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			To London,
May this novel show you that you can always achieve your dreams.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			The wavering bridge sways in the blustery wind. Its dry, rotten wood creaks with the motion. A musty, earthy aroma wafts in the breeze. The glistening full moon above gives life to my only exit. A twig snaps behind me. My head jolts to the side, spotting a lonely little chipmunk pattering across brittle leaves. He scurries toward me, stopping to sniff at my foot. His enticing cuteness is out of place in this decrepit forest. I bend down to interact with the tiny creature, but my sudden movement alarms him. I know how he feels.

			He continues his journey, innocently scampering across the aging bridge. Another large gust of wind slaps me in the face. The chipmunk is flung from the wooden boards. The poor thing takes flight, tumbling into the cruel waves of the ravine below. The unrelenting deep thrashes against jagged rocks, the chipmunk lost to its depth.

			I foresee a similar fate. Following the small mammal into the rocky waters, never to be seen again.

			I turn back to the trail I stumbled out of. The vision of a shadowed cloak escapes the leaf-barren trees, inching closer to his rightful prey. I sense his presence looming in the distance. The howl of the wind sends a tense hold against my chest. It lets me know he is watching, waiting.

			A charcoal smog begins to form within the forestry. The smoky haze pollutes the air, covers the decaying tree trunks, and coats the trail, eliminating all visibility. I have two options in front of me, neither are tempting. As if on cue with the wind’s melodic whispers, a shadow emerges from the fog and battered spruce trees. His onyx cloak appears to grow, overtaking the landscape behind him. My feet inch backwards, my barren heels landing on the splintered plank of the rickety bridge. I look down, watching the rapids slap against the narrow valley below.

			My heart races, beating violently against my chest. I can hear each thud pulsate in my ears. I turn back toward the desolate forest, and I’m met with an elongated claw reaching for me. He’s inches away.

			Don’t wake up.

			The wind whispers in a raspy, perilous tone.

			I take careful steps backwards, entering the bridgeway, trapped between its frayed handrails. A line of rusted chain links hold up the flimsy rope. He floats inward, entering the walkway. Joining me. Both of us move slowly. His sharp fingers extend. I can feel his haunted grip around my throat. Squeezing. As my heart comes to a deafening crescendo, the bridge crumbles underneath me. He relinquishes me from his grasp. I plummet toward the icy water, gasping for air. The narrow valley walls crash down around me. I brace for impact as I wake up.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Friday, September 23rd

			I twist a damp cloth around the spotted glass for several minutes, staring off into the distance as I try to recollect a now-hazy nightmare that shook me last night. The loud ambiance of the room doesn’t register as I continue wiping down this pint glass with my dirty rag.

			“Excuse me?!” A forceful voice brings me back to the present.

			This short, bulky man with his irritated glare stares me down. His thick brow ridges mirror that of a caveman; so do his mannerisms.

			“Sorry, what can I get you?” I ask in my bubbly, faux bartender voice.

			“Whiskey on the rocks and whatever that pretty lady at the end of the bar is drinking,” he says with a smarmy wink.

			I suppress an eye roll at this man’s performance. “You got it,” I tell him as I turn to the bar’s wall of spirits.

			I know that woman, not by name, but she’s a regular. The same scenario plays out each week. She sits at the end of the bar every Friday night, orders one drink—vodka cranberry, a notably basic drink—and nurses it while she reads her romance novels. Last week she indulged in The Notebook. This week she sits with Emily Henry’s latest release. This woman is no plain Jane; she stands out in the crowd. Her makeup is always flawless. She has on a beautiful designer dress—an empire waist burgundy number with flowing lantern sleeves and a plunging neckline, extenuating her plentiful cleavage. Her wavy blonde locks are perfectly blown out, as if she just came from the hair salon. It’s no wonder every Friday when she puts on her display, the men flock to her. Though, she keeps her guard up. She knows how to play the game, choosing a player carefully. I, for one, could never muster up the confidence to put myself out there in such a display. I admire her for that.

