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CONTENT GUIDANCE


Dear Reader,


Thanks for picking up The Fortune Flip. I’m excited for you to go on this journey with Hazel and Logan! While this book is a rom-com and you can expect a happily ever after, I do want to let you know about some of the sensitive topics explored in this novel in case you’re the type of reader who prefers that. If you think of content warnings as spoilers, skip the next paragraph.


Please be aware that job loss, death of a parent (in the past, off page), parental gambling addiction, and references to drunk driving (in the past, off page) are integrated into this story. I’ve done my best to handle these topics with compassion and thoughtfulness. Please read with care.


With love,
 Lauren

















Chapter 1



HAZEL
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It’s the fortune teller’s bird that first catches my eye.


It looks like a sparrow, its coloring so white it practically glows. A second bird sits behind the first as they wait in their wooden cage.


“I need my fortune read, please,” I say to the fortune teller sitting behind her table.


As soon as the words come out, the dark sky cracks open, releasing a heavy sheet of rain. With a newly burst pipe in my apartment building, I should take advantage of the free water. This rainstorm is probably my only chance for a shower for the night. Or the week.


Instead of walking the fifteen minutes home from Chinatown to the Lower East Side, I duck under the fortune teller’s tent illuminated by bistro string lights. I sit in one of the chairs opposite her and place my purse, leftovers, and folder on the table.


The fortune teller introduces herself as Wendy. She has curly, chin-length gray hair, bright red lips, and a calm demeanor. She points to the sign behind her. “Fluent English. Fortune Reading. $10/reading. Cash only.”


Conveniently, I carry cash. Credit cards aren’t always reliable, and paying with cash sometimes means discounts. I give her my last twenty-dollar bill. Wendy hands ten dollars back and redirects me to the birds.


This close, I notice the faint red rings around their eyes. I’m both intrigued and intimidated by the alleged power they hold. They’re like small, bird-shaped snowballs, their bodies measuring no more than five inches in length.


They remind me of the time a bird flew into our house when I was in first grade. It was round and soft-looking, with light brown on its feathers and a splash of yellow right between its eyes. I only remember because then, just like now, the bird looked right at me.


“A sparrow,” Dad had said excitedly to Mom. “How auspicious. We should keep going. Happiness is just around the corner. This is our sign.”


“Keep going” didn’t apply to all of us. Mom died later that year. The “happiness” that was supposed to be around the corner? Well. It was less of a corner and more of a wall.


So much for auspicious.


“Do I look at you, or…?” I ask Wendy, wanting to make sure I don’t mess up my first-ever fortune reading.


“Everything should pass through the sparrows,” Wendy says, confirming my assumption. She explains that I’m supposed to ask the birds a question and that they’ll pull three cards from the two boxes on the table. She’ll interpret what the cards mean. “The first card represents our past, which influences our present. The second represents your current state. The third card gives us an idea of what lies ahead.”


What my future holds.


Instinctively, I reach for Mom’s charm bracelet on my left arm. The one I never intentionally remove. The one that somehow broke off without me realizing. Gone is the bracelet with the strawberry charm (her favorite fruit), her July birthstone (ruby), a dove (Dad’s nickname for her), and a croissant (her childhood dog’s name).


I swallow thickly at having lost what feels like a piece of her. At least there’s still the lake house.


I eye the red and orange cards tucked away neatly in their individual boxes.


“What are you wondering about right now?” Wendy asks.


“I’d like to know my future.”


She eyes me. “Anything in particular you want to know?”


“Everything. I want to know all of it.” I fold up the sleeves of my sweater just so I can give my hands something to do.


Wendy simply nods and points to each bird. “This one’s Doc, and that’s Marty, if you’d like to personalize your ask. Make sure to include your name and birthdate.”


“My birthday? Why?” I ask, knowing this personally identifiable information isn’t for these two innocent-looking, warm-blooded vertebrates but for Wendy, who will use the information to guide her fortunes. Or who knows what else.


“It helps me calculate your future,” she states plainly. “I want to give you the most accurate reading.”


Today was already bad enough. Do I really need to know how tomorrow and the next day—and every day after that—are going to be worse?


This impromptu reading was probably a mistake. And impulses have gotten me nothing but regret.


I glance around nervously, looking for an out from being yet another Yen family member about to make a reckless decision. The slick street is lit up by glowing store signs and food stall lights. Round red, pink, and orange lanterns dangle from one side of the street to the other. Through the downpour just outside the tent, I spot others huddled under stalls with signs advertising dumplings and mooncakes and with gold-painted trinkets for sale. Above all that, a large sign reads in blocky font “Good Fortune Fair.”


Oh, right. Mid-Autumn Festival is next Friday. How is it already almost the end of September?


The sign looks more like an invitation instead of the warning that it is. But that’s exactly what I want. No, need. Good fortune.


This is what happens when very bad days strike. It’s impossible to resist anything that might make me feel better. After a quick, soul-crushing trip to the New York City Clerk’s Office, I went to Sweet Escape, my favorite candy store. Then I went to dim sum to satisfy my sudden cravings for BBQ pork steamed buns. The restaurant had just sold out of char siu bao, the only thing I wanted in the first place. I overcompensated by ordering ten dishes off the cart. After all, I did wait two hours for a table, so I was getting my money’s worth. I paid sixty-five dollars for an assortment of fried, steamed, boiled, and baked dishes and treats—taking most of it to go—not worrying about it until after. I haven’t splurged on dining out in, well, who knows how long.


The good news is that I now have leftovers. Red bean sesame balls and shrimp rice noodle rolls may just be my saving grace later.


I take a steadying breath. I’m already here, and the birds are waiting. “Okay. Sure. Doc and Marty, I’m Hazel Yen. I was born on October 13, 1996, and I’d like to know… what does my future look like? Please. And thank you.”


