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For Reese







Chloe

The first time Chloe Hanako Quinn whispered into a piece of paper, she was just shy of seven years old. She had already drawn a picture—Mrs. Williams’s first-grade class was “writing” their introductory letters to their new pen pals—but Chloe wanted to tell her soon-to-be friend so much more than could be conveyed in a crayon self-portrait, which, to be honest, looked nothing like her.

For example, she wanted to tell her pen pal that on summer nights, she liked to crawl out her bedroom window on the second story and lie down on the little roof above the porch so that the crickets could sing to her until she was drowsy. That her favorite day of the year was when the college students returned to the University of Kansas campus in the autumn and, after they dropped off their suitcases, how they’d stream into her parents’ ice cream shop in the historic downtown and she could greet each one of their smiling faces as they walked in for their first cones of the school year.

Chloe wanted to know what holidays her pen pal celebrated, and she wanted to tell him how, every December, her relatives from Missouri and Iowa would all come and gather at her grandma’s house for “Kansas Gingerbread Christmas,” where the kids built sugar-gemmed villages, and then on New Year’s, they’d all wake up to mochi and “good luck” ozoni soup, celebrating the Japanese side of the family. She wanted to ask if her pen pal had a lot of relatives, too, and if, like her, he loved them so much, he didn’t even mind when aunts and uncles and older cousins patted him on the head and said, “My, haven’t you grown tall in the past year?”

But since Chloe couldn’t draw or write very well yet, she leaned over and whispered everything into her paper instead.

She told her pen pal about the black cat down the street who’d had orange kittens.

About the time she was walking home from the park in the rain, and a bolt of lightning came straight down toward her, but then suddenly veered off and hit the lightning rod at the top of the church across the street instead.

And even about the dam of twigs she’d built last weekend in the little creek next to her garage, which ended up flooding it.

But Chloe’s biggest secret was that she was lonely, and she wished she could have had someone with her when all those interesting things had happened to her.

“I hope we’ll be friends forever,” Chloe murmured into the paper. “Best friends.”

When she was done, she folded the paper, slid it into an envelope, and sealed it with a kiss, just like she’d seen in a movie.

Mrs. Williams sent the letters off the next day, and they traveled to another elementary school on the other side of Lawrence, Kansas. A boy named Oliver picked Chloe’s envelope, and when he opened it, he grinned before he even unfolded the paper, before he even saw her self-portrait. He didn’t need to.

Because Oliver could already hear everything Chloe wanted him to know.






Chloe

Twenty-five years later

Junior year is important, but I don’t want you to stress out about it over the summer, okay?” Chloe said to Xander, the student on the other side of her desk. He had come in on the last day of school to talk to her, because he had to work at his family’s restaurant this summer but was stressed about not doing enough to prepare for college applications. “Your dedication to your family is going to show, and admissions officers will recognize and appreciate it.”

“Are you sure, Ms. Quinn?”

“Positive. Look at it this way—I respect and admire you a lot, and that’s all based on stuff you’ve told me about your life, right? So just keep doing what you’re doing, and then when it comes time to apply to college, I’ll help you with your essays.”

Xander wriggled in his seat, looking unsure.

To counter that, Chloe sat taller. Even though she was petite, her superpower was a smile that made her seem bigger than she was. Her penchant for bright clothes helped, too; today, a puff-sleeved red blouse provided a striking contrast against her straight dark hair, and her multilayered yellow skirt spread out like the petals of a buttercup.

“You’ll tell those admissions officers about how brave your parents were for coming to a new country. How you’ve helped them since you were young, and how you’ve learned so much about running a business. How, by being a waiter, you overcame your anxiety because you had to interact with the customers, and how these experiences have prepared you to take on all the new challenges that college will bring. You’re an amazing young man, Xander. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

It was true, too. Chloe had worked with Xander a lot this year, since he’d needed some extra care and mentoring. He was the first in his family to have a chance at going to college, and she had met with him for sessions twice a week to check in, listen to whatever was on his mind, or just be a reassuring adult presence while he got caught up on homework. He was a great kid, and any university would be lucky to have him.

Xander blushed and looked down at his hands. “Wow… thank you. You really think that? You always make me feel better.”

They sat there for another minute, though, in silence. Unlike the other guidance counselors, who liked to quickly wrap up their sessions with their students, Chloe had learned that kids often had something else they wanted to say if you gave them enough space and time to bring it up. So she waited.

A few seconds later, Xander cleared his throat. “Um, Ms. Quinn? Before I go… Do you think, uh, I could have one of your yellow roses? You know, like, for good luck over the summer.”

