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“Entertaining, well-paced, and highly visual.”

“Wolf, an award-winning filmmaker, has adapted this first novel from his own original screenplay, and its cinematic potential clearly shows. The high-concept narrative is entertaining, well-paced, and highly visual. It’s a charming, humorous, and hopeful tale. A quirky, touching love story that offers insights into autism, religion, and personal tragedy.”

- Kirkus Reviews

––––––––
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“Heartfelt, out-of-the-ordinary romance.”

“A romantic twentysomething fails to spot that his new girlfriend is a prostitute because he is autistic. The situation has ample comedic potential, but it isn’t just played for laughs. This warm, witty story does not shy away from serious themes like exploitation, redemption, and true love. The Sound of Violet explores heavy issues with a light touch. It’s easy to see this being adapted into an enjoyable movie.”            

- Foreword Reviews

––––––––
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“A modern love story that will leave readers glued to the pages.”

“The Sound of Violet is a modern love story that will leave readers glued to the pages as they wait for this addictive storyline to unfold. With plenty of humorous, light-hearted moments to balance out the underlying serious nature of the book, The Sound of Violet validates how the human experience is rooted in craving connection and understanding. In this unexpected love story, readers will ride the rollercoaster of emotions with the characters as they overcome challenges in life and love.”

- The Book Review Directory

––––––––
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“A wonderfully well-written, funny, romantic love story.”

“Unique and inspirational. The Sound of Violet is not your average romance. Rarely do I find myself so captivated by a book that I cannot put it down for nearly two hours. Pick up this book and get lost in the beauty of their relationship. My only complaint would be that the story had an ending, as all stories do, and I did so want to keep reading on. Most highly recommended. The Sound of Violet is simply remarkable.”             

- Readers’ Favorite

––––––––
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“A sweet and entertaining romantic comedy.”

“By turning conventions of contemporary romance on its stilettos and swapping out the typical sassy, fashion-obsessed female protagonist for an autistic male who reads jokes from index cards, Wolf puts a fresh spin on the genre. A sweet and entertaining romantic comedy, The Sound of Violet touches on autism and the power of faith. It will appeal to any reader who enjoys a blend of quirky characters, humor and drama.”

- Blue Ink Review

––––––––
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“Hilarious and Inventive.”

“Love is one of the most powerful and mysterious forces in the world. In The Sound of Violet, Allen Wolf explores the depth of this binding force in hilarious and inventive ways and makes us think about what it is that brings two unlikely people together.”

- Tom Zoellner, Winner of The National Book Critics Circle Award

––––––––
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“Wolf creates a gripping and heart-warming read out of the most surprising relationship.”

“The Sound of Violet was a novel I really wanted to savor and appreciate. It did not disappoint, in fact, it outdid my expectations. It was a really heartwarming story and dealt with the two worlds of Shawn and Violet colliding well. The characters in this novel are fleshed out well, especially with their detailed backstories that make them feel like real people. I almost didn’t want the story to come to an end but knew it had to.”

- Reedsy Discovery Reviews

––––––––
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“The Sound of Violet is simply remarkable.”

“Mr. Wolf’s novel is beautifully written. Rarely will I find myself captivated by a book that I cannot put it down for nearly two hours. I read this book from start to finish in one sitting. Shawn was so sweet, and Mr. Wolf really strove to write him as believable as possible. My heart went out to his gentle nature and simple desire to be loved. After all, isn’t that what we all want in life? Violet was a very sympathetic character and I found myself hoping more than anything for a happy ending for the pair. Pick up this book and get lost in the beauty of their relationship. The Sound of Violet is simply remarkable and was a complete pleasure to review.”

- Eclectic Ramblings

––––––––
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“A refreshing take on a romance story.” 

“Well-paced and easy to follow. The Sound of Violet is a refreshing take on a romance story that is sweet and hopeful, while also maintaining a level of depth and reality.”

- BookLife
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Book of the Year Award, Foreword Reviews

Book of the Year Award, The Independent Author Network

Gold Medal Winner, Literary Classic Awards

Gold Medal Winner, Reader’s Favorite Awards

Silver Medal Winner, Benjamin Franklin Awards

Bronze Medal, IP Awards

Finalist, USA News Book Awards



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​[image: A black background with a black square

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]





[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Sound of Violet, 10th Anniversary Edition

[image: ]




Written by Allen Wolf

Kindly direct inquiries about the novel to:

info@morningstarpictures.com

AllenWolf.com

MorningStar-Publishing.com

TheSoundOfViolet.com

[image: A star and a half moon

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Copyright © 2025 Allen Wolf, all rights reserved

All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the author constitutes unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the author at info@morningstarpictures.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Scriptures from the Holy Bible, New International Version ® , NIV ®, Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by Biblica Inc. ™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica Inc. ™

ISBN 978-1-952844-17-1



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​For Ramesh, my real-life love story
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

––––––––
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Ten years ago, The Sound of Violet began as a story close to my heart—one that explored the transformative power of unconditional love and the courage it takes to see beyond surface appearances. Now, for this 10th Anniversary Edition, I've completely revised the novel to deepen the characters, enhance the emotional authenticity, and create a more immersive reading experience that honors the growth both the story and I have experienced over the past decade.

