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For queer Armenians everywhere









Chapter One
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I open the conference room door, balancing my laptop (Air, for efficiency) and water bottle (navy blue, for subliminal “I’m not a girlie girl” vibes), and am happily surprised to find my boyfriend, Kyle, sitting in a swivel chair, concentrating on his screen.


“Early for my meeting? I’m honored,” I say, sliding next to him. My good luck charm, I think, right before the biggest presentation of my career.


God, he’s hot. I never thought I’d be with a guy like this, the tennis player look: tall with thin, toned limbs and thick, almost-wavy, almost-blond hair. He looks perilously handsome in his blue oxford button-down. I idolized men like this back in high school and none of them would ever look at me. Me, the perfectly average in every way, swarthy Armenian girl. But guess what, thick eyebrows and big butts are in now, and I bagged my dream guy; he’s mine.


I rest my hand on his knee, and he instantly sloughs it off. Ugh, his stupid rules, I forgot. But we’re in the room without any windows facing the office, with an opaque door. Seemed safe to me.


“Not at work, Ellie,” he chides.


Our dating is a secret even though we’re in lateral positions, so it’s technically allowed—we don’t even report to the same boss! Kyle goes to such great lengths to hide our relationship at work and outside work that sometimes I worry he’s lost interest in me. Since he’s not from the Bay Area and moved out here for this job, most of his buddies are his coworkers, so when he’s out with them, I’m not allowed. But then he’ll text me Friday late evening and come over, and he’ll grab my waist and lift me up to kiss me like we’re the only two people in the world.


The thought of it stirs me, and I whisper into his ear, “Right, I’ll have to wait until after work to give you the present I’ve been working on.”


He pushes his swivel chair away and, damn it, looks like I’ve gone too far. I’ll have to be in damage control mode. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I say before he speaks.


Then he does. “I’m not sure we should keep doing this.”


He’s serious. The way he looks at me isn’t with any of his Friday night desire—it’s the way he looks at one of our coworkers when he’s rejected their idea for being “too out of scope.”


The blue of his eyes that had me thinking of him as my secret ocean-eyed boyfriend now feels empty and vast. The sharpness of his features, which I’d always imagined gently pricking me in the most enticing ways, morphs into ice picks.


“I can be more subtle, I promise. I lost myself there, that wasn’t me.”


I need this, I need him. It’s only been a few months, but he’s the one for me. I could see us working our way up the ranks, a power couple now at Abilify and then beyond. Two Fortune 500 CEOs, married. Think of the Bloomberg profiles. Hell, he’s so hot we might even make Vanity Fair.


His voice is almost even, except for a hint of disgust in it. “I’ve been wanting to tell you. This isn’t working. I feel like I’m living two lives; I hate it.”


He hates it. He hates being with me. He hates me. The logic is simple, sound, and I’m not talking myself out of it. He’s doing it, he’s breaking up with me now, in the goddamn Wallaby conference room (all of the rooms are named after Australian creatures because of the origins of Jack, Abilify’s cofounder), four minutes before the chairs fill up with our company’s most important directors and VPs.


I need this account. I’d practiced my slides over twenty times and got feedback from all my direct reports. It was supposed to be perfect. Now I can’t even remember the title.


Instead, images from the weekend fill my head, of curling up beside him under his tartan duvet, the hour far too late, abandoned glasses of scotch on the nightstand.


“We were getting so close. I thought we were going to start”—I’m almost too embarrassed to say it—“dating. For real, and be your actual girlfriend. You told me all those things about your brother—”


“Stop. It’s done. I’m sorry I had to do it here, but I’ve been holding it in for days.”


The shock of him wanting to break up with me for days is interrupted by the Tremendous Trio—the three women I manage—pushing open the conference door. The first of them, Nina, stops short when she spots Kyle and me. “We can . . . come back?”


They know. Kyle and I are supposed to be a secret, but it’s what he wanted, not what I wanted, so I couldn’t help but tell my crew anyway. Not like it came as a surprise; Abby was all over it with her intuition and had been dropping hints for weeks. I felt slightly uncomfortable sharing about my love life with my direct reports, but I tried to keep it as vague and professional as possible. No comments about a certain penchant for reverse cowgirl, for instance.


I wave her off. “Meeting’s starting in a few, come in.” I am doing my best impression of a normal, happy person. I rush over to their side of the conference table. Kyle loses himself in his computer.