“Of course.” Chloe beamed as she reached for a stack of origami paper. Years ago, during college, she had fallen in love with the art. She was a quarter Japanese—her great-grandparents had actually been in the internment camp at Rohwer, Arkansas—and Chloe loved origami not only for its elegant simplicity but also as a small way to connect with her heritage.

“Pick your paper,” Chloe said as she fanned out the stack. Every sheet was square and yellow, but in varying patterns—chartreuse with tiny birds, mellow daisy yellow made up of spirals, gold speckled with stars, butter yellow covered in smiley faces, and more.

Xander’s fingers hovered as he thought over his selection.

“This one,” he said, plucking a sheet of electric yellow in geometric, art deco lines.

“I love it.” Chloe took the paper from him, but before she began folding, she wrote a message in the center of the paper. This was what she was known for among the students—making sure they always left her office with encouragement not only in their hearts but in their pockets as well. Because, sometimes, it was easier to remember that people believed in you when you could see it.

All you have to do is be YOU, she wrote for Xander, finishing it off with her signature doodle of a very tiny rosebud shaped like a heart. Then, as he watched, she deftly transformed the square of paper into a three-dimensional flower—a yellow rose, which symbolized friendship and joy.

Xander perked up in his chair as he held the paper flower in his hand. Chloe loved this part of her job. Xander had been slouched and despondent when he entered her office half an hour ago, and now his eyes sparkled again, a young man looking forward to summer with his family without the burdens of the shoulds and what-ifs that he’d been carrying.

He smiled as he got up. “Thanks, Ms. Quinn. I hope you have a great summer.”

“You, too, Xander. See you in a couple months, okay?”

Not two minutes after Xander left, there was another knock at Chloe’s office door.

Rob Petrunin, the principal, leaned in her doorway like an old, overgrown beanstalk gone gristly with age, salt-and-pepper stubble shadowing his face and gray hair sticking out at his temples as if the school year had finally gotten to him at the very end.

Despite the heat, he wore his usual starched white shirt, sweater-vest, and wool slacks, and his tie was choked tight against his neck. Rob wrinkled his nose at the handful of paper roses that were scattered on Chloe’s desk. He’d never liked her approach of treating her students as adults and telling them to consider her their friend when they needed advice.

“Hi, Chloe. Was that your last meeting of the school year?”

“It was. I’m going to miss the kids over the summer.”

“Yeah, about that…” Rob reached over and helped himself to a Jolly Rancher from her candy dish. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we’ve had some budget cuts in the district, and I’m afraid I have to let you go.”

She blinked at him. “I’m sorry… what?”

The plastic wrapper crinkled loudly as he popped the candy into his mouth. “The thing is, we have three counselors here, and I think we can make do with two. It’ll be more efficient.”

Chloe’s stomach plummeted, and she had to fight the urge to fall with it and hide under her desk. “B-but what am I supposed to do?” If the budget cuts were district-wide, that meant she wasn’t the only counselor in New York being let go. There would be very few job openings for her to apply to, if any.

“I’m sure you’ll get something.” Rob looked again at her origami flowers. “Maybe art classes or nannying. You were always a little… soft with the students here. You might find your skills are actually better suited to an adjacent field.”

Chloe had no words.

“Anyway,” Rob said, “I’m sure you’ll land on your feet. You’re a diligent worker. It’s been great having you on staff these last two years.” He swiped two more Jolly Ranchers from her dish and left.

Chloe gaped at the empty space where Rob had just destroyed her life in five glib minutes. And then she looked at the empty chair across her desk, where Xander had sat not long ago.

She wouldn’t be here, like she’d promised, when he and all his classmates returned for the next school year. She wouldn’t be here to help them with their schedules, with choosing which vocational schools or colleges were right for them, or to let them unburden their troubles about their friends and romances and their lives outside the school walls.

She couldn’t give them encouragement to keep in their pockets.

As Chloe packed up her office—the senior photos her students had given her, the yearbook all the kids had signed, and the stacks of yellow origami paper she always kept on hand—she tried to hold herself together. But then she realized no one was there anymore.

So she let it all go, and she cried.



New York had always been a lonely place despite all the people. When Chloe first moved here, she’d thought she would never feel alone in a sea of so many faces. But it turned out that isolation and loneliness were different things—you could spend your days watching kids laughing together in the halls or families picnicking in the park, yet still come away from it feeling lonely because you didn’t have those kinds of people in your life.

On her way home, it all seemed even worse, as if isolation and loneliness had now conspired to amplify their effect. All Chloe could see was how turned inward everybody was. Maybe it was because Rob had laid her off so callously, but everywhere Chloe looked, people rushed past each other as if no one else mattered, like they were simply extras in a movie that featured one—and only one—actor.

