
  
  
      
        
          The World Between Us

          
		      
          Ruth Madison

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2023 by Ruth Madison 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. 

To get bonus scenes, stories, character art, and other extra content, visit my website at 


https://ruthmadisonbooks.com/bonus










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Other Books By Ruth Madison
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

[image: ]

Other Books By Ruth Madison





The Unbroken Novella Series (Kindle Unlimited)


The Billionaire's Secretary



Wheely Into You



Swiped Left



Stand Alone And Other


The World Between Us


Waiting To Break


Sled Hockey Team Of Cedar Harbor Series


Thawing An Ice Heart


Saving His Soulmate


Hearts Unmasked


Love Comes Back


Get Bonus Content For All Books At:


 ruthmadisonbooks.com/bonus















  
  

1

[image: ]




Stephanie’s phone buzzed inside her purse and she kicked it further under her desk without looking. Betsy, whose desk was across from hers, raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 

Stephanie should have been proofreading her RFP report one more time but she was too anxious about it. It was good enough. It would have to be good enough. She had been working on it non-stop for a week. 

To calm her nerves she was scrolling her favorite music news website. In her spare time Stephanie had started a YouTube channel dedicated to the local music scene and working on that gave her a lot more satisfaction than writing grants and proposals. Then an unexpected headline on a blog caught her eye and she sat up straighter. “No way,” she murmured to herself.

Just as she clicked to read the full article Betsy hissed, “Here he comes.”

Stephanie looked up and saw their supervisor heading down the hall towards them. This was her chance. Stand up and stand out, she repeated her father’s mantra in her head, Stand up and stand out. She closed down the window on her computer, grabbed her RFP draft, and hurried to meet his stride. 

“Mr. Bolan, this is—“

“What are you wearing?” he interrupted. They both stopped walking and he looked at her sternly.

“Excuse me?” Stephanie said. This conversation was already taking a turn into unexpected territory. 

“Your pants,” Mr. Bolan said.

“My pants?” She looked down at her favorite power pants. She had spent $70 on them, more than she had spent on any piece of clothing that wasn’t a winter coat. They were a subtle pinstripe of light gray against dark gray and they made her feel confident and powerful. She wore them every time she needed a boost.

“That’s a pattern and it’s against the dress code.”

Stephanie stared at him. To call a very professional gray-on-gray pinstripe a pattern seemed an outrageous overstatement but the last time Stephanie had contradicted Bolan it had not ended well. 

“I’m going to have to write you up.” 

Stephanie stayed rooted to the spot unable to say anything. She wanted to beg him not to. She wanted to tell him to just focus on her report. Why did anything other than the RFP draft matter?

He was already walking away.

She knew he was spreading rumors that she was not following directions and he questioned her qualifications to his supervisors. Now instead of getting to take the lead on a proposal she was getting written up for her most expensive and professional pair of pants. Couldn’t make this shit up. 

She walked back to her desk and dropped into her chair with a sigh. 

“How did it go?” Betsy asked. “Did he like your proposal?”

Stephanie sunk her head onto her arms on the desk. “He didn’t look at it,” she said. “I’m never going to get ahead here.” 

“That man is the worst,” Betsy huffed. But the truth was she never did more than make disapproving noises. Stephanie was on her own in this mess. It wasn’t like she hadn’t known she would be when she took the job even after seeing that there were no other people of color on the team. 

This was killing her. Her parents had encouraged her to take the job. They were certain she could prove herself even if she had to work five times harder than everyone else. And she had tried. For years she had tried her hardest. And the job had worn her down. Did she even want to prove herself here anymore? Did she want to be writing proposals and grants for the rest of her life? 

What she really wanted to do was grow her side hustle into a full time job and prove to her family that she could use creativity to get ahead too. She could do things her way, not theirs, and still succeed. 

That reminded her of the article she had started to click on and her mood lifted as she clicked the window back open. David Sinclair was arriving back in town after a two year tour. 

