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Fried Rice and Grits

“Some bonds begin in silence, in places no one thinks to look—in the space between a cash register and a notebook.”

The summers in Southeast D.C. had a thickness to them—like the air had been cooked too long and forgot how to breathe. Cicadas screeched from power lines. Sirens wailed like clockwork. Children squealed and darted through the spray of an open fire hydrant at the end of the block. Inside Lucky Wok, the heat was worse. Zhihao stood behind the counter, thin arms stained with the gloss of sweat and soy sauce. The fan above the register chopped the air lazily, but it did nothing for the boiling kitchen or the bodies moving inside it. His father’s voice bellowed from the back. “Three shrimp lo mein! One pepper steak! You write it down?” “I got it, Baba,” Zhihao called back, reaching for the pad with practiced speed. His English was near perfect—better than his father’s—but he still felt like a translator trapped between two lives: the quiet Mandarin spoken at home and the rough, code-switching flow of D.C.’s streets outside.

The kitchen hissed and steamed like a living thing. Zhihao barely flinched anymore when oil spat from the wok. His father moved like a warrior back there, arms flashing, sleeves rolled up, a stained towel hanging from his belt loop. Business was steady, even if the shop’s bulletproof glass reminded every customer what kind of neighborhood this was. Zhihao didn’t think much of it anymore. The thick pane of glass had been there since he was a kid—before he knew why some windows were made see-through and others were made for survival. It was just another Tuesday. The after-school rush was slow. Most customers barely looked at him when they ordered. Some barked names through the slot without saying hello. Others dropped their change and walked out without waiting for their receipts. Zhihao had learned not to take it personally. This wasn’t personal. It was business. It was life. 

And then she walked in. She stood on the other side of the counter, small and wiry, her frame almost lost under a sky-blue backpack that sagged like a parachute behind her. She wore a cotton dress too long for the heat, her legs scuffed at the knees. Her hair puffed up in a curly crown that defied gravity, pulled into a high knot with wisps escaping like thoughts. She didn’t speak. Just stared at the backlit menu board above the counter, lips moving silently. Zhihao leaned forward. “You... need help?” She turned, slowly. Her eyes—big, brown, curious—met his, and for a second he forgot the heat, the fan, the kitchen noise. “You got sweet and sour chicken?” she asked. “Yeah.” “How much?” “Five dollars. Comes with rice.” She glanced down at her notebook and flipped it open. Inside, bills were folded neatly into a pocket. She counted quickly, then looked up. “I got four-fifty. You got school discount?” Zhihao blinked. “Uh... not really.” She grinned, one front tooth missing. “You should. This neighborhood is broke and smart.” He chuckled. “Okay. Today, fifty cents off. But only because you asked nice.”  I didn’t ask nice,” she said, arching one eyebrow. “Exactly,” he said, handing her the receipt. “That’s what made it interesting.”

Her name was Aminah. She came in every Tuesday after science club, her backpack full of wires and graph paper, her hands stained with marker ink. She didn’t always buy food. Sometimes she just ordered egg rolls. Sometimes she asked for a fork and sat at the dusty windowsill, chewing on a pencil and sketching robots in her notebook. She worked like she was trying to crack a code. Zhihao started bringing her water without her asking. Then he brought her a chair. Then he started sitting with her. They talked in pieces, like two kids building a language from mismatched parts.

One Tuesday afternoon, as Aminah sat perched on the windowsill working on her science fair diagrams, an older man in a gray tracksuit came in, ordered orange chicken, and leaned against the wall while waiting. He glanced at Aminah, then at Zhihao, then back again. “You tutoring now, China Boy?” the man muttered with a crooked smile. “Or is this some kinda customer loyalty program?” Zhihao stiffened. Aminah didn’t move. The man snorted and reached into his pocket for cash. “You keep mixing like that, this place gone get confused. Can’t tell if I’m in D.C. or in Beijing with extra seasoning.” Zhihao handed over the bag of food in silence. Aminah said nothing until the door closed behind the man. Then she whispered, “People think they slick.” Zhihao looked up, embarrassed. “Sorry about that.” “You don’t have to be sorry,” she said. “Just don’t get quiet when they do that. That’s how silence grows teeth.” She smiled after saying it, but her words stuck in his ribs like a splinter. He hadn’t known what to say—not then.