A man walking into a sandwich shop let the door drop shut after him, instead of holding it open for the mom with two kids in a double stroller who was two steps behind. A young woman on the subway didn’t get up to allow an older man on crutches to sit down. And everywhere, everyone was focused on their phones, supposedly engaged but all haunted by a glazed loneliness in their eyes.

She really needed someone to talk to. But she was alone in an enormous city. So, aware of the irony, she pulled out her phone and opened up the text conversation with Zac Billings, a British guy she’d been seeing for about six weeks. He wasn’t her boyfriend—Chloe wasn’t ready to be exclusive and put a label on things—but they saw each other once or twice a week and that was good enough for now.


	Chloe: Hey… bad news


	Zac: What happened?


	Chloe: I got laid off


	Zac: WHAT?


	Chloe: I didn’t see it coming. I mean, I knew there were going to be budget issues… but I didn’t think it would hit us. Those kids need more caring adults in their lives, not fewer.


	Zac: I’m so sorry, Chloe.


	Chloe: Can I see you tonight?


	Zac: Ugh, I wish I could. But I have the Steinbrenner dinner. I can come over afterward? It’ll be late though


	Chloe: No, it’s fine


	Zac: You’ll be all right?


	Chloe: I’ve… lost important things before.


	Zac: ??


	Chloe: Never mind. I’ll be fine. Talk tomorrow?


	Zac: OK but call sooner if you need me.




It was sweet of him to offer, but she wouldn’t take him up on it. He’d been talking for weeks about that client dinner with one of the richest families in New York; they owned the Yankees and several soccer teams in the US and Europe. Zac was gunning hard for a major promotion at the investment bank he worked at, and tonight would be an important event for him. Chloe wouldn’t interrupt him just because she was sad.



By the time Chloe stumbled into the big brick apartment building where she lived in Astoria, Queens, she was starving for human connection. Both luckily and unluckily, she had a roommate (because in a city this expensive, it was perfectly normal to be thirty-two years old and still have to share an apartment). Chloe braced herself as she walked in the door.

“Wow, you look like shit,” her roommate said, as she ate her precisely portioned snack of almonds (ten of them) and kale chips (one cup, not overflowing). Becca Huntington was a manager at a health food store and looked like what would happen if you mixed a yoga teacher and a bookkeeper together in an organic cocktail shaker—toned body powered by green juice, topped with a supertight no-nonsense bun and tiny rectangular glasses.

It’s not that Chloe disliked her roommate. But Becca was brassy in a native New Yorker kind of way that Chloe’s tender Kansas heart wasn’t always prepared for, especially in moments like these. Becca, on the other hand, had made it her personal mission to toughen Chloe up while also protecting her. She’d basically adopted Chloe as a little sister, which came with all the fixings of sibling relationships—hugs but also harsh truths when you didn’t want to hear them, a person to unwind with at the end of the day, who also judged you for everything you ate and wore. Plus, as the “big sister,” Becca had plenty of rules about how they ought to live in their shared apartment.

“So why do you look like an eighteen-wheeler just ran over your teddy bear?” Becca asked.

“I lost my job.”

“Ouch. That sucks.”

Chloe set her bag down heavily on the kitchen counter. Becca immediately waved it away. “Gross, Chloe! We eat there. And that bag’s been all over the fucking subway.”

“That’s really not the most important thing right now.” Nevertheless, Chloe sighed, threw her bag over her shoulder again, and trudged to her room. She was a grown woman, but all she wanted right now was to call her parents.

I got laid off today. I’m allowed to be a little pathetic.

Chloe gave in to the impulse, flopped on her bed, and wrapped herself in the bright patchwork quilt she and her mom had made together, years ago. Then she dialed.

After just one ring, her mom picked up. “Hi, Lo-Lo!” Next to her, Dad chimed in, “Hey, sweet pea! To what do we owe the honor?”

“I wanted to hear your voices,” Chloe said.

“Everything okay?”

Chloe hesitated. But they sounded so chipper, she didn’t want to drag them down with her. “Everything’s fine, just missed you. What’re you up to?”

“Oh, we’re about to pull into Clay and Mel’s driveway for your cousin Ashlee’s baby shower. Everyone’s going to be here tonight. I see Brandy and Darin’s car over there on the curb, they must’ve come over early to help set up like we did. Your aunt Emily and uncle Joseph’s truck is behind them, and that might be the Millers’ minivan, and…”

Chloe bit her lip as her mom kept listing names of their family and friends in Kansas who’d all be celebrating together. Chloe had been invited, of course, but she couldn’t afford to fly back home more than once a year at Christmas, so she’d sent a cute set of swaddling blankets to Ashlee off her registry.