“You all feeling ready with your sections?” I ask them.


“Entirely. I committed it to memory and have written out and answered in my head all possible questions that may be fielded.” That’s Jasmine, the quant star of the group.


“Are . . . you ready?” Abby asks me, voice uneasy.


Never show weakness as the leader. I need to turn these feelings to anger and then channel it into dominating this presentation and landing Operation Wolf for my team. Screw Kyle and his sneaking around with me. He thinks he’s better than me? He’s a nobody from some Nowheresville town. Which, admittedly, is pretty cool that he made the journey all the way out here on his own. No! He’s the worst.


“Totally,” I tell her as bile rises in my throat.


It’s then that the CEO, Reid Erikson, pushes in. He is one of the only people in the company who scare the shit out of me, with his bald head and missile eyes, his targeted commands, and his whole lack-of-smiling thing. The man always wears a Patagonia vest, without fail, daily, except on the one or two hundred-degree days where he removes it, revealing a Patagonia-branded T-shirt underneath.


I didn’t know he would be attending this meeting. He was not on the invite list, but Operation Wolf is a big deal. The cold of the conference room settles over me, like he brought the Nordic winds in with him.


He’s trailed by the cofounder and president, Jack, who plants himself in a corner and says in his Australian accent, “Y’all mind if I do some squats in here?” No one minds, and Jack begins bending his ass toward the window, up and down.


Then rush in the VPs and directors, including my boss, Jamie, the marketing VP. Jamie’s . . . okay. I don’t feel like she’s necessarily rooting for my success, but her insistence on perfection, especially with presentation slides, has pushed my abilities to the next level. She’s an odd one. Always has her nails perfectly manicured and sports curated minimalist jewelry but also is really buff, loves hiking and skiing, and never eats. Well, not true—she seems to subsist on Oreo snack packs stashed in her purse. I nod to her briefly—Jamie likes brief—and she acknowledges me with a blink.


The whole reason we’re here is that we’re in the process of wooing Abilify’s potentially biggest client, Zarek’s, the world’s largest international coffee chain, whose logo is a wolf, to join our performance management platform.


That’s right, we do performance review software. Keeping track of how good or crappy your employees are. Not exactly the most inspiring product of all time, but it’s a solid group of people, and we’re growing fast. They call us a unicorn in Silicon Valley, meaning we’re already worth a billion dollars. The founders (including the terrifying Reid) took a chance on me when I was no one, and now look where I am: senior product marketing manager. Just one tiny hop step away from director, which is practically in smelling distance. All I need to do is land Operation Wolf.


I peer at Kyle, who has not looked up, and is angry-typing, which at this company is a show of deep focus, and revered by all. Don’t bother someone who is angry-typing.


I step to the front of the room, and flawlessly transfer my slides to the conference room’s screen. Which is saying something, because every room transfers differently, and all of them are multi-stepped and often buggy, but I made it my mission when we got the new tech installed to never be that person who can’t figure out how to get her slides up on the screen, and have to ask for . . . ugh . . . help.


But when I scan the room, the morning light breaking through the fog, even Reid’s presence doesn’t bother me as much as seeing Kyle, who still hasn’t looked up from his damn computer. Last week we changed up our routine, and instead of hiding at one of our houses, we went out to Emerald Eyes, a club full of young twentysomethings, which I took as a sign that things were going well. When I realized on the way out that I lost my phone, he ran back in and made a huge point of searching the dance floor, finding the manager, and yelling at unhelpful employees. That was it, I thought, he obviously cares about me. Now I’m wondering if he’s just a power-tripping sadist.


I keep vacillating between hatred toward him and self-pity toward myself. I want to jump onto the table and point at Kyle and yell, “We were together, I was falling in love with him, and he broke my heart five fucking minutes ago,” and then kneel down and burst into tears. Those imaginary tears feel very tempting, and a little too real, like they could actually happen.


Jamie clears her throat, breaking my reverie. I read the title slide in my head: Operation Wolf: Taming the Beast / Customized Portal for Prospective Client. But I cannot speak. Something is happening to my eyes; they’re getting hot, wet. My throat swells, and I know if I say one word, it’s all going to come spilling out, fountains of tears and choked cries.