			Amongst the noise, this Neanderthal’s heavy breath resonates from behind. His excessive breathing is felt in my hair. I can sense his eyes glaring at the back of my head as I begin his order. The whiskey pours rapidly from its nozzle, the heat from the liquor crackling the ice. I slide it toward him and start with the next one. He throws the cash down and takes a large swig of his whiskey, finishing the glass in one large, boorish gulp. While I pour out the cranberry juice, he demands another one. Before I can finish his next drink, he brutishly swipes both beverages off the counter. His lumbering footsteps creak against the tired wooden boards, taking aim at his target. But he pauses at an empty table, placing the drinks down. He turns his back to me for a split second, reaching into his pocket. His hands slyly maneuver in front of him. I wipe down the sticky countertop, keeping an eye out as he makes his introduction, handing over the drink with a smug grin. It sits there, the ice in her drink quickly dissolves as they chat, a glass of suspicion nestled between them. I loosen my grip on the whiskey bottle, letting it shatter to the floor. The brown liquid splashes and spreads across the hardwood floor, glass shards littered within the mess. All eyes are on me. My own eyes connect with the gorgeous blonde, and in that instant, I try my best to signal a warning.

			“Everything alright over here, Lyla?” My clumsy act catches Daniel’s unwanted attention.

			“Yeah, the bottle just slipped.” I keep a close watch on the pair, making quick glances at the glass. I notice her give a solemn nod in return.

			“Well, that’s coming out of your tips tonight. Clean this mess up,” Daniel commands, annoyed with me as usual.

			The bar crowd goes back to their banter, and Daniel slinks away to his office in the back. I move along the back end of the bar to grab the mop and bucket, readying the hose to fill it up. The bucket fills with cloudy water, remnants of dirt still stuck to the edges of the bucket.

			“Need help with that?” Miguel—our resident bouncer—offers, grabbing the large tub of soap, pouring it in before I can answer.

			“Thank you.” I offer back a grateful smile.

			I see Daniel emerge from his gremlin hole, shooting us flagrant stares. It doesn’t take him long to storm back over in a huff.

			“Miguel, get back to your post. She made this mess, she can mop it up.”

			Daniel is a mouse compared to Miguel. Though, I’d describe him more like a rat. His pointed face, always pinched at the lips, looking like he’s sucking on something sour. His dark chestnut eyes small and beady. Compared to Miguel’s six-foot-five stature, he looks like a toddler commanding his father to extend bedtime.

			Miguel leaves us both with a nod, adding a gentle smile just for me, and takes his leave back to the front of the bar. He patiently stands guard to check IDs at the empty door.

			“Clean this up already,” Daniel adds, his pursed lips shaped like an asshole. He avoids the spill, cautious not to ruin his shiny black loafers.

			I roll my supplies back over to the growing spill. I can’t help but remain nosy, keeping one ear on the pair nearby.

			“Just thought you’d appreciate the gesture. Any woman in here would kill to have me buy them a drink,” I overhear his retort to her obvious rejection.

			“You are more than welcome to buy them one. I’m just trying to enjoy my book.”

			“Don’t pretend like you’re here just to read,” he persists. “You’re all dressed up, practically asking for it.”

			“Just because a woman likes to dress up doesn’t mean she’s asking for it. I didn’t ask for you to slip something in that drink there either, yet you did so anyways.” I hold my breath at the blunt accusation, waiting for his next move.

			“You fucking bitch! How dare you say that to me?” He feverishly stands as he becomes flustered by her statement, his fists balled up. Each knuckle turns white, a stark contrast to his splotchy reddened face.

			“Sir, I think it’s time for you to leave,” I can’t help but interject, placing myself in the crossfire.

			“Mind your business, bitch.”

			“This is my business. You need to leave, or Miguel over there can escort you out.”

			The bigshot Neanderthal tracks my line of sight towards our bouncer, his body taking up the space of the doorway. The man stares him down, weighing his options. Before he can make a decision, Miguel—who already witnessed the altercation—jumps into action.

			“Problem here?” he asks, his biceps popping out of his black collared shirt, the gold embroidering of City Brews taut against his covered pecs.

			“Whatever. This place is shit anyways.” He drags his clunky boots across the room with his chest puffed out, attempting to square off with Miguel. The narcissism exudes off him.

			There is a certain heaviness that lingers as he walks out the door. Everyone watches with curious eyes on the action. The low hum of the busted speakers buzzes around the dim lit room. The smell of cheap whiskey distills the air. I get back to my chore. The already damp mop just pushes around the noxious fumes. The clinking of glass scrapes against the dingy wooden planks.

			“Thank you for that,” the blonde’s honeyed voice catches me off guard.

			“Oh yeah, of course. I just hope he doesn’t try that again.”

			“He’ll probably think twice next time.” Her attempt at persuasion falls flat.

			I nod meekly. “Let’s hope so.”