“Sounds like it’s going to be fun,” Chloe said. “I’ll let you go. I don’t want to keep you sitting in the driveway.”

“We don’t mind,” Mom said. And the thing was, Chloe knew it was true. They’d sit in their car and talk to her all evening if she wanted them to.

“Yeah, but if I had to guess,” Chloe said, “you’ve got several three-gallon tubs of ice cream in the trunk.” Her parents’ quirky ice cream shop was a favorite with the University of Kansas students.

Dad chuckled. “More than usual. Ashlee requested an entire tub of our sweet corn n’ bacon flavor, just for herself.”

Chloe screwed up her face. “Well, I don’t want to be the reason that treasure melts. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”

“Sounds good, Lo-Lo. Love you bunches!”

After they hung up, the absence of their voices filled the room. Chloe stared at the ceiling and watched the lopsided fan whir round and round.

For two hours.
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Eventually, Chloe started to go a little cross-eyed. And she had to admit her method of wallowing in self-pity was kind of boring. Also, she started to notice that the fan squeaked like a drunk chipmunk every 360 degrees, when the lopsided part made the motor work harder.
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And once she thought of it, she couldn’t un-hear the drunken chipmunk. By the tenth rotation, she was cracking up—slightly hysterical—in bed.

Several minutes later, she slapped herself lightly on the cheek. “All right, Chloe, that’s enough.”

She sat up, still snickering. But she needed to get herself together. Maybe it was time to apply the methods she used at school with her students on herself.

Chloe reached into her backpack and pulled out the square Japanese box that held all her yellow origami paper. She chose one covered in smiley faces, then paused for a moment, thinking what encouragement she needed to hear, playing with the folds of her buttercup-yellow skirt all the while.

Maybe the answer to my problems will surprise me when I least expect it, she thought.

So she wrote Chin up, buttercup, and for good measure, she added her signature doodle of a rosebud shaped like a heart. Then she started folding it into a rose. She could have made it into an animal, a boat, even a different flower, but Chloe chose a yellow rose because what she needed at the moment was a small gesture of friendship—of affectionate kindness—with herself.

Becca barged in without knocking. “Hey, you know what might be good for you? Distraction. Can you go downstairs to the Hell Room and get the mail? I’m waiting on some screen protectors for my phone.”

“I don’t really want—”

“It’s good for you, Chloe. Being in package purgatory will take your mind off the job shit.”

Chloe sighed. The residents here called the mail room the Hell Room because it was, without fail, a mess. The building had been constructed long before the revolution of online shopping, so there wasn’t enough space. There were always boxes everywhere, stacked precariously five- or six-high on the floor, along an entire wall. Trying to find a package you were expecting was like playing a game of giant Jenga with cardboard boxes. One false move and the whole thing would collapse on you.

“Um, yeah, I guess I can do that,” Chloe said, pressing the crease she was making on the origami paper. Besides, it was technically her responsibility to get the mail; Becca’s chore chart on the refrigerator laid out the division of labor, and “Hell Room” was in the Chloe column this week.

Becca started to leave the room, but then she popped her head back in. “Hey, even though you got canned, you’ll still be able to pay the rent, right?”

This was one of those moments when Chloe did not like having a blunt “big sister” as a roommate. But Chloe wasn’t capable of glaring at Becca, because that was one thing Rob had gotten right when he let her go—Chloe was soft. Not in a bad way, she thought. Just that she had more in common with sunrise-tinted clouds and spring blossoms than hard-edged steel and concrete. And she liked that about herself.

Did she even belong in a place like New York?

Instead of answering Becca, Chloe simply rolled off her bed and took her origami rose with her, finishing it as she went out into the hall, down the gray cement stairs, and to the Hell Room.

It was even more of a disaster than usual, like a UPS truck had vomited everything in its belly into this single room.

Chloe let out a long exhale.

“Well, the only thing to do is start digging,” she said to herself as she crouched and began sorting boxes and plastic mailers.

Behind her, Thelma—the grouchy elderly woman in unit 1A—opened her door to take her terrier out for its early evening walk. As usual, her hair was impeccably blown out in a style worthy of Meryl Streep on the red carpet, but her silk blouse and slacks—though once elegant—were now a bit tatty. The other residents had nicknamed her the Threadbare Countess.

“You young people need to stop buying so much crap!” Thelma said, eyeing the mail room as if Chloe had personally brought the scourge of every single one of those boxes into their lives. “And I see that yellow paper flower thing sticking halfway out of your back pocket! Don’t you dare let it fall out and then leave your litter!” The Threadbare Countess scowled one more time before she turned on her heel and led her dog away.