While working on this revised edition, I drew inspiration from the incredible journey this story has taken, including its adaptation into a motion picture. You may notice that the cover artwork reflects the movie’s Seattle setting, a beautiful city that served the film well. However, I’ve chosen to keep the novel rooted in New York City, where it first unfolded. This allows readers to experience two distinct but complementary versions of Shawn and Violet’s story, with each medium offering its own unique emotional landscape.

The Sound of Violet continues to be a story about the belief that every person needs to be seen and cherished. It’s about the courage to look past assumptions, the strength found in vulnerability, and the extraordinary power of love to transform lives.

Thank you for joining Shawn and Violet on this journey. I hope their story moves you as much as it has moved me.

With gratitude,
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Allen Wolf

AllenWolf.com • TheSoundOfViolet.com
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CHAPTER 1

IT’S STORMY

––––––––
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Shawn’s legs tangled as a flash of red caught his peripheral vision—a tourist’s jacket whipping in the wind. He stumbled, catching himself on The High Line’s railing.

“You okay?” Emily asked, stepping closer.

He couldn’t look at her directly, at least for very long. Eye contact felt like staring into the sun. But he forced himself to try. One second, maybe two, before the connection became too electric, like jamming his finger into a wall socket. “I’m fine. The colors here can be . . . intense.”

Emily’s eyes lingered on his face before she looked away. “You have very blue eyes,” she said, then immediately seemed embarrassed by the observation.

He ran a hand through his dark hair, a nervous habit that left it even more disheveled. At least she was still talking to him, unlike his previous two dates this month. Emily seemed different and not just because she was unusually tall. She’d actually responded to his messages with complete sentences.

They continued walking through this elevated park lined with flowers and water features that snaked above 11th Avenue on former railroad tracks. The bashful sun finally peeked through gray clouds and kissed the Manhattan skyscrapers. This would be perfect dating weather if Shawn could get through this one without disaster striking.

Emily tilted her head. “Are you even listening?”

The surrounding trees swayed in the wind, their leafy branches colliding and clanging like wind chimes. Shawn focused on the melodic tones until everything else faded: the tourists posing for photos, the locals power walking with their dogs, even his date’s voice. Shawn’s world had narrowed to shifting shadows and emerald light, Emily’s presence dimming like a radio losing signal.

She knocked on the invisible wall between them. “Hello?”

Shawn snapped back. “Sorry. I get distracted sometimes.” His gaze jumped to her face. “It’s rare for a woman to tower over me. You must be good at basketball.”

Her smile dimmed. “Yeah, except I’m so tall I have to crouch to get it in the hoop.”

“You don’t seem that tall.”

“You must be great at miniature golf.”

Shawn scuffed his shoe. “Not really.”

“Are you gonna ask me how the weather is up here? I’ll save you the trouble.” She popped the cap off her water bottle and threw water at his face. “It’s stormy!”

Shawn stood frozen, water dripping off his cheeks. His chest ached as Emily stomped off, vanishing into the crowd of tourists. What did I do? Maybe she doesn’t like basketball. 

He sat on a wooden bench, its slats still warm from the afternoon sun, and logged into his dating profile. Time to set up the next date.
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At the end of the week, Shawn explored The High Line with Anna. He had rehearsed conversation topics during the subway ride: cats, weather, maybe something about the park’s history if things went well. 

Anna’s thin fingers worried at the cat buttons on her rainbow suspenders as she glanced around the park, checking her phone every few seconds. Her profile highlighted her love for all things feline. Shawn hoped there’d be more to her personality, but he was getting less picky.

“You really love cats,” Shawn said as he guided her down the path.

“I’m obsessed with those furry love sponges.” Anna relaxed slightly. “I volunteer at a shelter on the weekends. Are you a big cat fan?”

“Not really. They make me sneeze. They also sleep seventy percent of their lives. Like lions. They have the intelligence of a two-year-old.” Shawn had more cat facts ready, but these didn’t land as he expected. He hoped she’d find the rest captivating, so his preparation wouldn’t go to waste.

Anna shrugged. “Cats are smarter than most people I date.”

“Then you’re dating the wrong people.” He studied her face. “You look different.”

“So, um . . . ” She fidgeted with her cat buttons. “I should probably tell you. That picture on my profile? It’s actually my sister’s.” Anna’s cheeks flushed. “I know it’s weird, but I get more matches with her photo. We look similar, though, right?”

