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      I wrote Writer Dad to mark a beginning.

      Now, years later, I’m writing this foreword to mark what that beginning became.

      Back then, I was standing at the edge of everything I now call home: Sterling & Stone was a flicker, a dream half-formed between late nights and too many words. The stories in this book are from that fragile, formative stretch: before the systems, before the studio, before I had proof that the dream could actually stand.

      Today, it can.

      And yet, rereading these pages, I can still feel how close it is — that pulse of first creation, the sheer wonder of watching something invisible start to take shape.

      This book isn’t a manual or a framework. It’s a time capsule — my record of what it felt like to trade certainty for story, and to bet my family’s future on the idea that words could be enough. It’s for anyone who’s ever wondered what happens before the structure, before the brand, before the clarity that only comes after you’ve built everything you once imagined.

      July 17 has always been my true north. It’s the day Writer Dad launched, and what has now become Sterling & Stone’s birthday. Every year since, that date has been my checkpoint, and a reminder of what it costs to build something from nothing, what it gives back when you do it with intention.

      That’s really the through line here: intentionality.

      Back then, I didn’t have the word for it yet. But I was already living it — getting up when I was exhausted, showing up when I was scared, doing the work because the work itself was sacred.

      Life is better with the right words. That belief has only grown truer. The right words give shape to the abstract — to dreams, to grief, to gratitude, to growth. They’re the tools that turn living into learning.

      The risks have scaled since these pages were first written. In the beginning, it was just my own time and savings on the line. Later, it was people and ideas: other dreamers I believed in, and the futures we could build together. But the trade-off never changed. Every risk bought another inch of freedom. Every failure, another layer of faith.

      The cost was worth it.

      Because now, all these years later, I get to see what intention builds. Ethan’s in his final year of college, already talking about entrepreneurship. Mia’s doing what she was born to do — creating and dreaming in full color. And Cindy’s still my compass, reminding me that ambition only matters if it grows something worth coming home to.

      There are no hacks here. No shortcuts. Just the rhythm of a man learning how to live on purpose — one word, one Tuesday, one belief at a time.

      Thank you for opening this time capsule with me.

      May it remind you to write your own — to record your becoming while it’s still happening.

      

      Sean Platt

      Austin, Texas

      October 28, 2025
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      Want to work along as you read? Click this link and download the print-at-home work-along workbook for free: https://smarterartist.net/wdworkbook
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            An Unlikely Life, Not So Unlikely

          

        

      

    

    
      Every morning still begins in mild disbelief.

      Five years in, the improbability still ripples beneath every day. Some mornings, with no rhyme or reason or way to mark them on a calendar, I see reasons that this life wasn’t so unlikely at all.

      My alarm buzzes to a soft drumbeat at 5 a.m., except for those mornings when I’m blinking before it. Awake, I turn to Cindy, my wife for twelve well-lived years and partner for four more, slide my arms beneath her sleeping body, pull her close, and kiss her cheek — light enough not to wake her, just enough to draw that soft, I-love-you breath — then slip from bed, still wrestling the fog of first light. I grab my laptop and amble from bedroom to kitchen, where I make the morning’s first cup of coffee.

      Some days, I lose time in my email, read the news, or in some other way fritter the minutes of earliest morning. Most days, I get immediately to work, telling wonderful lies — fibs and fictions designed to make readers feel, think, or wonder. This is all I’ve ever wanted to do, though I was blind to this truth until the stuff that makes this story fun to read first started to happen.

      Five years into this newest version of my life, I love that I’m still astonished to find myself a writer. Time has passed, so I’m used to it, but the giddy surprise of most days has dimmed little if any at all. The sheen remains, fueled by the absurd truth that (as in any well-told story) the DNA of this ending was always there at the start.

      I should have seen it coming but didn’t. Maybe because I was too absentminded to look: a monkey chasing shiny impossibilities from branch to branch. It might have been because I wasn’t supposed to see what was coming. The best endings are often surprising.