			I clutch the drink that remains in front of her and toss it into the trough, hosing down the remnants of the alleged tainted beverage. My eyes are hooked on the batch of ice, the light above me shifts, a shadowy figure creeping up from behind.

			“I’m gone on break for ten minutes and I hear you smashed a liquor bottle and kicked out a customer,” Alessia says, materializing out of nowhere.

			“Jesus, woman, don’t do that.”

			“Sorry. Jumpy much?” She bends down to pick up the broken glass that I have been aimlessly pushing around. “Daniel looks pissed.”

			She tilts her head, pointing out his reappearance, his seething eyes stuck to me. I’m sure I’ll be reprimanded for throwing out a paying customer, despite his disgusting actions.

			“Daniel always looks pissed. I’d rather he be angry at me than have some brute asshole date rape someone,” I say bluntly.

			“What the fuck did I miss?” Alessia’s amethyst contacts gaze up at me, her matching shade of hair whipping to the side as she stands up.

			“I’ll fill you in later.” I grab the trash can, finishing the clean-up before Daniel has a reason to hurry back over and scold me.

			“No time like the present,” she says with an eager expression.

			Our stunning regular packs up her book and graces us with her presence. I notice she has skipped the conquest of leaving with a suitor for the night. I don’t blame her after that debacle.

			“Thanks again for that.” Her piercing blue eyes dazzle against the dim bar lighting. She pulls a loose book page out of her clutch purse—it’s folded in half and clipped shut—and hands it over to me. “This is for you. Have a great night.”

			“Um, what’s this?” I ask, looking down at the thick wad in my hand.

			“I’ll see you next week.” Her bright smile lights up the room as she makes her way out of the bar.

			I don’t have a moment to unravel what she gave me as a large group of friends excitedly yield their IDs to Miguel as they clamber in. Their eyes scan the shelves behind me, admiring the cheap, yet bountiful elixirs. I stuff the folded page into my booze-soaked apron and begin tending to the rowdy group of college students.

			When the crowd finally settles down, I excuse myself to the bathroom to get a good look at what she handed me. I turn on the flickering light and haul out the mysterious paper. Several twenty-dollar bills tumble out. I quickly pick them up and carefully open the page.

			“Holy fuck.” The hollow walls echo my astonishment. There must be three hundred dollars in twenties here with a note written on the inside of the folded page.

			There are not enough people like you in this world. Keep looking out for us. You deserve every penny. See you next Friday.

			Thank you again,

			Abigail Foster

			I’m nearly brought to tears by this sheer act of kindness. I just did what any decent human being would do, I didn’t expect an enormously generous tip out of it. Times are tough right now and this bit of money can go a long way. Only problem is, I have to declare all my tips with Daniel, who takes a percentage. Everything in me is telling me to keep this little secret to myself. I contemplate my moral obligation. I count out the rest of my tips to help make my final decision. It’s a meager fare in comparison. Though it’s an amount Daniel would expect for a tip out, minus the broken whiskey bottle. I stuff the wad of cash in my bra and the remaining tips back into my apron.

			The bar seems louder. The boisterous speakers continue their insufferable buzzing; it bleeds into my ears. In their inebriated state, no one seems to mind. I stare down the clock, the minute hand hobbling along, the incessant ticking toying with me. One of the college boys stumbles up to me, I can hardly make out his slurred pronunciation of a double gin and tonic.

			“Sorry, but I think you’ve had enough,” I tell him.

			Before he can argue back, Alessia saves me in the moment.

			“Last call, folks!”

			It’s music to my ears.

			We wipe down the bar, bus the empty glasses into the dishwasher, hose down the ice, and turn off the taps. The closing bartenders tip out with Daniel and I get to hear him reiterate his disdain over my intentional accident earlier. As anticipated, he can’t help himself by questioning my reason for kicking out the brutish man.

			“I’m pretty sure I saw him slip something in that lady’s drink,” I reply.

			“You’re pretty sure? Did anybody else see this?” he asks the remaining employees.

			Alessia restates her absence during her smoke break, missing the incident. Miguel was busy at the door. And our third bartender, Delilah, was tending tables. As usual, she keeps her head down, never engaging.

			“So it’s your word against his. Based off an act you’re pretty sure you saw,” Daniel snarks. “That’s a heavy allegation, Lyla. Do you want us to get sued?”

			“I know what I saw. Plus, he was super defensive. If he wasn’t guilty, his reaction wouldn’t have been that dramatic.”

			“Of course he was defensive, you accused him of trying to drug someone.” He riffles through the laid-out tips. “You cost us money tonight. Due to that, your percentage will be less than everyone else’s.”