“Not really.”

Anna recoiled. “Are you serious?”

“Very,” Shawn said. “She got the looks in your family.”

When Shawn’s thoughts spilled out unedited, he knew people had to adjust or they wouldn’t stick around. Anna’s eyelids fluttered as if she didn’t know what to say. She scoffed, shook her head, and hurried down one of the metal stairways to the street below.

Shawn fought the impulse to chase her. That never worked on previous dates. Instead, he gazed at the red snapdragons encircling a nearby tree trunk. The petals shivered and hummed like sustained violin chords. The next one will work out.
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Saturday afternoon, he met Lindsay at The High Line. She was in her twenties with delicate features. Most importantly, she looked exactly like her photo, which relieved Shawn.

Their conversation started with how their days were going (fine), progressed to the state of the world (worrisome), and then moved on to New York’s cost of living (high, though technically, Shawn didn’t pay any rent). Then the conversation detoured to how people perceive colors.

This was Shawn’s moment to shine. He struggled to keep his thoughts on track as they strolled past wild grasses swaying beside the old railway tracks. “Light receptors in our eyes transmit messages to our brains about what we’re seeing,” Shawn said. “Newton first realized that the surfaces of objects reflect some colors and absorb the rest. So, our eyes only perceive reflected colors.” He forced himself to stop, a skill that usually encouraged people to talk with him longer.

Lindsay leaned closer. “You’re like a walking Wikipedia.”

Shawn beamed, then noticed sunlight sparkling off the brook beside them as it bubbled along the path. He lost himself in the soothing water flow until Lindsay nudged him.

“You still there?” she asked.

“Sorry about that.” He searched for a new topic. “I read an article about how this park would still be abandoned railroad tracks if someone hadn’t used their imagination to make it beautiful.”

Lindsay tossed her long hair back. “So true.”

“When it first opened, people called it a secret, magical garden in the sky.”

Shawn bounded along enthusiastically. Lindsay reached over and took his hand. Startled, he shook her off. She stepped back, eyes wide with surprise. Shawn looked down, arms hanging at his sides.

“I’m sorry,” he said after a pause. “Sometimes touch can be too intense for me.”

Lindsay pressed her tongue against her cheek. “Oh.”

“Did I—” Shawn shifted uncomfortably. “Say something wrong?”

“Your profile didn’t mention the no-touching thing.”

“I tried that once.” Shawn gave a half-smile. “Zero matches.”

Lindsay bit her lip, studying him. “Are you . . . on the spectrum?”

He nodded and dropped his eyes. Shawn could never tell what people were thinking after he revealed that about himself. Their faces became unreadable puzzles. Sometimes dates ended quickly, though he couldn’t pinpoint why. His brother Colin thought he should wait longer to mention it, maybe until the second date. But when Shawn tried hiding his autism, dates seemed even more confused by his reactions to the world.

Shawn looked past her at a slender woman with curly black hair in a flowing wedding gown, holding purple and pink roses. The bride intertwined her hands with her smiling groom, who kissed the top of her head as a photographer captured them against the Hudson River backdrop. Shawn took in the moment. This is special.

Lindsay checked her watch. “So . . . ”

“Would you like to grab coffee?” Shawn asked.

She shook her head. “Not a coffee drinker, I’m afraid.”

Shawn swallowed. “I didn’t see that on your profile.”

“You know what? I should head out. I need to meet someone. Not sure how that slipped my mind. Sorry to cut this short.”

Shawn pointed to the bride and groom. “They couldn’t be happier.”

Lindsay slid on her sunglasses. “Sure looks that way. It was nice meeting you.”

“Should we go out again? I love how you smell. Like laundry detergent.” He wondered if he should’ve mentioned her scent. Colin always told him to keep olfactory observations to himself.

“I’ll call you, okay?” She stepped back while maintaining her smile.

“I’ll wait for your call,” Shawn said, confident that day was just around the corner.

As Lindsay disappeared into the crowd, the world rushed back—tree branches clanging their metallic song, water tinkling its melody, flower petals singing their notes. Without his date to focus on, everything became too bright, too loud, too much. Shawn shielded his eyes and hurried toward the bus stop.
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The bus ride home passed in a blur of muted colors and engine noise, giving him time to replay every moment, searching for clues about what had gone wrong. I’ll call you, Lindsay had said, but they never did. He pulled out his phone, logged into his dating profile, and scrolled through the possibilities. This was definitely a numbers game. 

Soon he’d be back in his grandma’s carefully ordered world on the Upper West Side, with its soft lighting, monochrome artwork, and the gentle chirping of her birds. She’d want to hear about his date. She always did.