David Sinclair had become a huge international rock star, but he grew up here. He was the only famous resident and the city cashed in on that as much as possible. And now he was coming back home. Was there any chance she could get him on her channel? That would be huge. Even her parents would have to acknowledge her music journalism career could be legit. 

He had actually been discovered on YouTube himself, though it was several years ago. Maybe he would be sympathetic to someone trying to get a foothold there. 

No point in polishing this RFP now anyway, may as well dig into learning about David Sinclair. Stephanie had heard his music on the radio, of course, but she didn’t know much about his personal life. 

Stephanie’s phone buzzed for the third time that afternoon and she ignored it. This time Betsy said, “Not going to answer?”

Stephanie almost lied and said it was a spam call but Betsy was a friend. “It’s Marcus,” she said. 

“Oh! Does he want to apologize?”

“I don’t know about that but he does want to get back together.”

“And?”

“I don’t want to think about it,” Stephanie muttered. The truth was she was considering it. Everyone in her life thought the breakup was insanity. She scrolled further on the blog but this article was brief, focused only on David returning home. “Hey, Betsy, what do you know about David Sinclair?”

“Oh my God he is so hot.” She pretended to fan herself and giggled. “I used to know someone who went to elementary school with him.”

“Used to?”

“Drug overdose,” Betsy said way too blithely.

“Oh. Um, I’m sorry.”

“It’s kind of a miracle David got out of that neighborhood. He might be the only success story they’ve ever had.”

Stephanie blinked. Yikes. In theory she knew there were some pockets of extreme poverty and drug issues in the city but she had never been personally touched by it. Her parents had a determination to not be associated with “those kind of Blacks.” Stephanie was beginning to suspect that the difference between them was little more than luck, timing, and opportunity, though. 

Now she was even more curious about David, but she had a meeting to get to in a few minutes. She stood up and tried not to think about her pants, but the whole walk to the meeting room she felt like all eyes were on them even though that was objectively ridiculous. So much for them bringing her confidence, these pants were ruined for good. She couldn’t wait for this day to be over and to get home to her happy little apartment.

After the meeting, she stopped back at her desk just long enough to grab her purse and head for the door. She passed by most of the cars in the parking lot until she got to her powder blue beach cruiser bicycle. Her brother, Adam, always rolled his eyes about the bike and told her only white people could be hipsters but she didn’t care, she loved her bicycle. She put her purse into a backpack and pushed off towards the grocery store for something resembling dinner. 

While there she took the opportunity to grab a magazine with a cover story about David Sinclair. She stuffed everything into her backpack and hopped onto her bike for the ride to her apartment. It was in an old stone building that looked a little bit worse for wear but the inside was much nicer than you would think from the outside. She pushed her bike up the ramp to the side of the stairs, chained it in the lobby, and climbed the stairs to the second floor, sliding her hand along the smooth wrought-iron railing. 

Stephanie absolutely loved her apartment. It was the first home she had picked out for herself and everything about it was just for her. The huge round yellow rug on top of the beige carpet, her bed against the right wall with a sunflower comforter and extra pillows. Her desk was along the far wall where she could see out the window while she edited videos. 

The mini fridge was in the far left corner and she put away her groceries, took off the offending pants, then put sliced cheese on bread and climbed onto her bed to eat it with the magazine spread in front of her. She flipped straight to the article about David.

First the picture. Cheeky grin, white skin with a peachy undertone, tousled dark brown hair, a twinkle in his eye. She had seen him before but took more time now to look him over. There was something about his expression that invited you forward, teased you with the idea that there was something special he wanted to share with just you. One thing was certain, David Sinclair had charisma in spades. 

She perused the article carefully. She knew he had gotten his start on YouTube just like her. Well, okay, he had made it a bit further than she (so far). It was eight years ago that David first burst on the scene with his mysterious YouTube videos. Dark and artfully shadowed, they allowed people to focus purely on the music. Music that was soulful and deeply emotional. A throwback in many ways to the alt rock of the 90s (her own personal favorite genre).