      Once upon a time, in the barely remembered days of my earliest childhood, I wrote silly stories for myself and a small audience: Mom, Pop, maybe my sister, a few of my friends, and all of my teachers. This period of unbridled (though I’m sure ridiculous) creativity was followed by two and a half decades of nothing between the last time I wrote for the gee-whiz fun of it and when I finally went back to the pen, picking it up because it seemed like something fun to do.

      It would be another five after that before the inner kid was totally back, and I produced something as wonderfully absurd as Unicorn Western.

      My inner kid would love Unicorn Western. He’s one of the reasons I wrote it. I wrote it for my real kids, too. They talk back less, but are meaner when they do. From the time he was five until he was around eight, my inner kid wanted to be a writer. This wasn’t a profession, exactly. It was something to do in between fighting fires and crime. Though I wasn’t willing to grant it exclusivity, I felt the magic of writing at a primitive level. I understood that being a writer gives an artist a way to make something from nothing, like a magician, but with pages and ink for smoke and mirrors.

      My mom was a secretary at TRW before I was born. She typed eighty words a minute on her IBM Selectric. The typewriter weighed, like, three of me. A black snake coiled from its juggernaut’s body into the wall. You flipped its switch to fill the room with a jet engine’s roar. It would scream for food, so Mom would feed the beast with a sheet of white, then give it lines of black with a speed that amazed me.

      Clickity-clack, clickity-clack … DING!

      My mom would type for a half page, then rip the page from the monster’s mouth. There were stories on those pages, like in books, but better because they came from my mom. Her stories were simple, and though I remember none specifically, I’m certain they were parables of small boys who should improve their table manners, or perhaps be nicer to their younger sister. Probably with scary dolls or some other evidence of her twisted whimsy.

      One day, Pop brought home a typewriter, also from Sears. It was a manual, though it had the same beige plastic cover. And it was smaller. It had no cord and carried no current. Its ribbon was filthy; it got all over my fingers and paper. There was no backspace to erase my mistakes.

      But it was mine. Pop bought it for me and said I could use it whenever I wanted.

      I started writing that day. Most of my early work was about robots, space, and probably He-Man, though I do remember one story with Spiderman (in an epic battle with a monster snowman).

      I’m sure each new story was as horrible as the one before it. My parents and teachers seemed plenty impressed, but I was only five and not yet familiar with strained patience.

      Regardless, I wanted to share a LOT, especially at school. I was kindergarten age, but not in kindergarten, fortunate enough to go to a school without any grades. Our neighborhood school was awful. My oldest half-sister, Katie, went there until one of the teachers told my father in conference that “some kids are destined for mediocrity” and that “everyone would be a lot happier if they accepted it.” The school was a mile and a half from our house. Still, if we were home, we would have heard his anger crashing through the campus. My parents pulled Katie out of school and enrolled her in McKinney Day School — private and a bit beyond our means.

      My sisters and I immediately followed. I was happy, but didn’t realize I should’ve felt lucky, enrolled in a place where books were slipped into my hands so early that I’ve no memory of learning to read them. Tuition, though less than most private schools, was everything to us since our family lived inches from poor.

      McKinney, despite the financial hardship and religious absurdity, is one of the greatest gifts my parents have ever given me. I have no objection to religion, but my first teacher — I remember this clearer than my last drink of water — told me daily that my parents’ love for rock ‘n’ roll would land them in the Lake of Fire for eternity.

      McKinney had no grades and taught to a child’s individual ability. I realize this lack of structure probably had to do more with the school’s size and student-to-teacher ratios than any enlightenment. Still, no matter the reason, it was the best scholastic experience of my childhood. School after McKinney was the opposite. I can’t speak for the world, but in every school after that, originality was quarantined more than rewarded.