Twenty minutes later, he turned his key in the familiar lock, grateful to escape the city’s overwhelming sensory chaos. He stepped into the spacious apartment he shared with his grandma, where the kitchen, dining room, and living room offered inspiring views of Central Park. Black and white oil paintings adorned the silver-gray walls: sea lions basking at the Central Park Zoo, the iconic Flatiron Building reigning over its corner, a couple in intimate conversation outside a SoHo florist shop. These were Ruth’s proud creations, and her immaculate home could easily be mistaken for a museum if the furniture ever went missing.

A golden birdcage hung near the living room window where the yellow and green lovebirds, Sunny and Cloudy, snuggled together. Shawn dropped a generous spoonful of cooked lentils into their feeding trough. His grandmother liked to reach in and stroke their feathers, but Shawn only dared to feed them.

Shawn propped his feet on the walnut coffee table and tried to sink into the red velvet couch, though it never let him. It was too much like his grandmother: stiff and proper. He turned on the TV and scrolled the offerings until he found a black-and-white movie featuring a woman gritting her teeth while a seamstress struggled to zip her wedding dress. Turning toward a mirror, the bride’s face brightened while the seamstress wiped away a tear.

Ruth’s voice echoed from her bedroom. “Shawn, I can hear your feet on my furniture.”

Shawn moved his legs off the table. “You can’t hear feet.”

“I can hear everything in this apartment. Comes with age and too much time on my hands.” Ruth glided into the room wearing a lavender cardigan over her blouse and black slacks. Her hand brushed the wall as she walked. In her late seventies, she had curly auburn hair and a slim figure, a gift from years of swimming. Her stateliness masked her artistic side. She never left home without “putting her face on,” but today her lipstick was smudged at one corner.

“I want all the details,” she said, her voice carrying fatigue.

Shawn looked away from her curious eyes to gaze at the darkening clouds outside.

Ruth tapped her foot. “I’m waiting.”

“Same as always . . . ”

Ruth frowned. “You didn’t look her in the eye, did you?”

Shawn glanced at the floor. “No one’s going to marry me.”

“Marry? We need to get you a second date.” She straightened a painting. 

“If I don’t get married, I won’t have anyone after you die.”

“I’m still ticking. And when I’m not, you’ll have your brother, whatever that’s worth.”

“Sometimes, to keep myself going, I picture you lying in a casket.”

Ruth gasped. “How dare you say that? You know I want to be cremated. So no one can screw up my makeup.”

“Maybe I should start picturing you as an urn.”

Ruth shrugged. “Whatever works.” She reached for a chair back, steadying herself.

Shawn peered out the window. A breeze rustled through the trees in the park while a drizzle fell in sheets. “I miss Grandpa.”

“That makes two of us.” Ruth slowly filled a silver teapot and placed it on the stove. “He’d love to ask me about my day, then turn off his hearing aid.” Ruth shook her head and laughed quietly. “Once, he told me the best part of growing up was getting less peer pressure since all his peers were dying.”

Shawn sighed. “I don’t want you to die the way he did.” His voice cracked.

Ruth grabbed a nearby chair. “Oh, Shawn . . . ”

“Who would buy my cereal? Or help me pay bills? Or . . . ”

“Glad I’ll be missed,” she said with a wry smile. “Just promise you’ll keep my urn shiny.”

“Of course.”

Shawn turned back to the TV, where the bride glided down elegant stairs, draped in satin and lace. Her groom waited below in a white tuxedo, smiling ear to ear. 

“Tell me about your wedding day again, Grandma.”

Ruth’s expression softened, the way it always did when she talked about Grandpa. “Which part? The part where I tripped walking down the aisle, or the part where he whispered, ‘worth the wait’ when I finally made it to the altar?” 

“The altar part.” 

“He was so nervous, his hands were shaking when he tried to put my ring on. I had to steady them.” Ruth smiled, lost in the memory. “After fifty-three years, he still got nervous around me sometimes.” 

Shawn imagined himself in a tuxedo, waiting for the love of his life, someone who might steady his hands, too. “What would you change if you could do it all over again?”

Ruth didn’t respond.

Shawn looked over and saw her slumped in her rocking chair, her body limp like a marionette without strings.

“Grandma?” He rushed over and shook her. She flopped in his hands, her skin cooling beneath his touch.
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CHAPTER 2
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PICKY ABOUT THE GUESTS

––––––––
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Shawn gripped the cold metal bar inside the ambulance as it wove through traffic toward Mt. Sinai Hospital. His insides twisted with each swerve. A burly paramedic inserted an IV into his grandmother’s arm as she lay still on the stretcher. The siren’s rhythmic wailing beat against his eardrums until he pressed his hands over his ears.

Hours later, Shawn wrung his hands as he sat in a chair next to his sleeping grandma and prayed silently while machines beeped around him. A pale curtain separated her from a frail woman on a breathing machine. Ruth looked just as fragile in her seafoam-colored hospital gown under the fluorescent lights.