Chloe frowned, but she pulled the yellow paper rose out of her pocket and temporarily set it on the small table to her left, where residents sorted their mail and recycled what they didn’t need.

Except, by the time she found her roommate’s package, Chloe had forgotten about the origami.

And the next person who came in accidentally knocked the paper rose off the table, to be buried under piles and piles of boxes on the Hell Room floor.






Oliver

Oliver Jones was having a fantastic day. No one had talked to him all afternoon—no “friendly” knocks on his office door to invite him to lunch, no inane chatter in the break room, and no team-building gatherings to celebrate the birthday of someone who worked on an entirely different floor and with whom he’d never cross paths again. Instead, Oliver had been able to shut himself in his office and enjoy the rapid-fire click-clacking as his fingers flew over the keyboard, working out the complex math behind his latest financial model.

Until recently, Oliver had worked in hedge funds at Goldman Sachs, but three months ago, Hawthorne Drake had poached him to help them revamp their quantitative analysis program. Complex mathematical models and data science were becoming increasingly important in the world of finance, and people with Oliver’s combination of having a PhD in mathematics and investment experience were rare.

To add to the great day, Oliver had just received final confirmation for the talk he’d be giving at the Neo Fintech Conference next month. It was an incredible opportunity to get in front of the VIPs of the financial industry. Besides playing with numbers, Oliver’s favorite thing was talking about math, and conferences like Neo Fintech were full of his intellectual brethren. It was also quite a coup that someone as young as he was—only thirty-two last month—would be giving a talk on his own, rather than being one of several on a panel.

In light of the massive success of this Friday, Oliver decided to wrap things up at the office early. He saved his work and shut down his computer, grabbed his suit jacket off the hook on the back of the door, and headed to the elevator.

The doors were about to close when someone shouted in a British accent, “Hold it, please!”

Oliver jabbed at the “close” button several times, but Zac Billings stuck his briefcase in between the doors and slipped inside.

They were a study in contrasts. While Oliver was broad-shouldered and over six feet with auburn hair, Zac was blond, a few inches shorter, and built like a marathon runner, all lean muscle that seemed unthreatening at first, until you realized he could probably out-endure you in any contest that involved stamina. Which, unfortunately, office politics was.

As usual, Zac was impeccable in a three-piece suit without a speck of lint in sight. He probably even woke up looking like a GQ model, or whatever the British equivalent was. Unlike Oliver, who still bought clothes off the rack at Men’s Wearhouse. He’d spent too many years without money and it was still hard for him to spend it now, even though he had plenty.

“Oh, hello, Tolly,” Zac said.

Oliver made a noise in the back of his throat that was as close to a growl as professionally permissible. “I have asked you several times not to call me that.” Tolly was a nickname for little boys, not grown men. Which was precisely why Zac had chosen it.

Most people found Zac charming, because he was the kind of person who invited higher-ups to lunch (and then paid for it personally, without charging it to the firm), while simultaneously dazzling those ranked below him with generous holiday gifts because he knew they were the gatekeepers to the executive suite.

But anyone who was Zac’s equal—like Oliver—was deemed a mortal enemy.

“Leaving the office already?” Zac asked. “Isn’t it a touch early to be abandoning your post?”

“You’re getting in the elevator at the exact same time,” Oliver pointed out.

Zac smirked. “Indeed, but I’ve got a client dinner with the Steinbrenners.”

Oliver was not impressed by name-droppers. His mother had been one.

“I heard about your Neo Fintech invitation,” Zac said. “Congrats. It’s not as big as Finovate, but you’ll get there. Neo Fintech is a great start.”

Oliver tried to suppress another growl. Zac had given a talk at Finovate-Europe in London in February and FinovateSpring in San Diego in May, and he mentioned the prestigious conferences whenever he could.

The elevator stopped and a few more people got on. When it began its descent again, Zac said, “Well, aren’t you going to congratulate me?”

Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “For what?”

“You didn’t hear? Puja tapped me to cochair the efforts to redesign our quantitative analysis program.”

“What?” Oliver’s voice was sharp enough that several people in the elevator jumped.

Puja Nagaswaran was the partner in charge of their division. And rebuilding the quant program was supposed to be Oliver’s job.

Zac shrugged. “Over lunch today, I mentioned to Puja that we really need something to present to the shareholders in the annual report to show significant improvements in the quant program. But, Tolly, you’ve already been here for three months… While your progress may be good from the perspective of a Goldman Sachs researcher, the pacing here at Hawthorne Drake is much more demanding.”