      My parents loved to see me reading and placed few restrictions on what or how much I read. When book orders came home, I was allowed to check as many boxes as I wanted, even though we could barely afford the tuition. And when my teacher — the same one who condemned my parents to Hell for listening to rock ‘n’ roll (Billy Joel and Jackson Browne, not Alice Cooper or Kiss) — said the books I was reading were also a sin, Mom scooped every last one into a 32-gallon, black Hefty garbage bag, raged down to school, dumped the bag on the principal’s desk, and demanded to know what I was reading that was so horrible as to condemn me to Hell by virtue of the book orders provided by them.

      Oddly, that didn’t precede our exit from McKinney. That came shortly after when Mom and Pop — still struggling to build their small business — were unable to meet the tuition. I was eight when yanked from a school where students were encouraged to reach for the next rung of their ability to a purgatorial torment I couldn’t have possibly expected — moving from a school where my brain was given breath to one where I was bored out of my skull, day after day, in a never-ending wasteland of doldrums and déjà vu. Oz to Kansas it was.

      After leaving McKinney, I was enrolled in fourth grade, where I stayed for two weeks until the school realized I was eight and sent me back to third. I spent most the rest of the year so bored, I might have welcomed a swim in a fiery lake.

      My class was a third/fourth-grade combo, and my teacher was wonderful. Taking pity, she quietly gave me fourth-grade curriculum rather than the third grade lessons I was supposed to receive throughout the year. This might have worked out well, since I was assigned to her again for fourth grade. Unfortunately, I spent exactly one day in her class before getting moved to a neighboring school while waiting for an opening in the GATE (Gifted and Talented) program. Sadly, the new school had no fourth-grade GATE spots, so I was sent to the bungalow for a repeat of fourth grade. Because there was also no space in a regular fourth-grade class, my wait for an opening was spent in a remedial classroom. And because the curriculum had nothing new to teach me, I learned to make trouble.

      My entrepreneurial spirit was born earlier than that — maybe when I was five and talked my dad into letting me sell balloons in front of our photo processing booth (right next to our flower shop), then unloaded them all on my third customer by saying I couldn’t eat until they were sold — but it fully bloomed that year. I spent hours on the playground selling baseball cards, Garbage Pail Kids, Red Vines, and mutated G.I. Joes, all for a healthy profit. I sold whatever I could, as often as I could — just under the radar, never quite caught.

      Finally, because the only thing more fun than moving schools is moving mid-year, a spot opened in the GATE program at a different school. My third school in two years was better, but not by much.

      Still numb with boredom, I was now attending a school largely populated by rich kids who made me feel poorer than I was. GATE kids were the underclass: outcasts among outcasts, subjected to punches that purpled our skin as the bullies who gave them screamed, “GIFTY!” like the war cry it was.

      When finished with my work at McKinney, I was given a choice: read or write. I still got a choice at my new school when I finished work early: sit and stare at the wall or sit with my head on the desk. On the few occasions when I managed to write a story, my teachers didn’t care. Not even enough to strain patience. How could they, with thirty-five other students clamoring for similar validation?

      I’m not sure why I let the death of my writing spirit follow me home, but like a wayward stray, it did. My manual typewriter was put on a high shelf. Two typewriters forgotten. My fingers never touched those keys again, and it would be more than twenty years before I wrote another story.

      I stopped making up stories and started telling jokes.

      Years after graduation, class clowns are often remembered most. Through humor, they tell the truth in interesting (and therefore memorable) ways. Though I may not have mined what I needed from school academically, it did help me sharpen my humor, and it made me aware of the spotlight in a way that I otherwise wouldn’t have been.

      Most kids in school don’t want to be there, including the smart ones. Class clowns give the class diversion. This isn’t right. School is a place to learn, and students deserve to have the best possible environment without their neighbors disrespecting the teacher. But it’s a teacher’s job to keep students engaged. Ignoring that need, which is rarely possible in a classroom packed with thirty-five kids, is like expecting photosynthesis to quit working under the sun.

      I could smell when the kids were primed for a laugh, and forever willing to oblige them, I was ready with a one-liner to reward me, too. Inside the classroom, I learned the words to earn attention; outside, I learned actions that put dollars in my pocket.