A sturdy doctor entered, holding a clipboard. In his late forties with deep-set eyes and graying hair, he had a kind face framed by round glasses. Boots added a hint of height as he approached Shawn and glanced at Ruth with concern. “When you reach her age, things can start breaking down fast,” he said with a sigh.

Shawn shushed him. “Praying.”

The doctor checked his watch. After a moment, Shawn raised his head and gestured for him to continue. Before he could, the room’s white door swung open, and his brother Colin hurried inside. Where Shawn had inherited their father’s dark hair and height, Colin had gotten their mother’s fair coloring and angular features. Despite being five years older and nearly as tall, his boyish face and perpetually tousled blond hair made him look like Shawn’s younger brother. Colin began to hug Shawn but stopped himself. “Was it a panic attack?”

Shawn shook his head. “Her blood sugar got too low, and she passed out.”

“She needs to stay on top of monitoring herself, especially at her age,” the doctor said.

“That’s what they told Grandpa,” Shawn said. “I thought he was doing a good job tracking himself until he took a nap and didn’t wake up.”

“He had diabetes too?” the doctor asked. 

Shawn and Colin both nodded.

“Grandpa always told us, when life hands you lemons, diabetics should not make lemonade,” Colin said. “He also liked to say he married Grandma because she was his type. Type one diabetes.”

The doctor didn’t smile. “Well, she’ll need to manage it day by day. Make sure she drinks enough fluids and monitors herself. I’ll discharge her tomorrow.”

Colin gestured to the patient behind the curtain. “I heard that woman swallowed a hundred-dollar bill.” The doctor glanced at the patient, then at Colin, confused. Leaning in, Colin lowered his voice. “Has there been any change?”

The doctor shook his head and left.

Shawn turned to Colin. “Was that a joke?”

“If you have to ask, I’m not doing it right.”

“I don’t think this is the time to be funny.”

Colin wrinkled his nose. “This is exactly the time to be funny. You know Grandpa would be cracking jokes.”

Shawn eased the covers up to Ruth’s neck. “If we lose Grandma . . . ”

“Like the doctor said: day by day, Shawn,” Colin said, scrolling on his phone.

“I always thought she’d see me get married before she passed away.”

“Better hurry up then,” Colin said with a twinkle in his eyes.

Shawn glared at him.

“I’m kidding. Kidding. But I’m kind of not kidding, too.” Colin returned to his phone.

Shawn slumped under the weight of the day pressing down on him. “Grandma says love will find me when I least expect it. But it’s hard to stop expecting it.”

Colin read through his texts. “You need some pointers.”

“I need more than that.”

“Doesn’t your job at the dating app help in that department?”

“Not as much as I thought.” Shawn sighed. “But I shouldn’t be thinking about that. Not with Grandma . . . ”

“She’ll be fine, and I’ll take care of whatever she does for you until she’s back home.”

But the next morning, Colin couldn’t even get breakfast right. He brought home sugary cereal instead of Shawn’s preferred Cheerios.

“I asked for one thing, Colin. One simple thing.”

Colin poured himself a bowl of the colorful, sugar-coated puffs. “It was on sale. Besides, live a little.”

“This isn’t about living a little. It’s about—” Shawn trailed off, rubbing his temples. “Never mind. I’ll handle Grandma myself.”

Colin shrugged and headed for the door. “Whatever, man. I’ve got to get to work anyway.” The door slammed behind him, leaving Shawn alone with his frustration.

Thirty minutes later, the crisp air bit at Shawn’s cheeks as he climbed into the back seat of a taxi outside their apartment building. During the ride to Mt. Sinai, he rehearsed everything the doctor had told him about Ruth’s care: monitoring schedules, warning signs, dietary restrictions.

At the hospital, the fluorescent lights glowed less harshly in daylight. Ruth sat in a wheelchair by the window, already dressed with her hair combed, looking out at the gardens.

“There’s my knight in shining armor,” she said, turning to greet him with a warm smile that creased the corners of her eyes.

Shawn knelt beside her wheelchair. “Ready to go home?”

“More than ready. I think they stuff their beds with golf balls.”

The nurse walked Shawn through the discharge papers. He signed his name on multiple forms, initialing here and there. The nurse reviewed Ruth’s medication schedule one last time, and Shawn took notes on his phone.

“You’re worse than your grandfather,” Ruth said as they waited for her prescriptions. “He was also a worrier.”

“I want to get everything right,” Shawn said, squeezing his hands together.

The taxi ride home was quiet. As the city passed by the window, Ruth pointed out changes to storefronts or commented on the weather. Shawn kept glancing at her, checking for signs of fatigue or discomfort.

