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FORTUNE’S COOKIE

 

Even before she took the job at Chen’s Fabulous Chinese Take-Out, Nola had loved Chinese food. Although she was Italian, she’d taken to chopsticks from the very first time her grandmother took her to a Chinese restaurant. Since then, she’d been using them for her main utensil and had gotten as quick and sure as with any fork. 

So when the summer job came up to work the cash register, Nola leapt at the chance. She could save money for university and get Chinese food at a discount. What could be better?

She loved everything about the place. The red leather bench seat along the inside wall for waiting customers to sit on. The flyers on the inside windows listing the daily specials. The black and white tiled floor that shone and smelled of lemons after she waxed it after closing. Even the cash register with the cash door open button that stuck sometimes and she would have to bang the drawer shut with her hip. 

After the first week, the smell of soya sauce seemed to permeate every strand of her brown hair, even when it was pulled up in a hair net. She learned how to open the store, scrape off the grill, and total the receipts at the end of the night. 

Plus there was her discount on the Kung Pao Chicken. She couldn’t forget that.

By the end of that first week, she’d gotten really good at loading the bags. Heaviest food on the bottom. Lighter food on top. Finally, napkins, utensils, and the fortune cookies.

Then on her eighth day, Bobbie Reynolds, who was her age but a year behind her in high school, returned half an hour after picking up her meal. She hurried in wearing her too-short, yellow raincoat, the one that made her hips look too big. Nola was just finishing with a older man, handing over his lo mien. 

“Please come again,” she said. She managed not to frown as Bobbie waved behind his head. 

As the man stepped away, Bobbie scurried up to the counter. She put her fists on it and then lifted it away, revealing a crumpled fortune cookie like she was doing a magic trick.

“Is something wrong, Bobbie?” Nola said. 

“That.” Bobbie pointed to the fortune cookie.

“Was it broken?” Nola asked.

“No, there weren’t no fortune,” Bobbie said. “I want a cookie with a fortune.”

“Oh right, sorry.” The cookies were kept in a white, plastic bucket under the counter. Nola reached down to grab another cookie. She had to lean a little farther, the bucket was only three quarters full.

She snagged one and dropped it on the counter. 

“Why don’t you open it to make sure there’s a fortune for you?” she said. “But I can’t give you another one if it’s a fortune you don’t like.”

Bobbie grunted and ripped the plastic wrap off the cookie. Then with one hand, she snapped the cookie in half. Even with the one handed motion, there should have been a slim, white piece of paper inside but there was nothing.

The cookie was empty.

Bobbie frowned.

Nola reached into the bucket again, this time digging past the first few layers to the middle of the bucket. She pulled out another cookie.

“Probably a fluke,” she said. “Try this one.”

Bobbie dropped the empty cookie on the counter (scattering crumbs that Nola would have to wipe up later) and ripped the plastic off the second cookie. Another snap and she pulled the sections apart.

Empty.

Nola frowned. This was major weird. Before she could fish out another cookie, Mr. Chen moved up behind her.

“Is there problem?” he said. 

She turned to look at him. He only came up to her shoulders but he stood with an air of authority that she’d never seen, not even in her teachers. His shining black hair was tucked under a hairnet. His skin was smoothed and unlined, hiding his age, although when he smiled, multiple crow’s feet blossomed at the corners of his eyes.

He wasn’t smiling now.

“These fortune cookies don’t have any fortune in them,” she said.

He moved to stand beside her. One finger poked at the empty cookies.
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