      By seventh grade, school was still mostly monotony, but by some wink of fate, I was kinda sorta cool. In eighth grade, I was cool, no kinda sorta about it. Then, because karma rains on us all, by ninth, I wasn’t just back to being an absolute nerd, I’d been elected to Mayor of Dweeb City.

      As I entered seventh grade, Long Beach Unified transitioned from a junior high to a middle school. This meant my sister, Megan — eighteen months younger than me and headed to sixth grade — and I transitioned from elementary to middle school together. This also meant, not being in the youngest grade, I avoided the lowest spot on the social totem pole. This made middle school fun.

      I spent my first year as the same slightly awkward clown, now trafficking wares with a simplified business model. Because it would have been impossible to lug a ton of loot to school, I bought fewer, more expensive items. I held raffles once a week and earned enough money to buy most of my own clothes, video games, and the miscellaneous paraphernalia of childhood with smart work and a nearly empty backpack.

      By the end of eighth grade, I had a best friend, Jimmy (the best I’d have until Cindy), and my first serious girlfriend, Jenny. I’m still friends with Jimmy, though Jenny unfortunately passed two years later. Both relationships taught me a tremendous amount about myself and helped me eke through as a high school sophomore — the most dismal year of my life. Some people look back on high school as the best years of their lives. I am happy for them.

      After eighth grade, while at the top of the social ladder and acting like a jerk, my parents (rightly) thought I needed humility. Rather than sending me to the same high school as all of my friends, they sent me to a Catholic school where I knew no one. I might have liked the school more if I was Catholic, but I doubt it. The first year was hard and the second awful. For the third, I needed a change. I enrolled in Orange County High School of the Arts.

      OCHSA offered classes in theater, graphic design, dance, music, and other creative electives. I liked drama best, but because my face was still mostly recovering from a two-year stint looking like the inside of a Domino’s box, I was loath to stand on stage in front of judgmental peers, and all drama applicants were required to audition. My mother suggested I sing “I’ve Got No Strings” from Pinocchio while wearing a pair of lederhosen (that she had already sewn). I really, really wish I was joking, or that this was somehow unusual or noteworthy. It’s no better (or less sad) than many things that happened on most days. It’s also probably not as funny. My mom’s mission to dress me, and the cold war of fashion from my childhood, really is its own book.

      Mostly, I was looking for a way to gain entrance to an out-of-district school. I didn’t see myself as nearly creative enough for most of the school’s departments, so I applied to “technical theater,” the limb that tightened bolts for the rest of the body. I loved the hands-on work, but not the extended days that teased dark in winter and cut weekends in half. All I really wanted at sixteen was to work long and hard enough that I could start some sort of business at graduation.

      The school was filled with hard-to-stomach cliques, like most schools (and life). By then, I already knew one of life’s most important lessons: curiosity and wonder are fuel for self-worth. Know what you want, learn how to get it, and be eager to start digging with shovel in hand. Ignore naysayers, poseurs, and those uncomfortable enough with themselves to threaten you; they are cement at your ankles and bees in your ear. Cliques were easier to stomach than wasted life in the classroom. Already resentful, I was learning to loathe it.

      I had a hard time tolerating endless minutes recklessly quarried through ineffective days. Most of my teachers didn’t see me as a learner, but I love learning and am always more awake after knowing something new. One of my few disappointments in a mostly favored life: wandering halls of learning with an echo of promise.

      My second high school was a titanic improvement, but I still spent days throttling screams as minutes slipped from my life. Because I found school light on benefit and high in cost, I’d been thinking about getting my GED for about a month before I was sitting in a well-worn armchair across from my guidance counselor. I had made an appointment, hoping to see if I could return for my senior year without enrolling in technical theater. My brain felt itchy; I hated the thought of another year of so much wasted time.

