of them spoke. She watched the reflection of the overhead lights in the dark glass and tried not to notice the way his hands rested on his thighs—long fingers, a thin silver ring on the right hand, no wedding band. At 23rd Street a group of drunk college kids got on, loud and dripping.
One of them stumbled into the seat behind Lucas and started laughing about a girl who had left him at a bar. Lucas shifted slightly, angling his body away. Ananya caught the movement and the quiet irritation in his jaw.
When the kids finally got off near Houston, the bus felt emptier than before. “You take this route often?” she asked, surprising herself. “Lately.” He glanced at her.
“You?” “When the trains hate me.” Another almost-smile. “They hate everyone equally.” The conversation stayed light. Work—he was an architect, she designed book covers and album art.
Neighborhoods—he lived near Union Square, she in Astoria. Nothing that required real vulnerability. Yet every time the bus slowed at a light she felt the space between their seats like a third presence.
At 14th Street he stood. “This is me.” She nodded. He hesitated for half a second, as if deciding whether to say something else, then simply said, “Stay dry, Ananya.” The doors opened.
Cold air rushed in. He stepped down into the rain without looking back. Ananya watched until the bus pulled away and the figure in the black coat disappeared into the wet glow of the streetlights.
She told herself it was nothing. People talked on late buses all the time. It meant nothing.
Her phone buzzed with a message from her mother in Delhi: Call when free. Important family matter. Ananya locked the screen without answering.
The important family matters could wait until morning. Right now the only thing that felt real was the faint scent of rain and cologne that still lingered in the air across the aisle.

CHAPTER TWO
Same Seat, Different Night
Three nights later the rain had stopped, but the air still carried that metallic aftertaste of the storm. Ananya almost walked past the bus stop. The L train was running fine.
She had no reason to take the M15. She took it anyway. The same seat was empty.
She sat. Two stops later the doors opened and Lucas stepped on, coat unbuttoned this time, a sketchbook under one arm. He saw her, paused, then took the seat across the aisle again.
“You’re making a habit of this,” he said. “Apparently so are you.” He set the sketchbook on his knee. The cover was worn, corners soft from use.
She wanted to ask what was inside. Instead she said, “I thought architects used tablets.” “I do. This is for the parts that don’t belong to clients.” The bus lurched forward.
A woman with a stroller argued quietly with the driver about the ramp. Ananya watched Lucas open the sketchbook to a blank page and begin drawing without looking down, as if his hand already knew the lines. “Can I see?” she asked after a minute.
He hesitated, then turned the book toward her. It was the interior of the bus—her seat, the wet floor, the reflection of the lights on the window. He had drawn her in profile, hair still slightly damp from the earlier rain, eyes looking out at something the paper couldn’t show.
“That’s… accurate,” she said, voice quieter than she intended. “I draw what I notice.” The way he said it made her stomach tighten. She handed the book back.
Their fingers brushed. Neither of them pulled away immediately. At Union Square he stood again.
This time he didn’t leave right away. “There’s a place two blocks from here that stays open late. Decent coffee.
If you wanted.” Ananya looked at the dark street, at the people moving under the streetlights, at the man waiting for an answer he hadn’t fully expected to receive. “I have an early call with a client in London,” she said. He nodded, already stepping back.
“Another time, then.” “Lucas.” He stopped. “Another time.” The doors closed between them. She watched him walk south, hands in his pockets, sketchbook tucked under one arm.
For the rest of the ride home she kept replaying the almost-invitation and the way her own voice had sounded when she said his name. In Astoria she walked the six blocks from the stop to her building with her headphones in but no music playing. The apartment was dark.
Her roommate, Priya, was still at the hospital on night shift. Ananya dropped her bag, kicked off her shoes, and stood in the kitchen drinking water from the tap. Her phone showed three missed calls from her mother and one text from her older brother: Ma is serious this time.
Call her. She ignored both. Instead she opened the notes app and typed a single line: He draws what he notices.
Then she deleted it.

CHAPTER THREE
Coffee at the Terminal
The third time they met on the bus, Ananya was the one who spoke first. “Still drawing strangers?” Lucas looked up from the page. Tonight he wore a gray sweater under the black coat.
The scar above his eyebrow caught the light when he smiled properly for the first time. “Only the interesting ones.” They talked the whole way downtown. She told him about the album cover she was designing for a small indie band from Brooklyn—something with fractured light and empty chairs.
He told her about a renovation project in the West Village that kept changing because the client’s wife hated every material he suggested. At 14th he didn’t stand immediately. “That coffee place is still open.” This time she said yes.
The café was narrow, walls covered in old transit maps and black-and-white photographs of the city in the seventies. They took a table near the back. He ordered black coffee.
She ordered something with oat milk and cinnamon because the night felt like it needed sweetness. “So,” Lucas said, wrapping both hands around his cup, “why the late buses?” “Deadlines. Clients in different time zones.
And sometimes the trains feel too fast. Like they don’t give you enough time to think.” He nodded as if that made perfect sense. “I used to take the subway everywhere.
Then my sister died two years ago. Hit by a car near a station entrance. After that the underground felt… wrong.
Too many people moving too quickly