They arrived home to find a stranger at the doorman’s station, his uniform slightly too large for his thin frame.

“The regular doorman isn’t here today?” Ruth asked.

The man shook his head. “Took the day off.”

Ruth nodded, and her smile faded.

Shawn helped her up to their apartment. He fussed over the pillows on her bed, arranging and rearranging them until Ruth could sit up. He adjusted the angle, fluffed them, then adjusted again until Ruth shooed him away.

“Enough, dear. They’re perfect.”

The familiar scent of her lavender hand cream filled the air as she applied it to her dry skin, making the sterile hospital smell a distant memory.

“Can I get you some tea?” Shawn asked, hovering by the doorway.

“I’m fine. I don’t know what all the fuss is about.” Ruth reclined against the pillows and picked up a book from her nightstand—a well-worn copy of Pilgrim’s Progress she’d been reading for years.

“I want you alive as long as possible,” Shawn said, his voice wavering.

Ruth looked up from her book, her eyes soft but determined. “That’s God’s department.”

He nodded, knowing there was no arguing when she invoked the divine. With a sigh, he checked his watch.

“I’ve got to get to work. I’ve left your medication on the kitchen counter with the instructions. Your monitor is beside the bed, and I’ve set alarms on your phone to remind you when to check. There’s—”

“Shawn,” she interrupted. “Go. I’ve been managing this condition since before you were born.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Call me if you need anything. Anything at all.”

“Go,” she repeated with a smile.

He shook his head and headed out, closing the door behind him.

On the bus ride to work, something urgent pressed against his chest. His grandma wouldn’t be around forever to take care of him, to help him navigate the world, to believe in his future when he couldn’t believe in it himself.

He pulled out his phone and opened his dating profile. He crafted a new introductory message, more honest than any he’d written before: Looking for someone who understands that love isn’t perfect, but it’s worth fighting for. Someone who won’t give up on me when I can’t always give them what they expect. I’m autistic, I struggle with social cues, and I might accidentally hurt your feelings. But I’ll love you with everything I have.

He stared at what he wrote for a long moment. His finger hovered over the submit button. This is who I am. Shouldn’t someone know that from the start? But he remembered Lindsay’s face when he’d mentioned being on the spectrum, the way her smile had shifted from genuine to polite. He remembered Emily throwing water at him and Anna walking away mid-conversation.

He deleted the words. Too much truth for a first message. Maybe too much truth, period.

Instead, he simply wrote: “Hi.”

And started searching again.

The bus lurched through morning traffic, and Shawn watched the sidewalks teem with people hurrying to work. Commuters emerged from subway entrances like streams converging into rivers. Office workers clutched coffee cups and checked phones. Students backpacked toward school. Dog walkers navigated the rush of people. 

Thousands of faces flowed past his window, each person living their own story, carrying their own hopes and disappointments. Somewhere in that endless crowd was someone who might understand, someone who might stay with him, someone who might love him exactly as he was. He only had to find her before it was too late.

This realization made his chest tight with possibility until the bus shuddered to a stop at his usual corner. He stepped onto the crowded sidewalk, joining the river of people as he made his way to work.

Shawn always arrived first at Exclusiv. He liked getting to the office before everyone else so he could organize his desk, put in his earplugs, and start writing code for their dating app, distraction-free. He used to say hello to the pictures of photogenic couples that plastered the office walls, until the morning when a coworker answered back. That earned him enough jokes at lunch to break the habit.

His workspace featured carefully arranged pictures of wedding scenes: a groom carrying his bride across a threshold, a couple kissing on a pier, newlyweds waving from a taxi.

Sometimes Shawn would close his eyes and pretend he was the man in those pictures. Then he’d lose track of time. One afternoon, he even fell asleep. Now he only imagined himself in those scenes when he felt especially lonely.

Between two of the pictures, wrinkled from handling, was a blue index card with a Bible verse: “I waited patiently for the Lord; He turned to me and heard my cry.” Amanda had given him that note in college—his one relationship that had lasted way beyond a second date. Some mornings, he would hold the card close and swear he could still catch traces of her perfume.

The surrounding employees were good-looking, mostly in their twenties. They frequently met up for drinks after work but failed to invite Shawn. They often glued themselves to their phones, and Shawn suspected they were masking socializing and gaming as work. The dating app somehow kept running despite his being the only one doing any real coding, so they must be contributing something. 

When Shawn started at Exclusiv, he tried to strike up conversations with his coworkers. He’d force himself to look into their eyes while drumming up interesting facts about dating apps or love in general. Before long, his coworkers didn’t have time to talk to him, and it became too much work for him to connect with them. He resorted to a quick “hello” in the elevator, and they seemed to be okay with that.