      Los Alamitos (OCHSA’s primary campus) had something called Academic Decathlon, a kind of kid quiz for the college-bound: a contest pitting six of the mightiest minds from each of the state’s schools in a match to determine which campus was home to the most gray matter. Each team had six students divided into three categories, based on their GPAs. Two A-students, two Bs, and two Cs.

      Guess which one I was.

      As were easy, quality Cs were dew in the desert. The blend of my SAT and GPA put cartoon caps and gowns in my counselor’s hungry eyes. My counselor said that no, I couldn’t get a transfer to Los Alamitos without staying in tech, then rolled into a pitch, trying to convince me that life would be rainbows and roses — once I agreed to be on the team. An easy trade: tech for Decathlon.

      The downsides: senior year would see school days running until 5 p.m., Monday-Friday, and Saturdays from morning to early afternoon. The upsides: my SAT scores combined with my commitment to the Decathlon could ostensibly grant me entrance into the college of my choosing.

      “No, thank you,” I said, calm but certain.

      Only then, seeing the shock on her face — it rippled and faded as she throttled her anger — did I realize that she had probably given this same pitch who-knew-how-many times before. Maybe not exactly, and likely not for Decathlon, but she’d used the same language to wedge a manipulative knife into the skin of indecision that teenagers wear like uncertain smiles.

      “No?” she repeated. “Did you understand what I said?”

      “I understood perfectly.”

      “Well, Mr. Platt,” she settled into her superiority, “I can most certainly guarantee that you are making a huge mistake.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      She said, “You won’t be able to get into a good college without my recommendation.” By said, I mean threatened.

      “I’m not planning on college.”

      I didn’t know those words were true until the moment settled around them.

      In retrospect, the Academic Decathlon was a tremendous opportunity, a long-awaited chance to absorb information at the pace I’d always craved. I failed to see it from that angle, but my guidance counselor failed to tilt the camera. She told me what she could do for me, operating under the faulty assumption that I wanted the same things as everyone else. College wasn’t for me, and I knew it. If higher education promised the boredom I’d found so far, I wanted it less than a broken toe. I’d longed to build a business since I understood the concept, unwilling to fritter another four years before I could.

      “You’re not planning on college?”

      I’m sure in reality my guidance counselor merely sneered. In my mind’s cinema she is raining spittle while twirling a monocle.

      “Nope.” I tucked my long hair behind my ear and shook my head.

      “Well then, mister, you will fail.”

      I wish that was only my memory, rather than reality, but those are the front-page, bold-type words given breath by someone pulling a paycheck to help guide youth toward their goals.

      I stared, speechless for one of the first times in my life.

      My counselor saw this as an invitation to lean into her horror.

      “I will look you up in ten years just to see how far you’ve fallen,” she said.

      After a minute of silence where we exchanged only stares, I calmly asked for my transcripts, left campus, and drove across town to enroll in Long Beach City College. I had little interest in the traditional route, but there was a GED test scheduled that coming Saturday. I was a graduate by the weekend.

      Mom and Pop were both amazing. My dad asked me if I was sure I’d made the right decision. My mom probably gave me a high-five followed by an off-color joke; I can’t recall. Both supported me in full.

      I left campus that day and stepped into the next chapter of my life, the one where I built a business and met my wife. I never saw any road that would lead to my life as a writer, but I’m thankful one has. Destiny is more choice than chance: not something to wait for, but something to earn. The beauty of dreams once they’re delivered is that often the best are the ones you never knew you had.

      Five years after stepping onto that first brick toward this life, I can’t imagine it any other way. I’m thankful to wake most mornings, still happy to blink myself slowly into the next day of an unlikely life that wasn’t unlikely at all.
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      I grew up inside a family business and, for better or worse, owe much of my entrepreneurial wiring to that experience. The store gave me a work ethic, a taste for creative problem-solving, and the framework for my happiness. Most of all, it gave me the place where I’d meet my wife.

      My parents’ flower shop was called Rainbows, located on Long Beach’s Belmont Shore for thirty years, closing only after a long price war it could never win — the one that began when Trader Joe’s moved into the same shopping center a decade before Rainbows finally died.