“I have made significant improvements already, and there are more—” Oliver scowled. “No. Why am I justifying this to you? Besides, cochairing is a nonstarter. I can’t work with you, and I won’t.”

“Well, no offense—and Puja agrees—you need some help on how to present things to the C-suite. Talking to our CEO and CFO is different than to other math geeks.”

Oliver clenched his fists. Partly because he wanted to punch Zac in his too-handsome face, and partly because he knew Zac was right. Oliver’s taciturn, antisocial tendencies had worked fine in the back offices of Goldman Sachs where the quant nerds and data scientists worked, but he could come off as prickly and stuck-up in the garrulous offices of Hawthorne Drake. (See: previously referenced lunch invitations from colleagues, cross-departmental birthday celebrations, et cetera.)

They reached the first floor, and everyone spilled out of the elevator. Zac strode out ahead of Oliver but turned back to smile over his shoulder. “Just trying to help, Tolly. But if you really don’t want to work with me, all you have to do is tell Puja. I’m happy to chair the committee alone.”



It had been a perfectly good day at the office until those last few minutes, and now Oliver needed to cleanse his palate of the bad taste Zac had left behind.

So Oliver headed to Constantinides Family Taverna, a small restaurant in the heart of Little Greece in Astoria. Native New Yorkers didn’t often venture from their own neighborhoods to eat, but Oliver wasn’t originally from here. Besides, his secretary from his last job had lived in Astoria and she swore by this restaurant; she’d found out about it from her neighbor who knew the high school guidance counselor for Xander Constantinides, the restaurant owners’ son. (That was a long string of acquaintances, but no matter; Oliver had eaten there a dozen times now, and his secretary had been right—the food was excellent.)

Right as Oliver arrived, a couple vacated one of the few tables on the sidewalk and opted to sit inside. He slid into one of the still-warm chairs and pulled out some of the napkins from the dispenser to quickly wipe down the aluminum table. It wasn’t bad, just some crumbs and water rings left over from the complimentary basket of pita bread and glasses they’d taken with them indoors.

It had been a hot day but had now cooled enough to be pleasant, which was a nice surprise in New York because the summers tended to be muggy. Oliver wondered why the couple had given up this prime table. Sure, there was traffic a few yards away in the street, but anyone who lived in the city was used to that.

He sat back and took a deep breath, trying to leave Zac and the office behind. It was another reason he’d come out to Astoria for dinner—here, surrounded by brick buildings with varied shop fronts and friendly chatter as people walked by him on the sidewalk, it felt like a world away from the skyscrapers and suit-clad bankers and cookie-cutter Starbucks on every corner in Manhattan. While Oliver usually liked the anonymity that Manhattan afforded him, he occasionally craved the reminder that neighborhoods like this existed. Even if they were still part of the huge metropolis of New York, they grounded him, tied him to the Boy from Small-Town Kansas that he used to be.

Soon after, Xander approached with a familiar wave.

“Good evening, Mr. Jones,” Xander said as he brought over a fresh glass of water. “It’s nice to see you again.” Xander knew not to ask if anyone would be joining him for dinner; Oliver always ate alone. “Would you like to hear our specials tonight?”

“Just my usual. Please.”

“Okay,” Xander said. “Spanakopita, souvlaki, and a glass of the house white, it is. It’s good to know what you want in life, right?”

“Mmph.” Oliver was, as a general rule, economical with his words. And he’d already used up too much effort on Zac back at the office.

Xander scampered away. Oliver did feel a little guilty about his gruffness. Maybe Zac was right that his social skills were a little… jagged around the edges. And Xander reminded Oliver of his own brother, Ben, who’d known from the time he could talk that he wanted to own a restaurant one day. As soon as he was old enough, Ben got himself a job as a dishwasher, then slowly worked his way up the ranks. When he was promoted to the waitstaff, Oliver and their dad, Richard, had shown up for dinner the very first night Ben was on the schedule as a server. The number of times Ben spilled their water or confused the food orders that evening still made Oliver laugh fondly, and that was a big deal, because Oliver rarely laughed these days.

Shrill cheers broke through his memories. The next table over was a party of a dozen women; one of them wore a glittery crown and a sash that read “Bachelorette,” and the rest wore sashes that read “Final Night of Freedom.” The women lifted shot glasses of ouzo and shouted “Opa!” before knocking them back and pouring more.

They must be the reason the couple had decamped indoors earlier.

The blonde next to the bachelorette raised her next glass in Oliver’s direction and smiled. That made the six women opposite her turn around, check him out, and giggle.

Oliver let out a long exhale. Then he got up from his chair and moved to the other side of his table, sitting with his back to them. He had zero interest in a one-night stand.