			I try to interject but he holds up a pointed finger. “Bap-bap-bap. I don’t want to hear it.”

			His childish attitude alleviates my guilty conscious, happy to have my actual tip nestled away. He doesn’t deserve a dime for defending that ne’er-do-well. I’m now pleased to cut him out of it. He graciously hands out the remaining tips to Alessia and Delilah after pocketing his own, leaving my dismal amount in front of me.

			“I deducted your cut as well,” he tells Miguel. “You assisted in her wrongful accusation. Don’t be so quick to throw customers out before you get the facts next time.”

			Miguel stares him down, his nostrils flaring. The three of us wait in suspense for him to react. He just swipes the cash from Daniel’s pompous hand, stuffing it in his pocket.

			“Lyla did the right thing. I believe her. You can cut my tips all you want, but I will always have her back,” he speaks out. My lips form a gracious smile. “Let’s get out of here.”

			The four of us leave Daniel to close up. Miguel heatedly pushes the thick oak door wide open. He steps through first to hold it in place for the three of us to exit. Delilah hurries to her car with a simple good night, while we begin our late walk home.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			The city air at two in the morning is brisk. After hours stuck in a musty bar, I embrace the refreshing temperature. Regardless of the late-night hour, people remain scattered on the strip, taking the party to the street. The girls ahead of us walk with their arms linked together, keeping each other safe, or helping each other stand up straight. When it comes to women walking the streets of downtown Toronto at this time of night, there is safety in numbers.

			“Daniel is such a dick,” Alessia says, linking my arm, parroting the party girls up ahead.

			“Understatement of the year,” Miguel agrees, keeping his pace in stride with ours. “Little rat-faced bitch.”

			“It’s hard to take him serious with those asshole-shaped lips of his.” I turn to Miguel and purse my lips, doing my best impression of our ineffective boss. “Clean this mess up,” I add in his squeaky tone.

			This warrants a laugh from the group. It helps alleviate the stress of the night. Making fun of Daniel always does.

			“Hey!” a forceful voice shouts out nearby.

			The three of us exchange a glance, assuming some drunkard is searching for his friends.

			“I’m talking to you, bitch!”

			We turn to see the short, abrasive Neanderthal stepping out of his beat-up Pontiac. He stumbles off the road onto the sidewalk, every step lopsided. He’s more drunk then when he left City Brews. Miguel quickly coaxes us behind him.

			“There a problem here, hombre?”

			“Yeah, sh-she’s my p-problem.” He slurs his words and points at me, his slanted walk inching him closer. “Who do you think you are k-kicking me out? Huh?” He tries to even his words, the volume uncontrollable.

			“Dude, she was just doing her job,” Miguel tries to reason.

			“Fuck that! She cost me a solid lay tonight.” He finally reaches us, swaying in place, his chest puffed out again. His sad attempt at looking tough.

			“Solid lay? Is that what you call it when you date rape women?” I spout, stepping out from behind my large friend.

			“The fuck did you say to me?” He takes another inebriated step forward, dodging Miguel to swipe at me.

			“Hey, back off!” Miguel grabs his beefy forearm, throwing it back down at his side.

			“You back o-off,” he tries to say through a laughable hiccup. “You don’t scare me, asshole.” It’s comical the way he has to look up at Miguel when he says this.

			“Why don’t you just go home?” Miguel suggests.

			“Yeah, leave us the fuck alone with your small-dick energy,” Alessia adds. I stifle a laugh.

			Miguel rolls his head towards her, giving her a look that says, Did you have to say that? He doesn’t like to fight. He definitely can, and I’ve seen it. His one punch can lay a man out. This small yet burly man-child is thirsty for one. His knuckles whiten, his embarrassed rage darkening his face back into that splotchy red hue. He tries to push Miguel aside to get to us. Miguel doesn’t bend; throwing the stout man backwards. He stumbles for a moment before lunging toward Miguel, his meaty fists flying. He lands one into Miguel’s abdomen, but he doesn’t flinch; this man’s glamour muscles aren’t going to cut it against Miguel. He pulls his fist back to try again. Miguel catches it this time and shoots it back at him.

			“Come on, hombre, just leave us alone.” Miguel hasn’t even broken a sweat, while this Neanderthal drips with it.