I don’t know how to talk to birds, exactly, but I figure good manners couldn’t hurt.


Under the orange glow of the lights, Wendy lifts both cage doors open.


Doc, the bird in front of the box with the red cards, hops out first. Marty steps forward onto the box with the orange cards. Doc moves his beak along several of the cards, taking his time with each one. My heart beats in anxious response.


Please pick good fortunes, please pick good fortunes.


I catch myself as a flicker of hesitation pulses through me. This is self-sabotaging at its finest. In an instant, this all becomes too real.


I pick up my stuff and wait for the right time to make my escape. But then Doc makes his selection from the back of the box. A few cards are dragged up together, but Wendy picks the highest one before giving Doc a grain of rice as a reward for a job well done.


My heart lurches. There, lying right in front of me, is an actual card with a prediction about what my life might look like.


Who knows? Maybe that card will be calming instead of cautionary. Maybe the cards will shed light on why, just hours ago, I was laid off without any explanation. And maybe, on the day of signing my divorce papers, I’ll get reassurance that there’s love—a lasting love that I can count on—out there for me.


Maybe I’ll learn that today wasn’t actually a very bad day, but instead a very lucky day.


Oh god. I sound like Dad.


Worst-case scenario, it’s all bad, and life will be exactly as it has been.


Doc repeats his steps as Marty takes a couple of hops forward and lifts a card from the front. This time, only two cards are dragged up. The most prominent one in the stack is what Wendy begins to reach for.


I lean in closer, 100 percent of my attention on the cards and what they’ll reveal.


Possibilities swirl around my mind. Like a life buoy, I cling to potential answers about my future like maybe these cards just might save me. Like maybe—


“Toffee!” someone shouts behind me.


What happens next is a blur.


There’s a smear of white, black, and red, the sounds of bird wings flapping, paper shuffling, and… meowing?


In reaction, I hold my arms up over my face and shut my eyes. My bag of leftovers swings out of my hand.


A few seconds later, it’s quiet.


“Are you okay? I’m so, so sorry,” a man’s voice says.


I slowly lower my arms and open one eye to find a frazzled Wendy, with Doc and Marty back in their cage with slightly ruffled feathers, and a white guy in a tie-dye, long-sleeve Henley holding a black-and-white cat in a harness. He and his cat are drenched.


I blink, my eyes adjusting to the neon tie-dye like I’m seeing sunshine after stepping out of a dark movie theater. It’s as though a pack of highlighters leaked all over his clothes. The man—who looks slightly older than me, thirty maybe?—comes into clearer focus. As he steps toward me, I have to tilt my head back because he takes up so much vertical space, his blue baseball cap a shade darker from the rain.


The man apologizes profusely. To his credit, he does look sorry. Under the bistro lights, the cat’s tea-green eyes seem to match his. On second glance, this guy’s pupils are rimmed in teal, warmed by the outline of thick brown lashes.


I follow his mesmerizing blue-green gaze as it drifts from me to the ground.


All my stuff has been knocked over, my bag of leftovers split open. Now the siu mai and lo bak gao are covered in… street. There goes my midnight snack.


Tie-Dye Guy steps under our tent and bends down just as I do, our foreheads knocking against each other. We both grunt.


He kneels beside me and sets his cat down next to him.


“It’s fine. I got this,” I say, shooing him away.


The man lifts my now-empty folder. Beside it are my divorce papers, the ink practically still wet. Well, now it’s literally wet. And smudged. Which doesn’t matter, really, now that it’s all over and done with. Even with it being a straightforward, no-fault divorce, it still cost hundreds of dollars. It was my most expensive mistake to date.


“Uh, here,” the man says, stuffing the papers back into the folder and handing it to me. There’s a micro lift in his eyebrows, telling me all I need to know. “Please, let me help.”


I let out a pathetic laugh. “Nothing about this”—I gesture to myself while holding a piece of turnip cake—“can be helped.”


He lifts one of the fallen-apart dumplings, the shrimp dangling precariously. “I don’t think it’s our fault. They don’t make dim sum like they used to.” As he says this, the shrimp gives up and falls.


The cat comes up and licks it. At least one of us gets to enjoy it.


All of this makes me laugh because it’s exactly how I feel. Like shrimp that’s fallen on the dirty ground, and there’s nothing to be done about it.


My reaction surprises us both. Tie-Dye Guy joins in, and for a second, it’s nice to be laughing with someone, our sounds blending into one. His laugh feels like being covered in a dry, warm towel after coming in from the rain. It seemed impossible, but I think a fraction of my stress melts away.


Our eyes lock as I’m catching my breath. Up close, he’s even more beautiful than any person has a right to be. It’s a weird thought to be having while sitting on the street in the middle of Chinatown.


Then I remember the fortune teller. The reading.


Any gains from our nice moment disappear when Tie-Dye Guy’s smile falls, and he says, “You’re bleeding.”


I press the back of my hand to my forehead, the turnip cake wobbling between my fingers.


“No, your arm,” he says.


Spanning the underside of my right forearm are long scratches. As soon as I notice it, the area begins to sting.


“Perfect,” I mumble, tossing the food back into its container.


“We need to get you cleaned up,” Tie-Dye Guy says, helping me up.


“We don’t need to do anything.”


He holds his arm out. “At least wipe your hands on my shirt. I have to wash it anyway.”


I eye him. “Your shirt’s bad enough. I don’t want to make it worse.”


Tie-Dye Guy laughs. “Wow. Haven’t heard that one before.” He straightens his arm. “Come on.”


It’s tempting. I hate the feeling of having dirty hands. But also, he’s a stranger. “Absolutely not.”


“Really, it’s fine,” he insists. “Of all my bad shirts, this one’s my least favorite.”


I don’t want sticky fingers or for my clothes to smell like dim sum. Especially when there’s no water for laundry.


I give in and use his arm sleeve as my napkin. “Thanks.”