But everyone would think it’s because I’m nervous about this presentation, which is not the case. So I let out a couple of closed-mouth coughs bordering on chokes, put up a finger, and crease my eyes into seriousness, as if there’s an involuntary physical battle being waged inside me (which there is), and then, to a bevy of stunned and concerned faces, I step out of the conference room, run up two flights of stairs until I get away from the Abilify offices, fly into the bathroom, and let everything out. Then I pray I haven’t ruined it all.


I REALLY DON’T deserve my team. In my stead, Nina stepped up and began presenting my slides as well as hers, and she, Abby, and Jasmine switched off until I walked back in four minutes later as if nothing had happened. As I’ve learned from watching leaders, I simply said, “Excuse me. Thanks for taking over, team,” and then jumped in where they left off. I resolved not to look anywhere near Kyle, and that tactic seemed to work.


Jamie had seen the presentation but still took notes in her immaculate handwriting in her millennial-pink notebook (even though she’s a Gen Xer). She swears by writing everything down by hand and has gotten me in the habit of it, too. She made a couple of new points she’d never brought up before, so I had to gracefully concede to them, but it didn’t bother me too much.


Reid asked a couple of questions that weren’t difficult to answer—if you understand a CEO’s mindset, which I made a point to do—and I gave concise, confident replies to them. He nodded shortly and settled back in his seat. Normally he’d put his feet up on the table, but there are too many people in the conference room for that.


And on the final slide and some brief discussion, the magic words come from Jamie. “It sounds like we’re all in agreement here. Ellie, your team can proceed with this portal vision. Please stay in close sync with tech and sales as you build it out. We’ll need it done in two weeks.”


I should feel elated, getting this validation and green light to move forward, but I don’t. I feel dry, unwanted, like Jamie ripped a page out of her notebook, crumpled it up, and tossed it.


“Thank you,” I say, a lot more coolly than I would have if my heart hadn’t been recently trampled over. I wonder if that makes me more of a boss, not showing excitement. Then I wonder if that’s really who I want to be, and immediately shove that thought away. Of course it is.









Chapter Two
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At my desk, after a congratulatory huddle with the Tremendous Trio, I tell them we’re all going out to a celebratory lunch at Zorba’s, on me. They deserve so much more, too, but I will be sure, as always, to make it clear in their performance reviews. I check my phone. A missed call from my mom plus a text.




How are you Nazeli jan? Give me call to say hi





My family refuses to call me by Ellie, my nickname, and sticks to my real name, Nazeli. It sounds beautiful in Armenian but awful translated into English, like a portmanteau of nauseating and mausoleum-y. So professionally, I go by Ellie. Mom called minutes after Kyle dumped me (a lump rises in my throat thinking those words). The woman has a sixth sense, though she never knew Kyle and I were dating. I knew she’d lament yet another white boyfriend, so I was keeping him hidden unless things started to progress. Which, of course . . . I guess my instinct was right.


I hole up in the phone booth Abilify has purchased—not like a red British phone booth, but a sleek modern one, sort of like a sexy coffin with a window, plunked down in the corner of the office. There’s a decent view of all the desks, including Kyle’s, though he’s not here yet—he’s probably in some other meeting, probably completely over me.


The phone booth still smells new, that freshly manufactured plastic scent that hits hard as soon as the door shuts. I dial my mom and she picks up after several rings.


“Nazig jan,” (the diminutive of Nazeli) she starts. “You haven’t called. Are you okay?”


We didn’t talk for one day, which is enough for an Armenian parent to file a missing person report. I’m twenty-seven, unmarried, and live away from home, which is a cardinal sin, and believe me, the tears and stomps were aplenty when I announced, at twenty-five, that I was moving out to an apartment in the city, with a roommate. They’re over it now, though.


“I’m fine,” I say.


“You don’t sound very happy. Are you eating okay?”


“Oh yeah.”


I haven’t been. Cooking is usually one of my most favorite things to do—especially with my parents, anything from prepping a big Armenian Christmas feast to a casual Sunday dinner, which we used to do all the time—but with all the planning for Operation Wolf, plus my weekend nights being devoted to Kyle, I haven’t spent much time in the kitchen, with or without my parents. Takeout and the Whole Foods hot bar when I’m too hungry to wait. What I wouldn’t give for a sini kufte right now, the ultimate comfort food, a meat-on-meat pie spiced with cumin and pine nuts. Kneading the meat side by side with my mom sounds like the most relaxing thing in the world right about now.