			He ignores the suggestion, and instead of going through Miguel, he fakes him out and makes a grab for me. I watch his fist hurl toward my face. I squint, ready to take the blow, but it never comes. I open one eye—Miguel has this man’s wrist clenched in his palm, pulling it back to face him. His expression is infuriated, rage exuding to the surface. The wind-up is swift, one punch lands this lush on his ass.

			“Fuck you, asshole!” he shouts, his hands covering his nose. Blood drips slowly, tears form in his already glossy eyes.

			“Go home,” Miguel urges, “and don’t you ever try to lay a finger on another woman, you piece of shit.”

			Alessia and I watch with glee as this shithead clamors to his feet, tucking his tail between his legs back to his car. Miguel ushers us away while this man continues to yell obscenities at us. As we walk, I notice the other bar crawlers looking on. The group of women ahead of us are giving lustful eyes to Miguel, no doubt aroused by this knight in shining armor.

			“That was so hot,” one of them says as we pass by. I hear the others—with their high-pitched inflections—persuading her to approach him.

			Miguel gives a simple head nod in acknowledgment. My face grows heated when she walks up to our group. I want to swat her away. He’s our knight, I’m not about to share him. Alessia looks over at me, watching my tense response.

			“I’m Jessica!” Her shrill, overbearing tone irritates me. “Wanna come home with me?”

			It’s a brazen question, a liquor-fueled confidence.

			“I appreciate the offer, Chiquita, thank you. Get home safe.”

			“Oh my god, and he speaks Spanish…” She trails off as we continue past them.

			I’m thankful Miguel is a gentleman. He’s authentically attractive, his scruffy square jawline and black tousled hair pair great with his muscular build, but he’s not the type of man to engage in one-night stands. Or so he’s told me.

			We reach the end of the string of bars and the sea of yellow taxi cabs begins to thin out, helping drunk patrons get home safely. We reach my street, the building comes into view. Finally getting away from the rambunctious bar scene. This block is visibly quieter; less luminescent lights, more subdued street-lamps to guide our path.

			“That was insane,” Alessia revs on, reattaching herself to my arm, “the way you easily popped that guy. He didn’t stand a chance.”

			“Yeah, well, he deserved it. No man should ever attack a woman.”

			This turns Alessia’s head in my direction, giving me the look. As usual, I ignore it, intent on changing the subject.

			“So…I want to share something with you guys. I didn’t want to tell Daniel this, because he’s a douche and doesn’t deserve it.” I begin to let them in on my hidden stash. “Our regular was pretty thankful of my service tonight and gave me this.”

			I detach our linked arms, reaching into my coat pocket, unveiling the cash. Alessia freezes to the pavement, her eyes widen. I can’t discern whether she is surprised by the amount of money I’m holding or the fact that I kept it a secret from our scrupulous boss, cutting them out of tonight’s larger tip-out.

			Miguel let’s out a chuckled, “Good for you.”

			“How much is that?” Alessia asks.

			“Three hundred dollars.” My face squints, awaiting her approval.

			“That’s amazing,” she says with a light chortle. “I wouldn’t share it with that hard-ass either. Good job.”

			“Obviously I’ll share it with you guys.”

			“Absolutely not. You earned that.” She gives me a playful nudge, clinging back onto my arm.

			“Yeah, I’m with Less on this one. That’s all yours, cariño.” Miguel’s playful smile sends a flutter to my chest.

			“Did you sell that painting yet?”

			Alessia amiably slips this question in, but she knows the answer. It’s hard to admit that my passion in life is getting me nowhere, that my online shop barely gets any hits, and my social media accounts aren’t becoming the viral work I hoped for. I get a decent amount of likes and shares, but there lacks interest in my actual product. It’s a tough industry. I fear that I’m not going about it the right way. A missing piece of the puzzle that is, essentially, marketing and sales.

			“Way to go off topic there,” I snark.

			“You will.” She ignores my comment, presses on. “Art takes time. Have you thought about taking any courses to help market yourself better?”

			“I thought of a lot of options. Problem is the money, or lack of it.”

			“You know I’d help you if I could,” she starts, “once I get a better paying job…”

			“I know, but I couldn’t ask that of you,” I interrupt while we pause in front of my building.

			Miguel has become silent during this topic. I notice a shift in his demeanor.

			“You’re my best friend, I’d do anything for you.”

			Alessia and I became instant friends when she started at the bar. Two peas in a pod. Yet we have different aspirations in life. This is merely a part-time job for her while she pays her way through college, honing her craft in graphic design. Her talent in the field precedes her. I, on the other hand, dropped out of university to pursue my pipe dream. A choice that follows me around, looming over my head like an elusive shadow.