      For thirty years, our flowers were the city’s best — and until Trader Joe’s, so were our prices. But a successful business has to be more than the best. That business must be unafraid to sell who they are and what they stand for to anyone willing to listen. Not every brand is for everyone, and not everyone is for every brand. That’s awesome, as long as you know yourself well enough to make it easy for your customer to understand you.

      If you’ve seen the classic “Soup Nazi” episode of Seinfeld, you’ll have a good idea what Rainbows was like. Pop was gruff with customers: not much of a people person, especially in his younger days, and the opposite of a natural marketer. Mom was the flip side: gregarious, obviously funny, and always a little too pleased with herself, like a delighted toddler. But like Pop, and most creatives, she has the business sense of a church basement tattoo parlor.

      For the first two-thirds of Rainbows’ life, being the best was enough. After Trader Joe’s and some thieving from a pair of trusted employees (more on that later), it wasn’t. Three years ago, Rainbows closed its storefront. These days, Pop runs what’s left through of the enterprise through a phone number, his home garage, and a website.

      Mom also has a garage-based flower shop, and still has the best price-to-design ratio in Long Beach, if not California. This is terrific for her customers, not so much for her. But she won’t listen to me when I suggest she raise her prices, and after fifteen years, she has no plans to change them. Megan — who grew up in the shadows of Rainbows with me — runs a flowers-only wedding business and a boutique card company. Both are stunning. Megan’s wedding work has been featured in magazines, including Martha Stewart Weddings, and her cards are carried by boutiques and museums across the country.

      Each of Megan’s Ghost Academy cards starts life as an original illustration, drawn by her. She transfers that drawing into a carving (also by hand) then inks and relief-prints the card onto recycled stock. Her cards are adorable. Assuming my mind was wired for business, not art, kept me from realizing I was creative, too. So did having such an artistic, imaginative, and expressive sister to compare myself to.

      Rainbows taught me about life and color, splendor and commerce — how beauty and business can coexist, at least for a while. The shop was unique when it opened. The culture changed in the mid-’90s, thanks in large part to Trader Joe’s, which turned flowers into an everyday luxury. But before that, when my parents first started Rainbows, this culture didn’t exist in Long Beach. The city’s other flower shops were all traditional FTD stores, placing linear design over organic beauty.

      Rainbows was a bucket shop, mimicking a European market. Our display started inside the door then spilled outside, each day wrapping the corner with flowers stuffed in old-fashioned carts and barrels. Our setup was nothing like regular shops, and we carried ten times the inventory. It was easy to stand out. My parents had the same business as most flower shops: weddings, funerals, parties, quinceañeras, bat mitzvahs, and anything else people needed flowers for. But unlike other shops at the time, my parents built their business on customers buying for themselves — a trade that didn’t exist in Long Beach before them.

      They started hard, but the ‘80s were ripe for our family. My parents weren’t afraid to be different, and they poured their lives into their vision: time, resources, energy, faith. With nothing to their names, they built a successful business, bloomed prosperity by doing creative work that few others were, and taught me a lesson that’s served me well, never more so than now as I carve new paths into publishing.

      Building a business was hard. Mom and Pop were busy each weekend — decorating homes, prepping weddings, and doing whatever was needed to grow their business. Megan and I spent Saturdays and Sundays with our grandparents, Honey and Papí. I’m forever grateful for that time. More than anyone else (outside fiction and film) they taught me to be a gentleman and to believe in a fairytale version of love.

      We took one vacation as a family, a short drive up the California coast and back. Three days total, and the most I saw outside my city until I was eighteen and flew to New Orleans, then to the Bahamas on one of those ridiculously stupid Please Buy a Timeshare! paid vacations.