“You are lying, but that’s okay. I make you harisseh and bring to you tonight.”


“No, Mom, it’s okay. I’m fine. It’s a half-hour drive.”


“It’s no problem. Rima makes every meal for her son; he has not cooked once since he left the home. Did you hear . . .” she says, then launches into a five-minute monologue about Rima’s son, which I have to interrupt, otherwise I’ll be sitting in this phone booth all day listening to stories about people I hardly know.


“How’s the business going?” I ask, even though I know it’s going just fine, same as always. My parents own Hagop’s Fine Armenian Foods, a packaged food company that makes lavash, falafel packs, manti, and dolmas, and that used to make hummus until the market got too crowded. They mostly sell in Middle Eastern stores throughout California and two local San Francisco grocery co-ops.


“Is going okay, we are preparing for the Chicago conference. You know Ned Richardson is going to be there and Bab was able to set up a meeting with him. If it’s successful, we can be in True Food Grocers chain, can you believe?”


Huh. That would be a huge deal, major growth for the company. Before I can respond, she goes on. “You would be very good at that meeting. You know all the business talk and how to be around these people. Bab and I . . .” Here she hesitates a moment. “We want you to come to Chicago, help us. We are getting old now. This year, is harder for us to carry all the tables and food everywhere. You know Bab’s knee, not getting any better. And I am afraid what the Chicago trees will do to my allergies. I don’t know those trees.”


The conference is next week, and with Operation Wolf, there’s no way. Plus, my parents are notorious for naysaying any business help I offer them. Their branding isn’t up-to-date; it looks so old-school. The name alone is a bit of a mouthful and gives off a nineties vibe. I’ve tried to get them to update their design a million times, but they haven’t listened. We’ve gone through this song and dance of “please we need your help but don’t change a single thing we’re doing” so often that I’ve soured a bit on their business. If they’d let me in, just a little, they’d see how much we could change things together. But I know they won’t budge on a thing when it comes to Hagop’s Fine Armenian Foods. I do feel for them lugging all their stuff around, but I tell my mom, “I can’t just take off work like that.”


She is undeterred. “Only three days of work to take off. Wednesday, Thursday, Friday. Then the Saturday Sunday you don’t have to take off. You telling me you can’t take three days?”


Outside the booth, twenty feet away or so, Kyle is returning to his desk. He glances in my direction, probably feeling my gaze, then, face utterly blank, turns away. The phone booth seems to contract, the air sucked out, the sound a pure void. I’m convinced the door isn’t going to open, that I’m going to die in here.


“Hold on, Bab wants to say hi.”


My father’s sonorous voice booms, shaking me from my claustrophobia. “Nazeli? Listen, today I learn that there are approximately, wait for me, I will say the whole thing: 100,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 stars in the universe. And the scientists think there are more planets than stars, if you believe this. But!” he shouts. “We are the only planet we know of with life. This is God’s miracle,” he says, reverent.


“That’s pretty amazing,” I say.


“This is why you must come to Chicago with us.”


Oh my God, these two. They are unbearable in how well they team up.


“We have one beautiful life, and we want you to come spend it with family, help us.”


“Why can’t Edmond go?”


My much younger brother is still in college, but it’s summer break now, so I don’t see why he can’t join, especially since it seems the primary need is brawn.


“He is beginning his summer training, didn’t we tell you? He’s going to Pebble Beach for almost a month.”


The pride in my father’s voice is clear. Baby bro happens to be a gifted golfer, and got into Stanford on a golf scholarship. I’ll still never forgive him for besting me in the ranking of schools, since I’m supposed to be the brainy one, but at least I know I got into Berkeley on a Regents’ scholarship, which will forever be a point of pride.


“Okay, okay, I’ll think about it,” I say, knowing there’s no way I’m going to go.


We hang up shortly afterward, and before I can make it back to my desk, I’m ambushed by Jamie, who looks more serious than usual. Probably wants to talk about some Operation Wolf details.


“Have a minute? I booked Dingo for us.” She motions toward a nearby glass conference room.


“Of course,” I say, wondering if I’m going to get any work done today.


We sit on the same side of the table, facing each other. She clicks a pink fingernail against the table.