			“Look, I know you don’t want to hear it, but I hate to see you struggle,” Alessia says. Her amethyst eyes gaze into mine and she takes my hand, ready to give me her words of wisdom. “Maybe it’s time to reach out to your parents.”

			I notice Miguel step back, his eyes now on his phone, separating himself from this precarious conversation.

			“That’s not likely.” I pull away from her grasp. “The only thing they want to hear is that I’ve changed my mind and will concede to their demands.”

			“I understand it’s a sensitive subject, but it’s been years. Maybe they would reconsider your choice to follow your dream.”

			“Again, not likely.” I head up the steps to enter the partially dilapidated building that I struggle to make rent on every month. “I love you, but I’m tired.”

			“Do you want us to walk you in?” Miguel re-enters the chat before I can storm away. He always offers to walk me to my apartment door, considering the seedy appearance of the structure I call home.

			“I’ll be alright. Thank you though.”

			“Think about what I said,” Alessia adds.

			I hear Miguel whisper to her, “Lay off, Less.”

			“Will do, goodnight! Text me when you get in. Both of you.”

			I know she means well, and she is just looking out for me, but no matter how hard my life gets, I can’t fathom a scenario where I grovel back to my parents. I can hear them now, spouting the infamous line: I told you so. Call it pride, but I will not change my life’s ambition to reflect what they want me to become.

			The building sits silent; only the sound of the frail flooring can be heard beneath my footsteps. The elevator has been out of service for months. My weary body is not thrilled to scramble up four flights of stairs. The property owner has practically been nonexistent. It’s been put on the market numerous times, but no reputable organization would saddle their horse to this dumpster fire.

			The gelid stairwell has been plastered with bold yet creative graffiti recently. Many would see this as a rebellious act of vandalism, but the striking colours of the stylized motif displays an enthusiastic artist behind the piece. This artistic expression may have brought down the property value, but it’s not as if the owner is willing to do anything about it.

			By the time I reach my apartment, my eyes have drawn languid. The door sticks, and I have to nudge my way in as usual. The heat is about the only thing that hasn’t given me trouble in the past year, which is nice considering the hallways don’t have that luxury. I drop my bag next to my shoes and drag my heels to the bedroom, ignoring the clutter I left before abruptly leaving for work. The blank canvas in the middle of my living room stares me down, urging me to give it life. Maybe a proper night’s rest can bring inspiration in the morning.

			I consider my bedroom quaint, as I can’t find much else to garnish it with a positive attribute. It doesn’t matter, as long as I have a bed and a closet to put my clothes, it’s sufficient. I rest my head and let my body sink into the quilted mattress. The ping of my cellphone catches me off guard, though I’m pleased to read Alessia’s text, alerting me of her safe return home.
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			She continues to message. Another three dots appear, and I shake my head.
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			I place my phone on the nightstand next to me, turning my calming Spotify playlist on to lull me to sleep. It pings once more and I sigh at Alessia’s continued nuisance. Only it’s Miguel’s name on my screen.
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			My heart flutters at the addition of the heart emoji. I feel inclined to send one back.
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			I reassess the message before I hit send, but ultimately decide to go for it.

			I lay my head back down with a heartfelt smile across my face. The room is nearly pitch-black; only a sliver of moonlight emits through the curtains. The sweet, tranquil piano plays me off into slumber, bringing me into a better tomorrow

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			I’m outside, leaving the bar again. All alone now. I don’t have Alessia or Miguel to escort me to my neglected home. The streetlamps that typically light my path have been shut off, shattered even. The street is shrouded in darkness, quiet. Broken glass litters the concrete, spiraling around with the fallen leaves. The eerie silence is broken by the howling wind. It’s heavy, the biting breeze tossing lengthy strands of jet-black hair over my face. Crumbled leaves get caught in it.

			I reach into my pockets for some semblance of light but come up empty. My phone isn’t on me, neither is my bag. I stand empty and alone. Not a single soul is spotted, no vehicles rushing down the road. I’m bewildered by the seemingly abandoned city streets. I see the building in the distance, and I hurry my stride as the peculiar emptiness of my surroundings makes my heart thump against my rib cage. Something has happened here, and I don’t want to stick around to find out what it was.