Later that week, she looked up from her sketches and said, “You always this quiet?” “I guess.” “I bet your brain’s loud, though. You look like someone who thinks too much.” “Better than talking too much.” She grinned. “I do both.” He nodded. “I noticed.” She kicked him under the table. “Shut up.”

They told each other everything—little things. She liked red Jell-O. He hated the sound of balloons popping. She wanted to build prosthetics. He wanted to code AI. “My mom says I should be a nurse,” she told him once, “because it's stable and good for women. She doesn’t think Black girls get to dream like that.” “My dad wants me to take over the shop.” “You want to?” “No.” “Then don’t.” “It’s not that easy.” “Nothing is.”

At home, Zhihao’s parents didn’t ask where he went after school. But when he started bringing home less money from his evening shift, his father noticed. “You distracted,” his father muttered in Mandarin. “You need to focus. That girl always outside. Don’t waste time with girls. She’s not for you.” Zhihao didn’t answer. He didn’t like arguing in Mandarin. It made everything feel heavier.

Aminah’s parents didn’t know about Zhihao, either. Her mother worked two jobs. Her stepfather was always between something—between moods, between jobs, between places. At home, Aminah kept quiet about her Tuesdays. Some things were too precious to share. They were fourteen the first time they walked home together. The sky had turned cotton-candy pink. They walked slow, past broken sidewalks and tired houses, past grandmothers on porches and boys with speaker boxes strapped to bikes. Aminah looked up at him and said, “You think we’ll still know each other in ten years?” “I don’t know. Maybe.” “You’d better. I need you to build me a brain for my robot arm.” He smirked. “What if I become a famous engineer and forget all about you?” She stopped walking. “Then I’ll track you down. I’ll remind you who taught you how to laugh.”

Neither of them knew then that this story wouldn’t be about falling in love. It would be about what love looks like across time zones and timelines, across languages and losses. This was only the beginning—not of a romance, but of an inheritance they would one day pass down in blueprints, scars, and lullabies.

It was a week later when Zhihao’s mother made an unusual request: "Come to the shop early. There's someone I want you to meet." He arrived after school, half-expecting a new supplier or maybe a relative from Rockville. But instead, he saw her: a girl about his age, in a crisp white blouse and navy skirt, her hair pinned back like she belonged in a catalog. Her name was Mei, daughter of a family friend who owned a noodle factory outside the city. She smiled politely. “My parents said you’re very smart. Maybe we can study together sometime.” Zhihao nodded, awkward and uncertain. Later that afternoon, when Aminah came by with a worksheet in hand and a grin ready on her face, she stopped short. Through the window, she saw Mei seated at the counter—sipping chrysanthemum tea from a ceramic cup. Not Styrofoam. Not plastic. Zhihao waved, but something in his wave felt slow. Muted. Aminah paused, her fingers tightening on her backpack strap. She turned and walked away without a word.

That evening, Zhihao sat alone at the counter and cracked open two fortune cookies. One for him. One for her. He read hers aloud softly. “You will meet someone who changes your life.” He folded the paper, carefully, and tucked it into his wallet. Maybe this one wasn’t lying.
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Back Door Science

“They built in silence what others doubted aloud.”

Zhihao didn’t remember the exact moment he started loving Tuesday afternoons. It had happened slowly—like the way city snow melts: quiet, steady, and mostly unnoticed until the world looks different. At first, it was just about Aminah’s voice—sharp, funny, always three seconds ahead of him. Then it was her questions. Then it was the way she made science feel like something alive, like they were both climbing the inside of the same enormous idea. By the time they turned sixteen, they weren’t just good students—they were the kind of students teachers bragged about in staff meetings. They didn’t sit next to each other in class anymore—people had started talking. But every afternoon, after the final bell rang, they’d sneak into the science wing’s storage closet, wedge the door open with a textbook, and work on their secret project: a robotic arm controlled by muscle signals. “Back door science,” Aminah joked the first time they broke in. “They didn’t want us in the front lab anyway.” It was true. Their school had money for computers but not for mentorship. The robotics club was mostly white and suburban-transfer kids. The teacher had smiled politely when they’d asked to join, then claimed the roster was full—even though there were only six names on the list. So they made their own lab. Cardboard boxes for chairs. Disassembled calculators and wires scavenged from thrift store toys. And each other.
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