“Listen,” she says, and a part of me irrationally flares up, fearing I’m about to get fired. “I’m trying so hard with you.”


Oh no, am I? But my performance reviews are excellent—mostly excellent—though Jamie always manages to find plenty of room for growth. Still, Abilify policy states that an employee needs to be on a performance improvement plan (aka you’re about to get canned, so shape up) before they can fire you for cause. And I’m certainly not on a performance improvement plan. I give this place my all. At least, I thought I did.


“The beginning of that presentation, you walking out? That was unacceptable.”


“I had a medical—”


“No, you were nervous, I could tell. Listen, we all get nervous, I bet even Reid gets nervous. But when he has to deliver bad news to the board, do you think he walks out of the room and throws up, then comes back?”


“I wasn’t—”


“Whatever feeling you were having, you need to murder it on the spot, and move on. If you can’t kill it completely, lock it in a box to come back to later. Therapy’s great for that. I have the number of a fantastic lady who does therapy for corporate leaders.”


“Oh, thanks. That’d be great.” There is no way that therapist takes insurance.


Jamie leans back in her chair, as if gabbing with a girlfriend. “You’re so close to being perfect, but there are things like that that make me question whether or not you are upper-management material.”


“Things?”


She straightens. “There’s something else I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”


Oh God, I honestly have no clue what she is about to say. Wait, maybe she knows about Kyle. Should I preempt this? Jump in and say it’s over? No, never admit to wrongdoing. Not that hooking up with Kyle is wrong, because neither of us is each other’s report or in the same growth chain, but lateral office relationships are still looked down upon.


“I’ve got an unbeatable deal to sign up at Equinox that includes ten private trainer sessions for only—brace yourself because this number is nuts—seven hundred dollars. Can you believe that?”


I am staring deerlike because I’m not sure if she wants me to agree this number is wildly high (my take) or wildly low. I give a “wow” that I hope can be interpreted either way.


“I’ll forward you the details. I get a little discount off my membership, too, so everyone wins.”


So she doesn’t know about Kyle and me, she’s just MLMing about her gym membership. Wait. That’s not all it is. She prefaced this by saying this is part of what’s preventing me from being upper-management material. My body is?


I mean, it’s true that I’ve gained a little weight recently, but I thought that it suited me. Love weight, I called it, from being with Kyle. Ugh.


She flexes her bicep. “Gotta keep up with all the macho BS in this office, be one of them. No better way to do that than muscle tone. Got it?”


I am mentally gluing my mouth shut, otherwise it would plummet to the ground. Forget the hundreds of dollars a month that a gym costs, plus the personal training sessions—I’m still trying to wrap my head around my boss telling me to get in shape in order to be considered for a promotion. Is that real?


I would talk to HR about this, but I know what happens to people who talk to HR. Fired. Not right away, but eventually. You’re labeled “a problem person,” and they find a way. Besides, Melissa, the head of HR, is Jamie’s best work friend. So I nod along.


“Totally,” I say.


When Jamie opens her mouth, I wonder what fresh hell is coming for me. “Hiking is fantastic, too. We’re so lucky to live in a place where we’re surrounded by breathtaking trails,” she continues, and I’m wondering when this conversation is going to end.


You know what, on top of her delirious overstepping in this conversation, I hate exercise. Nothing about it ever has, or ever will, appeal to me. I don’t mind casual strolls; I can walk for hours through the city if there are interesting things to look at, places to go. But being yelled at by a perfectly toned fitness instructor with fake lashes to “embrace the burn” is not my idea of a good time. Armenians, as a whole, aren’t big exercisers. My parents don’t work out, my cousins don’t, my grandparents didn’t, and my great-grandparents were marched by Ottoman Turks through the Syrian desert with no food or water and left to die, so yeah, the survivors didn’t go on fucking hikes after that.


Mercifully, Jamie ends the conversation shortly thereafter.


I walk back to my desk and stare blankly at the screen in front of me.


Kyle, a couple of rows ahead, stands up and goes to another meeting without looking my way.


My phone buzzes with a text, a group chat with my parents.




We are so happy you are coming to Chicago!





And I decide, yes, screw this place, I am going to Chicago.