Eventually the article continued on to his home life, explaining that he and his handicapped younger brother were raised by a single mother in the poorest part of the city. His success had been critical in saving his family and getting his brother much needed care and medical equipment. Now the mentally handicapped, wheelchair-bound brother traveled with David. Stephanie had never heard anything so sweet.

David Sinclair was a conundrum. He was known for his hard partying and devil-may-care attitude yet he continued to care for his vulnerable little brother. This was definitely a story worth pursuing for her channel. It could even be the break that could propel her to another level. It could be her ticket out of her job. Now she just had to maneuver a way to meet him.
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It was past midnight when the tour bus finally pulled into David’s driveway, the sky inky dark without even a star visible. A few hours earlier the atmosphere on the bus had been upbeat and raucous but the excitement of returning home had dissipated and now everyone was unnaturally quiet. Shawn snored lightly in one row. David was looking at his phone, the glow of the screen reflecting into his eyes. Dylan couldn’t quite put his finger on what he was feeling but it was probably the same for his brother. They had been out on tour for two years and now it was over for the time being. One final homecoming concert and then a break. What was their life without the speed and pressure of performance? 

Coming back home was something they had looked forward to. They had planned out and built their two houses next door to each other. But was it really home when they had never lived in these houses? They weren’t returning to the neighborhood they had left from two years ago. That would never be their home again. Which was a good thing. So why did he feel so odd?

The bus groaned to a stop and David slapped his bandmates on the shoulders as he walked down the aisle to exit. He shook Shawn awake and Dylan watched as they exchanged an old handshake from their childhood. Dylan slid his body across the plush seat to his wheelchair and waited for the lift to slowly whir out of the side of the bus. By the time he was exiting onto the asphalt driveway he could see his mother in the doorway of David’s house. Her straw-colored hair was pulled back into a thin ponytail. The light from the house behind her illuminated stark shadows on her face. 

David kissed her cheek and walked past her into the house. Dylan’s custom-built home was next door but he headed for David’s door instead. His mother’s eyes crinkled as she smiled and bent down to wrap a thin arm over his shoulders.

“Hi, mom,” he said. 

“Hey, sweetie,” she said. The smell of cigarettes wafted off her and clogged the air around him. There was a worn quality to her smile and Dylan noted the deep lines and bags under her eyes. He caught David’s eye behind his mother’s back and the look that passed between them told him his brother had also noticed the signs that she was using again. 

“Let’s all get some rest,” Dylan said, pushing against his smooth metal pushrims and into David’s house. It hadn’t escaped his notice that David had made his own home wheelchair accessible and created a first-floor suite for any time Dylan wanted to stay over. The amount of time they spent together might be codependent but they had always had only each other to rely on. 

David dropped his messenger bag on a chair and bounded up the stairs two at a time, quickly disappearing around a corner. Their mother followed Dylan down the hall to his room. He noted that she had already put fresh sheets on the bed and there was a glass of water on the bed-side table. 

“Thanks, mom,” Dylan said. 

She stayed leaning against the doorframe. “Do you need any help?”

“No, I got it,” Dylan said, “Why don’t you head to bed?”

“Okay,” she said. “My phone is on, so text if you need me.”

“Will do.” No need to mention that he had been getting on fine for years without her being around. She wanted to feel useful and she hardly knew what to do with herself now that she didn’t have to work herself to the bone. He and David had wanted to make her life easier but she probably needed a hobby to fill her days.

She drifted away from the door as quiet as a ghost. 

Once she had left, Dylan turned to the bathroom so he could get ready to sleep. He was exhausted and it would be nice to just pee and collapse into bed but nothing was ever going to be that simple for his paralyzed body. 

It took about thirty minutes to get through his night routine in record time and he gratefully pulled up to the bed, peeled back the cover, and lifted his body onto the crisp, clean sheets. There would be no rest tomorrow, they would be busy setting up for the homecoming concert and probably looking at a rehab facility for mom. 