It’s not like I’m embarrassed about taking him up on his offer. I just can’t look at him directly as I do it. The fact that his gesture seems chivalrous says a lot about my day.


My attention drifts back to Wendy, who’s been busy tending to her birds. I look down at the table. It takes me a second to process what’s happened.


Once I do, I feel my heart drop to my stomach. My hands fall from Tie-Dye Guy’s sleeve, grazing his knuckles on the way down. I inhale sharply, choosing to believe that this sudden intake of air is a reaction not to the short-lived skin-on-skin contact, but because of what I’m witnessing.


I was wrong about my worst-case scenario.


A bad fortune is better than a fortune that was never supposed to be yours.


Because after all that commotion, I now find myself with not three fortunes, but six.















Chapter 2



HAZEL
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No one move!” I say, holding my arms out.


I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to remember where Wendy placed the first card. It’s too hard to know now that there are six cards on the table.


“It was that one, right?” I ask Wendy. “I remember Doc picking that one and you flipping it over there. Or was it Marty?” I lean closer to the birds. “Do you remember what fortunes you picked?”


“Fortunes?” Tie-Dye Guy asks, looking over at Wendy’s booth sign. “Tell me I did not just mess up your future.”


“There’s a very good chance you did.” I hate how panicked my voice sounds. I’m not freaking out over a fortune-telling reading, am I? It all becomes too overwhelming. I feel myself detach a little.


“Let’s look for little beak marks,” Tie-Dye Guy proposes.


The three of us scan along the sides of the cards, looking for evidence of having been freshly plucked.


According to Dad, bad things happen in fours. In Chinese culture, the number itself is considered unlucky. It sounds too much like “death.”


I think the same logic applies to mistakes.


Mistake #1 was not making myself indispensable at work. I spent practically the entirety of my twenties at that place. I was loyal. That’s rare these days. Was I the muscle behind their best reports? Yes. Did I have the most historical context, having been at the company for nearly eight years? Also, yes. But clearly, I was not essential enough to keep when my company merged with a bigger one.


Now I no longer have a job. The same job that not just supported me but also Dad and my brother. Plus, I liked being a data analyst. It suited me. And I worked hard for it.


It took my manager no more than a minute to sledgehammer the foundation of my life. It isn’t personal, he had said at the end of a full day of work. And he’s right. It isn’t. Because that would mean I’m more than just a cog in a machine, a line item on a spreadsheet.


Mistake #2 was coming to a fortune teller. How, exactly, was this supposed to make me feel better?


Which brings me to Mistake #3: running into Tie-Dye Guy. Or no. Him running into me.


“Again, I’m really sorry. Toffee wasn’t trying to hurt the birds,” he says once we find that, unfortunately, there are small indents on every card. “Toffee just—he has this stuffed toy that he loves… it’s a bird.” He grimaces. “I can see where this all went wrong.”


Wendy looks unamused by this.


The cards are a mess. A physical representation of my life, it seems. Money, a job, love, my future. It was all too much to hope for, clearly.


“Can we get the birds back out here? Do they have muscle memory or something?” I ask Wendy.


“The fortunes have been selected,” she says definitively.


I shake my head. “They picked two very specific cards for me before this guy and Coffee even got here.” I try very hard to suppress the fact that a black cat has crossed my path. I do not need any more bad luck today.


“His name is Toffee, and technically, he isn’t my cat,” Tie-Dye Guy says, like this might absolve him.


Toffee sniffs the air and lies down like this entire ordeal has exhausted him. Now that the damage has been done, he couldn’t care less about the birds.


I stretch my neck up to look at Tie-Dye Guy. It’s hard not to notice his height. He’s got to be at least a foot taller than my five foot three.


“You’re the one walking him,” I press, the edge in my voice sharper than necessary. I rub my temples. “That makes you responsible for this.”


“Well, yes,” he says guiltily. “Toffee’s muscle strength usually isn’t that… forceful. Or sudden. He requires his daily walk or else he gets grouchy and tired. He’ll keep Mrs. Walker up all night, so I need to maintain his routine.” He tilts his head. “Though the rain didn’t help.”


“You,” Wendy says, pointing from Tie-Dye Guy to the empty seat next to mine. “There.”


I turn to face him. “No there. No sitting.”


Tie-Dye Guy freezes in place, now half squatting over the chair.


“But she told me to,” he says.


My mouth drops open in silent protest until I can find the words. “But what if you get good fortunes and they were actually supposed to be mine?” I ask.


The man seems to consider this. “Or they could’ve been bad and I’m sparing you from an unlucky life.”


“Too late for that,” I mumble.


“What’s your name?” Wendy asks him.


“Logan,” he responds. “Logan Wells.”


Wendy nods curtly. “Good. Let’s finish this reading. Just ten dollars more for the extra three cards.”


Logan glances at the sign and pats himself down as he remains in his bent position. “I don’t carry cash.”


“What about the cat?” I ask dryly.


“I’m sure he’d be more than happy to share his catnip,” he says, opening his wallet. “Would you accept a MetroCard? Now that they’ve been phased out, one day they might be valuable.”


Wendy shakes her head. “Cash only.”


Logan looks at me for permission to sit. “I like to think that I could do this all night, but I helped a friend move earlier this week. Five-story walk-up. I don’t think I have much longer.”


“My birds did draw these cards for a reason,” Wendy says, putting the pressure on.


I steal a glance down at The Reason sitting contentedly next to Logan’s leg, which is where I look next. Even soaked, his jeans look soft and well worn, like they might be his favorite pair. They’re plastered against his thighs, accentuating his well-defined—and probably now burning—quad muscles.


I ignore the explosion of heat in my chest and nod to the chair. “Please. Stay a while. And you know what? My treat,” I say with forced pep. Paying it forward is supposed to help, right? Maybe this good deed will stop anything else bad that’s coming my way.