Chapter Three
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It’s 6:30 a.m. when I step off the El train—that seems to be what they call their subway here—and into the station, just a block from my hotel. I stifle a yawn as I pull my carry-on onto the escalator. I have to say, so far the public transit tour of Chicago I’ve gotten has been impressive. The train car didn’t fill me with the need to play a “what’s that smell” guessing game. The stations have been nondescript in the best way, neither sparkling clean nor dirty, just there, and everything was on time, which I value.


I pulled an all-nighter on the four-hour flight, cramming in all the work I would have to get done for today, shooting off emails like well-oiled cannons, one after the other. It was the only way I could convince Jamie to let me go on this trip without her completely freaking out.


“I’ll be available twenty-four seven,” I told her. “Operation Wolf won’t slip through the cracks; it’ll be my top priority.”


Jamie’s anxiety manifests in rapid-fire questions, and she asked me why I was going on this trip, how essential it truly was, what my working hours would be specifically, any times I would absolutely not be available, and how I was going to use the two-hour time zone difference to my advantage.


After my constant reassurance, she gave me a grim look and said, “Fine, I trust you.”


Outside, the weather hits me first. It’s June, which in San Francisco is a cold month. I’m still in my airplane puffer jacket, and I rip it off. How the hell is it this warm outside before 7:00 a.m.? I . . . I love it.


There are some people out, purposefully walking to their jobs, and I wish my carry-on didn’t grind against the street so loudly, because I hate to be the center of attention this way. Not because I feel unsafe. No, I feel a strange sense of safety on this early morning street—these surroundings, the weather, are subconsciously relaxing me. The buildings are tall, which I like, but not crammed together. These streets are sparkling clean for a city, and oh, I can see one of the famous black towers; not the Sears, the other one. I look it up on my phone—the Hancock Tower. It feels reassuring, knowing the buildings you’ve seen in photos and movies truly exist.


In the short block I’m walking, I pass by an immense cream-stone church with a striking floral-patterned stained glass, and I wonder if I’m in a special area or if every church here has such attention to detail. Unlike my parents, I’m not particularly religious, but there is an undeniable cultural importance of the Armenian Apostolic Church to Armenians. The first nation to declare Christianity its official religion, Armenia was the “land of a thousand churches” at one point in history. Almost to a fault. My classmate in Armenian school Lara had said, “If only it had been ‘land of a thousand armies,’ maybe we’d still have all our homeland.”


I seamlessly check into my room at the hotel, which is on the thirty-sixth floor, a lucky high number. I set down my bags and fling open the sheer window curtains, which reveal an absolutely jaw-dropping view of downtown Chicago. The Sears Tower, and a mishmash of architecture in different styles. Modern blue-green glass on one, cement on another, art deco with gold-leaf accents. Okay, Chicago, you are all right in my book.


I have to admit, I wasn’t that pumped to visit this city. I was born and raised in the San Francisco Bay Area, and spending the last several years in the city proper can give one a sense of snobbery. Visiting Illinois? In the middle of the country? Did they even have a Bloomingdale’s here? Was it a real city?


It is. It’s bigger and more impressive than San Francisco so far. Everyone gushes about San Francisco’s beauty, and I guess from some objective point of view I see it, but even when looking out at some vista, the Golden Gate in the background, the city doesn’t ever feel welcoming to me. Not comfortable. And not in a cool way, like in Manhattan. New York preens its feathers for you and tempts you into it, even while being constantly out of reach. San Francisco looks at you and says, “Eh.”


I call my parents.


My mom picks up on the fifth ring. “Nazeli? You made it?”


Her voice is thick with sleep. I thought that maybe this conference would be an exception to my parents’ unspoken rule of “sleep as late as possible and risk being late every single day,” but I suppose nothing can curb their need to snooze uninterrupted.


I stifle a yawn. “You should see my view. The whole downtown, it’s gorgeous. Can you see it from there?”


Now her voice fills with anguish, which combines with the sleep to make it sound like she’s lamenting my actual death. “I still can’t believe you didn’t stay with us and you chose all the way up there.”


Not staying in their hotel was a whole deal that I had to muck through. But there is no way I was flying across the country to a brand-new city for five days just to stay in a charmless hotel across the street from a convention center. No matter how many times my parents propped up the benefits of the bridge between the hotel and the center. That’s actually a con for me, I told them, meaning I would never breathe in actual Chicago air, and instead be channeled from one soulless place to another.