			I gain momentum but feel as if I’m not getting very far. The building is still significantly spaced, and the wind blows harder, attempting to push me backwards. The dry leaves crunch underneath my feet, their remains dispersing into the air. The gust takes hold of the debris, and I feel like I’m entering a wind tunnel. Shards of glass, pebbles, sand, and crushed leaves swirl around me, obscuring my vision. I squint as I walk through it, my hand acting as a visor, blocking the mess out of my eyes.

			The building remains out of reach. I’m breathless from the violent windstorm slowing me down. I pause for a moment to catch my breath, though when I do, the wind halts with me.

			Suddenly, a tingling sensation covers the back of my neck. All eyes are on me, but no one is around. The structures stare down at me with their lifeless, vacant windows. I feel like they’re closing in. The buildings appear tighter, touching the road in front of them. A burst of suffocation hits my chest, claustrophobia setting in as the buildings creep in closer.

			A whistling noise from behind draws my focus. It sounds like a stagnant gust of wind crawling up the sidewalk. I peer down the street, adjusting my eyes through darkness. The sliver of luminous moonlight produces a shadowy silhouette slinking out from behind a lamppost. I expect a lone body to be attached to the shadow, but there is no one, just a shadow. This shadow man grows abundantly tall beyond the lamppost. Its cloaked formation covers the elongated, inhuman limbs.

			The air around this thing cultivates a heavy, smog-like substance, discharging into the night. The foreboding shadow begins to move swiftly in my direction, the breeze moving it forward. I’m frozen, struck with disquietude. My brain alerts me to get away, run from this figure narrowing in on me. I stare at its melodic movement, flowing with the angry wind. I’m mesmerized as it grows near. Finally, my brain allows my legs to move, to dart off in the opposite direction. The smog expands around me, becoming thick, trying to slow me down. I cough and choke on the smoky fog. My heart pounds in my ears, blood pumping ferociously through my veins. I finally make headway, getting closer to my building. It’s in arm’s reach. The doorway gapes open, welcoming me into its safe embrace. I hurry up the steps, but my footing slips from underneath me. I fall on top of a slick, black sludge that coats the stairs. Its viscous texture clings to my body. The smog rolls over, tethers me to the cold, wet concrete, gliding into my lungs. It billows past my throat, restricting my airway.

			A cold sensation breathes into my ear, and a frigid claw graces my shoulder, pulling me back into the unknown depths from which it formed. I struggle for a moment, hoisting myself away from its clutches. The weakened shadow releases its grasp. It steadily slinks away as I take the opportunity to leap into the blackened doorway—

			I scream out, my breath sharp and heavy in my chest. My throat is grating, like remnants of glass have ripped at the soft tissue. I thought I would feel the slam of a hardened floor against my body, but instead I’m welcomed by my cozy, quilted bed. I’m wrapped up in my warm duvet, soaking it in sweat. I’m relieved by the realization that it was just a bad nightmare. Although, it brings me back to the one I had the night before. The fuzziness surrounding that nightmare suddenly reforms, jolting my memory. The gloom-ridden ambiance filling my dreams for weeks now, finally taking shape, exposing itself. No longer watching and waiting in the background.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Saturday, September 24th

			My hand hovers over the canvas, my mind drawing a blank, like an author battling writer’s block. The paint on my brush has been waiting to stroke the white felt, drying atop the bristles. I dip it into the glass of water, rejuvenating it. I bring the brush to the canvas, hoping it will guide my hand across. Instead, I leave an indigo splotch that oozes watery pigment. I have zero inspiration this morning, even as the dazzling sunlight shines in through the broad window—hitting the canvas just right—I have nothing.

			My mind is preoccupied. I’m constantly brought back into the nightmare that woke me in the early hours. The dreamscape felt all too real; the grasp of the spectral hand still sends shivers down my spine. I remind myself it was nothing more than a bad dream, to push it aside and focus on the realness in front of me.

			I swish the brush around the ugly splotch, attempting to blend away my mistake. It has potential. I continue, promptly switching brushes, dabbing more like colours to create my next abstract piece. My background playlist aids in my artistry; the crescendo of the piano sways me, my wrist flicks about as if cascading through water. As the music intensifies, so do I. The colours become more saturated, filling the plane. The music sharply pauses, interrupted by my abhorrent ringtone. I pause with it, taking a step back to admire my work.

			“Welp, it’s crap.”

			Displeased by my efforts, I happily accept the distraction.

			“Hey,” I answer.

			“Hola, bella.” Miguel’s morning greeting brings a modest smile to my weary face. “What’re you doing awake so early?”

			“I can ask you the same question.”