Or maybe I’m desperate to see what each of those cards says. But really, maybe it’s because today I want to be right about something: that my fortune isn’t so good. Not before, not now, and not in the future.


“But are you really prepared to know what your future holds?” I ask Logan.


He lets out a sigh of relief as he sits and smiles at me. A double parentheses brackets his mouth on both sides. It’s like his smile has caused a ripple effect across his cheeks. Every physical part of him screams man, but this? This feature of his is boyishly charming.


“It’s not how I saw this walk going, but why not?” Logan says. He even sounds… excited? “I’m open to seeing what happens.” Our eyes linger on each other’s for a beat too long. God, he really does have pretty eyes. “Only if it’s alright with you, though. Would you be okay doing this together?”


Together. This all started because of my bad decision. Now I’m in it with a perfect stranger.


I slide my last ten-dollar bill out of my wallet and reluctantly hand it over to Wendy. First candy and dim sum. Now fortune-telling. My budget is going to hate me.


“That’s really nice of you,” Logan says. “Thank you. I owe you.”


Wendy slips the bill into a soft pouch and points to the three cards. “Just like in life, we’ll have to work with what we’ve got. Those fell closest to you, Hazel. Let’s call them yours.” She gestures to me. “Please state your name and birthday, and ask your question again to Doc and Marty.”


“Like Back to the Future Doc and Marty?” Logan asks. “That’s clever.”


Wendy smiles, waving toward her setup. “How could I not?”


Is Logan… befriending the fortune teller? He’s definitely getting the good fortunes now.


I turn away from him. “I’m Hazel Yen,” I whisper to the birds.


Behind me, Logan laughs.


I give him a look over my shoulder, and his laughter subsides, a residual smile on his face. He just sits there with his well-worn jeans and his bracketed mouth and looks at me. Really looks at me. It’s not a face-off, but I treat it like one, and for the next couple of seconds, we’re just regarding each other.


And then I remember the situation we’re in.


Who cares if Logan’s hot, even in that eyesore of a tie-dye shirt? The man ruined—and then joined—my desperate attempt for answers. It does feel slightly reassuring, though, to know that I’m not the only one making mistakes today.


“What? You don’t want me to know your name and birthday?” Logan asks.


I furrow my eyebrows and glance away. “Of course I don’t. I don’t know you.”


My colleagues at work don’t—didn’t—even know my birthday.


Logan dips his head to meet my eyes. When he does this, it’s like he’s trying to show me that I’m all he’s focusing on. There’s nothing, and no one, else.


“Fine.” He runs his hands down his thighs, his forearms flexing. “But then you don’t get to know mine.”


There’s a charge in the air surrounding me and Logan.


I feel my body spin in his direction. “And here I was hoping to get you something nice,” I say.


A bigger smile stretches across Logan’s face. “Well, you missed my last thirty-one birthdays, so I wasn’t expecting much.”


Wendy clears her throat, and I startle. The last thing I want is a connection with another good-looking guy. I’ve got the proof in the folder in my bag to see how that would end. “As I was saying… ” I angle back toward the birds, lean in, and whisper, “I was born on October 13, 1996. What does my future look like?”


I sit back against the seat, my cheeks heating. I have no reason to be embarrassed. Knowing more about the future is the entire point of this. Still, I feel too exposed. Too impulsive.


An impulsive fortune-telling. An impulsive marriage. Why do I do this to myself when it all leads to nothing good?


“Great question,” Logan says, rubbing his hands together. Veins run like little streams along the back of them, trickling out toward his long fingers. His hands look strong, like he could carry heavy things all day long and not even be tired at the end of it. “I’m going to ask the same.”


I try to focus on what’s important here: the cards. My fortune. My future.


Wendy unfolds the first card and smooths it over the table. “We’ll begin with your past, then analyze your present and future,” she says.


The cards are intricately painted in vibrant colors, depicting scenes with characters who look otherworldly. On this first card, a smiling woman in gold gestures toward a child. They’re surrounded by six vases filled with flowers.


“You carry a lot of responsibility,” Wendy says, her mouth turned down. Is that a frown? “You have for a long time.” She holds my gaze for a few long seconds. “You’re living too much in the past. You were happy then, but you were also sad. You’re missing out on the present. Get in touch with your inner child. Play. Have fun.”


My throat goes dry. I don’t attempt to speak. Everything Wendy just said was eerily accurate. I cross my legs and my arms like I’m folding myself up. Usually, it comforts me, but right now, I can’t hide.


My responsibilities practically roll out in front of me, like a mental news ticker. They’re in no particular order because order would imply control, of which there is none. Bills. Student loans. Mortgage. Rent. Food. Health care. Money for Dad and Jerry.


Wendy analyzes the second card, which shows an older woman in flowing robes lifting her hands to a cobalt sky. Multiple swords fly above her, pointing somewhere off the card. I can’t tell if she’s defending herself, taking action against someone else, or practicing her skills.


“You’ll experience a loss soon,” Wendy states.


I huff out the last of the air in my lungs. Literally? Or does she mean that theoretically? This card is supposed to represent the present. I’ve already lost my bracelet, job, self-respect, hot water, and dim sum. I’d say I’ve lost enough today as it is.


“A loss? What loss?” I ask.


“It’s going to be a difficult time with the suddenness of it,” Wendy explains, her face neutral. “You may not understand or be ready to face your deeply buried wounds, but dealing with them will set you free.”


“Maybe it’s the dim sum, and it’s behind you now,” Logan says so genuinely I think he’s trying to help.


“It’s actually underneath me,” I retort. To Wendy, I say, “Going to be sounds like a future thing.”


“It’s a fluid timeframe. These cards are responses to your question, but this entire reading only lasts three to four months,” Wendy explains. She unfolds my third card before I can ask more clarifying questions. On it is a flying woman in a navy gown sending down what looks like lightning strikes at a building. The scene looks bad. Like something is falling apart.