Shawn smoothed a wrinkle on Monday’s shirt, his pale blue polo. Each day had its assigned color: dark green for Tuesday, light orange for Wednesday, and so on throughout the week. The muted tones kept him focused, unlike the intense colors that could overwhelm him with their sounds if he looked too long.

From his corner desk, he noticed Flynn arrive, sliding into his chair a few feet away with effortless grace, vintage headphones crowning his artfully tousled hair. Flynn’s curated style featured denim shirts with rolled sleeves revealing tattooed forearms, and selectively distressed jeans that somehow looked both casual and deliberate.

During the day, women from accounting, HR, and even upper management engineered reasons to pass by Flynn’s desk, lingering with laughs that seemed to float above the office drone. His Instagram feed read like a visual diary of enviable moments: strong arms draped around willowy models at exclusive rooftop parties, candid shots with equally photogenic friends at underground restaurants, lounging on the polished deck of someone’s yacht with the ocean shimmering behind him.

Shawn studied him from behind his monitor. He tried to decode the magnetic field that seemed to pull people into Flynn’s orbit while Shawn remained a distant satellite, forever observing but never part of that glittering inner circle.

Their boss, Jake, emerged from his glass-enclosed office down the hall. His dress shirt pulled tight across his chest that had never met a barbell they didn’t like, while his skin held the unnatural bronze of old pennies. His smile promised trouble as he approached Flynn, who scrolled through photos of women from their dating app.

Shawn pulled out his earplugs to listen as Jake motioned to the female profiles flashing across Flynn’s screen. “Flynn, my man. How’s the meat?”

Flynn’s face wrinkled with disappointment. “A little rotten.”

Jake peered at the screen and grimaced as various women zipped by. “Maybe we should be a free-for-all and let ugly people join like everyone else. They’re people, too. Aren’t they?”

Flynn shrugged, and Shawn winced. He didn’t like hearing his boss talk that way.

What made Exclusiv so exclusive was how they monitored the offerings and booted out anyone who didn’t fit the app’s ideals. Or, more accurately, Jake’s ideals. If the app accepted you, you posted about it, but you didn’t mention it if you weren’t.

Jake pointed to a picture of a perky ex-cheerleader type. “Who’s this hottie?” he asked, clicking on her profile. Below her picture was a red number six inside a blue circle. He turned to Shawn. “Why is she rated a six?”

Shawn moved closer to Flynn’s computer and glanced at the screen. “Because she lied in her profile.”

Jake glanced at the computer and then at Shawn. “Your system is a lie detector?”

“She claims she majored in cosmetology. At Harvard. Not possible. My algorithm cross-checked—”

Jake interrupted. “And you wonder why we haven’t launched your rating system yet? Somebody who looks like this should have a boost to her score.”

Shawn raised an eyebrow. “The score is objective. It’s based on her history of—”

“Nobody cares about histories if we lose all the young and hot with valid credit cards.” Jake put his hands on his hips. “Let’s find a way to reward this beauty.”

Shawn rubbed the back of his neck. “You might have a point.”

“Of course I do.” Jake let out a huff and made his way back to his office. Flynn reached for his headphones and disappeared back into his world.

Shawn coughed softly until Flynn looked up and took off his headphones. “My account was erased again,” Shawn said.

“Oh, yeah. New rule. Employees can’t use our app anymore,” Flynn said, fiddling with his leather bracelet.

“But you are.”

Flynn smiled. “For quality control.”

“What about Adele?”

“Quality control.”

“And Cyrus?”

Flynn frowned and shook his head. “Shawn, I’m sorry. We’ve had a few complaints from the girls you’ve met. Actually, almost all the girls you’ve met.” Shawn’s expression turned to concern. Flynn lowered his voice. “Not a big deal. But maybe you can try some other apps.”

“I know my chances of finding someone will go up if I . . . ”

“Sorry, man.” Flynn turned back to his computer and snapped his headphones back on.

Shawn returned to his desk, and a hollowness spread beneath his ribs. Why can’t I be more like Flynn. Everything comes easily to him.

Tammy appeared, weaving between workstations and dropping off envelopes. She was in her mid-twenties, pretty but edgy, with blonde hair streaked darker, wearing one of her statement T-shirts. Today’s proclaimed: ‘FUR is Dead.’ She handed Flynn an envelope. “Passes for the women haters’ ball. This Saturday.”

Flynn smirked. “You mean our promo party?”

Tammy shook her head. “Open your eyes. What are we really promoting?”

Her coworkers expected these reality checks from Tammy. While they complained about gym membership costs, she complained about the lack of clean water in developing nations.

When Tammy started at Exclusiv, her coworkers invited her to drinks, but she often declined. When people asked her how she had met Jake and where she worked previously, she turned the conversation to what they could do to improve the world. Soon, rumors began circulating about who Tammy was and why Jake had hired her.