			“That’s fair.” I sense he’s building to a purpose for this early morning phone call. “Don’t hate me, but I was just prepping myself for a job interview I have this afternoon—”

			“Job interview? Where?” I rudely interrupt.

			“With Iconic Security.” I can hear his apprehension.

			“Sorry. Oh my god, that’s amazing, Miguel.” I switch gears quick. I knew he had plans to move into security, I just didn’t think it would happen this fast.

			Miguel has been with the bar for a little over a year now. City Brews is a true Toronto dive, lacking any means of upscale aesthetic. Largely due to that fact, we have shady characters walk through our doors. Since Miguel’s addition to the staff, there have been fewer incidents. His robust stature cautions the rowdy crowd. Although not everyone clocks his presence—or even cares after a few too many—before getting out of hand. He’s broken up his fair share of bar fights, which is admittedly fun to watch. Despite his muscular physique, he is a teddy bear, a true softy at heart, wishing no harm on anyone and protecting the ones he loves. If he can break up a rowdy crowd with his words rather than his fists, he will. Last night was a great example. Alessia and I were no help in that situation.

			“Thanks, cariño. I’ll admit, I’m a bit nervous. So, I was thinking a breakfast date with my favourite coworker might ease those nerves,” he says. “But don’t tell Alessia I said that.”

			“My lips are sealed,” I answer with a gleaming grin. “Breakfast sounds great.”

			This wouldn’t be our first meal together without the company of another. Like Alessia so callously expressed last night, there has been chemistry between the two of us. Though neither one of us has acted on it. I’m too chickenshit to make the first move, I’ve probably missed some obvious signals and a few opportunities as I lack any insight into modern flirting. During our casual meals together, Miguel has joked about us going on a real date. My dumbass laughed it off, which probably speaks to why he hasn’t made a genuine request, fearing my lack of reciprocation.

			Looking in the mirror, I catch myself looking disheveled. Frayed strands of hair peak out the top of my bun, baby hairs stick to my forehead. The dark circles under my eyes are a large indication of my recent restless night. Miguel will be here to pick me up in an hour, plenty of time for a quick shower to cover up my fatigue.

			As the steam from the shower begins to dissipate, I streak my hand across the fogged glass. Goosebumps form on the top of my arms; the hair stands on end as the shower curtain sways behind me. An aura in the room has me peering into the mirror, waiting for the curtain to reveal what’s hiding. I release a hefty breath when I notice the air seeping from the vent, manipulating the curtain’s motion. I can’t help but laugh off my unnecessary reaction. I chock it up to my drowsiness.

			I do a halfway decent job of making myself look more alive. It’s amazing what a bit of makeup can accomplish.

			~

			I did not realize how famished I was until the aroma that fills the diner hits my nostrils. The sweet smell of syrup delights my stomach with a resounding gurgle.

			“It all looks so good,” Miguel says, burying his face in the menu. His eyes have been avoiding mine since he picked me up. “What are you getting?”

			“Definitely pancakes.”

			“Good choice.”

			Our cheerful server promptly introduces himself, easily takes our order without even writing it down, and excuses himself to his next customers. The diner is ostensibly busy considering it’s Saturday morning. The server bounces around to each table, his smile never faltering, the pep in his step eager to wait on his customers. This man either loves his job or he’s a fantastic actor.

			“So, are you going to fill me in on this job interview or continue to be evasive?” I finally break the shrouded tension.

			“I have a confession,” he starts. “I already got the job, and I didn’t bring you here because of that.”

			He pauses for a moment, observing my reaction before moving onto his next announcement. I remain quiet, eager for what he has to say next.

			“Now that I’m leaving the bar, I was sort of hoping we could see each other more. Possibly in a romantic setting.” His sheepish tone is endearing, his leafy green eyes wide like a puppy dog’s.

			I absorb his request. My heart does that little fluttering dance it likes to perform for him. I’m flattered to finally know his true feelings. I definitely feel the same, but there is one obstacle holding me back. I fear my life is too chaotic to juggle a relationship on top of my failing ambitions. I worry I may not know how to balance it all.

			“I would love that, Miguel,” I say, “but I do have to stay focused on my painting. It’s the only way I’ll succeed.”

			“I totally understand,” he responds eagerly. “I’m a born cheerleader. I’ll help you with your goals however I can. I’ll just be there to cheer you on.”

			I swear, he’s too good to be true. My heart practically does cartwheels in my chest. I’ve never had a man showcase such eagerness to date me. I’m worried I’ll let him down. Worried
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