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A Note to Readers
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The stories in this collection deal with themes of suicide, domestic violence, and bullying. If you or someone you know is struggling, help is available.

In the United States, call or text 988 to reach the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline, available 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

You are not alone.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Note on These Stories
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These two stories were written separately but belong together. Each places three people in a confined space — a subway car, a study hall, a gymnasium — and watches what happens when strangers or near-strangers are forced into proximity with each other’s pain.

Neither story resolves cleanly. That is intentional. What they offer instead is something rarer: the moment before resolution, when a person first understands that they are not invisible. That someone else has seen them. That this, by itself, changes something.

These are not easy stories. They were not written to be.
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A story about three strangers and one morning

The F train pulled into Jay Street–MetroTech with a metallic groan, its doors yawning open like a tired mouth. The car was half full — commuters, students, a man with a cello case, a woman eating a bagel too fast. Three passengers boarded separately, each carrying a secret heavier than their backpack or handbag.

Nathan stepped in first, his duffel slung over one shoulder, Princeton hoodie zipped halfway up. He scanned the car, chose a seat near the door, and sat stiffly. His coach’s words still echoed: “You’re not just fast, kid. You read the field like it’s a book you wrote.” But today, the playbook was blank. Marissa was waiting. The clinic appointment was in two hours. He hadn’t told his parents. He hadn’t told anyone except Coach Ramirez, who had looked at him like he was already slipping away.

❖

Earlier — Nathan

He remembered their last exchange in the locker room.

“I just... I don’t know who I am when I’m not chasing something,” Nathan had said. “Football, grades, expectations. What if I’m not ready to be anything?”

Coach Ramirez hadn’t pushed. He’d just nodded and replied, “Then maybe today’s not about Princeton. Maybe it’s about figuring out what kind of man you want to be.”

❖

The train doors opened again. Isabelle entered next, heels clicking, coat cinched tight. She looked like she belonged in a perfume ad — elegant, untouchable. But her mascara was slightly smudged. She had been on her way to see her young lover earlier, but she had decided against it. As she boarded, her phone buzzed with a message from Julian: “You sure you’re not coming?” She didn’t reply.

Harold’s question from that morning haunted her: “Do you love me?”

She had answered: “I love the life we built.” But what did that even mean?

She sat across from Nathan. Their eyes met briefly. He looked away first.

❖

Earlier — Isabelle

In their Upper West Side apartment, Harold had been playing Debussy at the piano while Isabelle adjusted her earrings in the mirror. She walked over and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“You’re a good man, Harold,” she said softly. “But I feel like I’m living someone else’s story.”

❖

The train stopped again. Marcus boarded last, his coat too warm for the weather, his face pale. The note was still in his pocket. He had kissed Lena’s forehead that morning, shaded in her drawing of a rainy sky, and told Jared to “be good.” Tanya had asked, “You’re quiet this morning.” He hadn’t answered.

He sat beside Isabelle, not noticing her perfume, not noticing anything. The train lurched forward.

❖

Earlier — Marcus

At the breakfast table in Queens, Tanya had flipped pancakes while Lena colored and Jared scrolled through his phone. Marcus watched them, feeling like a ghost in his own home.

“You’re quiet this morning,” Tanya said.

“Just thinking,” he replied with a faint smile.

Jared didn’t look up. “About what?”

Marcus stared at his coffee. “About how I used to think success was a ladder. You climb, you win. But maybe it’s more like a treadmill. You run, you sweat, and you’re still in the same damn place.”

Tanya’s voice softened. “You’re not in the same place. You’re here. With us.”

“But what if I’m not enough?” he said. “Not for you. Not for them.”

Lena looked up, sensing something she didn’t fully understand. “Daddy, can you help me with the sky? I want it to look real.”

He knelt beside her, took the crayon, and shaded in a soft gradient. “There. Now it looks like it’s about to rain.”

He kissed her forehead, grabbed his coat, and headed for the subway.

❖

Back on the train, Nathan’s leg bounced. Isabelle checked her reflection in the window. Marcus stared at the floor.

At Bergen Street, a man stumbled in — drunk, loud, slurring. He grabbed the pole near Isabelle and leered.

“Nice coat, sweetheart. You going somewhere fancy?”

Isabelle stiffened. Nathan stood up instinctively.

“Leave her alone,” he said.

The drunk man laughed. “What are you, her boyfriend?”

Marcus looked up. Something in Nathan’s voice — young, scared, defiant — cut through the fog in his head. He stood too.

“She said nothing to you,” Marcus said. “Sit down or get off.”

The drunk man blinked, surprised by the sudden alliance. He muttered something and moved to the next car.

The three sat back down, the silence between them now charged.

Isabelle turned to Nathan. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “Can I ask you something weird?”

She raised an eyebrow.

“If you were eighteen,” he said, “and your girlfriend was pregnant, and you had a shot at Princeton... what would you do?”

She looked at him, really looked. She saw the panic behind his eyes, the weight of a decision too big for his age.

“I’d ask myself what I’d regret more,” she said. “Losing the future I imagined, or the one I didn’t give a chance to exist.”

Nathan swallowed hard. He didn’t reply. But he pulled out his phone and texted Marissa: I’m coming to you. Not the clinic.

Marcus watched them. Something cracked open inside him.

“You know,” he said quietly, “I wrote a note this morning. I was going to the bridge.”

Isabelle turned to him, stunned. Nathan froze.

“But then you stood up,” Marcus continued, nodding at Nathan. “And I thought — maybe courage isn’t about being fearless. Maybe it’s about showing up when you’re scared.”

Nathan looked at him, eyes wide. “Are you okay?”

Marcus gave a faint smile. “No. But I think I want to be.”

Isabelle reached into her purse, pulled out a pen, and scribbled her number on a receipt.

“Call me,” she said. “If you ever need someone to talk to.”
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