      It was a shock when Pop took his first full week off. Not for Cancun or anywhere else with greasy chips and frosty margaritas. One week after I turned eighteen, after muscling his way through the Christmas season, just before the insanity of Valentine’s, Pop was forced to take a few days off from the shop when a hernia sent him to the hospital. The most trusted person at Rainbows — my dad’s right hand, and someone who’d been like a sister to me — used his time in the hospital to steal from our family and open her own shop a half-mile away. She was our Number Two. She took Number Three with her (along with anyone else who would follow).

      It was the deepest betrayal I’d ever seen — a knife to the soul. Hard to believe, harder to understand. My dad would’ve done anything for her. He’d have happily helped her open her own store, pounded the nails himself. Instead, she took without asking and opened across the street, ripped clientele from our address books, and taught me an unfortunate lesson I wasn’t looking to learn.

      It’s few months after leaving high school, enrolled in LBCC, with parents recently divorced and acting out scenes from War of the Roses. Pop was trying to run Rainbows with nearly every account suddenly missing. It took me five minutes to decide I wasn’t going back to school, ever again. Most of me had already known.

      Rainbows needed a flower designer. That wasn’t my strength. I was good at management and developing systems. But I loved color and had spent a lifetime around it. I wondered how hard it could be, and decided there was only one way to find out.

      A week after dropping out of college, I became Rainbows’ full-time designer. The store was my life. I gave it everything — seventy hours a week for the next two years.

      Then I met my Cindy.

      I was an idiot kid when I first met my wife, twenty years old and intent on swallowing Long Beach with a chain of flower shops. Some desire was born through natural drive — wanting to see how quickly I could grow something from nothing. The rest was from whetted revenge. My family was wronged and — petty as it was — I wanted to hurt the girls who had done it. I wanted to put them out of business, and yes, I know how ludicrous that was. But you’re allowed to be stupid before your pre-frontal cortex is fully formed, and back then, articulating life around revenge seemed to make sense.

      After the girls stole our clients and left, we shifted our business model and made roses our specialty, buying and selling only the world’s best. Roses are my favorite flower. I fell in love with them at eighteen. I’d wake at 2 a.m. to drive downtown to meet Pop at the flower district, beating light by hours. We’d stare at row after row of gorgeous roses, wrapped in white corrugated paper. Roses with beautiful names: Bianca, Paula, Delilah. Dutch farmers had tilled soil in Ecuador — where sun blazed for eighteen hours a day — and become some of the world’s largest suppliers. We bought blooms by the thousand.

      Larger volume kept our spoilage high. But because we bought farm direct (through an auction) our profit margins were fantastic. We could afford to throw a lot away but minimized loss as much as we could, by bundling blown open roses into large bouquets and pricing them with a heavy discount. We made them daily and called them “Super Fat Happy Bunches,” mostly because Pop, Megan, and I thought it was funny — and because it made us smile to say it.

      When I met Cindy, she was working at an educational research lab in Seal Beach, a few miles from Rainbows. She was recruited to the lab after winning Teacher of the Year for Houston Unified. Her position required flying all over creation, implementing curriculum, and workshopping more effective ways to teach reading. Rainbows was one of her first stops whenever she flew back into Long Beach. She always bought three bouquets, one for each of the assistants who helped clear her desk while she wasn’t at it. To my delight, she often bought Super Fat Happy Bunches of roses.

      As weeks passed, Cindy started shopping earlier and earlier, trading evenings for afternoons, then eventually afternoons for mornings. One day she came in before we were open and changed my life. I still remember the exact moment my life changed forever. It happened between 8:30 and 9:00 a.m. on a Tuesday morning, the third week of October 1997. On that Tuesday, Lyle Lovett was blasting “You’re Not From Texas” through Rainbows’ lived-in speakers — the song prophetic in ways I’m still seeing today. Cindy ducked under our Closed sign, batted her chocolate drop eyes, and called above the Texas swing: “Mind if I buy a few things, you know, already put together?”

      “Of course not,” I smiled, rushing to help a good customer.

      Cindy gathered bundles of Super Fat Happy from outside and paid with a credit card. We bantered, me not quite realizing we were flirting, then I followed her outside, craning my neck from behind the blown roses.
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