My life, obviously.


Wendy watches me closely. “There’s an event that will shake you.”


My heart races. “Didn’t that already happen? Isn’t that what the last card was?”


“This has yet to happen to you,” Wendy says, tapping her finger on the dark storm clouds before sliding over to the split-in-half structure. “It will be painful.”


“Painful?” I shriek, my voice climbing three octaves. So much for numbing myself. This is what I get for demanding answers. “I need more details than that. Why is there lightning?”


“That’s not always a bad thing. Nor is pain,” Wendy simply states. Easy for someone who isn’t about to experience pain to say. “Lightning can represent a breakthrough, a surge of insight, or a new perspective.”


“Yeah, like Zeus,” Logan contributes. “Maybe it means you’ll be coming into authority or power.”


I want to both laugh and cry at that. “Wasn’t lightning used as a weapon of punishment?” I ask. I’m getting distracted. “That’s not the point.”


The point is: I never should have come here. What’s worse, Logan is a witness to what my life has in store. Without him here, I could’ve played off these fortunes as a post-job loss overreaction. Now this moment is part of someone else’s memory.


The solution here is simple. I’ll just have to never see this guy again.


I’m lost in my thoughts for too long, and Wendy turns to Logan. She asks him to state his name and birthdate. As they move on to his fortunes, I can’t move on from mine. Everything around me fades away as my head throbs. All I hear, ringing clearly in my mind’s ear, are the fortunes I paid for with the last cash that I had:


I’m living too much in the past.


I’ll experience a loss soon.


There’s a painful event that will shake me.


A buzz from my phone distracts me from fully spiraling.




Aunt Alexis (9:31 PM): Hiya, Hazel. Sorry to bother you. Trying to get in touch with your dad. Did he get a new phone number again? I need him to call me back. Can you help?





Last time Aunt Alexis got in touch, Dad owed her money. I don’t get into the details with her. I pull up my thread with Dad and ask him to call his sister back. I toss my phone into my bag before I’m alerted to any new messages.


Outside the tent, the rain slows and then stops, leaving puddles behind. In them, I can see the strung lanterns, their colors brighter in the reflection.


I sense Logan shift in his seat next to me as Wendy taps on the last card, wrapping up whatever it is she’s saying. They’re done already? I missed everything she said.


Before I can ask Wendy to repeat Logan’s fortunes, she randomly stuffs the cards back into the boxes and gives her birds more rice. A line has formed. Wendy looks eager for us to leave.


We thank Wendy, Doc, and Marty. In one swooping, seamless hand motion, our fortune teller waves goodbye and welcomes the next customer willing to pay for a little bit of hope.


If only they knew. I’d warn the rest of them, but Wendy was nice enough. She has bills to pay, too.


“Well, bye,” I say to Logan and Toffee, taking a hard left down the sidewalk.


“Hey, wait up!” Logan calls out, catching up to me. Toffee trots quickly beside him.


“Let me pay you back for that,” he says. “Please. It’s the least I can do.”


I raise an eyebrow at him. “I thought you didn’t have cash.”


“I don’t, but I have credit and debit cards. There’s a bodega on the corner. How about I buy you ten dollars’ worth of Band-Aids?” He nods at my scratched arm, where Toffee’s made his lasting mark.


I wave Logan off. “I’m fine, thanks. I can clean up when I get home.”


Then I remember there won’t be water to wash with.


“Seriously, I’d like to treat you to a first aid kit before that gets infected. Cat scratches can contain a lot of bacteria, and Toffee gets daily walks. It’s best not to think about what’s on these city streets,” Logan urges.


Something about him draws me in. Just like the damn birds.


He takes off his baseball cap and runs his hand through his sandy-blond hair, the damp strands brighter under an illuminated shop sign. Doesn’t he want to get home to dry off? Get warm? I don’t understand why this is so important to him.


But if Logan wants to pay me back in expensive New York City bodega medical supplies, so be it.


“Can we make it quick?” I ask, tossing the now-contaminated bag of leftovers in a trash can. “It’s been a day.”


The three of us head down the street together. It’s the opposite direction of home, but today has already gone off the rails.


Might as well get Mistake #4 out of the way.















Chapter 3



LOGAN
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You’re someone who likes to press his luck, aren’t you?” Hazel asks as she pulls a packet of cherry gummies from a shelf below the checkout counter. Her question sounds more like a frustrated comment.


“What makes you say that?” I ask, grabbing a box of cotton swabs. The bodega’s heat has finally started to permeate my cold, damp shirt and pants. Going home to change would’ve been the sensible thing to do, probably, but after everything that happened earlier, I’m not ready to say goodbye to Hazel quite yet.


“I can just tell,” she says. “For one, you wear that shirt out in public. And you probably carry too many plates and bowls from the kitchen to the living room.”


“Sometimes I even carry too many plates and bowls while wearing this shirt.”


She doesn’t laugh.


“Swing and a miss,” I mumble.


Hazel’s eyes flick up at me. “No, that was funny. But also, you were walking a cat on a leash. Feels a little luck press-y.”


She resumes browsing, passing the island of ready-to-go food. She turns halfway back to me. The depth of her dark-brown eyes draws me in. There’s an entire forest in them with a warmth that feels reserved for special occasions. Maybe even for special people.


I peer over the food island at her as she skims the items, seemingly distracted. Her face is illuminated from below, the light accentuating her cheekbones and full bottom lip, the dip of her Cupid’s bow. When she glances up at me again with something playful in her eyes, it nearly takes my breath away.


She’s gorgeous.


“In my defense, I’m pretty sure the smell of chicken lured him in,” I say. “Like his namesake, he can’t fully control himself.”


“Caramelized sugar can’t control itself?”