I start unpacking while speaking to her, setting up my electric toothbrush and charger in the bathroom, lining up bottles of serums and toners. There’s a giant tub in here that seems like such a waste; no way am I going to have time to take a long, warm soak. I hang up the couple of nicer dresses and tops I brought, stifling near-constant yawns, secretly jealous of my parents lying in bed. I reassure them I’ll be over soon. On my phone, I look up spots to grab a coffee, and with a cheer in my heart, I realize I can get it iced—how refreshing that would feel on my trip down to McCormick Place in this humid warmth. I think I’m going to like it here.


IT’S DAY ONE of the Food and Beverage Packagers of America Conference—aka PakCon—and you can tell by the energy here, everyone seems optimistic and lit by sparks as they make their way to talks or to the main convention hall. The conference is well underway, we’re still at the entrance, and our booth is not set up because we were hours late.


My parents went back to sleep immediately after my call—not strictly true, as my father hadn’t even woken up; he could sleep through a fire alarm. So when I knocked on their hotel room door, my mother answered it bleary-eyed, hair in curlers. We both spent ten minutes pushing and pulling and cajoling my father out of bed, which feels like waking a sleeping giant. He’s not a huge man, but not small, either, and his deadweight is impressive. I spent the next hour on my laptop giving directives to the designer, who woke up early and answered my red-eye emails, and I wondered all the while if Jamie would be impressed that I’d have a deliverable to her so early during my trip. Then I thought about Kyle.


While waiting for my parents in their hotel room, I witnessed an argument between them about whether or not my father should wear white pants (him: for, her: against), then stole away to my texts. I read the last exchange Kyle and I had:




Friday May 26,


8:03 p.m.




Kyle: Uber’s ETA is 27 minutes







Me: I love that preciseness. It’s like foreplay







Kyle: Good. Get ready.





Sunday May 28,


9:01 a.m.




Me: Up for brunch? Mission City’s madagascar vanilla waffles are calling me





Sunday May 28,


10:57 a.m.




Kyle: Sorry, just woke up







Me: That’s okay. Do you still want to go?







Kyle: Nah, got too much to prepare for this week







Me: Gotcha, no worries! I should prepare too





Monday May 29,


8:40 p.m.




Me: Want to check out my final preso for Operation Wolf?





Tuesday May 30,


10:13 a.m.




Kyle: Sure, send it to me







Me: Thank you so much! You always have the best insights








He had simply replied to my Operation Wolf email with Looks good. You seem ready. And that’s when I should have known. He’d always been a little arm’s length with me, but his coldness after our intimate Friday night was the first red flag, and then the actual siren was that he had nothing of substance to say about my presentation. Usually he reveled in picking apart the weak areas and coming up with suggestions for how to improve. Honestly, it was helpful, since he and Jamie seem to think alike, and he’d often fix up the exact sections she’d say were her favorite parts. In my hubris I took his email as a major compliment and puffed myself up that this projected real growth in my career, but the only projection it showed was that single-hood was in my future.


Listening to my parents’ squabbles in the background, I hear the words float into my mind: Everything is negotiable. There is no way that this is really over over. Kyle has never been the type to express any strong emotions, so I was surprised when he opened up to me Friday night about the cruel ways his older brother bullied him. He must have panicked and felt he’d over-shared and shut this down. But I need to show him that it doesn’t make me see him differently. I text him.




Me: I respect your decision but want to let you know I miss you





It’s still 6:30 a.m. on the West Coast, so I don’t expect a reply, even though I know he’ll be waking up shortly. Still, it feels safer this way, texting when he’s sleeping.


Two hours later, it’s 10:00 in the morning in Chicago, 8:00 a.m. on the West Coast, but still no answer. Whatever, I tell myself. It’s still early. Who texts that early in the morning?


I’ve hauled the bulk of my parents’ booth supplies across the hotel bridge while Bab protested the entire time. “You are babying the man who won the Lebanese Ironman in 1974!” When I asked if they really had the Ironman competition back then, he blushed and said it was an equivalent but that our people were made to lift—shorter and squatter, mountainous peasant folk.


The supplies—banners, food samples in a cooler, brochures, swag of many forms, and three folding chairs—are propped on the floor while my parents strategize how best to get to their booth spot, and whether they should set up the booth now and sit, or try to attend a few panels and schmooze instead.