Shawn glanced up at Tammy, hopeful for an invitation. She kept walking. “Sorry, Shawn. Jake is picky about the guests.”

“What if I don’t eat or drink anything?” Shawn asked with a sad smile.

Tammy looked him over, and pity got the better of her. She snuck an envelope to Shawn while putting on a show for her coworkers. “Can’t do it, Shawn. You know when Jake says ‘no,’ he means ‘no’.” She stared daggers at the others. “Kind of like victims of sexual assault. No means no, people!”

A few coworkers groaned; this wasn’t her first mini-lecture.

Shawn looked between the envelope and Tammy with a blank look. “If I can’t go, who’s this for?”

Tammy moved closer so the others couldn’t hear. Her musk perfume filled the space, but he kept that observation to himself. “I hate the theme and object to it on principle, but I have to be there, and you’re a nice guy. I hope you can make it. You can bring a guest but avoid Jake and make sure you’re in costume.”

Shawn pulled the invite out of the envelope and examined the puffy 1970s-style font that announced, ‘Pimps and Hoes Party!’ The theme made his stomach turn, but maybe this could be his chance to meet someone who might understand him. He’d have to be careful not to mention the theme to his grandma. Her blood pressure didn’t need another reason to spike. He’d tell her it was a work party, which was true. She’d be happy he was getting another chance to meet someone special.
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CHAPTER 3
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PIMPS AND HOES

––––––––
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Saturday evening arrived fast. Shawn buttoned his ruby smoking jacket and hurried toward the front door, hoping the costume wouldn’t give him away.

“Leaving already?” Ruth’s voice stopped him. She sat in her chair in the living room, fingers stroking her necklace, the same gold cross she’d worn every day since Grandpa died. “Promise me you’ll be careful. I don’t like feeling anxious when you’re gone.”

“Of course I’ll be careful.”

Ruth stood and opened the side table next to the front door, pulling out the thick family Bible. The blue and gold cover gleamed under the lamplight, its metal latch holding the gold-edged pages shut. Years of morning devotionals had worn smooth patches into the leather. She gestured for Shawn to put his hand on top of it, a ritual she’d performed whenever she wanted to make sure he made good choices.

“Promise me again.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” Shawn said, but he placed his hand on the Bible, knowing this was the only way to escape. “I promise I’ll be careful.”

“I feel much better now.” She withdrew to give him space.

Shawn remembered finding Grandpa hunched over the worn pages of that Bible, muttering about “looking for loopholes” when Ruth was within earshot. But Shawn knew he was joking. He had seen how his grandfather’s fingers traced the verses, how his lips moved silently through familiar passages, how he never missed a Sunday service. The empty space beside Ruth at church now still felt too big, even with Shawn filling it.

“Remember, lots of eye contact,” Ruth said, her voice carrying the same worry it had when she’d first tried to teach him that as a child.

Shawn hesitated at the door, his hand on the doorknob. The velvet of his pajamas caught the light as he turned back one last time to give her a reassuring smile. Ruth had already returned to her chair, picking up her knitting needles. The soft click of metal on metal followed him as he slipped out into the hallway.
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The Manhattan Bridge stretched overhead, its lights twinkling against the jeweled backdrop of the city. Shawn stood on the curb in front of the warehouse where techno music thumped through the walls. Men and women in 1970s pimp and ho costumes streamed past him toward the entrance, where a skinny man in head-to-toe black leather checked passes and unhooked the velvet rope to welcome people inside.

Shawn shifted his weight from one leg to the other, trying and failing to look comfortable.

“What’s up, bro?” A familiar voice made him turn to Colin, who was wearing a shimmery gold suit, white platform shoes, giant glasses, and a feathered hat.

Shawn looked him over. “This is a pimps and hoes party. Why are you dressed like Elton John?”

Colin looked down at his outfit. “Really? Ugh. That’s on me for trying to reuse Grandpa’s prom suit.” He shrugged and pointed to Shawn’s ensemble. “And you are . . . ”

“Hugh Hefner. He was the ultimate pimp.” Shawn beamed. “I read that online.”

“Surprised Grandma let you leave looking like that.”

“She made me swear on the Bible I’d make good choices.”

“Not surprised, but I bet you get away with a lot more than I did when I lived there.”

They strolled toward the warehouse entrance. “I really don’t,” Shawn said as he put in earplugs. “Because I never try anything.”

Inside, the warehouse pulsed with music and bodies. The bass vibrated through the soles of Shawn’s shoes as he positioned his earplugs. Women, dressed in everything from tight miniskirts to barely anything, navigated the crowd in stilettos or thigh-high boots. Men strutted around in colorful suits with bell-bottoms, some sporting oversized curly disco wigs. One guy led his “hoes” around on a studded leash, which bloomed a sick feeling in Shawn’s stomach.
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