I laugh at this. “Mr. Mistoffelees is his full name,” I clarify. “His owner, Mrs. Walker, was in the original production of Cats, and because Toffee’s a tuxedo cat, she couldn’t help herself.” Hazel looks confused so I add, “Mr. Mistoffelees couldn’t fully control his magic?”


Her expression doesn’t change. “I don’t know what any of that means,” she says, walking away from me and scanning the fridge filled with beers and sodas.


I move over to the register and offload everything in my arms except Toffee. I take in the “No Smoking” and “Smile, You’re on Camera” signs next to the bodega’s social media handle advertising a chance to win a free king-size candy bar for each follow. I browse the shelving containing impulse buys. Anything to distract me from her.


“Add your cherries to the pile,” I tell Hazel when she meets me at the front. Her eyebrows shoot up skeptically when she sees the pile of items on the counter. “This is all part of fixing you up. When hydrogen peroxide touches that”—I nod at her arm—“you’re going to want something to bite down on.”


Hazel doesn’t fight this and sets the candy on the counter. As she does, she glances over the clerk’s head at the wall of medicine and pain relievers. I follow her line of sight to a sign for Advil, but there aren’t any boxes left.


“Anything I can grab you?” the clerk asks her.


Hazel shakes her head. “Oh, uh, I’m good.”


The young clerk nods to me. “Ready?” he asks as he begins scanning everything.


“One box of antiseptic ointment, please. And actually… any chance you have more Advil back there?”


“I just sold my last one,” the clerk says.


“Nothing in those boxes?” I push. “Would you mind taking a quick look? I’d really appreciate it.”


“Uh… yeah, sure. One sec,” the clerk finally agrees. He opens the flaps on a few boxes behind the counter.


“They probably don’t have any more,” Hazel says.


“Let’s just see,” I say.


“Ah-ha! You’re in luck. Didn’t realize this was back here,” the clerk says, placing the box next to the other items. He nods at my wrist. “Cool bracelet.”


Peeking out from under my long sleeve is my red, woven bracelet. “Oh yeah, thanks. It’s by a string artist from the city. She had an installation in Times Square. Once it was over, they reused the material for these.” I glance at his Indiana Jones T-shirt with a vintage-looking airplane flying through the clouds on it. “Nice shirt.”


“Harrison Ford’s the greatest,” he says.


“Did you know he was a carpenter before hitting it big?” I ask, setting Toffee on the ground to grab my wallet. I tap my credit card on the card reader.


“Oh yeah? He came in here once. Great guy,” the clerk says as he moves the last item into a paper bag, clearing off the counter. The bright blue of the New York Lottery mat draws my focus.


“What’s the Powerball at?” I ask.


“Thirty million,” the clerk says.


I grab a play slip from a holder on the wall, along with a pen.


The clerk hands me the bag. “Quick Pick?”


“I’ll pick my own.” To Hazel, I say, “I’ll split whatever I win with you.”


Hazel’s head snaps up in my direction. “Do you do this a lot?” she asks.


“Pay for goods? Most of the time, yeah,” I joke.


“No. Play games you know you’ll lose,” she says, crossing her arms. “Join random peoples’ fortune readings. Offer half your lottery winnings to someone you don’t know. Which you don’t need to do. Obviously.”


Hazel follows me and Toffee outside to an empty bench. Next to us, the bodega’s flower stand is lit up, showcasing colorful roses, baby’s breath, and mums wrapped in cellophane.


“Do you like any of those?” I ask.


Hazel glances over her shoulder. “They don’t last long enough to enjoy them.” She looks back at me. “Please don’t get me any. You already got me enough.”


“You sure? Those lilies look nice.”


“They do, but I don’t have water to put them in,” she says. “Pipe broke.”


“That’s rough, sorry.” I lift Toffee onto the bench and sit next to him. I pat the space beside me, but Hazel doesn’t join us.


Instead, she asks, “Hey, what did the fortune teller say to you?”


“She said a lot of things. If I remember correctly, you were there, too.”


“Nothing gets you disassociating faster than three bad fortunes,” she says. I can tell that she’s trying to make this sound lighthearted.


I pat the bench again. “You can trust me to help you with this,” I try to reassure her.


She frowns, staying where she is. “You don’t need to do that. I can take it from here.”


“In my line of work, there are a lot of cuts. I’m pretty good at cleaning them up.”


“Where is it you work that you get a lot of cuts?” she asks.


“I’m a carpenter. Well, now I work in a theater.”


“Like on Broadway?”


“As of a few months ago, yes,” I say as she makes a huh sound. “Now sit. Please. No one should have to bandage themselves up.”


Toffee hisses at a dog walking by, prompting Hazel to sit between us and drape her unscathed arm over him protectively. The other arm she holds out toward me.


I rip open the bag of cherry gummies and hand it to her. “We can talk about whatever will take your mind off this,” I say, setting her arm on my knee. Her hand is freezing, which makes me wonder if she’s nervous.


I hold underneath her arm to keep it steady as I analyze her scratch in the light of the bodega’s storefront window. It’s worse than I thought. There are two six-inch-long parallel scratches. Just below her inner elbow is a miniature tattoo of the outline of Mickey Mouse’s head. It surprises me, this particular permanent choice she’s made.


“I want to talk about your fortunes,” she says again, keeping her eyes on me. I feel her arm flex in my hand. “She must’ve said something really good for you to buy a lottery ticket.”


I open the canister of hydrogen peroxide wipes. “She did say good things.” My smile drops after I hear myself. “Oh. Shit. Did I take your good fortune?”


Hazel looks back at me, her eyes widening. “I don’t know, did you?”


“I don’t know! Do you want mine? Seriously, you can have them.”


“Pretty sure that’s not how it works. And besides, I don’t want your pity fortune.” She gasps. “Wait, is this why you’re offering to split your winnings? To assuage your guilt of fortune-stealing?”