“How have you guys not decided this already?” I ask, not disguising the annoyance in my voice.


Sometimes I think it’s a miracle they’re able to run their own business at all. This lack of preparation would not fly at Abilify. It’s a terrible thought but one that crosses my mind at times like this.


I do know why they stay in business, though, and that’s because the product is unmatched. Both sides of my family have been hugely into cooking for generations, have passed down secrets and tricks to make recipes shine, and my parents pour centuries of tradition and love into their food. They found a way to make it shelf-stable, too. Mostly, though, their food goes bad quicker than your average packaged product because my parents won’t add any unnatural preservatives to it. Hagop’s Fine Armenian Foods, from what I can tell, has a cult following, but even the best product needs to be marketed properly.


Last year, I drew up a plan for them detailing how quickly they could update their geriatric-looking logo (of course, I didn’t call it that, being the soul of professionalism). But both of them, Bab especially, kept shaking their heads and muttering throughout my pitch. My advice was cut off at the quick, as if my expert recommendations were some child’s whimsy. They really are fortunate the food is so good.


Everything at the convention center is earsplitting. The floors are linoleum, and the ceilings are so high that everyone’s conversations and footsteps echo. There’s shouting and laughing, the noise of roller luggage pinging off my ears, mingling with my parents’ argument. But there’s another voice above it all, a sharp one, that draws me in.


I turn, and some hundred feet away, a woman about my age is having a conversation—that’s generous, more like an argument—with a mustachioed man in a cheap suit, standing in front of a door. She’s shoved her phone into his face.


“. . . right here in the email. Here’s Terry Hobart’s talk, and here’s my name, on the list.”


Before I realize it, I’m walking toward her, getting a better look. She has shoulder-length curly hair that’s sandy brown but sort of blondish at the ends and appears natural. She’s sporting a nineties-looking ribbed mock-turtleneck crop top in stripes of autumn tones over rust-colored jeans. There’s a hint of a tattoo on her arm peeking out from her sleeve. She has wide, mournful eyes, with a tilt upward that suggests shrewdness, maybe mischievousness. I wonder if she’s from my part of the world—her face shape looks familiar, like the Armenians I grew up with.


The man gives off a “no can do” huff. “Ma’am, I can only accept printed tickets, not email confirmations. Like I said, you can get your tickets reprinted at the front desk.”


She’s openly angry, not bothering to hide the fire in her eyes. She feels so real, the way she’s boldly expressing herself. Not the kind of subdued emotions I’m used to and revere at work, but there is something about her rage that is so honest.


“What does ‘accept’ mean? You’re the only gatekeeper here, there’s no scanner, so it’s only you and your best judgment. I’m showing you I’m allowed at this event.”


“We only accept printed tickets for these special events.”


I hate this man already. This is the type of immovable attitude that people at Abilify cannot stand. That nothing is your problem, that rules have to be followed exactly to the letter. That’s what drew me to tech, the responsibility and the trust to make decisions using critical assessment, not following someone else’s written code. This woman clearly purchased tickets and should be allowed in. Then I wonder if she ever printed the ticket, or if she lost it. Is she the type to be obsessive about her possessions, or is she a touch careless? Something in her energy makes me feel like it could be the latter. I picture her hotel room like it’s one of those “the suitcase exploded in the bedroom” situations, and wonder what corner of the mess those tickets could be tucked away in. And what other cute clothes she’s brought with her, strewn over chairs and lamps. Then I tell myself to stop.


She draws in a breath like she’s holding herself back. “The line is around the building. By the time I get my printed ticket, this talk will be over. Come on, dude.”


It’s the “dude” that sends me over the edge. She is feeling like home, reminding me of California. But it’s also more than that.


I step up behind the man and tap him on the shoulder. “Excuse me, sir. I’m having the hardest time trying to figure out where convention room 70C is. Hold on—I’ve got my map.”


I flap the folded paper open, tenting his vision. The woman’s hands are on her hips, and she is fuming, ready to say something to me no doubt, until we make eye contact, and unbeknownst to mustache man, I discreetly wave her into the conference room. There’s a flicker of recognition in her eyes, and she darts in, light on her feet. She turns once briefly, hands in a prayer pose, and mouths, “Thank you.” The smile on her face is one I know will stay etched in my mind.


I only wish I could have run in after her.
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