As difficult as it was to try to keep her clean, he had to be grateful that they had the resources to help her. One of these days she would recover and go back to being the woman David had told him about over the years, the happy and content mother Dylan had never known. He had to believe that it was possible to give her back what she had lost when he was born. 
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Stephanie checked the time on her phone. Better get ready for her usual Tuesday night filming of open mic night at her friend’s bar. She put on jeans and a Killers tour t-shirt, splashed water on her face, and scrunched her fingers against her scalp to revive her curls. Grabbing her camera bag she was back out the door thirty minutes after she got home from work. 

She lived in a building that wasn’t technically in the city but was close enough that she could walk or bike most places. And she loved riding around town with the air on her face. Still, in the evenings she preferred to drive for safety so she passed by her bicycle in the lobby and headed to her little red car in the garage at the back. It was a used car and was coming up on 17 years old. Still going strong.

She arrived early enough there was still street parking. Chance’s open mic night was gaining in popularity, in part because of her channel.

“Hey, Chance” she greeted him as she dropped her bag on a bar stool. White parents certainly could compete in the weird name game. She would have thought Chance was a dog’s name. “Did you hear David Sinclair is coming back home?”

“He’s already here,” Chance said, not pausing from wiping glasses dry. “They’re setting up tonight at the dome. Concert’s on Saturday.”

“Tonight?” Stephanie stared at him.

“Yeah, they’re there tonight.”

Stephanie looked at the stage even though open mic hadn’t started yet. She was torn. Did she keep up with her usual schedule of showcasing local up and comers or did she head for the dome and try to get in front of David Sinclair?

The risk was she might have no footage for her channel but she was in a plateau. She needed something to give her a boost to the next level. Just one really viral video could get her to where she could actually justify YouTube as a career.

Besides, how could she pass up even the slightest chance to be in front of David Sinclair? Why was she even debating this? She had to go for it.

“I’m gonna go see if I can catch him,” she said to Chance. She was out the door with her bag before he could reply.

The drive to the dome was not as easy. She had to navigate some complex streets but she had been there enough times she didn’t need to put on GPS. Every moment she got closer her stomach tightened a little more. She couldn’t deny she was nervous. David was a big deal. 

By the time the dome was in view she still had no idea what she was going to say to him. Assuming she could even get in front of him. This was the boldest thing she had ever done for her channel. She was making decisions so fast her brain couldn’t even catch up.

There was no show tonight so, as she got closer, the dome was not lit up and traffic was sparse. She took the final turn. No turning back, she muttered to herself. This could be it, the moment that would change her life forever. Time to be bold, Stephanie, you got this. Stand up and stand out.

The parking lot at the dome was emptier than Stephanie had ever seen it. She parked next to two vans with their back doors open. Before she got out she typed a quick post for the community tab of her channel. “David Sinclair has returned home and tonight he’s getting set up for a homecoming concert on Saturday. Leave a comment if you’re hearing about this here first! I don’t know whether he’ll be here tonight but we’re going to go check it out.”

She dropped the phone in her pocket and headed for the open vans. It was simple enough to grab a piece of equipment and start helping with the unloading. She didn’t have the same color shirt as the other people unloading but no one paid her any attention.

Inside the building she carried a mess of cords towards the stage where several people bustled, moving things here and there. As she hoped, David was there. He was standing just below the stage surrounded by a small knot of people discussing something that seemed logistical.

At first she didn’t notice but the little brother was there too. She wondered if he literally went everywhere with David.

Once she saw him, it was hard to look away. There was something so off about him that her brain struggled to process and put him into place. He was strangely tiny. In his wheelchair the top of his head reached about to David’s belly button. 