“Gummy,” I prompt, and with her free hand, Hazel quickly reaches into the bag and stuffs a handful of cherries into her mouth.


I make quick work of dabbing across the scratches with the wipes. She doesn’t react.


“Wow, I’m better at this than I thought. Did that not hurt?”


“It was es-croosh-ting.” She swallows the candy down. Her watery eyes find mine as she licks her upper lip. That lick does something to me. “Excruciating.”


I track her eyes sliding down my face to my lips. It’s quick, but I’m quicker. She catches me catch her. Hazel turns her head away as her cheeks pinken. She’s so fucking cute when she blushes.


Hazel closes her eyes and rubs her temple with her free hand. “Can you please just tell me what your cards were? Do it quickly, while everything already hurts. Get it over with at once.”


I open the boxes of Neosporin and cotton swabs. “First of all, no, I’m not trying to ease my conscience,” I say, responding to her earlier question. “I don’t like having debts. This is me paying you back. Wendy said abundance is coming my way in my job or finances. That was from the present card, so it could happen any day now.”


“I can relate to the debt thing, but the reading cost ten dollars,” Hazel says, peering into the bag. “This more than covers it.”


I squeeze ointment onto the cotton swab and run it over the long red lines.


“What about the future?” she asks. “What did your third card look like?”


I dump the box of Band-Aids into my lap, dozens of miniature Hello Kitty faces smiling up at us. I peel off the backing to the bandages. “Wendy said I have everything I need to make my dreams a reality and that next month is a good time to execute on any ideas or goals I’ve wanted to achieve.” I shrug, pressing down gently on the sticky strips. I use up the entire box. “You’re good to go.”


She looks down at the clowder of cats on her forearm. “Thank you. After everything today, that was the least painful part about it.” She runs her finger along the row of bandages. “Why are you being so nice to me?”


“Why wouldn’t I be?”


“Because I’ve been, I don’t know…” She avoids direct eye contact. “I’m in a bad mood. And you helped me. With wet clothes on.”


Hazel doesn’t play games. She’s straightforward and blunt, and when she’s mad, it’s clear.


Her honesty is refreshing and attractive as hell.


I dip my head to meet her eyes. “I guess I didn’t want to say goodbye yet,” I confess. “And it’s my fault you were all scratched up, so it didn’t feel right to leave you like that.”


This is the moment we both realize her arm is still in my hand. By the looks of it, she’s surprised, too. There’s an energy in the air around us. That’s the best way I can describe it. A spark, a pulse.


She doesn’t jerk her arm away. Instead, she lingers, drawing out this physical connection between us. She turns her arm so that her fingers graze my forearm, the texture of her Band-Aids brushing against the pads of my fingertips. Hazel’s lips part briefly before she presses them together and sits back, pulling her arm away with the movement.


“So, October is your month, huh? Is something big happening?” she asks.


I squeeze my hand into a fist. “I do happen to have a huge event next month. Opening night,” I say. “It’s my first show as head carpenter. Wendy said I need to act on my goals. They won’t just happen. And it can’t be about money or fame. I need to have a deeper connection with my ideas.” I toss all the extra supplies and garbage into the bag.


Hazel sits back against the bench. “Wow. That’s… great.” She goes quiet for a few long seconds, and I think that’s the end of it. Then she adds, “I don’t really know you, but it sounds like you need that luck as much as I do.” Her tone is softer toward me than it’s been all afternoon.


“I know what you’re thinking. Us white men in America need all the luck we can get,” I say sarcastically.


I get a single laugh—and an eye roll—at that. “What was the first card?” she asks. “The past.”


I toss a handful of candy into my mouth while I recall Wendy’s interpretation of the card that had a peaceful-looking person sitting next to incense, the smoke a wavy river floating overhead.


“She said I was fortunate, but that I’ve also had hardships that I’ve overcome,” I share. It was too vague to know for sure what she might’ve been referencing, but her words stirred up memories of the accident eleven years ago. The turn of events. Rejecting life as I knew it. The luck. So much luck. “I kind of want to see if she’s right.” I wave the lottery play slip in the air. “And then I’m going to split whatever I win with you.”


“Yeah, okay. Give me half. Really excited for that,” Hazel says with a teasing smile. “You know, it’d be easier for you to withdraw cash from the ATM.”


I grin. “But where’s the fun in that? Isn’t this what people do? Go to a fortune teller, get told something fortuitous, buy a lotto ticket?”


Hazel scoffs. “Yeah. You’re right. They do.”


“I know we have a better chance of waking up tomorrow having like, body swapped or something, but—” I shrug. “I’m curious, is all. Let’s just see.”


“What’d I say?” she says with a hint of laughter in her voice. “Pressing your luck.”


“Go big or go home, right?”


“I’ll take going home,” Hazel says, but she doesn’t make a move to leave.


I think maybe her curiosity has won out. I uncap the blue pen. “We can choose five numbers between one and sixty-nine. Then one number will be our Powerball. It can be one to twenty-six. I know you don’t gamble, but would you be willing to pick the Powerball number?”


Hazel starts to shake her head, seemingly changing her mind halfway through. “Okay. For you, I will,” she says, her eyes lingering on mine. “Six.”


I fill in my numbers and then go pay for the ticket, taking the play slip and pen with me while Hazel watches Toffee. When I return, I hold out the ticket. “I’ve thought about it, and I think you should hang on to this.”


Hazel’s eyebrows furrow into a V-shape. “You thought about it on your walk from here to there and back again? You should take more time with that idea.”


“Maybe my fortune will rub off on you,” I say. “I want you to have some luck, too.”


She flashes a look at me as if to communicate you’re not serious.


“Luck isn’t contagious,” she says, standing to meet me. She sets Toffee on the ground. “You can’t just… transfer it.”


“Not with that attitude, you can’t.” Again, I try handing her the ticket.