In fact, Oliver found any romance to be an ill-advised pursuit. Love was too messy, full of dark, hidden corners of unspoken expectations and illogical emotions. Look what his mom had done to his dad. Sixteen years later and the man was still dealing with the aftereffects, like an earthquake that never stopped shaking.

And then there was Chloe, also a long time ago…

Oliver could still smell her camellia shampoo, could still see the trust in her deep brown eyes as she looked up at him in that moment when they teetered on the cusp of being best friends and something more. And then when he finally kissed her, he could taste the chocolate they’d just been eating, and even though they were only sixteen years old, he had felt sure he knew exactly how their lives would turn out. Together.

“Right,” Oliver scoffed out loud now.

Because love was promises that couldn’t be kept, wild dreams with no basis in reality.

Math, on the other hand… Numbers were clearly defined and predictable.

Life was better this way.

The bachelorette party women giggled some more and teased the blonde (presumably—Oliver couldn’t see them, after all), and then they started playing a celebrity trivia game and thankfully left him alone.

Xander brought the wine, which was a welcome antidote to recent events. Soon the food arrived. Oliver was hungrier than he thought and had to consciously slow himself down.

As usual, the spanakopita was flaky and crisp, its crust the perfect juxtaposition to the creamy feta and spinach filling. At other restaurants, spanakopita could be dense and even greasy, but Constantinides Family Taverna never disappointed.

Then the souvlaki came out, the skewers of pork and green peppers still sizzling from the grill. The thick pita bread was warm, too, accompanied by a salad generously topped with ripe tomatoes and imported Greek olives. It was like a summer travel brochure on a plate.

After he’d devoured it all, a contented, post-meal fugue began to settle in, and Oliver actually felt that today might be salvageable. He decided to linger a little longer and have dessert.

A few minutes later, Xander returned with a phyllo and custard pie, but before he reached Oliver’s table, a man on an electric scooter dashed by on the sidewalk, and Xander swerved to avoid him, then tripped and dropped the plate. It smashed on the concrete while Xander fell as well, and the contents of his apron—pencil, order pad, and something that looked like a folded-up piece of yellow paper—went flying into the street.

“Shit! My origami rose!” Xander scrambled on hands and knees toward the street, oblivious that he was crawling through custard pie. He got to the curb and began to reach out.

Oliver saw the oncoming taxi as if it were in slow motion. “No!”

Just as the driver blasted his horn, Oliver dove at Xander and tucked him against his body, rolling them away together and back onto the sidewalk. It was a jiu jitsu maneuver inscribed into his muscles after more than a dozen years of practice. Half a second slower, and Xander could have been dead.

Xander’s mother ran screaming out of the restaurant to her son’s side. “My baby! My baby!”

“He’s okay,” Oliver said, releasing Xander from his protective hold.

“H-how did you do that?” Xander asked, dazed and looking from the edge of the street to where they sat now, as if unsure how he’d ever been in either place.

Oliver waved it off. No need to disclose that he was a second-degree black belt in jiu jitsu, which he’d taken up in college. He and Ben had gotten beaten up far too many times as teenagers, after their mom lost everything the family owned and they’d had to bounce from one rough neighborhood to another. When Oliver had finally escaped at eighteen, he’d promised never to be defenseless ever again.

Mrs. Constantinides, now assured that her son was okay, began yelling at Xander for being stupid, and careless, and how could he be so inconsiderate because if he jumped into the street and died, she’d have to run the restaurant without him, and he didn’t think she could cook and wait tables, did he?

“I love you, too, Mama.”

She smothered him in a tight hug.

Oliver turned away.

He walked back to the street and when the traffic broke for a second, he grabbed the origami rose from the asphalt. It had been run over a few times and now shone with a thin layer of oil and grit.

Oliver walked back toward Xander but then stopped to wait for Mrs. Constantinides’s maternal affection to subside. Oliver’s relationship with his own mother had been so opposite—endearment on the surface but total disregard for the family underneath—that seeing mothers and sons who actually liked each other made Oliver itchy. He didn’t quite know how to comprehend it.

Xander jumped up as soon as he saw Oliver holding the flattened yellow rose.

“Oh my god, Mr. Jones!” He ran over and clasped Oliver’s hands, then took the muddy origami flower from him gently, as if it were made of crystal rather than paper. “You have no idea what this rose means to me. Thank you so so so frickin’ much. Let me get you a new dessert. Totally on me.”

Mrs. Constantinides whacked her son gently. “Please forgive my son. He is an idiot. A sweet idiot, but still, idiot. You saved my Xander’s life, Mr. Jones. All of your meals are free, anytime, for eternity.”