His face was very like David’s. Same brown hair with a slight wave, same dark brown eyes, same light skin. He wore baggy jeans that bunched up everywhere on his obviously thin legs, a t-shirt that pooled in his lap, and a leather jacket. His body sank deeply into a thick cushion on the wheelchair’s seat, the fabric encroaching around his thighs. Puffy white sneakers without laces hovered above the ground on some kind of bar for his feet. 

But not only was he small, he also wasn’t proportional. His chest was so truncated it was as though someone had removed a cross section and attached his chest at the nipples directly to his hips. His shoulders were broad and thick. With the missing part of his midsection, his arms seemed outrageously long and he also leaned towards his right side.

And then Stephanie realized that the brother was looking at her. Everyone had fallen quiet and even David and his entourage were watching her. 

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, almost tripping as she rushed to put the cords onto the stage.

“You get a good look?” David asked, his tone icy and his eyes boring into her.

“I didn’t mean any harm,” she said, feeling her chest tightening with embarrassment. 

The brother smiled then and his smile was so different from David’s that they no longer looked at all alike. Where David’s smile was impish, his brother’s was deeply sincere. Just looking into his face, warmth spread through Stephanie’s body and she felt herself relaxing despite the circumstances.

“It’s no problem,” he said. “I’m Dylan.”

Stephanie was so startled that she said without thinking, “You can understand?”

At that moment laughter exploded around her. David slapped his thigh and tears gathered at the corners of his eyes.

Dylan rolled his eyes and muttered to David, “I hope you’re pleased with yourself.”

“Man,” David said, “It makes a great story. Rich and famous David Sinclair takes care of his poor retarded brother.”

Dylan elbowed him in the knee. “Would you stop saying that word? Jeez, David.”

“Hey,” David said, “What’s good for the David Sinclair image is good for all of us. And people are eating it up!”

“You’re not...mentally challenged, are you?” Stephanie said. 

“No,” Dylan said. “But the idea seems to be quite compelling.”

Stephanie fumbled in her pocket for her phone. “I could set the record straight,” she said. 

“Are you a reporter?” David asked sharply.

“Sort of. I do a YouTube channel about music and music news.”

“Put it away,” David said. “No interviews.”

“I’m sorry,” Stephanie said and began to retreat back towards the door. “I shouldn’t have come.”

Panic was welling up in her stomach and climbing towards her throat. This was crazy. Why had she done this? Could she ever really be a successful YouTube journalist if she couldn’t handle this? Was her entire future career plan going to fall apart right here and now tonight? 

“Wait,” Dylan said.

David gave him a look but he ignored it. “You’re local, yeah?” Dylan said to Stephanie.

She nodded.

“We’ve been away for a while and we don’t know the current hot places. David wants to hit up the best club tonight. Would you know which one is the best? I’m thinking you’ve got some expertise in that area.”

Stephanie nodded. “Yeah, I could help you with that.”

“Okay,” Dylan said. “When we’re finished here, stick around. You can tag along. But no filming.”

Stephanie nodded again. “Okay.”

She went back to helping with the equipment set up until she heard David say, “I’m bored. Let’s get out of here.”

He headed for the door immediately and left the planning to others.

Dylan flagged her over. “What was your name?” he asked.

“I’m Stephanie,” she said.

“Awesome,” Dylan said. “Where are we going?”

“Definitely Coco Kitty,” Stephanie said without hesitation.

Dylan nodded. “I know the place,” he said. “We’ll meet you there.”

Stephanie stood rooted to the spot for several moments watching as Dylan gripped smooth metal rails on the wheels of his chair and glided easily across the wood floor. His motions with the wheelchair were so fluid it was as though the chair were a natural extension of his body. Even while he moved, though, the top of his body still listed to the right. Perhaps he couldn’t sit straight.

“You coming?” he called over his shoulder and Stephanie gave herself a shake to break the spell. She followed out the door and into the parking lot.

In her car she pulled out her phone to record a brief segment to be edited into a full video later. “I’ve lucked out, friends,” she told the camera. “Met David Sinclair face to face and now I’m heading to the Coco Kitty with him. I’ll see if I can get a shot with him.”