Hazel holds her hands behind her back. “I’m serious. You don’t want me touching that thing. Didn’t you hear my bad fortunes?”


“You think your luck is so bad that, if you touch this ticket, it won’t, what? Win millions?”


“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” she says, her mouth a hard line.


Just like before, under the tent, we’re in a standstill, our eyes locked on each other. And just like the first time, Hazel’s not smiling, but this time, her eyes are. There’s that warmth shining through, directed right at me. It’s overwhelming in the best way.


“Okay. What about this?” I continue when Hazel doesn’t budge. “According to my Welsh grandparents, black cats bring good luck.” I rub both sides of the ticket on Toffee’s black fur. He looks up at me, annoyed. I try to hand her the ticket. “Here.”


I so badly want to prove her wrong. It’s also possible I want to alleviate some guilt. Who’s to say my good fortunes weren’t originally hers? But given my history of good luck, I doubt it.


Hazel looks at me reluctantly, ultimately giving in. “Fine.” Our fingers collide in the ticket exchange, the static electricity from Toffee’s fur giving us both a little shock. “Nope,” she says immediately, trying to hand the ticket back to me. “We almost set the thing on fire.”


A deep laugh escapes me. “Or maybe that was the lightning Wendy was talking about.”


“I think it was a mistake to let me touch it. It’s a loser now.”


“Okay, hang on to it for a sec. Let me just look this up,” I say, typing into my phone. “The next draw is…” I look at the time: 11:01 p.m. “Now.”


And then right there on the screen, the numbers come into focus. Below today’s date are six all-too-familiar numbers.


10. 13. 30. 31. 23. 6.


A garbled noise crawls its way out of my throat.


“Knew I shouldn’t have touched it,” Hazel says, pushing the ticket back into my hand.


I confirm the numbers.


“No, Hazel…” I stand and pace in front of the bench. “We won.”


She lets out a small laugh. “Oh yeah? What’d we win? A gazillion dollars?” She’s saying this to Toffee in a funny voice as she scratches his chin.


“Hazel. I’m serious. We won.” I turn my phone toward her and hold up the ticket next to it.


Hazel’s eyebrows shoot up. “I—We—”


For a few seconds, we just stare at each other. Then the shock erupts into excitement.


“We—we won the lottery!” Hazel says as she leaps off the bench and launches toward me in a hug. We jump up and down together, our laughs and oh my gods and holy shits blending.


“Oh my shit,” I blurt out. Nothing makes sense right now.


“Holy god,” she says breathlessly as she presses her hand over her chest. “Thirty million dollars?”


I nod rapidly. “We won’t get the whole amount, with taxes and everything. Millions still, probably.”


The death of Hazel’s smile is quick and sudden. Now she’s just standing there… blinking.


“Wow. This is—I don’t even know. Wild. Surreal,” I say, checking the numbers again. “Unusual.”


Her eyes lock with mine. “Unusual?” she says, looking a little pale and a lot panicked. “This is more like impossible. Inconceivable. It doesn’t happen. And it definitely doesn’t happen to someone on their first time playing the lottery. No.” She looks around. “This isn’t happening right now.”


“I know, I can’t believe it either,” I agree. “We need to claim it somehow. Put our names on the back.”


Hazel puts her hands up. “No. Wait.” She raises her eyes to meet mine. “Don’t put my name on it. I—I don’t want any of the money. It’s all yours.”


A surprised laugh tumbles out. “Hold on. We win the lottery, and you… don’t want a single dime?”


Maybe this is what shock looks like on her. If she’s feeling anything like what I am, this is… a lot.


“I don’t,” she says, quickly shaking her head. “Money like that just brings problems.”


“But I promised you. Half of this is yours.”


Her expression softens. “That’s really good of you. But you can break your promise. I won’t be mad,” she says casually, like she’s used to promises not being kept. She gathers up her things, tossing one last candy cherry into her mouth.


“We don’t have to decide on anything right now. Let’s just…” I try to think of something useful. “Let me take you out to dinner.”


Hazel, half turned, spins to face me. The stunned look from seconds ago dissolves into something more amused. I feel the same jolt of electricity from earlier when she licked her lips.


“We’re way past dinnertime,” she says.


“A midnight snack, then?” I try. “I need to make up for the dim sum. And to celebrate, you know, this.”


She takes a step closer to me. “You just can’t stop pressing, can you?”


I move toward her, dipping my head to look into her eyes that won’t leave mine. “I’m going to press one more time.”


Hazel swallows. She’s so close I can smell the cherry on her lips. Then, before either of us says anything else, she puts her mouth on mine.


The kiss takes my breath away. It feels like it isn’t the first one between us—and that it won’t be our last. If the air wasn’t charged before, it’s full-on vibrating now.


But then Hazel pulls back, and I immediately miss her mouth.


She steps away. “Oh my—I’m so sorry,” she mumbles, pressing her knuckles to her lips.


I move forward to meet her. “I’m not.”


Her cheeks flood with pink. “I don’t know why I did that.”


“Why we did that.” Because I undeniably kissed her right back. I swear I see a sparkle in her eye.


In an instant, the sparkle turns to sadness. “On any other night, this might’ve had a future,” she says. “We’d get pizza. Maybe gelato. But I just… I need to leave tonight in the past.”


I hope she doesn’t mean permanently. A pang of disappointment hits me, but I understand where she’s coming from. I’ve had those days, too. “Being with you in the present was enough,” I manage.


She bites down a smile. “That’s so cheesy.”


“Just like the pizza we’ll never have. Or we can rain check it,” I offer.


Hazel looks down at the ground.


“You don’t have to explain anything. Just… here.” I locate the Advil box in the bag. “Don’t forget this.” I drop the pain reliever into her bag and slip the lottery ticket in with it.


“Thanks for the medical attention,” she says, shouldering her bag. “See you at the next fortune-crashing.”


And with that, she’s gone.
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