Dear O L I V E R,

My favorite color is Y E L L O W.

My favorite animal is a C A N A R Y.

My favorite part of school is S T O R Y T I E M.

My favorite thing about myself is M Y F R E C K E L S.

When I grow up, I want to H A V A F L O W E R S T O R.

Your friend,

C H L O E



What was not written, but was whispered into the paper:


Dear Oliver,

I really liked your last letter. Thank you for sending me candy for my birthday! How did you know that I love grape Pop Rocks? Do you love them, too?

Can you come to my birthday party this weekend? It will be at my parents’ shop, the Ice Creamery. Have you been there? Anyway, the school rule is that I have to invite everyone in my class. I like them, but I think they think I’m kinda weird. Sometimes I hear the other girls making fun of my clothes, but I really, really like colors!

I wish you could come to the party, too. If you were here, then after ice cream, we could go to the woods nearby (have you been to Lawrence Nature Park?) and I would show you the secret place where the owls like to sleep. Or we could play in my backyard, and then when we got too hot, we could come inside and make lemonade and if no one’s watching, we can sneak in extra sugar!

How far away do you live? Mommy said your school is on the other side of town. But could we bike to see each other?

Anyway, I’m so glad you’re my friend. Besides my mommy and daddy, I think you’re my favorite person in the world.

*sealed with a kiss*






Thelma

Thelma unlocked the apartment building’s front door. Her dog, Rufus, would have liked to enjoy the summer evening for much longer—he was a Biewer terrier after all, and the breed loved to hunt and follow all the interesting smells of New York—but Thelma couldn’t walk so well anymore.

If she’d had any spare savings, she would have spent them on a dog walker. But the residents called her the Threadbare Countess for good reason. Thelma’s social security checks didn’t even cover what she needed for food and rent. She patched all her clothes herself, snipped coupons from the mailers that everyone else cavalierly threw away, and had trained Rufus to spot spare change on the sidewalk.

Even so, if Thelma could have afforded it, she would have spent her money on Rufus. But as it was, she tried to compensate by taking him out multiple times a day for shorter strolls. She felt terrible that she couldn’t give Rufus more fun.

As they entered the small lobby, Thelma turned toward unit 1A. But Rufus tugged his leash in the other direction, toward the mail room.

“No, Rufus. I already got my mail today, remember? We went on a walk after lunch and came back right as the postman was here, like we always do.”

But Rufus was insistent, and when a hunting dog wants something, he wants it. He practically dragged Thelma across the lobby, her orthopedic moccasins sliding on the tile.

“What is it, boy?” she asked, the exhaustion hanging off her voice like old laundry on a frayed line.

Rufus darted into the cardboard boxes. He disappeared from view, but Thelma could feel from the tension of his leash that he was diligently rooting for something. A buried stash of forgotten coins?

A minute later, he reappeared with something in his mouth. He trotted over and deposited it victoriously at Thelma’s feet, as if he had caught her a pheasant or rabbit.

Joints creaking, she bent down to pick up Rufus’s prize, a yellow paper rose with a gaudy smiley-face pattern.

It was the damn thing from the girl’s back pocket that Thelma had specifically warned her not to leave around as litter.

Kids these days!

And yet, it was surprisingly pretty. “Well crafted,” Thelma grumbled, as she examined the artful folds. Then she moved to toss it into the recycling bin.

Just as she was about to do so, though, she noticed that one of its careful folds was coming slightly loose. Thelma wanted to tug on it, to undo this frivolous piece of litter. It would serve that irresponsible girl right.

She unfolded the rose.

Inside, there was a surprise message: Chin up, buttercup.

Thelma gasped and started to cry. Because that’s exactly what her late husband used to say to her whenever she felt down. “ ‘Chin up, buttercup. You are a strong and clever woman, and nothing can stand in your way if you keep your chin up and look that bastard problem in the eye.’ ”

And she was feeling beaten down. Just this morning, the landlord had come by again for her rent and told her that if she couldn’t pay for this month, plus interest for everything else she owed, she’d be evicted from the place she’d called home for the last sixty-three years. The apartment where she and Tyrell had built their lives, raised their children, and stayed together until his last breath.

Today had been a very bad day.

But tomorrow, well…

Maybe if she kept her chin up, she could face it. That’s what Tyrell would have wanted her to do, and obviously Rufus did, too. He’s the one who’d brought her this paper rose.

With shaking hands, Thelma clutched the origami flower to her chest. It was a small thing, but it was a lifeline of hope to hold on to nonetheless.

Tomorrow was another chance to fight.

A new day.
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