While she spoke she watched a lift slowly grind out and down from the side of a small van and Dylan pushed his wheelchair up onto it. She looked away before he could catch her staring again.


      ***At the club there were already crowds. When she got out of her car, Dylan waved her over and— along with the rest of David’s group—they bypassed the line. Dylan was just ahead of Stephanie and she was looking directly down at the top of his head when he stopped short and she almost tripped over him. There was a lip up into the club that Stephanie had never noticed. Before she could ask if he needed help, though, he had expertly popped up onto his back wheels and lifted the small front wheels onto the top of the lip. He gave one hard push and he was up over the ledge. Clearly he knew what he was doing with the wheelchair.

Immediately David vanished into the VIP area and Stephanie hurried to keep up with him. He bounded up a spiral staircase of clear plastic steps and behind a curtain. Stephanie was close behind. Without filming she wasn’t sure what her YouTube video about this would be but she needed to stick close to him to make sure she got some kind of story out of the evening.

Quickly Stephanie found herself bored. She sat on a stiff velvet sofa across from where David was laughing and drinking and yelling and pawing at girls. David had entirely ignored her and his behavior was nothing special to note. He was like so many of the men Stephanie had gone out clubbing with. Self-absorbed, loud, demanding, and obnoxious.

As if on cue, her phone buzzed with a text from Marcus. She sent off a quick message that she was busy working (even though he didn’t think her YouTube channel was work). She wasn’t surprised when he texted again but she ignored it. He was going to be so pissed when she finally got back to him. Not that she owed him anything. He was an ex, after all. 

It was a long time before she realized that Dylan was not with the rest of the group. She hadn’t thought about it as she had climbed the long spiral staircase that he wasn’t going to follow them up to the VIP lounge. Since David wasn’t doing anything at all unique or interesting Stephanie wandered back out from behind the curtain and stood along the railing next to the staircase looking down. The whole floor shook with the pounding of the music. She filmed the crowds for a few moments.

Despite his small stature it didn’t take long to notice Dylan with the unique movement of his wheelchair. He was skirting the edge of the floor and heading towards the exit. Stephanie gave a quick glance behind her but she had a much better chance of getting a story from Dylan than from David so she gently pushed her way down the packed stairway and followed toward the door.

Outside the air was much cooler and her ears vibrated from the sudden quiet. It wasn’t quite raining but there was a damp mist in the air. She saw Dylan sitting by the edge of the curb a few yards from the door and she walked that way.

“Out for a smoke?” she asked.

He looked up at her, surprised. Then he smiled and said, “No, I don’t smoke.”

“May I join you?” she asked.

Before she could sit on the curb beside him he said, “Hold on.” 

He peeled off his leather jacket, revealing a Greenday t-shirt and surprisingly muscular arms. (Although maybe it shouldn’t surprise her. He did use his arms as a substitute for his legs, after all.) Then he laid the jacket out on the sidewalk where she was about to sit. 

“Thank you,” Stephanie said, truly touched. She sat down on his jacket and at that point they were almost eye to eye, he just slightly above her.

“So if you don’t smoke what are you doing out here?” Stephanie said.

He looked at her for a moment, considering. Eventually he said, “This is going to sound stupid.”

Stephanie shook her head. “I’m sure it won’t,” she said.

“The truth is I hate being in crowded places like this. I’m always afraid I’ll get trampled.”

Stephanie considered his petite frame. “Makes sense,” she said. 

They sat quietly side by side for a while watching drunk friends stumble across the street together. Then Dylan said, “YouTube, huh?”

“Yeah,” Stephanie said.

“How is it going?”

“Not bad,” she said. “I’m really close to being able to make it a full time career. That’s how David started, right?”

Dylan nodded. “It was easier back then,” he said. “A lot less competition. These days YouTube is full of musicians with a ton of talent.”

“Could I record you for a moment? Just telling something about David?”

“No, I’d rather not.”

“Okay.”

They were quiet for a few more moments listening to the heavy bass of the club music vibrating from behind them. 

Then Stephanie asked, “What’s your favorite kind of music?”

“Tough question. I guess I would have to say classic rock and 90s alternative.”

Stephanie smiled. “Angsty white boys. Me too,” she said.

“Really?”

“Don’t look so surprised. What, I’m only allowed to like gangster rap?” She raised her eyebrows.

“That’s not what I meant,” Dylan protested, throwing up his hands.

“Isn’t it?” Stephanie challenged.

He thought for a moment, returning his hands to his lap, elbows on the tops of his wheels. “Yeah, okay, I guess I was being racist.”

“Happens to the best of us,” Stephanie said with a forgiving smile.

“Ableism too,” Dylan said.

Stephanie considered this. She had never before thought about the ways that people were prejudiced against disabled people. “Guilty as charged,” she said.

She looked down at his sneakers with the tongues pushed out and no laces. They would fall right off if he were walking in them. In fact, the style was from at least five years ago but the shoes were still pristine white. 

“So what’s the weirdest thing someone’s ever said to you?” he asked. She looked back up at his face and he grinned at her.

“How can I pick just one? How about ‘I don’t usually like Black girls but you’re giving me jungle fever.’”

“Ouch.” Dylan paused then said, “‘If you believed in Jesus he would cure you and you could walk.’”

“Wow. Okay. I’m breaking out the YouTube comments.”

“Oh no! Anything but that. Are YouTube commenters even human?”

“It would be hard to tell.”

“I used to see David’s but at least those criticisms were based on music, not racist or sexist.”

“Okay if we leave out the Internet, people touching my hair without asking.”

“People pushing my chair to ‘help’ without asking. It’s well-meaning and also dangerous.”

Stephanie’s chest tightened at the thought of people manhandling Dylan and endangering him while trying to be good samaritans. But she didn’t want to end the game so she said, “How about, ‘I’m scared of getting pulled over too.’”

“You got a license for that thing?” Dylan returned with a crooked smile.

“No! People do not say that!”

Then they were both laughing so hard they could barely take a breath. Stephanie had never laughed about all the racist things she’d heard and yet Dylan was making it almost...fun? She felt so relaxed and she couldn’t remember the last time she had been so free around someone else.

Even when she was with Marcus she always felt at least a little bit guarded and the need to say the right thing…be the right thing. How was it she felt so relaxed sitting with a disabled white boy? Was it just that his wheelchair made him feel safe to be around?

They continued to talk, mostly about music, and the conversation flowed easily. 

It was last call when David came stumbling out of the club with the rest of their crew. He was a wrecking ball to the delicate bubble that she and Dylan had been existing in, oblivious to anyone outside himself. 

“There you are!” David tumbled towards Dylan and slapped his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

Dylan gave Stephanie an apologetic smile and held out his hand to help her up. She reached out for his fingers and found his hand rough and strong. Once she had hoisted herself to her feet she lifted his jacket. “It’s damp,” she said.

“No problem,” Dylan said. He laid the jacket across his lap. “I won’t feel it anyway.”

Before Stephanie could ask what that meant, he was following David and crew. His triceps flexed as he propelled the wheelchair. Stephanie watched, transfixed.

It wasn’t until they were out of sight that his spell over her broke and Stephanie went back to her car and then her quiet apartment, feeling a strange let down from the evening.

It was like there was some kind of electric charge between her and Dylan…but that was ridiculous. It wasn’t like she could be attracted to someone like him. She laughed at the thought. “You need to get more sleep, Stephanie,” she mumbled out loud to herself. 

Though it was 3:00 am when she got back and there was work in the morning she still spent an hour putting together what little footage she had into a story and got her video uploaded. The YouTube grind was relentless, at least at this stage. 

When she finally collapsed into bed she fell asleep thinking of the warm feeling of sitting next to Dylan on the sidewalk. 
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